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PRAISE FOR LINCOLN AT GETTYSBURG:


“With 272 words, Lincoln changed the effective meaning of the Constitution, introduced a new style of public rhetoric, and inspired Garry Wills to a uniquely thorough and fascinating analysis of the text and context. Seldom have so few words excited such scholarship, penetrating analysis, and brilliant explication.”


—Governor Mario Cuomo


“Another tour de force that will cause much discussion and argument.”


—Library Journal


“[Wills’] prose has muscle and voice, and his thinking often takes him, and us, to unexpected and delightful places. The brilliance of his argument in Lincoln at Gettysburg comes in his exploration of the historical background to Lincoln’s vision and his literary analysis of Lincoln’s style. . . . Contrary to Lincoln’s fears, the world has noted, and long remembered, what he said there.”


—New York Newsday


“Mr. Wills’ thesis [is] bold and exalted. . . . Impressive.”


—Washington Sunday Times


“Wills’ recondite and rewarding argument does demonstrate that Lincoln used words to make that most material of things—a battle: flesh and bone and steel and shot—into an intellectual event, ‘testing’ the durability of a nation ‘dedicated’ to a proposition. The deservedly large audience that Wills has found for his book is heartening evidence that the nation’s ability to appreciate the elevating rhetoric of the politics of ideas has not atrophied in the recent absence of such politics.”


—New York Daily News


“In Lincoln at Gettysburg [Garry Wills] has produced an extraordinary work that changes the way we see the world. . . . An intensely moral book with a powerful promise.”


—The Miami Herald


“Brilliant: Unwritten law requires reviewers use this word at least once about every Garry Wills book. How much truer this is of Lincoln at Gettysburg. Only real inspiration could turn a book with so much flapdoodle into an indispensable introduction to what the Gettysburg Address was all about. Whether he ties the address to the culture of death or transcendentalism in Lincoln’s day, Wills throws forth his learning like a spectacular fireworks display. His prose captivates, his erudition daunts.”


—Lexington Herald-Leader


“A brilliant book that surpasses anything written before about the Gettysburg Address . . . offers stunning new ideas about the structure of the speech, its subliminal message in Lincoln’s time and its historical meaning for America today. . . . Full of riches.”


—Tampa Tribune


“A celebration of political genius.”


—Detroit News


“Lincoln’s eloquence and passion continue to speak to us today and serve as an inspiration.”


—The San Diego Union-Tribune


“In precision and economy of language it emulates Lincoln’s masterpiece.”


—The New York Review of Books


“It is refreshing to see Garry Wills sally forth boldly in Lincoln at Gettysburg to give readers a ‘great man, great moment’ view of history, with a vengeance. He is true to Lincoln and his age. . . . When independent duplication occurs in historical studies, celebration is in order—especially when a brilliant man of letters reaches a large literate public with an important book.”


—Christian Science Monitor
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TEXTS USED


SW is preferred to CW where the same text is in both, for Fehrenbacher’s more up-to-date editing. I occasionally (lightly) modernize punctuation, for two reasons: (1) Many Lincoln texts—e.g., those of the Douglas debates—come only from newspapers, whose punctuation has no authority. (2) Even in Lincoln holographs, punctuation is for speaking purposes and/or nineteenth-century convention (e.g., commas before and after clauses), which is sometimes more confusing than clarifying. No other changes are made in the texts—which, however, are sometimes printed colometrically to bring out Lincoln’s effort to balance rhetorical members (cola). The text of the Gettysburg Address used here is Lincoln’s final one, called the Bliss Text, printed as Appendix III D 2. For other versions, see Appendix I and the Little, Brown text at Appendix III D 1.





Prologue



BUSINESS IN GETTYSBURG



Not all the gallantry of General Lee can redeem, quite, his foolhardiness at Gettysburg. When in doubt, he charged into the cannon’s mouth—by proxy. Ordered afterward to assemble the remains of that doomed assault, George Pickett told Lee that he had no force to reassemble. Lee offered Jefferson Davis his resignation.1


Nor did General Meade, Lee’s opposite number, leave Gettysburg in glory. Though he lost as many troops as Lee, he still had men and ammunition to pursue a foe who was running, at the moment, out of both. For a week, while Lincoln urged him on in an agony of obliterative hope, Meade let the desperate Lee lie trapped by a flooded Potomac. When, at last, Lee ghosted himself over the river, Lincoln feared the North would not persevere with the war through the next year’s election. Meade, too, offered his resignation.


Neither general’s commander-in-chief could afford to accept these offers. Jefferson Davis had little but Lee’s magic to rely on for repairing the effects of Lee’s folly. (Romantic Southern fools cheered Lee wherever he rode on the day after his human sacrifice at Gettysburg.)2 Lincoln, on the other side, could not even vent his feelings by sending Meade the anguished letter he wrote him (SW 2.478–79). A reprimand would ravel out the North’s morale in long trains of recrimination. Both sides, leaving fifty thousand dead or wounded or missing behind them, had reason to maintain a large pattern of pretense about this battle—Lee pretending that he was not taking back to the South a broken cause, Meade that he not let the broken pieces fall through his fingers. It would have been hard to predict that Gettysburg, out of all this muddle, these missed chances, all the senseless deaths, would become a symbol of national purpose, pride, and ideals. Abraham Lincoln transformed the ugly reality into something rich and strange—and he did it with 272 words. The power of words has rarely been given a more compelling demonstration.


The residents of Gettysburg had little reason to feel satisfaction with the war machine that had churned up their lives. General Meade may have pursued Lee in slow motion; but he wired headquarters that “I cannot delay to pick up the debris of the battlefield.”3 That debris was mainly a matter of rotting horseflesh and manflesh—thousands of fermenting bodies, with gasdistended bellies, deliquescing in the July heat. For hygienic reasons, the five thousand horses (or mules) had to be consumed by fire, trading the smell of burning flesh for that of decaying flesh. Eight thousand human bodies were scattered over, or (barely) under, the ground.4 Suffocating teams of soldiers, Confederate prisoners, and dragooned civilians slid the bodies beneath a minimal covering, as fast as possible—crudely posting the names of the Union dead with sketchy information on boards, not stopping to figure out what units the Confederate bodies had belonged to. It was work to be done hugger-mugger or not at all, fighting clustered bluebottle flies black on the earth, shoveling and retching by turns. The buzzards themselves had not stayed to share in this labor—days of incessant shelling had scattered them far off.5


Even after most bodies were lightly blanketed, the scene was repellent. A nurse shuddered at the all-too-visible “rise and swell of human bodies” in these furrows war had plowed. A soldier noticed how earth “gave” as he walked over the shallow trenches.6 Householders had to plant around the bodies in their fields and gardens, or brace themselves to move the rotting corpses to another place. Soon these uneasy graves were being rifled by relatives looking for their dead—reburying other bodies they turned up, even more hastily (and less adequately) than had the first disposal crews. Three weeks after the battle, a prosperous Gettysburg banker, David Wills, reported to Pennsylvania’s Governor Curtin: “In many instances arms and legs and sometimes heads protrude and my attention has been directed to several places where the hogs were actually rooting out the bodies and devouring them.”7


Someone had to halt the unauthorized rummaging to identify the dead, had to deal with states preparing to send commissioners to reclaim their units’ fallen men. An entrepreneur had bought land, foreseeing that demand for reburial would exceed space in the local cemetery. In the meanwhile, the whole area of Gettysburg—a town of only 2,500 inhabitants—was one makeshift burial ground, fetid and steaming. Andrew Curtin, the Republican governor of Pennsylvania, was facing a difficult reelection campaign. He must placate local feeling, deal with other states diplomatically, and raise the funds to deal with corpses that could go on killing by means of fouled streams or contaminating exhumations.


Curtin made the thirty-two-year-old David Wills his agent on the scene. Wills had studied law with Gettysburg’s most prominent former citizen, Thaddeus Stevens, the radical Republican now representing Lancaster in Congress. Wills was a civic leader, and he owned the largest house on the town square.8 He put an end to land speculation for the burial, and formed an interstate commission to collect funds for the cleansing of Gettysburg’s bloodied fields. The states were to be assessed according to their representation in Congress. To charge them by the actual number of each state’s dead would be a time-consuming and complicated process, waiting on identification of each corpse, on the division of costs for those who could not be identified, and on the fixing of per-body rates for exhumation, identification, and reinterment.


Wills put up for bids the contract to rebury the bodies—out of thirty-four competitors, the high bid was eight dollars per corpse, the winning bid was $1.59. The federal government was asked to ship in the thousands of caskets needed, courtesy of the War Department. All other costs were handled by the interstate commission. Wills took title to seventeen acres for the new cemetery in the name of Pennsylvania.9


The first meeting of the interstate commission was held in Altoona, where Wills learned that a “rural architect” named William Saunders was the perfect man to create the cemetery’s layout. Saunders, trained in Scotland and employed by the Department of Agriculture, was steeped in the ideals of the “rural cemetery” movement, which he adapted to military and political ideals. By considerable ingenuity in grading the cemetery’s incline, and by arranging the graves in great curving ranks, he avoided preferential treatment of states or inequality in the ranks of the fallen.


Burial by states posed a problem. Saunders did not know how many bodies would be found for each state. His allocation of spaces had to be provisional, shifting as the bodies were processed. That processing was supposed to be pushed forward at the rate of a hundred bodies a day—a rate that would allow safe reburial between the first frost and the ground’s freezing. But it was hard to keep up that pace (the task would not be completed till the next spring). First, the Confederate bodies turned up had to be identified as such and reburied deeper down. It was not always easy to make even this identification, since some needy Confederate troops were wearing lost or captured Union pants, blankets, or other equipment when they died. Wills’s agent in the matter swore that no enemy tainted the ground where martyrs to the Union lay, but it is now recognized that some Southern bodies were mistakenly included.


Even Northern soldiers were hard to sort into their proper units. Those whose states could not be ascertained—even though their names could—were buried with the “unknown.” Some bodies had been stripped of belongings before their first hasty burial. The possessions that survived—mainly Bibles, but also dental bridges and other personal effects—had to be catalogued and labeled for safekeeping, in case relatives sought them. Separated body parts were often hard to assign in the mass-burial trenches. Loose clothing and blankets were reburied to prevent attempts to use contaminated goods. Then the caskets were filled, loaded on carts, taken to the new site, and distributed by state according to Saunders’s allotment of space. Finally these bodies—tumbled about in the confusion of war, already buried once or several times, pawed over by foraging humans or beasts, unearthed again and ticketed—rejoined their ranks to lie in the deceptively calm order prepared for them.


Wills meant to dedicate the ground that would hold them even before the corpses were moved. He felt the need for artful words to sweeten the poisoned air of Gettysburg. He asked the principal wordsmiths of his time to join this effort—Longfellow, Whittier, Bryant.10 All three poets, each for his own reason, found their muse unbiddable. But Wills was not terribly disappointed. The normal purgative for such occasions was a largescale solemn act of oratory, a kind of performance art with great power over audiences in the middle of the nineteenth century. Some later accounts would emphasize the length of the main speech at the Gettysburg dedication, as if that were an ordeal or an imposition on the audience. But a talk of several hours was customary and expected then—much like the length and pacing of a modern rock concert. The crowds that heard Lincoln debate Stephen Douglas in 1858, through three-hour engagements, were delighted to hear Daniel Webster and other orators of the day recite carefully composed paragraphs that filled two hours at the least.


The champion at such declamatory occasions, after the death of Webster, was Webster’s friend Edward Everett. Everett was that rare thing, a scholar and Ivy-League diplomat who could hold mass audiences in thrall. His voice, diction, and gestures were successfully dramatic, and he always performed his carefully written text, no matter how long, from memory. Everett was the inevitable choice for Wills, the indispensable component in his scheme for the cemetery’s consecration. Battlefields were something of a specialty with Everett—he had augmented the fame of Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill by his oratory at those revolutionary sites. Simply to have him speak at Gettysburg would add this field to the sacred roll of names from the founders’ battles.


Everett was invited, on September 23, to appear October 23. That would leave all of November for filling the graves. But a month was not sufficient time for Everett to spend on his customary preparation for a major speech. He did careful research on the battles he was commemorating—a task made difficult, in this case, by the fact that official accounts of the engagement were just appearing. Everett would have to make his own inquiries. He could not be ready before November 19. Wills seized on that earliest moment, though it destroyed the reburial schedule that had been arranged to follow on the October dedication. He decided to move up the reburial, beginning it in October, hoping to finish by November 19.


The careful negotiations with Everett form a contrast, more surprising to us than to contemporaries, with the casual invitation to President Lincoln, issued one month later as part of a general call for the federal Cabinet and other celebrities to join in what was essentially a ceremony of the participating states. Frank Klement has argued that Lincoln must have been informally asked to attend, through his friend and bodyguard, Ward Lamon, by October 30, when he told a correspondent he meant to be present.11 But even that looks to us like a rather late and lukewarm way of including the commander-in-chief of the men being memorialized.


No insult was intended. Federal responsibility or participation was not assumed, then, in state activities. And Lincoln took no offense. Though specifically invited to deliver only “a few appropriate remarks” to open the cemetery, he meant to use this opportunity. The partly mythical victory of Gettysburg was important to his administration’s war propaganda. (There were, even now, few enough victories to boast of.) Beyond that, the impending election in Pennsylvania could vitally affect his own re-election, and he was working to unite the rival Republican factions of Governor Curtin and Simon Cameron. He knew, as well, that most of the state governors would be attending or sending important aides—his own bodyguard, Lamon, who was acting as chief marshal organizing the affair, had alerted him to the scale the event had assumed, with “tremendous crowds” expected. This was a classical situation for political fence-mending and intelligence-gathering. Lincoln would take with him aides who circulated on the scene and brought back their findings. Lamon himself had been invited to police the event because he had a cluster of friends in Pennsylvania politics, including some close to Governor Curtin, a man infuriated when Lincoln overrode his opposition to Cameron’s earlier appointment as secretary of war.


Lincoln also knew the power of his rhetoric to define war aims. He was seeking occasions to use his words outside the normal round of proclamations and reports to Congress. His determination not only to be present but to speak is seen in the way he overrode staff scheduling for the trip. Secretary of War Stanton had arranged for a 6:00 A.M. train to take him eighty miles to the noontime affair in Gettysburg. But Lincoln was familiar enough, by now, with military movement to appreciate what Clausewitz calls “friction” in the disposal of forces—the margin for error that must always be built into planning. Lamon would have informed Lincoln about the prospect for muddle on the nineteenth. State delegations, civic organizations, military bands and units, were planning to charter trains and clog the roads, bringing at least ten thousand people to a town with poor resources for feeding and sheltering crowds (especially if the weather turned bad). So Lincoln countermanded Stanton’s plan:


I do not like this arrangement. I do not wish to so go that by the slightest accident we fail entirely, and, at the best, the whole to be a mere breathless running of the gauntlet. . . . [CW 7.16]


If Lincoln had not changed the schedule, he would very likely not have given his talk. Even on the day before, his trip to Gettysburg took six hours, with transfers in Baltimore and at Hanover Junction. Governor Curtin, starting from Harrisburg (thirty miles away) with six other governors as his guests, was embarrassed by breakdowns and delays that made them miss the dinner at David Wills’s house. They had gathered at two o’clock in the afternoon, started at five, and arrived at eleven. Governor Ramsey of Minnesota started a week before the dedication and was stranded, at 4:00 A.M. on the day of delivery, in Hanover Junction with “no means of getting up to Gettysburg.”12 Lincoln kept his resolution to leave a day early even when he realized that his wife was hysterical over one son’s illness soon after the death of another son. The President had important business in Gettysburg.


For a man so determined to get there (and so ready to invite others to attend), Lincoln seems—in familiar accounts—rather cavalier about preparing what he would say in Gettysburg. The silly but persistent myth is that he jotted his brief remarks on the back of an envelope. Better-attested accounts have him considering it on the way to a photographer’s shop in Washington, writing it on a piece of cardboard as the train took him on the eighty-mile trip, penciling it in David Wills’s house on the night before the dedication, writing it in that house on the morning of the day he had to deliver it, or even composing it in his head as Everett spoke, before Lincoln rose to follow him.


These recollections, recorded at various times after the speech was delivered and won fame, reflect two concerns on the part of those expressing them. They reveal an understandable pride in participation at the historic occasion. It was not enough for those who treasured their day at Gettysburg to have heard Lincoln speak—a privilege they shared with anywhere from ten to twenty thousand other people, and an experience that lasted no more than three minutes. They wanted to be intimate with the gestation of that extraordinary speech, watching the pen or pencil move under the inspiration of the moment.


That is the other emphasis in these accounts—that it was a product of the moment, struck off as Lincoln moved under destiny’s guidance. Inspiration was shed on him in the presence of others. The contrast with Everett’s long labors of preparation is always implied. Research, learning, the student’s lamp—none of these were needed by Lincoln, whose unsummoned muse was prompting him, a democratic muse unacquainted with the library. Lightning struck, and each of our informants was there when it struck.


The trouble with these accounts is that the lightning strikes too often, as if it could not get the work done on its first attempt. It hits Lincoln on the train, in his room, at night, in the morning. If the persistent inspiration was treating him this way, he should have been short-circuited, not inspired, by the time he spoke.


These mythical accounts are badly out of character for Lincoln, who composed his speeches thoughtfully. His law partner, William Herndon, observing Lincoln’s careful preparation of cases, records that he was a slow writer, who liked to sort out his points and tighten his logic and his phrasing. That is the process vouched for in every other case of Lincoln’s memorable public statements.13 It is impossible to imagine him leaving his speech at Gettysburg to the last moment. He knew he would be busy on the train and at the site—important political guests were with him from his departure, and more joined him at Baltimore, full of talk about the war, elections, and policy. In Gettysburg he would be entertained at David Wills’s house, with Everett and other important guests. State delegations would want a word with him. He hoped for a quick tour of the battle site (a hope fulfilled early on the nineteenth). He could not count on any time for the concentration he required when weighing his words.


In fact, two people testified that Lincoln’s speech was mainly composed in Washington, before he left for Gettysburg—though these reports, like all later ones describing this speech’s composition, are themselves suspect. Lamon claims that Lincoln read him substantially the text that was given “a day or two before the dedication.” But Lamon’s remarks are notoriously imaginative, and he was busy in Gettysburg from November 13 to 16. He made a swift trip back to Washington on the sixteenth to collect his marshals, instruct them, and depart again the next morning. His testimony here, as elsewhere, does not have much weight.14


Noah Brooks, Lincoln’s journalist friend, claims he talked with Lincoln on November 15, when Lincoln told him he had written his speech “over two or three times”—but Brooks also said that Lincoln was carrying galleys of Everett’s speech set in type for later printing by the Boston Journal. In fact, the Everett speech was not set until November 14, and then by the Boston Daily Advertiser, too far away for Lincoln to get such an early copy.15


A more reliable indication of Lincoln’s preparation in Washington is provided by his consultation with the cemetery’s landscaper. The President knew (presumably from talks with Lamon) that William Saunders of the Agriculture Department had conceived the grounds’ plan and he called Saunders to the Executive Mansion.


A few days before the dedication of the grounds, President Lincoln sent word to me that he desired me to call at his office on the evening of the 17th [Tuesday], and take with me the plan of the cemetery. I was on hand at the appointed time, and spread the plan on his office table. He took much interest in it, asked about its surroundings, about Culp’s Hill, Round Top, etc., and seemed familiar with the topography of the place although he had never been there. He was much pleased with the method of the graves, said it differed from the ordinary cemetery, and, after I had explained the reasons, said it was an advisable and benefiting arrangement.16


Lincoln no doubt retained some knowledge of the battle places from following reports during and after the three days of fighting there. Lamon, too, may have sketched the general scene as part of his “advancing” preparations over several weeks. But Lincoln’s desire to have specific knowledge of the cemetery’s features proves that he was not relying solely on a lightning stroke of genius to tell him what to say when he arrived on the spot.


Saunders’s pride in his plan may color his reporting of Lincoln’s reaction to it. But it is not unlikely that Lincoln approved of the careful way the graves were arranged so that (in Saunders’s words) “the position of each [state] lot, and indeed of each interment, is relatively of equal importance.” Lincoln would soon claim that these men died to vindicate “the proposition that all men are created equal.” He would not, in his own speech, name a single individual, or distinguish officers from enlisted men (as Everett did in his tribute). In all this, his speech and Saunders’s artifact are in aesthetic harmony. Each expressed the values of the other.


Lincoln’s train arrived toward dusk in Gettysburg. There were still coffins stacked at the station for completing the reburials. Wills and Everett met him and escorted him the two blocks to the Wills home, where dinner was waiting, along with several dozen other distinguished guests. Lincoln’s black servant, William Slade, took his luggage to the second-story room where he would stay that night.17 It looked out on the square and the courthouse, with Thaddeus Stevens’s old law office across the way.


Everett was already in residence at the Wills house, and Governor Curtin’s late arrival led Wills to suggest that the two men share a bed. The governor thought he could find another house to receive him, though lodgings were so overcrowded that Everett said in his diary that “the fear of having the Executive of Pennsylvania tumble in upon me kept me awake until one.” Everett’s daughter was sleeping with two other women, whose bed broke under their weight.18 William Saunders, who would have an honored place on the platform the next day, could find no bed and had to sleep sitting up in a crowded parlor.


It is likely that Everett, who had the galleys of his speech with him, showed them to Lincoln that night—Emerson, Everett’s former student, said he liked for others to know his texts beforehand, so fresh did he make them by the magic of his delivery. Noah Brooks, who mistook the time when Everett showed Lincoln his speech, probably gave the right reason—so that Lincoln would not be embarrassed by any inadvertent correspondences or unintended differences.19


Lincoln greeted Curtin after his late arrival, and was otherwise interrupted during the night. Bands and serenades were going through the crowded square under his window. One group asked him to speak, and the newspaper reports his words:


I appear before you, fellow citizens, merely to thank you for this compliment. The inference is a very fair one that you would hear me, for a little while at least, were I to commence to make a speech. I do not appear before you for the purpose of doing so, and for several substantial reasons. The most substantial of these is that I have no speech to make. [Laughter.] In my position it is somewhat important that I should not say foolish things. [Interruption: If you can help it!] It very often happens that the only way to help it is to say nothing at all. [Laughter.] Believing that is my present condition this evening, I must beg of you to excuse me from addressing you further. [CW 7.16–17]


This displays Lincoln’s normal reluctance to improvise words as president. John Hay, watching the scene in the crowd, noted in his diary: “The President appeared at the door and said half a dozen words meaning nothing & went in” (p. 120).


Serenaders got a lengthier and carefully written speech from Lincoln’s secretary of state, William Seward, staying next door at Mr. Harper’s house—Seward later asked that his evening speech be printed along with those spoken the next day on the platform. After Seward’s own effort, Lincoln went to visit him, carrying papers. It is assumed that Lincoln wanted to go over his talk with Seward, who had helped him polish the First Inaugural. But even that is not certain. Lincoln had received several telegrams since his arrival, and there are always things for a president to discuss with his secretary of state, especially when the two have just been traveling and dining with politicians of their party whom they have not seen in some time.


Lincoln’s personal secretaries, John Hay and John Nicolay, were busy sounding out the politicians around town from one drinking spot to another. Hay heard the Pennsylvania party chairman give an account of the conversation he had held with the President on the train—it was very different from the one Hay had listened to at the time. The next day he would wonder at “the intimate, jovial relations that exist between men that hate and despise each other as cordially as do these Pennsylvania politicians” (p. 122).


Early in the morning, Lincoln and Seward took a carriage ride to the battle sites. By eleven, Ward Lamon and his specially uniformed marshals were assigning horses to the various dignitaries (carriages would have clogged the site too much). The march was less than a mile, but Lamon had brought thirty horses into town, to join the hundred Wills supplied, for honoring the officials present.


Lincoln sat his horse gracefully (to the surprise of some), and looked meditative during the long wait while marshals tried to coax into line important people more concerned with their dignity than the President was with his. Lincoln was still wearing a mourning band on his hat for his dead son. He also wore white gauntlets, which made his large hands on the reins dramatic by contrast with his otherwise black attire. David Wills had gambled on the weather when he let Everett delay this outdoor ceremony; but the pumpkin time, good for moving corpses, turned out to be just as good for listening to long speeches under a bright November sky.


Everett had gone out earlier, by carriage, to prepare himself in the special tent he asked for near the platform. At sixty-nine, he had kidney trouble and needed to relieve himself just before and after the three-hour ceremony. (He had put his problem so delicately that his hosts did not realize that he meant to be left alone in the tent; but he finally coaxed them out.) Everett mounted the platform at the last moment, after most of the others had arrived.


Those on the raised platform were hemmed close in by standing crowds. When it became clear that the numbers might approach twenty thousand, the platform was set at some distance from the burial operations. Only a third of the expected bodies had been buried, and those under fresh mounds. Other graves were readied for the bodies that arrived in irregular order (some from this state, some from that), making it impossible to complete one section at a time. The whole burial site was incomplete. Marshals tried to keep the milling thousands out of the work in progress.20


Everett, as usual, had neatly placed his thick text on a little table before him—and then ostentatiously refused to look at it. He was able to indicate with gestures the sites of the battle’s progress visible from where he stood. He excoriated the rebels for their atrocities, implicitly justifying the fact that some Confederate skeletons were still unburied, lying in the clefts of Devil’s Den under rocks and autumn leaves. Two days earlier, Everett had been shown around the field, and places were pointed out where the bodies lay. His speech, for good or ill, would pick its way through the carnage.21


As a former secretary of state, Everett had many sources, in and outside government, for the information he had gathered so diligently. Lincoln no doubt watched closely how the audience responded to passages that absolved Meade of blame for letting Lee escape. The setting of the battle in a larger logic of campaigns had an immediacy for those on the scene that we cannot recover. Everett’s familiarity with the details was flattering to the local audience, which nonetheless had things to learn from this shapely presentation of the whole three days’ action. This was like a modern “docudrama” on television, telling the story of recent events on the basis of investigative reporting. We badly misread the evidence if we think Everett failed to work his customary magic. The best witnesses on the scene—Nicolay and Hay, with their professional interest in good prose and good theater—praised Everett at the time and ever after. He received more attention in their biography’s chapter on Gettysburg than did their own boss.


Lincoln had no trouble appreciating Everett’s brand of rhetoric. It was the kind he had grown up admiring and had imitated himself. He always held that Webster’s flowery reply to Hayne was “the grandest specimen of American oratory”—though he probably did not realize that Everett had helped Webster revise that speech’s famous conclusion.22 Nonetheless, Lincoln recognized Webster’s constitutional views in Everett’s speech, and rightly said, afterward, that Everett had added a deft new argument of his own (SW 2.537).


When Lincoln rose, it was with a sheet or two, from which he read—as had the minister who offered the invocation.23 Lincoln’s three minutes would, ever after, be obsessively contrasted with Everett’s two hours in accounts of this day. It is even claimed that Lincoln disconcerted the crowd with his abrupt performance, so that people did not know how to respond (“Was that all?”). Myth tells of a poor photographer making leisurely arrangements to take Lincoln’s picture, expecting him to be there for some time. But it is useful to look at the relevant part of the program as Wills’s committee printed it:


Music, by BIRGFIELD’S Band.


Prayer, by REV. T. H. STOCKTON, D.D.


Music, by the Marine Band.


Oration, by Hon. EDWARD EVERETT.


Music, Hymn composed by B. B. FRENCH, Esq.


Dedicatory Remarks, by the PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES.


Dirge, sung by Choir selected for the occasion.


Benediction, by REV. H. L. BAUGHER, D.D.


There was only one “oration” announced or desired here. Though we call Lincoln’s text the Gettysburg Address, that title clearly belongs to Everett. Lincoln’s contribution, labeled “remarks,” was intended to make the dedication formal (somewhat like ribbon-cutting at modern “openings”). Lincoln was not expected to speak at length, any more than Reverend Stockton was (though Stockton’s prayer is four times the length of the President’s remarks). In fact, Lincoln’s contribution was as ancillary to Everett’s as were those of Reverend Baugher and B. B. French (Lamon’s friend, who rushed in where Longfellow, Bryant, and Whittier feared to tread). Lincoln’s text had about the same number of words as French’s, and twice the number of Dr. Baugher’s. It is instructive to look at The New York Times’ coverage of the events in Gettysburg. It ranked Lincoln’s talk, about which it had good things to say, with two given the night before in response to roving serenaders, rather than with Everett’s, which was kept in a category of its own.24 The headline reads:


IMMENSE NUMBERS OF VISITORS


ORATION BY HON. EDWARD EVERETT—SPEECHES OF PRESIDENT LINCOLN, MR. SEWARD AND GOVERNOR SEYMOUR


Lincoln was briefer, even, than New York’s Governor Seymour had been the night before; but comparison with him was more natural at the time than with the designated orator of the day. A contrast of length with Everett’s talk raises a false issue. Lincoln’s text is startlingly brief for what it accomplished, but that would be equally true if Everett had spoken for a shorter time or had not spoken at all.


The contrast in other ways was strong. Everett’s voice was sweet and expertly modulated; Lincoln’s was high to the point of shrillness, and his Kentucky accent offended some Eastern sensibilities. But Lincoln derived an advantage from his high tenor voice—carrying power. If there is agreement on any one aspect of Lincoln’s delivery, at Gettysburg and elsewhere, it is his audibility.25 Modern impersonators of Lincoln, like Walter Huston, Raymond Massey, Henry Fonda, and the various actors who give voice to Disneyland animations of the President, bring him before us as a baritone, which is considered a more manly or heroic voice—though both the Roosevelt presidents of our century were tenors. What should not be forgotten is that Lincoln was himself an actor, an expert raconteur and mimic, and one who spent hours reading speeches out of Shakespeare to any willing (and some unwilling) audiences.26 He knew a good deal about rhythmic delivery and meaningful inflections. John Hay, who had submitted to many of those Shakespeare readings, gave high marks to his boss’s performance at Gettysburg. He put in his diary at the time that “the President, in a fine, free way, with more grace than is his wont, said his half dozen words of consecration” (p. 121). Lincoln’s text was polished, his delivery emphatic, he was interrupted by applause five times. Read in a slow, clear way to the farthest listeners, the speech would take about three minutes. It is quite true that the audience did not take in all that happened in that short time—we are still trying to weigh the consequences of that amazing performance. But the myth that Lincoln was disappointed in the result—that he told the unreliable Lamon that his speech, like a bad plow, “won’t scour”—has no basis.27 He had done what he wanted to do, and Hay shared the pride his superior took in an important occasion put to good use.


At the least, Lincoln had far surpassed David Wills’s hope for words to disinfect the air of Gettysburg. The tragedy of macerated bodies, the many bloody and ignoble aspects of this inconclusive encounter, are transfigured in Lincoln’s rhetoric, where the physical residue of battle is volatilized as the product of an experiment testing whether a government can maintain the proposition of equality. The stakes of the three days’ butchery are made intellectual, with abstract truths being vindicated. Despite verbal gestures to “that” battle and the men who died “here,” there are no particulars mentioned by Lincoln—no names of men or sites or units, or even of sides (the Southerners are part of the “experiment,” not foes mentioned in anger or rebuke). Everett succeeded with his audience by being thoroughly immersed in the details of the event he was celebrating. Lincoln eschews all local emphasis. His speech hovers far above the carnage. He lifts the battle to a level of abstraction that purges it of grosser matter—even “earth” is mentioned as the thing from which the tested form of government shall not perish. More than William Saunders himself, Lincoln has aligned the dead in ranks of an ideal order. The nightmare realities have been etherealized in the crucible of his language.


But that was just the beginning of this complex transformation. Lincoln did for the whole Civil War what he accomplished for the single battlefield. He has prescinded from messy squabbles over constitutionality, sectionalism, property, states. Slavery is not mentioned, any more than Gettysburg is. The discussion is driven back and back, beyond the historical particulars, to great ideals that are made to grapple naked in an airy battle of the mind. Lincoln derives a new, a transcendental, significance from this bloody episode. Both North and South strove to win the battle for interpreting Gettysburg as soon as the physical battle had ended. Lincoln is after even larger game—he means to “win” the whole Civil War in ideological terms as well as military ones. And he will succeed: the Civil War is, to most Americans, what Lincoln wanted it to mean. Words had to complete the work of the guns.


Lincoln is here not only to sweeten the air of Gettysburg, but to clear the infected atmosphere of American history itself, tainted with official sins and inherited guilt. He would cleanse the Constitution—not, as William Lloyd Garrison had, by burning an instrument that countenanced slavery. He altered the document from within, by appeal from its letter to the spirit, subtly changing the recalcitrant stuff of that legal compromise, bringing it to its own indictment. By implicitly doing this, he performed one of the most daring acts of open-air sleight-of-hand ever witnessed by the unsuspecting. Everyone in that vast throng of thousands was having his or her intellectual pocket picked. The crowd departed with a new thing in its ideological luggage, that new constitution Lincoln had substituted for the one they brought there with them. They walked off, from those curving graves on the hillside, under a changed sky, into a different America. Lincoln had revolutionized the Revolution, giving people a new past to live with that would change their future indefinitely.


Some people, looking on from a distance, saw that a giant (if benign) swindle had been performed. The Chicago Times quoted the letter of the Constitution to Lincoln—noting its lack of reference to equality, its tolerance of slavery—and said that Lincoln was betraying the instrument he was on oath to defend, traducing the men who died for the letter of that fundamental law:


It was to uphold this constitution, and the Union created by it, that our officers and soldiers gave their lives at Gettysburg. How dare he, then, standing on their graves, misstate the cause for which they died, and libel the statesmen who founded the government? They were men possessing too much self-respect to declare that negroes were their equals, or were entitled to equal privileges.28


Heirs to this outrage still attack Lincoln for subverting the Constitution at Gettysburg—suicidally frank conservatives like M. E. Bradford or the late Willmoore Kendall.29 But most conservatives are understandably unwilling to challenge a statement now so hallowed, so literally sacrosanct, as Lincoln’s clever assault on the constitutional past.30 They would rather hope or pretend, with some literary critics, that Lincoln’s emotionally moving address had no discernible intellectual content, that “the sequence of ideas is commonplace to the point of banality, the ordinary coin of funereal oratory.”31


People like Kendall and the Chicago Times editors might have wished this were true, but they knew better. They recognized the audacity of Lincoln’s undertaking. Kendall rightly says Lincoln undertook a new founding of the nation, to correct things felt to be imperfect in the founders’ own achievement.


Abraham Lincoln and, in considerable degree, the authors of the post-civil-war amendments, attempted a new act of founding, involving concretely a startling new interpretation of that principle of the founders which declared that “all men are created equal.”32


Edwin Meese and other “original intent” conservatives also want to go back before the Civil War amendments (particularly the Fourteenth) to the original founders. Their job would be comparatively easy if they did not have to work against the values created by the Gettysburg Address. Its deceptively simple-sounding phrases appeal to Americans in ways that Lincoln had perfected in his debates over the Constitution during the 1850s. During that time Lincoln found the language, the imagery, the myths that are given their best and briefest embodiment at Gettysburg. In order to penetrate the mystery of his “refounding” act, we must study all the elements of that stunning verbal coup. Without Lincoln’s knowing it himself, all his prior literary, intellectual, and political labors had prepared him for the intellectual revolution contained in those fateful 272 words.33
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Oratory of the Greek Revival


James Hurt says that Lincoln used “the ordinary coin of funeral oratory” at Gettysburg.1 Insofar as there was a standard coinage of funeral tribute, Pericles struck the master coin 2,394 years before Lincoln spoke. At the end of the first year of Athens’ war with Sparta, Pericles gave a speech over the ashes of the Athenians who had fallen in that year. Thucydides put a version of that speech in his history of the Peloponnesian War, and it became the most famous oration of its kind, a model endlessly copied, praised, and cited—especially in the early nineteenth century, during America’s Greek Revival.


Edward Everett lost no time referring to that speech at Gettysburg. He opened his talk with a detailed description of the annual funeral rite at which Pericles had spoken, comparing it point for point with the ceremony for the Union dead. Both rites involved reburial. Athenian soldiers or sailors were cremated where they fell, then their ashes were returned to Athens and buried, together, on the annual day of military tribute. They were buried by tribe, with a special place for those whose tribes could not be identified—as the Union dead were buried by states, except for those “unknown soldiers” who had their own special place.


But at Gettysburg the reburial was still at the battle site. The ancient parallel for this, Everett was learned enough to know, was the Battle of Marathon (490 B.C.E.), after which the Athenians were buried on the spot where they had saved Hellas from the Persians.


These references, common enough at the time, all had a special meaning for Everett, considered by some the new Pericles for a young democracy of the Western world. Ralph Waldo Emerson, who studied Greek at Harvard in Everett’s classroom, was emphatic in his teacher’s praise: “There was an influence on the young from the genius of Everett which was almost comparable to that of Pericles in Athens.”2


America as a second Athens was an idea whose moment had come in the nineteenth century. This nation’s founders first looked to Rome, not to Greece, for their model. Like most men of the eighteenth century, they thought of Athens as ruled by mobs. If any Greek city was admired, it was Sparta, whose discipline inspired the severe moralists of the early Roman republic. The “mixed government” of Rome—not Athens’ direct democracy—was the model invoked in debates over the proper constitution for the United States.3 The great republican of the new era, George Washington, was regularly referred to as a modern Cincinnatus, after the Roman who left the plow to serve the republic and then returned to his fields, relinquishing power.4 When Jefferson laid out the plan for his University of Virginia, he fashioned everything to Roman architectural standards.


All this changed very rapidly as the eighteenth turned to the nineteenth century. Archaeology in Greece brought the ancient democracy to mind just as modern Greece began its struggle for freedom from the Turks. Greece would prove as important to the romantic movement as Rome had been to the Augustan age.5 Byron died as a military participant in the war for Greek liberty. Shelley wrote a Prometheus. Keats rhapsodized on a Grecian urn. Hölderlin and the German romantics composed plays and poems on Greek themes.6 Architects looked to the Parthenon now, not the Pantheon. (The Elgin Marbles, taken from the Parthenon, had been moved to London by 1806.) It is significant of this changed taste that Washington completed his inherited home (as Jefferson conceived his own house) in the form of a Roman villa, while Lincoln’s additions to the house he purchased were in the Greek Revival style. This was a “democratic” style in the eyes of Lincoln’s contemporaries:


Thomas Jefferson’s brief and highly personal Roman Revival was the product of an individual mind; the Greek Revival was the product of a popular sentiment. The fact that it became expressive for the whole of American society, from the erudite to the untutored, from the capital to the village, from the city house to the farm, gave it a national independence and set it apart from the architecture of Europe in a way and to a degree that American builders had never before achieved. Indeed, at no time in the history of Western man had a single stylistic form, however sentimentally conceived, been so spontaneously accepted by a total society. It is in this sense that the Greek Revival must be understood as America’s first national style of architecture.7


Everett played a key role in America’s Greek Revival. Harvard established its new chair of ancient Greek studies for him. He had sped through Harvard at the top of his class, completed his divinity studies, and been appointed to the prestigious Brattle Street pulpit before he was twenty. His promise as a scholar made Harvard call him back from the pulpit to the classroom. But first the university subsidized his studies in Germany, where he was the first American to earn his doctorate at a center of the new philology (in 1817, from Göttingen). While Everett was abroad, he traveled widely and met the leaders of the romantic age, from Goethe to Byron.8 He went to Greece, to walk over the battlefields where the first democracy of the West won its freedom. He returned to America convinced that a new Athens was rising here.


This was a vision he found it hard to keep alive while teaching teenagers their Greek verb forms.9 His earlier success in the pulpit made him think he could accomplish in the secular sphere what the ancient orators had in the Greek marketplace, groves, and public cemetery (Agora, Akademy, and Kerameikos). He was confirmed in this sense of vocation in 1825, the year of Lafayette’s visit to America. That return occasioned one of this country’s great outpourings of romantic feeling. Here was a warrior from the age of General Washington surviving into the age of Byron. His appearances prompted rallies for Greek independence—a favorite cause of Everett.10 At Cambridge, Lafayette was treated to a long oration by Everett, devoted to the role of literature in America. The response was almost as great as the response to the speech Daniel Webster addressed to Lafayette, across the Charles River, in Boston. Everett’s own talk propelled him into the political arena—as congressman, Massachusetts governor, minister to the Court of St. James’s in London, senator (after an interval as president of Harvard), and secretary of state. But, all along, his public lecturing remained the most satisfying part of what he considered an essentially pedagogic career. Webster’s orations were an offshoot of his role as statesman and legislator; but Everett, in effect, ran for and held office in order to attract an audience for his speeches.


He was always a teacher. He had merely traded the classroom for the stump. And his students followed him out into this wider world. Emerson made the public lecture his own main art form, launching his career with the 1837 address on the modern scholar as Everett had launched himself in the 1825 talk on American letters. Everett was a model to Emerson and the other Transcendentalists because he was so clearly a scholar before he became a popularizer of democratic ideals. Emerson’s experience in Everett’s classroom gave an entirely new direction to his life:


Germany had created [literary] criticism in vain for us until 1820, when Edward Everett returned from his five years in Europe, and brought to Cambridge his rich results, which no one was so fitted by natural grace and the splendor of his rhetoric to introduce and recommend. He made us for the first time acquainted with [Friedrich August] Wolfs theory of the Homeric writings, with the criticism of [Heinrich] Heine. The novelty of the learning lost nothing in the skill and genius of its interpreter, and the rudest undergraduate found a new morning opening to him in the lecture room at Harvard.11


Emerson’s mention of the philologist Wolf struck an ominous note for orthodox Calvinists of New England. By tracing multiple authorship in Homer, Wolf had encouraged a similar approach to the other main text of a “heroic age,” calling into question Moses’s authorship of the Pentateuch.12 Transcendentalists like Emerson and Theodore Parker would abandon or alter Christian tenets to accommodate this “higher criticism.”13 The other name Emerson mentioned, that of the lyric poet Heine, suggests a different side of Homer, one that would also be important in the romantic period. Homer, who was thought of as wild and natural, held a relation to the polished Roman poets, like Virgil, roughly resembling that of Wordsworth to Alexander Pope.14


Everett’s immense prestige sent others to Göttingen for German learning, including the historian George Bancroft, whose lecture on progress Lincoln would later imitate. Bancroft intended to study ancient languages at Göttingen, for interpreting the Bible, but he feared no pulpit would welcome a “higher critic.” He moved on to Berlin, where he acquired his personal Transcendentalism from the philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher.15 But his main interest was Greek history. After his return to America, he set up a preparatory school to imitate on our soil the methods of educational reformer J. H. Pestalozzi, which he had observed in the German Gymnasium. During his teaching years, he translated from German some works of his Göttingen professor Arnold H. L. Heeren. These included Ancient Greece, a history that Harvard accepted as a textbook.16


Heeren’s book, which glorified the Periclean age, shows how far romantic historiography had moved from the picture of Athens as anarchical. Bancroft was ahead of the wave of histories that would glorify Periclean Athens in Victorian England. Direct democracy, a flawed system in republican theory, was rehabilitated, for its usefulness in the parliamentary reform movement, by British historians like George Grote.17 In America, a similar motion toward government by the people, not just for the republic, was signaled by an enthusiasm for Greek symbols. Bancroft became a Jacksonian Democrat when he began to apply the historical skills formed on the Attic democracy to America’s development. Walter Savage Landor recognized what was happening in America when he dedicated the second volume of his Pericles and Aspasia to President Andrew Jackson.18


It was as the voice of a fashionably romantic Hellenism that Everett became famous. This is what led people to turn naturally toward him when the Gettysburg cemetery was to be dedicated—as it had, earlier, led New England orators to imitate the Greek idea of popular debate and instruction. Perry Miller describes Everett’s impact on the most influential philosophical school of his period:


No account of Transcendentalism is ever comprehensible unless it includes a consideration of what seemed, during the 1820s, the unearthly magic of his [Everett’s] eloquence. If the whole group, and especially Emerson, were committed to the belief that oratory is among the supreme manifestations of art, they were persuaded not only by such forensic giants as Webster and Clay, but more particularly by Everett, who was one of their own kind. Here at last was a New England scholar who appeared the master of all that European culture could offer, who in native terms made articulate, in a style that could compete with Burke and Pitt and Sheridan, everything that America held precious.19
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