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WHITMAN, THE CHEMIST

The third line of Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself”
makes the reader think about the smallest thing she
can think of: the atom.

Whitman was less concerned with the specific
science of the atom. Instead, he focused on what the
atom represents: the smallest thing that exists
throughout regeneration and can be shared.

This WhitGuide contains some history about
Whitman’s exposure to chemistry and a poem he
wrote.
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WALT WHITMAN INITIATIVE ~ WHITMANKY

Visit us at www.waltwhitmaninitiative.org for more
information, self-guided tours, & other WhitGuides!
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THIS COMPOST

Something startles me where I thought I was safest,

I withdraw from the still woods I loved,

I will not go now on the pastures to walk,

I will not strip the clothes from my body to meet my lover the sea,
I will not touch my flesh to the earth as to other flesh to renew me.

O how can it be that the ground itself does not sicken?

How can you be alive you growths of spring?

How can you furnish health you blood of herbs, roots, orchards, grain?
Are they not continually putting distemper'd corpses within you?

Is not every continent work'd over and over with sour dead?

Where have you disposed of their carcasses?

Those drunkards and gluttons of so many generations?

Where have you drawn off all the foul liquid and meat?

I do not see any of it upon you to-day, or perhaps I am deceiv'd,

I will run a furrow with my plough, I will press my spade through the
sod and turn it up underneath,

I am sure I shall expose some of the foul meat.
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Behold this compost! behold it well!

Perhaps every mite has once form'd part of a sick person—yet behold!
The grass of spring covers the prairies,

The bean bursts noiselessly through the mould in the garden,

The delicate spear of the onion pierces upward,

The apple-buds cluster together on the apple-branches,

The resurrection of the wheat appears with pale visage out of its
graves,

The tinge awakes over the willow-tree and the mulberry-tree,

The he-birds carol mornings and evenings while the she-birds sit on
their nests,

The young of poultry break through the hatch'd eggs,
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\/ WALT WHITMAN TNITIATIVE

The Walt Whitman Initiative (WWI) is a 501(c)3 non-profit
organization whose mission is to celebrate and honor
New York City’s literary legacy, and to serve as an
organizing center for cultural activism and poetry-related
events. We are an international collective open to all, and
seek to foster a sense of community among those
interested in the life, work, and influence of Walt
Whitman.

TANE POETRY LIBRARY

The Tane Poetry Library is a
free, open-source research
library located in the Fulton

Stall Market in South Street
Seaport. We have over 600
volumes of books dedicated to

the words and study of Walt
, Whitman. Visit our website to
‘;2\ x\m.;‘.a.\'}xvﬂ learn more about how you can
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