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“President Lincoln Writing The Proclamation of
Freedom, January 1, 1863”

Editer's Note: About two years ago, during the process
of dismantling an old Fort Wayne house which was to
be razed, a workman discovered a beautifully colored
framed Iith{:graph in rnmarkab]y fine condition, entitled
“President Lincoln W rltmz The Proclamation of Free-
dom, Jnnuar:,r 1, 1863.” The lithograph was drawn and
printed in color by Ehrgott, Forbriger & Co., Cincinnati,
Ohio, after a pnmtmrz by David G. Blythe. Tt was puhb-
lished in 1864 in Pittsburgh by M. Depuy at No. 21 "i‘-'}rlie
Street. It measures 147x 19" plus margins, The Lincoln
National Life Foundation was most fortunate in seeur-

ing this exceedingly rare lithograph for its Lincoln Li-
brary-Musenm.

Apparently the artist, David Gilmore Blythe, was
an ardent Unionist, and his five paintings of which
the editor has some knowledge reveal more than
a passing interest in politics and the Civil War. I am
particularly indebted to David A. ]'r.mah Librarian and
Director of Libraries of Brown Univcrsit.}'_. for calling
to my attention a photograph of a Blythe oil painting
titled “Lincoln versus Fremont.” This has pretty much
the same composition as the one under dizeunssion, with
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copies of contemporary newspapers and other documents
scattered liberally throughout the picture, In 1942 the
original painting was owned by a Philadelphian; how-
ever, its present ownership is uncertain,

The American Heritage Pieture History of The Civil
War (narrative by Bruce Catton) published by Double-
day & Company, Inc. in 1960 containz four of Blythe's
productions. On page 258 a black and white print of the
“Proclamation of Freedom" painting carries this cut
line: “In the 1864 lithograph Linceln i2 surrounded by
such allegporical symbols as the Bible, scales of justice,
and the Presidential oath, which, the artist intimated,
aided him in drafting the Emancipation Proclamation.”
The cut for this print was made from the lithograph
that is owned by the Library of Congress. A similar
ecut from the Library of Congress print appeared in
Presidents on Parade by Milhollen and Kaplan, published
b{i the Maemillan Company, 1948, Their cut line follows:
“During the first year and a half of the Civil War the

uestion of slavery lay in the background., The fight for
the Union was thedpmminent issue. However, the forces
against slavery had been marshaling their strength and
insisted that the government take prompt action. In
answer to these demands, Lincoln replied that his para-
mount duty was to save the Union, with or without sldav-
ery. Yet, slavery had no place in a country founded on
the principle of freedom for all. Lincoln, who sincerely
wanted the institotion abolished, wrestled with the prob-
lem for many months,”

A Blythe paintin%;'u color appears on page 327 of the
American Heritage k depicting General Abner Double-
day’s division crossing the Potomae. The original paint-
ing is the property of the National Baseball Hall of Fame
Muzeum.

A second painting in color appears in the book on
page 497. This is more in the nature of a caricature. The
cut line which is descriptive of the subject follows: “In
this symbolic 1862 painting hé{ D. G. Blythe, Lincoln,
armed only with a gun swab and fettered to strict consti-
tutionality by Tammany Hall Democrats, tries to crush
the dragon of rebellion.”

The final Blythe painting in the Heritage book appears
on page 500 and depicts the horrors of Richmond's Libby
Prison where 1000 Union officers were confined in eight
rooms of the former tobacco warehouse. The original
painting iz a part of the M. and M. Karolik Collection
in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.

It is believed that lithographs were only made of the
“Proclamation of Freedom™ painting. Toda{:. original
copies of the lithograph are owned the Library of
Congress (deposited for copyright in 18656) and The Lin-
coln National Life Foundation. It is hoped that the publi-
cation of this article will reveal that other copies of
the lithograph are extant and are in the possession of
private or institutional collectors.

About ten years ago one of the Iithagnphs was adver-
tised for sale by The Old Print She‘P, arry Shaw New-
man, 150 Lexington Avenue, New York City. It was de-
scribed as exceedingly rare. Dorothy Miller, in her
biography of Blythe, stated that the original painting
is gone. In reproducing the Ilthﬂgrls-ﬁ]h following page
112 of her book, she ecredits ownership to the Harry
Shaw Newman Gallery in New York City.

Winifred Porter Truesdell published in 1933 (volume
two) a fine book entitled Engraved and Lithographed
Portraits of Abraham Lincoln. It was the compiler's
intention, before his death, to publish volume one. After
his demise, the Foundation secured his research material
which reveals that he was familar with the lithograph
taken from Blythe's painting “Proclamation of Freedom.”
Truesdell tried to identify every engraved and lithographed
portrait of Lincoln with a Lincoln photograph using
the Frederick Hill Meserve classification. As the Blythe
Lineoln head was unidentifiable, he planned to place it
under the heading of “Fictitious". However, he must have
liked the lithograph asz he made a notation to reproduce
it in his forthcoming wvolume one.

Shortly before Christmas the editor sent out fort
8x 10 glossy photographs of the Blythe lithnfraph wit{
a letter requesting the nation’s leading Lincoln students
to make some comment regarding the picture’s true
meaning and import. To some it may have appeared to
be ‘a ecaricature with an anti-Lincoln =slant. However,

those who replied seemed to feel that the picture was
filled with symbolism and meaning with a pro-Lincoln
approach. I feel sure that in an analysis of the picture
many did read from the clutter of the room what the
artist was attempting to say. Az these replies are so in-
teresting, excerpts from some of the letters follow.

R.G. M.

“In hiz painting of Lincoln preparing the final Eman-
cipation Proclamation, David G. Blythe seemed to be
answering Adalbert Volek's bitter carieature of Lincoln
writing beneath a portrait of John Brown as ‘Saint Os-
sawatamie” and a scene of bloodshed in Santo Dlomingo.
With his foot on a copy of the Constitution and a malig-
nant scowl, Lincoln uses an inkpot held by a devil. The
game half-uncovered window at the left and a pgra-
tuitous masonic emblem in both pictures indicate that
Bixvthe knew Volek's caricature.

“Blythe saw Lincoln discarding mounds of precedent
and pressure to prepare his Ermlamation with the aid
of the Constitution and the Bible, held on his lap. A bust
of Andrew Jackson stands on the manteélpiece az in-
spiration, while a bust of James Buchanan is lynched in
the background. Before Lincoln is a map of the rebel
states with a symbolic broom handy to sugpest their fate.
The Presidential oath hangs behind Lincoln to show his
consciouzness of his responsibilities. A map of Euro
and the sword of Washington hanging together on the
far right indicate that the artist had imperialist ambitions
for the reunited nation. Above all, however, Blythe want-
ed to portray Lincoln as capable of reaching the right
decision by holding firm to fundamental principles, put-
ting behind him the results of the heated debate over
slavery which had existed as long as the nation.”

John Y. Simon, Ereeutive Director
The [lyszes S. Grant Association

“It's a wery interesting picture and one which I had
not seen. As I read it, it is a pro-Lincoln production.
Lincoln is depicted in an attractive way. His face is
thoughtful and solemn, and rugged, but not ugly. He
has his hand on the Bible as he composes the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation and iz looking at a bust of Jackson
and the latter's statement affirming the rpetuity of
the Union. As I interpret the clutter in the room, the
varicus decuments are from both Northern and Scuthern
gources and are intended to show that Lincoln had ‘re-
searched” widely before he wrote the Proclamation. They
may be also intended az symbols of the sectional back-
ground of the war.”

T. Horry Williams
L. 5. U. Dept. of Hiatory

“I am inclined to think that the artist intended the
lithograph to have a pro-Lincoln meaning. Lincoln's left
hand is on the Bible, and here the artist may be suggest-
ing that the President, though well aware of other ref-
erences, had recently turned to the Bible for inspiration.
Lincoln iz Eictured as being deep in thought, almost
transfixed by thought and inspiration. The additional
inspiration he seeks clearly is not to come from the clut-
ter of books, documents, and other objects to the right
or left of him—or behind him. He is attuned to ideals,
ideas, and language closely related to what he has read
in the Bible.”

Holman Hamilton
Dept. of History
[niversity of Kentueky

“T looked at the hutoﬁraph you szent me for some
time, tryving to decipher the titlez on the papers, books
and other articles that were strewn around the room.
My reaction was that these were probably the materials
that Lincoln had consulted in checking to find the con-
stitutional backgrounds of the Proclamation as well as
for guidance in the Proclamation itself. I notice that
the volumes include constitutional law, histories of the
United States and many, many other documents which
might have had some bearing on the Proclamation. As
I look at it, I cannot think of it as being a caricature.”

David A. Jonah
Librarian and Director of Libraries
Brown [University
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“Whether it is honest or ironic in the intention, I do

not know. My own opinion is that it is honest, but clumsy.”
Allan Neving
Henry E. Huntington Library

“I think the Blythe lithograph is first-rate and cer-
tainly should be used. I think in a way, Blythe was a pre-
runner of the “pop artist” of today. He seems to be
ereating the atmozphere of ineredible pressure, tumult
and disorder, as well as pressure that besets Lincoln
a3 he strives to fulfill the obligation of his oath of office
and his pledge to preserve the Union and free the slave.
The Presidency is a lonely job and the holder of the
office is confronted with decisions almost impossible for
one man. A man of conscience and courage would be
troubled in the position. This work does convey the lone-
liness and complexity of the office perhaps better than [
have ever seen it before.”

ph (7. Newman

Ral
Abraham Linceln Book Shop

“I have been cudgeling my brains over the lithograph
;‘uu gont of Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation.
t certainly can bhe interpreted in several different ways.
However, I interpret it as an attempt to show the various
forces being brought to bear on the President, and the
difficulty of his decision. I believe the artist has attempted
to include a great deal of symbolism such as in the key,
scales, flag at the window and various impedimenta. I
it has a slant, I would think it a mildly eritical one, But
to me the artist has some recognition of the difficulty
Lincoln had in composing the proclamation. Many of the
items portrayed may well have entered Lincoln's thoughts.
The weight of the decision is present.”
E. B. {Pete) Long
Oak Park, Illinois

“The only significance it has for me is that it portrays a
man in a deep quandary. I am afraid I shall have to let
it at that. Our custodian of prints, a very knowledge-
able woman, tells me that she believes this piece to be

Very rare.”
. Pawl! M. Angle
Chicago Historical Society

“I think the copy of the Blythe lithograph iz as in-
triguing as any Lincoln item I have ever seen. I assume
that each of the different items had some significance.
As a Mason of some zlight prominence I was intrigued
by the Masonic emblem. The square and compass are
upside down. All of the evidence indicates that Lincoln
was not a Mason. | had never heard of this item nor
of the artist. I would think that the relation of the sym-
bols to Emancipation might call for a good deal of re-
search and the occasional traveling up a blind alley.”

Warren L. Jones
.S, Court of Appeals
Jacksonville, Fla.

“I may be over simplifying the artist’s intent but, in
my opinion he was trying to indicate the pressure Lincoln
was under in relation to the issuance of the Emancipation
Proclamation. Almost every group, pro and con, is rep-
resented in some way in this cluttered room. If this was
the artist's purpose, his grasp of the situation was un-
usual as even those close to E.incu'ln were not aware of
the pressures to which he was being subjected.”

Jaomes T. Hickey
Curator, Lincoln Collection
Illineis State Historical Library

“I do not get the impression that the lithograph is
anti-Lincoln. It would appear to me that the artist very
vividly shows Abraham Lincoln beset on all sides by all
manner of problems. To me, I think the artist has realis-
tically presented with his symbolism the harrassment
Lincoln must have had from all areas.”

King V. Hostick
Springfield, Hlinois

“The David Gilmore Blythe painting (as reproduced in
this color lithograph) appears to me to be a pro-Lincoln
work, and the artist was not one of the most talented
painters of his day. In his rather primitive manner the
artist attempted to symbolize, as well as graphically dra-
matize President Lincoln’s act of Proclaiming freedom
and emancipation in 1863, Perhaps the key to the pic-
ture and the cluttered situation in general iz represented

by the key over Mr. Lincoln’s head, and under the key
on the wall, the oath the President took when he swore
to preserve the Union. Even though the country was
badly out of balanee as shown by the zeales and the tilted
bust of Buchanan (also off-balance and literally hung-up),
Lincoln himszelf sitz firm and resolute amid the clutter.
“Lincoln’s fist rests solidly on the Holy Bible, while,
c¢lose at hand, the papers and books of Clay, Webster
and Calhoun's writinf,'s tend to bolster and strengthen his
position, The rail-splitter’s maul lies on the floor upon
a map of the United States, possibly a Lincolnesque
symbol of his early humble toil az well as the grazs-root
strength of the country. The American Flaﬁ at the win-
dow has been pulled back to shed light on his proclama-
tion. The letters on the floor and the wvarious protest
broadsides in the room do not apparently hinder or with-
stand his conszidered action and meditation prior to
signing the meaningful document. His right foot rests
heavily on the Democrat’s peace policy, apparently un-
acceptable to him, while his war policy, necessary to
crush the rebellion, still stands. The one slipper (off
hiz left foot) seemsz to convey the President's usual
disregard for formality and neatness, in contrast to his
determination to act on the all important matter, the
question of freedom by the stroke of his pen.”
Lloyd Ostencdorf
Author and authority
on Lincoln photographs

“In fact, the picture comes directly out of the 19th
century German romanticism transmitted to the United
States by artists who studied in Munich or Duszseldorf:
to get a full sense of the flavor of this work, one should
see such works of Carl Spitzw a8 Der Arme Poet
(1839) or the last version of The Bookworm (1884),
There zeems to us to be a good deal of allegory in the
depiction of Lincoln. There is no sugpestion that he
actually wrote the proclamation in this room, surrounded
by these objects, and therefore ome might see in the
picture something fairly close to the political cartoon
in methed and in effect.”

Alan Fern
Prints and Photograph Division
Library of Congress

“My only feeling is that the artist attempted to convey
the many events and influences which brought about
the Emancipation Proclamation.”

Roy P. Basler

Chief, Manugeript Divigion
Library of Congress

“To me, Blythe has presented Mr. Lincoln, not as he
himself saw him nor as we see Lincoln now, but as Mr.
Lincoln saw himself in his time of torment, striving
to arrive at the right decision regarding the public pro-
nouncement of emancipation. Surrounded by contrary
advices and smothered by petitions, appeals and threats
by those who sought to confound him, Mr. Lincoln appears
in the painunﬁ as a most unstatesmanlike figure. So
he seemed to himself to be, in Blythe's interpretation.
Alone with his thoughts, having gone without food and
rest for many hours, and shivering with eold in an un-
heated room, Lincoln zees himself as a pitiful apology
for the leader of a great nation. Yet Blythe's messape
in this painting, as I understand it, is that Lincoln was
at this moment closest to greatness without knowing it
himself. Lincoln's thoughts center on his Presidential
oath and the scales of justice, tipped in imbalance but
with the key to the dilema poized directly above the oath.
The philosophies of earlier great statesmen goad him.
His left hand with fist tightly clenched restz on the
Bible and the Constitution as he writes the text of the
Proclamation with his right hand. The President has
raised one corner of the flag at the window to give him
light as he considers the petititions of the people: from
the Quakers, concerned with conscientious objectors;
draft riots; divisions within the churches. Over all these,
the bust of former President Buchanan hangs gquite use-
less from a corner of the bookcase. Lincoln is entirely
alone as he considers the voices of all the people and
fulfills his promise to them ‘to do the best I can, in my
oWn conscience, under my oath to the law',

“Of wnusual significance, if I read it correctly, is the
Masonic symbol placed above that of the Eye of the
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Lord. In the 1870"s the Eyve was used as a sign of a labor

union by the Mormons in Utah but 1 do not know of its

use with this meaning as early as 1863. The three links

of a chain may symbolize the shackles of a slave or per-
haps have zome other meaning."”

Josephine Cobb

Specialist in Teonography

National Archives and Records Service

“My puess would be that the artist had a pro-Lincoln
approach, and that he was trying to show how the man
reached his history-making conclusion in the face of so
many distracting claims on his attention.™

Bruee Catton
American Heritage Publishing Co.

“Clearly the artist is saying that Lincoln was under
heavy pressure, for a variety of reasons and from a
variety of sources, to do something about slavery. The
artist is pointing out that in writing the Emancipation
Proclamation, Lineoln was acting from mixed motives. It
iz obvious that the artist believes that the key to Lincoln's
action was his responsibility to the people of the United
States as their President, according to the oath he took
when he was inaugurated. Thus the transparent sym-
bolism of the key hanging above the ‘Copy of Presidential
(Oath' directly behind the President's head.

“The artist recognized the importance of slavery in
the Civil War by the prominent location of the sentence
on the top of the bookease, Lincoln's knowledge of Amer-
ican history, and specifically the histurﬁauf the slavery
controversy is stated; it is suggrested that Lincoln was
aware of the major statements concerning slavery made
by famous Americans. All through the cartoon there
appear three elements competing for his attention:
(1} the abszolute necessity preserving the Union of
American States; (2) the need to eradicate a great moral
evil; and (3) the practical necessity of winning the Civil
War. The importance of mobilizing world opinion be-
hind the North is evident. The cluttered appearance of
the room indicates the heavy burdens of the presidency,
the conflicting pressures to which the President was
subjected and the variety of major and minor sitnations
he wasa -exlier:ted. to resolve.

“Certainly Lincoln acted from mixed motives when
he issued the Emancipation Proclamation. The fact that
he did so reflects hiz awareness of the diversity of
opinion in the ecountry but it is important to note that
although he knew how divided the country was, he did
not use the existance of divided opinion as an excusze
for inactivity. I regard as quite significant, not only the
placement. of the ‘Copy of the Presidential Oath" behind
the President’s head, but his posture in resting the Bible
on his knee, with his left hand on its front cover.”

Clyde C. Walton
Director [University Libraries
Novthern Illinois University

“The Blythe painting, the reproduction of which you
sent me, is definitely a pro-Lincoln 1864 campaign docu-
ment. What seems most weighty in s?port. of this conclu-
sion iz the title of one of the broadsides displayed around
the room. I refer to the one ‘Protest from the Army of
the Potomac Against Guarding Property of Traitors'.
Sinee the Emancipation Proclamation was a Commander-
in-Chief—War measure, the Army's role is of largest im-
portance. Notice how tiny in comparison the ‘U, 5. Court’
equivalent to the Army broadside is.

“T suggest also that Jackson's place on the mantel
looking at Lincoln, the weighted seales of justice on the
wall over his right shoulder, the copy of the Presidential
Oath on the wall with a key symbolically pointing to it
as the heart of his approach to emancipation, the map
of Europe over on the left side suggesting another reason
why emancipation was necessary—all these obvious and
well known factors are brought forward here in a master-

ful manner.”
Harold M. Hyman
Professor of Hiztory
Rice University
“Aesthetically, the artist seems to be focusing on the
gireat need for a good house-cleaning at the Executive
ansion. Politically, he might be puttinf pressure on
Congress to appropriate more money to hire additional
domestics. Intellectually, I see the work as thoroughly
pro-Lineoln. The artist put in all those papers and books,

ruining the picture’s aesthetic appeal in the process,
because he aims to show that the Emancipation Procla-
mation was written as the grand climax of all American
history. All else, he is saying, leads up to that. He puts
in & map of Europe and & globe to suggest that Eman-
cipation is also the climax of all human history.”
Williom E. Baringer
Professor of History
Urniversity of Florida

“David Gilmour Blythe's picture of ‘President Lincoln
Writing the Proclamation of Freedom, Jan. 1, 1863' ap-
pears to me to be the work of an untrained artist of
average ability who never learned the art of arrangement.
To my untrained eye I see no disrespect shown to Presi-
dent Abraham Lineoln in this engraving. Blythe has
merely attempted to indicate all the many things which
may have influenced his Proclamation, The artist’s only
example of poor taste is using the United States fla
as a curtain at the window. Blythe shows it pulled aside
to let more light in on the sub{fct, Perhaps he wished to
convey the impression that the Proclamation was not
completely constitutional. In fact, Lincoln himself realized
this and had the 13th Amendment introduced so that it
would make the Emancipation Proclamation legal.”

Wayne C. Temple
Iliineis %:ace Archives

“The presentation does not seem a carieature to me.
Although cluttered after the fashion of the time, it
appears to put the matter of the Proclamation in a fa-
vorable light. The following things struck me as I studied
it:

— Lincoln iz leaning forward, his faeial expression
is of a ‘now-it-is-done’ tenor.

— His left hand is on the Bible:; in his right hand is
the pen.

— The fact that he iz in his shirt sleeves, neck open,
no tie, probably suggests the difficulty that confronted
him.

— I ecannot figure out why one slipper is off (unless
to ease his foot), but note that the other foot rests
on a ‘Peace Petition'.

— The bust of Jackson with caption seems signifi-
cant as do the volumes of Clay and Webster on the floor.

— The background items are significant in balance:
on the left, the Presidential cath, key and scales of
justice; and D[j;pnaite the bookease and caption, the bust
of Buchanan haenging certainly gives emphasis!

—1 find the documents arranged on the floor and
about, full of interesting meaning; for example, the
plobe indicating world invelvement.

— Another striking thing is the flag draped in the
window, and the light streaming in focusing on the
Proclamation, Linceln’s hand and pen.

— I do not get the significance of the prominence given
to the Masonic and Odd Fellow emblems—I shall look
for something on them in your forthcoming comments.

— The letters scattered on the floor suggest the
pressures pro and con which were so grave and impor-

tant.”
Kenneth A. Bernord
Professor of History
Boston Ulniversity

“There are many things wrong with the picture, such
as draping the flag over a window, but the artist has
hung it the right way. I recognize the head, Jackson,
on the mantel-shelf. The Masonic emblem is upszide down.
There iz & great state of confusion everywhere, or does
the inve square and compass have some meaning in
Masonry which I have forgotten or never knew? [
three rings of the chain in the Odd Fellows, as you
f’t‘;ohably nn“:l‘ stand for the public meaning, Friendship,

yalty and Truth.”
Stewart W, MeClelland
Past President and present
Trustee of Lincoln Memorial [Mniversity

“ cannot resist sending you a note of thanks forfyour
letter of December 12 enclosing the photograph of the
lithograph of Lineoln in his office. It makes me feel so
at home in my own study, which is so much similar in
its appearance of messiness. [ have never seen this print

before.”
Earl Schenck Miers
Author and historian
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