
Expanded Column: The Digital Evans

Beginning in July 2002, the Readex Corporation, in cooperation with
the American Antiquarian Society, began releasing the first installments of
“Evans Digital,” a full-text-searchable version of Charles Evans’s American
Bibliography, first published on microfiche by Readex and the AAS in the 1950s.
When complete, the Evans Digital will include more than thirty-six thousand
items: virtually all books, pamphlets, and broadsides published in British
North America from 1639-1800. The publication of the microfiche collection made
astonishingly rare books available at small colleges and large universities
across the country and even around the globe. The digital edition, with full-
text searching, may well revolutionize the study of early American
life. Common-place asked two prominent scholars of early America, whose work
has relied extensively on printed materials, to review the Evans Digital.

Cathy N. Davidson From Movable Type to Searchable Text

Jay Fliegelman An MRI of Early America
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The American Jeremiad at 35

The State of the Americanist Field

The remarks collected here were offered on a roundtable at the 2013 Modern
Language Association conference in Boston held to mark the thirty-fifth
anniversary of the publication of Sacvan Bercovitch’s influential 1978 study,
The American Jeremiad. The charismatic power of Bercovitch’s scholarship in the
late 1970s and ’80s is hard to overstate, although more recently (in the wake
of the various turns in Americanist criticism toward multiculturalism, post-
nationalism, transnationalism, post-exceptionalism, and so forth) it has been
as often contested as not, faulted for its alleged focus on a narrow canon of
American literature, for its national frame, and for what some see as its
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embrace of American exceptionalism, a term that has taken an unexpectedly
prominent role in political discussion in the U.S. over the past two years.

The contributors to the roundtable were asked to address both the specific case
of Bercovitch’s American Jeremiad and, more generally, the state of the field
of Americanist literary scholarship 35 years after the appearance of this
influential and powerful interpretation of the “meaning of America,” and in the
wake of its 2012 reissue (with a new preface by the author) by the University
of Wisconsin Press. The 35-year mark is not the only reason for a timely
reconsideration of Bercovitch’s scholarship and its legacy: his earlier book,
The Puritan Origins of the American Self (originally published in 1975) was
also recently republished with a new preface by the author (Yale, 2011).
Another occasion for this discussion was the 2011 publication of a rich
collection of essays, gathered in Bercovitch’s honor, The Turn Around Religion
in America: Literature, Culture, and the Work of Sacvan Bercovitch, co-edited
by two of the contributors here, Nan Goodman and Michael Kramer.

The contributors all brought to the roundtable an affiliation with Bercovitch
of one kind or another. Along with their history of affiliation with
Bercovitch, however, none of these scholars works in what might be called a
specifically Bercovitchian mode. Some of them work on non-canonical literature,
on ethnic literatures, on educational theory and practice, on queer cultural
production, on popular or mass literature, in legal theory, feminism, and so
forth. They bring to bear perspectives that are, while not diametrically at
odds with Bercovitch’s focus, nevertheless situated in an at once intimate and
orthogonal relationship to it, and thus liable to provoke sympathetic yet
critical reconsiderations of the place of American Jeremiad and of ambitiously
synthesizing critical scholarship in our discipline today.

 

This article originally appeared in issue 14.4 (Summer, 2014).

Christopher Looby is professor of English at UCLA where he also directs the
Americanist Research Colloquium. He is the author of Voicing America, the co-
editor (with Cindy Weinstein) of a collection of essays called American
Literature’s Aesthetic Dimensions (2012), and the general editor of “Q19: The
Queer American Nineteenth Century,” a forthcoming series from the University of
Pennsylvania Press.



Invitation
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An invitation to Common-place readers to create their own events dedicated to
reconciliation.

Electoral College: Bush v. Gore

“Is the American constitutional system meaningfully democratic, or is it a
system that confines its democratic elements within such elaborate systems of
indirect representation and checks and balances that it effectively preserves
domination by established elites?”

Welcome to the New Common-place
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Our new design is a result of a year-long process of community outreach and
research, design thinking, web development, and editorial decision making, and
we hope you will be pleased with the results.

Do Not Despair: Suicide in the archives
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Pamphlets, plays, poetry, and periodicals overflowed with news and opinion
about bloody tragedies, both real and imagined.

Misimoa: An American on the Beach

Presented as part of the Special Issue: Pacific Routes

Many thought Moors a sharp trader, and at times people suspected that he was
crooked. This was hardly unusual during these years in Samoa. More than once
Moors or one of his traders was accused of using doctored weights when
measuring coconuts for purchase, and at least once this endangered the life of
one of his traders. Even Robert Louis Stevenson, who relied heavily on Moors in
his early years, worried that he might be a huckster.
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Doing History

What do I want students to get out of this particular hour and fifteen minutes
we will spend together—and, more importantly, what do I want them to get out of
the study of history?

Parson Weems Fights Fascists
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In [Grant’s] view, offered in the form of a press release issued for the
painting’s public debut, the cherry-tree story was at once too good to be true
and “too good to lose.”

The Common Dust of Potter’s Field
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Newspaper articles and editorials suggested that there was something morally
improper about leaving so many thousands of bodies exposed for the amusement of
urchins and stray dogs, or left to rot in packed trenches, awaiting medical-
school body snatchers.


