

An Orgy in Arcadia

Have you ever seen tree roots bubbling up from beneath concrete, or flowers bursting through cracks in the pavement? The jolt of recognition, that beneath the drab mundanity of the everyday the organic is all around us, striving to break through, up from the earth and into the light? In its design, the first edition of Leaves of Grass creates a similar feeling. Everything about it indicates organicism, spontaneous and natural growth. Everything about it seems alive.

By 1855, the year the first edition of Leaves is published, Whitman has spent years working for a smattering of small New York newspapers as an editor, freelance journalist, typesetter and compositor. The printed word is his wheelhouse. He channels all this specialist knowledge into the material composition and promotion of Leaves: he designs the book, self-publishes, self-promotes and sets type for some of its pages. The title itself evokes images of rolling plains, or lush green fields, blanketed with spear-shaped grass stems. Its pun – where ‘leaves’ also refers to the pages of a book – suggests that this grass is literally contained inside the book’s covers: that you are holding in your hands a portable landscape. The title is printed on the forest-green leather cover in gold embossed lettering, surrounded by patterns of tendrils, vines, stems and tufts, as though living matter is literally bursting out through the material. No author name is given on the cover, spine, or title page. The book appears to have sprouted into existence of its own accord, an earthy treatise spat out from a crack in the road. But its aliveness goes beyond this.

‘It was also his objective,’ Peter Doyle remarked, after Whitman’s death, ‘to get a real human being into a book. This had never been done before.’

In the first edition of Leaves, the frontispiece – an illustration facing the title page – features a miniature portrait of the poet, an engraving of a now-lost daguerreotype. Like the front cover, it has no name attached to it. The unusually small portrait depicts a man from the knees up. Around his waist there is a pool of shadow, giving a startlingly effective illusion of depth and dimension. This makes it seem as if this miniature man is literally springing out of a hole or a fold in the paper, from some interstices or otherworld between ink and imagination, to inhabit the pages.

The man depicted is in his late thirties. One hand placed on his hip, the other shoved casually into the pocket of his coarse worker’s trousers. Atop his head, a black hat tipped at a devil-may-care angle. His eyes are set within a rugged face, framed by a close-trimmed beard. The man’s facial expression gives off the impression of hard-won, worldly experience. It came to be known as the Carpenter portrait, the first of Whitman’s poet-guises. It is the poet dressed in the costume of the everyman, the labourer, the vagrant. The Carpenter isn’t humble in this everyday outfit: he looks confrontational, cocky, even comely. It’s the poet as a celebration of masculinity; and the poet as sex symbol.

The Carpenter portrait exemplifies all the qualities and characteristics that Whitman believed, throughout his life, made a ‘superb’ man. It projects vigour, appetite and physical beauty. It shows a man of ‘reckless health, his body perfect [. . .] a good feeder, never once using medicine’, a man with a ‘face of undying friendship and indulgence toward men and women’. This description appeared in a review of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, a review that Whitman wrote himself and published anonymously. It was one of several reviews that he published of his own work, always unnamed, though the hagiographical tone hints at the true authorship. Such self-authored puff pieces are suggestive of a writer with a confidence in his own work matched only by a fear that it would go unnoticed by an indifferent public. But these reviews also demonstrate the extent to which Whitman wanted to emphasise a preferred reading of the Carpenter portrait, a preferred reading of the poet, and thus the poems themselves. As he explains in another anonymous self-review, Leaves is the attempt ‘of a live, naive, masculine, tenderly affectionate, rowdyish, contemplative, sensual, moral, susceptible and imperious person, to cast into literature not only his own grit and arrogance, but his own flesh and form’.

And this preferred reading not only focuses on the Carpenter’s athleticism, and impossibly perfect health, but on his face. On the gaze – not one of mere friendship, but one of indulgence, of pleasure-taking – that he turns on both women and men. After the frontispiece, the first edition of Leaves opens with a pages-long preface, written in prose, which establishes a theory of poetry the subsequent poems hope to enact. It closes with a famous proposition: ‘The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it.’ Absorption is essential: the idea or image of a symbiosis, an exchange, between the poet and the reader, the man and the nation, the individual and the mass. Absorption is accentuated elsewhere in the preface, too, in a startling imperative for the reader to ‘read these leaves in the open air every season of every year of your life’. If you do so, ‘your very flesh shall be a great poem’.

This implied transmutation – that the flesh, the body, will become poetry – carries with it echoes of transubstantiation, the changing of the blood and body of Christ into wine and bread. It’s a knowing overlap between the Carpenter and Christ, between poet and prophet (also emphasised in the shared – if in Whitman’s case, costumed – trade of both men). More astounding is the implication that the book itself has this power – that it constitutes a strange ecology, one capable of propagating the very flesh of the reader with ‘leaves of grass’ that will cover and grow across their body. To read the text is to be altered by it, not in terms of contagion, but something more like cross-pollination.

After the lengthy preface-treatise, we arrive at the poems themselves. From the very first line of the opening poem – which would later be titled ‘Song of Myself’ – the promise of bodily symbiosis offered by the preface is redoubled. The first word of the poem announces a poetic ‘I’, Whitman’s poet-persona, the voice of the Carpenter, one that celebrates an individual self of such largesse and expanse that it is able to become collective and absorptive:

 

I celebrate myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you

 

The poet, the man inside the text, will bind himself to the anonymous reader, exchanging and sharing the foundational substance of himself, the atoms that constitute his body, with them. It’s a tremendous, braggadocious act of poetic imagination, one that carries more than a hint of carnality about it. The poem then commences with a scene of departure: the poet floats or drifts from a room in a house, out to the bank of a river in a wood. Ellipses are freely sprinkled throughout the lines, like stones skipped over water, demarcating undulations, ripples, peaceable developments and evanescences of thought. Until, by the bank, the poet becomes ‘undisguised and naked’. Here, he takes blatant, orgiastic pleasure in the sights, scents and sounds that surround him – ‘the sniff of green leaves’ – as well as in his own body. The poet’s euphemistic descriptions of his own genitalia and seminal fluid – the ‘loveroot, silkthread, crotch and vine’ – might sound salacious even to today’s ear.

And so we have been carried, through the gold and tendril-covered lettering of the cover, through the indulgent, confrontational gaze of the Carpenter, through the promise of textual transmutation, finally, into the poems. Poems which establish a scene of rich, potent, earthy eroticism, and which we are – by the very virtue of reading this cross-pollinating text – absolutely embroiled in. The reader-poet relationship that Whitman has created is one of intoxication and flirtation, denudation and spectatorship, friendship and indulgence. These ingredients – the organic, the erotic, the male, the virile – constitute, in large part, the matrix of Whitman’s poetic project, from which his manifold social, sexual and political ideas will emerge.

 

‘Song of Myself’ is astronomical in scope. Written in free verse, utilising variable line lengths, this sprawling poem is both a celebration of the individual and a metaphysical sermon, in which the poet declares himself both ‘the poet of the body’ and ‘the poet of the soul’. It is also a kind of journalistic bricolage, at times resembling an itemised catalogue of everything Whitman believes constitutes the makeup of the nation. The ‘good feeder’ that Whitman insisted was evident in the Carpenter here manifests as a nominative greediness, the poet urgently and indiscriminately naming all that he sees, always hungry for more. Lengthy, breathless lists are unleashed in a nervous torrent, rapidly denoting flora and fauna, peoples and professions, from birds and bees to canal boys and opium eaters, coalmen and congressmen, lexicographers and chemists, prostitutes and presidents.

This listing is first a mechanism of taking, of possessing – the more that the poet-persona names, the more he accumulates and absorbs and the bigger he becomes. But because of the opening promise that ‘every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you’, this enlargement is meant to be experienced by the reader, too. ‘The bodies of men and women engirth me, and I engirth them’; an enlargement that also seeks to bestow sexual potency. But in the midst of his fevered, hungry hoarding of persons and things, the poet alights on a calm, pastoral scene. It is here that Leaves embarks on its first mysterious exploration of gender and sexuality.

We are by the waterside. Twenty-eight young men are bathing together, next to the shore. Nothing distinguishes these men from one another. They are all ‘so friendly’. All bearded, all with long hair, glistening in the sun. They are a homogenised group, an impression of idealised masculinity painted in broad strokes: the virile man bathing, presumably, in the nude. These young men are first seen through the eyes of a young woman. A voyeur. She lives in a ‘fine house’ nearby, and watches the men from behind the blinds of a window. The poet asks us to watch with her. He even asks us to speculate: ‘Which of the young men does she like the best?’ Then, true to the promise of absorption, the poet shape-shifts, and subsumes himself into this woman’s imagination: ‘Where are you off to, lady? for I see you, / You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room.’

He is looking through her mind’s eye, inhabiting her fantasy – her gaze becomes his. He is also the voyeur, peeking through the blinds. After this merging of selves, the young woman is described laughing and dancing along the beach, carefree and joyous, to become ‘the twenty-ninth bather’. She sees the glistening, bearded young men. She joins them, ‘and loved them’.

And yet, her gaze is not returned. The men do not see her. Instead, an ‘unseen hand’ passes over their bodies:

 

It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.

 

The young men float on their backs, their white bellies swell to the sun . . .

they do not ask who seizes fast to them,

 

They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and bending arch,

They do not think whom they souse with spray.

 

The scene comes to a close, the unseen hand having moved across their torsos, down beneath the water, to seize their genitals and bring them to climax. It’s a bold, luscious sex scene set within a pastoral vision of harmony with nature, an Arcadia. It is, in fact, an orgy; the exact number of young men is drummed into us, and yet their idiosyncrasies aren’t in focus. There’s instead a mass effect: bellies, beards, temples, ribs. Hair and flesh and fluid, and a lot of it. But the erotics of this group sex scene are difficult to pin down. There’s something disinterested or off-kilter about it. Whose erotic fantasy actually is this?

It doesn’t belong to the young men. They receive this sexual caress passively and silently. They neither know, nor think, nor ask. They have no active desire for the person doing the caressing: they don’t even know that she’s there. The men merely float, lackadaisical in all their male beauty, until they are brought ambivalently to orgasm. The erotic fantasy seemed, at first, to belong to the young woman: she was the voyeur who lusted, from the confines of her home – a space of apparently cloying domesticity – after the group of men. And yet, it is not clear that she finds any pleasure, herself, in the implied profusion of sex acts that might have slaked her thirst. Whitman does not do anything more to describe her desire. Moreover, at some point on her carefree run between the house and the bathing men, she seems not only to have lost her desire, but also to have shed or shrugged off her gender. The hand is ‘unseen’. From the perspective of the young men, the hand belongs to no one, man or woman. It is a disembodied force moving across them, invisibly. The person it belongs to is never known – we cannot actually be sure that this twenty-ninth bather is the young woman at all. In the moment of entering the male space – in becoming the twenty-ninth bather – the young woman loses her identity. But the hand itself is eroticised: it trembles with anticipation at what it is about to seize. So, to whom does it belong?

The only player left is the poet, who slipped into and inhabited the young woman’s gaze, and who, in doing so, shared or embodied this lusting over the young men. The young woman is fused with Whitman in a joint, perhaps androgynous persona. By embodying the woman’s lust, Whitman finds the means to route his own – or his poet-persona’s – erotic desire. It is only through her sight that Whitman can first depict and then project a version of himself onto a scenario with the bathers. Just as O’Connor and the disciples, years later, will only be able to parse the loving look of Doyle and Whitman by saying that Peter should be a ‘girl’, so the poet, in this first edition of his opus, makes visible same-sex desire by routing it through the eyes of a woman. In both these instances, the ‘feminine’ is subordinated to the ‘masculine’: Doyle the girl is silly, but Whitman the man is serious. The bathing men reach mutual climax, but the lady is not permitted sexual satisfaction.

In this bathing scene, this anonymous orgy in Arcadia, Whitman experiments with his poetic self, pushing it into inchoate, murky waters. It occupies a position of anonymity and androgyny, where it can indulge in or seize fast to the homogenous male body. It seems that the poet is trying to find a way of depicting and talking about sex, eroticism, yearning, that has a scope wide enough to include a heretofore prohibited expression of desire between men; an experiment which, in this case, exploits the gaze of a fictive woman to make visible male desire.





Calamus-Leaves and Women-Love

The third edition of Leaves of Grass appears, with a new publisher, in the summer of 1860. It scarcely resembles the two earlier editions. The Carpenter frontispiece is gone, replaced with a stipple engraving of an older, hirsute but manicured and close-trimmed Whitman. He does not confront the reader with a fierce, confident gaze, but looks somewhat melancholically out of frame. No longer clad in working man’s garb, this Whitman has transformed again, wearing a loose black suit and cravat. He is fuller, larger in stature, too. In parallel, Leaves has become larger. An additional 146 poems have been added and separated, along with the existing poems, into clusters. The third edition is printed at a higher run. It sells well and receives largely positive critical attention. Whitman’s life work is becoming a success.

Whitman refers to his project in this thick, heavy book as ‘The Great Construction of the New Bible’. The opening poem, ‘Proto-Leaf’, clearly states the aims of this quasi-religious text. It will be ‘Free, fresh, savage’. It will contain ‘chants inclusive – wide reverberating chants / Chants of the many in One’. ‘Proto-Leaf’ ends with an exclamation, a cry for a new kind of society:

 

O to be relieved of distinctions! to make as much

of vices as virtues!

O to level occupations and the sexes! O to bring

all to common ground! O adhesiveness!

O the pensive aching to be together – you know not

why, and I know not why.

 

That repeated, yawning ‘O’ reads like a wail, a grief-stricken ululation. In a way, it is: the poet is yearning and longing for an ideal, grieving something which doesn’t yet – and might not – exist, a nostalgia for an imagined future. The ‘O’ is also like a portal, a gateway into a vision of communion, a dream of a universal common ground, in which divisions of class and sex are erased. Central to this dream, caught in the crosshairs of that ‘O’, is that pseudoscientific, phrenological mental faculty: adhesiveness.

But Whitman’s poetic adhesiveness is much transformed from the Fowlerian rubric. He takes the idea of adhesiveness as a ‘social feeling’ – as the Fowlers described it – and on the one hand restricts it, using it in his poetry to refer only to relations between men. On the other hand, he liberates it, such that it becomes ‘limitless, unloosened’. Adhesiveness is the sense that the poet finds ‘profoundly affecting in large masses of men’. Adhesiveness is ‘to be loved by strangers’. It is a pensive aching for another, without knowing why. It is a profusion of images of male intimacy: touching, gazing, bonding, kissing, embracing, fraternising, yearning. Whitman’s adhesiveness expresses a spectrum of affirmative relations between men: a mélange of friendship, care, comradeship and physical intimacy.

In the third edition of Leaves, and each later edition published in America throughout Whitman’s life, he explores adhesiveness in a cluster of poems titled ‘Calamus’. It is one of two clusters in which Whitman explicitly engages with relations between the sexes. The other is ‘Enfans d’Adam’ (later retitled ‘Children of Adam’), which Whitman hoped would be ‘the same to the passion of Woman-Love’ as ‘the Calamus-Leaves are to adhesiveness, manly love’.

‘Calamus’ is not a treatise. It is poetry, after all, not politics. Its logic is a dream-logic, a stream of associations, images and ideas, which catch the light then dim again, like damselflies darting above a brook in leaf-shade. In ‘Calamus’, the poet wades into the waters of imagination and asks us to follow. Whitman wants us to speculate with him: what are the consequences – for the individual and the collective – if we imagine, and even enact, this new spectrum of affirmative relations between men?

Calamus is the name of a grass (commonly known as sweet grass) which flourishes by the ponds, marshes and riverbanks of the north and Midwestern US. For Whitman, calamus represents ‘the biggest and hardiest kind of spears of grass’ and he admires the ‘fresh, aquatic, pungent bouquet’. Big and hard, those familiar Whitmanic adjectives, accurately describe the calamus grass’s inflorescence: it is distinctly, almost comically, phallic in shape. Incidentally, the root also has mildly psychoactive properties, of which Whitman may have been aware (‘My brain it shall be your occult convolutions! / Root of wash’d sweet-flag!’).

But calamus has another meaning. The name was used in an ancient epic poem, the Dionysiaca, written by the fifth-century Greco-Roman poet Nonnus. The Dionysiaca includes a tragic story of two youths, named Calamos and Carpos. These boys are ‘playfellows’. They are beautiful, athletic, vigorous – that idealised Grecian male body that so preoccupies Whitman, and his former hack-self, Mose Velsor. The two boys take part in a swimming contest. Calamos opts to let his lover swim ahead and win the race. But a sudden wave rises up, water rushes into Carpos’ mouth, and he drowns. Calamos cries – ‘Who has quenched the light of love?’ – and, in grief, drowns himself. In this way, he joins Carpos in annihilation. But there is regeneration, too. Having drowned, Calamos ‘thus gave his form to the reeds which took his name and like substance’.

There is no explicit reference to the Dionysiaca in Whitman’s writings. But the story of a relationship between two boys, playfellows – possibly lovers – mirrors the theme of adhesiveness, ‘manly love’, so closely that it seems unlikely he wouldn’t have had it in mind when composing ‘Calamus’. The myth’s aquatic setting is also mirrored in the ‘Calamus’ poems. As with that orgy in Arcadia – where the gender and corporeality of the twenty-ninth bather dissolve away, like sediment scrubbed from an artefact, to reveal a tableau of nude men in a homogenous climax – water features heavily in these poems, becoming a screen onto which adhesive relations between men are projected, and a screen which can give cover to his expressions of same-sex desire.

It is down by the water, in the woods, where ‘Calamus’ begins. In a secluded spot, ‘in paths untrodden / in the growth by margins of pond waters’, the poet feels glad to be ‘away from the clank of the world’ and declares his intention to sing songs of ‘manly attachment’. He will ‘tell the secrets’ of his ‘days and nights’ and do nothing else but ‘celebrate the need of comrades’. By the pond, the poet is ‘no longer abashed’ because the secluded spot allows him to say things that he ‘would not dare elsewhere’. Whitman is declaring his intent to sing and celebrate adhesiveness. He is also coyly indicating that there is something expressed by adhesiveness that has heretofore been illicit or clandestine, which he will now wrench from the shadows and spill over the printed page.

What follows in the cluster’s second poem is a hallucinogenic dream sequence, painted in pink and lilac, flush with wildflowers and vines and cloaked in the scents of earth and cedar. We are still by the pond. The poet wades into the waters. There, he is met by a procession – ‘a silent troop’ – of men who appear ostensibly from nothing. They have been translated into being through this matrix of water, lilac and earth, this other-worldly combination of ‘tomb-leaves’ and ‘body-leaves’. The men are not fully corporeal. Instead, they are the ‘spirits of friends, dead or alive – thicker / they come, a great crowd, and I in the middle’.

The poet begins to gift these spirits whatever organic matter he can find: a branch of pine, laurel leaves, a handful of sage, moss produced from his pocket. He is trying to communicate something, via these plants and flowers, to these ghostly, amassing men: he is looking for language in living matter. The moss pulled from his pocket like stuffing hints at evisceration: he is giving the men a part of his body, the innards of himself, in an effort to connect. It recalls the transmutative formula introduced in the first edition, where the poems are of flesh, and to read the book is to have your own flesh transformed into poetry.

The poet then draws from the water the calamus root. In this pungent, phallic plant, the poet at last finds signification, declaring that it ‘shall henceforth be the token of comrades’. Through this sensory, phantasmagorical scene, the idea of communion between men, dead and alive, unashamed, unabashed – the idea of adhesiveness – begins to find expression. There is the tantalising possibility that the calamus root also signifies a state of drugged consciousness: a disinhibition, a loosening of fixed and learned behaviours that makes possible new ways of relating with others. (This might be wishful thinking, however; despite the decidedly trippy tenor of the poems there is no concrete evidence that Whitman was savvy to the plant’s psychotropic properties, which in any case can only be experienced by consuming an inordinate amount of the dried root.)

Later in ‘Calamus’, he declares his intent to actively cultivate adhesiveness across the nation. The poet becomes a nurseryman, or latter-day Johnny Appleseed, who will ‘plant companionship thick as trees along all the rivers of America’. Such metaphorical landscape alteration has a corresponding impact on social relations:

 

It shall be customary in all directions, in the houses

and streets, to see manly affection,

The departing brother or friend shall salute the remaining

brother or friend with a kiss.

 

Adhesiveness transforms the customs that structure or govern both public and private space, the houses and streets. To put it another way: adhesiveness effects an entire alternative model of social organisation. Whitman wishes to create ‘Without edifices or rules or trustees or any argument, / The institution of the dear love of comrades’. This institution of love between men will not be governed according to typical power structures. It will not be governed at all. Whitman’s poetry now fits, remarkably, into the fantastical genre of world-building. From a dream within a dream, the poet sees a ‘new City of Friends’:

 

Nothing was greater there than the quality of robust love – it led the rest,

It was seen every hour in the actions of the men of that city,

And in all their looks and works.

 

This City of Friends, an anti-institution, an ungoverned anarchy of adhesiveness in which love between men is the only organising factor, would be a city, he writes, ‘invincible to the attacks of the whole of the rest of the earth’.

Not all of ‘Calamus’, however, is about these grand visions and group male relations. In the third edition of Leaves, there are moments of concertina-like compression from the general to the specific, from the mass back to the individual. The ninth poem of ‘Calamus’, for instance, appears to recount an erstwhile relationship with another man, evoking confessional experiences of loss and pain. It reads like the end of a romance. All the tale-tell signs are there – sleeplessness, loneliness, even jealousy – ‘hours discouraged, distracted – for the one I cannot / content myself without, soon I saw him content / himself without me’. The poet then wonders if there are others like him, other men who have ‘out of the like feelings?’ He is desperate to know if any other man has felt and experienced this, ‘his / friend, his lover, lost to him?’ The ninth poem is the moment in which the language of romantic love, with its obsessions and jealousies, its disastrous and discombobulating fallout, becomes most closely wedded to the language of adhesiveness. It is also the passage in ‘Calamus’ where the line between poet-persona and Walt Whitman the man feels most thin, most confessional.

The ninth poem was struck from subsequent editions. Does this show Whitman’s reluctance to attach himself to such an apparent heartbreak, a reticence to reduce the distance between real-self and poet-self, or is it evidence of a trepidation around the way this poem reroutes the language of romantic love to describe a relationship between men? Is this the real ‘secret’ of his nights and days? Then again, there is nothing furtive or encoded about the ways that manly attraction and same-sex desire are expressed elsewhere in ‘Calamus’ – hand holding, embracing, ‘fluid’ and ‘affectionate’ longing looks, bed sharing, and kissing – though such intimacies, here, are described in positive terms. Perhaps this hints at an answer: if adhesiveness is a bonding, aggregative force, the glue that holds together Whitman’s dream of a common ground, there may be no room for heartbreak and jealousy; for reality to intrude upon the fantasy of an endless, reciprocated love between men.

Two years after Whitman wrote and published ‘Calamus’, his belief in the necessity of adhesiveness as an idealised force would become even greater. Following decades of mounting political tension centred on the issue of slavery, Abraham Lincoln, the anti-slavery Republican, is elected president. And in 1861, after several Southern states secede from the Union, the American Civil War breaks out. During these war years, Whitman eschews his bohemian leanings and transforms yet again. He becomes a nurse, ‘a friend visiting hospitals occasionally to cheer the wounded and sick’, primarily in Washington, DC. He records his thoughts and observations, his hastily sketched narratives of the lives of these befriended, dying soldiers, in dozens of notebooks. These notebooks gradually become stained with the men’s blood – a more literal overlap between text and flesh, books and bodies.

Whitman’s descriptions of the wounded soldiers he attends to sometimes resemble that accumulative, torrential cataloguing in ‘Song of Myself’: their ailments, characteristics, attitudes and personalities are described, listed and logged. But his war writings can also be read as a textbook demonstrating adhesiveness in action. Whitman becomes a caretaker, father and brother to the men. He reads to the sick – passages from the Bible, but also passages from Leaves. He sits with those suffering from typhoid and diarrhoea. He holds their hands. He brings them water, cooks them rice pudding, gifts them pipe tobacco, helps them to dress, writes letters to their relatives, all without a moment’s thought that he is putting himself in harm’s way.

Whitman also venerates the soldiers. One soldier, named Tom, is ‘a fine specimen of youthful physical manliness’. Though Tom has been shot through the lung, pumped full of stimulants and is barely conscious of his surrounds, Whitman nevertheless finds him ‘handsome, athletic, with profuse beautiful shining hair’, lamenting that Tom will never know ‘the heart of the stranger that hovered near’. Whitman is gazing at Tom, just as he is nursing him: a mix of care and covetousness that would pattern his relationship with Peter and those young men who came after him. Given the circumstances, such veneration might be read as exceptionally touching (a beatification of the innocent dead) or uncomfortably leery (a nurse ogling his patients). Regardless, it is as though the beleaguered sick and dying, in their absence of health, merely reinforce Whitman’s belief in the importance of perfect health – characteristics he claimed were exemplified in his own Carpenter portrait when he published the first edition of Leaves, and which he extolled as the hack



















A Healthy Body and Patriotism

Reflections in a Golden Eye, McCullers’ short second novel, was written in just two months, almost immediately after she finished drafting Hunter. She found the process fun – to her, it was ‘play-writing’, writing for the sheer joy of language and ideas – but there is nothing especially fun about its story. Tennessee Williams, writing an introduction to the novel on the occasion of its reprint in 1950, described it as a distilled tragedy, cooled by a ‘Grecian purity’. Crisp, terse and succinct in structure and language – ‘cut like a jewel’, in Tennessee’s reckoning – Reflections centres on Penderton, a middle-aged captain in the US Army, stationed at a peacetime fort in the South, who shares a quandary not dissimilar to Biff’s in Hunter. He is a man at odds with, yet completely governed by, the masculinist rules that constitute his world, an environment which ultimately forces his queer desires into violent ends.

An army fort in peacetime, we are told, in the novel’s opening line, is a dull place. ‘Things happen, but then they happen over and over again.’ The fort is inert, muscular, linear – huge concrete barracks, neat rows of officers’ homes – ‘all is designed according to a certain rigid pattern’. It is the fort’s failure to remain rigid and patterned, however, that sets the story in motion. ‘There is a fort in the South,’ the story begins, ‘where a few years ago a murder was committed.’

Captain Penderton is unhappily married to Leonora, a woman who fears ‘neither man, beast, nor the devil’, and whose sexual potency, which gives her body ‘a subtle quality of vibration’, disgusts him. Like Biff, Penderton has a dual, inner sexual nature. He ‘obtained within himself a delicate balance between the male and female elements, with the susceptibilities of both the sexes and the active powers of neither’. This neutered duality may imply sexual impotence, but certainly not an impotent desire. On the contrary, Penderton has ‘a sad penchant for becoming enamoured with his wife’s lovers’. Leonora’s latest lover is Major Morris Langdon, a man who only cares about two things, ‘a healthy body and patriotism’. Certainly, Langdon doesn’t care for his own wife, the bedridden Alison, who is still grief-stricken over the death of their infant child several years before, and only able to find comfort in the presence of her carer, Anacleto, whom Langdon resents. Penderton has come to feel ‘an emotional regard’ for Langdon that is the ‘nearest thing to love he had ever known’. Like a child, he wishes to distinguish himself in the eyes of the major, his superior. This keeps the love triangle in a curious equilibrium, enabling Penderton to carry ‘his cuckoldry with a cynical good grace that was respected on the post’.

But there is another love triangle at work in the plot, one that functions like a photo negative to the open secret, and thus socially sanctioned, cuckolding of the captain by a superior officer. Another man has become obsessed with Leonora. A private, by the name of Ellgee Williams. Slim, angular, muscular, with full lips and strong hands, Private Williams is the platonic ideal of a young male soldier – he is Major Langdon’s ‘healthy body’, or the muscular man of Mose Velsor’s Manly Health – though he doesn’t represent the patriotic spirit of either. Private Williams is different. He is ‘something of a mystery to the other men’, spending his leisure time in solitude, risking court martial by riding a horse to an isolated spot in the woods, stripping, and idling naked among the virgin pines and wildflowers.

One evening, Private Williams catches sight of a nude Leonora through the Pendertons’ window. A change comes over him, and he can think of nothing else. He returns to spy on her every night, quickly learning the habits of the household and growing confident enough to break in and ‘reconnoiter’ through the captain’s quarters to Leonora’s bedroom (while the captain is, most often, interred in his study, half-drunk or dosed on sleeping pills). There, Williams crouches, and watches her sleep. Again and again, night after night. His motivation isn’t mere lust. It seems born of a bored indifference towards the governing rules and structures of the army camp, combined with a fascination, laced with contempt, with Leonora’s body.

She is, after all, the first naked woman that Williams has ever seen: a destabilising encounter for the young soldier, who was raised in an intensely misogynistic, all-male, religious household, where he was taught that women ‘carried in them a deadly and catching disease which made men blind’. As a teenager, Williams displaced maternal-sexual longing onto the body of a cow: he would press his head against the animal’s warm flank, and milk her while talking in ‘soft, urgent whispers’. Through this nonhuman erotics, Williams attempts to recuperate lost maternal desire – an act of bovine breastfeeding – while also creating a kind of grim hierarchy in which women are less deserving of affection than animals. That Williams should feel this animal ‘clean’ enough to warrant intimacy, whereas all women are ‘contaminated’, is a fantastic, horrific detail demonstrating the extent of his misogyny. In some respects, these are the only organic overlaps between the transgressive, irreverent Williams and the regimented world of the army post: both reject women and denigrate the feminine, both champion the healthy male body over what they see as weak, infirm or ‘diseased’. Private Williams’ unique upbringing also gives new dimension to his obsessive need to watch Leonora: Williams can only action his fascination with the feminine at a remove, a secret, sterile distance, one in which he retains control and power and thus hopes to avoid the feminine ‘infection’.

As Private Williams becomes increasingly obsessed with Leonora’s body, so Captain Penderton becomes feverishly obsessed with Williams, though he knows nothing, at least consciously, of the private’s nightly voyeurism. The captain’s contact with the soldier began accidentally. Some months ago, Private Williams had carelessly spilt coffee over Penderton’s trousers, staining the heavy expensive silk: a symbolic ejaculation if there ever was one. True to a stain, or spillage, Williams remained in the captain’s mind. Soon, he notices him everywhere in the camp. His annoyance grows to hate, and his hatred tilts, perilously, into obsession. This tipping point occurs one afternoon, when the captain takes Leonora’s prized horse, Firebird, out for a ride. A nervy, inelegant rider – earning him the nickname Captain ‘Flap-fanny’ among the troops – Penderton loses control of the horse. It bolts, galloping wildly into the woods, and the captain, relinquishing all control over the animal, possibly relinquishing his hold on life, experiences a moment of intense, rare freedom that brings him close to rapture. The world rushes past in kaleidoscopic vision – white flowers, pine cones, fiery shafts of light – and he is reminded of the ‘miracle of [his] blood, muscle, nerves, and bone’.

This orgiastic moment of pure freedom is unbearable for the captain, generating a kind of beautiful agony that he can only index through violence. Once the horse stops, he brutally beats Firebird, thrashing the animal to the point of exhaustion. Collapsed, lying on the earth, the captain looks up to see the naked Private Williams watching him with ‘vague, impersonal eyes’. It is as though Penderton, in relinquishing all control, all claims of status and authority, has undergone some rite of passage that leads him into Williams’ domain: a glade, an apparent Arcadia, with a nude young man in the model of classical statuary, awaiting him. But if this space was once an idyll, the captain’s explosion of violence has blemished it. He is unable to speak, to break beyond shock at the sight of the naked Williams. Without a word, the soldier then takes the beaten horse, disappearing with it into the woods. Williams is like a sentinel; stewarding away the horse, the private punishes his superior for his act of violence, as though to suggest he is undeserving of the freedom and liberation facilitated by the animal. And in removing himself from the idyll, Williams withholds his body from Penderton, only frustrating and exacerbating the captain’s desire.

This encounter, unacknowledged between the two men, seals their respective fates. From then on, the captain does little else but devour sleeping pills, think about Private Williams and follow him around the camp. His desire for Williams becomes as sustaining as it is debilitating. He is ‘conscious only of the irresistible yearning to break down the barrier between them’. He daydreams about relinquishing his rank as captain and being an enlisted man again, envisaging an idealised version of the barracks where relations between men are solely affirmative, the ‘hubbub of young male voices’ and ‘the irresistible shenanigans of camaraderie’. Meanwhile, in the shallow-lit, subterranean realm of the captain’s unconscious, there are half-guessed possibilities, fragmented memories of shadows and noises in the night.

How can such a dynamic end? The captain eventually becomes aware of the soldier’s trespass. One night, unable to sleep despite having taken several pills, he catches Williams in the act of breaking into his home. With clinical efficiency, Penderton arms himself with a pistol, moves through the house and finds Williams crouching over Leonora’s bed. Immediately, he fires two shots into the private’s chest. The gunfire wakes Leonora, who can’t comprehend what she is seeing: these men, she thinks, are unreal. They appear to be actors in a play. Penderton slumps against the wall like a ‘broken and dissipated monk’, while Williams, though dead, retains the look of ‘warm, animal comfort’, the look of life. In destroying the object of his desire, the captain destroys himself.

Once a man enters the army, McCullers’ narrator tells us in the opening page, ‘he is expected only to follow the heels ahead of him’. It is a patriarchal institution structured by a dogged hierarchy. Deviation or transgression is not tolerated. The first love triangle between the major, Leonora and Penderton can exist peaceably in the camp because it correlates with the chain of command: no transgression of power occurs, owing to the relative rank of each man. Leonora, meanwhile, though she takes personal comfort and sustenance from the romance, is for Penderton a bartering chip, something inert that he has effectively ‘given’ to the major. That bargain helps him stay close to the major. It may, even, encourage the major to look favourably upon him. Although Penderton’s same-sex desire for Major Langdon is itself transgressive, it can be sublimated into this transactional exchange, where a woman is the commodity: a ‘harmless’ wish to be distinguished in his superior’s eyes, which doesn’t upset the hierarchal order of the army camp but is instead in concert with it.

But Private Williams is something different. He is a link in the chain that’s slipped. He floats freely. He roams. For Captain Penderton, he represents the tremendous force of his own same-sex desire, which cannot be avoided, negotiated with, or sublimated. To admit this desire – to break down the barrier between himself and the private – would be to go against the whole institution, his entire world, something unimaginable. Of course, the private is also transgressing, trespassing on the captain’s literal property, and, in this masculinist world, figurative property: Leonora. Captain Penderton’s final murder of Private Williams seems the only option available to him. It sustains his performance as ‘husband’ and his rank as ‘captain’, while eliminating the object of his desire, a penetration of the soldier’s body that is also, necessarily, an obliteration: two slugs of lead in the heart. As with the relationship between Antonapoulos and Singer in Hunter, this violent ending doesn’t show that death or tragedy are the de facto outcomes of same-sex desire between men: it shows how a masculinist, patriarchal order seeks to stifle such desire, and forces it into such outcomes, in which both men and women suffer.

Is it curious that Carson should have likened the writing of this tragic tale to ‘eating candy’? Not when we consider how effectively the novel reveals the patent absurdity of the masculinist structures under critique. There’s a kind of campiness to the writing, at times, as though Carson is relishing her exposure of the military industrial complex’s ridiculous, willed ignorance to the ways that all-male spaces, however tightly regulated, will engender or sustain the conditions for same-sex desire. This is made clear when Major Langdon recalls the first time he and Leonora fucked, outside, in a blackberry bush, within two hours of meeting. What did it feel like? It was just like being on ‘manoeuvres’, outdoors in the rain and sun, watching ‘the fine looking soldiers’ making coffee over campfires. A wonderful feeling, the major recalls, ‘the best in the world!’

 

Reflections in a Golden Eye was published at the precise moment when the American military, a masculinist regime governed by harmful and ultimately fickle structures, set about reinforcing those very structures. Reflections was first printed in two instalments, in Harper’s Bazaar, in October and November 1940, before being published in book form that winter. By this time, Germany, under Hitler’s Nazi Party, had conquered France and was embarking on a full-scale bombing of Britain. In this climate, the American public were perhaps not primed for a tale in which an army captain murders a private whom he obsessively desires. Its publication in Harper’s resulted in a number of cancelled subscriptions – including, allegedly, that of the wife of ‘Old Blood and Guts’ General Patton, the cigar-chomping icon of the US military.

Mere weeks before the magazine publication of Reflections, President Roosevelt signed the Selective Training and Service Act: the draft. For the first time in the nation’s history, conscription was implemented during peacetime. With the signing of this act, an independent body was reinstated, the Selective Service, which was tasked with identifying men suitable for military training. A medical directive was created which listed psychiatric ‘categories of handicap’ and ‘deviations’ that should disqualify men from being drafted. Bringing such psychiatric exemptions into the draft had never been done before. The argument was economic: weed out ‘inferior’ soldiers now, soldiers who would be likely to suffer mental trauma through combat, and avoid spending money caring for such psychiatric casualties later. In May 1941 – three months after Reflections appeared in book form – a revised, final version of this directive was issued to thousands of doctors at draft boards (most of whom had no psychiatric training). Among the listed deviations were two words: ‘homosexual proclivities’.

This directive, argues historian Jonathan Ned Katz, amounts to the very first state-sponsored, federal institutionalisation of the term ‘homosexual’ in the US. And without even mentioning ‘heterosexuality’, the directive implicitly sanctioned it as the norm, the ideal of health from which unfit men, inferior men, deviate. Two years later, in 1943 – by which time the US military was fully engaged in the war and had extended its mandatory conscription liability to include boys as young as eighteen – the power of this directive would be underscored. A new section was added to US Army Mobilization recommendations, titled ‘Sexual Perversion’.

Penned by a psychiatrist named Lawrence Kubie, the Sexual Perversion amendment explained how army doctors could effectively distinguish between a ‘homosexual’ man and what they called a ‘normal’ man. Where the latter has ‘a conventional attitude toward sexual problems’ and a ‘masculine body’, the homosexual, so the directive now claimed, has a ‘feminine’ body, exhibits ‘effeminacy in dress and manner’, and might have an expanded rectum from passive anal sex (notably, the focus here is on the passive: there is no mention of the man who might be doing the penetration, nor of other kinds of non-penetrative sex between men). Fearing that ‘normal’ men would pretend to be homosexuals to escape the draft, military officials argued that maintaining diffuse, widespread revulsion towards homosexuality was necessary, both inside and outside the military, to deter such ‘malingerers’. Likewise, this elevated, intensified homophobia was designed to disincentivise patriotic queer men – ‘reverse malingerers’, in awkward military lingo – who sought to hide their sexuality from medical examiners in order to serve in combat.

The essence of the Sexual Perversion passage is clear: the state not only equates homosexuality with the abnormal, but ‘homosexual’ becomes inseparable from ‘effeminacy’. Misogyny and homophobia are twinned within a state institution. And the conflation between queerness in men and effeminacy in men is circular: homosexuals are more likely to have feminine characteristics, effeminate or ‘sissy’ men are more likely to be homosexuals. Both homosexuality and effeminacy come to be considered, within the military, as pathogens. A man who exhibits either, it was thought, would be like a rotten apple in the barrel, endangering or disturbing group morale because he would inevitably become the subject of ridicule and distract other men from their military duties.

The military was thus left in a contorted position that, even today, characterises many all-male environments. Because fear and revulsion of the ‘homosexual’ is, in part, fear and revulsion of the so-called feminine in men, to prove that one is not feminine one must celebrate and champion the masculine, the ‘healthy’ male body. But, as Carson shows us with Major Langdon, the difference between celebrating – or relishing – the masculine and desire for the masculine is so slim as to be almost nonexistent. Sex with Leonora is only good because it reminds Langdon of the company of men. What, after all, is the difference between a man’s man and a man who desires and wishes to be desired by other men?

Carson’s Reflections in a Golden Eye doesn’t merely mirror the national psychosexual climate leading up to America’s involvement in the war. The novel actively critiques the absurdities of a one-size-fits-all approach to desire. It challenges the masculinist social orders which set the terms of desire along a homophobic, misogynistic binary where there is a ‘normal’ sexuality against which anything else is deviant and defective. Towards the end of the novel, Captain Penderton – momentarily disinterested in ingratiating himself to Major Langdon – lays bare these absurdities. Langdon, Penderton, and Leonora are sitting around a table, playing cards. Langdon is lamenting the effeminate characteristics of his wife’s former carer, Anacleto, mournfully wishing that he could have enlisted him in the army (‘it might have made a man out of him’) even though, he concedes, Anacleto would have been miserable as a soldier. Penderton’s response is suddenly clear and definite. ‘You mean,’ he replies,

 

‘that any fulfilment obtained at the expense of normalcy is wrong, and should not be allowed to bring happiness. In short, it is better, because it is morally honorable, for the square peg to keep scraping about the round hole rather than to discover and use the unorthodox square that would fit it?’

‘Why, you put it exactly right,’ the Major said. ‘Don’t you agree with me?’

‘No,’ said the Captain, after a short pause.

 

In her letter to David Diamond, which Carson wrote at Yaddo in the summer of 1941, Carson echoed her fictional captain’s sentiments. Love, she told Diamond, cannot be made neat, it cannot fit into neat categories and classifications. One of the categories that Carson felt her love and desire could not fit into or be contained by was marriage. Having deliberated over it for some time, she resolves to divorce Reeves, a separation that will set the wheels in motion for his own return to the army. In September, Carson packs up her belongings, and boards a train to New York, where she asks her lawyer to initiate the divorce proceedings.

This won’t be the end of Carson and Reeves’ coupling, however. Throughout Reeves’ military service – which will conclude after he sustains a serious wrist injury storming the beaches at Normandy – the two will write to each other as much as possible, and subsequently remarry in a civil ceremony in New York, in 1945. They will then live with each other on and off in New York and the South, before leaving the country for France, where they set up home in a Paris suburb. But theirs will be a perilous reunion, one which will ultimately end in death: in 1954, Reeves will commit suicide by overdosing on barbiturates.

Carson and Reeves were ensnared in a relationship characterised by love, resentment, toxicity, perilous necessity and an extreme, mutual dependence on alcohol – ‘cool spring water’, as Reeves saw it. But it seemed clear, to many of Carson’s friends and relatives, that the couple’s problems were connected to their queer sexualities and the way that Reeves felt at odds with his masculinity. In the analysis of Carson’s biographer, Virginia Spencer Carr, Reeves had viewed his remarriage to Carson, which coincided with his compulsory discharge from the army, as a kind of capitulation: the coming to light of his fear that ‘he could not always be a leader of men, a professional soldier, the head of a household, a man’s man’. Considered this way, Reflections, which is, at heart, about a military man who destroys himself because his ingrained notions of masculinity are misaligned with his desires, eerily prefigures Reeves’ demise. It almost lends substance to Carson’s claim that her fiction functioned as clairvoyance, and that all the significant events she depicted would ‘eventually’ happen to her in real life.

Critics were largely baffled by Reflections. The gendered condescension that had been levelled at Carson with Hunter in the form of praise (no normal, nice young girl should be capable of writing such a dark, brilliant debut) was now used as a line of attack. One critic felt her ‘infant-terrible insight’ was detrimentally ‘unmellowed and unhallowed’, while another prescribed homework, suggesting she brush up on her Mark Twain and Chekhov. Still another critic, writing in the New York Herald Tribune, was ‘offended’ by the novel’s ‘arrogant and pitiless fearlessness, which, besides giving an unpleasant effect, betrays her youth’. Almost every negative or lukewarm review also shared a distaste and dislike for what they perceived as McCullers’ undue attention to the ‘abnormal’, lamenting the vividness and centrality she gave to the characters’ ‘inversions’ and ‘perversions’. One critic claimed this prohibited the reader from identifying with anyone in the book, which rendered it heartless. Another, writing for the Atlantic, had more pragmatic concerns: ‘if this is a fair sample of army life, and if the country is soon to pour itself into the army, then God Save the Union!’

It wasn’t only the literary establishment, however, that took issue with Reflections. Its publication also caused Carson’s family a deal of distress. In a demonstration of the barely repressed conservative violence typical of the South that Carson so hated, the McCullers family home, back in Columbus, Georgia, received a threatening phone call. Somebody claiming to be a Ku Klux Klansman spat vitriol down the receiver, calling Carson a ‘fairy’, and threatened to attack their home. The book also caused a stir with the neighbours and townsfolk, who were convinced that Carson had based the novel on actual people living and serving at Fort Benning, a nearby army post where Reeves had once been stationed. ‘Everyone accused me of writing about everybody else,’ she later remembered. But this gossipy, small-town paranoia – the townsfolk’s firm belief that the cast of Reflections was based on real people – merely demonstrated to Carson how likely it was that illicit desire, infidelities and violence really were fomenting behind Fort Benning’s walls. ‘I must say I didn’t realise,’ she quipped, tongue in cheek, ‘the morals of the Post were that corrupt.’

Almost two decades after the publication of Reflections, Carson reflected on her creative process in an essay, ‘The Flowering Dream’, published in Esquire. ‘When I write about a thief, I become one,’ McCullers wrote of crafting characters. ‘When I write about Captain Penderton, I become a homosexual man.’ McCullers was a precise and exacting writer. Her material rarely arrived in torrents, but emerged with the slow, alchemic inevitability of a developing photograph: a latent image gradually appearing through the gloom. And so her words here aren’t offhand, but carefully weighted and considered. McCullers even burnt several drafts of this essay, deeming them too personal, but retained this line. The statement is both immensely bold – to literally claim the status of ‘homosexual man’ in print, in 1959 – and metaphysically alluring. It attests to the seriousness with which she believed in the slipperiness of sexuality and gender: the notion that transfiguration can occur through imagination, that one can be brought to occupy, through the portal of writing, the gendered subject position of another.
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