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Abstract 

I argue that the procession is a deliberate, desirable, and destabilizing social 

formation. In scholarship of the American nineteenth century, the procession is lost 

among the clutter of other urban assemblies—crowds, parades, riots—and never fully 

articulated as a unique vehicle for collective expression. The procession is an attractive 

alternative to tyrannical majorities and unwise crowds because of its linearity, rationality, 

and encompassment. Central to the trope of the procession, however, is the wayside or 

the periphery, adjacent spaces which are often discarded or suppressed by the 

procession‘s forward movement. I trace the variations of this American allegory—

national progress and its exclusions—across different genres in the writing of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne (domestic-cosmic sketches), Walt Whitman (war-time poetic fantasies), 

Emily Dickinson (regal satires), and as an informing but repudiated element of Martin 

Delany‘s novel Blake; or The Huts of America. These authors critique chaotic and gaudy 

groups, and instead propose gentle and haptic ones. Whitman, Dickinson, and Delany 

also have in common their oblique contemplations of the Civil War and President 

Lincoln‘s assassination. Although Lincoln‘s multi-state funeral procession is an 

overwrought spectacle, the procession is so often virtuous because it is the opposite of the 

state funeral: the authors I consider presuppose, in their sporadic ways, an austere nature 

to the procession, as fundamental as the dictums ―We, the people‖ or E pluribus unum. 

Yet, the ―grand difficulty,‖ in Hawthorne‘s words, is that in reality and on the streets, the 

procession‘s conceptual intuitiveness—as all-inclusive and leveling as a ―procession of 

life‖—recedes from view, deteriorates into chaos, and must be constantly rehabilitated. 

My tropological analysis of American literature grapples with a vision of democratic 

organization and process that is not conceived of as the result of collective self-

articulation and -determination. What is startling about membership in a procession is 

how often it does not respect individual choice. It is coercive; you are participating. The 

procession‘s ―measured and beautiful motion,‖ in Whitman‘s words, topples assertive 

modes of authorship, leadership, and ownership because ever-present waysides flatten the 

hierarchy of center over periphery. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

―of course a procession moves in procession‖ 

-Mark Twain, marginalia, pg 79 of Susan Horner‘s Walks in Florence and Its 

Environs, Volume 1 (1884)
1
 

 

I cannot guarantee the self-evident nature of Twain‘s ―of course‖ in my study, 

even though I know, and I am sure my readers know, what Twain means and, moreover, 

what a procession is and how it moves. That I do not need to specify the significations of 

―procession‖ is part of Twain‘s point: the noun signifies so well on its own, and it is a 

poor writer who would trounce transparency and intuitiveness with undue repetition or 

qualification. It is plain; just say ―procession.‖ 

Twain is reacting to this sentence of Horner‘s: ―A long procession of angelic 

beings move in procession along a beautiful cloister.‖ His own writing is full of 

processions, and so his marginal comment is not merely an objection to style; he has 

handled the word before. More than any other nineteenth-century American author, he 

habitually exposes the persistence of archaic regal manifestations in the United States, 

such as hidden kings, embattled Southern nobles, and gaudy processions.
2
 Twain tailors 

his language to match his subject; or, to put it another way, the diction suggests itself, and 

the noun intervenes in his writing. Despite such uncertain agency, the term ―procession‖ 

is always a little too arch in Twain‘s hands, bobbing on the line between proper and 

impudent, and, more significantly, not as evocatively American as the more comfortable 

term ―crowd‖ is.  

                                                   

1 Quoted in Cowan, ―Scrawled in the Margins, Signs of Twain as a Critic.‖ 

2 I refer to Huckleberry Finn, Pudd’nhead Wilson, and The Prince and the Pauper, respectively. See 

Merritt‘s ―‗The Greatest Spectacle‘: Processions in the Works of Mark Twain.‖ 



 

2 

 

It is Walt Whitman and Whitman scholars who have conditioned American 

studies to respond to the crowd.
3
 In ―Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,‖ Whitman validates his 

country‘s commingled citizenry: ―Crowds of men and women attired in the usual 

costumes, how curious you are to me!‖ (line 3). Whitman‘s emphasis on ―usual 

costumes‖ is a direct echo of a remark made by Alexis de Tocqueville, the great outsider, 

about the curious workings of democracy: ―American civil servants remain 

indistinguishable from the mass of the citizens; they have neither palaces nor guards, nor 

ceremonial uniforms‖ (236). Tocqueville is speaking about the near dissolution of 

symbolic state power, such that elected officials are not perceived as a separate elite 

class. Crowds, too, are neither tiered nor staggered, but level and diffuse. The American 

crowd is dressed only for life.  

The unmotivated and motivated actions of the crowd act as a microcosm for the 

macrocosm of American democracy: as below, so above.
4
 Sometimes it acts with one 

voice, sometimes with many. There is, however, a critical limitation to this analogy 

between the crowd and the country: the crowd expires. It is entropic in terms of energy 

and circumscribed in terms of size. Depending on the circumstances, a crowd may 

metamorphose into a mob or a riot; in a closed system, one can measure the amount of 

disorder or entropy. Crowds, but more drastically mobs and riots, are temporally finite: 

they do not and cannot last. The crowd is also spatially finite, a many-sided Euclidean 

solid or, more traditionally, the many-headed Hydra: it is able to fit into a sports stadium 

                                                   

3 For a primer on Whitman and the crowd, see Ziff, ―Whitman and the Crowd‖; Mills, The Crowd in 

American Literature; Folsom, ―Whitman and Baseball‖ in Walt Whitman’s Native Representations; 

Erkkila, ―The Paradox of the American Republic‖ in Whitman the Political Poet; and Brand, ―‗Immense 

Phantom Concourse‘: Whitman and the Urban Crowd‖ in The City and the Spectator in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature.  

4 ―Unmotivated‖ and ―motivated‖ are Mary Esteve‘s terms. The former refers to ―unmotivated city 

crowds,‖ whose ceaseless motion is not consciously coordinated, while the latter refers to ―politically 

motivated or purposeful crowds,‖ where the coordination of persons is planned and the agency behind 

assembly is knowable (3).  
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or lecture hall, or onto a street corner or whaling ship. Even with the expansions afforded 

by Gnostic analogy, the crowd does not fully break free of its venue; there is no crowd of 

mortals, no crowd of the world, or no crowd of life. The macrocosmic crowd—read: 

democracy—is therefore ill-defined. The procession staves off indefiniteness by 

emphasizing process and transitiveness, both of which evoke democracy‘s experimental 

structure.  

As the French semiotician Louis Marin points out, the procession belongs in 

―constellation‖ with the parade, the demonstration, and the cortege (39). The most 

common literary coincidence, though, is between procession and parade. They are 

virtually synonymous in the way that Paul de Man describes how the British Romantics 

viewed the relation between mind and nature: there is ―a formal resemblance between 

entities that, in other respects, can be antithetical‖ (195). In spite of this familial overlap 

and interchange, I maintain that one can easily intuit their differences: funeral procession, 

Pride parade. Each gets at an essential mood or temper which my study will not 

contradict: the former is hallowed and ceremonial, while the latter is secular, festive, and 

ethnic (St. Patrick‘s Day parade). These proverbial definitions count as my marginal 

comment of ―of course,‖ my recognition of the procession‘s aphoristic, tacit quality.  

But self-evidence is not the whole of it. The procession is a literary trope, a word 

which implies the turning or conversion of a basic meaning over time. The procession, in 

particular, foregrounds how all tropes operate: every new use can be read back and forth 

sequentially, to previous meanings and to potential opportunistic ones. A sort of history 

of American collectivity can be read in the many ―derivations, evolutions, slippages, or 

transfers of meaning‖ between the terms in Marin‘s constellation (38). This is why I 

maintain that the procession‘s affinity with the parade can be important: it is tested 

against, and its meaning depends on its contrast to, other formations of persons. In this 

way, I use the word ―trope‖ to express formal resemblance and antithesis.  

A trope, for Rosamund Tuve, ―departs in some tiny degree from the sensuous 

function toward what we should call, I suppose, suggestion; but what it suggests is an 
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interpretation, not more and more empirical data however precise‖ (qtd. in Bloom 71). 

My readings of Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Walt Whitman, Emily 

Dickinson, and Martin Delany are also less ―sensuous,‖ as I track my subject‘s departure 

from the empirical whenever the procession is invoked. The trope of the procession is 

deployed when an author is concerned about the metaphysical reorganization of 

American democratic life; the authors I consider foreground ―suggestion‖ and 

―interpretation‖ at highly textual moments. For Marin, a grouping cannot be separated 

from its non-sensuous interpretative function:  

For individuals, to parade, to form a cortege or a procession, is thus not only to 

gather together, but also to ‗form a group,‘ to constitute a ‗totality,‘ to ‗form a 

body‘ collectively, whatever the modalities of this constitution or the 

characteristics of the resulting product may be. In other words, the grouping . . . 

will have a complex and diversified structure, at once real and symbolic, 

axiological and teleological. (40).  

I argue that the procession could be and sometimes has been an alternative synonym for 

American democracy, an insight into the value of organization (―axiological‖), and a 

vector for mass participation and concerted movement (―teleological‖). These 

connotations displace the primacy of the crowd and its many derogatory associations, 

however unfounded they are: that it is irrational and unthinking, prone to violence, and 

disrespectful of individuality. If the specter of crowds is irrationality, then the zero-state 

of the procession is rational, deliberate movement.  

In addition to dramatizing tropes and modeling rationality, the revelation of the 

procession is that everyone, in theory, is participating in it. It would hope to exchange the 

finite for the infinite. Athena Kavoulaki, in her consideration of fifth-century Panathenaic 

processions, claims that ―[t]he need to perform processions is inseparably linked to the 

spatial co-ordinate of life. Space is a major parameter in the experience of the world, and 

the definition of a group, smaller or larger, is to a large extent dependent on the space at 

its disposal which enables its very existence‖ (297). The promise of the procession lies in 
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its suggestion of infinite expansiveness: what if ―the space at its disposal‖ were cosmic in 

its circumference? Ideally, processions make no pretence to spectatorship: since there are 

no borders between spectacle and spectator, there is only ever participation and 

immersion, always being in the game.  

The procession is the great unspoken vessel of nineteenth-century American 

literature; its authors, it must be said, are unsystematic and occasional in their thinking 

about it. It is as aphoristic, austere, and intuitive a concept as ―We, the people‖ or E 

pluribus unum or the revolutionary prose of Thomas Jefferson and the framers of the 

Declaration of Independence: ―We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness‖ (16). In these beautiful 

impactions, individual identities are forged by and even interchangeable with group 

identities.
5
 One analysis of ―We, the people‖ turns to J. L. Austin‘s performative 

language: ―We, the people‖ instantiates ―the people‖ vis-à-vis the utterance and not prior 

to the utterance, but this utterance is also its own surplus, such that the people are never 

perfectly actualized.
6
 Michael Hardt turns to Argentine philosopher Ernesto Laclau for an 

alternative to the performative:  

Laclau considers democratic politics to be the endpoint of an extended logical 

sequence beginning with his assertion that the social field is radically 

heterogeneous and has no spontaneous or pregiven order. The logical process 

leading to politics and ultimately to democracy begins, for Laclau, with the 

specific demands that arise on this social field—demands for bread, for instance, 

or for rights or services or freedoms. Correspondences among these demands 

must be recognized so that they can be articulated together and form a chain of 

equivalents. This chain of equivalents must be given coherence such that out of 

                                                   

5 Two other impactions I consider are Whitman‘s ―All is a procession‖ in Chapter Four and ―I‘s a funeral‖ 

in Chapter Five. 

6 See Derrida and Frank. 
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the plurality of demands is constructed a popular identity—that is, such that the 

‗the people‘ is produced. And, finally, the production of the people is the 

necessary condition for democracy. (xvii) 

Hardt is writing an introduction to Thomas Jefferson‘s provocative notion of ―periodic 

revolution‖ (xii), and so Laclau‘s view is eventually dismissed insofar as Laclau points 

out a weakness in democracy: its reliance on a ―hegemonic figure that stands above the 

social field and from that transcendent position is able to guide this process, articulating 

the individual elements, posing a unity, and thereby creating the people‖ (xvii).
7
 But at 

this point in his logical summary, Hardt is on Laclau‘s side. I cite Hardt‘s walkthrough 

because processionary thought is composed of the same elements: ―no spontaneous or 

pregiven order,‖ ―Correspondences among these demands,‖ ―a chain of equivalents,‖ 

―given coherence such that out of the plurality of demands is constructed a popular 

identity.‖  

In fact, these concerns are Tocqueville‘s, Whitman‘s, Hawthorne‘s, and, in W.C. 

Harris‘ book E pluribus unum, also Poe‘s, Melville‘s, and William James‘. Out of many, 

one, but just how many configurations of the many and the one are there? Are there 

proper configurations, better ways to link demands and constitute the chain? Harris lights 

upon consonant themes when he states that he is interested in writers who are out  

to raise the question about what is so good about unity in the first place, and to do 

so both in terms of the American state and in terms of the state of the universe. 

The modeling of relations, whether between atoms or citizens, amounts to a 

questioning of past and present models of unity, cosmological, ecclesiastical, and 

political. Each of these major texts is an inquiry into the prestige of unity, not 

only into the nature of its prestige (why it is invested in unity, of all things) but 

                                                   

7 Even if Laclau‘s scenario were to play out and hegemony established, Hardt reasons, it will be undone by 

―the eternal return‖ of the Revolution: ―every twenty years, which Jefferson calculates to the turnover time 

of a generation, a new constituent process must therefore throw off the dead weight of the past and write a 

constitution based on the desires and needs of the new generation‖ (Hardt xiv). 
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also into its quality: whether it is singularly political (and thus associated with 

monarchical or other secular hegemonic institutions) or originally religious… (11)  

The persistent problem of the one and the many is equally relevant but acutely inflected 

in the procession because the procession‘s extension and linearity provoke an awareness 

of the chain. Privileging only two states—one, many—subtracts the connective tissue or 

process that makes up Laclau‘s ―chain of equivalents,‖ which is why there is mystery in 

E pluribus unum.  

Mark Twain‘s marginalia comment is ―of course a procession moves in 

procession,‖ but it is important to note how this self-evident nature decays, and therefore 

the salient but ungraspable problem of obvious motion and organization must be attended 

to without aphorism but with rhetoric. Laclau‘s ―hegemonic figure‖ also crops up when I 

consider the procession, not as a mark of ―‗failed transcendence‘‖ (Hardt xvii), but as a 

waste-product of democracy‘s forward movement. Instead, this self-appointed guide 

figure proposes order and unity, first tacitly, then sequentially, from the shunted position 

of the wayside—and I do not mean this metaphorically.  

Ultimately, what makes processions unique from crowds is their cultivation of 

waysides and adjacent spaces, from which it is possible to trope established meanings and 

engender conceptual openness. If the procession aligns with history‘s forward march or 

Laclau‘s ―chain of equivalents,‖ then the wayside or the margin symbiotically conditions 

the march and the chain, and subsequently the coherent creation of ―the people.‖ My 

distinction is this: if the crowd is dressed in ―usual costume,‖ and thus plain, then the 

procession is so plain that it is invisible and unspoken. In fact, what is all too often 

invisible about the procession are its many waysides; they are invisible to, but in the 

wake of, the procession. The non-sensuous ―totality‖ of the procession—everyone, 

humanity—overcompensates for real world exclusions and margins.  

To help visualize the characteristics of the procession, I return to Twain. I began 

with his marginalia for two reasons. First, Twain is staging in the space beside the text an 

encounter between spectacle and spectator—between book and reader, but also between 
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procession and observer. Spectacle is constituted by segregation and immersion because 

the borders that ostensibly separate spectator from spectacle wander.
8
 This adjacent space 

on the margin I call the wayside, and it is the complementary other to the trope of the 

procession. Where there is one, you find the other. This space is what Twain‘s ―of 

course‖ leaves out, even as his ―of course‖ is authorized by that space. Printed type and 

handwriting are separate marks, readily identifiable, but type and hand are unified as a 

parody is united with its original, and also by Twain‘s repetition of the author‘s words. 

He borrows from the author; the only new words he adds are ―of course.‖ For Linda 

Hutcheon, ―parody always implicitly reinforces even as it ironically debunks‖ (xii), even 

as it creates a stereoscopic split in the original‘s originality. The parodic doubleness that 

accompanies this word is therefore the mark of its appropriateness, while at the same 

time registering that it does not belong. What business does an American like Twain have 

with royal trappings in the first place? The word is unhomely and so must be 

rehabilitated. 

My second reason to consider marginalia at the outset is precisely this creation of 

a second. Spot a procession in a text and take note of how the procession declines, that is, 

undergoes declension as if it were a pronoun (he, him, his). With respect to the 

procession, some of its permutations of number and case belong to the march and the 

parade, two similar but different collective nouns. A procession moves in procession, but 

it just as often parades or marches.
9
 Twain‘s marginalia is as much hopeful as it is 

                                                   

8 Spectators can be ―Both in and out of the game, and watching and wondering at it‖ as Walt Whitman 

states in the original ―Song of Myself‖ (line 70). Ed Folsom links this line to Whitman‘s interest in 

baseball.  

9 An example from the end of The Red Badge of Courage shows how declension or tropological revision 

can even leave behind the real altogether, as Crane‘s figurative procession is kept aloft by more figurative 

language. At the end of the war, young Henry belatedly reviews his actions: ―Regarding his procession of 

memory he felt gleeful and unregretting, for in it his public deeds were paraded in great and shining 

prominence‖ (210). The word procession can be seen as a residue from how Crane is wont to describe 

military formations. The quick deterioration from ―procession‖ to ―paraded‖ corresponds to a reorientation 
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assertive: his criticism of Horner‘s writing—stating the obvious—perpetuates the very 

thing he criticizes, and in the process the self-evidence of the procession fractures and 

multiplies, sometimes into other vehicles with their own sorts of movements, other times 

into waysides and parodies.   

In pencil, Twain also corrects an agreement problem in Horner‘s text by adding 

an ―s‖ to the verb ―move‖ and thus grammatically but also metaphysically insisting that 

the procession is a singular entity: ―A long procession of angelic beings move[s] in 

procession along a beautiful cloister.‖ The ―angelic beings‖ are subsumed under the 

concerted movement of their procession; the beings do not move, but the procession 

moves. Despite Twain‘s tautology, he nevertheless gets at a fundamental component of 

processions as opposed to parades: their all-encompassing self-reflexivity. There is even 

more redundancy in Horner‘s sentence: ―long‖ is a given, while ―along‖ both rhymes 

with ―long‖ and is structurally on top of or beside the already-existing cloister. The 

cloister could thus be said to be the original or mirror-image for the trajectory of the 

procession, and subsequently the procession would be as redundant as its compound verb, 

―moves in procession.‖ 

My intervention sits beside Twain‘s intervention and risks twice-removed 

redundancy. Only now, after the decomposition of self-evidentness, does it make sense to 

speak about the meanings and movements of the ―procession‖: I acknowledge that the 

term is as self-evident as it is permanently unstable, both tacit and loose, simultaneously 

that which is compact and that which unfolds linearly across space and time. Some value 

x, whether it is democracy, America, unity, harmony, or trajectory, cannot be taken for 

granted. In this dissertation, I ask: under what circumstances is a collectivity or even the 

actions of collectivity obvious? Why does this obvious and invisible vehicle suppress its 

peripheries? How do writers reassert the integral and humane nature of the wayside? 

                                                                                                                                                       

of centrality, from self-to-self spectatorship to a sort of divine spectatorship (the use of ―public,‖ the 

inflation of ―great and shining prominence‖). The procession, as with Twain, is unstable when it is no 

longer intuitive and now subject to temporal decay. 
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How, then, is the whole of ―totality‖ and the shape of linearity complicated by the very 

fact of margins? And, finally, can peripheral spaces be safely preserved and incorporated 

into the unsaid good that is the procession?  
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Chapter 2 

Procession as Trope of Tropes 

Why does solitary meditation often turn social and pluralistic? A thinker thinks of 

the past, of his or her past self, and in this retrospective contemplation, solitude 

imaginatively expands and becomes shared across two selves in two times. This is just 

such the case in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge‖ (1845), a poem that 

telegraphs subjective duplication in its first line: ―I stood on the bridge at midnight‖ (1). 

Bridge and midnight operate as symbolic synonyms, and their hyperbole and even 

redundancy aggrieve the speaker. The compounded image of the bridge at midnight 

unites in space and time what the poem will go on to pluralize temporally but not 

spatially: a ―burden[ed]‖ former self gives way to an unburdened current self, just as the 

old day fades into the new, and as tense shifts from past to present (35). However, in 

recognizing the ―now‖ of his mitigated melancholy, the speaker‘s self-directed 

meditation gets a-bridged, which once again compounds the mandatory liminality of the 

poem as he acknowledges the burdens of others:  

 But now it [the burden] has fallen from me, 

   It is buried in the sea; 

 And only the sorrow of others 

   Throws its shadow over me. (37-40) 

The metonymic extension of sorrow onto others, this associative expansion of the 

speaker‘s burdens, demonstrates how central the bridge is for thought, such that self-

centeredness on the bridge has to be an incorrect or finite stance. As the recipient of 

thrown shadows, the speaker is neither the light source (the moon in the poem) nor the 

object which, when hit with light, generates shadows (presumably, and architecturally, 

―the long, black rafters‖ of the bridge [13]). The bridge over the Charles River is the solid 
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home of transient traffic, and its poetic weight reduces the exceptional status of the 

speaker‘s self-awareness. He is become peripheral, sidelined, and observant.  

In the final five quatrains of the poem, which occur directly after the one above, 

the finitude of self-consciousness intersects with the infinite attachments of sorrow itself:  

 Yet whenever I cross the river  

   On its bridge with wooden piers,  

 Like the odor of brine from the ocean  

   Comes the thought of other years. 

  

 And I think how many thousands 

   Of care-encumbered men,  

 Each bearing his burden of sorrow,  

   Have crossed the bridge since then.  

 

 I see the long procession  

   Still passing to and fro, 

 The young heart hot and restless,  

   And the old subdued and slow!  

 

 And forever and forever,  

   As long as the river flows,  

 As long as the heart has passions, 

   As long as life has woes;  

 

 The moon and its broken reflection  

   And its shadows shall appear,  

 As the symbol of love in heaven,  

   And its wavering image here. (41-60) 
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As Longfellow conceives of two selves side by side, related to one another by nearness or 

proximity brought about by the stability of the bridge, what follows this extension of the 

self over time is the extension of the self into others. Longfellow‘s term for this 

expansion is ―the long procession.‖ The poem‘s diction arches up ever so slightly with 

the addition of this noun, and gives form to the language of society or association, which 

up to this point was collective but amorphous: ―others‖ (39), ―many thousands‖ (45), and 

―care-encumbered men‖ (46). Procession connotes order, solemnity, and extension; 

procession intimates shape, mood, and motion. What substantiates mere hints of these 

qualities is that in the wake of the poet‘s invocation of the procession there follows the 

textual performance of the procession‘s movement in the snaking anaphora of ―As long 

as‖ in the penultimate quatrain. The poem‘s movement down the quatrain is heralded by 

the repetition of ―forever‖ in line 53, which creates a perpendicular spatial arrangement: 

this quatrain wants us to pay attention to columns (anaphora) and rows (repetition), which 

processions have in common with poems (in terms of lines and meter). Longfellow 

foregrounds the look or aspect of poetry at the very moment when he speculates about 

fellowship, universality, and the continuing transmission of bodies and souls.  

Even if I read the poem as the speaker‘s unlading of a personal burden onto a 

multitude of other persons, the speaker is nevertheless spectacularly engaged or beholden 

to the ―wavering image here‖ by the end. He is in thrall and decentered, and 

Longfellow‘s final stanza reinforces his newfound marginality.
10

 Longfellow‘s speaker‘s 

                                                   

10 Longfellow‘s triad of moon, reflection, and shadows are resolved into a one, a ―symbol of love in 

heaven‖ (59), only to be reconceived in the final line as less than symbolically unified when Longfellow 

distinguishes between two realms, ―heaven‖ and ―here‖ (59, 60). In physical terms, if the moon is the light 

source, then it ends up producing two things, a ―broken reflection‖ and shadows, plural, which complicate 

the mathematical symmetry that occurs when light hits a solid object to form an umbra and penumbras. 

Rather, the ―broken reflection‖ of the moon is less an inverted and fragmented light source and more 

metonymically related to shadows, that is, beside the main dark shadow (the umbra) and the secondary 

lighter shadows (penumbras). The relationship between the three might be better conceived of in terms of 

the center (speaker as observer of light) and its attendant but unrelated peripheries (reflection and 
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self-effacement occurs when thinking (―the thought,‖ so close together with ―I think‖ in 

lines 44 and 45) yields to seeing (―I see the long procession‖). This shift practically 

vanquishes the need for liminal images in the rest of the poem, since the procession is 

―[s]till passing to and fro‖: a perpetual procession would be without separate sides, 

without unique locales to bridge or get caught between. Thought, like a bridge, can 

transfer one from place to place, even into resolution, while the procession‘s never-

ending ―passing‖ can only replenish itself: more will take up the rear, and more crossings 

will be deferred. ―As long as the river,‖ ―the heart,‖ and ―life‖ are extant, then 

cooperative sorrow remains unresolved, even though individual sorrows may achieve 

resolution. The poem concludes with the ―wavering image,‖ echoing the ―to and fro‖ 

motion of the procession, which works to destabilize the fixity of the speaker‘s twice-

mentioned ―stood‖ (1, 27). That he ―stood‖ on the bridge ―often, oh how often‖ (25) 

indicates repetition or return: being stuck in the same place, despite the bridge‘s ability to 

bridge separate sides or selves, which the procession will undermine by being non-

cyclical and non-transitive.  

For the procession to be an over-arching and all-inclusive fact of existence, for it 

to be more architecturally sound than the bridge, it must paradoxically demarcate its own 

peripheries, and Longfellow‘s speaker is deliberately deposited in a peripheral realm after 

having been superseded by the large structures of bridge and procession. The speaker‘s 

epiphanic gesture toward a cosmic ontology is textually self-aware, no longer the special 

province of a self‘s self-awareness, and the trigger for this replacement of the self is the 

conceptual hypothesis proffered by the noun ―procession.‖ The procession‘s significance 

to mid-nineteenth-century American literature is the focus of this dissertation. Why is the 

language of the solemn group appropriate to the processes of self-consciousness or 

thinking during the American Renaissance? What interests me is that, as the volta of 

                                                                                                                                                       

shadows), both peripheral phenomena bound together as effects of light, and yet each as much separate as 

inextricably linked together. Reflection and shadows are related by how they are adjacent productions of 

moonlight.  
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solitude, the keyword ―procession‖ prompts the metonymic understanding of one‘s 

nearness to others, such that the wayside or the periphery to the procession becomes a 

vantage point from which to think about kinship, participation, and marginalization.  

Longfellow‘s poem enacts the transformation of solitude into the automation of 

selfless movement, and suggests how social consciousness is forged through the 

procession‘s implicit occasion: that of the funeral. At the end of the poem, an invoked 

assemblage of bodies carries away—from centrality, from the poem—the physical body 

of the speaker-thinker on the bridge. The speaker‘s hypothesis of a coterminous 

relationship with others under the sign of procession implicates the reader in his funeral. 

In fact, the author‘s marshalling of poetic form leads one to imagine the death of the 

lyrical subject.
11

  

Something of form always supervenes on the procession, but the examples I 

concentrate on from Hawthorne, Whitman, and Dickinson in the following chapters more 

systematically confront the selfless or more broadly social possibilities of the procession, 

and they do so, like Longfellow‘s anaphoric quatrain, by being tempted or coerced to 

recreate some of its structural movement. What are the consequences of these brief 

crystallizations of form, and why do they attend and comment on solitude? In this 

chapter, the solitudinous figures who command or are commandeered by the procession 

are Emerson‘s philosopher, Kate Chopin‘s castaway, Melville‘s agoraphobe, and Poe‘s 

convalescent. If solitude sits at the edge of centrality and marginalization, then how does 

the metaphor of the wayside reconfigure their proportions? When the dominance of the 

center is disturbed, then new hierarchies and dependencies can be contemplated from the 

vantage of the wayside: for example, this chapter considers coerced expansions in scope 

                                                   

11 See Sharon Cameron‘s Impersonality (2007) for readings of Emerson and Melville which are consonant 

with how I have engaged Longfellow. ―Representations of impersonality,‖ she writes, ―suspend, eclipse, 

and even destroy the idea of the person as such, who is not treated as a social, political, or individual entity. 

Such writing repels social and personal aggrandizement, rather establishing a momentum and an ethos 

which is disintegrative‖ (ix).  
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and mechanical self-effacements. These wayside power relations are dialectical and 

unexpected: a pragmatic collectivity is sometimes formed without the consent of its 

members, as is the case in Melville‘s ―Bartleby, the Scrivener‖ and Poe‘s ―The Man of 

the Crowd.‖ 

By wayside, I defer to Longfellow once more, who in the prelude to Tales of a 

Wayside Inn (1868) again confronts seclusion geographically and communally:   

As ancient is this hostelry 

As any in the land may be, 

Built in the old Colonial day, 

When men lived in a grander way, 

With ampler hospitality; 

A kind of old Hobgoblin Hall, 

Now somewhat fallen to decay. . . (7-13) 

For the speaker, Sudbury town‘s wayside inn (―this hostelry‖) is a representative national 

space (―As any‖), a holdover from a ―grander‖ and ―ampler‖ ―Colonial‖ past defined by 

its spirit and ―hospitality.‖ The Tales borrows its skeleton from Chaucer, whose 

Canterbury Tales exists in that open space between hospitalities: its form is processional 

and transitive.
12

 Longfellow‘s language—―wayside inn‖ (3), ―hostelry‖ (7), and ―old-

fashioned, quaint abode‖ (33)—evokes medieval pilgrimage routes and their almsgiving 

peripheries (the hospice, the hospital, and the hostel), where traveling or ailing pilgrims 

could stop for bread, prayer, and shelter.
13

 There is an acute ethical responsibility to the 

wayside, which Longfellow maintains as the bastion of grand storytelling. There, even 

                                                   

12 The general prologue to The Canterbury Tales imparts an order of persons and an order of tales; the 

reader is told ―in what array that they were inne‖ (line 41). Since the Knight is at the head of the 

procession, he goes first—twice: he is first in the general prologue, and his own prologue and tale also go 

first. On a pragmatic level, the Knight goes first so that he may protect the pilgrims, but on a narratological 

level, Chaucer can upend the virtuous Knight‘s tale with the scatological Miller‘s tale. 

13 See Sarah Hopper, To Be a Pilgrim: The Medieval Pilgrimage Experience, chapter nine, ―By the 

Wayside: Catering for the Pilgrim.‖ 
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―bashful‖ tellers and ―untold‖ tales will be conquered and exposed (307, 306), resulting 

in ―Paul Revere‘s Ride,‖ the first tale to be told in the inn.
14

  

As Longfellow extends the typicality of the inn, so too does he extend the concept 

of the wayside into a ―region‖:  

A region of repose it seems, 

A place of slumber and of dreams, 

Remote among the wooded hills! 

For there no noisy railway speeds. . . (18-21) 

The wayside is Hobgoblin Hall and Walden Pond, making Wordsworth socialize with 

Thoreau, ego with economy, and later mixing in Hawthorne by explicitly referring to his 

story ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux,‖ which I go on to read extensively in chapter 

three. A sympathetic, literary brotherhood obtains in the wayside, away from trains, away 

from the procession, which, as ―The Bridge‖ proposed, is the central representative fact 

of daily existence. But Longfellow hesitates: ―A region of repose it seems, / A place of 

slumber and of dreams‖ (18-19, my italics). The wayside is able to hold repose together 

with night-time activity, and Longfellow provides a gradated vocabulary to register these 

nuances: ―repose,‖ ―slumber,‖ and ―dreams‖ are metonymic activities, each against or 

beside the other. What is the relationship between the wayside as a ―region‖ and the 

national geography known as ―the land‖? While it is clear that ―this hostelry‖ lies west of 

Boston in Sudbury, its reformulation as a ―region‖ resists geographical fixity, and 

imagines that waysides are sporadic, plastic, pocketed, and secreted in the very middle of 

the land. Waysides are not subordinate to main routes, nor tethered to homesteads, and 

their ethereality is mostly mental, that which adds a reflective condition to journey or 

business. Is this not like the truism of being lonely in a crowd? One‘s internal position 

does not necessitate one‘s inculcation in that medium or vessel. One is off and out when 

one is in. The procession/wayside interface demonstrates and depends on one‘s ability to 

                                                   

14 How wonderful it is that this poem so central to the Longfellow canon is summoned up in this peripheral 

space. 
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turn (from) these structures. For this formal and defiant reason, the procession is the trope 

of tropes—that personal figuration which bends and shifts over time.  

As Srinivas Aravamudan has shown, ―Because trope is transitive, it swerves from 

self-adequation to surplus and, while doing so, moves from the ‗proper and natural‘ to 

another meaning with ‗some advantage‘‖ (1). His Tropicopolitans opens with a 

definition-as-epigraph from Ephraim Chambers‘ Cyclopaedia (1741)—―in rhetoric, a 

word or expression used in a different sense from what it properly signifies‖ (qtd. in 

Aravamudan 1)—but he does so to challenge the notion of a proper signification or a 

standard definition. Aravamudan is more interested in the mentality of Chambers‘ 

―speaker‖ whose example of a trope is ―to wash the black-moor white, for a fruitless 

undertaking‖ (Chambers qtd. in Aravamudan 1). While I will not reiterate the terrific 

opening argument of Tropicopolitans about the blackamoor, I note that it is irrelevant if 

Chambers‘ definition of trope is similar to an agreed-upon or perpetuated definition, such 

as English philosopher Benjamin Humphrey Smart‘s definition of trope as ―expressions 

turned . . . from their first purpose, and extended to others‖ (qtd. in Burkhardt and Nerlich 

2). More important is the ever-present possibility for new inflections and for the continual 

movement away from ―first purposes‖ and etymological origins.  

This surplus swerving recalls Jacques Lacan‘s theory about signification in ―The 

Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious.‖ Lacan contends that metaphor ―flashes 

between two signifiers, one of which has replaced the other by taking the other‘s place in 

the signifying chain, the occulted signifier remaining present by virtue of its (metonymic) 

connection to the rest of the chain. One word for another: this is the formula for 

metaphor, and if you are a poet you will make it into a game and produce a continuous 

stream, nay, a dazzling weave of metaphors‖ (422). Language is a ―signifying chain‖ or 

―dazzling weave‖ along which a signifier only relates to the next signifier and not to a 

signified underneath. These ―sliding‖ signs escape from their speaker (425); language 

concatenates unmasterable and untethered. Where Lacan is concerned with the radical 

exteriority and otherness of language, Aravamudan is more concerned with specific racial 
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and colonial tropes. My final chapter on Martin Delany urges the compatibility of Lacan 

and Aravamudan: Delany‘s swervings and veerings off exploit the otherness of a 

language not able to be his own, only to quit the ―game‖ and insist on negative and 

secretive articulations.  

That the metaphorical vehicle, itself a term for a vehicle, changes with use is not 

only true of a particular example (―procession‖ for x, y, or z), but is also true of ―trope‖ 

itself. Thus, procession is a trope, but a trope over time also forms a procession: the 

numerous iterations of a trope could ―form a potentially open-ended series‖ (Aravamudan 

1).
15

 The nineteenth-century American writers discussed in this study unmistakably 

deviate from such first purposes, and yet these definitional principles (see n. 15: 

―ceremony,‖ ―prayers,‖ ―succession‖) are variously sustained and animated. Therefore, 

Aravamudan‘s ―potentially open-ended series‖ is not only a propulsive flight from 

origins, but also open to returns. Harold Bloom‘s word for this openness is metalepsis, 

and he envisions successive tropings as returns as much as turns: metalepsis constitutes 

―a final ratio of revision . . . the return of the precursors‖ (73).
 16

 For this reason, a 

trajectory can never adequately separate from its origin, and the consequences of this 

unfulfilled abandonment of origins are profound on the solitary thinker or individual. The 

poetic replacement of the self in Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge,‖ which defers to the 

collective motions of humanity, has to be understood as a social machine that both cites 

                                                   

15 To link a trope‘s ―first purpose‖ with an etymological ―first level of meaning,‖ I can defer, for example, 

to Furetière‘s dictionary (1690): ―As for procession, according to Furetière, the first level of meaning of 

this ‗ecclesiastical ceremony‘ refers to the ‗prayers that the people repeat after the clergy as they pay a 

devotional visit to some holy place or church‘; as the second or ‗proverbial‘ meaning, he gives ‗a long 

succession of people lined up one after the other‘‖ (qtd. in Marin 39). According to the OED, Furetière‘s 

first level is now obsolete and rare (see definitions 4a and 4b).  

16 In The Signifying Monkey, Henry Louis Gates Jr. writes about ―the trope of tropes that is Signifyin(g)‖ 

(48), which in A Map of Misreading, Harold Bloom calls metalepsis and defines as ―the trope of a trope, 

the metonymic substitution of a word for a word already figurative‖ (74). 
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and swerves from its origin (a historically situated subject). What, then, does it mean to 

trope the self, to simulate one‘s surrender to the vehicles of language?  

I borrow from Tropicopolitans Aravamudan‘s critical emphasis on the 

―metaphorical vehicle‖
17

 to investigate those soft spots in nineteenth-century American 

texts where the typical and unremarked upon deployment of ―procession‖ galvanizes 

specific attitudes to series, extension, history, lineage, infinity, and thought—these 

concerns about space and time, posterity and surplus. As the trope of tropes, ―procession‖ 

rouses the trope of metonymy because it too is concerned with totalities and 

compromises, association and cognition.
18

 This ―metaphorical vehicle‖ conjures a global 

scope and redefines the settled proximities of abstract relations—whether to a public, a 

community, a generation, a family, or a race.
19

 When a procession is turned, then a 

                                                   

17 As Aravamudan puts it, ―In ordinary usage, differences between the tenor and vehicle are suppressed in 

favour of contingent similarities. However, while metaphor is the assimilation of two objects to each other, 

an expanded focus on the metaphorical vehicle may result in our asking more searching questions about 

residual differences‖ (3). 

18 ―Metonymy exposes the lack of a center, describing reality by those objects surrounding the center. 

Because there are a center and margin, which can never correspond, there can never be a unified whole,‖ 

writes Eric Leuschner in an essay about Wallace Stevens that uses William James‘ heavily metonymic 

concept of ―ambulation.‖ For James, cognition is best described as ―the ambulation through the intervening 

experiences‖ (qtd. in Leuschner 66), those ―intermediaries‖ (qtd. in Leuschner 66) related to each other by 

contiguity—or touch, nearness, and what Richard Hocks calls ―next-to-next‖ (qtd. in Leuschner 67). 

Roman Jakobson‘s influential definition of metonymy aligns it with the practice of nineteenth-century 

realism: ―Following the path of contiguous relationships, the realistic author metonymically digresses from 

the plot to the atmosphere and from the characters to the setting in space and time‖ (1042). Metonymy or 

ambulation and even realism are significantly urban processes, which is why this figurative device suits the 

wandering poetics of the procession. In the second section of this chapter, my reading of Melville‘s 

―Bartleby, the Scrivener‖ more thoroughly demonstrates the procession‘s affinity with metonymy.  

19 According to the OED, the first definition of ―proximity‖: ―The fact or condition of being near or close in 

abstract relations, as kinship (esp. in proximity of blood), time, nature, etc.; closeness.‖ 
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wayside of older definitions and metonymies is generated; that wayside is often 

comforting, hospitable, and therefore not to be turned.  

As a matrix, then, of both spatial and temporal dimensions, the procession and the 

wayside are objects of study consonant with recent examinations of space and time in 

nineteenth-century American literature.
20

 Many of these have followed from Wai Chee 

Dimock‘s work on planetary convergences and overlaps, which she sees as an 

appreciation of the planet‘s ―deep time‖ (Through 3): ―Scale enlargement along the 

temporal axis changes our very sense of the connectedness among human beings,‖ she 

states (5). Indeed, these two literary turns have challenged the isometric overlap between 

territorial borders and literary borders, such that the rubric ―American‖ is no longer solid 

but receptive to infringements, imports, contradictions, and pluralistic nativities.
21

 To 

                                                   

20 I have in mind Robert E. Abrams‘ Landscape and Ideology in American Renaissance Literature (2004), 

Thomas H. Allen‘s A Republic in Time: Temporality and Social Imagination in Nineteenth-Century 

America (2008), Lloyd Pratt‘s Archives of American Time: Literature and Modernity in the Nineteenth 

Century (2010), and Hsuan L. Hsu‘s Geography and the Production of Space in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature (2010).   

21 For instance, in Melville‘s Moby-Dick, after the Sub-Sub-Librarian‘s procession of epigraphs and before 

the end of the novel‘s first chapter, Ishmael, persuading his audience that ―the whaling voyage was 

welcome,‖ anticipates but doubles Ahab‘s monomania by figuring obsession as a mental procession of 

twos: ―the great flood-gates of the wonder-world swung open, and in the wild conceits that swayed me to 

my purpose, two and two there floated into my inmost soul, endless processions of the whale, and, midmost 

of them all, one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air‖ (16). For Charles Feidelson Jr., 

―processions‖ are the sign of infinite extension and watery flux, which are steadied in the vision by a 

haunting center: ―The ‗endless processions of the whale‘ are transitive forms that issue out of a fecund 

center; each procession comes ‗two and two,‘ for each shape implies an opposite‖ (30). Two, and a series 

of twos, prepares the way for one, as if ushering in the one is the duty of the family. ―Procession‖ invokes a 

long line of lineage, which, for Ishmael, polyglots his language and instincts, such that his earlier treatise 

on spatial fidelities—landlubber versus seafarer—is invaded by a slipperier temporal plane. The image of 

procession, Richard Slotkin notes, ―couches [Ishmael‘s] vision in almost Indian terms: the group of 

creatures, appearing in a revery, are identified by their species name (not as individual, plural ‗whales‘), 
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speak of waysides of identity, then, is to speak impertinently, as rubrics are transgressed 

and peripherals inverted.  

The procession complements this promotion of hemispheric and extra-national 

infrastructures insofar as the procession itself is an ecclesiastical and monarchical 

residue, leftover and escapee from Athens and London. This residuum can be felt in the 

structural and semantic analyses of historical processions: for instance, Athena 

Kavoulaki‘s work on the Panathenaic procession in Ancient Rome is a deliberate attempt 

at bridging her specifically Athenian research with more contemporary transnational 

issues, such as group demonstrations and protests. She makes a comparable claim herself, 

―Processions are neither culturally nor politically specific‖ (296), and proceeds to 

synthesize a lesson from all the manifestations: ―The geographical and historical 

expansion of the ritual suggests that it does not have an intrinsic political character 

(monarchical, oligarchic, democratic or other). Power relations articulate and are 

articulated by processions. Processions mediate in their formation. The ritual, in other 

words, does not support or confirm an order of things but this order is through and by 

ritual action‖ (297-98). Louis Marin, as a counterpart to Kavoulaki, synthesizes some of 

his conclusions from the structural resemblance between cortege, demonstration, parade, 

and procession. ―Overlap‖ (39) consists of ―a collective dimension without which it does 

not exist‖ (40), ―a general structure of theatricality or spectacularity‖ (40), ―the structure 

of repetition characteristic of ritual systems‖ (41), and the manipulation of space and 

time. 

As a transnational formation and process, processions can be said to embody or, 

at least, to make contact with the scope of ―deep time.‖ Thus, the procession‘s 

(potentially) ahistorical and transnational background is always influencing its specific, 

historical iteration in the foreground. Or as Marin puts it,  

                                                                                                                                                       

and that species is headed by its archetypal grandfather in the shape of a solitary, unpaired, and unwedded 

whale, the phantom mountain-shape he later knows as Moby Dick‖ (540). 
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Every parade, procession, or cortege can thus be considered as a collective 

process that at once manipulates space through given movements in a given time 

frame and also creates its own specific space according to precise rules and norms 

that place constraints on the movements and time frame while also valorizing 

them. One can say the same thing about time: the parade, cortege, or procession 

arranges itself in measurable time so as to structure it on the basis of its own 

temporality, and in doing so it produces a specific time, which at once interrupts 

chronological time and to a certain extent grounds or establishes it. (40) 

Marin is hinting at the difference between place and space. Space is the re-creation of 

place by bodily inhabitation and use, an amorphous, redistributive answer to the place-

names and legend of what has come to be regarded as a naturalized place. But it is 

important to note that, while productively creating ―its own specific space‖ and ―its own 

temporality,‖ the procession can equally serve the spectacular interests of dissymmetrical 

power: it can be ―shaped and limited by interests of the propertied and powerful,‖ in 

Susan G. Davis‘ terms (165), even as it strives to be an open ―collective process,‖ as 

Marin notes above.
22

 Therefore, the processionary event is not monolithic in terms of 

effectiveness; Marin calls this ―the problem of effects‖ (50). To demonstrate how this 

problem of effects relates to selfless, poetic metonymy, I turn to what could be 

considered the ur-text of writing about American processions: one of founding father 

Benjamin Rush‘s letters to Elias Boudinot. 

 

1. Benjamin Rush: Origin and Turns 

 In the letter, subtitled ―Observations on the Federal Procession in Philadelphia,‖ 

Benjamin Rush goes to great lengths to describe the monolithic totality of mood and 

                                                   

22 For William Leahy, Foucault characterizes early modern England as ―a society in which the absolute 

power of the sovereign was constituted through spectacular display, through the demonstration of the 

arbitrary nature of its force/violence, through its thorough ‗dissymmetry‘‖ (11). Leahy‘s book challenges 

the assumption that such dissymmetrical relationships were unequivocally successful. 
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affect brought into being by the Federal Procession in Philadelphia in 1788, in which a 

grand ship of state was impressively lugged down the streets. Rush boasts that the 

singularity of this procession is first and foremost its ―occasion‖: the ratification of the 

Constitution of the United States of America (470). He writes, ―It was not to celebrate a 

victory obtained in blood over any part of our fellow creatures. No city reduced to 

ashes—no army conquered by capitulation—no news of slaughtered thousands brought 

the city of Philadelphia together. It was to celebrate a triumph of knowledge over 

ignorance, of virtue over vice, and of liberty over slavery‖ (470-471). The absence of 

―blood‖ and ―ashes‖ will permanently proclaim ―the birth of free government‖ (471). For 

this reason, Rush writes, ―The procession gave universal pleasure. Never upon any 

occasion during the late war did I see such deep-seated joy in every countenance‖ (470).  

Rush is a well-known temperance advocate, champion of cider, and he notes with 

wishful glee that ―out of seventeen thousand people . . . there was scarcely one person 

intoxicated, nor was there a single quarrel or even dispute heard of during the day. All 

was order, all was harmony and joy‖ (475). This is, according to Rush, a literally sober 

crowd trained into silence by its metonymic relationship to the disciplinary form of the 

procession. As Jason Frank claims, ―In Rush‘s work we see an effort to habituate 

postrevolutionary citizens to self-government through an intricate spatial choreography‖ 

(104), such that  ―Rush‘s art of sympathy was also an art of separation, entailing the 

navigation of social proximity and distance capable of producing the self-governing 

‗republican machines‘ he thought necessary for the new republican regime‖ (104). The 

procession permits just such ―spatial choreography,‖ which in Rush‘s hands is equally 

capable of expanding and contracting one‘s sympathies.  

The ―harmony and joy‖ then contracts, and Rush concedes that he might have 

smoothed away what cannot be represented as a majestically high or reductively low 

number: ―I have been informed that there were two or three persons intoxicated and 

several quarrels on the green, but there is good reason to believe that they were all 

occasioned by spirituous liquors which were clandestinely carried out and drank by some 
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disorderly people contrary to the orders of the day‖ (476). These ―two or three persons‖ 

escape one form of discipline but enter into another as they are chastised for 

intemperance. 

What is remarkable about this qualification to harmony is how Rush relegates 

disturbance to a clandestine realm.
23

 A scrupulous reading of form can be said to do away 

with potentially inharmonious content. This is what Jason Frank, writing about Rush, 

calls ―assent signified by silence‖ (103): consensus spun as ―the sublime object‘s ability 

to ‗transport‘ subjects without obtaining their rational consent‖ (Frank 103). So, what is 

coercive about the procession is its sublime power and not its propagandistic fantasy of 

unification. The celebrations began in Boston in February of 1788 and were 

competitively taken up by other cities: as Jürgen Heideking reasons, the processions were 

―devised to put psychological pressure on the opposition‖ which ―drew most of its 

support from the agricultural backcountry‖ (32). Ratification required nine out of thirteen 

states, and so ―the Federalists went out of their way to include farmers in the processions‖ 

(32). ―The states that had not yet ratified the constitution,‖ Heideking continues, ―were 

often symbolically portrayed as broken pillars, empty tables, unused goblets, or unlit 

candles‖ (32), so that by the time of the Philadelphia procession, as Rush records it, the 

symbols are unbroken, full, and rich: there is the triumph of artisans (the ship of state) 

and industry (the machines of a cotton manufactory), and even two innocent oxen, who 

―were destined to the slaughterhouse the next day for the benefit of the poor, but such 

was the effect of an agreeable association of ideas that a general outcry was raised after 

                                                   

23 Melville parodies this pact between consensus and sobriety in ―The Paradise of Bachelors‖ (1855) by 

converting sobriety to inebriation while still maintaining consensus: ―The remarkable decorum of the nine 

bachelors—a decorum not to be affected by any quantity of wine—a decorum unassailable by any degree 

of mirthfulness—this was again set in a forcible light to me, by now observing that, though they took snuff 

very freely, yet not a man so far violated the properties…‖ (1265). 
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they had passed by against the fate that awaited them‖ (473). Rush‘s ―universal pleasure‖ 

is for Jason Frank ―a strateg[y] of transparency and public consensus‖ (102).
24

  

In Rush‘s narrative, the procession‘s cultural ―first purpose‖ is totality and 

unification, which depreciates over time when Rush entertains the rumor of intoxication. 

This linear depreciation illustrates how the description of the procession‘s parts and 

components requires that one‘s narration will be apprehended by the metonymic quality 

of association. What begins as a wish for dissymmetrical imposition is over time 

beholden to the exclusions and adjacencies of the ―totality.‖ Apropos these cracks in a 

totalizing scheme, Jennifer Greiman‘s study Democracy’s Spectacle (2010) is concerned 

with how the encapsulating nature of spectacle can smooth away the ambiguous nature of 

micro-groups or counterpublics. Greiman situates theories of association predicated on 

citizenship and reason (the voluntary organizations of Tocqueville and the public sphere 

of Habermas) alongside ―varieties of involuntary association‖ (6), which scramble the 

demarcations between outside and inside (association is presumed to be outside the law, 

the state, or the home) and constantly incorporate supposed outsiders (racial, sexual, or 

national). This incorporation, for Greiman, is the basic structure of spectacle: turning 

spectators into actors and ―demanding intimate and penetrating involvement‖ (21).  

Greiman‘s work on such imposed and indistinct forms of association and 

belonging during the antebellum era draws on the work of Mary Ryan, who ―describes an 

urban public filled with improvised places and occasions of associations—city streets, 

entertainment venues, riots and parades—to argue that the public was experienced 

primarily as a fractious, diverse, impromptu spectacle‖ (Greiman 5). The literary 

                                                   

24 Rush‘s confidence in the breadth and depth of the spectacle‘s control is inversely proportional to the 

Masons‘ confidence in the uncontrollable reception of their sporadic public performances, as I explain in 

my fifth chapter. For more on the nineteenth-century legacy of Rush‘s push for harmonious conduct and 

democratic training, see John F. Kasson‘s Rudeness and Civility: Manners in Nineteenth-Century Urban 

America (1991) and Russ Castronovo‘s Beautiful Democracy: Aesthetics and Anarchy in a Global Era 

(2007). 
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American processions that I engage with take place approximately during the years 1825 

to 1880, which, for Ryan, signal the golden age of American parades, after which they 

decline in variety and heterogeneity. What begins as ―mobile, voluntaristic, laissez-faire, 

and open‖ (Ryan 137) is by the end of the century ―fractured along ethnic lines‖ (145) 

and emptied of ―the more prestigious occupations‖ (141).
25

 Ryan claims that the parade 

―seems to have been an American invention‖ (132): ―Americans had devised a distinctive 

and curious mode of public celebration, in which a sizable portion of the urban 

population organized into ‗platoons,‘ companies,‘ ‗regiments,‘ ‗ranks and columns,‘ and 

paraded through the public thoroughfares‖ (131-32). Thus, during these years there was a 

glut of historical American parades and processions.
26

 And so, in my articulation of the 

movements and advantages of the trope of procession, I extend the fractiousness of 

Ryan‘s publics and the involuntariness of Greiman‘s spectacles to imagine sedimented 

and unconscious publics. I will distinguish, then, between making publics and made 

publics because it has been standard to define the assembled group or body of persons by 

its ability to make claims on the behalf of absent others.
27

 Because of this tendency, the 

                                                   

25 Several studies of festival and parade culture in the United States bear out this narrative of winnowing, 

such as Parades and Power: Street Theatre in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia (1986) by Susan G. Davis, 

―Ethnicity as Festive Culture: Nineteenth-Century German America on Parade‖ (1989) by Kathleen Neil 

Conzen, and American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of Tradition in the Early Twentieth Century (1990) 

by David Glassberg.  

26 Indeed, Mary Ryan sees the parade as ―a species of procession, with ancient and geographically 

widespread antecedents,‖ and which ―had not yet acquired the streamlined characteristics of the parade, nor 

did it occupy the center of ceremonial time and space‖ (135). Ryan hereby confirms both deep time and the 

derivations (of both trope and etymology): the parade refines the procession, adapts its long traditions to a 

local context.  

27 Sociologist Charles Tilly is a progenitor of this line of insight: he writes, ―Contention involves making 

claims that bear on someone else‘s interests‖ (Contentious 5). Tilly‘s body of work theorizes that a 

predictable number of actions and methods of articulation are enabled in public demonstrations, while 

many more are constrained. These repertoires of contention significantly limit just what can happen during 

mobile events. This dialectic of unavailable and available modes informs much of Tilly‘s work on social 
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liberal critic is skeptical of definitions that deny a group its claim-making power by 

branding the group as a pejorative rabble, mob, or mass.
28

  

                                                                                                                                                       

protest, and hearkens back to John Dewey‘s idea of how a public ―springs from the fact that all modes of 

associated behavior may have extensive and enduring consequences which involve others beyond those 

directly engaged in them‖ (Public 27). Contentious politics, apart from involving a subject making a claim 

on an object, is more importantly a continuously self-reflexive acknowledgement that an immediately 

present group is also populated by those who are presently unavailable. In other words, the embodied or 

uttered claim is representative if and only if the far-reaching management of the negative or positive effects 

of government rests at the core of claim-making. Claiming is therefore predicated on unavailable quantities, 

whether actions for Tilly or members for Dewey. This combination of Dewey and Tilly accounts for the 

primacy of the claim in re-evaluations of the public sphere. 

28 E. P. Thompson‘s ―The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century‖ (1971) and 

Jean Baudrillard‘s In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities (1978/1983) bring to light how mobilized persons 

and latent publics have been the object of dismissal and disgrace. Thompson and Baudrillard pluck the 

historian‘s, the sociologist‘s, and the philosopher‘s rhetoric from the citadel of idleness in order to theorize 

group formation and popular authority in the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, respectively. Their 

analyses erect a tale of ever-increasing opacity with respect to public action, with Thompson on one end 

and Baudrillard on the other.  

Thompson warns that the term ―riot‖ ―can conceal what may be described as a spasmodic view of 

popular history‖ (76), which suppresses thoughtful and legitimating conduct on the part of the rioters. The 

word is therefore deployed by an author to rob mobilized action, which is motivated to some degree by 

hunger, of agency and morality. Baudrillard warns that ―[t]o want to specify the term ‗mass‘ is a mistake—

it is to provide meaning for that which has none‖ (5), which suggests that Thompson‘s illumination cannot 

be performed by Baudrillard.  

For Baudrillard, the term ―mass‖ goes beyond obscuring agency: it signifies a severe deformation 

of political representation. The mass is omnipotent on condition that it chooses to do nothing, and therefore 

the term is not involved in a process of concealment, as in Thompson, but it is quarantined, out of reach, 

and perhaps beyond reclamation. Indeed, it is a ―gigantic black hole which inexorably inflects, bends and 

distorts all energy and light radiation approaching it‖ (9). The choice of favoring televised football over 

political debate is both powerful and perverse, and Baudrillard is itching to wipe away the standard charges 

of unthinking, mystification, suggestibility, and irrationality. These nagging phantoms have underpinned 

nearly all discussions of coalescing human shapes; indeed, John Plotz notes that the eighteenth century 

Chartist movement‘s ―simultaneous meetings‖ were ―called ‗crowds‘ by those unwilling to grant them the 
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Instead of continuing to fight for the atomic unit of the claim, I stress the 

accidental, rather than purposeful, configurations of public assembly, and it is here that 

the wayside, in the shadow of the procession, obtains. Such accidents of harmonious 

conglomeration are, therefore, made or claimed publics. Even when I discuss a major 

indexical procession in chapter five, Abraham Lincoln‘s funeral procession, the event too 

easily becomes an extemporaneous or evangelical performance of contractions and 

expansions, affect and desire, when it is made an object of narration. I am interested in 

the vehicle of the procession because it continues to be seen as a kind of lingering, 

religious component of rhetoric, the kind Sacvan Bercovitch makes it a point to 

monitor,
29

 and which Robert N. Bellah might see as an element of American civil 

religion.
30

 Procession is also a romantic term, which often signifies the apprehension or 

intimation of a vast inclusiveness, such as Whitman proposes or envisions in ―I Sing the 

Body Electric‖: ―All is a procession, / The universe is a procession with measured and 

beautiful motion‖ (78-9).
31

  

                                                                                                                                                       

status of demonstration, assembly, march, or congregation‖ (2). What is planned and thought-out is turned 

baggy and delirious. Baudrillard‘s mass may not be ethical, but at the very least it is no longer a victim of 

hypnosis. 

29 In The American Jeremiad, Bercovitch writes, ―My argument concerns an ideological consensus—not a 

quantitatively measured ‗social reality,‘ but a series of (equally ‗real‘) rituals of socialization, and a 

comprehensive, officially endorsed cultural myth that became entrenched in New England and 

subsequently across the Western territories and the South‖ (xii).  

30 For Bellah, ―the American civil religion is not the worship of the American nation but an understanding 

of the American experience in the light of ultimate and universal reality‖ (115). God need only be 

intermittently invoked, Bellah argues, but when he is ―he is also on the austere side, much more related to 

order, law, and right than to salvation and love‖ (104). This shares much in common with what I will be 

describing in my Whitman chapter: the procession, when free from pomp, reflects a law of generation and 

not a superfluous expenditure of energy.  

31 Although cosmic and planetary, Whitman‘s surefooted claim will, in my fourth chapter, benefit from 

being read against Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak‘s gesture to ―planetarity,‖ from which Dimock derives 

―deep time.‖ For Spivak, ―Planet-thought opens up to embrace an inexhaustible taxonomy‖ (73) of alterity, 
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For the procession‘s type of collective movement, whether universal or local, 

deliberation is its ontology, slow and solemn its adjectives, and order and discipline its 

first principles. Beyond this zero-state of orderliness, though, the procession is more 

importantly an open-ended process. Pre-planned distortions of space and time (for Marin, 

a procession‘s itinerary, shape, and order) are nevertheless subject to the spontaneity and 

entropy of mobilization,
32

 whether on the streets (historical) or in public discourse 

(figurative). I am searching, therefore, for the timeliness of this vehicle that is neither 

claim-making nor contentious: when and why does it make sense to speak of processions, 

to claim a communal performance, however unstructured and unnamed, for procession? 

Why vehicularize a group—that is, in the act of corralling members and claiming them 

for a collectivity, why attribute increase, extension, or advance (these unfolding 

processes) to a group, and therefore rescue being claimed from being stuck?
33

 What are 

the spoils and insights to be gained from unmotivated public performance?
34

 By attending 

                                                                                                                                                       

which the academic vogue of ―comparatavist universalism‖ (82) reductively yields as homogenous and 

egocentric. New ethical figurative collectivities, Spivak cautions, must ―remain[ ] underived from 

us…contain[ ] us as much as fling us away‖ (73).  

32 As Elizabethan scholar Edward Muir notes,  

…a procession through the streets of a town blurred the subject/object distinction, which is also 

one of the sources for processions‘ dangerous social potential to metamorphose from ritual order 

to ritual riot. Spectators in the act of spectating became just as much a part of the procession as the 

processors themselves, and the mutual influences between processors and spectators produced by 

sight created an improvisational unpredictability in processions‖ (131).  

33 Note that this ascription of motion is not the same as Le Bon‘s insistence (via Freud) that groups are 

―impulsive, changeable and irritable‖ (qtd. in Freud Group 13). Like Freud of Le Bon, one can also ask 

questions about such ―groups‖: are they bound together by libido, and what is the correlation between 

stability and artificiality? 

34 ―Unmotivated‖ in Mary Esteve‘s sense of the term. Beginning with Thompson and Tilly, scholarship on 

assembly has swerved away from unmotivated to motivated crowds. The procession‘s grand inclusivity 

blurs the line between the two: it is not motivated by purpose or politics, but neither is it fully unconscious 

or random. 
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to such literary definitions from without—this calling of a group ―procession‖ without the 

consent of the group—I reveal how alternative ways of thinking about collectivity 

(impersonal, imposed, expansive, or poetic, for instance) hinge on particular re-

evaluations of sight, knowledge, and power. In speech or in writing, what does the 

procession enable that crowd, demonstration, march, mass, mob, parade, and rabble do 

not? It is in the dignity of bearing (serious or satirical or sentimental) lent to a group by 

the name and metaphor procession, in a way that other names and metaphors cannot 

make available, that I consider the procession a salient way of thinking about assembling 

from 1825 to 1880.  

For the rest of this chapter, I assemble my theories of the wayside (Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick‘s periperformative, Rei Terada‘s phenomenophilia, and Michael Warner‘s 

counterpublics), and theorists of the procession (Kavoulaki, Marin, Muir, Matthias Reiss, 

Mary Ryan, and Rebecca Solnit), so that I may define this nineteenth-century rhetorical 

phenomenon, the literary trope of procession and wayside, with examples from Herman 

Melville‘s ―Bartleby, the Scrivener,‖ Ralph Waldo Emerson‘s ―Circles,‖ Kate Chopin‘s 

―A Reflection,‖ and Edgar Allan Poe‘s ―The Man of the Crowd.‖ 

 

2. Melville’s “Bartleby”: The Procession as Metonymic Mind 

Literal and physical assembly in public space has been a beloved and 

indispensible American virtue ever since Tocqueville noted that in assembly, ―There men 

see each other‖ (221), and that ―the freedom of association is a vital safeguard against the 

tyranny of the majority‖ (223). Not only is Tocqueville in optimistic awe at the 

proliferation of voluntary clubs and associations,
35

 but even at the power of spontaneous 

collective undertakings: ―Should an obstacle appear on the public highway and the 

passage of traffic is halted, neighbors at once form a group to consider the matter; from 

this improvised assembly an executive authority appears to remedy the inconvenience 

                                                   

35 Awe is no surprise, writes Leo Damrosch, since ―French law prohibited any assembly of more than 

twenty people unless they had obtained official permission‖ (116).  
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before anyone has thought of the possibility of some other authority already in existence 

before the one they have just formed‖ (220, my italics). Yet, the oneness of empirical 

assembly is fractured and complicated by literary choreography. Just such an instance of 

spontaneous congregation occurs at the climax of Herman Melville‘s story ―Bartleby, the 

Scrivener‖ (1853), when the unaccountable and unmovable scrivener is finally routed 

from the law firm he stubbornly haunts and ―told that he must be conducted to the 

Tombs‖:   

As I afterwards learned, the poor scrivener . . . offered not the slightest 

obstacle, but in his pale unmoving way, silently acquiesced. 

Some of the compassionate and curious bystanders joined the party, and, 

headed by one of the constables arm in arm with Bartleby, the silent procession 

filed its way through all the noise, and heat, and joy of the roaring thoroughfares 

at noon. (31) 

The symbolic register of the scene—i.e. the people as the hand and seal of justice—halts 

any temptation to read this procession in historical terms—i.e., according to the semiotics 

of street culture in mid-nineteenth century New York and Wall Street.
36

 Instead, what is 

important is this brand new moment of transitiveness: the relentlessly segregated and 

agoraphobic Bartleby is now in motion from office to prison. Edward Muir theorizes that 

a procession can best be thought of as ―a mobile and extended threshold between one 

social state and another‖ (131). The threshold wanders: it is in the formation and 

movement of persons, and not a physical, interim location on the streets between places. 

Muir also calls this ―a state of prolonged liminality‖ (132).  

                                                   

36 This despite the fact that, according to Andrew Delbanco, Melville‘s description may accurately evoke 

the metropolis: ―The noise level rose to what seemed to nineteenth-century ears a terrible din: the perpetual 

clip-clop of iron-shod horses on stone block, the whistle of steamboats running the ferry routes between 

Manhattan, Brooklyn, and New Jersey, the scrape and clang of rail trolleys equipped with bells and 

bellowing drivers, the rattle of carriages over cobblestone‖ (98).  
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That Melville conjoins the transit of Bartleby to the formation of an improvised, 

liminal assembly corroborates what an unstable referent that public assembly is in the 

first place. Thus, while Tocqueville‘s spontaneous body manifests itself on Melville‘s 

streets, it is alien to the content of Bartleby, the problem employee. This ―silent 

procession‖ is not an idealized instance of pre-empting a pre-existing authoritative body 

to rectify a problem, as in Tocqueville‘s example. The bystanders are said to have ―joined 

the party,‖ but joining is figured merely as the extension and ratification of authority in 

space: the moment it can be called a procession is the moment when the authority of the 

constable covers more ground. No matter ―compassion‖ or ―curiosity‖ because you, 

bystanders, have contributed pro bono: the instantaneous expansion and alignment of the 

party makes their diverse intentions superfluous.
37

  

Here is a manifestation of fate that simply cannot be just, especially after all that 

the reader has digested of this interesting character: this midday ushering is in fact a form 

of violence to agoraphobic Bartleby. This coercive scene puts pressure on sympathy at 

the same time as it illustrates the limitations of manifestation, for the procession is 

marked as ―silent.‖ Perhaps this is not a harmonious enactment of the damning will of the 

people. The bystanders have become motivated, that much is clear, but is Tocqueville‘s 

majoritarian tyranny to be feared in such a short space of text? Perhaps the ―procession‖ 

does not signify anything except a single moment in time wherein it is proper for an 

observer to speak of the people as a congregation of contributors, such that their 

extension in space and unity of purpose are thought of in combination. However, note 

that even this apt moment is transmitted to the reader second-hand: ―As I afterwards 

learned . . . ‖ Melville‘s narrator was absent during Bartleby‘s arrest: he admits that he 

took ―flight‖ from Bartleby, that he paid ―fugitive visits to Manhattanville and Astoria,‖ 

                                                   

37 Al Sandine sums up how a group of persons need not consider claim-making or speech in order to form: 

―Every unmotivated crowd has the potential to become motivated by a riveting event, such as an accident, a 

robbery, or a dramatic announcement. The title of a Stephen Crane story nicely captures this relationship: 

‗When a Man Falls a Crowd Gathers.‘ Such a crowd can only gather on a crowded street‖ (16).  
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and that he ―almost lived in [his] rockaway for the time‖ (30). Though the liminal state of 

the indexical procession is only animated in two paragraphs, the narrator obeys a 

predilection for liminality one page before Bartleby is forced into the liminal procession.  

Although it arises from his own forced liminality, the narrator‘s metaphor (since 

no one else is specifically credited) for the transit of Bartleby, ―procession,‖ is meant to 

be a stable representative—of common judgment, of justice, of order, of fellow aid, or at 

least a performance of these things—that can operate in the narrator‘s absence.
38

 The 

―compassionate and curious bystanders,‖ then, act as surrogates in this constructed scene 

of benevolent ushering. The narrator‘s orderly metaphor calmly cuts ―through all the 

noise, and heat, and joy‖ of New York at noon and of the narrator‘s internal state: these 

nouns equally describe the incongruous mental state of the narrator since having 

employed Bartleby. Like Longfellow‘s ―bridge at midnight,‖ the narrator‘s calculation of 

noon suggests that he too is in-between and on an edge. ―Procession‖ radiates and 

extends outward like ―the party‖ radiates and extends outward to become that procession: 

the proverbial meaning (orderly single file) is conditioned by its theoretical meaning 

(prolonged liminal state) to the point where the procession cannot be said to cut through 

the chaos of the day, despite the narrator‘s insistence; rather, it is the direct agent and 

product of chaos, translation, and openness, and not of authority. What the lawyer fails to 

register is the contagiousness of his being on the move, such that the reader is on the 

move with him, moving metonymically from the rambunctiousness of his carriage life to 

                                                   

38 This surrogacy is unstable, though. Directly after Bartleby‘s transit, Melville‘s narrator remarks, ―The 

same day I received the note [about Bartleby‘s removal], I went to the Tombs, or, to speak more properly, 

to the Halls of Justice‖ (31). That there are two names for the one location reveals a palimpsest of 

narratives: if the Tombs, then x, and if the Halls of Justice, then y. The destination of this procession, then, 

simultaneously exists on and off its itinerary. The narrator chooses to activate this second name so as to be 

clear about the reasonableness of the ushering. As Louis Marin writes about itinerary, ―the places rejected 

or avoided by the itinerary proffer a sort of counterdiscourse, a negative discourse, even a denied or 

repressed discourse, that constitutes the background for the chosen itinerary and on the basis of which this 

itinerary takes on supplementary meaning‖ (42).  
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his surprise at Bartleby‘s removal to his fantasy of surrogate ushering. In ―procession‖ 

itself, both cut and chaos are evoked simultaneously, so that neither meaning is the 

original. The Tocquevillian model of collectivity cannot process these ambiguous 

assemblies, which in their rhetorical deployment and symbolic efficacy elude the purely 

positive valence of literal shoulder-to-shoulder assembly.  

What is at stake in figurative and ambiguous assembly, then, is the possibility of 

new communities. Starting with Benedict Anderson‘s image of citizens reading the 

newspaper simultaneously,
39

 the desire to imagine communities across the great distance 

of the continent
40

 has led to such readings as Peter Coviello‘s early republican ―affect-

nation‖ (455), which can furnish ―an odd civic intimacy . . . between the dispersed 

citizens of the republic, and thereby invest them with a kind of present-tense unity and 

deeply felt coherence‖ (443), and Michael Warner‘s virtual organizations called publics 

or when the going gets rough counterpublics:  

Publics, … lacking any institutional being, commence with the moment of 

attention, must continually predicate renewed attention, and cease to exist when 

attention is no longer predicated. They are virtual entities, not voluntary 

associations. Because their threshold of belonging is an active uptake, however, 

                                                   

39 Print-capitalism, according to Anderson, not only generates fantasies of national perpetuity (a language 

or culture preserved instead of dying out), but also creates assured domains of national group activity: ―The 

obsolescence of the newspaper on the morrow of its printing . . . creates this extraordinary mass ceremony: 

the almost precisely simultaneous consumption (‗imagining‘) of the newspaper-as-fiction‖ (35). This new 

community of reader-consumers is temporally affiliated by neo-rituals in ―homogenous empty time‖ (33), 

and outmodes older communities temporally knit together by the Biblical concept of type and anti-type, or 

promise and fulfillment.  

40 In Common Sense (1776), Thomas Paine is adamant about seizing ―the present time‖ (40) for revolution 

because ―as the colony increases, the public concerns will increase likewise, and the distance at which the 

members may be separated, will render it too inconvenient for all of them to meet on every occasion as at 

first, when their number was small, their habitations near, and the public concerns few and trifling‖ (4).  
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they can be understood within the conceptual framework of civil society—that is, 

as having a free, voluntary, and active membership. (61) 

This is Warner out-Tocquevilling Tocqueville by extending his respect for assembly 

across a virtual realm. Simply by ―being addressed in discourse‖ (51) and by maintaining 

attention can pockets of dispersed persons amalgamate. In terms of my methodology, 

then, reading processions is less about uniting the dispersed than about spreading out the 

ossified compactness of persons—that is, to pluralize and invigilate urban, cultural, 

national, and spiritual expansions (to name a few). Paying attention to the unmotivated 

and accidental configurations adjacent to the motivated and purposeful will renovate the 

textures, and subsequently the ontology, of collectivity. As Nina Möntmann notes in her 

introduction to a special issue of Public, ―The distinctive quality of new communities is a 

processual openness based on temporarily shared interests, or simply on a fortuitous 

moment of being there at the same time. This replaces unitary and essentialist models of 

community based on presence, identification, and immanence, calling into question 

national, religious, and cultural contexts. It is neither locally nor culturally bound‖ (16). 

How apt that she should use ―processual openness‖: Möntmann‘s twenty-first century 

proposals align with Kavoulaki‘s contemporary distillation of ancient processionary 

movement.
41

 What better way to describe the spontaneous group formation in ―Bartleby‖ 

                                                   

41 What Möntmann is attempting to resist is membership predicated on ―the sharing of specific qualities‖ 

and ―positing essentialist identity factors as central in constituting a sense of belonging‖ (11). This is 

remarkably similar (in this journal called Public) to the questioning of membership involved in Michael 

Warner‘s publics:  

What determines whether one belongs to a public or not? Space and physical presence do not 

make much difference; a public is understood to be different from a crowd, an audience, or any 

other group that requires co-presence. Personal identity does not in itself make one part of a 

public. Publics differ from nations, races, professions, or any other groups that, though not 

requiring co-presence, saturate identity. Belonging to a public seems to require at least minimal 

participation, even if it is patient or notional, rather than a permanent state of being. Merely paying 

attention can be enough to make you a member. (53) 
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than as a ―fortuitous moment of being there at the same time‖? At least, this is what the 

lawyer would have us believe. Though not styled as a crowd or mob, his ―procession‖ is 

nonetheless an advantageous pejorative term for the corralling and disciplining of unreal 

persons.
42

 The narrator‘s self is troped as a result of his vagrancy; solitude is that which 

simulates social organization and action. But this fortuitousness fails to consider the 

violence that the procession performs on Bartleby, agoraphobe and eccentric—

―openness‖ is an offense here.
43

 Openness: destroyer of waysides.  

Following Möntmann, and with ―Bartleby‘s‖ complications in mind, such 

spontaneous renovations of community may only be able to take us so far. In his work on 

repertoires, Charles Tilly admits that the impact of the many ―minor innovations‖ in 

performance is difficult to determine: ―Most of those innovations disappear as the event 

ends. But some stick. As a result, some performances disappear, others come into being, 

and most others modify incrementally‖ (12). This, I think, befits literary analysis: unlike 

the sociologist‘s aggregation of data, my close reading of partial and focalized accounts 

of public performance, though not statistics from actual processions, can capture these 

fleeting improvisations and performances while at the same time sharing in Tilly‘s 

limited vocabulary of verbs and adjectives. Just as repertoires are finite, so is the 

language of processions predictable and manageable: slow, solemn, funeral, torchlight, 

monstrous, endless, grand, great.
44

 The thematic significations of the literary procession 

                                                   

42 In ―Bartleby, or The Formula,‖ Gilles Deleuze reads ―Bartleby‖ for precisely its articulation of ―a new 

community‖—―the great community of celibates‖ (88).  

43 William V. Spanos sees ―Bartleby‖ as the story of the narrator‘s self-declared ―benevolent tolerance‖ and 

how he ―accommodates the eccentricities of his employees to his stable center, and by doing so renders 

them productive‖ (147). This is the work of ideology, and Bartleby presents a direct challenge to heed the 

call of ideological interpellation. Spanos‘ use of Althusser matches up with Greiman‘s understanding of 

spectacle as that which subsumes satellites and waysides to its center, or as Spanos puts it, ―inscribes his 

center in its others‖ (155). 

44 Even striking variations such as Stephen Crane‘s description of the Junior Order of United American 

Mechanics—―It probably was the most awkward, ungainly, uncut and uncarved procession that ever raised 
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are also synthesizable: participation in group activity; spatial or temporal unfolding or 

process; the mind at work or the train of associations; sublime or universal revelation; 

individual or group vanity; discipline, order, or organization; liminality or openness; and 

commonality or exclusion.  

With respect to the noun, I turn to Rebecca Solnit‘s direct and fine distinction 

between parade and procession. In Wanderlust, her generous meditation on walking, she 

describes a Day of the Dead celebration, replete with altars and skulls, in San Francisco: 

―Unlike bigger parades, this one was made up almost entirely of participants, with only a 

few onlookers from the windows of their homes. Perhaps it is better described as a 

procession, for a procession is a participants‘ journey, while a parade is a performance 

with an audience‖ (215).
45

 Solnit lights on participation, and participation for the sake of 

group participation, it seems, as the procession‘s point of separation from the parade. 

Participation and journey: Solnit is clear to configure the procession as headed 

somewhere, to a literal or figurative terminal point (to a landmark like city hall or to a 

civic right like suffrage, respectively), and to participate in the procession is to literally 

and not figuratively stand and walk as body and feet to an end for an end as an end.
46

 The 

                                                                                                                                                       

clouds of dust on sun-beaten streets‖ (―Parades‖ 463)—are represented negatively (―un-―) against the 

unspoken stock procession.  

45 The OED discriminates even further down, but their confluence is found deeper too (on third levels). For 

parade, ―Show, display, ostentation; an instance of this. to make (a) parade of : to display ostentatiously‖ 

(def. 1), ―The assembling or mustering of troops for inspection or display, esp. at set hours‖ (def. 2a), and 

―A public march or procession, esp. one celebrating a special day or event‖ (def. 3a). For procession, ―The 

action of a body of people going or marching along in orderly succession in a formal or ceremonial way, 

esp. as part of a ceremony, festive occasion, or demonstration‖ (def. 1a), ―Chiefly Theol. The action of 

proceeding, issuing, or coming forth from a source; emanation; esp. of the Holy Spirit‖ (def. 2), ―A number 

of people, vehicles, etc., moving along in orderly succession in a formal or ceremonial way; a parade‖ (def. 

3a), ―In extended use: a regular series, sequence, row, or succession of things‖ (def. 3b). 

46 The bodily toll and risk of demonstrating, marching, or processing is sometimes the only immediate or 

even measurable gain of demonstration. Matthias Reiss has noted that sometimes the main aim of a protest 
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procession to the Tombs near the end of ―Bartleby,‖ then, at least initially seems to meet 

Solnit‘s criterion. However, when placed in the context of the narrator‘s permeable 

sympathies, the procession‘s virtual use overshadows any recognition of bodies or feet.  

Literary processions largely fall into four categories, and, like the four master 

tropes pointed out by Kenneth Burke, they ―shade into one another‖ (503):  

1) Indexical: an historical, grounded procession of persons, whether festive or 

funeral, is pointed to or remarked upon. The referent of Rush‘s letter is the 

Ratification Procession, but his acclaim challenges its self-sufficiency.  

2) Analogical: part indexical and part figurative, that is, colloquial. Some collective 

movement, to a spectator, resembles what is thought of as processionary 

movement, or that such movement is suitably or beneficially apprehended by this 

designation. The procession of the lawyer‘s mind in ―Bartleby‖ is one such 

colloquial fantasy.  

3) Allegorical: cosmic, genealogical, or American long lines, but also the metonymic 

movement of thought or imagination. The procession in Longfellow‘s ―The 

Bridge‖ originates in this category. 

4) Syntactical: the textual parody of a procession‘s movement, which thereby aligns 

the reader‘s act of reading with his or her participation in a temporary indexical 

procession. The syntactical procession reveals what Michael Fried calls ―the 

foregrounding and the absorption, the appearance and the disappearance, of a 

crucial feature of the text‘s reality as writing: that is [sic] consists of individual 

letters grouped in sequences that form words‖ (130). This enactment is latent in 

categories one, two, and three. The allegorical procession in ―The Bridge‖ 

continues as a syntactical procession.  

Chapters three, four, and five explore the interaction of these processionary types in 

Hawthorne and in Whitman, and as a foil to Martin Delany, respectively, as well as 

exploring these writers‘ minor innovations in thinking about the ways in which people 

should assemble in public and with felicity.
47

 I situate taxonomical similarities and 

                                                                                                                                                       

march is ―not to achieve a specific political goal, but to generate publicity, to intimidate, and to strengthen 

the group‘s internal cohesion‖ (20). 

47 In his recent book Constituent Moments (2010), Jason Frank is out to find those moments of ―felicity‖ 

when ―the underauthorized … seize the mantle of authorization, changing the inherited rules of 
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novelties among these writers both within the corpus of a single author and across 

multiple genres, such as Hawthorne‘s romantic sketch, Whitman‘s long-line proposals 

and elegies, and Delany‘s Masonic gothicism.
48

 Chapter three theorizes Hawthorne‘s 

gentle public sphere, where the disturbing immediacy of processions, parades, or mobs is 

quelled by being drawn out over time. Chapter four examines Whitman‘s hand-in-hand 

processions, which by being assembled from the microscopic unit of touch can resist a 

totalizing regime of national fantasy. Chapter five reads the underhanded congress of 

slaves in Martin Delany‘s novel Blake; or, The Huts of America (1859, 1861-62) as a 

spiritual counterpart to Emily Dickinson‘s ambivalent endorsement of gaudy processional 

events, her coronations and crucifixions.  

 

3. Thoreau, Emerson, and Chopin: Optics of the Wayside 

At what could be considered the climax of his extensive project of simplicity 

Walden (1854), Henry David Thoreau rejects the procession: 

                                                                                                                                                       

authorization in the process‖ (8). Such seizures ―question the existence of … a unitary background context 

wholly separate from the utterances and claims that help constitute it. In their enacted felicity, constituent 

claims effectively change the conditions and contexts through which they are heard and recognized as 

claims‖ (8, original emphasis). Mobilized public assembly is but one expression of seizure and context 

change. What Michael Warner calls the ―autotelic‖ discourse of publics (50) is another means of making 

sure that claim-making is not ―wholly separate‖ from context. I have briefly returned to the subject of 

claim-making because, even though I am redirecting attention away from contentious claim-making, there 

still is the authorial claim behind the unclaiming claimed procession to consider.  

48 Genre and subgenre are key nineteenth-century vehicles, as Hsuan L. Hsu has shown, because they 

―represented and reproduced emotional investments in a range of scales‖ (7):  

diaries, letters, and lyric poetry were grounded in individual voices; the discourse of domesticity 

emphasized the moral education which only a well-ordered home could provide; detective fictions 

policed the variegated surfaces of urban life; regionalist writings by immigrants, slaves, and their 

descendants often explored international or diasporic ties; transcendentalists and travel writers 

meditated upon cosmopolitan themes. To the extent that these forms were spatially scaled, their 

readers cannot help performing the work of cultural geography… (7) 
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I delight to come to my bearings,—not walk in procession with pomp and parade, 

in a conspicuous place, but to walk even with the Builder of the universe, if I 

may,—not to live in this restless, nervous, bustling, trivial Nineteenth Century, 

but stand or sit thoughtfully while it goes by. What are men celebrating? They are 

all on a committee of arrangements, and hourly expect a speech from somebody. 

God is only the president of the day, and Webster is his orator. I love to weigh, to 

settle, to gravitate toward that which most strongly and rightfully attracts me;—

not hang by the beam of the scale and try to weigh less,—not suppose a case, but 

take the case that is; to travel the only path I can, and that on which no power can 

resist me. (221-222) 

Thoreau wants to carve out a space for contemplation. What looks like a rejection of or a 

refusal to join the procession is more accurately a belief in proper, not conspicuous, 

places. The act of ―walk[ing] even‖ needs to be reclaimed from the frivolity of ―pomp 

and parade‖; moreover, to the side of the procession is where ―the Builder of the 

universe‖ walks. Thoreau makes the whirr of ―this restless, nervous, bustling, trivial 

Nineteenth Century‖ a kind of single-file march of people who do not take the ―bearings‖ 

of one another or their surroundings. Thoreau‘s self-removal from the ―confused 

tintinnabulum from without‖ (221)—being slotted into procession from without—is the 

whole enterprise of Walden: the installation of a safe distance between commotion and 

serenity, commodity and simplicity, which, as Paul Giles points out, is still quite near to 

all of that: ―The matrix of capitalism does not undermine Thoreau‘s pastoral invective, 

but it forms its outer limit‖ (Giles 14). Sidestepping the procession might fail to wholly 

evacuate Thoreau from the pageantry of which the procession could be said to be but a 

piece, but this stronghold of conscious nearness allows him to rest his eyes. In the 

wayside, he can favor that ―which most strongly and rightfully attracts‖ him, instead of 

being coerced into affirming the default attractive force of ―pomp and parade.‖  

 Rei Terada in her work Looking Away (2009) extols those objects in our field of 

vision ―too slight to present a demand‖ (18), which are described in the language of 
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transience, ―mereness, lightness, radiance, and hypothesis‖ (16). These off to the side 

objects ―come to be loved because only they seem capable of noncoercive relation‖ (4). 

The act of looking away permits one to ―release oneself from hyperboles of affirmation‖ 

(33), which facts and givens, ―what Kants calls the world ‗as is,‘‖ coercively demands 

from us at every turn (4). For Thoreau to resist the ―restless, nervous, bustling, trivial 

Nineteenth Century,‖ embodied in spectacular terms as a procession, is to resist a kind of 

pervasive and invasive reality of others. The conspicuousness of reality asks too much of 

the perceiver. Hence, Terada calls this phenomenophilic impulse and selfish delight 

―asocial‖ (23). Thoreau turns at the same time as the trope of tropes is invoked, and yet 

because motion, encompassment, and self-promotion are implied in the term procession, 

this demanding structure ekes out. In other words, as he turns, the procession‘s qualities 

turn from him, often articulated in Thoreau‘s negation: ―not hang by the beam of the 

scale and try to weigh less,—not suppose a case, but take the case that is.‖ Looking away 

or turning from therefore cannot take delight in the peripheral from the periphery; one 

needs a vantage point from which to see the peripheral, and that vantage point risks a 

hegemonic re-centering.  

I go back to Emerson to understand Thoreau‘s lack of identification with the 

procession‘s flow, and to get a sense of the hierarchies at the back of proper, poetic 

seeing.
49

 Emerson‘s philosophy, espoused here for my purposes in Nature (1836) and 

―The Poet‖ (1844), precludes any exclusion from natural processes if and only if one has 

the purchase of the vision of a poet. As he claims in ―The Poet,‖  

the poet turns the world to glass, and shows us all things in their right series and 

procession. For, through that better perception, he stands one step nearer to things, 

and sees the flowing or metamorphosis; perceives that thought is multiform; that 

within the form of every creature is a force impelling it to ascend into a higher 

                                                   

49 Visit chapter two of Hawthorne’s Shyness (2005) by Clark Davis, pp. 49-50, for a metonymic analysis of 

Emerson‘s ―aversion‖ and Thoreau‘s ―neighboring‖ (both are Stanley Cavell‘s terms).  
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form; and, following with his eyes the life, uses the forms which express that life, 

and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature. (456) 

This oddly-matched combination of ―right series‖ and ―metamorphosis‖ is a fundamental 

paradox in Emerson‘s thought. The former appears to be predicated on the absolute 

discovery of a settled matter: the proper place and proper order of things. The latter, 

however, rhapsodizes about process and tendency, flow and ascent (―a force impelling 

it‖).
50

 It is worthwhile to note that ―procession‖ evolves into a sister-word ―perception,‖ 

which corresponds to the shift from procession to process, from imagining the vantage 

point from which you apprehend the parts in relation to the whole (―in their right series 

and procession‖), to the in-the-thick perception of the ―multiform‖ parts, which offends 

the whole only to replant it as a tropism inside ―the form of every creature.‖  

It is curious, too, that Emerson speaks about stepping after he speaks about the 

procession, as if the boon of being ―one step nearer to things‖ visualizes the step away 

from ―their right series and order‖; to be nearer is to apprehend but turn away from 

procession. It is rejection of a lighter sort, but the procession is too deeply necessary to 

give up. ―In their right series and procession‖ in ―The Poet,‖ I think, recalls an earlier 

passage in Nature, from the chapter called ―Idealism‖: ―God never jests with us, and will 

not compromise the end of nature, by permitting any inconsequence in its procession. 

Any distrust of the permanence of laws, would paralyze the faculties of man‖ (32). He 

invents this free-of-inconsequence divine procession directly after he wonders whether, 

and shelves the proposal that, nature ―is only in the apocalypse of the mind‖ (32). No 

matter its origin, ―without‖ or ―in,‖ there are no accidents within or alienation from 

nature‘s procession. The relationship between human and nature is spatially and 

temporally isometric ―all the way up and all the way down,‖ to use Dimock‘s words 

(―Introduction‖ 4).  

                                                   

50 Motion is often said to course through and kick at many of Emerson‘s seemingly totemic figureheads. 

For Howard Horwitz, the concept of self-reliance is really ―a re-lying—a relocation, a transportation and 

reformation of self‖ (13). It is blatantly ―not stasis and completeness but motion—agency‖ (13). 
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Yet, if two circles sit exactly on top of one another, you might only see one circle, 

or as Emerson observes in ―Circles‖ (1841), ―The field cannot be well seen from within 

the field‖ (409); not surprisingly, then, the poet sees both two and one (cf. ―The Bridge‖). 

In ―The Transcendentalist‖ (1842), Emerson elaborates on the invisibility of the overlap:  

His thought,—that is the Universe. His experience inclines him to behold the 

procession of facts you call the world, as flowing perpetually outward from an 

invisible, unsounded centre in himself, centre alike of him and of them, and 

necessitating him to regard all things as having a subjective or relative existence, 

relative to that aforesaid Unknown Centre of him. (155) 

Emerson uses ―procession‖ to imply an outward flowing or unfolding in ―Circles,‖ 

―Love,‖ and ―Intellect.‖ He writes in ―Circles‖ that ―[t]he life of man is a self-evolving 

circle, which, from a ring imperceptibly small, rushes on all sides outwards to new and 

larger circles, and that without end‖ (404); Barbara Packer suggests that Emerson‘s circle 

is an ―emblem both of perfection and limitation‖ (388). Hence, this ―same law of eternal 

procession‖ (410) authorizes transgression as one‘s chronological accretion of 

experiences necessarily leaves behind other circles, and even that primal center, both 

quenched and unquenched.  

Acquiescence to progression and procession, for the Emerson of poetry and not 

prose, has much to do with what James Guthrie describes as ―his response to the 

literalized passage of time, or else linear time personified‖ (114). Speaking of the poems 

―Day‖ and ―Experience,‖ Guthrie argues that the processions of these poems operate 

according to a numinous program of offering and reciprocity: ―In observance of some 

incomprehensible ritual or unknown solemn occasion, these various godlike avatars of 

time step majestically past the limited perspective of Emerson‘s observing consciousness, 

and as they do, he feels for them an oblique and puzzling kinship‖ (93). Guthrie qualifies 

the lack of alienation that is sometimes apparent in the transcendentalist‘s philosophy by 

placing Emerson‘s speakers at the mercy of—and still quite ―near‖—natural processions. 

Guthrie wants readers to appreciate Emerson at the wayside, rooted within his ―limited 
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perspective,‖ and understand the ever-renewing duty of ―using time efficiently or 

effectively‖ (114).
51

  

The wayside of the procession is associated with the procession by adjacency or 

touch—it is literally beside the procession. If the procession operates as a trope-on-the-

move, then the wayside redoubles its metonymic ambulation by being next to this vehicle 

of neighborhoods. Let us consider an example, later than Thoreau, of how the trope gets 

turned, that is, how the procession can move. Kate Chopin inflects and makes 

advantageous the dialectic between stability and metonymy in ―A Reflection‖ (1899), an 

unpublished sketch written with a tone of understated humor,
52

 in which Chopin uses the 

metaphor of procession, on a naïve level, to allegorize the historical exclusion of women, 

or, according to Nancy A. Walker, to dramatize ―the toll that critical rejection [of her 

novella The Awakening] had taken on her emotional state‖ (130). It begins:   

Some people are born with a vital and responsive energy. It not only enables them 

to keep abreast of the times; it qualifies them to furnish in their own personality a 

good bit of the motive power to the mad pace. They are fortunate beings. They do 

not need to apprehend the significance of things. They do not grow weary nor 

miss step, nor do they fall out of rank and sink by the wayside to be left 

contemplating the moving procession. (959)  

                                                   

51 Thomas M. Allen in A Republic in Time takes up the issue of time and use by drawing on Wai Chee 

Dimock: ―Emerson perceived deep time as entropic and antihumanist‖ (15), he argues, which means that 

his ―individualism often seems paradoxically contemptuous of individuals‖ (210). Therefore, the ―role of 

the thinker, artist, creator, then, is to provide us with an ability to face the inhuman enormity of the world 

without perishing‖ (214), and this ability is a kind of re-inspired ―belief in natural language‖ (213)—that is, 

figurative language. Allen cites the ―transparent fluid membrane through which the living form is seen‖ 

from ―Compensation‖ and ―We are encamped in nature, not domesticated‖ from the 1844 essay ―Nature‖ 

as two of Emerson‘s most apt metaphoric gifts (qtd. in Allen 215). 

52 Heather Kirk Thomas claims that ―the overall tone of ‗A Reflection‘ is the dawning of loneliness, 

yielding to exhaustion, and finally caustic resignation‖ (48).  
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The qualified vagueness of ―some people‖ ensures that her attack is not confined or 

reduced to a dualism of gender. More salient is her allusion to Emerson‘s ―The Poet‖ 

with her equally imprecise ―things‖: she writes, ―They [fortunate beings] do not need to 

apprehend the significance of things‖ instead of ―he stands one step nearer to things.‖ 

Both Thoreau and Chopin rewrite Emerson‘s presumed overlap: while in Emerson, there 

is no outside, only untrained seeing and a vacillation in seeing itself (between nearness 

and being one step closer), for Thoreau there is bombastic rejection and for Chopin there 

is the forced ejection to a symbolic side realm. I quote the rest of the piece in full:  

Ah! that moving procession that has left me by the road-side! Its fantastic 

colors are more brilliant and beautiful than the sun on the undulating waters. What 

matter if souls and bodies are failing beneath the feet of the ever-pressing 

multitude! It moves with the majestic rhythm of the spheres. Its discordant clashes 

sweep upward in one harmonious tone that blends with the music of other 

worlds—to complete God‘s orchestra.  

It is greater than the stars—that moving procession of human energy; greater 

than the palpitating earth and the things growing thereon. Oh! I could weep at 

being left by the wayside; left with the grass and the clouds and a few dumb 

animals. True, I feel at home in the society of these symbols of life‘s 

immutability. In the procession I should feel the crushing feet, the clashing 

discords, the ruthless hands and stifling breath. I could not hear the rhythm of the 

march.  

Salve! ye dumb hearts. Let us be still and wait by the roadside. (959) 

This ―reflection‖ of Chopin‘s is an argument about participation in ―the times‖ whereby, 

contradictorily, the narrator‘s exclusion is a form of delayed participation—participation 

emptied of the grit of participating. Recalling Thoreau‘s deliberate side-step of the 

zeitgeist procession, Chopin‘s persona is forced to watch the procession in the company 

of ―the grass and the clouds and a few dumb animals.‖ Although Nancy A. Walker notes, 

―If indeed Chopin is referring in this piece to her literary career, she at least had the 
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consolation of being more perceptive than the common herd, more attuned to life‘s 

truths‖ (131), Heather Kirk Thomas calls this ―consolation‖ the ―rationaliz[ation]‖ of her 

―ironic outlook‖ (48). For Thomas, ―A Reflection‖ is ―decidedly not a work of fiction‖: 

―Chopin describes her situation as a woman nearly fifty years old, and most likely having 

suffered a recent lengthy convalescence…‖ (48). Rather than suggest a parallel with the 

real Chopin, I see that the ending quite critically redefines inclusion/exclusion across 

three dimensions: mutable/immutable, discord/rhythm, and finally human/animal. Her 

feeling ―at home‖ by the wayside almost reissues the clichés of domesticity, but by 

excising violence from the home (―the crushing feet, the clashing discords, the ruthless 

hands and stifling breath‖), Chopin‘s persona becomes a shepherd and note-taker of the 

procession. Her act of ―reflection,‖ then, is neither retrospective nor a self-reflexive 

apprehension of a mirror‘s mimesis, but her surveillance of a mobile normativity from the 

perspective of ―dumb‖ contemplation.
53

 

                                                   

53 In another turning of the trope, procession and wayside are relative economic positions in Gilded Age 

literature. In Henry Blake Fuller‘s Chicago novel With the Procession (1895), Marshall daughter Jane 

―exploded again‖ at the thought of her family‘s devaluation: ―…I‘m simply tired of being a nothing and a 

nobody in a family of nothings and nobodies. That‘s what it comes to. I‘m tired of being a bump on a log. 

I‘m tired of sitting on the fence and seeing the procession go by. Why can‘t we go by? Why can‘t we know 

people? Why can‘t we make ourselves felt? Other folks do‖ (29). Jane‘s family currently exists in 

opposition to the imperious Mrs. Bates, who dispenses what cannot help but seem like tautological wisdom 

to the already-in-love-with-the-procession Jane: ―We have fought the fight—a fair field and no favor—and 

we have come out ahead. And we shall stay there, too; keep up with the procession is my motto, and head it 

if you can. I do head it, and I feel that I‘m where I belong. When I can‘t foot it with the rest, let me drop by 

the wayside and the crows have me. But they‘ll never get me—never!‖ (58). Whether up with the Joneses 

or with the procession, this idiomatic expression betrays what Mark Harris in his introduction to Fuller‘s 

reissued novel calls ―conspicuous anxiety‖ (vi), as if the ―conspicuous place‖ in Thoreau‘s estimation is too 

volatile to remain in place. One‘s glances are always lateral, moving from side to side in rivalry, from 

center to wayside in fear. That the wayside is home to non-human beings certainly aligns this with Chopin, 

but Fuller‘s crows are decidedly not Chopin‘s ―dumb animals.‖ Harris affirms that Fuller‘s novel is still 



 

48 

 

 Consonant with Terada‘s phenomenophilia as a theory of the wayside is 

Sedgwick‘s periperformative, which uses geographical terminology to complicate the 

assumption that explicit, personal performative language is dependably and tautologically 

self-referential. The performative unravels next to those verbs which indirectly require a 

third party to authenticate the utterance of a speaker (she uses the example ―I dare you‖). 

Sedgwick writes that ―the periperformative is lodged in a metaphorics of space. 

Periperformative utterances aren‘t just about performative utterances in a referential 

sense: they cluster around them, they are near them or next to them or crowding against 

them; they are in the neighbourhood of the performative‖ (68). In other words, they are 

metonymic and contiguous ―clusters, outcrops, geological amalgams‖ (75). In 

Longfellow‘s prologue the wayside is precisely this clustering, this creation of portable 

neighborhoods; in Chopin‘s ―A Reflection‖ the wayside‘s third-party periperformative 

privilege of authentication disperses or extends from Chopin‘s ―me‖ to her newfound 

                                                                                                                                                       

relevant today because ―we too celebrate this Procession; this march, as Fuller also calls it; this caravan, he 

says—the very word of Henry Adams in the very connection‖ (v). 

That the procession is an emblem for the militant march of progress or history will be relevant to 

my discussion of Whitman in my fourth chapter, but for now it will be enough to remark that Frederick 

Turner Jackson‘s frontier thesis hits a novelistic and racialized apotheosis in Frank Norris‘ novel The 

Octopus: A Story of California (1901). For Alfred Kazin, Norris was ―the poet of the bonanza, teeming 

with confidence, reckless in the face of that almost cosmological security that was California to him‖ (99). 

In the novel, the procession is once again invoked in a climactic statement, Cedarquist to the poet Presley, 

though this time it is fastened to Fuller‘s competitive ―keeping up‖: ―We‘ll carry our wheat into Asia yet. 

The Anglo-Saxon started from there at the beginning of everything and it‘s manifest destiny that he must 

circle the globe and fetch up where he began his march. You are up with procession, Pres, going to India 

this way in a wheat ship that flies American colors…‖ (1094). An anecdote related by Hine and Faragher 

reformulates the expression one step further: Henry P. Huntington, ―Southern California‘s single largest 

landowner and majordomo of the interurban rail system known as the Pacific Electric‖ (415-16), 

extensively linked his undeveloped land to new railway lines, and is reported to have boasted, ―Railway 

lines have to keep ahead of the procession‖ (416)—not with it or up with it, but before it to ―anticipate‖ it 

(416).   
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―us.‖ Though a heavy presence at the head of the piece, the processionary ―they‖ which 

abandons the speaker and keeps on moving is mirrored at the tail of the piece in this 

community of subalterns. What is apprehended by a speaker in solitude is troped: a 

frenzied community deposits the sediment of the self, and then that sediment recovers a 

new community of sedimented selves. The explicit, tautological reality of the procession 

is turned away from, as in Walden, and in doing so the dichotomies of self/other and 

periphery/center become temporal associations: Chopin‘s separation releases her from the 

―present-tense unity‖ of Coviello‘s ―affect-nation,‖ and accordingly her prose shifts from 

a present-past tense (―has left me‖) to a new, performative present tense (―Let us be still 

and wait‖). If in ―The Bridge,‖ Longfellow tropes the self, then in ―A Reflection,‖ 

Chopin lets us into the aftermath of the troped self, where the self is a husk, and the 

procession is a force unanchored.  

The aesthetic and structural attributes of ―pomp‖ and ―even-walking,‖ 

respectively, crop up when the procession is invoked by both Thoreau and Chopin, even 

though their wayside contemplations disclose separate philosophical and political stances. 

What they have in common is their privileging and interrogation of optics: 

phenomenologically seeing from inside or outside of a privileged collectivity; imagining 

or repressing the individual‘s relationship to a temporal or spatial collectivity; and 

rationalizing failure or situating the self into the framework of a great plan, whether 

providential or capitalist. In short, the affinities and anxieties produced by processions are 

something other than those produced by crowds. For Nicolaus Mills, attention to the 

literary representation of crowds lets us detect the contours of four contested political 

arenas: ―the dimensions of society‖ (5), ―sources of power‖ (6), ―who the people are‖ (6), 

and ―the clarity of the inarticulate‖ (7). Under this rubric, Mills looks at how the 

potentials and dangers of crowd-work are articulated by Jefferson, Melville, and Howells, 

among others. Similarly, in John Plotz‘s study of late Romantic literature‘s uneasy 

inventory of crowd phenomena, nineteenth-century European crowds embody the 

―definitional struggle‖ (11) over ―what would come to count as public conversation at 
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all‖ (10). Plotz pays attention to crowds, then, because they challenge regimes of 

exclusionary and decorous citizenship.
54

  

To be concerned about individual subjectivity and accountability, group conduct 

and style, one must also be concerned about the vector of processions. For Hawthorne, 

Whitman, Delany, and Dickinson, these concerns are coextensive. However, with 

processions, what is central is a speaker‘s relationship to imagined, ultimate collectivities 

or tangibly metaphorical groupings—grouped with or without one‘s consent. The 

anxieties processions produce are therefore unique: instead of the danger of mob-like 

contagiousness, there is the danger of being locked into an overbearing schema of 

reasonable or desirable equality; instead of risking what Mary Esteve calls ―the hypnotic 

limit of consciousness‖ in a crowd (6), there is the entitlement or folly of individual 

metamorphosis or election in a procession; and instead of a diffusion of responsibility in 

                                                   

54 In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962, trans. 1989), Habermas details an evolution 

in the definitions and modes of publicness: where publicness in the High Middle Ages was a ―status 

attribute‖ (7) that was ―inseparable from the [manorial] lord‘s concrete existence‖ (8), publicness was 

altered by, in Alastair Hannay‘s terms, the ―room for manoeuvre‖ (34) that opened in the transition ―from 

political absolutism to a bourgeois society‖ (35) in the eighteenth century. As Hannay summarizes, ―What 

had been private and became public were areas of learning and expertise, and also, be it noted, of authority. 

Once made open, authority too could be questioned and discussed by those qualified to do so, not now by 

position but by critical ability‖ (35), and ―the activity of the state can in principle be monitored and 

directed‖ (38). Habermas argues that despite this sphere‘s educated members, their dialogue about what is 

shared imagined literate universal membership. Scholars are still debating whether or not the public sphere 

is anything more than elite fantasia. Plotz‘s literary crowds register and promulgate the ―slippage between 

Habermas‘ ideal and the actual shape of the public sphere‖ (10). Contrary to the rational-critical discourse 

that opens and irrigates Habermas‘ theoretical sphere, the public sphere for Plotz is ―defined by 

acknowledged interaction between radically different sorts of claims‖ (11) made by both bodies and 

authors. 
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a crowd, there is the pressure of one’s arbitrary affinity to neighboring others.
55

 

Longfellow, Melville, and Chopin, respectively, demonstrate these anxieties.  

 

4. Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd”: From Orchestration to Participation 

In the critical literature on literal corteges, marches, parades, and processions, 

spectatorship disturbs the oppositions between inside and outside, inclusion and 

exclusion, recognizable and unrecognized. How much one has seen is thus a more 

pertinent question than what one sees. Since the procession is a mobile event, one has 

probably seen only a select bit. Mona Ozouf claims that a procession ―is an art of time as 

well as of area; it contradicts simultaneity…It obliges the spectator to choose his 

observation point and thus to limit his vision‖ (qtd. in Marin 51).
56

 Thus, for Marin, there 

is no ―single privileged point of view‖ from which one can follow the procession 

―throughout its entire trajectory‖ (51). The procession is, instead, ―an actant of 

narrativity‖ (47), creating prompts for the equally actant spectator. Similarly, Edward 

Muir‘s early modern processionary events, while ostensibly one-sided, dissymmetrical, 

from the monarch down, nevertheless house ―interlocking material species‖ of sight 

(144), such that ―the space around a procession must have been densely packed with 

powerful emanations‖ (141). Muir concludes that ―processions represent the ultimate 

failure of iconography to control meaning‖ (148). The scholar and poet of Emerson‘s 

                                                   

55 These anxieties resonate with Sharon Cameron‘s The Corporeal Self (1991), her study of the violent 

allegorization of bodies in the nineteenth century. Cameron claims that what is troublingly American about 

the ―aggrandized or anatomized‖ (10) bodies in Hawthorne and Melville is that ―the identity of the self and 

the identity that lies outside the self (with the ‗outside‘ world often conceived as having its own body) are 

both connected and confused‖ (2). As my four types of processions make clear, ―the problem of what is 

literal, and what allegorical‖ (Cameron Corporeal 12) is very much related to the rhetorical and analogical 

tactics of a narrator or speaker who wants to persuade a reader of coordination, discipline, occasion, plan, 

process, progress, synchronicity, or universalism.  

56 Ozouf uses ―cortege‖ here, but the family resemblance between these forms is what is important. 
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―optative mood,‖ then, to use F. O. Matthiessen‘s term, only wishfully seeks to tame the 

―species‖ and to ―control meaning.‖
57

 

As a corollary concern of seeing from within or outside of procession, what could 

it mean, aesthetically, to see processionistically? Why would we search for its life-giving 

order, and can we always latch onto it? The fourth type of procession that I identified 

earlier, syntactical or textual, aims to prolong the whole unit of the procession by 

concentrating on the blip of individual parts.
58

 Since the procession is no longer 

conceived of as a discrete entity—not a snaking thing to be seen from a vantage point—a 

participant‘s in-the-midst processing becomes a new form of seeing and experiencing. 

What begins as a way of training us to see ends up as a form of behavioral training: as 

Athena Kavoulaki writes, ―To move in procession means…to perform, that is to 

differentiate behaviour in front of the eyes of a beholder, be that the self, an invisible 

supernatural entity, or a human collectivity‖ (294). The inextricability of beholding and 

behaving is foregrounded when the tropological structure of processions is extrapolated 

into or grafted onto the very formal and stylistic performance of the text.  

Edgar Allan Poe‘s ―The Man of the Crowd‖ (1840), a staple of studies on the 

crowd in American literature, presents a similar representational dilemma: why is an 

aesthetic command of form desired when its contents are perhaps not? And what is to be 

gained from the duplication or transposition of the procession, first as a taxonomical 

grouping and then repeated as a structure experienced from within? In ―Whitman and the 

                                                   

57 Matthiessen‘s first chapter on Emerson is called ―In the Optative Mood‖ (3). Desire for the control of an 

―optative mood‖ is certainly not an outmoded way of thinking. Speaking of the inclusion of chaps and 

leather in twenty-first century Spanish pride parades, Begonya Enguix notes that ―one has to be an expert to 

read these representations, as their effect on an inexperienced audience can be exactly the contrary of that 

desired, i.e. the reinforcement of stereotypical figures‖ (23).  

58 Structural processions try to do away with the sociological concepts ―thick description‖ and ―protest 

event analysis‖: the former denotes the close reading of a particular mobilized event, while the latter 

denotes the repertory synthesis of many events. See Dieter Rucht, ―On the Sociology of Protest Marches,‖ 

pg. 51. The pause on individual marchers or members in a sense forgoes both forest and trees.  
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Crowd,‖ Larzer Ziff pits Poe‘s crowd against Emerson‘s hatred of numbers and love of 

the individual scholar and poet. Ziff claims that ―a democracy proceeding essentially 

without models‖ (583) demands new and coherent modes of organization, the 

permutations of which must be endlessly supplied by the poet or the artist. Poe, for Ziff, 

―regarded democracy as a mistake‖ (583), and fruitlessly believed that ―there was no 

avoiding the noxious effects of the [democratic] paradox except through the restoration of 

hierarchical, social controls. Recognizing the improbability of such controls ever coming 

to pass, he defined, through acting it out, a private, marginal position for the artist in a 

democratic society…‖ (584). In Poe‘s explicit crowd story, the narrator has these eyes for 

hierarchy, but his continual attention ends up filing down the groupings into a group of 

one. The whole or wholes are lost for the atomic part of one old man in the crowd.  

In Poe‘s story, a ―convalescent‖ with a ―calm but inquisitive interest in 

everything‖ (84) sits in a coffee shop in London and does some pretty uninteresting, but 

self-satisfied, things like smoke and read.
59

 He gives up the coffee shop for the ―throng‖ 

and ―tides‖ (84) he sees outside the shop‘s window: ―At first my observations took an 

abstract and generalizing turn. I looked at the passengers in masses, and thought of them 

in their aggregate relations. Soon, however, I descended to details, and regarded with 

minute interest the innumerable varieties of detail, dress, air, gait, visage, and expression 

of countenance‖ (85). Rachel Bowlby notes that ―some of these varieties he then 

systematically proceeds to separate out and list, together with their identifying features. 

This urban observation is displayed as a form of classificatory comprehensiveness‖ (307). 

Such taxonomical management, argues Mary Esteve, ―goes far to register the firm 

structural hold of a liberal society in which civil and private individualities are respected‖ 

(46).  

                                                   

59 Leland S. Person writes, ―Poe observed the business world from a distance, epitomized in his fiction by 

the condescending perspective shown by the narrator of ‗The Man of the Crowd,‘ who amuses himself, 

with a cigar in his mouth and a newspaper on his lap, by cataloguing the ‗tides of population‘ that stream 

by on the streets on London . . .‖ (158). 
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Varieties are given their due, and tamed. He lumps ―the passengers‖ together as if 

he were organizing a parade by numerical strength and by trade, along a scale from 

respectability to notoriety, and with a time-sensitive inclusiveness in mind (these are the 

people of the evening): on pass ―noblemen, merchants, attorneys, tradesmen, stock-

jobbers‖ (Poe 85); ―tribe of clerks‖ (85), junior and upper; ―the race of swell pick-

pockets‖ (86); and ―The gamblers‖ (86). Working-class paraders are noticeably absent. In 

visual reality, it ought to be a patternless jumble: clerk, clerk, pick-pocket, attorney, 

clerk, nobleman, etc. However, the narrator refuses to see them as intermingled, and his 

narration therefore parades them before the reader. What should be synchronic is 

presented diachronically: orderly across time, one after the other. Since he begins with 

the ―two large classes‖ (85) of patient and impatient businessmen, he must have been 

counting.  

Presumably the narrator can link profession with physiognomy only up to a point 

because, at the end of these groupings, he ―descend[s] in the scale of what is termed 

gentility‖ to ―[find] darker and deeper themes for speculation‖ (86), as if the rear of the 

procession were joined by the indecorous of society. Leland S. Person writes, ―Poe‘s 

narrator surveys London working people in much the same way that Walt Whitman 

would later do in ‗Song of Myself‘ (1855). Poe‘s narrator lacks Whitman‘s celebratory 

spirit, however, preferring . . . to emphasize the nighttime squalor of the city streets and 

its people‖ (158, my emphasis). Person points to the narrator‘s ―condescending 

perspective‖ (158) to make this claim about agency: that he is drawn to ―darker and 

deeper‖ pleasures, however bereft of democratic triumph they may be. Yet, my reading of 

the processionistic imagination insists that he is not saving the darker groups for the end 

because he craves them the most.  

I read the narrator‘s first act of grouping as the ―epiphanic place of the parade‖ 

(43), in the words of Louis Marin. The beginning and ending of the procession are the 

two ―key places‖ (45). The procession-to-be constitutes itself by opening with the 

businessmen, who, the narrator admits, ―did not greatly excite my attention‖ (Poe 85). 
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Nonetheless, they are categorically necessary because they bestow respectability on the 

procession even as the line devolves morally (―its gentler features retiring in the gradual 

withdrawal of the more orderly portion of the people, and its harsher ones coming out 

into bolder relief, as the late hour brought forth every species of infamy from its den‖ 

[87]); by which I mean, even the compartmentalization at the end of pick-pockets and 

gamblers speaks to the fitness of all its citizens and legitimizes the procession as a 

vehicle for expression, resistance, and demands. Matthias Reiss states that processions 

and protest marches deliberately set out to be the antonym of the mob: ―One attempt to 

solve this problem was to recognize social rank, status, and origin in the processions, 

thereby re-creating social and geographical order and using the social capital of some 

participants to defend the rest of the marchers against slander‖ (15, my emphasis). So too 

is the narrator protective of his marcher.  

Confusing ―habiliments‖ (Poe 85) with ―visage‖ and ―expression of countenance‖ 

prompts the narrator‘s eyes to transition from trade to chronicle, that is, from the body to 

the face. It is precisely the ―history of long years‖ (87) that the face makes present. A 

figurative procession of passengers is thereby replaced with figurative long lines of age-

redolent faces, and in particular one ―of the absolute idiosyncrasy of its expression‖ (88). 

After the effective management of order come the unmanageable orders, and one super-

unmanageable processor. The old man does not fit into either procession: he cannot be 

placed by trade or by history, in the here or in the then. ―How wild a history!‖ (88), the 

narrator exclaims, and follows the man, as if the narrator were the tapered point of the 

procession after the old man. He keeps the line going one person longer as its last 

disciple. For Marin, ―points of departure and arrival can constitute ‗dangerous‘ places for 

the parading group or groups . . . At the parade‘s end, the place where it is to ‗disperse,‘ 

troublemakers will slip in and disorder will be provoked by ‗uncontrolled elements‘… 

These passages from one law to another, from one system of rules to another, are, 

properly speaking, ‗outlaw‘ passages‖ (43). The narrator has become a troublemaker in a 

moment of danger.  
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Poe‘s story invests in the convergence or supplementation of lines: to see and 

orchestrate processionistically primes the narrator to see metaphorically (but not 

necessarily to orchestrate) personal histories. The coffee shop‘s glass sits between the 

narrator‘s laissez-faire orchestration and the milling and roiling crowd, here deemed a 

―mob‖: ―With my brow to the glass, I was thus occupied in scrutinizing the mob, when 

suddenly there came into view a countenance …‖ (87-88). The ―mob‖ is then referred to 

as the ―crowd‖ when the narrator relinquishes choreography for participation: ―Hurriedly 

putting on an overcoat, and seizing my hat and cane, I made my way into the street, and 

pushed through the crowd in the direction which I had seen him take …‖ (88). Poe offers 

up a temporary fantasy of leadership. The narrator is no Ahabian rabble-rouser because 

there is zero communication between the leader and the crowd, between pageant-

organizer and pageant, until the narrator has left the glass behind and can be said to be 

processing. Poe‘s structural procession is at most implied in the narrator‘s transition from 

commanding and watching to participating and seeing (which is also, quite simply, a 

psycho-geographer‘s touring).  

A descriptive, metaphorical procession is transformed into a participant‘s journey: 

the reader walks with this ungrouped narrator at the rear of the procession and follows its 

itinerary from the D--- Hotel to the ―verge of the city‖ and back to the D--- Hotel (90). 

For Marin, a parade with such a ―closed-circuit trajectory … turns the itinerary into a 

local order, and movement into repose, by eliminating the specific values of the points of 

departure and arrival‖ (44). In one sense, participation is the implosion of leadership, but 

if movement collapses into repose, then participation is the twin of leadership. Self-

satisfied orchestration is therefore as grounded in in-the-street walking as processing is. 

From the beginning, the narrator should be regarded as both detached and embedded; ―a 

local order‖ is inaugurated when the leader is forced outside. Although he is being led by 

the old man, and the pageant is out of his control, he is still in some respects its rudder 

and its cap.  
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His judgment of the old man at the end of the story, then, is at once inside and 

neutral, emic and etic
60

: ―…I, ceasing to follow, remained absorbed in contemplation. 

‗This old man,‘ I said at length, ‗is the type and the genius of deep crime. He refuses to 

be alone. He is the man of the crowd…‘‖ (91, original emphasis). In the end, the narrator 

drops out of procession, which confirms that processing is a temporary state or activity. 

The holiday or respite has passed: however, one‘s interest is contingent, not calendrical 

like a holiday, and Poe‘s ―minor innovation‖ is to consider fascination itself at that which 

creates the occasion for processing. While the old man remains in procession, firmly 

notated by his allegorical ―type,‖ he does not meet the narrator‘s precondition for 

detachment (―He refuses to be alone‖) because, as I have shown, detachment in fact 

breeds participation, and participation concretizes the fantasy of leadership. The narrator 

even risks his own health (―the lurking of an old fever‖ [88]) as he suffers the elements 

along with the old man. I will stretch credibility by saying that following the old man 

through the streets of London initiates the C of the acronym WUNC: commitment, 

according to Charles Tilly, which includes ―physical effort, discomfort, or danger‖ 

(Gilbert 48), operates beside worthiness, unity, and numbers in the repertoire of the 

protest march (48).  

To see processionistically is to cultivate the need to follow or to bring up the rear, 

which is not necessarily a glamorous position in the parade and is certainly a dangerous 

                                                   

60 The anthropological concepts emic and etic, despite (or because of) their unstable derivation from 

linguistics, will help flesh out my emphasis on the data of literary spectators: the former denotes description 

by a culturally-embedded narrator, prone to both familiarity and amnesia, and the latter denotes description 

of an uninitiated, comparative, or neutral narrator. See Emics and Etics: The Insider/Outsider Debate edited 

by Thomas N. Headland et al. (1990) for a primer. Somewhat reductively, the terms implore an inside and 

outside to cultural emissions, but, of course, inside and outside cannot keep still. Both emic and etic 

respectively indicate the unconscious and conscious realms that supervene on the procession when it is an 

object to report on, a metaphor to deploy, or a note to sound. Consider this wonderful statement in ―The 

Man of the Crowd‖: ―so vast a difference is there between a London populace and that of the most 

frequented American city‖ (Poe 89). 
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one. For Esteve, the narrator ―banishes [the old man] from the political domain, though 

only to re-install him as an aesthetic agent . . . a figure that is permitted to be in but not 

entirely of a liberal democracy‖ (43). It is difficult to see how being ―of a liberal 

democracy‖ might benefit or harm the old man; the narrator is at cross-purposes 

nationally in any case (does Esteve mean of English or American liberal democracy?). 

Rather, the old man is in procession and ―of the crowd.‖ He is taken care of—and I mean 

this in the most maudlin way: time is spent with him. It is still productive to think of the 

old man as the doppelgänger of the narrator. As a member of the march he is given the 

temporary latitude to move between being counted and being a cipher. Is not that balance 

of public and private, of being orchestrated to move and outwitting orchestration, of 

leadership and participation, the narrator‘s very claim to fame? That in taking up the rear, 

the follower could also be said to be walking abreast of the old man, walking even, as it 

were? Are not both men stumbling upon the very basis of the public sphere? Yet, if they 

are, they are encountering it from an oblique angle—not through rational discourse or 

political protest, but through transfixion and support. They are wandering through 

neighborhoods together, in metonymic lock-step.  

I take seriously the link between processionistic seeing and the ―type and genius 

of deep crime‖: to be counted as a one in a group, in a line, is a display of power not 

always recognized as legitimate or official. Although walking in procession may be a 

―pleasant manifestation[ ] of democracy‖ for Rebecca Solnit (216), it is also the collapse 

of hierarchical control even as one marches in an order and under the banner of an 

invisible hierarchy. This is the definition of myopia, and thereby the origin of crime: the 

procession or the processionistic imagination focuses on the near, the microcosmic, the 

local and ―wild‖ histories, themselves scrutable or inscrutable long lines, and for this 

reason it purposefully enters the realm of the faithful—but it is a subversive, 

troublemaker‘s faith. 

The narrator‘s banishment of the old man is both self-castigation for their 

isometric overlap and also his lived and informed assessment of the old man, from one 
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walker to another, only now he is back in his leader‘s shoes. Seeing processionistically, 

that is, microscopically,
61

 is already exclusionary—the focus on a one overwhelms 

hierarchical control—and so his judgment is more a ratification of his ability to lead 

(paradoxically through following) than a further, secondary exclusion of the old man. 

―He refuses to be alone‖ is the master statement for the story‘s act of grouping together: 

can the old man actively refuse to be alone, or is his arm being twisted into refusal? Does 

the narrator‘s desertion grant him access to the wayside or the periphery, where the 

obligations of participation (Solnit) and observed behavior (Kavoulaki) are relaxed 

(Terada)? Agency is therefore involuted when one has a follower and when one 

demonstrates faith. The perceived bonds and actions of others are inseparable from the 

focalized desires and projections of the perceiver. Only rarely does a public assemble 

under the banner of ―procession,‖ and only rarely does a procession make a claim on an 

object. Rather, it is often claimed as such by a third party, a spectator who harnesses and 

massages it as if a kind of reincarnated leader of the crowd.  

                                                   

61 For Robert Wiebe, myopia is a product of urban existence. Inhabitants ―thought [they] saw a neat three-

class system emerging in the cities of the late nineteenth century, with men of great wealth and power at the 

top, lesser businessmen, professionals, and white-collar workers in the middle, and the mass of wage 

earners below. At close range, the scheme vanished‖ (13, my emphasis), however, such that among the 

affluent ―the criteria of prestige‖ were ―scrambled‖ (12) and among the proletariat ―[n]o pot melted these 

bits and pieces into a class‖ (13). It was the city‘s ―new virtues—regularity, system, continuity‖ (14) that 

organized people primarily according to an art of simultaneity; Wiebe echoes George Simmel‘s observation 

in ―The Metropolis and Mental Life‖ that ―the technique of metropolitan life is unimaginable without the 

most punctual integration of all activities and mutual relations into a stable and impersonal time schedule‖ 

(413). Both the ―distended society‖ for Wiebe and the era of ―incorporation‖ for Alan Trachtenberg are 

marked by the impersonality of national expansions and condensations. Trachtenberg describes the Gilded 

Age perversion of the meaning of incorporation: ―The word refers to any association of individuals bound 

together into a corpus, a body sharing a common purpose in a common name. In the past, that purpose had 

usually been communal or religious‖ (5), whereas now what is bound together into a body is shored-up 

―minority ownership‖ (7).  
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What this calling a procession a procession amounts to is a salvaging of the leader 

figure from the confines of crowd literature and theory, rescued from its segregation by 

turn-of-the-century social scientists such as Gabriel Tarde and Gustave LeBon who 

feared the exploitation of a people by a charismatic leader. Two recent inquiries into the 

ontology of the leader refute stereotypes, and these refutations intersect with this study‘s 

concern for the solitary thinker‘s metonymic excess. On the one hand, Mary Esteve notes 

that social crowd theory of the late nineteenth century relies on an idea of ―the savvy and 

manipulative leader‖ (5), but ―neither Tarde nor LeBon explain how a hypnotic, 

affectively animated entity such as the crowd could produce an autonomous, self-willed 

individual such as a leader‖ (6), who, in the words of Borch-Jacobsen, ―came out of 

nowhere, explained everything without explaining itself‖ (qtd. in Esteve 6). Esteve 

exposes her own idea of the crowd in her detraction as ―a hypnotic, affectively animated 

entity,‖ and sees in crowd formation not the absence of suggestibility but the lure of an 

aesthetic appreciation of persons: the urban crowd is flush against the ―limit of 

consciousness‖ (Esteve 20) without a presumed (that is, feared) sacrifice of reason or in 

fact any of the ―political requirements of liberal republicanism‖ (8). Thus, what the 

crowd has instead of the leader—―there is no place for leaderly management of pure 

experience‖ (8)—is the beholder, who is ―the source of aesthetic meaning‖ (16) and ―who 

enters, as it were, rather than apprehends the sublime object‖ (17).
62

  

                                                   

62 While Esteve accuses social scientists such as Edward A. Ross of reneging on his theory of contagion to 

reaffirm individualism and ―preserve the domain of innovation, leadership, and social progress‖ (Esteve 5), 

it is important to note, and to give credit where credit is due, that even Ross‘ 1897 exploration of the 

―human analogue to the agitated herd‖ (Ross 390) is skeptical of the existence of an empirical leader whose 

influence generates the ―concentric structure‖ (392) of a mob:  

There is the center a leader from whom suggestions proceed. These, caught up by those near by 

and most dominated by his personality, are transmitted to the next circle with an added force. Thus 

the suggestion passes outward from zone to zone of the crowd, at each stage gathering volume and 

hence power to master the rest. That, therefore, which started at the center as fascination becomes 

sheer mental intimidation at the rim. This symmetrical type of mob has led some to look in every 
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On the other hand, Stephen Reicher and Clifford Stott redefine the leader as a 

―skilled entrepreneur of identity‖ in order to combine the unexplainable, pharaonic 

oneness of the leader with the beholder‘s entry-level position. The leader is ephemerally 

in charge, though more as a contributor to a process of narrativization:  

These leaders neither dominate a prone crowd, nor are they mere ciphers of the 

crowd. Rather, both leaders and followers are actively involved in defining and 

evaluating versions of identity. The skilled entrepreneur of identity may well draw 

on existing beliefs, traditions, and other historical resources, but these are 

selectively invoked and creatively woven into a fresh narrative for the present. 

Equally, crowd members draw on these narratives for their own purposes and 

actively appropriate or resist them. (38-39) 

Neither pharaoh nor cipher: the leader is functional and can be dissolved in the mix. This 

temporary nucleus is an agent of narrativization, and at the same time, as emic and etic 

discourses overlap, a joiner of the crowd, a participant in procession. As it is with 

Thoreau and Chopin, the pressing question of whether or not to join a mobilized body 

tropes that body, so that, in the case of Poe, a crowd is corralled into a procession, where 

the procession is a palimpsest on top of the crowd, and the procession‘s myopic, two-

person intimacy swerves from its original structure of amassment and hierarchy. Tropes 

blur together like the nouns and verbs of collectivity blur and subsume to signify shifts in 

attention, affinity, and one‘s strategies of worldly affirmation. Such compositional 

vagueness is philosophically on par with the question of how many grains of sand it takes 

to definitively make a heap: 300, 687 grains or 300, 688 grains? Is mere physical 

presence an affirmation of having joined? The moment of a heap‘s creation is not precise; 

                                                                                                                                                       

case for the leader who controls the mass by his personality or prestige. But the quest for a 

nucleus, while it makes the study of mobs more mysterious and sensational, certainly does not 

make it more scientific. Rarely does the primitive impulse proceed from one man. (392) 



 

62 

 

membership in a public is also as granular.
63

 In procession, the phenomenology of 

beholding is also that of joining and is also somehow that of directing. The sought after 

and fought for prestige of the center is that which wanders, not contagiously but 

contiguously.  

What happens when these ritualized demonstrations which ―mediate in their 

formation‖ (Kavoulaki) are then mediated once again by the language of an observer, 

rememberer, or imaginer, who serves as the primary locus of judgment? Instead of the 

performative power of a claim in public space, which makes or instantiates on the spot, 

there is an equal but rival performative instantiation that is more like a curse than a claim 

because it strips or delimits power. Such power of fixation—fixing and fixated by—

exists in addition to rival claims jousting horizontally in contested space. Habitually, in 

scenes that feature crowds or mobs there lurks a procession, and within the indexical lies 

the opportunistic figurative. The three projects to which I am indebted and whose literary 

analyses resonate with how I am thinking about processions—those of Mills, Plotz, and 

Esteve—fail to see this inconspicuous procession. These otherwise sensitive studies 

cluster the procession in with the crowd; in fact, they participate in the alternate 

formation of the claimed and made that I am investigating. A group‘s nomination always 

to some extent whitewashes particularities because what hits the eye is one lump sum; 

one is lured to sense an organic cohesiveness behind it all. I believe this is due to the fact 

that the trope of the procession is itself a transacting figure of indistinct agglomeration, 

while also strategically being proposed as a sentimental and idealistic term for the 

                                                   

63 I deploy the heap of sand metaphor in contradistinction to what Daria Frezza sees as an anti-suffrage 

concern over the looseness of grains as the result of extending the vote. Frezza writes, ―The sand metaphor, 

referring to millions of grains, both mobile and without a uniting agent, was a familiar refrain during this 

period [the late nineteenth century]. Le Bon, Sighele, and Tarde used it to describe the idea of the crowd as 

an amorphous mass‖ (64). 



 

63 

 

breadth of cosmic humanity.
64

 Solnit‘s bare prerequisites of participation and journey 

stretch and swell to become the grandest of all pilgrimages: participation in the journey of 

life. Dimock‘s ―deep time‖ just as ardently encourages us to consider ―our long sojourn 

on this planet‖ (Through 6).  

This language resounds in the nineteenth century: Nathaniel Hawthorne‘s ―the 

whole procession of mortal travelers‖ (―Toll‖ 513) and ―Life figures itself to me as a 

festal or funereal procession‖ (―Procession‖ 795), Walt Whitman‘s ―The universe is a 

procession with measured and beautiful motion‖ (―I Sing‖ line 79), Ralph Waldo 

Emerson‘s ―the procession of facts you call the world‖ (―Transcendentalist‖ 155), 

Ambrose Bierce‘s ―the procession of being‖ (Devil’s 242),
65

 and adjacently, Mark 

                                                   

64 Only later with Fuller, according to Mark Harris, does it mean ―that principle of American freedom 

promising opportunity for men formerly without hope, political power for men formerly voiceless; wealth, 

of course; ascension in a single generation to that social class next above one‘s own‖ (vi).  

65 ―The procession of being‖ comes from Bierce‘s Devil’s Dictionary (1919), tucked inconspicuously inside 

his definition of ―fool‖:  

He is omnific, omniform, omnipercipient, omniscience, omnipotent. He it was who invented 

letters, printing, the railroad, the steamboat, the telegraph, the platitude, and the circle of the 

sciences. He created patriotism and taught the nations war—founded theology, philosophy, law, 

medicine and Chicago. He established monarchical and republican government. He is from 

everlasting to everlasting—such as creation‘s dawn beheld he fooleth now. In the morning of time 

he sang upon primitive hills, and in the noonday of existence headed the procession of being. His 

grandmotherly hand was warmly tucked-in the set sun of civilization, and in the twilight he 

prepares Man‘s evening meal of milk-and-morality and turns down the covers of the universal 

grave. And after the rest of us shall have retired for the night of eternal oblivion he will sit up to 

write a history of human civilization. (242) 

Such encapsulation of the people in a single Swiftian word. The language of ―all‖ (―omnific, omniform, 

omnipercipient, omniscience, omnipotent‖) sprouts from this archetype. Credited with invention, creation, 

foundation, and establishment of all sorts, the fool is the first witness, troglodyte, bard, proto-American, 

and the last man, bringing up the rear of ―the procession of being‖ as the final witness to everything: ―he 

will sit up to write a history of human civilization.‖ Bierce has civilization at the mercy of this resilient 

personage, just as members are held hostage at times by a public‘s promiscuous address. Yet the ―fool,‖ in 
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Twain‘s ―a procession of ancestors that stretches back a billion years‖ (Connecticut 326), 

Kate Chopin‘s ―that moving procession of human energy‖ (―Reflection‖ 959), Stephen 

Crane‘s ―a procession of chosen beings‖ (Red 143) and ―his procession of memory‖ 

(210),
66

 and Frederick Jackson Turner‘s ―the procession of civilization, marching single 

file‖ (Frontier 12). What else needs to be said after such tremendous inclusiveness?  

Or, indeed, such tremendous inclusiveness is the very result of saying too much: 

according to Longinus, the ―use of tropes‖ ―carries ever a temptation to excess‖ (123): if 

excited by passion or ―strong emotion‖ (122), a speaker can produce ―an unbroken chain 

of metaphors‖ (119), such that ―by the surging on of their career,‖ these metaphors ―are 

apt to carry all else headlong before them‖ (117). Signifiers get away from the emotional 

speaker, and this careening path of signifiers, which is ―conducive to the Sublime‖ (122), 

is effectively the ―potentially open-ended series‖ singled out by Aravamudan and Lacan. 

So, the procession that emerges in nineteenth-century American writing as the trope of 

tropes should also be seen as the mark of excessive personal articulation, that vehicle in 

―The Bridge‖ which has been carried away from the speaker as a sublimely automatic life 

                                                                                                                                                       

fact, directs readers to ―the procession of being,‖ which the fool has been charged with recording and 

transforming into ―a history of human civilization.‖ However, in order to do this the fool must remain 

behind—he literally takes up the rear of the procession of being. The procession‘s structural coherence 

comes belatedly because it waits for the fool to take position and thereby complete the procession. He is 

therefore responsible for its messiness and incoherence. Across time he invents and creates, but he only 

signs off on his creations when he joins at the end. Poe‘s ―Man of the Crowd‖ dramatizes a nearly similar 

scenario of creativity and validation. Chopin‘s woman at the wayside is a less eternal and more scorned 

fool who sits up.  

66 On the one hand, the many literal processions of regiments in Crane‘s Red Badge of Courage (1895) can 

be seen as rehearsals for the youth‘s ―gilded‖ review of ―his procession of memory,‖ which is followed by 

his epiphanic statement, ―He saw that he was good‖ (210); on the other hand, the original procession Crane 

deploys is a figurative ―black procession of curious oaths‖ (113), which makes a sooty type to the golden 

antitype of the youth‘s cosmological self-election. For O. W. Fryckstedt, ―The youth is in a sense merely 

inventing more sophisticated excuses for his flight‖ (266), but we forgive the youth‘s comical egoism 

because ―this blindness, we feel, is part of the common human lot‖ (272).  
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force. One speaks one‘s way into the vicinity of others. I see this carrying away in 

―Bartleby‖: not only is Bartleby literally carried to the Tombs, but the narrator animates a 

corrective and regal motion to neutralize the rollicking emotions of his own vagrant 

carriage rides. I also see this carrying across in ―The Man of the Crowd‖: the taxonomical 

narrator is moved to heap trope onto trope in order to grasp the singularity of the old man, 

and this failed figurative control carries the narrator out into the street.  

 Many invocations of the procession, I maintain, begin with the (positive or 

negative) suggestion of totality or endlessness, only for the procession or the speaker to 

venture unpredictably away from totality. For this reason, I think of the procession as an 

aesthetics of subtraction and compromise: a particular manifestation of this vehicular 

movement is marooned from an ideal of totality, which therefore makes it susceptible to 

the accrual of negative connotations such as dilution and deformation. Thus, in 

confronting a procession, one is forced to recognize not only the dual nature of 

collectivity, ideal and real, but also the pluralization of diverse collectivities, central and 

peripheral, unanticipated and uncorrected, simultaneously proposed without being 

simultaneously articulated. Complete containment or ratification, however, are 

impossible ideals; instead, what occurs on the ground is ―the ultimate failure of 

iconography to control meaning‖ previously noted by Edward Muir or what James 

Fernández calls an ―argument of images‖ (qtd. in Enguix 23). My next three chapters will 

examine how this mysterious and malleable gray space between the ideal of procession 

(all) and the reality of processions (messiness, majority, exclusions, waysides) is met 

with by Hawthorne, Whitman, and Delany. How do these authors dramatize the taming 

and rearranging of messiness against already existing arrangements and orders such as 

punctuality, routine, lineage, and religious habit? I want to look at these degrees of 

compensation in assembly, these economies of efficiency and inefficiency, crucial to a 

vision of the people being put together. By which routes can you arrive at an all-inclusive 

and well-organized whole without too quickly and uncritically cobbling together an all? 

Out of which selected particulars can you fashion the whole? How can one produce an 
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ultimate text of accountability when things fall by the wayside? What is the fate of 

solitude? The next chapter begins with Hawthorne and his early story ―The Procession of 

Life,‖ so that I may confront this problem of routes and categories, parts and wholes—

what he calls in that story the ―grand difficulty‖ (161).  
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Chapter 3 

Hawthorne’s Gentle Republicanism 

My idea of gentle republicanism takes its adjective from Hawthorne‘s ―The 

Gentle Boy‖ (1832). In that story, gentleness is a form of intrusion: the adoption of a 

Quaker boy, Ilbrahim, into the Puritanical home of Tobias and Dorothy Pearson 

contagiously affects the staunch religious members of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. 

Before the child dies and his errant mother returns, an interaction between Ilbrahim and 

Dorothy establishes the mysterious potency of gentleness: ―Ilbrahim took her hand in 

both of his, grasping it with a gentle pressure, as if to assure himself that he retained it‖ 

(137). Rather than the faintness of a gentle touch creating ambiguity between toucher and 

touched (who is the agent of touching?), Hawthorne‘s narrator clearly places the 

ambiguity of touching on the side of the one who touches, Ilbrahim, himself a recipient 

and initiator of touching: the outcast receives the touches of his foster parents at the same 

time that he is a virus of close contact due to his mere presence in another community. 

Hawthorne‘s gentle republicanism, I argue, can also be thought of as a valorization of 

doubtful contact in a country of strangers: inciting a publicity that touches, but also has to 

grasp back, like Ilbrahim, in order to ―assure‖ itself that it will ―retain‖ that which is 

touched. Metonymy is this gentle, promiscuous, and uncertain trope of touching, 

neighboring, and extending. As I detailed in my previous chapter, the political potential 

of metonymy is electrified by lyrical invocations of the procession, which carry one out 

of oneself in their vision of structured, concerted movement. The propulsive forward 

movement of processions also generates attendant waysides, these contiguous 

outcroppings and vantage points from which a visionary group‘s momentum can be 

appraised or rejected.  

From the wayside, Hawthorne rejects wild groups in spatial proximity, which he 

views as rude substitutes for Laclau‘s ―chain of equivalents.‖ In the Oxford English 

Dictionary, gentle, when said of a ―fruit, a tree, etc.,‖ is ―opposed to wild‖ and means 
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―Cultivated, domesticated‖ (def. 4a). Gentle is not initially a synonym for mild or meek, 

but is rather a term for status: ―Well-born, belonging to a family of position; originally 

used synonymously with noble, but afterwards distinguished from it, either as a wider 

term, or as designating a lower degree of rank‖ (def. 1a). This split in speaking about 

persons—―wider‖ and ―lower‖ than noble—implies a dualism about what constitutes 

gentle and hence gentlemanliness. As an agent of metonymy, gentle slides, and this is 

also Hawthorne‘s model for public entry and literary reception: neither should be sudden. 

Rather, the ―chain of equivalents‖ forms over time by this process of sliding. In 

Hawthorne‘s work, this chain is called, after the title of his sketch, ―the procession of 

life.‖  

Hawthorne mitigates wildness, refuses simultaneity, and espouses metonymy by 

living metonymically, that is, adjacently, around the corner, and in the wayside: in the 

early 1860s, after his return from Liverpool, the Hawthorne home in Concord was called 

the Wayside, and in the Wayside the vantage of an author‘s tower.
67

 There are numerous 

elevated havens in Hawthorne‘s early sketches. It is in this detached space (Wayside or 

sky-parlor) that Hawthorne responds to the Republicanism of Abraham Lincoln and 

Southern secession: in a letter overseas, he writes that ―the Union is unnatural, a scheme 

of man,‖ and ―a mere political arrangement‖ (qtd. in Wineapple 340). Hawthorne‘s 

search for less accidental ―arrangements‖—even less conspicuously American 

arrangements—is the subject of this chapter, which culminates in my belief that two of 

Hawthorne‘s early sketches, ―Sights from a Steeple‖ and ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day,‖ are 

elegant examinations of the gentleness of metonymy and waysides. As the reluctant genre 

of the sketch conditions readers to accept an impression of gentleness, so the recurring 

trope of procession permits readers to analyze the quality of metonymic associations 

available to lyrical isolates. Some associations dissolve into gentle ambiguity, as in ―The 

Toll-Gatherer‘s Day,‖ while others are composed slowly and linearly, as in ―Sights from 

                                                   

67 Brenda Wineapple uses the term ―sky-parlor‖ (340). 
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a Steeple.‖ Either case resists the myopia suffered by Poe‘s narrator: not only does the 

group remain in focus, but so does the life of the group over time.  

For Hawthorne, the procession of life carries metonymy along the temporal axis 

and thereby makes the procession an equivalent to publics and readerships. According to 

Michael Warner, a public is an assembly made of strangers, which presumes an 

epistemological, spatial, and even temporal distance between its members. Proximity is 

disqualified: ―Space and physical presence do not make much difference; a public is 

understood to be different from a crowd, an audience, or any other group that requires co-

presence,‖ Warner writes (53). A public is as temporally spread out as it is spatially 

spread out; a crowd or parade may be extensive, but they do not (diachronically) last. 

More relevant to Hawthorne are Warner‘s claims about totality. One might assume that 

the diffusion of persons across space and time implies that a public could in theory be 

infinite. But for Warner, ―a public is never just a congeries of people, never just the sum 

of persons who happen to exist. It must first of all have some way of organizing itself as a 

body and of being addressed in discourse‖ (51).  

This tension is evident in Hawthorne‘s stories and sketches: there is an inevitable 

trade-off between the ideal procession of life, which would contain ―the sum of persons 

who happen to exist,‖ and localized, temporary, or self-organizing publics, which exist in 

the shadow of this totality.
68

 The procession of life is a product of wayside optics—of 

pretending to see sequences and totalities. Hawthorne‘s narrators fight against the 

tenuousness and disintegration of their sequences, and in the process they enlist publics in 

their cause, specifically Hawthorne‘s own readership of domestic sketches. From the 

vantage of the wayside, where he is shipwrecked from totality, and behind his pose of 

                                                   

68 Warner finds that publics are indiscriminate but not total: ―We encounter people in such disparate 

contexts that the idea of a body to which they all belong, and in which they could be addressed in speech, 

seems to have something wishful about it. To address a public, we don‘t go around saying the same thing to 

all these people. We say it in a venue of indefinite address and hope that people will find themselves in it‖ 

(59). 
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gentleness, which is sometimes called shyness, Hawthorne restructures the republic: it is 

self-evident but ambiguous, cosmic and finite, expanding while contracting.  

 

1. “The Grand Difficulty”: Metonymic Expansions 

Hawthorne‘s propensity for touch is primarily manifested in his desegregated 

conception of time, in which era tectonically touches era. According to Lawrence Buell, 

Hawthorne is constantly reminding his readership of ―the archaic quality of period 

manners and the distance between then and now‖ (265), a gap which is ―treat[ed] with a 

mixture of fascination qualified by relief at Puritanism‘s subsequent decline‖ (262). This 

admixed view is also ―the Arminian view…that the Puritans were admirable human 

specimens for their era, beyond which, however, modern society had fortunately long 

since evolved‖ (269). The locus of this view is the story ―The May-Pole of Merry Mount‖ 

(1836), where Hawthorne‘s narrator not only speaks in the same breath of ―Jollity and 

gloom‖ (360), but announces that they are ―contending for an empire‖ (360). In this 

story, ―The future complexion of New England was involved in this important quarrel‖ 

(366): interrupting a wedding ceremony, grave Governor Endicott recalibrates the very 

form and content of Merry Mount festivities by chopping the maypole and throwing the 

maypole‘s newlyweds to the wolfish future. Although there is clearly a kind of Edenic 

ejection at the end of the story, William Heath notes that ―the manifest message is 

upward and onward, but the latent one bemoans what has been lost‖ (64). The story by no 

means telegraphs the winner of its contest, and so gloom‘s syntactical placement after the 

conjunction (―jollity and gloom‖) does not count as a prophetic sign of its triumph. 

Hawthorne‘s admixed view is suspenseful.  

On the one hand, the rituals of the matrimonial maypole and the terrorizing 

whipping post signify pre- and post-lapsarian civic states of New England. On the other 

hand, Hawthorne‘s writing evenly hankers for both rituals and states.
69

 Indeed, ―The 

                                                   

69 As Michael Davitt Bell notes, ―The ideas of decline and progress are not as contradictory as they might at 

first seem; both affirm change to be linear. The difference between the two ideas is not a disagreement over 
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May-Pole‖ begins with a bibliographic note that explicitly singles out the representations 

of the ―masques, mummeries, and festive customs‖ contained within, boasting of their 

faithfulness to both ―the manners of the age‖ and to the authoritative text Strutt’s Book of 

English Sports and Pastimes (360). Can his work be faithful to both, and does the 

reinforcement of the one by the chronologically-advanced other (the later book about the 

earlier customs) not split the reader‘s attention and cast doubt on the clear-sightedness of 

advancement? Against this narrative of darkening and progress, in which jollity is 

superseded by gloom, gloom by this hybridism of ―fascination‖ and ―relief‖ (Buell‘s 

terms), William Heath believes that this story ―raises the possibility of happiness‖ (41). 

Curious about Hawthorne‘s selection of Strutt from so much else, Heath claims that Strutt 

furnished Hawthorne with the aesthetic and not frivolous conviction that the Merry 

Mounters ―stand for the festive tradition of Elizabethan and Jacobean England, a period 

when high art and folk culture flourished‖ (46). The holiday ethos of Merry Old England, 

a term which gestures to the later years of Elizabeth and early ones of James, contrasts 

with Puritan constancy. Heath states that if the ―purpose of holidays was to provide a 

temporary respite from everyday drudgery and demands—that they were transitory added 

spice to the occasion‖ (52), then English festive life situates ―mirth and laughter in 

relation to future suffering and sorrow‖ (51). A holiday is a hiatus as much as an erasure; 

sorrow is not a later phenomenon.    

                                                                                                                                                       

the nature of history but only a value judgment about its direction, upward or downward‖ (23). The belief 

that there is a famine of ―integrity and manhood‖ (22) in the present sons of the founding fathers does not 

itself tilt the scales in either direction. Robert Milder sees in ―May-Pole‖ an early and unrealized attempt by 

Hawthorne to shake off the enclosure of this non-contradiction: ―His Puritans thus symbolize both 

necessary and ultimately desirable social and psychological repression and unnecessary and undesirable 

surplus repression‖ (469). The latter term is Marcuse‘s for those ―additional controls‖ required for the 

foundation of civilization of Freud‘s conception (Marcuse qtd. in Milder 469). Thus, Milder believes that 

Hawthorne ―has imbibed ‗New England‘ and naturalized its coordinates of experience even as he rejects 

the theology that shaped them and the social practices and demeanors they produce‖ (470).  
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―Merry,‖ then, is not a comprehensive categorization of eras, but the dialectic 

mark of history‘s retrospective emptying out and filling in to the point where ―merry‖ 

implicates its own silence. Beyond gay silence, however, Heath also gleans from Strutt 

the almost Chaucerian idea of the slipping of a ―set social order‖ that is registered in 

estates satire:  

In a society with a set social order, festivity could serve to reconcile people to 

their place in the great scheme of things; but the Elizabethan world was 

undergoing profound changes; peasants were leaving the land, city folk were 

seeking to ‗better‘ themselves, individual advancement was replacing communal 

well being. Thus the Stuart resort to ‗the politics of mirth‘ in order to ‗renew a 

sense of community between highest and lowest elements of society‘ was 

doomed. (52) 

Here lies the great neat scheme, riddled with an apocalyptic poetics of doom, decay, 

declension, and, with the passing of time, distance. Because of this ―chasm‖ (Buell 265), 

temporal and epistemological, between then and now, Buell claims that ―Hawthorne‘s 

substitutes for such scenes [of mimetic social reality as found in Harriet Beecher Stowe‘s 

work] are his stiffish emblematic processions or set-piece meditations such as the chapter 

on the prison door, which, through their formalization, confess that they are not 

photographic imaginings but literary analogues of Puritan rituals‖ (278). ―Stiffish,‖ 

―emblematic,‖ ―formalization‖: what if temporal progression itself produces this narrative 

inflexibility, a rigor mortis of representation and understanding that is nonetheless solid 

and authoritative? That to treat a ritual or procession as ubiquitous in or defining of an 

age is to betray one‘s incapacity to treat the past as something outside of sense, order, and 

regularity. Stiffness would imply that the procession is not allowed to wander, which 

would mean that it is not a procession at all.  

But Buell‘s view is Hawthorne‘s sleight of hand: the wayside steals the stiff 

authority from the prim figure of the procession, while also discrediting the chasm of 

time which stiffens past arrangements in the first place. Perceiving a chasm is an optical 
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illusion.
70

 From the vantage of the wayside, though, one sees fusions of time and feels 

mixtures of affect: majesty and awfulness, election and angst, jollity and gloom, share the 

same body whether on display in ancient, Elizabethan, or spontaneous American 

processions. In my previous chapter, Melville and Poe detailed how the procession is 

often heralded and written about with uncertain measures of fascination and relief. As a 

trope, the procession is summoned up, perhaps due to its rareness in an age of decline, 

because it evokes, for good or for ill, starched, remarkable, and anachronistic public 

operations, ones not about competing claims or contentious politics, but of delusion and 

crassness and permanent beauty.
71

 The emotional contest ―for an empire,‖ then—the 

story‘s significant turning point in the culture of New England— just as persuasively 

reveals the narrator‘s concern over the aesthetic tone of empire and not over the fact of 

contention: the narrator‘s story originates as a story in that it has registered the impure 

expansion or distension of this contention over space and across time. In the case of 

―May-Pole,‖ the presumption is that the contest‘s confinement to the local body is 

preferable because it promotes the necessary spiritual wrestling of the individual, but this 

in turn promulgates the individual‘s acquiescence to the hands of the regulatory system of 

                                                   

70 The chasm will literally reappear at the end of this chapter when I discuss ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day.‖ 

71 For instance, in ―The Artist of the Beautiful‖ (1844), Owen Warland is a restless experimenter and faulty 

apprentice who persists at disabling the ―venerable‖ tyrannies of time and nature: ―If a family clock was 

entrusted to him for repair—one of those tall, ancient clocks that have grown nearly allied to human nature 

by measuring out the lifetime of many generations—he would take upon himself to arrange a dance or 

funeral procession of figures, across its venerable face, representing twelve mirthful or melancholy hours‖ 

(910). Tinkering with temporal progression can cast a revolution as either a dance or a funeral. The 

language ―mirthful or melancholy‖ is transplanted from ―The May-Pole of Merry Mount‘s‖ ―jollity and 

gloom‖ and onto this apprentice‘s trick, which suggests, in the shift from the inextricability of ―and‖ to the 

latitude of ―or,‖ that the playful experimenter can command the correct proportions of mood. The deference 

to Strutt at the start of ―May-Pole‖ follows this same logic of temporal repair: the authoritative pastimes 

book has tinkered with the ―manners of the age‖ and has in essence produced a dead skin of ―masques, 

mummeries, and festive customs,‖ such that the tale proper in ―May-Pole‖ mobilizes its own funeral 

procession.  
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the township.
72

 Whereas Larzer Ziff argues that the typical crowd of American literature 

largely functions as a neutral background from which to galvanize individual 

subjectivity,
73

 Sacvan Bercovitch theorizes the persistently percussive inversions of the 

foreground and backdrop, and vice versa.  

                                                   

72 Such internalized repetition, of which the procession is also a vessel, is the object of Sacvan Bercovitch‘s 

great contribution to the interpretation of ambiguity in The Scarlet Letter: the self-conscious production of 

consensus and the neutralization of dissent got as if by individual choice. See Bercovitch‘s The Office of 

The Scarlet Letter.  

With respect to this novel, I only want to point out that there is a climactic chapter called ―The 

Procession.‖ Hawthorne satirizes a political procession for a new governor by calling it a ―dim reflection of 

a remembered splendour, a colourless and manifold diluted repetition of what they had beheld in proud old 

London‖ (206). Hawthorne‘s satire is half-hearted, though: his narrator continues, ―The fathers and 

founders … seemed it a duty then to assume the outward state and majesty, which, in accordance with 

antique style, was looked upon as the proper garb of public and social eminence. All came forth, to move in 

procession before the people‘s eye, and thus impart a needed dignity to the simple framework of a 

government so newly constructed‖ (207). This is performance as bandage, as residual allegiance to the 

dictates of the Old World, but with the knowledge behind it all that the dutiful assumption of ―the proper 

garb‖ still works: ―eminence‖ and ―dignity‖ cannot help but be avowed and conjured in Puritan New 

England.  

But the spectacle works in another, more insidious way: by internal repetition. At the start of the 

novel, Hester Prynne experiences a kind of mental tranquility as she is shamed in public procession for her 

crime: ―Possibly, it was an instinctive device of her spirit, to relieve itself, by the exhibition of these 

phantasmagoric forms, from the cruel weight and hardness of the reality‖ (55). Later in the novel, the 

Reverend Dimmesdale marches in the diluted procession I mentioned a moment ago, in his official 

capacity, but before the eyes of the public he feels as if he too is being paraded and shamed for his part in 

Hester‘s crime; he too ―marshals a procession of stately thoughts … and so he saw nothing, heard nothing, 

knew nothing, of what was around him‖ (214). The official nature of public performance indirectly but 

actually castigates the guilty-to-himself Dimmesdale; though diluted, the ritual performance of authority 

can in fact be an agent of latent terrorization. 

73 ―Literature may be about individuals or about communities—about distinguishing moral characteristics 

or about shared social views—and, of course, it may be about the interplay of the two. But the crowd at 

best is but backdrop. To make it expressive is to attribute to it the personality and body of an individual, 
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Hawthorne, I argue, challenges both the dominance of individual subjectivities 

and the localized dissymmetrical backdrop of crowds by attending to the loyal-to-neither 

procession. As my second chapter outlined, the term ―procession‖ marshals what 

―crowd,‖ ―march,‖ ―mass,‖ ―mob,‖ and ―rabble‖ do not: metonymy, encompassment, 

participation, dignity, deferral, self-effacement, and form. Hawthorne‘s highly-

orchestrated processions embellish his many self-deprecating remarks about the decorum 

and modesty of the sketch as a genre, and with the ―slight mark‖ that he claims his works 

have made on the public (―Preface to Twice-Told Tales‖ 1152). Hawthorne‘s deliberate, 

rhetorical use of ―procession‖ betrays that he is not only concerned about the dangers of 

public demonstration, but also about generating unobtrusive modes of public entry and 

publication, and trading type for type: one type of procession, which is literally and 

immediately on the street, is exchanged for another type of procession, which is 

figuratively and slowly assembled over time. In the tales, physical public space is often 

home to hostile demonstration and discourse, to which Hawthorne‘s speakers hypothesize 

alternatives. They experiment with eliminating accidental and vain configurations of 

public persons by gesturing to more necessary wholes, and occasionally to the most 

necessary and total whole wherein everyone participates: what he calls ―the procession of 

life‖ from the selfsame sketch or ―the whole procession of mortal travelers‖ at the end of 

―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day‖ (513). At the back of iteration is the provocation of this ideal. 

But just who recognizes this provocation? And what does it mean to collect or collate 

people without their knowledge? This chapter explores how the space around 

Hawthorne‘s processions demands a self-effaced citizenry that is characterized by 

modesty and shyness, propriety and deference.  

Just as Ambrose Bierce‘s eternal fool prepares and officially seals the ―procession 

of being‖ (see n. 65), the narrator of ―The Procession of Life‖ (1843) seeks the 

                                                                                                                                                       

and given the crowd‘s defining feature—its sheer magnitude—that personality can only be one of fickle 

passion and that body can only be one that engages in gross action,‖ writes Ziff in ―Whitman and the 

Crowd‖ (585).  
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categorization of people such that all would be represented in and actually at the end. The 

story begins:  

Life figures itself to me as a festal or funereal procession. All of us have our 

places, and are to move onward under the direction of a Chief-Marshal. The grand 

difficulty results from the invariably mistaken principles on which the deputy-

marshals seek to arrange this immense concourse of people, so much more 

numerous than those that train their interminable length through streets and 

highways in times of political excitement. (795) 

The passive voice in the first sentence, ―Life figures itself to me,‖ discounts the centrality 

of the seeing subject. As an agent, then, ―life‖ is at once speaking for itself and 

representing itself (―figures itself‖) as analogy, image, and system. It is not ―Life is 

figured to me as,‖ but the doubled ―Life figures itself,‖ which is then followed by self-

division and dispersal: ―to me as.‖ The procession of life is therefore an invisible text of 

universal accountability—perhaps even invisible to itself. However, the mystery of 

transparent all-inclusiveness lies in its organization, which Hawthorne calls ―the grand 

difficulty,‖ at the misguided hands of ―deputy-marshals.‖ My study is about this grand 

difficulty, which is materialized, even before the narrator speaks about ―mistaken 

principles,‖ in the conditional second sentence: ―All of us have our places, and are to 

move onward…‖ implies that the all could disobey and not move.  

The narrator then launches his subject by positing his procession of life, which is 

not necessarily self-identical to Life‘s first-sentence figuration, in opposition to two other 

types of processions: first, the occasional ones composed on ―streets and highways in 

times of political excitement,‖ and second, the figurative, generational ones composed 

over time by ―artificial badge[s]‖ (795) or ―outside shows‖ (795), such as capital, class, 

profession, and property. He makes it clear that he is up against traditional, intractable, 

unthinking, arbitrary, and yet highly efficacious categorizations of the modern, and 

ancient, world:  
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Their scheme is ancient, far beyond the memory of man, or even the record of 

history, and has hitherto been very little modified by the innate sense of 

something wrong, and the dim perception of better methods, that have disquieted 

all the ages through which the procession has taken its march. Its members are 

classified by the merest external circumstances, and thus are more certain to be 

thrown out of their true positions, than if no principle of arrangement were 

attempted. (795) 

―Something wrong,‖ ―better methods,‖ ―true positions‖: all benevolence aside, just who 

is this narrator? He tells that in discovering the ―proper arrangement of the Procession of 

Life, or a true classification of society, even though merely speculative, there is 

thenceforth a satisfaction which pretty well suffices for itself without the aid of any actual 

reformation in the order of the march‖ (795). This ―satisfaction … for itself‖ echoes the 

first sentence, and so this self-contained, and all-containing, pleasure strives to reunite 

―Life‖ with ―itself,‖ that which was divided in the opening salvo of figuration. In an 

Emersonian move, the loss of self-identity is also a loss of vision: ―we lost sight of those 

realities by which nature, fortune, fate, or Providence, has constituted for every man a 

brotherhood, wherein it is one great office of human wisdom to classify him‖ (795). Once 

again, the passive voice in the first sentence of the sketch performs the loss of this 

operation of sight: not ―I see life as‖ but ―Life figures itself to me as.‖  

After the narrator poses the problem that ―people are disentangled from the mass, 

and separated into various classes according to certain apparent relations‖ (795), which 

guarantees the grandness of the difficulty, he hypothetically grants himself the power to 

think through the problem of disentanglement: ―For instance, assuming to myself the 

power of marshalling the aforesaid procession, I direct a trumpeter to send forth a blast 

loud enough to be heard from hence to China; and a herald, with world-pervading voice, 

to make proclamation for a certain class of mortals to take their place‖ (795-796). Out of 

a lack of vision, he leans on voice. If the narrator of Poe‘s ―The Man of the Crowd‖ 

leisurely falls into the role of coordinator and leader, then Hawthorne‘s nameless narrator 
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is more immediately absorbed in his task. The absence of an outside before or frame to 

the story‘s structure conditions the reader to accept the hermetic proposal of complete 

encapsulation. More importantly ―The Procession of Life,‖ like the very idea of a 

―procession of life,‖ arises ex nihilo: there is not a comparable and skewing period of 

convalescence as there is in Poe‘s story from which to derive this social exercise.
74

 The 

sketch is a thought experiment without anteriority and with a veiled conclusion; all that is 

left is a forward searching. 

The imperative presence of the narrator—his defiance of the morass and his desire 

to clean it up—gets lost in vague collective terms such as ―this arrangement,‖ ―the 

conjunction,‖ and ―a classification‖ (798). Alison Easton sees ―The Procession of Life‖ 

as an essayistic
75

 short story about the idea of ―society as a ‗system‘…that is, a 

construction with a conventional sign system and a series of subject positions available 

within it for its members‖ (147-148). This thinking in systems is infectious insofar as the 

hunt for the one ―founded on truth‖ is relentlessly opposed to the idea of the truthful non-

existence of totality (798). There is no room for no system in the sketch: as in 

Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge,‖ systematic thinking operates without the thinker and appears 

naturalized and inevitable. The metaphor of the procession contains within it a bundle of 

metonymic associations: the essayistic categories themselves, each of which expands 

                                                   

74 This is not to say that the narrator is not a character (though his condition is rhetorical rather than 

physical), even though that is often the charge made of this sketch. Or no charge at all is made if the sketch 

goes unmentioned: Michael Colacurcio‘s all-encompassing study of Hawthorne‘s historically-rich short 

fictions leaves it by the wayside. Regarding the charge of characterlessness, Hyatt Waggoner deems that 

―sketches like ‗The Procession of Life‘ and ‗Main Street‘ [sic] differ from the tales not so much in ‗lacking 

plot‘ as in failing to develop character: the casual reflections of the narrator, clearly in these pieces 

Hawthorne himself, are not an adequate substitute for the creation of a Goodman Brown…‖ (101).  

75 ―Essayistic‖ is inspired by Waggoner, who says that between the sketch and the tale Hawthorne 

experimented with ―a sort of intermediate form having some of the features of the older allegory and some 

of the features of the personal essay‖ (252).  
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upon closer inspection. The difficult search for a system is myopic, as it was in Poe‘s 

―The Man of the Crowd.‖  

Nevertheless, the narrator keeps up his obsession and deeply imbues the text with 

it. What he presents are a series of false starts, so that by the end the narrator‘s alternative 

taxonomy of life‘s persons reads as a procession of potential processions: first is 

grouping by ―the bond of mutual disease‖ (797), which simply reproduces class 

divisions; then ―the gifts of intellect‖ (797), which is more a measure of a potential 

energy ―common to all‖ (798) than an effective classification; then ―the sacred bond of 

sorrow‖ (799), which is much ―too universal for our purpose‖ (799); then ―the 

brotherhood of crime‖ (800), which is often immune to self-awareness (―Many…will be 

astonished at the fatal impulse that drags them thitherward‖ [801]);
76

 then ―the free-

masonry of mutual goodness‖ (803), of which ―[n]ot one‖ answers (802) out of ―shyness‖ 

(803), even after being narrowed down to ―the principle of Love‖ (803); and finally those 

―mortals who, from whatever cause, have lost, or never found, their proper places in the 

world‖ (804), of which rise ―a great multitude…most of them with a listless gait‖ (804). 

But after the narrator has unfurled his list, he reveals that Death is the procession‘s Chief 

Marshall, at the top of the narrator the fool‘s pyramid of organization, and this revelation 

invalidates his meticulous criteria. ―Who else could assume the guidance of a procession 

that comprehends all humanity?‖ (807), he says. Death effortlessly does away with the 

human or narratological project of organization. Narrative is too earthy, subject to many 

errors, reversals, and trials, and it cannot transmute or smooth away the difficulties it is 

                                                   

76 For Kenneth Harris, ―the good are set off from the wicked, and among the latter the hypocrites take 

center stage (in fact, they appear precisely in the middle of the sketch)‖ (19). Although this ―miserable 

class‖ of criminals and sinners (Hawthorne ―Procession‖ 801) ―would be astonished to discover that they 

are really the opposite of what they believed they were‖ (Harris 20), ―we can‘t help but feel that somehow 

those self-deceiving hypocrites are being held responsible for a situation created by something out of their 

control‖ (Harris 20, my emphasis). That the narrator proposes guilt as a criterion of organization should 

alert readers to the fact that he is speaking from within a (perhaps Puritanical) system of guilt. That is his 

undetached, a priori position, from which he seeks liberation.  
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able to describe: in death, and not in narrative, ―another state of being will surely rectify 

the wrong of this‖ (807).  

Remember, however, that even after Hawthorne‘s narrator cracks the code and 

summons the thanatological all, he is suspicious, doubtful, and adds the adjacent trope of 

the wayside to his disquisition: ―The worst possible fate would be, to remain behind, 

shivering in the solitude of time, while all the world is on the move towards eternity‖ 

(806). As in Chopin‘s ―Reflection,‖ the wayside is the de facto landscape of narrative. 

Thus, the narrator has his feet in two worlds: that of the fool, only more purple in his 

obsession, and that of death‘s ―deputy marshal,‖ in the very company of those who are 

responsible for mess and difficulty. In other words, he is external to the process of 

taxonomy, but also internal to the procession. His final animation of death‘s ―triumph‖ is 

both the official assumption of his role as deputy and his outsider‘s compulsion to record: 

And now we move! Beggars in their rags, and Kings trailing the regal purple in 

the dust; the Warrior‘s gleaming helmet; the Priest in his sable robe; the hoary 

Grandsire, who has run life‘s circle and come back to childhood; the ruddy 

School-boy with his golden curls, frisking along the march; the Artisan‘s stuff-

jacket; the Noble‘s star-decorated coat;—the whole presenting a motley spectacle, 

yet with a dusky grandeur brooding over it. Onward, onward, into that dimness 

where the lights of Time, which have blazed along the procession, are flickering 

in their sockets! And whither? We know not; and Death, hitherto our leader, 

deserts us by the wayside, as the tramp of our innumerable footsteps echoes 

beyond his sphere. He knows not, more than we, our destined goal. But God, who 

made us, knows, and will not leave us on our toilsome and doubtful march, either 

to wander in infinite uncertainty, or perish by the way! (807) 

The sketch ends as it ponders direction and goal: Death‘s position as Chief Marshal, and 

the subsequent production of a new wayside, is supplanted by God, who ―will not leave 

us on our toilsome and doubtful march.‖ The confusion introduced as ―the grand 

difficulty‖ is a feint of the narrator‘s design: confusion is solely a product of earthly and 
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corporeal existence, and the sketch envisioned by this self-effacing, suspenseful, and 

haughty narrator is the virtual embodiment of that existence. In failing and failing to 

corral, and in choosing Death as his master, he can rest falsely content, even as he allows 

his master to be made fun of and usurped by God. Does not the brute fact that all have 

been ―made‖ by God render the orderly and discriminating principle of procession 

unnecessary?
77

 And yet, after the reader is presented with this series of trials, errors, and 

usurpations, how easy is it to swallow the conclusion that there is actually no confusion, 

no difficulty, no error, no mess, no wayside, and no abandonment?
78

 In short, one is led 

to believe that there is no procession that is not structural: the schematic organization of 

the sketch (a series of attempts at organizing the procession) displaces the need to 

discover the content of the procession of life (the ―proper arrangement‖). Like Twain‘s 

marginalia and Longfellow‘s ―bridge at midnight,‖ redundancy occurs deep within the 

                                                   

77 John Stubbs sees the very metaphor of procession as a confirmation of Hawthorne‘s embrace of the 

earthly: ―Because of his belief in the inscrutableness of God‘s Providence…Hawthorne directs most of his 

attention in his fiction to the knowable world of men. This world is often represented by what I take to be 

an ordering metaphor in Hawthorne‘s work—the image of life seen as a parade, a carnival, a spectacle, or a 

masquerade. This composite metaphor we may call a ‗procession of life‘‖ and in this sketch ―a parade 

toward death‖ (52). Yet, to stop at ―the idea that mortality is an overriding human bond‖ (52) in the 

accidental world of men, Stubbs argues, would be ―too reductive‖ (53) because Hawthorne‘s summons also 

stresses that world‘s ―energy‖ (53). For Stubbs, the procession in this sketch is too figurative and not 

―earthly‖ enough. Accordingly, he spends little time with the actual ―Procession of Life‖ and instead 

groups together diverse ―journey-plots‖ (Waggoner‘s term) like ―Young Goodman Brown‖ and ―The May-

Pole of Merry Mount‖ as processions. In addition, his figural use is imperiously optimistic: ―The 

procession involves a sense of many diverse men held together in one unit‖ (53), filtered through the sieve 

of an outsider, whose ―task‖ for Stubbs is ―to comprehend [the procession‘s] complexity and even affirm it 

and enter it‖ (66). 

78
 Easton asserts that the sketch ―produce[s] vastly oversimplified alternatives and as such constitute[s] a 

critique of such utopian designs. ‗The Procession of Life‘ is traditional and fairly naïve in the categories 

that it substitutes for usual class ones (the sick, bereaved, and benevolent would turn up in a number of 

other Christian and humanist paradigms, though it is important that this sketch wishes to stress the 

psychological rather than the social)‖ (148). 
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procession: the introduction of the noun segues into the textual visualization of 

processionary movement. Structure follows suit.  

This deflective recourse to the elevated or the holy features in ―My Kinsman, 

Major Molineux,‖ the story of an earthly encounter with the problem of confused bodies. 

Hawthorne satirizes the selfish desire to occupy the deity‘s detached and superior vantage 

point—or, in the case of ―Molineux,‖ the moon‘s vantage. My next section considers the 

delusional sensitivity of the impulse to discriminate from afar and on high.  

 

2. “From Some Vantage Point”: Clifford and Robin 

What the two important studies of crowds in American literature by Nicolaus 

Mills and Mary Esteve overlook is that if a narrator calls a witnessed event a 

―procession,‖ then for the critic to treat it under the umbrella term ―crowd‖ is insensitive 

to the act of narrativization attendant to these events. Esteve‘s two examples from 

Hawthorne are ―The Arched Window‖ chapter of The House of the Seven Gables (1851) 

and the story ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux‖ (1832). These scenes, in Esteve‘s analysis, 

only dramatize the crowd as a verb, as a crowding, or her preference for the many 

synonyms of crowding, such as ―press, jam, crush, flock, mob, throng, and pack‖ (Esteve 

6), but not the crowd as a noun, as John Plotz urges: the diction signals or disciplines how 

the text will continue to operate. I will correct the nouns in these scenes: they should both 

be read as indexical processions, one described as ―political‖ and the other climactic with 

respect to the narrative structure.
79

 The examples in the novel and the short story would 

                                                   

79 Nicolaus Mills, I must say, is quite sensitive to matters of diction. Here are his separations of crowd from 

mob and riot. Crowd: ―When I refer to a crowd, I have in mind no more than a gathering defined by its 

collective identity or purpose,‖ ―a gathering that cannot fit into a room but can . . . be contained in a public 

hall or square‖ (9). Mob: ―I use the word mob as sociologists now do, to designate any active or mobile 

crowd‖ ―not automatically a synonym for lower-class crowd‖ (9). Riot: ―As for a riot, I look upon it as 

what happens when a crowd goes beyond the bounds of demonstration and acts in a violent fashion‖ (9). In 

short, a term for a collectivity represses or swallows its others, its competitors, like the revolution is said to 

swallow its children.  
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even benefit from being thought of as parades because they file past an informal reviewer 

(per Marin): Clifford confronts from above what young Robin confronts on the street. At 

the same time, they are insubstantial processions, hermetic groups brought to a point of 

confrontation and openness (per Kavoulaki), and therefore undone as pure participatory 

processions (per Solnit). It is crucial that Clifford, ―with tremulous limbs‖ (166), 

physically deliberates about ―plunging‖ into it, as the narrator rhetorically deliberates 

about the metaphysics of ―plunging‖ (165), and Robin in ―Molineux‖ is initiated into it 

only after forming eye-to-eye contact with his relative in the procession. 

In The House of the Seven Gables, Clifford Pyncheon sees outside his high 

window ―a political procession, with hundreds of flaunting banners, and drums, fifes, 

clarions, and cymbals, reverberating between the rows of buildings‖ (165). Clifford‘s 

delirious persuasion satirizes the participatory urge of dutiful citizens by refiguring 

participation as a profoundly anti-social tendency: ―With a shivering repugnance at the 

idea of personal contact with the world, a powerful impulse still seized on Clifford, 

whenever the rush and roar of the human tide grew strongly audible to him‖ (165). The 

narrator, this prophet of decline, warns that Clifford is in danger of ―plunging into the 

surging stream of human sympathies‖ (165). Esteve is right to separate the political and 

aesthetic dimensions of this procession (even though she has to use the unstable Clifford 

to make her point): ―The point is the procession functions to validate the polity. Its 

political significance derives from its ceremonial and symbolic referentiality; and the 

spectacle relies on the townspeople‘s pre-existing political consciousness and values to 

endow it with relevance‖ (18-19). The ―powerful impulse‖ that ―seized on‖ Clifford, 

however, originates in and operates under an alternate, almost ―pre-political‖ (Esteve 23) 

system of signs because ―[w]hat the procession offers as an aesthetic experience is 

entirely different‖ (19): the narrator proposes that Clifford‘s immersion in the ―pre-

political‖ ―political procession‖ may help him to ―regain[ ] his political-moral 

consciousness‖ (19). The ―entirely different‖ ―aesthetic experience‖ of the procession, 

which I articulated in the previous chapter, consists of the automatic energy of group 
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movement that is dependent on a sort of lyrical death, and the revelation of structural 

stability that can be witnessed only from a position of peripheral safety. 

More than these enticing, though truncated, possibilities, however, this scene is 

attractive to my work because it offers a complex, though brief, treatise on the 

spectatorship of processions. The narrator, thinking his way into the root of Clifford‘s 

transfixion, muses:  

As a mere object of sight, nothing is more deficient in picturesque features than a 

procession seen in its passage through narrow streets. The spectator feels it to be 

fool‘s play, when he can distinguish the tedious commonplace of each man‘s 

visage, with the perspiration and weary self-importance on it, and the very cut of 

his pantaloons, and the stiffness or laxity of his shirt-collar, and the dust on the 

back of his black coat. In order to become majestic, it should be viewed from 

some vantage point, as it rolls its slow and long array through the centre of a wide 

plain, or the stateliest public square of a city; for then, by its remoteness, it melts 

all the petty personalities, of which it is made up, into one broad mass of 

existence,—one great life,—one collected body of mankind, with a vast, 

homogeneous spirit animating it. (165) 

The narrator begins with this ahistorical truth of Edward Muir‘s: ―Processions either 

activate emotions in spectators—emotions of piety or anger, patriotic enthusiasm or 

rebellion—or they are terribly boring, the big yawn of a . . . ‗mere ritual‘‖ (150). The 

boringness of viewing a procession up close (this felt ―fool‘s play‖) implies that one‘s 

aesthetic experience stops at the face and the dress of the marchers. This ―deficient‖ 

procession is compared to its more ―majestic‖ counterpart, and such majestic 

transformation, far from being a kind of yearned-for exultation in the mind of the 

ordinary citizen, is in fact inexplicable without having recourse to a proper vantage point. 

What is funny about the scenario is that Clifford is literally an elevated individual, that is, 

watching the procession from above.  
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You will note that the narrator does not take into account the position of being in 

procession, or that it is disposed of as one more combination of ―perspiration and weary 

self-importance‖—it is so up close. This is an admission that the terms have always been 

about figurative transformation, which depends on a range of possible perceptions, some 

distant, some close. Simply, the vantage is a nodal point that facilitates one‘s 

apprehension of plural arrangements, metaphorical and allegorical unities or ―ones‖ 

superimposed on top of each other or melted into each other: ―one broad mass of 

existence,—one great life,—one collected body of mankind.‖ As Leona Toker notes, 

―What any carnival sets the stage for is a mass merger of individuals into a whole, a 

respite from the sociocultural compartmentalization of everyday life. Associated with 

ancient fertility rites, it celebrates a natural life force—of the species or of the community 

rather than of separate individuals‖ (26). Since fertility rites coincide with seasonal 

change, the mirthful misrule of holidays must also be temporary to be in tune: ―The 

carnivalesque is corrupted both when the misrule is not limited … and when it is 

ritualized as an in-group‘s obligatory social routine‖ (26). Herein lies another danger of 

exhibition: the sanitization of showing oneself. Toker concludes that ―true carnival is 

entered voluntarily and circumscribed in time‖ (28). This rich finitude is the lesson that 

Hawthorne took from Strutt in ―The May-Pole of Merry Mount,‖ according to William 

Heath, and that his own light and unburdened sketches so faithfully perform. 

It is important to remember that Hawthorne‘s arched window scenario is couched 

in the narrator‘s detached language of the subjunctive: ―In order to become majestic, it 

should be viewed from some vantage point…‖ (my italics). This is also the philosophical 

language of the Kantian sublime, as Esteve argues, and since Clifford is neither actively 

seeking his vantage point nor volunteering to enter into the procession‘s coordinates, I am 

aware of a third type of spectatorship, midway between the deficiently up-close and the 

majestically advantaged: Clifford on the brink. The narrator continues (from where I last 

quoted), and takes care to filter the procession through Clifford‘s ―repugnance‖: 
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But, on the other hand, if an impressible person, standing alone over the brink of 

one of these processions, should behold it, not in its atoms, but in its aggregate,—

as a mighty river of life, massive in its tide, and black with mystery, and, out of its 

depths, calling to the kindred depth within him,—then the contiguity would add to 

the effect. It might so fascinate him that he would hardly be restrained from 

plunging into the surging stream of human sympathies. (165) 

Here, remoteness is compared with contiguity, or is in fact a species of contiguity. If one 

is an ―impressible‖ soul like Clifford, then one can be lured by the mystery of being so 

close in proximity and affinity. The procession, safely witnessed and peripherally 

represented, is a vessel of discovery: one imponderably voyages into the arms of an 

ultimate, human comprehension. However, this mystery on the edge of ―human 

sympathies‖ carries a ―sirenlike potential‖ for its extinguishment, according to Nicolaus 

Mills (47), and effects in poor Clifford a transfer of sublimes, from the Kantian to the 

mimetic sublime, according to Mary Esteve (17), from depth to shallowness. ―Plunging 

into‖ is a literal and empty verb for joining.  

When ―The Arched Window‖ is read as a crowd scene, then the potential energies 

of the amassed group are put into play: one of those energies is the carnivalesque. Toker, 

in her reading of Hawthorne, theorizes that a feature of the carnivalesque narrative is the 

―cracking, breaking, bursting, of individual entities—the loss (usually temporary) of the 

discreteness of identity‖ (25). In these scenarios, one is made aware of the tense ―need to 

maintain a hold on one‘s identity lest it dissolve in the magma of the collective‖ (25). As 

he did with Clifford and will do with Robin, Hawthorne regularly carves out a space for 

privileged perceptions on the mount, which are predominantly figured as retreats from 

the up-close, topsy-turviness of fests and holidays. Mills sums up the critical thrust of 

Hawthorne‘s crowd scenes: ―In Hawthorne‘s judgment, the real danger posed by the 

crowd, especially the majority crowd, came from the fact that, time and again in the name 

of values it held sacred, it sought to impose an artificial unity on society‖ (47). It is under 

this banner of ―artificial unity‖ that Mills comes close to seeing processions as 



 

87 

 

processions instead of crowds. Thus, it is fundamental to consider the dialogue between 

the crowd‘s imposition of unity and the narrator‘s imposition of procession. How and 

why is closeness or distance being manufactured? When the sanctity of the wayside is 

under threat—Clifford could fall from the window—then the incentive to join the group 

is coercive and, I think, scoffed at. Hawthorne‘s early sketches do their utmost to 

preserve and maintain the wayside, and only after this condition is met do their narrators 

bleed outward into procession. This is gentle republicanism: the periphery as the 

predicate for the center.  

Hawthorne rhetorically retreats from typological merging in the early story ―My 

Kinsman, Major Molineux.‖ By typology I mean a scriptural eye that sees events in terms 

of pre-figuration and unity. Michael Davitt Bell claims that the ―romantic historian and 

historical romancer‖ was ―applying typology to history‖ (8), only that 

The difference [between theological and romantic typology] is that American 

historians in the earlier nineteenth century were seeking types, not of the coming 

of Christ, but of the triumph of ‗liberty.‘ Each instance of the struggle between 

liberty and tyranny, each emergence of embryonic democracy, could be regarded 

as a type of the great culminating example of the victory of liberty over tyranny—

the American Revolution. (8) 

In this case, ―Molineux‖ depicts a ―rehearsal of revolution,‖ according to Peter Shaw 

(20). Hawthorne‘s types rehearse the coming of liberty as a drama of youthful 

maturation: Robin the naïf travels to a Boston before the Revolution to take advantage of 

his relative Molineux‘s loyalist clout.
80

 After running into, but not consciously accepting, 

many tarnishes to his uncle‘s reputation, Robin finally happens upon his relative being 

ushered into the streets by ―wild figures in the Indian dress, and many fantastic shapes 

without a model, [which had the effect of] giving the whole march a visionary air, as if a 

dream had broken forth from some feverish brain, and were sweeping visibly through the 

                                                   

80 If the story did not exhume anxieties about the spontaneity of the American Revolution, then it would 

very nearly be ―an uncomplicated agrarian parable,‖ as Lance Newman notes (45). 



 

88 

 

midnight streets‖ (84). The major, who by virtue of his title should not require the every-

citizen‘s figurative elevation in procession, is nevertheless spotted ―in tar-and-feathery 

dignity‖ (85). Thus, even when the context of the procession is appropriated for an 

indecorous ousting, the transformation of processors both direct and indirect is still said 

to occur. Even the parody of a procession is magisterial. At stake in ―Molineux‖ is the 

dualism inherent in gentlemanliness: the mob is very much reacting to the position of 

Robin‘s loyalist uncle, but its actions are inversely proportional to his worth. Where he is 

gentle, the mob is wild. The tar-and-feathering diminishes Molineux and exposes the 

hypocrisy of his power, and yet also confirms that he is a gentleman.
81

  

The reader is aware that the mass, after the narrator‘s standard collective 

metaphors (―mighty stream,‖ ―came rolling‖ [84]), is ordered as a procession only when 

it is being witnessed by spectators: ―A mass of people, inactive, except as applauding 

spectators, hemmed the procession in, and several women ran along the side-walk, 

piercing the confusion of heavier sounds, with their shrill voices of mirth or terror‖ (84). 

The gaze of the naïf and the ―applauding spectators‖ literally and figuratively ―hem[ ] the 

procession in‖—that is, they constitute its shape by forming around it, they rectify its 

mass and dignify it, but they also negate its insularity and therefore negate it as a 

procession. The ―inactive‖ ―mass of people‖ and the ―side-walk‖ ―women‖ remind the 

procession of the street itself—of public space‘s propensity for occupation—and thereby 

un-melt the procession‘s ―rolling‖ and swelling unity. Its radius expands, and the story 

structurally finds a way to mend the wound of its openness by conflating the irruption of 

the procession on the street with a kind of counter-irruption of laughter from Robin‘s 

mouth: ―…every man shook his sides, every man emptied his lungs, but Robin‘s shout 

was the loudest there. The cloud-spirits peeped from their silvery islands, as the 

                                                   

81 Major Molineux‘s almost wholly offstage presence is precisely a source of his power, and in the major I 

see a refracted Hawthorne: offstage, virtual, gentle, even proto-American, but met with tar and feathers 

from a wild public. 
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congregated mirth went roaring up the sky! The Man in the Moon heard the far bellow; 

‗Oho,‘ quoth he, ‗the old earth is frolicsome to-night!‘‖ (86).  

The perspectival shift from the street to the comic-omniscient vantage point of the 

Man in the Moon allows Hawthorne‘s narrator to witness ―every man,‖ and to record the 

difference in volume of Robin‘s laughter, but more importantly to pass a wide judgment 

of ―frolicsome‖ over the affair, as if Robin‘s laughter were its messenger, making the best 

case for the earth. While Robin‘s laughter easily represents his contiguous acquiescence 

to the ―disease of the crowd,‖ as Mills points out (51), structurally the laughter resets the 

procession in place. Directly after the Man in the Moon speaks, the narrator says: 

When there was a momentary calm in that tempestuous sea of sound, the leader 

gave the sign, the procession resumed its march. On they went, like fiends that 

throng in mockery around some dead potentate, mighty no more, but majestic still 

in his agony. On they went, in counterfeited pomp, in senseless uproar, in frenzied 

merriment, trampling all on an old man‘s heart. On swept the tumult, and left a 

silent street behind. (86)  

The text simulates the procession‘s movement: ―On they went,‖ ―On they went,‖ ―On 

swept.‖ Despite the ―counterfeited pomp,‖ the narrator puts the ―majestic‖ once again 

into play. As Peter Shaw has shown, ―the story is a commentary on the process of 

sublimation and ritual substitution that was typical of the American Revolution‖ (18): 

Molineux is the object of a delayed antipathy towards the king even as ―Americans of all 

classes on the patriot side sustained their loyalty to the king throughout the period from 

1760 to 1776‖ (14). Such paradoxical ―anomalies of crowd behavior‖ (13) can account 

for the coexistence of violence and restraint in ritualized performances, where ―ritual,‖ 

for Shaw, means ―the imitation of quasi-religious festivals, along with behavior that was 

not fully rational and controlled‖ (9). Shaw himself notes the inclement politics of the 

crowd: ―Politically speaking, the patriot movement attached itself to the progressive ideas 

of the age—the elimination of corruption, greater individual freedom, freedom of the 
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press, more pure representation. When the movement took to the streets, however, it 

could be embarrassingly regressive, and not just politically‖ (21).  

Reading typologically, however, means that the ―embarrassment and dismay‖ of 

this ―mass enthusiasm‖ (Shaw 21) is ratified or neutralized as merely one of the vagaries 

of ritual rehearsal. The narrative‘s renunciation of bodies, or the narrator‘s deferral of 

perspective—this apostrophe to the moon and then ventriloquism from above—favors the 

sanctity of the Kantian sublime, where the procession is aesthetically and paradoxically 

awful to the observer, instead of the mimetic, earthly, consensual, sublime laughter of 

Robin. (The situation is reversed in The House of the Seven Gables.) The narrative turns a 

blind eye in order to possess an all-seeing eye for a brief space of time. No matter how 

comical the apostrophe is, the narrator revolts (it would be too strong to say that he is 

revolted) and seeks alleviation—but this does not amount to a renunciation of the 

people‘s mob-like actions. And this alleviation is found in the reconstitution of the 

procession and its renewed mobilization: the procession moves because the narrator 

moves it before and away from the reader-spectator. That is, the moon‘s-eye view is now 

being perpetuated by the narrator and no longer deferred to. The reader is inside the 

procession of sentences when reading them, and after reading them the reader can also 

objectively see the procession of similarly-shaped parallel sentences on the page: ―On,‖ 

―On,‖ ―On.‖ Sharon Cameron‘s marvelous reading of the old man‘s ―hems‖ follows ―the 

tale‘s linguistic tracks‖ (149) and draws a line through the text‘s ―‗mayhem‘ of relations‖ 

(153), which are also the wanderings of reference (or what she calls the ―confusion of 

connotations‖ [147]). Cameron constructs an ever-evolving long-line out of dispersed and 

therefore unstable textual effects, against which the anaphoric ―ons‖ of the narrator‘s 

post-lunar structural procession are bunched, deliberate, and structural.
82

  

                                                   

82 Cameron‘s emphasis on the tale‘s ―perpetual dislocation‖ of reference (148) is in accord with Robert 

Abrams‘ assessment of how in Hawthorne‘s tales of spectacle ―everything that the eye strives to take in, 

shape, contextualize, and endow with meaning overflows and potentially betrays the formative power of a 

concept or name, a pattern or specular image‖ (25). With respect to ―Molineux,‖ it is the textual and 
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I argue that the pre-Revolutionary setting and future-Revolutionary action that 

Hawthorne animates is the conscious deployment of a discourse that he flirts with and at 

the same time demystifies. The typology in ―Molineux‖ arises from a desire for the 

mob‘s errant pacification and for the return to a ―silent street.‖ After the procession 

recedes, there is a narrative gap, and then Hawthorne writes, ―Well, Robin, are you 

dreaming?‖ (86). Mayhem and veracity in general deflate from yet another superior 

vantage point—that of waking. Peter J. Bellis remarks that in the end ―Hawthorne offers 

a vision of radical, revolutionary change, but he embeds that change within a secondary 

or derivative realm of illusion and dream‖: is the procession, he asks, the ―first step in the 

revolutionary process‖ or ―a substitute for action‖ (24)? Revolutionary typology is 

therefore incomplete because the text retreats from a colloquial tendency to totalize 

activity; the narrator would prefer to label the activity ―frolicsome‖ and then tries to make 

the reader frolic with him. This pushy frolicking is Hawthorne‘s critique of consensus, 

which leaves his opinion on collective action contentedly ambiguous. The text maintains 

its undecidability: one can read the procession as the chaotic surging of a mob, or as a 

rehearsal for revolution, even though either option flattens assembled particularities, or 

one can go with the flow and read the procession from the moon‘s peacefully high 

perspective, which not only occludes the first two options but continues to evacuate 

particularities from the scene, such as the family drama currently transpiring between 

Robin and the major.
83

  

                                                                                                                                                       

perspectival details of the tar-and-feathering which ―proffer quick, darting glimpses into a more 

complicated moment than is finding its way into foregrounded, officially authorized pageantry (and into 

orthodox patterns of public attentiveness such pageantry invites)‖ (Abrams 32). Whenever Hawthorne 

represents pageantry, he vacillates between representativeness and allegory, fact and nodal point, the 

liveliness of an era and its funeral. I dealt with this epistemological quandary at the beginning of this 

chapter.  

83
 Colacurcio calls the Man in the Moon an ―ultimate structuralist‖ who distantly takes in ―one more 

‗revolution‘ among the numberless and continual turnings sublunary events‖ and in whose passive 

company is insinuated the ―large-scale irrelevance of Robin‘s painful anxieties‖ (149). ―Ultimately,‖ he 
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Hawthorne‘s deference to the vantage point mitigates a dynamic and temporary 

―mass merger of individuals‖ (Toker‘s term), and replaces a street-level merger with a 

wish-fulfillment merger in the mind of an elevated observer. What is the purpose of these 

assertions of oneness, these smilingly elitist recoilings from the liminality and immediacy 

of processions? The sketches ―Sights from a Steeple,‖ ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day,‖ 

―Main-street,‖ and ―The Custom-House‖ from The Scarlet Letter, also cultivate havens of 

remoteness, while ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux‖ merely satirizes engagement on the 

streets. Cultivation of the wayside demands diachronic thinking; otherwise, the satire is 

too bitter. In moving from a consideration of palpably crowded spaces to the repose and 

terror of uncrowded spaces, their nothingness,
84

 the next section engages with 

Hawthorne‘s wayside views on publication, and how his types of processions reflect 

different forms of public entry.  

 

3. Publication and Intrusion: “Sights from a Steeple” 

The impresario narrator of Hawthorne‘s ―Main-street‖ (1849) offers a lesson 

about the signaling power of diction. In this late long story, a showman shows an 

                                                                                                                                                       

writes, ―our psychological empathy must stand against some really cosmic view or lapse into the somewhat 

pathetic fallacy of misplaced sentiment‖ (149), and therefore readers seek a ―‗compromise‘ theory‖ 

between perspectives (150). However, this is what Hawthorne has contrived all along: the ―universal hum‖ 

caught by the moon makes it seem inevitable the entwining of meanings and perspectives. What Robert 

Abrams sees as the ―allusive hodgepodge‖ and textual ―white noise‖ of the tale is a result of the many 

―fluctuat[ions] in orientation and tone‖ (36) to the point where ―scenic focus fractures into incongruous 

activities that do not really add up . . . into a unified public occasion‖ (37). The moon‘s sleight-of-hand 

perhaps makes the reader feel unqualified to untangle voices or negate a viewpoint; according to 

Colacurcio, the reader ought to flat-out refuse the lump of the moon because ―only the moon could fail to 

notice all the differences. Only some excessively simplistic will-to-structure will ever confuse‖ a 

Bildungsroman, which is the province of Robin, with a conspirator‘s riot, the province of the street (152). 

84 I am thinking of John Dolis‘ reading of the ―unhomeliness‖ of Hawthorne‘s homes (his houses and his 

homeland): ―Home itself is nothing, nothing in itself. It simply waits (for something): it waits (for life to 

begin): the nothing that waits for something‖ (38).  
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audience a magnificent panorama of the Puritan past, while doing his best to dodge 

colloquial criticisms about historical representation. There is a significantly repetitive, 

rhetorical ―procession‖ in the story, which occurs after the narrator pauses his show to 

promote specificity on the back of bombast:  

Behold! here is a spectacle which should be ushered in by the peal of trumpets, if 

Naumkeag had ever yet heard that cheery music, and by the roar of cannon, 

echoing among the woods. A procession—for, by its dignity, as marking an epoch 

in the history of the street, it deserves that name—a procession advances along the 

pathway. The good ship Abigail has arrived from England, bringing wares and 

merchandise, for the comfort of the inhabitants, and traffic with the Indians; 

bringing passengers too, and, more important than all, a Governor for the new 

settlement. (1028) 

There is a chance of irony in his tone, especially if one considers the sentence that 

precedes this section: ―The pavements of the Main-street must be laid over the red man‘s 

grave‖ (1028). The audience is meant to see the cortege for Governor Endicott at the 

expense of landscape, weather, and anterior peoples. More importantly, however, is that 

such a dignified and epochal procession is joyless and lifeless. In Hawthorne‘s story, the 

arrival of Endicott is greeted by an audience member in much the same way: ―Here is a 

pasteboard figure, such as a child would cut out of a card, with a pair of very dull 

scissors; and the fellow modestly requests us to see in it the prototype of hereditary 

beauty!‖ (1029). The angry customer ―persists in commenting on the discrepancy 

between what [the impresario] has promised and what he is showing them‖ (14), as Dana 

Brand has shown, but he also comments on a sort of clichéd gap between the air of 

rhetoric and the weight of the physical. The attention-getting pause for ―procession,‖ 

therefore, demonstrates an incorrect use of one‘s eye for detail, and suggests that 

persuasion must be material too. Both the precise word ―procession‖ and the pasteboard 

representation of Endicott fail to convince; Endicott, then, cannot be triply conveyed, 
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whether by rhetoric (―procession‖), or by his figurine in the panorama, or historically by 

that indexical procession.
85

  

What seems to be a moment of clarity—reaching for the dignity of a historical 

moment—in fact reveals the impresario‘s inability to catch the movements and 

organizations of people in the past. The central rituals of the past are dead or false 

without the sieve of the wayside. This inability is replicated at the story‘s end by the 

thwarted future movement of his panorama: ―Alas! my kind and gentle audience, you 

know not the extent of your misfortune. The scenes to come were far better than the past. 

The street itself would have been more worthy of pictorial exhibition; the deeds of its 

inhabitants, not less so‖ (1050).
86

 The unification of street and deeds is a promise to be 

realized, and there is a note of ambiguity in the impresario‘s verbalized vision of ―better‖ 

future ―scenes‖: the scenes may be better, but is the future any better? Just as 

Tocqueville, in the last chapter of the second volume of Democracy in America, wants to 

leave his readers with a ―final all-embracing survey of all the various characteristics of 

the modern world and…a final assessment of the general influence which equality is 

bound to exert on the destiny of men‖ (818), he realizes, in an echo of ―the grand 

difficulty‖ from Hawthorne‘s ―Procession of Life,‖ that ―the difficulty of such an 

undertaking brings me to a halt and, faced with such a great objective, I feel my eyes 

blurring and my reason stumbling‖ (818). Voluminous and compassionate Tocqueville 

falters Clifford-like on the brink. The success of the American promise is veiled from his 

view (itself a mix of near and detached), and, similar to how the machine in ―Main-

                                                   

85
 Buell believes that Hawthorne‘s ―narrators present themselves as striving self-consciously to breathe life 

into those quaint old wooden figures. From his first tales to his last, from ‗Alice Doane‘s Appeal‘ to ‗Main-

Street,‘ Hawthorne‘s fictional treatments of Puritanism are apt to be as much about the problem and process 

of reconstructing the Puritan era as they are dramatizations of it‖ (266).  

86 For the showman to call the audience ―gentle‖ defensively mitigates their incredulous vocal reactions. As 

in ―The Gentle Boy,‖ gentleness presumes that there is ambiguity on the side of touched (the audience). In 

this case, the audience feels distinctly the scam of the panorama.  
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street‖ breaks down, Tocqueville‘s logical and hopeful prognostications shut down. In 

another echo of Hawthorne, Tocqueville also flirts with hubris: ―I struggle to penetrate 

God‘s point of view, from which vantage point I try to observe and judge affairs‖ (820). 

Positing the vantage point as an act of divine seizure or sublimation, Tocqueville gestures 

to how removed from arranging democratic arrangements he is; unlike Hawthorne‘s 

ascendant, energetic, and foolish narrators, Tocqueville only imagines this superior point 

of view, and he does not in fact ―struggle to penetrate‖ it. Life does not figure for 

Tocqueville as a ―festal or funereal procession,‖ but as the spiritual reality of a ―new 

condition of society‖ (820), which one must not be too quick to salute or decry. 

Hawthorne‘s narrators want very much to possess ―God‘s point of view‖ and to arrange 

and orchestrate the sights.  

Seen from above, ―Main-street‖ is syntactically structured as a procession, in 

which discrete temporal scenes succeed one another, and the ending‘s unfulfilled unity of 

street and deed is of the procession as well: for it is on the street that a concerted group 

makes its deeds visible. (As in ―Molineux,‖ on the street is also where we can see the 

―embarrassing‖ gap between principle and action.) How, then, does the stubborn wonder 

show of ―Main-street‖ transact with the climactic and chaotic publicness of ―My 

Kinsman, Major Molineux‖? What value is placed on literal irruption in the latter and 

textual impression in the former? While I do not believe that ―Main-street‖ is an oblique 

campaign in favor of indexical street processions, the syntactical procession of the story 

can be read as Hawthorne‘s final assessment of ―the grand difficulty‖: the word 

―procession‖ fails at representation, only for the noun to be remobilized as the very 

structure of the story. Syntax then breaks down because the metonymy of its movement 

cannot keep extending into the ―better‖ future. Essentially, one cannot take the 

impresario‘s word on the future without the structural accompaniment of the text.  

Gentle republicanism, however, foreshadows and realizes a scheme for the future. 

It is Hawthorne‘s self-deprecating project of planting a latent or belated rational-critical 

discourse as an alternative to many of his own stories‘ insistence on immediate publics 
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(chaotic, climactic, gothic, and spectral ones). This long-term schematization builds upon 

but fans out Habermas‘ original ideas of the public sphere. A figurative procession or 

geologically-ordained public is assembled over time, in which the members of a public 

fall in line by increments. Wai Chee Dimock claims that such relationships ―need 

hundreds, thousands, or even billions of years to be recognized for what they are: 

phenomena constituted by their temporal extension, with a genealogy much longer than 

the life span of any biological individual‖ (5).
87

 Hawthorne the re-animator of yesteryear 

obsessively takes up his ancestors as his indefatigable subjects, and he does so to survey 

the quality of their metonymic propensities: what did they touch, where were their safe 

spaces, and how did they acknowledge peripheries? The forward-thinking responsibility 

of gentleness depends on the unobstructed realization of metonymy, from the past all the 

way up to the present and beyond. Hawthorne‘s early sketches are mostly free of 

Puritans, and their domestic representations of solitude and extension are positively 

unencumbered by the complexities of antecedent obsession.
88

 These sketches are the 

most fluent examples of gentle republicanism, and they are very much the material result 

of his later worries about authorship, publication, reception, and reputation. 

Three of Hawthorne‘s prefaces, each, as Joel Porte has delightfully noted, ―a 

deceptive little dance designed to pass for personal confession‖ (125), show how the 

writer writing about publishing is also the writer writing about public entry. ―The 

Custom-House,‖ that which introduces The Scarlet Letter, is in fact Hawthorne‘s only bit 

of ―real‖ writing in that book: the rest he unearths. In the novel‘s preface, Hawthorne 

repeatedly admits that he is wary of inflicting his entreaties and simple presence on the 

                                                   

87 This narrative of ―temporal extension‖ could even be bent into the timeworn story of Hawthorne‘s 

canonization as a long train of successive championings and methodological affirmations, which is Jane 

Tompkins‘ argument about Hawthorne‘s canonization. 

88 ―On the one hand, ancestor worship is clearly associated with a myth of decline—from those ancestors. 

On the other hand, the myth of progress just as clearly requires some sort of repudiation, however 

clandestine, of one‘s ancestors‖ (23), Davitt Bell summarizes.  
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public: ―This, in fact—a desire to put myself in my true position as editor, or very little 

more, of the most prolix among the tales that make up my volume—this, and no other, is 

my true reason for assuming a personal relation with the public‖ (4). Hawthorne wants to 

be credited as an editor, and credits editing as the opposite of intruding. He succumbs to a 

rare ―autobiographical impulse‖ (3) by writing ―The Custom-House‖ so that he may 

formally ―explain how a large portion of the following pages came into my possession‖ 

(4). This disclosure is of course a form of customs inspection itself or toll gathering: ―The 

Custom-House‖ and ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day‖ have as their backdrop a policing of 

borders and a ―regulating [of] what commodities might enter and exit the public space,‖ 

according to Lauren Berlant (Anatomy 1). Both sketches end with the literary production 

of an ancestral or cosmic lineage, respectively.
89

 Smuggling is the figurative crime here, 

metonymic extension a form of territorial infringement, but Hawthorne‘s customs 

inspector assures his readers and his public that he is not a crook because he is an 

editor.
90

  

                                                   

89 Donald Pease argues that the integrity of ―The Custom-House‖ rests on Hawthorne‘s deference to 

Governor Pue, which, by taking up the cause of the letter A, inducts him into a British ―lineage of 

surveyors that the American Revolution had foreclosed from the political order‖: ―…Hawthorne 

reimagined the emergence of the democratic order as the demand coming from the British succession 

which that order had supplanted—to do imaginative justice to a figure who had aspired to achieve the 

democratization of the social order in which Hester Prynne lived‖ (68). Retrofitting allegiance, and the 

nascent American nation, with an inclusionary gesture of editing Pue‘s papers, Hawthorne performs an 

―anticurse‖ (58) on the ―ancestral curse‖ (56) the Puritans placed on storytelling and its virtues of empathy, 

sentiment, and justice: ―In short, Hawthorne wrote not out of the desire to perpetuate Pue‘s lineage but out 

of the need to invent positions for those persons who had lost their positions‖ (69).  

90 The metaphor of smuggling ties into forms of public animation and activity. Consider the temperate 

allegory behind the description of the custom-house itself, which brandishes ―an enormous specimen of the 

American eagle‖ (5) over its doors: 

With the customary infirmity of temper that characterizes this unhappy fowl, she appears by the 

fierceness of her beak and eye, and the general truculency of her attitude, to threaten mischief to 

the inoffensive community; and especially to warn all citizens careful of their safety against 
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Assembly in public should be characterized by gentleness, by the gentleness of 

the literary sketch, without causing ―danger‖ or ―dread‖: in the preface to The Snow-

Image and Other Twice-Told Tales (1852), Hawthorne remarks that ―ever since my 

youth, I have been addressing a very limited circle of friendly readers, without much 

danger of being overheard by the public at large; and that the habits thus acquired might 

                                                                                                                                                       

intruding on the premises which she overshadows with her wings. Nevertheless, vixenly as she 

looks, many people are seeking at this very moment to shelter themselves under the wing of the 

federal eagle; imagining, I presume, that her bosom has all the softness and snugness of an 

eiderdown pillow. But she has no tenderness … (5) 

Firstly, the allegory aligns the custom-house with the promises of the United States (a pun on ―premises‖), 

which one turns to for ―shelter‖ even as the promontory bird ―threatens mischief‖; the collectivities implied 

by the words ―community‖ and ―citizens‖ cannot stand up to the whims of this particular and peculiar 

―she.‖ Secondly, however, the language of intrusion, ostensibly into the custom-house, accords with 

Hawthorne‘s career of denying his reputation: the allegory slants to signify the invisible connections to the 

public that Hawthorne hopes to maintain in the prefaces to his collected tales and sketches. The custom-

house, then, is allegorically aligned with the fickleness of the American literary marketplace. Hawthorne, 

while not warned away by an ―unhappy fowl,‖ is rationalizing his work‘s lightness by salvaging an ethic of 

intrusiveness, such that the reception of his work, although comically inflated, correlates with this thematic 

concern for regulation and politeness. 

Smuggling hearkens back to ―The Gentle Boy‖ from this chapter‘s beginning. Hawthorne revised 

the story in1839 and added a preface, where he states, ―The Tale, of which a new edition is now offered to 

the Public, was among the earliest efforts of its Author‘s pen; and, little noticed on its first appearance, in 

one of the Annuals, appears ultimately to have awakened the interest of a larger number of readers, than 

any of his subsequent productions‖ (68). Prefatory self-minimization can also be read as self-duplication. I 

see gentleness as a process of self-vetting (revising) and of carrying oneself forward (smuggling): the tale is 

compared to the ―new edition‖ of the tale (self to self), and then is it ―offered to the Public.‖ Without self-

reflexivity, touching can dissipate. There is a structurally similar process in the first line of ―The Procession 

of Life,‖ ―Life figures itself to me‖: the relationship is life to life (―Life figures itself‖) and at the same time 

―to me.‖ The ambiguity of a gentle touch (―little noticed on its first appearance‖) requires one to touch 

oneself if one is to continue to ―awaken[ ] the interest[s]‖; my reading of ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day‖ 

focuses on the autoerotic priorities of the narrator.  
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pardonably continue, although strangers may have begun to mingle with my audience‖ 

(1154), and by the end says publicly that ―the public need not dread my again trespassing 

on its kindness, with any more of these musty and mouse-nibbled leaves of old 

periodicals, transformed, by the magic acts of my friendly publishers, into a new book‖ 

(1156-1157). Now, the ―danger‖ is of a different sort than the ―dread‖: the former is a 

danger for the author, perhaps, a desire to speak privately and confidently and not to be 

―overheard,‖ but I also think it implies that ―overhearing‖ is an undesirable predilect ion 

of the public, an unhealthy training of attention on the work of one entity; whereas the 

latter is dreadful for an audience because it too is uncalled for and would be ―trespassing 

on its kindness,‖ that is, the public has a limit on its patience, which after being exhausted 

either morphs into hostility or obsession. 

Hawthorne may have intended his work to appeal to a select group (he effectively 

negates the ―at large‖ in ―the public at large‖), but he knows that he cannot deny the 

probable existence and addition of ―strangers‖ to his work‘s audience. In the preface to 

the 1851 edition of Twice-Told Tales, he writes, ―The circulation of these two volumes 

was chiefly confined to New England; nor was it until long after this period, if it even yet 

be the case, that the Author could regard himself addressing the American public, or, 

indeed, any public at all. He was merely writing to his known or unknown friends‖ 

(1151). This admixture of ―strangers‖ and, anterior to these strangers, ―known and 

unknown friends‖ is exactly that which constitutes the notion of the public espoused by 

Michael Warner. Any public, for Warner, is a ―conjured‖ (51) and ―projected‖ (76) 

grouping of personal and impersonal members, friends and strangers, encircling a center 

of attention like satellites do a planet. Warner writes, ―A public…unites strangers through 

participation alone, at least in theory. Strangers come into relationship by its means, 

though the resulting social relationship might be peculiarly indirect and unspecifiable‖ 
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(56). Despite this amorphousness, however, ―strangerhood is the necessary medium of 

commonality‖ (57).
91

  

Hawthorne‘s work‘s claim to the attention of ―the American public, or, indeed, 

any public at all‖ operates at a slower pace than the many paeans to habitual and 

improvised public assembly collected by Alexis de Tocqueville. Hawthorne‘s gentle 

republicanism promotes an alternative to the immediate (such as processions and 

assemblies in the street, like in ―Molineux,‖ and the clamor of noteworthy public 

recognition) and the sudden (which, in the blindness and rush of the present, manages to 

fragment time); his public is therefore stranger than impromptu stranger-thick assemblies 

because it contains more strangers. Membership is therefore less arbitrary or accidental 

since his public straightens out over time, forming a procession, which gives the merely 

parasitical or hesitant members a chance to fall out of the line. If the philosopher Alastair 

Hannay wonders, ―Just what does it take to inhabit a public space, properly speaking, in a 

way that allows us to say that in inhabiting it we are ‗its public‘?‖ (18), then for 

Hawthorne the answer is to subtract the inhabitation of public space—particularly, to 

subtract a terribly viscous form of inhabitation: the mass as the emblem of reputation and 

                                                   

91 The centripetal force of publicity brings to mind the famous gothic scene in The House of Seven Gables 

which depicts how querulous and fictional assembly is: a town gathers inside a house to make the 

acquaintance of Colonel Pyncheon, who, after one of the guests questions his absence, knocks at his door, 

―But, seeing that our host sets us the good example of forgetting ceremony, I shall likewise throw it aside, 

and make free to intrude on his privacy!‖ (14), and barges in, whereupon Pyncheon is discovered dead 

beneath his portrait. This scene of forgotten ceremonies puts the reader into contact with the very 

dimensions of the center: a two-dimensional center (flat and thus oxymoronic) hangs above the hollowed-

out three-dimensional ―original‖ (15). Is this not precisely how assembly works? Even though it is 

scheduled (there is an occasion for it; in this case, to meet the colonel and survey his mansion), assembly is 

nevertheless an intrusion, and, more damningly, intrusion operates under the assumption that it has been 

summoned or conjured by a pulsating center. Hawthorne wonders how the center (or a leader or a focal 

point of attention) becomes established. Hence, Hawthorne‘s procession as succession, as replacement, as 

multiplication: his many eyes and Is, his dead centers and holier, higher, trembling centers. Often off in the 

wayside, his centers are instead lateral agents of earthly desire.  
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posterity. The ―grand difficulty,‖ to return to ―The Procession of Life,‖ is how to 

organize the life of the mass outside of the domains of legacy and property.  

Jane Tompkins corrects Hawthorne‘s pose of ignorance and humility: ―…he was 

much better known than he himself was aware. His satires and sketches had been pirated 

liberally by newspapers up and down the Eastern seaboard; notices, advertisements, and 

reviews of his work had regularly appeared in the periodical press. And so, when 

Hawthorne lost his job as surveyor of customs at Salem, it caused a furor in the local 

papers‖ (24). Lauren Berlant argues that the autobiographical impetus behind ―The 

Custom-House‖—Hawthorne‘s lost job—reveals that ―the experience of identity might 

be personal and private, but its forms are always ‗collective‘ and political‖ (3). The 

narrator of ―The Custom-House‖ and Hawthorne himself need to remain distinct, but I 

think that their conflation in the mode of self-deprecation, which is itself divisive and 

defines one‘s citizenship as a brew of ―pain and pleasure‖ (Berlant 4), allows for the 

interpretation that self-presentation need not be orchestrated by the violent dynamic of 

―personal depravity and its public exposure‖ (Berlant 4). The Scarlet Letter provides this 

tale of violence, in which the publicness of its official, pivotal processions (the one for 

Hester at the beginning and the one for the New England holiday at the end) cannot be 

separated from ―allegorical processions of ideas,‖ as Rita K. Gollin points out (22): 

regimentation, or its enemy recklessness, inheres in thought. For Berlant, ―public 

spectacle elicits affect from persons and makes them citizens by routing that affect 

through love of the law and the regulation of the collective ‗imagination‘ and individual 

conscience…‖ (197-98). Recall the degrees of dissymmetry on display in Rush‘s letter in 

chapter two.  

The publicness of his prefaces, however, is not defined by confrontation—

Hawthorne claims to have made ―no enemies‖ (―Preface to Twice‖ 1153)—or by the 

demonstrability of an ―impression‖ (1150) or ―mark‖ (1152) made by his public entries. 

Hence the substance of the critique in ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux‖: the moon just 

groups together ―every man‖ in mirth and misrule, and the narrator takes up the moon‘s 
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torch by narrating movement en masse. And the only way he can safely reassert the 

presence of a one in the mass is to insinuate that the whole thing was a dream—that is, 

literally the product of an individual‘s mind. In the preface to Twice-Told, Hawthorne 

explains his hitherto choice of genre and describes ―what the sketches truly are‖: ―They 

are not the talk of a secluded man with his own mind and heart…but his attempts, and 

very imperfectly successful ones, to open an intercourse with the world‖ (1152). The 

charge of shyness and seclusion cannot fully be refuted because Hawthorne perversely 

admires the impression of their lack of notice, their muting of danger and threat by the 

critics who saw his writing as ―double-gendered,‖ as Millicent Bell summarizes (14), or 

as the inventions of a ―thoughtful gentleman who evades the alternative world of male 

action,‖ in the words of Elizabeth Palmer Peabody (qtd. in Bell 9).  

Surely, the public sphere is gendered as masculine and Hawthorne‘s failure to 

attract attention in that sphere is the fault of his feminized genre. However, this rift fails 

to explain Hawthorne‘s serial embrace of what he calls ―the realm of quiet‖ in ―The 

Custom-House‖ (42), which occurs at the end of an elaborate conceit that likens his post-

surveyor existence as an editor (of what he calls The Scarlet Letter) and as a continued 

writer of sketches (―The Custom-House,‖ case in point) to another American writer‘s 

enduring creation: 

Keeping up the metaphor of the political guillotine, the whole may be considered 

as the ―POSTHUMOUS PAPERS OF A DECAPITATED SURVEYOR‖; and the 

sketch which I am now bringing to a close, if too autobiographical for a modest 

person to publish in his lifetime, will readily be excused in a gentleman who 

writes from beyond the grave. Peace be with all the world! My blessing on my 

friends! My forgiveness to my enemies! For I am in the realm of quiet! (42) 

Sarcasm noted, and yet ―peace,‖ ―blessing,‖ ―forgiveness,‖ and ―quiet‖ are defenses 

against his swift beheading—defenses acquired over the course of his literary career. 

Washington Irving‘s mythic character stands in for the prestige of impact and longevity 

as filtered through what Berlant calls ―popular memory‖ (185), and Hawthorne‘s 
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(generically) popular attempt at veering this newfangled mega-sketch into gothic and 

satiric neighborhoods is also the ground of his farewell and self-exile: what follows might 

never be thought of as rightly mine. Berlant suggests that with this gesture ―Hawthorne 

constructs a new law of literary temporality,‖ according to which he ―no longer produces 

literature, but is a production of it, outside of the cycle of life, decay, and death‖ (185).  

So, instead of merely reading the prefaces for irony, sarcasm, hyperbole, and other 

paratextual tactics, I see in them the tensions between modes of publicness and forms of 

collectivity—issues coextensive with the procession. Here are the types of Hawthorne‘s 

processions and their texts:  

1. Indexical: there is a literal or historical procession. Chapters and sketches: ―The 

Procession‖ chapter in The Scarlet Letter, ―The Arched Window‖ chapter in The 

House of the Seven Gables, ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux,‖ and ―Sights from a 

Steeple.‖  

2. Analogical: as much figurative as indexical. Tales: the climaxes of ―Alice 

Doane‘s Appeal‖ and ―Howe‘s Masquerade.‖  

3. Allegorical: cosmic, intellectual, genealogical, or American long lines of 

connection. Sketches: ―The Procession of Life,‖ ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day,‖ and 

the finale of ―Young Goodman Brown.‖  

4. Syntactical: performing processionary movement in text. Sketch: ―The Haunted 

Mind.‖
92

 

Attention in the next chapter will be paid to the innovations that Whitman has bred into 

these types. For the rest of this section, I look at two of the slightest of Hawthorne‘s 

sketches, ―Sights from a Steeple‖ and ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day.‖ 

Rita K. Gollin examines the interaction between analogical and syntactical 

processions (my second and fourth types) in Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Truth of 

Dreams, and chooses ―The Haunted Mind‖ (1835) as her fantastical exemplar because 

there Hawthorne ―personified and costumed his anxieties; they emerge in single file, 

conventional figures on parade‖ (99). Gollin explains the ―drift and confrontation‖ (98) 

of Hawthorne‘s dream processions as ―eruptions of a guilty imagination‖ (104). The 

                                                   

92 The story ―Main-street‖ makes use of all four types. 
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narrator of the sketch reflects on the bizarre experience of ―starting from midnight 

slumber‖ (Hawthorne ―Haunted‖ 200), where you ―seem to have surprised the personages 

of your dream in full convocation round your bed‖ or you ―behold its ghostly inhabitants 

and wondrous scenery, with a perception of their strangeness, such as you never attain 

while the dream is undisturbed‖ (200). Linda Selzner disagrees with Gollin‘s emphasis 

on ―personal psychology‖ and instead sees ―The Haunted Mind‖ as a ―social exercise‖ to 

get ―readers to reconceive of time by first suspending their ‗ordinary‘ conception of its 

operation‖ (3). ―Through the dark dream,‖ Selzner writes, ―it becomes clear that the wish 

to escape time through complete isolation leads only to an evil succession that cannot be 

escaped‖ (4). Hence, this meditation is ―public,‖ that is, ―social‖ (3), because the 

―personages of your dream‖ are ―generalized, emblematic shapes‖ (4) who embody ―the 

communal language of allegory‖ (4). Shyness, as the trend goes, is the first step to social 

and ethical engagement.
93

 Shyness is not prone to distraction like Clifford is, and 

therefore is not in danger of plunging. I would like to look again at withdrawal to see how 

it manages to get carried away. 

In the sketch, the second-person in the room awakens (the pronoun ―you‖ nicely 

combines specificity and strangerhood) and in awakening opens up ―an intermediate 

space, where the business of life does not intrude; where the passing moment lingers, and 

becomes truly the present; a spot where Father Time, when he thinks nobody is watching 

him, sits down by the way side to take breath‖ (Hawthorne ―Haunted‖ 200-01). One can 

imagine that the crude personification of Father Time receives much less attention than 

Hawthorne‘s theorization of ―an intermediate space,‖ especially if considered in the 

typological half-light of The Scarlet Letter‘s ―neutral territory, between the real world 

and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with 

                                                   

93 See Hawthorne’s Shyness by Clark Davis (2005), specifically chapter two, ―Romantic Truth‖: ―This, 

then, might be called Hawthorne‘s philosophy: a passive but ethical skepticism, wary of ideas, attuned to 

the local. His suspicion of the ordinary includes the concern that custom tends to reduce life‘s strangeness, 

particularly the resistant individuality of other minds‖ (44).  
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the nature of the other‖ (34-35). What is important is that the wayside of Father Time and 

the intermediate space of romance are not identical. As much as the genre of romance is 

praised for opening up this admixed space, the wayside is more unfair and self-contained.  

The narrator‘s choice of ―way side‖ in ―The Haunted Mind‖ is of a piece with 

Hawthorne‘s 1851 preface to The Snow-Image and Other Twice-Told Tales, where he 

pleasantly bemoans his meager offerings to the American public: ―[W]as there ever such 

a weary delay in obtaining the slightest recognition from the public, as in my case? I sat 

down by the wayside of life, like a man under enchantment, and a shrubbery sprung up 

around me, and the bushes grew to be saplings, and saplings became trees, until no exit 

appeared possible, through the entangling depths of my obscurity‖ (1155). Publication 

and recognition, apparently, must be sudden; a public should not take time to grow. The 

―wayside of life‖ is therefore the distant, disreputable place where one may witness, as it 

were, ―the procession of life,‖ that is, the omnipresent, concerted movement of a 

multitude. Publication in its presumed proper form—sudden and not gradual—has the 

ability to organize and redirect the flow of persons.  

Though ―the business of life does not intrude‖ in the romantic interstitial 

(―Haunted‖ 200), it is most certainly present in the wayside, where one‘s business 

decisions can generate ―entangling depths‖ and ensure ―no exit‖ (―Preface to 

Snow‖1155). The sketch ―Sights from a Steeple‖ (1831) links my earlier discussion of 

proper vantage points with Hawthorne‘s publication anxieties, which together are 

anxieties about the desire and risk of transgressing one‘s place. ―So! I have climbed high, 

and my reward is small,‖ the sketch begins (42), and so foists on the reader the 

displacement of the narrator by his adventurous, though unprofitable, attainment of the 

steeple. Dana Brand writes, ―Explaining his dissatisfaction, he reveals that he had 

intended to use the steeple as a kind of Tower of Babel. He would have liked to have 

gone up as far as heaven‖ (6). His profuse and over-compensatory descriptions of 

clouds—―ponderous air ships, black as death‖ is my favorite (42)—culminate with his 
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dismissal of their rootlessness: ―Bright they are as young man‘s visions, and like them, 

would be realized in chillness, obscurity and tears. I will look on them no more‖ (42).  

We soon find that his eye is trapped between the sky and the sea, which by the 

end of the sketch can more flexibly be thought of as the sky-market and the sea-market. 

As he surveys the taking shape of daily business, he notes: ―I see vessels unlading at the 

wharf, and precious merchandise strewn upon the ground, abundantly as at bottom of the 

sea, that market whence no goods return, and where there is no captain nor supercargo to 

render an account of sales‖ (44). The haunted mind delights in surprise lacunae, but the 

steepled eye observes association and contiguity: though ―[b]usiness evidently has its 

centre there [on the wharf]‖ (44), the narrator extends and de-centers the marketplace into 

the depths of the sea. In the sea is a utopic non- or anti-market, an ―abundant‖ land of the 

lost which negates all losses and the concept of exchange: ―that market whence no goods 

return.‖ This full yet inaccessible market, free of the business center‘s ―labor and 

anxiety‖ (44), is contrasted at the end of the sketch with the sky, which the narrator 

mournfully seeks after his many goodbyes to ―the sea,‖ ―the green plain, and the little 

hills,‖ and ―the town‖: ―and turning a single moment to the sky, now gloomy as an 

author‘s prospects, I prepare to resume my station on lower earth‖ (47-8). The sky evokes 

the very particular literary market with which Hawthorne was acquainted, that ―gloomy‖ 

market of British bestsellers, home to domestic women‘s writing, and somewhat hostile 

to native writers. The choice of ―gloomy‖ fleetingly conjures Hawthorne‘s Puritans and 

their ―Custom-House‖ curse on literary vocation, and so the watcher‘s resumption of the 

ground resists the stern world of publication—ie. what happens after his descent literally 

goes unpublished, and figuratively the sketch Hawthorne is writing and publishing is 

perhaps too weak to garner, in the writing and in the future, ―labor and anxiety.‖  

The bulk of the sketch is taken up with the narrator striving to play the part of the 

flâneur, whose special privilege, according to Dana Brand, is to ―observe and read urban 

crowds with a great affectation of ease. Claiming to be able to read the character and 

history of individuals in a single glance, and to classify and arrange them within a 
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typological framework, these flâneurs attempted to make the metropolis (usually 

European) accessible in its entirety, in a safer and more comprehensible form‖ (6-7). In a 

parody of this role, and from this height, he narrates the progress of three processions, but 

the way he introduces this scene of processions attempts to be mathematically objective: 

―In two streets, converging at right angles towards my watch-tower, I distinguish three 

different processions‖ (Hawthorne ―Sights‖ 45). Before the narrator presents the sights, 

he presents a graph consisting of two lines related by an angle of ninety degrees, followed 

by the simplest reckoning of geography: the streets meet and are subservient to a vertex, 

which has now been recalibrated as ―my watch-tower‖ (my italics), since the few events 

that are said to be occurring on the streets implicate the privilege and centrality of the 

watcher. Earlier, he spoke of ―the visible circle, whose centre is this spire‖ (42), which 

anticipates the outward flowing of Emerson‘s ―Circles‖: ―The eye is the first circle; the 

horizon which it forms is the second; and throughout nature this primary figure is 

repeated without end‖ (403). In Emerson‘s ―Circles,‖ linearity is at the foundation of 

circularity: there is the ―law of eternal procession‖ (410), ―incessant movement and 

progression‖ (412), and ―a series of surprises‖ (413). It is in this abstracted space of 

numerical relationships where the metonymic will be plotted.  

The narrator in ―Sights‖ introduces the three processions by type as they approach 

him. The first he describes is military:  

One is a proud array of voluntary soldiers in bright uniform, resembling, from the 

height whence I look down, the painted veterans that garrison the windows of a 

toy-shop. And yet, it stirs my heart; their regular advance, their nodding plumes, 

the sun-flash on their bayonets and musket-barrels, the roll of their drums 

ascending past me, and the fife ever and anon piercing through—these things 

have wakened a warlike fire, peaceful though I be. (45) 

The predictable diminution of the troops by vantage point is compounded by their 

rhetorical diminution: not only does their resemblance to toy soldiers negate the agency 

of volunteering, but their ―garrison[ing] the windows‖ circumscribes even their toyness. 
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The parenthetical statement, ―from the height whence I look down,‖ interrupts the launch 

of the analogy that begins with ―resembling‖ and reminds the reader of the narrator‘s 

awareness of what height can do to the eyes. He qualifies the analogy of his eyes by 

alluding to his superior placement, but the pause only admits to a kind of analogical 

decay by narration. The immediacy of the analogy would not need qualification, and 

might in the moment seem apt; here it falters as the speech falters. Visually encountering 

a none-too-terrible first procession is accompanied by a tremor in narration (the 

parenthetical) and is subsequently accounted for by the narrator hyperbolically: ―these 

things have wakened a warlike fire, peaceful though I be.‖ The narrator is compensating 

for his distance from the procession, and the damage distance can do to objects of sight, 

by way of espousing a metonymic relationship: he, and not the soldiers, possesses ―a 

warlike fire.‖ 

These tremblings foreshadow the second procession, which in keeping with the 

rhetoric of diminution and deterioration is depicted as ―ridiculously aping‖ the first 

procession (45). The narrator continues from where I last quoted: 

Close to their rear marches a battalion of school-boys, ranged in crooked and 

irregular platoons, shouldering sticks, thumping a harsh and unripe clatter from an 

instrument of tin, and ridiculously aping the intricate manoeuvres of the band. 

Nevertheless, as slight differences are scarcely perceptible from a church spire, 

one might be tempted to ask, ―Which are the boys?‖—or rather, ―Which the 

men?‖ (45) 

The ―proud array‖ and ―regular advance‖ of the military procession is followed by a 

―crooked and irregular‖ parody of a procession, such that the narrator withholds the term 

―procession‖ (he withheld the term for the first one too, but the ―One is‖ that introduces 

the first effortlessly links up to the ―three different processions‖ from the previous 

sentence). Despite this accidental thoughtfulness, the narrator once again returns to the 

fact of his distance from what he is seeing: ―Nevertheless, as slight differences are 

scarcely perceptible from a church spire, one might be tempted to ask, ‗Which are the 



 

109 

 

boys?‘—or rather, ‗Which the men?‘‖ Sharon Cameron calls this wild shift into 

undifferentiation ―a more frightening enactment of witchcraft than any Hawthorne 

directly parodies‖ because it ―steels the self against such revelations [of the body] by 

suggesting it is (others‘) bodies that must be watched‖ (88). From the haven of the 

vantage point, Cameron writes, bodies are ―recognizable only in miniature, in unknown 

corporeal forms‖ (88): now they are not even toys, or boys, but fleets of colors and 

objects that one records. Though the narrator is self-reflexive, he is for Jeffery H. 

Richards ―neither an emerging self nor a calculated mask‖ (35): the shelter of the steeple 

renders him a ―disembodied voice‖ (40), which Hawthorne uses ―to parody the very act 

of observation itself‖ (35).  

 The third procession, which is the first to be openly called a procession during its 

narration, is the vehicle‘s revenge upon the previous two. The narrator continues from 

where I last quoted: 

But, leaving these, let us turn to the third procession, which, though sadder in 

outward show, may excite identical reflections in the thoughtful mind. It is a 

funeral. A hearse, drawn by a black and bony steed, and covered by a dusty pall; 

two or three coaches rumbling over the stones, their drivers half asleep; a dozen 

couple of careless mourners in their every day attire; such was not the fashion of 

our fathers, when they carried a friend to his grave. There is now no doleful clang 

of the bell, to proclaim sorrow to the town. Was the King of Terrors more awful 

in those days than in our own, that wisdom and philosophy have been able to 

produce this change? Not so. Here is a proof that he retains his proper majesty. 

The military men, and the military boys, are wheeling round the corner, and meet 

the funeral full in the face. Immediately, the drum is silent, all but the tap that 

regulates each simultaneous foot-fall. The soldiers yield the path to the dusty 

hearse, and unpretending train, and the children quit their ranks, and cluster on the 

sidewalks, with timorous and instinctive curiosity. The mourners enter the church-

yard at the base of the steeple, and pause by an open grave among the burial 
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stones; the lighting glimmers on them as they lower down the coffin, and the 

thunder rattles heavily while they throw the earth upon its lid. (45-6) 

What is specious is the insistence on ―let us turn to the third procession,‖ as if the narrator 

has suddenly regained the power to discriminate, hearkening back to his claim that there 

are ―three different processions‖ (my italics) and denying the perceptual indistinctness 

between the first and the second. Mona Ozouf‘s claim that demonstration ―contradicts 

simultaneity…It obliges the spectator to choose his observation point and thus to limit his 

vision‖ (qtd. in Marin 51) hereby goes into effect in the act of narrating the processions, 

even though all three processions should simultaneously and clearly be visible from his 

vantage point and from the fact that they are converging at his watch-tower. The irony of 

the narrator‘s adventurous climb, according to Dana Brand, is that ―the narrator is 

manifestly unable to observe anything that he could not have observed from a less exalted 

vantage point‖ (8). I think it is rather that he grows weary of one kind of everything-at-

his-fingertips panoramic vision and tries to see with another kind; to do so, he limits his 

vision for narration.   

In the third procession, and in the meeting of all three, everything comes to a 

head: dress, sound, imitation, difference, death, decorum, ancestry, majesty, and 

orchestration. ―It is a funeral‖ is a solemnly short sentence, a dose of plain respect which 

breaks from the narrator‘s general loquacity. He notates its order, though he cannot quite 

be sure of the number of coaches, and then criticizes the garb and manners of the 

mourners; he concludes, ―such was not the fashion of our fathers, when they carried a 

friend to his grave.‖ The theme of degradation, after miniaturization and parody, repeats 

as the present‘s degradation of past traditions. (This decline features prominently in The 

Scarlet Letter.) The narrator, judging the condition of the present, then rhetorically asks if 

Death was ―more awful in those days than in our own,‖ and as ―a proof that he retains his 

proper majesty‖ he brings the three different processions together to meet face-to-face: 

―Immediately, the drum is silent, all but the tap that regulates each simultaneous foot-fall. 
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The soldiers yield the path to the dusty hearse, and unpretending train, and the children 

quit their ranks, and cluster on the sidewalks, with timorous and instinctive curiosity.‖  

Richards and Brand are suspicious of the sketch‘s orchestrated happenings. 

Richards argues, ―The staged quality of the observed phenomena is reinforced when the 

narrator also sees three processions—of soldiers, of schoolboys, and of funeral 

marchers—that dramatically converge into a unified event. Even the rain that falls is no 

ordinary rain; instead, it is transformed into a spectacle of mythological proportion‖ (37); 

there are no allegorically ―intermingled thunderbolts‖ in the sketch. Brand concurs, 

―Instead of a chaotic world of vice and corruption, the narrator of ‗Sights from a Steeple‘ 

observes a world of social order, of extreme propriety. A marching band of soldiers 

respectfully yields to a funeral procession. The suitor and the young ladies yield to the 

authority of the father. The streets are broad, straight, and well-maintained‖ (8). I agree 

that Hawthorne is mocking his narrator as a sham flâneur, but I do not agree that this is a 

silly or pristine imaginative event; like in ―The Procession of Life,‖ Death ultimately 

commands his many commanders. This is a scene of mobile persons restructuring 

themselves in public space in deference to the blunt fact of death, which is experienced as 

blunt because it is represented in the religious vehicle of the procession. The narrator has 

trapped himself between tranquil and hostile markets, and consistently doubts his 

narrative and ocular abilities before he can venture back to the ground; what has been 

seen and in a sense commanded are prerequisites for his return.  

I think that the narrator bears witness to this chain of decline, from the first 

procession (the toys) to the second (the boys) and to the third (a shabby present), which 

subsequently sends him further back, such that the decline becomes larger and more 

general to include the ceremony of one‘s forebears, their customs and superstitions. If the 

flâneur, according to Brand, typologically organizes what he sees in a ―safer and 

comprehensible form,‖ then it should be granted to the narrator that he is one of these 

urban readers. Fighting off the ―chillness, obscurity, and tears‖ of the wayside, where the 

―reward is small,‖ the narrator attempts to reclaim publication‘s ability to orchestrate 
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persons. If the world he describes is too impeccable, then it should be taken into 

consideration that he is also commenting on the suitable conditions for public entry in the 

degraded present, which requires the ambiguity of parody (which comes first, men or 

boys?) to baptize itself and renew its commitment to the literalness of convergence. And 

for this, the procession is a crucial vehicle because it depends on a metonymic ethos of 

the viewer, who conceives of the possibility or responsibility of gesturing to a whole that 

is not simply accidental but ultimate. In contrast, the mob under the moon in ―Molineux‖ 

is a messy mix brought together by conspiratorial jollies; the ―singular‖ (636) procession 

of governors at the end of ―Howe‘s Masquerade‖ is a club brought together by official 

position to sanction ―the funeral procession of royal authority in New England‖ (634), 

otherwise known as ―the last festival that a British ruler ever held in the old province of 

Massachusetts‖ (638); and the ―unreal throng‖ (214) of the cemetery dead—―All, in 

short, were there‖ (213)—at the end of ―Alice Doane‘s Appeal‖ is a calculated scare 

tactic on the part of the lady-companied narrator, who then concretizes the mass in the 

figure of Cotton Mather, the ―representative‖ (216) who takes up the rear and in his 

specificity inhibits the already circumscribed ―all.‖
94

 In each of these tales, processions 

are assembled for an immediate transaction with symbolical finality in mind. In other 

words, they are ontologically the opposite of the ―procession of life‖ or the ―three 

different processions‖ in ―Sights from a Steeple‖—these open and gradual processes, to 

go back to Athena Kavoulaki and Nina Möntmann from the previous chapter, driven 

forward by false starts and narrative decay.   

 

4. Metonymy of Metonymy: “The Toll-Gatherer’s Day” 

To conclude, ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day‖ (1837), while ostensibly a work of 

romantic uplift for a marginalized occupation and the ―thoughtful, shrewd, yet simple 

mind‖ of the gatherer (509), distinguishes between accidental and purposeful 

configurations of persons. Its subtitle, ―A Sketch of Transitory Life,‖ implies a 

                                                   

94 See Colacurcio for an extended reading of ―Howe‘s‖ and Berlant for ―Alice Doane‘s.‖ 
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fundamental accord for the romance-writer between the medium of lightness and the 

quickness of interaction, which transforms by the end of the sketch into the spiritual 

dialectic between messiness and miracle. The sketch opens archaically: ―Methinks, for a 

person whose instinct bids him rather to pore over the current of life, than to plunge into 

its tumultuous waves, no undesirable retreat were a toll-house beside some thronged 

thoroughfare of the land‖ (508). No risk of a Clifford in the toll-gatherer because he is 

not above but ―beside,‖ not in the thick but ―along the wayside‖ (509). The tranquility of 

the narrator‘s sketch is a product of autoerotic and metafictional desires, which suggests 

that this sketch about sketches is perhaps an exercise of empathy for the toll-gatherer only 

secondarily: ―I amuse myself with a conception, illustrated by numerous pencil-sketches 

in the air, of the toll-gatherer‘s day‖ (508).
95

  

This initial ―lounging‖ (508) is then self-disturbed as the narrator dreams up the 

drama of ―an accident [which] impedes the march of sublunary things‖: ―The draw being 

lifted to permit the passage of a schooner, laden with wood from the eastern forests, she 

sticks immoveably, right athwart the bridge! Meanwhile, on both sides of the chasm, a 

throng of impatient travellers fret and fume‖ (512). There is now a physical ―chasm‖ 

separating the sides and preventing the efficiency of toll-house transactions. Notice that 

with ―march‖ and ―throng‖ the narrator is beginning to speak in the standard language of 

concerted arrangements, which follows from the previous page‘s ―pilgrimage‖ (511) and 

foreshadows the ending‘s ―procession‖ (513). As the narrator enumerates the mood of 

each side of the chasm, his language assumes more and more the trappings of ceremony 

and regality: ―On this side, heralded by a blast of clarions and bugles, appears a train of 

wagons, conveying all the wild beasts of a caravan; and on that, a company of summer 

soldiers, marching from village to village on a festival campaign, attended by the ‗brass 

band‘‖ (512). Form also has a convenient match in content as the narrator imagines ―a 

company of summer soldiers.‖ But back to the accident: ―Now look at the scene,‖ 
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 This autoerotic element sets up the syntactical procession at the sketch‘s end when the word 

―procession‖ touches the textual enactment of processionary movement. 
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instructs the narrator, ―and it presents an emblem of the mysterious confusion, the 

apparently insolvable riddle, in which individuals, or the great world itself, seem often to 

be involved. What miracle shall set all things right again?‖ (512-513). The narrator of 

―The Procession of Life‖ was not dissuaded from prying loose these ―confusions‖ and 

―riddles,‖ and although the procession was not discovered it was attempted. Here too a 

narrator is not convinced (the word ―apparently‖ and ―seem‖) because to succumb to the 

request for a miracle would be to relinquish control of his own narrative—rhetorical and 

even physical control. ―But see!,‖ he asserts (513), and how fitting that in this 

performative moment the rhetorical and the physical merge: let there be seeing. Happily, 

the ship breaches, the bridge falls, the throngs unthrong. Messiness is the result of a 

superficial accident; order is the promise of a deep miracle. But this opposition elides the 

fact that the narrative wrestles with them both: the messy and the miraculous are each 

fought off. Vantage of the event is not given over entirely to something from above, and 

therefore the narrator‘s fiat does not commit the indiscriminate crime of ―Molineux‘s‖ 

moon.  

It is the wayside of the wayside that is being championed: the narrator on the 

bench occupies a further remove than does the toll-gatherer‘s wayside, but the narrator 

concludes the sketch by ceding the privilege of the autoerotic to the toll-gatherer:  

Rest, rest, thou weary world! for to-morrow‘s round of toil and pleasure will be as 

wearisome as to-day‘s has been; yet both shall bear thee onward a day‘s march of 

eternity. Now the old toll-gatherer looks seaward, and discerns the light-house 

kindling on a far island, and the stars, too, kindling in the sky, as if but a little way 

beyond; and mingling reveries of Heaven with remembrances of Earth, the whole 

procession of mortal travellers, all the dusty pilgrimage which he has witnessed, 

seems like a flitting show of phantoms for his thoughtful soul to muse upon. (513, 

my italics) 

As the narrator pretends to focalize his musings through the toll-gatherer, he returns to 

the language of the apparent, which should have been cleaned up and cleared away by the 
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Romantic miracle: ―the whole procession of mortal travellers, all the dusty pilgrimage 

which he has witnessed, seems like a flitting show of phantoms…‖ (my italics). The 

procession is invoked climactically but also tentatively: though it is not a thing to judge 

from a variety of perspectives, as it was in ―Molineux,‖ it nevertheless declenches 

(procession, pilgrimage, show). Whose series of metaphors is this, whose aptness, whose 

―mingling‖? It could be a blend of dictions, narrator‘s and toll-gatherer‘s, or more 

interestingly the focalization could be said to have wildly expanded to such a breadth that 

the metaphor is therefore a communal expression, more metonymic than metaphoric.
96

 

The autoerotic pleasure of the narrator (―I amuse myself with a conception‖ [508]) 

transfers to the toll-gatherer (―for his thoughtful soul to muse upon‖ [513]), and thus 

negates the self-sufficiency of autoeroticism. 

This wandering, harmonic assessment is therefore public because it is shared and 

social, as Selzer claimed for the experience of ―The Haunted Mind.‖ What ―The Toll-

Gatherer‘s Day‖ looks forward to is a posterity that is not composed out of governors 

(―for to-morrow’s round of toil and pleasure will be as wearisome as to-day‘s has been‖), 

but out of an escaped numberlessness, which for Elias Canetti is a dire form of posterity: 

―For two, or perhaps three, generations a man can count his posterity; from then on it lies 

entirely in the future. It is precisely when it has become numberless that posterity is 

visible to no-one,‖ he writes (46). For this reason, Canetti calls posterity an ―invisible 

crowd‖ (42). Visibility is much more desirable, he remarks: one of the ―wishes for 

progeny‖ is ―a kind of density throughout time‖ (46).  

                                                   

96 Luther S. Luedtke finds a willed reversal of American progress in the sketch: ―While the course of 

empire led Westward, the reflective, moralizing observer continued to look across the sea, Eastward, for the 

stuff of dreams and story‖ (31). Luedtke notices that the narrator‘s eyes are drawn to the east at the 

beginning and end of the sketch, an ocular propensity which brackets the symbolism of the sun‘s western 

decline. This extrapolation stresses the estranged, peripheral, pre-American, and optical Hawthorne that 

this chapter has termed gentle and metonymic.  
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Hawthorne, however, resists the density of progeny. Instead, he turns to those 

assemblies formed from strangers—publics, series, invisible crowds, processions and 

their waysides. Their common defiance of title and land approaches the basic definition 

of democracy, espoused by philosopher Jacques Rancière, as that movement which 

―signifies a rupture with the order of kinship‖ (45). What would the density of strangers 

look like? In ―The Toll-Gatherer‘s Day,‖ Hawthorne makes density a performative unity 

between wayside figures, toll-gatherer and narrator: density is brought into being at the 

moment of the procession‘s enunciation because point of view winds up confused. But 

the didactic gesture towards a totality, ―the whole procession of mortal travellers,‖ is then 

judged ―stiffish‖ (Buell‘s term), and subsequently it decomposes: the series that follows 

offers up new terms (pilgrimage, show, phantoms) as a sort of net, which is meant to 

capture as many persons beneath it as possible. The series is a desperate way of 

acknowledging that strangers cannot appeal, as Michael Warner notes, to a single term or 

―body to which they all belong‖ (59).  

For Warner, publics are sustained by series and not totality. They are oriented to 

posterity and are propelled forward by what he calls ―concatenation‖: ―No single text can 

create a public. Nor can a single voice, a single genre, or even a single medium. All are 

insufficient to create the kind of reflexivity that we call a public, since a public is 

understood to be an ongoing space of encounter for discourse. It is not texts themselves 

that create publics, but the concatenation of texts through time‖ (62). ―Sights from a 

Steeple‖ condenses this concatenated process of usurpation and revision in a clearer way 

than the ambiguous courtship of higher powers at the end of ―The Procession of Life.‖ 

Hawthorne‘s processions indicate the desire that one or one‘s emissions can appear in 

public in a benign way, not as a vociferous claim in hotly contested space, but as its 

reverse or opposite: as unnoticed, until you or it converges and respects the law 

(delivered on the mount) of convergence. The gentle republican generates a domain of 

future-oriented, affective sensibilities that are manifested as the deference to undelivered 

posterities, carved out from the thickness of aggressively visible posterities.   
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Chapter 4 

Whitman’s “Alls” 

To be embodied and corporeal is to be fallen. Hawthorne counters fallenness by 

being elevated—climbing, watching, teetering—and by privileging the vehicle of the 

procession, which in its metonymic locomotion can productively disembody its members. 

Hence, what I call lyrical death and automatic energetic movement are the marks of 

security in wayside spaces: one is no longer at the center of a collective cosmology, but at 

its edges, in the periphery, judging the manifestations, organizations, and unities of those 

below. For Hawthorne, properly using the gentle resources of the wayside is thus ―the 

grand difficulty.‖  

But for Whitman, order is not accidental but fundamental, and he has no need to 

struggle with this difficulty of narrative and ontological organization. Fallen human 

nature does not motivate his work; Leaves of Grass is deliriously corporeal. Whitman, 

fittingly, also makes a point of climbing, but unlike Hawthorne, he climbs to no end or 

safe vantage: ―It is time to explain myself . . . . let us stand up,‖ he states at the beginning 

of section 44 in the original version of ―Song of Myself‖ (1133). This line contains a 

declarative (―It is‖) and an imperative (―let us‖), but neither the explanation nor the act of 

standing up: both are deferred. The appropriateness of ―the moment‖ puts off its required 

actions and thereby transcends its appropriateness: ―The clock indicates the moment . . . . 

but what does eternity indicate?‖ (1135). Instead, all that vibrates in this opportune 

moment is the concordance of potential collective action (―let us stand up‖) and the need 

for self-expression (―to explain myself‖). In the two lines between the declarative and the 

jump to eternity, Whitman writes about meta-deferral: ―What is known I strip away . . . . I 

launch all men and women forward with me into the unknown‖ (1134). Postponements 

are spoken about and simultaneously executed. 
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After such tantalizations, and always before actualization, the speaker goes on to 

praise ―richness and variety‖ (1139), which causes him to amplify his bodily verticality, 

going from the erectness of standing up to the elevation of mounting stairs:   

I am an acme of things accomplished, and I an encloser of things to be.  

 

My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs,  

On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between the steps, 

All below duly traveled, and still I mount and mount. (1148-1151) 

The height to which he keeps mounting is but ―an apex of the apices of the stairs‖ (my 

emphasis), which, in its plural and derivative formulation, renders the achievement of 

disembodiment impossible. Where Hawthorne preserved waysides in order to take 

responsibility for public mobilizations, Whitman cannot readily distribute tropes and 

persons into the binary categories of procession and wayside. If he is ―an encloser of 

things to be,‖ then Whitman is currently responsible for the future. Where Hawthorne 

seeks a straightening out of time in the linear procession, Whitman uses his vertical 

stepping to insist on spatial totality: the circular encompassment of time, which could be 

said to incorporate the future into the present. Peripheries and waysides are thus 

eradicated by this spatial move.
97

  

One of Whitman‘s proclamations, from ―I Sing the Body Electric,‖ in the original 

Leaves of Grass also admits no waysides: ―All is a procession‖ (78). The absorption of 

waysides should have been the case in Hawthorne‘s sketches too: ―the procession of life‖ 

will contain every person, but rather than boldly insist on the totality of the procession, 

the narrator of ―The Procession of Life‖ must first search for its organizing principle, the 

key to its ―all.‖ All of his attempts fall by the wayside. For Whitman, the wayside is less 

the result of intentional craft than of his ambivalence toward the totality of the 

                                                   

97 Thus, the word ―bunches‖ not only concretizes time into groups (―ages‖) and gives it coordinates in 

space (―On every step . . . and larger bunches between‖), but also suggests that the ages are bunched-up—

that is, they coexist. 
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procession, an encompassment which is intimately tied to the totality that is America. In 

The American Jeremiad, Sacvan Bercovitch describes the sublimity of American 

ideology in terms consonant with Whitman‘s ―All‖: ―The symbol of America magnified 

the culture into a cosmic totality: hence the euphoria of its adherents. But the same 

process of magnification carried a dangerous correlative: if America failed, then the 

cosmos itself—the laws of man, nature, and history, the very basis of heroism, insight, 

and hope—have failed as well‖ (190). Whitman is much less self-flagellating than 

America‘s Puritan precursors; the failure of the cosmos is not something he is prepared to 

entertain. Whitman is thus an American exceptionalist in his propensity to rationalize 

failure or even dissent. 

According to Deborah Madsen, Hawthorne, not Whitman, is an American 

Renaissance writer who launches a ―spiritual and moral critique of‖ American 

exceptionalism (70). I agree with Madsen and maintain that Hawthorne does so from the 

wayside. Conversely, Whitman‘s negation of waysides implies his celebration of their 

lack: Whitman is pleased to participate in and never be outside of the totality of America. 

If, for Whitman, ―America and democracy are convertible, interchangeable,‖ Madsen 

writes, then America and Whitman are just as interchangeable (72). However, the 

processions in Whitman‘s work, while originating in this promise of totality, are most 

importantly figures of deferral: totality is not immanent but imminent, and often both.   

Synecdoche is at the core of Whitman‘s processions, specifically the debt of 

members to group movement, and he consistently troubles the instantaneous connection 

between part and whole, whole and part. Part and whole ought to be convertible: hand for 

worker, Whitman for America. Whitman‘s intervention in synecdoche defers 

convertibility because America, the great macrocosm of possible synecdoches, is not a 

totality yet. Time passes between the part and its ability to be taken as the whole, just as 

time passes between the declarative and the self-explanation, between the imperative and 

the standing-up.  
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The processions of Hawthorne and Whitman are therefore ―linked in their 

common discovery of a truly temporal predicament,‖ to use the words of Paul de Man 

(222). The difference between Hawthorne‘s fantasy of linearity and Whitman‘s fantasy of 

totality is also the difference between the operations of allegory and irony, respectively: 

allegory pretends to be sequential, whereas irony is simultaneous.
98

 For de Man, irony is 

―unrelieved vertigo,‖ (215), always ―squared‖ (218), and ―endless‖ (220). ―Still I mount 

and mount,‖ Whitman states as he climbs to higher and higher states of consciousness. 

He cannot reach the top; de Man is clear that irony ―allows for no end, for no totality‖ 

(222). The gulfs between intuitive cosmology and messy reality, American totality and 

performative promise, are forever noticeable. Whitman wants to hold onto his belief in 

totality, but first he wants to humanize the parts under it, especially if he is going to be 

convertible with America. Otherwise, the members of the processionary ―All‖ are 

suffocated or erased if he were to rest on the self-evident nature of ―All.‖ I open this 

chapter with a short early poem, ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand,‖ where Whitman deploys the 

trope of the procession in order to fine-tune synecdoche at the local level, so that the 

macrocosmic level—whether America, democracy, Whitman, or ―us‖—will be 

disciplined and improved.  

To do this, Whitman calls for more processions, so that he will eventually ―see it 

common for you to walk hand in hand‖ (6). This six line poem— 

A leaf for hand in hand; 

You natural persons old and young!  

You on the Mississippi and on all the branches and bayous of the Mississippi!   

You friendly boatmen and mechanics! you roughs!   

You twain! and all processions moving along the streets!  

                                                   

98
 In ―The Rhetoric of Temporality,‖ de Man contends that allegory is characterized by ―the tendency of the 

language toward narrative, the spreading out along the axis of an imaginary time in order to give duration 

to what is, in fact, simultaneous within the subject‖ (225). In contrast, ―irony engenders a temporal 

sequence of acts of consciousness which is endless‖ and ―leads to no synthesis‖ (220). 
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I wish to infuse myself among you till I see it common for you to walk hand in 

hand. (1-6) 

—addresses the procession in its sporadic nature, which comes up short here (since it is 

not yet ―common‖), and Whitman‘s encouragement promotes infusion and not merely 

aggregation, habit and not simply occasion. Difficult to parse is the poem‘s condensation, 

or Whitman‘s selections: from ―You natural persons‖ (grouped according to age), the 

curves of and careeners on the Mississippi (grouped as specifically American commercial 

movements), the self-sufficient title of ―roughs‖ (grouped as facilitators of travel), and 

then finally the almost ontological grouping of ―You twain,‖ which indicates the half-

formed natures implicit in every line: old with young, travelers with travel path, vehicles 

with operators, and then the new combination of vehicle with travel path, respectively. 

Even the ―leaf‖ of the poem‘s title and opening, it hardly needs saying, conjures the very 

page a poem is printed on, and suggests that the act of turning the page to the next poem 

is just such an act of taking another‘s hand. This short poem, this single leaf, is 

incomplete and requires one of the ―yous‖ to which it speaks to turn it.  

It must be admitted, however, that one walks in procession; as Rebecca Solnit 

explains, ―one walks to demonstrate one‘s commitment‖ (216). Feet are necessary 

attributes, while hands are incidental. Whitman‘s dream of hand-to-hand contact, 

therefore, would utterly transform the actions and ontology of processions. He deploys 

the trope of procession, only to trope the trope—which, as I argued in chapter two, is the 

very dramatization of how a trope operates. It swerves from origins; it is outmoded, 

exceeded, and repurposed. With an awareness of the trope of tropes, one must negotiate 

the tension in the poem between the list (items of democracy) and the title (an additional 

evaluative criterion impinging on those items). The title and selfsame first line are 

banners above movement, hovering over any reading of the poem. Whitman‘s troping, I 

argue, re-embodies this vehicle which disembodies; in other words, embodiment might 

heretofore have been taken for granted (for Solnit and others).  
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To put it another way, Whitman is purposefully splitting apart metonymic 

relationships: those associations by way of contact or contiguity, that is, by way of touch, 

of hand touching hand, are compactly being separated and called back again. 

Commonsense synecdoches, such as the use of ―hand‖ for worker, are rejuvenated by 

Whitman‘s radical attempt to turn ―hand and hand‖ into a synecdoche for procession. 

Where does touch stop, Whitman asks, and where do the irradiating species of sight and 

influence, according to Edward Muir, end? Or, conversely, why arbitrarily curtail 

contact? The fifth line risks presenting the processions as monolithic and therefore 

untwained: ―all processions moving along the streets‖ (my italics) suggests movement 

but not the processors responsible for that movement. After the revelation of ―twain,‖ 

Whitman‘s speaker does not carry his addresses to ―you‖ into his fragment on 

processions. Thus, what is fundamentally striking about this poem is the procession‘s 

very materialization in the line, its inclusion into this remixing of metonymies. The 

blessing of praise in such a brief poem means that street-processions are metonymic to a 

similar degree as river-travelers and boat-builders are, and yet without their persons 

behind them (there are ―boatmen and mechanics‖ but not ―processors‖). Whitman singles 

out their type of movement, and in this way the processions are also the strongest 

confirmation or realization of the poem‘s title and first line. Even with their persons 

subtracted, processions galvanize the sense of touch, such that touch is their basic 

structure of being: feet make contact with the street, hands touch hands inside the march, 

the procession‘s snakelike movements caress the city, traffic is forced to sit still or make 

new contacts by way of detours, and spectators and onlookers, as in Hawthorne‘s ―My 

Kinsman, Major Molineux,‖ ―hem‖ the procession in.  

On the subject of touch, Jason Frank argues that Whitman ―envisioned this 

proliferation of contact as stimulating difference rather than diminishing the individual. 

The urban crowds among which Whitman so often positions himself in his writings are 

his model carriers of ‗presence‘ and, as such, the markers of a representational limit‖ 

(192-193), which in cutting out ―political and written mediation‖ is resonant with John 
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Plotz‘s focus on the crowd‘s embodied, unmediated provocations. Although touch could 

be usefully skeptical for Hawthorne, Frank claims that ―Whitman‘s response to 

skepticism is not a renewed quest for certitude but something found in the ordinary 

gesture of holding a hand; skepticism is here assuaged by co-presence‖ (200). Frank 

locates the value of the ―infrasensible‖ in Whitman‘s determination that democracy be 

enacted outside of institutions as an ensemble of ―latent common ‗intuitions‘‖ (193, 186). 

This reevaluation of democracy requires that the poet be able to tap into a substratum of 

―affective and erotic‖ dispositions (192). Beginning with the irreducible unit of the touch, 

Whitman has to build up from there and assemble what George Kateb terms a ―stylization 

of life‖: ―a distinctive set of appearances, habits, rituals, dress, ceremonies, folk traditions 

and historical memories‖ (qtd. in Frank 190). A ―leaf‖ for touching, then, unfurls into a 

program for procession, itself a form of stylization or ―differentiate[d] behaviour‖ in 

Athena Kavoulaki‘s terms (294). Different from crowds, Kavoulaki writes, ―processions 

constitute a body-centered dynamic force with the potential to affect the environment, 

shape relations and power associations and attempt changes by way of interaction‖ (320). 

If touch writ large yields the newly inflected democratic procession, then can this vehicle 

coordinate democratic intuitions? Frank warns that democratic excess entailed in the 

performative utterance of the American people might ―never be coordinated into a final 

articulated unity or expression‖ (198), but Whitman still makes an effort to express the 

infrasensible and to place alongside disciplinary measures, such as American 

iconographies and national fantasies (Lauren Berlant‘s term), his own poetic structure for 

the proliferation, coordination, and regulation of touch.
99

  

                                                   

99
 For a recent treatment of Whitman and touch, see chapter two of Stephen John Mack‘s The Pragmatic 

Whitman (2002). But we can go back to ―Song of Myself‖ to hear Whitman‘s many thoughts on the 

violence, ambiguity, and vigor of touching: for example, ―To touch my person to some one else‘s is about 

as much as I can stand‖ (617), ―Is this then a touch? . . . . quivering me to a new identity‖ (618), and 

―(What is less or more than a touch?) / Logic and sermons never convince‖ (651-652).  
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I want to tour Whitman‘s poetry from procession to procession and show how he 

courts and then undercuts the emblematic status of the procession—builds upon its 

shorthand, enhances its understatement—as the totality of his America deflates during 

and after the Civil War. As was the case with Hawthorne‘s tales, there are four types of 

processionary invocation in Whitman‘s poetry: 

1. Indexical. Poems: ―A Boston Ballad,‖ ―A Broadway Pageant,‖ and ―When Lilacs 

Last in the Dooryard Bloom‘d.‖ 

2. Analogical. Poems: ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand,‖ ―Song of the Broad-Axe,‖ and 

―Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun.‖ 

3. Allegorical (cosmic, genealogical, American). Poems: ―I Sing the Body Electric,‖ 

―Song of the Open Road,‖ ―Pioneers! O Pioneers!,‖ ―Year of Meteors (1859-

1860),‖ and ―Passage to India.‖ 

4. Syntactical. Poems: ―By the Bivouac‘s Fitful Flame,‖ ―Now Precedent Songs, 

Farewell,‖ and ―Thanks in Old Age.‖ 

The types are related by how they treat reference to concerted American citizens, from 

the empirical observation of processors (type 1) to the more inward and invisible forms of 

concord (types 2 and 3). Whitman‘s syntactical processions, created in the fabric of his 

poetry, can valorize the openness of group movement without the need for a referent, 

while at the same time acting as a substitute referent. By doing so, the visual becomes an 

alternative national emblem, outside of the flag, for instance, which could ossify—its 

rigidity not balanced by process. The two terms that I use throughout this chapter, 

emblem and textual rigidity, are doppelgangers of one another: an emblem‘s synecdoche 

too quickly represents its totality, while textual rigidity indicates the presence of a 

syntactical procession, pinned to the page by anaphora, repetition, and rhyme. If the term 

―stiffish‖ applies to Hawthorne‘s assault on indexical processions, then textual rigidity 

threatens to embalm poetry and syntax. Ideally, Whitman plays off this threat and urges 

readers to continually experience the procession‘s temporally unfolding before he 

converts this experience into a new emblem with a new part-whole relationship. The 

procession is a good form, but it needs to be imprinted on the minds of citizens first: to 
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this end, syntactical processions exhibit themselves as self-reflexive moments in writing 

when the promise and structure of American community are evident. 

Ultimately, I am interested in Whitman‘s seriousness and his de-satirizing 

impulses because he greatly believes in the processes of citizenly transformation and 

majestic elevation to be gained from infusion. Michael Warner, in an essay titled 

―Whitman Drunk,‖ argues that Whitman‘s early temperance work, the anonymous novel 

Franklin Evans; or, The Inebriate (1842), imagines ―a stateless festival republic‖ (275) 

organized on the principles of intricate volunteerism and the self-restraint of desire. 

However, by the time he publishes Leaves of Grass (1855), Whitman is more interested 

in the ―perverse pleasures of self-discontinuity‖ (279), and thereby ―the poetry imagines 

this associational style as yoked to—and explicated by—the contemplative or self-

abandoning moment in the dialectic of individualism rather than its instrumental or self-

mastering moment‖ (283). In short, Whitman revels in threats to the self, deliriums of 

selflessness, and also metonymic additions to the self. I want to extend Warner‘s 

diagnosis of perverseness by highlighting Whitman‘s ecstasy over American-made boasts 

and boostings-up, over America‘s anti-static and outward-flowing imaginary. What will it 

mean to lose oneself in this grandiose and sometimes cruel system of signs? The 

procession in Whitman is metonymic and transitive, but his poems also bring it into 

contact with itself, turning it onto itself, so that the reader also sees the procession as the 

counterweight to an ethics of wandering. When it is represented visually in one of 

Whitman‘s poems, the procession is rigid and finite, which contrasts with that trope‘s 

conceptual openness—and also contrasts with the cathartic textual manifestation on 

display in Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge.‖  

 

1. “Long Varied Train of an Emblem”: The Procession, Debouching 

 First, let us look at the minimal structure of Whitman‘s processions from the sixth 

section of ―I Sing the Body Electric‖ in the original Leaves of Grass:  
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Each belongs here or anywhere just as much as the welloff . . . . just as much as 

you, 

Each has his or her place in the procession. 

 

All is a procession, 

The universe is a procession with measured and beautiful motion. (76-9) 

Simply ―all‖; one cannot argue with the ―all‖ of line 78.
100

 This ―all‖ is Copernican in the 

scale of its restructuring. In ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand,‖ Whitman included ―all 

processions moving along the streets,‖ but there processions were special and specific 

urban occurrences; here, the procession is not a type of separate event, but rather a 

multifunctional metaphor. Any universality (any all and all alls) is a procession. Lines 76, 

77, and 79, however, pull at the ―all.‖  

The procession in line 78 is unanticipated after the lack of concern Whitman 

shows for laying out definite positions: ―Each belongs here or anywhere…‖ In ―Body 

Electric‖ as a whole, Whitman praises the eternal verities of human bodies, the 

similarities between man and woman and also their unique duties, and their inescapable 

collusion with other bodies. Unlike the ambiguously plural ―body electric‖ of the title, the 

metaphor of procession forecloses on plural bodies by valuing the place instead of the 

things in the place: the ultimate container ―the universe‖ de-specifies its contained parts 

(the bodies within) and thereby nullifies synecdoche. The ―all‖ places the body in 

parentheses to favor the effect of concerted bodily ―motion‖—which is fitting because 

lines 78 and 79 in the death-bed version of the poem, beginning with ―All,‖ are literally 

in parentheses, as if the deduction of this processionary ―all‖ need not be mentioned at 

all.
101

 The parentheses solidify the synecdoche of the declaration by performing 

                                                   

100
 Luckily, Whitman will argue with himself later in Leaves of Grass in ―A Boston Ballad.‖ 

101 In the final version, ―The universe is a procession with measured and beautiful motion‖ changes to ―The 

universe is a procession with measured and perfect motion.‖  
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containment. An aesthetic experience of the procession takes in the common electric 

totality of organized bodies, both celestial and human. 

 Each individual body, however, is composed of a long line, a procession of latent 

genealogy, which is embodied in the individual at one specific stage of its progress: 

This is not only one man . . . . he is the father of those who shall be fathers in their 

turns, 

In him the start of populous states and rich republics, 

Of him countless immortal lives with countless embodiments and enjoyments. 

How do you know who shall come from the offspring of his offspring through the 

centuries?  

Who might you find you have come from yourself if you could trace back through 

the centuries? (99-103) 

This other type of procession, the metaphorical arm of generations past, refocuses 

attention onto the individual body because any interaction with that body is fraught with 

unknowns. Since ―you‖ cannot be sure that you know who you could be dealing with, be 

cautious of possible sovereigns.
102

 Whitman‘s emphasis on the individual separates him 

from Hawthorne, who conceives of a republic built from a genealogy of strangers 

touching at a gentle distance. The crowd, for Hawthorne, has to thin out and stretch along 

the temporal axis; he helps tame cluttered democratic amassments by preserving 

waysides. Conversely, Whitman is always interested in the nowness of touching and 

meeting, even as nowness resonates with deep time. He continually works against habits 

of isolation and toward integrating isolated waysides, enfolding them into ―all.‖ 

In the passage above, Whitman sizes up a kind of bigotry in conversation, where 

the lack of recourse to the commonplace procession enables the dismissal of the one body 

                                                   

102 Gay Wilson Allen calls Whitman a ―cultural time-binder‖ because of his view that ―each person bridges, 

potentially at least, past and future generations‖ (896). This view is especially on display in the 1855 (and 

1882 revised) preface to Leaves of Grass. 



 

128 

 

and, by ignorance, the dismissal of a reputable line.
103

 So, the skeletal procession in this 

early poem is doubly invisible: firstly, as a metaphor for the cosmos, it is too common, 

and therefore it goes without saying, and secondly, as a metaphor for genealogy, it is a 

less than tangible factor in everyday dealings and often goes untouched.
104

  

There is still a third metaphor after cosmos and genealogy, conversely evident, 

but more desirable: the procession represents American civilization‘s production and 

continual development. The poems ―Pioneers! O Pioneers!‖ and ―Song of the Broad-

Axe‖ are thematically united by the emblem of the axe: in the former the axe is ―for 

primal needed work, while the followers there in embryo wait behind, / We to-day‘s 

procession heading, we the route for travel clearing‖ (78-79), and in the latter the axe 

elicits the ―Strong shapes and attributes of strong shapes, masculine trades, sights and 

sounds. / Long varied train of an emblem‖ (7-8).
105

 As in ―Body Electric,‖ a named 

procession is linked to the near-named, where ―train‖ is a synonym, deformed and not 

bare because of ―emblem‖: it is a ―train of an emblem‖ (my emphasis) and this second-

degree symbolic standing warps the understatement of the procession. It is too complex 

                                                   

103 What is the end of slavery but the social reintegration of bodies deprived of lines due to slavery‘s 

detestation of the line? This is one facet of what Srinivas Aravamudan calls ―the cliché of the royal black 

captive‖ (251): the latent exceptionalism which yearns behind the common face of the other.  

104 Whitman echoes Tocqueville‘s claim that the effect of individualism on democracy is to make one 

amnesiac about ―ancestors‖ and blind to ―descendents‖ and ―fellows‖ (589), that is, ignorant of the 

marchers and of the march itself. In chapter two of book two, Tocqueville writes, ―Among democratic 

nations, new families constantly emerge from oblivion, while others fall away; all remaining families shift 

with time. The thread of time is ever ruptured and the track of generations is blotted out. Those who have 

gone before are easily forgotten and those who follow are still completely unknown. Only those nearest to 

us are of any concern‖ (589).  

105 ―Song of the Broad-Axe‖ first appeared in 1856 and ―Pioneers! O Pioneers!‖ in 1865; I am quoting from 

the death-bed versions of each. 
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this way, too swollen, and too mediated.
106

 Indeed, that it is ―varied‖ and not 

homogenous evokes the trajectory of a trope.  

In the final lines of ―Song of the Broad-Axe,‖ Whitman explains that democracy 

is the ―result of centuries‖ (251) and ―Pioneers! O Pioneers!‖ describes the anteriority of 

this result as the ―world of labor and the march‖ (19), which will expand and expand after 

the necessary New World tree-clearing and path-breaking. Whitman‘s apex is a product 

and a process, a result and an activity; his today is still this world of labor and the march. 

Whitman uses a peculiar verb, in ―O Pioneers‖ and in ―A Broadway Pageant,‖ to 

illuminate the nuances of his apex: ―We debouch upon a newer mightier world, varied 

world‖ (―Pioneers‖ 18). Debouch: which means, according to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, ―To issue from a narrow or confined place, as a defile or a wood, into open 

country‖ (―Debouch,‖ def. 1); it is said of militaries and of rivers. To march implies the 

continuation of marching (―We to-day‘s procession‖); to debouch implies a 

                                                   

106
 In the 1855 preface, Whitman declares, in the voice of ―the greatest poet‖ who ―swears to his art,‖ ―I 

will not be meddlesome, I will not have in my writing any elegance or effect or originality to hang in the 

way between me and the rest like curtains‖ (13). Unkind to such superfluous mediation, Whitman may be 

taking an anxious page from Emerson, who in ―The Poet‖ (1844) insists on the ―universality of the 

symbolic language‖ (454):  

The inwardness, and mystery, of this attachment, drive men of every class to the use of emblems. 

The schools of poets, and philosophers, are not more intoxicated with their symbols, than the 

populace with theirs. 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. (454) 

My next chapter takes up this debate, from Emerson to Delany and Dickinson, over ornamentation and 

gaudiness.  
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transformation in marching from restricted and formal to open and energetic and 

geographically from claustrophobia to flowing field.
107

  

The procession that begins as an unsaid ―all‖ can graphically take on too much. I 

want to take a look at a cartoon from Adam Weingärtner, circa 1858, which depicts a 

―Torchlight Procession around the World‖ (see appendix A). Whitman, I think, is 

implicated in the gestalt of these images. Described by the Library of Congress as 

―Allegorical scenes related to the laying of the Atlantic telegraph cable, and head-and-

shoulders portraits of Benjamin Franklin, Prof. Morse, Cyrus W. Field, and Capt. 

Hudson,‖ the print is as overdetermined as the eagle over Hawthorne‘s custom house: the 

symmetry of flags, the pointillist LIBERTY in the clouds, the central eagle above, the 

thick lightning bolts en route to the British Royal Navy flag (to perhaps lend the British 

some energy), the nautical icons and oceanic mythology, the corner realms of eminent 

visages. But the celebratory ring around the world is not directionless because the point 

of view of the print ensures that the procession on either side of the world recedes 

sublimely into the distance where its furthermost sections are dark and smoky, and where 

those on the other side of the globe have to be believed in to exist (despite being lit by 

torchlight). While on the vertical axis the procession is symmetrically enacted between 

the poles of America and Britain, between Liberty and the Queen, the horizontal axis is 

enthusiastically ―Dedicated to Young America!‖ This circle is not unbroken and immune 

to an origin because the American icons overwhelm the global others: the leftmost 

banner, ―What th‘ B‘hoys intended by the Atlantic Cable,‖ uses the Irish slang for a 

ragged, male Bowery worker to widen the distance between the class of the corner men, 

                                                   

107 In Virgin Land, Smith not only claims that Whitman is ―the poet who gave final imaginative expression 

to the theme of manifest destiny‖ (44), but he also insinuates that Whitman himself was debouching from 

the constriction of the East to the expansion of the West. Whitman, ―a native and lifelong resident of the 

Atlantic seaboard‖ (Smith 44), which ―after all represented the past, the shadow of Europe, cities, 

sophistication, a derivative and conventional life and literature‖ (45), had artistically ―discovered the 

insouciance, the self-possession, and physical health which he loved,‖ and where he believed ―his future 

audience would be found‖ (45). 
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who are engineers and financiers, and the class of the ―hands.‖ Speaking of hands, the 

dramatized camaraderie of firemen, Orientalized figures, and Native Americans in the 

picture‘s center—the human procession—ends up being mediated by the cable: the men 

touch the cable instead of genuinely walking hand in hand with each other.
108

 Notice that 

the word ―Procession‖ on the topmost banner is visually punctured by the staff and head 

of Lady Liberty, and reads ―Pro|c|ession‖ more accurately. That which is celebrated for 

binding and enclosing has been punctured and, if one looks at the border trim of the 

whole print, is in knots—overhand knots, to be precise. Expansion is not a simple 

procedure, cannot in fact be accomplished by the sparest of metaphors. Like the many-

layered ―varied train of an emblem‖ in ―I Sing the Body Electric,‖ the procession as a 

trope debouches—or tropes.  

The implication of the third metaphor, of procession as national apex, opens onto 

a militant aspect of democracy, what Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893 calls ―the 

procession of civilization, marching single file‖ (12). This streamlined image of the 

march, however, is used to contrast its recent bagginess, since the wide expanses from 

which to marvel at the meteoric trail of the procession offer up a ―palimpsest‖ of 

thresholds and industries, and ―stratifications‖ of quickness and lag, instead of a straight 

arrow of progress (11). Turner muses,  

Excepting the fisherman, each type of industry was on the march toward the 

West, impelled by an irresistible attraction. Each passed in successive waves 

across the continent. Stand at Cumberland Gap and watch the procession of 

civilization, marching single file—the buffalo following the trail to the salt 

springs, the Indian, the fur-trader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer 

farmer—and the frontier has passed by. Stand at South Pass in the Rockies a 

                                                   

108 The enabling mediation of sleep in ―The Sleepers‖ produces similar images: ―The sleepers are very 

beautiful as they lie unclothed, / They flow hand in hand over the whole earth from east to west as they lie 

unclothed; / The Asiatic and African are hand in hand . . the European and American are hand in hand. . .‖ 

(179-181).  
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century later and see the same procession with wider intervals between. The 

unequal rate of advance compels us to distinguish the frontier into the trader‘s 

frontier, the rancher‘s frontier, or the miner‘s frontier, and the farmer‘s front ier. 

(12) 

Turner‘s thesis is voiced when the tail-ends of both movement and geography newly 

coincide, and the frontiersman peers back to the geographical point of movement‘s 

origin; Turner narrates the end of the procession‘s march (movement‘s dispersal, Marin‘s 

dangerous zone) by clumping together its many, and once-synchronized, ―single file‖ 

producers. Needless to say, ―the same procession‖ is not the same procession: land is now 

no longer traversed, frontiers no longer ―passed by,‖ but divvied up. Time, History, and 

Progress were one, once embodied by the streamlined pull of men, families, and culture 

across the frontier. Time used to have direction; now the ―intervals‖ show the enervation. 

Whitman, for Deleuze, is the poet of Turner‘s endpoint ―intervals,‖ of fragments 

―separated by intervals of space‖ and ―time‖ (57), and he devised ―a particular type of 

sentence that modulates the interval‖ (57-58).
109

 If a poetics of fragments and intervals 

bends towards but ultimately rules out totality, then Whitman capitalizes on hints, clews, 

suggestions, and metonymies to defeat the tyranny of completion and frigidity. Short of 

celebration or denouement, achievement is constituted by the hut-hut-hut regularity of the 

march, and the perpetual, unfinished march, conversely, constitutes achievement. Return 

to the first line of ―Body Electric‖: ―The bodies of men and women engirth me, and I 

engirth them‖ (1). In the death-bed version, ―bodies of men and women‖ becomes 

―armies of those I love‖ (2). As an ―all,‖ there can be no filing past: since the 

encirclement of the numbers in the set reciprocally constitutes the full set, these bodies or 

armies are not up for review and therefore do not constitute a parade but a procession, 

properly a participant‘s journey. Whitman witnessed and wrote about the Fourth of July 

celebration in Brooklyn of 1825, and Jake Adam York speculates on what Whitman had 

                                                   

109 In his recent short book on Whitman, C.K. Williams sounds quite Deleuzian when he praises ―that 

peculiar system of connection, that wonderfully gappy unorganized organization‖ of Whitman‘s (11).  
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absorbed from the ilk of demonstrative events: ―The deliberateness in this procession and 

in others is the deliberateness of signification. The procession was a liturgical form that 

helped connect both those participating in it and those viewing it to the Revolutionary 

times these ceremonies sought to reactivate. The procession, like the parade, is a 

ceremonial form of troop movement‖ (29). I come back to the verb ―debouch,‖ where 

issuing from some narrow place is the minimum, and this zero-state movement of 

democracy carries its citizens like troops.  

 For Whitman, there is only one proper but fleetingly sensed procession, alien to 

reduplication and preservation, and its conditions need to be just so; it can perform 

incorrectly if, for example, it is insufferably gaudy and undisciplined. The ―All‖ from 

―Body Electric‖ is the paradigm of this procession, its existence brief yet full. Whitman‘s 

poetic processions are not facsimiles or faithful reportorial substitutes of the indexical, 

and yet something of veracity will nevertheless be conveyed because their language is 

restricted and streamlined by repertoire (c.f. Tilly on contentious performances). 

Gewgaws of the procession, what Whitman himself calls ―ostentation or clap-trap‖ (qtd. 

in York 29), can block the given nature of the procession and by doing so distract the 

spectator. York nicely sums up: ―the procession, or parade, however minimal, is an 

organized form of group motion, so what Whitman complains of…is not so much the 

basic form, but the ornamentation of it‖ (29). The ascetic procession, the just-narrated-so 

procession, dissents from Elias Canetti‘s symbolic rendering of the procession, a slow 

crowd, as a river: ―A river is the crowd in its vanity, the crowd exhibiting itself . . . All 

river-like formations, such as processions and demonstrations, want to be seen. They 

show as much as possible of their surface, extending as far as they can and offering 

themselves to the largest possible number of spectators. They want to be admired or 

feared‖ (83). And, as I have already suggested, Whitman has expressed the desire to see 

more colloquial, everyday processions in his America. Therefore, if the procession is 

basic and ascetic, from whence the call for renewed and ample visibility?  



 

134 

 

Canetti‘s diagnosis is applicable to Whitman‘s literary world because the streets 

and the field give off signs and promises of a debouching American democracy, and yet 

the pared-down, invisible-but-intuited procession of the cosmos quickly becomes 

oversaddled. It is not difficult to hear William Lloyd Garrison‘s enraged preface to 

Narrative of Sojourner Truth (1850) in response: ―We catch the gleam of your 

illuminated hills, everywhere blazing with bonfires; we mark your gay processions; we 

note the number of your orators; we listen to the recital of your revolutionary 

achievements; we see you kneeling at the shrine of Freedom, as her best, her truest, her 

sincerest worshippers! Hypocrites! liars! adulterers! tyrants! men-stealers! atheists!‖ (vii). 

On the basis of the word ―gay,‖ Canetti‘s charge of vanity is renewed and implicates 

processionary movement in the manufacture and maintenance of slave power. Garrison‘s 

hyperbole describes, therefore, the nervous system of the procession: he amalgamates 

procession with oration as marks of celebratory cruelty, which connects the procession 

with the munificent nationalism that Frederick Douglass will speak about two years later 

in the speech ―What, to the Negro, is the Fourth of July?‖
110

  

Jake Adam York also notes that the procession played a large part in nineteenth-

century oratorical culture, but the relationship between the two is one of accidental 

favoritism or suppression because sometimes ―a surviving oration is the only evidence of 

many early commemorations‖ (32). For York, ―preservation [is] intrinsic to the orations‖ 

(33), and the procession‘s transitory and fleeting movements lose out to printed and 

circulated speeches. This is what I mean by there is only one procession for Whitman: the 

description of indexical movement parodies, deforms, and clutters the original. Indeed, 

David Henkin‘s study of antebellum New York‘s modern flurry of city signs sees the 

newspapers as rescuer of the procession‘s ephemerality: ―The numerous signs posted 

along the procession routes found their resting places in the pages of an expanded 

metropolitan press,‖ thereby creating ―an alternative procession site in New York‖ (100). 

Yet even into the twentieth century, according to Matthias Reiss, ―some marches are 

                                                   

110 I discuss this speech in relation to Martin Delany in the next chapter. 
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remembered more for the static rally than the moving procession which preceded it‖ (2), 

such as Martin Luther King‘s to-the-exclusion-of-all-else ―I have a dream‖ speech in 

Washington, 1963. There are, then, selective visibilities entailed by both asceticism and 

apex. 

The procession is in danger: its four types do not necessarily complement one 

another, and this fluidity of stylization raises the risk of its being shrouded. My argument 

by way of York is that it would nevertheless be unfeasible to deny that the invocation of 

―procession‖ is at once bare and oratorical: procession is a remnant of special speech, 

reserved for democracy-talk or promise-talk. It is initially invisible and suggestive. 

However, the procession comes into being with baggage (royal, gaudy, supersensory, 

etc.) that complicates its invisible or unsaid structure. Already compromised, it then 

enters the world of distractions, emanations, accoutrements, affect, and aesthetics—the 

multifarious semiotics of these movements which make parading and processing an 

―argument of images,‖ according to Fernández (qtd. in Enguix 23), and ―an intense 

exchange of visual and affective influences between the procession and its spectators,‖ 

according to Muir (150). My next section explores these visual and affective exchanges, 

these insinuations between orator-poet and reader, their surplus and their elisions.  

 

2. Cosmos and Cosmetics: “A Boston Ballad” 

Whitman is a cosmic poet, but to label him that is to lock my own writing into a 

bad genre.
111

 For Karl Shapiro, ―the man of cosmic consciousness is in effect a member 

                                                   

111 Michael Moon‘s introduction to Disseminating Whitman (1991) recuperates the ―kosmos‖: the term 

signifies Whitman‘s ―idealized version of the (male) body as a potentially thoroughly ‗fluid‘ system‖ (16). 

Moon situates Whitman‘s poetic radicalism against a backdrop of mid-century chastity and anti-onanist 

movements. Whitman, in opposition, ―wishes to disseminate affectionate physical presence from one 

[author] to the other [audience], fervently and directly‖ (3). Whitman‘s ―kosmos‖ is therefore a system (an 

affectionate democracy) and an open process (a practice of endless editing and revision): this conjunction 

of system and process follows from Hawthorne and is apparent in the metonymic promiscuity of 

processions.  
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of a new species of the race. He is characterized by a state of moral exaltation, enhanced 

intellectual power, a feeling of elevation, elation, and joyousness, and a conviction of 

immortality‖ (31-2). Sure; Whitman glimpses the unadorned cosmic procession in the 

physical embodiment of the new and refined American race, debouching. However, 

Whitman is also wedded to, or perhaps hypnotized by, the trappings and emblems of a 

nation committed to realizing its girth. In ―Song of Myself,‖ the speaker boasts, ―I troop 

forth replenished with supreme power, one of an average unending procession . . . Our 

swift ordinances are on their way over the whole earth, / The blossoms we wear in our 

hats are the growth of two thousand years‖ (964-68). The conjunction of ―supreme 

power‖ with ―average unending procession‖ typifies the notion of popular sovereignty 

noted by Tocqueville, but adds to it Whitman‘s blending of processionary types. The 

―average unending procession‖ suggests the stable perpetuation of everyman Americans 

over time, where ―average‖ implies the distillation of variously distributed values and 

extremes into a representative number, which is not at all the same as refinement or 

progress; while ―the growth of two thousand years‖ reaches back in time to stress another 

figurative processionary continuity (Americans out of Europe, Israelites out of Egypt) 

predicated, though, on divergence, advancement, and expansion.
112

 

 A desire for expansiveness, whether individually or nationally or cosmically, runs 

up against an incredible stagnation in the America he depicts. I am thinking particularly 

of the difference between his new race of Americans and the other valence of race. In the 

1855 ―Song of Myself,‖ for instance, the slave or the savage gets included in his lists as 

is—classified as slave or savage, albeit ―hounded‖ (834) or ―flowing‖ (974), respectively, 

                                                   

112 An averaging effect is for Le Bon the violence that the crowd does to individual intelligence. Freud will 

remind us that a crowd‘s ethical capacity can occasionally exceed that of an individual member‘s. 

Whitman, while clearly engaging with this stereotype about collective behavior, is disenchanted with an 

algebra of crowds: in ―Song of Myself,‖ he experiments with dislocation and unconscious demagoguery 

when he belatedly registers his ―own voice‖ issuing ―[a] call in the midst of the crowd‖ (1051, 1050), 

which he goes on to describe as ―orotund sweeping and final‖ (1051).  
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as if that name is the only way to point to their place: neither developing, nor in process. 

If the universe is the ultimate container of ―beautiful motion,‖ then the savage‘s motion, 

his ―flowing,‖ is too paradoxically stuck to be a synecdoche for the universe. The 

specificity of his condition rules out his figurative co-optation, that which would deny the 

imp of slavery or the reduced status of Native Americans: ―The friendly and flowing 

savage . . . . Who is he? / Is he waiting for civilization or past it and mastering it?‖ (974-

75). The savage is not implicated in the continual process of civilization; he is before it or 

after it, but always situated outside civilization, and this remoteness causes Whitman to 

question who he is. The pronoun ―he‖ is made to flow after the savage takes the stage 

through a series of grasping questions: ―Is he southwesterner raised outdoors? Is he 

Canadian? / Is he from the Mississippi country? or from Iowa, Oregon or California? or 

from the mountain? or prairie life or bush-life? or from the sea?‖ (976-77). These lines 

open section thirty-nine and follow the ―supreme power‖ passage in section thirty-eight; 

the geographical questions rove and their ―or[s]‖ depict the ―average unending 

procession‖ of the previous section. However, while ―savage‖ can be said to initiate the 

flow of questions, it as a term does not itself flow. I cannot read ―savage‖ as a term akin 

to the more lax term ―roughs‖ (499, 1252), which in the small container of ―A Leaf for 

Hand in Hand‖ dramatized the dialectic between the specific (by virtue of the poem‘s 

brevity) and the general (in how it groups together persons).  

As with Longfellow‘s redundant speaker, Chopin‘s dumb animals, Bierce‘s 

responsible fool, and Hawthorne‘s estranged solitaries, the ―all‖—when it is  figured as a 

procession—excludes individuals, classes, races. D. H. Lawrence mocks Whitman‘s faith 

in ―ALLNESS‖ (and by the same token that ―All is a procession‖) by arguing that the tag 

―savage‖ (or for Lawrence ―Red Indian‖) occurs in the same breath as careless 

ideological tramping and trampling: 

ONE DIRECTION! toots Walt in the car, whizzing along it.  
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Whereas there are myriads of ways in the dark, not to mention trackless 

wildernesses. As anyone will know who cares to come off the road, even the 

Open Road.  

ONE DIRECTION! whoops America, and sets off also in an automobile.  

ALLNESS! shrieks Walt at a cross-road, going whizz over an unwary Red 

Indian.  

ONE IDENTITY! chants democratic En Masse, pelting behind in motor-cars, 

oblivious of the corpses under the wheels. (152) 

The easy point that there is never an ―all‖ without exclusions to the ―all‖ needs to be 

supplemented by Whitman‘s other inclusionary tactics. Whitman‘s vehicular madness 

extends to whatever can move or be made to move as a group or as part of an organic 

process. The unknown pronoun ―he‖ in ―Song of Myself‖ constitutes such a group, which 

assembles itself out of the running-on ors. After the many he-questions, Whitman writes, 

―Wherever he goes men and women accept and desire him, / They desire he should like 

them and touch them and speak to them and stay with them‖ (978-79). There is a he who 

is going, a series of hes divorced from the initial contemplation of the fixed ―flowing 

savage,‖ and the hes lead to ―men and women‖ and finally to ―they‖ and ―them.‖ 

If the vague enumeration of he-questions and -actions is here the very mark of 

―civilization‖ which confronts the inscrutability of the ―flowing savage,‖ then how can 

one answer the question of who the savage is: is he in or out, before or after? This early 

example of enumeration as is in fact freezes certain areas of visionary interest. 

―Flowing,‖ then, is not viscerally registered but is presumed to operate behind the stasis 

of run-with-them categories, as in ―Body Electric‘s‖ ―In him the start of populous states 

and rich republics.‖ This is how I see Whitman as a cosmic poet: relinquishing activity 

for ―measured and beautiful motion‖ (or evolution or providence or debouching) as a 

guiding force. Therefore, ―All is a procession‖ because there are multiple and unique 

processions, and not because an ―all‖ is ―in procession.‖ The symbiotic structure of ―all‖ 

in its various locations and guises is what is suggested as ―a‖ procession.  
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I detract from the consensus that the crowd is the pressing, volatile, and elegant 

structure for Whitman‘s politics. He explores ―supreme power‖ in a way that does not 

hinge on the crowd‘s routine troubles: how to merge oneself with the crowd while also 

retaining oneself; how to remove the orator and audience distinction, which is also the 

leader and crowd distinction; how to regard the duty of the poet as the tautological 

repetition of that which the people already (almost) know, which is the basis of ―cosmic 

consciousness‖; how to project an ethos of self-articulation and not an image of 

suggestibility; and how to gauge the crowd as an elastic forum in which a member of the 

crowd can hang onto his or her ―commitment to the political requirements of liberal 

republicanism, whose presupposed citizen possessed self-conscious reason,‖ as Mary 

Esteve puts it (8).
113

  

Esteve makes Whitman peripheral to her book on crowds: she dwarfs the 

contentious, claim-making aspect of crowds and instead examines the Hawthornian 

mixture of beauty and terror in unmotivated crowds. When considering how Whitman 

addresses and imagines ―the people‖ in the dress of the crowd, Esteve charges him with 

―ethical toothlessness‖ (28): ―Crowds play a central role in merging persons and things so 

as to envision democratic affection as radically ubiquitous,‖ she writes, and then pursues 

the softening of Whitman‘s radicalism. Esteve proclaims that in Whitman‘s work 

―goodness‘s ubiquity‖ (28) hollows out the use of ―good‖ and works against his project 

of adhesiveness, amativeness, comradeship, or his en masse aesthetics.
114

 The nomination 

―good‖ thereby ―loses its relevance as a term of ethical judgment, of critical 

                                                   

113 Larzer Ziff‘s discussion of the second-person pronoun in ―Crossing Brooklyn Ferry‖ makes the case for 

Whitman‘s reevaluation of the crowd along the lines of participation and instability in contrast with what 

he sees as the more common American deployment of the crowd as a mere foil for individual 

consciousness. 

114 These terms are canon for Whitman scholars. 
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discrimination‖ (29).
115

 The lack of a genuine category of judgment—―the a priori, non-

empirical idea of justice as fairness‖ (30)—might help explain Whitman‘s suspension of 

slave and savage: since the slave and the savage are non-integrated members of a liberal 

American society, they cannot enter into and efface themselves under the affective shelter 

of a crowd.
116

 In ―Song of Myself,‖ the possibility is strangely static; the fugitive slave 

gets to be transitive (literally escaping), but he is not between identities, only places. 

 According to Esteve, ―the good [in Whitman] brooks, in effect, no opposition‖ 

(28) and guarantees ―the elimination of the space for argument‖ (29). Nothing holds 

―good‖ back. Esteve indirectly resurrects and challenges Donald Pease‘s essay on 

Whitman in Visionary Compacts wherein he posits that argumentation in the public 

sphere unnecessarily confounds the inalienability of natural law. Whitman makes it clear 

in ―Song of Myself‖ that he ―ha[s] no mocking or arguments‖ (72). Thus, as the nation‘s 

poet, Whitman strives to return his listeners to a Lockean state of nature: equity without 

rank and before compacts. (Here, refinement is couched in terms of return and not 

expansion.) For Pease, the law of regeneration is the law of nature and the law of 

Whitman‘s poetics, for regeneration has ―no referent other than the phenomenon 

                                                   

115 Esteve echoes Allen Grossman‘s influential point about how Whitman ―promulgated the goodness of 

simple presence‖ (63), which violently ―sacrifices the subject of justice in the interest of personal 

immediacy…‖ (71).  

116 This is possible, for example, in The Scarlet Letter: during a New England holiday gathering, young 

Pearl takes note of ―many faces of strange people, and Indians among them, and sailors!‖ (205). The 

Indians are impervious to immersion into the crowd (they belong to the sub-crowd of ―strange people‖), but 

what is more intriguing is how they are then passed over for the surprise of seeing sailors (per the 

exclamation mark). What is behind the fixity of ―strange people‖? While Sacvan Bercovitch describes the 

logic of providential surplus-cum-constraint to interpret Hawthorne‘s symbolism, the Indians do not 

operate in the key of this narrative Puritanism. I can see Pearl, changeling and imp, scowl at the thought of 

being encased in amber.  
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revealing it‖ (126).
117

 Like those of the founding fathers, Whitman‘s ―words could 

receive their meaning only after their first use‖ (125).  

 Esteve counters such a first-use theory on the grounds that the law of nature skirts 

justice; rather, contestation and argumentation—crucial elements of the Habermasian 

public sphere—must be maintained in conjunction with affective elements which are 

harder to rationalize. Esteve‘s realpolitik critique is effective because she tames the 

cosmic consciousness arguments. However, her dismissal of Whitman fails to 

acknowledge Whitman‘s seduction by such blank-slate freedom, such hopeful 

performative power, which Pease calls ―living apostrophaically‖ (153). It is necessary to 

conjoin the cosmic strains with the strains on cosmic thinking, which are focalized in 

Whitman‘s occasional alternative to the crowd: the procession.  

 What I see as the minimal procession can now be deemed properly Lockean in its 

evocations. In Locke‘s Second Treatise of Government, subjects naturally exist in ―a state 

of perfect freedom to order their actions‖ (3). This ―freedom to order‖ occurs before the 

compacts which make up society. The procession aspires to this freedom, too, at least in 

the first instance: it is literally before compacts—that is, before legislation and policy. In 

this way, ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand‖ invites and defers the compact of hand in hand; so 

too does Hawthorne‘s ―Procession of Life‖ desire to correct ―the grand difficulty‖ even 

as its narrative decays. The very anterior, tropological quality of the (political) procession 

makes its outcome unpredictable. The procession is but a harbinger, while also 

approaching the poetry of return and regeneration that Pease sees in Whitman: if, as 

Locke writes, ―The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges 

                                                   

117 Cosmic poet-proclaimer James E. Miller Jr. espouses an idea similar to Pease‘s law of regeneration, 

what he calls ―breeding‖: ―Frequently a dramatic procession of substantives, sharply and individually vivid 

but with no logical syntactical connection, the catalogues seem, superficially, chaotic or frenzied—a 

meaningless naming of all the objects in the universe‖ (49). Do not be alarmed, though: there‘s a 

―subterranean emotional logic‖ (49) to Whitman‘s hectic catalogues. The reader is meant to ―reconstruct‖ 

(50) such ―an inherent, self-generating, if obscure, order‖ (53), and this obligation seems to be Miller‘s 

version of Locke‘s ―freedom to order.‖ 



 

142 

 

everyone‖ (4), then the procession is a model meant for obliging everyone. While it is, 

therefore, an eye-opener and a consciousness-raiser, the very fragility and tenuousness of 

the state of nature in Locke‘s Second Treatise—its perversion by society or ideology—

has its counterpart in the unsaid minimal procession: the freely-ordered state(ment) is 

made for others and is therefore subject to chance. In this parallel, I can see the dual 

movement of repossessing and camouflaging the state of nature: the historical reverence 

associated with processions is a show of purity, which attempts to efface inequality and 

variance in order to assert timelessness and matter-of-factness. The state-of-nature 

procession has a naturalizing impulse to make processions seem self-evident and 

inalienable. I have chosen Whitman precisely for his variations and the contentious 

particularities of his processionary use.  

 The procession is not a dominant metaphor for Whitman because the metaphor is 

as selective as the real world procession is occasional (perhaps one reason to call for 

more processions). It is used sparingly. There is an occasion for a procession, whereas 

crowds are simply pro forma in urban centers. In Whitman‘s letters, specifically two to 

his mother, the procession is much less metaphorical. On April 23, 1866, Whitman 

writes, ―We had the greatest black procession here last Thursday—I didn‘t think there 

was so many darkeys, (especially wenches,) in the world—it was the anniversary of 

emancipation in this District—‖ (Vol 1 273-274). On June 6, 1868,  

We had the strangest procession here last Tuesday night, about 3000 darkeys, old 

& young, men & women—I saw them all—they turned out in honor of their 

victory in electing the Mayor, Mr. Bowen—the men were all armed with clubs or 

pistols—besides the procession in the street, there was a string went along the 

sidewalk in single file with bludgeons & sticks, yelling & gesticulating like 

madmen—it was quite comical, yet very disgusting & alarming in some 

respects—They were very insolent, & altogether it was a strange sight—they 

looked like so many wild brutes let loose—thousands of slaves from Southern 
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plantations have crowded up here—many are supported by the Gov‘t. (Vol 2 34-

35) 

The racial language in these letters is of the ―flowing savage‖ variety. ―Darkeys‖ is 

pungently fixed against the flow of the witnessed anniversary procession. Where the first 

recorded procession is an eye-opening epiphany of presence, the second is an epiphany 

leavened by comedy but forcefully wracked with terror. Whitman is bowled over by this 

confrontation with apprehensible numerical strength: the ―3000 darkeys‖ in the second 

letter carries with it his admission in the first that ―I didn‘t think there was so many 

darkeys, (especially wenches,) in the world.‖ In the world: can this be so? The folly of 

condensing local, national, and global cosmic spheres into one square of action (―the 

world‖) effectively disavows post-emancipation migrations to New York and results in 

demographic incredulity, affected or not.
118

  

Whitman‘s queasiness and incredulousness reveals three things: one, that the 

processors can be counted, or imagined as being countable, and that these processors can 

be absolutely witnessed (―I saw them all‖); two, that processions are susceptible to 

dialogue and parody (the ―single file‖ ―sidewalk‖ ―string‖ adjacently imitates and 

critiques ―the procession in the street‖); and three, that there are proper codes of 

spectacular behavior (―They were very insolent‖). The finitude of the procession means 

that it is possible to collapse the occasion into its numbers (the procession of ―3000 

darkeys‖). Even if this cannot be an empirical tally, the numbers confirm the particularity 

of the procession in general and for the speaker. Since the official procession must be 

                                                   

118 Whitman is deft at condensation. In an essay on ―A Broadway Pageant,‖ a poem with a discoverable 

referent (New York‘s reception for the Ambassador of Japan), Edward Whitley argues that the genre of 

occasional poetry is directly tethered to a local audience, and for this immediate reason ―Whitman is forced 

in this poem to view the nation through a specific, smaller-than-national space‖ (453), that is, through the 

disavowed Bowery crowds who cannot quite be thought of as synecdoches for the nation. Whitley is 

optimistic that, since it is filtered through a ―subpopulation that…was representative of the nation in only 

the most tenuous way‖ (463), the poem avoids patriotic scripts as it ―depicts a global crowd of parade-

goers‖ (468).  
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permitted by the city to march, there should also be official numbers for the procession 

that precede its movement.
119

  

Numbers may circumscribe and define the event, but its orientation to the future 

pluralizes its emissions. In Jacques Derrida‘s reading of the Declaration of Independence, 

the authorizing signature is predicated on imagining ―a last instance‖ (12), which is 

God‘s best and final judgment on this action of independence. The extrapolation of 

legitimacy into the future to obtain a retrospective decree complicates the immediate 

performative power of declaration. The Declaration‘s ―meaning‖ and ―effect‖ (12) are 

thereby relayed through time. Athena Kavoulaki also interprets Athenian processions as 

relayed declarations: ―The procession is an invitation for the attention of the superhuman, 

and as such it admits an aspect of incompleteness in human society which first draws 

together, and then turns towards the divine for a meeting and a relationship which is 

perceived to empower the society‖ (302). Furthermore, I read Tocqueville‘s struggle to 

penetrate God‘s point of view (mentioned in the previous chapter) as operating according 

to a similar dialectic between the uncertain call for authoritative attention and the 

unquestionable validation of a vantage point (the grace of the superhuman, the citadel of 

an apex). In Hawthorne‘s sketches, specifically ―Sights from a Steeple,‖ an optical 

dialogue between wayside and procession relayed and vibrated the hegemonic spectacle 

of the procession through the wayside and produced multiple gradations and 

configurations of mobile, motive persons.  

 With the unspoken and invisible procession painfully unavailable in everyday 

interactions, there is a need to formulate appropriate modes of procession, or at the very 

least negative rules for its organization, such as not gaudy, not immune to touch, and so 

                                                   

119 In the context of representing death during the Civil War, Drew Gilpin Faust claims that tallying 

conveys ―magnitude‖ (261), which swallows and shelters the particles of the particular: ―To understand 

even ‗an inkling of this War,‘ Whitman believed, it was necessary to try always to ‗multiply…by scores, 

aye hundreds,‘ the particular ‗hell scenes‘ of battle and the individual soldiers he had watched suffer and 

die‖ (262). 
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on. Debouching, for Whitman, is the minimum ontology of processions, that base from 

which the procession cannot deviate. Debouching is as necessary to the definition of 

procession as trunk is for trees; the rest is accidental and must therefore be tested. 

Whitman‘s ―minor innovations‖ (Tilly‘s term) are added to this minimum of debouching: 

for instance, he adds hands as a substitute for feet, and later he will add ―sweet.‖ The 

same is true for tropological revision: one revises and conditions waysides of meaning. 

The best possible configurations mitigate the original loss, though they themselves are 

bound to be troped, and through ritualized movement attempt to resuscitate the 

procession‘s self-evidentness.
120

  

 The real world occasion offends the naturalizing impulse of timelessness and 

thereby places the procession at another remove from the unsaid minimal procession. As 

I mentioned in my introduction, Kavoulaki speaks about processions in general and 

processions d’occasion because they are the ―outcome of a double process‖: the dialogue 

between more general, diachronic developments (history, tradition, past) and the more 

specific, ―synchronic preferences, events and current historical developments which give 

the ritual its final shape‖ (299). This double process is in fact methodologically self-

reflexive; recall the difference between protest event analysis (the sociological synthesis 

of many) and thick description (the narrativization of one). I mean to balance both in 

Whitman by moving between ―ALLNESS‖ (the former) to Kavoulaki‘s ―final shape‖ (the 

latter).  

                                                   

120 The term ―codes‖ comes from Ed Folsom‘s essay on Whitman and baseball. Folsom notes that stadium 

architecture helped promote a ―code of spectatorship,‖ to use Allen Guttmann‘s term (qtd. in Folsom 45). 

―The vast crowds…were potential challenges to democracy,‖ Folsom writes. ―As active observers, they had 

to find ways to channel their passionate but necessarily passive involvement into behavior that would allow 

the game to proceed fairly but would still allow them to feel they were helping their team to victory; they 

had to figure out, in other words, how to maintain a stance of being simultaneously in and out of the game‖ 

(45). Since the sport or event is not a frozen thing, it can be influenced and shaped. A kind of training is 

therefore necessary to guide transactions between the observed and the observers, to preserve both the 

autonomy of the game and the agency of the audience. 
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 In order to examine how Whitman bargains with the particularities and 

disturbances of processions, I will turn to ―A Boston Ballad‖ from the original Leaves of 

Grass. M. Wynn Thomas describes the poem as ―a savage piece of satire through a kind 

of reversed and parodic millenarianism. The dead are raised from their graves not for the 

Last Judgment but to pass judgment themselves on the scene they see enacted before their 

incredulous eyes in the streets of Boston‖ (53). The poem is premised on the same 

incredulity that drives his letters to his mother. The situation is supernatural, but written 

for an occasion, that is, ―in the immediate aftermath of the Anthony Burns affair‖ (156), 

as Martin Klammer puts it. Whitman attacks this specific enforcement of the Fugitive 

Slave Act from Boston on May 24, 1854: Burns fled to Boston from Virginia, and his 

arrest precipitated abolitionist animation and concord.  

 Half-voiced by a naïve speaker, Jonathan, the 1855 version of ―A Boston Ballad‖ 

begins with the preparations for a public performance:  

Clear the way there Jonathan! 

Way for the President‘s marshal! Way for the government cannon! 

Way for the federal foot and dragoons . . . and the phantoms afterward. 

  

I rose this morning early to get betimes in Boston town;  

Here‘s a good place at the corner . . . . I must stand and see the show.  

I love to look on the stars and stripes . . . . I hope the fifes will play Yankee 

Doodle. (1-6) 

The bumpkin Jonathan resembles Whitman in his love of American semiotics. Jonathan‘s 

―love‖ and his ―hope‖ reflect the set patterns of American pageantry: flags and music, 

troops and dignitaries, make up and accompany a typical urban parade. ―Love‖ and 

―hope,‖ however, struggle against the command in the first line; Klammer notes that this 

order to move ―would immediately have struck Whitman‘s readers as the suppression of 

local rights and liberties by an intrusive federal power‖ (106). Sympathy with Jonathan‘s 

right to ―stand and see the show‖ recognizes that standing to see is a commitment made 
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by a spectator. Is this ―good place at the corner,‖ then, the one he originally chose or the 

one he was forced to occupy by injunction? Jonathan‘s having found a ―good place at the 

corner‖ sounds like he is making do with his push into the wayside. Unlike Whitman‘s 

popular immersion in the crowd in ―Crossing Brooklyn Ferry‖ (1856),
121

 the relationship 

between spectatorship and participation in ―A Boston Ballad‖ is hierarchically rigid at the 

outset.  

 There are three processions in ―A Boston Ballad‖: the ―federal foot‖ is the first 

and then there are two separate resurrections of ―phantoms afterward,‖ the discontent 

revolutionary great-grandfathers and a cortege for a re-coronated George III. Jonathan 

declares, ―Why this is a show! It has called the dead out of the earth‖ (11), which makes 

one wonder how this resurrection fits into his earlier anticipation of ―hope‖: could he 

have expected this? Revolutionary veterans were of course showcased at national 

celebrations, as the living testimony of republican reality, but these ―Yankee phantoms‖ 

(16) take expectation one step further. Why should these ―antiques‖ (9) not be followed 

by ―the dead,‖ antique persons? What a way to justify history: ―Why this is a show!‖ 

Imagining the multiplication of processions as vital accompaniments to the original only 

makes for a grander spectacle.  

 So perturbed are the dead by the occasion that they hope to penetrate for good the 

―fog‖ (9) that separates the living from the dead; however, penetration is difficult when 

you ―mistake your crutches for firelocks‖ (17), and cannot march as ―stiff‖ (8) as the 

―foremost‖ (7) marchers. This is certainly not the ―phallic procession‖ (1099) 

encountered in the meditation on faith in ―Song of Myself,‖ where Whitman‘s ―least of‖ 

(1093) is ―powowing with sticks in the circle of obis,‖ ―rapt and austere in the woods, a 

gymnosophist‖ (1097, 1099). The parade (proper terminology) of ―stiff‖ dragoons is 

followed by the dead‘s political procession, a protest march (proper terminology) that 

howls at a betrayal of Revolutionary principles. Whitman gives us little exposition in the 

                                                   

121 Once again, see Ziff for an influential reading of this poem.  
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ballad, and so even my own generalization about Revolutionary principles feels foolishly 

invisible. The true invisible referent of, and occasion for, the poem is Anthony Burns.  

 The poem‘s ―ironic depiction of Bostonians‖ elides Boston‘s ―exhaustive press 

coverage‖ of the event, Klammer notes, just as it ―simply elid[es] the fugitive slave from 

the narrative‖ (108). Satire may need such an absent referent in order to palatably 

function, but the lack of enumeration assures that Burns will compete with the 

processions‘ fanciful logic of presence: the raising of King George III reorganizes the 

procession, and the poem, around a finally visible ―centerpiece‖ (35). In some respects, 

Anthony Burns can be more mobilizing than the ―flowing savage‖ or the ―3000 darkeys‖ 

are. However, mobilization and multiplication come at the expense of ushering in a new 

phase of relinquishment: the procession‘s place-giving capacity cannot save a cosmic 

place for Anthony Burns.
122

 

 Whitman‘s decision to use ―the simpler and more familiar form of journalistic 

satire‖ (Klammer 106) allows him to circulate a playful refrain, such as ―in Boston town‖ 

(4) and ―through Boston town‖ (8), and also to set up symmetrical returns: the ―stand and 

see‖ at the beginning reemerges before Jonathan cries, ―For shame old maniacs!‖ (20): 

―If you blind your eyes with tears you will not see the President‘s marshal, / If you groan 

such groans you might balk the government cannon‖ (18-19). By repeating the early 

words of the poem, the poem makes it clear that repetition is desired but not realized: the 

dead are not as in ―love‖ and full of ―hope‖ as Jonathan is. The dead are not Yankee 

doodles. 

                                                   

122 If, as Klammer argues, ―‗A Boston Ballad‖ may well be the generative moment for all the images of 

blacks in Leaves of Grass‖ (156), then to be crossed-out promotes invisibility and more damningly erasure; 

indeed, the former can lead to the latter. For two very different considerations of Whitman on slavery and 

race, see ―The Paradox of the ‗Good Gray Poet‘ (Walt Whitman on Slavery and the Black Man)‖ by Ken 

Peeples Jr. (from 1974) and ―Whitman and Race (‗He‘s Queer, He‘s Unclear, Get Used to It‘)‖ by Paul H. 

Outka (from 2002).  
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 The reader is granted a lesson about spectacular behavior in the break between 

stylistic return and unrealized repetition. The ballad‘s second procession, the dead protest 

march, is also a figurative long line of lineage. Jonathan tells us how a conflict of 

Revolutionary inheritance can also be thought of as a conflict of decorum: ―Here gape 

your smart grandsons . . . . their wives gaze at them from the windows, / See how well-

dressed . . . . see how orderly they conduct themselves‖ (21-22). Tagging along ragtag at 

the end of the troops is indecorous, particularly when good citizens and family members 

look on. This uncouth slight—the improper procession of the dead—felt by Jonathan 

conditions yet another reactive procession, wrapped in the words of refrain: ―Now call 

the President‘s marshal again, and bring out the government cannon, / And fetch home 

the roarers from Congress, and make another procession and guard it with foot and 

dragoons‖ (33-34). This third procession, a cortege (proper terminology), is the 

procession of ―revenge‖ (39), culmination of invisibilities.
123

 

 M. Wynn Thomas reads ―A Boston Ballad‖ as evidence that Whitman unhappily 

saw American political life ―turning from progression into regression‖ (53) at specific 

moments. The third procession, therefore, collapses the latter two processions into the 

figure of Whitman: he is both the phantom that rustles and rages, and the phantom that 

despairs and exaggerates. Thomas writes that ―the poem ends not with the fulfillment of 

time, as promised in the millennium, but with the reversal of time, as American history 

regresses and the skeleton of George III is recrowned king. But at that point, this reversed 

millenarianism reverses itself, thus reverting to authentic apocalypse, because is it not 

one of the signs of the coming millennium that King Death shall be given dominion over 

all the earth during the dark premillennial period?‖ (152-53).  

 These apocalypses stem from Jonathan‘s initial hope for ―Yankee Doodle‖; the 

two undead processions feed off that patriotic desire. What follows, however, carries no 

intimation of the unsaid, minimal, and for Whitman American, procession: it has been 

                                                   

123 Lincoln‘s funeral procession is literarily triumphant in a similar fashion, as I will explore in the next 

section of this chapter and in my next chapter on Martin Delany. 
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fiendishly replaced with brittle Revolutionary skeletons. That these bodies are the ones 

restored is a comment on ―All is a procession‖ (from earlier in Leaves of Grass) because 

here he cannot translate bodies into cosmic electricity. Instead, the trope shuns totality 

and metonymically produces a wayside. It is clear that ―Yankee Doodle‖ will not be 

played on fife, and the speaker tells Jonathan to resign himself to this fact: ―Stick your 

hands in your pockets Jonathan . . . . you are a made man from this day, / You are mighty 

cute . . . . and here is one of your bargains‖ (40-41). Jonathan has been made: the 

processions ratify the bargaining got by ignorance. Here is what your holiday desire gets 

you, Jonathan; here is how your faith in legends gets into you and corrupts you. Whitman 

confidently brings his funereal experiment back to Jonathan—a Jonathan who is now the 

waste product of a bargain, the sediment at the bottom of the cup‘s body politic. But it is 

important to remember that satire itself is a bargain, one that returns to the sediment of 

Whitman‘s own transactions: the fantasy ranges free and slurs over the real body of 

Anthony Burns in judgment. The true structure of ―all‖ reveals itself: some bodies are 

occluded (Burns), some are waste (Jonathan in the wayside), some will be restored (dead 

forefathers), and one will be a spectacular center (the King).  

 In ―Europe: The 72nd and 73d Years of These States,‖ a companion poem to ―A 

Boston Ballad,‖ Whitman praises the concordant Spring of Nations in 1848 because there 

―The People scorned the ferocity of kings‖ (12), and yet he also warns that ―the 

frightened rulers come back: / Each comes in state with his train . . . . hangman, priest 

and tax-gatherer . . . soldier, lawyer, jailer and sycophant‖ (13-14). The fantasy of royal 

revenge unfurls a long line of lackeys and nefarious officials (―train‖ as parody of 

procession), each out to curtail liberty, and as in ―A Boston Ballad‖ the fantasy is 

catalyzed by ―hope and faith‖: ―O hope and faith! O aching close of lives! O many a 

sickened heart! / Turn back unto this day, and make yourselves afresh‖ (4-5). The speaker 

regrets the predictable distance that will develop between the revolutionary moment and 

the future which opened up from that moment: ―Turn back unto this day.‖ Already the 

instant is vanquished and the future compromised. Processions and trains, therefore, 
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signal the erratic displacement of the revolutionary promise because what is 

mythologized as sudden and irrevocable should emotionally be considered as a series of 

touches, of steps, of stages, of waves; we have to go back to ―hand in hand.‖ If going 

back to hand in hand, back to ―this day,‖ is not possible, then collectivity remains 

abstractly solid and without reference to atoms or phonemes.  

Out in the real world of occasional, urban pageantry, the procession edges back 

into its ceremonial, transnational past as a vehicle of power (sovereign, statist, liturgical, 

and many other official productions) and as a vessel for propaganda about Nation, 

History, Time, and Cosmos (ie. non-immediate and supersensory long lines). Due to the 

―inefficiency‖ of spectacular intentionality (Leahy 38), however, the procession is as 

much didactic in its deliberateness as it is chaotic in its emanations and secretions. One 

has to say that plural successes are always on the line (failures too), and because of these 

potentials the procession must coagulate around and invigorate coexisting bodily 

formations. Rather than the procession forming a line through such bodies, the 

procession‘s spectacular distance overwhelms its observers and contains them. Although 

symmetrical and orderly, the procession is not fractal. Across distance the image does not 

splinter into selfsame images of itself—as it does in certain funeral processions where 

processions of mourners on pilgrimage can intersect with the official procession—but it 

splinters under microscopic observation into deformations and stubborn oppositions: the 

unruly crowd, the responsive crowd, the apathetic crowd, the patient family, the 

unimpressed observer, the random stranger, the pickpocket, the merely becostumed, the 

barely associated. Return to Whitman‘s second letter to his mother and notice that 

―besides the procession in the street, a string went along the sidewalk in single file with 

bludgeons & sticks, yelling & gesticulating like madmen.‖ The members of the sidewalk 

procession are both ―madmen‖ and made men: they too have been transmogrified by 
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spectacle just as Jonathan has. They are being trained to be pulled into the circle of which 

they cannot be the center.
124

  

 

3. Naming True Things: “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” 

The tenor of Whitman‘s notion of the cosmological changes during the Civil War: 

after the run-of-the-mill and the figurative, the all-is-a and the invisible, Whitman 

subsequently experiments with syntactical processions in the wartime poems, and at the 

center of Drum-Taps and Sequel to Drum-Taps is an inescapable indexical procession: 

Lincoln‘s funeral procession. This is not to say that ―Song of Myself,‖ for instance, is not 

occasionally processionary in its structure, but that Civil War poems such as ―By the 

Bivouac‘s Fitful Flame‖ and ―When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom‘d,‖ and later 

poems such as ―Thanks in Old Age‖ and ―Now Precedent Songs, Farewell,‖ are more 

self-reflexive in wedding their rhetorical processions to their modeling of processionary 

movement.
125

 Here is the entirety of ―By the Bivouac‖ from Drum-Taps:  

By the bivouac‘s fitful flame,  

A procession winding around me, solemn and sweet and slow—but first I note,  

The tents of the sleeping army, the fields‘ and woods‘ dim outline,  

The darkness lit by spots of kindled fire, the silence,  

Like a phantom far or near an occasional figure moving,  

The shrubs and trees, (as I lift my eyes they seem to be stealthily watching me,)  

While wind in procession thoughts, O tender and wondrous thoughts,  

Of life and death, of home and the past and loved, and of those that are far away;  

A solemn and slow procession there as I sit on the ground,  

By the bivouac‘s fitful flame. (1-10) 

                                                   

124 Jennifer Greiman‘s reading of Frederick Douglass‘ circumscription into a spectacular center also gets at 

this point (see the introduction to Democracy’s Spectacle). 

125 ―Now Precedent Songs, Farewell‖ is notable because the ―strange procession‖ (2) on display is 

composed of the titles of some of Whitman‘s famous poems. 
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The poem is beautifully symmetrical but visually winding, if I may use the verb affixed 

to ―processions‖ in the poem: first and last lines are identical, while the processions that 

wind actually wind, appearing nearly symmetrical in lines two and nine, but also 

somewhat erratic in line seven with line two‘s verb ―wind.‖ The indefinite article in the 

second line, ―A procession,‖ closes down reading the referent ―procession‖ indexically, 

as a troop movement which is passing by and engulfing the speaker, even though it 

moves in conventional processionary fashion (―solemn . . . and slow‖). Whitman‘s 

middle term ―sweet,‖ though, alerts the reader to his tropological revision of the 

procession, which he also did with hands in ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand‖; that ―sweet‖ 

bridges two typical adjectives suggests that Whitman‘s revision might not take hold, and 

that metalepsis could potentially take over.   

After this indefiniteness, Whitman depicts chronological confusion at the end of 

the second line when ―but first I note‖ interrupts and alters both the train of thoughts of 

the poem (the ―but first‖ that does not actually go first) and the train of thoughts the 

reader is being persuaded to comprehend (the well-structured but delayed train ―[o]f life 

and death, of home and the past and loved, and of those that are far away‖). By line seven 

it is clear that ―tender and wondrous thoughts‖ are in procession, which have formed 

separately from the accidental ―phantom‖ or ―occasional figure‖ and cannot be confused 

with the possibility of marching soldiers (who are, after all, ―sleeping‖). The procession 

of the poem and the processional poem are held in tension: the opening image of the 

―fitful flame‖ both incorporates confusions (―fitful‖) and retrieves symmetries (the 

alliteration of ―fitful flame‖). The poem‘s track is disjointed, and so additional structural 

work needs to be done to convince us that ―thoughts‖ are in ―slow and solemn 

procession.‖ In other words, Whitman knows he has to convince the reader that thought is 

the object here—hence the lone ―procession‖ in line seven whose asymmetrical 

placement in the poem (there is not a procession in line four) winds up spelling out the 

very content of line two‘s ―procession winding.‖ 
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 Thought and war are ceremonial and orderly, while sweetness suggests the 

operations of a metonymic mind. The syntactical procession that is the poem introduces 

wandering to symmetry as it appends sweetness to ceremony. ―By the Bivouac‖ and 

―Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun,‖ also from Drum-Taps, are meditations on the 

appropriateness of ceremony and experiments in the refashioning of war emblems—

sweetness in the former and splendidness in the latter. ―Splendid Silent Sun‖ anticipates 

the languid questions of ―When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom‘d‖ about warbling 

and hanging.
126

 However, in this case the occasion for ceremony is the solipsistic petition 

for urgently splendid thoughts. The procession of the poem is nostalgic and escapist, but 

what interests me is the solidification of the procession as an addition to his repertoire of 

essentials. Now the word can ward off malaise. Whitman‘s speaker, ―rack‘d by the war-

strife‖ (line 12), retreats to thoughts and memories of the splendors of cities, reiterates his 

desire from ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand‖ to walk and see more processions, but revises it 

into a call for more diversions: 

Give me faces and streets—give me these phantoms incessant and endless along 

the trottoirs! 

Give me interminable eyes—give me women—give me comrades and lovers by 

the thousand! 

Let me see new ones every day—let me hold new ones by the hand every day! 

Give me such shows—give me the streets of Manhattan! (24-27) 

                                                   

126 In sections ten and eleven of ―Lilacs,‖ Whitman wonders, ―O how shall I warble myself for the dead one 

there I loved? / And how shall I deck my song for the large sweet soul that has gone? / And what shall my 

perfume be for the grave of him I love?‖ (71-73) and ―O what shall I hang on the chamber walls? / And 

what shall the pictures be that I hang on the walls, / To adorn the burial-house of him I love?‖ (78-80). The 

first series wonders about the form and style of Whitman‘s ―song,‖ while the second series wonders about 

the physical duty of making a pilgrimage to visit Lincoln‘s body as it lies in state. The song seems personal 

and original where the visit would be communal and near-identical, but the questions are both about 

dressing up and potentially warping actions. Whitman‘s elegy wants to know how to enter ornamentation 

anew.  
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Paratactically ordered by the imperative ―give,‖ Whitman puts on an anaphoric show for 

us, and then transitions into the proscenium of Broadway, which frames the ceremony of 

demonstrating and parading soldiers:  

Give me Broadway, with the soldiers marching—give me the sound of the 

trumpets and drums!   

(The soldiers in companies or regiments—some starting away, flush‘d and 

reckless;   

Some, their time up, returning with thinn‘d ranks—young, yet very old, worn, 

marching, noticing nothing;) 

Give me the shores and wharves heavy-fringed with black ships!   

O such for me! O an intense life, full to repletion and varied! (28-32) 

What the speaker desires and beckons is an urban environment that is in preparation for 

or in the aftermath of war (on ―the shores and wharves,‖ these ports of call, and not the 

battlefield) and always on the threshold of engagement: soldiers are only ―starting away‖ 

or ―returning.‖ If you focus on the before and after, then you would only ever see the 

alive ones. Whitman then blends his calls for vital entertainment with the stripped-down 

emblems of war paraphernalia:  

The life of the theatre, bar-room, huge hotel, for me!   

The saloon of the steamer! the crowded excursion for me! the torchlight 

procession!   

The dense brigade, bound for the war, with high piled military wagons following;  

People, endless, streaming, with strong voices, passions, pageants; 

Manhattan streets with their powerful throbs, with the beating drums as now, 

The endless and noisy chorus, the rustle and clank of muskets, (even the sight of 

the wounded,)… (33-38) 

Not the actions of war itself but on the way to war (―bound for the war‖); the instruments 

of war without their instrumental enactments: ―beating drums,‖ ―rustle and clank of 

muskets‖; ―the sight of the wounded‖ without the site of wounding. Conjuring 
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entertainment is inseparable from its playful movements, which outgrow venues 

(―theatre, bar-room, huge hotel‖) to become transitive vehicles (―excursion,‖ 

―procession,‖ ―brigade,‖ ―pageants‖). Such vehicles are cherished because they are 

directional, relational, and perpetual: ―bound for,‖ ―following,‖ ―endless,‖ respectively. 

But as I have been arguing, the processional poem pits conceptual openness against 

textual rigidity. 

As in ―By the Bivouac,‖ a train of associations (the aggressive imperatives of 

―Give‖ broken at the break by a cluster of ―Keeps‖) is in due course concretized into an 

emblem of the city (―the torchlight procession‖); ordering mechanisms meet and instill a 

lack of confidence in one another. The poem‘s ―procession,‖ when encountered, 

transverses the poem‘s procession; the banners of Whitman‘s gallop fold inward, just as 

the poem‘s final five lines attempt to erect an anaphoric tower of ―Manhattan,‖ but only 

end up establishing three out of five. Condensation rules out the conceit of ordered 

poetry; hence, the imperfect structural finale, which registers Whitman‘s brief flirtation 

with emblems, as well as impossibility of reproducing the emblems‘ coherence over a 

longer stretch of time, that is, over the course of a poem. That the ―procession‖ is thought 

to be an emblem of the city, as it is in many of Whitman‘s poems, is a shortcut coup for a 

rattled mind, and the poem incurs the cost of this apostrophe to the city.  

The internal symmetry of line 36 consists of three two-syllable words (―People, 

endless, streaming‖; ―voices, passions, pageants‖) on either side of two connective 

monosyllables (―with strong‖). Form passes judgment on content: this connective tissue, 

which instantiates symmetry and praises collectivity, is precisely what Whitman‘s 

speaker hopes to evacuate. To connect the left and right of the line is to connect persons 

and their productions (―voices, passions, pageants‖), and what is war if not produced by 

persons? An indexical reality originates in the mind of a distraught man (―rack‘d by the 

war-strife‖), and the fantasy of cutting out the middle space of the war by imagining a 

surplus of ―People, endless‖ who are ―starting away‖ or ―returning‖ is a wounded mind‘s 

terrible answer to death in war.  
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This surplus of bodies recalls Lincoln‘s remarks in his Annual Message to 

Congress on December 6, 1864, where he, according to Franny Nudelman, sees ―war as a 

generative force that, like a powerful machine or like the earth itself, can produce fighting 

men ‗in endless succession‘‖ (85). Thus, more bodies paradoxically prolongs combat, 

instead of safely excising it, while simultaneously producing the conditions for what will 

be thought of as Ulysses S. Grant‘s endgame of hard war—overwhelming the enemy 

with numerical force. That this infinity of generation is figured as a love of the city 

suggests that Whitman‘s anchor—urban splendor—is deformed by his fantasy. I cannot 

read this poem without thinking of Mark E. Neely Jr.‘s essay about what Whitman‘s 

consolatory role during the Civil War stimulated in him: ―By going to Washington D.C. 

to visit Union soldiers in hospitals, he not only found a way to get paid to write poetry 

but he gave up on Bohemianism‖ (27). What I am reading as deformation or fantasy 

could more simply be seen as an installation or cognizance of distance from the front: 

that this summoning of emblems is founded by distance (otherwise, why would he 

summon?) and funded by distance (such that pastoral urban emblem begets pastoral urban 

emblem begets…). In ―Splendid Sun,‖ Whitman‘s speaker, following Neely‘s 

assessment, renounces the pleasures of the city, conjured and despoiled as gap-filled 

emblems, so that his ―charity [could then] focus on suffering hallowed by military 

sacrifice for the nation‖ (31). National, metaphysical sacrifices are stable where on-the-

street enactments are transitive and adjacent—these enactments bracket war. Processions 

signify battle supplies: the one-time fantasy of hand-in-hand in ―A Leaf‖ is hereby 

cathected to arms.  

The long elegy for Lincoln marks Whitman‘s sea-change in seeing processions. 

The infamous long line of Whitman‘s poetry has a physical and discoverable referent in 

Lincoln‘s funeral procession. Grounded in a literal and real (though often dreamlike) 

procession, ―When Lilacs Last‖ simply performs its locomotion differently. I see 

Whitman turning to the question and ethics of adornment in a newly appreciative way, 
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wherein the cosmic is made to speak outside of a non-cosmic procession. Here is section 

two of the poem in full:  

O powerful western fallen star!   

O shades of night—O moody, tearful night!   

O great star disappear‘d!—O the black murk that hides the star!  

O cruel hands that hold me powerless—O helpless soul of me!   

O harsh surrounding cloud that will not free my soul. (7-11) 

These lines foreshadow and retrospectively constitute Whitman‘s ambivalence about 

elegiac adornment by creating an analogy between the ―black murk that hides the star‖ in 

line 9 with the black crepe that hangs on the buildings of mourning cities in line 35: 

―Coffin that passes through lanes and streets, / Through day and night with the great 

cloud darkening the land, / With the pomp of the inloop‘d flags with the cities draped in 

black…‖ (33-35). The image of passing through blackness will be transformed in section 

fourteen into ―the long black trail‖ (118), a blackness on the move, which will elect 

Whitman‘s speaker into the ―sacred knowledge of death‖ (119).   

Until this point in section six, though, these early lines counterintuitively claim 

that Lincoln as a subject is too easily eclipsed by the paralysis that comes from mourning, 

and not by the crepe or symbols of mourning. For Mark Edmunston, section two ―tear[s] 

into the poetic accommodations of the opening section, as Whitman rushes through dire 

phrases in search of words that will somehow fit his horror. No language, one feels, will 

suffice here, and each of Whitman‘s O‘s expresses a heightened desperation at the 

failure‖ (473). Yet the structural ―desperation‖ of section two is opposed by Whitman‘s 

personal symbolic trinity of lilac, star, and thrush, which in the eyes of many critics and 

poet-critics sanctifies ―When Lilacs Last‖ as the apex of Whitman‘s career. As I did with 

―By the Bivouac‖ and ―Splendid Sun,‖ I want to read the poem transversely, noting 

where structure and emblem demystify or cosmetically confirm one another. Here is 

section six in full:  
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Coffin that passes through lanes and streets,   

Through day and night with the great cloud darkening the land,   

With the pomp of the inloop‘d flags with the cities draped in black,  

With the show of the States themselves as of crape-veil‘d women standing,   

With processions long and winding and the flambeaus of the night,   

With the countless torches lit, with the silent sea of faces and the unbared heads,   

With the waiting depot, the arriving coffin, and the sombre faces,   

With dirges through the night, with the thousand voices rising strong and solemn;  

With all the mournful voices of the dirges pour‘d around the coffin,   

The dim-lit churches and the shuddering organs—where amid these you journey,   

With the tolling tolling bells‘ perpetual clang;   

Here, coffin that slowly passes,  

I give you my sprig of lilac. (33-45) 

The fifth section saves its subject, ―a coffin‖ (32), for its final two words,
127

 and the sixth 

section takes up the coffin‘s physics: in lines 33 to 34, the coffin is an object doing work 

(as a force over distance, both landscape and time), and in lines 35 to 45, the coffin is a 

met, crossed, or experienced object. The anaphoric ―Withs‖ let us know that the latter is a 

physics of intersection, which consists of dress (―pomp‖ and ―show‖) and affect (―the 

silent sea of faces‖ and ―the sombre faces‖). Like the ―O‘s‖ of the second section, the 

―Withs‖ slow the movement of the coffin‘s passage down to typical processionary 

slowness (―coffin that slowly passes‖), and in this slowness the ―black murk that hides 

the star‖ from the second section is realized as, perhaps, a less viscous murk that is 

―pour‘d around the coffin‖: ―all the mournful voices of the dirges.‖ The enclosure of the 

coffin (―around the coffin‖) narrows the train of its movement, hems it in, and therefore 

denies the procession its processing. This narrowing of focus loses sight of its unseen 

object, Lincoln‘s dead body, and what ends up speaking profusely are not the ―faces‖ 

                                                   

127 Helen Vendler aptly notes that ―The chief stylistic trait of this first part of the poem is the long-withheld 

subject of its sentences‖ (―Mediation‖ 10). 
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(they are ―silent‖), or even the ―dirges‖ (though they have ―voices‖), but the entire 

apparatus and repertoire of urban mourning rituals. In other words, it is the formal, 

stylized architecture of section six that conceals the star-coffin. If the procession is at 

minimum that which debouches from narrow to broad, then Whitman‘s rigid text 

obstructs or mitigates this process.  

Yet, in the midst of this vast narrowing, Whitman offers the counter-narrowing of 

his single contribution: ―Here, coffin that slowly passes, / I give you my sprig of lilac‖ 

are the shortest lines in the section. The deictic ―Here,‖ with a comma, pauses the funeral 

machinery and invests its location in the poem with the cause of interaction or 

intersection: ―I give you my sprig of lilac.‖ This intersection is visually represented by 

dwindling and deictics, but I can only halfway agree with Helen Vendler that the poem 

―emphasizes the contribution of each individual act to the tally of mourning gestures‖ 

(―Mediation‖ 11). Instead, Whitman‘s individual contribution is in fact an individual 

individual contribution: it consists of both the sprig and the exceptional—by all 

accounts—elegy, which in the section about contribution echoes and inverts the anxious 

escapism of ―Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun‖: turning away from ―the tally of 

mourning gestures‖ and the emblems of the city, Whitman hereby values a deictic place. 

The pointing word ―Here‖ is a black hole for specificity, and its pointing vacates the 

public background of section six.  

But here is what the poem is up against: according to Elizabeth Fenton and 

Valerie Rohy, sections five and six ―offer the poem‘s most public, historical depiction of 

a shared national mourning‖ (258), but these sections, which ―maintain a fairly 

conventional temporality (the funeral journey)‖ are contrasted with ―passages that reach 

for, only to abandon, temporal specificity (the speaker‘s communion with Lincoln in the 

form of the star)‖ (260). The date for the latter event cannot be precisely determined. ―It 

is as if,‖ they conclude, ―the personal lives in a different time than the presidential‖ (260). 

Whitman‘s elegy for Lincoln refracts an odd aggregate of critical assumptions about 

reference in the poem. Critics can agree that Whitman‘s structural prowess conveys 
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motive force—that the poem about the procession is designed like a procession—but 

similar statements disagree on the question of reference. Drew Gilpin Faust writes, ―Like 

a series of photographs, the poem . . . render[s] the seventeen-hundred-mile funeral 

procession in scenes of lingering visual power‖ (160), whereas Helen Vendler writes, 

―The poem here gives what all the contemporary photographs of the journey cannot: 

movement, silence, sound, tonality, atmosphere‖ (―Mediation‖ 11). In this case, being for 

or against the ―truth‖ of a photograph leads to incompatible claims. ―When Lilacs Last,‖ 

it must be asserted, is a poem, and rather than define ―Lilacs‖ by or versus the straw man 

of a photograph, I consider the contrast between an elegy with a name and an elegy 

without names more vital.  

Vivian R. Pollack nudges the debate over reference towards the poem‘s refusal to 

name John Wilkes Booth: ―[Whitman‘s] cunningly creative omission of the assassin‘s 

hand serves to problematize, as do other anti-occasional elements of the poem, the 

origin(s) of the speaker‘s bereavement‖ (31). Now the poem is anti-occasional: 

―strikingly free of such particularizing detail‖ (37), Pollack continues, and going so far as 

to ―omit[ ] all direct reference to the violent human intervention that struck down 

Lincoln‖ (30). Pollack‘s observation is in line with Thomas Reed Turner‘s discovery of, 

in his study of newspapers, speeches, and letters from the week after Lincoln‘s 

assassination, the ―relative infrequency with which the assassin‘s name was mentioned in 

sermons…almost as if Booth did not exist as an individual. The lack of urgency that most 

pastors felt about the apprehension of Booth also shows that they believed he was merely 

a tool‖ (80). This is not quite a ―cunningly creative omission,‖ then, but a typical strategy 

of consolation.
128

 Whitman‘s respect for the procession at the end of section six keeps 

individuality unnamed and on the move. To push deictics one step further, the ―here‖ of 

―Here, coffin that passes slowly‖ signals that a gift is to be given (―here you go‖) in a 

                                                   

128 Faust makes a similar claim that when he was a ―tireless hospital visitor‖ during the Civil War 

―Whitman introduced no innovations to the genre of the condolence letter. Instead he provided families 

with the information they expected and needed…‖ (124).  
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place defined only by intersection (―here‖), and also that the respectful gift to the coffin is 

deictic mobility (―that passes‖) itself, which leaves behind and transgresses centers of 

meaning as it ranges across neighborhoods; for this reason, the procession is as 

deictically plentiful as it is metonymically itinerant, continually redistributing its 

presence in a variety of ―heres.‖ 

After Booth, the name of ―the dead one there I loved‖ is also absent (line 71), at 

least until it leads off the Memories of President Lincoln grouping. As Gregory Eiselein 

responds to the poem‘s ―immediacy of relation‖ (115), so Vendler comments on ―its 

refusal to name Lincoln and its suppression of his civic and military roles‖ (―Mediation‖ 

8). Eiselein swears that ―[m]ore than any other group of poems by Whitman, Lilacs and 

Other Poems is a response to a moment in history‖ (115), and Vendler asserts that 

―nothing in the poem depends on historical fact‖ (8). While I will grant that a ―moment‖ 

and a ―fact‖ are ontologically different components of historiography, could not this 

fluctuating relation to history be located in the fluctuating deictics of the poem itself?
129

 

As the poem proceeds forward in packets, in numbered sections, it also doubles 

backwards and cites itself, which is expected as early as the third line of the poem from 

the seasonal set-up common to the genre. Even though the reader is aware of the poem‘s 

motion, and Whitman‘s career valorization of motion, the procession at times digs its feet 

in, and Whitman the walker, remembering himself on an evening walk, is ―detain‘d‖ 

(69).
130

 The dissymmetry of the reverberations of spectacle usefully takes hold of him. 

                                                   

129 Vendler herself marvels at how the ―here‖ of the poem oscillates into ―there‖ by section nine to locate 

the thrush ―there in the swamp‖ (―Mediation‖ 67): ―Because the underworld is ‗there,‘ the poet is by 

implication ‗here‘ in the normal world—but the poem cannot enact the ‗here‘ in which he finds himself. 

The living part of his soul is still in the dusk and the dimness of Hades, twined with his trinity‖ (15).  

130 On the one hand, ―detain‘d‖ is a counterpoint to ―debouch,‖ such that both movement and expansion are 

suspended. On the other hand, ―the carol of death‖ (128) that Whitman‘s ―spirit tallied‖ (134) while he is 

―detain‘d‖ and subsequently ―rapt‖ (132) equates the language of death with the language of debouching: 

―adornments and feastings for thee, / And the sights of the open landscape and the high-spread sky are 

fitting, / And life and the fields, and the huge and thoughtful night‖ (152-154). After the carol, Whitman 
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Whitman affirms that before he can proceed, after having processed, he must be caught, 

be made. Although 1950‘s critic Charles Feidelson Jr. takes the opposite stance and sees 

dynamism overtop of static fact, he more importantly latches onto what could be called 

the indexical justification for motion, whereby the character and the content of the index 

are made whole, and the debate over reference sufficiently chilled:  

The poem really presupposes a static situation, which Whitman undertakes to treat 

as though it were dynamic; in the course of the poem the death of Lincoln, of 

which we always remain aware, is translated into Whitman‘s terms of 

undifferentiated flow. His other long poems generally lack this stabilizing factor. 

Whatever the nominal subject, it is soon lost in sheer ‗process‘; all roads lead into 

the ‗Song of Myself,‘ in which the bare Ego interacts with a miscellaneous world. 

The result is Whitman‘s characteristic disorder and turgidity. When the subject is 

endless, any form becomes arbitrary. (25) 

Since the subject is definite and stable, then the process of the poem—the poetic process, 

as Feidelson Jr. would have it—is purposive: it consults with its own origin. ―Lilacs‖ 

does not succumb to the privileged fantasy of Whitman‘s other poems; on the contrary, it 

is a successful and controlled harnessing of motion, proceeding from a concrete x in the 

world to a y in the self. It has not gone without saying that the elegy has to be inflected by 

its occasion, by a referent, even though it is absent in name. I maintain, then, that the lone 

mention of ―processions‖ in section six is perhaps the only true thing named. Therefore, 

to read the poem transversely, when the flow of the processionary poem meets the name 

and referent of ―processions,‖ gives new meaning to the ―processions long and 

winding‖—that is, to Whitman‘s poetic treatment of length and dilation. The slightly 

disingenuous plural to ―processions‖ means that the emblem cannot stand in for what he 

desired in ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand,‖ where the intention to correct a scarcity was 

clearer. In other words, reference is confounded because there are no numbers to specify 

                                                                                                                                                       

comments on the song‘s ―pure deliberate notes spreading filling the night‖ (165), which in turn reissues the 

debouching of processions.  
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which procession: is this the full westward journey by train, the New York funeral 

procession, the spectators alongside the spectacle, the visitors queuing up to see the body, 

the lines of the poem itself? Yet, the multiplication of reference offers up a genus term 

(major subdivision) of ineradicable reality into which each reader can fit his or her 

desired or preferred version of collective mobilization; thus, there are fewer possibilities 

to deal with than a ―he‖ or a ―these‖ or a ―here‖ permit.
131

  

I conclude by showing how this ceaseless logic of touching places, these 

metonymies of assembly, plays out in the early scenario of section fourteen, when the 

language of the procession reappears as Whitman studies his country, the normal routines 

of its people,   

And the infinite separate houses, how they all went on, each with its meals and 

minutia of daily usages,  

And the streets, how their throbbings throbb‘d, and the cities pent—lo, then and 

there,  Falling upon them all and among them all, enveloping me with the 

rest,   

Appear‘d the cloud, appear‘d the long black trail;   

And I knew death, its thought, and the sacred knowledge of death. (115-119) 

The image of ―infinite separate houses‖ is followed by a statement with two simultaneous 

meanings: first, the unfussy sentiment ―how they all went on,‖ which suggests that the 

people inside the houses have managed to cope with the death of the president by keeping 

up the ―meals and minutia of daily usages,‖ and second, the awed aside ―how they all 

went on,‖ which corroborates that the number of houses surpasses what can be counted, 

but also hesitates before taking comfort in the extension of domestic routine into the 

                                                   

131 While critics and poets (in this case, C. K. Williams) praise the ―redemptive notions of his second-

person address, making certain that no possible ‗you,‘ however imperfect, however depressed, will be 

omitted‖ (62), I want to be clear that I am not talking about this infinity of the second-person. Whitman‘s 

procession has to curtail its aspiring-to-the-all desire because it is carved into space and time by an 

occasion.  
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sublime distance. As a mark of hesitation, then, streets usurp houses and transitiveness 

residence. Since the conceit of this section is that Whitman ―sat in the day and look‘d 

forth‖ (108), I extrapolate that the venue changes as what he is viewing changes. This 

occasioned act of looking is not seamless but metonymic: his eye sweeps from houses to 

streets (adjacent to houses), where ―throbbings throbb‘d‖ recollects the ―tolling tolling 

bells‖ in the city scene of section six, from streets to cities (the container of houses and 

streets), where ―pent‖ ratifies the metonymic shift, and then to the deictic and 

unplaceable ―then and there,‖ where an impossible signpost, the speaker‘s ―lo,‖ signals to 

us the unplaceable next vista and, perhaps with a pun on ―low,‖ the upcoming elevation 

of his attention.  

The poet‘s exclamation breaks the container, the ―pent‖ quality of cities. 

However, as ―then and there‖ carries us forward, it goes on to renew this pattern of 

seeking the container and then puncturing it: ―then and there, / Falling upon them all, and 

among them all, enveloping me with the rest…‖ Whitman presumes to see an ―all‖ from 

an external position, such that what descends onto, hobnobs with, and overshadows 

―them all‖ is of greater philosophical import than the revelation of a noticeable 

collectivity. He sees first ―the cloud‖ and then, as a refinement of that image, he sees ―the 

long black trail,‖ which harkens back to the ―black‖ ―cloud‖ of the funeral procession in 

section six. ―Trail‖ echoes but inflects the procession by favoring the route of movement 

over the vehicle. So plain in diction, ―the long black trail‖ refashions the itinerancy of 

procession into a solid American emblem of death (which he could only overwhelmingly 

perform in section six): it is a total sign and a deictic one. Behind this vernacular vehicle 

trails three incrementally nuanced ways of speaking about it: ―And I knew death, its 

thought, and the sacred knowledge of death.‖ If what stands above ―them all‖ is death, as 

Hawthorne teased in ―The Procession of Life,‖ then in the same line Whitman qualifies a 

commonsense apprehension of it by insinuating that it has or can be ―thought,‖ and that 

these qualifications lead one to ―the sacred knowledge of death.‖ This is a declension of 

death, a conceptually open ―all.‖ 
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After he has been folded into that which he had detachedly observed (―enveloping 

me with the rest‖), Whitman then walks hand in hand with the two deaths, ―with the 

knowledge of death as walking one side of me, / And the thought of death close-walking 

the other side of me, / And I in the middle, as with companions, and as holding the hands 

of companions…‖ (120-122). This touch of death is prefigured subjunctively (―as with 

companions, and as holding‖), and Whitman, like the middle adjective ―sweet‖ in ―By the 

Bivouac‘s Fitful Flame,‖ bridges origins and returns. So too does ―When Lilacs Last‖ 

demonstrate this sweet convening: the urban program of ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand‖ and 

the cosmic disclosure, and enclosure, of ―All is a procession‖ also meet, where making 

America metonymic in the former meets unmaking the American cosmos in the latter.  

In section fourteen of ―Lilacs,‖ as Whitman traverses ―the large unconscious 

scenery of my land‖ (110), the blank vista gives way to a multiplicity of filled and nested 

containers: homes and routines, streets and cities, ―them all,‖ ―the long black trail.‖ These 

containers eventually expire, and the microcosmic unit, no longer the ―I,‖ but perhaps an 

―I+‖ (―as with companions‖), is reiterated against the unstable generation of macrocosms. 

Whitman‘s meditation catches its breath and, in effect, detains itself. Just as the 

macroscopic journey of Lincoln‘s body westward is broken up by the microscopic or 

local processions in cities, Whitman‘s poem also interrupts westwardness with micro-

directions, each a detour with its own telos, such as metaphysical upwardness (the song in 

section fourteen), retrospective premonition (section eight), and battlefield vision (section 

fifteen), which cannot necessarily be followed from a solely American compass. Between 

the two sets of questions about adornment, Whitman prepares a romantic scenario of 

convening winds in order to thoroughly braid directions:  

Sea-winds blown from east and west,  

Blown from the Eastern sea and blown from the Western sea, till there on the 

prairies meeting,  

These and with these and the breath of my chant, 

I‘ll perfume the grave of him I love. (74-77) 
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His poetry‘s deictics do what ―the prairies‖ of the Midwest do allegorically: ―These and 

with these‖ demonstrates the very interchangeability that is redolent of invisibility. But 

debouching from the pointing words is the credo of occasion, that is, the end of deictics: 

the opening from unknown alls into the field of the numerically stable (recall ―3000 

darkeys‖). The specific, local order of Whitman walking even with the two deaths—this 

zoom-in on a procession—rebukes the reach of self-perpetuating American adornments. 

The deaths are companions, not mediated by wire, not stretched into knots, not wrapping 

the globe with torches. By the end of the poem, in ―unloosing the hold of my comrades‘ 

hands‖ (186), Whitman puns on ―hold‖ in order to terminate both the holding of hands 

and his being held (or rapt). In doing so, he courts movement in the anaphora of 

―Passing‖ (lines 185-187), which echoes section five‘s performance of the funeral train‘s 

journey. He returns to the movement of syntactical processions, this movement whose 

very atoms are the hands he once considered (―A Leaf‖) and then left behind (―When 

Lilacs Last‖). The emblems of mourning are not rigid or closed off, but they open up, 

clasp, let go.   

 For Hawthorne, the indexical procession is unmeaning and gluttonous when it is 

encountered in physical public space, while the syntactical can be just as aggressive. 

Instead, he deploys the trope for its allegorical charge: the democratic arrangement may 

be false, but the linking of diachronic pilgrims or recluses in a public or readership is 

more unquestionable and necessary. For Whitman, the syntactical is the endpoint of 

metonymic thinking, which is why I have proceeded to and ended with Whitman‘s war 

poems. Although Whitman does not disparage indexical processions—indeed they are 

beautiful and desirable—one must begin even before their formation with the I+, so that 

at all points the spirit of metonymy will pervade and diminish the exacting totality of 

America. 
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Chapter 5 

Martin Delany, Abraham Lincoln, and Gaudy License 

To borrow the tautological from Whitman‘s ―Song of Myself‖: processions 

proceed and waysides weigh.
132

 The provocation of group mobilizations (their visibility 

and organization) is intimately related to the provocations of tropological revision: one‘s 

narrative sequences can parody the indexical movements of bodies in order to criticize 

improper or inessential forms of publicity and collectivity. Hawthorne believes in 

righting the mass over time and Whitman believes in the right of amassment in space. 

Though dissimilar to one another in comfort and sensibility, both writers consistently 

inflect established meanings and favor conceptual openness. An aesthetic experience of 

the procession, therefore, is impossible without the waysides it conditions and excludes: 

literally beside itself, the indexical procession is replicated textually. This adjacent, 

parodic procession thereby recalibrates the ontology of spectacle and self, so that the 

automatic momentum of spectacle engenders lyrical death, and the structural promise of 

procession depends on the peripheral confinement of the observer.  

An understanding of metonymy is therefore critical to the procession-wayside 

dynamic: bodies and tropes walk and wander, transgressing neighborhoods and 

decentering centers, even risking effacement in the translation to universal allegory 

(Rush‘s, Hawthorne‘s, and Whitman‘s alls) or textual agency (prominent in Longfellow, 

Hawthorne, and Whitman). Hawthorne and Whitman seek re-embodiment unequally: 

Hawthorne by shying away from suddenness and agglomeration, and Whitman by troping 

the procession to emphasize hands and sweetness. The struggle against effacement is also 

a struggle against the democratic and nationalistic emanations of mass and emblem. The 

epitome of amassment and iconography in the nineteenth century is an indexical 

procession and comes into being around a single body: Abraham Lincoln‘s. Written 

                                                   

132 There, ―the ploughers plough‖ (line 313) and ―the tinners are tinning the roof‖ (310). 
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accounts of Lincoln‘s funeral procession redeploy the overwhelmed language of 

Benjamin Rush: for example, General Edward Townsend, the funeral train commander, 

opines, ―Can there be imagined one item wanting to perfect this grandest of human 

dramas? It is entire; it is sublime!‖ (qtd. in Swanson 294).  

Yet, many readings of the event as a totality or end-point admit of the aesthetic 

sin of gaudiness, except for Whitman‘s elegy, which I discussed in the previous chapter. 

(This is why Whitman knew he need not name the president or the event.) Gaudiness in 

this chapter means the ornamentation of individuals in an ornamented group, but where 

individual transformation comes at the expense of group transformation.
133

 For 

Hawthorne and Whitman, group transformation and transitiveness could mitigate 

gaudiness. If ornament means ―that aspect of decoration which appears not to have 

another purpose but to enhance its carrier,‖ according to Oleg Grabar (5), or ―the art we 

add to art,‖ according to James Trilling (xiii), then the ornamentation of a group adds the 

marginalia of a wayside. 

My fifth chapter keeps Lincoln‘s procession in view as a sort of vortex for 

representation, and circles around it from a variety of peripheral locations, some temporal 

and some spatial: first, three post-bellum (and therefore post-Lincoln‘s funeral) essays 

about the wisdom of public pomp and processions, specifically an extraordinary satire of 

the promise of embodiment called ―Man as a Processionist‖ from The Chicago Daily 

                                                   

133 In an essay on Thoreau‘s half-conventional use of ornament, Theo Davis notes that ―writers including 

Harriet Beecher Stowe argued that purchasing large numbers of ornamental goods was ruinously 

expensive, keeping them clean required too much labor and too many servants, and displaying them 

encouraged an antidemocratic ethic of class pretension. These authors formed a counter-aesthetic that was 

closely tied to the natural world and to activities inside the home‖ (566); time spent dusting ―bawbles‖ was 

energy wasted (Thoreau Walden qtd. in Davis 567). The ornamentations I chart in this chapter are 

intensifications or avatars of the individual, and not as Davis remarks: ―a way to think about beauty 

removed from the expression of the individual subject, as a source of comparable natural and manmade 

beauty…‖ (570). The problem for Delany is how to insist on the union of individual and group 

enhancements.  
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Tribune in 1874 and two equally witty reactions to it; second, two specific literary 

responses to Lincoln‘s procession, including Richard Henry Stoddard‘s Horatian ode and 

Martin Delany‘s editorial proposal, both of which comment on the propriety of behavior 

and commemoration; and third, Delany‘s partially antebellum novel of slave revolt Blake 

(1859, 1861-2), read alongside contemporaneous but refracted Civil War poems by Emily 

Dickinson, both writers whose adjacency to the war complements their individual 

appropriations and dissections of hegemonic gaudiness. The panoply of figures involved 

in these writings—children, citizens, mourners, freedmen, Freemasons, butchers, the 

elect, the crucified, slaves—complicates a politics of embodiment because for some the 

only way to apprehend their bodies in the first place is through the hyper-visibility 

offered by gaudy regimes and spectacular regimens.  

Delany‘s Blake is the special case of a black novelist and Freemason hoping to 

precipitate the end of slavery by imagining a highly coordinated slave insurrection. The 

second half of the novel, set during the Gala Day celebrations in Cuba, engages with the 

nuances and ironies of disymmetrically excluded or ―made‖ publics. But unlike the many 

processions in Hawthorne‘s and Whitman‘s corpuses, the procession in Delany is an 

isolated matter of plot, the narrative product of hemispheric travel, against which his 

character Blake counterplots. Thus, Delany‘s tropological revision of the procession is as 

singular and unique as Lincoln‘s death‘s inflection of the funeral will be. I draw on 

Frederick Douglass‘ speech ―What, to the Slave, is the Fourth of July?‖ (1854) and 

writings about slave organization and black Freemasonry to mobilize a critique of both 

the visibility and invisibility of group cohesiveness.  

 

1. “I’s a Funeral”: The Gaudy Individual 

The writers of the American Renaissance are concerted in their defiance of 

gaudiness. Their writing may be rhapsodic and ornamental, but always in moral 

contradistinction to their culture. Call to mind Thoreau‘s open-air simplifications, Ahab‘s 

fierce declaration to ―strike through‖ the ―pasteboard masks‖ (144), Douglass‘ 



 

171 

 

repudiation of the Fourth of July as ―mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety and 

hypocrisy‖ (23), and Whitman‘s confidence in the 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass that 

―I will not be meddlesome, I will not have in my writing any elegance or effect or 

originality to hang in the way between me and the rest like curtains‖ (13).
134

 To the left of 

the Civil War, where Dickinson and Delany also belong, sits Emerson‘s 1860 essay 

―Illusions‖ where he diagnoses the global worship of ―the carnival,‖ ―the masquerade,‖ 

―the pageant,‖ and ―the charivari‖: 

The world rolls, the din of life is never hushed. In London, in Paris, in 

Boston, in San Francisco, the carnival, the masquerade is at its height. Nobody 

drops his domino. The unities, the fictions of the piece it would be an 

impertinence to break. The chapter of fascinations is very long. Great is paint; 

nay, God is the painter; and we rightly accuse the critic who destroys too many 

illusions. Society does not love its unmaskers…I find men victims of illusion in 

all parts of life. Children, youths, adults, and old men, all are led by one bawble or 

another. Yoganidra, the goddess of illusion, Proteus, or Momus, or Gylfi‘s 

Mocking,—for the Power has many names,—is stronger than the Titans, stronger 

                                                   

134
 In her book on nineteenth-century Philadelphian parades, Susan G. Davis sees the defiance of gaudiness 

as a reaction to the ―growing legitimacy‖ of ―spectacles of wealth‖ and how these spectacles precipitate 

class consciousness: 

Decoration and the display of affluence became the prevalent standards for street parades and the 

means by which audiences recognized respectability. The frequency of orderly and elaborate 

parades, especially those of the volunteer militias, and the audiences‘ approval show that military 

interpretations of patriotism, especially with fancy, foreign costumes, were popular. One could 

imagine, however, that observers had differing interpretations. Poor working-class people 

probably envied and resented the firemen‘s glittering spectacles and the volunteers‘ flashy 

displays. What was it like for people who barely earned subsistence wages to watch the 

superfluous displays of their upwardly mobile neighbors or employers? Envy of the resources and 

leisure associated with stylish parades may have been tempered by the delight at the disruption of 

everyday routine, but anger at the spectacles of wealth may also have been dampened by the 

growing legitimacy of the spectacular. (160) 
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than Apollo. The toys, to be sure, are various, and are graduated in refinement to 

the quality of the dupe. The intellectual man requires a fine bait; the sots are 

easily amused. But everybody is drugged with his own dream, and the pageant 

marches at all hours, with music and banner and badge.  

Amid the joyous troop who give in to the charivari, comes now and then a 

sad-eyed boy, whose eyes lack the requisite refractions to clothe the show in due 

glory, and who is afflicted with a tendency to trace home the glittering miscellany 

of fruits and flowers to one root. (1117) 

Emerson‘s language finds Ahab and similar ―unmaskers‖ on the wrong side of a culture 

that upholds the primacy of ―the dupe‖ and its flattery of the individual by way of grades 

and refinements (―everybody is drugged with his own dream‖). The pardoning of 

personal amusements amounts to a pageant that ―marches at all hours, with music and 

banner and badge.‖ Drawing on Aristotle‘s ―unities‖ and aesthetic terms like ―fictions,‖ 

―chapter,‖ and ―paint,‖ Emerson, not unlike Whitman, parallels the productions of life 

with the productions of art, so the claim that ―the sots are easily amused‖ is also a 

judgment of reading (reduced to entertainment), of painting (superior to God), and of 

dreaming (drugged); this is a judgment of creative verbs gone awry. When Emerson then 

turns to the ―sad-eyed boy‖ in the next paragraph, he lends his text a new compound 

verb: ―to trace home.‖ This boy of ―now and then,‖ immune to the obsessive application 

of clothing, has funereal eyes; this boy suffers from an undeveloped capacity of the eye. 

He is resolutely not precocious. Before he matures, the boy‘s vision is sacred and 

uncorrupted, allowing him to ―trace home the glittering miscellany of fruits and flowers 

to one root‖—much like Emerson‘s archetypal fable of the One Man Divided from ―The 

American Scholar‖ in reverse, brought back to secular unification (which is the whole 

project of that essay). Against gaudiness, then, stands metalepsis: returning to the root, 

that is, troping to untrope the entroped.  

The cultivation of waysides and adjacent spaces is once again my main concern in 

this chapter, only now these cultivated spaces repudiate their processions entirely. To 
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give some sense of the vanity and uniqueness of processions in a post-Lincoln world, I 

refer to an anonymous essay published in The Chicago Daily Tribune on July 13, 1874. 

Here is the splendid opening sentence of an essay called ―Man as a Processionist‖: ―The 

tendency of men to herd themselves into processions is one of the mysteries of human 

nature, which is only equaled by the tendency of those who are not in the herd to stand in 

the broiling sun and admire the others‖ (6). The sentence structurally compares two 

equally mysterious tendencies, herding into procession and admiring the others, but the 

parallel also portrays these tendencies in binary: in the procession and not in the 

procession; or as the author would have it, in the herd and in another herd.  

The slip or failed coincidence between verb and noun, ―to herd‖ and ―into 

processions,‖ calls to mind John Plotz‘s insistence that the difference between ―to crowd‖ 

and ―a crowd‖ reveals two not necessarily identical ways of representing congregated and 

mobilized persons: as an action and as a thing; or perhaps, the view from within and the 

view from without. For Plotz, this remains the ―gray space between noun and verb‖ (6), 

and to approach crowd production with linguistic nuance is to describe ―the percolation 

of society through the streets in changing congeries‖ (1). For the Tribune author, the 

procession is allowed to be a unique thing on the streets—it is not a crowd and, at first, it 

is not a herd; the procession‘s action, however, is akin to mere herding, which is 

derogatory, rural, and zoomorphic. Nominally, one moment it is a procession (―into 

processions‖), the next a herd (―those who are not in the herd‖). Hence the tone of the 

short essay is bafflement, incredulity, and mockery. After Lincoln‘s funeral procession, it 

would have to be. The essay continues:  

Why this should be so, what peculiar satisfaction the man in the procession 

derives from it, and what object he has in view, are problems yet to be solved; and 

yet it is probably the height of the ambition of every average man to see the day 

when he shall go into a procession; happy if he can march on foot; doubly happy 

if he can carry the Star Spangled banner or some other banner bearing a strange 

device; thrice happy if he may ride a horse, terrify the women and children with 
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the caracolings of his fiery charger, and shout hoarsely at his division in the 

procession. All of this is more remarkable from the fact that the procession is but 

a child‘s sport . . . (6) 

Though the noun is kept up, and kept unique, its meaning is opaque: what does this 

vehicle accomplish, why are they still forming, and why is the tendency to be in one so 

general such that ―it is probably the height of the ambition of every average man to see 

the day when he shall go into a procession‖? That there is ―satisfaction‖ for these average 

men in the procession is troubling. The author reads the goal of the satisfied and 

ambitious individual marcher as remote and obscure: ―what object he has in view‖ has to 

mean more than the back of another marcher‘s head or else it would not be such a source 

of bafflement. Somehow the movements and force of the collective, the very name 

procession, becomes irrelevant for the writer. The string of conditional statements—―if 

he can march,‖ ―if he can carry,‖ ―if he may ride‖—hinges solely on the individual in the 

procession, where plumes or accoutrements measure how coveted a particular position is. 

Happiness is not doled out equally; there is privilege among all this ordinariness.  

In the end, however, it is a false front. The mystery of processions is in their 

assumed offer of embodied metamorphosis. What follows is most of the paragraph after 

the one above, which showcases the author‘s sublime Burkean language:  

The effect of the procession upon the individual hardly has a parallel among 

natural phenomena. Your butcher or your shoemaker may be, and probably is, a 

very ordinary man; not blessed with wealth or beauty; having no soul-cravings or 

yearning desires for the Good, the True, and the Beautiful; the owner of a brood 

of rather dirty and promiscuous children; with an intellect capable of the scientific 

carving of a sheep or skillful cobbling of a boot. There is nothing majestic or 

awful about him. You would not invite him to your soiree as a paragon. Indeed, in 

his morning call at your house, your servant receives him, and they gossip 

together in a friendly way. But once array your butcher in a plug hat and white 

apron; throw an emblazoned crimson scarf about his muscular shoulders; put a 
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boiled shirt on him and stick a rose in button-hole; hang two or three tinsel 

crosses and other ornaments on his manly breast; and, if he be a large butcher, let 

him carry a banner stuck in a pouch, looking as if it were rooted in his ample 

corpus, and he becomes metamorphosed into another creature. As he marches 

along in his stately manner, keeping time, time, time, in a sort of Runic rhyme, to 

the tintinnabulation of the band, he is an awful and majestic being, who towers 

above you as you stand upon the curbstone, and looks down upon you as one of 

the sans culottes. Yesterday he would have taken off his hat to you; today, if he 

sees you at all, he only sees you as an atom; one of thousand, admiring him as a 

magnificent being, only equaled by a royal potentate and possibly surpassed by a 

Sultan in the grandeur of his bearing and the gorgeousness of his apparel… (6) 

What detail: fashion, masculinity, possibility. The Tribune‘s satirist is attacking ritual 

performance and its power to break the mould of the ordinary. The reform of the butcher 

over the span of ―yesterday‖ to ―today‖ is too drastic and dramatic, and the observer can 

still sense, underneath it all, that resistance to plasticity which makes up one‘s regular 

business transactions with the man.  

What the procession does to the working individual is magical, but the author is 

also paying attention to what it does to ―you‖ (recall the binary of ―in the procession‖ and 

―not in it‖ with which the essay began), one of the sans culottes, a working class hostile 

amid a holiday monarchy:  

…You regret now that only yesterday you vexed his great soul with complaints 

about tough beef; that you were threatened to discharge this awe-inspiring 

creature and employ another. You regret your dullness in not recognizing the 

possibilities lying dormant in him, and you mentally resolve to make your 

respects to him, the Thrice Illustrious Prince, or Most Eminent Grand Seigneur, or 

High and Top-Lofty Baron, commanding the Most Stunning Knights of 

Pythagoras, and request the pleasure of eating tough steak hereafter. (6) 
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A night of restless regret curses the observer. The butcher-watcher self-flagellates over 

the plate of his ―dullness,‖ and the readers watch as the butcher accumulates titles of 

hyperbolic splendor. Who on earth, apart from Whitman in ―I Sing the Body Electric,‖ 

could have guessed ―the possibilities lying dormant in him‖? What is the basis of this 

election and exultation? Is such organization divinely ordained? Must one simply wait for 

―the day,‖ as the text says earlier, for an occasion or holiday, in which the ordinary man 

is liberated when he walks in procession and achieves the grandeur denied him by the 

tyranny of everyday living? That the butcher is the focus of this piece is its greatest 

surprise: what is at stake if one can, however tongue-in-cheek, ask these questions of the 

butcher? Are we in fact able to reorganize our hierarchies and priorities when the butcher 

is peripheral one day and utterly central the next? The butcher is provocative in ways that 

an already-noble figure, a Molineux or a Lincoln, is not.  

  ―Man as a Processionist‖ garnered two notable reactions, one in The New England 

Freemason from July 1874 and the other in the ―Editor‘s Drawer‖ of Harper’s New 

Monthly Magazine from September 1874. The Freemason, praising the Tribune for 

dealing with the topic with ―wisdom as well as wit‖ (298), argues that ―Masons appear 

too often in street parades and other public displays‖ (297). The author contrasts the 

increase in processions ―nowadays‖ with an ideal of them as a ―rare thing‖ or ―an event 

of a lifetime‖ (297): ―Public processions are becoming so numerous and frequent as to be 

positive nuisances, especially in large cities. St. Patrick‘s Day is looked forward to with 

dread by all but the happy Celts who throng the streets to see and be seen‖ (298). It is apt 

that St. Patrick‘s Day is the negative model here; for Mary Ryan, St Patrick‘s as a holiday 

survived nativism and ―seemed to have won out over all ethnic opposition‖ (146), to the 

extent that ―parading had become almost synonymous with the ethnic label Irish-

American‖ (146). The desire ―to see and be seen‖ is exceptionally exclusionary: though 

the Irish may be allowed to wait for their own day of transformation, this toleration is 

paid for with ―dread.‖ Social anxiety around public performance threatens a group‘s 
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identity, and is strategically mitigated by the articulation of a group‘s principles, a 

rallying cry of the fundamentals.  

The Freemason essay condemns Masonic processions on the grounds that they 

are ―contrary to the spirit and express teaching of our institution, and calculated, if 

continued, to bring into contempt‖ (297). Robert S. Levine notes that the Masons are 

associated with ―secrecy, pomp, elitism, and self-segregation‖ (Martin Delany 8), and by 

―pomp‖ I believe he means the interior ritual practices of the brethren, and also not 

processionary display, for that would invite openness and access to a historically 

hermetic organization. Or, conversely, their public display could be the very performance 

of secrecy and hermeticism. 

While the Freemason acknowledges that the fraternity does not exist in a vacuum, 

it also insists that one‘s group membership delimits one‘s intersection with a wider 

public:  

As individuals, it is perfectly right and proper that we should take interest in such 

objects as excite the enthusiasm of our fellow-citizens, and that we should do our 

full share to contribute to the success of such public displays as are intended to 

commemorate noble deeds, or important events, or to promote generous and 

philanthropic purposes. But as Masons we should appear in the streets only on 

some Grand Masonic occasion, or for the performance of some Masonic duty, 

such as the laying of a corner-stone, the dedication of a public monument, of the 

performance of the funeral rites over the remains of a deceased Brother. (297-

298) 

Sympathy to contribute to society at large exists, but the definition of contribution for 

Masons is refined according to specific criteria (―we should appear in the streets only 

on…‖). In A Lexicon of Freemasonry by Albert G. Mackey, M.D., from 1873, the entry 

for ―Processions‖ begins:  

Processions in masonry are entirely under the charge of the Grand Lodge. No 

subordinate lodge has a right to appear in public on any occasion, without the 
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consent and approbation of the Grand Lodge, or of its representative, the Grand 

Master. The object of this salutary regulation is, that the reputation of the order 

shall not suffer by the ill-timed or injudicious appearance of the brethren, when 

any small number of them, inspired by a love of display or other unworthy or 

unwise motives, might choose to exhibit themselves, and the jewels and 

ornaments of the order, to the public gaze. For, on such an occasion, not the lodge 

alone, but the whole fraternity suffers; for the world is unable to make the 

distinction, and they often heedlessly and unjustly condemn the craft in general 

for the errors and transgressions of an individual brother, or a single lodge. (272) 

Public space is an a priori negative space: those who seek publicity suffer from ―a love of 

display or other unworthy or unwise motives.‖ Therefore, for Masons, the window for 

reshaping and tempering this space is purposely kept small. The secrecy and self-

segregation of the order controls its pomp, and only with the mediating authority of the 

Grand Lodge or Grand Master can the Masons ―exhibit themselves, and the jewels and 

ornaments of the order, to the public gaze.‖ Otherwise, ―the whole fraternity suffers‖ due 

to the tight, synecdochical bind between the individual and the institution, which is 

vulnerable to the monkey wrench of unsanctioned ―small numbers,‖ and also due to the 

media, which scrutinizes demonstrations and exhibitions, images and ornaments. In 

public, timing and occasion are crucial because everything runs the risk of looking the 

same.  

 The Freemason believes that ―spectators of such shows (for shows they are, 

nothing more and nothing less and so intended) can see no difference between the 

Knights of Saint Patrick and the Knights Templars [sic], except that the trappings of the 

former are the more ‗stunning,‘ and that ‗the coats and the nether garments and the hats‘ 

of the latter are less ‗fearfully and wonderfully made‘‖ (302). This indiscrimination or 

indifference to cause or banner is ironic, and doubly damned, because the ―real motive‖ 

for processions, the essay deduces, is ―the advertising of Masonry‖ (302). The 

transmutation of culture into a product to sell flattens the purpose of coordination and 
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risks banality. If this keeps up, the slide into canvassing and commercialism will beget 

denial: ―We shall claim that we are prompted by a desire to lend the countenance of 

Masonry to a good cause, but in point of fact we are anxious to exhibit our strength to 

show our friends and neighbors how many and good men we can boast…‖ (302). Thus, 

the Freemason‘s piece calls for a Thoreauvian stripping down, ―pure, chaste, simple‖ 

(302). Four paragraphs of unattributed platitudes and commandments finish the piece, 

among them, ―Honesty has no public parades or reviews‖ (302); ―There is a sweetness, a 

delicacy, a tenderness, an unobtrusiveness about virtue that humbles even the most 

depraved‖ (302); ―Work quietly‖ (303); and my favorite, ―Don‘t puff the Lodge‖ (303). 

This genre of writing condenses and encapsulates, and this is exactly my reason for 

trumpeting Hawthorne‘s early sketches about cosmic order: saying it once, and early on, 

says it all—until, of course, you have to say it (all) again. Even Whitman encloses the 

1855 bravado of ―All is a procession‖ in parentheses as he revises his older work, which 

makes the earlier declaration quieter, portable, but also more prone to deterioration.  

In contrast, Harper’s Drawer speaks not as a member of a fraternity but as a 

repository of privileged, political commentary. In a three-sentence introduction, the 

Harper’s piece admires the Tribune‘s endeavor to ―illuminate the people on the virgin 

topic of ‗Man as a Processionist‘…with much fidelity and some fun‖ (604); then it 

reproduces a lengthy excerpt, much as I am guilty of; and finally the Drawer concludes 

with its own anecdote about ―a procession which had its humorous side‖ (605). The 

anecdote takes place ―in a country village some years ago‖:  

The undertaker of the place had been requested to send to the house of a 

respectable mechanic a small coffin, suitable for a child two days old. On the 

morning of the interment, desiring that every thing should be done decently and in 

order, the undertaker directed an employé, a colored boy of twelve, to put on 

proper apparel, put the little coffin under his arm—it was but little larger than a 

cigar-box—and take it to the house designated. The boy of color, in discharging 

his duty, passed by a group of little white boys, one of whom said, with the levity 
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of his class: ―Oh, look at that darky! I say, Pomp, what‘s under your wing?‖ The 

boy of color strode onward, maintaining the gravity of the mission on which he 

was bent, and exclaiming with a disdainful tone, ―Go ‘way, white boys! go ‘way! 

I’s a funeral!‖ (605) 

―I‘s a funeral‖: it is the strange inverse to ―All is a procession,‖ and a beautiful 

catchphrase in its own right that works on a pristine local level. The boy of color is the 

poster child for proficient processionary participation, via Solnit: he literally implodes a 

funeral cortege and assumes ―the gravity of the mission‖ himself. In the Drawer‘s 

response to ―Man as a Processionist,‖ an audience of white boys exists for the joke; they 

are little more than little straw men. Nevertheless, the ―humorous side‖ of processions is 

overtly racialized: the Drawer appeals to the past for an anecdote in order to assert the 

ridiculousness of processionary transformation, and the figure for this reductio ad 

absurdum is the grave boy of color, crudely called ―Pomp.‖ Harper’s contrasts the 

―virgin topic‖ with a tale set ―some years ago‖ just as the Freemason contrasts the ―rare 

thing‖ with ―nowadays,‖ and while two different timelines are produced (frequency is 

reversed in each), each distinguishes between past and present, then and now, for similar 

reasons: to assert that delusions of grandeur mar the physical public sphere and that there 

can be no reasonable continuity of the private in the public—hence the preference for 

secrecy and scarcity. This austere ―colored boy of twelve‖ is the opposite of the ―sad-

eyed boy‖ of ―now and then‖ from Emerson‘s ―Illusions‖: Emerson‘s boy ―lack[s] the 

requisite refractions‖ (1117), while the ―I‘s a funeral‖ boy selfishly absorbs all light. The 

individual precludes, co-opts, and ontologically is the group and its rituals: this is the 

threat of gaudiness. With this cosmic catchphrase in mind, I return to Abraham Lincoln, 

whose identity is also collapsed into funeral.  

 

2. Monuments and Processes: Stoddard and Delany 

Drawing on Kantorowicz‘s concept of the king‘s two bodies, in which the first is 

the temporary instantiation of a specific ruler and the second is the enduring communal 
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body politic,
135

 Gary Laderman proposes a democratic analogue for Lincoln: the 

president‘s body is ―considered public property, given to the citizens who made up the 

Union body politic‖ (158). With a hint of the language of copyright, Laderman suggests 

that, like the promiscuously ripped-off British bestsellers in the literary marketplace, 

Americans have cribbed their form of worship too. Lincoln‘s funeral procession raises 

the question of how a democratic citizenry should behave toward a singular body and the 

more complicated question of which forms of organization should be configured around 

this publicly-owned body.
136

 This chapter‘s stress on the procession is unique because the 

pageantry of processions is the foil against which publics are made. The two master-

publics to count are, once again, the making publics and the made, remaindered, and 

buried publics. The making publics struggle with the geographical conveyance of 

Lincoln, his laying to rest, and their own spiritual conveyance, their as-yet-undetermined 

future after war and assassination, while the made publics are created with and 

underneath the component parts of the making publics, accidents of harmony that are 

tallied and not necessarily unusable, and in which the question of spirituality is less 

                                                   

135 The first body, Laderman explains, is ―Lincoln‘s hallowed body, associated with the perpetuation—

indeed the hegemony—of the state. Considering the terrible conflict that engulfed the nation beginning in 

1861 and the unprecedented nature of the assassination at the end of the fighting, northern leaders made a 

concerted effort to reaffirm the integrity of the re-established Union,‖ while ―another body present during 

these ceremonies was Lincoln‘s hollowed body, demonstrating that new preservative techniques would 

allow the dead to remain in the sight of the living for a longer period of time than before‖ (162).  

136 John J. Miller, in a review of James L. Swanson‘s book Bloody Crimes: The Funeral of Abraham 

Lincoln and the Chase for Jefferson Davis, originally subtitled The Chase for Jefferson Davis and the 

Death Pageant for Lincoln’s Corpse (2010), summarizes these questions quite well: ―Meanwhile, grieving 

Northerners wondered how to honor the first sitting president to die of unnatural causes. They decided to 

hold a death pageant that was two parts earnest patriotism and one part macabre voyeurism. Mr. Swanson 

calls the train that carried Lincoln‘s body back to Illinois ‗a universal symbol of the cost of the Civil War.‘ 

At stops along the way, flag-waving Americans displayed their love for a man whom they had very nearly 

not re-elected‖ (―The Long Goodbye‖).  
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allegorically secure. What significant and even radical permutations of persons are 

possible between Washington on 19 April 1865
137

 and Springfield on 4 May?
138

  

Lincoln‘s funeral procession gets to be what Drew Gilpin Faust deems an 

―extravaganza of mourning‖ (161) because it prevails over terror and rebels, war and 

soldiers, assassination and conspirators. The Civil War is bracketed by two violent public 

actions of the few in the service of the many: John Brown‘s raid on Harpers Ferry in 

1859 and John Wilkes Booth‘s assassination of Lincoln in 1865. Booth‘s dead body, like 

Brown‘s to a certain extent, is refused martyrdom by the state‘s power to retaliate: to 

hang, to submerge, to dissect.
139

 By virtue of these acts of negation, the funeral 

procession becomes the unshakeable example of the singular in the nineteenth century 

because, as Faust reasons, the commemorations ―served in some way as a surrogate for 

all the funerals that citizens could not attend as their loved ones died unattended and far 

away‖ (161). In this section, I am interested in the organizational capacity of the state to 

rival active public mobilization, and vice versa, and I will consider two 1865 responses to 

                                                   

137 For the procession in Washington, DC, there was a military escort at the head, while at the rear were 

―Such Societies as may wish to join the procession‖ and then, to the delight of Michael Warner, ―Citizens 

and Strangers‖ (see appendix B). The rear is where the closed and coordinated display opens up, that 

dangerous zone which Louis Marin theorizes. This openness can be considered a tail-end form of 

debouching, whereby the linear movement of the procession becomes less narrow in the antithetical (but 

complementary) direction of its motion. The procession becomes bottom-heavy in its conclusion, baggy 

and various, and yet it still proceeds forward.  

138 From 17-19 April Lincoln‘s body lay in state in the East Room of the White House, after which it was 

escorted in procession to the Capitol, and on 20 April people were able to view the body. On 21 April the 

funeral train began its course, stopping and re-processing in Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, Buffalo, 

Cleveland, Columbus, Indianapolis, Michigan City, Chicago, and then to come to an end in Springfield. 

139 Franny Nudelman sees procession and dissection as two sides of the same coin, the former a visible 

exercise of power, the latter clandestine but nevertheless potent: ―Anticipating the cult status of Brown‘s 

body, Southern physician Lewis Sayre wrote to Virginia‘s governor, Henry Wise, suggesting that in order 

to avoid a ‗triumphal procession through all the Eastern states,‘ which would surely make Brown a ‗hero 

martyr,‘ Brown‘s body be taken to a Southern medical school for dissection‖ (4).  
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this externally-imposed citizenly compulsion: Richard Henry Stoddard‘s ―Abraham 

Lincoln: An Horatian Ode‖ and Martin Delany‘s newspaper reactions to the 

assassination. Since death is the occasion for education (Stoddard) and enfranchisement 

(Delany), I conceptualize a kind of literary opportunism which complements the 

―hucksters‖ and ―profiteers‖ who follow the procession‘s westward course (Goodrich 

235). Stoddard respects the painful duty of witnessing the procession, and issues 

commands to disrespectful black spectators, whereas Delany‘s elegy deliberately avoids 

respecting the procession, and instead calls for African transactions and American 

compensation. In short, Stoddard promotes the coerciveness of mourning, whereas 

Delany tries to shake the unshakeable event.  

What are the implications of one body forging multiple publics? How can I rectify 

the sensible conduct associated with the procession‘s deliberate motion with what 

Thomas Goodrich calls ―this crush of all ages, sexes, and races‖ (187)? Goodrich in The 

Darkest Dawn charts the westward evolution of the funeral procession, its quickly-

planned and chaotically-realized manifestations in Washington, Philadelphia, and New 

York (232), and its opportunistic underbelly along the way (235). Goodrich‘s emphasis 

on the inefficiency
140

 of the state-sponsored event is decidedly less optimistic about its 

doings than the typical consensus of ―emotional unanimity,‖ which Dana Luciano sees 

embodied in Henry Ward Beecher‘s response to the event (233). Inefficiency, however, is 

still subject to the historical magnitude of this North American watershed: Ralph 

Borreson, from a centennial vantage point, writes, ―Never again…shall we have a scene 

like this repeated—the grandest procession ever seen on this continent, spontaneously 

evoked to celebrate the foulest crime on record‖ (68-9).  

Moreover, so powerful is the sentiment of the procession that even naysayers are 

absorbed by it. (Think back to Benjamin Rush‘s appreciation of the sober and ―universal 

pleasure‖ produced by the Federal Procession of 1788.) Laderman gives voice to the 

                                                   

140 ―Inefficiency‖ is William Leahy‘s term for the opposite of what Foucault calls ―dissymmetry‖ (38). 
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dissenters in the crowd, as a counterpart to revealing inefficiency, and yet he can only go 

so far with this train of thought:  

But despite the formation of a marginal counter-narrative describing the corpse as 

unworthy of a last look, the president‘s body had been safely purified and firmly 

located in the hearts, imagination, and memory of the American republic as a 

result of its public exhibition—any signs of physical discomposure on the body 

became secondary to the coherent imaginative body that signified national 

permanence. (161)  

Laderman calls this made public ―a marginal counter-narrative‖ (this public which 

futilely argues for the depravity of publicity out of a sense of respect). The best one can 

do, then, is to register these made publics, and Laderman is clear that this procession for 

one body is attended to by a never-before-aggregated many which transcends any 

negative crush or criticism of splendor. The most one can say is that dissent is produced 

and undeniable, but altogether epiphenomenal. As site of agency it is a black hole, sucked 

into nothingness, even as cubits of agency went into fashioning the whole affair from 

scratch: there were improvised and individual town touches, such as artisanal arches 

lining and towering above railroad tracks, and even the pathetically fallacious weather 

fails to undermine the achievements of making publics.
141

  

The representations of Lincoln‘s funeral procession therefore complement the 

controversial crowd-and-leader dynamic: instead of a crowd rallying around and being 

lorded over by a leader, there obtains what Ward Beecher in 1865 calls the power of 

―universal, spontaneous and sublime sorrow‖ (qtd. in Luciano 233) which will outlast and 

exceed any other form of commemoration. The leader of the crowd is dead, and yet there 

                                                   

141 See Swanson, page 233. General Townsend reports that, after leaving New York City, the train 

encountered ―elaborate preparations‖ which made for ―one of the most weird [scenes] ever witnessed‖ (qtd. 

in 233). Even in the interim, between official processions, the productions of the wayside contribute to the 

―tally,‖ to use Whitman‘s word, of official totality. Like Longfellow‘s dispersed, clandestine inns, the 

trackside is a rich meeting place. 
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is still a crowd, dutifully assembling. Thus, E pluribus unum dismantles Sic semper 

tyrannis: the multi-day, multi-state spectacle—or series of ―official, and countless 

unofficial‖ spectacles, in Desirée Henderson‘s terms (105)—signifies the tantalizing 

culmination of awful counter-spectacles, bursting free from subversive conspiracies and 

battlefield atrocities. The pure present tense unity of the droves of people is a triumph of 

democratic publicity, such that the procession‘s unrelenting spontaneity mitigates its use 

as vehicle of propaganda. At most, it is a form of soft coercion. All American groups 

come into a declaration of their relationality to the procession, both knowingly and 

unknowingly—they get winded and folded into it, not as fantasy but facticity. However, 

Dana Luciano figures this positive performative coherence as an addiction:  

Indeed, if the American public has become addicted to watching itself mourn, if 

participation in mournful rituals of national remembrance has become one of the 

most familiar ways in which it articulates to itself its co-presence as a public, then 

this, I suggest, is the end result of a nationalism whose always ambivalent relation 

to the state has caused it to invest itself more strongly in the redemptive power of 

the people‘s collective emotion than in the belief that democracy will ever fully 

manifest itself through legal practice. (219) 

Singularity and addiction are at odds; the singular ought not to repeat. Luciano reads 

behind the calculability of the present the secretions of an affective repository, which she 

sees as an ―underarticulated collective disappointment with democracy‖ (219). Thus, the 

generosity and audibility of the processions can only generate dissent on a similarly all-

inclusive scale.  

Instead of competing with and matching that scale, I would like to interrogate the 

smaller scales of literary representation for voice and dispute, for the made and the 

segregated publics. Space is opened up for made publics in part because of the 

representational conflict among various types of media: as Franny Nudelman observes,  

Visual depictions of the event stress the impressive spectacle of these huge, 

peaceful crowds. While photographs show Lincoln‘s catafalque surrounded by an 
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unwieldy mass of people [ ], prints and wood engravings give form and structure 

to the crowds [ ]. Like visual representations, first-person accounts dwell on the 

size of the crowds that gathered to mourn the president. They emphasize the 

length of the lines, attempt to estimate the number of people in attendance, and 

often marvel at the silence that characterized these huge and potentially unruly 

groups. (88-9) 

A heteroglossic quality to the event emerges from this compounding of focal points: 

media promote metonymy. The unwieldy and the structured can exist simultaneously and 

synaesthetically, defying the comprehensive unity proclaimed in some written accounts. 

Each medium offers sensory alternatives to depiction—order, silence, magnitude, 

chaos—instead of sweeping under the rug other potential alternatives à la Rush or the 

many horn-tooting statements found in the commemorative book When Lincoln Died. 

Poetry as a medium is best suited to this synaesthetic multiplicity of representation, or at 

the very least poetry plays along the quasi-textual edges of visual and sonic media.
142

  

Image and sound are as much content as form in Richard Henry Stoddard‘s ode to 

Lincoln. In Stoddard‘s poem, the making and the made publics are conjured along an axis 

of disappointment and duty. The ode stresses that the singularity of the event can be 

appreciated by way of unprecedented emotion (―With no such tears as e‘er were shed‖ 

[line 13]), and indicates an expansion of collective consciousness and understanding as a 

result of confronting this singularity: ―Our sorrow hath a wider scope‖ (17). Forty lines 

later, the ode starts to fragment when Stoddard reaches back in time to describe the 

assassination, and the poem‘s iambics almost cleanly segregate themselves:  

                                                   

142 Shirley Samuels argues that ―the body of Abraham Lincoln has become a simulacrum of itself, modeling 

an amazing synesthesia that‖ (101) ―arouses an ambiguous inhabiting of sense impressions as well as 

possibly announcing the chance to cross other boundaries, such as those of gender‖ (105): the deterioration 

of the president‘s face over time and in front of the public, Samuels claims, makes race fluid too. She 

wonders, ―If the body of the republic is of mixed race, how to anatomize, describe, and photograph it?‖ 

(114).  
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The time,—the place,—the stealing Shape,— 

The coward shot,—the swift escape,— 

    The wife—the widow‘s scream,— 

    It is a hideous Dream! 

 

A Dream?—what means this pageant, then? 

These multitudes of solemn men, 

    Who speak not when they meet, 

    But throng the silent street? (57-64) 

The compacted melodrama featuring an unnamed Booth segues into the murky 

atmosphere of the funeral procession at an unspecified point in its cross-country journey. 

Stoddard‘s poem confronts the procession as both that which lacks meaning and that 

which verifies reality: ―A Dream?—what means this pageant, then?‖ The pageant‘s 

tangible existence casts doubt on dreaminess, which leads the speaker to be mystified by 

esoteric lacks of communication: the meeting of mourning men is as silent as the glutted 

street of men, perhaps to admonish the ―shot‖ and the ―scream‖ heard at Ford‘s Theatre. 

The other sounds in the procession—―[t]he cannon‘s sudden, sullen boom‖ (73), ―the 

mournful, muffled drum‖ (122), and ―[t]he trumpet‘s wail afar‖ (123)—are oxymoronic 

complements to the absence of sound. The ―boom‖ may be ―sudden‖ like the ―coward 

shot‖ or the ―widow‘s scream,‖ but it is also ―sullen‖ and therefore cushioned and 

unsurprising. Decorous sounds are therefore regular sounds, as if discipline in one sense 

would help control the meaning of ritual.  

The abrupt transition from ―the place‖ to ―this pageant‖ emphasizes the fearsome 

binding of the two events (assassination and procession) and at the same time marks the 

gap between the two: the immediate paralysis caused by Lincoln‘s assassination is of a 

different value than the dutiful extended paralysis of being in or alongside the procession. 

The latter paralysis is the embodied pain of spectatorship, and while the speaker respects 

the reality of the procession he still pleads for it to ―go‖:  
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Peace! Let the long procession come, 

For hark!—the mournful, muffled drum— 

    The trumpet‘s wail afar,— 

    And see! the awful Car! 

 

Peace! Let the sad procession go, 

While cannons boom, and bells toll slow: 

    And go, thou sacred Car, 

    Bearing our Woe afar! 

 

Go, darkly borne, from State to State, 

Whose loyal, sorrowing Cities wait 

    To honor all they can 

    The dust of that Good Man! 

 

Go, grandly borne, with such a train 

As greatest kings might die to gain: 

    The Just, the Wise, the Brave 

    Attend thee to the grave! (141-156)  

Let it come, let it go, go, go, go. The imperatives roll by as the car rolls by, in what could 

almost be described as a Doppler effect. The car is singled out from the train, and it 

transforms in the speaker‘s eye from a ―dreadful car‖ (76) to an ―awful car‖ (144) to a 

―sacred car‖ (147). As it passes the eye it passes into ecclesiastical space.  

 Although the funeral is fit for a king, when Lincoln is compared with history (―No 

Cesar he, whom we lament, / A Man without a precedent‖ [33-34]) or measured against 

present political circumstances (―Their curious Epitome; / To share, yet rise above / Their 

shifting hate and love‖ [113-115]), he exquisitely surpasses all reference. The ―we‖ of the 

audience is that which shifts, its members made comparable to one another, while 
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Lincoln is definite. Unlike the singularity of the car, the train is described as a ―long 

procession‖ and a ―sad procession,‖ both of which stand in as emblems of horrible 

transportation, that combination of size and silence that Nudelman claims is typical of 

literary representations of the funeral procession.  

 Instead of the all-inclusive reportage of a Thomas Goodrich, for instance, who is 

accounting for the constitution of the procession in 2005,
143

 Stoddard‘s knowledge is 

allegorical: the procession and crowd combination is made up of ―The Just, the Wise, the 

Brave‖ (155). Stoddard‘s emphasis is not on the marchers at all, but their amalgamated 

virtue-full or virtual selves. If you identify yourself with one of these three virtues, then 

you will not break decorum.  

 Sometimes excised from near the ending of Stoddard‘s ode is a section on racial 

decorum
144

:  

And you, amid the Master-Race, 

Who seem so strangely out of place, 

    Know ye who cometh? He 

    Who hath declared ye Free! 

 

Bow while the Body passes—Nay, 

Fall on your knees, and weep, and pray! 

    Weep, weep—I would ye might— 

    Your poor, black faces white! (169-176) 

                                                   

143 Goodrich describes the New York procession along the lines of Poe‘s convalescent: ―Miles long, the 

parade was an enormous cross-section of New York‘s labor, commerce, and industry. Clubs, unions, and 

guilds marched together in military order. Doctors, lawyers, bankers, journalists, clergymen, tailors, 

painters, carpenters, waiters, cigar makers, Freemasons, societies of German Irish, Jews, and blacks, even 

the ‗Sons of Temperance‘ joined in step – everyone, it seemed, wanted to march and be counted‖ (212, my 

italics).  

144 For example, Poems and Songs of the Civil War edited by Lois Hill would prefer to forget this section.  
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New imperatives issue from the speaker‘s mouth with a different urgency than before: 

bow, fall, weep, pray, and weep two more times. These are not like the fort-da 

imperatives around the car— let me see it, let it go—because here the imperatives are not 

the sign of the crippling power of spectacle, but sublimated into command and control. 

This is an apostrophe to the concrete as chunks of concrete, not as ragged subjects who 

are bound by duty and frightened by the responsibility of that duty; the ―black faces‖ are 

so many buildings along the procession route to be decorated with white and not black 

crepe. The familiar ―black faces white‖ trope, singled out by Aravamudan, conceives of 

participation as a matter of appearance, as the final step in racial castigation, and as the 

basis for inclusion.
145

 As they are represented now, this doing-nothing (they are not 

attached to a single verb outside of the speaker‘s imperatives) group (―you, amid‖) of the 

newly free are ―so strangely out of place‖ (and therefore not part of ―the Just, the Wise, 

the Brave‖).  

 The speaker deposits this empty group into what Luciano, in reference to national 

mourning, calls ―an affective-temporal national annex, at once irrefutably American and 

held apart from the progress of the nation‖ (237); hence, Stoddard‘s reference to the 

―Master-Race‖ reconfirms the funeral procession for Lincoln as a cosmic, national 

procession, whose trajectory is now made uncertain by this late encounter with spectating 

African Americans. That the speaker qualifies the ―you‖ with the language of appearance 

or dissembling (―Who seem so‖) indicates that this bodiless group—―faces‖ only—

deserves to be in this place (because of the fact of emancipation), but also that their 

being-there is fraught with external, executive orders, as if the only thing able to mobilize 

such a mass after emancipation is a proclamation.  

 Luciano notes that the narrativization of African American grief during the 

processions spins around ―projecting the ideal form of grief‘s prelinguistic eloquence 

onto the mournful black body as spectacular testimony to the depth of the national 

anguish caused by the assassination‖ (237). Such fashioning does not happen in the ode. 

                                                   

145 See Aravamudan‘s introduction for the trope of washing the blackamoor white.  
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As the twin of a white mass coming together to ―underarticulate[ ]‖ its ―disappointment 

with democracy,‖ the ―prelinguistic eloquence‖ of a black mass is similarly detached 

from direct confrontations with the political landscape and its startling ramifications. 

Everyone is distant from democracy, which is why the image of ―this crush of all ages, 

sexes, and races‖ becomes the perverse distillation of democracy without governance—

where democratic publicity trumps its intuitive invisibility. 

The absence of verbs used by Stoddard‘s speaker can be extended even further: 

the black faces are not noticed weeping and must be told to weep. Even the act of (or the 

duty of) spectating is assumed rather than declared. The making public cannot help but 

remake the made public; obviously, the making public makes. There are those parts of the 

made publics that constantly push into the territories of the making publics. ―Made‖ is 

not pejorative, not necessarily marginalized, but as it applies to blacks before and during 

the Civil War ―made‖ delimits the area of agency afforded them in the ―crush.‖  

Martin R. Delany‘s radically dissimilar response to the assassination puts pressure 

on the idea of made encroaching upon making. In two separate notices published 13 May 

and 10 June 1865 in the Weekly Anglo-African, Delany proposes and develops ―a just and 

appropriate tribute of respect and lasting gratitude from the colored people of the United 

States to the memory of President Lincoln, the Father of American Liberty‖ (392). 

Delany, known as the father of American Black Nationalism, was named, in Robert 

Levine‘s words, ―the first black major in the Union army‖ after a personal meeting with 

Lincoln in February 1865 (Introduction 2). Delany‘s first piece opens and expands with 

qualifications and repetitions: ―A calamity such as the world never before witnessed—a 

calamity, the most heart-rending, caused by the perpetration of a deed at the hands of a 

wretch, the most infamous and atrocious—a calamity as humiliating to America as it is 

infamous and atrocious—has suddenly brought our country to mourning by the untimely 

death of the humane, the benevolent, the philanthropic, the generous, the beloved, the 

able, the wise, great, and good man, the President of the United State, ABRAHAM 

LINCOLN, the Just‖ (392). Between attesting to the confluence of many virtues in 
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Lincoln‘s person, only leaving out ―brave‖ in Stoddard‘s trinity, Delany in passing raises 

the possibility that community is formed out of humiliation, which approaches Luciano‘s 

argument about the Lincoln funerals. After this mix of the rote and the novel, what is 

striking is that he calls for ―every individual of our race [to] contribute one cent‖ (392) 

towards the creation of a statue of commemoration, which he clarifies in the second piece 

as a ―very African‖ statue: ―an ideal representative genius of the race, as Europa, 

Britannia, America, or the Goddess of Liberty, is to the European race‖ (394).  

The statue works as a tribute to the Emancipation Proclamation and, more 

significantly, to numerical accountability: the statue is reverential, but also material and 

financial. The call for many first transactions as freepersons envisions future enfranchised 

transactions, which will leave behind, or create the sediment of, a ―very African‖ quasi-

national symbol. Delany writes, ―The penny, or one cent contribution, would amount to 

the handsome sum of forty thousand (40, 000) dollars, as a tribute from the black race (I 

use the generic term,) and would not at all be felt‖ (393), which is a satirical response to 

Ward Beecher‘s harmonious anti-statue of emotion: ―universal, spontaneous and sublime 

sorrow.‖ Perhaps punning on the excessive emotion elicited by the funeral processions is 

Delany‘s insistence that a contribution of one penny is something that will ―not at all be 

felt.‖ The collectivity to be assembled is not the spontaneous multi-part enactments of 

processing together, but the slow accretion of modest contributions and allegorical 

significations.
146

 Delany‘s sum or mass is specific and individual, and it promises to flesh 

out the ―generic term‖ of ―the black race‖ that he deliberately uses. In this way, the 

40,000 he hopes to assemble acts as a counter-sum to the aggressive turnstile sums of 

those viewing Lincoln‘s resting body, which Ralph Borreson blissfully charts in When 

                                                   

146 Delany writes a dense paragraph on the allegory his statue will construct: ―On one side of the base of the 

monument (the south side for many reasons would be the most appropriate, it being the south from which 

the great Queen of Ethiopia came with great offerings to the Temple of Jerusalem, the south from which the 

Ethiopian Ambassador came to worship at Jerusalem, as well as the south from the greatest part of 

offerings come to contribute to this testimonial) shall be an urn…‖ (394). 
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Lincoln Died, such as ―the rate of three thousand persons per hour‖ in the Capitol (75) 

and ―the rate of one hundred a minute‖ in the Governor‘s Room at New York‘s City Hall 

(95). Not everyone in Delany‘s scenario desires ―to march and be counted‖ (Goodrich‘s 

term) in the same way; the cosmic procession of posterity will do for enumeration, or is 

in fact preferred to the single-minded and addictive desire to be a one in the crowd. 

Delany‘s statue of transactions reactivates the verbs lost to Stoddard‘s anxious 

imperatives and his speaker‘s ―Know ye who cometh?‖ in part because Lincoln 

personally appointed Delany a major, and so of course he knows who cometh. The 

singularity of procession, therefore, lies equally in Delany‘s figure as in Lincoln‘s—in 

Delany‘s behind-the-scenes commensurability with Lincoln, using the statue as a medium 

for solidarity. What Delany offers to the literary representation of respect and celebration 

is the substitution of reference: the force of Lincoln‘s singularity is not brought to the 

table but is instead in contiguous contact with the vague nobody and everybody of the 

future statue. The body of Lincoln (whether its singularity or its allegorical Good Friday 

death) wanders into the metonymic singularity of the statue and then touches the 

representative synecdoche for African humanity—a sub-grouping not only set off but cut 

off from the white whole, disciplined only in their private contribution and not in public 

geysership.  

According to Desirée Henderson, ―monuments limit meaning, harden identities, 

and freeze movement‖ (106), and this is why ―When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard 

Bloom‘d‖ ―proposes a radical and immaterial alternative to the president‘s burial site‖ 

(111): ―Whitman chooses to render Lincoln unburied or unburiable‖ (118), thereby 

―attempting to keep Lincoln accessible as a flexible or fluid literary sign‖ (124). 

Monument and procession do not offer the process that a poem offers. However, when 

Henderson notes that on Lincoln‘s tomb there are ―no direct representations of slaves or 

slavery‖ (107), I also recall an absence of these representations in Whitman‘s poem. 

Delany, therefore, returns to the statue, not as a concession to limiting, hardening, or 

freezing signification, but as the very concrete representation of exclusion. 
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3. Dickinson’s “Plumed Procession” 

Emily Dickinson, as Barton Levi St. Armand maintains, ―was of her time in 

sharing a reverence for such tokens‖ of death, like tombstones and embalmed corpses; 

―yet she remained suspicious of their ability to escape the dilapidations of time and 

memory‖ (62). There was more often than not an economy between the corporeal and the 

marmoreal, body and marble, and the latter was not entirely superior to the former. St. 

Armand argues that Dickinson‘s writing also distrusts a belief in the ―democratization of 

death‖: instead of leveling persons, ―dying was a way of being ‗born to the purple,‘ a 

coronation as much as a crucifixion‖ (52). Death elects and promotes. Although this view 

prevails when it comes to mythopoeic Lincoln, one is forced to question its applicability 

when it is applied to butchers or to poets.  

John Shoptaw, in an essay on Dickinson‘s uncertainty about the status of poetry 

during wartime, argues that Fr. 993, 1013, 1045 (circa 1865), and 1227 (circa 1872) are 

―several poems Dickinson wrote in response to Lincoln‘s assassination‖ (14). Of the 

poem ―A Sickness of this World‖ (Fr. 993), Shoptaw remarks that ―though Lincoln is 

likely its subject, the elegy is not primarily about him; like ‗He scanned it – ,‘ the poem 

focuses instead on those receiving the sickening news. Praise is presupposed (‗Best Men,‘ 

‗Deity‘) rather than lavished . . .‖ (14). Like Stoddard, Dickinson foregrounds peripheral 

activity and affect, but more like Delany, her narrator, ―in the very act of confessing her 

envy, resists erasure by the new ‗Deity‘‖ (14). This willingness to struggle with envy and 

aggrandizement places both Delany and Dickinson, whose early Civil War poems are 

contemporaneous with Delany‘s two-stage writing of Blake, on the same plane. The 

danger of gaudiness, once again, is the individual‘s co-optation of the group, which 

prevents ornamentation from metonymically wandering back and forth between 

individual and group. Dickinson, before I move to Blake, observes that the effacement of 

the self in spectacle also permits self-parody, and parody informs the relationship 
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between indexical and syntactical processions. It is to the irony of self-sufficiency, the 

cracks in the all, during her own implausible coronation that I now turn.  

In ―Smiling back from Coronation‖ (Fr. 651, c. 1863, p. 291), Dickinson not only 

imparts that a processional form is generated by an act of ―Recognizing,‖ but also that the 

unit or trajectory of the poem itself can be retrospectively reconstituted in this form. This 

habit of organization allows me to see that the head of the poem and the head of the 

poem‘s ―Procession‖ coincide:  

Smiling back from Coronation 

May be Luxury – 

On the Heads that started with us – 

Being‘s Peasantry – 

 

Recognizing in Procession 

Ones We former knew – 

When Ourselves were also dusty – 

Centuries ago – 

 

Had the Triumph no Conviction 

Of how many be – 

Stimulated — by the Contrast – 

Unto Misery – (1-12) 

Proceed to the head for coronation and smiles. The merits of the head furnish the 

conditions for ―Smiling‖ to happen—yet it is an action without an agent behind it. If the 

head smiles (not a head smiling), then I can read that detached action as being directed 

backwards, as an action called ―Smiling back,‖ which implies the continuing forward 

movement of the procession as the counter-movement to the smiling. However, ―back‖ in 

this case could also mean that smiling is what one is rewarded with after having been 

coronated—ie. when one comes back from the coronation, there is smiling (passive voice 
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on purpose). Both cases equate coronation with the accolades of election and with 

smiling as a consequence, but the nature of coronation (whether it occurs at the head or 

whether it is a ceremony one attends and departs from) is not specified: is it spatially (at 

the head) or temporally (a finite ceremony) determined? Nevertheless, the procession in 

the poem is not a homogenous structure of persons: its spatiotemporal ontology is 

divided, back from head, beginning from end, uncoronated from coronated.  

There is an implied equality between the marchers in the beginning: when you 

start in the procession, you are ―dusty,‖ one of ―Being‘s Peasantry.‖ Moreover, you start 

as a group, and then, according to merit, there is a ―Coronation,‖ which also seems to be 

a group activity: ―us‖ in the first stanza and ―We‖ and ―Ourselves‖ in the second suggest 

a mass election. Does the original group, ―Being‘s Peasantry,‖ get sheared down into a 

smaller, privileged group, who get to jump the line to the head of the procession and into 

coronation? Note the invisible pun that Dickinson can exploit without ever writing 

―head‖ twice: ―Smiling back‖ ―On the heads that started with us‖ means that at the head 

you have the proper vantage point to turn back and spy on the heads of peasantry, an 

action which you cannot exploit when you are walking even or side-by-step with them.
147

 

Dickinson dramatizes two types of movement in the poem: the forward transition 

and perhaps upward transformation (up from the dust) to the ranks of the coronated, 

luxurious, and triumphant, and also the backward movement of ―Smiling,‖ 

―Recognizing,‖ and ―Contrast[ing].‖ In fact, ―back‖ is the second word. The poem is a 

crisscrossing of centuries and beings, a kind of parallax view, in which an act of 

spectatorship is its reason for being. Gary Lee Stonum reads ―Smiling back‖ in the 

context of Dickinson‘s wanton trying out of ―every position within the hierarchy of 

master and minion‖ (18). Her poems of ―haughty imperiousness‖ are as proliferate as 

                                                   

147 It is conceivable that the first stanza is not registering a division in processors, and that it is describing a 

communal ceremony: members all ―started‖ together, where ―started‖ means both ―began‖ and ―were 

startled.‖ However, I am arguing that division has to permeate the whole poem so that Dickinson can insist 

that one can still be in procession together without being coronated together.  
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poems of ―baffled, meek, or resentful submission‖ (18). In ―Smiling back,‖ Stonum 

writes, ―rivalry is, from the triumphant master‘s point of view, simply a necessary part of 

the hierarchy of rank and dominance‖ (19).  

But this language of mastery only takes me so far. Indeed, the second line of the 

poem is already hesitant about mastery, ―May be Luxury,‖ and the third stanza is made 

up of one half of an unfinished conditional: if I rewrite the stanza as ―If the Triumph did 

not have Conviction,‖ then there is no then. The poem ends on the if side, on 

―Stimulat[ion]‖ without release, on the possibility that there is a number (―Of how many 

be‖) and that that number may be staggering. Stonum winnows the magnitude of a group 

down to a ―triumphant master,‖ even though it is clear that triumph here is thematically 

aligned with a processional triumph. Dickinson is repurposing coronation by making it a 

mass event because coronation is understood to be singular in its nomination: a king, not 

a group, is coronated. Her switch to ―Triumph‖ (after ―Coronation,‖ then ―Procession‖) 

repurposes terminology once again, so that this word for Roman apex and achievement 

hangs precariously in untethered celebration. To whom are these accolades given, of 

which Emperor is the triumph an expression? What ―Triumph‖ provides Dickinson with 

is an implicit dialectic between the many and a one, between her celebrants and that 

which is celebrated, which produces the topsy-turvy synthesis of celebration.  

Closing the poem on ―Unto Misery –‖ merely prolongs the misery of ―Contrast,‖ 

but I wonder for whom contrast is miserable, the coronated or the peasants? Stonum 

observes, ―The various dukes and queens and emperors in her poems all need recognition 

by their inferiors‖ (155), but it is just as easy to latch onto the speaker‘s own uneasiness 

about having jumped the line: one is bound to look back, smile back, and this 

sympathetic gesture runs the risk of metamorphosing into an emblem of mastery. As in 

Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge,‖ Hawthorne‘s ―My Kinsman, Major Molineux,‖ and 

Whitman‘s ―By the Bivouac‘s Fitful Flame,‖ a syntactical, textual procession is a 

surrogate for authorial mastery because it is predicated on tropological mobility and, 

indeed, the wayside discarding of the individual subject. These highly structured 
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processions mark the very limit of mastery. If the head of Dickinson‘s procession is the 

poem‘s first line, then I am able to read against the up-facing direction of the procession 

by reading down the length of the poem, and in doing so profoundly complicate its 

trajectory and unity; thus, form unravels, and ―Unto Misery‖ offers an end to the 

procession in the last line (remember that the head is in the first) that is not like Marin‘s 

dangerous zone of dispersal, but is the conclusion for one so keen on articulating separate 

positions within an event. This poem is quite the opposite of Benjamin Rush‘s unanimous 

procession; to admit that there are countless experiences (―how many be‖) is to fracture 

signification.  

I also see this vertigo of tropological revision in Dickinson‘s ―To fight aloud‖ (Fr. 

138, c. 1860, p. 70). Not written from a lush position within a procession, in poem 126 

the metaphor is deployed as an ulterior formation, both unseen and unobserved by others, 

which legitimates the aspectacular and perhaps unpatriotic fighting that can occur as a 

―psychomachia,‖ according to Shoptaw (2), in the interior of the individual:  

To fight aloud, is very brave — 

But gallanter, I know 

Who charge within the bosom 

The Cavalry of Wo — 

 

Who win, and nations do not see — 

Who fall — and none observe — 

Whose dying eyes, no Country 

Regards with patriot love — 

 

We trust, in plumed procession 

For such, the Angels go — 

Rank after Rank, with even feet — 

And Uniforms of snow. (1-12) 
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The poem moves from the ―fight aloud‖ to the ―charge within,‖ from war to struggle, and 

then equally moves away from ―the bosom‖ to ―plumed procession,‖ from the private to 

the ceremonial. Assessing Dickinson‘s ―militant imagery‖ (54), Shira Wolosky declares 

that ―there are some poems that undoubtedly suggest that some outward battle is before 

the poet if only as a foil to the traditional imagery in which soul and angels are soldiers of 

God‖ (55). If the theme of the poem is, for Wolosky, ―every civilian is a soldier‖ (55) or, 

for Helen Vendler, ―the heroism of unobserved lives‖ (47), then at least Vendler 

recognizes that this theme, if taken too far, undoes itself. Vendler persuasively reads the 

transition from stanza two to three by positing that the poem has three speakers at one per 

stanza: ―the speaker of the second stanza has decided to negate the myth of the war hero 

and his popularity. There is by now a standoff: if Dickinson cannot use military language 

without complicity in its manner of evaluating heroism, to what language can she resort? 

To the language of luxury, we see with astonishment…‖ (48).  

Even in luxury, Dickinson‘s speaker attempts to assert the egalitarian principle of 

―Rank after Rank, even feet,‖ but the ―Uniforms of snow‖ which close the poem also 

blend this evenness into a sort of undifferentiated sameness. The blanketing effect of 

―Snow‖ eradicates the individual heads and bosoms of the processors, and makes them 

synecdoches, mere costumes. Snow is not an environmental condition here, but im-

personal characteristic; otherwise, the speaker would not be able to see snowy uniforms 

against a backdrop of whiteness. ―We trust,‖ in the third stanza, registers the doubt and 

hope of the speaker, which suggests that the image of angels might be a matter of belief. 

While ―we trust‖ in our redemption from suffering, there is a sense in which the private 

―Calvary of Wo‖ is usurped by one‘s ―gallanter‖ placement ―in plumed procession.‖ 

Redemption on the one hand escapes the purview of ―nations,‖ as if locking into a form 

of cosmopolitan sympathy, while on the other hand privileges decorated group movement 

over the spectator-spectacle paradigm implied in ―dying eyes.‖ Stanza two, it would 

seem, holds out the most promise: it is as if being looked at is the stuff of redemption. 

However, this brief moment of recognition and respect is co-opted by a reductio ad 
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absurdum of celebration, or at the very least a transmutation of line one‘s ―To fight 

aloud.‖ One woman‘s ―plumed‖ is another woman‘s ―aloud.‖
148

 

Dickinson has created a menagerie of events—called Coronation, Crucifixion, 

Revolution, and Recollection
149

—that she both exalts and deconstructs by etymologically 

marooning their meanings or too personally inflecting them. Operating alongside, 

beneath, or over these events are her processions, which are magnetically oriented toward 

her troped events; in fact, the presence of procession signals her troping of performance. 

Similarly, Delany‘s carving out of anti-processional space requires that his agents or 

troops exist simultaneously in both realms: that is, they have to attend and endorse the 

festival from which they are coherently deviating. They need to be present during its 

performance and operatics, such that their witnessing (and the narrator‘s describing) of 

events is also their deeper scrutinizing and hermeneutic dismantling of symbolical 

efficacy or finality. Staring constitutes rude spectatorship, converse participation.  

 

4. Delany’s Men are not Processionists  

Martin Delany‘s strategically transfixed novel Blake; or, The Huts of America 

precedes but anticipates these post-Lincoln debates (from Stoddard‘s ode to Dickinson to 

―Man as a Processionst‖), but the uniqueness of its context must be appreciated: Delany 

refused to aid John Brown, and Blake reconceives Brown‘s mission on a planetary scale. 

Delany‘s use of the trope of procession, then, is as singular as Lincoln‘s death‘s inflection 

of the funeral will be. Blake sets in motion unique subaltern collectivities, in what I will 

describe as a form of conspiratorial aesthetics, to mobilize a critique of both the visibility 

                                                   

148 Vendler has a markedly different reading of the ending: in the final stanza, she notes, ―the mutation of 

‗I‘ into ‗we‘ is marked as a fusion rather than a distinction.‖ The third stanza ―drop[s] the anaphora‖ of 

―relative clauses,‖ and in the end ―Dickinson maintains her trust‖: her voice becomes that of a nation, rather 

than that of single poet. To ratify the union of the two voices, she gives the rhymes associated with her 

closing ‗we‘ (‗go‘ and ‗snow‘) the same vowel sound as that of the rhymes linked to the opening ‗I‘ (with 

its ‗know‘ and ‗Wo‘)‖ (all from 49).  

149 See poem Fr. 373 for Crucifixion and Revolution and Fr. 406 for Recollection.  
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and invisibility of group cohesiveness. In her work on African-American governor 

elections in nineteenth-century New England, Geneviève Fabre calls attention to ―the 

distinctions between offstage and the public sphere, between the hidden and the public 

transcript‖ (110). For Fabre, the hidden transcript ―could be revealed only in some form 

of disguise‖ (92), and she documents many modalities of ―glamour and lavishness‖ (113) 

in these quasi-official celebrations precisely because of how well they conceal power, 

threat, and intention. Blake, however, declines the hidden transcript its life of ironic 

public animations, one such ―form of disguise,‖ and opts to preserve the hiddenness of 

the hidden transcript, its rituals and emissions transcribed for outsiders only because an 

insider—the narrator: sometimes Blake, sometimes Delany—is there to do so. No such 

outside report exists.  

There is a significant passage about hiddenness in Frederick Douglass‘ ―What, to 

the Slave, is the Fourth of July?‖ that imagines black collectivity in terms of sound and 

not visibility: ―Fellow citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy I hear the mournful 

wail of millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are today rendered more 

intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them‖ (20). Douglass‘ use of ―above‖ is 

indefinite because it means not only ―louder than‖ in terms of volume but also vertically 

―higher than‖ as if the wails are hot and rising, or else ethereally located. The location of 

millions, while undisclosed, can nevertheless be reached by the ―jubilee shouts‖ of 

nationalist celebrations, and therefore Douglass refuses the primacy of the visual and opts 

for reality-altering senses instead. His speech diminishes the fantasies of nationalism and 

famously forecasts that the avenues for collaboration and justice are becoming less 

subterranean and more public: ―Space is comparatively annihilated. Thoughts expressed 

on one side of the Atlantic are distinctly heard on the other…The Celestial Empire, the 

mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiat of the Almighty, ‗Let there be Light,‘ has not 

yet spent its force. No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport or avarice, can now hide 

itself from the all-pervading light‖ (33). His vision is really that abuses and outrages will 
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be robbed of places to hide, which does not necessarily condone the nullification of 

subterranean realms.  

 In Blake, Delany offers the next step for the slave: he obsessively maps and 

manipulates the avenues to openness and citizenship in order to instigate ―what Homi 

Bhabha, after Fanon, calls the moment of occult instability in which ‗the people‘ are 

caught in a ‗fluctuating movement‘ of nation building ‗which they are just giving shape 

to‘ (qtd. in Powell 362). Carolus Henrico Blacus a.k.a. Henry Holland a.k.a. Henry 

Blake—his multiple identities evidence the syncretism of his thinking
150

—orchestrates 

slave rebellion in the American South, and then later in Cuba, a geographical movement 

which Eric Sundquist sees as ―a kind of twin, a shadow play, of the American South‖ 

(185), only for the serialized novel to break off on the cusp of final insurrection. While it 

is agreed that this is a novel about organization, secrecy, and the establishment of a 

pervasive and viable counterpublic,
151

 it has also been argued that Blake‘s creation of 

Masonic enclaves holds racial and gender differences under the expedient label of 

―black‖
152

—that is, by committing the indiscriminate lumping together that the national-

                                                   

150 When in Cuba, Blake goes by the name Gilbert Hopewell and it turns out later that Blake, born Carolus 

Henrico Blacus, is ―the lost boy of Cuba‖ (Blake 193). Katy Chiles observes, ―Within U.S. national racial 

ideology, Blake is considered African or black rather than West Indian or Cuban; likewise, as the slave 

traders bring various peoples across the Atlantic, all individual differences becomes subsumed under what 

Ronald Judy terms the ‗misapplied metaphor‘ of ‗the Negro‘‖ (345). This is a central point of contention in 

the novel‘s continued reception.  

151 Indeed, we are persuaded to believe that organization is the secret knowledge afforded by nature itself: 

―So simple is it that the trees of the forest or an orchard illustrate it; flocks of birds or domestic cattle, fields 

of corn, hemp, or sugar cane; tobacco, rice, or cotton, the whistling of the wind, rustling of the leaves, 

flashing of lightning, roaring of thunder, and running of streams all keep it constantly before their eyes and 

in their memory, so that they can‘t forget it if they would‖ (Blake 39).  

152 Addressing what David Harvey sees as ―Delany‘s elite politics of black male leadership‖ (205), Ifeoma 

Nwankwo raises the issue that in Blake ―[t]he expansion of the territorial boundaries of Blackness does not 

lead to an expansion of the gender boundaries of Blackness or the definition of a true race leader‖ (57). If 

Delany is considered ―the progenitor of black Atlantic patriarchy‖ (26), according to Paul Gilroy, then 
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scale spectacle so invincibly does, in which consensus in enforced and dissent refuted.
153

 

However, I believe that expediency is part of a program of generic recalibration
154

: 

Delany is a facilitator of urgent hyperbolic suspense, and I will risk the American literary 

trope of blackness, that trope of white anxiety articulated by Toni Morrison in Playing in 

the Dark, by calling Delany a proponent of gothic leadership.
155

 If, as Victor Sage and 

Allan Lloyd Smith claim, ―The Gothic is the perfect anonymous language for the peculiar 

unwillingness of the past to go away‖ (4), then Delany‘s serialized ethic will not go 

away, will in fact keep extending itself, keep adding new chapters (of the novel, of his 

Mason-like groups) until it encroaches upon every subject‘s territory. Refusing in the end 

the raptness of John Brown,
156

 Delany offers as an alternative to the banishing 

                                                                                                                                                       

Delany‘s female characters, although given a chance to speak out in the novel, get to be ―grateful 

beneficiaries of, rather than full participants in, the unfolding conspiracy,‖ according to Robert Levine 

(Martin Delany 197).   

153 Patricia Okker approaches the problem of subsumption by way of the fragmentary nature of newspapers 

and serialized fiction: ―At issue…is the basic principle of e pluribus unum. Should some of the ‗many‘ 

simply submit for the intended benefit of the ‗one‘?‖ (80).  

154 Also see Christopher Castiglia‘s chapter on how Blake‘s romantic tendencies are undercut by minor 

moments of genuine dissent, such as Madame Cordora‘s objections to the hierarchical exclusion of women 

in the conspiracy, or when the boy slave Rube cannot keep up a stoic song and dance for his master and 

instead hemorrhages from this forced interiorization.  

155 Some of this and the next paragraph are taken from my article, ―The Gothic Leadership of Martin 

Delany and Delany‘s Blake.‖ REAL: Yearbook of Research in English and American Literature 27 (2011): 

191-198. 

156 According to Robert McGlone, in his book on John Brown, ―Monomania became a catchall term for the 

single-minded pursuit of a chimerical goal, the cliché malady of the ambitious or obsessional, and a facile 

explanation for isolated acts of violence‖ (176), such as a mother killing her child. McGlone claims that 

American physicians who used the term ―banished those who were so alienated from or incensed by the 

indifference or depravity of society as to abandon a settled vocation and inflict their madness on the world‖ 

(177). This nineteenth-century diagnosis ―banished‖ deviant or errant elements from society, and I maintain 

that this charge would be farcical if applied to Delany: he is already banished because he is 

disenfranchised. 
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monomania of Brown an inflected, sympathetic, dispersed, but still obsessive 

monomania. As he recruits members for the mission, Blake recites his credo, ―All you 

have to do, is to find one good man or woman—I don‘t care which, so that they prove to 

be the right person—on a single plantation, and hold a seclusion and impart the secret to 

them, and then the organizers of their own plantation, and they in like manner impart it to 

some other next to them, and so on. In this way it will spread like smallpox among them‖ 

(41). Blake is monomaniacal because of the single-mindedness of its non-chimerical 

mission (immediate emancipation) and its method (the initiation and installation of many 

ones in many places), but more importantly because it promotes single-mindedness and 

the eradication of racial nuance in whites.  

Early in the novel, Colonel Franks reacts to Henry‘s impudence by ―seiz[ing] a 

revolver‖ and when asked about the meaning of this action he responds, ―Mean, my dear? 

It‘s rebellion! A plot—this is but the shadow of a cloud that‘s fast gathering around us!‖ 

(19-20). Nuance drops: any and every sign feasts on rebellion, but it is an icon of 

rebellion composed without reference to the qualities of its rebels, that is, without 

reference to the worthiness or competence of individual members. The ―disciplinary 

individual‘s‖ sacrificed individualism exploits the sympathetic imagination between 

blacks and whites: both sides of the chasm obsess about insurrection, and this mutual 

obsession prolongs a state of emergency. A temporary suspension of nuance surely 

swallows its children (as revolution is prone to do), but will also hopefully permit what 

Bruce A. Harvey calls ―the tutelary spirit of rebellion‖ (232) to see emancipation through 

and to see it into the inevitable future contests around national identity, governance, 

participation, and dignity. As Paul Gilroy argues, ―This anti-mystical racial rationalism 

required that blacks of all shades, classes, and ethnic groups give up the merely 

accidental differences that served only to mask the deeper unity waiting to be constructed 

not so much from their African heritage as from the common orientation to the future 

produced by their militant struggles against slavery‖ (28). The cost of the plot, of Blake‘s 

narrative plotting, then, is the anonymity of gothic language: the inflexible and untethered 
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monomania of past terror (the history of slavery) consciously and unconsciously asserting 

itself in the present such that, to return to Sage and Smith, the present‘s ―very presentness 

is diminished and vitiated by irruptive images of the past‖ (2). If Slavoj Žižek argues that 

―the properly ‗terrorist‘ dimension of every authentic democratic explosion‖ is ―the brutal 

imposition of a new order‖ (xxxv), then, since Blake could not blatantly rewrite history 

by depicting a successful multi-site rebellion, Delany‘s impositions can be said to 

continuously approach but back away from the asymptote of brutality, preferring instead 

to incrementally dismantle aristocratic and tyrannical habits.
157

 These conspiratorial 

impositions are so broadly social—they are meant to be shared—that the agency of just 

who is imposing on whom is ambiguous: slaves organize against whites while whitened 

psychologies, such as the quick-to-the-gun Colonel, participate in dreaming up both the 

terror and the new world order.  

Thus, the making and made publics are forced to align for Delany: the regime of 

transcontinental slavery will not sanction the verbs of thinking, acting, or making.
158

 

What Blake controversially proposes then is the mathematical product of the official and 

the unofficial, the product of an ontological emptiness (official) and the incessant seismic 

previews of fullness and activity (unofficial). The product between the two guarantees the 

self-destruction of every agent‘s actions, guarantees a return back to zero, and guarantees 

the subsumption of detail. These paradoxes of valuation are prominently displayed during 

the Gala Day parade for the Infanta Isabella in the second half of the novel. Eric 

Sundquist has written much about Delany‘s reasons for setting off Blake‘s revolutionary 

councils against a celebratory Spanish ―backdrop,‖ to return to Larzer Ziff‘s term. Taking 

                                                   

157 For Žižek, Robespierre and John Brown are ―figures without habits‖: ―To cast off the yoke of habit 

means: if all men are equal, then all men are to be effectively treated as equal; if blacks are also human, 

they should be immediately treated as such‖ (xix). 

158 I can say this without denying the possibilities behind Michel de Certeau‘s idea of la perruque, in which 

alienating labour is transformed into subjective work: ―the worker who indulges in la perruque…cunningly 

takes pleasure in finding a way to create…products whose sole purpose is to signify his own capabilities 

through his work‖ (qtd. in Wallace 408).  
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a conventional tack, Sundquist writes, ―Festival moments are typically conservative in 

their reverence for an ancestral or nationalist past, but they are also frequently laced with 

a subversive energy derived from the temporary abridgment of social codes or 

hierarchical structures‖ (211). Sundquist‘s further claim is that, due to this coincidence of 

sociopolitical events, Delany ―strangely argues that the planning of a revolution can only 

occur in the midst of public festivity‖ (216). But this ―strange argument‖ is Sundquist‘s, 

not Delany‘s: the compacted spins, significations, and pressures Delany puts on festival 

forms in the novel are comprehensible.
159

 Floyd J. Miller, the critic who salvaged Blake, 

situates the cliché of holiday subversiveness in the context of Cuba‘s complex political 

landscape: scenes of carnivalesque cannot fully account for how Delany capitalizes on 

what Miller deems ―the fear of both Southern annexationists and Cuban exiles that Spain 

would, by liberalizing restrictions upon blacks and concurrently restricting the freedom of 

slaveholders, eventually ‗Africanize‘ Cuba‖ (xxii). Cuba succeeds the southern United 

States as the potential site for rebellion because the American conversation about the 

potential annexation of Cuba, per the Monroe Doctrine,
160

 continues to percolate as 

Delany‘s black nationalist dream of emigration to the Niger Valley fell through in 1861; 

Blake‘s extension into Cuba could be said to correct Delany‘s frustrated political project 

of extra-American nationhood, so that in Cuba Delany can reclaim a sense of 

commensurability with white American colonial ambitions—to cut off annexation at the 

pass. As Robert Levine forwards, in Cuba Blake can ―fight off white annexation through 

black ‗annexation‘ and oppose white filibusterism through black filibusterism‖ (Martin 

Delany 203), and therefore Blake can ―combat and expose the limits of U.S. nationalism 

espoused by blacks aligned with Douglass‖ (190).  

                                                   

159 Fabre‘s ―Performing Freedom‖ details the many political energies behind black election festivals in New 

England from 1740 to 1850—some conventional and others subtler.   

160 The very text of American imperialism, the Monroe Doctrine of 1823 begot, in Timothy Powell‘s 

words, ―the ‗right‘ of the United States to establish, not colonies (like those of Britain, France, and Spain), 

but capitalist/imperialist spheres of influence‖ (351).  
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Ifeoma Kiddoe Nwankwo argues that Cuba amplifies the salience of narrative 

―because the fact that those class and color boundaries were so institutionalized in Cuba 

would make their transgression, as represented in the text, even more dramatic‖ (54): not 

only due to its separate groups with separate expectations—pardos libres (partially 

African), morenos (pure), negros esclavos (black slaves)—but its geographical station 

amid the ―volatility of that Western Caribbean triangle—Cuba the slave society, with free 

Black Haiti on its right and emancipated Jamaica to its south‖ (77). I am interested, then, 

in the inter-layered motivations, beliefs, and paranoias of the many-hued actors in Cuba, 

which are galvanized during holiday and who are precariously harmonious. Delany goes 

back and forth between narrating the state celebration and narrating the secret 

congregation of the ―absent guests‖ (247), between thick description and counterpublic 

deliberations, and most significantly between documenting types of details: reports of the 

order and mood of events, on the one hand, and the turn-based dialogue of rational-

critical debate, on the other.  

With respect to the first hand: in the lead-up to the official parade, the narrator 

follows a parallel but asymmetrical statement about mood, ―The morning brought with it 

contemplated joy to the minds of the elevated, and sadness of heart to the crushed and 

oppressed people on the island‖ (244), with a report on the state of business, ―on such 

occasions is usually suspended‖ (244), the visible emblems at Moro Castle, ―on this 

occasion proudly decorated with all the national colors: the Spanish Protective, 

merchantman, man-of-war, and Spanish flags‖ (244), and then the permissions to be 

granted for the day, ―The slaves throughout the island were, as is customary on such 

occasions, given a general holiday, and all within ten leagues of the city poured in from 

every direction, like a gathering of black and threatening clouds, necessary to a fearful 

storm; while the cannon from the castle roared in tones as thunder proceeding a tempest‖ 

(244). The phrase ―on such/this occasion(s)‖ figures three times, but the predictability of 

the occasion is belied by what is a uniquely-charged elemental gathering of slaves, 

freepersons, and non-white persons. That they ―poured in from every direction‖ reiterates 
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Douglass‘ rhetorical and indexical language of unlocatability: their visibility and 

precision is masked once again by the intrusion of the gothic mode, in its import surely 

the same as Fanon‘s and Bhabha‘s moment of occult instability, which ensures the 

critical non-solid consolidation of the people—their immanence, in other words.  

After the storm metaphor, with its connotations of forecast and anticipation, 

Delany‘s narrator then fills out the many goings-on of the day, such as the ―pleasure 

boats,‖ gambling, games, and sport, of which the ―bullfight…was in high requisition‖ 

(244). Next, described as an ―amusement,‖ ―was the sport of the chase, which consisted 

in training the bloodhounds exhibited on the parade ground. This sport is such that in 

training the slave is sometimes caught and badly lacerated, which produces terror in the 

black spectators, the object designed by the custom‖ (245). The probable ―lacerations‖ of 

the slaves by the dogs are not described by the narrator, so that by way of silence Delany 

does not bask in the explicitness of spectacle but focuses on the periphery: onlookers, 

their response and constitution, and attempts at interpreting their intentions.
161

  

Structurally, the clinical language in the final clause, ―the object designed by the 

custom,‖ consciously reasserts the commonness of the amusement by flattening the sat ire 

of his using the term ―amusement‖ to begin with. Delany does so to explode more 

ominously the commonness of a custom. The first line of the following paragraph even 

                                                   

161 Delany uses a surprisingly out-of-place formal strategy later in the novel to narrate the holiday of King‘s 

Day: he defers to ―a popular American literary periodical‖ for a dispatch (Blake 299). The effect of this 

tactic is to place at one remove the regaling narration of loud emblems and the taken-out-of-oneself 

transfixion made possible in any encounter with the sublime. When he narrates Gala Day, Delany details 

the order of events and pairs each event with scenes of reading, but he does so without advertising the 

interpretative conclusions (if there are any): after the chase, the narrator reports that ―[t]he National Parade 

came next in order, being the only exhibition in which the African race took pleasure, they being desirous 

of witnessing the display of troops to learn something of the character of the soldiers that might be brought 

against them. Though not so exciting particularly to the blacks, this was the most grand and imposing scene 

of the day‖ (245). The official event closes down dissymmetrically, and the dramatization of reading (―to 

learn something of the character of the soldiers‖) is meant to appear as if it yields nothing.  
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repeats the refrain ―on that occasion‖ once more, lulling readers into the position of 

spectatorship before subverting spectacularization, so that when the paragraph also closes 

with the same refrain, the reader experiences the very mechanism of smooth-it-away 

occasions and the brief aboveground manifestations of a crumpling and disturbing 

counter-mechanism:  

Never before had the African race been so united as on that occasion, the free 

Negroes and mixed free people being in unison and sympathy with each other. 

During the sport of the chase, it was generally observed by the whites that in the 

event of a slave being caught, instead of—as formerly—indifference on the part 

of the blacks, or a shout from a portion of the free colored people present, there 

were gloomy countenances, sour angry expressions and looks of revenge, with 

general murmuring, which plainly indicated if not a preconcerted action, at least a 

general understanding pertaining to that particular amusement. There was a 

greater tendency to segregation instead of a seeming desire to mingle as formerly 

among the whites, as masses of the Negroes, mulattoes and quadroons, Indians 

and even Chinaman, could be seen together, to all appearance absorbed in 

conversation on matters disconnected entirely from the occasion of the day. (245) 

The paragraph‘s symmetry (―on that occasion‖ to ―from this occasion‖) also manages to 

dot its interior with two symmetrical instances of ―formerly‖—but this is the very word 

that marks the separation of the past from the present and marks the singularity of this 

occasion. I am witnessing, therefore, the opening up and closing down of dissent in the 

very movement of Delany‘s paragraph. It has to close, unlike Dickinson‘s poems: 

seemingly readable differences have to be abandoned to be preserved. Just as Blake as 

―the lost boy of Cuba‖ completes his nostos, so the text is marked by structural returns 

and repetitions, calculated closings-down.
162

  

                                                   

162 Here is a prime example of return in the service of bandaging the possibility of dissent. Even though the 

narrator intimates the simultaneity of official and unofficial events, the prose tilts towards the official by 

the end: 
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 In contrast to symmetry, there is an evolution in the paragraph in both the form 

and content of sound: first there is a precedent ―shout from a portion of the free colored 

people present,‖ then second is the hum of ―general murmuring,‖ which recalls Douglass, 

and then this murmuring is translated into self-contained and engrossed conversation: ―to 

all appearance absorbed in conversation on matters disconnected entirely from the 

occasion of the day.‖ This turn away from wailing (Douglass‘ term) confirms Rebecca 

Biggio‘s claim that ―community-building secrecy is, in and of itself, the central and 

consistent insurrectionary message of the novel‖ (439), such that ―black community is 

more frightening than black violence‖ (440).  

Notice the language of totality, solidarity, and plurality in the above passage: ―the 

African race,‖ ―Never before…so united,‖ ―in unison and sympathy,‖ ―if not a 

preconcerted action, at least a general understanding,‖ ―tendency to segregation,‖ and 

―masses of the Negroes, mulattoes and quadroons, Indians and even Chinaman could be 

seen together.‖ Delany expands his terms outward from the lump of ―the African race‖ to 

the more finely discriminating ―masses of the Negroes, mulattoes and quadroons, Indians 

and even Chinaman,‖ just as he moves away from a too-good-to-be-true declaration of 

solidarity and instead exposes the ambivalence behind every behavior, action, and sign: 

―which plainly indicted, if not…,‖ ―a seeming desire,‖ and ―to all appearance.‖ His 

hesitations are voiced not merely from the perspective of white spectators, but from an 

internal perspective, and as such the irony between appearance and reality registers the 

melting point of each collective term. It is not the case, the narrator suggests, that 

detachment or segregation is in effect: neither in body nor in mind are there ―plain‖ 

                                                                                                                                                       

Whilst the palace was the scene of life and gaiety, thronged with those in the highest enjoyment of 

their rights, free to go and come when and where they pleased, all fondly uniting in loyalty and 

deference to do homage to the sovereign demands of Spain, little dreaming of serious 

contingencies or trouble, there was at the same time going on in another part of the city an affair, 

though if not so grand and potent at least it may have been equally as interesting, and in all 

probability much more portentous than the elevated assemblage at the seat of government of 

Count Alcora, the Captain General—the proud and haughty military Chief of Cuba. (Blake 248) 
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separations. The conspirators are ―absorbed in conversation,‖ but they are also absorbed 

into the allness and uniqueness of the occasion. 

This kind of hysterical publicity is reinforced at the end of the chapter, after the 

afternoon events have ended and before the evening ones begin, where the narrator 

repeats his language from at the start of the parade (―every direction‖): ―the thousands 

who crowded the thorough fares dispersing in every direction…Of the thousands thus 

dispersing, various feelings existed. Some were merry, others sad—some joyful, others 

mad; some discouraged, others encouraged—some hopeful, others despairing‖ (246). 

Directions and feelings thus anonymous and tangled, though oddly rhyming and 

complementary, the narrator then illustrates his limited and sporadic power of 

omniscience by tethering only two groups to three feelings: ―Among the disappointed 

should be considered the restless American part of the inhabitants known as ‗patriots‘; 

the sad and hopeful were the black and colored people who had determined to manage in 

future their own affairs‖ (246). While the Americans are singled out for being crestfallen 

at this exhibition of Spanish nationalism, the narrator goes on to elaborate the future-

oriented ―black and colored people,‖ who from here on in he calls ―this portion‖: 

…there were among this portion of the inhabitants those who determined that for 

the last time they had looked with passiveness upon the sad scene of training 

bloodhound upon the living flesh of their kindred and sporting in luxury on the 

misfortunes of their race. Whilst reflecting upon these scenes with a sad and 

heavy heart, they could only discern before them a dark and gloomy pathway, 

which but now and again was lighted up by the sudden outbursting of a concealed 

flame, deeply hidden in their breast, flashing as they passed along. But they had 

on encouragement—a faint, steady light away off in the distance—discernable 

through the obscurity of space—the Star of Hope—whose cheering rays had 

reached them, encouraging them onward in their slow but steady march. (246) 

In the hiatus between afternoon and evening events, affect is straightened out (previously 

bunched) into a metaphorical event with a different spatiotemporal signature—a ―slow 
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but steady march,‖ as if from Hawthorne or Whitman. But Delany inflects his version of 

serial group movement with Douglass‘ language of inaccessibility/accessibility (―whose 

cheering rays had reached them‖) and inverts Douglass‘ fiat lux: this light of 

encouragement is oxymoronically figured as ―a concealed flame.‖ The ―sudden 

outbursting‖ is like a periperformative utterance. Even more suggestively, it is 

―discernable through the obscurity of space,‖ along a ―dark and gloomy pathway,‖ and 

―deeply hidden in their breast.‖ Darkness, not light, is projected everywhere and does not 

recede in this passage. In the context of the parade‘s lull, the public manifestation of ―this 

portion‖ (the most public it will ever get) transitions into an orchestrated darkness and 

manufactured invisibility, which bridge ―Gala Day‖ on one side and ―Great Gathering at 

Madame Cordora‘s‖ on the other side. Thus, before properly detailing the embodied 

counter-celebration, Delany‘s resistance passes through the sieve of disembodiment—

successive disembodiments, even, because of the earlier abstractions of ―this portion‖ and 

―the African race.‖  

Maurice Wallace draws on Lawrence Levine‘s conception of African-Americans 

as a ―people who have walked through American history with their cultural lanterns 

obscured from the unknowing and unseeing eye of outside observers‖ (qtd. in Wallace 

415) to describe what he calls ―the strategic dissimulations in public culture that this 

group has privately engineered for its protection‖ (415). Here too obscurity makes 

figurative light paradoxical. The question is, then, what happens when ―public culture‖ 

and its ―outside observers‖ are barred entrance? Are we privy to a desired void of 

―dissimulations‖? Wallace makes the case for ―the Grand Official Council in part two of 

Blake as a depiction of Masonic seclusion‖ (414), which thereby links the creation of a 

black counterpublic with an historically anti-public ethos, as in the Masons‘ response to 

―Man as a Processionist.‖ Worse than being considered anti-public, Freemasonry, and to 

a greater extent black Freemasonry, has been castigated as anti-republican to white 

American society and a threat to white American Masons, as Rebecca Skidmore Biggio 

notes (449). Delany articulates Freemasonry‘s critique of and challenge to official 
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productions in his early text Origins and Objects of Ancient Freemasonry (1853), where 

he argues that black Masonry antedates white Masonry: ―Truly, if the African race have 

no legitimate claims to Masonry, then it is illegitimate to all the rest of all mankind‖ (66). 

Freemasonry is at once an assailant and the assailed, making it therefore a highly 

deliberate and debatable form of organization. In Bruce Harvey‘s formulation, Delany 

―fixated upon secretive black enclaves whose rituals, mysteries, and organizational 

minutiae at once functioned to bracket out white oppressors and to privilege his role as 

the elite, inspired pedagogue teaching the lessons of black nationality‖ (200-1).  

Readers are allowed into this bracketed-out space in part because they have access 

to no more than the word of Delany‘s narrator, and so cannot tease out the ironies in its 

secret presentation. Returning to Fabre‘s distinction between public and hidden 

transcripts, I note that there are no competing accounts of Cordora‘s party; Delany is 

unable to defer to a popular periodical. Fabre argues that published reports of black 

celebrations unconsciously reveal ―the spirit of the time, of the interests and prejudices of 

the speaker,‖ which are wont to ―emphasize and deride the childish, ludicrous aspects, or 

grotesque, slightly farcical and exotic elements, the extravagance and the pomposity‖ 

(93). It is interesting to think that the derision of ―Man as a Processionist‖ can be 

considered a de facto racialized text, which the ―I‘s a funeral‖ response easily 

understands and matches. Rather than a speaker‘s derision, Delany presents the laudatory 

and respectful appreciations of the careful fortunateness of this gathering.  

Delany tries to reassure the reader that the gathering at Cordora‘s will flesh out 

the disembodied, make taxonomic the oxymoronic: ―But a peep in at this unsuspected 

gathering would give an idea of its designs and general character‖ (249). But a peep! This 

reassurance, though, is somewhat filtered through the host, Madame Cordora:   

All that wealth and refinement, modified by simplicity and an entire absence of 

ostentation and display—except, indeed, the richly furnished mansion and 

valuable table plate and jewelry so much in taste with Spaniards—could 

accomplish was contributed. Her own exemplary deportment and high-toned 
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conversations, the edifying discourses of Montego, the elevated influence and 

demeanor of the Blacus family and such persons, made the assemblage one that 

bore no disparaging comparison with the splendid fete then being held in gilded 

drawing rooms of the Government Palace. (252) 

Dutifully, the prose closes. However, within the bosom of this boasted failure of analogy 

resides the mansion; that is, the Spanish mansion as the container of rebellious 

preparations is itself contained in the parenthetical aside. Thus, in a passage that seems to 

spill over from the Gala Day narration in its finale, Delany experiments with the 

mechanics of visible and invisible revelation by amplifying the gyrations and involutions 

of meaning: simultaneous/sequential, absence/presence, analogy/singularity, 

synecdoche/metonymy, nostos/march.  

This last dialectic, between return and progress, is one with Aravamudan‘s notion 

of tropological revision. In short, as the form carries on in this new setting, form itself 

becomes unstable. Madame Cordora‘s revolutionary council is that which cannot be 

shown, that which cannot enter into spectacular view so as to intellectually exploit the 

gaps in its narration—this despite the narrator‘s insistence to the contrary: 

There was no empty parade and imitative aping, nor unmeaning pretensions 

observed in their doings, but all seeming fully to comprehend the importance of 

the ensemble. They were earnest, firm, and determined; discarded everything 

which detracted from their object, permitting nothing to interfere. Thus 

intelligently united, a dangerous material existed in the midst of such an element 

as Cuba. (252) 

Not only is Delany‘s prose consonant with Fabre‘s insistence on the more-than-imitative 

techné of black elections, but it is also literarily scientific: the words ―material‖ and 

―element‖ alchemize people into objects, into perhaps that sediment of an African statue 

expressed in Delany‘s response to Lincoln‘s assassination. It might be more proper to say 

that rebel persons are made abstract and concrete in the same breath—though air in the 

mansion is in short supply. For a rhetorical moment, the text is hermetically sealed, and 
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then duly finite. (This is Delany‘s ―All is a‖ moment, from which there is no need to 

build upon or transgress.) The tendency to close down, which characterized Delany‘s 

prose, turns inside-out and opens up. After this brief tour of the enclave, there is nowhere 

to go but to see—and see these newly-formed persons through—the providential 

unfolding of the plot: the gender debate, Blake‘s coronation, the wounded poet, and mass 

panic. The rest of Blake offers up these discretely related events which revel in, if 

anything, that wayward transitiveness of the procession, that frequent displacement of 

solidity into accretion, concatenation, and what Whitman calls debouching.  

 

5. Epilogue 

There is but a single indexical instance of ―procession‖ in Blake. It occurs in the 

first part of the novel and is thus distant from the pageantry in the second part. In 

Arkansas, Blake encounters a funeral procession for an ―assassinated statesman‖ (91).
163

 

Hurriedly passing on in the darkness of the night, Henry suddenly came upon a 

procession in the wilderness, slowly and silently marching on, the cortege 

consisting principally of horsemen, there being but one vehicle, advanced by four 

men on horseback. Their conversation seemed at intervals of low, muttering, 

                                                   

163 The transport of death that Blake witnesses is the result of violence between men and, further, 

assassination. In the hut of Aunt Rachel and Uncle Jerry, Blake is enlightened about ―the way they treat 

each other‖ (91): 

On enquiry, it appeared that in the senate a misunderstanding on the rules of order and 

parliamentary usage occurred, when the Speaker, conceiving himself insulted by the senator who 

had the floor, deliberately arose from his chair, when approaching the senator, drove a bowie knife 

through his body from the chest, which laid him a corpse upon the senate floor. (90)  

The template for this story is the caning of abolitionist Charles Sumner by Preston Brooks in 1856. Delany, 

however, deprives the story of any moral high ground so that no trace of abolitionist sentiment backs the 

violence. Delany goes one further and reports the incident in his narrator‘s proper prose, both doing 

violence to Aunt Rachel and Uncle Jerry‘s words and showing how violence resides in these sanitized 

words—in ―the rules of order and parliamentary usage.‖ 
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awestricken voices. The vehicle was closely covered, and of a sad, heavy sound 

by the rattling of the wheels upon the unfinished path of the great Arkansas road. 

Here he sat in silence listening, waiting for the passage of the solemn procession, 

but a short distance from whence in the thicket stood the hut of the slave to whom 

he was sent. (88) 

The object of that winding first sentence is ―a procession in the wilderness,‖ a phrase 

which immediately Americanizes it; Blake calls his mission an ―errand‖ on the next page 

(89).
164

 Blake‘s allusion to the Puritan jeremiads of the pre-colonial continent, however, 

means something else when it is replaced by ―procession.‖ This meeting takes place, as in 

Longfellow‘s ―The Bridge,‖ in redundancy: ―in the darkness of the night.‖ Where 

Longfellow‘s solitude became multitudinous, Blake‘s solitude is a priori in the service of 

the many, and therefore the meeting with the procession does not proffer automatic 

energy and lyrical death as surrogates. Neither does a syntactical procession arise from 

the indexical; the procession in its first locution partakes of the indexical, analogical, and 

allegorical categories. Closing down the syntactical is how Delany makes the trope 

advantageous. 

Delany describes the procession in conventional terms (―slowly and silently,‖ 

later ―solemn‖), while also allowing for its conceptual fraternization with a similar 

vehicle: Delany‘s complex verb is ―marching on‖ and the dependent clause after the verb 

introduces the related term ―cortege.‖ The subtitle of Louis Marin‘s essay, 

―Demonstration, Cortege, Parade, Procession,‖ identifies this family of vehicles. 

―Cortege‖ gives participation an object: to usher a body, whether dead or alive. A cortege 

illustrates the interplay between totality and exclusion, as in Melville‘s ―Bartleby, the 

Scrivener,‖ because all participate in forward movement, even the ushered or coerced 

body. If that body is dead, then it cannot actively participate.  

                                                   

164 See Perry Miller‘s Errand into the Wilderness and Sacvan Bercovitch‘s The American Jeremiad for 

fleshed-out accounts of what the errand means to the foundation of America.  
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What is notable about the above passage is Delany‘s insistence on ―there being 

but one vehicle.‖ Although Delany deploys ―multiple terms‖ to mimic what for Blake is a 

partially occluded ―phenomenon,‖ in Matthias Reiss‘ words (2), the mood of the 

phenomenon corrects its course, and death, as in Hawthorne‘s ―Procession of Life,‖ 

makes ―procession‖ unequivocal yet textually mobile. It stretches, sidles into adjacent 

meanings, and almost gets carried away, but ultimately it is reined in by metalepsis or 

return: the procession is a funeral procession. That it should be at one with itself, even as 

the road it travels on remains ―unfinished,‖ is Delany‘s contribution to processional 

thinking. When Blake enters the ―hut of the slave to whom he was sent,‖ he confesses to 

its inhabitants, ―A procession passed just before I came to your door, which I took for a 

funeral‖ (90). The reply is, ―Yes, chile, dat‘s it, da kill im down dah‖ (90). The fact that 

Blake ―took‖ the procession, cortege, and vehicle for a ―funeral‖ would appear to divide 

processions from their typical and constitutive occasions. Certainly, Whitman divides the 

procession this way in ―A Leaf for Hand in Hand‖ by substituting the need for occasion 

with a call for ―common[ness]‖ (line 6). Delany‘s division, however, is an illusion; the 

procession could not be otherwise. Rather, he chooses along the lines of the boy who 

proclaims, ―I‘s a funeral‖: this isometric relationship between boy and funeral or, in 

Delany‘s case, procession and funeral asserts a oneness that is not an allness but a kind of 

local unity or what I earlier called sympathetic monomania. This isometric and metaleptic 

identity is a disciplinary measure that tames wildness and reasserts the original nature of 

the assignment: death to slavery.  

Death and violence portend the procession, whether in the example of President 

Lincoln‘s assassination, Dickinson‘s ―Calvary of Wo,‖ the ambivalent spectacle of troops 

in ―Give Me the Silent Splendid Sun,‖ Major Molineux‘s tar-and-feathering, Bartleby‘s 

daylight removal to the Tombs, and even ―the burden of sorrow‖ in ―The Bridge.‖ Blake, 

however, defers violence: thus, the ―procession in the wilderness‖ wanders from the 

indexical (a funeral for an assassinated statesman) but not as far as the syntactical. Henry 

Blake is the advantageous correction to the speaker of ―The Bridge‖ because Blake and 
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automatic movement are synonymous. The procession does not march away from Blake, 

like it marches away from Longfellow‘s speaker and Chopin‘s narrator, but it is Blake, 

errand in the wilderness. It is not his substitute or surrogate, not his parodic commentary 

on group mobilization, not corollary of his narration, and not inflected by the richness of 

his wayside or vantage. Lyrical death pales in comparison to the social death experienced 

by slaves. The procession is as unusable as the Gala Day parade will be considered 

―empty‖ and ―unmeaning‖ (252). Yet, by the end of the novel, Blake and his compatriots, 

against all foils, are ―intelligently united‖ (252).  

In 1862, the year Blake breaks off unfinished, though ―intelligently united,‖ 

Dickinson has a poem (Fr. 406) in which her speaker hears ―Cadences too grand / But for 

the Justified Processions / At the Lord‘s Right hand‖ (lines 6-8). These final lines of the 

poem trade a hierarchy of superlatives (―too grand / But for‖) for a form of metonymic 

grandeur (―At the Lord‘s Right hand‖). Even the event of Recollection can be said to be 

temporally adjacent to an event called Collection, but in the first lines of the poem it is 

―play[ing]‖ (2) ―Over and over, like a Tune‖ (1). This self-contained operation, though 

posterior to Collection, initially refuses metonymy and periphery. The simile, ―like a 

Tune,‖ foreshadows in its side-step how ―the Justified Processions‖ will renew 

metonymy by sliding away from external signs, honors, or justifications. Since they are 

already ―Justified,‖ these processions do not need to be honored or decorated by 

―Cadences‖ or ―Drums‖ (3). Neither are the processions external signs or justifications 

for something else (ie. the Lord); rather, they are ―Justified‖ unto themselves. In this way, 

―the Justified processions‖ are similar to Delany‘s ―procession in the wilderness‖ as 

subjects both fit to wander and yet identical with themselves. Dickinson‘s procession 

wards off extra signs, just as Delany‘s procession strays from but returns to its identity as 

a funeral procession. The operation of memory, Recollection, is circular, repetitive, and 

hermetic, while the operation of thought-as-procession brings together the metonymic 

and the circular: adjacent to the Lord, but perhaps equally self-justified. Tropes in their 

very nature, as Longinus, Lacan, and Aravamudan propose, press forward unmastered, all 
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the while being tethered to their previous advantages and original employments. This is 

also Blake‘s mission: what remains incompatible in the novel is ―Christianity and 

slavery, not religion and revolution,‖ as Roger W. Hite argues (196, Hite‘s emphasis). 

Blake‘s errand, like the procession, is self-evident and internally justified, virtuous 

without recourse to the official and gaudy productions of national and racist validation. 

Like Whitman and American exceptionalism, however, such virtue is at all points 

deferred.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

In the second volume of Democracy in America, Tocqueville indirectly describes 

the difference between associations and publics in terms of their visibility. His 

observations about modes of civic assembly act as a prelude to his thorough discussion of 

print culture and the free press in the United States. In Tocqueville‘s estimation, the 

flattening out of distinctions in a democracy results in loneliness and myopia; all 

assembly is a reaction to loneliness, and therefore a reaction to democracy. The following 

accounts for the formation of so many associations, groups, and clubs: ―In the United 

States, as soon as several inhabitants have taken up an opinion or an idea they wish to 

promote in society, they seek each other out and unite together once they have made 

contact. From that moment, they are no longer isolated but have become a power seen 

from afar whose activities serve as an example and whose words are heeded‖ (599). 

Instead of a realm where communication occurs between powerful aristocrats, the social 

structure of the United States permits communication between powerful associations, 

those which can be ―seen from afar‖—provided that their unity is not an invisibility.  

When it comes to publics, though, power and visibility are much more difficult to 

measure. For Tocqueville, a public is formed when the physicality of bodies will not 

suffice, or when loneliness and weakness are found coextensive with the crowd: ―it often 

happens that, in democratic countries, a large number of men who want or need to form 

an association cannot do so because they fail to see or find each other because they are all 

very puny and lost in the crowd‖ (601). He does not use the term ―public,‖ but I 

recognize Michael Warner‘s and, before him, Habermas‘ ideas in this statement. A public 

is first and foremost contrasted with the crowd: in fact, the crowd conceals good opinions 

and ideas. The crowd is a figure of messiness and clutter; the word ―lost‖ evokes as 

much. ―Then a newspaper appears,‖ Tocqueville continues, ―to publish the opinion or 

idea which had occurred simultaneously but separately to each of them. Immediately, 
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everyone turns towards this light and those wandering spirits, having sought each other 

for a long time in the darkness, at last meet and unite‖ (601). A newspaper, however, can 

organize the crowd, filter out noise, discredit puniness, and more importantly heal one‘s 

loneliness and sight. The crowd dissipates vision, while a public cleans it out. 

Tocqueville‘s focus on opinions and ideas in print also indicates a different time 

signature than the mere amassment of bodies: as Warner argues, what delineates a public 

is ―the concatenation of texts through time‖ (62). A public, like an idea, is tested against 

time. For these two reasons, diachronic extension and optical cleansing, I call the 

procession the trope of tropes. The trope of the procession dramatizes how tropes work: 

they are a record of advantageous swerves from original meanings, and, as such, 

significations are contiguous with one another and form a sequence. Previous meanings 

are transgressed but not lost; instead, they are left by the wayside. Incidentally, it is only 

from these left-behind spaces, old neighborhoods, and peripheries that one is able to 

witness and evaluate the benefits of a new swerve. In Longfellow, Poe, Chopin, 

Hawthorne, Whitman, Dickinson, and Delany, the wayside is the space of narrative, 

which itself unfolds in linear time, as if the narrator in the wayside were leeching the 

residue from the procession‘s own linearity. Writers of the wayside must negotiate this 

fundamental tension in the trope of the procession and in the tropological in general: that, 

similar to the guiding light of a public, while a unity may finally be glimpsed, this unity 

is receding or escaping or decaying. Narrative is subject to decay, just as language, for 

Lacan, cannot be mastered: it escapes in a chain from the speaker.  

Inside the procession, one is caught up in the discordant thrashings of the 

procession‘s momentum, as is the case in Chopin‘s ―A Reflection,‖ and it is clear that 

there can be no reflection without distance or exclusion. The crowd is a circle without the 

promise of a line or sequence. A circle on top of a circle cannot see itself. But it is only 

when one is outside of the procession that one sees the procession. If the procession, and 

not the crowd, is an allegory for the American people or the democratic experience or the 

human cosmos, then it is an elegant but remote community: the moment you see it, you 
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are out of it, and by being out of it, you are responsible for how it looks from afar. For 

Hawthorne, it appears too suddenly. For Whitman, it erases synecdoche. For Delany, it is 

nationalistic and gaudy.  

The procession is paradoxical, in Emerson‘s thought, because it is both a circle 

and a line, and as a result it is more stable than a public, which is diffuse and unmoored 

in space and time. Processions are spatially and temporally extensive, but they are also in 

their microscopic units held together by contiguity, nearness, and touch—this group of 

relationships I call metonymy. In this way, I refashion the necessity of co-presence in 

assembly, which crowds and parades demand, and which publics abstract and repress. 

Whitman insists on building the collective hand-in-hand, while for Hawthorne the touch 

of hand to hand must be indefinite to resist aggression. Delany‘s counterpublic of slaves, 

excluded from the metonymic reorganizations of Hawthorne and Whitman, must avoid 

co-presence (or else its rebellion is thwarted), while it simultaneously articulates 

concatenation, that is, the processionistic expression of the life of a group over time.  

From the vantage of the wayside, it is possible to redefine the shape, trajectory, 

and connective tissue of a moving body because the implacable totality recedes and 

splinters, is compromised and made complex. Instead of reflecting the all-consuming 

doom of Sacvan Bercovitch‘s rendering of America as ―a totalistic bipolar system, 

sufficient to itself,‖ in which everything is either American or falsely American 

(Jeremiad 179), the procession constantly fractures self-sufficiency: into procession and 

wayside, from procession to parade, from procession to march, into the analogical, 

allegorical, and syntactical. This multiplication or declension gives the edge and 

periphery and the neighborhood as much constitutive value as the ever-receding and 

energetic procession. These genuine alternatives accrue and concatenate, and do not in 

fact fall by the wayside. Instead of doom, the revelation of the series and the chain gives 

expression to what Sherwood Anderson calls ―the sadness of sophistication‖ (234).  
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The phrase occurs in the climactic short story ―Sophistication‖ from the story 

cycle Winesburg, Ohio (1919). Anderson‘s George Willard matures as he reviews his life 

and situates himself in time: 

There is a time in the life of every boy when he for the first time takes the 

backward view of life . . . If he be an imaginative boy a door is torn open and for 

the first time he looks out upon the world, seeing, as though they marched in 

procession before him, the countless figures of men who before his time have 

come out of nothingness into the world, lived their lives and again disappeared 

into nothingness. The sadness of sophistication has come to the boy. (234) 

This is Anderson‘s early twentieth-century variation on Longfellow‘s ―I see the long 

procession / Still passing to and fro,‖ Hawthorne‘s ―whole procession of mortal 

travellers,‖ Whitman‘s ―All is a procession,‖ Chopin‘s ―moving procession of human 

energy,‖ and Crane‘s ―procession of memory.‖ Anderson‘s swerve of the trope connects 

to those in the sequence before him in its emphasis on sight: ―the backward view‖ and 

―for the first time he looks out upon the world.‖ What he adds, however, are the suffixes 

―-less‖ and ―-ness‖ to ―countless‖ and ―nothingness,‖ which radically expand the scope 

of the boy‘s vision and also threatens it with reductio ad absurdum. Even though ―the 

countless figures of men‖ are connected together and form a procession, these men are 

bracketed by two zones of ―nothingness.‖ The men may be ―countless,‖ but there is 

something about nothingness which curtails their numbers, makes countless finite rather 

than infinite. The unity of the procession—that glimpsed totality—is thus as visible as it 

is invisible, as unveiled as it is insubstantial. For Anderson, this is the gift of the wayside: 

the sad, sophisticated awareness that the ideal of a totality or unity is profoundly 

circumscribed or hemmed in. The light from the procession, to return to Tocqueville, is 

intermittent and tinged with mortality. Imagine how very different the rhetoric of 

American exceptionalism would be if the trope of the procession, which is really the 

trope of the wayside, were still intuited and deployed today.  
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Appendix A 

Torchlight Procession 

 

Adam Weingärtner, ―Torchlight Procession around the World‖ (circa 1858), Library of 

Congress. Photograph cropped. 
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Appendix B 

Order of the Procession 

 

―Broadside Giving the Order in Great Detail of President Lincoln‘s Funeral Procession in 

Washington, D.C.‖ Lincoln North Collection, McGill University, Montreal. Photograph 

cropped. 


