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 This thesis examines Walt Whitman’s use of the body in his poetry as a location 

for spiritual experience, and how his use of the body bears strong connection to its use by 

medieval Persian Sufi poets. The first chapter focuses upon Sufi poetry’s role as a shared 

point of interest between Whitman and his onetime mentor Ralph Waldo Emerson. Their 

differing philosophies regarding the cultivation of the soul caused them to absorb Sufi 

ideas into their own bodies of work in separate ways, and contributed to the split that 

eventually occurred between them. The second chapter focuses upon connections between 

Whitman’s poetry and that of Jalaluddin Rumi, one of the greatest Sufi poets yet an oft-

overlooked figure in Whitman scholarship. The final chapter examines multiple ways in 

which Whitman expresses the divine nature of the body in several poems from Leaves of 

Grass, and how those expressions reflect Sufi influences.
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I. EMERSONIAN ORIGINS AND DEPARTURES 

 In nearly any scholarly analysis of Walt Whitman’s poetry it is impossible to 

exclude mentioning Ralph Waldo Emerson’s influence upon his poetic development. 

Emerson played a strong role in the early formation of Whitman’s poetics and, despite 

claims that Whitman made later in his life that he had rejected Emerson as his “master,” 

his role is arguably as strong in the final edition of Leaves of Grass as it was in the first 

edition. Thus, a brief but close analysis of some of Emerson’s philosophy is necessary to 

begin this work. In developing his philosophy Emerson absorbed ideas from his studies of 

translations of medieval Sufi poetry. Best known for his role as a founder, philosopher, 

and a poet in the Transcendentalist movement, Emerson also made a great contribution to 

American literature as a conductor who exposed Americans to medieval Persian Sufi 

poetry through his own efforts as a translator. Intrigued by the ideas expressed by the 

Sufis, Emerson adopted and modified their philosophies to suit the purposes of 

Transcendentalism. Whitman became acquainted with the Sufis through Emerson’s 

writings, and was initially inspired by Emerson’s embrace of the Sufis.
1
 However, the 

different ways in which the two Americans came to appreciate the Sufis’ work ultimately 

highlighted their deeper philosophical differences to such an extent that it led to a split 

between Whitman and his onetime mentor. Emerson approached the Sufis from an

                                                   
1
 While the Sufis will be frequently mentioned in a broader sense throughout this thesis, the poetry of one, 

Jalaluddin Rumi, will be laid out in some length during the course of the second chapter. Rumi is not only 
considered one of the greatest Sufi poets, but he is arguably the Sufi poet who has been most neglected by 

Whitman scholars. Nevertheless, I have chosen to focus upon him because of the particularly stark 

comparisons that his poetry bears in relation to Whitman’s, as will be demonstrated later.  
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intellectual standpoint, while Whitman was increasingly drawn toward the way in which 

the Sufis placed the body at the core of their poetic expression, including, and particularly, 

sensual experience. 

 Emerson’s primary point of contact with the medieval Sufi poets was through 

German translations of their poetry. His encounters with the Sufis through the Germans 

may have even been haphazard. Fred Wahr explains that Emerson “never read German 

with ease,” and that despite his efforts as a translator he “was no linguist. He labored with 

the language in order to read Goethe in the original, but found it difficult, and it was 

convenient for him to have a dictionary within reach” (51). However, “German literature, 

philosophy, and scholarship…also opened up to him avenues of approach to other 

literatures, other peoples and times, notably to the Persian poets and the philosophy of the 

East” (62). It was the intellectual and spiritual approaches the Sufis utilized in their 

writing that interested Emerson, and not the expressive and aesthetic features of the 

poetry. He engaged with their work through German instead of the original Persian, but 

even so he seemed either ignorant or dismissive of the translators’ attempts to beautify the 

translated pieces. Wahr asserts that Emerson’s treatment of German as a reader and a 

translator demonstrates that “the poetic beauties and possibilities of the language were 

unrevealed to him. He was attracted by the thought content only; when it was possible to 

procure a translation he did so” (52). Wahr may have a biased attitude toward Emerson’s 

relationship with German, as his article on the subject is published in a journal devoted to 

the teaching and study of German. However, his suggestion that Emerson ignored or 

dismissed poetic beauty in his determination to extract and modify the ideas that he 

observed in Sufi poetry has merit. 
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 Len Gougeon also observes Emerson’s overt interest in the intellectual over the 

aesthetic. He notes that Emerson was drawn to Persian poetry because “he found in it a 

philosophical rendering of attitudes toward fate and freedom which closely resembled his 

own” (41). In order to lead the best possible life on earth, and despite a strong belief in 

fate, the Sufis “assert the intellectual freedom of the individual to act.” The Sufis are 

known for the emotional and spiritual passion of their poetry, but they could also be 

remarkably intellectual. They seek communion with God but do not deny the power of the 

individual to act in the world. Their ultimate aim is toward divine existence while 

acknowledging the inevitability of a worldly existence. Like them, Emerson felt that the 

mind was a gateway to transcendent states. However, the Sufis balance their interest in the 

intellect with a belief in the emotions and the senses as powerful conductors of experience 

and meaning. Emerson took notice of their intellectual tendencies, adapted these to his 

own thinking, and continued focusing in that direction without balancing his philosophy 

with a corresponding investment in the sensuous realm as the Sufis did. 

 It is very likely that Emerson’s keen sense of the individual need for intellectual 

and spiritual development through the mind left him blind to the potential of other modes 

of spiritual heightening rooted in the body, such as the forms of physical mystical 

communion with God expressed by the Sufis. One of Whitman’s primary complaints 

about Emerson’s work is that it is too coldly intellectual. Many contemporaries passed 

similar judgment, claiming that Emerson’s philosophy was too coldly calculating, and that 

his poetry was awkwardly structured and unimpassioned. While it is perhaps an unfair 

exaggeration to categorize Emerson’s work as lacking in passion, it is true that his work is 

generally seen as overly intellectual in its approach, and his work with the Sufi poets has 
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been cited as an example of this. In “The Influence of Persian Poetry upon Emerson’s 

Work” J.D. Yohannan points out that while “the period of Emerson’s greatest interest in 

Persian poetry (the late 1840’s) coincides with the period of his first significant poetic 

production” (35), it is remarkable that “when the creative writer was loosened in Emerson, 

then names like Hafiz and Saadi and Jellaleddin [Rumi] were but grist to his poetic 

mill…he plundered them for their rich and colorful associations…[and] is better [seen] as 

a barometer of the influence of that literature upon the transcendentalist mind” than as a 

“trustworthy purveyor of Persian literature” (41). Emerson’s use of the Sufis was not 

entirely in keeping with the spirit of the original ideas contained within their poetry. He 

used symbols and images common to Sufi poetry, but they were typically used with an 

intellectualist slant. Emerson wrote that Hafiz used wine as “a symbol of intellectual 

freedom,” an interpretation that Yohannan rightly criticizes (26). The Sufis often used 

wine as a symbol for God’s love pouring forth, or the general outpouring of love from a 

lover to a beloved; it represents a form of release and unrestraint, which may be 

considered forms of freedom, but the Sufis’ context is far from strictly intellectual. 

Drunkenness from wine is a frequent metaphor to convey a sense of intoxication that 

accompanies the sensation of communion with God or another person. The mind too can 

induce euphoria through intellectual stimulation, but the Sufis (and, as we shall see, 

Whitman) open themselves to other forms of transcendent intoxication. 

 A look at Emerson’s original poem “Saadi” will provide a clearer picture of his 

interests as a thinker if not his skill as a poet. It also displays the influence of the Sufis 

upon a mind shaped primarily by early nineteenth-century Western culture, particularly 

religion, including Emerson’s training as a Unitarian minister in the period that witnessed 
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the Second Great Awakening in the United States. “Saadi” is dominated by musical 

imagery and the motif of separation as the speaker imagines Saadi, one of the great 

medieval Sufi poets in whom he became interested. In speaking of the poet’s role Emerson 

writes: 

  God, who gave to him the lyre, 

  Of all mortals the desire, 

  For all breathing men’s behoof, 

  Straitly charged him, ‘Sit aloof;’ 

  Annexed a warning, poets say, 

  To the bright premium,— 

  Ever, when twain together play, 

  Shall the harp be dumb. 

 

  Many may come, 

  But one shall sing; 

  Two touch the string, 

  The harp is dumb. 

  Though there come a million, 

  Wise Saadi dwells alone. (9-22) 

The poet is, for Emerson, a source of wisdom, both spiritual and intellectual. However, the 

poet also maintains a physical and emotional distance from those who would benefit from 

this wisdom. The lyre is a metaphor for spiritual harmony, but Emerson’s choice here is a 

musical instrument, a tool with no spirit of its own. It serves his purpose as a symbol, but 

there is no sense of connection to the harp despite the mention of touching its strings. 

There is no regard for music’s ability to rouse the emotions. The speaker exhibits no 

passion; he feels no “intoxication” for the beautiful qualities of music. Emerson is 

concerned with the symbolic harmony of sound the harp is capable of producing, but is 

uninterested in the pleasurable act of playing or listening to the harp except to advise that 

a single person should play upon it rather than to have multiple players who would leave 

the harp sounding “dumb.” Separation, ideally, aids in the development of the individual 
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soul. Solitude encourages the cultivation of one’s inner faculties because of the lack of 

external influence or distraction from intellectual pursuits. However, Emerson does not 

envision a total vacuum for human interaction in his imagining of Saadi: 

  Yet Saadi loved the race of men,— 

  No churl, immured in cave or den; 

  In bower and hall 

  He wants them all, 

  Nor can dispose 

  With Persia for his audience. (23-8) 

To portray Saadi as a figure of total isolation to the point where his poetry also exists in 

isolation from any but himself would contradict the role of spiritual messenger that is 

fundamental to Emerson’s characterization of a poet. Poet and audience interact through 

the medium of poetry, but this relationship also functions as a learning experience in 

which the poet conveys a lesson of the spirit through his craft to anyone willing to listen. 

However, the teaching and learning are and must be done in separation. The poet does not 

directly engage with his audience, and the audience should not seek to be in the poet’s 

physical presence; their communication is strictly through the poetry. In “Saadi,” Emerson 

continues to develop his philosophy rooted in early American ideas of the power of 

individuality in strengthening the spirit while interweaving facets of Sufism and Sufi 

poetry. In “Saadi,” the paradoxical, mystical motif of unity in separation is attached to 

Western ideals of individuality. The need for a single person rather than multiple people to 

play the lyre and create harmonious music is one instance within the poem where this 

unity-from-separation motif appears. 

 The Saadi that Emerson portrays maintains personal separation in the world, 

something that Whitman could never have embraced. Whitman’s focus upon the “self” is 

arguably as egocentric as Emerson’s system, but the difference between the two is how 
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Whitman reaches out with the intention of bringing others into his sphere of awareness. 

His poetry aims to serve as a medium through which he can connect himself with others, 

who in turn will be able to also connect to others. At the basic level, the focus on 

individual divinity makes Whitman similar to Emerson in their shared interest and use of 

Sufi thought. Beyond that point, however, Whitman’s focus broadens to include a 

multiplicity of individuals who share a spiritual awareness that includes appreciation for 

the body as well as the soul. For Emerson, each individual develops their own soul in 

relative isolation, since the development occurs in the individual mind. 

 As evidenced by “Saadi,” Emerson consistently trains his focus on the mental and 

intellectual at the expense of the emotional or physical sensations; his prose writings 

further confirm this imbalance. Indeed, in “The Transcendentalist” he declares that 

“Everything real is self-existent. Everything divine shares the self-existence of Deity. All 

that you call the world is the shadow of that substance which you are, the perpetual 

creation of the powers of thought, of those that are dependent and of those that are 

independent of your will” (195-6). This is not only an extremely egocentric interpretation 

of the nature of human existence, but is also an abstracted, intellectualist consideration of 

how the world exists and functions. For Emerson, the individual, the “I—this thought 

which is called I,—is the mould into which the world is poured like melted wax. The 

mould is invisible, but the world betrays the shape of the mould” (196). The world, even 

existence itself, begins with the individual consciousness, and is merely a reflection of that 

one consciousness. It is not so much there to be observed as it is something that is created 

by the mind as a physical extension of one’s spiritual being. For Whitman, the world is 

very much something to be not only observed but is also to be interacted with. In the 
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preface to the first edition of Leaves of Grass he contends that “The largeness of nature or 

the nation…were monstrous without a corresponding largeness…of the spirit of the 

citizen. …A live nation can always cut a deep mark and can have the best authority the 

cheapest […] namely from its own soul” (742). He shares Emerson’s conviction that each 

individual bears a divine significance, but rather than being the sole creators of their own 

worlds, each individual is contained within and shares a world that is physically larger 

than themselves. The cultural environment in which one lives can “cut a deep mark” in 

sculpting his or her identity, but this is not the only determining factor in that sculpture. 

This is not to say that Whitman wholly refutes the Emersonian idea that the world can be 

contained within one’s mind, but that this containment comes from the development of the 

spirit. His process runs inversely to Emerson’s. For Emerson, the world begins from 

within a singular consciousness. For Whitman, as the strength of one’s soul grows, so does 

the ability to better comprehend the world and to absorb its lessons, which in turn are used 

to begin a new learning process through further experience in the world. 

 In “The Over-Soul” Emerson’s aversion to using the physical senses to convey his 

ideas is also pronounced. At the beginning of the essay he refers to the human mind as “a 

stream whose source is hidden” (385). He extends his metaphor into an abstract, mystical 

meditation in which he contemplates, “When I watch that flowing river, which, out of 

regions I see not, pours for a season its streams into me, I see that I am a pensioner; not a 

cause, but a surprised spectator of this ethereal water; that I desire and look up, and put 

myself in the attitude of reception, but from some alien energy the visions come.” 

Emerson’s perception of the individual as a receptacle progresses into his later contention 

in “The Transcendentalist” that the world is created through inner projection. However, 
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his tendency to internalize the process of understanding through egocentric intellectualism 

is evident: “We live in succession, in division,” yet “within man is the soul of the whole; 

the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related; 

the eternal ONE” (“The Over-Soul” 386). Furthermore, the mystery is so difficult to solve 

because nature—that is, the external world in the Emersonian sense—does not always 

respond in the language that humans use to communicate: 

  No answer in words can reply to a question of things. It is not an arbitrary 

  “decree of God,” but in the nature of man, that a veil shuts down on the 

  facts of to-morrow; for the soul will not have us read any other cipher than 

  that of cause and effect. …The only mode of obtaining an answer to these 

  questions of the senses is to forego all low curiosity, and, accepting the 

  tide of being which floats us into the secret of nature…all unawares the 

  advancing soul has built and forged for itself a new condition, and the 

  question and the answer are one. (394) 

As in “Saadi,” he embraces the idea of unity in separation and makes the individual mind, 

along with the soul, the creator of its own condition. The mind is the best and most 

powerful tool that the individual possesses. It carves into the material world and projects 

one’s inner state upon it to create each person’s own unique sense of corporeal existence.  

 For Whitman, this process runs in reverse; it is rooted primarily in interaction with 

one’s surroundings. The experience is then internalized and used to build the soul. This is 

clearly seen in the sixth section of “Song of Myself,” when Whitman is asked by a child, 

“What is the grass?” prompting several lines of meditation in which he immediately 

confesses, “How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any more than he” (99-

100). In this way, the process of understanding is begun as the two look together at the 

world around them, and then interact with it, rather than “create” it as Emerson suggests. 

They imagine many possible articulations for the grass as it represents “the breasts of 

young men” “white heads of old mothers,” “colorless beards of old men,” and “red roofs 
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of mouths” and “uttering tongues” before they ultimately come to a point where they 

physically experience it (112, 116-9). This happens when Whitman says, “Tenderly will I 

use you curling grass” (111) and imagines it as “mothers’ laps” which may be waiting for 

him and others to sit upon (115). Whitman may arrive at a conclusion, as he ultimately 

does in closing the sixth section by shifting his subject strictly from grass to death and life, 

but it is a conclusion rooted in physical experience, and the discussion is opened along the 

way for other voices to respond to him. His description and conjectures are ripe with an 

intensity of physical description and are communal in nature, reflecting the centrality of 

the physical world in ways that Emerson lacks or perhaps avoids in his work. 

 It is somewhat a mystery that Emerson’s writing does not move toward physical 

focuses anywhere near as frequently as Whitman. The opening section of “Nature” seems 

to give equal acknowledgment to the role of physical sensuousness in building spiritual 

strength. He writes, “The lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are stil l 

truly adjusted to each other; who has retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of 

manhood. His intercourse with heaven and earth, becomes part of his daily food” (10). 

The reference to a maintained sense of childlike sensitivity immediately evokes the 

passage from the sixth section of “Song of Myself” mentioned earlier, in which Whitman 

shares a form of innocent ignorance with the inquiring child. In addition, Emerson’s use of 

the word “lover” may reflect the influence of the Sufis. In Sufi poetry, people of strong 

faith are frequently referred to as lovers, but the term is metaphorical and not reserved for 

humans. God may also be a lover and not merely the beloved, and so too may nature in the 

form of animals or even plants. Like Whitman, the Sufis could be remarkably sensuous in 

their poetry, yet Emerson seems to either ignore this quality of their poetry, or discounts it 
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by attempting to draw focus away from the senses in his own writing. Having mentioned 

the importance of man’s outward sensitivity to nature, Emerson continues: 

  Not the sun or the summer alone, but every hour and change corresponds 

  to and authorizes a different state of the mind, from breathless noon to 

  grimmest midnight. Nature is a setting that fits equally well a comic or a 

  mourning piece. In good health, the air is a cordial of incredible virtue. 

  Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded 

  sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good 

  fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. (10) 

There are physical elements within this passage, such snow and its evocation of cold. 

However, the overall effect as Emerson executes his description is not provocative. The 

fact of coldness is communicated, but is not brought to life. He seems concerned merely 

with describing the scene at that moment, and at the most basic level. The sensuousness is 

further diluted by the vague description of his emotional state as “perfect exhilaration,” 

yet his tone in recounting the moment is anything but exhilarating. Most important, 

however, is the way this passage illustrates the egocentricity of Emerson’s system. 

Emerson certainly advocated going out into nature and to observe it, but this is to be done 

for the purpose of using one’s mental faculties to shape the way that nature appears to 

exist. The sheer existence of nature is not enough; it provides a special opportunity to 

shape our perception of the world in accordance with our spiritual state. Nature does not 

feed the soul so much as it finds genesis from within an individual’s mind. 

 In the section of “Nature” entitled “Spirit,” the shift in focus from physical to 

mental sensitivity is again readily seen where Emerson emphasizes a perceived 

relationship between environment, the state of the mind, and the use of language. He 

claims that “We can foresee God in the coarse, and, as it were, distant phenomena of 

matter; but when we try to define and describe himself, both language and thought desert 
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us…. That essence refuses to be recorded in propositions, but when man has worshipped 

him intellectually, the noblest ministry of nature is to stand as the apparition of God” (40). 

Emerson is not particularly interested in the tangible elements that nature has to offer, 

whether in its temperatures or the feel of snow or rain puddles, or in the appeals to his 

other physical senses that nature holds for one of its lovers. This is not to question or 

diminish Emerson’s faith in nature as a source of spiritual inspiration, but is instead a 

means of understanding the causes of Whitman’s decision to break from 

Transcendentalism’s most famous face, from the man that Whitman claimed as his mentor 

at the onset of his poetic career. Emerson’s neglect to express his ideas in ways that 

reflected the reality of human physicality as much as they explored the spiritual and 

intellectual potential of humanity was a factor that cannot be underestimated in Whitman’s 

desire to separate from him.  

 It is important to regard Whitman’s interest in the body as a point of spiritual 

experience not as a direct counter to Emerson, but instead as a form of expansion and 

improvement upon Emerson’s philosophy. In the preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of 

Grass he writes, “All beauty comes from beautiful blood and a beautiful brain” (747). 

Intellectual development is no less important to Whitman than it is to Emerson, but for 

Whitman one’s body is no less an integral and, he adds, beautiful part of the human 

experience. His use of beauty in describing the body with the brain is significant because 

of the Puritanical equation of the body with win. He argues in the preface that he wants to 

help erase “any vestige of despair…or delusion of hell or the necessity of hell” so that “no 

man thenceforward shall be degraded for ignorance or weakness or sin” (745-6). Whitman 

aims to demonstrate that the body is something to be as much appreciated as the mind in 
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disciplining and developing one’s own spirit. Whitman uses bodily imagery in shaping his 

appeal: 

  Read these leaves in the open air every season of every year of your life, 

  re-examine all you have been told at school or church or in any book, 

  dismiss whatever insults your own soul, and your very flesh shall be a 

  great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the 

  silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in 

  every motion and joint of your body. (747) 

This passage is no less eloquent than Emerson at his prosaic best. However, the key 

difference between the styles of the two is descriptive language and the ways that the 

language reflects the importance of the physical to each. Emerson may have chosen to 

couch himself in more abstracted, mystical sounding terminology. The aspects of the body 

mentioned may have been aspects of the mind—its conscious aspect, its unconscious 

aspect, or some intuitive, supposedly divinely provided intellectual sense that defies 

accurate description because of the lack of a concrete object that can be pointed to and 

made into a metaphor. His tone would also likely have some more sense of reserve, 

though he would certainly have shared Whitman’s insistence upon re-examination of 

one’s prior knowledge and assumptions. Here Whitman is concrete and effusive. Reading 

the poetry he has written in the pages following his preface, he hopes, will make the 

reader’s very body seem and feel like a poem. His lines become lips speaking the words 

and the reader’s lips become silent lines; every “joint” and “motion” of the body becomes 

poetic because of the divine truth and lessons that enter the soul belonging to that body. 

The body is at the core of Whitman’s metaphor for the relationship between poetry and 

soul. His use of the body here also indicates his awareness of the perceived radical nature 

of his claims for the America of his time, and must ask his audience to attempt to read his 

work without allowing the intrusion of traditional fears and declarations of sin and 
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damnation. It serves as a form of foreshadowing for the audience that the body will as 

important to his poetry as the soul. He envisions that his work has its own metaphorical 

body, given to the text by the mind and body of Walt Whitman the poet in producing the 

words on the pages that are seen and absorbed by the body and mind of the reader. A 

reader might even use his own lips to read the words aloud to another person, who in turn 

uses their ears to receive the poetry. The metaphor has been extended here, but the 

importance of the passage above lies in Whitman’s acknowledgment and argument that 

the body is as central to spiritual experience as the mind. It is through the body that 

beautiful ideas or received or communicated. Yet Whitman understands that his ideas will 

not be readily received by every reader in mid-nineteenth-century America. As well as a 

prose introduction to the ideas at work behind the poetry to follow, his 1855 preface is as 

much a self-conscious request for his readers to open themselves to his thoughts without 

hastily reacting and rejecting his poetry. 

 Emerson was not one who responded aversely to Whitman’s first edition of Leaves 

of Grass, even though the difference in focus between the two is clear, especially in 

Whitman’s response to Emerson’s famous letter greeting Whitman as his peer. Included as 

prefatory material to the 1856 edition, Emerson writes in his letter to Whitman, “I give 

you joy of your free and brave thought” (762). Again, he seems to miss, ignore, or 

discount the physicality in Whitman’s poetry and addresses himself to the ideology behind 

the work rather than its manifestations in the imagery of Leaves of Grass. Whitman, 

however, leaves little room for doubt about his intentions and visions for his work and its 

impact upon the future American mindset. He complains to Emerson of the problem of the 

contemporary religious influence on perceptions of the body: 
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  By silence or obedience the pens of savans, poets, historians, biographers, 

  and the rest, have long connived at the filthy law, and books enslaved to it,  

  that what makes the manhood of a man, that sex, womanhood, maternity, 

  desires, lusty animations, organs, acts, are unmentionable and to be 

  ashamed of, to be driven to skulk out of literature with whatever belongs 

  to them. This filthy law has to be repealed—it stands in the way of great 

  reforms. …I say that the body of a man or woman, the main matter, is so 

  far quite unexpressed in poems; but that the body is to be expressed, and 

  sex is. (770-1) 

Whitman would insist more definitely later on in another preface that Leaves of Grass is a 

thoroughly spiritual book (although by that point in time the physical was, in Whitman’s 

mind, arguably inextricable from the spiritual). However, in his first preface and in this 

response to Emerson published in the second edition, it is clear how the contemporary 

focus and resistance to a more open expression of the body as something to celebrate and 

include as a source of spiritual experience drew a large portion of Whitman’s attention and 

energy. Indeed, his lengthy efforts to explicate his stance toward the body and its place in 

literature may have contributed to an early blindness to the religious sense of Leaves of 

Grass. 

 In “As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free,” the preface to the 1872 edition, Whitman 

found his place to articulate the religious nature of Leaves of Grass. He explains that since 

he began writing the first edition “one deep purpose underla[id] the others, and has 

underlain it and its execution ever since—and that has been the Religious purpose. Amid 

many changes…this basic purpose has never been departed from in the composition of my 

verses” (776). However, he recognizes that this may not have been as obvious to his 

audience because of his departure from traditional forms of expression. His poetry does 

not communicate religion “in the old ways, as in writing hymns or psalms with an eye to 

the church-pew, or to express conventional pietism, or the sickly yearnings of devotees, 
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but in new ways, and aiming at the widest sub-bases and inclusions of Humanity.” His 

goal is to find “whether there is not, for my purposes as a poet, a Religion, and a sound 

Religious germenancy in the average Human Race…affording more profitable returns, 

than all mere sects or churches…A germenancy that has too long been unencouraged, 

unsung, almost unknown” (776). Whitman’s words against conventional organized 

religion, particularly in Judeo-Christian sects, are harsh and open to criticism that might 

claim he would do away with the old theologies. He is, however, indebted to these 

traditions, and knows that he is. His contention expressed here in the 1872 edition is that 

centuries of strict direction and obedience in adhering to certain inflexible interpretation, 

standards, and practices of religious observation have taken a toll on the collective human 

spirit. The problem is with the systems that people follow, not within the people 

themselves. 

 Thus, Whitman seeks a broader, non-exclusive form of religious expression. From 

this broader range of expression comes a greater openness to religious experience. 

Drawing upon his own roots as a Quaker and, ironically and more importantly, turning to 

the work of the Sufis, from whom Emerson had also drawn influence, Whitman worked to 

create a poetic voice that would establish the physical and sensuous as significant to the 

construction of a heightened spiritual existence. Accepting the mind as an important 

aspect, but not as the sole point for development toward a transcendent state of being, 

Whitman moved to root his spirituality as much in the body as in the mind. Such radical 

thinking on Whitman’s part compounded the already radical views put forward by 

Emerson, but it would be a mistake to think that Whitman had no “master” to whom he 

could turn as he moved away from Emerson’s intellectualism and toward a more 
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sensualist spirituality. This “master,” as the next chapter shows, would be found in one of 

the most important but often overlooked Sufi poets in Whitman scholarship: Jalaluddin 

Rumi.
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II. WHITMAN AND RUMI 

 For Whitman, the Sufi poets held a prominent position in shaping the course of his 

poetics, from its philosophy to its structural organization. One poet in particular, 

Jalaluddin Rumi, seems to have had an effect on Whitman that has not been adequately 

examined. In the introduction to Walt Whitman and the Persian Poets: A Study in 

Literature and Religion, J.R. LeMaster and Sabahat Jahan examine Whitman’s use of 

common diction and acts as a connection to the Sufis and observe that “Certain Persian 

poets, among them thirteenth-century Jalaluddin Rumi…immerse themselves in the 

language of everyday human acts and emotions, conveying their mystical message 

through secular language and unconventional symbols” (40-1). They, like Whitman, wrote 

using earthly terms to communicate their transcendent ideologies. However, to this day 

most critical pieces drawing connections between Whitman and the Sufis focus primarily 

on the work of Saadi and Hafiz, with Rumi often receiving only an honorable mention of 

his name; in many pieces Rumi’s name does not even appear.
2
 As a result, his poetry is 

left largely unexamined in connection with Whitman’s despite his reputation as one of the 

greatest and most influential Sufi poets. The full extent of Whitman’s knowledge of 

Rumi’s work remains difficult to measure—Rumi left a substantial body of poetry 

behind—, but the poetry contained within Leaves of Grass displays such strong

                                                   
2
 Ghulam Fayez’s article “Images of the Divine in Rumi and Whitman” is a significant article in Whitman 

scholarship because it is one of the earliest (and few) pieces that strictly focus on crediting Rumi as an 

influence without mixing his poetry with that of other Sufis. His key observation is that neither Rumi nor 
Whitman “brings dualism between the universe and its creative soul. Therefore not only do the seeming 

good elements in life pertain to the Divine; things deemed to be evil also issue from His unitive images” 

(34). 
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comparability to some of the work of Rumi that some degree of influence seems evident. 

 One of the primary problems in connecting Whitman to Rumi and the other Sufi 

poets is determining what kind of access Whitman had to their work. However, his 

acquaintance with the Sufis’ poetry began at least as early as during “the early years of 

Leaves of Grass. He owned a copy of W.R. Alger’s The Poetry of the East, published in 

1856, and…he often read the lengthy Introduction to this collection of poetry by Arabs, 

Hindus, Persians, and Sufis ‘over and over’” (Ford 12). The proximity of the time of 

publication between the first edition of Leaves of Grass and Poetry of the East, given 

Whitman’s apparent fascination with Alger’s book after learning of it and obtaining it, 

bears weight in considering Leaves of Grass not only as a work influenced by Sufism but 

also as a religious piece, as Whitman would insist upon its religious nature in response to 

critics who claimed it lacked or subverted religion and moral decency. 

 The physical fervor and eroticism in Leaves of Grass stems in large part from 

Whitman’s passion about the world around him, from his desire to interact with it and 

learn about it through engagement and reflection. LeMaster and Jahan note that Whitman 

and Rumi “express their religious sentiments through shockingly secular language and 

imagery,” including “frequent use of explicit sexual images,” which “often poses 

problems for readers whose notion of religion and attitudes regarding religious fervor are 

more conventional” (44). The greatest shock for Whitman’s readers was his refusal to 

avoid or merely bury sexuality within Leaves of Grass; it was there on the pages for all to 

see, undisguised. It is highly possible that Whitman gained a sense of validation and 

courage to write about subjects considered mundane, taboo, or even both common and 

taboo, through his reading of Sufi poetry. LeMaster and Jahan also contextualize the 
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motifs of wine and drunkenness in Sufi poetry as part of “a special religious vocabulary” 

that represents God’s love and spiritual intoxication, respectively (47). The Sufis utilized 

commonly experienced sensations, such as drunkenness, as a means of rendering abstract, 

spiritual sensations into language that could be approximately understood by the audience. 

Whitman’s favored sensation in many of his poems in which he experiences spiritual 

heightening—madness (which also often appears in conjunction with sex in his poetry—is 

strikingly akin to the Sufis’ choice of drunkenness, and the meanings underlying his 

“madness” will receive attention later in this chapter. 

 Even in its time, readers observed that Leaves of Grass carried an influence from 

beyond conventional Western thought, philosophical or theological. More than a century 

afterward, Massud Farzan would comment that while Henry David Thoreau’s famous 

statement that Leaves of Grass is “wonderfully like the Orientals” is often included in 

several studies that compare Whitman to Buddhist, Hindu, or Vedantic works, “No similar 

studies have been made with regard to Whitman’s indebtedness and similarity to Persian 

mystics and, more specifically, the Sufi-inspired poets such as Rumi, Saadi, and Hafiz” 

(573). He refers to Whitman as a mystic, but refutes any attempt to categorize his 

mysticism because “no genuine mystic draws distinctions between varieties of mysticism; 

and as mystic, Whitman is neither more Sufic than Vedantic, more Christian than Hindu” 

(574). Because mysticism seeks to find God through subjective experience with a world 

that all human beings share, religious separatism seems a futile endeavor. All people share 

an existence on earth yet many attempt to separate themselves as part of a religious 

denomination; the mystic rejects the separation, but not the deep religious feeling at the 

root of the separation. The mystic refutes exclusion by tapping into religious feeling as a 
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source to fuel a sense of inclusion. One of the hallmarks of mysticism exhibited in Sufi 

poetry is a sensation or image of emptiness, or what Farzan describes as “the feeling of 

want, the thirsting” (576). One needs to look no further than the early lines of Whitman’s 

signature poem “Song of Myself” to see the mysticism embedded in his poetry: 

  Houses and rooms are full of perfumes, the shelves are crowded with 

   perfumes, 

  I breathe the fragrance myself and know it and like it, 

  The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it. 

  The atmosphere is not a perfume; it has no taste of distillation, it is 

   odorless, 

  It is for my mouth forever, I am in love with it, 

  I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked, 

  I am mad for it to be in contact with me. (14-20) 

The motifs of intoxication and a sense of madness appear here, and these motifs are 

particularly favored by the Sufis in their poetry. The madness often stems from desire, 

from longing for someone or something. In this passage Whitman craves the air, to open 

his body from within the clothes dressed around him and to let the air come in contact 

with his skin. He not only physically needs but desires to breathe the air. This introduces 

another paradoxical element of Sufism: the satisfaction of the desire does not quell the 

desire. Rather, Whitman’s contact and interaction with the air that he desires so much 

spurs him to new levels of intoxication and further desire. 

 Something as simple and mundane as air constitutes merely one miniscule aspect 

of a world that is, in its entirety, beautiful. Yet his awareness of the air and his desire to 

take in as much of it as he can sends Whitman into a frenzy. The individual must be able 

to open their vision to this beauty before it can be perceived and appreciated. Fayez also 

recognizes the importance of the spiritual awakening through the senses in Whitman’s 

work as a shared trait with Rumi: 



22 

 

  Seeing into things and feeling them, embracing them as parts of a whole, 

  is the drama of the self performed in the mystical poems of Rumi and 

  Whitman. In tune with his central vision, which is truth-in-unity, the 

  mystic sees diverse images of the earth interlinked, flowing into one 

  another, and becoming one another, because the life-death-rebirth cycle is 

  a unitive urge on the earth which never ceases. (38) 

This passage from Fayez immediately evokes Whitman’s famous commentary upon the 

“procreant urge of the world” in “Song of Myself,” where “opposite equals advance” 

toward each other (45-6). His main subject in that section of the poem is an unrestricted 

discussion of the nature of sex and an attempt to show the beauty of the act of sex rather 

than cast sex and the body itself as a symbol of sin. However, his basic scope may be 

expanded as a commentary upon the unity of the world. Although it consists of things that, 

on the surface, are diametrically opposed, their status as equals, albeit as oppositional 

elements, represents a balance or unity in that equality. This emphasis upon the existence 

of a perfect balance within the world is essential both to the philosophical systems of 

Whitman and Rumi. It is essential to each of them because the balance itself represents the 

existence of divinity on earth; God is to be found within nature and even within man. The 

Sufis are most famous for their passionate love poetry, but their poetry is not about earthly 

passions. Their spiritualism, like Whitman’s, is couched in language that is at its surface 

earthly, and this makes Sufi poetry continue to seem so vivid, even in translation, and 

comprehensive. Whitman is also concerned with the relationship between man and God 

but, more like the Sufis than Emerson, his scope goes beyond looking into his own mind. 

He extends beyond the abstract essences of the human intellect and spirit and includes the 

physical aspect of humanity in his vision of human divinity. Divinity became something 

that not only infused nature with blessedness for people to observe; humans became a part 

of the divine dynamic. The body is the medium through which people engage and learn 
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about anything that is not of themselves, including other people through sexual 

intercourse. Since the body has this ability to interact with the divinity of nature and learn 

of the divinity within itself, it too must have divine properties of its own by virtue of these 

abilities. 

 To see the body used so frequently and freely in either Rumi’s poetry or in the 

broader body of Sufi poetry available at the time must have had some impact on 

Whitman’s own perception of the body’s spiritual potential. Like many of his 

contemporaries, Whitman clearly displays an interest in the East. For him, it represented a 

source of philosophical and theological wisdom. His poem “A Persian Lesson” opens with 

the image of a Sufi teacher: 

  For his o’erarching and last lesson the greybeard sufi, 

  In the fresh scent of the morning in the open air, 

  On the slope of a teeming Persian rose-garden, 

  Under an ancient chestnut-tree and wide spreading its branches, 

  Spoke to the young priests and students. 

 

  ‘Finally my children, to envelop each word, each part of the rest, 

  Allah is all, all, all—is immanent in every life and object, 

  May-be at many and many-a-more removes—yet Allah, Allah, Allah is 

   there.’ (1-8) 

Some of the imagery in these lines borders on stereotype of Western notions of the East in 

Whitman’s time, mixed with Romantic interest in natural imagery as part of spiritual 

experience. The wide spreading of the tree’s branches, however, also suggests the 

welcoming inclusiveness that is a staple in the overall motive behind Leaves of Grass. It 

symbolizes and anticipates the open arms and embrace between people. His use of a Sufi 

teacher is appropriate since his practice of a mystical form of Islam signals openness to 

other forms of religion and worship. The specific use of Allah is a reflection of the 

teacher’s religious grounding in Islam. The repetition that Allah is all and is everything 
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implies the omnipresence of Allah, and impacts what he may or may not be called: if the 

teacher observes that Allah is to be found in the tree mentioned in the fourth line, then 

Allah would be the tree and the tree would be Allah. The labels, the language used to 

identify “Allah” and “tree,” muddle the identification process because of the fluid 

relationship between words and meanings. All that matters to the Sufi is that Allah—or 

God, or holiness, or whatever other favored term of designation used to refer to divine 

presence—is somewhere. The words are tools that are not always suitable to communicate 

the most accurate message. 

 Much of the poetry contained in Alger’s The Poetry of the East is religiously 

inspired and includes short and fragmentary pieces of Sufi poetry, but its value in 

identifying the influences of Sufism upon Whitman’s poetry lies in its long introduction. 

The Sufis seek “a union with God so intimate that it becomes identity…wherein feeling is 

a dissolving and infinite delirium filled with the perfect calmness of unfathomable bliss” 

(65). As mentioned, language is sometimes “tricky” for the Sufis, but a common word 

associated with Rumi’s poetry is ecstasy—not strictly in the erotic sense, but in its 

meaning as a state of excitement that defies total description. Whitman’s poetry is filled 

with ecstatic descriptions and reflections; the breadth of its lines reflects his overflowing 

passion. Furthermore, one idea central to Sufi poetry is that “death is ecstasy” (69). Death 

may be considered an ultimate form of emptiness: the absence of life. As a form of 

emptiness, it begs to be refilled, to be balanced through the cyclical order of nature. Rumi 

certainly falls in line with this motif in his poetry, and Whitman devotes several of his 

poems to the subject of death and life, or rebirth. The Sufis are optimists who deny “the 

reality of evil” and “bur[y] all clamorous distinctions beneath the level sea of pantheistic 
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unity” (68). Whitman is also optimistic in this sense, as his refutations of the existence of 

sin, of evil, and even of death convey. This philosophy also applies to his focus upon the 

body in his “unrestricted use of erotic…phraseology” to express his religious sentiments, a 

trait which he also shares with Rumi (79). Both use eroticism as a metaphorical vehicle to 

convey lessons on divinity. Like Whitman, Rumi composed a vast amount of poetry. His 

masterpiece work is the Mathnawi, a six-book piece consisting of more than twenty 

thousand lines. However, it is not a single-storied epic poem, but a series of stories and 

meditation all directed toward the education and improvement of the soul. The opening 

lines of the proem to the first book evoke Whitman’s use of grass: 

  Listen to the reed how it tells a tale, complaining of separations— 

  Saying, “Ever since I was parted from the reed-bed, my lament hath 

   caused man and woman to moan. 

  I want a bosom torn by severance, that I may unfold  (to such a one) the 

   pain of love-desire. 

  Every one who is left far from his source wishes back the time when he 

   was united with it. 

  In every company I uttered my wailful notes, I consorted with the unhappy 

   and with them that rejoice. (1-5) 

Rumi uses a reed, a popular image in Persian poetry, while Whitman would decide on 

grass, which is common across the earth. Additionally, Whitman’s portrayal of grass as a 

point of entry and of return in the sixth section of “Song of Myself” evokes Rumi’s reed. 

He conjectures that “the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the vegetation” (105) 

and that “The smallest sprout shows there is really no death, / And if there was it led 

forward life, and does not wait at the end to arrest it, / And ceas’d the moment life 

appear’d” (126-8). Whitman does not personify the grass as Rumi does, but he endows it 

with a nature that represents unity. Rumi’s reed longs to return to the reed-bed from which 

it has been separated; Whitman’s relationship between human and grass works similarly. 
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The dead are placed in the ground, where they become a part of the earth and become new 

life in the form of grass. For the Sufis, death and longing are often linked. For Whitman, 

death represents a physical longing, the body’s need for rejuvenation by returning to the 

earth. 

 Also, the lengthiness of Rumi’s lines is not simply a product of translator Reynold 

A. Nicholson’s attempt to provide a clearer meaning to an English reader. Rumi’s meter 

consisted of twenty-two syllables, considerably longer than conventional lengths used by 

poets in the West. It is difficult to say, however, whether Rumi specifically had any 

impact on Whitman’s choice to use long lines. Leaves of Grass was published one year 

before Alger’s The Poetry of the East, which contains a minute portion of Rumi’s poetry, 

so Whitman’s use of long lines was already underway. Nicholson’s translation of the 

Mathnawi was first published in 1926—long after Whitman’s death—, but he was hardly 

the first translator of Rumi’s poetry. He is one of the most significant because of the 

massive project he undertook in providing a full translation of the Mathnawi, including an 

attempt to approximate its structure. Whitman may have encountered some piece of 

Rumi’s poetry in translation prior to 1855 and been intrigued by its line length, since it 

would have certainly stood out from conventional metric forms in America. The 

newspapers of the time, of which Whitman was an avid reader—and also an editor—, 

were publishing numerous translations of Persian poetry, and Whitman doubtlessly also 

took notice of the philosophies of the Sufis that paralleled or struck chords with the ideas 

he had been forming for his own poetics. It is possible that translations appearing in the 

newspapers that Whitman read attempted to do similar justice to Rumi’s structure as 

Nicholson would later do, and that Whitman’s eye was caught by the breadth of the lines. 
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This cannot be said with absolute certainty, but the similarity of Whitman’s lengthiness—

albeit in free verse rather than adhering to a clearly consistent metric pattern—to Rumi’s 

merits some speculation in explaining his choice to make such a radical break with poetic 

form while breaking with conventional content. 

 The closing lines of “A Persian Lesson” strongly echo Rumi’s poetry in particular. 

The Sufi teacher of the poem ends his lesson in Whitman-like fashion with a series of 

questions followed by his own conjectural response: 

  ‘Would you know the dissatisfaction? the urge and spur of every life; 

  The something never still’d—never entirely gone? the invisible need of 

   every seed? 

 

  ‘It is the central urge of every atom, 

  (Often unconscious, often evil, downfallen,) 

  To return to its divine source and origin, however distant, 

  Latent the same in subject and in object, without one exception.’ (11-6) 

The urge that Whitman attributes to every atom to return to its original, divine source 

evokes the proem to the first book of the Mathnawi. Rumi uses a reed and the crying noise 

associated with it as a musical instrument to illustrate longing. Music is also of extreme 

importance to Whitman, as he perceives himself not merely as a poet of language, but as a 

versifier whose words are music. He frequently refers to his poetry as “songs,” and labels 

many of his poems with the word: “One’s-Self I Sing,” “Song of Myself,” “A Song of 

Joys,” and “I Sing the Body Electric” represent only a handful of instances where 

Whitman evokes the musical nature with which he intends to endow his poetry. Indeed, 

the body is its own musical instrument. The body’s ability to produce something beautiful 

like music is a reflection of its overall beauty. In “Song of Myself” he insists to a 

companion that it is “Not words, not music or rhyme I want, not custom or lecture, not 

even the best, / Only the lull I like, the hum of your valvéd voice” (85-6). The “music” 
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that he does not want is conventional music—that which is produced by manmade 

instruments—, but he is drawn in by and desires to hear others speak, to hear the musical 

quality within the human voice, which is produced by the “valves” within the throat, as the 

sounds of other certain instruments rely on the use of valves. 

 To return to the motif of separation within unity, in “One’s-Self I Sing” Whitman 

uses the image of an atom as his model. Every atom does not merely desire to return to its 

divine origin, but is compelled to return, even subconsciously. The urge is present not only 

in the smaller, separated piece—here the atom—but is also present in the body to which 

that smaller piece must return; the urge grips both ends of the dynamic. In Rumi, the 

separation causes pain through longing in the subject that desires to return, but not in the 

object, with God being the ultimate object in the case of either poet. For Whitman, the 

separation and longing for communion and return induces madness. In the reunion of the 

subject with the object, the whole becomes more complete. Both poets are not only 

concerned with the divine origins of man, but are also equally concerned with the return to 

the “divine source” from whence each comes. 

 Whitman’s “Passage to India” also presents instances of Whitman’s interest in 

dynamic separations and the reunification of a subject and a desired or necessary object. 

Midway through the poem the speaker announces his preparedness for his journey to 

India: 

  O soul, repressless, I with thee and thou with me, 

  The circumnavigation of the world begin, 

  Of man, the voyage of his mind’s return, 

  To reason’s early paradise, 

  Back, back to wisdom’s birth, to innocent intuitions, 

  Again with fair creation. (169-74) 
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He refers to a circumnavigation of the world, but his intended destination is India. In 

Whitman’s so-called modern era, the circumnavigation and exploration of the world has 

seemed to approach its ending point in terms of finding new land, new physical spaces to 

explore. Now he seeks rediscovery and reconnection with one of the origin points of 

modern civilization. He refers to India as an early paradise and the place of wisdom’s 

birth. He revives the idea of an ecstatic sense and perception of the world as he announces, 

“Joyous we too launch out on trackless seas, / Fearless for unknown shores on waves of 

ecstasy to sail” (177-9). He travels by water, a symbol for spiritual cleansing or purity. 

Whitman’s use of water rapidly grows into a deeper metaphor: 

  Sailing these seas or on the hills, or waking in the night, 

  Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death, like waters 

   flowing, 

  Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite, 

  Whose air I breathe, whose ripples I hear, lave me all over, 

  Bathe me O God in thee, mounting to thee, 

  I and my soul to range in range of thee. (188-93) 

The speaker’s physical journey upon the seas transforms into a transcendent experience, 

beginning with a sensation with a sensation of water pouring and flowing through himself, 

leaving him disoriented as he approaches the sensation of “infinite” space around him. 

The object of the journey is not India, but a “Passage to more than India,” the achievement 

of the spiritual elevation that will come from his journey across a world that is beautiful 

(224). This journey of ecstatic experience in which he loses his physical bearings causes 

him to indefinitely expand his sense of self and the world in a way that brings him nearer 

to God: 

  (Waitest not haply for us somewhere there the Comrade perfect?) 

  Thou pulse—thou motive of the stars, suns, systems, 

  That, circling, move in order, safe, harmonious, 

  Athwart the shapeless vastness of space, 
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  How should I think, how breathe a single breath, how speak if, out of 

   myself, 

  I could not launch, to those, superior universes? (200-5) 

He seeks divine union of the sort to which Sufis devote so much of their poetry and their 

lives. He asks himself whether he could be able to speak of or even conceive of God if he 

were not somehow a part of God and, if he is divine in origin, seeks a way to return to that 

origin. For Whitman, the divinity of humanity is not reliant upon deeds and acts in a form 

of contractual obligation between God and each person. Human divinity is a given quality 

because God is the origin point for human creation. Each person only needs to develop the 

strength of their soul until they can reunite with God. 

 Burning recurs in Sufi poetry as an expression of desire, including the desire for 

communion with God. Rumi expands the idea of burning by depicting a form of physical, 

worldly burning in the first book: 

  This carnal self (nafs) is Hell, and Hell is a dragon (the fire of) which is 

   not diminished by oceans (of water). 

  It would drink up the Seven Seas, and still the blazing of that consumer of 

   all creatures would not become less. 

  Stones and stony-hearted infidels enter it, miserable and shamefaced, 

   (But) still it is not appeased by all this food, until there comes to it 

   from God this call— 

  “Art thou filled, art thou filled?” It says, “Not yet; lo, here is the fire, here 

   is the glow, here is the burning!” 

  It made a mouthful of and swallowed a whole world, its belly crying 

   aloud, “Is there any more?” 

  God, from (the realm) where place is not, sets His foot on it: then it 

   subsides at (the command) Be, and it was. 

  Inasmuch as this self of ours is a part of Hell, and all parts have the nature 

   of the whole, 

  To God (alone) belongs this foot (power) to kill it: who, indeed, but God 

   should draw its bow (vanquish it)? (1375-83) 

This form of burning is the extreme opposite of ecstatic burning. The dragon’s 

consumption is aimless and endless, symbolically showing the folly of humans’ desire for 



31 

 

fleshly pleasure in misdirected searches for satisfaction. Fleshly desires must be 

extinguished, not met, or they will revive or grow. The way to extinguish corporeal 

burning is through embracing God and one’s spiritual health. In submitting to spiritual 

development comes recognition that earthly pleasures cannot quench fleshly desire. 

Solomon is a frequent figure in Rumi’s poetry because of his wisdom and capacity for 

religious guidance. In regard to physical desires Rumi claims that “one must needs possess 

the high aspiration of a Solomon in order to escape from these myriads of colours and 

perfumes (enticing vanities). / Even with such (great) strength (of spirit) as he had, the 

waves of that (worldly) kingdom were stifling his breath (choking him)” (2609-10). The 

problem of separation between Solomon and those who are less wise and pious than he is 

resolved through the bond of unity formed in bequeathing the kingdom and his wisdom. 

Once another must attempt to fill Solomon’s role, they become a part of Solomon, and 

Solomon becomes a part of them once they approach his level of wisdom. In “Crossing 

Brooklyn Ferry” Whitman deals with the nature of his own “sinful” past, resolving that it 

was not sinful but was instead only perceived as sinful: 

  I am he who knew what it was to be evil, 

  I too knitted the old knot of contrariety, 

  Blabb’d, blush’d, resented, lied, stole, grudg’d, 

  Had guile, anger, lust, hot wishes I dared not speak, 

  Was wayward, vain, greedy, shallow, sly, cowardly, malignant, 

  The wolf, the snake, the hog, not wanting in me, 

  The cheating look, the frivolous word, the adulterous wish, not wanting, 

  Refusals, hates, postponements, meanness, laziness, none of these 

   wanting, 

  Was one with the rest, the days and the haps of the rest. (70-8) 

First, the assertion that he “was” these many supposedly sinful things clearly indicates his 

freedom from identification with the idea of sin altogether. He is not removing himself 

from the qualities themselves, but is instead denying the sinfulness of those qualities. The 
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idea of sin is something he leaves for “the rest” to preoccupy themselves with. Also, 

despite the use of animalistic (sub-human) imagery to portray himself, it is these 

supposedly sinful traits that make Whitman human in the first place. These traits still 

belong to him as much as they belong to “the rest” of humanity who still concern 

themselves with sin and salvation. He has accepted and embraced the knowledge that he 

“receiv’d identity by my body, / That I was I knew was of my body, and what I should be 

I knew I should be of my body,” while others have yet to do so and avoid identifying 

themselves with their bodies (63-4). Instead, they identify themselves by their minds and 

souls, and the supposed “state” (damned or saved) of their soul, for fear of sin if they bring 

their bodies into the spiritual equation. The “rest” are no less human than he is, but are 

merely another type of humanity from which Whitman identifies himself separately; he is 

by no means wholly isolated from them. He asks, “What is it then between us? / What is 

the count of the scores or hundreds of years between us? / Whatever it is, it avails not—

distance avails not, and place avails not” (54-6). He remembers the “burning” he has felt 

in his own life to commit deeds that, at the time, he believed and accepted as sinful. 

Regardless of whether others still consider them as such, he is still tied to the rest of 

humanity by the sheer fact that he did commit and is still capable of yielding to the same 

impulses as they. He has freed himself, however, from the burden of deeming himself a 

sinner. His passions are merely those of any other human, and the fact that all people share 

those passions should be accepted and celebrated rather than cast as shameful. The 

intensity of his remembrances of worldly desire rivals that of Rumi’s passage above, and 

each implies a religious lesson attached to the story told to the audience. 
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 Religiosity does not suggest a lack of the physical or sensuous in spiritual 

experience. Indeed, the bodily senses are as important to the spiritual tones of Whitman’s 

poetry as they are to Rumi’s. In the second book of the Mathnawi an eye takes exception 

to the use of language in gaining knowledge: 

  Whenever an answer comes to the heart through the ear, the eye says, 

   “Hear it from me; let that (answer given through the ear) alone!”  

  The ear is a go-between, while the eye is possessed of union (immediate 

   vision); the eye has direct experience (of reality), while the ear has 

   (only) words (doctrine). 

  In the ear’s hearing there is a transformation of qualities; in the eyes’  

   seeing there is a transformation of essence. 

  If your knowledge of fire has been turned to certainty by words (alone), 

   seek to be cooked (by the fire itself), and do not abide in the 

   certainty (of knowledge derived from others). 

  There is no intuitive (actual) certainty until you burn; (if) you desire this 

   certainty, sit down in the fire. 

  When the ear is penetrating, it becomes an eye; otherwise, the word (of 

   God) becomes entangled in the ear (and does not reach the heart). 

   (857-62) 

Silence is one more motif in Sufi poetry because of the fluidity of language and of the 

meanings that can be separately attached by the speaker and receiver of a message. Silence 

appeals to the Sufi because it eliminates words in communication and opens the way to 

communicate through different means. As a result, Rumi places the eye above the ear in a 

hierarchical regard for the senses, which is something that Whitman seems to lack or 

disregard in his treatment of the body. The ear deals in spoken language, an abstract 

medium, while the eye sees the world directly; it possesses literal vision, which Rumi 

associates with spiritual vision. The ear is part of how people interact with and learn about 

the world and is important as one of several means of understanding they possess in the 

learning process, but the ears also have flaws because of the flaws inherent in language. 
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 The body plays an important role in Rumi’s poetry as a means to awakening and 

improving the soul. In the third book he tells a story of a woman who bears twenty 

children, none of which survive infancy as divine punishment for her lack of self-

mortification. She experiences a vision where she is in a garden and sees her children 

while receiving a lesson about her laxity. She asks God to give her further punishment 

“for a hundred years and more” as compensation for her lack of discipline (3413). The 

story concludes with a reflection that “The core of every fruit is better than its rind: deem 

to the body to be the rind, and its friend (the spirit) to be the core” (3417). Natural imagery 

is evoked as a metaphor for the relationship between body and soul. The reference to the 

spirit as the friend of the body implies a form of partnership. The body is not, and should 

not be considered as something to be wholly isolated from a religious existence. The 

woman’s body is punished as a means to spiritual awakening; the two are inseparable and 

even mutually vital to ideal human existence. 

 Rumi further illustrates the partnership between the body and spirit in a meditation 

on the causes and observation of physical ailments. 

  Every state of heaviness (sloth) and indolence, indeed, is (derived) from 

   the body; the spirit, from its lightness (subtlety), is all on the wing. 

  The face is red from the predominance of blood; the face is yellow from 

   the movement (action) of the yellow bile. 

  The face is white from the power of the phlegm; ‘tis from the black bile 

   that the face is swarthy. 

  In reality He (God) is the creator of effects, but followers of the husk 

   (formalists) see nothing but the (secondary) cause. 

  The kernel (intellect) that is not separated from the husks has no means (of 

   escape) from doctor and disease. (3571-5) 

The body is something fragile and inevitably subject to decay, but through a strong spirit, 

physical ailments can be averted. However, if the soul is not enriched and one lives only 

in pursuit of fleshly pleasure, the soul suffers as much disease as the body is inherently 
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prone to suffer. Ignorance of the need to fertilize the soul—the “kernel”—through seeking 

communion with God, the creator of the body as well as its afflictions, leads to a decrepit 

body—the “husk.” As with the story of the woman, Rumi sets forth an extricable 

relationship between soul and body and returns to yet another metaphysical analysis of the 

body a few pages later: 

  Earth says to the earth of the body, “Return! Take leave of the spirit, come 

   to me like the dust. 

  Thou art my congener, thou art suited (to be) with me: ‘tis better that thou  

   shouldst escape from that body and that moisture.”  

  It answers, “Yes; but I am fettered, although like thee I am weary of 

   separation.” 

  The waters seek the moisture of the body, saying, “O moisture, come back 

   to us from exile.” 

  The aether is calling the heat of the body, saying, “Thou art of fire: take 

   the way to thy origin.” 

  There are two-and-seventy diseases in the body, (caused) by the elements 

   pulling without cord. 

  Disease comes to shatter the body, so that the elements may abandon each 

   other. (4421-7) 

The elements are called upon by their supposed elemental origins to return, much like the 

reed from the first book’s proem longs to return to its bed. The difference is that the 

elements are part of the human body; without these, the body decays or, in the ultimate 

case, dies. Yet the struggle of these elements to return to their sources merely represents a 

transformation of the body into new forms. This vision seems an adaptation of the idea of 

reincarnation, and strongly resembles Whitman’s own vision of what it is to die. For 

Whitman, death is something to be accepted without hesitation because it represents a new 

stage both for the body and the spirit. It is not a point of total extinction or even one in 

which the soul is judged into damnation or salvation. Death represents change of 

existence, not the end of it. For Rumi, the body becomes part of the ocean again, or of the 

earth or a fire. Indeed, the different elements are considered to be in a form of “exile” 
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while they are part of a human body, forced to comingle until death frees them. In 

“Pensive on Her Dead Gazing,” which I will only mention briefly here in closing, but will 

return to in greater detail in the next chapter, Whitman sets up a similar illustration of the 

body’s return to nature as part of the water, soil, and air, claiming that the body is 

absorbed into the earth and becomes an “unseen essence and odor of surface and grass” 

(13). Indeed, the “madness” that he frequently exhibits in his desire to be in contact with 

nature may stem from his knowledge and acceptance that upon death his body will be 

reunited with nature, a state that his eager to enter after a lifetime of being among but not a 

complete part of nature. The immortality of his soul is a given for Whitman; the 

immortality of his body, which is no less important than the soul and cannot be truly 

destroyed, ironically lies within its dissolution and absorption into nature. 

 The key difference in Emerson and Whitman’s response to and use of Sufism in 

their poetry and philosophies lies in their willingness to break from conventional religious 

doctrine. The course of Whitman’s development as a poet and a spiritual individual led 

him to disavow conventional theological arguments about the body. For Whitman, the 

body is crucial to religious experience and is a relatively untapped source because of 

conservative Judeo-Christian doctrines that cast the body as a point of sin. This perception 

was not an absolute component to the Judeo-Christian tradition; there are mystical 

elements to be found within each branch, with some of these elements manifesting 

themselves as early as passages within the Old Testament like the “Song of Songs.” These 

sects, like Sufism, found cause for celebration of the human body and even its sexuality. 

Some of the writings of Dante and John Donne are arguably as ecstatic—sexually and 

spiritually—as the poetry of the Sufis. However, by Whitman’s time conservative 
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Protestantism in America had established a deep stigma toward the human body, and 

especially human sexuality. In his encounters with the Sufis Whitman found validation for 

his perceptions in Sufi poetry because of its willingness to use the body and sensuous 

descriptions as a means of better conveying abstract meanings and sensations to 

audiences. His use of the body—its senses, its impulses, its functions—in the poetry of 

Leaves of Grass was not a ploy to shock people. It was the product of personal growth 

fueled by the mixture of Western and Eastern theologies that found its resolution in a 

poetic work that underwent nine publication editions, hundreds of additions, and countless 

revisions in its content and in clarifying its scope.
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III. THE ECSTATIC WHITMAN 

 As the previous chapter suggests, Whitman’s characterization of the body displays 

his indebtedness to the Sufi poets, and especially to Rumi. However, to suggest that 

Whitman merely borrowed wholesale the religious and mystical ideas of the Sufis would 

be both shortsighted and inaccurate. Rather, Whitman adapted these ideas for his own 

purposes of expressing a unique form of spiritual awakening and elevation. For Whitman, 

the body is not simply a vessel primarily used to cultivate purely intellectual life (as it 

arguably was for Emerson), and it is not merely a point of metaphorical reference for 

describing the sensations of spiritual ecstasy (as it perhaps was for the Sufis). This chapter 

examines this peculiar way in which Whitman, borrowing from the Sufis and 

Transcendentalism, yet moving his ideas beyond theirs, conceptualizes the body in his 

own unique way. He imagines how the physical pleasures that the human body can 

experience might serve as beginning points for the formation and awareness of higher 

sensations. These sensations represent a form of religious experience for Whitman, who 

finds in even the simple touch or grasping of a hand an exhilaration capable of triggering 

an individual consciousness of the beauty of the world and the people inhabiting it. For 

Whitman, connections must be created and developed between people, beginning at 

individualistic levels before expanding to become more inclusive, more encompassing. 

The body is a point where all these levels of consciousness can begin to rise. It is a 

mistake to focus exclusively on either the physical or mystical qualities of Whitman’s 

poetry. To not put the two in balance with each other misses a full analysis of his work. 
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David Reynolds also observes that these are inseparable because “The earthly and the 

divine, the sensuous and the mystical, are never far from each other in his verse. His 

images flow rapidly from the minutiae of plant or animal life through parts of the human 

body to sweeping vistas of different times and places, often with affirmation of God’s 

harmonious universe” (235). Yet despite noticing that the religious is equally as present as 

the physical in Whitman’s poetry, and that this was apparent to some of his 

contemporaries, Reynolds is curious how the religiosity seemed to go unnoticed in later 

periods of literary study. He believes that “Part of the explanation lies in the prevailing 

interest in the erotic and the psychological in our post-Freudian age.” However, “an even 

more significant explanation, one that gets at the heart of his religious purpose, is that the 

earthly and the spiritual are so closely intertwined in his verse that it is easy to miss the 

spiritual dimension altogether, or to dismiss it as window dressing” (252). Critical focus 

on the erotic and psychological for much of the twentieth century is a valid assessment, 

but it may also fall short of a full address while scraping the surface of one of the 

problems of how Whitman’s piety became lost in the midst of his sensuality.  

 Throughout the twentieth century literary criticism expanded and branched into 

new areas, developing new and increasingly specialized fields of theory and analysis, 

sometimes applying extremely narrowed critical lenses to literary works. This 

specialization has had a large impact on the analysis of Whitman’s work as it has opened 

up discussions about his ideas regarding race, class, gender and the like, but arguably at 

the cost of taking a larger view of the mystical aspects of his physicality. Postmodern 

criticism in particular has attempted to open the barriers to an increased multiculturalist 

approach to literature, yet it has largely missed or ignored the otherwise mystical qualities 
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of Whitman’s poetry. Harold Aspiz also agrees that analysis of Whitman’s work in Leaves 

of Grass “must begin with Whitman’s treatment of the body,” but that it must be done so 

with the acknowledgment that the body’s functions and experiences bear a direct 

connection to the soul. He “reject[s] the dualism of body and soul that had been ingrained 

in American religious and secular thought” (248). His use of the body has certainly been 

repeatedly analyzed in newer areas of critical interpretation, but it has often come at the 

cost of sufficient exploration of the spiritual potential that Whitman attached to the body. 

 Whitman’s unique characterization of the relationship between the physical and 

spiritual can be seen in the poem that he eventually chose to open Leaves of Grass with—

the brief “One’s-Self I Sing.”
3
 The choice is appropriate in that the poem serves as a sort 

of thesis that introduces the reader to seemingly every key subject and intention behind 

Leaves of Grass in its entirety: 

  One’s-Self I sing, a simple separate person, 

  Yet utter the word Democratic, the word En-Masse. 

 

  Of physiology from top to toe I sing, 

  Not physiognomy alone nor brain alone is worthy for the Muse, I say the 

   Form complete is worthier far, 

  The Female equally with the Male I sing. 

 

  Of Life immense in passion, pulse, and power, 

  Cheerful, for freest action form’d under the laws divine, 

  The Modern Man I sing. 

The influence of Emerson pervades the first line, and the Sufis may have helped inspire 

the spirit of this poem. Whitman begins with the mention of the self, the individual, and 

identifies it as initially separate. However, the second line begins a turn that introduces 

democracy and multiplicity—“the word En-Masse.” These unifying elements introduced 

                                                   
3
 For simplicity of organization, the poems from Leaves of Grass presented here will be addressed in order 

of appearance in the final “deathbed” edition. 
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in the second line illustrate development from separation of the self to connection with 

other initially separate persons. The opening lines echo Emerson’s attempt to describe the 

dynamic between the part—the individual—and the whole of nature. As previously 

discussed, Emerson’s philosophy echoes the Sufi poetic motif of unity through separation. 

Whitman also evokes this motif in this poem; this is not an accident, as it will resurface in 

other poems. The body will consistently be an important part of this motif through its 

ability to feel and seek sensuous pleasure, often acting as the starting point for the poet 

Whitman to enter an ecstatic state. The first two lines are commonly, and validly, regarded 

as a celebration of America and its democratic ideals, but Whitman’s aim is ultimately 

more global. He celebrates the good rhetoric and practices of America, but his scope is not 

narrowed to  consist of America alone. 

 The second stanza is perhaps the most crucial to the poem and to the entire project 

of Leaves of Grass, as Whitman addresses his specific interest in the body. He declares 

that the entire body is important, “from top to toe,” and not the body minus whatever parts 

may be deemed unworthy of poetic treatment. The poem mentions the “brain” 

specifically, which is a metaphor for the mind. Whitman is not rejecting the intellectual 

aspect of life in favor of mindless physical gratification. The body and the mind, and by 

extension the soul, are linked; these constitute “the Form complete.” For Whitman, this 

“form complete” is the nexus for both experiencing life and enriching the self. Moreover, 

the “passion” he references in the poem is an essential part of this self-enrichment whether 

the passion expresses, as it frequently does in his poetry, an emotional state comparable to 

the ecstasy conveyed by the Sufis, an overwhelming sexual impulse, or, in the context of 

its longstanding connection with religion, as a form of suffering. 
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 “Song of Myself,” which immediately follows “One’s-Self I Sing” and opens in a 

similar way, reinforces this idea not only by formally uniting the body and the soul in one 

of his most famous assertions: “I am the poet of the Body and I am the poet of the Soul,” 

but also when he claims that “The pleasures of heaven are with me and the pains of hell 

are with me, / The first I graft and increase upon myself, the latter I translate into a new 

tongue” (422-4). Equally important as the “pleasures of heaven” is his acknowledgment of 

the concept of the “pains of hell.” Hell here, associated with pain as opposed to an 

immaterial space, is essentially elevated—not that it can be perceived as good, but that it 

can be regarded as something having a divinity of its own. It is the spur or impetus that 

pushes Whitman to speak with a “new tongue,” that gives birth to poetic language and 

thought as much as pleasure does. 

 This becomes obvious soon after Whitman’s declaration of himself as a poet of the 

body as much as of the soul, when he claims that these “pleasures” and “pains” lead him 

to “chant the chant of dilation,” a reference to the ensuing moment when he enters an 

ecstatic state, personifies the earth, and identifies himself as its lover (428). The earth 

becomes “voluptuous” (438) and he asks it to “Smile, for your lover comes” (445) as he 

confesses his “unspeakable passionate love” (447). He expresses desire for full physical 

immersion in its natural beauty: 

  You sea! I resign myself to you also—I guess what you mean, 

  I behold from the beach your crooked inviting fingers, 

  I believe you refuse to go back without feeling of me, 

  We must have a turn together, I undress, hurry me out of sight of the land, 

  Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse, 

  Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you. (448-53) 

The imagery is open to ambiguous interpretation as purely natural or metaphorically 

sexual, with the water symbolic for the bodily fluids involved in copulation as Whitman 
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“has a turn” with the ocean. In casting himself as a lover and making the earth and the sea 

the beloved object, Whitman sets up a dynamic similar to that found in Sufi poetry. Sexual 

or not, the immersion represents communion with nature, and through it communion with 

God. His body, divine in itself and in its passions, becomes a part of the divinity infused 

with the rest of the world: 

  Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or am 

   touch’d from, 

  The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer than prayer, 

  This head more than churches, bibles, and all the creeds. 

 

  If I worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread of my own 

   body, or any part of it. (524-7) 

Since the body is a point and source of divinity, sensuality and sex are worthy of poetic 

treatment. However, sexual contact is not necessary to the excitement of the physical and, 

through them, the spiritual senses: 

  Mine is no callous shell, 

  I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop, 

  They seize every object and lead it harmlessly through me. 

 

  I merely stir, press, feel with my fingers, and am happy, 

  To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as I can stand. 

   (614-8) 

A simple touch is enough to electrify the poet Whitman’s body and awaken his soul. He 

senses the divine energy in his external world and it becomes infused with his own, 

sparking him to new levels of pleasure and spiritual connection. 

 In “To the Garden the World,” Whitman’s awareness of his own physique is more 

compactly presented. At the root of the poem is the suggestion of perpetual reincarnation 

in the world as the world is a “garden…anew ascending” (1) where “revolving cycles in 

their wide sweep” keep the world in constant rejuvenation (5). Whitman refers to his own 
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waking from sleep as a form of “resurrection,” implying a definite sense of self-renewal 

(4). His awakening is presented in a twofold sense: literal waking from sleep, and also 

awakening to the perfect nature of physical existence. 

  My limbs and the quivering fire that ever plays through them, for reasons, 

   most wondrous, 

  Existing I peer and penetrate still, 

  Content with the present, content with the past, 

  By my side or back of me Eve following, 

  Or in front, and I following her just the same. (7-11) 

The poet Whitman finds perfect balance in the world, evidenced in part by his willingness 

to be either before or behind Eve, a woman who may be another representation of new 

beginnings since she is often regarded as the first woman. Whitman’s diction is also very 

physical and even sexual. His body quivers and his observations “penetrate”; his body is 

consumed by an internal “fire,” a description directly parallel to Sufi poetry’s use of 

burning as a metaphor for desire and divine communion. The various sensations filtering 

through his being leave him feeling perfect satisfaction with the state of things as they 

exist; he may concede that the world is not perfect in an absolute sense, but affirms that it 

is as perfect as it possibly could be. 

 “From Pent-up Aching Rivers” is even more explicit in that it does not leave room 

for doubt about his openness about sex. The “aching” rivers are a metaphor for the buildup 

of semen in the male body prior to ejaculation, which is comparable to the quivering and 

burning sensations Whitman relates in “To the Garden the World.” He speaks of a “divine 

list for myself or your or for any one making, / The face, the limbs, the index from head to 

foot, and what it arouses, / The mystic deliria, the madness amorous, the utter 

abandonment” (24-6). The Sufi motifs of “madness” or other synonymous and 

metaphorical terms are very much a part of Whitman’s celebratory passages of the 
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sensuous and sensual qualities of the body and their impact upon the soul within. He is 

truly “drunk” in the metaphorical sense of the Sufi tradition; his body and consciousness 

are stimulated beyond inhibition, and he wishes for others to experience and understand 

this mad, drunken, delirious, burning, mystical sense of perception so that they can feel as 

divinely empowered as he does. His poetry is beyond expressing the mere physical 

pleasure often attached to “ecstasy.” He is a genuinely ecstatic poet as he includes both the 

physical and the spiritual in his rapturous assertions upon the worthiness of the body to be 

elevated to an equal level of regard given to the mind and soul. 

 Whitman refers to semen as “that of myself without which I were nothing” (2). His 

argument, in its ultimate development, is a simple one: without sex, he would not exist, 

nor would anyone else. Sex is a universal bodily function, and should be embraced rather 

than repressed as a form of expression, whether in poetry or in practice. He does not delay 

in making his intentions regarding the body and sex clear: 

  From what I am determin’d to make illustrious, even if I stand sole among 

   Men, 

  From my own voice resonant, singing the phallus, 

  Singing the song of procreation, 

  Singing the need of superb children and therein superb grown people, 

  Singing the muscular urge and the blending. (3-7) 

The poem is a reaffirmation of his desire and intent to wear away the stigma of portraying 

the body and sexuality. His goal is not merely removing the stigma for the sake of making 

them open to discussion; his aim is higher. As a matter of biological survival people must 

reproduce, but their bodies and urges are signs of divine impulse, making intercourse itself 

a divine act. The first man and woman had to be created by divine power, but sex is a 

source of re-creation gifted to humanity from that divine power. 
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 Sex is humanity’s means of reproduction, and Whitman recognizes the separate 

but equal importance of the female body from the male body. In “I Sing the Body 

Electric” he steps away illustrations using his own or other male bodies and highlights the 

female body: 

  This is the female form, 

  A divine nimbus exhales from it from head to foot, 

  It attracts with fierce undeniable attraction, 

  I am drawn by its breath as if I were no more than a helpless vapor, all 

   falls aside but myself and it. (52-5) 

The importance of the female body as a means of attracting a male partner invites 

criticism of objectification, which may be justified to an extent. However, Whitman’s 

interest in the pleasing shape of the female body runs beyond the superficial and erotic; he 

celebrates the mere attraction that the female body is able to emanate in procuring a sexual 

mate. Whitman likely believes in an equal power of attraction in the male body, especially 

given strong belief in his homosexuality, but he focuses on the female so that women are 

specifically and explicitly included in his poetry. As with his passages where he celebrates 

his own physique or the male body in general, his discussion of the female body again 

sends him into an ecstatic moment, with physical, erotic imagery reflecting the emotional 

ecstasy and spiritual sensitivity of the poet Whitman: 

  Books, art, religion, time, the visible and solid earth, and what was 

   expected of heaven or fear’d of hell, are now consumed, 

  Mad filaments, ungovernable shoots play out of it, the response likewise 

   ungovernable, 

  Hair, bosom, hips, bend of legs, negligent falling hands all diffused, mine 

   too diffused, 

  Ebb stung by the flow and flow stung by the ebb, love-flesh swelling and 

   deliciously aching, 

  Limitless limpid jets of love hot and enormous, quivering jelly of love, 

   white-blow and delirious juice. (56-60) 
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Much of this passage is spent in attempting to describe the emotional sensations as they 

occur during sex, but the first line included here is the key to understanding Whitman’s 

belief in a spiritual, transcendent nature underlying sex and its accompanying sensations. 

The knowledge of books becomes meaningless in the instant. Time and space seem to lose 

meaning to lovers, much as they become arbitrary and even devoid of relevance to the 

Sufi lover. Most importantly, religion and the differentiation between the “pleasures of 

heaven” and the “pains of hell” are “consumed” or annihilated in the passionate moment, 

as if melded together in a fire (of passion). The teachings of institutionalized religion—a 

thing created out of people on earth rather than directly and solely through God—also 

become relative, or even lose all their influence on the minds and souls of lovers. 

Whitman encourages women to “Be not ashamed…, your privilege encloses the rest, and 

is the exit of the rest, / You are the gates of the body, and you are the gates of the soul” 

(66-7). The female body is not a source of detestable temptation, but is an entryway to 

higher spiritual awareness and feeling in two directions. First and obviously, the female 

body bears children and delivers them into the world where they will live and grow into 

physical and, for Whitman, spiritual maturity. Secondly, during intercourse women are 

“gates” for the lovers engaged in the act, but not merely through male penetration into 

their bodies. The physical coupling of the male and female body through sex creates an 

ecstatic union of two souls; the ultimate physical manifestation of this union is the child 

the woman creates, but the two lovers are also and more immediately affected as they 

experience the physical and spiritual ecstasy of sex. 

 “One Hour to Madness and Joy” open with Whitman already in ecstatic throes. He 

protests “confine me not” in response to the time allotted for his wait to experience the 
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“madness and joy” (1). His fervor makes him eager to transcend himself beyond time and 

makes his sexual appetite bottomless: 

  O to drink the mystic deliria deeper than any other man! 

  O savage and tender aching! (I bequeath them to you my children, 

  I tell them to you, for reasons, O bridegroom and bride.) 

 

  O to be yielded to you whoever you are, and you to be yielded to me in 

   defiance of the world! 

  O to return to Paradise! O bashful and feminine! 

  O to draw you to me, plant on you for the first time the lips of a 

   determin’d man. (4-9) 

He draws attention to the “mystic” nature of his passion and refers to the mutual 

“yielding” of sex as “Paradise,” establishing a religious context for his physical yearnings. 

He also continues introducing his reminder to the audience that sex is something that must 

continue if humanity is to continue surviving and developing. He “bequeaths” these 

“savage and tender achings” to others because they are basic to human existence and, he 

believes, important in the realization of personal spiritual awareness and potential, and as 

such should be accepted and embraced by every person. 

 Whitman does not strictly portray sex as the sole, or even the best means to 

discover transcendent experiences. In “A Song of Joys” he speaks of the material world as 

a medium between his bodily and spiritual senses in broader terms: 

  O the joy of my soul leaning pois’d on itself, receiving identity through 

   materials and loving them, observing characters and absorbing 

   them, 

  My soul vibrated back to me from them, from sight, hearing, touch, 

   reason, articulation, comparison, memory, and the like, 

  The real life of my senses and flesh transcending my senses and flesh, 

  My body done with materials, my sight done with my material eyes, 

  Proved to me this day beyond cavil that it is not my material eyes which 

   finally see, 

  Nor my material body which finally loves, walks, laughs, shouts, 

   embraces, procreates. (98-103) 
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A reference to sex comes at the end of the passage in his inclusion of procreation, but this 

is Whitman being his all-inclusive poetic self. Four of the five basic senses—taste is 

omitted or forgotten, though Whitman deals with taste in “Song of Myself” in his 

reflection upon the taste of air—are specifically identified here as part of his interactive 

experience with the world, which causes his soul to be “vibrated” back to himself. His use 

of “vibrated” is probably intended not merely in the physical sense of feeling a vibration, 

but also in the sense of its origin meaning liveliness. Through his senses, the world 

becomes more vibrant: it feels more real, more alive, and becomes a place and source of 

ecstatic being. Once he enters that state of being, his body and even the material world 

lose their usefulness. Once he has achieved the state he sought while within his body and 

the world, he no longer needs to be concerned with corporeal things. 

 Even when faced with impending mortality, Whitman claims that the body is an 

essential means of establishing and strengthening spiritual bonds between people, 

something he suggests overtly in “To One Shortly to Die.” Here he casts himself as a 

deathbed visitor, approaching the dying person so that he can “lay my right hand upon 

you” (4). In doing so, he becomes “more than nurse, more than parent or neighbor” (7). 

The power of his connection with the dying person becomes so strong that “You forget 

you are sick, as I forget you are sick, / You do not see the medicines, you do not mind the 

weeping friends, I am with you” (12-3). His mere presence carries such a strong influence 

that it is enough to help comfort and satisfy personal concerns of death, and is better than 

any medicine to help prolong life or ease the suffering. Having forged a physical bond, he 

moves on to play a role as a spiritual helper by declaring, “I absolve you from all except 

yourself spiritual bodily, that is eternal, you yourself will surely escape, / The corpse you 
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will leave will be but excrementitious” (8-9). His assertion that the corpse is “excrement” 

is not an absolute claim toward the body; this is only so when the body is removed from 

the soul connected to it. As such, the dying should not feel concern about death because it 

applies only to the body, making it little more than an emptied shell; the soul will continue 

and become part of something else following, and this should be celebrated, or as puts it, 

congratulated (15). His celebration of death as a transitional point where the soul and body 

finally separate continues in “Pensive on Her Dead Gazing,” but he also maintains a 

strong thematic connection to “One’s-Self I Sing,” the opening poem of his “deathbed” 

edition that briefly presents the major ideas, discussed earlier, with which Leaves of Grass 

is concerned. The subject of sex is absent due to the funereal tone to the poem, but the 

motifs of separation, unity, and progression of the soul are present, as well as Whitman’s 

vivid imagery. He hears the “Mother of All” (1) speaking to the earth upon seeing a 

battlefield strewn with the bodies of Union and Confederate soldiers, and charges the 

earth, “Absorb them well…lose not my sons, lose not an atom” (5). The use of “atom” 

echoes the language of “One’s-Self I Sing.” Additionally, an initial separation between 

Northerner and Southerner is given, and by extension the separation of each dead body, 

but the separate nature of the men’s bodies is dissolved and turned into unity through the 

decomposition and re-entry of the bodies into nature as part of the air, water, and soil. The 

physical remains left behind by the departed souls of “immortal heroes” (14) become an 

“aroma sweet” (16). He celebrates their death as he does in “To One Shortly to Die,” but 

carries his “congratulation” further in showing why there should be no concern for the 

body: it still exists, but as part of the larger whole of nature, rather than as one separate, 

self-contained human body. 
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 The scope of Whitman’s interest in the body and the way it is attached to the soul 

is remarkably broad. It goes far beyond interest in bringing sexuality out of the shadows. 

His poetry meditates upon the entire span of a human life from its beginnings in sex to the 

death of the body. However, the body does not die in the sense that it vanishes from 

existence. It becomes something else, or many other things; it is as immortal as the soul, 

and is as divine as the soul. His poetry bears strong connection to the poetry of the 

medieval Sufis in its insistence upon an inextricable relationship between body and spirit 

and the ecstatic energy reflected in its profusely expressive language. He is more than a 

poet of sexuality, and he is more than merely a poet of the spirit. He is the poet of the 

body-soul, refusing to detach them from one another, seeing the one growing and 

flourishing in direct relation to the other. Such a union meant that Whitman could espouse 

positions that made him seem not only as philosophical as his former master Emerson, but 

as unquestionably sensuous, sensual, and spiritual as Sufi poets such as Rumi. He may 

have been a radically unconventional poet in the way in which he embraced and 

championed the body, but the religious sensitivity with which he infused the very atoms of 

that body with soul, and characterized these as working together to allow us to come to a 

knowledge of things material and immaterial cannot and should not be denied.
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