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It is an understatement to say that the Civil War was one of the most destructive events 
in US history. Over four years, roughly 752,000 soldiers died. As Drew Gilpin Faust 
reminds us, that number is roughly equal to the total American fatalities in the 
Revolution, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, the Spanish-American War, World War I, 
World War II, and the Korean War combined. In terms of the population, 2 percent of 
Americans perished, or to give this number a sense of scale, that would be equivalent to 
7,500,000 million people today. As the title for Timothy H. O’Sullivan’s famous 
photograph of the aftermath of the Battle of Gettysburg dubbed it, that battle—and the 
Civil War more broadly—was a “harvest of death.” 
 
Yet to die on the battlefield might have been preferable to surviving long enough to be 
treated by mid-nineteenth-century medical practitioners. The three biggest killers of the 
Civil War were not cannonballs, minié balls, or bayonets, but typhoid fever, malaria, and 
acute diarrhea—all diseases brought on by unsanitary hospital conditions and doctors 
ignorant of sepsis or germ theory. To combat gangrene, treat complicated wounds, and 
attend to obliterated appendages, Civil War doctors performed amputations at a 
staggering rate. An unstoppable wasting away from fever and the relentless pain of 
amputated appendages were just some of the entries in a macabre catalogue of suffering. 
While this was a catalogue realized in the wounded bodies that emerged from the 
hospital doors, it also emerged from the pages of writers who recorded the devastating 
irony that the war’s cruelest cut might have been to let one actually survive its frenzied 
beginnings.  
 
One such writer of the atrocities of war was Walt Whitman. Having come to Falmouth, 
Virginia in December 1862 to search for his brother, and finding him alive instead, 
Whitman nevertheless became swept up in the hostilities. He began ministering to the 
dying and disabled as a nurse, witnessing firsthand the sky-high costs that the war levied 
on his “boys,” as he called them. Recorded narratively in his Memoranda During the War 
(1875)—later folded into Specimen Days (1892)—and ruminated on poetically in Drum-
Taps (1865), Whitman worked to reconcile his early unbridled attraction to the “body 
electric” with the stark realities of the body broken. In The Afterlives of Specimens, Lindsay 
Tuggle explores how Whitman attempted to reconcile these conflicted understandings of 
the body by recovering the medical and scientific discourses with which he engaged. At 
this interface, she discovers Whitman’s complex desire both to cherish the body’s 
preeminence and to mourn the devastations of war through the written word. In a deft 
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study that weaves together the story of Whitman’s aesthetic development and the history 
of medical practice, Tuggle casts new light on this pivotal moment in Whitman’s artistic 
career and this equally pivotal moment in US history. 
 
Tuggle inflects her thoroughly researched study with recent theories of mourning by 
Jacques Derrida, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, and Maria Torok to tell the story of Whitman’s 
changing ideas toward both medical discourse and his own aesthetic. To stitch these two 
ideas together, she draws our attention to the figure of the “specimen” as it surfaces, again 
and again, in both medical science’s discourse, and in Whitman’s writing more broadly. 
For medical practitioners and theorists, such as John H. Brinton, the doctor who collected 
war-ravaged limbs for the newly founded Army Medical Museum, the “specimen” exists 
as a dehumanized object of scientific inquiry. The display of a severed arm, an amputated 
foot, a gangrenous elbow—all of these suggest, Tuggle contends, that the Union can 
persist through the very act of amputating these objects from the present and reducing 
them to lifeless relics of the past.  
 
For Whitman, by contrast, the “specimen” exceeds its mere existence as a relic or an 
object. “As symbols of embodied mourning,” Tuggle writes, “Whitman’s specimens 
conjure psychic and physical attachments that were, melancholically, impossible to 
sever” (14). Whitman’s poetic treatment of the wounded and dying soldiers works as 
melancholy, but a melancholy reimagined not as evidence of a psychic pathology, but 
rather, in the Derridean sense, as a “fidelity toward the dead” (qtd. on 11). Pitted against 
the medical imperative to understand the fractured body as a sign of a fractured past, 
Tuggle suggests that Whitman’s lyrical representation of the broken body allows the 
body to be mourned, with transcendence achieved through experiencing loss. In this 
sense, Tuggle reveals how the Civil War’s “harvest of death” profoundly changed the arc 
of Whitman’s aesthetic development.  
 
Tuggle is at her best when she recovers the fascinating history of nineteenth-century 
scientific and medical history and links this history with Whitman’s own writing. For 
instance, she explores Whitman’s changing opinions toward “body-snatching,” the 
nineteenth-century term for grave robbing, an activity that flourished because medical 
students, or “resurrectionists,” as they were called, needed cadavers to learn human 
anatomy. Before the war, Whitman drew on this history in order to become a different 
kind of resurrectionist, one capable of “absorbing and reviving the dead through the 
‘common’ grass that ‘bathes the globe’” (39). Spurred by the war’s subsequent rise of 
phantom limb syndrome, medical embalming, and autopsies—all of which get their own 
chapters—Whitman could no longer dwell on the regenerative power of death, as he does 
famously at the end of the 1855 “Song of Myself.” Instead, Tuggle avers, Whitman uses 
later versions of Leaves of Grass to reimagine the poetic enterprise as a lyric of mourning 
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aimed at preserving, not regenerating, these wounded specimens of humanity. Against 
the cold, clinical discussions of phantom limbs, embalming cadavers, or autopsying 
human bodies, Leaves of Grass emerges as a “textual crypt” (77), as Tuggle dubs it, a 
textual space that escapes these antiseptic understandings of the body to allow author 
and reader continued access to the afterlife of these specimens.  
 
In this sense, Tuggle’s salvage work of medical and scientific history, and its relationship 
to Whitman, follows in the line of a number of scholars, including Martin Buinicki, 
Harold Aspiz, and Robert Leigh Davis, who have explored this relationship before. While 
there are times when her historical recovery work overshadows its connection to 
Whitman’s poetry and prose, for the most part her work is expertly curated, revealing 
the generative links one can draw between medical discourse and Whitman’s 
development as a writer. Where she distinguishes her argument from her predecessors’, 
by incorporating theoretical discussions of mourning and melancholy, is also the weakest 
part of The Afterlives of Specimens, however. The dilations on Derrida, Torok, and 
Sedgwick, though interesting in their own right, feel undigested and cumbersome. This 
is not to say that one cannot combine historical contextualization, critical intervention, 
and theoretical inflection. Rather, it is to say that The Afterlives of Specimens interlards the 
first two so seamlessly and electrically that the third dimension seems unnecessary and 
even dull by comparison.  
 
This kind of intellectual admixture always risks spreading itself too thinly, instead of 
contributing substantively to any of the discourses involved. This is not the case with The 
Afterlives of Specimens. If its multipronged interventions don’t satisfy completely, it is 
nevertheless well worth the risk. This lively, fascinating work mines the rich history of 
medical science in the nineteenth century and draws illuminating connections to one of 
the most vital figures of American letters. Moreover, in laying bare these connections, 
Tuggle’s work shows the close connection between nineteenth-century medical debates 
and the development of letters in the US, and should be admired as a provocation for 
further work illuminating this underexamined relationship. Between the surgeon’s 
scalpel and the writer’s pen, in short, there exists a complicated, interconnected history 
that The Afterlives of Specimens has done an estimable job of beginning to tell. 
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