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Preface

Walt Whitman opens Leaves of Grass with his vision of the United States. He relates this vision closely to the role of the “greatest poet” – a role to which the relationship between the poet and the common people is fundamental. 

        Whitman presents the United States as a dynamic nation filled with versatility in geography, cultures, and traditions. According to him, the landscape of the United

States is marked by “the roughs and beards and space and ruggedness and nonchalance that the soul loves”. This landscape is an embodiment of the freedom United States was built upon, and it is this freedom Whitman refers to in order to invoke the greatness of the United States. He believes that “the genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislatures… but always most in the common people”. These common people constitute the vigorous, vivacious population of the United States – their “general ardor and friendliness and enterprise” and their “large amativeness” are driving forces that propel the forward momentum of the nation. 

        Whitman believes that the “greatest poet” must function in conjunction to this thriving spirit of the nation; he must be one whose “spirit responds to his country’s spirit” and whose “country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it”. This includes the poet’s ability to “incarnate” the country’s defining physical aspects along with its “real things and past and present events”. The primary duty of the poet, therefore, is to deliver a faithful recreation of experiences and observations to the common people. This presentation of reality must be untainted by “ornament” and “romances” for “the people of these states must never be demeaned to romances”. In addition, the poet must write for common people as a collective group without any sort of discrimination. Whitman claims that “a great poem is for ages and ages in common and for all degrees and complexions and all departments and sects and for a woman as much as a man and a man as much as a woman”. The poet’s connection with the common people, therefore, is essential to the success of the poet. 

        Yet, the poet is a “seer”, an “individual” who is “complete in himself”. He is certainly not one of the common mass, “one of the chorus”. It is the ability of the poet to bring “the spirit of any or all events and passions and scenes and persons some more and some less to bear on your individual” that sets him apart from the rest of the population. Whitman also claims that “the greatest poet has a less marked style… and is the free channel of himself”. This form of unstructured, more freely-written poetry parallels the American landscape as described by Whitman: “the roughs and beards and space and ruggedness and nonchalance that the soul loves”. It is also the form of poetry adopted by Whitman himself.


Thus, Whitman produces his own personal vision of the United States in the preface. He also intertwines the position and role of the “greatest poet” into that vision while developing a relationship that should exist between the “greatest poet” and common people.
