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One is tempted—in a location filled with, as the tourist brochures say,
History!—to invoke the past and perhaps warn against entangling foreign alliances,
as George Washington did in what is now called his Farewell Address of 1796 but
was in actuality a letter. Or to warn against the dangers of the military-industrial
complex, as US president Dwight D. Eisenhower did in January 1961, in his
farewell to the nation after two terms in office.
As I bid farewell after a nine-month tenure as president of this distinguished
organization, my task is more humble. This foreshortened year has taught me a
great deal. It has been a window on the inner and outer workings of the field
that, as a backbench member of ADE for thirty years, hadn't been apparent. With
my increase in knowledge has come an increase of alarm. We do indeed live in
interesting and perhaps perilous times, not only for our profession but also for the
opportunities of engaged citizenship that rely upon the critical reading of texts.
This goodbye address is meant as a personal view of the state of the field now, with
ameliorative suggestions. The title refers not only to the classic American play by
Eugene O'Neill but also to Julian P. Boyd. This will be revealed.
To start, I'd like to refresh your memory of what my predecessor, Sue Perdue,
told us in her farewell address less than a year ago in Salt Lake City. As she said
then,
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I think we should define who we are, outline our issues, and suggest
some solutions. We should get out ahead of the forces that we believe
threaten us and our existence. This will have to be a collaborative
enterprise that will involve all of us who are struggling to survive in the
new scholarly ecosystem. 1
That ecosystem is already a brave new world, as anyone sitting here who
remembers the early years of this organization knows—when a few pioneering
editors began using what we called microcomputers. The world of documentary
editing has changed and continues to change as we move from a paper-based
civilization to one comprising various forms of electronic communication. It will
continue to change. But I posit that the intellectual function of documentary
editing remains the same, even as the presentation and dissemination part of our
job alters, and furthermore, that the interpretation of those documents, as Julian
P. Boyd argued in the 1950s, is even more necessary.2 As Sue suggested last year,
the role of the documentary editor is under fire in this new environment. Or
misunderstood. Or taken for granted. Or worse, increasingly ignored. I want to
continue that discussion here and suggest some avenues of remedy.
Let me give you an example. In mid-July, when I began working on this
talk, I got a Facebook message from an acquaintance in another organization. My
friend David O. Stewart, a biographer of Aaron Burr, posted ecstatically about
some new documents just put up—he didn't say where—displaying an account
by the first physician who attended Abraham Lincoln after the shooting on April
14, 1865, in Ford's Theatre. Stewart provided a link. He wrote something like
"amazing what is stashed away in the National Archives and not yet unearthed!"
My Facebook post in response, after clicking on the link that brought up the Papers
of Abraham Lincoln, was "Yay, Dan Stowell and associates! Documentary editors
rule." Nobody seconded that sentiment in subsequent postings: they were focusing
on the documents, a digital facsimile of a long account by Dr. Charles A. Leale of
attending the gravely wounded sixteenth president. I did browse through the pages
a bit, as they were in beautifully clear handwriting and therefore nicely presented.
But to be blunt, I am not a Lincoln scholar, and I have a life. I simply did not have
time to wade through all the material and find out what was so amazing about
these documents. Nonetheless, my interest was piqued enough to e-mail Stowell,
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director and editor of the Papers of Abraham Lincoln, a lazy question: What's
their import? No prompt response, but I know about deadlines and assumed that
Daniel, as a responsible grant recipient, was too busy working to respond to such
a frivolous question.3
Then I realized that I really was in the position of the hypothetical high school
student who wants to know what some historical document means before investing
any more time in reading carefully. For the sake of this talk, I could play the naïve
reader pretty convincingly. Were these holograph pages worth my curiosity? A
bit of explanation would have helped me decide. What were missing from the
beautiful display of handwritten pages were annotation, or context, and all the
other things that make a document intelligible to the mildly curious reader as well
as the serious scholar. Of course Lincoln scholars must have known instantly just
how these surrogate "pages" fit into our understanding of American history, just
as I can recognize a scrap of my subject's, Neith Boyce's, writing when a random
leaf shows up in some other person's archive or on the Web, and make a good
guess about its provenance and meaning. But I'm not a Lincoln scholar and only
interested in Lincoln as a citizen. That said, if there is something new about the
Lincoln assassination, any American is going to be curious. But the document path
led, essentially, only to the documents. In spite of their beautiful presentation, I
needed help. I needed an editor.
And it's not just me and my academic schedule. Let's face it: the world is full
of lazy readers. The new media allow us to be just such lazy readers, and there
are millions of us out there who want and expect instant answers to just such
questions as mine. Frankly, I think this is our new audience, and it is exponentially
larger than in earlier eras. As it happens, most of us editors were trained in what
Robert B. Riter terms the "early modern period" of documentary editing, when the
perceived and stated audience for our fine editions were scholars and, almost as an
afterthought, the general educated reader.4 Our new audience includes the general
uneducated—oops, underprepared—reader as a function of the technology that
is used in presentation of the avatars of original documents.
Of course I was grateful to have my curiosity piqued, but the adolescent in me
also knew that Daniel Stowell could tell me more if I could get his attention. As
a documentary editor, I, unlike the general public, happen to know that there are
people who can provide such answers, fill the gap, and explain the documents. And
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—here comes my thesis—if editors don't do it, someone else will—or worse, won't
—and democracy will suffer. This brave new world of electronic media allows
people to slap up any document on the Web and thereby proclaim its validity.
Even worse, it is possible for people to disclaim responsibility for having put it
there.
In my day job, I teach a course called the Science Research Essay. In it, I
try to get students to probe into the background of any scientific claim. What
are the parameters of the study behind it? What does that long string of authors'
names signify? Who did that? Or in more current terminology, Who built that?
Who funded it? And more importantly, What do you think might be going on in
the field or culture—scientific or general—that led to that line of inquiry? I try
to get them to step back from the article and ask questions about its context. I
then ask them to read it closely again and guess what might have been excluded
from the study's process and conclusion. Of course, students resist all these
questions; it's easier to just accept a study's findings as "fact" and keep surging
ahead. But scientific studies do not, cannot, and should not merely stand "as is."
Once students learn the art of critical reading and see its validity as a way of
having something to say about other people's work, they're hooked on this way
of thinking. It is empowering for them to feel they have the right to criticize and
to know how to criticize, to ask questions, to speak and write. Here in Jefferson
country, we believe that anyone can, and should, have this right and do it.
And the audience for documentary editions, online or otherwise, can and
should ask the same questions about our projects, many of which carry messages
that we believe are foundational for our democratic way of life and governance.
This is not confined to the US borders, by the way. Democracies and budding
democracies around the globe are adopting what Francis Fukuyama calls "liberal
democratic political institutions," and all of us in this room probably believe that
those institutions are founded on ideas that are transmitted in documents.5
So what I want us to discuss is the role of the documentary editor vis-àvis those documents in the digital age. I claim that documentary editors should
embrace the scientific process, in a nuanced sense of that term, and don the white
coats of the scientists. It seems to me that what documentary editors are doing
is not that far removed from this process already. Like scientists, we print and
post documents and commentary in such a way that it creates a theory—a story
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line that readers can use to understand the documents. We are the people who
figure out that narrative, how the documents fit together to reflect at least one
version (sometimes more) of what may have happened or what someone thought
or wrote. In doing that, we select and organize the materials for presentation and
dissemination. We stand as intermediaries between the original and the surrogate
that is being presented for use. All of us in this room know that most documentary
editors know more about our subjects than anyone else—even biographers—
because we have looked at every leaf and every image in the process of deciding
whether that is a comma or not. We have become keepers of the context of these
documents, and increasingly, with digital editions, ongoing curators of the corpus
as well. We have stepped back to get far, and perhaps multiple, perspectives on
our project, and gone in close to ponder every detail. As workers, we have reached
subtle and nuanced conclusions. But increasingly, that kind of comprehensive
understanding of our own project materials is under threat.
As I said earlier, our kind of detailed, intimate knowledge of texts and images
is increasingly hard to find on the Internet. There's so much material "out there,"
and the danger is that lazy readers, or as we are now known, users, are tempted by
the very ease of digital documents to be satisfied with a superficial sense of their
meaning such as the one I just gave.
Now back to the assassination and Facebook. Sixteen hours later, someone
who'd actually read the images of Dr. Leale's report commented: "Amazing
detailed story. I'm always amazed at our ancestors [sic] penmanship. This was
especially beautiful. I noted all those hours when nothing was evidently done to
help him." Okay, so now I get the drift of these documents' importance: Lincoln
lay dying for hours before something was done for him? Maybe. Wow. Good
enough for now. On to the next pressing distraction, finishing this talk.
Actually, I think my readerly situation is not that unusual in everyday life,
nor is my superficial "conclusion" about the Leale letters. After all, we are all
bombarded with "information" all the time and probably surf its tides more
frequently than we read critically. We have to. But as a documentary editor and
teacher of critical thinking, I find the kind of information gaps in this issue
from the Lincoln Papers alarming. Surely there could have been some kind of
introduction or explanation rather than just leaving me with questions: Why and
how are these "new"? Where were they found? And why not earlier? What is their
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import? What do they tell us that is new? Are there any implications from this
unearthing, as Stewart calls it? Who's excited about it besides a few biographers?
Why should I care? And, as Stewart stated, what else lies in the National Archives
that might inform these documents?6
In my writing courses, these questions are the sort I put in the margin of a
student essay, with orders to come back with another draft responding to these
queries, please. Inquiring readers want to know. And while I decry the world of
lazy readers, myself included, I also know that there are indeed readers out there
who do want to know and do read critically. That is what gives me hope as an
editor, researcher, and teacher. People do want to know. Nuanced information
matters. This country was founded on that premise, or so I was taught. That is
why I am so concerned about what is a current trend, even a new mantra of policy,
of putting up untranscribed and unannotated documents on the Web as official
documentary edition products.
Those who've known me over the years know I tie everything back to
Neith Boyce (1872–1951). There is a lot of scurrilous information on the Web,
including Wikipedia, about this American woman writer, which writing this
speech motivates me to amend. Even some of the nonscandalous information
about her is just wrong enough to cause nagging irritation. An example: There
are several versions of her play, Constancy, which was opened by the Provincetown
Players in 1915 in Neith's living room, each with different endings. Ostensibly
a satire of Mabel Dodge's affair with John Reed, the play actually probably was
a coded report on Neith's marriage to Hutchins Hapgood (1869–1944). Each
version has a slightly different ending with subtle differences in meaning as a
result. So which version is the definitive one? Judith Barlow, the scholar of Eugene
O'Neill and early-twentieth-century American theater, spent the better part of a
summer looking through the manuscript and typescript versions of this play at
Yale's Beinecke Library to determine what was, to her best knowledge, put on in
Neith's living room that evening of June 1915—and then in subsequent summers
in Provincetown and in Greenwich Village in New York.7 I am convinced Judi
unearthed the best-case version of Neith's final decision for an ending, based
on analysis of handwriting, type-overs, and cross-outs. Students and the general
public who use other scripts as sources for their thinking and writing are doing
themselves a disservice, as well as perpetuating half-truths.
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Of course, it can also be a potential boon to have multiple versions of a
work readily available, but most people wouldn't know or care. As a scholar, I
am interested in the provenance of all these different endings and curious about
what they might tell me about Neith's thinking as she revised this play over time.8
So if we believe original documents (or their facsimiles) are so wonderful, why
are we against more unmediated presentation of said documents? Because digital
documents require more, not less, editorial scaffolding than paper documents to
provide true intellectual access, I think. Intellectual access is not the same as
physical access (delivered ice).
This is the quandary as I see it: as "early modern" editors we believe in letting
the documents speak for themselves, with a minimum of editorial intervention. At
the same time, we argue for our role as mediator and presenter of those documents
in an objective manner. This can be a contradiction. Perhaps the problem lies in
that word, "objective."
But perhaps not. While epistemologists and philosophers of science debate
the multiple meanings of the term "objectivity" and its possibilities, scientists
cheerfully continue to conduct studies, interpret their data, and publish said data
together with their conclusions. These actions are not performed with whimsy but
with a great deal of reflection and according to strict methodologist procedures.
Their published papers are not the end of the story. They cannot simply be
accepted "as is," and good scientists continue to ask questions of the data and
process. Likewise, we as critical readers need to ask the same questions as do my
students. But to do this, we need help; we need contextual information to get us
started. There is a relationship between the reader and the published document,
a space filled by the editor. Julian P. Boyd, the founding editor of the Jefferson
Papers, said, famously, that documentary editors' roles were to create context and
explain while transmitting documents—not just to "deliver ice." I do not mean
to pick on the Lincoln Papers, especially as they are still in the collection and
transcription phase, but my online episode exemplifies what can happen with
underexplained documents.
The problem, I believe, is that documentary editors have failed to behave like
scientists. Our colleagues in the sciences have succeeded in cloaking themselves in
the myth of "objectivity" and the search for Truth. Historians and other humanists
are reluctant to make such claims, but perhaps we should. We have been loath
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to do so, largely because another article of our belief is that we merely present
the documents to the best of our ability and let the reader/user make his/her
own judgments. This, I warrant, is actually akin to what scientists claim as their
role: they are merely following the evidence. And everyone knows that science is
important, right? 9
Many of the same issues apply to good documentary method. We editors are
just as "objective" as the scientists and just as prejudiced, but not so good at selling
the method of our madness. Documentary editors add value to documents, the
same way that scientists add value to "raw" data. We don't just process them. We
understand, organize, and present them in a way that makes it easier for others
to use them. This allows intellectual access to their information and the asking
of meaningful questions. So I suggest that we step up to the podium and claim
our expertise, explain our subtle methodology, and reassure people that we are
needed. Otherwise, we will be, to mix metaphors, delivering ice in the middle
of a snowstorm of data. I think it is time for documentary editors to don our
metaphorical white coats and claim our active role in contextualizing as well as
organizing the documents we work to present to the public. As the Lincoln Papers
have shown, the audience is there, the interest is there, and the interpretation needs
to be there, too.
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