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1 Introduction

1.1 The US ‘Data Imaginary’ and the Outlines of the Literary

This study is about the co-evolution of the literary and of data around
the middle of the long nineteenth century. It argues that, during romanti-
cism, US culture negotiated the outlines of the literary—what literature
is, what literary value consists of, and what literature can do—in relation
to the outlines of another representational project that was gaining
sharper contours and a stronger foothold in public perception at the time:
data. In making this case, I proceed from the observation that the middle
of the nineteenth century saw not only increasingly refined, proliferat-
ing, and potent data practices: sophisticated methods for collecting, pro-
cessing, and relaying ever-growing quantities of abstract, structured,
uniform information. It also saw these methods’ massive popularization:
their increasingly widespread application for representing reality, the na-
tion, the social experience at scale; it saw a massive overall increase in
the presence of data-driven practices in public consciousness; and it saw
a particular and particularly American connection emerging between
these practices and US national identity. Thriving thus, the symbolic
form of data came to be invested with a distinct set of representational
promises and desires. My study captures this decidedly cultural presence
of data in the phrase of an emerging ‘data imaginary’ in nineteenth-cen-
tury American life. This data imaginary, in turn, played a crucial—and
so far largely overlooked—role in articulating the formal outlines, the
cultural presence, and the representational promises and desires of litera-
ture.

Data and literature are often seen as two categorically, ontologically
opposite objects. In contrast, this study contends that their relationship is
best understood not as one of natural, inherent, ontological distance but
as one of repressed proximity. In their modern sense, data and literature,
“two loosely constructed domains” with fuzzy outlines and a consider-
able overlap (Lee, Overwhelmed 4), develop as a dialectic, intimately
linked to one another in a process of mutual othering, one serving as the
foil to define the other. From romanticism onward, this deepening and
widening data-literature divide then comes to host performances of dif-
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ference between these two—ranging from subtle, even tacit boundary
drawings to veritable category dramas of sorts—that all serve to reaffirm
the presumed and presumably ‘natural’ chasm, a rift expressive of an
‘inherent difference’ between literature and data. These performances of
difference can take the form of contrast, arguments insisting on the cate-
gorical difference between the two. They can also take the form of am-
biguation, attempts to blur a boundary that, in being thus challenged, is
nevertheless acknowledged as present. In both cases, the border zone be-
tween data and literature becomes a zone of animated cultural con-
tention. However, as with all binaries, these performances of difference
are not evidence of a ‘natural’ alterity at all. Rather, and perhaps
counter-intuitively at first, they are evidence of the intimate ties between
the two; and of a cultural need, increasingly emerging in the nineteenth
century and staying with us ever since, to repress these intimate ties—to
view data and literature as inherently different and to thus keep unseeing
how similar they are.

As this study approaches the matter, the relative cultural salience of
literature and data accordingly does not lie merely in them being two
symbolic forms—two modalities of textualizing the nation, the world, or
experience generally, an aspect and a terminology [ will return to below.
Rather, data and literature matter culturally for how they engender two
imaginaries that each come with rich cultural associations, that project
different social enterprises, and that manifest in different cultural institu-
tions. For the largest part, these associations are still with us today, they
regulate how we think about books, about statistics, about authorship,
about bureaucracy, and about many other aspects of culture past and
present. Given this study’s disciplinary home in literary studies, my
main interest in these associations, however, lies in the role the data
imaginary has played in articulating the outlines of the literary. In other
words: Thinking about data in the nineteenth century, and thinking about
data by way of the data imaginary, allows me to focalize debates about
the contours of literariness that played out in US culture in the nine-
teenth century and that continue to regulate our views of literature (and
of literary studies) until today. Many of these debates are familiar to
scholars of American studies, but they appear in a new light when en-
gaged through the critical lens of the data imaginary.

This study hones in on four such debates to cover a comparatively
large ground while still discussing each individual case in sufficient
depth. The first of these is the antebellum concern for an American na-



Introduction 15

tional literature and the transcendentalists’ conflicting desires for this na-
tional literature to be at once ‘democratic’ and ‘first rate’—different
from yet on par with a European, ‘aristocratic’ standard of literariness.
Registering how well data practices can represent the nation to itself,
how they can capture aggregate democratic pluralities without submit-
ting them to hierarchizing selectivity, the transcendentalists turned to the
decidedly dataesque poetic of catalog rhetoric to integrate the egalitarian
appeals of data in their literary project. My first chapter traces the am-
bivalences around this integration and the conceptual tensions that it
caused for the then-developing literary field.

Staying with the appeals of catalog rhetoric, this study then zooms in
on one individual figure, Walt Whitman, his formal innovations in lyric
poetry, and these innovations’ ties to knowledge work. It argues that
Whitman—coming to literary writing from a much more general interest
in information practices and continuing to be fascinated by a plurality of
emerging technologies of representation—turned to the lyric in an effort
to ambiguate the boundaries between symbolic forms, between literary
and dataesque textualizations of the world, and between a ‘mere’ storage
of experience and its refinement in literary texts: Only by being thus am-
biguated could the literary host the dataesque storage desires Whitman
invested it with. My chapter explores the formal expression of these
storage desires in Leaves of Grass, and it traces their role in Whitman re-
ception, as critics fought to contain them and to fix the Whitmanian am-
biguities around the data-literature divide in strictly literary terms.

The third debate this study focuses on is another well-established site
at which US culture negotiated the outlines and ambitions of literature,
especially so regarding its political efficacy: abolitionism. The abolition-
ist movement found it difficult to effectively represent the full scope of
slavery in ways that would overcome the hardened factionalism around
the matter. Data, which projected an air of objectivity and of fact-driven,
cool deliberation in face of heated national controversy, promised to re-
solve this impasse. While the abolitionist movement’s function as an en-
gine of textual innovation is widely recognized, its reliance on data has
found only limited attention yet. Reading abolitionism’s more broadly ac-
knowledged use of the sentimental mode, its impulses toward realism,
and its reliance on serial writing as ‘datafying’ strategies of denarra-
tivization, my third chapter identifies a nexus between the abolitionists’
reliance on data for political argument and their use of these three liter-
ary dispositions. Data’s displacement from the literary, I argue, here par-
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allels the ‘minoritization’ of these dispositions, their dismissal as ‘sublit-
erary,” and their relegation to the fringes of the literary.

Finally, a fourth cluster steps outside of the main time frame of this
study. Using an extended, reflexive coda, I pull together three academic
debates over the role of data in literary studies at the end of the nine-
teenth century, the middle of the twentieth, and the beginning of the
twenty-first. In each of these three historical moments, controversies
over the value and validity of data-driven, quantitative methods served
to express conflicting visions of literary studies’ potential and responsi-
bility to be a socially invested, ‘democratic’ discipline. Indeed, as the fi-
nal chapter will show, American (literary) studies keeps revisiting the
data-literature divide, explicitly or implicitly, whenever the field’s disci-
plinary workings appear to be in need of revision, or, more pointedly,
whenever its disciplinary identity is called into question.

All four of the debates that are at the center of this book’s four chap-
ters are deeply familiar to scholars of American studies; all four have
played an important role in the evolution of the discipline; and all four
gain additional depth when seen against the backdrop of the data imagi-
nary. In all four of these debates, US culture negotiates the outlines of
the literary by turning to the foil of data. Moreover, and more specifi-
cally: In all four of these debates, the data-literature divide constitutes a
(so far under-acknowledged) master trope by way of which US culture
negotiates literature’s relationship to society. This may seem paradoxical
at first. After all, within the logic of the data imaginary, it is data, not lit-
erature, that effortlessly integrates with matters of society and that is
uniquely suited to capture social totalities and to ‘objectively’ reflect the
‘facts’ of reality. But in all this, of course, data competes with literature,
and this competition animates the boundary between the two. The data-
literature divide, then, becomes an important site at which literature’s
role vis-a-vis society and its political valencies are being fought out and
articulated both in competition to and in dialog with the representational
aspirations of data. Many of the texts investigated in this study borrow
representational strategies from data, or they make dataesque appeals.
Often they obfuscate the boundary between literature and data. Often
they do so while they themselves, or the critics discussing them, insist
on this boundary’s absolute, nonnegotiable clarity and solidity. This then
ties in with another core finding: In how data and literature each get in-
vested with contrasting meanings, functions, and aspirations, the data-
literature divide comes to express a tension between a number of egali-
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tarianisms, which cluster around data, and a number of elitisms, which
cluster around literature. This is not to say that data is egalitarian, or that
literature is elitist. Rather, it is to say that within the project of represent-
ing the young nation to itself, US culture encountered conflicting desires
—for refined, artistic excellence and for simple, unmediated egalitarian
representation—and the data-literature divide provided one location, and
one conceptual framework, in which these conflicting desires could be
spelled out.

1.2 Context: Fringe Literariness, Print Culture Studies, and Media
History

In its interest in the contours of the literary and in these contours’ evolu-
tion in the nineteenth century, this study joins a recent, ongoing wave of
revisionist, historicist work in American studies. This revitalization of
historicist inquiry has been building over the last fifteen or so years, it
follows after and at times contrasts itself to the New Historicism, and it
has at times thus been “called a ‘third wave’ of historically inflected
American studies scholarship (Werner 172). Work in this vein revisits the
formation of literary culture in the nineteenth century, it asks for the
concrete material and discursive conditions by way of which US culture
“became bookish” during romanticism and after (Piper 3), and it aims to
reconsider how this process played into the social and political national
consolidation of the young republic.

I characterize this swell of recent historicist work as revisionist
among other things for how it disrupts a well-established narrative about
the relationship between print, literature, and nation, which is still circu-
lating powerfully in the academy and in the popular imagination. In this
narrative, a “coherent and connected print culture” in the early nine-
teenth century provides the ecosystem for a textual and, consequently,
literary culture from which a similarly coherent national identity then
emerges (Loughran xviii). In this traditional view, it is shared narratives,
circulated widely and uniformly in a coherent print sphere, that end up
tying together the nation; it is the “coherent narrative shape” that turns
the “the inchoate ideas of the American people” into an effective, foun-
dational “national myth” (Arac 24). This view is often deeply convinc-
ing, and it has indeed been widely popular for a long time. It is easy to
see why. Such loose adaptations of Benedict Anderson’s 1983 Imagined
Communities are attractive to scholars in the humanities, and in literary
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studies in particular, for how they endow literature with social relevance.
They are attractive culturally for how they invest the emergence of the
nation with the teleological drive of narrative. They align the ‘imagined’
in Anderson’s “imagined communities” with the kind of imaginative
work narrative fiction does, and they align a formal quality, cohesion,
that they see in both narrative and literature with the same sense of cohe-
sion that they identify in print culture and with the one that they envision
as characterizing the nation. Put differently, in the traditional accounts,
in which American national identity flowers from the rich soil of a co-
herent literary print culture, the formal properties of this print culture as
well as the formal properties of the young republic’s nationalism come
to mimic the formal properties of narrative: The cohesion of the print
sphere and the cohesion of the narratives it circulates come to beget the
cohesion of the nation.

Many of the recent, revisionist accounts of the relationship between
literature and society, between print culture and national identity, break
with this paradigm in a number of important ways to “destabilize ossi-
fied beliefs within American literary studies” (Gordon 534). Among
other things, these studies tend to focus on the fragmented, disorderly
quality of the nineteenth century’s textual ecosystem, thus characterizing
it not so much as a homogeneous realm primarily of literary production
but as a highly heterogeneous, fractured, chaotic information landscape
full of conflicting, contradictory impulses at textualization that only
seem meaningfully directed toward a shared national identity in hind-
sight. The image of the print sphere that these newer studies paint, in
other words, is one characterized by fragmentation and information
overload—too much material circulating in too incoherent a form to jibe
with the earlier accounts.

It seems fitting that this revisionist view, invested in the incoher-
ences and pluralisms of print culture and gaining traction in the first
decades of the twenty-first century, emerges after the apogee of the nar-
rative turn. It seems similarly fitting that it takes place at another “transi-
tional” moment for print culture, a moment similarly marked by a sense
of informational incoherence, of information overload, and of a loss of
(grand) narrative coherence in culture; a moment in which print fully
“goes digital” and in which “the transformations of print culture two
centuries ago take on a new urgency” (Gordon 536). It is similarly un-
surprising yet equally worth noting, finally, that this view draws its cru-
cial impulses from academic fields that are in themselves located on the



Introduction 19

outer boundaries of literary studies and that have only marginal stakes in
proving the social and political efficacy of literary narrative: media his-
tory, science studies, information studies, book history, and others.

Trish Loughran’s seminal, 2007 monograph on The Republic in Print
exemplifies several of these aspects well. Written as a “partial and [dis-
ciplinarily] hybrid endeavor, joining history, literature, and cultural the-
ory in equal parts” (xxiii), the book aims to challenge the dominant view
in which “America began [...] ‘in print,”” when a nation of “readers and
writers [...] organize[d] themselves collectively through the institutions
of a thriving print culture.” Working against this view, Loughran turns to
the “numberless fragments and piece-fictions from which the United
States literally produced itself” (xviii). Rather than in the cachet of liter-
ature and the coherence of (literary) narrative she is interested in the ef-
fects of the loose, the fragmented, and the inchoate. In thus shifting
perspectives, her emphasis on “produced” here is characteristic. As she
asserts, she is interested in, “quite literally, [the] issue of building” and
the “essentially material business” of textuality (xvii), a programmatic
emphasis that serves to counter the lure of the literary as it exerts itself
in more traditional studies of nineteenth century literature. After all, her
book, despite all its historicist thrust, stays firmly invested in the role of
text in culture, and it constantly has to work against ingrained narratives
of the importance of (long-form) literary texts and narrative cohesion.
Challenging the existing accounts as “ahistorical, a postindustrial fan-
tasy of preindustrial print’s efficacy” in forging a coherent national nar-
rative, she thus uncovers instead a plurality of “local and regional
reading publics scattered across a vast and diverse geographical space,”
an information landscape in which “fragmented pieces of text circulated
haphazardly and unevenly” (xix). In many ways, her account suggests,
the publishing environment of nineteenth-century America was much
closer to our current moment of data-driven ‘filter bubbles’ and frag-
mented, siloed and tribal micro-audiences than to the Andersonian,
1980s vision of a (still fairly) coherent nation held together by the circu-
lation of (still fairly) coherent national narratives.

Phrased more narrowly in the disciplinary terms of American studies,
then, the current wave of historicist inquiry is revisionist not least in
how it turns to decidedly ‘nonliterary’ materials and practices to revisit
and remap the canonical outlines of the literary. Earlier revisionist work
in American literary studies had made its impact on the field by studying
and rehabilitating presumably ‘subliterary’ genres of writing, texts that
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had been excluded from the canon as inferior in literary value, often by
way of structural discrimination against their authors. This new wave of
revisionist work, in turn, frequently focuses on forms of textual produc-
tion that sit on the fringes of the literary altogether. It thus follows “what
[Bruno Latour] calls a strategy of deflation—to look, that is, for more
mundane phenomena”: “documents,” rather than the “more elevated
uses of text, as in ‘the literary’”—as Lisa Gitelman theorizes this interest
in the nonliterary printed matter, be it historical or contemporary, in one
of her studies (Paper 5; 6). In this sense, Peter Stallybrass’s work on a
printer’s “little jobs” of broadsides and other single-sheet work (315), or
Matthew P. Brown’s discussion of the role of “the massive production of
broadsides and blank forms” for the development of print culture are
fairly extreme yet somewhat characteristic examples of this trend (228).
Both engage textual materials that are about as far removed from literary
aspirations as a printed work can be—artifacts of information culture,
resonating with the bureaucratic not the bibliophilic, and yet neverthe-
less testifying to the “subjective life of their users” (229). In somewhat
more moderate terms, work such as Jared Gardner’s volume on early
American magazine culture turns to miscellaneous fictional texts and
their circulation in the periodicals of antebellum culture to identify, in
these presumably lesser texts, “a consistent and radical attempt to revise
and reimagine the function of literature and the role of the editor in the
new republic” (6). And Meredith McGill’s groundbreaking and influen-
tial study on the “culture of reprinting,” of course, follows a similar in-
terest in those apocryphal, small, highly mobile texts, circulating as
“cheap reprints,” that so far have failed to register in literary studies for
their mundane, quotidian quality (American 1). All these studies em-
brace the fringe quality of their materials, and they typically do so by ac-
centuating qualities of mass production, mass circulation, and high
mobility—all of which are more closely associated to the information
practices and cultural imaginations of data than to the literary. These cul-
tural imaginations of data are an aspect I will return to in section 1.4 be-
low.

In many cases, this revitalization of historical inquiry and this inter-
est in the fringes of the literary then occasions not only an expansion of
the archive to include materials that had slipped attention so far because
they had been considered too mundane to justify serious study. It fre-
quently also occasions a return to the archive—either in the form of an
actual visit to physical archives in order to discover new materials, or by
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way of new, digital methods that allow for the inclusion of materials that
have been digitized before but that had remained unstudied so far, due to
their obscurity or their sheer mass. In this sense, this “return to the ar-
chive” is “doubly paradoxical in that the new age of archival research is
made possible by advances in digitization” (Gordon 537). In many
ways, it is the massive, indiscriminate digitization of material and its
availability as ‘not literature’—searchable, traversable ‘raw,” perhaps
even ‘big,” data—that enables this new wave of archival work and,
hence, this new vision of literary culture in the nineteenth century: “The
stable, if limited, canon of literary texts in the early twentieth century
and the expanded multicultural canon of the late twentieth century” thus
“[give] way to the new print culture canon of the twenty-first century,”
writes Gordon (537). Undoubtedly, this new fascination with “archival
reading” not only signals a desire for new materials, or a search for al-
ternative critical modalities besides the “two dispensations” that hold
considerable “sway in the [contemporary] humanities: postcritical read-
ing—that is, the urge to rid literary studies of ‘the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion’” on the one side and “distant reading—that is, the machine-based
tabulation of verbal content, where data mining becomes literary mean-
ing” on the other (Brown 229). The emphasis on the material and nitty-
gritty quality of archival ‘field work’ also serves to distinguish and
emancipate this new wave of historicism from the New Historicism’s
embrace of generalization and wide-ranging association.

Another important facet of the iconoclast thrust in this current body
of revisionist studies resides in how these approaches tend to work to
(once more) decenter the author as an organizing figure for literary stud-
ies. At times this impulse stems from—and finds expression in—an in-
terest in the presumably lesser figures of the printer and the editor, and
in the presumably menial work of materially producing, building,
redacting, and reassembling texts. This refocalization also indicates a
shift of emphasis in how textual, even literary, practices are seen: more
as a form of information work and less as a matter of creative origina-
tion. Indeed, these studies’ heightened rhetoric around the materiality of
their objects speaks eloquently of how they engage the ingrained cul-
tural divide between ‘art’ and ‘craft,” and of how they side with the
down-to-earth materiality of print over the, in contrast, ethereal, artistic
qualities of literature (if one subscribes to this dichotomy). It is the ma-
terial, and the material practices of production and circulation, work in
print culture studies regularly asserts, that played at least as much of a
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role in shaping the literary culture of the nineteenth century as the ‘au-
thors’ and their ‘works’ did, and this assertion again often helps compli-
cate the boundaries between more narrowly literary production and
textual production in more general terms. And yet, as much as these
studies emphasize their decentering of the presumably always-already
dead author, figurations of the author here often play a crucial role in
forging an interface between these studies’ intervention and more tradi-
tional literary studies—for example when McGill reads Dickens, Poe,
and Hawthorne as part of her account of the de-emphasized authorship
of the culture of reprinting.

In result these accounts tend to put forward a decidedly systemic
view of literary culture. This view is often not fully spelled out or theo-
rized in detail and instead informs them as a ‘vernacular,” shared theoret-
ical outlook, a /ingua franca of sorts. As such, it brims with allusions to
and resonances with Bourdieusian theories of literature as a “field,”
Luhmannian “systems theory,” or various brands of network- and actor-
network theory. Literary culture, in these accounts’ often tacit frame-
work, is a social configuration of practices, objects, and discourses, that
is not so much created by individual subjects, be they authors, editors, or
printers, as it is generative of different subjectivities. McGill’s reconcep-
tualization of American Literature [as a] Culture of Reprinting, then, is
a prime example for both, the underlying theoretical assumptions and
these assumptions’ mostly tacit nature. Her interest in the foundational
role of “distribution,” “iteration,” and “circulation” heavily relies on fig-
urations of the network, but her study hardly ever refers to networks ex-
pressis verbis, mentioning only sporadically “the material (but often
invisible) social networks across which books travel” (4dmerican 6). The
extent to which her thinking is underwritten by network theory, then,
surfaces primarily in work that builds on hers, such as Ryan Cordell’s
discussion of “Reprinting, Circulation, and the Network Author.” Com-
bining digital humanities methodologies with social network analysis,
his study proposes “the network author as an alternative model of ante-
bellum authorship” that allows foregoing the “author as the central orga-
nizing trope” and that views literary culture as a conglomerate, an
“assemblage” even, of “distinct textual events” (430). Indeed, if these
revisionist studies’ most fundamental revisionary impulse for American
studies lies in their view on literature as a matter (or a practice even)
more of circulation and recirculation of fragmented material in partial,
discontinuous public spheres and less as a result of creative origination
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galvanizing the attention of a cohesive reading public, this view is facili-
tated from the outset by such a conceptualization, tacit as it may often
be, of the literary as a system, a network, or a field.

In reconstructing the fragmented and disorderly information land-
scape that was the nineteenth century’s print culture, many of these revi-
sionist studies choose information overload as a central, disciplinarily
mobile organizing theme. This is true, for example, of Maurice Lee’s
Overwhelmed: Literature, Aesthetics, and the Nineteenth-Century Infor-
mation Revolution, which is firmly situated in literary studies and liter-
ary history but which uses its interest in the ‘“nineteenth-century
information revolution” to re-perspectivize “the literary” vis-a-vis other,
informational knowledge practices in ways that deeply and productively
resonate with this study. Lee accordingly looks at how “the nineteenth
century witnessed an unprecedented proliferation of information that
shaped the content and uses of literature” and how this flood of informa-
tion underwrites the emergence of “the literary” and “the informational”
as two presumably distinct “domains” (4). This act of historicization
triggers him to acknowledge that, “for all the talk of interdisciplinarity,
the information/literature divide,” focalized by his study, “remains pow-
erfully ingrained” (5). A focus on information overload also facilitates
work that comes, as it were, from the other side of the disciplinary di-
vide and that self-identifies as media history, such as Ellen Gruber Gar-
vey’s Writing With Scissors: American Scrapbooks from the Civil War to
the Harlem Renaissance. Garvey is interested less in the emergence of
the category of the literary and more in the media practices that readers
in the nineteenth century turned to in order to stem the flood of informa-
tion they were faced with. Readers at the time, she argues, “felt inun-
dated by printed matter as cheap newspapers [...] constituted a new
category of media: cheap, disposable, and yet somehow tantalizingly
valuable, if only their value could somehow be separated from their
ephemerality” (Writing 3-4). In these accounts, ‘information,” introduced
via the notion of ‘information overload,” thus emerges as a shared inter-
est of this revisionist bent of literary studies, of media history, and of
science studies (cf. Rosenberg, “Data” 17; A. Blair), and these accounts
often use the concept in ways similar to how my study employs the con-
cept of data. Indeed, Lisa Gitelman and Virginia Jackson accordingly
characterize the nineteenth century as that “important moment when the
concept of information—{a] close relative of data—finally emerged in
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something like its present form, as the alienable, abstract contents of an
informative press” (10).

1.3 Method: Reading Through the Data Imaginary

Situating my study inside this ongoing wave of revisionist, historicist in-
quiry into nineteenth-century US print culture does not only determine
its disciplinary location, as described above. This positioning also has a
number of methodological implications for how I proceed. I will use the
following pages to explore these in greater detail.

As it is with many of these newly revisionist studies, my systemic
view on the literary is informed by Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘field’
and ‘field formation’ and, to a considerably lesser extent, by Luhman-
nian notions of systems theory. The latter’s value lies merely in how it
emphasizes the tendency of socio-cultural systems to spawn subsystems
marked by a relative autonomy and by their contradistinction to other
subsystems. Seen thus, literature and data historically emerge as “partial
systems” of modern, “functionally differentiated societies.” As Robert
Holub’s discussion of this theory’s import for literary studies puts it:
“[W]ith the advent of modernity, literature [is] accorded its own sphere,
and its connections or overlaps with other spheres [are] severed.” In
other words, as data practices gain prominence in the nineteenth century,
the task of simply storing information, storing experience, gets relegated
to these practices while the ‘literary system’ gains increasing autonomy.
“[L]iterature as an autonomous or ‘autopoietic’ system [...] excludes for-
mer functions of literary works,” leaving the mere storage of experience
to data (Holub 148). Like newer, more extensive frameworks, such as
Actor Network Theory, this view de-emphasizes the role of individual
actors in bringing about the cultural transformations it describes—an-
other aspect that dovetails with my own analytical outlook and my inter-
est in more broadly discursive developments.

The Bourdieusian perspective, in turn, adds another aspect to my
study. It is particularly helpful for how it focalizes the economies that
drive such processes of differentiation, core among them an economy of
cultural capital. As I will repeatedly show throughout the following
chapters, conflicting value economies are perhaps the most important
source for the powerful ambivalences that emerge at the data-literature
divide. In the loosely adapted form in which it has come to thrive in the
humanities, Bourdieu’s framework thus informs this study in its entirety,
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but it is most explicitly evoked in chapter 2, where I discuss Fuller’s
“American Literature” as an extended act of field formation that oper-
ates by imagining a lack of (American) literature in face of an unprece-
dented abundance of writing and publishing in the US (beginning on
page 86). Even there, however, I am not interested in developing, or
even in lengthily spelling out, a full-fledged theory or in engaging in an
extended discussion of Bourdieu’s (or Luhmann’s) framework. This
study is, after all, not one about the applicability of a specific theory but
one about a number of social and cultural developments as they inform
the outlines of the literary. It is a study not in literary theory but in (a
historicist branch of) literary studies.

Like many publications in this ‘third wave’ of revisionist, historicist
literary inquiry, this study, too, has a somewhat ambiguous relationship
to the figure of the author and to its role as a “central organizing trope”
in literary studies (Cordell 430). My overall interest is in the data imagi-
nary’s role for the evolution of a particular form of literariness, and I
thus conceptualize the emergence and increasing ossification of the data-
literature divide as a cultural, discursive development, which clearly
works to de-emphasize the role of individuals and individual authors. At
the same time, many of my readings are in fact organized around indi-
vidual works by individual authors. This may seem like a contradiction,
but it is not. After all, I am using the author figure merely to forge an in-
terface between cultural developments and literary history. This is most
clearly visible in chapter 3, which is organized around the representative
desires of Walt Whitman and which includes a full section (3.2 starting
on page 134) on his biography. It does so, however, not to get at who
Whitman really was but to work against the tendency, dominant in a lot
of traditional (and traditionally author-centric) Whitman criticism, to en-
gage in evaluative, aesthetic criticism.

Two other moments of ambiguity, then, are worth addressing here,
not least because they are closely related: One is the role of ‘nation’ in
this study. The historical rise of data and of data practices was, in fact, a
decidedly transnational phenomenon, with many examples underscoring
the extraordinary mobility across national borders of data sets, of data
practices, and of actors in early data-driven forms of knowledge work
(cf. Schulten). This transnational quality makes the history of data an
ideal subject for transnational inquiry, and both transnational American
studies’ rise to a “generally accepted and widely used methodology”
(Hornung and Morgan 2) and the tendency in revisionist, historicist
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scholarship to reconsider nineteenth-century print culture as “regional in
articulation [but] transnational in scope” (McGill, American 1) would
have suggested such a line of inquiry. This study, however, striving to
unsettle a particular, preexisting, dominant narrative about ‘the literary’
in American studies, engages this narrative by questioning not the na-
tional boundedness but the presumably unambiguously ‘literary’ repre-
sentational desires of those authors that are traditionally, canonically
associated with the emergence of US national literature. In other words,
it joins transnational American studies’ attacks on long-standing myths
about national literature, but it does by asking about literariness, not na-
tionhood.

For the same reason, my selection of case studies and of authors is
‘canonical’ in all the problematic meanings of the word: it lacks texts by
authors of color, and it somewhat over-represents men. Again, this im-
mediately follows from how this study engages the field of American
studies. Even today contemporary revisionary accounts still work
against the notion, deeply ingrained in the field’s vision of itself, that the
“American Renaissance” is best described as a flowering of “Art and
Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman,” as the subtitle of
F. O. Matthiessen’s foundational study has it. By discussing Emerson (in
chapter 2) and Whitman (chapter 3), and by focusing on how their work
mobilizes and reflects forms of “[e]xpression” that are decidedly not
“[a]rt,” my study joins these efforts. It, again, does so not by unearthing
or drawing attention to the contributions to American literature by mi-
noritized actors, as more classically revisionist accounts would do, but
by problematizing the category of the literary as these towering author
figures have come to represent it. For what it is worth, my readings of
Margaret Fuller, of Harriet Beecher Stowe, and of Sarah and Angelina
Grimké reflect my attempt to offset the male bias in the traditional canon
whenever doing so was possible within the confines of my larger argu-
mentative trajectory (sections 2.3, 4.4 and 4.3, respectively). The
Grimké sisters, however, are also an example of how the disparagement
of data-driven knowledge work, its characterization as less valuable than
artistic origination, frequently aligns with structural forms of discrimina-
tion, how some “romantic and racialized characters” come to be seen as
“stand[ing] outside informational modernity” (Lee, Overwhelmed 5),
and how certain forms of enormously taxing, crucial knowledge work
are considered intellectually inferior in terms that are often gendered (cf.
Garvey, Writing 240; Golumbia 12). The book they produced together
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with Theodore Weld, American Slavery as It Is, is even today often re-
ferred to as “Weld’s book.” In any event, the most explicit discussion of
gender and data in this study happens in my section on Lucius Sherman
and Willa Cather (section 5.2, especially the subsection starting on page
335), where I probe into the tensions between two different, colliding
liberatory projects of social mobility—one about gender and one about
class, one aligned with literariness and one with data-driven inquiry—
that end up in a seemingly irreconcilable deadlock in deeply problematic
yet richly suggestive ways.

Perhaps most poignantly, however, this study joins the current wave
of revisionist scholarship simply by way of its main argumentative and
analytic thrust: the question for the outlines of the literary, which it per-
spectivizes by engaging it through the lens of the data imaginary. After
all, bearing witness to how nineteenth-century Americans struggled to
proclaim the democratic potential of literature in light of data’s egalitar-
ian appeals, or to how they attempted to keep ‘storage’ an aspect of ‘the
literary’ against powerful trends to separate the two, quickly ends up
complicating core questions of American studies. It unveils, for exam-
ple, that “the emergence of American literary narrative,” the consolida-
tion of fictional prose narrative as US literature’s dominant genre, and
the concomitant narrowing of the term ‘literature’ (Arac 2), happened
alongside and in synchronicity with the increasing cultural presence of
data and with the containment of dataesque representational desires in a
realm of their own.

In another, more extensive example, reading nineteenth-century
American literature through the data imaginary also spotlights how, even
within prose narrative, the rise of data came to accompany structural re-
alignments such as the minoritization of a number of individual prose
genres—their disparagement as too popular or too much aligned with
mass audiences to count as literature proper. I discuss these develop-
ments in more detail in chapter 4 (starting on page 244), when I look at,
e.g., serial writing and sentimentalism as literary ‘dispositions’ that end
up being thus minoritized. As I will show, this process is closely tied to
their narratively depleted (or: denarrativized) quality—a quality that
does in fact align them with the symbolic form of data. These moments
of synchronicity take on an additional layer of meaning if one conceptu-
alizes narrative as a symbolic form that competes with that of data, a
framework I will unfold in more detail in the following section. While
previous discussions of data and narrative (or of database and literature)
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have thus cast the two as “enemies” or as “symbionts” (Hayles, “Narra-
tive”), my interest in the cultural negotiation of the boundary of litera-
ture and data prompts me to be interested more in the dynamic processes
of contrast and conversion that happen in the liminal border area be-
tween the two. This allows me, for example, to reconceptualize aboli-
tionism’s investedness in serial and sentimental writing as a ‘republican
reading practice’ precisely because it engages this boundary zone: Both,
the more openly dataesque abolitionist date gathering projects and the
narratively depleted genres of prose narrative train readers to convert
non-narrative material into a narrative form and vice versa. In this exam-
ple, the much-discussed political efficacy of prose narrative in American
culture, a core scene of American literariness that American studies re-
turns to again and again, undergoes a crucial revision. As my study ar-
gues (particularly so in section 4.2), it is not merely the power of
narrative that allowed abolitionist texts to do cultural work; it is also
these texts’ readiness to engage the liminal boundary between data and
literature, and their willingness to keep crossing this boundary together
with their readers, that makes these texts politically powerful.

This book’s interest in the evolution of the contours of the literary
also impacts the selection of primary texts in other ways: A number of
these texts stand, in one way or another, on the fringes of the literary.
Both Margaret Fuller’s “American Literature” and Ralph Waldo Emer-
son’s “The Poet” are at least as much texts about literature as they are
literature (cf. sections 2.3 and 2.4, respectively). Similarly, both Stowe’s
A Key to Uncle Tom's Cabin and Weld, Grimké, and Grimké’s American
Slavery as It Is are examples of texts that formally test the boundaries of
the literary as it is commonly understood (cf. sections 4.3 and 4.4). All
four, at the same time, orient themselves toward questions of literari-
ness, and all four, as I will show in detail in the respective chapters, en-
capsulate rich debates about the outlines of the literary.

This book’s interest in the evolution of the literary vis-a-vis data also
prompts me to look into the role the (evolving) discipline of literary
studies has played in contouring literariness, and into the role the sym-
bolic form of data has played in the underlying processes of field forma-
tion. This prompts me to repeatedly take a decidedly meta-reflexive
stance, most extensively so in chapter 5, an extended coda that steps out-
side of the time frame of the bulk of this study to probe into three differ-
ent inflection points in the history of American literary studies—points
in which the discipline turned to the data-literature divide in order to ne-



Introduction 29

gotiate its own modus operandi and its relationship to society. It simi-
larly informs a longer reflexive passage in chapter 3, where I use a
methodological excursion into the digital humanities, a data-driven read-
ing of all seven major editions of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, as an oc-
casion to meditate on the epistemic desires of traditional literary studies
vis-a-vis those of the digital humanities. A heightened awareness for
how the discipline of literary studies is complicit in bringing about the
object, literariness, that I am interested in, however, also triggers me to
approach a number of pieces of ‘secondary literature,’ literary criticism
and literary studies scholarships, from a position that is best described as
a hermeneutic of suspicion, asking for example for how Whitman criti-
cism has participated in exactly the kind of boundary drawing between
literature and data, between “Song” and “Inventory” that the poet’s lyri-
cism sets out to subvert (section 3.3).

Understanding criticism as a discourse that participates in enunciat-
ing my object of study and that is thus potentially complicit in bringing
about the very dynamics I intend to study, simultaneously creates certain
sympathies between my own project and a recent wave of ‘critiques of
criticism.” I phrase this as carefully as I do because my own reading
practice is not at all fittingly described by the registers typically associ-
ated with this “postcritical” wave (Felski, Limits 12). By and large, this
book does not feature “surface readings” (Best and Marcus) or “repara-
tive readings” (Sedgwick 123, cf. pages 368 and 378 for a discussion of
these critical modalities). In fact, my readings here overall are quite
solidly anchored in a ‘symptomatic,” close-reading tradition: They try to
tease out, again and again, those moments of ambivalence that, I claim,
point to underlying tensions in my texts, and to the strenuous work these
texts do in order to keep literature and data apart. And yet, there are two
locations in which these sympathies for a post-critical disposition show:
One is my attention to and appreciation of the visual quality with which
some of my texts operate an aesthetic of the datacsque—for example by
arranging textual material in tables. In encountering such instances, |
have repeatedly decided not to describe but to reproduce these forms.
After all, there are visual modes of communication here, and decidedly
visual pleasures, that I want to relay not by analyzing or critiquing them,
thus transcribing and containing them in the limitingly linear logic of
(critical) narrative, but by reproducing these print surfaces in all their
suggestiveness.
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The same holds for other visual elements in this study that, at first
glance, seem to sit uneasily with a literary-studies methodology and in-
terest. My quantitative, data-driven reading of Leaves of Grass is a case
in point: It largely consists of a discussion of twelve charts, some of
which serve a more narrowly argumentative, critical purpose (e.g. Fig.
12, 14, 15, and 16). A subset of these charts, however, is meant not pri-
marily to argue but to translate one aesthetic experience, which Whit-
man’s literary project here pursues, into a different aesthetic and
experiential register. The goal therefore is to make, for example, the per-
mutations of lines in Leaves of Grass visually experienceable in addition
to reading them in a critical fashion (cf. Fig. 10, Fig. 11, or Fig. 8). In
the same spirit I have at times included visualizations of the structure of
the more unwieldy and critically lesser-known primary texts (e.g. on
page 263). Again, my intention here was not only to make it easier for
my readers to understand the structure of the texts I discuss but to ac-
knowledge, not just in words but in deeds, the “limits of critique” (Fel-
ski)—or the limits of critical articulation in linear, cohesive textual
atusform, to spell things out more narrowly. The same impulse also in-
forms a digital companion to this study, online at www.data-
imaginary.de/companion, that contains animated and interactive versions
of some of these charts, thus acknowledging the value of the ludic as an-
other register, next to the visual and the narrative, of experiencing that
section’s analytic work.

Indeed, writing about different symbolic forms, about different
modalities of representation, and about the limitations of the linear, nar-
rative form—which is not only the dominant mode of US literature but
also the dominant mode of academic argument—necessarily leaves its
traces in different places of one’s work. One of these is the overall struc-
ture of this study. It is not meant to suggest a teleological progression, an
increasing unfolding of the data imaginary over time despite these chap-
ters’ loosely chronological order. Rather, each chapter is designed as a
comparatively self-contained investigation into one debate or set of de-
bates, each coming with an extensive discussion of the contexts it
evokes, the existing scholarship on these contexts, and the methods em-
ployed. Arranged more as individual excursions, like petals on a flower
(cf. Fig. 1 on page 7), the chapters reprise individual themes and aspects
—the catalog, denarrativization, massification, and so on—and they
strive as much for the cohesion of iteration, of massification, or of net-
working as they do for linearly unfolding a point. The graphical index I
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have included in the (verso) margins of these print pages thus is another
expression of this study’s attention to different symbolic forms. It is
meant not (only) as a gimmick, and not just as a nod toward the nine-
teenth century’s fascination with indexes and indexes of indexes, or to-
ward Whitman’s vision of a “World Index” (Rosenberg, “Early” 9; cf.
also page 158). It is also meant as a constant material, visual reminder of
the limitations of the linear form, and as an invitation to think about this
study not just as offering a cohesive, narrative argument that unfolds
from the first to the final page (which, of course, it also does), but as a
‘collection’ of, or a ‘container’ for, multiply interlinked thoughts, con-
cepts, and words (which, of course, it also is).

1.4 Data and the Data Imaginary

The increasing institutionalization of digital methodologies in academia
over the last two decades, and the widespread acknowledgment that dig-
itization is fundamentally altering societies, cultures, and senses of self
and community, has led to an increase of academic research into the his-
tory of data and to a raised awareness that this history begins before the
arrival of computers. Over the past few years, a vibrant and rapidly
growing, interdisciplinary body of scholarship has thus started to emerge
that identifies data as a ‘pattern’ or ‘form’ of modernity (Nassehi).
American studies—understood as a culturally inflected branch of liter-
ary studies and therefore as invested, as it were, in ‘form” and in society
—is in a unique position to add to this.

However, detaching the form, data, from the physical device we
most immediately associate it with, the computer, comes with risks, and
a number of studies on the cultural presence of data before the computer
indeed “go too far” in positing “continuity” (Lee, Overwhelmed 7). They
take on a certain formulaic quality as they look into the mirror of histori-
cal inquiry to discover, always pleasantly surprised, in nineteenth-cen-
tury information practices not just ancestors to but versions of our
contemporary ones. No doubt: it is possible to argue that one can trace
the beginning of the information age to the Sumerians, or to the six-
teenth and seventeenth century, or to the nineteenth (cf. Groes). And
there certainly is value in looking at the telegraph as a “Victorian Inter-
net” (Standage), or in acknowledging that “Whitman’s vision is also
Google-like in its understanding that the interests of others determine
what becomes interesting” (Freedman 1598). In all these cases, contem-
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porary experiences with data operate as a metaphor. In the rediscoveries
of contemporary practices in past ones, in the realization that ‘they’ were
not so different from ‘us,” applying a contemporary concept to under-
stand a past one is enlightening. It is also, almost always, grossly distort-
ing. Acknowledging the pastness of the past, my interest in this study is
considerably more historicist. After all, data and data-driven practices
did enjoy a marked cultural presence long before the computer, and this
presence, in all its historical specificity and alterity, is crucial for under-
standing both: the emergence of a distinctly American notion of literari-
ness, that this book is focused on, and the forms of modernity that form
its backdrop.

This twin impulse—to acknowledge the cultural presence of data be-
fore the computer and to value historical alterity—informs my terminol-
ogy and my framework for thinking about data in the nineteenth century.
In thus historicizing data, my intention here, as throughout this study, is
to think about shifts in the technologies for processing data—the inven-
tion of the Hollerith machine, the introduction of transistors, the popu-
larization of personal computers—neither as mere continuity, which
would mean assuming an identity between ‘their’ practices and ‘ours,’
nor as a chain of periodizing ruptures that mark stages teleologically
leading up to data as we know it. Instead, my intention is to use ‘data’
and its growing cultural presence in the eighteen-hundreds as one of
those “points in time and imagination” an attention to which can “set
many forms of American speech in motion, so that different forms [...]
can be heard speaking to each other” (Marcus and Sollors xxiv). In this
sense, my interest in data as a symbolic form and in the history of data
as a set of social practices constitutes a focalizing lens, not an interest in
itself.

1.4.1 What is Data (and When)?

In the sense in which it matters for this study—as a particular form of
storing and transmitting experience that is tied to distinct practices and
that is capable of spawning individual socio-cultural institutions—data
increasingly emerges in the early eighteenth century, as statistics grow
increasingly refined and gain traction. Philosopher of science lan Hack-
ing traces these developments in particularly rich terms, noticing how
the increasingly widespread application of statistics led not only to a
sense of “statistical fatalism” but to a decline of determinism and con-
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comitant rise of probabilistic thinking at the beginning of the nineteenth
century.' It was then that statisticians discovered that probabilities can
emerge from large data sets, and that they are remarkably stable for large
sample sizes, an effect they referred to as the “law of large numbers.”
Paradoxically, giving up on strict notions of determinism, on tightly-
knit, cohesive logics, allowed for new, seemingly looser, probabilistic
laws, that were even more stable than deterministic ones precisely be-
cause they did not prescribe rigid cause-effect patterns but mere correla-
tions of probability.”

Hacking’s work matters for this study not least for how it establishes
a relationship between wide-ranging changes in consciousness and what
he calls an “avalanche of printed numbers” manifesting in a “flourishing
trade in numerical facts” among professionals and amateurs (Hacking,
Taming 2; viii). Honing in on another one such change in consciousness,
Hacking notes that statistics, the data application par excellence, are in-
timately tied to the (imagination of the) nation state. Statistics are, after
all, the science of the state, all the way down to the etymology of the
word. In this sense, the data practices of statistics are inextricable from
the practical, political act of counting and accounting for the citizens,
and from establishing modern, biopolitical regimes. At the same time, in
how they facilitated accounting for masses of citizens, they speak of a
related but more abstract epistemic desire to account for masses and
multitudes. In any event, these statistical practices paved the way for
thinking about people in the aggregate, as classes.’

1 “Statistical fatalism” describes the sense the mortality rate ‘prescribes’ the
number of deaths with inescapable certitude. Hacking writes: “If it were a
law that each year so many people must kill themselves in a given region,
then apparently the population is not free to refrain from suicide. The de-
bate, which on the surface seems inane, reflects increasing awareness of
the possibilities of social control, and implications for moral responsibil -
ity” (Taming x).

2 This rethinking of determinism is indeed similar to theories of big data,
which tend to value correlation over causation. I will return to this point a
few pages down (42).

3 Hacking asks: “[W]ho had more effect on class consciousness, Marx or the
authors of the official reports which created the classifications into which
people came to recognize themselves?” (7aming 3). As Hacking explains,
statistics are tied to the emergence of the biopolitical control regimes of the
modern nation state not least in how they enable new notions of normalcy
and deviance. Cf. also Bouk.
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As Hacking suggests, and as John Durham Peters spells out in much
more detail, the simultaneity between the rise of the nation state and the
rise of statistics is indeed no coincidence, and his reference to Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Communities underscores how close his account is
to my interests here:

The scale of the modern state presents its managers and citizens with a
problem: it is out of sight and out of grasp. It must be made visible.
Anderson (1983) quite brilliantly argues that modern nation states are
“imagined communities.” He shows how novels and newspapers, whose
flowering as forms of communication coincides with the rise of modern
states in the eighteenth century, provided some of the means by which
people could envision a vast community of fellow nationals all
intimately linked at a distance. [...] Statistics, like newspapers, novels,
and encyclopedias, have the aim of representing entities too large for an
empiricism based on the individual’s senses. They are a tool for
rendering the invisible visible, for making that which one could formerly
only imagine into something factual and manageable. (Peters 14)

All four, novels and newspapers as well as encyclopedias and statistics,
thus afford their readers what Peters calls “panoramic vision.” They give
a glimpse at a totality otherwise unthinkable, and this puts readers in a
“curious position. They know something that they can never experience
for themselves. [...] Statistical data (information) are of course gathered
by mortals, but the pooling and analysis of them creates an implied-I
that is disembodied and all-seeing” (15). For an Americanist, it is almost
impossible to read these lines and not think of Emerson’s similarly dis-
embodied and all seeing “transparent eye-ball”—and to wonder more
fundamentally about how data here quite unexpectedly modulates the
juncture between romanticism and the nation state.

However, in the US even more so than in other countries, the middle
of the nineteenth century is not just a time in which data-driven methods
of representing reality gain in traction. As Philip Fisher points out, look-
ing at the middle of the nineteenth-century, the period of national con-
solidation and the lead-up to the Civil War, brings to the fore “the power
of rhetorics, incomplete dominance of representation, and the borrowing
or fusing of successful formulas of representation” (xv). By engaging
the rise of the data imaginary in the context of the literary, my study is
interested in data precisely as one such “formula of representation” that
was indeed borrowed, fused, and adapted in the socio-textual struggles
of the time. As a formula of representation, it is marked by a number of
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qualities, and four of these are particularly relevant to my study. All four
contrast data with narrative, an aspect I will return to in more detail in
the next subsection. For now, I will first describe each of these charac-
teristics of data in the briefest terms possible:

Most consequentially, data typically consists of information that is
discontinuous and that is not bound together by linear logics of causal-
ity. There is no internal, cohesive logic to a collection of data points
other than that they presumably all represent a reality that is external to
them. This is most easily understood if one thinks of data as mere num-
bers, but data does not have to be numerical and many of the examples
in this study are not. Even these examples, however, often contain data
that is discrete. That is, it reflects categories rather than continua; when
data is used to represent a continuum, it breaks up this continuum into
(potentially many) categories. Much of data’s ability to abstract from the
concrete stems from this discrete quality, the representation of continua
by way of categories. I will repeatedly use the term “morselization,”
borrowed from the work of Ellen Gruber Garvey, who in turn takes it
from Geoffrey Nunberg, to refer to the process of breaking up cohesive,
narrative accounts of experience into discrete particles that, in conse-
quence, are more mobile, more accessible, and that more freely com-
bine.

Precisely because it does not follow an internal logic of linear,
causal, cohesive development, data is, secondly, typically optimized for
random, arbitrary access. After all, data collections are usually not read
from beginning to end. Encyclopedias, one possible example of such a
collection, order information not by semantic proximity but by alphabet,
and population tables, another example, order their content not in ways
that are meant to create suspense, to generate a semantic surplus, as it
were, but to reduce ambiguity and improve access. As these examples
show, efficient, random access can be implemented by how data is
stored—and tables, nineteenth-century precursors of today’s digital data-
bases, are a prime example of that. It can also be achieved by adding in-
dices to otherwise linear storages. In fact, nineteenth-century
information workers were fascinated by the representational possibilities
of indices and meta-indices, envisioning ways in which all information
might be made accessible by such indices of indices, or even a world in-
dex (cf. page 158 below). In any case, the storage of data typically fore-
grounds access in ways that accentuate and exploit the material’s
morselized quality.
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Similarly, because it is not organized by linear causality, data is well-
suited to handle incompleteness. A collection of data does not stop mak-
ing sense when the ‘beginning’ is missing or when it is overall sparse. In
fact, not least because data is usually discrete, one might argue that it is
inherently incomplete. The turn to data thus, in almost all cases, entails
the acknowledgment that knowledge is always incomplete and expand-
able, a shift that is structurally similar to that from deterministic laws
(that try to account for every occurrence) to probabilistic ones (that try
to account for many) in statistics. As Miles Orvell points out, “one of the
key patterns” nineteenth-century US culture was fascinated with were
forms that facilitated the “containment of an infinitely expandable num-
ber of parts in an encompassing whole.” He identifies this principle at
work in the encyclopedia, but also in “the gallery, the panorama, and the
exhibition hall” (342). The Dewey Decimal Classification system, intro-
duced in 1876, is another prime example of such a system the central in-
tellectual innovation of which was its ability to be infinitely expanded—
which paradoxically entails recognizing that any given collection is and
will continue to be incomplete.

Finally, all these qualities speak to data’s aggregative drive toward
massification. In data collections, more is usually better, not least be-
cause there is the assumption that the entries in a data collection are all
potentially flawed samples of reality: measurements that merely approx-
imate the real. In this logic, adding more samples allows for averaging
out the individual data point’s individual defects. Data, in this sense, is
emphatically not about any one individual data point, imagined, for ex-
ample, as crystallizing meaning in particularly illuminating a way, but
about the massification of such points so that the individual matters less.

1.4.2 Data and/as Symbolic Form

All four qualities listed above can be characterized as contrasting data
with narrative, and Lev Manovich makes exactly this point in what is
likely the most widely referenced discussion of data in literary and cul-
tural studies. In his 1999 “Database as Symbolic Form,” he draws on Er-
win Panofsky’s Perspective as Symbolic Form to claim that “database
and narrative are natural ‘enemies’”—two fundamentally conflicting

modalities of capturing, storing, and relaying experience.* They are “en-

4 Manovich’s use of the term “database” is so similar to my use of the term
data that I will use the two interchangeably throughout.
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emies” because “each claims an exclusive right to make meaning out of
the world.” In this view, narrative is marked by how it superimposes or-
der on events, it “creates a cause-and-effect trajectory of seemingly un-
ordered items,” while “database represents the world as a list of items
which it refuses to order” (85). This distinction is crucial to Manovich’s
take on the matter, but it also underwrites more broadly anthropological
understandings of narrative. Indeed, the claim that “man [sic] is in his
actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, essentially a story-telling
animal” (Maclntyre 216; cf. W. R. Fisher 7), so crucial to the narrative
turn, rests on exactly this understanding of narrative as a fundamental
way of making sense of the world by ordering it; by, in other words con-
ceptually subjecting it to narrative’s “cause-and-effect trajectories.”

Manovich’s references to Panofsky’s “symbolic form” remain rela-
tively vague, and Panofsky’s text does little to narrow down the term’s
meaning in ways that are productive for such a cultural studies (or: new
media studies) perspective. As Manovich uses ‘symbolic form,” and as I
use it in this study, it constitutes an additional register of classifying sig-
nificatory practices in addition to the more established ones of medium,
genre, or mode. A symbolic form is one way of “mak[ing] meaning,” of
capturing, storing, and transporting experience that is easy to confuse
with—but that should be understood as independent of—medium. In
fact, because different media afford some symbolic forms more readily
than others, we tend to think of shifts in symbolic forms as shifts in me-
dia, which they are not. In consequence, a number of discussions of
changes in modes of signification in nineteenth-century culture that read
these changes as related to medium could easily and productively be re-
phrased as being about changes in symbolic form.

As Manovich further explains by drawing on the “semiological the-
ory of syntagm and paradigm” first spelled out by Ferdinand de Saus-
sure and generalized by Roland Barthes, the symbolic form of narrative
foregrounds the syntagmatic connection of individual items, events,
characters, or formal features, which are thus fully present in the artifact
at stake, and it keeps their paradigmatic alternatives absent as mere po-
tential, something that could have been chosen but was not:

Particular words, sentences, shots, or scenes that make up a narrative
have a material existence; other elements which form an imaginary
world of an author or a particular literary or cinematic style and which
could have appeared, only exist *virtually.” Put another way, the database
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of choices from which narrative is constructed (the paradigm) is implicit;
while the actual narrative (the syntagm) is explicit. (89)

The situation is inverse when experience is stored in a database. Now
the paradigm, the full plurality of material is explicit, present all at once
for ‘readers’ to interactively choose from, while the narrative that can be
constructed from this material is implicit, only latently present as one of
many, similarly latent, unrealized possibilities.

Throughout, Manovich here understands “traditional” narrative as in-
herently linear, a view this study also follows (87). This is obviously not
to suggest that narratives are always told in linear fashion. In fact, they
rarely are. In narratological terms, the “narrative discourse” of almost all
narratives is marked by analepses and prolepses, to name just the two
most common devices of nonlinearity in storytelling (Abbott 16).
Rather, it is to point out that the symbolic form of narrative so much
turns on causality, order, and the meaningful, syntagmatic cohesion of
individual events that it projects an underlying logic of linearity. It as-
sumes a world at least potentially ‘in order.” Accordingly, Manovich’s
use of the term “traditional” here is not to distinguish, say, realist narra-
tives from the presumably less traditional (post-/)modernist ones. In
terms of fiction writing, both movements have tended to produce “tradi-
tional” narratives, which project an underlying, identifiable, and mean-
ingful order of events even if the “narrative discourse” in which these
events are relayed might obfuscate this order, and even if some of the
more avant-garde versions of (post-/)modernist storytelling might test
the boundaries of the narrative form. The counterpart to “traditional nar-
rative,” as Manovich understands it, is the “hypernarrative” or the “in-
teractive narrative”—terms he uses to describe cultural artifacts, such as
the database, that, in their material construction, do not offer a single
narrative but a range of materials from which “users” (rather than ‘read-
ers’) can then construct different narratives of their own.’

5 The most intuitive, popular example for such a hypernarrative structure
may be the video game, which allows players to construct multiple narra-
tives, each ordered in linear fashion but each different from the others,
from a single source. Another one is the choose-your-own-adventure book.
For a discussion of these two, along with ‘mind-twist movies,’ as all imple-
menting a “ludic textuality” and as thus situated in between the symbolic
forms of narrative and play, cf. Schubert. For a related argument that pits
the nonlinearity of, say, modernist storytelling against the nonlinearity of
texts that require material interaction, cf. Espen Aarseth’s remarks on what
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Manovich develops his view in the context of new media studies,
and his primary interest is in how contemporary, often interactive, often
visual new media installations are able to foreground database principles
by letting viewers choose from a database of material they present. In
his view, the postmodern moment marks, finally, database’s (tentative)
triumph over narrative—the (tentative) endpoint in an epic struggle rag-
ing between these two forms for millennia. This assertion is shaped by
Manovich’s characterization of database and narrative as fundamentally
oppositional: “two competing imaginations, two basic creative impulses,
two essential responses to the world” (92). Judging from its reception in
other scholarship, one core appeal of Manovich’s framework indeed
seems to be this binarism it projects.® Even though he at one point warns
that “database and narrative produce endless hybrids” (92), scholars us-
ing his framework have again and again been drawn to and have chosen
to uphold this structuring binary opposition.

This study, in turn, is more interested in the dynamic processes of
contrast and translation that happen in the border zone between database
and narrative. It recognizes the appeal of Manovich’s distinction and the
value of his theorization of database and narrative as symbolic forms,
but it also recognizes the ahistorical thrust of a framework built on a
Manichean distinction between two fundamentally oppositional realms.
Accordingly, I use Manovich’s basic setup to ask for the cultural and
more narrowly textual processes by way of which material travels be-
tween these two symbolic forms, and for how the differences between
these forms are shored up, invested with cultural meanings.” On the one

he calls “ergodic literature” (1). Whereas both Schubert and Aarseth here
position ‘play’ as a counterpart to narrative, I will regard the lyric as an-
other symbolic form that borders narrative but is different from it further
down in chapter 3 of this study (127).

6  One example that is particularly pertinent for this study is Ed Folsom’s dis-
cussion of the relationship between Whitman and database (cf. page 135).
Folsom uses Manovich’s original opposition of narrative and database as
two enemies, to which N. Katherine Hayles replies that the term should be
“natural symbionts” rather than “natural enemies”—a shift in terminology
that changes the affective charge of the relationship but that conspicuously
leaves the two forms’ categorical alterity in place (“Narrative” 1603).

7  This particular view heavily draws on the conceptual work done by the
narrative liminality working group, a research network funded by the Ger-
man Research Foundation (DFG). This is true of the more general focus on
the borders rather than the ‘heartlands’ of narrative forms, for the interest
in the consolidation or transgression of these boundaries, but also for the
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hand, this simply acknowledges that the symbolic form of database, of-
fering an archive of paradigmatic materials, affords or even invites inter-
actions that reap from this collection individual, meaningful
manifestations: Data only begins to matter once it is engaged, translated,
not least, into narrative form. Such translation can also involve other
symbolic forms. Manovich already points to the ludic, arguing that many
computer games can be regarded as databases of characters and events,
and that they thus invite players to engage them ludically (83). Similarly,
visualizations of data can take an intermediary position between the
‘raw’ data and its narrative meaning, often suggesting some interpreta-
tions of the data more than others.

On the other hand, my interest in troubling the border between data-
base and narrative stems from how I adapt Manovich’s framework for
this study. I do so primarily by understanding broadly his notion of data-
base to regard ‘data’ as a symbolic form, a shift more in emphasis than
in substance, and by contrasting it not with ‘narrative’ but with what 1
call ‘the literary.” With this, I do not mean to suggest that narrative and
literature are synonyms. Rather I mean to draw attention to the fact that
the cultural institution of literature was constructed in opposition to the
symbolic form of data and to the cultural institutions that this latter form
spawned. Literature, in its modern, institutionalized form that increas-
ingly gained contours in the nineteenth century, was imagined as differ-
ent from, or even as incompatible with, data, and the rise to dominance
of narrative genres in this conception of the literary, especially in the
US, might be one effect of this contrast.

Finally, in order to thus focus not on database and narrative as two
warring symbolic forms, but on the cultural processes of negotiation that
take place in the border zone between them, I regard a given artifact’s
allegiance to these forms as gradable rather than absolute. A text may
thus be dataesque, ludic, or narrative to varying extents. The importance
of such gradability surfaces in my frequent use of adjectives rather than
nouns (characterizing artifacts as dataesque rather than characterizing
them as data or databases) and in my use of nominalized adjectives (‘the
dataesque,” ‘the literary’) rather than nouns (data, literature) whenever
possible.

use of a vocabulary borrowed mostly from postcolonial studies to think
about these liminal areas in-between symbolic forms (cf. Herrmann et al.).
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1.4.3 The Rise of the ‘Data Imaginary’

My inquiry into data’s role in shaping the contours of the literary in
nineteenth-century America, and my interest in data as a symbolic form,
then, does not attempt to simply identify (trans)historical formal proper-
ties and reading these through the critical lens of a contemporary techno-
logical terminology. Rather, this study acknowledges that, in the
nineteenth century as much as today, data matters for how it mobilizes
cultural imaginations: how people think about data, how they think
about their world through data, what they associate with this form, and
what representational desires they express through it. Data, in this view,
matters for the cultural work the symbolic form does, and this cultural
work is being afforded by its formal qualities, but it is in no way exhaus-
tively explained by them.

It is this loose web of historically contingent, grown, cultural mean-
ings, associations, and investments that the term ‘data imaginary’ is
meant to capture. While the main goal of this book is to explore the con-
touring of literariness—a process that I regard as one facet of this cul-
tural work of data—doing so will also compel me to map the data
imaginary as a cultural presence in nineteenth-century America. I will do
so by querying, again and again, into the cultural investments and repre-
sentational desires my individual primary texts express as they draw on
data as a form.

As I will thus show in more detail throughout this study, the data
imaginary is a site of deep-seated ambivalence that continues to this day.
On the one hand, data is frequently associated with a bureaucratization
of society, and with the “control revolution” in ‘Western’ societies
around the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth century (Beniger).®
Here, the sense that data, by way of its formal qualities, thrives on mas-
sification and aggregation and that it thus diminishes individualism turns
it into a potent cultural signifier, a unifying trope for bringing together
critical sentiments regarding large-scale social organization, mass cul-
ture, and those panoptic control regimes that are based in a distinction
between normalcy and deviance. This critical stance has surged in the

8  To James Beniger, the nineteenth century was marked by a fundamental
crisis of control, in which the explosive growth of productivity overloaded
established feedback and control mechanisms and new information tech-
nologies were needed to make sure that information flows could keep up.
Cf. also Nicholas Carr’s description of this crisis (193).
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last two decades for a range of cultural and historical reasons, particu-
larly so in the humanities and in social circles associated with them (see
5.4 for a more in-depth discussion of this take on data as a crisis dis-
course), but its roots obviously reach back into the nineteenth century.
After all, the very terms in which this discourse phrases its rejection of
data—as rationalist, as utilitarian, as technocratic, as oriented toward
mass rather than toward the individual, and so on—deeply resonate with
romantic critiques of modernity.

This critical discourse has as its mirror image a more positive one
that, too, continues to enjoy great cultural currency. David Golumbia, in
his Cultural Logic of Computation sardonically refers to this positive vi-
sion of data as an “upbeat ‘democratization of information’ discourse
(5), and this phrasing already gives away one of its key features: The
positive vision of the data imaginary turns on the association of data
with democratic egalitarianism and with informational transparency. In
its current incarnation, this surfaces in the claim that big data marked the
“end of theory,” in the tenet that “information wants to be free,” or in the
recent popularity of data-driven journalism, to name just three exam-
ples.’ This discourse, too, has its roots in the nineteenth century, where it
is underwritten by the opposition between democracy and aristocracy. In
this view, data’s formal properties, its foregrounding of mass and its
equalitarian uniformity, are seen to correspond to the egalitarian ideals
of (direct) democracy, both metaphorically and literally. This association
is further boosted by the naive sense that data reflects reality plainly and
objectively, that it delivers ‘pure facts,” as opposed to narrative whose

9  In an article in WIRED in 2008, Chris Anderson argued that in the age of
big data, information “at the petabyte scale” made increasingly “obsolete”
the scientific method to “hypothesize, model, test.” In place of the scien-
tific method’s assumption of laws of causal interrelatedness, “dimension-
ally agnostic statistics” sufficed: “Correlation supersedes causation, and
science can advance even without coherent models, unified theories, or re-
ally any mechanistic explanation at all.” On “information wants to be free”
and hacker ethic, cf. Rockwell and Berendt. On data journalism, and partic-
ularly on its genealogical roots in Progressivism, in turn-of-the-century so-
cial science, and in its “mania for ‘data collection’” cf. C. W. Anderson (2).
On this general stance, note Gitelman and Jackson’s observation that the
“very idea of objectivity as the abnegation, neutrality, or irrelevance of the
observing self turns out to be of relatively recent vintage. Joanna Picciotto
has recently suggested that ‘the question raised by objectivity is how inno-
cence, traditionally understood to be a state of ignorance, ever came to be
associated with epistemological privilege’” (4; cf. Picciotto 1).
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internal logics and emotional valencies more readily allow for manipu-
lating distortions. In this view, narrative can easily cross over into both
‘ideology’ and fiction, but data presumably cannot.

Views of data as a particularly democratic form thus turn on (and
further culturalize) an epistemic bifurcation in which facts and opinions
form a binary. For democracy to work, this logic dictates, citizens must
be able to agree on facts, expressed by data, and they must be willing to
tolerate differences in opinion, which are more narrative—based in but
different from facts/data. It is this connection between data, democracy,
and objectivity that facilitates a plethora of positive associations around
data. It draws a straight line from the abolitionists’ use of data to argue
against slavery simply by exposing it “as it is” (cf. section 4.2, and page
235 and following in particular) to social reportage and data-driven
muckraking journalism of the Progressive Era all the way to contempo-
rary forms of data journalism.

With early data applications, such as statistics, reaching back further,
the middle of the nineteenth century thus constitutes a key inaugural mo-
ment in the history not so much of data, which is older, but of the data
imaginary as we know it. Geoffrey Nunberg accordingly points out that
it was then that the meaning of “information” fundamentally changed,
taking on its “abstract sense” as a substance of its own (111). This shift,
Garvey summarizes Nunberg’s argument, transforms information from
being seen as “the productive result of the process of being informed to
a substance that could be morselized and extracted in isolated bits”
(“Facts” 91). A similar observation is made by James W. Carey, who
credits the telegraph with achieving, for the first time, the separation of
“communication from transportation” (3), thus making it possible to
imagine pure information as a kind of substance, data, that can be sent
through wires. Encapsulated in these shifts in the meaning of the words
‘information’ and ‘communication,” then, is the acknowledgment that
the middle of the nineteenth century saw the emergence of a newly
imagined, immaterial yet tangible cultural object: abstract information,
which was detached from its material carriers and from specific circum-
stances, which was characterized by its morselization and standardiza-
tion, which was remarkably mobile, and which thus formed a substance
in its own right. It is here, in this reification of information as an ab-
stract, immaterial ‘thing’ that exists independent of its carrier media, that
the data imaginary begins to truly take shape.
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Fig. 2: Emma Willard's Temple of Time

Fig. 3: Increasingly Troubled Linearity in Adams s Chronological Chart

Fig. 4: Spatializations of Time in Peabody’s Chronological History
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Many accounts of these historic processes favor a mechanistic, teleo-
logical base-superstructure model in which technological change di-
rectly triggers conceptual transformations, and Carey’s link between the
telegraph and this reification of abstract information is a prime example
of this. However, as intuitively convincing (and as well-established) as
this line of thinking is, a look at the broader print-cultural context in
which these changes took place in the mid-eighteen-hundreds compli-
cates such straightforward models. Countless examples suggest that the
symbolic form of narrative was undergoing considerable strain at the
time, perhaps because ever-increasing flows of information as much as
an ever-growing, ever-diversifying, and ever-integrating society brought
its limitations to the fore: As much as narrative’s cause and effect chains
excel at making meaning of the world, as much as narrative thrives on
creating coherence, the form does not capture multifaceted informational
plurality well. Both visual and textual artifacts and practices at the time
illustrate how early information workers struggled with this problem,
and how they were looking for novel ways to store information differ-
ently so that it retained its rich, open, suggestive incoherence to some
productive degree.

Experimental visualizations of history exemplify this particularly
well, even though history, of course, is a genre of information that would
lend itself well to narrativization. Artifacts such as Emma Willard’s 1849
Temple of Time (Fig. 2), Sebastian C. Adams’s 1876 Chronological
Chart of Ancient, Modern and Biblical History (Fig. 3), or Elizabeth
Palmer Peabody’s 1856 Chronological History of the United States
(Fig. 4) give ample evidence of attempts to ‘recount’ history in nonnar-
rative form.' In these accounts, the distant past, of which little is known
and which is relayed in myth, often appears orderly, the sparseness of
events lending itself well to project linear progressions onto them. The
present, however, with its masses of information, grows increasingly
muddled, not yet contained and perhaps uncontainable in linear narrative
without discarding most of its specifics. Marked either by a vivid visual
sense of chaotic informational excess or by an excessive ordering in
highly abstract terms, these charts’ decision to opt out of the linear form
signals a crisis of narrative triggered by an overabundance of informa-
tion. In how these books and broadsides spatialize information in more

10 Many of these accounts were produced for educational purposes and often
came with elaborate instructions on how to read them and how to use their
denarrativized form for interactive, gamifying learning activities.
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than one dimension, they reflect a growing sense that there is simply too
much to know and too much to relay for it to be contained in simple, lin-
ear, narrative form." These visual responses to information overflow are
often visually appealing, but they are troubled in terms of their effective-
ness, expressive more of a problem than of a solution. In a slightly dif-
ferent context, Hacking speaks of a “silly season” and “a zany
intellectual ferment,” a “whole series of conceptual confusions, false
starts, and crazy responses” (“Nineteenth” 455), and these terms apply
equally well to many of these attempts at nonlinear visualization. The
nineteenth century did indeed have its beautifully silly seasons as it
searched for representative formulas and forms that were less constrict-
ing than the narrative one.

Even in a more narrowly textual and less visual realm, nineteenth-
century US culture at the time kept experimenting with and searching
for representative formulas that were decidedly nonlinear and nonnarra-
tive and that instead capitalized on a new and growing fascination with
morselized, mobile, nonlinear information. Prime examples among these
are almanacs, scrapbooks, and journals. Almanacs, loose, heterogeneous
collections of diverse materials comprising entertainment and instruc-
tion, were the most widely circulating of the three, and they enjoyed ex-
plosive popularity at the time. They typically contained calendars and
astronomical data, “weather prophecy” (K. Anderson 10), lists and ta-
bles with ‘useful information’ from measurements to court dates, a wide
variety of other practical and instructional information, often along with
short pieces of narrative fiction, poems, or songs. Many of them also
contained blank pages to be filled by the readers, thus capitalizing on the
interactive appeals of this fragmented form. Often geared toward a rural
or lower-class audience, almanacs were part of an important and mas-
sive body of popular, mass-produced, and nonliterary reading materials
that crucially aided cultural integration and nationalization.'

11 Cf. also the nineteenth-century discourse on daguerreotypy and on how the
excess of detail captured by a daguerrotype was contrasted against the
(welcome) informational depletion of a painting in which only those ele-
ments remained that were intended by the artist. In these early photo-
graphs, the information overflow of massified detail certified lifelikeness,
but it also diminished artistic value. See page 138 below for more on this.

12 Cf. Zboray, who, in a chapter on “Numeracy, the News, and Self-Culture,”
notes that literacy in the young republic was high, but that the use of read-
ing skills was clearly classed: especially middle and lower classes were ex -
pected and encouraged to read nonfiction, instructive literature and to
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Scrapbooks emphasized interactivity even more, encouraging their
‘readers’ to cut out newspaper scraps and collage them on their blank
pages for future reading. In several publications on the topic, Ellen Gru-
ber Garvey describes this practice of curating newspaper scraps as the
creation of a ‘pre-computer’ “database,” arguing that the morselizing
process of cutting out these shorter fragments freed them of their bound-
edness, both contextual, logical and material, and that it transposed them
into a form that was optimized for random access and information re-
trieval.”® This, Garvey contends, constituted a “new mode of understand-
ing [that] might be called informatic” (“Facts” 99). Scrapbooking indeed
thrived in the nineteenth century, doubly signaling a moment of informa-
tion overflow: the information readers encountered in newspapers was
too varied and too voluminous to be stored as is, and printing had be-
come so cheap, and paper-based information so widely available, that
readers could afford to throw away the largest part of it.

Finally, the practice of journaling flourished in US romanticism and
among the transcendentalists in particular. As a form of life writing, the
journal celebrated an associative, fragmentary style in which experi-
ences were not submitted to a coherent order, integrated into a single
narrative, but instead stood side by side in loose assemblage. In this

“[cultivate] habits of numerical analysis” that, for example, moved “the
farmer [...] from a qualitative to a quantitative appraisal of life.” The kinds
of data reading that Zboray summarizes under the term ‘numeracy’ were
meant to advance the “embourgeoisement” of rural and lower-class popula-
tions (Fictive People 124). This shift toward “a quantitative appraisal of
life” is also documented in Koenen, who identifies another genre of decid-
edly nonliterary reading and writing—Tlate nineteenth and early twentieth
century mail order catalogs—as contributing to the “extension of modern-
ization, Americanization, homogenization and consumerism to the Mid-
west” (205). Koenen’s revisionist interest in the role of consumer culture in
print here dovetails with my own revisionist inquiry in the role of nonliter-
ary texts.

13 Garvey also characterizes newspaper clipping services as early database
providers (Writing 242). Cf. also the related practice of Grangerizing, the
practice of expanding books by adding other print material to them, at
times by rebinding them and almost always by ripping apart other books to
obtain the material to insert. In a discussion of Grangerizing, Michael Ma-
covski points out that the eighteen-hundreds saw a “propensity for annota-
tive forms, such as marginalia and prefaces,” an “increasingly dialogic and
overtly interactive nature of textual praxis during this era” (146; 147). Ma-
covski ties “the era’s passion for collecting in general—and for book-col-
lecting in particular” to a larger Romantic desire for collecting (146).
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sense, the journal was a “multitext in search of form,” as Leonard
Neufeldt writes. This “search of form,” he adds, is also expressed in the
“many metaphors” writers like Henry David Thoreau resorted to in order
to describe their journalizing, among them “gleaning, harvesting, gather-
ing, collecting, throwing together, storing, preserving, and [...] antholo-
gizing,” all verbs that express a desire to store rather than to order
experience (120). Thoreau for his part insisted that “[m]ere facts and
names and dates communicate more than we suspect” (239), thus high-
lighting the wvalue of morselized, nonnarrative information. And
Lawrence Buell summarizes the more broadly transcendentalist storage
desire: “[T]he journals of Emerson, Thoreau, and Alcott—Ilike much of
Transcendentalist writing—aspire to an encyclopedic quality, to take in
the whole range of human experience, which inevitably they fail to do”
(Literary 279). 1 read these three textual practices, almanacs, scrap-
books, and journaling, as dataesque for how they opt out of the linear,
syntagmatic logic of narrative and instead foreground the paradigmatic
storage of individual, morselized pieces of information.

These new visual and textual forms were certainly facilitated by de-
velopments in print technology and by a cheapening of print as “print-
capitalism” (B. Anderson 52) flourished in the US, but they took place
in and gained their cultural traction from a larger socio-historical and
cultural context that prized data and nonnarrative, dataesque principles
of representation as uniquely suited to textualize the young nation. After
all, the confluence of national expansion and improving networks of
communication meant that Americans were not only growing more di-
verse, regionally, socially, politically, but that they also became more
aware of these internal differences. As Patricia Cline Cohen observes, al-
ready in the first decades of the nineteenth century Americans felt that
“statistical thought offered a way to mediate between political ideas
based on a homogeneous social order and economic realities that were
fast undermining homogeneity.” In Cohen’s view, a “compulsive” ten-
dency to count and measure had existed even earlier, but now “the com-
piling of figures and facts became [...] the common mode of reportage
that both reflected and promoted a novel way of thinking about society
and state” (35). Democratic aspirations to mediate between different po-
litical factions and the patriotic project of asserting a national identity
here went hand in hand:
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Inventories of descriptive facts about society were touted as providing an
authentic, objective basis for ascertaining the common good. Complete
possession of the facts, it was hoped, would eliminate factionalism and
allow government to rule in the best interest of the public. Further,
collections of social data were thought to constitute the proper scientific
proof that the new experiment in republicanism did indeed benefit all
citizens. (35)

The visual and textual examples above illustrate this increased fascina-
tion with a “[c]omplete possession of the facts” and their “collections.”
As my readings further down in this study will show in greater detail,
the later decades of the century doubled down on these ideas, as cultur-
ally salient texts kept “reflect[ing] and promot[ing]” this novel way of
thinking about nation and society by way of data.

In fact, throughout the nineteenth century, Americans undertook
widespread efforts to popularize the use of data and to turn it from a
“learned specialty” into a popular practice. As Daniel Boorstin writes,
“[o]ne by-product of democracy was an unprecedented popular diffusion
of statistics” and a “new kind of number consciousness [that] captured
the public mind” (188). Again, four brief examples can shed some addi-
tional light on this.

One such example is the Statistical Atlas of the United States regu-
larly published by the Department of the Interior. It not only contained
tabular, numerical “descriptive facts about society” (Cohen 35), but it vi-
sualized these data collections either by entering them into geographic
maps or by coming up with novel visualizations, techniques of display-
ing data many of which are still in use today. In their orderly aesthetic,
these graphics visually make tangible a national body the immensity of
which would otherwise have been hard to fathom and the complexity
and diversity of which was certainly out of the reach of narratives (cf.
Fig. 5). Data here was marshaled to help imagine the national commu-
nity, and the Statistical Atlas thus served a dual purpose: to perform this
act of national self-imagination, but also to popularize the underlying
data operations and the underlying modes of “quantification and statisti-
cal thinking” (Dorson and Schober 5). As the preface to the 1890 Statis-
tical Atlas concludes, the “presentation of the results of the Eleventh
Census” was meant to “fulfill its mission in popularizing and extending
the study of statistics” (Gannett 3).

The Statistical Atlas was based on the official census returns, and the
decennial census, unsurprisingly, was another important social institu-
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Fig. 5. Sample Illustrations: Employment per State (1870 Census) and
Mortality per Month (1890 Census), Most populous cities (1890 Census)

tion that both expressed and invigorated the link between US national
identity and a growing “number consciousness.” This is true of the early
rounds, when questions over how to count enslaved people and which
questions to include in the survey underscored the political nature of
something as ‘objective’ as a simple head count (cf. section 4.2 for more
on the relationship between the census, data, and abolitionism). It is also
true of later rounds, when the sheer mass of data threatened to outrun the
Census Bureau’s capabilities to process it. Faced with a veritable big data
crisis, the department publicly called for proposals for more scalable
methods of data processing, which led to the invention of the Hollerith
machine.' The machine not only laid the foundation for what would
later become the computer company IBM, it also moved to the center of
widespread public fascination as countless newspaper articles reported
on how “Uncle Sam Has [a] Record Of All His Children” and how “with

14 It seems all the more fitting that this first automated census, which marked
a whole new level in the project of capturing the totality of the nation in
data, is also the one that noted the closing of the frontier (and that was thus
immortalized in Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis). The total
(ac)countability of the national body, this coincidence suggests, entails the
vanishing of the West and of the frontier.
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the help of eminently practical machines [...] some fifteen young ladies
can count accurately a half million of names a day” (“Counting”). These
articles express a profound fascination with mass, with the (ac)count-
ability of the population at scale, and with the possibility of representing
the entirety of the national body by way of a gigantic, electro-mechani-
cally processable collection of data.

However, there is another, even earlier site at which Americans prac-
ticed this link between collecting data and envisioning the nation: mete-
orology. Beginning in the eighteenth century already, keeping weather
diaries was a common practice expressive of an underlying fascination
with observing, collecting, and analyzing data. It was the institutional-
ization and nationalization of the weather service around 1850, however,
that captures the link between the nation and this realm of data collec-
tion particularly well."” Under the auspices of Joseph Henry, the Smith-
sonian Institute began an orchestrated process of gathering weather
information from a network of weather stations, and it compiled this
data into a weather map that was an object of profound public fascina-
tion. Like the statistical cartography of the Statistical Atlas, these maps
indeed offered what Peters calls “panoramic vision,” but they dramati-
cally elevated it by offering near real-time updates. As the Annual Re-
port of the Board of Regents of the Smithsonian Institution for 1858
explains it:

An object of much interest at the Smithsonian building is a daily
exhibition on a large map of the condition of the weather over a
considerable portion of the United States. The reports are received about
ten o’clock in the morning, and the changes on the maps are made by
temporarily attaching to the several stations pieces of card of different
colors to denote different conditions of the weather as to clearness,
cloudiness, rain or snow. This map is not only of interest to visitors in
exhibiting the kind of weather which their friends at a distance are
experiencing, but is also of importance in determining at a glance the
probable changes which may soon be expected. (32)

15 Stanley A. Changnon gives a particularly concise history of the develop-
ment of meteorology beginning with eighteenth-century recordings of
weather data by Benjamin Franklin and others, an early interest in how the
weather might have impacted soldiers in the war of 1812 that “led to the
first organized effort to measure the weather” (206), and a phase of institu-
tionalization and nationalization of the weather service around 1850 after
Joseph Henry had become head of the Smithsonian and began putting to-
gether a “nationwide network of weather stations” (207).
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Looking at the weather map, the visitors to the Smithsonian indeed
“know something that they can never experience for themselves” (Peters
15)—a sense of the weather on a geographic scale that transcends any
individual’s experience. Notably, as the report establishes, a core attrac-
tion of this was not simply knowing about the weather but knowing
about “the kind of weather which [...] friends at a distance are experienc-
ing,” thus using abstract data to indeed imagine community across geo-
graphic expanses.'® Again, this kind of data-driven weather knowledge
was not a so much a “learned specialty” (Boorstin 188) as a broad, pop-
ular occupation. T. B. Maury’s “Weather Prognostics by the People,”
aiming “to explain the entire modus operandi of the national weather-
signal system” (768) to readers of The Galaxy, “one of the more impor-
tant magazines of the period” (Mott, History 33), exemplifies well this
effort at popularizing weather data.

Finally, there is one uniquely US-American obsession with data and
statistics that cannot be omitted from even such a brief review: baseball.
This is even more true considering how well it exemplifies the nexus be-
tween national expansion, data, and narrative that is central to this entire
section. By the 1860s and ’70s, the national league had grown too big
for managers to witness all games first hand. One response to this
growth was the development of “a highly sophisticated means of evalu-
ating players: baseball statistics” (143). As Warren Goldstein explains,
baseball statistics thus marked the modernization of baseball from “a
self-disciplined, fraternal craft into baseball labor, a form of work orga-
nized, directed, and disciplined by a management accountable to a board
of directors” (146). This professionalization and, in a way, bureaucrati-
zation of baseball, however did not limit its popularity or its function as
a signifier of national identity. On the contrary, contemporaries high-
lighted the “systematic and, to a certain extent, scientific” quality of the
game as one factor that made it “such an attractive feature of our Ameri-
can sports and pastimes” (Chadwick 9). Baseball indeed developed a
“tendency [...] toward extremes of quantification” (Guttmann 143; cf.
also Schwarz and Gammons) and this may well be seen “as fundamental
to the game’s preeminence in the nineteenth century” and as one of the
reasons for baseball being the American game par excellence (Goldstein
143). Publications such as Beadle s Dime Base-Ball Player accordingly

16  On the need for “family and friends” who were “separated by wide dis-
tances, engaged in often different economic pursuits, and surrounded by
different communities,” cf. Zboray (“Letter” 31).
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instructed their audiences on how to keep a box score, the canonical
form of reducing a full game to a brief of set numbers, and newspapers
soon began publishing games in this form, as a table of numerical infor-
mation,'” trusting that their readers would then turn these lines of num-
bers back into a more evocative, narrative form in the process of
reading.

In very different ways, all of these examples imagine national cohe-
sion by way of the inherently incohesive form of data. They assume a
deep connection between this symbolic form and the national identity of
the young republic, and one facet of this connection is the often tacit as-
sociation of data with democracy. Moreover, in different ways, all of
these examples turn on a widespread cultural fascination with two com-
plementary processes: the denarrativizing and renarrativizing of experi-
ence—one process that turns reality into numbers, statistics, charts, to
capture plurality in ways that narrative cannot; and one that then turns
these dataesque representations (back) into concrete, narrative accounts
in the process of reading. In how these two processes accentuate the
readers’ agency, their own making-sense of the data, denarrativization
and renarrativization came to form part of the grammar of democracy,
and nineteenth-century Americans celebrated them as they celebrated
the republic. Seen thus, it is impossible to not also see how the represen-
tative powers of data enter into a competition with literature, similarly
imagined as a representative system that could introduce “the expanding
republic [...] to itself” (Loughran 361). Put in the briefest of terms, this
study looks at how this competition played out in individual sites of
such competition.

OO ECOm

We are accustomed to a widespread, culturally ingrained narrative about
the relationship between literature and national identity. In this narrative,
literacy—understood here as the ability to read ‘literature’ in today’s,
narrow meaning of the word—was at the heart of a vibrant, coherent na-
tional print culture that allowed Americans to imagine the community of
the nation. This story has great explanatory power, and even greater ap-

17  In fact, box scores were printed in newspapers earlier, as early as the 1858
article “The Great Base Ball Match” in the New York Herald, but the wide-
spread use of this form came later.
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peal. It is also a story that has met with renewed skepticism in American
studies over the last few decades.

By investigating the co-evolution of literature and data around the
middle of the nineteenth century this study joins a wave of revisionist ef-
forts to interrogate and complicate this account from a literary studies
perspective, a perspective uniquely suited to think about form. It does so
by probing into four different core debates in US culture’s negotiation of
the social role and the political efficacy of literature. In all four of these
debates, data figures as a perceived rival in literature’s aspiration to rep-
resent the nation to itself. It is this perceived rivalry—expressed in at-
tempts either to contrast data and literature or to borrow representational
strategies from data for literature—that plays an important role in defin-
ing, shaping, and articulating the contours of the literary at the time, and
that thus forges conceptions of literariness that are still dominant today.
The notion of a ‘data imaginary’ is crucial for this analytic angle. It fo-
calizes the associations and representative desires the symbolic form of
data was invested with culturally, and it helps understand the data-litera-
ture divide as a deeply contested site fraught with ambivalences: marked
by contradictory desires as to what textual representation and print cul-
ture are supposed to do and how they are supposed to integrate into soci-
ety. Looking at nineteenth-century American culture through the analytic
lens of the data imaginary thus brings to the fore the contouring of the
literary as one important facet of the cultural work that the category of
data does.



2 “America Is a Poem in Our Eyes”: Democratic
National Literature and the Data Imaginary

2.1 Meet the Transcendenta-Lists

“Things, facts, events, persons, days, ages, qualities, tumble pell-mell,
exhaustless and copious, with what appear to be the same disregard of
parts, and the same absence of special purpose, as in nature” (Whitman,
“English”). Thus observes an anonymous reviewer of the first, 1855 edi-
tion of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, honing in on one of the charac-
teristic qualities of the volume, a seeming lack of design and of selection
in the poems’ endless catalogs. The assessment is part of a joint review
of Leaves and Maud and Other Poems by the British poet Alfred Ten-
nyson, published in the same year. It is (re)printed in, and here quoted
from, the 1856 edition of Leaves of Grass; and it was written by Whit-
man himself (Price 59). Notably using a catalog, it expresses a good deal
of (highly strategic and heavily overdetermined) ambivalence about the
catalog form that dominates Leaves, a form that it chastises for an “ab-
sence of special purpose,” thus dismissing it as insufficiently refined to
fully qualify as good poetry; but one that it also, positively in the logic
of romanticism, likens to nature.

In comparing Whitman and Tennyson, the review does not constitute
simply an attempt to lift the former, a hitherto mostly unknown journal-
ist and school teacher with one self-published book on the market, to eye
level with one of the foremost, highly acclaimed contemporary British
poets at the time. Rather, it participates in a complex and extensive ef-
fort by Walt Whitman to manufacture his book’s success through elabo-
rate inter-, meta-, and paratextual performances.” These performances
illustrate the degree to which ‘literature’ here presents itself as already in

18 The second edition of Leaves is notable for its extensive paratextual mate-
rial serving the volume’s and its author’s self-fashioning, and the reprinted
review, originally published in the Phrenological Journal of Whitman’s
friends Orson Fowler and Samuel R. Wells, is part of this. In an extensive
section, called “Leaves Droppings,” the second edition not only contains
real and fake reviews but also, famously, an unauthorized reprint of a letter
Emerson sent to Whitman upon reading the first edition.
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the advanced stages of ‘field formation’: marked by boundaries to other
fields of cultural production and enabled and propagated, among other
things, through self-reflexive textual descriptions of itself. Whitman’s
self-inscription into this emerging field accordingly does two very dif-
ferent kinds of work: it claims for Leaves a quality of literariness, of be-
longing to literature, because it can be discussed in relation to other
pieces of literature whose status and stature are more reliably established
—in this case, the poetry of Alfred Tennyson. At the same time it works
to perpetuate and maintain this field by engaging in a discussion of liter-
ary value, a discursive practice asserting, affirming, and delineating the
field.

Importantly, this demarcation of literariness is facilitated here by an-
other demarcation: that of nationality. By comparing Leaves and Maud,
the review projects the differences between the two texts on classed, po-
litical differences tied to a presumed national character, aristocratic vs.
democratic. Poetry, it claims, “to Tennyson and his British and American
eleves is a gentleman of the first degree, boating, fishing, and shooting
genteelly through nature, admiring the ladies, and talking to them in
company with that elaborate half-choked deference that is to be made up
by the terrible license of men among themselves.” As it asserts about
Tennyson specifically, “[t]he spirit of the burnished society of upper-
class England fills this writer and his effusions from top to toe” (“Eng-
lish”). By thus tying poetic refinement to stereotypes of a decadent, Eu-
ropean aristocracy, the review, despite all its conspicuous ambivalence
about Whitman’s merit, emphatically positions the discussion of these
two poets’ work as a discussion of two competing national literatures,
national characters, and political and social programs; it denies ‘Ameri-
canness’ to Tennyson’s “American eleves”; and it associates the “ab-
sence of special purpose” in Whitman’s poems, their perceived lack of
artfulness, with the young, democratic nation. In doing so, the review
not only bolsters Whitman’s standing. It also taps into a long-running
and loaded discussion its contemporaries will have recognized right
away: the question of whether the United States are at all able to form a
national literature on par with the literatures of Europe, and with British
literature in particular. Inching toward the first centennial of political in-
dependence, cultural independence was still being felt to be tenuous at
best, and writers and critics during the ‘American Renaissance’ vigor-
ously pushed for and agonized over the possibility of a distinctly Ameri-
can national literature. It is this self-reflexive vigor around exactly this
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question, after all, that led F. O. Matthiessen, coining the term in the
1940s, to look for the beginnings of American literature in the 1850s."

In these debates, in reviews and essays, this emerging national litera-
ture-to-come is typically portrayed as being in the process of emerging,
a dim and ambiguous state of half-presence. The review’s ambivalence
—its undecidedness as to whether Whitman’s catalogs constitute a po-
etic success at imitating “nature” or a failure to project any “special pur-
pose”— accordingly mirrors this larger sense of ambiguity regarding the
existence and viability of a genuinely US-American national literature,
different from its European counterparts but on par with them. It is
tempting to read this ambivalence as expressing an ‘actual’ twilight con-
dition, a historical situation in which a distinct national culture was in
the process of forming, half present but not yet fully born. As will be-
come clearer in the following, the critical perspective of this study
prompts me to favor a different explanation: the ambivalence the review
expresses as to the merit of Whitman’s catalogs, as well as the larger
ambivalence around the existence of an American national literature,
point to conflicting ideological constraints, of politics and of art, that it
finds impossible to resolve. In light of these constraints, a ‘democratic
national literature’ can only be imagined as liminal: at once present and
absent, forever in the process of becoming.

Indeed, the review’s acknowledgment, both tacit and explicit, of the
“first-class” quality of Tennyson, his affiliation with the “best of the
school of poets,” displays a telling ambivalence around the “burnished”
qualities and the “dandified forms” of critically acclaimed literary pro-
ductions. In order to engage in a ‘felicitous’ discussion of literariness, an
affirmation of the field, the review apparently has to acknowledge the
formal finesse, the polish, of the British poems; and even in expending
energy to disparage them, it cannot help but acknowledge their standing
as sufficiently elevated as to be worthy of attack. Working to hail a new,
democratic poetry, the review is thus caught between two conflicting
economies of value: politically, it sides with Whitman’s poetic project,
which it forcefully aligns with visions of modernity and democracy; yet
it does so in a framework of literary value in which the ‘feudal” qualities

19 Cf, for example, Matthiessen’s assertion that the writers he investigates
“commented very explicitly on language as well as expression,” coupled
with the observation that “[t]he one common denominator of my five writ-
ers uniting even Hawthorne and Whitman, was their devotion to the possi-
bilities of democracy” (vii, ix).
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of British literature are the norm against which all literary innovation
has to measure up. The review, even as it works to appreciate the raw-
ness of Whitman’s, “as in nature,” ends up praising this coarseness in-
side a system of values that is tilted toward refinement.

It is no accident that the review so decidedly turns on Whitman’s po-
etic catalogs as the prime object of its (faux) criticism, nor that it then
uses catalogs to highlight what it sees as Leaves’s (perhaps questionable
but decidedly manifest) stylistic peculiarity. After all, catalog rhetoric
was central to US romanticism’s project of establishing a US national
literature, which it imagined at once as ‘democratic’ and as being on-par
with European national literatures—the presumed standard bearer of lit-
erariness at the time. Catalog rhetoric, as I will argue in more detail be-
low, held this appeal because of its liminal position in between data and
literature. Notably, catalogs afford both: the paratactic, morselized, mas-
sified, and infinitely expandable storage of discrete information, data; as
well as a stylization, as literary, of this information and of its undercon-
nectedness. In US romanticism’s recourse to the data imaginary, the for-
mer set of (decidedly dataesque) affordances came to be valued as
‘democratic’—promising to store and transmit experience without re-
gard for hierarchies and without any kind of selectiveness; the latter—a
formal complication of the text, a marked deviation from everyday
speech—in turn came to be seen as a moment of literariness.

Notably, the two underlying representational desires, for total, unfil-
tered storage and transmission of experience and for this experience’s
refinement into rare, elevated form, stand in unresolvable conflict—not
because they are in themselves, ontologically irreconcilable but because
they are each made meaningful by value economies that ultimately are
incongruent and that operate not least by contrasting themselves against
one another. As I will argue in detail below, the transcendentalists turned
to the catalog, a device in between literature and data, to resolve exactly
this representational problem. Their use of catalog rhetoric thus fre-
quently points to both: the presence of this conundrum of conflicting
value economies in the young republic’s vision of a national literature,
and the felt need to resolve it in a quest for making this national litera-
ture democratic. Put differently: Catalogs promised to alleviate some of
the evaluative and ideological tensions that made it difficult to imagine a
democratic national literature, and they did so because of their promise
to bridge the widening chasm between literature and data. My readings
below will consciously seek out moments in which catalogs are em-
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ployed to this effect, and it will focus on those moments in which this
effort fails. After all, it is in these moments that the boundary work
American culture engaged in around literature and data becomes most
starkly visible.

This chapter thus explores a site of particularly poignant, conspicu-
ous self-reflexivity—of literary authors talking about the literary; a site
at which, in envisioning a future national literature, in reflecting on its
literary value and its democratic appeal, and in elaborating on their own
role in witnessing or furthering its eventual emergence, the transcenden-
talists engaged in a discourse that aimed to bring about the object it pre-
sumably only wanted to describe. To be clear, saying this is not to
suggest that the transcendentalists founded American literature and to
thus reproduce the logic by which the early phases of American studies
associated this small, elite group (mostly) of white men with the ‘birth’
of US national literature. Quite on the contrary, it is to focalize the com-
plex, wide-ranging, and stylized performative acts with which this group
advanced a particular understanding of literariness and of national litera-
ture—in ways that eventually secured their own, favorable role in it. In
consequence, the processes of field formation, which form an important
conceptual background to this study throughout, become visible in this
chapter with particular poignancy. After all, the primary texts I will read
below spend considerable energy on shoring up two highly elusive
boundaries: that of the nation and that of literature, and they justify one
border by way of a recourse to the other. This process is a key element
within the larger cultural enterprise of demarcating and validating litera-
ture as a social and cultural institution in its own right in the US at the
time.

The following pages will engage these questions in three larger sec-
tions: an extended conceptual discussion and two primary text readings.
In the opening, conceptual section, I will first unfold this study’s under-
standing of the relationship between catalog rhetoric and the symbolic
form of data to make two interrelated points: One, that the transcenden-
talists’ fascination with the poetic catalog resonates with their more gen-
eral interest in knowledge practices and encyclopedias, and, two, that
there is considerable formal overlap between how catalogs operate and
how data does. Looking at the poetics of catalog rhetoric, I will then po-
sition catalogs as an emphatically liminal device, situated between liter-
ature and data and affording both the storage of information, and the
formal stylizing of such storage. Closely reading some catalogs, and
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some existing catalog readings, I will argue that this liminality shows in
how poetic catalogs invite radically different forms of readerly engage-
ment: a superficial skim reading, a skipping-over the particulars, as one
does when browsing data sets for information, and a ‘paranoid’ form of
close reading in which any aspect of the catalog is able to signal an artis-
tic will to form. This liminality, I will show in a final subsection, also in-
forms the culturally ingrained perception of catalogs as a decidedly
‘democratic’ form of textuality. Beginning in the nineteenth-century and
continuing all the way to contemporary criticism, catalog rhetoric’s re-
fusal to select or to order its items hierarchically has come to be seen as
symbolizing democracy. This association has been used to explain cata-
log rhetoric’s success in US romanticism, but it is also, as I will show, a
deeply conflicted one.

Building on these conceptual considerations, the chapter’s second
section will then focus on a single primary text, Margaret Fuller’s 1846
review essay “American Literature: Its Position in the Present Time, and
Prospects for the Future.” In it, Fuller hails an American literature to
come by rejecting the existing texts as either insufficiently American or
insufficiently well-written, frequently collapsing these two criteria into
one another. Not least in terms of genre—a critical, canonizing discus-
sion of other authors’ texts’ worthiness of being called ‘literary’ or
‘American’—the essay vigorously engages in the boundary perfor-
mances of field formation that I am interested in throughout this study,
and in this chapter in particular. I thus use a first subsection to discuss
these processes in greater detail. In Fuller’s view of the fraught state of
American national literature, the forces of the market and the resulting
need for popular, commercial success keep holding back the develop-
ment of an independent American literary style that can compete with
that of Europe—which leads her to sympathize with a system of aristo-
cratic tutelage. This obviously is a problematic point to arrive at, less
than a century after political independence has been achieved. As I will
argue, Fuller’s contention that American literature does not yet exist but
is on the cusp of being born thus constitutes an attempt to evade an ideo-
logical double-bind of sorts: burdening the envisioned US national liter-
ature to-come with the irreconcilable demands of being both
democratically egalitarian and literarily excellent, she cannot imagine it
as anything but potentiality. It is in light of this conflict, then, that her
essay turns to catalog rhetoric, and I will read two of her catalogs in de-
tail, devoting one subsection to each, to explore this dynamic further. In
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both cases, catalogs mark key moments in her essay, moments at which
she ascertains the potential for America to produce great literature, but
in which this potential nevertheless continues to be fragile, threatened,
insecure, and, of course, unrealized.

Finally, I will use a third section to read Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
“The Poet,” an essay that both describes and performs a new, transcen-
dentalist literary practice. This practice, Emerson imagines, will result in
the founding of an independent US national literature that is not only on
par with but that surpasses its European counterparts. The text never
uses the word ‘democracy,” but it is deeply invested in envisioning liter-
ature, and language more generally, as inherently democratic. I will ac-
cordingly use a first subsection to explore this Emersonian vision of
democratic language in more depth, and a second subsection to link this
vision of democratic language to the data imaginary. As I will show,
Emerson’s notions of language as transparent, as morselized, and as
massifiable all resonate with the symbolic form of data, and with the
representational desires this form is typically invested with. These reso-
nances, in turn, again point to the extent to which the dataesque came to
be associated with democracy in nineteenth-century thought. Based on
these two subsections’ preliminary work, I will then hone in on two par-
ticularly telling catalogs in Emerson’s essay. Both these catalogs are in
the service of his larger project of envisioning a literary practice that po-
eticizes everyday, American materials from which a genuinely American
national literature, in his eyes, will have to grow; both see the morseliza-
tion and massification of these materials as core elements of such a prac-
tice; but both also struggle to value these materials vis-a-vis the more
venerable, European ones. In different ways, both catalogs, I will thus
argue, try but fail to bridge the chasm between dataesque and literary
textualizations of the world: they value the democratic potential of a
dataesque storage of experience, but they also acknowledge the value
economy of literariness.

Together these three sections will argue that catalogs emerged as a
favored literary device in US romanticism not in spite of this device’s
dataesque quality but at least in part because of it. Counter-intuitively,
catalogs’ compatibility with the rising data imaginary did not diminish
but enhanced their aesthetic appeal and thus their use in literature. After
all, their ability to capture pluralities of impressions and to store and re-
lay them in particularly underconnected a form directly links them to the
symbolic form of data, a form that seemed particularly adept at textual -
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izing the new, diverse, and sprawling nation. Moreover, the perception
of the catalog as a democratic device turns on a vision of dehierarchiza-
tion that the symbolic form of data is particularly compatible with.
Thanks to both the aesthetic engagements they invite and the projections
of democratic egalitarianism they allow for, these dataesque poetic cata-
logs thus emerged not simply as a widely-used device but, more broadly,
as a formidable vehicle in US romanticism’s pursuit of a democratic na-
tional literature. To writers in the nineteenth century, they thus consti-
tuted a privileged site at which to reflect on the outlines of such an
aesthetic, cultural, and political project and to thus articulate the outlines
of literature as a social and cultural institution.

2.2 National Literature and the Poetics and Politics of Catalog
Rhetoric

As Lawrence Buell notes in a chapter in his Literary Transcendentalism,
the catalog, the “reiteration of analogous images or statements in parat-
actic form,” is one of the defining features of romanticism in America,
setting it apart from the European versions of the movement (Literary
166). Seeing an important connection between US national literature and
this particular form, he notes that the drive toward the “enumerative”
constitutes “that aspect of the grammar of Transcendentalism which
most differentiates it from all the British romantics except Blake”
(167).%° To substantiate his argument, he points to the way that the form
permeates the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau,
Herman Melville, and Walt Whitman. As he explains in an essay on the
same topic, “[i]t has been noted that among his contemporaries Whitman
was by no means the sole maker of poetic catalogues. Emerson,
Thoreau, and even Melville also used the device; indeed, the paratactic
and reiterative qualities of Emerson’s and Thoreau’s prose are so strong
that in places they are indistinguishable from Whitman’s verse” (“Tran-
scendentalist” 331). To Buell, the catalog is not merely a stylistic quirk,
an influence of Emerson (or, by proxy, Thomas Carlyle) that happened
to propagate through these authors’ social networks. Rather it “expresses
a particular way of looking at the world, one which has its roots in tran-

20  Buell extends this to the twentieth century: “the catalogue has since also
become a staple technique in twentieth-century American poetry from Hart
Crane to Roethke and Ginsberg” (Literary 167).
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scendentalist idealism but was shared with Emerson and Thoreau by
Whitman and, to a lesser extent, Melville.”

While this section, along with my reading of Emerson’s “The Poet”
below (page 102) will suggest connections between this “way of looking
at the world” and the rising data imaginary at the time, my larger interest
here will be in how the dataesque quality of the poetic catalog, and this
rhetorical device’s resulting liminal status in-between data and literature,
has made catalog rhetoric such an attractive device for articulations of
American national literature. This question will be at the heart of the two
primary readings below, of Margaret Fuller’s “American Literature” and
of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “The Poet,” and it will be at the center of the
more general discussion of catalog rhetoric in this section.

Accordingly, this section will proceed in four steps. In a first subsec-
tion, I will discuss a number of methodological implications of reading
nineteenth-century transcendentalist catalog rhetoric as a device limi-
nally situated between literature and data. In one version or another,
these implications hold for the entirety of this study and for its interest in
the role of the data imaginary in shaping notions of literariness emerging
at the time. Still, the transcendentalists’ affection for catalog rhetoric
constitutes an opportunity to discuss these methodological implications
in particularly tangible terms, and this is what this first subsection will
do. These methodological considerations result from my understanding
of catalog rhetoric as a dataesque form of textuality, and the second sub-
section will accordingly discuss the affinity between data and the poetic
catalog, an affinity that stems from both forms’ shared distance to narra-
tive and from their integration with knowledge practices. As I will show,
the poetic catalog’s cultural productivity and appeal hinges on its limi-
nality, its standing between data and literature, and I will accordingly
use a third subsection to explore this aspect of liminality in more depth.
Specifically, I will argue that catalog rhetoric affords two complemen-
tary forms of engagement, one that is closer to the storage and retrieval
of bare information and one that is marked by an interest in and an as-
sumption of a will to form. Where other studies have typically tried to
contain this ambiguity, to read catalog rhetoric as either a violation of
norms of literariness or as veiled formal finesse, this subsection will
highlight the productivity of seeing it as both. After all, as the fourth
subsection will show, this liminality is an important factor in the cultural
meanings that catalog rhetoric came to express in US romanticism,
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among them first and foremost the sense that poetic catalogs can signal
‘democracy.’

2.2.1 Methodological Implications

Reading US romanticism’s infatuation with the poetic catalog through
the rising data imaginary comes with several important benefits, among
them the benefit of historical awareness. After all, US romanticism, as
this study argues, took place against the backdrop of the increasing cul-
tural presence of data practices, which was felt more acutely, was prac-
ticed more vigorously, and was embraced more widely in the United
States than elsewhere. In a cultural moment that routinely and increas-
ingly turned to data and data practices to capture the vast and expanding
nation, data offered a working model of how to represent an increasingly
complex, pluralist, and contradictory social and material reality. It
makes sense that literary productions emanating from this cultural mo-
ment would eagerly borrow from this model. While other studies have
noted romanticism’s indebtedness, and the romantic catalog’s closeness,
to other socio-textual practices thriving at the time, such as scrapbook-
ing, journaling, telegraphy, or daguerreotypy, an interest in data not only
highlights these systems’ commonalities—they all thrive on the denarra-
tivization and morselization of experience. It moreover places the ro-
mantics’ fascination with the catalog at a historical and cultural moment
at which these practices’ functions were being ‘sorted’ and being sorted
out to serve distinct social and cultural purposes—a process that entailed
forming the historically contingent literature-data divide that is the sub-
ject of this study and that continues to regulate how we view literature,
and how we do literary studies, today.

Focusing on the emergence and cultural institutionalization of this
divide, then, has a number of methodological implications that concern
this chapter but that also resonate throughout the entirety of this study,
making this first full chapter a particularly opportune moment to elabo-
rate on them some more.”' These concern how my study uses (some)
secondary texts, they concern my own use of the term ‘literary,” and they
concern several moments of complicity between the transcendentalists’

21 I will return to many of these points in even more detail in the context of
my reading of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass where 1 justify my use of a
computational ‘distant reading’ as one strategy to circumvent some of the
methodological difficulties outlined here. Cf. page 183 for more on this.
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project of founding a national literature and the academic projects ana-
lyzing them. I will discuss all three in turn:

Historicizing the poetic catalog vis-a-vis data teases out and em-
braces the device’s liminality in ways that will force me to read some
critical engagements with catalogs ‘symptomatically,” i.e. as primary
texts that are implicated in and symptomatic of the dynamics I am inter-
ested in rather than as secondary text that can be trusted to speak about
these dynamics. After all, precisely because it is half-aligned with the
social functions and formal requirements of data and half-hospitable to
literary engagements, the poetic catalog is marked by an in-betweenness
that more narrowly literary-studies engagements typically try to contain
(or ignore) rather than to explore. Accordingly, many studies tend to ob-
scure the device’s historical embeddedness, along with its dataesque
quality, by reading it as curiously untimely. They identify it either as a
device before its time—a proto-modernist device, a premature use of
collage before the technique was invented in the visual arts and then im-
ported into literature—or as harking back to the epic of the Greek clas-
sics and, typically, the lists of ships in Homer. Of course, these
contradictory associations, this ‘double-untimeliness’ that de-historicizes
the device, all the more emphatically points to its liminality: if the cata-
log gets read at once as premodern and as too modern for the moment of
its success, it might not have a fixed place in the history of literary forms
but sit at the margins of literariness altogether. The fact that both associ-
ations are still being made points to the strength of the desire, in literary
studies scholarship and criticism, to contain the catalog and its liminality
in genealogies of literature, genealogies that notably come with consid-
erable cachet (of the venerable or the avant-garde, respectively), rather
than to acknowledge its co-embeddedness in other cultural practices of
symbolization—particularly that of data.

Acknowledging, as I do, the poetic catalog’s liminality—its being at
once ‘mere’ storage and ‘literature’—then also draws attention to the
‘nonliterary’ qualities of literature more generally, among them the ‘en-
cyclopedic’ use of literature for ‘mere’ information storage. Doing so in
consequence troubles the boundaries that enclose some textual practices
in the realm of the literary while relegating others to other, decidedly
nonliterary textual systems and cultural domains. It draws attention to
the role such symbolic ‘othering’ plays in defining literariness ex-nega-
tivo. Literature here gets defined as being not about simply segmenting,
storing, or communicating experiences, but about, for example, imagina-
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tively processing and/or formally refining them. Literariness, this view
maintains, is a matter primarily of form, and of formal refinement, fi-
nesse, or complication, and objects can be identified as literary or nonlit-
erary depending on whether they show traces of having been subjected
to such a will to form. This perspective informs many, if not most, dis-
cussions of the poetic catalog, and in many cases catalog rhetoric thus
provides an insightful limit case that makes palpable the difficulties, the
inherent tensions and, ultimately, the historical contingency of such de-
marcations. This troubling of the boundaries of literariness that catalog
rhetoric performs matters because, in the debates around a US national
literature, the boundaries of literature and of nation are negotiated in re-
lation to one other.

The troubled boundaries of literature and nation, and the desire and
perpetual necessity to shore them up, thirdly provides a scaffold to dis-
cuss moments of complicity between a literary project dear to nine-
teenth-century US romantics, the project of founding a national
literature, and the academic projects investigating them—Iliterary studies
and American studies. After all, both are invested in the existence of a
distinctly American, distinctly literary body of writing. This study traces
this complicity mainly in two places: One is, unsurprisingly, the bound-
ary work that both the practitioners of literature and the scholars investi-
gating them engage in. This boundary work demarcates and calls into
being ‘literariness’ by setting it off from other textual and knowledge-or-
ganizing practices. It cordons off and imbues with social meaning and
prestige one form of knowledge work at the expense of others. More so
than in other chapters, where the primary texts under discussion, wit-
tingly or unwittingly, are situated on the fringes of the literary, associ-
ated with ‘minor’ dispositions (cf. page 244), the authors discussed here
aspired to canonicity—an aspect brought into sharp relief by the debates
around national literature, and one reflected both in the texts themselves
and in their later reception in literary studies. Many academic catalog
readings accordingly spend considerable energy on discussing the liter-
ary merit and poetic quality, or lack thereof, of individual catalogs, and
in doing so they hone in on the work these catalogs do apart from pro-
viding information storage.”> While they superficially simply engage in

22 For an in-depth discussion of these dynamics in the context of Walt Whit-
man cf. page 166.
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an act of criticism, these adjudications draw and affirm the boundaries
that constitute literariness.

The second moment of complicity between the romantics and the
scholars investigating them concerns the association of the poetic cata-
log with democracy, a connection already evoked at the time (and one
that informs, for example, Whitman’s self-review above), but one that
literary criticism in its discussion of the transcendentalists, and Ameri-
can studies in particular, was eager to uncritically adopt. Intent on find-
ing in “the American mind” an endemic love for democracy and
egalitarianism (cf. e.g. Santayana, Genteel Tradition 4; H. N. Smith, Vir-
gin Land 4), the early phases of American studies faithfully reproduced
the very self-stylization with which a small cultural elite invested its
own literary and cultural project, imagining it as the literary equivalent
to a political system, democracy, that prized egalitarianism. Put in these
terms, the inherent contradictions of such a project become immediately
visible, and I will show that the poetic catalog promised to resolve and,
in any case, helped smooth over these contradictions both for the tran-
scendentalists and for the scholars looking to them for a template of a
democratic national culture.

But of course, while the willingness to embrace catalogs might dis-
tinguish American from European romantic writing, not all American ro-
mantics loved and used the catalog.” Washington Irving, Nathaniel
Hawthorne, or James Fenimore Cooper are all not known for their use of
the device, as are many others; and even some of the “more important
figures during the most vigorous years of the movement” (Buell, Liter-
ary 6), who obviously partook in the close communicative ties of tran-
scendentalism, are missing from Buell’s catalog of catalog authors.?
Accentuating the distinctly ‘American’ quality of these authors’ cata-
logs, as Buell does, therefore runs the risk of reproducing the generaliz-

23 For all the focus on how European and American romanticism differed, it
bears noting that this was a truly transnational movement involving artists
that were often internationally interconnected and mobile. While romantic
projects were often invested in presumed, projected national identities and
origins, and while Romanticism’s co-occurrence with the formation of
many ‘Western’ nation states has emphasized this connection, this chapter,
as should be clear by now, interrogates rather than subscribes to this con-
nection between forms and national characteristics.

24 Buell variously names “Emerson, Thoreau, Alcott, Fuller, Parker, and Bar-
tol” (Literary 166) and “Emerson, Thoreau, and even Melville” (Buell,
“Transcendentalist” 331).
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ing logic with which these authors tied their catalog poetic to the project
of forging a national literature. It partakes in rather than interrogates the
self-stylization of this small group as founders of all of American letters,
and it elevates this distinguishing formal property, loaded with all the
positive qualities of being ‘democratic,” to a marker of a distinctly US-
American (literary) quality. In the following I will try to counter this and
similar moments of complicity between literary formation, national for-
mation and literary studies—not by suggesting revisions to the canon of
catalog authors, which would leave the underlying logic intact, but by
using my interest in the blurriness of the boundary between literature
and data to focus on and lay bare such moments of complicity between
the transcendentalist project and the scholars discussing it.

2.2.2 The Storage and the Story: Catalogs as Data

Whitman’s anonymous reviewer persona already gives one important
first hint as to the contact zones between data and catalog rhetoric. It
casts the new poetry it imagines, and that it praises Leaves for imple-
menting, as being particularly direct and nonselective and as resonating
more with notions of storage and transmission than with refined, literary
representation. According to the review, “[t]he theory and practice of po-
ets have hitherto been to select certain ideas or events or personages, and
then describe them in the best manner they could, always with as much
ornament as the case allowed. Such are not the theory and practice of the
new poet” (372-73). Instead, the promise of this new poetry is “the di-
rect bringing of occurrences and persons and things to bear on the lis-
tener or beholder, to re-appear through him or her” (373). This new
poetry, according to the description, is marked by two important, interre-
lated properties: one is its lack of “ornament” and its (‘democratic’) re-
fusal to “[select]” individual, possibly ‘representative’ occurrences for
their ability to signify matters beyond themselves. The other is its desire
to capture, store, and relay experience to the recipient in a way that is so
“direct” that it retrieves and reproduces the unrefined, coarse, unorga-
nized original experience. This model opts out of the representative
logic that also underwrites the fabula/sjuzet (or discourse/story) di-
chotomy of narrative, in which one, the sjuzet (or discourse), represents
the other, the events that make up the underlying fabula (or story). By
applauding how Whitman’s poetry constitutes a “direct bringing of oc-
currences and persons and things to bear on the listener,” the review
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positively imagines catalog rhetoric as sidestepping such a logic of rep-
resentation. Rather than containing a processed version of reality, the
poems are imagined (and lauded) as containing the unprocessed, raw
data of experience.

A “reiteration of analogous images or statements in paratactic form,
in prose or verse” (Buell, Literary 166), catalogs thus emphatically opt
out of the symbolic form of narrative not only by undercutting its repre-
sentational logic; they also do so formally by way of their paratactic or-
ganization: Rather than generate meaning by constructing a causal or
temporal development, they simply offer individual items side by side.
Even a catalog as simple as the one cited at the beginning of this chap-
ter, Whitman’s “[t]hings, facts, events, persons, days, ages, qualities,” is
a case in point. It is made up simply of an enumeration of individual
items, the selection of which is thereby marked as somewhat arbitrary:
individual examples could be left out (or more items added) without
much consequence for the segment’s overall meaning, and the underly-
ing construction is, in theory, infinitely expandable by adding more suit-
able items. In this sense, the catalog merely stores a highly scalable
number of items in a more or less arbitrary assemblage,* and it does not
bring them into any meaningful, modulating interaction. By merely of-
fering them up in paratactic fashion, it assumes no syntagmatic relation-
ship between them, no development or teleological progression, and no
sense of closure. In the example given, the facts, events, or persons have
nothing to do with one another apart from all appearing in Leaves of
Grass.

This affinity between the poetic catalog and the storage of informa-
tion is well apparent even in cases that are not as straightforward as
Whitman’s catalogs cited above, and it is often expressed in the attribu-
tion of catalog rhetoric as ‘encyclopedic.” This association between the
catalog and the encyclopedia is made so frequently, it is an association
apparently so ready, that it hardly ever gets developed in great argumen-
tative detail.® It rests on how both catalog and encyclopedia constitute

25  As a storage device it can hold between zero and an infinite number of ele-
ments. Somewhat arbitrarily, I will regard as a catalog in the following any
paratactic arrangement of three or more items.

26 Buell gives as an example the “encyclopedic treatment of sea subjects,”
(Literary 167) in Moby-Dick. Generally, though, he seems to struggle to
align Melville with the other catalog authors. The same goes for Belknap
who points to the cetology chapter on the etymology of ‘whale’ but who
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discontinuous, parceled, indexable information storages in which indi-
vidual articles are grouped together without impacting one another: An
encyclopedia is usually not read from the beginning to the end, and read-
ers do not expect the entries under ‘Y’ or ‘Z’ to resolve problems, con-
flicts, or tensions introduced in the entries, or ‘chapters,” under, say, ‘A’
to ‘G.’ It, in other words, does not implement a narrative organization of
experience. But evoking the encyclopedia typically also serves to high-
light another aspect: transcendentalism’s relationship to knowledge and
knowledge gathering and -organizing more broadly. As Buell notes, the
movement is endowed with a more general encyclopedic thrust mani-
festing itself in a fascination with collection and knowledge: “Ellery
Channing compiled a large dictionary of odd usage; Theodore Parker
had a passion for weaving bits and bushels of arcane information into
his sermons and his conversations; Cyrus Bartol, in his essays, would
sacrifice all clarity for a string of apothegms; Thoreau was a passionate
collector of facts, sayings, and names.” (Buell, Literary 169).?” All these
examples, to which the practice of journaling, en vogue among the tran-
scendentalists, could be added as another one, are governed by an im-
pulse toward knowledge work: an impulse to grasp the world by
collecting information about it and by storing this information in po-
tentially infinitely expandable forms.

In result, the form that Buell credits with constituting “one of the
defining features of romanticism in America,” the poetic catalog, is
deeply intertwined with data practices. Formally, it evokes the dataesque
storage of experience not in meaningful, causally related chains but in
containers of similar, paradigmatically interchangeable information. In
terms of the content it affords, it speaks to the transcendentalists’ interest
in knowledge and knowledge practices at least as much as to a desire for
literary expression.

generally takes long to get to talking about the catalogs in his Melville
chapter. On Melville, cf. also Lee, who opens his book by reading the
school Usher and the Sub-Sub-Librarian as two information workers
(Overwhelmed 1).

27  Cf. also Lewis Mumford’s contention that “Almost all the important works
of the nineteenth century [...] respect the fact [and] are replete with obser-
vation” (191-92).



Democratic National Literature and the Data Imaginary 71

2.2.3 The Liminal Poetics of the Poetic Catalog

Discussions of the poetic catalog often liken catalogs to lists to under-
score the formal simplicity of this design pattern. These comparisons
tend to emphasize the ‘practical,” utilitarian qualities of the latter, often
by relating them to shopping lists or (ancient) commercial inventories,
which then gets contrasted with the more ‘artistic’ aspirations of the po-
etic catalog, evidenced frequently by pointing out the importance of the
poetic catalog for the epic or the unexpected formal complexity of a
given individual instance.”® This framing underscores the poetic cata-
log’s liminal position between two very different uses of text. A mini-
malist, utilitarian use as bare information storage, and a more
aspirational use as ‘literature,” with the latter becoming increasingly
coded as decidedly non-utilitarian as of the early nineteenth century.

This ability of catalog rhetoric to evoke two complementary cultural
uses of textuality does not only point to the underlying similarities be-
tween these two uses, obscured by our ideological investment in their
separation—our culturally ingrained desire to view them as ontologi-
cally, categorically different; it also follows from how symbolic forms
relate to one another liminally. The poetic catalog’s primary allegiance is
to the symbolic form of data, and this allegiance clearly shows in how
the catalog foregrounds information storage, in how it revels in disconti-
nuity, in dynamics of massification, and in how it frustrates closure. At
the same time, however, poetic catalogs are full of latent narrativity, and
they often invite deeply narrative engagements—especially so if they
occur in contexts that suggest intentions beyond those of merely storing
information. Their use in literature thus capitalizes on the liminal border
between narrative and data.

28 A particularly suggestive case in point is Belknap, who evokes the inter-
changeability of list and catalog in his book’s title already. The preface of
The List: The Uses and Pleasures of Cataloguing then points out that
“[m]any of the lists we use in everyday life are utilitarian™ (xii). Note how
the title also already evokes the duality of (practical) use and (aesthetic)
pleasure. Cf. also his assertion that lists can “function as an envelope, a re-
ceptacle inside which various things are loosely contained or sorted, filed,
and stacked with managerial efficiency” (76). I will discuss this association
in more detail in my reading of Whitman’s catalogs below. On his catalogs
as (stemming from) envelopes, for example, cf. the use of envelopes in his
poetic process, page 152 below. On the telephone directory, cf. 78 below.
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Notably, many transcendentalist authors acknowledged and actively
sought out this in-betweenness, and reflected on its value in their exten-
sive theorizations of literariness. As Emerson writes in one of his reflec-
tions on the form, a good poetic catalog has to simultaneously tease and
frustrate the reader’s desire to pin it down. The most potent means for
that is a play around categorical closure, and many poetic catalogs ac-
centuate their literariness by carefully violating an emerging sense of
unity while still promising some degree of coherence and conceptual
closure.” As Emerson puts it: “A too rapid unity or unification and a too
exclusive devotion to parts are the Scylla and Charybdis” of the poetic
catalog (qtd. in Belknap 230).*

While the catalog refuses a syntagmatic production of meaning, sim-
ply by including some and omitting other items, it does suggest that
these belong to a shared ‘class.” After all, in order to be included, the
items must have something in common, and they must have been se-
lected based on some principle. In the case of Whitman’s (reviewer’s)
catalog, this class could be characterized by the following features:

e isplural

e tumbles pell-mell in Whitman’s poems

* is somewhat abstract
But apart from that, the principle of selection governing the catalog ulti-
mately remains unclear. Precisely because it projects a sense of (infinite)
expandability, an understanding of the features that regulate inclusion
and exclusion necessarily stays tentative and precarious: any additional
item could change the reader’s understanding of the principles that regu-
late this particular catalog. Since the precise outlines of the class of
items included thus remains obscure, the use of a catalog (in place of or
in addition to a description) suggests that this class of items is better ex-
emplified than explained. Expressed in more general terms, the catalog
suggests a principle of inclusion and exclusion the exact parameters of
which remain tacit.

29  Contrary to what Emerson suggests here, this promise is at least partially
not a matter of design but of context. Poetic catalogs can rely on litera-
ture’s “hyper-protected cooperative principle.” Readers are willing to give
literary texts a far greater benefit of the doubt when it comes to violating
superficial, formal order (cf. Culler, Literary 25).

30 Cf. also Lawrence Buell’s phrasing of catalogs as marked by “total open-
ness and a sense of unpredictability” (Literary 170).
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This, in turn, gives the catalog the ability to more generally signal
the limits of narrative representation, i.e. of sequential, coherent, ex-
planatory, causal structures. Melville’s “brilliantly” adapted use of cata-
log rhetoric in his chapter on the “The Whiteness of the Whale” is a
particularly strong example of this (Buell, “Transcendentalist” 334). In
its entirety, the chapter consists of one large catalog, with some of the
individual items inside it being catalogic as well. All items in the main
catalog attempt to convince the reader of the terrifying quality of white-
ness, making the terror of whiteness the overarching category organizing
it. Yet, despite its eponymous quality, this category is declared to be in-
expressible: The entire chapter is built around, opens (and frequently re-
turns to) the narrator’s inability to sufficiently express the terror of the
whiteness of the whale. As he points out, the catalog’s central category,
whiteness, is impossible to “[put] in a comprehensible form” (Melville
185), so that he can only offer a range of associations that will neverthe-
less be incapable of fully expressing the “nameless terror” of the white-
ness of the whale (189). The narrator explains the big-data principle of
mass-exemplification over explanation, notably by way of a verb that is
taken from the quantifying practices of bookkeeping:

[H]ow is mortal man to account for it? To analyse it, would seem
impossible. Can we, then, by the citation of some of those instances
wherein this thing of whiteness —though for the time either wholly or in
great part stripped of all direct associations calculated to impart to it
aught fearful, but nevertheless, is found to exert over us the same
sorcery, however modified; - can we thus hope to light upon some
chance clue to conduct us to the hidden cause we seek?”” (190)

In other words, by collecting (merely “[citing],” not “[analyzing]”, inter-
preting, developing, or discussing) a multitude of isolated, unconnected
instances, “stripped” of context, in which the “same sorcery” is thought
to operate, this ‘sorcery,” though unnameable, is expected to become pal-
pable, indeed, “account[able].” The procedure the narrator describes is
strikingly similar to that of a ‘naive’ discovery of meaningful correla-
tions in large data sets that continues to thrive in the contemporary data
imaginary.’'

31 Chris Anderson’s 2008 article on “The End of Theory” is one of the early,
particularly visible discussions of how in an age of big data, large data sets
allow statistical correlations to emerge ‘naively,” i.e. with out a hypothesis
guiding the analysis. Cf. also page 42 (n. 9).
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The pervasive feature of the chapter, expressed in its overarching
catalog as well as in the smaller ones (e.g. 185; 193), is its overall ency-
clopedic logic in which a mass of particulars does significatory work by
example in ways that an explanation, or a more narrative development,
apparently cannot. By bringing together a wide range of instances in
which whiteness can be seen as terrifying, long stretches indeed read as
if Melville had simply copied instances of whiteness from an encyclope-
dia,” and the narrator openly confesses that the chapter’s motivating
principle primarily is a desire for including masses of information: he
justifies two thirds of its contents simply by saying: “But there are other
instances,” before continuing to list them (189). In the totalizing logic of
data in which each item of information has the same worth and their
massification and storage, not the selection of significant outliers and the
exploration of connections and relationships, is the crucial task at hand,
the mere fact that these “other instances” exist is reason enough to in-
clude them. The notion of the ‘encyclopedic,’ so frequently evoked as a
shorthand for the poetic catalog’s datacsque storage quality, does not
simply denote a particularly simple mode of organization, discontinuity
instead of a narrative arc, or a particular kind of content, factual infor-
mation. Rather, it speaks to the aesthetic effects encyclopedic, catalogic
texts can have—effects that work differently from how literature is typi-
cally thought to work.

Indeed, the idea that a writer would include more and more instances
of a phenomenon simply because “there are other instances,” as ade-
quate as it is for reference works, runs counter to all understandings of
art as showing the most poignant, most evocative instance, the pregnant
moment. It also runs counter to to visions of the artist as the one select-
ing it.** As contemporaries of the transcendentalists already complained
in fairly graphic language, the catalogs, in turn, simply “discharge the

32 Of course, as Melville scholars have pointed out, Melville did rely heavily
on encyclopedias in writing Moby-Dick, among them the Penny Cyclope-
dia also used by Walt Whitman (Bryant 98; Folsom, “Counting” 166).

33  Cf. Marie-Laure Ryan for a discussion of the pregnant moment, via Less-
ing, as a source of narrativity (Narrative Across 25). In Lessing’s distinc-
tion of the modus operandi of the visual arts and of literature, visual arts
need to identify a moment of utmost potential narrativity. Note, in this con-
text, that Whitman was deeply fascinated by Lessing’s argument, which he
encountered in an article by in J. D. Whelpley that he heavily annotated
(cf. Whitman, “Lessing’s Laocoon [Marginalia]”).
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undigested” material in the readers’ laps, asking them to figure out what
speaks to them, and how (James, qtd. in Price 59).

At the same time, the silence around the organizing category, along
with the liberation from the tight interconnectivity of narrative, allows
for and invites other forms of patterning on behalf of the reader, and
these patternings, in turn, often result in another set of strong aesthetic
effects. This is particularly true for literary texts, which come with a
heightened expectation of an underlying will to form and are thus partic-
ularly inviting of projections of formal order. Accordingly, and espe-
cially so in the context of poetry, a catalog can entice readers to justify
the particulars of its construction by way of the rhythmic or phonetic
patterns it forms, or by the typographic arrangement that it appears in.**
In both cases, catalogs trigger the readers’ reflex to perform pattern
recognition. The same reflex invites readers to discover in (or project
onto) longer catalogs patterns of categorical clustering. While the effect
is more pronounced for more extensive catalogs, it already holds for the
short catalog in Whitman’s review: Once one looks in detail at the
“[t]hings, facts, events, persons, days, ages, qualities,” the similarity be-
tween “days” and “ages” as temporal categories stands out, begging the
question if the first four items also share additional qualities; or if maybe
two inanimate objects, two items related to action, and two items related
to time are here followed by one more abstract, overarching one; and so
on.”” Speaking more generally, catalogs invite the projection of cate-
gories, either static ones that control the entire assemblage, or evolving,
sliding, or shifting ones that allow for a segmentation, or for a sense of
continuous (albeit noncausal, nonnarrative) development despite the dis-
continuous quality of the form.

Especially if they occur within more narrative text, catalogs also
generate strong aesthetic effects by how they modulate temporality and
interrupt the narrative development of the surrounding material. This
pausing of the narrative’s teleological thrust often resonates with a vis-
ual logic: a slowing down, a halting into a snapshot photograph frozen in
time, or a panoramic panning and zooming. Precisely because catalogs
feature a certain extent of paratactic interchangeability and conceptual
overlap between items, they entail a degree of repetition, a halting of de-
velopment, an interruption of a syntagmatic forward motion, that turns

34  Buell’s reading of Emerson discussed below is a case in point.
35 I come back to this dynamic in my reading of Emerson’s “The Poet” below
(102).
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them into a deviation from the flow of the surrounding text. In a tempo-
ral dilation that is akin to ‘bullet time,’ a cinematic special effect popular
in the 1990s, a catalog pauses whatever narrative, imaginative, or argu-
mentative development it is inserted into, to circle, inspect, interrogate,
perspectivize, complexify, modulate, qualify, isolate, or expand the ob-
ject, image, sentiment, aspect, or property it is interested in (as in this
sentence just now). For the transcendentalists, many of whom were fas-
cinated by the new representational possibilities of daguerreotypy, this
visual, photographic logic the catalog evokes was rich with overtones of
unmediated representation, of a lifelikeness and immediacy that more
narrative representations might find difficult to replicate.

Lastly, catalogs afford narrative engagements precisely because they
so emphatically present themselves as seemingly nonnarrative. This aes-
thetic effect shows in how readers tend to regard catalogs, implicitly or
explicitly, as a form of denarrativized content, lifeless, ‘dried-up’ mate-
rial that has to be ‘rehydrated’ and turned back into a narrative. In conse-
quence, many readings that aim to justify a given catalog’s literary
quality end up overlaying it with a developmental logic that connects its
individual elements, a notion of syntagmatic interconnectivity typically
found in narrative.

Buell’s reading of a short catalog poem by Emerson is a particularly
telling example of this desire to turn a catalog ‘back’ into a more narra-
tive form. In this passage, he aims to show that a seemingly random list
of impressions collected in a short poem is more profoundly organized
and more artistically valuable than might seem at first:

The world is a Dancer
it is a Rosary

it is a Torrent

it is a Boat

a Mist

a Spider’s Snare

it is what you will.

Clearly there is a shape to this “arbitrary” list: syntactical parallelism,
and the device of shortening the clauses to “a Mist” and then lengthening
them again, into an all-inclusive assertion. The procession of images also
has a sort of logic: the dancer and the rosary suggest stylized movement,
unleashed in the next line by the torrent on which the boat floats and
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which turns to the mist that congeals into the spider’s web. (Literary 171
-emphasis mine)

To explain the logic he sees in the catalog, and to value it as being more
than merely arbitrary or impressionistic, Buell not only appeals to the ty-
pographic structure on the page, the shortening and lengthening of
clauses, but he turns the catalog’s individual entries into a narrative by
adding verbs that describe their (presumed) functional relationship. This
turns the poem’s storage of discrete impressions, nouns, objects, into
events and thus, ultimately, generates a narrative that has coherence and
order. When he concludes that, “to change the present order of the items
would weaken the whole effect,” he adjudicates the catalog’s literary
value as dependent on how necessary its form is for its effect. But he
does so based on an effect generated not by Emerson’s catalog or by his
own reading of it, as would be the case in any critical assessment. Buell
determines the catalog’s value based on an effect generated by the nar-
rativization of the items in it.*® This desire to turn the storage into a
story, and the questionable plausibility of such a conversion, highlights
the catalog’s quality as a form of information storage, its closeness to the
symbolic form of data, its inherent potential narrativity, and the liminal-
ity of these symbolic forms that invite trafficking between them.

In their seeming lack of design, and in simultaneously suggesting
and denying the existence of ordering principles, catalogs, then, typi-
cally afford either of two complementary forms of readerly engagement:
they facilitate both a ‘paranoid’ reading guided by a “tactic of suspicion”
(Ricoeur, Freud 26),” in which, paradoxically, the invisible quality of
the design is an important indicator of its (hidden) presence; and they al-

36 It is not my goal to discuss the extent to which Buell’s narrative is ‘actu-
ally’ inscribed in this list, or the extent to which this can then justify the se-
quence. Surely the spider’s web could also go with the torrent, by way of
their concentric forms, and the boat, assuming that it is rowed, with styl-
ized movement. Similarly, the “device of shortening the clauses [...] and
then lengthening them again™ seems just as praiseworthy (or as arbitrary)
as a ‘device of alternating length’ or one of ‘increasingly shortening the
clauses’ (with the spiderweb in the second position) would have been.

37 On a (tangentially) related note, Ricoeur’s remarks about narrative “em-
plotment™ as a means of an “[inverting] of the effect of contingency into an
effect of necessity” speak to the felt contingency of catalogs and to the
affinity between interpretation and an (a posteriori) inscription of narrative
order that comes to look as if it had been there, as necessity, prior to its dis-
covery (Ricoeur, Oneself 142).
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low for a superficial skim reading, a skipping-over the particulars, as
one does when browsing data sets for information, a ‘distant reading’ of
sorts. In how the emergence of the literary field sorted textual practices,
the former became closely associated with literariness, and the latter
with other, utilitarian information practices. Yet, in the catalog rhetoric
of US transcendentalism, both associations coexist. As Kenneth Burke
puts it, evoking as a foil the phone book, a standard textbook example of
a nonliterary text: the “random samplings” that make up “poetic surveys
and catalogues [...] do impart a note of exhilaration” to a given text,
“even though one inclines to skim through them somewhat as when run-
ning the eye down the column of a telephone directory”—a practice of
data retrieval, not of literary engagement (97).

This ability to afford two opposing forms of readerly investment—
close readings and distant readings, readings for poetic intricacy and
readings for information—thus again points to the in-betweenness of the
catalog as a textual device. It also highlights the extent to which literari-
ness is not a quality of some objects that clearly, categorically separates
them from others. Rather it is the effect of a set of social practices of re-
ception that can find ‘literary’ qualities in objects that afford but that do
not at all foreground them.

2.2.4 “Democracy in the Aggregate”: Politics of ‘Democratic’ Catalogs

While these affordances of aesthetic engagement facilitate the poetic
catalog’s integration into the literary, it is its promise to alleviate the ide-
ological tensions around a democratic US national literature that ex-
plains its attractiveness at this historical moment. This promise stems
from the widespread perception that the form itself was inherently
‘democratic,” an impression that was explicitly, emphatically expressed
during romanticism already but that continues to dominate contempo-
rary (literary studies) discussions of this device.

In these discussions of the poetic catalog, the presumed ‘democratic’
quality of catalog rhetoric usually springs from two sources: from how
its formal qualities metaphorize a particular, egalitarian version of direct
democracy—an assemblage of individuals that together form a (more or
less perfect) union without any single entity aspiring to ‘represent’ the
members of the collective—and in how it democratizes literature by
shifting (some parts of) the poetic process from the author to the reader.
These observations dominate the discussion of the transcendentalists’
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use of the catalog until today. They were made in particularly exemplary
a fashion in a much-cited review of Leaves of Grass by Edward Dow-
den, published in 1871.%* Echoing the language and argumentative thrust
of Whitman’s self-review cited above, Dowden observes that “the litera-
ture of an aristocracy is distinguished by its striving after selectness,”
turning the catalog poet’s refusal to select into an inherently democratic
practice. He goes on to explain the relationship between the catalog and
democracy as follows:

No single person is the subject of Whitman’s song, or can be; the
individual suggests a group, and the group a multitude, each unit of
which is as interesting as every other unit, and possesses equal claims to
recognition. Hence the recurring tendency of his poems to become
catalogues of persons and things. Selection seems forbidden to him; if he
names one race of mankind the names of all other races press into his
page; if he mentions one trade or occupation, all other trades and
occupations follow. A long procession of living forms passes before him;
each several form, keenly inspected for a moment, is then dismissed.
Men and women are seen en masse, and the mass is viewed not from a
distance, but close at hand, where it is felt to be a concourse of
individuals. Whitman will not have the people appear in his poems by
representatives or delegates; the people itself, in its undiminished
totality, marches through his poems, making its greatness and variety
felt. (Dowden, “Poetry of Democracy”™)

In ways that are prototypical of how later critics have frequently lauded
the catalog as a particularly democratic device, Dowden identifies a
structural similarity between the formal qualities of the catalog—its lack
of hierarchization, its inclusiveness, its embrace of particulars—and the
principles of egalitarian, direct democracy. Indeed, the same sentiment is
then expressed by Buell, who notes that the catalog “seems an inherently
‘democratic’ technique. It has vista, as Whitman would say. It suggests
the vast, sprawling, loose-knit country which America is. It also adheres

38 As Leypold explains in his discussion of the “rhetorical seductiveness” of
“the democratic-style theory of Leaves of Grass” (89), Dowden “intro-
duces to Whitman’s reception the idea that the democratic voices of New
England Brahmins are not democratic in style (an argument that became
commonplace to twentieth-century Whitman studies, while Whitman
hardly ever used it himself)” (98). It is worth noting, however, that Whit-
man’s own paratextual description of his poetic heavily turns on character-
izing his contemporaries, American or not, as not sufficiently emancipated
from the ‘aristocratic’ style of Europe.
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to a sort of prosodic equalitarianism: each line or image is of equal
weight in the ensemble; each is a unit unto itself (Literary 167).° Ac-
knowledging that “these associations were first fully exploited by Whit-
man,” he concludes that “catalogue poetry [is] political action” in ways
that are so deeply ‘American’ that the catalog emerges as a vernacular
expression of democracy in literature.*” Ed Folsom takes a similar view,
observing that the relationship between the individual and the mass, con-
stitutes “the central conundrum of democracy—how to honor both the
one and the many, the ‘single solitary individual’ and the ‘En-Masse’”
(Folsom, “Counting” 155).* Dowden’s claim that, in a democracy, every
unit “possesses equal claims to recognition,” Buell’s notion of the cata-
log’s “prosodic equalitarianism,” and Folsom’s “central conundrum of
democracy” are instances of critics’ readiness to see and embrace this
connection.

In Dowden’s review, the connection between the formal qualities of
the catalog and the political system of democracy is established perhaps
most explicitly in the observation that “the people appear” in Whitman’s
catalogs not “by representatives or delegates,” two terms taken directly
from the realm of politics, with “representatives” obviously fulfilling a
special, dual function, suggesting both textual representation by symbol
and political representation by an elected official. But the passage also
introduces an important additional twist: When Dowden claims that,
thanks to the catalog’s form, “the people ifself, in its undiminished total-
ity, marches through [Whitman’s] poems,” his (figurative!) insistence on
language that is not figurative engages in a rhetorical association that is
central to the data imaginary: the suggestion that other symbolic forms,

39 Cf. also Robert Belknap’s reference to Hayden White when he notes that
the catalog “may demonstrate what Hayden White terms a ‘democracy of
lateral coexistence.” This proposes that there is an equivalence of valuation
or weight between one item and the next” (86).

40 Buell’s evocation of the “loose-knit country which America is,” however,
also points in another direction: the catalog’s felt hospitality toward the
project of founding a US national literature by textualizing a country
marked by its sprawling, nature and diversity.

41 Folsom’s “en-masse” quotes Whitman’s “One’s-Self I sing” from the “In-
scriptions” section of the 1881 edition of Leaves of Grass. Cf. also Folsom
and Price’s comments on democracy as the central focalizer in the intro-
duction to Re-Scripting Walt Whitman, that casts Whitman’s work as be-
ginning “a dialogue about democracy, poetry, love, death, and the endless
permutations of life” (Folsom and Price ix).
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such as narrative, constitute distorted, subjective, mediated methods for
conveying reality and that data, in turn, is particularly “undiminished,”
direct, nonrepresentative, and ‘raw.” The promise that the dataesque lan-
guage of the poetic catalog was particularly democratic, then, jibes with
a more general conception that the symbolic form of data—allowing in-
formation to flow freely, undistortedly, undiminishedly, and objectively
—facilitated the kind of democratic public sphere necessary for rational,
informed, and public reasoning and decision making.

But, of course, “the people itself” do not march through Whitman’s
poems and the catalogs, too, constitute only another form of textual rep-
resentation; albeit one that trades the cachet of narrative—coherence,
meaningfulness, and selectiveness—for a different set of appeals—total-
ity, flexibility, accessibility, and the fantasy of an unmediated, unadulter-
ated access to reality as it really is. Despite his enthusiasm for the
democratic catalog, Dowden then notably struggles to argue the unquali-
fied literary success of the device. Immediately after the passage quoted
above, he couches his praise and sees a telling need to explicitly deny
that merely “[w]riting down the headings of a Trades’ Directory [was]
poetry.” Apparently, the form that derives its value from being practical
and utilitarian casts doubts on the literariness of the text it occurs in,
thus triggering Dowden to reaffirm the boundary between (artistically
autonomous) literature and (socially embedded, commercial) data.

There is a second, similarly ambivalent dynamic of democratization
—exemplified in Dowden’s review but underwriting many critical en-
gagements with the presumably democratic quality of poetic catalogs:
the idea that catalogs shift the location of poetic work, that they de-em-
phasize the role of the poet (and in turn elevate that of the reader). Dow-
den imagines that, “if [the poet] names one race of mankind[,] the names
of all other races press into his page,” and in this phrasing, the author is
curiously powerless, positively unable to subject the material to proper
authorial control.” A similar concern for authorial control dominates
many discussions of the poetic catalog. At the same time, of course, the
silence around the category that organizes the catalog, responsible for
many of the aesthetic effects outlined above, signals that poetic work

42 A closer reading of Dowden’s quote, omitted here for reasons of space and
argumentative tightness, would point out how the idea that “the names of
all other races press into his page” hints at the worries over information
overflow, and how the “undiminished totality” points at the desire for mas-
sified totality I diagnose as a general aspect of the data imaginary.
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here has not simply disappeared, but that it has indeed shifted its loca-
tion. Put differently, the poetic catalog accentuates the role of the readers
to whom is now left the task of actively parsing the catalog for this
markedly absent element, to speculate what, e.g., “persons, days, ages,
qualities” have to do with one another, or to gather from an alleged but
“nameless” likeness between “the White Steed of the Prairies” and “the
desperate White Hoods of Ghent” the essence of the terror of whiteness.
Catalog rhetoric, in other words, shifts some of the poetic work from the
author to the reader, and the catalog’s diminished role for author-ity goes
hand in hand with an increased importance of readerly activity, a shift of
power within the reception of the text that, again, allows for catalogs to
be read as a particularly participatory, egalitarian, democratic device.

There is yet another, even more ambivalent, facet to the democratic
appeal of the poetic catalog. In addition to the perceived similarity be-
tween the paratactic form and democratic egalitarianism and to the de-
throning of the author, the poetic catalog also constitutes a device that is
particularly easy to deploy in order to complexify a given text. While the
device’s interruption of the narrative development, its denarrativized/
denarrativizing quality, may make it appear crude, it simultaneously sig-
nals a moment of deliberate difficulty, a form of textual resistance to the
reader looking for pleasure, and this form of readerly frustration can
then come to signal the kind of ‘seriousness’ required for a truly literary
work within the parameters of literariness forming during romanticism.

Two (contradictory) reviews of Melville’s work by Van Wyck
Brooks exemplify this latter aspect particularly well. Reviewing Moby-
Dick in 1922, Brooks laments Melville’s failure at “large composition”
visible in the narrative depletion when the author, in his words, “forgets
his story, [and] loses himself in the details of cetology” (“Melville’s”
169).” In a complaint that dominates much catalog criticism, the text’s
encyclopedic catalogs are seen as obstructing the narrative development
and coherence of the “story,” and thus as a sign of a lack of organiza-
tional prowess on behalf of the author and as detrimental to the overall
literary value of the text. A year later, however, Brooks revises his opin-
ion to now defend the catalogs precisely on the grounds of their disrup-
tive, nonnarrative quality:

43 Notably, he applauds Melville’s ability to produce individual, unconnected
elements, calling him “an artist of miraculous power in the minting of a
phrase, a paragraph, a sudden, sharp, momentary episode” (169).
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The book is an epic, and an epic requires ballast. Think of the catalogue
of ships in Homer, the mass of purely historical information in the
Aeneid, the long descriptions in Paradise Lost: how immeasurably these
elements add to the density and the volume of the total impression, and
how they serve to throw into relief the gestures and activities of the
characters! This freight of inanimate or partially inanimate material
gives Moby-Dick its bottom, its body, in the vintner’s phrase; and I am
convinced that Melville knew exactly what he was about. (“Moby-Dick”
388-89)

Notably, then, in Brooks’s revised opinion the catalogs are reevaluated
in light of the book’s qualification as an epic, and thus as a text that pre-
qualifies as ‘serious literature’ by way of genre.* Now the elements that
prevented a pleasurable read, the “mass of purely historical information”
and the “freight of inanimate or partially inanimate material,” are an in-
dicator of the difficulty that, in the economy of literary criticism, consti-
tutes a form of value. Once catalog rhetoric is seen to mark literary
complexity, it is no longer in competition to narrative design but disrupts
it in ways that, expressed here in strikingly material terms, add to the
“density and the volume” of the book. Once the text is considered an
epic, and thus a candidate for inclusion in the national canon, the quality
of being ‘heavy’ more than compensates for the damage the catalogs do
to the book’s narrative design, the author’s forgetting, of all things, his
“story.”

In this logic, catalogs, especially catalogs of dry facts or catalogs
whose internal structure is not easily made sense of, add a kind of
‘weight’ to literature in multiple senses: The facts they contain ‘anchor’
the text in the material realities of its day and in the geographic, cultural,
social, and political realities of the nation they are taken to represent.
They discursively survey segments of the world on which the text, read
as national literature now lays claim by seeing them as characteristically
belonging to this nation.*’ They, moreover and quite straightforwardly,
slow down the reading process and intensify the work the text demands

44  Notably, Brooks does not explain why an epic would require ballast. This
particular assertion is assumed to be obvious, and the quick pivot to ships
(that do require ballast) helps smooth this over.

45 Cf. Anne Baker for observations on the connection between the surveying
gaze of transcendentalism and “symbolic control and possession” (82). In
Baker’s interest in the visual, the transcendentalists’ catalogs do not play a
role, but the resonances between her notion of gazing and the surveying
gaze’s implementation in catalogs is obvious.
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of its readers, both associated with then-solidifying norms of literari-
ness.” Along the same line of thinking, they constitute a complication
that hints at an artistic project not easily understood, and they do so not
least by way of the tease around a hidden structure outlined above. Once
they are not skim read, once they are imagined as an important literary
element, once they are marked as literary by social or by textual context,
genre, they invite exactly the kind of deep reading that is commonly as-
sociated with literariness. Brooks’s appeal to the author is indicative of
that: Because the meaning and the design of the catalogs are question-
able and fleeting, because they have to be defended against the implicit
allegations of being mere projections or ‘over-readings’—in other
words: because the catalogs can be both, a failure or an expression of a
will to form—Brooks calls upon the author to vouch for them.* Since
the artistic value of the catalog is difficult to convincingly argue (on the
reception side), it is more easily posited (on the production side). In this
view, Moby-Dick, stripped of its encyclopedic, tedious qualities, would
simply be a (potentially even popularly appealing), pleasurable sea
novel rather than the somewhat inexplicable, puzzling, and difficult
‘work” it is (in this line of thinking, valued as).

Notably, Brooks’s 1920s criticism of the catalogs’ deficiencies and
his later decision to read such deficiencies as a marker of greatness, is
not his alone. In another one of his anonymously published self-reviews,
Walt Whitman seems to suggest the exact same logic in advertising his
poetry by emphasizing the difficulty of his catalogic style:

. Walt Whitman is a pretty hard nut to crack. His involved
sentences, . . . his kangaroo leaps as if from one crag to another, his
appalling catalogues, (enough to stagger the bravest heart,) his unheard
of demand for brains in the reader as well as in the things read, and then
his scornful silence, never explaining anything nor answering any attack,

46  Cf. Melville’s own image of “blubber.” Belknap accordingly quotes from a
letter Melville wrote to Richard Henry Dana, according to which the “ma-
terial of his book was literally and metaphorically ‘blubber’” (147).

47  Of course, the other figure of authority here, the vintner, is just as telling.
Discussing the “body” of the wine is a connoisseur’s practice. It takes prac-
tice, it expresses habitus, and in how it is primarily about nonverbal quali-
ties, it is notoriously difficult to fully agree on and ultimately impossible to
provide evidence for. Brooks’ wine metaphor, his turning to matters of taste
in every meaning of the word, points at the tension between claiming a
democratic appeal of literature and valuing it as the kind of great literature
worthy of constituting national letters.
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all lay him fairly open to be misunderstood, to slur, burlesque, and
sometimes to spiteful innuendo; and will probably continue to do so
(qtd. in Allen, Solitary 435)

Arguing not via ballast, the epic, and national appeal, but still suggesting
the same evaluative logic in which difficulty becomes a marker of (liter-
ary) excellence, the self-review only superficially criticizes the dissoci-
ated “leaps” of the “appalling catalogues.” More importantly, it ties
these difficulties to the readers’ bravery of heart and to the poet’s “de-
mand for brains in the reader.”*® Here, too, the difficulty of the text and
the refusal to signify (on behalf of the text and of the author in his
“scornful silence”) become markers of a particular kind of literary great-
ness.

Indeed, in Brooks’s argument about the value of Moby-Dick, the lack
of an explanation for the opacity of the encyclopedic catalogs, the au-
thor’s silence and the opacity of the text, are crucial for his bluntly and
unspecifically asserting that Melville “knew exactly what he was about.”
This insistence on a deeper yet unexplained artistic project also is impor-
tant for another rhetorical reason: in turning to the writer’s interiority, it
answers to a tacit concern that such denarrativizing complication might
be an inferior literary tool. If merely throwing in “details of cetology”
can give “bottom [and] body” to a book, the catalogs threaten to emerge
as an almost mechanical stock device, capable of complexifying any
piece of literature. It might be precisely this ease of (ab)use that prompts
Buell to observe that parataxis “has not often been studied as a literary
form” because it “is in itself a rudimentary device, and easily abused”
(166). While this ease of abuse might be another ‘democratically’ egali-
tarian aspect of the catalog, such egalitarianism runs counter to the hori-
zon of values guiding Brooks’s argument in his revised opinion of
Moby-Dick.®® After all, such a stock device, as effective and as democra-
tizing as it may be, subverts the economies of literary value. By insisting
on Melville’s secret knowledge of “what he was about” (and by high-
lighting the author’s “scornful silence” in Whitman’s case), the value of

48  Note how Waskow falls for this praise ex negativo when he refers to Whit-
man, the anonymous author of the text, as “his own best critic” (242).

49 This tension was established in romanticism already. After all, the tran-
scendentalists cherished the poetic catalog as a ready-made device for
adding “body,” “density,” and “volume” to a text at a time in which Ameri-
can culture already prided itself on its prowess in mass production and in
standardized, replaceable parts.
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the catalog is detached from its aesthetic value—a realm that, as
Brooks’s case shows, is subject to heavy revision—and is instead tied to
the presumed greatness of the author that, once established as such, can
vouch for the quality of the text.

The poetic catalog’s promise to resolve—or at least suspend—the ideo-
logical tensions around a democratic US national literature thus stems
from the device’s deeply liminal status: its position in between two
realms of social practice, information storage and literature, that were
increasingly seen as fundamentally, categorically different at the time.
The discourse on the US national literature-to-be then tapped into this
in-betweenness. It did so at a time when the difference between data and
literature began to be increasingly invested with meaning, casting them
as two categorically distinct ways of textualizing the world. In this con-
stellation, catalogs accentuate the difference between data and literature
precisely by promising to bridge it. If, as I claim, the tensions around a
democratic US national literature have to do with a felt incompatibility
of democratic egalitarianism and literary excellence, the catalog’s in-be-
tweenness between data and literature, its position on the fringes of liter-
ariness, thus allowed for projecting onto it the qualities of both literary
excellence and egalitarian information storage. I will use the next two
sections to explore such projections in more detail.

2.3 “First-Rate Literature”: Fuller’s “American Literature”

Margaret Fuller’s 1846 essay “American Literature: Its Position in the
Present Time, and Prospects for the Future” constitutes a particularly
early critical discussion of the state of American national literature (cf.
Birns). Following on the heels of Emerson’s “The Poet,” which I will
read in in detail below (102), it exemplifies the transcendentalist dis-
course on the US national literature-to-come. As romanticism in its
American as well as in its European inflections generally tended to do,
this discourse intertwined the question for the boundedness of the liter-
ary with that for the boundedness of the nation, and it quickly became a
fixture in the young republic’s public discourse—Walt Whitman’s self-
review, cited at the beginning of this chapter, is only one among count-
less examples testifying to how pervasive this discourse was. Fuller’s es-
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say is another one, but it is one that explores the underlying tensions in
much greater depth.

“American Literature” combines a discussion of the conditions of
publishing in the young republic, five pages of the essay’s twenty-two,
with a significantly more extensive review and criticism of individual
authors and works, that makes up the rest. This review is roughly
grouped into different genres of writing, and in adjudicating on, includ-
ing, and omitting individual authors and contributions from this survey,
it engages in an act of canonization befitting the underlying double
project of field formation: To decide what is good literature and to de-
cide what is American literature here are inseparably intertwined. The
‘genres’ the review covers only partially correspond to those considered
‘literary’ genres today, a fact that underscores the extent to which the
meaning of ‘literature’ was in a process of transitioning from a generi-
cally loose term encompassing all writing toward referring to more nar-
row understandings as ‘creative’ or ‘imaginative’ writing of artistic
value and formal finesse.”® Accordingly, literature, for Fuller, encom-
passes “history,” “ethics and philosophy” (127), “that large department
of literature which includes descriptive sketches, whether of character or
of scenery” (128-30; 137), poetry (130), drama (134-36), and periodical
formats such as magazines (138), reviews (138), and journalism (139-
42).*" In each of these sections, she names and critically discusses indi-
vidual authors, or individual works, typically by weighing their achieve-
ments and shortcomings in ways that suit her underlying thesis: There
are promising beginnings, but there are hardly any fully convincing
works of American literature yet. A truly American literature, the review
asserts again and again, is for now only half-born, caught in a liminal
state of becoming: a literature that is destined to arrive but that is still to
come.

In fact, this contention—that an American national literature will
emerge but does not yet exist—is a set piece in the larger discourse on

50 The OED dates the first use of literature in the sense of a “written work
valued for superior or lasting artistic merit” in 1852.

51 Ofcourse, the ‘classical” genres of poetry, drama, and fiction are easily rec-
ognizable in the list, as is journalism, but there are more curious categories
delineated either by subject matter (history, ethics and philosophy) or by
publication venue (magazines, reviews). The inclusion of “ethics and phi-
losophy” in fact allows for Emerson to appear twice in the list, albeit
pseudonymously as the “Sage of Concord” in the first rubric (128).
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American literature during romanticism and beyond, and the participants
in this discourse often are notably invested in this twilight state: a na-
tional literature about to emerge, present and absent at the same time. In
consequence, the sense that American literature was in the process of be-
ing born proved remarkably durable for a remarkably long time. Even
half a century later, Whitman could still count on the debate being at the
top of American readers’ minds. His 1891 essay “Have We a National
Literature” still asks the “terrible query” (338) of whether there is “dis-
tinctively any such thing” as an American national literature, and it ex-
tends it into an indefinite future, adding: “or can there ever be” (“Have
We” 332).°2 As much as this discourse is invested in the emergence of an
American literature, it seems to be more invested in the process of this
emergence than in its results.

Importantly then, Fuller’s text diagnoses this absence of an American
literature at a historical moment already marked by an unprecedented
amount of textual production, and the process of canon formation in
which her essay engages is, like all forms of canonization, a response to
an overabundance, not to a lack: Only in a culture of textual superabun-
dance does a canon become necessary as an instrument to identify, from
the mass of potentially relevant texts, the ones that are worthy of being
read and preserved (Straub 1). Both these observations suggest that
Fuller’s review engages in a complex rhetorical performance, an imagi-
nation of a process of perpetual emergence, in which the possibility for a
distinctly US-American national literature is asserted by deferring its
presence.

In the following, I will use this seeming contradiction as an entry
point to argue that “American Literature” works through a problem that
shaped the nineteenth-century discourse on US national literature more
generally. Specifically, I will use Fuller’s essay to show that this mo-
ment of ambiguity—the sense that US national literature is both present
and absent at the same time—constitutes an attempt to escape the ideo-
logical double-bind sketched above: burdened with the impossible de-
mands of being at once egalitarian and excellent, US national literature

52 Indeed, so fixed are the parameters of and contributions to this debate, and
so important Fuller’s essay’s role in it that, in this text Whitman can invoke
it with a casual, somewhat dismissive (and not entirely correct) reference
and still trust his readers to know which contribution he is referring to. Cf.
my “‘Songs’ and ‘Inventories’” for a more extended discussion of “Have
We a National Literature.”
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can only be imagined as potentiality. It is here that Fuller’s text dovetails
with the poetics of catalog rhetoric outlined above, a device that hosts
literary and nonliterary engagements alike. Fuller’s text, notably, is not a
piece of catalog writing proper, but catalogs mark key moments in her
essay at which she ascertains the potential for America to produce great
literature.

2.3.1 Massified Economies of Value

Crucially, Fuller’s lamentation of a lack of American literature comes at
a moment of unprecedented abundance: the 1840s are a period in which
American literary production and circulation explode, with dramatic
consequences for the economies of value, both monetary and artistic, or-
ganizing the literary market. The resulting ‘surplus economy’ forms the
enabling condition for broader discussions of literary quality, and
Fuller’s essay, too, is underwritten by a concern not for a shortage of
American literature but for the cultural ramifications of such surplus
production: a concern that ‘quality’ is drowned out by the sheer mass of
printed matter. This, too, is a crisis, but it is a different crisis than the
one the text articulates. After all, the essay’s main thrust, in keeping with
the genre requirements of the literary review, is to guide and ultimately
restrict readerly attention to a canon of select texts. While the essay
claims to want to bring about an American national literature, to further
the literary landscape and make something absent present, its very
process of instructing the reader on the often lacking quality of the texts
under review, of rejecting some works as inferior and others as not
‘American’ enough, follows the opposite trajectory: in face of overabun-
dant textual production it pursues an artificial shortage of textual circu-
lation for the sake of an increase in value.

Fittingly, economic considerations form a permanent subtext
throughout the five expository pages of the essay, making a sudden ap-
pearance even in contexts where the essay presumably wants to speak
about artistic value, not the economy of writing, printing, or circulating
literature. A case in point is Fuller’s characterization of the efforts neces-
sary to bring about an American literature. These “noble” efforts can
“cheer into blossom the simplest wood-flower that ever rose from the
earth, moved by the genuine impulse to grow, independent of the lures
of money or celebrity” (125). As much as the contrast between the mod-
est, natural, organically American growth of a flower and these ulterior
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motives is, “money” and “celebrity” constitute a jarring intrusion into
the ‘bucolic’ metaphoric field of botany. This intrusion is not an excep-
tion; rather the essay keeps slipping back and forth between its professed
concern for literature as a disinterested pursuit of beauty and its aware-
ness of the economies that underwrite it. Imagining the historical mo-
ment of its writing as one of particular artistic promise, the wee hours of
an American literature to come, it, in another example, claims that “the
spirit of truth, purely worshipped, shall turn our acts and forbearances
alike to profit, informing them with oracles which the latest time shall
bless” (125). While this sentence in itself is concerned strictly with the
immaterial rewards of inaugurating a new literature, it is immediately
followed by a paragraph that links literature’s “dim and struggling state”
to the “exceedingly pitiful” “pecuniary results” of writing for a literary
market, a market that fails to sustain its authors. The context thus marks
the meaning of “profit” here as dual, referring to the artistic and immate-
rial promise of a literature-to-come when it is explicitly evoked, but set-
ting up the essay for a discussion of the material, “pecuniary” conditions
of the literary marketplace. In this, it does not suggest a Janus-headed
compatibility the word has to two categorically, essentially distinct cul-
tural realms. Instead it underscores that these two concerns, these two
presumably different economies, cannot be disentangled at all.

Indeed, the paragraph following this concern for “profit” is filled
with a remarkable amount of affective engagement, which marks it as a
crucial site in the essay’s discussion of literariness in face of the massifi-
cation of print. In the paragraph, Fuller protests:

From many well known causes it is impossible for ninety-nine out of the
hundred, who wish to use the pen, to ransom, by its use, the time they
need. This state of things will have to be changed in some way. No man
of genius writes for money ; but it is essential to the free use of his
powers, that he should be able to disembarrass his life from care and
perplexity. This is very difficult here ; and the state of things gets worse
and worse, as less and less is offered in pecuniary meed for works
demanding great devotion of time and labour (to say nothing of the ether
engaged) and the publisher, obliged to regard the transaction as a matter
of business, demands of the author to give him only what will find an
immediate market, for he cannot afford to take any thing else. This will
not do ! When an immortal poet was secure only of a few copyists to
circulate his works, there were princes and nobles to patronize literature
and the arts. Here is only the public, and the public must learn how to
cherish the nobler and rarer plants, and to plant the aloe, able to wait a
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hundred years for its bloom, or its garden will contain, presently, nothing
but potatoes and pot-herbs. (126)

Fuller’s argument here ventures into truly conflicted territory. Wishing
back a time of textual scarcity, a time when the country “was not so del-
uged with the dingy page” and in which writing was not “a matter of
business” ultimately ends up wishing back a feudal, pre-democratic time
in which “princes and nobles [would] patronize literature and the arts”—
a startling outcome indeed. The remarkable emphasis, underscored by
the essay’s only exclamation point, with which Fuller asserts that “[t]his
will not do!” then fulfills a double function. It surely expresses a deep
frustration over a surplus market of literature, and about the discrepan-
cies between what this market wants and what authors of renown would
want it to want. But it also serves to override the moment of hesitation
and ambivalence the conclusion surely must have triggered. After all,
the essay that set out to summon a coming American national literature
here ends up wishing back aristocratic times.

Of course, Fuller is by no means alone in imagining the economies
of literary value as independent of, or even opposed to, those of mone-
tary value and the market, and she is not the only one to do so at a his-
torical moment in which money-driven textual circulation thrived.
Rather, romantic discourses on both sides of the Atlantic were heavily
invested in Kantian aestheticism with its vision of an ‘autonomy’ of art,
understood as a quality that placed art and literature outside of the com-
modifying forces of the market. When Fuller suggests that true literature
“[grows] independent of the lure of money or celebrity” (125), this as-
sertion aligns her with these preexisting, dominant discourses; dis-
courses that notably imagine literature as removed from market and
society at a time when cheap printing and an expanding, educated urban
middle class facilitated an unprecedented circulation of literature and en-
abled its unprecedented integration into, rather than its distance from,
society. These broader, transnational discourses and their visions of
artistic autonomy underwrite the emergence of the literary field and the
solidifying and institutionalization of the data-literature split this study is
interested in. Expressed in Bourdieusian terms, they project an alterna-
tive economy based on the circulation of cultural capital, an economy
that reifies literariness as a quality of (only some) textual objects, and

53 I will discuss such flirting with aristocracy in more detail in my discussion
of Emerson’s “The Poet” on page below below (112).
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one that produces the (economically) necessary scarcity of truly literary
objects in face of the material overproduction of readable matter.

The ease with which Fuller’s review can tap into these discourses is
evidence of their pervasiveness, but in the context of the US antebel-
lum’s discussion of national literature, they come with the particular lia-
bilities expressed in how Fuller’s longing for “immortal poet[s]”
becomes entangled in visions of feudal tutelage by “princes and nobles”
and in a premodern form of textual circulation in which “only [...] a few
copyists” reproduce art for the few. Speaking in more general terms: In
the modern value economy of the emerging field of literature, one that
“cherish[es] the nobler and rarer plants,” the print market’s reliance on
popular acclaim as a precondition for economic viability is necessarily
problematic.> Criticizing it, however, involuntarily flirts with the ‘Euro-
pean’ aristocratic structures, and discussions of literariness thus had to
navigate two conflicting ideological configurations. One is the political
ideology of the young republic, in which the public is trusted to make
important political decisions on its own behalf; the other is the ideology
of literary value. Here the public cannot be trusted to pick its own books.

This conflicted constellation then resurfaces again and again
throughout Fuller’s essay. It is a crucial element in a more abstract ambi-
guity the essay harbors toward massified abundance, an unresolved
love-hate stance toward mass and plurality, and I will use the next two
subsections to discuss this ambiguity in more detail. In both cases, this
ambiguity is expressed in short catalogs that position a sense of sprawl-
ing abundance as running contrary to visions of literary refinement.
These catalogs, at the same time, tie this abundance to US national iden-
tity, and they thus work to both express and contain it in stylized form.

2.3.2 The Absent Presence of “That Which Has, as Yet, No Existence”

Most crucially, the conflict around the ‘aristocratic’ overtones of literary
excellence keeps the essay from imagining its eponymous “American
Literature” as presence. Invested in imagining a national literature that
can be both democratic in an egalitarian sense and excellent, two inher-

54 This skepticism around economic success and popular acclaim was less
pronounced in other fields of knowledge circulation. For example, as Don-
ald E. Scott notes of the lecture circus of the 1840s and 1850s, a lecturers
ability to draw mass audiences and to live off the fees was signaling quality
to the audience. The lectures, of course, were not ‘literary’—meant to in-
struct not please (cf. 807).
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ently incompatible demands, it can only imagine US national literature
as un/existing in a perpetual moment of emergence, an ambiguous state
in between presence and absence.

This begins already with the opening one-sentence paragraph, the
apologetic acknowledgment that “[sJome thinkers may object to this es-
say, that we are about to write of that which has, as yet, no existence”
(122). The complex temporal layering of this gesture is remarkable. It
anticipates an objection by future readers against the essay, which, at the
moment of being imagined, is not yet written. After all, the sentence ex-
plicitly hails from a moment at which the author is still “about to write.”
In this condition, being spoken of but not yet being written, the essay it-
self, then, mirrors its object: a genuinely American literature, which also
“has, as yet, no existence.” Standing at the beginning of both the writing
and the reading of the essay, a veritable threshold, the sentence demon-
strates how an absence and the anticipatory reaction to something before
it exists—the paradoxically manifest quality of being spoken of while
having “as yet, no existence”—enables a text, the essay itself, to come
into being. At the same time, of course, this enabling assertion of having
“no existence,” for both the essay and American literature, is a verbal
performance: By the time that “thinkers may object,” the essay is indeed
already written; and its object, American literature, similarly exists at
least in some sense. This is why the essay’s second sentence already
needs to define it out of existence. It does so by asserting that “books
[...] written by persons born in America [...] do not constitute an Ameri-
can literature” in and of themselves. Rather than being American by way
of their authors’ nationality, texts need to display a particular quality of
Americanness to qualify as American literature. The essay, however, is
unable to fully spell out this quality of Americanness. With no success-
ful examples to point to, literary Americanness remains an elusive cate-
gory. Together, these two opening sentences, then, exemplify the modus
operandi of Fuller’s text: it heralds the coming of a truly American liter-
ature by arguing out of existence whatever American literature already
exists.

This is particularly remarkable considering that the essay’s own pres-
ence, along with that of literary journals, reviews, and magazines it
speaks of, gives evidence of the rich textual and metatextual ecosystem
at the time. After all, Fuller’s diagnosis of a lack of American literature
comes at a moment of a distinct flourishing of sorts. As Richard H.
Brodhead explains referencing William Charvat, the antebellum was a
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transitional time when an “expansion in the market for fiction began to
make it more practicable for an American to take up a career solely as a
writer, but also when cultural separations among different kinds of audi-
ences and interests a writer might appeal to had not yet been well-estab-
lished” (19). Accordingly, as Nina Baym points out, the 1840s were
indeed a turning point at which “the publishing scene changed dramati-
cally” due to a sharply increasing abundance of printed matter—a trans-
formation that also showed in the review system. Reviews, that had
before served also to distribute the content of books that otherwise were
not in circulation became more “essaylike” and concise (19), dropping
their longer, descriptive parts in favor of short, evaluative assessments.
In this sense, Fuller’s diagnosis of a crisis, a lack of a genuinely Ameri-
can and genuinely worth-while, literature takes place within an explod-
ing industry of textual production, and her essay’s lamentation of the
lack of Americanness is, in a seeming paradox, made possible by the
very vitality of publishing in America at the time—a vitality that
showed, among other things, in an entire industry of metatextual produc-
tion busying itself with the description of the texts that were in circula-
tion but that were already too numerous to be actually, properly read.
Her extensive discussion of the review journals, and her investment in
the importance of these journals’ work for bringing about the kind of lit-
erature she longs for, point to this historical moment.

Indeed, it is in her discussion of the review journals, and of their rel-
ative success in America, that a number of the points made so far be-
comes palpable. As part of a longer discussion of the publishing
landscape of periodicals in the US, Fuller singles out the review journals
as a rare success:

The Reviews are more able. If they cannot compare, on equal terms,
with those of France, England, and Germany, where, if genius be rare, at
least a vast amount of talent and culture are brought to bear upon all the
departments of knowledge, they are yet very creditable to a new country,
where so large a portion of manly ability must be bent on making laws,
making speeches, making rail-roads and canals. They are, however,
much injured by a partisan spirit, and the fear of censure from their own
public. This last is always slow death to a journal ; its natural and only
safe position is to lead ; if, instead, it bows to the will of the multitude, it
will find the ostracism of democracy far more dangerous than the worst
censure of a tyranny could be. (138)
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The passage contains many of her essay’s operations in condensed form:
In ways that resonate with her overall argument, she lauds the reviews
primarily for their potential of furthering the future development of
American literature, again valuing beginnings over presence, potential
over achievement. She applauds the review journals by dismissively
comparing them to the journals in Europe, indicating that Europe contin-
ues to be the yard stick against which American culture needs to mea-
sure up. At the same time, she remains tellingly unspecific as to what the
review journals’ exact shortcomings are. After all, her remarks gesture
merely toward the general intellectual climate in Europe, the thriving of
“all the departments of knowledge,” than to the work of the reviews
themselves. In consequence, the exact deficits of the American (as well
as the precise qualities of the European) journals remain unclear; a re-
minder of the elusiveness of the presumed differences between such in-
vented entities as nations are.

This difficulty of naming the qualitative differences between the US
and Europe, apart from a vague and general sense of inferiority in light
of the “vast amount of talent and culture” in the latter, then leads to a re-
markable argument in the second half of the paragraph, a return of the
appeals of feudalism. In a context that treats the reviews as a synecdoche
for American literature generally—they are “able” but they still “cannot
compare”—democracy emerges as the main enemy of a more successful
literary development. What innocuously begins by pointing out a “parti-
san spirit” quickly becomes a chain of associations leading from the
“public” to “the will of the multitude” to “the ostracism of democracy.”
Seventy years after the declaration of independence, Fuller’s essay sug-
gests that “the worst censure of a tyranny” might still produce better re-
view journals, and, by extension, a better national literature, than
democracy can.

Notably, it is a short but highly canonical poetic catalog that facili-
tates the transition between the more evaluative part of her argument
about the merit of review journals in different countries and the more
openly political one about the value of a “tyranny.” Characterizing the
US as “a new country, where so large a portion of manly ability must be
bent on making laws, making speeches, making rail-roads and canals,”
the catalog makes an argument that formed a touchstone of the debate
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over a perceived American literary inferiority.” It suggests a rivalry be-
tween practical concerns and artistic ones, claiming that making the new
country habitable and building a nation had simply taken up too much
energy to produce great literature. So well-established and ready is this
view that Fuller actually makes it twice in the essay, using a catalog in
both cases. Earlier on, she had already argued that a genuinely American
literature “will not rise till [...], the physical resources of the country be-
ing explored, all its regions studded with towns, broken by the plow, net-
ted together by railways and telegraph lines, talent shall be left at leisure
to turn its energies upon the higher department of man’s existence”
(124). In both these cases, the immediate, material concerns of making
the country habitable are an ambivalent site, and the catalogs accord-
ingly attempt to overcome or resolve this ambivalence: They mark an
American exceptionalism of sorts, and the catalog’s panoramic gaze
brims with a palpable fascination with these material developments and
their sprawling, busy nature. At the same time, these material develop-
ments are in competition with a presumed artistic development of the
“higher departments of man’s existence.” The catalogs thus manage to
express such material abundance as unbounded and uncontainable, but
they do so in stylized form.

Pointing to the need to make the country inhabitable (for a white,
modern, colonizing settler society) is more than an excuse for a lack of
widely acknowledged literary achievements. Rather it taps into a larger
discursive constellation. As Giinter Leypold points out, in the nineteenth
century the “enlightenment emergence of a ‘disinterested’ sphere of
‘aesthetics’” had led to a sentiment that “recognizes the importance of
literary intellectuals” but that does so only “at the risk of demoting them
to the private domain. Emerson’s complaint, in 1837, that American in-
tellectuals are ‘addressed as women’ and thus ‘virtually disfranchised’
by society’s ‘practical men,’ indicates the anxieties of social irrelevance
(and questioned masculinity)” caused by this (90-91). Accordingly,
Fuller’s paragraph on the review journals layers four sets of binaries: the
somewhat inferior US reviews versus their European counterparts,
Americanness versus European nationalities, practical endeavors versus
aesthetic ones, and democracy versus tyranny. The catalog on the quali-
ties of America is crucial to mediating these binaries. It suggests a much

55 Note also how the catalog aligns political and juridical writing with practi-
cal concerns rather than literary production. They already belong to estab-
lished fields in their own right and thus do not qualify for inclusion.
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longer, potentially infinitely expandable list of practical concerns of
which it only contains some few examples, and it ties this list both to the
realm of the nonliterary and to the national identity of the United States.
As is the case in many of the transcendentalist catalogs, the breadth of
this survey evokes a busy, sprawling nation, one whose myriad occupa-
tions cannot be fully given and one whose busy-ness might indeed better
be captured by data samples than by an attempt to describe it in full.
Even though the overall context acknowledges that these occupations
run contrary to artistic endeavors, the stylization of these different prac-
tical occupations in a catalog suggests a certain poeticity—a point that
Emerson more fully develops in his “The Poet” (cf. page 118 below in
particular).

Without evoking data explicitly, the dataesque form of the catalog
thus allows for a remarkable operation here: it acknowledges that Amer-
ica, occupied with practical concerns as it is, might be incapable of
worthwhile literary production for now, and it fittingly expresses this
condition in a presumably nonliterary form: a mere list. But the catalog
also invites a reading for its casual patterning, such as the paratactic rep-
etition of “making” in each of its clauses, suggesting a raw potential for
literariness in the material itself.

2.3.3 Boundary Practices: Literature and Nation

The essay’s central rhetorical operation, its calling into being American
literature by arguing its absence in face of its unprecedented circulation,
relies on several operations of exclusion. Most fundamentally, it (mostly
tacitly) excludes a range of textual production as not literary; it, sec-
ondly, excludes a number of literary texts as either lacking in quality or
lacking in Americanness—this, after all, is what the extended review
section does. Like all processes of boundary drawing, these acts of ex-
clusion bring into being the object they presumably only describe, an
object of inherent elusiveness save for the boundaries that enclose it. In
Fuller’s essay, as in US-romanticism’s discourse on the possibility of a
US national literature in general, the efforts of tending to and cultivating
the boundaries that demarcate ‘literature,” however, keep mirroring the
efforts of tending to and cultivating the other, equally arbitrary, bound-
ary at stake: that of the nation.

One such act of boundary drawing is already visible in the catalog
above, and it illustrates well the pervasive implicit and explicit effort to
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solidify the meaning of ‘literature’ in the essay. By grouping the “practi-
cal’ textual systems of “making laws” and “making speeches” with other
narrowly practical, economic, engineering, and building concerns, these
systems are identified as distractions—material and intellectual efforts
that subtract energy from the endeavor of producing literature. At the
same time, history, ethics, and philosophy, arguably of comparably prac-
tical quality and considered nonliterary today, emphatically are part of
Fuller’s catalog of ‘literary’ genres. Moreover, scripture and science, two
other textual systems in circulation at the time, are entirely absent from
her consideration. They feature neither as literary practices, nor as tex-
tual genres opposed to it. Observing this obviously is not to suggest a
particular arbitrariness on Fuller’s part. Rather it is to read from her es-
say the contingency with which textual practices get grouped together
now and then, some of them being considered literary and others not—a
contingency that requires permanent efforts at boundary setting, efforts
that explicitly name these boundaries or that implicitly evoke and natu-
ralize them, efforts that frequently denote the object at stake not posi-
tively by the qualities it has but negatively, merely by way of a
presumed difference, a boundary, it has with others.

This is also true for the dramatic and telling opening assertion of the
essay: “[I]t does not follow,” Fuller explains after brief preliminary re-
marks, “because many books are written by persons born in America
that there exists an American literature. Books which imitate or repre-
sent the thoughts and life of Europe do not constitute an American litera-
ture” (122). In its apodictic force, and in differentiating between mere
authorship by people of a particular birthplace on the one side and an au-
thentic literary Americanness on the other, it establishes the latter as a
textual quality. In the following pages, however, the essay remains re-
markably unclear as to what an ‘original’ rather than imitative, American
quality would consist of. It uses Great Britain as a foil against which to
imagine Americanness, but the metaphorical language it uses to describe
Britishness, the lack of an analytic vocabulary to argue literary quality,
along with the undeniable acclaim of British culture, keep undermining
this project.

In part, these difficulties stem from the analytical vagueness with
which the essay necessarily adjudicates the texts under review. Predating
the full-fledged academization of literary criticism / literary studies, the
essay cannot rely on the categorical stability of a discursive system that
rests in itself. This shows, for example, in the difficulties it has in locat-
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ing the conceptual site at which the Americanness of American literature
is supposed to be found, or in explaining how such national autonomy is
supposed to manifest: The observation that “an original idea” or “fresh
thoughts™ are lacking suggests that this is foremost a matter of content
(122), but the essay later suggests that “national ideas” are required pri-
marily because these ideas then “[crave] to be clothed in a thousand
fresh and original forms” (124). Ideas, in this view constitute the ‘soul’
of forms. Without them, “all attempts to construct a national literature
must end in abortions like the monster of Frankenstein, things with
forms, and the instincts of forms, but soulless, and therefore revolting”
(124).>° The review section has similar difficulties of precisely naming
what is missing in a given text. When Fuller writes of William Prescott
that the “richness and freshness of his materials” generate “a sense of
enchantment” but that he “possesses nothing of the higher powers of the
historian, great leading views, or discernment as to the motives of ac-
tion,” these observations effectively transport value judgments, but they
do not project a categorical system in which either literary quality or
Americanness could be reliably discussed.

This problem gets further exacerbated by the perceived need, appar-
ently, to couch the criticism of Great Britain. The essay accordingly
backpedals on some of its more forceful critical points by insisting that
the disparagement of British literature and character “does not apply to
Shakespeare,” and by acknowledging that, for all the limitations of the
“insular” British spirit, readers “in later days” learn to “prize the pecu-
liar greatness [...] which has enabled English genius to go forth from its
insular position and conquer such a vast dominion in the realms both of
matter and mind” (123). Clearly the existing parameters of literary qual-
ity, and the discursive parameters of literariness, which necessitate an
acknowledgment of Shakespeare despite his Britishness here, get in the
way of asserting any authentic American literary qualities.

In response to this problem of separating Americanness and British-
ness, the essay again turns to catalog rhetoric to describe the American
side.”” It first characterizes British culture as having “the iron force of

56 Cf. also her later observation that many great American books had been
produced before the time of her writing but that most of these books had
been “except in their subject matter, English books” (127).

57 Here, as throughout, the essay employs an organic, horticultural meta-
phoric framework: Fuller later observes that American culture only needs
to “harrow the soil and lay it open to the sun and air. The winds from all
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the Latins, but not the frankness and expansion,” as having produced a
literature that is, “[l]ike their fruits,” in need of “a summer sky to give
them more sweetness and a richer flavour [sic],” and as generally
marked by “a reminiscence of walls and ceilings, a tendency to the arbi-
trary and conventional” and an “insular” quality with a “consequent
need to concentrate and intensify her life” (123). This “insular” quality
is contrasted with the American geography in another short catalog:
Americans, the essay claims, are

a mixed race, continually enriched with new blood from other stocks the
most unlike that of our first descent, with ample field and verge enough
to range in and leave every impulse free, and abundant opportunity to
develope [sic] a genius, wide and full as our rivers, flowery, luxuriant
and impassioned as our vast prairies, rooted in strength as the rocks on
which the Puritan fathers landed. (123-24)

Again, the catalogic drive of the passage, its paratactic enumeration of
qualities, does little to make tangible what an American literature would
look like—if anything, the way in which the more manifest differences
of climate, geography, and environment keep pressing into the fore-
ground here involuntarily highlights the difficulty of projecting these
‘natural’ geographic differences onto cultural differences in the litera-
tures of these two nations. However, the catalogic form effectively asso-
ciates an American (literary) character with a sense of vastness,
abundance, and plenitude, precisely because it resists coherent argumen-
tative closure: the catalog takes data samples from the prairies and
rocks, but it does not even attempt to describe the geography that is
imagined as enabling American literary autonomy.

Engaging with Fuller’s “American Literature” then brings to the fore a
telling conceptual slippage that transforms the problem of Americanness
into that of literariness (and vice versa). At first glance, the title and the
opening postulates Americanness as the central quality of interest. Yet,
throughout the entirety of the essay’s following pages, the discussion of
the individual works’ and authors’ merit primarily turns on their per-
ceived lack in literary quality. Obviously, this is in keeping with the

quarters of the globe bring seed enough, and there is nothing wanting but
preparation of the soil, and freedom in the atmosphere, for ripening of a
new and golden harvest” (125).
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genre requirements of the review essay, but it also curiously transforms
the problem at stake: asking if US writers are American enough, it keeps
saying that they are not literary enough. The essay’s imagination of a po-
tential, future American national literature is thus engaged in a tightly-
interwoven double-exclusion—it dismisses, in one operation, all literary
works under review as not sufficiently American and as not sufficiently
literary. Together, these exclusions leave no piece of American literature
remaining, but they draw a boundary that serves to call into being the
object they circumscribe, albeit as an absent one.

The above reading of Fuller’s essay thus brings to the fore two radi-
cally different models to explain the prevalent discourse on the absence
of a national literature in antebellum America: In one, openly advanced
by the essay, there really was no American literature to speak of, and the
discourse on its absence simply describes this empirically true fact; to
accept this answer one has to subscribe to two essentialisms: that of na-
tional literatures as being inherently, categorically distinct, and that of
literary value being a quality manifest in some works and missing in
others. Obviously, and as should be abundantly clear by now, this study
does not subscribe to these essentialisms but rather interrogates them for
the discursive work they do. It views both the imagination of national
distinctness and the imagination of literary distinctiveness as operations
that bring about the objects they pretend to observe. Seen thus, Fuller’s
essay bears all the signs of these discursive operations. By speaking of
American literature’s absence, it is engaged in permanent, intertwining
efforts of reifying, of making seem essential, two highly socially contin-
gent, artificial constructs: national identity and literary value.

The moments of conceptual slippage and of contradiction in Fuller’s
“American Literature” point to the tensions this project entails. The es-
say’s two eponymous categories, Americanness and Literariness, keep
bleeding into one another, and the worries over a lack of literary produc-
tion keep revealing an underlying concern over an overabundance of
texts and of literary circulation. The essay’s textual, argumentative
struggles thus lay bare how romanticism’s notions of literariness, no-
tions that the essay necessarily draws on, conflict with dominant politi-
cal ideologies of the young republic. This is most obvious in the case of
the ‘democracy’ of the market that, in Fuller’s view, cannot be trusted to
sustain literary excellence, thus raising suspicions about the general
trustworthiness of the public. On perhaps a somewhat more abstract
level, the essay’s struggles point to an ambivalence around a mass-vs-
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excellence dichotomy, which also speaks from its concern with a lack of
American literature at a moment of its unprecedented proliferation.
Mass, here, indeed is doubly coded: as positive in the realm of political
participation, and as negative in the realm of literary value. Similarly,
practicality, a value the young republic generally prides itself on, comes
to be suspect in the realm of literature-as-art.

These argumentative struggles, vividly illustrated by Fuller’s essay,
are by no means unique to her text. Rather, they are bound up with the
project of field formation that the essay engages in. Calling into being
the literary field necessarily entails an othering of a range of textual and
information practices, some of which resonated more strongly with the
dominant, national ideologies of political independence, pluralism, egal-
itarianism, and democracy. These other(ed) practices would have lent
themselves more easily to advancing the United States’ cultural indepen-
dence from ‘European’ traditions: As I argue throughout this study, new
textual forms and practices that turned on the symbolic form of data
stood increasingly ready to perform the kinds of world-making and
world-ordering traditionally entrusted to those forms and practices that
were now being grouped together as ‘literature.” As this chapter argues,
the poetic catalog’s success in US romanticism is tied to this particular
discursive constellation. Catalog rhetoric here constitutes an attractive
stylistic device because it promises to resolve or at least suspend some
of the tensions and contradictions around imagining a national demo-
cratic literature; tensions that show, among other places, in Fuller’s text.

2.4  Catalog Rhetoric and the De/Valuing of Mass: Emerson’s “The
Poet”

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay on “The Poet,” published in 1844, two
years before Fuller’s review, is particularly pertinent in this context for a
number of reasons: it explicitly and positively spells out the poetic
project of transcendentalism; it ties this poetic vision to US national
identity and to the problem of a (yet-to-be-founded) US-American na-
tional literature; it envisions, as a core quality of this new poetic project,
an ability to capture in a surveying gaze the vastness, plurality, and di-
versity of the United States; and, even though it makes no direct refer-
ences to democracy, it imagines this national literature as distinctly
democratic—an aspect that then spawns conceptual difficulties around
the relationship between artistic exceptionalism and democratic egalitar-
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ianism. Most importantly, the essay heavily relies on paratactic catalog
rhetoric that [ read as resonant with the data imaginary, and this rhetoric,
repeatedly showcased throughout the text, not only describes but already
demonstrates the new poetic America presumably is waiting for. Using
extended catalogs, “The Poet” ties the new US national literature-to-
come to democracy and to a particular version of democratic modernity,
thus situating the catalogs, and the dataesque logic they operate, at the
fault line between art and egalitarianism.

Of course, “The Poet” is also worth a closer look for the influence it
has frequently been credited with: Among other things, it allegedly
brought a “simmering, simmering, simmering” Walt Whitman “to a
boil” (his words, relayed by John Townsend Trowbridge), thus trigger-
ing the writing of the first edition of Leaves of Grass.™ But the connec-
tion between Whitman’s catalogs and Emerson’s vision of a
transcendentalist poetic, a connection synecdochical of how Emerson’s
role for the ‘American Renaissance’ is often conceptualized, goes be-
yond the former’s acknowledgment of Emerson’s influence on him. It is
typically traced to two passages in “The Poet”: the assertion that “[b]are
lists of words are found suggestive, to an imaginative and excited mind”
(Emerson, “Poet” 188), a sentence often used to explain the workings of
catalog rhetoric; and the assertion that the US currently lacked a litera-
ture appropriate to the new nation, that there had yet been “no genius in
America” who appreciated the poetic potential of American society and
culture, or who realized that “America is a poem in our eyes” (196)—a
lack that numerous authors, among them certainly Whitman, were obvi-
ously eager to fill.* This connection between a promised, inherent poet-
icity of America and the lack of a national literature fulfilling this
promise, and, more so perhaps, the cultural meanings this connection
came to be invested with, testifies to the eagerness (and success) with

58 Folsom and Price provide a particularly nuanced discussion of the question
of the foreground of Leaves of Grass. They offer two possible answers to
the question of what caused Whitman’s transformation into a poet: “some
sort of spiritual illumination” or an “original and carefully calculated strat-
egy” to model his voice after a template such as the one Emerson envisions
here (Folsom and Price 22).

59 The Preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves makes many intertextual refer-
ences to “The Poet,” among them the assertion that “[t]he United States
themselves are essentially the greatest poem,” a claim almost verbatim
‘borrowed’ from Emerson (iii).
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which the transcendentalists branded their own work as foundational of
American national literature as democratic literature.

In the following pages I will read Emerson’s attempt to showcase a
pioneering literary practice through its resonances with the nineteenth
century’s emerging data imaginary by focusing on his use of catalog
rhetoric. To do so, I will first explore the link between the new poetic
Emerson envisions and democracy. Other than Fuller does, Emerson
hardly ever addresses head on the differences between political systems,
or the relative advantages of aristocracy and democracy. His essay, how-
ever, is very much invested in these questions—in tracing an endemic,
vernacular poeticality in everyday (American) life, and in an under-
standing of language that democratizes the poetic process, and it meets
with similar conceptual impasses as Fuller does, impasses that again pin-
point the cultural work his essay is trying to do. In a second subsection, |
will then explore in greater depth the links between the democratic lan-
guage theory the essay proposes and the data imaginary, and I will do so
by focusing on three characteristics—transparency, morselization, and
massification. All three are crucial to the transcendental poetic Emerson
envisions, but all three also resonate with the symbolic form of data.
Based on these two subsections’ preliminary work, I will then use a third
subsection to hone in on two particularly important catalogs in the essay.
Both these catalogs, I will argue, attempt to overcome the existing, and
at the time widening, chasm between dataesque and literary textualiza-
tions of the world. They identify in the dataesque logic of the catalogic
storage of experience a distinctly democratic potential, but they are also
invested in the value economy of literariness. Accordingly, here, as in
Fuller’s case, the tensions that these catalogs register, tensions they con-
tain but do not resolve, speak not only of a conceptual fissure but of the
desire to find forms of cultural expression, a new national literature, to
bridge it.

2.4.1 Democratic Literature, Vernacular Poeticality, and Democratic
Language

Emerson’s essay aims to outline a transcendentalist poetic, to cast it as
the basis of a decidedly new form of literature, and to propose this new
literary project as a template for a US national literature—which he, like
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Fuller, describes as being on the cusp of emerging.® The essay form al-
lows Emerson to much more openly perform some of the poetic features
he imagines this national literature-to-come to have, which obviously
raises some tongue-in-cheek questions as to the role he imagines for
himself in this process, but which also makes it a particularly productive
text to interrogate in the context of this study.*'

Throughout, “The Poet” envisions this new poetic project by devel-
oping a more general theory of language and symbols as inherently
democratic. As I will show in the following, this theory acknowledges
that symbolic practices, among them language, must necessarily be
“fluxional,” marked by an inherent instability, precisely because the con-
nection between signifier and signified is conventional, and because
meaning is thus a matter of pluralistic diversity: what is a good symbol
for one person might not work at all for another one. In light of this, the
essay turns to a dataesque practice of massifying symbolization, using a
host of interchangeable data points that indicate a shared meaning rather
than relying on a single, ‘best,” symbol, and it explains and exemplifies
this solution to the pluralism of language using catalogs. Doing so, how-
ever, it runs into similar impasses as Fuller’s essay above, impasses that
are indicative of the tensions between this dataesque model of demo-
cratic poetry and the standards of literary excellence it nevertheless sub-
scribes to.

Notably, Emerson’s essay never uses the word ‘democracy,” a truly
present absence considering the text’s overall thrust and the cultural and
political context it inserts itself in. However, it eloquently envisions a
love of symbols as an endemic, vernacular quality in all humans, and it
uses this, along with a more general romantic distrust of all kinds of
‘learned’ knowledge as an effective scaffold to cast its vision of litera-
ture as ‘democratic’ without ever using the word. Indeed, from its first
lines on the essay is heavily invested in developing a distinctly egalitar-
ian vision of this new national literature-to-come: It begins by creating a

60 The fact that Emerson, like Fuller, begins his discussion of American liter-
ature by noting its absence despite the unprecedentedly thriving literary
production at the time underscores how pervasive this rhetorical move was.

61  This holds for many of the transcendentalists, and for the romantics more
generally: the self-reflexive interest of these movements in language and in
the possibilities of literary representation speaks to their historic situated-
ness at a cultural moment in which literature increasingly emerged as a
somewhat autonomous cultural enterprise in itself, but it also always sug-
gests a certain self-interested investment.
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foil against which this new literature stands out, and the terms in which
this opening bluntly attacks the literary establishment effectively paints
the image of an ‘aristocratic’ class of literati: The majority of the essay’s
first paragraph is accordingly devoted to attacking the “esteemed um-
pires of taste,” those people “who have acquired some knowledge of ad-
mired pictures or sculptures, and have an inclination for whatever is
elegant” but whose “cultivation is local” and whose “knowledge of the
fine art is some study of rules and particulars, or some limited judgment
of color or form, which is exercised for amusement or for show”—peo-
ple, in other words, whose actions are “proof of the shallowness of the
doctrine of beauty” (“Poet” 183). The target of this tirade are not simply
critics but also the “men of poetical talents, or of industry and skill in
metre,” who excel in formal finesse rather that in “true” poetic vision
(185). In its attack on formal education and on art as a performance for
the sake of meaningless “amusement” or to generate social capital, “for
show,” the essay aligns this kind of refined, dismissively “fine art” with
the mechanisms of distinction that mark socially stratified societies, thus
creating a space and a need for a different, less formally refined yet
more inclusive, democratic and egalitarian art.

This notion of a ‘true art’ to-come then clothes an epistemic project
—art is here meant to make the world more intelligible—in prophetic
language. The true poet, in Emerson’s description, is able to lift the indi-
vidual above the “clouds and opaque airs in which [we] live,—opaque,
though they seem transparent,” and he does away with the “noise” of
life. Good poetry, to Emerson, brings readers to a vantage point from
which to “see and comprehend [their] relations” and to understand
“what [they are] doing.” The imagery combines spiritual metaphors, a
lifting above the clouds, with a very concrete, socially grounded concern
for interpersonal relations, a, for lack of a better word, ‘modern’ worry
over the individual’s ability to navigate everyday life, to understand
“what [one is] doing.” The two-tiered quality of this concern, spiritual
on the one hand and concrete and modern on the other, returns one sen-
tence later: “To reach this point of total vision is better than my birth-
day: then I became an animal: now I am invited into the science of the
real.” The two points of reference, the religious overtones of birth and
rebirth and the notion of a “science of the real,” correspond to the imag-
ined temporal self-positioning of the romantic poetic project of transcen-
dentalism: it is imagined as a new poetic, modern in its appeal to a
“science of the real,” but it harkens back to the classics; it is as much a
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vision of a new poetry to come as it is aligned with a nostalgic vision of
the masterpieces of the past.

Within this configuration, Emerson’s text uses the binary opposition
between ‘true art’ of transcendental power and a ‘studied’ adherence to
“rules and particulars” to claim a widely spread, common poetry in
American everyday life, and to align this vernacular poeticality with true
poetry. In doing so, it identifies symbols as the crucial category of po-
etry and claims that poetry in this wider sense is a much more common
activity. In this view, “men of every class” have the ability and the desire
for “the use of emblems.” In fact, even if people deny their own lyrical
streak, even if they “fancy they hate poetry, [...] they are all poets and
mystics” nevertheless (188). This widespread, egalitarian ability of ev-
erybody to be a poet shows in how people use symbols in their daily in-
teractions. Emerson explains, notably in catalog form and with a notable
choice of verb in the first sentence, that many public rituals are based on
symbols:

In our political parties, compute the power of badges and emblems. See
the huge wooden ball rolled by successive ardent crowds from Baltimore
to Bunker hill! In the political processions, Lowell goes in a loom, and
Lynn in a shoe, and Salem in a ship. Witness the cider-barrel, the log-
cabin, the hickory-stick, the palmetto, and all the cognizances of party.
See the power of national emblems. Some stars, lilies, leopards, a
crescent, a lion, an eagle, or other figure, which came into credit God
knows how, on an old rag of bunting, blowing in the wind, on a fort, at
the ends of the earth, shall make the blood tingle under the rudest, or the
most conventional exterior. (188).

It is the universal, classless ability by common people, “men of every
class,” to use and understand symbols that gives legitimacy to Emer-
son’s project and that thus casts it as a democratic endeavor standing in
opposition to the learned meter and formal intricacies of the “esteemed
umpires of taste.” If symbols point to transcendent truths, and if every-
body is a symbol operator, true poetry can emanate from and instruct
and uplift anybody. This is where the transcendentalist vision of art is its
most democratic—without ever explicitly saying so.

The conspicuously ‘democratic’ features of this poetic project, how-
ever, go beyond the widespread, universal ability to operate symbols in
conventional, everyday rituals. Rather, Emerson’s vision is underwritten
by a more general theory of language as in-itself inherently democratic.
The essay thus insists that
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all symbols are fluxional; all language is vehicular and transitive, and is
good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as farms and houses
are, for homestead. Mysticism consists in the mistake of an accidental
and individual symbol for an universal one. The morning-redness
happens to be the favorite meteor to the eyes of Jacob Behmen, and
comes to stand to him for truth and faith; and he believes should stand
for the same realities to every reader. But the first reader prefers as
naturally the symbol of a mother and child, or a gardener and his bulb, or
a jeweller polishing a gem. Either of these, or of a myriad more, are
equally good to the person to whom they are significant. Only they must
be held lightly, and be very willingly translated into the equivalent terms
which others use. (195)

While this description of language as subject to permanent change, as
“fluxional,” and the insistence on the arbitrary, “accidental” nature of all
symbols might seem obvious to today’s contemporary (post-linguistic
turn) reader, its egalitarian approach to the value of symbols has sub-
stantial consequences in the context of poetry. If all symbols are “indi-
vidual,” if they all are “equally good to the person to whom they are
significant,” it becomes much harder to discuss (or to assess, and far
more, to agree on) a poem’s value or a poet’s achievement.® Put differ-
ently, if the symbolic meaning of the “morning-redness” is subjective,
(poetic) communication between different individuals becomes inher-
ently questionable, and, even more troublingly perhaps, choosing the
universally best poetic image ends up an impossibility.

Notably, Emerson here uses a catalog both to explain and to exem-
plify the problem. His assertion that “the first reader” might prefer one
symbol, another reader another one, and a third reader a third one sug-
gests that all three symbols, the mother, the gardener, and the jeweler,
have some shared kernel of meaning or function in common that allows
for their interchangeability in the first place. This is the point Emerson
quite obviously wants to make. However, while his argument and the
items’ paratactic arrangement imply that they are interchangeable and
that choosing one is simply a matter of preference, it is very difficult (if

62 The conceptual difficulty can be seen in a minor logical glitch: The exam-
ple Emerson uses ends up illustrating the opposite of what the text de-
scribes: In the Jacob Behmen example, the suggestion is that the meteor
might not “stand for the same realities to every reader,” that, in other
words, one symbol might have multiple meanings. The examples that fol-
low, however, illustrate the reverse: that multiple symbols might signify the
same principle or idea.
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not impossible) to pinpoint this shared conceptual referent that all three
images equally denote.” The pluralism of language that Emerson identi-
fies positively now also keeps him from naming what these symbols
have in common. It makes perfect sense, then, that Emerson never spells
out what the three images are supposed to signify and instead leaves it to
his readers to interpolate the (a?) correct signified from the only partially
congruent yet interrelated indications he provides. Simple representa-
tion, the passage both asserts and demonstrates, does not work: all the
author can do is hope that the redundancy of offering three images, three
partial meanings, will lead different readers of his text to arrive at suffi-
ciently similar understandings of what these three have in common. In
the logic of the democratic poetic the essay summons, there obviously is
no way of saying, in any singular and universal way, what these images
signify, given the fluxional and multi-perspectival quality of language;
but a proliferation of individual images, the massification of which the
catalog allows for, promises an alternative, somewhat viable form of sig-
nification.

This, then, is where Emerson’s use of the catalog most emphatically
resonates with the symbolic form of data as outlined above: The exam-
ple he gives demonstrates that poetic meaning cannot be evoked by
picking the one perfect symbol but by giving a collection of massifiable
data points that all indicate different measurements of the same princi-
ple: As short as his catalog is, its form and its context both suggest infi-
nite expandability. Accordingly, the three images he gives do not
constitute a precise, exhaustive description or denotation of some single
principle. Not even in their plurality do they constitute a successful de-
scription of anything in particular, but they signify as mere samples,
more or less arbitrarily chosen from “myriad more” similar points. Pre-
cisely because there is no single right symbol, and because a symbol
cannot be trusted to evoke the same signified for a diverse, pluralist au-
dience anyway, a host of data points needs to be mobilized in order to
achieve an approximation of communication. In the logic of the database
and of big data, a massification of information, an increase of informa-
tional redundancy, emerges as the only way to overcome the inherent
and literally un-fixable instability of language—a quality that is posi-

63  Mother and gardener might suggest nourishment or future growth, but the
jeweler does not fit this meaning; a broad sense of ‘polishing’ (or: educa-
tion) could bring together the mother and the jeweler but would leave out
the gardener;
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tively connoted as one facet of its democratic appeal but one that simul-
taneously threatens to undermine a text’s significatory and poetic work.
The three interchangeable symbols, forming a minimal catalog in Emer-
son’s text, thus speak of the essay’s concern with the (im)possibility of
democratic poetry at the same time as they exemplify the poetic princi-
ple of paratactic replaceability and massified, dataesque indication that it
suggests as a remedy.

Emerson’s turning to the logic of the data imaginary then has two
important consequences for his argument. It further aligns his poetic
with democracy, but it simultaneously questions the authority of the
poet. In line with the essay’s overall democratic and egalitarian thrust,
and as described above (page 82), this principle of paratactic exemplifi-
cation partially shifts the site of poetic creation from the poet to the
reader. Now the poet’s task is no longer to identify the one best image.
All that poets can do is offer to their readers a database of symbols that,
together, triangulate an approximate meaning—if the text’s readers, now
shouldering a categorically larger task than before, interpolate them. Fit-
tingly, this reorganization of poetic work is expressed in a shift in own-
ership. As Emerson explains, even if a poet manages to “[say] something
which is original and beautiful,” he “knows well that it is not his; that it
is as strange and beautiful to him as to you” (196). While the passage
does not suggest that the readers now own the poem, it speaks to a uni-
versality of poetic inspiration that stems from things “strange and beau-
tiful.” In imagining such universality, it reprises the earlier notion of the
potential for poetic expression in “men of every class,” and this univer-
sal ability, and the shared ownership of the poetic process, and of ex-
pressions that are “strange,” ‘“original,” and “beautiful,” is the
foundation for the catalog’s ability to do communicative work and, more
importantly, function as poetry. The dataesque catalog, in other words,
here allows Emerson to spell out a vision of a democratic poetry.

Still, the moment of egalitarianism and the possibility of enlarged
readerly work the catalog rhetoric facilitates naturally constitute a threat
to the author-ity of the poet. This problem makes its first appearance
with Emerson’s claim that “poets and philosophers” were “not more in-
toxicated with their symbols than the populace with theirs” (188), but
the question nags throughout the entirety of his essay: if poetry is truly
egalitarian and democratic, what then is the social function (and the so-



Democratic National Literature and the Data Imaginary 111

cial standing) of the poet?* Beginning with the title, “The Poet,” and
quickly returning in the description of “the birth of a poet” as “the prin-
ciple event in chronology,” the text is at least as heavily invested in prof-
fering the poet’s exceptionalism as it is in positioning poetry as a
universal, democratic, equally-distributed, endemic faculty.

This tension resurfaces with particular poignancy in at least three
places: The first one is a discussion of inspiration and asceticism that |
will return to later. The second one is the text’s contradictory relation-
ship to the classics and to Homer in particular. On the one hand, it greets
“Homer, Chaucer, Shakspeare [sic], and Raphael” as “the rich poets”
who “have obviously no limits to their works, except the limits of their
lifetime” (197). On the other hand, it imagines that truly inspired poetry,
the poetry yet to be written, will diminish Plutarch and Shakespeare and
make it so that even “Homer no more should be heard of” (186).% In-
deed, after imagining a new, American poetry and the poet creating it,
the essay bluntly concludes that “when we adhere to the ideal of the
poet, we have our difficulties even with Milton and Homer. Milton is too
literary, and Homer too literal and historical” (196). Clearly, the text
here is torn over how to assess the classical literary achievements. A
third moment at which this tension between poetic excellence and

64  Again perhaps taking a cue from Emerson, Whitman tackles the same co-
nundrum in his Preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves. His claim that the
poet “is a seer [...] the others are as good as he, only he sees it and they do
not,” ends up casting an even starker light on the contradiction between the
poet’s heightened individuality (“he is individual,” “he is complete in him-
self,” “[h]e is not one of the chorus,” “he does not stop for any
regulation . . . he is the president of regulation”) and his being “as good” as
“the others” (iii).

65  The passage tells the story of how “genius had appeared in a youth who sat
near me at table.” In a bout of inspiration bordering on madness, he “had
left his work, and gone rambling none knew whither, and had written hun-
dreds of lines.” In Emerson’s telling, it remains unclear whether this mass
of textual production represented successfully—the young man “could not
tell whether that which was in him was therein told”—but the poetic value
of this uninhibited eruption of “hundreds of lines” is clear: “We sat in the
aurora of a sunrise which was to put out all the stars. Boston seemed to be
at twice the distance it had the night before, or was much farther than that.
Rome,—what was Rome? Plutarch and Shakspeare were in the yellow leaf,
and Homer no more should be heard of” (186). It is tempting, of course, to
read a story of a young man’s (incomprehensible, yet prolific) poetic pro-
duction as allegorical of the young nation, but these overtones remain just
that: overtones.
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democracy resurfaces is visible in one of the essay’s more enigmatic im-
ages, the notion that the true “genius” poet would look at America with
“tyrannous eye” and would thus be able to appreciate the uniquely po-
etic quality of the young nation. In an essay that so emphatically rejects
all aristocratic, feudal overtones for the purpose of heralding a truly
democratic, egalitarian poetry, enlisting tyranny as a positive template to
accentuate a poet’s command of vision is indeed surprising. In partly un-
doing the anti-aristocratic, egalitarian thrust of the essay, the metaphor’s
flirt with poetic author-itarianism speaks to the larger dilemma of Amer-
ican literature at the time, which I have also traced in Fuller’s text
above: a desire to simultaneously break with and be accepted into the
ranks of European literature. It certainly speaks to the difficulty of fully
overcoming a hierarchical, ‘aristocratic’ conception of literary excel-
lence.

2.4.2 Transparency, Morselization, and Massification

There are at least three other places in which Emersonian language the-
ory—as “The Poet” describes it and as it underwrites the poetic project
the essay outlines—interfaces with the data imaginary: an emphasis lan-
guage as mere transmission, marked by directness and completeness,
rather than on refined expression; a vision of language as morselized,
which values the role of individual words or other fragmentary units of
meaning-making over the role of syntagmatic chains of such units; and
an appreciation of massification as one way of turning into poetry the
presumably unpoetic materials that the young nation has to offer.

In line with its democratic thrust, the essay imagines the poet’s work
of articulation as one of radically simple transmission: “The poet has a
new thought: he has a whole new experience to unfold; he will tell us
how it was with him, and all men will be the richer in his fortune” (186).
Poetry, in this vision of immediate, direct, quasi-telegraphic transmis-
sion, is not the process of refining experience or language, or of select-
ing or mediating experience in particularly powerful or polished a form,
but of offering as total and as transparent as possible an interface to tran-
scendental truths. Accordingly, the same ideal of directness informs one
of Emerson’s more famous descriptions of the poet’s work: the best po-
ets, he states, “resemble a mirror carried through the street, ready to ren-
der an image of every created thing” (197). While the visual overtones
of the passage have frequently been read as indicative of the role of pho-
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tography (or daguerreotypy) for the transcendentalist project, the ideal
of (possibly) reflecting “every created thing” also resonates with the im-
portance of massification and total storage in the data imaginary (and
thus with the idea of “myriad more” data points quoted above). The
poet’s distinguishing quality, here, is not selectiveness, an ability to
choose the most significant outlier event that then represents the whole,
but bandwidth, the ability to capture and transmit all.

Moreover, while the image of the ‘mirror’ at first glance might seem
to suggest a proto-realist desire for representation (and has frequently
been read thus by critics focusing on its photographic quality), it also
needs to be read in relation to the general transcendentalist (and, in par-
ticular, Emersonian) interest in transparency, most famously expressed
in the (notably opaque) idea of the “transparent eyeball” in Nature (4).
Using the trope of transparency explicitly, “The Poet” asserts:

We are symbols, and inhabit symbols; workmen, work, and tools, words
and things, birth and death, all are emblems; but we sympathize with the
symbols, and, being infatuated with the economical uses of things, we do
not know that they are thoughts. The poet, by an ulterior intellectual
perception, gives them a power which makes their old use forgotten, and
puts eyes, and a tongue, into every dumb and inanimate object. He
perceives the thought’s independence of the symbol, the stability of the
thought, the accidency and fugacity of the symbol. As the eyes of
Lyncaus were said to see through the earth, so the poet turns the world
to glass, and shows us all things in their right series and procession.
(189)%

In ways that impact the meaning of the mirror above, the essay’s other
visual metaphor, that of transparency, also does not suggest the visuality
of realist representation, a transparency in which the text ultimately be-
comes invisible, transparent, to reveal, without distortion, an opaque
world underneath. In the transcendentalist notion of transparency Emer-
son describes, both language and world alike are symbols, and the poet’s

66 It is not incidental, of course, that Emerson here uses a catalog—“work -
men, work, and tools, words and things, birth and death”—to address the
symbolic quality of everything. And again the catalog obstructs any simple
understanding of what these different emblems are symbolic of. Note also
that, curiously, it is the thought’s independence of the symbol that facili-
tates such transparency. Because of this independence, Emerson’s frame-
work here relies on the redundancy of symbolization. If symbols are ‘acci-
dental’ and ‘fugacious,’” massified collections of symbols can better signify
“the thought” than any single, presumably correct one can.



114 Data Imaginary

task is to make these symbols transparent, thus revealing an underlying,
transcendental truth.”” The work of poetry thus is not that of a re-presen-
tation of an existing world but that of a ‘de-presentation’ of this world in
order to facilitate a seeing-through to the underlying order.

In a second resonance with the data imaginary, and despite the above
passage’s recourse to a “right series and procession,” words that could
be taken to imply syntagmatic interrelatedness,® Emerson’s understand-
ing of language is fundamentally anti-syntagmatic throughout the re-
mainder of the essay, foregrounding the morselized quality of individual
words rather than the meaning-making of longer syntagmatic chains: As
the text insists, “the poet is the Namer, or Language-maker” (190), a
view that turns language-making into a strikingly non-grammatical
project. Language-making here is not about cojoining, about systems,
and about syntagmation, but about parceling out. By “naming things”
the poet is “rejoicing the intellect, which delights in detachment or
boundary” (190). Naming, here, is a work of categorizing, of relating
names and things, not of relating names to names or things to things. As
Emerson explains, because the “poets made all the words [...] language
is the archives of history,” and in these archives the individual words
stand notably alone and unconnected. In metaphors that accentuate the
morselized quality of individual symbols and the value of masses of
morselized information, the essay continues: “Language is fossil poetry.
As the limestone of the continent consists of infinite masses of the shells
of animalcules, so language is made up of images, or tropes, which now,
in their secondary use, have long ceased to remind us of their poetic ori-
gin” (190). In this vision of language as an inanimate, fossil collection

67 Cf. Harold Bloom’s assertion that “Emersonian Transcendentalism [...] is
the program of attaining this transparency, which is the peculiarly Ameri-
can mode of the Romantic epiphany or privileged moment. Immanence and
transcendence are both spatial concepts; the Divine is either in the world or
above and over the world, but the Emersonian transparency gives us the
Divine as being found through the world, which is not a spatial category at
all, but discontinuous in the extreme” (61-62).

68  Of course, the reverse argument is possible: Both series and processions
suggests individual objects that are still single and discrete. Emerson, for
example, avoids the more conventional romantic notion of a chain. No-
tably, the world that poetry thus reveals is one in which “suns [...] and
moons” are “strown” on a “meadow of space” and in which “the great deep
is adorned with animals, with men, and gods”—all phrasings that suggest
an unconnected side-by-side of suns, moons, gods, and men.
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of infinite masses of dead shells, meaning does not arise from syntax or
concatenation but simply from masses and masses of individual words.

Such an emphasis on the atomicity of language reappears in other
parts of the essay as well, and even in passages that seem to flirt with
notions of connectedness, the underlying logic of parcellation is strong.
Even in a paragraph on the value of poetry, a passage that notably men-
tions long forms of poetic writing, not simply symbols or words, the unit
of operation nevertheless is a single thought, which is portrayed as being
marked by a lack of connections to others. Accordingly, the passage be-
gins by emphasizing the

inaccessibleness of every thought but that we are in [...]. What if you
come near to it,—you are as remote, when you are nearest, as when you
are farthest. Every thought is also a prison; every heaven is also a prison.
Therefore we love the poet, the inventor, who in any form, whether in an
ode, or in an action, or in looks and behavior, has yielded us a new
thought. He unlocks our chains, and admits us to a new scene. (194)

Even though the poet manages to create gateways between thoughts, ad-
mitting the readers “to a new scene,” these thoughts are nevertheless in
themselves imagined as closed, underconnected, and inaccessible from
one another. The task of the poet, even when writing an ode, is not to
conjoin several thoughts, but to “[yield] us a,” one, singular, “new
thought.” Identifying verse and sentence as two more, longer but simi-
larly disjunct and independent, units, the essay goes on to reassure its
readers: “Every verse or sentence, possessing [poetic] virtue, will take
care of its own immortality” (194).

Notably, it is this very atomicity of the material that, in reading and
processing it, enables “the imagination [...] to flow,” and a sparseness
and a lack of interconnectivity thus become a positive poetic value.® It
is not surprising, then, that the value of “an imaginative book,” for
Emerson, lies not in the meaning of its narrative arc but in its individual
tropes that are most productive before they have come together to reveal

69 It is worth mentioning that Emerson was ambivalent about such atomicity,
and that he was self-conscious about a presumed lack of connectivity in his
own prose. As Belknap points out, “[h]e himself recognized his own com-
positions as ‘incompressible . . . with each sentence an infinitely repellent
particle.”” And his friend Carlyle agreed, telling him that his “sentences
[...] “do not rightly stick to their foregoers and followers; the paragraph [is]
not as a beaten ingot, but as a beautiful square bag of duck-shot held to-
gether by canvas!’” (44-45).
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a fuller meaning: It “renders us much more service at first, by stimulat-
ing us through its tropes, than afterward, when we arrive at the precise
sense of the author” (194). Coherent meaning, here, implies closure, and
thus, strikingly, the failure of poiesis, rather than its success.

Lastly, in a third conceptional interface to the data imaginary, Emer-
son praises massification as one way of turning into poetry the presum-
ably unpoetic materials America has to offer, an aspect that is crucial for
the essay’s project of ushering in a US national literature. Precisely be-
cause poetic language, as the essay imagines it, signifies by massifying
individual symbols, even seemingly “disagreeable facts” end up con-
tributing to the inexpressible but true meaning underneath. This allows
Emerson’s poetic theory to also enlist distinctly modern, American im-
ages in its project even if they have no place in established traditions of
poetic speech: As Emerson explains, where “readers of poetry” might
think that “the factory-village, and the railway” break up “the poetry of
the landscape,” the true poet “sees them fall within the great Order not
less than the beehive, or the spider’s geometrical web.” After all, “it sig-
nifies nothing how many mechanical inventions you exhibit. Though
you add millions, and never so surprising, the fact remains unalterable,
by many or by few particulars; as no mountain is of any appreciable
height to break the curve of the sphere” (189).

In a way, Emerson’s vision of language as morselized, and of mean-
ing as fugacious and arbitrary to begin with, as, consequently inherently
in need of massification, here allows him to adapt a version of the ‘law
of large numbers’ for his poetic theory. One of the foundational intellec-
tual achievements enabling the rise of statistics in the eighteenth century
and the emergence of the data imaginary in the nineteenth, this law guar-
antees that the “many or [...] few particulars” contribute to the mean in-
terpolation of the overall shape.” Put differently: If there are enough
redundant data points, these will signify truthfully even if individual
points might be off—if the scale is right, not even a mountain can distort
the overall spherical shape of the earth. This valorizes those common,
everyday materials that the essay elsewhere identifies as decidedly
American and as turning America into “a poem in our eyes”; it under-
scores the need to store these materials in catalogs, as Emerson tends to
do throughout the essay; but it also leaves in place the sense that these
materials, if they were to stand alone, would indeed “break the curve.”

70  On the law of large numbers, cf. page 33 above.
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In the end, it is their massification, not their individual meaning, that al-
lows them to become poetically meaningful.

In all three instances—in the mirror-like transparency of a particu-
larly direct form of communication, in the notion of morselized lan-
guage, and in the method of poeticization-by-massification—the
language theory underwriting “The Poet” resonates with the data imagi-
nary. Moreover, in all three instances, catalog rhetoric emerges as the
stylistic device that is able to effectively host these qualities. After all,
catalogs invite the massification of of underconnected, morselized items
in service of storing and communicating experience in presumably an
unmediated, direct fashion.

2.4.3 Catalogic Value Troubles

It is not coincidence, then, that catalogs mark key moments in “The
Poet.” Within the perspective outlined so far, they constitute a concep-
tual bridge, or a bracket, binding together the vision of a new poetic that
will, eventually, birth a new national literature; the dataesque desire for
storing and transmitting experience in unmediated form; and the longing
for this new poetic to be decidedly democratic. Precisely because this is
an inherently fraught connection, the essay’s catalogs are often troubled.
Put differently, the connective work that the catalogs do, bringing to-
gether conceptual frameworks that keep pulling apart, more often shows,
on the text’s surface, as a form of tension and, in result, in fissures rather
than in contradictions bridged. This third subsection will probe further
into these fissures and impasses by focusing on two longer catalogs in
particular.

Throughout “The Poet,” catalogs are typically used to both explain
and illustrate the language theory outlined above: In light of the “fugac-
ity” and “accidency” (189) of individual symbols, and in recognition of
the fact that, in a democratic, egalitarian framework, all symbols “are
equally good to the person to whom they are significant” (195), catalogs
promise to signify not by offering the best but by offering a multitude of
information. When the essay uses the catalog as a rhetorical device, it
does so typically both to denote a principle that cannot be named in
more specific terms and to illustrate the catalogs’ modus operandi in re-
solving this problem.

This logic underwrites the catalogs quoted above: the one in which
“workmen, work, and tools, words and things, birth and death, all are
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emblems” (189) and the one in which the “mother and child,” the “gar-
dener and his bulb,” and the “jeweller polishing a gem,” all come to sig-
nify some shared meaning, a meaning that even from the distant,
analytical perspective of the essay is impossible to name precisely and
that thus can only be approximated by offering these three images out of
“myriad more” (195). In these examples, but also throughout the essay,
the catalogs have a tendency to name emphatically mundane things. This
speaks to the essay’s overall goal of asserting the value of a common,
vernacular poetry of America vis-a-vis the venerable, aristocratic poetry
of Europe. However, the everyday quality of the (American) items in-
side the catalogs and the device’s massification of such items also under-
mines the sense that they are, indeed, on par with (European) excellence
that the catalog may try to advance.

The famous, longer passage calling for a “genius in America” who is
able to value the young nation’s “incomparable materials” exemplifies
this problem well. It is built around one short and two larger catalogs.
The catalogs and their framing are revealing:

We have yet had no genius in America, with tyrannous eye, which knew
the value of our incomparable materials, and saw, in the barbarism and
materialism of the times, another carnival of the same gods whose
picture he so much admires in Homer; then in the middle age; then in
Calvinism. Banks and tariffs, the newspaper and caucus, methodism and
unitarianism, are flat and dull to dull people, but rest on the same
foundations of wonder as the town of Troy, and the temple of Delphi,
and are as swiftly passing away. Our logrolling, our stumps and their
politics, our fisheries, our Negroes, and Indians, our boasts, and our
repudiations, the wrath of rogues, and the pusillanimity of honest men,
the northern trade, the southern planting, the western clearing, Oregon,
and Texas, are yet unsung. Yet America is a poem in our eyes; its ample
geography dazzles the imagination, and it will not wait long for metres.
(196)

After introducing its central concern, the lack of a genius American poet,
and asserting its underlying contention that poetry always attempts to
make visible the same underlying transcendental truths, “the same
gods,” the passage launches into a minimal catalog (“Homer”, “the mid-
dle age,” “Calvinism”) to suggest that these disjunct historical moments
indeed share the same poetic powers and the same poetic concerns.
More importantly, however, the triad, in content and in the shift of
rhythm from the syntactic to the paratactic, sets the stage for the second
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catalog—the first of the two longer ones, which both describe the poetic
material of the young nation. Opening with “[b]anks and tarrifs,” this
catalog emphatically and programmatically embraces the mundane—ex-
plicitly and somewhat defensively ad hominem insisting that these pre-
sumably “flat and dull” institutions are flat and dull only “to dull
people.” With this brief intermission, the passage’s third catalog then
picks up where the previous one paused, continuing the enumeration of
“incomparable materials” America has to offer to the poet who is up to
the challenge, adding yet another catalog of relatively contemporary and
emphatically everyday impressions of American social life.

The two long catalogs reprise features to be found in other catalogs
throughout the essay, and they are exemplary of how catalogs operate
here and beyond: Again, the need for a catalog points to an impasse in
the essay’s own ability to speak. Unable to more concretely name these
“same gods,” it leaves it to the readers to interpolate from “logrolling,”
“pusillanimity,” and “Troy,” what higher principles, or even what poetry,
a real poet’s “tyrannous eye” would be able to see. The move, secondly,
shifts the poetic work at least partially to the readers, who now need to
abstract at least a vague sense of meaning from the catalog. Thirdly,
most of the items that make up the catalogs emphasize social institutions
—institutions, especially in the first one, that are linked to liberal, capi-
talist democracy and that are mundane rather than exceptional, thus opt-
ing out of the traditional subject matter of poetic speech. Like catalogs
generally tend to do, both longer catalogs moreover tease with hints of
interconnectedness that they are quick to frustrate. The first one demon-
strates this particularly well: Logrolling, as a word for political coopera-
tion, originally referred to “a meeting for cooperation in” “rolling logs to
any required spot” (“Log-Rolling”), and it thus evokes both forest work
and politics without disambiguating which one it is.”" The following
“stumps” suggests the semantic field of forestry, while the “politics™ fol-
lowing immediately after foreground the later and more metaphorical
meaning of the word. The added pronoun, “their politics,” moreover,
ties together stumps and politics via the notion of the stump speech. The
triplet is thus tied by shifting forms of connectivity, and it suggests some
vernacular connection between wood work and politics. More impor-

71  This play on words underscores the value transcendentalism placed in ety-
mologies. Doubtlessly, the root of log-rolling as political negotiation in the
agrarian practice of a community coming together speaks to Emerson’s
earlier contention that every word “is fossil poetry”
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tantly, it sets the reader up to expect more such connections, an expecta-
tion that is not met in “our fisheries”—the catalog’s fourth item the pres-
ence of which could be motivated by any number of ties as well as by
none.”? Overlaying this tease around order and disorder and around con-
nectivity and disconnectivity is, fifthly, the overall scopic direction of
the two catalogs taken together, a visual impression that suggest either
an increasing widening of the view, a zooming out, or a panning across
the scene of everyday American life. There is, as in many catalogs, a dis-
tinct temporal dilation, likened to ‘bullet time’ above (page 76), in which
the action described seems to slow down as the ‘camera’ of poetic vision
sweeps across it. These features are by no means unique to this particu-
lar catalog, but they are exceptionally visible here.

As much as catalog rhetoric here successfully stylizes the mundane
but emphatically ‘American’ materials it expresses, thus exemplifying
the point it is also trying to make, it does come with considerable ten-
sions. Notably, the two catalogs’ massification, crucial for their effect,
ends up suggesting that such plurality is needed to compensate for the
thus inferior, mundane quality of their contents, a dynamic that directly
undermines the project of valuing these materials for their own sake.
The catalogs suggest a sense of plenty, but they also seem to hint at the
inferiority of the material they collect. Accordingly, the first of these
longer catalogs balances the five American impressions, from banks to
Unitarianism, with only two European ones, suggesting that the latter
ones simply have more inherent ‘weight.” With Homer, the middle age,
and Calvinism scaffolding the catalog, it would indeed have been easy to
offer at least three examples, a minimal catalog, but apparently the (ru-
ins of) European antiquity are enough, to the essay, to offset “the same
gods” signaled by a much broader swath of American culture.

This particular problem, the suspicion of an inferior quality of the in-
dividual items triggered by their massification, is not limited to this one
catalog at all, and it again points to the inherent difficulty in the essay’s
project of reconciling views on poetry as exceptional and as egalitarian.

72 Indeed, possibly connections proliferate, but none seems more convincing
than the other: a political argument about fishery? The aquatic aspect of the
third meaning of log-rolling (a sport of two people standing on a swim-
ming log trying to push each other off)? A foregrounding of the literal
meaning of log-rolling by including another practice of turning nature into
profit? Each of these explanations is as plausible as the assertion that there
is no connection whatsoever.
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A longer passage on the sources of inspiration for the poet is even more
explicitly indicative of that. In the passage, Emerson first identifies a
need to lessen the role of merely cognitive views on the world and to in-
stead allow for a more instinctual approach. The essay then explores the
value of various Dionysian practices that can reliably aid inspiration be-
fore shifting gears and positioning asceticism as the true precondition of
poetic insight, a path seemingly reserved for just a few. Having ex-
pressed that inspiration is not a matter of “the intellect alone,” it here
uses one of its longest catalogs to advertise a more instinctual approach:

[I]n any manner we can stimulate this instinct, new passages are opened
for us into nature, the mind flows into and through things hardest and
highest, and the metamorphosis is possible.

This is the reason why bards love wine, mead, narcotics, coffee, tea,
opium, the fumes of sandal-wood and tobacco, or whatever other
procurers of animal exhilaration. All men avail themselves of such
means as they can, to add this extraordinary power to their normal
powers; and to this end they prize conversation, music, pictures,
sculpture, dancing, theatres, travelling, war, mobs, fires, gaming,
politics, or love, or science, or animal intoxication, which are several
coarser or finer quasi-mechanical substitutes for the true nectar, which is
the ravishment of the intellect by coming nearer to the fact. (192)

The passage, again, contains two longer catalogs of similar contents: one
straightforward collection of pharmacological facilitators of inspiration,
and one more heterogeneous list of practices meant to push back against
an outsized dominance of the cognitive reason.” Together, the catalogs
reprise the conundrum of the previous passage and spell it out explicitly.
All items in the catalog are easily, democratically accessible, an accessi-
bility extolled in their “quasi-mechanical” reliability. At the same time,
however, they are mere “substitutes for the true nectar.” The imbalance,
more openly embraced in this case where it aligns with the essay’s push
for asceticism, is palpable: It takes all of these twenty-four items, each
valuable for its availability, to make up for the one “true nectar” of in-
spiration, which is commonly out of reach.

The catalog thus focalizes the dilemma of the entire section, that is
torn between imagining inspiration as a condition that sets the true poet

73 In line with the catalog device’s tendency to tease with (but ultimately frus-
trate) categories and order, there are several possible categories under
which almost (!) all of the items here can be grouped. It is hard, however,
to come up with a single category that does justice to all of them.
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apart from others at the same time that it wants to position it as a capa-
bility available to “every intellectual man” (191), asserting that “the
imagination [that] intoxicates the poet, [...] is not inactive in other men”
(193). Further accentuating this dilemma, the essay that generally values
the presumably non-poetic qualities of modern life and industry, here
falls back to a more traditional (European?) romanticism that seeks in-
spiration in nature alone. It asserts that “sublime vision comes to a pure
and simple soul in a clean and chaste body,” and it references Milton to
suggest that the poet should “drink water out of a wooden bowl.” In-
deed, “the poet’s habit of living should be set on a key so low, that the
common influences should delight him. His cheerfulness should be the
gift of the sunlight; the air should suffice for his inspiration, and he
should be tipsy with water” (192). In a passage that stands out for the
faux-old style of its commandment, it groups the American cities of
Boston and New York with France: “If thou fill thy brain with Boston
and New York, with fashion and covetousness, and wilt stimulate thy
jaded senses with wine and French coffee, thou shalt find no radiance of
wisdom in the lonely waste of the pinewoods™ (193). Such a rejection of
urbanity is not surprising in the context of romanticism, but that is pre-
cisely why it is surprising in the context of Emerson’s essay, which, in
its more general thrust, aims to reconcile a// American materials as ma-
terial for its new poetic.

Ultimately, these tensions around inspiration and asceticism again
point to the difficulty of imagining a democratic poetry, or a democratic
national literature more generally, and thus of reconciling the contradic-
tory logics of artistic exceptionalism as a touchstone of literary value
and of democratic egalitarianism as a core value of the young nation. In
this case, and throughout the essay, catalogs constitute the method of
choice to facilitate such a reconciling. Their nonhierarchical structure
suggests a nonhierarchical social order, and the plurality of symbols they
hold promises to address a diverse plurality of readers. They serve not
only to describe but to exemplify a poetic that does not trust an excep-
tional poet to select the one best image but that aims to store, and offer
to its readers, a massified plurality of images from which they can con-
struct their own poetry in participatory, democratic fashion. In express-
ing the value of this project, however, the essay relies on notions of
exceptionalism that run counter to its larger thrust, a contradiction that is
particularly visible in the catalogs and that marks the catalogs as sites at
which particularly difficult conceptual work is being done.
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In Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “The Poet,” the essay that like few others
heralds the arrival of a US national literature, catalogs emerge as a cru-
cial site: They simultaneously explain and perform the pioneering liter-
ary practice the essay aims to usher in. However, in doing so, they
register tensions in this new literary practice, tensions they are able to
contain but unable to resolve. These tensions speak to the difficult con-
ceptual and cultural work these catalogs, and, by extension, the essay
here set out to do.

As I have shown, the “The Poet” is, without ever explicitly saying
so, deeply invested in imagining a new national literature, and in imag-
ining it as democratic. It anchors this desire in two places: One is its re-
jection of a ‘studied’ form of literariness by an aristocratic elite of literati
in favor of an endemic literary faculty shared by “men of all classes”—a
widespread trope in the romantic movement on both sides of the At-
lantic. The other is a view on language as inherently egalitarian. Under-
written by an individualistic outlook, this view holds that any symbol
can mean anything to different people and that a poet accordingly cannot
find and offer the ‘best’ symbol for what he wants to say. The massifica-
tion of similar symbols that catalog rhetoric allows for plays a crucial
role here because it promises successful poetic communication in spite
of the “accidency and fugacity of the symbol.” As Emerson imagines it,
catalogs thus enable a poetic that views language as inherently under-
connected and morselized but that trusts that “transparency” can be
achieved by massifying individual symbols.

It is here that Emerson’s poetic project most immediately dovetails
with my interest in the nineteenth century’s data imaginary. In light of
the essay’s emphasis on the highly subjective quality of symbols, the
presumed objectivity of data emerges as an immensely attractive site.
Morselized and aggregated symbols, each signifying the same principle
in slightly different form, now promise to more successfully speak. The
essay, as | have shown, makes this point at the same time that it demon-
strates it, repeatedly using catalogs to suggest a meaning that is, in line
with its own theory of the limitations of language, apparently unable to
more narrowly express.

This, finally, explains the crucial role catalogs play for Emerson’s
“The Poet.” They mark the site at which the essay most emphatically
tries to invent and perform a new poetic, and to imagine this new poetic
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as bridging the conceptual chasms it is invested in. One such chasm,
widening at the time, is that between dataesque and literary textualiza-
tions of the world, with both data and literature spawning complex webs
of social institutions that subscribe to either of them, respectively. An-
other one is that between literary excellence, a national literature on par
with the literary production of Europe, and literary egalitarianism, a con-
stellation in which the poet is not different from anybody else. In my
reading above I have focused on identifying, in these catalogs, moments
of failure, fissures at which the catalogs fail to fully reconcile the con-
flicting value economies they try to bridge. But these failures, of course,
first and foremost speak of the cultural work that they attempt to do.

Om0 mECOm

One of the more striking elements in nineteenth-century US literary dis-
course is the broad, long-ranging insecurity around the possibility of a
national literature, which was circulated again and again in essays, arti-
cles, and reviews. Indeed, even as the nation inched toward the first cen-
tennial of political independence, as it approached the celebration of the
first one-hundred years of successful democratic governance, the corre-
sponding cultural independence was felt to still be in question. This re-
sulted in an—at times insecure but always highly self-reflexive—
discourse on the outlines of literariness. It is this self-reflexive dis-
course, and its interrelationship with the nineteenth century’s emerging
data imaginary, that this chapter was interested in.

It may be tempting to read the lingering insecurity around national
literary independence and self-worth as an ‘authentic’ expression of an
‘actual’ historical condition: a nation that struggled to find a literary
voice of its own. But such a view fails to see how much these two con-
cepts, the nation and the literary voice, are of course constructs, called
into being by discourses that affirm them as much as by those that deny
them. Accordingly, an in line with this book’s overall argumentative
thrust, this chapter has taken a different route, suggesting instead that
these public displays of insecurity are part of an elaborate discursive
performance that helped bring about the object, American national liter-
ature, the presumed absence of which it claimed to describe. More
specifically, this chapter has positioned this discourse’s investedness in
potentiality rather than presence, in imagining an American national lit-
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erature as nonexistent but as perpetually on the cusp of emerging, as in-
dicative of a difficult ideological double-bind: Imagining an American
national literature to-come as both democratically egalitarian and artisti-
cally supreme, the discourse on this future literature operated two value
economies that are fundamentally at odds.

In this conflicted constellation, catalog rhetoric, “one of the defining
features of romanticism in America” (Buell, Literary 166), came to be
invested with particular meaning. The device metaphorizes egalitarian-
ism by placing all its items on the same level of importance, and it sug-
gests (the potential for) endless, pluralist inclusivity. At the same time, it
constitutes a marked deviation from everyday speech, and it thus invites
deeply literary engagements that look for, or project onto it, meaningful,
perhaps hidden, formal principles of order. In this, catalog rhetoric, as I
have shown in detail above, answers to two very different representa-
tional desires: One is for indiscriminately and exhaustively capturing,
storing, or transmitting the world. Its values are total capture, band-
width, massification, and plurality. The other is about selectiveness,
about finding the most evocative symbol, the most poignant pregnant
moment, it is about formal refinement and artistic finesse. As I have also
shown above, and as this study generally argues, in the nineteenth-cen-
tury US discourse on literariness and in light of the emerging data imagi-
nary, these two representational desires came to be associated with data
and literature, respectively. Because data, in nineteenth-century concep-
tualizations of this symbolic form, could more easily be associated with
democracy, whereas literary excellence typically came with ‘aristocratic’
overtones, catalogs, the device liminally situated in between data and lit-
erature, gained particular meaning and embodied particular promise.

Both primary texts discussed above, Margaret Fuller’s “American
Literature” and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “The Poet” turn to poetic cata-
logs at key moments in their project of envisioning a future US national
literature. In how these texts use catalogs to capture the sprawling diver-
sity of the young nation, to pan a visionary gaze across an irreducible
plurality of distinctly American materials, they demonstrate what they
imagine this future national literature to do. Precisely because they cap-
ture indiscriminately, as data collections are typically imagined to do,
and because they still present their materials in stylized form, these cata-
logs promise to bridge the chasms both between data and literature and
between an ‘egalitarian’ and an ‘aristocratic’ value economy. However,
as my reading has shown, the catalogs ultimately fail to fully resolve the
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conflicts they are employed to engage. It is this failure, then, that makes
them such an important and productive site to explore. After all, it is in
these fissures that they involuntarily lay bare the difficult cultural work
they are tasked to do.



3 “Songs” or “Inventories”? Data, Storage
Desires, and the Ambiguity of Whitman’s
Lyricism

3.1  Lyric Databases and Ambiguous Form

“Dear friend! not here for you, melodious narratives, no pictures here,
for you to con at leisure, as bright creations all outside yourself.” Thus
writes Walt Whitman on an untitled notebook page, playing around with
possible framings for the introduction of the next, the 1867 edition of
Leaves of Grass (cf. Furness 137). The pitch is not only remarkable for
how it promises to involve the readers, offering something that will not
just be “outside” of them, or for how it anticipates, and proudly owns,
disappointing those readers who might come to the book looking for
“pictures,” “bright creations,” or “melodious narratives.” Rather, the
very notion of “melodious narratives” itself is striking: It evokes, albeit
as missing from the book, ‘narrative.” But it does so by calling it ‘melo-
dious,” an epithet one would typically associate with the lyric, not with
narrative. Whitman’s phrase of “melodious narratives” thus performs an
obfuscation of the boundaries between literary forms that could hardly
be done in more concise and effective a fashion. This is even more sig-
nificant considering that blurring the outlines of the lyric, a fuzzy cate-
gory to begin with, was central to Whitman’s success. As Leslie Fiedler
observed, “[echoing] D. H. Lawrence’s famously iconoclastic reading of
Walt Whitman” (MacPhail 134), Leaves of Grass’s acclaim as the foun-
dational text of US-American poetry may well rest on a misreading in
which the lyric, “swollen to epic proportions” (Fiedler 157), gets mis-
taken for the epic. Whitman’s notion of “melodious narratives” and the
blurring of literary forms it engenders thus point to a crucial double
function that the lyric played for Whitman’s poetic. It allowed him to es-
cape the more closely mimetic representational desires and the constrict-
ing linear and hierarchical logics of narrative, and it allowed him to
ambiguate formal boundaries in deeply liberating ways.

Expanding on this Whitmanian love for a liberating ambiguity, this
chapter will thus argue that, much more so than many of his contempo-
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raries, Walt Whitman was openly and emphatically ambivalent about the
relationship between data and literature, that he embraced their ambigu-
ity, and that the lyric for him was a vehicle to play out this very ambigu-
ity. His famous free-verse poetic catalogs thus not only endowed his
writing with a particular set of dataesque affordances—a means for the
nonhierarchical storage of information, a way of capturing the plurality
of the young nation without constricting it in one coherent narrative or
submitting it to the hierarchizing logic of causal connectivity. The cata-
logs also ambiguated the relationship between different symbolic forms
and the social practices and positionalities tied to them. Entering the lit-
erary field from the position of a knowledge worker of sorts, a former
printer, journalist, and teacher, Whitman himself perhaps felt consider-
able ambiguity about how the formation and increasing institutionaliza-
tion of the literary field drew its stratifying boundaries around different
practices and occupations. An outright disregard for these boundaries
can readily be seen in both his poems and his discussions of his own po-
etic.

Previous work on Whitman has relied on various registers to address
this ambiguous, liminal quality. Matt Miller, for example, uses the
chiffre of ‘collage’ to characterize how Whitman’s poetic process com-
bined fragments of experience in ways that defy expectations of syntag-
matic meaning-making and instead foreground the collection of diverse
materials, their organization in assemblages, and their presentation in
open, flat, expandable structures. Miles Orvell turns to the notion of the
‘photographic’ to identify a “deeper structure of urban popular culture”
in Whitman’s poetry, a structure that stems from transformations of visu-
ality at the time and that surfaced in a wide range of (popular culture)
practices and objects. Most pertinently in the context of this study, Ed
Folsom uses the notion of the database to express the same qualities—
highlighting, via Lev Manovich’s discussion of symbolic forms, the
principle of paradigmatic replaceability in Whitman’s work as a princi-
ple that underlies the “data ingestion” performed by his catalogs (‘“Data-
base” 1575).

All of these engagements situate Whitman—and Leaves of Grass as
the most prominent product of his poetic—within the transformations of
the information landscape happening at the time, transformations ex-
pressed in a wide range of knowledge practices and tightly bound up
with the rise of the data imaginary. Claiming that “we must [...] place
Whitman within this larger nineteenth-century cultural context, beyond
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merely literary influences, to discover the sources of his originality,”
Orvell spells out this connection in particularly explicit and telling a
form:

[I]n eschewing the tight organization of conventional poetry in favor of a
loose, free-flowing, disorganized encyclopedia, Whitman had found the
literary equivalent for one of the key patterns in nineteenth-century
popular culture: the organizational principle underlying the gallery, the
panorama, and the exhibition hall—the containment of an infinitely
expandable number of parts in an encompassing whole. (334; 342)

The phrasing is striking for a number of reasons: its reference to nine-
teenth-century US culture’s search for a form that could contain “an in-
finitely expandable number of parts in an encompassing whole” could
not sit more snugly with the cultural transformations that form the back-
ground to this study’s interest in the rise of the data imaginary: The
scrapbook, clipping services, the Dewey Decimal System—all of these
are attempts to find forms that are at once structured and expandable and
that emphatically turn on the symbolic form of data.” When Orvell situ-
ates these developments “beyond [the] merely literary,” however, he is
not talking about information technologies. Rather, he references popu-
lar culture, another ‘other’ to literariness, narrowly understood, thus sug-
gesting that popular culture may be more perceptive and more
responsive to the information transformations at the time than the liter-
ary proper is.” Lastly, Orvell’s reference to the “sources of [Whitman’s]
originality” seems like a curious phrasing considering how much the
term is bound up with the value economy of the literary field (as we un-
derstand it today).” It is also curious considering that Orvell’s main goal
is showing Whitman’s indebtedness to urban popular culture, not his
originality. His unwitting recourse to “originality,” then, is indicative of
how strong a pull the logics of literary excellence exert, especially in the

74 On scrapbooking and on clipping services, that would reprocess newspa-
pers into indexed databases of short, topical clips, cf. Garvey (Writing). Cf.
also page 46 above.

75 Cf. my discussion of ‘minor modalities,” and in particular of sentimental -
ism, in chapter 4, starting on page 244 in particular.

76 Indeed, ‘originality’ obviously is a value that gains currency only against
the backdrop of the processes textual massification described above and
that might speak more to twentieth-century sensibilities than to those of the
nineteenth. As Meredith McGill points out, nineteenth-century US literary
culture more readily prized “iteration” over “origination” (American 4).
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context of an author, a poet, whose recognition is so heavily inflected
through the register of literary nationalism.

Indeed, many of the discussions that are most fruitful for this chapter
take place in the context of manuscript studies or biographical scholar-
ship, precisely because they are the ones that have most successfully
managed to dislodge Whitman from his revered but constricting role as
the founding father of American poetry, a role caught up in what Giin-
ther Leypold calls “a virtuous circle of mutual validation” (90). It seems
that the kind of formal analysis that poetry invites in more strictly, more
narrowly literary studies approaches often ends up generating evaluative
readings that either deny any literary merit to Whitman’s catalogs, thus
affirming one particular standard of literariness; that praise him as a pre-
cursor to modernism, another standard; or that highlight the ‘democratic’
quality of his work as suspending questions of its artistic merit. These
readings are often complicit in reifying Whitman as the towering repre-
sentative of American literature, a role in which he, in turn, validates
their critical enterprise by being worthy of study. These readings’ invest-
edness in evaluating Whitman’s literary merit, their entanglement in the
value economy of literariness, then typically keeps them from going
“beyond merely literary influences” in their understanding of his work.
Manuscript studies and biographically interested work sidesteps this lure
of evaluation, in part by stepping away from the text itself, and my own
turning to a digital humanities-inflected distant reading below similarly
attempts to safeguard my own engagement from this lure while still at-
tending to the text itself.

Still, fully appreciating Whitman’s liminal position on the margins of
the literary field and embracing his attempts to ambiguate this field’s
boundaries, is a tricky endeavor, as Ed Folsom and Kenneth M. Price
also explain in particularly felicitous a way. Using different manuscripts
to reconstruct Whitman’s poetic process, they note:

Whitman was [...] doing a lot of “taking apart and putting together,” pre-
computer cutting and pasting that [...] was breathtaking in the
complexity and scope of rearrangement. [...] It is a process that invites us
to play the dangerous but instructive game of shuffling Whitman’s lines
all through “Song of Myself” (or, indeed, all through the 1855 Leaves)
and discovering how easily new poems emerge that sound perfectly
plausible: Whitman’s lines, all concerned with absorption and the
celebration of the democratic scatter of the world, are often
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interchangeable, and, when shuffled in myriad ways, keep forming
different poems that say the same things. (33-34)

Their notion of a “dangerous but instructive game,” in itself already ex-
pressing ambivalence, is immensely productive here. Speaking of a
“game” highlights a particular ludic quality in Whitman’s lyricism: the
mobility of his lines, and the way in which this mobility corresponds to
the “loose” form Orvell identifies above.”” It moreover links this form to
a more general democratic quality: the form, their phrasing suggests, po-
etically models the “democratic scatter of the world” that the lines’ con-
tent is concerned with, too.

At the same time, the game, as they point out, is “dangerous,” and
this danger again is twofold: on the one hand, remixing his lines casts
doubt on the literary merit of the version Whitman chose. If, simply by
shuffling the lines, “new poems emerge that sound perfectly plausible”
there is perhaps nothing special about the version that ended up being
printed. Put differently, one apparently does not need a Whitman to write
a Whitmanian poem—simply shuftling his lines will do the trick. This
view, as much as it speaks to democratic, egalitarian sensibilities, of
course casts doubt on the value of the author and on (the originality of)
the work, suggesting once more how tightly the two are interwoven in
the value economy of literariness. The second danger the “game” thus
entails is a threat not just to Whitman’s literary reputation but to the
overall value economy that regulates the literary field and literary stud-
ies as one important enterprise within this field. After all, if the poems
that emerge after reshuffling Whitman’s lines sound “perfectly plausi-
ble,” the critic’s—any critic’s—ability to judge the quality of a literary
text, to reliably determine which texts are ‘good’ and why, is fundamen-
tally in question. This is a dangerous game indeed, considering that the
humanities get regularly attacked as operating by subjective, arbitrary
standards and considering that—despite the decades of canon wars and
revisions to Arnoldian views of culture as “the best that has been
thought and said”—the view of artistic value as inherent in some objects

77  Cf. also Miller’s remarkably similar claim: “The lines of ‘I celebrate my-
self” can be shuffled into alternate poetic forms that make just as much
sense as how they were eventually presented” (98). Note also that Whit-
man himself called Leaves a “language experiment,” a term that, too sug-
gests a certain playfulness (qtd. in Warren 7). The digital companion to this
study offers a decidedly visual interface to this quality of the work. Cf.
www.data-imaginary.de/whitman-analytics/line-flux.htm.
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(and absent from others) continues to be one of the core regulating no-
tions of the field.

Interested in observing, understanding, and historicizing these dis-
courses rather than in participating in them, this study is agnostic about
questions of literary value. In this, it aligns with other revisionary work
that is interested not in appreciating the formal complexity or ‘depth’ of
Whitman’s poems but in understanding the cultural work of his poetic
production, both in its written, printed results and in its process. Indeed,
there is a particularly marked split in Whitman criticism between tradi-
tional and revisionary work, and this split is not merely a matter of when
a piece of criticism was written. As Folsom and Price point out: “Many
of us still talk about ‘Song of Myself” as if it were a single, stable en-
tity,” and while they link such a view to “older models of criticism” and
their “inadequacy,” their claims that “[m]any of us still” write this way
also signals the ongoing attraction of these models. Notably, they recom-
mend new, digitally inflected manuscript studies as one way to guard
against this attraction: “Once we begin to think about Whitman through
the lens provided by digital resources, new questions become accessible
and new problems emerge” (xii).

In the following pages, I will use this study’s interest in data to simi-
larly sidestep questions of literary merit, or, more precisely, to tend to
them from afar, as discourses that unveil cultural work but that I will not
engage in myself. In this, the goal will be to argue that Whitman’s po-
etic, as expressed in Leaves of Grass and in his paratextual writings,
form an attempt to integrate knowledge work and literature, and to thus
trouble and ambiguate rather than to accentuate the border between the
two. I will tend to this project of ambiguation in three locations, devot-
ing one section to each.

I will first engage comparatively recent attempts, undertaken mostly
in manuscript studies frameworks, to historicize Leaves by focalizing
the biographical context and hands-on processes that facilitated its pro-
duction. As Folsom and Price suggest above, such a perspective nuances
and complicates traditional understandings of Whitman’s work as liter-
ary origination. It does so not least by highlighting the mobility of bits
and pieces of language in his writing process or by turning to concepts
such as ‘collage’ to characterize his working process and its result.
Building on such studies, I will accordingly use the first section to argue
for the value of thinking of Walt Whitman as a knowledge worker and to
show that he thought of himself this way. This perspective makes it eas-
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ier to see the extent to which Leaves is underwritten by impulses for in-
formation storage, management, and circulation that, in the lyric surface
they result in, might be indistinguishable from impulses of poetic origi-
nation. Accentuating this quality in Whitman might seem like a dimin-
ishing of his qualities as an author, and a considerable portion of
criticism has in fact taken this view, either by disparaging his writing as
mere inventory or by defending him against such disparagement—thus
validating the allegation to produce ‘inventories’ as a slur. But of course,
reading poetry as (also) knowledge work only becomes evaluative
within an ideological framework that regards the work of literature as
categorically different from and superior to the knowledge work of, say,
lexicography. Characterizing Whitman as a knowledge worker and thus
situating him in the borderlands between data- and literary practices, as
the first of the following sections will do, not only sidesteps but high-
lights and critiques this evaluative cultural logic.

The second section will then read different discussions of Whitman’s
work for how they engage in the boundary work of separating data and
literature into distinct cultural realms. Whitman himself prolifically
amended his own writing with paratextual commentary, both inside of
Leaves of Grass and outside. Inside the book, prefaces, postfaces, reprints
of reviews, and comments on the production process—from the first edi-
tions untitled foreword “America does not repel the past” to the final
edition’s “Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads”—frame and couch
the poems in a logic of supplementarity that ambiguates their allegiances
to either literature or data. Outside of the printed volumes, Whitman
similarly kept framing and explaining his own poetic project in articles
and reviews, many of them published anonymously or pseudonymously.
These, too, ambiguated rather than clarified its formal allegiances. I will
accordingly read this prolific paratextual commentary, this permanent
paratextual framing, as a strategy of affirming Leaves’s categorical am-
biguity rather than resolving it. This project in Whitman’s own framing
of his work, however, is diametrically opposed to the gist of much of
Whitman criticism and scholarship. This section’s second half thus also
attends to how Whitman criticism, be it affirmative or pejorative, has
struggled to fix the in-betweenness of his work, suspended as it is be-
tween literature and data-driven knowledge practices.

A third section will then use the digital humanities methods of algo-
rithmic criticism and distant reading to engage the entirety of Leaves of
Grass, all seven major editions, for how they live out a ‘storage desire,’
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an impulse to use the lyric not to express some particular, individual ex-
perience exceptionally well or to encapsulate a moment of subjectivity.
Rather, I will argue, Leaves utilizes the formal possibilities of the lyric
in a brute-force effort to store as large a chunk of the world as possible.
This poetic project, in which literary and more generally knowledge
management-oriented dispositions meet and mix, can be algorithmically
read from several quantifiable formal devices. Tracking these throughout
the thirty-six year life cycle of seven Leaves editions then also indicates
moments in which a desire for storage and a desire for literary recogni-
tion come into conflict. Turning to the digital humanities, a methodolog-
ical excursus of sorts, not only helps with sidestepping the pull toward
evaluative criticism mentioned above. Using this methodological frame-
work, data-driven as it is, to investigate the data affinity of Leaves of
Grass, also adds an important meta-methodological twist to this study:
After all, the digital humanities can ‘emerge’ only as ‘bridging the di-
vide’ between quantitative and qualitative views on culture in a cultural
context that has fully internalized the presumably natural, categorical
distinction between literature and data. Combining in one study—and
reflecting on—these two methodological modalities, traditional (close)
reading and DH, then becomes another way of interrogating, from a con-
temporary, meta-perspective, the historically contingent culturalization
of the data-literature divide and its intellectual consequences. I will use
part of this chapter’s final section to reflect on this. The actual ‘reading,’
an explication of a series of twelve graphs, will then argue that Whitman
used a double strategy, traceable both on the macro and the micro level,
of textualizing a desire for massified information storage: On the one
hand, the poems fulfill the function of actually, massively storing partic-
ulars; on the other hand, aesthetic strategies, generating a ‘storage ef-
fect,” are used to signal massified storage even as the practical
possibilities for implementing it are increasingly exhausted.

3.2 The Poet as Knowledge Worker

The following section positions Walt Whitman in relation to (presum-
ably ‘non-literary’) practices of knowledge work. It will locate, in Whit-
man’s oeuvre, in his biography, and in his working process an affinity to
knowledge work, broadly understood, and it will thus read Whitman as
viewing himself as a knowledge worker of sorts before the term existed
as such. To a large extent, this argument will rely on work done by other
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scholars, most prominently the work by Ed Folsom and Kenneth M.
Price, along with that of Matt Miller. The remarkably wide-ranging and
detailed archival and manuscript work they do does not match the scope
of this study’s interest, and rather than trying to add to their findings, I
will focus on accentuating individual points they make and synthesizing
from their observations one particular version of Walt Whitman: Whit-
man, the knowledge worker.

3.2.1 Genre Troubles: The Lyric, Media, and Symbolic Form

From the beginning on—even before its beginning, to be precise—the
‘generic allegiance’ of Leaves of Grass was unclear to its creator, and it
continued to be questionable to its audiences in the decades after. This is
certainly true in the more narrow sense of ‘genre’: the use of free verse
and the lack of rhyme, even more startling at the time, along with the
subject matter of some of the ‘poems,” made it challenging to categorize
Leaves as poetry.” In fact, Whitman himself was unsure as to what
genre, narrowly understood, he was aiming for even as he began his
work on the volume. As Ed Folsom points out: “Whitman’s notebooks
indicate that, as he was drafting the ideas that would become Leaves of
Grass, he was entirely unsure how it would fit into a genre at all:
‘Novel?—Work of some sort [*Play?] . . . A spiritual novel?’ he wrote,
going on to describe some inchoate and absorptive work that would ar-
chive the full range of human experience” (“Database” 1572). What the
notes show, then, is a will to expression, a desire to produce something,
anything, that could, in Folsom’s words, “archive [...] human experi-
ence.” At least as importantly, the notes show a will to doing so that is
remarkably ‘undisciplined’—impossible, it seems, to be fit into the ex-
isting categories of literary production.

It is no coincidence, then, that Whitman settled for the lyric, a form
that already by itself is more ‘undisciplined’ and less constrained than
drama or narrative would have been. Indeed, up until today, as Jonathan
Culler remarks, the lyric remains so undisciplined, so fuzzy in its out-
lines, and so fluid in its parameters that “we lack an adequate theory of

78 Cf. e.g. Walker Kennedy’s expression of category confusion when he asks
in an 1884 review: “[I]f ‘Leaves of Grass’ is not a literary performance,
what is it? It is surely not a scientific treatise nor a passage of music” (11).
I will comment on his review in more detail below (page 167).
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[it]” (Theory 2).” In Culler’s telling, the lyric had been akin to a con-
tainer term for “a miscellaneous collection of minor forms” until roman-
ticism, and it was only problematically, reductively understood in the
decades after (1-2). The lyric thus, quite literally, can ‘contain multi-
tudes’ of expressive modes and impulses, and its formal looseness was
exploited and further heightened by Whitman’s radical innovation of
free verse. But the lyric did not just fit Whitman’s will for expression be-
cause of this amorphous quality. One of the few qualities of the lyric that
critics can agree on is the fact that “lyric poetic systems [...] are not
mimetic,” a quality that sets them apart from all other literary forms,
such as narrative or drama (Miner qtd. in Culler, Theory 1). Indeed, at-
tending more specifically to Whitman’s lyricism, Onno Oerlemans en-
gages this quality by thinking about the radically different desires that
underwrite narrative and the lyric. He concludes that the lyric is not even
a particular form but should instead be understood as a “mode, a desire
for and in writing” (150). While narrative in this thinking is underwritten
by and expressive of a desire for “constructed and completed meaning”
(168), a desire “to construct order” out of experience, the desire of the
lyric is oriented toward “those moments that pre-exist order, or even, de-
construct it” (151). The ‘storage desire’ that this chapter identifies in
Whitman’s poetry, in his poetic, and his practices of knowledge manage-
ment as they inform his writing, is a lyric desire in this sense: it strives
to embrace and express the world, to inhale and exhale it, without sub-
mitting it to the linear, causal, or hierarchical logics of the mimetic
forms.

Fittingly, the generic indeterminacy that Folsom traces here is not
merely about the difference between narrative, drama, and lyric but
about genre in a much broader sense: Writing about “Database as
Genre,” Folsom thus later refers to Lev Manovich’s adaptation of “sym-

79  To Culler, this lacuna might be due to “quite contingent reasons—the fact
that Aristotle wrote a treatise on mimetic poetry, poetry as an imitation of
action, and not on the other poetic forms that were central to Greek cul-
ture” (1). Oerlemans, in turn, suggests that critical and theoretical interest
in the lyric was superseded by an interest in narrative because narrative is
also the mode of criticism. “Critical theory has tended to favor narrative
because in expanding the boundaries of the forms of narrative, it increases
its own power and prestige; all writing becomes like its own” (151). For
both Culler and Oerlemans, the dominance of narrative, and contemporary
criticism’s urge to interpret lyric poetry for its meaning, suggests a critique
of criticism.
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bolic form” to position the symbolic form of database as one such
genre.* In doing so, he suggests that genre organizes not merely literary
forms of expression but groups together different strategies of storing
and transporting information, be they literary or not. Genre and sym-
bolic form, in Folsom’s take, are thus to a certain extent interchangeable,
and this view, of course, fits Whitman’s own treatment of such cate-

gories. What Folsom’s observation on the generic fluidity of Leaves of

Grass, and on its author’s indecision as to his work’s genre affiliation,
then, focalizes is not so much Whitman'’s flexibility around the question
of individual, established literary genres. Rather, it accentuates a more
fundamental categorical fluidity around how Whitman conceptualized
textuality and how he sought to channel his will for expression. This cat-
egorical fluidity, as it illuminates Leaves of Grass and Whitman’s ap-
proach to textuality, is best understood by thinking of him as someone,
who was not constrained to literary writing at all, nor constrained to
imagining textual production primarily as a form of poetic origination.®
Appreciating how ‘undisciplined’ Whitman’s textual work was becomes
far easier if he is imagined as a knowledge worker in a broader sense; as
someone who was fascinated by the techniques and technologies for
capturing, storing, circulating and recreating human experience that
were emerging and advancing all around him and as someone who was
eager to participate in these developments.

One of these technologies is, obviously, print, and much of this sec-
tion approaches Whitman’s knowledge work via his training as an editor
and printer and against the backdrop of a mass circulation of printed
matter at the time. There is, however, throughout Whitman’s notes and
writings, ample evidence of the role that other media played for him and
for how he envisioned his own poetic. Photography, for example, in-
forms Leaves, quite literally from the beginning on: Instead of an au-

80 The essay is part of a special issue in PMLA which was part of the MLA’s
efforts of engaging the increasing presence of digital humanities. Cf. page
366.

81 Meredith McGill discusses Whitman’s unusual readiness to imagine liter-
ary production in ways other than origination, narrowly understood, albeit
with a focus on (textual) circulation as the other to origination. To her,
Whitman “blurs the distinction between accident and origination™ (“Walt”
46) and easily lets go of “the cultural presumption of authorial control, a
fiction that served both to consolidate publishers’ power and to protect au-
thors from their readers. Whitman, however, unabashedly celebrates Amer-
ican reading” (44).
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thor’s name, the first edition famously featured an engraving based on a
daguerreotype.®” More conspicuously, Whitman later explained that the
entire volume is a photographic project in that it lacks certain forms of
refinement: “[iJn these Leaves, everything is literally photographed.
Nothing is poetized, no divergence, not a step, not an inch, nothing for
beauty’s sake, no euphemism, no rthyme” (Notes 64). This connection
between a lack of adornment and the medium is no coincidence. As Fol-
som points out, to nineteenth-century spectators, the main visual differ-
ence between painting and photography was typically that paintings
showed a curated, edited, refined version of reality whereas photographs
were marked by disorder and clutter, which in turn thus became markers
of reality: “Whitman would try in his own poetry to do the same thing.
Through the development of techniques like the poetic catalogue, Whit-
man attempted to create a poetic field just as cluttered as a photograph”
(“Photographs™). It is obvious how this positive sense of ‘clutter’ jibes
with the logic of massification that is characteristic of data.

The same observation informs an earlier and even more sustained
discussion by Miles Orvell, who links Whitman’s catalogs to a more
fundamentally ‘modern’ regime of visuality, a cluster of ‘urban’ visual-
ity, consumerism, surveillance that “in the nineteenth century trans-
formed the eye of the observer” (321). To him, photography brings
about an “omnibus form” that captures experience “not on the terms of
an extended meditation (cf. Bryant or Longfellow), but with the percep-
tion of discrete particulars made possible by the camera” (322). This
form is present already in the un-curated, unrefined detail of the single
photograph, but it becomes even more poignant in the daguerreotype
gallery, one of several popular “omnium-gatherum” institutions at the
time (331). Whitman was fascinated by these galleries, and by the latent
narrativity of these detail-rich moments, frozen in time and arranged in
space. Orvell relates Whitman’s reaction after visiting one such gallery:

82  On the daguerreotype, cf. Folsom and Price (42). As Folsom points out,
Whitman was “the most photographed writer of the nineteenth century”
and, “[a]s Leaves went through its various editions, Whitman experimented
with the portraits he used in his book; in the 1889 edition of Leaves, he in-
cluded five photographic portraits (or engravings of photographs) and cre-
ated a kind of visual progression of his life, as well as a kind of exhibit of
the evolution of nineteenth-century techniques of photographic reproduc-
tion, from wood-engraving to half-tone reproduction” (“Photographs”). For
the “significant enlargement of the bulge in Whitman’s crotch” between
two iterations of the original engraving, cf. Genoways (98).
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“In whatever direction you turn your peering gaze, you see naught but
human faces! There they stretch, from floor to ceiling—hundreds of
them. Ah! what tales might those pictures tell if their mute lips had the
power of speech! How romance then, would be infinitely outdone by
fact.” And he goes on to imagine several dramatic biographies—for
instance, “Is the husband yet tender to his bride?”— in the faces on view.
(331)

Indeed, the idea that the “mute lips” of the pictures “might” tell tales,
that their narrativity is so immense (“Ah!”) precisely because it is not re-
alized but mere potential, heightened by the lifelikeness of detail, the
lack of “euphemisms” and “rhyme,” and by the massification of such
snapshots in the gallery, directly informs the logic of the poetic catalogs.
The daguerreotype gallery was, “by its very structural properties, an or-
ganizational model for Leaves of Grass” (331).¥ What at first glance,
then, seems like a question of medium turns out to be, like the question
of genre above, a matter of symbolic forms. After all, and contrary to
Whitman’s claims, the contents of Leaves of Grass are not “literally
photographed” (or they are so only in a metaphorical sense of the word
‘literally’) but expressed in printed words. The textual quality of being
“literally photographed” stems from how the book implements the
dataesque formal principles of the daguerreotype gallery—a presentation
of morselized, individual impressions organized for random access and
imbued with high levels of latent narrativity—in words and in the
medium of print.

Next to these symbolic logics of print and visuality, recent scholar-
ship has also emphasized the role of a numerical episteme for Whit-
man’s poetic,* thus reading the poet through “a relatively unexplored
aspect of the intellectual formation of nineteenth-century Americans:
arithmetization” (Bronson-Bartlett)—an aspect that is obviously related
to this study’s interest in data. As Stefan Schoberlein explains, Whitman
explicitly linked the representative work of mathematics to the represen-

83  Notably, even here, in the realm of visuality, this leads to a tension between
established notions of art and these new forms of representation similar to
the tensions around a democratic national literature sketched above. As
Stephen John Hartnett notes, the introduction of daguerreotypy and its
mass application constituted a “cultural shift from elite art (portraiture) to
populist commodity (daguerreotype)” (139).

84 Cf. in particular the contributions to the 2016 special issue of the Walt
Whitman Quarterly Review, 34.2, on “Whitman and Mathematics.” Cf.
also work by Charlotte Downey in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
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tative work of capturing the nation that, among others, (national) litera-
ture also does. This can be seen in an 1846 review of the math textbook
Practical Arithmetic in which Whitman lauds how mathematical under-
standing in the book is interwoven with an understanding of a budding
American modernity:

What is contained in the main body of the textbook is still much more
than a mere set of practically oriented math exercises—it is a
representation of the United States in numbers, a civics lesson in
arithmetic. [...] Students [...] are not just meant to understand how math
works but how a society like the U.S. functions—a society that appears
so fundamentally based on the mathematical principles behind its
taxation systems, interest rates, and stock exchanges. (Whitman qtd. in
Schoberlein 172)

This relationship between numbers, memory, and the nation is pervasive
in Whitman, not least in how, in his later writing, the Civil War, national
memory, and statistics interact. “For Whitman, a national memory prop-
erly constituted must body forth from a skeletal structure built out of
numbers rather than narration, out of counting rather than history”
(Dawes 45-55; cf. also Folsom, “Counting” 155). Numbers and statistics
form an episteme, but they also constitute a cultural device to capture a
present and a past.

But mathematics is of relevance to Whitman here not only for how
numbers can represent American modernity or the national past; several
scholars have also identified mathematical principles at work in his writ-
ing.* Even more to the point, Whitman’s notes give evidence of his own
‘numerical’ approach to literariness. Matt Cohen and Aaron Dinin point
to Whitman’s calculation of word counts for important literary works.
On the first pages of the famous “blue book,” the 1860 edition of Leaves
that Whitman tinkered with in preparation of future editions, he scrib-
bled the word counts for the Bible, the //iad, Dante’s Inferno, and other

85 Despite its limited volume, there are different strands to this direction of
research, among them: a more biographical interest, e.g. in how Whitman’s
relationship to statistics and numbers changed throughout his life (Folsom,
“Counting”); a broader cultural history interest, e.g. in how the culturaliza-
tion of concepts such as infinity and set theory (cf. Bronson-Bartlett’s
pointers to Kathryn Davies Lindsay, Rachel Feder), equality (cf. Schober-
lein), and others (cf. e.g. Downey) informs his writings; more numerologi-
cal readings, in which hidden meanings are suspected to be “numerically
encrypted” in the text (Bronson-Bartlett 109; cf. also Schoberlein nl18).
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important works, among them, of course, Leaves of Grass. Cohen and
Dinin read this as a concern with the “physical appearance of the po-
etry” and with the “physical text, not merely its discursive or spiritual
content.” Whether or not the word counts point toward the “physical
text,” these document statistics reveal a particular, somewhat unusual
understanding of literariness.* Obviously exploring how Leaves relates
to (other, established) works of ‘great’ literature, the numbers suggest an
opting out of a ‘literary’ view that would locate quality in either the
form, the content, or the relationship between the two. Literary great-
ness, at least in this one, tiny interaction, is simply a matter of getting
the word count right.

There is another, very practical indication that Whitman was not at
all eager to contain his book in emerging, evolving, and tightening con-
ceptualizations of the literary field: the odd partnership he entered into
with the publishing house Fowler & Wells. Operated by the two broth-
ers, Orson Squire and Lorenzo Niles Fowler and Samuel Roberts Wells,
Fowler & Wells was a scientific institution and publisher known mostly
for its work on phrenology. Whitman had known the phrenologists since
the late 1940s and had worked for them before, and so his decision to
partner up with them for Leaves of Grass certainly stemmed from many
factors. However, as Ezra Greenspan points out, taking into account that
Leaves was not conceptualized as a narrowly ‘literary’ work makes this
business decision more meaningful. The young writer with his broad de-
sire for expression and circulation and the publishing house with its
broad, nonliterary portfolio formed “a strange but by no means illogical
partnership. Fowler and Wells did not publish imaginative literature, but
then again, they may have seen Leaves of Grass less in this guise than in
one more or less in line with the kinds of works on phrenology, self-cul-
ture, health and dietary reform, and workmen’s rights in which they spe-
cialized” (86). The collaboration, in other words, again accentuates both,
Leaves’s liminal position in-between rapidly diversifying genres of tex-
tual production—here: literary and self-culture oriented ones—and its
author’s willingness to fully embrace such undisciplined ambiguity.

Still, viewing Whitman as a knowledge worker is complicated by the
extent to which this question marks a site of heavily overdetermined
struggles—around the meaning and value of different forms of expres-

86 On a similar interest in the relationship between word counts and literari-
ness, cf. the work of Lucius Adelno Sherman discussed in section 5.2 be-
low (starting on page 319).
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sion but also, more immediately, between Whitman and his readers, who
tend (up until today) to be eager to fix the book’s and its author’s alle-
giances to different symbolic forms. While this chapter’s second section
(starting on page 160) will return to this question in more detail, one
particularly prominent such case can briefly illustrate this point. As Ed
Folsom points out, the initial and euphoric response Leaves of Grass
found with Ralph Waldo Emerson tellingly lacks any recognition that
the text under consideration was literary in a narrow, conventional sense.
In his famous letter, Emerson, characterizing the book as a “piece of wit
and wisdom,” famously greets the young author “at the beginning of a
great career” and lauds the “incomparable things said incomparably
well.” In the indeterminate praise for “things,” in an applause for an ab-
sence of “handiwork,” and in the characterization of this book as a
“piece,” a collation of “wit and wisdom,” there are indeed indications
that Emerson did not recognize the volume as a literary achievement but
rather saw it as a collection of material that had the potential to inspire
literary production (Whitman, Leaves [1856] 345). Leaves, in this view
is, at best, a proto-literary text—something becoming of a “young” au-
thor rather than an accomplished one. In consequence, its generic inde-
terminacy becomes a source of disparagement, even if it is clothed in
praise in this particular case; a dynamic that repeats throughout the his-
tory of Whitman criticism.

Folsom suggests that Whitman responded to this enthusiastic yet
somewhat backhanded compliment not only by appropriating the letter,
reprinting it without permission in the second edition’s paratextual
“Leaves Droppings” section. He also went on to preface every chapter
of his “piece” with the words “Poem of.” Where the first edition did not
feature any titles, the second one now introduced them and seemingly
used them for a less-than-subtle generic disambiguation: “Poem of Walt
Whitman, an American,” “Poem of Women,” “Poem of Salutation,” and
so on.”” The titles do not merely fix the literary genre, narrowly under-

87 Cf. Jay Grossman for a discussion of this move, and of how it fits in a
larger project of using the second edition to explain the poetic project be-
hind Leaves to its readers, thus at once insisting on its own poetic method
and acknowledging the extent to which it is outside of “any conventional
understanding of poetry” (100). McGill in turn focuses on how the “double
genitive” in, e.g., “Poem of Walt Whitman, an American” introduces yet
another level of ambiguity. It potentially identifies both an object of poetic
interest and a potential origin (“Walt” 40).
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stood. More fundamentally, they insist on the following texts’ quality of
being literary in the first place, both by submitting them to a literary
genre, poetry, and by introducing a form of topical segmentation that un-
derscores a literary will to form. What at first glance thus seems like an
acknowledgment of a need for categorical clarity, a willingness to sub-
scribe to existing genres, however, does not homogeneously inform the
other changes Whitman made between the 1855 and the 1856 editions.
Admittedly, the seven major versions of Leaves of Grass overall follow
a trajectory from an initial radical, unpolished impulse to a more refined
and conventional composition.*® But the second edition hardly shows
traces of formal compromise that would befit the genre designation
“Poem of [...]”: While the inclusion of the titles, and their claim to mark
the sections as poems, pays lip service to established literary forms, the
second edition is, at least in places, marked more by a doubling-down on
exactly those qualities that likely triggered Emerson’s reservations in the
first place.” If, as Folsom claims, Whitman’s revisions responded to
Emerson’s reluctance to regard Leaves as literature, this response is
marked by a particular, characteristic ambivalence: It accommodates a
narrow sense of literariness in its packaging, but it makes the opposite
move in its substance.

Within the individual poems, one crucial source of generic indeter-
minacy are the infamous catalogs, and Whitman notably expanded some

88 Cf. Folsom and Price’s claim that the two early editions of 1855 and ’56
“were possibly Whitman’s most radical editions, at once challenging pub-
lishing conventions and creating new conventions.” With these, he “was
groping for a new genre to express his radical notions of democracy, read-
ing, writing, and absorptive American identity” (xiii). Cf. also Miller’s ob-
servation that Whitman discovered the theory ‘behind’ his writing, the
“poem of materials” at some time “between the publication of the first and
second editions” (181). On how Whitman’s enthusiasm for the catalog
cooled down later in life, cf. Chari (17). Cf. also my quantitative discussion
below starting on page 198, specifically around page 216.

89  Emerson possibly never fully endorsed these qualities. As Jay Grossman
puts it, the letter shows Emerson’s failure “to recover a meaningful geneal-
ogy for the book, his effort to position it someplace within a range of publi-
cations or modes of writing.” Even decades later, he could “find no place
for the writer of Leaves of Grass in his 1874 Parnassus collection of
American poetry” (94). And even later, he ended up adjudicating on Whit-
man’s failure or success by redrawing the boundaries the boundaries Whit-
man kept blurring: “T expected him to make the songs of the nation, but he
seems content to make the inventories” (qtd. in Daiches 123).
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of them at the same time that he labeled them as poems. As Whitman
himself and many of his critics have observed, these catalogs do indeed
turn the poems into more of a proto-literary form than a complete poetic
achievement. Rather than forming a finished work, theses “poem[s] of
materials” (M. Miller 181) provide building blocks for the readers’ own
poetic work.” In Whitman’s own poetic theory, they, more so than other
forms of writing, need to be ‘used’ by the reader. As countless critics
have argued, the result is an interactive form in which poet and reader
collaborate in the making of the poem from material that the world pro-
vides to the poet and the poet provides to the reader. In Gay Wilson
Allen’s words: “It is literally true that Whitman attempts less to create a
‘poem,’ as the term is usually understood, than to present the materials
of a poem for the reader to use in creating his own work of art” (New
209). This Whitmanian desire for readerly interactivity, for appropria-
tion, for the readers’ “pursue[ing] [their] own flight” (Whitman, Leaves
[1891] 434) provided one basis for later appreciations of Leaves as mod-
ernism before its time. But before even beginning to discuss the merit of
such a disciplining within a modernist understanding of what literature
‘is” or what it should do (see page 160 below), it bears noticing that the
catalogs and their expansion are part of a contradictory move with re-
gard to genre. While Whitman adds the titles that mark the individual
sections as “poems,” he simultancously doubles down on a form of
“data ingestion” (Folsom, “Database” 1575) that is generically unbound
—resonating more with other practices of information gathering, pro-
cessing, and distributing at the time than with any established and solidi-
fying notions, during romanticism and after, of what kinds of texts
properly belong to the literary field.

3.2.2 Seeing Knowledge Work in the Foreground

Intriguingly, much of the original repression and eventual recuperation
of Whitman’s positionality as a knowledge worker—of the degree, in
other words, to which his conception of authorship blended different
kinds of knowledge work—has happened in response to a particular
phrasing in Emerson’s letter. As he suggests that the book marked only
the “beginning of a great career,” Emerson introduces the idea that it
nevertheless “must have had a long foreground somewhere, for such a

90 For a more detailed discussion of Leaves as a resource, a “Poem of Materi-
als,” cf. page 193 below.
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start.” In the decades since, critics and scholars have again and again re-
turned to this question of the “long foreground” and have marveled at
this “enduring mystery in American literary studies: the question of how
Walter Whitman, a rather undistinguished newspaperman and author of
potboiler temperance fiction, transformed himself with astonishing
speed into the author of America’s most celebrated collection of poems”
(M. Miller xiii).”

However, such a desire to illuminate the sources of Whitman’s liter-
ary prowess as they are assumed to lay in a presumably dim and nonlit-
erary foreground once more is informed by narrow, contingent notions
of literariness and authorship. This is definitely true of Emerson, but it
even, perhaps unwittingly, surfaces for brief moments in otherwise over-
all revisionary accounts such as Miller’s—testifying to the strength of
the underlying ideological configurations. In Emerson’s case, and in
much of the classical scholarship on Whitman’s “foreground,” this no-
tion of literariness classifies Whitman’s other textual and information-re-
lated endeavors as emphatically nonliterary. In this view, journalism and
potboiler fiction are so categorically different from poetry that it is near
to impossible to imagine the same person being the author of both with-
out assuming a radical transformation of identity in between. As Jay
Grossman puts it, the interest in Whitman’s “foreground” typically sub-
scribes to a view that sees literature in binary opposition to other textual
or knowledge practices, in this case, a “binary ‘journalism/poetry’” in
which “the process of ‘becoming’ a poet is not artisanal, in the model of
apprenticeship, but rather discontinuous and epiphanic.” Wondering
about the “foreground” of Leaves of Grass as something that is decid-
edly not part of Whitman’s life as an author, in other words, relies on
and reinforces particular models of authorship and of literariness,
“model[s] that [refuse] or [discount] a role for Whitman’s journalism”
(86) and that thus artificially separate the more artisanal or clerical
forms of knowledge work from the (presumably) categorically different
and superior work literature does.

91 Cf. also Folsom and Price’s work on the problem of the length of the “long
foreground” and the dating of the “Albot Wilson” notebook (17). As they
point out, Whitman scholarship had long failed to properly assess the
length of the foreground due to a mistake in the dating of a crucial manu-
script fragment. Cf. also Stovall for the suspicion that the foreground might
be much shorter than generally assumed (149). Grossman insists that “[t]he
notion of ‘foreground’ [...] has catalyzed much Whitman scholarship” (94).
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Indeed, traditional attempts to understand the “long foreground”
have typically—implicitly or explicitly—regarded Whitman’s creative,
poetic ‘explosion’ as a break from, rather than as a continuation of, both
his previous writing and his other knowledge and information oriented
work, a move that meant excising a considerable part of his life from his
artistic biography. After all, before mustering the remarkable confidence
to write and publish Leaves of Grass, Whitman already had gathered ex-
perience as a writer of journalism, of more conventional poetry, and of
temperance fiction, as a school teacher, and as a printer. However, in the
cultural logic underwriting the discussions of his “long foreground,”
none of these practices qualifies as being on par with, or even suffi-
ciently explanatory of, ‘literary greatness’: In this line of thinking, jour-
nalism is too practical a form of writing, too much embedded in the
everyday and in social contexts, and too much merely representative of
events happening in the real world, a regurgitation of reality or of exist-
ing representations of reality rather than a form of poetic, creative acts
of origination. Perhaps just as damningly, it is an occupation, writing for
money, and a trade that is being learned precisely through apprentice-
ship. The genre fiction of temperance writing gets discounted for similar
reasons: With its clear political agenda, it, too, is socially embedded, is
written for a predefined (and paying) audience, a veritable mass market,
and is regulated by strict genre conventions that do not encourage artis-
tic freedom and originality. Whitman’s school teaching and his experi-
ence as a printer typically get even less credit in the traditional
discussions of his “long foreground.” Again, these knowledge practices
get disqualified for their immediate social import and for how they are
conceptualized as practices that reproduce and circulate information
rather than create it. In this view, print in particular ends up being imag-
ined as nothing but a storage and distribution technology, a clerical pro-
fession seen not as facilitating the social institution of literature but
merely reproducing the greatness invested in a work by the poet who has
‘created’ it. As such, it is presumably sharply distinguished from the
original, creative work the latter does.

Revisionary work, in turn, has attempted to complicate this perspec-
tive and has highlighted how porous the border is between poetic, imagi-
native creation and these other varied knowledge practices. Drawing on
work by Simon Parker, Miller accordingly points out that “Whitman’s
catalogs parallel the nineteenth-century [newspapers’] editorial practice
of situating the reporting of disparate events side by side in incongruent,
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even jarring sequences” (107). Indeed, as Parker traces in his article,
Whitman’s writing flowed directly from his “substantial experience as a
newspaper printer, editor, and reporter.” In terms of content, this experi-
ence encouraged him to emulate the newspaper’s “mingling of a new
and apparently chaotic range of material—trivial and sensational, high-
brow and lowbrow,” but it also shaped his approach to language more
fundamentally: Working in the news business, “he had been trained to
see language in terms of blocks of type and proofs to be arranged and
edited rather than composed” (161; 162; 165). Along these lines, Miller
even points to a “[n]ewspaper-like manuscript for ‘Song of the Broad
Axe’” from one of Whitman’s notebooks. The page is organized in col-
umns that indeed resemble a newspaper page’s layout (111).

Whitman’s training as a printer moves even more center stage in an
observation Ed Folsom makes in his “Census of the 1855 Leaves of
Grass”: Since Whitman kept editing the first edition of Leaves of Grass
while it was already being printed, this first edition exists in different
variants. In one of these on-the-fly changes, the line “The night is for
you and me and all” was changed to “The day and night are for you and
me and all.” In dialog with a reading of this change by Gary Schmidgall,
Folsom points out that there are at least three different interpretations for
this change. One can argue, as Schmidgall does, that adding “day”
blunts the moment of sexual innuendo in the line; alternatively, Folsom
adds, the addition might be indicative of a general tendency, throughout
Leaves, to balance night and day. To these two readings, he then adds a
third: “or maybe his revision of the line is just another example of Whit-
man’s printer’s ‘anticipatory eye,” an indentation of a short line between
two long ones that Whitman just didn’t like the looks of, so he extended
it” (“Census” 77). All three explanations, to which one might add a
fourth one—a drive toward completeness that is independent of content
but inherent in the data logic that motivates also the catalogs—are, of
course, perfectly valid, but they operate on radically different registers.
Like revisionary accounts of Whitman’s ‘nonliterary’ foreground tend to
do, Folsom’s observation underscores how much the qualities in Whit-
man’s work that have come to be read as textual, even poetic, and as
thus worthy of interpretation in search of their meaning, are intimately
related to the other, non-poetic knowledge practices he was familiar
with. Acknowledging this does not subtract from the poetic qualities, un-
derstood as affordances for literary engagement, one might find in a
work such as Leaves, but it highlights the arbitrariness and porosity of



148 Data Imaginary

the border that separates these presumably distinct realms of knowledge
work.

Just how much Leaves of Grass is indebted to varied knowledge
practices, however, and how much these practices relate it to the data
imaginary’s affinity to the collection, storage, and recirculation of dis-
continuous, decontextualized information, becomes most starkly visible
in Whitman’s production process. This is true for the actual printing and
for the way in which the printing press inspired Whitman to move
around chunks of material, but it also holds for how he collected and or-
ganized material, and for the informational desires underwriting his col-
lecting.

As Folsom’s above observation on the line change indicates, Whit-
man, the “printer-poet” who “preferred to work, whenever possible,
from proof” (Greenspan 86), used the press with its movable type both
as a means and as a template for his poetic process. Based on their study
of Whitman’s notebooks and manuscripts, Price and Folsom accordingly
claim that the author

was actively making substantive last-minute changes—reorganizing,
adding, and deleting, even while Andrew Rome was typesetting the
poetry. These manuscripts suggest that the poems of the 1855 Leaves of
Grass were extremely unstable right up to their being set in type (and
even after that, since we now know that Whitman stopped the press at
least once to rewrite a line and another time to correct a typographical
error in the preface).

Whitman, their reading suggests, used the printing press to implement a
kind of “pre-computer cutting and pasting that, if this one example is an
accurate indication of his general process, was breathtaking in the com-
plexity and scope of rearrangement” (33). This fluidity and the “substan-
tive last-minute changes,” to them, are notably not indicative of a
particularly strong will to form, or an irrepressible vision of a final shape
the poems are intended to have. Instead, they jibe with a poetic more
generally based in “response, revision, process, and his own composi-
tional techniques emphasized his refusal to reach conclusion” (ix). This
view, of course, also closely resonates with Parker’s findings that “the
process of [Whitman’s] poetic creativity was closely allied to the news-
paper editor’s work of combining a variety of clippings from other
newspapers with his own thoughts and firsthand reports” (165), but it
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more generally underscores how much of the production of Leaves was
a playing with movable, morselized bits of language and information.’

3.2.3 Collection, Storage, Circulation: Data Ingestions

Such an emphasis on mobile, morselized information, also throws into
relief how fundamentally Whitman’s poetic vision and its most substan-
tial single manifestation, Leaves of Grass, are expressive of a desire for
collection and transmission. This comes into even clearer focus in two
episodes Miller also enlists as part of his discussion of Whitman’s col-
lage-driven composition style, both of which warrant a more detailed
discussion here. One is the beginning of “Specimen Days,” the other is a
conversation with three friends in which Whitman described his poetic
process, relayed in Harold W. Blodgett’s “Walt Whitman’s Poetic
Manuscripts.”

Whitman begins his prose collection “Specimen Days,” published in
1882 and marked by a strong retrospective tone, as follows:

Down in the Woods, July 2d, 1882.—If 1 do it at all I must delay no
longer. Incongruous and full of skips and jumps as is that huddle of
diary-jottings, war-memoranda of 1862—’65, Nature-notes of 1877-°81,
with Western and Canadian observations afterwards, all bundled up and
tied by a big string, the resolution and indeed mandate comes to me this
day, this hour, [...] to go home, untie the bundle, reel out diary-scraps
and memoranda, just as they are, large or small, one after another, into
print-pages,* and let the melange’s lackings and wants of connection
take care of themselves. It will illustrate one phase of humanity anyhow;
how few of life’s days and hours (and they not by relative value or
proportion, but by chance) are ever noted. Probably another point too,
how we give long preparations for some object, planning and delving
and fashioning, and then, when the actual hour for doing arrives, find
ourselves still quite unprepared, and tumble the thing together, letting
hurry and crudeness tell the story better than fine work. At any rate |
obey my happy hour’s command, which seems curiously imperative.
May-be, if I don’t do anything else, I shall send out the most wayward,
spontaneous, fragmentary book ever printed. (Complete 7-8)

In how it evokes and fleshes out the image of a bundle of varied materi-
als, “tied by a big string,” the passage obviously and explicitly signals
an interest in collecting and storing experience, and it imagines “print-

92  Cf. page 207 below for a visualization that makes this mobility of pieces of
language more tangible.
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pages” as the technological vehicle through which these materials can be
“reel[ed] out.” In this logic, the mobile, morselized quality of these ‘jot-
tings’ and ‘scraps,’ is the precondition for them being bundled together,
stored, and recalled later. The representational project the passage imag-
ines is emphatically not one of processing, condensing, or refining expe-
rience, but one of taking the most immediate, most direct record of past
situations available, and reproducing them with, presumably, as little
modification or even contextualization as possible. It aims, in other
words, to record and play back experience.

This storage quality, the passage repeatedly emphasizes, is tied to the
lack of cohesion between the individual items. The “skips and jumps” and
the “wants of connection” vouch for the material’s authenticity, but they
also allow for “hurry and crudeness” to “tell the story,” to tell it “better
than fine work,” and, in effect, to tell it better than the poet himself
could. As is characteristic of the data imaginary, Whitman here assumes
that ‘raw data’ will ‘speak for itself,” and his lines indeed keep empha-
sizing the absence of an authorial voice and authorial agency: he is writ-
ing not out of his own volition but because a “mandate has come to
[him].” In fact, he himself still feels “quite unprepared” and merely
“obey[s] [his] happy hour’s command, which seems curiously impera-
tive.” In contrast to received notions of authorship, in which a poets sub-
mit the material to their will to form, the image Whitman casts of
himself here is not that of a poet in command of his material—or the
process of its circulation—at all. The lack of authorial control shows in
how the fragmentation of the material is preserved and justified in the
resulting text, in how it is not tied together by a story but rather freed
from the “string” that held the bundle together and in effect “reel[ed]
out.” At the same time, the passage is remarkably successful in couching
this form of authorial impotence in a moment of ambivalence. It does so
by alluding to a romantic frame of reference. The lines are claimed to
have been written “[d]Jown in the woods,” and the ‘curious’ quality of
the imperative he is under suggests a spiritual dimension. The final sen-
tence then perfectly balances an admission of authorial failure, not doing
“anything else,” no meaningful formative work, but “send[ing] out” a
“wayward, fragmentary book,” with a burst of grandiosity and romantic
inspiration. After all, it is not just any failure at coherence, but “the
most” extreme one, and it is not just “wayward” and “fragmentary” but,
in its fragmentation, also “spontaneous”—a strongly positive-connoted
term in Whitman, and in romanticism generally.
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Notably, the fascination with collecting and replaying experience
here is tied to a larger vision of storage, and the passage accordingly
suggests two different tiers to its project of signification. One is the
recreation of the past by way of the stored materials that now get re-
played in print. By collecting, bundling up, unreeling and, finally, print-
ing a disorderly, unconnected collection of impressions authentically
captured in the moment of their occurrence, “Specimen Days,” as it is
being presented here, is a database of individual experiences. The expla-
nation of and justification for this project, at the same time, makes it
synecdochically stand in for a larger significatory desire: Emphasizing
the value of capturing not just individual experience but, in it, “one
phase of humanity,” it laments “how few of life’s days and hours [...] are
ever noted.” Presumably, a complete and total record of all experience
during those years would have been even more desirable.

The passage, lastly, accentuates many of these points further, fit-
tingly, in a footnote marked by an asterisk—print’s primary technology
to achieve nonlinearity and a genre marker of knowledge work. The
footnote, outlining a rough structure for “Specimen Days,” again empha-
sizes the unprocessed authenticity of the material gathered,” but in
terms of a storage logic, things get even more interesting as Whitman
discusses a larger section of the volume called “Collect’:

The COLLECT afterward gathers up the odds and ends of whatever
pieces I can now lay hands on, written at various times past, and swoops
all together like fish in a net.

I suppose I publish and leave the whole gathering, first, from that
eternal tendency to perpetuate and preserve which is behind all Nature,
authors included; second, to symbolize two or three specimen interiors,
personal and other, out of the myriads of my time, the middle range of
the Nineteenth century in the New World; a strange, unloosen’d,

93  Whitman stresses the authenticity further by describing their material shape
of the notes in detail and by investing them with the visceral authenticity of
war: many of them are “blotch’d here and there with more than one blood-
stain”, and while the first parts “are nearly verbatim an off-hand letter”
Whitman had written, much of the following material regarding the Civil
War is taken from “little note-books” in which Whitman “brief’d cases,
persons, sights, occurrences in camp, by the bed-side, and not seldom by
the corpses of the dead [...] Most of the pages from 26 to 81 are verbatim
copies of those lurid and blood-smutch’d little note-books” (7). In this
sense, they literalize the notion of a ‘poem of materials’ (on this concept,
cf. page 193 below).
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wondrous time. But the book is probably without any definite purpose
that can be told in a statement. (8)

The passage operates the same logic as before, but it does so even more
emphatically. Again, there is a pointed emphasis on random storage, on
the value of an “eternal tendency to perpetuate and preserve.” Again,
this desire for storage is read as endemic to nature and discounts authors’
will to publish as “included” in this more general, natural urge to store
information, and again it values implementing one such storage, a gath-
ering of only “two or three specimen interiors” for its ability to contrib-
ute to the larger project of storing the entire “middle range of the
Nineteenth century in the New World” and to do so not by selecting
some few, particularly telling events, but by way of a random sampling
of experience in lieu of a more total record.

As notebooks and manuscripts reveal, this process and the underly-
ing storage desires not only informed the late prose collection “Speci-
men Days.” Rather, they form a constant for all of Whitman’s work,
including the creation of Leaves of Grass. The notebooks do not only
contain preliminary versions of many of the poems, making them a
“practicing ground for poetry.” In many cases, they are, in Harold W.
Blodgett’s words, more accurately characterized as a “repository for
ideas toward poems” (35), and Whitman’s process was based on amass-
ing such morselized scraps and ideas in physical containers and then re-
producing them with comparatively little work devoted to developing
their connections. Blodgett brings together the reports by three of Whit-
man’s friends to reconstruct this process. According to Harrison S. Mor-
ris’s account, Whitman would take random ideas, as they “would strike
him” and, if they seemed promising, “adopt” them, noting them on scrap
paper and putting them in an envelope.

“Then he would lie in wait for any other material which might bear upon
or lean toward that idea, and as it came to his mind he would put it on
paper and place it in the same envelope . . . .” More succinctly, his young
friend Mary W. Smith Costello described the same process: “He
continues to write on torn scraps of paper and backs of envelopes, as the
fancy takes him; and these, when he has found a sequence to his mind,
he pins or gums together. Until then the Sibylline leaves fall in a shower
not only over the table but on every part of the floor.”

Similarly, Thomas Donaldson reported: “He sometimes wrote on
scraps of paper, on the inside of envelopes addressed to him, on the
backs of unwritten portions of letters received by him, and on paper
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received around packages; in fact, on anything that would carry ink. His
manuscript was like Joseph’s coat, of many colors. Sometimes he used
half a dozen kinds of paper on which to complete one poem—a verse or
two on each, and then he would pin them together.”

Although such testimony may convey an impression of haphazardry,
study of the manuscripts enforces the conviction that the poet knew
exactly what he was up to, that—as he told his young friend Morris, the
pieces and scraps “always fell properly into place.” (35-36)

From the three accounts, a process emerges that is indeed literally that of
collage, a gluing together. It is also, as in “Specimen Days” a process
that is driven first and foremost by processes of collecting and organiz-
ing information: the poems begin very similar to how the catalogs end
up: material is gathered and amassed in a container, ordered not by syn-
tagmatic connectivity but by paradigmatic replaceability, so that the or-
der inside the catalog hardly matters. The poetic composition also is not
meant to then connect these items in new, meaningful ways, but merely
to contain them. As much as Blodgett works against the “impression of
haphazardry” in this process, against the suspicion that the resulting po-
etry really is just a somewhat arbitrary collection and could be reordered
randomly, his denial that Whitman just reproduced his scraps says more
about the standards of literariness he operates under than about Whit-
man’s process. In any case, the latter’s statement that the scraps “always
[fall] properly into place,” a statement of remarkable if characteristic
confidence, does nothing to suggest a process of composition, selection,
or syntagmation.

3.2.4 “Brief Data,” Lists, and Indices

Even when Whitman did not work from envelopes full of notes, his
process, not just its result, was often marked by a catalogic, encyclope-
dic effort to get and store information. As one example of this, several
scholars point to Whitman’s intention, memorialized in his notebooks, to
write a “Poem of Insects” and to the fairly straightforward poetic
process these notes propose.” In his notes, Whitman reminds himself:

94  Cf. Belknap (108). Cf. also Roger Asselineau, who points to the passage as
indicative of “all sorts of investigations” Whitman undertook, and of his
general “[interest] in etymologies and [...] forgotten images from which so
many abstract words derive,” but he contains this—in my reading broad,
knowledge-oriented interest—in a desire for “new words” that would en-
rich his vocabulary” (233). Brett Barney, in turn, interested in the connec-
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“Get from Mr. Arkhurst the names of all insects — inter-weave a train of
thought suitable — also trains of words” (Whitman, Notebooks IV
1349)* and, in another notebook:

get from Mr. Arkhurst a list of American insects — / ? Just simply
enumerate them with their sizes, colors, habits, lives, shortness or length
of life—what they feed upon (A little poem of a leaf, or two leaves,
only) First enumerate the insects—then end by saying I do not know
what these are but [ believe that all these are more than they seem

I do not know what they are

I dare not be too assuming over them

I have advised with myself'. . .

... I dare not consider myself, anymore for my place

then [sic -smh] they are for their places (Whitman, Notebooks I 287)

Indeed, these notes underscore the crucial role data, even in its narrow
sense, plays for Whitman here: His ‘recipe’ for this poem is to “simply
enumerate” discrete, quantifiable information and then “end by saying”
something about the contents of the insect information database collec-
tively. Nothing suggests that the information about the insects should
have a particular internal logic, or that the specifics and their organiza-
tion have any particular meaning for or bearing on the rest of the poem.
In fact, the rest of the poem can apparently be written without yet having

95

tion between Whitman and popular culture and arguing that contemporary
readers need to “[trace] connections between Whitman and so-called ‘sub-
literary’ forms [...], as it makes us more competent readers’ sees in the un-
finished insect poem and its fascination with insects connections to mu-
seum culture at the time (241). Miller reads the notes as indicative of Whit-
man’s growing awareness of the “prime formula for generating his soon-to-
be-infamous catalogs™ and acknowledges that “[r]eviewing the notebooks
and manuscripts, we find the notes everywhere: of birds, parts of ships,
body parts, items crafted from wood, of people at work, of specific men
and boys who preoccupied him. Sometimes the words came straight from
dictionaries, including the one he himself was compiling around the time
the insects passage was written; sometimes the lists came from his old
notebooks; and sometimes he probably just brainstormed them himself”
(33).

Grier remarks that the note is written on what appears to be “wrapper stock
for LG (1855),” suggesting that “the date is probably between 1855 and
1857, placing it at a moment where, as described above, Whitman had set-
tled on his poetic method and was doubling down on some of the more
prosaic aspects of his method.
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the list.” The piece and its effect, as Whitman seems to imagine it, re-
volves around the ingestion and massification of data: it is meant to
cover “all” insects so as to impress the reader as a database.

Accordingly, Whitman often satiated his desire for data ingestion by
cutting or tearing out articles or parts of articles from newspapers and
magazines. His ever growing collection of material from which to write
accordingly by no means contained only his own notes, ideas, letters, or
observation. Instead he amassed a highly flexible, mobile archive of
scraps, decontextualized information reduced to the parts he was inter-
ested in and often heavily annotated in several passes to further con-
dense the information it contained.” Relying on Bucke’s description,
Stovall describes the process as follows:

Bucke said, on Whitman’s authority, speaking of an uncertain period of
time but probably the late 1840°s and early 1850’s: “These years he used
to watch the English quarterlies and Blackwood, and when he found an
article that suited him he would buy the number, perhaps second-hand,
for a few cents, tear it out, and take it with him on his next sea beach
excursion to digest.” He followed the same practice with some books,
especially anthologies. Apparently he did not have the collector’s respect
for books as such, but only for that part of them which especially
interested him. Something can be learned of the progress of his self-
education from these clippings. (143)

While this practice, as Stovall and others describe it, overall served his
self-education, the process of mobilizing information, both literally by
making it possible to take it to the “sea beach” and structurally by elimi-
nating the contexts that narrow down its meanings, is the same as the
one described in the “Specimen Days” opening above.” It breaks up the

96  The notebooks show considerable edits and tinkering with the exact phras-
ing of the contextual lines, suggesting that Whitman was indeed already
quite invested in the language of these closing lines.

97 Cf. Stovall for an attempt to taxonomize his annotations (151).

98 There is indeed another moment of mobilization here, captured in Sto-
vall’s remark about Whitman not having “the collector’s respect for
books as such.” Trained as a printer, Whitman certainly had a more
hands-on relationship to books and felt closer to the material labor of
binding (and unbinding) them. But “the collector’s respect for books as
such” also, of course, is a learned cultural behavior, part of the classed
habitus formation that accompanied the emergence of the literary field. A
respect for “books as such” becomes invested with cultural capital in the
moment in which books themselves, like printing generally, start to be-
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linear form, reduces material to what is of interest, and makes it possible
to store this compressed information in containers, and to rearrange and
recombine it at will later on. As Parker also notes, the material then fre-
quently finds its way into the poems via the notebooks: “In the note-
books, Whitman often seems to mix poem fragments with copied
newspaper classified columns” (161).

This modus operandi—a generative interest that eventually results in
‘poems’ but that begins as a desire to traverse varied fields of knowledge
and to collect, aggregate and organize their information in containers—
is, perhaps, the strongest single indication of how much Whitman’s po-
etic work is intertwined with his knowledge work: his interest in and de-
sire for information storage and management. This modus operandi finds
its most poignant material expression in his scrapbook. Along with his
notebooks, Whitman kept a “large, thick volume, 10 1/2 by 9 by 5
inches” (Bauerle 158), “a huge scrapbook which [he] made by taking
apart four geographies and atlases and recombining them so that he
might insert clippings next to the maps to which they are related” (Sto-
vall 150). The dating of the source material suggests that the scrapbook
was created in the one or two years leading up to Leaves of Grass, and
previous research has indicated that it was one of the sources he used in
the composition. As scrapbooks tended to do, it covers a diverse swath
of topics;” a particularly concise overview over the wide ranging inter-
ests that informed this work, however, is given by the inside and outside
of the back cover.'” Here, Whitman glued in printed lists—e.g. of the

come cheap enough so that they no longer have to be valued for their ma-
terial value.

99 In this context, note that the pop-cultural phenomenon of scrapbooking, in
Whitman’s case and generally, answers to a world in which there is too
much information, so that it makes sense to cut away most of it and only
save small bits; it is possible only in a world where the media carrying this
information are so cheap that a sizable audience can afford such a ‘waste-
ful” process. Cf. section 4.3 below for more on one particular scrapbook-
like project, American Slavery as It Is. Cf. also page 47 above.

100 It seems richly suggestive of an almost hagiographic impulse to conserve
that Richard M. Bucke felt compelled to simply copy the words to his
Notes and Fragments, when much of their value is in their placement. On
the other hand, Bauerle’s response to the list powerfully illustrates the po-
tential narrativity inherent in such collections and the urge felt by readers
to turn them ‘back’ into narratives. He writes: “Puzzling and intriguing are
such sequences as ‘war,” ‘iron,” ‘police,” ‘individual freedom.” Did Whit-
man regard the first three as closely related, and then did these terms
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“names of the arts and sciences,” a list he amended with entries he felt
were missing, such as ‘phrenology’ and ‘sociology’—and kept a record
of dozens of concepts of interest to him, “Language,” “Government,”
“Trades, mechanics, etc.,” “artificial drinks,” and so on, but also noted
down questions and research tasks to follow up on: “Who are the most
eminent men? Also women?”; “look in Census Reports.—”; or: “In
‘History and Geography of the World,” introduce every where lists of
persons—the great persons of every age and time” (cf. Bauerle 162). It
is easy to see the resonances between these notes, this mode of ingesting
information and organizing it, the stated research goals and, say, Whit-
man’s intention to write a poem on “all insects” after getting a list detail-
ing them.'”!

A particularly noteworthy feature of the scrapbook, then, is how it
strives for a structure loose enough to be infinitely expandable, allowing
for more and more information to be taken in, and simultaneously or-
derly enough to still facilitate somewhat effective information retrieval:
The scrapbook is a form inherently in need of an index. In this sense, the
geographies constitute a visual spatial index that organizes information
according to its location on the globe. The printed and handwritten lists
similarly form indices of sorts: While they do not point to page numbers,
they are digested versions of the book, indicating the content realized in
(or desired for) the entire volume.'® As Michael J. O’Driscoll notes, the
modus operandi of the scrapbook thus resonates with Whitman’s overall

prompt him to place after them a human value they threatened, ‘individual
freedom’? [...] When he listed ‘legislation’ after ‘crime, criminals etc.,” and
‘Prisons,’ did he regard legislation as a remedy for crime?” (160).

101 Cf. also how Whitman, on a different manuscript page, “reminds himself to
‘read the latest and best anatomical works’ but also to ‘talk with physi-
cians’ so that he can write ‘a poem in which is minutely described the
whole particulars and ensemble of a first-rate healthy Human Body’” (M.
Miller 85).

102 Bauerle also considers the lists as indices, albeit not to the scrapbook or to
the information therein but to the poet’s “language world.” This is in line
with Bauerle’s tendency, widespread of course in Whitman scholarship, to
inquire into Whitman’s knowledge practices only insofar as they can be
framed as an explanation to his ‘poetic’ or ‘literary’ work. “Language,”
perhaps not least because of Whitman’s own characterization of Leaves as
“nothing but a language experiment” and because of this phrasing’s com-
patibility with modernist understandings of poetry, figures as a central
trope in these endeavors. Cf. also the fact that Matthiessen titles his chapter
on Whitman in American Renaissance “Only a Language Experiment.”
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project of an “indexical textuality” and is expressive of “the poet’s ongo-
ing concern with the problematics of textual management.” In
O’Driscoll’s reading, this engagement with textual management in turn
exemplifies a contradictory double impulse in Whitman, a desire on the
one hand to “exploit the overwhelming potential of vast accumulations
of printed matter, and,” on the other hand, “to render transparent that
wall of books that threatens to close off the reader from any kind of orig-
inary experience” (297). Clearly, one of the two jibes with knowledge
work and the other with romantic writing in general and transcendental -
ist thinking in particular. Together both form a dialectic double-response
to the modernization and transformation of the information landscape of
the middle of the nineteenth century.

Unsurprisingly, then, indexing is at the core of Whitman’s knowl-
edge work, along with clipping and annotating. This is explicitly ex-
pressed in a short note he left on the back of a tax form. On it, he
imagines a ‘world index’ in which all information is made accessible by
way of lists and digested information. While the idea of a total encyclo-
pedia based on indexed information is not unique to Whitman, his inter-
est in it speaks of his general fascination with information management.
The similarity between the form he imagines for such a project and his
scrapbook underscores the intensity and pervasiveness of this interest:

A new way and the true way of treating in books—History, geography,
ethnology, astronomy, etc., etc.—by long list of dates, terms, summary
paragraphic statements etc. Because all those things to be carried out and
studied in full in any particular department need to have recourse to so
many books—it is impossible to put them, or think of putting them, in
any history—so that brief DATA, all comprehensive, and to be pursued
as far and to as full information as anyone will, afford the best way of
inditing history for the common reader. The History of the World,—viz.:
An immense digested collection of lists of dates, names of representative
persons and events, maps and census returns. (Notes 75-76)

Even though it does not make an explicit, verbatim reference to index-
ing, the organization of information Whitman imagines here, “long lists”
that can be “pursued [...] to [...] full information,” clearly suggests as
much: lists that do not simply contain the information desired but that
point to it so that one can pursue increasingly granular data. The long
form of information, books, the passage conversely seems to suggest,
cannot cope with the exploding needs for the storage and circulation of
knowledge. In their stead, Whitman imagines a multimodal collation of
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materials, “dates, names [...], maps and census returns,” to constitute a
better representation of the “History of the World.” The all-caps
“DATA” at the center of the paragraph not only testifies to the newness
of the concept but also underscores what the different elements have in
common: they are a form of decontextualized, maximally reduced and
condensed, discontinuous and morselized information.

By thus invoking the specter of information overflow, Whitman’s de-
cidedly modern “new” and “true way of treating” information again
firmly and affirmatively situates his own knowledge work at the center
of the media and information changes at the time. Whether in his general
cutting and pasting from newspapers and magazines, in his scrapbook,
or in his ‘world index,’ this knowledge work responds to and is facili-
tated by the massification of information and of the media through
which it travels. This is true on a practical level: only in a world of mass
printing are newspapers, magazines, and geographies in wide (and
cheap) enough a circulation to invite this kind of work. It is also true in a
more cultural sense: only in a world of mass information is there a need,
for the individual but also for society as a whole, to develop techniques
that reduce, condense, and organize information to keep it manageable
despite its proliferation.

Whitman’s enthusiasm for the possibilities of “brief DATA,” then, is
indicative of his more general response to the exploding textual, infor-
mational abundance at the time. His notebooks and manuscripts suggest
that he, like many of his contemporaries, understood this as a crisis.
They also suggest that he, due to his training in a variety of other knowl-
edge practices, simultaneously was fascinated by the possibilities this
crisis delivered, a disposition that set him up for an openly ambiguous
response.'” Using the lyric to conjoin rather than separate the dataesque
and the literary cultural responses to this crisis gave him a remarkable
productivity and originality, but it also put him at odds with the more

103 One way of thinking about this aspect obviously has to do with Whitman’s
personal background: A particularly ‘self-made,’ self-educated member of
the group that imagined itself and came to be imagined as founding an
American National Literature, he was perhaps particularly ambiguous
about the cultural stratifications that accompanied the emergence of the lit-
erary field. Or, as Jay Grossman puts it: “Shaped by the material practices
of their distinctly different cultural and educational “foregrounds,” Emer-
son and Whitman came into the period of their greatest productivity with
different conceptions of the functions and political efficacy of the word in
the world” (8).
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mainstream cultural trend at the time—a trend toward differentiating
into distinct fields the literary and the dataesque treatments of experi-
ence. Indeed, if the emergence of the literary field during Romanticism
was indebted, among other factors, to the existence of systems of mass
production and circulation of text, and if this particular cultural response
operated by repressing this indebtedness, Whitman’s fascination with
and embrace of mass print uneasily situates his poetic at the then-widen-
ing rift between these two fields, which kept casting doubt on the liter-
ariness and the artistic merits of his poetic. Notably, as the following
section will explore in more detail, Whitman frequently embraced these
moments of doubt and enlisted them in service of his strategy of am-
biguating the difference between literature and data.

3.3  “Literary Mermaids”: Category Dramas, Catalog Rhetoric, and
Literary Studies

The dataesque quality of his poetic catalogs regularly threw doubts on
the artistic merit of Whitman’s poetic project. At the same time, his use
of the lyric to express a ‘storage desire’ and to ambiguate received con-
tours of literariness paradoxically allowed his writing to host complex
and wide ranging discussions as to what constitutes the literary. As this
section will show, Whitman’s use of the lyric, and his catalogs in partic-
ular, regularly incited critics to perform boundary work in the literary
field: arguments over why his catalogic style was indeed literary, or that
and why it was not. In the process, their interpretations and reviews of-
ten fortify the data-literature divide by overlaying it with additional di-
chotomies, many of which signal forms of social stratification and value
judgments of sorts. Whitman’s self-reviews frequently engage in the
same discussion of literariness, but they do so, notably, not by resolving
his writings’ status either way, but by inviting and entertaining questions
about it, and by elevating these questions as at once important and im-
possible to resolve. The resulting rhetoric of suspended resolution aligns
with and supports the effect his lyric catalogs generally have: to trouble
the boundaries between symbolic forms. The critics’ emphatic invested-
ness in adjudicating the literary value of his catalogs, thus is as much ev-
idence of these boundaries’ cultural entrenchment as it is evidence of
Whitman’s success in spotlighting and challenging them.

To be clear up front, here as throughout this chapter, my point no-
tably is not that Whitman’s is a particularly ‘deep’ artistic project in how



Data, Storage Desires, and the Ambiguity of Whitman’s Lyricism 161

it questions (or even: rejects) art. This view, as it participates in adjudi-
cating a cultural artifact’s inherent artfulness, is alluded to in his own
writings, and it is frequently invoked by some of his more favorable crit-
ics, for example in Oscar Wilde’s 1889 assertion that “in his very rejec-
tion of art Walt Whitman is an artist. He tried to produce a certain effect
by certain means and he succeeded” (Wilde). Of course, Wilde’s gener-
ously broad definition of art—to successfully try to produce an effect by
certain means—accommodates Whitman’s work; and of course, Wilde’s
contention that the rejection of art can also be art prefigures a view bud-
ding at the time but becoming much more prevalent in modernism (and,
in different inflections, before: in both realism and naturalism). Whether
or not Whitman’s work is art, an ultimately essentializing question in
which artfulness is seen as a quality inherent in certain objects, however,
is besides the point this study makes. What this chapter, in turn, is inter-
ested in is the fact that Wilde feels drawn to make this argument in the
first place. Whether or not this engagement is an intended, ‘artistic’
project by Whitman or whether it is an unintended side effect overdeter-
mined by many different, unrelated factors, the dataesque lyricism of
Leaves of Grass again and again has attracted this very discussion; a dis-
cussion that is, in this study’s view, not so much indicative of the literary
qualities of Leaves, or lack thereof, as it is constitutive of the literary
field (and, in a praxeological view of art and literature, of its objects).

3.3.1 Cecin’est pas de la littérature

One of the more unusual features of Leaves of Grass is the amount of
paratextual explanation the book’s poems are couched in. The first edi-
tion features an extensive foreword, and its publication was flanked by
reviews ghostwritten by Whitman himself; the second edition contains
the “Leaves Droppings” section that features responses to the first; and
so on all the way to the final edition’s “Backward Glance.” As Michael
J. O’Driscoll explains, the amount of paratextual material suggests that
the poems are in need of “protect[ion]” because of their remarkable
“heterogeneity,” a quality that stems directly from their ambiguous rela-
tionship to different symbolic forms, from them being at once poems
and “archival recordings.” O’Driscoll elaborates:

As an archival recording of both a nation and a persona, each a diverse
entity in its own right, Leaves of Grass embodies a heterogeneity that
corresponds to its multifarious subject matter. In this sense, the text is
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indexical and inclusive in its attempts to gesture towards the multiplicity
that is nineteenth-century American culture, but such gestures are left
wide open to (mis)interpretations of every sort. The considerable number
of paratexts that surround Leaves of Grass—self-reviews, ghostwritten
criticism, innumerable prefaces and postfaces—ideally protect the poem
from misprision and overt attacks. These same paratexts, however, are
also proof of the supplementarity of the text: its failure to achieve a fully
adequate self-presence and its inevitable recourse to calculated writings
that are caught up in the historical actualities and supposedly
spontaneous, expressive utterances that the poem is intended to indicate.
(316-17)

The paradox that O’Driscoll points out here notably cuts both ways: the
paratexts that insist on the book’s literary qualities are “proof of [its]
supplementarity,” but to the extent that they often also cast doubt on the
literary merits of Leaves, they paradoxically keep affirming the book’s
status as literary. After all, the paratexts necessarily speak within and
thus in affirmation of the discursive parameters of the literary field: a
field that is marked by the very practice of scrutinizing, adjudicating,
and explaining the literariness of texts. The paratexts O’Driscoll refers
to indeed are full of such antiphrastic statements, for example when the
“Backward Glance o’er Travel’d Roads” insists that “[n]o one will get at
my verses who insists upon viewing them as a literary performance, or
attempt at such performance, or as aiming mainly toward art or estheti-
cism” (Leaves [1891] 438). Regardless of how emphatically statements
such as these are made, the discrepancy between their content and their
context necessarily undermines them and turns them into performances
of literariness, regardless of how strongly they disavow the book’s liter-
ary agenda. In result, many of the paratextual framings end up affirming
Leaves’s categorical ambiguity rather than resolving it.

This dynamic is particularly visible in the reviews Whitman wrote
and anonymously published in support of Leaves’s first edition. By way
of genre, these reviews are necessarily deliberations on the literary merit
of the work under consideration, and they rely on complex rhetorical
strategies, at times using denials of literariness to antiphrastically assert
it. For example, one such review says of Whitman that “[t]he effects he
produces are no effects of artists or the arts, but effects of the original
eye or arm, or the actual atmosphere of grass or brute or bird”; that
“[y]ou may feel the unconscious teaching of the presence of some fine
animal, but will never feel the teaching of the fine writer or speaker”;
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and that “[Whitman] comes to no conclusions, and does not satisfy the
reader” (Whitman, “Walt Whitman, a Brooklyn Boy”). Statements such
as these insist on the direct, nonrepresentational quality of the work un-
der consideration, a work whose effects are not the result of mediation
but, presumably, the “effects of the original” object that the poems store
and retrieve. They address qualities that would obviously count as short-
comings within the parameters of the literary field at the time.'® Finally,
they preempt criticism of these qualities by investing them with an as-
sumed purpose and intentionality. They thus perform a rhetoric in which
the denial of artfulness in turn becomes a way of asserting the presence
of (a new kind of) art.

Notably, the reviews, too, rely on catalog rhetoric, and they utilize
the catalogs in ways strikingly similar to how the poems use them in the
volume. As they work to justify the new poetic that they see in Leaves,
they tie it to a distinct sense of nation, of social stratification, and of
modernity, which they envision by way of extended catalogs. This is
acutely exemplified in “Walt Whitman and His Poems” a self-written re-
view that early on presents a catalog to claim a correspondence between
Whitman’s poems’ form and the nation:

The movement of his verses is the sweeping movement of great currents
of living people, with a general government, and state and municipal
governments, courts, commerce, manufactures, arsenals, steamships,
railroads, telegraphs, cities with paved streets, and aqueducts, and police
and gas—myriads of travellers arriving and departing—newspapers,
music, elections and all the features and processes of the nineteenth
century in the wholesomest race and the only stable form of politics at
present upon the earth.

While it remains unclear, how exactly the “movement” of the poems re-
lates to the “great currents of living people,” the catalog is classic in its
design and in its purpose.'” After two longer, more general items, it
quickly zooms in and breaks down into a loose sequence of single-word

104 For a particularly compact example of this rhetoric, cf. another review in
which Whitman claims that only “second-rate poems immediately [...]
gratify” (Whitman, “English”).

105 Note the characteristic ‘catalogic explosion’ in which after naming a whole
range of particulars, the explicit naming of the (overly broad) classifier of
the catalog, “all the features and processes of the nineteenth century,” es-
sentially undermines the catalog. I will return to this quality below (cf.
page 218).
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nouns that can easily be grouped into short semantic chains but that do
not cohere beyond their general purpose of describing the otherwise in-
describable nation. A similar catalog is used to appreciate the poems by
contrasting them to the classed and gendered stratification of the literary
field: a slightly longer catalog of nineteen items, it describes “our intel-
lectual people” and their “books, poems, novels, essays, editorials, lec-
tures, tuitions, and criticism” as insufficiently rough and manly to suit
the new nation: These intellectuals “trim their hair, shave, touch not the
earth barefoot, and enter not the sea except in a complete bathing-dress.”
These “unmistakably genteel persons, travelled, college-learned, used to
be served by servants, conversing without heat or vulgarity, supported
on chairs, or walking through handsomely-carpeted parlors, or along
shelves bearing well-bound volumes” are disparaged as upper-class and
effeminate, thus making room for the presumably working-class, mascu-
line ‘American’ poet Whitman and his new, rough style. The review,
thirdly, and again using a catalog, ties this new poetry to a particular vi-
sion of modernity, a “fresh mentality of this mighty age” marked by “the
sciences and inventions and discoveries of the present world.” The new
poetry therefore is no stranger to “geology, nor mathematics, nor chem-
istry, nor navigation, nor astronomy, nor anatomy, nor physiology, nor
engineering.” The underlying vision is one in which the material innova-
tions join with intellectual and spiritual ones, and the new poetry the re-
view discovers in Whitman’s writing captures this moment of modernity.

Used in this fashion, the catalogs constitute sites in which explana-
tion and exemplification blend: They explain to the reader Whitman’s
poetic, but they also perform it. They do so, notably, by explicitly ad-
dressing the blending of the presumably distinct symbolic regimes of
poetry, science, and politics.' As “Walt Whitman and His Poems” as-
serts, unsurprisingly featuring another catalog, for Whitman, “the writ-
ing of poems is but a proportionate part of the whole,” a whole in which
“public and private performance, politics, love, friendship, behavior, the
art of conversation, science, society, the American people, the reception
of the great novelties of city and country” mix and blend.

Such blending, facilitated here by the three catalogs, obviously goes
against a logic of systemic differentiation and field formation, yet it is at
the heart of a poetic in which the literary catalog generally ambiguates

106 The review hits this point hard, asserting that the sciences “underlie [Whit-
man’s] whole superstructure” and that “the beauty of the work of the poet
[...] are the tuft and final applause of science.”
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rather than resolves the distinction between different cultural fields and
between different symbolic forms. This is most poignantly visible in an-
other anonymous review, “An English and an American Poet.” This re-
view duplicates many of the moves outlined above: it readily dwells on
the questionable value of the catalogs in which the materials “tumble
pell-mell, exhaustless and copious” with a “disregard of parts” and an
“absence of special purpose”; it values Leaves of Grass as expressive of
a national literature that is in line with a masculine, working-class Amer-
icanness vis-a-vis “dandified” British culture; it reads this as distinctly
modern; and it does so in gestures that do not straightforwardly and un-
ambiguously praise Whitman’s poetics. Instead it features a familiar
faux-impartiality by expressing (strategic) doubt about the project.'”’
Most importantly, however, it embraces ambiguity even more emphati-
cally and explicitly than any of the other, earlier reviews: Leaves of
Grass, this review concludes in a dramatically open gesture, “is to prove
either the most lamentable of failures or the most glorious of triumphs,
in the known history of literature. And after all we have written we con-
fess our brain-felt and heart-felt inability to decide which we think it is
likely to be” (Whitman, “English”).

This closing passage encapsulates the rhetorical strategy underwrit-
ing the reviews—and it does remarkably complex work remarkably
well: It doubles down on an essentializing view in which an object does
or does not have literary qualities—an essentializing view of literariness.
However, in doing so it operates a praxeological one: by involving
Leaves of Grass in a discussion of (presumably questionable) literari-
ness, it ensures that the book is treated as a literary object. Accordingly,
it is not at all interested in closure but in facilitating a discussion of liter-
ariness, and its rhetoric is geared toward this goal. By upping the ante,
by posing two alternative extremes, and by affectively supercharging the
question of whether Leaves was either a spectacular success or a spec-
tacular failure, it effectively eclipses all other possible, more nuanced
outcomes, among them two that to Whitman were possibly far worse
than “[failure]”: that Leaves was a mediocre, irrelevant piece of litera-
ture, or that it was not part of the “known history of literature” at all.
Thus elevating the question, secondly, prevents rather than facilitates
closure: If the stakes are so high, if it has to be either one of the two ex-
tremes, and if no nuanced stance is permissible, one can indeed only

107 Cf. the section 2.1 for a more detailed reading of this review.
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“confess [one’s] [...] inability to decide.” The question becomes unde-
cidable, perpetually suspended, precisely because it presumably matters
so much.'”™ In effect, then, the questionable literary value of the cata-
logs, of the book, of the poet, and, by extension of all of American liter-
ature, emerging as it is, roll into one high-stakes moment of suspense.
And while it may seem as if such a dramatic crisis would demand a res-
olution, the review does not facilitate but obstruct it. The result of this
performance of decisive indecisiveness is, paradoxically, another mo-
ment of ambiguation: Since the literary value of the catalogic Leaves is
undecidable, the categorical distinction between the dataesque storage-
logic of the catalogs and the formal stylizing of literature necessarily
blurs.

3.3.2 “Rings of Saturn” vs. “Amass[ing] Crudity Upon Crudity”

A large strand of the history of Whitman criticism (and critique) can be
read as a response to and a grappling with the kind of categorical blur-
ring that Leaves performs (and that Whitman’s self-reviews and paratex-
tual commentary exacerbate): For decade after decade, readers engaged
the question of whether the extensive catalogs at the heart of Leaves are
artistically well-done, whether they, in other words, conform to a set of
standards of literariness, including at times the standard of a calculated
violation of standards, or if they are nothing but mere inventories, a col-
lection of facts that is indeed akin to a “telephone directory” (Burke 97).
While, as should be abundantly clear by now, this study rejects the
premise of this question, the dichotomy that these critics assume be-
tween the ‘mere’ storage of information in inventories, a data effort, vis-
a-vis the formal refinement of experience, literature, speaks volumes
about the evolution of the literary field and about the culturalization of
data. In the following, I will read some exemplary, historical pieces of
criticism for how they use Leaves of Grass to perform this cultural work
of essentializing literature and data as two fundamentally, categorically
distinct enterprises. They often do so by performing boundary work on
different, overlapping binaries.

108 This parallels a more general treatment of the question of a national litera-
ture outlined above (sections 2.2 and 2.3). For a more sustained argument
on this parallelism between the suspended judgment on American national
literature and the suspended judgment of Whitman’s own literary achieve-
ment, cf. my “‘Songs’ and ‘Inventories.’”
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Walker Kennedy’s 1884 review is a particularly good example of
how Leaves of Grass’s troubling of the boundaries of genres and of sym-
bolic forms triggers an aggressive reaffirmation of these very bound-
aries. Intriguingly written in response to and entering into a dialog with
Whitman’s own discussion of his poetic in an article in The Critic,'”
Kennedy laments the logic of unrefined massification that informs the
catalogs: In his eyes, they constitute nothing but an “enumeration of ab-
stract and concrete things” that is meaningless and “predicates nothing.”
Throughout his article, his criticism turns on the lack of organization and
connection in Whitman’s catalogs, on the datafying morselization that,
to him, is the antithesis of good literature. Missing connectivity, he de-
cries that the words are “suspended in mid-air,” that there is “bad gram-
mar, incomplete sentences, [a] misuse of words, and [an] incoherence of
ideas,” as well as “about as much consecutiveness [...] as there is in a
dream originating in too much shrimp salad for supper.” Returning again
and again to a lack of syntagmation, Kennedy complains (in catalogic
form) about the “jungle of people and things,” the “bare enumeration of
living beings, inanimate objects, abstractions, that have no bearing on
each other, obey no sequence, and teach no lesson.” In his eyes, Leaves
reads as an “unsystematic, unpruned expression of a very peculiar mind”
due to a “[failure] to give us any connecting links.” Pathologizing the
“pure contralto” section of “Song of Myself”—*“Whitman’s most fa-
mous catalog” (Hartnett 163)—as merely a spasm, Kennedy observes:
“Another convulsion seizes the writer at this juncture, and he gives us a
catalogue of all sorts of people and professions. He jumps from a steam-
boat to a ball, from one of the seasons to one of the States. At one time
he is in Missouri, and at another in a street-car. There is no telling where
he will alight next.”'"" Clearly, Kennedy’s primary misgiving about
Whitman’s text is that it lacks “connecting links,” that it merely stores

109 Kennedy vaguely speaks of “a recent issue of a New York journal,” but he
likely refers to the Jan. 5 article “A Backward Glance on My Own Road”
in The Critic (cf. “Walt Whitman Camden Chronology™).

110 For a similarly visceral register, cf. Henry James’s “Mr. Walt Whitman,” a
review of Drum Taps in which James complains about Whitman’s tendency
to “discharge the undigested contents of [his] blotting-book into the lap of
the public.” Throughout, the review hits on many familiar points of criti-
cism, among them Whitman’s “prosaic mind” and its attempts “to lift itself,
by a prolonged muscular strain, into poetry” and a propensity to “to accept
everything in general [and] to amass crudity upon crudity.”
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impressions in a dissociated fashion rather than ordering them into a co-
herent, ‘systematic’ and ‘pruned,” meaningful organization.

Throughout the review, Kennedy’s exasperation about the catalogic
overabundance of particulars joins hands with a sense of category panic,
a feeling that Leaves undermines the classifications that define the liter-
ary field, expressed as a frustration that it violates “certain inflexible
standards for fine art and poetry.” Against this bending of presumably
“inflexible standards,” Kennedy first turns to genre, narrowly and bina-
rily understood, as one such standard. He defiantly insists that “[t]here
are two kinds of literature,—prose and poetry; and, as Monsieur Jourdan
says, everything written is either one or the other,”""" and he decries that
one cannot say “that the ‘Leaves’ are either prose or poetry. [...] They are
literary mermaids,” perhaps enchanting but ultimately dangerous in-be-
tween creatures, incarnations of a blurring of categories that shall not be
blurred. Continuing to hit on the difficulty of categorizing Leaves, he
secondly asks about the purpose of the book and suggests a startling
range of possible social contexts: “Has the author ever stated in intelligi-
ble English the purpose of his book? Is its aim moral, political, scien-
tific, aesthetic? Is it written in the interest of democracy, or of the
intellectual classes?”” Especially the last question hints at the binary that
is underlying all of his argument: Leaves, it suggests, needs to be either

111 Kennedy’s reference to “Monsieur Jourdan” warrants closer inspection: it
seems to refer to Mr. Jourdain, the main character in Moli¢re’s Le Bour-
geois gentilhomme and bourgeois merchant’s son, who wants to pass as
aristocratic. As part of this effort, he takes lessons in all things aristocrat,
among them lessons in the distinction between poetry and prose (and, since
this is a comedy, is pleased to learn that he has been speaking ‘prose’ his
entire life without even trying). Kennedy’s decision to cite a fictional char-
acter on the distinction between poetry and prose, and to cite a character
who, in the play’s fictional universe, is a fool, introduces a moment of un-
certainty as to whether he is speaking tongue-in-cheek, suggesting that
only to a Mr. Jourdain is the distinction between the two so clear-cut. The
rest of the review dispels this doubt. Still, the reference is richly suggestive
in ways that go beyond my argument here: it invokes a ‘continental’ au-
thority on literature (depending on the readers’ knowledge, either Moliére
or ‘some important French person’); and it alludes to a play that is all about
social stratification and about (class) passing and that addresses the role
standards of art play for holding in place a social order the two main poles
of which are the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy. The reference then begs
many more questions, such as: Who here, in Kennedy’s view, is ‘passing’?
Whitman? Kennedy? American National Literature?
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“in the interest of democracy,” serving perhaps an egalitarian world
view, or “aesthetic,” written for “the intellectual classes.” The idea that it
could strive to be both, in this sense, not only violates “certain, inflexi-
ble” formal standards of how art is supposed to be organized; these stan-
dards, it seems, are tied to a particular social stratification in which the
“intellectual classes” form one, ‘aristocratic’ group that stands in opposi-
tion to the ‘masses’ of democracy.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the categorical ambiguity of Leaves
triggers a sense of violation, insecurity, and loss of privilege against
which Kennedy, throughout the review, marshals a defensive rhetoric of
entitlement. Following a passage in which he admits that “at times the
reader detects the gleam of the diamond in this mass of rubbish” and that
perhaps the existing “verbal tools” and “established modes of composi-
tion” might be insufficient to express thoughts that are “true and clear,”
he all the more forcefully reaffirms the laws that govern the field: “We
have a right to insist that a definite subject or story shall be selected, and
that it shall be developed artistically, and in such a way as to be
grasped.”""? This entitlement argument, along with the frequent return to
questions of standards, underscores what kind of cultural work Leaves
of Grass allows Kennedy to do: he is policing a field, and this field’s
mapping onto a social order, and the categorical ambiguities of Whit-
man’s work trigger him to do so with particular vigor.

A similar sense of categorical wounding also informs later discus-
sions of Whitman. John Bailey’s Walt Whitman is a case in point. Where
Kennedy framed his concerns about Whitman’s categorical ambiguity
primarily in a language of genre, narrowly understood as poetry vs.
prose, Bailey is more concerned about the mixing of different socio-tex-
tual systems, and he sees this mixing as the main shortcoming in Whit-
man’s work. Like many others, he laments the “auctioneering
inventories of things in general” (58) even in this short phrase suggest-
ing a social context, auctions, the selling of goods to the highest bidder,
that is commercial and, thus, in this logic distinctly nonliterary.'* Invok-
ing two other nonliterary occupations, Bailey laments the “wildernesses

112 Kennedy in fact recognizes the limiting effect of such rules and laws on an
author’s expression, but in the framework he is operating in, they produc-
tively complicate a poetic project by providing a necessary form of “bal-
last” without which the writer is set adrift and “may go on to Ursa Major.”
Kennedy’s notion of ballast here resonates with Van Wyck Brooks’s (cf.
page 83 above).
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of catalogue” in which the “material is left as unshaped and even un-
touched as if the writer were a surveyor’s clerk or a compiler of statistics
for a county council” (5), another frame of reference in which textuality
is put to the service of practical purposes, is socially and politically em-
bedded, and, tellingly, degraded as numbers-driven: either clerical or
statistical.

This logic forms the basis of a more sustained argument by Bailey
about how politics and journalism ‘contaminate’ Whitman’s work: In his
eyes, Whitman’s poems fail to properly distance themselves from these
two other decidedly socially invested, practical textual systems, both of
which thus stand in opposition to literature conceptualized as a disinter-
ested, “aesthetic” (in Kennedy’s sense) project. In Bailey’s eyes, Whit-
man’s poetic voice falls short because

[i]t at once exhibits the fatal influence which his Tammany Hall
speechifying experiences and his journalistic training had on him. How
different his sense of language and style might have been if its training
had been left entirely in the hands of the Bible and the Waverley Novels
and the other great books which he would take with him on his boyish
rambles by the sea-shore! He might have written as pure an English as
Bunyan himself. But the cheap rhetoric of political meetings and the
self-important trivialities of provincial newspapers overlaid and tainted
all that. (57)

The language of “[purity]” and of styles “overlaid and tainted,” is telling
here and again speaks of a strong sense of category panic and a concern
for boundaries. Evoking an exclusively continental, mostly British ge-
nealogy of literariness, Bailey laments that Whitman was not like Scott,
Bunyan, Spenser, Milton, or the Greek and Latin classics, and he blames
this falling-short on the sullying of a presumably ‘pure’ poetic voice by

113 The trope is not limited to Bailey. Possibly its first use regarding Whitman
is in a letter Emerson sent to his friend Thomas Carlyle. In the letter, Emer-
son describes Leaves as a “nondescript monster which yet has terrible eyes
& buffalo strength, & was indisputably American.” The book, Emerson
continues, “was written & printed by a journeyman printer in Brooklyn, N.
Y. named Walter Whitman; and after you have looked into it, if you think,
as you may, that it is only an auctioneer’s inventory of a warehouse, you
can light your pipe with it” (Emerson, The Correspondence of Emerson
and Carlyle 509). Emerson reprised the trope later in life in his complaint
that he had “expected [Whitman] to make the songs of the nation, but he
seems content to make the inventories” (qtd. in Daiches 123).
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socially embedded textual systems."* Further developing this argument,
he traces those qualities that make Whitman’s poetry dataesque—struc-
tural repetition and an egalitarian impulse toward a “miscellaneous col-
lection” of facts—to this original sin of a mixing of socio-textual
systems:

As it was, the Tammany meetings taught [Whitman] a habit of repeating
himself with a rather empty verbosity which did not always disdain the
intellectual level of a Tammany audience, while the Brooklyn newspaper
office left him with the notion that one fact is as good as another, and
that a miscellaneous collection of them described in the language of the
streets is the very thing to fill your pages with; all of which may have
been useful doctrine, and even true, for the Brooklyn editor, but was
false and fatal for the poet. (57-58)

Again, Bailey’s remarks are riddled with efforts to draw boundaries and
to set up polar opposites—between the “intellectual level” of a literary
audience and that of Tammany Hall; between urban, Brooklyn newspa-
pers and, one might assume: more bucolic, literary writing; between the
“language of the streets” and the language of poetry; and between indi-
vidual, selected “good” facts and their “miscellaneous collection.”
Whether or not these remarks productively capture qualities in Whit-
man’s work, or whether or not its Brooklyn newspaper style makes
Whitman’s work particularly unpoetic (or particularly ‘American’) is be-
sides the point. What matters is that his style’s features, prime among
them the catalogs, afford to Bailey, as they did to Kennedy, an opportu-
nity to stage a veritable category drama in which a discussion of literary
style, unwittingly or not, turns into an affirmation of social stratification
around “intellectual [levels]” and, ultimately, class.

114 This imagination of Whitman’s voice as originally pure and ‘native’ to the
United States forms a longer tradition and gained prominence in the canon-
ization of Whitman in the twentieth century. It is central, e.g., to George
Santayana’s theory of a “Poetry of Barbarism.” Characterizing Whitman’s
method as one “of a rich, spontaneous, absolutely lazy fancy,” he sees in
his catalogs of people and things a (positively) primitive quality: “swarms
of' men and objects rendered as they might strike the retina in a sort of wak-
ing dream. It is the most sincere possible confession of the lowest—I mean
the most primitive—type of perception. All ancient poets are sophisticated
in comparison and give proof of longer intellectual and moral training.
Walt Whitman has gone back to the innocent style of Adam, when the ani-
mals filed before him one by one and he called each of them by its name”
(Interpretations of Poetry and Religion 177-78).
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This dynamic is characteristic of a general tendency in a broad swath
of Whitman criticism: a critical engagement with the perceived formal
shortcomings of his paratactic style quickly ends up projecting a struc-
ture of matching binarisms in which socially embedded, modern, politi-
cally relevant but stylistically inferior, popular forms of textuality get
pitted against the refined textuality of literature."® Such an affinity be-
tween a critique of Whitman’s catalogs and a discussion, ultimately, of
brow levels is overdetermined by several factors. As Glinter Leypold
points out, to “many of his contemporaries, Whitman’s most radical as-
pect was not his poetic form but his sexual explicitness—which tended
to be considered a sign of popular literature rather than the literary
avant-garde” (99). Perhaps poised to reject Leaves as ‘popular’ by way
of its content, these critics discover in the book’s paratactic form another
appeal to ‘the popular’ that they view as similarly unbefitting of art. In
any case, this structure of matching binarisms and its rejection of that
which enjoys (or appeals to) popular success obviously sits uneasily
with any aspiration for a democratic literature.

Paradoxically, these closely associated and culturally entrenched bi-
narisms constitute, from the beginning on, one important claim to cul-
tural success for Whitman’s work, and they point to a second ‘school’ of
Whitman criticism. This school applauds Leaves’s ‘democratic’ aspira-
tion as more important than questions of its literary value. In its line of
thinking, Whitman’s ambiguation of the ‘laws’ of literature can claim for
itself to be ‘democratic’ precisely because this view of literature as regu-
lated by “certain inflexible standards” so closely corresponds to an ‘aris-
tocratic’ economy of cultural value. Flouting (or attacking) these
standards thus becomes a democratizing cultural project.''® Whitman’s
own paratextual explanations of his work, his self-reviews and his pref-

115 Ironically, as Leypold also observes, this dynamic gets fully reversed in the
twentieth-century reception of Whitman, who now gets to be seen as posi-
tively difficult to emerge as one of the few truly literary authors: “San-
tayana’s and Van Wyck Brooks’s highbrow-lowbrow divide almost com-
pletely discredited the nineteenth-century American literary canon—
Brooks’s definition of the highbrow alone dismissed most of the New Eng-
land tradition (not only Longfellow, Lowell, and Holmes, but also Poe,
Hawthorne, and especially Emerson)” (99).

116 Jacques Rancicre, reading Whitman as a representative of a democratic
modernism (avant la lettre) similarly notes the democracy of Whitman’s
catalogs (67, e.g.), and he characterizes Whitman as “the poet of plebeian
America,” thus openly intertwining class and democracy (Ranciere 72).
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aces, postfaces, and articles frequently evoke this logic of a rebellion
against cultural elites, and they lay the groundwork for this line of think-
ing. In 1871, Edward Dowden’s major review then prominently casts
Whitman’s poetic as “The Poetry of Democracy,” thus for the first time
spelling out a coherent theory of how the unrefined, paratactic style of
Whitman’s poems might express a poetic program of bypassing the gate-
keepers of literary taste and subverting the ‘selectiveness’ of more con-
ventional literature. Section 2.2 above features an extended discussion of
Dowden’s review and his casting catalog rhetoric as democratic (cf.
page 78). For the context of this chapter, it is important to note that the
logic inaugurated by Dowden was picked up during the mid-twentieth-
century canonization of Whitman and informs the thinking of the second
group of Whitman critics. It, too, turns on the desire to disambiguate the
ambiguity of the literary catalogs, but it is willing to view their pre-
sumed ‘failure’ at refinement and selection as a positive quality.

A third group of critics, then, takes yet another route. Their engage-
ments, which value Leaves of Grass as a literary achievement, engage in
a similar affirmation of field and genre boundaries as the critical ones
exemplified by Kennedy and Bailey above—they merely find ways to
include the catalogs inside these boundaries—a task that is, like the one
to exclude them, complicated by how it goes against the ambiguation
that the text and the author’s metatextual commentary keep performing
but one that is similarly afforded by the indeterminacy of the catalogs.

One important strand of such criticism, particularly prolific in the
middle of the twentieth century, operates by identifying hidden com-
plexities—patterns, structures, or correspondences—in the poetic cata-
logs. In this logic, the catalogs only superficially appear as “[jungles] of
people and things” or as a “bare enumeration” (Kennedy) and instead
hide a particularly intricate and veiled complexity to be uncovered by
formal analysis."” In a phrasing that testifies to this view’s vitality at the
time, Stanley K. Coffman accordingly opens his 1954 discussion of the
“Catalogue Technique in Whitman’s Poetry” by asserting that “[r]ecent
Whitman studies have shown so conclusively the existence of formal
patterns in his verse that no one is likely now to insist that he wholly
abandoned himself to the vagaries of ‘inspiration’ when he composed”
(225). While Coffman acknowledges that “the characteristics of his

117 Cf. above, page 75, for a discussion of this particular affordance of catalog
rhetoric.
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verse and his comments on it are so predominantly antiformalist that
they persist in discouraging the kind of formal analysis that good poetry
requires,” he does not stay discouraged for long: Whitman, he claims,
“on important occasions, [...] manipulated his lists so carefully that they
are not fairly to be described as ‘catalogues,’ ordered them so that they
became aesthetically expressive, conveyed meaning by their form”
(226).""* The rhetoric of Coffman’s argument here is instructive. He low-
ers the bar for identifying formal qualities in Whitman by honing in on a
straw man argument that Whitman had “wholly” relied on nothing but
inspiration. This argument can then be refuted by finding only some few
“important occasions” in which his verse is formally complex. More im-
portantly, he overlays his argument with a matter-of-courseness in which
it is particularly hard to disagree with what he paints as a consensus
view on the matter. In this sense, his offhand remark that “no one is
likely now” to disagree with the findings of “[r]ecent Whitman studies”
is more prescriptive than it is descriptive, normative rather than analytic.
All of these rhetorical tactics rely on and serve to bolster the point at the
center of his argument: that literary value is determined by a text’s abil-
ity to “[convey] meaning by [its] form,” and that Whitman’s text has this
ability—even if its formal qualities are well-hidden.

Perhaps because it is so difficult to prove that a hidden formal order
is indeed present (and not projected), there is in many of the more for-
malist appreciations of Whitman’s an undercurrent of shaming the
reader into agreement with the critic’s discovery of formal complexities
and interconnections in the text. Randall Jarrell’s Poetry and the Age,
which identifies in Whitman’s work “little systems as beautifully and as-
tonishingly organized as the rings and satellites of Saturn” (126), at
times employs this strategy quite openly, which fits the overall project of
cultural pessimism his book pursues.'’ His discussion of the “pure con-

118 It is hard to overlook the argumentative contortions Coffman needs to un-
dertake here: apparently, if catalogs ‘are’ not literature, but Leaves of
Grass is both, literature and catalogic, catalogs cannot be catalogs. For a
similar dismissal of Whitman’s attempts to ambiguate, cf. James Perrin
Warren’s blunt assertion in 1990 that “it is difficult to take the poet at his
word” (Warren 2).

119 In the introduction to this collection of his essays, Randall laments that
contemporary audiences conflated “obscurity” and “difficulty” in poetry,
and that this discourages them from reading poetry (4). Reminiscing about
“the amount of classical allusions that those polite readers, our ancestors,
were expected to recognize—and did recognize” (6), he lambastes both the
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tralto” catalog of “Song of Myself” is a case in point. Admitting that
“[v]ery often the things presented form nothing but a list,” he then quali-
fies:

[B]ut what a list! And how delicately, in what different ways—Ilikeness
and opposition and continuation and climax and anticlimax—the
transitions are managed, whenever Whitman wants to manage them.
Notice them in the next quotation, another ‘mere list’:

The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the clock
moves slowly,

The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open’d lips,

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy and
pimpled neck.

The first line is joined to the third by wunrumples and draggles, white
dress and shawl; the second to the third by rigid head, bobs, tipsy, neck;
the first to the second by slowly, just-open’d, and the slowing-down of
time in both states. And occasionally one of these lists is metamorphosed
into something we have no name for; the man who would call the next
quotation a mere list—anybody will feel this—would boil his babies up
for soap. (120-21)

Insisting that Whitman’s catalogs were indeed not mere collections but
skillful, formally complex arrangements, Jarrell supports his argument
by way of a number of tactical maneuvers: He, first of all, claims that
the transitions are managed “whenever Whitman wants,” thus suggest-
ing that even the less-managed cases are still subject to the author’s will
to form—in this case, his will nof to manage them. His mocking the alle-
gation that Whitman’s catalogs were “mere list[s],” secondly, comes
without a reference and thus without context, which diminishes its credi-
bility. The assertion that “we have no name” for the order controlling
some of the catalogs, thirdly, claims that there might be an order even if
it cannot be verbalized. Moreover, by asserting that the order is some-
thing that the reader must “feel,” Jarrell further inhibits an argumenta-
tive engagement with the absence or presence of order in Whitman’s

“ordinary reader, [...] nodding over his lunch-pail” and the “educated
reader,” who “to the Public’s sympathetic delight” calls obscure books
“[dull]” (3). In his eyes, the contemporary moment of the 1950s is one of
cultural decline in which people have stopped reading (17-18). On his cul -
tural pessimism and this notion of a crisis of reading, cf. also section 5.4
below (page 366).
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lists. Lastly, he bluntly insinuates a grave form of moral corruption—
having to do with babies and with soap—on behalf of those readers who
still dare to disagree and thus fail to “feel” how the list’s ‘nameless’ or-
ganization expresses Whitman’s will to form.

In result, Jarrell, too, draws boundaries here: between a brute reader-
ship of Whitman’s, an audience that fails to see the hidden patterns of
the only superficially disjointed catalogs and that also boils up babies on
the one side; and a smart one on the other, which either feels or intellec-
tually grasps the formal intricacies that are hidden in the poet’s work,
even if it cannot communicate them because “we have no name for
them.” The affect projected by Jarrell’s argument, expressed for example
in the exclamation point after “what a list” and in the imperative two
sentences later, does crucial work here, as does the adverb “delicately.”
Unwittingly or not, the language in which Jarrell here makes his argu-
ment, a language that pits two different kinds of readers against one an-
other, ends up being the language of (class) distinction, in which the
ability to appreciate formal complexity is expressive of the reader’s liter-
ary taste.

Unsurprisingly, then, many of the positive valuations of the catalogs
as formally well-done explicitly or implicitly end up denying them those
qualities that would render them a particularly democratic device. As
they work to disambiguate the liminal quality of the form, as they posi-
tion the catalogs as more than a “‘mere list,”” they foreground those
properties that mark the catalogs as high art, skillfully disguised. The
underlying notions of artfulness are hard to reconcile with an aspiration
for democratic art. After all, it is at least in part the “rudimentary” qual-
ity of the device (Buell, Literary 166; cf. page 85 above) that makes it
egalitarian, accessible, and democratic, and valuing the catalogs for their
hidden formal finesse undermines just that.

299

3.3.3 Catalogs, Difficulty, and “Lyric Nationalism”

It is no coincidence that the debate Coffman and Jarrell engage in here
(notably both by claiming that it was settled) is particularly vigorous
around the time of their writing. The 1940s and *50s see a confluence of
at least three different factors that are reflected in these authors’ stance:
The tail end of the literary period of high modernism with its invested-
ness in formal complexity and in difficulty as positive qualities of art;
the rise of formalism, expressed not least in the institutional success of
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New Criticism, which similarly put a premium on identifying and dis-
cussing formally complex patterns; and a new wave of literary national -
ism, this time carried forward by academic institutions, in which
Whitman emerged as the iconic founding father of American poetry. Re-
markably, the intersection of these three developments hosts a revival of
the nineteenth-century promise of catalog rhetoric as constituting a form
in-between literature and data: echoing the transcendentalists’ own de-
scription of their project, it enlists the catalogs in a renewed effort to
imagine a national literature that is ‘democratic’ at the same time that it
is artistically valuable and “first-rate.” It is here, in the mid-twentieth
century appropriations of Whitman as the founding father of US national
literature that his use of the lyric to express his storage desire in exces-
sive catalogs truly comes full circle.

Indeed, many of the formalist discussions of Whitman’s poetic suc-
cess and the literary quality of the catalogs, especially in the 1940s and
1950s but also onward, read Leaves of Grass as if it was a piece of high
modernist writing avant la lettre.”* In this view, the book’s partial alle-
giances to a data logic get identified as a form of ‘difficulty’ that signals
literariness because it is felt to prefigure classical poems of high mod-
ernism. Writing in the 1980s, R.W. French expresses this contention in
particularly programmatic a fashion:

The problem is not what one might expect, that Song of Myself is
difficult because it belongs to the nineteenth century; the problem is,
rather, that the poem is difficult because it belongs more appropriately to
the twentieth. Its analogues are not “Dover Beach” and “My Last
Duchess” and In Memoriam, but The Waste Land and Paterson and the
Cantos. These classics of modernism make outrageous demands on their
readers, first of all by demanding nothing less than a reconsideration of
the very nature of poetry; for in order to read these poems one must
adopt the innovative aesthetic that they require. (76-77)

The logic French invokes here is clear: modern poetry challenges its
readers by way of its obscurity and difficulty, and by its “innovative”
breaking of existing aesthetic conventions."' Its difficulty in this logic is

120 On the endurance of formalist and New Ceritical readings, cf. Folsom’s as-
sertion, in 1997, that “[w]e are still emerging from the legacy of New Criti-
cism” (“Walt Whitman” 139).

121 French making this point in the 1980s testifies to the longevity of the de-
bate that Coffman and Jarrell claim to be largely settled in the 1950s. On
the notion that the breaking of the rules of art is art itself, cf. also the Wilde
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evidence of its artistic merit. In consequence, the impossibility of align-
ing Leaves of Grass with existing standards of (nineteenth-century) liter-
ature paradoxically comes to accentuate its literary qualities within a
twentieth-century frame of reference: It can be seen as literary precisely
because its troubling of the boundaries between literature and other
knowledge practices, among them those of data, can be contained in a
register of ‘complexity.” This view of difficulty as a positive quality of
poetry is by no means exclusive to the mid-twentieth-century. It even
echoes claims made by Whitman himself according to which Leaves fea-
tures an “unheard of demand for brains in the reader” (cf. Waskow 242).
However, this view gains particular currency as a generation of critics
trained on the classics of modernism turns to reading Whitman through
this lens.

Formalism, not least in its dominant US expression of the New Criti-
cism, obviously constitutes an uneasy fit for Whitman’s work. This is
true because of the poems’ (and Whitman’s paratextual explanations”)
“antiformalist” stance (Coffman 226), but it is also true considering the
political baggage of New Criticism. While this critical movement, too,
constitutes a response to modernization and democratization, it is almost
diametrically opposed to Whitman’s embrace of both, and it is, like
many formalisms, deeply invested in the generation and circulation of
cultural capital—a quality that does not jibe well with the egalitarianism
of Leaves of Grass.'” Accordingly, there is an argument to be made that
formalist readings such as Coffman’s or Jarrell’s are misapplications of a
method, appropriations made by scholars trained on the poetry of mod-

quote referenced above (page 161).

122 As Terry Eagleton puts it, “New Criticism was the ideology of an uprooted,
defensive intelligentsia” (40), a cultural elite displaced by the social and
cultural transformations of industrial capitalism felt to be painfully homog-
enizing (or: egalitarian). As an academic movement that was successful in
part because it “provided a convenient method of coping with a growing
student population” (43), it did respond to the broadening of access to
academia at the time, a democratization of access to education of sorts. Its
roots, however, were obviously in the reactionary politics of Southern
agrarianism. Notably, and relevantly so in the context of field emergence
and field policing, the New Critics imagined poetry as diametrically op-
posed to science. In John Crowe Ransom’s words, “poetic structures” are
defined by how they “differ radically” from “scientific structures” (xi).
This lends particular significance to New Critical appropriation as poetry of
Whitman’s ambiguous stance in which “the sciences underlie his whole su-
perstructure” (cf. page 164, n. 106; chapter 5).
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ernism, who now discover modernism’s famed formal complexity in any
object that allows for it.'* Such an argument is made in detail by V. K.
Chari’s investigation of the “Structure of Whitman’s Catalogue Poems.”
According to his reading, the “deliberate technique of fragmentation”
(12) in the modernist poetic project and the “massing together of mate-
rial” (6) in Whitman create similar surface structures, thus affording the
same techniques of reading for formal complexity. However, as Chari
shows in detail, while the “method of construction in ‘Song of Myself”
may suggest similarities to the ‘poetic sequences’ of the twentieth cen-
tury, of which The Waste Land, Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, the Cantos,
The Bridge, and Paterson are good examples,” Whitman’s poetry does
not implement the same underlying project: “The modern poetic se-
quence [...] works by a more scrupulous grouping of its units, setting up
between them a pattern of tensions that lead to a progressive consolida-
tion of meaning.” However, “such a deliberate ordering cannot be
claimed for Whitman’s poem. [...] Whitman proceeds [...] simply by pil-
ing [paragraphs] up into an ensemble; his method is strictly aggregative”
(12). In Chari’s view, the “aggregative” method of catalog rhetoric af-
fords readings for formal complexity, but these readings, due to their in-
vestment in finding intricate patterns, end up overlooking the more
manifest “paratactic” and “‘loose’ or ‘fluid’” (4) structural principles.
Whether one agrees on the substance with formalist discussions,
such as Coffman’s and Jarrell’s, or with the counterargument, exempli-
fied by Chari here, the proliferation of formalist attempts to discover in
Whitman’s work, or to project onto it, deep structures of formal inter-
connectedness emphasizes the flexibility and openness of his catalogs to
complementary readings. Indeed, at times one gets the sense that the cat-
alogs constitute a kind of Rorschach pattern, encouraging generation af-
ter generation of readers to articulate their own sense of literariness by
arguing over the literary merit of Whitman’s work. More importantly,
the proliferation of formalist readings accentuates how effectively Whit-
man deployed the lyric in a double troubling of boundaries: between lit-
erature and data, but also between an intellectual ‘paranoid’ or
‘suspicious’ desire to uncover deep structures, and a practical pleasure,
much closer to the text’s surface, to skim the text’s surface as it collects

123 Cf. also Miller’s observation on Whitman’s work: “Readers educated to
read poetry will naturally read it as poetry, situating even such strange po-
etic specimens as Leaves of Grass within received concepts of art, concepts
that were anathema to Whitman’s deeper ambitions” (M. Miller 233).
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and stores experience. Unsurprisingly, the discipline of literary studies,
undergoing one of several waves of institutionalization and academiza-
tion at the time, and doing so by turning to formalism as its core register,
was ill-equipped to appreciate the latter. After all, suspicious modes of
close reading, being developed, refined, and canonized at the time and
informing much of contemporary literary studies today, find it inherently
difficult to appreciate literature as a mere, dataesque collection of expe-
rience.

Notably, the critical registers of formalism facilitated enlisting Whit-
man’s catalogs in the service of imagining a national literature. As Scott
MacPhail points out, Whitman’s “canonical apotheosis happens exactly
“at the moment that the New Criticism [begins] to inform the project of
American Studies,” leading to a “model of lyric nationalism that has
come to shape so much recent literary and general public conceptions of
American representativeness” (134). In the early days of the institution-
alization of the American studies movement, Whitman’s catalogs thus
get enlisted in a “virtuous circle of mutual validation” in which “the aes-
thetic brilliance of [his] formal experiment and his cultural representa-
tiveness are connected” (Leypoldt 90; 89). Put differently, precisely
because it can host formalist engagements and because it appears, in
consequence, as formally innovative in ways that correspond to mid-
twentieth century formal conceptualizations of literature, a modernism
before its time, Whitman’s poetic can be seen to validate a genuine, orig-
inal American genealogy of literature; and the association of this formal
logic with democracy, imagined as similarly inborn and ‘American,” can
in turn validate the formal engagement.'* As Leypold puts it: “The con-
struction of an iconic Whitman provides early-twentieth-century Ameri-
canists with [...] narratives suitable for the invention of a national
literature” (92).'*

124 Cf. Giinter Leypold’s summary of Sacvan Bercovitch’s take on F. O.
Matthiessen foundational work: In the imagination of an American Renais-
sance, “the “historical designation ‘American’ gains substance by associa-
tion with an aesthetic ‘renaissance’” while “Whitman’s art seems richer for
its capacity to express ‘the age’” (90).

125 For an even more sharply critical view on these appropriations, cf.
O’Driscoll’s characterization of such “post-war reconstructions of Whit-
man that, in the spirit of cold-war nationalism and the ensuing ‘new world
order’ of U.S. domination, seek to discover in Whitman’s writing practice
[...] an exceptionalist foundation for the emergence of an American na-
tional identity and culture” (O’Driscoll 297).
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In sum, then, Whitman’s use of the lyric to live out a storage desire,
to transgress the boundaries of literary forms, and to ambiguate the
boundary between the dataesque storage of experience and the literary
refinement of it has invited a perplexing volume and range of critical re-
sponses. Beginning with his own paratextual commentary and spanning
two hundred years of critical discussion, most of these responses have
kept scratching an apparently insatiable itch. They have kept trying to
fix this most prominent product of Whitman’s poetic, Leaves, as either
the “most lamentable of failures or the most glorious of triumphs, in the
known history of literature,” as one of Whitman’s own attempts to dou-
ble down on the question so poignantly (and grandiosely) put it (“Eng-
lish”’). Whatever opinion one may form on the question itself, its staying
power testifies to the success of Whitman’s project of ambiguation. It
also testifies to the longstanding cultural investment in clarifying the
boundary between the two representational desires Whitman’s free verse
was able to host: one for merely storing and replaying experience, and
one for doing so in ways that are seen as culturally more meaningful
than a mere database, an inventory, is.

34  Leaves of Grass, 1855-1891

In his preface to the 1974 Foreground, Floyd Stovall describes how he
originally intended to write “an introduction to a detailed critical study
of [Whitman’s] poems themselves” and had, in the process, compiled a
huge database of information on Whitman’s life, his own vision of the
“foreground” to Leaves stored on countless index cards. As he tells the
story, again and again, life and professional duties intervened, and the
book was never written. From time to time he would take out his “more
than ten thousand cards with notes,” browse them, but would be called
back to other work before he could start writing. When he reached re-
tirement, finally with the free time to write the book, he realized: “I had
lost my zeal to instruct other people in the true meaning of Leaves of
Grass. Whether from crabbed age or too much thinking on it, I had be-
come disillusioned with literary criticism and was now content to let ev-
ery reader form his own opinion and interpretation of the poems” (ix-x).
Stovall’s anecdote is instructive not just because of how curiously his
process, based on a database of scraps from which a coherent narrative
cannot be formed, mirrors Whitman’s. As Stovall finds out, what could
well and meaningfully be contained in a loose database of individual
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notes—indexed and cross-referenced perhaps, but not bound in a single,
linear order—turns out to be impossible to convert into one coherent,
narrative string of meaning. The perpetual deferral of the narrativization
of his findings, life getting into the way of writing the book, turns out to
have been a foreshadowing of the eventual impossibility of the project.
Faced with this crisis—a crisis of form—he, too, turns to a democratic,
egalitarian redistribution of the work: now every reader’s interpretation
is as good as any other’s. Tellingly, this coincides with a feeling of disil-
lusionment regarding literary criticism and a reevaluation of the search
for a single “true meaning,” which he now characterizes dismissively as
driven by “zeal.” The moment of self-doubt resonates with more con-
temporary, more sustained critiques of criticism; and it underscores how
ill-equipped the discipline of literary studies, narrowly understood as the
finding, evaluating, and transmitting of meanings of texts, is to appreci-
ate on its own terms the dataesque quality of a work such as Leaves of
Grass.

In this final section of this chapter, I will thus not attempt to offer a
single, closely read overall interpretation of the relationship between the
data imaginary and Leaves of Grass and instead employ the still-forming
methodology of the digital humanities (DH), to ‘distant read’ some as-
pects of the dataesque quality of the book. This obviously constitutes a
marked methodological deviation from the general thrust of this study,
and I will use a first subsection to explain this deviation and its implica-
tions in more detail. My main point here will be that such a shifting of
gears not only productively gets at some of the qualities of Leaves of
Grass that would perhaps be impossible to get at otherwise. It moreover
takes seriously my above contention that the discipline of literary stud-
ies, narrowly understood, is historically implicated in the dichotomiza-
tion of data and literature to such an extent that it is ill equipped to value
information storage. Shifting to a distant reading approach thus not only
promises to yield results but also invites and facilitates a (thus similarly
‘distanced’) reflection of the epistemic configuration of these two
methodological modalities: close and distant reading. The second sub-
section, the actual distant reading, will then trace in Leaves of Grass a
number of different metrics that are expressive of an underlying storage
desire.
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3.4.1 Un/reading: Reading Close and Distant

Quantitative digital humanities methods have gained prominence in lit-
erary studies following not least the publication of Franco Moretti’s
Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for a Literary History, and his
coinage of ‘distant reading’ is often used to refer to all quantitative
methods. At times still derided as a merely ‘auxiliary’ method, as word
counting, or as a brand of corpus linguistics, the digital humanities have
gained acceptance over the past ten years thanks in no small part to a
complex set of social developments, institutional pressures and disci-
plinary transformations.'* In this particular case, inside a case study that
overall employs more traditional methods of (close) reading, they come
with a distinct set of advantages.

One important advantage is the ability to embrace the size of the ar-
chive that is Leaves of Grass, the lifelong project of Whitman’s.'?” To-
gether, the poems of the seven editions span close to fifty-thousand
lines, their 681549 words would fill around 1900 pages.'*® Traditionally,
scholars have responded to such textual overload by reading individual
poems or by looking only at individual editions (with the early years of
the late Whitman’s reception tending to honor his wish to consider the
‘deathbed edition’ as the ‘authoritative’ one, and with more recent schol-
arship tending toward the more ‘radical’ early ones).'” But as Moretti
points out, and as should resonate particularly strongly with American-
ists, such a selection always constitutes a form of canon formation, and
DH approaches are able to read all of the material and thus offer the pos-

126 Section 5.4 explores the socio-institutional context of the advent of digital
humanities in greater detail and contextualizes the ensuing debates within
this study’s overall framework.

127 Mostly for practical reasons, the selection of editions follows the selection
of the Whitman Archive (www.whitmanarchive.org), including the deci-
sion to integrate the seventh edition even if it almost entirely corresponds
to the sixth. In the following, I will frequently use the shorthand of the
“Leaves project” to refer to the totality of these seven major editions: 1855,
1856, 1860, 1867, 1871, 1881, and 1891. Quotations, unless explicitly
marked otherwise, refer to the 1855 edition.

128 This estimation is based on the words-per-page ratio of the final 1891 edi-
tion (~356 words per page, counting only pages that contain poems).

129 In his copyright notice, Whitman explained that he would “prefer and rec-
ommend this present one, complete, for future printing, if there should be
any; a copy and fac-simile, indeed, of the text of these 438 pages” (Whit-
man, Leaves [1891] 2).
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sibility of unsettling existing canons (4; 77). Moreover, these methods
scale much better than a regular literary scholar does, meaning that they
can be easily extended to include more and more material.'*’

But apart from the brute processing power of computer aided schol-
arship, this methodology also brings to the fore a different set of literary
objects, and it does so beyond such empirical endeavors as Moretti’s in-
quiry into literary history. After all, some of the textual qualities of
Leaves discussed below can only be seen from the remove of a distant
reading approach. The mobility of individual lines, or of poems, for ex-
ample (cf. page 204-207 below) or the flow of material (cf. the Sankey
Graph in Appendix C.2) through the editions simply cannot be observed
as long as one focuses one’s attention to see the arrangement of words in
a sentence on a page, perhaps even more narrowly restricting oneself to
the semantic meaning these words make. And while seeing a visualiza-
tion of the flow of material in between editions may seem like a boring
and literally superficial engagement from a traditional, close-reading in-
vested literary studies point of view, this is exactly one of the arguments
this section is trying to make: There is an entire universe out there of
“new kind[s] of hermeneutic[s]” and different “forms of haptic engage-
ment” with a literary text that DH methods can facilitate (Ramsay, “On”
244), and Leaves of Grass is a particularly well-suited object to ‘play’
with such ‘multitudes’ of methodological engagements.

Lastly, there are two other aspects that make a digital humanities ap-
proach particularly appropriate in this case: For one, it is an approach
that fully acknowledges the dataesqueness of the material it engages. If,
as I argue throughout this chapter, Leaves of Grass is best understood as
at least partially an attempt at information storage, if it is, in Ed Fol-
som’s words, marked by moments of “data ingestion,” this quality is
best traced by methods that are more attuned to the dataesque than con-
ventional literary studies methods are. A data-driven reading of Leaves
thus exploits and embraces the dataesque quality of the material rather
than trying to contain it. Secondly, and at least as importantly, a distant
reading can help safeguard against the pull of those brands of formalism
that have often led scholarship toward evaluative readings (cf. page 166
above). Distant-reading Leaves of Grass, in other words, voluntarily

130 Most, if not all, of the methods employed below could also be brought to
bear on Whitman’s manuscripts, his notebooks, even his letters to identify,
e.g., how material traveled in and out of the editions. Such an investigation
is beyond the scope of this study, but it is very feasible indeed.
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opts out of a logic in which formal complexity, intricacies of connec-
tions, or inherent contradictions are inquired into in search of a ‘depth’
of meaning that must be unearthed from or projected onto the text by the
scholar and that then testifies to the value of the text (thus validating, in
turn, its study).

This is not to suggest that either method is superior to the other—that
(close) readings for form and meaning are projective in ways that pre-
sumably ‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ data-driven readings are not (or, con-
versely, that data-driven readings fail to produce meaning where close
readings succeed). Indeed, the following subsection will discuss process
and method in more detail to argue that these two methods are more
similar than one might think, that they can mutually illuminate each
other in instructive ways, and that their presumed categorical differences
are an effect of the historically contingent data-literature divide the be-
ginnings of which lie squarely in the nineteenth century. It is, however,
to suggest that at times it is a worthy endeavor to sidestep the “zeal” for
“the true meaning” (Stovall ix) and to ‘unread’ a text rather than to keep
reading it.

3.4.1.1 Process Observations & Meta-Methodological Concerns

Including a DH reading inside a project that otherwise follows a more
conventional literary-studies-as-cultural-studies outlook constitutes a
methodological disruption, and in addition to finding and interpreting
some quantifiable, data-related aspects in Leaves, this section also aims
to use this disruption to let these two methodological predispositions,
traditional close(r) reading and algorithmic distant reading, cast light on
each other.”' In the following, I will use four moments of doubt and/or
frustration, which occurred during the production of the below distant
reading, to reflect and meditate on both forms of reading, close and dis-
tant."*?

131 In fact, the methodological toolbox of the computational humanities is both
expanding and refining so quickly that many of the analyses performed
here, feeling improvised and coarse at the time of writing, will look even
more handmade and ham-fisted by the time this study is in print. The
methodological and process observations they afford, however, will likely
hold regardless of that.

132 In line with the overall trajectory of this study, in which a more traditional
literary studies project hosts, as a single, comparatively small section, a
distant reading, these reflections will proceed from the perspective of ‘ana-
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One such moment of frustration, as surely is the case in many other
DH projects, has to do with the difficulty of algorithmically modeling a
human reader’s perception of the text, even for very basic, presumably
purely formal metrics. In this particular instance, both the metric for
string similarity and for catalogicity proved surprisingly tricky. A metric
for string similarity was required to identify how lines traveled through
the different editions of Leaves of Grass and to distinguish between new
and revised lines—depending on whether their similarity to a precursor
line in a previous edition passes a given threshold. While the problem
seems trivial to a human reader, the amount of (computer science) schol-
arship and the number of available algorithms already suggest that it is
not.'* After all, there are a number of metrics to consider, and their in-
fluence on the final similarity scores has to be balanced: how much
weight should be given to a reoccurrence of rare words vis-a-vis more
common ones, how much to the order of words vis-a-vis a mere similar-
ity of the lexicon of both strings? Measured against intuitive perception,
many algorithms fell short in limit cases, and they tended to fall short in
ways that suggested that a human’s perception of string similarity is
more heavily impacted by the semantic meaning of the strings than the
presumably ‘formal’ task of comparing them suggests.

A similar problem occurred with regard to a given line’s ‘catalogic-
ity.” While there does not seem to be any previous scholarship on algo-
rithmically identifying poetic catalogs, the problem at first glance seems
like an eminently formal one: a lack of verbs, an overabundance of coor-

log’ literary studies to explain the particulars of the digital method. I will
thus assume a reader trained in traditional literary studies, not DH. The role
of this section for the overall book also determines the scope, depth, and
thrust of this DH sub-project: As a full project in its own right, funded and
staffed differently and focused only on analyzing Leaves, several of the
metrics employed would have been further refined—most prominently, of
course the catalogicity score. In the following, I will point to aspects that a
full-scope project would have done differently. But even as such a sub-
project of limited scope, it can deliver new insights, can serve as a first in-
road inviting further study using these or related and refined metrics, and
can facilitate the meta-methodological interrogation outlined above and de-
tailed below.

133 Notably, determining string similarity is a problem not just in natural lan-
guage processing applications. DNA analysis also requires fast and robust
comparison algorithms to determine the similarity of genetic sequences, as
do more exotic fields such as forensics. Ultimately, fuzzy pattern matching
is at the heart of an enormously broad range of computational tasks.
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dinating conjunctions, or a repetition of n-grams (tuples of two or three
words), should all indicate a catalog. However, many of Whitman’s cata-
logs show micro variations that limit the significance of n-gram repeti-
tions, his lines generally contain a lot of coordinating conjunctions even
if they are not catalogic (and he at times replaced conjunctions with
commas in order to make a line more catalogic), and a prevalence of
noun phrases or an absence of verbs also did not constitute a reliable in-
dicator, in part because of flaws in the part-of-speech (POS) tagging that
identified nouns and verbs (an aspect I will return to momentarily) and
in part because his poems also often contain noun-heavy passages that
are not catalogic. On the other hand, sentence length, a quality that has
no causal connection to catalogicity (another aspect I will return to),
ended up being a surprisingly strong indicator of a passage forming a
catalog." In result, catalogicity, again a presumably purely formal qual-
ity, also proved to be more semantic than expected: In many cases, lines
that were formally very similar turned out to be either catalogic or not,
and the human reader’s verdict typically depended on whether they were
accompanied by a sense of narrative stasis.

Indeed, the vagueries of POS-tagging, the algorithmic process of
identifying the syntactic function of a given word in a sentence, proved
to be another important site of concern in the distant reading process.
This is even more so the case since POS-tagging is only one slice in a
stack of transformations that all introduce potential errors into the analy-
sis. This begins with flaws and ambiguities in the printed material: Even
though the editorial quality of most editions of Leaves is remarkably
high, there are of course glitches in the original material, missing letters
or other minor faults. In the processing pipeline of the distant reading
process, these mistakes are followed by mistakes in the digitization, sim-
ple OCR misreadings (in which the optical character recognition misin-
terprets a character) as well as higher-level processing mistakes, in
which, e.g., a human operator has improperly encoded linegroups,
grouping together lines that are ‘meant’ to be in separate groups. Again,
the editorial quality of the material, offered by the Whitman Archive,
was exceedingly high, but with so large a corpus, there necessarily are
flaws, and the fact that some of these could be identified suggests that,
statistically, there are likely others that went undetected. This already

134 The metric’s significance grows even further if derivative metrics, such as
the number of nouns per sentence, are added to the catalogicity heuristic.



188 Data Imaginary

doubly flawed material was then tagged by an automated POS-tagging /
tokenizer provided by Stanford University’s Natural Language Process-
ing Group, which added another potential source of error. This tagger
analyzes sentences based on a stochastic model, and while it generally
has a remarkably high quality, it does at times necessarily produce bla-
tantly wrong interpretations of a sentence’s grammar."”> More intrigu-
ingly, these stochastic classification algorithms at times tag sentences in
ways that are perfectly valid albeit not plausible, or not the most logical,
intuitive reading to a human reader. After all, grammar is often ambigu-
ous, especially in a language with such weak inflection paradigms as
English, and even more so in the case of poetry, and an algorithm can
easily get it ‘wrong.”"*

This sequence of steps, which all introduce potential errors that can
exacerbate one another and which all predate the engagement with a
more interpretive, potentially also flawed, reading algorithm, or stack of
algorithms, seems daunting at first and suited to easily disqualify any re-
sult it may yield. At the same time, DH readings work, like all statistical
operations, because these mistakes, individual and comparatively (!) rare
as they are, are outweighed and compensated for by the mass of material
that can be considered: What would be a problematic misreading in a
stanza of a poem pales once an entire volume is read thus."”’ Moreover,

135 Classification algorithms such as this one are trained on a model to ‘learn’
the probabilities of grammatical constructions. These training corpora have
to be tagged by humans and are thus expensive to create. In this case, the
algorithm’s ability to correctly classify the sentences was doubtlessly fur-
ther impacted by the fact that Whitman’s poetic language is structurally,
grammatically different from the language of the training corpora. In fact,
if poetry is marked by a creative use of language that purposely employs
unusual constructions, probabilistic parsers trained on everyday language
will tend to disambiguate the ambiguities of poetic language in the direc-
tion of the more standard construction, i.e. the ‘wrong’ one.

136 Such algorithmic mistakes also offer one possible inroad into close(r) read-
ings, in which the algorithm’s ‘reading’ of the sentence is used to reason
with that of a human reader. In any case, their defamiliarizing effect is a
welcome reminder of how ambiguous language is, even on the presumably
logical, somewhat deterministic level of grammar.

137 Notably, it is exactly the data imaginary’s raised expectation of objectivity
and mathematical precision that makes these mistakes appear as particu-
larly troubling. In a contemporary example, autonomous vehicles already
make fewer mistakes than an average driver does, but for public trust to
build in autonomous driving, margins of error for automated drivers need
to be lower than human ones by orders of magnitude.
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all of these problems are comparably ‘knowable’ and in many cases
even quantifiable, and DH approaches come with a distinct set of proce-
dures to compensate for them. A differently staffed and funded version
of this project, for example, could have calculated margins of errors
based on samplings at each step along the way and could have used
these to estimate the reliability of the overall result—after all, statistical
methods allow for statistical projections of the margins of error they en-
tail, making it possible to not just produce a result but to reason about
the reliability of this result. Digital projects also, more so than analog
readings, can draw on methods borrowed from software development to
provide ‘updates’ on readings if new algorithms become available, to
version results in ways that ultimately approach the paradigm of ‘contin-
uous delivery’ with its rapid release cycles of ‘stable’ versions and, per-
haps, with automated tests that can ensure the integrity of data and
results in face of such quick releases.'

Seen in contrast to these procedures of dealing with errors, it is sud-
denly the classical paradigm of academic work—with its grandiose fan-
tasies of non-faulty readings enshrined in long-lasting monographs, with
no culture of updating findings, with no way of quantifying its mistakes,
estimating reliability, or laying bare margins of error, and with few if
any established procedures for falsifying or retracting results—that
seems suspect. And while these considerations might be taken to suggest
that either one or the other method is superior, it is even more productive
to attend to the rhetorics of confirmation and falsification that are oper-
ated by these two methodological dispositions and that are used to jus-
tify interpretive results that are at once flawed and ‘sufficiently’ robust.
In this sense, the data-driven methodologies operate a register of pre-
sumed ‘objectivity’ and ‘neutrality,” of an elimination or a controlling of
bias and outliers. Traditional readings, on the other hand, invested in
hermeneutic approximation and subjective understanding, are interested
specifically in the potential meanings that outliers have.'* Either epis-
teme operates its own procedures of producing truth, procedures, again,

138 In this spirit, versioned source data for this chapter is available for peer re -
view at http://www.data-imaginary.de/whitman-analytics/download; the
analyses below are based on the 2019-06-06 version of the data and the
2019-06-27 revision of the algorithm source code.

139 Cf. Rosenthal for a discussion of outlier and aggregated totality as two reg-
isters of textualizing the world, one of which aligns with fiction and one of
which with data (9-11).
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that are not categorically different but that have historically grown to
each validate different versions of very similar endeavors.

Questions of justification and falsification, then, are at the center of
the third moment of doubt in preparing this distant reading: Both close
and distant readings can run into moments in which a ‘result’ is ‘correct’
but the evidence is not, and these moments cast a particularly telling
spotlight on the logics of confirmation employed. For example, quantita-
tive analysis of the editions of Leaves of Grass shows that the preva-
lence of ‘containers’ for ‘rare nouns’ declines over the years, a finding
that resonates with close reading scholars’ assessment that Whitman
showed an “increasing concern through his later years with form in the
conventional sense” leading him to trade “the energy of the great cata-
logue poems” for “artistic gains” and, perhaps, literary recognition
(Chari 17). In other words, there is ‘objective’ and quantifiable evidence
for a particular development in Whitman’s style, and this development
fits the larger picture of his artistic career. On closer inspection, how-
ever, the decline of these storage containers closely tracks the inverse
length of the overall volume (cf. Fig. 15 and page 216 generally for a
more detailed discussion), suggesting that this development is not so
much an expression of a will to form on Whitman’s behalf but merely a
side effect of the growth of the volume. Notably, however, falsifying—
within a statistical framework, as a mere statistical dependence—the
causal connection between a correctly observed trajectory in Whitman’s
artistic development and the, similarly correct, observation of a decline
of storage areas, does not invalidate either of the two findings, nor does
it invalidate the connection between the two. It just means that this con-
nection’s causal quality cannot be proven by statistical means.

Notably, similar constellations also exist in close readings. Ed Fol-
som points to the ongoing interpretation of the (presumably) missing pe-
riod at the end of “Song of Myself” in the 1855 edition: “Over the past
century, entire readings of Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself” have been predi-
cated on that missing period” but the detective work of manuscript stud-
ies could show that the period in fact began wandering during the print
run due to a defect in the Rome brothers’ press before eventually falling
out (“Census” 79). While he appreciates these readings as “a nice idea”
he invalidates them not only by pointing out that Whitman had re-added
the period in the 1856 edition (a point already made by Arthur Golden)
but by using a manuscript studies approach to demonstrate that it “is in
fact a printing accident.” The situation Folsom describes is remarkably
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similar, then: The period is in fact, objectively, empirically, missing from
the editions on which these readings are based, and its absence in fact
‘signifies’: It is fully in line with perfectly valid readings of “Song of
Myself” as being invested in open-endedness and intersubjectivity, and
with Whitman’s poetic, which is all about not having the poem “ending
when you come to the end of it” (Whitman, “English). In Folsom’s cor-
rection, it is the lack of authorial intent—the fact that Whitman had
added the period in the beginning and that he inserted it for the second
edition—that falsifies the causal connection between the two otherwise
correct observations: an absence of a period and a presence of a particu-
lar meaning in Whitman’s work. Notably, this invalidation again only
holds within a certain framework. One could easily imagine a reading in
which an ‘assemblage’ of ‘human and nonhuman actors,” Whitman and
the Rome brothers’ printing press, conspired to produce an absence of a
period that represents more faithfully than a present period could, the
overall meaning of Leaves, a meaning that this object has, regardless of
its human author’s intention.

In this sense, both the quantitative and the qualitative reading are
haunted by what Maurice Lee calls “evidentiary superabundance”—a
problem on whose role in literary studies, he laments, “there is no sus-
tained work” being done (‘“Falsifiability” 163). As he points out, this su-
perabundance is an effect of a massification of sorts: the proliferation of
both material and modes of reading that has accompanied the twentieth
century media transformation of digitization, the democratization of ac-
cess, and the pluralization of theory: “Texts under theory became contin-
gent and porous; multiculturalism opened the canon; and the New
Historicism made any cultural discourse fair game for critical use. Inter-
disciplinarity further multiplied domains of possible evidence, as did the
weakening of nation and period as bounding paradigms.” Put differently,
what might at first appear as an effect characteristic of a distant reading
—the ‘invalidation’ of a presumably causal connection that turns out to
be a mere correlation, not causation, after all—traverses domains and
methodological modalities, and it might be as much due to the dehierar-
chizations Lee mentions, the superabundance of evidence, as it is due to
a particular choice of method.

Lastly, the basic simplicity and transparency of the operations em-
ployed constitutes a fourth site of doubt in a DH reading. After all, the
fundamental operations that generate the below ‘reading’ are strikingly
simple—a counting of words, an aggregation of numbers, a projection of
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numbers on bar- and line graphs. It is this reducibility to mere counting
that is, no doubt, responsible in part for the disparagement of digital hu-
manities approaches as auxiliary science. Because these operations are,
at their core, so simple, the result of an algorithmic engagement with a
text at times appears as nothing but a transposing of qualities that are al-
ready ‘there,” a translation of textual qualities that are present in one
form into another one in which they become more visible—a remedia-
tion or adaptation rather than an actual ‘reading.” In this view, what
seems to be missing, curiously, is a particular surplus that the interpreta-
tion is supposed to generate, a surplus that, at the same time, is highly
suspect in debates about interpretation: After all, what constitutes a par-
ticularly perceptive observation for one reader appears as a projection of
meaning, a ‘reading of meanings into the text,” for another. In the end, as
any translator will confirm, there is no such thing as a mere, pure trans-
lation, remediation, or adaptation. They all are forms of interpretation.

What the presumably ‘trivial’ quality of the DH reading then sug-
gests is, again, a closer similarity between these two ways of engaging
textuality than our investment in the literature-data-dichotomy would
have us believe: In both cases, traditional and algorithmic interpretation,
scrutiny is brought to bear on qualities that promise to illuminate the text
in question; in both cases the underlying goal is to generate forms of
meaning from a given text—and, in the context of this particular, Ameri-
canist project, to relate these meanings to a broader view on US culture.
The form of the result of this methodological desire, then, is somewhat
different in both cases, but it is so mostly at first glance: The traditional,
close reading produces a ‘story’ about the text, a chain of causally re-
lated statements following a set of genre conventions that regulate both
its form and its appeals to plausibility, whereas the algorithmic investi-
gation results in data. But, as I have tried to show, this data’s appeals to
plausibility are just as discursive, just as rhetorical and limited to its cor-
responding episteme. In the end, both close reading and distant reading
are “language games” (Lyotard 20), rule-bound ways of producing dis-
course, of producing text about texts.

Within the framework of this study, these ‘forms,’ the narrative pro-
duced by a conventional interpretation and the data produced by a DH
approach, must then be seen as symbolic forms that are not categorically
different but that are characterized by their liminal, dynamic relation-
ship. After all, the main value of the data that my algorithmic engage-
ment of Leaves yields is this data’s potential narrativity: the fact that it
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can be turned into a story about the book(s), as well as the fact that this
story, and the data on which it draws, resonates with larger frameworks
—of this study, and of this discipline.'*® One partial version of this story
is told in the pages below, constituting another interpretation, this time
of graphs that represent the data my algorithms have produced by read-
ing Whitman’s books: Another remediation in a chain: from text to data
to graph to text.

3.4.1.2 Data and the “Poem of Materials”

In-between the first and the second edition of Leaves of Grass, writing
on wrapping paper from the first printing, Whitman sketched his vision
for a new poem to come, a “poem of materials,” and his remarks may
well be read as indicating a more general theory of the relationship be-
tween language, objects, poems, and readers—a theory that resonates
strongly with the data imaginary and one that guides the (algorithmic)
inquiry later in this chapter. On the note he envisions

The Poem )(? One grand, Eclipsing Poem

Poem of Materials

several poems
o Many poems on this model

the bringing together of the materials

— words, figures, suggestions

— things — (words, as solid as timbers, stones, iron, brick, glass,
planks, etc.)

— all with reference to main central idea 14€as

140 Apart from being turned into a story, the data sets produced in this study
can also be played with on the digital companion webpage: the visualiza-
tion of line similarity can be zoomed into at will, turned into a ‘ Leaves ex-
plorer’ that invites users to investigate individual lines, the ‘raked/unraked’
version of Leaves is animated online to better relay the dynamics of re-
ordering, and users can change the metrics for determining rare noun con-
tainers to highlight different portions of the poems. Such playful engage-
ments, regardless of whether they result in further stories about Leaves or
in the ludic pleasures of interaction, constitute another modality of experi-
encing Leaves of Grass, one that capitalizes on the symbolic form of play
and that thus underscores the dynamic interfaces between these symbolic
forms: data, narrative, and play.
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bu with powerful indications

yet loose, fluid-like, leaving each reader eligible to form the resultant-
poem for herself or himself.— (qtd. in M. Miller 166-67)"'

As Miller explains in an extended discussion of the note and its rele-
vance for Whitman’s work, these thoughts come at a crucial time in the
young author’s biography. Written at a moment in which Whitman felt
encouraged by the resonance his volume had found—not least so in the
form of Emerson’s congratulatory letter—the note marks its author’s ret-
rospective discovery of his own poetic method. It documents Whitman’s
“coming to a more self-conscious understanding of an approach he had
already employed intuitively in his prior work,” most notably, most visi-
bly, and most notoriously so in his catalogs (168).

In Miller’s reading, the notion of “materials” here has multiple
meanings: Whitman’s stated objective to “[leave] each reader eligible to
form the resultant-poem” points to the meaning of ‘material’ in the sense
of ‘raw material for poems,’ a vision of writing as an intermediate stage
in a co-production between writer and reader, as a process resulting not
in a finished product but in a material resource from which readers then
construe their own poems. This view, of course, is affirmed throughout
Whitman’s paratextual commentary on his own work,'* most famously
perhaps in his encouragement to the reader to “pursue your own flight”
(434) in the “Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads” in the 1891 edi-
tion. It is part of what Miller calls Whitman’s “critiquing the idea of lit-
erary authority,” and it is a key element in the widespread critical
contention that Whitman was particularly ‘democratic’ a poet. The parat-

141 Miller provides a facsimile of the note from the Trent Collection of Whit-
maniana at Duke University and a transcription. My transcription mostly
follows Miller’s but reflects my own reading of the facsimile in some mi-
nor details.

142 Miller quotes from “a very early manuscript in which [Whitman] drafts
sentences for the 1855 Preface” that directly relate to the Poem of Materi-
als. In them, he imagines that the poet “‘gives you the materials for you to
form for yourself the poems, and metaphysics, politics, behavior, and histo-
ries, and romances, and essays and every thing else’” (169). In passing,
note how Whitman’s revisions here raise the catalogic density and paratac-
tic quality of this catalog by striking out the coordinating conjunctions.
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actic form of the catalog, which offers up to the reader lists of related
words to choose from, is expressive of that.

But “materials” here also points to the extent to which Whitman
thinks of poems as ‘containers,’ as devices that facilitate a “bringing to-
gether of the materials” that, in itself, constitutes a worthwhile knowl-
edge practice—one that is perhaps quite removed from what most of his
(and our) contemporaries would consider good poetry. Put differently,
Whitman’s theorization of the “bringing together of materials,” and his
view that such a material collection will produce “The Poem,” works to
retrospectively legitimize the storage desire that I have traced to a range
of other knowledge practices above; that underwrites much of the 1855
edition of Leaves of Grass; and that, too, finds its most prominent ex-
pression in the excessive use of catalog rhetoric. Not incidentally does
even his note, scribbled on the back of wrapping paper, jog into a double
catalog at exactly this point: “words, figures, suggestions” and “timbers,
stones, iron, brick, glass, planks.” The latter catalog is not only indica-
tive of Whitman’s tendency to “[treat] words as things and things as
words” (Belknap 95)—an aspect that shows in the effortless transition
from “things” to “words” to a list of material objects and that speaks of a
nonrepresentational ‘realism’ of sorts. The latter catalog also emphasizes
the emphatically mundane quality of the “things” thus collected.'*® The
former catalog, on the other hand, is noteworthy for how it implies that
these very different forms of symbolization, “words, figures, sugges-
tions,” constitute one shared class of expression.

Notably, the passage also suggests a structure in which to live out
this storage desire: The idea that the “words” and “things” should “all”
be “with reference to main central ideas” and that they should have
“powerful indications” indeed proposes a structure of indexical refer-
ence. It describes precisely the kind of rhizomatic branching, a loose
network of hyponyms and hyperonyms, that characterizes many of
Whitman’s catalogs—both on a macro level, with the “Poem of the
Broad Axe,” e.g., containing “things” related to the ax; and on a micro
level, with many of Whitman’s catalogs not only indicating an absent
classifier (as catalogs tend to do, cf. page 72 above) but including the
classifier inside the poem (cf. my notion of ‘catalogic explosion’ on page
218 below). In this sense, the innocuous note is indeed remarkably rich:

143 The fact that all of these are building materials, again, suggests that they
should serve as raw material for poems construed by the reader.
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it expresses the ‘storage desire’ that motivates one important formal
quality of Whitman’s poetic production; it describes the form that this
desire is supposed to take: an indexical storage system; and it justifies
this desire by imagining its ‘democratic’ uses, with readers taking the
material to produce poems by themselves.'**

Miller, too, notes the “twofold significance” (181) of this “bringing
together of the materials,” as democratic practice of readerly participa-
tion on the one side and as a database of sorts on the other; but he simul -
taneously acknowledges that the second meaning 