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I wish I could write that I recognized the possibilities of digital scholarship
immediately and, with my enlightenment, proceeded to create a project that cap-
tured the potential of such scholarship. Instead, the journey to my current digital
work has been halting and slow, with many moments of confusion along the way.
My mantra, during my early work, was taken from John Unsworth: "If an elec-
tronic scholarly project can't fail and doesn't produce new ignorance, then it isn't
worth a damn."l Ultimately, digital scholarship is in its infancy and digital practi-
tioners are largely self-trained. Missteps and failures necessarily come with exper-
imentation. And, the primary objective of digital work, in my opinion, should be
experimentation. The work of digital scholarship is not only about production of
the final product, but production of the theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches to the digital that we have only just begun to explore. The value of such
work is not to be underestimated. Jerome McGann has famously predicted that
in "the next fifty years the entirety of our inherited archive of cultural works will
have to be reedited within a network of digital storage, access, and dissemina-
tion."2 As our cultural heritage is being digitized at an increasingly rapid rate we
are experiencing greater access to materials, but we are also confronted with new
problems of use. Scholars will want digital materials to meet our particularized
needs. For example, Geoffrey Nunberg has recently described the many problems
connected to search capability that stifles scholarly work within Google Books.
For the average user, Nunberg notes, Google-based searching is useful, but for
the type of work that scholars imagine, "The metadata simply aren't up to it."3 As
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cord that

When I first began to sketch out what the CDA might become, I was a
lecturer. While the position provided a low wage and high teaching load with lit-
tle chance of advancement, it also allowed the freedom to experiment with a proj-
ect that might have no measurable value in a tenure decision, yet interested me
immensely and had, I thought, real scholarly value. During the ensuing years I
effectively retrained myself to work with digital scholarship, something that
would have been nearly impossible to do under the pressures of the tenure track. I
found little infrastructure to support digital work on my campus, so I went to the
experts. I attended a TEIIXML4 workshop at Brown University given by Julia
Flanders and Syd Bauman and the first NINES (networked infrastructure for
nineteenth-century electronic scholarship) summer workshop, where I learned
much from Jerome McGann, Bethany Nowviskie, Laura Mandell, and a small
but dedicated group of scholars working on digital archives. I contacted Ken
Price, co-founder of the Whitman Archive and a former professor of mine, to ask
for advice. I was lucky that these pioneers were generous to a scholar interested in
the field and were available for help and support. My story is not unique. Digital
projects are often created by scholars outside the traditional academic power
structure who believe strongly in the importance of such work or, at the other ex-
treme, leaders in the field who have used their endowed chairs and full professor-
ships to help alter attitudes toward digital work. If you decide to take on a digital
project, people and organizations are there to help. Structures are changing. Uni-
versities are putting support for digital work into place, new organizations, such
as NINES, are emerging, and digital humanities centers are being created to sup-
port the digital work that you imagine. But, a scholar interested in digital work
needs to be realistic about how current digital work is valued by the academy .
Some changes to tenure and promotion criteria are occurring, but many depart-
ments are slow to respond. While groups like the MLA Task Force on Evaluating
Scholarship have called for development of "a system of evaluation for collabora-
ave work that is appropriate to research in the humanities and that resolves ques-
-ions of credit in our discipline as in others," the same task force found that "60%
of departments in Carnegie doctorate institutions say referred articles in digital
::annat either 'don't count' for tenure in their departments and institutions or that
_~- have no experience evaluating them."5 Imagine, then, these departments' re-
~ase to non-referred online digital scholarship. I say this not to discourage

:k within this field, but to caution you to be realistic and plan accordingly.
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vanced map interfaces that visualize the town over time. Using Google Earth,
historical and contemporary maps as well as digitized town reports, census, and
literary materials, we are hoping to develop a map and connected timeline that
allows users to manipulate time and place as well as sift the materials to locate
textual data.

Another important issue that the Concord Digital Archive seeks to ex-
plore through its interface structure is the way that transnationalism plays out
within the particular literary and historical moments of the town. Current work
on the CDA suggests that the Mrican and Irish Diasporas reveal themselves in
town materials and that interactions between these groups impact the literary
production of Concord writers and vice versa. Rather than focusing on the few
authors that lived in Concord for most of their lives, the CDA materials invite the
scholar to see those who immigrate, who traverse national boundaries, and who
look outward, out of Concord, Massachusetts and the United States to a broader
world. The mapping segment of the project is currently being built to show pat-
terns of movement in Concord by Irish- and Mrican-Americans and the re-
sponse of Anglo-Concordians to both groups by digitizing place of residence,
nationality, race, and socioeconomic factors over time. In other words, while the
Concord project does indeed look to one particular element ofliterary history
that has been interpreted as "American," the materials found within the archive
challenge this simplistic reading.

While digital archives offer the scholar a chance to produce groundbreak-
ing research, there remain structural difficulties in the creation of such scholar-
ship. Digital work is often immeasurably slow to produce, so glacial, in fact, that
:hose working within the field often speak of their never-ending projects. If you
msh to publish a book, there is a long history of process in place. In addition, a
]:int project has boundaries that are fairly rigid. Presses limit page numbers, con-
_~cts limit time to finished product, print publication is finished and a bound
.:ook produced. Not so with the digital. Changing technology, the unbounded
~~ of a project, changes in copyright law, and more can create issues with
:::rr..?letion. A spring 2009 DHQ: Digital Humanities Quarterly volume addresses
-; "::fficulty of demarcating production boundaries within digital projects from a
~_:- of perspectives. Matthew Kirschenbaum asks in his introduction, 'What

_ -~~ ::neasure of ,completeness' in a medium where the prevailing wisdom is to
'----a.:ce the incomplete, the open-ended, and the extensible?"6 Or, as Susan
_ et al. state of their project, "the Orlando Project, a large-scale and long-

- -:: digital humanities undertaking, reveals an arbitrariness, even a fictive-
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-::::smenbaum, "Done: Finishing Projects in the Digital Humanities," DHQ: Digital
=-==~- ~ly 3 (September 2009). http://digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vo1l312/000037.html
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display space for materials located on disparate servers. In some ways, then, the
archive is a display catalog, rather than a rare-books room. And, how does one
understand the physical archive that underpins the CDA, the Concord Free Pub-
lic Library's Special Collections? The Concord Free Public Library has an exten-
sive physical archive collection from which it chooses selected items for
digitization. Out of that set the CDA chooses materials of which to provide
metadata and to connect to our search function. Does this make the CDA a col-
lection? A presentation? Archive as a term is far more contested within the mal-
leable digital environment.

Digital scholarship is tough and challenging, but the most rewarding
scholarly work I have undertaken. However, you must go into the project wi th
your eyes wide open. What infrastructure is available at your institution? Could
you develop links to other digital humanities projects or resources, such as
NINES or the TEl consortium? Can you standardize your materials to best take
advantage of work that is already completed in digital humanities? There is a
growing body of best practices for scholarsjnterested in creating digital materials
and groups to support the work. Generally, those working in the field are helpful
and generous, supporting scholars in this new and exciting work. I encourage you
to think about contributing to the field, and I invite you to visit and explore The
19th-Century ConcordDigital Archive at http://www.digitalconcord.org.
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