THE, CRAFTSMANSHIP OF TIMELESSNESS:
A LINGUISTIC INVESTIGATION OF
LEAVES OF GRASS *

1.0 That Whitman's idiolect is characterized by an
expansion of the sentence seems a trivial point to make,
The inclusiveness of his catalogues, their openness and
expansiveness, is self-evident: I will not actempt simply to
defend the presence of these linguistic features in the poems,
Tnstead, this paper is an attcmpt at analyzing Walt Whitman’s
« utterance » (as the poet himself called Legves of Grass)
within a linguistic framework. I hope to show how pervasive
—not just limited to the lexicon, as most critics hold—
was Whilman’s experimentation with language: be mani-
pulated language at its very cove — the symtactical structure.

I have identified in Legves of Grass' (LG from now
on) a cotpus of utterances in which the idiclect of the
poems shows in full its idiosyncrasies (its deviance) in re-
spect to the parent language. This does not entail that all
the utterances of LG will conform to the model that I
propose: some of them however do. T have chosen utterances
that deviate from linguistic norms because I wish to test
what a linguistic approach can do for the study of literature,
especially in the case of a text that openly experiments with
language; morcover, 1 believe that the particular deviant
syntactic pattern in some of the poems in LG is not only as
significant as any other aspect of the poems, but also crucial
to an understanding of LG as a whole,

* T would like to thank prof. Rudolph von Abele, of American
University, Washington D.C,, for his encouragement and assistance, To
him I dedicate this essay.

1. Al citations to LG in this paper will be to the « Authoritative
Texts » edition, edited by Scuriey Brapiey and Harorn W. Brobserr,
(New York, W.W. Norton & Co, Inc, 1973).
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A linguistic description of an utterance must add 1o
the critic’s empitical intuition of it: the goal of linguistics
is, on one hand, to account for the intuitions of the native
speakets of a given language. On the other hand, linguistics
must give to these intuitions names and scope:

One way in which poetic language differs from ordinaty
language... is that a poet's deployment of his language™s transfor-
mational apparatus, its synlactic patterns, not only reflects cogni-
tive prefevences, a way of secing the woild: perhaps, more
importantly, it reflects the fundamental principles of artistic
design by which the poct orders the world that is the poem,
If we can discover the strategies by which a2 poet manipulates
these patterns, we will gain a deeper insight into the poem’s
inner form and aesthetic centre, Poetic desipn diclates Dapuistic
strategy, for the poet; for the critie, the discovery of poetic
design begins with the discovery of linguistic sirategy,

1.1 To think of time—of all thar retrospection,
To think of to-day, and the apes continued henceforward.

A reminiscence of the vulgar fate,
A frequent sample of the life and death of workmen,
Each after his kind.

Thumb extended, finger uplifted, apron, cape, gloves, strap,
wet-weather clothes, whip carcfully chosen,
Boss, spotter, starter, hostler, somchody loafing on vou,
loafing on somebody, headway, man before and man behind
Good day’s work, bad day's work, pet stock, mean stock,
first out, last out, turningin at night,
To think that these are so much and so nigh to other drivers,
and he thete takes no interest in {hem.
(«To Think of Time », 11, 1-2, 33-35, 49-52; pp, 434-436).

H

2. Dowars C. Fremnaaw, « The Stratesy of Tusion: Dylan Thomas's
Sgr-ntax w, in Stvle  and  Structure i Literature, ed. Roser Fowler,
(Ithaca, N.Y, Cornell Univ, Press, 1973), p. 20, Emphasis mine,
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The samples from LG (of which the above is one)
that are under study in this paper are not formally-complete
sentences 3, even though we would expect them to be, since
the sequences of symbols are comprised between capitalized
letters and periods. The notion of syntax embedded in these
utterances does not coincide with the notion of syntax that
the reader uses in his everyday linguistic behavior, and
brings to the text. We know what the words — taken
one by one — mean, but the mapping of the meaning that
those words compound together is rather complicated, if
possible at all.

It can be argued that any act of reading and interpre-
tation of a given piece of language requires a certain amount
of decoding that is proportional to the manipulation of the
language of the text: when we read an unknown text, we
ignore the particular idiolect, the idiosyneratic ways in which
familiar terms and conventional rules of our language have
been put to use. The case of these utterances of LG s
quite different: the poet has claimed a poetic license that
some critics* consider rare, and difficult for the reader,
since he has altered the basic structural kernel of Enplish
in many of his poems.

This syntactical characteristic is in itself worth studying °.
Howeyver, the «ungrammatical » utterances from LG are

3. There is a differcnee in the way linguists wuse the terns
¢ utterance », and «sentence . Utterance refers to actual samples of
speech, the evidence that forms the corpus of data from which linguists
abstract phrase structure and transformational rules and construct sentences.
Sentences have a tore abstact and formal status. My use of the two
terms  tends to coineide with this: sometimes, however, they may be
used almost as synonyms, mainly for the sake of aveiding repetitions.

4. Georrrey LercH, A Limguistic Guide to English Poctry, (Lon-
don, Longmans, 1969), pp. 4443, Ravvonp CHAPMAN, Linguistics and
Literatuve, {Totowa, N.J., Lictlefield, Adams and Co., 1973}, p. 14,

S, My paper may also account for an aspect of LG that has been
neslected so far, as Ddmund Reiss points out in his, « Whitman’s Poetic
Grammar; Style and Meaning in ‘Children of Adam’s, in  American
Transcendental Ouarterly, 12 (Tall 1971), 32-41.
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significant also in a more specific way: I believe that they
represent the ultimate stage in the process of syntactical
expansion as a « mimetic » rendering of the universe. In the
utterances that are under discussion here, Whitman’s process
of inclusion and expansion has reached the limit where it
turns itselt into a process of fragmentation and isolation.

The paper will, first, explain briefly the notion of syntax
and linguistic competence that T have applied to the text
of LG (2.0); sccond, categorize the three wavs in which
expansion of syntax is achieved in LG (2.1; 2.2 23
third, discuss the relationship between ungrammatical sen-
tences and the competence of the reader (3.0}; and, finally,
attempt to assign some meaning to these utterances (4.0),

2.0 A complete exposition of the theories of syntax
that linguists have claborated is beyond the scope of this
paper®. I will only explain the notion of synrax that is
used in the course of this paper.

Syntax can be defined as the grammar {or rles of
how words pattern) that the speaker of a language learns
in the process of language acquisition, All linguists agree
as to the existence of these rules: they disagree on the
metalanguage they use in defining them. Post-Saussurian
linguists hold that what enables speakers to speak s an
abstract knowledge of the structure of the language (langue
for Saussure, competence for Chomsky), not just simply
mnemanic catalogues of names and stock phrases.

By comparing utterances of speakers, linguists have con-
cluded that this knowledge, that underlies every speech act
of every speaker, is, for the Fnglish language, of the form:

6. Jouw Lyvons, Infroduction to Theorelical Limguiztics, (Cambridge,
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1969} Jory Lyows, {ed), New Horizons in
Linguistics, (Penguin Bools, 1970). Noda Chomsky, Systactic Structures,
{The THague, Mouton, 1957), Noam  Criomsky,  Cartesion Linguistics,
(New York, Haper & Row, 1966). Vicroma Frommay and  Ropea:

Roomaw, Aw Introduction to Language, (New Yok, Tlolt, Rinchars and
Winston Tne., 1974),
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S— NP + VP
VP—->Vb 4+ NP

where S is sentence, NP, noun phrase, VP, verb phrase,
and Vb, Verb. A complete outline of the syntactical rules
of English would include all the possible and optional
realizations that these abstract categories can take’.

This set of phrase structure rules generates any and all
English sentences: any sentence, to be in English, and to
be understood in the English speech-community, must obey
them. Trom this abstract {deep) structure, by way of lexical
selections, transformational rules, and phonological rules,
we teach the surface of our linguistic behavior, which may
(or may not) contain a tanpe of optional items, but that
must conlaln at least a NP and a VP.

From the point of view of the structure of the language,
the sentence is the primary and only level of analysis. Sen-
tences ate all alike in respect to their syntagmatic relation-
ships: they can be constituted in several ways, but if they
helong to the same language at all, they will all hide an
identical deep structure under the wvatying garments of
their sutfaces.

The statement S—>NP + VP, then, which describes
the competence of English speakers, is a statement about
the pact — the social pact — to which speakers must adhere
when they talk and write, if understanding and meaningful
communication are to ensue from the linguistic interaction.
This statement, however, does not restricc our freedom;
we may decide to talk according to another lamgue, or to
keep quiet, or to make a word-salad. But we would not
normally expect or require immediate understanding from
our listeners or readers, Sentences generated by S—NP +
VP provide the listeners or readers with the optimal condi-
tions for understanding and understandibility.

7 Nosm Cromsky, Syntactic Structures, Appendix II.

w
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Language is a demanding social institution: it allows
its speakers a certain range of freedom to develop subrules,
personal idiolects, dialects, wvarieties, but it demands, for
its own survival as a social Instimtion, a respectful adherence
to its core rules. Languages, as Benjamin Whorf pointed
out, are strictly conservative and resistant to change in
theit grammatical patterns; they reward their speakers’
oheisance with the possibility of expression and communi-
cation.

2.1 The first way in which an expansion of the syntax
is achieved in LG, is non-deviant from the structure rules

of English. TFor example:

I hear the workman singing and the farmer’s wile singing,
I hear in the distance the scunds of children and of animals
early in the day,
I hear emulous shouts of Australians putsuing the wild harse,
I hear the Spanish dance with castanets in the chestnut
shade, to the rebeck and guitar,
I hear continual echoes from the Thames,
I hear ficree French liberty songs..,
I see a great round wonder rolling through space,
I see diminute farms, hamlets, ruins, graveyards, jails,
factories, palages, hovels, huts of barbarians, tents
of nomads upon the surface,
T scc the shaded part on one side where the sleepers are
sleeping, and the sunlit patc on the other side,
I see the curious rapid change af the light and shade,
I sce distant lands, as real and near to the inhabitants of
them as my land is to me.
{« Sahet Au Monde », pp. 138-139)

The rules of English, in fact, are recursive and allow &

8. Cf. Victoris Fromxiy, pp. 148151 for a complete exposition

of recursive rules of the English lanpuage, CI also Lwvows, Istroduction,
b, 221,
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S—= 8 (and §) *
S—>NP + VP
VP — Verb + NP

!

NP-—:-NP[

Y

and

g NP )

where S is sentence, NP, Noun Phrase, VP, verb phrase
and * tmeans a theoretically Inflinite number. This option
to expand the sentence is available to all speakers of the
language. However, not all speakers will use this option
as intensively in their idiolect as Whitman uses it in LG

2.2 In this second grouping I have included all the

cases in which Walt Whitman cxpands his sentences by

lessening their grammaticalness ™. This category represents

an intermediate stage between well-formed (2.1) and <« un-
grammatical » (2.3] scntences.

Some utterances in this group show a distegard for
the conventional value of punctuation. For example:

The choppers heard not, the camp shantites echocd not,
the quick-ear’d reamsters and chain and jack-screw men
heard not,

9. Utterances of this sort in LG include: « Starting from Paumanok »
(25.212-228; 27.253.265); «Song of Myself» (3266-74; 36.154-166; 41-44.
264-329); «Trom DPentup Aching Riverss» {9103k «I Sing the Body
Electric » (100-101.128-162); « In Paths Untrodden» (112-113); « Salut Au
Monde » (137-148), Here and in subsequent notes the reader is referred
first to page numbers and, then, to line numbets in each poem, If no
line number is given, reference iz made to the entire pocm.

10. Ulterances in this catesory include: «Song of Myself» (35.
570-575; 6L63.716797; 70-71. 929344 7376, 1026-:2053); <« Spontaneous
Mes (103-105); «Our Old Teuillage» (171-176); « Song of the Redwood
Tree p (207.20:23: 210, 99:101% « A Song for Occupations » (212, 33-33);
S T oo iy (240.33-35); «Out of the Cradle Endlessly Reckings
{246.247. 1.22): « As I Tbb'd with the Ocean of Life» (256.57-71); « When
Lilacs Last in the Dootvard Bloom'd» (332-333.81-88); « As Consequent »
(356-357,1-22); «The Remun of the Heroes » {362, 95-104)%; « Laws for
Creation » (336.1-3); «Song at Sunset» (494.495.1-21).
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As the wood-spirits came from thelr haunts of a thousand years
to join the refrain,
But in my soul I plainly heard.

Murmuring our of its myriad leaves,
Down from its lofty top rising two hundred feet hish,
Out of its stalwart trunk and limbs, our of its footthick barl,
That chant of the seasons and tme, chant not of the past only
but the future.
(« Song of the Redwood-Tree», pp. 206-207)

The second stanza may depend from the verb in the first
one; however, it has been separated from the verb by a
period and a blank space.

In some instances the syntax is disorpanized: there is
no verb that can accomodate and rank the string of nouns,
as in this casc

Come now I will not be tantalized, you conceive too much of
articulation,

Do you not kaow O speech how the buds beneath you are folded?

Waiting in gloom, protected by frost,

The dirt receding before myv prophetical screams,

I underlying causes to balance them at last,

My koowledge my lve parts, it keeping tally with the meaning
of all things,

Happiness, {which whoever hears me let him or her set out in
search of this day).

{« Song of Myself », p. 53]

2.3 The third way in which Walt Whitman achieves
expansion of syntax in LG is by means of utterances which
are « ungrammatical », or of lowest - order - grammaticalness,
i.e. they are not generated by the phrase structure rules
of DInglish. In these sentences, the deviance from the
syntactical code of the English language centers, in all cases !,

1. «Beginmers» (9.); «Me Imperturbes (11): «Starting from
Paumanok » (17.40-44; 2627, 246250); «Song of Myself» (29-30, 21-29:
33.139-144; 51477478, 52497500 J2-53508-518; 67.860-862: T677.1063-
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around the verb: as I will explain in paragraphs 3.0 and
4.0, Walt Whitman « deletes » that foundation of the sentence
which is the verb, as in « Me Impertutbe »,

Me imperturbe, standing at ease in Nature,

Master of all or mistress of all, aplomb in the midst of
irrational things,

Imbued as they, passive, receptive, silent as they,

Finding my occupation, poverty, nototriety, foibles, crimes,
less important than I thought,

Me toward the Mexican sca, or in the Mannahatta or the
Tennessee, or far north or inland,

A river man, or 4 man of the woods, or of any farm-ife of
these States or of the coast, or the lakes or Kanada,

Me wherever my life is lived, O to be sell-balanced for
contingencies,

To confront night, storms, hunger, ridicule, accidents,
rebuffs, as the threes and animals do.

(P 11

1069, 77.1070:1074: 77-78.1086-1095); « Salut Au Maonde » (147.195-198):
« Ctossing  Brooklyn Ferry» (1606-12); «Our Oid Feuillage» (171-176);
«Song of the Broad Axe» (18419; 185.18825.93); «Song of the
Redwood Trees [(2061-5; 209-210.83-94) «A Song for Occupations »
(216:218,103-132% « Myself and Mine» (236237.19); « With Antecedents»
(240.1-15): « Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rockinge [(247-248.23-31; 231
130-143); «The World Below the Brines (260} « Songs for All Seas,
All Ships» (261-262.1-14); <« Paprolling Barnegat» {263);  « Thoughts »
(270 « The Dalliance of the Faglew (273.274); «Tist of Sonps for a
Prelude » [280-282.21-38); « As Consequent » (357.6-21); « By Blue Ontario’s
Shote » (343345.65-106); «The Remtn of the Heroes» (362.97-104);
«Old Trelands (366.1-7); «Out from Behind the Masks (382.1-13);
«Laws for Creation» {386.1-3); « Thought » (388); « Kosmos» (392.393);
«Ttdllan Music in Dakotas (401.1-12); «The Prairie States» (402)
« Passace to TIndia» (41119} «To Think of Times (434437.1-63);
« Thought »  (453.1-8); « Thou Mother with Equal Birood » (457.39-46);
& 'Thonghts » (479); «From Far Dakota’s Canons» (483.1-8); « Thoughts »
(493.494,16.33);  « Mannabatea »  {307); « Paumancok » (507); « A Carol
Closing Sixty-nine » [508-309); « A Font of Types (509); «The Wallabaout
Martyrs » (510-511); « America» (511); « Out of May's Shows Selected »
(512); «Ilakyon Daysw» (513); «To Ger the Final Lilt of Songs» (521-
522); «Lifes (524525); «The US. to Old World Critics» (526527);
o My Tlse Years (541); < Apparitions» (541); « The Rounded Catalogue
Divine Completes (554); «LoG's Purport» (3353.1-3).
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or as in stanza 17 of « Starting from Paumanck »,

Expanding and swift, hencelorth,

Elements, bresds, adjustments, tutbulenz, quick and audacious,

A world primal again, wistas of glory incessant and branching,

A new race dominating previous ones and grander far, with
Hew COniests,

New politics, new literatutes and religions, new inventions
and arts,

These, my voice announcing—I will sleep no more bur arise,
You oceans that have been calm within me! how I fecl you,
fathomless, stirring, preparing  unprecedented waves and

storms.
(pp. 26:27)

3.0 What the examples in 2.3 (cf. foomote 11) have
in common is a svntax that does not conform to out
conventions of competence; these utrerances are Semi-sen-
tences 2 of a very special sort. Linguists agree that since we
can better understand sentences of higher-order grammati-
calness, semi-sentences can be approached in terms of their
well-formed  parts.  However, the quality of ungrammati-
calness of these scntences—their well-formed parts being
so elusive, and the missing parts of the sentences so
crucial—is such that the meaning can be tecovered only by
constructing a4 new grammar.

BEven Chomsky's well known case of a semisentence,

“ Colotless green ideas slecp furiously

12, Cf on semisentences Doamt Cromsey, « Degrces of Gram-
maticalness », in The Strsciure of Lanpuepe, Readings in the Philosophy
of Langwage, eds. Jomny A, Fonor and Jemmorp J. Kary, (Englewood
Cliffs, IN.J,, Preatice Hall, 1964), pp. 384398 Cf. also Son SAPORTA,
« The Application of Linguistics to the Study of Poetic Language », in
Style and  Longuage, ed. Twomas A, Senenz, [New Yark, Technology
Press of M.LT. and John Wiley, Inc. 1960}, and Nis Exig Engvists,
Linguistic Stylistics, {The Hapue, Mouton, 19735 pp. 98109,
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can be generated by the phrase structure rules of English.
We are dealing here with a case of semantic deviation, The
well—formedness of the synrax allows the reader to postulate
at least a nonsensical meaning: < Ideas that share con-
tradictory properties are doing something impossible ».

The same can be said of this sentence from « I Sing
the Body Electric » (p. 98):

(For before the war I often go to the slave mart and
watch the sale).

This is a sentcnce of higher-arder-grammaticalness, which
our competence can grasp, once we postulate its absurdity
for human categories of time. In fact, the rules of syntagmatic
relationships are observed: the messape is complete in all
its parts, The speaker has obeyed the competence injunction
as to how to say what he has to say, However, what he
has to say seems to cmbody a semantic impossibility,
« Before » and the tense of the verb are irreconcileable B,
« War » is not a lexical item whose meaning imports a
cyclical implication; war cannot be forecast like rain or the
coming of tomorrow. TIn order to be able to say « before
the war », the speaker must have seen at least the bepinning
if not the end of the given war, Therefore, conventions
of time and cxprcssions of time in the language do not
allow him to transport his action in the present, to a time
that he knows already to be past.

What is happening in this sentence from « I Sing the
Body Electric » is contral to my discussion of syntax, verbs
and time in LG. We can safely assume that Walt Whitman
was fluent enough in English (cf. all the wellformed parts
of LG) to recognize the semantic impossibility of this
sentence, What this sentence does is to qualify the speaker
or persona of the poem as capable of doing an impossible

13. Wirrmam Dhver, «The Chronology System of the English
Verb s, Word 19 {Avgust 1963), 141-191,

:
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act: retricving time past and living it as a prescnt—an
action unknown to humankind. The persona is cither present-
ing himself as a God or denving the one-wav linearity of
time, by converting it into a spacelike dimension in which
mea can move freely back and forth. The matter-of-fact
tone, the incidental (parenthetical) quality of the remark
suggest that the line is doing both: thus humanizing a notion
of time that only a hypothetical God can possess.

But in order to be able to verbalize such a concept in
the terms available in English (and in most languages) the
speaker has to verbalize the wery categories of time that
he seeks to eliminate, One can negate these categories and
say that for St. Augustine’s God no present, past or future
exist, thereby acknowledeing, in the same utterance, that
they exist In human expeticnce. The wery langnage used
requires a complete communicative intention to produce a
vetb and hence a tense specification. Tn order to express
the pcrsona’s transcchdence of human bonndarics in time,
these boundaries have o be signalled; the wety language
signals that the persona Is operating a willful suspension of
disbelict, that he is secking to will his ignorance of time,

The parts of the poems listed in 2.2 and 2.3 {cf. also
footnotes 10 and 11) show that the text of LG cxpetiments
with language in such a way as to do away altogether with
this specification of time, by deleting the verb, Only by
postulating an optional eransformational rle of a very
special sort, which modifies the phrase structure rules of
English, can these utserances be related to the competence of
the Tinglish speech-communizy, and to the other sentences
of LG:

1) deep structute S—NP + VP
2) transformational rule Vb= @
3) surface structure S—=NP + @

where 7 i3 an unaffizved element that has not received

exptession in the actual physical realization of the sentence,
The verb has been deleted.
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The transformational rule (T-rule, from now on) is a
construct; it does not come from my competence in English,
since thete is no such rule in my linguistic inventory. I
posit the rule theorctically in order to account for my
{our) intuitions of the ungrammaticalness of such utterances,
in order to rescue them from the range of « mistakes »,
consider them as a purposeful manipulation of the syntax,
and place them in some rclationship with the competence
of the English-speaking community (and to the rest of the
sentences in LG). The rule that I have postulated also
enables me to speak theoretically about all such sentences
and to explore their structure as implying a proposition,
a hypothesis about the world, related to the conventional
proposition S—=>NP + VP, by way of the innovative
move defined as the T-rule Vb= @, or verb deletion,

Scntences of the form S— NP + @, then are gram-
matically incomplete and also contextually incomplete. To
be sure, many utterances occur in common speech that are
grammatically incomplete but contextually complete. « John »,
for example, is a complete sentence if it follows a question
as to the identity of a person, The NP sentence is defined,
in this case, as an clliptical utterance. Incomplete utterances
also occur that result from mistakes; ambiguity, however,
can be eliminated by speaker/listener interaction, The context
of speech includes other clues to meaning: the so-called
suprasegmental elements ™ such as intonation, presence of
reference, gestures and other systems of signs that can help
disambiguate incomplete utterances.

Even though Walt Whitman himself defined his langua-
ge as « speech », nonetheless we cannot avoid experience
it as written, and the context of a written text does not
include the suprascgmental and non-verbal clues to speech.
Even when a poem is read aloud, the clues are not stipulated
by the text (as in a drama script), but they must be supplied

14. Lyows, p. 63.
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by the reader; they are not an aid to interpretation, rathct
the outcome of an interpretative act.

When semi-sentences occur in written lexts and they
cannot be categorized as clliptical, linguistic conventions
allow the reader to dismiss them as mistakes or pootr per-
formances, to penalize the writer, as in the case of classes
of English Composition. In the case of such utterances in
a poem, they must be made meaninpgful: the postulation of
the T-tule allows this possibility, by highlighting the portion
of the sentence that has been deleted, the verb, These
sentenices must, therefore, be read mot ar #f they contain the
part that they do not contain; they must be tead differentially,
ic in terms of their deviance from our competence; though,
at the same time, we must respect the intentionality of
the post who encoded them in such a fashion, if they are
to be understood at all.

The choice of the examples that follow from LG has
been dictated mainly by the logic of my argument concern-
ing verbs and temporality, with a full awareness of the
partial randomness of such choices, but also of the relevancy
of the dimension of time in all the poems of LG.

A reminiscence of the vulmar [ate,
A frequent sample of the life and death of workmen,
Each after his kind.

Cold dash of waves at the lerry whatf, posh and icc in the river,
half-frozen mud in the streets,
A gray discouraged sky overhead, the shorg last daylight of
December,
A hearse and slages, the funeral of an old Broadway stagedriver,
the cortege mostly drivers.
(« To Think of Time», p. 436]

« To Think of Time» ™ provides us with a clue as

15, T like to think of the process of accretion of LG, which many
critics define as organic growth, as a process of embedding of poems
within a larger unit. Theoretically a sentence could be of infinite lensth,
due to the recursive and embedding rules of English, It is beyand the
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to the meaning of the syntactical pattern S—=NP 4 @.
In fact, no ungrammatical sentences occur after line 63,
the end of section S5—quite interestingly the middle point
of the poem. Section 6 opens:

What will be will be well, for what is is well,

To take interest is well, and not to take interest shall be well.

‘I'he domestic jovs, the daily housework or business, the building
of houses, arc not phantasms, they have weight, form,
location,

Farms, profits, crops, markets, wages, govcrnment, are none of
them phantasms,

The difference between sin and goodness is no delusion,

The carth is not an echo, man and his life and all the things of
his life are well-consider'd.

You are not thrown to the winds, you gather certainly and
safely around yourselt,

Yourself! yourself! wvourself, for ever and ever! (pp. 436-437)

It is interesting to note that in this second part of
the poem words reappear that had been wused in the
syntactically deviant first half of the poem. Tt is not a
question of subject-matter that clicits sentences 5-—> NP

scope of this paper to collarc and compare differenc versions of poems
in LG, to examine their syntactical manipulation diachronically. The
fact that thess manipulations occnrred reinforces the assumption that the
soncences under examination are not the tesult of accidenr. Research in
this direction could vield wvery interesting results.

1 bricflly examine here a vatiant of «To Think of Times. The
poemn was a part of the 1835 LG where the first strophe appeared as:

To THINE OF TIME. T0 TIONE THROUGH THE EETROSPECTION,

To think of today.. and the ages continued henceforvard,
Ilave wou guessed you voumself would not continuer Have you
dreaded those earth-bectles?

Have you feared the future would be nothing to you?
The poem was untitled in the 1833 edition. It assumed its present title
in the 1871 LG, Tn the 1891 LG the opening of the poem had changed to!

To think of time—of all that retrospection,

To think of today, and the ages continued henceforward.

Have wou guess'd vou vourself would not continue?...
4 slight change has occurred, which stresses by vittue of the blank space,
the separation of the semisentence from the context.
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+ ¢, rathet some intrinsic characteristic of the verb, The
«profits », «the matkets», and «the governmeni » reap-
pear now in the context of petfectly wellformed sentences,
after the reassuring statement that « what will be will
be well ». Time future has in store our own death (the
funeral in the first half of the poem), but a death thar
is not final, The tme that we have not ver experienced
will not change our experience into phantasms; the artifacts
produced by human labor will outlive us and render us
immortal, '

The abrupt change in the syntactical pattern (the
reappearance of verbs) in the context of that statement
paradoxicallv suggests that time must not and cannot be
eluded if the poet wants to talk about time as a non
destructive agent. Tts elision is more dangerous (even if
it is a more accurate rendering of the poet’s transcendentalist
vision of the world) because it separates the poem from any
meaningful interpretation by the future andicnce—the act that
makes his cultural artifact, the poem, immortal,

The law of the past cannot be eluded,
The law of the present and future cannot be eluded,
The law of the living cannot be eluded, it is eternal.. {p. 438).

In fact, the deletion of the verb abolishes, togather with
the notion of time and action, the notion of actor and
subject of the sentence, and therefore any transferral of
action from a subject to a direct or indirect object (any
predication):

Thoughts,

Of public opinion,

Of a calin and cool fiat sooner or later, (how impassivel haw
certain and finall)

Of the President with pale face asking secredly to himsclf,

What will the people say at last?

Of the frivolous Judge—of the corrupt Congtessman, Governor,

Mayor—of such as these standing belpless and  exposed...

(pp. 479-480)
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Me Imperturbe.

Me imperturbe, standing at ease in Nature,

Master of all or mistress of all, aplomb in the midst of
irrational things,

Imbued as they, passive, rcceptive, silent as they,

Finding my occupation, poverly, holoriery, foi
less impottant than T thought,

Me toward the Mexican sea, or in the Mannahatta or the
Tennessee, or far north or inland,

A river mah, of a man of the woods, or of any farmife of these
States or of the coast, or the lakes of Kanada,

Me wherever my life is lived, O to be self-balanced for
contingencies,

To confront night, storms, hunger, ridicule, accidents, rebuffs,
as the trees and animals do. (p. 11)

hles, crimes,

The first poem is composcd of a string of prepositional
phrases that depend from a NP (the title) that has been
deleted from each line and separated by a period in the
itle. It can be arpued that an action of thinking can be
retrieved from the noun (which is indeed true of many nouns)
and postulated in the deep structure; however, we would
not be able to assign a subject to the action, nor to inflect
the verh for tense and person, In any English sentence the
Vb is that part that relates two different NPs; the Vb is
the hinge of that relationship, that ranks one NP as subject
and the other as cither dircet or indirect object. Once
the Vb is deleted, no ranking of subject(s) is possible.
S NP + @ is a linguistic realm of paratactical elements
(lined up at best, unrelated at worst), between and among
which no explicit and understandable connections are made.

Me Imperturbe is a case in point; the syntax, deprived
of verbs, mimes the passivity wished for by the poet, the
verhale indicate more a state than an actlon, and the
logical subject (what our linguistic expectations and con-
ventions would indicate as the logical actor of the sentence)
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has been deprived of the grammatical status of subject of
the utterance—the « I» has become the accusative « Me »,
Our competence demands, instead, that we necessarily
articulate a set of explicit relationships, that we make the
connections. By means of his new, expanded syntax Wale
Whitman structures his « simulacrum » of the world in
a radically new way.

4.0

The impalpable sustenance of me from all things at all hours
of the day,

The simple, compact, welljoin'd scheme, myself disintegrated,
every one disintegrated yet part of the scheme,

The similitudes of the past and those of the future,

The glories strung like beads on my smallest sights and hearings
on the walk in the streee and the passape over Lhe river,

The current rushing so swiftly and swimming with me far away,

The others that are to follow me, the ties botween me and them,

The cestainty of others, the life, love, sight, hearing of others.

(« Crossing  Brooklyn Ferry», p. 160)

The state of the world in thesc scntences suggests a
state of attained transcendence, in which no subject/cbject
ranking is operative or possible («glories strung like beadss):
the « welljoin'd scheme » is reached through a disintegration
of identities, in space (I am whatever surtounds me) and
in time (no change in substance will occur in time): the
stanza above nearly replicates such a state.

It 1s Whitman’s preoccupation with time and space
that elicits the first and longest catalogue of LG and a
type of syntax that has not entitely donec away with

the Vh;

Space and Timel now I see it is true, what I guess’d at,
What I guess'd when I loaf'd on the grass,
What I guess’d while T lay aloge in my bed,

And again as T walk'd the beach under the paling stars of the
morning,
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My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps.

I skirt sicrras, my palms cover continents,

I am afoot with my wision.

By the city’s quadrangular houses—in log huts, camping with
lumbermen,

Along the ruts of the turnpike, along the dry gulch and rivulet
bed,

Weeding my onion-patch or hoeing rows of carrots and parsnips,
crossing savannas, trailing in forests,

Prospecting, gold-digging, girdling the trees of 4 new purchase,

Scorch’d ankle-deep by the hot sand, hauling my boat down the
shallow river,

Where the panther walks to and fro on a limb overhead, where
the buck turn furiously at the hunter,

Where the rattlesnake suns his [labby length on a rock,
where the otter is feeding on fish,

Where the alligator in his tough pimples sleeps by the bayou...

(« Song of Myself », p. 61)

The strings of phrases are held together by the ap-
pearanice at the end of the catalogue (which is four pages
long) of the first person and a verb: «I tread day and
nicht such roads ». But the subject and the verb organize
the long list at best formally. The verb seems to appear
only as a concession to formal grammar, or as a way of
bringing rogether all those elements, af one stroke, under
the control of the «I», contemporaneously, The catalogue
spatializes time; the « I» can cover an enormous stretch
of space in the same verse. Catalogues of this form are
just one step away from the abolition of time.

S—>NP 4 ¢ is the transcendental utterance; since
the imaginative and literary act is for Walt Whitman a
sacted act, a reemactment of creation ', the poet must
reproduce the « true » state of affairs of the world: the

16. Cf TawreNce Bueir, Literary Tronscendentalisms. Style and
Viron ia the American R enaisiatice, {IE],"IEL‘E-[, NY, Cornell Univ, PI’L:SE,

1973), p. 18
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abolition of time, as an illogical and wnteal category within
the transcendental model of the world, becomes almost
a necessity. The innovative synractical pattern makes harsh
demands upon the reader, but the teader (the implied
reader) makes demands upon the poet in turn,

Whoever vou arc holding me now in hand,
Without one thing all will be useless,

I give you feir warning before you attempt me [urther,
I am not what you supposed, but far different,

Who is he that would become my follower?
Who would sign himself a candidate for my allections?

The way is mspicinuq the result uncertain, perhaps destructive,
You would have 1o give up all else, T alone would expect to be
vour sole and exclusive smndard
Your novitiate would even then be long and exhansting,.,
(« Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand », p. 115)

The reader has to adopt a new competence for the
poems, and expect occasional radical departures from con-
ventional linguistic habiis; he will then sce, through the
new grid offered by the poct, a new world in which
movement is neither possible nor necessary, in which time
is not threatening, death not final, equality of status and
substance achicved. In turn, he will be wvalidating by his
acceptance the very premises of the poems. But in such
a state of achicved transcendence what need is there for
communication, since no ignorance and no differences are
possible? As it is stated in Me Imperturbe, the state of
perfect, animallike passivicy entails also silence; « Imbued
as they, passive, receptive, silent as they..». The poet

needs the category of time in order to deny it and to
prophesy its irrelevance

What will be will be well, for what is i well,

To take interest is well, and not to take intetest shall be well.

{«To Think of Time», p. 437)
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It avails not, time nor place—distance avails not,

I am with vou, vou men and women of a generation, or ever so
many generations hence,

TJust as you fecl when you look on the river and sky, so 1 felt,

Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of 2
crowd,

Just as you are refresh’'d by the gladness of the river and the
bright How, 1 was refresh’d,

Just as you stand and lcan on the rail, yet hurry with the
swift current, I stood yer was hurried,

Just as vou look on the numberless masts of ships and the
thicksiemm’d pipes of steamboats, I look'd.

{« Crossing Brooklyn Derry », pp. 160-161)

In this section of « Crossing Brooklyn Berry» the
poet has transported the present tcnse of scetion 1, into
the past, after having abolished verbs and tense specitication
in the first stanza of section 2, and having spoken in
the futare tense about the actions of othets which ate
dealt with in the present tense in section 3,

Given our linguistic conventions, only a prophecy of
transcendence of categories of time and space is possible;
the only meaningful statcments about transcendence are
those that defer it into the future, by prophesying it, and
denying the catcgory of time, which is acknowledged by
virmme of the vety structure of the utterance, And LG
provides the readers with the cxpertence of this deferral:
the never-ending catalogues, the difficulty of putting full-
stops at the ends of sentences, the suspension provided by
the ungrammatical sentences, the involvement required of
future audiences (both to validate the poem and the poct’s
identity through them).

See, projected throungh time,
For me an audience interminable.
{« Starting from Paumanck », p. 16)
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The primary cuth on linguistic innovations is the need
to build a solid bridec with those futurc audicnees, Time
specifications may not be totally logical and adequate, but
must be respected solely by virtue of our social and lin-
guistic pact. Time specifications, moreover, import intlection
in tense and person; they rest ultimately on an assertion
of identity on the part of the speaker. The danger of
Whitman's particular linguistic innovation consists in its
undermining the identity of the post. In speech,

fime is reinforced by firmlv entrenched linpuistic habils, which
reflect the peculiar connections of time and persons, hoth as
conscious beings and... as rational agents.. We cannot achieve
complete non-egacentricity in our characlerization either of time
and spacc.. The esscntial epecentricity of time is reflected in
the ineliminability of tenses.. !

In An American Primer Walt Whitman writes:

The Real Grammar will be that which declares itsell a
nuclens of the spirits of the laws, with liberty to all to carry out
the spitit of the laws, even by violaring them, if necessary. — The
English language is grandly lawless like the race who use [sic] it—
or, tather, breaks ont of the little laws to enter trnly the higher ones,

It is so instinct with that which undetlies laws, and
the purports ol laws, it refuses all petiy interruptions in its
way

The statement constitutes a declaration of individual
ireedom from any soclal (linguistic) consttaint, But linguistic

17, Por the problem of time and identity of, Hans MrvorHOFR,
Time in Literature, (Berkeley, Univ. of California Press, 19335 Cf abo
chapter 3 of Tren Camvuisie, The Uscertain Self. Walt Whitwan Drame
of Identity, [(Michipan State Univ, Press, 1973,

18. Jerw Lucas, A Treatise on Time and Spaze, [London, Methues,
1973}, p. 280,

15, Morsce Trauner, An dmerican Primer by Walr Whitman with

Faciimiles of the Original Manuscript, (Boston, Small Maynerd & Co.,
1904}, p. 6.
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constraints alone allow the individual to produce meaningful
{and communicative) utterances: this hint of paradox must
not have cscaped Walt Whitman, either. His revolutionaty
linguistic project teveals the antisocial premises on which
it partially rests. The language of LG moves between two
poles: on the one hand, selt-centered, prophetic utterances,
and on the other, utterances that try to escape from isolation,
by transcending time and space (the agents of isolation)
into a non-differentiated world of oneness, that denies
individualized forms,

4 Between the non-identity of pure fluidity and the
fixity involved in all deflinitions—in words ot in life—the
American writer moves, and knows he moves » ., And the
American writers to whom Tanner refers here scem to be
dealing with the problem that Whitman had deferred into
the future for resolution. because of the structure of its
very premiscs: the crucial (but false) opposition between
language (which implies definition, boundary, restriction) and
the flow that allows freedom.

Can [the American writer] find a freedom which is not a
jelly, and can he cstablish an identity which is not a prison?...
Can he find a stylistic frcedom which is not simply a
meaningless ihcoherence, and can he find a stylistic form which
will not trap him inside the existing forms of previous literature? 2!

The randomness of Walt Whitman’s most radical linguistic
innovation 1s the ultimate attempt to escape the so-called
prison of definition and social consiraint. The ooccurrence
of what I have called a T-rule, in fact, does not seem to be

20. Towy Tanner, City of Words, (New York, Harper & Row,
1971, p. 18, Tannsr's introduction places Whitman in the context of this
opposition, basic to the understanding of American literary and intellectual
history, Also useful in illuminating the relationship between Transcenden-
talism, the probhl- of definition of the self, z_nd style is Tony Tanner's
The Reign of Woneor, (Cambtidge, Cambtidge Univ. Press, 1965).

21, Tanxer, City of Words, p. 19,
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rulegoverned. It is not elicited by a specific rtopic: it
occurs throughout the several editions of LG and outlives
revisions by the poet; not all the poems that deal specifically
with time contain such ungrammatical sentences,

The randomness of Whitman’s violations of the « Laws
of Grammar » suggests an awareness that such utlerances
could turn against him. Whitman was using both types of
sentence (or rather a spectrum of sentences that range from
well-formedness to lower-order srammaticalness) indifferently,
and in so doing was itying to escape the «prison» of
codification on the part of the reader, the rigor seortis of
a dchinition, while simultancously calling for a new series
of interpretative acts. The limil of any linguistic innovation '
is established by the codification produced by a non-random,
pattetned innovation: it ceascs to be new and produces a
new code—a new « prison »,

I know 1 am seolid and sound,
To me the converging objects of the universe perpetnally flow,
All are written to me, and T must get what the writing mcans,
I know T am deathless,
I know this otbit of mine cannot be swept by a carpenter’s
COMPass,
I know I shall not pass like a child’s carlacue cvt with a
burnt stck at night.
{« Song of Mysclt », p. 48)

PaorLa Lupovico
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