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Summary

This Hterary history provides an extensive examination o f  Walt W hitm an’s reception 

in Ireland in the 1870s and 1880s, at a time when he was broadly vilified for poor 

artistry and obscenity in America and Europe. It reveals how Irish readers such as 

Edward Dowden, John B. Yeats, John Todhunter, Standish O ’Grady and T. W. 

Rolleston shared an enthusiasm for the national, spiritual and democratic prophet who 

animated their “ intellect” and “whole moral nature.” To date, there has been no 

comprehensive assessment o f  their relationship with Whitman. The primary focus o f  

the study, however, is on Edward Dowden, Professor o f  English Literature at Trinity 

College, Dublin. He was the country’s principal “ W hitmanite” and among the first 

readers in Europe to champion Leaves o f  Grass. He believed that the American poet 

was a force for good, affecting social, political and religious attitudes. The study 

establishes how he campaigned courageously to generate a wider audience for the poet 

by delivering lectures, defending Leaves o f  Grass at hostile literary gatherings and 

corresponding with the American poet. His prescient adherence to an unconventional 

writer reveals Dowden to be more complex than W. B. Y eats’s influential portrait o f  

him as a dull, Victorian conservative who symbolised all that was to be despised about 

unionist Ireland.

The critical drive behind the examination is to locate D ow den’s sponsorship o f  

W hitman within the context o f  his own poetry and social attitudes, and also within the 

context o f  contemporary socio-political realities in Ireland. The argument is that while 

Dowden had a passionate belief  in the value o f  W hitm an’s democratic and nationalist 

idealism, he failed to engage with these aspects o f  Leaves o f  Grass in any creative and 

meaningful way. D ow den’s poetry, written during a period when his enthusiasm for
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Whitman was at its highest, offers a clear illustration o f  his ambivalence. His 

inhospitable attitude to an indigenous literature and to the masses indicated a deeper 

resistance to the relevance o f  W hitm an’s poetry for Ireland in the 1870s and 1880s.

As a point o f  contrast, the equally ambivalent relationship between Whitman 

and D ow den’s friend Standish O ’Grady is examined. In the 1870s, O ’Grady had 

responded to W hitm an’s cultivation o f  a pride and love in the common man. Like 

Dowden, O ’Grady celebrated democracy, but initially neglected to establish its value 

for England and Ireland. The discovery o f  an Irish mythology, however, allowed the 

author o f  H istory o f  Ireland  to overcome his resistance to Whitman and engage with 

the very themes that Dowden had earlier promoted.

O ’Grady was to play an influential role in an emerging national literary 

movement. Dowden, by contrast, is shown to place more emphasis on the “tonic” and 

spiritual qualities o f  Leaves o f  Grass in the 1880s. There is also a decline in his public 

sponsorship o f  Whitman from the mid-1880s, at a point when Pamellite politics and 

the literary revival become dominant and his participation in unionist politics begins. 

Consequently, his failure to engage with the poet’s democratic and national themes 

and his antipathy to Irish literature leads to his marginalisation by disgruntled younger 

writers such as T. W. Rolleston and W. B. Yeats. Ironically, Dowden is responsible 

for introducing these writers to W hitm an’s work, but there is a poor acknowledgement 

o f  the relevance o f  Leaves o f  Grass for their own national programmes. Despite the 

contradictions and ambivalence, there is, at the core o f  this study, a recognition o f  

Dow den’s prescient celebration o f  Walt Whitman.
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Introduction

O n M onday, January  14, 1895, a fortnight after the N ew  Y ear celebrations, Dublin  

w as  recovering from the m ost violent snow storm  it had  experienced  in thirty years. 

A lm ost  six inches o f  snow  had fallen over  the w eekend  and the subsequent drifting 

through the streets brought the city to a standstill. High w inds  had pulled dow n 

telegraph and te lephone wires, and ex tensive sea d am age w as reported on the east 

coast. '  T ak ing  advan tage o f  the respite on M onday  evening, a reported  “very  large 

c ro w d ” braved the cold tem peratures and m ade  their w ay to the Leinster Hall on 

M olesw orth  Street to hear the London poet, Em ily  H. Hickey, read a paper on the

■y
poetry  o f  the Irish antiquarian  Sir Samuel Ferguson. T he  appraisal had been written 

by  Hon. R oden Noel w ho  had originally  delivered it to the Irish Literary Socie ty  in 

L ondon ju s t  days before his death in M ay 1894.

T he Leinster Hall event w as largely a ce lebratory  one. It w as chaired by  the 

A rchbishop  o f  Dublin, Lord Plunket, h im se lf  a poet, and he shared the platform  with 

Lady Ferguson, w ife  o f  the late antiquarian; Gerald F itzg ibbon, Lord Justice o f  Appeal 

in Ireland and cha irm an  o f  the com m iss ion  appoin ted  to inquire into the condition and 

m anagem en t o f  endow ed  schools  in Ireland; Justice A ndrew s, the M aster  o f  the Rolls; 

G eorge  M alley  QC; Sir W illiam  Stokes; Edw ard  D ow den , P rofessor o f  English 

L iterature at T rin ity  College; and John Kells Ingram, Professor o f  G reek  at Trinity

‘ The D aily  E xpress, M onday, January  14, 1895. O n the sam e m orning, The Irish Times com m ented 
“we m ust go back  to  the January  o f  1865 —  exactly  30 years ago —  for a paralle l to the violent 
snow storm  that bu rst over D ublin  and the w hole east coast o f  Ireland on Saturday  m orn ing .”
 ̂ Sam uel Ferguson, b. B elfast 1810, d. H ow th 1886. C alled  to the B ar 1838, Q C  1859, LL.D . 1864. 

D epu ty-K eeper o f  Public R ecords, D ublin, 1867, and P residen t o f  the R oyal Irish A cadem y 1881. 
K nighted  for public  services in 1878. A uthor o f  Lays o f  the ^ e s /e r /i G ael, 1865; C ongal, 1872; The 
P oem s o f  S am uel F erguson, D ublin  1880; The F org ing  o j  the A nchor, 1883.

7



College. T he Hon. Roden Noel had praised F e rg u so n ’s poetry  for being  “hum an, 

unaffected, sincere, w ithout m annerism , rem arkab le  for econom y o f  power; 

F e rg u so n ’s naiTatives w ere  “vivid and graphic in delineation [but also] constructed 

with  the u tm ost artistic skill.” Later that night, num erous  respondents ,  m ost notably 

W illiam  Stokes and E dw ard Dowden, also singled out for m erit F e rg u so n ’s 

com bination  o f  m ascu line  v igour and delicate refinement.^

D uring an edgy d iscussion on F e rg u so n ’s role as a national poet, Edward 

D ow den  rev iew ed F e rg u so n ’s low critical profile  and com m ented  on the poor standard 

o f  Irish poetry. A nd, partly  due to a misprint in the next d a y ’s new spapers  and partly 

due to a provocative  clarification by  D ow den, an ac rim onious conflic t flared betw een 

the Trin ity  academ ic and his friends Standish O ’Grady, T. W. R olleston and W. B. 

Yeats, w ho w ere  engaged in build ing up a school o f  national literature. A series o f  

charges and hostile  counter-charges,  every bit as s to n n y  as the w eather over the 

prev ious days, w as played out in the pages o f  the co u n try ’s daily  new spapers.

T he  A m erican  poet W alt W hitm an was also co-opted  into the dispute. His role 

or, m ore  accurately, the m eans by  which his nam e w as invoked and the ends to which 

it w as put, provides  us with  a perspective on the w ay  D ow den  and his antagonistic 

colleagues had ass im ila ted  his poetry  and prose since the late 1860s. T heir  re la tionship 

with  W hitm an  on this occasion establishes the critical parad igm  o f  this study, 

a llow ing  us to re -encoun te r  D o w d e n ’s reputation  in unexpected  ways, and that o f  his 

colleagues. It also facilitates an assessm ent o f  the populari ty  o f  A m er ic a ’s self-

“T he Poetry o f  Samuel Ferguson ,” The Irish Tim es, T uesday, January  15, 1895, p .6; The D aily  
E xpress, January 15, 1895, p .7. All subsequent references to the evening are taken from these similar 
reports.
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proc la im ed  national and dem ocratic  poet within the contex t o f  con tem p o ra iy  soc io 

political and literary deve lopm en ts  in Ireland in the 1870s and 1880s.

*

Since Noel had orig inally  delivered his lecture on Ferguson  to the Irish Literary 

Society  in London, the critical focus had, appropriately, been concerned  with  the 

“Celtic poetry .” He ju d g ed  “C onga l” to be the p o e t ’s principal ach ievem ent and the 

shorter heroic narratives to be “ nearly as rem arkab le .” In a flight o f  e levated rhetoric, 

Noel had sum m arised  F e rg u so n ’s distinctive b lend o f  narrative p ow er and national 

subject matter: Ferguson had successfully  entered “ the very  presence cham ber o f  the 

Irish genius ,” and had aw akened  the “chords” o f  the “ h a ip ” until “new  song-cham bers  

akin to those enchanted labyrinths o f  the past w ere  by  h im  linked on to harm onious 

tale .”

There  w as a palpable  dissatisfaction, how ever,  w ith  the critical p latform  Noel 

w as affording the Irish subject matter. W illiam  Stokes co m m en ted  that it w as not the 

long poem s such as “C o n g a l” and the “T he  Tain Q uest” w hich  attracted him, but the 

shorter ones such as “T he Gentle  M aid ,” “Three T h ough ts ,” “T he W elsh m an ,” and 

“ Forg ing  o f  the A nchor.” T hey  touched  in him a “ responsive chord” that the heroic 

narratives “ failed to d o .” H e w as disappointed, therefore, that Noel had not paid m ore  

attention to them . Justice A ndrew s, the M aster  o f  the Rolls, agreed that “ due 

p ro m in en ce” had not been given to the shorter poem s. Lord Justice  F itzgibbon 

suggested, quite astutely, that N o e l ’s bias could be attributed to the original target
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audience, and he also declared  that “T he Forging o f  the A n ch o r” was one o f  the m ost 

“ vigorous, pow erfu l” poem s in the language.

D o w d e n ’s attem pt to explain F e rg u so n ’s neglect in English literary circles 

prov ided  a critical jus tif ica tion  for the further m arg ina lisa tion  o f  the national element. 

He m ain ta ined  that Ferguson should have been born in an “ age o f  faith,” suggesting  

that F e rguson’s m ythopoeic  im agination had put him  “ outside the line” o f  a 

con tem porary  E nglish  literature w hich  w as preoccupied  with  spiritual doub t and, m ore 

recently, w ith  social p roblem s.

In contrast.  P rofessor Ingram resisted the polite  but obv ious  a ttem pts  to 

deva lue  the Irish subject m atter  in F e rg u so n ’s poetry."* He argued that Ferguson  was 

pre -em inen tly  Irish, in spite o f  his ancestry. He referred to early  prose essays to rem ind  

the audience o f  F e rg u so n ’s long-standing com m itm en t to Irish jus tice ,  peace, 

reconcilia tion  and patriotism. Ingram strongly d issented  from critics w ho  regretted the 

p o e t ’s devotion  to Celtic tales in p lace o f  general interest subjects, con tend ing  that 

such critic ism s w ere  “a heresy .” S ince the poet had lived in the m em ory  o f  the Celtic 

traditions, and they had b eco m e a part o f  his being, he had acted rightly  in following 

his poetic instinct.

Ingram w eakened  the A nglo-centric  com plain ts  o f  prev ious speakers w hen  he 

confessed that although he could  not boast o f  any “Celtic b lood ,” it w as  the short Irish 

p oem s w hich  “ spoke m ost” to his “heart,” poem s such as “D eird re ,” “ A id ee n ’s 

G rave ,” “T he V engeance  o f  T iraw ley” and the “ Lam ent for T hom as D avis .” I f  these

John Kells Ingram, b. N ew ry  1823, d. 1907. Professor o f  G reek at Trin ity  College, Dublin. President 
o f  the Royal Irish A cadem y 1892. Author o f  A H istory o f  P o litica l E conom y. 1888; A H istory o f  
S lavery  an d  Serfdom , 1895; O utlines o f  the H is to iy  o f  R elig ion , 1900; P ractica l M orals, 1904. His 
poem  "W ho  Speaks to Fear o f  ’9 8?” was printed anonymously  in The N ation  in April 1843.
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poems were neglected in England, it was less to do with D ow den’s “age o f  faith” 

theory and more to do with the unintelligent and unsatisfactory character o f  the 

reviews in leading periodicals there. He raised applause by concluding that the writers 

in these journals were incapable o f  appreciating the products o f  the Celtic imagination.

Dow den’s failure to locate Ferguson within an indigenous critical context was 

symptomatic o f  his lack o f  engagement with Irish literature. This manifested itself 

again when the discussion widened into a debate on the strength o f  the Irish poetic 

tradition. William Stokes claimed that poets such as Thomas Moore, James Clarence 

Mangan, Thomas Davis, Aubrey de Vere and Samuel Ferguson provided Ireland with 

a “noble heritage o f  which any nation might feel proud.” Dowden was not so sure. He 

valued Ferguson’s “pure objective artistic work,” but he did not rate Davis, Mangan, 

or “several” others named, in the “ first, second, or, perhaps, even the third rank o f  

poets.”

Dowden put their inferior standing down to three “defects or vices.” First, an 

“undue tendency to rhetoric,” a quality which afflicted the Irish nation as a whole (and 

even the Anglo-Irish part o f  it), and produced great orators and actors but not poets; 

second, “sentimentality,” a quality that resulted in a creative energy and enthusiasm 

that was short-lived; and third, a deficiency in technique, a satisfaction among Irish 

poets with a style calculated to arouse immediate passions, a poetry o f  ‘effect’ rather 

than one o f  enduring fomis. Dowden was clearly referring to nostalgia in Thomas 

M oore’s M elodies, in addition to a Young Ireland balladry o f  loss, lament and 

rebellion. Unfairly, his disaffection evaded an engagement with deserving poets such 

as Mangan, Ireland’s poete  maiidit, its Edgar Allan Poe.



The following day, a misprint in the editorial o f  The Irish Times accidentally 

included Ferguson as one o f  those demoted by Dowden to the third rank o f  poets. This 

focused public attention on the academ ic’s remarkable contribution. Dowden 

corrected the error with a letter, reminding readers o f  his positive attitude towards 

Ferguson’s work in the past, but reiterated his criticisms o f  Irish poetry in general. 

This provoked strong dissent from T. W. Rolleston who wrote a reply to The Irish 

Times.^ They declined to print it, so he redrafted the letter three days later and sent it 

to the rival D aily Express. Coincidentally, on January 21, the same morning as The 

D aily Express  published Rolleston’s letter, The Irish Times decided to publish the 

original. The controversy, however, transferi'ed to the pages o f  The D aily Express 

where it remained until March.

In both letters, Rolleston took issue with the use o f  Anglo-centric terms o f  

reference to explain Ferguson’s lack o f  popularity in both England and  Ireland. He 

conceded that D ow den’s “age o f  faith” theory may have validity in England, and with 

a “small circle o f  educated people” in Ireland whose culture was “purely English” (and 

to whom other Irish poets were “as unknown as if  they had written in Iroquois”), but 

the theory was irrelevant in the “ larger, truer, and less provincial Ireland.” There, 

Ferguson was thoroughly understood, appreciated, loved and read, and this was 

because Ireland still had its “age o f  faith.” He reminded Dowden that Ireland and 

England were two different cultures with different rates o f  intellectual and imaginative

 ̂ Thomas W. H. Rolleston, b. Shinrone, Co. Tipperary 1857, d. Hampstead 1920. Poet, critic. First 
Secretary o f the Irish Literary Society in London where he settled in 1908. Author o f  The Teachings o f  
Epictetus, 1886; A Life o f  Lessing, 1889; Sea Spray, 1909; The High Deeds o f  Finn, 1910; Myths and  
Legends o f  the Celtic Race, 1911.
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developm ent.  “ Each m ust grow  its ow n spiritual p roduc ts  for its ow n spiritual needs.” 

D o w d e n ’s theory, therefore, w as “an im possib le  explanation  o f  an im aginary  fact.”  ̂

R o lles ton ’s defence w as predicated  on one o f  the corners tones  o f  late nineteenth  

cen tu ry  cultural nationalistic th inking in Ireland. T he  em phasis  p laced on unequal 

rates o f  deve lopm ent to underscore national d ifference w as a socio-cultural equivalent 

o f  M atthew  A rn o ld ’s classic d istinction betw een  Celtic  and English  tem peram ent.  It 

also corresponded  c losely  with  W. B. Y e a ts ’s theory  o f  a national li te ra ture’s 

evolu tionary  progression  from epic to dram atic  and on to lyric m odes. Just e ighteen 

m o n th s  before, in M ay 1893, Yeats inform ed the National Literary Society that the 

literatures o f  Ireland and England w ere  at “different stages o f  their deve lopm en t.” 

English  literature w as at the fmal lyric phase, p reoccup ied  no longer with national 

tales or dram atic  character, but with subtle and obscure  m oods  and “ intricate 

u tterance.” Ireland, by contrast,  was at the “outset [of] a literary epoch .”

...  W e are a young nation with  unexhausted  m aterial lying w ith in  us in ou r  still 
unexpressed  national character, about us in ou r  scenery, and in the clearly 
m arked outlines o f  our life, and behind  us in our  m ulti tude  o f  legends. L ook at 
ou r  literature and you will see that w e are still in ou r  epic or ballad  period. ...  
O ur best writers, De Vere, Ferguson, A llingham , M angan, D avis, O ’Grady, are 
all either ballad or epic writers, and all base their  greatest work, i f  I except a 
song or tw o  o f  M a n g a n ’s and A ll in g h am ’s, upon legends and upon the fortunes 
o f  the nation.

Yeats  claim ed that the “sam e law o f  d ivision and sub-d iv is ion  and o f  ever increasing 

co m p lex ity ” could  be applied  to h um an  society i t s e l f  Ire land’s literature w as sim ple

“ Professor D ow den and Sir Samuel Ferguson,” The D aily E xpress, Monday, January  21, 1895, p .5; 
The Irish Times, Monday, January  21, 1895, p .6.
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and primitive, a “poetry o f  the people.” Correspondingly, for Yeats and Rolleston, 

Irish society was in an ideahstic, heroic phase.^

To the defensive young cultural nationalists, D ow den’s failure to appreciate 

Ferguson’s Celtic genius became a testimonial to the intrinsic national features o f  

Ferguson’s work. Rolleston concluded his letter to The Irish Times, remarking that

... for an Irish poet o f  the present day to make him self  thoroughly acceptable to 
the English public would probably be equivalent to making him self  useless and 
meaningless to the Irish public —  always excepting o f  course the little circle o f  
polite and well-read people, who think more and know more o f  every third, 
fourth, fifth, and sixth rate English poetling than they would o f  Homer him self if

o

he lived on the Hill o f  Howth and wrote the epics o f  the Gael.

He was more conciliatory in his redraft for The D aily Express  and added that he would 

“not number Professor Dowden among these.”

Clearly, however, Dowden was the target as Rolleston’s D aily Express letter 

advanced a second objection to the academic. He argued that the “summary 

relegation” o f  Davis, Mangan and other Irish poets was inaccurate and a manifestation 

o f  ignorance. Rolleston stated incredulously that Dowden could not have said this, 

even in an unpremeditated speech, if  he had been “ fully acquainted with his subject.” 

Citing three o f  M angan’s lyrics, “Dark Rosaleen,” “Lament for the Maguire,” and 

“ Siberia,” Rolleston claimed that no living English poet had written three lyrics 

“worthy to be even named beside these for intensity o f  passion, imaginative force, and 

perfection o f  workmanship.” “There are few things in Tennyson or in Browning,” he

’ “Nationality and Literature,” an account o f  a lecture given to the National Literary Society by W, B. 
Yeats on May 19, 1893 was published in United Ireland, May 27, 1893. See also W. B. Yeats, 
Uncollected Prose, /, ed. John P. Frayne (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), pp.266-275.
* The Irish Times, Monday, January 21, 1895, p.6.
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continued, “that will not seem either flat and artificial or convulsive and histrionic 

beside the finest work o f  Mangan.”

Rolleston concluded that Dowden was “determined to play to Irish literature the 

part that Frederick the Great played towards the German renaissance.” With Lessing 

and Goethe growing in stature, Frederick ignored anything that did not have the “hall

mark o f  Paris.” German literature, however, was strengthened by his contempt. “ If 

Irish literature is to grow, Professor Dowden will help it whether he likes or not.”*̂

The debate quickly gathered momentum and Rolleston’s letter, most particularly 

his high praise for Mangan and Davis, prompted a disbelieving editorial in the 

following day’s D aily Express. The leader writer claimed that even the most 

enthusiastic supporter o f  Irish poetry would not hesitate to give the “palm for critical 

sanity” to Dowden when both their judgements on M angan were compared. As could 

be expected, the newspaper questioned the ideals o f  the literary renaissance. If 

“Rolleston and his friends” were committed to encouraging Irish writers and 

stimulating an interest in “our national annals,” argued the writer, they deserved 

sympathy and support. But rehabilitating the reputation o f  inferior poets was “an idle 

dream,” and giving life to Irish literature by means o f  “the false stimulus o f  political 

sentiment” was doomed to f a i l u r e . T h e s e  misguided principles were not new to 

young members o f  the Irish movement, particularly W. B. Yeats. He had demonstrated 

his antipathy to them in his decade old campaign to resist the influence o f  the Young 

Irelanders on Irish literature and, again, in his battle with Gavan Duffy over the list o f  

publications for the national library.

’ "Professor Dowden and Sir Samuel Ferguson,” The Daily Express, M onday, January 21, 1895, p .5.
Editorial, The D aily Express, Tuesday, January 22, 1895, p .4.
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The Daily Express editorial was essentially a dress rehearsal for D ow den’s reply 

to Rolleston on the next page, in which he took the liberty to print an extract from his 

forthcoming New Studies in Literature. The testy dispute had now shifted from 

Ferguson’s lack o f  popularity to the merits or demerits o f  an Irish national literature. 

Dowden indicated that he was not antagonistic to a national element in literature. 

“ Unquestionably, our strength springs from the soil in which we grow,” he began, 

adding, “ if  there be, indeed, a distinctive genius characterising each o f  the peoples o f  

Scotland, Wales and Ireland, it is highly desirable that this should find expression.” If, 

however, the m ovement was to consist in flapping a green banner into the eyes o f  the 

beholders, thrusting a “sunburst” high in mid-air, filling its button-holes with 

shamrocks and raving about the “glories o f  Brian the Brave,” he preferred to stand 

quietly apart. He had no ambition to intensify his “ intellectual or spiritual brogue.” “If 

national character be really strong and vivid, it will show itself, although we do not 

strive to be national with malice prepense.” Besides expressing his distaste for 

national self-consciousness, Dowden warned against a provincial resistance to 

international influence. He appealed to patriotic Irish writers to do their country 

service by “correcting” defects in the “Irish intellect,” such as rhetoric, false imagery, 

“green tinsel” and poor craftsmanship."

In a response in The D aily Express on January 23, Rolleston agreed with these 

intelligent criticisms. Nonetheless, he was concerned about D ow den’s 

misrepresentation o f  the subject due to an insubstantial survey. One-sided comments 

were in danger o f  misleading a readership, and Rolleston enumerated poets, prose

"  "Literature in Ireland,” The Daily Express, Tuesday, January 22, 1895, p.5.
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writers and antiquarians who were engaged in high quahty work and not prancing 

around with shamrocks in their button-holes and raving o f  “Brian the Brave.

What really separated the two camps was attitude, and W. B. Yeats, in a 

subsequent letter, gave more exposure to this divergence o f  approach:

The only question at issue is whether we can best check these faults [in Irish 
literature] by carefully sifting out and expounding what is excellent, as Mr. 
Stopford Brooke, Mr. Rolleston, Dr. Hyde, Mr. Ashe King, Mr. Alfred Perceval 
Graves, Mr. Lionel Johnson, and other leaders o f  the “ Irish literary m ovement” 
are endeavouring to do; or by talking, like Professor Dowden, occasional vague 
generalities about rhetoric and sentimentality and bad technique.

Yeats argued that critics who failed to note a distinctive character in Irish poetry such 

as M angan’s “Ode to the Maguire” and “ W oman o f  Three Cows,” Allingham ’s 

“ Winding Banks o f  Erin,” Ferguson’s “Conary” and de V ere’s “ Wedding o f  the 

Clans” were either “prejudiced” or “a little lacking in artistic sensitiveness.” He was 

clearly annoyed that the Trinity academic, “ for years [their] representative critic,” had 

failed to advance the reputation o f  Ferguson or the poets Ferguson admired and had 

done little to eradicate the literary defects that he had censured. For Yeats, the 

movement was not an artificial enterprise but a “ spontaneous expression o f  an 

impulse” that had been “gathering power for decades,” but which made itself heard in 

the “ lull o f  our political stimulus” [defeat o f  Second Home Rule Bill and end o f  

Pamellite politics]. But the young poet was polite, yet cunning enough to put 

D ow den’s failure down to “too little attention” to the subject, or, perhaps, a poor 

commitment to the “new creative impulse.” '^

“Professor Dowden and Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, W ednesday, January 23, 1895, p .5. 
“Professor Dowden and Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, Saturday, January 26, 1895, p .5.
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W ithin a fortnight, the cam paign  against D o w d e n ’s an tipathy  to Irish Uterature 

attracted m ore correspondents  and developed  into an ac r im onious  standoff. S tandish 

O ’Grady, his college friend and a populariser  o f  Celtic  m ythology , w as m ore forceful 

in his denunc ia tion  o f  Dowden.'" ' His letter o f  January  28 stated w hat the other 

coiTespondents w ere  insinuating —  that the Trin ity  academ ic  w as dem onstra ting  an 

unrepresenta tive  b igotry  and ignorance in his lack o f  interest in an Irish literary 

revival. He rejected D o w d e n ’s ju d g em en ts  on Irish literature as “ trite literary 

m orali t ies” that w ere  m ore  fit to be “ turned into the head lines  o f  copybooks .” “T heir  

application  is so universal that they lose point,” he argued. “T hey  app ly  to all writing  

m en, even the bes t .” Irresistibly, he asked D ow den  w he the r  his ow n critical and poetic 

com posit ions  w ere  free from “rhetoric ,” “sen tim enta li ty” and scholarly  tinsel. He 

believed D o w d e n ’s world  o f  “orthodox academ ical cu ltu re” to be m ore  provincial and 

insular and “ m ore  inhospitable  to w hat is new, true and excellen t in letters.”

W as it possib le ,  he enquired further, that D ow den , a m an  o f  “ refined culture ,” 

“w ide  kn o w led g e” and “generous sym path ies” m ight have lately becom e a “ little 

contracted  by  his university  position, a lifetime spent in the instruction o f  the 

im m atu re?” O ’G ra d y ’s exasperation arose from his personal know ledge  o f  D o w d e n ’s 

courage to es tablish  the critical term s o f  reference by w h ich  new  and unconventional 

w rit ing  m ight be better appreciated in a conservative  literary and social climate. He 

inform ed readers that the academ ic had had the “ sore experience” h im se l f  o f  

“ intellectual inhospitality , narrow ness and stupid adherence to trad ition .”

Standish O ’Grady, b. Co. Cork 1846, d. 1928. Barrister, historian and novelist. Publications include 
the three volume History o f  Ireland [Heroic Period, 1878; Cuculainn and his Contemporaries, 1880; 
and Critical and Philosophical, 1881). He should not be confused with his cousin, the scholar Standish 
Hayes O ’Grady.
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I refer to the time when very nobly and chivalrously and to his own serious 
though temporary detriment he laboured to establish here on sure foundations 
the struggling reputation o f  Walt Whitman as a great poet and a great man. Was 
not all this ignorance and bigotry, which he now seems to be directing against 
us, arrayed then against him; while it was we o f  the Irish school, such o f  us as 
had then emerged, who supported him, and even now not many outside that 
school and those whom they influence openly maintain his position with regard 
to Whitman.

D ow den’s sponsorship o f  Whitman provoked even deeper contradictions. “ Has there 

been in our time,” O ’Grady enquired,

any man so autochthonous as Whitman, or who has celebrated his own country 
and countrymen, his country’s history, local characteristics, geography, 
nomenclature, &c, &c, with such perpetual unweariable insistence and with a 
voice so loud and determined, nay an'ogant; one who has so contemptuously 
dismissed “ technique” and all literary traditions o f  the elders in order that he 
might enable his whole American nature to express itself with “original 
energy”?'^

Twenty years earlier, Dowden claimed triumphantly in an essay “The Poetry o f  

Democracy: Walt W hitman” that W hitman steps forward from his predecessors and 

“announces himself, and is announced with a flourish o f  critical trumpets, as Bard o f  

America, and Bard o f  democracy.” "" O ’Grady forced the contradiction home:

What is our Hibernicism to [W hitman’s] Americanism, our shamrocks to his 
hickories, live-oaks and American feuillage generally, our “sunburst” (are we 
really chargeable with sunbursts) to his stars and stripes? How is it that a sin in 
Ireland which, swollen to almost bursting point, is a great virtue in America?'^

“ Irish Literature and  Mr. D ow den ,” The D aily  E xpress, Monday, January  28, 1895, p p .5-6.
E dward Dowden, “T he  Poetry o f  Democracy: W alt W hitm an,” S tud ies in L iterature: 1789-1877  

(London; C, Kegan Paul & Co., 1878; 6th edit ion, 1892), p .473.
“ Irish Literature and Mr. D ow den ,” The D aily  E xpress, Monday, January  28, 1895, p p .5-6.



If Dowden wished to be ghb and dismissive, he might have quoted Whitman: “Do 1

contradict myself? Very well then, I contradict m yse lf  1 am large, I contain 

1 8multitudes.” As it turned out, he defended him self  in a letter to the editor o f  The 

D aily Express by claiming that, many years ago, he had reproved W hitman for his lack 

o f  technique. This was inaccurate; in his essay on W hitman he had legitimised the 

style by explaining the poet’s unique creative process and by suggesting how his 

characteristic free style was appropriate for a democratic poet.'^ “W e will not say that 

his poems, as regards their form, do not, after all, come right, or that for the matter 

which he handles his manner o f  treatment may not be the best possible,” Dowden had 

declared in the essay. “One feels, as it has been well said, that although no counting o f

syllables will reveal the mechanism o f  the music, the music is there, and that ‘one

20would not for something change ears with those who cannot hear it.’” D ow den’s 

dismissal o f  these old remarks was a poor attempt to deflect attention from his 

previous championship o f  Whitman.

Dowden tasted the sourness o f  his former friends, but his own hypocrisy also 

rankled with him. Somewhat disingenuously, he excused his inattentiveness to their 

writing by claiming that his preoccupations with Shakespeare, Goethe, Wordsworth 

and Shelley had left him no time, or even “disqualified” him from “appreciating the 

importance” o f  some recent writers in Ireland. O ’Grady flatly rejected this excuse in 

an acrimonious rejoinder.^' W hy had Dowden ventured an opinion on Irish literature

Walt Whitman, “Song of  Myself,” The Complete Poems, ed, Francis Murphy (London: Penguin 
Education, 1975; ipt. Penguin Classics, 1986), p . 123. Hereafter cited as Whitman, The Complete 
Poems.

“ Literature in Ireland,” The Daily Express, Tuesday, January 29, 1895, p.4.
Dowden, “The Poetry of  Democracy: Walt Whitman,” Studies in Literature, p.486.
“Literature in Ireland,” The Daily Express, Tuesday, January 29, 1895, p.4.
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and exhibited “m ahce” then? O ’Grady wondered. And, four days later, he asked if  an

appreciation o f  Enghsh culture was necessarily an obstacle?

It is generally supposed here that criticism and culture have said their last word 
when Mr. Dowden has spoken, for even the circles with whom Mr. Dowden is 
an oracle and a sort o f  literary Pope have their own provincialism. Now, Mr. 
Stopford Brooke is a greater critic than Mr. Dowden. He has written a better 
book on Tennyson than Mr. Dowden on Shakespeare. He has written better 
about Shelley and Wordsworth —  especially W ordsworth than Mr. Dowden has. 
He is a man o f  larger understanding, a better heart, o f  wider sympathies, and 
wider culture, and, moreover, being at the centre, is in closer touch with the 
highest manifestations o f  the spirit o f  English culture and criticism at present, 
and Mr. Brooke is a wami friend to the movement, and his severe criticism, 
when he has criticised, has been gratefully received.

Dow den’s extract from his forthcoming New Studies in L iterature  angered his 

opponents even more when it transpired that it was a reiteration o f  comments he made 

twelve years earlier at the Dublin University Historical Society on November 14, 

1883. W. B. Yeats was incredulous that such “heated rhetoric” was being rolled out to 

criticise a movement that had not existed at that time, and which had “done its utmost 

to check the very vice he c o n d e m n s . F o r  O ’Grady, it was further p roof that Dowden 

had no intention o f  giving the literary movement a comprehensive and 

contemporaneous assessment. “Who could have thought o f  it?” he wrote 

contemptuously. “All these finely sharpened, nay envenomed, points, the 

“accentuation o f  the brogue,” & c., produced as platform oratory twelve years ago ... 

Does Mr. Dowden keep a supply o f  such things in stock?” '̂̂

“Literature in Ireland,” The Daily Express, Saturday, February 2, 1895, p .5.
“Professor Dowden and Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, Thursday, January 31, 1895, p.4. 
“Literature in Ireland,” The Daily Express, Saturday, February 2, 1895, p .5.

21



He iiiteipreted D ow den’s determination to proceed with the extract in the 

imminent book o f  criticism as an attempt to use “the power and authority o f  our 

University” to “discredit and destroy” the new Hterary movement. O ’Grady finished 

ominously with the threat o f  a counter-assauU. The “determination and Hmitation” o f  

D ow den’s critical acumen was a “task” that had not been taken up as o f  yet, he 

remarked, it was a “most ungracious” and “most unwelcome task” but one that the 

Professor o f  English Literature was forcing upon his opponents in the literary 

movement.

While O ’Grady commented to publisher Edmund Downey that his 

“controversy” with Dowden was a “very s tim ng  affair,” the debate actually grew 

rancorous and pcdantic at this point, turning on factual errors and points o f  detail. 

Accusations o f  hot-headedness and hyper-sensitivity replaced the literary debate 

which had opened what O ’Grady had described as a “tribunal.” ’̂ T. W. Rolleston 

thought so too. “ It has come to have a disagreeably personal and acrimonious tone 

which makes me sorry I started it,” he told poet Aubrey de Vere.^** Letters o f  support 

soon arrived for Dowden. D. F. Hannigan maintained that Dowden was not hostile to 

the Irish literary movement, but to the “pretence” that Irish writers had as yet done 

“anything great from a purely literary point o f  view.”^̂  Ramsay Colles, a friend, had 

been “deeply touched” by the attitude the “renascent” writers had assumed towards

Ibid.
Standish O ’Grady to Edmund Downey, February 4, 1895, Edmund Downey Papers, Ms. 10,043, 

National Library o f  Ireland.
Standish O ’G rady’s comment appeared in his letter to the editor, “Irish Literature and Mr. Dowden,” 

The D aily Express, Monday, January 28, 1895, pp.5-6.
T. W. Rolleston to Aubrey de Vere, February 5, 1895, Aubrey de Vere Letters, National Library of 

Ireland. Rolleston was enclosing the correspondence on “Dowden and Irish literature.” The context 
implies that de Vere had requested it.

“Professor Dowden and Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, Tuesday, February 5, 1895, p .5.
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Dowden. He “unhesitatingly” declared that O ’Grady’s tone was “unworthy o f  one 

from whom we might have expected the wisdom which comes with years.” He was 

also exasperated by Yeats’s challenge to D ow den’s authority, a stance he found 

“extremely l u d i c r o u s . Y e a t s  responded with amused surprise. “Has Mr Colles 

forgotten,” he wondered, “that every literary revolution the world has seen has been 

made because o f  the readiness o f  the young to revolt against what Walt Whitman has 

called ‘the endless audacity o f  elected persons?’” '̂ It was a deft rejoinder since Colles 

himself, in addition to Dowden, had been a correspondent o f  W hitm an’s in the 1880s 

and campaigned to generate finance for the ailing poet in 1886.

On February 27, 1895, prompted by the controversy, the students o f  the D.U. 

Historical Society asked Dowdcn to preside over a debate “That the movement for the 

revival o f  Irish literature deserves our support.” The motion was carried. Dowden 

responded graciously by saying that he only regretted the fact that “the eight 

gentlemen who voted on the negative side had not gone over to the affirmative.” He 

acknowledged that everyone had “at heart the good o f  literature and the good o f  Irish 

literature.” He told the students that there was a “common feeling o f  sympathy and 

admiration for what was beautiful in Celtic literature and art.” ^̂  The Evening H erald  

misreported him as saying that a national Irish literature “must be based on old Celtic 

legends, must come from the Celtic people o f  the country, must have the basis and 

inspiration o f  race and racial tradition, and must not and cannot be divorced from the 

philosophy and influence o f  the Catholic religion.

“Irish Literature and Professor D ow den,” The D aily  E xpress, M onday, February 4, 1895, p .5.
“Professor D owden and Irish Literature,” The D aily  Express, Thursday, February 7, 1895, p .5.
Report o f  D ow den’s speech in “The Irish Literature M ovem ent,” The D aily  Express, Thursday, 

February 28, 1895, p .5.
Evening H erald, Thursday, February 28, 1895, p .2.
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W. B. Yeats felt manipulated by the wording o f  the Evening H erald  report, 

which seemed to draw out the irony o f  a Protestant contribution to Catholic self- 

expression. He advanced “obvious corrections.” “This Ireland is not wholly Celtic any 

more than England is wholly Saxon, or wholly Catholic any more than England is 

wholly Protestant,” he w r o t e . D o w d e n  responded, pointing out that the Evening  

H erald  report had not come from a reporter but from the auditor who had written from 

“recollections without notes.” Consequently, he had “mis-stated” the professor’s 

attempts to characterise a “ literature truly national,” and forgot the most essential part 

o f  the argument.

Dowden took this opportunity to repeat his familiar criticisms o f  the movement. 

He deprecated the spirit o f  exclusiveness which characterised the new movement, 

especially with their calls to de-Anglicise Irish literature. In one sense, Dowden was 

adhering to any critical defect he could find in the new movement, and his lack o f  

support for what he found commendable spoke louder. Yet, a definite anti-Englishness 

in some quarters and Yeats’s unscrupulous proselytising on behalf  o f  revivalists and 

their forerunners in his recently launched list o f  the “best o f  Irish books” in The D aily  

Express gave Dowden legitimate ammunition. Y eats’s choice o f  the thirty best Irish 

books had favoured authors who treated o f  folklore and legend and, with typical 

flamboyance, he selected six books by Standish O ’Grady, the “ lion’s share” since his 

books had “affected one more powerfully than those o f  any other Irish writer.”^̂  

Controversially, the list marginalised the work o f  those eighteenth century Anglo-Irish

W. B. Yeats, “Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, March 8, 1895, p .7.
“Letter to the Editor,” The Daily Express, March 9, 1895, p.5.
“Irish Literature,” The Daily Express, March 8, 1895, p.7, Yeats continued: “I believe them to be 

ideal books of  their kind, books o f  genius, but even if they were not, they would still contain more of 
ancient legend and circumstance than any other.”
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writers such as Swift, Berkeley and Burke with whom Yeats would identify two 

decades later.

Dowden had used the D.U. Historical Society meeting to register his dissent 

from Yeats’s propaganda, arguing (reasonably) that the best Irish books were not 

necessarily those that treated o f  Irish literature. Excellence and not local piety was the 

only valuable criterion. (D. F. Hannigan had pointed out that Yeats’s work for the Irish 

movement was not a new experiment in literature as much as a “new experiment in 

‘log-rolling.’”) In particular, Dowden took issue with O ’Grady’s position o f  high 

honour in the list, an obvious counter-assault to O ’Grady’s attack on his authority as a 

critic. “ I must say for myself that any works o f  his (including The Story o f  Ireland) 

which 1 have read are artistically unfinished and in other respects fragmentary and 

bald. To describe him as a historical novelist is absurd, for he has not yet, apparently, 

arrived at a conception o f  what historical fiction —  so distinct from history or essay 

writing —  m e a n s . B y  now, the lines between the two camps were drawn and Yeats 

was preparing to move on with his national programme. He was getting weary o f  

Dowden and moved in for a final assault:

I have now, I think, dealt with every argument o f  Professor D ow den’s which 
was quoted in the press, and I have done so, because it is important to show that 
“our acknowledged authority” brings to a merely Irish literary matter something 
less than that careful logic, that scrupulous accuracy, that sympathetic 
understanding, which he brings to an English literary question; in fact that he is 
no authority at all when he speaks o f  Irish verse or Irish legend, but a partisan 
ready to seize upon any argument which promises a momentary victory. He has 
indeed made that fatal mistake which critics who have more knowledge than 
impulse are ever prone to, he has set h im self upon the side o f  academic tradition

T O

m that eternal war which it wages on the creative spirit.

“T he  Best Thirty  Irish B ooks ,” The D aily  E xpress, Thursday, February  28, 1895, p .5. 
■’*’ W. B. Yeats, “ Irish L iterature,” The D aily  E xpress, M arch 8, 1895, p .7.
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*

D o w d e n ’s allies later defended  his cool and distant re la tionship  with  the Irish literary 

revivalists as a m anifesta tion  o f  his cosm opolitan ism . T he  cultured  academ ic, they 

m aintained, w as  excited  by  literature o f  high merit, and he unhesita ting ly  celebrated 

the best writers, w he the r  they cam e from the great centres o f  classical learning or from 

con tem porary  E ngland  and continental Europe. H e rejected any  obligation  to devote  

h im se lf  exc lusive ly  to an Irish national literature on the grounds that it w as artistic 

ach ievem ent,  and not nationality, that w as the prim ary  criterion for the acceptance o f  a 

writer. D ow den  w as  w aging  a cam paign  against w ha t he perceived as provincia lism , 

p ropaganda  and affectation in literature.

In contrast,  the revivalists criticised D o w d e n ’s failure to advance their cause. He 

m ight have used his high standing  w ith in  the literary w orld  to set the term s o f  

reference by  w h ich  they could be appreciated  or, at w orst,  he m ight have rem ained  

neutral. Instead, he brought the influence and au thority  o f  one o f  the co u n try ’s 

forem ost un iversities  against them. T hey  considered  his public denuncia tions  

m isguided  and attributed  them  to prejudice and m alice, not so m uch  a m anifesta tion  o f  

D o w d e n ’s cosm opo li tan ism  but o f  an alienation from his native genius. T hey  

countered his charge o f  provincia lism  by  arguing that he represented an insular and 

A nglo-centric  m indse t  that w as even further rem oved  from popular  Irish sen tim ent 

because  o f  its location within academ ic cloisters.
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Both sides had legitimate positions. D o w d e n ’s insistence on sound 

craftsm anship , his reservations about a p rogram m atic  se lf-consciousness  and his 

opposit ion  to a provincial resistance to foreign influences w ere  unarguably  valuable 

and instructive points, a lthough they w ere  points that could  be generally  applied  to any 

literature. T hey  w ere  the critical fruits o f  a professional life spent read ing  w idely  and 

deeply, the sophisticated  attitudes o f  a reader w ho  transcended parochial values. W ith 

prescribed subjects  for a national literature, log-rolling  on b e h a lf  o f  friends and calls 

for a de-A nglic ising  o f  Ireland com ing  from different quarters  o f  the Irish m ovem ent,  

D o w d e n ’s quarrel w as valid.

His brand o f  cosm opolitan ism , how ever, did not dem onstra te  a com fort  with 

both foreign and indigenous art. It im plied  an unsym pathetic  and poorly  in fom ied  

attitude to Irish them es, a rem oteness  that had a po int o f  origin in his upbringing and 

education. His stock charges against the Irish m o v em en t th roughout the 1880s and 

1890s, and his spec tacular failure to take account o f  the ach ievem ents  and high literary 

am bitions o f  em erg ing  new writers such as W. B. Yeats and his contem poraries ,  were 

substantial evasions. T hey  confirm ed a prejudicial and deep ideological resistance to a 

d istinctive national character. His cultural cond ition ing  also had its counterpart in his 

political outlook. H e had no regard for nationalism  and w as  a consisten t critic o f  

H om e Rule sentim ents. His defence o f  the Act o f  U n ion  saw  h im  actively  partic ipate  

in the Irish Loyal and Patriotic U nion  in the 1880s and, afterwards, in the Irish 

U nionist Alliance.

D o w d e n ’s associa tion  with W alt W hitm an  im poses  a strikingly different 

perspective  on both the acad em ic ’s atti tude to a national literature and on the im age o f  

him as som eone “ a little contracted by  his un iversity  posit ion .” A nd Standish
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O ’Grady’s reference to Whitman in The D aily Express, which was calculated to score 

political points against Dowden, makes the literary controversy a point o f  departure 

and a point o f  arrival for this examination on the relationship between Walt Whitman 

and Edward Dowden.

The invocation o f  Whitman is a point o f  departure because it reminds us that 

Dowden was far removed from the image o f  a boring, conservative academic that a 

frustrated and annoyed Yeats passed down to future generations in his 

Autohiogrciphies. He was an indefatigable advocate o f  W hitm an’s spirituality, 

democratic convictions and cultural nationalism. He was also an impassioned defender 

o f  the poet against his many detractors on both sides o f  the Atlantic: in public lectures 

and in literary essays, Dowden worked earnestly against public disapproval to create 

the terms o f  reference by which the notorious Leaves o f  Grass would be accepted and 

enjoyed. American “ Whitmanites” affectionately remembered him as one o f  the first 

European champions o f  the poet.

Even if  O ’Grady had not reminded The D aily Express readers o f  D ow den’s 

landmark sponsorship o f  Whitman, Horace Traubel’s contemporaneous chronicle o f  

W hitm an’s reminiscences, With Walt Whitman in Cam den, would have sealed the 

relationship for posterity. From March 1888 until W hitm an’s death in March 1892, 

Traubel, a local banker with socialist and agnostic views, collected the poet’s literary 

memorabilia and recorded his conversations for a future memoir. During these final 

years o f  his life, but mostly in the spring and summ er o f  1888, W hitman had often 

rummaged through the knee-high, dusty heaps o f  newspapers, manuscripts and 

correspondence stacked around the dark upper room o f  his home in Camden, New 

Jersey, only to retrieve a letter or article from Dowden and his colleagues. As a final
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m ark  o f  gratitude for their interest in him, W hitm an  insisted that T raubel should  keep 

a record o f  this relationship. He w anted , as he put it, to “ add the w eb  to the w o o f ,” to 

sh o w  “w hat went back to as well as w hat cam e from Ireland [in] those days”^  ̂ This 

m u lti-vo lum e record w ould  begin its long pub lish ing  h istory  in 1906.

In addition  to Edward Dow den, these adm irers  o f  W hitm an  included Standish 

O ’Grady, John B. Yeats, John  Todhunter,  Bram Stoker, and T. W. Rolleston. H aving  

expressed  an interest in W hitm an  in 1868-9, D ow den, in particular, holds the honour 

o f  being  one o f  the first readers in Europe to am ply  dem onstra te  support for a book 

that began  its life in 1855 in Brooklyn, N ew  York. His sponsorsh ip  occurred 

in fo m ia lly  in correspondence  and, fomially, in articles, review s, lectures and even in a 

subscrip tion  cam paign  to raise m oney  for the ailing poet in 1876.

W hitm an  never travelled across the Atlantic to D ublin  to m eet with his Irish 

readers. N or w as the poet able to lay ancestral c laim  to a country  he thought o f  as 

“beautifu l,  brave, but m iserab le  ... [a] source o f  the sunniest genius in the civilised 

w o r l d . H i s  father, W alte r  W hitm an, Snr., was o f  English  stock, a descendant from 

the Puritans w ho  had m oved  to H untington, Long Island, in the seventeenth  century. 

His m o th er  Louisa Van V elsor w as o f  Dutch and W elsh  extraction.'”  N evertheless,  he 

had a special affection  for Ireland.

T h e  trans-A tlantic  exchange  o f  social pleasantries , pra ise  and gratitude cam e to 

W h itm an  as an agent o f  encouragem ent and support. It w as  ev idence that his w ork

Whitman in conversation with Traubel, June 13, 1888, With Walt Whitman in Camden (Boston: 
Small, Maynard & Co., 1906), 1: 319. Hereafter cited as With WW in Camden.

Walt Whitman, “ Ireland,” The Gathering o f  the Forces: editorials, essays, literary and dramatic 
reviews and other m aterial written by Walt Whitman as editor o /T h e  Brooklyn Daily Eagle in 1846 
and 1847, eds. Cleveland Rodgers and John lilack (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1920), 1: 166.

Gay Wilson Allen, The Solitary Singer: A Critical Biography o f  Walt Whitman (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1955), p.2. Hereafter cited as Allen, The Solitary Singer.
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was “ infusing” itself among European readers and finding him “ lovers and equals” in 

all lands."*^ it was especially welcome for a poet who felt marginalised by poor sales in 

America and who felt degraded by the ubiquitous charges o f  obscenity and shoddiness 

from contemporary poets and critics.

His proud claim to Emerson in 1856 that the “average annual call” for his poems 

would soon be “ten or twenty thousand copies —  more quite likely” had, 

humiliatingly, by the 1870s failed to materialise.'^^ He was receiving rejection slips 

from magazine editors on a regular basis; he was self-publishing his Leaves o f  Grass; 

critics were testy, derisive and abusive in their reviews and he was struggling against a 

light but enfeebling paralytic stroke. Personal despondency and financial insecurity 

compounded his neglect in America. He was “expecting death” and Dowden was 

among a group o f  writers whose “cash and emotional cheer” had given him “ life 

a g a i n . “ Horace,  I don’t think you could hardly realise how grateful such friendships 

were to me in those days,” Whitman remarked in a conversation to Traubel, “when so 

many were against me the few who were for me were extra, extra precious! Dowden 

was one o f  the few —  the sacred few: the everlastingly sacred few.””̂^

But distance played a large role in magnifying the extent o f  the European 

support. This was the basic point put to Whitman by Traubel during one o f  their daily 

conversations in Camden. “Walt,” he asked, “don ’t you sometimes put that American 

neglect business a bit too strong?” Whitman replied: “No: I don ’t think so: do you?”

References from Whitman, “A Leaf for Hand in Hand” and “Song o f  the Open Road,” The Complete 
Poems, p. 164 and p. 178 respectively.

W alt W hitman to Ralph W aldo Emerson, August 1856, published as Preface to Leaves o f  Grass, 2nd 
ed. (Brooklyn, 1856); ipt. in The Complete Poems, p .763.

W hitman, Complete Prose Works, 1897, pp,515-6.
W hitman in conversation with Traubel, June 13, 1888, With WW in Camden, L 319.
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Traubel’s reply was rational and persuasive: “You were face to face with your enemies 

here: in England you were only face to face with your friends: w ouldn’t that make a 

difference? Confuse the situation somewhat?” “T ha t’s a new point o f  view, maybe, 

there was hell to pay,” Whitman retorted. Traubel enquired further: “ Suppose you had 

made your fight in England or Gemiany, wouldn’t there have been hell to pay?”

Traubel’s points were valid. If circumstances were reversed, the American 

admirers would have seemed just as miraculous to Whitman. There would always be 

the “ free thinkers” who accepted him, but his anti-monarchism, social egalitarianism, 

uncompromising exploration o f  sexuality, and bold experiments with free verse would 

have drawn the hostility o f  more British magazines than the Saturday Review, which 

consistently objected to him. The critics who condemned him with silence would have 

been forced into public confrontation. W hitm an’s principal champion in England, W. 

M. Rossetti, maintained that apart from favourable notices in the Dispatch, London  

Leader, Pall M all Gazette  and London Review  between 1855 and 1868, the majority 

o f  reviewers presented “that happy and familiar critical combination —  scurrility and 

superciliousness.”^̂

Under the spotlight o f  Traubel’s interrogation. Whitman fell silent. He admitted 

he was being forced along “an unusual track.” Traubel made an estimate o f  the 

number o f  admirers in Europe —  “only a hundred or two” —  and argued that there 

were as many in America. Whitman conceded “the immediacy o f  the apparition” in 

England and Ireland may have dictated an extreme contrast,” but he held steadfastly to 

his original position. “The general fact remains: I was not welcomed: I was tabooed:

W . M. R ossetti, Prefatory N o tice , P o em s  b y  Walt Whitman,  (P icca d illy , London: C am den H otten, 
1 8 6 8 ).
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the main thing 1 met with was o p p o s i t i o n . H i s  memories o f  the period were set: 

“ When I look back over that period —  well, it was all sad enough (glad enough, too): I 

was down, down, physically down, my outlook was clouded: the appearance o f  that

48English group seemed like a flash out o f  heaven.”

W hitm an’s high esteem for Dowden was consistent with the international 

respect the Dublin academic commanded. He was the first professor to hold a Chair in 

English Literature in Ireland and held this position at Trinity College, Dublin, from 

1867 until his death in 1913, a total o f  forty-six years. His universally acclaimed study 

o f  Shakespeare, Shakspere: A Critical Study o f  his M ind and Art (1875), was a 

popular textbook both inside and outside o f  the classroom. In America, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson commented that no other book had so completely entered into the

49dramatist. Likewise, Horace Howard Furness, editor o f  the Variorum Shakespeare, 

assured him that the book would “celebrate its centenary o f  years” and “ find its rank 

near Coleridge, Hazlitt, Hudson, and Mrs. Jameson.” ®̂ Although Furness’s predictions 

were not quite fulfilled, the book was published in sixteen English editions and was 

translated into many languages including French, German and Russian.

Dowden also successfully published the Life o f  Percy Bysshe Shelley  (1886). His 

special claim for the biography was an unrivalled access to Shelley papers in the 

possession o f  Sir Percy and Lady Shelley, including the journals o f  Lady Shelley and 

her correspondence with the poet. He also had access to a volume o f  manuscript

Whitman in conversation with Traubel, January 31, 1889, With WW in Camden, ed. Sculley Bradley 
(Philadelphia: University o f  Pennsylvania Press, 1953), IV; 61-62.
■*** Whitman in conversation with Traubel, June 17, 1888, With WW in Camden, I: 343.

E. M. Hickey to Edward Dowden, December 22, 1881, Ms. 3149/329, Trinity College, Dublin.
H. H. Furness to Edward Dowden, April 9, 1883, Ms. 3149/436, Trinity College, Dublin.
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poetry made available by Shelley’s grandson Reverend C. E. Esdaile.^' H alf  o f  these 

poems were unpublished and previously unknown. The book went through seven 

reprints (the latest in 1951) and established itself as the definitive biography o f  the 

poet until Newman Ivey W hite’s study superseded it in 1940.

There were other biographies, editions and studies o f  French, German and 

English authors such as Montaigne, Goethe and Wordsworth. Dowden had a firm 

grasp o f  history, theology and philosophy and he often used literature to explore 

principal political ideas. W oodrow Wilson, lecturer in Princeton University and future 

President o f  the United States, prescribed D ow den’s essay “The French Revolution 

and Literature” for his Special Honours course on the French R e v o l u t i o n . I n  1896, as 

part o f  Princeton’s Sesquicentennial celebrations, Dowden was invited to lecture on 

the Revolution and English literature for six successive days in the University’s 

Alexander Hall. There, he struck up a friendship with Wilson that was mutually 

a d m i r i n g . D o w d e n ’s lectures, which were revisions o f  those he had presented as 

Clark lecturer at Cambridge University, were published as The French Revolution and  

English L iterature  (1897).

Only D ow den’s openness and timing in championing foreign work that had not 

yet entered the public mainstream superseded the impressive range o f  his interests. In 

an introduction to a volume o f  D ow den’s correspondence, edited by his daughter 

Hilda and second wife Elizabeth D. West, John Eglinton remembered the academic as

Kathryn Ludwigson, Edward Dowden (New York: Twayne, 1973), p.35,
This information was taken from Wilson’s bibliography for a special honours class on the French 

Revolution (1890), The Papers o f  Woodrow Wilson, ed. Arthur S. Link (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1969), vol. 6 (1888-90): 316-18.

See The Papers o f  Woodrow Wilson, ed. Arthur S. Link (New' Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1969), vol. X (1896-98): 33.
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“probably the first point touched by anything new in the world o f  ideas outside 

Ireland.” Eglinton claimed that Dowden was probably the first to speak o f  Nietzsche, 

Ibsen, and Bergson, “ in this way many influences which afterwards entered Ireland, 

had an existence in D ow den’s brain somewhat analogous to the existence o f  

Christianity in Ireland before St. P a t r i c k . H i s  efforts to raise the profile o f  Walt 

Whitman in Ireland and England demonstrate that Eglinton’s opinion was just.

The extent to which Dow den’s promotion o f  Whitman was highly unorthodox 

for the time can be gauged by an assessment o f  W hitm an’s reception in other 

American universities. In reply to a query about the poet’s popularity among 

academics, which appeared in the Am erican M ercm y  in November 1932, Harold 

Blodgett, a professor in Dartmouth College, cited the existence o f  biographies and 

reminiscences to support his claim that the bulk o f  the teaching force in America shied 

clear o f  Whitman during the poet’s l i f e t i m e . H e  named James Russell Lowell, 

Barrett Wendell, Charles F. Richardson and Henry A. Beers as the more 

“distinguished American professors hostile to him.”^̂

Another Whitmanian scholar, Will S. Monroe, also contributed to the 

correspondence in the Am erican M ercury. He had been collecting information on the 

reception o f  Whitman for a number o f  years. During the course o f  his research, he had 

questioned fifty graduates who attended American universities prior to the “W hitman 

renaissance” in the 1910s. He found only “one notable exception to the rule” that 

Whitman was “tabooed” by American professors before 1900, and that was Professor

Preface, Letters o f  Edward Dowdeit and His Correspondents (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1914), 
p.XV. Hereafter cited as Letters o f  Edward Dowden.

J. D. Retalliata, “Whitman & the Professors,” American M ercw y\ vol. XXVII (November 1932): 
376.

Harold Blodgett, “Whitman & the Professors,” American M ercury, vol. XXVIII (January 1933): 120.
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Hiram Corson.^’ Students at Girard College as early as 1859, at St. John’s College, 

Annapolis, from 1866 to 1870, and at Cornell from 1870 to 1903 reported that Corson 

frequently referred to Whitman in his lectures. Monroe found no evidence to suggest 

that any other teachers referred to Whitman before the poe t’s death in 1892.

Harold Blodgett reported one other ally —  Professor George Herbert Palmer o f  

Harvard University. But even in 1889, Whitman h im self  recalled selling only three or 

four copies to students at H a r v a r d . T h e  most common experience was that identified 

by J. D. Retalliata o f  Seattle, the original correspondent who prompted the public 

discussion in the Am erican M ercury. He remarked that an elderly friend o f  his, who 

attended Yale University from 1885 to 1889, could not recall hearing W hitm an’s 

name mentioned in that university at all.'*’'̂

The num ber o f  American professors who were encouraging their students 

increased slightly after W hitm an’s death in 1892, but it still fell far short o f  the 

general acceptance o f  Leaves o f  Grass after 1910. Professor Martin W. Sampson 

introduced W hitm an’s work to his students at Stanford in 1891-3, at Indiana in 1893- 

1906, and at Cornell from 1908 until 1931. Students at Columbia University spoke o f  

professor George Rice Carpenter’s sponsorship from 1892 until his death in 1915. 

Students o f  Stuart P. Sherman at Illinois and Bliss Perry at Harvard also testified to 

their championship o f  W hitman before 1910.*^^

W, s. Monroe, “Whitman & the Professors,” American M ercury, vol. XXVIIl (March 1933): 377- 
378.

Whitman m conversation with Traubel, October 23 1889, With WW in Camden, ed. Gertrude Traubel 
& William White (Carbondale & Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1982), VI: 82.

J. D. Retalliata, “Whitman and the Professors,” American M ercury, vol. XXVII (November 1932): 
376.

W. S. Monroe, “Whitman and the Professors,” American M ercury, vol. XXVIII (March 1933): 377- 
378.
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As the German writer Wilhelm von Polenz noted in the early 1900s, it was 

possible to spend several months touring America, associating with Americans o f  high 

intellectual standing (particularly in the academic circles o f  Harvard and other 

colleges), and find no sign that the messages o f  Emerson and Whitman had been 

“ grasped or even duly appreciated.”^' He had not met one W hitman reader or 

“ disciple” during his excursion across the continent. He had heard nothing o f  the 

W hitman Fellow'ship, Horace Traubel’s Conservator magazine (which promoted 

Whitmanian scholarship), or o f  the younger W hitman proteges until he met a 

colleague, A. von Ende, in the final days o f  his visit. To his surprise, he was told about 

“a little liberal congregation” in New York where passages from W hitm an’s writings 

were used as responsive readings to “ form a most interesting feature o f  the unique and 

inspiring Sunday service.” His imminent departure from America, however, left him 

with no time to visit Traubel, the Fellowship or the congregation in New York.

In contrast, pre-1892 sponsorship o f  W hitman in Britain and Ireland far 

exceeded the interest shown by American professors, hi 1865, Frederic Meyers, an 

instructor in Trinity College, Cambridge, introduced John Addington Symonds to the 

poet. Edward Carpenter learned o f  Whitman from H. D. Warr, another instructor in 

the same college in 1868-9. Professor G. C. Macauley, a lecturer at University 

College, Wales, and Cambridge, and Professor York Powell, who succeeded J. A. 

Froude as Regius Professor o f  M odem  History, also expressed an early interest in 

Whitman, hi the late 1860s, Irish academic sponsorship was surfacing with R. Y. 

Tyrrell, professor o f  Greek and Latin in Trinity College, Dublin, and John Todhunter

A. von Ende, “Whitman’s Following in Germany,” The Conservator, vol. 4 (April 1903): 23-4.
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at Alexandra College, Dublin. Edward Dowden, however, was the principal Irish 

“disciple.” In his review o f  the college professors, Will S. Monroe paid special tribute 

to Dowden: “Probably no university professor did more to spread the gospel o f  Leaves 

o f  Grass during the lifetime o f  the poet and many years after.”^̂

*

Despite D ow den’s prominence as a champion o f  Whitman in the 1870s and 1880s, 

there has been no extensive examination o f  his relationship with the American poet. 

Nor has there been a comprehensive survey o f  the Irish reception o f  Leaves o f  Grass 

during that time. In 1934, Harold Blodgett’s Wall Whitman in E ngland  assessed the 

contributions o f  a select group o f  English writers and academics that included W. M. 

Rossetti, Edward Carpenter, Robert Buchanan and John Addington Symonds.^^ 

Blodgett reviewed some o f  Dow den’s contributions to the Whitmanian “cause,” but 

his brief  examination was far from adequate. It failed to assess the extent o f  

W hitm an’s influence on Dowden and, more significantly, it did not examine 

Dow den’s promotion o f  Leaves o f  Grass within an Irish socio-political context.

A study on W hitm an’s relationship with Irish-America, Joann Krieg’s Whitman 

and the Irish,^^ is one o f  a growing number o f  studies on the poe t’s perceptions of, and 

relationships with, ethnic groups in America. As such, Krieg’s work offers a valuable 

insight into W hitm an’s Irish-American friends such as John Boyle O ’Reilly, W. D.

^  W. s. Monroe, “W hitman and the Professors ,” A m erican M ercury, vol. X X V ll l  (M arch 1933): 377- 
378.

Harold Blodgett,  Walt W hitm an in E ng land  (London: O xford  U niversity  Press, 1934).
Joann I \  Krieg, W hitm an an d  the Irish  (Iowa City: Iowa University  Press, 2000).
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O ’Connor and Pete Doyle, some o f  whom will appear only in passing in this study. 

Towards the conclusion o f  her study, Krieg broadens her remit to survey the Irish 

(rather than American-Irish) interest in Leaves o f  Grass. Unlike Blodgett, Krieg refers 

to Dow den’s contradictory political beliefs. This is a timely development on the 

subject.

What follows is an examination o f  the relationship between Walt Whitman and 

Edward Dowden. My study, which was researched independently from Krieg’s, offers 

a comprehensive portrait o f  the relationship between W hitman and his Irish readers 

from the European side o f  the Atlantic. It discusses their contributions to the 

Whitmanian “cause” within the context o f  life in Victorian Dublin in general and 

Trinity College in particular. It provides a more detailed narrative o f  the reception o f  

Leaves o f  Grass in Ireland than the references or surveys given in other Whitman 

biographies or critical studies. The fundamental difference between this and other 

surveys, however, is that o f  focus. The critical drive behind this examination is to 

locate D ow den’s sponsorship o f  Whitman within the context o f  his own poetry and 

social attitudes, and also within the context o f  socio-political realities in Ireland in the 

1870s and 1880s.

While Dowden had a passionate belief in the value o f  W hitm an’s democratic 

and national idealism, I will argue that he failed to engage with these very aspects o f  

Leaves o f  Grass in any creative and meaningful way. His inhospitable attitude to an 

indigenous literature and to the masses indicated a deeper resistance to the relevance 

o f  W hitm an’s poetry for Ireland in the 1870s and 1880s. It contributed substantially to 

his own marginalisation from emerging literary movements. Furthennore, his 

ambivalent relationship with Leaves o f  Grass had an influence on the way that
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younger writers and members o f  the Irish Hterary revival approached Whitman. Given 

the cumulative nature o f  this argument, the narrative was better served by pauses at 

appropriate critical points in the unfolding historical record, rather than conventional 

chapter divisions. These pauses are indicated by an asterisk.

The study begins with a b rief  consideration o f  the respective contrasting 

backgrounds o f  Dowden and Whitman. There are three reasons for this. First, by 

presenting a summary o f  the difficulties the poet faced with each edition o f  Leaves o f  

Grass up to the late 1860s, we can appreciate why W hitman considered D ow den’s 

support in such high regard. Positive contributions to the Whitmanian “cause” were 

unexpected from the hterary “elite.” Second, by introducing W hitm an’s artistic 

ambitions, the review establishes the foundations for ensuing discussions o f  the 

poetry. An account o f  the criticism that Leaves o f  Grass provoked also prepares the 

reader to appreciate why Dow den’s later formidable defences o f  Whitman would 

generate hostility and resistance. Third, by contrasting their backgrounds on issues 

such as exposure to economic instability, radical influences and patriotism, we can see 

how D ow den’s interest in W hitman seemed unlikely. Dissimilarity, however, was only 

part o f  the equation. There were compelling points o f  contact between W hitman and 

Dowden, such as a love for nature and an interest in transcendentalism. W hitman held 

an attraction for Dowden because the academic had an unmistakable appetite for work 

that brought him beyond the confines o f  his background. He was no radical, but he 

was not conservative either. His prescient adherence to an unconventional writer 

reveals Dowden to be a more complex character than W. B. Yeats’s influential portrait 

o f  him as a dull, Victorian conservative who symbolised all that was to be despised 

about unionist Ireland.
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The study then progresses to a detailed exploration o f  Dowden’s interest in 

Whitman, thus consohdating the earher statement o f  his enthusiasm for the poet and 

confimiing their similarities. This will establish how Dowden excitedly influenced 

friends, corresponded with Whitman, published critical work on the poet, lectured on 

Leaves o f  Grass, defended the book against rancorous abuse from colleagues, and, 

most sensationally, endured the “frowns of respectability” for keeping “disreputable 

c o m p a n y . I t  establishes a pattern of response to Whitman’s Leaves o f  Grass. It 

demonstrates how Dowden first defined the key “messages” in a scientific way; how 

he proceeded to articulate the nature of the book’s formative influence on his 

“ intellect” and “whole moral nature;” and how he recognised that middle-class 

Victorian readers of the poetry were being compelled to re-evaluate their attitudes and 

social relationships.

In this context, the primary “message” of Leaves o f  Grass for Dowden was the 

gospel o f  democracy. Dowden understood that Whitman championed more than 

democratic institutions such as the right to vote, equality before the law, freedom of 

speech, movement and religious expression. These social declarations were the 

privileges afforded to people on the grounds o f  their common humanity. More 

significantly, civic rights, equalities and freedoms were necessary to foster the full 

development of the individual. At the heart o f  Whitman’s democratic thinking was a 

pride and love in the common man, and a belief in his possibilities. His perception of 

the noble and heroic possibilities of the human character was conditioned by his

T he quotation  is taken from a letter from John Todhunter to Edw ard  Dowden, D ecem ber 12, 1869, 
Ms, 3147 (59), Trinity  College, Dublin. The context in which the rem ark occurs will be given in full at 
a later stage.
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perception o f  spirituality or a “divine purpose” “enclosed” in the daily activities o f  all 

types o f  Americans. Not only did Dowden seize upon this aspect o f  the poet’s writing, 

but also he connected it with W hitm an’s literary nationalism, another significant 

theme that Dowden explored in the 1870s.

The examination o f  Dowden’s championship o f  Whitman naturally invites an 

assessment o f  influence. Had the spiritual and democratic “prophet” any visible 

impact on the academ ic’s life and work? This part o f  the study focuses on D ow den’s 

assimilation (or lack o f  assimilation) o f  democratic values and nationalist sentiment, 

both in his own verse and in his relationships with colleagues. His democratic 

sentiment is initially the focus o f  the study for the following reasons. The academic 

had established democracy as the central shaping force behind Leaves o f  Grass, 

consequently his enthusiasm for the poetry should have visibly manifested itself in 

influence. The sentiment o f  “equality” had so thoroughly influenced the American 

poe t’s treatment o f  his subjects, in fact, that an acceptance or rejection o f  democracy 

was a clear index o f  any reader’s response to the poetry. Electoral refonns in the 

1860s in Ireland and England accelerated the extension o f  the Franchise to the lower- 

classes, making W hitm an’s pride and love in the “divine average” one o f  the more 

relevant o f  his influential teachings.

Dowden also recognised the intricate relationship between the exploration o f  

democracy in Leaves o f  Grass and W hitm an’s role as a national poet. In celebrating 

the democratic element, Dowden was also celebrating the idea o f  a national character 

and literature. He went further to proclaim an enthusiasm for W hitm an’s indigenous 

literary expression. Meanwhile, he was neglecting the “Celtic” features o f  poetry in 

the work o f  close friends, such as Samuel Ferguson. As W hitm an’s themes became
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especially relevant for an emerging literary movem ent in Ireland in the 1880s, 

D ow den’s attitude to democracy in the 1870s essentially became a dress rehearsal for 

his response to literary nationalism in the country.

The implication here is that Dowden failed to assimilate in any meaningful way 

those principal “messages” o f  Leaves o f  Grass. This is the case. From the 1870s, when 

Dowden is the surprisingly open and courageous defender o f  Whitmanian values, to 

the 1880s and 90s, when he is a vehement opponent o f  the Irish movement, the themes 

o f  conflict and contradiction define the relationship. The theme o f  conflict emerges 

when Dowden moves beyond the conventions o f  his background to embrace 

Whitman; when his public endorsement o f  the poet provokes a barrage o f  hostile 

criticism from colleagues and newspaper critics in Ireland and England; and when 

Whitman fashions Dow den’s “emotional cheer” into a beacon o f  hope to mitigate the 

hurl and to offset the marginalisation he is experiencing in America. D ow den’s failure 

to assimilate key “messages” o f  Leaves o f  Grass, and his reluctance to establish the 

relevance o f  this most democratic and national o f  poets for emerging democratic and 

national movements in Ireland, exemplifies the theme o f  contradiction. There was an 

adherence and simultaneous internal resistance to abstract ideals. The resistance was 

most evident in his poetry, but also humorously evident in his social relationships.

By continuing to sponsor Whitman, Dowden was instrumental in bringing 

Leaves o f  Grass to the attention o f  younger writers. His work was also making the 

poet’s spiritual, democratic and national ideals more prevalent in society. His 

intransigence, however, contributed to greater failures. He failed Whitman, his 

“prophet” and “teacher,” by not cultivating the democratic sentiment. He failed the 

emerging nationalist and democratic forces in Ireland by refusing to promote or extend
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their possibihties in a way that Whitman did for his countrymen. He offered no ideal 

portraits o f  workingmen or no representations o f  a distinctive national character to 

mobilise people towards national goals. This is where there is a striking difference 

between Edward Dowden and his university friend, Standish O ’Grady.

In many respects, O ’Grady can be read as a foil to Dowden. He overcame a 

conservative background, and what he called an “aristocratic” belief in strong 

leadership, to celebrate W hitm an’s joyous faith in the possibilities o f  the common 

man. Like Dowden, he articulated his enthusiasm in an essay called “The Poet o f  Joy” 

for the Gentleman's Magazine. But his sponsorship o f  W hitm an’s democratic ideals 

was just as ambivalent and contradictory. His “aristocratic” sensibility was clearly 

acting as a checking influence: he did not generate the ideal portraits o f  workingmen 

in his work o f  the mid-1870s.

After his discovery o f  Irish mythology, however, O ’Grady embarked on a 

national programme as ambitious as W hitm an’s. He corrected an earlier ignorance o f  

Irish history and culture, which he had shared with Dowden, to raise the consciousness 

o f  the people to the existence o f  their own culture. He had taken on the role o f  national 

bard and aspired to generate a national character that would be influenced by 

mythological heroes such as Cuchulain.

More significantly, where O ’Grady had once failed to adopt a democratic model 

to inculcate a socially progressive character in British and Irish readers, the radical 

Conservative Unionist and middle-class landholder, was now making amends with his 

targeted Irish audience. The generous, noble, valiant and patriotic figures he recreated 

from mythology and pre-history were models to inculcate similar values in their 

descendants. He believed his work was a preparation for the wider introduction o f
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democratic institutions. O ’Grady had transfonned his earher ambivalence to 

democracy. He had identified a connection between democracy and nationalism that 

Dowden had originally celebrated in the work o f  Whitman. While O ’Grady’s idealism 

was seriously challenged again at the height o f  the Land War in 1881-2, he had written 

the books o f  heroic history that would influence the younger generation o f  literary 

nationalists, including W. B. Yeats and T. W. Rolleston.

Dowden and O ’Grady, who were among the first champions o f  Whitman in 

Europe, had taken on adversarial roles. These developments, in turn, resulted in many 

questions being put to Dowden by O ’Grady in the 1895 controversy: Was Whitman 

not insistent about cultivating a national character and arrogantly proud o f  American 

social and political progress? Was he not respectful but dismissive o f  foreign frames 

o f  experience and influence? Had he not shunned conventional literary practice in 

favour o f  more appropriate indigenous forms? More to the point, had Dowden not 

championed the American poet’s expressions o f  nationalism?

By highlighting contradictions between D ow den’s hostility to the Irish 

m ovement and his extensive sponsorship o f  the American poet, O ’Grady’s invocation 

o f  Whitman also makes The D aily Express controversy a point o f  arrival for this 

examination. Their respective positions can be read, therefore, as divergent approaches 

to W hitman in a time o f  nationalism. One fails to assimilate his influence and the 

other seeks to extend it; consequently, one becomes marginalised in the radically 

changing socio-political realities while the other eventually takes on a central position 

in the nationalisation o f  a culture.

There were further and more immediate consequences. In the 1880s, Dowden 

placed more emphasis on W hitm an’s spiritual writing and his “tonic” qualities. He
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also became less publicly associated with the American poet, with the result that he 

did not fully articulate W hitm an’s relevance for these younger literary nationalists. In 

this respect, Dowden stands in contrast to another nationalist —  his former pupil T 

.W. Rolleston. Like Dowden, and under his influence, Rolleston championed the 

spiritual and transcendental aspects o f  Leaves o f  Grass in the 1880s. His own 

scholarship in German philosophy accentuated this reading. Rolleston, however, 

became actively involved in the national movement with W. B. Yeats in the mid- 

1880s, when D ow den’s public criticisms o f  an emerging literary movement were 

known. While Rolleston ensured that there was contact between Whitman and the 

young literary nationalists, the level o f  exchange between them on a national literature 

was disappointing. At this point, the course o f  the revival was marked out. The legacy 

o f  D ow den’s sponsorship, just like the sponsorship itself, was ambivalent.
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M ain Section

No one was more surprised than Walt Whitman that his following in England and 

Ireland had originated from the ranks o f  the literary elite. That it included a respected 

professor o f  literature at Trinity College, Dublin, was even more bewildering. “ 1 

confess men like Dowden, Rossetti, Symonds (there are others too o f  the same stamp) 

surprise me —  almost upset my applecart,” he remarked to Horace Traubel in 1888, 

“they are scholars, in certain ways classicists, yet they are the promptest sort possible 

in analysing and rightly estimating new t h i n g s . I n  “Song o f  the Open Road,”

Whitman spoke o f  abandoning “ indoor complaints, libraries [and] querulous

criticisms” for the “profound” lesson o f  “reception” on the open road. Now, he was 

learning a more profound lesson o f  reception from those s c h o l a r s . “As a rule we 

expect, in fact gel, other things from them,” he remarked with astonishment. He had 

dismissed the way intellectuals and scholars experienced life at second and third 

remove through the “eyes o f  the dead.” He had dismissed their “ feed[ing] on spectres 

in books.”'’* Their formal clothing, mannerly refinement and pale bookish 

complexions were diametrically opposed to the ideal image he was cultivating for 

h im self  and his fellow countrymen.

W hitm an’s artisan background gave him a strong personal affection for the 

workingman and outdoor life. His contributions to newspapers in the 1840s, such as 

the New York Aurora  and Brooklyn Daily Eagle, were packed with observations o f

With WW in Camden (New York: Mitchell Kennerly, 1914), III: 219.
Whitman, “Song o f  the Open Road,” The Complete Poems, p. 178.

“  Whitman, “Song of  M yse lf’ (1855), The Complete Poems, p.676.
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artisan life collected during his regular afternoons spent “ loafing” around Brooklyn 

and Manhattan. His diaries from the early 1850s listed dozens o f  drivers and pilots he 

befriended on the Brooklyn ferry and Manhattan streetcars. The frontispiece engraving 

in the first edition of Leaves o f  Grass in 1855, which depicted a young, short-bearded 

and nonchalant Whitman in work jeans and open-collared shirt, was a visual 

representation of a poet comfortable with his frontiersman image. The persona in the 

accompanying untitled twelve poems further promoted that image. He was “one o f  the 

roughs” and proclaimed the gospel o f  vigour, health and sunny outdoor life:

The sound o f  the belch’d words of my voice....words loos’d to the eddies o f  the 
wind,

A few light kisses....a few embraces....a reaching around o f  amis.
The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs wag,
The delight alone or in the rush o f  the streets, or along the fields and hillsides. 
The feeling o f  health....the full-noon trill....the song o f  me rising from bed and

1 69meetmg the sun.

His knowledge came from first-hand experience. “Logic and sermons never 

convince,” he infomied readers, “the damp o f  the night drives deeper into my soul.”™ 

The preface to the volume idealised the physique and temperament o f  labourers, while 

their work was equalised with white-collar professions in “A Song for Occupations” : 

both are examples of human endeavour and both, therefore, “enclose” a sense of 

divine purpose.

W hitm an’s phrase “one o f  the roughs” is taken from “Song o f  M y se lf’ (1855), The Complete Poems, 
pp .675-6; he reproduces it in an anonymous self-review in the United States Review, rpt. in Whitman, 
Critical Assessments, ed. Graham Clarke (Helm Information, 1995), vol. II: The Response to the 
W riting, p p .11-17. The verse is also taken from “Song o f  M y se lf’ (1855), The Complete Poems, 
pp.675-676.

Whitman, “Song o f M yself (1855),” The Complete Poems, p .705.
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But Whitman readily accepted the hospitable reception to Leaves o f  Grass from 

the literary elite, making for an unusual contradiction. Ernest Boyd, an early twentieth 

century Irish critic, was contemptuous o f  the poet’s hypocrisy. He commented with 

caustic irony, “These genteel persons were forgiven only because they had the good 

sense to place Leaves o f  Grass on those shelves which W hitman unwittingly pictures 

as the scene o f  an unusual species o f  tight-rope performance.” '̂ The truth, o f  course, 

as his outrage and hurt pride suggest, is that Whitman was also eager for acceptance 

among the literati, an acceptance he felt he was not receiving in America. D ow den’s 

support was a form o f  validation for him.

Dowden is a confirmed scholar —  the people who call my friends ignoramuses, 
unscholarly, o ff  the streets, cannot quarrel with the equipment o f  Dowden. 
Dowden has all the points they insist upon —  yet he can tolerate Walt 
Whitman.

Correspondingly, Dowden was proof that Whitman also had all the ‘points’ upon 

which literary critics insisted.

The primary reason, however, for W hitm an’s near incredulous response to 

sponsorship from the literary elite, and his grateful acceptance o f  it, was simply that it 

had been unexpected. He felt academics and critics had shown him nothing but 

hurting vilification and condemnatory silence since the 1850s and 60s. The literary 

elite in England and Ireland proved an exception. He remarked to Traubel:

It is very odd to me that such men on the other side ... should take such a shine 
to me —  should show themselves to be so friendly to my work —  yes, should 
seem so truly to understand me. The same sort o f  men on this side are opposed 
—  the essay, critical, scholar, class is dead against me —  the whole clan, with

Ernest Boyd, Literary  B lasphem ies  (Haiper ,  1923), p . 198,
W hitman in conversation  with Traubel, M ay 28, 1888, With W W  in C am den, 1: 224.
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scarcely an exception ... The fellows over there in England are always writing 
me accounts o f  the scholars who espouse my cause  (not me, my cause) —  
Dowden writes me —  gives me their names —  Symonds, Roden Noel, Rhys, 
Rolleston —  clean cultured quoted among the literary elite. In America that 
class has presented a solid front o f  opposition.

“ I do not complain,” Whitman concluded, “who knows who is right?” But it was a 

contradiction he explained by suggesting that while the two groups were “technically, 

professionally” the same class, the “fellows over there in England” were o f  “another 

class, spiritually speaking.” "̂*

*

That Edward Dowden should be one o f  the liberal elite championing Whitman is 

surprising when he is remembered as a staid and conventional Victorian. But the 

backgrounds o f  the two men do make the association appear unlikely. Outwardly at 

least, they led very different lives. By comparison with D ow den’s protected and 

conservative middle-class upbringing, W hitm an’s working-class childhood was more 

vulnerable to financial crises and also more open to “ free” thought.

Whitman remembered his father, Walter W hitman Snr., as “a first-rate 

carpenter” doing “solid, substantial, conscientious work,” sometimes lying awake all 

night working out some unusually difficult plan in his building arrangements.^^ He 

was also remembered as a gloomy house-builder whose business failures often left the

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, June 1, 1888, With W W in Camden, 1: 244-5.
Und.
W hitm an’s memory is taken from a manuscript deposited in Trent Collection, Duke University, N.C.; 

ipt. in Gohdes & Silver, Faint Clews & Indirections (1949), p .47. See also Trent Collection Catalogue 
(Duke University, N.C.), pp.39-41, numbers 1-4.
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family in financial difficulties. There was something of the tragic-comic victim of 

circumstance about him, as suggested by one o f  his characteristic sayings: “Keep good 

heart, the worst is to come.”’*̂ And it always did. Landowners, such as the Methodist 

ministers from whom the Whitman family purchased land in Brooklyn’s Johnson and 

Tillary streets in the 1820s, often duped him. Whitman recalled how the contracts 

were “so shrewdly worded” as to make it impossible during the settlements “to evade 

here a sum, there a sum,” until his “poor straightforward” father was nearly “swindled 

out of his boots.” Consequently, the family led a wayward lifestyle, occupying one 

house after another until they were mortgaged and lost.^^

Whitman’s future as a liberal “ free thinker” and pioneering literary nationalist 

was undoubtedly given a solid foundation by his parents. The Christian names of his 

brothers are a humorous indication o f  their patriotic attachment to past war heroes and 

contemporary populist leaders: Andrew Jackson was bom in 1827 when Walt was 

eight years old, George Washington was bom two years later and Thomas Jefferson in 

1833. Twenty years earlier, while working as a carpenter’s apprentice in New York, 

their father, Walter Snr., had known Thomas Paine, whose scathing pamphlet 

Common Sense had influenced members o f  the Continental Congress to denounce 

King George III and set independence as their goal in 1776.’* Elias Hicks was also a 

close friend of the Whitman family. He was a radical Quaker preacher from Jericho, 

Long Island, and a sympathiser of Paine’s at a time when clergymen o f  all creeds

Philip Callow, Walt Whitman: From Noon to Starry Night (London: Allison and Busby, 1992), p. 19. 
Hereafter cited as Callow, Walt Whitman.

Lines from Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden, and Whitman, Specimen Days, quoted by 
Callow, p.24.

“American Revolution,” Concise Dictionary o f  American History, ed. Wayne Andrews (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1963), p .823.
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condemned him. Walter Snr.’s liberal political and social philosophy was further 

influenced by the Free Inquirer, a paper founded in 1829 by Frances Wright and 

Robert Dale Owen, two militant socialists who had fomied a coterie to advocate 

liberal divorce laws, wider industrial education and a more equal distribution o f  

wealth. Frances Wright gave lectures to impecunious and unemployed labourers in 

New York, which the young Whitman may have attended with his father.^'^ The 

mixture o f  social radicalism and patriotism, which also underpinned Jefferson’s 

Declaration o f  Independence, would become a version o f  the essential American 

W eltanschauung  for the boy who certainly read through his father’s copies o f  the Free 

Inquirer.

W hen W hitman left school at the age o f  eleven his professional life followed a 

pattern o f  failure and restlessness similar to that experienced by his father. From the 

early 1830s until the publication o f  Leaves o f  Grass in 1855, he had held 

approximately twenty-five posts, working first as an assistant in the offices o f  a local
i
I

lawyer and doctor, then as a journeyman printer, schoolteacher, newspaper editor,

I house builder, land speculator and, in the mid-50s, owner o f  a printing office and
[

I  stationary supply store. His work as an editor amid the bustle o f  such rapidly

I expanding centres as Brooklyn, New York and New Orleans was certainly a

stimulating, if  formidable, experience. The advent o f  the penny press in the mid-1830s 

meant that more papers could survive without political support and, while this 

promoted independent comment, it also meant that newspaper markets had become 

notoriously competitive and ruthless. More papers struggled for modest sales o f  over

Allen, T/ie Solitary Singer, pp .7-8, 22; Frances W right (1795-1852) and Robert Dale Owen (1801- 
1877) founded The Free Inquirer in 1829 following two winters o f  hardship for labourers.
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five thousand units per day. Work contracts were short and insecure, and

uncompromising owners fired Whitman a number o f  times in the 1840s for the

80slightest breaches o f  editorial protocol.

But his editorials for a variety o f  new'spapers in the 1840s show precisely the 

extent to which he kept American society in check with the ideals he had inherited 

from his parents. He demonstrated a deep concern for humanitarian issues such as 

immigration, slavery and the exploitation o f  the labour force. His editorials o f  1846-7 

in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle cluster around the issues o f  American democracy, 

government, patriotism, education, labour reform (male and female), free trade, 

immigration and slavery. They reveal his enthusiastic support for the Mexican War 

(1846-8) on the grounds that expansionism facilitated an extension o f  democracy.

The same concern for a fair and open society brought him into local politics at a 

lime when there was an unprecedented rise in class divisions, ethnic conflict, crime, 

poverty and unemployment in New York, mainly due to immigration, hideed, the 

immigration figures for Irish men and women alone are astonishing. In 1817, two 

years before W hitm an’s birth at West Hills, Long Island, 1,703 Irish immigrants 

arrived in New York. Between 1825 and 1845 the city’s population had increased 

from 166,000 to 371,000, the Irish making up a total o f  97,000.*' These immigrants 

were encouraged by charity organisations and work agencies, such as the Irish 

Emigrant Society, to travel inland and take up work on the railroads and canal

Frederic H udson, J o w n a lism  in the US fro m  1690-1872  (N ew  Y ork: H aip er and B rothers, 1873), 
p .525; M enahem  B londheim , N ew s O ver the IVires: The Telegraph a n d  the F low  o j  P ublic  In form ation  
in Am erica, 1844-1897, p .26.

Figures taken from  H asia R. D iner, “T he M ost Irish C ity in the U nion: T he Era o f  the G reat 
M igration: 1844-77,” The N ew  York Irish, (London: John  H opkins Press, 1996), p .88; Leo 
H ershkow itz, “T he Irish  and the E m erging City: Settlem ent to 1844,” Ib id ., p. 18.
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projects, or enlist for domestic service with families in Albany or Rochester. Limited 

resources, however, forced many to remain in the city. Some found their way across 

the East river to Brooklyn, a bustling port with a population o f  6,000 people, and 

established a pattern o f  settlement that intensified throughout the mid-nineteenth 

century. The failure to disperse meant that, between 1847 and 1851, 1.8 million people 

arrived in the city. 848,000 o f  these were Irish men and women, accounting for 25% 

o f  the city’s total population and 12% o f  Am erica’s Irish p o p u l a t i o n . B y  1855, the 

year Whitman printed Leaves o f  Grass in Brooklyn, the Irish had also made up that 

tow n’s largest foreign-born group, numbering 56,753 out o f  a population o f  205,250.**^

The pressure to accommodate the rapid growth in the number o f  immigrants in 

New York City was inflamed by a recent shift to labour intensive industry. While the 

Whigs had inherited the strong aristocratic and commercial bias o f  the old Federalists, 

the Democrats supported and drew support from the hard pressed ‘common m an’ and 

immigrant alike, building on the electoral base they had established during the bleak 

decade o f  agrarian distress and high unemployment in the 1820s. Under such 

conditions, W hitman found the social concerns and egalitarianism o f  the Republican- 

Democrats a model for m odem  American society. He campaigned for local Democrat 

candidates and was secretary o f  the local Democratic General Committee for a year 

while editor o f  the Brooklyn D aily Eagle.

W hitman proved more committed to principles than political parties. His split 

from the Democrats to join the Free-Soilers in 1848, as a result o f  his support for the

Hasia R. Diner,  “The Most Irish City in the Union: The Era o f  the G reat Migration: 1844-77,” The 
N ew York Irish, p.91.

Ibid.,  p.92.
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Wilmot Proviso (the objective o f  which was to exclude slavery from any new 

territory), was a clear indication o f  his resolution to pursue American ideals, even 

when his party was more interested in holding traditional support in the slave-holding 

southern states. Though Whitman accepted the constitutional basis o f  slavery in these 

states, he believed that its extension to any o f  the newly annexed territories was 

antithetical to democracy.

Whitman was also contributing to the D em ocratic Review  from the early 1840s. 

Founded in 1837 by John L. O ’Sullivan and Samuel D. Langtree, it was the organ o f  

the literary nationalistic “Young America” movement. Am ong the eminent 

contributors to the journal were Evert A. Duyckinck, William A. Jones, Cornelius 

Mathews, William Gilmore Simms and Parke Godwin. As far back as 1790, the 

distinguished lexicographer Noah Webster had argued, “America must be as 

independent in literature  as she is in politics - as famous for arts  as for arms” 

[W ebster’s italics].**^ In the early nineteenth century, these radical Jacksonian 

Democrats interpreted the quest for a distinctive cultural identity as an act o f  

patriotism comparable to the pursuit o f  the social and political ideals o f  American 

presidents Jefferson and Jackson.

Allen, The So lita iy  Singer, p. 128. John L. O ’ Sullivan, b. 1813, d. 1895. Lawyer, journalist and 
diplomat. Said to have coined the term “Manifest Destiny.” Evert A. Duyckinck, b. 1816, d. 1878. 
Critic and editor o f  literary magazines Arcturus (1840-42) and Literary World (1847-53). Co-edited 
Encyclopaedia o f  American Literature (1855). Parke Godwin, b. 1816, d. 1904. Author and editor of 
Commercial Advertiser and Collected Works o f  William Cullen Bryant (1883-4), who was his father-in- 
law. William A. Jones, b. 1817, d. 1900. Author, critic and later librarian at Columbia University 
(1851-1860). Cornelius Mathews, b. 1817, d. 1889. Author and co-founding editor o f  Arcturus. William 
Gilmore Simms, b. 1806, d. 1870. Novelist. Books include The Partisan, 1835; M ellichampe, 1836; 
and The Kinsmen, 1841.

Quoted by Richard Ruland and Malcolm Bradbury, From Puritanism to Postmodernism: A H istoiy o f  
American Literature (London: Viking/Penguin, 1991), p.xii.
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Despite W hitm an’s involvements in the tcey pohtical movements o f  his time, 

there was Httle socio-pohtical engagement in the poems until the 1850s when he made 

direct attacks on political corruption in “The House o f  Friends,” “Song for Certain 

Congressm en” and “ Blood-Money.” The only notable published attempts at 

celebrating his country’s commitment to “Truth” “Freedom,” and “Hom e” in the 

1840s were “The Columbian Song” in 1840 —  which in a jingoistic metre rolled o ff  

his heady joy  that the “ red eyed eagle” was leaping on its “ upward glorious course” —  

and “Ode - 4th o f  July, 1846.”

Other than these poems. W hitm an’s rhymed and metered verse o f  the late 1830s 

and 1840s bore the conventional preoccupations o f  a decade obsessed with moral 

reform. Poems such as “Fam e’s Vanity,” “The End o f  All,” “The Punishment o f  

Pride” and “Ambition” were replete with moralistic warnings against the vanity o f  

pride, ambition and dreams o f  “grandeur, love, and power ... cull[ed] from Fancy’s 

store.”**’ Other poems, such as “The Love That is Hereafter” and “We All Shall Rest at 

Last,” expressed a disaffection with the suffering body and world o f  “vexing strife,” 

“agony” and “woe.”*̂  Most o f  these poems were united by the theme o f  death —

evangelical reminders o f  death’s power to cancel out those foolish and superficial

88human desires like a “mighty name,” grand schemes and “countless gold.” In “Our 

Future Lot,” “The Love That is Hereafter” and “W e All Shall Rest at Last,” death

W hitm an, “F am e’s V an ity ,” L ong  Is land  D em ocrat, O c tober 23, 1839; ipt. in C om plete P oem s, 
p p .635-36.

W hitm an, “T he Love T hat is H ereafter,” L ong  Is land  D em ocrat, M ay 19, 1840, rpt, in C om plete  
P oem s, pp .640-41 . “W e All Shall R est at L ast,” Long Is land  D em ocra t, Ju ly  14, 1840; rpt. in C om plete  
P oem s, p p .642-43.
*** W hitm an, “T he End o f  A ll,” L ong  Is land  D em ocrat, Sep tem ber 22, 1840; ipt. in C om plete P oem s, 
p p .644-45.
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offered a release from suffering and a promise o f  better things to come.* '̂  ̂ This theme 

o f  death as a “portal” leading to an afterlife was the only strong connection that 

existed between W hitm an’s early and later work. Death would reappear as a joyous 

experience in “Assurances,” (1856), “Night on the Prairies” (1860), “Out o f  the Cradle 

Endlessly Rocking” (1860) and “ When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard B loom ’d” (1865- 

66). In the second issue o f  the 1871 edition, W hitman arranged thirteen poems under 

the title “Whispers o f  Heavenly Death,” adding five more poems to the group in 

1881.'^°

In the early 1850s, his commitment to the development o f  Am erica’s democratic 

institutions and his contempt for political corruption and anti-democratic public 

policy, which he demonstrated through his political campaigning, was also seen in his 

ambitions to cross the country lecturing on the ideals and failings o f  America. These 

plans fulfilled a “ lifelong interest in public speaking” and the poet originally felt that 

his “messages” would be delivered through this medium. He never embarked on the 

continental tour. The religious and didactic material that he prepared for these public

speaking projects became “the immediate objective and the ultimate point o f  departure 

for his poems.

From 1848 until the publication o f  Leaves o f  Grass in 1855 W hitman had taken 

notes, drafted lines and formulated the terms o f  reference by which American writing 

could present itself as a legitimate act o f  national self-defmition. Among the many

“We All Shall Rest at Last,” Long Island Democrat, July 14, 1840; rpt. in Complete Poems, pp.642- 
43. W hitman wrote: “ ...T h ere’s a calm to throbbing hearts, / And rest, down in the tomb // ...N o t only 
this; for wise men say / That when we leave our land o f  care, / We float to a mysterious shore, / 
Peaceful, and pure, and fair.”

Whitman, The Complete Poems, pp.456-467.
Clifton Joseph Furness, ed., Walt W hitman's Workshop: A Collection o f  Unpublished Manuscripts^ 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1928), p .l 1.
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declarations on the role o f  the m odem poet that W hitman presented in the self- 

revealing preface to that first edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass, the following comments 

clearly revealed his thinking on a national literature:

The direct trial o f  him who would be the greatest poet is today. If  he does not 
flood him self  with the immediate age as with vast oceanic tides . . . and i f  he 
does not attract his own land body and soul to h im self  and hang on its neck with 
incomparable love and plunge his Semitic [sic] muscle into its merits and 
demerits . . . and if he be not himself the age transfigured ... —  let him merge in 
the general run and wait his development.'^^

The poet’s spirit responds to his country’s spirit, he claimed earlier in the preface and, 

in imitation o f  the basic rhythms o f  life —  inspiration and expiration, a movement 

alluded to repeatedly in W hitm an’s work —  the “partaker o f  influx and efflux” had 

absorbed and incarnated the country’s geography, topography and social life.'^  ̂ An 

entry in his notebooks from the mid-1850s sets out his plan in practical terms; “ I must 

not fail to SA TURATE my poems with things, substantial, American: scenes, 

climates, names, places, words, permanent facts (include every important river and 

mountain, animals, trees, crops, grains, vegetables, flowers)” [W hitm an’s capitals].

His ambition was made manifest in the anthemic “ Song o f  Myself,” in which the 

lengthy catalogues and detailed descriptions celebrated the diversity o f  American life 

but, also, in Adam-like fashion, ‘nam ed’ it into existence in the national 

consciousness:

The pure contralto sings in the organloft.

Whitman, Preface (1855), The Complete Poems, p.759.
Ibid., p.742; p.696.
Whitman, Notebooks and Unpublished Prose, ed. Edward F. Grier (New York: New York University 

Press). I: 267.

57



T he  ca ipen te r  dresses his p lank . . . the tongue o f  his foreplane whistles  its wild 
ascend ing  lisp,

The m arried  and unmarried  children ride hom e to their thanksg iv ing  dinner.

T he  prostitu te  draggles her shawl, h e r  bonnet bobs on her tipsy and p im pled  
neck.
T he  crow d laugh at her b lackguard  oaths, the m en  je e r  and w ink  to each other, 
(M iserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor je e r  you,)
T he President holds a cabinet council,  he  is surrounded  by  the great secretaries. 
O n the p iazza  w alk  five friendly m atrons with  tw ined  arms;

T he city sleeps and the country  sleeps.
T he  living sleep for their tim e . . . the dead sleep for their time.
T he  old husband sleeps by his w ife  and the young husband  sleeps by  his wife; 
A nd these one and all tend inward to me, and 1 tend ou tw ard  to them .
And such as it is to be  o f  these m ore  or less 1 am.'^^

It w'as a m easure  o f  W h i tm a n ’s b e l ie f  that A m ericans  had “probab ly  the fullest 

poetical nature” o f  any nation “ at any tim e upon the earth ,” and that the U nited States 

them se lves  w ere  “ essentially  the greatest p o em ,” that he felt v indicated in presen ting  

his subject m atter  in a raw  state in cata logues. He even allow ed h im se l f  daring  and 

descrip tive  adjectives (the p ros t i tu te ’s “ tipsy  and p im pled  n eck ”) to force h o m e the 

shock o f  the new  and diverse.

W h i tm a n ’s p r im ary  response  to “his co u n try ’s spirit,” how ever,  w as to 

appropria te  the ideology o f  the new  Republic. T he  bo o k  w as an expression  o f  such 

dem ocra tic  principles as justice , egalitarianism  and liberty —  a poetic realisa tion  o f  

the unofficial s tatutes o f  the new  dem ocratic  Republic ,  the Jeffersonian  ideals o f  “ life, 

liberty and the pursuit  o f  happ iness .” His egalitarian literary aesthetic notoriously

W hitman, “Song o f  M yse lf’ (1855), The Complete Poems, p .687; pp .689-90, 
W hitman, Preface, (1855) The Complete Poems, p .7 4 1.
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accommodated a prostitute and President in consecutive lines o f  “Song o f  M y se lf ’ and 

m ade a claim for sexual and racial equality on the basis o f  physiology in “ I Sing the 

Body Electric . L e a v e s  o f  Grass also extended the sympathy to the workingman, the 

marginalised and the suffering, which he had shown in previous decades.

Furthemiore, the book was W hitm an’s ultimate act o f  patriotism because it 

presented the physical and ideological spirit o f  the country in a fomi that boldly 

rejected derivative contemporary American poetics in favour o f  rhythmical free verse. 

Disenchanted with the dominant and influential “Genteel” school, W hitman had 

insisted that American literature should “become distinct from all others. 

“American writers must become national, idiomatic, free from the genteel laws,” he 

noted. While he rejected the “melancholy and swallow-tailed” rhymesters and 

“confectioners and upholsters o f  verse,” what he delivered was perceived by his critics 

to be a crude style lacking any obvious signs o f  technical a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .T h e  

language was not a transcript o f  socially and culturally acceptable poetic diction. The 

poet found slang, American colloquialisms, foreign words, specialist vocabulary, 

poetic rhetoric and biblical parallelism valuable elements in the forging o f  a 

vernacular style.

Shortly after its publication. Whitman tried to influence the critical reception o f  

Leaves o f  Grass by posting ‘anonymous’ self-reviews in the Brooklyn Daily Times,

Whitman, “Song o f  M yself,” (1855), The Complete Poems, p .689,
W hitm an’s derisive comments are taken from his anonymous self-review, The American  

Phrenological Journal', rpt. in IVhitman: Critical Assessments, II; 22-24. W hitm an’s aspirations for a 
future American literature can be found in “American Literature M ust,” Notebooks and Unpublished  
Prose Manuscripts, wo\. IV: 1586.

“American Literature M ust,” Notebooks and Unpublished Prose M anuscripts, vol. IV: 1586.
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U nited States Review  and Am erican Phrenological Joiirnal}'^'^ The self-congratulatory 

opening o f  the press notice in the United States Review  triumphantly announced his 

arrival as a genuine national poet:

An American bard at last! One o f  the roughs, large, proud, affectionate, eating, 
drinking, and breeding, his costume manly and free, his face sunburnt and 
bearded, his posture strong and erect, his voice bringing hope and prophecy to 
the generous races o f  young and old. W e shall cease shamming and be what we 
really are. We shall start an athletic and defiant literature. We realise now how it 
is, and what was most lacking. The interior American republic shall also be 
declared free and independent.

Critics saw the matter differently. Each successive edition o f  the book met principally 

with derision and neglect. In Notes on Walt Whitman as M an and Poet (1868), the 

American writer and naturalist John Burroughs had maintained that the full print-run 

o f  one thousand copies had sold out.'^^^ Since this monograph was a primary 

biographical source for the early scholars o f  the poet’s work, that en'or persisted 

through the 1870s. Edward Dowden claimed in a lecture in Cork in April 1872 that the 

edition sold out shortly after Em erson’s endorsement o f  the book. These sales figures 

were proved incorrect by biographers Richard Bucke (1883) and Gay Wilson Allen 

(1955) who claim that only two or three dozen were sold.

See Wail Whitman: Critical Assessments, vol. II; 11-17 {United States Review)-, 18-21 {American 
Phrenological Journal)-, 22-24 {Brooklyn Daily Times). In the Brooklyn Daily Times, his democratic 
credentials were proven by his acceptance o f the Irish, a vilified ethnic grouping in mid-nineteenth 
century America. “ [He] likes the ungenteel way o f labourers - is not prejudiced one mite against the 
Irish - talks readily with them - talks readily with niggers - does not make a stand on being a gentleman, 
nor on learning nor m anners.”

W hitm an’s anonymous self-review in United States Review, Critical Assessments, II: 11.
Johti Burroughs, b. 1837, d. 1921. Author, naturalist, schoolteacher (1854-1863), Treasury 

Department clerk in W ashington D.C. (1863-1873). Began friendship with W hitman in W ashington and 
met Edward Dowden in Dublin in 1871. He is famous for the literary treatment o f natural subjects. 
Author o f Wake Robin  (1871), Winter Sunshine (1875), Fresh Fields (1885), L e a f and Tendril (1905) 
and The Breath o j Life (1915).
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The phrenologists Fowler & Wells, who were distributing the book, sent 

between two and three hundred cloth-bound copies to critics and editors, not without 

some r e w a r d . R .  W. Emerson found it “the most extraordinary piece o f  wit and 

w isdom ” that America had yet contributed.''^'^ There were a few favourable notices 

and reviews in the N ew  York Tribune, North Am erican Review  and P utnam 's M onthly, 

though paradoxical evaluations such as “this superficial yet profound, this 

preposterous yet somehow fascinating book” betrayed reviewers’ deep uncertainty and 

bewildemient.'^^

The majority o f  non-partisan responses in America were hostile. The New York 

Criterion  maintained that the book “strongly fortifies the doctrines o f  

Metempsychosis, for it is impossible to imagine how any m an’s fancy could have 

conceived such a mass o f  stupid filth, unless he w'ere possessed o f  the soul o f  a 

sentimental donkey that had died o f  disappointed love.” Whitman forwarded copies o f  

the book to England and managed to secure reviews in the London Critic, Examiner, 

Leader  and Weekly D i s p a t c h Again, critics were hostile. The London Critic  

declared that W hitman was as “ unacquainted with art as a hog is with mathematics,” 

and that one offensive page deserved “nothing so richly as the public executioner’s 

whip.” '°^

Allen, The Solitary Singer, pp. 150-151.
R. W, Emerson to W alt Whitman, July 21, 1855; rpt. in W hitman, The Complete Poems, p .762. 

W ithout seeking Em erson’s permission W hitman published the letter in the New York Tribune o f 
October 10, 1855, and reprinted it as part o f  the Preface to the second edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass 
(1856).

The review is taken from P utnam 's Monthly, September 1855; quoted by Bliss Perry, Walt Whitman, 
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co. & The Riverside Press Cambridge, 2nd edition, 1934),
p . 102.

Allen, The Solitary Singer, pp. 173-4.
Quoted by Bliss Perry, Walt Whitman, p. 100.
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The more infamous antagonist was The Saturday Review, which remained a 

vociferous critic o f  Whitman throughout his early years o f  popularity in England and 

Ireland in the 1870s and 80s. The weekly Saturday Review  was founded in 1855 with 

the objective o f  offering “more measured statement” and “more deliberate thought” 

than its contemporaries. The editors advocated independent and liberal opinions in 

political matters and, in literature, claimed to serve no private interests except writing 

that maintained learning, refinement and s c h o l a r s h i p . I n  the 1850s and 1860s, the 

magazine was as influential in the formation o f  critical opinion and literary taste as the 

Edinburgh Review  had been at the beginning o f  the nineteenth century.'^'^

W hitm an’s verse provoked more than “measured statement” from The Saturday  

Review. Reviewing the first edition o f  Leaves  on March 15, 1856, Henry Sumner 

I Maine was neither impressed by the poetry nor the methods o f  promoting it. “We have

received a volume bound in green, bearing the title Leaves o f  Grass, under rather 

i singular circumstances. Not only does the donor send us the book, but he favours us

! with hints —  pretty broad hints —  toward a favourable review o f  it.” Maine made

' sarcastic comments on the poetry and on the four ‘leaves’ o f  press notices (W hitm an’s

own reviews), which had been recently bound in. He concluded sharply and
i'
i!
' unambiguously: “ If the Leaves o f  Grass should come into anybody’s possession our
)
 ̂ 110 ■ advice is to throw them instantly behind the fire.”

“The proof o f  a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has

absorbed it,” Whitman had remarked ambitiously in the conclusion to his famous

This information is taken from Merle M. Bevington, The Saturday Review: 1855-68 (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1941), pp. 18-19.

See M erle M. Bevington’s assessment in the preface to The Saturday Review 1855-68.
' The Saturday Review, I, no. 20 (March 15,1856): 393-4.
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pre face . '"  He felt he had fulfilled his side o f  the equation. The publication should 

have marked the apotheosis o f  a poet who had earlier demonstrated his patriotism by 

composing an ode which celebrated the “God o f  Columbia,” the sanctity o f  blood- 

sacrifice and Am erica’s commitment to the memory and achievements o f  her martyrs, 

and which was to be sung to the tune o f  The Star Spangled Banner  on Independence 

Day July 4, 1846, at Fort Greene, Brooklyn."^ But, just as the 1846 Independence Day 

celebrations were twice postponed by the Brooklyn authorities and held belatedly on 

July 7, American society did not prove willing to listen to its self-proclaimed national 

poet.

W hitman published a second edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass in September 1856 and, 

once again, he secured the assistance o f  the phrenologists Fowler & Wells for its 

distribution. Despite reprinting R. W. Em erson’s letter o f  commendation and 

including “ Leaves Droppings” (a further selection o f  criticism on the first edition) the 

new edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass failed to receive substantial public or critical response. 

Fowler & Wells stopped advertising it after a few months and, according to Whitman, 

they were eager to have the thing “off  their hands.” '

Circumstances changed for the third edition, the first one to be published by a 

reputable firm. Thayer and Eldridge, Bostonian publishers known for their abolitionist 

and feminist books, published the orange cloth-bound edition in I860."'* One hundred 

and forty-six new poems were added and most o f  the book ’s one hundred and seventy-

W hitman, The Complete Poems, p .762.
W hitm an’s Ode had been printed in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle on July 2 to allow readers practise for 

a sing-along at the performance. See for reference, Allen, The Solitary Singer, pp.77-78.
Allen, The Solitary Singer, p.207; Walt W hitman to Mrs. Tyndale [mother o f  Hector Tyndale], 

“Seven Letters o f W alt W hitman,” ed. Rollo G. Silver, American Literature, V ll (M arch 1935): 78; 
quoted by Allen, The Solitary Singer, p.217.
"■* The publishing firm went bankrupt the following year and left the volume open to pirating.

63



eight w orks were arranged in titled “clusters.” None o f  the offensive poems had been 

removed. The exphcit poems on physiology and sexual passions, now fifteen in 

number, were grouped together under the title “Enfans d ’Adam .” Although Whitman 

apparently sold between one and two thousand copies, moral and aesthetic objections 

were as vocal as ever."^ In England, as expected, The Saturday Review  once again 

failed to exercise its self-proclaimed gift for “measured statement” and “deliberate 

thought.” A reviewer conceded that some poetry could be “ fished out from the very 

midst o f  a sea o f  foul impurities,” but held fast to the view that W hitman was “one o f  

the most indecent writers who ever raked out filth into sentences.” ' " ’ While Whitman 

had been enduring this ignominy, he was bearing the increased domestic 

responsibilities caused by the death o f  his father five days after the appearance o f  the 

first edition on July 6, 1855. At this time, a teenage Dowden was dividing his time 

between private tutorials and long hours in the local Old Cork Library. He was being 

groomed for a university education.

In contrast to Whitman, Dow den’s upbringing was stable and conservative. He 

was bom  on  May 3, 1843, in Cork. His father, John Wheeler Dowden, was an upper- 

middle class merchant and landowner who, until old age, ran a very successful linen 

drapery business in St. Patrick’s Street, Cork. Both parents were highly respected 

members o f  the community, noted for their chami and intelligent conversation. They 

insisted that their son be educated privately at home. Unlike Walter W hitman Snr., 

John W heeler Dowden did not introduce his son to “ free thinkers.” There was a strict

Figures provided by M egan and Paul Benton, “Typographic Yawp: Leaves o f  Grass, 1855-1992,” 
Bookways: A Quarterly fo r  the Book Arts, Nos. 13 & 14 (October 1994 - January 1995): 23.

The Saturday Review, X (July 7, 1860): 19-21.
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puritanical ethos in the house, which meant that even theatre was frowned upon, and it 

was not until Dowden was in university that he became comfortable with the art.

His parents did inculcate in him a love for literature. The focus, however, was 

firmly on the English writers, Spenser, Shakespeare and Wordsworth and, as Dowden 

remarked, “not on anything that Ireland ever produced.” It comes as no surprise that 

Dowden had not heard o f  the mythological characters Maeve, Deirdre and Cuchulain 

until the mid-1870s, almost ten years after assuming his post in Trinity College. Even 

then, he suspected that Brian Borii was a “mythical hero” who “never fought the 

D a n e s . T h e  Dowden family had descended from “ Somersetshire yeomen” who 

were “planted” at Youghal and Bandon in Co. Cork. Edw ard’s brother John 

humorously summed up the legacy they inherited from these planters: “The tradition 

among us is that none o f  the Dowdens ... would even look at a ‘papist,’ let alone one

I 1 o

o f ‘the mere Irish.’” Consequently, the brothers had never been exposed to patriotic 

Irish verse, Irish history or mythology. This led Edward, especially, to disregard the 

possibility that something monumental could arise from any tradition in the country. 

He wrote to his brother in 1865, the year Ireland’s future Nobel laureate, W. B. Yeats, 

was bom;

... [Tjhere may be another Gothe just ha lf  a century ahead o f  us (your grandson 
perhaps), ay, or a Shakspere, since nature is inexhaustible. I can ’t, however, 
believe that Ireland will produce such a thing, or anything but more long-eared 
asses (or at most a Duns Scotus or two); the idiotic noises the true Irishman 
makes from generation to generation are certainly not human, but are part o f  the

Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, September 13, 1882, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .184.
John Dowden to Alice S. Green, April 24, 1889, Ms. 15, 076 (12), National Library o f  Ireland. John 

Dowden, b. Cork 1840, d. 1910. B.A. (1861). Divinity Scholar and member o f  Scottish Episcopal 
Church. Principal o f  Theological Hall (1880) and Bishop of  Edinburgh (1886). Also founded Scottish 
Historical Society and published various historical and theological works.
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irony on humanity o f  the Aristophanic Spirit who presides over the World- 
Drama —  a chorus o f  asses.

Throughout his hfe, as we will see later, D ow den’s response to an Irish subject matter 

was, at best, uninterested and estranged and, at worst, derisive and dismissive. This 

remoteness preceded his reading o f  W hitman and continued through his most active 

years o f  sponsorship. The contrast with the patriotic tenor o f  the W hitman household 

could not be greater.

Dowden’s intellectual abilities and financial security guaranteed him a secure 

and privileged academic future. As a non-matriculated student in 1858, he attended 

classes in Greek and Latin in Queen’s College, Cork. The following year, he entered 

Trinity College, Dublin, under the tutorship o f  his cousin. Dr. George Salmon, later 

Provost o f  the c o l l e g e . A s  an undergraduate, Dowden studied Mental and Moral 

Science —  chiefly Philosophy, Logic and Ethics. He proved to be a brilliant student. 

In his second year, he won the Vice-Chancellor’s Prize in English Verse for 1860-1 

and received first prizes in Logic in Hilary and Trinity terms. He received first prize in 

Logic again in Michaelmas term o f  his Junior Sophister year. He was awarded the 

W ray prize in his Senior Sophister year for his high achievements in metaphysical 

studies and graduated with a first-class B.A. moderatorship in Logic and Ethics in 

1863.'^'

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, September 28, 1865, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.24.
George Salmon, b. Dublin 1819, d. Dublin 1904. Provost o f  TCD 1888. Author o f  books on 

theology and mathematics including Conic Sections, 1847; H igher Plane Curves, 1852; Lessons 
Introductory to the New Algebra, 1859; Geometry o f  the Three Dimensions, 1862.

Biographical details were sourced from the following m anuscript materials: Dowden to R. P. Graves, 
May 30, 1866, Letters to R, P. Graves, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland; Dowden to R. 
Farquharson Sharp, July 31, 1896, Edward Dowden Letters 1871-1907, Ms. 10,655, National Library o f 
Ireland. Sharp had asked Dowden for biographical information for the 1895 edition o f  Men and Women 
o f  the Time.
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A fter graduating, D ow den  entered a phase o f  his Hfe that b rough t him  personal 

conflic ts  and professional uncertainties. T hese  occurred  on a sm aller  and m ore  private 

scale than W hitm an  ever experienced, bu t they contrasted  significantly  with  the 

stability  o f  D o w d e n ’s adolescence. Follow ing  his B.A. award, D ow den  m ade 

p repara tions for the clergy. He studied D ivinity  in T rin ity  C ollege for two years, 

during  w hich  t im e he w as aw arded the V ice -C h an ce llo r’s Prize for English  Prose for 

1863-4 and the C om posit ion  Prize in the first ten n  o f  his Jun io r  and Senior y e a r s . I n  

N o v em b er  1865, how ever,  he pos tponed  his D iv in ity  exam s to consider w he ther  he 

should  “ resign for good the thought o f  tak ing  o rders .” His tw o dream s o f  a 

c le rg y m an ’s life —  one that it was “ the happiest least agitated, agitating  and turbulent 

life” and the o ther that it w as “ a self-forgetful d evo tion” —  w ere  entirely 

m isconceived.'^^ A s his early  poem s reveal, behind the light-hearted evasiveness, 

D ow den  w as undergo ing  a profound religious crisis. His poem  “ Seek ing  G o d ” 

expressed  his spiritual alienation:

1 said “ I will find G o d ,” and forth I went 
To  seek H im  in the clearness o f  the sky,
But over m e stood endurably  
O nly  a pitiless, sapphire  f irm am ent

124....................  —  b lank  s p le n d o u r . ..

T he  anxiety  m ay  have represented the guilt o f  losing G o d  after his decision to lead a 

secular life or, perhaps, the alienation galvanised his dec is ion  to abandon his studies.

Other college prizes include the Second Entrance prize in English Literature (1859), First Senior 
M oderatorship in Logic and Ethics (1863) and Second D ow ne’s Com position Premium in 1864 and 
1865.

Edward Dowden to R. P. Graves, Novem ber 15, 1865, Ms, 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland.
Edward Dowden, Poems (London: Henry S. King & Co., 1876), p .l 17. Hereafter cited as Dowden, 

Poems.
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E ither way, at the end o f  the poem , he had co m e to accept that spiritual fu lfihnent 

required  a degree  o f  insouciance on b eh a lf  o f  the seeker. A llow ing  G od  to enter his 

life unbidden  ra ther than pursu ing  Him ‘re lig ious ly ’ w as m ore  produc tive  and 

rewarding:

But in the evening  as 1 sat alone,
M y w in d o w  open to the vanish ing  day.
Dear God! I could not choose  but kneel and pray.
And it sufficed that 1 w as found o f  thee.

T h e  pattern o f  spiritual uncertain ty  followed by  confirm ation  w as  again familiar in his 

re lig ious poem s o f  the early  1870s. By then, he w as express ing  his personal struggles 

and confus ions  as part o f  a w ider crisis o f  faith in V ictorian  society. (These poem s 

will be  d iscussed in m ore  detail at a later point.)

hi the m id-1860s, D ow den  also had a “w ish  for som e occasional w ork ,” no 

doub t  an econom ic  and psychological imperative. His m en to r  R. P. G raves satisfied 

his needs by in troducing  him to editors o f  literary m a g a z i n e s . D o w d e n  also began  to 

m ak e  enquiries about a clerkship  in the civil service. H e found the idea o f  w ork ing  as 

a third class clerk in a public office from 10am to 4pm , and eventua lly  as an exam iner  

(the c h ie f  attraction), particularly  agreeable. “ 1 think i f  [a governm en t post] can be 

secured ,” he confided to G raves in the w in ter  o f  1865, “ the routine w ork  with som e 

leisure &  books  & o ther hum anities  will be the best t h i n g . B y  the spring o f  1866, 

G raves  was m ak in g  enquiries in governm ent circles on his behalf. D o w d e n ’s only

Edw ard  D ow den  to R. P. Graves, Septem ber 2, 1865, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland. Rev. 
R[obert] P[erceval] Graves. M.A. Later sub-dean o f  Chapel Royal, Lower Castle Yard, Dublin  and 
vice-principal, secretary and bursar o f  A lexandra College, Dublin.

Edw ard  D ow den  to R. P. Graves, D ecem ber 13, 1865, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland.
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anxiety was that his average grasp o f  classics and mathematics might limit his

1 2 7performance, particularly if he was appointed examiner.

hi July, Dowden learned from a Mr. Bruce, his contact in the civil service, that a 

clerkship would be “unwise” and that an exam iner’s post would be difficult to secure 

with an imminent change o f  ministry. He was told that an exam iner’s post would also

involve a heavy workload travelling around the country, affording him “ little

12 8leisure.” To an extent, the rejection clarified his commitment and attachment to the 

world o f  letters. He re-invested his energies to secure the post o f  professor o f  literature 

in Q ueen’s University, Belfast, which had been made vacant by the death o f  Dr. 

George F. Craik. The author o f  the popular textbook H istory o f  English L iterature and  

the English Language  had been lecturing in the university for seventeen years, but 

suffered a paralytic stroke while lecturing in February 1866. He died four months 

later. While Dowden collected testimonials from R. P. Graves, Dr. Ingram, Dr. Malet, 

Mr. Abbott, Dr. Shaw and his cousin. Dr. Salmon, who supported his application and 

agreed to make representations to the Attorney General on his behalf, the young 

graduate failed to secure the post in Belfast.

While Dowden was experiencing this period o f  private anguish and professional 

uncertainty, problems that were soon to be resolved it should be noted. Whitman had 

been exposed to the most turbulent event in Am erica’s recent history. He had printed 

two further editions o f  Leaves o f  Grass in 1856 and 1860 and subsequently worked as 

a volunteer nurse in Washington D.C. during the grim years o f  the Civil War. His

™  E d w a rd  D o w d e n  to R. P. G ra v e s ,  M a y  11, 1866, M s .  2 1 ,1 2 5 ,  N a t io n a l  L ib ra ry  o tT re lan d .
E d w a rd  D o w d e n  to R. P. G ra v e s ,  Ju ly  2, 1866, M s.  2 1 ,1 2 5 ,  N a t io n a l  L ib ra ry  o f  Ireland.
E d w a rd  D o w d e n  to R. P. G ra v e s ,  Ju ly  2, 1866; Ju ly  31 ,  1866;  an d  A u g u s t  11, 1866,  M ss .  2 1 ,1 2 5 ,  

N a t io n a l  L ib ra ry  o f  Ire land .  C o m p e t in g  w ith  D o w d e n  fo r  the p o s t  w e re  tw o  o th e r  “ s t ro n g  c a n d id a t e s ” 
Dr. C o l l ie r  a n d  Dr.  W alle r .
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work in the camps involved performing errands for the wounded soldiers, writing 

letters, bringing fruit and sitting with them. While his efforts to comfort the men has 

been well documented, less known is the alternative version that portrays him as a 

benign nuisance. The following is an entry from W. M. Rossetti’s diaries for 

Thursday, August 17, 1871:

Mrs. Jarves told me last night that a sister o f  hers used to tend the wounded o f  
the American War in one o f  the hospitals that W hitman frequented. He was 
sincerely liked by the patients, but had a habit o f  kissing them, and also o f  
asking whether they would like to hear poems, and thereupon reading Leaves o f  
Grass —  both which habits were a little formidable to the patients —  who 
would accordingly, on the approach o f  Whitman, all affect to be sound asleep.'^®

Whitman had completed his volunteer work by January 1865, and his friend, 

author and civil servant William D. O ’Connor, secured him a post as clerk in the 

Indian Bureau in the Department o f  the hiterior.'^ ' His efficiency earned him 

promotion to a second-class clerkship on May 15. Four days after the promotion his 

prospects took a turn for the worse. James Harlan, an Iowa senator and former 

Methodist minister, was sworn in as Secretary o f  the Interior and his arch

conservatism was quickly made public. The New York H erald  printed a circular 

issued to the heads o f  each bureau by the new Secretary. They had been instructed “to 

report as to the loyalty o f  each o f  the employees under [them], and also whether there 

are any whose fidelity to duty or moral character is such as to justify an immediate 

dispensation o f  their services.

Odette Bornand ed., The D iaiy o fW . M. Rossetti: 1870-73 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
pp. 107-108. Mrs. Jarves was the second wife o f  James Jackson Jarves (1818-88), an American art critic 
and collector who was living in Florence.

W illiam D. O ’Connor, b, 1832, d. 1889. Journalist and civil servant in W ashington D.C. He 
befriended W hitman in W ashington and wrote The Good Gray Poet in 1866.

Allen, The Solitary Singer, pp.344-5.
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Harlan himself discovered a copy o f  Leaves o f  Grass on Whitman’s desk and 

fired the poet without warning on June 30 for the alleged indecency of the book’s 

c o n t e n t . T h e  dismissal outraged Whitman and his associates. O ’Connor, who 

worked nearby in the Attorney General’s office, contested the dismissal in an 

interview with the Assistant Attorney General, J. Hubley Ashton. He argued 

passionately that “the ignominious dismissal” from the public service o f  the “greatest 

poet America has produced” was “an offence against the honor and dignity of 

American letters,” and against humanity itself as “consecrated” in Leaves o f  Grass. 

Ashton conceded that “the wrong was a great one,” and he was concerned that the 

U.S. Government “should not range itself among the enemies of Walt Whitman.” He 

made reparations by expediting Whitman’s transfer to his own department, and this 

succeeded in averting a greater furore than was already taking place in the nation’s 

press. “The Government finally became the friend and protector, instead of the enemy 

and persecutor, o f  our poet,” Ashton commented with satisfaction after the matter was 

resolved.

The fact that Whitman was preparing fifty-one new poems on the Civil War at 

the time made the Government’s hurtful rebuttal a bitter coincidence. For Whitman, 

the war was fundamentally a test of national character and democratic commitment. 

He celebrated the victory o f  the Union forces in jingoistic and propagandistic poems 

such as “Beat! Beat! Drums!” and “Song o f  the Banner at Daybreak.” In other poems.

In a letter to Dowden seven years later, Whitman cited the dismissal as an example of  his neglect in 
America. “ ... The opposition to Leaves o f  Grass and Democratic Vistas is bitter, & in a large majority, 
& ... the author was actually turned out o f  a small government employment & deprived of  his means of  
support by a Head of  Department at Washmgton solely on account o f  having written his poems.” See 
Whitman to Dowden, January 18, 1872, Whitman, Correspondence, vol. II (1865-1875): 153-5.

Report taken from Clara Barrus, Whitman and Burroughs: Comrades (Boston, 1931), pp.28-9.
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such as “Pioneer! O Pioneers!” and “Years of the Modem,” he celebrated their 

triumph as a further confirmation o f  America’s progressive role as world leader.

Whitman’s self-esteem was momentarily restored by subsequent promotion and 

the publication of O ’Connor’s The Good Gray Poet, a monograph that defended the 

poet against charges o f  immorality and asserted the freedom of  expression in 

l i t e r a t u r e . H e  may have derived consolation from O ’Connor’s inflated comparisons 

o f  his ethical outlook with the Bible but the reviews o f  The Good Gray Poet were 

negative. Franklin Benjamin Sanborn’s Commonwealth was a lone voice in its support 

for the victimised poet and his loyal defender.

Dowden, by contrast, was moving towards a prestigious and secure tenure as a 

university lecturer. He also had none o f  the patriotism which fuelled Whitman. In fact, 

if anything, Dowden’s religious anxieties were replaced by a discontent with Dublin. 

In November 1866, when his brother John infonned him o f  forthcoming posts in both 

English Literature and Oratory at Trinity College, Dublin, Edward’s gratitude was 

qualified. “I dislike Dublin with my whole heart,” he replied, writing from the south of 

England where he had been on honeymoon since the end o f  October, “and we both 

feel more than ever at home in Exeter. Still, conscience, o f  course, says I ought to try 

to be a professor if I can be.” '^’ His marriage to Mary Clerke, ten years his senior.

W illiam  D. O ’Connor, The G ood  G ray P oet (N ew  York: Bunce & Huntington, 1866).
A llen , The Solitary Singer, p .242; pp.367-8. Bias, however, cannot be ruled out o f  Sanborn’s 

gesture. The editor and reformer (1831-1917) had been introduced to L eaves o f  G rass by Emerson in 
1855. Whitman won Sanborn’s c lose friendship after he gave him moral support during a trial in Boston  
in 1860. (Sanborn had been the N ew  England agent for the famous militant A bolitionist John Brown  
(1 8 0 0 -1 8 5 9 ) and refused to testify before the U.S. Senate on B row n’s intentions after he seized  U .S. 
amory in a raid on Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. Sanborn was ordered to appear before the court for aiding 
B row n ’s helpers but was released almost immediately on a writ o f  H abeas C orpus. John Brown, who 
had led murderous campaigns against pro-slave settlements and who planned to establish a free state for 
escaped slaves and free negroes in the mountains o f  Maryland and Virginia, was apprehended and 
sentenced to death for treason in December, 1859.)

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, N ovem ber 22, 1866, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p .35.
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made his failure lo secure a government post or professorship in Q ueen’s University 

more o f  a pressing issue.

hi the interim, he accepted a temporary appointment as a lecturer on art, 

philosophy and literature at Alexandra College in Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin. Alexandra 

was a self-supporting institution founded in 1866 to provide “more sound, more solid, 

systematically imparted and better tested” education than was available for middle and 

upper class women from age fifteen upwards (subsequently reduced to fourteen). An 

average o f  two hundred and fifty students enrolled each year in the late 1860s-early 

1870s, and certificates were available after two years’ study and examinations. A 

system o f  higher education ran parallel to the elementary education and, as an 

intellectual recreation after the tuition in Latin and English Language and Literature 

was finished, students took courses on Ethnology and the Science o f  Language (Rev. 

Mahaffy, FTCD), Greek and Hebrew (Arthur Palmer, FTCD), Italian (Dr. Atkinson, 

TCD) and Astronomy (Dr. Macalister, M.D. TCD).'^* Dowden began teaching there in 

January 1867, a position which had been vacated by his friend John Kells Ingram.

D ow den’s antipathy to any long-term appointment in Dublin, however, persisted 

over the following summer. Before the selection procedures for the Trinity College 

posts, he repeated, “ I really don ’t feel sure about trying to get this Professorship, but I 

daresay, I shall go in and be thankful if  I am unsuccessful.” '^^ The Professorship in 

Oratory was worth £60 and the one in English Literature, £100, small sums in

“Alexandra College,” Notes & Queries, The Emerald  /  The Irish Ladies Jounuil, vol. II, no. 19 
(October 14, 1871): 216-7. The Irish Ladies Journal was a magazine devoted to the social and 
intellectual improvement of  women. It included articles on famous women, national and international 
news, poetry and domestic information relating to costume-making, cooking etc.

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, May 9, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.38.
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I *10com parison  to the w ages o f  Jun io r and Senior Fellows. Furtherm ore, D ow den  did 

not consider a P rofessorsh ip  in T rin ity  C ollege “ the slightest h o n o u r” and he found 

Dublin  “ an unsatisfactory  p lace .” ''*’ If  the appo in tm ent failed to m ateria lise  he had no 

desire  to rem ain  in the “ m iserab le  V ice-R egal literary w orld  o f  D ublin .” ''*̂

For D ow den, as for m any  educated  Irishmen, L ondon w as the centre o f  gravity, 

offering  “better cu ltu re” than D ublin could, as he rem arked  env iously  to his friend 

Jo h n  B. Yeats  w ho  was, in 1867, preparing  to m o v e  t h e r e . I t  w as an attractive 

destination  for young and am bitious artists, writers  and  intellectuals, and D ow den  felt 

that “ sooner or later” the capital w ould  “engu lph” him  too.''*'* John B. Y e a ts ’s 

departure  understandably  exacerbated his restlessness and discontent, but he w as not 

alone in his feeling o f  cultural isolation. T heir  m utual friend John T odhun te r  also 

shared the feeling for a n u m b er  o f  years before he too left D ublin  for London, 

abandon ing  his career in m edicine  to pursue literature.''*^ “ Y ou c a n ’t th ink how  m uch 

I re jo ice in the hearing  any new s from that artistic w orld  be tw een  w hich  and m e there 

seem s to be  a great g u lf  f ixed,” T o d hun te r  w rote  to John  B. Yeats  in M ay  1869. “ I am 

sick to the heart o f  the ugliness o f  life —  the m isery  o f  it is bad enough, but the

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, July 3, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .39. In “Edward 
Dowden: Irish V ictorian,” Terence Brown cites the wages o f J. P. Mahaffy as a contrast. As a Fellow, 
M ahaffy was earning approxim ately £700 from the early 1870s. See Ireland's Literature: Selected  
Essays (p .34).
'■*' Edward Dowden to John Dowden, May 9, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .38.

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, July 3, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, pp .38-9.
Edward Dowden to John B. Yeats, July 3, 1867, John B. Yeats Letters, Ms. 31,114 (2), National 

Library o f  Ireland. John B. Yeats, b. Co. Down 1839, d. 1922. Painter, essayist and father o f  W. B. 
Yeats. Elected member o f  RHA in 1892. Published Essays Irish and American  in 1918.

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, May 9, 1867 & July 3, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, pp.38-
9.

John Todhunter, b. Dublin 1839, d. Chiswick 1916. Poet, critic, physician. Educated TCD, M. Chir.
1868, M.D. 1871. He left Dublin for London in 1874. Author o f  A Theoty o f  the Beautiful, 1872; The
Banshee, 1888; The Life o f  Patrick Sarsfield, 1894; Three Irish Bardic Tales, 1896; The Black Cat, 
1893; Heinrich H eine’s Book o f  Songs (1907); From the Land o f  Dreams, 1918; and Selected Poems, 
1929.
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ugliness is worse, for it seems more irremediable and more obtrusive and 

p e r s i s t e n t . A  fortnight later, Todhunter continued his tirade: “ I still persist in 

saying that our everyday life here in Dublin is ugly because conventional, 

monotonous, unimpassioned and deficient in colour.” ''^̂

Journalists felt the same apathy in the city at the turn o f  the decade. “A stranger 

to our city, on consulting T hom ’s directory,” commented a journalist in The Irish 

Builder, “must be agreeably impressed with the names and numbers o f  our learned 

bodies, and will naturally come to the conclusion that there is a great amount o f  

literary, artistic and scientific activity present in our midst.” But the journalist argued 

that the reality was far from impressive. There had been a “sad falling o f f ’ in the work 

o f  some o f  the council members o f  the Royal Irish Academ y, Royal Ilihernian  

A cadem y  and the Royal Dithlin Society. “The ambitions o f  some individuals seems 

merely to be proposed and to acquire the right o f  affixing M.R.I.A., R.D.S. or R.H.A. 

to their names. As soon as this obstacle is surmounted, the noble Celt or Anglo-Celt 

turns his back upon his native city, and i f  he be a B.A., an M.D., or an LL.D. ... he 

sports his hitherto unknown name in the pages o f  a London miscellany or newspaper, 

or gets some friend to read a paper for him in one o f  the many minor literary circles o f

148that great metropolis.”

hi 1867, at the age o f  24, Dowden was awarded an M.A. from Trinity College, 

Dublin, and, although initially reluctant to do so, he took up a five-year contract to

John  T odhun ter  to John B. Yeats, M ay 12, 1869, John B. Yeats Letters, Ms. 31 ,114 (20), National 
Library o f  Ireland.

John  T odhunter  to John B. Yeats, M ay 27, 1869, John B. Yeats Letters, Ms. 31 ,114 (20), National 
Library o f  Ireland.
'“*** “O ur Learned Bodies —  W hat Are they D oing?” The Irish B uilder, vol. XIV, no. 331 (O ctober  1, 
1873): 257.
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occupy the newly created Chair o f  English Literature at the c o l l e g e . H e  soon added 

work for the Indian civil service exams to his responsibilities in Trinity College and 

Alexandra College. The combined workload proved too much and he departed from 

Alexandra in December 1867, earlier than e x p e c t e d . D o w d e n  eventually settled into 

his new post, deciding that though Dublin had “the evils o f  city life without its 

compensations,” London, with its “whirl o f  ideas,” would prove too stimulating for a 

long-temi residence. He was at his best, he infomied John B. Yeats, in the “calm 

brooding possession” o f  a “few” ideas, and what he really desired was solitude. Since 

that was unlikely to materialise, Dublin had to suffice. Undoubtedly, too, there were 

practical considerations. Dowden was benefiting from a secure annual stipend, and he 

was not prepared to pass it up for literary journalism in London.'^ ' Trinity College 

renewed his contract in 1873 and he held the position for the remainder o f  his life.’^̂

In 1867, as Dowden began his professional career as a critic and lecturer. 

W hitman released the fourth edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass, with D rum -Taps and Sequel 

to D rum -Taps  printed as separately paged annexes. (It was to be the first American 

edition o f  the book that Dowden owned.) Circumstances finally looked as if  they were 

changing for Whitman: two hundred and thirty extra copies o f  the fourth edition were 

printed and bound “to supply orders” in October o f  the following year, 1868. But he

Entry in College Muniments for July 6, 1867, M UN/V/5/12, Trinity College, Dublin.
Edward Dowden to John B. Yeats, December 1, 1867, John B. Yeats Letters, Ms. 31,114 (2), 

National Library o f  Ireland.
Edward Dowden to John B. Yeats, December 6, 1869, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.45.
D ow den’s five-year contract must have run over because he informs Elizabeth D. West in June 1873 

(six years after the appointment) that the Board is likely to permit him to keep his professorship as long 
as he chooses to apply for it. Dowden was now keener than before to settle permanently in Dublin. See 
for reference D ow den’s letter to Elizabeth D. West, June 6, 1873, Fragments from  Old Letters, II: 16. 
Entry in TCD Muniments for February 10, 1872, M UN/V/5/13, states that the Board had agreed to 
confer an LL.D. degree on Dowden.
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was soon to encounter difficulties with this edition, just as he had had with the others. 

He informed Pete Doyle (an ex-prisoner and son o f  a Co. Limerick blacksmith who 

was working as a horsecar conductor in Washington) that he had experienced “a hitch 

about the sale” and would be “ unable to sell them at present.” He failed to identify 

who or what had prevented the sale. It was twelve years since the first edition o f  

Leaves o f  Grass had been printed and, in spite o f  a slight improvement in the 

reception to the fourth edition during the winter o f  1867-68, when he received 

extensive coverage in the New York Times, Whitman was still scorned by 

contemporary poets such as James Russell Lowell, pilloried in the press for indecency 

and poor artistry, condemned with silence by the majority o f  academics, and rejected 

by the majority o f  literary magazines. His letter to Doyle in October 1868 sums up his 

perception o f  the status quo;

There is a pretty strong enmity here toward me and Leaves o f  Grass among 
certain classes —  not only that it is a great mess o f  crazy talk and hard words all 
tangled up, without sense or meaning ... —  but others sincerely think that it is a 
bad book, improper, and ought to be denounced and put down, and its author 
along with it.'^^

Negative experiences with members o f  “certain classes” confirmed his 

assumptions about the failure o f  conventional polite society to grasp the democratic 

ideal. As his many outraged assaults on the media indicate, his pride was also hurt. 

This cannot have been helped by the apathy and bewilderment with which his family 

and working-class acquaintances greeted Leaves o f  Grass. His brother George had 

famously remarked o f  the first edition: “I saw the book —  didn’t read it all —  didn’t

Quoted by Allen, The Solila iy Singer, p .401.
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think it worth reading —  fingered it a httle. Mother thought as I did —  did not know 

what to make out o f  it.” '̂ "* Within the context o f  W hitm an’s neglect, the emergence o f  

interest from England and Ireland (with claims o f  unqualified love and details o f  

practical attempts to create a favourable climate for Leaves o f  Grass) was extremely 

important for Whitman.

*

As we have seen from the hostile reviews earlier, Leaves o f  Grass was a moderately 

familiar book in England and Ireland before the late 1860s. Notices and reviews o f  the 

first edition in 1855 had appeared in The Examiner, The London Critic, The Saturday  

Review, The London Leader  and The London Weekly D ispatch. More magazines 

responded to the enlarged third edition in 1860 and reviews were carried in The 

London Critic, The London Lancet, The London Leader, The London Literary  

Gazette, The Saturday Review, The Spectator  and the W estminster Review. The 

London Times reviewed Drum -Taps on March 8, 1866.'^^ The significant

breakthrough for Whitman occurred with the appearance o f  four articles in 1866-7: 

Lord Strangford’s “Walt W hitman” in the Pall M all Gazette  on February 16, 1866; 

M oncure C onw ay’s “Walt W hitman” in The Fortnightly Review  eight months later on 

October 15; W. M. Rossetti’s “Walt W hitm an’s Poem s” in the London Chronicle  on

In Re Walt Whitman, ed. Horace Traubel (Philadelphia: McKay, 1893), p.35.
Leaves o f  Grass (1855) reviewed in The Examiner, March 22, 1856; London Critic (reprinted in the 

appendix o f  2nd edition o f  Leaves)', The Saturday Review, 1 (March 15, 1856): 393-4; The London 
Leader (reprinted in the appendix of  2nd edition o f  Leaves)', The London Weekly Dispatch  (reprinted in 
the appendix o f  2nd edition o f  Leaves). Leaves o f  Grass (1860) reviewed in The London Critic, July 14, 
1860; The London Lancet, July 7, 1860; The London Leader. June 30, 1860; The London Literary 
Gazette, July 7, 1860; The Saturday Review, X (July 7, 1860): 19-21; The Spectator, iu \y  14, 1860; and 
The W estminster Review, LXXIV (October 1860): 590,
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July 6, 1867; and Robert Buchanan’s “Walt W hitman” in the Broadway Magazine in 

Novem ber 1867.

Rossetti’s contribution to W hitm an’s cause in England was by far the most 

influential. It had also been a long time in the making. While a clerk in the Excise 

Office in 1856, Rossetti had received a Christmas present o f  Leaves o f  Grass from a 

m inor Newcastle poet and sculptor William Bell Scott. He, in turn, had been presented 

with three copies by Thomas Dixon, an uneducated cork-cutter from Sunderland. 

Dixon had picked the books up from a peddler-bookseller named James Gindrod who 

was hand-selling (a type o f  Dutch auction where the value o f  a book is gradually 

reduced until somebody takes it) a stock o f  American books that “had missed their 

market, or had never been rightly published at all.” '"’̂  Rossetti read the book with 

“great delight,” as he later recalled, finding in it a “majestic and all-brotherly spirit” 

and an “untrammelled outlook on the multiplex aspects o f  life.” Although it was not 

“ impeccable in taste or unassailable in poetic or literary form,” he believed that it had 

m any magnificent bursts o f  sympathetic intuition allied to, and strenuously

158embodymg, the mnem iost spirit o f  poetry.” He did not write a critical assessment 

on the poet, however, until May 1867, twelve years later. His enthusiasm had been 

generated again by the receipt o f  a new edition o f  W hitm an’s poems and a p roof copy

W . M. R ossetti, b. 1829, d. 1919. B iographer, editor, civil servan t and b ro ther o f  D ante G abriel 
R ossetti. H e becam e a c lerk  in 1845 in the Excise O ffice (la ter Inland R evenue B oard) and was senior 
assistan t secre tary  from  1869. H e rem ained in the civil serv ice until 1894.

W illiam  B ell Scott to Edw ard D ow den, January  22, 1884, M s. 3150/539 , T rin ity  C ollege, D ublin. 
T he le tter included  excerp ts from  correspondence  betw een T hom as D ixon and W. B. Scott, c .1879, 
exp la in ing  the passage o f  Leaves o f  G rass to England.

W . M. R ossetti, Som e R em iniscences o f  W illiam  M ichael R osse tti (L ondon: B row n L angham  & Co., 
1906), p .400 .
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o f  John Burroughs’s pamphlet Notes on Walt Whitman as M an and Poet from his 

friend Moncure Conway a month earUer on 30 April.

Rossetti’s critical examination o f  Whitman appeared in a July issue o f  The 

Chronicle, a wide-ranging review edited by a liberal Roman Catholic and modelled on 

The Saturday Review. The essay was widely commented upon in both the English and 

American press, in America, it was reprinted in The R ound Table, The Nation, Times 

and Citizen, and even influenced the favourable reception o f  Burroughs’s recently 

published Notes on Walt Whitman in New Y ork’s Citizen, Leader, and E vening  

Post}'^'^ The publicity resulted in a new outlet for W hitm an’s poetry. The Galaxy, a 

New York rival to Boston’s Atlantic M onthly, commissioned a poem on the theme o f  

harvest to comm emorate the legacy o f  the heroism o f  soldiers in the Civil War. 

W hitman completed “A Carol o f  Harvest for 1867” within a week and received $60 

for its use in the September issue. In England, Rossetti’s article attracted the attention 

o f  publisher Camden Hotten who invited him to edit a selection from Leaves o f  

Grass}^^ Rossetti agreed, requesting £25 and twelve copies o f  the book.'^^ 

Consequently, in February 1868, he published Poem s o f  Walt Whitman, an expurgated 

edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass that was primed to attract a conservative Victorian 

r e a d e r s h i p . “My choice has proceeded upon two simple rules,” Rossetti pointed out 

in the prefatory notice. “First, to omit entirely every poem which could be deemed

W. M, Rossetti, diary entries for April 30 and May 2, Rossetti Papers (London: Sands & Co., 1903), 
pp.230-31.

Allen, The Solitary Singer, p .388; Letter from John Burroughs to M oncure Conway in Rossetti 
Papers, p .270.

W, M. Rossetti, Som e Reminiscences o f  William M ichael Rossetti, p.402.
'*■ Rossetti, diary entry for September 9, Rossetti Papers, pp .240. Hotten tried to battle Rossetti down 
to £20 but conceded to the initial request (Rossetti’s diary entry for September 13, p.40).

Poems by Walter Whitman, ed. W. M. Rossetti (Piccadilly, London: Camden Hotten & Co., 1868). 
There are copies deposited in Trinity College, Dublin and National Library o f Ireland.
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offensive  to the feelings o f  m orals  or proprie ty  in this peculiarly  nervous age; and 

second, to include every rem ain ing  poem  which appeared  to m e o f  consp icuous beauty  

o r  i n t e r e s t . S p e c t a c u l a r l y ,  R osse t t i ’s policy to om it ra ther than edit poem s left no 

p lace for W h i tm a n ’s “ Song  o f  M yself,” or “ W alt W h itm an ” as it w as  then known. 

A lthough W hitm an  later regretted R osse t t i ’s policy, feeling that his ow n obstinate  

refusal to succum b to the cen so r’s interdict in A m erica  had  been too easily 

com prom ised  by the English  edition, R osse t t i ’s se lection  en tered m ore  hom es and 

libraries in E ngland  and Ireland than the full v o lum e w ould  have permitted.

The A rchbishop  o f  Dublin, R ichard C henev ix  Trench D.D., w as one Irishman 

w ho  procured  a copy  o f  the book. He also played a small part in securing a readership  

for W hitm an, though his acceptance o f  the poet w as  f im ily  q u a l i f i e d . T h e  former 

D ean o f  W estm inster  cam e to Dublin in 1864, and his period o f  ecclesiastical 

authority  co incided  with the Church  o f  Ire land’s d ises tab lishm ent and loss o f  political 

prestige under G lad s to n e ’s Irish Church  Act o f  Ju ly  1869. He w as  also well k now n  in 

literary circles as a poet, translator o f  m edieval Spanish  literature and translator o f  the 

“ L ives” and “ M ora ls” o f  Plutarch. He founded the Literary C lub  in the city, which  

com prised  a “ strictly l im ited” nu m b er  o f  fellow diners including Sir Sam uel 

Ferguson.

Rossetti, prefatory notice, Poems by Walt Whitman, p .20.
Hotten tried to get an American publisher for the book. By July, as W. M. Rossetti recorded in his 

diary, the “prejudice against W hitman” was so strong that Hotten could get no American publisher to 
take it. See Rossetti, diary entry for 29 July, 1868, Rossetti Papers, p .320.

Richard Chenevix Trench, b. Dublin 1807, d. London 1886. Professor o f  Divinity at K ing’s College, 
London 1846; Dean o f  W estminster 1856; Archbishop o f  Dublin 1864. He published over forty works, 
including On the Study o j Words, 1851; English Past and Present, 1856; and Collected Poems, 1885. 
He is credited with the genesis o f  the Oxford English D ictionary in a resolution moved at the 
Philological Society on January 7, 1858.

Lady Ferguson, Sir Sam uel Ferguson in the Ireland o f  his Day (Edinburgh & London: W illiam 
Blackwood & Sons, 1896), II: 136-37,
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In 1868, Archbishop Trench edited A H ousehold Book o f  English Poetry, which 

included one hundred and fifty-six identified poets, twenty-four o f  whom were 

contemporary. He proudly included “choice specimens” o f  American poetry that had 

not found their way into “any” previous English anthology, adding that they were “not 

always racy o f  the soil” and sometimes only scarcely better than poems from the “old 

land.” Nonetheless, he found they left “nothing to be desired” and he praised the 

“perfect mechanism o f  the verse, the purity and harmony o f  the diction, the gracious 

thoughts so gracefully embodied.” '̂ ** In addition to William Cullen Bryant, Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and John Greenleaf Whittier, 

Archbishop Trench found a place for Walt Whitman. The American poet was one o f  

the youngest contributors in the book, along with six others including Charles 

Kingsley (b. 1819), Coventry Patmore (b. 1823) and Robert Buchanan (b. 1841).'*’'̂  

The Archbishop’s inclusion o f  Whitman followed Rossetti’s recent popularising o f  the 

poet, but the editor did not accept Rossetti’s extravagant claim that American poetry 

begins with Whitman. “1 must entirely dissent from this statement,” he wrote in a note 

on the poet.

What [Whitman] has got to say is a very old story indeed, and no one would 
have attended to his version o f  it, if  he had not put it more uncouthly than others 
before him. That there is no contradiction between higher and lower, that there 
is no holy and profane, that the flesh has just as good rights as the spirit, —  this 
has never wanted prophets to preach it, nor people to act upon it; and this is the 
sum total o f  his message to America and to the world.

'*** Richard Chenevix Trench, A Household Book o f  English P oetiy  (London; M acmillan & Co., 1868). 
T rench’s comment was made in a note on John G reenleaf W hittier’s poem  “My Psalm,” p.415,

Poems by Americans include: R. W. Emerson, “The Rhodora,” Henry W. Longfellow, “W eariness” 
and "The Good Part that Shall Not Be Taken Away,” Oliver W endell Holmes, “The Voiceless,” and 
John G reenleaf W hittier, “My Psalm.”

A H ousehold Booli o f  English Poetry, p.414.
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He did find in Drum Taps, the sequence o f  poems inspired by tlie civil war, “one 

little poem ,” which he informed readers he could quote “with real pleasure.” He chose 

“Come up from the Fields Father,” which captured in a sentimental but touching way 

the hidden tragic lives o f  relatives who lost loved ones in battle. It was written in 

1865 :

O this is not our son’s writing, yet his name is s ign’d,
O a strange hand writes for our dear son, O stricken m other’s soul!
All swims before her eyes, flashes with black, she catches the main words only, 
Sentences broken, gunshot wound in the breast, cavalry skirmish, taken to 

hospital.
A t present low, hut will soon he better.

Alas poor boy, he will never be be tte r . ..
While they stand at home at the door he is dead already.
The only son is dead.

But the mother needs to be be tte r . ..
By day her meals untouch’d, then at night fitfully sleeping, often waking, 
in the midnight waking, weeping, longing with one deep longing ...
To follow, to seek, to be with her dear dead son.'^ '

Archbishop Trench’s tolerance for Whitman was short-lived. Neither Rossetti’s 

influence nor the topicality o f  the poem could secure a permanent position for the poet 

in the anthology, and both the poem and explanatory note “disappeared” from later

1 7 2editions.

Edward Dowden may well have noticed the inclusion o f  the poem in the first 

edition o f  the anthology, as he attended social gatherings hosted by the Archbishop.

/) H ousehold Book o f  English P oetry, no. CCLXX VIIl, p .359. A lso, Whitman, The C om plete  
Poem s, pp. 327-328.

The verb “disappear” was later used by Dowden in a three-line commentary on Trench’s decision to 
omit the poem  from later editions; Dowden had been com piling assessm ents on Whitman by English  
critics for the appendix o f  an English edition o f  Richard M. B ucke’s study Walt Whitman (1884).
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There was also a professional connection between them as Trench had helped to 

establish Alexandra College — the “W omen’s College” —  and lectured there on 

Church History. It was not Trench, however, but Rossetti who initially introduced 

Dowden to Leaves o f  Grass, as he made clear in correspondence with the English 

writer. He wrote gratefully in February 1870: “1 wish to acknowledge the debt you 

have laid me under in making me acquainted with Whitman’s writings.”

Whether he had read Rossetti’s article or the selection o f  poems is uncertain. 

Rossetti’s appraisal o f  the “ largest poetic work of our period” in The Chronicle was 

certainly pitched to arrest the attention o f  critics and literary men: “[Whitman’s 

poetry] may be expected to stand in a relation to future poetic efforts hardly less 

typical and monumental than the Homeric poems toward Grecian and epic work, or 

those o f  Shakespeare toward English and dramatic.” The Chronicle, however, was a 

short-lived weekly review edited by Roman Catholics for the more “ liberal and 

advanced section of Catholics” so it may not have formed part of Dowden’s reading 

list.'^"* Most likely, Dowden purchased a copy of Rossetti’s Poems o f  Walt Whitman 

and, subsequently, in London in 1869, the American fourth edition of Leaves o f  Grass 

(1867).'^^

Edward Dowden to W. M. Rossetti, February 1, 1870, Rossetti papers, pp.517-8.
W. M. Rossetti, Som e Personal Reminiscences, (London: Brown Langham & Co., 1906), vol. 2: 

300. Rossetti commented: "'The Chronicle, a paper which, beginning in 1867, lasted barely a year. The 
editor was Mr. W etherall, a very courteous and high-minded gentleman, a Roman Catholic; the paper 
... was not exclusively or directly a religious organ, but it was planned with a view to giving expression 
to ... opinions on all sorts o f  subjects... Lord Acton is said to have been the proprietor... I, it was well 
understood, was not a Catholic; but 1 was left free to say what I liked, short o f  coming into absolute 
collision with Catholic tenets.”

I have based my presum ption upon remarks Edwin Ellis made to Dowden in a letter o f  November 
17, 1870, Unpublished Correspondence o f Edward Dowden, Ms. 3147 (68), Trinity College, Dublin. 
The library in Trinity College holds this copy o f the 4th edition o f W hitm an’s Leaves o j Grass (printed 
in New York by Wm. E. Chapin & Co., 1867) bearing the signature o f Edward Dowden and dated 
September 1869. The book contains light pencilled markings throughout, and a number o f these 
correlate with passages selected by Dowden for use in lectures and criticism.
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Edward Dowden then began his championship o f  Whitman with the infectious 

enthusiasm of a teacher, hi June 1869, he wrote to his former Alexandra College pupil 

Elizabeth D. West to offer assistance with her own scholarly work, citing Whitman as 

a strong influence on his friendly overture:

Walt Whitman — the poet o f  Democracy —  in the period o f  its getting out of 
chaos, with the spirit o f  God moving on the face o f  it, who is also, more than 
anyone, the poet o f  comradeship, teaches me that no right human being can 
possibly give or receive a burdensome obligation. One ought to be giving 
oneself away measurelessly and taking measurelessly. And so in a little matter as 
well as a great.

Dowden’s introduction of the poet into the West household brought a mixed response. 

Elizabeth’s father Rev. John West, Dean of St. Patrick’s, and the aunts who were 

living with them, regarded Whitman with “horror.” Elizabeth, by contrast, went her 

“own way” and developed a strong enthusiasm for Leaves o f  Grass. She drew 

sustenance from the book to alleviate the discontent and anxieties caused by family 

circumstances.

In the decade before her reading o f  Whitman, considerable household duties had 

fallen to her. In December 1859, when she was seventeen, her mother died and she 

became responsible for the care and education o f  a brother and sister, fourteen and 

sixteen years her j u n i o r . O v e r  the following years, family life in the Deanery

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, June 3, 1869, F ragm ents from  O ld  Letters, I: 4.
Elizabeth D, W est (pseudonym  E.D.W .), b. c .1840. Editor, poet and critic. Daughter o f  Rev. John W est, 
Dean o f  St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, D owden met her when he was teaching at Alexandra C ollege in 
1867. She becam e his second w ife in 1895. Author o f  two volum es o f  poetry: Verses (1876) and Verses 
II (1883). Published article on “Robert Browning as a Preacher,” translated G oethe’s Iphigeneia in 
Tauris (1906), and edited Edward D ow den’s Poem s, L etters o f  E dw ard  D owden an d  His 
C orrespondents  (w ith Hilda D. Dowden) and F ragm ents fro m  O ld  Letters: E dw ard  D ow den to 
E lizabeth D. D ow den: 1868-1892, all published in 1914. Her poetry is anthologised in the D ublin Book 
o f  Irish Verse 1 729-1909  (Dublin; Hodges, Figgis & Co., 1924).

Elizabeth D. D owden to Clara Barrus, July 17, 1927, Letters o f  Elizabeth D. D owden, Ms. 
76001506\*N , N ew  York Public Library.
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expanded to accommodate six young English cousins who were sent to Ireland when 

their father, E lizabeth’s uncle, remarried and had six more children, hi addition, three 

aunts and one grandaunt lived in the house and, occasionally, three o f  Elizabeth’s 

brothers who were close to her own age and had moved away. The Deanery, she

1 7Xrecalled, was a very unusual N oah’s ark. Her hardships were exacerbated by her 

hatred for the “horrible foul-smelling city slums” around the old Cathedral, St. 

Patrick’s.

She later recalled in many letters to Clara Barrus, biographer and close friend o f  

W hitm an’s ally, John Burroughs, how D ow den’s “marvellous and invigorating” 

friendship sustained her through the difficulties and anxieties o f  being head o f  the 

large house:

1 gained the young cousins’ affections and they say now in looking back that I
was "unselfish. ” No, I was not, for my selfishness would have asserted itself in
me were it not for the fact — the blessed fact —  o f  the supreme satisfaction that

180my inner self, my real self, had found in the friendship o f  Edward Dowden.

While it is possible that D ow den’s assimilation o f  W hitm an’s lessons about “giving 

oneself  away measurelessly” influenced her own relationship with her family. 

W hitm an’s poetry had been making its own direct impact. She remembered 

affectionately how she often got “glorious spiritual emancipation” from the “oceanic 

rhythms” o f  the verse in the midst o f  her domestic hardship and location among the 

city s l u m s . S h e ,  in turn, shared her love o f  W hitman with her brother John R. West

Ibid., January  26. 1914 & August 14, 1927. 
Ibid., Sep tem ber 26, 1920.
Ibid., January  26, 1914,
Ibid.
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and a close cousin Charles D. Russell.'*^ Since Dowden’s own grudging acceptance of 

a life in Dublin coincided with his reading of Whitman, he must have shared this type 

of emancipation too.

Dowden was also busy spreading the gospel o f  Whitman among his own family 

and close friends. “Do you know Whitman?” he enquired enthusiastically o f  his 

brother John on September 14, 1869. “If not, you must. I have just got his Leaves o f  

Grass.” Once John had been introduced to the work, he, too, was passing on the

I O "I

excitement. On October 14, 1869, he wrote to John B. Yeats in London; “Have you 

yet made the acquaintance of Walt Whitman? He is at least a true prophet and 

something o f  a poet as well.” '*̂”* Just as Edward passed on his admiration for Whitman 

to Elizabeth D. West in a vaguely pastoral way, so too would John to his female 

confidante, Alice Stopford Green, in the following years; “I send you Rossetti’s 

edition o f  Walt Whitman. To touch Walt does one good as the earth-born giant felt 

good & strength at the touch of mother earth. ... He may help you, as he helped me, to 

get into a ‘truer relation with fact.’” '*̂  John was also open about acknowledging 

Whitman’s failings, arguing that the poet was more “earth-born” than “heaven-born” 

and did not have a matching degree of spiritual authority. Furthermore, unlike his 

brother Edward, he had reservations about the style and explicit contents of Leaves o f  

Grass. “The scorn of our accustomed poetic form is a thing not to be lightly 

regarded,” he declared to John B. Yeats, and for Alice Stopford Green, he had the 

following words o f  warning; “The American edition —  1 ask you never to look into.

Ibid., September 8, 1919.
Edward D ow den to John Dowden, September 14, 1869, Letters o f  E dw ard  D owden, p.40.

'**■* John D ow den to John B. Yeats, October 14, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31 ,114  (3), 
National Library o f  Ireland.

John D ow den to A lice Stopford Green, August 1874, Ms. 15,076 (2), National Library o f  Ireland.
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To have o n e ’s imagination stained for ever & ever is an evil that no good [that] Walt 

could give you could counterbalance.” '

In the autumn o f  1869, Edward was also sharing his enthusiasm with other 

university friends in Dublin such as John Todhunter and Standish O ’Grady. In 

London, John B. Yeats was by now discussing the poet with painters John Trivett 

Nettleship and his “chum ” Edwin Ellis, fellow members o f  the “Brotherhood.” '*  ̂

Yeats informed Dowden that Nettleship had paid “very nearly his last three guineas” 

for a copy o f  Leaves o f  Grass that had “not been bereaved o f  its indecencies.” “The 

Brotherhood love [Whitman], Swinburne and Shelley,” John B. Yeats continued. 

“W ordsworth they abhor.” '

Edwin Ellis, with whom Yeats was sharing a studio at 74 Newman Street was 

also excited by his discovery, offering John B. Yeats a new copy o f  Rossetti’s 

selection o f  Whitman for four shillings in November.'*'^ That summer, Ellis had met 

Dowden and found that while he “acknowledged and liked” the academic, he could 

never “give companionship” to him. He candidly told his friend John B. Yeats that 

Dowden had a “circumscribed intellect.” He explained: “ It means a man whose

John Dowden to John B. Yeats, October 14, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31,114 (3),
National Library o f  Ireland; John Dowden to Alice Stopford Green, August 1874, Ms. 15,076 (2),
National Library o f  Ireland.

Description comes from John Dowden in his letter to John B. Yeats, October 14, 1869, Letters to 
John B. Yeats, Ms. 31,114 (3), National Library o f  Ireland. Edwin Ellis, b. 1848, d. 1916. Painter and 
friend o f  John B. Yeats. Edited (with W. B. Yeats) The Works o f  William Blake, Poetic, Symbolic, and  
Critical (3 Vols., 1893). Richard Lewis Nettleship, b. 1846, d. 1892. Fellow and tutor o f  Balliol 
College, Oxford. Published work on Plato.
'*** John B. Yeats to Edward Dowden, autumn 1869, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, pp.43-44.

Edwin Ellis to John B. Yeats, Novem ber 11, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31,114 (6),
National Library o f Ireland.



thoughts are strong, but fettered. A soul not incapable o f  flight, but to whose neck 

hangs a chain one end o f  which drags still on the ground, rise he ever so strongly.” ' ®̂ 

By December, W hitm an’s poetry had opened a point o f  connection between 

Ellis and Dowden. They exchanged views on the “wonderful” qualities o f  the verse in 

correspondence.'^ ' From John B. Yeats’s house at 23 Fitzroy Road, Ellis wrote (even 

sounding like John B. Yeats here) that “in spite o f  many roughnesses and broken 

edges by the way, the long song running through [W hitm an’s] best pages is full o f  that 

great feeling for sustained notes that speaks —  more than any other quality in his 

writings —  o f  the reality o f  his passions and the strength o f  the intellect through which 

they reach him.” '*̂  ̂ Ellis was also engaging Dowden in conversation during the 

academ ic’s visits to London. One memorable occasion occurred in June o f  the 

following year, 1870, when Dowden was passing through the city on a European 

tour.'^^ Their discussion was interrupted at the entrance o f  the Metropolitan Railway 

as Dowden parted for his train, and Ellis was forced to wait until Dowden arrived 

hom e to continue with his “share” o f  the conversation. He did so in a follow up letter. 

Both men had agreed that the poems o f  Walt W hitman were “exceedingly important,” 

but whereas Ellis was intrigued by W hitm an’s preoccupation with the “sign” in poems

Edwin Ellis to John B. Yeats, June 7, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31, 114 (4), National 
Library o f  Ireland.

Edwin Ellis to John B. Yeats, November 1 1, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31,114 (6), 
National Library o f  Ireland.

Edwin Ellis to Edward Dowden, December 8, 1869, Unpublished Correspondence o f  Edward 
Dowden, Ms. 3147/58, Trinity College, Dublin. For the puiposes o f  clarity, I have taken the liberty o f 
punctuating the long sentence.

Dowden kept a short diary on the European tour, dated June 13 - July 14, 1870, and he refers to a 
meeting with Ellis, Yeats and W ilson on the evening o f June 23. He also noted that Leaves o f  Grass had 
risen in price to £1 and Drum Taps was selling for 7/6 (Ms. 3112, Trinity College, Dublin).

89



such as “The Songs o f  Parting,” Dowden saw the historical or “politico-artistic” aspect 

as their key v a l u e . A  fuller outline o f  Dow den’s perspective will be given later.

As the discovery o f  the new “prophet” was causing a stir among the Dowden 

brothers and their circle o f  friends, John Dowden wittily gave the name “Walt- 

W hitmaniana” to the “rabies” with which Edward was “anxiously” trying to infect 

them."’'

*

II was highly unconventional that somebody in D ow den’s position, and from such a
I

j conservative middle-class background, would have sponsored a poet commonly
i

i  rejected by polite society as artless, dangerous and obscene. That was part o f

; W hitm an’s attraction for the young academic.
I

Dowden knew that his public profile was certain to be advanced by appearances 

I in literary magazines —  the primary public platform for literary discussion. Editors,
I

though, proved difficult to win over. His mentor R. P. Graves had assisted him in

i
placing articles in Alford and Strahan’s Contemporary’ Review  in the hope that the 

exposure would generate more openings for him. He quickly realised that locating 

unusual subjects was necessary to catch the attention o f  editors. This is why he 

infonned his brother with great delight in 1865 that he had made a “ find” —  “as 

Matthew Arnold did o f  De Guerins.” His new subject, the French poet Victor de la

Edwin Ellis to Edward D owden, N ovem ber 17, 1870, U npublished  C orrespondence o f  Edward 
D ow den, Ms. 3147/68, Trinity  College, DubHn.

John  D ow den to John B. Yeats, O ctober 14, 1869, Letters to John B. Yeats, Ms. 31,114 (3), 
N ational Library o f  Ireland.
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Prade, was, he declared gleefully, not well known to the English public and “the most 

promising subject for an essay” that he had come across that year.'^'’ Walt Whitman 

was another good “ find.” While the poet was more familiar after Rossetti’s selected 

Poems o f  Walt Whitman in 1868, he was still relatively unknown to readers and, more 

to the point, had a poor profile among those who had  heard o f  him.

There were also richer and deeper connections between the “rough” bard and 

“refined” scholar that would have made Leaves o f  Gtxiss a genuinely stunning 

discovery for Dowden. As we have seen, the backgrounds between the men were 

different, but they shared the same passions. Both men had public roles, one mainly as 

teacher, the other as editor, nurse and poet, but both craved solitude, most particularly 

the opportunity to retreat and make contact or “commune” with the invigorating 

primal forces of nature. ''Leaves o f  Grass was mainly gestated by the sea-shore, on the 

west coast o f  Long Island, where I was bom and brought up,” Whitman told John 

Johnston, an English a d m i r e r . A s  a boy. Whitman loved the sea and regularly 

headed off to explore the coastline around his native Long Island. Later, although he 

appeared to trade the sea for the Brooklyn Ferry across the East river, he would shout 

out verses from Shakespeare on strolls along the beach in Coney Island. He claimed 

that it was the rhythm and energy of the sea beating against the shore that made him a

198poet o f  billowing free verse. His sensuous and sharply detailed observation of

Edward D ow den to John D owden, May 18, 1865, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p. 11. Trinity C ollege, 
Dublin has two copies o f  La Prade’s work from this period: Le sentim ent de  la nature avan t le  
C hristianism e  (Paris, 1866) and Le sentim ent de la nature chez les m odernes (Paris, 1870).

John Johnston, D iary  N otes o f  a Visit to Walt Whitman an d  Som e o f  his Friends in 1890  
(Manchester: The Labour Press & London: The “Clarion” O ffice, 1898), p .35.

Quoted by Callow , Walt Whitman, p.4.
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natural forms in poems such as “Song o f  M y se l f ’ was also testament to his 

understanding and appreciation o f  nature.

Dowden shared these strong feelings. He made visits to the Alpine region in 

Switzerland, the Lake District in England and took regular excursions in the Irish 

countryside to break from long hours in his library. His preference was for the “ real 

country —  not the suburban thing one calls the country immediately after leaving 

college s q u a r e s . D o w d e n ’s poetry shows him marvelling at the deep colour o f  the 

seasons, the vastness o f  sea and sky, and the healing power o f  nature’s tranquillity. In 

particular, he shared W hitm an’s sense o f  nature as a profound spiritual power. The 

contemplation o f  inspiring sights confirmed the presence o f  spiritual Forms behind 

material phenomena and brought him into mystical union with them in poems such as 

“The Resting Place” in 1872.

The belief that there were other forms o f  life larger than the corporeal and that, 

in addition to the senses, instinct and intuition were legitimate means o f  acquiring 

knowledge were, for Romantic predecessors, reactions against Lockean empiricism. 

Transcendental belief, however, as borne out by its popularity with contemporary 

poets F. D. Maurice and Robert Browning, was just as important for British Victorians 

facing scientific materialism, the development o f  a grim industrial urban sector and 

the rupturing o f  orthodox religious faith by advances made in evolutionary theory and 

German biblical scholarship. The happiness and harmony that resulted from 

contemplation o f  beautiful fomis had its effect on personality and behaviour. 

Likewise, sensuous and joyous portrayals o f  nature in literature engendered goodwill

Edward D ow den to R. P. Graves, Septem ber 2, 1865, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland.
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and reverence in its readers. Both were believed to have a moral function in a society 

that sponsored progress and refonns o f  many kinds, hi an age o f  teachers and prophets 

such as Thomas Carlyle, George Eliot and Robert Browning, it was expected that 

writers should be read for their “message.” W hitm an’s poetry was no exception.

D ow den’s reading o f  Whitman recalled his love for William W ordsworth —  

another poet whose early work celebrated the common man, democracy, nature and 

spirituality. D ow den’s love for nature and the poetry o f  W ordsworth developed when 

he was in his teens under the influence o f  his uncle Richard, one-time mayor, city 

librarian o f  Cork and a keen natural enthusiast who published Walks A fter Wild 

Flowers, or the Botany o f  the Bohereens in 1852. It was this love o f  Wordsworth that 

sealed his friendship with his student and future wife, Elizabeth D. West, and her 

brothers in 1866, although Whitman was also very much part o f  the equation. “The 

Wordsworthian feeling for external nature,” recalled Elizabeth, “was a special link 

always between m yself  and [my] brother [John R. West] and [a] cousin o f  mine 

[Charles D. Russell]. We three were the only real Wordsworthians in our family and 

kindred. My friend Edward Dowden was deeply a Wordsworthian —  and we four 

Wordsworthians were open to value Walt Whitman.

Dowden was particularly attentive to the connections between the American and 

British poet. He believed that Wordsworth, who died in 1850, five years before the 

first edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass, would have gladly accepted W hitm an’s poetry, 

particularly the young Wordsworth. Even Wordsworth as an old man, Dowden 

maintained, “could not have failed to admit W hitm an’s beauty and power, though he

E lizabeth  D. D ow den to C lara B arrus, Septem ber 8, 1919, L etters o f  E lizabeth  D. D ow den, Ms. 
76001506 \*N , N ew  Y ork Public Library.
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901would have probably added qualifying sentences.” Comparing the two poets, 

Dowden felt that Whitman’s cosmic conception and feeling o f  nature “tallied” the 

world and its varied forces more adequately “on the whole” than Wordsworth’s.

This was an astute and suggestive observation. Whitman has the better gift in 

crediting the seen before bearing witness to the mystical presence. He is more open to 

sensuous shapes, sounds and smells o f  the physical world. His cinematic catalogues of 

commonplace daily occurrences, his precise and evocative adjectives, and his earthy 

and intuitive use o f  a vocabulary rooted in bodily functions demonstrate his 

attentiveness to the physical. But he is also capable o f  appreciating the variety and 

vitality o f  life as a sign o f  a Divine presence and, in common with Emerson and 

Wordsworth, of seeing through it to underlying spiritual forms.

One of Dowden’s students in the mid-1870s, T. W. Rolleston, the Anglo-Irish 

son o f  a Co. Tipperary District Court Judge, later shared his view. For Rolleston, 

Wordsworth “was the true predecessor” of Leaves o f  Grass. Both poets had 

unlocked the “springs of reverence, joy and noble passion” that lay behind man’s

203relationships with the “facts” of daily life.

Both are in love with the nearest commonest simplest realities, both love them 
largely for what they see behind them, both are philosophic thinkers in whom 
thought and passion are inseparably united, for both a true and vital perception 
of the natural world includes at least the elements o f  religion.

Edward Dowden to John Burroughs, February 23, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .57.
T. W. Rolleston to Walt Whitman, September 27, 1883, Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence, 

ed. Horst Frenz (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University, 1951), pp.77-78.
Rolleston, In Re Walt Whitman, pp.291-2.
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Like Dowden, however, Rolleston believed that Whitman saw “grandeur” in every 

aspect of his body, not just in a beating heart. Whitman’s sense o f  the divine and his 

democratic instincts were more inclusive than Wordsworth’s, and this greater range of 

sympathy was expressed with greater daring and c o m p le te n e s s .D o w d e n  summed 

this up when he declared to Rolleston: “Wordsworth is calculated to lead a 

courageous, though not a timid, person up to Walt W h i t m a n . W h i t m a n  compelled 

his readers, and especially those of a different class and socio-political background, to 

challenge their understanding of art and to go further with their nascent popular 

sympathies. Dowden had identified himself as one o f  those “courageous” individuals.

By the time he encountered Whitman’s poetry in the late 1860s, Dowden was 

already showing signs o f  an adventurous literary sensibility, hi a letter to R. P. Graves 

in 1866 on the subject o f  Algernon Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads, Dowden took 

issue with the “too great insistence on the merely physical passions, their satiety and 

despair,” although he did not want to sound “prudish in art” for saying so. But novelty 

redeemed the book for the young critic. “The poems are in a new style —  as new as 

Tennyson’s once was,” he declared to Rev. Graves. “Swinbumesque means something 

quite distinct & a new thing in the w o r l d . L a t e r ,  in another letter, this time to 

Aubrey de Vere, he articulated his preference for new and experimental art. “My 

quickest sympathies go out to artists who — though they exercise self-control as far as 

possible —  are subject to an urge and pressure which strains the means of art.”^̂  ̂ (In 

fact, “urge” was a word frequently used by Whitman, who associated it with a sexual

Rolleston, “W alt W hitm an,” Obituary, Academy, XLI (April 2, 1892): 325-327.
205 j  Rolleston to W alt Whitman, September 27, 1883, Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence, 
pp.77-78.

Edward Dowden to R. P. Graves, July 31, 1866, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland.
Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, August 20, 1874, Ms. 13,123(4), National Library o f  Ireland.
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and regenerative force.) Dowden preferred his writers to grasp at things beyond their 

reach, even if they failed to attain them. And though Wordsworth was a god in 

Dowden’s hterary pantheon, he had criticised this poet as lacking in a “catholicity” of

908“taste” m a student paper delivered in Trinity College in 1864.

*

While Edward Dowden had been trying to infect his friends with the “Walt- 

Whitmaniana rabies,” he was also busily giving a scholarly imprimatur to his new 

literary discovery. Wordsworth may have ushered him to Whitman but, as the 

Romantic poet faded, it was now becoming clear what aspects o f  Leaves o f  Grass 

enticed the “courageous” young professor forward.

In October 1869, Dowden began to write an essay on “The Poetry of 

Democracy: Walt Whitman.” His critical engagement was informed by what was 

known in contemporary criticism as the “naturalist” as opposed to the popular 

“dogmatic” school. His objective was to read poetry in a national context, 

emphasising the relationship between American socio-political forces and the 

imagination. It was a general contribution to a critical methodology that had, in his 

words, “attempted in recent years to connect the history o f  society and the general 

movement of civilisations, creeds, forms of national life and feeling.”

Walt Whitman stood out for him as America’s first national poet, a genuine 

product o f  its soil. He argued that Whitman had successfully transmuted indigenous

Edward D ow den to R. P. Graves, April 26, 1864, Ms. 21,125, National Library o f  Ireland. Although 
D ow den was uneasy about expressing the criticism, he decided to let it stand.

96



American landscapes and daily activities into a form o f  literature that was distinct 

from anything that preceded it. Central to this expression o f  nationality was a 

comprehensive articulation in verse o f  one o f  the country’s primary political ideals —  

democracy —  working through a representative American to influence his attitudes, 

behaviour and social relationships. Accordingly, W hitman pushed the boundaries o f  

art to accommodate an American vernacular and gave poetic legitimacy to a 

democratically inclusive range o f  subjects. In turn, this challenged a range o f  social 

and political orthodoxies held by writers and readers in America, but also in Victorian 

England and Ireland.

So taken was Dowden with his new literary discovery that he dismissed previous 

American writers for being quarantined from a genuine source o f  cultural self-identity. 

He argued that there had been a hedge placed around the literature o f  America for 

years. Inside the hedge lay a “paradise o f  European culture, refinement and aristocratic 

delicatesse” insulated from the “howling wilderness o f  Yankee democracy” and from 

the “vital touch and breath o f  the land.” Longfellow was a case in point. “He is one o f  

us —  a European,” he argued, adding that H iawatha  might have been dreamed in 

Kensington by a London writer who possessed a “graceful idealising turn o f  

imagination,” and who had studied the “better side o f  Indian character and manners.” 

Longfellow’s contemporary, Irving, was also dismissed for locating him self  within a 

tradition o f  “English civility.” William Cullen Bryant’s work, which placed an 

American landscape in the foreground, particularly in a poem such as “ Prairies,” 

seemed to Dowden a move in the right direction. Yet he criticised the poet for failing 

to present the American people. Lastly, while Lowell’s later poems did express 

democratic sentiments, Dowden believed them to be superficial: “They are works, as it
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were, o f  an English poet who has become a naturalised citizen of the United States, 

who admires the institutions, and has faith in the ideas in America, but who cannot 

throw off his allegiance to the old country, and its authorities.” hi contrast. Whitman 

stepped forward with an original and robust voice as “the Bard of America, and Bard 

of democracy.” Whitman’s importance and “suggestiveness,” as Dowden was to 

remark to his friends many times, was due to his democratic art.

Although Dowden’s assessment of Whitman’s national importance was a 

striking official endorsement of a poet who had been marginalised by “minor” 

American poets, it was hardly an original insight. It reiterated what Whitman had been 

saying about himself in the more jingoistic passages of Leaves o f  Grass, in anonymous 

press notices and through friends, like William D. O ’Connor in the biographical study 

The Good Gray Poet. For Whitman, nationalism and democracy were complementary 

themes.

hi his essay, Dowden attempted to communicate Whitman’s faith and pride in 

the common man by investigating in detail how the spirit of  egalitarianism made space 

for the suffering, underprivileged and common American; how the body was 

celebrated as much as the soul; and how formal techniques were relaxed. He was 

taking the poet o f  democracy and “making as much out of the principle of equality for 

him” as he had made for Tennyson out o f  “law,” and for Browning out o f  “impulse” in 

previous lectures he had delivered in Trinity C o l l e g e . D o w d e n ’s definition of 

democratic poetry, which the American author John Burroughs later remarked was a 

new addition to the science of criticism, closely followed Alexis de Tocqueville’s

Edw ard  D ow den to Elizabeth D. West, O ctober  27, 1869, F ragm en ts fr o m  O ld  Letters, I: 5.

98



prescriptions for a future “American” poetry in 1831-2. Indeed, Dowden 

acknowledged Tocqueville’s work in the conclusion o f  his essay, pointing out that 

previous to any recognisably American literature Tocqueville had described in “a 

spirit o f  philosophical prophecy” what was later to become realised in W hitm an’s 

Leaves o f  Grass. If  Tocqueville’s essay “O f  Some Sources o f  Poetry Among 

Democratic Nations” can be read as a prophetic prologue to W hitm an’s Leaves o f  

Grass, the article Dowden was writing was an illustrated epilogue. Undisputedly, it 

remains an impressive explication to this day.^'^

Both Tocqueville and Dowden similarly defined the poetry o f  democracy by 

contrasting it with conventional poetic forms and subjects from socially stratified 

aristocratic societies. Tocqueville defined poetry as “the search after, and the 

delineation, o f  the ideal.” He argued that aristocratic societies provided the basis for 

this practice by maintaining a respect for the past and “privileged personages” o f  the 

present and also by offering political and religious stability.^" The Frenchman 

predicted that these conditions conducive to poetry were no longer tenable in a 

democratic society. Democratic institutions encouraged “diversions” such as 

competitiveness, social progress and change. Society did not look to the past to 

maintain conservative values, but looked towards the future for the fruits o f  dignified 

and noble population “en-masse.” This new social climate made it a new form o f  

poetry necessary.^

Alexis de Tocqueville , D em ocracy  in America,  The Henry Reeve text as revised by Francis Bowen  
(N ew  York: Ameron House, n.d.), vol. II, Book I: 71-76. Hereafter cited as Tocqueville , D em ocracy  in 
America.

Ibid., p.71.
2 1 2 Ibid., p.71-2.
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A ntic ipating  W alt W h i tm a n ’s “ Song o f  M yself ,” T ocquev ille  rem arked: “ I am 

persuaded  that, in the end, dem ocracy  diverts the im agination  from all that is external 

to m an, and fixes it on m an a lone.” He w ent on to argue —  anticipating  W hitm an  

again  —  that there w ould  be no special priv ilege given to any subject: “As all the 

c itizens w h o  com pose  a dem ocratic  com m unity  are nearly  equal and alike, the poet 

canno t dw ell on any o f  them; but the nation i tse lf  invites the exercise  o f  his 

p o w e r s . A n d  elsew here: “ Each m an instantly sees all his fellows w hen  he surveys 

h im s e l f  T w o  decades later, ju s t  as he had pred ic ted . W hitm an  identified with, and 

g radually  becam e, the m ulti tude o f  subjects that c row ded  through p o em s like “ Song o f  

M y s e l f ”

D ow den, hav ing  W h i tm a n ’s dem ocratic  verse to hand, offered a m ore  

authorita tive  and c learer version o f  T o cq u ev ille ’s thesis. D ow den, too, a t tem pted a 

descrip tion  o f  poetic m odes  in aristocratic societies, m ak ing  connections be tw een  the 

social and cultural privileges afforded the upper classes and the type o f  rarefied art 

that represented  them. He identified this fomi o f  literature as “aristocratic l i terature” 

and  charac terised  it as having  an “exclusive s p i r i f ’ and “em pty  and elaborate ly  studied 

fo rm .” T he  n u m b er  o f  things it p roscribed defined the literature:

T here  is an ever-present terror o f  vulgarity. C ertain  w ords  are ineligible in 
poetry; they are m ean  or undignified, and the th ings denoted  by  them  m ust be 
described  in an elegant periphrasis. . . .  But this striving after selectness in forms 
o f  speech is the least im portant m anifesta tion  o f  the exc lusive  spirit o f  
aristocratic art. Far the greater num ber o f  m en and w om en , classes o f  society, 
conditions  o f  life, m odes  o f  thought and feeling, are not conceived  as in any w ay 
susceptib le  o f  representa tion  in art w hich  aspires to be grave and beautiful.

Ib id ., p .73-4.
Ib id ., p.76.
E dward Dowden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt W hitm an ,” The W estm inster Review , vol. XL, 

no. 1 (July 1871): 38,
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He outlined how the artist o f  the aristocratic period “ loves to celebrate the glories o f  

the past,” how he displays a preference for “antique subjects drawn from his own land 

or the histories o f  “deceased nations.” Its readers were meant to benefit from the “very 

high and admirable types o f  character” provided by these “great heroes,” events and 

“persons o f  elevated worldly station.”

By contrast, the literature that originated from democratic societies, or a 

“democratic literature,” naturally defied “selectness” and an elitist privileging o f  upper 

class persons. Dowden found that Whitman promoted no select vocabulary or form. 

He endorsed no social hierarchy, but wished to cultivate comradeship among “every 

man, high and low.” The poet switched his focus from a stratum o f  society or a single 

heroic individual to the group; “No single person is the subject o f  W hitm an’s song, or 

can be; the individual suggests a group, and the group a multitude, each unit o f  which 

is as interesting as every other unit, and possesses equal claims to recognition.” '̂*’ 

Dowden extended the democratic idea to W hitm an’s equality between the sexes, 

between the body and soul, and so on. His application o f  W hitm an’s “creed” to all 

fonns o f  life and experience had a mechanical uniformity, but he was quick to dispel 

any misunderstanding that W hitm an’s art was insincere:

Every variety o f  race and nation, every condition in society, every degree o f  
culture, every season o f  human life, is accepted by Whitman as admirable and 
best, each in its own place. Working men o f  every name —  all who engage in 
field-work, all who toil upon the sea, the city artisan, the woodsman and the 
trapper, fill him with pleasure by their presence; and that they are interesting to 
him not in a general way o f  theory or doctrine (a piece o f  the abstract democratic 
creed), but in a way o f  close, vital sympathy appears from the power he 
possesses o f  bringing before us with strange precision, vividness, and nearness

D owden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt W hitman,” p .50.
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in a few decisive strotces the essential characteristics o f  their respective modes o f  
hving.^'^

The “naturahst” approach taken in Dow den’s essay located W hitman within an 

indigenous American environment. It worked to distinguish the poet from his 

contemporaries and examine a new fomi o f  poetry. It also served to create a wider 

understanding o f  W hitm an’s notoriously idiosyncratic style and content. D ow den’s 

role was that o f  a cultural interpreter, mediating, explaining, rationalising and 

mitigating the “ever-present terror o f  vulgarity.”^'* He explained that Whitmanian 

idiosyncrasies —  comprehensiveness, comradeship, multiform sympathies, lengthy 

catalogues and rhythmical free verse —  were inevitable expressions in a society which 

pursued principles o f  democratic republicanism rather than the aristocratic privileges 

o f  a monarchy. He effectively challenged the social outlook o f  potential readers; “ If 

this be a true account o f  some characteristics o f  the art which arises when a man o f  

imaginative genius stands face to face with a great democracy, Walt W hitman in these 

particulars is what he claims to be, a representative democrat in art.” '̂*̂

*

As Dowden was writing his detailed explication o f  Leaves o f  Grass, he was beset with 

professional “distractions, interruptions and [a] mental indisposition” that threatened 

the completion o f  the essay. “The stars in their courses seemed to fight against Walt

Ib i d . ,  p.46. 
Ibid. .  p.38. 
I b i d . , ' p A S .
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W hitman,” he remarked to his brother John in October 1869. “ It was as much as I 

could do to keep my forces together and get them o ff  the field without disgrace.

His comment might well have been a prophetic reference to the way dismissive editors 

would delay the publication by nearly two years. Firstly, however, he was 

experiencing personal dissatisfactions with the essay.

After completing the short study in October 1869, Dowden wrote to his brother 

again complaining that his plan was “not fully worked out” and “very unsatisfactory” 

in e x p r e s s i o n . A  fortnight later, he wrote to Elizabeth D. West, regretting that the 

tone o f  the article was “ rather wooden and dry.” He had given “no record o f  the 

peculiar pleasures or dissatisfactions which [W hitm an’s] poetry gives one.”^̂  ̂

Whitman considered Leaves o f  Grass a manifestation o f  a living, breathing nineteenth 

century man in America. He wished to establish physical contact with his readers —  

“Camerado,” he wrote in “So Long,” “this is no book / W ho touches this touches a 

m an” —  and he cherished personal c o n f e s s i o n s . D o w d e n  knew instinctively that his 

article fell short o f  a personal and open response. Robert L. Stevenson would have a 

similar experience with his own critical examination o f  Whitman, “The Gospel 

According to Walt W hitman.” John Addington Symonds, author o f  Walt Whitman: A 

Study, claimed that Stevenson had intended to write a glowing panegyric on Whitman, 

but restrained him self  and subdued “the whole tone o f  the composition.”^̂ '* Later, 

Stevenson regretted the suppression: “ [It] misrepresented his own enthusiasm for the

Edward D owden to John D owden, October 14, 1869, L etters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p.41.
Ib id
Edward D owden to Elizabeth D. W est, October 27, 1869, Fragm ents fro m  O ld  Letters, I; 5.
Whitman, “So L ong,” The C om plete Poems, p.512.
Robert Louis Stevenson, “The G ospel According to W hitman,” The N ew  Q uarterly, X  (October 

1879): 461-81; rpt. in F am iliar Studies o f  Men and Books (London, 1882).
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teacher who at a critical moment o f  his youthful life had helped him to discover the 

right line o f  conduct.

Even after the article appeared in 1871, D ow den’s uneasiness about the 

“w ooden” academic focus persisted. “The vital nourishing contact with a great man is 

with his personality, not with the man ‘attenuated to an aspect,’” he admitted in a 

letter to W hitm an’s friend John B u r r o u g h s . T h i s  emphasis on personality was a 

blueprint for his future critical method —  that o f  analysing the work to delineate the 

mind and personality o f  the writer. He would shortly adopt the approach for lectures 

on Shakespeare, which were to appear in 1875 as Shakspere: A Study o f  His M ind  and  

Art.

Dow den’s self-criticism was also conditioned by W hitm an’s preference for 

extreme behaviour and extreme opinions; half-hearted enthusiasm or qualified praise 

irritated the poet. He told Horace Traubel:

I d o n ’t mind the simple, straight-out negative —  indeed, I like it: I don ’t mind 
the fellows who say without a tremor: ‘Here, damn you Walt Whitman, what do 
you mean by all this nonsense. To hell with you, Walt Whitman: to hell with 
you! To hell with you! That don’t sound bad —  on the contrary it sounds very 
good —  it is tonic. But when a fellow comes along, convinced and not 
convinced, hungry for your society and afraid o f  your society, blowing hot and 
cold, with praise on his lips that had better be blame, you are at your wits end to

997know how to meet him.

This conversation occurred nineteen years after Dowden began writing his essay, but 

Dowden had identified in Leaves o f  Grass W hitm an’s preference for the magnetic 

approach, either irresistibly attracting readers or repelling them. “ In his self-assertion

John A ddington  Symonds, W alt W hitm an: A S tu d y  (London, 1893), p .9.
E dward D ow den to John Burroughs, February  23, 1872, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den. p .56.
W hitm an  in conversation with Traubel, August 2, 1888, With W W  in C am den, II: 81-2,
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there is a manner o f  powerful nonchalantness which is not assumed,” Dowden 

commented in his essay. He continued:

[H]e does not peep timidly from behind his works to glean our suffrages, but 
seems to say, ‘Take me or leave me, here 1 am, a solid and not inconsiderable 
fact o f  the universe’ ... He attracts us; he repels; he excites our curiosity, 
wonder, admiration, love; or, our extreme repugnance. He does anything except 
leave us indifferent.^^*

Dow den’s self-censorship, however, had a practical advantage. Since he was 

identifying the tenns o f  reference by which a highly controversial poet might be 

accepted, a cool and balanced delivery was a more persuasive, and less provocative, 

way to win over conservative and reluctant readers.

The importance o f  this cannot be overemphasised. Critics in America and 

Britain vilified Whitman. Their hysterical denunciations o f  his crude style and taste 

precluded any hearing for the poet’s social and spiritual teachings. Yet, the personal 

testaments and compromising emotionalism that W hitm an’s work generally aroused in 

enthusiasts succeeded in irritating and alienating other readers. The sycophantic 

writings o f  W hitm an’s ‘New Guard,’ a small battalion o f  over-zealous American 

friends such as William D. O ’Connor, Maurice Bucke and William Sloane Kennedy, 

who were working under the direct influence o f  W hitman h im self  (and perpetuating 

the myth o f  the poet as a contemporary American Jesus Christ), were equally off-

??Qputtmg.

D owden, “T he Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt W hitm an,” p .36.
W illiam Sloane Kennedy, b. 1850, d. 1929. B iographer and anthologist.  A uthor o f  R em in iscences o f  

Walt W hitm an, 1896; The F igh t o f  a B ook fo r  the World, 1926.
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Dowden, in particular, shared these irritations. “I confess that some o f  his 

American admirers would rather enfeeble than reinforce my loyalty to Walt if I 

allowed them,” he wrote in a letter in 1907, but the sentiment was also applicable at

230this juncture. W. M. Rossetti made a similar comment in 1906: “With some 

exception the admirers were too profuse and too indiscriminate: they appeared bent 

upon sitting with “foolish faces o f  praise,” and were more claquers than c r i t i c s . H e  

compared their sponsorship to modern advertising:

Their laudation of Whitman was hung out to view as if it had been as 
advertisement board o f  Mellin’s Food for Infants or o f  Bovril on the margin of 
the Falls o f  Niagara. The tone was one o f  prepense touting or fulsome over
geniality ... I hold that it did him more harm than good, and tended to fasten 
upon him, in the eyes o f  serious-minded and mainly well-disposed inquirers, an 
aureole rather of absurdity than o f  glory.”

Dowden’s own restraint, by contrast, meant that he was in a strong position to be 

taken seriously. He adroitly appealed to potential readers by legitimising their 

reservations about the poetry. He yielded to their uncertainty with certain concessions 

— “whether we call what [Whitman] has written verse or prose” —  yet he proceeded 

to argue that the work took “whatever shape it possesses directly from the soul o f  its 

maker.” He also referred to common expectations o f  a good literary work. An 

experimental and revolutionary form did not always guarantee great literature, he 

declared, but he continued to point out that Whitman’s work had traditional aesthetic 

objectives. “Every style can be tolerated except the vapid, everything can be accepted 

but that which fails to stimulate the intellect or the passions.” Dowden’s rational

Edward Dowden to W, H. Trimble, October 9, 1907, Letters o j Edward Dowden, p .353.
Rossetti, Some Reminiscences o f  William M ichael Rossetti, pp.405-6.

Dowden, “The Poetry o f Democracy: Walt W hitman,” p .41 .
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and explanatory style o f  writing, and the various tactical manoeuvres, were matched 

by a reserved and judicious delivery. His tone was not hysterical or wildly eulogistic. 

Ironically, while his approach made him uncomfortable on this occasion, it prefigured 

popular aspects o f  his delivery on other subjects in the coming years.

D ow den’s judicious, rational and non-confrontational approach, which 

attempted to dignify W hitm an’s poetry for the most reluctant reader, made little 

impact on the first editors who rejected the essay. Indeed, it is likely that some o f  them 

had not actually read it. D ow den’s frustration was met with disappointment from John 

B. Yeats and John Todhunter who were eagerly awaiting news o f  its publication date. 

They thought, as Dowden did, that it was to be published by M acm illan 's M agazine, a 

literary journal founded in 1859 by David Masson, the professor o f  English Literature 

at Edinburgh University. Dowden had originally written the essay with that outlet in 

mind. The new editor, George Grove, had liked his previous essay on Walter Savage 

Landor and invited him to submit a further one, working on the assumption that the

233promised work was to deal with the poetry o f  democracy. When Grove discovered 

that the subject was such “a disreputable person as Walt W hitman,” he wanted 

“nothing to do with it” and “begged” for something else i n s t e a d . D o w d e n  

subsequently sent the article to Comhill and heard nothing back. Beginning to lose

D avid M asson ed ited  the m agazine from  1859-68 and G eorge G rove edited  it from  1868-83. 
C on tribu to rs included A lfred  T ennyson  and F. D. M aurice.

E dw ard D ow den to C harles N. E lliot, ip t. in E llio t (ed .), W alt W hitm an as Poet, M an an d  F riend  
(1915), p .80 (E llio t had  been  com piling  a co llection  o f  handw ritten  accounts and m em ories o f  W hitm an 
by his friends); E dw ard D ow den to John B. Y eats, D ecem ber 6, 1869, M s. 31 ,114(2 ), N ational L ibrary  
o f  Ireland. G ro v e’s response was excised  during the p repara tion  o f  D o w d en ’s letter for publica tion  in 
Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den an d  his C orrespondents  (1914).
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confidence that the manuscript would ever be pubhshed, he consulted editors 

beforehand as to whether the subject would be “acceptable.

One tentative possibihty for the essay was the Dublin University Magazine, a 

conservative journal distinguished in both Ireland and Great Britain. It had been 

founded in 1833 by a group of conservative Protestants which included Isaac Butt, 

John Anster and Samuel F e r g u s o n . I t  went up for sale in the late 1860s and some 

“college men” were planning to turn it into a “good shilling magazine,” with Dowden 

named as editor. Dowden’s editorship, however, never m a te r ia l i s e d .A n o th e r  more 

possible option for Dowden was John Morley’s Fortnightly Review. Morley, an 

admirer of Whitman, had published Moncure Conway’s essay “Walt Whitman” in 

1866, one of the first appreciations of the American poet in England. He had also 

invited Dowden to contribute more work to The Fortnightly Review  since a previous

^  T O

critical essay on Lamennais had been favourably received. In the end, he had to 

regretfully decline the critical assessment as it had come too soon after Conway’s. He 

had also declined another article on the poet a few days previously on the same 

grounds. Morley had recently visited Whitman in Washington and the poet briefed 

him on the “timorousness and want o f  originality in the Americans in their 

appreciation o f  him.”^̂*̂ Consequently, while Morley was sympathetic to Dowden’s

Edward Dowden to W. M. Rossetti, February 1, 1870; rpt. Rossetti Papers, pp.517-8.
Barbara Hayley, A Reading and Thinking Nation: Periodicals o f  the Voice o f  Nineteenth-Century 

Ireland, p. 35,
Dowden refers to the plans for the magazine in a letter to John B. Yeats, December 6, 1869, John B. 

Yeats Letters, Ms. 31,114 (2), National Library of h'eland.
Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, Fragments from  O ld Letters, L 3.
Jolm Morley to Edward Dowden, November 2, 1869, Ms. 3147/56, Edward Dowden Papers, Trinity 

College, Dublin. The article to which Morley refers is M oncure Conw ay’s “W alt W hitman,” which was 
published in the Fortnightly Review, VI (October 15, 1866): 538-548.
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predicament, he was equally pessimistic about the prospects o f  placing any appraisal 

o f  Whitman with either American or British editors.

The campaign continued. “God save us from Whitmanism,” one editor is 

reported to have protested, while another denounced the poet’s “monstrous system.” 

The response from his friends was p h i l o s o p h i c a l . “1 sympathise with you about 

Walt Whitman,” John Todhunter wrote in December 1869, “but if you will take up 

with disreputable company you must endure the frowns of respectability.” "̂" Finally, it 

was accepted by The Contemporary Review, a magazine with a large clerical 

readership and controlled by Dean Alford and Alexander Strahan. Dowden, as we saw 

earlier, was first published in this magazine under the guidance of his mentor, R. P. 

Graves, and the personal connection was an influential factor in the acceptance o f  the 

Whitman piece. By Dowden’s own admission, however, the magazine was the “ least 

likely quarter.” The prudish Dean Alford had once asked Dowden to replace the word 

“nude” (he considered it indecent) in an essay on “French Aesthetics” when he 

accepted it for publication in 1866.^“*̂

The conservative magazine came close to making an editorial blunder with the 

Whitman essay. It was only after typesetting the article that they realised it was 

unsuitable. They immediately pulled it and sent a proof copy back to Dowden, 

indicating that they had found its tone “too alarming” and “dangerous” for their 

readership. Dean Alford had included a contemptuous dismissal of Whitman’s

Edward D owden to W. M. Rossetti, Febi-uary 1, 1870; rpt. R ossetti P apers, pp.517-8.
John Todhunter to Edward D owden, Decem ber 12, 1869, Ms. 3147 (59), Trinity C ollege, Dublin. 
Edward Dowden to John D owden, February 2, 1866, L etters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p .30. Dowden  

changed the word to “unclothed.”
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243poetry. “ I fear poor Dean Alford died in his sins —  he always loved the safe and the 

mediocre —  but Strahan is converted,” Dowden commented, reflecting on the incident 

two years later. '̂*'* Dow den’s reminiscences later in life, however, suggest the reverse. 

Dean Alford would have published the article, but Strahan the proprietor grew 

alarmed.

The popular disapproval and rejections, the results o f  D ow den’s preference for 

the ‘dangerous’ over the ‘safe’ in literature, were becoming a source o f  frustration for 

him. He wrote to W. M. Rossetti in February 1870, sharing his disappointments and 

enquiring if  the English champion o f  W hitman would read the essay. He was also 

hoping Rossetti might be in a position to suggest friendlier American periodicals. 

Rossetti responded, agreeing to read the article but could not assist Dowden with its 

publication. Instead, he informed Dowden o f  W hitm an’s extensive neglect in 

America.̂ '*̂

Dow den’s colleagues were also eager for the essay’s appearance. “ I hear from 

Yeats that you have written and printed your essay about Walt Whitman, but have not 

yet published it,” Edwin Ellis wrote from Via della Mercede in Rome. “ How long will 

it be to be seen when published? Will it be a long time before coming out? If so —

248(this is not I hope a wrong thing to ask) may I see a proof?” Eventually, a 

disenchanted and impatient Dowden offered the article as a “ free gift” to the

E dw ard  D ow den to W. M, Rossetti , February  1, 1870, R ossetti P apers, p p .517-8; Edward D ow den 
to John Burroughs, Sep tem ber 3, 1872, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den , p .64.

Edw ard  D ow den to John Burroughs, Sep tem ber 3, 1872, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p .64.
Edward D ow den to Charles N, Elliot; ipt. in Elliot (ed.), IValt W hitm an as Poet, M an an d  F riend,

p .80.
Edw ard  D ow den to W. M. Rossetti , February  1, 1870; ipt. R ossetti P apers, pp.517-8.
D ow den  posted the article to Rossetti on February  5, 1870. His letter is reprinted in R ossetti P apers, 

p.519.
Edwin Ellis to Edward D owden, N ov em b er  17, 1870, Ms. 3147/68, Trinity  College, Dubhn.
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W estminster Review , a British poHtical and intellectual quarterly magazine with 

advanced liberal views.

James Mill and Jeremy Bentham established the W estminster R eview  in 1824 in 

opposition to the Whig Edinburgh Review  and the Tory supporting Q uarterly Review. 

In its early days, the journal published work by Lord Byron, Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

and Alfred Tennyson. In 1851, John Chapman became the owner and editor and 

continued to publish progressive intellectuals. Writers in the magazine included 

George Eliot and J. A. Froude. Whitman had often reviewed the magazine for the 

Brooklyn Times and, in 1860, he had sent a copy o f  the third edition o f  Leaves o f  

Grass to the editors. They were savage in their assessment. They mistook for popular 

success the fact that the book was in its third edition. That the book was well 

presented and not “printed on paper as dirty as his favourite topics,” astounded them 

even more. They stated contemptuously that the public endorsement o f  the book 

reflected poorly on American morality:

That to the public defence o f  polygamy and slavery, should now be added that o f  
the emancipation o f  the flesh, is an indication o f  moral disorganisation in the 
States, which is o f  every evil promise. That a drunken helot should display 
h im self  without shame in the market place, speaks sad reproach to the public 
that does not scourge him back to his cellar.

At the time, the W estminster Review  was obviously unaware that American critics 

were just as critical o f  the poet. For instance. W hitm an’s old employer, the self- 

righteous Brooklyn D aily Eagle, dutifully reprinted the W estminster article in New 

York to illustrate the injury Whitman was doing to his country.

W estm inster an d  Foreign Q uarterly R eview , N ew  Series X V lIl  (October 1, 1860): 590.



The Westminster Review  had no quahns about accepting Dowden’s manuscript 

in 1871 and it appeared anonymously in the July i s s u e . B y  that stage, Dowden had 

taken advantage of the two-year period since its composition to add appropriate 

extracts from Whitman’s recent prose. By the late 1860s, Whitman believed American 

people had become corrupted by a preoccupation with material things and, 

consequently, America’s spiritual life was suffering. In Democratic Vistas, a 

collection o f  three essays, “Democracy,” “Personalism” and “Literature,” which 

Whitman had prepared for publication in the late 1860s, he launched a tirade against 

debased American morals, manners and l i t e r a t u r e . T h e r e  was an overriding 

optimism in the book, however, that ideal values were attainable. His prognosis was a 

democratic literature that would influence the moral and psychological development 

o f  the people. In the Westminster Review, Dowden accepted Whitman’s exposure o f  

the morally corrupt underbelly to America, but predicted that the future would justify 

Whitman’s confidence in the country and its democratic institutions.

After the appearance o f  “The Poetry of Democracy: Walt Whitman,” Rossetti 

took the liberty o f  posting the essay to Whitman. He infomied the poet that its author 

was probably Edward Dowden, Professor o f  English Literature at Dublin University, 

and a young man with a “good literary career before him.”^̂  ̂ (Rossetti had met 

Dowden at a dinner in a London restaurant the previous May. He was accompanied by

T C -1

his brother John and a “preposessmg young Irishman named Yeats” among others.)

Dowden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt Whitman,” The Westminster Review, vol. XL, no. I (July 
1871).

Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas (1871); ipt. in The Works o f  Walt Whitman, vol. 2: The Collected 
Prose, ed., Malcolm Cowley (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1968), pp.208-259.

W. M. Rossetti to Walt Whitman, July 9, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 133.
The Diary o f  W. M. Rossetti: 1870-1873, p.62. The Yeats is John B. Yeats, father o f  the poet.
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On J uly 14, shortly after receiving the essay. Whitman brought it to the attention of his 

friend William D. O ’Connor, remarking that it was “rather quiet in tone, but 

essentially very favourable and a p p r e c i a t i v e . W h e n  Whitman found time to 

respond to Rossetti’s letter a fortnight later, however, he was more upbeat: “It is a 

profound & eloquent essay & and I am proud to be the subject of it.” His enthusiasm 

was partly influenced by his reluctance to blow cold air over the fresh interest in his 

work. “If you learn for certain who wrote it, I should be glad to know,” he wrote to 

Rossetti, “I have received much comfort from your country —  here little but refusal or 

coldness.

Enlisting such allies was one of Whitman’s major concerns. In “Salut Au 

Monde” when he spoke of searching for lovers and equals in “all lands,” he disclosed 

that his spirit had “pass’d in compassion and determination around the whole earth” 

[my i t a l i c s ] . Wh i t m a n  encouraged frontline news o f  the “cause” from his friends, 

the previously mentioned ‘New Guard.’ They regularly briefed him about lectures, 

meetings and publications that marked a tum in his favour, however slow. From his 

base in Washington and, from 1873 in Camden, New Jersey, he in tum co-ordinated 

and sustained interest by forwarding lecture notes, suggestions and newspaper notices 

that came his way. The military language and the offensive-defensive strategies 

reflected the self-conscious means Whitman employed to consolidate his reputation 

against the wishes o f  hostile readers. He had declared war on the conventional tastes 

o f  polite society and he needed foot-soldiers who were equally motivated by the

Walt Whitman to W. D. O ’Connor, July 14, 1871, Correspondence II (1868-1875): 127, 
Walt Whitman to W. M. Rossetti, July 28, 1871, Correspondence II (1868-1875): 131. 
Whitman, “Salut Au Monde,” The Complete Poems, p. 178.

113



“cause” : “ My call is the call o f  battle, I nourish active rebellion,” he wrote in “ Song o f  

the Open Road, “He going with me must go well a rm ’d, / He going with me goes 

often with spare diet, poverty, angry enemies, d e s e r t i o n s . H e  was proud o f  those 

who enlisted. “They speak o f  Napoleon’s Old Guard: what shall be said o f  our New 

Guard?” he asked Horace Traubel. “Could Napoleon match Dowden, Rossetti, 

O ’Connor, Bun'oughs, Symonds, Rhys, Noel? And there are still others. Could 

Napoleon match them?” '̂”’̂

Dowden wrote to Rossetti in July to secure W hitm an’s address and learned that 

Rossetti had already posted the essay to Whitman. For his part, Dowden did not want 

to be “defrauded o f  the pleasure” he had promised him self (as he subsequently told 

Whitman), so he posted the essay o ff  again on July 23. This was his first letter to the 

American poet. In D ow den’s mind, the essay failed to communicate the personal 

disclosures that the poet cherished, and he was still apprehensive about W hitm an’s 

response. Consequently, he did not describe h im self  as an academic, just as the author 

o f  the critical essay. By this stage, however, he had converted his insecurity about the 

essay’s cool tone into a critical justification. “ I wrote more coolly than I feel,” he 

confessed to Whitman,

...because I wanted those, who being ignorant o f  your writings are perhaps 
prejudiced against them, to say: “Here is a cool judicious impartial critic who 
finds a great deal in Whitman - perhaps after all we are mistaken.” Perhaps this 
will be unsatisfactory to you, and you would prefer that your critic should let the 
full force o f  your writings appear in his criticism and attract those who are to be 
attracted and repel those who are to be repelled ... but so many persons capable 
o f  loving your work, by some mischance or miscarriage or by some ignorance or

Whitman, “Song o f  the Open Road,” The Complete Poems, p. 189.
W hitman in conversation with Traubel, Novem ber 9, 1888, With WW in Camden, III: 66. W hitman 

had been celebrating his few American admirers in the same way since the mid-1860s.
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removable error fail in their approach to you, or do not approach you at all, that I 
think I am justified in my attempt.

Not surprisingly, Whitman had no hesitation in thanking Dowden for his Westminster 

criticism. But the cunning poet suggested that he could have made more of the 

American “neglect business.” Whitman replied; “You could [have] perhaps [dwelt] on 

the neglect issue with more stress, the general denial and sneering which magazines, 

editors, authors, publishers, “critics,” & co. in the United States hold towards Leaves 

o f  Grass and myself as author of it.” Although he wanted his critics to note the book’s 

joyous affirmation o f  life as one of its chief points, he also felt that a statement o f  his 

neglect was “indispensable to any foreign criticism” o f  his poems.

Dowden, in fact, had given the “neglect business” more profile in the 

Westminster article than he had done in the earlier draft for the Contemporary 

Review^''"^ John Morley’s letter to Dowden o f  November 2, 1869 (in which he also 

reluctantly declined Dowden’s article for The Fortnightly Review) and a letter from 

Rossetti to Dowden in early February 1870 had provided him with extra material on 

the subject. And so Dowden declared in his revised draft that a word of explanation 

was necessary. “The representative man of a nation is not always the nation’s 

favourite.” He spoke of the Hebrew prophets who “cried in the wilderness” while “the 

people went after strange gods” as a point o f  reference for Whitman’s position in 

America. “If Whitman’s writings are spoken o f  as the poetry o f  American democracy,

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, July 23, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 134.
Walt Whitman to Edward Dowden, January 20, 1872, With WW in Camden, I: 320.
Dowden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt Whitman,” unpublished draft, Dowden Papers, Trinity 

College, Dublin.
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it is not implied that his are the volumes most inquired after in the libraries o f  New 

York or Boston.

Reactions to the article from Dowden’s colleagues were, on the whole, 

complimentary. John Todhunter had read it “with immense delight.” He assured the 

author that it went to the “root o f  the matter.”^̂  ̂ American writer John Burroughs 

infomied Dowden that it was a marvel that he had grasped W hitman so completely 

from such a d i s t a n c e . R e s p o n s e  from the general public was favourable too. The 

publishers o f  Rossetti’s selection o f  W hitm an’s poetry, Hottens, found that there had 

been “some degree o f  revival” in demand for the book in 1871 after the appearance o f  

Dow den’s article and, subsequently, Roden N oel’s “Walt Whitman: The Poet o f  

Modern Democracy” in the D ark Blue  three months l a t e r . A t  a time when Whitman 

was selling three hundred copies o f  his poems per annum, instead o f  his predicted ten 

or twenty thousand, the publicity and increased sales were welcome developments.^''^ 

“The old article I wrote came at the right moment, and that was its merit,” Dowden 

would remark to the Whitmanian scholar W. H. Trimble decades later.^^^

*

Dowden, “The Poetry o f Democracy: W alt W hitman,” p .37.
John Todhunter to Edward Dowden, September 9, 1871, Dowden Papers, M s.3147, Trinity College, 

Dubhn.
John Burroughs to Edward Dowden, March 9, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .58.
Rossetti diary entry for January 19, 1872, The Diary o f  1̂ . M. Rossetti: /570-7J, p. 151. N oel’s study 

was published over two months, October and November, and was reprinted in his Essays on P oetiy and  
Poe/i-(London, 1886).

In a diary entry for Novem ber 7, 1871, Rossetti recorded that John Burroughs provided him with the 
sales figures for Leaves o f  Grass; see The Diary o fW . M. Rossetti: 1870-73, p. 124.

Edward Dowden to W. H. Trimble, October 9, 1907, Letters o f  Edward Dowden and his 
Correspondents, p .353.

116



Dowden was a keen letter writer and, though he was reserved in criticism, he showed 

a freer side in his correspondence with academic friends. He shifted effortlessly 

between detailed exegeses o f  Shakespearean lines to ironic comments about his 

academic work, holiday plans and domestic matters. He also revealed an openly 

affectionate side to his personality in his letters to Whitman. There were no elaborate 

philosophical or critical discussions, but instead moral support, praise and goodwill. 

Whitman relished this: “Dowden is a book-man,” he told Horace Traubel, “but he is 

also and more particularly a man-man. I guess that is where we c o n n e c t . W h i t m a n  

him self was not interested in “tall talk.” Although he was garrulous in conversation 

and effusive in poetry, he was, as W. M. Rossetti pointed out, surprisingly moderate, 

business-like and wami-hearted in his letters.

As a compensation for his “wooden” article, Dowden was effusive in his early 

letters to the poet. This is illustrated in the first letter when he confidently announced 

to Whitman that he had many readers in Ireland;

.. .and  those who read do not feel a qualified delight in your poems —  do not 
love them by degree, but with an absolute, a personal love. We none o f  us 
question that yours is the clearest, and sweetest, and fullest American voice. We 
grant as true all that you claim for yourself And you gain steadily among us new 
readers and lovers.^™

For Whitman, the significance o f  the letter lay in the affection that it expressed. That 

he had only a handful o f  close friends in America made the gesture doubly touching. 

He wanted to know more about these friends and Dowden wrote back in September

W hitm an in conversation  with Traubel, June 10, 1888, Wif/i WIV in C am den, I: 299. 
W. M. Rossetti , Som e R em iniscences o f  W illiam M ichael R ossetti, p .404.
Edward D ow den to Walt W hitman, July 23, 1871, With W W  in C am den, 1: 134.



listing their professions — two clergymen, a doctor, a barrister, an “excellent Greek 

scholar,” a “woman o f most fine character and powerful intellect,” and “three painters 

in London, all men o f  decided genius.” Dowden followed this with another letter in 

October and named these f r i e n d s . W h i t m a n  took note, making his pride and 

gratitude known in a later reply:

May 1 say you do not seem to be afar off, but stand very near to me. ... I was 
deeply interested in the accounts given me by you o f  your friends —  I do not 
hesitate to call them mine also — [R Y.] Tyrrell, Cross, your brother [John 
Dowden], Miss [Elizabeth Dickinson] West, [John] Todhunter, [Standish 
James] O ’Grady, —  [John B.] Yeats, [Edwin] Ellis, [John T.] Nettleship. 
Affectionate remembrance to all of them. You especially and Mrs. Dowden — 
and indeed all of you —  already I say stand near to me. I wish each to be told 
what 1 write —  or to see this letter when convenient.

“You see 1 have got them all down,” he had also written in an early draft o f  the letter. 

Whitman was proud of his new friends and wanted to make a special attempt to 

acknowledge their kindness. He subsequently decided that the names themselves 

would suffice and struck out the line.^’^

O f all the above “ lovers” o f  Leaves o f  Grass, Dowden was by far the most active 

in making that admiration public. However, another Corkonian from this letter would 

follow him in the mid-1870s, and that was Standish James O ’Grady. He was the son 

o f  a small landholder and Church of Ireland rector in the small parish o f  Castletown, 

Berehaven in Co. Cork. He was also Edward Dowden’s younger contemporary at

Edward Dowden to W alt Whitman, October 15, 1871, With WIV in Camden, 111: 42.
W alt W hitman to Edward Dowden (draft letter) January 20, 1872, With WW in Camden, I: 319. The 

original was one o f  two letters sold to a Mr, Barnard for £5 at an auction o f  Dow den’s library in June, 
1914, one year after his death. During the sale o f the first portion o f the library on the previous 
November, a presentation copy o f  Y eats’s Mosada was sold for £4 17s. 6d. and 30 vols o f  Irish verse by 
Katherine Tynan, John Todhunter and others (all presentation copies) were sold for £2 8s.

W alt W hitman to Edward Dowden (draft letter), W hitman Papers: Reel 5-6, Feinberg Collection, 
Library o f  Congress, W ashington D.C.
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Trinity  C ollege, Dublin. In m any  respects, his b ackground  m ade  him as unlikely  a 

cham pion  o f  W hitm an  as D ow den  seem ed at first. H e  had strong connections to a line 

o f  upper-c lass  ancestors  w ho w ere  notable for a loyal and dis t inguished  service to the 

British Em pire.  His predecessors  w ere  socially priv ileged ‘country  squ ires ,’ but 

assum ed  h o nourab le  responsibilities  as local adm inis tra tors  and m em bers  o f  the

9 7 J.
ju d ic ia ry  and military.

O ’G ra d y ’s im m edia te  family, like that o f  D o w d e n ’s, w as also typical o f  the 

n ineteenth  cen tu ry  A scendancy  class in its decline in w ealth  and influence. His father 

T hom as,  a specialist  in Old T es tam ent studies, w as  V iscoun t G uillam ore. He was 

educated  in T rin ity  College, Dublin , and b ecam e a C hurch  o f  Ireland rector. 

O ’G ra d y ’s m o ther  inherited the property  o f  T hree  Castle  H ead in Kilm ore, the 

ad jo in ing  parish to C astletow n, Berehaven , m ak in g  his parents upper m iddle-class 

small landholders. O ’G rady  h im se lf  later rem em bered  rid ing on horseback  through the 

estate to collect rent from the t e n a n t s . H i s  m arriage to M argaret Fisher, the daughter 

o f  Rev. W illiam  Alan Fisher, the local rector o f  K ilm ore , consolidated  his connection  

with  this class.

Like D ow den , O ’G rady  also enjoyed the priv ileges  co m m o n ly  afforded the 

upper-m idd le  class. He w as educated in the T ippera ry  G ra m m a r School where, 

accord ing  to his son, Hugh Art, he developed  his fine scholarly  skills. From  there, he 

en tered  Trin ity  College, Dublin , in 1864 to study C lassics,  w here  he upheld a family

His grandfather, James O ’Grady, was elected chairman o f  the W aterford Grand Jury, a much- 
coveted post at the tnne. His granduncle Standish became Attorney General and subsequently Lord 
C hief Baron. Two o f his father’s cousins were war-heroes: Standish acquired military fame at the Battle 
o f  W aterloo and Admiral Hayes was one o f  N elson’s captains. His m other’s side, the Doe family, had 
descended from Planters who had intermarried with the Carty clan in Co. Cork. She inherited land in 
Kilmore, Co. Cork

Hugh Art O ’Grady, Standish James O ’Grady (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1929), pp.23-25.
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gift for intellectual ach ievem ent.  A m o n g  his aw ards w as a classical scholarship , the 

U niversity  Silver M edal in Ethics and Psychology, and a s ilver medal in oratory and a 

gold in essay writing, both  aw arded  by the Philosophica l  Society. His priv ileged 

education  and noble heritage —  that is, his education  in p redom inan tly  Anglo-Irish, 

Protestant institutions and his ob ligations and  loyalty  to a family o f  leaders and 

landholders —  contribu ted  to his social cond it ion ing  as a young  defender o f  upper- 

class leadership.

In a w ay  that also parallels D o w d e n ’s experience , how ever,  O ’G ra d y ’s 

tem peram en t and behav iou r  set him apart from his conservative  upbringing. After 

g raduation, he did not follow his father by  tak ing  exam s in Divinity, histead, he 

trained for a career in law, a staple p rofession  o f  m en  w ho  w ere  no longer supported  

by large p r o p e r t i e s . H i s  m ove also poin ted  to a crisis o f  faith that he shared with 

o ther liberal friends such as Edw ard  D ow den , John  B. Yeats  (also the son o f  a 

c lergym an) and John  Todhunter.

W h i tm a n ’s joyous ,  life-affirming, literary gospel offered these  readers a 

religious certitude. Specifically , for O ’G rady, it m ade  a pro found  contrast to o ther 

“ intellectual m asters  and pasto rs ,” the “accepted  teachers” o f  his generation —  Carlyle 

and Ruskin —  w ho w ere  overw helm ed  w ith  either “a sense o f  the no th ingness  o f

277th ings,” or o f  the “ vastness  o f  the w e igh t” w h ich  destiny  had laid on their shoulders.

O ’Grady was called to the Bar in 1872 and worked as a barrister until the mid-1870s, after which, 
financially speaking, he lived precariously, dividing his time between legal assignments, journalism , 
writing, and m iscellaneous projects. His financial vulnerability tends to be forgotten when critics talk 
about O ’Grady the social and cultural prophet or O ’Grady the patriotic and idealistic father o f the Irish 
literary revival. The twin preoccupations o f  staving o ff bankruptcy and furthering Ireland’s cultural 
nationalism were constant features o f  his daily life through to the turn o f  the century.

Standish O ’Grady, “W alt Whitman; The Poet o f  Joy,” The Gentlem an's Magazine', rpt. Selected  
Essays and Passages (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1918), p .269. Hereafter cited as O ’Grady, “The Poet o f 
Joy.”
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O ’Grady’s willingness to challenge these heroes —  heroes which were sanctioned by 

the conventional loyalties o f  his background —  and find sustenance in Walt Whitman, 

a liberal writer who was vilified by critics in his own country, further demonstrated his 

self-reliance and progressive outlook. And, like Dowden, he found space to recognise 

the importance o f  imminent democratic advances.

In D ow den’s letter to Whitman o f  October 15, 1871, he had accurately summed 

up O ’Grady’s literary genotype. “You will see, I think,” he remarked, pointing 

Whitman to an enclosed copy o f  O ’Grady’s poem “Apollo,” the “ first morsel” o f  his 

writing to appear in print, “that he springs from Carlyle on one side, and from you on 

the other.” He was a literary lovechild o f  the defender o f  social hierarchy in the United 

Kingdom and the champion o f  democracy in the United States or, as Dowden put it, 

“an aristocratic-democrat or democratic-aristocrat.”^̂ *̂

D ow den’s hesitation over the correct description is revealing —  aristocratic- 

democrat or democratic-aristocrat? It was as i f  O ’Grady’s enthusiasm for Whitman, 

privately in conversation with Dowden, had meant that his democratic credentials 

were first taken for granted. His background was relegated to the role o f  a modifying 

influence. Dowden subsequently reversed the order. O ’Grady’s background became 

the prime focus and his liberal beliefs a tempering presence. The uncertainty sums up 

the surprise O ’Grady generated by his strong interest in W hitman in the early 1870s. 

More significantly, Dowden struck a prophetic note, identifying the way O ’Grady 

would swing from a qualified faith in democracy to a model o f  benign aristocratic 

rule. As we shall see later, both Dowden’s and O ’Grady’s reading o f  Whitman

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, October 15, 1871, With WW in Camden, III: 42.
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overlapped and diverged in ways that offer a striking insight into their treatment o f  

emerging democratic and nationalist forces in Ireland.

D ow den’s introductory letters to Whitman between July and October 1871 were 

written to register his interest in the poet and to honour him by identifying his 

“ friends” and expanding readership in Ireland. These letters were followed by a 

consistent flow o f  warm greetings and encouragement throughout the 1870s. While he 

was eager to maintain personal contact with Whitman, the Professor o f  English 

Literature and Oratory was equally insistent about advancing the “cause” o f  the poet, 

in 1871, his assessment o f  W hitm an’s writing in the W estminster Review  generated 

the public perception o f  him as one o f  the poet’s “most earnest admirers,” to borrow 

Rossetti’s description o f  Dowden at the time.^^^ He continued to reaffirm his claim to 

the title with a range o f  promotional work. This magnanimous display o f  energy and 

courage in creating an audience for Whitman under hostile conditions was a 

convincing demonstration o f  his attachment to unconventional and experimental art, 

and a clear illustration o f  his belief  that W hitman had a significant contribution to 

make to contemporary society.

Four additional aspects o f  D ow den’s sponsorship became clear from the early to 

mid-1870s. First, in securing an audience for Whitman, Dowden continued to bring 

his formidable lecturing skills to his role as sponsor, but he especially used his 

position (and later his reputation) in Trinity College to enlarge that audience. There is 

no record that D ow den’s colleagues in other Irish universities, such as Charles Duke 

Yonge in Q ueen’s University Belfast, George F. Armstrong in Q ueen’s College, Cork,

W. M. Rossetti to Walt Whitman, July 9, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 133.
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and Thomas W. Moffett in Queen’s College, Galway, paid the same attention to

280Whitman. Second, while Dowden restated the conviction that W hitm an’s 

importance lay in his emergence as America’s national and democratic “Bard,” his 

lectures gave him scope to express the “peculiar pleasures” that he had failed to 

communicate in the article in the W estminster Review. These lectures allowed him to 

emphasise the power o f  “democratic art” as a moral force. Third, it was clear to 

Dowden, and any o f  W hitm an’s readers for that matter, that the courage needed to 

approach the poet was not just bravery to withstand hostility; he impressed on his 

audiences the need for painful self-confrontation. Readers had to be prepared to 

redefine their concepts o f  social equality, propriety and morality. D ow den’s challenge 

was one that struck to the roots o f  religious conviction and social outlook. According 

to Dowden, to reject Whitman was to reject a social and political philosophy that was 

a force for good in society. Fourth, Dowden identified W hitm an’s art as an influential 

shaping force on the intellect and soul o f  the individual, but also on the country. 

American democracy was a forerunner o f  political structures around the world.

*

Edward D ow den’s position in Trinity College, Dublin, made him an ideal Whitmanian 

champion. As a professor in one o f  Europe’s prestigious universities, he was in a 

privileged position to introduce new writers to a younger generation o f  readers and, 

also, to win approval for them within the literary establishment. He could incorporate

C harles D uke Y o n g e , Lecturer in H istory and E nglish  Literature (B elfast); G eorge  F. A rm strong, 
Lecturer in H istory and E nglish  Literature (Cork); T hom as W. M offett, Lecturer in H istory, E nglish  
Literature and M ental S c ien ce  (G alw ay).
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W hitm an’s writings into both college and public lectures and keep his colleagues in 

the press regularly informed about W hitm an’s new publications and fickle state o f  

health.

Within the academic hierarchy, o f  course, D ow den’s position was not 

necessarily an eminent one. Trinity College’s excellence in the highly esteemed 

subjects o f  mathematics, physics and the classics greatly outshone its contributions to 

literature. The College Board had to give the subjects English literature and oratory 

more weight in 1855 by combining them with history, jurisprudence and economics. 

Although English literature was detached from this moderatorship in 1873 to 

constitute one half  o f  a new moderatorship in modern languages, it was still 

considered a less challenging voluntary option for honours c a n d id a te s .F u r th e r m o r e ,  

the professorship Dowden held commanded less respect than the much sought after 

position o f  Fellow. But even these limitations had their advantages. As a Fellow, he 

might have been subject to strong clerical and official censure over his sponsorship o f  

Whitman, which would have curtailed his liberalism.

Although D ow den’s public association with W hitman in the early 1870s would 

make Trinity College a focal point for Whitmanian interest in the city, the American 

poet was already familiar to a number o f  students in the university by 1870. Abraham 

Stoker Jr., the most popular man in Trinity in the 1870s and known as Bram to his 

friends, had read “a notice” o f  Leaves o f  Grass in the popular magazine The Temple

R. B. M cD ow ell and D. A. W ebb, Trinity College Dublin: 1592-1992  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), pp.230-1 , 240, 270.
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282Bar with some o f  his colleagues. The date suggests that the notice was Alfred 

Austin’s “The Poetry o f  the Future” in the October 1869 issue, which Stoker 

encountered in his final year as an undergraduate. His response (like that o f  his 

friends) was one o f  contempt and ridicule. Nonetheless, as he later recalled, curiosity 

eventually drew them to the book:

In my University the book was received with Homeric laughter, and more than a 
few of the students sent over to Trubner’s [London book dealers] for copies of 
the complete Leaves o f  Grass —  that being the only place where they could then 
be had. Needless to say that amongst young men the objectionable passages 
were searched for and the more noxious ones expected. For days we all talked of 
Walt Whitman and the new poetry with scorn —  especially those o f  us who had 
not seen the book.

More than a year later, in the “Quad” in Trinity, Stoker heard two men reading aloud 

and scoffing at passages from Rossetti’s edition. “They chose only those passages 

which are most foreign to British ears and made fun of them,” Stoker told Whitman in 

a letter dated February 18, 1872. “Something struck me that 1 had judged you hastily. I

283took home the volume and read it far into the night.”

Stoker recalled the incident yet again in 1906 in Personal Reminiscences o f  

Henry Irving. The story was embellished to incorporate a reference to a tree —  a likely 

allusion to Whitman’s favourite place o f  reading and composition —  and was also 

given added drama:

A braham  Stoker, b. 1847, d. 1912. Novelist,  civil servant,  unpaid  theatre reviewer for the D ublin  
E ven ing  M ail. W hen  Sir Henry Irving gave a season in Dublin  in 1876, Stoker becam e his admirer. He 
was Irv ing’s m anager from 1878-1905. The popular  evaluation o f  S toker in the 1870s is taken from an 
Irish Times obituary quoted by Charles Sweeting in “ B ram  S toker ,” U niversity  P h ilo soph ica l Socie ty  
R eview : 1853-1953  (Trinity  College, Dublin: C entenary  Y ear C om m ittee o f  the University 
Philosophical Society, 1953), p .52.

Bram  Stoker to W alt W hitman, February 18, 1872, With W W  in C am den, I: 181. He did not post the 
letter until February 14, 1876.
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One day 1 met a man in the Quad who had a copy, and I asked him to let me look 
at it. He acquiesced readily:
“Take the damn thing,” he said, “ I’ve had enough o f  it!”
1 took the book with me into the Park and in the shade o f  an elm tree began to 
read it. Very shortly my own opinion began to form; it was diametrically 
opposed to that which I had been hearing. From that hour I became a lover o f  
Walt Whitman.

What Stoker did not realise at this stage was that there were a few students, 

independent o f  each other, who were beginning to hold the same adulatory opinion o f  

Whitman. The outlook for these “W alt-W hitmanites,” to use Stoker’s description, was 

grim. Their conversion meant that they, too, were objects o f  ridicule. “We had quite a 

fight over it with our companions who used to assail us with shafts o f  their humour on 

all occasions,” he r e c a l l e d . O n  Thursday, May 4, 1871, however, the principal 

student society, the Dublin University Philosophical Society, provided Stoker and the 

“more cultured o f  the students” with an opportunity to share their passions and 

afflictions by holding a meeting on Whitman at 8pm in the New Buildings o f  Trinity 

College. The principal speaker was Dowden who, the following day at 1pm, was due 

to begin another term o f  lectures on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays in the 

Museum Building.^*'’

While papers on literary subjects were common at the Philosophical Society (the 

following week P. C. Herbert would read a paper on W ordsworth), discussions on 

American subjects were very rare, yet not entirely unknown. On February 15, 1872, a

Stoker, P ersona l R em in iscences o f  H en iy  Irv ing  (L ondon: H einem an, 1906), II: 94.
Ibid.
“U niversity  In te lligence ,” D ublin  E ven ing  M ail, M ay 3, 1871. T he D .U . P h ilosophical Society  

session extended  from  the third T hursday  in N ovem ber until the second  T hursday  in June inclusive. T he 
p residen t was John  B. Sandford; the secretary , H erbert W ilson; and treasurer, T. L. H ill. C ouncil 
m em bers included J. D. B ourchier, H enry C arson, W illiam  C ooke, M aurice F itzgerald  and G eorge 
Stack.
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Junior Sophister student Henry S. Gabbett read a paper on Longfellow and, on May 1, 

1873, Arthur Patterson delivered a paper on Bret Harte, a humorist famous for his 

evocations o f  the early days in the Old West. (Brett also edited The O verland M onthly, 

which in 1868 was the first literary magazine to be published on the West Coast o f

287America. ) On this occasion, though, just two months before his article on Whitman 

appeared in the W estminster Review, Edward Dowden spoke on “Walt Whitman and 

the Poetry o f  Democracy.” Stoker had the honour o f  opening the debate, which was 

also addressed by a C. M. Arundell and Oscar W ilde’s brother, William.^** That same 

night, James M. Carlile from the Chief Secretary’s Office was reading a paper on 

another American, W hitm an’s colleague Edgar Allan Poe, before the Civil Service 

Literary Society at 212 Great Brunswick St. (now Pearse St.), Dublin.

While D ow den’s paper in Trinity College enunciated the key points that were 

soon to appear in his essay, the public occasion allowed him to make the force o f  

W hitm an’s writings more immediate. Whitman, he announced, had animated his 

intellect and “whole moral nature.” While admitting that the controversial poet was 

feared, Dowden reassured his audience that it was understandable that a radical author 

who confronted the prudish conventions o f  polite society, and who advanced 

democracy as a means o f  human progress, might be considered a ‘dangerous’ author. 

Dowden told them he knew o f  “no writer o f  eminence who had not done injury.” In

D .U .  Philosoph ica l  M inute B ook ,  Trinity C o l lege ,  Dublin.
The Irish T im es, M ay 3, 1871.
A nnouncem ent o f  lecture in The Irish Tim es, M ay 4, 1871 ,  p .2. T he  lecture was open  to the public.



response to the contemptuous sceptics who had a prurient interest in the book,

Dowden insisted that the poet “never degenerated into anything lewd.” '̂̂ °

After his speech, he received enthusiastic applause and a unanimous vote of

291thanks. W. M. Rossetti, from his home in Euston Sq., London, subsequently 

infomied Whitman about the great response that Dowden had i n s p i r e d . C l o s e r  to 

home. Stoker felt that these contributions had given the Whitmanian cause within the 

college an enomious boost. Dowden’s opinions, as professor, “carried great weight in 

such a m a t t e r . T h e  progressive nature o f  the debate that evening was highlighted 

by the daily newspaper’s reports o f  a rejection (by 220 votes to 152) of the second 

reading of the “Women’s Disabilities Bill” in the House o f  Commons the previous 

day. The Bill to extend the parliamentary franchise to women had been discussed by

Gladstone, Lord J. Manners and Beresford Hope among others.

The “Walt-Whitmaniana rabies” with which Dowden was “anxiously” trying to 

infect his friends and students was now evidently spreading into the public 

bloodstream. The Daily Express detected its presence. “On Thursday evening last 

Professor Dowden read a very interesting essay [on Walt Whitman],” the paper’s 

reporter remarked. “Walt Whitman is a poet who has not hitherto attracted much 

attention in this country, but strangely enough, in this city two essays have treated of 

his writings on two successive days.” *̂̂  ̂ On May 3, the day before the Philosophical

Unidentified newspaper clipping, May 12, 1871, Bram Stoker Collection o f  Irvingiana, Shakespeare 
M emorial Theatre Library, Stratford-Upon-Avon; quoted by Barbara Belford in Bram Stoker: A 
Biography o f  the Author  o /D racu la (London: W eidenfeld and Nicolson, 1996), p.40.

D.U. Philosophical Society Minutebook, Trinity College, Dublin.
W. M. Rossetti to W alt Whitman, July 9, 1871, ^Virh WW in Camden, I: 133.
The phrase is S toker’s and appears in Personal Reminiscences o j Henry Irving, II: 95. It could have 

easily been applied from an 1870s perspective.
The Daily Express, May 4, 1871.
“University Intelligence,” The Daily Express, May 6, 1871.
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meeting, a close colleague of Dowden’s, Robert Y. Tyrrell, assistant Regius Professor 

of Greek and Junior Fellow o f  Trinity College, had delivered another “good public 

lecture” on “The Poetry o f  Walt Whitman.

Tyrrell’s paper was the third in a series of popular “Afternoon Lectures Upon 

Literature and Art,” which were being held in the Royal College of Science on St. 

Stephen’s Green. Tyrrell began addressing the “moderately large audience,” which 

included a Judge Lawson, Judge Keogh and Dr. Shaw, by discriminating the “true 

poet” from “mere singers.” The distinction Tyrrell made between the one true poet and 

the band of singers was an allusion to the distinction Whitman made in “The 

Indications” (1867 title), a poem which would constitute part 2 o f  “Song of the 

Answerer” in the sixth edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass in 1881:

What always indicates the poet is the crowd o f the pleasant company of singers, 
and their words,

The words o f  the singers are the hours or minutes of the light or dark, but the 
words o f  the maker of poems are the general light and dark,

The maker o f  poems settles justice, reality, immortality.
His insight and power encircle things and the human race,
He is the glory and extract thus far of things and of the human race.^^^

Tyrrell used the paradigm to dismiss the British poet William Bell Scott, the Irish poet 

Thomas Moore and American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. By contrast, 

Tennyson and Swinburne were considered genuine poets because they interpreted the

Dowden’s comment comes from a letter to Whitman, July 23, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 135. 
(Dowden does not refer to his own Philosophical Society address on Whitman the previous May.) 
Robert Yelverton Tyrrell, b. Co. Tipperary, 1844, d. Dublin 1914, son o f  a vicar. Educated at home and 
at TCD. Fellow 1868; Professor o f  Latin 1871, o f  Greek 1880, and o f  Ancient History 1900. Senior 
Fellow and Registrar 1904. Edited T C D ’s Kottabos and was one of  the founders o f  Hermathena  in 
1874. Published editions of  Euripides, Terence and Sophocles and Cicero’s Correspondence. Fellow of 
British Academy (1901).

Whitman, “The Indications,” The Complele Poems, p. 199.
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age in which they Hved in the “clearest and fullest” manner, satisfying also Whitman’s 

decree in the preface to the 1855 edition that the greatest poet should flood him self 

with, and transfigure, the immediate age.̂ '̂ *̂

Tyrrell then discussed Whitman, the “genuine representative o f  America in all 

I its grandeur and novelty,” by providing an account o f  his life, character, habits andj

appearance and illustrated his arguments by reading several poems with “great feeling
I

and effect.” His paper lasted for an hour and twenty minutes and The Irish Times 

I reported that they had never seen an audience “so closely a t t e n t i v e . T h e  Dublin

i  Evening M ail  observed that the lecture comprised “many o f  the ‘fair sex ,’ who

' appeared to derive no small amount o f  instruction from the learned lecturer’s ... deep

I appreciation o f  the beauties o f  his author.” *̂̂ ° The D aily Express  agreed that Tyrrell
t

had discussed Leaves o f  Grass  with a “good deal o f  candour.” They dissented from the 

1 other reports, however, by arguing that the poet, “comparatively unknown to many

j Europeans” had been treated with “more favour, than perhaps, he would be generally
I

' considered entitled to ..
i

While Edward Dowden’s promotion o f  Whitman continued within Trinity 

College, he also availed o f  opportunities to bring Leaves o f  Grass  outside Dublin. On 

April 4, 1872, he introduced the poet to a “crowded” audience o f  members and friends

302o f  the Literary and Scientific Society  in the Imperial Hotel in Cork, his hometown.

Whitman, The C om plete Poems, p .759.
The Irish Times, M ay 4, 1871, p.2.
D ublin E vening M ail, May 4, 1871. The F reem an's Journal for the same day carried a similar 

report, adding that Tyrrell’s lecture demonstrated “an ultimate acquaintance with the finer and more 
difficult passages in his poem s” and was evidence o f  “attentive and long continued study.”

The D a ily  E xpress, May 4, 1871.
Cork D aily  H erald, April 5, 1872. D owden had recently been conferred with an LL.D. degree by 

Trinity C ollege, Dublin (see TCD Muniments for February 10, 1872, M U N /V /5/13). The follow ing
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The society was founded in 1819 and was originally known as the Cork Philosophical 

and Literary Society. In the early 1820s, his relative William Dowden was involved in 

the reconstitution and naming o f  it as the Literary and  Scientific Society  and, in the 

1840s, Edward’s late uncle Richard was t r e a s u r e r . D r .  O ’Connor, another veteran 

present at Edward D ow den’s lecture, paid fond tribute to his uncle’s “moral and 

intellectual worth.” Mr. Robert Scott, JP, vice-president o f  the society, held the chair 

and the platfomi party consisted o f  Dr. Richard Caulfield and Professor Armstrong, 

lecturer in English literature at Q ueen’s College, Cork.^”'*

D ow den’s lecture followed the format o f  the W estminster essay. He initially 

summarised (and dismissed) the poetic output o f  the European school o f  American 

poets, which included Longfellow, Bryant, Whittier and Lowell, and the recent school 

o f  humorists, which included Brett Harte, Col. John Hay and Charles Leland. He 

repeated his claim that Whitman stood above these writers as the true “ Bard” o f  

America and American democracy.

As the D.U. Philosophical debate and the essay “The poetry o f  Democracy: Walt 

W hitman” have shown, D ow den’s level tone and his intuitive ability to allay fears 

were key strategies in winning a reading public for the poet. He demonstrated these 

skills again in the Cork lecture. He acknowledged criticisms and popular 

bewilderment with W hitm an’s work, but explained the nature o f  the writing to 

mitigate the offence it caused. He told his audience that there was not a single

January, he delivered another lecture in Cork on contem porary poetry and, once again, used the 
opportunity to publicise W hitm an’s work.

“The Cork Literary and Scientific Society,” Cork H istorical and Archaeological Society Journal,
2nd series, vol. 1 (1895).

George Francis Savage Armstrong, b. Co. Dublin 1846, d. Co. Down 1906. Educated Trinity 
College, Dublin. Professor o f History and Literature in Q ueen’s College, Cork. Author o f  Stories o f  
Wicklow, 1886, and M ephistopheles in Broadcloth, 1888.



licentious phrase to be met with in Leaves o f  Grass if  the “composition was rightly 

i n t e r p r e t e d . T h e  seemingly crude and sexually explicit treatment o f  subjects could 

be morally and aesthetically justified according to the democratic ideal working 

through the verse. “Nevertheless, I am perfectly willing to make another admission 

and confess that Leaves o f  Grass is a dangerous book,” he told members of the 

audience, echoing remarks he had made to the D.U. Philosophical Society. “Life itself 

is dangerous and every good book, every book which reflects life is dangerous 

also.”^̂  ̂ He reminded them that Homeric works were objected to on the grounds of 

their immorality, and that the Bible was also subject to the same scrutiny.^°^

It was clear from Dowden’s lecture that he understood Whitman’s morally 

instructive doctrine o f  the “Divine average” to mean that man was at his most sacred 

and prccious at common denominating points —  those points at which sex, colour, 

class and creed fall away to reveal the common fears, desires and natural rhythms that 

bound aristocrat and peasant. According to Whitman, there could be no denying the 

worth of the most degraded looking beggar or the most ignoble rabble. Beneath “the 

rims” of man’s many “haggard and mean disguises,” the faces, whether “slumbering

308or awake,” “bear testimony” and “show their descent from the Master h im self” The 

poet’s democratic sentiments drew validity and authority from such a humanitarian 

and Christian understanding.

Consequently, Dowden told his audience, “The people itself is an offence and a 

puzzle to many persons. Coarse, incoherent, tumultuous, dangerous, ugly, the people

Report in The Irish Daily Telegraph, April 5, 1872, p .4.
“American Poetry,” Cork Lecture, [April 1872] Dowden Papers, Ms. 3130/25, Trinity College, 

Dublin.
Report in The Irish Daily Telegraph, April 5, 1872, p.4,
Whitman, “Faces,” The Complete Poems, p.477.
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presents itself to the view of dainty or superficial gazes.” It could be expected then, he 

continued, that to the dainty or superficial gazers the poems were likewise “coarse, 

incoherent, tumultuous, dangerous, ugly.” Leaves o f  Grass, after all, was the “first 

shaping of the people and the heart of the people into song.” Dowden was both 

sympathetic and critical, rationalising distaste but, also, implicitly criticising their 

failure o f  courage and vision. People who criticised the poet had failed to go beyond 

superficial crudities and find purpose, meaning and significance in the mob.

Dowden, a close and assiduous reader of Leaves o f  Grass, would have been 

aware o f  the self-sacrifice and labour required for any middle-class Victorian reader to 

accept Whitman. The poet himself had prepared readers for this self-confrontation in 

poems such as “Song of the Open Road” and “Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in 

Hand,” first published as Calamus No. 3 in I860;

Who is he that would become my follower?...

The way is suspicious, the result uncertain, perhaps destructive.
You would have to give up all else ...
The whole past theory of your life and all confomiity to the lives around you 

would have to be abandon’d ..

Again, in “As I Lay With My Head in Your Lap Camerado,” Whitman warned: “I 

know I am restless and make others so / 1 know my words are weapons full of danger, 

full o f  death, / For I confront peace, security, and all the settled laws, to unsettle 

them ...”^'^ Dowden’s younger contemporary, T. W. Rolleston, also summarised the 

implications of becoming Whitman’s “follower.” “His poetry first requires a self-

Whitman, The Complete Poems, p. 149. 
p.346.
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examination which the reader cannot take without great labour.”^ ' ' And, elsewhere, he 

provided a more articulate elaboration:

To become familiar with Walt Whitman, to yield one’s self to the mighty spirit 
that rules his poems, is a serious matter. It is not merely joining a new literary 
movement; it is asking questions about the conduct o f  our lives, the negative and 
affirmative answers o f  which may alike become dangerous; it is to come to

•5 I T
tenns, once and forever, with reality.

Dowden told the audience in Cork that he too had made the journey. He confessed that 

he was once a “dainty gazer” who was not “insensible” to the offensive qualities o f  the 

people en-masse, but he had progressed beyond prejudice. He, along with other 

defenders o f  Whitman, saw “all this matter o f  offence” but they saw, “or at least 

assent[ed]” that they saw through it to a “wonderful spiritual beauty and significance” 

that lay within.

For Dowden, W hitm an’s message had also a practical function. Because 

America prefigured developments in Western Europe, Leaves o f  Grass was a 

preparation for political and social change. This was a belief that Whitman supported 

robustly. He linked, in an explicit and simplistic way, national self-aggrandisement 

with the country’s messianic role in offering to the world the great social and political 

experiments o f  the future:

Any period one nation must lead.
One land must be the promise and reliance o f  the future.

Rolleston, “W alt W hitman A broad,” Camden Post, February 13, 1884; ipt. Whitman and Rolleston: 
A Correspondence, p. 113.

Rolleston, “W alt W hitman Abroad,” p .l 10.
“American Poetry,” Cork Lecture, [April 1872] Dowden Papers, Ms, 3130/25, Trinity College, 

Dublin.
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314O America because you build for mankind I build for you.

His euphoric and sentimental declaration was a fonn o f  nationalistic posturing. But it 

also had historic importance as a m odem version o f  millenarian promise and Divine 

Election. It encapsulated what the puritans felt while listening to John W inthrop’s 

semion (“the eyes o f  all people are upon us”) on board the Arbella  as it sailed for the 

New World in the 1630s. America, according to Whitman, had assumed the position 

is a progenitor o f  idealistic and liberal thought.

Edward Dowden had no objections to W hitm an’s self-promotion as a cultural 

ambassador and “builder” for America. “You have many readers in Ireland,” he had 

reassured the poet in 1871. “We none o f  us question that yours is the clearest, and 

sweetest, and fullest American voice. We grant as true all that you claim for 

/ourself.”^'^ In addition, while Dow den’s analysis o f  W hitm an’s democratic art in the 

W estminster Review  located the poet within a native environment, he was equally 

iware o f  the poet’s international relevance:

But if  the American nation is his hero, let it be observed that it is the American 
nation as the supposed leader o f  the human race, as the supposed possessor in 
ideas, in type o f  character, and in tendency if  not in actual achievement o f  all 
that is most powerful and promising for the progress o f  mankind.

Fhe repetition o f  the word “supposed” may communicate scepticism or uncertainty, 

but Dowden was fimi and authoritative in front o f  the Cork Literary and Scientific  

Society. “The great fact o f  the m odem  world is the fact o f  democracy,” he declared.

W hitman, "By Blue O ntario’s Shore,” The Complete Poems, pp.364, 367. 
Edward Dowden to W alt Whitman, July 23, 1871, With WW in Camden, 1: 134. 
Dowden, "The Poetry o f Democracy: W alt W hitman,” p.51.
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adding crucially that America stands “conspicuous as the representative o f  m odem

•1 I ~j

democracy.”

D ow den’s lecture made a bright impact on a “delighted” audience.^'* A report in 

the Cork E xam iner  noted that Dowden had presented “a very attractive ideal” o f  

W hitm an’s personality. The reporter continued: “The lecture abounded with new and 

delightful matter, which was presented to the audience in most apposite and effective 

language, and their satisfaction was expressed by repeated bursts o f  applause.”  ̂

Professor Armstrong, who proposed a vote o f  thanks, told the audience that it was 

their privilege to hear one o f  the first lectures on W h i t m a n . D e s p i t e  D ow den’s 

feeling that the lecture was hastily prepared, he was pleased that he had a good 

audience and that he had succeeded in “carrying them away” with the poems he 

read.^^' These poems had included “O Captain, My Captain,” “When Lilacs Last in 

the Dooryard B loom ’d” and “The City Dead-House.”

By the time Dowden presented this lecture, he had met John Burroughs, 

W hitm an’s friend and author o f  Notes on Walt Whitman as M an and Poet. Burroughs 

had travelled to Europe during the winter o f  1871, hoping to meet with as many 

“ W hitmanites” as possible. Naturally, the poet had given him a letter o f  introduction

“American Poetry,” Cork Lecture, [April 1872] Dowden Papers, Ms. 3130/25, Trinity College, 
Dublin.

The Cork Daily Herald, April 5, 1872.
“Lecture on American Poetry,” Undated and unidentified Newspaper notice, Dowden Papers, Mss. 

3130/55. This is likely to be The Cork Examiner, April 5, 1872.
Report in The Irish Daily Telegraph, April 5, 1872, p.4.
Edward Dowden to John Burroughs, September 3, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .63. Dowden

regretted that he did not have “the energy to get a tolerable report o f  the lecture ready for the
newspapers,” commenting to Burroughs that the notice which appeared {Cork Examiner) was “ill-done 
and wide o f the m ark.” The newspaper reports were, in fact, mildly flattering.
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to Dowden.^^^ T he m eeting  that N ovem ber at D o w d e n ’s house in Dublin was a 

success, as B urroughs com m ented  to his friend M r Benton:

[D ow den] is a grave, serious young m an o f  English  descent, but o f  Irish birth 
and brogue, and I hked him  immensely, and his w ife  —  a cultivated, 
en thusiastic  Irish w om an. W alt has many fervent readers in Dublin, and I should 
have m et m ore o f  them  but for an indisposition caused by  a rough passage over 
the channel.

Both D ow den  and Burroughs shared a love for nature and this sealed a fr iendship that 

continued  until D o w d e n ’s death. Dowden found that the A m erican  naturalist had a 

“w h o leso m e influence” upon him as deep as the influence o f  the “sunshine  and snow, 

the apples and the birds.” He rem arked to W hitm an that such friendships com pensa ted  

for his university  work: “ M y work as Professor has  a constan t tendency  to tide me 

aw ay  from w hat is fresh and vital into mere accum ulation , and “cu ltu re ,” o f  a kind 

which is not life, but m ere apparatus, machinery, and dead p e l f  o f  know ledge.

No doubt.  B u rro u g h s’s subsequent reports back  to W hitm an  presented  the poet 

with  a clearer portrait o f  D ow den  and consolidated  the re la tionship  that had been 

deve lop ing  betw een  them  since July 1871. The m ee ting  also granted  D ow den  a lively 

picture o f  W h i tm a n ’s personality , “his tenderness and  gentleness,  his love o f  children,

19 S
and their love o f  him , his silence, and splendid flow o f  speech w hen  roused .” On 

ari'ival back  to A m erica  in D ecem ber 1871, B urroughs sent D ow den  a variety o f  

review s and pam phlets ,  including the poe t’s m anuscrip t  copy  o f  “O Star o f  F rance,”

Letter o f  introduction is dated September 19, 1871; ipt. in Whitman, Correspondence II (1865- 
1875): 139.

Burroughs to Benton, quoted in The Life and Letters o f  John Burroughs, ed. Clara Barrus, (Boston 
and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co. & The Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1925), p . 154,

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, February 6, 1876, With WW in Camden, I: 301.
Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, November 16, 1871, Fragments from  Old Letters, I: 16.
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which proved to be an invaluable aid for his l e c t u r e s . T h e y  enabled him to further 

redress his misgivings about the previous W estminster article. “ I have said so much o f  

W hitm an’s personality because the man and his book cannot be separated,” he could 

tell his audience in Cork with more authority and confidence.

W hitm an’s rising popularity and new friendships made a journey across the 

Atlantic more o f  a possibility. Tennyson had invited him to the Isle o f  Wight in July 

1871 and, in a letter to Dowden in January 1872, Whitman mooted the idea o f  also

• • 3 2 8visitmg Ireland. The prospect o f  the ageing prophet o f  democracy travelling to 

Dublin to spread his own message was an exciting one for those who had worked 

tirelessly to create a hospitable audience for him. Dowden wrote to John Burroughs, 

urging him to keep Whitman to his promise. It would be an invaluable way to make 

his poems “understood and appreciated,” he i n s i s t e d . H e  was especially adamant 

that Whitman should prolong his stay in Ireland and Burroughs was fully supportive o f  

the trip. He hoped that they might get “another great poem ” out o f  Whitman in 

Europe: “At present he belongs there more than here, and I know he would be deeply 

moved by what he would see.”^̂  ̂ Burroughs’ own visit to England and Ireland 

reinforced his opinion.

During the summer o f  1872, Burroughs was again pushing for Whitman to 

travel. The poet was unwell and, with the severe heat taking its toll on his health, 

Burroughs was certain that a change o f  climate would be a good remedy. In addition,

Dowden acknowledges the debt in a letter to Burroughs, December 28, 1871, Letters o f  Edward  
Dowden, p .54.

“American Poetry,” Cork Lecture [April 1872], Dowden Papers, Ms. 3130/25, Trinity College, 
Dublin.

W alt Whitman to Edward Dowden (transcript), January 20, 1872, With IVW in Camden. L 320.
Edward Dowden to John Burroughs, February 23, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .58.
John Burroughs to Edward Dowden, March 9, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.61.
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he felt that Whitman was “stagnating” for “want o f  a change” and “some wholesome 

excitement.” He wrote to Rossetti and Dowden to enquire whether they could arrange 

public readings. “ Whitman reads his poems in a peculiarly impressive manner and I 

think would have great success with your audience,” he assured them.^^' Dowden 

replied immediately, his cool, equivocal voice barely containing his excitement.

I have been compelling myself to write soberly about Walt W hitm an’s coming 
over, and our seeing him, but in reality I feel overjoyed by the possibility —  my 
wife, too, who was always a lover o f  his poems, has recently been quite 
conquered in a new way by them. 1 feel this m yself also —  after “Leaves o f  
Grass” has been going about for two or three months from hand to hand, when it 
comes back to me, and I look at it again, it has grown something new and more 
powerful.

He wrote to Whitman on the same day, declaring how the poet could never 

overestimate “how welcomc” he would be in Dublin. His reading was certain o f  

success, “a sufficient success at least, if  not a complete one,” and he was welcome to 

stay in D ow den’s house at 61, Wellington Road in Dublin. “My wife and I would be 

abundantly happy, and would remember 1872 as a year good to think of,” he wrote 

affectionately.^^^

Bram Stoker, who was working as a clerk in the civil service for a “small 

salary” , was also eager to entertain the poet, and both men made arrangements to 

accommodate Whitman between them.^^'* The poet would have the company o f  family 

life in Dow den’s home and the privacy more congenial to his “peculiarly isolated life”

John Burroughs to Edward Dowden, August 16, 1872, John Burroughs Correspondence, Ms. 1164- 
A4, American Academy o f Arts and Letters, New York.

Edward Dowden to John Burroughs, September 3, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.62.
Edward Dowden to W alt Whitman, September 3, 1872, With WW in Camden, II: 80.
Bram Stoker to W alt Whitman, February 18, 1872, unposted until February 1876, IVith IVIV in 

Camden, W : nO -S6.
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in Stoker’s quarters in the upper floor o f  No. 43 Harcourt Street. They also made 

provisional arrangements for a reading by the poet. Dowden was more confident now 

that the event would be a success: friends, whom they consulted about the project, 

were enthusiastic and eager to take tickets. They hoped to be in a position to present 

Whitman with more than £100, the equivalent o f  £6,200 or €7,870 in today’s terms. 

Dowden wrote to Burroughs; “ [Whitman] is already known and favourably known, to 

a good number o f  Dublin folk, and we have what Rossetti calls “W hitmanites” 

connected with three principal newspapers, who would make it their business duly to 

make known his intended readings.”^̂ *’

By January 1873, Whitman had finally made up his mind to visit England and 

Ireland within the year. His poor health had delayed a decision that winter. He was 

also prepared to give Iccturcs, and had papers on “ President Lincoln,” “The Soldier” 

and “ Democracy” ready to draw from, a prospect that satisfied Burroughs who felt that 

the lectures would please “a larger number” o f  people than the reading o f  his poems.

The preparations and excitement, however, were soon dashed, much to the 

disappointment o f  Dowden and Stoker. Later that month, following a day o f  faintness 

and weakness, Whitman woke up with a minor paralytic stroke in his left arm and leg. 

The doctor called it “a serious attack beyond all cure,” but W hitman soon regained 

mobility with the help o f  a walking stick. Once he started to make a partial recovery, 

another tragedy beset him. He heard that his mother was ill in Camden, New Jersey,

1 am grateful to the Economic Affairs, Research and Publications division o f  the Central Bank of  
Ireland for this information.

Edwaid Dowden to John Burroughs, September 3, 1872, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p.62.
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w here  she had been living with W a lt ’s brother G eorge  and his wife. He overcam e his 

p oo r health  to visit her, but she died within days. W h itm an  w as devastated.

H e sat as i f  frozen by  the coffin all night and into the next m orning , head bow ed, 
b ring ing  his stick dow n with m ad thudding  strokes in a rhythm  on the boards, as 
i f  h am m ering  out a denial o f  the death. H e w ro te  to [Pete] D oyle  that it w as the 
great c loud o f  his life and w ould  never lift from him , and told A bby  Price he had 
been dealt  “ the only  staggering, staying b low  and trouble ...  unspeakab le  —  m y 
physical sickness, bad  as it is, is nothing to it.” ^^̂

By that stage, D o w d e n ’s passionate prose ly tis ing  on b eh a lf  o f  W hitm an  in 

D ublin  attracted the attention o f  a num ber o f  s tudents  who entered the university  in 

the early  1870s, shortly  after S toke r’s c lass graduated . T hese  new est recruits, 

accord ing  to an unidentified contem porary  undergraduate , w ere  young  m en w ho 

“ rem em bered  L o n g fe llo w ’s advice about ‘ever seek ing  som eth ing  n e w ’” and they took 

to W hitm an , their “ new evangel,” with enthusiasm:

Disciples o f  the w estern  teacher were k now n  as “ W altw h itm an iacs ,” and on the 
w ell-es tab lished  principle  that m arty r’s b lood  is the seed o f  the church, our 
organisa tion  prospered through suffering. W e  m et con tem pt with  scorn and

338greeted criticism  with  the retort that ‘Father W a l t ’ w as above criticism.

T he “ W alt-W h itm an ites” had now  becom e the “ W altw h itm an iacs ,” but in reality, as 

the co m m en ta to r  confessed, m any  o f  them did not unders tand  w hat W h itm an  “w as 

driv ing  at.” He declared that W h i tm a n ’s vision, his social and m oral w isdom  and his 

hopes for A m erica  and the hum an  race w en t  above  their heads. Their “ small 

m o v em en t” w as essentially  “a revolt” against “ the satiety  o f  super-ref inem ent in

Callow, Walt Whitman, pp.338-39.
Unidentified author, “W hitman Abroad,” The North American  [?], April 6, 1892 [?], Harned 

Collection no. 218, Library o f  Congress, Washington D.C.

141



literature which was being dominated by Tennyson and debauched by Swinburne.” 

The very fact o f  a new  voice was liberating for them. However, at the fashionable and 

“agreeable” Mermaid Club —  a student literary society in Trinity that took its name 

from the famous Elizabethan gathering o f  Shakespeare, Jonson, Beaumont and 

Fletcher —  Dowden frequently outlined W hitm an’s views, explained his 

idiosyncrasies and answered their questions.

With D ow den’s public support for W hitman building in the early to mid-1870s, 

the antagonism he experienced was more serious than the student jibes in Trinity 

College. As professor, his literary tastes were considered a potential threat to the 

morality o f  younger generations o f  students. Following his participation in a lecture 

and an informal discussion in the student Mermaid Club, Dowden was challenged by 

prominent members o f  Dublin’s university and literary circles to defend W hitm an’s 

“ literary methods and social views.” Whitman, these unidentified critics argued, was a 

“ literary scavenger.” According to one observer, also unidentified, the large meeting 

arranged was an anxious attempt to “relieve” the University, and polite society in 

general, from all “complicity” with Dowden in his “expression o f  respect” for a poet 

disdained by his own countrymen.

Dowden energetically defended Whitman against these accusations, and the 

following striking account o f  his response is typical o f  his loyalty and love for the 

American poet’s work during this period. It is also a compelling exhibition o f  how his 

formidable argumentative and debating skills could match his rational tone and 

infiuential analytical powers:

Ibid.
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Speakers representing various colleges and nearly all the learned professions 
rose in turn, and with disconnected passages for texts proceeded to overwhelm 
W hitm an’s book with ridicule. There were a few timid speakers for the defense, 
but Dowden, who had opened the discussion, enjoyed the full privilege o f  
replying in full to all that was said during the entire evening. Accordingly, he 
girded him self  for the conflict. He took notes o f  the various speeches and was 
kept busily employed arranging book markers in certain volumes before him on 
the table. His spirited reply consisted o f  (1) a b rief  general review o f  poetry, (2) 
sketch o f  m odem  democracy, (3) series o f  ad hominem arguments which fairly 
“knocked the bottom ” out o f  attacks based upon detached sentences and made 
by men whose critical faculty seemed to have been guided by pruriency rather 
than principle in their reading o f  Whitman.

When his remarks upon W hitman’s own methods were concluded, Dowden 
called attention to the critics, who had just spoken, in something like the 
following terms:

“ In estimating the value o f  a criticism, particularly upon such important subjects 
as those with which Walt Whitman deals, it is not unnatural to make some 
inquiries into character and capacity o f  each different critic. Some o f  the 
gentlemen who have spoken tonight have been my acquaintances or friends for 
many years. They are all honourable, and in their own special callings speak 
with authority. They understand the technicalities o f  common law, equity, 
horses, billiards, choice wines, foreign cigars and ‘good society.’ They are 
capable o f  discussing with intelligence the niceties o f  ancient and m odem  
literature, including French novels and drama adapted from the same.

“They can sit at the windows o f  the University or Kildare Street clubs, and with 
mathematical accuracy point out the merits and defects o f  a woman or a horse. 
In private life I have no doubt that they are the best o f  good fellows. They are 
fortunates o f  the earth and have fairly ‘touched the Happy Isles.’ But we have 
not heard that they have ever raised a voice on behalf  o f  any movement which 
tends to the amelioration o f  that large portion o f  the human race which is so 
profoundly unfortunate and so far away from any prospect in this world.

“They have done nothing to mitigate the misery o f  the hungry, the houseless, the 
depraved and abandoned o f  the world. These gentlemen live, and their 
predecessors o f  the same temperament have lived and died, apparently 
unconscious of, or indifferent to, the hard lot o f  the poor and the oppressed. We 
do not blame them for this callous indifference. They are so constituted and 
probably would not wish to be otherwise. But we do blame them when they 
insult a great writer and thinker who views life with a clearer vision than they 
possess, and who dares to hold out brighter prospects for the millions.

“These excellent judges o f  good wines and fast horses, then, are the gentlemen 
who tonight accuse Whitman o f  ignorance, indecency, obscenity and the rest o f  
it. They denounce him for a plain, healthy statement o f  facts which, when
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thoroughly understood, will do much to establish true decency and morality in 
place o f  the sham articles which now so frequently prevail.

D ow den’s vigorous and forthright criticism o f  his colleagues revealed his own 

missionary role. He wanted to make Leaves o f  Grass “thoroughly understood” to 

prepare the ground for “true decency and morality.” This was something he outlined in 

his lecture to the Cork Literary and Scientific Society  in April 1872, particularly when 

he spoke o f  seeing through  an exterior coarseness to the spirituality o f  the masses.

The tirade during the public defence, however, was a departure for Dowden 

because it made an explicit link between recognising the possibilities o f  the masses 

and actively working to ameliorate the plight o f  the underprivileged. This was not 

Dow den’s rallying call for a militant socialism. By criticising a privileged, insulated 

and pampered group, he was exposing their seeming endorsement o f  social inequality. 

He was goading them to campaign for full civic entitlements for all citizens by 

whatever means suited them —  conversation, lectures, articles, poetry, industry and 

politics.

*

Dow den’s defences o f  Whitman demonstrated that he had made the journey from an 

understanding o f  the poet’s “democratic art” through to self-confrontation and, 

consequently, to a dismantling o f  conservative prejudices. His role in the campaign to 

generate a hospitable climate for democratic sentiment was to lecture and write

IhHl
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articles. But Dowden was also a poet and 1872 was his poetic annus mirahilus. He 

was composing much o f  his verse during a period o f  high creativity in this and in the 

following year. It could be expected, therefore, that Dowden would have advanced the 

democratic cause in his verse or, at least, engaged with W hitman at the core o f  his 

creative se lf

Dowden published one hundred and twenty-three poems in Poems (Henry S. 

King, London 1876), and, although no dates have been established for forty pieces, the 

remaining two-thirds o f  the book is sufficient to illustrate the pattern o f  his 

composition.^"^' He was not a prolific poet. At best, he worked in creative bursts every 

few years. He had been writing poetry from the early 1860s while studying, and later 

working, in Trinity College, but he only included twenty-one poems dated from the 

decade in his collection. Nine o f  these were written in 1865. The others were divided 

over a number o f  years: two in 1862, four in 1866, five in 1867, and one in 1868. The 

inactivity for a short period from 1867-8 coincided with his appointment to the Chair 

o f  English Literature at Trinity College, and his additional work for Alexandra 

College and the Indian Civil Service Exams. The preparation o f  lectures and magazine 

articles undoubtedly interfered with his poetry. “1 have not yet written very much,” he 

informed Elizabeth D. West in December 1870, “and do not know that I ever shall. 

City life and my professorship are fatal to my writing poetry at present, but I believe 

that 1 ought to write verse rather than prose.

Reprinted with later additions by J. M. Dent & Sons in London in 1914. I have established 
com position dates with the assistance o f this book. References to poems, however, are taken from the 
original 1876 edition.

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D, West, Fragments from  Old Letters, 1: p .8.
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The same conflict, a guilty recognition that he was thwarting something 

essential to him, also marked the following year, 1871. By that stage, he was confiding 

to W hitman that he loved Leaves o f  Grass with an absolute and personal love.^"*  ̂ His 

amplified enthusiasm for the book since 1870 was also deepening his own need for 

poetic expression, as was the gentle prodding o f  friends. “You are right in thinking I 

ought to write poetry,” he replied to Elizabeth D. West, “ if  ever I can afford it, I mean 

to live “ loafing and inviting my soul” [W hitm an’s phrase], but before that time comes

3441 shall probably be spoiled.” The romantic illusion o f  W hitman lying in a field 

composing poetry like his persona in “Song o f  M y se lf ’ gave Dowden the ideal 

situation to covet. But he was too practical and busy for such dreams. Poetry 

demanded time, he said — “constant use o f  one’s powers is necessary to effect perfect 

things”—  and time eluded him. “Hours arc then as short as minutes; prose is nearly all 

uphill work with me.”

In 1872, however, Dowden was most prolific. That year he made a greater 

commitment to writing than he had done in any year since the mid-1860s, though his 

decision, as he remarked to Elizabeth D. West, “to go as far as he could succeed (or 

fail), showing neither elation nor depression,” was typical o f  his cool equivocal 

temperament. He also decided to forgo writing prose for as long as possible, unless 

there was a strong motive or he needed the m oney (“the latter very likely,” he 

commented in April). Although the year brought the m any distractions —  a lecture on 

Whitman in Cork, arrangements for a visit by the poet, a course on nineteenth century 

writers in Trinity and engrossing annual examinations in October and December —

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, July 23, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 134.
Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, August 18, 1871, Fragments from  Old Letters. I: 14.
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Dowden wrote approximately forty poems that would make an appearance in Poems. 

He wrote a quarter o f  these in April, sometime between his lecture on Whitman in 

Cork and the recommencement o f  his lectures in Trinity College at the end o f  the 

month. The following year, 1873, was also productive. He considered twenty poems 

written during this period suitable for publication.

Despite the coincidence o f  a period o f  creative energy with a convincing 

sponsorship o f  Whitman, one o f  the striking qualities o f  D ow den’s verse is the 

absence o f  a Whitmanian influence. While he confessed that the poe t’s democratic 

values were animating his “ intellect” and “whole moral nature,” he did not show any 

sign o f  internalising the democratic spirit in his poetry, nor did he develop a national 

spirit under the guidance o f  W hitman’s patriotic fervour.^**^ D ow den’s poems were 

refined and tepid, focussing primarily on classical mythology, religious faith and, 

particularly, the spiritual elements o f  nature, but not o f  man. While there were 

refinements in technique and subtle changes in his treatment o f  themes over the 

decade from 1862, the date o f  his first poems, to 1876, the publication date o f  his 

primary collection Poems, there was no dramatic change after his introduction to 

Whitman.

A critique o f  Coventry Patmore’s “The Angel in the House,” which Dowden 

made in a letter to Aubrey de Vere, provides a useful insight into this lack o f  

engagement with W hitm an’s poetry. He loved the sequence o f  poems examining 

courtship, marital love, disappointment in love and bereavement for their “delicacies

C om m ents m ade by  D ow den at D.U. Philosophical S ociety  m eeting . M ay 4, 1871, See for reference 
U niden tified  new spaper clipping. M ay 12, 1871, B ram  S toker C o llec tion  o f  Irvingiana, Shakespeare 
M em orial T heatre  L ibrary, S tratford-U pon-A von.
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and pure curiosities of love.” '̂*̂  Dowden himself would later be commended by de 

Vere for writing poems with “tender feeling,” “refinement” and “fine grace.” In the 

same letter, however, Dowden made a surprising departure from his positive 

comments and expressed a resistance to the courtly diction, elegant metre and refined 

treatment of the poem’s fonnal lovers. He wrote:

And 1 want also in “The Angel in the House” a little of the wholesome 
roughness of the world. This tiny enclosure o f  purity, and refinement, and 
aristocratic delicatesse, produces the effect on me that one of the charming small 
English Cathedral towns does — with its church-bells, and green close, and 
scholarly canons. 1 hear in the distance the tumult o f  Manchester; and the fierce 
energy in the men’s and women’s faces as they crowd the streets on a Saturday 
is better to me than the mild scholastic light of the Cathedral Close, and its 
culture and grace and chami.'^*’̂

Dowden’s metaphorical distinction was consistent with his previous expressions of 

taste for an experimental art that strained beyond its reach and forced readers to 

review aesthetic and moral questions. What he gave de Vere was a more artful 

expression of the same preference: he took privileged education and culture to be 

placid and enervating, and these had their equivalents in refined, delicate and select 

poetry. In contrast to the rarefied “enclosures,” whether in charming towns or in 

poetry, Dowden sought out the hustle and bustle o f  people moving “en-masse” 

through city streets or through the poems of Whitman.

Furthermore, Dowden’s reading and sponsorship o f  Whitman had inspired the 

academic to embrace recurring sentiments in Leaves o f  Grass. For him, truth and 

divinity resided, not in the Cathedrals with their “church-bells” and “mild scholastic

Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, December 24, 1874, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .70.
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light,” nor in the poems o f  Coventry Patmore for that matter, but in the fierce energy 

o f  diverse faces and, correspondingly, in the representations o f  democracy in a robust 

and energetic poetry. As Whitman put it, faces “show their descent from the Master 

h im s e lf” "̂*̂ (Paradoxically Whitman urged readers to turn away from his own poems. 

He claimed, “ logic and sermons never convince,” but that the “damp o f  the night 

drives deeper” into the soul.)

Dowden’s distinction between Manchester and the Cathedral towns, however, 

discloses more than he intended. Manchester was England’s m odem  industrial town, 

situated in the heartland o f  the Industrial revolution. Its commercial district comprised 

o f  offices and warehouses, criss-crossed by bustling streets with crowds and shops. 

Beyond this were the grimy textile factories, tall chimneys, tanneries, gas-works and 

working-class slums. Farther out again, and up on the surrounding hills, were the 

middle-class districts. Dow den’s invocation o f  a tumultuous industrial city, therefore, 

seemed an appropriate one. But his Manchester was not the city o f  steam-powered 

machines that were evidence o f  human progress; neither was it the one o f  smoke- 

filled, dirty and rat-infested slums where there were two toilets serving every two 

hundred and fifty people, and where forty percent o f  working-class children died 

before the age o f  five.^"*  ̂ In this respect, Alexis de Tocqueville’s description o f  

Manchester in 1835 provides a fitting contrast. “A sort o f  black smoke covers the 

city,” wrote the French aristocrat. “Under this half-daylight 300,000 human beings are 

ceaselessly at work. The homes o f  the poor are scattered haphazard around the

Whitman, “Faces,” The C om plete Poem s, p .477.
Spartacus Educational (history online for schools), www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/IT  

manchester.htm.

149



factories. From this filthy sewer pure gold flows. In Manchester civilised man is 

turned back almost into a savage.

D ow den’s Manchester comprised noisy streets and a myriad o f  faces. But there 

was no emphasis on diversity and roughness. On closer reading, his reference points 

reveal crucial qualifications to his enthusiasm for the streets. He remarked: “ I hear in 

the distance  the tumult o f  Manchester” [my italics]. The boisterous urban scene was 

yearned after only when he was enveloped in the claustrophobic folds o f  high 

c u l t u r e . N o  doubt, the ambitious academic with an appetite for experiences beyond 

the conventional (he was only seven years into his post at Trinity College), 

experienced a similar feeling o f  longing while surrounded by “culture and grace and 

charm ” in Trinity College. The reader may recall that Dowden had scorned the life o f  

choice wines, foreign cigars, ‘good society,’ and the intelligent conversations on the 

niceties o f  ancient and modern literature. W hitm an’s democratic thinking had revealed 

to him new sources o f  moral and spiritual enlightenment. Yet it was his safe remove 

from the “tumult” o f  democracy that helped sustain the very same ideals which he felt 

distinguished him from colleagues who loved the “ safe and mediocre.” The contrast 

drawn serves as a metaphor for his ambivalent response to democracy and democratic 

art. To him, it seemed best appreciated in the abstract.

His phrasing had betrayed a similar ambivalence when he proudly informed the 

audience at the Cork Litercuy and Scientific Society  meeting that he and other 

“W hitmanites” saw through all matter o f  “offence” in the masses. “W e see all this

Spartacus E ducational (h istory o n lin e), w w w .sp a rtacu s.sch oo ln et.co .u k /IT  m anchester.htm .
T here is an additional su g g estiv e  d istinction betw een  a d istracting ‘so u n d ’ in the d istance and the 

presence o f  sch o lastic  ‘lig h t’ in the Cathedral C lose.
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matter o f  offence,” he said, “but we see, or at least assent that we see, through it to a 

wonderful spiritual beauty.. .’’[my italics]. This suggests there were doubts behind 

Dowden’s acceptance of the matter. This was to be expected, o f  course, but the extent 

o f  his ambivalence to democracy was larger than he was prepared to admit.

To suggest that Dowden was ambivalent on the subject is a provocative 

departure in light of his undeniable love for Whitman’s Leaves o f  Grass and, 

particularly, in light o f  his belief in its importance for the individual and society alike. 

The assessment, however, neither denies nor cancels out his liberal taste and belief in 

a democratic future. It makes his activities more complicated and his attitudes more 

ambiguous. While Dowden continued to battle against jibes and jokes from 

colleagues, official disapprobation from employers, and critical dismissal from editors 

and reviewers, he failed to assimilate a number o f  key Whitmanian “messages.” This 

can be illustrated first by focusing on his poems.

*

At a glance, Dowden’s resistance to Whitman’s poetry is obvious by the neat 

composure of his verse in comparison with Whitman’s sprawling lines, some o f  which 

run to over forty syllables or four times the length o f  the pentameter. If Dowden had 

adopted this exclamatory and capacious line, he might have won recognition from his 

Whitmanian circle or elicited a characteristic burst o f  surprise and pleasure from the 

poet himself. Critics, however, would have derided the work as derivative as well as 

artless; such was its distinctiveness as a Whitmanian creation. He would have found it 

near impossible to appropriate a poetic space created by Whitman; he was too close in
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time to the literary pioneer to manipulate the line in the way that twentieth century 

writers would —  American poets such as Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams and 

C. K. Williams, or Irish poets Thomas McDonagh and Paul Durcan.

The prevalence o f  parodies o f  Leaves o f  Grass in the British and American press 

was another stumbling block for disciples o f  Whitman. Journalists regularly ridiculed 

W hitm an’s long lines, self-aggrandisement, didacticism, wide sympathies, obsession 

with lists and catalogues, direct addresses to the reader and obscurantism. In 1857, the 

London Examiner published a twelve line “Burlesque o f  Walt W hitman,” in which the 

poet listed the contents o f  a house with the detailed preciseness o f  an auctioneer: “A 

pair o f  bellows and a brush, a footman, copper tea-kettle and coal scuttle, / Two pair 

o f  plated candlesticks, / A mahogany teaboard, a pet bordered ditto, a large round 

Japanned ditto and two waiters, / The tragic muse in a gold frame.

On December 12, 1868, the year Rossetti published his selection from Leaves o f  

Grass, the London based Once a Week printed a more outrageous assault on the poet. 

In “ I am “Walt W hitman,” the persona proclaimed his love for fellow man in 

enthusiastic blasts o f  jargon: “O homogeneities o f  contemporaneous

antiloxodromarchy!” “O divinely crapulent hysteron-posteron!” The less extravagant 

conclusion o f  the poem, however, caught the W hitmanian style and feeling more 

accurately:

W hom do I love? Whom do I admire? Not two lounging in a carriage, but 
twelve bulging out o f  a cart.

I am not respectable. You are an idiot.
I am Walt Whitman.

P arodies  on Walt Whitman, ed. Henry S. Saunders (N ew  York: American Library Service, 1923), 
p .l7 .

Ibid., p.22.
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One o f  the higher quahty parodies from the early 1870s was published in the New  

York D aily G raphic  on August 2, 1873 and entitled “Aerifonn America.” At the time, 

the paper was running a hoax story claiming that it was attempting to fly a balloon 

across the Atlantic. A journalist by the playful pen name “Orpheus C. Kerr” adopted, 

as his reference point for a celebratory toast to the balloon, W hitm an’s homage to 

American progress and globalisation in “A Passage to India” (1871).

To you, gaseous, buoyant, I, cosmical, autochthonous, utter the yawp 
cacophonous and mathematical.

Come! With your 4,316 yards o f  unbleached sheeting, and 10,173,600 stitches.
Come! With your 318 feet o f  circumference, 100 feet o f  diameter, and 160 feet 

from crest to keel.
With your 400,000 cubic feet o f  gas, and lifting power o f  11,600 lbs.
Like my country, you swell, and sway, and have Irishmen numerously at work in 

you; and at last, when you go up, it shall be as the w orld ’s soul leaving 
her; your proportion to the Globe being about the proportion o f  a majority 
o f  worldly souls to their bodies.

And the cost?
For the balloon, complete, say . . .  $ 10,000
Value to science o f  trips, at least . $1,000,000

Balance for science . . .  $ 990,000

So thou, America, an experiment in Free Government, art o f  incalculable value 
to the science o f  Humanity, compared with which the cost o f  running thee 
—  even including congressional back pay —  is a microscopic trifle.

Expand then, keep going up. Thy press supplies the gas, the Treasury dept, the 
sheeting and credit mobilier the lifting power.^^'*

W hitm an’s style was so easily parodied that it would have been difficult to write 

in his manner without sounding ridiculous or slavish. D ow den’s friend John

Ibid., p .23. Kerr concluded the poem  by commenting: “Perhaps the strongest objection to the above 
as a ballad is that it is unsingable, save to W agner’s music. Its sum in sim ple subtraction would not set 
itself to practicable m elody.”
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Todhunter, who paid homage to Whitman in Kottahos in 1873, offered a case in point. 

The Trinity College poetry magazine was dedicated to publishing Greek and Latin 

translations o f  familiar English language poems, as well as occasional new work. 

Todhunter’s poem was number seven in a series o f  “poems written in discipleship” o f  

great poets, and a footnote pointed out that the poems were “ in no sense parodies, but 

affectionate studies or sketches in the manner o f  some o f  the masters o f  song.” The 

poem touched on W hitm an’s great concerns —  equality, sympathy for the oppressed, 

love o f  man, human progress, American leadership and death. On occasions, 

Todhunter’s homage was as funny as any o f  the intentional parodies:

1 am come —  he you was inquiring for a moment ago.

There is no spot o f  this universe, or o f  your consciousness where I have not 
been, and where I dare not be again.
(Though I confess there are some spots where I had rather not be again.)

Was my father an ouran-outan? Was my grandmother a gorilla? W hat then?
I claim to be the Adam o f  a new universe —  the beasts come to me to be named.

O mother sublime! O womb o f  the Panharmonic race! America!
O omnipresent idea! Ubiquitous reality!
(For now I perceive her presence, unchangeable, unescapable.
For now I perceive here in Ireland America, and that Ireland is herself America.) 
O there are possibilities, eventualities, futurities, climaxes, crises, termini!
O still for you there are chants triumphal,
For you prophetic a psalm,
O Mater Dolorosa, O Erin!^^^

“Poems W ritten in Discipleship, VII -- O f the School o f  W alt W hitman, “A Proem,” Kottahos, First 
Series, vol. 2 (Trinity Term, 1873).
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Dowden, o f  course, was too sophisticated an artist to imitate W hitman in an 

embarrassing and slavish way. But he could have avoided the distinctive Whitmanian 

mannerisms and explored the themes in an individual way. Similarly, he might have 

experimented with free verse by using enjambment in lines o f  varying length. He 

might have varied the music o f  the poem by playing with metrical patterns. He chose 

to conservatively maintain the authority o f  formal technique, however, and the 

emphasis on strict form in his Poems was definite. Seventy out o f  the one hundred and 

twenty-three poems were sonnets, arranged into groups. All except “The M odem 

Elijah” were Petrarchan in structure, the shift between the octets and sestets marking a 

reassessment, interrogation or development o f  earlier reflections on the seasons and 

religious faith. Forty-two o f  the poems were lyrics —  song-like presentations o f  

momentary pleasures and anxieties - -  comprising o f  couplets, quatrains and, 

occasionally, sestets.

His loosest creations were written in blank verse, and these continued a tradition 

from Shakespeare’s plays to W ordsworth’s meditative poems to Robert Browning’s 

monologues in D ram atis Personae  (1864) and The R ing and the Book  (1868). 

Browning’s groundbreaking departure from conventional Victorian poetry, by 

explicitly distancing writer from reader in dramatic monologues, did influence 

Dow den’s composition o f  The Heroines, five monologues spoken by women from 

classical mythology. But Dowden did not extend the English poet’s experiments with 

incongruous syntax or an energetic, vernacular language.

D ow den’s monologues accounted for five o f  the eleven poems employing more 

relaxed fomis in his book. The remaining six meditative poems were rhapsodies on a 

theme —  a quest for spiritual truth through communion with nature. Taken together,
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the tone o f  Poems was philosophical and reflective; the verse formal and elegant; and 

the cadences were gracefully musical in the lyrics, slower and more deliberate in the 

sonnets, and inclined to be more passionate in both the classical and meditative blank 

verse.

The precious and sophisticated characteristics were not lost on D ow den’s 

contemporaries. Aubrey de Vere regarded the book as a welcome corrective to the 

vulgarity o f  “m anner” and “matter” popular with contemporary audiences:

The volume seems to me to be full o f  elevated thought and tender feeling, both 
o f  which find a spontaneous utterance in an imagination singularly rich and 
refined. It is quite possible that the refinement which belongs to these poems 
may retard their popularity; for whatever qualities, good or bad, belong to the 
public, refinement is not among them; ... Both the diction and the metre o f  the 
poems struck me as remarkedly [sic] delicate, and there is in all o f  them a fine 
grace, a perfect purity -  qualities, I fear, anything but common among our 
recent poets.

Decades later, Standish O ’Grady would criticise the poems for “rhetoric,” 

“sentimentality” and scholarly tinsel. Dowden was aware that the book would not 

make “the kind o f  wide impression” to win him fame but hoped that it might secure “a 

few very warm f r i e n d s . W h e t h e r  the book would find favour with Whitman, 

Dowden was not as certain.

W hen he had finished copying out about two hundred pages o f  manuscript 

material, he informed the American poet about its imminent publication by Henry S. 

King in London. He promised Whitman a copy o f  the poetry book, but he felt insecure 

about its limited range:

Aubrey de Vere to Edward Dowden, December 24, 1876, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 102. 
Edward Dowden to John Dowden, January 1, 1877, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 104.
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...I doubt whether you will care for them — 1 don’t claim to be an “Answerer,” 
but I do assert a right to be one of the tribe o f  the singers —  “Eye-singer, ear- 
singer, head-singer, sweet-singer, echo-singer, parlor-singer, love-singer,” or 
something else. And these have their place and raison d ’etre.

Dowden’s distinction between the “Answerer” and the singers was an allusion to part 

2 of Whitman’s “Song of the Answerer,” as R. Y. T>Trell’s differentiation had been in 

his lecture of 1871. It is not certain whether Dowden eventually posted his poems to 

Whitman. If he had. Whitman could not remember them. In 1888, in response to an 

earlier letter of 1873, which Dowden had sent to Whitman refemng to his poetry, he 

commented to Traubel that Dowden had never sent any poems forward. He did not 

know if Dowden ever wrote or published poems.

There was one poem that he had seen, however, and which he suspected 

Dowden had written. It was callcd “S w a l l o w s . D o w d e n  sent it to John Burroughs 

who had claimed in an article on “The Birds o f  the Poets” that the swallow had never 

been caught in verse. Dowden disagreed and copied out the poem as proof, but was 

too modest to identify himself as its author.^*"' The first two stanzas o f  the five-stanza 

poem, which was written in July 1873, demonstrate how well Dowden had captured 

his subject:

Wide fields o f  air left luminous.
Though now the uplands comprehend 
How the Sun’s loss is ultimate:
The silence grows: but still to us 
From you air-winnowing breasts elate 
The tiny shrieks o f  glee descend.

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, October 4, 1876, With WW in Camden, II: 90-91. 
Whitman in conversation with Horace Traubel, July 9, 1888, Willi W W in Camden, I: 444. 
Dowden, Poems, pp.90-1.
Edward Dowden to John Burroughs, June 5, 1875, With WW in Camden, III: 215-218.

157



Deft wings, each moment is resigned 
Some hint o f  day, some pulse o f  light,
While yet in poised, delicious curve.
Ecstatic doublings down the wind,
Light dash, and dip, and sidelong swerve.
You try each dainty trick o f  flight.

Once Dowden had captured the darling flight patterns, he asked in the poem: “Will not 

your airy glee relent / At all? ... Know ye no touch o f  quelling pain, ... No tender awe 

at daylight’s wane, / Ye slaves o f  delicate caprice?” But he decided these birds had 

earned their right to joy. They were “keen voyagers” whose memories were haunted 

by “ immense sea-spaces.” Knowing enough o f  “zests and pangs ineffable,” they 

should be allowed to “urge the last freak” and “prolong their glee” ;

Not in the sunshine o f  old woods 
Ye won your warrant to be gay 
By duteous, sweet observances,
Who dared through darkening solitudes.
And ’mid the hiss o f  alien seas 
The larger ordinance obey.

Because the letter in which the poem was copied had referred to Whitman, Burroughs 

forwarded it to the poet. Whitman had his suspicions about the identity o f  the author. 

He asked Traubel: “ Do you understand that the swallow poem was written by 

Dow den?” “Not necessarily,” came the reply. “ I have wondered: I like it much: it has 

real kinks to it —  is far and away above the ordinary rhyming o f  the nature singers. 

“ Swallows” was one o f  Dow den’s better works, but its technique, like that o f  his other 

poems, contrasted greatly with W hitm an’s approach to fomi.

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, With W W  in C am den, HI: 215-218.
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D ow den’s aesthetic resistance to W hitman’s free verse resiiUed from his old- 

fashioned belief in the capacity o f  fixed forms to give verse a recognisable identity, 

lineage and meaning. In 1875, when a critic on Baudelaire in the Fortnightly Review  

suggested that contemporary writers who had nothing to say should learn from the 

French poet and say “ ‘nothing’ admirably,” Dow'den felt compelled to “take up the 

cudgels” on behalf  o f  Baudelaire and “against the audience.” He wrote to Elizabeth D. 

West:

If we had nothing to say, in the name o f  Nothing ( if  not o f  God), let us keep our 
lips shut, we may then chance to hear something. ... What I hold is that we have 
something to say, and ought to say that with the utmost care and perfection. As 
to fastidiousness about style, there was no time when I did not hear my 
conscience asserting that (in a literary work) soundness o f  substance must be 
accompanied with excellence o f  manner, that things only became art through 
form.”'̂ '’̂

He reconciled the voice o f  literary conscience with his defence o f  W hitm an’s style by 

being equivocal. In his article in the Westminster Review, he hesitated to apply the 

term “verse” to Leaves o f  Grass and suggested that the poet was “really forsaking 

nature” and “doing violence to a genuine artistic instinct” by not yielding to the desire 

for perfect order and beauty o f  fomi. John Todhunter was taken aback by these 

reservations when he read D ow den’s essay. “ I am rather surprised at your hesitating as 

to whether his works should be called poems. It is very doubtful whether most o f  

Browning’s productions are poems; but surely W alt’s are at least chaunts i f  not

»»364songs.

E dw ard D ow den to E lizabeth  D. W est, O ctober 10, 1875, F ragm en ts fr o m  O ld  Letters. I: 141-2.
John  T odhun ter to Edw ard D ow den, Septem ber 9, 1871, D ow den Papers, M s.3147, T rin ity  C ollege, 

D ublin.
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D ow den, how ever,  did not condem n W hitm an  or im ply  that the poem s failed to 

“co m e  righ t.” H e form ulated  a defence, arguing that W h itm an  w as w ork ing  to the 

precept that the poet should hold h im se lf  “passive in p resence o f  the m aterial universe, 

in p resence  o f  society, in presence o f  his ow n soul.” W hitm an , he continued , had 

b eco m e  the “blind yet uneiringly  guided force” through w hich  these  sought artistic 

exp ress ion .” He did not write  “with a full consc iousness  o f  the processes  o f  creation” ; 

w h ile  the poem s m ay  not have show n a “perfect crystal o f  artistic fo rm ,” each w as a 

“ m ens truum  saturated with  form in s o l u t i o n . D o w d e n ’s chem ical ana logy  

legitim ised the expansive and ‘orderly  fo rm lessness’ as a characteris tic  o f  “dem ocratic  

art,” the art “w hich  natura lly  arises when a m an o f  im aginative  genius stands face to 

face w ith  a great dem ocratic  w orld .”

R eaders will have already noted that T ocqueville ,  W hitm an  and D ow den  

in terpreted  strict form as a literary convention that o rig inally  took sustenance from and 

re inforced  the authority, conservatism  and inequality  o f  c lass-ridden societies. 

D ow den  in particular wrote:

T he  dignity  o f  letters m ain tains itself, like the d ignity  o f  the court, by  a regula ted 
proprie ty  o f  m anners. Ideas and feelings cannot be  received  unless they w ear  the 
courtly  costum e. Precise canons applicable to the dram a, the ode, the epic, to 
painting , sculpture, architecture, music, are agreed  upon, and are strictly 
enforced. T hey  acquire  traditional authority, the preceden ts  o f  a great period  o f  
art being  final and absolute  w ith  succeeding generations.

A ccordingly , D ow den  interpreted “dem ocratic art” as p lac ing  little value  on traditional 

exam ples  o f  form and style, on sanctioned “canons o f  co m p o s it io n ” o r  authorita tive

■̂'’5 “M enstruum ” is a so lven t. D o w d en , “T he Poetry o f  D em ocracy: W alt W hitm an,” p.43 . 
Ibid. ,  p .37 .
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poetic laws. Instead, he argued that this art was a natural expression from a new form 

o f  social arrangement; new generations would bring multitudinous energies, passions 

and ideas to literature; new literary experiments would flourish, laws onto themselves, 

guided only by the authority o f  m an’s own “soul” and “ instincts.”

For Dowden, W hitm an’s free verse was one example o f  this experiment. He was 

quick to assure readers that the style o f  Leaves o f  Grass had more than a political or 

social function. There was an inherent artistic impulse that could be intuitively 

perceived. In a moment o f  lyricism, which has been quoted already in the study but is 

worth repeating here, Dowden declared: “One feels, as it has been well said, that 

although no counting o f  syllables will reveal the mechanism o f  the music, the music is 

there, and that one would not for something change ears with those who cannot hear

it_’,367

In spite o f  D ow den’s prescience in his recognition o f  a new theory o f  poetic 

composition, he never experimented with free verse. Nor did he take inspiration from 

W hitm an’s example to develop some other organic fomi driven by his own “ instinct” 

or “soul.” He stayed true to his conviction that the poet who gives poetry 

“shapeliness,” “completion o f  detail” and “the lustre o f  finished workm anship” was 

obedient to his instincts and a close companion o f  nature. That was his prerogative. 

But the need to express h im self in traditional ways revealed the extent to which these 

“ instincts” were conditioned by his scholarly background. His failure to develop what 

he believed would be the sound o f  the future was an implicit (and perhaps partly 

unconscious) reaction against a democratic society.

Ihiil, p.44.
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Nowhere is his deep resistance to a democratic society more evident than in his 

choice o f  themes. There are ordinary events celebrated in the poems, but the tumult of 

Manchester, to use his own metaphor, does not appear. There is no longing for the 

hustle and bustle: he does not even hear it “in the distance.” The closest he comes to 

representing common activities are momentary (and serene) pleasures such as a child’s 

“noonday sleep,” a city walk at twilight, a sailing excursion, hill-walking or a 

coaching holiday in Scotland. He is not the equable man or a representative of all 

types o f  people. Society’s outcasts — the depraved, defiled, disfigured —  or the 

workingmen and women o f urban and rural life do not enter his poems. The individual 

does not suggest the group, or the group a multitude. He is the poet o f  solitary 

wanderers, spiritual seekers and great classical, biblical and artistic figures o f  the “old 

world” Andromeda, Antinous, Apollo, Atalanta, Caliban, David and Michal, 

Europa, Eurydice, Helen of Troy, Jesus Christ, Michelangelo, Monna Lisa, 

Prometheus, St. Luke and Venus. “1 can resist anything better than my own diversity,” 

claimed Whitman in a proto-Wildean moment o f  wit in “Song of Myself Dowden 

could not have said the same thing. Instead, after the appearance o f  Poems, he 

informed Edmund Gosse: “My poems were written at various times since I was a boy, 

and are so far good that each is a genuine record of some moment o f  pleasure, or some 

moment o f  mastery o f  pain; but I know how small a pinhole in the universe they all 

peep at.” *̂̂^

Dowden’s treatment of subjects may have been “select,” but it was not old- 

fashioned. His progressive outlook was notably apparent, again, in The Heroines, in

Whitman, “ Song o f  M yself ,” The C om plete Poem s, p.80.
Edward D ow den to E dm und Gosse, February 12, 1877, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, pp. 110-11.
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which he attempted to present his Greek classical women as “true fem inine  creatures” 

(Dowden’s italics). He consistently celebrated the virtues of female companionship as 

represented by other writers also. He admired Browning’s theme o f  the “saving” 

power of women and he defended Whitman’s praise for the fonnative influence of 

mothers on society, hi a practical way, Dowden’s respect for women was found in his 

highly valued friendship with Elizabeth D. West. “I want you, dear friend, to be at all 

times conscious that the good which knowing you brings to me is always a living and 

growing fact o f  the present,” he wrote in June 1875.

If some monumental words expressing this were cut in brass or granite, 1 
suppose they might get weather-worn, and be, themselves, a thing of the past; 
but they are to be seen by you, if you choose, cut in living tables o f  the heart.

Dowden’s poetry, however, did not crcdit those “facts o f  the present.” It did not 

elevate average womanhood. His attention always seemed to be drawn to historic and 

aristocratic nobility. Another extract from a letter to Elizabeth D. West a few months 

later is illustrative. He informed her that he had just seen a collection of engravings, 

which had been collected by the brother of his friend R. T. Smith. He was especially 

impressed by the English mezzotints. “The portraits o f  literary men after Sir Joshua 

Reynolds were especially interesting, and some quite magnificent,” he remarked.

Some o f  these gave me a conception I had never had before o f  what can be 
achieved ... The portraits of women, many most noble and refined, made me for 
the time a humble believer in feudalism and aristocracy, but then the children, 
— who, if aristocrats too, were still mere children —  restored me to a more free 
and careless realm o f nature.

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, Fragments from  Old Letters, II: 84.
Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, September 4, 1875, Fragments from  Old Letters, I: 140.
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To D o w d e n ’s credit, his treatment o f  fam iliar anxie ties  and preoccupa tions that 

touched  his society at a fundamental level gave the poetry  a m ore  h um an  face. T hey  

recorded D o w d e n ’s a ttem pts to m ake landscapes, experiences  and feelings yield their 

m ean ing  and significance for an age that w as losing its orthodox faith and, 

consequently , in great need o f  spiritual fulfilment. S om e poem s w orked  as a form o f  

religious enquiry  (“T he Inner Life” ) or as a declaration o f  Christian  yearning and 

subserv ience (“N ew  H ym ns for Solitude” ). O thers acknow ledged  the restorative 

pow ers  o f  n a tu re ’s sensuous beauty  and, m ore  significantly , its spiritual d im ensions 

and in tim ations o f  larger truths (“ In the G arden ,” “ From  April to O c tober,” “O n the 

H eights ,” “T he R esting  Place,” “ In the W in d o w ,” “ In the M o u n ta in s”). A s such, they 

w ere  records o f  a self-reflecting Victorian sensibility.

“ Darw inism  in M ora ls” is one exam ple  o f  how  he articula ted  the “crisis o f  faith” 

caused  by the sceptical enquiries o f  G erm an  biblical scholarship , scientific 

reduction ism and, m ost spectacularly, the in fluence o f  D a rw in ’s evolu tionary  theory  o f  

Natural Selection.

High instincts, dim  previsions, sacred fears,
—  W hence  issuing? Are they but the b ra in ’s am assed  
Tradition , shapings o f  a barbarous past.
R em oulded  ever by the younger years.
M ixed  w ith  fresh clay, and kneaded w ith  new  tears? 
No m ore?

Has not the Future powers 
To m atch  the P a s t , —  Attractions, pulsings, tides. 
And voices for purged ears? Is all our light 
The g low  o f  ancient sunsets and lost hours?
A dvance  no banners  up h eav en ’s eastern sides?

' \1')T rem bles  the m arg in  with  no portent bright?

Dowden, “ Inner Life IV,” Poems, pp.l 18.
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The later allegorical sonnet “A Sonnet for the Times” demonstrated that religious 

belief  was being tested, and Dowden challenged readers to reinforce belief with faith: 

“What! Weeping? Had ye your Christ yesterday... // He is arisen, Victor o ’er grief and

373fear.” D ow den’s common anxieties, o f  course, did not guarantee large amounts o f  

popular readers. The poems were elevated in thought and feeling, just as W hitm an’s 

“Song o f  Myself,” “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” “As I Ebb’d with the Ocean o f  Life” or 

“ When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” were lofty. Besides, readership figures 

were no sign o f  a democratic deficit in the poetry. W hitm an’s own lack o f  popularity 

with working-class America puts paid to any such conclusions.

For Dowden, who was reflecting the age in his religious uncertainties. 

W hitm an’s joyful reminders o f  the sacredncss o f  common life were an undeniable 

source o f  confinnation and inspiration. “Whitman is writing new poems —  some, 1 

believe, on religious subjects, which seems as good news as we can have nowadays,” 

he had informed Elizabeth D. West in 1870, commenting on the spiritual explorations 

in A Passage to India, which Whitman would publish the following year.^^** The 

poems in question were not departures for Whitman as much as deeper preoccupations 

with subjects treated o f  since the 1850s —  the existence o f  the soul and the 

representation o f  the divine in common life. They continued to offer a spiritual 

confimiation and provide a critical basis for W hitm an’s vision o f  hope and joy  in life. 

Making reference again to the chapbook Passage to India  during his public lecture on

Dowden, “ Inner Life VIII —  A Sonnet for the Tim es,” Poems, p. 122,
Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, December 1870, Fragments from  Old Letters, I: 7.
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Whitman in Cork in 1872, Dowden further outlined his admiration for W hitman as a 

nature poet and transcendentalist:

He is on the one hand a great enjoying personality, full o f  joyous bodily health, 
pressing close to earth and sea and all the visible beauty o f  the world and at 
limes almost intoxicated by the pleasure o f  strong sensations. On the other hand, 
he is a mystic —  passing perpetually beyond the visible sights and sounds o f  the 
earth, its glorious show o f  colour and form and sweet inarticulate voices into a 
mystic spiritual presence, which lies beyond them.

The invigorating physical stimulation, the nourishment provided by tranquillity; 

the conviction o f  a great animating spirit in the world when confronted with nature’s 

sublime sights, and the exhilarating dilation o f  the spirit in mystical unions with nature 

- these were qualities Dowden admired in the work. Although Dowden dealt more 

with such aspects o f  religious belief as faith, scepticism, sanctity, penitence, 

particularly in his two sequences “The Inner Life” and “New Hymns for Solitude,” he 

shared W hitm an’s recognition o f  a higher spiritual truth in nature, a recognition which 

afforded him both a glimpse o f  a sacred common world and an opportunity to 

strengthen his “ethical and moral fibre.”

D ow den’s progressive search for spiritual confirmation from nature also 

paralleled his crisis o f  religious faith. In his first published poems, the physical beauty 

o f  nature impressed him primarily. In “Dover” (1862), for instance, written when he 

! was nineteen and an undergraduate in Trinity College, his response was a

i
' straightforward, unreflecting celebration o f  nature’s appearance and moods {Poems,

p. 100). Similarly, religious poems from the same year, such as “Com m union,” 

amounted to an untroubled declaration o f  devotion to a God whose unconditional love 

came upon him “ like a sleep” (p. 121). From a communion in 1862, Dowden was
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thrown into the faceless landscapes o f  spiritual alienation in “ Seeking God” in 1865 

(p. 117). His religious poems became charged with uncertainty and distressed 

supplications. During this period, as we have seen, he had abandoned his course in 

Divinity and was seeking out other possibilities for employment. These personal 

struggles and conflicts also transfonned the earlier preoccupation with the sensuality 

o f  nature. In poems such as “Awakening” and “The Dawn,” and in further ones 

written in 1866 and 1867 such as “Oasis,” “The Skylark” and “The Garden,” recurring 

themes o f  pain, anxiety and religious self-doubt yielded to a deeper appreciation o f  

nature’s tranquil beauty as a restorative force.

In 1867, both the spiritual and natural journeys merged as Dowden moved 

towards the recognition o f  a higher power in nature. Just as Wordsworth maintained in 

“The Recluse” that it was not nature but the mind o f  man that was his “haunt and the 

main region” o f  his song, the sublime majesty o f  the Scottish scenery in the travel 

poem “ In a Mountain Pass,” exercised Dowden’s mind to “regain its vantage against 

the world.” He was provoked into a philosophical enquiry on humanity, purpose and 

God, —  an expansion o f  the mind that brought its first spiritual results;

To what wild blasts o f  tyrannous harmony 
Uprose those rocky walls, mass threatening mass.
Dusk, shapeless shapes, around a desolate pass?
What deep hearts o f  the ancient hills set free 
The passion, the desire, the destiny 
O f  this lost stream?

Primeval kindred! Here the mind regains 
Its vantage against the world; here thought 
W ings up the silent waste o f  air on broad 
Undaunted pinion; m an’s imperial pains 
Are ours, and visiting fears, and joy unsought.
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Native resolve, and partnership with God.^’^

In a companion piece called “The Castle,” the sight o f  a cliff-top castle silhouetted 

against the radiant western sunset (“an apparition bold o f  naked human will”) 

provoked another dramatic conclusion: 1 stood aware, / With sea and sky, o f

powers unowned o f  sense, / Presences awful, vast, and uncontrolled (p.94). There was 

at this point a desire to love things without defining them; a greater appreciation o f  the 

inarticulate in nature, the realm beyond language, fact, intellect, and understanding. 

Dowden was moving towards recognition o f  nature’s majesty, but also towards a way 

o f  approaching it.

By 1872, his sophisticated relationship with nature was on a more confident 

footing;

Here are the needs o f  manhood satisfied!
Sane breath, an amplitude for soul and sense.
The noonday silence o f  the summer hills.
And this embracing solitude; o ’er all
The sky unsearchable, which lays its claim, —
A large redemption not to be annulled, —
Upon the heart; and far below, the sea 
Breaking and breaking, smoothly, silently.
What need I any further? Now once more 
My arrested life begins, and I am man 
Complete with eye, heart, brain, and that within 
Which is the centre and the light o f  being;

Take me. Mother, to thy breast.
Gather me close in tender, sustinent arms.
Lay bare thy bosom ’s sweetness and its strength 
That I may drink vigour and joy  and love.

Dowden, Poems, p .93.
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and ye powers 
O f  these sky-circled heights, and Presences 
Awful and strict, I find you favourable,
Who seek not to exclude me or to slay,
Rather accept my being, take me up 
Into your silence and your peace ...

Other poems worked out variations on the same theme. “ In the M ountains” presented 

a weary speaker deriving comfort from the breasts o f  nature until woken by a sense o f  

its hostility towards him. His expulsion and alienation was reversed after a moment o f  

transcendence, a glimpse o f  “ infinite spaces” (p. 168). The poem projected the guilt o f  

one who had been laying claim to nature without apprehending its superior powers, hi 

this way, it marked an awareness o f  his intellectual and spiritual progression since the 

m id -1860s.

His transcendentalism did not completely override religious anxieties. The 

pattern o f  spiritual uncertainty, followed by confimiation, was again familiar in his 

religious poems o f  the early 1870s. The difference now, as already noted earlier, lay in 

the way he expressed his personal struggles and confusions within the context o f  a 

wider crisis o f  faith in Victorian society. Poems such as “ Darwinism in Morals,” “A 

Sonnet for the Times,” “Awakening” and “Fishers” struck a positive note by the end, 

resolving a personal anguish, but also assuaging the spiritual bewilderment o f  

contemporaries. The religious confimiations were either attained through a plea for 

faith (“A Sonnet for the Times”) or, like the nature poems o f  1872 discussed above, 

through a rapturous vision o f  G od’s hand in N ature’s beauty (“A Disciple”). In both 

cases, the happiness and joy  o f  spiritual enlightenment was proportionate to the 

amount o f  pain he had overcome.
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Since transcendentalism and democracy were two movements that overlapped, 

Dow den’s treatment o f  spiritual fulfilment was the closest he came to an expression o f  

the equality o f  man. According to R. W. Emerson, the ability to achieve spiritual 

enlightenment was due to the faculty o f  Reason. As this was a common faculty, all 

men had an equal capacity to grasp spiritual truth, or what transcendentalists called 

“Divine Presence,” which was made manifest in the physical and tangible world o f  the 

senses. “ Mind is the only reality,” he claimed.

Democracy, Freedom, has its roots in the sacred truth that everyman hath in him 
the Divine Reason, or that, though few men since the creation o f  the world live 
according to the dictates o f  Reason, yet all men are created capable o f  so doing. 
That is the equality and the only equality o f  all men. To this truth we look when 
we say Reverence thyself; be true to thyself Because everyman has within him 
somewhat really divine, therefore is slavery the unpardonable outrage it is.^’’

Both transcendentalism and democracy invested “m an” with value and significance on 

the strength o f  his common attributes and capacities, not on the superficial distinctions 

o f  class, privilege and power.

Transcendentalism was democratic because it celebrated common faculties, but 

also because it recognised the human possibility for spiritual illumination. It supported 

freedoms and equalities because people had the right to fulfil their potential. 

Democracy, in turn, had an obvious transcendental aspect since it celebrated man as a 

source o f  that illumination. For democrats like W hitman, man was not a mean and 

debased creature but a glorious creation: every aspect —  the joints in his fingers, his 

eyesight, and the functions o f  his body —  were miraculous, yet common emblems o f

R.W. Emerson, “The T ranscendentalis t,” Selec ted  W ritings, p. 194. 
R.W. Emerson, journal entry for Decem ber 9, 1834, Ibid., p. 18.
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the divine. Consequently, this makes any transcendental poetry that Dowden writes 

democratic. His intuitive grasp o f  spiritual “ Ideals” behind material phenomena 

implicitly celebrates the common faculty o f  Reason and the breadth o f  human 

possibility. Dowden would also identify the critical relationship between the two 

movements in his Studies in Literature  (1878):

It is important to note that as time went on, the spirit o f  the [French] revolution 
and the genius o f  transcendental philosophy approached, recognised each other 
as fellow-workers, or at least as fellow enthusiasts on m an’s behalf, and

378joyously embraced.

But this aspect o f  Dow den’s contribution to the democratic cause is dissatisfying 

for two reasons. First, he often emphasised the feelings o f  exclusiveness that lying on 

the grass in transcendental reverie afforded him. It may have been within everyman’s 

power to yield to the true spirit o f  his surroundings, but, in D ow den’s experience, the 

act heightened his uniqueness. “ I think o f  all the men upon this earth / The sight was 

mine alone,” he wrote in the poem “In the Mountains,” “ it for my soul, / My soul for 

it, until all seeing died.”^̂ '̂  Undoubtedly, the experience was a profoundly personal 

one and this should be taken into account. Dowden reinforces the exclusiveness, 

however, by failing to transform that vision into a broad sympathy with other 

landscapes, peoples or common daily activities. In other words, he does not say as 

Whitman does:

O f  every hue and caste am I, o f  every rank and religion,
A fanner, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, qualker,

380Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest.

378 French Revolution and Literature,” Studies in Literature: 1789-1877,  p .6, 
D owden, Poems,  p. 124,

-'**0 Whitman, “Song o f  M yself,” The Complete Poems,  p. 80.
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He is not the Whitmanian “mate and companion o f  people, all just as immortal and

381fathomless as m y se lf ’ or the “caresser o f  life wherever m oving.”

More significantly, and this is the second reason why a democratic reading o f  

D ow den’s transcendentalism is dissatisfying, those solitary wanderings and 

communings with nature completely avoided the spiritual worth o f  the masses. His 

self-image was that o f  the solitary walker tramping over Bray Head or along the cliff- 

tops, isolated from fellow men and waiting to apprehend these spiritual presences. 

Nature alone was sufficient for Dowden. Whitman was quite capable o f  giving full 

representation to both the material and spiritual aspects o f  nature, but his vision was 

larger and more daring because he could credit a greater range o f  subjects. He could 

credit the masses for their capacity to stimulate the senses and intellect and, more 

importantly, for their ability to nourish the soul. While nature could offer gifts for the 

“ears only,” Whitman was more powerfully attracted to the hustle and bustle o f  urban 

life —  the myriad faces and the gait o f  workers on buildings or the crowds on a 

pavement:

Give me juicy autumnal fruit ripe and red from the orchard.
Give me a field where the unm ow ’d grass grows ...
Give me fresh com  and wheat, give me serene-moving animals teaching content, 
Give me nights perfectly quiet as on high plateaus west o f  the Mississippi, and I 

looking up at the stars.
Give me odorous at sunrise a garden o f  beautiful flowers where I can walk 

undisturb’d ...
Give me to warble spontaneous songs recluse by myself, for m y own ears only. 
Give me solitude, give me Nature, give me again O Nature your primal sanities!

Whitman, “Song o f  M yself,” The C om plete Poem s, p. 69 & p.74.
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While yet incessantly asking still I adhere to my city,
Day upon day and year upon year O city, walking your streets,
Where you hold me enchain’d a certain time refusing to give me up.
Yet giving to make me glutted, enrich’d o f  soul, you give me forever faces;

Keep your woods O Nature, and the quiet places by the woods.
Keep your fields o f  clover and timothy, and your com-fields and orchards.
Keep the blossoming buckwheat fields where the Ninth-month bees hum;
Give me faces and street —  give me these phantoms incessant and endless along 

the trottoirs! ...
•5QT

O such for me! O an intense life, full to repletion and varied! ...

Yet behind the “people, endless, streaming, with strong faces, passions, pageants” 

W hitman found the “eternal meanings.” “ Strange and hard that paradox true I give,”

383he wrote in “A Song for Occupations,” “objects gross and the unseen soul are one.”

Dowden infomied the Cork Literary and  Scientific Society  in 1872 that 

W hitman had a “profound interest ... in men, not taken merely singly or individually, 

but as moving in masses. The People, for the first time, become an object o f  awe and 

wonder and beauty in his poems.” At that point, Dowden claimed that his own ability 

to see through  the masses was confimiation o f  his democratic impulse. With 

W hitm an’s guidance, his middle-class conservative prejudices —  the feelings o f  

revulsion —  were being transformed in his mind. This was not translated into a poetic 

exploration o f  the topic. “Wordsworth is calculated to lead a courageous, though not a 

timid, person up to Walt W hitman,” Dowden may have commented to T. W.

W hitman, “G ive M e the Splendid Silent Sun,” The C om plete P oem s, pp.337-8. 
Whitman, “A Song for Occupations,” The C om plete P oem s, p .245.



Rolleston. In his practical application o f  W h i tm a n ’s thought,  how ever,  he did  not 

appear  to be  going  any farther than where W ordsw orth  had left h im  off.

*

T here  w as  ano ther central tenet o f  W h itm an ’s p ro g ram m e —  for the poet intim ately  

bound  up with dem ocracy  —  that Dowden m ight have  appropria ted  to s t im ulate  an 

em erg ing  m ovem ent.  That them e was literary nationalism . W hitm an  paraded  a 

d is tinc tive  A m erican  social life, geography, landscape, flora and fauna in his poem s. 

He assim ila ted  R epublican values and allowed them  to influence his social v iew s and 

personal re lationships. In his poetry, the co m m itm en t  to freedom , equality  and 

fraternity had becom e prim e attractive qualities o f  an A m erican  personality . The 

creation  o f  a national spirit in literature also involved a bo ld  rejection o f  conventional 

n ineteen th  cen tury  poetic form, rhyme, m etre  and d iction  in favour o f  a looser free 

verse. It m arked  a sym bolic  departure to highlight the inadequacy  o f  old  w orld  verse 

to acco m m o d ate  these d iverse and expansive  au toch thonous  experiences. “ English  

versif ication  is full o f  danglers, and A m erica  follows after them ,” he com plained ,

■IOC

re so lvm g  not to ex tend  that tradition.

384 j  R o l les ton  to Walt Whitman, September 27, 1883 ,  W hitm an a n d  R o lle sto n : A C o rresp o n d e n c e , 
p p .77-79 ,

W alt W hitm an: The C r itic a l H er ita g e , ed. M ilton Hindus (London: R outledge  & K egan Paul), p.42.
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In his essay “T he Poetry o f  Democracy: W alt W h itm an ,” D o w d en  underscored  

the cen trality  o f  W h i tm a n ’s dem ocratic  themes to his national poetry. Furtherm ore , he 

im plic it ly  legitim ised the national element o f  W h i tm a n ’s p ro g ram m e by  criticising (in 

a supercilious  w ay) W h i tm a n ’s contem poraries w h o  failed to express  an indigenous 

culture . L ikewise, he criticised European audiences w h o  expected  fam iliar “ airs” from 

A m erica:

...  [T]he p en n a n en t  moral pow ers [o f  ind igenous poets] w ere  m et by others o f  
transitory or local, but, for the time, superior authority , w h ich  put a hedge 
around the literature and art o f  America, enc los ing  a little parad ise  o f  European  
culture, refinem ent, and aristocratic delica tesse from the how ling  w ilderness  o f  
Y ankee  dem ocracy  ...  Until o f  late ind igenous grow ths o f  the N ew  W orld  
show ed  in A m erican  literature like exotics, shy or insolent. W e w ere  aw are o f  
this, and expected  in A m erican  poetry som e one w ho  w ould  sing for us gently, 
in a m inor  key, the p leasant airs we knew  ...  Longfe llow  could  am iably  quiz, 
from a point o f  view o f  superior and conten ted  refinem ent,  his countrym en who 
w ent about blatant and blustering for a national art and literature w hich  should 
correspond w ith  the large proportions and freedom  o f  the Republic .  “ W e w an t,” 
cries Mr. H a thaw ay  in “ K avanagh,” “a national dram a, in w hich  scope enough 
shall be g iven to ou r  gigantic ideas, and to the unparalle led  activ ity  and progress 
o f  our  people  . . .  W e w ant a national literature, a ltogether shaggy and unshorn, 
that shall shake the earth, like a herd o f  buffaloes, thundering  over  the pra ir ies!” 
A nd Mr. Churchill  explains that what is best in literature is not national but 
universal, and is the fruit o f  refinem ent and culture.^**’

W h i tm a n ’s arrival gave D ow den  the poetry expected  from a “how ling  w ilderness  o f  

Y ankee  dem ocracy .”

D o w d e n ’s t r ium phant celebration o f  the arrival o f  the “ Bard o f  A m erica  and 

Bard  o f  dem o cracy ” appeared to predispose him  in favour o f  a national literature. He 

m igh t have appropriated  the A m erican  p o e t’s im pass ioned  creation o f  a national 

charac te r  and s tim ulated  the formation o f  a literature based  on ind igenous Irish

D owden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt Whitman,” p .34.
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materials. But D ow den’s claim for W hitman’s significance as a national poet did little 

to raise his consciousness o f  an Irish national literature either, despite his friendliness 

with Samuel Ferguson, Aubrey de Vere and Standish O ’Grady. He saw no 

contradiction between the way minor American writers insulated themselves within a 

“paradise o f  European refinement” or tradition o f  “ English civility” and his own 

failure to conceive o f  Ireland as a separate cultural or national entity. When 

W hitm an’s democratic idealism revealed to Dowden the self-integrity and gifts o f  the 

“divine average,” it served to prolong his gaze east o f  Dublin. While he found little to 

commend in the achievements o f  the Irish or the “miserable” Vice-Regal capital, he 

remarked that the “ British breed” with their “ robust frame” and “energy” were to be

3 8 7the source o f  all future promise or “good.” In the 1870s, Dowden h im self was 

enclosing a “ little paradise o f  European culture [and] refinement” around Irish poetry. 

His role was that o f  Churchill’s —  explaining that the best quality in literature is not 

national but the “ fruit o f  refinement and culture.” This is evident from his own poetry, 

but also from his guidance and instruction to others.

As we have seen earlier, Dowden’s upbringing had given him little interest in 

Irish historical and cultural life, and this was translated into an attitude o f  superiority 

towards Irish affairs. He demonstrated his unhappiness with Dublin in the late 1860s 

and early 1870s, but his contempt for his birthplace persisted during the 1870s. 

Ironically, by relying on the London periodicals to establish his reputation, he was 

perpetuating the cultural poverty o f  which the journalist in the Irish Builder  

complained in “Our Learned Bodies —  What Are They Doing?” Dowden also showed

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, August 24, 1873, Fragments fro m  Old Letters, II: 28.
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his aloofness from the country in ironic social observations recounted for the benefit 

of his correspondents during this period. A letter to Elizabeth D. West describes a 

Fortnightly Club dinner at the Marine Hotel, Kingstown (Dun Laoghaire), in late June 

1874, at which Sir Gamet Wolseley had been invited as principal guest:

To me it was a lugubrious affair, 1 had the honour o f  being Vice-Chairman and 
was assigned the trying duty o f  proposing the health o f  the Lord Lieutenant and 
the welfare of Ireland. I did my best and tried to make a little joke about the 
Liffey which had taken me some days to invent, and on the subject o f  Ireland I 
asked some unpractical questions such as “Had a census been taken o f  the wise 
men in Ireland?” “How much thought was annually spun?” “Which passions 
were imparted from the Continent?” and “What were the exports o f  sweetness 
and light?” (The Solicitor-General, who replied, did not answer these questions). 
There were nearly sixty human creatures there, and with the exception o f  some 
companionable presences at a distance from me, I felt in isolation.

This prejudice against Irish political and cultural ambition is the primary reason 

why Dowden would not adapt the American poet’s programme for Ireland. He was not 

moved to catalogue towns, rivers, and natural treasures, or to offer summaries of 

social activities like cattle-droving, harvesting, turf-cutting and fair-day drinking in a 

gesture o f  Whitmanian amplitude. Of course, the gesture o f  naming things into 

existence in the national consciousness can be justifiably dismissed since it would be 

derivative and superficial in a country whose social life was far older than America’s.

But Dowden was also unfriendly to indigenous traditions. He showed no desire 

to seize upon the appropriations of mythology and folklore in the poetry o f  his friends 

Aubrey de Vere and Samuel Ferguson. In a letter to Ferguson in 1874, Dowden made 

the following critique o f  Congal, which appeared two years before: “What seems 

noteworthy in your poems is the union o f  culture with simplicity and strength. Their

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, July 5, 1874, Fragments fro m  Old Letters, II: 103.
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refinement is large and strong, not curious and diseased, and they have spaces and

389movements which give one a feeling like the sea, or the air on a headland.” 

Dow den’s compliment, which recognised Ferguson’s ability to harmonise an epic 

poet’s narrative vigour and muscularity o f  language with a lyric poet’s grace o f  form 

and attention to nuance, serves to demonstrate that he could credit good work 

produced in D u b l i n . Y e t ,  there is a residual feeling that these critical platitudes 

evaded an engagement with Ferguson’s subjects. He made no attempt to draw 

anything valuable —  to “suck the sweetness” and nourishment is how he was fond o f  

putting it —  from the narrative, characters and passions o f  the work. Nor did he make 

any references to its ethnic character. Compare his comments with the eulogistic 

remarks o fh is  contemporary Judge John O ’Hagan:

It is a genuine Irish epic, based, like other epics, upon mingled history and 
legend, having its roots in the deepest human passions —  wrath, love, ambition, 
revenge —  and with these passions shaped by destiny to a fatal end. No poem so 
Homeric in the march o f  the naiTative, in the character o f  the heroes, or in the 
resonant majesty o f  the versification, has appeared in our time, and withal it is 
thoroughly and in essence Celtic.

Or the following from Lady Wilde, who had written to Ferguson from Moytura House, 

Cong, Co. Mayo, on August 12, 1872:

Congal seems to me to typify Ireland. He has the noble, pure, loving nature o f  
the race —  still clinging to the old, from instinctive faith and reverence, through 
all the shadowy forebodings that he is fighting for a lost cause; and the 
supernatural here has a weird reality and deep significance. It is the expression

Edward Dowden to Samuel Ferguson, 1874; ipt. in Lady Ferguson, Sir Sam uel Ferguson in the 
Ireland o fh is  Day, II: 271.

Comment made by Dowden in a letter to John Dowden, July 3, 1867, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, 
pp .38-9.

Extract reprinted in Lady Ferguson, Sir Samuel Ferguson in the Ireland o f  his Day, U: 271. John 
O ’Hagan, b. Newry 1822, d. 1890. Barrister and judge. Defended Gavan Duffy after the 1848 Rising. 
Contributor to The Nation and translated Song o f  Roland, 1883.
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o f  our  ow n presentim ents.  .. .  T he death  o f  Congal,  too, has a pathetic 
s ign ificance ...  H ere  again I find a sy m b o h sm  to ou r  p oor  Irish cause: a lways led 
by  a hero, always slain by a fool. .. .  I look with  w o n d e r  on this large and 
han d so m e vo lum e evolved  out o f  the dull routine o f  Dublin  life, w here  so little 
exists  to s t im ulate  the intellect.

Lady W ilde  found som eth ing  to celebrate  w here  D o w d en  w as re luctant to look. T here  

is no question  that D ow den  felt m ore  com fortab le  read ing  and w rit ing  about English  

au thors  such as Shakespeare , W ordsw orth  and Brow ning . Yet, E ngland did not stir 

h im  to a ce lebration  o f  its cultural and social values either. As it transpired, his 

ex posu re  to the “ British b reed” caused him  equal upset. H e d iscovered  on successive 

visits to an industrialised England in the 1870s that the country  alw ays seem ed “new er 

and m ore  foreign.

He sought refuge in neither country. His d isp lacem en t m ade  him  idealise a 

con tem pla t ive  space o f  solitude with “ few friends and no acquain tances .” W hile  this 

w as  a poetic  im pulse  inspired by  the R om antic  poets, it w as  driven  by  unease with 

both  L ondon and Dublin. T he com pensa to ry  p rivate  space w as im practical and 

virtually  untenable , but it m ight be considered, f iguratively  speaking  at least, a 

response  to the typical A nglo-Irish pred icam ent o f  the tim e —  that o f  neither fully 

sym path is ing  with  the country  in w hich  one is b o m  nor feeling com fortab le  in the 

coun try  w ith  w h ich  one identifies. D ow den  had a c lear sense o f  being  “A nglo-Irish” in 

this sense  o f  the term. H e frequently  conceded  that he had  “none  o f  the instincts o f  

Irish nationality .” ^̂ "* His position as a “half-breed Ir ishm an,” as he liked to call

Lady Wilde to Samuel Ferguson, August 12, 1872; rpt. in Lady Ferguson, Sir Samuel Ferguson in 
the Ireland o f  his Day, II: 272-3.

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, May 15, 1882, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 178; Edward 
Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, August 24, 1873, Fragments from  Old Letters. II: 28.

Edward Dowden to John Dowden, May 15, 1882, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .178;
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him self,  was a benefit  in that it projected him into a space —  an extrinsic position —  

w hich  enabled him  to rise above the limitations o f  bo th  Irish and British social life. 

But it s im ultaneously  subjected him  to a feeling o f  a lienation from both.

It w ould  be a m istake to extrapolate from D o w d e n ’s co m m en ts  that he w as 

en tire ly  cut o f f  from Irish sentiment. In July 1874, in a letter to E lizabeth  D. W est, 

w h o  w as holidaying  in Y oughal in Co. Cork, D o w d e n ’s h o m e county, he wrote: “ I feel 

no rom antic  attachm ent to the South, or ever any hom esickness  for it. But I feel a 

k indly  affection  for it such as one has tow ards an old nurse  that sang songs (not o f  the 

highest kind but mus i ca l ) . . Agai n,  it w as ano ther fam iliar “A nglo-Irish” 

pred icam ent:  intellectually  and culturally  detached from, but em otionally  connected  

to, the land o f  birth. T here  w ere  tim es when the em otional connection  translated into 

posit ive  accep tance o f  charactcris tically  Irish literary them es. This  should  not surprise 

us. He confessed that he cam e to Irish subjects “ neither as an E nglishm an  nor as an 

Ir ishm an” but as “ a half-breed ,” so there was bound to be  a degree o f  am bivalence.

T he  reality, how ever,  is that D ow den was far m ore  com for tab le  with  non-Celtic  

them es. W riting  to poet A ubrey  de Vere, also in 1874, he advised  h im  not to let “ so 

great a subject as T h o m as  a Becket slip for the sake o f  any  Irish heroic subject.” H e 

outl ined  his reason:

As a fact w he the r  it ought to be  so or not, the choice  o f  an Irish m ythical o r  early 
historical subject confines the full en joym ent o f  the poem  to a little circle. I 
adm ire  “C o n g a l” very truly; nevertheless I feel that I shall never m ore  than  h a l f  
enter into it. I do not believe the m ost adm irab le  poem  w ou ld  be  able quite  to 
conquer  this difficulty. A nd unless the solicita tion o f  an Irish subject becom es

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, July 29, 1874, Fragments fro m  Old Letters, II: 107-8. 
Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, September 13, 1882, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .183.
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imperative, commands with your imagination, 1 do hope you will not allow 
yourself to be moved away from Thomas a Becket.^*^^

For Dowden, there was no excitement of discovery of an Irish subject matter. There 

was no detemiination to widen that “little circle” or generate a larger audience for 

Ferguson and de Vere by calling for a greater understanding o f  the Celtic myths. The 

brand of cosmopolitanism he advocated habitually relegated Irish subjects to an 

inferior rank.

In 1876, when de Vere wrote to Dowden with a critique of the professor’s 

Poems, it is tempting to read mischief into his concluding remarks. “I rejoice that in 

you one more will be added to the small number o f  our Irish poets. In many o f  these 

poems I detected what I regard as an Irish characteristic o f  poetic genius —  a quality 

not easily defined. The landscape, too, is often Irish.” But Dowden would have been 

happy with the critical appraisal: de Vere picked up on a vague and unobtrusive racial 

sentiment and, besides, the references to nationality came at the end  o f  a letter that 

praised “elevated thought,” “tender feeling,” “refinement” and “fine grace” —  stock

TQO

poetic features that critics looked for at the time. It was Dowden’s conviction, and 

one that he would repeatedly defend in the future, that a national literature should be 

an unselfconscious manifestation of a living culture, arising spontaneously and 

naturally from its environment.

While legitimately warning o f  the perils o f  affectation and propaganda in art, 

Dowden’s views on a spontaneous national literature were disingenuous and

Edward D ow den to Aubrey de Vere, August 20, 1874, Aubrey de Vere letters, Ms. 13,123 (4). This 
letter was omitted by Elizabeth W. Dowden in her edition o f  D ow den’s letters.

Aubrey de Vere to Edward D owden, December 24, 1876, L etters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p .102.
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misguided; disingenuous because there was no one so loud on the subject or so 

deliberate about the fomiation of a national character as his literary hero, Walt 

Whitman; misguided because he disregarded the way an accidental discovery (as in 

O ’Grady’s later encounter with “the wonder-world” o f  Irish Bardic literature) could 

lead to an exciting and self-conscious exploration o f  a meaningful subject.

=t=

Although Dowden registered a shift in his appreciation for democratic progress, his 

public sponsorship of Whitman continued unabated in the mid-1870s. A reasonably 

reliable index o f  the periods when he was most preoccupied with the poet is his 

correspondence. 1871, 1872 and 1876 mark the years o f  primary interest, with 1869 

and 1875 coming a close second. During these years, he engaged in the usual efforts to 

defend the poet from public opprobrium. He deflected criticism from his colleagues in 

the university, but he also encountered reproach from a wider group of critics in 

England and America.

His comfortable moral standpoint, his relish in taking Whitman’s critics to task, 

and his failure to assimilate the poet’s messages certainly exemplify a complicated and 

contradictory association. But their relationship was also understandable. Dowden 

demonstrated genuine love and respect for Whitman in a range o f  social activities 

because he had struck up a bond of friendship through correspondence. Furthermore, 

he was attracted by the persona in Leaves o f  Grass to a sense o f  Whitman’s 

personality. Though inwardly retracting from Whitman’s relevance to changing social 

realities, Dowden was still haunting the poet’s corridors.
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His activity kept the association between him and W hitman alive in the pubhc 

consciousness and continued to confer upon the academic a bohemian or disreputable 

quality. This would have two consequences. One, it resulted in a new generation o f  

readers or, more specifically. Trinity College students reading Whitman. Two, it 

opened his contradictions to the point where he was missing opportunities in the late 

1870s to advance literary movements that would have a bearing on socio-political 

realities. It became obvious that his lack o f  assimilation was a conservative reaction 

against social and political change in Ireland. As we will see later, O ’Grady, and some 

o f  these younger Trinity students such as T. W. Rolleston, stepped in to appropriate 

Leaves o f  Grass in a meaningful way for an emerging literary movement.

With the publication in 1875 o f  Shakspere: A Critical Study o f  His M ind  and  

Art, D ow den’s consolidation o f  W hitman’s reputation continued in an unlikely 

quarter.^* '̂^ The book was an attempt to reconstruct the “personality” o f  Shakespeare 

through an examination o f  his poetry and plays, and to observe “ in its several stages 

the growth o f  his intellect and character from youth to full maturity.”'*̂® It was a 

popular success, and reviewers were unanimous in their praise for his achievement. By 

the end o f  the year, one hundred and thirty copies had earned Dowden approximately 

£30 in royalties (£2,000 or €2540 in today’s terms). Over the following six months, he 

had sold an additional one hundred and fifty copies.

This is Dow den’s spelling o f  Shakespeare.
Dowden “Preface,” Shakspere: A Critical Study o f  His M ind and Art (London: Henry S. King & Co., 

1875). Hereafter cited as Dowden, Shakspere.
Figures from the publishers Henry S. King in a letter to Dowden, June 6, 1876, M s.3147/129, Trinity 

College, Dublin. King actually informed Dowden that he had earned £33-15-0 up to December 1875 but 
another letter o f June 8, 1878 referred to a clerical error in the calculations. Royalty had been calculated 
at five instead o f four shillings a copy.
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The young academ ic’s international reputation as a Shakespearean scholar began 

to grow, particularly in America. R. W. Emerson is reported to have said that there 

was no book like it on the dramatist and that “no one had so completely entered into 

Shakespeare.”"''̂  ̂ The pre-eminent Shakespearean scholar W. J. Rolfe, whose editions 

o f  the plays were used extensively in American high schools, colleges and 

universities, drew largely from the book for his introductions. Rolfe commented that 

there was “no living critic” whose comments on the poet were in “greater favour with 

the American p u b l i c . I n  1883, Hiram Corson o f  Cornell University would infomi 

Dowden there was not an eminent Shakespearean scholar in America who did not 

regard his book as the “most valuable contribution to the higher philosophical 

criticism” on the writer that the present generation had produced.

Dowdcn had referred to Whitman on a number o f  occasions in the book. He 

made the most significant reference in a discussion on new prophets for new times. 

Dowden argued that the “noble positivism” o f  Shakespeare was appropriate for the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but it needed to be supplemented with another 

quality for contemporary times, “an element not easy to describe or define, but none 

the less actual, which the present century has demanded as essential to its spiritual life 

and well-being.” Whitman, one o f  the century’s great spiritual teachers, was cited as a 

supplier o f  that element.''®^ Dowden underlined the passages referring to Whitman and 

sent him a copy. Although Whitman was frequently dismissive o f  Shakespearean

Emerson made his comments to a nephew o f Dr. Channings who passed on the information to a 
friend o f  D ow den’s, E. M. Hickey, Hickey to Dowden, December 22, 1881, Ms. 3149/329, Trinity 
College, Dublin,

W. J, Rolfe to Edward Dowden. April 7, 1883, Ms. 3149/432, Trinity College, Dublin,
Hiram Corson to Edward Dowden, April 9, 1883, Ms. 3149/435, Trinity College, Dublin.
Dowden, Shakspere, p .40.
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scholarship, what he called the “almost luny [sic] worship o f  Shakespeare —  the cult 

worship, the college worship,” he responded favourably to the book. He found it “ full 

o f  vitality and suggestiveness” and the multiple scoring in lead, purple and blue pencil 

throughout the book, but predominantly in the first one hundred and sixty pages, 

demonstrates that he re-read it on a number o f  occasions.

The references to Whitman were minor, but their flattering nature and the 

book ’s success guaranteed them high profile. The Saturday Review  had no respect for 

Dow den’s list o f  “spiritual teachers” and dismissed the “estimate o f  m odem  poetry.” 

The reviewer also failed to reconcile Dowden’s examination o f  Shakespeare’s fomial 

apprenticeship with his tolerance for Whitman.

Lesser writers would do well to think ... that the rules against which they cry out 
as fetters and trammels to genius are but aids with which human beings must 
learn to walk before they can hope to run and get no fall. It is singular that the 
author, having a clear perception o f  this fact, should go out o f  his way more than 
once to glorify an American writer whose disdain o f  the ordinary requirements 
o f  metre and rhyme cannot be justified by the power o f  what is called his 
poetry.'^^^

Whitman, however, was flattered by Dow den’s references. The proud poet made a 

note o f  the page numbers pertaining to him by writing on the inside leaf o f  the 

autographed copy he received from Dowden in April 1875. He was preparing to show 

them o ff  to friends and acquaintances.

On November 22, 1875, in Dublin, Dowden delivered another paper on 

Whitman when he was invited to fill a gap in the schedule o f  the Fortnightly Club.

Walt Whitman to Edward Dowden, January 1876, Correspondence III: 22. Whitman’s autographed 
copy of Shakspere: A Critical Study o f  his M ind <& Art (dated April 1875 by Edward Dowden) is 
deposited in the Rare Books Department o f  the Library o f  Congress, Washington D.C.

“Dowden's Critical Study of  Shakespeare,” Saturday Review, March 13, 1875, p .3 5 1.
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This club was a popular Dublin literary society founded in 1866 for the exchange o f  

views on a range o f  scientific, artistic and social issues, and it held fortnightly 

meetings at 101, St. Stephen’s G r e e n . T h e  response to the paper, which Dowden 

read “ in a low-toned way,” was favourable to a degree, which surprised him.'’°  ̂ (He 

would re-read it to his Trinity students in the following term.) Joseph Bennet Little, a 

graduate o f  Trinity College, Dublin, a Justice o f  the Peace and magistrate for Leitrim, 

Roscommon and Sligo was the only individual to heckle Dowden. Little, identified by 

Dowden as the “joker” o f  the club and remembered by Bram Stoker as a brilliant 

humorist, charged Whitman with obscenity. Dowden retorted with lively banter.""*^ 

The dispute between them remained unresolved and they made arrangements for 

another discussion on “The Genius o f  Walt W hitman” to be held on February 14, 

1876. Dowdcn expcctcd it to be a “ funny speech —  showing, no doubt, that Walt is a 

fool and a beast,” and though he was not keen on attending he felt the opportunity to 

belittle the “joker” could not be missed. He outlined his strategy to Elizabeth D. West: 

“ I shall first be good-humoured —  then become severe, and practise, in as refined a

The Fortnightly Club meetings were held on alternate Mondays at 101, St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin. 
During 1875-6, the club had ninety-eight members. The Council included a number o f well-known 
academics. From Trinity College, Dublin, there was Professor Edward Dowden, Anthony Traill, FTCD, 
and F.A. Tarleton, FTCD. Another member Robert Kane LL.B. was formerly president o f Q ueen’s 
College, Cork, and current president o f the Royal College o f Science in Dublin. He and another member 
David Ross LL.B., were members o f the annual committee o f  convocation for the Q ueen’s University in 
Ireland. The honorary treasurer was Stopford B rooke’s brother, W illiam G. Brooke M.A., barrister, 
ch ief clerk to the Lord Chancellor. He was treasurer o f  The Fortnightly Club from 1872-77. I have 
dated the first discussion on W hitman as N ovem ber 22 since this was the meeting prior to D ow den’s 
letter to John Todhunter on December 1, 1875 {Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 86) in which the talk was 
discussed.

Edward Dowden to W alt Whitman, February 6, 1876, With WW in Camden, I: 300; Edward Dowden 
to John Todhunter, December 1, 1875, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, pp .86-87.

Dowden names Joseph Bennet Little as the “Joker” in a letter to Elizabeth D. West, Fragments from  
Old Letters, II: 110; Bram Stoker’s comment was made in his Personal Reminiscences o f  Henry Irving, 
H: 96, Information on Little’s background was sourced in T hom ’s Directory, 1877. Little also became a 
council member o f The Fortnightly Club in 1877.
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manner as I can, some suitable vivisection: and finally dismiss the Fortnightly Club 

into space, and address only an audience o f  eternal verities.”^"

In contrast to his imminent row over aesthetic, political and moral issues, 

Dowden informed Elizabeth about the “squabbling” among the professors in Trinity 

College, which he described as a “big girl’s school.” “ Dr. Traill on Saturday,” he 

wrote, “was before the Board to plead, in opposition to Dr. Carson, that the Fellows 

might have ice-pudding for dinner! Dr. Carson gave some Bismarkian answer about 

the refrigerator and the cook, but I believe the Fellows are to have ice i f  they long for 

it very much. ... Then there is the matter o f  the battle-axes! Dr. Atkinson had borrowed 

a MS. “Life o f  St. Alban,” with illuminated pictures. On its return to the library, oh, 

horror! Six battle-axes appeared nicely shaded with lead pencil.”

On the night o f  February 14, refreshments were served at 8pm at the Fortnightly 

Club and the meeting began thirty minutes later with a hostile, incisive attack by 

Little."”  ̂ Confining him self  entirely to the “Children o f  Adam ” group o f  poems. Little 

built a case against W hitman on the grounds o f  indecency. It was by no means a new 

charge made against the poet. After the “Children o f  A dam ” series appeared in the 

third edition o f  Leaves  (1860), the Saturday Press carried a hostile review by a Mr. 

B e a c h . H i s  comments provide a general insight into Little’s objections:

■*" Edward D owden to Elizabeth D. W est, Fragm ents from  O ld  Letters, II: 110. Elizabeth D. W est 
(D ow den) has incorrectly identified the date o f  this letter as February 20th. But the Fortnightly meeting  
was held on February 14th, a fact confirmed by D ow den’s letter to Whitman on February 16th, Bram  
Stoker’s leUer to Whitman on the 14th and newspaper notices o f  the event on the same day.

Account o f  meeting sourced from The F reem an's Journal, February 10, 1876, and Stoker’s P erson al 
R em iniscences o f  H em y Irving, II: 96. Stoker also recalls that m eetings were occasionally  arranged for 
both sexes but “this particular evening was, perhaps fortunately, not a ‘Ladies N ight,”’

Husband o f  Juliette H. Beach for whom Whitman reputedly wrote the poem  “Out o f  the Rolling  
O cean.”
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Walt W hitman assumes to regard woman only as an instrument for the 
gratification o f  his desires, and the propagation o f  the species. To him all 
wom en are the same, but with this difference; the more sensual have the 
preference, as they promise greater indulgence. His exposition o f  his thoughts 
shows conclusively that with him the congress o f  the sexes is a purely animal 
affair, and with his ridiculous egotism he vaunts his prowess as a stock-breeder 
might that o f  the pick o f  his herd.'^''*

The literary climate in Ireland was just as censorious in the mid-1870s. In an article on 

“Fashion in Fiction; Some Recent Novels” in the Dublin University Review, the writer 

marvelled at the number o f  women who were writing quality literature, including 

George Eliot, Mrs. Gaskill, Mrs. Alexander and Mrs. Edwards. The number o f  women 

engaged in “ light literature” also struck the writer. It was the new fashion, replacing 

the previous craze o f  ladies skating “in public upon sham ice,” which had recently

415become “naturalised.” But Ms. Broughton, one o f  these writers, drew particular 

criticism for her coarseness: “Surely, Miss Broughton must feel ashamed when she 

reads in print the following sentence in Joan: ‘I never see a fat woman without 

wondering how she looks in her ba th’? Such extreme coarseness and vulgarity needs 

no comment from us; we need but say that such obstinate outrages upon good taste 

cannot fail to undermine the popularity o f  a writer even so undeniably clever as Miss 

Broughton.”'*'*’

Quoted by Allen, The SoUtaiy Singer, p.261.
“Fashion in Fiction: Some Recent N ovels,” Dublin University Review, vol. LXXXIX, no. DXXXII 

(April 1877): 427. The writer commented further: “Politics are not now fashionable enough to make 
women meddlesome in that department. It is tme that strong appeal is made at intervals for w om an’s 
suffrage, but it has never become a fashionable war cry. It is fashionable, however, for women to write, 
so universal, indeed, has the occupation become that the women who do not write are rather the 
exception than the rule.” Four hundred new novels (excluding reprints) were reportedly listed in the 
statistics o f  literature for 1876.
^"’ /te / . ,p .4 3 0 .
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Joseph Bennet Little was just as outraged by Whitman and he disputed the 

existence o f  “one decent woman” in the entire Leaves o f  Grass. Dowden retaliated 

with a passionate speech, quoting apposite selections from both the poetry and 

Democratic Vistas, and concluded by reading the last stanzas o f  “Faces.” These 

stanzas presented an old woman in an armchair “under the shaded porch o f  the 

farmhouse” surveying with pride her working progeny. She was “the melodious 

character o f  the earth, / The finish beyond which philosophy cannot go and does not 

wish to go, / The justified mother o f  men.”**'̂

The assembled members of the club considered Dowden’s reply to be “a very 

effective answer” to Little’s “extravagant statements.” His defence had precipitated a 

complete turn in Whitman’s favour. Two days later, Dowden sent the poet a full 

account o f  the conversion;

Then, to my surprise and great satisfaction, followed speaker after speaker on 
the Whitman side — a barrister, a young clergyman, a man in business, and 
others, while the remaining speakers were three, one who placed you below 
Victor Hugo on the grounds o f  alleged deficiency o f  form and beauty in your 
poems, one who announced that he had never read your books but was sure you 
could have written nothing as good as Bum s’s “Cotter’s Saturday Night,” and a 
third recently introduced to Leaves o f  Grass and who confessed to having 
discovered some few great poems, but much that baffled him, and that should be 
challenged. The result on the whole [was] highly satisfactory. ... These little 
skirmishes, however, are only occasional incidents in the quiet progress which

418as I said before I am convmced your writmgs are makmg.

On the night of the “militant evening” Bram Stoker took the initiative to send 

Whitman an unposted letter that he had written four years previously.""^ He remarked

Whitman, The Complete Poems, pp.478-9.
Edward Dowden to Wah Whitman, February 16, 1876, With WW in Camden, 1: 302-3. The barrister 

may be O ’Grady,
Stoker, Personal Reminiscences o f  Henry Irving, II: 95.
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that his love for Leaves o f  Grass had increased four-fold in the four years that had 

elapsed. His account o f  the meeting corroborated Dowden’s, and made reference to 

the fact that he, too, had the privilege of putting forward his views with “success.” 

Stoker was eager to point out that it was not the first time he had defended the poet: 

“You know what hostile criticism your work sometimes evokes here, and I wage a 

peipetual war with many friends on your behalf But I am glad to say that 1 have been 

the means o f  making your work known to many who were scoffers at first.

Whitman read the accounts of the skirmish with “great zest” and gave the efforts 

of Dowden and Stoker affectionate recognition. He also had a kind word to say about 

the detractors. “1 have learn’d to feel very thankful to those who attack & abuse & 

pervert me,” he remarked to Dowden, “that’s perhaps, besides being good fun, [they 

arc] the only way to bring out the splendid ardor & friendship o f  those, my unknown 

friends...”'*̂ ' Whitman was not always as good-humoured or stoical about hostile 

criticism. His capacity to exploit good press and engineer counter-strategies against 

his opponents proved that he wished to correct a wrong that he felt was being done to 

him by critics. In the spring of 1876, for instance, one such infamous counter-assault 

drew the Irish readers into their most public demonstration o f  solidarity for Whitman.

Within days o f  the meeting at the Fortnightly Club, Dowden received a letter 

from the poet indicating that he was in poor health. Enclosed was a newspaper 

statement, which he had also posted to Rossetti in England, railing against the neglect 

o f  his work in America. The newspaper commentary, entitled “Walt Whitman’s 

Actual American Position,” had appeared on January 26, 1876 in the West Jersey

Bram Stoker to Walt Whitman, February 14, 1876, With WW in Camden, IV: 180,
Walt Whitman to Edward Dowden, March 4, 1876, Correspondence III (1876-1885): 27.
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Press, a newspaper in Camden, New Jersey. It was a rejoinder to an earlier article in 

the Springfield Republican, which had pointed out that W hitm an’s poems were 

generally gaining ground, not just in England but in America too. The West Jersey  

Press disputed this and established the extent o f  W hitm an’s poor popularity in 

America. “W hitm an’s poems in their public reception have fallen stillborn in this 

country,” it declared. “They have been met, and are met today, with the determined 

denial, disgust and scorn o f  orthodox American authors, publishers and editors, and, in 

a pecuniary and worldly sense, have certainly wrecked the life o f  their author.”'*̂  ̂ The 

article was later attributed to Whitman himself.

At that stage in W hitm an’s career, not only were his poems derided, but he had 

still failed to secure a new publishing contract after the bankruptcy o f  Thayer & 

Eldridgc in 1861. To make matters worse, he had failed to sell his poems to magazines 

over the previous winter. Gay Wilson Allen points out in The Solitary’ Singer, that the 

Atlantic M onthly, Harpers, Scribners and The Galaxy  all rejected his work, the latter 

two adding insults with their rejection slips. His ill-health, loneliness, poverty and 

disillusionment had forced him to strike out in such a public way.

Whitman did not hold back in the covering notes to Dowden and Rossetti that 

accompanied the article: “M y theory is that the plain truth [is here] best stated; it is 

even worse than described in the article.” Dowden was exasperated. He had heard o f  

W hitm an’s neglect from John Burroughs, W. M. Rossetti and the poet h im se lf  But 

the extent o f  W hitm an’s difficulties shocked him. “ It amounts to absolute ignoring or 

violent hostility from all but a small following o f  American men and wom en,” he

“Walt Whitman’s Actual American Position,” West Jersey Press, January 26, 1876; copy deposited 
in Harned Collection, item no. 102, reel 3, Library of  Congress, Washington D.C.
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wrote to Elizabeth D. West. “And I fear that Whitman, i f  not in downright poverty, is 

not far from it.”^̂  ̂ Dowden wrote to Whitman, reassuring him that either he or 

Rossetti would try to persuade the Academ y  to insert a true statement o f  how the poet 

was received in America.'*^'^ Rossetti, meanwhile, sent the article on to the London 

Athenaeum , a weekly literary review which published it on March 11, 1876. Robert 

Buchanan took up the cause two days later in the London D aily N ew s  and criticised 

the United States for the contempt shown to its greatest poet.

The British condemnation o f  America’s neglect o f  its “greatest poet” in the 

Athenaeum  and London Daily News was partly motivated by political point-scoring 

and, understandably, it injured critics and journalists such as Bayard Taylor in The 

N ew  York T r i b u n e . Taylor responded by attacking W hitman and his British 

supporters, including Dowden. In England, The Saturday Review , which published 

what Dowden called “a vile column o f  rancorous abuse,” was one o f  a few magazines 

that supported the American position. In America, W hitm an’s two friends, John 

Burroughs and William O ’Connor were the only public voices to support the British 

p o s i t i o n . W h i t m a n  took the whole episode with a mixture o f  glee and disgust. He 

wrote to Rossetti: “There’s a precious row here o\c\' yo u r  row in London —  all the 

curs and kennels o f  literary New York and Boston are in full chorus after you fellows 

—  after Buchanan especially —  then you, Dowden, and the rest.”'*̂ ^

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. W est, February 20, 1876, F ragm ents from  O ld  Letters, II: 109. 
Edward D owden to Walt Whitman, Febmary 16, 1876, With WW in Cam den  I: 302; Edward 

D ow den to Elizabeth D. W est, February 20, 1876, Fragm ents from  O ld  Letters, II; 109.
A llen, The S o lita iy  Singer, pp.470-472.
Edward D owden to John Burroughs, March 26, 1876, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p .90.
Walt Whitman to W. M, Rossetti, March 30, 1876. At W hitman’s request, Rossetti copied the letter 

for D owden. The transcript is deposited with D ow den’s papers in Trinity C ollege, Dublin, Ms. 3130/26.
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According to Gay Wilson Allen, the literary skirmish between the rival countries 

forced American readers to ask why so many eminent British writers valued Whitman. 

While the impact o f  the controversy in America was not noticeable in terms o f  

immediate respect for the poet, it did lead to a reconsideration o f  his position in time. 

The immediate benefit for Whitman was financial revenue that readers in Ireland and 

England generated through sales o f  the recently printed Centennial Edition o f  Leaves 

o f  Grass and Two Rivulets. The common assumption made by W hitman scholars is 

that Rossetti was solely responsible for netting an extraordinary one thousand dollars 

for the ailing poet. This is the implication since he issued two circulars, one on May 

20, 1876, and another on June 1, 1876, calling for a subscription to the new books as a 

dignified way o f  raising funds. It is only partly true. Dowden had long since broached 

the idea o f  offering Whitman some assistance.

In May 1875, W hitman had written to Dowden outlining the seriousness o f  his 

ill-health, and he indicated that he hoped to print a new volume o f  poetry sometime 

during the following year. Dowden contacted Rossetti, suggesting that they move on 

his beha lf  This was not an unusual way for Dowden to act. He had often shown 

concern for other writers less fortunate than him. In 1871, he had heard from R. P. 

Graves that the poet Thomas Irwin, author o f  “Pictures and Songs,” needed financial

428assistance. He contacted Samuel Ferguson, who knew the distressed poet. “ I have 

looked into his little volume & think there is a good deal o f  merit in it,” Dowden 

infonned him. “ It seems a pity if  anything could be done to enable him to help h im self

Thomas Caulfield Irwin, b. Co. Down 1823, d. Dublin 1892. Although born into a wealthy family, he 
lost his inheritance, took to journalism  and contributed to The Nation. He wrote a biography o f Swift for 
The Shamrock. Author o f  Irish Poems and Legends, Glasgow, 1869; Songs and Romances, Dublin, 
1878.
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that it should not be done ... If you thought I could be o f  use, I should call up to you & 

hear about him at any time you might a p p o i n t . S a m u e l  Ferguson, also a benefactor 

to needier poets, had subscribed to Irwin’s cause on numerous occasions.

In W hitm an’s case, Dowden was uncertain again about which way to proceed. 

He told Rossetti that his information suggested that an act o f  charity might embarrass 

and displease the poet. Besides, his friends in Camden were catering for his simple 

needs. Rossetti warmly approved the idea o f  showing “care for Walt in some way” and 

thought a substantial gift or some other “symbolic token” might be appropriate. He felt 

that the imminent publication o f  W hitman’s book would give them the opportunity. 

He suggested that they buy up editions o f  the Centennial edition for persons who 

would value them and for public libraries around the world (“excluding the United 

States”).^ '̂

After the news o f  W hitm an’s desperation had broken in early spring, Dowden 

felt that any subscription idea was now “very insufficient and out o f  p l a c e . O n  

March 26, 1876, he wrote to John Burroughs in New York State to enquire whether 

the American Government could be lobbied to grant W hitman a pension for life as a 

reward for his services as a hospital nurse during the Civil War, an arrangement he 

considered “honourable both to the Government and to W h i t m a n . R o s s e t t i  was

Edw ard D ow den to Sam uel Ferguson, D ecem ber 14, 1871, M s. 10,655, N ational L ibrary  o f  Ireland.
Lady Ferguson, S ir  Sa m u e l F erguson  in the Ire land  o f  his D ay, II; 200.
Edw ard D ow den to John D ow den, M ay 30, 1875, Letters o f  E d w a rd  D ow den, p .84; W. M. R ossetti 

to A nne G ilchrist, S ep tem ber 27, 1875, Letters o f  W illiam  M ichae l R osse tti C oncern ing  IVhitman, 
Blake, an d  Shelley , eds. C larence G ohdes and Pauli F ranklin  B aum  (D urham , N .C .: D uke U niversity  
Press, 1934), p .95. In this letter R ossetti also inform s G ilchrist that D ow den had consu lted  h im  on the 
m atter o f  fund-raising tliree o r four m onths before h is p resen t m oves to take “active step s” on 
W hitm an’s b e h a lf

Edw ard D ow den to John B urroughs, M arch 26, 1876, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den. p .90.
Ibid., p.88.
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corresponding with Whitman on the same subject and discovered that the poet found 

the suggestion unfavourable. They decided to pursue the original plan.

Meanwhile, the Centennial edition was published in two volumes: the first was a 

reprint o f  the fifth edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass (1871) and the second volume, Two 

Rivulets, contained “ Democratic Vistas,” “Passage to India,” and four additional 

collections o f  prose and verse entitled “Two Rivulets,” “Centennial Songs, 1876,” “As 

a Strong Bird on Pinion’s Free” and “Memoranda During the W ar.” Each volume 

contained the author’s autograph and the two books included three portraits.

Dowden assisted Rossetti in issuing circulars and he secured many subscriptions 

for the books at ten dollars a set. hT mid-February, he sent sixty dollars for ha lf  a 

dozen copies on behalf  o f  his brother, John, and friends Bram Stoker, Harold 

Littledale and Professor Atkinson o f  Trinity College. Dowden continued to collect 

subscriptions over the following months. On April 25, 1876, John Todhunter sent him 

£2.2.0 for Whitman."'^"' But there were other independent Irish subscribers who made 

direct contact with the poet such as Alfred Webb, Rev. R. P. Graves, T. W. Rolleston 

and A. C. de Burgh. De Burgh’s subscription letter, which enclosed a money order for 

22 shillings (£80 or €100 in today’s terms), is deposited with the W hitman Papers in 

the Library o f  C o n g r e s s . O n  Rossetti’s English list appeared Alfred Tennyson,

John Todhunter to Edward Dowden, April 25, 1876, Ms. 3147 (124), Trinity College, Dublin,
A, C. de Burgh to W alt Whitman, August 8 [1876], container no. 9, Feinberg Collection, Library o f 

Congress, W ashington D.C, A. C. de Burgh’s address is c/o T. W. Rolleston at 38, Trinity College, 
Dublin. The other names can be found in Daybooks and Notebooks, ed. W illiam W hite (New York: 
New York University Press), I: 4, 24, 36-9, 148, 152. The full addresses o f the purchasers are given 
except for Rev. A. B. Grosart, the Scottish editor o f Elizabethan texts, who appears c/o Edward 
Dowden. Entries for 1878-9 record that copies o f the Centennial edition were also purchased by 
W illiam G. Brooke. Other purchasers were Mrs. J. A lexander and Alice R. Alexander, The Palace, 
Derry, family o f W illiam  Alexander, Bishop of Derry 1867-93 (and later Archbishop o f  Armagh and 
Primate o f  all Ireland 1893-191 1). In addition to the above. Rev. John N. Hoare from Ashford, Co. 
W icklow also appears in W hitm an’s address book for 1866-1877. See Notebooks and Unpublished  
Prose M anuscripts 11: 812. See overlea f fo r  more details.
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Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edmund Gosse, George Saintsbury, Lord Houghton and Ford 

Madox Brown. M any o f  the subscribers had paid two or three times the asking price.

Additional Irish readers, who subscribed to the books through Dowden, were 

slow to pay and, a year later, Rossetti had to enquire whether the money was 

forthcoming. He was eager to settle the outstanding subscriptions and get the affair 

fmally c l o s e d . T h e  extent o f  the Irish interest intrigued Whitman. “ I am selling a 

few o f  my books from time to time,” he wrote in December 1876 to Pete Doyle in 

Washington, “mostly to English and Irish purchasers —  it is quite funny how many o f  

my books are sent for from I r e l a n d . B y  1883, the circumstances in which the book 

was issued and the subsequent international interest had made it a highly valued

4^8collector’s item. '

Continued from  previous footnote. Alfred Webb, b. Dublin 1834, d. 1908. Printer and Irish biographer. 
Dedicated to breaking down barriers between Catholics and Protestants, also supporter o f  Home Rule. 
Anti-Parnellite M.P. for W aterford West (1890-5). President o f  Indian National Congress (1898). 
Publications include Compendium o f  Irish Biography, 1878, and Opinions o f  Som e Protestants 
Regarding iheir Irish Catholic Fellow Countrymen, 1886. Corresponded with W hitman in the early 
1870s.
Rev. A. B. Grosart, b. Scotland, 1827, d. 1899. M inistered at Loch Leven, Liverpool and Blackburn; 
Editor o f rare Elizabethan and Jacobean texts. Publications include Occasional Issues o f  Unique and  
Ve)-y Rare Books, vols. I -38, 1875-81. Dowden wrote an introduction for G rosart’s edition o f  The Prose 
Works ofW Uliam  W ordsworth in 1875. Grosart died in Ireland.
A. C. de Burgh is a brother o f Edith de Burgh whom T. W. Rolleston married in 1879. He was 
appointed 2nd Junior Assistant Librarian in Trinity College, Dublin in N ovem ber 1889.

Rossetti refers to these outstanding subscriptions in a letter to W hitman, June 15, 1877; ipt. in With 
W W in Camden, III: 170.

W alt W hitman to Pete Doyle, December 13, 1876, The Correspondence, vol. Ill: 67.
Richard Bucke, Walt Whitman (London: Trtibner & Co., 1883), p. 146. An autographed copy o f 

Leaves o f  Grass (Centennial Edition, 1876) and Two Rivulets (Author’s Edition, 1876) were deposited 
in the National Library o f  Ireland by an unidentified donor on October 18, 1887. The donor is most 
likely to be Richard W. Colles, a friend o f  Dow den’s (he graduated from TCD with a B.A. in 1867). 
Colles purchased the two volumes from Whitman in September 1886 and subsequently informed the 
poet in February 1889 that he had deposited two volumes o f  the poetry in the National Library. On 
Novem ber 9, 1886, Colles sent (via Herbert Gilchrist) ten shillings to W hitman with the following note: 
“You will kindly consider it annual & I hope not only to increase the sum but have the great pleasure o f 
sending it for many years.” Colles also wished to instigate another fund-raising campaign among Irish 
readers at this time. Continued overleaf.
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The money had alleviated W hitman’s imminent financial distress and, according 

to Gay Wilson Allen, the gesture gave the poet an inestimable boost o f  morale. That 

winter he had been beset by illness and depression. By spring, buoyed up by the 

“blessed gales from the British Isles” and its “deep medicines,” he returned to a farm 

run by his friends, the Staffords, for convalescence.

It is a coincidence o f  literary history that thirty years earlier W hitman had 

pleaded for financial support for Irish victims o f  the Great Famine. In 1846-7, 

Whitman vv̂ as editor o f  the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, a partisan four-page daily owned by 

a local Democratic-Republican supporter, Isaac Van Anden. He wrote nine leaders 

that dealt exclusively with the plight o f  the Irish during his temi."'"'° A considerable 

number o f  other editorials refiected his thoughts on related issues, such as the decline 

o f  old world feudalism and emigration to the New World. Although nine out o f  two 

hundred and eighty editorials may not suggest an active interest, they roughly equal 

the space he afforded other topics he was passionate about, such as “American 

Democracy,” “Government,” “Patriotism,” “Education,” “ Female Labour” and 

“Slavery.”^ '̂

Just as Dowden and colleagues moved to raise funds for the ailing poet. 

Whitman made compassionate pleas for financial donations for the Irish. On February 

5, 1847, he singled out an advertisement in an adjoining column, in which Ham den &

C o n tin u ed  fro m  p re v io u s  fo o tn o te .  W hitm an w as supportive but in sisted  that D o w d en  sh ould  not be 
contacted . “Edw ard D o w d en  has already contributed liberally  & sh ou ld  not be so lic ited  any further,” 
W hitm an wrote, (W hitm an to C o lles , N ovem ber 18, 18 8 6 , W hitm an, C o rre sp o n d e n c e  IV: 54; C o lle s  to 
W hitm an, February 12, 1889 , With in Cam den, IV: 141-2 .)

A llen , 77ie S o li ta iy  S in g er, p .4 7 2 .
W alt W hitm an, The G a th erin g  o f  the F orces, vo l. 1: x v i-x v ii, x x x v i. T he paper w as then o n ly  five  

years in ex isten ce  and already ga in ing  prom inence in a fierce ly  co m p etitiv e  N e w  Y ork new spaper trade.
For list o f  top ics see  W alt W hitm an, The G a th erin g  o f  the  F o rces, vo l. 1: Iv-lxi; vo l. 2: iii-x i.
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Co., 6 Wall Street, New York offered to remit any amount —  “small or great” —  to 

Ireland, “ free o f  discount for their trouble.”"*"*̂ W hitman implored his readers to donate 

“c//;v thing ... in the name o f  Him who pledged His sacred word to credit to HIMSELF 

all aid given to ‘suffering sad hum anity’ [W hitm an’s typography].” Anxious that other 

charities may have already caused donor fatigue. Whitman resorted to emotive and 

graphic descriptions o f  starvation to ensure the Irish cause received special attention:

If there ever were any time when a public motion, spreading from north to south, 
on behalf  o f  aid to a distressed community were needed, this is the time. Give 
now. Wait not. —  Pestilence and ashy-faced starvation have their iron grip on 
hundreds and thousands o f  our fellow creatures —  and we can at least balk som e  
o f  the sway o f  those gloomy powers, if we will. This is no sickly charity, either: 
it is famine to men and women present, face to face! It is thin-ribbed poverty, 
prostrate on its heap o f  straw, foodless, gamientless, chilled, almost praying for 
death...

Whitman was aware that successive failures o f  the potato crop had precipitated the 

crisis, but he felt that British policy in Ireland was also culpable. He never spared an 

opportunity to highlight the injustice o f  “Old W orld” sovereignties, taking pride in the 

social idealism o f  America. The famine in Ireland was ample evidence o f  their 

oppression at work:

In Ireland —  poor, distressed, starving Ireland —  a country rich by nature, but 
devastated by human means —  the fainting people offer a terrible lesson o f  the 
way in which a shameless system can destroy the bountiful capacities o f  a fertile 
land occupied by an industrious, shrewd, honest hearted race.

Whitman, “A Plea for the Stricken Ones!” The Gathering o j the Forces, 1: 172. 
/ to / .,  p. 173.
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These Irishmen and women were not the university educated Anglo-Irish Protestants 

who would later correspond with Whitman but working-class Catholics. These were 

the people he continued to see lined up outside the office o f  the Irish Emigrant Society 

in New York, ready to demonstrate their strength and labouring skills, or even those 

naturalised immigrants who were driving tram-cars, piloting boats or working on 

buildings.

*

As an increasingly popular Irish academic in the mid-1870s, Dowden was in a better 

position to influence younger generations o f  students entering Trinity College than he 

had been in the early 1870s. His reputation had soared after the success o f  his lectures 

on Shakespeare in 1874 (as part o f  the popular series o f  Afternoon lectures) and their 

publication in book form the following year. He was also lecturing on his research on 

nineteenth century writers, eventually to be published in 1878 as Studies in Literature: 

1789-1877. Although the Dublin University Calendars do not cite Whitman as one o f  

the authors studied on Dow den’s courses, he did feature in lectures on nineteenth 

century poetry since he bore special relevance to the democratic, scientific and 

transcendental movements o f  the period. On February 6, 1876 Dowden informed 

W hitman that he had read a paper on the poet to his students, drawing mainly from 

D em ocratic Vistas and Leaves o f  Grass. “A response o f  almost involuntary applause

1 99
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was given,” he remarked before adding dryly, “—  a murmur and a low response of 

satisfaction after complete silence and attention.

In October, Dowden remarked to Whitman that he was greatly satisfied to get a 

“kind of confession or self-revelation” from one of the “most promising” students in 

his class. The “saving and delivering power” o f  Whitman’s writings had saved the 

student from lapsing into a lethargy and cynicism that Dowden identified to the poet 

as “one of the diseases of youth in our Old World, if  not in your New  one.”"̂"̂  ̂ This 

student is most likely to be T. W. Rolleston. He would make the following admission 

to Whitman in 1880: “The supreme value of your works, to me, is that they have given 

me unspeakable religious certitude and confidence, have opened my eyes to the 

realities within and around me, and made me see in them something far grander and 

more assuring than any traditional dogmas.”''"*̂’

Thomas William Rolleston was bom in Glasshouse, Shinrone, seven miles from 

Roscrea in 1857, the year after Whitman printed the second edition of Leaves o f  

Grass. The family seat was located at Ffranckfort Castle in Dunkerrin, five miles from 

Shinrone. Rolleston’s father, Charles, was a Tipperary County Court Judge and a local 

landowner. On inheriting an estate from a Thomas Spunner JP in 1867, he adopted the 

surname Rolleston-Spunner. His wife was the daughter o f  Baron Richards, the judge 

who had tried Charles Gavan Duffy for high treason (he was acquitted by the House of 

Lords and left for Australia before returning to London). In 1874, when Charles 

Rolleston-Spunner was sixty-seven, his son T. W. Rolleston entered Trinity College to

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, February 6, 1876, With WW in Camden, I: 300.
Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, October 4, 1876, With WW in Camden, II: 90.
T. W. Rolleston to Walt Whitman, November 11, 1880, Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence,

p.20.
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read English and German as part o f  the college’s new moderatorship programme. He 

graduated with a B.A. in 1878. While at university, D ow den’s acclaimed Shakspere: A 

Critical Study o f  H is M ind and  Art (1875) initially drew the young scholar “strongly” 

under the professor’s influence. Their bond, according to Rolleston, was subsequently 

“confirmed” by D ow den’s “uncompromising championship” o f  Whitman, and he is 

possibly referring to the lectures and campaigns to raise finance for the poet in the

447sprmg o f  1876. On Sunday afternoons, Dowden had a custom o f  inviting students to 

his house at Winstead, Temple Road, if  he had been impressed by their work. 

Rolleston often spent time there, consolidating the relationship. “One was always apt 

to meet there some star from the world o f  scholarship or poetry,” he recalled, “and 

these afternoons were to many o f  us an unforgettable experience, an introduction to 

intellectual life.”'*'̂ ^

Whitmanian scholars Harold Blodgett and Gay Wilson Allen state that Rolleston 

discovered W hitm an’s writings in 1877, but, as readers may have noted, this is 

incorrect. Rolleston had subscribed to Leaves o f  Grass in March 1876, a month after 

D owden’s lecture on W hitman in Trinity College. Furthermore, W hitm an’s notebooks 

reveal that he had sent the young student a copy o f  Two Rivulets, the companion 

volume to the Centennial edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass, on M ay 24, 1876, two months 

after the publicity generated by the West Jersey Press article in E n g l a n d .R o l l e s t o n  

would have been completing his second year o f  study at that point. In 1876, he won a 

vice-chancellor’s prize for English verse and in Michaelmas term o f  that year, he

T. W. Rolleston, “Recollections o f Dowden,” The Irish Book Lover, vol. V, no. 9 (April 1914): 154. 
T. W. Rolleston, “Recollections o f Dowden,” The Irish Book Lover, vol. V, no. 9 (April 1914): 154. 
The Collected Writings o f  Walt Whitman: Daybooks and Notebooks, vol. 1: 24.
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officially declared his enthusiasm for Whitman by publishing a sixty-three-line poem 

“On Walt Whitman’s Leaves o f  Grass'' in K o t t a h o s The poem did not emulate 

Whitman’s experiments in free verse, but maintained a Victorian formality in tone and 

technique with seven stanzas rhyming ahahcchdd. The verse celebrated Leaves o f  

Grass as a fitting crown for the American Republic because

. . . ’twas she alone whose name inspired,
Whose love fulfilled, whose glory fired 
The songs that teach us now 
How beautiful beyond compare 
Is she whose word is written there...

Rolleston also considered Leaves o f  Grass as a book o f songs for the “whole wide 

earth.” In the following decade, Rolleston would achieve distinction for his energetic 

attempts to increase Whitman’s readership in Gemiany by translating Leaves o f  Grass 

into Gemian. He would also be one of those disenchanted men who initiated the 

assault on Dowden in the Daily Express literary controversy o f  1895.

Another student o f  Dowden’s expressing interest in Whitman in 1876 was 

twenty-two year old Harold Littledale, who had just graduated with a B.A. That 

summer, he had also lost his two-year-old sister and he informed Dowden that he had 

drawn comfort from Whitman’s poems on death during the bereavement. These 

poems were most likely from the “Whispers o f  Heavenly Death” sequence that 

reassuringly portrayed death as a complement to life or a joyous continuity o f  life. 

Dowden affectionately shared Littledale’s confession with Whitman: “ [Littledale] told

K ottahos, F irst Series, vol. 2 (M ichaelm as T erm , 1876): 294-95.
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me that in the presence o f  death and with its consciousness enveloping him it was 

words o f  yours which expressed the deepest truths o f  the hour and event.

Like Dowden, however, Littledale’s primary critical interest in Whitman was 

due to the poe t’s democratic sensibility, though he did not explicitly link this with 

nationality. W hitman was the representative o f  a type o f  emerging poetry that gave 

poetic legitimacy to radical ideas in politics. Littledale made his opinions known in 

“The Position and Tendencies o f  Contemporary English Literature,” his inaugural 

lecture for the 23rd session o f  the D.U. Philosophical Society on December 4, 1876. 

His references to Whitman provoked another public condemnation o f  Whitman and 

another public defence by Dowden in front o f  the college authorities, assorted

4^2dignitaries and politicians. '

There, on the night, to listen to Littledale’s address were chaimian Sir Michael 

Hicks-Beach, MP for East Gloucestershire and C hief  Secretary for Ireland;”*̂  ̂ David 

R. Plunket QC, MP; Edward Gibson QC, MP; Professor W ebb QC; the Provost o f  

Trinity College, and a number o f  Dublin professionals and Trinity College professors 

including Edward Dowden. Littledale argued that “no dominant spirit” could be traced 

in this “complex epoch,” before proceeding to isolate a number o f  representative 

m ovements in literature. He informed the assembly that the contemporary

E dw ard D ow den to W alt W hitm an, O ctober 4, 1876, With W W  in C am den, II: 90-91.
L ittledale w as to  becom e a long-term  friend o f  D ow den’s. O n M arch 2, 1899, D ow den w rote to 

M cN eile  D ixon, asking him  to put in a good  w ord for L ittledale w ho, hav ing  arrived  back from  India, 
w as apply ing  for a post as P rofessor o f  English  L iterature at C a rd if f  “ [He] w ould m ake an adm irable 
Professor. H is age &  absence from  hom e (he is forty-five years old) are against him , but he carries his 
zeal & en thusiasm  o f  study into years w hen, after a long Indian  experience, it m ight w ane a little .” 
M cN eile D ixon  C ollection , M s. 2259 (24), T rin ity  C ollege, D ublin.

M ichael E dw ard H icks-B each , b. 1837, d. 1916. E ducated  at E ton and O xford  (M A  in 1861). C h ief 
Secretary  for Ireland, February  1874-78, and again from  1886-7, S ecretary  o f  S tate for the C olonies 
1878-80 and C hancello r o f  the Exchequer, 1885-6, and 1895-1902,
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preoccupation with religious doubt (Clough, Arnold, Newman) was passing into a 

positive stage in the later writings of George Eliot, hi contrast, he remarked that the 

“fleshly school” of poets, “grounded” their happiness on a devotion to the “aesthetic 

contemplation o f  sensuous physical forms.” Turning to politics, he observed two main 

fonns — Liberal-Conservatism and Radicalism —  both reflected in literature, Carlyle 

standing for the former and Whitman for the latter. Littledale defended Whitman from 

the impulsive and prejudicial denunciations o f  readers who had “read a magazine 

article on him, and a few untypical extracts,” a practice especially prominent among 

Trinity students.

David Plunket QC MP rose to prolonged applause and thanked Littledale for his 

“deep research” and “original thought.” He took issue, however, with the favourable 

treatment o f  Whitman. As the following report from the Daily Express indicates, 

Plunket’s objections found favour with those gathered at the meeting:

[Plunket declared he] had carefully studied an original edition of what he 
believed was the most important o f  his works, and he confessed it seemed to 
him to be an affectation from beginning to end {hear, hear). It was an attempt — 
an audacious attempt, he would say — to foist upon the public a number of 
commonplaces by expressing them in very strong, uncouth and unusual English. 
The author was principally occupied in magnifying himself, and described 
himself as a very superior specimen of the human race {laughter). He had laid 
down the work with the determination never to give himself the trouble again of 
reading anything that bore the name o f  that distinguished self-eulogist 
{laughter).

Plunket shifted focus and singled out Dowden for his role in the promotion o f  such an 

unworthy poet. He challenged the professor o f  literature to express his opinion about 

Whitman.

The D aily  E xpress, D ecem ber 6, 1876. A ll subsequent references are from  this source.
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Dowden was defiant. He told the large audience that he had conscientiously read 

all the poe t’s work and could declare that they invigorated and enlarged his whole 

nature, stimulated his intellect and purified his moral nature (this was by now almost a 

stock response). He was cautious but reasonable in saying that he did not give his 

“adhesion” (W hitm an’s word) to every word o f  the poet, no more than he did to every 

word o f  Shakespeare, but concluded by expressing his strong resentment o f  the 

Solicitor General’s “accusation” that W hitm an’s writings had “received protection and 

advertisement” from him. The suggestion o f  criminal intent in his association with a 

reputedly immoral author must have been alarming for Dowden, standing, as he was, 

before the Provost, his university colleagues and students, members o f  the judiciary 

and a cabinet minister. He did not dissociate h im self  from the poet, but shrewdly 

outlined W hitm an’s current acceptance among other reputable authors. “The man who 

had been invited under the roof  o f  so blameless a bard as Tennyson, and had won the 

concurrent testimony o f  so many other authors, was not one whom it needed courage 

to defend,” he told the large gathering.

The succeeding speakers, o f  course, alluded to the “collision” and passed it o ff  

as evidence o f  Littledale’s eminently stimulating and suggestive address. For his part, 

the chairman. Sir Michael Hicks-Beach was reluctant to become embroiled in the 

heated debate. “ If there be a feeling latent in some o f  our minds that perhaps one, if  

not both, o f  those distinguished gentlemen, the Solicitor General and Mr. Gibson, has 

fallen under the sharp criticism o f  one or both o f  your most learned professors,” he 

said, “ far be it for me to rush in where angels fear to tread.” His wittily evasive tactics 

were greeted with laughter and applause.
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Hicks-Beach did not indicate whether he was familiar with W hitm an’s work, but 

he was not prepared to be ambivalent on the issue. Concluding his address, he said:

I would venture to add, without attempting to deprecate the works o f  authors 
whom I do not know, that there is one thing in our studies which all o f  us would 
do well to bear in mind —  and that is, that we should ever search after truth 
{hear, hear). And let us remember that where morality and purity do not exist, 
truth is not likely to be found {applause).

It would have been difficult not to interpret these remarks as a jibe at Dowden. The 

Professor o f  English Literature may have made light o f  his courageous stand, but there 

was no denying the public identification o f  W hitman with him. Although it was not an 

indictable offence, he still had to face the ignominy o f  such public showdowns.

=i<

In spite o f  his influential and controversial public pronouncements on Whitman, 

Dowden was slow to put h im self at the head o f  any emerging literary movement that 

would have drawn sustenance from Leaves o f  Grass. In one o f  his introductory letters 

to Whitman in 1871, he had proudly claimed that he and his “young” colleagues could 

be “ fairly taken to represent ideas in literature which are becoming, or which will 

become, d o m i n a n t . I t  was his way o f  reassuring the neglected American poet that 

his work was to find greater acceptance among readers like him in the future and that 

these readers were to influence the body politic. But, W hitm an’s exuberant and 

patriotic promotion o f  all fomis o f  American life did not move Dowden to a similar

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, September 5, 1871, With WW in Camden, 1: 225.
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expression in Ireland. Nor did the poet’s efforts to spread the democratic sentiment 

through verse find in Dowden a willing sponsor.

Walt Whitman appeared to have a more visible influence on Dowden’s social 

relationships. Yet, here again, there was a degree o f  ambivalence. If Dowden’s 

denunciation of his colleagues marked a high-point in his recognition o f  the 

intellectual and moral force o f  Leaves o f  Grass, then, as we will see, his encounter 

with workingmen and workingwomen marked a high-point in his failure to take any 

practical influence from Whitman’s democratic “messages.”

One o f  the more powerful expressions and guarantors o f  popular democracy in 

Whitman’s canon was “comradeship,” a bonding between males that constituted the 

subject of his “Calamus” sequence. It was an integral facet o f  his outlook, representing 

as it did the cornerstone concepts o f  fraternity and equality. “I believe the main 

purport of these States is to found a superb friendship, exalte, previously unknown,” 

he wrote in “To the East and West.” In “A Leaf for Hand in Hand,” he was more 

forthright about his own role in raising consciousness about the bond. He told the 

people of Mississippi that he wished to infuse himself among them until he saw it 

“common for them to walk hand in hand.” In “A Promise to California” it was the 

citizens o f  the mid-west and west whom he wanted to “teach robust American love.” 

He addressed the entire United States in “For You O Democracy” and “I Hear it was 

Charged Against Me” :

Only I will establish in the Mannahatta and in every city o f  these States inland 
and seaboard.

And in the fields and woods, and above every keel little or large that dents the 
water.

Without edifices or rules or trustees or any argument,
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The institution o f  the dear love o f  comrades/^"^

The poems, which promoted tenderness and passion in ideal friendship, also promised 

personal happiness and an antidote to religious scepticism. W hen reliance and hope in 

God seemed mere “speculation,” and “ identity beyond the grave” seemed like a 

“beautiful fable only,” his friends who travelled with him or sat a “ long while holding 

[him] by the hand” assuaged his anxieties.

The “brotherhood o f  lovers” was not confined to national boundaries. “ It seems 

to me,” he wrote in “This Moment Yearning and Thoughtful,” which was one o f  the 

first poems to appear in the original “Calamus” sequence, “ if  I could know those men 

I should become attached to them as I do to men in my own lands / O I know we 

should be brethren and lovers.” Dowden, one o f  these lovers he would find, 

recognised the centrality o f  “comradeship” in the W hitmanian scheme, claiming that it 

was “one o f  the clearest notes o f  W hitm an’s song.” He outlined his understanding o f  

the bond in his essay in the W estminster Review.

This love o f  man for man as Whitman dreams o f  it is to be no rare, no 
exceptional emotion, making its possessors illustrious by its singular 
preciousness, but it is to be widespread, common, unnoticeable.

Using the nomenclature o f  Whitman, Dowden defined it as “ love o f  man for m an,” 

“adhesiveness,” as contrasted with “amativeness.” It was, he stressed, a friendship 

“apart from all feelings o f  sex.” Dowden was dismissing the homosexual inclinations 

that developed from similar passionate relationships between men in Ancient Greece.

Whitman, “I Hear it was Charged Against Me,” The Complete Poems, pp.160-61.
Whitman. The Complete Poems, p. 153.
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He argued that the highly charged emotions expressed in these poems —  

uncertainty, insecurity, trepidation, nervous excitement and joy  —  were an illustration 

o f  W hitm an’s breadth o f  human empathy. They were testimony to the poet’s belief 

that passionate relationships could and should develop between men. While he was 

also aware that these poems, with their “tender reserves and concealments and 

betrayals,” revealed the weaknesses and strengths o f  W hitm an’s heart “more than any 

others,” he failed to find anything revealing in the comparatively mechanical 

treatments o f  heterosexual love in the “Children o f  A dam ” sequence. Instead, these 

loving emotions were “a power capable o f  counterbalancing the materialism, the 

selfishness, the vulgarity o f  American democracy —  a power capable o f  spiritualising 

the lives o f  American m en.” Without such human sympathy and benevolence, the 

essence o f  democracy was lost.

On occasions, Dowden attempted to embrace the bustling and “purposeful” city 

beyond the walls o f  Trinity to express his feelings o f  comradeship. He made 

preparations for a series o f  evening lectures on English literature for the “young men 

in shops who might care to learn things.” Dr. Atkinson, a colleague o f  D ow den’s in 

Trinity College, and another admirer o f  Whitman, had originally floated the idea by 

suggesting that a group o f  professors get together to devise lectures for interested 

individuals outside o f  university. They did not follow through with the scheme. In the 

winter o f  1873, however, Dowden thought he might “revive the design and try to carry 

it out as far as English literature is concerned,” but it is unclear whether the lectures

458ever took place.

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, June 1873, Fragments fro m  Old Letters. II: 21.

209



Apart from his plan, there is httle evidence to suggest that his feelings o f  

comradeship extended further than those relationships with people o f  similar social 

status or professional orientation. He criticised members o f  the university and art 

circles o f  Dublin for their failure to appreciate W hitm an’s social vision, but he did not 

befriend “workmen and workwomen.” Neither did he find “the developments” and the 

“eternal m eanings” in the “ labour o f  engines and trades and the labour o f  fields” o f  

much benefit. His exposure to the “mob” in civil society did not always yield spiritual 

confimiations o f  m an ’s “descent from the Master h im se lf

The most humorous example of Dowden’s abstract love o f  democracy occurred 

in London in 1876 during the British and American controversy over W hitm an’s 

neglect. On Sunday, April 2, Dowden travelled to the capital with John Kells Ingram, 

Dr. Salmon and J. P. Mahaffy for a Conversazione at the Royal Society, where an 

exhibition o f  pictures by William Blake was one o f  the principal attractions."''’® The 

following Saturday, the men were in recreational mood and, after having breakfast 

with Mahaffy and Salmon, Dowden and Ingram took a bus to see the Oxford and 

Cambridge boat races. His description o f  the scene, as might be expected from a 

disciple o f  Whitman, was vivid and bustling:

There was a great stream o f  cabs and buses, and all sorts o f  carriages, all the 
drivers with bits o f  dark or light blue ribbon on their whips, and a great many 
blue “favours” (one penny each) and ties worn. The bus, after a very long drive, 
stopped at Putney Bridge; a great crowd was crushing over the bridge; and every 
window everywhere full; a great deal o f  beer-drinking and joking, but a good-

Whitman, “F aces ,” The C o m p le te  P o em s, p.477.
J. P. Mahaffy,  b. Switzerland 1839, d. 1919. Educated in Trinity C o l lege;  F e l lo w  1864; Professor  o f  

Ancient History 1869-99 .  Author o f  C o m m en ta ry  on K an t, 1864; P ro le g o m e n a  to A n c ien t H is to ry , 
1871; A H is to iy  o f  C la ss ic a l G reek  L itera tu re , 2 vols,  1880; G reek  L ife  a n d  Thought, 1887; The 
E m pire  o f  the P to le m ie s  1895; and The P a r tic u la r  B ook o f  T rin ity  C o lle g e , 1904.
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humoured crowd ... the crowd was pushing along the sides o f  the river, which is 
very broad, with low banks, a fresh wind blowing and strong tide running.

Instead o f  being intoxicated by the energy and detail o f  the crowd, Dowden and 

Ingram looked for an escape. By paying two shillings they secured a position on a pier 

which was “very quiet, few people being willing to pay so m uch.” His use o f  money 

was also an indication o f  social discomfort:

For once perhaps it was worth seeing, but 1 shouldn’t care ever to go again. The 
river and the boats were very pretty, but it seemed as if  every ugly, coarse, low, 
and bad-looking man and woman in London had come down with us to see it, 
and very few, as far as 1 could see, that were pleasant or good-looking. I thought 
I should like the mere mass o f  people —  to be with so many men and women 
together —  but I found 1 really was anxious to get away from them, and 1 am not 
sure that it would have been much better where people were who paid 7s. 6d. for 
a seat, except that the smell o f  beer in the hot sun and close passages down to 
the river would not have been so bad.

Dowden’s transcendental powers had failed him. He once saw, or believed that he 

saw, beyond the “coarse” and “ ugly” crowds to “a wonderful spiritual beauty.” He 

now used the same adjectives to criticise these people and elevate h im self  above them. 

He believed that W hitm an’s interest lay not in men taken “singly or individually” but 

“moving in masses,” but he was searching in vain for redeeming individuals."^^^

He was “surprised” by his feelings o f  revulsion. The “oceanic amplitude and 

rush o f  London” had given him far less exhilaration than expected, and he informed 

Elizabeth D. West six weeks later that his negative response was further highlighted 

by Ingram’s frequent expressions o f  joy  in the “throng and stir o f  life.” “I felt the 

absence o f  any persons that seemed admirable, as individual men and women, really

Edward Dowden to Essie Dowden, April 9, 1876, Letters o f  Edward Dowdeu, pp.95-6. 
“American Poetry,” Cork Lecture [April 1872], Ms. 3130/25, Trinity College, Dublin.



depressing,” he wrote, “while [higram] sympathised with the energising [sic] o f  the 

play-instinct o f  humanity.”"**̂^

The visit to London was a test o f  his democratic convictions, and he was fully 

aware o f  his contradictory failings. He confided to Elizabeth D. West: “But what 

alanned me was the fear that I might be losing the democratic sympathies, and be 

growing into an aristocrat, who looked out only for the eminent individualistic. I think 

some such change has been in part effected.” The disparity between his liberal self- 

image and watery convictions, which were predicted in his poetry, had been exposed. 

The metaphorical distinction between the “tumult o f  M anchester” and the “Cathedral 

Close” had become an actual choice. While he heard the noise o f  one, he was happy to 

walk through the soft grass o f  the other.

Dowdcn genuinely believed in the validity and relevance o f  W hitm an’s writing 

for readers, but he found it more difficult to go beyond abstract “creed” to put it into 

practice. Not surprisingly, there was little evidence from his correspondence with 

Whitman that he genuinely shared the American poe t’s passion for democratic 

advancement. There were references to noble “ ideals,” but nothing like the following 

from W. M. Rossetti, W hitm an’s principal champion in England. “I have always been 

a democratic republican,” he informed Whitman, “and hope to live and die faithful to 

the meanings o f  that glorious c r e e d . A n d  furthermore;

I read your paper on Democracy with great pleasure and interest. I have always 
felt —  and did so markedly while our own recent Refonn discussions were 
going on —  one main truth involved in your paper. That, after one has said that 
such and such people or classes are not exactly fitted to make the best use o f  
political enfranchisement, one has said only a small part o f  the truth, the further

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, May 1876, Fragments from  Old Letters, II: 118.
W, M. Rossetti to Walt Whitman, December 8, 1867, With WW in Camden, III: 306.
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point rem ains that to induct these peop le  or classes into the com bined  national 
life, and to constitu te  that life out o f  them  along  w ith  all o ther classes, is an 
enorm ous gain. T he consequence is that, w ith  the in tensest respect and 
adm ira tion  for Carlyle, I find constantly  that to acquiesce  in the express  v iew s he 
takes o f  late years on particular questions w ou ld  be  s im ply  to abnegate  m y  ow n 
identity."*

D ow den  also stands in contrast to another o f  W h i tm a n ’s cham pions  in England: the 

ph ilosopher E dw ard  C arpen te r  w ho w rote poetry  in a W hitm an ian  style. He writes  to 

W hitm an:

M eanw hile  there is a wonderful new  life springing up here in England. I have 
been this and last w in ter  at Leeds do ing  som eth ing  in the w ay  o f  lecturing and 
teaching, and have seen a certain am ount o f  the w ork ing  artisans, &c. T here  is 
undoubted ly  an entire ly  new  (social) state o f  affairs com ing  about th rough their 
rise, and 1 hail it w ith  delight, for the w ealth ier  c lasses though they struggle for 
light are hopelessly  bound in conventionality , and the rough experience o f  their 
contact with the rude unaccom m odating  life be low  them  (during  the next few 
years) will be salvation to theni.'*^’̂’

W hitm an  concurred  with  C arpen te r’s sentim ents. He in fom ied  Traubel: “ I have put 

m y  faith in them  —  in the crow d o f  everyday m en —  in the rise, the suprem acy  (not 

the rule) o f  the superb  masses: the men w ho  do things —  the w orkers: they are our 

hope —  they will lead us on i f  w e are led on: not the k id -g loved  nobses  —  the m en 

and w om en  w ho  dress, w ho  shine, w hose  life is not love but toilet.

*

W, M. Rossetti to Walt Whitman, December 16, 1867, With WW in Camden, 111: 307. 
■*“  Edward Carpenter to W alt Whitman, January 3, 1876, With WW in Camden, III: 417, 

W hitm an’s response was recorded by Traubel in With WW in Camden, 111: 418.



In his critical writing, Dowden referred to the “ facts” o f  democracy —  its growth in 

the m odem  world, its humane perspective, its spiritual aspects and links with 

transcendentalism —  but there was no attempt to adapt and expand these points to 

state their value for Ireland, no attempt to outline how they might develop in the 

country. Dowden could have cultivated democratic sentiment by offering ideal 

portraits o f  labourers and fanners. To do so would have been consistent with a 

principal ambition o f  Leaves o f  Grass.

W hitm an’s poetry was not a reflection o f  a fully realised democratic society as 

much as a representation o f  a future one, in which there were democratic institutions 

and appropriate degrees o f  acceptance and assimilation o f  democratic principles 

among the public. By presenting an ideal national character Whitman hoped to 

mobilise a wayward public to aspire to a greater understanding and expression o f  these 

values. Furthermore, as the angry prose work D em ocratic Vistas demonstrated, he also 

wanted literature in general, and Leaves o f  Grass in particular, to spiritualise the 

masses by eradicating the contemptible materialistic and selfish streak that 

accompanied progress and greater self-reliance. Other contemporary Americans such 

as Mark Twain shared W hitm an’s outrage, hi Huckleberry’ Finn, H uck’s encounter 

with the theatrical con men and feuding families on the banks o f  the Mississippi 

serves as a metaphor for Am erica’s exposure to an increasing level o f  post-Civil W ar 

corruption and moral bankruptcy.

In 1871, after reading W hitm an’s condemnatory prose work, D em ocratic Vistas, 

Dowden became more aware o f  the blind spots in the American democratic vision. 

Consequently, he amended his essay “Walt Whitman —  The Poet o f  Democracy” 

before publication to record and provide an explanation for them. “American
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democracy is as yet but lialf-formed,” he wrote. “The framework o f  its institutions 

exists, but the will, the conscience, the mature desires o f  the democratic society are 

still in the process of formation.”'' *̂ He also acknowledged that the poems in Leaves o f  

Grass were “chants of an idealised democracy” that functioned as an inspiration and a 

visionary goal for the p e o p l e . T h i s  made Dowden’s failure to do something similar 

for Ireland or England a conservative reaction against social and political change.

The disparity between word and deed on the subject was not exclusive to 

Edward Dowden. His friend Standish O ’Grady also celebrated Whitman’s democratic 

sympathies. He also failed to create influential ideal portraits o f  the working class in 

Ireland and England for his readership. Given his background, O ’Grady’s sponsorship 

o f  Whitman is sui*prising in the first place. Yet, his failure is a further demonstration 

o f  contradiction. It is further evidence of how these middle-class men found it difficult 

to accept Whitman’s belief that the “superb masses” offered future leadership. What 

makes O ’Grady’s story an essential one at this point is the fact that, unlike Dowden, 

he would negotiate a contract o f  engagement with the American poet that allowed him 

to overcome his ambivalence to Whitman and adapt to changing social realities.

Although O ’Grady had been an admirer o f  Whitman’s Leaves o f  Grass for 

almost as long as Dowden had, he had never given a comprehensive and public 

criticism of the book until December 1875. In that month’s issue o f  the G entleman’s 

Magazine he published an article entitled “Walt Whitman: The Poet o f  Joy” under the

Dowden, “The Poetry o f  Democracy: W alt W hitm an,” p .37.
“A m erican  Poetry,” Cork Lecture [April 1872], Ms. 3130/25, T rm ity  College, Dublin.
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pseudonym “Arthur C l i v e . T h e  appearance o f  the article initially established him 

as a strong “Waltwhitmaniac.” He was another reader who had the courage to confront 

the prejudices of his background and credit democratic movements. He was also 

another reader who would advance the Whitman “cause,” a fact that was not lost on 

Dowden, Whitman or the poet’s close friends in America. John Burroughs believed 

that O ’Grady had broken “new soil” all through the “noble tribute,” an important 

recommendation since new ways to legitimise Whitman’s work and increase his 

audience were always sought by the poet and his American defenders.**^' Whitman 

himself told Rossetti that he found the article “ friendly & g l o w i n g . L i k e w i s e ,  he 

informed Dowden that he was “deeply pleased” with the essay. “From my point of 

view, he dwells on what I  like to have dwelt on," Whitman wrote with great 

satisfaction [Whitman’s i t a l i c s ] . H e  requested O ’Grady’s address because he 

wanted to send a photograph in gratitude and, in November, he sent it care of Edward 

Dowden.

Like Dowden, O ’Grady had looked for a fresh approach to Whitman in the essay 

to broaden the poet’s appeal and further enhance his own publication successes. (He 

had begun to place articles with the G entlemen’s M agazine and the Dublin University 

Magazine over the previous year.)'*̂ '* Dowden had examined Leaves o f  Grass in its

“W alt Whitman: The Poet o f  Joy,” The G entlem an's M agazine, N S 15 (1875): 704-716; rpt. in his 
Selected  E ssays an d  P assages  (Dublin: The Talbot Press, 1918). The G en tlem an ’s M agazine  was 
founded by Edward Cave in 1731. Cave is reputedly the first person in Britain to use the term  
“m agazine” to describe a publication. The journal began by reproducing items from other journals and 
newssheets, but gradually included its own literary criticism, essays and parliamentary reports. Dr. 
Samuel Johnson was a regular contributor.

John Burroughs to Edward Dowden, April 10, 1876, John Burroughs Correspondence, Ms. 1 164-A9, 
American Academ y o f  Arts and Letters, N ew  York.

Walt Whitman to Rossetti, January 26, 1876, C orrespondence  III (1876-1885): 21.
Walt Whitman to Edward D owden, March 4, 1876, C orrespondence  III (1876-1885): 27.
Arthur C live, “Kottabos,” Dublin U niversity M agazine, vol. LX X X IV , no. D ili (N ovem ber 1874): 

565-579.

216



socio-cultLiral context; his study departed from criticism that had confined its attention 

to Whitman as a personahty “isolated from the surrounding society.” This allowed 

him to introduce the theme of democracy and nationalism, topics which were raised 

before “in a general way” but “had not been investigated in detail.”

In contrast, O ’Grady’s article was less closely argued, but feeling and 

enthusiasm compensated for the lack of focus and rigour. For him, Leaves o f  Grass 

was a poetry o f  incitement and reclamation: it engendered a feeling o f  self-worth in 

the reader. He singled out Whitman’s primary contribution to the literature o f  joy as 

an exultation that was driven by feelings of love and pride, the “two hemispheres” of 

his soul. This exultation invigorated and ennobled everyone’s sense of one’s own 

humanity. The following passage from the essay, for example, alludes to section 44 of 

Whitman’s “Song o f  M yself’;

At his touch the dry bones o f  our meagre humanity are transfomied, and man 
starts forth like a god, in body and in soul superhuman. ... It is no longer a mean 
thing to be a man. From a hundred points he comes back always to this, that man 
is great and glorious, not little and contemptible. For you to-day who read my 
poems he reminds us, this noble planet that travels round the sun gradually 
cohered from the nebulous float, and passed through all its initial and 
preparatory stages. He must be of importance for whose reception preparations 
so vast —  preparations that extended through millions o f  years —  have been 
undergone. Now at last the guest has arrived, and that guest o f  the Universe is 
the reader.'*^^

Behind the gross egotism, which asserted man’s exclusive rights to the planet’s 

resources and established his pre-eminence over other organisms. Whitman’s 

intentions were radical. He conferred self-importance upon readers so they would 

return to ‘roots’ and open themselves up to the fresh wonders o f  existence. The

O ’Grady, “The Poet o f Joy,” p.273.
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ambition was more evident beliind the hyperboHc self-aggrandisement in sections 3 

and 4 o f  “A Song for Occupations,” to which O ’Grady clearly alluded in the following 

paragraph:

Or again, he [Whitman] will ask us i f  we think that the music exists in the 
catgut, and the hollow o f  the flute, or in the keys o f  the piano. And his answer is 
No, it is in your se lf  the music is. You are the real source o f  the harmony. These 
things external to you only serve to awake it in your own soul, where it 
slumbered. W hy do you think those creeds and religions o f  such enormous 
importance. They grew out o f  you as the leaves out o f  a tree. ... Are you 
enamoured o f  mighty architecture, or o f  the splendid appearance o f  nature —  the 
vast sea, the noble rivers, the waterfalls, the forests? —  all these are but 
manifestations o f  your own soul. Something external to you affects the eye and 
soul, and this is the result. It is your own body and mind which have given birth 
to these glorious appearances. It is you that are the wonder, not they.'*^^

O ’Grady’s subject achieved definition as part o f  a dialectical examination, but, 

superficially at least, the opposition had less to do with the politics o f  aristocratic and 

democratic art that preoccupied Dowden. O ’Grady argued that the exultant and 

celebratory aspects o f  W hitm an’s verse offered a corrective to the gloomy literary 

climate in England that was threatening to enervate the contemporary spirit. It also 

checked the weary pessimism o f  commentators on social and political transformations 

in contemporary Britain.

He declared that Britain’s doleful prophets who saw “darkness” in the “broad 

sunshine,” overwhelmed readers with a feeling either o f  the “nothingness o f  things” or 

o f  the “vastness o f  the weight” which destiny had placed on their shoulders. Ruskin, 

he maintained, was “more affected by the oyster shells in the stream than the pretty 

stream i ts e lf” And the “sombre and funereal imagination” o f  Carlyle extended itself

O ’Grady, “The Poet o f  Joy,” pp.273-4.
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over the entire “universe.” O ’Grady traced the origins o f  the “hterature of gloom” 

back to Byron and his contemporaries, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats, 

who were prone to solitude. Their “communings” with nature yielded more depressing 

thoughts and narcotic consumption than spiritual uplift or laughter. The persistence of 

poetic melancholy was a canker in contemporary society:

Poetry, like all art, should be the flower and blossom of things. At present it 
seems a mildew and rot, attacking the vigour, if not the existence, of the plant of 
which it ought to be the crowning excellence.

O ’Grady’s provocative comments on the Romantic poets seemed a rebuttal of 

Dowden’s acceptance o f  Wordsworth. In the same year, 1875, Dowden had written an 

“Introduction” to A. B. Grosart’s Prose Works o f  William Wordsworth. O ’Grady also 

took issue with comparisons between Wordsworth and Whitman. According to 

Dowden, both poets had democratic and spiritual sympathies, though Whitman’s 

range challenged the social and political attitudes o f  readers in a more vital way. For 

O ’Grady, the contrasts were deeper. Wordsworth had exposed himself to the evil 

effects of melancholy by “trudging over the hills by himself, commercing in thought 

with the spirit o f  the universe.” He developed a manner that was not “particularly 

polite or agreeable.” By contrast, Whitman went “freely with powerful, uneducated 

p e r s o n s . H e  could look at the world with the “wondering freshness o f  a child, and 

to the world beyond with the gaze of a seer.” He had what Wordsworth lost.

Essentially, Whitman’s pride and love were predicated on an appreciation of 

every man’s inherent gifts and potential. It was a humanist basis for equality, and

O ’Grady, “The Poet o f  Joy,” p.271, 290.
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O ’Grady’s acceptance o f  the poet’s vision was a celebration o f  democratic sympathies. 

He had similar preoccupations, therefore, as Dowden had in his W estminster criticism. 

But whereas Dowden had provided a systematic analysis o f  the characteristics o f  

democratic art by taking W hitm an’s belief  in equality as axiomatic, O ’Grady came at 

the theme o f  equality from the reverse. He used the underlying emotions o f  pride and 

love as starting points to establish W hitm an’s love o f  the common man and his respect 

for common traits and achievements, such as a simple conscience, bodily vigour and 

self-respect.

He referred especially to W hitm an’s love o f  healthy physique, his emphasis on 

physical happiness and pleasure and his particular fondness for those who worked 

with their hands and spent their lives outdoors. W hitm an’s humanist belief, after all, 

did not just ennoble “m an” in tlie abstract sense —  he aimed to alter public 

perceptions o f  the working class and their labour. Because man invested the world 

around him with beauty and meaning, because his experience o f  the harmony o f  music 

arose from within. Whitman believed man and his soul “enclose[d] all things.” 

Everything he produced or worked at contained “the eternal meanings” —  “all themes, 

hints, possibilities.” The great achievements and purposes o f  man could be found in 

the work o f  common labourers as much as the professions o f  the educated. “ I bring 

what you much need yet always have,” wrote W hitman in “A Song for Occupations,” 

his poetic address to labourers, “not money, amours, dress, eating, erudition, but as 

good, / 1 send no agent or medium, offer no representative o f  value, but offer the value 

itself”'̂ *̂̂

Whitman, “A Song for Occupations,” The C om plete P oem s, pp.240-47.
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O ’Grady even found himself swayed by Whitman’s flattering descriptions o f  the 

common people. In the Preface to Leaves o f  Grass in 1855, Whitman marked out their 

“manners, speech, dress, friendships —  the freshness and candor o f  their physiognomy 

the picturesque looseness o f  their carriage ... their deathless attachment to freedom 

... the fluency of their speech —  their delight in music, the sure symptom of  manly 

tenderness and native elegance o f  soul.” For Whitman, these characteristics were 

“unrhymed poetry” awaiting “gigantic and generous t r e a t m e n t . O ’Grady followed 

suit:

[Whitman’s] sympathy embraces all, but especially those that work with their 
hands and spend their lives in the open air. ... Whitman talks frequently o f  their 
fine bearing, their bold and kindly manners, the look they have as o f  men who 
had never stood in the presence of a superior, the fluency o f  their conversation, 
the picturesque looseness o f  their carriage, the freshness and energy o f  their 
countenances. 1 think that, making all allowances for poetic licence, there is and 
must be a great deal o f  truth in this.'**'^

O ’Grady had a distant perspective of these “robust” Americans and, no doubt, 

his view was filtered by the colour o f  Whitman’s idealism. But his positive attitude to 

Whitman’s respect for the lower classes was also a result o f  affectionate bonds he 

developed with Irish farmers and servants during his childhood. Growing up in a 

rugged and remote rural environment in Co. Cork, he spent much o f  his free time 

exploring the surrounding hinterland. The influence of the dramatic scenery informed 

most of his fiction, but was especially evident in Lost On Du-Corrig, a boyhood 

adventure set in a Co. Cork coastal parish. His rural sojourns also brought him in 

contact with local fanners or peasants, especially on the family estate. His son, Hugh

The Complete Poems, p.440.
■**“ O ’Grady, “The Poet o f  Joy,” p.278.
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Alt O ’Grady, claims that these formative years spent in their company (experiences 

Dowden seemed to have missed out on) gave him a special insight into their nature, a 

special empathy with their social predicaments.

In his essay on Whitman, however, O ’Grady made a vital distinction between 

the American and British working class that indicated otherwise. He asked whether it 

was possible to describe the labouring classes o f  England —  the essay was published 

in England —  in the way Whitman captured the dynamic and spirited labourers o f  

America? He had his doubts. “ In the carriage o f  the English workingman there may be 

stolidity and pluck,” he consented, “but certainly no picturesque looseness, certainly 

none o f  that bold, careless, frank, audacious, talkative disposition which Whitman 

claims for his countrymen.” O ’Grady ascribed this to poor democratic principles in 

England:

In our own country [England], where Democratic ideas have never leavened the 
whole population, in which Republicanism and the sentiment o f  equality are 
more a conscious effort than well understood and universally recognised 
principles, the labouring classes cannot be expected to produce as many

481interesting specimens o f  humanity as the American masses can supply.

He was certainly highlighting a deficiency in English political and social life; the 

barriers between the classes were rigid, and the process o f  democratisation, which the 

Liberals had furthered in the mid-1860s with the extension o f  the franchise and reform 

o f  electoral constituencies, was resented and widely feared by the upper classes. Also, 

although the working classes were slowly becoming liberated by their new role and

Ibid.
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self-image within society, it would take time for them to find a hitherto untapped 

confidence and creative potential.

Yet, i f  America offered an example o f  what England lacked, it also, by 

implication, offered an example o f  what England could  expect when the sentiment o f  

equality was less a “conscious effort” and more a “universally recognised 

principle.” O ’Grady could have contributed to this transformation. With idealistic 

and positive descriptions o f  the masses, he could have challenged the prejudice o f  the 

upper classes and expedited the democraticisation o f  British institutions. If O ’Grady 

believed, as W hitman did in D em ocratic Vistas, that the establishment o f  democratic 

institutions alone was not sufficient to cultivate the civic responsibility and leadership 

qualities o f  the masses, then his idealistic portraits could have mobilised them to 

develop personal and social skills.

Dismissing the working class in Britain provided O ’Grady with a convenient 

excuse not to engage with them in a meaningful and mutually beneficial way. His 

failure, like that o f  D ow den’s, is more noticeable since he also identified how 

W hitm an’s works boosted the self-esteem o f  the people and moved them towards self- 

realisation.

It is said o f  Hugo that his praises o f  Paris are not meant to be true o f  the actual 
city; that it is the ideal Paris he lauds so roundly —  Paris as he would have her, 
as her sons ought to make her. Doubtless there is also a great deal o f  that spirit 
in W hitm an’s praises o f  America. His poems will hold up a beautiful ideal to 
which the people shall aspire. ... His eyes see beauty, his ears hear music, all 
things grow lovely under his hand; deformity, ugliness, and all things miserable

483and vile disappear. His touch transmutes them.

Ibid.
Ihiii., pp.275-277.
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He even found W hitm an’s references to the American labouring man infectious 

enough to compile his own descriptive catalogue:

... sun-tan, freckles, unshorn beards, the beauty o f  wood-boys and all natural 
persons, the fisherman in the shallow water supported on strong legs, the 
butcher’s boy breaking down in his repartee, the dark countenances o f  the 
miners, the vast native thoughts seen in smutched faces, the giant negro lolling 
on the car-load o f  com  ...

Yet, O ’Grady failed to identify or idealise a romantic element in the lives o f  British 

(or Irish) workers which could help inculcate in them a greater self-confidence. Such 

an image might also have influenced society’s perception o f  the “common people” and 

■‘all the simple employments and operations in which they are e n g a g e d . I t  is 

tempting, therefore, to read an element o f  complacency in his claim that democratic 

ideas had “ never leavened the whole population” in Britain and that the labouring 

classes could not be expected to produce as many “ interesting specimens o f  humanity” 

as the American masses had. O ’Grady believed that poor democratisation o f  social 

and political institutions in England and, consequently, the servile nature o f  the 

proletariat necessitated a conservative defence o f  strong upper-class leadership. 

O’Grady’s failure to discover and represent positive qualities in the “m ob” 

complemented D ow den’s perception o f  the “ ugly, coarse, low and bad-looking” 

English men and women at the Oxford and Cambridge boat races.

Hi

Q uotations refer to O ’G rady's sen se  o f  what “p erpetually” recurred to W hitm an and arrested “his 
mind at all tim es .” Ibid . ,  pp. 279 .
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Readers will note that Whitman’s compassionate response to the Irish famine 

paralleled the efforts o f  Irish admirers to generate funds for the ailing poet in 1876. 

Another, and altogether more ironic contrast, is that between the attitudes o f  Dowden 

and O ’Grady towards the working class and Whitman’s sympathetic and benevolent 

descriptions o f  the Irish (and English) immigrant domestic servants and labourers in 

the 1840s and 1850s. From 1835-50, Whitman worked as printer, journalist and editor 

on a variety of newspapers, such as the Long Islander, New World, Aurora, Evening 

Tatler, The Statesman, New York Democrat, New York Mirror, Long Island Star, The 

Brooklyn Daily Eagle and Freeman (a “free-soil” newspaper). His love of “ loafing” 

around the Manhattan streets in the afternoons, even when he was working across the 

East river in Brooklyn, provided him with first-hand experience o f  a changing city. 

Many o f  his rambles became conversational editorials the following day. At this time. 

Whitman often came face to face with labourers and domestic servants outside the 

offices o f  the emigrant societies.

In a draft piece o f  journalism entitled “Wants,” which Whitmanian editor 

Edward F. Grier believes was written sometime in the early 1850s, it is clear how 

Whitman could isolate aspects o f  the Irish and English character that were appealing, 

worthy o f  nurture and evidence of true democratic potential. The following is an 

extract:

The vast majority o f  those who have to do with the “Wants” departments are 
domestic servants who need places and mistresses who need “help” —  Most of 
the females of the fomier class are Irish women and girls.—  Generally, when 
they come to the office with their little advertisements, they appear decently 
dressed, some indeed with quite costly attire—  a large proportion having been to 
service, and many o f  them left of their own accord.—  They are stout, square-
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shouldered women, with the well-known Milesian features.—  Not a few o f  them 
are really good looking; although, as a general thing, the best part o f  their 
countenances is an expression o f  patience, honesty, and good nature.

At the office o f  the Irish Emigrant Society, may be seen a somewhat different 
class, too short o f  cash to pay even for a “want” advertisement; seeking also 
domestic employment.—  They are females “just from Ireland” .—  Hot as the day 
may be, any time from June to August, many o f  them will be sweltering in thick 
woolen cloaks or shawls; and the whole crowd standing shoulder to shoulder, 
with red faces, and much panting.—  In dress, the substantial is altogether ahead 
o f  the graceful, or the seasonable.—  Their feet have thick, well nailed, shoes, 
evidently made to last —  the very extreme, against the smart patent leather, 
delicate soled article, which even our hardy young city workingmen now usually 
wear in summer.—  The bonnets o f  the women are stout leghorn, well used by 
their thrifty mothers or grand-mothers, in some cases—  and therefore, as may be 
supposed, without much pretension to style.—

Although, in looking over the miscellaneous collection at the office o f  the Irish 
Emigrant Society, a stupid and stultified face may now and then be seen, yet the 
general run is that o f  persons o f  fair natural capacity, although brought up under 
circumstances that render the traits and usages o f  intelligent life in the city, at 
first altogether strange to them.—

At any rate, we never look upon one o f  these collections o f  poor creatures, 
without feelings o f  sympathy and a devout hope that they may have good 
luck.—  Bom  in a land, which furnishes to m odem  times the most appaling 
instance o f  how partial and bad govemm ent must at last result in wide-spread 
individual ruins ... —  how can one help feeling a deep sympathy for these poor 
men and women, ignorant and awkward as they are?—

Around the doors o f  the larger intelligence offices, stand and lounge the lads and 
men who wish to work.—  They are Irish and English, mostly.—  Every well 
dressed passer, who comes along, is examined by their eyes, with an anxious, 
appealing sort o f  look.—  The English have ruddy healthy faces, and their square 
shoulders and large amis look the right sort for labour.—  We should think these 
chaps invaluable upon well conducted famis. They are evidently intelligent, and 
a sort who would take pride in doing their work well.—

The Irish boys are ready for anything—  but mostly prefer, what indeed they are 
at first best fitted for, to wield the pick axe or the spade.—  They will generally 
make a florid description o f  their capacities, by no means doing injustice to 
themselves, and winding up with a strong appeal to your personal benevolence, 
and the special virtue o f  giving them the preference.—

W hitm an’s “W ants” is deposited in the Trent Collection, Duke University, N. C. In Faint Clews and  
Indirections: Mss o f  Walt Whitman and His Family (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1949), 
editors Clarence Gohdes and Rollo G. Silver comment: (See overleaf)
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W h itm a n ’s choice  o f  vocabulary  —  “good look ing ,” “pa tience ,” “honesty ,” “ good 

na tu re ,” “square-shou ldered ,” “ fair natural capacity ,” “ ruddy  healthy faces,” 

“ intelligent,” “ florid” —  is con f inna tion  that the perception  o f  d iffe rence lay in the 

eye  and heart o f  the beholder.

W hitm an  also proved  his faith in the abilities and potential o f  these im m igrants  

by  publicly  de fend ing  them  against exc lusionary  and proscrip tive  A m erican  

“ N ativ is ts ,” a political g rouping  that w ished  to curtail the civic priv ileges ex tended  to 

foreigners. Just as D ow den  w ould  later use his posit ion  to generate  to lerance and a 

respectfu l readership  for W hitm an, the A m erican  used his position  as a journa lis t  and 

ed ito r  to condem n anti-Irish hostility  and to in fluence public reception for im m igrants  

in A m erica, a w orthy  undertak ing  given both the exp los ive  popu lation  grow th in N ew  

Y ork  since the 1830s and the tensions it caused in a d is tressed  econom ic  climate. He 

argued  that such an ti- im m igran t p la tform s w ere  antithetical to the Jeffersonian ideals 

that underp inned  A m erican  democracy. He also believed  these  im m igrants  could 

consolidate  the deve lopm en t o f  a dem ocratic  A m er ica  by  partic ipa ting  in the w estw ard  

expansion  o f  the U nited  States. T he 1840s, again, p rov ide  an exam ple  o f  W h i tm a n ’s 

generosity  and faith.

Continued from  previous footnote. “Although the following incomplete m anuscript possesses the 
characteristics o f  a final draft, no printed appearance has been established. It may have comprised one 
o f the unlocated “Plaza Sketches,” it may have been published in a newspaper edited by Whitman, or it 
may have been intended to be one o f  the essays he contributed to various journals. Probably written 
between 1841 and 1860 ... Although its sympathetic attitude toward the newly arrived immigrant is 
typical and familiar, this essay provides W hitm an’s most com prehensive treatment o f  the subject 
(p .23).” Edward F. Grier, editor o f The Collected Writings o f  Walt Whitman: Notebooks and  
Unpublished Prose M anuscripts, vol. I (New York: New York University Press, 1984) indicates that 
1862 is a possible terminal date. However, he thinks a date near 1850 is the most likely for the 
composition because the ink matches that used in other manuscripts from the period (p.88).
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In addition to the population explosion in this decade, the development o f  

capitalism and large-scale labour intensive industry had been threatening the 

occupations o f  craftsmen and artisans, who were forced to compete with unskilled 

immigrants for employment. Under the influence o f  the Finney revivalism, Protestants 

also interpreted the influx o f  large numbers o f  Catholics as a threat —  it was shortly 

after the passing o f  the Catholic Emancipation Act —  and they sought means o f  

defending their religion. They founded anti-Catholic newspapers, such as The 

Protestant (1830), D ow nfall o f  Babylon  and the Am erican-Protestant Vindicator, and 

formed the New York Protestant Association (1831) and Protestant Reformation 

Society (1836) to educate the public about the character o f  popery."^**  ̂The extension o f  

suffrage in New York in 1821 to all men except Blacks, following the elimination o f  

property qualifications, meant that these Catholic immigrants were becoming 

extremely important in municipal politics. The Republican-Democratic party actively 

traded promises o f  work for votes and even met with Irish immigrants at ports o f  entry 

to assist them complete various immigration and naturalisation fomis. The Irish, for 

their part, found the principles o f  the Democratic Party favourable. They considered 

the rival Whig party, a new version o f  the old Federalists, too Anglo-centric in 

sympathy.

These social antagonisms were exacerbated by poverty, with the result that 

general economic distress, corruption, crime and inter-ethnic conflict became 

excessive. During the city elections o f  April 1834, for instance, a year before W hitman 

arrived to work in New York, Whigs accused Tam m any politicians o f  buying the

Ray A llen  B illington, “N ativism ,” C oncise D ic lion a iy  o f  A m erican H isto iy , ed., W ayne Andrews 
(Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1963), p.641.
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votes o f  poverty-stricken immigrants. Whig political hacks arrived at the Sixth Ward 

poll on April 8 and began intimidating Irish voters. Both sides exchanged verbal 

insults. On the second day, the Whigs arrived, marching in military order, and shouted 

out “ low Irish” and “damned Irish.” The Irish retaliated by attacking Whig 

headquarters on the outskirts o f  the Sixth Ward and clashes ensued. Shots were fired

487but the mayor persuaded the Whigs to disperse.

Gay Wilson Allen indicates that the social unrest in the 1830s indirectly affected 

Whitman. In August and December 1835, two great fires in New York destroyed 

businesses, bankrupted insurance companies and even affected the national economy. 

As a result o f  the deep economic insecurity in New York, in 1836, just one year after 

beginning work in Manhattan, Whitman was compelled to return to his family who 

had since moved to Hempstead, Long Island, to take up teaching in a nearby village.' *̂̂ ** 

The economic panic o f  1837 further eroded the stability o f  middle-class city life 

with a familiar pattern o f  bankruptcies, unemployment, food shortages and price hikes. 

The sensational and influential Protestant Reformation Society continued to engage in 

anti-popery propaganda. By 1842, the swell o f  anti-popery had provided a base for the 

fomiation o f  the anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic political party called The Native 

American Party. (It also drew support from native workers and W hig supporters 

concerned with the involvement o f  immigrants in Tam m any politics.) Their popular 

vote winning promises were disenfranchisement and longer periods o f  naturalisation. 

They carried the city elections in New York in 1844 and a number o f  their

Paul A. Gilje, “T he  D evelopm ent o f  an Irish A m erican C om m unity  in N ew  Y ork City before  the 
G reat M igra tion ,” The N ew  York Irish, p .80, Later in July, the Irish were immediately  condem ned by 
the N ew  York press for rioting again at the Bowery Theatre  at A lastor Place. The hostil ity was not 
confined to N ew  York. An Ursuline convent at Charlestown, M assachusetts  was destroyed by a mob, 

Allen, The So lita ry  S inger, p,25
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Representatives were elected to Congress. That same year they were responsible for 

riots against Roman Catholics in Philadelphia, which left a num ber o f  Irish shot dead.

Though this lost the party widespread popular support, anti-Irish discrimination 

still prevailed. The Protestant Reformation Society, alarmed by the negative publicity 

generated after the riots, reorganised itself as the American Protestant Society and 

succeeded in winning the endorsement o f  almost all the Protestant sects. It influenced 

hundreds o f  clergymen to deliver anti-papal semions.'^^'^ In addition, prejudiced 

newspaper reports continued to indict the drunken Irish for any public disturbance. 

Not surprisingly, with the mass exodus from Ireland between 1845 and 1851, many 

Irish found themselves in direct confrontation with a prejudice that infuriated and 

bewildered them. Although there were between seven and eight thousand domestic 

servants from Ireland in New York City —  out o f  a total number o f  ten to twelve 

thousand —  these servant girls initially encountered contempt for their religion, “Irish 

impulsiveness” and strong drinking. Exclusionary job  advertisements were common:

W ANTED —  An English or American woman, that understands cooking, and to 
assist in the work generally i f  wished; also a girl to do chamber work. None 
need apply without a recommendation from their last place. IRISH  PEO PLE  
need not apply, nor any one that will not rise at 6 o ’clock, as the work is light 
and the wages sure. Inquire at 359 Broadway.

W OM AN W ANTED. —  to do general housework ... English, Scotch, Welsh, 
German, or any country or color except Irish.

Whitman had no tolerance for Catholic attempts to coerce the State into funding 

cenominational schools. But neither did he sanction the prejudice and hostility that

Ray A llen B illington, “N ativism ,” C oncise D ictionary o f  A m erican H istory, p .6 4 1,
Robert Ernst, Im m igrant Life in N ew York City: 1825 - 1863  (N ew  York: K ing’s Crown Press, 

Columbia University, 1929), pp.66-67.
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Catholic, Irish immigrants were experiencing. The Irish famine gave him a weapon 

with which to attack the outrageous racism, sectarianism and anti-immigrant policies 

in some sectors o f  contemporary American society.

His editorial in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle  on June 26, 1846, for instance, was a 

persuasive and passionate condemnation o f  the Native American Party w'ho had 

announced they were contesting the gubernatorial elections the following autumn. 

Whitman dismissed their chances o f  success, remarking that the people had “turned 

against them,” and proceeded to indict the inhumanity o f  their exclusionist policy:

Ah, who can look on the condition o f  the Old World, and assent to the views o f  
this proscriptive party? On the shores o f  Europe are panting multitudes, who 
sicken with nakedness and starvation ... What horrors are every month to be 
seen in Ireland, from Bantry Bay to the G iant’s Causeway? What wretchedness 
in the hovels o f  the poor peasants! —  What grief  and hunger have reigned 
among her people ever since Castlercagh and Pitt consummated the atrocity o f  
“the Union!”‘*‘̂ ‘

Whitman looked towards the American frontier and, in a rehearsal for the lengthy 

catalogues that filled Leaves o f  Grass, he listed o ff  the “millions on millions o f  

uncultivated acres o f  land,” long rolling prairies, interminable savannahs, forests and 

rich river valleys that could accommodate these people.'*^^ The final paragraph 

concluded with another emotive appeal to the basic Christian principles that 

underpinned Am erica’s democratic ideals:

How, then, can any man with a heart in his breast, begrudge the coming o f  
Europe’s needy ones, to the plentiful storehouse o f  the New World? It is unjust 
to mankind —  insulting to the great Com m on Father o f  all men —  to denounce 
and proscribe the people o f  the crowded East, who take a portion o f  what there 
is so much and to spare! And this great fact —  the root and foundation o f  the

"**' Walt Whitman, “The New W orld and the Old,” The Gathering o f  the Forces, 1: 15-16. 
p. 17.
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whole question —  is enough to settle “Native Americanism” as it is 
miscalled.

Democrats were traditionally in favour o f  providing refuge for immigrants, 

inheriting as they did the Jeffersonian openness enshrined in the Declaration o f  

Independence. “ Shall we whose forefathers received hospitality from the savage o f  the 

wilderness, deny it to our brethren in distress?” asked the Declaration. “Shall there be 

nowhere an asylum on the earth for a persecuted hum anity?”‘̂ '̂ ‘* Whitman felt that 

Jefferson’s ideals placed an obligation on America to accommodate immigrants. “We 

perhaps wonder what can be the intention o f  the Creator in leaving for so long a time 

such capacities for human existence and comfort undeveloped,” he remarked in the 

same editorial. “ We lose ourselves in the anticipation o f  what may be seen there in 

future times — the flourishing cities, the happy family homes, the stately edifices o f  

public improvement, the sights and sounds o f  national prosperity.”

W hitm an’s role for immigrants on the far side o f  the Appalachian Mountains 

was consistent with his views on American expansionism in 1846, the infamous “Year 

o f  Decision” which transformed A m erica’s territorial boundaries. That year there were 

territorial disputes with England over Oregon and with Mexico over Texas. The ten- 

year-old Republic o f  Texas had asked to be annexed to the United States in 1845 but 

negotiations with Mexico had broken down early the following year. President Polk 

ordered General Zachary Taylor to march with an army to the Rio Grande. As Gay 

Wilson Allen indicates. Whitman gradually became more patriotic as the American

p. 18,
T hom as Jefferson , “T he D eclaration  o f  Independence ,” The H eath  A n tho logy  o f  A m erican  

Litera ture, p .640.
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army defeated their Mexican opponents in Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, Monterey, 

Buena Vista and Vera Cruz."*'^  ̂ He began to see the benefits o f  expansionism —  how 

the “scope o f  government” could “readily fit itself and extend i tse lf ’ to offer freedom 

and equality to any region that wished to avail o f  it.'̂ '̂ *’ Three days before the editorial 

condemning “American Nativists,” who were hostile to the growth o f  immigrants, 

W hitman wrote: “And for our part, we look on that increase o f  territory and power ... 

with the faith which the Christian has in G od’s mystery.”'*’̂ ’

W hitm an’s show o f  solidarity for these immigrants, and especially the Irish, 

articulated a vision o f  American democracy that was based on inclusiveness, and it 

challenged the hostility many felt at the hands o f  those who, while withdrawing their 

support from Nativists, still resented the presence o f  foreigners. W hitm an’s political 

and humanitarian concerns, o f  course, were partly what his Democratic employers 

might have expected since the “American Nativists” had a strong Whig, Protestant 

base. It also gave the Irish a significant boost since the majority o f  the large circulating 

newspapers, such as the New York Herald, Tribune and Evening Star, were staunchly 

Protestant and often anti-Irish."**^*

Thirty years later, the humanitarian and egalitarian facets o f  W hitm an’s vision, 

evident in these editorials, attracted readers in Ireland: they were responding to the 

compassion, love and religious sensibility that underlined W hitm an’s treatment o f  

Irish immigrants even before Leaves o f  Grass was written. These were men who also 

believed (in the words o f  Whitman) that America built for mankind and Whitman

Allen, The Solitary Singer, pp.83-84.
W hitman, The Gathering o f  the Forces, 1: 242-3.
Whitman, The Gathering o j the Forces, 1: 23.
Leo Hershkowitz, “The Irish and the Emerging City: Settlement to 1844,” The New York Irish, p .24.
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built for America. For them, America stood conspicuous as the representative of 

modem democracy —  that “great fact o f  the modem w o r l d . Y e t ,  they were not 

prepared to accelerate its influence across the Atlantic. Or so it seemed.

Dowden’s revulsion to the masses and his antipathy to an indigenous Irish subject 

matter were definitely pointing to a failure of assimilation. In the mid-1870s, however, 

O ’Grady’s discovery o f  an heroic Irish literature in O ’Halloran’s three-volume History 

o f  Ireland opened up divergences between him and Dowden.^'^^ These tales offered the 

barrister an opportunity to engage with the two Whitmanian themes with which 

Dowden had identified himself; democracy and nationalism.

Both men had been educated without reference to an indigenous Irish culture 

and history, and both men made their ignorance o f  their culture known, one privately, 

the other publicly. In the mid-1870s, as Dowden remarked to Aubrey de Vere, 

mythological subjects were new and strange to him. He had not known before o f  the 

existence o f  Maeve, Deirdre and Cuchulain. He commented with wry self-deprecation: 

“Perhaps I even suspected that King Brian the unspellable was a mythic hero who 

never fought the Danes (in whom English history had led me to believe) at Clontarf ” 

Dowden’s discovery left him confused and divided. He confronted his prejudice and 

expressed a feeling o f  loss for the previous neglect o f  Irish subjects, but it was a

“A m erican P oe try ,” C ork Lecture [A pril 1872], M s. 3130 (25), T rin ity  C ollege, D ublin.
He inform ed readers o f  “A W et D ay,” an essay detailing  the m om entous d iscovery: “T he H isto ry  o f  

Ireland as expounded  by O ’H alloran  ran back  to an age w hen G reece  was still in the cradle. He 
exhibited  his general culture, know ledge and scholarly  a tta inm ents by synchronising  early  Irish h istory  
w ith classical history. ... I was greatly  in terested, perhaps exc ited .”
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fleeting one. The Trinity academic had no quarrel with his alma mater, but with his 

pre-university home education:

At first on discovering my loss I was angry. Now on third thoughts I am inclined 
to believe my father’s error one on the right side. I am infinitely glad that I spent 
my early enthusiasm on Wordsworth and Spenser and Shakespeare, and not on 
anything that Ireland ever produced.

O ’Grady’s discovery o f  Celtic mythology, however, was o f  a different order. It 

unleashed a wave o f  excitement, further research, creativity and advertisement. He had 

no qualms about directing anger against the same alma m ater  for keeping him 

ignorant during his university days. Like Dowden, he had left college under the 

impression that “ Brian Boroma {viilgariter, Boru)” was a “mythological being.” 

“ Indeed, [I] was so assured by one o f  our own professors,” he informed readers 

incredulously. He had graduated with “divers parchments and medals,” but owing to 

“the stupid educational system o f  the country,” also with a “certain Egyptian 

darkness” about Irish history.^®^

The neglect o f  his native land in university would rankle with him for decades. 

In the early 1900s, when an irate J. P. Mahaffy, Registrar and Professor o f  Ancient 

History at Trinity College, protested against O ’Grady’s “ injustice” in “stigmatising” 

all the Fellows o f  the College “as totally ignorant o f  Irish History,” his rejoinder 

swung from satisfaction to c y n i c i s m . M a h a f f y  had asserted that several o f  the

Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, September 13, 1882, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 184.
A ll Ireland Review (AIR), vol. Ill, no. 40: 651; “A W et Day,” The Irish Homestead, 1899.
M ahaffy’s letter was published in the AIR, vol. Ill, no. 40: 651. M ahaffy’s protest was intriguing 

because it came from a Classical scholar whose antipathy to the Gaelic League and Gaelic literature 
reinforced the nationalist view o f Trinity as a provincial college hostile to Irish affairs. Mahaffy was the 
subject o f  the following barbed quatrain popular with students o f  Trinity, and remembered by H. A. 
Hinkson in Student Life in T.C.D. (Dublin: J. Charles & Son, 1892), p.44: “Mahaffy every tongue can 
speak / H e’s cosmopolitan. / And that, you know, is only Greek / To a pure-bred Irishman.”
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professors were “constant and careful students” o f  Irish history. “ I am glad to hear that 

you are now reading Irish History in T.C.D.,” O ’Grady responded, “ I am glad to hear 

it; but old, familiar, inveterate systems are not changed without very great difficulty, 

and though Ireland is affecting you a little, as 1 cannot help seeing, 1 don ’t think it is 

affecting you much ..

After his discovery in O ’Halloran’s volumes, further research in the Royal Irish 

Academy (under the assistance o f  the librarian, Mr. MacSweeny) brought O ’Grady 

into contact with Professor Eugene O ’Curry’s M anners and  Customs o f  the Ancient 

Irish and his MSS. M aterials o f  Irish History.^^^ “That, indeed, was a revelation,” 

O ’Grady commented with rare u n d e r s t a t e m e n t .F o r  the next few years, he sought 

out Irish mythology in publications and manuscript translations, building up a 

repository o f  heroic tales in the process. The story that had captivated him the most, 

Cuchulain’s defence o f  Ulster, became the epic subject o f  his landmark volume 

I / i stofy o f  Ireland: H eroic Period  in 1878.

The driving emotion behind that first volume was excitement. Although the 

energy and passion o f  his writing attempted to recapture the “elder vein o f  thought and 

feeling” present in the best o f  the original compositions, there was also an enthusiastic 

buoyancy in the narrative generated by his relish for the s u b j e c t . T h e  manuscripts o f  

Irish antiquarians had dramatically introduced him to the history o f  his “ancestors” 

and he discovered that it was filled with heroic people o f  a “dignity and power more

vol. Ill, no, 40: 651,
Eugene O ’Curry, d, 1862. Professor in the Catholic University, Historiographer o f  Ireland and 

celebrated in verse: “Ay! There was magic in his speech, / And in his wand the power to save, / This 
sole recorder on the beach / O f all w e ’ve lost beneath the w ave” (M cG ee, 1862),

W et D ay,” The Irish H om estead, 1899,
O ’Grady, H istory o f  Ireland: The H eroic P eriod  (London: Sampson Low, Searle, Marston & 

I-ivington; Dublin: E. Ponsonby, 1878), p,xviii,
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<508than human.” Since these ancient stories were the work o f  bards, they had intrinsic 

literary merit for him. In addition, they provided information about the ideals o f  the 

medieval Irish Kings and heroes for whom the bards sang.^^*  ̂ O ’Grady had been given 

ihe “ imagination” o f  the country and it electrified him.

From January-April 1835, Phillip Baron was founding editor o f  Ancient Ireland, 

a monthly periodical that set itself the task o f  “reviving the cultivation o f  the Irish 

language,” and stimulating an “earnest investigation into the ancient history o f  

Ireland.” In his first editorial, he clarified the reasons for the magazine: “The history o f  

all other nations is written, read and studied, but the history o f  Ireland is neglected, 

unknown and left in darkness.” ' ^ I t  was precisely this persistence o f  an “Egyptian 

darkness” that motivated O ’Grady over forty years later. He was detemiined to foster a 

greater awareness o f  Irish history among Irishmen. “Educated Irishmen are ignorant 

of, and indifferent to, their history,” he wrote, “yet from the hold o f  that history, they 

cannot shake themselves free ... It still haunts the imagination ... Hence the uneasy, 

impatient feeling with which the subject is generally regarded.”^" In spite o f  the 

prohibitive fifteen-shilling cost o f  the volume, his account o f  the Cuchulain saga was 

V'/ritten to be accessible, dramatic and enchanting. “ In history, there must be sympathy, 

imagination, creation,” he maintained, and he consequently avoided a forbidding 

‘antiquarian” preoccupation with dry fact in favour o f  a more entertaining 

reconstructive story. He imaginatively transformed facts and events into a “more or 

bss faithful and vivid picture” o f  life as it was, using extraneous knowledge about the

Ibid., p.v.
Ibid., p.22.
Barbara Hayley, A R eading and Thinking N ation: P eriod ica ls o f  the Voice o f  N ineteenth-C entury 

Peland, p.35.
' O ’Grady, E arly B ardic L iterature  (Dublin, 1879), p.33.
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social, political and material circumstances o f  the civilisation to make the result more 

impressive and m e m o r a b l e . “The author o f  a work on Irish history has to labour 

simultaneously at a two-fold task,” he wrote the following year in Early Bardic  

Literature, “he has to create the interest to which he intends to address h im se lf” He 

was convinced that the narrative approach was initially the more productive in moving 

“ through that frozen zone” that surrounded the “ Irish mind” on the subject.^

Besides its role as a popular introduction to a repository o f  heroic stories that 

constituted the Irish imagination, O ’Grady’s book, along with its companion volume 

History/ o f  Ireland: Cuculain and His Contem poraries (1880), had another purpose.^'"' 

In “Walt Whitman: Poet o f  Joy,” O ’Grady addressed W hitm an’s efforts to inculcate 

elements o f  democratic character in wayward Americans, but he neglected to conceive 

a similar role for h im self in Ireland. He overlooked the possibility o f  generating ideal 

portraits o f  workingmen. But when his discovery o f  Ireland’s heroic history provided 

him with an opportunity to work out his own idealism by presenting heroic ancestors 

for the Irish race, he showed no such short-sightedness. Just as the heroic narratives 

provided an unexpected window into the ideals o f  the bardic poets and their Kings, 

who bequeathed them to nineteenth century scholars in written form, so too did

O ’Grady, preface to H istoiy o f  Ireland: The Heroic Period, pp.iv-xviii. The epic and dramatic 
potential o f the material was irresistible in its own right and it seduced O ’Grady into a fictional mode, 
something he regretted. “The story seems to progress too much in the air, too little in time and space,” 
he commented after he published the first volume, “and seems to be more o f  the nature o f  legend and 
romance than o f actual historic fact seen through an imaginative m edium .” [Early Bardic Literature, 
p.31] His desire to get the balance right in the subsequent volume revealed deeper and conflicting 
impulses towards explication and narration which, throughout the 1880s and 1890s, resulted in the 
publication o f  both historical romances and scholarly works,

O ’Grady, Early Bardic Literature, p .l 1 & 18.
O ’Grady, H istoiy o f  Ireland: Cuculain and His Contemporaries (London: Sampson Low, Searle, 

Marston and Rivington; Dublin: E. Ponsonby, 1880),
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O ’Grady’s reinterpretation o f  the tales reflect his attitudes and concerns. It was his 

version of a Whitmanian programme.

From the first volume, the novice historian wanted accounts o f  Cuchulain’s 

battles and defence o f  Ulster to arouse excitement, pity, terror and awe. He wanted to 

give the country an Irish hero and demonstrate to Irish people that their history had 

value and worth. Yet, he also hoped to inculcate in readers “noble” characteristics 

such as courage, affection, generosity, hospitality, loyalty to family and patriotism. 

“The nobler conception o f  any character, is, o f  course, to be preferred to the ignoble,” 

he declared in the preface to the first v o l u m e . N o t h i n g  reveals his agenda more 

sensationally than the suppression o f  Cuchulain’s sexual licentiousness and appetite 

for gratuitous violence. Just twenty years after the publication o f  O ’Grady’s History o f  

Ireland, T. W. Rolleston would draw attention to the comparison between the 

“ideality” o f  the modern writers o f  the Cuchulain saga and the savage element of the 

ancient bards. “There are many places in the Cuchulain saga which might be quoted to 

show that the Gaelic Cuchullin was a mere sensual savage,” Rolleston wrote in 

O ’Grady’s All-Ireland Review, as part of a serialised essay on “Some Recent 

Translations from the Gaelic.

“The conversation between Cuchulin and Emer, in which she bids him, before 
he presumes to woo her, to go forth like a malay head-hunter, and slay his 
hundreds, not in patriotic war, but in a mere sanguinary foray for blood, is not 
pleasant reading; neither are the records of his innumerable infidelities, nor the 
attribution to him, among other titles to fame, of his being the chief seducer of 
the wives and daughters of Erin.”’''’

O ’Grady, H istoiy o f  Ireland: The Heroic Period, p.xiii.
T. W. Rolleston, “Some Recent Translations from the G aelic,” All-Ireland Review, May 5, 1900, 

vol. 1, no. 18: 4.
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Material like this would have compromised what O ’Grady understood to be the “noble 

moral tone” o f  the early literature.

O ’Grady also implicitly underscored the value and purpose o f  the legends for 

contemporary audiences. “The legends represent the imagination o f  the country,” he 

wrote. “They are that kind o f  history which a nation desires to possess. They betray the 

ambition and ideals o f  the people, and, in this respect, have a value far beyond the tale 

o f  actual events and duly recorded d e e d s . H e  was establishing how the rejuvenated 

legends might again reflect the ambition and ideals o f  a contemporary audience. In the 

second volume, his suggestive praise for the heroic period continued. “A noble moral 

tone pervades the whole, “he commented in the introduction. “Courage, affection, and 

truth are native to all who live in this world.” In a footnote to Queen M aeve’s equal 

distribution o f  booty among the Knights o f  Eire (who, according to O ’Grady, 

concerned themselves with high deeds and thoughts rather than a “base-bom excessive 

zeal concerning wealth”), he remarked: “The whole o f  heroic literature is tuned to this 

generous note, as if  wealth were dross, to be flung abroad, and lavished and 

despised.

Evident though it was from the narrative. O ’Grady’s commentary had not yet 

explicitly drawn the reader’s attention to this functional use o f  the work as a mobiliser 

o f  ideals. This changed after he published the two volume imaginative history o f  the 

heroic period. While Dowden was busy working on the correspondence o f  Robert 

Southey (he had published critical work on the poet in 1879), O ’Grady’s next move 

was to expand the critical examination o f  Ireland’s heroic history begun in the short

O ’Grady, H isto iy  o f  Ireland: The Heroic Period, p.22.
O ’Grady, Hislo)y o f  Ireland: Cuciilain and  His Contemporaries,  p p .170-1.
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treatise Early Bardic L iterature  in 1879, O ’G rady’s aim in that earher boolc (and in 

introductions to the previous volumes) was to outline a chronology and interrogate the 

relationship between history and literature, fact and fiction. The new H istory o f  

Ireland: Critical and  Philosophical, Vol. I  (1881) extrapolated from the mythology 

ideas about the development o f  the Irish mind, social habits and political structures. It 

was also clear that O ’Grady was considering the profound implications that the 

existence o f  the material had for m odem  Ireland. He considered the heroic literature to 

be a form o f  prophecy. Ireland’s greatness lay in the future, a greatness to be realised 

when the “hidden” love o f  ideals was brought to the forefront o f  consciousness once 

again. In a chapter entitled “The Importance o f  the Mythical Period in the History o f  

Nations,” he made his point by first drawing a comparison with Greece:

To the Greek bards who shaped the mythology o f  Hellas we must remotely 
attribute all the enomious influence which Greece has exercised on the world. 
But for them, the Greece that we know would not have been; without them the 
Iliad and Odyssey would never have arisen, nor the Athenian drama, nor Greek 
art, nor architecture. All o f  these, as we find them, are concerned with the gods 
and heroes who were the creations o f  pre-historic bards. It was they, namely, 
these pre-historic unremembered Greeks, who supplied the types, and the fire, 
ideality, and creative impulses [.. .]  For centuries o f  the progress o f  the Hellenic 
mind, the great tides and currents were bardic, religious, and imaginative. From 
those ages it emerges into the litten spaces o f  history, bringing with it such 
powers and ambitions as accrued to it during the centuries o f  the predominance 
o f  the bards.

Because the advent o f  Christianity interrupted the influence o f  the Irish bards at an 

early stage, the country’s high point in Irish intellectual and imaginative consciousness 

never achieved the “visible results” to compare with those o f  the Greek bards. Had the

O ’Grady, History o f  Ireland: Critical and Philosophical (London: Sampson Low & Co., 1881), I: 
58-9.
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situation been different, however, O ’Grady felt “confident” that Ireland’s work would 

now be a “portion o f  the intellectual wealth o f  mankind.” Yet, there was much from 

which to take heart. Monuments and manuscripts still existed, and the bards had 

primed the Irish to advance the cause of Christianity during the sixth, seventh, and 

eighth centuries. The idealistic O ’Grady went further:

But perhaps the most valuable work achieved for Ireland by those ancient 
shapers of legend and heroic tale, is like all that is best done in the world, 
incapable o f  being definitely grasped and clearly exhibited. Their best work is 
probably hidden in the blood and brain of the race to this day. Those antique 
singing men, with their imagined gods and superhuman heroes, breathed into the 
land and people the gallantry and chivalrousness, the prevailing ideality, the love 
of action and freedom, the audacity and elevation o f  thought, which, underneath 
all rudeness and grotesquerie, characterises those remnants o f  their imaginings, 
and which we would believe no intervening centuries have been powerful 
wholly to annul.

These old ideals were to become a living force influencing character and guiding 

people towards greater cultural and socio-political achievements, which, in turn,

521would influence the character and achievements o f  the next generation.

O ’Grady’s popularising of Ireland’s indigenous mythology would assist the 

country in locating the essence o f  its identity and contribute to a feeling o f  self- 

confidence and patriotism. But, also, behind his hopes for the fomiation of a national 

character was an aspiration for a more prevalent democratic spirit. These heroic stories 

would expedite Irish people’s cultivation o f  ennobling characteristics, and prepare 

them for the introduction o f  civic freedoms and equalities:

... [I]n the economy of nature and the purpose o f  God [Ireland] is destined to 
play its own separate and peculiar part in the denouement o f  the great drama.

Ibid. , pp. 60-1. 
Ibid., pp.59 & 6 \ .
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whose action, now and henceforward, with the advent and predominance o f  the 
democratic idea, grows deep and universal; no longer petty and local, but 
intermingling with that o f  Man. In the great world-resounding harmonies o f  the 
future, in which the performers are the sister nations of the earth, leme, too, will 
not fail, or her harp sound dissonant in the universal choir. This is as certain as 
time, and the sooner Irishmen and Irishwomen believe it the better for 
themselves and others.

O ’Grady’s proud and hopeful declaration was an answer to Whitman’s call for 

“ lovers” and “equals” around the world.

On October 5, 1881, O ’Grady proudly infomied Whitman that he had directed 

Scribner & Co. to forward a copy o f  H istoty o f  Ireland: Critical and Philosophical to 

the poet. In that lengthy letter, he openly expressed his esteem for his American 

teacher: “For years it has been a hope to me that 1 may see you and be able to tell you 

personally what your writings have been to me, every line breathing hope, admiration, 

trust and love.” His letter was a token of gratitude but, like the book he hoped 

Whitman had already received, it was also a declaration o f  affinity. He continued: 

“One thing in your poetry I will refer to, that is the love o f  the heroic successful or 

unsuccessful. It chances that I have given a good deal o f  time to the study o f  the 

primitive literature o f  this country, a race in which the note o f  heroism and chivalry 

ever sounds.”

O ’Grady’s notion o f  heroism, like that o f  Whitman’s, was intimately bound up 

with the cultivation of national characteristics and democratic convictions. Heroic 

qualities such as “gallantry,” “chivalrousness,” “prevailing ideality,” “love o f  action 

and freedom” and the “audacity and elevation o f  thought” were the means by which 

Ireland, “now rapidly absorbing and assimilating all inimical elements within its

Ibid., p.392.
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scope,” would contribute to international democratic feeling. Therefore, it is 

understandable that O ’Grady wanted Whitman to become familiar with the Irish 

version o f  the heroic spirit. “ You are well acquainted and have praised [the heroes o f  

the Nieheliingen L iecf]” he said, “but I think Cuchulain our primitive Irish hero is 

equal to any o f  them, but English literature has the ear o f  the world and wilfully 

ignores everything o f  the kind.”

In his letter, he also pointed out that he was a diligent reader o f  Leaves o f  Grass 

— a reader who, as he put it to Whitman, “reads, marks, learns, and inwardly digests.” 

His H isto iy  o f  Ireland: Critical and P hilosophical clearly demonstrated a kinship with 

Whitmanian ideals. His declaration o f  influence in the same letter, therefore, seemed 

credible. “ For myself,” he informed Whitman, “ 1 can safely say, that except William 

Rolleston, no reader or student o f  your poetry has studied it so closely or so taken it 

into his heart or his nature as m y se lf”

O ’Grady’s letter to Whitman is interesting from another perspective. He did not 

mention Dowden. His reference to T. W. Rolleston resulted from the fact that he had 

recently befriended D ow den’s past pupil and they had been discussing Whitman 

together. His omission o f  Dowden, however, suggests that the professor did not play a 

critical role in his old friend’s life. Dowden, after all, had neither endorsed O ’Grady’s 

calls for a literary revival in H istory o f  Ireland: Critical and P hilosophical nor 

encouraged his friend’s work on Irish mythology. Perhaps the most significant reason 

for his absence in the letter is that Dowden did not come to mind as a key Whitmanian 

champion anymore. There was an element o f  truth in this.

Dowden had not become hostile to Whitman nor had his loyalty diminished. On 

the contrary, he continued to discuss the poet in letters to friends, and he continued to
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attract notoriety over his championship. There were, however, distinctive shifts in his 

relationship with the poet from the late 1870s. To begin, there was not the same level 

o f  public identification o f  Dowden with W hitman as there had been from the late 

1860s to late 1870s. He invested less time and commitment in generating an audience 

for the poet, a pattern that would continue through the 1880s. Instead, other projects 

consumed his critical energies. From the mid-1870s to the early 1880s some o f  his 

major publications included an “Introduction” to Prose Works o f  William Wordsworth 

(1875); Shakspere: A Critical Study o f  H is M ind  and  Art (1875); Shakspere Scenes 

and Characters  (1876); Poems (1876); Shakspere Prim er  (1877); Studies in Literature  

(1878); Southey  (1879); The Correspondence o f  Robert Southey with Caroline  

Bowles, ed., (1881); Sonnets  by William Shakespeare, ed., (1881); and Passionate  

Pilgrim , ed., (1883).

Although Dowden continued to provoke hostility from an anti-Whitmanian 

contingent in polite society, the disapprobation did not arise from new essays and 

debates but from the re-appearance o f  old work —  an indirect championship. When 

Dowden did contribute occasionally to W hitm an’s “cause,” he shifted the nature o f  

W hitm an’s significance from his national and democratic themes to spiritual themes.

*

In 1878, Dowden published Studies in Literature 1789-1877, a collection o f  essays 

that assessed the work o f  key representatives o f  the transcendental, scientific and 

democratic movements in English and French literature. He had been lecturing on the 

subjects since 1876. His essay on Whitman, which had first appeared in the



W estminster Review  seven years before, concluded the book. Since Shakspere  had 

attracted considerable critical acclaim and generated a large readership for D ow den’s 

criticism, his ranking o f  the American poet as a key figure in nineteenth century 

literature, alongside William Wordsworth, Walter Savage Landor, Lord Alfred 

Tennyson, Robert Browning, George Eliot, Lamennais, Edgar Quintet and Victor 

Hugo, was guaranteed considerable exposure.

In general, the reviews o f  Studies were not as complimentary as those for his 

work on Shakespeare. It was considered too vague, general and lacking in an overall 

thesis, the latter criticism explained by the fact that the book was a collection o f  

essays. The essay on Walt Whitman provoked strong disapproval, especially from 

writers in the John Bull M agazine, The Spectator  and the Pall M all Gazette. After 

criticising his vagueness and wordiness —  “the two besetting sins o f  m odem  

criticism” —  John Bull M agazine  regretted to find so accomplished a writer as 

Dowden “ falling a victim to that absurd cultus o f  Walt Whitman, which has, in certain

523quarters, almost assumed the dimensions o f  an unhealthy literary epidemic.” Two 

months later, on June 15, 1878, The Spectator  surpassed the John Bull review in its 

abuse o f  W hitman (and Dowden):

The fact remains that we feel quite unmoved by Mr. D ow den’s flowery 
declamations, and in the case o f  Walt Whitman, Mr. Dowden must thank 
himself, if  some portion o f  the contempt which we have no hesitation whatever 
in expressing for that shallow and bumptious writer, must inevitably recoil on 
his own exaggerated laudation o f  an author who is our special aversion. We 
have obviously no room, here and now, to say our say about this Yankee 
charlatan....

John Bid! M a g a z in e ,  Apri l  27,  1878.
The S p e c ta to r ,  June 15, 1878.
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On June 22, a critic in The Saturday Review  faulted the book for its “pom p,” 

“ elaboration,” and lack o f  substance. “We cannot say that his arguments for the 

"poetry o f  dem ocracy’ are always felicitous,” the critic continued. “His defence o f  

W hitm an’s animalism is that it is not so bad as asceticism; which may be morally true, 

but on the artistic question o f  taste and decency is nothing to the p u r p o s e . A  month 

later. The Pall M all Gazette also claimed that the essay on Whitman was “the one 

most fitted to provoke discussion.” They, too, were bewildered by an eminent critic’s 

interest in Whitman: “Mr. Dowden, to do him justice, seems to be a little doubtful 

about W hitm an’s apparent disregard o f  style ... But though Mr. Dowden feels that Mr. 

W hitm an’s style need apology, he is a hearty worshipper o f  the obscene poet; and 

worshippers, even when otherwise strong-minded, are in danger o f  becoming 

fanatics.

Neither Victorian respectability nor his influential position in a conservative 

institution swayed Dowden from endorsing W hitman in the 1870s, but it was not until 

the 1880s that the authorities in Trinity College, Dublin became belatedly alarmed by 

his association with Whitman. Again, it was an example o f  indirect championship that 

triggered the ‘scare’. When Dowden donated an autographed copy o f  the 1881-2 sixth 

edition o f  Leaves o f  Grass to the library, the “more prudish” officials who were 

“scandalised” by his early recognition o f  W hitman —  the language is that o f  a former 

student H. O. W hite —  were given an opportunity to make their dissatisfaction 

known.

The Sa tu rday Review , vol. 45, no. 1,182 (June 22, 1878): 798-99.
The P all M all G azette, July 18, 1878. In contrast, reviewers in the N on-C on form ist and 

A ustra lasian , found the article on W hitm an one o f  the m ost interesting and successful. “Professor 
D owden needs som ething high and craggy to break his mind upon ,” concluded  the N on-C onform ist. See 
The N on-C onform ist, M ay  22, 1878, p .509; The A ustra lasian , July 27, 1878, p. 104.
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The book first appeared in October 1881. It can only have been in the library 

less than three months, therefore, when Rev. Joseph Allen Galbraith, Bursar and 

member o f  both the College Board and the library committee, came across it on a

527library shelf. He read through the book and was appalled by its apparent obscenity, 

considering it a danger to the students. In January 1882, Galbraith brought his

concerns before the Board o f  the college (the office o f  the Censor had been

discontinued in the college the previous December), the principal governing body 

consisting o f  Provost John Hewitt Jellet, Vice-Provost Andrew Searle Hart, and 

Senior Fellows Rev. Joseph Carson, Rev. Thomas Stack, Rev. William Roberts, Rev. 

Samuel Haughton and Michael Roberts.

On Saturday, January 28, 1882, Galbraith outlined his strong charges against the 

book, indicating that “Spontaneous Me” was the title o f  one o f  Whitman’s worst 

pieces. At his insistence, the board instructed John Kells Ingram, the Professor of 

Greek who had been working as college librarian since June 1879, to investigate 

whether the book was fit to be accepted by the c o l l e g e . A  week later, Ingram 

reported back, informing them that the book was actually an autographed, American 

edition, and not a copy recently reprinted by Bogue in London. He claimed that

although it was “very gross” in some passages. Leaves o f  Grass was neither

“immoral” nor “corrupting.” In an obvious allusion to Whitman’s belief that his book

Library Committee N otebooks, M U N /LIB/3/2, Trinity C ollege, Dublin.
D ecrees o f  the Board, Decem ber 17, 1881, C ollege Muniments, M U N /V /7a/3 , Trinity C ollege, 

Dublin,
Joseph Carson, Personal N otebook o f  Board Proceedings 1878-90, Entry for January 28, 1882, Ms. 

4963, Trinity C ollege, Dublin. Hereafter cited as Carson, Personal N otebook.
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reflects “a person,” he declared defiantly: “Our library is intended for men.”^̂*̂ The 

matter was adjourned until Saturday, February 11.

On that occasion, the Board first recalled the handling o f  Oscar Wilde’s Poems 

the previous year by the Oxford Union Library. “When Oscar Wilde presented his 

book (which is not nearly so bad as Whitman’s) to the Oxford Union library —  they 

sent it back to him!”^ '̂ But, due to misinformation and the evolving public perception 

o f  Wilde as a decadent socialite. Trinity’s Senior Fellows were drawing a false 

analogy between Poems and Whitman’s “ infamous” book. Wilde’s book was rejected. 

There were allegations o f  immorality in some o f  the poems, but this was not the 

primary reason why Oliver Elton, a member o f  the Oxford Union, had objected to the 

book. His quarrel was with its highly derivative content. The poems “were not by their 

putative father at all,” he argued, but “by William Shakespeare, by Philip Sidney, by 

John Donne, by Lord Byron, by William Morris, by Algernon Swinburne and by sixty 

more...” There was no place for Wilde, he declared, since “the Union Library already 

contains better and fuller editions of these.

Following this, the Board of Trinity College considered the American reaction 

to Whitman. “The Americans consider Whitman ‘a mean cuss,” ’ an unidentified 

speaker commented. Although Dowden had once drawn a comparison between 

Whitman and the Hebrew prophets who “sometimes cried in the wilderness” while the 

Jewish people “went after strange gods,” the Board had not shared his sentiments. 

They shortly met with a decision.

Carson, Personal Notebook, Entry for February 4, 1882, p. 105.
Ibid., Entry for February 1 1, 1882, p .106.
Oscar W ilde Poems (London: David Bogue, 1881); Oliver E lton’s objection was quoted by Michael 

Flardwick, The Osprey Guide to Oscar Wilde (Berkshire: Osprey Publishing, 1973), p .54.
Quotations from D ow den’s “The Poetry o f  Democracy: W alt W hitm an,” p .37.
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The Board having been infomied that a volume, entitled “Leaves of Grass” by 
Walt Whitman, American edition, had been presented to the college Hbrary and 
placed there, and having, on examination, been satisfied that the publication in 
question is o f  an obscene and immoral character directed that the volume be 
returned by the librarian to the Donor as unfit to be placed in the library —  Two 
members of the Board viz. Dr. Haughton and Mr. William Roberts proposed that 
the phrase should be “as unfit to be accepted as a donation to the library” —  It 
was further directed that the librarian be instructed not to claim a copy o f  the 
English reprint of the said book now being issued. The Board were unanimous 
in the final vote.^^"'

hi her book on Dowden, Kathryn Ludwigson misleadingly suggests that John Kells 

Ingram was responsible for suppressing Leaves o f  G rassP^  It had been Provost Jellet 

who directed that the book, presented to the library by the “Professor o f  English 

Literature,” “be sent back to the donor.”^̂  ̂ The college had a copy of Rossetti’s 

sanitised 1868 edition of Whitman, but there is no indication that it was removed. It 

was not until July 1886, when Ernest Rhys published another selection o f  Whitman’s 

poems in the Canterbury poets series, that the library accepted a new edition. 

(Subsequent books on Whitman accepted by the library in the 1880s include Specimen 

Days in America (Camelot) (received July 1888), Democratic Vistas (Camelot) 

(received October 1888) and November Boughs (received November 1889). A copy of

Board Register, February 1 1, 1882, College Muniments, M un/V/5/14, pp.221-2, Trinity College, 
Dublin.

Kathryn R. Ludwigson, Edward Dowden (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1973), p .23.
Dowden and Provost Jellet had a reasonably good relationship as he confided to Elizabeth D. West 

on, February 22, 1888 (the eve o f Jellet’s funeral): “Though he and I had some differences, 1 think that 
there was a personal liking on both sides, and our cordiality increased whenever we met o f  late, I had 
wished Dr. Ingram to be Provost L loyd’s successor, and had an opportunity o f letting Mr. Forster know 
what I thought, and this, having worked against Mr. Je lle t’s appointment, gave me the only 
uncom fortable feeling (though, or because, he never knew the fact) that I had in my intercourse with 
him. The last time we met was at the Loyal and Patriotic meeting, when he spoke with vigour and 
almost ardour,” Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, February 22, 1888, Fragments o f  O ld Letters, II: 169.
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Leaves o f  Grass, 6th Edition (London; David Bogue, 1881) was deposited in National 

Library o f  Ireland on December 12, 1881.)^^^

Dr. Samuel Haiighton’s involvement in the proscription of Whitman in Trinity 

College was disappointing as both he and Whitman shared admirable philanthropic 

qualities. In the early 1860s, while Whitman was working as a volunteer nurse in the 

Civil War, Haughton, then a clergyman and professor o f  Geology at the university, 

graduated with a degree in medicine and became registrar o f  the medical school. In the 

cholera epidemic o f  1866, he mobilised his students into a volunteer nursing staff to 

support existing nursing arrangements, which had proved inadequate to cope with the 

epidemic. His fearlessness and energy, with which he also reformed the medical 

school, was instrumental in saving many lives.

Behind the grave demeanour of the official Board decision to suppress Leaves o f  

Grass, there was room for mischief, suggesting that not everyone on the College 

Board took it seriously. Rev. Carson’s bemused comments on the whole affair are a 

side-show in themselves, but the registrar. Rev. Stack, informed Carson on the 

afternoon following the meeting that he too intended to write a “highly immoral and 

obscene book!!!”^̂ ^

A week later, Ingram notified the Board by letter that he had acted according to 

their instructions and, once again, he tried to defend W h i t m a n . H e  humbly 

acknowledged the fact that “ [he does] not govern —  [he] only administers,” but

Register o f  Publications Received by Library, 1867-80 and 1881-93, College M uniments,  Trinity  
College, Dublin.

D ictioncuy o f  N a tiona l B iography, Supplement 1901-11 (Oxford: O xford  University  Press, 1917). 
Carson, Personal N otebook, Entry for February 11, 1882, p. 106
Board Register, February 18, 1882, College M uniments,  M un/V /5 /14 , p p .222-4, Trinity  College, 

Dublin.
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nonetheless drew their attention to Whitman’s high esteem among critics, reminding 

them of John Addington Symonds’s declaration that Whitman was “at one with 

nature.” Later in the meeting, they inspected the suitability o f  other textbooks. Rev. 

Carson and Mr. William Roberts were appointed to report on whether Ovid’s 

Ueroidum Epistulae, read as part of the honours course for junior freshmen, was fit to 

be on the college curriculum.^**' These imaginary verse epistles from mythological 

heroines to their faithless lovers or husbands, complaining o f  unhappy love, are 

thought to be the Latin poet’s second major work after Amores. While Ovid handles 

these heroines (updated into contemporary ladies o f  Roman fashion) in a dispassionate 

manner, they must have been too adventurous for the sensibilities o f  the Board 

members. They subsequently directed the Tutorial Committee to remove Heroidum  

Epistulae from the undergraduate coursc and replace the book with a “selection” from 

the works o f  Ovid.'^^^

There was no explicit condemnation o f  Dowden during this time for his 

apparent disregard for Victorian propriety. In fact, the only reference that appeared in 

Carson’s personal accounts o f  the College Board meetings on Leaves o f  Grass was to 

an article in the Contemporary Review, in which Dowden himself was quoted as 

saying that Whitman in some passages “falls below the modesty o f  b r u t e s . T h e  

article, which had been published in the December 1875 issue, was actually written by 

Peter Bayne, and he had quoted out o f  context a line from Dowden’s Westminster 

Review  essay o f  1871. (When Bayne’s article first appeared, Dowden informed

Ibid.
Board Register, M ay 30, 1882, C ollege Muniments, M un/V /5/14, p .237, Trinity C ollege, Dublin.
The article appears in the Decem ber 1875 issue. Carson, Personal N otebook, Entry for February 18, 

1882.
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Elizabeth D. West that it treated of Whitman’s writings “in a way that gives me

S44pain. ' His angry and anxious reaction also owed itself to his fear that it might 

jeopardise his four-year correspondence with Whitman. He took steps to discredit the 

article by writing to the poet. He judged it “very vicious,” remarking that the word was 

applicable in “a literary sense as well as an ethical” and expressed his annoyance with 

the misappropriation o f  the quotes “as admissions o f  one who stands on your side.” "̂' )̂ 

The presence o f  the reference in Carson’s notebooks suggests that higram had quoted 

the line to the Board, possibly to exonerate Dowden from any charge o f  ‘corruption.’ 

Carson, however, had placed triple exclamation marks after the passage, indicating 

scepticism and surprise that Dowden would ever have said such a thing.

During the months following Trinity College’s suppression of Leaves o f  Grass, 

the college officials were more than usually sensitive to references to Whitman. On 

Saturday, April 22, 1882, the academic council considered whether Hutcheson 

Macauley Posnett should be referred to the examiners for an LL.D. degree on the 

strength of his recent Historical Method in Ethics, Jurisprudence, and Political 

Economy.^"^^ Edward Dowden and Alexander G. Richey, deputy Regius Professor of 

Feudal and English Law, defended Posnett’s work, but College Board members Rev. 

Haughton and Rev. Galbraith were not impressed by Dowden’s use o f  language, as 

Joseph Carson reveals in his witty personal note o f  the meeting:

Edw ard D ow den to E lizabeth  D. W est, D ecem ber 9, 1875, F ragm en ts fr o m  O ld  L etters, I: 145.
E dw ard D ow den to W alt W hitm an, February 6, 1876, With W W  in C am den, 1: 300.
H istorica l M eth o d  in Ethics. Jurisprudence, an d  P o litica l E conom y, 1882. Posnett was referred  to 

the exam iners and w as aw arded an LL.D. degree on June 29, 1882. H is publications include The 
R icardian T heo iy  o f  Rent, 1884 and C om parative L itera ture (In terna tiona l Sc ien tific  Series, L ondon, 
1886). Posnett had referred  to W hitm an in C om parative L itera ture  and W, D, O ’C onnor sent W hitm an 
a review  o f  the book  that appeared  in The N ation  on A ugust 12, 1886. See W hitm an, C orrespondence  
IV: 43.
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Richey says he is delighted with the work —  Dowden says that Posnett lays hold 
o f  a thought with a sinew y grip] Haughton says the sinews have nothing to do 
with a grip —  Dowden uses the phrase “the urge o f  advancing thought.” —  
Galbraith says that this word “urge” is frequently used by Walt Whitman in his 
abominable book and that in an obscene sense...

G albraith’s observation betrayed his own close reading o f  Whitman. The poet had 

defined the word in his own inimitable way in “Song o f  M y se lf ’: “Urge and urge and 

urge / Always the procreant urge o f  the world.

in Walt Whitman in England, Harold Blodgett maintained that Rev. Galbraith 

removed Trinity’s copy o f  Leaves o f  Grass after the Boston authorities had suppressed 

the same e d i t i o n . i n  fact, the notice served by Boston District Attorney, Oliver 

Stevens, (on instruction from the Attorney General o f  Massachusetts) to Boston 

publishers, James R. Osgood & Co., threatening prosecution under the public statutes 

regarding obscene literature, had occurred on March 1, 1882. This was a month after 

the Board meetings in Trinity College, Dublin.

In June o f  the same year, Carson made note o f  Boston’s suppression o f  the book, 

an announcement o f  which appeared in the A thenaeum ^^^  For his part, Galbraith 

forwarded a letter to Marston, the Attorney General o f  Massachusetts, congratulating 

him for defending the public morals. Galbraith told o f  how the book lay unnoticed in 

Trinity College’s library until an accident led him to turn over its leaves, which he 

found were o f  such a scandalous character that he was compelled to bring a motion 

before the Board for its removal. Galbraith’s infamous letter passed into the hands o f

Carson, Personal N otebook, Entry for Saturday, April 22, 1882. 
548 Song o f  M yself,” The C om plete Poem s, p.65.

Blodgett, With Walt Whitman in E ngland  , p. 180.
Carson. Personal N otebook, Entry for June 1882.
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the New York D aily Tribune and the paper carried the story on Tuesday morning, 

August 15, 1882:

Walt W hitman has just been proscribed by Trinity College Dublin. J. A. 
Galbraith, a Fellow o f  the college, writes to Attorney-General Marston o f  
Massachusetts that W hitm an’s Leaves o f  Grass, after contaminating the shelves 
o f  the college library for some time, has been removed.

In conclusion, Galbraith said, ‘As in matters o f  this kind there will always be 
difference o f  opinion, I confess it gave me great satisfaction to find that so high 
a legal officer as you found it necessary, as the guardian o f  public morality, to 
forbid its publication within the limits o f  your State.

But Trinity’s suppression was still belated in comparison with other American 

universities, which had proscribed Leaves o f  Grass before the infamous sixth edition. 

William Roscoe Thayer, who graduated with an A.B. from Harvard in 1881, 

remembered that the book was forbidden general circulation by the college library, not 

an unusual occurrence considering that two o f  the academics most hostile to Whitman 

—  Lowell and Holmes —  were based there. “At Harvard, in my time, a professor 

might casually refer to Leaves o f  Grass," Thayer commented, “but when a student 

went to the library to consult the book, he found that it was catalogued with two blue 

stars, which meant that it was kept under lock and key in the inferno devoted to 

obscene publications.

During 1882, Galbraith was intent on eliminating W hitm an’s influence from 

Trinity College in other ways. He called on William McGee, a college and medical 

bookseller based on Nassau Street, infonning him that the college would withdraw

New York D aily  Tribune, August 15, 1882.
W. S. Monroe, “Whitman and the Professors,” American Merciiiy ,  vol. XXVIII (March 1933): 377- 

378.
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Iheir ‘patronage’ if he sold Leaves o f  Grass. Eight months after the authorities had 

returned his donation of Leaves o f  Grass, Dowden was again incensed. In a diary entry 

for October 26, 1882, he invoked Milton’s polemical prose o f  the 1640s, which had 

advocated a freedom of conscience and civil liberty from ecclesiastical and 

governmental tyranny. Referring specifically to Milton’s vigorous speech to “deliver 

the press from the restraints from which it was encumbered,” he jotted down his 

incredulous response: “Better also withdraw Areopagitica from the course!”^̂  ̂

Rolleston was likely to be referring to this occasion when he claimed that the 

professor’s “uncompromising” championship o f  Walt Whitman, “at a time when to 

champion Whitman was a very serious thing, ... was within an ace of leading to 

Dowden’s resignation of his post.”'̂ '̂̂

A fortnight after Carson made reference to the American suppression in his 

notebooks, he observed that Dowden read an extract from the American poet’s work 

at a public Prize-giving ceremony, most likely at the announcement o f  the Fellowship 

and Scholarship Examination results on June 5, 1882.^^^ His entry date Saturday, June 

17, 1882, suggests that it was the subject for discussion again at a Board m e e t i n g . I n  

a letter in November 1882, Dowden expressed a hope that the American poet would 

make another attempt to travel across the A t l a n t i c . H e  repeated the suggestion in 

The Academy towards the end of his review of Whitman’s Specimen Days and 

Collect, a volume of collected essays that accompanied an 1882 reprint o f  the

D owden, Diary for 1882, Ms. 3038, Trinity College, Dublin. John Milton, A reopag itica : A Speech  o f  
Mr. John  M ilton fo r  the L iberty o f  U nlicensed P rin ting  to the P arliam en t o f  E n g la n d  (London, 1644). 

“Recollections o f  Dowden,” , The Irish Book Lover, V, no. 9 (April 1914): 154.
The Irish Times carried a report o f  the ceremony on June 6, 1882.
Carson, Personal Notebook, p .l  18.
Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, N ovem ber 21, 1882, IVith W W in  C am den, II: 363.
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suppressed edition of Leaves. Whitman never travelled and confessed to Horace 

Traubel six years later that it was one of his only regrets.

*

If Whitman had travelled on this second attempt, he would have visited an Ireland far 

different from that o f  the early 1870s. Parnell’s rise in politics and the outbreak o f  the 

Land War would have exposed him to politicised farmers, labourers and middle-class 

nationalists in the daily newspapers. He would have endorsed the inexorable 

movement towards Home Rule by Parnell and his consolidated parliamentary party. 

While stories o f  the agrarian outrages upon landlords during the Land War may have 

horrified him, he would have rcspcctcd the attempts by Land League tenant farmers 

and labourers to negotiate fairer terms of agreement with their landlords. He would 

have shown enthusiasm for the fact that the celebrated “Three Fs” —  Fair rent. Fixity 

o f  tenure and Free sale —  were initial demands in a campaign, the aim o f  which was 

the eventual dismantling o f  aristocratic proprietorship in Ireland.

Whitman would have come face to face with an illustration of how the sentiment 

in Leaves o f  Grass was prevailing over “ foreign lands.” After all, throughout the 

composition o f  successive editions, there were occasional set-pieces addressed to 

European readers expressing the poet’s wish for a more democratic and republican 

Europe. For instance, in “Europe, the 72nd and 73rd o f  these States,” which made a

Dowden, Review o f W alt Whitman, Specimen Days and Collect, The Academy, Saturday, December 
30, 1882, p.359.
559 “J [Walt W hitman] don’t spend much o f  my time with regrets for anything: yet sometimes 1 regret 
that I never went to Europe: other times I regret that I never learned German and French: no doubt, it’s 
all just as well as it is.” With IVIV in Camden, IV: 76.
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prominent appearance as one o f  the twelve untitled poems in the first edition o f  

Leaves, he registered an enthusiasm for the surge o f  revolutionary force in 1848 in 

France, Hungary, Ireland, Lombardy, Venice, Denmark and Schleswig-Holstein. His 

addresses continued with “ Salut Au Monde!” and “To a Foil’d European 

Revolutionaire” in the second edition (1856); “With Antecedents” and “To Foreign 

Lands” in the third (1860); and, after W hitm an’s growing sponsorship in Europe, with 

“O Star o f  France” in As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free  (1872) and “Spain, 1873-74” 

in Two Rivulets (1876).

By establishing A m erica’s role as world leader in many other poems, however, 

these direct addresses formed only a small part o f  a body o f  work that had clear 

political messages for European readers. W hitm an’s verse and prose were detemiined 

to cross the earth, not whispering and counselling, but sounding its “barbaric yawp” 

about American progress and leadership. Writing about the glories o f  the “Old W orld” 

in D em ocratic Vistas (just in time for Dowden to use the passage in his W estminster 

article). Whitman set out his stall once again:

“Ye powerful and resplendent ones!” ye were in your atmospheres, grown not 
for America, but rather for her foes, the Feudal and the old —  while our genius 
is Democratic and modem. Yet could ye, indeed, but breathe your breath o f  life 
into our New W orld’s nostrils —  not to enslave us, as now, but for our needs, to 
breed a spirit like your own— perhaps (dare we say it?) to dominate, even 
destroy, what you yourselves have left! On your plane, and no less, but even 
higher and wider, will I mete and measure for our wants to-day and here. I 
demand races o f  orbic bards, with unconditional, uncompromising sway. Come 
forth, sweet democratic despots o f  the west!”

The objective o f  this propagandising was the “solidarity o f  the races,” as the poet 

declared in another poem “Years o f  the fvlodem” :
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I see not America only, not only Liberty’s nation but other nations preparing,
I see tremendous entrances and exits, new combinations, the solidarity o f  races,
I see that force advancing with irresistible power on the w orld’s stage,
(Have the old forces, the old wars, played their parts? are the acts suitable to 

them closed?)
I see Freedom, completely arni’d and victorious and very haughty, with Law on 

one side and Peace on the other,
A stupendous trio all issuing forth against the idea o f  caste

While Whitman may have found his Irish friends nodding at his exclamations o f  

enthusiasm for the “stupendous trio” rising against “the idea o f  caste,” the truth is that 

political realities were provoking hostile responses from Dowden and O ’Grady.

Dowden resisted the rise o f  Parnell’s Home Rule party in W estminster in the 

early 1880s. At first, his reaction to Parnell’s popularity hovered between bemusement 

and mockery, and these sentiments were well illustrated by his reports o f  nationalist 

festivities in Cork in March 1880 when the Irish Parliamentary Party’s future leader 

was triumphantly greeted home from a fund-raising campaign in America. “Bands and 

banners, and green scarves, speech-making and patriotism are the disorder o f  the day,” 

he wrote to his brother John.^**' To Edmund Gosse, he wrote:

We hold annual examinations o f  women, and I have come down to superintend 
those in Cork. ... If  you read diligently this m orning’s papers you may suspect 
that I am disguising my true business in Cork, and that I came to welcome our 
great leader Mr. Parnell ... who arrived here yesterday from America. I certainly 
was in the crowd, and admired the big banners, and the harps and “sun-bursts,” 
and heard the brass bands. And I love that well-thwacked ass, the people, when 
he doesn’t bray too loud or kick out too savagely.^^^

W hitman, The Complete Poems, p.498.
Edward Dowden to John Dowden, March 21, 1880, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 153. 
Edward Dowden to Edmund Gosse, M arch 22, 1880, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 154.



The nationalisation o f  Irish political and intellectual life in the years leading to the 

Home Rule Bill was a particularly crude and threatening development for Dowden. In 

the mid-1880s, he would join the Irish Loyal and Patriotic Union, the anti-Home Rule 

lobby group o f  the south. While his ideology conflicted with that o f  Whitman, it was 

consistent with his previous allegiances.

Circumstances were also soon to change for O ’Grady. He had declared his 

commitment to democracy and, by implication, his faith in its saving power in his 

letter to Whitman in October 1881: “ I dare say like most men but for you I would have 

swung round to the theory o f  strong government, an aristocratic ruling class, &

The Irish Land War was literally unfolding around O ’Grady as he prepared History’ o f  

Ireland: Critical and Philosophical for publication in 1880-1. It received a passing 

reference at the end at the book “Ireland is now, as I write, poor and weak. She was 

once strong and renowned. She will be strong and renowned again.” It was as if  the 

heroic literature guaranteed a democratic future that would transcend the 

contemporary economic and political conflicts between landlords and f a r m e r s . T h e  

progress o f  the Land War in the winter o f  1881, however, challenged his pro- 

democratic idealisations. O ’Grady was to face a test o f  democratic faith far greater and 

more immediate than Dowden’s experience on the Cork streets or, earlier, at the 

Oxford boat races.

The impact o f  the Land W ar on O ’Grady’s thought needs to be recorded here for 

two reasons. First, the Land W ar marked the beginning o f  a decline in his faith in the

Standish O ’Grady to Walt Whitman, October 5, 1881, Feinberg, Reel 8-9, Library o f Congress, 
W ashington D.C.

O ’Grady, H istoiy o j Ireland: Crilical and Philosophical, vol. I: 391.
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comm on man throughout the 1880s and 1890s. While he initially esteemed that a 

democratic future had merit, he looked to the upper classes and not to literature  as the 

guide to bring it to fulfilment. W hitm an’s D em ocratic Vistas, it must be noted, was 

testimony to his faith that literature could spiritualise the complacent American 

masses. Second, O ’Grady’s contradictions serve as an ironic contrast to his attack on 

Dowden in 1895. Dowden could have easily retaliated and accused him o f  hypocrisy 

at that point. That, however, would have provoked further sharp replies from political 

nationalists about D ow den’s own commitments to democracy since the rise o f  

Pamellite politics. By the 1880s, however, O ’Grady’s most significant contribution to 

the development o f  the Irish literary movement was complete.

The socio-political realities o f  the age tested his enthusiasm for W hitm an’s pride 

and love o f  all men. He bccame distrustful o f  the new democratic forces and would 

not unconditionally credit their inherent “value” as W hitman had done in “A Song for 

Occupations.” He was not prepared to rely on literature to inculcate noble values, but 

turned back to the “centuries old class” to supply the “elements o f  moral, personal, 

intellectual wealth” that the country “sorely” n e e d e d . I n  1882, O ’Grady unleashed 

his anger and anxieties over Ireland’s transitional social convulsions in a pamphlet 

called The Crisis in Ireland. The one-shilling polemic was a political prologue to an 

Anglo-Irish displacement, a theme which would haunt Irish writing for generafions to 

come.

O ’Grady’s interest in the Land W ar was fired by his association with the family 

landholding in Three Castle Head, Co. Cork and by old friendships with other

O ’Grady, The C risis in Ireland , (Dublin: E. Ponsonby, 1882), p .52.

261



landlords. The Land League winter o f  1881, when the secret ‘Captain M oonlight’ had 

reappeared, made a particular impression on him. At this time, the Land Acts, which 

had become law at the end o f  August 1881, had effectively beaten the Land League, 

but the imprisonment o f  Pamell and other League leaders in October under the 

coercion laws plunged the country into a new and violent period. Angry and leaderless 

groups settled personal grievances. “Nearly every morning,” remarked O ’Grady, “I 

read the news o f  a friend or acquaintance or relation, or a friend o f  a friend being shot 

or shot at, or o f  raidings and outrages upon his tenantry.” ^̂’̂  His statistics were not 

overly exaggerated. For six months from October, until Parnell’s release in April 

under the Kilmainham Treaty, there were fourteen murders and sixty-one recorded 

cases o f  landlords being shot at, and that increased from forty-six individual attacks 

recorded for the previous nine months.

O ’Grady became “accustomed to the horrors” and took them “all as the day’s 

events.” He recalled: “We even could afford a good laugh when a fat friend got well 

peppered with small shot and roared hideously under the doctor’s hands during the 

necessarily painful process o f  e x t r a c t i o n . O ’Grady also collected rent from tenants 

on the family estate during this difficult period, an activity that brought him to an 

understanding o f  the injustice o f  landlords. His following criticisms echo D ow den’s 

attack on his complacent colleagues a decade earlier:

1 wonder I was not shot m yself in the Land League winter, for I lifted a good lot 
o f  rent out o f  a very poor people. I remember riding out o f  the Three Castle 
Head promontory and by night with several hundred pounds in my pocket ... I 
carried it o f f  safe and was never challenged or shot on the road. ... Nevertheless

566 ^ 1 1  I r e la n d  R ev iew ,  vol.  1, no. 45  (N o v e m b e r  10, 1900): 2,
F.S .L. Lyons, I re la n d  S ince  the F am ine,  London: Fontana, 1973,  p p .174-5.  
O'Grady, A ll  I r e la n d  R ev iew ,  vol. 1, no. 45  (N o v e m b e r  10, 1900): 2.
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my rent collecting in that Land League winter was a help to me in my 
examination o f  the Land question. What did 1, or any o f  the recipients o f  the 
m oney which 1 carried o ff  in triumph out o f  Three Castle Head, do for the poor 
people who lived there in return for their hardly earned pounds? W e did 
nothing.

He came to realise that tenants justifiably despised the exploitative Aristocracy and 

that grievances against the landlords had been mounting for most o f  the century. They 

had to re-evaluate their role in this country immediately.

The stirrings o f  social justice brought him into active politics for the first time. 

He arranged a Landlords’ Meeting in the Rotunda in Dublin on December 22, 1881 to 

discuss solutions to the crisis that would satisfy the people without involving the 

destruction o f  the landed gentry. O ’Grady became its Honorary Secretary. When they 

met again on January 3, 1882 under the presidency o f  the Duke o f  Abercom, a 

committee o f  five “eminent” landlords was “solemnly appointed” to look after the 

landlords’ interests. But months passed and the public safety committee showed no 

signs o f  sitting again. It became clear also that “no one was going to compel them to 

meet” or bring them “to account for not sitting.”^™ O ’Grady was furious. He changed 

his strategy and lashed out in The Crisis in Ireland.

The tone o f  the pamphlet swung from savage indictment to Old Testament style 

dark prophecy. His message was clear. Rack-renting, absenteeism, poor estate 

management and unscrupulous treatment o f  tenants were the rot o f  an uncommitted 

and decadent class which, since the Act o f  Union, had forsaken the customary 

responsibilities o f  wealthy landholders and leaders. Not surprisingly, they had built up

Ibid., vol. 1, no, 7 (February 17, 1900): 1; vol. 1, no, 43 (O ctober  27, 1900): 2,
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a solid front o f  opposition among the lower and middle classes, the majority o f  whom 

had contrary political and religious beliefs. Their present indifference to social 

tensions was indicative o f  their blindness to fate and consistent with this unforgivable 

neglect o f  social obligations.

The future looked bleak. The dangers and difficulties that surrounded them were 

“many” and “ruinous” according to O ’Grady, their new prophet o f  doom. First, 

breaking up the ‘No R ent’ combination was almost impossible since eviction still left 

many landlords under financial duress and more vulnerable to retaliatory strikes from 

“ lawless m obs.” Second, an imminent Act o f  Imperial Parliament designed to reduce 

rent in Ireland by at least a fourth threatened to bankrupt those “ long descended 

families” who derived their income from rent alone. Third, the influence o f  socialism 

was leading many commentators to argue for Henry G eorge’s “complete formula,” a 

State taxation o f  land up to its full letting value to reclaim for the people their rightful 

bounty. The crippling taxation policy could easily evolve from radical moves to apply 

tax after tax on land.

Finally, and most ominously, democratic change was set to roll over the gentry 

with a “grinding and destructive force.” “What we see now passing around us was 

prepared from afar, and all but inevitable,” he informed his readers. “Democracy has 

arisen in this country, impelled forward by its consciousness o f  youth, strength, and 

assured victory. With it are numbers, force, will, and political power. It is a true 

nursling o f  these m odem  centuries, and its parents are around it supplying nutriment 

and s u p p o r t . T h e  recent introduction into politics o f  lower-class voters was certain

O ’Grady, The C risis in Ireland, p.4.
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to mean that radical proposals would find favour with a changing Britain and Ireland. 

“T h e  grand juries will go like corporations, and the unpaid magistracy will follow. 

T he  suffrage will soon enclose the whole people,” O ’Grady accurately predicted. The 

gentry, therefore, were becoming politically marginalised faster than they realised. 

W hen they toppled, England would not support them.^^^

He had spoken o f  the imminence o f  democracy, but this shockingly forthright 

ceinsure o f  his colleagues hardly constituted a positive anticipation o f  social change. 

H e  was not necessarily identifying him self  as a nurturing parent. Instead, his choice o f  

language was calculated to convey some menacing repercussions. His metaphors were 

de.'Structive and dramatic. Democratic advances were “strong tides which no force can 

s te m ” and which “bear closer and ever closer to an iron-bound shore the little fleet in 

w hich are embarked the persons and fortunes o f  the Irish l a n d l o r d s . F u r t h e r  on, the 

elemental and meteorological metaphors continued: the “unrecognised, unadmitted 

grow th” o f  Irish democracy was a “descending and lashing wind” which washed away 

eairth and rubble and, eventually, dislodged like a stone the once firm-rooted 

Arisiocracy.^^"^ Carlyle had given a more catastrophic version o f  the same image in 

“ Slhcoting Niagara; and After?” in which he addressed the impact o f  such rapid 

change: “This too, is as when the little stone has been loosened, which sets the whole 

mc)uitain-side in m o t i o n . A s  if  the references to storms were not alarming enough 

for' Irish readers, O ’Grady preyed on primal fears:

y /W „ pp. 13-32. 

ll ln l.,  p.4.
(Ca lyle, Scottish  a n d  O ther M iscellan ies  (D utton: Dent, 1964), p .300.
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We may be sure that the w o lf  o f  democracy, which has ravaged the territorial 
fold in spite o f  ban-dogs and shepherds, will not, when all protectors have been 
put to flight, continue long to spare the fattest o f  the flock. No exceptions can be 
made. We all row or drift in the same boat, great or small, on the same running 
tide. We all hear the same rapids, in whose spray that fills the air we are each 
one even now immersed.

The shift in metaphor throughout the paragraphs was straining after a language that 

would shock the gentry to their senses and frighten them into taking a more active role 

in their country. W e should not focus too much on his negative and prejudicial 

descriptions o f  democracy, therefore, as he was mischievously employing Carlylean 

shock tactics.

Yet by the conclusion o f  the pamphlet, it became clear that O ’Grady’s vitriolic 

attacks derived from a genuine concern for what the upper classes represented. The 

country still needed their leadership. He pulled back from the apocalyptic prophecies 

to announce that even at midnight there was time for wise, courageous and determined 

individuals to protect their estates, seek compromises with the peasantry and provide 

leadership for a changing Ireland. He outlined the basis for future partnership:

1 most ardently desire the preservation o f  that class, noblest and best on Irish 
soil, to be, and to be felt and known to be, the highest moral element, the light, 
the ornament, and the conscience o f  the young barbaric power now ascending in 
our land, o f  this fierce, dark, vengeful democracy, soon to be let loose with all 
its savage instincts uncontrolled —  a protection and covering o f  the new birth 
forming in Ireland’s womb, the caul o f  the infant Republic —  smoothing the 
passage between caste and equality, softening, healing, consolidating, 
mitigating, preserving and transmitting to new generations the social ideal as 
this younger birth, trumpet-tongued, comes proclaiming the political —  grace, 
courtesy, politeness, and its greater parent kindness between man and man, 
sensibility and personal pride, as the other louder, not nobler comes with its 
own, liberty, love o f  country, national pride, far-reaching national ambitions and 
aspirations.

O’Grady, The Crisis in Ireland, pp.49-50.
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For O ’Grady, nobility, light, conscience, grace, courtesy, politeness, kindness, 

sensibility and personal pride were in danger o f  extinction in a shift o f  emphasis from 

social to political ambition. Ferocity, darkness and vengeance would take their place. 

O ’Grady did not conclude with a discussion on the benefits o f  future freedoms and 

rights to the society or the individual. His positive gestures went no further than the 

language o f  dilution, regulation and mediation, employing verbs such as “softening,” 

“healing,” “consolidating,” “mitigating” and “ transmitting” to establish how 

democracy should be met.

If  O ’Grady’s attitude is a disappointing contrast to the suggestively liberal 

posturing in his letter to Whitman and essay “Walt Whitman: The Poet o f  Joy” , it is 

nonetheless more enlightened than we might expect from someone o f  his background 

under the political circumstances o f  the time. He could not but accept that things were 

changing and while he was seeking the preservation o f  his own class, he did not 

advocate a return to the “theory o f  strong  government.” W hitman was a benign 

influence on O ’Grady, reminding him o f  the importance and enlightenment o f  

democracy and his own commitment to it. This forced him to tread a path between his 

sense o f  its future worth and its present uncouth and threatening appearance.

He took a practical line and sought a compromise that would have had 

advantages for an inexperienced group taking responsibility for their own affairs. 

When one considers the benefit o f  twenty years o f  local self-government under the 

Local Government Act o f  1898 and land ownership under the W yndham Acts o f  1902 

to citizens and administrators o f  the new Free State, one sees that O ’Grady’s thinking

267



was legitimate. However, his ideas were also unquestionably naive, given the 

indifference o f  his own class and the deep-seated resentments o f  the lower classes.

In the end, there was a divergence between Whitman and O ’Grady on one key 

issue: the role o f  literature. O ’Grady did not place trust in the influence o f  literature as 

Whitman did in D em ocratic Vistas. In fact, O ’Grady was especially struck by 

W hitm an’s confession that Carlyle was right in “Shooting Niagara: and After?” with 

the claim that the American Republic was falling to “M am m on” :

The “ Democratic Vistas” should be read by every person who desires to 
understand this poet. There he will find ... an eager brooding, anxious pondering 
over and statement o f  the great problem o f  how to spiritualise and refine the 
gross, crude, vulgar American mind, with its wealth o f  material power and 
\'igour and o f  mental rapidity and cunning, and its indescribable poverty o f  
sweetness and depth o f  soul. ... It is there that occurs the extraordinary passage 
in which, with the scathing fire and indignant scorn which animated the Hebrew 
bards, when they denounced the wickedness o f  Jerusalem, he lays bare the 
depths o f  the degradation, moral turpitude, and rottenness which lie hid beneath 
the splendour and beauty o f  the great city o f  New York ..

It could be argued that W hitm an’s own testaments rather than Carlyle’s expected 

sentiments had influenced O ’Grady’s reservations about a Republican system o f  

government. But Whitman had concluded his polemic by placing faith in the power o f  

a literature with a democratic spirit to remedy the problem. For O ’Grady, something 

stronger had to be established. He even employed the same indignant, prophetic tone 

as Whitman had used in D em ocratic Vistas against the ordinary American people to 

denounce Irish landlords and to force them  into preventative action. For without the 

aristocracy, Ireland was heading for a similar fate:

0 ’Grady,“The Poet o f Joy,” pp. 285-286.
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[T]he extirpation o f  the Irish aristocracy [will] be succeeded in due course by an 
Ireland gross and materialised, falling prone before the first glittering idol which 
the times will present. One knows well what that idol will be. ... Successful

C 7 0

Republics adore M amm on beyond any other mip o f  the devil’s brood.

O ’Grady deftly concluded his pamphlet by reasserting his belief in democracy while, 

also, defending his aristocratic loyalties:

That democracy holds deep in its lofty soul ideals, yet in some favoured land 
and time to be realised in institutions, and practically, in the lives and characters 
o f  millions o f  human beings, 1 believe; but equally true is, that aristocracies 
struck down are replaced by plutocracies, and that the social influence o f  
noblemen and gentlemen is succeeded in due time and invariably by that o f  
vulgar wealth.

O ’Grady may have taken Whitman “ into his nature” and developed sympathies 

that his social background may have otherwise precluded, but D ow den’s description 

o f  him in 1871 as an “aristocratic-democrat” is appropriate after the Land War. 

O ’Grady was ambivalent about democracy, pandering to his own self-image as a 

radical conservative while resisting the full implications o f  democratic change in 

Britain and Ireland. On the one hand, there was his love o f  W hitman and a respect for 

democracy’s lofty ideals but, on the other, inherited class attitudes and a conservative 

reaction against unbridled forces checked his idealism. Imminent social change forced 

him to work out a compromise that gave expression to both.

O ’Grady, The C risis in Ireland, p .51 
Ibid., p.52.
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In 1883, Dowden was effecting a different type o f  compromise between his admiration 

for Leaves o f  Grass and political developments in Ireland by emphasising the spiritual 

aspects of Whitman’s writing. One of his final public exercises to consolidate 

Whitman’s reputation was to compile a record o f  Irish and British criticism on the 

poet for the Scottish edition o f  Richard M. Bucke’s study Walt Whitman (1884). In the 

American edition o f  the book (also published in London by Triibner in 1883) Bucke 

had already supplied an appendix of American and foreign criticism from letters and

580newspapers. In reality, the appendix was dominated by American assessments. 

Bucke himself was dissatisfied with the incomplete foreign story he had given and 

invited Dowden to compile a “fuller account of the history o f  opinion in England.”

Dowden compiled a list of criticism on Whitman since 1855, though only a 

handful referred to sponsorship that preceded Rossetti’s essay and selection of 

Whitman’s verse (1867-8). Rossetti reviewed Dowden’s list and added the names of 

his brother, Dante Gabriel, and G. H. Lewes who he claimed was the very first 

Englishman to write “something discerning about Whitman” in 1855-6.^^' (Lewes had 

been the editor o f  a weekly review called The Leader at the time.) In all, Dowden 

presented the words o f  forty Whitman admirers (and some detractors) such as William 

Bell Scott, George Eliot, Algernon Swinburne, Archbishop Trench, Anne Gilchrist, 

Hon. Roden Noel, John Addington Symonds, Lord Tennyson, Standish O ’Grady, 

Peter Bayne, John Todhunter, T. W. Rolleston and Robert Louis Stevenson among 

others. He excerpted comments and paragraphs from their books and periodical

“A ppendix,” R. M. Bucke, Walt Whitman (London: Triibner, 1883), pp. 192-236.
W. M. Rossetti to Edward D owden, January 17, 1884, Ms. 3150 /536 , Trinity C ollege, Dublin.
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literature and also from letters he received. His record amounted to nineteen pages of

C O T

tightly pnnted text and appeared as an appendix.

These critics appeared in chronological order and covered an array o f  critical 

issues: Whitman’s style, national aspirations, democracy, spirituality, love o f  nature 

and joy. There was a clear bias, however, towards Whitman’s gifts as a spiritual 

teacher and inspirational poet of joy, with almost half of the extracts dealing with 

these Whitmanian qualities. While the chosen material encapsulated the nature of 

Whitman’s attraction for Victorian readers, they also reflected Dowden’s bias as an 

editor. In 1878, he had first expressed a desire to focus more on these themes. “ I will 

begin operations for your conversion to Walt Whitmanism by sending you some hasty 

and somewhat spasmodic notes written by him when a hospital nurse,” he wrote to J. 

A. Noble. He continued; “1 didn’t take Walt rightly in my essay [Westminster Review]. 

If writing it now. I’d dwell on the common elements in him, Emerson and Thoreau, 

the three Americans o f  special type.” *̂*̂ O f course, Dowden would not have 

overlooked the democratic or national characteristics that connected these men, but his 

admission clearly indicates that he had not given due prominence to the 

transcendentalism in their work.

His preparations for the “record o f  opinion” on Whitman allowed him to give 

this aspect more profile. Dowden quoted George Eliot’s response to Leaves o f  Grass 

from Mathilde Blind’s study o f  the novelist. Blind had written: “ ...on being 

recommended by a literary friend to read Walt Whitman, she hesitated on the ground

D owden, ed., “ English Critics on W alt W hitm an,” an appendix  to R. M. B u ck e ’s Walt W hitm an  
(Glasgow: W ilson & M cCorm ick, 1884), pp .237-255.

E dw ard  D ow den  to J. A. Noble, M ay 18, 1878, Letters o f  E d w a rd  D ow den, pp. 127-8.
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of his not containing anything spiritually needful for her, but, having been induced to 

take him up, she changed her opinion, and admitted that he did contain what was good

584for her soul.” Robert Buchanan, author o f  an essay on Whitman in The Broadway in 

1867, was represented by his claim that “Whitman’s ministry [is] a genuine ministry, 

large in its spiritual manifestations, and abundant in capability for good.” Dowden 

also quoted from Buchanan’s The Fleshly School o f  Poetry and Other Phenomena o f  

the Day. “Whitman is in the highest sense a spiritual person; every word he utters is

585symbolic; he is a colossal mystic.” And in the issue o f  Modern Thought for 

September 1882, another Irish commentator Fitzgerald Molloy had made the 

following statement in his essay “Leaders of Modem Thought, No. xxvii, Walt 

Whitman:” “Perhaps the most striking feature in his poems is the wonderful buoyant 

sense o f  delight he feels in all things — a healthy manly enjoyment o f  life and all that 

life holds and external nature presents ... But there is far more to be found in his 

poems than the glorification of nature. A lesson which they teach over and over again 

is the worth and grandeur of manhood in its highest fonns..

Dowden also made some surprising editorial decisions. For instance, he 

introduced the Hon. Roden Noel as the author o f  two articles entitled “A Study of 

Walt Whitman, the Poet of Democracy” in The Dark Blue magazine for October and 

November 1871. Noel had provided a general overview o f Whitman in the first article 

and concentrated on the poet’s role as prophet and teacher in the second. Dowden

“E nglish  C ritics on W alt W hitm an ,” p .240. M ath ilde’s com m ents w ere ex trac ted  from  “G eorge 
E h o t” (1883), p .210.

“ E nglish  C ritics on W alt W hitm an ,” p .242.
Ibid.,  pp .253-4 .
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extracted no judgement or discussion o f  democracy. Instead, he drew the attention of 

his readers to the latter essay by choosing the following quotation:

“ ...1 think that what delights and arrests one most is the general impression he 
gives o f  nature, strength, health, individuality —  his relish of all life is so keen, 
intense, catholic —  the grasp of his faith is so nervous and tremendous — as he 
says, ‘My feet are tenon’d and mortis’d in granite.’ One of the notes of a man of 
genius is, that through life he remains a child; and there is something eminently 
childlike in Whitman. He is full o f  naif wonder and delight—  each thing, every 
time he looks upon it flashes upon him with a sense o f  eternal freshness and 
surprise; nor is anything to him uncommon or unclean; but an aerial glory, as of 
morning, utterly insensible to vulgar eyes, bathes and suffuses all ... As Mr.

C 0 7

Buchanan has already remarked, he is more prophet than artist.”

When critics had acknowledged Whitman’s diverse and common interests, Dowden 

carefully used these comments to emphasise their spiritual function. There were other 

examples. His friend John Todhunter was the author o f  A Study o f  Shelley, which had 

presented Whitman, along with Shelley and Hugo, as “three great poets of 

Democracy.” Dowden’s extract from the book presented Todhunter’s view of 

Whitman as “the idealist o f  real life, in every common event o f  which his full-blooded 

miagination discerns an underworking spiritual force —  ‘a hope beyond the shadow of 

1 d r e a m . T h e r e  were extracts o f  a similar nature from Standish O ’Grady’s “The 

Poet o f  Joy” and a recent lecture in German delivered by T. W. Rolleston in Dresden.

The most revealing aspect o f  Dowden’s editorial work, however, was the way he 

shifted the emphasis of his own appreciation o f  Whitman. Four-and-a-half lines o f  a 

seventeen line contribution referred to fourteen years o f  sponsorship. “Whitman is 

studied as a representative poet o f  America and modem Democracy,” was the matter-

Ibid.,  pp.247-8. 
*** Ibid.,  p.252.
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of-fact summary of his essay in the Westminster Review  (and the shghtly amended 

reprint in Studies in Literature: 1789-1877). In contrast, he gave a colourful 

description o f  his recent thoughts on the poet’s “nourishing” writing:

In The Academy for November 18, 1882, Professor Dowden reviewed 
Whitman’s Specimen Days and Collect, of  which he says;—  “In the main these 
‘Notes of a Half-Paralytic’ are sweet and sane and nourishing, more perhaps 
than their writer can know. No diary of an invalid is wholesomer reading than 
this; never a groan or a growl, never a word o f  complaint; but every bright hour, 
every breeze o f  health, every delight in flower and bird and stream and star, and 
in the kind o f  voice or hand of a friend, remembered and recorded.” In a review 
of the American edition of Dr. Bucke’s Walt Whitman in The Academy for 
September 8, 1883, Professor Dowden writes:—  “If I were to put it in my own 
way, 1 should say that Whitman’s feeling for the spiritual, as involved in and 
emerging out of what is natural and even material, gives their peculiar quality to 
his writings.

*

Dowden’s interest in Whitman’s “tonic” qualities may be taken as a mark of 

independence from those key Whitmanian ideals he sponsored in the early 1870s. In a 

curious way, the inspirational qualities o f  Whitman’s verse drew the response from 

readers which the poet desired. As a teacher he wanted to inspire rather than influence 

his pupils, a point referred to repeatedly in Leaves o f  Grass. Dowden had recognised 

this facet o f  the Whitmanian “cause” as far back as 1871. He informed the poet in 

correspondence that the impression he made on readers was “as powerful as that of 

any teacher or vates.” '̂̂  ̂ In his critical essay, he claimed that Whitman provided a 

stimulus rather than a model for his pupils. It can be argued, therefore, that Dowden

Ibid., p.247.
Edward D owden to Walt Whitman, September 5, 1871, With WW in Camden,  I: 225.
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was reaching a mature and independent relationship with one of the “gods of his 

Hterary pantheon.”'*’'̂ '

The argument has authority in so far as it encapsulates Whitman’s self

descriptions as a teacher. Whitman, however, by assuming a casual and nonchalant 

attitude to his role as guide, often disguised a strong impulse to influence the socio

political perceptions o f  his readers, European as well as American. He certainly 

wished to inspire his pupils, and he cited his unorthodox method o f  instruction as 

proof o f  this wish, but his expectations were greater. By not assimilating Whitman’s 

“messages” on democracy and nationalism throughout the 1870s and early 1880s, 

Dowden was, in fact, failing the American poet. But first, we need to establish 

Whitman’s role as stimulator rather than model.

Whitman had declared his interest in providing guidance through art in the first 

edition of Leaves o f  Grass in 1855, hardly surprising since he had worked as a 

schoolteacher in the 1840s and considered touring America as a lecturer in the early 

1850s. The self-made teacher in Leaves o f  Grass, however, advocated no official 

ideology or established any institufional authority or privilege. “No friend o f  mine 

takes his ease in my chair,” he insisted in the 1855 version o f  “Song o f  Myself,” I have 

no chair, no church, no philosophy, / I lead no man to a dinner-table, library, 

e x c h a n g e . H e  was more emphatic in “Myself and Mine” in the third edition of 

Leaves o f  Grass in 1860: “I charge that there be no theory or school founded out o f  me 

/ 1 charge you to leave all free, as 1 have left free.”^̂ ^

Reference from W illiam W atson to Edward Dowden, January 8, 1885, Ms. 3150/647, TCD. 
Whitman, The Complete Poems, p .l 18/731.
Ibid., p.266.
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He also wrote in the same poem; “ 1 give nothing as duties, / what others give as 

duties 1 give as living impulses / (Shall 1 give the heart’s action as a duty?).” Those 

living impulses were petitions to readers to travel with him as he “tramped a perpetual 

journey,” to follow him upon a “knoll,” and to stand with him as his left-hand hooked 

them “round the waist” and his right hand pointed to “ landscapes o f  continents and the 

public road.” '̂̂ ‘* It was not his intention to prescribe laws and principles. Instead of 

indoctrination. Whitman aspired to open readers up to a fresh and purposeful 

relationship with the world around them.

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin o f  all poems, 
You shall possess the good o f  the earth and the sun ... there are millions o f  suns 

left,)
You shall no longer take things at second or third hand ... nor look through the 

eyes o f  the dead ... nor feed on the spectres in books.
You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me.
You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself.^*^^

This was the official and more identifiable strand o f  his pedagogical writing. And it 

had its magnetic qualities: an irresistible mixture o f  the carefree flouting of  convention 

and a widely shared pursuit o f  social improvement. It was tuition that promised 

knowledge, self-reliance and Joy, and Leaves o f  Grass delivered it by the pageful, 

most particularly in the editions o f  1855, 1856, 1860 and 1871.

The poem “When I Heard at the Close of Day,” originally number eleven in the 

“Calamus” sequence o f  1860, is a good example. Whitman wakes and rises 

weightlessly from a “bed of perfect health” — “refresh’d, singing, inhaling the ripe 

breath o f  autumn” — to wander alone over the beach, undress and laugh with the

Quotation from “Song o f  M yself” (1855), The Complete Poems, p.732.
Ibid., p .676.
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“cool waters.” His physical well-being is compounded by his excitement at the 

imminent arrival o f  a “dear friend,” a “lover,” and, consequently, his sense of the 

world is charged with happiness:

O then each breath tasted sweeter, and all that day my food nourish’d me more, 
and the beautiful day pass’d well,

And the next came with equal joy, and with the next at evening came my 
friend..

He is both physically and mentally buoyant, and the mood opens him up to the wonder 

o f  the common day. For the reader, a reverse process occurs. The infectiously 

enthusiastic descriptions of “perfect health,” the joyfulness and the revelation o f  the 

wonder o f  the habitual generate sufficient energy for a re-awakening. “You must habit 

yourself to the dazzle o f  the light and o f  every moment o f  your life,” instructs 

Whitman, and the reader steps out with refreshed senses, finding each breath much

597sweeter and each piece o f  food more nourishing.

As previously shown, this was a facet o f  Whitman’s writing upon which 

Dowden had been placing more emphasis in the early 1880s, although he had 

recognised it since first reading Leaves o f  Grass. O ’Grady had also been particularly 

insightful about Whitman’s capacity to provoke this visceral response in his readers. 

“Life is intense to him,” O ’Grady wrote in “The Poet o f  Joy,” “and the fire of 

existence bums brighter and stronger than in other men.”

Thus he does his reader service: he seems out o f  the fulness of his veins to pour 
life into those who read him. He is electric and vitalising. All nature, books.

/ t o / , ,  p. 155. 
Ibid. ,  p.732.
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men, countries, tilings, ciiange in appearance as we read Whitman: they present
598themselves under new aspects and with different faces.

O ’G rady ’s dynamic adjectives —  “electric” and “vitalising” (echoing W hitm an’s 

appropriation o f  developments in electricity to represent energy in the human body in 

“ I S ing the Body Electric”) —  precisely communicated the poe t’s precious gifts.

It must be clear that W hitm an’s “service” to the reader did not amount to a 

superficial gloss on ‘things as they are.’ Because he revitalised the senses and cleared 

the path o f  understanding, he also struck a deeper chord in their spiritual 

consciousness. His call to experience life in its fullest was a function o f  teaching that 

R. W.  Emerson, W hitm an’s philosophical mentor, had also identified:

The whole secret o f  the teacher’s force lies in the conviction that men are 
convertible. And they are. They want awakening. Get the soul out o f  bed, out o f  
her deep habitual sleep, out into G o d ’s universe, to a perception, and hearing o f  
its call, and your vulgar man, your prosy selfish sentimentalist awakes, a god, 
and is conscious o f  force to shake the world.

On the same subject, T. W. Rolleston maintained in a lecture to a German literary 

society in Dresden that Whitman unlocked the “springs o f  reverence, joy  and passion 

that lie contained in our relationship to the facts o f  daily life.”^̂ '* The effect was 

profound and far-reaching. “W e feel ourselves united,” he wrote, “not with dead 

objects, merely subjected to mechanical effects, but with expressions o f  electric 

Being.”

O ’Grady, “The Poet o f  Joy,” p.286.
Emerson, April 20, \ Journals, Selections from  Ralph Waldo Em erson, p. 16 
R olleston, ipt. in IVhilman and R olleston: A C orrespondence.
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We experience the same transfonnation regarding the whole world of 
experience, which takes place if our formal and automatic views become living 
convictions. The contrivance o f  such a relation between the human soul and the 
whole inner and outer world forms the principal feature o f  this poet’s effect 
upon his readers.

Whitman’s descriptive and sensuous catalogues, his highly visual imagery and 

his elemental passion opened up the heady and intoxicating diversity of modem 

American life for the reader. His profound awe for both living and non-living things 

and his sympathy for all aspects of human experience were intellectually stimulating. 

His pride and love were, in a sense, passed onto readers who could find their own 

examples, their own subjects to worship. Each individual would make the journey that 

was most relevant to him or her: “Not 1, not any one else can travel that road for you, / 

You must travel it for yourself,” Whitman informed readers in “Song o f  M yself”*̂^̂ 

This is why Dowden claimed in his essay “The Poet of Democracy: Walt Whitman” 

that Whitman cares far less to establish propositions than to arouse energy and supply 

a stimulus.” In the address to the Cork Literary and Scientific Society, he added that 

the poet “doesn’t want to influence as much as inspire his pupils.” And Rolleston 

believed the same: “Walt Whitman stands as a pioneer, a stimulator to thoughts and 

action, rather, perchance than a model or type.”

This assessment o f  Whitman’s role as a teacher, in fact, poses fundamental 

interpretative problems for readers. The noble qualities o f  faith, acceptance, pride, joy 

and love, which Whitman showed in his critical stand towards life, cannot be accepted 

without also accepting the underpinning political and religious standpoints.

Rolleston, “Walt Whitman Abroad,” Camden Post,  February 13, 1884; qjt. Whitman and Rolleston: 
A Correspondence,.pp. \ 14-5.

Quotation from “Song o f  M y s e l f ’ (1855), The Complete Poems,  p .732.
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Furthermore, Whitman is not as nonchalant as he first appears about his role as a 

guiding influence. He is, as he professes, committed to “ let[ting] down the bars to a 

good lesson / And that to another, and every one to another still,” but his multiform 

s>rnpathies and respect for the divine average do not just demonstrate an inspiring 

love exclusive to him.^°^ His faith, acceptance, pride, joy and love, which allow him to 

bring the reader to a sense o f  the wonder of man and the world around him, are 

fundamental aspects of his democratic theory and practice. The introduction o f  civic 

freedoms and equalities derive their emotional sustenance and philosophical reasoning 

from such attitudes; to find one’s eyes opened by them, therefore, is to participate in a 

religious and democratic creed.

At this point. Whitman’s (and his Irish readers’) concept o f  inspiration crosses 

into influence. To be inspired, or to be vivified and deified so that life’s full 

possibilities are registered with clarity, is also to accept someone else’s powerful 

design. This is a point more subtly communicated by the etymology of the word 

influence. The breath from a divine agency “inspiration” is historically an emanation 

o f  ethereal fluid from the heavens affecting mankind “ influence.” Whitman may think 

he is washing “the gum from your eyes” to deliver you from “contemptible dreams.” 

In reality, he opens your eyes to see through his own.'^°'*

Correspondingly, while Whitman urged readers to travel their own road, he was 

never prepared to let them go too far. This is indicated by the notable shift in the 

middle o f  the following extract:

I am the teacher of athletes.

Quotation from Whitman, “W ho Learns my Lesson Com plete,” The C om plete P oem s, p.414.
Quotation from “Song o f  M y se lf’ (1855), The C om plete P oem s, p .732.
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He that by me spreads a wider breast than my own proves the width of my own, 
He most honors my style who leams under it to destroy the teacher.

I teach straying from me, yet who can stray from me?
I follow you whoever you are from the present hour,
My words itch at your ears till you understand them.'^°^

Furthermore, Whitman repeatedly articulated a desire for future generations to fulfil 

his prophecies. His poetry was an experiment to be advanced by poets who would 

continue to develop a national literature by drawing sustenance from the blossoming 

indigenous life, and who would also “implant” American ideals in future races. 

Whitman thought o f  himself as a “meteor,” a portent (“Year o f  Meteors 1859-60”), 

and it was an image he developed in “Poets to Come,” a poem which made its first 

appearance as one o f  the Chants Democratic series in 1860:

Poets to come! orators, singers, musicians to come!
Not to-day is to justify me and answer what I am for.
But you, a new brood, native, athletic, continental, greater than before known. 
Arouse! for you must justify me.

I myself but write one or two indicative words for the future,
I but advance a moment only to wheel and hurry back in the darkness.

I am a man who, sauntering along without fully stopping, turns a casual look 
upon you and then averts his face.

Leaving it to you to prove and define it,
Expecting the main things from you.*’*’̂

Future American poets would define the “casual look.” For William Carlos Williams, 

Whitman’s successful subversion o f  the dominance o f  the iambic pentameter had only

Ibid., p.733.
Whitman, “Year o f  Meteors (1859-60)”, The Complete Poems, p .267; “Poets to Com e,” ibid., p.48.
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begun his theme. Wilhams wrote, “It is up to us, in a new dialect, to continue it by 

new construction on the syllable.”

Whitman was also expecting “main things” from his readers. His poetry offered 

an ideal portrait o f  the American character as detennined by national and democratic 

movements in America. He wanted to see those values inculcated in the more 

wayward and resistant sections o f  society, such as the class conscious Anglophiles 

who excoriated the poet’s work in the press. Comradeship, for instance, or man’s love 

for man, was an integral facet of the national outlook, representing as it did the 

cornerstone concepts o f  fraternity and equality, and Whitman ennobled the 

relationship and encouraged its sentiment.

Comradeship was but one of the many ideals the poet attempted to inculcate in 

the American people, and “So Long,” the final poem in the 1860 edition which 

contained his Calamus sequence, summed them up:

I have press’d through in my own right,
1 have sung the body and the soul, war and peace have I sung, and the songs of 

life and death.
And the songs of birth, and shown that there are many births.

I announce uncompromising liberty and equality,
I announce the justification o f  candor and the justification o f  pride.

I announce that the identity of these States is a single identity only.

I announce adhesiveness, I say it shall be limitless, unloosen’d.

So I pass, a little time vocal, visible, contrary.

282



Afterward a melodious echo, passionately bent for, (death making me really 
undying,)

The best o f  me then when no longer visible, for toward that 1 have been 
incessantly preparing.

The invisible “best” part o f  Whitman manifested itself in places where timid waders 

“holding a plank by the shore” became “bold swimmers,” where sleepers awoke to see 

that “a leaf o f  grass is no less than the joumeywork o f  the stars” and that the 

“narrowest hinge” in the hand “puts to scorn all machinery.” ®̂* But Whitman 

sponsored more prizes than courage and wonder. The “best” o f  him also manifested 

itself where comrades “hung on the other’s neck,” and where his pupils “mixed 

indiscriminately” with men and women of different “ranks, colors, barbarisms, 

civilisations.”'’'*'̂

in this context, Edward Dowden’s ambivalent attitude to democracy was not so 

much independence as a failure to realise the full import o f  the poet’s instruction. The 

fact that friendly readers in other fledgling democratic countries were also addressed 

by a poet eager to extend the influence of America’s socio-political experiment 

compounds his failure.

By the early 1880s, it was becoming obvious that there was a more visible gulf 

between Whitman’s relevance for Ireland and how far his admirers were prepared to 

take that influence. O ’Grady’s resistance to emerging democratic forces was becoming 

more prominent and would culminate in his angry address to Irish landlords in 1886 in 

Toryism and Tory Democracy. Meanwhile, Dowden’s failure to engage with an

p p .511-13.
Quotations from “Song of  M yse lf’ (1855), The Complete Poems, pp.733, 705-6.
Quotations from Whitman, “What Think You I Take My Pen in Hand?” The Complete Poems, 

p .165; “Salut Au Monde!” ibid., p . 175.
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indigenous culture was shifting towards harder ground. In the 1870s, he had not taken 

example from Whitman to celebrate the country’s social life or foster an indigenous 

subject matter in the work o f  his friends. Now, there was much more than a missed 

opportunity at stake. Dowden would criticise the emerging calls for a national 

movem ent in literature, and his antipathy to nationalist activity carried implicit anti

democratic sentiment.

D ow den’s most public comments on a national literature were made on November 14, 

1883 at a D.U. Historical Society inaugural address on “ Political E d u c a t i o n . T h e  

auditor Jonas W. Studdert had delivered a speech insisting that conservatives should 

not waste energies by hindering inevitable changes in society and politics.*^" histead, 

political science should ensure that people were prepared for change. It was a 

provocative sentiment coming as it did between the end o f  the Land War and the 

introduction o f  the first Home Rule Bill. A national literature, the “creator and 

regenerator o f  popular life and thought,” he told his audience, had its part to play too 

in influencing public opinion. A people could not over-value the importance o f  having 

“men o f  distinguished intellect,” who shared their own traditions and sympathies, 

springing up to give to popular aspirations a “stimulus,” a “tone and colouring” and a 

push in the “right direction.” In Studdert’s opinion, Ireland seemed “destitute” o f  a

Report o f  Inaugural Address o f  the Historical Society in Trinity College, The Daily Express, 
N ovem ber 15, 1883, pp.5-6.

According to the list o f nineteenth century Trinity College graduates, Studdert had received his B.A. 
in 1881.
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national literature. He called on Irish writers to go beyond “simply receiving and 

echoing the thoughts o f  others” and provide a literature that would be a “ faithful 

exponent of our mind in its patriotic, national, and religious aspects.” His appeal for 

literature to serve nationalist politics was strikingly clear.

Dowden rose to commend the auditor for his outspokenness, remarking that 

Studdert was “not one o f  your sensible, temperate, sober, well-judging persons who 

would guide our ideas through the channel of no meaning, between the Scylla and 

Charybdis of Aye and No.” It was over a year since the Trinity College authorities had 

outraged the professor by returning his gift of Leaves o f  Grass, and he was still critical 

o f  constraints placed on intellectual freedom in the university. Referring to the auditor 

again, Dowden continued:

I am glad that he is not a safe man (hear, hear). When a spirit of indolent 
compromise and a spirit o f  disingenuous reserve invades the higher minds 
among the young men at our University, when to maintain one’s belief stoutly 
comes to be looked on as “bad form,” then, instead o f  the springtime of growing 
minds, we shall have here a wintry scene, leafless and fruitless, sterile, frozen, 
and dead {applause).

Dowden, however, was more cautious in his response to Studdert’s call for a 

national literature, a response consistent with his antipathy to Celtic subjects in the 

1870s and Irish political developments. He agreed with Studdert that a “nation” should 

progress beyond material prosperity and “furnish food for all its ideal cravings” 

through science, art, literature and religious belief. He was also attentive to the 

auditor’s demand for an Irish literature, a demand, he remarked, “which might be 

heard in other quarters.” But, he announced emphatically that if the Irish literary 

movement was to consist in “flapping a green banner into the eyes o f  the beholders.
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and upthrusting a pasteboard sun-burst high in mid-air,” he preferred to “stand quietly 

apart” from such a movement. His defiant comments drew applause from the 

assembly.

Dowden’s criticisms o f  the Irish movement partly confirmed the public 

perception of him as an intelligent, broad-minded and respectable academic with a 

maverick streak. More than a decade after his first sponsorship of Whitman, he was 

demonstrating again the strength of his convictions. But the comparison goes no 

further.

To be just to Dowden, he had responded positively to Aubrey de Vere’s The 

Foray o f  Queen Maeve in 1882. His assessment o f  the book in a letter to de Vere 

communicated a genuine excitement with these Celtic figures, not to mention a dash 

o f  romantic lyricism when he articulated a moment o f  self-discovery: “Having 

breathed Irish air so long, they [Celtic poems] seem to melt into me very readily.”

[Deirdre] seems to me one o f  the greatest tragic stories of the world— one of 
those which, like some subjects o f  Greek tragedy, may be handled again and 
again by different poets. ... In all tellings o f  the story I am struck with the 
wonderful characterisation— the heroine is one o f  the most striking figures in 
legend: two other things that impressed me much are, first, the brooding fate 
which is seen afar off, and secondly the wonderful moments in the story, so full 
o f  destiny, or passion, or loveliness— [Dowden gives numerous examples]—  
these and other things will live in my memory from the early pages.

He selected other “thrilling” and “beautiful” mythological characters for praise and, 

though he had a long-standing “vulgar objection” to Cuchulain which he claimed he

E dw ard D ow den to A ubrey de V ere, Septem ber 13, 1882, de V ere L etters, Ms, 13,123 (4), N ational 
L ibrary  o f  Ireland.
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had yet to surmount, he found that in the title poem de Vere had a “subject o f  great 

grandeur.

He wrote in the conclusion o f  his letter to de Vere: “ I find ... in my love o f  

particular poems, I have a strong sexual feeling [‘sexual’ was scribbled out in different 

ink, either by Elizabeth Dowden or her step-daughter when editing D ow den’s Letters], 

A poem which has a heroine o f  interesting or heroic character always wins upon me, 

and M aeve is far less marvellous than Deirdre.”*̂’  ̂ His special references to the 

mythological heroines was consistent with his attraction for female personality, which 

was readily illustrated in his own poetry on classical subjects, but his openness to their 

presence in Celtic poems and stories appeared to signal a shift in sensibility, 

attributed, as he suggested, to contact with Ferguson and de Vere in the 1870s.

In that same letter, however, he confessed he came “to Irish subjects neither as 

an Englishman nor as an Irishman, but as a half-breed.” He had moved beyond “John 

Bull” sentiments to look on Irish subject matter with warmth and generosity when it 

was critically justified, but he was not “green” enough to proselytise on behalf  o f  a 

distinctive national or Celtic character. The association he drew at the Historical 

society between cultural nationalists with figurative “green banners” and “pasteboard 

sun-bursts” and their contemporary supporters o f  Parnell (quoted earlier) further 

revealed his distrust o f  their politics.

He disguised his prejudice by indicating that his literary sensibilities were 

outraged by the aggressive and deliberate manner in which the literary movement 

sought to whip up a national spirit. In a speech, which would be quoted near verbatim

Edward Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, September 13, 1882, de Vere Letters, Ms. 13,123 (4), National 
Library of Ireland; ipt. Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p. 185.
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in the introduction to his New Studies in Literature and rolled out during the literary 

controversy o f  1895, Dowden confessed that he had no ambitions to “intensify his 

intellectual or spiritual brogue.” He pointed out, “If national character be really strong 

and vivid, it will show itself, although we do not strive to be national with malice 

prepense.”

Had Dowden really forgotten about Whitman when he had spoken these lines? 

The disparity between America’s unique physical, biological and socio-cultural forms 

and the pale Anglo-centric verse popular there in the mid-nineteenth century is so 

large that Whitman’s robust entry can seem as if he were an indigenous organism 

forced up out of the soil by local pressure and necessity. But this attributes the 

pressure to some vague source and neglects to acknowledge the programmatic nature 

o f  Whitman’s cultural enterprise. The poet responded to the need for a national 

literature by applying pressure to generate an appropriate fomi, just as John L. 

O ’Sullivan and Samuel D. Langtree, founders o f  the Democratic Review, had been 

doing since the late 1830s.^'^

Whitman’s cultural politics were prevalent throughout his poetry and prose in 

self-conscious declarations o f  intent. While drafting the first poems for Leaves o f  

Grass, Whitman was formulating policy in his notebooks. One o f  the more humorous 

and extraordinary notes is a reminder to get from a Mr. Arkhurst a list o f  American 

insects. “Just simply enumerate them with their sizes, colours, habits, lives, shortness 

or length of life - what they feed upon,” he w r o t e . D o w d e n  did not require 

information on Whitman’s extensive preparations to comprehend the self-

Allen, The S o lita iy  Singer, p. 128.
'’'^Whitman, N otebooks and U npublished P rose M anuscripts, vol. 1: 287.
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consciousness o f  the literary undertaking. The poet had repeatedly drawn readers’ 

at:ention to his programme through repetitive declarations, demands and manifestos. 

Take, for instance, the overture “Starting from Paumanok,” formerly entitled “ Proto- 

L e a f ’:

... Solitary, singing in the West, I strike up for a New World ...

1 will make a song for these States that no one State may under any 
circumstances be subjected to another State,

And I will make a song that there shall be comity by day and by night between 
all the States, and between any two o f  th e m ...

I will sing the song o f  companionship,
I will show what alone must finally compact these,
I believe these are to found their own ideal o f  manly love, indicating it in m e,.. .

Democracy! Near at hand to you a throat is now inflating itself and joyfully 
singing.

Ma femme! For the brood beyond us and o f  us.
For those who belong here and those to come,
1 exultant to be ready for them will now shake out carols stronger and haughtier 

than have ever yet been heard upon ea rth . ..

... A world primal again, vistas o f  glory incessant and branching,
A new race dominating previous ones and grander far, with new contests.
New politics, new literatures and religions, new inventions and arts.

These, my voice announcing —  I will sleep no more but arise ,. .

Ironically, Standish O ’Grady considered this facet o f  W hitm an’s literary manner a 

weakness. “There seems in Whitman this detraction from his genius,” he wrote in the 

essay “Poet o f  Joy,” “that he works after ideals and models in a conscious manner.” 

“His notions on the subject are singularly profound and just, but one is prejudiced 

slightly against poetry which may be the result o f  effort, and the striving after a

Whitman, The C om plete Poem s, pp.50-63.

289



preconceived i d e a l . D o w d e n ,  by contrast, gave no such censure. “ ...[T]hese are the 

poems which naturally arise when a man o f  imaginative genius stands face to face 

with a great democratic world, as yet but half-fashioned, such as society is in the 

United States of the present day,” he had argued in his Westminster Review  

publication.'’'*̂

Nor did Dowden have any serious quarrel with Whitman’s self-advertisements. 

He interpreted the brag and bluster as part o f  an insouciant and charismatic Yankee 

package. “In his self-assertion there is a manner o f  powerful nonchalantness which is 

not assumed,” Dowden explained. “He does not peep timidly from behind his works 

to glean our suffrages, but seems to say, ‘Take me or leave me, here I am, a solid and 

not an inconsiderable fact of the universe.” ’ Dowden, o f  course, would not have 

known that Whitman had contributed anonymous self-reviews to American 

periodicals to influence public taste for his own work.

In his speech to the Historical Society, Dowden expressed a wish for an Irish 

literature, but one “with a difference.” He suggested that true Irish patriotism might 

involve correcting some o f  the “defects o f  the Irish intellect” by working against 

rhetoric, false imagery, “green tinsel” and poor craftsmanship in verse.

We cannot create a school of Irish men o f  genius —  poets are bom, not made — 
but what we can do is this —  we can try to win for Ireland the credit of 
possessing a school of honest and skilled craftsmen in literature. Out o f  this 
school of craftsmen now and again a man of genius will arise strong and sane, 
because he has sprung from a race o f  intelligent and patient workmen, and 
because he feels their influence surrounding him.

O ’Grady, “The Poet o f Joy,” p.281.
Edward Dowden, “The Poetry o f Democracy: W ah W hitman,” p .37.
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What was clear was his reluctance to accept that a genius could arise from an 

Irish school preoccupied with Irish themes, once given an environment o f  high literary 

practice and expectation. The national demands were explicit; so his challenge was 

vehement. Hence his characteristic blend o f  witty and contemptuous references to 

nationalists with their “ flapping green banners,” “pasteboard sunbursts,” “ intellectual 

and spiritual brogue,” “green tinsel,” “shamrock in button-holes” and “mouths filled 

with the glories o f  Brian the B r a v e . D o w d e n ’s inclination to ignore or rationalise 

W hitm an’s unorthodox or “defective” poetic craftsmanship made this point another 

striking hypocrisy.

Even if  Dowden had more o f  the “ instincts o f  nationality” himself, he might 

have censured W hitm an’s programmatic mindset and arrogant flag-waving. That he 

could justify on this occasion the very “defects” he found in the Irish movement was a 

remarkable illustration o f  how political and cultural prejudice had influenced his 

attitude.

These political nationalist forces were implicated in another criticism. Dowden 

excoriated what he interpreted as bigotry and provincialism in certain quarters o f  the 

movement. He warned against the “ folly” o f  thinking that the country could strengthen 

its literary position by “ living exclusively in [its] own ideas” and by showing itself 

“ inhospitable to the best ideas o f  other lands.”

‘W e must boycott everything English,’ said a well-known patriot recently, 
‘English intellect, English ideas, we want none o f  them .’ But, as a fact, every 
great literary movement is bom  from the wedlock o f  two nations. So the great 
Elizabethan literature sprang from the love-making o f  England with Italy, the

Report o f Inaugural Address o f the Trinity College Historical Society, The Daily Express, Novem ber 
15, 1883, pp.5-6.
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literature o f  the nineteenth century from the enthusiastic sympathy o f  Young 
Ireland with the French Revolution.

If Irish writers wanted to do genuinely patriotic work, Dowden instructed, they should 

bring into the country the best ideas from “France, Spain, Germany, England, America 

... although the word Ireland may not be for ever shrilling on [their] lips.” This 

indicates that Dowden overlooked the influence o f  Whitman in the work of O ’Grady 

in the early 1880s.

Furthermore, he ignored Whitman’s belief that America would succeed in 

achieving cultural distinctiveness and independence by living in its own ideas. 

Whitman’s aspirations for America and a national literature involved a dismissive 

attitude towards foreign models and influence. They were “fittest” for their days, he 

maintained, but America offered a different geographical and socio-cultural 

environment and required different expressions. Whitman further indicated his 

conviction that foreign models were inappropriate by consistently associating Europe 

—  the Old World —  with the “Past.” The New World did not just mean a new ‘space’ 

but a new ‘time.’ So while the poet was adamant that America did not repel the past, 

but accepted its lessons with “calmness,” he was insistent that the country should 

forge ahead to produce newer and more appropriate indigenous forms.

But what o f  Dowden’s conviction that true literary movements were generated 

by the “marriage” o f  cultures? Was his acceptance o f  Whitman’s position a 

contradiction? No doubt, Dowden would have argued that the Republican values of 

the American Declaration o f  Independence came back to Whitman refined and

Whitman, Preface to Leaves of G rass  (1855), The C om plete P oem s, p.741.
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charged by the French Revohition. But the issue here, given his criticisms o f  the Irish 

movement, was W hitm an’s attitude  to the Old World models and D ow den’s casual 

acceptance o f  it.

Perhaps i f  Dowden had more o f  an ‘Irish’ sensibility, he might have gone further 

and seized upon W hitm an’s extraordinary energy and ambition to boost the engines o f  

a literary revival. Or, if  his poetic sensibilities were offended by W hitm an’s bombastic 

approach, he might have singled out for examination the poetic realisations o f  a 

national identity in W hitm an’s poetry and prose. It would have been a practical 

application o f  his ‘cultural marriage’ theory. He made no such self-conscious moves. 

His previous acceptance o f  W hitm an’s approach, along with his dismissal o f  those 

Irishmen who were soon to embark on a national literature, compounded the striking 

contradiction.

Dowden’s response to the emergence o f  national and democratic forces marked 

a failure to internalise another o f  W hitm an’s basic messages, and equally one o f  his 

most unsettling and troublesome messages —  to conduct a self-examination and move 

beyond the conventional codes o f  society. “The whole past theory o f  your life and all 

conformity to the lives around you would have to be abandon’d,” W hitman had 

demanded.'’̂ ' This involved a rejection o f  domestic comforts: “You must not stay 

sleeping and dallying there in the house, though you built it, or though it has been built 

for you.” He prepared “disciples” for the worst in “Song o f  the Open Road:” “ I do not 

offer the old smooth prizes, but offer rough new prizes / . . . /  You shall not heap up 

what is call’d riches / . . . /  You shall be treated to the ironical smiles and mockings o f

Whitman, The C om plete Poem s, p. 149.
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those who remain behind you.” Dowden’s self-examination proved academic; his 

exhortations to other readers to undergo the same self-confrontation now rang hollow.

The contradiction was not lost on members o f  the Irish literary movement who 

were gathering around the old Fenian leader John O ’Leary in the Contemporary Club 

in Dublin in 1885. T. W. Rolleston became active in the formation o f  the movement, 

as did W. B. Yeats. They felt the maverick champion o f  Whitman had become a 

perpetrator of that very narrow-minded hostility to experimental literature that he had 

once crusaded against. They found themselves abandoned by the man they thought 

most likely to encourage and support their national ambitions.

*

T. W. Rolleston’s departure from Dowden’s prejudicial cosmopolitanism was one of 

the more conspicuous o f  student defections in the mid-1880s. Dowden had been 

responsible for stimulating Rolleston’s interest in Whitman while he was a student of 

English and German from 1874-78. But up to the early 1880s, Rolleston’s 

contributions to the Whitman “cause” were scarcely visible. He did not publish any 

magazine criticisms on Whitman in the 1870s and his enthusiasm was expressed 

primarily in a poem in Trinity College’s Kottahos and in conversations with his 

college professor. The late 1870s brought a change. After graduating from university, 

Rolleston married Edith de Burgh in 1879. His degree in English and German opened 

up a possibility for the couple to move to Germany, which they did from 1879 to 

1883, living in Wiesbaden and Dresden.
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No doubt, Dowden had encouraged the young scholar to make connections 

between his love o f  Wordsworth, his academic work on Gemian literature and Leaves 

o f  Grass, especially since Dowden himself was emphasising the spiritual dimension of 

the book in the late 1870s. Rolleston’s time in Germany led him to reinforce these 

connections. He studied Leaves o f  Grass from a German perspective and examined 

how Gennan philosophy influenced Whitman’s treatment o f  spiritual subjects. Like 

Dowden, he became enraptured by Whitman’s transcendentalism: the poet’s Idealism, 

his vision of the “whole,” was a necessary and “might allay” in resisting a “purely 

mechanistic conception o f  the universe.” Rolleston was bringing American 

transcendentalism back to its roots in German philosophy. He fonnulated a critical 

context for an examination o f  Leaves o f  Grass and marked himself out as a new, 

innovative and influential sponsor o f  the poet. He also began a decade long 

correspondence with Whitman.

On his journeys back to Ireland in the early 1880s, Rolleston visited Edward 

Dowden in Winstead, Temple Road, and they shared their appreciation for the 

spiritual aspects o f  Leaves o f  Grass and discussed its likeness to Wordsworth’s verse. 

On one occasion in February 1881, Rolleston had met Standish O ’Grady at Dowden’s 

house. Although he had heard much o f  O ’Grady, this was his first time to meet him. In 

a letter to Whitman, he described his new acquaintance as a “barrister who drifted into 

authorship.” “[He] has written part o f  a History o f  Ireland,” he informed Whitman, 

“collecting, translating, piecing together, Homeric fashion, old bardic lays preserved 

from pagan times, o f  Irish heroes and gods.”^̂  ̂ Rolleston met O ’Grady many times

Rolleston to Whitman, June 4, 1881, Whitman an d  R olleston: A C orrespondence, pp.30-34.
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that spring and a bond developed between them. On March 24, they arranged with 

Dowden and two others to go hiking on the Wicklow Mountains. Dowden and the 

others failed to turn up at the meeting place and so O ’Grady and Rolleston went o ff  

together and had “a splendid day o f  it.” “1 never met anyone, I think, whose mind 

answered so well to mine,” he continued in his letter to Whitman. “We had been 

travelling on parallel roads o f  thought for some time —  now we travelled together ... 1 

love many persons, but him with that nearest, most contented love ... (I found out 

shortly that he was a lover and disciple o f  yours, and we talked much o f  you.)”

Their symbolic departure from Dowden was beginning, but it was at a more 

advanced stage for O ’Grady than it was for Rolleston, as illustrated by the poem 

Rolleston wrote (in the manner o f  Whitman) to mark the occasion. While he identified 

O ’Grady as the “bard o f  Oscar,” the “ friend o f  outcasts, the divine Cuculain” and “the 

nourisher o f  this land with the stalwart life, the blood o f  her heroes dead,” he 

identified h im self  as a “dreamer o f  dreams, dilletante poet and scholar.” Rolleston was 

undoubtedly registering his affection for O ’Grady’s programme, but there was no 

explicit role for h im self  as yet. Instead, the poem traded in the stock phrases o f  

transcendental expression:

Keen and clear, a flood o f  light, the March-wind blows upon the W icklow hills;
Blows from over the blue Channel, making the white waves leap at the 

sandbank.
Sings aloft by the granite crags, the tossing heather, the miles o f  moor.

On thee we soared upborne, on paths the eagles never knew.
Far and wide the horizon fled before our gaze.
Clearly, one instant, the Real World sprang into view, and vanished like a dream 

again—
And again the same hills and rocks, again the Sky, again the blue Channel with 

white leaves leaping;
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But now, O Sea and Sky and impassive earth, your secret is told, you can mock 
us no longer;

Silent and mystic Nature! For once you have unmasked to us.

And ever as we went, there hover’d near us another spirit, sometimes unseen, 
oftener between us, holding a hand o f  each,

For the power of the mountains was on us that day, and the power of the Sea, 
and of Walt Whitman, poet o f  comrades..

For the next few years Rolleston’s literary preoccupations were efforts to 

consolidate the Whitman-German connection. He was confident that the creative 

affiliation between Leaves o f  Grass, transcendentalism and German philosophers 

would stimulate the minds and nourish the souls of predisposed Germans. “As a 

nation, high and low, they have intelligence,” he informed Whitman, “and what is 

more, spirituality, — life is not measured by its value in £. s. Furthemiore, he

felt that the country needed Whitman; delighted Germans were misguided in believing 

that the “dry bones” they received in art, science and psychology led to an active 

spiritual existence. To that end, he began translating Leaves o f  Grass into German. It 

was a project, he informed Whitman in September 1881, which would be “most 

successful” and “ largely understood.

Whitman gave enthusiastic support to the translation because it reinforced his 

intention to salute the world, as he does in “Salut Au Monde.” (Also because a 

previous project co-ordinated by Gennan writer Ferdinand Freiligrath had been 

u n s u c c e s s f u l . F o r  Whitman, such translations contributed to the “solidarity o f  the 

races.” “I think so much o f  the intemationality element (sentiment) which I have

T. W. Rolleston to Whitman, June 4, 1881, Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence, pp.30-34.
T. W, Rolleston to W alt Whitman, June 4, 1881, Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence p.31.
Ibid., September 17, 1881, p .39.
Allen, The Solitary Singer, p .430.
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intended as one of the leading fibres o f  my book,” the poet informed Rolleston on 

December 22, 1881.*̂ ^  ̂ Two days previously. Whitman made a similar comment to 

John Fitzgerald Lee, another Irishman and college friend o f  Rolleston’s, who had 

requested Whitman’s permission to translate Leaves o f  Grass into Russian. Whitman 

gave Lee the same encouragement and provided a possible preface;

And as my dearest dream is for an intemationality o f  poems and poets binding 
the lands o f  the earth closer than all the treaties or diplomacy - As the purpose 
beneath the rest in my book is such hearty comradeship for individuals to begin 
w'ith, and for all the Nations o f  the earth as a result - how happy indeed I shall be 
to get the hearing and emotional contact of the great Russian peoples.'’̂ *

Lee would never complete the project. Rolleston, however, had translations 

ready by February 1882, the month Trinity College had suppressed the sixth edition of 

Leaves o f  Grass. While he had the selection completed by September 1884, he found 

it difficult to get the translations published. He offered the book to four publishers, 

agreeing to pay all expenses (his father had offered to defray the costs), but all refused 

to take it up. He had included a copy o f  Freiligrath’s preface to previous German 

translations to secure a more favourable hearing for the book, and had even delivered 

a lecture in Dresden in 1883 to generate an audience for it.^^  ̂ “I am told there would 

be difficulties with the police, who in Germany exercise a most despotic power,” he 

informed Whitman. Other publishers he thought of trying were “rogues,” and others 

again were dependent on court or official patronage and “wouldn’t touch it with the

W alt Whitman to T, W. Rolleston, Whitman, Correspondence III (1876-1885).
W alt Whitman to John F. Lee, ibid.
“There is, however, something in W alt W hitm an’s work which should gain for him a special esteem 

in Germany,” Rolleston told his audience, “he is, perhaps, the greatest poetical representative o f 
German philosophy,” See Rolleston (with H. B. Cotterill), Ueher Wordsworth und Walt Whitman 
(Dresden, 1883).
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end o f  a p o k e r . T h e  book was eventually published by J. Schabelitz, a publisher 

from Zurich, in 1889.

By the autumn o f  1884, Rolleston had returned to Ireland and, within the next 

year, by editing the D ublin University Review, he had established for h im self  a 

position as populariser o f  “nationalist thought amongst the upper classes in 

Ireland.”'’̂ ' Perhaps his first and most explicit dissatisfaction with D ow den’s attitude 

to an indigenous literature was his publication o f  W. B. Yeats’s assessment o f  Samuel 

Ferguson in the November 1886 issue, three months after the death o f  the Ulster-born 

antiquarian. The essay was also to launch Yeats’s dissatisfaction with the Trinity 

College professor.

Yeats’s appearance in the D ublin University Review  was fitting, since he wished 

to check rcccnt attempts by J. P. Mahaffy and Margaret Stokes to underscore 

Ferguson’s loyalty to the British crown. “The author o f  these poems is the greatest 

poet Ireland has produced, because the most central and most Celtic,” Yeats declared. 

“W hatever the future may bring forth in the way o f  a truly national literature —  and 

now that the race is so large, so widely spread, and so conscious o f  its unity, the years 

are ripe —  will find its morning in these three volumes o f  one who was made by the 

purifying flame o f  National sentiment the one man o f  his time who wrote heroic 

poetry.”

Yeats captured the narrative vigour o f  the bardic poems by quoting rolling 

extracts from “The Abdication o f  Fergus,” “Deirdre,” and “Conary.” His mode o f  

criticism was to communicate his rapture with the dramatic shifts in the poems and

T. W. Rolleston to Walt Whitman, September 9, 1884; With W W in Camden, I: 18-19.
Whitman, Correspondence, vol. IV (1886-1889): 31.
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with the emotional nuances that unfolded between characters as a result. These 

included Setanta valiantly resolving to stand guard “by day and by night” outside the 

smithy as recompense for slaying the hound o f  Cullan; and expressions of tenderness 

between a sad Deirdre and the son o f  Fergus, her doomed protector, as they ride across 

the countryside, one weary from wandering and the other on the threshold of life.

Yeats was moved by the honour, affection, intrigue and mystery that lay at the 

heart of these bardic tales. He was priming the “noble sorrows and noble joys” to give 

the world a “great utterance,” as he would put it later. He was also marshalling 

Ferguson’s bardic poems to shape national character. By elevating passion and 

conviction, they could preserve Irishmen and women from “tepid emotions and many 

aims”; these he excoriated as the “ leprosy o f  the modern” in “high companionships.” 

While Yeats’s “high companionships” suggested a Whitmanian belief in 

“comradeship,” there did not seem to be the democratic idealism that lay behind 

O ’Grady’s representation of the same heroic stories in the late 1870s.

Besides, by 1886, the date o f  O ’Grady’s next angry address to Irish landlords in 

Toryism and Tory Democracy, it was clear that O ’Grady’s heroic stories were more 

focused on developing the patriotism of landlords. The “high” comradeship he 

inculcated in his colleagues was to be a form o f  benign authority over the peasantry. 

Between 1882 and 1886, the Land War had quietened but the growth in popularity of
I
I the National League and, subsequently, the Irish Parliamentary Party made it clear that

political difficulties were looming for the ascendancy class. In 1885-1886 there were 

alarming new developments in Westminster such as the extension of the Franchise, 

the election of a Liberal government (on the strength o f  Irish Parliamentary support) 

and the introduction o f  a Home Rule Bill for Ireland. Radical land policies and
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national self-government now seemed inevitable from the partnership between 

Gladstone and P a r n e l l . O ’Grady interpreted the events as the death knell for the 

landlord class in Ireland.

He pummelled the landlords with criticism again for their dereliction o f  duty and 

irresponsible squandering o f  rent in the pursuit o f  leisure, provocatively informing 

them that there would never be “within the cycle o f  recorded things, an aristocracy so 

rotten in its seeming strength, so recreant, resourceless, and stupid in the day o f  trial, 

so degenerate, out-worn, and effete.” “You have outlived your day,” he told them.^^^ 

But he also believed that the “dark, waste, mutinous proletariate” had in it “the old 

heroic stuff, the old loyalty, obedience, and love which our ancestors, in the ages 

called dark, knew how to evoke.” He declared that it was not confiscation that, “ in the 

depths o f  its being,” the “ fierce democracy” craved. Consequently, he goaded the 

landlords o f  Ireland, and particularly an Individual, to develop the qualities o f  

previous Celtic and Hibemo-Norman aristocrats.'^^''

For the absentee landlords, this involved returning to the estates “ in person” 

where their “ fathers’ dust mingles with its mother-earth.” The landlord was expected 

to look after the men as “m en” and not as “machinery.” Labourers were to receive fair 

pay, their housing and medical needs were to be provided for and they were to be

O ’Grady dedicated Tojyism  an d  Toiy D em ocracy  to Lord Randolph Churchill, w hom  he admired for 
a prescient grasp o f  imminent socio-political transformations and for attempting to reform the Tory 
Party. The book was clearly written as an encouragement to Lord Randolph and as a wake-up call to 
those members o f  Parliament who frustrated or ignored Churchill’s popularising B ills, one o f  which was 
designed to give leasehold tenants the right to purchase the fee sim ple o f  the ground on which their 
hom es stood. Part III o f  Toryism an d  Tory D em ocracy  was an address to the Landlords o f  Ireland.

O ’Grady, Toiyism an d  Toiy D em ocracy, p.213.
Ibid., p. 199. His address “To an Individual” (part III) placed his hopes for the future on the 

shoulders o f  one figure, an equivalent o f  W. B. Y eats’s ideal type in “The Fisherman” (who was also 
born out o f  a disenchantment with socio-political realities).
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inured to “habits o f  cleanliness,” “smartness and tidiness in dress.” Like an old feudal 

aristocrat, the landlord was encouraged to avoid exclusiveness by making contact with 

his men. His daily interactions with them were not to be motivated by self-interest 

either, but guided by kindness and justice. Physical force or punishment was 

discouraged. In short, the goal for the landlord was to win the honour and respect o f  

the workers and to inspire a personal a f f e c t i o n . “You will find deeply implanted in 

human nature this love o f  orderly harmonious movement, unity in multiplicity, general 

hamionious submission to central guiding will,” he told an imaginary “ Individual” in 

part t h r e e . T h o u g h  he was sounding a death knell for the gentry, he was, 

paradoxically, providing for their longer-tenn preservation as working aristocrats.

The heroic literature and history was to be their guide and spur. O ’Grady 

concluded with a passionate plea to the ideal Individual to fashion “us anew after 

some human and heroic p a t t e r n . I n  his subsequent mythological and Elizabethan 

stories, O ’Grady emphasised the importance o f  historical knowledge and poetry as a 

formative influence on the patriotism o f  youth. “ It is reported,” remarked an old man 

to Finn in O ’Grady’s Finn and his Com panions, “that no one understands or loves 

poetry better than thyself, and I know that no youth can be enrolled amongst thy Fians

Toryism and Toiy D em ocracy, pp.256-8 , p .272.
“ '’ /Wr/., p p .259-261 ,p .272 ,

O ’Grady at this stage can be characterised by D ow den’s amended description “democratic- 
aristocrat,” a defender o f  the old social order but with an em phasis on humane relationships with the 
peasantry.

His entreaty to the Individual had a Whitmanian touch: “This book o f  mine you, once embarked in 
your career, once you have w ell taken your business by the throat, w ill forget and ignore. I mean it as 
nothing but the initial impulse. I but sound this in your ears, ‘Awake, sleeper!’ W ell awake, the situation 
itself w ill teach you better than any man, certainly better than any man like m e.” Like L eaves o f  Grass, 
it was an incitement to action. The Whitmanian self-deprecation and deferral o f  responsibility to future 
generations had an ironic em ploym ent here, however, since the social structures summoned by the two 
men were antagonistic. The “strong hands” approach o f  Bishop Berkeley and Thomas Carlyle was the 
stronger influence on O ’Grady.
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unless he can make a good poem.” Finn replied: “ I m yself made that law for many 

good reasons, and chiefly for this, that youths who love poetry are more readily 

inflamed to the performance o f  great deeds, are more obedient to their captains, and 

hold their banner and their battalion in greater esteem.

W. B. Yeats’s essay on Ferguson shared O ’Grady’s renewed belief  in the power 

o f  a national literature. As Yeatsian scholars comm only identify, the criticism was the 

twenty-one year old Yeats’s “ first major statement” o f  his literary philosophy.”'’'̂  ̂ In 

his own poetry, he had decided to celebrate “ fatherland and song” —  two “ linked and 

arduous thoughts” that stimulated the “greatest o f  the earth.” In his desire to make 

literature out o f  national history and legend, Ferguson was his precursor. Edward 

Dowden (whom Yeats addressed as Professor Dowden as a way o f  criticising both the 

man and his position in Trinity College) was already being cast as the adversary in the 

article. First, there was the issue o f  Dowden’s neglect o f  Ferguson: “Professor 

Dowden, would not only have more consulted the interests o f  his country,” Yeats 

wrote, “but more also, in the long run, his own dignity and reputation, which are dear 

to all Irishmen, i f  he had devoted some o f  those elaborate pages [spent on George 

Eliot] to a man like the subject o f  this article.” Yeats’s message to Dowden was clear:

O ’Grady, Finn and His Companions (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1892), p. 112. In O’Grady’s The 
Bog o f  Stars, a collection o f Elizabethan tales, the Irish drummer Raymond, “son o f  Raymond, son o f  
Pierce son of, & c., & c” would do a “great deed” because he “knew his genealogical line by heart.” See 
The Bog o f  Stars (London: T. Fisher Unwin; Dublin: Sealy, Bryers & Walker; New York: P. J. 
Kennedy, 1893), p. 15. Again in Uhick the Ready a little boy whom Ulrick visits is inspired by history. 
“And why must I have only a sword o f  timber, now that there is a war?” the boy asks his mother. “I will 
ask [Ulrick] to knight me the next time I see him; 1 will, mother, Cuculain was knighted at seven.” See 
Uhick the Ready (London: Dow'ney & Co., 1896), p .128. In the All-Ireland Review  on March 29, 1902, 
O ’Grady mentioned how the Danish minister was asked how the Danes came to be such great 
agriculturalists and butter-makers. The minister replied: “We teach them the Sagas” (p.52).

John P. Frayne, ed., W. B. Yeats: Uncollected Prose, vol. 1: 87-88.
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for decades he had the materials to enhance a needful friend’s reputation and stimulate 

a revival o f  Celtic poetry.

Since arriving back from London in 1881 to take up residency in Howth, W. B. 

Yeats had been taking the train with his father John B. Yeats to D ow den’s house on 

Temple Road. Dowden shared John B. Yeats’s interest in the young poe t’s burgeoning 

talent and accepted manuscripts for criticism.^"" W. B. Yeats may also have read 

D ow den’s influential criticism o f  an emerging national literary movement in 

newspaper reports back in 1883. He was certain to have encountered D ow den’s 

thoughts on the subject during visits to the house. In his essay on Ferguson, therefore, 

he advanced a further criticism o f  Dow den’s Anglo-centrism. “ If Sir Samuel Ferguson 

had written to the glory o f  that, from a moral point o f  view, more than dubious 

achievement, British civilisation,” he wrote, “the critics, probably including Professor 

Dowden, would have taken care o f  his reputation.” “The most cultivated o f  Irish 

readers,” he continued, “are only anxious to be academic and to be servile to English 

notions.” D ow den’s involvement in Irish Loyal and Patriotic Union gave a political 

spin to the Trinity professor’s literary unionism. D ow den’s politics also gave Yeats’s 

attack an added impetus.

By the end o f  the essay, Yeats had marked his opposition to Dowden. “I do not 

appeal to the professorial classes,” he announced, “who, in Ireland, at least, appear at 

no time to have thoughts o f  the affairs o f  their country till they first feared for their 

emoluments —  nor do I appeal to the shoddy society o f  ‘W est Britonism.’” Instead,

O n one occasion in 1884, John B. Y eats w rote to D ow den asking tiirn to return  a m anuscrip t o f  a 
p lay  as “W illie ’s” tra in  ticket had exp ired  and he could  not m ake it into tow n to co llect it. John B. Y eats 
to  E dw ard D ow den, M s. 30, 335, N ational L ibrary  o f  Ireland.
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Yeats claimed that he was turning to those like O ’Grady and patriotic readers, who 

were inspired by heroic poetry to enact “heroic deeds.”

Whitman was aware o f  these literary battles, albeit remotely, as Rolleston sent 

the poet a copy o f  the November 1886 issue o f  the Dublin University Review. The 

national ethos o f  the magazine would certainly have appealed to him, but he paid 

particular attention to Yeats’s article, as many o f  his underscorings and markings 

testify. Although there were no references to Whitman in the essay, Yeats’s 

description o f  Ferguson certainly provided the American poet with a self-image. Both 

were national bards, given to expressing a racial character. Both wrote a vigorous 

poetry that opposed “fonns o f  fancy” and “verbal felicity.” To use Yeats’s expression, 

they were mighty heathens seeking after “breadth and golden severity, knowing well 

that the merely pretty is contraband o f  art.” Both were also neglected, and Yeats’s 

sympathetic treatment o f  Ferguson must have touched Whitman deeply. “It has not 

paid to praise things Irish, or write on Irish subjects,” Yeats had written, “[The poet 

who has] gone on remaining true to himself and his country, singing for those who 

cannot reward him with wealth or fame, who cannot even understand what he loves 

most in his work” is not served well by his countrymen or c r i t i c s . A c c o r d i n g  to 

Yeats, the end result of this neglect for a writer was debilitation. “Heaven and earth 

have not seen the man who could go on producing great work without a sensitive and 

exacting audience,” he remarked. Referring specifically to Ferguson, he concluded: 

“The greatest o f  his faculties were killed long ago by indifference.

W. B, Yeats, “The Poetry o f  Sir Samuel Ferguson”, Uncollected Prose,  vol. 1: 88. 
Ibid.
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It is ironic that Whitman, a beneficiary o f  D ow den’s defences, should have 

found him self responding to an essay that had cast the professor as an antagonist. 

Whitman did not underscore any reference to Dowden, nor did he mention the essay to 

him in correspondence (or to Rolleston for that matter). Nonetheless, in March 1889, 

three years later, he subtly identified the conflict between Yeats and D ow den’s 

academic establishment. While “mousing among his papers,” W hitman had unearthed 

the magazine (“badly trodden over”) and drew Traubel’s attention to the Ferguson 

essay. “ Do you take any interest in Irish poetry?” he asked Traubel. “1 probably would 

if  I had the chance,” came the reply. W hitman smiled. “Anyway, that essay is very fine 

... 1 want you to read it carefully: you’ll enter profoundly into its import.” He 

concluded: “anything which tends to keep art, books, writing, poetry, pictures, music, 

on the level where tlie people are, without untoward decoration, without haughty 

academic reserves, has your assent as mine, I know.”*''''*

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, March 15, 1889,  With W W  in C am den  IV: 3 4 7 -9 .
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Conclusion

“On Friday night I had an odd dream,” Dowden wrote to Ehzabeth D. West in 

N ovem ber 1886.

After various incantations a magician announced to me that my death would 
take place in Florence in June or July, I forget which, 1895. If 1 had a choice o f  
going at that date to Egypt or Florence, 1 was to choose Egypt, but 1 felt that to 
make such a choice would be impossible. It caused me no disturbance o f  spirit 
in m y dream to hate my fear; I felt then, as I do now, that in the deepest 
essentials, life has been for me no cheat or failure.*’"'̂

D ow den’s dream has an irresistible mixture o f  irony and prophecy. November 1886 

was the month in which W. B. Yeats published his article on Samuel Ferguson’s 

loyalty to “ fatherland and song” and made his first major statement on his own 

comm itm ent to a national literature. The event also marked the beginning o f  his 

campaign against members o f  the Irish professorial classes, such as Edward Dowden, 

who preferred the “shoddy society o f  ‘West Britonism’” to the literature and history o f  

their own land. The presence o f  a magician fore-telling his demise was also a strange 

coincidence given that a number o f  revivalists were developing an interest in 

theosophy and magic. Not only was Yeats a m em ber o f  the Dublin Theosophical 

Society in 1886, but he was also conducting his first seances, inspired by D ow den’s 

descriptions o f  Shelley’s attempts to evoke the devil in Eton.

What is most prophetic, though, is that in 1895 the cosmopolitan Dowden did 

meet a death o f  sorts when he conflicted with Yeats, Rolleston and O ’Grady on the 

subject o f  an Irish national literature. It firmly placed him as an antagonist o f  a literary

Edward Dowden to Elizabeth D. West, November 14. 1886, Fragments from  Old Letters, I: 183.
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movement that succeeded in commanding the ear of the London and Dublin Hterary 

world and, as a result, his influence as a distinguished critic began to wane in his 

country. As part of an institution which looked to classical antiquity for cultural 

significance and to continental literature for artistic merit, Dowden was destined to 

die, not a “lonely Irishman” as nationalist Ernest Boyd led his readers to believe, but 

as an isolated one in a “Florence” of the mind without sense o f  “cheat or failure,” just 

as his dream prophesied. But, as Rolleston had stated during the 1895 literary clash, 

his negative influence helped his rivals to consolidate their position: “If Irish literature 

is to grow, Professor Dowden will help it whether he likes or not.”*''*̂

Between 1886 and 1895, Standish O ’Grady, John Todhunter, T. W. Rolleston, 

W. B. Yeats and other literary nationalists devoted their energies to deliver that “new 

great utterance” for which the “world [was] waiting.” In Yeats’s words, they wished to 

take Ireland’s “moving legends” and its “history full o f  lofty passions” and create 

poems and stories “massive with conviction and profound with reverie.” These poems 

and stories were also to be “full of the living soul o f  the present.”'’"'’ John Todhunter’s 

literary focus shifted impressively from imitations o f  Blake, Shelley and Keats in early 

books such as Laurella (1876) to banshees, weeping figures o f  Ireland, “visions o f  the 

never dying past” and girls singing “old songs beside a legendary stream” in The 

Banshee and Other Poems (1888).* '̂^  ̂ He dedicated the volume to Standish O ’Grady, 

whose epic history of Ireland first gave him “an interest in our bardic tales.” T. W. 

Rolleston recalled that prior to the publication o f  The Banshees, he witnessed

“Professor Dowden and Sir Samuel Ferguson,” The Daily Express, Monday, January 21, 1895, p .5.
W. B. Yeats, “Hopes and Fears for Irish Literature,” United Ireland, October 15, 1892; rpt. in W. B. 

Yeats, Uncollected Prose 1: 247-50.
John Todhunter, “The Banshee,” “An Invocation” and “Irish M usic,” The Banshee, rpt. in From the 

; Land o f  Dreams (Dublin: The Talbot Press, 1918), pp. 1-7.
i
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Todhunter read the “Sons o f  Turenn” to O ’Grady in a “ lonely house among the 

Wicklow hills, within sound of the “warbling Annamoe.’” "̂'̂  O ’Grady later celebrated 

the river in “Red Hugh’s Captivity,” at one point breaking from Red Hugh’s escape 

from Dublin Castle to tell readers that the river the Elizabethan Irish chieftain was 

crossing in Co. Wicklow was “an excellent trout stream, should [they] care to 

know.”*’”’̂  ̂ Yeats, too, was busy incorporating an Irish subject matter into his verse in 

The Wandermgs o f  Oisin and Other Poems (1889) and The Countess Kathleen and 

Various Legends and Lyrics (1891).

These writers knew that raising the consciousness o f  the people to the existence 

o f  their own culture was a vital part o f  any creative appropriation o f  history, folklore 

and legend. The ignorance o f  Celtic mythology that Yeats encountered in the late 

1880s surprised him. Like O ’Grady and Whitman before him, he had to labour at a 

two-fold task: he had to create the audience for which the work was intended. “But if 

we are to [give the world that great utterance] we must study all things Irish,” Yeats 

insisted in 1892, “until we know the peculiar glamour that belongs to this nation, and 

how to distinguish it from the glamour o f  other countries and other races. “Know 

thyself’ is a true advice for nations as well as individuals.”*’̂ ' Consequently, he 

supported his creative work by editing Fairy and Folktales o f  the Irish Peasantry 

(1888) and Irish Fairy Tales (1892). He became involved in practical and 

administrative work. He lectured and wrote on the importance o f  a national literature. 

In 1891, he co-founded with T. W. Rolleston the Irish Literary Society of London,

T. W. Rolleston, introduction to From the Land o j Dreams, p.xvii. Rolleston could not remember 
whether the date was 1886 or 1887.

O ’Grady, Red H ugh's Captivity (London: W ard cS: Downey, 1889), p. 194.
W. B. Yeats, "Hopes and Fears for Irish Literature,” United Ireland, October 15, 1892; ipt. in W. B. 

Yeats. Uncollected Prose I: 247-50.
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designed to promote and discuss Irish literature. T. W. Rolleston was also its first 

secretary.

Meanwhile, Dowden looked on the activity with bemusement and gentle 

mockery. “What you tell me o f  Sir Henry Taylor’s poetry not being much read does 

not surprise me,” he remarked to Aubrey de Vere on December 26, 1893. “A swarm of 

clever young writers have arisen; self-advertisement is abundant; and why shouldn’t 

they fill the air with pleasant tiny trumpeting, which has a summerlike sound. But the 

poetry of longer import remains and will r e m a i n . H i s  dismissive attitude, shown 

here in private, became public once again at the lecture on Sir Samuel Ferguson in 

January 1895. Not only had Dowden not given the members o f  the Irish literary 

movement a sympathetic ear, but, as previously shown, he antagonised them by 

reiterating critical platitudes he had first declaimed at the D.U. Historical Society in 

1883. After the controversy in The Daily Express, Dowden was still adhering to Sir 

Henry Taylor. On April 26, 1895, from Trinity College Cambridge, where he had been 

delivering lectures as part of his temporary post as Clark lecturer, he complained to 

Aubrey de Vere: “I fear Sir Henry Taylor is little known to young readers. The loss is 

theirs & is temporary for the poetry cannot but always live —  I know however the 

present day must have its rights, & the swarm of writers o f  verse makes a lively 

buzz.”'’̂ ^

H=

E dw ard  Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, D ecem ber 26, 1893, Ms. 13,123 (4), National Library o f  
Ireland.

Edw ard  Dowden to Aubrey de Vere, April 26, 1895, Ms. 13,123 (4), National Library o f  Ireland. 
D o w den  delivered twelve lectures in Cam bridge  over three years (1893-6).
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Given the extent of the relationship between Whitman and his Irish admirers in the 

1880s, it is striking that there was not a greater engagement between them on cultural 

nationalistic themes. Whitman was familiar with O ’Grady’s treatment of heroic 

literature since the early 1880s. O ’Grady had instructed his publishers to send a copy 

of H istoiy o f  Ireland: Critical ami Philosophical to Whitman in 1881 and drew the 

poet’s attention to a shared interest in the heroic in a subsequent letter. If Whitman 

had read the book, he would have found passages that echoed with his own thinking. 

O ’Grady’s claim that Ireland’s greatness lay in the future — a greatness to be realised 

as the country expressed the noble sentiments that lay dormant in the blood and brain 

o f  the race since heroic ancestors — paralleled Whitman’s belief that America’s 

destiny was to “build for mankind.” O ’Grady’s belief that a national literature could 

inculcate ideals in the Irish people to form an influential national character paralleled 

Whitman’s use o f  literature to further the democratic spirit in the American people. 

Both valued courage, chivalry, heroism, comradeship and justice in the literature they 

presented to their respective audiences. Yet, Whitman made no reference to these 

connections in his correspondence with O ’Grady or any o f  his Irish readers.

T. W. Rolleston was another correspondent who might have received words of 

encouragement from Whitman. The poet was certainly aware o f  Rolleston’s 

nationalist views and activities, as the Irish scholar often made passing reference to 

them in correspondence. After re-reading two of Rolleston’s letters to him, dating 

from 1883-4, Whitman commented in a conversation with Horace Traubel:

Rolleston is a sort o f  republican: he has no notion for kings: looks ahead: sees 
the Empire crumbling: all that. Then he is for a free Ireland: so am I and for a 
free every country. If I had my way I would break down the last barrier between 
nations —  abolish the separatist law. Rolleston has the Irish spirit: is fiery,
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strong, vehement, uncompromising. I always enjoy him: he always imparts to 
me something o f  his own intractable spirit.

There is no evidence from his replies, however, that Whitman made any lively 

enquiries about Rolleston’s brand of nationalism, his friends or activities. His letters 

to Rolleston show that his primary preoccupation is with the progress o f  the Gennan 

translation of Leaves o f  Grass.

As previously noted, Rolleston had sent at least one copy o f  the Dublin 

University Review  to the poet. Whitman responded favourably to W. B. Yeats’s essay 

on Ferguson’s bardic poetry and made considerable markings on its pages. He had 

even enjoyed Yeats’s special claim for the role o f  legends in the national life o f  a 

country. He marked the passage beginning “O f all the many things the past bequeaths 

to the future, the greatest are great legends; they are the mothers o f  nations.” Whitman 

was giving implicit endorsement to Yeats’s call for dutiful Irish people to study their 

own legends “till they are familiar as his own hands, for in them is the Celtic heart.

But he did not share his enthusiasm for these sentiments with any of his Irish 

correspondents.

In conversation with Horace Traubel, Whitman had often spoken o f  his 

attraction for Irish verse: “Years ago I fell in love with early Irish poetry,” he declared, 

“Ferguson collected, brought it out.” Explaining his wholesome discovery, he 

continued: “The poetry was deeply fascinating: there was something wild, even 

barbaric, in it: it attracted me, fascinated m e .. .” He surmised elsewhere that in Irish

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, February 8, 1889, With WW in Camden, IV: 114-5.
“The Poetry o f Sir Samuel Ferguson,” Dublin University Review, Novem ber 1886, Uncollected  

Prose, vol. 1: 104.
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poetry “you’ll find the snack of something — the flavour, odour, tone, vision of 

something — not perhaps to be stated, elusive, yet undeniably magnetizing you.”*’̂ *' 

Despite his fascination, he did not seize upon a connection between Ferguson’s bardic 

poems and O’Grady’s heroic tales. He did not reply to Rolleston or write to Yeats to 

give them his passionate assessment o f  early Irish poetry. Nor was he curious to know 

what Dowden thought of early Irish poetry.

For their part, the members o f  the Irish movement did little to develop contact 

with Whitman on the subject o f  Irish cultural nationalism. There were few letters of 

excitement hurried across the Atlantic to inform Whitman o f  plans for a national 

literature. O ’Grady let his coiTcspondence with the poet lapse after his declaration of 

enthusiasm in 1881. W. B. Yeats claimed that Whitman “was the best teacher of these 

decades,” yet he did not initiate a correspondence with the poet. He might have 

introduced himself as the son o f  one of the first Irish admirers of Leaves o f  Grass in 

the late H60s. T. W. Rolleston kept Whitman informed o f  social and political events 

in Ireland in his characteristically vigorous style, but he never sought the emotional 

sustenance from Whitman for a nationalistic enterprise.

Edvard Dowden had a significant role in the subdued exchange, or non

exchange, of opinion on a national literature. As shown earlier, many o f  the future 

leaders of the movement had regularly met in his house in the 1880s. At that time, 

Dowden 'vas more interested in Whitman’s role as spiritual prophet and he shared 

ideas witi Rolleston on the similarities and differences between Whitman and 

Wordswo1:h. The theme o f  spirituality was their preferred conversation topic;

W hitm an in conversation  w ith T raubel, February 4  & 8, 1889 , With W W  in C a m d en ,  IV: 86.
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nationalism did not seem to feature. When W. B. Yeats called the poet “the best 

teacher o f  these decades,” he was most likely referring to W hitm an’s “religious 

certitude,” “tonic quality,” “mysticism” and “spiritual force,” the topics o f  

conversation led by Dowden.

*

In spite o f  occasional correspondence to the poet concerning recent publications or 

health matters, there is little evidence to indicate that D ow den’s campaigning on 

W hitman’s behalf  continued in any significant way from the mid-1880s onwards. In 

1887, when the British Fortnightly Review  ran a four-part feature called “Fine 

Passages in Verse and Prose” selected by “ living men o f  letters,” Whitman did not 

feature in a list o f  D ow den’s favourite passages from literature. The editors originally 

hoped to ask “ leading lovers o f  literature” for literary “jew els” but amended that to 

passages “as had lodged themselves in the m emory and had afforded the most 

continual d e l i g h t . I n  the second o f  the four instalments, Dowden listed his chosen 

pieces. The poetry list included a passage from Shakespeare’s K ing Lear, 

W ordsworth’s “Solitary Reaper,” Shelley’s “Ode to the W est W ind,” M ilton’s 

“Sarr.son Agonistes,” and Tennyson’s “Ulysses” and “Come, M y Friends.” He did not 

selec: anything from W h i t m a n . N o r  did he include W hitm an’s D em ocratic Vistas 

on a prose list that included Edmund Burke, Paul Louis Courier, Thomas De Quincey

“Fine Passages in Verse and Prose 1,” The F ortnightly R eview , vol. X L ll, no. CCXLVIII (August 1, 
1887)

“Fine Passages in Verse and Prose 11,” The F ortnightly R eview , vol. X L ll, no. CCXLIX (September 
1, 1887).
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and Henry Newman. D ow den’s colleague in Trinity College, R. Y. Tyrrell, also 

contributed to the same issue. His list included Sophocles, Aeschylus and 

Shakespeare. O f  all the contributors, Edwin Arnold was the only writer to select a 

passage from Whitman. In the October issue, he chose the popular Address to Death 

( ‘Come, lovely D e a th . . . ’) from “W hen Lilacs Last in the Dooryard B loom ’d. 

W hitman acknowledged the slackening o f  interest in a comment to Traubel in May 

1888:

1 hear very now and then from Dowden back there. He has not kept his ardor up, 
quite, 1 think.” He hasn’t beat a retreat —  he is still my friend —  acquiesces in 
me.‘"'°

Later that month. Whitman was more upbeat in his view:

[Dowden] has lasted, still finnly adheres to his original view. I have seen many
defections —  have had quite an experience o f  that sort: young fellows who take 
to me strong, then, as they get older, recede —  sometimes come to disavow me. 
Dowden is still haunting the corridors.

Dow den’s concern for W hitm an’s well-being, however, continued privately through

the late 1880s. From 1886, the professor was sending the poet an annual donation o f  

£2,662

The fact that Dowden had not visited Camden, New Jersey, also influenced 

W hitm an’s perception o f  a firm but less involved sponsorship. (He had been invited to 

America numerous times by John Burroughs.) By contrast, D ow den’s early co-

“Fine Passages in Verse and Prose III,” The Fortnightly Review, vol. XLII, no. CCL (October 1, 
1887).

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, May 8, 1888, IVith W W in Camden, I: 123.
W hitman in conversation with Traubel, May 28, 1888, ibid., 224.
W hitman thanks Dowden for his offer in a letter o f  August 26, 1886, Correspondence III (1876- 

1885): 46.
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champion Bram Stoker was literally walking the poe t’s corridors. During his visit to 

America with Henry Irving in 1883-4, he had called upon Thomas Donaldson, a 

mutual acquaintance o f  Whitman, Stoker and Irving. As Stoker entered Donaldson’s 

“parlour” on the afternoon o f  March 20, 1884, he noticed on the sofa on the opposite 

side o f  the room a “burly” old man with a large head, bushy moustache, flowing beard 

and “great shaggy masses o f  grey-white hair” falling over his collar. He instantly 

recognised the man as Walt Whitman. Donaldson hurried over to introduce the poet to 

Irving first. “ I am delighted to meet you!” exclaimed Irving, striding across the room 

towards Whitman with outstretched arm. “When my turn came,” Stoker later recalled, 

“and Donaldson said ‘Bram Stoker,’ Walt W hitman leaned forward suddenly, and 

held out his hand eagerly as he said: ‘Bram Stoker —  Abraham Stoker is it?’ I 

acquiesced and we shook hands as old friends —  as indeed we were.”*̂^̂  Stoker sat 

down and discussed Dowden and other Dublin friends who had “manifested 

themselves” to Whitman. The poet recalled their names and made enquiries about 

their personalities.

When Stoker returned to America in 1886 to prepare for another Irving tour the 

following year, he made a visit to W hitm an’s home in New Jersey, a small red-brick 

house at 328 Mickle St., Camden. It was a dimly-lit and cold N ovem ber afternoon and 

he found Whitman in a rocking chair in the front room surrounded by a stove, poor 

furniture and heaps o f  newspapers and books. The poet was feebler, paler, and more 

tired but with undiminished “ intellectual or psychic faculties.” Both continued their 

“hearty” discussion o f  the Dublin and London literary world. Three days before

Stoker, P ersonal R em iniscences o f  H enry Irving, pp.92-3.
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Christmas Day 1887, Stoker managed to make one last visit to Mickle St. before 

Whitman’s death on March 26, 1892.^* '̂'

*

Outside Dowden and his circle o f  acquaintances, there is little evidence to suggest that 

Whitman had devotees among a wider literary community in nineteenth century 

Ireland. Edgar Allan Poe, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Henry Thoreau attracted 

more attention. Whitman’s sexual frankness was most likely the stumbling block 

against a wider dissemination of his work, hi the 1870s, members o f  the Cork Literary^ 

and Scientific Society were familiar with Whitman, but their appreciation was owed to 

Dowden’s Iccture on American poetry in April 1872. Their exposure to Leaves o f  

Grass was further reinforced by his lecture on “Contemporary Poets” in January 1874, 

in which he aimed to establish Whitman, along with Victor Hugo and Robert 

Browning, as the poets of hope as opposed to those who despair o f  the individual and 

society.^̂ ’̂

There is no record that the Waterford Literary and Scientific Society discussed 

Whitman during its period of activity in the late 1870s and 1880s. They had arranged 

public lectures on classic and contemporary English writers such as Shakespeare and 

Tennyson and, furthermore, on January 9, 1883, its 114 members were treated to a 

paper on “The Life and Works o f  L o n g f e l l o w . T h e  society even organised typical

pp. 102-11.
Edward D ow den to Elizabeth D. W est, N ovem ber 15, 1873, F ragm ents fro m  O ld  Letters, I: 77-78.

666 Works o f  L ongfellow ” by Francis W alpole, January 9, 1883; recorded in the Seventh
Annual Report o f  the IVaterford L itera iy  an d  Scientific A ssocia tion , Ms, 21 ,739 , National Library o f  
Ireland.
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Victorian debates on literature and morality, such as that held on January 17, 1882, 

when William Allingham ’s relation, John Allingham Jr., argued for a motion “That 

moderate novel reading is beneficial,” while Edmund D ow ney’s relation, Thomas 

Downey, argued a g a i n s t . T h e  absence o f  Whitman, the controversial spiritual poet, 

is more prominent since the association enlisted the services o f  the Professor o f  Moral 

Philosophy in the University o f  St. Andrews, Scotland, Rev. P ro f  William Knight, to 

deliver a public lecture on “Alfred Tennyson” on the October 28, 1881. He gave a 

further lecture on “Shakespeare, as a Dramatist, and as a Moral Teacher” a year later 

on the October 31, 1882.^^’** Edward Dowden had been invited in February 1881 to 

give a public lecture but he declined, stating that “excess o f  work on his hands” 

precluded him from taking on more papers.

In the late 1880s, the Leinster Literary Society, predominantly made up o f  

“workingmen with an interest in literature,” might have been expected to profile an 

international poet with an artisan background such as Whitman. Its fortnightly journal, 

Ehlanci, came close on one occasion. In vol. 1, no. 3, a contributor, using the 

pseudonym ‘Dunleary,’ informed readers that American literature in the nineteenth 

century had “made great and rapid strides towards a high standard o f  perfection.” 

“ Many great litterateurs have sprung from the great Republic,” ‘Dunleary’ explained. 

“Poe, Longfellow [and] Whitman have left magnificent and sublime efforts o f  genius

John Allingham Jr. and Thomas Downey were council members o f  the Association. Notice o f  the 
debate was recorded in the Sixth Annual Report o f the W aterford Literary and Scientific Association, 
Ms. 21,739, National Library o f Ireland.

Lectures were recorded in the Sixth and Seventh Annual Reports o f  the Waterford L iteraiy and  
Scientific Association, Ms. 21,739, National Library o f  Ireland.

Recorded in the Waterford L iteraiy and Scientific Association  council meetings o f  February 4 and 
M arch 4, 1881, Ms. 19,750, National Library o f Ireland.
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which any nation might be proud to own.” But the assessment was a preface to an 

article on the “James Clarence Mangan o f  the US” —  Edgar Allan Poe.^™

The 90s Club in Dublin was another literary society that would have been 

expected to carry an official record of a meeting on Whitman. Each member had a 

responsibility for introducing a subject for debate and, in line with most other societies 

o f  its type, topics likely to lead to the discussion of party politics and religious dispute 

were excluded, in addition to “personal narratives.”'’̂ ' The list o f  members included 

Alfred Webb, biographer, MP for Waterford West and an old correspondent of 

Whitman’s, yet there is no record of W ebb’s early enthusiasm being converted into the 

hard currency o f  critical debate. Discussion inevitably focused on celebrated Romantic 

and Victorian writers such as Shelley, Browning, Hazlitt, Lamb and Dickens, but the 

exclusion o f  Whitman from the records is more noticeable given that the society, 

before Webb’s membership on October 27, 1896, was not averse to giving 

prominence to subjects lacking in wide popularity. In November 1890, a discussion 

took place on the writings o f  Bishop Alexander of Derry. The writings o f  his more 

famous wife, Cecil, composer of “All Things Bright and Beautiful,” were also 

discussed and while members found that she did not possess “the poetical talent of her 

husband,” she was “not without merit.” The occasional spotlight on low profile figures 

extended to an introduction o f  American work. W. J. Webb, a relation o f  Alfred 

Webb’s, introduced a debate on the “mode of describing nature” in the work of 

“Thoreau and his Companions,” and these companions included Frank Wright,

“Edgar Allan Poe” by "Dunleary,’ Ehlana, vol. 1, no. 3 (March 8, 1889): 157, Ms. 3493, National 
Library o f  Ireland.

Minute Book o f  the 90s Club, Ms. 19,483, National Library of  Ireland.
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Richard Jeffries and W hitm an’s old friend and naturalist, John Burroughs. Whitman, 

however, did not feature as an official subject.

W hitm an’s death in 1892 prevented the literary revivalists from sharing their ideas 

with the American poet as the renaissance came into its force. This did not prevent 

them from making connections between an American and Irish literary movement. 

Again, however, it is striking that there are no elaborate discussions o f  W hitm an’s 

programme for America. There are no critical essays on the subject that one might 

expect from a group trying to argue for the legitimacy o f  their national programme. In 

1895, O ’Grady’s invocation o f  W hitm an’s attempts to nationalise and spiritualise 

America was designed to embarrass Dowden, as outlined at the beginning o f  the 

study. Yeats also used W hitman for strategic purposes in debates and arguments on a 

few occasions in the 1890s and early 1900s. They demonstrated that he was aware o f  

Whitman, but the connections drawn were superficial.

In Novem ber 1892, for instance, in his address to the Irish National Literary 

Society entitled “The Necessity for De-Anglicising Ireland,” Douglas Hyde outlined 

the centrality o f  a revival o f  the Irish language to any national movement. Hyde 

critiqued a predominant Irish sentiment that was stuck in “a half-way house” by 

remarking, “ It has always been very curious to me ... how [Irish sentiment] continues 

to apparently hate the English, and at the same time continues to imitate them; how it 

continues to clamour for recognition as a distinct nationality, and at the same time
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throws away with both hands what would make it so.” ’̂̂  ̂ The house o f  glorious 

Gaeldom would be open to those who revived and practised the Irish language, 

nomenclature, customs and traditions. “ I have no hesitation at all in saying,” he 

declared, “that every Irish-feeling Irishman, who hates the reproach o f  West- 

Britonism, should set himself to encourage the efforts which are being made to keep 

alive our once great national tongue. The losing o f  it is our greatest blow, and the 

sorest stroke that the rapid Anglicisation o f  Ireland has inflicted upon us. In order to 

de-Anglicise ourselves we must at once arrest the decay o f  the l a n g u a g e . H y d e  also 

claimed that the revival o f  the native language was impractical. Only a fraction o f  the 

population spoke it and these people were mainly confined to isolated rural areas. 

Since he considered a national literature in English a spurious idea, he had 

reservations about the worth o f  any national movement. (He did make a compromising 

gesture towards an Anglo-Irish literature based on the tradition o f  Thomas Davis but 

the thrust o f  his piece argued against a literature in English.)

W. B. Yeats admired the lecture for its “ learning, its profound sincerity, its 

passionate conviction,” and he responded with a letter to the editor. He agreed with 

Hyde that it was “ impossible to find either men or money” to revive the Irish 

language. “The Gaelic language will soon be no more heard,” he lamented, “except 

here and there in remote villages, and on the wind-beaten shores o f  C o n n a u g h t . H e  

offered a solution: “Can we not build up a national tradition, a national literature, 

which shall be none the less Irish in spirit from being English in language?” “Can we

R eprin ted  from  C harles G avan Duffy, G eorge S igerson and D ouglas H yde, The R eviva l o f  Irish  
L itera ture  in D avid P ierce, ed., Irish W riting in the Tw entieth C entury: A R eader  (C ork: Cork 
U niversity  Press, 2000) p .2.

Ib id ., p .6.
Y eats, “L etter to the E ditor o f  U nited Ire land ,” D ecem ber 17, 1892, U ncollec ted  P rose, p .338.
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not keep the continuity o f  the nation’s hfe,” he enquired, “not by trying to do what Dr. 

Hyde has practically pronounced impossible, but by translating or retelling in English, 

which shall have an indefinable Irish quality o f  rhythm and style, all that is best o f  the 

ancient literature?” Yeats was moving towards an identification o f  an Hiberno-English 

dialect that would give his “peasant” plays, and those o f  Lady Gregory and J. M. 

Synge, their distinctively poetic and indigenous sound. Against Hyde’s pessimism, 

Yeats invoked the success o f  American literary nationalists;

America, with no past to speak of, a mere parvenu  among the nations, is 
creating a national literature which in its most characteristic product differs 
almost as much from English literature as does the literature o f  France. Walt 
Whitman, Thoreau, Bret Harte, and Cable, to name no more, are very American, 
and yet America was once an English colony. It should be more easy for us, who 
have in us that wild celtic blood, the most un-English o f  all things under heaven, 
to make such a literature. If we fail it shall not be because we lack the materials, 
but because we lack the power to use them.^^^

According to Yeats, the existence o f  the struggle for cultural independence after 

political independence was testimony to a universal yearning for a localised culture 

that speaks of, and for, a people. It was also a ringing endorsement of the part 

literature had to play in its foundation. In directing Hyde (and other readers) to the 

American achievement, Yeats was providing a spur to Irish practitioners. He was also 

referring the Irish scholar back to a familiar name. Hyde was another admirer o f  Walt 

Whitman. T. W. Rolleston had given him a loan o f  his Dresden lecture and had 

offered him a photograph o f  Whitman and an autograph for a female friend o f  Hyde’s.

I
I

Ibid., pp.338-9.
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(Whitman had given Roileston a number o f  “portraits” to give to friends who cared for 

them.)*'̂ ’̂

Yeats’s superficial references to an American cultural nationalism, however, 

demonstrated that the young poet had neither read nor been referred to Dowden’s “The 

Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt Whitman.” Yeats implied that America’s literature had 

been written without the aid o f  a readily available source and model. Dowden, in fact, 

had made painstaking efforts to establish Leaves o f  Grass as a manifestation o f  an 

indigenous landscape (“a Yankee wilderness”) and o f  a republicanism that the country 

had appropriated as its own.

Another example of Yeats’s strategic use o f  Whitman occurred two years later 

in 1894 after he had read a review o f  P. J. McCall’s Irish Noinins in the United 

Irishman. The reviewer, John McGrath, had commented that “you feel instinctively on 

reading [the book] that it has gone out into the world ready to stand or fall by the 

judgement of Irish people, and equally ready, if necessary, to maintain an adamantine 

indifference to the judgement of all the rest o f  the world.” Yeats was exasperated and 

annoyed. It was redolent o f  a parochialism, which he despised. He believed art should 

be national; criticism international. For him, Irish writing that pandered to local piety 

instead of showing “high breeding in words and arguments” was worthless.

Yeats’s hard experience o f  the pressures of audience expectation also gave him 

little respect for the judgments of an Irish reading public. He wanted to convey the 

national life in a fomi o f  literature that would last and this conflicted with the literary

T. W . Rolleston to D ouglas Hyde (1880s), Ms. 21 ,098 , D ouglas Hyde Papers, National Library o f  
Ireland.

Y eats’s definition o f  “style” in “Poetry and Tradition”, E ssays an d  Introductions, p .253.
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tastes o f  other nationalists. In the mid-1880s, he had been an ardent reader o f  the verse 

by the 1840’s Young Ireland movement, after an introduction from the Fenian leader 

John O ’Leary. One o f  that m ovem ent’s leaders, Thomas Davis, had also aspired to 

“seek a literature created by Irishmen,” which was coloured by “our scenery, manners 

and character” and which would create a “race full o f  men o f  more intensely Irish 

character and knowledge, and to that race ... give Ireland.”'’̂ * Yeats soon resisted the 

sentimental and propagandistic Young Ireland ballads that were popular with his 

colleagues. He would later confess in “ What is Popular Poetry?” that he knew in his 

“heart that the most o f  them wrote badly, and yet such romance clung about them, 

such a desire for Irish poetry was in all our minds, that I kept on saying, not only to 

others but to myself, that most o f  them wrote well, or all but well.” ’̂̂ ^

But Yeats had difficulty both in bringing readers o f  nationalist verse to the same 

opinion and encouraging them to accept his alternative, experimental literature. Not 

only had his criticisms o f  their verse in the 1890s met with outrage but he could see 

from the neglect o f  Ferguson, Allingham and de Vere —  who were not political 

though treated o f  themes drawn from Irish life and legend —  that Irish readers were 

holding fast to the limits o f  taste set by the “ ’48 m ovem ent” :

The alliance o f  politics and literature that marked the “ ’48 movem ent” resulted 
in so great a popularity for the poets and prose writers who taught the doctrine o f  
nationality that we are accustomed ever since to think o f  those years as our one 
period o f  literary activity. The writers who came after, lacking the great wind o f  
politics to fill their sails, have lived and wrought almost forgotten o f  the 
nation.

Quoted by George M ills Harper in “Intellectual Hatred” and “Intellectual N ationalism ” : The Paradox
o f  passionate Politics, C ritica l E ssays on W. B. Yeats, p. 154.

Yeats, E ssays am i Introductions, p .3.
680 Todhunter’s Irish Poem s,” published in United Ireland  in January 1892, U ncollected  Prose,
vol. 1: 215-6.
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Yeats hoped to bridge the gap between current literary taste and his ideal 

audience by educating them. He enlisted the help o f  influential nationalists, such as 

John O ’Leary, who had a taste for a more substantial literature and who could widen 

the narrow tastes o f  other patriots. “We would not, it is likely, have found listeners if 

John O ’Leary, the irreproachable patriot, had not supported us,” Yeats wrote in 

“Poetry and Tradition.” “ It was as clear to him that a writer must not write badly, or 

ignore the examples o f  the great Masters in the fancied or real services o f  a cause.

This was a role Dowden could easily have assumed had circumstances been different.

It is against this background that John M cGrath’s comments in the review o f  P. 

J. M cC all’s book rankled with Yeats. He invoked Walt W hitm an’s neglect to illustrate 

the fickleness o f  domestic audienccs:

In a notice o f  Mr. M cCall’s wholly interesting and partly charming little book, 
you mention ‘that Americans did not mind the London critics,’ and point the 
moral with the statement that ‘an adamantine indifference to the judgem ent’ o f  
every public but the public o f  Ireland is ‘the only honourable position for an 
Irish book to take up .’ I am afraid that the history o f  America is hardly upon 
your side, for Walt Whitman, the most National o f  her poets, was so neglected 
and persecuted that he had, perhaps, fallen silent but for the admiration and help 
o f  a little group o f  Irish and English artists and men o f  letters ... The truth is that 
the public o f  America was, and the public o f  Ireland is, uneducated and idle, and 
it was often necessary for an original American writer, and it is often necessary 
for an original Irish writer, to appeal first, not to his countrymen, but to that 
small group o f  men o f  imagination and scholarship which is scattered through 
many lands and many cities, and to trust to his own influence and the influence 
o f  his fellow workers to build up in the fullness o f  time a cultivated public in the 
land where he lives and works.

Yeats, E ssays an d  Introductions, p.257.
Ibid., pp.408-9.
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Whitman’s treatment in America was a precedent baclc to which Yeats could look in 

moments of steely defiance. Genuine though he may have been, Yeats had reduced the 

American poet again to a point of reference. This was no bad thing in itself, and was 

certainly influenced by his knowledge of the early Irish sponsorship in the 1870s and 

1880s, but there was a disappointing lack o f  critical engagement.

And it is Whitman’s difficulties with an American public that Yeats continued 

to invoke a decade later. By this time, he was involved with the Irish National Theatre 

Society and encountering (along with his Lady Gregory and J. M. Synge) the worst of 

the neglect and hostility. His play The Countess Cathleen and Synge’s The Shadow o f  

the Glen were condemned for their vilifying portrayals o f  Irish life. Political 

nationalists such as Arthur Griffiths argued that they were a liability to the cause of 

nationalism; their distorting characteristics threatened to reinforce anti-Irish 

propaganda. The accusations were hurtful since the original signatories of the Irish 

Literary Theatre manifesto were hoping to offer a corrective to the stage Irishman on 

British stages. Yeats also invoked artistic licence, claiming for Irish writers “the 

freedom to find in their own land every expression o f  good and evil necessary to their 

art.” *̂̂

But political nationalists wanted the work to serve propaganda. The audience, 

therefore, would “applaud each red-hot patriotic statement” in Yeats’s Cathleen Ni 

Houlihan.^^'^ Maud Gonne would take the lead-role in Cathleen, complaining that as a 

republican text it did not go far enough, but would resign from the Irish National

“The Controversy Over the P layboy o f  the Western W orld', E xplorations, p .225.
Statement made by Joseph Hollow ay. Stephen Gwynn was also a member o f  the audience on the 

night o f  the first production, April 9, 1902. See Stephen Gwynn, Irish Literature an d  D ram a  (N ew  
York: N elson  & Co., 1936), pp. 158-60.

326



Theatre Society the following year at the staging o f  Synge’s The Shadow  o f  the Glen. 

Literature for her, as for Arthur Griffith, was to serve the cause, and to this end, she 

wrote the play Dawn, her own glorification o f  blood sacrifice. In the early 1900s, there 

were also the nationalists who found the enterprise o f  founding an Irish literature in 

English wholly contemptible. D. P. Moran, whose article “The Battle o f  Two 

Civilisations” polarised nationalists into Irish Irelanders and West Britons, was an 

unremitting critic o f  the efforts o f  these Anglo-Irish and mainly Protestant writers 

who, he claimed, were perpetrators o f  “one o f  the most glaring frauds that the 

credulous Irish people ever swallowed.”*’*̂  Literary unionists like Dowden were 

equally contemptuous. While the Trinity professor could admire Lady Gregory’s 

Cuchulain o f  M uirthenine  for its commendable rendition o f  “one o f  the finest pieces 

o f  Irish legend,” he was also scornful o f  the exoticising and commercialisation o f  Irish 

c u l t u r e . W r i t i n g  to T. W. Lyster from Castlegoland in Glenties, Co. Donegal, where 

he was holidaying, he remarked that his only “ intimates” were seals, gulls and rabbits. 

“We have not seen any o f  the Irish gods —  neither Priest, Pig or Patriot. And the 

fairies have all been tinned and exported to the London market.

By 1904, Yeats was bruised, yet stoical about the misunderstanding, criticism 

and neglect he was experiencing. He interpreted the resistance as a challenge now, but 

also as a sign that writers were accomplishing their aims. He had realised that ‘people’ 

was not synonymous with ‘popular’. In an issue o f  Sam hain  in the same year, he made 

the following comments about his theatrical endeavours:

F. S. L, Lyons, Ireland Since the Famine, p. 238.
Edward Dowden to Professor Martin Sampson, May 5, 1902, Letters o f  Edward Dowden, p .318.

I Edward Dowden to T. W. Lyster, July 24, 1906, Ms. 10, 717, F. S. Bourke Collection, National
Library o f Ireland. This letter w'as censored for publication in Letters o f  Edward Dowden. The words 
“Priest, Pig or Patriot” were omitted.
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Our theatre is o f  no great size, for though we know that i f  we write well we shall 
find acceptance among our countrymen in the end, we would think our emotions 
were on the surface i f  we found a ready welcome. Edgar Allan Poe and Walt 
Whitman are national writers o f  America, although the one had his first true 
acceptance in France and the other in England and Ireland ... W hen I was a boy, 
six persons, who, alone out o f  the whole world, it may be, believed Walt 
Whitman a great writer, sent him a message o f  admiration, and o f  those names 
four were English and two Irish, my father and P ro f  Dowden. It is only in our 
own day that America has begun to prefer him to Lowell, who is not a poet at 
a l l . '’*̂^

By the 1900s, D ow den’s championship o f  W hitman had long since waned, 

though he had not forgotten the poet. “When I turn to him myself,” he commented to 

the Whitmanian scholar, W. H. Trimble in 1907, “ 1 find my loyalty undiminished. 

Yet, that did not mean he was prepared to revive his youthful enthusiasm. He later 

remarked to Professor W. Stockley; “ I feel as you do the discouragement o f  the hasty 

and erroneous verdicts on literature 1 often read. My chief error 1 think was in too 

ready submission to an author whom I was right in admiring with qualifications —  

and now the qualifications force themselves on me. I should like, for instance, now to 

set forth my reservations as to Goethe, Walt Whitman, George Eliot, and others. My 

sympathies were too facile, though in large measure, I think right.

*

Following D ow den’s death from a heart attack in April 1913, his contemporaries 

began showering his critical work with extensive tributes. Friends also remembered

W. B. Yeats, Samhciin I904\ rpt. in E xplorations, pp. 155-56.
Edward Dowden to W. H. Trimble, October 9, 1907, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den , p .353. 
Edward Dowden to W. Stockley, March 35, 1910, Letters o f  E dw ard  D ow den , p .364.
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how the professor had pursued affectionate and supportive friendships into old age, as 

if the Whitmanian romance still clung to him. One such commentator was T. W. 

Lyster, who had shown an interest in Leaves o f  Grass himself He informed a meeting 

o f  the National Literary Society in Dublin that

.. .one o f  [Dowden’s] ideals was manly friendship —  comradeship between man 
and man, a profession of faith that was honoured by him even in old age and ill 
health. He possessed in an eminent degree the virtue o f  friendship.

Dowden’s also demonstrated his feelings o f  “comradeship” in his role as lecturer. He 

was a committed teacher, and former students remembered his eagerness to strike up 

personal contacts with them outside the classroom. He shared his enthusiasm and 

learning with students in the D.U. Philosophical Society and the Mermaid Club, either 

by delivering papers or patiently explaining literary matters. He had a custom of 

inviting students to his house on Sunday afternoon if he had been impressed by their 

work. These afternoons were not merely means to advance his reputation in the first 

years of academic life. They continued up to his final two years in Rockdale, Rathgar, 

when students spent time in his study “smoking and discussing men and books” and 

shared with the professor his delight in the “latest treasure” discovered in one o f  the 

bookshops on the quays. It comes as no surprise that after his death the Irish Book 

Lover should also comment, “He was a universal favourite with his students, more 

like a helpful comrade than a teacher.” '̂’  ̂ Obituary notices and recollections o f  his life

“Edw ard  D ow den and His W ork ” ; ipt. in The Irish B ook Lover, vol. V, no .6 (January  1914): 93-4. 
“E dw ard  D ow den,” The Irish Book Lover, vol. IV, no. 10, (M ay 1913): 167.
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also made passing reference to the high esteem in which “the Good Gray Poet” had 

held Dowden/*'^^

John Eglinton’s comments about Dowden after his death provide a less 

simplified view o f  the lecturer as “c o m r a d e . A c c o r d i n g  to the critic, there was no 

question that “everybody liked Dowden” and that he was a charming and generous 

man, but he tended to shrink away from personal contacts. “He never truly belonged to 

h im se lf  unless he had his pen in his hand.” *̂̂  ̂ Dowden had practically admitted his 

social discomfort in a letter “to his dearest friend” when he remarked:

It is satisfactory to be at a writing distance. It is only now and then I am friendly 
to you in bodily presence. However, you are aware that under my talk o f  the 
weather there is something more real. But on paper I can even talk o f  the ‘two 
new points in Hamlet’s soul’ (much better than the weather).

The frank admission, according to Eglinton, summed up Dow den’s manner. In his 

letters he was a “ far more genial and companionable being than the somewhat uneasy 

and unforthcoming professor whose hall-door would shut with disconcerting 

suddenness at one’s heels.” The argument here is not about D ow den’s friendliness and 

interest in passionate relationships, but his manner o f  conducting them. It was not the 

physical presence o f  people but their disembodied selves in letters and books that 

offered him “the best society” and, in return, received the “real Dowden.

See “The World o f  Books,” The Nation, April 12, 1913, p.62; T. W. Rolleston, “Recollections o f  
Dowden,” The Irish Book Lover, vol. V, no. 9 (April 1914): 154.

John Eglinton, b. Dublin 1868, d. Bournemouth 1961. Son o f  a Presbyterian minister. Educated at 
TCD, worked in the National Library 1895-1921. Editor o f  Dana, a literary magazine which published 
AE, Padraic Colum, George Moore, W. B. Yeats and James Joyce. Author o f  Anglo-Irish Essays, 
Dublin 1917; Irish Literary Portraits,1935', A Memoir o f  AE, 1937.

“Edward Dowden Letters,” Irish Literaiy Portraits, pp.76, 73.
Ibid., p.74.
Ibid., p.76.
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The image of Dowden proclaiming the merits o f  “comradeship” and yet holding 

a wide group of friends at a manageable distance is symbolic o f  his acceptance o f  the 

valuable emotions o f  social intercourse (as outlined in Whitman’s “Calamus” 

sequence) without actually, as Whitman put it, “wandering hand in hand” or with his 

“ami on the shoulder of his f r i e n d .C o r r e s p o n d e n c e  offered him an opening for his 

geniality but also a shield for shyness and awkwardness. It was an opportunity to be 

social at a safe remove; to be engaged but not nervously over-taxed.

In “Recollections o f  Dowden,” published in April 1914, on the first anniversary 

o f  Dowden’s death, Rolleston understandably brought readers back over the 

professor’s neglect of Irish subjects. He commented that although Dowden was 

“personally on the friendliest terms” with the “ leaders” o f  the movement, it was a 

“serious disappointment” to his friends that he was “curiously blind” to the Irish 

“ intellectual and poetic renaissance.”

I have often talked over the matter with him, especially in relation to Ferguson, 
who was a warm friend o f  his, and whose epic powers he fully admitted. But as 
a critic, as a distinguished writer with the ear o f  the public at his command, he 
did nothing to encourage their work, or to win public acceptance for it. At his 
lectures we learned to be interested in Tennyson, Browning, Rossetti, Morris, 
and William Bell Scott, but to Irish writers he never turned our eyes, nor did he 
admit any o f  them to a place in the curriculum. Once —  after a strong 
remonstrance in the Dublin University Review  —  he did allow an Irish subject to 
be selected for the Vice-Chancellor’s prize in English verse. ... The truth is 
Dowden never had any consciousness o f  Ireland as a separate entity, or of 
himself as especially belonging to it. The root o f  his spiritual nature was in 
England or in Germany or France, wherever human culture was at home. He was 
an apostle o f  culture.

W hitman, “Recorders A ges H ence,” The C om plete Poem s, p. 155.
“R ecollections o f  D ow den,” The Irish Book Lover, vol. V, no. 9 (April 1914): 154-5.
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Twenty years before, Rolleston had identified D ow den’s aloofness from the Irish 

movement as a parallel to Frederick the Great’s dismissal o f  Goethe and Lessing since 

they did not have the “hall-mark o f  Paris.” Just as G erm any’s movement was 

strengthened by his contempt, Rolleston had stated presciently the Irish movement 

would be helped by Dowden “whether he likes or not.”^°° In a striking reversal o f  that 

analogy, Rolleston no longer saw Dowden commanding the authority o f  a Frederick 

the Great. He was a writer detached from a changed cultural environment that had the 

force and significance o f  a socio-political upheaval. By coincidence, Goethe was the 

writer to whom he was compared:

Germany honours the m emory o f  Goethe none the less because he held so coldly 
and strangely a loof in her life and death struggle with Napoleon. Ireland, I think, 
is large-hearted and large-minded enough to reckon Edward Dowden in the list 
o f  those men whose fame is part o f  her own.^°'

Rolleston’s qualifying interjection —  “ I think” —  summed up his belief that the 

literary revivalists could be as exclusionary as both D. P. M oran’s Irish Ireland 

movement with its restrictive narrow nationalist and Catholic allegiances and “ literary 

unionists” with their supercilious and vehement resistance to indigenous cultural 

expression.

Despite Rolleston’s magnanimity, the twentieth century was especially 

inhospitable to Edward Dowden. He was a victim o f  the vagaries o f  literary fashion, 

nationalist expectation, inverse snobbery and his own short-sighted prejudices. His 

antipathy to an Irish movement did not mean he was unable to appreciate the worth o f

“Professor D ow den and Sir Samuel Ferguson ,” The D aily  E xpress, M onday ,  January  21, 1895, p .5. 
“ Recollections o f  Dowden,” The Irish B ook Lover, vol. V, no. 9 (April 1914): 155.
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the Deirdre legend, for instance, but it meant that he was unwilling to endorse the 

current critical context that underlined its relevance for Ireland. That was his 

prerogative and, as it happened, his loss.

When he rejected the opportunity to become critical mentor to the literary 

revivalists, someone who could put the engines o f  expertise and influence behind 

them, those new writers who had the ear o f  the public at their comm and marginalised 

him. In 1895, Dowden attempted to explain Ferguson’s neglect by suggesting that his 

work was unrelated —  anachronistic —  to contemporary English concerns. He had no 

consciousness o f  a separate critical context that could accommodate the bardic poet. 

The literary revivalists generated that new critical context and, in the first two decades 

o f  the twentieth century, Dow den’s own preoccupations were matched against it and 

considered immaterial.

Dow den’s defence o f  the union with Britain had also surprised his colleagues. 

His participation in unionist politics from the m id-I880s until his death was certainly 

a consistent aspect o f  his attitude towards the country’s indigenous life. What was 

unusual was the energy and vehemence o f  his activities in the Irish Loyal and Patriotic 

Union and its successor, the Irish Unionist Alliance. He carried out extensive 

administrative work, organised speakers and often spoke at meetings. After his death, 

the pseudonymous “Wayfarer” in The Nation  highlighted the “eccentric” 

transfomiation in D ow den’s manner whenever he switched from scholarly to political 

work. The quiet-spoken and genial academic, who commanded a reverential silence in 

his lecture room and conducted his literary controversies “without h e a f ’, became a 

vitriolic speaker on a Unionist platfomi. The writer accounted for his shock at 

Dow den’s behaviour in the following way. “ ... One did not expect the biographer and
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apologist o f  Shelley, the chaperon o f  W alt Whitman, taking up his song against 

national freedom. I think it was also heightened by his appearance. For Dowden was 

the scholar par excellence, dignified and gravely pensive in bearing, with a finely 

formed head, and a graceful s t o o p . H i s  energies were a further demonstration o f  

what he had failed to offer the revivalists.

Serious disappointment with what he failed to do —  like that o f  Rolleston’s —  

rather than an appraisal o f  his achievements became commonplace among his 

colleagues in the first decades o f  the twentieth century. W. B. Y eats’s discontent is 

evident in his Autobiographies, Essays and Introductions and in private letters, in 

which he portrays Dowden as a complacent, yet fettered, middle-class Victorian; the 

Shakespearean scholar had come to represent the very Victorian ideals that John B. 

Yeats had taught his son to reject.™^ Yeats also saw the reactionary professor as a 

symbol for all that was stolid and inept in Unionist I r e l a n d . I n  1917, Ernest Boyd 

published an essay called “A Lonely Irishman: Edward Dowden,” an early portrait o f  

the academic’s cool relationship with his Irish contemporaries. Little did Boyd know 

that his essay —  what he conceived as a “ footnote” to the appraisals o f  Dow den’s 

international reputation —  would, along with Yeats’s memories o f  Dowden,

“A  Wayfarer,” The N ation, April 12, 1913, p.47.
See W. B. Yeats, “Reveries Over Childhood and Youth,” A utobiographies, pp.85-88, 200, 235, 287. 

A lso Yeats to Lady Gregory, 25 April, 1901; 21 May, 1901; 25 May, 1901; The C o llec ted  Letters o fW . 
B. Yeats, ed. John Kelly & Ronald Schuchard, vol. 3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), pp. 61; 70 and 
74. See also Essays and Introductions, p p l0 3 , 106.

For more information see Terence Brown, “Edward Dowden: An Irish Victorian,” Ireland's  
Literature: S elected  E ssays and The Life o f  i¥. 8 . Yeats.
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contribute to the dominant perspective on him throughout the c e n t u r y T h e  world- 

renowned scholar was to shrink to a footnote in Yeatsian literary history.

It was only a matter o f  decades before Dowden fell out o f  favour with a wider 

academic audience. Theories o f  hterature such as New Criticism had little sympathy 

for his critical approach. The laboratory method o f  treating each work as an self- 

contained and autonomous unit, exemplifying irony, ambiguity and paradox, was far 

removed from D ow den’s attention to what W hitman calls the “drift” o f  a literary 

work. He rarely gave detailed analyses o f  poems and dramatic scenes, preferring 

instead to identify the “message” in literature, which was as much a fonn o f  

enlightenment and prophecy for him as it was for Thomas Carlyle, George Eliot and 

Robert Browning, his Victorian contemporaries.

Furthermore, his approach had little influence in the de-historicised world o f  

New Critical theory because he identified literature as a means to establish the 

development o f  the writer’s mind, as he exemplified in his book Shakspere: His M ind  

and  Art. He also believed that the writer’s capacity for genius was determined by the 

extent to which they reflected every vital influence o f  the period in which they 

wrote.™'’ It was an obvious influence from W hitman and accounts for his use o f  this 

approach in “The Poetry o f  Democracy: Walt W hitman.”

*

Appreciations and Depreciations (Dublin: The Talbot Press and London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1917), 
p. 141. Boyd begins: “The wide esteem enjoyed by Edward Dowden during his lifetime, as a 
Shakespearian scholar and critic, renders it unnecessary, now that he is dead, to enlarge upon that side 
o f  his literary activities ... It may be permitted, however, to add, as it were a footnote, in which an 
attem pt is made to consider Edward Dowden as an Irishman o f letters, to review his relations with his 
Irish contemporaries, and to estimate his influence upon the literature o f  his own country.”

Dowden, “The Poetry o f Democracy: W alt W hitman,” p .33.
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Dowden’s notoriety as a sponsor o f  Whitman continued long after his death in 1913. 

One notable incident occurred in the Scottish press in the summer o f  1925. A Mr. 

Millar published a letter in The Scotsman, announcing that a literary hoax perpetrated 

on the public o f  Great Britain and Ireland in the nineteenth century had recently been 

uncovered. Millar claimed that “ in 1870 or thereabouts,” W. M. Rossetti decided it 

would be a “nice joke” to trick the public into admiration o f  “some inferior writer.” 

He wished to ascertain how much they could be “gulled.” Millar informed readers of 

The Scotsman how Rossetti enlisted the help o f  three other conspirators, Edward 

Dowden, Algernon Swinburne and Robert Buchanan. Their brief was to write 

laudatory articles that would exalt the obscure Whitman into “a big idol with the 

tricked public.”

Millar’s allegation was a summary o f  a theory actually conceived by critic Peter 

Bayne in 1871 to account for the English reception o f  Leaves o f  Grass. Readers may 

recall that Bayne’s savage article infuriated Dowden when it appeared. It is likely that 

Millar or an acquaintance had come across the article or heard about it second-hand. 

Edward Dowden’s niece, Alice Dowden, who was living in Scotland, brought the 

correspondence to the attention o f  her step-aunt Elizabeth (West) Dowden in 

September 1925. By then, the conspiracy theory had attracted notice. Some 

correspondents had taken time to contradict Millar’s claim, citing dates as evidence. 

Alice and her sisters were distressed by the allegations and considered them a “ libel” 

on her uncle. Elizabeth, however, felt that “no one in their senses” could give such a 

tale a hearing and she infomied them that it was best ignored. She gave the story the 

witty dismissal it deserved by suggesting that Millar wished to discover whether the
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twentieth century “ could be gulled into supposing that these four hterary men o f  good 

repute could have wasted their time and trouble in such a discreditable t r i c k . B y  

October 1925, Elizabeth had received word from Scotland to say that the alleged hoax 

had “died a natural death.”™*

In her own way, Elizabeth, along with her step-daughter Hilda Dowden, was 

anxious about safeguarding Edw ard’s reputation. While preparing his letters for 

publication, material was censored which presented a dishonourable portrait o f  him. 

As mentioned earlier, the word “ sexual” was removed from a letter on Irish mythology 

that Edward had written to Aubrey de Vere in 1882. References to George G rove’s 

rejection o f  W hitm an’s scandalous character were also removed from a letter Edward 

wrote to John B. Yeats in 1869.^^'^

There was further censorship in a testimonial he received from American 

academic Hiram Corson in 1883. In the spring o f  that year, Dowden had put his name 

forward for the prestigious Clark Lectureship in English Literature at Trinity College, 

Cambridge, a position he had hoped to take up in late spring. To accommodate him, 

the Board o f  Trinity College, Dublin, resolved (after two meetings on the subject) to 

pennit him lecture five times a week during Michaelmas and Hilary Terms instead o f  

three times a week for the year.^'® He secured references and recommendations from 

many distinguished men o f  letters such as Matthew Arnold, Hallam Tennyson, Dante

Elizabeth D, D ow den to Clara Barrus, September 9, 1925, Elizabeth D ow den Letters, Ms. 
76001506 \*N , N ew  York Public Library.

October 14, 1925.
Edward D owden to John B. Yeats, Decem ber 6, 1869, Ms. 31 ,114  (2), National Library o f  Ireland; 

Edward D ow den to Aubrey de Vere, September 13, 1882, de Vere Letters, Ms. 13,123 (4), National 
Library o f  Ireland, rpt. L etters o f  E dw ard  D ow den, p. 185,

The matter was considered by the Board on April 14 and 21, 1883. See the Board Register 
(M inutes), C ollege Muniments, Trinity C ollege, Dublin.
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Gabriel Rossetti, F. J. Furnivall, Stopford Brooke and Sir Henry T ay lo r /"  American 

referees had included Hiram Corson of Cornell University and Shakespearean scholars 

W. J. Rolfe o f  Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Horace Howard Furness. They all 

spoke glowingly of Dowden’s influence on Shakespearean scholarship in America. 

“There is no living critic whose comments on the poet are in greater favour with the 

American public,” wrote Rolfe, citing the popularity of Dowden’s Shakspere, Primer 

and Sonnets in American schools and colleges. Furness claimed that Shakspere would 

celebrate its centenary and find its rank near Coleridge and Hazlitt. Corson repeated 

these claims of popular and critical approval, adding that W. J. Rolfe himself had 

drawn largely from Dowden’s work in his separate editions o f  all the plays that were 

standard texts in American high schools, colleges and universities. “Most o f  the 

examinations on Shakespeare,” he continued, referring to Dowden’s Shakespeare 

Primer, “outside of the plays themselves, are in this country, based on this golden 

little book.” '̂^

Corson reported that he also strongly recommended Studies in Literature: 1789- 

1877 to students and correspondents from different parts o f  the country. He praised its 

attention to workmanship in literature but, more significantly, its emphasis on “what 

an author has to say of life, even if his mode o f  saying it be an affliction and an 

offence (as Walt Whitman’s is, to many people...).” This brought Corson to a 

discussion on Dowden’s interest in the American poet. The instructions “omit” were 

written on the margin beside the passage:

M any o f  these testim onials are included  am ong the unpub lished  letters o f  E dw ard D ow den in T rin ity  
C ollege, Dublin.

W . J. R olfe to E dw ard D ow den, A pril 7, 1883; H orace H ow ard  F urness to E dw ard D ow den, A pril 9, 
1883; H iram  C orson to E dw ard D ow den, A pril 9, 1883, M ss. 3149/432 , 436 and 435, T rin ity  C ollege, 
D ublin.
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Let me say, by the way, that all who appreciate Walt W hitman in this country 
(and they are not many) and who have read your paper entitled “The Poetry o f  
Democracy —  Walt W hitman” must regard it as the most remarkable for 
sympathetic insight, which has been written on this poet. He is so essentially 
American, that but few foreigners can justly  appreciate him. But you have 
appreciated him better than any American critic who has undertaken to present 
his significance as a poet.^'^

D ow den’s wife and daughter must have felt that references to W hitm an’s neglect and 

notoriety would rebound to incriminate the poet’s early and sympathetic reader.^'"'

In Ireland, Dow den’s association with Whitman lapsed into silence with his 

disappearance from the critical landscape. When it was remembered at all, it was 

treated with contempt. In a review o f  selected correspondence between Whitman and 

Rolleston for the Dublin M agazine  in 1953, P. S. O ’Hegarty expressed his scorn for 

the American poet and his Irish enthusiasts. “ [W hitm an’s] reputation had depended 

mainly on his ‘message,’” he wrote disdainfully, “and nowadays the love o f  comrades, 

the common man, and down with fig leaves, are no longer the sort o f  new revelation 

they seem to have been to Dowden, Rolleston, O ’Grady, T. W. Lyster, and their 

contemporaries.”’

The growth in W hitm an’s popularity in America from the 1910s, which marked 

a “renaissance” o f  his work, ensured that W hitmanian scholars in America would

Hiram Corson, Letter to Edward D owden, April 9, 1883, Ms. 3149 /435 , Trinity C ollege, Dublin.
D ow den failed to secure the post in Cambridge in 1883. H is friend Leslie Stephens was elected to 

the post. In a letter o f  consolation to Dowden, Stephens remarked that his one advantage over the 
m iddle-aged scholar was his seniority. D owden felt, however, as he remarked to Jolui Todhunter two 
years later, that he was virtually excluded from the candidature because his duties in Trinity C ollege, 
Dublin limited his availability (Edward D owden to John Todhunter, March 30, 1885, Ms. 3715/36 , 
Trinity C ollege, Dublin.)

P. S. O ’Hegarty, “Whitman and Rolleston: A Correspondence,” The D ublin M agazine, vol. 28, N ew  
Series, no.l (January 1953): 52-53. Horst Frenz ed., Whitman an d  R olleslon: A C orrespondence  
(Brow ne & Nolan).
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remember Dowden’s work. He received considerable praise from academics such as 

Will S. Munroe and Harold Blodgett in the 1920s and 1930s. This coincided with an 

interest in Whitman’s international readership. Since then, Dowden has appeared as a 

reference in landmark biographies and critical books such as Gay Wilson Allen’s The 

Solitan’ Singer (1955), Justin Kaplan’s Walt Whitman: A Life (1980) and David 

Reynolds’s Walt W hitman’s America (1995).

*

A decade after Whitman had passed away, and towards the end o f  Dowden’s life when 

he was frail and suffering from acute insomnia, the cheery American poet continued to 

haunt the academic’s corridors. His animated and jaunty messages from beyond the 

grave must have given Dowden great pleasure and, also, considering the growth of an 

Irish literary movement, a feeling of awkwardness.

In 1905, the Boston publishers Small, Maynard & Co, prepared to release the 

first volume of Traubel’s With Walt Whitman in Camden. They publicised it by 

releasing extracts to leading newspapers such as The Saturday Evening Post, which 

carried instalments of the book under the heading “The Good Gray Poet at Home: His 

Intimate Talk of Men, Letters and E v e n t s . D o w d e n  had secured a copy of the 

advance promotional extracts. When he received the book, he must have read 

Whitman’s commentary on his sponsorship with trepidation and excitement. The first 

volume contained Rossetti’s description o f  Dowden as a “young man with a good

A copy  of the article is deposited  w ith D o w d en ’s papers (M s. 3130 /66) in T rin ity  C ollege, D ublin.
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literary career before him” and as one of Whitman’s “most earnest a d m i r e r s . T h e  

volume also contained Dowden’s introductory letters to Whitman discussing his 

enclosed Westminster Review  essay and identifying fellow admirers o f  Leaves o f  

Grass. There is a note of tragic irony to some o f  the letters. “All I have named, (and I 

myself may be included),” Dowden had informed Whitman in a burst of confident 

enthusiasm in 1871, “are young, and may, 1 think, be fairly taken to represent ideas in

718literature which are becoming, or which will become dominant.”

Whitman’s commentary on these old letters must have proved irresistible 

reading. There were assessments by Whitman with which Dowden could not have 

argued. After Whitman had located the early letters and essay for Traubel on May 10, 

1888, he accurately summed up Dowden’s professional temperament: “[Dowden’s 

article] was written with restraint —  it advanced, retired, gave, took back —  finally 

came out with a balance on my side. That is the method o f  the literary historian —  he 

is detennined that no steam shall be wasted. The literary critic says: Keep your fires 

hot but don’t keep them so hot they will bum you.”^'^ A month later, Whitman came 

back to the essay: “There’s always meat in Dowden —  always. He never sets an empty

720table ... it adds up to a pretty big sum, all in our favour.”

Traubel’s volume also made reference to Dowden’s co-champions T. W. 

Rolleston and Standish O ’Grady. John Quinn, the New York based lawyer with whom 

Rolleston was corresponding in the first decades o f  the twentieth century, sent a copy 

to him on April 26, 1906. “It ought to please you very much to see the number of

W. M. Rossetti to W alt Whitman, July 9, 1871, IVith WW in Camden, I; 133.
Edward Dowden to W alt Whitman, September 5, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 225.
W hitman in conversation with Traubel, May 10, 1888, With WW in Camden, 1: 135.

™  W hitman in conversation with Traubel, June 10, 1888, With WW in Camden, I: 298.
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references to yourself ... and to know that Whitman had your volume o f  Epictetus’s 

writings so constantly by his side,” wrote Q u i n n . T r a u b e l  had printed one of 

Rolleston’s letters to Whitman in the mid-1880s concerning the German translation of 

Leaves o f  Grass. At that point, Rolleston had been complaining about the German 

resistance to his project. After re-reading the letter in 1888, Whitman showed 

Rolleston the kindness and affection that he was showing Dowden. “Rolleston has 

proved to be one of my staunchest friends,” he informed Traubel. “He is a man 

without extravagance or excuse: he never says I am the only man that ever was, he 

never says I need to be apologised for.”^̂ ^

The arrival of the book to Rolleston in Hollywood House, Glenealy, Co. 

Wicklow caused great excitement. “ 1 have been buried in it ever since,” he replied to 

Quinn. “T[raubel] has done it amazingly well ... I owe him no end o f  praise & thanks 

for this book.” Rolleston also responded to his own letter in the book. “I read [it] with 

strange feelings,” he remarked. “It was the resurrection of a bit o f  my old life —

723nearly 25 years old. What Walt said o f  me also made me kind o f  glow.”

Rolleston was more concerned, however, with the references to Standish 

O ’Grady in the book. On June 29, 1888, Whitman had unearthed O ’Grady’s letter of
I
I

! October 1881, in which the historian had drawn the poet’s attention to the heroic spirit

in Irish mythology. O ’Grady had also declared that he was one o f  the keenest readers 

o f  Leaves o f  Grass in Ireland, along with Rolleston. Since he did not maintain his 

correspondence with the poet, however. Whitman thought he had defected. “He does

™ John Quinn to T. W. Rolleston, April 26, 1906, John Quinn Collection, Reel no. 26, New York 
Public Library.

Whitman in conversation with Traubel, April 8, 1888, With WW in Camden, I: 21-22.
T. W. Rolleston to John Quinn, May 2, 1906, John Quinn Papers, Reel no. 34, New York Public 

Library.
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not seem to have kept me on his hst,” the old poet commented to Traubel. “The young 

fellows come —  the old men go —  often, often: they serve an apprenticeship with me, 

in their youth, when they are getting their roots well in the soil —  then they die, 

maybe become professional, adopt institutions, find that Walt W hitman will no longer 

do .”™

Rolleston thought the idea o f  O ’Grady becoming professionalised was comical 

and felt that W hitman had misinterpreted his silence. “What really happened,” he 

pointed out to Quinn, “was that O ’Grady, an extremely sensitive and reserved nature,

725d id n ’t think W[alt] would care to go on hearing from him & so dropped writing.” It 

is hard to envisage O ’Grady as being shy and insecure about his literary likes and 

dislikes, but he may have been reluctant to make extra demands on an ailing poet. 

Consequently, Rolieston wrote to Traubei to express enthusiasm for the book, but 

wished to correct the “error” about O ’Grady. John Quinn also posted a copy o f  the 

volume to O ’Grady and the Irish historian was moved. “ I shall value it very much,” he 

replied.

For Dowden, there were also plenty o f  delightful surprises in the volume. 

W hitman remarked that when he was neglected in America, friendships from Dowden 

and his colleagues were “extra, extra precious!” “Dowden was one o f  the few,” he

7 97
stated passionately, “—  the sacred few; the everlastingly sacred few.” The most 

congenial compliment that Whitman paid Dowden came in response to a remark that

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, June 29, 1888, With W W in Camden, I: 398.
T. W. Rolleston to John Quinn, May 2, 1906, John Quinn Papers, Reel no. 34, New York Public 

Library.
Standish O ’Grady to John Quinn, November 28, 1906, John Quinn Papers, Reel no. 26, New York 

Public Library.
W hitman in conversation with Traubel, June 13, 1888, With WW in Camden, I: 319.
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the young professor had made in a letter in 1871. “One thing strikes me about every 

one who cares for what you write,” he had announced to Whitman, “while your 

attraction is most absolute, and the impression you make as powerful as that o f  any 

teacher or vates, you do not rob the mind o f  its independence, or divert it from its true 

direction. You make no slaves, however many lovers.” The American poet seized 

enthusiastically on Dowden’s assessment. He singled it out as a possible epigraph for 

Leaves o f  Grass:

That last passage hits me very hard —  is memorable for letter writing. ‘You 
make no slaves, however many lovers.’ Dowden has divined the whole secret. 
Any love that involves slavery is a false love — any love. If I wished to put a 
final signature upon the Leaves, a sort o f  consummating entablature, some 
phrase to round its story — give it the seal, sanction o f  my motive — 1 would

728use that epigram of Dowden’s; ‘To make no slaves, however many lovers.’

Traubel’s successive volume in 1908 caused a similar stir of excitement. The 

editor had quoted further letters from Ireland. Whitman offered similar assessments of 

Dowden’s equivocal temperament and heaped more praise upon him. “As I say,” he 

commented on August 2, 1888, “Dowden didn’t come along with a brass band —  a 

flourish o f  flags. No, not that way: he just came along simply by himself, and said how 

d ’ye do, and stayed without a question. That’s better than having an army on your 

side.”’ '̂’

When an extract from the third volume referring to Dowden was published in 

the Forum  in October 1911, Bertram Dobell copied it out for the academic. “I was 

pleased to meet with it myself and no doubt it must be very gratifying to you,” he

Edward Dowden to Walt Whitman, September 5, 1871, With WW in Camden, I: 224-5. W hitm an’s 
response was recorded by Traubel on May 28, 1888, With WW in Camden, 1: 225-6.

W hitman in conversation with Traubel, August 2, 1888, With WW in Camden, II: 82.
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w rote/^ '’ In the extract that Dobell had transcribed, W hitman was as loquacious as 

ever. “ Dowden is quiet-hearty without being effusive,” he remarked, after reading an 

early letter from him dated October 1871. “ He has trained h im self  against 

effusiveness: a whole far-seeing far-loving man. I have always felt as if, if  I have any 

right to pride at all, 1 might be proud to have convinced Dowden that I am not entirely 

useless.”’ '̂ On August 9, 1912, Traubel wrote to Dowden requesting permission to 

print these letters in the third volume. “You were somebody precious to him always,”

n ‘1 ')

he claimed. ’‘1 thmk Walt passes his admiration and love for you on to m e.” Traubel 

hoped to have the volume out by October 1912, but it did not appear until 1914. By 

that time, Dowden had died.

Bertram  Dobell to Edward Dowden, October 10, 1911, Ms. 3153/1181, Trinity College, Dublin, 
W hitman in ;onversation with Traubel, November 6, 1888, With WW in Camden, III: 42.
Horace Traubel to Edward Dowden, August 9, 1912, Ms. 3153/1 189, Trinity College, Dubhn.
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