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Monica Pelaez’s new collection of poems makes an important contribution to nineteenth-

century literary history, helping to establish the scope of antislavery poetry in the US 

through the years of its greatest production. This rich and varied collection provides a 

much-needed teaching volume for the study of a fascinating and still underexamined 

moment in literary history. To be sure, abolitionist poetry is a nonentity in most major 

anthologies, so Lyrical Liberators, first of all, offers an important correction.  

 

Pelaez draws her archive from the newspapers that dominated the reform landscape 

before and through the Civil War—The Liberator, The National Anti-Slavery Standard, The 

Anti-Slavery Bugle, The Emancipator, Herald of Freedom, and The Colored American, which, 

by measure of sheer output, are arguably the most influential abolitionist papers. Her 

adept introduction puts these newspapers in the broader context of abolitionist history, 

providing many important points of reference for readers of the poems. Pelaez recounts 

in some detail the unprecedented political challenge of abolitionist print and the violent 

reactions it engendered. She also includes a brief publication history for each of the 

newspapers, which imparts a sense of the growth of abolitionists, and their 

interconnections, among centers of abolitionist activity.  

 

Those of us who teach with this collection will welcome the many intriguing poems 

Pelaez has brought out of relative obscurity. As she claims in her preface, Lyrical Liberators 

is a well-balanced mix of big poems from the abolitionist canon and of largely 

underappreciated works by often unknown or anonymous authors. The inclusion of 

Bayard Taylor’s “On the Chicago Surrender,” for example, introduces to readers, if 

briefly, a prolific and ignored poet-novelist, here writing about the controversial 1864 

Democratic Convention. William H. Kent’s “Modern Ghosts,” the poem with which 

Pelaez prefaces the volume, figures slavery as a ghost haunting modernity in subtle 

satirical verse. The collection also gathers poems by such luminaries as Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, James Cullen Bryant, James Russell 

Lowell, and John Greenleaf Whittier, thus suggesting the interesting work to be done on 

the abolitionist ethic of the Fireside Poets, a designation interestingly complicated in the 

context of Lyrical Liberators. The Whittier poems, written for the 1856 presidential election, 

in which the poet campaigned vigorously for John C. Fremont, captures one of the 

nation’s most popular but now mostly slighted poets in a moment of campaigning 

enthusiasm. One hopes scholars will pursue research in directions initiated by this 

collection, for example, the contrasting editorial sensibilities of major antislavery journals 
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or the ways in which the conventions of newspaper poems allowed for acute response to 

pressing local and national issues. 

 

Inclusions, of course, beget exclusions. Such is the inevitable problematic of anthologies, 

and so my subsequent comments should be taken as much to indicate what future 

chroniclers of abolitionist poetry might attempt rather than to detract from Pelaez’s 

admirable work. Her choice of source texts usefully decenters books as privileged print 

object, but this closed archive (all archives per force must be closed) risks reifying notions 

of a unified social movement and reduces the full dynamism of print culture as a material 

and ideological institution. How did abolitionist poets harness the authority of print as 

an article of faith? Scholarship by Meredith McGill, Trish Loughran, and others has 

taught us to read print culture as more complicated combination of print forms 

continuous with other media: oratory, commonplace and friendship books, broadsides, 

lending libraries, and of course books. This particular truncation of the archive thus does 

not fully register the body of research on print culture and the circulation of abolitionist 

literature.  

 

African American poets are well represented in Pelaez’s collection. And yet given the 

attention it has received in scholarship on African American print culture (Carla Peterson, 

Frances Foster Smith, Eric Gardner, for example), the omission of poems printed in The 

Christian Recorder, founded in 1861, represents a surprising oversight. Readers may 

supplement with their favorites: William H. Myers “Lines on the Abolition of Slavery in 

the District of Columbia,” the reprint of Longfellow’s “The Cumberland,” Ellen Malvin’s 

1863 “The Mistress and the Slave,” or John Willis Menard’s “Liberia” published the same 

year, or Angeline R. Dembie’s 1865 “Respectfully Dedicated to the Memory of Our Much 

Beloved and Martyred President.” The Colored American may or may not be, as Pelaez 

claims the “most important African American papers predating Douglass’ papers,” 

depending on what criteria we employ, but should we not stretch the archive to include 

Freedom’s Journal, recognized as the first African American periodical? Inclusion of “Tears 

of a Slave” published there in 1829 gestures toward the longer history of black 

abolitionism. Likewise, poems from the Weekly Anglo-African merit inclusion, for 

example, Samuel Wright’s “Address to Slavery” (1860) or “Gone to God” by Frances Ellen 

Watkins Harper, who is otherwise well represented in the collection.  

 

Pelaez prefaces the collection with some important insights into the habits of nineteenth-

century readers of poetry, putting her finger on the particular dialogic quality of 

newspaper poems as indexes of popular concerns and interests and of “how the populace 

felt about any issue of consequence” (1). However, the majority of the poems are 

organized in sections around themes—“Freedom,” “Slaves and Death,” “Slave Mothers,” 

“Equality,” “Atonement”—that tend toward the elision of such dialogic qualities. 
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Whereas these thematically grouped poems train our attention topically, the collection’s 

three event-centered poem-clusters suggest more searchingly dialectical organizing 

principles and seem more in keeping with current scholarship, suggesting as they do 

thicker description of literary publics and political formation. “The Murder of Elija J. 

Lovejoy,” “The Assault on Senator Charles Sumner,” and “John Brown and the Raid on 

Harper’s Ferry”—poems grouped around these events offer engaging case studies of 

occasional poetry written in moments of outrage and great political galvanizing as 

abolitionists sounded the alarm and mounted the charge.  

 

In addition to the relatively narrow print archive, the historical scope of Lyrical Liberators 

adheres to rather conventional, even predictable chronological boundaries—the 

emergence of William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator (1831) and the passage of the Thirteenth 

Amendment (1865). Beginning the chronology in 1831, however, leaves out much 

important poetry and more expansive historical thinking about abolitionist poetry. The 

inclusion of earlier antislavery poems might have established interesting lineages, even 

as we, of course, can grant William Lloyd Garrison his proper due and still break the 

habit of ensconcing him as the father of the abolitionist movement. Inclusion of the work 

of Phillis Wheatley and the story of what she surmounted to publish her Poems of Various 

Subject, Religious and Moral would encourage further work on Wheatley as a canny 

antislavery poet for whom polemic was impossible. Beginning in 1831 also precludes 

registering the decisive transatlantic turn in American literary history by including the 

earlier poetry of the movement for emancipation in the British West Indies. Nonetheless, 

given the rich account of the antebellum surge of newspaper poetry that Lyrical Liberators 

provides, many readers will likely find the reward worth these exclusions.  

 

During the last decade or so, the impulse to unsettle traditional period divisions has led 

to challenging reconfigurations of continuity and change in our literary histories. Recent 

work further interrogates the assumptions of the field-making, constitutive periodic 

division of ante- and postbellum literature as a temporal, aesthetic, and political 

watershed. The chronological hard stop in 1865 is, perhaps, a much more vexed periodic 

boundary that reifies watersheds of literary history upon which the field now regularly 

encroaches. The final thematic section of the volume, “Emancipation, The Proclamation, 

and the Thirteenth Amendment,” performs an all-too-familiar truncation of abolitionist 

literature and, more importantly, of any expansive understanding of slavery as an 

institution de jure of white supremacy and racial oppression. The Liberator may have 

ended in 1865, but the limits of abolitionist poetry and abolitionism itself as a radically 

egalitarian impulse are less clear. This habit of periodization seems particularly egregious 

given the recent and important turn of US literary history toward greater engagement 

with Reconstruction. Though Harper’s work is well represented in Lyrical Liberators, as a 
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teacher, I would supplement with her 1872 volume, Sketches of Southern Life, poems that 

contend with racial oppression beyond the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.  

 

In all fairness, the foregoing criticisms may fault Pelaez for not grasping something for 

which she never reached. Lyrical Liberators brings into view the role of poetry and print 

culture in the formation of a powerful political movement, and Pelaez’s editorial 

contribution further establishes the importance of abolitionist poetry in the history of 

nineteenth-century US literature. 
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