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To Robert K. Martin





I will lift what has too long kept down those  

smouldering fires,

I will give them complete abandonment,

I will write the evangel-poem of comrades, and of love,

(For who but I should understand love, with all its 

sorrow and joy?

And who but I should be the poet of comrades?)

Walt Whitman, “Proto-leaf”
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Manly love in all its Moods
A Preface


In “live oak, with moss,” Whitman’s unpublished 
sheaf of twelve poems on manly passion and love 
written in 1859, the poet dreams of a city—a public 
urban space—where men who love men can live and 
love openly in accord with their desires. one hundred 
and fifty years after Whitman expressed this dream 
as part of a fully realized democracy in the United 
States and elsewhere, Whitman’s own country is still 
locked in a struggle over whether men who love men 
have the same civil and legal rights as men who love 
women. These public contests over the visibility, 
equality, and rights of men who love men have been 
at the very center of contests over the life, work, and 
legacy of Walt Whitman, america’s (and the world’s) 
major poet of democracy and its major singer of what 
he called “manly love” in all its moods—from unutter-
able loss, pain, sorrow, depression, and social death 
to orgasmic and spiritual communion, joy, bliss, song, 
and celebration.
 Whitman’s “Calamus”—his cluster of poems on  
“adhesive” and manly love, comradeship, and democ-
racy—was first published in the 1860–61 edition of 
Leaves of Grass. although the book was published in 
1860, Whitman dated it “1860–61” so that his book 
could commemorate the eighty-fifth anniversary of 
the declaration of Independence (he thus invented 
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a new american calendar, as he recorded on his title 
page that his date of publication was “year 85 of 
These States”). It is to honor and commemorate the 
first publication of the “Calamus” poems in the 1860–
61 edition that I publish the little-known manuscript 
of notebook poems, “live oak, with moss,” the 1860–
61 “Calamus” poems, and the final 1881 “Calamus” 
poems together in a single edition for the first time. 
In addition to honoring the sesquicentennial of the 
“Calamus” cluster, this volume seeks to mark and 
celebrate the sexual and political radicalism and 
ongoing power, influence, and legacy of Whitman’s 
songs of manly passion, sex, and love.
 The volume begins with Whitman’s clean and ele-
gantly handwritten manuscript version of the twelve 
“live oak, with moss” poems, which are printed side 
by side with a print transcription of these poems on 
the opposite page. The “live oak” poems are fol-
lowed by a facsimile of the original version of the 
“Calamus” poems published in the 1860–61 edition 
of Leaves of Grass. The concluding section of poems 
reprints the final version of the “Calamus” poems in 
the 1881 edition of Leaves of Grass. In an afterword, 
I discuss the radical nature of these poems in liter-
ary, sexual, and social history, the changes Whitman 
made in the “live oak” and “Calamus” poems in the 
post-Civil War and reconstruction years, the liter-
ary, political, and other contests surrounding these 
poems, and the constitutive role these poems have 
played in the emergence of modern sexual and homo-
sexual identity and the ongoing struggle for sexual 
freedom, tolerance, rights, and democracy for man-
loving men in the United States and worldwide. The 
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volume closes with a selected bibliography of works 
that have contributed to the critical and interpretive 
contests around Whitman’s man-loving life, works, 
and legacy.

The “live oak, with moss” facsimile is reproduced 
here with the permission of the alderman library at 
the University of virginia.





live oak, with Moss
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Calamus-leaves
live oak, with moss

I.
not the heat flames up and con-
   sumes,
not the sea-waves hurry in and
   out,
not the air, delicious and dry, the
   air of the ripe summer, bears
   lightly along white down-balls
   of myriads of seeds, wafted,
   sailing gracefully, to drop
   where they may,
not these—o none of these, more
   than the flames of me, con-
   suming, burning for his love
   whom I love—o none, more
   than I, hurrying in and out;
does the tide hurry, seeking some-
   thing, and never give up?—o
   I, the same, to seek my life-long
   lover;
o nor down-balls, nor perfumes, nor
   the high rain-emitting clouds,
   are borne through the open air,
   more than my copious soul is
   borne through the open air, wafted
   in all directions, for friendship, for
   love.—
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II
I saw in louisiana a
   live-oak growing,
all alone stood it, and the
   moss hung down from the
   branches,
Without any companion it grew
   there, glistening out
   joyous leaves of dark green,
and its look, rude, unbending,
   lusty, made me think of
   myself;
But I wondered how it could
   utter joyous leaves, standing
   alone there without its friend,
   its lover – for I knew I could
   not;
and I plucked a twig with
   a certain number of leaves
   upon it, and twined around
   it a little moss, and brought
   it away—and I have placed
   it in sight in my room,



( 6 )



( 7 )

It is not needed to remind
   me as of my friends, (for I
   believe lately I think of little
   else than of them,)
yet it remains to me a
   curious token—it makes
   me think of manly love;
for all that, and though the
   live oak glistens there in louis-
   iana, solitary in a wide
   flat space, uttering joyous
   leaves all its life, without
   a friend, a lover, near—I
   know very well I could
   not.
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III
When I heard at the close of
   the day how I had been
   praised in the Capitol, still
   it was not a happy night
   for me that followed;
nor when I caroused—
   —nor when my favorite plans were accom-
   plished—was I really happy.
But that day I rose
   at dawn from the bed of
   perfect health, electric, in-
   haling sweet breath,
When I saw the full moon
   in the west grow pale and
   disappear in the morning light,
When I wandered alone over the
   beach, and undressing, bathed,
   laughing with the waters, and
   saw the sun rise,
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and when I thought how
   my friend, my lover, was
   coming, then o I was happy;
each breath tasted
   sweeter—and all that day my
   food nourished me more—and
   the beautiful day passed well,
and the next came with equal
   joy—and with the next at
   evening, came my friend,
and that night, while all
   was still, I heard the
   waters roll slowly continually
   up the shores
I heard the hissing rustle of
   the liquid and sands, as directed
   to me, whispering, to congratulate
   me,—for the friend I love lay
   sleeping by my side,
In the stillness his face was in-
   clined towards me, while the
   moon’s clear beams shone,
and his arm lay lightly over my
   breast—and that night I was happy.

[on this leaf, beneath the paste-over, is an earlier version of the 
conclusion:]

and that night o you happy waters, I heard you beating the shores—
But my heart beat happier than you—for he I love is returned and 
sleeping by my side,

and that night in the stillness his face was inclined toward me while 
the moon’s clear beams shone,

and his arm lay lightly over my breast—and that night I was happy.
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Iv
This moment as I sit alone,
   yearning and pensive, it
   seems to me there are other
   men, in other lands, yearning
   and pensive.
It seems to me I can look
   over and behold them, in
   Germany, france, Spain—or
   far away in China, India or
   russia—talking other dialects,
and it seems to me if I
   could know those men
   I should love them as I
   love men in my own lands,
It seems to me they are as
   wise, beautiful, benevolent,
   as any in my own lands;
o I think we should be
   brethren—I think I should
   be happy with them.
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v
long I thought that knowledge
   alone would suffice me—o
   if I could but obtain
   knowledge!
Then the land of the Prairies engrossed me—the 
south savannas engrossed me—
   for them I would live—I
   would be their orator;
Then I met the examples of old
   and new heroes—I heard
   of warriors, sailors,
   and all dauntless persons—
   and it seemed to me I too
   had it in me to be as
   dauntless as any, and would
   be so;
and then to finish all, it
   came to me to strike up the
   songs of the new World—and
   then I believed my life must
   be spent in singing;
But now take notice, land of
   the prairies, land of the south
   savannas, ohio’s land,
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Take notice, you Kanuck woods
   —and you, lake Huron—and
   all that with you roll toward
   niagara—and you niagara
   also,
and you, Californian mountains—
   that you all find some one else
   that he be your singer of songs,
for I can be your singer of songs
   no longer—
   I have ceased to enjoy them.
I have found him who loves me,
   as I him, in perfect love,
With the rest I dispense—I sever
   from all that I thought would
   suffice me, for it does not—it
   is now empty and tasteless
   to me,
I heed knowledge, and the grandeur
   of The States, and the examples
   of heroes, no more,
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I am indifferent to my own
   songs—I am to go with
   him I love, and he is to
   go with me,
It is to be enough for each
   of us that we are together—
   We never separate again.—
____________
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vI
What think you I have
   taken my pen to record?
not the battle-ship, perfect-
   model’d majestic, that I saw
   to day arrive in the offing,
   under full sail,
nor the splendors of the past
   day—nor the splendors of
   the night that envelopes me—
   nor the glory and growth of
   the great city spread around
   me,
But the two men I saw
   to-day on the pier, parting
   the parting of dear friends.
The one to remain hung on
   the other’s neck and passionately
   kissed him—while the one
   to depart tightly prest the
   one to remain in his arms.
      ___________
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vII
you bards of ages hence! when
   you refer to me, mind not
   so much my poems,
nor speak of me that I pro-
   phesied of The States and led
   them the way of their glories,
But come, I will inform you
   who I was underneath that
   impassive exterior—I will
   tell you what to say of me,
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Publish my name and hang up
   my picture as that of the
   tenderest lover,
The friend, the lover’s portrait, of
   whom his friend, his lover,
   was fondest,
Who was not proud of his songs,
   but of the measureless ocean
   of love within him—and
   freely poured it forth,
Who often walked lonesome walks
   thinking of his dearest friends,
   his lovers,
Who pensive, away from one he
   loved, often lay sleepless and
   dissatisfied at night,
Who, dreading lest the one he loved
   might after all be indifferent
   to him, felt the sick feeling—
   o sick! sick!
Whose happiest days were those, far
   away through fields, in woods, on hills, he
   and another, wandering hand in
   hand, they twain, apart from
   other men.
Who ever, as he sauntered the
   streets, curved with his arm
   the manly shoulder of his
   friend—while the curving
   arm of his friend rested
   upon him also.
      __________
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vIII.
IX.

Hours continuing long, sore
   and heavy-hearted,
Hours of the dusk, when I
   withdraw to a lonesome and
   unfrequented spot, seating
   myself, leaning my face
   in my hands,
Hours sleepless, deep in the night,
   when I go forth, speeding
   swiftly the country roads, or
   through the city streets, or
   pacing miles and miles, stifling
   plaintive cries,





Hours discouraged, distracted,
   —for he, the one I cannot
   content myself without—
   soon I saw him content
   himself without me,
Hours when I am forgotten—
   (o weeks and months are
   passing, but I believe I am
   never to forget!)
Sullen and suffering hours—
   (I am ashamed—but it is
   useless—I am what I am;)
Hours of my torment—I
   wonder if other men ever
   have the like, out of the
   like feelings?
Is there even one other like
   me—distracted— his friend,
   his lover, lost to him?
Is he too as I am now? does
   he still rise in the morning,
   dejected, thinking who is lost to him?
   and at night, awaking, think who is
   lost?
does he too harbor his friendship si-
   lent and endless? Harbor his anguish
   and passion?
does some stray reminder, or the
   casual mention of a name, bring
   the fit back upon him, taciturn
   and deprest?
does he see himself reflected in me?
   In these hours does he see the
   face of his hours reflected?
      ________
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IX
I dreamed in a dream of a
   city where all the men
   were like brothers,
o I saw them tenderly love
   each other—I often saw
   them, in numbers, walking
   hand in hand;
I dreamed that was the city
   of robust friends—nothing
   was greater there than
   manly love—it
   led the rest,
It was seen every hour in the
   actions of the men of that city,
   and in all their looks and
   words.—
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X
o you whom I often and silently come
   where you are, that
   I may be with you,
as I walk by your side, or
   sit near, or remain in
   the same room with you,
little you know the subtle
   electric fire that for
   your sake is playing
   within me.—
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XI
earth! Though
   you look so impassive,
   ample and spheric there
   —I now suspect that
   is not all,
I now suspect there is
   something terrible in you,
   ready to break forth,
for an athlete loves me,
   and I him—But toward
   him there is something
   fierce and terrible in me,
I dare not tell it in words—
   not even in these songs.
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XII
To the young man, many
   things to absorb, to engraft,
   to develop, I teach, that
   he be my eleve,
But if through him speed
   not the blood of
   friendship, hot
   and red—If he be not
   silently selected by lovers,
   and do not silently select
   lovers—of what use were
   it for him to seek to
   become eleve of mine?
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Calamus, 1881
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songs of  
Male intiMaCy  

and love
An Afterword

In the spring of 1859 Walt Whitman meticulously copied 
a sequence of twelve poems of male intimacy and love in 
a small notebook of white wove paper. entitled “live 
oak, with moss,” these poems represent a revolutionary 
break with the past and a radical new departure in liter-
ary, sexual, and social history in their moving evocation 
and affirmation of the hitherto unnamed and unnam-
able bonds of erotic passion, love, and affection among 
and between men. although this sequence was broken 
up and published in revised form as part of the “Cala-
mus” cluster in the 1860–61 edition of Leaves of Grass, 
like so much in the history of Whitman as man lover 
and writer of man-loving poems, the original manu-
script of the “live oak, with moss” poems remained 
unknown until 1951, when fredson Bowers discovered 
the numbered sequence among the manuscripts of the 
1860 Leaves of Grass in the valentine-Barrett collec-
tion at the University of virginia. Bowers published the 
original numbered version of the “live oak, with moss” 
poems in his journal, Studies in Bibliography, in 1953.1 
oddly, given the importance of this sequence of poems 
in the history of literature, sexuality, and men loving 
men, “live oak, with moss” has remained largely the 
province of scholars and has never been published in an 
inexpensive and easily available edition that can be—as 
Whitman wanted his poems of manly love and affection 
to be—circulated to friends and lovers in the United 
States and around the globe.
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 It was not until 1992 that alan Helms published what 
he called the first extensive reading of the “live oak, 
with moss” poems, in which he concludes: “By sham-
ing Whitman, by isolating, and—most disastrous for 
a writer—by silencing him, homophobia wins the de-
termining agon of ‘live oak.’”2 But Helms’s reading 
of “live oak” is in fact not a reading at all: it is based 
not on the original sequence published by Bowers but 
on the revised version of these poems published in the 
1860 “Calamus” cluster, which Helms returns to their 
original “live oak” order and reprints at the end of his 
article. Helms’s reading has been challenged by Hershel 
Parker and others who argue that had Helms read the 
original (“real”) “live oak, with moss,” he would have 
realized that these poems are a “gay manifesto.”3

 a close reading of the original version of Whitman’s 
“live oak, with moss” poems, published together with 
the 1860 and final edition of the “Calamus” poems for 
the first time in this edition, suggests that since their 
first publication in 1953, no one has actually read “live 
oak, with moss” because critics have accepted without 
question Bowers’s basic assumption that “the poems 
appear to be highly unified and to make up an artisti-
cally complete story of attachment, crisis, and renuncia-
tion” (emphasis added). Some forty years later, Helms 
follows Bowers’s assertion: “The love narrative of ‘live 
oak’ tells a fairly simple story of infatuation, abandon-
ment, and accommodation.” Parker makes the same 
claim: “The sequence traces the course of a man’s love 
for another man, their happiness together, and the after-
math of their relationship, which proves to be only a love 
affair, not the lifelong union the speaker had hoped for.” 
What “Bowers first recognized,” Parker accepts as “a di-
rect, coherent, powerful literary work.”4

 reading for “a clear story of a love affair with a 
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man” and what it meant to Whitman “to come out as 
america’s first self-identified ‘homosexual,’” Helms 
finds “a contrary, self-protective impulse in him to 
hide it or somehow displace it, distance it or sequester 
it from public view.” Parker agrees with Helms’s con-
clusion that in the “Calamus” poems “the prohibition 
against speaking of homosexual love has triumphed,” 
but he attributes Helms’s mistaken reading of the “live 
oak” poems to the fact that he has read the revised and 
degenerate version of these poems in “Calamus.” Had 
Helms read the “real” rather than the “Calamus” ver-
sion of these poems, Parker claims, he would have seen 
that “‘live oak, with moss’ is an ultimately triumphant 
account of the poet’s accepting his homosexuality and 
surviving a thwarted love affair.”5

 Helms and Parker participate in a widely shared per-
ception among historians and literary critics that in 
Whitman’s poems of male intimacy and love in “live 
oak, with moss,” in the “Calamus” cluster of the 1860 
Leaves of Grass, and in the final version of “Calamus” in 
the 1881 edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman the guilt-
ridden homosexual poet was engaged in a persistent and 
lifelong process of self-censorship, cover-up, and dis-
guise after he had a single isolated love affair or “homo-
sexual crisis” in the late 1850s.6

Live Oak, with Moss


By publishing this edition of Whitman’s poems of man 
love, man sex, and desire in their multiple and prolif-
erating versions, I want to invite readers to read these 
poems and, as Whitman put it in “Song of myself,” 
“find out for yourself.” But I also want to use the occa-
sion of this afterword to think against the traditional 
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and potentially limited critical frames for reading 
Whitman’s man-loving life and the relations among his 
man-loving poems in “live oak, with moss,” the 1860 
“Calamus,” and the 1881 “Calamus.” I want to begin by 
suggesting that the story Whitman tells in “live oak, 
with moss” may not be simple, single, or self-coherent; it 
may be multiple, poetic, and not a simple or single nar-
rative at all; and it may lead not to either “reconstitu-
tion” or “accommodation” but to irresolution and pro-
liferation.
 I also want to be mindful of the fact that it was only 
in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries that the 
terms “homosexuality,” “heterosexuality,” and “gay” 
were invented to describe distinct sexual identities. In 
reading Whitman’s “live oak, with moss” and “Cala-
mus” poems, Bowers uses the word “homosexual” to 
describe their content, Helms uses the word “homo-
sexual” in quotation marks to describe Whitman’s iden-
tity, and Parker uses the word “homosexual” to describe 
Whitman’s identity and “gay” to describe the content 
of his poems.7 rather than imposing these later cate-
gories on Whitman’s revolutionary man-love sequence, 
I would like to focus on the terms Whitman actually 
used to name what could—in the popular, legal, and reli-
gious language of his time—only be named as onanism, 
sodomy, bestiality, or the “sin that has no name,” often 
rendered in latin to prevent its utterance in the ameri-
can vernacular.8 What is perhaps most daring and radi-
cal about “live oak, with moss” is Whitman’s invention 
of a new language, a poetic language, drawn from a vast 
discursive field—including the languages of sentimental 
friendship, romantic love, natural history, the new sci-
ences and pseudosciences of electricity, the body, and 
phrenology, the working-class vernacular, french frater-
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nité, and post-1848 revolutionary internationalism—to 
name and affirm the experience of man sex and love.
 rather than as a coherent story of love, happiness, 
loss, and reconciliation, “live oak, with moss” might be 
read as a daring poetic sequence of scenes, or tableaux, 
in which Whitman gives voice to a full range of fluid 
and ever-shifting states of body, mind, and feeling in 
the everyday life of a working-class man who loves men 
in mid-nineteenth-century america. The poet begins 
in full-throated rhapsodic voice in “live oak” I, iden-
tifying his all-consuming sexual desire—“the flames of 
me, consuming, burning for his love whom I love”—with 
the regenerative force of nature, of earth, air, fire, and 
water. Just as “the heat flames up and consumes,” “the 
sea-waves hurry in and out,” “the air of the ripe sum-
mer” drops “white down-balls of myriads of seeds” in 
the earth, Whitman affirms, “o I, the same, to seek my 
life-long lover.” While the force of the poet’s passion “for 
his love whom I love” and “my life-long lover” is clear, 
even in this opening poem it is unclear whether the poet 
refers to a man, men, a past or current lover or lovers, or 
some future fantasy lover.
 This open, fluid nature of the poet’s man love is under-
scored by the concluding passage in which he associates 
the poetically moving and erotically suggestive image of 
“white down-balls of myriads of seeds, wafted, sailing 
gracefully, to drop where they may” in line three with 
the ways the poet’s “copious soul” in the final lines “is 
borne through the open air, wafted in all directions, for 
friendship, for love.—.” although Whitman’s use of the 
languages of spirituality and friendship in the conclud-
ing passage might be read as an act of disguising or nor-
malizing this bold expression of man lust and love, the 
passage might also be read as an act of poetic invention 
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and sexual democracy in which the poet affirms man sex 
and man love by naming its presence across a field of 
discourses in which it was previously marginalized, in-
visible, abjected, or unnamable.
 “live oak” II is more irresolute. Set in a particular 
place and time, and seemingly more autobiographical, 
the poem records a series of facings, time past and time 
continuous present, in which the poet identifies him-
self with and against “a live-oak growing” in louisiana, 
after which he names his sonnet-like sequence of man-
love poems: “and its look, rude, unbending, lusty, made 
me think of myself; / But I wondered how it could utter 
joyous leaves, standing alone there without its friend, 
its lover—for I knew I could not.” The poet plucks a 
twig of the phallic and “lusty” live oak with moss and 
“place[s] it in sight in my room,” but its symbolism is 
both rejected and claimed: “It is not needed to remind 
me as of my friends . . . / yet it remains to me a curious 
token—it makes me think of manly love.” Torn between 
a romantic ideal of artistic self-sufficiency, uttering 
“joyous leaves” in solitude, “without a friend, a lover, 
near,” and the pressing urge of “manly love,” of which 
the “unbending, lusty,” glistening and phallic live oak is 
also a “token,” poem II adumbrates a crisis of identity 
and artistic calling that has not been resolved.9

 Whitman is at his most ecstatic and particular in 
“live oak” III, a dramatic and erotically charged evo-
cation of the happiness of being in love with another 
man that is among the most beautiful love lyrics in 
the english language. The poet begins by rejecting the 
workaday world of carousing, achievement, and fame—
even in the capital city—as not “happy,” in favor of the 
pure sensuous joy and anticipation of seeing and being 
with his lover. The erotic power of the poem rests on 
withholding its subject, happiness, until the very end, 
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first by defining it against the worldly pleasures that are 
not happiness, then by signifying the purely physical 
and bodily pleasures of anticipation through the poet’s 
naked and baptismal bath in the sea: “When I wandered 
alone over the beach, and undressing, bathed, laughing 
with the waters, and saw the sun rise.”
 It is only at midpoint in the poem, after this erotic 
tryst with the sea, that the “coming” of his male lover 
is revealed as the source of the poet’s happiness: “and 
when I thought how my friend, my lover, was coming, 
then o I was happy.” The poet’s thought of his lover 
“coming” and the sensuous pleasure it arouses—“each 
breath tasted sweeter . . . food nourished me more”—
continues to build toward the climax that is achieved 
rhythmically and descriptively by the final release and 
flow of lines revealing the poet sleeping happily with his 
lover by the sea:

I heard the hissing rustle of the liquid and sands, as 
directed to me, whispering, to congratulate me,—
for the friend I love lay sleeping by my side,

In the stillness his face was inclined towards me, 
while the moon’s clear beams shone,

and his arm lay lightly over my breast—and that 
night I was happy.

far from being shocked by this scene of two men sleep-
ing together as a crime against nature, the rhythmic flow 
of nature appears to be at one with their erotic union, as 
the sea congratulates the poet on his love choice—a trib-
ute underscored by the rolling participles that link the 
“hissing,” “whispering” sea to the male lover “sleeping” 
by the poet’s side. But even here, where the poet is at 
his happiest, the “hissing rustle” of the sea suggests an 
undercurrent of something that threatens and disturbs.
 although one might read these first three poems as 
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part of a single story—of love, conflict, and renuncia-
tion in favor of personal happiness and love—there is 
no logical narrative progression through these three 
poems; indeed, even the titular and ambiguous symbol 
of the live oak with moss appears once in “live oak” II 
and then disappears in the remainder of the sequence. 
like the poems in the 1855 and 1856 editions of Leaves 
of Grass, the poems of “live oak, with moss” move para-
tactically, by juxtaposition and association rather than 
by any clear, logical, or linear development. This lack 
of clear narrative progression is particularly evident in 
“live oak” Iv where we find the sublimely happy poet 
of “live oak” III suddenly (and inexplicably) “alone, 
yearning and pensive,” imagining “there are other men” 
in Germany, france, Spain, China, and russia, “talking 
other dialects,” who share his love for men and whom 
the poet could love “as I love men in my own lands.”
 reading the sequence as a single love story, Helms 
interprets the poet’s turn away from the actual lover of 
poem III to “brethren and lovers” throughout the world 
as part of an overall pattern of “transgression, retreat; 
transgression, retreat” in “live oak” and “Calamus.”10 
But what if this sequence is not about monogamous love 
or a single love story? It is only in the final poem that 
Whitman uses the singular man rather than the plural 
men to describe his love relationships. The poet’s fluid 
movement between the singular “my friend, my lover” 
and the more indefinite “a friend, a lover” suggests that 
the poems may be about a spectrum of loves and not 
a unified love story about love for one man only. more-
over, rather than limiting his love of men to a particu-
lar sexual subculture in new york or the United States, 
Whitman draws on the global language of political inter-
nationalism and french notions of fraternité to extend 
his feelings of loneliness and yearning to a global com-
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munity of fantasy lovers: “o I think we should be breth-
ren—I think I should be happy with them.”11

 “live oak” v might be read as the turning point of 
the sequence and potentially in the poet’s life, for it is 
here that he announces a life-shifting conversion that 
leads him to renounce his earlier desire “to strike up 
the songs of the new World” in order to pursue his re-
lationship with his lover. “I can be your singer of songs 
no longer,” the poet writes: “I have found him who loves 
me, as I him in perfect love, / With the rest I dispense.” 
By poem vI, however, the poet appears to have changed 
his mind. He will not give up poetry; he will change its 
subject. He will turn away from singing the “glory” of 
the city and nature to record everyday scenes of man 
passion and love, as instanced by “the two men I saw 
to-day on the pier, parting the parting of dear friends. / 
The one to remain hung on the other’s neck and passion-
ately kissed him—while the one to depart tightly prest 
the one to remain in his arms.” Poetically radical in its in-
sistence on the physical relations and passions of touch-
ing, kissing, and pressing between two male “friends,” 
poem vI is also the first to turn, or displace, the gaze of 
the poet as man lover outward toward scenes of other 
men openly engaged in acts of physical passion in the 
public space of the city.
 “live oak” vII announces a new direction, a direc-
tion anticipated by previous poems in the sequence 
but given its fullest and most revolutionary articula-
tion here. renouncing his former role as epic poet who 
“prophesied of The States and led them the way of their 
glories,” Whitman in effect writes his own epitaph, tell-
ing future bards how to remember him: “Publish my 
name and hang up my picture as that of the tender-
est lover, / The friend, the lover’s portrait, of whom his 
friend, his lover, was fondest.” What Whitman both an-
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nounces and inscribes is a radically new form of homo-
erotic love lyric, confessional in its urge to delve “under-
neath” the “impassive exterior” of the poet and tell the 
secret of his inner man-loving life; romantic and sen-
timental in its evocation of the suffering lover, “lone-
some,” “sleepless and dissatisfied at night,” and “sick! 
sick!,” “dreading lest the one he loved” be “indifferent”; 
pastoral in its flight from the city and convention to the 
“woods,” “wandering hand in hand, they twain, apart 
from other men”; and visionary in imagining and body-
ing forth a new moral order of men loving men: “Who 
ever, as he sauntered the streets, curved with his arm the 
manly shoulder of his friend—while the curving arm of 
his friend rested upon him also.”
 “live oak” vIII is Whitman’s most anguished and 
candid confession of the “long, sore and heavy-hearted” 
experience of romantic abandonment: “Hours discour-
aged, distracted,—for he, the one I cannot content 
myself without—soon I saw him content himself with-
out me.” What is extraordinary about the poem is the 
minute detail and psychic realism with which the poet 
records the experience of romantic bereavement and 
the fact that these feelings—of betrayal, loneliness, 
vulnerability, distraction, shame, and depression—are 
being voiced by a man who has been rejected by another 
man. It is this fact that intensifies the poet’s suffering:

Sullen and suffering hours—(I am ashamed—but it 
is useless—I am what I am;)

Hours of my torment—I wonder if other men ever 
have the like, out of the like feelings?

as robert K. martin observes, “the suffering of the 
poet is double, because of his sense of himself as ‘differ-
ent’ and because of his feeling of abandonment.” While 
“the feeling is common to rejected lovers,” martin notes, 
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“it gains particular intensity for the homosexual who 
wonders if anyone can possibly share his anguish.”12 
The poet’s assertion, “I am what I am” echoes Shake-
speare’s “I am that I am” in Sonnet 121, in which he af-
firms his love for another man against “others’ seeing,” 
but for Whitman this secret sorrow harbored in silence 
becomes its own form of agonizing torment.
 The entire second half of the poem is in the interroga-
tive form, taken up with the question of whether “other 
men ever have the like, out of the like feelings?”:

Is there even one other like me—distracted—his 
friend, his lover, lost to him?

[. . .]
does he too harbor his friendship silent and endless? 

Harbor his anguish and passion?
does some stray reminder, or the casual mention of 

a name, bring the fit back upon him, taciturn and 
deprest?

does he see himself reflected in me? In these hours 
does he see the face of his hours reflected?

The poet’s interrogatives function doubly as narration 
and cure: they give voice to his own bereavement and 
difference as a means of coming to terms, and, as the final 
lines of the poem suggest, they enact a scene of homo-
erotic bereavement in which an other future rejected 
lover of men might come to terms by seeing “the face of 
his hours reflected [in me].”13

 “live oak” IX counters the desolation and secret 
shame of the poet in poem vIII with a dream vision 
“of a city where all the men were like brothers.” draw-
ing on the religio-spiritual language of america as a 
“city on the hill” and the international, and specifically 
french, revolutionary language of democratic brother-
hood, the poet imagines a true democracy of the future 
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in which men can live, love, and touch freely and openly 
in the public space of the city: “o I saw them tenderly 
love each other—I often saw them, in numbers, walking 
hand in hand.” Presided over by the public expression 
of “manly love,” which “was seen every hour in the ac-
tions of the men of that city, and in all their looks and 
words.—,” the poem gives voice to a new ethos of male 
tenderness and love that indicates the difference be-
tween ideal and reality. at the same time, the distance 
between the wounded and silent man lover of poem vIII 
and the dream vision of men loving men in public in 
poem IX marks the possibility of a new direction, a way 
“out” that the poet is not yet prepared to take.
 The last three poems turn away from the dream 
vision of men loving men publicly in poem IX and re-
turn to the theme of secret love. In “live oak” X the 
poet revels in his erotically charged albeit “silent” love 
for an indeterminate you, who may or may not be one of 
his previous lovers in the sequence: “little you know the 
subtle electric fire that for your sake is playing within 
me.—.” The poet’s love for “an athlete” in “live oak” 
XI is more fiercely physical, analogous to “something 
terrible” in the earth, “ready to break forth,” but “it” 
too must remain unspoken: “I dare not tell it in words—
not even in these songs” (the paradox here is that the 
poet’s “songs” have already been telling “it in words” 
though not yet in public). In the concluding poem, 
Whitman casts himself in the role of teacher to a sexu-
ally exclusive group of “silently” man-loving “eleves”: 
“But if through him speed not the blood of friendship, 
hot and red—If he be not silently selected by lovers, and 
do not silently select lovers—of what use were it for him 
to seek to become eleve of mine?” making use of the 
french term élève to suggest something different from 
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and sexier than the english student, Whitman concludes 
by infusing the conventions of male sentimental friend-
ship with the passions of the body, the blood, and the 
flow of semen as a form of blood—“hot and red.” The 
sequence ends with a question mark. Whether the poet 
will pursue this sexually radical and steamy man-loving 
pedagogy through poetry, lecturing, or some other form 
remains unclear.
 What is clear is that the poet’s love for men has be-
come an increasingly fierce and overwhelming force in 
his life and his work. “live oak, with moss” not only 
names this love in its ever-shifting, blissful and “terrible” 
moods and feelings. It also leaves a candid poetic record 
of several overlapping crises aroused by this love: a crisis 
of poetic vocation, augured in II and III and reaching 
a climax in v, in which the poet renounces his role as 
singer; a crisis of love, adumbrated in poems II and vII, 
and given full broken-hearted voice in the “taciturn and 
deprest” lover of vIII; a crisis of identity, evoked in II 
and voiced in a multiplicity of moods from happy to ab-
ject in III, vII, and vIII; a crisis of poetic subject and 
genre expressed in vI; a crisis of voice leading from the 
specter of silence in II, v, and vII to its embrace in X, 
XI, XII; and a crisis of community (or audience) adum-
brated in III, Iv, v, vII, vIII, and IX, and invoked as 
a new separatist man-loving direction and pedagogy in 
the concluding poem.
 When Whitman copied these poems into a notebook 
in 1859, he may have intended them as some kind of me-
mento mori of a love affair, possibly with fred vaughan, 
who lived with or near him at the time they were written, 
or possibly with another man, or even several men over 
a span of time.14 They may reach back in time at least as 
far as a same-sex and possibly cross-race relationship in 
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new orleans in 1848, as poem II, with its reference to 
“a live-oak growing” in louisiana suggests; and as sug-
gested by Whitman’s poem “once I Pass’d Through a 
Populous City,” which originally evoked a romance with 
a man in new orleans—“But now of all that city I re-
member only the man who wandered with me, there, for 
love of me”—before Whitman changed the gender from 
he to she and added it to the “enfans d’adam” (later 
“Children of adam”) cluster in 1860.15

 The fact that Whitman neatly copied these poems in 
a separate notebook suggests that he may not have in-
tended to publish such seemingly autobiographical and 
confessional poems of male love: that writing this pas-
sionate sequence of man-love and man-sex poems be-
came part of a process of coming to terms or prepara-
tion for “death,” as suggested by an intriguing note on 
the verso of an early version of “I Saw in louisiana a 
live-oak Growing”:

a Cluster of Poems, Sonnets expressing the 
thoughts, pictures, aspirations &c.

fit to be perused during the days of the approach of 
death.

(that I have prepared myself for that purpose.—
(remember now—
remember then16

 The poems may have served to remind the poet of 
the naturalness of the passions of man love that he now 
wants to affirm and celebrate; the erotic pleasure and 
happiness of being with his lover or lovers that he wants 
to remember now; the name and picture of “the tender-
est lover” by which he now wants to be remembered; 
and the dream of a new city of men loving men as the 
high ideal he now wants to achieve. But for what kind of 
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death is Whitman preparing? The social death of loving 
men in secret; death to the old standards of romantic 
love; death to the vocation of poet; or a preparation for 
his own or the nation’s death?
 Whatever Whitman portended in his preparation for 
“the approach of death,” the real story here—and it is a 
triumphant story for all men who have ever loved other 
men in secret—is not one of silence and repression: it is 
the story of Whitman’s decision to break the silence, to 
speak publicly in poetry and print by publishing a clus-
ter of poems on men loving men—physically, socially, 
sexually, spiritually, and naturally, as the very ground of 
american democracy—in the 1860 Leaves of Grass. and 
this act, in effect, sounded the death knell to an old reli-
gious, social, and political order of men loving men in 
secrecy, silence, and abjection.

Calamus


as a cluster of poems focused on the love between men, 
“live oak, with moss” played a crucial role in the con-
ception and ordering of the 1860 edition of Leaves of 
Grass and the cluster-organization of all future editions 
of Leaves of Grass. Sometime in the spring or summer 
of 1859, “live oak, with moss” became the core of this 
cluster arrangement when Whitman renamed the se-
quence “Calamus-leaves” and scattered the notebook 
poems throughout what eventually became the “Cala-
mus” cluster in the 1860 Leaves. although Parker has 
argued that Whitman destroyed what was originally a 
“gay manifesto” when he revised and reconstituted the 
“live oak” poems as part of the “Calamus” cluster, just 
the opposite may be the case.17 While “live oak” begins 
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with the poet naming his all-consuming love for another 
man, he ends by advocating a code of secret and silent 
love, which seems less like a gay manifesto and more like 
a nineteenth-century version of “don’t ask, don’t tell.” It 
is only when Whitman bravely decided to publish these 
poems as part of what he called the “not yet published” 
standard of passionate erotic love between men in the 
“Calamus” cluster that they became part of what might 
be called a gay manifesto. But even here, as a twentieth-
century signifier of a distinct sexual identity, the term 
gay might keep us from hearing the deliciously sensu-
ous, erotically fluid, and finally poetic words Whitman 
actually used in “live oak, with moss” and “Calamus” 
to give voice to a world of men-loving men.18

 In the love poems of “live oak, with moss,” Whit-
man flirted with the idea of taking the path pursued 
by emily dickinson around the same time—of retreat-
ing from the public sphere of print and publicity. “I 
can be your singer of songs no longer,” he announces in 
poem v. But unlike that poet, Whitman chose against 
the path of public renunciation. rather, and in some 
sense quite miraculously, he turned in the 1860 edition 
of Leaves of Grass toward an effort to resolve the po-
litical crisis of the Union—the paradox of liberty and 
union, the one and the many—on the level of the body, 
sex, and homoerotic love.19

 This effort at personal and political resolution is evi-
dent in “Proto-leaf” (later “Starting from Pauma-
nok”), the long opening poem that would serve as a 
kind of preface to the 1860 and future editions of Leaves 
of Grass. rather than allowing himself to be inwardly 
consumed by the passion of his love for men, Whitman 
avows to give open expression to the “burning fires” of 
this passion as the affective and political force that will 
hold “These States” together:
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I will sing the song of companionship,
I will show what alone must compact These,
I believe These are to found their own ideal of manly 

love, indicating it in me;
I will therefore let flame from me the burning fires 

that were threatening to consume me,
I will lift what has too long kept down those 

smouldering fires,
I will give them complete abandonment,
I will write the evangel-poem of comrades and of love,
(for who but I should understand love, with all its 

sorrow and joy?
and who but I should be the poet of comrades?)20

 Believing, as he wrote in the manuscript of “Proto-
leaf,” that “the main purport of america is to found a 
new ideal of manly friendship, more ardent, more gen-
eral,” Whitman presents the 1860 Leaves of Grass as the 
“new Bible” of the american republic and himself as the 
evangel-poet and embodiment of a new democratic gos-
pel of “manly love.”21 He envisions the “burning fires” 
of “manly” passion, or “adhesiveness,” as both the af-
fective foundation of political “Union” and a radically 
democratizing force that will level distinctions between 
sexes and classes, “vices” and “virtues”:

o my comrade!
o you and me at last—and us two only;
o power, liberty, eternity at last!
o to be relieved of distinctions! To make as much of 

vices as virtues!
o to level occupations and the sexes! o to bring all 

to a common ground! o adhesiveness!
o the pensive aching to be together—you know not 

why, and I know not why.
[. . .]
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o hand in hand—o wholesome pleasure—o one 
more desirer and lover,

o haste, firm holding—haste, haste on, with me.22

as the preface poem to the 1860 Leaves, “Proto-leaf” 
reveals a poet newly articulate about his public role as 
the evangel-poet of those sexual offenders and social 
outsiders who were—and still are—among the least 
visible and most oppressed within the putatively liber-
ating but in fact heteronormatizing structures of the lib-
eral state.23

 The “Calamus” cluster, which originally included 
forty-five poems, all published for the first time in the 
1860 Leaves of Grass, represents a radical departure in 
Whitman’s work and in literary, sexual, and social his-
tory. Presided over by calamus, a tall and hardy swamp 
grass also known as sweetflag, with a phallic spadix and 
hallucinogenic rhizomatic roots, the “Calamus” cluster 
focuses on the theme of “adhesiveness,” which Whitman 
describes as “intense and loving comradeship, the per-
sonal and passionate attachment of man to man.” like 
the term amative, around which he organized the “en-
fans d’adam” cluster, “embodying the amative love of 
woman—the same as Live Oak Leaves do the passion of 
friendship for man,” Whitman borrowed the term adhe-
siveness from the new science of phrenology: amative 
was used to describe physical love between a man and 
a woman, and adhesiveness was used to describe friend-
ship between members of the same sex.24 as Whitman’s 
use of the oxymoron “the passion of friendship for man” 
suggests, he reinvented both terms in his effort to create 
an affirming language of erotic passion and love between 
men.
 In the 1860 Leaves of Grass, “Calamus” immediately 
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follows the 1855 poem “a Boston Ballad, the 78th year 
of These States,” which critiques the return of a fugi-
tive slave in the town of Boston under the terms of the 
fugitive Slave law and the Compromise of 1850; it thus 
prepares for the turn away from the law and institutions 
toward the bonds of manly love as a mean of revitalizing 
democracy and “The States” in the “Calamus” cluster. 
The cluster is also preceded by one of the three visual 
symbols—a globe of the americas moving into or out of 
a cloud, the sun setting or rising on the sea, and a butter-
fly poised on a finger—that appear on the book’s cover, 
back, and spine and throughout the volume as a kind 
of visual commentary or supplement.25 In this case, the 
potentially ambiguous and (now) erotically suggestive 
geographical figure of a globe of the americas appears to 
embody Whitman’s notion that america will lead in the 
generation of new types of manly friendship and love 
as the globe comes out of (what now seems) a phallic-
shaped cloud that points toward the “paths untrodden” 
of “Calamus.”
 In the opening poem (later “In Paths Untrodden”) 
Whitman resolves to publish and give voice to the “not 
yet published” standard of manly love as a form of re-
sistance to the traditional “pleasures, profits, conformi-
ties” of public culture and the marketplace. although 
the “Calamus” poems are frequently treated as Whit-
man’s most private sequence of poems, they are also his 
most public and politically engaged. framed by an ap-
peal to publicity, the “Calamus” sequence seeks to ex-
press, enact, and incite new types of “manly attach-
ment” and “athletic love” as the source and ground of a 
fully realized democratic culture. This emphasis on pub-
licity and public exhibition is evident even in the seem-
ingly more private, separatist, and renunciatory poems 
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of “live oak, with moss”: “Publish my name and hang 
up my picture as that of the tenderest lover,” Whitman 
declared in “live oak” vII (now “Calamus” 10).
 although alan Helms, Hershel Parker, and others 
have argued that Whitman’s decision to publish his 
“live oak” poems as part of the “Calamus” sequence 
represents a corruption of some originary purity of 
homosexual feeling and art, their argument has the 
effect of reprivatizing both homosexuality and art in a 
way that is contrary to Whitman’s brave homoerotic, 
democratic, and insistently public, political, and spiri-
tual purpose.26 drawing on multiple sources—from 
Plato’s notion of the ethical and political force of erotic 
love and the erotically charged relation between teacher 
and pupil in the Greek space of the paideia to the Chris-
tian Gospels, artisan republicanism, the culture of sen-
timent, and the radical reform energies of the antebel-
lum United States—Whitman tells “the secret” of his 
“nights and days” not for sensation or sublimation but 
as an emancipatory act of sexual, political, artistic, and 
spiritual liberation.
 like the “live oak, with moss” sequence, the “Cala-
mus” cluster does not tell a single story: it works para-
tactically, by juxtaposition and association, sprouting 
multiple, sometimes contradictory blossoms and leaves 
out of the breast of the poet’s man-loving heart. Inter-
weaving passionate and confessional poems of male 
lust and love with political evocations of the future of 
democracy and the “States,” the “Calamus” poems con-
sistently link the personal with the political, creating 
what malcolm Cowley has described as a “very strange 
amalgam” of “cocksucking and democracy.”27 rather 
than breaking up the story or stories of Whitman’s love 
for another man or men that he tells in “live oak,” the 
“Calamus” cluster elaborates on the man-sex and man-
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love poems of “live oak” and is in many cases more ex-
plicit. Whereas in “live oak” III, the poet evokes his 
blissful moment on the beach with his lover in these 
words, “for the friend I love lay sleeping by my side 
. . . / and his arm lay lightly over my breast,” in “Cala-
mus” 11 (later “When I Heard at the Close of the day”), 
Whitman changed these lines to the more sexually un-
ambiguous: “for the one I love most lay sleeping by me 
under the same cover in the cool night . . . / and his arm 
lay lightly around my breast” (italics added). although 
Whitman reorders the “live oak” poems in the “Cala-
mus” cluster, he does this not to cover over the traces of 
his sexual feeling for men but to redirect it away from 
silence and secrets toward public expression, prolif-
eration (as in “We’re everywhere!”), and the future of 
democracy worldwide.
 What has most vexed and puzzled critics about the 
love poems of “Calamus” is their erotic mingling of 
sex and death. Through the complex symbolism of the 
“scented herbage of my breast” in “Calamus” 2, Whit-
man identifies “death” with his body (“tomb-leaves, 
body-leaves”), his phallus and semen (“blossoms of my 
blood”), his erotic desire for men (“o burning and throb-
bing”), his songs (“my chant of lovers”) and their “peren-
nial” bloom “afterwards” (“above death”):

I am not sure but the high Soul of lovers welcomes 
death most;

Indeed, o death, I think now these leaves mean 
precisely the same as you mean;

Grow up taller, sweet leaves, that I may see! Grow 
up out of my breast!

Spring away from the concealed heart there!

Here as elsewhere in the “Calamus” poems, death is a 
kind of ritual sacrifice, or dying to life, associated with 
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the “hungering desires” of man love—“you are often 
more bitter than I can bear—you burn and sting me.” 
The poet’s “chant of lovers” makes him “think of death” 
not only because its “leaves” will “be perused best after-
wards,” but also because “to ascend to the atmosphere 
of lovers” is in effect to die to ordinary life and to recon-
nect with eros, the soul of the universe, beyond death: 
“death or life I am then indifferent—my Soul declines 
to prefer.”
 Crucial to attaining this “high Soul of lovers” is a 
poetics of visibility, of saying and naming his man sex 
and man love that lead the poet to spring away from the 
symbolism of his “emblematic and capricious blades” as 
a form of concealment:

away! I will say what I have to say, by itself,
I will escape from the sham that was proposed to 

me,
I will sound myself and comrades only—I will never 

again utter a call, only their call.

While Whitman echoes his conversion to man love and 
the renunciatory voice of “live oak,” rather than re-
nouncing his poems he will sound his call of manly 
love as the very condition of the political growth of the 
United States: “I will raise, with it, immortal reverbera-
tions through The States, / I will give an example to 
lovers, to take permanent shape and will through The 
States.” Speaking in the final lines as a kind of apostle 
of this new gospel of manly love, Whitman asserts the 
inextricability of “love and death”: “Through me shall 
the words be said to make death exhilarating.” erotic 
love between men makes “death exhilarating” because 
it leads to “the real reality,” “the high Soul of lovers” 
beyond “the shifting forms of life,” “the mask of materi-
als,” and “this entire show of appearance.” This death 
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is not an emersonian or mystical transcendence into a 
spiritual world apart from the body, as most critics have 
claimed. death to “what I was calling life” becomes the 
basis of a new religion, an ascent “to the atmosphere of 
lovers” that is achieved not through transcendence but 
through the body, sex, and homoerotic love.
 as such 1860 poems as “leaves of Grass” 1 (later “as 
I ebb’d with the ocean of life”) and “a Word out of the 
Sea” (later “out of the Cradle endlessly rocking”) sug-
gest, what distinguishes the 1860 Leaves of Grass and the 
“Calamus” poems in particular is the poet’s turn away 
from what he calls the “beautiful fable” of “identity be-
yond the grave” and the “apparitions” of the phenome-
nal world (“Calamus” 7) toward an acceptance of death: 
“and if the corpse of any one I love, or if my own corpse, 
be duly rendered to powder, and poured in the sea, I shall 
be satisfied” (“Calamus” 17); and an affirmation of “he 
ahold of my hand” (“Calamus” 7) or he who “lay sleeping 
by me under the same cover in the night” (“Calamus” 11) 
as “the real something” (“Calamus” 7), “the last athletic 
reality” (“Calamus” 38), and the “really me” (“Cala-
mus” 40) that will challenge traditional family relations 
and thus the very ground of Western society and values 
with the “institution” (“Calamus” 24) and intimacy of 
male love: “not parent, wife, husband, brother, child, 
any nearer than I am” (“Calamus” 41).
 In “Calamus” the poet’s crisis of poetic vocation in 
“live oak” v (now “Calamus” 8) is preceded by “the ter-
rible question of appearances” in “Calamus” 7, which 
is “answered by my lovers, my dear friends,” and fol-
lowed by a sequence of reorderered “live oak” poems 
that move from the loss of love in “Calamus” 9 (formerly 
“live oak” vIII), the “tenderest lover” of “Calamus” 
10 (formerly “live oak” vII), and the “happy” man-
loving scene on the beach in “Calamus” 11 (formerly 
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“live oak” III). far from erasing the story of man love 
in “live oak,” the “Calamus” cluster retrieves this story 
not as a lost and secret past but a public and published 
present of men loving men that, like “the most copi-
ous and close companionship of men” in “Calamus” 25, 
“with sweet and lusty flesh, clear of taint, choice and 
chary of its love-power” will continue to grow toward 
the future.
 Whitman’s poetic reordering of the “live oak” poems 
in the “Calamus” cluster links the crisis of poetic voca-
tion, love, and voice in “live oak” with a broader epis-
temological crisis and a turn not away from poetry but 
toward passionate erotic love between men as the “real 
reality” to which the “Calamus” poems will give voice. 
The poet’s renunciation in “Calamus” 8—“I can be your 
singer of songs no longer”—is no longer followed by “I 
have ceased to enjoy them. / I have found him who loves 
me, as I him in perfect love.” These lines are dropped 
in favor of what turns out to be a less than perfect love: 
“one who loves me is jealous of me, and withdraws me 
from all but love.” While the lines may be fanciful, they 
correspond with the difficulties Whitman was having in 
his relationship with fred vaughan, which ended when 
Whitman went to Boston in the spring of 1860 to pre-
pare for the publication of Leaves of Grass. Within the 
context of the poems that precede and follow it in the 
“Calamus” cluster, the poet’s renunciation—“I am in-
different to my own songs—I will go with him I love”—
reads more like a renunciation of the “songs” he was 
writing before he resolved “to tell the secret of my nights 
and days” in the “paths untrodden” of the “Calamus” 
poems.
 Whereas “live oak” XII closes down around a secret 
and silenced community of men loving men, in “Cala-
mus” this poem (now “Calamus” 42) becomes part of an 
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outsetting and never finally resolved tension between 
the common reader that Whitman hailed in the 1855 
Leaves of Grass—“I stop some where waiting for you”—
and a more intimate address “only to them that love, 
as I myself am capable of loving” as the subject, ob-
ject, and primary audience (“Calamus” 4). at the out-
set in “Calamus” 3 (later “Whoever you are Holding me 
now in Hand”) the reader is warned, “I am not what 
you supposed, but far different,” and by the end of the 
poem, those who do not get “that which I hinted at” 
are invited to “depart.” This vexed, ambivalent, and at 
times combative relationship with the reader continues 
in “Calamus” 12—“do you think it is so easy to have 
me become your lover?”—and “Calamus” 16, which re-
turns to the confessional voice of “live oak” vIII (now 
“Calamus” 9). “o conscience-struck! o self-convicted!” 
the poet exclaims in lines that have usually been read 
as a confession of the guilt and self-loathing the poet 
feels as a man who loves men. read within the context 
of the poet’s struggle with a possibly man-loving, deri-
sive, or “puzzled” reader at the outset of this poem, how-
ever, the lines appear to be more an attempt to bring the 
“secretly” man-loving reader to voice by confessing his 
own guilt and self-derision not because he loves men but 
because he “secretly love[s] strangers! (o tenderly, a long 
time, and never avows it)” (italics added).
 These poems of more intimate address are interwoven 
with poems such as “Calamus” 5 (“for you o democ-
racy”) in which the “real” but hitherto secret and un-
speakable “reality” of men loving men becomes inex-
tricably linked with the broader sexual, political, and 
artistic struggle for democracy in america and world-
wide. rather than representing a “lapse” in Whitman’s 
private and radical “homosexual” vision, as Joseph 
Cady has argued, this extraordinary poem—like the 
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“robust” public kiss as the “salute of american com-
rades” in “Calamus” 19 (later “Behold This Swarthy 
face”) and the representation of the “sweet and lusty 
flesh” and “earth-born passion” of man love as one with 
the spread of democracy to “inland america” in “Cala-
mus” 25 (“The Prairie-Grass dividing”)—seeks to re-
solve the paradox of liberty and union and the political 
crisis of the nation, not through an appeal to law, the 
Constitution, the courts, or “by arms,” but through the 
erotic force of physical love and intimacy between men. 
“affection shall solve every one of the problems of free-
dom,” Whitman writes, representing himself and his 
poems as the embodiment of “a new friendship” that 
will “twist and intertwist” the “States” in bonds of com-
radeship and love:

The most dauntless and rude shall touch face to face 
lightly,

The dependence of liberty shall be lovers,
The continuance of equality shall be comrades.

These shall tie and band stronger than hoops of iron.

Whereas the Constitutional founders sought to regulate 
and control passion, Whitman wants to let it “flame out” 
as the affective basis of political union and the public 
culture of democracy. He seeks to fill public space with 
the “new signs” of male passion and love—with men 
kissing, holding hands, embracing, and touching “face 
to face.” “I will plant companionship thick as trees 
along all the rivers of america, and along the shores of 
the great lakes, and all over the prairies, / I will make 
inseparable cities, with their arms about each other’s 
necks.” Beyond the law, the military, and the abstract 
and disembodied language of democratic rights, Whit-
man’s “Calamus” poems embody a public culture of men 



( 125 )

loving men as a model of the nonstate forms of demo-
cratic affection that will unite america and the world in 
ties “stronger than hoops of iron.”
 as “Calamus” 5 suggests, in the “Calamus” poems 
Whitman’s political and democratic project becomes in-
separable from his desire to resist both the privatization 
of sex and the naturalization of male-female marriage as 
the fundamental means of organizing sexuality, social 
institutions, and public space:

It shall be customary in all directions, in the houses 
and streets, to see manly affection,

The departing brother or friend shall salute the 
remaining brother or friend with a kiss.

Whereas in “live oak” IX (“I dream’d in a dream”) the 
poet’s dream vision of men tenderly loving each other in 
the public space of the city is set against the reality of 
repression and silence, in the “Calamus” poems Whit-
man turns to the work of bringing this dream city into 
being by infusing his poems and democratic culture with 
forms of “manly affection” that are neither private nor 
always sexual and genital, but public, erotic, and multi-
ple—a practice of everyday life that is visible and perva-
sive. acts of physical affection and love between men not 
only take place in public: they take place only in public.
 extending the image of two men passionately kissing, 
hugging, and “tightly prest” in each other’s arms in “live 
oak” vI (now “Calamus” 32), Whitman fills his “Cala-
mus” poems and the public space of print with forms of 
manly love that include images of himself as “the new 
husband” and “comrade,” the poet-lover of his readers 
and teacher of élèves. He is the poet who embodies the 
physical passions of adhesiveness, the heaving “sighs at 
night,” “cries, laughter, defiances,” and “many a hun-
gry wish, told to the skies only” as the “pulse of my life” 
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and the inspiration of “these songs” (“Calamus” 6). He 
is the “suffering” lover who gives voice to the “anguish 
and passion” of unreturned love between men (“Cala-
mus” 9), and he is the man who joyously sleeps with his 
lover outdoors “under the same cover in the cool night” 
(“Calamus” 11). He is the urban cruiser, who celebrates 
manhattan’s “frequent and swift flash of eyes offering 
me love.” “lovers, continual lovers, only repay me” 
(“Calamus” 18), he writes in lines that subvert notions 
of the couple and monogamy as the only forms of sexual 
pleasure and love. He is the “swarthy” comrade who 
publicly kisses and is kissed by “a manhattanese”; and 
he is the lover of strangers and of “other men in other 
lands . . . in Germany, Italy, france, Spain—or far, far 
away, in China, or in russia or India—talking other dia-
lects” (“Calamus” 19, 23). He is the defiant man lover of 
“we two boys together clinging,” a mobile in-your-face 
man couple who invade the land, “armed and fearless—
eating, drinking, sleeping, loving” (“Calamus” 26); and 
he is the “unremarked” person who silently holds hands 
with “a youth who loves me, and whom I love” amid “a 
crowd of workmen and drivers in a bar-room” (“Cala-
mus” 29). and he is the insecure man lover who fills him-
self “with rage, for fear I effuse unreturned love,” but 
then realizes: “I could not have perceived the universe, 
or written one of my poems, if I had not freely given my-
self to comrades, to love” (“Calamus” 39).
 at the conclusion of “Calamus” Whitman returns 
to and elaborates upon the thematic of secret love that 
concluded “live oak, with moss.” In fact, “live oak” X 
and XII appear in inverted order as “Calamus” 43 and 
44, preceded by a poem in which the poet is picked “out 
by secret and divine signs” by the “lover and perfect 
equal!” he has sought “to discover” by “faint indirec-
tions” (“Calamus” 41). But this return to the “secret” is 
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a return with a difference. By the conclusion of “Cala-
mus,” the secret has become open for those who can 
read the “signs,” as the penultimate poem, “Calamus” 
44 (later “Here the frailest leaves of me”), suggests: 
“Here I shade down and hide my thoughts—I do not 
expose them, / and yet they expose me more than all my 
other poems.” like Whitman’s shifty and ever-shifting 
relation with the you of the reader, the poet’s “secret and 
divine signs” become part of his strategy of intimacy, 
his creation of an erotic bond of intimacy with future 
man lovers and readers who share and know his secret—
or think they do.28

 The biggest secret might come, so to speak, not at 
the end but in the middle of the “Calamus” cluster—
in “Calamus” 21, a poem that has puzzled critics, who 
have noted its lack of any “apparent relationship” to the 
“Calamus” poems.29 Through its “faint indirections,” 
this may be one of Whitman’s most sexy, joyous, and 
campy man-love poems if we read the opening lines, 
“music always round me, unceasing, unbeginning—yet 
long untaught I did not hear,” as an extended metaphor 
for the sheer orgiastic pleasure of man sex signified in the 
poem by the gendered personae engaged not so much 
in sound-making as in physical feats of sexual prowess: 
“a tenor, strong, ascending, with power and health”; “a 
soprano, at intervals, sailing buoyantly over the tops of 
waves”; “a transparent base” [my favorite], “shudder-
ing lusciously, under and through the universe.” Then 
all together: “The triumphant tutti—the funeral wail-
ings, with sweet flutes and violins—all these I fill my-
self with.”
 The poet is exhilarated not only by “the volumes of 
sound”; he is also “moved by the exquisite meanings”: 
“I listen to the different voices winding in and out, 
striving, contending with fiery vehemence to excel each 
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other in emotion, / I do not think the performers know 
themselves—But now I think I begin to know them.” 
This sounds like a passionfest of love figured as the plea-
sure of musical performance. although it was not until 
the early twentieth century that to “make beautiful 
music together” came to signify sexual intercourse, be-
ginning as early as the sixteenth century experiences 
were likened to music by virtue of the pleasure they 
gave. moreover, in 1859, the very year Whitman wrote 
the poem, the OED notes a colloquial american usage of 
music to refer to pleasure, amusement, fun, and sport: 
“Jim is a right clever fellow; there is a great deal of music 
in him.” Whitman the lover of men and music, especially 
opera, may have appropriated the term music to express 
man love and passion, but it is also possible that the 
term circulated as code for man pleasure and sport in 
the sexual subculture of mid-nineteenth-century new 
york. Preceded by Whitman’s affirmation of “rude, un-
bending, and lusty” man love in “Calamus” 20, and fol-
lowed by his evocation of anonymous sexual exchanges 
between passing strangers in “Calamus” 22, and sur-
rounded by the “songs” and “chants” of man passion 
and man love in the “Calamus” cluster, it seems likely 
that “Calamus” 21 has no “apparent relationship” to 
the “Calamus” theme because it is not about music or 
tutti at all but about “the exquisite meanings,” voices 
“in emotion,” and “lusciously” sensual and “shudder-
ing” pleasures—or music—of sex with men.
 The “Calamus” poems move not toward a separatist 
poetics and politics of secretly selecting male lovers, as 
in the concluding poem of “live oak,” but toward the 
poet-lover seeking future readers as potential lovers who 
will carry on the work of creating an openly man-loving 
future. Whitman insists on his flesh and blood presence 
and visibility at a particular moment as part of the pro-
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cess of bringing the revolutionary ideals of equality, 
freedom, and rights into being:

full of life, sweet-blooded, compact, visible,
I, forty years old the eighty-third year of The 

States,
To one a century hence, or any number of centuries 

hence,
To you, yet unborn, these, seeking you.

like other “Calamus” poems, “Calamus” 45 turns on 
questions of “visibility” and presence as crucial to the 
process of “realizing”—of making real by making “com-
pact” and “visible”—the revolutionary promise of a 
man-loving future: “When you read these, I, that was 
visible, am become invisible; / now it is you, compact, 
visible, realizing my poems, seeking me.” dead and 
 “invisible” to future generations, the poet depends on a 
future “compact” and visible man-loving reader, or in-
determinate you, to make and keep “visible” not only 
the man-loving reality of his poems but the man-loving 
presence of the poet by seeking him out: “fancying how 
happy you were, if I could be with you, and become your 
lover; / Be it as if I were you. Be not too certain but I am 
now with you” (italics added). The participial “fancy-
ing” makes it unclear whether the poet is cruising the 
reader or the reader is cruising the poet. The fluid tem-
poral movement, from past to present to future, from 
fantasy (“as if”) to presence (“I am with you”) suggest 
that through the material signs of his man-loving poems, 
the poet will “become” the present, future, spectral, or 
“visible” lover of a man-loving or potentially man-loving 
reader who will continue to embody and make visible 
the meaning of the “Calamus” poems. While the “you” 
with which the “Calamus” sequence ends may be singu-
lar or plural, intimate or indeterminate, as elsewhere in 
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the “Calamus” poems and in Leaves of Grass more gen-
erally, “you” always has a potentially intimate and sin-
gular address, not “you” as in everybody but “you” right 
now “holding me now in hand”: “Be not too certain but 
I am now with you.”
 Whitman’s address to an “unborn” reader of the 
future in the concluding poem of “Calamus” suggests a 
transformation in his role as a poet. In the “Calamus” 
poems as in the 1860 Leaves of Grass, Whitman no longer 
sees himself as the singer of an already existing world; 
he sees himself as the singer of a new democratic and 
openly man-loving world he seeks to bring into being 
through the creation of his poems as “love buds,” which 
will be germinated and brought to fruition by readers 
“centuries hence.” His uncertainty about the future 
realization of “the new City of friends” when the poems 
were published in the fall of 1860, as the nation moved 
ever closer to the internecine struggle and blood carnage 
of the Civil War, is suggested by the ambiguous sym-
bolism of the sun rising out of (or falling into) the sea 
that follows the “Calamus” cluster in the 1860 edition of 
Leaves of Grass.

I Got the Boys


In critical discussions of Whitman’s life and work, many 
have argued that Whitman’s “homosexual” love crisis 
of the late 1850s was sublimated in the figure of the 
“wound-dresser” during the Civil War, and ultimately 
silenced and suppressed in the “good gray” politics and 
poetics of the post–Civil War period.30 In fact, however, 
the rhetorics of desire and intimacy among men and 
the occasions and contexts for their expression in Whit-
man’s work actually proliferated during the Civil War.31 
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rather than initiating a sublimation or retreat from 
the homoerotic politics and poetics of the 1860 Leaves 
of Grass, the Civil War reaffirmed and extended Whit-
man’s democratic vision of the love between men as a 
force for social, political, and ultimately ethical and reli-
gious union. The eroticism of male-male physical con-
tact and love pervades Whitman’s Civil War poems, 
including the more public and political context of his 
famous elegy for abraham lincoln, “When lilacs last 
in the dooryard Bloom’d,” where the poet mourns the 
death of President lincoln as “lustrous” comrade and 
lover.32

 The centrality of physical and public acts of affec-
tion between men to Whitman’s historical understand-
ing of the Civil War is further suggested by the fact that 
he incorporated most of “Calamus” 5—“The depen-
dence of liberty shall be lovers, / The continuance of 
equality shall be comrades”—into his effort to come to 
terms with the blood carnage of the Civil War in his 1865 
Drum-Taps poem “over the Carnage rose Prophetic a 
voice.”
 The Civil War not only affirmed a range of physi-
cal and emotional bonds of affection and intimacy be-
tween men as the base of a new democratic order; it also 
gave Whitman a more militant and combative language 
in which to express his commitment to the ongoing 
struggle for this order in the post–Civil War period. 
“I know my words are weapons, full of danger, full of 
death,” the poet declares in “as I lay with my Head in 
your lap, Camerado,” urging his readers to join him in 
the battle: “dear camerado! I confess I have urged you 
onward with me, and still urge you, without the least 
idea what is our destination, / or whether we shall be 
victorious, or utterly quell’d and defeated.”33 Speaking 
a fluidly double language of homeroticism and democ-
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racy, “as I lay” registers uneasiness as the poet moves 
away from the true democracy of wartime comradeship 
toward the potentially oppressive and heteronormatiz-
ing structures of peacetime america.
 It is ironic that the iconography of the good gray poet 
came to dominate Whitman’s public image and later 
critical treatments of his life and work during the very 
years when we have the most specific historical docu-
mentation of his intimate relationships with men.34 
“What did I get?” Whitman said of his service in the 
Washington hospitals during the Civil War. “Well—I 
got the boys, for one thing: the boys: thousands of them: 
they were, they are, they will be mine. . . . I got the boys: 
then I got leaves of Grass: but for this I would never 
have had leaves of Grass—the consummated book (the 
last confirming word): I got that: the boys, the leaves: I 
got them.”35

 In addition to the extensive correspondence that 
Whitman carried on with the young men he met dur-
ing the Civil War, Whitman’s notebooks and his corre-
spondence with Peter doyle and Harry Stafford pro-
vide a particularly moving record of his emotional and 
loving attachments to young working-class men. “dear 
Boy,” Whitman wrote in 1868 to Peter doyle, a street-
car driver and ex-Confederate soldier whom he met in 
Washington in 1865: “I think of you very often, dear-
est comrade, & with more calmness than when I was 
there—I find it first rate to think of you, Pete, & to know 
you are there, all right, & that I shall return, & we will 
be together again. I don’t know what I should do if I 
hadn’t you to think of & look forward to.” “my darling,” 
he wrote in 1869, “if you are not well when I come back 
I will get a good room or two in some quiet place. . . . 
and we will live together, & devote ourselves altogether 
to the job of curing you.” “Good night, my darling son,” 
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he wrote in 1870, “here is a kiss for you, dear boy—on 
the paper here—a good long one— . . . I will imagine 
you with your arm around my neck saying Good night, 
Walt—& me—Good night, Pete.”36

 In a notebook entry that appears to refer to the 
“enormous PerTUrBaTIon” of his “feverISH, 
flUCTUaTInG” physical and emotional attachment 
to Peter doyle, Whitman wrote:

depress the adhesive nature
It is in excess—making life a torment
all this diseased, feverish disproportionate 

adhesiveness
remember fred vaughan.37

In Whitman criticism, this entry is usually cited as an in-
stance of the poet’s attempt to suppress his sexual desire 
for men in order to transform himself into the safer and 
more publicly acceptable image of the good gray poet. 
But at no place in Whitman’s notebooks does he sug-
gest that “adhesiveness” is itself “diseased.” rather, like 
the male purity tracts, what Whitman suggests is that it 
is “adhesiveness” in excess that makes “life a torment” 
and must be brought under control. “PUrSUe Her 
no more,” Whitman wrote, coyly changing the object 
of his erotic desire from HIm to Her. But the change 
once again suggests the fluidity and convertibility of 
male and female identities and desires in Whitman’s 
work. The poet’s perception of his “adhesiveness” as 
“diseased” and “disproportionate” and “in excess” does 
not change even if the object of his excessive attachment 
has been written over.
 although the intimacy between Whitman and doyle 
appears to have subsided in the years following Whit-
man’s paralytic stroke in 1873 and his move to Camden, 
new Jersey, to live with his brother George, by the mid-
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1870s he had entered into a passionate love relationship 
with Harry Stafford, a young man of eighteen to whom 
Whitman gave a ring as a sign of his deep affection. “my 
nephew & I when traveling always share the same room 
together & the same bed,” Whitman wrote in 1876 to 
arrange for a room (and a bed) with Stafford on one of 
their trips to new york. Their ardent and turbulent rela-
tionship lasted several years and had a major impact on 
Whitman’s life. “dear Hank,” Whitman wrote Stafford 
in 1881, “I realize plainly that if I had not known you . . . 
I should not be a living man to-day—I think & remember 
deeply these things & they comfort me—& you, my dar-
ling boy, are the central figure of them all—.”38

 In addition to leaving a written legacy of images of 
male-male desire that has functioned centrally in the 
constitution of modern homosexual identities and com-
munities, Whitman also left a visual legacy of portraits, 
a small cache of “chum” photographs taken with his boy-
friends: Peter doyle in the 1860s, Harry Stafford in the 
1870s, Bill duckett in the 1880s, and Warren (Warrie) 
fritzinger in the 1890s.39 although these photographs 
were not “published” until after Whitman’s death in 
1892 (and they are still little known or remarked upon by 
Whitman scholars), they were circulated among Whit-
man’s friends and critics during his lifetime and used in 
the decade after his death both to canonize Whitman 
as the good gray poet, as in richard maurice Bucke’s 
edition of Whitman’s letters to doyle in Calamus (1897), 
and, as in John addington Symonds’s Walt Whitman: A 
Study (1893) and eduard Bertz’s “Walt Whitman: ein 
Charakterbild” (1905), to circulate Whitman’s visual 
image as one of the “divine signs” of a newly emerging 
international homosexual community.
 as ed folsom argues powerfully in his essay “Whit-
man’s Calamus Photographs,” these revisionary por-
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traits stage new identities and new versions of the 
family, marriage, and social relationships that blur 
the traditional roles of mother, father, husband, wife, 
brother, lover, friend.40 Through their stunning visual 
enactments of the ways Whitman might be said to 
speak not so much for woman, bride, wife, and mother 
but as woman, bride, wife, and mother, these “family” 
and “marital” photographs further suggest the mix-
ture and fluidity of gender identity and performance in 
Whitman’s work. In fact, the photographs are all the 
more striking because they were taken during the last 
twenty-five years of Whitman’s life, the very years when 
he is said to have sublimated his sexual passion for men 
in the more conventional roles of the “wound-dresser,” 
the “good gray poet,” and the patriotic nationalist. 
They were also taken at a time when greater public re-
straints were being placed on the popular and primarily 
working-class genre of male “chum” photographs.41

Revisions


In support of the idea that Whitman retreated from the 
open expression of manly love in the Civil War years and 
later, critics have emphasized the changes he made in his 
“Calamus” poems after he was fired by the Secretary of 
the Interior, James Harlan, for moral turpitude in 1865. 
But here again, a close study of the changes that Whit-
man made in future editions of Leaves of Grass reveals 
no clear pattern of suppressing or even toning down his 
poems of man lust and love. In fact, Whitman’s deci-
sion to delete three poems from “Calamus” in the 1867 
Leaves of Grass—“long I Thought That Knowledge 
alone Would Suffice,” “Hours Continuing long,” and 
“Who Is now reading This?”—suggests that he sought 
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not to tone down or suppress his expression of man love 
but to suppress the more anguished dimensions of his 
love for men and to blur the distinction between public 
poet and private lover he set forth in “long I Thought 
That Knowledge alone Would Suffice.” after Whitman 
gave them their final titles in the 1867 Leaves, most of 
the “Calamus” poems remained unchanged in all sub-
sequent editions of Leaves of Grass.
 If anything, the few changes that Whitman did make 
in 1867 suggest that the romantic attachments he had 
formed, with Thomas Sawyer and lewis K. Brown and 
other soldiers he met and cared for in the Washington 
hospitals, as well as with Peter doyle after the war, had 
given him a new confidence in avowing his erotic desire 
for men.42 To “Sometimes with one I love,” a key poem 
in affirming the sources of his poetry and his vision in his 
affection for men, and thus resolving the apparent split 
between man lover and poet in the 1860 Leaves, Whit-
man added a parenthetical self-revelation: “(I loved a 
certain person ardently and my love was not return’d, / 
yet out of that I have written these songs.)” While these 
lines might be read in support of the notion that Whit-
man sublimated his erotic feelings for men during the 
war years and after, the number of men Whitman “slept 
with” during these years and the satisfying love rela-
tionship he had formed with doyle at the time the 1867 
“Calamus” poems were published bespeak a very active 
love life with men that was far from being sublimated. 
as Charley Shively writes of the many romantic attach-
ments and exchanges with men during the Civil War and 
later that Whitman details and enumerates in his note-
books: “What is most extraordinary in Whitman is the 
sheer number of men mentioned usually with some iden-
tifying fantasy tags.”43

 Whitman envisioned adhesiveness not as sexual only 
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but as a social relationship, a politics, a new religion, and 
a metaphysics.44 It is this metaphysics of male-male love 
that is the subject of “The Base of all metaphysics,” the 
only poem that Whitman added to the “Calamus” se-
quence in the post–Civil War period. Published as the 
eighth of the “Calamus” poems, right after “of the Ter-
rible doubt of appearances,” in the 1871–72 Leaves of 
Grass, “The Base of all metaphysics” does not subli-
mate, dilute, or silence Whitman’s celebration of erotic 
love between men as many have argued.45 rather the 
poem reinvents “the new and antique” systems of phi-
losophy—of Plato and Socrates, of Christ and the Chris-
tian church, of Kant, fichte, Schelling, and Hegel—
as the base for alternative forms of male passion and 
love outside the patriarchal, property-based, and 
reproduction-centered marriage of man and woman. 
Perhaps influenced by a recent reading of Plato, “whose 
whole treatment,” Whitman wrote, “assumes the illus-
tration of love” by “the passion inspired in one man by 
another, more particularly a: beautiful youth” (“it is as-
tounding to modern ideas,” he added), Whitman rep-
resents “the dear love of man for his comrade, the at-
traction of friend to friend” as the model of an erotic 
“attraction” that binds man to man, friend to friend, 
husband to wife, city to city, and land to land across the 
universe.46 In “The Base of all metaphysics,” a perva-
sive and seemingly natural male-female metaphysics of 
hierarchy and oppression is displaced and denaturalized 
by an egalitarian and more democratic metaphysics of 
male-male love.47

 The only other major change Whitman made in the 
“Calamus” cluster in the 1871–72 Leaves was to move 
four “Calamus” poems—“of Him I love day and 
night,” “That music always round me,” “o living 
always, always dying,” and “What Ship Puzzled at 
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Sea”—to Passage to India, a new volume Whitman pub-
lished in 1871 as part of his plan to turn away from his 
“songs of the body and existence” in Leaves of Grass 
toward “thoughts, or radiations from thoughts, on 
death, immortality, and a free entrance into the spiri-
tual world.”48 rather than diluting the “Calamus” 
poems, the removal of these poems has the effect of con-
centrating and underscoring the more bodily and affec-
tive expressions of erotic love in “Calamus”—torrents of 
passion, the electricity of desire, the flash of eyes on the 
street, kissing, hugging, touching, walking hand in hand 
or arm in arm, bodies pressed together on the street or 
under the same cover at night. Correspondingly, the four 
poems moved to the “Whispers of Heavenly death” sec-
tion of Passage to India reaffirm the relation between 
eros and death, “body leaves” and “tomb leaves,” in the 
“Calamus” poems. It is through the passions of man love 
that the poet dies to the world and unites with eros as 
the “soul” of the universe in “Calamus”; and it is through 
the “love buds” of his poems produced by that erotic—
and spiritual—love that the poet perpetuates himself 
and his love beyond death in Leaves of Grass.
 Whitman’s representation of men loving men as the 
base of a new social and religio-spiritual order under-
lies the visionary democracy of Democratic Vistas (1871). 
In this major attempt to come to terms with the prob-
lems of democracy in america, Whitman concludes that 
“intense and loving comradeship, the personal and pas-
sionate attachment of man to man,” represents “the 
most substantial hope and safety of the future of these 
States.” “It is to the development, identification, and 
general prevalence of that fervid comradeship, (the ad-
hesive love, at least rivaling amative love hitherto pos-
sessing imaginative literature, if not going beyond it),” 
Whitman explains in a footnote, “that I look for the 
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counterbalance and offset of our materialistic and vul-
gar american democracy, and for the spiritualization 
thereof.” amid what he called the aggressive selfism, 
vulgar materialism, and widespread corruption of the 
Gilded age, Whitman looked not to marriage or to the 
traditional family but to “the personal and passionate 
attachment of man to man” as the social and spiritual 
base and future hope of the american republic. “I say 
democracy infers such loving comradeship, as its most 
inevitable twin or counterpart, without which it will 
be incomplete, in vain, and incapable of perpetuating 
itself.”49

 like recent theorists of what nancy fraser has called 
“subaltern counterpublic” spheres, Whitman imagines 
a collective popular will that exists apart from the au-
thority of the state.50 The state is the legal structure of 
democracy; the people are its base and future. Beyond 
a first stage of rights and a second stage of material 
progress and wealth, Whitman theorizes a future public 
culture of democracy that will be achieved not by law, 
by government, or by the market, but by the erotic force 
of adhesive or manly love, which will bind the nation in 
a living union. This is what Whitman means when in the 
preface to the 1876 centennial edition of Leaves of Grass 
he writes that

the special meaning of the “Calamus” cluster of 
“leaves of Grass,” (and more or less running through 
the book, and cropping out in “drum-Taps,”) mainly 
resides in its political significance. In my opinion, it 
is by a fervent, accepted development of comrade-
ship, the beautiful and sane affection of man for man, 
latent in all the young fellows, north and south, east 
and west—it is by this, I say, and by what goes di-
rectly and indirectly along with it that the United 
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States of the future, (I cannot too often repeat,) are 
to be most effectually welded together, intercalated, 
and anneal’d into a living union.”51

In the very midst of his announcement of his turn 
toward spirituality and death in his 1876 preface, Whit-
man reaffirms the notion of adhesiveness as a “terrible, 
irrepressible yearning” shared by “all” young men in the 
United States—a radical assertion that all men are in 
effect “latent” lovers of men; and it is not until this “fer-
vent” love between men is developed and accepted that 
democracy in america will achieve its fullest spiritual 
and religious realization. rather than retreating from 
the man-love poems of “Calamus,” Whitman insists on 
their significance to the political future of the United 
States, a meaning not limited to a single cluster or a 
single moment in 1860, but one that runs “more or less” 
throughout Leaves of Grass.
 The changes in the final 1881 “Calamus” are not so 
much to the poems themselves, but to the arrangement 
of the poems, especially the new priority of place given 
to the “Calamus” cluster in the structure of Leaves of 
Grass. While these changes in arrangement may seem 
insignificant, Whitman’s paratactic style—his juxta-
position of words, images, lines, and units without any 
express connection—is as characteristic of individual 
poems as it is of individual clusters, and the overall 
ordering of Leaves of Grass. By rearranging the order of 
poems and changing the juxtapositions, Whitman em-
phasizes new connections within and among the “Cala-
mus” poems. By placing “earth, my likeness” (origi-
nally “Calamus” 36) just before “I dream’d in a dream” 
(originally “Calamus” 34), Whitman not only connects 
the poet’s “fierce and terrible” but natural feelings for an 
athlete with a “new city” and the dream of a democratic 
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future in which those feelings can “burst forth.” fur-
ther, by preceding the dream of men loving men openly 
in the new city of the future with the temporal “now” 
of man love about “to burst forth,” Whitman suggests 
an inevitable erotic force and movement toward that 
future of man love that is always already available and 
“eligible” at any moment to become “now.” He under-
scores this temporal “now” by following “I dream’d” 
with “What Think you I Take my Pen in Hand?” (origi-
nally “Calamus” 32), in which he records an actual scene 
in “the great city spread around me” of passionate love 
between “two simple men I saw to-day on the pier in the 
midst of the crowd.”
 Here as elsewhere in the 1881 Leaves of Grass, many 
new erotic connections, energies, temporalities, and 
movements are released by the final ordering of poems 
and clusters. Given the pervasive critical emphasis on 
the sexual retreat of late Whitman, perhaps the most 
radical and striking reordering of Leaves is the new pri-
ority of place and new interpretive possibilities he gave 
to “Children of adam” and “Calamus” by having both 
clusters directly follow “Song of myself.”
 Whereas in the 1860 Leaves “Calamus” was located on 
the margins in the final quarter of the volume, separated 
from “Children of adam,” which preceded it by some 
fifty pages, by 1881 “Calamus” had been moved front 
and center, following directly from “Children of adam” 
for the first time. In traditional accounts of Whitman’s 
poetic development, “Children of adam” has been 
treated as an afterthought—a sequence of poems that 
Whitman added to the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass 
in order to provide a legitimizing heterosexual context 
for the more radical, personal love poems to men in 
the “Calamus” sequence.52 But as expressions of sex and 
the body, the “Children of adam” poems may in fact 
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be the sexually radical sequence that emerson and the 
censors who banned Leaves of Grass in Boston in 1882 
always believed it to be. a notebook entry suggests that 
Whitman initially conceived of “Children of adam” as 
a companion piece to his “live oak, with moss” poems: 
“a string of Poems (short, etc.), embodying the amative 
love of woman—the same as Live Oak Leaves do the pas-
sion of friendship for man.”53 Whatever Whitman’s ini-
tial intentions, the “Children of adam” poems do not 
read as a neatly “amative” or heterosexual counterpart 
to his poems of passion for men in the “live oak” se-
quence. (and here it is perhaps important to remember 
that the term heterosexual actually came later than the 
term homosexual in the construction of modern sexu-
ality.) Though the “Children of adam” poem “a Woman 
Waits for me” (initially published in 1856 as “Poem 
of Procreation”) consistently provoked nineteenth-
century censorship for its representation of an athletic, 
sexually charged, and desiring female body, the poem is 
in fact atypical in its emphasis on the amative, and ulti-
mately procreative and eugenically productive, love be-
tween men and women.
 “Singing the phallus” and the “bedfellow’s song,” 
many of the “Children of adam” poems are not about 
women or procreation or progeny at all but about ama-
tiveness as a burning, aching, “resistless,” emphatically 
physical “yearning” for young men (“from Pent-Up 
aching rivers”). By having “Children of adam” directly 
follow “Song of myself” in the 1881 Leaves of Grass, 
Whitman underscores its relation to the “voices of sexes 
and lusts, voices veil’d and I remove the veil” in “Song of 
myself.” These “forbidden” voices of man sex and man 
love are particularly evident in the scene of lovemaking 
between men in section 5 (“Isn’t this cocksucking plain 
and simple?” Charley Shively has asked)54; the erotic 
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cross-dressed tryst in the water not with one or two, but 
“twenty-eight young men [who] bathe by the shore” in 
section 11; and the scene of man sex or mutual mastur-
bation as a site of ecstasy, vision, and poetic utterance 
in section 28 (“my flesh and blood playing out lightning 
to strike what is hardly different from myself”); not to 
mention the “gigantic beauty of a stallion, fresh and re-
sponsive to my caresses . . . / His nostrils dilate as my 
heels embrace him, / His well-built limbs tremble with 
pleasure” as code for the “forbidden” pleasure of anal 
sex between men in section 32.55

 By moving directly from “Song of myself” to “Chil-
dren of adam” to “Calamus,” Whitman links the erotic 
scenes of man love and passion in “Song of myself” with 
the bodily sex and desire of amative love in “Children” 
and the man love, passions, and yearnings of adhesive-
ness in “Calamus.” Whereas in the “Calamus” poems 
physical love between or among men is represented in 
images of men passionately desiring, touching, hug-
ging, pressing, kissing, and sleeping together, in the 
“Children of adam” poems Whitman, in the figure of a 
“lusty,” “tremulous,” and insistently “phallic” adam, 
names and bathes his songs in an active, orgiastic, and 
fleshy sexuality among men. “Give me now libidinous 
joys only,” the poet declares in “native moments,” evok-
ing scenes of nonreproductive sexual play and pleasure 
among men that recall similar scenes of “intemperance” 
in Whitman’s novel Franklin Evans:

I am for those who believe in loose delights, I share 
the midnight orgies of young men,

I dance with the dancers and drink with the 
drinkers,

The echoes ring with our indecent calls, I pick out 
some low person for my dearest friend,
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He shall be lawless, rude, illiterate, he shall be one 
condemn’d by others for deeds done,

I will play a part no longer, why should I exile myself 
from my companions?56

even “a Woman Waits for me” is as much a celebration 
of a deliciously phallic male sexuality as it is a celebra-
tion of sexual love between men and women. associat-
ing the woman in the poem with traditionally masculine 
activities, the language of the poem slips ambiguously 
between celebrations of same-sex and opposite-sex love. 
moreover, in the 1881 edition of Leaves of Grass, Whit-
man actually edited out several of the more explicit 
references to love between man and woman in the 1860 
“enfans d’adam” cluster while retaining the emphasis 
on an insistently phallic and physical male sexuality. 
Thus, Whitman’s deletion of the phrase “I take for my 
love some prostitute” in the 1860 “native moments” 
ends up underscoring the “libidinous joys” and “loose 
delights” of an explicitly same-sex sexuality among and 
between men.57

 rather than presenting “Children of adam” and 
“Calamus” as a neatly heterosexual and homosexual 
pairing, in the 1881 Leaves these clusters bleed into each 
other, blurring the distinctions and boundaries between 
amative and adhesive love. The final arrangement fur-
ther accentuates the fluid relationship between the 
“lusty, phallic” and ultimately nonreproductive and 
nonmonogamous sexual play and pleasure among men 
in the “Children of adam” poems and the less insistently 
phallic but nonetheless explicitly physical lover and 
democrat of the “Calamus” poems. “Touch me, touch 
the palm of your hand to my body as I pass, / Be not 
afraid of my body,” says the naked adamic speaker in 
the final poem of the “Children of adam” sequence, as 
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he passes and steps quite imperceptibly into the “paths 
untrodden” and more emphatically (but not exclusively) 
male contexts of the “Calamus” poems.58

 against popular nineteenth-century associations of 
masturbation and excessive adhesiveness among men 
with solitude, impotence, and emasculation, Whitman 
extended and hybridized the social meanings of adhe-
siveness—the phrenological term for friendship—to sig-
nify intense and passionate love between men as a virile 
and politically productive force for urban, national, and 
international community. He also extended the mean-
ings of amativeness—the phrenological term for procre-
ative love between men and women—to include physical 
and procreative love among men. Implicit in the sexual 
and social vision of “Children of adam” is a new World 
garden and a new american republic ordered not by the 
traditional marital, procreative, familial, and monoga-
mous bonds between men and women but by the sexu-
ally and socially productive and nonmonogamous bonds 
among men. While “Children of adam” appears to refer 
to all the children produced (presumably) by adam 
and eve, as the exclusive emphasis on adam in the title 
suggests, these children are also the male children pro-
duced and “prepared for” by the “act divine” and “stal-
wart loins” of a phallic and virile adam, whose sexual 
union with men bears the creative and procreative seeds 
of poetry, american polity, and the future of democracy 
worldwide.
 In his important article “‘Here Is adhesiveness’: 
from friendship to Homosexuality,” michael lynch 
argues that when, in the 1856 edition of Leaves of Grass 
Whitman wrote, “Here is adhesiveness—it is not pre-
viously fashioned—it is apropos,” in reference to ex-
clusively same-sex relationships among men, his words 
marked a major shift toward a definition of the homo-
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sexual and the heterosexual as distinct types. “Whit-
man’s restriction of adhesiveness to male-male re-
lationships opened the way for an understanding of 
same-sex expression of a sexual instinct that was polar 
to an opposite-sex expression of it.” rather than rep-
resenting the emergence of what lynch calls “a dis-
tinct ‘homosexual identity’ and ‘homosexual role,’”59 I 
would argue that Whitman’s “Calamus” and “Children 
of adam” poems imply just the opposite. By conceptu-
alizing and articulating his love for men in the language 
of democratic comradeship and by celebrating physical 
pleasure among men in the context of male and female 
amativeness and procreation, Whitman suggests the ex-
tent to which the bounds between private and public, 
male and female, heterosexual and homosexual are still 
indistinct, permeable, and fluid in his work.

Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand


Ironically, for all the sex radicalism of Whitman’s “Cala-
mus” poems, it was the sexually charged women of “Chil-
dren of adam,” especially “a Woman Waits for me,” the 
poet’s “lusty” solicitation of a female prostitute in “To a 
Common Prostitute,” and the sheer “amorous” pleasure 
of the one-night stand (among eagles, no less) in “The 
dalliance of the eagles” that got Whitman into trouble: 
first with emerson, who begged Whitman to drop the 
“enfans d’adam” poems in the 1860 Leaves during their 
famous walk on the Boston Common; later with the sec-
retary of the interior, who fired Whitman for “moral 
turpitude” in 1865; and finally with the Boston district 
attorney, oliver Stevens, who on march 1, 1882, initi-
ated proceedings to suppress the 1881 edition of Leaves 
of Grass as “obscene literature.”60 Before the term homo-
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sexuality was first used by the German-Hungarian jour-
nalist Karl maria Kertbeny in 1892, male-female and 
especially female sexuality were under more scrutiny 
and surveillance than the still unpoliced range of affec-
tions and sexualities among and between men.61

 By the end of the century, however, Whitman was 
contacted, visited, and after his death celebrated as a 
prophet of new forms of sexual tolerance and acceptance 
by many sex radicals in europe, including edward Car-
penter, oscar Wilde, and John addington Symonds in 
england, andré Gide in france, and eduard Bertz and 
Thomas mann in Germany.62 John addington Symonds, 
who first wrote to Whitman in 1871, was the most persis-
tent in urging Whitman to name the sexual love between 
men at the heart of the “Calamus” poems.63 Their most 
famous exchange took place in 1890 when, after years 
of indirection, Symonds asked Whitman outright if his 
“conception of Comradeship” included the possibility of 
“semi-sexual emotions & actions” between men. rather 
than telling “the secret of my nights and days,” as the 
poet promised at the outset of his “Calamus” poems, 
Whitman disavowed Symonds’s “morbid inferences” 
as “undream’d,” “unreck’d,” and “damnable” and cau-
tioned him about the necessity of construing “all parts 
& pages” of Leaves of Grass “by their own ensemble, 
spirit & atmosphere.”64 although Whitman’s response 
is coy, it is also symptomatic of the difference between 
the urban, democratic, and working-class sexual sub-
culture in which Whitman circulated and the cosmo-
politan, aristocratic, and upper-class homosocial world 
of Symonds. Whitman and Symonds were speaking 
two different though not entirely separable languages. 
Whereas Havelock ellis and Symonds were central to 
the process of medicalizing and singling out the homo-
sexual as abnormal and pathological, Whitman was 
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talking about physical and emotional love between men 
as the basis for a new social and religious order.65 Given 
his representation of male sexual love as the source of 
spiritual and poetic vision and the ground for a new 
democratic social order, and given ellis’s and Symonds’s 
medicalization of physical love between men as “sexual 
inversion” and “abnormal instinct,” it makes sense that 
Whitman would disavow Symonds’s attempt to medi-
calize and sexually categorize the “Calamus” poems as 
“morbid inferences” contrary to the “ensemble, spirit & 
atmosphere” of Leaves of Grass.66

 Whitman’s famous assertion, in this same letter to 
Symonds, that he had fathered six children is, to say the 
least, disingenuous. But it is not wholly at odds with the 
amative, reproductive, and familial languages and con-
texts in which he expressed loving relationships among 
and between men. In fact, given the languages of pater-
nal, maternal, and familial affection in which Whitman 
carried on his relationships and correspondence with 
fred vaughan, Peter doyle, Harry Stafford, and some 
of the soldiers he met during the war, including Tom 
Sawyer and lewis Brown, one might argue that Whit-
man was thinking of some of the “illegitimate sons” he 
adopted, fathered, and mothered over the course of his 
life.
 In the final decades of his life, Whitman was sur-
rounded and protected by a group of “disciples,” most 
notably richard maurice Bucke and Horace Traubel, 
who were dedicated to keeping Whitman’s manly love 
pure, spiritual, and cosmic rather than fleshy, sensual, 
and homoerotic.67 Whereas Whitman’s man-loving life 
and poems became central to the emergence and defi-
nition of a modern homosexual community in europe, 
where the question of Whitman’s sexual love of men and 
alternative readings of his work became the site at once 
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of homosexual self-definition and international scandal 
in countries such as england, france, and Germany, 
in the United States Whitman’s sexual love of men 
went underground to become what Cowley called “The 
Secret.”68 This “secret” split american criticism into two 
warring parties: those who celebrated Whitman as the 
prophet of democracy and a new religion of humanity, 
from richard maurice Bucke to James e. miller Jr.; and 
those who dismissed his man-loving poems as patho-
logical, narcissistic, and immature—from the “disgust” 
with “the language of his evangel poems” expressed by a 
writer in the Gentleman’s Magazine in 1875 to f. o. mat-
thiessen and edwin Haviland miller.69 as I have argued 
elsewhere, this split still dominates the public memory 
of Whitman’s life and work, from debates about naming 
the Walt Whitman Bridge in 1955–56, to the fact that 
no government-sponsored events were held in Washing-
ton, d.C., to commemorate the centennial of Whitman’s 
death in 1992, to the virtual erasure of Walt Whitman’s 
man-loving life in the exhibit mounted at the Whit-
man Birthplace museum in Huntington, long Island, 
in 1997, to laura Bush’s abrupt cancellation of “Poetry 
and the american voice” in 2003, when she realized that 
a White House gathering to discuss the poetry of Walt 
Whitman, emily dickinson, and langston Hughes 
might turn political.
 In 1966 Gavin arthur, the grandson and namesake 
of Chester arthur, the former president of the United 
States, inaugurated a countertradition that linked 
Whitman’s love seeds with real rather than meta-
phoric, sublimated, or imaginary sex between men. 
arthur’s memoir, The Circle of Sex, recounts a 1923 visit 
to edward Carpenter’s cottage in england, where the 
seventy-eight-year-old Carpenter stroked and caressed 
and made love to the young man in the same manner 
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that Whitman made love to Carpenter when he visited 
the poet for several weeks in 1877 and 1884. Whereas in 
The Circle of Sex arthur describes a form of karezza—or 
body stroking—that led not to a spilling of seed but to 
“a far more intense orgasm of the whole nervous system 
in which oneself, as a unit, reunites with the Whole,”70 
in 1967 arthur gave allen Ginsberg a more erotically 
detailed account of sleeping with Carpenter, which was 
later published in Gay Sunshine in 1978. “The old man 
at my side was stroking my body with the most expert 
touch,” arthur recalled:

I had of course a throbbing erection but he ignored 
it for a long time. very gradually, however, he got 
nearer and nearer, first with his hand and later with 
his tongue which was now flickering all over me like 
summer lightning. I stroked whatever part of him 
came within reach of my hand but I felt instinctively 
that this was a one-sided affair, he being so old and 
I so young, and that he enjoyed petting me as much 
as I delighted in being petted. . . . at last his hand 
was moving between my legs and his tongue was in 
my bellybutton. and then when he was tickling my 
fundament just behind the balls and I could not hold 
it longer, his mouth closed just over the head of my 
penis and I could feel my young vitality flowing into 
his old age.71

arthur’s tender and loving memory of Carpenter 
making love to him as Whitman made love to Carpen-
ter literalizes Whitman’s “Poets to Come,” his love buds 
as seeds wafted to generations hence, in a real scene of 
men making love. In the history of Whitman’s recep-
tion, this erotic remembrance has become part of what 
allen Ginsberg has called a “line of transmission”—
from Whitman to Carpenter to arthur to neal Cassady 
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to Ginsberg himself72—that embodies, as Whitman’s 
“Calamus” poems embodied, his vision of erotic love be-
tween men as the source of poetic utterance, democratic 
union, and spiritual communion; or, as Gavin arthur 
put it, a “laying on of hands,” “in which oneself, as a 
unit, reunites with the Whole.”
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bridge University Press, 1996), 27.
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Whitman turned toward the more insistently phallic spadix and 
proliferating leaves of “Calamus” in the 1860 Leaves of Grass. for a 
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see Kerry C. larson, Whitman’s Drama of Consensus (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1988), 176–79; and michael moon, 
Disseminating Whitman: Revision and Corporeality in leaves of 
Grass (Cambridge, ma: Harvard University Press, 1991), 163–66.
 10. Helms, “Whitman’s,” 189.
 11. not coincidentally, later some of “them,” like edward Car-
penter in england, andré Gide in france, and Thomas mann 
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French: Poet and Myth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
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Poetry (austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), 68, 69. See also 



( 153 )

Helms, who writes of this passage: “Whitman’s sense of shame 
and isolation will be painfully familiar to most lesbians and gay 
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Whitman’s Working-Class Camerados, ed. Charley Shively (San 
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(“The evangel-Poem,” 214). See also Betsy erkkila, “Public love: 
Whitman and Political Theory,” in Whitman East and West: New 
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they are also reprinted in ed folsom, “Whitman’s Calamus 
Photographs,” in erkkila and Grossman, 193–219.
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 48. Walt Whitman, Prose Works, 2: 466.
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Whitman (1955; new york: new york University Press, 1967), 250.
 53. Whitman, Notes and Fragments, 169.
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 60. Whitman, Correspondence, 3: 267 n.
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angst–ridden about his sexual relations with working-class men, 
edward Carpenter turned away from the anglican religion, the 
class of his birth, and his Cambridge education to live openly with 
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 72. In a Gay Sunshine interview with allen young, allen Gins-
berg says that he slept with neal Cassady, “who slept with Gavin 
arthur, who slept with edward Carpenter, who slept with Whit-
man.” Ginsberg evokes this as part of a Whitmanian or gay gen-
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