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In what arena should spectators witness the wild, prolific, and incredibly diverse writings 
of Theodore Roosevelt: literature or history? Thomas Bailey and Katherine Joslin expose 
this dilemma in this illuminating study, which sorts through Roosevelt’s biography and 
his vast writings, focusing on his reading and composing life, and his role and reputation 
as a man of letters. The twenty-sixth President not only wrote and studied history, he 
made it, so his prose has most often been judged in political, historical or biographical 
contexts. But what was Roosevelt’s relationship with writing? Was he talented? Does his 
scholarship hold up? Is he worthy of literary study?  

Bailey and Joslin answer these questions in detail, revealing how hard Roosevelt worked 
in his formative years to make a living as a writer, how much he relied upon that income, 
and how Roosevelt organized and conceptualized his private, political and public life 
around what he was reading and writing, using his pen (or more often dictation in later 
years) to advance his causes (“words into blows,” as the authors put it). They document 
his writing process throughout his life, how he edited (through “accretion” rather than 
cuts), published (from manuscript to final printing), and documented his adventures 
(creating a just-in-time delivery system of manuscript pages to be serialized 
contemporaneously with his travels). And, of course, the sheer volume of reading and 
writing Roosevelt engaged throughout his strenuous life is detailed in every chapter. 

This controlling literary theme leads to some surprising biographical details in an already 
well-examined life. His writing likely saved him from an assassination attempt in 
Milwaukee, where Roosevelt’s prepared speech, lengthy and folded several times, placed 
in a coat pocket, along with his metal eyeglass case, prevented a bullet from passing his 
ribcage. Roosevelt also wrote about writers and weighed in on the publishing 
controversies of his day, including the “nature fakers” he disdained for their overly 
romanticized depictions of the wilderness, and the investigative journalists he vividly 
described with their “muck rakes,” two expressions he brought into popular discourse. 
And throughout this study we witness his relationships (both fawning and hostile) with 
a long list of now canonical writers from the period whose work he advanced (like Edwin 
Arlington Robinson) and denigrated (the “unmoral” Leo Tolstoy or the effeminate Henry 
James).  

Bailey and Joslin devote several chapters to analyzing Roosevelt’s historical studies, 
mostly penned before he became an international political figure. Their fifth chapter 
focusing on this period begins with a telling epigraph: 
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No man, whatever may be his ability or industry,—even if he be a ranchman, —
can write history in its best form on horseback. . . . Mr. Roosevelt, in making so 
good a work, has clearly shown that he could make a better one, if he would take 
more time in doing it (78). 

This language comes from an 1889 Atlantic review by William Frederic Pool, then 
president of the American Historical Society, in response to the first two volumes of 
Roosevelt’s The Winning of the West, published that year. In the letters, interviews and 
relevant published documents related to his methodology, Roosevelt reveals his 
ambitions as both scholar and artist, a “literary feller,” as he once characterized it in a 
letter to the Columbia academic Brander Matthews. But he also wanted the approval of 
the historians, like Pool, and the young Frederick Jackson Turner, who reviewed the 
fourth and final volume of the massive project in mostly positive terms, favoring 
Roosevelt’s vigorous and descriptive prose, but faulting his “haste” and “careless 
proofreading and citations,” and for injecting too much “sermonizing,” politics and, 
ultimately, himself, into the narrative, at the cost of “historical veracity” (95-96). 

Bailey and Joslin admirably capture the bind for Roosevelt, who respected Turner and 
his class of historians, and who wanted their respect in turn, but whose ambitions to 
express a larger narrative of the “winning” of the West couldn’t be contained by the 
multitudes of scholarly conventions. “I have worked very hard indeed for the last eight 
years, and it was a physical impossibility to neglect my duties as Civil Service 
Commissioner or a Police Commissioner, so I either had to stop historical work entirely, 
or do just as I have done,” Roosevelt explains in his letter to Turner. Bailey and Joslin 
clarify Roosevelt’s quarrel with academics: “He meant to sketch a narrative for a general 
reader, and for that task saw no reason to ‘again thrash out the straw’ of scholarly 
debates” (97). 

In some ways, the literary lens redeems his work, because as a later chapter in this study 
outlines in detail, Roosevelt may have felt much more at home in the salon than on the 
stump or in an archive. Focusing on the period after Roosevelt returned from his post-
presidential hunting trip to Africa and tour of Europe (and before his candidacy on the 
progressive ticket for the 1912 election), Bailey and Joslin outline this “interregnum,” 
when Roosevelt published ten books, several drawn from his innumerable speeches, 
magazine articles, editorials, and speeches—many of which were written in support of 
Progressivism—while others, like History as Literature and An Autobiography, both of them 
appearing in 1913, were newly composed in themselves.  

Roosevelt worked “to regain his literary footing” after his political losses in 1912, focusing 
on passions like hunting and travel, and publishing his views in some of the prominent 
magazines of the day in articles evincing his “remarkable efforts to pull away from 
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political writing that, for him, had become shrill and brittle, and to find himself again in 
the world of art and theater and books, the world of literary language.” The authors then 
share several examples of how he “slips away from political defeat into a more 
imaginative world” (258).  

Roosevelt explores scientific and naturalistic topics, shares his detailed responses to 
literary scholarship and criticism, attends (and writes about) live theater productions, 
and expounds on his love of various types of poetry. His reviews were incorporated into 
a longer essay, “Productive Scholarship,” that outlined Roosevelt’s eclectic postelection 
reading list. History as Literature then collected these musings, including an extended 
tribute to Walt Whitman, detailed analysis of “The Ancient Irish Sagas,” and even a 
reflective essay on the 1913 Armory Show in New York. Bailey and Joslin remind us, here 
and throughout their study, that “the essays reveal a modern mind, more one of us than 
you may think” (259). In these works, Roosevelt sounds the siren for authentic American 
expression in “original plays and poems and novels and paintings and sculptures that 
embody a national landscape and culture” (260).  

In December of 1912, Roosevelt was named president of the American Historical 
Association and delivered his “History as Literature” address to a packed audience in 
New York’s Symphony Hall. As both historian and historical figure, Roosevelt laid out 
his claims, defending his own sweeping historical narratives that relied a great deal on 
the power of the imagination. “Because history, science and literature have all become 
specialized, the theory now is that science is definitely severed from literature and that 
history must now follow suit,” he lamented. “Not only do I refuse to accept this as true 
for history, but I do not accept it as true for science” (261). 

Here Bailey and Joslin masterfully illustrate how deeply the literary imagination 
influenced Roosevelt’s worldview and his compositions. Roosevelt argued that 
imaginative writing is not “incompatible with minute accuracy,” and that in many ways 
a strong narrative can present more truth than a data-driven analysis of our history, 
natural or otherwise. “The great speeches of statesmen and the great writings of 
historians can live only if they possess the deathless quality that inheres in all great 
literature” and that “has vision and imagination, the power to grasp what is essential and 
to reject the infinitely more numerous non-essentials, the power to embody ghosts, to put 
flesh and blood on dry bones, to make dead men living before our eyes’” (261). 

The critical reception of his Autobiography, published just a year later, reveals Roosevelt’s 
reluctance to put “flesh and blood” on the dry bones of his own story. Bailey and Joslin 
side with most of the readers in his day, finding the book inert, except for the ninth 
chapter, “Indoors and Outdoors,” where Roosevelt heeds his own advice and attempts 



4 ALH Online Review, Series XXVI  
 

“History as Literature.” Here, in his passion for language, Roosevelt becomes his most 
revealing, first in describing his love of nature and his approach to writing about it. 

The “indoors” section of the chapter focuses on the art and books that surround the 
former president in the library in his home at Sagamore Hill, Long Island, and this is the 
afterimage of Roosevelt that lingers from this study. When asked about the proper 
reading life of a statesman, Roosevelt answers “poetry and novels—including short 
stories.” He then lists titles that “cascade down the page from history, government, 
science and philosophy. Books satisfy the soul’s hunger and teach us about human 
nature” Bailey and Joslin assert. “Roosevelt’s book lists dazzle us still in their wide and 
deep familiarity with classical and modern literature.” He ranks his achievements: 
“writer, president, ranchman, colonel, hunter” (264). For Roosevelt, writing always came 
first.  

 

  

 


