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It is so easy to be immature. If I have a book that has understanding for me, . . . 
surely I do not need to trouble myself.

—Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question ‘What is Enlightenment?’”1

Thus, in a book I find a train of thinking, which has the marks of knowledge and 
judgment. I ask how it was produced? It is printed in a book. This does not sat-
isfy me, because the book has no knowledge nor reason. I am told that a printer 
printed it, and a compositor set the types. Neither does this satisfy me. These 
causes perhaps knew very little of the subject. There must be a prior cause of the 
composition. 

—Thomas Reid, Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man2

The main figures that populate our historical accounts of the Enlightenment 
are human—be they enemies of Enlightenment, such as the priest or the tyrant, 
or defenders like the philosophe or Aufklärer.3 But in Kant’s essay, “What is En-
lightenment?” (1784), the first figure, identified ahead of the pastor “who has 
a conscience for me” and the “doctor who judges my diet for me,” is the book 
[das Buch]: “it is so easy to be immature if I have a book that has understanding 
for me [das für mich Verstand hat].”4 Compare Kant’s formulation to a similarly 
odd formulation from Thomas Reid, in the second epigraph that begins this 
essay. Writing in Scotland the year after the publication of Kant’s essay, Reid 
claims that an author’s train of thought is originally “printed, so to speak, in his 
mind.”5 Composition by an author, insists Reid, precedes composition (the setting 
of type) by a compositor, and yet Reid’s assertion of authorial precedence is still 
informed by the vocabulary of printing. 

Although much has been written on the subject, “print culture” remains a 
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360 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

puzzling hybrid term, difficult to analyze into its cultural and technological 
components.6 For both Kant and Reid, print posed a first threat to the process 
of enlightenment. It was an enemy of Enlightenment culture. Books and other 
personified forms of print threatened to dispossess humans of their rational 
capacities. If Reid warns against taking the book as a hypostatization of knowl-
edge and reason, Kant identifies the book, as Bruno Latour might put it, as an 
historical actor.7 Both eighteenth-century philosophers exhort their readers—
paradoxically, in print—to assert themselves against the book, suggesting that 
the failure to emerge from “self-incurred immaturity” is not only a philosophi-
cal problem but also a bibliographical one.8 

In so reading Kant and Reid, this essay imagines an exercise that would 
follow all the links from title to author and back again in order to establish 
the bibliographical scene. It is a short trip, for example, from Kant to Reid: in 
his Prolegomena zu einer jeden künftigen Metaphysik (1783), Kant criticizes Reid’s 
“Common Sense” critique of David Hume before going on to rebuke those read-
ers who have skimmed his own books and not thought through his (or Hume’s) 
arguments.9 Marking such cross-references, shifting between Kant’s notion of the 
book and Reid’s assertions of the priority of an author’s train of thought, our 
essay sketches a history of the Enlightenment media environment. We assemble 
a limited collection of citation and reference in order to understand the historical 
conditions in which Reid’s metaphor and Kant’s oddly formulated concern—
that books have “understanding for us”—were meaningful. 

We see books and other objects of print constituting what one interlocutor 
in Novalis’s Dialogues (1798) described as the Enlightenment’s Bildungskette (in 
which the Great Chain of Being is figured as a Great Chain of Books with each 
book as a Glied or link).10 Heuristically we name this presumed comprehensive 
structure of print the “Enlightenment Index.” Although “index” is often nar-
rowly defined as an alphabetical guide to the contents of a single text, we use 
the term to refer to an increasingly interrelated web of citations and links. And 
while contemporary historians debate the nationality of “the Enlightenment,” 
whether it was headquartered in Paris, had continental or British origins, or 
if multiple Enlightenments were located in competing locations, we refer the 
question of Enlightenment literally—to the printed page.11

In what follows we describe the material form of the Index. We explain 
how footnotes, foldout sheets, catalogues, and review magazines gave shape 
to the Index, and we present Carl Linnaeus’s published taxonomy as an exem-
plary organizing node in the Index. As the expansion of print augured mod-
ern, alphabetical disorder, we read the encyclopedic excesses of big books as 
symptoms of that expanding order’s precarious nature. The print forms and 
technologies surveyed here, along with their human counterparts (i.e., the au-
thors and publishers), are characterized as agents co-constitutive of an order 
that was supposed to manage bibliographic excess by bibliographic means. As 
our heuristic, the Index functions in two ways: it refers to proliferating empiri-
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PASANEK AND WELLMON—THE ENLIGHTENMENT INDEX 361

cal traces on particular pages as well as to the ideal of a completely assembled 
network of all such pages and cross-references. Our argument may also be 
understood in terms of periodization: while a tension between real and ideal 
obtains, we operate in terms of an Enlightenment media environment. Because 
the Enlightenment pursued a complete account of all that has been printed, its 
Index is both a material reality and a functional ideal, albeit an ever-incomplete 
one, for navigating that reality. It was Romanticism that ultimately repudiated 
the Index as an ideal and promoted competing practices of indexicality to con-
trol and transcend the excesses of print.12 

The article proceeds as follows: the first section introduces our argument 
in relation to recent attempts to reconsider the Enlightenment as a historical 
period; the second and third sections describe the multi-faceted growth in print 
over the course of the first half of the eighteenth century; a fourth section ar-
gues that this growth was paralleled by the emergence of what we have termed 
“the Enlightenment Index”; the next sections describe the growing perception 
among late eighteenth-century writers that books were appearing to exhibit 
an agency or vitality all their own; and a discussion of Romanticism and peri-
odization concludes and restates the argument. As this essay summarizes and 
advances a research project that aims to give a more detailed description of En-
lightenment indexicality than can be provided here, examples are drawn from 
well-known “high Enlightenment” texts and much of the history is provided 
only in broad strokes.13 

THIS IS ENLIGHTENMENT

In their 2010 collection This is Enlightenment, Clifford Siskin and William War-
ner define the Enlightenment as “an event in the history of mediation.”14 In 
treating the Enlightenment as an event to be described primarily in biblio-
graphical terms, we follow Siskin and Warner, but for the purposes of our in-
vestigation narrow the scope of what counts as mediation.15 In our emphatically 
book-historical account, the particularity of the Enlightenment lies in a logic 
that is inseparable from its material embodiment as books, journals, pamphlets, 
newspapers, and encyclopedias. Reverse the terms of Siskin and Warner’s title 
and the Enlightenment is indexical, involving the deictics this, there, see, here, in 
this issue, on that date. The Enlightenment points less to ideas, authors, philoso-
phers, or social organizations than from one page to another. 

Such an understanding of mediation presumes that “Authors do not write 
books.”16 The inverse of this claim, which reverses Reid’s insistence that au-
thors write books, presumes an immediacy between a composition and its au-
thor. To characterize the Enlightenment as bibliographic is to insist upon the 
complexity of two interacting agents—human authors and books.17 The book is 
an agent of change. Its distinctive agency is narrated in Jonathan Swift’s Battle 
of the Books (1704) and explained in the bookseller’s prefatory address: “I must 
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362 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

warn the Reader to beware of applying to Persons what is here meant only 
of Books . . . So, when Virgil is mentioned, we are not to understand the Person 
of a famous Poet . . . but only certain Sheets of Paper, bound up in Leather.”18 
Swift’s line of satire, taking aim at modern “bookmaking” and “index-learning,” 
runs through the period. As Moses Mendelssohn complained in his answer to 
the 1784 question “What is Enlightenment?,” eighteenth-century books could 
speak and had even acquired a language of their own—a Büchersprache.19 

Compare the Enlightenment book to the book of Renaissance humanism. 
Scholars from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries, acutely conscious of 
the “trauma suffered through the loss of ancient learning” during the middle 
ages, sought to safeguard information by stockpiling and organizing it.20 As 
Anthony Grafton argues, these scholars read texts as “closed windows which 
proper treatment could restore to transparency,” revealing the historical place 
and time of their authors.21 While early modern books were seen primarily as 
storage devices for preventing another cultural catastrophe or windows into 
a distant ancient world, Enlightenment books remediated ancient authors 
and put contemporary authors in contact, controversially, one with another. 
Through cross-references and links, Ancients and Moderns converse in print, a 
medium which was presumed to have its own temporality. 

So when Diderot advertised the usefulness of the Encyclopédie (1751–72) in a 
moment of catastrophe, he argued that preservative collection was not enough; 
the knowledge collected must be linked together and organized in a corporate 
effort that transcends the individual author.22 An encyclopedia is not the work 
of a single person: it exceeds individual effort and outlives the corporation that 
produces it. In his entry “Encyclopedia,” Diderot cites both the Jesuit Diction-
naire de Trévoux (1704–71) and Francis Bacon. Marshaling Bacon against the pes-
simistic Jesuits, Diderot suggests that a passage from Bacon’s writings “seems 
to be addressed especially to them.”23 In the atemporal logic of the Index, Bacon 
can anticipate and refute the compilers of the Trévoux, just as well as any con-
temporary figure. The Encyclopédie collects and digests extracts and citations 
from ancients and moderns (it is an “Ouvrage recueilli des meilleurs Auteurs”).24 
In the eighteenth century, the Renaissance Republic of Letters—that loose net-
work of humanist correspondents—was gradually refabricated as a network of 
bibliographic elements: authors, titles, and pages. 

II. BIBLIOGRAPHIC GROWTH

Functioning indexically, the footnotes and cross-references of the eighteenth 
century identify sources and point to competing works.25 They do not appeal 
to a central (traditionally religious) text to ground their authority; instead, they 
point to series of texts that, in turn, point beyond themselves. Authority accrues, 
in large part, from concatenation. The footnote participates in the Enlighten-
ment as but one of a range of indexical forms, including in-text citations, head-
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notes, marginal notes, and appendices, all of which structure the Enlightenment 
Index.26 To be clear, we are insisting on something that Grafton’s history of the 
footnote only intimates: cross-references are not simply matters of evidence; 
they are the sinews that connect and coordinate an ever-expanding system of 
print. Paratextual elements are the bibliographic features that make print cul-
ture matter, but they also imply a greater network of reference that exceeds any 
particular instantiation or node within the system.

The bibliographic technologies that facilitated the Enlightenment Index pre-
date 1700. Indexes were already selling points for printed texts in the sixteenth 
century, footnotes and citations have a history that goes back to at least medi-
eval manuscript culture, and reference books of all sorts have their precedents 
in early modern print texts, which, in turn, have precedents in medieval manu-
script culture.27 In the first half of the eighteenth century, however, these estab-
lished technologies both spread remarkably and assumed a different function 
in the context of other important bibliographic changes. Indeed, the indexical 
logic of the Enlightenment was conditioned by bibliographic change: the man-
ufacture of larger sheets of paper, the increased use of figures and illustrations, 
innovative graphic designs that incorporated layers of marginalia, the rise of 
multivolume printing, and the multiplication of cross-references that coordi-
nated distinct volumes by the specification of edition and page. It is in relation 
to these initial material developments that a new way of thinking about print 
and its various technologies emerged. 

As books varied in size and increased in number in the first decades of the 
eighteenth century, they were progressively cross-referenced in more complex 
ways. When the size of the standard sheet increased, new oversized charts, 
maps, and diagrams were printed on “double elephant,” “imperial,” and “dou-
ble super royal” sized sheets of paper.28 But the availability of these large sheets 
of paper also prompted a turn to other, smaller formats like octavo, which in 
turn facilitated the production of multivolume sets.29 The increase in the num-
ber and length of multivolume works heralded greater indexicality as citations 
marked volume, book, chapter, and paragraph. New trade practices enlisted 
an army of compilers, cataloguers, anthologizers, translators, critics, hacks and 
écrivailleurs to produce new universal, comprehensive works as well as newly 
extracted and abridged versions of existing works.30 By the eighteenth century 
a unified work did not reliably coincide with an individual volume. A work, 
insofar as it was to be imagined unified and whole, was to be assembled from 
constitutive textual and paratextual elements.

III. THE FOLDOUT

In this section and the next we contrast two ways of interacting with the book—
and thus, more broadly, the Index: unfolding pages or turning them. The first, 
more synoptic, involves disclosing a single tipped-in sheet and straining against 
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the edges and binding of the book—apprehending the unfolded sheet’s con-
tents all at once. The second, more diachronic, involves moving from page to 
page, following citations. Both operations are exemplified in one of the En-
lightenment’s “biggest” texts, Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae. The system was first 
published in 1735 on the front and back of six folio sheets. The original Systema 
included eleven pages of observations and grids and in its first issue employed 
some of the largest sheets of paper to circulate in eighteenth-century print cul-
ture. But it went through thirteen editions by 1788, expanding from 11 to over 
2,000 pages of description and reference. 

Linnaeus’s Systema, in its various editions, operated at the limits of the print 
medium. The oversized sheets of the first edition of Systema Naturae may have 
even exceeded binding. The copy of the Systema at the New York Public Li-
brary appears to have been kept folded for years (the untrimmed pages are still 
creased) and may not have been bound until the nineteenth century. Presum-
ably, some copies of the system were stored in rolls as depicted in the famous 
images of Linnaeus in his Lapland dress, with a roll of folio sheets in the back-
ground. Large loose sheets, unrolled or unfolded, could be arranged so that the 
complete gridded system might be taken in all at once. Set out on the surface of 
a table, the sheets afford a comprehensive view of the system of nature and in-
vite the reader to arrange and rearrange the kingdoms of nature. As a synoptic 
tabulation, they also synthesize and stand for all the assorted reference works, 
letters from correspondents, notebooks, and loose slips of paper on which Lin-
naeus’s individual examples were recorded and organized. 

Throughout his career Linnaeus strained against fixed, codicological knowl-
edge, interleaving blank pages in personal copies of his publications to accom-
modate annotations and new examples.31 The mature Linnaeus kept numerous 
sheets, in effect, index cards, in a cupboard, continuously sorting and re-sorting 
examples by species, genera, and sexual system.32 Like the librarians of the later 
eighteenth century, Linnaeus abandoned bound catalogues for loose cards. His 
folded, extra-large sheets and his loose cards figure the expansion of biblio-
graphic relations beyond the bounds of the codex. 

The increasing number of interleaved or foldout pages in eighteenth- 
century books are another sign of increasing indexicality. In Isaac Newton’s 
Opticks (1704), for example, four separate bundles of foldout sheets are bound 
into the volume. These illustrations make visible the rays of light in numbered 
figures that fold out as a third leaf to the right of the recto page (see Fig. 1). In-
text citations reference illustrations of the refracted and reflected rays studied 
in the complicated experiments. The geometrical diagrams exceed Newton’s 
prose description as well as the bindings. When folded out, the illustrations 
appear as a third page, outside the margins, to the right of the recto pages of 
the Opticks. Whole sheets fold out of Ephraim Chambers’s Cyclopaedia (1728): 
plates dedicated to astronomy, architecture, anatomy, fortifications, geometry, 
letters, and optics. Likewise, the Systême Figuré in Diderot and D’Alembert’s 
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366 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

Encyclopédie, when unfolded, exceeds the boards of the volume in which it is 
included. Like Linnaeus’s system of nature, the Systême Figuré represents the 
Encyclopédie’s synoptic encircling of knowledge; a folio sheet bound lengthwise 
into a folio volume, the Systême must be unfolded to be read and then absorbed 
in a single view.33 

IV. THE INDEX

The Enlightenment “Index” can be glimpsed in the various artifacts discussed 
above, but perhaps the best synecdoche is an actual eighteenth-century index 
(see Fig. 2). For Roger Lund, “the index and its related forms—dictionaries, 
concordances, digests, translations and compendia—serve as convenient sym-
bols” for the transformation of all knowledge into print. “In the course of the 
eighteenth century,” continues Lund, “readers would encounter new indexes 
of almost everything.”34 Printed indexes, those alphabetical lists in the backs 
of books, became standard in multivolume collected works, scientific treatises, 
travel writing, and editions of the Bible. Isaac Watts, a half sheet from his Psalms 
pictured below, encourages the reader of any book without an index to make 
one for it as he reads.35 Even the rise of the novel was marked by such indexes: 
Samuel Johnson advised Samuel Richardson to provide indexes to his long 
novels to aid readers in the management of epistolary prolixity.36 

Headwords, footnotes, and indexes favored by compilers of dictionaries and 
encyclopedias transformed other forms of literature as well, shaping works as 
various as Alexander Pope’s Dunciad Variorum (1729) and Voltaire’s Dictionnaire 
philosophique (1764). Stand-alone concordances and general indexes of popular 
journalism were published, and with these the Index, as the imagined intercon-
nection of bibliographic objects, continued to incorporate new pages.37 Still, it 
must be remembered that our use of the term “Index” names less an actual map 
of some real print universe than indicates the historical consciousness of the 
complex and comprehensive interrelation of printed things—what Novalis, as 
mentioned above, had figured as the great chain of books in which every book 
was imagined to be a Glied connected to the next.38 

Johnson, studying the lettered spines of books in a library, announced, 
“knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves, or we know where 
we can find information upon it.”39 The finding-aid genre included the virtual 
libraries called bibliotheca, which were defined by their indexical function.40 At 
first these listings of books were published or displayed at book fairs. Over 
time they began to include short reviews and summaries intended to guide 
the collector, scholar and amateur in their choice and reading of books. Re-
lated were the scholarly review journals that emerged in the last decades of the 
seventeenth century and first flourished in the first decades of the eighteenth. 
Periodicals like Journal des sçavans in Paris, Philosophical Transactions in London 
and Acta Eruditorum in Leipzig, all established between 1670 and 1682, were 
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dedicated to reviewing books. 41 And in December 1755, in England, the Critical 
Review and the Monthly Review both began offering review summaries of new 
publications (the Monthly Review boasted of its “Index” of “Remarkable Pas-
sages”).42 Looking back in 1783 on the rise of indexing periodicals, the entry 
“Ephemeriden” in the Deutsche Encyklopädie reported that the titles of newspa-
pers and monthly journals alone “could fill an entire book.”43 

Books filled with titles complemented review journals assembled by teams 
of largely anonymous authors who were, consciously or not, contributing to 
the assembly of the Enlightenment Index. The Critical Review advertised itself 
as authored by “A Society of Gentleman” and The Monthly Review was the work 
of “Several Hands.” By the 1730s multi-authored, collaborative efforts had al-
ready become common; consortia of booksellers shared and managed financial 
risk by publishing multi-volume works—encyclopedic dictionaries, histories, 
biographies, and novels—serially.44 These serialization strategies and new divi-
sions of labor accelerated the book trade.45 After the efforts of Pierre Bayle and 
Ephraim Chambers, modern multi-authored encyclopedias emerged that per-
sistently redacted and recomposed previous encyclopedic works. From 1751 to 
1777 Diderot and D’Alembert’s “society of men of letters and skilled workmen” 
worked in concert to publish the definitive multi-volume work of the century.46 
The Encyclopédie included more than 70,000 articles, written by more than 130 
authors.47 A new era was ushered in, in which reference works continuously 
and serially expanded. Most of these projects were brought to some form of 
conclusion. Johann Heinrich Zedler’s Universal-Lexicon, begun in 1731, ran to 
68 volumes. Diderot and D’Alembert’s work grew to 35 volumes, terminating 
in 1780 in a two-volume index.

As John Bender and Michael Marrinan have suggested, the paradigmatic ex-
ample of indexing and webbing may be the mid-century renvois made use of in 
the Encyclopédie.48 Diderot even defines “encyclopedia” as enchaînement or “in-
terlinking” in a footnote to the 1750 Prospectus de l’Encyclopédie. This footnote, 
an asterisk attached to the title term—thus: “ENCYCLOPÉDIE*”—performs 
and defines, relocating a reader’s gaze from the top right of the first page to 
the bottom left. Whereas the foldout exceeds the binding, expanding the work, 
such footnotes or renvois keep a reader within the work (assembling articles, 
connecting volume to volume). “The co-ordination of articles” facilitated by 
the renvois give the multivolume Encyclopédie that “unity so favorable to the 
establishment of truth and to its propagation.”49 

These mediations exemplified a confidence in print and contribute to the 
construction of the Index, but also signal, for many eighteenth-century writers, 
that the emerging bibliographic order was coming to rival the natural order. 
Linnaeus was one of the first to recognize the existence of this new biblio-
graphic order and take advantage of it. Starting with its tenth edition (1758), 
the Systema Naturae began not with the classification of natural objects but with 
the classification of its nine previous editions (see Fig. 3).50 And by this point in 
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Fig. 3: Ten editions taxonomized, in Carl Linnaeus, Systema Naturae, 
10th ed. (Holmiae, 1758–59). Albert and Shirley Small Special Collec-
tions Library, University of Virginia.
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its development the Linnaean method had become so thoroughly bibliographic 
that one of the final enumerations in its taxonomy was Literaria: a reference list 
of citations that trails the main description of the identified species and pro-
vides page and plate numbers in books previously published by Linnaeus and 
others (see Fig. 4). By locating the tenth edition relative to other editions and 
locating individual species in the printed pages of natural history, Linnaeus ac-
counts for the location of his books within the broader field of books. Linnaeus, 
of course, was participating in a form of knowledge that Bacon had anticipated 
but did not come into its own until the end of the seventeenth and beginning of 
the eighteenth centuries: historia literaria, the bibliographic analogue to historia 
naturalis.51

V. BIBLIOGRAPHIC VITALITY

The traditional metaphor of “the book of nature” would seem to prompt the 
scientist to turn from his books to look freshly upon the natural world.52 As 
argued above, Linnaeus, the paradigmatic Enlightenment scientist, brought 
bibliographic codes to bear on the natural world, but his book metaphors com-
plicated distinctions between nature’s book and the inherited texts of the an-
cients. (The Linnaean method is equally interested in the botanist’s leaves and 
the folio leaves of the bibliographer.) Indeed, by the middle of the eighteenth 
century, books were seen by many as a second nature: both early modern and 
Enlightenment authors write of the book of nature, but the two realms—natural 
and bibliographic—became, over the course of the eighteenth century, more 
and more indistinguishable as books came to assume, or were ascribed, all the 
productive capacities of nature. 

The tree of knowledge in Chambers’s Cyclopaedia and the more elaborate 
Systême Figuré in the Encyclopédie displayed human knowledge diagrammati-
cally on a single page that served as a portrait of an individual knower. Yet even 
as these images (drawn from Porphyry, Raymond Lull, and Bacon) arrange the 
faculties of memory, reason, and imagination on a full foldout leaf, they turn ar-
boreal, branching and budding. Genealogy and encyclopedism remain in ten-
sion and cannot be represented diagrammatically. The metaphors won’t mix.53 
Chambers explicitly described his Cyclopaedia as a work “disproportionate to 
a single Person’s Experience.”54 And when mapped, as in the work of Gilles 
Blanchard and Mark Olsen, the sum of all the Encyclopédie’s renvois emerges as 
an internally coherent, seemingly self-organizing system that complicates and 
contradicts the hierarchies of the Systême Figuré.55 Beyond the hierarchies of 
root and branch, networks of cross-references spread like crab grass. The cross-
references were not grounded in the faculties of a cognizing subject but seem to 
ground or organize themselves in anticipation of the modern disciplines. 

The proliferation of footnotes and editions, like so many adventitious buds 
and spreading roots recalls the metaphor of a “vegetating library” from Hume’s 
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Fig. 4: Taxonomy’s grounding in bibliography. Systema Naturae. Albert and 
Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University of Virginia.
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Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779).56 Cleanthes, the character who repre-
sents the argument from design, offers a new description of nature as book, asking 
us to suppose that “books are natural productions which perpetuate themselves 
in the same manner with animals and vegetables, by descent and propagation.” 
For Cleanthes, “the propagation of an Iliad or Aeneid is an easier supposition than 
that of any plant or animal.”57 Like the order of nature, the bibliographic order was 
described as epigenetic. Bibliographic order, the design and production of books, 
was indeed the more functional term in an analogy with nature. Books themselves 
were often described in the vitalist vocabularies of late eighteenth-century life sci-
ence. Things come alive in eighteenth-century it-narratives, and traditional notions 
of the agency of an intending subject could hardly account for the new throng of 
non-human actors.58 In conflations of textual and biological generation, books fig-
ured as mushroom growth.59 The “Grub” of Grub Street was a kind of maggot or 
worm; the printshop, a scene of monstrous fecundity, seethed with parthogenetic 
and spontaneous generation. Already in 1728, Pope in his Dunciad fixed the meta-
phorics: “maggots half-form’d . . . crawl upon poetic feet,” while traditional genres 
interbreed to beget “a jumbled race.”60 Periodicals were ephemerids, mayflies that 
live only one day. As the novel rose, it was increasingly described in Linnaean 
terms as a new “order,” “species,” “kind,” “race,” or “tribe.”61 

Whereas in Hume’s library of vegetating books there may still be a possibility of 
cultivation and husbandry—that is, books could be maintained by a bibliographic 
or print culture—in Diderot’s entry on “Encyclopedia” in the Encyclopédie, there 
were indications that the growth of books had begun to rival nature itself:

As long as the centuries continue to unfold, the number of books will grow con-
tinually, and one can predict that a time will come when it will be almost as dif-
ficult to learn anything from books as from the direct study of the universe. It will 
be almost as convenient to search for some bit of truth concealed in nature as it will 
be to find it hidden away in an immense multitude of volumes.62 

Looking into the future, Diderot anticipates that the printing press, which 
“never rests” and has filled “huge buildings with books,” would produce a 
second nature, a printed, bound world of its own—a Library of Babel. In this 
vision of a print-filled future, both the natural world and the world of books 
become opaque and closed in upon themselves, separate realms of inquiry and 
action. The assumed complementarity of the Codex naturae and the book is bro-
ken by the propagation of print. 

VI. HYPERTROPHY AND SATURATION

Over the course of the last third of the eighteenth century, nature and print ap-
peared to many writers as not just distinct but competing realms. The human 
capacity to imagine the Index as a comprehensive totality was continually chal-
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lenged as more and different types of books were printed. These broader cul-
tural perceptions paralleled an explosion of print production over the last three 
decades of the century. In Britain imprints increased annually from around a 
roughly 2,000 a year from 1700 to 1740 to almost 4,000 in 1780 and over 6,000 
by the century’s end.63 Total sales of English newspapers, likewise, doubled 
between 1750 and 1790. In Germany, the catalogue of the most important book 
fair in Leipzig grew from 755 titles in 1740, to 1144 titles in 1770 and to 2569 in 
1800.64 

A number of late eighteenth-century authors worried that nature would dis-
appear altogether, buried beneath piles of print. As one German commentator 
put it in 1782, “today one lives and works in the world of books [Bücherwelt], 
and so few books actually lead us back to the real world.”65 By the end of the 
century, encyclopedic projects began to collapse under their own weight. Like 
Walter Shandy’s incomplete Tristapaedia, or like Laurence Sterne’s Tristram 
Shandy itself (serialized in nine volumes published between 1759 to 1767, it 
had promised to run to forty volumes and include a map in the twentieth), the 
encircling dreams of Diderot and D’Alembert came to frustration in the hyper-
trophic books of the late eighteenth century. 

Friedrich Martini’s Allgemeine Geschichte der Natur in alphabetischer Ordnung 
began as a translation of Valmont de Bomare’s Dictionnaire raisonné universel 
d’histoire naturelle. The fate of Martini’s text, however, exemplifies the hyper-
trophy of late eighteenth-century German encyclopedics in general. Whereas 
Bomare’s Dictionnaire covered the entire alphabet in 15 volumes, Martini man-
aged over a period from 1774–93 to produce 11 volumes that ended with the 
letter “C.” One reviewer noted in 1790 that “since the appearance of the first vol-
ume 15 years have past and two letters have yet to be completed. If this contin-
ues, there will be over 100 volumes and the last one will appear sometime in the 
middle of the 20th century.”66 And Martini’s wasn’t the only German encyclo-
pedic project to collapse in this way. In 1788 a group of German scholars began 
work on the Deutsche Enzyklopädie, oder Allgemeines Real-Wörterbuch aller Künste 
und Wissenschaften. The project ceased publication in 1804 at the letter “K.” 

For many scholars and writers, knowledge could no longer be encircled 
within traditional encyclopedic or printed forms. Eighteenth-century readers 
complained that they were being crushed beneath new titles even as reformers 
promised, as John Locke had put it at the beginning of the period here sur-
veyed, to remove some “Rubbish” and clear “the Ground a little.”67 The new 
forms emerged, promoting order while adding to the heap. The Encyclopedia 
Metropolitana (1817–45) experimented with non-alphabetical orders of knowl-
edge, while in Germany encyclopedias had become so complex and uncon-
trollable that only a new science of encyclopedias could save them. In 1784 
the University of Mainz established a Chair in Encyclopedics. In 1798 Novalis 
imagined an Enzyklopädistik—a transcendental encyclopedics that would “pres-
ent [darstellen] and trace relationships, similarities, identities and effects among 

23567.TX_ECTI_TheoryInterp_56_3.indd   373 8/20/15   9:29 AM



374 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

the sciences.”68 Doing so, Novalis writes of a system of renvois that would over-
come the fetters of print through a transcendental enchaînement of knowledge.

Late eighteenth-century writers feared that the saturation of print would 
overwhelm them.69 In 1796 J. G. Herder wrote that the printing of books trans-
formed the modern human being into a “printed letter.”70 Printing created not 
just books but an abstract world of disembodied printed voices, a bibliogony 
or “Babel” in which books seemed to reproduce themselves. By the 1790s ever-
intensifying anxieties gave way to full-blown pathology. As one German pub-
lisher put it, readers had been overtaken by the “plague of German literature.”71 
Lost in this print vertigo, modern human beings had become infected by “book 
madness” [Bücherwut], or the delusion that books constituted their own world. 
Herder’s critical history of print is an indictment of an Enlightenment delusion 
that books were possessed of their own agency. For Herder, books themselves 
began to “scream”; and they grew infectious as they asserted themselves against 
the lives of humans. Novalis wrote that the Enlightenment promise of encyclo-
pedic or universally linked knowledge was a function of the modern age’s fatal 
“habituation to a printed nature.”72 Modern-day readers were affected by a 
Bücherseuche, a pathology that would one day make us see “nothing but books, 
no longer things.”73 The metaphors figure a breakdown of boundaries in the 
new age of print. These writers imagined books as pathogenic agents circulat-
ing among an unsuspecting reading public. For many the Index had become a 
threat to human agency.

In Germany the anxiety was especially acute, but in England, too, “biblioma-
nia” or book-madness was much publicized.74 In the preface to Lyrical Ballads 
(1800), William Wordsworth foreshortened the quarrel of ancient and modern 
writing, worrying about the survival of Shakespeare and Milton:

The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost said the works of Shake-
speare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic novels, sickly and stupid Ger-
man Tragedies, and deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse.—When I think 
upon this degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation, I am almost ashamed to 
have spoken of the feeble endeavour made in these volumes to counteract it.75

Wordsworth diagnoses a drug culture of “outrageous stimulation.” The print 
market is noisy, a “hubbub of words.” The overproduction of books is figured 
as deluge. While inveighing against the accumulation of men in cities, Word-
sworth also abhors the crowding of verse with recycled snippets from John 
Dryden, Pope, and Thomas Gray. In his preface, genres are personified: it is 
novels that have become frantic and tragedies sickly. Like his German con-
temporaries, Wordsworth would counteract the “language of books” [Büch-
ersprache] with the “language of men.” Wary of mechanical phraseology and 
poetic diction, Wordsworth insists on persons rather than personifications. 

In one of a pair of poems on books and nature (“Expostulation and Reply” 
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and “The Tables Turned: On the Same Subject”), Wordsworth exhorts his inter-
locutor to “quit your books, / Or surely you’ll grow double”—that is doubled 
over, but also, by way of pun, made double by the multiplicative powers of 
print.76 As Wordsworth’s verse echoes the doubled world of books and nature 
imagined by Diderot, it is fitting that the poems are themselves of a pair. The 
poet seems required to transmit his message twice. His preface, appendices, 
and his poem’s subtitle (“On the Same Subject”) are standard elements of the 
bibliographic culture he decries, and the “Table” too, a synonym for “Index,” 
suggests by way of punning that which would be turned back. Even the deluge 
metaphor is itself readymade, pre-circulated—a droplet in the greater flood to 
which it contributes. The diluvian language is supersaturated with complaint: 
in Pope’s Dunciad a footnote describes how “a deluge of authors cover’d the 
land”; in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s first Discourse (1750), the figure of Socrates re-
born denounces the “mass of books by which we are flooded [dont on nous inonde 
de toutes parts].”77 The floods of books roll on, and the late eighteenth-century 
reader is at sea, suffering from degraded thirst: “Water, water everywhere, / Ne 
any drop to drink.”78

VII. ANXIETY AND ROMANTICISM

As authors and readers became conscious of the indexed Enlightenment media 
environment, they developed new anxieties about the authority that seemed to 
be accruing to books. These anxieties inform forceful assertions of poetic genius 
associated with Romanticism and the modern author function. Individual au-
thors feared that they would be drowned in a marketplace awash in print; even 
the survivors would be extracted and redacted, picked of their flowers by an-
thologists, their words dispersed and attenuated by a web of footnotes and 
cross-references. The vitality of books led to new forms of self-consciousness, 
including Kant’s realization that books have understanding for us. “Dare to 
know,” exhorts Kant, and at a moment when books seemed to know more than 
humans.

It is no accident that those authors who cried out most loudly against books—
Rousseau, Herder, Kant, Wordsworth, Novalis—were the same who exempli-
fied the paradigmatic Romantic author function. And yet, paradoxically, late 
eighteenth-century lamentations only put more second-nature organic meta-
phors into circulation. Even as the Romantic author attempts to denaturalize 
and discipline print, he inadvertently adds to it. Early in the eighteenth century, 
the bibliographic sphere was recognized as an objective, material realm with 
its own internal logic and organization, but in the inundated final decades of 
the century, book plagues and floods figured second-order nature as a threat to 
human agency, one that might obscure nature, obviate the cognizing subject, 
and become impervious to all human interventions. 

References to “the world of books” or le monde des livres—in German, 
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Bücherwesen or Bücherwelt—become more common as books seemed to gain 
independence from authors, readers, and printers. The modern nominaliza-
tions Author, Literature, Criticism, and Canon belong to a new disciplinarity, 
serving as managerial functions in accounts of the human agency that the new 
print culture had come to threaten. That is, whereas the term “literature” in the 
eighteenth century generally denoted “printed matter,” late eighteenth-century 
writers saw “Literature” as a human endeavor, a way of confining print to a 
manageable domain.79 In the last third of the century, the battle of the books 
was no longer a war between books ancient and modern but between books and 
people. The new methods of Literature and Criticism seemed a way of seizing 
territory in the foreign realm of books.

The hectic disciplining of print by critics, the collection of an author’s “beau-
ties” in anthologies and his table-talk in ana, and the promotion of the capital-A 
Author may be understood as Counter-Enlightenment impulses that continued 
to expand the Enlightenment Index dialectically.80 The self-reflexivity of the 
Enlightenment bibliography—in which ever more books were printed about 
books, while authors wrote with increasing frequency about their anxieties 
about books––displayed a consciousness of the very Index that leveled books 
and authors. In any index, names and titles appeared side by side with prece-
dence determined only by the arbitrary logic of the alphabet. 

Following Andrew Piper’s recent work, we might describe this conscious-
ness of the agency of books as the nightmare from which Bibliographic Roman-
ticism would wake. If the Enlightenment was predicated on indexicality as a 
condition of possibility, Romanticism, in contrast, was a response to its failures. 
Whereas the former imagines an Index that might structure the humanistic Re-
public of Letters by means of textual technologies, the latter understands this 
project of remediation as alienating and impracticable. Enlightenment books 
were interanimated by a bibliographic deixis that Romanticism refused.81

In the eighteenth century more and more writers described books as pre-
existing and exceeding human efforts to manage them. And this is a key 
difference between an Enlightenment bibliography, the humanist one that pre-
ceded it, and the Romantic bibliography that followed. For the early-modern 
humanist, print and its technologies were a means for retrieving and thus safe-
guarding knowledge from catastrophe. For the Enlightenment, the Index is a 
transcendental as if that does not just collect but coordinates books and persons 
in the timeless homogeneous medium of print: a “standardized” and “fixed” 
order, to recur to Elizabeth Eisenstein’s descriptive terms. For Romanticism, in 
final contrast, unconditioned human agency—the Author—is asserted against 
the perceived surplus of a printed literature that must be made to admit and 
include his own works. 

Perhaps more than any other author of the period, William Blake’s publica-
tion practices were meant to escape what he perceived as the homogenizing 
effects and abstractions of print production. In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 
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(first printed in 1790, with unique copies dated to 1794, 1795, 1818, and 1827, 
and one 1790 copy repainted circa 1821), Blake explicitly satirized the dialectic 
of Codex naturae: “Thus Swedenborg boasts that what he writes is new; tho’ it 
is only the Contents or Index of already publish’d books.”82 Blake’s illuminated 
printings confound standard publication: his books, each more distinct and 
original than a uniform title would imply, are thus not readily assimilable into 
the “Index.” Comparing pages at the online Blake Archive dramatizes the dif-
ficulty of locating the line quoted above: reference requires the editorial work 
of Richard Bentley, David Erdman, and Geoffrey Keynes and the collation of 
more than ten objects.83

Where the Enlightenment confidence in print would connect books and, by 
extension of this techno-anthropology, people, the Romantic author function 
personalizes as well as depersonifies the book.84 William Hazlitt claims to re-
visit the same twenty or thirty volumes, recalling with each rereading feelings 
evoked by previous readings. When he figures these remembered readings as 
“links in the chain of our conscious being,” Hazlitt’s metaphor subverts and 
interiorizes Enlightenment ideas of a Bildungskette or enchaînement of human 
knowledge.85 The Romantic cites not page but place of purchase, not date of 
publication but time of reading; he exchanges books for nature, turning from 
the atemporal realm of print—the Index—to station himself in his own histori-
cal present or phenomenological presence. 

To speak or write of Enlightenment is to summon the language of books. In 
sum, the Enlightenment is this: a web of footnotes, cross-references or renvois, 
indexes, and excerpts that collect, relate, and coordinate an entire field of books 
and periodicals. Recall the pointing fingers printed in broadsheets and the mar-
gins of a variety of Enlightenment books: the eighteenth century is “crowded 
with indices.”86 In this essay we have offered an account, in broadest outline, of 
the period and its aftermath in order to show how human and technical agency 
are mediated through bibliographic materiality and how, from out of these his-
torical mediations, the human is constantly remade and remediated.87 For the 
eighteenth century, the Index was always an ideal, and today it may be one 
again: what Kevin Kelly has referred to in The New York Times as a single “liq-
uid library” of all knowledge is precisely what Eighteenth-Century Collections 
Online (ECCO) and Google Books promise.88 Following Latour, who complains 
that the Enlightenment “has never had the anthropology it deserved,” our ac-
count would recognize agents both human and bibliographical, and pursue its 
anthropology by way of bibliography.89 The Enlightenment Index calls for an 
accounting in a continuation of the Enlightenment project by new technological 
means. If we take seriously the bibliographic Enlightenment, the task, as liter-
ary, intellectual, and cultural historians, is to reassemble its Index.
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