


meditative" technique "'Talmudic' ," or even "resembling that of the gaol/, the traditional 
Jewish scholar-genius" (Christopher Looby, "Tribute to Sacvan Bercovitch," EAL 39(1): 
5, quoting Rael Meyerowitz and Elisa New). However one might categorize this method 
of what Bercovitch himself calls "cultural close-reading," the way in which this 
microscopic analysis is used as part of a vast theoretical understanding of nation, culture, 
and language is utterly compelling and, I believe, is one of the primary reasons that 
Bercovitch's work has spoken-and will continue to speak---so clearly and so resonantly 
to multiple generations of students of American culture. 

Recipient of mUltiple honors from the Modem Language Association and nearly every 
available fellowship foundation, honored as a speaker at countless universities and 
academic gatherings throughout the world, directing an often onerous load of 
dissertations, and publishing a large body of ground-breaking, discipline-shaping work, 
Sacvan Bercovitch has also given amply of his time on countless editoriaL advIsory, and 
professional boards, including serving as the President of the American Studies 
Association in 1982-83. All of this is to note that even as his own professional success 
mounted, Bercovitch remained a person of extraordinary professional and personal 
generosity in providing guidance and direction both for his younger colleagues and for 
the young field of American Studies. 

I calIDot imagine a more suitable choice for the Bode-Pearson Prize. Professor Sacvan 
Bercovitch has produced a genuine revolution in the field by showing us (what one of his 
books calls) the "transformations in the symbolic construction of America." His work 
has made it possible-indeed, made it necessary--for countless students and readers to 
rethink the very ground on which our shared discipline is built. 

In closing, it is with profound personal admiration and the deepest professional respect 
that I support the nomination of Sacvan Bercovitch for the Bode-Pearson Prize, for his 
lifetime achievements and service to the field of American Studies. Thank you for your 
time. 

Sincerely yours, 

~w 
Margaret Reid (Ph.D., Harvard, 1996) 
Associate Professor 
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To the Bode-Pearson Prize Committee
 
Professors Gordon Hutner, James A. MilicI', Elaine Tyler May
 

XJUlie 2007 

Dear CojieagIH.'s. 

I consider it an hOllor to write in support of the nomination of Sacvan Bercovitch for the 
Bode-Pearson Prize. I cannot think of any other Americanist anywhere ever displaying more 
intelkctual integrity and lifetime achievements deserving of such a prestigious award. I dare say I 
al1l a IIVillg example of and witness to l3ercovitch's extraordinary accomplishments as an 
international scholar. academic leader, teacher. and mentor in the field of American studies and in 
academia in general. 

In 1998, on the 50th anniversary of the Amerika Tnstituut in Amsterdam. its director. the 
Dutch Arnericanist Rob Kroes, former president of the EAAS (whose vice-president I was f()r a 
couplc or years). invited me to take part in the celebration, along with many other Americanists 
from Europe. the United States, and the world. As center piece for the celebration. Rob conceived 
or a symposium to discuss whether our various efforts to make sense of "America" had really 
succeeded. and in what vvay. Each of us was to acknowledge "predecessors." stress "eye-opening 
moments." and trace "intcl1ectuallincages," 

As I went ahout describing my training in comparative literary and cultural studies. first at the 
University orCoimhra (Portugal) under the great Portuguese Germanist Paulo Quintela, and later 
at Yale under Charles Feidelson and Harold Bloom. I found myself gladly ackowledging that. 
regarding my understanding of American culture and society. the great eye-opener for me had 
been the work of Sacvan Bereovitch in the 1980s. 

I first met Sacvan Bercovitch in Amsterdam, when he gave a plenary lecture at the ]980 
EAAS Conference. I1is powerfuL comparativist talk entitled "Fusion and Fragmentation: The 
American Identity" made a very strong impression on me. at a time when J was mainly interested 
(as I still am) in Iyrie poetry and poetics. Twent on to read all of his work very carefully and 
started teaching it in my courses and seminars. on both sides of the Atlantic. J continue to do it to 
this day. At a time when our task as Americanists necessarily includes trying to comprehend the 
incomprehcnsihlc. Bercovitch's insights about the "schizophrenic singlemindedness" capable of 
constructing fictions "to set whole countries on fire" are more enlightning than ever. The students 
never fllil to respond intelligently. One of my Coimbra graduate seminars this semester, on 
theories of American studies. deals with Bercovitch's perceptive analysis of the impact of Puritan 
rhetoric on American culture and ideology and the related perspectives on the American myths or 
consensus. More importantly. the American Jeremiad and the rites-of-assent approaches have 
been crucial to help me focus the study of American poetry and poetics and ground the American 
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lyric in a coherent understanding of American culture and society in general. All my writing since 
the 1980s has been greatly indebted to Bercovitch's work. This is even truer of the book entitled 
At/afllic I)oet,,: Fernando Pessoa's Turn in Anglo-American Modernism (2003). Without 
Bercovitch's intcllectual support I would never have been able to understand Whitman's 
"America" and compare and contrast it with Whitmanian Pessoa's Portugal. 

There is another sense in which Atlantic Poets would not have existed but for Sacvan 
Bercovitch's expert guidance. in the 1990s. when 1 was writing and pubiishing, both in 
Portuguese and in Lng/ish, scattered essays on Pessoa and the Anglo-American poetic tradition, 
Bercovitch saw the book there in the bud, as it were, and kindly encouraged me to draft a book 
proposal. His faith in me then ingnited my belief in myself. and eventually the book became a 
reality and got published. A Portuguese version is now coming out in Brazil and another one in 
Port!lgal. Bcrcovitch. by now translated into Portuguese and many other languages himself, was 
not ju,>t the inspiring bnt also the material motor behind it all. 

On the occasion of Bercovitch's retirement from Harvard in 2001, 1 had the pleasure of 
attending the conference organized in his honor. Under the title of "The Next Turn in American 
Literary and Cultural Studies," the conference gathered together a selection of his doctoral 
students from Columbia and Harvard, most of them with excellent academic positions in the 
United States or abroad. The papers were remarkable, admiringly Bercovitchean to a certain 
extent, to be sure. but certainly not slavishly so, and mainly rigorously critical. original and 
innovative, as their mentor would have wanted them to be. Only a widely learned and dedicated 
scholar and open-minded teacher could bring about such a wealth of diverse, critically uplifting 
American studies writing. 

The gift of Bercovitch's scholarly and ideologically open mind is perhaps best assessed by his 
work as an editor, which he has often done in collaboration. That Bercovitch was never reluctant 
to edit other, usually younger scholars' work is again witness to his intellectual and academic 
generosity of spirit. Sac van Bercovitch changed the field of American studies by strongly 
encouraging scholars interested in probing the question of ideology in American culture and 
reconstructing American literary history. If Reconstructing American Uterary History and 
Id!!o!ogy and Classic Americun Literature (the latter co-edited with Myra khlen) are extremely 
important contrihutions to the field, The Cambridge History (~lAlI1ericall Literature is a "lIldmark 
in American literary and cultural studies. It is truly amazing that Sacvan Bercovitch, a brilliant 
American studies scholar, generously agreed to take time off from his own individual research 
and writing to booster less well known Americanists from the US and abroad in a major US 
national cultural project like this one. As a contributor to the fifth volume, I was fOl1unate enough 
to experience both the trepidation of Bercovitch's challenge and the comfort of his kind 
encouragement and support. 
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Sacvan Bercovitch's outstanding work. through its repercussions in the work of his students 
and collaborators as well, continues to shed light on the field of American studies. In many 
different ways, it goes on keeping the discipline alive and meaningful. Sacvan Bercovitch's 
achievements as a whole are an inspiration to all those intent on doing well the "office" of 
American studies. As all Americanist myself. I write this in full recognition and in great 
adrn:ratior; ant; gr(H.itude. 

Dear colleagues of the committee. by awarding Sacvan Bercovitch the Bode-Pearson Prize. 
you will be making the Prize even more valuable and prestigious.
 

'rhank you.
 

7 7 .. / / 
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M. Irene Ramalho de S. Sanlos 
Professor of English and American Studies 
University of Coimbra, Portugal 
International Affiliate 
Department of Comparative Literature 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 
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June 10, 2007 

Bode-Pearson Prize Committee 
American Studies Association 
Washington, D.C. 20004 

Dear Committee Members: 

I write to urge your consideration of Sacvan Bercovitch for the 2007 Bode-Pearson Prize 
honoring lifetime achievement and service to American Studies. 

As an influential teacher at Brandeis University, the University of California at San 
Deigo, Columbia University, at Harvard from 1966 to 2004 Sacvan Bercovith shaped two 
generations of students in an approach to American Studies that valued intellectual 
history, Marxist and post-Marxist critical hermeneutics, a deep familiarity with primary 
materials, and a sensitivity to the claims of religion. Bercovitch is a paradoxical thinker­
-a materialist without being a secularist, an internationalist who revealed the cultural 
genealogy of American nationalism and exceptionalism. His scholarship transformed the 
study of early American letters in the 1970s. The Puritan Origins of the American Self 
(1975) and The American Jeremiad (1978) marked the culmination of the 
Novanglocentric narrative of the formation of American civil religion. Profoundly 
learned, densely argued, and consequential in its findings about the genesis of American 
national exceptionalism, these works occasioned a crisis in the field. Like Gustav 
Mahler's symphonies that marked both the end of the Germanic tradition of symphonism 
and the rise of expressionist modernity, Bercovitch's books of the 1970s announced the 
completion of the story of Puritan cultural patrimony and provoked the antithetical 
scholarship of the 1980s and '90s that was multicultural, transatlantic, hemispheric, and 
polyvocal. Bercovitch condoned this transformation, though he didn't contribute 
personally to the explosion of early American studies at the end of the 20th century. As 
editor of the Cambridge History of American Literature, he encouraged contributors who 
shaped the new, post-Bercovitchian understanding ofliterature and culture. His own 
interests in the 1980s and '90s concentrated on the 19th-century. The Office of "The 
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Scarlet Letter" (1991) and The Rites of Assent: Transformations in the Symbolic 
Construction of America (1993), the former a brilliant cultural close reading Hawthorne's 
novel, the latter a collection of essays treating problems of methodology, literary 
ideology, and disciplinary history. These latter works display one of the signal features of 
Bercovitch's approach-his insistence that any adequate account of the ideology ofa 
work or genre must also attend to its aesthetic potentialities. 

While known primarily as an expositor and cultural historian of American 
literature, Sacvan Bercovitch has an equally distinguished and influential career as a 
translator of Yiddish literature, particularly of of Solomon Ary, Yaacov Zipper, Itzik 
Manger, and Sholom Aleichem. Having been born into a family of Ukrainian Jewish 
leftists in Montreal, Bercovitch grew up in an intellectual climate dominated by Soviet 
communism and radical Zionism. As a young man he went to Israel to work on a 
Kibbutz, married, and at his wife's bidding pursued higher education in the United States. 
As the spectacle of American culture increasingly provoked his imagination, he retained 
a firm grip on his Jewish intellectual and cultural roots. The legacies of Yiddish literature 
and theater were an enduring transatlantic ground, as Bercovitch traced the insular self­
absorption of American national exceptionalism. 

An influential teacher, a skilled translator, an internationally revered scholar, a 
public intellectual, and cultural theorist, Sacvan Bercovitch has been one of the central 
voices in American S 'es 'ng the last half century. He would be an entirely worthy 
recip' - e on ze. 

/~ncerelY~/ .~'.:' /' 
~ ... -' / 

.... D~~~ Shie ds 
/' Editor, Early American Literature 

Program Committee, ASA 2007 Meeting 



English Department 
University of Pennsylvania 
June 15, 2007 

Gordon Hutner, James A. Miller, Elaine Tyler May 
Bode-Pearson Prize Committee 
American Studies Association 

Dear Professors Hutner, Miller, and Tyler May: 

I wish to support Cyrus Patell in nominating Sacvan Bercovitch for the ASA's Bode­
Pearson Prize. I do so with the greatest enthusiasm and respect, for I know of no one 
whose contribution to American Studies has been more foundational, innovative, and 
sustained than Saki's. He is an utterly inspiring intellectual, his unparalleled scholarship 
and public leadership the outcome of a genuine fascination with the enigmas American 
culture presents. 

Born in Montreal to Russian-Jewish parents, named for the socialist martyrs Sacco and 
Vanzetti, attracted and then repelled by the utopian dream of the Israeli kibbutz, Saki 
came to American literature with the wary longing of a displaced person in search of a 
home. In his earliest writings about the Puritans, we see his concern with the relationship 
between ideology and place. The American Jeremiad describes John Winthrop and 
Cotton Mather, for example, warning pilgrims ofthe perils of entering a covenant with 
God to found a new world. 

John Winthrop set forth the prospects of the infant theocracy... .Invoking the 
ominous precedent of Israel, He explained that henceforth the Lord would survey 
them with a strict and jealous eye ... [A]t their slightest shortcoming, for 
neglecting the 'least' of their duties, He would tum in wrath against them. 

The American Jeremiad traces the Puritan construction of a world whose every detail is 
imbued with meaning, examining the writers and thinkers who did the work of keeping 
that meaning before people's eyes. Saki's later books on The Scarlet Letter and other 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century texts have continued this path-breaking research. 

Saki carried out these investigations throughout decades when western literary 
scholarship was uninterested in, or even hostile to, ideological approaches to culture. 
American Studies was a natural home for Saki's work during the periods of the New 
Criticism, Structuralism, and Deconstruction. But as a subtle and profound reader of 
texts, Saki has always been an honored member of English Departments of our time: 
Columbia and Harvard, as well as specifically u.S.-centered institutions such as Berlin's 
Kennedy Institute. It is no exaggeration to say that Sacvan Bercovitch is the recognized 



"Dean of American Studies" throughout much of the world, but identified as he is with 
American Studies, he is also considered one of the country's foremost literary scholars in 
general. He proved the value of integrating historical context into the study of literature 
more clearly than virtually any scholar up to the advent of identity politics. 

Saki's ability to bridge literary approaches and his encyclopedic knowledge of the 400­
year history of U.S. writing made him a fitting editor for the revised edition of the 
Cambridge History ofAmerican Literature. He took on the recreation of this standard 
reference work with characteristic energy, convincing Cambridge Press that it should not 
be just an agglomeration of short entries, as in its first iteration, but as series of entirely 
new, monograph-length studies gathered in eight volumes. I was honored to be among 
the contributors to this ambitious undertaking. Its aim was nothing less that to rewrite the 
history of American literature, not only by the change in format, but by the inclusion of 
minority and women's writing, popular culture, literary theory, non-U.S. literature, and 
film and other arts. Saki imbued this challenge with huge intellectual excitement, 
inviting us to question the idea of canon and "Americanness" itself. The result is a 
defining monument to his breadth of vision, known and valued throughout the world. 

It has been my pleasure to invite Saki to give lectures at Penn and to be hosted by him at 
Harvard. His collegiality has always impressed me along with the hundreds of scholars 
and students whom he has helped and encouraged. His dissertation students are among 
my most valued colleagues; many are major figures in the world of American Studies. 
As a teacher, a scholar, and an academic leader, Saki has had an impeccable and 
admirable career. The American Studies Association should take great delight in 
acknowledging the marvelous achievement of Sacvan Bercovitch with the Bode-Pearson 
Prize. 

Sincerely yours, 

Wendy Steiner 
Richard L. Fisher Professor of English 
Founding Director, Penn Humanities Forum 



June 21, 2007 

To Whom It May Concern: 

I am pleased to add my voice to those recommending that 
Sacvan Bercovitch be awarded the Bode-Pearson Prize from 
the American Studies Association. There is no one more 
deserving. His choice will distinguish the award as much as 
it distinguishes him. 

Over the course of his career, Professor Bercovitch has recast 
the study of early American literature and culture, in the 
process influencing not just a generation of his own students, 
many of them now distinguished professors in their own 
right, but an generation of scholarly colleagues as well. His 
pioneering books, The Puritan Origins of the American Self 
and The American Jeremiad, constituted a deeply informed 
and yet revolutionary break from the consensus models of 
intellectual history that drove criticism of American 
literature and culture from Perry Miller through F. o. 
Matthiessen. Building on their achievements, Bercovitch 
wrote the hortatory traditions of prophecy and jeremiad into 
the core of American Renaissance literature and hence into 
the history of American culture that descends from it. More 
recent books such as The Office of"The Scarlet Letter" and 
The Rites ofAssent extrapolated on these themes to show 
how national identity has been forged out of conflicted 
symbolic narratives of redemption and self-examination 
originating with the Puritans. No one has done more to 
demonstrate the intricate relationships between rhetoric, 
belief, and personhood, defined as traits belonging to both 
the nation and its citizens, in American culture. Although he 
has written first of all as a literary critic, Professor Bercovitch 
has been studied with great reward by scholars in virtually 
every field of American Studies. 



Whoever reads an account of his career will find any number 
of things to admire and feature in a letter such as this. I will 
single out only the Cambridge History ofAmerican 
Literature (to which I contributed). Professor Bercovitch's 
wisdom and wide learning-not to mention the tenacity with 
which he kept the whole complex and inherently 
uncontrollable venture under control and forging ahead-are 
evident in every volume. No doubt every such history is out 
of date as soon as it appears; but this one is far less out of 
date today, and will remain relevant for far longer than many 
previous efforts, thanks to Saki's having foreseen what was 
indispensable and what was not, and subjected the whole to 
his critical eye and shaping vision. 

In short, as a scholar and professional mentor, as a teacher 
in the broadest sense, no one, in my view, has had a more 
profound and more welcome influence on the study of 
American literature and culture over the last half century 
than Sacvan Bercovitch. 

Cordially, 

Eric J. Sundquist 
UCLA Foundation Professor of Literature 



Department of English 
The Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem 
Mt. Scopus 
Jerusalem 
Israel 

June 6, 2007 

Dear Bode-Pearson Prize Committee, 

I am writing in support of Sacvan Bercovitch for the ASA's Bode-Pearson Prize. 

Sacvan Bercovitch's work has been foundational across a variety of fields for several 
generations of scholars. His writings are cited and discussed in the fields of early 
American history, of Puritan Studies and American religion, and in literary studies of 
American writers from the Puritans through the nineteenth century. Besides 
references to him in countless articles and books, his studies form the starting point 
and basis of many others, which set out to extend and elaborate his terms and 
interpretations of American religion, literature, and culture. His are works that 
deepen and enrich, complicate and inspire in rereading after rereading. Their 
complexity of account, their originality of insight, makes them immediately important 
to any new effort to research and understand American cultural life, including 
defining and questioning what that is. 

The publication of The Puritan Origins of the American Selfin 1975 was a major 
event in American literature, history, and religion. It introduced and developed an 
account of selfhood that emphasized and underscored the relation of the self to social 
history, religious ideology, and literary forms. In terms of the self, Bercovitch 
challenged one-sided understandings of Puritan inwardness and introspection. In his 
pioneering reconceptualization of selfhood, Bercovitch situated the self in society, yet 
without losing the specifically American commitment to individuality that has 
remained an ongoing topic in Bercovitch's work, developed later with intensive 
complexity in The Rites of Assent 1993. What Bercovitch succeeded in constructing 
was the self in history, both/and determined by social history and determining it. This 
Bercovitcean model of the self involved several stunning insights. It recognized and 
clarified ambiguities of the Puritan self as self-abnegating and yet self-asserting in its 
very obsession with self-abnegation; and it reconceptualized Puritanism as a dual 
outward and inward commitment, focused not only into the soul but on community 
and its joint life as historical venture, as fundamental to the very construction of the 
soul itself. 

But this was to recast not only Puritan historical understanding, but Puritan religious 
norms as well. Biblical engagement had of course always been a recognized feature 
of Puritanism, as of the Protestant Reformation, from the outset. But discussions of 
the Bible tended (and still tend) to be doctrinal applications, often collecting and 
applying sermonic or literary cases of doctrinally understood biblical patterns. 
Bercovitch instead penetrated biblical pattern as historical project. Typology came 
alive not as systematic and predictable Christological correspondences but a mode of 
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self-and social- understanding that shaped both the course of events and their 
representation. Bercovitch thus linked in original ways theology, history and literary 
representation, changing the very terms of cultural history for early America, and 
making that cultural history the basis for continuing American cultural development. 

The Puritan Origins offered several foundational models for understanding American 
selfhood within and informed by historical and religious ideologies, from the core 
notion of the representative self to ever widening implications for the constitution of 
New England's and then America's self-conceptions as corporate and then national 
ventures. This reading of Puritan life as both individual and historical, an interior 
selfhood and a communal venture in ways that are mutually defining governed his 
transformative treatment of the Jeremiad form in The American Jeremiad 1978. Here 
Bercovitch revolutionized understanding of a major form of Puritan self­
representation, both in sermons and in literature, and the historical self-understanding 
of early America as enacted and expressed through this Jeremiad form, which he also 
showed to be enduring into the subsequent course of American literary forms. Instead 
of reading the rhetoric of complaint as an expression of lost faith, Bercovitch showed 
it to be an anxious affirmation of God's continuing care and America's ongoing, if 
faulty, realization of the divine plan. In a penetrating hermeneutic analysis, 
Bercovitch explores the mutual interaction between paradigm and constructed 
experience, rhetoric and historical pattern. Again grounding his discussions in close 
analysis of Puritan documents, through which he transforms what had seemed formal 
exercises in religious doctrine into powerful rhetorical addresses to the directions and 
purposes of American life, Bercovitch then moves forward into eighteenth-century 
evolutions of what he shows to be a fundamental religious-literary-historical model, 
focusing on Jonathan Edwards; through the Revolutionary period and into such 
nineteenth-century figures as Emerson and Whitman. What Bercovitch basically 
offers is an account through American language and modes of expressions the 
emergence of specific forms of social self-fashioning, of consensus and dissent, 
individualism and civic culture, that historians such Gordon Wood and Bernard 
Bailyn describe in more directly political terms. 

Bercovitch of course has also made specifically literary contributions, notably 
in The Office of the Scarlet Letter and The Rites of Assent, with seminal writings on 
Hawthorne, Melville, Emerson, but still through a transforming vision of Puritan 
origins represented by Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards. His shaping of 
American literary understanding extends further, with his work as editor of again 
foundational collections of essays with which students and scholars both begin and 
deepen their experience of the Puritan imagination, its rhetorical uses of Jeremiad and 
typology, and the widest sense in which the interpretation or hermeneutics of history 
intersects with literary modes, both informing and being shaped by them. This 
commanding role as editor culminates in the multi-volume Cambridge History of 
American Literature, a gargantuan project incorporating work from a broad range of 
scholars, across the widest extent of approaches. Instead of offering a review 
summary of writers, each contribution establishes its own terms of organization and 
topic, presenting an original approach and understanding of the areas and writers each 
section addresses. This venture thus set out not only to offer a new standard of 
treatments of writers since the last Cambridge History of 1917, including new canon 
building, but recast literary history itself in terms of the hermeneutical understandings 
that Bercovitch himself had pioneered and extended throughout his career. 
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In sum, there is no figure whose work has been more foundational than 
Bercovitch's, transforming not only specific areas of understanding but the entire 
approach to both literary and historical interpretation as each informs and formulates 
the other. There is almost no study written in any of these fields that does not cite or 
base itself in Bercovitch's work. 

Sincerely, 

Shira Wolosky 
Professor of English 


