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Samuel Wheeler acting , â€”present [2] Daniel W. Any scholarly study of his life is reliant on his written
words to understand his thoughts, motives, and actions. Nicolay and John Hay. Nicolay and Hay subsequently
drew upon these nearly 20, documents to write their ten-volume Lincoln biography published in Robert
Lincoln deposited this collection of papers at the Library of Congress in and formally deeded them to the
library in January , with the stipulation that they remain sealed until 21 years after his own death. The records
were finally opened to the public in Tracy and Francis H. In the s, the Abraham Lincoln Association began
collecting photostats of Lincoln documents and by began drafting plans that eventually culminated in The
Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, edited by Roy P. It was published in 8 volumes plus an index between
and , with two supplemental volumes published in and Collected Works did not include incoming
correspondence to Lincoln, which denies the reader important context. New technology and the development
of documentary editing as a discipline allows for more faithful renditions of the texts. And in the nearly 60
years since the publication of Collected Works, many new Lincoln documents have been discovered,
providing new opportunities for historical scholarship. It features all of the documents from the DVD edition,
plus an additional 45 cases, 12 non-litigation activities, and nearly 1, new documents, as well as updated color
images of more than 1, documents, many written by Lincoln. Beginning in , teams of researchers visited
private and public repositories around the U. The Papers of Abraham Lincoln has identified over 70,
documents written by and to Lincoln in repositories and collections around the world. It is composed of a
Digital Edition and a Digital Archive. The Digital Edition includes transcriptions and images of documents
written by or to Abraham Lincoln, presented in a searchable format. All documents in the Digital Edition are
transcribed, single-proofed, and annotated; the transcriptions are orally double-proofed; and all annotation is
fact-checked. This amounted to documents written by or to Lincoln and 4, documents that provide context on
what issues Lincoln faced as a lawyer and legislator. The first document was a small workbook that Lincoln
used as a schoolboy. A number of private contributors, including Iron Mountain Inc.
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In the first of a series of public lectures that William H. If the people of Springfield thought as Herndon did on
this point, they were not the only ones. The friendly New York Times, for example, commenting in on the
series of successful public letters the president had produced, allowed: Greeley, odd as it seemed at first blush,
was, as everybody now admits, perfectly adapted to that stage of the war. This sounds strange to
twenty-first-century ears. When he was president, he was not in any sense a great national hero, but he became
one almost overnight after he was assassinated. It was in the meteoric light of his martyrdom that his writings
began to be reread and reappraised. Although eventually it would be widely known and admired, the
Gettysburg Address, like the Declaration of Independence before it, was not immediately an object of
widespread special attention. But seen in the perspective of the changing American language from the
nineteenth century to the twenty-first, it has taken on a new meaning. Hemingway claimed that all modern
American novels are the offspring of Huckleberry Finn. It is no greater exaggeration to say that all modern
political prose descends from the Gettysburg Address. A prime consideration is that Lincoln was self-taught.
His rhetoric, like so many other things about him, was strictly a home-grown affair, and its roots go back to
his earliest childhood. Except for a few brief stints at extremely primitive country schools, Lincoln had no
formal instruction, certainly nothing in the art of effective writing. Public speaking, such as could be heard in
churches or in local courthouses, had an early attraction for him, but that would not have been uncommon.
What was uncommon, especially in a community that was largely subliterate, was the intense interest he took
in writing. For one thing it is difficult if not impossible to judge with any certainty what books Lincoln read or
what he took from them. This early reading was undoubtedly important and should not be minimized or
underestimated, but as Ronald C. There is good evidence his interest in writing was keen from the very
beginning and that it preceded his interest in reading. Scripps, a Chicago Republican newspaper editor who
knew Lincoln, interviewed him for a campaign biography in , and one of things Lincoln told him that is often
overlooked had to do with his earliest schooling. For this acquirement he manifested a great fondness. It was
his custom to form letters, to write words and sentences wherever he found suitable material. He scrawled
them with charcoal, he scored them in the dust, in the sand, in the snowâ€”anywhere and everywhere that lines
could be drawn, there he improved his capacity for writing. Directly confirming this recollection is something
that Lincoln told the Rev. His longtime political associate and friend at the bar, Joseph Gillespie, is a good
example. Lincoln would doubly explain things to me that needed no explanation. She reported that he
stubbornly declined all offers of assistance with his important papers and insisted on writing them himself.
The people will understand them. If the foregoing indicates that Lincoln quite consciously sought clarity of
expression from boyhood and continued striving for it as president, this logically leads us to another important
characteristic of his rhetoricâ€”plainness of language. This quality was far more evident in his own day than it
is in ours, for he lived in an era in which elevated and self-consciously ornamental diction was an expected
part of public speech and writing. An imposing vocabulary was the acknowledged mark of learning and
refinement when those were almost synonymous with respectable discourse, written or spoken. By his own
rule, to use words and expressions that your audience was not familiar with made little sense. True, it was
always possible to charm and beguile an audience by talking over their heads. Ralph Waldo Emerson was
notorious for making his living that way. Precision, brevity, and plain speech became his characteristic style.
The educated ones will understand you anyhow. Take, for example, what is perhaps the best-known sentence
Abraham Lincoln ever wrote, the opening of the Gettysburg Address: Four score and seven years ago our
fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition
that all men are created equal. Speaking of the founders, he says: Part of the difference may reflect the
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pressure he was under, having disappointed his Whig friends with a lackluster performance in an earlier
appearance. In bearing down to redeem himself, he focused intently on marshaling arguments in forceful,
direct language such as this: The natural effect of this change of policy, every one will see, is to reduce the
quantity of money in circulation. By the time he came to the presidency, his prose was mature, but this was
either not apparent or made little difference to those who knew little about him, particularly the large number
who were suspicious of his qualifications to be president. When in August Lincoln met with black leaders to
urge a scheme of colonization, Douglass was furious, especially since the president had seemed to put the
blame for the Civil War on blacks. L[incoln] had such a low estimate of the intelligence of his audience, as to
think any but the simplest phrases and constructions would be above their power of comprehension. Lincoln
however in all his writings has manifested a decided awkwardness in the management of the English language,
we do not think there is any intention in this respect, but only the incapacity to do better. There was neither
paint nor varnish about him. His manners were simple, unaffected, unstudied. His language, like himself, was
plain strong and sinewy, just as it appears in his written productions. He spoke as he wrote, without ornament.
Earnest always but never extravagant. I never met a man who could state more clearly and forcibly, just what
he wished to make apparent. A technique that surely owed something to his career in the courtroom and that
arose frequently in his presidential writing was the practice of putting what are essentially declarative
statements in the form of pointedly worded questions. In his Message to Congress of July 4, , which laid out
the basis on which the Civil War would be conducted, Lincoln used this strategy to good effect. In defending
his suspension of habeas corpus in Maryland, for example, where troops coming to the defense of the
government in Washington were being harassed and obstructed, he cut through the legal and constitutional
entanglements by putting a question that was blazingly clear: Like a shrewd military commander, Lincoln
knew the strategic value, under the right circumstances, of going straight at his opponent. When Horace
Greeley attacked him publicly in his newspaper in , demanding in a long, scolding harangue that he spell out
his policy, Lincoln replied with something he had already written that was breathtakingly direct: To such I
would say: You desire peace; and you blame me that we do not have it. But how can we attain it? There are
but three conceivable ways. First, to suppress the rebellion by force of arms. This, I am trying to do. Are you
for it? If you are, so far we are agreed. If you are not for it, a second way is, to give up the Union. I am against
this. By seizing the initiative, the writer is able to set the agenda as well as the pace and establish a tangible
momentum. Or consider the way he begins his only known law lecture: It is, instead, ingratiating by its
unexpected candor. Manuscripts can sometimes be helpful in showing the writer actively engaging in
rhetorical strategies, and there can hardly be a better example than that of the manuscript for this lecture.
Chase, who, in September , urged the president, for political reasons, to rescind certain territorial exemptions
specified in the Emancipation Proclamation. Would I not thus give up all footing upon Constitution or law?
Would I not thus be in the boundless field of absolutism? Could this pass unnoticed, or unresisted? Could it
fail to be perceived that without any further stretch, I might do the same in Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky,
Tennessee, and Missouri; and even change any law in any state? Would not many of our own friends shrink
away appalled? Would it not lose us the elections, and with them, the very cause we seek to advance? This
may explain why this incisive letter is unsigned and possibly remained unsent. Nearly a hundred years ago an
American professor of classics at Grinnell College, Charles Smiley, traveled to Berlin, then the mecca of
classical studies, to spend a winter immersed in ancient Greek texts. Basler, and many others on the subject:
Lincoln seems to have had an early and long-standing attachment to the sounds of words. If true, this would
suggest that it was perhaps as fundamental as his early fascination with crafting letters, words, and phrases.
Working with words may well have been an aural experience from the beginning that became ingrained in his
thought process. These are speculations, to be sure, but there is abundant evidence that Lincoln had long made
a practice of reading his writings aloud to test them. When I have got my thoughts on paper, I read it aloud,
and if it sounds all right I just let it pass. In addition, we have evidence that he read virtually every one of his
major presidential writings to a confidant before release or delivery. The surviving pages of a notebook he
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kept in his teens contain verses, of a sort, in his hand, but what may be even more telling is what appears to be
the record of an experiment to see what would happen if poetry were stripped of all punctuation and written
out like prose. He begins by writing out a stanza of boyhood boilerplate, found elsewhere in his notebook in
standard four-line verse format: Both would have led him unavoidably to a consideration of rhythm. Another
piece of this puzzle is that the young Lincoln who kept this notebook probably knew those two verses by Isaac
Watts initially, if not exclusively, from the singing in the Pigeon Creek Baptist Church. Here they likely would
have been lined out by the song leader, and then sung by the congregation. It is doubtful that any of this would
have been lost on this studious boy, bewitched by the sounds of words and phrases. At least until middle age,
Abraham Lincoln was a serious poet, though a secretive one who worked out of public view. Only a few of his
poems survive, but they attest that he had serious and long-standing aspirations as a poet. This is not to say
that Lincoln was a nay-sayer or negative thinker, but rather that he demonstrated an acute understanding of the
power of negation in language and discourse and was unusually adept at putting that power to rhetorical use.
Philosopher and literary critic Kenneth Burke has pointed out that the negative is found nowhere in nature but
is strictly a human invention, one of the things that sets humankind apart. It is this power that Lincoln
consistently tapped into in the high moments of his most memorable writings. Jacksonian political rule, the
hegemony of the Democratic party, the Mexican War, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the repeal of the Missouri
Compromise, the Dred Scott Decision, the expansion of slavery, and the dissolution of the Union.
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