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The American Romantic writers laid a broad foundation

for the historic and heroic Abraham Lincoln who has evolved

as our national myth. The writers were attracted to Lincoln

by his eloquent expression of the body of ideals and beliefs

they shared with him, especially the ideal of individual

liberty and the belief that achievement of the ideal would

bring about an amelioration of the human condition. The

time, place and conditions in which they lived enhanced the

attraction, and Lincoln's able leadership during the Civil

War strengthened their estimation of him. His martyrdom was

the catalyst which enabled the Romantic writers to lay the

foundation of the Lincoln myth which has made his name

synonymous with individual freedom everywhere even today.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Abraham Lincoln, during his presidency and for many

years afterward, was the most written-about American both at

home and abroad. More than 5,600 books plus countless

essays, poems, and speeches have been published about

Lincoln. He has been studied in his relation to history; he

has been studied philosophically, psychologically,

politically, socially, and personally. What is the

attraction of this homely prairie lawyer, besides the fact

that he ably led the United States during its most trying

years and died a martyr's death, that keeps scholars

constantly searching for new facts about his life, his

philosophy, or his politics, or that keeps them

reinterpreting those facts that have long been known?

Many have long accepted Lincoln as America's mythic

hero. Writing prolifically about him, his contemporaries

the American Romantic writers laid a broad foundation for

the historic and mythic Lincoln who has evolved. Certainly

his heroic leadership during the Civil War hnd the drama of

his martyrdom were great attractions to the Romantic

writers. Moreover, he embodied the traits of self-reliance

and self-improvement which they idealized and represented

1



2

many of their other interests: change, emotion, mystery,

simplicity and imagination. They also recognized in him the

qualities of resilience and compassion so necessary to a

leader.

Able leadership, shared beliefs and interests, and even

martyrdom, however, might have made Lincoln only one

outstanding page of many outstanding pages in history had it

not been for his superior ability to express his ideals and

beliefs. Many of Lincoln's biographers have given some

attention to his literary style, and numerous scholars have

studied his literary genius. Herbert J. Edwards and John E.

Hankins, in the Preface to Lincoln the Writer, assert that

saying and doing are the two duties of political

life, and occasionally both reach a high degree of

excellence in the same man. . . . Such a man was

Abraham Lincoln. . . . Many men shared Lincoln's

convictions, but no one else could have written

his words. In him life and art achieved a

transcendent blending to bring forth a message of

permanent value for mankind. (III)

A study of five of the best known and most influential

American Romantic writers--William Cullen Bryant, Ralph

Waldo Emerson, James Russell Lowell, Harriet Beecher Stowe,

and Walt Whitman--in their addresses, essays, and poems

about Lincoln reveal that their admiration for his literary

ability equaled their admiration for his many other
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qualities. Such a study also reveals that Lincoln did not

so much wield an influence upon them as he attracted them to

and joined them in a confluence: a philosophic empathy for

the ideal of individual liberty as the route to amelioration

of the human condition which, although shared by many people

through many ages, seemed at last to be coming nearest

fruition in the unique conditions and events that prevailed

in nineteenth century America.

The United States had created and maintained, during

Lincoln's "four-score and seven years," a democratic form of

government through the Declaration of Independence, the

Revolution, the War of 1812, and ongoing political

struggles, many of which stemmed from the problems caused by

slavery. Religious, literary, and social changes were

continuous during those eighty-seven years as well.

The most sweeping and influential religious and

philosophical movement, New England Transcendentalism, was

also a powerful impetus for political, social, and literary

change. According to Robert Spiller in the Literary History

of the United States,

The movement continued to expand . . . as a

protest against the continuing cultural dependence

of America on Europe, and finally as a profound

exploration of the spiritual foundations and moral

implications of the new democracy. . . . Its

vitalizing effect upon American art and literature
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and, indeed, upon the development of American

democracy as a whole, remains unrivaled. (346)

Many writers were quick to embrace Transcendentalism,

embodying as it did the reliance on self, as well as

imagination, revolt and change. American writers became

increasingly aware that Americans were a people with an

emerging national identity, and continuous attempts were

made to write a truly American literature. In 1825 Bryant,

in "Poetry in Its Relation to Our Age and Country," wrote

that "all the materials of poetry exist in our own country.

. . . If [our poetry should fail to rival] that of Europe,

it will be because Genius sits idle in the midst of its

treasures" (V: 35).

From the founding of the United States in 1776,

continuous social change in the form of a leveling of class

was effected by the combination of an almost limitless

availability of land and the individual American's desire

for independence and self-fulfillment. The combination

enabled the building of a distinctly American character made

to order for Romantic ideals. According to the historian

Fredrick Jackson Turner, "The frontier promoted a composite

nationality for the American people . . . a cross-

fertilization of ideas and institutions" (199). No longer

were persons important because of who they were; what they

were and what they could do determined their value to

society. Lincoln was a product of this cross-fertilization
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and the attitudes it engendered:; thus he was the epitome of

the Romantic individual who was self-sufficient and

dedicated to improving himself.

Politically, as well, the country in Lincoln's time had

been embroiled in change from the end of the Revolution.

The nation was faced from the beginning with problems caused

by the contradictions between the ideal set forth in The

Declaration of Independence 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," and the reality of the

institution of slavery. During the years from 1820 to 1860,

the nation moved toward its moment of truth--the truth that

"a house divided against itself cannot stand"--which was

finally to be resolved by the Civil War. The problem of

slavery in the new nation had been addressed but not

answered in the Constitution itself; slavery was a spectre

that lurked beneath the surface and rose periodically to

exacerbate sectional differences and to precipitate, at

least once in each decade, legislation which almost never

pleased both sides and often pleased neither. Each new

measure only intensified the problem it had been designed to

solve, until, with the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska bill

in 1854, opposition to slavery was at such a pitch that it

brought together elements of such diverse political parties

as the Know-Nothings, Whigs, Democrats, Free Soilers, and
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Fusionists in a convention that resulted in the formation of

the Republican Party, the platform of which was to become

the vehicle that elected Lincoln in 1860.

The last and greatest of the upheavals during those

years, the Civil War, erupted in 1861. The causes of the

war were many and complex, but it was slavery that most

excited and agitated the politicians, the writers, and the

common people alike, and it was Lincoln's dedication to

preserving the Union, while fulfilling the ideal of

individual liberty by freeing the slaves, that most endeared

him to the writers of his time.

There could have been no more favorable atmosphere for

the American Romantic movement than a country begun in

revolt, caught up in constant and rapid change, and based on

the rights of individuals whose self-realization was limited

only by their imaginations. There could have been no more

representative hero for the movement than Abraham Lincoln, a

self-made man of the common people, dedicated to the

principles of the Constitution and courageous in supporting

them. Involving as it did the bondage of a race, the Civil

War captured the hearts and minds of the Romantics and

served as the pinnacle from which Lincoln's philosophy and

fame spead nationwide and worldwide.

The ongoing changes in the developing Union became

integral currents of the confluence in which Lincoln and the

American Romantic writers were joined. Betrayed ideals and
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ineffective or grossly unfair legislation evoked responses

from Lincoln and the five writers studied here which helped

to lay the foundation of the Lincoln legend. All the

writers shared the basic ideal of individual liberty; each,

however, approached the attainment of the ideal a little

differently. Bryant was an eloquent poet and a dignified,

influential and responsible journalist who shared Lincoln's

passion for preserving the Union. Lowell, the ablest of the

elitist Brahmins and yet a champion of individual liberty

through democratic government, was attracted almost equally

by Lincoln's political acumen, his humanitarianism, and the

perception that he was chosen by God for his role in the

slavery issue. Stowe championed individual liberty through

the precepts of religion; slow to accept Lincoln, partly

because he claimed adherence to no organized religion,

ultimately she championed him as one whom the whole world

would call blessed because he had accepted divine guidance

to lead the nation through the Civil War. Emerson was the

premier transcendental poet and essayist, calling always for

cultural and social reform; he saw Lincoln, from his

election to his death, as ideally fitted for his

presidential role. Whitman, ultimate democrat and

Lincolnian, admired the human qualities of Lincoln during

his presidency; after the assassination, he lifted him to

immortality as a trinity of celestial mystery, sanctified

death, and victorious rebirth.
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The Romantic writers' recognition of Lincoln as the

embodiment of Romanticism began when he was chosen as the

Republican presidential nominee in 1860, and during his

presidency he inspired many of them to write of him as the

incarnation of the struggle for individual liberty. His

martyrdom in 1865 was the catalyst for a paean of praise

that perpetuated him as hero and national myth.

As most myths do, the Lincoln myth has spawned other

myths, one of which is that Lincoln's martyrdom prevented

the Romantic writers from seeing him in a realistic light.

Although each of the five writers (Stowe excepted) who are

studied in this thesis wrote about the tragic, pathetic,

mysterious, and redemptive Lincoln of the assassination,

their writings just prior to and during Lincoln's presidency

bely the myth that they did not adequately assess the human

Lincoln. As editor of the New York Evening Post, Bryant was

influential in the election of Lincoln and supportive of

many of his policies during his presidency. He praised

Lincoln as an able leader, but he was neither blind to

Lincoln's mistakes nor reluctant to call his attention to

them. Although Lowell sometimes considered him too slow to

act on some issues and too conciliatory on others, most of

the political essays he wrote during Lincoln's presidency

praised him as .able, resilient, and wise. Stowe's most

complete public expression of her estimate of Lincoln was

written in 1864; at that time she praised him highly for his
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empathy with the common people, his common sense, his

speaking and writing abilities, his courage, and his

honesty.

Both Emerson and Whitman had, in a sense, issued a call

for the coming of a leader of Lincoln's stature--Emerson in

his address "The American Scholar" and Whitman in the 1855

Preface to Leaves of Grass. Emerson expressed enthusiastic

approval of Lincoln when he was elected and during his

presidency praised him as the representative American, as a

man of action, as a man who thought for himself, and as a

man who spoke eloquently and wisely--all of which qualities

Emerson had called for in "The American Scholar." Whitman's

"By Blue Ontario's Shore" reveals Lincoln as the answer to

Whitman's call in the "Preface" for a poet-leader for the

nation.

In this thesis, with Lincoln's speeches and writings

counterpointed to the works of these five writers, I examine

their attraction to Lincoln and the ways each of them

contributed to the Lincoln myth and the general corpus of

written work about him. In Chapter Two I examine the

relationship between Lincoln and Bryant, the parallels in

their thought, and the part Bryant played in the development

of Lincoln the politician as well as Lincoln the legend. In

Chapter Three I discuss Lowell and Stowe's attraction to

Lincoln because of his stand on slavery. I survey some of

the Lincoln-related poems and essays of Lowell, the
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similarities in the thoughts and expressions of the two, and

the mythic elements in the Lincoln section of Lowell's

"Commemoration Ode." I consider Stowe's championing of

Lincoln on Christian grounds and her view of him as chosen

by God. In Chapter Four I demonstrate the parallels

expressed by Lincoln and Emerson in many of their writings

about slavery. I also discuss Lincoln as the fitting answer

to Emerson's call for an "American Scholar" and the mythic

elements in Emerson's funeral oration for Lincoln. In

Chapter Five I consider Whitman's recognition of Lincoln, as

evidenced in "By Blue Ontario's Shore," as the answer to his

call for a poet-leader in the 1855 Preface. I discuss, as

well, the symbolism in his writings on Lincoln and his

contribution to the Lincoln myth.

In the thesis as a whole, I present the body of beliefs

shared by Lincoln and the Romantic writers and show how it

was enhanced by time, place, and events and illustrate how

those beliefs were strengthened and colored by Lincoln's

mystique, his masterful use of words, and, most of all, his

martyrdom to enable the Romantic writers to lay the

foundation for a myth that has made Lincoln's name

synonymous with freedom and the rights of the individual, a

reality-based myth that continues to intrigue scholars

everywhere even to the present day.



CHAPTER II

LINCOLN AND BRYANT

William Cullen Bryant was the able and respected editor

of the New York Evening Post, and in this position he was

extremely influential in the development of Lincoln the

politician. Although he was less inclined than the other

Romantic writers to elevate Lincoln to the status of myth,

he honored him as an able and conscientious leader, as a

national hero, and as a master of "clear and impressive

statement. "

In the Introduction to A Library of Poetry and Song,

Bryant sets forth these criteria for poetry and the poet:

The elements of poetry lie in natural objects, in

the vicissitudes of human life, in the emotions of

the human heart, and the relations of man to man.

He who can present them in combinations and lights

which at once affect the mind with a deep sense of

their truth and beauty is the poet for his own age

and the ages that succeed it. It is no

disparagement either to his skill or his power

that he finds them near at hand; the nearer they

lie to the common track of the human intelligence,

the more certain is he of the sympathy of his own

11
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generation, and of those which shall come after

him. (46-47)

Although written in 1871 for "seekers after poetic fame,"

these precepts can as well serve for a description of the

prose poetry of many of Lincoln's speeches and writings.

Bryant must have been as deeply moved by Lincoln's simple

eloquence as others were and continue to be.

Lincoln's "Farewell Address at Springfield, Illinois"

exemplifies Bryant's criterion of "vicissitudes of human

life [found] near at hand," as Lincoln movingly recalls his

quarter of a century in Springfield, the birth of his

children, the death of a son; he establishes the "relations

of man to man" with his expression of affection for the

people and by his invocation of God's blessings for himself

and for them (568-69). The close of the "First Inaugural

Address" evokes the "emotions of the human heart," as

Lincoln recalls shared memories, appeals to patriotism, and

pleads for a reasoned approach that will bring into play the

"better angels of our nature" (588). In these two speeches

he richly meets Bryant's criteria of vicissitudes, emotions,

and relations presented "in combinations and lights which at

once affect the mind with a deep sense of their truth and

beauty."

When Bryant became editor--in-chief of the New York

Evening Post in 1829, he approached his new vocation as a

noble one to be practiced in the best interest of all
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mankind. He endeavored daily to so practice journalism for

the next fifty-two years. He ardently propounded his belief

in the possibility of amelioration of the human condition

and in individual rights, which he believed could best be

achieved under a republican form of government--specifically

the American form of government--and he championed Lincoln

as the ultimate representative of that government.

Lincoln's and Bryant's belief in "republican

institutions" as meliorative tools for the human condition

is clearly evidenced in the following examples. Lincoln, in

the "Temperance Address Delivered Before the Springfield

Washington Temperance Society" in February 1842, expresses

his faith in the Declaration of Independence and the

Constitution as such tools:

Of our political revolution of '76 we all are

justly proud. It has given us a degree of

political freedom, far exceeding that of any other

of the nations of the earth. In it the world has

found a solution of the long mooted problem, as to

the capability of man to govern himself. It was

the germ which has vegetated, and still is to grow

and expand into the universal liberty of mankind.

(140)

Writing to Richard Henry Dana about the storm of revolutions

in Europe in 1848, Bryant expressed an apprehensive hope for

the changes that republican government could bring:
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That earth is to become a paradise in consequence

of any political change that may or can be made, I

do not believe; but I believe it to be in the

order of Providence that republican institutions

will come in with a higher and more general

civilization, and that their effect is good and

wholesome. (II: 35)

The two shared a belief in the rights and dignity of

laborers as well. As early as 1836 Bryant had championed

the cause of labor when he editorialized against the arrest

and conviction of tailors who had refused to work for less

than a living wage:

Can any thing be imagined more abhorrent to every

sentiment of generosity or justice, than the law

which arms the rich with legal right to fix by

assize, the wages of the poor? If this is not

SLAVERY, we have forgotten its definition. (II:

312-3)

Lincoln, in regard to the assumption that "any practical

combination of [labor and education is] impossible" declared

in 1859,

as the Author of man makes every individual with

one head, and one pair of hands, it was probably

intended that heads and hands should co-operate as

friends, and that that particular head should

direct and control that particular pair of hands.
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. . . that each head is the natural guardian,

director and protector of the hands and mouth

inseparably connected with it. ("Agriculture:

Annual Address" 502)

The ideal of individual freedom was most strongly

manifested by both Bryant and Lincoln, however, in their

struggle to end slavery and still preserve the Union. Both

men recognized the hypocrisy in the American ideal of

individual rights when set against the reality of Americans

buying, selling and mistreating fellow human beings. It was

the exposing and expunging of this hypocrisy and injustice

that inspired many of the most memorable and courageous

words and actions of both men.

Bryant's perception of and relationship to Lincoln

incorporated his poetic sensibilities and his political and

journalistic abilities. His relationship with Lincoln

differed from that of other Romantics in that he learned of

Lincoln's leadership potential early in his political

career; it was a working relationship which involved

frequent contact; and it was pragmatic and political as well

as idealistic.

In 1832 Bryant traveled to Illinois to visit his mother

and his brothers. In a letter to his wife, he described a

chance meeting with troops training to fight in the Black

Hawk War: "They were a hard-looking set of men" led by a

young captain "whose quaint and pleasant talk" intrigued
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Bryant and who he later learned was Abraham Lincoln (VI:

20). In 1836, through his brothers, Bryant began to follow

Lincoln's political career. 'Impressed by Lincoln's idealism

and by the simplicity, emotion, and imagination in his

words, Bryant early saw in him a potential for powerful

leadership.

When Lincoln and Bryant are first studied, they seem

unlikely allies, either personal or political. Vernon L.

Parrington has praised Bryant as "a democrat who spoke for

American liberalism," and who "reflected in the Evening Post

a refinement of taste and dignity of character before

unequalled in American journalism" (230). To juxtapose this

description of Bryant with the ubiquitous description of

Lincoln as a Whig and a rough-hewn Westerner who exerted

influence by the use of plain language and raw humor is to

discover at once basic differences in the two men.

Their backgrounds were drastically different as well.

Bryant was brought up in a cultured middle-class (albeit

sometimes financially strapped) family of a Puritan New

England background. He was well educated and well read,

with literary tastes and talents. The lack of funds for

college and the necessity of earning his own way, however,

forced him into the law office of a friend of his father,

where he trained for the bar. He was dissatisfied with the

practice of law and remained in it only until he found a
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position with the New York Evening Post, a calling much more

compatible with his literary bent.

By contrast, Lincoln's father mistrusted schooling, and

Lincoln received only about one year of formal education.

He was self-educated, reading avidly whenever he could

obtain a book. There was little of organized religion in

his life, and he was never affiliated with any church. It

was necessary for him to earn his way, sometimes at hard

physical labor, from the age of eight. This early

deprivation of life's necessities and of opportunities for

education and intellectual stimulation perhaps served as the

impetus for Lincoln's eager search for and diligent pursuit

of a career in law. In 1834, his mentor, Major John T.

Stuart, encouraged him to study law and loaned him books so

that he could do so. To provide himself with a living,

Lincoln worked as a surveyor, studying law whenever he could

make time. His words of advice as to how a young man should

prepare for a career in law best describe the route Lincoln

took to achieve his goal:

My judgment is that he reads the books for himself

without an instructor. That is precisely the way

I came to the law. Let [him] read Blackstone's

Commentaries, Chitty's Pleadings, Greenleaf's

Evidence, Story's Equity, and Story's Equity

Pleadings, get a license, and go to the practice,
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and still keep reading. ("Letter to James T.

Thornton" 485)

After avidly pursuing his studies for over two years,

Lincoln obtained his license and was taken into partnership

with Major Stuart in 1837. He continued the practice of law

until around 1856 when his involvement in politics no longer

allowed time for it.

To study the politics of Lincoln and Bryant is to

discover further, and seemingly greater, differences.

Lincoln began his political career as a Whig; from the start

of his political career in 1832 to the founding of the

Republican party in 1854, "he was a free soil liberal . . .

thoroughly indoctrinated in a paternalistic nationalism"

(Parrington 145). He found it difficult to finally give up

on the Whig party and choose the developing Republican

Party, which was pledged to prevent the extension of slavery

into the territories, as more compatible with his own

principles.

Bryant's politics were almost directly opposite to

those of Lincoln. As a very young man he was strongly

Federalist, but he became a "puritan liberal" (230) and then

a Democrat "occupying a middle ground between Jefferson and

Jackson . . . from first to last . . . anti-whig" (234-35).

When he joined the New York Evening Post in 1829, he could,

according to Charles Henry Brown, "be described as half-

Democratic" (158). He tested the political and idealistic
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waters of several parties before eventually helping to form

the Republican Party and develop its platform.

Despite these differences the founding of the

Republican party brought Lincoln and Bryant together in a

sometimes uneasy alliance to solve the problem of slavery

and to preserve the Union. In a letter to the abolitionist

Owen Lovejoy in August of 1855, Lincoln expresses his

anxiety on the question of getting the Know Nothing Party to

fuse with the various elements of the developing Republican

Party, and his own willingness to "'fuse' with any body

provided I can fuse on ground which I think is right"

("Letter to Owen Lovejoy" 329). In an editorial comment in

1855, Bryant explains to his readers the Democratic Party's

(and thus his own) fusion with the Whigs into the new

Republican Party:

They have been constrained to form new, and . .

perhaps uncongenial associations . . . and to take

upon themselves the responsibility of commencing

the dissolution of an organization which has

ceased to serve the cause of freedom and justice.

(II: 123)

Lincoln had, by the time of his brilliant and moving

address at Cooper Union in February of 1860, so enhanced his

political reputation through his successes in the debates

with Stephen A. Douglas that he was a leading contender for

the Republican presidential nomination. Bryant had closely
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followed the debates and was greatly impressed by Lincoln's

performance. At the close of the debates he writes, "No man

of this generation has grown more rapidly before the country

than Mr. Lincoln in this canvass" (II: 142). Chosen to

introduce Lincoln at Cooper Union, Bryant begins, perhaps

with a touch of political overstatement but certainly with a

great amount of personal conviction, "I have only, my

friends, to pronounce the name of Abraham Lincoln of

Illinois, I have only to pronounce his name to secure your

profoundest attention" (II: 143). He goes on to describe

Lincoln as one of the "children of the West [that) form a

living bulwark against the advance of slavery, and from them

is recruited the vanguard of the mighty armies of liberty"

(144).

Bryant's introduction was glowing and persuasive,

effectively setting the stage for the famous speech that

followed. Lincoln begins his address, "The facts with which

I shall deal this evening are old and familiar" and sweeps

on through a discussion of the intentions of the framers of

the constitution and the various legislations affecting

slavery, makes an appeal to both the Southern people and the

Republicans, and closes with the powerful and moving "Let us

have faith that right makes might . . ." ("Address at Cooper

Union" 517-36), which Bryant was to echo in his poem "Our

Country's Call" in 1861.
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From this point Bryant and Lincoln were to be closely

associated in a pragmatic political relationship that

nevertheless was founded in Romantic idealism. When Lincoln

was chosen as the Republican presidential nominee, Bryant

wrote, "I was about to say that I congratulate you on your

nomination, but . . .[it] is the country which is to be

congratulated" (II: 142). Bryant's role as advisor to

Lincoln is evident even in this letter, as he advises

Lincoln not to allow controversies to be formed around him,

not to adhere to anyone's opinion, not to make any pledges

during his campaign. He closes the letter, "What you do

does not concern you alone, but it greatly concerns the

people of the United States" (142-43).

After Lincoln's election, the two exchanged letters in

which they discussed matters of national importance such as

the banking question, the rights of the laboring class,

cabinet appointments, and the conduct of the war. But

always the shared ideal of individual liberty as the means

for achieving human perfectibility was the strong deep

current which united their efforts and moved them toward

their goals. For Lincoln preserving the Union was always

the paramount consideration, for he felt that in its

democratic form of government lay mankind's only hope for

moving toward perfection.

The problem of slavery, existing as it had from the

founding of the nation, was one that early evoked deep
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feelings in Bryant. Lincoln's early feelings on slavery

were of a legal and practical, thus less emotional, nature.

Neither man supported abolition, nor did they advocate any

radical measures to solve the problem, seeking rather to

prevent the spread of slavery into the territories and newly

formed states, hoping thus to contain it. Each, however,

wrote and spoke repeatedly of the wrongs of slavery.

By 1820 slavery existed in eleven states and the large

Arkansas territory, but it was prohibited north of 36

30'latitude. The Missouri Compromise allowed Missouri to be

admitted as a slave state even though it lay north of the

line, but it prohibited "forever" the spread of slavery to

any other territory above that line. In a Fourth of July

oration at Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Bryant attacks the

Compromise as an evil compromise that would extend "the

dangerous and destestable practice of enslaving men into

territory yet unpolluted with the curse" (I: 169). He

expresses the hope that "the people of Missouri would have

too much good sense and kindness of heart to accept the

pernicious privilege granted them by the nation" (169-70).

An 1825 poem, "The African Chief," evidences Bryant's

concern with the inhuman aspects of slavery. Tremaine

McDowell has said that the poem "was a glorification of the

noble savage" (401), but the pathos of the poem lies in the

fact that it was based on an actual incident related in the.

African Repository, the reading of which prompted Bryant to
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write of the chief as a fellow human being whose pride,

sanity, and life had been destroyed by the avarice of the

"Christians" who attempted to enslave him. The poem offers

no solution to the problem of slavery, nor, indeed, does it

even suggest that there might be a solution; instead it

simply sympathizes with the suffering of a fellow human

(III: 141).

In 1842, we see much more clearly the Bryant who is to

carry freedom's banner in the Civil War. Rather than the

concern with an individual tragedy portrayed in the "African

Chief" he emphasizes, in the poem "The Antiquity of Freedom"

written in that year, the basic right of all human beings to

enjoy freedom. He sets forth the many struggles Freedom has

endured and the many scars it bears from those struggles and

declares of individual liberty: "Thy birthright was not

given by human hands: / Thou wert twin-born with man" (III:

306). Albert F. McLean, Jr. has written of the poem that it

"asserts the perpetual fusion of beauty and power within the

guise (or concept) of Freedom. . . . it deepens our

understanding of Bryant's later attitudes toward Lincoln and

the Civil War" (104).

In 1846 the Mexican War further stirred the slavery

controversy as the North and South debated whether territory

gained from Mexico would be open to slavery. Bryant's

concern over the question is reflected in the poem "Oh

Mother of a Mighty Race." The poem praises the United
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States for its natural beauty and material bounty and warns

specifically of the envy, scorn, and hate of foreign

countries. It warns as well that any enemy of the Union

will find "How many a fond and fearless heart / Would rise

to throw / Its life between thee and the foe" (16). But the

real message of the poem, a reminder to the country of the

ideals it is founded upon, lies in its closing lines:

There's freedom at thy gates and rest

For Earth's down-trodden and opprest,

A shelter for the hunted head,

For the starved laborer toil and bread.

Power at thy bounds,

Stops and calls back his baffled hounds.

(IV: 17)

From the idealism of the poems, Bryant moves to

pragmatic considerations in a series of travel letters

written in 1842 about his visit to South Carolina and

several other southern states. To a reader not familiar

with his editorials, these letters might indicate that he

had come to feel less deeply about the slavery issue. But

by this time his fear of the radicalism of the Abolitionists

had increased, and he was determined to do nothing that

would agitate them. Brown has written, "Bryant in his first

look at slavery at close hand reported nothing that would

feed the fire of the Abolitionists" (289). Bryant is moving
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toward a realization that the "fond and fearless hearts" may

be forced to rise against a foe within their own borders.

In 1837 Lincoln argued against resolutions passed by

the Illinois Legislature which allowed slavery in the state.

In a protest he prepared with his fellow Representative Dan

Stone Lincoln writes, "the institution of slavery is founded

on both injustice and bad policy, but . . . the promulgation

of abolition doctrines tends rather to increase than abate

its evils" ("Short Autobiography" 552). The statement on

slavery is fairly mild when compared to "Fragments on

Slavery," written in 1854, in which Lincoln tries to fathom

the justifications of color, intellect and interest that

some people use to defend slavery. He warns that anyone

using these criteria is subject to being enslaved by anyone

lighter-skinned, more intelligent, or with more to gain. He

muses that the evils of slavery are such an evident truth

that all feel and understand it, even down to

brutes and creeping insects. . . . So plain that

no one, high or low, ever does mistake it, except

in a plainly selfish way; for although volume upon

volume is written to prove slavery a very good

thing, we never hear of the man who wishes to take

the good of it by being a slave himself. (278-79)

In another fragment written in October of 1858, Lincoln

considers the supposition that the Negro is inferior to the

white. If this supposition were true, Lincoln asks, is it
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not "the exact reverse of justice" to take from the Negro?

He observes that "' Give to him that is needy' is the

Christian rule of charity; but 'Take from him that is needy'

is the rule of slavery" ("Fragment: On Slavery" 477). He

returns to the theme that slavery is a good thing "which no

man ever seeks the good of, for himself. " He closes the

fragment with the admonition: "Nonsense! Wolves devouring

lambs, not because it is good for their own greedy maws, but

because it is good for the lambs" (478).

The Compromise of 1850 essentially repealed the

Missouri Compromise and opened the New Mexico and Utah

territories to slavery. Lincoln's response to the

Compromise of 1850 is similar to Bryant's response to the

Missouri Compromise. In his reply to Stephen Douglas in

"The Repeal of the Missouri Compromise" he judges the repeal

wrong in effect and in principle:

This declared indifference, but, as I must think,

covert real zea7 for the spread of slavery, I can

not but hate. I hate it because of the monstrous

injustice of slavery itself. . . . and especially

because it forces so many really good men amongst

ourselves into an open war with the very

fundamental principles of civil liberty. (291)

Lincoln's focus is different from that of Bryant, in that it

is on the damage that will be done to the nation more than
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on the wrongs inflicted on individuals, while Bryant merges

the two concerns so completely that they seem to become one.

Bryant writes of Lincoln's speech at Cooper Union, "It

is wonderful how much a truth gains by a certain mastery of

clear and impressive statement"' (II: 123). Coming as they

did when stress over the division of the Union was

escalating, Lincoln's powerful closing lines in the "Address

at Cooper Union"--"Let us have faith that right makes might,

and in that faith, let us . . . dare to do our duty as we

understand it" (536)--evidently met Bryant's criterion for

affecting the "mind with a deep sense of their truth and

beauty"; a little more than a year later he echoed Lincoln's

words and sentiments in his poem "Our Country's Call":

"Strike for that broad and goodly land, / Blow after blow,

'til men shall see / That Might and Right move hand in hand,

/ And glorious must their triumph be" (IV: 98). Parke

Godwin has written that the poem was "a thrilling appeal for

recruits, which, as it rang through the glades and over the

mountains, helped to fill the ranks of the [Union] army, and

to inspire them with fortitude, trust, and endurance" (I:

157).

The sectional differences in the nation had reached the

point of no return. Both Lincoln and Bryant were moving

toward the acknowledgement that war was inevitable. The

Republican Party continued to gain followers among those of

anti-slavery sentiments, and it became evident that, with
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its anti-slavery platform and Lincoln as its candidate, the

party would probably win the coming election. After Lincoln

was elected, Bryant wrote "The Election of Lincoln" in which

he stated,

We have pronounced in favor of a most

conscientious as well as most able man to fill the

Executive chair. The administration of the

federal government must be conformed in all

respects to the character of our Chief Magistrate,

or the hold which we have obtained on the people

is lost. (II: 142)

He concluded with the statement that Lincoln's election

proclaimed "the right and justice of our cause . . . in a

general election, by the mighty voice of a large majority of

thirty millions of people" (II: 143).

Between the election and his inauguration, Lincoln lost

no opportunity to demonstrate to the people that they had

chosen wisely and to enlist their support in the cause of

preserving the Union. In less than one month following the

"Farewell Address at Springfield," he made five major

addresses in four states. The speeches address the

principles dearest to Lincoln's heart--amelioration of the

human condition, individual freedom, preservation of the

Union.

In the "Speech at Indianapolis, Indiana," he admonishes

against the exacerbation of sectional differences through
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constant debate by borrowing from the wisdom of Solomon:

"'There is a time to keep silence,' and when men wrangle by

the mouth with no certainty that they mean the same thing

while using the same word, it perhaps were as well if they

would keep silence" (571).

In the "Address to Germans at Cincinnati, Ohio," he

expounds on the duty of all to strive for improvement in the

human condition:

I hold that while man exists, it is his duty to

improve not only his own condition, but to assist

in ameliorating mankind; and therefore, without

entering upon the details of the question, I will

simply say that I am for those means which will

give the greatest good to the greatest number.

(573)

In the "Address to the Senate of New Jersey," he speaks

of being moved as a boy by the story of the Revolutionary

battle fought at Trenton and of being convinced even then

that "there must have been something more than common that

those men struggled for" (574). He sets forth the idea of

Americans as God's chosen people and himself as God's chosen

tool. He makes it clear that he will devote himself, as

President, to preserving the thing that the revolutionaries

struggled for:

I am exceedingly anxious that that thing which

they struggled for; that something even more than
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National Independence; that something that held

out a great promise to all the people of the world

to all time to come; I am exceedingly anxious that

this Union, the Constitution, and the liberties of

the people shall be perpetuated in accordance with

the original idea for which that struggle was

made, and I shall be most happy indeed if I shall

be an humble instrument in the hands of the

Almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people,

for perpetuating the object of that great

struggle. (575)

His positive reference to the past and his synthesis of

Union, Constitution, and personal liberty gained him an

enthusiastic response from his audience.

The "Address to the Assembly of New Jersey" continues

the theme of "Union, the Constitution and the liberties of

the people." It goes further, also, in that Lincoln

requests the continued support of the people if war comes,

and he returns to the "right makes might" theme of the

Cooper Union speech:

I shall endeavor to take the ground I deem most

just to the North, the East, the West, the South,

and the whole country. . . . with no malice toward

any section. I shall do all that may be in my

power to promote a peaceful settlement of all our

difficulties. . . . But it may be necessary to put
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the foot down firmly. And if I do my duty, and do

right, you will sustain me, will you not? (576)

His audience responded with enthusiasm to his closing

question.

The "Address in Independence Hall, Philadelphia"

embodies the themes of the previous four speeches. In less

than four hundred words, Lincoln calls up the past, declares

that he "would rather be assassinated on this spot than

surrender"(577) the principles of the Declaration of

Independence, denies the need for bloodshed and makes it

plain "that there will be no bloodshed unless it be forced

upon the Government, and then it will be compelled to act in

self-defense" (578).

Ten days later Lincoln delivered the "First Inaugural

Address" in which he continues to deny that war is

inevitable and to state his determination to abide by the

Constitution. He states the principle that the Union is

perpetual and that "no state . . . can lawfully get out of

the Union" (582-83). He reiterates his promise not to begin

hostilities and urges his countrymen to "think calmly and

well" and to rely on "intelligence, patriotism,

Christianity" and on God to see them through (588). Wishing

to avoid any exacerbation of the crisis, Lincoln closes the

speech with great care:

I am loth to close. We are not enemies, but

friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion
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may have strained, it must not break our bonds of

affection. The mystic chords of memory,

stretching from every battle-field, and patriot

grave, to every living heart and hearth-stone, all

over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of

the Union, when again touched, as surely they will

be, by the better angels of our nature. (588)

In this moving close, Lincoln has again met Bryant's

criteria for poetry by presenting "the vicissitudes of human

life, . . . the emotions of the human heart, and the

relations of man to man."

The long years of the Civil War were physically and

emotionally demanding on both men. Bryant often differed

with Lincoln's handling of various aspects of the war,

writing him letters of advice and upbraiding him in

editorials in the New York Evening Post. He was especially

impatient with Lincoln's slowness in declaring emancipation

and in choosing new military leadership when those in

command proved ineffective. As the 1864 election

approached, Bryant seemed reluctant to support Lincoln's

candidacy. Brown has written that Bryant suggested in

February that the Republican national convention be held

later than the planned June 7 date as "a great deal had to

be done before .the people could judge" (458) which of the

candidates--Lincoln, Chase, Grant, or Fremont--could best

lead the nation. Bryant was at his angriest with Lincoln in
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September because Lincoln had allowed himself to be

influenced by the powerful and corrupt New York political

boss Thurlow Weed in dispensing patronage in New York (465).

As was always true of both Bryant and Lincoln, however,

the good of the country was uppermost in Bryant's mind, and

late in 1864 he threw the full weight of the New York

Evening Post behind Lincoln's candidacy, writing in "A

Certain 'and an Uncertain Policy":

We have been sick and we are getting well; the

treatment of the national physician has been

cautious; he has avoided heroic methods; he has

been, perhaps slow--but he has been very careful,

conscientious, watchful, and he has carried us

thus far through a terrible disease in safety.

. . . He has now guided the ship of state for

more than three years; in that time of tremendous

difficulty he has perhaps made mistakes, but he

has acted throughout conscientiously, honorably,

and with an honest and patriotic desire to do

right. . . . There is every reason to believe

that, while Mr. Lincoln continues in power, this

healthy and beneficial state of things will

continue. (II: 178).

There is nothing of the mystic or the mythical in the

editorial, just an honest belief in and admiration for

Lincoln who, although Bryant at times finds him all too
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human, is dedicated to the cause he had so beautifully

expressed in the "Gettysburg Address"--"that government of

the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish

from the earth" (734).

A few months later, after the assassination, Bryant in

the poem "The Death of Lincoln" places Lincoln among the

heroes who have died in the "cause of Right."

Oh, slow to smite and swift to spare,

Gentle and merciful and just!

Who, in the fear of God, didst bear

The sword of power, a nation's trust!

In sorrow by thy bier we stand,

Amid the awe that hushes all,

And speak the anguish of a land

That shook with horror at thy fall.

Thy task is done; the bond are free;

We bear thee to an honored grave,

Whose proudest monument shall be

The broken fetters of the slave.

Pure was thy life; its bloody close

Hath placed thee with the sons of light,

Among the noble host of those

Who perished in the cause of Right. (IV: 160)
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On April 14, 1865, Bryant mourns Lincoln and raises him

to the status of God's chosen man.

How awful and solemn the blow which has fallen

upon every true heart in the nation! Abraham

Lincoln, the man of the people, whom the

Providence of God had raised to be 'the foremost

man of all this world,' . . . is struck down by

the hand of the assassin. (II: 228)

From a mortal who acted "in the fear of God," Bryant now

moves Lincoln closer to the realm of myth with the phrase

"whom the Providence of God had raised." He returns to the

human aspects, however, as he compares Lincoln's place in

the hearts of the people to the places held by Washington

and Jackson:

But Mr. Lincoln . . . by his kindliness, his

integrity, his homely popular humor, and his rare

native instinct of the popular will, has won as

large a place in the private heart, while history

will assign him no less a place in the public

history of the nation. (229)

Echoing Lincoln's "malice toward none" sentiments stated in

his "Second Inaugural Address," Bryant continues:

Mr. Lincoln brought to his high office no

prejudice of section, no personal resentments, no

unkind or bitter feeling of hatred, . . . He

contemplated the responsibilities of his great
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charge with the calm desire to do his duty under

the light of conscience and truth, and for the

best interests of his country. . . . Let us pray

God that those who come after him may imitate his

virtues and imbibe the spirit of his goodness.

(229)

Brown has written that "Bryant in the eyes of his

contemporaries was the exemplar of the noble man" (4). It

is as a fellow noble man that Bryant most often paid tribute

to Lincoln. His veneration is evident in much of what he

wrote about Lincoln before his death and in everything he

wrote afterward. With the exception of Lincoln's "Right

makes Might" speech in relation to Bryant's poem "Our

Country's Call," however, it is not possible to cite a

direct influence of one man upon the other. United in

support of the fundamental principles of liberty and

equality, they did not so much influence each other as they

joined each other in the confluence of ideals, conditions,

time, and place which seemed to make possible, for the first

time in history, the attainment of the ideal of individual

liberty.,

When asked by Oliver Wendell Holmes, John Greenleaf

Whittier, and others to write Lincoln's biography, Bryant

declined, possibly realizing that Lincoln would now be

elevated to the mythic status of a martyr-savior and

possibly realizing also that he was not prepared to write of
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Lincoln in this way. He alluded to "various reasons .

some of which are personal to myself, and others inherent in

the subject, which discourage me from undertaking the task"

(II: 230). In his April 14 editorial on Lincoln's death, he

pays tribute not to a martyr-savior but to "the foremost man

of all the world" who has accomplished a great work. Great

and good as he is,

all of him that could perish now lies in the cold

embrace of Death. His warm, kindly, generous

heart beats no more; his cool, deliberate, wise

and noble brain thinks for us no more; his

services to his nation and to mankind are ended;

and he has gone to the Rewarder of all sincere,

honest, useful endeavor. (II: 229)

Bryant's praise is the more touching because it is for a

noble fellow human who has persevered even unto .death in a

cause that involves the good of all mankind.



CHAPTER III

LINCOLN, LOWELL, AND STOWE

James Russell Lowell and Harriet Beecher Stowe were

ardent admirers of Lincoln both during his presidency and

after his assassination. Although first attracted by

Lincoln's stand on slavery, both Lowell and Stowe came to

see in him many of the attributes of a great leader: wisdom,

common sense, patience, nobility, and sincerity. By the end

of Lincoln's life each of the writers believed that he had

been chosen by God to lead the country through the Civil

War.

It seems strange that Lincoln, the rough, uncouth

westerner who championed individual freedom and the

preservation of a union designed to guarantee equal

opportunity to all men, could have found advocates among the

New England Brahmins with their aloofness from the common

people and their fear of labor and its causes. James

Russell Lowell, "the ablest and most distinguished of the

old Cambridge breed" (Parrington 460), was, however, a

Lincoln advocate from the beginning of his presidency. Roy

P. Basler writes, in The Lincoln Legend,

It is significant that the fullness of

appreciation of Lincoln was approximately reached

by Lowell before the assassination. . . . That a

38
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Brahmin could reach such a judgment of Lincoln

merely as a careful student and critic of his

actions and policies, with nothing of the regard

engendered by personal contact, which enabled

those close to Lincoln both to admire and love, is

a tribute to his perception. (79)

Lowell himself provides a further basis for his

admiration of Lincoln when he writes in The Function of the

Poet":

There is this unmistakable stamp on all the great

poets--that, however in little things they may

fall below themselves, whenever there comes a

great and noble thing to say, they say it greatly

and nobly. (7)

He then places Lincoln among the great poets when he writes,

in the Introduction to The Biglow Papers,

President Lincoln, the only really great public

man whom these latter days have seen, was great

also in this, that he was master--witness his

speech at Gettysburg--of a truly masculine

English, classic because it was of no special

period, and level at once to the highest and

lowest of his countrymen. (XI: 9).

Lowell's perception was also due to the philosophical

empathy that existed between him and Lincoln on the question

of slavery. Lowell was for several years ardently involved



40

with the abolitionists, but he became uncomfortable with the

fanaticism of the movement. It has been assumed by many

that his involvement in abolit-ionism came about through

Maria White, his first wife. Edward C. Wagenknecht writes,

however, that neither biographers nor Lowell himself could

determine when he became an abolitionist, and that, although

for several years he rendered a "valiant service" to the

cause, he turned from the abolitionist fanaticism, and

became "more inclined to methods of indirect attack" (172-

74.). Lincoln always distanced himself from abolition.

Denying Douglas's accusation that he was an abolitionist, he

states in the "First Debate, at Ottawa, Illinois, "It does

seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be

adopted" (444).

Lowell's "methods of indirect attack" were often

launched through his poetry. Many of his poems written

during the 1840s have the theme, contained also in Lincoln's

speeches and writings, that there can be no true freedom for

any American unless all are free. His poem "Stanzas on

Freedom" challenges Americans who boast of the freedom

passed on to them by their fathers: "If there breathe on

earth a slave, / Are ye truly free and brave?" (IX: 153).

When the Civil War is raging some twenty years later,

Lincoln, in his "Annual Message to Congress" in 1862,

declares that, "In giving freedom to the slave, we assure
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freedom to the free--honorable alike in what we give, and

what we preserve" (688).

Lowell's poem "The Present Crisis" admonishes the

reader that "In the gain or loss of one race all the rest

have equal claim" (IX: 186). Some fifteen years later,

Lincoln echoes this principle in an 1858 speech made in

response to a request for a statement of the difference

between the principles of the Democratic and Republican

parties: "slavery is an unqualified evil to the negro, to

the white man, to the soil, and to the State" ("Fragment:

Speech at Edwardsville" 470). Lowell's poem carries the

theme further: "They enslave their children's children who

make compromise with sin" (IX: 188), and Lincoln's speech

strengthens it even more:

Now, when you have extinguished his [the Negro's]

soul, and placed him where the ray of hope is

blown out in darkness like that which broods over

the spirits of the damned; are you quite sure that

the demon which you have roused will not turn and

rend you? . . . Our defense is in the preservation

of the spirit which prizes liberty as the heritage

of all men, in all lands, everywhere. Destroy

this spirit, and you have planted the seeds of

despotism around your own doors. ("Fragment:

Speech at Edwardsville" 473).
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In 1845 Lowell was witness to the brutal capture of

runaway slaves, an event which deeply distressed him. In

response he wrote the poem "On the Capture of Fugitive

Slaves Near Washington. " The poem carries the warning that

man must not "be true to Church and State while [he is]

doubly false to God" (IX: 228). Lincoln, in a letter

written to his friend Joshua F. Speed in August of 1855,

recalls a similar incident that he witnessed on an 1841

steamboat trip, when a dozen or more shackled slaves were

brought on the boat, and "that sight was a continued torment

to me" ("Letter to Joshua F. Speed" 333). He takes Speed to

task for his stand on owning slaves and for assuming that "I

have no interest in a thing which has, and continually

exercises, the power of making me miserable" (333). In the

penultimate paragraph of the letter, he writes that the

country began with the declaration that "a77 men are created

equal"; he feels that the declaration has now deteriorated

to "all men are created equal, except negroes," and that if

the people do not act on principle it must deteriorate even

further to "all men are created equal, except negroes, and

foreigners, and Catholics" (333), thus establishing as

Lowell did the interconnectedness of slavery and other forms

of evil. He feels that when this time comes "I should

prefer emigrating to some country where they make no

pretence of loving liberty . . . where despotism can be

taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocracy [sic]"
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(332-36). Thus both Lincoln and Lowell make clear their

belief that a man must be true to God (and to his own best

self), or lose the hope of liberty for himself and for all.

In the poem "Freedom" Lowell asks, "Are we then wholly

fallen?" and laments that the wind, the mountains, the

plains, and the sea, in proclaiming freedom to those who

will not preserve it for all, "Have wasted inspiration on

dead ears, / Dulled with the too familiar clank of chains"

(IX: 274). Both men equate the loss of physical freedom

indicated by chains to the loss of the far dearer freedom of

spirit and action, for Lincoln warns at the end of the

Edwardsville speech: "Familiarize yourself with the chains

of bondage, and you are preparing your own limbs to wear

them ("Fragment: Speech at Edwardsville" 473).

Lincoln expresses, in "Fragment: The Constitution and

the Union," his concept that the Constitution and the Union

exist to perpetuate individual liberty:

There is something back of these (the Constitution

and the Union] entwining itself more closely about

the human heart. That something, is the principle

of 'Liberty to all'--the principle that clears the

path for all--gives hope to all--and, by

consequence, enterprize, and industry to all"

(513).

He then draws from Proverbs, 25:11 to develop the analogy of

the principle of liberty for all as the "apple of gold"
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contained in the "picture of silver" framed for it by the

Constitution and the Union. He makes the point that "the

picture was made, not to conceal or destroy the apple; but

to adorn, and preserve it" (513). Lowell, in his 1865 essay

"Abraham Lincoln," also pays tribute to the Constitution as

preserver of the principle of liberty for all:

Never perhaps, was any system of government tried

by so continuous and searching a strain as ours

during the last three years; never has any shown

itself stronger; and never could that strength be

so directly traced to the virtue and intelligence

of the people. (VI: 225)

Further parallels in the thought of the two men can be

seen in Lowell's Biglow Papers and various quotes from

Lincoln. Noah Brooks, in the May 1865 issue of Harper's

Monthly Magazine, writes of Lincoln's preference in poets:

"James Russell Lowell he only knew as 'Hosea Biglow,' every

one of whose effusions he knew" (507). "John P. Robinson,

he" was a special favorite, and Noah writes that Lincoln

once said that originality and daring impudence were

sublimed in this stanza of Lowell's:

Ef you take a sword and dror it,

An' stick a feller creatur thru,

Gov'ment hain't to answer for it,

God'll send the bill to you. ( 507)
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The dialect of Biglow would naturally have delighted

Lincoln, since many of his own stories were apparently told

in dialect. But a closer examination of the quoted stanza

reveals again the belief shared by the two men that a man

must be true to his best self to further the true good of

humankind.

As the election of 1860 approached, the furor over

slavery had increased to a fever pitch. In "The Election in

November" Lowell sets forth the tenets of the Republican

party: "They believe that slavery is a wrong morally, a

mistake politically, and a misfortune practically" (VI: 52).

He enumerates the damages done to the country by slavery:

It has nullified our influence abroad and forced

us to compromise with our better instincts at

home; . . . it has perverted our government from

its legitimate objects, weakened the respect for

the laws . . . and sapped the faith of men in any

higher political morality than interest or any

better statesmanship than chicane. (52)

In the "First Debate, at Ottawa, Illinois" Lincoln parallels

Lowell's charges against slavery:

It deprives our republican example of its just

influence in the world,--enables the enemies of

free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us

as hypocrites; causes the real friends of freedom

to doubt our sincerity, and . . . forces so many
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really good men amongst ourselves into an open war

with the very fundamental principles of civil

liberty,--criticizing the Declaration of

Independence, and insisting that there is no right

principle of action but self-interest. (442-43)

Lowell closes "The Election in November" with the

assertion that the election of Lincoln "will do more than

anything else to appease the excitement of the country," for

Lincoln has "proved both his ability and his integrity; he

has experience enough in public affairs to make him a

statesman, and not enough to make him a politician" (VI:

52). Nonetheless, in the essay "Pickens-and-Stealin's

Rebellion" written after Lincoln's inauguration, Lowell

finds serious fault with Lincoln:

Mr. Lincoln's Inaugural Speech was of the kind

usually called 'firm, but conciliatory,'--a policy

doubtful in troublous times, since it commonly

argues weakness, and more than doubtful in a

crisis like ours, since it left the course which

the administration meant to take ambiguous, and

while it weakened the government by exciting the

distrust of all who wished for vigorous measures,

really strengthened the enemy by encouraging the

conspirators in the Border States. (VI: 100)

In the essay "Abraham Lincoln" written in 1864,

however, Lowell returns to his earlier appraisal as he
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praises the President's human greatness as evidenced in his

able leadership of the country in its most difficult years.

He credits Lincoln with intensifying a popular excitement

into an earnest national will; making an "impracticable

moral sentiment" the tool of a moral end; converting the

treason of enemies, the jealousy of rivals, the unwise zeal

of friends into a use for good; and with avoiding a foreign

war. Any one of these accomplishments, Lowell writes,

"might suffice to prove greatness in a ruler, [but all] have

been mainly due to the good sense, the good humor, the

sagacity, the large-mindedness, and the unselfish honesty"

of Lincoln. At this point, Lowell injects an element of

mystery, fate and wonder as he refers to Lincoln as "the

unknown man whom a blind fortune . . . had lifted from the

crowd to the most dangerous and difficult eminence of modern

times" (VI: 224-26).

The essay continues with a paean of praise for Lincoln,

enumerating all his positive human qualities that have

contributed to his greatness. Even the qualities that

Lowell earlier considered failings now merit praise: "Mr.

Lincoln, . . . though we have sometimes in our impatience

thought otherwise, has always waited, as a wise man should,

till the right moment brought up all his reserves" (232).

He credits Lincoln with sagacity, patience, and flexibility,

and with employing a policy of drawing the nation to him and
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with him. "The very homeliness of his genius," Lowell

writes, "was its distinction" (239).

The homeliness does not make the genius less striking,

for Lowell then elevates Lincoln to a kind of nobility: "His

kingship was conspicuous by its workday homespun. Never was

ruler so absolute as he, nor so little conscious of it; for

he was the incarnate common sense of the people" (239-40).

He praises Lincoln's resilience as a means to his great

accomplishments--"The course of a great statesman resembles

that of navigable rivers, avoiding immovable obstacles with

noble bends of concession, seeking the broad levels of

opinion on which men soonest settle and longest dwell"

(241). Lincoln has found those broad levels of opinion

because "he has always addressed the intelligence of men,

never their prejudice, their passion, or their ignorance"

(255).

When Lowell took up his pen after Lincoln's

assassination to complete the essay, he began,

On the day of his death, this simple Western

attorney, . . was the most absolute ruler in

Christendom. . . . it appeared that he had drawn

the great majority, not only of his fellow

citizens, but of mankind also to his side. (255)

Lowell balances his criticism of Lincoln's mistakes and

shortcomings with praise for his accomplishments. He closes

the essay with an evocative description of Lincoln's
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funeral, which portrays Lincoln not only as the leader of a

government "of the people, by the people, and for the

people" but as a man who, chosen by the people, was also of

the people and for the people: "Never before that startled

April morning did such multitudes of men shed tears for one

they had never seen. . . . Their common manhood had lost a

kinsman" (255-56).

In the well-known and widely acclaimed Lincoln section

of the "Ode Recited at the Harvard Commemoration," Lowell

skillfully melds the human and the superhuman when he

mythologizes Lincoln as "God's . . . stalwart man," "our

Martyr-Chief," "one of Plutarch's men," and "the first

American" (XIII: 23-24). Wagenknecht has written that, "In

later years, Lowell was proud of having been one of the

first in his circle to discern that Lincoln was one of

Plutarch' s men" (186). He could justly have been proud, as

well, that he was not so much influenced by Lincoln as he

was attuned to their shared ideals and to Lincoln's genius

for moving the country toward the realization of those

ideals.

Stowe did not come to such an early acceptance of

Lincoln as had Lowell. Lincoln had been in the presidential

chair almost two years when Stowe met him in 1862. Until

that meeting she knew him only through the reports of others

and through his writings and speeches. She had grave

reservations about him at the beginning of his presidency
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because he claimed adherence to no organized religion. His

extensive knowledge of the Bible, his meaningful use of the

Scriptures, his exemplary leadership and his literary

ability, however, were to bring her to champion him as God's

chosen man.

Stowe and Lincoln were perceived by their

contemporaries, both at home and abroad, as totally

dedicated to the fight to free the slaves. A close study of

the words of the two, however, reveals an interesting multi-

level dedication on the part of each. Lincoln's forthright

statement in an 1862 "Letter to Horace Greeley" which was

published in the New York Tribune leaves no doubt about his

priorities:

I would save the Union. . . . My paramount object

in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not

either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could

save the Union without freeing any slave I would

do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the

slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by

freeing some and leaving others alone I would also

do that. What I do about the colored race, I do

because I believe it helps to save the Union.

(652)

He closes the letter, however, with this statement: "I have

here stated my purpose according to my view of official
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duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-expressed

personal wish that all men everywhere could be free (652).

While Stowe makes no such- forthright statement, her two

anti-slavery novels, Uncle Tom's Cabin and Dred, reveal her

concern over what the institution of slavery does to the

moral fiber of Christians. Edmund Wilson writes that in

both books she "emphasizes . . . the contrasting ways in

which her characters practice religion" (37). She uses "her

Negro characters to express her own religious ideals" (40),

characterizing the slaves in each book as suffering and

sometimes Christ-like figures who are true to their simple

faith. Each book portrays the institution of slavery as

weakening the moral fiber of the slave owners, and causing

the ministers to defend slavery by arguing "its theological

implications and the Biblical sanction for it. . . . We

begin to see in Dred that [Stowe's] real preoccupation is

not with slavery but with Christian morals" (37).

The popularity and the far-reaching effects of the

words of Stowe and Lincoln are enduring proof that the pen

is mightier than the sword, and that it is mightier partly

because it can accomodate a hidden or mixed agenda while

accomplishing the stated agenda. This the pens of both

Lincoln and Stowe did. At the time of the Civil War, their

names were known around the world. Lincoln's words were

perhaps appreciated even more abroad than they were at home,
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and Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin had sold about two and a half

million copies in English and in translations abroad.

Stowe's concern with Christian morals is easily

understood in light of the fact that her life was rigorously

shaped by religion. Taught to read when she was but four

years old, "she was treated to long passages from the King

James Bible and the Book of Common Prayer" (Gerson 6). She

was the daughter, sister, wife and mother of ministers. Her

religious beliefs, coming as they did from training in the

Episcopal faith through her aunt, in the Presbyterian faith

through her father and husband, and in the Congregational

faith through her brother, were the center of her being and

the wellspring from which her writing flowed.

Stowe's rigidly formal religious training and

background stood in marked contrast to the little religious

training Lincoln received from his mother and his

stepmother. He acquired his knowledge of the Bible as he

acquired his knowledge of law--through his own careful

reading and contemplation. When Lincoln ran for Congress

from Illinois in 1846, his opponent the Reverend Peter

Cartwright accused him of infidelity and of being an

unbeliever. Lincoln was informed of the charge by Allen N.

Ford, editor of the Illinois Gazette and a staunch supporter

of Lincoln. He immediately sent Ford a letter and an

accompanying handbill setting forth his religious views. He

specified that both were to be published. The handbill was
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one of the few public statements Lincoln ever made on

religion; however, his own words provide little that is

definitive as to his religious beliefs:

That I am not a member of any Christian Church, is

true; but I have never denied the truth of the

Scriptures; and I have never spoken with

intentional disrespect of religion in general, or

of any denomination of Christians in particular.

It is true that in early life I was inclined to

believe in what I understand is called the

"Doctrine of Necessity"--that is, that the human

mind is impelled to action, or held in rest by

some power, over which the mind itself has no

control. . . . The foregoing is the whole truth,

briefly stated, in relation to myself, upon this

subject. ("Religious Views" 187-88).

Although Lincoln's statement is ambigious as to personal

religion, evidence of his extensive knowledge of the Bible

abounds. And however he interpreted the Bible in relation

to his own soul, his understanding of the Scriptures and of

his hearers placed the Scriptures at the core of many of his

most memorable speeches.

Even when he did not quote the Scriptures directly,

Lincoln's speeches were rich in Biblical allusions, and he

used both quote and allusion to good effect in his reply to

Senator Douglas on the repeal of the Missouri Compromise.
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Lincoln felt deeply about his subject; in his

"Autobiography" he states "I was losing interest in

politics, when the repeal of the Missouri Compromise aroused

me again" ("Short Autobiography" 512). He considered the

repeal unconstitutional and its principles "as opposite as

God and mammon" ("Repeal" 314). About the Repeal's

provision for the extension of slavery into Nebraska he

says,"It hath no relish of salvation in it" (309). He

alludes to the stain of the repeal upon the nation in

Biblical terms: "Our republican robe is soiled, and trailed

in the dust. Let us re-purify it. Let us turn and wash it

white, in the spirit, if not the blood, of the Revolution"

(315).

It was the Compromise of 1850 which led to the repeal

of the Missouri Compromise, and it also mandated much more

stringent enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Law. This

legislation grieved and inflamed Stowe and, when added to

all the other wrongs against the slaves, touched the center

of her being and inspired her to write Uncle Tom's Cabin.

The novel was perhaps the single most effective propaganda

novel ever written, and it enjoyed a wide popularity and

wielded a powerful influence both at home and abroad. Other

of Stowe's writings on slavery had a tremendous impact here

and abroad as well.

Although Stowe had, of course, been aware of slavery in

the abstract all her life, "it was in 1833," Gerson writes,
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"that Harriet Beecher first became aware of slavery as a

living institution" (36). The Beecher family had just moved

to Cincinnati, Ohio, and Harriet and a friend visited a

working plantation across the river. Although she showed

little reaction at the time, the sinful luxury in which the

plantation owners lived, the condition of blacks as property

which could be bought and sold, and the presence of a pretty

quadroon who was mute evidence of the further degradation of

the blacks by the whites burned deep into the sensitive

Harriet (38-39).

By 1836 Stowe was writing some anti-slavery material,

but she had little sympathy with the abolitionists because

of the radical nature of their methods. Lyman Beecher Stowe

has written that "the difference between an abolitionist and

an anti-slavery man was one of method--not of purpose"

(268), and he designates all the Beechers as anti-slavery.

Gerson writes that by 1845 Stowe "returned repeatedly to the

theme of slavery, which was beginning to haunt her" (55).

From this point until the end of the Civil War her pen was

seldom still on the subject of slavery, and some seventeen

years after her first direct exposure to slavery her first

impressions of the hated institution were still so vivid in

her mind that they became a part of her most powerful anti-

slavery work, Uncle Tom's Cabin (Gerson 38-39).

She wrote increasingly vehement antislavery articles,

on the average of one every two weeks, for the National Era,
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the New York Evangelist, and other magazines. In 1854

Congress debated the Kansas-Nebraska bill which would repeal

the Missouri Compromise and would, among other provisions,

allow slavery north of 360 30' latitude and implement a new

and more vigorous fugitive-slave act. In response to the

bill, Stowe wrote "An Appeal to the Women of America," and

at her own expense printed tens of thousands of copies of it

for free distribution.

Debating the bill with Stephen A.Douglas at Peoria,

Illinois in October, 1854, Lincoln says that "with the

author of the declaration [sic] of Independence, the policy

of prohibiting slavery in new territory originated"

("Repeal" 285). He outlines the good that has come of

following the policy "through sixty odd of the best years of

the republic" (285). Written three and one-half months

before the debate, Lincoln's "Fragments: On Slavery" (July

1854) reveal what must have been in his heart as he made his

reply to Douglas--the wrongs of slavery have been "made so

plain by our good Father in Heaven, that all feel and

understand [them], even down to brutes and creeping insects"

(278).

As mentioned above, since Stowe did not meet Lincoln

until 1862 she knew him only through the reports of others

and through his writings and speeches. His August 1862

letter to Horace Greeley published in the New York Tribune

and his failure to profess the Christian faith caused her to
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feel less than easy about his leadership. When she learned

in September that Lincoln was prepared to issue the

Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, however, her

estimation of him began to rise.

With the assurance that emancipation was soon to be

accomplished, Stowe turned her attention to the British,

whose interest in the injustice of slavery had waned and who

wavered on the verge of recognizing the Confederacy. She

wrote a "Reply" to an "Affectionate and Christian Address"

which had been signed by thousands of women in England and

Ireland and sent, some eight years before, to urge the women

of the United States to "raise your voices to your fellow-

citizens and your prayers to God for the removal of this

affliction [slavery] and disgrace from the Christian world"

("A Reply" 121). Stowe's "Reply" again reveals her concern

with the damage slavery wreaks on the morals of Christians,

as she chides British Congregational ministers for their

question "Why does not the North let the South go?" (132).

She admonishes them that to do so would leave "our white

brothers to run a career of oppression and robbery, that, as

sure as there is a God that ruleth in the armies of heaven,

will bring down a day of wrath and doom" (132). The "Reply"

reveals, also, a softening in her attitude toward Lincoln.

Describing Lincoln's offer of a plan for compensated

emancipation she writes,
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This noble-spirited and generous offer has been

urged on the Slaveholding States by the Chief

Executive with an earnestness and sincerity of

which history in after-times will make honorable

account in recording the events of Mr. Lincoln's

administration. (125).

From the time she learned in September 1861 that

Lincoln would issue the Emancipation Proclamation, Stowe's

good opinion of him continued to grow during the next two

and one-half years. His speeches during those years

referred more and more to Scripture and many of them closed

prayerfully. Asked to write a biographical appraisal of

Lincoln for the religious journal Watchman and Reflector in

1864, she devotes but two sentences to the question of his

religious belief: "We do not mean to give the impression

that Lincoln is a religious man in the sense in which that

term is popularly applied. We believe he has never made any

such profession" ("Abraham Lincoln" 284). Yet the

disclaimer does not hamper her vision of Lincoln as chosen

by God. Characterizing the Civil War as "THE WAR for the

rights of the working classes of mankind, as against the

usurpation of privileged aristocracies," Stowe writes that

This great contest has visibly been held in the

hands of Almighty God, . . . It was he who chose

the instrument for this work, and he chose him

[Lincoln] with a visible reference to the rights



59

and interests of the great majority of mankind,

for which he stands. (282)

Lincoln, in the "Farewell Address at Springfield,

Illinois, 1861" places himself in the hands of God as he

appeals to the people for their prayers and to God for his

help:

Without the assistance of that Divine Being . .

I cannot succeed. With that assistance, I cannot

fail. . . . To His care commending you, as I hope

in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an

affectionate farewell. (568)

Responding to this speech some three years later, Stowe

writes in "Abraham Lincoln," the biographical appraisal for

the Watchman and Reflector, "Little did the honest,

fatherly, patriotic man . . . foresee how awfully he was to

need those prayers, [but] God's hand was upon him with a

visible protection" ("Abraham Lincoln" 282).

Writing of-the many trials Lincoln has endured as head

of the troubled nation, Stowe compares him to Moses:

Like Moses leading his Israel through the

wilderness, he has seen the day when every man

seemed ready to stone him, and yet, with simple,

wiry, steady perseverance, he has held on,

conscious of honest intentions, and looking to God

for help. All the nations have felt, in the

increasing solemnity of his proclamations and
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papers, how deep an education was being wrought in

his mind by this simple faith in God, the ruler of

nations, and this humble willingness to learn the

awful lessons of his providence. (284)

A year after Stowe had written this tribute, Lincoln

evinces, in the "Second Inaugural Address," his knowledge

and acceptance of those "awful lessons of [God's]

providence" when he says of the North and South: "Both read

the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes

His aid against the other" (793). He observes that God

cannot answer the prayers of both sides, and that He has not

answered those of either side fully. This, Lincoln

cautions, is because "The Almighty has his own purposes.

'Woe unto the world because of offences! . . . woe to that

man by whom the offence cometh!'" (793). He considers that

American slavery may be one of those offences, and that

"[God] gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as

the woe due to those by whom the offence came" (793). Even

if this be so, the nation must continue steadfast in its

trust in God, and with a reverence that is almost a prayer

he beseeches his listeners,

Fondly do we hope--fervently do we pray--that this

mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away.

Yet, if God wills that it continue . . . 'the

judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous

altogether.'
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With malice toward none; with charity for all;

with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see

the right, let us strive on . . . to bind up the

nations wounds. . . to do all which may achieve

and cherish a just and lasting peace, among

ourselves, and with all nations. (793)

In her appraisal of Lincoln Stowe writes about the

impatience many have felt with his conduct of the war and

speaks of the need many feel for a brilliant general or a

dashing, fearless statesman to bring a speedy end to the

conflict. Stowe believes, however, that the people should

be comforted:

It may comfort our minds that since He who ruleth

in the armies of nations set no such man to this

work, that perhaps He saw in the man whom He did

send some peculiar fitness and aptitudes therefor.

("Abraham Lincoln" 284)

Stowe sees, as Lowell does, that another leader than

Lincoln might have subverted the principles for which the

Revolution was fought and have been the cause of its

failure, even after fourscore and seven years: "A reckless,

bold, theorizing, dashing man of genius might have wrecked

our Constitution and ended us in a splendid military

despotism" (284). She finds it remarkable that, although

Lincoln has been the target of many accusations even among

those who most approve of him, he has never been charged
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with being self-serving or selfish. She writes, "When we

were troubled and . . . looked doubtfully towards the

presidential chair," his goodwill was not doubted, "only the

clearness of his eyesight" (284). It is Lincoln's goodwill

and his patience that have enabled him "like Moses leading

his Israel through the wilderness . . . with simple, wiry,

steady perseverance, [to hold on], conscious of honest

intentions, and looking to God for help" (284).

Stowe is attracted, also, by the characteristics that

make Lincoln the representative American, and in the

appraisal she alludes to his humble beginnings--"Abraham

Lincoln is in the strictest sense a man of the working

classes" (282). She admires him for the fact that he

educated himself, in spite of the lack of time and

opportunity to do so and the dearth of books, and for the

fact that any honest work, no matter how difficult or

menial, was never beneath him. She praises him for his

"honesty, shrewdness, energy, and keen practical insight

into men and things" (282). As Lowell applied the analogy

of a river to Lincoln's strength and resiliency, Stowe

chooses the analogy of a wire cable:

His strength is of a peculiar kind; it is not

aggressive so much as passive, . . . the strength

not so much of a stone buttress as of a wire

cable. . . . swaying to every influence, yielding

on this side and on that to popular needs, yet
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tenaciously and inflexibly bound to carry its

great end. (284)

Stowe's appraisal reveals that Lincoln's masterful use

of words is a powerful source of her admiration, as well.

She praises his speeches and writings more glowingly and at

even greater length than Bryant and Lowell do. She approves

his resistance to the attempts of others to impose their

style on his words because he cares more that "The people

will understand them" (283) than that they are classic

examples of rhetoric. Stowe finds proof that the people do

understand them in the fact that "the state papers of no

President [since Washington] have more controlled the

popular mind" (283). In explaining how Lincoln has achieved

this status with his words, Stowe touches on other elements

that attract the Romantics to him; in spite of their

eloquence and meaningfulness, his speeches possess a

simplicity, a commonality, an appeal that raises the hearer

to Lincoln's level:

They have more resembled a father's talks to his

children than a state-paper. And they have had

that relish and smack of the soil, that appeal to

the simple human heart and head, which is a

greater power in writing than the most artful

devices of rhetoric. . . . we say of Lincoln's

writing, that for all true, manly purposes of

writing, there are passages in his state papers
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that could not be better put; they are absolutely

perfect. They are brief, condensed, intense, and

with a power of insight and expression which make

them worthy to be inscribed in letters of gold.

(284)

As she draws to the close of the appraisal, Stowe

comments on Lincoln's suffering, his patience, his fairness,

and his weariness and quotes him as prophesying his own

death: "Whichever way [the war] ends, I have the impression

that I sha'n't last long after it's over" (284) She has

come to appreciate Lincoln not only as an exemplary man and

leader but as one who is blessed:

Almighty God has granted to him that clearness of

vision which he gives to the true-hearted, and

enabled him to set his honest foot in that

promised land of freedom which is to be the

patrimony of all men, black and white--and from

henceforth nations shall rise up to call him

blessed. (284)

Stowe never deviates from her faith, her center of being,

but she changes her view of Lincoln's faith; through his

words and actions she comes to believe that he acts

according to the will of God, even without the benefit of a

formal profession of faith. Because Lincoln speaks and acts

according to God's will, Stowe sees him as blessed even

before his martyrdom.



CHAPTER IV

LINCOLN AND EMERSON

Upon receiving the news of Lincoln's election in 1860,

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his journal on November 7,

"Lincoln is elected. . . . This is a great victory. One can

hardly overrate its importance. It is the redemption of the

country. Freedom is triumphant" (9: 284). A week later he

wrote, "The news of last Wednesday morning (7th) was

sublime, the pronunciation of the masses of America against

Slavery" (9: 286). The key words in these entries--victory,

redemption, freedom and sublime--were not empty rhetoric;

they appear repeatedly in various forms throughout Emerson's

addresses and essays relating to Lincoln and his leadership

during the next four years of crisis. They reveal something

of the nature and depth of Emerson's attraction to Lincoln

as a victorious leader who, through the rightness of his

cause, became the incarnate symbol of individual freedom.

At the time of his journal entries, most of what Emerson

knew of Lincoln he had learned by following the Lincoln-

Douglas debates, but he was early impressed with Lincoln's

simple eloquence, conveying as it did the spiritual,

intellectual, and moral qualities of his cause of freedom

and equality for all. During the next four years, this

65
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eloquence was instrumental in raising Lincoln to a sublimity

equal, in Emerson's eyes, to that of his cause.

Brooks Atkinson has written of Emerson that he was "the

first philosopher of the American spirit" and says that

"what the statesmen had already accomplished in the sphere

of politics Emerson applied to culture, not by action, but

by exhortation and radiance" (ix). Deeply troubled by

slavery, Emerson, beginning in the 1830s, often employed

that "exhortation and radiance" in the cause of abolishing

slavery. In "Nature," he cites the abolition of the slave

trade in 1807 as one of the "gleams of a better light . .

occasional examples of the action of man upon nature with

his entire force, with reason as well as understanding" (I:

43). Well aware that abolition of the slave trade had not

solved the problem of slavery, he hailed the British

emancipation of slaves in the West Indies as an example for

the United States to follow. He declared that "the

institution of slavery seems to its opponent to have but one

side and he feels that none but a stupid or a malignant

person can hesitate on a view of the facts" (XI: 100), and

he.called slavery "as much a crime against the Divine law as

the slave-trade" (110).

Upon receiving news of Lincoln's Emancipation

Proclamation, Emerson wrote "The President's Proclamation,"

in which he grouped the proclamation with other outstanding
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acts which had benefitted humankind throughout history.

Praising both act and actor he writes,

once in a century, if so often, a poetic act and

record occur. . . . when, roused by danger or

inspired by genius, political leaders . . . take a

step forward in the direction of catholic and

universal interests. (XI: 315)

He listed a number of such "poetic acts": the settling of

America, the founding of the English commonwealth, the

Declaration of Independence, emancipation in the British

West Indies, "and now, eminently, President Lincoln's

Proclamation" (316).

As Emerson's name is inextricably linked with

trancendentalism and its emphasis on the inalienable worth

of the individual, just so Lincoln's name is inextricably

linked with a protection of that worth through individual

freedom guaranteed by government. While Emerson saw it as

his duty to advance the cause of the inalienable worth the

individual through the work of his addresses, editorials,

and speeches upon society's conscience, Lincoln saw it as

his duty to advance the cause of individual freedom through

the preservation of the Union and its democratic form of

government. But both men moved constantly and consistently

toward the same. ideal end. When Lincoln issued the

Emancipation Proclamation, Emerson praised his human

capabilities but injected a note of mysticism as well:
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We are beginning to think that we have

underestimated the capacity and virtue which the

Divine Providence has made an instrument of

benefit so vast. He has been permitted to do more

for America than any other American man. (317)

Emerson's journal entry about Lincoln's election and

his praise in response to the Emancipation Proclamation

demonstrate his attraction to and admiration for Lincoln.

Fully as pertinent, however, in the study of his attraction

to Lincoln, -is his address "The American Scholar," which was

given some twenty years before he became acquainted with

Lincoln's philosophy or his work. The ideal American

scholar will be Man Thinking, rather than a mere thinker,

and Emerson establishes the precepts which the scholar

should follow to reach the ideal. A study of the stages of

Lincoln's development into the eloquent and able leader

Emerson so much admires reveals an impressive similarity to

Emerson's precepts for the development of the American

scholar.

Given before before the Phi Beta Kappa Society at

Cambridge in 1837, "The American Scholar" counseled the

scholars to live and think like free men and described the

American Scholar as he should be in "the light new days and

events have thrown on his character and his hopes" (I: 79).

He spoke before some of the best-educated Americans of his

day, but, strangely, the ideal Scholar he described was to
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be shaped much more by thinking, living, and doing than by

formal education. Two decades later, Emerson was to come to

admire, and eventually to eulogize, a Lincoln who had had

little formal education, but whose thought, life, and action

Emerson saw as the hope of the nation.

The scholar is to function among men, Emerson says, as

the "delegated intellect." In the right state he is "Man

Thinking" (81), rather than a lesser "thinking man. "

Emerson enumerates the influences upon "Man Thinking" and

the ways he will be affected by them. The premier

influence, "The first in time and the first in importance

.0 . .upon the mind is that of nature" (84). Nature is to

further influence, or flow into, the mind of the scholar,

Emerson says, by its resemblence to his own spirit and by

stimulating his mind to classify, to tie things together, to

diminish anomalies and to discover "roots running under

ground whereby contrary and remote things cohere and flower

out from one stem" (85). When Lincoln was elected in 1860,

he had been shaped during his first twenty years by intimate

daily contact with nature and during all his adult life by

the careful study of human nature. While he cannot be

imagined studying nature as Emerson studies it in the essay

"Nature" and in such poems as "The Rhodora," "Each and All,"

and "The Snow-Storm," Lincoln's daily immersion in nature

during the days of his youth and his assiduous study of

human nature all his adult life had allowed its full flow
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into his mind. It was the knowledge and the empathy gained

in that constant and faithful study that helped to make him

the knowledgeable, effectual, and powerful leader he was.

Emerson finds that the influence of nature is upon the

mind of the Scholar, while the second influence, that of the

past, is into the spirit: "The next great influence into

the spirit of the scholar is the mind of the past" (88), for

which books are the best channel. But the scholar is not to

accept the knowledge gained from books as absolute and

unchangeable. Books "are for nothing but to inspire" (89).

The scholar must read with an active soul; books look

backward, but the scholar must look forward and create

spontaneously "from [his] mind's own sense of good and fair"

(90). He must employ "periods of solitude, inquest, and

self-recovery" (90) so that his mind can develop its own

truth.

In a description of Lincoln's reading habits, William

H. Herndon, Lincoln's friend, law partner, and biographer,

provides an interesting counterpoint to Emerson's criteria

for the scholar's use of books:

He [Lincoln] kept the Bible and Aesop's Fables

within reach, and read them over and over again.

.. The intellectual fires burned slowly, but with

a steady and intense glow. . . . No one had a more

retentive memory. . . . His powers of

concentration were intense, and in the ability
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through analysis to strip bare a proposition he

was unexcelled. His thoughtful and investigating

mind dug down after ideas, and never stopped till

bottom facts were reached. (II: 44)

The efficacy of Lincoln's reading habits is evident in

his speeches and writings. His extensive knowledge and

understanding of the Bible served him well in many of his

speeches. He also read Shakespeare frequently and

intensely, as evidenced in a letter to the Shakespearian

actor J. H. Hackett in which he lists the plays which "I

have gone over perhaps as frequently as any unprofessional

reader. . . . Lear, Richard Third, Henry Eighth, Hamlet, and

especially Macbeth" ("Letter to J. H. Hackett" 718-19).

Lincoln even ventures a critical opinion: "I think the

soliloquy in Hamlet commencing '0, my offense is rank,'

surpasses that commencing 'To be or not to be.' But pardon

this small attempt at criticism" (719). His preference for

the soliloquy reflects his careful consideration, especially

when one considers his concern with conscience and moral

conflict. Lincoln read Shakespeare inventively, as

Emerson's Scholar is required to read, for "there is then

creative reading, as well as creative writing," so that

whatever is read "becomes luminous with manifold allusion"

(I: 91). As testimony to his creativity in both reading and

writing, Lincoln's speeches and writings can best be

described using Emerson's words to the American Scholar:



72

"Every sentence is doubly significant, and the sense of our

author is as broad as the world" (91).

The third influence on the scholar is that of action.

"Action is with the scholar subordinate, but it is

essential. . . . Without it thought can never ripen into

truth" (93). The scholar cannot understand and utilize that

which he receives from books until he realizes for himself,

"Only so much do I know, as I have lived. [Action is] the

raw material out of which the intellect moulds her splendid

products" (94). Lincoln lived a response to such a call for

action: from choosing law as a profession and pursuing it

against all odds to issuing the Emancipation Proclamation,

he carefully considered and then he acted.

Another duty of the American scholar, Emerson writes,

shall be to help bring "our day of dependence, our long

apprenticeship to the learning of other lands to a close"

(79). Emerson's praise in the funeral oration indicates his

belief that Lincoln performed this duty beautifully:

He is the author of a multitude of good sayings

a . . [which] by the very acceptance and adoption

they find in the mouths of millions, turn out to

be the wisdom of the hour. . . -The weight and

penetration of many passages in his letters,

messages, and speeches, hidden now by the very

closeness of their application to the moment, are

destined hereafter to a wide fame. . . . His brief
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speech at Gettysburg will not easily be surpassed

by words on any recorded occasion. (XI: 333)

He also eulogizes Lincoln as "a man of the people . . .

thoroughly American . . . a quite native, aborigianal [sic]

man" (333). Furthermore, "he is the true history of the

American people in his time. . . the true representative of

this continent; . . the pulse of twenty millions throbbing

in his heart" (335). Thus Emerson's call for the American

Scholar, that true representative of America who will lead

her to a realization of her true greatness has been met in

Abraham Lincoln.

For Emerson, Lincoln's most meaningful actions were, of

course, those having to do with abolishing slavery. The

slavery problem had occupied both men to some extent from

the 1830s. Although Emerson resisted being drawn into the

struggle, his sentiments were abolitionist; Lincoln was

anti-abolitionist. Their sentiments about the root of both

problem and solution were, however, often remarkably

similar.

Some of these similarities can be discovered when

sentiments expressed by Emerson in his address "Emancipation

in the British West Indies" are juxtaposed to sentiments

Lincoln uttered in various speeches. Emerson's address was

given on the anniversary of the August 1, 1838 emancipation,

and in it he pours forth his feelings on slavery, crying out

for action in the form of "a perpetual melioration into a
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finer civility" (XI: 102) for blacks equal to that which

whites already enjoy. Lincoln makes one of his many pleas

for melioration in "Fragments: on Slavery" written in July

1854: "[Our government] began by affirming [equal rights]

. . We proposed to give all a chance; and we expected the

weak to grow stronger, the ignorant, wiser; and all better,

and happier together" (279).

Tracing the events that eventually led to the British

emancipation, Emerson asserts the truth of the words of

eighteenth century emancipation activist Thomas Clarkson,

"that providence had never made that to be wise which was

immoral, and that the slave-trade was as impolitic as it was

unjust" (XI: 108). Lincoln, in a set of objections written

in 1837 opposing resolutions passed by the Illinois

Legislature in favor of slavery, declares that "slavery is

founded on both injustice and bad policy" ("Short

Autobiography" 552). Emerson likens the West Indies

emancipation to a moral revolution, but stresses.a great

difference:

all was achieved by plain means of plain men,

working not under a leader, but under a sentiment.

Other revolutions have been the insurrection of

the oppressed; this was the repentance of the

tyrant. It was the masters revolting from their

mastery. The slave-holder said, 'I will not hold

slaves.' (XI: 139)
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In "Fragment: On Slavery" written in 1858, Lincoln expresses

the same sentiment as it applies to himself and as it should

apply to the nation: "As I would not be a slave, I would

not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy.

Whatever differs from this, to the extent of the difference,

is not democracy" (427).

The emancipation address affords another parallel in

the thought of Lincoln and Emerson as well. Both men were

concerned with the concept of free labor as a corollary to

emancipation and believed that it was essential to the

future development of democracy. They were aware, also,

that only equality of opportunity could be given and that

each individual must make of that opportunity what he would.

Emerson writes,

A man is to make himself felt by his proper force.

The tendency of things runs steadily to this

point, namely, to put every man on his merits, and

to give him such power as he naturally exerts--no

more, no less. (XI: 139)

Lincoln often spoke of the merits of free labor; his annual

message to Congress in 1864 and his "Address to Germans at

Cincinnati" in 1861 are outstanding on this subject. But he

waxes most eloquent on the subject in "Agriculture: Annual

Address" in September 1859. Asserting that "if any continue

through life in the condition of the hired laborer [under a



76

system of free labor] it is not the fault of the system"

(501), Lincoln describes the concept of free labor:

The prudent, penniless beginner in the world,

labors for wages awhile, saves a surplus with

which to buy tools or land for himself; then

labors on his own account another while, and at

length hires another new beginner to help him.

This is the just, and generous, and prosperous

system, which opens the way to all--gives hope to

all, and consequent energy, and progress, and

improvement of condition to all. (634)

As it had for other Romantic writers, the Fugitive

Slave Law of 1854 powerfully goaded Emerson's pen. He

writes in his journal, "This filthy enactment was made in

the nineteenth century, by people who could read and write.

I will not obey it, by God" (8: 236). His essay "The

Fugitive Slave Law" reveals several significant parallels

between his thought and that of Lincoln. He writes, "I have

lived all my life without suffering any known inconvenience

from American Slavery" (XI: 179), and while he praises

Daniel Webster as a great man, he assails him as the "life

and soul" of the Fugitive Slave Law. He seems genuinely

baffled as to Webster's stand on slavery, asking "How came

he there?" By extension, he asks the question of the United

States, "How came we here?", citing the system of slavery as

"a kind of mill or factory for converting men into monkeys,'"
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and one which causes "our bellies [to] run away with our

brains" (203-04).

While Lincoln's official pronouncements on the Law are

politically cautious, revealing little of the inner turmoil

it caused him, an August 1855 letter to his good friend

Joshua Speed lays bare his feelings on the issue. He admits

that by law he must enforce the Fugitive Slave Law but

confesses that "I hate to see the poor creatures hunted

down, and caught, and carried back to their unrewarded

toils" ("Letter to Joshua Speed August 1855" 333). He

reminds Speed of the slaves shackled in irons whom the two

had seen on an 1841 steamboat trip. "That sight was a

continued torment to me," he writes, "and I see something

like it every time I touch the Ohio, or any other slave-

border" (333).

From Emerson's first knowledge of Lincoln, the two had

gradually laid the solid foundation of a shared ideal,

speech by speech and writing by writing. That foundation

had been cemented by the powerful and meaningful but

carefully chosen words of each man as he attempted to move

the nation toward the ideal goal of individual freedom and

equal opportunity for all. It was this ideal goal which had

made America and Lincoln, her leader in those troubled

times, unique in the eyes of the world. Lincoln had proved

to be the man Emerson had called for in the "American

Scholar"; his assassination proved to be the catalyst that
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made him the martyr, the savior, the redeemer whom Emerson

eulogized in the funeral oration:

Old as history is, and manifold as are its

tragedies, I doubt if any death has caused so much

pain to mankind as this has caused . . . because

of the mysterious hopes and fears which in the

present day are connected with the name and

institutions of America. (XI: 329)

He praises Lincoln as a plain and hopeful man of action; a

true representative of America; a possessor of good-will,

good-humor, and good-nature; a courageous, just, and even-

tempered man. "His occupying the chair of State was,"

Emerson says, "a triumph of the good sense of mankind, and

of the public conscience" (334). He then moves into the

making of the Lincoln myth in the closing paragraphs of the

oration: Lincoln had "lived long enough to keep the

greatest promise that ever man made to his fellowmen,--the

practical abolition of slavery" (336). Heaven shall make

"this heroic deliverer . . . serve his country even more by

his death than by his life" (336). "A serene Providence

which rules the fate of nations . . . creates the man for

the time" (337). In Emerson's eyes, Providence has created

Lincoln a unique American for a uniquely American time,

place, and condition.

For these two great Americans, it was not an influence

of one upon the other; theirs was a shared philosophy, a
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shared ideal that, when realized, would bring about a

melioration of the human condition which both men so

desired.



Chapter V

LINCOLN AND WHITMAN

Abraham Lincoln became for Walt Whitman "the sweetest,

wisest soul of all my days and lands" ("When Lilacs Last in

the Dooryard Bloom'd" I: 104), and for Whitman he possessed

the greatest, best, most characteristic, artistic,

moral personality. . . . and (a new virtue,

unknown to other lands, and hardly yet really

known here, but the foundation and tie of all, as

the future will grandly develop), Unionism. . .

By many has this Union been helped; but if one

name, one man, must be picked out, he most of all

is the conservator of it, to the future. (IV:118)

Most of Whitman's writings on Lincoln were retrospective,

and the above quotes exemplify their tone and content. Most

of what he wrote about Lincoln during his presidency is

found in the Civil War section of Specimen Days published in

1882. Whitman adapted this material from the diary he kept

during the war, but it is evident that much of it is colored

by hindsight. Apparently he made no changes or additions to

the August 12, 1861, entry, in which he gives an account of

the President passing on his way to the White House from his

summer quarters, an account which can best be described as

80
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mundane with the exception of three statements which suggest

a mystery he perceives in Lincoln:

I see . . . the eyes, always to me with a deep

latent sadness in the expression. . . . far

beneath his smile I noticed well the expression I

have alluded to. None of the artists or pictures

has caught the deep, though subtle and indirect,

expression of this man's face. There is something

else there. (IV: 71-72)

It is clear, however, that an undated piece in praise of

Lincoln's actions in the aftermath of the devastating 1861

Battle of Bull Run is filtered through the hindsight of many

years when Whitman begins, "The battle of first Bull Run

certainly, as we now know it, [was] one of the most singular

fights on record" (36). Of that fight and of Lincoln's

assassination he writes, "Of all the days of the war, there

are two especially I can never forget. Those were the day

following the news . . . of that first Bull Run defeat, and

the day of Abraham Lincoln's death" (36). Seen in

retrospect, Lincoln's actions after the defeat at Bull Run

reveal to Whitman that Lincoln was even then a hero and that

his crucifixation had already begun:

If there were nothing else of Abraham Lincoln for

history to stamp him with, it is enough to send

him with his wreath to the memory of all future

time, that he endured that hour, that day,
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bitterer than gall--indeed a crucifixion day--that

it did not conquer him--that he unflinchingly

stemmed it, and resolved to lift himself and the

Union out of it. (36-37)

For Whitman there was a perfect melding of Lincoln's

religion, Unionism, with Whitman's own religion, democracy.

One could not exist without the other; their creed of

individual freedom and equal opportunity for all was to be

attained and perpetuated through the preservation of the

Union. Whitman himself was the singer of the gospel, and

Lincoln was the savior. "I will" Whitman writes, "[sing) in

high tones democracy and the New World of it through These

States (V: 84). And the poem "This Dust Was Once the Man"

declares that it is Lincoln "under whose cautious hand, /

Against the foulest crime in history known in any land or

age, / Was saved the Union of these states (1: 105).

According to Justin Kaplan, one of Whitman's most recent

biographers,

Terrible, cleansing and .restorative for the

nation, the Civil War became the central

imaginative event of Whitman's middle life and

Lincoln his personal agent of redemption, a

symbolic figure who transcended politics,

leadership, and victory. (30).

Whitman intended Leaves of Grass, his major work, "to be the

trinitarian gospel of natural religion, democracy and
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science, 'a modern Image-Making creation' supplying the

vision without which 'the people perish'" (Kaplan 228).

Although Whitman knew little of Lincoln before the

Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858, his 1855 Preface to Leaves

of Grass creates the image of an ideal poet/leader for his

beloved democracy, an image which is to become almost

indistinguishable from Whitman's perception of Lincoln in

the years following the assassination. Another prose piece

written in 1856 also adumbrates Lincoln's coming. During

the presidential campaign Whitman prepared the tract "The

Eighteenth Presidency," in which he writes, "The sixteenth

and seventeenth terms of the American Presidency have shown

that the villainy and shallowness of great rulers are just

as eligible to These States as to any foreign despotism" (V:

293). Stating that the government is at present made up of

"limber tongued lawyers" (293) and worse, he pleads for a

true representive of the people:

I would be much pleased to see some heroic,

shrewd, fully-informed, healthy-bodied, middle-

aged beard-faced American blacksmith or boatman

come down from the West across the Alleghanies,

and walk into the Presidency . . . I would

certainly vote for that sort of man, possessing

the due requirements, before any other candidate.

(V: 294-95)
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An artist with Lincoln sitting as his model could hardly

sketch a more remarkable likeness of Lincoln than Whitman

sketches with his words.

Just as Lincoln proved to possess so many of the

attributes which Emerson desired for the ideal American

Scholar, so he proved to possess many of those which Whitman

called for in his poet and in his ideal presidential

candidate. After the assassination, Whitman wrote the

mysterious and moving poem "By Blue Ontario's Shore," in

which a "Phantom gigantic superb" appears to the poet

requesting a song of Union, democracy, liberty, and victory

(I: 107). In the poem, democracy, the Union, the abstract

ideal poet, Lincoln, and Whitman himself flow into and out

of each other in a mystic fusion, but it is Whitman's

recognition of Lincoln as his ideal poet that is the power

of the poem. He acknowledges Lincoln as "the stalwart and

well-shaped heir . . . fittest for his days" (110) for whom

he had called in the "Preface" of 1855. In the "Preface"

the poet-leader's "spirit responds to his country's spirit"

(V: 170); in "By Blue Ontario's Shore" nature and nation

speak through Lincoln, and "His spirit surround[s] his

country's spirit" (I: 111). The poet "can make every word

he speaks draw blood" (V: 172); when Lincoln speaks, "the

attitude of him cheers up slaves and horrifies foreign

despots" (1: 116). In the poem Lincoln also becomes that

"heroic, shrewd American blacksmith or boatman come down
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from the West" of whom, in "The Eighteenth Presidency,"

Whitman wrote as preferable to all other candidates: "Of

them standing among them, one lifts to the light a westbred

face, . . . incarnating this land, / Attracting it body and

soul to himself, hanging on its neck with incomparable love"

(1: 114).

Although he had adumbrated the coming of a great leader

and, after Lincoln's death, recognized him as that leader,

Whitman wrote relatively little about him during his

presidency. In a letter to his mother dated June 22, 1863,

he describes Lincoln dressed in his plain black clothes,

riding in a "shabby equipage" pulled by "old plugs." He is

careworn . . . a curious looking man, very sad. I said to

a lady who was looking with me, 'Who can see that man

without losing all wish to be sharp upon him personally?'"

(VII: 172). In another letter written October 27, 1863, he

confides to his mother that "I have finally made up my mind

that Mr. Lincoln has done as good as a human man could do.

I still think him a pretty big President" (221). An April

26, 1864 letter states "Others may say what they like, I

believe in Grant and in Lincoln, too" (250). Although he

seems to have been favorably impressed with Lincoln while he

was in the presidential chair, there were no poems, no

laudatory essays, no glowing assessments such as the other

Romantics wrote.
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Whitman's "Democratic Vistas," written 1867-1870,

reflect his careful reading of much that Lincoln wrote,

however. Both men knew that the principles of democracy

must be upheld by the people, and each strove to make the

people aware of those principles and of their responsibility

to live by them daily. In his 1838 address "The Perpetuation

of Our Political Institutions" Lincoln discusses dangers to

the Union. He assures his audience that "all the armies of

Europe, Asia and Africa combined, with all the treasure of

the earth . . . in their military chest . . . could not by

force take a drink from the Ohio, or make a track on the

Blue Ridge, in a trial of a thousand years" (77). He warns,

however, that danger can come to the nation through the

indifference of the people to her principles. Whitman makes

the very similar statement that "America, if eligible at all

to downfall and ruin, is eligible within herself, not

without, for I see clearly that the combined foreign world

could not beat her down" (V: 89). He advises his. readers to

"enter more strongly yet into politics," but to convey

themselves "implicitly to no party" (89).

Another similarity is evident in their admonitions to

obey the law. Lincoln writes "If destruction be our lot" it

will come through "the increasing disregard for law which

pervades the country" ("Perpetuation" 77). To the question

"How shall we fortify against [destruction]?" his answer is

"Let every American . . . swear by the blood of the
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Revolution, never to violate in the least particular, the

laws of the country; and never to tolerate their violation

by others" (80-81). Whitman cautions in "Democratic Vistas"

that democracy must not put aside the law for "democracy too

is law, and of the strictest, amplest kind. . . . Law is

the unshakable order of the universe forever" (V: 79).

As law is the unshakable order of the universe, for

Lincoln and Whitman democracy is the unshakable ideal of the

world. Each emphasizes that it is an ideal that is yet to

come to fruition, but that it is the "last best hope" of

humankind. At the end of the warin the poem "Turn 0

Libertad," Whitman invokes liberty for the future: "Then

turn, and be not alarm'd 0 Libertad--turn your undying face,

/ To where the future, greater than all the past, Is

swiftly, surely preparing for you" (II: 92). The

realization of the ideal democracy is indeed the overarching

vista of Whitman's "Democratic Vistas": "Today, ahead,

though dimly yet, we see, in vistas a copious, sane,

gigantic offspring" (V: 50). He objects that some consider

democracy only for elections, politics, or party name. It

is of use in these things

only that it may pass on and come to its flower

and fruits in manners, in the highest forms of

interaction between men, and their beliefs . .

the fruition of democracy, on aught like a grand

scale, resides altogether in the future. (91-92)
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On February 22, 1861, one day before his inauguration,

Lincoln addressed a crowd in Independence Hall in

Philadelphia. The Lower South had seceeded, and Fort Sumter

was under siege. It was a dismal time for the Union and

democracy. Even with these negatives weighing upon it,

however, Lincoln credits democracy with carrying the Union

thus far and with giving the promise of "liberty, not alone

to the people of this country, but, I hope, to the world,

for all future time" ("Address in Independence Hall" 577).

In his "Annual Message to Congress" in 1861, with the Civil

War shaking the very foundations of democracy, Lincoln

declares, "The struggle of to-day is not altogether for to-

day--it is for the vast future also" (635).

Lincoln's "Second Inaugural Address" expresses the

depth of his philosophy of democracy. The South is

virtually defeated and the war is drawing to a close.

Lincoln does not sound the note of victory or defeat; the

future shall be one of achieving and cherishing peace, of

"bind[ing) up the nation's wounds". so that she may preserve

democracy as the promise of a constantly improving future

for all. He does not speak of winners and losers: there

will be "malice toward none"; there will be "charity for

all." (793). Whitman, too, expresses a sense of

amelioration rather than victory in "Reconciliation" in

which the first line reads, "Word over all, beautiful as the

sky"; it is a reconciliation in which "the hands of the
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sisters Death and Night incessantly softly wash again, and

ever again, this soil'd world," and the poet kisses his

enemy in forgiveness (II: 87). Nor does Whitman sing of

human winners or losers in "Lo, Victress on the Peaks";

liberty is the victress "in immortal soundness and bloom"

rich with the promise of what democracy is to bring.

Both Lincoln and Whitman saw the war as a holy war.

The double theme of heroic death and the preservation of

democracy is central to Lincoln's "Gettysburg Address":

"from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that

cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion

.a . .that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of

freedom" (734). Basler writes that Lincoln "took the theme

dearest to his audience, honor for the heroic dead sons and

fathers, and combined it with the theme nearest to his own

heart, the preservation of democracy" ("Preface" 42).

Whitman's poem "A Sight in Camp.in the Daybreak Gray

and Dim," contains this double theme as well. The poet

gazes upon the face of a dead soldier and muses, "Young man

I think I know you--I think this is the face of the Christ

himself, / Dead and divine and brother of all, and here

again he lies" (II: 88). Whitman's elegy honors "sane and

sacred death" (96) almost equally as it honors Lincoln. And

it is not to Lincoln's coffin alone that the poet brings

lilacs; it is for "the coffins all of you" (97). Lincoln,

the soldiers at Gettysburg, and all the soldiers of the war
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"(was one side so brave? the other was equally brave)" (II:

73) become, in the transcendent democracy of death, saviors

of democracy for the nation.

Lincoln's death inspired Whitman to write several poems

about the tragedy. Although "0 Captain! My Captain!" was

the most popular of his poems on the subject immediately

after the assassination, Whitman expressed the wish that he

had never written it because it did not express his true

feelings as his other writings on Lincoln did. "Hushed Be

The Camps To-Day" expresses the grief of the soldiers over

the loss of their leader. "This Dust Was Once the Man"

praises Lincoln as the savior of the Union, and "By Blue

Ontario's Shores" recognizes Lincoln as Whitman's ideal

poet-leader. But it is the mysterious trinity of Lincoln,

democracy, and the Union in "When Lilacs Last in the

Dooryard Bloom'd" which has made the deepest and most

lasting impression. In "Lilacs" Lincoln's sanctified death

in the cause of democracy, the celestial mystery of the

"great star . . . in the western sky" (II: 94), and the

symbolic rebirth in the return of the lilac are a "trinity

sure" for Whitman. The poet asks "0 how shall I warble

myself for the dead one there I loved? . . 0 what shall I

hang on the chamber walls?" (98). The poet's answer is that

only the whole of the Union--its sounds, its vistas, its

people--with which Lincoln has become one will suffice as a

tribute to him. Whitman writes on the day following
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Lincoln's death: "The tragic splendor of his death . .

throws round his form, his head, an aureole that will remain

and will grow brighter through time, while history lives,

and love of country lasts" (IV: 118). He chooses the ocean

as a metaphor for democracy, and the soldiers "[sink] like a

wave--but the ranks of the ocean eternally press on. Death

does its work, obliterates a hundred, a thousand--President,

general, captain, private--but the Nation is immortal "

(118). Death obliterates but does not obliterate; for just

as the sinking waves become a part of the power of the

ocean, Lincoln and all the fallen become a part of the power

of the Union. Nothing Whitman could have written of

Lincoln's achievements as a great president nor of his

actions as an exemplary human being could have equaled the

evocative power, the myth-making potential of his

indissoluble trinity of Lincoln as the father, the people of

the Union as the sons, and democracy as the spirit which

will make possible the new birth and the perpetuation of

individual freedom.



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

It is inevitable, as Roy Basler writes in the Preface

to Abraham Lincoln: His Speeches and Writings, that "time

may dissipate the factual significance of his deeds, both as

private citizen and as President, but we must always know

and acknowledge the shining spirit that illumines his words"

(49). As this study of five prominent Romantic writers in

relation to their attraction to Lincoln shows, that shining

spirit attracted them to Lincoln because it further enhanced

their shared ideal of individual liberty. Other factors

figured into the attraction as well, but most bore some

relation to individual liberty. Religious and philosophic

movements, especially transcendentalism, fostered the ideal.

Westward expansion and free land enabled individuals to

improve their lot. The United States' system of government

was the first that offered hope for achieving the ideal of

individual freedom.

History offers examples enough of the nemeses of the

ideal of individual freedom, but any wave of idealism must

have an immediate and concrete opposite to give it impetus.

In the nineteenth century, slavery was that tragic and

inflammatory opposite for the Romantic writers, for anti-
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slavery America, and indeed for much of the world.

Lincoln's birth into that time, place, and situation, his

mind (its workings at once logical and idealistic), and his

eloquent expression of his philosophy of democracy and his

dedication to its principles brought him into confluence

with an ideal whose time, it seemed, had come; a place where

the ideal might be realized; and a group (the Romantics)

whose spirit and intellect helped raise the ideal to its

pinnacle.

The ideal, when realized, is to bring about

amelioration in the condition of humankind, and Lincoln and

the Romantics return to this theme repeatedly. Lincoln,

pleading against the spread of slavery and for the

preservation of individual liberty says,

Let all Americans . . . join in the great and good

work. If we do this, we shall not only have saved

the Union; but we shall have so saved it, as to

make, and to keep it, forever worthy of the

saving. We shall have so saved it, that the

succeeding millions of free happy people, the

world over, shall rise up, and call us blessed, to

the latest generations. ("The Repeal" 315)

Lowell writes in the essay "The Election in November" that

only a free country "creates enlightened, powerful, and

advancing communities of men" (VI: 41). Bryant writes, "I

believe it to be in the order of Providence that republican
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institutions will come in with a higher and more general

civilization, and that their effect is good and wholesome

(I: 35). Whitman, in "Democratic Vistas," hails democracy

as the route to "unparallel'd success, a new earth and a new

man" (V: 150). He salutes the country: "0 America because

you build for mankind I build for you" (II: 114).

Repeatedly the writers pay tribute to Lincoln's

compassion, integrity, strength, and resiliency. Bryant

praises his kindliness and integrity and characterizes his

resiliency as "his rare native instinct of the popular will"

(II: 229). Stowe refers to his strength and resiliency as

that of a "wire cable . . . swaying to every influence . . .

yet tenaciously and inflexibly bound to carry its great

ends ("Abraham Lincoln" 284). Lowell's metaphor for the

course Lincoln has followed is "that of a navigable river,

avoiding immovable obstacles with noble bends of concession"

(VI: 241).

Lowell, Emerson, and Stowe were greatly attracted by

Lincoln's literary ability and generous in their praise of

it. Lowell finds in his words "a truly masculine English,

classic . . . and level at once to the highest and lowest of

his countrymen" (III: 9). Emerson says of Lincoln's words,

I am sure if this man had ruled in a period of

less facility of printing, he would have become

mythological in a very few years, like Aesop or

Pilpay . . . by his fables and proverbs. . .
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What pregnant definitions; what unerring common

sense; what foresight; and on great occasion, what

lofty and more than national, what humane tone!

(XI: 331)

Stowe touches on a Biblical comparison:

Whatever may be said of [Lincoln's] state-papers,

as compared with the classic standards, it has

been a fact that they have always been wonderfully

well understood by the people . . . And one reason

for this is that they have been informal and

undiplomatic. . . Lincoln might well say with the

apostle, 'But though I be rude in speech yet not

in knowledge, but we have been thoroughly made

manifest among you in all things.'" (283-84)

While they are not (as Stowe thought they deserved to be)

"inscribed in gold," Lincoln's words occupy many volumes

upon many shelves in almost every library in the nation. To

many in America, his words are better known than those of

the apostle, Aesop, or Pilpay. The praise of the writers is

generous, but time has not proven it to be terribly

overstated.

Myths tend always to rise around martyrs, and it is

clear that the Lincoln myth would never have been so great

nor would it be so lasting if it were not for his martyrdom

for the ideal of individual freedom. The Romantics'

writings on his martyrdom can be considered the cornerstone
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of the foundation they laid for the Lincoln myth. Emerson

asks, "Who does not see, even in this tragedy so recent, how

fast the terror and ruin of the massacre are already burning

into glory around the victim?" (XI: 337). He suggests that

Heaven has decided Lincoln's death:

What if it should turn out, in the unfolding of

the web, that he had reached the term; . . . that

this heroic deliverer could not longer serve us;

and that Heaven, wishing to show the world a

completed benefactor, shall make him serve his

country even more by his death than by his life.

(338)

Bryant's words after Lincoln's death reflect his and

Lincoln's political and personal association of more than

thirty years. He praises Lincoln as warm, kindly,

generous, cool, deliberate, wise, and noble, but he does not

accord him a place at the right hand of the throne of

democracy. He has simply "gone to the Rewarder of all

sincere, honest useful endeavor" (II: 229). His is,

however, an "honored grave," its monument "the broken

fetters of the slave," and his death for the cause has

placed him "with the sons of light" (IV: 1&O).

Lowell's praise in the Lincoln section of the

"Commemoration Ode" is not markedly more generous than that

he offered before Lincoln's death. He recites a litany of
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attributes: good sense, good humor, sagacity, large-

mindedness, unselfish honesty,

so gently guiding public sentiment that he seems

to follow it, . . . And it is for qualities such

as these that we firmly believe History will rank

Mr. Lincoln among the most prudent of statesmen

and the most successful of rulers. (VI: 226-27)

Lowell was inspired at Lincoln's death with a mystical sense

of his origin, of his fusion with America and democracy, and

of his meaning for the future: Nature created him

a*. . choosing sweet clay from the breast

Of the unexhausted West,

With stuff untainted, shaped a hero new,

Wise, steadfast in the strength of God, and true.

Our children shall behold his fame,

The kindly-earnest, brave foreseeing man,

Sagacious, patient, dreading praise, not blame,

New birth of our new soil, the first American.

(XIII: 23-24)

For Whitman Lincoln, Union and democracy became a

trinity at Lincoln's death. Although he had admired the

human Lincoln before his death, it was this mysterious

trinity that was most meaningful for Whitman. Death had

sanctified Lincoln to the cause of democracy, and Whitman's

elegy for him is written in symbols of rebirth, celestial
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mystery, and death: "For the sweetest, wisest soul of all my

days and lands--and this for his dear sake, / Lilac and star

and bird twined with the chant of my soul" (II: 104).

The Romantic writers found the substance for the

Lincoln myth in the actual accomplishments of the living

Lincoln--a man for his time, modest, courageous, honest,

patient, wise and fair minded. Their perpetuation of the

myth was facilitated by the eloquence and the spirit with

which Lincoln infused the struggle for the ideals they

shared with him and by his martyrdom in the cause of those

ideals.
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