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Unfolding

Of course, the language of flowers is not for everyone. In the nineteenth
century, few whites believed that a black person, a slave even, could own the
capacity “to stamp intelligence and expression on a simple posy” (Gamble 17).
It must have been a provocation, or, for some, a moment of triumph, to observe
that “the whole front” of Uncle Tom’s legendary cabin “was covered by a large,
scarlet bignonia and a native multiflora rose, which, entwisting and interlac-
ing, left scarce a vestige of the rough logs to be seen” (Stowe 20). Danger and
beauty reside side by side on the plantation, and it is the slave woman’s garden
that cautions us against the sentimentality of the scene: the “various brilliant
annuals, such as marigolds, petunias, four-o'clocks” exude a negative mix of
trouble (marigolds), anger (petunias), and timidity (four-o’clocks). What drives
Aunt Chloe, the gardener of this “neat garden-patch”? Is the “cook,” which she
“certainly was, in the very bone and center of her soul,” also a healer who works
with the magical power of flowers that she knows will “unfold their splendors”
(Stowe 20)? In the mid-nineteenth century, homeopathy was more popular in
the United States than in Europe, and, like many of their time, the Beecher
family relies on homeopaths, hydropaths, and other alternative doctors. Is Aunt
Chloe’s gardening scheme based on the “like cures like” (similia similibus curen-
tur) principle? Or is her flower bed a far cry from a medieval belief in magical
spells, but a protective ring to fend off the collective fears of the slave commu-
nity? Or is it simply a sign for the white reader, a hint at the dark things to
come? Whatever the motivation: Chloe appropriates and continues the latest fad
that was also further popularizing Flora’s Dictionary: some editions included
blank pages in several colors, inviting readers to contribute their own pressed
specimens. Chloe’s marigolds, however, are alive, nodding their heads—a black
worman’s thoughts planted on a white man’s property. Chloe seems to know the
strengths and limits of her art when she exclaims that “Mas’r George is such
a beautiful reader” (27). In the lives of slaves, listening can bring relief. Yet
ultimately, literacy is a matter of survival, not beauty.

Ceremonies

Shortly after Harriet Beecher Stowe had, according to rumor, caused the
American Civil War, Dorothea Dix was appointed the Union’s Superintendent
of Army Nurses. At the time she was known as a tireless crusader for improv-
ing the lives of the mentally ill but also as a writer of didactic fiction. Only once
did she break out of the moral norms that governed her stories: in 1829 she
followed the same popular fad as Flora’s Dictionary and published A Garland
of Flora. The book was not only a commercial failure but led Dix to abruptly
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Granite

In the early 1880s, almost ten years before the story was published as a book
(Mizora, 1889), the Cincinnati Examiner printed a couple of installments about
an unknown country where “[ajnimals and domestic fowls were long extinct,”
thus causing a “weird silence” (Lane 54). The anonymous author of this strange
scene was a middle-aged schoolteacher named Mary Bradley Lane; a woman we
know little about to this day. If she seems radical now, she was certainly back
then, and yet her views were deeply informed by the scientific debates, philo-
sophical struggles, and collective needs of a restless era. In Mizora nature must
be tamed to allow for aesthetic appreciation. This is not to ignore that in the late
nineteenth century, the death of species, including birds (some of which were
hunted to extinction for their feathers), was followed by a nationwide call for
responsive policies. And yet the desire for tranquility and structure was exces-
sive: still haunted by images of natural destruction wrought by war, Lane’s
audience was spared the more threatening aspects of America’s landscapes
and could find consolation in the “glorious atmosphere” of a feminized pictur-
esque idyll, lying “asleep in voluptuous beauty” (15). Once we move beyond this
“enchanted territory,” the description centers on the ordering perspective and
symmetry of a European garden (15). Carefully arranged and highly artificial, it
is organized around a defining center, a marble structure that houses a gigantic
college, framed by stairs, fountains and water basins. It is here, right below the
rim, that “a wreath of blood red roses, that looked as though they had just been
plucked from the stems” meets the eye of the narrating “1” (64). She, the visitor
from the real world, reacts stunned-—not scandalized—upon realizing that the
queen of flowers is not a temporary ornament but “the work of an artist, and
durable as granite” (G4). Not much is left of that “blush of bashfulness” that
Flora’s Dictionary attaches to the red rose’s “angel whiteness.”

If traditional beauty is eternal in Mizora, and nature is an “effect” of
“something charming,” they are both brought about exclusively by superior
female talent and skill (17). Home to a tribe of hyper-intelligent blonde women,
the land of Mizora is run by coordinated collective talent that in its organization
resembles a beehive: the blondes study and experiment enthusiastically in
order to develop their all-female nation further. In their version of the pursuit
of happiness, everything falls into place.

Their population is the result of (a not-so-)natural selection—the Civil
War and its even more chaotic aftermath had laid bare the enormity of men’s
inherent inferiority, kicking off a long process of natural selection which
eventually led to the extinction of the male gender. Freed from male disaster
and from the restraining effect of the “dark race,” the novel’s Darwinian victors
discover “the secret of life” in their laboratories, which allows them to produce
ever new daughters for their nation (92, 103). This ultimately helps them
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marginalization. Symbolically placed at the lower end of a society that struggles
economically, and wholly dependent on the support of others, the “young negro
mother” of twins (signaling her fecundity) is the least hopeful of those who
try their luck on Chestnut Street. Powerfully juxtaposed against a description
of the “conservatory of rare flowers” and “the Baldwin mansion,” her misery
suggests a racial dimension that complicates this seemingly harmonious
picture of multifaceted poverty and individual effort. In a metonymic shift, the
image of the black mother with her children is captured in the metaphorical
conservatory, waiting to be admired just like the “incredible orchids” of the
wealthy.

As has been argued with regard to the poetic figure of the “black whale,”
Whitman warranted particular attention to color as metaphor, and there is often
a strong racial component to this usage (Beach 55-100). Immediately linked to
the black mother and her “coffee-color’d twins,” the “rare flowers, flaunting
reds, yellows, snowy lilies, incredible orchids” invoke popular definitions of
the shades of blackness that circulated in nineteenth-century America and
that were often associated with the names of flowers. (The antebellum folk
song “The Yellow Rose of Texas” comes to mind here: “There’s a yellow rose
in Texas, that I am going to see / No other darky knows her, no darky only
me’). In Whitman’s street scene, despair and poverty, beauty and abundance,
but also exoticism and a sexualized lack of constraint are intertwined. The
metaphor is dense and multilayered: cast as an exhilarating spectacle of
otherness, the black family beautifies a new, lively, and diverse America. And
yet the ensemble is strangely removed from the bustling street scene; it appears
“cramm’d in” the conservatory of the rich white man’s mansion: after all, this
nineteenth-century tableau vivant puts on display the “rare flowers” of slavery
and miscegenation. Whitman, who could never bring himself to fully welcome
African Americans as part of his postwar democratic vision, left it to his readers
to decide whether, and to what degree, this “exotic” constellation would be free
from the trauma and economic deprivation that, years after the Emancipation
Proclamation, continued to separate them from the hopes and opportunities of
white Americans.

Beguiling Scents

By including orchids as exotic objects of contemplation, Whitman deviated
from his usual repertoire of native species. This is not to say that he did not
seek inspiration outside the confines of his country—he was, in fact, fascinated
by the mystical and spiritual traditions of Asia, and Indian thought in particu-
lar helped him on his quest for wholeness and for the spiritual re-invigoration
of the American self. Whitman lived long enough to observe how American
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