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In Democratic Vistas, I argue, Whitman proposed the idea of an aesthetic education able to raise America’s cultural achievements beyond the political and economic levels of development reached with the Founding and after the Civil War. Whitman’s chosen aesthetic pedagogy was poetry, which was to teach America the democratic ideal of reconciliation. When the ideal of reconciliation is fleshed out of Leaves of Grass, however, we find Whitman using language to create visual images, which more than words are to bear the burden of teaching reconciliation. Whitman’s reliance on visual images anticipates America’s visual culture, if he does not already foresee it, and poses the question whether visual images circulating through mass culture today, specifically in film, teach the ideal of reconciliation he trusted to language only in the first instance.

