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INTRODUCTION:
THE RADICAL
MANIFESTO
BEHIND A POETIC
REVOLUTION

When  Walt  Whitman
self-published  the  first
edition  of  Leaves  of
Grass  i n  1855 ,  he
included a preface that
was as revolutionary as
t h e  p o e m s  i t
i n t r o d u c e d .  T h e
Whitman Preface To
Leaves  Of  Grass  is
n o t  m e r e l y  a n
introduction to a book
of  poetry;  it  is  a bold
declaration  of  artistic
i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  a
philosophical  treatise

on  democracy,  and  a
b l u e p r i n t  f o r  a
distinctly  American
voice in literature. This
p r e f a c e  l a y s  t h e
g r o u n d w o r k  f o r
everything  Whitman
would  accomplish  in
his  sprawling,  ever-
evolving collection, and
it  remains  one  of  the
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
documents in American
literary  history.  To
understand  Leaves  of
Grass,  one  must  first
grapple with the ideas
Whitman sets  forth  in
this opening salvo.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF THE
PREFACE

A m e r i c a  i n  t h e
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m i d - 1 8 5 0 s  w a s  a
nation  in  flux.  It  was
expanding  westward,
grappl ing  with  the
d e e p  m o r a l  a n d
political  fracture  of
slavery, and searching
for  a  cultural  identity
separate from Europe.
Literature in the United
States was still largely
derivative  of  British
models.  Whitman,  a
journalist and poet with
a vision as large as the
c o n t i n e n t  i t s e l f ,
believed it was time for
a  n e w  k i n d  o f
poetry—a  poetry  that
was raw, inclusive, and
u n a p o l o g e t i c a l l y
American.
The Whitman Preface
To Leaves Of  Grass
was written in a burst
of  creative  energy.  It
r e a d s  l e s s  l i k e  a
traditional preface and
more like a manifesto.
Wh i tman  was  no t
introducing his poems;
he was issuing a call to

action.  He  was  telling
his readers, and future
poets,  what  poetry
c o u l d  b e  i n  a
democratic  society.
T h e  p r e f a c e
establishes the poet as
a  prophet,  a  healer,
and  a  unifier.  It  is  a
foundational  text  for
a n y o n e  s t u d y i n g
A m e r i c a n
transcendenta l i sm,
free  verse  poetry,  or
the  evolution  of  the
Amer ican  l i terary
canon.

THE ROLE OF THE
POET: A PROPHET
FOR THE COMMON
PERSON

The Poet
as a
Mirror of
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the
Nation
One  of  the  central
a rguments  i n  the
Whitman Preface To
Leaves  Of  Grass  is
his  definition  of  the
poet's  role  in  society.
Whitman  argues  that
the poet is not an elite
figure  removed  from
everyday  l i fe ,  but
rather a person who is
deeply immersed in it.
He writes that the poet
must  be  the  bard  of
democracy, celebrating
the  common  worker,
t h e  f a r m e r ,  t h e
mechanic,  and  the
housewife. The poet is
the  one  who  finds
spiritual  significance  in
the material world and
w h o  u n i t e s  t h e
individual  with  the
collective.
Whitman  insists  that
the greatest poet does

not  judge  or  moralize
but  instead  absorbs
and  reflects  the  world
around him.  This  is  a
radical  departure from
the  more  d idact ic
poetry of the 18th and
early  19th  centuries.
For Whitman, the poet
exists  to  show  the
beauty  and  dignity  in
all aspects of life, from
the  most  sublime  to
the  most  mundane.
This  phi losophy  is
woven  throughout  the
preface  and  sets  the
stage for the sprawling
catalogues  of  people,
places,  and  objects
that  popu la te  h i s
poems.

The
Qualities
of the
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True Poet
I n  t h e  p r e f a c e ,
Whi tman  out l ines
specific  qualities  that
the  true  poet  must
possess. The poet must
b e  l a r g e  a n d
generous,  containing
m u l t i t u d e s  o f
perspectives. The poet
must  be  healthy  in
s p i r i t  a n d  b o d y ,
rejecting  the  morbid
and  the  overly  refined.
The poet must love the
earth and the physical
body,  ce lebrat ing
sensuality  without
s h a m e .  T h i s  w a s
shocking  to  Victorian-
era  sensibilities,  but
W h i t m a n  w a s
deliberate.  He  was
creating  a  l i terary
aesthetic that rejected
Puritanical  restraint  in
favor of a robust, joyful
embrace of existence.
These  qualities  make
the  poet  a  figure  of

immense  power  and
responsibil ity.  The
Whitman Preface To
Leaves  Of  Grass
elevates the poet to a
near-sacred  status.
However, this is not a
s a c r e d n e s s  t h a t
separates  the  poet
f r o m  t h e  p e o p l e .
I n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a
sacredness that comes
from  being  the  most
fully  human  among
them. The poet speaks
for the people because
the poet is the people
writ large.

DEMOCRACY AND
THE INDIVIDUAL:
THE CENTRAL
TENSION

A Poetry
for the
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Masses
Whitman's  preface  is
deeply political. He was
writing at a time when
democracy  was  still  a
relatively  young  and
fragile experiment. The
Whitman Preface To
Leaves  Of  Grass
a r g u e s  t h a t  t r u e
democracy  requires  a
new kind of art. The old
world  poetry  of  kings,
courts,  and  classical
m y t h o l o g y  w a s
insufficient  for  the
American  experience.
Amer ica  needed  a
poetry  of  the  open
road, of the railroad, of
the  bustling  city,  and
of the vast prairie.
Whitman  insists  that
the  Un i ted  States
t h e m s e l v e s  a r e
essentially the greatest
poem. This famous line
f r o m  t h e  p r e f a c e
encapsulates his belief
tha t  t he  na t i on ' s

un ique  soc ia l  and
political  experiment  is
itself a work of art. The
poet's job is to sing this
poem  into  being,  to
g i v e  v o i c e  t o  t h e
democratic  spirit.  For
Whitman,  poetry  and
d e m o c r a c y  a r e
inseparab le .  The
preface  is  therefore  a
political  document  as
much as a literary one.

The
Balance
Between
the Self
and the
Crowd
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
sophisticated  aspects
o f  t h e  W h i t m a n
Preface  To  Leaves
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Of  Grass  is  how  i t
balances the individual
with  the  collective.
Wh i tman  i s  o f t en
remembered  for  his
celebration of the self,
but his preface makes
it clear that the self is
meaningless  without
the  crowd.  He  argues
that the poet must be
both intensely personal
a n d  u n i v e r s a l l y
representative. The "I"
in Whitman's poetry is
always also a "we."
This balance is the core
of  h i s  democrat ic
vision.  Each  person  is
unique  and  sovereign,
yet each person is also
part of a greater whole.
The poet helps readers
see  this  connection.
The  preface  teaches
that the health of  the
individual  and  the
health of the nation are
one and the same. This
integration of self  and
society  is  what  gives
his  work  its  enduring

power and relevance.

LANGUAGE AND
STYLE: BREAKING
FREE FROM
TRADITION

The Case
for Free
Verse
Perhaps  the  most
immediate  impact  of
the Whitman Preface
To Leaves Of  Grass
is  its  argument  for  a
new  poe t i c  f o rm .
Whitman  champions
free verse long before
the  term  was  widely
used.  He  argues  that
the poetry of the future
cannot  be  bound  by
the  strict  meter  and
rhyme  schemes  of
European  verse.  The
American  poet,  he
insists,  must  find  a
rhythm that is organic
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and  natural,  one  that
mirrors  the  cadences
of  American  speech
and the vastness of the
American landscape.
Whitman describes the
ideal poetic form as a
"transparent"  medium
that  does  not  distort
the subject matter. The
form should  grow  out
of the content, not be
imposed  upon  it.  This
was a radical idea that
paved  the  way  for
nearly  every  major
poet who followed him,
from  Ezra  Pound  and
T.S .  E l io t  to  A l len
Ginsberg and the Beat
poets.  The  preface  is
e s s e n t i a l l y  a
d e c l a r a t i o n  o f
independence  from
poetic  tradition.

A New

Vocabular
y for a
New
World
The Whitman Preface
To Leaves Of  Grass
also  calls  for  a  new
vocabulary.  Whitman
argues  that  poets
should  borrow  words
f r o m  e v e r y
source—f rom  the
s c i e n c e s ,  f r o m
industry,  from  the
s t ree ts ,  f rom  the
mouths  of  ordinary
people.  He  celebrates
t h e  r i c h n e s s  o f
American  slang  and
the technical language
o f  t r a d e s  a n d
p r o f e s s i o n s .  F o r
Whitman,  no  word  is
too  humble  or  too
technical for poetry.
This inclusive approach
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to language is part  of
his  larger  democratic
project. By bringing all
words into the realm of
poetry,  Whitman  is
symbolically  bringing
al l  people  into  the
r e a l m  o f  a r t .  T h e
preface  prepares  the
reader for a poetry that
will  contain  lists  of
trades,  tools,  animals,
and plants,  all  treated
w i t h  t h e  s a m e
r e v e r e n c e  a n d
attention.  Language,
fo r  Wh i tman ,  i s  a
living,  growing  thing,
and  the  poet  has  a
duty  to  keep  it  vital
and expansive.

NATURE,
SPIRITUALITY, AND
THE BODY

The

Divinity
of the
Physical
World
A major  theme of  the
Whitman Preface To
Leaves  Of  Grass  is
the  sanctity  of  the
p h y s i c a l  w o r l d .
Whitman  rejects  the
traditional  separation
between the body and
t h e  s o u l .  A s  a
transcendentalist,  he
be l ieved  that  the
divine  is  immanent  in
the material world. The
poet,  therefore,  does
not  need  to  look  to
heaven  for  spiritual
truth;  it  is  present  in
the grass, the soil, the
human  body,  and  the
daily work of living.
Whitman's  preface
celebrates  the  body
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with  an  honesty  that
was  scandalous  in
1855.  He  argues  that
t h e  b o d y  i s  n o t  a
source of shame but a
vessel of the soul. The
poet must be unafraid
to  name  the  parts  of
t h e  b o d y  a n d  t o
celebrate physical love,
d e s i r e ,  a n d
procreat ion .  Th is
e m b r a c e  o f  t h e
physical  is  central  to
his vision of a healthy,
democratic  society.  A
p e o p l e  w h o  a r e
ashamed  o f  t he i r
bodies,  he  implies,
cannot  be  truly  free.

Grass as
the
Symbol of
Equality
The  tit le  Leaves  of
G r a s s  i s  d e e p l y

symbol ic ,  and  the
p r e f a c e  h e l p s  t o
explain  why  Whitman
chose  i t .  Grass  i s
ordinary,  ubiquitous,
and common. It grows
everywhere—in  fields,
i n  d i t c h e s ,  i n
cemeteries,  in  the
cracks  of  sidewalks.
For  Whitman,  grass  is
the  perfect  symbol  of
d e m o c r a c y .  I t
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
common  people,  the
natural world, and the
cycle of life and death.
I n  t h e  W h i t m a n
Preface  To  Leaves
Of  Grass,  Whitman
implies that the poet is
like  grass:  humble,
resilient, and universal.
The  poet  does  not
elevate  himself  above
the reader  but  stands
beside  them,  equally
subject to the forces of
nature  and  time.  This
symbol  of  grass  runs
throughout  the  entire
work  and  gives  it  a
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uni fy ing  theme  of
e q u a l i t y  a n d
interconnection.

THE PREFACE AS A
BLUEPRINT FOR
AMERICAN
LITERATURE

Breaking
with the
European
Tradition
The Whitman Preface
To Leaves Of  Grass
i s  o f t e n  r e a d  a s
America's  l i terary
d e c l a r a t i o n  o f
i n d e p e n d e n c e .
Whitman  explicitly
argues  that  American
wr i ters  must  s top
looking  to  Europe  for
validation and models.
H e  a s s e r t s  t h a t
American  geography,
American  history,  and

the  American  people
are worthy subjects for
the  highest  art.  The
preface is  a challenge
to  the  cultural  cringe
that  had  long  made
American  writers  feel
inferior to their British
contemporaries.
Whitman was not being
j ingoist ic .  He  was
arguing  for  a  mature,
confident  American
culture  that  could
stand on its own terms.
He  believed  that  the
American  experiment
in  democracy  was  a
new chapter in human
history, and it required
a  new  l iterature  to
match it. The preface is
a call for originality and
a u t h e n t i c i t y  i n
American  letters.

Influence
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on Future
Generatio

ns
I t  i s  imposs ib le  to
overstate the influence
o f  t h e  W h i t m a n
Preface  To  Leaves
O f  G r a s s  o n
subsequent  writers.  It
inspired the modernists
o f  t h e  e a r l y  2 0 t h
century, who were also
looking  to  break  free
from  19th-century
c o n v e n t i o n s .  I t
influenced  the  Beats
and the counterculture
o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  a n d
1 9 6 0 s ,  w h o  s a w
Whitman as a spiritual
ancestor.  Poets  and
ar t i s t s  who  va lue
freedom  of  form  and
content  consistently
return  to  this  preface
a s  a  s o u r c e  o f
i n s p i r a t i o n  a n d
permission.

Beyond  poetry,  the
preface  has  influenced
American  philosophy,
pol i t ics ,  and  even
music.  The  idea  that
the poet is a voice for
the  common  person
and a celebrant of the
physical  world  has
echoes in the work of
countless  artists.  The
p r e f a c e  i s  a
foundational  text  of
American  cultural
identity.

CRITICISM AND
RECEPTION OF THE
PREFACE

Initial
Reactions
When  the  first  edition
of Leaves of Grass was
published,  the preface
rece ived  a  m ixed
response. Some critics
were  baffled  or
offended  by  its
unconventional  style



12

12 Whitman Preface To Leaves Of
Grass

2022-07-09

and  content.  Others,
l i k e  R a l p h  W a l d o
Emerson,  immediately
recognized  its  genius.
Emerson's  famous
letter  to  Whitman—"I
g r e e t  y o u  a t  t h e
beginning  of  a  great
career"—was  a  direct
response  to  the  bold
vision  laid  out  in  the
preface. The Whitman
Preface  To  Leaves
Of  Grass  was  too
r a d i c a l  f o r  m a n y
readers in 1855, but it
found  its  audience
among those who were
ready for a new kind of
poetry.

Enduring
Significan
ce
Today,  the  preface  is
s t u d i e d  a s  a
masterpiece  of  prose
a n d  a  k e y  t o

u n d e r s t a n d i n g
Whi tman 's  ent i re
project. It is recognized
as  one  of  the  most
important  statements
about  the  purpose  of
poetry  ever  written in
Eng l i sh .  Scho lars
continue to debate its
m e a n i n g s  a n d
implications,  but  its
c e n t r a l  p l a c e  i n
American  literature  is
secure.  The Whitman
Preface  To  Leaves
Of Grass is not just an
introduction;  it  is  a
vision of what art can
b e  i n  a  f r e e  a n d
democratic society.

CONCLUSION

The Whitman Preface
To Leaves Of  Grass
i s  fa r  more  than  a
simple  introduction  to
a book of poems. It is a
r e v o l u t i o n a r y
m a n i f e s t o  t h a t
redefined  the  role  of
the  poet,  the  purpose
of  poetry,  and  the
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relationship  between
art  and  democracy.
Whitman's  preface
calls for a poet who is
large,  inclusive,  and
unafraid  to  celebrate
the physical world and
the common person. It
champions  free  verse
as the organic form for
a new age and argues
f o r  a  d i s t i n c t l y
Amer ican  voice  in
literature. For readers,
the  preface  serves  as
an  essen t ia l  l ens

th rough  wh i ch  t o
approach  the  poems
t h a t  f o l l o w .  I t
challenges  us  to  see
t h e  d i v i n e  i n  t h e
o r d i n a r y  a n d  t o
recognize the profound
dignity of every human
being.  Near ly  170
years  a f ter  i t  was
written,  the  preface
remains  a  vibrant,
inspiring, and essential
document  for  anyone
w h o  c a r e s  a b o u t
poetry,  democracy,  or
the creative spirit.


