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In the foundational scholarship on literature and evolution, there remains a 

tendency to focus on Darwinian evolution’s influence on Victorian literature. Without 

ignoring Darwin’s importance to both the late-19th century and our own time, this 

dissertation contributes to an emerging interest among historians and literary scholars in 

exploring the pre-Darwinian, transatlantic contexts of evolutionary discourse. By 

returning to a time when ‘the development hypothesis’ was a more fluid concept, we can 

examine how writers and poets on both sides of the Atlantic were able to actively shape 

its meanings and to use it as a framework for reflecting on their literary craft.  

In this dissertation, I argue that for Walt Whitman and Herman Melville, 

development is a key term in their particular constructions of a distinctive American 

literature in the 1840s and ‘50s. It underlies Whitman’s conception of an experimental 

poetic voice in the 1855 Leaves of Grass as well as Melville’s ambitions for literary 

narrative in Mardi and Moby-Dick. At the same time, the sweep of their careers well 

beyond the publication of Origin of Species in 1859—into the last decade of the 

nineteenth century—allows us to chart their later responses as evolution increasingly 

gained acceptance and Darwin became a front man of sorts for evolution. Although 
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Whitman and Melville continue to incorporate evolution and scientific modernity into 

their late-career self-fashioning, we can trace a movement toward increasing distance, 

disillusionment, and abstraction in these deployments.    

This dissertation has implications not only for contemporary Whitman and 

Melville studies but also for re-assessing the broader trajectory of 19th-century American 

literary history. In conventional textbook accounts, the influence of Darwinian evolution 

is measured primarily in terms of the emergence of literary naturalism, a realist genre 

known for its unsparing look at lives caught in the scope of unsympathetic natural forces. 

Here, I suggest that developmental evolution offered alternative formal and 

epistemological possibilities for mid-19th-century American literature, enabling Whitman 

and Melville to develop hypotheses about literary truth and human value. 
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Chapter 1  

Vestiges 

Man, then, considered zoologically, and without regard to the distinct character assigned 
to him by theology, simply takes his place as the type of all types of the animal kingdom. 
    —Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844) 

 
 

1.1 DARWIN’S DAY 

On The University of Texas campus, the Texas Natural Science Center holds an 

annual festival celebrating the anniversary of Charles Darwin’s birth. Each February, the 

museum organizes a day of family-friendly activities designed to communicate the 

foundations of Darwin’s work as well as its modern significance. The program at UT is 

one of a number of events held worldwide to commemorate “Darwin Day,” which, 

according to its official web site, was conceived not only as a tribute to Darwin but also 

as “a global celebration of science and reason.” 

In a state known for its contentious stance toward teaching evolution in schools,1 

this effort on the part of the Texas Natural Science Center to generate public awareness 

of evolutionary theory is undoubtedly all to the good. For our purposes, though, UT’s 

Darwin Day conveniently illustrates a larger cultural phenomenon: even in the heart of 

Intelligent Design territory, Darwin’s name has not only become synonymous with 

evolution; he is also an icon of “science and reason” more generally. Truly, the 

international celebration of Darwin Day confirms that “Luther’s day” has now 

“expand[ed] to Darwin’s year,” as Herman Melville hinted in his 1876 poem Clarel 
                                                
1 Most recently, Texas garnered national attention on the issue during the 2009 school board debates over 
teaching evolution as accepted mainstream science. Ultimately, the Texas Board of Education voted to drop 
a 20-year-old mandate that science teachers cover the “strengths and weaknesses” of all theories, including 
evolution. However, the vote was split, with social conservatives on the Board pushing hard to undermine 
the teaching of evolution as an established theory.  
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(498). Melville’s lines imply that we are no longer living in German theologian Martin 

Luther’s time, i.e., in a time where religious accounts dominated our vision of the earth 

and the heavens, but in an age of science personified by Charles Darwin.2 

In 2008, New York Times columnist and evolutionary biologist Olivia Judson 

lamented the oppressiveness of living in Darwin’s day. Writing on the eve of Darwin’s 

bicentennial and the 150th anniversary of the publication of The Origin of Species, she 

offered this proposal: “Let’s Get Rid of Darwinism.” Judson criticizes the Darwin-centric 

focus of both specialist and popular discourse as “grossly misleading. It suggests that 

Darwin was the beginning and the end, the alpha and omega, of evolutionary biology.” 

She argues that Darwin’s preeminence is ultimately a stumbling block to removing 

evolution’s stigma as merely a school of thought rather than a theory foundational to all 

of contemporary biology. Moreover, by dwelling on a 19th-century theorist, however 

seminal, we fail to acknowledge the developments that have since enriched and shaped 

our understanding of evolution, including its synthesis with genetics in the 20th century. 

While Judson’s call for change is forward-looking, this dissertation applies her 

challenge not to the future but to an examination of the past. What vestiges of the past 

(particularly American literary history) might we uncover when we “get rid of 

Darwinism,” when we look instead to a moment before T. H. Huxley coined the term?3 
                                                
2 Melville’s reference also suggests that Darwin’s name had, by 1876, already become emblematic not only 
of evolution but also of a host of earlier scientific ideas, including modern accounts of the age of the earth. 
Here, the implication is that “Luther’s day” (i.e., a more literal reading of “day” in the seven-day Genesis 
account of creation) has been loosely re-interpreted to mean a broader swath of time, maybe even millions 
of years, to render the Bible compatible with modern geology. This move was not Darwin’s in particular; in 
fact, many natural theologians were comfortable with offering more figurative readings of Genesis—and 
some even rejected reading the Bible as a scientific text (Numbers 108).  
3 A caveat: recent scholarship in the history of science indicates the difficulties of such an undertaking. It 
traces the rhetorical moves and circulation of material artifacts by which this (linguistic, cultural) 
entanglement of Darwin with evolutionary theory, now a 150 years’ growth, has come to be. See, for 
example, James Moore’s “Deconstructing Darwinism: The Politics of Evolution in the 1860s” (1991) and 
Janet Browne’s “Darwin in Caricature” (2001). On the American scene, Ronald Numbers’ Darwinism 
Comes to America (1998) is a case in point: Numbers is keen to show that “Darwinism” came to the U.S. 
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By uncoupling ‘Darwin’ and ‘evolution,’ we can also make visible an earlier discourse of 

progressive or developmental evolution, a widespread if unorthodox alternative to 

creationism that precedes Origin by decades if not by centuries. Darwinian evolution, 

particularly his theory of natural selection,4 emphasizes contingency, non-directed 

change, and a struggle for existence based on environmentally specific factors. In 

contrast, progressive evolution traces a movement from simplicity to ever-greater 

complexity, based on the unfolding of natural law. It emerges from and reinforces a 

worldview that sees inevitable progress in science as well as in social organization. As 

such, it is considerably more expansive than species evolution, also incorporating 

hypotheses about cosmic change, embryonic development, and even political and social 

reform. 

Historian of science James Secord fears that by training a Darwin-colored lens on 

the nineteenth century, we throw this earlier and more variegated world of Victorian 

evolutionary discourse into obscurity. In light of this context, Secord reads Origin as the 

culmination, rather than the starting point, of a shift in natural knowledge (516). After 

Origin was published in 1859, Charles Darwin would quickly become a scientific 

celebrity, a front man of sorts for evolutionary theory. And yet the conceptual 

understandings of the term “evolution” remained multiple, fragmentary, and diffuse 

                                                                                                                                            
not as a wholesale import, a 19th-century British Invasion of sorts, but rather as a protean signifier that has 
adapted to various historical, regional, and ideological contexts. For Numbers, the persistence of the term 
(and of the link between Darwin and evolutionary theory) lies in its fluidity of meaning.    
4 I should acknowledge here that there is more to Darwinian evolution than natural selection, even as it 
remains the central contribution of Darwin’s Origin from a 20th- and 21st-century perspective. Moreover, as 
historian Robert Richards has argued, Darwin himself was indirectly shaped by this progressive context. 
Even in Origin, one encounters the language of progressive evolution, most notably in the sentence “as 
natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endowments will 
tend to progress toward perfection” (89). That said, Richards tends to push this reading too far; Darwin’s 
theory of natural selection is an important conceptual rupture with his intellectual context, even as it also 
retains elements of continuity with that context. 
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throughout the nineteenth century, a vestige of those earlier developmental hypotheses 

(Bowler 149).  

So, what has living in Darwin’s day meant for literary studies? In the foundational 

texts on literature and evolution, works to which, of course, I am immensely indebted, 

there is nonetheless a parallel tendency to take Darwin’s The Origin of Species as “alpha 

and omega,” as a point of origin, a stand-in for evolutionary theory as a whole. 

Pioneering scholarship like Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in 

Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction (1983) and George Levine’s 

Darwin and the Novelists: Patterns of Science in Victorian Fiction (1988) perpetuates 

this bias. In this way, as Secord explains, “Even those who contextualize and deconstruct 

Darwin’s work are inevitably reinforcing its centrality” (516). I.e., they operate to some 

extent on the assumption that the world changed on or about November 1859, even 

though the developmental theories that preceded natural selection continued to have 

currency long after 1859. In this sense, their work takes for granted the very primacy and 

authority of science that they seek to complicate. 

Like many a second-generation work in a given field, this project both derives and 

departs from Beer and Levine’s groundbreaking studies. Like Beer and Levine, I am 

interested in tracing the productive tensions between science and literature rather than 

seeing them as necessary antagonists. At the same time, without ignoring Darwin’s 

importance to both the nineteenth century and our own, this dissertation extends the 

conversation to earlier ideas about organic development. It calls attention to the tradition 

of progressive evolution that precedes Origin of Species and acknowledges that 

tradition’s place within the 19th-century reception of Darwin’s own work.  

Rather than focusing on British literature, I also consider how evolutionary 

discourse from England and the Continent traveled to the United States, at a time when 
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the creation of a distinctly American literature was a topic of national conversation and 

interest. Did the provisional status of developmental or progressive evolution in the 

1840s and ’50s also create a more fluid, fantastical space for American novelists and 

poets to engage with natural science? Noah Herringman has referred to this mid-century 

moment as a “proto-disciplinary” one, in which an emergent professionalization exists in 

tension with a romantic insistence on the unity of knowledge (qtd. in Baker 394). Does 

this period of flux between holism and specialization allow for a poetics that defines itself 

both through and against theories of natural development? 

In order to answer these questions, I offer two case studies of interest not only for 

their canonical status but also for their particular position in time—i.e., in the history of 

evolution as an idea. Born just a decade after Charles Darwin, in 1819, both Walt 

Whitman and Herman Melville are generally regarded by critics to have been at their 

most creative before 1859, which perhaps has discouraged an investigation of how their 

earlier work might engage with evolution. In the following chapters, however, I propose 

that development is a key term both in their particular constructions of a distinctive 

literary voice in the 1840s and ‘50s and in their conceptualization of authorship itself. 

This study hopes to intervene in existing critical conversations within the respective 

Whitman and Melville scholarship that currently do not take developmental evolution 

into account. For Whitman, the development hypothesis forms the basis of his 

experimental poetic voice in the 1855 Leaves of Grass, allowing him to go beyond the 

epigrammatic, impersonal verse characteristic of his transcendentalist contemporaries. 

For Melville, the destabilizing force of natural history becomes the partial subject of his 

fictional experiments in Mardi and Moby-Dick. 

By examining these key works published before 1859, we can establish the 

influence of developmental hypotheses during Whitman and Melville’s formative years. 
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At the same time, the sweep of their careers well beyond 1859—into the last decade of 

the nineteenth century—allows us to chart their later responses as evolution increasingly 

gained acceptance among American scientists5 and Darwinism became synonymous with 

evolutionism. For instance, does Whitman’s deployment of evolution as a figure for his 

own poetic practice change in crucial ways across the later editions of Leaves of Grass? 

Aside from rethinking two major American literary figures in light of their 

evolutionary engagements, a secondary goal of this dissertation is to recover some of the 

vestiges of how literary and literate Americans might have been thinking about organic 

development and its related hypotheses before Darwin. Although a full account of this 

history remains outside the scope of this study (and the purview of my academic 

training), I hope to convey that Melville and Whitman, along with other key figures in the 

American Renaissance, were not discovering or experimenting with these ideas in 

isolation. In Chapter 4, for example, I describe some of the ephemeral pieces and 

scientific narratives that, borrowing David Reynolds’ phrase, lie “beneath the American 

Renaissance.” Included is a lesser-known work by James Fenimore Cooper, 1835’s The 

Monikins, in which a group of intelligent monkeys claim that they are higher than the 

human species on the evolutionary scale. The chapter also examines a geological 

romance by Cornelius Mathews, one of the leaders of Young America, a New York-

based literary circle interested in developing a distinct national literature.   

Before we turn to a detailed examination of the issues and texts discussed above, 

the remaining sections of Chapter One will establish the critical and historical 

groundwork for this dissertation. I begin by reviewing the relevant literature and situating 

my own project within it. Next, I introduce some key concepts and terms in the history of 

                                                
5 Numbers notes that by the early 1870s, the vast majority of American scientists self-identified as 
“evolutionists” (107). 
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developmental evolution; I also briefly sketch the American evolutionary context in the 

1840s and ‘50s. Chapter One concludes with a chapter-level outline of the dissertation. 
 

1.2 CONVERSATIONS, MODELS, METHODS 

In his 2004 essay “Knowledge in Transit,” James Secord calls for a return to the 

grand historical narratives based on the concept of science as communication, which 

would allow us to cross boundaries of period and nation. As an example of the trend 

toward more provincial perspectives, he cites “the remarkable gulf between studies of 

science in Victorian England and the antebellum United States” (669) despite the 

extensive and sustained communication circuit across the Atlantic. Secord sees this trend 

as determined in part by intra-disciplinary specializations, which often center on period 

and place, and in part by a methodological turn toward micro-histories and studies of 

situated practice. 

Although Secord is addressing scholarship within the history and sociology of 

science, his claim also has implications for the field of literature and science studies. The 

field’s foundational works by Beer and Levine center on aesthetic and intellectual 

exchanges about evolution between Darwin and his British contemporaries. But if the 

circulation, movement, and translation of knowledge occur not only across professional 

boundaries, but also across national borders and historical eras, we might also be able to 

extend the evolutionary narrative both “across the pond” and to the decades before 1859.6  
                                                
6 The May 2011 “Romanticism and Evolution” conference at the University of Western Ontario is one 
example of a shift in scholarly interest toward a pre-Darwinian moment: “Revisiting important events and 
developments in the history of evolution prior to the publication of The Origin of Species, ‘Romanticism & 
Evolution’ will focus critical attention on earlier, less recognized theories of change and transformation 
emerging in the cultural, literary, philosophical, and scientific debates of the Romantic period.” In her 
keynote address for the conference, Gillian Beer read Charles Darwin through the lens of his grandfather, 
the proto-evolutionist Erasmus Darwin; she saw the latter as a key interlocutor in the former’s 1830s 
journals and a driver of his late-career interest in botany. 
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According to Jennifer Baker, a transatlantic perspective on literary romanticism 

and natural science has emerged in the last decade or so. In a 2007 review essay in ESQ, 

she defines a growing critical conversation based on a “Romantic-Victorian” synthesis of 

European natural science and American literature, one that considers how aesthetic and 

narrative processes emerge through engagements with scientific ideas and methods 

(Baker 403). This “lost continent of literary exchange,” as Richard Gravil puts it in 

Romantic Dialogues (2000), has recently been extended to include works of natural 

history (xix). Claiming that Victorian science, especially evolutionary biology, played a 

role in American “assimilation and transformation of key romantic concepts” (Baker 

388), the essay ends with a challenge to frame future scholarship: “the confluence of 

organicism and evolutionary theory is one of the most interesting, and still unexplored, 

dimensions of American romantic thought” (403).  

By focusing on Melville and Whitman, this dissertation extends the recent 

transatlantic discussion, which has centered primarily on Emerson and Thoreau’s 

engagements with natural science.7 An important book-length study in this vein is Lee 

Rust Brown’s The Emerson Museum (1997), which positions natural history as a tool of 

translation between British and American romanticisms: “natural history, as Emerson 

seized upon it, was one of the major means by which romanticism…was not merely 

imported but naturalized, scientifically ‘restored,’ on American grounds” (89). According 

to Brown, Emerson’s experience of zoological classification at the Parisian Jardin des 

Plantes in 1833 was essential to his emergent theory and practice of composition. While I 
                                                
7 In A Republic in Time (2008), Thomas Allen notes that “the consensus view of Emerson has situated 
science at the center of his intellectual interests” and that his interest in natural science “has received 
considerable attention in recent scholarship” (187). Additional sources to consult include Eric Wilson’s 
Emerson’s Sublime Science and David Robinson’s chapter “Fields of Investigation: Emerson and Natural 
History” in Scholnick, ed. American Literature and Science. Barbara Packer also treats this subject in 
Emerson’s Fall. Scholarship on Thoreau and natural science includes William Rossi’s “Poetry and 
Progress” and Robert Richardson, Jr.’s chapter “Thoreau and Science” in Scholnick. 
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admire Brown’s close analysis of how Emerson’s embrace of natural history generated 

his theory of composition, I can’t follow him down the rabbit-hole that totalizes 

Emerson’s influence on American letters. Brown overreaches when he claims that 

Emerson’s 1833 declaration, “I will be a naturalist” was a founding moment not just in 

Emerson’s writing life but also in “the life of an American national literature” (130). 

Although my dissertation must take into account a literary phylogeny of sorts, one that 

acknowledges an Emersonian common ancestor, I’m also interested in the individual, 

adaptive methods by which Whitman and Melville engaged natural science as a way to 

reflect on their literary practice. 

Laura Dassow Walls’ Seeing New Worlds (1995) provides another model for 

approaching the intersection of 19th-century natural science and American literature. In 

Seeing New Worlds, Walls asks us to rethink the boundaries between literature and 

science that have kept us from understanding Thoreau’s post-Walden career, which she 

insists was not a failure of misled talent (as the critical consensus would have it) but an 

experimental foray into “empirical holism,” an attempted synthesis of Emersonian 

transcendental wholes and empirical science. For Walls, Thoreau’s discursive efforts seek 

out a relational knowledge, an “epistemology of contact” (134), which resonates with my 

reading of Whitman’s evolutionary poetics.  

Although its temporal and geographical scope is considerably broader than my 

own, Lawrence Frank’s Victorian Detective Fiction and the Nature of Evidence is in 

other respects a kindred project. Frank uses the contexts of geology, paleontology, and 

evolutionary biology to intervene in a conversation about genre. He writes against a 

prevailing critical consensus that sees detective fiction as a conservative genre, which, 

through its plumbing of forbidden psychological depths and drives, ultimately reinforces 

bourgeois attitudes. Instead, Frank argues that 19th-century natural science’s challenges to 
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a dominant worldview are acted out, and never comfortably resolved, in the detective 

fictions of Poe, Dickens, and Doyle. This move allows him to find uneasy questions of 

epistemology and narrative at the center of these texts. Similarly, my project employs an 

evolutionary context to foreground the epistemological concerns operating in Whitman’s 

poetics and Melville’s theory of fiction. 

For the same reason, Sam Otter’s Melville’s Anatomies (1999) provides a helpful 

model and mind-set. Otter sees Melville’s experimental excesses of taxonomic 

classification and description in Moby-Dick as more than a mere rejection of scientific 

method or an exposure of science’s role in the racial politics of conquest; rather, these 

“anatomies” also enable Melville to “contemplate…his own literary operations” (158). 

Similarly, I hope to understand how Melville and Whitman’s personal and idiosyncratic 

engagements with contemporary geology might have shaped their respective aesthetics 

and conception of authorship. 

While my project is situated within the literature-and-science field, I am 

ultimately interested in engaging the author-specific criticism about Melville and 

Whitman, and in showing what an evolutionary lens might offer for our 21st-century 

readings of and conversations about American literary history. As detailed in the next 

chapter, early Whitman critics, reaching as far back as the 1890s, recognized the presence 

of cosmic and organic development in his verse, but this conversational thread has largely 

been dropped in recent decades. I argue in Chapter 2 that the developmental hypothesis is 

crucial for understanding Whitman’s poetic voice in the 1855 Leaves, and, in Chapter 3, 

that evolution continues to play a role, albeit a more abstract one, both in the later 

editions of Leaves and in Whitman’s late-career self-fashioning. If Melville’s career has 

been framed as a series of quarrels—with God, with fiction, and (more recently) with 

natural theology, to take a few key examples, it’s important not only to read those 
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tensions as sites of critique but also to recognize how Melville uses them creatively to 

shape his literary productions. Moreover, if we are interested in tracing, à la John Samson 

and David Reynolds, Melville’s rather considerable borrowings from fugitive 

publications and popular discourses, Chapter 4 makes an argument for extending our 

investigations to include scientific humor and romance. 

In constructing an evolutionary context for reading Whitman and Melville, this 

project differs methodologically from Seeing New Worlds and Walls’ more recent 

Emerson’s Life in Science (2003). In both books, she adheres closely to her subjects’ 

documented reading in natural science. By way of explanation, Walls quotes Gillian 

Beer: “Ideas pass more rapidly into the state of assumptions when they are unread. 

Reading is an essentially question-raising procedure” (128). Although this approach is a 

useful way to delimit one’s possible source texts, it neglects the multiple ways in which 

ideas circulate and questions are raised, a process that I explore more fully in Section 2.2. 

This focus on reading lists also provides a false sense of evidentiary authority, suggesting 

that we can reconstruct direct lines of influence. In Chaos Bound, Katherine Hayles 

points instead to the value of examining a “cultural field within which certain questions 

or concepts become highly charged” (4). The source texts in this dissertation function to 

evoke the “cultural field” of evolutionary discourse and debate at mid-century; however, 

they do not serve as the ground or authority on which I base my readings.  

In this sense, the dissertation departs somewhat from a new historicist or cultural 

studies approach, in that it does not treat all texts equally and continues to privilege 

literary forms as “exceptionally nuanced cultural artifacts” that are the objects of study 

(Tucker 533). In A Manifesto for Literary Studies (2003), Marjorie Garber catalogues the 

sundry ways that literary studies has, in recent decades, ceded authority to other 

disciplines. She points to the irony of a situation in which history and anthropology have 
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appropriated theories of reading from literary criticism only to have them return in the 

guise of the Other, as an extra-disciplinary authority grounding literary study. Similarly, 

her chapter “Who Owns ‘Human Nature’?” asks why the study of human nature has 

somehow fallen exclusively within the province of the natural sciences, whereas it used 

to be discussed by poets, philosophers, and political theorists. Quoting Lacan, Garber 

asserts literature’s power to access truth through fantasy and anachronism: “The real is 

what the realist does not find. The belief that the real can be exhaustively measured and 

mapped is a form of blindness. The real is what escapes that mapping. The real is what 

literature, not ‘the world,’ is hiding” (63).  

By insisting that the history of science has contextual value for our readings of 

Melville and Whitman, this project participates somewhat in the “heady crush” on history 

by which Garber characterizes the current state of literary studies (46). However, it is also 

interested in what emerges formally when these authors negotiate the vast geological time 

scales (e.g., Whitman’s “quintillions of years”) that shift the conceptual ground away 

from human experience. In their encounter with history—with the deep time of natural 

history—they draw on anachronism and fantasy to create an epistemological space that 

allows for human perspectives and systems of value. 

 

1.3 “MAN, CONSIDERED ZOOLOGICALLY”: NINETEENTH-CENTURY NOTIONS OF 
DEVELOPMENT 

As I argue in the following chapters, it was the simultaneous concreteness of 

terminology and fluidity of meaning that attracted Whitman and Melville to the 

development hypothesis in the 1840s and ‘50s. At the same time, evolution’s diffuseness 

as a concept in the nineteenth century means that we are left to parse a complex tangle of 
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meanings, usages, and associations. As Peter Bowler explains, the meaning of evolution 

does not become fixed even after Darwin publishes his influential Origin of Species in 

1859; while the latter part of the nineteenth century certainly saw a massive shift toward 

belief in evolution, many variants of evolutionary theory did not include natural selection. 

Moreover, he notes that for 19th-century audiences, acceptance of evolution, which we 

associate today with contingency and lack of design, was not always incompatible with a 

continued belief in teleology (Bowler 149). How, then, might we, as 21st-century 

scholars, attempt to ‘fix’ the historical meaning of an idea that remained enigmatic and 

diffuse even in its own time?  

Rather than offering a monolithic definition of developmental evolution, this 

section sketches out some of its possibilities and potentials. Specifically, I identify a few 

distinct features of early to mid-19th-century development: (1) the influence of German 

metaphysics and romanticism, (2) the link between organic evolution and the nebular 

hypothesis, a principle based in astronomy that explained the origin and development of 

the cosmos, and (3) the interconnectedness of embryonic and species development. 

First, broader trends in philosophy, history, and political theory, all closely linked 

with the idea of “progress,” created a more conducive environment for both the discovery 

and acceptance of organic development (DeJong 73; Bruce 123). In particular, the 

German romantic philosophy of thinkers like Fichte, Schelling, Oken, and Hegel offered 

a developmental picture of the world advancing toward a predetermined goal. In general, 

the philosophical idealists were speaking about an ideal rather than material progression 

when they referred to a dynamic, evolving universe of organisms impelled to greater 

perfection. However, it was easy for contemporary and later authors to make the slippage 

between this discussion of evolution in a logical, atemporal sense and an embodied, 

temporal notion of organic transmutation of species (Richards 42). 
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This intellectual context was also shaped by a renewed sense of history, which 

differentiated 19th-century models of development from their 18th-century counterparts. 

In fact, in The Order of Things, Foucault challenges the idea that 18th-century notions of 

change over time were proto-evolutionary, as they were still informed by the static image 

of the classificatory table. For instance, the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Robinet 

understands development as a process in which “one and the same living being persist[s] 

through all the upheavals of nature and thereby fills[s] all the vacant possibilities offered 

by the taxonomic table” (Foucault 152-3). In this and other schemes, time plays a role, 

but as a kind of condition or abstraction that enables the theory, not as a dynamic agent 

creating specific environments that in turn shape speciation.  

Similarly, Bowler notes that some 18th-century models merely “temporalized” the 

chain of being, a fixed, hierarchical relationship between the elements of creation, 

ranging from God and the angels downward to the plants and minerals (55). The Swiss 

naturalist Charles Bonnet, for example, describes a chain of being that strives, through 

natural law, toward the perfection of God, so that “Man, one transported to an abode 

more suited to the eminence of his faculties, will leave to the monkey and the elephant 

that foremost place that he occupied before among the animals of our planet” (Foucault 

151). In contrast to these earlier models, 19th-century trends in natural history began to 

open up possibilities for a development hypothesis that truly took history into account. 

Although opposed to evolution, the French naturalist Cuvier paved the way for a more 

dynamic sense of organic connectedness through a system of classification that broke 

away from the notion of a fixed order to an open-ended system of relationships (Foucault 

55).8  
                                                
8 Nonetheless, these earlier models remained live possibilities that continued to shape 19th-century 
evolution. Lamarck, as Burkhardt argues in The Spirit of System, was influenced in part by the sense of an 
inevitable movement toward greater complexity and progress that only paid lip-service to history and 
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Given this more holistic perspective, which emphasizes context and relationality, 

the same natural laws that governed species development could also account for cosmic 

evolution. This leads us to a second important feature of development: its connection to 

the nebular hypothesis. The nebular hypothesis attempted to explain the origins of the 

universe and planetary bodies by physical means rather than resorting to the need for an 

intelligent creator.9 Although the Comte de Buffon and Immanuel Kant offered earlier 

versions in the mid-18th century, the most influential work on the hypothesis came from 

Pierre Simon Laplace, the foremost Newtonian in post-revolutionary France. He 

hypothesized that the planets had been created from the atmosphere of the sun; as the 

atmosphere condensed, its rings were abandoned and coalesced to form planets. Through 

a similar process, the satellites developed from each planet’s atmosphere. Laplace found 

further evidence for his theory in the work of British astronomer William Herschel, 

whose discovery of the nebulae involved in star formation could be seen as an analogous 

process that lent support to Laplace’s cosmogony (Numbers 9-11).  

Schaffer notes that while the nebular hypothesis borrowed from the emerging 

discipline of astronomy, it was not of it.10 In its broadest sense, the nebular hypothesis 

                                                                                                                                            
contingency (140). Ditto for Darwin in some of his early journals and even the text of Origin, as Robert 
Richards provocatively argues (80, 89). In Chapter 2, I will also discuss Whitman’s reference to the chain 
of being in “Song of Myself”; his image of the stairway depends heavily on the chain of being (or scala 
naturae in Latin) as a figure for organic development, even as it revises the terms in line with modern 
hypotheses.  
9 It’s important to note here that the nebular hypothesis had a few possible resonances in the 1830s and 
‘40s, one of which is in competition with the definition above. As Simon Schaffer explains, the nebular 
hypothesis could also refer, in a more constricted sense, to astronomical accounts of the formation of 
nebulae, which at the time meant indistinct, cloud-like objects seen in the night sky. Alternatively, it could 
be used to describe cosmogonic stories about the origin of the solar system, including accounts told by 
natural theologians in support of an intelligent creator. The term ‘nebular hypothesis’ was even coined by 
natural theologian William Whewell, in his 1833 Bridgewater Treatise (Schaffer 134-5). 
10 For instance, John Herschel would dismiss the use of his father William’s and his own research on 
nebulae in support of a nebular cosmogony—i.e., a comprehensive scheme for explaining the origins of the 
cosmos and its subsequent development. He engaged in efforts to emphasize the legitimacy and 
verifiability of nebular astronomy versus nebular cosmogony, as well as to suggest that ‘professional’ 
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included general models of the universal progressive development shown not only in the 

cosmos but also on earth and in human society (Schaffer 134). In this way, the nebular 

hypothesis could be associated with species development, as two aspects of a more 

general progressive principle. For instance, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation 

(1844)—the most significant popular exposition of species evolution before Darwin’s 

Origin of Species—begins with an account of the origins and development of the universe 

and insists on how “the formation of bodies in space is still and at present in progress” 

(Chambers 21). We see a similarly expansive notion of development in the work of 

Scottish astronomy professor John Pringle Nichol, who was a major proponent of the 

nebular hypothesis at this time. In a February 1848 lecture at the Brooklyn Institute, 

which was reported at length in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Nichol use proofs from 

astronomy and geology as a basis for speculating on a law of development that extends to 

organic life. He asks whether man, like the cosmos, might too be “undergoing a constant 

process of development,” a speculation that “harmonizes with the new information 

concerning the infinite progression and constant developments of our Universe!” (2). 

Nichol’s language here is representative of his efforts to situate the nebular hypothesis 

within a progressive mindset that extended to species development and even social 

reform (Schaffer 135). 

Aside from its proponents, contemporary critics of development also reveal a 

strong association between the nebular hypothesis and species evolution. Reviewing 

Explanations, the sequel to Vestiges, in April 1846, the author notes that he wouldn’t 

have “so rudely” rejected the nebular hypothesis “if it had not come attended by a load of 

false conclusions, as…of men originating by slow degrees from monkeys” (395). 

                                                                                                                                            
astronomy was not concerned with the origins or future of humanity (leaving this realm of inquiry to 
religion) (Schaffer 137-138). 
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Conversely, a Scottish review, reprinted in the December 1847 Daguerreotype, damns 

species evolution because its key evidentiary support—the nebular hypothesis—has now 

been refuted:11  

A myth had been written, and four editions sold, under the title ‘Vestiges of 
Creation,’ which became a very popular book, especially amongst fine young 
gentlemen who liked to believe that they were descended by regular succession 
from reptiles and toads…. This myth was founded mainly on the nebulae theory. 
It appealed to facts. It appealed to the nebulae fact. (5)  

In these examples, we see that the rejection of one hypothesis could determine the 

downfall of the other, which reinforces the idea that cosmic and organic development 

were closely linked at this time.  

The drive to seek unity—or at least analogy—in material nature played out not 

only on the cosmic level but also on the more modest scale of embryology. According to 

Bowler, “Evolutionary theory was deeply influenced by the prevailing fascination with 

the process of individual growth throughout the 19th century” (23). German naturalists 

came closest to a proto-evolutionary perspective because of ideas within embryology, 

especially the law of parallelism (a.k.a., recapitulation theory), which stipulated that the 

individual embryo’s development recapitulates in miniature the adult forms of its species’ 

evolutionary ancestors. Vestiges, for instance, draws on the recapitulation theory as 

evidence of species development (Chambers 307); more subtly, it uses language such as 

species “giving birth” to each other (234). Referring back to the nebular hypothesis, the 

                                                
11 In a clever turn-of-phrase, the article suggests that the ‘facts’ of species development may be resolved, 
“just as Earl Rosse’s telescope resolved the nebulae” (5). The article is referring to reports that the Earl of 
Rosse’s telescope had resolved some nebulae into stars. This finding seems to challenge the existence of 
“true nebulosity,” i.e., clouds of fluid that no telescope would resolve into stars but that would rotate and 
condense into stars under developmental processes. Proponents of the nebular hypothesis had used this 
concept of true nebulosity, derived in part from astronomer William Herschel’s observations of the 
nebulae, to ground their worldview (Schaffer 137). 
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planetary bodies’ various stages of development are also compared to the life stages of a 

human individual (Chambers 8, 20-21).  

Furthermore, in Principles of Geology, which inspired Darwin’s research but 

nonetheless rejected evolution over several editions, Charles Lyell equates the 

development hypothesis with Egyptian mythology about the “embryo world,” suggesting 

that there’s still a sense of play and instability between notions of individual and species’ 

development (1:11). And in Footprints of the Creator, brought out in an American 

edition in 1851, Hugh Miller frames the question of development in analogical terms: 

“Has Nature, during the vast geological periods, been pregnant, in like manner, with the 

human race? And is the species, like the individual, an effect of progressive development, 

induced and regulated by law?” (37). Thus, we see that even critics of evolution like 

Lyell and Miller used embryology to conceptualize organic development. 

So, what might this overview of developmental evolution offer for our readings of 

Melville and Whitman? Although this subject is taken up at length in the remaining 

chapters, one brief example might suffice for the moment. As I argue more fully in 

Chapter Two, the characteristic slippage across levels of scale—from the embryonic to 

the cosmic—suggests how development might have been useful for Whitman’s creation 

of a distinctive poetic voice in the first edition of Leaves of Grass. He avails himself of 

the indeterminacy and also fluidity of developmental evolution to create a poetic “I” that 

can be simultaneously expansive and intimate, that reaches outward toward the nebulae 

and grounds itself in individual experience. I read this voice as an example of how the 

poet productively intervenes in processes that, as I mentioned earlier, might be seen to 

diminish or devalue the human scale. Whitman’s poetic persona celebrates, takes 

authority from, and even speaks as developmental processes, while also assuming the 

embodied identities and human forms that emerge through those processes of change. 
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1.4 THE DEVELOPMENT HYPOTHESIS COMES TO AMERICA12 

Now that we’ve established a framework for understanding early to mid-19th-

century development—particularly its rootedness in a larger cultural field informed by 

German idealism, as well as its close connection to both the nebular hypothesis and 

embryology—we might ask about the particular expressions of the development 

hypothesis in the U.S. context. Given the extensive circulation of reading materials and 

conversations across the Atlantic, what, if any, special forms and meanings emerged on 

the America scene? 

In Chapter 2, I make some more specific claims about Whitman’s possible 

encounters with evolution as a New York-based poet, writer, and editor and self-

described working-class “rough,” but here I address the American intellectual landscape 

more generally. Historians of science have established that the most prominent 

evolutionary theories in the American popular press were those of French naturalist Jean-

Baptiste Lamarck and “Mr. Vestiges,” the anonymous author of Vestiges of the Natural 

History of Creation (1844), posthumously confirmed as the Scottish journalist Robert 

Chambers (Hull xliii; DeJong 144; McElligott 261). Readers would have encountered an 

extended (albeit hostile) synopsis of Lamarckian development in the second volume of 

Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1832). It spoke to the contemporary interest in the 

vast age of the earth, while also tackling evolution in its second volume—even if 

ultimately to dismiss Lamarck’s “staggering and absurd” proposition that animals’ wants 

drive anatomical change (Lyell 2:9). In contrast to Principles, which was “widely 

reviewed and well received in America” (McElligott 250), Vestiges was universally 

derided in the American periodical press after some initial favorable notices (Bruce 123). 

                                                
12 A riff on Ronald Number’s book title, Darwinism Comes to America. 
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Vestiges nonetheless became a bestseller, going through at least 14 editions in the United 

States (Secord ix).  

We can thus establish that the American public did not perceive the ideas 

expressed in Darwin’s Origin as ‘new,’ and that there was already some familiarity with 

earlier versions of evolutionary theory. For instance, the title of an article by Harvard 

professor Francis Bowen frames Darwin’s 1859 Origin as “the latest form of the 

development theory.” American botanist Asa Gray, a Darwin supporter, wrote in the 

Atlantic Monthly that Darwin’s innovation was a “revival” of the “derivative hypothesis 

in a more winning shape” (Daniels 225).13 And a decade earlier, a review of Vestiges in 

the Christian Examiner described its position as “a very common tendency of thought” 

(233-4). 

It is also worth remarking that a survey of publications from the 1840s and ‘50s 

might offer an incomplete or skewed perspective on American attitudes toward evolution. 

An early foray into the American periodical literature evokes a generally hostile 

landscape, even as the development theory continues to appear regularly in the press long 

after the mid-1840s stir over Vestiges, whether in reviews of newly published works or 

notices about lectures and scientific-society meetings. As Scientific American remarks in 

a representative article from November 1852,  

The development hypothesis—for it is not a theory—assumes that animal life 
commenced at a point, and gradually in a multitude of ages went on developing 
itself until man arose out of a mite. We believe that some of the developists hold 
to it that the dolphin was a very near predecessor of man. The reasoning of some 
advocates of this hypothesis, is indeed no better than what might be expected of a 
dolphin or such like fish. (85)  
 

                                                
13 Of course, I should offer the caveat here that this emphasis on continuity also functions as a rhetorical 
move, whether aligning Darwin’s work with earlier, more suspect versions in order to discredit it (Bowen) 
or positioning it in a familiar guise to ease its acceptance (Gray). 
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In Scientific American’s snide dismissal, there is little indication of the fears 

expressed in Harvard zoologist Louis Agassiz’s introduction to the American edition of 

Hugh Miller’s Footprints of the Creator, a bestselling rebuttal of Vestiges. Agassiz notes 

that the development hypothesis “has been so generally received abroad, and …is 

beginning to find supporters even among the solid thinkers of our own country” (xxix). 

Agassiz’s comment suggests that the rejection of development in the print record is also 

accompanied by – and perhaps responding to – its emergent acceptance overseas and in 

the U.S. 

While the examples above indicate that the development hypothesis entered the 

conversation, directly or indirectly, through a preponderance of European works 

repackaged for American audiences,14 there was also the occasional homegrown 

production. For instance, the American spiritualist and phrenology lecturer J. Stanley 

Grimes’ Phreno-Geology (1851) combines the development hypothesis with phrenology, 

a pseudo-science that sought information about personality and intelligence from cranial 

measurements. Although a seemingly bizarre mash-up, the subjects shared a 

developmental context, in which the laws of the human mind were linked to those 

governing the cosmos. In the text, Grimes offers some idea of fitness as adaptation to 

one’s environment; he writes that “There is a notion afloat, among modern philosophers, 

that man is in his very nature a progressive being; that he is designed to improve 

indefinitely; but we have seen that there can be no improvement beyond the point which 

adapts him to circumstances” (133). And yet, Grimes’ exposition of Lamarckian 
                                                
14 In The American Journal of Science and Arts’ March 1858 review of Agassiz’s Contributions to the 
Natural History of the United States, a footnote indicates how nationalism (a Patriotic Geology of sorts) 
might function to adapt scientific ideas for American audiences. After noting that “There was doubt in 
many minds when the ‘Vestiges of Creation’ was first published whether such a development theory might 
not be true,” the authors point to “the N. American continent” as “a striking example” of the catastrophism 
that makes such an explanation implausible, since “the facts” require a paternal God to reinstate organic life 
after these destructions (203). 
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development by acquired traits is rather rudimentary: “Aqueous circumstances create 

finny forms of limbs; and airy circumstances create feathers, and winged forms of limbs; 

while terra firma circumstances create feet” (134). His blunt explanation, which betrays 

an indifference to the mechanisms for these adaptations, lacks the subtlety of Lamarck’s 

own Zoological Philosophy or Lyell’s later synopsis of Lamarck in Principles. 

Although Grimes’ book likely had a limited circulation, and was in fact quickly 

suppressed after it came under criticism,15 Phreno-Geology nonetheless offers some 

insight into how European notions of development might be filtered through an American 

popular lens, even if the result is unsophisticated and at times contradictory. Grimes notes 

in the introduction that he decided to “come before the public once more” (vii) with a 

phrenology textbook that incorporates insights from geology—namely, that instead of the 

earth being created for man, “man, and all other animals, have been created by the agency 

of the infinite variety of stimulating circumstances which have been brought to bear upon 

organized bodies during the immense periods of time indicated by geology” (vii-viii). 

This move suggests a calculated awareness of the popularity or at least intrigue of 

development for an American audience interested in phrenology. And for anthropologist 

Loren Eiseley, “[Grimes’] book constitutes renewed evidence of the wide dispersal of 

evolutionary ideas after the success of the Vestiges” (315). 

Another avenue for developmental discourse was the nebular hypothesis, which 

was closely allied to ideas about species evolution. Ronald Numbers notes that the 

nebular hypothesis gained popularity in the U.S. in the 1830s and ‘40s, both appearing on 

some college curricula and finding a broader audience through the lecture circuit. For 

instance, Scottish astronomer John Pringle Nichol, who was mentioned earlier as a 

                                                
15 The book was republished under a new title 30 years later, in 1881 (Eiseley 314-5). 
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popular advocate of the nebular hypothesis, conducted a major U.S. lecture tour in 1847-

1848. The tour was widely reported in the American press, and “large crowds” attended 

Nichol’s New York lectures in ‘48 (Schaffer 150).16 Cincinnati astronomer Ormsby 

MacKnight Mitchel, the most successful American scientific lecturer in the 1840s, also 

spread the word about Laplace’s hypothesis to thousands throughout the U.S.  

Even after the nebular hypothesis was largely discounted in England, it continued 

to function as a source of American national pride, due to original research by an 

academy principal named Daniel Kirkwood, who presented at the second American 

Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) meeting in 1849. Kirkwood’s 

analogy helped to dispel the cloud of suspicion, so to speak, around the nebular 

hypothesis after publication of Vestiges, until by the end of the 1850s little opposition to 

Laplace’s theory remained in the United States (Numbers 55).  

Evolutionary ideas might have also entered the national conversation through 

more indirect avenues of influence. In particular, a conversation close to the national 

consciousness in the 1850s concerned anthropological debates about the origins of the 

human races (DeJong 271). Were the races varieties of a single species (monogenism) or 

distinct species with separate creations (polygenism)?17 Polygenists such as the renowned 

Harvard zoologist Louis Agassiz linked their opponents’ perspective to the stigma of the 

Lamarckian development hypothesis (DeJong 283). The reasoning went as follows: if we 

grant natural forces the creative power to shape human racial differences, why not claim 
                                                
16 In an article titled “Exchanging Sides,” which is dated February 12, 1848, Scientific American reports 
that “Ralph Waldo Emerson of Mass., has been delighting the people of Scotland with his lectures, and 
Prof. Nichol of Glasgow, Scotland, has been delighting us Yankees on this side of the water” (162). In 
addition to speaking to Nichol’s name-recognition factor, this moment is a nice example of transatlantic 
interchange. Moreover, Alexander Ireland, who arranged Emerson’s 1848 Scottish lecture tour, was the 
close friend of Robert Chambers, the anonymous author of Vestiges (Secord 338-339).  
17 For a discussion of how these contemporary debates on the origins of the human races also shaped 
Darwin’s line of argument in Origin, see Adrian Desmond and James Moore’s Darwin’s Sacred Cause 
(New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2009).  
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that these forces might also produce separate species? In the polygenists’ framing of the 

issue, allowing for the possibility of variations within a species due to natural causes 

would lead to a slippery slope whereby one might remove the necessity for a creator to 

generate distinct species. 

Thus, in these debates, the polygenists managed to tie their opponents’ position—

that we are all derived from a single human family—not only to the development 

hypothesis but also to the atheistic position that it suggested. This was a deft move given 

that belief in the unity of human origins squared with the literal Biblical account of 

creation, while that of the polygenists moved away from revealed religion. This chain of 

logic is outlined in the following letter from 1845. South Carolina politician James Henry 

Hammond, an outspoken defender of slavery and states’ rights, addresses Josiah Clark 

Nott, one of the members of the “American school” of anthropology, which championed 

the doctrine of multiple origins:  

But if these natural & secondary causes—without any special interposition of 
God—acting merely in conformity with the instinct of the Universe according to 
the…Laws of Development, could affect such wonders, what becomes of mind—
of God? What use have we for him if nature without his aid can change the 
Caucasian into the Malay & the Negro & develop myriads of animals & plants 
unknown to Noah? (Stanton 77-8)  

By granting the possibility that the human races were formed by “natural and secondary 

causes,”18 the monogenist position indirectly challenges the 19th-century view of a 

benevolent and personal God, whose repeated interventions into the natural order indicate 

his constant presence in human affairs. In this way, opposition to the development 

hypothesis was also bound up with the history of scientific racism in American 

anthropology and antebellum debates about slavery. 

                                                
18 Note here, too, that Hammond uses the language of developmental evolution, in which species change is 
framed as “the instinct of the Universe” toward greater variety and complexity. 
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As sketched above, the American context offered a rich proliferation of avenues 

for developmental knowledge beyond a few primary works like Lyell’s Principles, 

Vestiges, or Miller’s criticism of Vestiges in Footprints of the Creator. These texts 

circulated not only in material form but also through reviews and responses in the 

periodical press, as well as the popular scientific lecture circuit. Moreover, American 

awareness about species development spread through a variety of channels, from lectures 

on the nebular hypothesis to debates on the origins of the human races. This discursive 

context adds a fuller resonance to Melville’s use of “development” when explaining his 

literary growth to Hawthorne. Its vestiges also echo through Whitman’s use of the 

language of nebulae to argue for the single origin of the species, and, by extension, for 

the human value of the slave at auction. 
 

1.5 CHAPTER OUTLINE 

This dissertation takes part in a recent interest among historians and literary 

scholars to enrich our understanding of the pre-Origin, transatlantic contexts of 

evolutionary discourse. By pushing past the seeming fixity or inevitability of Darwinian 

evolution in our own time, we can access a moment when species development was a 

more fluid concept, allowing Whitman and Melville not only to be indirectly influenced 

by the development hypothesis but to actively shape its meanings and to use it as a 

framework for reflecting on their literary craft. 

In Chapter 2, “Whitman’s Evolutionary Poetics,” I link Whitman’s 

perambulations around Manhattan to his peripatetic composition process; as the poet 

navigates the lecture hall, the beer hall, or the periodical press, his verse experiments also 

absorb and repurpose aspects of the development and nebular hypotheses being discussed 
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in those venues. In particular, I argue that Whitman’s distinct poetic voice, the “I” that 

speaks so intimately about cosmic processes, draws authority from (or perhaps even 

represents) the law of development itself. The poetic “I” of the first edition of Leaves of 

Grass also demonstrates the productive entanglement of evolution’s two mid-19th-century 

resonances: (1) the development of new species over geological time and (2) the 

development and growth of the individual embryo.  

Given the longevity of Whitman’s career across the nineteenth century and six 

editions of Leaves, I also examine the shifting relation of Whitman’s poetics to evolution, 

especially as Darwin gains in celebrity and authority after 1859. Chapter 3, “The 

Unknown Road Still Marching,” looks at later editions of Leaves in light of this 

relationship. Many of the Civil War poems in Drum Taps and Sequel to Drum Taps, 

which were bound into the fourth edition of Leaves, offer a stylistic immediacy, a 

snapshot-like focus on a scene or soldier, that reads as an experimental departure from 

the unfolding temporal spans of Whitman’s earlier material. But by the fifth edition of 

Leaves, Whitman returns to an interest in time and futurity. During Reconstruction, 

Whitman also reconstructs his verse relationship to development, abandoning the 

concreteness and materiality of the earlier editions for a more abstract, figurative use of 

the concept. Nonetheless, as his poetic use of development loses some of its immediacy 

and originality, Whitman’s prose writings and interviews continue to incorporate Darwin, 

evolution, and scientific modernity into the poet’s late-career self-fashioning.  

Chapter 4, “Melville’s Fugitive Forms,” introduces Melville as a second case 

study, focusing on the two early novels Mardi (1849) and Moby-Dick (1851). The chapter 

traces Melville’s ‘developing hypotheses’ about the value and craft of fiction when 

human individuality and teleology are thrown into doubt. Rather than offering a 

straightforward critique of evolution or dismissively satirizing the methods of an 
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emerging scientific profession, Melville uses natural history for more productive ends: it 

is both the partial subject of and mechanism for his literary ambitions.  

In addition, I argue for the highly mediated nature of these engagements. Melville 

borrows from the evolutionary discourse of earlier fictional narratives—the “fugitive 

forms” of the chapter title—that are themselves reinterpreting popular accounts of 

developmental evolution. The chapter introduces two such fugitive forms: James 

Fenimore Cooper’s The Monikins and Cornelius Mathews’ Behemoth. Influential scholars 

like John Samson and David Reynolds have pointed out that Melville’s approach to his 

literary compositions is deeply embedded in his extensive reading practice and liberal 

borrowings from a broad range of sources. In this chapter, I add evolutionary satire and 

scientific romance to the list of generic influences, but not for the purpose of conducting 

a source study. Rather, these pairings serve as entry points for exploring how Melville 

finds, in developmental evolution, techniques of amplification that open up, increase, 

narrative possibilities.  

While Chapter 4 seeks to establish a broad range of evolutionary influences on 

Melville’s writing and thoughts about literary craft, Chapter 5 (“Voyaging”) reintroduces 

Charles Darwin into the narrative. The second edition of Darwin’s naturalist’s journal, 

later titled The Voyage of the Beagle, is a clear (if unnamed) source for “The 

Encantadas,” Melville’s 1853 short story set in the Galápagos. Although Melville’s close 

textual engagement with Voyage is important for understanding the story’s treatment of 

organic development, I also aim to put Voyage in perspective as a source. Given that 

Darwin only obliquely references evolution in the work, it doesn’t make sense to attribute 

prescience or anticipation of Darwin’s breakthrough to Melville’s choice of source text. 

Instead, the comparison is compelling for what it reveals about how each writer draws on 
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a shared aesthetic, religious, and geological context to make sense of and define his 

respective craft.  

In Chapter 3, I discuss Whitman’s later verse in the wake of Darwinian evolution. 

To complete the parallel, Chapter 5 moves the narrative forward two decades to examine 

Melville’s 1876 poem Clarel. In Clarel, Melville uses Darwin’s name and celebrity as 

emblematic of a tension between science and faith that ostensibly structures the poem. At 

the same time, this device is also misleading, masking the poem’s underlying 

preoccupation with character and literature’s capacity for truth-telling. On the one hand, 

then, the final chapter centers on Melville’s interaction with Darwin at two moments in 

his career. In another sense, it performs a Darwinian de-centering of sorts. This move is 

in keeping with the rest of the dissertation, which asks: what might we, writing from the 

vantage point of Darwin’s Day, learn about American literary history if we gave 

development its day? 
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Chapter 2  

Whitman’s Evolutionary Poetics 

For all these new and evolutionary facts, meanings, purposes, new poetic messages, new 
forms and expressions, are inevitable. 

—Whitman, A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads 
  

In an 1898 article for the Contemporary Review, published six years after 

Whitman’s death, the British writer and essayist Vernon Lee posthumously schools the 

American poet. She argues that Whitman’s unscientific thinking demands that we reject 

his theory of art. In particular, she dismisses what Frederick Conner would later call 

Whitman’s “cosmic optimism,” an interpretation of evolution as necessarily and 

inherently progressive. According to Lee, “science teaches us that all life, and especially 

the life we human beings call progress, is not a mere affirmation” but a “selection and 

rejection, the perpetual assertion of fitness against unfitness, a constant making of 

inequality” (87). In other words, Whitman’s verse, with its democratizing catalogues, its 

celebration of individuality as well as the teleological inevitably of growth, was at odds 

with the motifs of open-ended struggle and competition that dominated Lee’s 

understanding of both evolution and aesthetics.  

In this chapter, I hope to demonstrate that Whitman’s theory of art was in fact 

shot through with evolutionary thinking, particularly as it was being conceived, shaped, 

and re-worked in the decade before the publication of Origin of Species. Nonetheless, 

Lee’s position functions as a useful departure point precisely for what it fails to see—and 

by extension, what we might miss as 21st-century literary critics—when we train a 

Darwin-colored lens on the mid-19th century, throwing an “earlier world” of discourse 

into obscurity (Secord 516). According to Shafquat Towheed, Lee saw Whitman’s 
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“inability to account for the implications that evolutionary science had offered…as an 

unforgiveable analytic weakness” (45-6). However, her vision of evolutionary science 

does not take into account a mid-19th-century moment in which notions of progress and 

teleology quite comfortably coexisted with ideas of species development.19 Thus, in order 

to understand the evolutionary basis of Whitman’s theory of art, we need to recover the 

non-Darwinian conceptual frameworks operating during the 1840s and ‘50s,20 the period 

Emerson designated the “long foreground” to Whitman’s publication of Leaves of Grass 

in 1855. Our task is to bring into focus that earlier context—one in which even the 

philosopher Herbert Spencer, famous for coining the phrase “survival of the fittest,” was 

more interested in the implications of biological transmutation for self-help and social 

reform than in the live-and-let-die theories of social evolution with which he would later 

be associated (Bowler 239).  

Lee’s dismissal of Whitman’s science reveals another area of difficulty in 

accessing the “earlier world” before the publication of Origin. The opening phrase 

“science teaches us” points us to the way in which science is the grounding authority for 

Lee’s aesthetic claims, even as she co-opts that authority to engage creatively and 

productively with scientific theories in her own work. This issue of how authority 

emerges and is negotiated in a culture is central to understanding Whitman’s evolutionary 

poetics of the 1850s. In this chapter, I contend that the provisional status of 

developmental evolution, as a discourse still fragmentary and diffuse at the time of the 

early editions of Leaves of Grass, allows Whitman to strategically claim authority for the 

                                                
19 In fact, this ‘moment’ would return around 1900 with the rejection of natural selection in favor of neo-
Lamarckian developmental evolution. 
20 By extension, as historian of science Peter Bowler notes, even after the “Darwinian revolution” of the 
1860s and ‘70s enacted a major shift toward belief in evolution, this growing acceptance was framed within 
a “still largely non-Darwinian conceptual tradition” (149). 
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poet in a way that would be untenable by the close of the century—or even later in 

Whitman’s poetic career, as I argue in Chapter 3.  

However, to situate Whitman within a mid-19th-century evolutionary discourse is 

not to claim a wholesale indebtedness to a particular source or even set of sources, nor to 

deny the influences of other discourses, such as German idealism and Emersonian 

transcendentalism. As William Rossi explains, philosophy, science, and religion had 

overlapping and even contradictory investments in terms such as development, growth, 

and transmutation; thus, it is difficult to parse biological from cultural meanings when 

evolutionary thought “has been formed by vigorous cross-fertilization between ideas of 

moral, intellectual, and cultural advancement on one hand and of increasing biological 

complexity on the other” (583). Instead, I focus on how Whitman crafted an experimental 

poetics from progressive concepts of unfolding natural law and continuous organic 

development, encountered within a variety of sources and discourses. What did evolution 

(both in the sense of “species evolution” and in its broader resonances) contribute to 

Whitman’s early poetic project—as well as to his strategic self-fashioning of the modern 

American poet?   

By clarifying the poetic uses of scientific theory for Whitman, I hope to contribute 

to a body of scholarship on American romanticism and natural science that has focused 

primarily on prose works, especially non-fiction.21 I also address Ed Folsom’s broader 

question about what a transcendental poetic tradition means to our understanding of 

Whitman.22 I suggest that Whitman finds in evolutionary theory a tool for envisioning an 

                                                
21 See Jennifer Baker, "Natural Science and the Romanticisms." ESQ 53.4 (2007): 387-413. 
22 Folsom takes an historical approach to his question, focusing on the ways in which transcendentalist 
patronage shaped Whitman’s poetic career, as well as how book reviews influenced his reception in 
relation to transcendentalism. He reads Emerson as a sort of medium/midwife who looked outside of his 
inner circle to find an untamed poetry but nonetheless sought to bring it in line with transcendentalist 
perspectives. 
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experimental American poetry that is called for but not fulfilled by the transcendentalist 

poets. Citing Lawrence Buell, Folsom notes that one key pattern of transcendentalist 

verse is its epigrammatic tendency—“a persistent striving for the arresting compressed 

statement” at the expense of “temporal sequence, particularized experience, and intense 

subjectivity,” which are the hallmarks of Whitman’s verse (264). As I will elaborate 

below, the evolutionary poetics that emerges in the 1855 Leaves allows Whitman both to 

participate in and radicalize transcendentalist engagements with science—and with poetic 

tradition.  

Before continuing the discussion, we should address two essential questions: why 

the focus on evolution, and what is meant by an evolutionary poetics? As the title of 

Joseph Beaver’s Walt Whitman: Poet of Science suggests, Whitman’s scientific curiosity 

was wide-ranging. Beaver, for instance, devotes a chapter to the precision with which 

Whitman made astronomical calculations in his verse, which belies the seeming 

indifference to such technicalities in “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer.” In “This 

Compost,” Whitman celebrates the processes of chemical degradation and biosynthesis 

that allow life to emerge from death and decay; the exclamation “What chemistry!” 

echoes Whitman’s Brooklyn Daily Eagle review of a new edition of Liebig’s Chemistry 

in its Application to Agriculture and Physiology—“Chemistry! the elevating, beautiful 

study!” (Reynolds 78).  

For Whitman, one of the uses of science is the specificity and richness of its 

disciplinary languages; if he is a collector of dialects—from “New York rowdy” to 

prairie farmer—the lingos of the phrenologists and anatomists number among them. 

Thus, we might read Whitman’s reference to, for instance, the “monstrous sauroids” of an 

earlier geological epoch as simply further evidence of his linguistic appetites. At the same 

time, Alice L. Cooke argues that Whitman “was interested chiefly in science as a broad 
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and general subject, and he grasped in the manner of a true scientist the basic oneness of 

science” (111). In other words, to single out evolution might distort our understanding of 

Whitman’s basic attitude toward science as being of and in all things; as he explains in 

one notebook, despite the diversity of its branches, “the real science is omnient” 

(Complete Writings 9: 96-7). 

Nonetheless, evolution has a broader, all-encompassing appeal because it is not a 

branch of science; instead, it potentially functions as a key idea or thread across 

disciplines. For example, terms like evolution, development, and transmutation were used 

interchangeably in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to refer both to the 

growth of an embryo and to the emergence of new species over time. Although a gradual 

shift in usage, this blurring allowed embryology to serve as evidence of a unified scheme 

across different levels of scale, most notably through the biogenetic law23 (Richards 15). 

In the anonymously published Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), 

developmental evolution structures the narrative, uniting discussions of astronomy to 

geology and physiology. In a common move for his time, the author links the nebular 

hypothesis, which explained the origin of the solar system as a continuous natural 

development over time, with terrestrial laws of organic growth, including the origins of 

man. Thus, the evolutionary discourse of the mid-19th-century has particular significance 

for its ability to offer a comprehensive, underlying structure to Whitman’s verse 

experiments.  

Above all, then, the defining feature of Whitman’s evolutionary poetics is an 

expansive vista for poetry. Rejecting what the 20th-century poet Charles Olson would 

later call an “ego-centric lyric humanism,” Whitman turns to evolutionary theory as a 
                                                
23 The biogenetic law posits that the embryo of an individual retraces in brief the history of the origins of 
its species, passing through developmental stages in which it takes on the adult forms of its ancestors. In 
other words, “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” 
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modern source of cosmic themes for his verse. In addition, evolution serves as a model 

for Whitman’s distinctive poetic “I,” which merges personal, individuated forms with 

universal processes. Imitating the law of development itself, the poet becomes a 

synthesizer, finding unity as well as a community of descent in his immense catalogues 

of diverse forms. To borrow a phrase from William Rossi, Whitman’s poet performs a 

kind of “inhabited science”—a means of embodying knowledge about material evolution. 

As will be discussed in Chapter 3, evolution also provides a powerful model of revision, 

projecting Whitman’s verse endlessly into the future as he reworks Leaves of Grass over 

six editions and nearly 30 years. Given that, in evolutionary terms, perfection (i.e., fitness 

within a given environment and set of circumstances) is provisional, in a state of flux, the 

modern poet must constantly generate “new forms and expressions” in response to 

changing contexts.  

It’s worthwhile to note here that this concept of perfection also echoes Whitman’s 

Protestant cultural inheritance. In other words, we need to acknowledge the 

interwovenness of these strands of religious and scientific influence in Whitman’s poetic 

self-fashioning. More generally, then, we might consider how Whitman often fuses the 

language of development with a Protestant rhetoric, particularly in his revisions to 

Leaves, finding in them a complementary rather than competing vision. Nonetheless, 

Whitman’s poems often have a more radical possibility than some of the mid-century 

American verse produced in response to evolutionary thought, which tends to conflate 

and flatten the differences between these two discourses, as illustrated most succinctly by 

Unitarian poet W.H. Carruth’s claim that “Some call it Evolution / And others call it 

God” (qtd. in Conner 150). Whitman does not retrofit ideas of development to conform to 

a prior set of beliefs in a benevolent deity; instead, through his embrace of and 
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rootnessness in the material, he attempts to rewrite modern religion in terms of the new 

science.24 

This chapter begins by surveying late-19th-century and mid-20th-century accounts 

that argue for evolution’s centrality to understanding Whitman’s poetic contribution. This 

recovered critical history attests to the clarity of an evolutionary connection for early 

Whitman acolytes, biographers, and scholars. Next, I outline possible avenues by which 

Whitman may have become familiar with developmental evolution in the 1840s and early 

‘50s. With this foundation established, we turn to the first edition of Leaves of Grass, 

which I read as Whitman’s fullest expression of an evolutionary poetics.25 Poems from 

the second edition of 1856 are introduced to enrich and complicate my reading of the 

1855 Leaves. A final section responds to ostensibly competing “origin” stories that 

explain the developmental and organic language in Whitman’s work: namely, the 

influence of the German idealists and Emersonian transcendentalism, all of which are 

closely bound up with evolutionary ideas.  
 

2.1 EARLY CRITICAL ACCOUNTS 

As Tony Tanner observes at the start of a 1963 essay, “It has often been remarked 

by critics of Walt Whitman that no adequate study of his use of the evolutionary theory is 

in existence. That he was profoundly interested in evolution and its implications, that he 

used it extensively in his poetry and prose, and that he certainly must have consumed 
                                                
24 One of Whitman’s literary executors and acolytes, the Canadian physician R. M. Bucke, offers a clearer 
summary of this potential fusion of the mystical and material in his book Cosmic Consciousness (1901): 
“So it may be said that neither [Whitman] nor his writings are growths of the ideal from the real, but are the 
actual real lifted up into the ideal. With Walt Whitman his body, his outward life, his inward spiritual 
existence and his poetry were all one; in every respect each tallied the other, and any one of them could 
always be inferred from any other” (219). 
25 Here, I’m following Laura Billitteri in Language and the Renewal of Society, who sees poems as “sites 
of intellectual and social labor,” i.e., as components and performances of a larger theoretical project (2). 
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many of the controversies raging in the journals of his day is evident” (3). And yet, 

despite its clear presence in the poet’s work, Tanner notes the difficulty of parsing the 

role and sources of evolution in Whitman’s verse, of arriving at a consensus about its 

function or a clear origin story of how it came to be in the early editions of Leaves.26  

There are several possible explanations for this interpretive problem, which we, 

too, must confront in this chapter. As has already been remarked above, the issue lies in 

part with Whitman’s overlapping uses of science, philosophy, and religious mysticism—

as Beaver puts it, “the paradox of Whitman’s realism or materialism on the one hand and 

his ‘spiritualism’ on the other” (105). Another source of difficulty derives from what I’ll 

term the question of ‘sincerity’: given Whitman’s at times unquestioning embrace of the 

modern coupled with his drive for literary self-promotion,27 can we read references to the 

nebular hypothesis or the fossil record as anything more than so much scientific name-

dropping?28 Finally, there is an historical and ideological concern that applies as much to 

Whitman scholars as to Whitman: how do we define ‘evolution’ when, as we have noted, 

                                                
26 In this section, my goal is to create and learn from a “conversation” that I’m labeling as such after the 
fact. Despite the moments of interest suggested by Tanner’s remark, the critical narrative about Whitman’s 
engagement with evolution is one that, like the mid-19th-century fossil record, does not indicate clear, 
unbroken links. In fact, excepting Scholnick’s work, the genealogical trail runs cold in the last 50 years of 
scholarship. In assembling this critical ancestry, I hope to show both the range and centrality of some of the 
interpretive questions made possible by considering Whitman’s verse in light of evolutionary theory.  
27 Exhibit A: Whitman’s quotation, sans permission, of a private letter from Emerson, which appeared as a 
blurb on the spine of the 1856 Leaves. Emerson had written, “I greet you at the beginning of a great 
career.” 
28 For instance, in “Whitman’s ‘Convertible Terms,’” Kathryne Lindberg argues for Whitman’s strategic 
deployment of Hegel in his later career. Lindberg tracks Whitman belatedly “styling himself a Hegelian” 
particularly in letters to potentially friendly reviewers in Germany and England in the early 1870s (251).  
As Lindberg puts it: “Whitman’s direct references to, and invocations of, Hegel and the American 
Hegelians occur late in his career as attempts to defend his version of America on philosophical grounds 
and to enlarge his audience from a few confirmed Whitmanians to English and continental patrons and 
academics” (251). Although Whitman’s early verse does not reference any particular evolutionary thinkers, 
is there an analogous use of evolutionary language—and of science more broadly—for promotional ends 
(in this case, less as an attempt to convey a certain cosmopolitan stature than to reflect and tap into trends in 
popular interest, as indicated by the attendance at public lectures and newspaper coverage of scientific 
topics)? 
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it is not a singular or static idea? Moreover, how do our own historically formed 

understandings of evolution—influenced in part by how the term has cohered around 

Darwin as a representative figure—affect our readings of Whitman? As we’ve 

established in Chapter One, our current understanding of Darwinian evolution—as 

contingent, non-directed change over time—differs markedly from earlier developmental 

evolution, which could accommodate ideas of inevitable progress through natural law. 

Finally, what are the stakes for these critical interventions—to what ends do we make our 

claims for evolution’s centrality to Whitman’s poetry? 

One consensus that does emerge in the literature is an assertion of a pre-

Darwinian influence on Whitman’s conception of evolution. As early as 1877, in his 

essay Birds and Poets, the poet-naturalist John Burroughs claims that Whitman 

anticipated evolution in the early editions of Leaves: “Before Darwin or Spencer he 

proclaimed the doctrine of evolution” (249). Another Whitman intimate, literary executor 

R. M. Bucke, asserts in 1893 that “The so-called nebular hypothesis and the whole 

modern theory of evolution seem to have been present and familiar to his mind from the 

first.” Bucke goes on to speculate, “Did he get them from Laplace, Lamarck, and the 

‘Vestiges,’ or did he himself see evolution occurring?” (250). His question, which leaves 

open the possibility of an intuitive or a mystical access to evolution, nonetheless points to 

some of the alternative sources for Whitman’s grounding in developmental evolution, 

which have been outlined in the first chapter.  

While Newton Arvin’s language in Whitman (1938) is decidedly less fanciful, 

more brass-tacks, he too acknowledges Whitman’s evolutionary engagement “almost 

from the beginning” of his career: 

It is quite true that even before The Origin of Species Whitman, like Emerson, had 
had more than a glimpse of some of the things that were implied by what was then 
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called the Development Theory. Inevitably all that pre-Darwinian speculation—
by cosmogonists, by palaeontologists, by comparative anatomists—had seeped 
through to him along the public channels; however indirectly, and no doubt partly 
through the uproar over The Vestiges of Creation, he had made out more or less 
clearly what Buffon and Goethe, Lamarck and Geoffroy, Erasmus Darwin and 
Robert Chambers had been getting at. (210) 

 

In contrast to Bucke’s image (borrowed from Whitman’s verse) of an “omnigenous” poet 

who had witnessed the earth’s formation and walked with the dinosaurs, Arvin offers a 

more receptive role for Whitman, who had “made out more or less clearly” an 

evolutionary discourse that, sewage-like, had “seeped through to him along the public 

channels.” In her article “Whitman’s Indebtedness to the Science of His Day,” which 

appeared in Texas Studies in English in 1934,29 Alice Lovelace Cooke notes matter-of-

factly that “Whitman may be said to have adopted the theory of evolution in effect before 

the first publication of Leaves of Grass in 1855” (104). Writing in 1947, Frederick 

Conner also points to a largely non-Darwinian conceptual framework for Whitman’s 

evolutionary metaphysics. Like Emerson, Whitman “had arrived at matured evolutionary 

conceptions quite unlike [Darwin’s] some years before 1859” (Conner 131).  

Although the style varies as we move from Whitman’s inner-circle to a more 

distant and professionalized generation of scholars, these accounts share an insistence on 

the primacy of Whitman’s knowledge of evolution. They conclude that Whitman’s 

familiarity preceded the publication of Origin, dating back to the early years of 

Whitman’s career. As I’ve noted above, this historical context allows us to assess 

Whitman’s treatment of evolution in terms of an intellectual and cultural history partially 

                                                
29 There is a notable dearth of criticism on Whitman and science in general in the early decades of the 20th 
century. As Joseph Beaver notes, when Whitman’s relationship to science is mentioned, it is often 
dismissed as superficial knowledge or framed as oppositional. For a thorough survey of this early 
scholarship, see especially pp. 12-15 of Beaver’s Walt Whitman: The Poet of Science (1953). This gap is 
remedied in part by Lovelace Cooke’s article, drawn from her doctoral dissertation submitted to The 
University of Texas at Austin in 1933. 
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obscured by the rise of Darwinism later in the nineteenth century. However, this bid for 

Whitman as an evolutionary ‘early adopter’ also seems to intersect with critics’ concerns 

about poetic authority. For instance, while Bucke frames Whitman’s grasp of evolution as 

intuitive to argue for the superiority of poetic knowledge, Conner ultimately points to 

Whitman’s non-Darwinian evolutionary framework as grounds for dismissal.  

Two early examples illustrate how the criticism on Whitman and evolution plays 

into larger questions of poetic authority, knowledge making, and the proper relation of art 

and science. At the January 1895 meeting of the Australasian Association for the 

Advancement of Science, a paper titled “Walt Whitman: His Relation to Science and 

Philosophy” was read by proxy. Its author was a Scottish schoolteacher named William 

Gay, who had immigrated to New Zealand a decade prior and was, at the time the paper 

was delivered, in failing health. In the middle of the paper, Gay makes this striking claim: 

“No one who reads Leaves of Grass with attention can fail to see that the dominant idea 

of modern science, the idea of evolution, is behind all that he has written.” He draws 

evidence for his assertion primarily from the passages in “Song of Myself” in which, 

“regarding himself as a representative of mankind, [the poet] describes his progress 

through the various stages of cosmic evolution up to the present hour, when at last he 

stands, self-conscious and self-possessed, on the solid crust of the earth” (7).  

However, Gay neglects to elaborate on this claim; instead, he deploys it as part of 

a larger argument about the need for poets to immerse themselves in modern scientific 

currents in order to combat the elitist insularity, and the recycling of old forms and 

tropes, that leads to poetry’s staleness and irrelevance (in fact, the paper reads like a 

precursor to C. P. Snow’s “two cultures” lecture of 1959). In keeping with the essay’s 

didactic undertone, Gay holds Whitman up as a kind of model schoolboy, one who has 

thought deeply about the relative status and value of poetry and science. While Gay, in 
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contrast to Whitman, finds science to be the superior pursuit, he nonetheless concludes 

that they are reciprocal paths to understanding: 

Of this theory Whitman is a good example—perhaps the best; for while he asserts 
that poetry is the crowning product of man’s spiritual activity, that poets are the 
first and greatest of men, and that in the democratic future they will be the 
unofficial rulers of society, yet in the secondary place to which he allots 
philosophers and men of science, no poet recognises more fully the need of them, 
more fully appreciates the value of their labours, or more absolutely accepts their 
conclusions. (6-7) 

The address ostensibly summons other poets to take up Whitman’s project, in which Gay 

discerns the poet’s willingness both to animate scientific truth through his verse and to 

take poetic inspiration from science: “In these examples we have science treated not 

merely as a storehouse of novel metaphors, which is the use generally made of it by those 

poets who recognize it at all. We have here the heroic transmutation of science itself into 

great if uncouth poetry by the force of a powerful genius” (9). Gay ignores the slightly 

distasteful aspects of Whitman’s “uncouth” verse, defending and even celebrating 

Whitman to a scientific audience in part for his willing embrace of “the dominant idea of 

modern science,” evolution. 

Writing two years earlier, R. M. Bucke resists the image of Whitman as an ardent 

student of science in favor of an intuitive faculty at work in Whitman’s evolutionary 

engagements. In a brief essay titled “‘Leaves of Grass’ and Modern Science,” which was 

published a year after the poet’s death, Bucke discusses Whitman’s relationship to 

evolution in order to position his poetry as a more direct and embodied path to the 

knowledge arrived at by scientific methods. His comments, excerpted above, are quoted 

at length here: 

Whitman has never been (I suppose) a student of zoology, but before the “Origin 
of Species” was published—back in the early fifties—he knew why the animals 
reminded him of himself. That he had passed that way huge times ago, and had 
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negligently dropped the human tokens that they exhibit, himself moving forward 
then and now and forever, infinite and omnigenous. 

The so-called nebular hypothesis and the whole modern theory of evolution seem 
to have been present and familiar to his mind from the first. Did he get them from 
Laplace, Lamarck, and the “Vestiges,” or did he himself see evolution occurring? 
The nebula cohering to an orb? The piling of the long, slow strata? The vast 
vegetables and the monstrous sauroids? (250) 

By insisting on an early date for Whitman’s evolutionary knowledge, Bucke also 

asserts the primacy of poetic experience in these paragraphs. Bucke conjures up a vision 

in which the poet not only witnesses the emergence of now extinct species like “the 

monstrous sauroids,” and the actions of natural processes (e.g., “the piling of the long, 

slow strata”), but also embodies the law of development itself, “himself moving forward 

then and now and forever.” Although Bucke speculates on possible sources for 

Whitman’s familiarity with evolution, his more compelling—if fantastical—explanation 

cuts out the scientific middleman. Borrowing in language and style from Whitman’s 

verse, Bucke participates in Whitman’s process of poetic myth-making.30  

While Gay and Bucke both argue for the central role of evolution in Whitman’s 

body of work, they use this observation to make different claims about the relative 

authority of poetry and science as ways of knowing. Gay promotes Whitman’s poetry to a 

scientific audience, primarily casting the future role of poetry—if only others would 

adopt Whitman’s lead—as handmaiden to reason. Bucke reads Whitman’s early 

treatment of evolutionary ideas as an act of poetic prescience or intuition, even if it means 

                                                
30 The language of vision and presence in this passage from In Re Walt Whitman echoes a quotation that 
Bucke includes in his later Cosmic Consciousness (1901). The quote is from the 9th edition of The 
Encyclopedia Brittanica (1875-89), in an entry for the German mystic and theologian Jacob Behmen: “The 
mysteries of which he discoursed were not reported to him, he BEHELD them. He saw the root of all 
mysteries…” (qtd. in Bucke 74). Bucke’s idea of cosmic consciousness involves a synthesis of the material 
and the mystical as part of the next stage of human evolution. It involves an awareness of the cosmos and 
of the interconnectedness of life. This cosmic consciousness is above all an intuitive knowledge, which 
helps perhaps to explain the stakes for Bucke in claiming that Whitman intuited evolutionary processes 
instead of being a diligent student of science. 



 42 

minimizing the scientific source material for Whitman’s verse. Both write in the last 

decade of the nineteenth century and negotiate a changed environment of increased 

specialization and professionalization. How applicable, then, are their perspectives to the 

1850s, when Whitman’s career was beginning and evolution was not yet “the dominant 

idea of modern science”?  

If Gay and Bucke generate questions about poetic authority and epistemology in 

relation to science, another strand of criticism asks us to consider how the idea of species 

evolution might intersect with Whitman’s philosophical and religious explorations—or, 

what Arvin calls “the conception of evolution not only in its biological but in its vastest 

sense” (210). In the 1942 essay “Whitman’s Intuition of Reality,” the philosopher Max 

Beck echoes Bucke’s emphasis on a kind of poetic witnessing: “Whitman had the poet’s 

gift. He did not merely assert theoretically, as a philosopher would, that all reality is 

good. He possessed the gift of strongly seeing the lively act of reality, that lustiness with 

which anything ecstatically enters into existence” (23). Beck highlights Whitman’s 

emphasis on the value of material reality itself and offers the term democratic 

metaphysics to describe this poetic task of seeking after cosmic relatedness and value. He 

notes that in naming the individual and unique forms, the poet’s enumerations or 

catalogues also celebrate the principles of life, individuality, contradiction, and plenitude 

behind them. In this way, much like the natural law of development that links diverse and 

abundant organic forms, the poet’s lists subsume “all single forms in the fulness of 

something behind them: those phenomena are life, individuality, contradiction, and 

overconcentrated density” (24).  

In 1947, Frederick Conner coined the expression cosmic optimism to theorize, like 

Beck, about the philosophical and moral implications of the poet’s celebration of vast 

natural processes. As Conner explains, “The major premise of cosmic optimism was that 
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the universe is not alien to man but the embodiment or reflection or prototype of his own 

deepest self; because this is the case, the conclusion then follows, the universe must 

aspire toward the same ends as man” (118). Thus, Conner sees cosmic optimism as a 

stance that reaffirms human centrality through a progressive narrative of biological 

transmutation and kinship. For Conner, Whitman is “the poet of evolution par 

excellence” (92) because he manages to reconcile the older transcendentalism and 

Hegelian philosophy with a modern, scientific interest in material reality; however, 

Conner reads this effort as anti-intellectual and almost childlike (107). For Conner, 

Whitman’s stance is less an innovative poetic and philosophical experiment than a 

comfortable retrofitting of evolution to conform with – and confirm – a teleological view 

of the cosmos. 

In contrast to the implicit critique behind Conner’s use of the term “cosmic 

optimism,” Tony Tanner exclaims un-ironically (and with Whitmanesque exuberance), 

“Such optimism in poetry!...the creative evolution31 in which Whitman believes leaves no  

room for the melancholic, sickly, brooding, cynical pessimism so persistent in our 

modern American literature” (10). In his 1963 essay “The Lamarckian Theory of 

Progress in Leaves of Grass,” Tanner argues that Lamarck’s concept of inheritance of 

acquired traits is the non-Darwinian framework to which Whitman was most indebted,32 
                                                
31 Tanner deliberately engages in a bit of anachronism here, referring to Henri Bergson’s concept of 
creative evolution: a life-force (elan vital) struggling within the constraints of the system but still 
progressing gradually toward a higher intellectual and moral life. Bergson’s belongs to a range of 
philosophical treatments of evolution later in the 19th and early 20th centuries. For instance, pragmatists like 
John Dewey and Charles Peirce were interested in the non-directional character of evolution, seeing it as 
making possible human freedom. Nature was inherently creative, guaranteeing progress not because 
progress is predetermined, but because there is the possibility for life to create its own future. Tanner also 
notes that in The Solitary Singer, Gay Wilson Allen claims an elan vital in Whitman’s verse that anticipates 
Henri Bergson’s creative evolution.  
32 As mentioned in Chapter 1, inheritance by acquired traits was in fact only a secondary aspect of 
Lamarck’s theory. Historian Richard Burkhardt explains that that what makes him “of his time” is his 
narrative model in Zoological Philosophy (1809), which sees a natural course of organic development 
toward increasing complexity of organic forms. Modification of this plan of development due to 
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and hence the key to understanding Whitman’s evolutionary metaphysics. Whitman’s 

idea of “the spiritual democracy” parallels the idea that a perfect society, like man, “is in 

the process of development through the transmission of gains from this generation to the 

next” (5). Democracy is thus a natural arrangement among biological equals. Tanner 

concludes that  

When Leaves of Grass is viewed through the eyes of Lamarck, Darwin, 
Nietzsche, and Shaw, it falls into a great tradition—the tradition of thinkers who 
were impatient of man’s whining over his uncomfortableness...who launched the 
grand idea that man can, will (—indeed can do no otherwise than) proceed to a 
higher biological, social, and spiritual plane. (11)  

Although these lines frame Whitman more as a philosopher than a poet, Tanner does find 

implications here for verse: a movement away from the confessional poetry of Tanner’s 

own era (“man’s whining over his uncomfortableness”) toward a more expansive subject 

matter and progressive outlook. 

Joseph Beaver’s Walt Whitman—Poet of Science (1951) diverges from the 

philosophical emphasis of Beck, Conner, and Tanner. In contrast to Conner, who 

undercuts and simplifies Whitman’s poetic synthesis of the material and the spiritual, 

Beaver offers a more sympathetic reading of Whitman’s attempt to take modern science 

as a kind of faith. While his book traces Whitman’s engagement with science across a 

wide range of disciplines and proto-disciplines, he particularly notes how “it is curious 

that Whitman’s use of evolution has been so consistently ignored or misunderstood, more 

than his use of any other revelation of science. Actually, his incorporation of evolution 

into his poetry…constitutes one of his most important achievements” (xii).  

To further that understanding, Beaver’s reading focuses on the implications of 

Whitman’s engagement with evolution for his poetic craft. He writes that “Whitman 
                                                                                                                                            
constraining circumstances (like accidental environmental circumstances) was a component of Lamarck’s 
theory, but not as crucial as his belief in “la marche de la nature” (xxv). 
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wanted to comprehend fully the physical structure of the earth, the solar system, and the 

universe; he wanted his verse somehow to reflect this comprehending” (157). Beaver’s 

account moves poetic knowledge to the forefront, suggesting that Whitman’s poetry 

functioned as a continuous process of discovering and examining scientific truth. 

Similarly, Robert Scholnick’s more contemporary article “The Password Primeval: 

Whitman’s Use of Science in ‘Song of Myself’” (1986) frames Whitman’s evolutionary 

interest in terms of his ambitions for the modern poet. Specifically, the poet’s art 

transmutes scientific conceptions so that in the aesthetic realm of poetry they have their 

most complete realization, their “tuft and final applause” (Scholnick 385). This notion 

suggests that poetry is not merely a vehicle for scientific popularization or accessibility, 

but that it deepens and enriches our understanding of the self and society in relation to 

natural processes, offering a complementary form of knowledge making.   

By foregrounding these key terms of epistemology and authority, Beaver and 

Scholnick offer a useful entry point into the 1855 Leaves of Grass. Before turning to the 

first edition of Leaves, however, we’ll need to make a brief detour to consider the sources 

of Whitman’s developmental ideas. In contrast to Bucke’s claims about Whitman’s poetic 

intuition, Conner underscores the many avenues of evolutionary knowledge before 

Darwin. He cautions that “no greater mistake can be made than to regard the idea of the 

evolution of species as little known before the second half of the nineteenth century or to 

credit Tennyson, Emerson, Whitman, and others with a kind of poetic ‘prescience’ in 

anticipating it” (25). In the next section, I sketch out possible contexts in which Whitman 

may have encountered – and circulated – conversation about organic development and 

the nebular hypothesis. 
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2.2 “KNOWLEDGE IN TRANSIT”: WHITMAN’S SOURCE MATERIAL 

As a starting point, Robert Scholnick offers a useful historical account that traces 

Whitman’s relationship with E. L. Youmans, a lyceum lecturer and textbook author who 

would found Popular Science Monthly in 1872. Decades earlier, in the early 1840s, 

Whitman and Youmans were fellow boarders in Manhattan. In a 1907 letter to early 

Whitman biographer Bliss Perry, New York poet and critic Edmund Clarence Stedman 

mentions this “Prof. Youmans, who lodged on the same floor with Whitman in Centre 

Street, and inspired Whitman's eloquent passages on Evolution” (qtd. in Scholnick 387). 

Although there was a later parting of ways, Scholnick sees this earlier moment as an 

opportunity to exchange conversation and ideas. In particular, he notes the influence of 

Vestiges on Youmans—and, by extrapolation, on Whitman. After discovering that “there 

is independent evidence—both internal and external—for recognizing Chambers’ 

importance for Whitman” (393-94), Scholnick offers a close comparative reading of 

Chambers’ Vestiges and Whitman’s “Song,” finding thematic and structural congruities 

between the two (394). Both are integrative, synthetic accounts that rely on 

developmental law to link cosmic phenomena (e.g., the formation of planetary orbs) with 

species evolution.  

While Scholnick’s reading of the parallels between the two works is deft and 

nuanced, we might think more broadly about Whitman’s source material rather than 

focusing on a single text like Vestiges. In fact, what emerges from Scholnick’s own 

narrative is a glimpse into the importance of conversation, of ‘talk,’ in the circulation of 

scientific ideas.33 Scholnick initially sets out to document the existence of a relationship, 

not a source text, that might have shaped Whitman’s evolutionary thinking. His article is 

                                                
33 For a discussion of the many locations and situations that cultivated an audience for science, see Aileen 
Fyfe and Bernard Lightman, eds., Science in the Marketplace: Nineteenth-Century Sites and Experiences 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2007). 
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useful for highlighting the ways in which Whitman’s evolutionary encounters were 

situated within the geographical and cultural spaces of 1840s Manhattan—its boarding 

houses, newspaper offices, and lecture halls.  

This peripatetic model of influence—especially fitting for Whitman as a poet of 

movement—also resonates with James Secord’s concept of knowledge in transit. Secord 

views science as a process of communication, transmission, and translation that crosses 

national and temporal borders. As a corollary of this notion, he asks us to eradicate the 

distinction between making and communicating knowledge, to think about “statements as 

vectors with a direction and a medium and the possibility of response” (661). By 

emphasizing the media through which ideas circulate, as well as the various ways of 

responding to ideas, we restore a sense of free play to our accounts of intellectual history. 

For instance, Scholnick notes that in Fall 1847, Youmans attended a series of lectures in 

New York by the celebrated Swiss zoologist Louis Agassiz, who had recently secured a 

Harvard professorship. The sixth of these lectures attacked Chambers’ Vestiges.34 As an 

auditor, Youmans found Agassiz’s argument weak, so that the experience actually 

strengthened his conviction in the validity of the development hypothesis. This example 

shows how the “possibility of response” can enrich and complicate a seemingly uniform 

scientific narrative. 

A glance at the pages of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in the years of Whitman’s 

editorship reinforces the sense of knowledge in transit through the city’s lecture halls. A 

                                                
34 Although the timing likely dates to Whitman’s residence in Washington, DC in the 1860s, Whitman, too, 
claims to have heard Agassiz speak. Here is a conversation with Horace Traubel dated November 14, 1888: 
“Agassiz was mentioned. W. said: ‘It was charged against him that he showed an anxiety to prove the story 
of revelation—so-called—true. I never construed him so: I heard him speak once in Washington: there had 
been a series of lectures at the Smithsonian: two or three or more of them: I attended—once at least.’” After 
discussing Agassiz’s personal appearance and manner as a speaker, Whitman concludes, “It is good to 
know that Agassiz's son [Alexander] is more radical, advanced, in his views than his father—that the father 
is outgrown” (Traubel 3: 94-95).  
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notice from March 5, 1846 makes this phenomenon explicit; the author marvels that 

“There are no less than three courses of lectures now in progress in this city…” and calls 

attention to the “numerous attendance which each receives.” While lectures reported in 

the Eagle range from acoustics to phrenology, one of the most striking for our purposes is 

a detailed account of Scottish astronomer John Pringle Nichol’s lecture from February 4, 

1848, which was quoted briefly in Chapter 1. Even the title of this lecture has an element 

of cosmic sweep; the Eagle reports that its subject is nothing less than “the light shed on 

the higher destinies of man from the grander phenomena of the Material Universe” (2). In 

this passage, Nichol uses similarly expansive language to link the nebular hypothesis 

with species evolution: 

Every thing around us is in a state of constant activity and progression. Now, we 
ask, is it too bold an idea to extend this law over the destiny of man? To consider 
him as undergoing a constant process of development? How beautifully this 
thought harmonizes with the new information concerning the infinite progression 
and constant developments of our Universe! (“Dr. Nichol’s Lectures” 2) 

For Nichol, whose belief in the nebular hypothesis grew out a more broadly progressive 

worldview, the “destiny of man” being gestured at here not only references species 

development but also hints at a similarly natural tendency toward social reform.35  

Although this article appeared a month after Whitman’s tenure as editor, we see 

Whitman incorporating this general language of development in notebook jottings that 

test out lines and passages for Leaves. For instance, in an early notebook (LC #80) 

                                                
35 Nichol’s insistence on the connection between material development and social reform is also befitting 
the lecture’s location at the Brooklyn Institute, which was created in 1841 as a merger of the Brooklyn 
Apprentices’ Library, established in the 1820s, and the Brooklyn Lyceum. Might this sympathy be reflected 
in the Eagle’s defense of the Nichol lecture in the next day’s paper? Noting that the Advertiser found the 
lecture “dry, metaphysical, and unprofitable,” the Eagle insists that the talk was ”full of sublime 
conceptions and important and startling truths.” In other words, the Eagle finds value in the progressive 
sweep of Nichol’s lecture, the line it draws from the nebular hypothesis through species development to the 
reform of human society. In contrast, the Advertiser dismisses Nichol as overreaching beyond the facts—
and perhaps drawing dangerous conclusions (“City News and Gossip” 3).  
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bearing an internal date of 1847, but probably used for several years afterward, Whitman 

borrows the language of speculative questioning that we also see in Nichol’s lecture:  

Vast and tremendous is the scheme! It involves no less than constructing a nation 
of nations…and could we imagine such a thing—let us suggest that before a 
manchild or womanchild was born it should be suggested that a human being 
could be born—imagine the world in its formation—the long rolling heaving 
cycles—can man appear here?—can the beautiful vegetable and animal life 
appear here? (116-117) 

In this passage, Whitman ties the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny (“a nation of 

nations”) to speculations about the evolutionary origins of organic life. Nichol’s 

imaginative act requires extending the law of development to human origins. Here, the 

exercise is reversed: by imagining the early, protean state of the universe—the seeming 

unlikelihood of life when we think back to “the world in its formation,” Whitman 

suggests that “constructing a nation of nations” is no less possible by analogous 

principles of growth. The first line also, perhaps, proclaims Whitman’s own “scheme” for 

a new American poetry—one “vast and tremendous” like the processes of natural and 

democratic growth to be celebrated in his future poetic catalogues.  

In general, the periodical culture of Whitman’s New York points to a primary 

avenue of transmission. In the 10th volume of Whitman’s Complete Writings, Bucke 

compiles a list of some of the newspaper and magazine clippings (many dating from the 

‘40s and ‘50s) that Whitman collected over the years; about 15 percent involve scientific 

topics and personalities. These clippings, for instance, include press coverage of two of 

Charles Lyell’s U.S. lecture tours, from September 1845 and July 1849, respectively 

(Complete Writings 10: 94, 97). And, as mentioned above, Whitman himself reviewed an 

American edition of Liebig’s Chemistry for the Eagle in 1847. That same year, when 

Paley’s Natural Theology (1802) came out in a new edition, Whitman wrote that “it gave 
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scientific proof of the sacredness of physical things” (qtd. in Reynolds 80).36 Although a 

range of subjects is represented here, Whitman’s immersion in a New York periodical 

culture as producer, reader, and conversationalist indicates the many possibilities for his 

engagement with and access to theories about material evolution.  

Another point of entry may involve Whitman’s allegiance to New York’s working 

“roughs”—albeit more through the performance of a poetic identity (“Walt Whitman, an 

American, one of the roughs, a kosmos”) than through political action.37 As Adrian 

Desmond has shown in a British context, evolution often was linked to movements of 

“artisan resistance” (78-79) as an intellectual discourse serving to legitimize practical, 

localized, and politicized agendas. He explains the association of Lamarckian 

development and working-class cooperative movements as follows: “[radical artisans] 

envisaged society progressing through cooperation, education, emancipation, 

technological advance, and democratic participation”; similarly, their view of nature 

involved “an inexorable progress for all through harmony and cooperative striving” 

rather than relentless competition. Hence, they found appeal – and analogy – in 

Lamarck’s developmental vision of “relentless ascent power-driven ‘from below’” 

(Desmond Politics 4). Like Whitman, these radicals’ philosophical heritage also rested on 

                                                
36 On the one hand, this quote might be surprising given that natural theology à la Paley emphasizes the 
workings of an intelligent designer and comes to be viewed in opposition to evolution. However, as I will 
discuss in Section 2.5, Whitman’s position resembles the natural theologians’ in that he is interested in 
physical law as a source of moral law, even as inspiration for a new kind of poetic worship that he hopes to 
inaugurate in Leaves. At the same time, a May 1847 review in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle exhibits some 
impatience with Paley’s limits: “the scope of the philosophy of Dr. Paley is hardly ample enough to suit 
this age: it is somewhat strange that he went so far, and that he did not go a little farther” (“Paley’s Natural 
Theology” 2). In other words, there is more than one path to joining faith and science. 
37 For a discussion of Whitman’s ambivalent and even contradictory stance toward various reform and 
working movements of the ‘40s, see Christopher Castiglia and Glenn Hendler’s introduction to Franklin 
Evans (Durham: Duke UP, 2007). 
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Enlightenment works that rooted political and moral demands in materialist cosmogonies 

(Desmond “Artisan” 95).38 

Hugh Miller’s Footprints of the Creator, which appeared in an American edition 

in 1851, indicates the complex interplay of communal reform, working-class identity, and 

the development hypothesis in the United States as well as England.39 A leading 

popularizer of geology in the 1840s and ‘50s, Miller had crafted “his representative 

identity…as a self-taught working man who had overcome daunting obstacles to take his 

place at the high table of his culture” (Vincent 230). In the preface to Footprints, Miller 

notes that “the development doctrines are doing much harm on both sides of the Atlantic, 

especially among intelligent mechanics, and a class of young men engaged in the 

subordinate departments of trade and the law” (vi-vii). Given his own background as a 

former journeyman stonecutter and self-taught geologist, Miller is himself a member of 

the group being addressed. I.e., rather than establishing a distance between the speaker 

and this class of intelligent young mechanics, artisans, and tradesmen, Miller’s comment 

might be understood from the perspective of a culturally conservative member of that 

group warning against the danger of disbelief.40 This move is consistent with Miller’s 

didactic approach, which “was designed not only to confirm his own self-modelling but 

                                                
38 In Whitman: The Political Poet, Betsy Erkkila sets up a dichotomy between reading Whitman in 
metaphysical versus political terms, tracing the former approach back to R. M. Bucke. She calls for critical 
attention to a mid-19th-century perspective in which it was still possible to think of poetic creation as 
affecting the nation’s political creation. However, this example shows how these two perspectives might 
intersect—how it’s possible to see Whitman’s engagement with natural philosophy as a political act.  
39 Rossi also supports the notion that “the transmutation of species was associated with radical politics and 
materialism in Britain and the United States.” However, he tempers this remark by noting, “most scientists 
were quite open to accepting a naturalistic cause for the origin of new life forms, if such a cause could be 
demonstrated” (584). 
40 Miller’s political motivation for rejecting development was of a piece with his religious objection. Miller 
felt that the “intellectualism” underlying transformist belief both reinforced a narrative of progress (as 
opposed to the “voluntarism” of God’s willed intervention in affairs) and encouraged a laissez-faire attitude 
toward social issues (Shortland 6-7).  
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also to promote the remodelling of his audience” (Shortland 36). Nonetheless, the idea 

that such a “remodeling” of artisan belief is necessary uncovers the multiplicity of 

responses to developmental evolution and reveals their perceived threat to established 

interests. 

Of course, in the absence of a thorough historical study of the American scene 

akin to Desmond’s, this idea remains speculative, more question that observation: to what 

extent did evolutionary conversation belong to the urban American working-class culture 

of the ‘40s? As Castiglia and Hendler note, this environment of intense male homosocial 

camaraderie was located in taverns and barrooms that also formed part of Whitman’s 

New York (xxiii).  

Like the vectors described above, Secord’s concept of knowledge in transit 

suggests the multiple ways in which ideas circulate and questions are raised, while 

pointing to the difficultly in reconstructing direct or one-dimensional lines of influence. 

In Chaos Bound, Katherine Hayles offers a similarly spatial model for thinking about the 

transmission of ideas; she points to the value of examining a “cultural field within which 

certain questions or concepts become highly charged” (4). By conceptualizing Whitman’s 

encounters with developmental evolution within a cultural field, constituted in part – but 

not limited to – Whitman’s documented reading, we can begin to see the possibilities for 

access and authority that Whitman found in these exchanges. In the next section, we turn 

to the uses of evolution for Whitman, to how it might be deployed strategically to 

establish a modern poetic identity and epistemological authority linked to but distinct 

from scientific endeavor.   
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2.3 “WITH SCIENCE, AND CON AMORE”: EVOLUTION AND AFFECT IN THE 1855 LEAVES 

Reflecting on his career in A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads, Whitman 

writes cryptically about his early poetry: “Modern science and democracy seem’d to be 

throwing out their challenge to poetry to put them in its statements in contradistinction to 

the songs and myths of the past. As I see it now (perhaps too late,) I have unwittingly 

taken up that challenge and made an attempt at such statements—which I certainly would 

not assume to do now, knowing more clearly what it means” (659). In Chapter 3, we will 

investigate this mood of disappointment and distancing that characterizes Whitman’s 

later stance toward science in general and the evolutionists in particular. In this section, 

however, I am interested in mapping the contours of that initial “challenge” as it may 

have appeared to Whitman in the 1840s and ‘50s. What were its enticements and pitfalls? 

In the preface to the first edition of Leaves, Whitman casts the practitioners of 

“exact science and its practical movements,” a diverse group of proto-professionals 

ranging from the anatomist to the spiritualist, the geologist to the historian, as  “the 

lawgivers of poets,” claiming that “their construction underlies the structure of every 

perfect poem” (15). Scholnick asks us to take seriously Whitman’s assertion here, as 

“providing the reader with an important clue to the meaning and structural principles of 

his own work” (421). Specifically, Whitman’s use of the term “lawgivers” calls our 

attention to the elemental laws of the universe as foundational to modern poetry. We see 

a recurrence of natural law cycling through the poems of the first edition—from the 

poet’s comment on animal kinship in “Song of Myself” (“I see in them and myself the 

same old law”) to his recognition of affinity with developmental law itself in “Who 

Learns My Lesson Complete”: “The great laws take and effuse without argument, / I am 

of the same style…” (140). According to Beaver, we see in Whitman’s work an 
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understanding of physical structures and processes and a desire to use verse to reflect this 

process of comprehending (157).  

At the same time, these examples indicate that Whitman’s task is to discern an 

affective element in seemingly impersonal cosmic processes, making the poet’s 

knowledge of them personal and immediate. In his early work, Whitman synthesizes 

observational and affective modes of knowledge, finding in the evolutionary theories of 

the 1850s a kinship to the decade’s optimistic (if conflicted) emphasis on reform, self-

culture, and comrade-ship. As Whitman explains in a passage that invokes an earlier poet 

of the cosmos: “What the Roman Lucretius sought most nobly, yet all too blindly, 

negatively to do for his age and its successors, must be done positively by some great 

coming literatus, especially poet.” This approach of holding multiple truths together 

requires its practitioner “to [remain] fully poet” while “absorb[ing] whatever science 

indicates.” In this way, the poet will write “both with science, and con amore…” (1012-

13). Of course, this affective dimension of knowledge-making is not incompatible with 

the more practical question of professional expertise; in fact, the synthesis of evolution 

and affect allows the poet to assert his primacy as “philosopher and sage” over the man of 

science (Ross 24). 

A representative example from Leaves illustrates how Whitman draws freely on 

evolutionary language to arrive at new aesthetic and ethical positions. In the poem later 

titled “I Sing the Body Electric,” Whitman’s antebellum poetics – and his politics – hinge 

on an evolutionary trope: one way of re-valuing the slave is by placing the development 

of a human being onto a geological time scale. Whitman asks, “Do you think matter has 

cohered together from its diffused float… / for you…and not for him and her?” (122). 

The “diffused float” refers to the primordial nebulae, or loose rotating clusters of gases, 

that, according to the nebular hypothesis, condensed through laws of gravitational 
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attraction to form planets and their satellites. Here, Whitman repurposes these vast and 

ancient processes to argue for human affinity and kinship.41  

Assuming the voice of the auctioneer, Whitman continues: “Gentlemen look on 

this curious creature, / Whatever the bids of the bidders they cannot be high enough for 

him,/ For him the globe lay preparing quintillions of years without one animal or plant, / 

For him the revolving cycles truly and steadily rolled.” Those vast time scales 

(“quintillions of years”) have the potential to inspire terror and to devalue the human. 

Instead, Whitman’s use of “extravagant numbers” (to borrow a phrase from the 

Edinburgh Review42) encourages an act of sympathy that reinforces human value. The 

emphasis on vision (“gentlemen look”) conflates the objective and objectifying gazes of 

the auctioneer and the scientist; however, the poet does so in a destabilizing way that 

creates an affective, personal response. In these lines, Whitman fuses different modes of 

knowledge making, placing scientific truths about the continuous unfolding development 

of the cosmos alongside a more embodied, emotional knowledge of human affinity and 

identity.43  

The passage also engages indirectly in a controversy that culminated in the United 

States in the 1850s over the origins of the human races (DeJong 281). As discussed in 

Chapter 1, polygenists, who held that the races had separate biological origins, linked 

                                                
41 Whitman is not alone in limning the social and even affective implications of the nebular hypothesis. As 
discussed in Chapter 1, the Scottish astronomer John Pringle Nichol saw social reform as a natural 
extension of the laws governing development of the cosmos and organic life. See Sections 1.3 and 1.4 for 
an overview of the nebular hypothesis and its reception in the U.S. 
42 In the original essay from April 1837, the term appears in a footnote dismissive of contemporary 
geologists’ undignified use of “the rash expression of millions of millions of years.” The authors caution 
that “scientific truth will not justify the display of extravagant numbers” (13). In contrast, an early 
notebook entry (LC #80) indicates Whitman’s interest in impressing readers with the “extravagance” of 
geological time; it includes a reminder to himself to “Ask Mr. Dwight about the highest numeral term 
known” (22). 
43 This effect is weakened in later editions, where Whitman changes “for him” to “for it” (meaning “the 
body”), adding a level of abstraction that detracts from the emotional response of the passage. 
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their opponents’ view to the stigma of the development hypothesis. In a January 1851 

article for the Christian Examiner, Agassiz put the choice starkly to his readers: “either 

they accepted a belief in the origin of man from a common center and a single pair and 

hence embraced the doctrine of development, or else they accepted his belief in the 

plurality of human species, itself a consistent extension of the principle of separate, 

successive creation in all of natural history” (Lurie 263). Agassiz’s reasoning, elaborated 

in his contribution to Gliddon and Nott’s Types of Mankind (1854), is as follows: if we 

grant natural forces the creative power to shape human racial differences, why not claim 

that these forces might also develop distinct species, some of which display ostensibly 

smaller differences than those observed among the human races?  

In “Body Electric,” Whitman aligns himself with those monogenists who argue 

for a single human origin, and by extension embraces developmental hypotheses that join 

the human species to cosmic processes. He inverts the stigma, providing a sentimental 

education to readers who refuse to acknowledge our single ancestry. In this way, 

Whitman draws on the (still tenuous) authority of the development hypothesis to assert 

his own moral authority as a poet.  

As “Body Electric” illustrates, Whitman’s poetry brings an intimacy and 

immediacy to developmental law, while also deriving an affective response from 

seemingly impersonal cosmic processes. This emphasis on an emotional and embodied 

knowledge of evolution has aesthetic implications, leading to two of the defining features 

of Whitman’s evolutionary poetics. First, Whitman borrows the scope and authority of 

evolutionary processes to shape his unique poetic persona, which is both intensely 

personal and insistently universal. Second, Whitman’s early verse enacts a widened sense 

of the breadth of poetry and poetic authority, expanding the possible occasions for verse.  
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Whitman’s use of the poetic “I” warrants our attention as a unifying feature that 

links the first edition’s twelve untitled poems. In Whitman, the abstract and particular, the 

“I” and the “kosmos,” are constantly in a state of merging. In this way, the poetic “I” 

mirrors how embryology and species evolution were often blurred in progressive natural 

accounts (Richards 15). We see Whitman repeatedly extending the immediacy of 

Leaves—“I am the man, I suffered, I was there”—to a cosmological scale. In a passage of 

“Song of Myself,” the poet ponders his affinity with the animals, which “bring me tokens 

of myself” (58), and wonders how they obtained them. He concludes that “I must have 

passed that way untold times ago and negligently dropt them, / Myself moving forward 

then and now and forever. / Gathering and showing more always and with velocity, / 

Infinite and omnigenous and the like of these among them” (58). Here, the “myself” who 

moves through time seems to refer to life itself in its myriad forms. The poet voices this 

process of evolutionary movement, while also retaining the distinctive air of casual 

braggadocio (“gathering and showing more always and with velocity”) used to describe, 

say, his sexual fecundity. 

Whitman’s poet performs a kind of “inhabited science”—in this case, a means of 

embodying knowledge about material evolution. The law of development is a way of 

characterizing the poet himself, “stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over” (57), as 

well as where he stands—as pinnacle of what has evolved, on the cusp of future 

evolution: “I am an acme…and an encloser of things to be” (79). The poet both catalyzes 

and voices this process of change, launching us “forward into the unknown” (79). He 

derives authority by both observing and inhabiting cosmic processes, as indicated by this 

key passage in “Song of Myself,” which closely follows the line “It is time to explain 

myself…let us stand up”: 
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 My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs, 
 On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between the steps, 
 All below duly traveled—and still I mount and mount… 
 
 Rise after rise bow the phantoms behind me, 
 Afar down I see the huge first Nothing, the vapor from the nostrils of death, 
 
 I know I was even there…I waited unseen and always, 
 And slept while God carried me through the lethargic mist, 
 And took my time….and took no hurt from the foetid carbon. (79-80) 
 

Whitman re-imagines the 18th-century ladder of creation through the figure of 

“mounting” the stairs (given a Whitman-esque spin with the word’s sexual, generative 

connotations). As Scholnick nicely observes, the image both compresses and links space 

and time, which is precisely the novum of evolutionary theory. Whitman goes on to link 

these processes with the birth of the poet himself, explaining that “immense have been 

the preparations for me”: 

 
 Before I was born out of my mother generations guided me, 
 My embryo has never been torpid….nothing could overlay it; 

For it the nebula cohered to an orb….the long slow strata piled to rest it on…vast 
vegetables gave it sustenance, 
Monstrous sauroids transported it in their mouths and deposited it with care. (80) 

 

Like the similar passage on the slave auction in “The Body Electric,” these lines 

cast the evolution of the universe and of life as an act of tenderness and intimacy (e.g., 

“guided,” “rest,” “sustenance,” “deposited it with care”). Not just the poet’s embryo but 

also the poem itself seems to have been nurtured by these long developmental processes 

out of the distant past.  

As Rossi notes, the idea of evolution – in its broadest sense – resonated deeply 

with the transcendentalists (583). Yet, in contrast to what Buell calls the 

“speakerlessness” of transcendentalist poetry—an impersonality or reluctance to create a 
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lyric voice—Whitman creates an intensely personal voice that also articulates essential 

laws (106). Take, for instance, Emerson’s “Song of Nature.” Conner refers it to as “the 

most extensive of Emerson’s evolutionary poems” even though the poem predates his 

reading of either Vestiges or Origin.44  The first-person speaker here is not the poet 

himself but a personification of the “universal dame Nature”: 

 
 I wrote the past in characters 
 Of rock and fire the scroll, 
 The building in the coral sea, 
 The planting of the coal. 
 
 And thefts from satellites and rings 
 And broken stars I drew, 
 And out of spent and aged things 
 I formed the world anew…. (qtd. in Conner 56) 
 

As the poem continues, the voice of Nature grows impatient with these natural 

processes, as she awaits the birth of “the man-child,” who is the “summit of the whole”: 

“I tire of globes and races, / Too long the game is played; / What without him is 

summer’s pomp, / Or winter’s frozen shade?” (qtd. in Conner 57). While both Emerson 

and Whitman might value the human as a culmination of developmental processes, 

Whitman enacts a more invitational stance toward that earlier history, incorporating 

natural processes and myriad organic forms into his representations of both the human 

species and the poet himself. Of course, pioneering works by Lee Rust Brown and Laura 

Dassow Walls have shown how Emerson’s engagement with natural history was essential 

to his emergent theory and practice of prose composition, allowing him to move from a 

strict idealism toward a more practical transcendence. However, Emerson’s engagement 

                                                
44 Vestiges, in particular, would nonetheless have a strong early influence of Emerson’s thinking, an impact 
perhaps reinforced by Emerson’s relationship with Robert Chambers’ close friend and fellow journalist 
Alexander Ireland. 
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with evolution does not seem to indicate a similarly transformative potential for 

conceptualizing the poet, at least as reflected in his own poetic practice.45 In contrast to 

Whitman, Emerson’s voice of natural law remains “grammatically an I, effectively an 

everyman” (Buell 113). 

In sum, Whitman’s poetic “I” is both an encounter with an embodied poet 

(“fleshy sensual”) and a cosmic utterance that floats through space and time, indicated by 

recurring images of procession, flux, and movement in the first edition. Thus, the poet 

gives voices to developmental processes that might claim, as he does, “I tramp a 

perpetual journey” (82). Of course, in blurring the line between poetic identity and 

natural law—for example, in borrowing the naturalist Alexander von Humboldt’s term 

“kosmos” as an epithet for his poetic self—Whitman very deliberately risks, even 

playfully flirts with, gross self-aggrandizement.  

To understand this paradox that drives Whitman’s evolutionary poetics, it’s 

helpful to turn, albeit anachronistically, to the 20th-century poet Charles Olson. His 1950 

manifesto “Projective Verse” theorizes the ideas about poetic authority and knowledge 

making that are implicit in Whitman’s body of work. Briefly, Olson conceives of 

projective or “open” verse in opposition to what he calls the “ego-centric lyric 

humanism” of closed or non-projective verse. Instead, open verse demands a particular 

“stance toward reality,” including “the reality of a poem itself.” As he explains: 

The use of man, by himself and thus by others, lies in how he conceives his 
relation to nature, that force to which he owes his somewhat small existence.  If 

                                                
45 The choice of Emerson is a deliberate response to the overreliance on Emerson as a filter for Whitman’s 
thinking about evolution. As Beaver puts it: “Much of the failure to evaluate correctly Whitman’s 
achievement in science may be traced directly to a tendency to lay everything not explainable in any other 
way at the door of Emerson and his followers. The influence of Emerson on Whitman is palpable, but the 
similarity of vocabulary has on occasion obscured a real difference in outlook” (121). Beaver lays out what 
he reads as the difference: for Emerson, science confirmed the moral laws, while for Whitman, scientific 
laws were the moral laws (123).  
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he sprawl, he shall find little to sing but himself, and shall sing, nature has such 
paradoxical ways, by way of artificial forms outside himself. But if he stays inside 
himself, if he is contained within his nature as he is participant in the larger force, 
he will be able to listen, and his hearing through himself will give him secrets 
objects share…It is in this sense that the projective act, which is the artist’s act in 
the larger field of objects, leads to dimensions larger than the man. (48) 

Whitman might initially be mistaken for a poet of sprawl—he quite literally “sings 

himself” in the poem “Song of Myself.” However, there’s a paradoxical humility in this 

poetic expansiveness. In this respect, Olson’s theory underscores the way in which mid-

19th-century ideas about development provide a larger canvas for verse, in turn enabling 

the discovery of new poetic forms and, consequently, a renewed status for the poet as 

epistemological and ethical guide.  

Olson’s demand for an expanded field of objects and occasions for verse 

resonates with Whitman’s later comments in A Backward Glance. Responding to an 

article on Wordsworth in a British magazine, Whitman challenges its position that the 

expansion of science has jeopardized poetry’s readership: 

Only a firmer, vastly broader, new area begins to exist—nay, is already form’d—
to which the poetic genius must emigrate. Whatever may have been the case in 
years gone by, the true use for the imaginative faculty of modern times is to give 
ultimate vivification to facts, to science, and to common lives, endowing them 
with the glows and glories and final illustriousness which belong to every real 
thing, and to real things only. (659)  

In a bid for professional primacy and relevance, Whitman asserts that this “ultimate 

vivification” of science is one that “the poet or other artist alone can give” (659). Even 

his language here (“begins to exist—nay, is already form’d”) suggests a developmental 

perspective that informs how he conceives of poetry’s patterns, movements in history. 

For both Olson and Whitman, reality is a key term, the province of the modern poet.  

Throughout the first edition, we see Whitman’s poet inhabiting this larger sphere. 

In the preface, he calls for a philosophy that comprehends “vast stretches of time or the 
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slow formation of density or the patient upheaving of strata”: in other words, the physical 

and geological conditions that enable organic development and are themselves figured as 

evolutionary processes in the mid-19th century (16). In “Song of Myself,” Whitman gives 

voice not only to the slave or prostitute but also to the natural laws themselves; through 

his verse, we hear the “voices of cycles of preparation and accretion” (50). Similarly, 

“Song of Occupations” celebrates the grandeur not only of “the sun and stars that float in 

the open air….the appleshaped earth and we upon it” but specifically “the drift of them” 

(92, italics mine)—their changes and movements across time and space. “Great Are the 

Myths” also emphasizes both evolutionary product and process: “Great is the earth, and 

the way it became what it is, / Do you imagine it is stopped at this?....and the increase 

abandoned? / Understand then that it goes as far onward from this as this is from the 

times when it lay in covering waters and gases” (143, italics mine). Like the auctioneer 

scene in “Body Electric” or Whitman’s narrative of his own creation in “Song,” “To 

Think of Time” casts developmental processes in intimate, personal terms, as the reader, 

too, is included in these processes: “something long preparing and formless is arrived and 

formed in you” (104). In these poems, the poet’s embrace of “the law of promotion and 

transformation” which “cannot be eluded” (104) provides a way of singing and 

cataloging the individual, the unique instantiations within the equally song-worthy flow 

of time, process, and change. 

Whitman’s use of evolution in the 1855 Leaves reflects the contradictions within 

the developmental discourse of his day. On the one hand, the famous quote from 

geologist James Hutton—“no vestige of a beginning—no prospect of an end”—is echoed 

in Whitman’s thoughts about the never-ending flux in nature and in his poetic 

compositions. He writes, “there is no stoppage, and never can be stoppage; / If I and you 

and the worlds and all beneath or upon their surfaces, and all the palpable life, were this 
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moment reduced back to a pallid float, it would not avail in the long run, / We should 

surely bring up again where we now stand, / And as surely go as much farther, and then 

farther and farther.” This Lamarckian conceptualization of the “march of Nature” reaches 

back to an 18th-century idea of development as inherent in living things, a natural law that 

urges us forward to greater complexity. Progress and advance are inevitable. Moreover, 

we can read the insistence that “there is no stoppage, and never can be stoppage” as a 

way of thinking about the overarching sense of forward movement in the first edition of 

Leaves, an impression strengthened by its particular format, with its flowing lines that fill 

the large-sized paper used by the press for printing legal documents; the liberal use of 

dashes in lieu of standard punctuation; and lack of titles for individual poems.46   

If Whitman participates in teleological and progressive accounts of evolution, he 

also embraces its possibilities for open-endedness. As Gillian Beer notes, a 

developmental perspective challenges conventional notions of perfection and 

perfectibility. Perfection is no longer equated with “completeness.” It may be realized 

temporarily, when a particular form achieves fitness within its environment, but 

perfection is eventually lost in the flux. Intriguingly, Beer sees Whitman’s views in the 

initial stanzas of “Song of Myself” as compatible with a Darwinian sense of perfection in 

Origin, even as she acknowledges the earlier provenance of Whitman’s lines.47 In the 

poem’s assertion that there “will never be any more perfection than there is now,” what 

remains constant is the natural law itself, which demands this suitability of forms to their 

environment, even as “the procreant urge of the world” brings us ever-changing 
                                                
46 Of course, Ed Folsom convincingly argues in Whitman Making Books/Books Making Whitman that we 
can’t attribute too much intentionality to the choice of paper size or the arrangement of poems in the first 
edition of Leaves. Evidence suggests that these decisions were based more on practical exigencies than on 
thematic or aesthetic preferences. Moreover, the second edition’s trim-size—squat, pocket-sized—
compresses the long lines, which bleed over and diminish the sense of forward motion. 
47 Gillian Beer, “Plants, Analogy and Perfection: Loose and Strict Analogies.” Romanticism and Evolution 
Conference, The University of Western Ontario, London, 12 May 2011. 
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manifestations of this law: “Out of the dimness opposite equals advance…. / Always 

substance and increase, / Always a knit of identity….always distinction…. / Always a 

breed of life” (28). We see an echo of this sentiment later in the poem, in which, over the 

long spans of geological time, “Births have brought us richness and variety, / And other 

births will bring us richness and variety. / I do not call one greater and one smaller, / That 

which fills its period and place is equal to any” (79). Elsewhere, the poet asks, “To be in 

any form, what is that? / If nothing lay more developed the quahaug48 and its callous shell 

were enough” (55).  

The term “perfection” appears later in the collection. In “To Think of Time,” 

Whitman writes that “The vegetables and minerals are all perfect…and the imponderable 

fluids are perfect; / Slowly and surely they have passed on to this, and slowly and surely 

they will yet pass on” (106). Here, there’s an acknowledgment of a perfection that is 

fleeting, and that derives from being part of the flow of natural processes. In “Who 

Learns My Lesson Complete,” there is a teleological cast to the poet’s repetition of the 

word “preparation,” but the poem challenges an overreliance on design in Whitman’s 

scheme of nature: 

 
I do not think [the globe] was made in six days, nor in ten thousand years, nor ten 
decillions of years, 
Nor planned and built one thing after another, as an architect plans and builds a 
house. (141)  

In addition to rejecting the Mosaic account of creation, the lines open up a more 

experimental and non-linear explanation for the emergence of organic life. They also 

signal a shifting notion of progress and perfection of form that we see throughout and 

                                                
48 “A large, rounded, edible clam, Mercenaria (formerly Venus) mercenaria (family Veneridae), of the 
Atlantic coast of North America” (“Quahaug, n.”). 
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across the six editions of Leaves, applying as much to Whitman’s verse as to the origins 

of the planet or of organic life.  
 

2.4 “AMELIORATION IS ONE OF THE EARTH’S WORDS”: DEVELOPMENTS IN THE 1856 
LEAVES 

At first glance, the second edition of Leaves might be read as taking a step away 

from the evolutionary poetics launched in the first edition. There’s a new anxiety about 

the terms of poetic respectability and professional authority. Responding to reviewers’ 

confusion about (and contempt for) the stylistic challenges of the first edition,49 Whitman 

rather forcedly includes the word “poem” in the titles added to the second edition, as if to 

clarify the formal nature of his experiments. If the untitled “barbaric yawps” of the first 

edition are ‘fitted’ to a new poetic utterance that comprehends nature’s schemes, the 

second edition’s “poems” suggest Whitman’s awareness that he must also adapt 

strategically to an audience of reviewers and critics. This move demonstrates a tension 

between the two forms of authority that sanction his work: the scientific “lawgivers” and 

poetic convention. 

Secondly, certain passages adopt a didactic stance at odds with the formal and 

philosophical openness, the embrace of the transient perfection of forms that characterize 

the first edition. Stylistically, some of these poems come across as rote, repetitive, 

programmatic. Published by Fowler and Wells, the volume at times shares a didactic, 

public-improvement tone with their phrenology, reform, and health tracts (and with 

Whitman’s early novel, Franklin Evans). For instance, even the title of “Poem of 

                                                
49 For instance, a September 1855 review by Putnam’s Monthly, one of several appended to the second 
edition, describes Leaves as a “sort of excited prose broken into lines without any attempt at measure or 
regularity, and, as many readers will perhaps think, without any idea of sense or reason” (Whitman 367). 
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Remembrances for A Girl or A Boy of These States” signals a kind of patriotic primer. 

The poem also reduces the complexities of development to an elementary message, 

brooking no argument: “All is inextricable—things, spirits, nature, nations, / You too—

from precedents you come” (277). In this example, Whitman verges closer toward what 

Buell identifies as the characteristic epigrammatic style of transcendentalist poetry (264).  

Nonetheless, we can trace a continued treatment of evolution underlying even the 

minor poems added to the second edition—from the refrain “The shapes arise!” in “The 

Broad-Axe Poem,” which emphasizes the emergence of forms, to “The Clef Poem”’s 

insistence on the developmental connections among “All gaseous, watery, vegetable, 

mineral processes, the fishes, the brutes, / All men and women—me also” (251). 

Similarly, “Poem of the Last Explanation of Prudence” emphasizes organic genealogies: 

“No consummation exists without being from some long previous consummation, and 

that from some other…” (260).  

And yet: there is a difference. Rather than call it a step backward, it might be 

more apt to refer to Whitman subtly altering the evolutionary poetics of the first edition, 

in response not only to critical feedback but also to more fully elaborated aims.  While 

the new poems retain Whitman’s distinctive first-person and cosmic scope, they 

introduce subtle variations. For one, Whitman more explicitly articulates the link between 

the dynamism of modern poetry and natural law. In “Poem of the Singers, and of the 

Words of Poems,” Whitman self-plagiarizes from the first edition preface, writing that 

“The words of poems are the tuft and final applause of science” (263). Referring to the 

words of poems, he notes that “They are not the finish, but rather the outset, / They bring 

none to his or her terminus, or to be content and full” (264). Like the laws that govern 

organic change, the poet’s words have the power to launch the individual forward into 

processes of development, growth, and mutation.   
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“Poem of The Sayers of The Words of The Earth” (later “Song of the Rolling 

Earth”) takes up and expands the meditation on language, nature, and reality in “Poem of 

the Singers.” The logic of the poem attributes reality to words themselves—not the marks 

on the page, but the objects themselves. Developmental processes also take on the 

concrete attributes of linguistic reality: “Watery, vegetable, sauroid advances—beings, 

premonitions, lispings of the future—these are vast words.” In this way, Whitman brings 

poetry and language closer in line with organic reality, as “the sayers of the words of the 

earth” are the modern poets. In a later verse, Whitman specifically names “amelioration” 

(advance, development) as one of these key words:  

 
Amelioration is one of the earth's words, 
The earth neither lags nor hastens, 
It has all attributes, growths, effects, latent in itself from the jump,  
It is not half beautiful only—defects and excrescences show just as much as 
perfections show. (323-4)  

As mentioned earlier, evolution involves a reconsideration of the idea of 

perfection—thus, an evolutionary poetics must recognize and value all growths, including 

“defects and excrescences,” formally beautiful and otherwise. In these lines, Whitman 

could just as easily be describing his poetic persona, as he celebrates the beauty and 

necessity of the monstrous or aberrant in his own nature. Later in the poem, Whitman 

aligns his verse with a vocalization of these natural processes: “Conveying a sentiment 

and invitation of the earth / —I utter and utter.” He concludes that “no theory of any 

account,” including, one may assume, a theory of poetry, can exist that fails to 

“corroborate the theory of the earth” (329).50  
                                                
50 Bucke reprints an earlier prose note that anticipates some of the themes of “Song of the Rolling Earth.” 
Note 144, titled “Materialism and the concept of amelioration of the earth,” reads as follows: “the processes 
of the refinement and perfection of the earth are in steps, the least of which involves trillions of years—that 
in due time the earth beautiful as it is now will be as proportionately different from what it is now, as it now 
is proportionately different from what it was in its earlier gaseous or marine period, uncounted cycles 
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Above all, one of the key poetic uses of evolution in the second edition is to 

conceptualize Whitman’s role as a “poet-prophet,” even as this spiritual focus begins to 

take us further away from the materialism of the first edition. As Reynolds observes, “If 

other Americans were founding new religions, so, in a sense, was he: a poetic religion 

based on progressive science and idealist philosophy that preached the miracle of the 

commonplace and the possibilities of the soul” (89). Although Whitman would aspire for 

the third edition of Leaves to become a new Bible, we already see in some of the second-

edition poems a drift toward what George Sixbey refers to the poet’s heady mix of “the 

idealism of Hegel, the scientific realism of Darwin, and the faith of Christ” (xlix). 

In “Poem of the Road” (later “Song of the Open Road”), the poet’s tramping 

across the North American continent becomes a way of figuring both organic evolution 

and the spiritual journey toward death. Part of what remains “unseen” on the open road, 

what comes into focus as the poem unfolds, is the deeper resonance of the journey as a 

process of endless change, of discovery that “the earth never tires” (231). Although 

updating religious narratives in the light of scientific ones, the poet of “Poem of the 

Road” emerges as a Christ-like figure, calling to readers to abandon profession and 

possessions in order to journey with him. His repeated call—“Allons!” (“Let’s go”)—is 

finally a summons toward a deeper awareness of organic processes in which our corporal 

form participates, with all other journeys “the needed emblem and sustenance” of that 

ultimate one (236).  

Robert Oren Stephens explains that one of the important qualifications for the 

poet was a mastery of science, taking from it larger meanings: “Like the scientists of the 

                                                                                                                                            
before man and woman grew. That we shall also be here proportionately different from now and beautiful” 
(Complete Writings 9: 150-51). Again, the quote suggests an aesthetic notion of “perfection” modeled on 
nature’s endless formal variations.  
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modern world, [Whitman] would make his religious ideas working hypotheses” (120). 

Here, the poet finds spiritual implications in physical laws of development, presaging his 

more extensive treatment of the subject in 1871’s “Passage to India.” The poet’s faith is 

rooted in the developmental laws themselves, rather than a particular outcome: “I know 

that they go, but I know not where they go, / But I know that they go toward the best—

toward something great” (237). At the same time, the lines show the struggle between 

open-endedness and determinism underlying a progressive account of organic change.  

Another poem that limns the “larger meanings” of the developmental hypothesis 

is “Sun-Down Poem” (“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”). The poem plays with movement on 

various levels and dimensions, from the recalled ferry crossing of the East River, to the 

implicit meditation on death suggested by the original title (in which case, the river 

becomes a kind of modern-day Lethe), to the imagined passage of time that connects 

Whitman to his contemporary readers. Although the intimacy of the poet’s address to a 

future reader asserts connection, similitude, and recognition across time, the poem is also 

about ceaseless change. By disrupting the time-space continuum (“It avails not, time nor 

place—distance avails not”), “Sun-Down Poem” in fact highlights the processes that 

generate forward movements and formal evolutions across time: 

 
It is not you alone, nor I alone, 
Not a few races, not a few generations, not a few centuries,  
It is that each came, or comes, or shall come, from its due emission, without fail, 
either now, or then, or henceforth. (218) 

Natural laws—of embryonic development, of death and decay, of material evolution—are 

what unite us.  

Beginning with the concrete and familiar (“I too many and many a time crossed 

the river,” “I too lived, / I too walked the streets of Manhattan Island…”), Whitman’s 
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insistence on identification with his reader also extends to an acknowledgement of our 

shared finitude within cosmic processes: “I too had been struck from the float forever 

held in solution / I too had received identity by my body” (216). While suggesting the 

mother’s amniotic fluid, “the float” also refers to the formation of nebulae, as well as the 

developmental laws out of which a human being is given a particular embodied form in 

time. Once this common identity and shared ancestry within an evolutionary continuum 

has been established, the poet is able to assume a greater intimacy with the reader, 

identifying in the subsequent lines with the reader’s fears, insecurities, and weaknesses. 

For example, the chiasmus in the following lines ties together reader and poet through 

our common experience of adversity: “It is not upon you alone that the dark patches fall/ 

The dark threw patches down upon me also.” Through devices like anaphora and 

chiasmus, Whitman evokes an experience of “cosmic emotion” in his reader. As his 

friend and contemporary John Burroughs explains: 

Professor [William Kingdon] Clifford calls it ‘cosmic emotion’—a poetic thrill 
and rhapsody in contemplating the earth as a whole,—its chemistry and vitality, 
its bounty, its beauty, its power, and the applicability of its laws and principles to 
human, aesthetic, and art products. It affords the key to the theory of art upon 
which Whitman’s poems are projected, and accounts for what several critics call 
their sense of magnitude,—‘something of the vastness of the succession of objects 
in Nature.’” (251-52)  

Emotion becomes the poet’s entry point into these cosmic processes, as well as the crux 

of his spiritual explorations. 

If the tramping poet of “Poem of the Road” is a Christ-like figure, the poet of 

“Sun-Down Poem” resembles the benevolent Creator of a 19th-century Unitarian 

tradition. The reader experiences a sense of divine comfort in Whitman’s words: “Closer 

yet I approach you, / What thought you have of me now, I had as much of you—I laid in 

my stores in advance, / I considered long and seriously of you before you were born” 
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(218). As voiced by the poet, the developmental laws, far from being cruel and 

impersonal, assume the paternal concern of a benevolent deity. Even more so than the 

first edition, the 1856 Leaves emphasizes the modern poet’s role in deriving spiritual 

insight from scientific laws. As Whitman asks in “Poem of Many in One” (“By Blue 

Ontario’s Shore)”: “[An American poet] justifies science—did you think the 

demonstrable less divine than the mythical” (189)?  

This spiritual and metaphysical aspect of Whitman’s use of evolution returns us to 

a larger question raised in the chapter’s opening pages: how do we as scholars interested 

in Whitman’s science grapple with the paradox of his equal embrace of materialism and 

spiritualism (Beaver 105)? And if contemporary philosophical and religious discourses 

drew on a similarly progressive language, positing, as historian Evelleen Richards puts it, 

“evolution without physical continuity”—a metaphysical speculation or a link that exists 

in the mind of God rather than genealogical descent (qtd. in Rossi 584)—how do we 

untangle these influences from a belief in material evolution?   

One objection to my account thus far involves Whitman’s noted indebtedness to 

German idealist philosophy, especially Hegel, which he encountered both refracted 

through Emersonian transcendentalism and through a passing familiarity with sources 

like Frederick Henry Hedge’s Prose Writers of Germany and Joseph Gostwick’s German 

Literature. Although dismissive of Whitman’s “third-hand Hegelianism,” Conner raises 

the important notion that 19th-century understandings of evolution borrowed heavily from 

philosophy and religion. Moreover, Conner suggests that these popular ideas predisposed 

a favorable reception of evolution as taken in an almost axiomatic way, as well as 

encouraging scientists to look for these patterns in their approach to natural phenomena. 

Thus, we can see the difficulty (and perhaps the inutility) in parsing science from 

philosophy, materialism from idealism when discussing this pre-Darwinian environment. 
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As Robert Richards has proposed (albeit with a hint of push and provocation), the 

boundaries were fluid for certain German philosophers themselves.  According to 

Richards, Kant’s “daring adventure of reason” (i.e., the hypothesis of biological 

transmutation) was one he ultimately rejected but that was a live possibility for him. 

More significantly, Goethe and Schelling had a view of the archetype that included all its 

differences, one that was not reductive or capable of being illustrated, and which (much 

like Whitman’s verse) postulated the individual and the species together in a process of 

dynamic evolution.51  

This portrait reveals the open-endedness of terms like “progress” and 

“development,” which could resonate across multiple fields of discourse in the earlier 

part of the nineteenth century. A background in German idealism, for instance, could 

shape views for or against species evolution in diverse ways. Take, for example, the 

Swiss zoologist Louis Agassiz, who, arriving in the United States in 1846, would become 

“a folk hero to the general and literate public,” bringing the history and heft of European 

science to “the young American environment” (Lurie 391). Agassiz was a fierce 

opponent of evolution (and later of Darwin) in the U.S.; he thought species were created 

through a series of discontinuous events following catastrophic geological changes. 

While trained in German idealism (Agassiz studied under embryologist Lorenz Oken in 

Germany), he ultimately rejected it as a denial of the ultimate power and influence of a 

Creator. Nonetheless, Agassiz had a progressive account of life, even using the language 

of “progressive development” in the first volume of his Poissons Fossiles. Of course, this 

development described not a physical relationship but an intellectual unity in the mind of 

a Creator, proof of “the existence of a superior intelligence whose power could have 

                                                
51 Robert Richards, “Did Goethe and Schelling Endorse Species Evolution?” Romanticism and Evolution 
Conference, The University of Western Ontario, London, 12 May 2011. 
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established such an order of things” (Lurie 85). Agassiz was also deeply interested in 

how embryology could translate into our thoughts on species: for Agassiz, with each 

geological rupture (including the Ice Age that he made famous), the species that emerged 

would be increasingly advanced, moving toward the creation of man. He identified 

certain “prophetic types” in paleontology, intermediate forms that demonstrated the 

operations of an intelligent mind in nature—not, as an evolutionist might argue, a 

physical transformation from one species to another (Lurie 290). Thus, on the one hand, 

Agassiz’s association of development with earlier German idealism was grounds for 

rejecting the former; on the other, Agassiz’s biographer Edward Lurie sees the persistent 

influence of idealism on Agassiz’s philosophy of science, in his drive to situate the facts 

of nature within a larger cosmogony (51, 63). 

At the same time, the French naturalist Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire used idealism as a 

basis for his argument about the transmutation of biological forms, suggesting a 

mechanism by which mutations and monstrosities developed (and diverged) from an 

ideal type. Desmond discusses how the concept of unity of composition developed by 

Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire influenced the “philosophical anatomy” taught in London and 

Edinburgh medical schools in the 1820s and ‘30s. This new anatomy saw animal life in a 

continuous series given that the ‘history’ of each organ could be constructed as it rose in 

complexity (Desmond 4)—a model that could be cast as describing ancestral or 

evolutionary relationships but could also function heuristically without this interpretation. 

In this more fluid context, there is a space for Whitman to connect German idealism and 

material development via natural law, perhaps even to read a mutual affirmation in these 

progressive accounts.  
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2.5 CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter, I contend that the developmental hypothesis supports Whitman’s 

poetic innovations in a more specific way than a general indebtedness to Romantic 

organicism; therefore, it deserves greater critical attention as a formative influence on his 

early poetics. The first edition of Leaves, considered by critics to be the most 

aesthetically innovative of Whitman’s volumes, is above all a response to the “challenge” 

of modern science as it may have appeared to Whitman in the 1840s and ‘50s. 

Specifically, Whitman responds to the scientific curiosity about deep geological time, 

species evolution, and correspondences across different levels of scale with a poetry 

characterized by a simultaneous vastness and intimacy. The sweeping vistas of the 1855 

Leaves as well as the poetic “I” borrow from the processes and rhythms of developmental 

law itself. In addition, an acceptance of organic development signals a new attitude 

toward the perfectibility of forms; “perfection” for Whitman has to do with fitness at a 

particular point in time and space, while recognizing that the laws (of nature and of 

modern poetry) demand an endless procession and variety of forms. 

Whitman’s example suggests the importance of professional identity in 

formulating a modern poetics, pointing to the nuanced ways in which the poet and the 

man of science sought to define themselves in relation to each other, as well as to claim 

authority in relation to constantly shifting fields of natural knowledge. For Whitman, the 

initially more open status of developmental law might have functioned as a space for the 

poet to discover and claim that authority. 

In her essay on the “professional rivalry” of Wordsworth and the natural 

philosopher Sir Humphry Davy, Catherine Ross explains how similar social, linguistic, 

and intellectual preoccupations might have driven the development of professional 

distinctions in the early and mid-19th century, as “both poetry and science required an 
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affirming audience, addressed virtually the same polymathic public, and vied for the 

same jurisdiction (that of philosopher and sage)” (24). Although Whitman’s career lacks 

the intrigue of a particular scientific rival (unless we submit Youmans as a candidate), it’s 

instructive to compare the language of Whitman’s preface to Leaves with Wordsworth’s 

second preface to Lyrical Ballads. Ross notes that, in Wordsworth’s effort to expand and 

elevate the poet’s role in public discourse, he subordinates the knowledge of “the Man of 

Science” as dependent on and informed by the “breath and finer spirit” of poetry (29). In 

a similarly aggrandizing move, Whitman refers to poetry in the first-edition preface to 

Leaves as “the tuft and final applause” of science (263). However, for Whitman, science 

is the life-giving force behind the poetic utterance. Specifically, poetry is the outgrowth 

and flowering of science, as the botanical usage of “tuft” refers to a cluster of stems, 

short-stalked leaves or flowers growing from a common point or root (“Tuft, n.”). In this 

sense, the volume’s title – Leaves of Grass – has professional and epistemological 

resonance beyond the more general play of organicism and book-making: it takes 

seriously the idea of a poetic authority rooted in modern science. 

As will be discussed in the following chapter, this sense of convergence is short-

lived. The shifting cultural significance, professional status, and authority of evolution 

across Whitman’s 19th-century career foretell the poet’s similarly unstable, dynamic 

relationship to evolution (and the newly minted “evolutionists”). Chapter 3 turns to later 

editions of Leaves, paying particular attention to how the Civil War poetry might reflect 

on larger struggles for existence, giving a different tenor to Whitman’s evolutionary 

explorations. Although Whitman continues to deploy evolution as a figure for his own 

poetic practice, its character and import also changes over time. Arvin even makes the 

case that later editions (with their greater tendency toward obscurantism and mysticism) 

indicate a movement away from science’s embrace (231). Ultimately, the chapter will 
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interrogate the foreclosure of possibility that we see in Backward Glance, when Whitman 

writes that “I have unwittingly taken up [the challenge of modern science] and made an 

attempt at such statements—which I certainly would not assume to do now, knowing 

more clearly what it means.” By participating in the trends of modern science as a way to 

assert his own authority, does Whitman inadvertently end up reifying scientific authority, 

creating closure and finality where he intended open fields? 
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Chapter 3 

“The Unknown Road Still Marching”: Whitman and Development after 
1859 

 
Let others finish specimens, I never finish specimens, 
I start them by exhaustless laws as Nature does, fresh and modern continually. 

—Whitman, “Myself and Mine” (1860) 
 

In Chapter 2, I argue for the centrality of pre-Darwinian evolution to the aesthetic 

power of the 1855 and 1856 Leaves of Grass. However, one of the challenges – and 

further opportunities – of approaching the ‘Whitman and evolution’ question is that it is a 

constantly moving target, given his revision of Leaves across six editions and nearly 30 

years. While critics like Max Beck or Tony Tanner approach Whitman’s evolutionary 

engagements in philosophical terms, seeking after a comprehensive system, my solution 

is to consider these engagements as primarily strategic, in terms of their usefulness for 

developing Whitman’s poetic craft and bolstering his authority. In this chapter, I examine 

the uses of evolution across the later editions of Leaves. The goal is two-fold: to trace the 

diversity of poetic forms and possibilities as Whitman adapts his verse to changing 

circumstances, but also to chart the poet’s shifting relation to evolution as it begins to 

gain cultural status and scientific acceptance in the 1860s and ‘70s.  

In fact, Whitman rejects completeness in his poetry in favor of open-endedness 

and growth. In this chapter’s epigraph, taken from the third-edition poem “Myself and 

Mine,” he offers evolutionary law as a figure for his own poetic practice: an 

“exhaustless” process of revision and accumulation that would develop Leaves of Grass 

from the slim, 12-poem volume of 1855 to the elaborately structured Osgood edition of 
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1881-82. By framing his poems as unfinished specimens,52 he casts aside the idea of 

perfection as ‘completeness’ in favor of a continual succession of forms.  

The metaphor of species evolution is pervasive in Whitman’s writing about his 

poetic craft. In an undated note from The Complete Writings, Whitman refers to natural 

law to describe the emergence of complexity in his work and career: “Nature is rude at 

first—but once begun never tires. Most works of art tire. Only the Great Chef d’Œuvres 

never tire and never dazzle at first” (10). Thus, Whitman looks to natural law as a model 

for verse that is constantly unformed and unfinished, seeing permanence (paradoxically) 

in change. The quote might also function as an indirect dig at critics who find a rudeness 

and lack of poetry in his unrhymed and often unmetrical lines; he (rightly) predicts a 

longevity in his verse that failed initially to “dazzle” contemporaries, working on readers 

instead through its ceaseless activity, through the persistence of its cataloging impulse.   

Robert Scholnick notes that in “L. of G.’s Purport” (1891), one of his last poems, 

“Whitman identifies evolution as the central idea in his poetry” (386):  

 
Haughty this song, its words and scope,  
To span vast realms of space and time, 
Evolution—the cumulative—growths and generations (652). 
 

Given the context of the passage above, I would add to Scholnick’s reading that this 

centrality is not merely thematic or topical; evolution also serves as a central figure for 

his revision process, which in turn connects to his theory of composition. The lines that 

immediately follow the passage strengthen this interpretation. Whitman notes that “my 

                                                
52 Note 39, a variant from The Complete Writings, vol. 9, makes the connection between Whitman’s 
conception of evolution and his composition process more explicit: “Most poets finish single specimens of 
characters—I will never finish single specimens: I will shower them by exhaustless laws as nature does, 
indicating not only themselves but successive productions out of themselves, later and fresher continually” 
(87). Containing within themselves the potential for further development, Whitman’s lines are never 
complete. 
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task” was “Begun in ripen’d youth and steadily pursued” to its end, “here in sickness, 

poverty, and old age” (653), which suggests that “this song” is not a static text but, like 

evolution, a cumulative process. 

While Whitman continues to conceptualize his revision process in evolutionary 

terms, the revisions themselves reflect a changing relationship between his poetics and 

evolutionary theory. One shift occurs in the third edition (1860), considered by critics to 

be the darkest and most private iteration of Leaves even as it ambitiously attempts to 

assert a more public, unifying role for the poet in the face of likely disunion (Erkkila 

155). In the next section, I ask how Whitman’s use of evolutionary tropes might reflect 

and/or affect the sense of personal crisis and national tension that pervades the 1860 

edition. Specifically, the “elemental drift” celebrated in the first edition takes on the 

resonance of failure and fragmentation, of a nation and poet adrift. 

The following section focuses on the Civil War poems of Drum-Taps and Sequel 

to Drum-Taps, both published in 1865 and inserted into the fourth edition of Leaves 

(1867). It traces how the figure of evolution is reconceived to accommodate the 

turbulences of sectional conflict, which Whitman quickly recognizes as his great theme.53 

Erkkila has noted that “As the controlling image of Whitman’s Civil War poems, the 

figure of the march has a dual suggestiveness as both an army march and the march of 

humanity…the direction of the march is uncertain and the road is unknown” (225). In 

Section 3.2, I extend her observation to consider how it resonates with 19th-century ideas 

of development, including the French naturalist Lamarck’s concept of “la marche de la 

Nature.”54 In the 1850s, Whitman deploys evolutionary language as a way of re-
                                                
53 See, for instance, Note 43 in vol. 9 of The Complete Writings. In “Whitman’s Poems Summed up,” 
Whitman refers to the centrality of the Civil War in producing these verses and even describes the book as 
“the first characteristic literary result of the war” (27). 
54 As discussed in Chapter 2, this march refers to the natural course of organic development—an unfolding 
tendency toward increasing complexity of organic forms that, according to historian Richard Burkhardt, 
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conceiving the scope and status of the poet; by the ‘60s, we see a shift, as the Union War 

(its premonitions, realities, and aftermath) becomes intertwined with and fundamental to 

Whitman’s poetic identity. Of course, the march is present to Whitman’s poetry and 

thinking in the previous decade;55 it is another way of figuring the emphasis on 

movement, procession, and “procreant urge” that propels the first edition of Leaves. 

However, the march takes on a new resonance from 1865 onward, as a fusion of war 

imagery, mystical journey, and evolutionary growth. 

Section 3.3 turns to the final two editions of Leaves, focusing especially on the 

fifth edition’s “A Passage to India.” Through a close reading of “Passage,” the section 

expands upon Chapter 2’s discussion of how developmental law and religious feeling 

intersect in Whitman’s poetics. I also examine Whitman’s use of scientific language in 

“Passage,” suggesting that the early editions indicate both a greater flexibility and 

concreteness in Whitman’s use of the language of evolution, which becomes more 

constrained in his later verse.  

In the final section, I explore Whitman’s attitudes toward evolution in the later 

decades of his career. We see in Whitman’s prose reflections and interviews a distancing 

or resistance—as evolution gains in status and explanatory power, it seems proportionally 

less useful to him, discordant with the kind of engaged knowledge-making that Whitman 

hoped his verse would model and facilitate. In conversations with Horace Traubel in the 

late ‘80s, Whitman may admire Darwin as a great man, a “first-rater” (to borrow 

Whitman’s lingo) (Traubel 5: 512). Yet, he also seems pleased to learn that T.H. Huxley 

                                                                                                                                            
Lamarck saw as the primary motive force of evolution. The mechanism for which he is known today 
(modification through acquired traits) was only a secondary aspect of Lamarck’s theory. 
55 For instance, in a series of lecture notes that Bucke dates to the early 1850s, Whitman writes of 
“processions of races, swiftly marching and countermarching over the fields of the Earth” and “free 
children of The States…sweeping on with the rest, with the universe, this globe” (193-4). 
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had described evolution as a working hypothesis rather than a dogma (Traubel 3: 94).56 

Initially drawn to science as a vehicle for expanding the thematic and formal possibilities 

of American poetry, Whitman balks at the sense of closure and finality that increasingly 

characterizes the evolutionists’ discourse.  

Of course, to make this claim is not to suggest that evolution entirely loses its 

influence on Whitman’s conception of the poet and of modern poetics. For Frederick 

Conner, Whitman, like Emerson, is best considered a “pre-Darwinian evolutionist.” As 

he explains, “Neither owed anything of consequence to Darwin. Both had arrived at 

matured evolutionary conceptions quite unlike his some years before 1859” (131). I agree 

with the latter part of this assertion—and, in fact, have argued in Chapter 2 that tracing 

the evolutionary influences in Whitman’s early poetics requires us to put our 

contemporary Darwinian perspective aside. However, although Whitman’s conception of 

evolution may have remained rooted in pre-Darwinian models throughout the nineteenth 

century, Darwin and the growing cadre of “evolutionists” figure repeatedly in how 

Whitman discusses and shapes his professional identity in the 1870s and ‘80s.57 In a 

somewhat paradoxical move, Whitman seeks authority from this association with 

evolution, yet does not want evolution to be too authoritative. Thus, Section 3.4 will 

                                                
56 Incidentally, we might ask how closely Whitman’s pleasure here maps onto the stance of the 21st-century 
creationist, evoked in Chapter 1, who regards evolution as ‘only a theory.’ In Sections 3.3 and 3.4, I’ll 
elaborate on Whitman’s late-career attitudes toward evolution. For now, I would like to assert a distinction: 
for Whitman, casting evolution as hypothesis versus dogma was not a way of rejecting it in favor of 
alternative explanations, but of acknowledging that it, too, was not a static or fixed entity, that the concept 
was open to expansion, synthesis, and development by other authorities, including the poets. This stance is 
captured by the title of an essay discussed in Section 3.4, “Darwinism—Then Furthermore,” which takes 
evolutionary theory as a point of origin but emphasizes how the modern poet-prophet might take it further, 
limning the aesthetic and even religious forms that might emerge from natural law.  
57 See, for instance, the following snippet of conversation from early 1891. Whitman conflates his lifelong 
poetic work and developmental processes, suggesting that Leaves will transcend and outlast the individual 
poet, taking new and unanticipated forms: “I questioned, ‘And you think the vine will by and by pass on, to 
possess other poets?’—“Oh! boy! I do--I do!--that is evolution: and ‘Leaves of Grass’ and evolution are 
one’” (Traubel 7: 457-8). 
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consider more carefully how the changing status of evolution influences the career-

building endeavors of Whitman’s later years, as he and his acolytes move to solidify his 

poetic reputation.  
 

3.1 “ELEMENTAL DRIFTS”: THE 1860 LEAVES  

Although Whitman aspired, according to one notebook entry, for the third edition 

of Leaves to become a modern Bible, the 1860 edition is noted for its uncharacteristic air 

of melancholy, fragmentation, and crisis of faith. Biographical appeals have supplied one 

explanation for this tonal shift, attributed to the failed relationship recounted in 1859’s 

“Live Oak with Moss” and later reworked into Calamus, a cluster of poems that appeared 

in the third edition. Expanding this psychosexual reading, scholar Betsy Erkkila sees two 

competing forces at play: a separatist impulse toward a private homosexual bond and an 

increasingly strained insistence on the bard’s public and civic role. Both kinds of 

affective bonds – love of (a) man and country – come under stress in the volume. In this 

section, we consider a third term: how might the tensions in the 1860 edition reflect not 

only a troubled personal relationship and fracturing national union but also a turning 

point in Whitman’s initial conception of the poet, a conception born out of the 

development hypothesis and modern science?  

To address this question, we turn first to the third edition’s “As I Ebbed with the 

Ocean of Life”—the poem of Whitmanic despondency par excellence. As the poet 

wanders along the shoreline of Manhattan Island, his gaze is drawn to the ocean below, 

particularly to the flotsam and jetsam adrift on the waves. Drawn downward in a 

psychological sense as well, the poet lingers in a state of failed connection: “Alone, held 

by the eternal self of me that threatens to get the better of me, and stifle me” (195, italics 
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mine). As he contemplates this scene, the poet moves to a sense of epistemological crisis, 

mirrored aesthetically in the unpleasant harshness of the repeated short-a sound (“baffled, 

balked,” “blab”) and culminating in these lines:  

 
O I perceive I have not understood anything—not a single object—and that no 
man ever can.  
I perceive Nature here, in sight of the sea, is taking advantage of me, to dart upon 
me, and sting me,  
Because I was assuming so much, 
And because I have dared to open my mouth to sing at all. (196) 
 

The poet’s relationship to the natural elements here (which “dart upon me, and 

sting me”) is a striking departure from the ocean’s passionately sexual and loving 

embrace of the poet in “Song of Myself.” In “As I Ebb’d,” the ocean is now figured as a 

“fierce old mother (who) endlessly cries for her castaways” (198), emphasizing death and 

destruction. At the same time, the poet’s relation to the fatherland is one of pleading 

insistence: “Kiss me, my father, / Touch me with your lips, as I touch those I love, / 

Breathe to me, while I hold you close, the secret of the wondrous murmuring I envy, / For 

I fear I shall become crazed, if I cannot emulate it, and utter myself as well as it (198).58  

Although the poet attempts to join with these natural forces at the end of the poem, to 

reclaim a stance of affinity and identification that will authorize his poetic utterance, the 

effect is strained, especially given the awkward and fragmentary syntax of the final 

stanza. “In sight of the sea,” Whitman walks the line between inspiration and madness (“I 

                                                
58 These lines recall a similar note of “envy” in the second edition. “Poem of Many In One” (later “By Blue 
Ontario's Shore”), concludes on a rare note of challenge, revealing a desire to appropriate natural laws for 
poetic ends: “I match my spirit against yours, you orbs, growths, mountains, brutes, / I will learn why the 
earth is gross, tantalizing, wicked, / I take you to be mine, you beautiful, terrible, rude forms” (201). Of 
course, the bravado and stance of sexual domination, even violence, contrasts with the meek supplication in 
“As I Ebb’d,” which even in its title suggests diminished sexual prowess. In 1867, Whitman would revise 
the abrupt ending to refocus the poem on the democratic project and the close of the Civil War; in the 1856 
Leaves, it is a jarring close to a poem of union.  
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shall become crazed, if I cannot emulate it”) akin to that of Melville’s characters when 

confronted with the vastness of the “watery world.” 

Going further, we may read the drift and debris near the shoreline not only as a 

representation of the poet’s troubled mental state, but also of organic movements through 

time. The poem especially evokes the aqueous origins of man: like the debris tossed 

around by ocean currents and swells, “me and mine” are “Up just as much out of 

fathomless workings fermented and thrown” (199). Here, “me and mine” might refer to 

the poet and his lover (or the poet and his verse), but it might also include the human 

species in general, evolved and given shape from unknown laws. If so, as Joseph Beaver 

notes, there is an uncharacteristic sense of futility in Whitman’s contemplation of these 

evolutionary processes (119). 

The seemingly “capricious” processes at work in the poem stand in contrast to the 

orderly laws celebrated in the first edition (Whitman 199). This impression is 

strengthened when we compare the poem’s key image of “drift” to its use in the first 

edition. Note the frequency of the word’s repetition: “I, too, but signify, at the utmost, a 

little wash’d-up drift, / A few sands and dead leaves to gather, / Gather, and merge 

myself as part of the sands and drift” (196), and later “I too have bubbled up, floated the 

measureless float, and been wash’d on your shores, / I too am but a trail of drift and 

debris” (197-8). Phrases like “at the utmost” and “but a trail of” minimize the 

significance of this process (and product) of drift. Compare to the celebratory stance in 

“Song for Occupations,” in which “the drift of [the sun, stars, earth and we upon it] is 

something grand” (92). Similarly, in the auctioneer passages of “I Sing the Body 

Electric,” the float of forms through time and space functions as a source of affinity and 

human sympathy: “Do you think matter has cohered together from its diffused float…/for 

you…and not for him and her?” (122). In “As I Ebb’d,” however, the lines convey a 
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sense of alienation; when the poet assumes individual identity and form, he is separated 

from “the measureless float” of natural processes, becoming “but a trail of drift and 

debris” (197-8). The poetic “I” also contrasts strikingly with its earlier iterations. 

Although we see the same gesture toward affinity and identification—for instance, the 

repetition of “I too,” a device used to create intimacy in “Sun-Down Poem,” the effect 

here is one of poetic diminishment rather than cosmic aggrandizement. 

Scholars have suggested that “As I Ebb’d” anticipates the modernist 

fragmentation of Pound and Eliot (Erkkila 169). Moreover, we might read the poem as 

one of natural-history-induced despair at human insignificance, à la Matthew Arnold’s 

more contemporaneous “Dover Beach.” However, I’d like to consider instead how “As I 

Ebb’d” reflects specifically on its own poetics and on a ‘diminished’ poetic vision. This 

emphasis on craft is reinforced by the initial title of the poem, which first appeared in 

Atlantic Monthly as “Bardic Symbols.” In the first stanza, we learn that the poet had been 

“musing” when he “was seized by the spirit that trails in the lines underfoot” (195). So, 

the “lines underfoot” may also refer to these poetic lines. The poem’s conclusion also can 

be read as self-reflexive, describing the lines of verse before the reader: “We, capricious, 

brought hither, we know not whence, spread out before You, up there, walking or sitting, 

/ Whoever you are—we too lie in drifts at your feet” (199). Whitman plays deliberately 

with perspective as levels of scale fold upon one another: does the first-person plural 

vocalize the experience of the drift and debris at the poet’s feet? Assert the human 

experience of loss of purpose and meaning to a mysterious deity? And/or address the 

reader of the sprawling lines that we gaze down upon in our copy of Leaves?  

The meta-poetical nature of the poem—the sense that “As I Ebb’d” is a 

meditation on poetic language, force, and authority with regard to natural laws—is 

reinforced by its framing in the third edition. A two-line apostrophe introduces the poem: 



 86 

“Elemental drifts! / Oh I wish I could impress others as you and the waves have just been 

impressing me” (195). Here, we find the same comparison of the poet’s verse to the drifts 

of ocean currents and organic laws, but the mood is different—plaintive but also playful. 

Thus, a richer interpretation of the poem is opened up when we see “As I Ebb’d” in its 

1860 context, as the first of 24 untitled poems collected under the cluster Leaves of 

Grass. We might read them as a collection of “Tufts of straw, sands, fragments / Buoyed 

hither from many moods, one contradicting another” (199), with “As I Ebb’d” 

representing a moment of doubt and loss of artistic power. 

In fact, this poetic cluster is striking for the way it collects some of the most 

explicitly evolutionary poems of the first and second editions, from “Great are the 

Myths” and “Who Learns My Lesson Complete” to “This Compost” and “Unfolded Out 

of the Folds.” The cluster also contains many new poems in which the poet considers the 

great laws. By borrowing the title of the volume (Leaves of Grass) for this cluster, 

Whitman sets up a space that invites us to scrutinize the interplay of his poetic theory and 

the elemental laws that course through many of the poems in this grouping. As noted at 

the start of the chapter, “Myself and Mine” (Section 10) explicitly connects Whitman’s 

poetic practice to Nature’s “exhaustless laws,” whose formal experiments are never 

complete. “The World Below the Brine” (Section 16) returns us to the ocean but absents 

the poet-observer from the scene. Like “As I Ebb’d,” however, the poem works as a 

contemplation of human origins, as indicated by the closing lines:  

 
Passions there—wars, pursuits, tribes—sight in those ocean-depths—breathing 
that thick-breathing air, as so many do, 
The change thence to the sight here, and to the subtle air breathed by beings like 
us, who walk this sphere; 
The change onward from ours to that of beings who walk other spheres. (235) 
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The repetition of “the change” in the final lines indicates that the subject of the poem is 

not only a catalogue of an extant aqueous world of forms (“sea-lettuce, vast lichens, 

strange flowers and seeds”), but the drift itself, the movements that led us from creatures 

who breathed “that thick-breathing air,” to the beings who breathe “the subtle air” of this 

sphere, as well as the beings that we will become through future evolution. 

Like “The World Beneath the Brine,” “Night on the Prairies” makes use of the 

specific and concrete—here, the emigrant family in the opening verse, asleep in their 

blankets after supper—in the service of general principles. At the start of the poem, the 

poet, once again alone, wanders by himself and looks up at the stars. In the third and 

fourth stanzas, he considers not only the advance of this globe but “the lives of other 

globes, arrived as far along as those of the earth, / Or waiting to arrive, or passed on 

farther than those of the earth” (234). Despite its seemingly mystical nature, this thought 

is in keeping with Vestiges, which extrapolates the existence of life on other worlds and 

planetary systems from a general law of development (28); the author also posits, for 

example, the idea that the moon “may be only in an earlier stage of the progress through 

which the earth has already come” (39). 

However, there’s a decided turn in the final stanza, as the poem drifts further 

away from its roots in modern science. We learn that the astronomy recounted here has a 

primarily figurative resonance, instructing the poet to consider death as an unseen and 

unknown sphere, akin to the unseen and unknown planetary spheres: “O I see now that 

life cannot exhibit all to me—as the day cannot, / O I see that I am to wait for what will 

be exhibited by death” (234). Evolution here functions as analogy: just as the planets’ or 

living organisms’ developments unfold over time, remaining temporarily unseen, so too 

does knowledge of death and what unfolds afterward. On the one hand, the poet’s process 

is akin to the scientist’s developing hypotheses about life, in which the observed, such as 
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the geological record, is used to speculate on the impossible-to-observe (developments 

over vast time spans). On the other, as death becomes a central preoccupation, Whitman’s 

verse seems to drift from its earlier linguistic and material grounding in evolution (e.g., 

the sauroids and nebulae).    

This movement is revealed in another third-edition poem: “A Word Out of the 

Sea”/“Reminiscence.”59 The poem describes a boy who observes a pair of migrant birds 

by the seashore; his poetic awakening or rebirth is initiated when the female mate fails to 

return to their nest. The male bird’s elegy for his beloved—and the fact of her death more 

generally (the “word out of the sea” of the poem’s title)—becomes a password of sorts 

that unlocks the poet’s voice: “with the thousand responsive songs, at random, / My own 

songs, awaked from that hour / And with them the key, the word up from the waves, / 

The word of the sweetest song, and all songs, / That strong and delicious word 

which….The sea whispered me” (277). Of note here is the formulation of the final line, 

which is used elsewhere by Whitman, and perhaps significant in its omission of “to.” The 

implication might be that the sea did not merely whisper a word to the speaker (i.e., 

suggesting the poet’s communion with the elements and the elemental laws), but that the 

sea’s whisperings predicted the emergence of the speaker, or even, in its motion, spoke 

the speaker into existence.   

In a move that both echoes and revises Poe’s “The Raven,” Whitman contrasts the 

elegy’s sense of finality and closure with the song’s immortality by repeating the phrase 

“never more”: “O solitary me, listening—never more shall I cease imitating, perpetuating 

you, / Never more shall I escape / Never more shall the reverberations / Never more the 

cries of unsatisfied love be absent from me / Never again leave me to be the peaceful 

                                                
59 Originally published as “A Child’s Remembrance” in the New York Evening Post and later titled “Out of 
the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.” 



 89 

child I was before…” (276). However, the negative construction (“never more shall I 

cease”), as well as the language of absence, solitude, and “unsatisfied love,” undercut the 

attitude of triumph and transformation. The poem’s repeated use of the gerund insists on 

the perpetual flow of the poet’s song, but these non-finite verbs stand in contrast to 

natural processes, represented here as finitude rather than endless advance. 

While the 1860 Leaves, particularly the Leaves of Grass cluster, indicates a 

maturing of the evolutionary poetics that was introduced in the first edition, the volume’s 

darker mood and fragmented point of view also suggests a turn away from modern 

science as a grounding for poetic knowledge-making. Whitman’s language takes on an 

attendant vagueness and diffuseness, relinquishing some of the authoritative power and 

conceptual force of evolutionary discourse. For instance, the poem that begins the 

volume—“Proto-Leaf” (later titled, even less scientifically, “Starting from Paumanok”)—

mentions “ancestor continents” and “vast trackless spaces,” even offering a definition of 

organic life as developmental process: “This then is life, / Here is what has come to the 

surface after so many throes and convulsions” (6). And yet, the close of the poem offers 

little in the way of solid ground; like the poet plaintively asking recognition of the 

fatherland in “As I Ebb’d,” the poems of the third edition can barely resist the vagaries of 

sea-drift pulling them toward the terrifying unknown. Compare, for instance, the breezy 

(and earth-bound) confidence of the poet at the end of “Song of Myself” (“I stop 

somewhere waiting for you”) to the urgent but vulnerable command at the close of 

“Proto-Leaf”: “haste, haste on, with me” (22). In the third edition, “elemental drift”—the 

lack of a stopping place, of a sense of directionality and completeness—functions as a 

source of tension and poetic dissolution where the emphasis on process had once served 

as a grounding for Whitman’s poetry. In the next section, we’ll consider how Whitman 
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discovers a new foundation for his verse in the Union War, which in turn has implications 

for his treatment of evolution. 
 

3.2 DEVELOPING THE UNION WAR 

When Whitman writes in A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads that “new and 

evolutionary facts” require “new poetic messages, new forms and expressions,” he is 

referring in part to the “evolutionary fact” of the Civil War (659-60). Although he figures 

these formal experiments in evolutionary terms, in Drum-Taps (1865) and Sequel to 

Drum-Taps (1866), we see Whitman moving away from the evolutionary poetics of the 

first three editions of Leaves. By placing greater emphasis on formal craft—whether 

through the experimentally compact reportage of “An Army Corps on the March,” the 

more traditional dramatic form of “Song of the Banner at Daybreak,” or the metric 

regularity of “Beat! Beat! Drums!,” Drum-Taps takes us toward a more ‘designed’ 

Whitmanic verse. In this section, I examine how Drum-Taps and its Sequel, which are 

both bound into Whitman’s fourth edition of Leaves (1867), function as a formal crucible 

of sorts, out of which emerges an altered use of developmental language and imagery in 

the 1871-2 Leaves. If the fifth edition is an artifact of Reconstruction, weaving the Civil 

War poems thematically and structurally into a renewed project of nation-building 

(Erkkila 263), it also reconstructs Whitman’s poetic stance toward evolution and toward 

modern science as the “law-giver” of poets. 

Given the noted movement toward a more traditional style and greater formal 

control in Drum-Taps, it might seem inaccurate to frame the volume as experimental. 

However, formal experiments and departures abound, most notably in the short, imagistic 

poems that capture small moments of military life, like “Bivouac on a Mountain Side” or 
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“Cavalry Crossing a Ford.” Erkkila notes that some poems, in their compactness and 

precision, prefigure (and would not be out of place in) the Imagist poetics of Ezra Pound 

and William Carlos Williams (214). See, for instance, this two-line poem:  

Through the ample open door of the peaceful country barn,   
A sun-lit pasture field, with cattle and horses feeding. (46a) 

Even the title – “A Farm Picture” – reinforces this reduced sense of scale, moving from a 

conception of the poem as an unfolding and a vocalization of cosmic processes to the 

model of a sketch or a snapshot.60 The overall effect of these more imagistic poems is to 

situate readers within a specific moment and place, rather than emphasizing the flow 

through time and space or the procession of forms generated by this forward movement.  

In these poems of the mid-1860s, Whitman also sidelines the poetic “I” that 

speaks for and as cosmic processes. Although there is a continued emphasis on writing 

con amore, love is not expressed in terms of developmental laws that link humans to each 

other and to terrestrial and cosmological processes, but through the ministering, nurturing 

figure who frequents the army camps and war hospitals. This re-imagining of the poetic 

“I” as a healer is most notably realized in “The Dresser” (later, “The Wound-Dresser”). 

The cosmic love modeled in the auctioneer scene of “I Sing the Body Electric” (see 

Chapter 2) becomes, during and after the war, a more explicitly private and homoerotic 

model for authorizing the poet’s utterance. Consider, for example, the final lines of “The 

Dresser”: “Many a soldier’s loving arms about this neck have cross’d and rested / Many a 

soldier’s kiss dwells on these bearded lips” (34a). In Mark Maslan’s reading, the 

homoerotic kisses of the soldiers both inspire the poetic utterance from Whitman’s 

                                                
60 Regarding the snapshot: in The Emergence of American Literary Narrative, 1820-1860, Jonathan Arac 
offers a punning meditation on the link between development in early photography and the ‘development 
hypothesis.’ He suggests that contemporaries linked both developmental processes (organic and 
technological) to artistic creativity and literary production (139). 
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“bearded lips” and authorize Whitman to speak for the soldiers, to represent them in 

verse (134). 

In sum, several of the most innovative poems in the 1865 Drum-Taps create 

immediacy by miniaturizing the scale and contracting the role of the poet. In contrast, the 

1871 Leaves returns to the figure of the poet as “kosmos.” In particular, “As I Ponder’d in 

Silence” – the second poem of the inscription – reframes our reading of the Civil War 

poems that are now interleaved throughout the volume, recasting them in terms of a 

larger scheme of national – and increasingly spiritual – advance. “As I Ponder’d” begins 

with the poet contemplating his body of work, “returning upon my poems, considering, 

lingering long” (7). He is confronted by the specter of traditional verse, who declares that 

the only fit theme of enduring poetry is war and the only fit mode, the epic. The poet 

replies:  

 
I too, haughty Shade, also sing war—and a longer and  
          greater one than any,  
Waged in my book with varying fortune—with fight, ad-  
          vance, and retreat—Victory deferr'd and wavering,  
(Yet, methinks, certain, or as good as certain, at the last,)  
          —The field the world;  
For life and death—for the Body, and for the eternal Soul, 
Lo! I too am come, chanting the chant of battles, 
I, above all, promote brave soldiers. (8) 

On the one hand, this move signals a return of sorts, re-contextualizing the Union 

War within the more characteristically Whitman-esque realm of cosmic processes and 

movements (“the field the world”). Yet, this martial language (“fight, advance, and 

retreat”)61 is a different figuration of evolution than that of the early editions, with their 

                                                
61 Darwin adds philosopher Herbert Spencer’s phrase “survival of the fittest” to the fifth edition of Origin 
of Species in 1869. Whitman’s 1871 poem, which he casts as a “chant of battles” (8), suggests the influence 
of this increasingly dominant conception of evolution as a struggle for survival rather than a natural 
unfolding of forms over time.  
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celebration of the drift and the float, natural processes that give individual forms their 

distinct identity but also create a shared ancestry. By claiming that “I, above all, promote 

brave soldiers,” Whitman introduces a competitive environment where only certain 

individuals are worthy of further development, advance. 

We might also read these lines as a poetic statement, one in which Whitman 

moves away from an overt rejection of tradition in favor of bridging old and new poetic 

models. “I too,” Whitman’s repeated device of identification, is here used to relate his 

work to that of the “haughty Shade” of the epic. The borrowing of antiquated language 

(“Lo!” and “methinks”) further adds to this desire to assert a new affinity and association 

with poetic tradition. In “As I Ponder’d,” Whitman still looks to cosmic laws to provide 

the necessary scope of modern verse, but they no longer function as the grounds of his 

authority, which looks back now not only to the geological past but to the past of 

Classical verse.  

Structurally, Whitman plays with the organization of the war poems across the 

later editions, fitting them within a less historically specific and increasingly expansive 

poetic narrative. In contrast to the chaotic organization of the 1865 Drum-Taps, with its 

abrupt tonal and thematic shifts, the war poems in the 1871-2 and 1881 editions follow a 

generally more coherent movement—from sounding the alarum of war (“Beat! Beat! 

Drums!”) to intimate depictions of camp and hospital scenes toward more figurative 

interpretations of battle. The 1865 Drum-Taps closes with “Not Youth Pertains to Me,” a 

poem whose final lines in turn speak to the poet-as-nurturer and the poet of historical 

witness: “I have nourish'd the wounded, and sooth'd many a dying soldier; / And at 

intervals I have strung together a few songs, / Fit for war, and the life of the camp” (72a). 

This modest close to the volume emphasizes those imagistic, compact poems of small 

moments. Instead, the Drum-Taps cluster of the 1871-2 edition returns to a more 
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expansive mode with “To the Leaven’d Soil They Trod,” in which Whitman once again 

celebrates poems of movement, of treading and tramping. The last two lines of the poem 

make an explicitly reconciliatory gesture, however, that roots them in the historical 

specificity of Reconstruction: “The Northern ice and rain, that began me, nourish me to 

the end;/ But the hot sun of the South is to ripen my songs” (298). 

The final 1881-2 arrangement journeys even further from the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, as later poems in the collection favor a broader and more figurative 

conception of battle and the march. Poems like “As I Lay with My Head in Your Lap 

Camerado,” “Adieu to a Soldier,” and “Turn O Libertad,” which appear near the end of 

the cluster, signal this transition. While the first poem in particular is rooted in the male-

male intimacy that Maslan describes above (the image in the title is both homoerotic and 

maternal), the final lines in particular hint at the less immediate implications and 

resonances of war imagery: “Dear camerado! I confess I have urged you onward with me, 

and still urge you, without the least idea what is our destination, / Or whether we shall be 

victorious, or utterly quell’d and defeated” (454). Here, the specters of uncertainty and 

death qualify the first edition’s celebration of “Urge and urge and urge /Always the 

procreant urge of the world” (28). On the one hand, the lines might be read in the 

personal/biographical vein of the “Live Oak with Moss”/Calamus poems; at the same 

time, we might see them as a return to an evolutionary scope, with the unknown 

destination here functioning both as promise of survival and threat of extinction.  

More generally, from the fifth edition onward, the Civil War becomes symbolic of 

– and perhaps synonymous with – the developmental march of species. In the poems of 

the 1871-2 edition, for instance, the word march and its variants appear 63 times; 

advance or advancing, 47 times; and procession, 27. This language is also present but 

muted – and even undermined – by the chaotic organization and stylistic immediacy of 
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the 1865 Drum-Taps. As the context for these war poems moves away from the on-the-

ground reportage of the 1860s to the post-war revisions of the seventies and eighties, they 

take on both an expansionistic rhetoric and a more metaphysical resonance. For instance, 

the second verse of “Adieu to a Soldier” suggests that the poet, who is “more warlike” 

and “contentious” than the comrade being addressed, is not finished with combat: “Here 

marching, ever marching on, a war fight out—aye here, / To fiercer, weightier battles 

give expression” (457). Like “As I Ponder’d in Silence,” we see evolution represented as 

a “fiercer, weightier” struggle than even the Union War. In the poem that follows – “Turn 

O Libertad,” the language of perfection-in-imperfection is abandoned for one of 

unmitigated advance: “the future, greater than all the past, / Is swiftly, surely preparing 

for you” (457, ital. mine).62  

Another example of this shift further allows us to examine the evolution of 

Whitman’s verse as well as evolution in his verse. It comes from an annotation to 

Whitman’s personal copy of John G. C. Brainard’s Occasional Pieces of Poetry, which 

contains a partial draft of the poem “Going Somewhere” (1887). Although the volume 

was published in New York in 1825, Whitman’s marginalia can be dated roughly to 

between 1884 and 1887: “Of all the Geologies,—of all Astronomy—of Evolution 

Metaphysics all, / Is that we are onward, onward bounding speeding / Slowly, surely 

bettering / Life, life an endless march an endless army (no halt, but it is duly over)” 

(Brainard 76-77). As in his poetry from the 1870s onwards, here Whitman talks about 

evolution in militaristic terms, and war in evolutionary terms—maybe as a way to give 

scope, meaning, and inevitability to the conflict, to situate it within a larger (cosmic) 

scale. Especially interesting is the juxtaposition of this marginalia with the poem on the 

                                                
62 Compare, for instance, to the first-edition claim that “If nothing lay more developed the quahaug and its 
callous shell were enough” (55). 
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page: Brainard’s “To the Dead,” which takes a more personal, elegiac tone, à la 

Tennyson’s “In Memoriam A.H.H.,” emphasized by the repetition of “to me.” The 

mourning passages close in on particular individuals, one who is “Dead to the world, 

alive to me… / In a lone hour, his sigh to me / Comes like the hum of some wild bee. / 

And then his form and face I see, / As when I saw him last” (Brainard 76) Another “with 

a bright lip, and cheek,/ and eye, is dead to me. / How pale the bloom of his smooth 

cheek” (Brainard 77). The intimate and perhaps homoerotic details of “bright lip,” 

“smooth cheek,” and a sigh “like the hum of some wild bee,” are consistent with 

Whitman’s Civil War poems like “Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night” or “A 

Sight in Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim,” with their technique of zooming in on 

individual faces and forms. However, the later poetry tips the balance of individual forms 

and universal processes in favor of the latter; like Whitman’s marginalia perched atop the 

text of Brainard’s “The Dead,” it supersedes the affective immediacy and concreteness of 

Whitman’s earlier treatment of development with a more vague and generalized notion of 

life’s progress.  

 

3.3 THE LIMITS OF MATERIALISTIC MYSTICISM:63 “A PASSAGE TO INDIA”  

In Chapter 2, I suggested that in the second edition of Leaves, Whitman finds 

natural law synonymous with moral law, allowing the poet to consider how an 

evolutionary scheme might apply to the development of the soul. As Robert Oren 

                                                
63 Joseph Beaver’s term, materialistic mysticism, refers to Whitman’s insistence that “the body is the soul, 
that it is only through the body that the soul is realized…” (98). However, I’m also using it here to refer to 
a larger phenomenon that Robert Oren Stephens addresses—namely, the usefulness of science over 
theology for knowing the universe and grounding one’s faith: “Science as a medium for measurement and 
analysis was better suited to the rebel poet than the assumptions he had to make to accept theological 
explanations. He had already made the only assumption science asks—that one believe in the real existence 
of material” (31). 
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Stephens puts it, by accepting “a geological theory of change from primordial simplicity 

to modern complexity…he implied that science with its evolutionary growth was more 

likely to give convincing answers than could theological proofs” (33). In other words, 

although Whitman envisions an ultimately spiritual role for the poet, he roots his mystical 

explorations in the material and in the explanations of modern science.64 Whitman 

confirms this interpretation in a note to the 1876 (“Centennial edition”) preface: “To me, 

the crown of savantism is to be, that it surely opens the way for a more splendid theology, 

and for ampler and diviner songs” (1036). Although evolution is at the heart of his work, 

the poem ultimately exists to limn its underlying spiritual truth, thus capturing “a phase 

of the real, lurking behind the real” (1036). Alice Lovelace Cooke also sees the source of 

a religious sentiment in his understanding of natural law, and conversely, a scientific 

emphasis on knowledge-making and reality in Whitman’s poetic explorations of the 

divine: “Like the scientist,” writes Cooke, “he was seeking truth rather than to establish a 

creed or formula, and he bent all his efforts toward making religion a living matter” 

(114). 

However, there are tensions – notably between design and open-endness –

inherent in basing spiritual progress on an evolutionary framework, which come to the 

fore in the fifth edition’s “A Passage to India” (1871-72). Moreover, the poem reveals a 

shift toward abstraction and spirit, away from what Beaver calls the materialistic 

mysticism of the early editions. Increasingly, Whitman arrives at a conception of the soul 

as supra-evolutionary and not fully dependent on the laws of nature: “Whitman decided 

                                                
64 For instance, in Whitman’s “Chanting the Square Deific” (1865), one aspect of the divinity is “Time, 
old, modern as any / ... As the Earth, the Father, the brown old Kronos, with laws, / Aged beyond 
computation, yet ever new, ever with those mighty laws rolling” (559). In this aspect, the deity authorizes 
but also participates in laws of organic change over time; conversely, the new and ever-changing forms 
generated by ancient and never-ceasing evolutionary processes contain in them aspects of the divine. 
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that the soul was above and superior to science, and hence to the Nature science studies” 

(Stephens 78). Take, for instance, the speaker or soul of “As I Ponder’d,” who claims, at 

the close of the poem, to “promote brave soldiers.” Although this kind of expansive 

poetic “I” has been, in Whitman’s verse, an articulation of the developmental law itself, 

the logic here seems to run counter to that of development. In other words, it isn’t clear 

that in wartime, bravery is the most highly selected trait for survival; yet, this “I” selects 

it. In addition, Whitman’s early ideas of immortality based on an evolutionary principle 

change to include a more orthodox view of God as the fulfillment of immortality 

(Stephens 94, 98). Thus, in this section, I chart the contradictions both in Whitman’s 

vision of the divine and in his uses of evolution in “Passage.” 

On the one hand, Whitman’s own statements suggest that we should look to 

“Passage” for an evolutionary thread as a major theme and structuring principle of the 

poem. Referring to “Passage” in a May 1888 conversation, he asserts, “There is no 

philosophy, consistent or inconsistent, in that poem…but the burden of it is evolution—

the one thing escaping the other—the unfolding of cosmic purposes” (Traubel 1: 156-7). 

This comment is perhaps the most explicit declaration of an evolutionary poetics that 

we’ve encountered.65 The opening lines seem to bear out Whitman’s claim: quickly 

turning from a celebration of technological achievements in the present, such as the 

opening of the Suez Canal and completion of the transcontinental railroad, the poet cries 

out, “The Past! The Past! The Past!,” casting these achievements as outgrowths of earlier 
                                                
65 Earlier in this conversation, Whitman asserts that “There's more of me, the essential ultimate me, in that 
than in any of the poems.” The sentiment is echoed in an extensive footnote to his preface to the 1876 
Leaves: “Then probably ‘Passage to India,’ and its cluster, are but freer vent and fuller expression to what, 
from the first, and so on throughout, more or less lurks in my writings, underneath every page, every line, 
everywhere” (1030). While I am tempted to name this lurking presence “evolution,” the unspoken keyword 
here seems to be “death.” Of course, this comment is still of interest because death is the corollary to what 
does “from the first, and so on throughout” come to the fore in Whitman’s poetry: life and its processes of 
development. As he explains, death is really “that other pervading invisible fact, so large a part, (is it not 
the largest part?) of life” (1030). 
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preparations. In the second stanza, he offers this image of history as a forward-moving 

present formed and propelled by past events: “As a projectile formed, impell’d, passing a 

certain line, still keeps on, / So the present, utterly form’d, impell’d by the past” (5). The 

emphasis here on form emerging out of process underlies the lines’ affinity with 

evolutionary discourse. 

And yet: before we’ve even encountered the poem’s overt religiosity, we already 

seem to be in unfamiliar territory relative to the early editions. While “Passage” 

emphasizes a notion of forms unfolding in time and space in response to historical 

circumstances, the use of evolution here is figurative—referring to events and inventions 

rather than organic growths. The language resembles the common parlance of being 

“shaped by history”; here, “form’d” is similarly emptied of biological reference. In a 

notebook entry, Whitman remarked that the “spinal idea” of “Passage” is that visionary 

efforts ultimately bear fruit (Erkkila 269). For instance, in the middle of the poem, 

Whitman adopts the figure of Columbus (both the explorer and the nation, Columbia) as 

emblematic of the advance of heroes and visionaries. Consider the poet’s parenthetical 

aside:  

 
(Curious, in time, I stand, noting the efforts of heroes; 
Is the deferment long? bitter the slander, poverty, death? 
Lies the seed unreck’d for centuries in the ground?  
Lo! to God’s due occasion, 
Uprising in the night, it sprouts, blooms, 
And fills the earth with use and beauty.) (11) 

The metaphor here combines (and confuses) a more general organicism—“the seed 

unreck’d for centuries” that finally “sprouts, blooms”—with a notion of development 

over time. Whitman’s conception of evolution also lacks its former rootedness in physical 

and material processes. Once “stucco’d with birds and quadrupeds all over,” the poet now 
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gives voice primarily to intellectual and cultural developments. Whitman’s cosmic 

perspective is restored but lacks the linguistic concreteness and specificity of its earlier 

grounding in scientific terminology and concepts (the sauroids and nebulae of the first 

edition). 

Furthermore, despite Whitman’s claim to be as much the poet of the material as 

the spiritual, there is a hierarchy of value in “Passage,” as the refrain moves from 

“Passage to India!” to “Passage to more than India!,” an exploration not only of the globe 

but of the realms of the spirit. Like the poet of “Night on the Prairies,” the poet of 

“Passage” seeks after the knowledge that can be gained from exploring the regions of 

death, as the corollary of life and its processes. The final stanzas of “Passage” take up a 

nautical theme to explore this notion of spiritual voyaging (“O we can wait no longer! / 

We too take ship, O soul,” 12). In lines like “Sail forth! steer for the deep waters only… / 

For we are bound where mariner has not yet dared to go, / And we will risk the ship, 

ourselves and all” (15), there are echoes of the stoic resolve toward death in Tennyson’s 

“Ulysses.”66 However, while the aging Ulysses is propelled toward death by something 

within his own nature, without an external sense of meaning or direction guiding his 

efforts, Whitman’s poet inhabits a benevolent cosmic framework in which death is just 

another journey of advance.67 I.e., “Passage” imagines death not “as cessation, but as 

somehow what I feel it must be, the entrance upon by far the greatest part of existence, 

and something that life is at least as much for, as it is for itself” (Whitman 1030). 

                                                
66 An aside: the final lines of “Ulysses” (written in 1833; published in 1842) are later quoted by T.H. 
Huxley in his Romanes lecture “Evolution and Ethics” (1893) as indicative of the kind of inflexible moral 
compass we require to confront the harsh realities of an evolutionary framework for existence. 
67 Compared to earlier poems, there’s also a sense of exclusion in the final line—“O farther, farther, farther 
sail!” (540). The poet speaks to his soul, rather than extending an invitation to his reader (as in, for 
example, “Haste, haste on, with me,” 22).  
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More specifically, this sense of a benevolent universe unfolding an evolutionary 

plan manifests itself in “Passage”’s orthodox religious vocabulary and representations of 

a benign creator. Repeatedly, the poet is referred to as “the true son of God” (534, 535).68 

In contrast to the sexually explicit and pantheistic worship of “Song of Myself,” in which 

the poet and the earth are lovers who “hurt each other as the bridegroom and the bride 

hurt each other” (47), here we encounter a more modest and biblical image of the linked 

continents as “brides and bridegrooms hand in hand” (535). 

For this reason, Erkkila can claim that “Passage” is an “essentially religious 

rereading of Darwin. The voyage of the Beagle and the ‘facts’ of modern science are 

made safe by presenting history not only as a physical evolution but as a spiritual 

unfolding of God’s purpose” (268). Her interpretation is supported in part by the 

penultimate line “O daring joy, but safe! Are they not all the seas of God?” (540). Even 

the punctuation (the exclamation point following “safe,” which divides the line) 

reinforces the sense of comfort and cosmic design as the poet’s soul voyages outward 

into the unknown future. Vernon Parrington puts it more bluntly; for Whitman, 

“Evolution was God’s great plan” (81). 

However, these claims about “Passage” are striking because, as we’ve seen, 

Whitman’s engagement with evolution predates Darwin’s celebrity, and his earlier work 

doesn’t reflect the same impulses to blunt the theory’s radical sense of newness through 

conventional pieties. Whitman had always emphasized a progressive account of evolution 

and shown interest in its spiritual implications, but there was nothing ‘safe’ about 

grounding his poetics in this materialistic mysticism. 

                                                
68 I’ve mentioned that in “Song of the Open Road” (1856) the poet is an almost Christ-like figure, asking 
fellow travelers to abandon wealth and possessions and come follow him. What’s different, however, is that 
Whitman deploys an evolutionary language, rather than biblical conventions, to craft this persona.  
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In contrast, by equating evolution with God’s plan, as Parrington notes, “Passage” 

resembles a spate of post-1859 sentimental poems in the United States that frame 

evolution as yet another way to worship God’s works.69 In “Each in His Own Tongue,” 

Unitarian poet W.H. Carruth succinctly encapsulates this spirit in the lines: “Some call it 

Evolution / And others call it God” (qtd. in Conner 150). In Julia Ward Howe’s 

“Kosmos,” one of the first poems on evolution written by an American after the 

publication of Origin, the “beasts” are figured as a “prophecy of man,” language that both 

acknowledges the emergence of new forms through natural law and hints at divine 

intention. In a nod to the nebular hypothesis, she also observes that the sun “conceived 

the starry spheres/ That from her burning bosom sprang” (131). After figuring these 

natural processes in highly affective, maternal language, the poem closes with a vision of 

a present, paternal deity: “All power and inspiration move, / Thrilling with light the 

firmament, / Lifting the heart of man with love” (132). The last word is telling, 

suggesting the mid-19th-century emphasis on a benevolent, loving God and diffusing the 

terrors of a changing cosmogony (Conner 148). 

Closer to Whitman’s approach is Christopher Pearse Cranch’s Satan libretto 

(1873), published two years after “Passage.” Like Whitman, he sets out for the poet the 

task of rewriting religion to accord with modern scientific law, and vice versa.70 

Although the stated goal of the Satan libretto is to evoke “the grandest of all harmonies, 

—the Divine Order in Creation” (3), Cranch, a Unitarian minister, poet, and painter 

                                                
69 Milton Stern refers to Whitman’s stance as representative of a “cosmic idealism” (an echo of Conner’s 
“cosmic optimism”) characteristic of the age (244). 
70 See also Cranch’s “Song of the Evolutionist,” published in Ariel and Caliban with Other Poems (1887), 
which offers a religious interpretation of evolutionary change: “Up from the centre striving / Through 
countless change on change, / Through shapes uncouth and strange-- / The weakest doomed to perish-- / 
The strongest still surviving; / Purpose divine in all.” The couplets, fast-moving trimeter, and repeated 
phrase “Upward and onward ever” all reinforce this sense of divine order and plan, while creating the 
didactic effect of a catechism. 
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indirectly associated with the Transcendental Club, achieves this end by recasting biblical 

history in terms of an evolutionary scheme. After the Overture, the poem opens with a 

parade of spirits who each chronicle a stage in development, from a “fiery star,” to a 

“pale green world” to “monstrous Saurian growths.” The Angel Raphael also describes 

this evolutionary process unfolding in front of the spirits as “a poet’s dream ye saw” (16). 

Thus, as in Whitman’s verse, the poet is elevated to the position of prophet or priest, 

capable of witnessing and uttering developmental processes. As the “Spirit of the Poet” 

asks, “Is there a newer prophet-voice that tells / The trumpet-tidings of a grander law?” 

(33). Even Satan is re-imagined as a figure for randomness and disorder that exists in 

necessary conjunction with eternal law—the latter is “Ever from chaos to order 

unfolding, progressing, and blooming” (35). Finally, there is the optimistic interpretation 

of evolutionary struggle and change as a rise narrative of sorts, in which “one persistent 

life,” endlessly adapting and mutating, links all of organic creation: 

 
Ah, what are all the discords of all time 
But stumbling steps of one persistent life 
That struggles up through mists to heights 
Fore-felt through all creation’s lingering strife? (6) 
 

The language of the climb is reminiscent of the passage in “Song of Myself,” in 

which the poet (emblematic of that “one persistent life”) mounts the stairway, advancing 

upward through more complex successions of forms. And yet, without Whitman’s 

experimental poetic voice that speaks as/for development, the lines remains at a 

figurative level. Thus, as Whitman’s contemporaries attempt to reconcile religion and 

evolution in a post-Origin world, they also throw into relief the formal and thematic 

experimentation of Whitman’s earlier attempts to fuse natural and spiritual law.  
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However, Whitman’s “Passage” complicates the relationship between the scientist 

and the poet articulated in earlier editions of Leaves, adding a level of abstraction and 

distance to Whitman’s characteristically invitational stance toward “the ‘facts’ of 

science.” The poet notes that his “worship new” is essentially the song of progress, the 

song of the explorers, inventors, and engineers; yet, he is clearly apart from the rest, 

singing “in God’s name, and for thy sake, O soul” (6): “After the great captains and 

engineers have accomplish’d their work, / After the noble inventors—after the scientists, 

the chemist, the geologist, ethnologist, / Finally shall come the Poet, worthy that name; / 

The true Son of God shall come, singing his songs” (9).  

Although Whitman positions the poet as separate from the rest, perhaps even 

more evolved and/or exalted than the others, it is important to note that he does not come 

before them, that he does not assert a primacy of origins. Instead, the repetition of “after” 

in these lines suggests a developmental process out of which the poet emerges to claim a 

divine authority nonetheless grounded in natural law. Thus, Whitman’s new “true son of 

God” may seem to displace theological lines of precedence71 in favor of a divinity that 

emerges from (or at least after) a process of development that includes, subsumes, and 

finally surpasses science. In other words, the poet still retains the authority gained 

through ‘development,’ but this authority paradoxically trumps that of the scientific 

lawgivers who first articulated developmental law.  

Whitman claims in the 1876 preface, “my form has strictly grown from my 

purposes and facts, and is the analogy of them” (1037). If so, perhaps the growing 

traditionalism and abstraction of Whitman’s later verse reflects a corresponding interest 

                                                
71 The contrasting declaration in the Gospels would be, “Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58). 
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in the abstract and the spiritual.72 More generally, Erkkila observes that the playful 

questioning and suggestiveness of Whitman’s earlier work – in short, a method of 

hypothesis-testing – is put aside for self-assured declarations. As she puts it, “in his later 

work, as he pushed away from the land, he lost touch with the stubborn particularity of 

the physical world that had been a source of resistance and tension, paradox and wit, 

elegiac pathos and lyric exuberance in his early poems” (273).73 In part, this stylistic shift 

might reflect a drift away not only from America’s material realities, as Erkkila claims, 

but also from Whitman’s experimental grounding in the developmental hypothesis. Yet, 

as suggested above, Whitman continues to find sustenance (and sustaining paradoxes) in 

his use of evolution to ground poetic authority even as he wants to supersede it; it still 

propels him even as he drifts away from its material moorings. In the next section, we 

consider how Whitman’s later prose works illustrate this more complicated stance toward 

evolutionary science as a site of poetic authority. 
 

3.4 “DARWINISM—THEN FURTHERMORE” 

In this discussion, it’s helpful to keep in mind that there is a distinction, albeit an 

especially blurred one for Whitman, between what it means to write poetry and how one 

represents that act in verse or in prose. At the start of the chapter, we saw that Whitman 

uses evolutionary language strategically to represent his composition process. Similarly, 

the value of science for defining – and promoting – Whitman’s notion of the modern poet 
                                                
72 Whitman’s counter-explanation in the 1876 preface is that death is by necessity a vapory topic. 
Acknowledging the penchant for abstractions in his poems about death and spirituality, for instance, 
Whitman observes that “Poetic style, when address’d to the soul, is less definite form, outline, sculpture, 
and becomes vista, music, half-tints, and even less than half-tints” (1037). 
73 Similarly, Stern holds up “Passage to India” as one of the examples of Whitman’s “journey away from 
the historical and conditional” in the later editions of Leaves. Instead, he finds the same idealism in these 
poems—the use of naturalism to symbolize a cosmic/divine absolute—as in Emerson and Thoreau, despite 
their “colder” or “more ‘intellectual’” air (247). 
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persists beyond his drift away from practicing an evolutionary poetics, as charted in 

Sections 3.2 and 3.3.   

Thus, in statements from the 1870s, science is key to his definition of modern 

poetry—i.e., to positioning his work against traditional forms and expanding the 

possibilities for verse. “Democratic Vistas,” which was included in the 1871 Leaves but 

first published as a two-part essay in the Galaxy in 1867 and 1868, respectively, points to 

the divisions between science and democracy on the one hand and not only religion but 

also “imaginative literature” on the other. He asks, “For how can we remain, divided, 

contradicting ourselves, this way*” (1000). The footnote continues:  

Note, to-day, an instructive, curious spectacle and conflict. Science, (twin, in its 
fields, or Democracy in its)—Science, testing absolutely all thoughts, all works, 
has already burst upon the world—a sun, mounting, most illuminating, most 
glorious—surely never again to set. But against it, deeply entrench’d, holding 
possession, yet remains, (not only through the churches and schools, but by 
imaginative literature, and unregenerate poetry,) the fossil theology of the mythic-
materialistic, superstitious, untaught and credulous, fable-loving, primitive ages of 
humanity. (1000) 

As long as it remains entrenched in outdated beliefs, “unregenerate poetry” will fail to 

align itself with and speak to the modern age.74 However, Whitman’s solution is not a 

mere rejection but a synthesis of these modes of thinking and knowing. Whitman is in 

some sense eager in his later verse to generate new myths and even a kind of faith out of 

scientific discovery, to add mystery to cosmic processes and origins. By clearing away 

the “fossil theology,” science allows the poet to carve out a new professional niche, 

discovering and articulating a modern religion grounded in the real.  

                                                
74 Whitman’s word choice in this line itself enacts this synthesis of the mystical and material. He is 
playfully appropriating the Puritan term “unregenerate,” which signifies a person who has not received 
God’s grace. 
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In this way, the later prose writings balance a resistance to the totalizing authority 

of science with recognition of its poetic potential, suggesting the nuanced way in which 

Whitman negotiates the poet’s authority in terms of a scientific – and specifically 

evolutionary – context. Although in “A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” 

Whitman initially questions his poetic allegiance to modern science in his earlier career, 

he still calls for new “poems of realities and science,” as greater than the themes of the 

Old World (664). Whitman suggests that he has a larger poetic project in mind—“Indeed, 

and anyhow, to put it specifically, has not the time arrived when…there must 

imperatively come a readjustment of the whole theory and nature of Poetry?” (662). He 

links that project to the modern, including modern science. 

Similarly, in the 1876 Preface, Whitman introduces the notion of “orbic bards” 

capable of articulating and giving life to the most expansive themes. He claims that  

Without being a scientist, I have thoroughly adopted the conclusions of the great 
savans and experimentalists of our time, and of the last hundred years, and they 
have interiorly tinged the chyle of all my verse, for purposes beyond. Following 
the modern spirit, the real poems of the present, ever solidifying and expanding 
into the future, must vocalize the vastness and splendor and reality with which 
scientism has invested man and the universe, (all that is called creation,) and must 
henceforth launch humanity into new orbits, consonant with that vastness, 
splendor, and reality, (unknown to the old poems,) like new systems of orbs… 
(1036) 

Borrowed from physiology, chyle is a milky fluid of the small intestine that plays a role 

in digestion (“Chyle,” n.). Thus, Whitman figures his verse as a living body whose chyle 

– a method of filtering and assimilating new inputs – has been composed in part of the 

findings of experimental science. He suggests that this orbic perspective applies not to 

him alone, but should be “the background and underlying impetus, more or less visible, 

of all first-class songs” (1036).  
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However, there are growing tensions in these acts of poetic self-representation, as 

“evolutionist” takes on a concrete professional identity and intellectual stance. In 

Whitman’s late-life conversations recorded by Horace Traubel, Darwin and evolution are 

frequent topics of discussions that simultaneously indicate admiration and competition. 

For instance, talking with his future literary executor Thomas Harned, Whitman resists 

Harned’s “rather conservative” (according to Traubel) position on evolution. He asserts 

that "There comes a time, after all this is expounded, promulged, proved, for some one to 

come forward and say: ‘Don't be in such a damn big hurry: don't believe that this settles 

everything—that nothing more remains to be done.” As an analogy, Whitman curiously 

chooses slavery, suggesting that the issue (whether he is referring to race in the United 

States or the relation between North and South is unclear) remains similarly unresolved 

by abolition. Despite his reservations, Whitman agrees with Harned’s assertion that “The 

evolutionists are the master-men of the time”: “So they are: I don't know but you can call 

this their age. I stand in awe before the men of science: they hold the key to the situation: 

they are the true discoverers: they are—they, with their utter abandon, honesty” (Traubel 

3: 97-98). The awkwardness of syntax here suggests an admiration partially undercut by 

reluctance. 

Whitman’s most explicit treatment of Darwinian evolution can be found in the 

essay “Darwinism—Then Furthermore,” included in the Complete Prose Works (1892). 

The title encapsulates its essential claim: an acceptance of evolution as a scientific theory, 

followed by an insistence that it serve as an entryway rather than an end point to inquiry 

about human origins and development. In other words, as Gillian Beer writes about 

reading, Whitman wants evolutionary theory to function primarily as a question-raising 

procedure.  
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Whitman begins the essay by observing that “in current and latest times, the 

theory of human origin that seems to have most made its mark, (curiously reversing the 

antique,) is that we have come on, originated, developt, from monkeys, baboons” (1084). 

For the modern reader, there is an element of surprise at Whitman’s abrupt and awkward 

handling of this definition—the sentence sputters as Whitman searches for the correct 

verb, moving from the conversational to the technical: “come on, originated, developt.” 

In contrast to the sweeping vistas of the nebular hypothesis generating planetary systems 

and sauroid ancestors roaming the earth, here the issue becomes contracted, reduced to 

the topic du jour, particularly after the publication of Darwin’s The Descent of Man in 

1871: the question of human origins from our nearest ancestors, “monkeys, baboons.”75 

However, the second paragraph conveys the sense that Whitman views Darwin 

within an earlier conceptual framework and intellectual history that pre-dates Origin: “Of 

this old theory, evolution, as broach’d anew, trebled, with indeed all-devouring claims, by 

Darwin, it has so much in it….—is fused, by the new man, into such grand, modest, truly 

scientific accomplishments—that the world of erudition, both moral and physical, cannot 

but be eventually better’d and broaden’d in its speculations, from the advent of 

Darwinism” (1084, italics mine). In other words, Whitman places Darwin on an 

                                                
75 It’s perhaps this awkwardness of expression that leads an 1883 reviewer to dismiss Whitman’s 
assessment of Darwinian evolution here as “insufficient and unsatisfactory.” The reviewer suggests that 
“Probably the new idea reached him too late in life, when his mind had already taken too decided a bent to 
be fully penetrated and imbued by a new theory of the universe,” missing the point that for Whitman 
evolution was not considered a “new idea.” In other words, even from the vantage point of 1883, there’s a 
mistaken understanding of evolution’s significance for Whitman due to a failure to distinguish among 
competing ideas of development. The review concludes that “Evidently [Whitman] has not taken in that the 
theory of evolution is not an ingenious word-system, like the metaphysical speculations of Kant or Hegel, 
but the discovery of a great natural law, like that of gravitation.” I would argue instead that Whitman floats 
somewhere in-between these two perspectives, particularly in a mid-19th-century moment where the 
blurring of the metaphysical and physical is still possible. Also, while it’s true that natural selection is not 
crucial to Whitman, earlier conceptions of a “great natural law” of development were (as I’ve hopefully 
illustrated in these chapters) quite generative for Whitman’s poetics. 
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intellectual continuum, while also recognizing the new historic and cultural 

circumstances that allow Darwin to become a front man of sorts, a powerful synthesis, as 

indicated by the interchangeability of “Darwinism” and “evolutionary theory” after 

Huxley’s coinage in 1864. In this way, both the fascination – and the threat – of “the new 

man” Darwin is that Whitman sees himself (and the poet) as above all playing the role of 

synthesizer and fuser. 

Moreover, the danger of Darwinism lays in its “all-devouring claims.” Rather 

than opening up potential for further and alternative paths to discovery, there is a 

foreclosure of possibility as scientific explanation takes on the role of absolute, final 

authority. Drawing on the image of the circle, Whitman puts the issue in Emersonian 

terms: “In due time the Evolution theory will have to abate its vehemence, cannot be 

allow’d to dominate every thing else, and will have to take its place as a segment of the 

circle, the cluster” (1084). Of course, for Whitman this abatement is necessary to create a 

space for the “priest or poet” to achieve his “indispensible” work of finding the deeper 

hidden reality that joins the myths of the past with the findings of modern science (1085). 

A similar air of invasiveness surrounds “the evolutionists” whom Whitman references in 

Specimen Days:  

I am all the more assured in recounting Hegel a little freely here…to counterpoise, 
since the late death and deserv’d apotheosis of Darwin, the tenets of the 
evolutionists. Unspeakably precious as those are to biology, and henceforth 
indispensible to a right aim and estimate in study, they neither comprise or 
explain everything—and the last word or whisper still remains to be breathed. 
(921-22) 

The reference to Hegel as “counterpoise” to Darwin is intriguing given the 

potential dovetailing of the two philosophies earlier in Whitman’s poetic career. Here, 

however, Whitman stresses the separateness of these domains, which is reinforced by the 

sentence on evolution’s indispensability to biological study in particular. The choice of 
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“apotheosis” is also interesting: although used figuratively, it gestures toward the divine. 

The word choice challenges a worshipful stance toward scientists (and Darwin in 

particular) and an ultimately static idea of Darwin’s theory as the culmination of an idea, 

which removes the possibility of something ‘further,’ a development based on prophetic-

poetic in-spiration. As implied by the emphasis on breath and vocalization in the last line, 

it nonetheless falls to the poet to utter “the last word or whisper” of explanation.  

 

3.5 CONCLUSION 

Over the past two chapters, we’ve traced the shifting triangulation of science, 

faith, and poetic craft across Whitman’s decades-long career. In Whitman’s 1850s verse, 

the language of the developmental hypothesis—its nebulous orbs and Saurian growths—

is celebrated as one of the foundations of a new American poetry. In The Complete 

Writings, one of Whitman’s notebook entries conveys a sense of both the imaginative 

potential and linguistic precision that attracts Whitman to modern science; the extensive 

catalogue of terms contains references to “Cuvier (erpetology, or study of reptiles),” 

many scientific branches, also “Biology, Science of the mystery of life, term introduced 

by Treviranus of Bremen instead of physiology,” and ends with the “Four Kingdoms of 

Nature—all there as in the myriad forms and identities of the world and under the divine 

something called life” (Whitman 9: 207-210). However, we’ve also noted how 

Whitman’s language in the earlier editions grows more constrained by the 1870s, its 

concreteness and materiality replaced by the mystical and abstract—as well as a 

mysticism that emerges from an abstraction (of development no longer coupled with 

material biology). Although development remains present in the later editions of Leaves, 

it is transported from the field to a more figurative plane, and muted by shadowy notions 
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of advance or the march. I suggest that the developmental theory’s movement from 

openness to concreteness closes out creative possibilities: contrast, for instance, 

Whitman’s clunky definition of evolution in the late 19th-century (“we have come on, 

originated, developt, from monkeys, baboons,” 1084) with its function as an imaginative 

undercurrent of the 1855 Leaves. 

Another shift involves the role of science in Whitman’s formulation of a 

prophetic, spiritual role for the modern poet. Even in the early verse, Whitman 

demonstrates a conception of organic evolution that is not inconsistent with teleology or a 

progressive view of nature and humanity; i.e., his view shares features in common with 

the ‘temporalized’ chain of being of 18th-century naturalists like Bonnet and Robinet.  At 

the same time, the looseness of his conception allows for elements of open-endendness, 

branching, and play—for instance, he sees perfection in imperfection, by acknowledging 

that the fitness of an organism within its environment is temporary at best. It would be 

incorrect to see Whitman as an ally of natural theology—rather than blandly reconciling 

revealed religion with scientific findings, distorting the latter toward anthropocentric 

ends, Leaves uses modern astronomy and geology as a departure point for discovering 

new spiritual truths: i.e., creating an open versus closed system. However, his later verse 

does adopt a more conventional religious idiom; in this way, certain passages of 

Whitman’s later poems resemble the post-Origin American verse that sought to erase 

increasingly glaring and irreconcilable differences between biblical and scientific 

accounts of human origins. 

What’s consistent across Whitman’s 19th-century career, which coincides with the 

emergence of evolution as a central scientific paradigm, is that Whitman is grappling 

with and conceiving of his poetry (and professionalism) in relation to organic 

development—from the poetic voice modeled on evolutionary law in the 1855 Leaves to 
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his conversations with Traubel about Darwin’s legacy in the late 1880s. In the next 

chapter, we examine how selected works of Herman Melville approach this modern 

trinity of faith, science, and craft. Here, the temptation arises to throw Whitman and 

Melville into chiaroscuro relief: Whitman is cast as the poet of “cosmic optimism,” 

aligned with the law of transmutation and even finding within it the roots of a new 

American Bible, and Melville as a tormented skeptic-cum-believer, unmoored spiritually 

and formally by his contemplation of a vast geological time scale and the cruel 

indifference of both nature and God.76  

While we will need to examine Melville’s satirical and critical attitudes toward 

natural science, particularly natural theology, Chapter 4 will focus on how Melville’s 

formal experiments are nonetheless animated by their relationship to modern geology. 

They also share what Andrew Delbanco calls a “bear-hug comprehensiveness” with 

Whitman’s verse (6). As the American theological journal Bibliotheca Sacra put it in an 

1855 article, “There is something in geology which enlarges the conceptions….The mind 

becomes accustomed to magnitudes” (qtd. in McElligott 222). This central problem 

figures in both Melville and Whitman’s literary explorations of craft: a process of getting 

accustomed to the vastness implied by development. Both respond to the challenges and 

possibilities that this cosmic scale offers to the mid-19th-century American poet and 

writer. 

                                                
76 For instance, Stern’s classic The Fine Hammered Steel of Herman Melville (1957) uses Whitman’s 
“cosmic idealism” as a counterpoint to Melville’s ‘toughness’ in the face of natural processes (244).  
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Chapter 4  

Melville’s Fugitive Forms 

Embryos, therefore, are not….the miniature of the adult animal. Before they arrive at 
their permanent forms, their organs traverse a multitude of fugitive forms, beginning with 
the most simple, if we look to their starting point. 

—Serres, Anatomie comparèe du cerveau (1824-27)  
 

The previous chapters on Whitman have a relatively straightforward, chiasmus-

like structure. In them, I argue that Whitman achieved his most precise, grounded, and 

nuanced expression of an evolutionary poetics due to the relatively open, diffuse, and 

imprecise meanings of development in the 1840s and ‘50s. As the “development 

hypothesis” takes on both more scientific specificity and cultural authority in the 

nineteenth century, we see a corresponding diffuseness and abstraction in later editions of 

Leaves of Grass, a closing off of the theory’s linguistic power and epistemological 

possibility for Whitman’s verse. 

Telling Melville’s story requires a different framework and a new set of terms. In 

particular, we need a way of tracing Melville’s highly mediated responses to embryonic 

and species development, as well as developments in modern geology, which he 

encountered in earlier American and British narratives. To that end, this chapter draws on 

Jonathan Arac’s concept of literary narrative, which emerged around 1850 and includes 

works “that still count as ‘literature’” for many contemporary readers (1-2). In contrast to 

earlier genres like national narrative, which subsumed the principles of historical 

romance and internal logic to the importance of engaging with the politics of the times, 

literary narrative ultimately takes a less public turn, being valued as art precisely for “its 
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private relation to the writer’s self” (4). I make the claim that traditions of scientific 

romance and satire in earlier American pre-literary texts—particularly as they address 

18th and 19th-century developments in natural science—are crucial for understanding 

Melville’s early experiments in literary narrative. In other words, Melville adapts the 

fugitive forms of his time—the scientific humor and romance pieces that prove 

occasional, ephemeral, of passing interest—in order to contemplate the fugitive forms in 

nature generated by developmental processes and their implications for literary form.77  

To illustrate this process, I pair Melville’s Mardi (1849) and Moby-Dick (1851) 

with two examples of national narrative from the 1830s. Section 4.1 introduces James 

Fenimore Cooper’s The Monikins, an 1835 satire in which talking monkeys claim human 

ancestry, insisting that they have surpassed us on the scale of evolution. Cooper’s novel 

offers an intriguing case study of how evolutionary discourse might be deployed in the 

service of national narrative. At the same time, a comparison reveals that Melville 

                                                
77 I chose the term “fugitive forms” because it neatly combines the literary and the biological: both the idea 
of slight or ephemeral works and the concept of transitional forms in both embryonic and organic 
development. (In the epigraph, for example, Etienne R. A. Serres indicates how the discovery of embryonic 
development and differentiation could be used to support recapitulation theory, whereby the development 
of an individual [ontogeny] recapitulates the earlier, adult forms of its species’ ancestors [phylogeny]). 
Even if Melville’s work has since been deemed worthy of ‘permanence,’ I want to suggest his 
preoccupation with the fleeting and transitory in nature, both in its implications for literary form and for 
human understanding.  

And yet, given the mid-19th-century context, “fugitive” is a loaded term whose historical 
resonance we’ll need to address here. The two works discussed in this chapter, Mardi and Moby-Dick, were 
published in close proximity to the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. Moreover, Michael Paul 
Rogin has established Melville’s personal connection with this event: his father-in-law, Massachusetts 
Supreme Court Chief Justice Judge Lemuel Shaw, played a crucial role in upholding the Law and 
extending the North’s complicity with the institution of slavery; specifically, in April 1851, Shaw declared 
the Law constitutional and returned the first fugitive slave from Massachusetts (107).  

While this chapter does not explicitly address the racial and racialized bodies also evoked by the 
term “fugitive forms,” the historical resonance of “fugitive” factors indirectly into my argument. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, the debate over organic development and the unity of the human species in the 
1850s was closely tied to anxieties about racial proximity and ‘purity.’ More generally, as Cary Wolfe 
suggests in Animal Rites, contemplations of “non-human subjectivity” and animal kinship also tie back to 
and inform our discourse about racial otherness. 
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deploys a similar language of scientific satire in Mardi, while also repurposing it to 

reflect on the function and craft of literary narrative.  

 Another foil can be found in Cornelius Mathews’ 1839 Behemoth: A Legend of 

the Mound Builders, which is discussed in Section 4.2 alongside Moby-Dick. Mathews 

was part of Young America, a short-lived group of New York-based literati who saw 

literature as central to the project of nation building. In Behemoth, national narrative is 

expressed as geological romance: an ancient (and since-vanished) American people do 

battle with the last living mastodon, protecting their civilization but hastening the 

species’ extinction. Thus, in the novel, one of the leading writers of the Young America 

circle connects geological time to the national project in a move that reflects the 

zeitgeist;78 he uses the mastodon to establish the nobility and antiquity of America’s 

prehistoric races, allowing America to be simultaneously new and ancient. Through the 

analogous figure of the white whale—Mathews’ initial description of the mastodon likens 

him to “leviathan in the deep” (19)—Melville also contemplates geological time, as a 

challenge not only to national narrative but also to the foundational practice and 

principles of storytelling itself.  

By highlighting the pre-literary scientific contexts that inform Melville’s 

development of literary narrative, Chapter 3 offers a modest supplement to scholarship 

like John Samson’s White Lies and David Reynolds’ Beneath the American Renaissance. 

For Samson, Melville’s reading of earlier sources is key to understanding the formal and 

ideological operations of Melville’s literary narrative, the ways his work both assimilates 

                                                
78 As W. J. T. Mitchell notes in The Last Dinosaur Book, Thomas Jefferson, who was nicknamed “the 
Mastodon president” for his interest in paleontology, understood this connection between geological time 
and nation-building. He explains that the only ‘antiquities’ the States had to barter with in those early years 
were the (vanishing) natives and the continent’s distinct flora and fauna; rooting the nation, then, in a 
‘natural’ antiquity would demonstrate ideologically that “North America had a rich and distinguished 
natural ‘constitution’ that would be the basis for a great national destiny” (117).  
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and problematizes narrative conventions and conventional thinking. Similarly, Reynolds 

argues for the centrality of popular forms, from sensational fiction to reform literature, in 

shaping the authors of the American Renaissance. Thus, he defines Melville’s literariness 

not as a “rejection” of his socio-literary context but “an assimilation and transformation 

of key images and devices from this context” (7) in order to create something 

“epistemologically meaningful” out of these elements (562). In this chapter, I hope to 

build on their work by extending the socio-literary context to include scientific humor 

and romance from the 1820s and ‘30s. 

In contrast to this approach, criticism on Melville’s relationship with science has 

tended to focus on his responses to Darwinian evolution. For instance, several critics—

most definitively, H. Bruce Franklin in “The Island Worlds of Darwin and Melville”—

have focused on Melville’s 1853 short story “The Encantadas,” set in the Galápagos 

Islands, which closely echoes and responds to the language of Darwin’s Journal. And 

Darwin’s name is mentioned explicitly in the much later Clarel (1876), a poem that 

articulates problems of evolution, origins, and belief in a more overt way than would 

have made sense or would have been possible before Darwin’s Origin of Species. James 

Corey, for example, reads the poem as “a direct confrontation of Melville and Darwin.” 

In asserting that “‘the whole poem revolve[s] around questions brought to a head by The 

Origin of Species’” (85), Corey frames Melville’s work as a reaction to an emergent 

“age” of Darwinian evolution. 

In response, this chapter suggests that Melville’s engagements with the fugitive 

forms proposed by modern science began at the outset of his career, in works like Mardi 

and Moby-Dick, and are necessarily much broader than his reading of Darwin’s Journal 

or Origin. By concentrating on Darwin as a figure for evolution, we might lose sight of 

the more pervasive and earlier influences of modern geology, statistics, and comparative 
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anatomy on works like Mardi and Moby-Dick. Moreover, we miss out on the extant 

landscape of scientific humor and romance in earlier American fiction, as well as the 

highly mediated nature of Melville’s engagements with species development. 
   

4.1 MELVILLE AND SCIENTIFIC HUMOR 

In Beneath the American Renaissance, Reynolds devotes considerable space to 

establishing the effect of antebellum humor on Melville’s work and on the writers of the 

American Renaissance more generally. Absent, however, is a discussion of Melville’s 

borrowings from scientific-humor sources, both at home and abroad. In this section, I 

look specifically at how these sources might inflect Melville’s journey toward literary 

narrative in 1849’s Mardi.79 

In his account, Reynolds mentions the particular influence of subversive humor on 

Melville, a term coined by Walter Blair and Hamlin Hill to describe a grim and grisly 

American folk humor that “reveled in disorder, violence, amorality” (442); the genre was 

epitomized by southwest humorists like Thomas Bangs Thorpe and George Washington 

Harris. For our purposes here, it’s of interest to note that scientific humor turns up in one 

of the most iconic examples of this subversive tradition: Thorpe’s “The Big Bear of 

Arkansas,” first published in The Spirit of the Times in 1841. The frame narrator 

encounters the eponymous “Big Bar” aboard a Mississippi steamboat, where the latter 

regales his audience with boasts about the prodigious size and quantity of native fauna. In 

particular, he claims that Arkansas’s bears are so large because they feed “on the 

spontenacious productions of the sile” (19). This off-hand reference to spontaneous 

                                                
79 Writing to the publisher John Murray, Melville aspires for his third book, Mardi, to be “a literary 
acheivement [sic], & so essentially different from those [first] two books [Typee and Omoo]” 
(Correspondence 107). 
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generation80 depends, for the success of its humor, on some knowledge on the part of 

readers. It suggests a subversive-humor tradition unafraid to engage with development 

and its related theories as well as a reading public equipped to get the joke.  

Melville’s own collection included two volumes by the British humorist Albert 

Smith, The Natural History of the Gent and The Natural History of the Ballet-Girl 

(Hillway 174). Smith’s more genteel experiments in “social zoology” grew out of a series 

of articles he’d written for Punch, which in turn borrowed a form circulating in the 

French press—a short humorous sketch in mock-scientific style called a physiologie 

(Fitzsimons 41). In the introduction to Ballet-Girl, Smith sets up the analogy between 

“the unceasing labours of Cuvier, Linnaeus, Buffon, Shaw, and other animal-fanciers on 

a large scale” and his own minute observations on varieties of the human animal (7). In 

the case of the gent, a social upstart who has recently “sprung from the original rude 

untutored man” (51), Smith reveals a slightly more insidious intent: a hope that exposing 

his penchant for frippery and vain pretentions to ‘class’ will bring about the gent’s 

extinction.  

Tyrus Hillway, who writes about discovering Smith’s books in Harvard’s Metcalf 

Library, poses the question in his 1944 dissertation of why these slight, comic volumes 

would be of interest to Melville, who gave them as a gift to his wife Elizabeth (175-6). 

Perhaps part of the answer is that Melville detected a sympathetic outlook in Smith, 

                                                
80 Although there are many theories contained under this umbrella term, spontaneous generation in general 
refers to the appearance of organisms through “the right combination of nonliving materials under 
appropriate conditions” (Strick 19). Given the allusion to the soil (or “sile”) here, the author might be 
describing heterogenesis, a process by which living matter derives from degenerating organic materials. 
For readers of the time, spontaneous generation was closely allied to theories of transmutation, in that the 
origin of an initial organism or organisms still required a natural explanation, as well as theories of 
embryonic development that posited a gradual assembly of the parts of the embryo (epigenesis). In the 
eighteenth century, Buffon had collaborated with John Needham on a series of experiments to prove the 
possibility of spontaneous generation, and it had also played a key role in Lamarck’s theory of development 
in Zoological Philosophy (Strick 5-8, 19-20). 
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whom he met in person and described as “full of fun & a little malice perhaps” (Journals 

24).81 But Melville also found something usable for his fiction in Smith’s type of social 

and scientific burlesque. For instance, the shark taxonomy in Mardi inverts Smith’s 

naturalistic descriptions of cosmopolitan sub-cultures, like the many varieties of the gent. 

Instead, Melville turns to the caricature of social types as a template for scientific 

classification. The “dandy Blue Shark” struts around “like a Bond Street beau,” while the 

Tiger Shark is a “rude, portly gourmand” with a “savage swagger” (Melville 1: 46-7).  

Works like Smith’s and Thorpe’s are ultimately fugitive or occasional pieces, a 

quality in part underscored by their of-the-moment references to natural science. So, how 

does Melville rework this tradition, making it a ‘fit’ medium for literary narrative? As a 

more extended point of comparison, we turn to James Fenimore Cooper’s The Monikins. 

Like Mardi, Cooper’s Monikins draws on this extant body of scientific humor while also 

engaging more ambitiously with natural history as both the mechanism for and target of 

its satire. By positioning these works together, I am not suggesting a direct influence82—

although Melville does christens an extinct species on one of the Mardian isles “the 

manikins,” perhaps an oblique reference to Cooper’s monikins (1: 326). Rather, the 

comparison is instructive for putting Melville’s emergent literary narrative in dialogue 

with the national narrative of Cooper. As I will explain below, Cooper’s narrative 

ultimately runs aground due to its failure to contain the unruly implications of organic 

development, which are inconsistent with a national narrative of steady, unfolding 
                                                
81 As Theodore Ellis III suggests in a 1969 article for American Literature, Smith’s “malice” may have 
actually been directed at Melville’s novel Mardi. He attributes an anonymous May 1849 burlesque of 
Mardi in a London humor magazine, Man in the Moon, to one of its regular contributors and former co-
editors, Albert Smith (420-21).  
82 In Melville’s Reading, Merton Sealts cites only Cooper’s The Prairie, The Red Rover, and The Sea Lions 
(Melville reviewed the latter two for The Literary World) under “Books Owned and Borrowed” (53). 
However, he notes elsewhere that “according to his later testimony, [Melville] was strongly influenced by 
the works of Fenimore Cooper…but no work of Cooper’s has been kept among his father’s books or his 
own” (9).  
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progress. In contrast, it is through the open-endedness and lack of design afforded by 

modern geology that Melville develops his own hypotheses about the form and function 

of literary narrative. 
 

4.2 OF MONIKINS AND MEN: EVOLUTIONARY SATIRE IN COOPER AND MARDI 

The plot of The Monikins is set in motion when Sir John Goldencalf,83 a wealthy 

if misguided philanthropist, encounters a band of four monkey-like creatures on Paris’s 

Champs Elysees. The sight of these animals moves Goldencalf to pity: although working 

as costumed street performers, they possess a discernible intelligence and dignity beneath 

their gaudy appearance. After rescuing them from captivity, Goldencalf learns that these 

monikins are capable of speech, and furthermore, that they claim to be more highly 

developed than the human species. Along with his sidekick Captain Noah Poke, he then 

travels to the land of the monikins at one of the poles and is introduced to the political 

systems of Leaphigh and Leaplow, which figure, respectively, for England and the 

United States.  

Given the centrality of organic development to the narrative, The Monikins 

confirms the presence of proto-evolutionary theory in American literature before Darwin, 

and even before Vestiges. It also points to an awareness of developmental hypotheses 

among a reading public, as illustrated by this August 1835 review from The 
                                                
83 In The Monikins, the explanation for Sir John’s surname is given a humorous gloss: his father is an 
orphan named after “the sign of a butcher opposite to whose door [his] ancestor was found” (3165). 
However, the choice of name also makes reference to the Hebrew Bible, in which the “golden calf” is an 
idol created by Moses’ brother Aaron to appease the Israelites during Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai. As an 
apprentice in a fancy-goods shop who inherits his master’s wealth, Sir John’s father becomes ruthless and 
single-minded in his idolatry of riches. However, we might also think about the choice of surname in 
relation to the novel’s larger concern with materialism. The golden calf was objectionable not only as an 
idol, but because it ascribed physicality to the divine. In this way, the name might also lampoon the 
overreliance on physical law to explain the origins of life, which in turn makes an idol out of nature and 
natural processes, rather than glorifying the uniqueness and inscrutability of God as a creator. 
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Knickerbocker: “The author has become a convert, we should fancy, to the theory of 

Buffon: at least he has furnished, in the production of this work, the most plausible and 

practical illustration of the Frenchman’s hypothesis, that we have ever met with” (153). 

Here, The Knickerbocker humorously and unflatteringly allies Cooper with 18th-century 

proto-evolutionary thinkers like the Comte de Buffon, who emphasized the underlying 

unity of all species. However, Cooper himself is working within a tradition of scientific 

humor, playfully inverting the relationship between man and monkey on the scale of 

evolution. Doing so undercuts the validity of Buffon’s hypothesis; at the same time, this 

inversion does legitimate work in the service of national narrative. By inventing a society 

of more “developed” animals as the mechanism for his satire, Cooper underscores the 

animality and unreason underlying what passes for democratic discourse in the human 

realm. 

While Mardi initially begins as a story of shipboard desertion,84 akin to Melville’s 

first book Typee, it quickly moves into a Monikins-esque satire of both natural history 

and international politics. Mardi most directly intersects with the national narrative of 

The Monikins in Volume II, where Melville introduces his own analogues of Cooper’s 

Leaphigh and Leaplow: Dominora and Vivenza. The former is ruled by the aptly named 

King Bellow, who, “where he found a rich country, inhabited by a people deemed by him 

barbarous and incapable of wise legislation…sometimes relieved them from their 

political anxieties, by assuming the dictatorship of them” (2: 170). Describing Vivenza, 

“a distant island,” Melville quickly notes the presence of an “aboriginal people,” “not yet 

wholly extinct,” who have been banished further and further West (2: 170). For Melville, 
                                                
84 A brief plot synopsis: in the course of deserting with an old salt named Jarl, the protagonist Taji slays an 
old priest to rescue a beautiful white maiden named Yillah. Pursued by the priest’s sons, who vow to 
avenge their father’s death, and pursuing the vanished Yillah, Taji journeys with King Media and his 
entourage through an archipelago of isles that represent various aspects of 19th-century geopolitics, religion, 
and natural history. 
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the satire underscores a sense of similarity between the paternalistic England and the up-

start United States, both aggressors at home and on the world stage.  

Melville specifically uses the language of species development to evoke the 

American sense of Manifest Destiny: “Did not their bards pronounce a fresh start in the 

Mardian species; requiring a new world for their full development? For let it be known 

that the great land of Kolumbo…was the last island discovered in the Archipelago” (2: 

174-175). This patriotic statement inverts Buffon’s theory of American degeneracy, in 

which he argues that the New World contained less species diversity, and that its 

mammals, including humans, had become smaller and less complex due to the influence 

of climate. There had been other defenses of the robustness of our native forms—most 

notably Thomas Jefferson’s rebuttal of Buffon in Notes on the State of Virginia.85 

However, Jefferson’s response, unlike Melville’s, rejects Buffon’s initial premise of 

species mutability.  

Although development is not a central satirical device in Mardi, as in The 

Monikins, the novel makes numerous references to natural history. This evidence does 

not necessarily suggest that Melville fully embraced evolutionary theory in 1849 (or that 

he somehow anticipated Darwin’s version of it), but Melville was engaging with its 

component pieces, such as comparative anatomy, the fossil record, and Malthus’ theory 

of population growth.86 In Volume II, the Mardian island of Diranda operates under a 

kind of Malthusian logic, whereby the officially sanctioned war games function as 

population control. In the vein of Malthus, the philosopher Babbalanja, who is a member 

of King Media’s retinue, explains that war is a depopulator throughout nature, as man is 
                                                
85 For a discussion of the link between natural history and national destiny in the Jeffersonian imagination 
(which was briefly glossed in the introduction to this chapter), see especially pp. 111-123 of W. J. T. 
Mitchell’s The Last Dinosaur Book. 
86 Malthus observed that the population tends to increase at a greater rate than its means of subsistence, 
without checks on its growth like war, famine, and disease. 
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“but one member of a fighting world. Spiders, vixens, and tigers all war with a 

relish…And all this existeth of necessity. To war it is, and other depopulators, that we are 

beholden for elbow-room in Mardi” (2: 141). Through Babbalanja, Melville also evokes 

the 18th-century theorist Lord Monboddo, simply “Boddo” in Mardi, who insisted on 

man’s relationship to the lower primates. Babbalanja reasons: “my ancestors were 

kangaroos, not monkeys, as old Boddo erroneously opined” (2: 218).87 Elsewhere, 

Melville references Lamarck—as when Babbalanja tells a story of a water polyp that, 

“despising its marine existence, longed to live upon air” (2: 216-217). Here we see 

Lamarck’s notion of “the feeling of existence,” a felt need, prior to will, that leads in 

some cases to the acquisition of new traits (Burkhardt 170). However, the concept seems 

to be filtered through the lens of Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology, in which he 

dismisses the “staggering and absurd” proposition that animals’ wants drive anatomical 

change (9).  

This comic-yet-strangely-moving image—a marine invertebrate yearning for a 

more developed, land-locked form—illustrates the complexities of Melville’s deployment 

of scientific humor. On the one hand, it might read as a burlesque of Lamarck, adopting 

the anti-intellectual stance that is a feature of American vernacular tradition of scientific 

humor. As Judith Yaross Lee explains, this tradition often “lumps science with other 

learned targets of comic ridicule….and takes particular pleasure in knocking down 

authorities from their position of respect” (130). At the same time, Melville’s humor, 

which references Lamarck, Monboddo, and Malthus, among others, assumes a fairly 

sophisticated knowledge on the part of his readers. According to Lee, scientific humor 
                                                
87 This passage might indicate Melville’s familiarity with The Monikins. Babbalanja goes on to 
contemplate the disappearance of the tail (2: 218) in our species, while Cooper devotes several paragraphs 
to the importance of caudae for the monikins, the length of which reflects their status and level of 
“development” (3246, 3248, 3286). Of course, Cooper and Melville might be independently riffing on Lord 
Monboddo, who asserted that men at one point had caudal appendages. 
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takes on a different tenor and function when the humor is well informed. In other words, 

Melville’s attempt to understand and manipulate scientific discourse reveals an openness 

not possible in a categorical rejection of science.   

Cooper’s Monikins operates through a similar dynamic, both participating in the 

anti-intellectual strain of American scientific humor and demonstrating an intellectual 

dexterity in his use of science for satirical purposes. Cooper’s distrustful stance toward 

science centers on the scientific academy of Leaphigh and especially the figure of Dr. 

Reasono, one of the four monikins whom Goldencalf initially rescues from servitude in 

Paris. Based on his work observing human specimens, Dr. Reasono is now poised to earn 

the title of “H.O.A.X., the very highest honor to which any savant of Leaphigh could 

attain” (Cooper 3298). In an earlier example, Dr. Reasono describes the discovery of an 

algorithm by which he and his fellow researchers can predict when scientific theories will 

go in and out of fashion. He explains:  

Do you not know that truths, physical as well as moral, undergo their revolutions, 
the same as all created nature? The academy has paid great attention to this 
subject, and it issues annually an almanac, in which the different phases, the 
revolutions, the periods, the ellipses…of all the more prominent truths are 
calculated with singular accuracy; and by the aid of which the cautious are 
enabled to keep themselves, as near as possible, within the bounds of reason. 
(3244)  

In this astronomical metaphor for scientific consensus,88 Cooper calls attention to the 

fickleness and fallibility of scientific expertise, siding with a more democratic, anti-

intellectual mistrust of an elite inner circle that dictates our physical truths, including 

whether man has developed from a monkey. 

                                                
88 …which nicely anticipates—and gives an added resonance to—the title of Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 work on 
paradigm shifts in the history of science: The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 
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And yet, Cooper knowledgeably evokes 18th-century models of species 

development, which claim a steady natural unfolding toward greater perfection and 

closeness to God, toward a more spiritual form. For instance, Charles Bonnet’s idea of 

“evolutionism” is really an assertion of continuity, a temporalized chain of being in 

which species strive, through natural law, toward divine perfection: “Man, once 

transported to an abode more suited to the eminence of his faculties, will leave to the 

monkey and the elephant that foremost place that he occupied before among the animals 

of our planet” (Foucault 151). In this vein, Dr. Reasono explains the monikin belief that 

mind and matter both undergo transmigrations, which  

…have peopled the world with so many wonderful beings—wonderful, mentally 
and physically; and all of which (meaning all of the improvable class) are no more 
than animals of the same great genus, on the high road of tendencies, who are 
advancing toward the last stage of improvement, previously to their final 
translation to another planet, and a new existence. (3245) 

This “high road of tendencies” evokes a natural law that dictates each species’ steady 

progress toward more advanced forms. And Bonnet’s idea of humankind “transported to 

an abode more suited to his faculties” is echoed in the monikins’ “final translation to 

another planet.”  

However, as pertains to the relationship between man and monikin, Cooper 

playfully challenges Bonnet’s schema, which places man closest to divine perfection. For 

instance, one of the monikins’ arguments for their superiority over the human species is 

that they do not feel ashamed about their nakedness, evidence that they are evolving 

away from base, material instincts toward a higher, more abstract state of being. Dr. 

Reasono further explains that “monkeys, as you are pleased to term us, were once men, 

with all their passions, weaknesses, inconsistencies….they passed into the monikin state 

by degrees…and large divisions of them are constantly evaporating into the immaterial 
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world, completely spiritualized and free from the dross of flesh” (3247). Here, Cooper 

satirizes the apparatus and aim of species evolution, as conceived by theorists like 

Bonnet, but does so in a knowing way that deftly parodies its language and reasoning. 

Ultimately, this evolutionary humor plays a serious role within Cooper’s national 

narrative. Aside from serving as a mechanism for the political commentary on European 

royalty (Leaphigh) and American democracy (Leaplow) in the second half of the book, it 

primarily allows Cooper to engage with issues of race, origins, and speciation in the 

American context. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the controversy over the separate origins 

of the human species came to a head in the early 1850s, but it was the outgrowth of a 

longer conversation that began around the start of the American republic (Stanton 4). In 

the novel, Cooper introduces a shadow race called “the lost monikins,” or common 

monkeys, who function as an analogy to the African race.  Asked by Goldencalf whether 

the monikins are not “of the same family as all the other monkeys we see skipping and 

hopping about in the streets,” Dr. Reasono replies, “No more, sir, than you are of the 

same family as the flat-nosed, thick-lipped, low-browed, ink-skinned negro, or the 

squalid, passionless, brutalized Esquimaux” (3246). In Buffon’s 1766 Histoire naturelle, 

the theory of American degeneracy extended to Native Americans:   

In the savage the organs of generation are small and feeble; he has no hair, no 
beard, no ardour for the female; though more nimble than the European, from 
being habituated to running, he is not so strong; possessed of less sensibility, yet 
he is more timid and dastardly; he has no vivacity, no activity of soul… (39) 

Here is the “passionless” native, whose essential inferiority is justified by Buffon’s proto-

evolutionary framework. By lingering on the derogatory adjectives that figure in 

seemingly objective classificatory schemes, Cooper shows how they can be misused to 

stereotype peoples and concretize racism. The parallel is made even more explicit when 

the monikins propose that these lost relations, who appear to have regressed in reason, 
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would make excellent future slaves, should voyages of expedition be sent out to retrieve 

them.  

In Mardi, Melville similarly draws on scientific satire to fuel a broader critique of 

national politics, slavery, and religion. But it also plays a more self-reflexive role, 

allowing him to contemplate his own textual machinations. Melville’s most dexterous 

and extended deployment of scientific humor occurs in Volume Two, in which 

Babbalanja offers “the sandwich system” for classifying geological epochs and their 

extinct species. According to this schema, “Nature’s first condition was a soup, wherein 

the agglomerating solids formed granitic dumplings,” while the Old Red Sandstone 

“sandwich” embedded such “dainties” as “sturgeon-forms, cephalaspis, glyptolepis, 

pterichthys; and other finny things” (2: 112). Aside from the “gormandising” conceit, the 

humor arises from the juxtaposition of precise terminology (e.g., “pterichthys”) and the 

vernacular (“finny things”). In a series of American Literature articles from the late 

1940s and early ‘50s, scholars Tyrus Hillway and Elizabeth Foster focused on this 

passage to debate the level of Melville’s amateur geological knowledge, while also 

identifying possible sources of that knowledge, including Vestiges. However, their 

source-study-based argument sidesteps the remarkable fact (for contemporary readers) of 

Melville’s engaged familiarity with geology as well as his assumption of a similarly 

informed audience.  

Moreover, they ignore what is to me the driving literary-critical question: what 

are the uses of geological humor for Mardi? Underlying the seeming ridiculousness of 

this analogy to fine dining, there is a hint of an aggressive truth about the fundamental 

logic of eat-or-be-eaten in the natural world. In this way, we might view the passage as a 

cynical description of evolutionary processes: “Course after course, and course on course, 

my lord; no time to clear the wreck; no stop nor let; lay on and slash; cut, thrust, and 
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come” (2: 113).89 Pointing to yet another valence of “fugitive forms,” we also get a 

glimpse here of the predatory terrors that would cause our ancestors to flee from the sea 

to land. Furthermore, consider where the humorous discussion ends up: with a meditation 

on competing time scales and the power of language. King Media observes that his God 

Moji created the world in six days, but Babbalanja has “built it up from the bottom in less 

than six minutes.” He replies, “Nothing for us geologists, my lord. At a word we turn you 

out whole systems, suns, satellites, and asteroids included” (2: 113).  

This statement uses a parody or critique of science to reflect on the intersections 

of truth, language, and power, and to consider what literary exploration can offer as a 

complement to scientific investigation—a different way of knowing that privileges 

perspective and interiority. In Melville’s “Hawthorne and His Mosses” essay, he praises a 

literary method of ‘Telling the Truth,—even though it be covertly and by snatches’” (66). 

Melville’s experiments with incompleteness, obscurity, and fugitive forms in Mardi are 

thus attempts to achieve “visible truth,” to borrow a phrase from one of his letters to 

Hawthorne, which Melville defined as “the apprehension of the absolute condition of 

present things as they strike the eye of the man who fears them not, though they do their 

worst to him” (Correspondence 186).  

The philosopher Babbalanja, who skirts the line between wise man and fool in the 

novel, best represents this triangulation of truth, science, and vision. Angered when his 

companions question his “most crazy hypothesis” of strangers beyond Mardi who may 

have developed differently, perhaps with “some better seeing sense than ours” or “wings 

or fins for arms,” Babbalanja responds: “Have we mortals aught to rest on, but what we 

                                                
89 This vision of nature as violent struggle for life reminds me of the atmosphere of horror in Robert 
Farren’s c. 1850 painting Duria Antiquior, which was a copy of English geologist/cartoonist Henry de la 
Beche’s earlier design. Even more directly linked to the painting is the line in which Taji observes that 
“God’s creatures fighting, fin for fin” would be a fit subject for a painterly “masterpiece” (1: 49)  
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see with eyes? Is no faith to be reposed in that inner microcosm, wherein we see the 

charted universe in little, as the whole horizon is mirrored in the iris of a gnat?”  (2: 116). 

While King Media and others dismiss the outburst as madness, it points to how turning 

inward, the interior work of the poet or writer, might lead us toward truthful vision on a 

comprehensive scale. Melville further explores this idea of the subjective character of 

truth, its dependence upon individual vision, in the chapter on the Island of Juam. The 

island’s ruler Donjalolo sends out two independent observers to neighboring islands, so 

that “he might hear them converse of those things, which he could not behold for 

himself” (1: 288). When the agents return, he grows furious as finding contradictions in 

their accounts, even in the material specimens they bring back from their travels. He 

concludes that truth can only be discerned by each individual for himself. 

More generally, the interconnectedness of natural history, truth-telling, and the 

writer’s craft plays out at the structural level, in Melville’s experiments with nonlinear 

and branching storytelling, which are epitomized by the archipelago formation of both 

Mardi and Mardi. The linear quest narrative (i.e., Taji’s search for the missing Yillah) is 

undermined by or in competition with a more “chartless” (and maybe even 

developmental) narrative voyage. There’s a tension here, as in Moby-Dick, between the 

monomaniacal pursuit characteristic of the quest narrative, and the evolutionary drift of 

Melville’s storytelling experiments. Toward the end of Volume Two, Babbalanja calls 

attention to the writing process, mentioning Lombardo’s masterwork, the Koztanza: 

“When Lombardo set about his work, he knew not what it would become. He did not 

build it himself with plans; he wrote right on; and so doing got deeper and deeper into 

himself” (2: 326). Like Melville’s Mardi, the Koztanza is an episodic book; it “lacks 

cohesion; it is wild, unconnected, all episode,” just like “Mardi itself” (2: 329). 

Elsewhere, speaking of the planets’ cycles, Babbalanja notes, “it is a perpetual cycling 
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with us, without progression” (1: 161). These lines might describe human experience 

colored by the unstable ground of modern geology, but they also show how the idea of 

change without progression can relate to an experimental approach to narrative rooted in 

species development. That is, Mardi simultaneously creates a sense of movement and 

stasis for the reader, as yet another island appears, with its own particular characteristics 

and logics, but governed by the same authorial law and satirical process, and getting us 

(and our ostensible protagonist Taji) no nearer to an outcome.   

In Monikins, by contrast, the evolutionary humor unsettles Cooper’s national 

narrative. Cooper’s Monikins fails as a satire90 because it invites natural forces and laws 

that displace human agency. Questions about human status and uniqueness, raised by 

contemporary natural history, can no longer be comfortably contained in fiction (perhaps 

like his earlier historical romances,91 which also attempt to contain the threat of 

identification with Native Americans by relegating them to near extinction). In a key 

scene, when our protagonist first encounters Dr. Reasono and his three companions being 

held in captivity as street performers, Sir John Goldencalf hints at animal interiority: he 

                                                
90 I’m thinking also in terms of its commercial failure—the novel was something of a laughing-stock, as 
indicated in more than one of the American reviews (“Alas for Cooper,” a phrase in The American Monthly 
Magazine, sums up the response in several periodicals). This coincides with the fall in Cooper’s ‘stock’ as 
an American author. For instance, a July 1850 article in the North American Review explains that “Mr. 
Cooper’s literary existence properly terminated with the publication of The Monikins, a novel of which it is 
impossible to say much, as we have never read it, and never met with any individual who had.” The joke 
plays on an earlier one in The New World (1841): “An American has been in Paris a year without seeing the 
Gallery of the Louvre. He is the same man who read the Monikins” (235).  

Underneath the humor, is there something objectionable about the European-ness of these 
developmental ideas, especially as Cooper had been living abroad in the years preceding the publication of 
Monikins? The Portland Magazine, for example, frames the failure of The Monikins in patriotic terms: “Mr. 
Cooper should remember that, as an author, he belongs to his country, and that in trifling with his own 
reputation he injures the cause of American literature, a cause which few have done so much to exalt as 
himself” (352). Another review from 1835, in Atkinson’s Casket, offers the same arguments about Cooper’s 
importance to American literature and hence the increased disappointment of The Monikins to American 
readers. 
91 Especially as the title also plays self-referentially on “The Mohicans” of Cooper’s most famous historical 
fiction. 
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sees that the “inward monkey” separated itself from the “antics of the outward animal” 

(3218). Sir John Goldencalf goes on to describe these monkeys as cousins, who 

“approach nearer our form and, for aught we know the contrary, to our reason, than any 

other animal” (3219). When Goldencalf journeys with Captain Poke to the monikins’ 

homeland, Poke becomes the captain of a new “Noah’s Ark,” The Walrus, which 

challenges our classificatory schemes and creation myths; dressed in an assortment of 

animal costumes so that they will more easily assimilate with the natives, the human crew 

acts out a comical pantomime of Goldencalf’s earlier assertion that “Man is merely an 

animal” (3219). If Dr. Reasono is “nearly un-monikined” by his experience as a street-

performer in Paris (3231), Goldencalf similarly risks being unmanned by his encounter 

with the monikins, who challenge his superior position in the natural world and on a 

temporalized chain of being.92  

The uncertain position of the human in Mardi’s landscape is repeatedly 

dramatized. This issue is foregrounded on the Isle of Cripples, which itself features 

specimens of human mutation and monstrosity, challenging the stability of the human 

form. On the island, the visitors encounter a strange request from the king, as to “whether 

there were any Comparative Anatomists among his visitors” (2: 293). Answered in the 

negative, King Yoky begins to relate the story of his predecessor, who developed an 

intimate friendship with the chimpanzee Rozoko; when they died, human and chimp were 

buried together. Scandalized at this event, the people of the island disinterred the bones, 

only to find them hopelessly indistinguishable: “So mingled every relic,—ilium and ulna, 

carpus and metacarpus;—and so similar the corresponding parts, that…they desisted; lest 

the towering monument they had reared might commemorate an ape, and not a king” (2: 
                                                
92 Or, to reframe the dilemma in terms of more recent work in the animal humanities: allowing for the 
possibility of a non-human subjectivity creates a fear that the animal might know us in ways that we can’t 
understand (Wolfe 4). 
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295). Melville’s passage on comparative anatomy thus raises the specter of species 

development, and by extension, animal kinship.93  

Like Monikins, then, Melville’s Mardi-era readings “wittingly or unwittingly 

question the status of man as a creature above the animals in the ‘great chain of being’” 

(Callaway 75). However, while the anxieties raised about human origins and animal 

kinship ultimately remain unresolved in Cooper’s narrative, Melville uses them to more 

conscious effect in Mardi. In fact, Melville’s embrace of the destabilizing force of natural 

history, making it the partial subject of his fictional experiments, underlies his ambitions 

for literary narrative, as we’ll further explore in the next section. 
 

4.3 “ALL IN THE FAMILY”:94 MOBY-DICK’S SUBVERSIVE GENEALOGIES 

If Cooper’s The Monikins suggests how Melville adapts a scientific humor 

tradition as a vehicle to explore the writer’s craft and his relation to truth telling, 

Cornelius Mathews’ Behemoth points to the influence of scientific romance in developing 

Melville’s literary ambitions. Behemoth: A Legend of the Mound-Builders was published 

four years after Monikins, in 1839. As mentioned above, the narrative concerns a race of 

                                                
93 Despite the evidence provided in their own work, many comparative anatomists resisted the conclusion 
of our relatedness via descent. For instance, Richard Owen was interested in the unity of form underlying 
diversity (i.e., the archetype), and coined the term special homology to refer to the “corresponding parts” 
between species. However, Peter Bowler notes that, although Owen is typically read as an antievolutionist 
due to his vocal criticism of Origin, there are some signs of Owen’s belief in the possibility of 
transmutation by the 1850s—e.g., the conclusion of his On the Nature of Limbs (1849) mentions “laws” 
responsible for generating new life forms (Bowler 133). Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 2, this idea of 
unity of composition found favor in the London and Edinburgh medical schools, where it could also lend 
support to a belief in evolutionary relationships among species (Desmond 4).  
94 Leaving off his mysterious warnings to Ishmael against shipping with Ahab, the prophet Elijah 
concludes, “Never mind, never mind—it’s all one, all in the family too” (99). Aside from the anachronistic 
TV-sitcom reference, the phrase “all in the family” previews the way that Ishmael’s journey on the Pequod 
challenges an existing schema of nature in which the human species exist above and apart rather than as 
part of a common community of descent. I.e., the story remains “all in the family” in a taxonomic sense as 
well. (Of course, that’s not technically true, as humans and whales belong to the same “class” [mammalia] 
but not the same order or family.)  
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pre-historic Americans who seek out and destroy the last living mastodon. Delbanco 

notes that Melville had socialized with Mathews and had read his “bizarre romance” 

Behemoth (125).95 Even though evolution is not explicitly (or even implicitly) addressed, 

Mathews’ romance brings contemporary paleontology and geology into a fictional 

realm—and, more specifically, connects them to a national project. For example, the 

preface, which is addressed to the author’s countrymen, offers Behemoth in the spirit of 

doing “some slight service for the literature of his country” (vi).  

Some new historicist critics have similarly connected the Pequod to a ship of 

state. In Subversive Genealogy, for instance, Michael Paul Rogin claims that Melville 

was particularly sensitive to a crisis in bourgeois society, which manifested itself in 

issues of race and slavery, because of his ancestors’ historical importance to the 

Revolution and early republic as well as his more contemporary political connections. 

Thus, Rogin argues that a study of Melville’s work must also be a study of his family 

history as linked to national history. But, as a comparison with Mathews’ Behemoth 

reveals, Melville is also thinking beyond a national or even human time scale in Moby-

Dick. In this sense, we might extend Rogin’s term subversive genealogy to consider how 

Melville’s literary narrative responds to more ancient lines of descent from earlier 

organic forms. 

In a 1956 article in American Literature, Curtis Dahl remarks on the parallels 

between Moby-Dick and Behemoth, noting for instance that, like the White Whale, it is 

the moral ambiguity of the behemoth (is it a devil or a god?) that makes him so terrifying 

(23). He also observes similarities between the character of Captain Ahab and Mathews’ 

warrior Bokulla; despite the latter’s patriotic motivation, he too is overcome by a 

                                                
95 Mathews’ The Various Writings… also appears in Sealts’ checklist of “Books Owned and Borrowed” 
(78).  
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monomaniacal pursuit of the beast: “A great spirit had taken possession of the chieftain, 

and the shame of an inglorious defeat aided to kindle the energy of his passions. Over 

that defeat he had already pondered long and anxiously” (78). The warrior Bokulla is the 

source of oratory in the novel; he actively rouses his nation to seek battle with the 

behemoth, à la Ahab’s fiery speech in “The Quarter-Deck.”  

There are other linked moments that go unremarked in Dahl’s essay. For instance, 

take this image as a possible inspiration for “The Try-Works” chapter: “Grouped thus 

about their forges, and hurrying from one task to another with rapid and quiet tread, they 

might have seemed to the eye of Imagination…to be employed in infernal labor, and 

vexing the noon of night with unearthly and Satanic cares” (Mathews 36). Recall the 

scene of the try-works by night, where “the Tartarean shapes of the pagan 

harpooners…pitched hissing masses of blubber into the scalding pots, or stirred up the 

fires beneath” so that at last “the rushing Pequod, freighted with savages, and laden with 

fire, and burning a corpse, and plunging into the blackness of darkness, seemed the 

material counterpart of her monomaniac commander’s soul” (Melville 423). Moreover, 

our early encounter with the mastodon resembles Moby-Dick’s state of repose before the 

first day’s chase; both are scenes of playful idyll that complicate the creatures’ 

vilification by human aggressors: 

The giant beast seemed to be sporting with the ocean. For a moment he plunged 
into it, and swimming out a league with his head and lithe proboscis reared above 
the waters, spouted forth a sea of bright, blue fluid toward the sky, ascending to 
the very cloud, which, returning, brightened into innumerable rainbows, large and 
small, and spanned the ocean. (Mathews 52).  

Similarly, the White Whale’s swim in the ocean is accompanied by “musical rippling,” 

“blue waters,” and “bright bubbles (that) arose and danced by his side,” creating an 
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overall sense of “A gentle joyousness—a mighty mildness of repose in swiftness”  

(Melville 548). 

For Dahl, the ultimate goal of tracing Melville’s borrowings from Mathews is to 

cast aesthetic judgment, as indicated by his final line: “Behemoth is a bad and often 

absurd book while Moby-Dick is a superlatively good one” (29). Putting these aesthetic 

questions aside—or, more accurately, reframing them in terms of Arac’s narrative theory, 

this linkage points to the differences between Mathews’ national and Melville’s literary 

narrative, particularly in how the two approach and deploy scientific evidence. Mathews’ 

(pre-)historical romance concludes with extensive end-notes on both the mastodon and 

the ancient peoples of North America, which collectively argue for the plausibility (if not 

the veracity) of his narrative. As Mathews himself makes clear, these “facts” about the 

past ultimately support a projection about the American future: “As our own history 

assumes a prouder and loftier crest in the noonday concourse and throng of nations, she 

will more fondly and reverently cast back her regards toward the first fountains of her 

origin” (131). 

In other words, by enlisting geology in the service of national narrative, Mathews 

illustrates how, according to Wai Chee Dimock, Manifest Destiny “conferred on both the 

nation and the self a sense of corporeal autonomy in space, and teleological ascendancy 

in time” (Dimock 11). By extension, the antebellum accounts of America “involved 

something like developmental biology” (27)—a necessarily progressive development 

according to fixed natural law. For Wai Chee Dimock, Melville, too, participates in this 

progressive account of the nation. Using the language of 18th-century development, she 

writes, “narrative action for him is no more than an autotelic function, no more than the 

reflexive unfolding of what is already an ontological provision” (25). Contra Reynolds 

and Samson, Dimock sees Melville as generally less subversive in his aims than their 
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readings would allow; rather than positioning Melville’s literary narrative against or 

“above” national narrative, Dimock repeatedly finds Melville, in his self-reflexive pursuit 

of the literary, writing national narrative in spite of himself.96 But while I agree with 

Dimock that Melville’s works share the “spatialization of time” that also characterized 

the literature of Jacksonian America (15), there are important differences in how Melville 

and Mathews deploy this conflation of time and space, and to what ends. For Mathews, a 

teleological notion of American destiny authorizes the nation’s territorial and cultural 

expansionism. In contrast, Melville repeatedly resists ideas of design and progress, 

finding a formal and epistemological freedom in the contingency of organic development. 

Placing Moby-Dick alongside its “cousin” Behemoth (to borrow from Curtis 

Dahl’s title) allows us to explore Melville’s subversive genealogy, both literary and 

biological. This pairing of behemoths on land and sea underscores the connection 

between the Pequod’s whaling voyage and the sweep of geological time. When Mathews 

first introduces the mastodon, he is described as “moving heavily through the sea of 

green leaves, like leviathan in the deep” (19). The whale’s proximity (both imaginative 

and scientific) to the mastodon of pre-history strengthens the impression that Moby-Dick 

also exists in time, not just in space, so that Ahab’s whale hunt is also a confrontation 

with the mysteries of origins and speciation. Melville reinforces this link between the 

modern whale and the extinct mastodon97 in Chapter 104 on the fossil whale. Moby-

                                                
96 Dimock’s irreverent argument about Melville is a particularly compelling remedy to Samson’s elitist 
framing of the divide between literary and national narrative: he describes Melville’s books as “vital 
rewritings of his junky ‘sources’” (8). Reynolds, in contrast, does express interest in recovery of these 
popular genres even as he privileges aesthetic and formal complexity. At the same time, the word 
“beneath” in his book’s title perpetuates a hierarchy of value. Despite Dimock’s refreshing position, I 
ultimately find these slightly stodgier distinctions between literary and national narrative helpful for 
understanding Melville’s process vis-à-vis popular accounts of development. 
97 A perusal of the periodical literature of the time suggests that this link also existed in the popular 
imagination. For instance, in the August 13, 1857 issue of The Maine Farmer, we encounter Read 
Thornton’s “The Ballad of the Whale,” in which a “Northman” declares that “My fitting foe, lived long 
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Dick’s cosmic perspective, or what Andrew Delbanco terms its “bear-hug 

comprehensiveness” (6), reaches out to “generations of men, and whales, and mastodons” 

in particular. Melville refers to the breadth necessitated by his subject, which opens up 

new possibilities for literary narrative—its “outreaching comprehensiveness of sweep, as 

if to include the whole circle of the sciences, and all the generations of men, and whales, 

and mastodons, past, present, and to come.” At the same time, he contemplates the 

“connecting, or at any rate intercepted links…” between the modern whale (or man) and 

earlier creatures layered in the fossil record (456).98  

In Call Me Ishmael, Charles Olson comments on this idea of expansiveness in 

Moby-Dick, its association of space and time: “Beginner—and interested in beginnings. 

Melville had a way of reaching back through time until he got himself pushing back so 

far he turned time into space” (14). Thus, the quest for the White Whale becomes an 

evolutionary quest, a search for origins, while the drama of change over geological time 

is enacted across the wide expanse of ocean space. The sea itself functions as a site of 

developmental knowledge in Moby-Dick,99 so that it becomes a source of both wisdom 

and terror. In “The Castaway” chapter, Pip transforms into a wise fool through his 

encounter with the sea’s immensity (and immense age), which allows him to glimpse the 

“strange shapes of the unwarped primal world” (414). In “The Lee Shore,” Melville 

reflects on the process by which our ancestors escaped the primordial tumult of the 

ocean, crawling to the safety of the land: “For worm-like, then, oh! who would craven 

                                                                                                                                            
ago— / The mighty mastodon”; addressing the whale, he boasts, “By the soundless sea, I’ll conquer thee, / 
Thou ocean mastodon” (4). 
98 Of course, it’s important to note that this sentence concludes with a reference to biblical time. These 
graduated steps between the fossils of extinct species and their modern forms link “antechronical creatures” 
(since, as Melville notes on p. 157, “time began with man”) and “those whose remote posterity were said to 
enter the Ark” (456). I will pursue this recurring tension between geological time and the Mosaic account 
below. 
99 An association that persists in Clarel, which references “time’s swamping sea” (9).  
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crawl to land! Terrors of the terrible!” (107). Thus, it is that “in landlessness alone resides 

the highest truth” of our origins and animal identity (107). The “Brit” chapter extends this 

contemplation of the terrors of the sea and the comparison of sea and land. The newness 

of the human species is compared to the “aboriginal” status of the sea: “however baby 

man may brag of his science and skill, and however much, in a flattering future, that 

science and skill may augment; yet for ever and for ever, to the crack of doom, the sea 

will insult and murder him” (273). Also, despite Ahab’s haunting by the leviathan, here it 

is the microorganism (i.e., brit) that inspires such fear—or at least, is the entry point into 

the chapter’s darker meditations.100 

Ishmael calls attention to the sea’s psychological and epistemological role in the 

first chapter: “[The sea] is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the 

key to it all” (5). That “ungraspable phantom” is not only our own soupy origin but also 

the developmental process itself: life fleeing through endless forms while individuals and 

species perish. Moreover, the sea is an “image,” a representation or visual impression of 

the otherwise ungraspable, a hint or “key” that gives us access to the unknown and 

invisible.101 Melville ties art, knowledge, and development together in another early 

scene. When Ishmael contemplates the painting at the Spouter-Inn, he makes out three 

vague lines “floating in a nameless yeast” (12), a reference to the primordial float. 

                                                
100 Some contemporary discussions of development also address this movement from sea to land. In 
Vestiges, Chambers traces the development of progressively more complex forms, with the appearance of 
land-plants and animals later than that of marine life (148-150). In J. Stanley Grimes’ 1851 Phreno-
Geology, land animals’ (including humans’) marine origins are much more explicitly articulated: “If the 
ancestors of the apes left the water first, and become permanent residents on the land, they would 
immediately assume a character particular to themselves, and suited to their new habitation. They would 
soon differ from their marine brethren in many important particulars” (63). (In this passage, Grimes uses a 
developmental hypothesis to argue for the plural origins of the human races. Basically, Grimes suggests 
that our common ancestors were reptiles in the oceans; the ancestors of “apes,” “negroes,” and “the white 
man” diverged as far back as when our respective progenitors came onto the land.) 
101 While development is a powerful figure for Whitman’s cosmic poetic voice, its resonance and function 
are more visual than aural for Melville. 
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Furthermore, Melville’s expansive scope is accompanied by, and even demands, 

an attendant vagueness, what Robert Wallace terms an “aesthetics of the indistinct.” 

Wallace sees Melville testing out a combination of narrative and ideational descriptions 

of landscapes, as well as introducing the challenges of perspective and subjective vision 

to his fiction (this “vision,” by the way, is not just retinal but whole-brain). Through this 

“exploratory aesthetic,” indistinct but expansive, we can see the method behind chapters 

as diverse as “The Spouter-Inn” and “Cetology”—in other words, parallels between “the 

cetologist who would ‘classify the constituents of a chaos’ and the painter who would 

‘delineate chaos bewitched’” (Wallace 357). Thus, the “draught within a draught” of the 

classificatory system mirrors the indistinct, obscure art of the Spouter-Inn painting. 

Melville borrows from both the painterly and the scientific realms to formulate his own 

sense of the writer’s relation to truth and knowledge. In Moby-Dick, this aesthetic does 

not necessarily translate into a kind of hopelessness in the face of order and 

understanding; rather, it suggests that the novel’s subject is, in part, the tension between 

psychic/psychological truth and the truth of natural world. 

Wallace’s idea of aesthetic incompleteness connects both to evolution and to the 

writer’s craft. The “Cetology” chapter mirrors the scientist’s struggle over defining 

species—an example of how Melville uses scientific humor (e.g., the seeming frivolity of 

the bibliographic system of classification) to get at a deeper truth and to link the 

endeavors of book-making and whale-classification. It criticizes the intricacy of detail 

that finds “inconclusive differences” (139) among species, ignoring how gradations and 

indistinct boundaries are evidence of dynamic changes and the relatedness of species. 

Although undercut by the humor of the final line, in which practical realities intrude,102 

                                                
102 “Oh Time, Strength, Cash, and Patience!” (145), an allusion to those damnable dollars of which he 
complains to Hawthorne, which condemn Melville to choose between financial security and literary 
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the chapter’s concluding paean to incompleteness is significant because it suggests not 

only nature’s endless forms but Melville’s own literary method, in which the novel resists 

completeness and precision (145).  In this way, the “draught of a draught” applies not 

only to the classificatory system but also to the novel itself. For instance, Delbanco reads 

Bulkington’s character as evidence of a sort of layering or stratification that Melville 

deliberately left in his novel, mirroring geological processes (147-8). Introduced as a 

potential main character, Bulkington is then abruptly killed off in “The Lee-Shore” 

chapter. Rather than erase the earlier material (or the character altogether), Melville 

allows these lower strata to bear witness to extinct forms, becoming a record of the open-

ended composition process. 

This example points to a broader tension in Melville’s ‘developing hypotheses’ 

about what it means to write a novel when human individuality and teleology are thrown 

into doubt. According to Delbanco, Melville is one of those writers whom Lionel Trilling 

described as “‘repositories of the dialectics of their times’ in the sense that they contain 

‘both the yes and no of their culture’” (16). Although he is referring to Melville’s 

contradictory attitudes toward the nation and national literature in this passage, the quote 

is also apt for describing the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ of Melville’s stance toward species 

development. We discussed this pull in Chapter 2, in which I suggested that Whitman’s 

poetry often synthesized the seeming tensions between an older transcendentalism and 

Hegelian philosophy on the one hand and a more modern, scientific interest in material 

reality, on the other. For Melville, the dialectic might be reframed slightly to describe two 

schemes of organic development: one that allows for design and teleology (e.g., the idea 

of a beneficent Creator and human-centered creation comfortably retrofit via natural 

                                                                                                                                            
ambition. In the same note, he quips, “Try to get a living by the Truth—and go to the Soup Societies” 
(Correspondence 191). 
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theology to accord with scientific observation) and another that conveys a more radical 

sense of a contingent and non-directed change over time. As Robert Richards has pointed 

out, we see this tension in Origin of Species as well, where even Darwin is tempted to use 

the language of “progress” and “perfection” to describe the results of natural selection 

(89). 

If Melville is sympathetic to the individual’s struggle for truthful vision, he is also 

interested in truth beyond human meaning/reference. This plays out structurally, in the 

pull between the linearity of the quest narrative and the novel’s nonlinear drift. In 

Melville’s Anatomies, Samuel Otter argues for the centrality of those scientific passages, 

which account for about one-third of the novel, that seem to digress from or slow down 

the narrative arc (133). Perhaps this constant drift away from Ahab’s whale-chase in 

Moby-Dick is one way of formally dramatizing modern geology’s marginalization of the 

human/epic scale. Ultimately, according to Arac, literary narrative acknowledges the 

limits of human agency, which cannot account for the world’s workings (in contrast to, 

say, national narrative, which doesn’t have a problem with action) (175). In literary 

narrative, “things happen on a scale…that is not commensurate with human 

individuality,” which suggests a “complex, alien causality” counteracting individual will 

(180). Arac reads this move as a comment on market forces and the alienation of labor; 

however, it also describes the challenge of evolutionary theory and cosmic processes to 

the writer’s craft. 

This tension between linearity and drift in Moby-Dick also appears in the 

recurring juxtaposition of biblical and geological time. For instance, after referencing the 

struggle for existence in nature in the “Brit” chapter, Melville nonetheless insists on 

biblical language: “Noah’s flood is not yet subsided” (273). How literally he is using 

such language is left ambiguous—does it insist on the reality of a Biblical schema or 
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function as a kind of code for talking about natural law, for suggesting that species 

development, with its brutish struggle for survival, is an ongoing process? Another 

sentence combines both biblical and geological time, noting that the whale has existed for 

“six thousand years, and no one knows how many millions of ages before” (370). After 

the sinking of the Pequod, the last sentence before the epilogue insists on the Mosaic 

account: “the sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand years ago” (572). However, the 

constant references to “Noah’s flood” (64, 462), “Noah’s ark” (467), “pre-adamite” (456, 

457, 459), or “antediluvian” (261, 455, 467) are belied by the novel’s contemplation of 

spatial and temporal vastnesses. By intermingling the “yes” and “no” of these competing 

time scales, Melville shows how various truths are at play, both in the novel and in his 

cultural moment.103 

In “Melville, Darwin, and the Great Chain of Being,” Eric Wilson situates this 

dialectic in the two characters of Ishmael and Captain Ahab. He suggests that they offer 

opposing representations of natural philosophy: Ahab, in his association with the line, 

with the Fates and the fated, and with his monomaniacal steadfastness of purpose, 

represents a progressive/teleological account of the natural order. His worldview 

demands unseen, invisible forces controlling the visible, including himself, which 

requires a fixed path with God as first cause. In contrast, Ishmael’s ability to merge with 

and appreciate the otherness of Queequeg or the whale, as well as his association with 

non-linear dynamics (the spiral, the vortex), makes him a proto-Darwinian figure. 

                                                
103 Although Melville’s 1857 novel The Confidence-Man lies outside the scope of this study, this quote 
from the novel, mentioned in Hillway’s dissertation, is another example of this yes-no pull: “In the natural 
advance of all creatures…do they not bury themselves over and over again in the endless resurrection of 
better and better?” For Hillway, this moment offers a “more general and profound statement of the idea (of 
evolution)” than the kangaroo reference in Mardi (25). But what’s intriguing about it for me is that 
Melville’s definition of evolution is shot through with the biblical language of burial and resurrection. In 
addition, Melville’s account subtly undercuts the notion of progressive development through the 
oxymoronic phrase “endless resurrection of better and better.”  
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According to Wilson, it follows that the novel’s subtext is the passing of anthropocentric 

thought (Ahab) in favor of a more ecological development (Ishmael). In this way, the 

sinking of the Pequod figures as a kind of “evolutionary apocalypse” (Wilson 148), 

where Ahab’s end signifies the end of a notion of man atop a great chain of being, and 

Ishmael’s survival to tell the tale an embrace of both animal kinship and a designer-less 

universe. 

While Wilson offers a clever evolutionary spin on the classic Ishmael-Ahab 

duality discussed in the Moby-Dick scholarship,104 I’m not convinced that this dialectic is 

confined to the character level. “Ishmael” doesn’t have any kind of solidity as a 

character; his survival seems to be primarily the survival of a storyteller, necessarily 

after-the-fact, rather than the triumph of a clear protagonist. I also wonder about 

Melville’s own struggle with this new paradigm, as he recognizes and even sympathizes 

with Ahab’s temptation toward a linear world.105 Rather than asserting Melville’s clear 

allegiance with one framework or another, we might see this dialectic as a productive 

tension driving Melville’s literary narrative.  

The interesting clue in Wilson’s account, if we expand his analysis beyond the 

Ishmael-Ahab relationship, has to do with the formal issues of craft. In his 

unconventional approach to narrative, Melville is creating a ‘web of affinities’ in favor of 

linear narrative, providing a truthful vision of the interconnectedness of cetology and art, 

metaphysics and whaling. Even on a structural level, Melville’s writing can be 

understood as an open-ended, question-raising procedure; for instance, Wallace sees 
                                                
104 In Chapter 5, I will address the essay’s problematic claim that Moby-Dick prefigures or anticipates 
Darwinian evolution. 
105 Here’s Hawthorne, for instance, in a journal entry from Melville’s 1856 stop-over in England before his 
pilgrimage to the Holy Land: “Melville, as he always does, began to reason of Providence and futurity, and 
of everything that lies between human ken….It is strange how he persists—and has persisted ever since I 
knew him, and probably long before—in wandering over these deserts….He can neither believe, nor be 
comfortable in his unbelief…. (qtd. in Delbanco, 252-253). 
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Chapter 42, on “The Whiteness of the Whale,” as a conceptual vortex out of which 

Ishmael syntactically spins questions and observations, so that “Chapter 42 gives us, 

more than any single finding about the essence of whiteness, the vortical process of 

searching for that essence” (572). In other words, Moby-Dick borrows from the language 

of development to create an operational definition of literary narrative as a hypothesis 

generator, endlessly seeking out truthful vision through its fleeting forms.106 The novel 

offers a challenge to national narratives like Mathews’ Behemoth, which evokes 

geological change in order to reassure readers of the steady, unfolding progression of an 

American future.  

 

4.4 CONCLUSION 

In Chapter 2, I addressed Ed Folsom’s question about how Whitman both fits into 

and diverges from a (generally disappointing) body of transcendentalist poetry. My claim 

is that Whitman finds in evolutionary hypotheses a foundation for an experimental 

American poetry that was called for but not fulfilled by Emerson and his protégés. 

Taking inspiration from the nebular hypothesis and Lamarckian species development, 

Whitman substitutes temporal sequence and cosmic subjectivity for the epigrammatic, 

impersonal verse characteristic of the transcendentalists. In this chapter, I also seek to 

understand how Melville shapes his ideas about literary craft in response to his 
                                                
106 Some of these fugitive forms also survive and are adapted across Melville’s own body of work. For 
instance, the “Babbalanja Solis” chapter in Mardi is an early testing out of soliloquy (and of dramatic 
techniques in general) in the novel, which are later elaborated in Moby-Dick chapters like “The Quarter-
Deck.” Furthermore, in Moby-Dick, the passages of natural history become an even more integral part of 
the novel’s structure—a further transformation of the scientific humor already being reworked in Mardi. 
The “Cetology” chapter of Moby-Dick, for instance, seems to play on both the bibliographical conceit for 
discussing species development—“kangaroos formed the first edition of mankind, since revised and 
corrected” (2: 218)—and Mardi’s shark-taxonomy chapter. The White Shark, which makes a fleeting 
appearance in Mardi, is a precursor of the White Whale; the latter invokes a “vague nameless horror” (188) 
akin to the former’s “horrific serenity of aspect” (1: 48). 
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predecessors and contemporaries. In this way, Chapter 4 supplements work by Samson 

and Reynolds, by adding scientific humor and romance to the kinds of contemporary 

sources that shaped Melville’s literary narrative. In particular, I argue that both Mardi 

and Moby-Dick are variations on the scientific satire and romance that already existed in 

American national narrative and periodical humor of the 1830s and ‘40s.  

In so doing, I hope to suggest that Melville’s engagements with the “fugitive 

forms” of natural history are not merely vehicles of scientific critique; rather, to quote 

Samuel Otter’s reading of Moby-Dick, “In contemplating the whale, Melville 

contemplates…his own literary operations, in particular the revealing excess that expands 

to inhabit and illuminate its subject” (158). In borrowing from but also transforming the 

evolutionary discourse of works like Cooper’s Monikins and Mathew’s Behemoth, 

Melville discovers techniques of amplification that open up, increase, narrative 

possibilities.  

In this way, this chapter attempts to extend earlier work that takes Melville’s 

critical stance toward science as its focus. For instance, in, to my knowledge, the most 

extensive, book-length treatment of Melville and natural history, David Callaway argues 

that the particular target of Melville’s satire (in Mardi and elsewhere) is natural theology, 

a dominant scientific paradigm whose aim was to appreciate and reinforce the 

harmonious interconnectedness of the natural world and the intelligent, paternal care 

behind divine creation. According to Callaway, Melville sees natural theology as both too 

anthropomorphic and too optimistic about how revealed and ‘found’ religion can be 

reconciled as evidence of God’s design and benevolence (156). For example, the shark 

taxonomy chapter in Mardi, in which the Blue shark moves like a “dandy” or a “Bond 

Street beau,” mimics natural theology’s human-centered descriptions even as it turn a 

darker and more materialistic lens on the natural world. More generally, through his 



 147 

satires of science and scientific men (such as Dr. Oh-Oh in Mardi) Melville exposes 19th-

century science’s “false optimism” about subjects “beyond human ken” (Callaway 3). 

Thus, Callaway interprets Melville’s scientific humor as a means of setting limits to 

human knowledge. While there is a validity and helpfulness in Callaway’s argument, 

which pinpoints a more nuanced target than ‘science’ in general, it does not foreclose our 

examination of the strategic uses of science for Melville’s own creative expression—and, 

I would further argue, for generating knowledge through self-reflexive literary 

investigations.  

A final observation: development is a vehicle not only for Melville’s thinking 

about craft, but also, as for Whitman, for conceptualizing the author himself. This ties 

back to an idea implicit in Arac’s conception of literary narrative: the sense of a private 

self writing itself out (4). Recall from Chapter 2 that there is some blurriness between the 

two senses of ‘development,’ which may refer both to the growth of an individual within 

a species and to species-change over time (Richards 15). Arac notes that development at 

the embryonic level is being used in the mid-19th century in conversations about literary 

narrative, so that an author’s ‘originality’ has the sense not only of uniqueness but of 

origins—being in touch with the primary source of things (142). He explains that 

development was both a biological process and a photographic one in the 1840s, which in 

turn became a figure for the formation of the artist: “The imagination achieved its 

creative capacity through a process of growth and development” (139). 

In Melville’s writing, as in Whitman verse, there’s a reflexive quality to – and use 

of – ‘development’ with respect to the author or man of genius. In his “Hawthorne and 

His Mosses” essay, Melville characterizes the great author (Shakespeare, specifically) in 

terms of this capacity for development: “The immediate products of a great mind are not 

so great, as that undeveloped, (and sometimes undevelopable) yet dimly-discernable 
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greatness” (65). Similarly, in a private 1851 letter to Hawthorne, Melville famously 

characterizes his own literary potential in biological language:  

My development has been all within a few years past…. Until I was  
twenty-five, I had no development at all. From my twenty-fifth year I date my life
. Three weeks have scarcely passed, at any time between then and now, 
that I have not unfolded within myself. But I feel that I am now come to the 
inmost leaf of the bulb, and that shortly the flower must fall to the mould. 
(Correspondence 193) 

By using the word “unfolding,” Melville borrows from a common language of 

development that saw living forms emerging into existence, through stages that give the 

embryo specificity and form (epigenesis). This is in contrast to pre-formation theory, 

which posited (in at least one of its guises) that fully formed but miniature versions of 

organisms existed since the beginning of creation.  Thus, Melville takes development as a 

foundational metaphor for theorizing the gradual formation of an artist. At the same time, 

his last sentence emphasizes finitude, suggesting the darker side of these theories of 

temporary, emergent forms: if life is defined as an endless procession of unfolding 

organic forms, the individual’s growth and life are nonetheless finite, ending in death.  

Chapter 5 picks up on this language of finitude and closure by examining whether 

Melville’s late-career poem Clarel, like Whitman’s later verse, reflects the diminished 

potential of developmental theories for the artist. More generally: while this chapter has 

argued for a more expansive range of evolutionary influences than Darwin’s Journal of 

Researches and Origin of Species, the next chapter will specifically address the question 

of how Darwin’s writings and reputation might figure in Melville’s ongoing engagement 

with evolution. 
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Chapter 5 

Voyaging:107 Melville and Darwin in the Galápagos 

“Oh reader, list! I’ve chartless voyaged.” –Melville, Mardi 

 

In Chapter 4, I deferred the question of Charles Darwin’s role in Melville’s 

evolutionary engagements in order to argue for a broader range of possible influences, 

from the ephemera of Albert Smith’s Natural History of the Ballet-Girl to Cornelius 

Matthews’ prehistoric romance Behemoth. These examples suggest that in the decade 

preceding the publication of Origin of Species, Melville’s geology is already filtered 

through a literary lens of American scientific humor and romance, and that Melville is 

framing his own responses to evolution and his ambitions for literary narrative in terms of 

these earlier fugitive forms. 

As noted in Chapter 1, our contemporary vantage point makes it tempting to read 

history (including literary history) through a Darwinian lens. However, one of the 

dangers in making Darwin the focal point of our analysis is attributing a kind of 

imaginative prescience to Melville—i.e., suggesting that he anticipated the features of 

Darwinian evolution. For instance, while Eric Wilson rightly expands our focus from 

“The Encantadas” to explore the place of evolution in Moby-Dick, he concludes that 

Melville “prophetically details the great scientific upheaval of 1859: the publication of 

Darwin’s On the Origin of Species” (131).108 This emphasis on Melville’s intuitive grasp 

                                                
107 This chapter title echoes the title of Volume 1 of Janet Browne’s highly regarded Darwin biography. 
108 Moreover, as Secord and others have suggested, the ‘theory’ that we read today—the branching open-
endedness, the importance of natural selection—is not necessarily what readers of Darwin would have 
picked up on in the nineteenth century. 
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in 1851 of an as-yet-nonexistent Origin denies the live, creative possibilities of pre-

Darwinian evolution for writers like Melville, as well as the shared cultural and 

intellectual context shaping both Darwin and Melville’s work in the 1850s. David 

Callaway’s dissertation “Melville in the Age of Darwin and Paley” (as evidenced even by 

the framing of the title) contains similar language: e.g., “[Melville] seems to have a view 

of nature that is essentially Darwinian” and “In Moby-Dick, Melville continues the 

images of Darwinian nature” (176). In repeatedly describing certain attitudes and scenes 

in the novels as “Darwinian,” Callaway not only introduces anachronism, but also blurs 

the complex development of Darwin’s own career and thinking on evolution. Thus, in 

Chapter 5, I re-introduce Darwin into Melville’s textual landscape but hope to proceed 

cautiously, without suggesting that Melville is somehow out-Darwinizing Darwin.109  

In order to address what Darwin might mean to Melville’s ongoing interest in 

evolution, this chapter focuses on two primary works in which Darwin is a telling 

presence—or absence. The latter case is Melville’s 1853 short story “The Encantadas,” 

set in the Galápagos Islands, which Melville visited aboard a whaling ship six years after 

Darwin landed there on the Beagle. Despite its disingenuous denial of Darwin’s Journal 

of Researches as a source, the story closely echoes and responds to the language of the 

Journal. More specifically, Melville seems to reject, obscure, and satirize Darwin’s 

Journal as he also uses, develops, and amplifies certain elements of his work. Harkening 

back to Chapter 4, then, Darwin’s writing functions as a fugitive form out of which 

Melville is crafting and reflecting on literary narrative. In “the Encantadas,” Melville’s 

ideas about literary craft and forms of knowing emerge through his revisions of the 

Journal. 

                                                
109 It is important to keep in mind that even when Darwin does figure, as in Melville’s 1853 story “The 
Encantadas,” it is not anachronistically as the theorist of “natural selection.” 
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In the much later Clarel (1876), Darwin has an altogether different function—he 

is no longer a textual source but rather a cultural shorthand or signifier for evolution. This 

shift might reflect the changing status of Darwin, who had, by the 1870s, become an 

evolutionary icon. Unlike “The Encantadas,” where Darwin is a central but unnamed 

presence in the narrative, Clarel contains three explicit references to the scientist.110 

Moreover, the poem articulates problems of evolution, origins, and belief in a more overt 

way than would have made sense or would have been possible before Darwin’s Origin of 

Species. However, I read the specter of Darwinism in Clarel, as well as the poem’s too-

relentless conceit of science-versus-faith, as something of a ruse, a con, disguising the 

poem’s structuring interest in psychological truth and the unfolding of character.  

Additionally, by concluding with Melville’s Clarel, Chapters 4 and 5 parallel the 

historical arc of the previous two Whitman chapters, considering Melville’s later work in 

light of Darwinian evolution. Can we trace a movement analogous to Whitman’s—i.e., 

away from the concrete grounding and scientific terminology of Mardi or Moby-Dick to a 

more abstract consideration of evolution and its implications in Clarel? Taken together, 

these developments signal an altered and perhaps more anxious relationship to the 

evolutionary language and to scientific authority in late-19th-century American 

literature—a contrast to the relatively open-ended status of development in the 1840s and 

‘50s that (I contend) helped to generate both Whitman’s experimental poetics and 

Melville’s literary narrative. 
 

                                                
110 In one of these three references, Charles is framed as the grandchild of Erasmus Darwin, suggesting a 
sense of continuity between their two ideas of development: “Darwin is but his grandsire’s son” (198). 
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5.1 “THIS OTHER AND DARKER WORLD”: TRUTHFUL VISION IN “THE ENCANTADAS” 

In the fall of 1835, a young Charles Darwin spent five weeks in the Galápagos 

Islands, part of a four-year stint as unpaid naturalist aboard the HMS Beagle. Six years 

later, a New Bedford whaler carrying the young sailor (and soon-to-be-deserter) Herman 

Melville made a brief stopover at San Christobal for fuel and provisions (mostly of the 

tortoise variety) on its way to the Marquesas. Both Darwin and Melville would make 

discursive returns to the Galápagos later in their careers: Darwin in his 1839 Journal of 

Researches (revised in 1845) and in the 1859 Origin of Species; Melville in a series of ten 

sketches called “The Encantadas, or Enchanted Isles,” which was serialized in Putnam’s 

Monthly Magazine in 1853 (and included three years later in his collection The Piazza 

Tales). 

Although this dissertation has elsewhere de-emphasized the relationship between 

Melville and Darwin, there are at least two compelling reasons for bringing them together 

here. First, the islands clearly had an imaginative hold on both figures. Despite his initial 

impressions of their barren, hellish landscapes, Darwin’s enchantment with the 

Galápagos comes about in relation to their generative possibilities for scientific 

knowledge (and narrative). By the second edition of his Journal of Researches (1845), 

when he has begun to realize the significance of his specimens he collected, he writes, 

“both in space and time, we seem to be brought somewhat near to that great fact—that 

mystery of mysteries—the first appearance of new beings on this earth” (400). Darwin is 

thus inclined to read the islands as the seat of life, and as a kind of vision, if not of 

Heaven on Earth, than of the workings of a creative power. 

Similarly, for Melville, the Galápagos are a recurrent image and imaginary 

throughout his body of work. He mentions “The Gallipagos, otherwise known as the 

Enchanted Isles” directly on the opening page of Mardi (1: 1), and obliquely references 
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them in the second volume, which describes an island of “Black, beetling, crags, rent by 

volcanic clefts,” with a beach “strewn with scoria and cinders” (2: 347). They figure 

more prominently in his 1876 poem Clarel, where, due to their desolate atmosphere, they 

become associated with the poem’s desert-like images of the Holy Land.111 In a canto 

titled “The Island,” the timoneer Agath offers telltale descriptors of the Galápagos to his 

fellow pilgrims, echoing the language in Mardi and “The Encantadas”: “the beach is 

cinders” (395), and “the monstrous tortoise,” with its “penal” aspect (396), travels the 

island’s well-worn paths.  This appearance (or apparition) of the Galápagos in Clarel 

reinforces the islands’ creative significance for Melville even late into his career. 

Second, textual clues suggest that Melville is deliberately writing “The 

Encantadas” with Darwin’s 1845 Journal in mind.112 As H. Bruce Franklin concludes, 

“That Darwin provided materials for The Encantadas…seems undeniable. It would also 

seem that Melville meant his reader, as distinguished from what he called ‘the superficial 

skimmer of pages,’ to recognize these materials” (363). At the same time, this pairing 

shows how Melville resists Darwin’s vision of the islands. Although he implicitly links 

“The Encantadas” with Darwin’s Journal, making it a kind of twin text, Melville 

explicitly denies Darwin a place in the shaping of his narrative (and, I would add, denies 

him thrice, in the persons of the named sources Cowley, Colnett, and Porter):113 “Despite 
                                                
111 In “Melville the Poet,” Lawrence Buell also notes the interchangeability of sea and desert in Clarel, an 
echo that further links the poem to “The Encantadas.” Buell argues that by repeatedly visualizing the desert 
as a sea, Melville “signals that this and all other poetic and mythic renditions of the land are finally so 
much overlay—like the intellectual systems that the poem relentlessly sifts at the levels of dialogue and 
narratorial reflection” (147). His comment seems equally applicable to the formal experiments of “The 
Encantadas,” with its fragmentary, shifting layers that also seem imposed on the island landscape. 
112 There are also clues outside of the text: a copy was available in the ship’s library of the Acushnet, and 
Melville is known to have purchased the 1846 revised American edition in 1847. Melville also quotes 
Darwin’s Journal (using the title Darwin’s Voyage of a Naturalist) in the “Extracts” section of Moby-Dick. 
113 This isn’t an isolated incident: for instance, take Melville’s “The New Ancient of Days,” one of the 
early poetic comments on Darwinism to come out of America in the decade following Origin’s publication 
(Conner 139-40). But even here, there’s a kind of misdirection (or carelessness) when Melville does cite 
Darwin. The poem begins with the epigraph: “See Lyell’s The Antiquity of Man and Darwin’s The Descent 
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the near certainty that he had read the Voyage, the models that Melville acknowledged for 

his version of the Galápagos were much older and, by most standards, less authoritative 

and accurate than Darwin’s: firsthand accounts by a buccaneer, a whaling captain, and a 

captain of the U.S. Navy” (Tanyol 244). Melville’s dismissal of all other reports, most 

notably Darwin’s, as “barren, bootless allusions from some few passing voyagers or 

compilers” (143) suggests how Darwin’s account of the islands will be subverted and 

parodied throughout the story.  

Although other scholars have remarked on this intertextual relationship,114 my 

goal here is to place the rather archipelago-like conversation about “The Encantadas” 

within a broader examination of evolutionary thought in Melville’s body of work. More 

specifically, I hope to correct for a tendency in the existing scholarship to read scientific 

critique in “The Encantadas” as present merely for its own sake. Take a recent example: 

Denise Tanyol’s excellent article “The Alternative Taxonomies of Melville’s ‘The 

Encantadas,’” which locates Melville’s critique of Darwin and other naturalists in 

Melville’s description of Rock Rodondo. Tanyol argues that the “purposeful inexactness” 

of Melville’s classificatory schemes calls attention to the fictiveness of attempts to 

catalogue the animal kingdom and, by extension, human beings. If Rodondo’s “uniform 

layers…rising one above another in graduated series” provide the curio-cabinet shelving 

                                                                                                                                            
of Species.” In addition to the conflation of two separate titles by Darwin (i.e., The Origin of Species and 
The Descent of Man), neither source contains a reference to Engis Man. Callaway mentions this 
phenomenon in relation to Darwin and Porter: “He is also very vague about his sources, a characteristic of 
his entire career. For example, he gets Porter’s title wrong and says he has not seen the work, and later in 
‘The Encantadas’ writes of explorers who have visited the Galápagos, yet ignores Darwin” (34). For a more 
general treatment of Melville’s use (and intentional mis-use) of sources and source titles, see John 
Samson’s White Lies: Melville’s Narratives of Facts.  
114 Cf. Denise Tanyol, “The Alternative Taxonomies of Melville's ‘The Encantadas.’” The New England 
Quarterly 80.2 (June 2007); William Howarth, “Earth Islands: Darwin and Melville in the Galápagos.” 
Iowa Review 30.3 (Winter 2000-2001); Mark Dunphy, “Melville’s Turning of the Darwinian Table in ‘The 
Encantadas,’” Melville Society Extracts 79 (November 1989); and H. Bruce Franklin, “The Island Worlds 
of Darwin and Melville,” Centennial Review 11 (Summer 1967). 
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for Melville’s natural history of sea-birds, the rock is also a “winged and continually 

shifting canopy” that defies easy observation (134). The first bird exhibited for study—

that “most ambiguous and least lovely creature yet discovered by man” who is yet “erect 

as men”—cannot be placed into a known category (135). The penguin, though populating 

the most “abased sea-layer,” receives the most scrutiny from the naturalist, with 

increasingly higher-order birds receiving diminishingly fewer lines of description. 

Melville ends his scheme by descending to the “finny hosts” at the base of the rock 

(136),115 thus locating fish at both at the top and bottom of the hierarchy and again 

blurring the line between fish and fowl (Tanyol 260-261).116 Through these examples, 

Tanyol interprets Melville’s disruption of taxonomic categories as a comment on 

practices like phrenology that attempted a racial classification of the human species: by 

breaking through the illusion of scientific objectivity, Melville’s alternative taxonomies 

point instead to the subjective (and self-interested) role of science as justification for 

colonialism and slavery (244).    

While Tanyol’s reading is a useful point of departure, it also seems to reduce our 

understanding of the story to the conventional opposition of art and science, which in turn 

forecloses the generative possibilities of these taxonomies for Melville’s fiction. Instead, 

I argue that revising Darwin’s Journal becomes a means of defining Melville’s artistic 

craft, particularly the relation between aesthetics and truthful vision in literary narrative. 

Darwin’s Journal is especially helpful in this regard because it is also a naturalist’s 

personal narrative. According to Arac, personal narratives “arise from and depend on 

displacement,” both physical and epistemological. They chart the differences between the 
                                                
115 However, this movement from fowl to fish does directly follow Darwin’s organization of the St. Paul’s 
rocks passage.   
116 This sliding scale also recalls Melville’s “sandwich theory” of geology in Mardi, which was discussed 
in Chapter 4. In other words, we see a fugitive form that moves from technically precise terminology to the 
comically underspecified “finny things.” 
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experiential world of the narrator and the known world of the reader (76). As in Chapter 

4, which discussed Melville’s responses to the fugitive forms of Cooper and Mathews, 

Darwin’s account is yet another instance of Melville borrowing from and experimenting 

with an earlier narrative mode, in the service of generating the cognitive displacements of 

literary narrative. The multiple ways that scientific investigation interweaves with social 

commentary and psychological insights are already present in Darwin’s personal 

narrative; Melville takes inspiration from these parallel threads, this latent tension 

between taxonomic order and nonlinear voyaging. He discerns and makes visible the 

“other and darker world” (127) submerged within the Journal. 

By paying attention to how closely Melville follows Darwin’s own similarly 

fragmentary narrative structure, we can arrive at a fuller sense of the work that Darwin’s 

personal narrative does for Melville. Let’s take another look at the Rock Rodondo 

passage with this frame in mind. In Journal of Researches, Darwin mentions a similar 

rock formation, not in the “Galapagos Archipelago” chapter but in the opening pages of 

his narrative. Just as in Darwin’s account “This small point rises abruptly out of the 

depths of the ocean” (7), Rodondo is “some two hundred and fifty feet high, rising 

straight from the sea ten miles from land” (Melville 133). St. Paul’s Rocks “appear from 

a distance of a brilliantly white colour. This is partly owing to the dung of a vast 

multitude of seafowl, and partly to the dung of a glossy substance with a pearly lustre, 

which is intimately united to the surface of the rocks” (Darwin 7). Rodondo is similarly 

strewn with guano upon closer inspection: “Here and there were long birdlime streaks of 

a ghostly white staining the tower from sea to air, readily accounting for its sail-like look 

from afar” (Melville 134). After speculating on the mineral composition of the rocks, 

Darwin proceeds to observe their animal life, beginning with the avian species (“We 

found on St. Paul’s only two kinds of birds—the booby and the noddy,” 8). Melville’s 
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rock, in contrast, offers an abundance of seabirds; in fact, the narrator boasts, “I know not 

where one can better study the Natural History of strange sea-fowl than at Rodondo. It is 

the aviary of Ocean” (135). There is then an analogous movement in the St. Paul’s Rocks 

passage from cataloguing the “terrestrial fauna,” including the birds, to mentioning the 

fish at the base of the rock, supported by the growths of “innumerable kinds of seaweed 

and compound animals” at its foundation (Darwin 9). 

In “The Encantadas,” Melville follows his own advice in “Hawthorne and His 

Mosses” by obscuring his radical vision of our place in the natural order—instead telling 

the truth ‘covertly and by snatches’ (Franklin 354). We can observe this process in the 

third sketch, especially when we bring the “St. Paul’s Rocks” passage in conversation 

with Melville’s depiction of Rock Rodondo. In the interstices of Darwin’s narrative, 

Melville finds sites of illumination, amplification, and “covert” truth-telling. For instance, 

while Darwin focuses on understanding the processes by which the rock formation came 

to have its characteristic incrustations, Melville lingers on its animal life, including its 

human intruders. In an offhand remark, Darwin mentions that both species of birds on St. 

Paul’s Rocks “are of a tame and stupid disposition, and are so unaccustomed to visitors, 

that I could have killed any number of them with my geological hammer” (8).117 Melville, 

in contrast, amplifies on this idea of human predation and violence in an apostrophe both 

humorous and melancholic: “Poor fish of Rodondo! in your victimized confidence, you 

are of the number of those who inconsiderately trust, while they do not understand, 

human nature” (136). Darwin’s naturalist is aloof and unerring; Melville’s serves as an 

entry point for examining the unspoken and particular moral cruelties of the human 

animal.  

                                                
117 Maybe further evidence that Margoth, the geologist and atheist of Clarel, is a figure for Darwin, as he is 
depicted with his geological hammer. 
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Darwin also concludes his Journal chapter on the Galápagos by remarking on the 

docility of the islands’ avian-life despite the predatory habits of human visitors over three 

centuries. His observation that only successive generations will gradually develop 

instincts against the  “stranger’s craft or power” is meant as a representative example of 

predation and adaptation in nature, where the non-native species in this case is the human 

one (424). However, Melville’s story explicitly foregrounds the ambiguities of human 

“craft” (even in the title of the story), as simultaneously skill, artifice/deceit, and 

magic/enchantment. By pointing to the constructedness of Darwin’s account, Melville not 

only calls into question Darwin’s geological narrative but also contemplates (and 

questions) his own literary craft. 

Take, for example, Melville’s devilish parody of the taxonomic chart in the fourth 

sketch, in which “unknown” numbers of man-haters and devils are listed along with 

lizards and spiders as the island’s inhabitants.118 There are certainly the trappings of the 

scientific humor tradition here, calling attention to the naturalist’s failure to account for 

what cannot be observed, or, conversely, his failure to observe what can’t be accounted 

for scientifically (140). However, the chart also raises the more urgent (and earnest) 

issue, for Melville, of literary narrative’s relationship to truthful vision. 

The Journal functions as both a travelogue and a naturalist’s sketch, which makes 

it doubly concerned with vision. For instance, contemplating the slow, steady accretion of 

coral reefs “accumulated by the agency of various minute and tender animals,” Darwin 

                                                
118  This is another instance of Melville responding specifically to the Journal, as Darwin also includes a 
table in his “Galapagos Archipelago” chapter. Darwin’s tallies the number of botanical species on each 
island, comparing the total number of species to the numbers found only in the Archipelago as well as 
unique to each island. Despite (or perhaps because of) the painstaking detail, the table reveals an important 
moment in Darwin’s thinking about evolution, even if the payoff is not spelled out explicitly for readers. 
The data—the number of species of a specific genus (say, the tortoise) confined to a particular island, but 
performing an analogous function to other species of tortoise in the natural ecology of neighboring 
islands—suggest a selection pressure generative of new species. 
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concludes that “This is a wonder which does not at first strike the eye of the body, but, 

after reflection, the eye of reason” (403). Melville similarly intertwines aesthetic and 

epistemological forms of vision. For instance, we get a sense of how Melville is 

responding to the pictorial and visual in Darwin’s Journal through his choice of the 

pseudonym Salvator R. Tarnmoor, which has been linked with the 17th-century proto-

Romantic landscape painter Salvator Rosa.119 Describing his journey from Bahia Blanca 

to Buenos Aires in the company of a troop of soldiers acting as escort, Darwin relates that  

At night, when they were sitting round the fire, and playing at cards, I retired to 
view such a Salvator Rosa scene. They were seated under a low cliff, so that I 
could look down upon them. Around the party were lying dogs, arms, remnants of 
deer and ostriches; and their long spears were stuck in the turf. Further in the dark 
background, their horses were tied up, ready for any sudden danger. (96) 

Aside from the shared cultural context, the passage reveals the influence of the 

picturesque and the painterly on both writers (for instance, the word “scene,” used above, 

occurs 26 times in the Journal). More specifically, Darwin’s evocations of the scattered 

possessions (dogs, arms, spears, horses), the “dark background,” and the looming threat 

of “sudden danger” recall the brooding, proto-Romantic landscapes of Rosa.120 For 

Melville, the Rosa-inspired pseudonym further corresponds to the aesthetics of the 

indistinct mentioned in the last chapter, a truthful vision that operates through an 

exploratory, open-ended aesthetic. 

                                                
119 Melville also refers to Rosa in the novel Redburn. Describing the malevolent character Jackson, the 
narrator opines that Jackson was “worthy to be painted by the dark, moody hand of Salvator” (275). 
120 Morris Star’s dissertation “Melville’s Use of the Visual Arts” (Northwestern, 1964) is an early work 
that talked about Melville’s familiarity with Salvator Rosa and that laid some of the groundwork for further 
study on the topic. There is an extensive body of lit-painting studies within the Melville scholarship, which 
I’ve only gestured at through the reference to Robert Wallace’s Spheres of Love and Fright in Chapter 4. 
Other works to consult include Richard S. Moore, That Cunning Alphabet (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1982), 
Christopher Sten, ed. Savage Eye (Kent: Kent State UP, 1991), Elizabeth A. Schultz, Unpainted to the 
Last: Melville and Twentieth Century American Art (Lawrence: UP of Kansas, 1995), and Douglas 
Robillard, Melville and the Visual Arts (Kent: Kent State UP, 1997).  
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 As we can see even in the passage above, Darwin’s Journal does not often 

examine its own subjective vision. The position of the observer is not only outside but 

also above the scene: “They were seated under a low cliff, so that I could look down upon 

them.” The ethnographic resonance of this ‘superior’ vantage point is heightened by the 

immediately preceding lines, in which Darwin comments on the soldiers’ racial 

characteristics. He views them as “strange beings; the first a fine young negro; the second 

half Indian and negro,” a third with skin “the color of mahogany,” and “another partly a 

mulatto.” As for the latter, “two such mongrels, with such detestable expressions, I never 

saw before” (95-6). But if you look again, there’s also a sense of separateness, exclusion 

in this scene—these military men do not invite the young, awkward naturalist to play 

cards, or if they do, he does not deem it decorous to participate. 

In contrast, Melville foregrounds the relationship between subjectivity and 

knowledge in “The Encantadas.” His enigmatic, unstable islands are analogous to the 

“vacillations” (146) of the human psyche and identity. Despite playing with ideas of 

fixity and stasis, “The Encantadas” speaks to Robert Abram’s broader claim that 

“Throughout Melville’s fiction, all such landscapes and material formations that seem to 

arrest the ‘mystery of human subjectivity’ into revelatory objectifications of its capacities 

and powers prove vulnerable to change” (71). Although Abrams doesn’t explicitly 

consider the role of geology in this conceptualization of landscape and human identity,121 

this aesthetics of changeability is closely linked to (and figured by) Melville’s 

contemplations of geological rupture and developmental processes. Uniting the story’s 

                                                
121A curious omission given a sentence like this one: “…the profusion of rank, indescribable foliage, the 
fetid smells and sulphurous gases of the swamp-world, all seem to lead into a wayward and uncontrollable 
materiality not amenable to rigid conceptual stabilization, fixed pattern, precise measurement, and 
dependable visual category” (Abrams 8).  
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archipelago-like structure of ten sketches122 is an interest in the literary landscape that 

results from the unsteady ground of modern geology, so that the truth about the islands 

(and man’s relation to them) can only be told through a series of limited perspectives.  

In his encounters with the tortoise, that Galápagos native, Darwin is also curiously 

unreflective about the competing modes of vision (and narration) that he employs to 

observe the island’s reptiles. The tortoises, which initially strike Darwin’s “fancy” as 

“antediluvian” in the context of the island’s desolate landscape (324), are a few 

paragraphs later the subject of matter-of-fact gastronomic remarks: “the young tortoises 

make excellent soup; but otherwise the meat to my taste is indifferent” (325). Thus, as 

Melville’s paired narrative underscores, Journal of Researches “shows Darwin habitually 

working not…from a perceived order in Nature but from a moral order to perceived 

analogies in Nature. Darwin’s Nature is an anthropomorphic world” (Franklin 366). 

Instead, Melville’s sketch of the tortoises calls attention to the multiple “optical 

delusions” through which the creatures serve as both terrifying mystical guide (“with 

them I lost myself in volcanic mazes”) and what’s for dinner (131-133). 

Another aspect of this dual vision stems from the islands’ location in both biblical 

and geological time. On the one hand, we can already sense Darwin’s excitement about 

the islands’ significance for his developing theory of natural selection, in lines that 

marvel at “the amount of creative force, if such an expression may be used, displayed on 

these small, barren, and rocky islands” (344). On the other, he still retains a biblical 

vernacular and timescale in his allusion to the Flood. The two large tortoises encountered 

                                                
122 Of course, this fragmentary structure might have to do, in part, with the sketches being drawn from a 
larger manuscript. In his collected letters, Melville mentions the “Tortoise-Hunters” manuscript several 
times. Harper’s gave him an advance on this project, and Melville at one point refers to the story “The 
Encantadas” as the “Tortoises’ extract” (Correspondence 250).  
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on the naturalist’s walk “seemed to my fancy like some antediluvian animals”—a biblical 

framework echoed in Melville’s descriptions (323).123 Melville adopts Darwin’s epithet 

for the Galápagos tortoises, which are similarly described as “antediluvian-looking” 

relics of a time before the flood (131). However, this location (or dislocation) of the 

islands in biblical time is complicated for Melville, becoming a source of fruitful tension 

that unites the seemingly disparate sketches. Suggesting a world after the Fall, if not a 

post-apocalyptic one, he describes the islands as a “fit type of all-forsaken overthrow” 

and notes that “In no world but a fallen one could such a land exist” (127). At the same 

time, the remote northern island of Abington represents a time before the Fall—and 

before human creation: “So far as yon Abington Isle is concerned, Adam and his billions 

of posterity remain uncreated” (141). The ambiguous position of the islands in biblical 

time and space—a vision of hell, a Fallen earth, a post-apocalyptic future, a pre-Edenic 

past—reflects again on the unknown status of the human present. 

Melville’s use of scientific discourse thus challenges not only zoological but also 

biblical taxonomies. For example, the narrator describes the marine iguana as “that 

strangest anomaly of outlandish nature” because, according to biblical epistemology, 

reptiles should not possess legs; thus, the creature is located outside the bounds of a post-

Edenic worldview (127). Moreover, the adjective “outlandish” reappears as a descriptor 

of the penguins (135) and finally the sailors, suggesting that in Melville’s alternative state 

of nature, the human creature is also foreign, non-native, an alien species, perhaps not 

                                                
123 In the journal Darwin kept during the Beagle voyage, which he would draw on for his published work, 
this sense of competing epistemological frameworks is intensified. Describing the “most clumsy, disgusting 
Lizards” that inhabit the islands, Darwin notes that “Somebody calls them ‘imps of darkness.’ .— They 
assuredly well become the land they inhabit” (353). His initial impression of the landscape is either a kind 
of Hell on earth or a vision of Hell itself: “The country was compared to what we might imagine the 
cultivated parts of the Infernal regions to be” (Diary 352). Similarly, Melville’s narrator encounters a 
seemingly post-apocalyptic landscape, “looking much as the world at large might, after a penal 
conflagration” (126).  
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only for its failure to fit neatly into taxonomic categories, but also for its ambiguous 

relation to a wrathful, indifferent, or malevolent Creator. 

In contrast to Darwin’s less reflexive mingling of time-scales and taxonomies, 

then, Melville foregrounds the tension between scientific and religious classification in 

“The Encantadas.” He suggests the ultimate failure of either schema alone to provide 

self-knowledge or a true vision of the world. Instead, the task of literary composition is to 

create a composite (albeit indistinct) picture, through a process that explores the multiple 

facets of our limited vision. For example, Rock Rodondo is not only the site of the 

narrator’s naturalistic observations; it is also identified as Mt. Pisgah. Yet the “Pisgah 

View from the Rock,” the vision of the Promised Land,124 is hardly cheering (or reliable) 

given the desolation of the surrounding seascape and the “optical delusions” of the island 

formations. Far from being the vantage point that the author purports is “the very best 

mode of gaining a comprehensive view of the region round about” (133), the rock 

becomes a textual space from which to examine the various discourses written on the 

land and its inhabitants. To borrow a term from Lawrence Buell, Melville’s emphasis 

here is on the ‘physiographic sensitivity’ of an observer trying to make sense of the 

disjunction between a landscape’s physical realities and the images generated from his 

own cultural background (146).  

Melville also deliberately gets the geological history of the islands wrong: in the 

first paragraph of “The Encantadas,” he describes the Galápagos as “a group rather of 

extinct volcanoes than of isles” (126); they are, in fact, rather new as island formations 

go, and their volcanoes are still active. Melville’s inaccurate scientific description 

                                                
124 Yet another correspondence between “The Encantadas” and Clarel. Although the pilgrims are closer to 
Jerusalem than Mt. Pisgah, it is a desolate view of Jerusalem that prompts the timoneer’s story of “The 
Island” in Clarel: “some chance comparison I’ve made / In mind between this stricken land / And one far 
isle forever banned / I camped on in life’s early days” (394). 
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contributes to a more psychological mapping of the islands: the observer’s sense of the 

islands’ barrenness and desolation, which in turn connects to a sense of abandonment by 

a divine mediator in the wake of geological ‘developments.’ Through the slipperiness of 

time and fact in “The Encantadas,” Melville does not only satirize Darwin’s narrative; he 

also explicitly creates a state of ambiguity and alterity, a speculative fictional space that 

allows us to confront deeper moral, psychological, and spiritual truths. 

The truth that interests Melville is one that Darwin already hints at when he 

discusses the tameness of the island birds: the notion of man as a “dangerous animal” 

(345). If modern geology exposes our animal kinship and affinities, what is the 

psychological and literary landscape that results? To explore this interior terrain, Melville 

picks up on a detail that Darwin glosses over in the Journal: the islands are inhabited—

first by Buccaneers, then by whalers, and “within the last six months” by a small penal 

colony.125 By placing the human in a strange and uneasy relation to the island’s creatures, 

Melville reminds us of our own natural proximity to the animal. Most notably, the figure 

of the wild man Oberlus, whose “sole superiority…over the tortoises was his possession 

of a larger capacity of degradation; and along with that, something like an intelligent will 

to it” links his physical resemblance to the creatures on Hood’s Isle to metaphysical 

questions about the moral status of human beings (165).  

These questions culminate in the eighth sketch about the Chola widow, in which, 

after witnessing her husband and brother’s death at sea, she is forsaken by the ship’s 

captain who brought them to the island. What is left unspoken and unwritten—the 

probable rape of Hunilla by passing sailors during her exile on the island—points to 

                                                
125 As Darwin writes, “The inhabitants are between two and three hundred in number: they are nearly all 
people of colour, who have been banished for political crimes by the Republic of the Equator” (324). 
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human bestiality.126 In “The Encantadas,” the otherness of the islands—a world located in 

some other time, geological and biblical—also becomes a vehicle for asking questions 

about divine (or natural) agency and human responsibility. Thus, the Hunilla sketch 

includes a meditation on God’s intervention in human affairs. Evoking the biblical 

language of covenants, the narrator laments, “Ah, heaven, when man thus keeps his faith, 

wilt though be faithless who created the faithful one? But they cannot break faith who 

never plighted it” (154-155).  

Ultimately, however, human agency is foregrounded, especially in Melville’s cat-

and-mouse (or cat-and-lizard) game with the readers; the narrative twice breaks off at the 

cusp of revealing Hunilla’s full story. This technique forces the reader to fill in the 

blanks, so that “the reader, by having to write his own story of Hunilla, must define 

himself in terms of rocks and reptiles” (Franklin 367). In this way, Melville responds to 

developments in modern geology – and to Darwin’s personal narrative of a naturalist – in 

order to place psychological truth and questions of human responsibility at the center of 

his literary project. 

For Melville, narrative functions as an epistemological tool, a means of voyaging, 

albeit covertly and indistinctly, through the radical disorientations of modern science. 

This truth-telling enterprise might work in response to critics perplexed by the alternative 

discourses that figure so prominently in Melville’s works—and more specifically in 

answer to Nina Baym’s well-known article “Melville’s Quarrel with Fiction,” in which 
                                                
126 Even this elision picks up on a similar one in Darwin’s Journal, in which he relegates an unpleasant 
detail to a footnote. The detail is the probable prostitution of Fuegia Basket, one of two islanders who, as 
children, were taken to Europe by Captain Fitz Roy “to educate them and instruct them in religion,” then 
returned unceremoniously to their home. Even within the footnote, her prostitution is obliquely referenced 
and further removed to a parenthetical aside: “Captain Sulivan…heard from a sealer in 1842 (?), that when 
in the western part of the Strait of Magellan, he was astonished by a native woman coming on board, who 
could talk some English. Without a doubt this was Fuegia Basket. She lived (I fear the term probably bears 
a double interpretation) some days on board” (197, italics mine). 
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she challenges the commonplace that Melville was (and intended to be) a writer of 

fiction. Baym contends that “Melville had no great respect for fiction, that he equated it 

with popular literature and his own literary infancy, and that in the works that most aspire 

to truth he expresses a range of attitudes toward fiction that go from impatience with its 

demands to a clear sense that fiction and truth telling are opposed activities” (3).  On the 

contrary, as we have seen in “The Encantadas,” by tightly hewing to the text of Darwin’s 

Journal, Melville points to the fiction writer’s ability to communicate a psychological 

truth that is only latent in the Journal’s personal narrative, despite its seemingly superior 

claim to truthfulness.  
 

5.2 “CHANGE IRREVERENT”: FAITH AND SCIENCE IN CLAREL 

Published in 1876 and composed over the previous decade (Bezanson 531), 

Melville’s nearly 18,000 line poem poses at least two main interpretive challenges to 

scholars interested in the sweep of Melville’s career. First, to what extent do we read this 

late work in verse as contiguous with his pre-1859 fiction? And, at a more basic level: is 

the poem any good? In response to the critical narrative dismissing Melville as a second-

rate poet or positioning him as a novelist who turned to verse late in life, there has been a 

recent increase in scholarly attention to Melville’s poetry.127 In an effort to take “Melville 

the Poet” seriously, Lawrence Buell notes that Melville composed approximately as 

many lines as Whitman and that his poetic career was twice as long as his career as a 

novelist (135). In Melville: The Making of the Poet, Herschel Parker resists the 

conventional account of Melville’s turn to verse as a rupture or “quarrel” with fiction; 

                                                
127 Aside from Buell and Parker, see also the October 2007 special issue of Leviathan on “Melville the 
Poet.” On the subject of Melville’s poetic reputation, consult the exchanges between William Spengemann 
and Elizabeth Renker in American Literary History. 
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instead, he shows Melville reading and writing poetry early on, even intensely, in the late 

1850s. He also attributes the career trajectory not to a deliberate rejection of prose in 

favor of poetry, but to more practical considerations—namely, Melville’s failing struggle 

in the 1850s to maintain his career as a prose writer.  

This section engages both the question of where Clarel fits within Melville’s 

career and the aesthetic evaluation his verse, while also adding another vector to the 

conversation about Melville’s late career: how – if at all – might the cultural impact of 

Darwin’s Origin in the 1860s and ‘70s have informed the uses of evolution for Melville? 

As established in the previous section, Melville is still voyaging in the Galápagos in 

Clarel, but the nature of his relationship to Darwin has changed: where Darwin’s Journal 

serves as a fugitive form out of which Melville’s literary narrative emerges, I read 

Darwin’s presence in Clarel as a signifier of the polarization of science and faith that 

Melville attempts to represent but also transcend in his verse. Whereas the more fluid 

language of development and geology initially served as a tool for generating Melville’s 

experimental fictions, in Clarel we see Darwin framed as one half of a binary that 

Melville the poet strains to move beyond.  

Denis Donoghue’s take on Melville’s turn to verse might help to illuminate this 

point. Consistent with the ‘quarrel’ narrative, Donoghue positions this turn as a defeatist 

move, an attempt to find relief, a way out of uncertainty: “It is my argument that 

Melville, during those thirty years of poetry, tried to still his beating brain by dividing his 

world into yes and no” (79). This quote pairs nicely with Delbanco’s assertion, 

mentioned in Chapter 4, that Melville embraced “both the yes and no” of his culture (16), 

reflected also in his stance toward development. However, Donoghue goes on to see 

moments in “his best poems” – such as Clarel – in which “we find him struggling toward 

a position above both yes and no” (87). Moreover, Donoghue ties this struggle to 
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Melville’s poetics, his emphasis on asserting order through conventional poetic forms, 

which demonstrates the knowledge and will of a human creator in the absence of 

definitive proof of an intelligent Creator. At the same time, Melville’s verse dramatizes 

the strain itself, repeatedly making visible those formal constraints through an often 

awkward and disjointed prosody (Buell 137). Lawrence Buell attributes Melville’s 

embrace of a “poetry of intellectualized, cerebral bound form” as being at the root of 

contemporary critics’ dismissal of Melville’s verse, since it reads as less experimental 

than Melville’s literary narratives (152). However, Donoghue’s interpretation allows us 

to see continuity between Melville’s literary narrative and his later verse: the latter is not 

a rejection of experiment but an alternative form of experimentation, a newly developed 

hypothesis about how literature might serve as a tool of investigation. 

Thus, while Darwin is used in Clarel as a representative figure for the yes-no of 

the age, the end of the poem is not to dramatize a struggle between faith and science, 

brought to a boiling point by the publication of Origin; rather, it falls to the poet to make 

visible the psychic effects of the age’s incongruities. The famous couplet from the 

poem’s epilogue sums this up neatly: “If Luther’s day expand to Darwin’s year,/ Shall 

that exclude the hope—foreclose the fear?” (498). In this moment, Darwin functions as 

an hypothesis, stated hypothetically, that does not seem to alter the bottom line for the 

character’s quest. I.e., the psychological and spiritual phenomena persist in spite of 

anything science would do to ostensibly change the frame, and it is this mental and 

emotional terrain that Melville ultimately stakes as the poet’s territory. Once Darwin’s 

impact is contextualized a few lines later as that old debate over “ape and angel” (498), 

Melville reveals his continued interest, across a range of forms, in exploring the 

relationship between literary craft and truthful vision. 
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Of course, a brief plot synopsis of Clarel would seem to belie my last claim. 

Clarel is a young American theology student undergoing a crisis of faith; we first meet 

him, bewildered and alone, in his lodgings in Jerusalem. He is disturbed, in particular, by 

a "naturalistic knell" (4)—the alliterative adjective seems a red flag for science as 

antagonist, presiding over the demise of religious belief. He initially finds a guide in the 

form of Nehemiah, who is an American evangelical/millennial come to Jerusalem to 

witness the Second Coming. Kindly but also senile, Nehemiah is hardly the sort of guide 

to speak to the questioning Clarel. Instead, Clarel finds himself attracted to the complex 

but ambiguous figures of Rolfe, a former sailor given to religious doubt, and Vine, an 

introverted but intelligent presence whose friendship Clarel seeks out. Another pull—

away from both his Christian faith and his theological studies—comes from Clarel’s 

romantic interest, the Jewish maiden Ruth. When Ruth loses her father to religious 

violence, Clarel, as a non-Jew, is prevented from consoling Ruth and her mother. As a 

distracted response to this experience of helplessness, Clarel decides to join a 10-day 

pilgrimage to the Dead Sea, Mar Saba (the Greek monastery), and Bethlehem. Along the 

way, he is accompanied by and encounters a host of major and minor characters, 

representing the spectrum from optimism to despair, religious ardor to ardent atheism. 

This premise – faith in crisis during an age of science – would initially suggest that, as 

James Corey asserts, “To a large degree, Clarel is a direct confrontation of Melville and 

Darwin” (85). 

According to Callaway, however, the target of Melville’s satire in the poem is not 

science per se, but the “reconciling mood” between evolution and faith that is pervasive 

in the 1860s and 70s periodical literature (201).128 Thus, a particularly objectionable 

                                                
128 We encountered some of its verse manifestations in Chapter 3, a sentiment best captured by Unitarian 
poet W.H. Carruth’s lines: “Some call it Evolution / And others call it God” (qtd. in Conner 150). 



 170 

figure in the poem is the pilgrim Derwent, a jovial Anglican priest who tries “to mediate / 

’Tween Faith and science” (326). Derwent’s false optimism and easy familiarity cause 

him to be vilified by his fellow pilgrim Mortmain, a former 1848 revolutionary who has 

become obsessed with human evil; Derwent’s friendly overtures are rejected even by the 

naïve Clarel.  

Yet, another way of understanding Melville’s criticism of Derwent is to see the 

character as shielding himself from the dark side of discovery that is necessary for 

accessing truth. In a letter to Hawthorne, Melville, writing about Shakespeare, defines 

this “visable [sic] truth” as “the apprehension of the absolute condition of present things 

as they strike the eye of the man who fears them not, though they do their worst to him” 

(Correspondence 186). So, what’s objectionable, then, about Derwent’s response to 

modern science is that he refuses to look squarely and/or closely at the lack of fit between 

these two ways of explaining the world, their gaps and incongruities, a task that falls 

instead to the poet of Clarel. A more fitting figure of the times is the hunchback Celio, 

whose physical deformity is consistent with the mental contortions required to reconcile 

science and theology. In this way, Melville’s transition from prose to verse continues his 

preoccupation with truth-telling. 

If Derwent represents a failure of truthful vision through his unwillingness to 

confront dark, uneasy truths, the geologist Margoth’s casual acceptance of a godless 

universe is also a form of blindness. Margoth is given to reductive statements like “All, 

all’s geology” (210), the repetition of “all” emphasizing his narrow vision, itself a kind of 

naiveté. Later, in response to Nehemiah’s death, Margoth comments that “All’s 

chymestry” (258)—a statement that ignores the human experiential scale and shows him 

to be dismissive of affective knowledge. Returning to the idea of Melville’s scientific 

satire, Margoth seems initially to be a straightforward caricature, dismissed by the 
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pilgrims as a “kangaroo of a man” (199).129 He is literally made an ass of in a comic 

scene where his geological explanations are interrupted by the donkey’s braying,130 

causing Margoth a  “decline” in confidence “Arising from late asinine /Applause” (245). 

Although laughable in some respects, Margoth’s presence does raise a palpable threat, as 

the geological hammer he carries functions metonymically: geology, as wielded by 

Margoth, is a hammer destroying earlier and/or alternative systems of belief (“the 

hammer: yes, geology, 193”). 

Given what we’ve established about Melville’s generative use of scientific satire, 

though, Margoth seems a too-easy target. Once we note the powerful sway of geological 

imagery throughout the poem, we can better trace Clarel’s interest in a psychological 

mapping of geology’s human implications, akin to “Encantadas.” For instance, while 

wandering discontentedly through Jerusalem with his guide Nehemiah, Clarel 

contemplates the problem of trying to find a stable, material grounding for faith in a 

shifting world of geological time and developmental processes, where the very religious 

monuments on his tour might one day sink back into the primal ocean:  

 
What object sensible to touch 
Or quoted fact may faith rely on, 
If faith confideth overmuch 
That here’s a monument in Zion: 
Its substance ebbs—see, day and night 
The sands subsiding from the height; 
In time, absorbed, these grains may help 
To form a new sea-bed, slug and kelp (79).  
 

                                                
129 Recall from Section 4.2 the satirical reference to kangaroos in Mardi, a play on Lord Monboddo’s 18th-
century ideas of development.  
130 …As came that close / A hideous hee-haw horrible arose/ Rebounded in unearthly sort / From shore to 
shore, as if retort / From all the damned in Sodom’s Sea / Out brayed at him. “Just God, what’s that?” / 
“The ass,” breathed Vine, with tropic eye…” (245). 
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The early pages of the poem similarly refer to “time’s swamping sea” (9); there is a 

recurring emphasis on the invertebrates and primal forms of the ocean (“sea-bed, slug and 

kelp”), as well as their unseen terrors. As mentioned in Chapter 4, Melville once again 

turns space into a proxy for contemplating time (Olson 14). 

Elsewhere, Melville expresses a similar sentiment, writing that “serial wrecks on 

wrecks confound / Era and monument and man; / Or rather, in stratifying way / Bed and 

impact and overlay” (31). The “serial wrecks” might point to the layers of former 

civilizations but also extinct species that came before man, undercutting any sense of the 

permanence of either human culture or the human form. However, this “stratifying” or 

layering process is also one way of thinking about the poem’s choices of meter and 

diction, in which critics have found evidence of his inferior versifying ability. As 

Bezanson notes, the deliberate choice of iambic tetrameter creates a constricting or 

“cramping” effect, as well doing ‘violence’ to language in the service of meter (for 

instance, articles are cut to make the beat work while “to fatten lines,” Melville includes 

“spread-out words” like bewrinkled and ungladsome, 566-7). Buell makes a similar point 

that these awkward constraints are key to the verse’s power to communicate psychic 

violence: “Melville’s strict but broken prosodic gridworks, ‘Chafing against the metric 

bound,’ as he wrote of Virgil…enrich through the very constraints they impose” (137). 

Clarel’s meter contrasts especially with the formal expansiveness of Moby-Dick; here, 

the expansive and unmooring tendencies of modern geology lead to a sense of 

entrapment, diminishment, and distancing. Similarly, Melville’s jarringly contrasts or 

“overlays” the modern and antiquarian, as in the first canto, which contains “a series of 

dusty old words, the secondhand stock of a long run of English poets,” while also 

drawing from the language of “shop and factory, from the laboratory, from trading, 

seafaring, and war” (Bezanson 567). At the level of language, then, these juxtapositions 
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underscore the simultaneity of their corresponding worldviews—even if they at times 

cancel each other out, make chaos out of sense.  

In Clarel, Melville continues to stake a distinct epistemological ground for 

literature in relation to science. Able, unlike science, to hold alternative truths together 

simultaneously, the poem dramatizes the dialectic “or false or true” (14), which suggests 

that the veracity of the historic site is determined in part by the humanity and tradition 

that asserts its reality. Furthermore, the poem’s relentless opposition of science and faith 

masks a subtler structural pattern: a series of ‘situations’ that allow us to grasp and 

grapple with human personalities. Focusing on the collision of belief systems distracts us 

from the poem’s interest in the attainability of human truth (“the self”), as Clarel’s initial 

search for belief and/or religious truth gives way to analysis of character. This is 

reinforced by the episodic and epistemic nature of a pilgrimage, both through encounters 

with strangers as well as opportunities to look closer at traveling companions and at 

oneself.  

If we step back to consider the role of the development hypothesis in this later 

work, Clarel indicates a shift toward tradition and abstraction similar to the one we 

discerned in Whitman's late-career trajectory. For instance, the poem’s “serial wrecks” 

that “in a stratifying way / Bed and impact and overlay” (31) are a far cry from Mardi’s 

“sandwich system” of geology, with its richly precise terminology and abundant excesses 

of forms: e.g., “sturgeon-forms, cephalaspis, glyptolepis, pterichthys” (112). However, I 

see the poem not as a radical departure from his earlier work but as an extension of 

Melville’s concerns about the triangulation of truth, science, and art,131 where faith is one 

                                                
131 In the first of his three references to Darwin in Clarel, Melville emphasizes this relationship: “Darwin 
quotes / From Shelley, that forever floats / Over all desert places known, / Mysterious doubt—an awful 
one. / He quotes, adopts it. Is it true? / Let instinct vouch, let poetry / Science and instinct here agree, / For 
truth requires strong retinue” (168).  
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aspect of Clarel’s epistemology. In other words, we can trace certain fugitive forms 

across his career, suggesting continuities of development rather than catastrophist 

ruptures. As in Mardi, Moby-Dick and “Encantadas,” Clarel examines what it means for 

human beings to inhabit different time scales and origin narratives simultaneously, to 

“contain both the yes and no of their culture” (Delbanco 16). As in these works, the 

challenge of modern geology becomes not only a vehicle for scientific satire, but also a 

basis for self-definition: a way to foreground modern literature’s access to (and concern 

with) psychological truth.  
 

5.3 CONCLUSION 

In the opening pages of his recent biography Melville: His World and Work, 

Andrew Delbanco chooses Darwinian evolution as a measure of the cultural ground-shift 

across Melville’s life, which, like Whitman’s, spanned from 1819 to the early 1890s. He 

notes that “Perhaps the most important intellectual event of Melville’s early years was the 

publication in 1836 of Emerson’s Nature, which declared…a natural world that is the 

‘incarnation of God.’” By 1890, a year before Melville’s death, Melville borrowed a 

William Dean Howells novel from the New York Society Library, “a book written in the 

shadow of Darwin, who had long since destroyed Emerson’s romantic view of creation 

and replaced it with a vision of the natural world created by chance and filled with 

brutality” (3-4).  

In the context of his argument, there’s nothing to criticize about Delbanco’s 

account: it concisely glosses the 19th-century intellectual context before moving on to 

other subjects. However, in looking at Melville’s career trajectory, Chapters 4 and 5 have 

challenged the passivity of this construction, exploring instead how Melville is an active 
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shaper of his context. He repeatedly develops and tests out hypotheses about modern 

geology’s implications and uses for the literary craft of truth-telling. In particular, the 

tensions between the poles of art and science, faith and empiricism, fugitive form and 

literary narrative are generative of Melville’s experiments, especially across the late 

1840s and 1850s. While this process is most evident in “The Encantadas,” which closely 

responds to Darwin’s Journal, it is also present in earlier works like Mardi and Moby-

Dick that re-appropriate the conventions of scientific humor and romance for literary 

ends. 
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