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America’s First Woman Lawyer: The Biography of Myra Bradwell
By JaNE M. FRIEDMAN. Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1993. Pp. 217. $22.95.

Every time law professor Jane M. Friedman told
her friends and Wayne State University col-
leagues that she was writing a biography of Myra
Colby Bradwell, she was greeted with a quizzical
look and an incredulous, “Myra Who?” That
response was all the more poignant because a
contemporary had eulogized Bradwell as “one of
the most remarkable women of her generation
and one who has no small share in making that
generation what it is” {page 11). After two
decades of tenacious research, Friedman has
constructed an insightful and balanced biogra-
phy that not only establishes Bradwell as
“America’s first woman lawyer” but also as an
important pioneer in legal reporting, judiciai
reform, women's rights, and woman suffrage,

Of potential interest to the widest range of
readers are Friedman's accounts of Bradwell’s
interactions with nationaldevel institutions and
people. Chief among those was the 1873 deci-
sion of the United States Supreme Court that the
Fourteenth Amendment’s privileges and immuni-
ties protection clause did not extend to a
woman’s right to practice law because the “para-
mount destiny and mission of woman are to ful-
fill the noble and benign offices of wife and
mother” (page 26}. Bradwell’s eventval admis-
sion to the Illinois bar came after more than wo
decades during which she, as editor of the influ-
ential Chicago Legal News, “was, indeed, practic-
ing law, albeit without a license” (page 30},
Second was Bradwell’s pivotal role in securing
the release of Mary Todd Lincoln from the
insane asylum where she had been commiited by
her son Robert. Third was Bradwell’s stormy
relationship with Susan B. Anthony and the lead-
ership of the national American Woman
Suffrage Association (AWSA). It is Friedman's
contention that Bradwell has been “widely and
unjustifiably ignored . . . in the recorded history
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of the woman suffrage movement,” primarity
because of her serious disagreements with
Anthony (pages 167-68).

Bradwell’s chief claim to recognition lies in
the pages of the more than thirteen hundred
issues of the Chicago Legal News (CLN) that she
edited over a quarter century. The most widely
circulated legal newspaper in the country, CLN
contained not only synopses of important court
opinions but also Bradwell's personal views on
myriad legal and social topics and her frequent
exhortations on behalf of a multifaceted reform
agenda. A founder of the Chicago Bar
Association, Bradwell crusaded vehemently
against attorneys who bribed jurors, betrayed
their clients’ trust, drank too much, or disadvan-
taged women in divorce cases. She campaigned
for higher judicial salaries, jury trials in divorce
cases, and improved cousthouse facilities. Above
all, Bradwell staunchly advocated the admission
of women into the legal profession, tracked their
progress through law school and bar examina-
tions, and ferociously attacked anyone who sup-
ported a continuation of the gender bar. By the
same token, CLN consistently pressed for the
opening of other professions to women in order
that each “may paddle her own canoe” (pages
155-65). Although Bradwell’s preferences for
the gradual enfranchisement of women earned
her the enmity of AWSA, Friedman demonstrates
that the Chicagoan did much in word and deed
to advance the cause, organizing the Midwest’s
first suffrage convention in 186% and defending
Anthony when she was accused of “illegal” vot-
ing. Bradwell also played a major role an behalfl
of Illinois legislation mandating that women had
a right to control their own earnings, to transfer
property, and to have custody of children.

Although Friedman is understandably con-
cerned with praising Bradwell, she does not
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shrink from a frank discussion of her subject’s
shortcomings. For all her advanced feminism,
Bradwell generally acquiesced in the “cult of
true womanhood” and the doctrine of “separate
spheres.” Her primary reason for seeking admis-
sion to the Illinois bar was so that she could help
in her husband’s law office. She was not above
distorting the facts or pandering to the establish-
ment when it advanced her causes. She was open-
Iy anti-Semitic, had little but contempt for the
propertyless and poor, enjoyed humiliating her
enemies publicly, and was vindictive, arrogant,
insensitive, and uncharitable. She carried on par-
ticularly vicious vendettas against Wisconsin
Supreme Court Justice Edward Ryan and Iilinois
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Governor John Palmer. Without excusing these
serious flaws, Friedman asserts that Bradwell's
true forte was her ability 1o take constructive
action and to effect legislation and social
change.

By frankly acknowledging her subject’s limita-
tions, Friedman has captured Bradwell as a living
and breathing human being, rather than as an
archetype. America’s First Woman Lawyer is clearly
biography and history, not hagiography. At the
very teast, Friedman has provided a definitive
answer to the question, “Myra Who?”

Joun D. BUENKER
University of Wisconsin—Parkside

Washington and Lincoln Portrayed: National Icons in Popular Prints
By HaroLD HOLZER. Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Company, 1993. Pp. ix, 2562. $39.95.

As early as 1811, a Russian visitor to the United
States reported that engraved portraits of George
Washington were as ubiquitous in American
homes as religious icons were in Russian
dwellings. For half a century thereafter,
Washington remained, in the memorable words
of author Harold Holzer, “first in war, first in
peace, and first on the walls of his countrymen”
(page 6). Only amid the catastrophe of civil war
was the pictorial Washington—the Father of His
Country—joined and at last even superseded by a
new icon, Abraham Lincoln—the Great
Emancipator and Savior of the Union. There
have been many previous studies of Washington
portraiture and even more that focus upon the
Lincoln image. Holzer himself coauthored (with
Gabor 8. Boritt) two of the best works in the lat-
ter category, The Lincoln Image (1984} and
Changing the Lincoln Image (1985). The worth of
Holzer's new book lies in its comparisons and
linkages of Washington and Lincoln iconogra-
phy.

Washington and Lincoln Portrayed reproduces
143 selected prints, each featuring either
Washington or Lincoln, or the two of them
together. The quality of reproduction is excel-
lent—most of the illustrations occupy a full page,
and all of them are clearly printed on good
paper—although it is, of course, impossible for
any reproduction to capture the marvelous tex-
ture of a nineteenth-century engraving. In an

extensive text, Holzer describes and comments
on how the images shifted over time, as print-
makers catered to the changing taste of an audi-
ence influenced by such social forces as race
prejudice, evangelicalism, and domesticity.
Washington’s black servant Billy Lee is portrayed
respectfully in a 1798 engraving, but he is
altered to a racist caricature in an 1839 rework-
ing of the same scene. The photograph album
that Lincoln and his son Tad are examining in a
Mathew Brady photograph becomes a Bible in
the prints derived from Brady's work. IHustrators
strain to transform Washington’s childless mar-
riage and Lincoln’s dysfunctional one into touch-
ing scenes of imaginary domestic bliss. Holzer
does not teach us anything new about mine-
teenth-century America, but he provides wonder-
ful illustrations for what we already know.
Holzer’s eye is keen but not infallible. For
example, he errs when he says that a print of
“Washington surrounded by one Representative
from each of the thirteen states” (figure 28, page
49) shows only eleven such representatives.
Actually, twelve are clearly visible, and a thir-
teenth peeks out faintly from behind a column.
Less amusing are the rather frequent computer
glitches and stylistic lapses that mar this enter-
taining book and Holzer’s prose.
Davip L. LIGHTNER
University of Alberta
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