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The Mystical Experience as a Vehicle to Joy in "Song of Myself" 

I. 

 In a country where the pursuit of happiness is considered an inalienable human right, it 

comes as no surprise that such a pursuit is placed in the foreground of much of American 

literature and culture.  The zeitgeist of the day is riddled with ways to achieve happiness.  One 

need only to peruse the nonfiction best seller list to see that Americans are willing to try anything 

and everything in pursuit of that goal.  Happiness can arguably be gained through any avenue of 

life and culture;  through material or economic means, such as saving money the right way in 

order to ensure ease and comfort; or through spiritual or mental ways, such as meditation, yoga, 

or positive thinking.  Despite these numerous ways of pursuing happiness, Western culture 

seems bullheaded in its insistence that happiness is a goal for the ego-driven individual, and as 

such maintains the superiority of the person in the world, not of the world.  Whereas Eastern 

culture has for millennia found heaven in the release of the ego and absorption into the soul of 

the world, Western culture has remained steadfast in its belief that the individual thinking person, 

or Descartes' cogito, is forever separate from the people and things around him and must traverse 

the path to happiness by himself and for himself.   

 The reasons for such a cultural divide are much too complicated to delve into here, yet 

exigence can be found in the world of literature.  Fiction and poetry have throughout the ages 

have been mediums of expression that transcend cultural divides and provide crucial insight into 
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universal truths.  Alongside a reconciliation of cultural divides, literature often attempts to 

connect the divide of body and mind.  Here I examine one in particular that does just that with a 

piece of literature that seems to close the gap between Eastern and Western thinking, mediated 

through the universally held value of happiness.  Nineteenth century American poet Walt 

Whitman's series of poems "Song of Myself," found in his infamous book Leaves of Grass, 

attacks happiness in a whirlwind of ecstatic mystical rapture whereby the speaker pronounces 

happiness as the end-all in the mystical experience as undergone in nineteenth century America.  

"Do you see O my brothers and sisters? / It is not chaos or death-- it is form, union, plan-- it is 

eternal life-- it is Happiness" (50, 9-10).  Throughout the speaker's engagement in the mystical 

experience, joy is obtained in a myriad of ways.  Below I highlight such moments in "Song of 

Myself" and place them within the framework for happiness of the time. 

 The body of criticism surrounding Whitman's "Song of Myself" is large and covers a 

variety of topics.  Three relevant critical conversations surrounding "Song of Myself" and 

relevant scholarship can be labeled as 1) Whitman's mystical theology and sense of self, 2) 

rapture and joy in "Song of Myself," and 3) general conceptions of happiness in nineteenth 

century life and literature.  The conversation concerning Whitman's mystical theology and sense 

of self delves into the divinity present in every human being in nature, and the ascension of the 

self and soul to union with the Absolute, or the All.  The speaker addresses this idea of self early 

on in the poem sequence:  "And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my own, / And I 

know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own" (5, 11-12).  Louis L. Martz states that 

Whitman's self in "Song of Myself" is "a universal consciousness, absorbing all into itself, 

becoming one with all and all with one" (87).  He claims that through his poetry, Whitman is 

uniting all humanity in divinity through a cosmic consciousness present in all things (Martz 89).  
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Augustus Hopkins Strong in his survey of Whitman's poetic philosophy and theology claims that 

Whitman's mysticism was nothing more than a "pantheistic delusion" that in the end hurt his 

poetic prowess (435).  In without a doubt the most well-known piece detailing the mysticism 

present in "Song of Myself," James E. Miller breaks down the sequence of poems into sections 

that directly correlate with Evelyn Underhill's five phases of the mystical experience.  He claims 

that "'Song of Myself' is the dramatic representation of a mystical experience" (Miller 636). 

 Meanwhile, the conversation concerning rapture and joy in "Song of Myself" has to do 

with the abundance of pleasure that the speaker seems to find in every form of matter and nature 

in the universe, regulated through his body and soul.  "I will go to the bank by the wood and 

become undisguised and naked, / I am mad for it to be in contact with me" (2, 6-7).  Calvin 

Bedient notes that such joyous pleasure in "Song of Myself" comes from the release of the 

personal ego and sympathy with nature to form a new identity of being which manifests "as a 

rapturous release from the twangy, hard 'I'" (27).  The concept of freeing yourself from the ego 

that separates you from other people and nature is a central tenet of the mystical experience, and 

thus this critical conversation seems to blend somewhat with the one previous surveyed. 

 The related conversation dealing with happiness in general in the nineteenth century 

centers around the idea that happiness is a process, not a conclusion.  Karen Chase Levenson, 

who looks at happiness from the perspective of the nineteenth century novel, claims that 

"happiness is plot and not, or not just, conclusion" (168).  Levenson also emphasizes happiness 

in this era as a personal quest, and not one that can be gained through others.  Quoting Samuel 

Smiles' best-selling 1859 book Self-Help, she states "'Help from without is often enfeebling in its 

effects, but help from within invariably invigorates'" (164).  Adam Potkay, looking at happiness 
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as a narrative tool in the nineteenth century, defines joy as something different than happiness, 

"an episodic or dispositional element in an individual's emotional life" (111). 

 The topic of this paper is one that all three of these conversations overlook.  As much as 

has been said concerning the mystical leanings of "Song of Myself," no one in my knowledge 

has directly correlated the mystical experience to the conceptions of joy and happiness present in 

the poem.  In this paper, I will argue that the mystical experience in "Song of Myself" is a 

vehicle to joy, whereby the poet frees his Self from the restrictions of ego consciousness and is 

rewarded greatly with happiness through cosmic consciousness.  The definition of the mystical 

experience which I will be referring to throughout this paper will be that of the widely held 

forerunner of mystical study, Evelyn Underhill.  Her 1911 study of mysticism defines it as "the 

art of establishing [man's] conscious relation with the Absolute" (Moores 32).  More specifically, 

scholars Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy expand on this definition to say that the mystical 

experience is "a natural state of consciousness which has been experienced by people of all 

cultures, at all times in history-- by followers of every religion and no religion[...].  It is the 

spontaneous experience of a wider reality, beyond the limited horizon of ordinary experience" 

(Moores 33).
1
 

II. 

 Identity and self in Whitman's "Song of Myself" are two of  its core tenets, as boldly 

declared about mid way through the poem sequence: "Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan 

the son, / Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding" (24, 1-2).  Throughout the 

                                                             
1 With this in mind, it may be useful to add what mysticism and the mystical experience is not.  As stated by Evelyn 

Underhill, "Mysticism [...] is not an opinion: it is not a philosophy.  It has nothing to do with the pursuit of occult 
knowledge.  On the one hand it is not merely the power of contemplating eternity: on the other, it is not to be 

identified with any kind of religious queerness" (Moores 32).  Donald Childs, in his discussion of T.S. Eliot's 

mysticism, laments the misconception that mysticism often has in the West: "Mysticism is often used in a semi-

contemptuous way to denote vaguely any kind of occultism or spiritualism, or any specially curious or fantastic 

view about God and the universe" (Moores 221-222). 
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poem he asserts himself into almost all dimensions of life, likening himself to anything and 

everything he encounters.  "One thinks," Louis L. Martz writes, "of the portrait of Walt in the 

first edition of Leaves of Grass: open-shirted, slouching, 'one of the roughs'; Walt the printer, 

reporter, and newspaper editor, Walt the traveler to New Orleans and the Great Lakes, Walt the 

hospital attendant, moving among the wounded soldiers of the Civil War" (82).  Martz, in his 

essay examining the aspects of self in Whitman and Dickinson, sees in both poets "a self 

hovering between dissolution and creation," whereby their strong sense of originality leaves their 

sense of self in a place of limbo between the world from which they emerged and the world they 

are attempting to create (Martz 83).  Martz points out that the only clear poetic antecedent that 

Whitman draws from in his form and writing style is that of the prophetic books of the Old 

Testament (Martz 84).  He points to the charge that other critics have made in that his bold and 

abstract prophesying hurt his poetic prowess by compromising his ability to "deal concretely and 

dynamically with the world about him (Martz 85).  However, Martz points to Whitman's long-

winded catalogues
2
 in "Song of Myself" as evidence of a true prophesying self.  Seeing as the old 

Greek meaning of a "prophet" was "one who speaks for another-- specifically, one who speaks 

for God and interprets the divine will to man," the prophet must "comprehend the whole of the 

living earth within his view," which Martz seems to believe Whitman is doing in his long 

catalogues of people and nature (Martz 86-87).  This identity of a prophet raises the question 

then who is he speaking for?  Here is where Whitman's sense of a mystical self comes into play.  

"The self he sings," Martz writes, "is nothing less than the power of his human consciousness: a 

divine power, enabling the prophet to 'hear and behold God in every object,' enabling him to say: 

'I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign'd by God's name'" (Martz 89).  It 

                                                             
2 For examples of cataloguing in "Song of Myself," see poems 15, 16, 33, 41, and 43. 
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is important to note, according to Martz, that this divinity of self is not exclusive to Whitman's 

speaker, but available to everyone through the miracle of consciousness (Martz 89). 

 Like Martz, Augustus Hopkins Strong recognizes Whitman's originality in his sense of 

self and philosophy.  "Revolt against tradition, or restriction, or law of any sort, unless it were 

the law of his own impulses, was a part of his nature.  He desired to be an original force in 

literature and in life" (422).  This originality extended, in Strong's view, to his art, his morality, 

and his religion.  In his art, Whitman's purpose is to "get back to nature" (Strong 422).  In this 

aim, Strong points out that nature must include not merely the outside world and its features, but 

also the body and spirit of man in relation to a higher spiritual power (Strong 423).  In his 

morality and religion, Strong finds Whitman completely destitute.  His broad pantheism and 

egotistic assumption of power is likened to "moral slavery and ruin" (Strong 424).  From where 

does Whitman get such a philosophy?  Strong suggests two sources: Quakerism and Ralph 

Waldo Emerson.  Drawing on the biographical Whitman, he points out that Walt's grandfather 

was a close friend of controversial Quaker preacher Elias Hicks, who held "a spirit of revolt and 

self-assertion... which placed dependence solely upon the inward light-- and inward light which, 

in his case, showed its insufficiency, apart from the Christian revelation, as a guide to belief or 

conduct" (Strong 428).  It is from Emerson, Strong suggests, that Whitman received his 

transcendentalist strain (428).  Also from Emerson, Whitman received his "rhapsodic method of 

utterance... together with his fundamental conceptions that Nature is originally and mainly 

physical, that spirit is an efflux from matter, and that mind is to be interpreted in bodily terms" 

(Strong 429).  From this ethos of the body comes Whitman's sense of self: "The poet is a part of 

the All-- he is indeed the soul of the All-- worthy of admiration therefore in all his impulses and 

powers" (Strong 429).  Strong vehemently argues that this philosophical sense of self damaged 
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Whitman's poetry.  He sees Leaves of Grass and "Song of Myself" as an empty copying of 

nature, lacking the key element of art that recognizes "the unifying principle of nature, the 

revelation of the spiritual and moral Author and End of nature" (Strong 432).  Because of this 

lack of the essential aspect of poetry, Strong sees Whitman's long cataloging as a leveling of "the 

vulgar and the beautiful... [showing that] he has no sense of judgment" (Strong 433).  Of 

Whitman's sense of self, Strong sees only "boundless egotism:"   

 This is the fruit of his philosophy.  He is possessed by the pantheistic delusion that the 

 universes reaches personality only in man.[...]  This naked individualism is the result of 

 self-deification.  And this naked individualism, in turn, corrupted his art (Strong 435-

 436).   

 

Thus Strong finds Whitman's mystical sense of self detrimental to his poetry. 

  

 At this point in discussing the critical assessments of Whitman's sense of self and 

mystical identity, I would like to turn to the pinnacle of mystical criticism of the poet.  James E. 

Miller Jr.'s essay "'Song of Myself' as Inverted Mystical Experience" puts forth the most famous 

argument for "Song of Myself" as an account of the mystical experience.  It is referenced 

numerous times by other critics
3
, and I would therefore like to explore it in depth.  Miller begins 

by pointing out that many critics fail to find a unifying theme or structure to "Song of Myself," 

and boldly proposes that it is "the dramatic representation of a mystical experience" (Miller 636).  

By a "dramatic representation," he clarifies that he does not mean the poem is an experiential 

transcript of a mystical experience, but "a work of art in which such an experience, conceived in 

the imagination, is represented dramatically, with the author assuming the main or title role" 

(636).  Miller uses Evelyn Underhill's five arbitrary "phases of the mystical life" and breaks 

down the sections of "Song of Myself" to corresponding phases of the "Mystic Way" (Miller 

                                                             
3 For example, see J.W. Walkington's "Mystical Experience in H.D. and Walt Whitman: An Intertextual Reading of 

Tribute to the Angels and 'Song of Myself.'" 
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637).  Underhill's five phases are as follows: "1. The Awakening of Self; 2. The Purification of 

Self; 3. Illumination; 4. The Dark Night of the Soul; 5. Union" (Miller 637).  Miller's 

classification of the sections of "Song of Myself" in accordance with Underhill's five phases 

delineate "sections 1-5 as Entry into Mystical State; sections 6-16 as Awakening of Self; sections 

17-32 as Purification of Self; sections 33-37 as Illumination and the Dark Night of the Soul; 

sections 38-43 as Union (Faith and Love); sections 44-49 as Union (Perception); and sections 50-

52 as Emergence from Mystical State" (Miller 637).  

 In Miller's scheme, sections one through five, representing the entry into the mystical 

state, mainly deal with the speaker's preparations to enter a union with his own soul.  "While in a 

passive and receptive state of 'leaning' and 'loafing,' 'observing a spear of summer grass,' [the 

poet] sends forth what is to prove a significant invitation: 'I loafe and invite my soul'" (638).  In 

order to mentally and physically prepare for such a union, the speaker discounts any established 

mode of thought, such as religion or philosophy.  He physically prepares by abandoning anything 

man-made, such as the constructed civilization of houses or buildings, and places himself in 

unchecked natural surroundings (638).  Thus prepared, the speaker's invitation to his soul is 

requited with the imagery of his soul plunging its tongue into his heart and imparting the 

knowledge that "the hand of God is the promise of my own, / and... the spirit of God is the 

brother of my own" [5, 11-12] (639-640).  It is only through this "intimate fusion of the physical 

and spiritual, the ennobling of the physical through the spiritual, that one can come to know 

transcendent Reality" (640).  Thus armed with knowledge of a higher reality, the speaker is now 

prepared for the Awakening of Self.  The Awakening of Self involves a shift in consciousness 

from a lower to higher reality.  Quoting Underhill, Miller says "'A disturbance of the equilibrium 

of the self [occurs], which results in the shifting of the field of consciousness from lower to 
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higher levels, with a consequent removal of the centre of interest from the subject to an object 

now brought into view'" (640).  The object here is the infamous blade of grass.  The speaker 

ponders the grass in terms of self, God, life, and death (640).  Such thoughts on an outside object 

lead the speaker to again consider what exactly the internal self is in sections seven through 

sixteen, climaxing in the revelation that the self contains "other life of all kinds, in all emotional 

states, in all conditions and situations" (641).  Thus the Awakening of Self in sections six 

through sixteen reveals a divine reality encompassing and transcending "the self and all things, 

animate and inanimate, seen and unseen" (643).  The Purification of Self which occurs in 

sections 17 through 32 is achieved through a "reconciliation of opposites" such as "vanquished 

and victor," "wicked and righteous," "self and others," "body and soul," "woman and man," "vice 

and virtue," "present and past," "common and miraculous," "the known and unknown," and 

"animal and man" (644-645).  Illumination and the Dark Night of the Soul in sections 33 through 

37 involve an emotional and powerful "apprehension of Divine Reality" (650).  The Illumination 

to the Divine Reality is referenced through "imagery of movement up and down, over, through, 

in and out, flung out in an almost frenzied [ecstatic] insight" (650).  The ecstasy of pervading the 

Divine Reality is quickly followed by images of death and morbidity, which account for the Dark 

Night of the Soul, whereby "there is a feeling of 'great desolation in which the soul seems 

abandoned by the Divine'" (651).  Sections 38 through 43 and 44 through 49, Union, involve a 

rejection of the doom and gloom of the Dark Night of the Soul and acceptance of the "Union 

with the Transcendent, out of time, out of space" (653).  The transition from the despair of the 

previous to the joy of this section is enacted through Christ imagery.  The crucifixion and 

subsequent resurrection lead to "renewed vigor and life and supreme power" (653).  Sections 50 

through 53, Emergence from the Mystical State, are touched with an inability to describe in 
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words the significance of what he has previously undergone.  This is common to the mystical 

experience (659).  However, the end of "Song of Myself" comes to the conclusion that 

"Happiness is the ultimate state of [an] assured self" (660).  Miller points out that this goes 

against the traditional mystic position that the part of the self that seeks personal happiness must 

be killed, but Whitman's inversion of that doctrine is what sets "Song of Myself" apart and 

sustains its relevancy to this day (660).   

 As the mystical experience is a period of a different type perceptual and emotional being, 

so are joy and rapture.  Calvin Bedient finds the joy of the speaker manifested in the poet's 

unique use of language.  "For Whitman," he writes, "the drama of language was that of living in 

a cosmos that with human assistance is gradually imagining into being its own freedom, beauty, 

and joy" (Bedient 16).  The genius behind Whitman's ecstatic joy lies in "his imaginative verbal 

energy and play, his generously enlivening spirit of performance" (Bedient 16).  Every word and 

phrased uttered in the poem are themselves sources of joy in their own right, as performed by the 

speaker.  Imogen Forbes-Macphail, in her interesting piece detailing a merger of poetry and 

mathematics in the nineteenth century, approaches this idea through the work of Samuel 

Coleridge.   

 In Coleridge's system, a pun, a rhyme, or an instance of alliteration or assonance is not a 

 mere idle likeness, but an expression of a symbolic relationship between two worlds, 

 which facilitates the excavation of an immense history of changing meaning, and is 

 therefore legitimate grounds for argument, infusing these poetic techniques with a 

 significance which goes beyond a merely aesthetic quality (Forbes-Macphail 144). 

 

Applying what Forbes-Macphail has said to Bedient's argument, we can surmise that in "Song of 

Myself," the words and phrases used are part of a type of play that goes beyond the aesthetics of 

poetry.  They elicit joy because they are truths in and of themselves that correspond to the 

macrocosm of a divine plan.  Citing Umberto Eco, Forbes-Macphail expands on this by saying 
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"God himself has rendered the sympathies between macrocosm and microcosm perceptible by 

stamping a mark, a sort of seal, onto each object of this world" (146).  Whitman appears to have 

some sort of understanding of such a concept as evidenced in the long catalogues present in 

"Song of Myself."  While some may see these as mere space-fillers, concepts such as those laid 

out by Forbes-Macphail highlight their significance.  There is an innate joy that comes from 

effusing the multitudes, and the joy is implanted from the divine. 

 As for general conceptions of happiness in the nineteenth century, Adam Potkay draws a 

distinction between happiness and joy.  In the nineteenth century, happiness was not regarded as 

a strictly personal pursuit.  To the contrary, it "designates an evaluation of a life or the narrative 

of a life" (Potkay 111).  Joy, on the other hand, "is an episodic or dispositional element in an 

individual's emotional life, and as such not subject to public evaluation in quite the same way 

happiness is" (Potkay 111).  Similar to Potkay's conception of joy, Karen Chase Levenson sees 

happiness as a personal pursuit that must come from within, not without (Levenson 164).  In my 

analysis of joy in "Song of Myself," I will be strictly using Potkay's definition of joy as a 

personal emotional phenomenon, and will refrain from considering the public evaluative 

definition of happiness, which consists of narrative rather than a poetic effusion of emotion. 

III. 

 "Song of Myself" begins with a declaration of joy and pursuit of the mystical experience.  

"I celebrate myself, and sing myself" (1, 1).  The speaker asserts his pursuit as a personal 

activity, as Levenson stated is necessary to authentic happiness.  Yet he then goes on to say that 

what he is undertaking can be achieved by anyone, and is not a lofty goal open only to poets.  

"And what I assume you shall assume / For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you" 

(1, 2-3).  This kinship of all beings is key to cosmic consciousness, as at our core we are all 
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united in our participation in consciousness of the All, or the Absolute.  With this universal 

kinship assured, he is then able to narrow his focus to himself, his soul specifically.  "I loafe and 

invite my soul, / I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass" (1,4-5).  Here 

the speaker zeros in on a singular object outside of himself, as Miller points out is often the case 

at the onset of a mystical experience.  The joy in such activity is noted in the word "ease."  He is 

not straining himself to grasp the whole of the universe with intense mental labor, but merely 

offering a friendly invitation to his soul to unite with his body and the world around him in a 

celebration of self.  Further setting the parameters of his mystical pursuit, he sheds himself of 

established institutions that would like to inform him of such matters.  "Creeds and schools in 

abeyance / ... I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard, / Nature without check 

with original energy" (1; 10, 12-13).  The speaker is carefree in his pursuit, yielding only to the 

bare energy of nature, shedding the limiting restrictions of established religion and morality.  

Thus set up, the speaker can now joyously pursue physical and spiritual union with the All. 

 The second poem portrays the speaker as in play with nature, imbibing all he comes in 

contact with.  "I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked, / I am mad 

for it to be in contact with me" (2, 6-7).  He recognizes that he is a part of nature in the same way 

that a tree is a part of nature, and relishes in this mystical idea with ecstasy and rapture.  Lines 8-

16 go on to conflate the operations of his body with the operations of nature, likening his breath 

and respiration to the sounds of leaves and the tides beating against rocks.  Words such as "play," 

"delight," and "health" delineate his experience of joy in having discovered his kinship with 

nature, and suggest a deep truth that emerges from this discovery.  Offering his learned wisdom 

to his readers, he promises the ability to acquire such knowledge for everyone.  "You shall no 

longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the 
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spectres in books, / You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me, / You 

shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self" (2, 20-22).  The mystical journey is one 

that must be undergone alone, for and by one's own self.  The speaker asserts the purity of the 

mystical journey; it is wholly accomplished through the natural self and necessarily requires no 

outside doctrine or teaching through the works of others. 

 The third poem asserts the primacy of the present moment.  According to the speaker, all 

joy and satisfaction can be found in the now:  

 There was never any more inception than there is now, 

 Nor any more youth or age than there is now, 

 And will never be any more perfection than there is now, 

 Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now (3, 3-6). 

 

The mystical experience obliterates time and place, leaving nothing but the present moment: 

"What is lost in mystical consciousness... are feelings of individuality and difference, time, place, 

limitation, worldliness, desire, sorrow, and sin" (Moores 35).  In this consciousness, the speaker 

is left pleasantly content in all things within and outside himself: "Clear and sweet is my soul, 

and clear and sweet is all that is not my soul" (3, 15).  "I am satisfied-- I see, dance, laugh, sing" 

(3, 22).  Thus contented and open to enlightenment, the fifth poem represents the joyous 

culmination of the speakers entry into the mystical state, as pointed out by Miller.  Having 

previously invited his soul to interact with him, the soul responds in a highly sexualized manner: 

 I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning, 

 How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn'd over upon me, 

 And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my bare-stript  

  heart, 

 And reach'd till you felt my beard, and reach'd till you held my feet (5, 6-9). 

 

Miller sees these lines as the exact moment of the speaker's official entry into the mystical state 

(Miller 639).  I find it telling that this point in the process is described in sexual imagery.  It 

shows the enraptured physical pleasure and emotional joy found in undergoing the mystical 
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experience.  Through this erotic encounter with his soul comes the speaker's abandonment of ego 

consciousness in favor of cosmic consciousness: "Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace 

and knowledge that pass all the argument of the earth, / And I know that the hand of God is the 

promise of my own, / And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own" (5, 10-12).  

His cosmic consciousness is now aware of the inherent love found in all things animate and 

inanimate: 

 And that a kelson of the creation is love, 

 And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields, 

 And brown ants in the little wells beneath them, 

 And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heap'd stones, elder, mullein and poke-weed (5, 14-

 17). 

 

A transcendent love is discovered in a pantheistic acceptance of the kinship of all forms of being.  

Moores, quoting Borchert, states "[the] mystical experience is often felt and described by 

mystics... [as a] love affair with the all-embracing reality that permeates and surpasses mundane 

existence" (Moores 34).  The speaker finds joy in newfound  love affair, his cosmic 

consciousness brings not only knowledge but elation. 

 Skipping ahead a bit to the section that Miller designated the "Awakening of Self," the 

speaker begins to associate himself and find deep meaning in all that he sees.  Poem thirteen 

describes a scene of a "negro" laboring in a field and notes his physicality and demeanor.  He 

doesn't pity him, or look down on him, but loves him: "I behold the picturesque giant and love 

him, and I do not stop there, / I go with the team also" (13, 6-7).  His cosmic consciousness 

unites all that he sees with himself in love, and accepts the burden of others as his own.  From 

here, poems 14-16 consist of long catalogues of people and things across America.  In cosmic 

consciousness, he joyfully acknowledges his unity with all things, and celebrates their inclusion 

in his heightened self.  He recognizes that everything is right in its own divinely prescribed 
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place: "(The moth and the fish-eggs are in their place, / The bright suns I see and the dark sun I 

cannot see are in their place, / The palpable is in its place and the impalpable is in its place)" (16, 

23-25).   In the mystical experience, once awakened, this expansive sense of self must then go on 

to be purified.  According to Miller, this occurs in poems 17-32.  Through this process, further 

joy is found through satisfaction and contentment: "I exist as I am, that is enough, / If no other in 

the world be aware I sit content, / And if each and all be aware I sit content" (20, 25-27).  The 

speaker here acknowledges that his cosmic consciousness may not be present in all men, even 

though he has previously granted that it is freely available to all men.  Nonetheless, he is 

satisfied.   

 A culmination of joy occurs in poem 21.  It is yet another instance of joyous celebration 

of cosmic consciousness and all that it brings: "I am the poet of the Body and I am the poet of the 

Soul, / The pleasures of heaven are with me and the pains of hell are with me" (21, 1-2).  He 

invites the earth to partake in his joy, knowing firsthand the love inherent in all creation: "Smile 

O voluptuous cool-breath'd earth! / ... Smile, for your lover comes" (21; 17, 24).  The 

culmination of purification occurs in poem 24, where the speaker asserts his newfound cosmic 

identity and the joys that come with it as divine.  "Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the 

son, / Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding" (24, 1-2).  While this poem is the 

ultimate assertion of his own self, he is quick to note that it can be achieved by anyone: "I speak 

the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy, / By God! I will accept nothing which all 

cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms" (24, 10-11).  Lines 31 through 35 are 

celebratory expulsions that the self he worships is the self of all of us: 

 Translucent mould of me it shall be you! 

 Shaded ledges and rests it shall be you! 

 Firm masculine colter it shall be you! 

 Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you! (24, 31-35). 
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The speaker's purified cosmic self is offered up as a source of joy for all.  Beneath all things, at 

their very essence, is happiness.  "Do you not know O speech how the buds beneath you are 

folded? / ... Happiness, (which whoever hears me let him or her set out in search of this day)" 

(25; 11, 16).  In this joyous state, the poem progresses with the speaker further identifying 

himself with the American multitudes in long catalogues.  

  In poem 33, the speaker experiences what Miller and Underhill termed "The Dark Night 

of the Soul."  The celebratory joy has forsaken him, and the pain of others overwhelms him.  

"Agonies are one of my changes of garments. / I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I 

myself become the wounded person, / My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane and 

observe" (33, 136-138).  In this agony, he tells a tale of the Alamo in poem 34 ending with the 

gruesome burning of bodies.  Poems 35-37 tell a story he heard from his grandfather of a bloody 

naval battle that ends in bloodshed.  However, poems 38-49, designated as "Union" by Miller 

and Underhill, tell of the resumption of his joyous cause.  The mystical experience continues 

through union with All, mediated through his long catalogues.  "I troop forth replenish'd with 

supreme power, one of an average unending procession" (38, 12).  In poem 41 the speaker likens 

himself with a myriad of religious figures, likening their discoveries with his own.  He invokes 

Jehova, Kronos, Zeus, Hercules, Osiris, Isis, Belus, Brahma, Buddha, Allah, and Odin, "[t]aking 

them all for what they are worth and not a cent more" (41, 13).  However, despite situating 

himself alongside such revered entities and their belief systems, he brings his focus back to the 

now, to his body.  "Not objecting to special revelations, considering a curl of smoke or a hair on 

the back of my hand just as curious as any revelation" (41, 19).  While respecting the faiths of 

others, he asserts true happiness within oneself in mystical union with the All.  Poem 46 takes a 

step back to lay forth for others the joyous path of mystical union that he travels.  He sees it as 
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the best life one can lead and welcomes us to join him in it, insisting however that we must 

undertake the mystical experience on our own: 

I know I have the best of time and space, and was never measure and never will be measured... 

But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll, 

My left hand hooking you round the waist, 

My right hand pointing to landscapes of continents and the public road. 

Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you, 

You must travel it for yourself (46; 1, 6-10). 

 

The speaker goes on to recognize that his joys will not last forever, as portrayed by a 

conversation he has with his spirit: "This day before dawn I ascended a hill and look'd at the 

crowded heaven, / And I said to my spirit When we become the enfolders of those orbs, and the 

pleasure and knowledge of every thing in them, shall we be fill'd and satisfied then? / And my 

spirit said No, we but level that lift to pass and continue beyond (46, 19-21).  The emotional joy 

that the speaker has been relating heretofore now is offered to us, we must merely take the leap 

and walk the mystic path: "Long have you timidly waded holding a  plank by the shore, / Now I 

will you to be a bold swimmer, / To jump off in the midst of the sea, rise again, nod to me, shout, 

and laughingly dash with your hair" (46, 31-33).  Again the mystical experienced is represented 

as play, as frolicking in the depths of consciousness toward union with the All, here displayed as 

the ocean. 

 Poems 50-52 represent what Miller sees as "Emergence from the Mystical State."  Miller 

points to two common aspects of Underhill's mystical experience at play in these final poems.  

First is that of exhaustion.  Having up to this point been enlivened with the joy of cosmic 

consciousness, the speaker falls into a long sleep (Miller 659).  Upon waking, the mystical 

experience is complete and the speaker is left to attempt to describe what he has gone through, 

and finds this difficult (Miller 660).  In reference to this ineffable experience, the speaker says "I 

do not know it-- it is without name-- it is a word unsaid, / It is not in any dictionary, utterance, or 



Mercer 18 
 

symbol" (50, 5-6).  However, despite his difficulty in naming or fully grasping what he's been 

through, the speaker does reach a bold conclusion: "Do you see O my brothers and sisters? / It is 

not chaos or death-- it is form, union, plan-- it is eternal life-- it is Happiness" (50, 10-11).  

Through all the trials and tribulations the mystical experience brings, happiness is the one thing 

held up at the end of it all as its crowning achievement. 

IV. 

 In conclusion, Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself" identifies the mystical experience as a 

vehicle to joy that reconciles the supposed opposites of body and mind, of East and West.  In our 

postmodern world of self-help and ego-driven paths to the ever elusive happiness, literature has 

proven time and time again to transcend the world of things and lead us to our authentic selves.  

"Song of Myself" is but one example of many works of poetry and fiction that reveal the path to 

happiness.  Narrative in its many forms capture our imagination in that they promise truths in 

one way or another, and it is our duty and pleasure to seek and cherish them.   
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