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Abstract 

The ordering of knowledge is generally understood as the process through which 

ideas are anchored to structure. If the nature of the structure is understood, the ideas that 

it contains are navigable and retrievable, particularly in their relation to one another. To 

maneuver through our epistemological history, we turn to the map, dictionary, museum, 

and so on—sanctioned spaces that purposefully bring together the variables of what we 

know. Currently, studies regarding encyclopaedism in fiction have been devoted almost 

entirely to its use in satire, as the pretence to totalized knowledge is rife with satirical 

possibilities.  My dissertation proposes that encyclopaedism is more than merely girth or 

epic ambition; it is also an expression of the desire to understand and communicate the 

experience of the world through ordering systems.   

My second chapter provides a theoretical discussion of collecting and its relation 

to encyclopaedism with an interdisciplinary methodology drawn from psychoanalytic and 

phenomenological theories.  I propose that collecting (like writing) is less a working-

through of a psychoanalytic problem than an engagement with a phenomenological 

problem, and psychoanalytic theory describes only part of a process that is fundamentally 

about our relationship to the world of objects and ideas.  My third chapter charts the arc 

of the encyclopaedic paradigm, considering its philosophic and literary consequences 

beginning with seventeenth century encyclopaedic projects.  These early encyclopaedias 

(also known as Dictionaries) served as a catalyst for the aestheticization of classificatory 

representational systems which in their practical form were thought to represent both 

transparently and pragmatically and to signify a totality of knowledge. My fourth chapter 

looks at specific examples of encyclopaedism in fiction, with an emphasis on the 

generative possibilities of the encyclopaedic work.    

My dissertation provides an updated exploration of the encyclopaedic paradigm, 

showing how and why in recent years it has be manipulated to account for the 

unaccountable through the mapping of impossible worlds or the ordering of an only 

partially knowable totality, relevant to an age seduced by the possibility of ordering the 

mind, the infinite and the unknowable.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This project began as an attempt to define encyclopaedism in fiction.  I don’t know 

precisely what it has become, but it certainly wrestles with its subject matter in more 

profound ways than I could have ever anticipated.  For one, I have been constantly 

struggling with and against my own desire to make this dissertation an encyclopaedia of 

encyclopaedic works—no small task.  The majority of my thesis-“writing” days have 

been acquisitive, accumulative, but not particularly productive; I’ve been collecting more 

than processing, and certainly itemising more than narrativising.  Often, I felt as though 

for every interesting idea I could record, I would also have to mourn hundreds of 

tangential ideas that would inevitably become lost for lack of my being able to follow 

them all.  Ordering my materials became a very real and materialist problem—one faced 

by the authors I was trying so desperately to represent.   

 The problem of course was that unless I was able to contextualize, substantiate 

and order my materials to give them meaning, their significance as a defined set of 

encyclopaedic works (and by now, the net of my definition had become cast much wider) 

wouldn’t be communicable in any tangible way.  I really began to fear that I would be 

cursed, forever, to explain my project in three clumsy sentences or less, awkwardly at 

parties and family gatherings.  The proliferate directions of thought that would keep me 

up earnest and excited night after night would be left unregistered and lost to the world of 

forgotten dreams. 



 

2 

 

 But where could I begin?  There is no beginning or end to encyclopaedism, and 

each encyclopaedic work has innumerable entry points, non-hierarchically ordered.  

There is no end of the desire that generates encyclopaedic production.  Once I’d pick up a 

primary source—a fat novel or a collection—I’d become lost in its order while 

attempting to look for origins and recuperate the source of the work’s generative desire.  

As Deleuze and Guattari pointed out, “Writing has nothing to do with signifying.  It has 

to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to come” (379).  Each work was 

a long rambling walk, and when I could sober myself long enough to bring back ideas to 

further scrutinize, the ideas seemed like broken and unusable fragments once excised 

from their ordering system.  No matter how many times I would try to articulate what I 

was seeing, the potential for possibility remained so vast that finding a point wherewith 

to find traction seemed impossible.  Wittgenstein articulates this cognitive sensation 

perfectly:  

The more narrowly we examine actual language, the sharper becomes the 

conflict between it and our requirement ... The conflict becomes 

intolerable; the requirement is now in danger of becoming empty.—We 

have got on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain 

sense the conditions are ideal, but also, just because of that, we are unable 

to walk.  We want to walk: so we need friction.  Back to the rough ground! 

(qtd. in Sharkey 252). 
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My notes spawned notes, and notes on notes…lost notes on margins and lost notes on lost 

files…flags marked notes I could never find the time to return to… illegible or printed 

and bound notes.  Keeping them ordered would be impossible, and ordering them into 

something meaningful (it seemed) would take a lifetime.   

 Part of the problem I attribute directly to the prophetic words of a friend and 

mentor who warned, rather abstractly I thought at the time, that I would eventually begin 

to resemble my project.  I could enumerate the many ways in which this is true
1
, but I’ll 

attempt to confine myself to the admission that it was my own fascination with the almost 

magical properties of objects brought to life through ordering that drew me almost 

inexorably to (and eventually through) my dissertation. 

 Let me explain.  It was obvious that for a very long time my literary and cultural 

interests had a tendency to focus on works that very self-consciously played with order.  

My first and most beloved fully immersive literary experience I would claim to be, 

unarguably, my first reading of Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through 

the Looking Glass.  More specifically, my reading of the MacMillan Children’s Books 

1988 edition, purchased for me by my grandmother, and hungrily read and re-read for 

years thereafter.  Although young, I knew well enough that Carroll was doing something 

special with the order and rules of card and chess games: Through the Looking Glass  for 

example, opened with a Dramatis Personae, whereby the rules of chess and drama and 

                                                      

1
 Obsessive Compulsive Disorder: diagnosed long ago and generally managed.  The relationship between 

order and comfort, object and ritual is one with which I’m very familiar.   
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dream become fused—pieces and pawns (with their respective strengths and weaknesses) 

are assigned characters (with their corresponding idiosyncrasies).   
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Figure 1: Dramatis Personae from 1985 Little Alice Edition of Through the Looking-Glass 

 

The following page delights with the stage or board (a reference also to the material 

reality of the chess game), and follows with an index of every move as it occurs in the 

text.   
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Figure 2 - Chess Problem from the 1985 edition of Through the Looking-Glass 

For a child, this appears to be a miraculous harmony, so incongruent with the 

unpredictability and absurdity of Alice’s encounters with the other ‘players’.  It 

demonstrates quite literally, and yet with whimsicality and absurdity, the claim made by 

Deleuze and Guattari that “semiotic chains of every nature are connected to very diverse 

modes of coding … that bring into play not only different regimes of signs but also states 

of things or differing status” (380).  Carroll “brings into play” diverse systems that 

generate Alice’s (and our) movement and action: the chess game, the card game, races, 

fairy tales and fantasy court-of-laws.  Each of these apparatuses allude to a closed system 
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with a fixed and hermetic field of movement; they also are presented as the keys to its 

unfolding and the arena of action, and yet Carroll’s fantasy thwarts simple resolution or 

causal predictability at every turn.   

 For, in this world with a specific set of rules, the order of things changes:  

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful 

tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.” 

 “The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so 

many different things.” 

  “The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—

that’s all.” (113) 

Herein lies the crux of Through the Looking Glass and Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland: every reading is an individual struggle for mastery.  Every encounter is an 

effort to relate parts to whole.  Every approach teases with the promise of multi-

dimensional unity girded by rules
2
 and expectations, but despite its coherent ordering 

system, Carroll’s works remain strikingly irreducible to simple order, logic or even 

signification.  Resonant on multiple registers, the novels seem uncanny for their pretense 

to nonsense—were they completely nonsensical, their readerly apprehension would be 

impossible.  As it is, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass 

are not simply nonsense, and not simply order—but the foundation of an alternate and 

generative space where order and nonsense comingle.  I believe this is why Carroll’s 

                                                      

2
 Some of these “rules” may also include various mathematical concepts, references to well-known texts, 

nursery rhymes, or tales.   
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works seemed so alive and irrepressible to me, for every reading could pose and delight 

with new paradoxes. 

Carroll’s Christmas 1896 addendum (included in the MacMillan edition) 

regarding the retroactive answer to the Hatter’s Riddle seems to attest to a fictional work 

that is struggling to become realized:  Carroll provides “a fairly appropriate answer” but 

admits that it was “merely an after-thought: the Riddle, as originally invented, had no 

answer at all.”  The answer to the Hatter’s riddle could be any or all answers that are 

appropriate, changing from reader to reader, and the addendum suggests even Carroll 

himself has only limited mastery over his work.  While I’d have never known how to 

articulate such an experience at the time, my childhood recollections of reading and re-

reading Carroll’s novels invoke the sense of semiotic beguilement, heterotopic spaces and 

ordering potentiality that I have found over and over while cultivating my interest in the 

works of authors who use ordering systems to interrogate the limits of knowledge and 

human experience.  This would eventually lead my interests to authors and artists who 

self-reflexively commandeer encyclopaedic conventions, exploiting the implicit tension 

between part and whole and the uneasy relationship between artist process and product.
3
      

 And, while Carroll taught me that order was manipulable and could direct and 

communicate experience in its own idiosyncratic way, my later interests found, quite 

simply, that some authors seemed more desperately invested in the ordering element than 
                                                      

3
 This tension is not limited to encyclopaedic fiction, but extends as far back as to the earliest printed 

encyclopaedias themselves.  Christopher Fanning has argued that historically this tension has been 
underpinned by a larger enlightenment ideal of encyclopaedy “which posits a complete whole, a 
theoretical, universalist conception of all knowledge as organically related” (“The Encylopedic Ethos” 124-
125).  I will return to this history more fully in chapter 2.    
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others.   Moreover, the works with the most investment in the ordering element had a 

demonstrative theme of deathly absence at their core; death generating and also haunting 

the order with what I will further on describe as a paradoxically present absence.  In 

Pynchon, the intensely complex interweaving of ordering systems was famously deemed 

“encyclopaedic” by Edward Mendelson in 1976.  In his Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) 

ordering systems ranging from mathematics, to Tarot cards, conspiracy (the suspicion 

that there is an order underlying events that will give them meaning if only known by the 

paranoiac
4
), maps and pins marrying geography, the moment of (and women related to) 

Slothrop’s erections, and devastating rocket target locations—converge with one another 

to create an architecture of possibility for its path of inevitability.  For what haunts this 

novel’s centre is, of course, the rocket—and more particularly, its moment of explosion 

and annihilation that animates the entire sequence of events:  “ghosts crowd beneath the 

eaves” as Spectro envisions the destruction of St. Veronica’s Hospital,  

in the morning smashed roofless as the old Ick Regis Abbey, powdered as 

the snow, and poor Spectro picked off, lighted cubbyhole and dark ward 

subsumed in the blast and he never hearing the approach, the sound too 

late, after the blast, the ‘event’ for Roger Mexico, a round-headed pin to be 

                                                      

4
 Detective fiction (of which Gravity’s Rainbow is a parody) in general is a kind of sister-genre to the 

encyclopaedic.  In both cases there is a presumed harmonious order that underlies the present state and 
potential for knowledge.  Whether detective, paranoiac or encyclopaedist, by finding the key to 
understanding the underlying ordering system, one can embody or intuit the rest through logical 
relational association.  Pynchon suggests that ultimately, order, in the sense that we tend to understand it 
(signifying straightforwardly) is a fiction itself, one that is bracketed of course by death.  Gravity’s 
Rainbow also, for all of its humorous poignancy, suggests that our shared humanity creates and sustains 
all meaning that we perceive to be somehow “revealed” through order. 



 

10 

 

stuck in his map, a square graduating from two up to three hits, helping fill 

out the threes prediction, which lately’s being lagged behind…. (138) 

In the throes of existential dread, Spectro recognizes the “event” is so much more than an 

event: it marks an impossible space of boundless and persistent loss, a space of death that 

is irrecuperable, the singular, a point of origin and annihilation.  It becomes concretized 

through absence marked by the head of a pin, crudely contextualized with other pins 

(linked with the banality of an erection for some).  Spectro goes further to articulate the 

fear of ultimate loss: the fact that when the event happens, its experience qua event won’t 

be predictable or apprehensible.  And because of this, his uneasy temporal relation 

between life and death gets drawn sharply into focus.  The engineer Franz Polker 

experiences something similar after observing a rocket hit Sarnaki, Poland, ominously 

predicting:   

      New varieties of torture would be coming. 

      But inside Pokler’s life, on no record but his soul, his poor harassed 

German soul, the time base has lengthened, and slowed:  the Perfect 

Rocket is still up there, still descending.  He still waits—even now, alone 

at Zwolfkinder waiting for “Ilse,” for this summer’s return, and with it an 

explosion that will take him by surprise. (426) 

Pokler, too, has had his unapprehensible death drawn into focus.  Part of his terror is due 

to the loss of his singular life’s record, which is inscribed nowhere “but [in] his soul.”  If 

he perishes, does it even exist?  How will anyone know? 
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Derek Attridge uses the concept of the “event” to concretize the apperceptual 

element that accompanies recognition (or drawing into focus) of the singular: “Strictly 

speaking, therefore, singularity, like alterity and inventiveness, is not a property but an 

event, the event of singularizing which takes place in reception” (Singularity 64).   

Spectro and Pokler are lamenting (preemptively, but not without reason) the loss of their 

singular lives amongst an order—over which they have no control—that petrifies with 

inevitability.  Whether that order involves mystical “threes prediction,” pins in maps, the 

cycle of seasons or seismic waves of parabolic rockets charted across history, Spectro and 

Pokler have been forced to fixate on a slippery point of their lives’ terminus, and what 

their lives’ parts mean to history’s whole.   Spectro envisions in a sickening realization 

that the sum-assemblage of his life and moment of death can be subsumed into such an 

imperfect body of reception: “A pin?  Not even that, a pinhole in paper that someday will 

be taken down, when the rockets have stopped their falling, or when the young 

statistician chooses to end his count, paper to be hauled away by the charwomen, torn up, 

burned […] more than an ‘event’ … our common mortality …” (138-9).  The pin… or 

pinhole… collapses any chance for recuperation of the singular.  “More than an ‘event’” 

indeed.   

 Despite his cast of an “outward calm” Pokler’s paranoia of the Rocket’s inevitable 

and inapprehensible approach manifests itself in his making of a list to pass the time.  

Most likely, Pokler’s list, a rudimentary anchorage of potential and possibility (although 

smacking of the paranoiac), is a way to mark and divide time, predict and determine 
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causal relationships—pushing off death, and its messenger the “screaming mental case,” 

with every word:   

You find you are writing notes to yourself, first thing in the morning: 

calm, reasoned assurances to the screaming mental case inside—1.  It is a 

combination.  1.1 It is a scalar quantity.  1.2.  Its negative aspects are 

distributed isotropically.  2.  It is not a conspiracy.  2.1  It is not a vector.  

2.11  It is not aimed at anybody.  2.12  It is not aimed at me…. Behind this 

job-like-any-other-job seems to lie something void, something terminal, 

something growing closer, each day, to manifestation. (415) 

This dissertation will seek to (imperfectly) bring into focus the “void” at the centre of the 

singular, the role that encyclopaedism and ordering play in drawing the “void” into focus, 

and articulate the movement towards Pokler’s bleakly described “something terminal.”  

An examination of the mode of encyclopaedism begins by looking at the manner in 

which this absence, the “void,” animates a kind of ordered text.  Practically speaking, 

Pokler’s list comforts him by gradually and systematically paring down the odds of him 

being destroyed by ending up in the rocket’s trajectory.  By blocking off and ordering 

what he knows about the rocket, he is speculating on the shape and extent of his 

knowledge, probing its limits and using order to set up its parameters.  But not 

everything can be mapped by his list; though he can draw closer to the “void” and mark 

his relation to its final inevitability, the point of actual terminus remains elusive and even 

worse, horrifically incomprehensible despite its impending approach.  The “void” is both 
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Pokler’s unapprehensible death at the moment of detonation, and the culmination of 

“total” knowledge regarding the rocket and his life.  His parameters are approximate until 

“something terminal” draws them into focus by being the one extremity of possibility that 

comes to fruition.   

 In Pynchon’s encyclopaedic metafiction, Spectro, Roger Mexico, Slothrop and 

Pokler are some (of many) characters who attempt, through practices of ordering, to 

wrest authorship of their singular lives from a much larger, more terrifying determined 

causal trajectory that ends inevitably with their deaths.  Pynchon, on a much broader 

scale and with the nuance of a composer and conductor, reveals the idealism and fiction 

of mastery underlying the human necessity and desire for order.  Order’s appeal is that it 

generates and endures, and with an attentive author, it can be mobilized in the service of 

communicating the singular; but as Pynchon and others demonstrate, it is imperfect, 

subject to change, and signification itself poses a problem for communicating the 

singular.  I believe the encyclopaedic narrative is a work that by definition exposes the 

fiction behind straightforward signification.  When planes of order are brought into play 

as concretized and variegated points of entry and flight, signification becomes more 

relevant as the reader’s movement through the author’s ordering systems, which 

galvanize singular events through a generative apparatus.                  

Can any work that utilizes encyclopaedic conventions be included under one large 

rubric?   Scholars have tackled the question variously.  Edward Mendelson gives a 

taxonomy (which I discuss in Chapter Four), and Northrop Frye proposes an anatomy 
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held together by “a single intellectual pattern” (Anatomy 310).  Since beginning this 

dissertation, I have seen encyclopaedias change (Wikipedia became a household name); 

like Umberto Eco and others, I have witnessed the encyclopaedia’s rhizomatic qualities 

become more prominent through hyperlinks and the internet, practically obliterating even 

the need for the actual material book-encyclopaedias (now terribly outdated, difficult to 

navigate, and forgotten), encyclopaedias once lauded for their totalizing and all-

encompassing qualities.  Digital media have begun to eclipse material media.  In his 

recent book The Infinity of Lists Umberto Eco celebrates a rich and diverse history of 

material list-making, proposing that “inasmuch as a list characterizes an (even dissimilar) 

series of objects belonging to the same context or seen from the same point of view, it 

confers order (and hence a hint of form) to an otherwise disordered set” (131).  I argue 

that order can be read as a fiction of encyclopaedic desire and process: the limitless and 

human desire for order that on one scale erects civilizations and institutions and makes 

our lives navigable and communicable.  On another scale, encyclopaedic desire toys with 

the personal fantasy of endurance beyond loss.  The artists and writers whose ordered 

works evince an encyclopaedic desire go further: they use order to communicate, 

conceptualize, signify and project beyond even their personal and finite relationship to 

order.  Ultimately, I suggest, it is the process, or the attempt to summon the singular that 

demands the artist pull the ineffable into form.  Because encyclopaedias have dominated 

the western cultural imagination as emblems of order and ambition, their conventions and 
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pretentions have seduced many an artist and madman attempting to quiet “the screaming 

mental case” inside. 

My second chapter, “Death, Writing and the Collecting Ethos” introduces an 

encyclopaedic analogue in the concept of the collection.  It is my working theory that 

both our desire for ordering systems and our pleasure derived from exhaustive collecting, 

accumulating and writing intersect in the mode of encyclopaedism.  Susan Stewart has 

stated in her book On Longing that “[to] play with series is to play with the fire of 

infinity” (159), and I believe that there is tension produced between our notion of infinity 

and its counter-weight, which is the idealized totality that promises finitude, which is 

always lurking behind the notion of the series or ordering system.  The desire to harness 

or master the singular and the efforts implicit in the labor involved in encyclopaedic 

literature are analogous to desires and efforts of the contentious collector.  The collection 

is an encyclopaedic fiction with an author in the collector figure.  The danger or “fire” to 

which Stewart refers here is the threat of being consumed by the lure of the infinite: the 

work-in-progress (whether collected or written) that holds the artist or collector in its 

grasp.  For the obsessive writer or collector, no excessiveness or exhaustion can pay 

adequate ransom to this demand.  This is not to say that these processes are without their 

source of pleasure: the collection of objects or the archive or encyclopaedia creates an 

event that we might refer to as one of existential sublimity.  This is the joy of the reach 

exceeding our grasp: the ordering of knowledge (like the accumulation of objects in a 

collection) that can never be complete, can never be properly said to be “ours,” and this: a 
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titillating and unrealizable potential “built into [its own] enterprise” (H. Clark 97).  The 

limits we willingly throw ourselves against are I hope to show, unpassable, aporiatic 

thresholds of subjectivity and textuality, where the singularity of the unknown or 

incomplete content of knowledge intuited by our processes of classification and the 

singularity of the object belonging to the collection lag behind the representative function 

of language or resides in the “inwardness” of the object. 

Using Daniel Spoerri’s Annotated Topography of Chance as a modern example of 

encyclopaedism in art and literature, and Blanchot’s negative dialectics as a 

methodological approach to working through encyclopaedic desire, my second chapter 

suggests that encyclopaedism and collecting are alike.  Consider Ann Smock’s 

description from the introduction to Blanchot’s The Space of Literature; here, she invites 

the reader to consider the work (whether writing or otherwise) as a space that sustains as 

it effaces (for the work captures something of its originary “erosion”), that can open up 

onto “useful meanings” that move and shift with time.    

And since the work appears, then, as pure deferral, a void or vacuum, it 

lends itself to being filled up with everything it isn’t: with useful 

meanings, for example, which multiply and change as history progresses.  

Or this void can masquerade as the prestigious aura that surrounds the 

timeless masterpiece in its museum case.  Yet these apparent travesties, 

these various ways in which the work is misrepresented and forgotten, 
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sustain it; they protect its essence, which is to disappear.  They provide it 

with its ‘space,’ which is not its location. (11)     

In this explication of Blanchot’s understanding of language, Smock’s images of plasticity 

and spatial/material metaphors make it much easier to conceptualize the encyclopaedia as 

not just a mass of text, but a collection.  The written word and the ordering system that 

harnesses it allow us to experience the event of its apprehension with the comfort implicit 

in the ordering system’s ability to sustain and communicate the singular across time.  

Derek Attridge notes that what “is peculiar about works of art … in contrast to other 

irruptions of alterity into the cultural field (we might think of philosophical arguments, 

scientific discoveries, mechanical inventions), is that they can sustain their alterity across 

time, both the time of generations and the time from one reading, viewing, or listening to 

another” (“Performing Metaphors” 19).  The order of the collection, as with the order of 

the encyclopaedia, can be as deliberate a platform for staging referentiality as the self-

abstraction posed through referential language.  Attridge uses the example of the central 

metaphor behind Robert Graves’ “The Dangerous Gift,” which unfolds gradually, 

designed to transform the material image of a knife into a ready instrument of psychic 

and emotional pain.  And yet, Attridge argues, “we remain aware that it is the potential of 

metaphoricity that is being exploited, that language is being made to exhibit its power to 

conflate categories and generate new compounds of meaning and emotion” (23, emphasis 
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mine).
5
  Reading for singularity, Attridge argues, is a search for origin—in the case of the 

example from Graves, it means following lines of conflation towards the singular as we 

experience language’s strengths and weakness in representation.  My second chapter 

makes the claim for expanding Attridge’s ethics of answering inventiveness, alterity and 

singularity with the same, to include the “new compounds of meaning and emotion” 

generated by the order of the collection.  When we go to the museum, as when we 

stumble into an encyclopaedic work at any of its points of entry, we perceive to have lost 

time which is collapsed in the work until its moment of reception.     

Moreover, in Chapter Two we will discover that our drive to order and to 

articulate our dreams and desires using methods of ordering extends beyond lists and 

compendia of knowledge, into our relations with objects, art, collections, and even data.  

I hope to illustrate the way in which our apprehension of the ordered text enacts a 

phenomenological engagement with the “real,” and the way an encyclopaedic text draws 

specifically into focus an impossible space to hold the singular and unknown.  Pokler, in 

the above example, is making a list that presses on the boundaries of his knowledge.  

Baudrillard describes a similar function of the collection:  

It is through our cutting up of time into those patterns we call ‘habits’ that 

we resolve the implacable singularity of events….interposing, in that space 

between the irreversible flux of existence and our own selves, a screen that 

is discontinuous, classifiable, reversible, as repetitive as one could wish, a 

                                                      

5
 He adds parenthetically, “(Unless, that is, the reader is not moved by the poem, and finds the lines 

predictable and uninventive...)” (“Performing Metaphors” 23) 
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fringe of the world that remains docile in our physical or mental grip, and 

thus wards off all anxiety. (14-15)   

By placing what he knows in a form of order—one that if not satisfies, then at least 

temporarily distracts and assuages his anxiety—Pynchon’s Pokler does a number of 

things.  First, he attempts to command control of the trajectory of his life by predicting its 

summation.  Order provides him with an illusory ownership, strengthened or weakened 

with the degree to which his confidence grants him a stable apprehension of his lists’ 

constituents.  Second, he is doing this systematically, using the list as its framework.  

Third, with the framework he summons into presence possibilities that have not yet 

happened.  Consider the observation made by Maria Esther Maciel: 

 the encyclopaedic model allows for an open, mobile, endless multiplicity 

of knowledge, even though it is ruled by taxonomic and methodical laws 

of organization … And it is precisely at this point where limit is subtracted 

from order, once everything can be continuously reordered in every 

possible matter, that the encyclopaedia has incited the imagination of 

contemporary artists, writers and theorists (53). 

In this dissertation, we will encounter writers who, like Pokler, use order to apprehend 

the ineffable,
6
 and to produce a work that summons and communicates a singular event.    

For Melville, this event is the encounter and apprehension of Moby Dick, for an artist 

                                                      

6
 I am borrowing Attridge’s eloquent qualification: “We are not talking about what is ‘ineffable’ or 

‘inexpressible in a general sense, only what cannot be thought or said in a particular culture at a particular 
time.  Absolute alterity, as long as it remains absolute, cannot be apprehended at all; there is, effectively, 
no such thing” (The Singularity of Literature 30). 
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like Daniel Spoerri, it is the lost meal with friends, with all of life’s appendices and 

trivialities to support it.  For the Marquis de Sade, it is the ultimate perversion, and for 

Borges, it is the proof of Tlön.  The term “singularity” and “singular” will be recursive in 

this dissertation, so it is important to establish how I’m using this rich and evocative 

term, which has a wonderfully proliferate terrain of application.  Jon Kertzer proposes 

that “the rhetoric of singularity is positional: it points from a distance at an untouchable 

source” (223).  In Gravity’s Rainbow, for example, the detonation of the rocket generates 

all that comes before it, but its position is unknown, and its experience as a singular event 

is unapprehensible until encountered. 

To return to Derek Attridge’s definition, singularity “like alterity and 

inventiveness, is not a property but an event, the event of singularizing which takes place 

in reception: it does not occur outside the responses of those who encounter and thereby 

constitute it.  It is produced, not given in advance; and its emergence is also the beginning 

of its erosion, as it brings about the cultural changes necessary to accommodate it” (64).  

What makes the study of encyclopaedic literature so exciting is to chart (using their 

formal apparatuses) the cultural changes of accommodation that engender their 

production.  One thing we can take for granted is that continual loss Attridge gestures to 

in his term “erosion.”  While singularity can be summoned, its apprehension is always 

imperfect due to the persistent claw of time.  To accommodate, encyclopaedic writers and 

artists may use order to enumerate the particulars of an event or object:  what functions as 

a method of differentiation for the purposes of identification in the encyclopaedia could 



 

21 

 

be transformed into, for example, Melville’s meditation on “whiteness” in Moby Dick.   

In Moby Dick Ishmael catalogues and culls the traditional representations of “whiteness” 

in history, myth and literature, but to express the indelible other of Moby Dick, no 

traditionally understood convention of whiteness could sufficiently explain why it “was 

the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me” (Melleville 159).  The 

encyclopaedic desire by definition acknowledges that difference “cannot be explained, 

nor that singularity exhausted, by an exposition, however full, of the dissimilarities and 

similarities that constitute its uniqueness and richness as a cultural object” (67).   

As we will discover exposition takes many exciting forms, producing 

encyclopaedic works of surprising variety.  Whether resulting in roiling digression as in 

The Anecdoted Topography of Chance, or methodical degrees of incremental perversion 

in 120 Years of Sodom, or a four-page fragment redolent of an entire lost civilization in 

the works of Borges, encyclopaedic works are ideal for drawing limits and thresholds of 

knowledge, language and experience into focus.  Spectro, in his horror of the “event” of 

his death being marked by the imperfect body of the pin, demonstrates the fear of his 

“uniqueness” or the sum-total of his lived experience being lost.  The facility with which 

ordering apparatuses collapse the singular into an economic vessel of reception allows 

writers like Borges to play with scope and perspective within the encyclopaedic 

paradigm.     
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My third chapter, “The Space of Knowledge,” provides a brief history of the 

encyclopaedia, the most ambitious lists, accumulated and reified
7
 by those fascinated 

with and driven by a desire to order the world.  But as we shall see, the burgeoning 

methods of ordering, as they become more and more explored by their executors, 

generate the possibility of transmitting something beyond straightforward classification.  

The gargantuan barriers faced early modern encyclopaedists involved new struggles 

involving censorship, authorship and material production.  The encyclopaedic desire, I 

will argue, is an attempt to harness, order and communicate the singular by creating a 

space wherewith to approach it.  The history of the western encyclopaedia I illustrate in 

Chapter Three is a history of epistemological struggle, where the huge enterprise of 

production betrays a desire for totality, completeness and material endurance of 

knowledge.  But here also, it is an ethical struggle, in which order itself becomes subject 

to negotiation and controversy.  It is through this history that we have developed a 

vocabulary for what we tend to recognize as encyclopaedic: non-hierarchically ordered 

tomes navigable by familiar nodes of entry, typically alphabetic.  But this model of 

knowledge is rapidly changing in ways long predicted by artists, writers and visionaries.  

The fictions that underlie ordering systems are harnessed for generative capacity in 

summoning and sustaining the singular.     

In Chapter Four, “Encyclopaedism and Ordering in Fiction,” I suggest that it is 

our human mortality and our singular death that makes the production and apprehension 

                                                      

7
 By ‘reification,’ I mean the process by which ordering concretizes an abstract as that-which-is-ordered 

and takes on a new significance in its ordered context.   
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of art (as the culmination of a singular “event”) possible, and for some authors and 

collectors, even necessary.  Encyclopaedic works are fueled by desire and drawn into 

creation by limits, for while ordering imposes and tests the limits of knowledge, desire is 

the catalyst for the event of the individual’s engagement with what is singular and other.  

Ordering is always, I argue, the making sense of an existential “event,” and an attempt to 

allow this event to endure and be communicated—imperfectly, but certainly not for lack 

of trying.  Indeed, the marks of the author or artists’ struggle with ordering is often 

profoundly revealing in itself. 

Gravity’s Rainbow, for example, as its title suggests by its reference to the shape, 

is a cross-annotated encyclopaedia determined by the arcing course and eventual 

detonation of the rocket.  The novel begins with an apocalyptic end:  “A screaming 

comes across the sky.  It has happened before, but there is nothing to compare it to now” 

(3).  The chaos dissipates as the scene is gradually revealed to be Pirate Prentice’s 

apocalyptic nightmare, but the screaming, arcing rocket recurs again and again in 

Gravity’s Rainbow in part to represent the shared (as in common to everyone) experience 

of human mortality that unites humanity even as it divides them.  Each character’s 

relation to the rocket is singular and nuanced, and their events leading up to “Absolute 

Zero,” as Prentice puts it, comprise the novel’s rich fabric.     

As I have already begun to suggest, Pynchon richly annotates the lost and 

irrecuperable moment of impact—at an intimidating 760 pages, without being able to 

articulate the impact itself.  The last few pages of Gravity’s Rainbow are heady with the 



 

24 

 

speed and inevitability of the rocket descending the arc of the parabola, invoking a rapid 

succession of ordering contexts and apparatuses almost too swiftly to register.  What 

faithful reader could forget the heart-stopping abyss marked by Pynchon’s final hyphen, 

so brazenly and bitterly final, breaking the bouncing levity of the novel’s final silly song, 

“Now everybody—” (760).
8
  The trance is broken, but where has the reader been?  

Warwick Mules explains, “The body is immersed in a space-time continuum in which the 

punctuality of the present is collapsed to render experience absolute, as the ‘all-at-once’ 

presence of the past and the present disjunctively synthesized within the singularity of the 

[art work’s] ‘event.’…the mark does not signify.  Rather it communicates” (79).  The 

rocket’s impact cannot be signified with anything but a mark indicating absence (like the 

pinhole mentioned by Spectro), but its trajectory can be communicated.   

Encyclopaedic works project multiple planes of order that collectively render the 

approach of the singular communicable; at the same time, they reveal their limitations as 

imperfect vessels, because absence and a loss of origin (an erosion of the singular) 

generate their production.  They are at the core concerned with sustaining and presenting 

that which is lost, a “once-ness” “not unique in the sense of being discretely finite in its 

particularity.  Rather the once-ness of the singular proliferates within multiplicity, within 

a field of contiguities and interconnectivities, and offers potential for new kinds of 

                                                      

8
 We might also consider the gesture as one of intersubjective severance and an assertion of a 

fundamental absence, for the “event” occurs amid a communal illusion of intersubjectivity and presence: 
in song, in cinema, in literature.  Pynchon exposes the illusion by reminding us of the impossibility of an 
identical intersubjective experience: singing a silly song together unites, but our deaths are not our own 
(apprehensible).  Something is shared in the work and its order, but the individual experience is unique, 
singular, fleeting.  We are deluded into thinking we can have, know or communicate “events” the way 
we’re deluded into believing we can encounter origin; we cannot even register a present.   
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assemblages and the creative production of new kinds of differentiated objects” (Mules 

77).  Encyclopaedic works are incomplete and therefore inexhaustible museums and 

collections, enabling as imperfectly as they do, the space for recognizing (if not 

apprehending) the singular.   

While words can be imperfect vessels, order can do what a mere sign cannot:  

order can summon singularity on a multitude of planes, it can project into the 

unknowable and retrieve a context of origin, it can be (as opposed to a simple 

signifier/signified correlative) generative and proliferate and exponential.  Order enables 

the sharing of a contextualized apparatus of thought; it generates as it sustains the 

conditions for apprehending the singular.  I argue that encyclopaedic works present joy 

and anxiety around the limits of order, the boundaries generated by the system’s textual 

production, and the acknowledgement of absence and loss of origin that animates the 

encyclopaedic enterprise.  Order is both the vehicle and the friction for our atemporal 

journey towards the singular event.  Blanchot explains,     

Thus it seems that the point to which the work leads us is not only the one 

where the work is achieved in the apotheosis of its disappearance—where 

it announces the beginning, declaring being in the freedom that excludes 

it—but also the point to which the work can never lead us, because this 

point is always already the one starting from which there is never any 

work. (46)  
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Ordering is of course an attempt to map this space, but the closest we can get is an 

approximation: an approximate apprehension of the “real” as much as an approximate 

translation of the work.  

This takes us a long way from Edward Mendelson’s 1976 article, “Encyclopaedic 

Narrative: From Dante to Pynchon” which brought the phrase and idea of “encyclopedic 

fiction” into academic discourse by providing a concise list of criteria for encyclopaedic 

fiction.  His article demonstrated a bias for a certain type of encyclopaedic fiction: 

lengthy, nationalist, with a mixture of forms, styles and conventions and a pretense to 

totality (1267-1275).  Mendelson’s formalist rubric never seemed to square with the very 

nature of encyclopaedism, which is to be evolving across lines of order, not merely a 

pretense of totality.  But I am being too hard on Mendelson: why shouldn’t the 

conventions of encyclopaedism be difficult to pin down?  Encyclopaedias themselves 

have changed:  the format has changed from heavy and dense volumes to the compact 

disk; the production and dissemination of encyclopaedias has become more swift, more 

accessible, revisions exponentially more agile; the tenor and diction of the entries have 

accommodated a wider readership with arguably shorter attention spans; hyperlinks have, 

in some cases, replaced cross-references for online resources; information has become 

multi-media (one can access sounds, images and videos for entries); and, in an entirely 

unforeseeable turn, the internet-accessing public has been invited to author and produce 

one of the largest collaborative encylopaedic works ever written, the Wikipedia.  It is only 

natural that changes in production and reception of the encyclopaedia have engendered 
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changes in the encyclopaedic narrative, and although the above-mentioned changes have 

only taken place over the last twenty years, they signal that the possibilities for 

encyclopaedias and encyclopaedism are multifarious and ever-evolving.  Appropriately, 

our understanding of encyclopaedism must evolve too.   
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Chapter 2: Death, Writing and the Collecting Ethos 

 My Introduction has drawn a number of concepts and key terms into orbit: 

encyclopaedism, order, narrative, collection, “singular,” object, “event”… how do they 

work together?  This chapter argues that writing (a kind of obsessive writing) and 

collecting are both aspects of the encyclopaedic ethos, where the laws and parameters 

governing the collection dictates the limits of content, and the ordering system becomes 

as significative as the narrative body itself.  Encyclopaedias indulge in the fantasy of 

endurance and possession of knowledge in the way that collections indulge in the fantasy 

of endurance and possession of the singular.  The collector/curator and writer/author are 

analogous in their investment in order to produce an enduring singular narrative that can 

be experienced as an indefinitely repeating “event” upon its reception.  Encyclopaedic 

fiction makes order, with its potential and its limits, its barriers and failures, the 

instrument of this special signification.      

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century readers attempting to spatially contextualize 

the world’s body of knowledge would often find in the indexes of their encyclopedias a 

map of knowledge reminiscent of a tree or flow-chart, encompassing the ‘circle of arts 

and sciences’ by ordering its contents from the most general to the most specific. 
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Figure 3 – Additions to the ‘Encyclopedy’ for gentlemen, Richard Blome The Gentleman’s 

Recreations (1686).  Image from Richard Yeo’s Encyclopaedic Visions pg 11. 

Of course these physical representations were, even by the standards of their own time, 

by no means exhaustive; however, between and through the connecting network of lines, 

branches or conduits, one was presumed able to intuit the possibility of a totality of 

elemental knowledge hidden behind the tree or graph by extending the ordering system in 
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a manner perhaps best described as virtual or algorithmic.
9
  The physical representation 

of an only partially-revealed totality, then, has built into itself the possibility of gaps in its 

body of knowledge; the reader is left to hold tentatively, as a marker of these gaps, a 

place that conditions possibility and that is, although unknown and unrepresented, both 

extant and assumed.  The map of knowledge is the topographical representation of what 

is essentially a written collection: a collection of separate writings (or writings about 

separate topics), consciously selected and ordered in a specific and calculated manner to 

create a unified body of texts which then becomes the encyclopaedia.  Never complete, 

newer and newer editions of encyclopaedias are released, fattened with newer 

knowledge, newer articles, addenda, and supplements.  This concentrated and indefinitely 

protracted desire for totality and possession inspires the encyclopaedist to designate and 

use an ordering system (or systems) that can continue to generate beyond present 

epistemological limits, curling its tendrils around the limits of thought, where there are 

gaps in knowledge.
10

     

As a foil to such topographical examples, let me turn to the fold-out map found in 

the back of Daniel Spoerri’s collaborative work, The Anecdoted Topography of Chance.  

                                                      

9
 By algorithmic, I mean that there is an assumed and understood system of rules governing the 

arrangement of the items, even if all the items aren’t known themselves. 
10

 Baudrillard’s claim affirms the magical equation that allows Borges to project a vast, ordered world 
within the span of a few pages or sentences.  It is because “the unique volume owes its value to all virtual 
volumes” that Borges’ deft use of synecdoche can wrangle the encyclopaedic into such a miniature form.    
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Figure 4 - The Map from the Anecdoted Topography of Chance 

Spoerri’s topographical representation looks quite different from those of the early 

encyclopaedias:  the relational associations are a mystery, with the exception of their 

chance arrangement and spontaneous anchorage.  Here, like chalk outlines at a crime 

scene, we see an accumulation of objects—some recognizable by their shapes—locked 

by their outlines and numeric accordance into an apparent randomness which is dictated, 

as the title suggests and as the book verifies, by the chance of their position on Spoerri’s 

desk on October seventeenth, 1961 at precisely 3:47 pm.  Here, we have a map of 

knowledge of a different sort.  Here, I will argue, we have a collection that is an 

encyclopaedic work, with Spoerri of course as the encyclopaedist, ordering the 

knowledge, inviting contributions and releasing newer and more complete editions.  His 

collection began with events that came with material use and left with the material 

detritus.  With ordering and a collaborative and dialectical process, Spoerri reveals the 

encyclopaedic enterprise to be informed by conditions of liminality and subjectivity.           
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On October 17th, 1961, Daniel Spoerri decided to outline all of the objects to be 

found on his blue table after an average day.  A sheet of tracing paper had been placed 

over the table some time before for this purpose, and, deciding it was finally the right 

time, Spoerri commenced with his outlining.  This is not unlike art works he had 

produced in the past—his “snare” pictures, which consisted of gluing all of the objects 

down on the table after a meal (or any other moment) and mounting the results: 

effectively “ensnaring” the objects and the moment in time.  Spoerri, with Robert Filliou, 

began annotating the first edition of the Anecdoted Topography of Chance, writing down 

the name of each object, and by using a footnote and cross-referencing system, adding 

anecdotes surrounding each object dictated by the memories evoked by their presence.  

Already a collaborative effort (not unlike the encyclopaedias of the past), subsequent 

editions (1966, 1990, and 1995) involved additional footnotes (and footnotes upon 

footnotes) written by Emmett Williams Dieter Roth and Spoerri himself.       

I will return to the Topography of Chance and its map in a moment, but first, I 

should like to give a sense of where I’m going by explaining that this chapter began as a 

meditation on the nature of collecting and writing, with the hope of more fully 

understanding the encyclopedic ethos in literature.  I should stress that when I say 

“writing,” I am referring to a special and specific kind of writing: I am referring to those 

texts that seem as though they can never be “properly” finished—that are always (or 

could potentially be always) writings-in-progress.  Usually, this kind of writing results in 

what readers consider an encyclopaedic text, examples of which are Robert Burton’s 
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Anatomy of Melancholy, Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, Herman Melville’s Moby 

Dick, James Joyce’s Ulysses, Honoré de Balzac’s Human Comedy or Ezra Pound’s 

Cantos.
11

  Beyond their corpulence, these works share, in the words of Hilary Clark, a 

discourse that “takes as its subject the process of knowing and the body of human 

knowledge, seeking to represent the body as an organized whole” (107).  In some cases, 

this results in strictly delimited sections of discreet yet connected knowledge:  Melville’s 

chapters on whale biology or mythology come to mind, as well as Burton’s “anatomy” 

structure.  Often, however, the encyclopedic project is felt primarily through allusion, 

intertextual references, or the synchronic aspect of fragmentation or metonymy.  On the 

level of composition we often find not only authors caught adding into the initial process 

of writing that threatens to never end, but also those writers who have, in the editing 

stages or between editions, actually built up their texts from within—as if to add 

retrospectively to those rambling branches of the tree of knowledge.  If, as Clark claims, 

this kind of work is “continuous with our normal intellectual operations, yet exceeds 

them in the turn of self-figuration” (108), then it is always possible by virtue of time, new 

knowledge, or new resources to continue to build on this kind of discourse, while the 

limits of our intellectual operations recede into the distance until we are ready to 

approach them again. 

                                                      

11
 For a few explicit discussions regarding these kinds of works, see Hilary Clark’s “Encyclopaedic 

Discourse” (1992), Christopher Fanning’s “This Fragment of Life” (2002), Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of 
Criticism (1957) pgs. 315-326, Jack Lynch’s “The Relicks of Learning” (2000), Edward Mendelson’s 
“Encyclopaedic Narrative” (1976), Franco Moretti’s Modern Epic (1996), Simon Morgan Wortham’s 
“Obsessional Writing” (2004). 
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As I’ve mentioned, a critical element of the encyclopaedic work is this boundless, 

compulsive and desire-driven capacity to write, compose or even edit.  This can be called 

‘obsessive writing,’ and it is often manifested as a luxurious engagement with writing one 

text that can never properly end and a writer’s unwillingness or inability to stop 

producing it.  Simon Morgan Wortham’s article “Obsessional Writing” crystallizes this 

phenomenon by citing Ann Smock’s introduction to Blanchot’s The Space of Literature:  

Smock states that the literary experience is “an ordeal [in which] what we are able to do 

(for example, see) becomes our powerlessness; becomes, for instance, that terribly 

strange form of blindness which is the phantom, or the image, of the clear gaze—an 

incapacity to stop seeing what is not there to be seen,” (qtd. in Wortham 48).  It is taken 

for granted that when we engage with literature we are forced to see “beyond” the words, 

but we also have come to recognize that the fabric of language itself is unstable and its 

reception highly contingent upon the reader’s cultural milieu.  The obsessive writer is 

locked in the thrall of selection, arrangement and ordering in the service of expression.  

The obsessive writer doesn’t finish, only relinquishes the summoning and shuffling of 

ciphers; they transmit something wrought, but what?    

In his attempt to answer “What is Literature?” (the question is at the center of and 

the driving force behind The Space of Literature), Blanchot spends a great deal of time 

discussing the relevance of the “singularity” of the literary work.  For him, the singularity 

of the work is characterized by its particular otherness and uniqueness, although this 

uniqueness is not sayable, seeable or describable; it is described by Gerald Bruns as 
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“difference in itself, the one thing that is unlike anything: the nonidentical, 

unrepresentable, absolute alterity outside all relations of the one and the two, the same 

and the other, this and that” (133).  It is what is left (or intuited) behind or beyond the 

words themselves.  In terms of the object, it is that which makes the object different from 

any other once you have taken away color, shape, size, or any other property that can be 

linguistically translated.  In this sense, our relationship to the written work or to objects 

we collect is essentially that of “seeing what is not there to be seen;”  that compelling yet 

unseeable, ultimately unsayable element within, beyond or behind is what gives both the 

literary work and the collected object its particular and peculiar significance.  Blanchot 

puts this in a characteristic series of paradoxes:   

The central point is the presence of the work, and the work alone makes it 

present.  But at the same time, this point is ‘the presence of Midnight,’ the 

point anterior to all starting points, from which nothing ever begins, the 

empty profundity of being’s inertia, that region without issue and without 

reserve, in which the work, through the artist, becomes the concern, the 

endless search for its origin. (44) 

The first thing that must strike the reader is the interdependence between the singular (or 

“central point” of the work of art) and the visible side (that is the side we can describe 

and discuss) of the work of art.  The work is not visible or comprehensible without its 

singular, “central point,” and the singular “central point,” although unknowable and 
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unrepresentable, cannot be registered, even with our compromised gaze, without the 

visible side of the work.  I will return to this more fully later.      

For now, it is necessary to take a step back in order to fully flesh out what 

Blanchot means by this problematic concept, “singularity.”  How, for example, are we to 

use language to articulate something that is by its nature impossible to express 

linguistically?  Part of this problem stems from the supposition that the written word 

negates the singular thing to which it refers.  Haase and Large use an illustrative example 

of the description of a friend: 

Speaking of a friend, for example, we realize that the language we use 

automatically turns him or her into something abstract, into a man or a 

woman, with these or those characteristics.  We attempt to communicate 

what is particular about him or her, but all we can do is add more and 

more general qualities or abstract events, like birth dates or names.  We 

feel that we are doing her or him an injustice, that all that is left to us is to 

refuse to speak about him or her.  The singular being, that which refuses 

mediation, is then, by necessity, that which is given, if at all, in an 

immediate way. (57)  

The iterable traits of the other can only ever be generalities: descriptors that could be as 

appropriate for one individual or thing as any other.  Explication of this uniqueness or 

alterity thus can only ever be an approximation.  It can clothe the singular—to make its 

presence (the fact that it is present) visible to another—but not reveal it, for, in the case of 
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the literary, “[t]here is a certain non-coincidence with itself whereby the work is able to 

appear at all.  Commentary would thus concern a movement of supplementary logic 

whereby a new word would attempt to fill this space where the work speaks” (H. Clark 

131).  Thus begins the process of substitution, where the futility of rendering singularity 

is marked by the groping for appropriate or adequate descriptors—descriptors which run 

on into an endless chain of signification.   

It is easy to see how this can lead to both the obsessive writing that threatens to 

never end, and lead one into play with “the fire of infinity.”  For example, one may 

attempt to exhaust language through proliferate writing, explore its limits, in order to 

stand at the abyss of the singular; or, in the manner of Gertrude Stein’s famous “a rose is 

a rose is a rose,” one may summon through deliberate, meditative repetition, the 

flickering presence of the singular lurking or lagging behind language.  Stein’s use of 

repetition wrests the word “rose” from its invisible signifying function as the reader (or 

listener) scrambles to make sense of the grammar.  In short, when the angle of the lens is 

tilted towards its function and limitations, “[the] firmness of the ground beneath our feet 

is seemingly replaced by the infinite interconnections between words, where one word 

refers to another word and so on, and where they could not constitute a totality or 

complex of concepts that would designate a discernible reality” (Haase and Large 33).   

No matter how much ink is spilled in analysis or explication, the singularity of the 

thing (the “other side” of the object or work that always faces away from us) is only 

approached through language—that is to say, never entirely grasped, possessed, 
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broached or made iterable.  The singular aspect of any person, thing or literary work 

necessarily defies adequate signification.  Despite the abundance and proliferation of 

language, this is a negative approach to bring to presence the singular event.  But literary 

language does more than this: “If language is understood as negativity,” Haase and Large 

explain, “then it is literature rather than the exchange of information that is closer to its 

essence, for the latter conceals this absence, whereas literature demands that we 

experience this absence as absence.  It does so not only by negating the reality of the 

thing in the word, but also the concept to which the word refers” (Haase and Large 32).   

In the informational model of language the material word disappears in favor of 

the concept (a representative stand-in) which represents the thing to which the word 

refers, but the word also, significantly, takes us away from “the immediacy of things”:  

“We are suspended in the absence of language, and this suspension is what prevents 

language from finding stability in an extra-linguistic reality” (Haase and Large 31).  One 

wouldn’t ruminate over the materiality of the words of a grocery list, or directions, or the 

simple and straightforward communication of ideas; rather, the words themselves are 

dissolved into meaning for the purposes of transmission and apprehension.  With literary 

language, the material word is given an indubitable presence—the sound, the shape and 

the proximity of the word are imperative in comprehending or scrutinizing the body of 

ars poetica.  The “immediacy of things” is still distanced from us, and now, so too, is the 

concept; this is because the literary isn’t an attempt to summon to presence a specific 

thing- or event-in-the-world; it does more than this.  Its referentiality is bottomless and 
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unstable, summoning our thoughts towards a swimming “displacement of meaning that 

cannot be stabilized in a single interpretation” (Haase and Large 33).  The materiality of 

the poetic word serves to point us to this evocative absence.  The difference between 

equipmental or practical uses of language and the literary or poetic use of language is 

thus as follows:  the former denies the immediacy of the actual thing-in-the-world as it 

summons to presence a concept, whereas the latter denies even the concept, as its 

singularity (the event of its singularity) is lost in the interminable play of language:  “it is 

the work’s own world and universe, one that, unlike ours, is infinitely open, allusive and 

enigmatic spurring us on to endless interpretations that forever remain unsatisfied” 

(Haase and Large 33).  And lest we forget, dissatisfaction, insatiable or persistent desires 

are the exhortations familiar to the obsessive writer or encyclopaedist.  For what would 

entice the encyclopaedic writer to produce such implacable works if not the lure of 

endless literary corralling that might promise finitude, bound by the material and artful 

arrangement of ideas and words?     

This singularity is what, at least according to Blanchot, makes literature literature, 

and I believe that this concept can be applied to the collection, where “singularity” is 

redolent of the collected object’s special second nature, or what Baudrillard refers to as 

the “passionate abstraction” that relates specifically to our “possession” of the object as 

collected object (8).  Returning to Ann Smock’s introduction to Blanchot’s Space of 

Literature, where Smock describes literature as as a space that opens up onto “pure 

deferral,” where origin is lost and value and meaning are subject to move and shift with 
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time, I believe that the collected object can prove as much a resistant emblem of 

disappearance as literature itself.  For example, the “strange form of blindness” that 

draws the museum patron’s eye to fix upon a relic, inspiring a brief search for origin, is a 

kind of reading, and the order of objects are a kind of text to be read.  The “strange form 

of blindness” to which Smock refers is thus a kind of seeing—it is, as she says, a 

“phantom” of seeing, a “phantom” of the “clear gaze” which recognizes (inasmuch as it 

can) the singularity of the work.  This is what makes the relationship between collector 

and object so wrought with sentiment, for there isn’t a simple relation of ownership and 

owned, and the collected object is a protected, enduring resource of singular 

apprehension within its collected context.  What the collector feels, and the demands of 

the collection (to be complete, to be perfect, or indulged in or protected), involve an 

enduring relationship to the object that involves pleasure, anxiety, mystery, assuaged by 

the ordering process.  

Before continuing, I would like to digress once again to return to a phrase used by 

Bruns to express the peculiar nature of what Blanchot means by singularity.  He describes 

singularity as being “outside all relations of the one and the two, the same and the other, 

this and that” (133).  It is important to note that if these collected bodies have an innate 

relational association, it is unknown and unknowable to us.  The singularity of one 

Junichi Tanaka vase has nothing innately to do with another identical Junichi Tanaka 

vase. However, in a system that includes all pottery, all vases or all works by Junichi 

Tanaka, each individual singular piece has value.  This value is bestowed on the object by 
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the context we give it through our ordering systems.  Collectors and curators author their 

collections with an encyclopaedic ethos.
12

   

But before we may relegate the object to an ordering system, we must encounter 

and acknowledge the object as other.  Derek Attridge sees the locus of “othering,” which 

may involve our recognizing, with our “phantom” of the “clear gaze,” the singular in the 

other, in the subjective encounter with the singular (of course, Blanchot extends this in 

his discussion of the literary singular) (Singularity 22-26).  An object, like anything or 

anyone, is only “other than” or “other to,” relational associations which mean nothing if 

not acknowledged by a subjective perceiver.  He explains, “[i]f the other is always and 

only other to me . . . I am already in some kind of relation to it, and for two entities to 

exist in relation to one another is to share some general framework, however minimal” 

(29).  Thus, we bring the object into a kind of primary relation: I and it in the world; 

although very rapidly, we connect whatever we encounter with what we already know 

(this is how it is recognized at all).
13

  There is, however, something left behind that resists 

or turns away from us.  And although the singular cannot be properly relegated to an 

order, its clothing (the relational characteristics) can.  The encounter is described by 

                                                      

12
 In his discussion of authorship in British encyclopedias of the eighteenth century, Christopher Fanning 

has explored the eighteenth-century’s burgeoning “ethics of print,” “a phrase intended to ask after the 
human qualities that survive in a printed work—something which various aspects of eighteenth-century 
print culture either imply as necessary, or openly address as important” (123-124).  In this dissertation, I 
am also exploring an ethics of print, and see its roots in eighteenth century print culture, but I want to 
extend my scope to an ethics of ordering, where the human qualities that survive (and signify) in the 
order of the collection, whether intended by the curator or unintended and brought together by an 
“event.”    
13

 The “I” too is unstable in this ratio, for as it has been pointed out, we are always to some extent other 
to ourselves.   
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Attridge:  “Otherness, that is, produced in an active or event-like relation—we might 

prefer to call it a relating: the other as ‘other to’ is always, and constitutively, in the 

process of turning from the unknown into the known, from the other into the same” (29).  

We may not acknowledge the singular in every object we touch, or even in every person 

we meet (although on some level we recognize that we cannot “touch” the individual 

uniqueness or subjectivity of the other person), but it is always there, resisting 

incorporation into the same.  “Otherness exists only in the registering of that which 

resists my usual modes of understanding,” Attridge claims, “and that moment of 

registering alterity is a moment in which I simultaneously acknowledge my failure to 

comprehend and find my procedures of comprehension beginning to change” (27).  For 

this reason, the relational associations of ordering systems are useful for establishing a 

context for understanding the other in terms of what we do or can know.   

The “other” of text or signification, as I’ve mentioned, is difficult to discuss, 

because the tools (namely words) we use are so inextricably tied to this alterity, and the 

implication is that by discussing the “other” of language, we do no more than drag this 

mysterious singular into the realm of the same for the purposes of explication.  This is 

writing or talking about the limits of language, but only ever from one side—shut out, for 

example, like we are from discussing death.  But this effort is not without hope.  

Although the “other” of language is, as a referent, as incomprehensible as that of the 

“other” of death, deconstruction knowingly and qualifyingly engages with the 
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problematic referent.  Deconstruction, Derrida states, “searches ‘for the “other” and for 

that in language that is the “other” of language’” (qtd. in T. Clark 9).  He explains: 

Certainly, deconstruction tries to show that the question of reference is 

much more complex and problematic than traditional theories supposed.  

It even asks whether our term reference is entirely adequate for 

designating the ‘other.’  The other, which is beyond language and which 

summons language, is perhaps not a ‘referent’ in the normal sense … But 

to distance oneself thus from the habitual structure of reference … does 

not amount to saying that there is nothing beyond language (Derrida, qtd. 

in T. Clark Derrida, Heidegger, Blanchot  9)     

The material thing (word, language or collection) which promises to reveal the “other”—

while forcing one’s distance from it—holds the reader, writer or collector in a liminal 

space.  And for the encyclopaedist or obsessive writer, this space, though protracted or 

effervescent with possibility, threatens to consume the individual, for it can never reveal 

what it promises, namely, what this “referent” of the singular “other” could definitively 

be.       

There is a duality here that depends on our subjectivity—and the interplay 

between subjectivity and that which gives us resistance in ownership, in terms of the 

literary work and in terms of the objects we possess.  We are in a position of “absolute” 

alienation, where the singularity of the phrase or object, and the solitude implicit in our 

subjectivity which makes our recognition of its singularity possible, foregrounds the 
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literary work or object as radically other.  Trying to articulate an other which we can only 

approach is always couched in partial futility, despite critical scrutiny, or the search for 

the “ultimate meaning” or significance of a collected object or literary work.  Blanchot 

has made the observation: 

The tragic difficulty of the undertaking [of interpretation] is that in this 

world of exclusion and radical separation, everything is false and 

inauthentic as soon as one examines it, everything lacks as soon as one 

seeks support from it, but nevertheless the depth of this absence is always 

given anew as an indubitable, absolute presence.  And the word absolute, 

which means “separated,” is in its proper place here. (Blanchot 77) 

This subjectively absolute severance might bring to mind (as it has in the work of Susan 

Pearce, Mieke Bal and Werner Munsterberger) the autonomous ego’s developmental 

imperative, rooted in the infant’s relinquishment of omnipotence when confronted by the 

resistant object.  Object-relations theory, most notably that of D. W. Winnicott’s seminal 

work, Playing and Reality, posits the necessity of “an intermediate area of experiencing, 

to which inner reality and external life both contribute” (Winnicott 2), and this is fulfilled 

by, according to Winnicott, the “transitional object,” the doll or special blanket that isn’t 

allowed to be altered, replaced or even, as some parents may attest, washed.  The 

“transitional object” is imbued by the child with his or her own subjectivity, overlaying 

the absence marked by the object’s ego-resistance and assuming (a false) intersubjectivity 

between individual psyche and object.  It is an impossible relationship that is maintained 
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by the grandiose imagination of the child.  If the reason why a child refuses to exchange 

or alter the transitional object is because of its seeming un-substitutability, we can 

understand the analogue of this phenomenon in literature.  When one attempts to describe 

the singular, language drags an apprehension of what is unique into generalized 

discourse; indeed, it is necessary for the purposes of the transmission of meaning:  “To 

speak—that is, to predicate this of that, to bring things under the rule of identity—is to 

destroy their singularity or alterity as existing things by integrating them into the order of 

the same” (Bruns 130).  In writing an article, for example, that discusses what makes a 

particular poem interesting or describes what it is doing, we transmit to our reader 

something, but it is not a transmission of the singular event embodied by the poem itself.  

Likewise, when the child’s transitional object is altered or there is an attempt at 

exchange, the substitution of characteristics is an affront to what makes the object 

singular.  The characteristics which are nameable and iterable (behind which the singular 

element lags), are those things that can be altered, but by altering them, there is the risk 

of integrating the object “into the order of the same” and denying what makes the object 

unique and “special” to the child.   

It can and has been argued that although on some level we recognize the object’s 

absolute severance from ourselves, we establish another, perhaps more “grown up” 

relationship to the collected thing: one that both acknowledges the autonomy of the thing, 

including its inscrutable centre, while retaining the childlike refusal to alter or substitute, 

for fear of upsetting the object’s singularity.  When objects are ordered and become part 
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of a collection they are taken out of their equipmental context and given a new 

ontological status.  For example, Gerald Bruns describes the process through which an 

equipmental shovel, in the hands of Marcel Duchamp, becomes recognized for its 

singularity as the readymade artwork “In Advance of a Broken Arm” (1915), stating that  

the logical or universal language of identity and difference doesn't reach 

this change.  To be sure, the shovel is still, empirically, a snow shovel; in 

fact it is that very snow shovel, the same as it ever was, except it is now 

different without ceasing to be the same.  At some point … it has come to 

occupy the world differently, as if having been inserted into things 

differently—perhaps it is now more image than thing without ceasing to 

be the thing it is. (133) 
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Figure 5 - Marcel Duchamp’s In Advance of a Broken Arm 

Bruns is quick to add:  “What Duchamp’s snow shovel does not do is concretize a 

universal” (133).  That is to say, in our description of the shovel—even as an art object—

we are left without words to differentiate it from other shovels.  Its production, materials, 

and potential of functionality are, of course, what makes it similar to the shovel one 

might find in a garage.  We are unable to articulate its singularity as an art object.  

However, we do know that it is decidedly and emphatically not these other shovels, and 

that rather it is “In Advance of a Broken Arm.”  It is not substantiating its similarity to 

other shovels, but its difference.  Our inability to speak of its difference in any linguistic 

way is the refutation of “concretizing” the shovel’s “universal” characteristics.  And yet 

we’re confronted with a paradox, for without the shovel’s semblance to other shovels, its 

special status as “In Advance of a Broken Arm” is unintelligible.  Timothy Clark 

explains, “There can be no purely other.  Moreover, insofar as language is also the 
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condition of its affirmation, one could say that the other must become impure through 

generalization in order to appear” (Derrida, Heidegger, Blanchot 167).   

 It is through these generalizations that we constitute our relations and parameters 

for ordering.  However, unlike language in these more general accounts, ordering does 

not have to efface the singularity of the thing through designation.  Rather, it acts as a 

heading or rubric and creates an open space where the object and its viewer can 

experience and re-experience an encounter with the object’s singularity.  The ordering 

system does this in two ways: first, by protecting the object from its withdrawal into a 

familiar equipmental world, and second, by upholding the sanctity of the item’s 

uniqueness (keeping its collected brethren in order, while excluding that which does not 

“fit” with the collection proper).              

We can all understand that an object, once a part of the collection, is entirely 

irreplaceable, unless it is replaced with a “more perfect” or “more exemplary” replica of 

itself.  Baudrillard recognizes the trace of the child’s grandiosity in the collector’s 

project, stating that:  

[the] singular object never impedes the process of narcissistic projection, 

which ranges over an indefinite number of objects:  on the contrary, it 

encourages such multiplication, thus associating itself with a mechanism 

whereby the image of the self is extended to the very limits of the 

collection.  Here, indeed, lies the whole miracle of collecting.  For it is 

invariably oneself that one collects. (12)   
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And certainly, to an extent, it is also oneself that we write or we read—for there are 

determining factors which are integral to our reception of a text.  But it is important to 

note that it is not our subjectivity that is somehow the arbiter of singularity: “[t]here is no 

subject-object dichotomy here: Blanchot’s notion of the ‘work’ cannot be contained 

within any naïve idea of an objective entity to which reading adds itself as the subjective 

consciousness of that same entity” (T. Clark DHB 129).  It would be easy to make this 

mistake, as our relationship to the collected object is often seen as a decidedly personal 

one.  With literature, one often attributes the differential experience of a text between 

readers solely to manifestations of individuals’ unique, subjective relationships to the 

work, and it would be easy to diagnose the relationship to the collected object as 

somehow being an analogue of this.  Blanchot suggests why, in either case, subjectivity is 

not somehow the “root” of singularity: “the work never ceases to be related to its origin 

… the incessant experience of the origin is the condition of its being … the origin—the 

empty and indecisive depth of origin—is communicated through the work to form the 

brimming resolution, the definiteness of the beginning” (204, italics Blanchot’s).  The 

interaction, although not intersubjective in the way an encounter with another person is 

intersubjective, is also not merely an elicited movement (if it can be called this, for it is 

not truly a “movement” proper) in one direction.  One’s subjective experience of text or 

object exists apart from what makes an object or text singular.  Although as we have 

seen, our subjective experience of the “event” is necessary to recognize, in however 

compromising a fashion, the singular.  For in our encounter with the object, we “[lead] 
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the work ceaselessly back from the clarity of the beginning to the obscurity of the origin 

and subject its brilliant apparition, the moment of its opening, to the disquietude of the 

dissimulation into which it withdraws” (Blanchot 204).  This is why singularity is often 

seen as an “event” rather than a kind of “thing.”
14

   

It is in this sense that questions of encyclopaedic literature, obsessive writing and 

the collecting of material objects are profoundly connected.  The incessant and insatiable 

desire to write and collect is a desire to cross the threshold, reside in and to touch 

something intangible and indeterminate; and as Donald Marshall has pointed out, “[t]his 

is not simply an ‘other’ world, but other than any world” (230).  This is a world signified 

by Spoerri as the absent spaces in his topographical map, where his annotations signal his 

“inability to stop seeing what is not there to be seen”; specifically this is the singular 

object whose outline, like the written word whose presence cloaks or conceals, gestures 

to what Blanchot refers to as the double absence of thing and concept.  In everyday, 

equipmental language, my words will gesture to some thing in the world, while at the 

same time negating that thing in favor of a signified that will stand in or represent that 

thing.  In poetic language, the concept itself is effaced: the word signifies without origin, 

or by gesturing to the interminable play of language to which I cannot have access.  To 

put it plainly, the space says, “there is an object here” and “there was an object here”; it 

says for example, “circle 42 represents the can of glue,” but also “circle 42 represents a 

can of glue, your traditional understanding of a can of glue.”  More than this, however, is 

                                                      

14
 See Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature (2004) pgs 56-64 and Clark’s Derrida, Heidegger, Blanchot 

(1992) pgs 150-180 for extensive explication regarding singularity as “event”. 
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the effacement (both literal and through the objects’ interplay of outlines with empty 

space) of the concept of the object or can of glue: although the map has a time and date, 

and registers the specific and anterior presence of the singular object, the singular object 

is lost even as it’s ensnared.  This is a loss made more poignant for all of its rigorous 

cataloguing.  The outline, the number, summons into presence the concept and thing that 

replaces the word, the outline and the number’s particular signification.  It summons to 

presence, but then, as quickly, reasserts the object’s unreachable singularity; it “seduces” 

as it withholds (Wortham 55). 

An engagement with the absence at the core of the singular object engenders our 

desire to approach, to know, to have; and this is where the concept of series and ordering 

becomes paramount.  For the collector, Baudrillard notes,  

quality is in fact activated by quantity, given that the value concentrated 

within this single signifier is one which spreads along the entire run of 

intermediary signifieds
15

 making up the paradigmatic chain.  Here we find 

what might be called the symbolism of the object … whereby a chain of 

significations is subsumed in a single one of its terms.  The unique object 

is indeed a symbol, not of some external factor or quality, but essentially 

of the entire series of objects of which it constitutes the final term. (13)  

                                                      

15
 These “intermediary signifieds” can be nearly anything:  the former owners of a collected object, its age 

in years, and its changes in state-of-being which are anonymous but metaphysically assumed… In the 
“final term” the lament for the lost origin becomes most palpable. 
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The drive to order, to put our things in order, functions as a compensatory strategy: we 

cannot be said to “possess” the object (or the knowledge, in terms of the encyclopaedia), 

but we can give it a place or a context wherewith we can retrieve it when necessary.  And 

because ordering and classifying respects the singularity of the object (indeed, the object 

may only inhabit a space in the ordering system that is entirely unoccupied by another), 

the anxiety produced by the threat of its potential loss is significantly alleviated.  

Although the singular is intangible and cannot be properly “touched” by ordering 

systems, the side of the work that is the “non-coincidence” with the singular is subject to 

differentiation and categorization—the body within which the singular resides.  The more 

minute and particular the categories can be, the closer one feels one is to the singular.  

This can be taken to the extreme, as Yeo notes:  “In [Diderot’s] view, a perfect 

encyclopedia was a useless notion since, if perfect, it would match the world and all its 

complexities, thus presenting us with the labyrinth we already faced” (“Lost 

Encyclopedias” 56).  On one hand and in theory, the perfect (impossible) encyclopaedia 

would present, in its perfection, the immediacy of the “other,” but as such it would also 

sacrifice the comfort proffered by the exclusionary system (and the values implicit in 

such a system) as well as the semblance of order or coherence.  Ownership, if possible, 

would be too vast to mean anything.   

The encyclopaedist or collector can create categories that seem to make practical 

sense: categories that will help with navigation and with the illusion of ownership as “the 

chain of significations is subsumed to a single one of its terms” (Baudrillard 13).  
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Pathological collectors (for example, obsessive-compulsive hoarders) may have begun by 

systematically collecting, but end up justifying their hoards with out-of-control 

categorizations (of which they have perhaps lost sight), deciding that each singular 

newspaper or coffee cup is indeed unique and special in its own important way.  The 

more categorizations are included and accumulated, the more fraught with incoherence 

the ordering system becomes, and thus the hoard of objects becomes a burden, or a 

perversion of the tenet that “quality is in fact activated by quantity.”  Other collectors 

may choose an ordering system that is novel, unusual or highly personal.  All writers, 

collectors and encyclopaedists are, to some degree, held in control of the works their 

systems attempt to manage in the sense that although they all are concerned to a large 

degree with order, they remain at the mercy of larger cultural ordering fabrics which 

sustain and activate value and signification.  The contents of any collection, like any 

textual work, risk the ongoing threat of their singular value being lost.  The collection, 

like the textual work, desires to be complete, perfect, autonomous and significatory.    

The obsessive writer, like the collector, feels, I believe, an especially acute form 

of subjugation to the tyranny of the work as explored by Blanchot:   

The writer’s mastery is not in the hand that writes, the ‘sick’ hand that 

never lets the pencil go—that can't let it go because what it holds it doesn't 

really hold; what it holds belongs to the realm of shadows, and it is itself a 

shade.  Mastery always characterizes the other hand, the one that doesn't 

write and is capable of intervening at the right moment to seize the pencil 
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and put it aside.  Thus mastery consists in the power to stop writing, to 

interrupt what is being written, thereby restoring the present instant its 

rights, its decisive trenchancy. (Blanchot 25) 

What sets apart the obsessive writer is the problem of being lured by and entrapped 

within the matrix of language and the operative system that makes writing possible; the 

process of ordering becomes strategic compensation, curatorial with an ethical 

dimension.  It is a helpless compromise with, as well as dependence on, the series and 

systems that give that which the obsessive writer writes meaning.  In Blanchot’s terms, 

the obsessive writer is simply unable to fully relinquish the work or allow it to return to 

its place amid the system of language—the liberation of the work into “work,” that is, 

allowing the work to be lost into language’s interminability, beyond the determinacy of 

the writer.  The termination of writing is to lose our work in the way we lose our own 

life:  the completed and relinquished work will exist beyond the subjectivity of the 

individual.  As the collection and the encyclopaedic or obsessive work are never able to 

be properly completed, the author or owner flirts with but evades the prospect of death.  

Stewart explains:   

we see the relation between arrested life and absolute, ‘completed,’ 

knowledge which is so important to the notion of the collection.  Although 

the transcendence of such objects allows them to endure beyond flux and 

history, that very transcendence also links such objects to the world of the 

dead, the end of organic growth and the beginning of inaccessibility to the 
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living.  The desire to animate the toy is the desire not simply to know 

everything but also to experience everything simultaneously. (67) 

Mieke Bal explains further, “Perfection [the complete collection, the total body] is the 

equivalent of death in the sense that it can only be closely approximated, not achieved 

‘during the life time’ of the subject, is one of those typically elusive objects of desire like 

happiness, or the satisfaction of any other desire” (Bal 113).  We may approximate 

completion of life (through death), of the written work (with the final sentence of our 

essay or novel) or of the collection (perhaps by finding that one missing piece), but these 

are always approximations.  

However, with the collection of objects, one can never, due to the inscrutable 

singularity that evades us, be entirely certain of the properties of the object which our 

series or classifications attempt to contain.  As Baudrillard has stated, we “can never find 

absolute proof in the real world that a given object is indeed unique” (11).  Of course, 

with categorization and cataloguing the visible “work,” there can be some semblance of 

differentiation, no matter how unstable the ordering system may be.  There is an analogue 

here with both the written work and the encyclopaedia.  For the written work to be truly 

complete, the language—the words, the terms—would have to be locked to a meaning 

mutually (and impossibly) understood in the same way by all readers.  In other words, the 

properties of language, the singularity of the words that are used, would have to be fully 

known and entirely unambiguous.  There would have to be, in the words of Umberto Eco, 

“the absolute and univocal correspondence between signs and the ideas they represented” 
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(The Search for the Perfect Language 291); that this is not the case had been recognized 

as early as the late seventeenth-century with John Locke and philosopher Destutt de 

Tracy (Eco 290).   

Enlightenment thinker de Tracy deflated very serious seventeenth-century 

aspirations to compose the perfect language: one that would be both representatively 

perfect, revelatory, and logically generated.
16

  In his Elements d’ideologie (1818), de 

Tracy explains, “while every sign is perfectly transparent for whomever invents it, it is 

somewhat vague and uncertain for those who receive it […] I might even carry this 

further:  I said that every sign is perfect for whomever invents it, but this is only really 

true at the precise instant when he invents the sign” (qtd. in Eco 291).  Moreover, de 

Tracy’s statement implies a stable and static subjectivity that could master use of 

language, as though one could be entirely unambiguous about how one is using a word 

whose history (not to mention singularity) could be understood and known.  As we have 

seen, such a claim to language is suspect, and likely impossible.       

But let us look now at an example:  according to Werner Muensterberger, who 

has taken the object-relations, psychoanalytic approach to explain the urge to collect, 

Honoré de Balzac was an obsessive collector in addition to being a prolific writer.  Over 

the course of his career, Balzac, like one of his characters, Cousin Pons, spent what he 

could afford—and often more than he could afford—to fill his living space with collected 

objects.  The prospect of not having what he desired so bristled Balzac that he was said to 

                                                      

16
 A thorough and engaging account of these synthetic language projects from the Middle Ages through to 

the nineteenth-century can be found in Umberto Eco’s The Search for the Perfect Language (1994).   
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have made an outline on his wall where he would eventually hang a yearned-for 

Rembrandt.  He never did have the money to acquire the painting, but he had a 

determined space in his collection for if or when the time would come to fill this lack.  As 

a writer, Balzac’s Human Comedy remains his most exhaustive and ambitious project.  In 

his introduction, Balzac claims that society resembles nature and that his Human Comedy 

would seek to document humanity’s infinite variety, adaptability and specialization; but 

rather than organizing his work alphabetically, or dividing by “genus” or “species” of 

person, he attempts instead an encyclopaedia of “manners” and “passions.”  This is not a 

“giving up” of ordering systems, but the replacement of one with another.  Balzac reveals 

the obsessive nature of his project by stating that his idea to document and classify the 

world “like many another, has become a reality; has its behests, its tyranny, which must 

be obeyed” (1).  Moreover, the paradoxical objective of collecting the “infinite variety of 

human nature” (4-5), that is, a nature that is both “lacking unity” (5) without someone’s 

subjectivity to put it into a determined sequence, and is impossible to render in its 

totality, is a perfect example of one man’s earnest collecting and collating ethos, where 

the process embodies the end in itself.  Ultimately, Balzac claims, “the work I have 

undertaken will be as long as history” (5), perhaps reminding us of Borges’ 

cartographers, in his work “On the Exactitude of Science,” who create a map that in its 

inexhaustible detail covers the whole of the country (325). 

And here we are: back to maps.  Spoerri’s topographical map outlines objects—

objects whose ontological status (by virtue of now being part of a collection) has shifted.  
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The objects are, because locked into this order (signaled by the outlines, numbers and 

annotations), “now different without ceasing to be the same” (Bruns 133).  Each object 

asserts its own separate, ontological presence (and absence) that is, rather than does.  In 

an annotation for number 36, which happens to be a package of condoms, Spoerri 

confesses:  “I consider the Topography a garbage can (‘the human garbage can’) and … 

nothing restrains me from accepting anything that can be accumulated in it” (131) and yet 

the singularity of the objects and the singularity of their annotations ensures that we are 

not dealing with a heterogeneous mass of objects that then becomes a homogenous lump 

of garbage.  Everything that is tossed into the topographical garbage can occupies its own 

unique position within the system of outlines and annotations.  This is why Funes of 

Borges’ “Funes, His Memory”—who interestingly, compares his collection, the 

collection of his memories, to a garbage heap—is so tortured: what Spoerri has done 

voluntarily and selectively, Funes is condemned to do indiscriminately and exhaustively, 

every waking moment of his life—even going so far as to assign numbers to each unique 

and singular memory: “an infinite vocabulary for the natural series of numbers, and a 

pointless mental catalogue of all the images of his memory” (Borges 136).  The 1995 

introduction to the Topography (written by Alastair Brotchie and Malcolm Green) reveals 

the deceptively straightforward thrust of the project by explaining, “[t]he procedure of the 

Topography, its modus operandi, is beautifully simple:  a selection of objects and the 

associations they evoke are described, and these in turn give rise to further associations in 

the form of anecdotes.  An apparently infinite process is unleashed, like a stroll taken in 
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every direction at once” (12).  Funes is quite literally paralyzed by this prospect; but we 

may take pleasure in it because of the limitations of our faculties.
17

  What is promised to 

us is presumably given to the unwilling Funes, as we are told that we may only “infer, the 

dizzying world that Funes lived in” (Borges 136). 

Brotchie and Green explain, “despite its apparently gratuitous and chaotic 

structure, the Topography performs an almost classical aesthetic, even philosophical, 

task: that of organizing, or at least intimating a possible organization of, a world whose 

complexity seems ungraspable” (13).  Protean indeed.  But, as with the trees of 

knowledge found in encyclopaedia indexes, the topography fulfills an important function, 

“encourag[ing] the reader to speculate on the shape that knowledge takes” (H. Clark 

107).  The Topography celebrates the narratives of (in the sense of originating from) and 

generated by the collection in a general sense.  In a more specific and perhaps elegiac 

way, the Topography is a collaborative exercise in enduring the communication of a lost, 

ensnared event of which the topography attempts to singularly reconstruct.  The objects 

ordered here are no less interesting for their banality; the moment Spoerri attempts to 

“ensnare” no less interesting for its randomness; the quality of knowledge no less valid 

for its ephemerality.  This is knowledge of a different sort, but also a perfect and 

unthought-of slice of the total encyclopaedia, whose secrets we have an invitation to 

approach, order and enjoy.    

                                                      

17
 While Funes marks the onset of his unusual capabilities by a physical crippling (after being thrown from 

a horse), he clearly seems paralyzed by his outstanding memory and indiscriminate focus.  To relieve 
himself of his sensory overload, he “imagine[s] himself at the bottom of a river, rocked (and negated) by 
the current” (Borges 137). 
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It is disorienting to be thrust from maps to systems, from objects to signs, from 

theory to practice, from chaos to order.  In this chapter I have attempted to set up a 

theoretical and definitional foundation for this project.  The obsessive writer, collector 

and encyclopaedist are authorial figures whose investment in possessing and translating, 

sustaining and communicating the singular engenders a dynamic relationship between the 

author figure and the limitations of straightforward signification.  Encyclopaedic fiction 

makes order its primary focus, revealing the limitations of signification but also the 

infinite potentiality suggested by the mobilization of a self-generating and sustaining 

order.  In our next chapter, we will encounter a historical overview of the evolution of 

modern encyclopaedic conventions, the evidence of ongoing questions surrounding 

enlightenment totalizing ideals.  We will also encounter visionaries whose ambitions are 

enacted on an almost epic scale with a lively and political material print culture.  In 

looking at these works, we will see how intellectuals sought to order singular knowledge, 

ephemeral, vast and nebulous as it is.  
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Chapter 3: The Shape of Knowledge 

The genus of text we recognize as the encyclopaedia has its origins in the late 

seventeenth century.  This is to say that these (usually) large works which typically (a) 

distil a vast range and depth of knowledge into manageable summaries, (b) are written in 

the vernacular, (c) are organized alphabetically by key terms, (d) include an index and 

numerous cross-references for navigational purposes, (e) are written by multiple authors 

and (f) have a wide readership are a relatively modern phenomenon.  Encyclopaedias as 

we know them are products of the Enlightenment, when the plethora of scholarly 

progress required, for its manageability and dissemination, classificatory representational 

systems—systems which in their practical form were thought to represent both 

transparently and pragmatically, and to signify a totality of knowledge.  They are also, as 

Fanning has noted, “in many ways the quintessential product of eighteenth-century print 

culture” (“The Encyclopedic Ethos” 123).  Prior to print-culture, the encyclopaedia has 

its stylistic and ideological precursors that some would argue extend from ancient Greece 

and the encyclopaedic work compiled by Plato’s nephew and inheritor of Plato’s 

academy, Speusippos (born after 480 B.C.E.) (Collison 21).  Speusippos’ work (of which 

only fragments survive) served as a compendium of requisite knowledge which was 

thought essential to every nobleman’s education.   
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Until roughly the seventeenth century, the word “encyclopaedy”
18

 referred to this 

idealized (and yet seemingly attainable) body of requisite knowledge, large parts of 

which “should be committed to memory so that the person truly possessed this 

knowledge” (Yeo, “Lost” 50).  In fact, it is the attainability and digestibility of this body 

of knowledge that divides pre-Enlightenment encyclopaedias from those which we 

recognize today.  Even the Medieval scholarly tomes—which framed knowledge by 

Christianizing it (by placing both earthly and heavenly knowledge at the service of 

eternal salvation)—implicitly embodied the expectation of the liberal arts inscribed upon 

its vellum pages being committed to memory by the academician.  But, as Richard Yeo 

proposes, “[b]y the early 1700s, the polymathic scholar [a Robert Boyle, Voltaire, or 

Gottfried Wilhem Leibniz, for example] was an endangered type” (“Lost” 52).  By the 

seventeenth century, the Greek concept of the encyclopaedia-as-educational-summa 

began “oscillating between the ideas of fundamental training and near universal 

knowledge” (“Lost” 49).  Knowledge then couldn’t be contained in any one cerebral 

cabinet; a material correlate would always be necessary for individual apprehension of 

only part of a larger, universal knowledge.   

Johann Alstead’s (1588-1638) Encyclopaedia, system tomis distinct (1630) is 

generally considered the last of the old ilk of encyclopaedic works: it is, like the older 

works, written in Latin, and is characterized both as a “methodical systemization of all 

things which ought to be learned by men in this life” and also as “the totality of 

                                                      

18
 Quintillian uses the Latinized “encyclopaedia” from the Greek enkyklios paideia to refer to this “round” 

of “education” (Yeo, Visions 6). 
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knowledge” (qtd. in Yeo, “Lost” 49).  Alsted straddles the ideological divide between 

that which can be learned and that which extends beyond the individual intellectual 

capacity for learning.  Perhaps it is also here that the “shape” of knowledge comes into 

focus: what shape does “universal” knowledge (versus “fundamental training”) take?  

What is our position within the world of knowledge and how can we interface with it?   

First, we have the circle of arts and sciences, or round of knowledge: self contained, with 

a clearly marked boundary separating inclusive and exclusive, public and private, 

legitimate and forbidden, ‘liberal’ and ‘useful,’ masculine and domestic knowledge 

(Burke 84-5).    With new, abundant, and promiscuous knowledge characteristic of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the heretofore unquestioned embodiment of said 

knowledge becomes replaced by a differing abstract concept characterized by 

fragmentation.
19

  One of the many manifestations of this fragmentation can be seen in the 

increasingly popular practice of encyclopaedia editors soliciting article contributions 

from specialists, a practice said to have begun with Harris’ Lexicon Technicum, which 

departed from the tradition of having one individual compile, write and edit a single 

encyclopaedic work.     

                                                      

19
 Peter Burke cites a religious writer, Richard Baxter, who noted in his Holy Commonwealth (1659) that 

“We parcel arts and sciences into fragments, according to the straightness of our capacities, and are not 
so pansophical as uno intuit to see the whole” (Burke 85).   In “Lost Encyclopedias,” Yeo refers to Francis 
Bacon’s ambitious attempt to accommodate the rapidly “expanding and exploding” (49) areas of 
knowledge by providing a conceptual “map that functioned as a useful vantage point enabling the reader 
of the encyclopedia to see the lay of the land at a glance, before diving into articles on particular sciences 
or topics” (55).  To do this, Bacon classified areas of knowledge as being symbiotically related to areas of 
cognitive behavior: memory was aligned with history, imagination with poetry and reason with 
philosophy.  This, Richard Yeo argues, is one of numerous examples of modern scholars experimenting 
with multiple models of knowledge classification, encouraging fragmentation based on practical need and 
personal interest. 
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The Middle Ages envisioned knowledge as a tree whose branches more aptly 

represented gradual specialization while capitalizing on the Old Testament symbol.  This 

metaphor is regenerated in the sixteenth and seventeenth century as an emblematic 

response to unprecedented knowledge and textual proliferation.  Indeed, Harris and 

Chambers included in their encyclopaedic works a map of the tree of knowledge to 

render their resources navigable, as the pathways and forkings of knowledge’s conduits 

threaten to disorient the studious.  Burke sees this as a “loss of correspondence between 

reality and knowledge,” but it may, I would argue, be symptomatic of the inverse: that the 

new discoveries of the world demand a metaphor that accounts for both disorientation 

and the experience of pursuing specialized minutiae.  Significantly, the tree also allows 

for growth in uneven and all directions—some faster and more thoroughly than others.  

This phenomenon is less visible in the circular analogue, which, although expandable, 

doesn’t account for the very real, very threatening possibility of explorative chaos or the 

academic pilgrim being overwhelmed.  The circular model implies limitations imposed 

upon or determined by the model’s circumference (Yeo, “Lost” 56), in contrast to the 

virtually limitless and fractal-like tree whose structure is “capable of the advantages of a 

continued discourse” (Chambers, qtd. in Yeo, “Lost” 53).
20

  And lastly, the circle 

suggests the individual’s containment of its contents more readily than the germinal tree.  

What is implicit in the threatened circular model is the question of possession: whether 

                                                      

20
 Chambers is referring here, in his “Preface,” to the “new” encyclopaedic structure in general, but I 

would extend it to include the illustrated “tree of knowledge” his Cyclopaedia additionally provides as a 
structural overview. 
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knowledge can be said to be possessed and what the nature of possession, in terms of 

knowledge, could entail.  Is it possible to possess knowledge at all with the 

transcendental position of King Minos, or do we simply and only move through it like 

Theseus in the labyrinth?   

The first works embodying the “new” encyclopaedic ethos recognized the above 

problems, and their authors and editors proposed that their compendiums could aid the 

memory of the academician or scholar, substitute themselves for those copious volumes 

found in libraries and cultivated by presses with increasing rapidity, and provide a point 

of entry for autodidacts and laymen into the newly labyrinthine educational topography.  

“With the passing of illustrious individuals who embodied the ideal of universal 

learning,” Richard Yeo claims, “the concept of the encyclopaedia [as we know it] was 

formed” (“Lost” 53).  It is this transformation to which we will now turn our attention. 

 

The First ‘Modern’ Encyclopaedias 

 

 The first edition Louis Moréri’s (1643-80) Le grand dictionnaire historique, ou le 

melange curieux de l’histoire sainte et profane was published in 1674.  This work 

marked a watershed in the encyclopaedia’s complex history, blurring the line between the 

expectations of a dictionary (of arts and sciences), and that of a modern encyclopaedia.
21

  

Like Daniel Spoerri’s modern encyclopaedic work discussed in Chapter Two, Moréri had 

                                                      

21
 For a discussion of the problems involved in discriminating encyclopaedias from dictionaries, see 

Haiman 329-357. 
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envisioned his project as being open-ended, and anticipated numerous and frequently 

updated editions, of which he was only able to oversee two (one unpublished) before his 

death (Ross 16).  Moréri received his degree in theology, and won regard as a writer, poet 

and sermonizer.  His aspirations for authoring an encyclopaedic work of reference were 

aided and nurtured by a colleague and scholar, Bishop Jean de Gaillard de Longjumeau, 

whose interests intersected with Moréri’s own, and who bestowed upon Moréri his own 

extensive research (Ross 17).  In 1674, Le grand dictionnaire was published and was 

received with criticism, but also with enthusiasm and popular interest, generating “at 

least” 24 editions, most of which were published posthumously and were taken up by 

various editors and critics who later became editors (Ross 16).  Each edition was 

“corrected,” edited and expanded, causing the one-volume first-edition to swell from one 

folio volume to ten by the last edition (Collison 89).     

 As a marketed and saleable collection, Le grand dictionnaire was framed in terms 

of promise and expectation, offering a fantasy of ownership and autonomy for the 

purchaser.  As I have suggested in Chapter Two, encyclopaedias indulge in the fantasy of 

endurance and possession of knowledge in much the same way that collections of objects 

indulge in the fantasy of endurance and possession of the object.  In the preface to Le 

grand dictionnaire, the dictionary’s entries are described as being wrought and distilled 

into only what is necessary, a “Perfect Extract” (8) sapped from the years of research that 

had passed and been collapsed into Le grand dictionnaire’s production.  It would also be 

hard to deny the marketability of access to sanctioned knowledge regarding the Profane, 
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justified as a logical accompaniment to the Sacred.  In the Preface to the English edition, 

the editor justifies the cost of subscription by promising that Le grand dictionnaire is “the 

first of the sort that ever was extant in English,” (7) offering subscribers an ongoing 

participation in the “event” of sharing this body of knowledge—the first “event” of its 

kind, he emphasizes.  And for the relatively small price of subscription, the editor claims, 

the owner will have an enduring access to the branches of history, geography and poesy, 

as readily available and easy-to-navigate as a common-place book “for less expense of 

Time, Money and Trouble” (8).  The editor assures the reader that regardless of the 

occasion of demand, Le grand dictionnaire will become “familiar recourse on all 

occasions of Enquiry” (8), painting a scene that frames the owner as being the custodial 

guardian with special provision to knowledge access. 

 There are several interesting facets of Moréri’s Le grand dictionnaire project, 

rendering it an important contribution to the evolution of the encyclopaedia.  First, the 

work is written in the vernacular, not in Latin, in the service of facilitating the 

“Advancement of Universal Learning” beyond linguistic barriers (7).  Also, although 

Moréri hadn’t solicited articles from contributors, later editions (notably those edited by 

Jean LeClerq) made corrections, added articles and integrated new material into existing 

articles (Ross 19).  The process of compilation thus moves in the shape and direction of 

the very tree it had intended to represent and communicate to readers.  Le grande 

dictionnaire is also generally hailed as “the first work (other than bibliographies) to 

summarize a range of subjects in strictly alphabetical order” (Yeo, Visions 17).  And 
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while, as Peter Burke points out, alphabetical order had been utilized since the Middle 

Ages, “what was new in the seventeenth century was that this method of ordering 

knowledge was becoming the primary rather than a subordinate system of classification” 

(110).  The naturalization of alphabetical ordering we take for granted is in fact the 

product of a long and arduous debate concerning the ordering of knowledge; as late as the 

publication of the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1768, concerns regarding alphabetical 

organization (and the chaos that would presumably ensue in its wake) were acute and 

heated.  At any rate, the structural foundation had been laid for future encyclopaedists, 

whose own works were indebted to Moréri’s in terms of structure and vision (Pierre 

Bayle and later the publishers of the Encyclopédie  acknowledge their direct debt to 

Moréri)
22

; but these later encyclopaedists also sought to improve upon Moréri’s work, 

which was criticized for its colourful rhetoric, religious bias and numerous factual errors 

(Ross 26, 19 and 27).  Later encyclopaedists would also attempt to render their works 

more accessible, using extensive cross-referencing systems and indexes, both of which 

are absent from Le grande dictionnaire. 

 It is unfortunate that the immediate and most notable successor to Moréri became 

as famous for his very public, twenty-five year feud with the Académie Française as he is 

for his own encyclopaedia.  Antoine Furetière (1619-88), like Moréri, was a man of the 

Church and a reputable writer in his own right.
23

 In 1662, while the Académie Française 

                                                      

22
 See Yeo, Visions, pg. 18 and Ross, pg. 16. 

23
 Furetiere’s most well-known literary work is the satire, Le Roman bourgeois (1666).  In it Furetiere 

"concentrates on depicting the everyday lives of lawyers, physicians, merchants, and their families and 
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was compiling a “dictionary” (encyclopaedia) of their own, Furetière was invited to 

become a member, and had inherited the failing, floundering project that was sapping 

both money and resources from the Academy.  The dictionary had been engaged in an 

extensive struggle for production, and the work was falling disastrously behind schedule.  

Furetière joined the project, prepared to work hard for its completion, but was quickly 

disillusioned by the nitpickery and “procrastination of his colleagues” (Ross 54-55).   

The continual disagreements and a struggle for mastery over the conditions of 

collection and production in Furetière’s Dictionnaire Universel attest to the intensely 

personal investment of the editors and stakeholders in collaborative encyclopaedic 

production.  Regardless of how good Furetière’s intentions were, the conditions for 

collecting and negotiating the content for the work he envisioned were ultimately at the 

mercy of the larger administrative bodies with political and ideological agendas of their 

own, and their own ideas of how to order the encyclopaedia.  As Kathryn Hoffmann 

explains in her account of the feud, “‘Truth’ might perhaps be seen as localizable, an 

effect of knowledge-power within a developed, pervasive and dominant conceptual 

framework in a given society. ‘Objectivity,’ product of the dissimulation of personal 

intention and involvement, has always been the ruse of lexicography” (54).  This conflict 

became one of ownership and authorship, and a dispute over the shape of
24

 and access to 

knowledge.  The source of bad blood between Furetière and the Academy involved 
                                                                                                                                                              

friends" (Ross 54)  Perhaps his fascination with the seemingly innocuous details of everyday life played a 
role in his encyclopaedic ambitions.  His work has been compared to that of Honoré de Balzac.    
24

 I use the term “shape of” knowledge to refer to ideas of inclusion and exclusion, accessibility, 
sanctioned knowledge and forbidden knowledge.  In this sense, I am discussing the decisions that go into 
constructing an encyclopaedia. 
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Furetière’s decision to compile his own encyclopaedia (which, he claimed, had been in 

gestation long before his involvement with that of the Academy).  Taking the position 

that Furetière’s encyclopaedia was largely plagiarized from their project and would pose 

a threat to sales if published, the Academy publicly denounced Furetière and his work, 

and threatened legal action against any booksellers that would print, carry or sell his 

encyclopaedia (Ross 56-7).  This is a markedly different attitude towards the narrative of 

the “Advancement of Universal Learning” championed by Furetière and Moréri, who 

argue that individual “compendious works” should be “highly subservient” to the 

advancement and sharing of knowledge (“Preface” Le grand dictionnaire).  

Hoffmann relates, “Unlike the Academy’s dictionary, choosing only the words the 

academicians deemed correct, Furetière’s dictionary would pass the full language of the 

century on to posterity,” rather than leaving knowledge to the cannibalizing and eternal 

academic digestion of the Academy (48).   Furetière refused to back down, and through 

inflammatory pamphlets, “lampoons,” and possibly deception, he fought back against the 

Academy for the right to publish.  He was expelled from their ranks in 1685 for his 

aggressive claim to authorship in the face of accusations of plagiarism (Collison 94, Ross 

57).                  

 Kathryn Hoffmann paints the Dictionnaire Universel as a bourgeois fantasy of 

ownership and singular endurance, functioning as compensation for lack of noble blood, 

arguing that “Knowledge, for the bourgeoisie, would come to tie past and future, 

replacing noble blood, circulating through the social body. The eighteenth-century 
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Encyclopédie would depict knowledge and virtue combined in an imagery of inheritance” 

(57).  Moreover, the objectification, collection and commodification of knowledge, in 

tandem with the promise of the individual’s autonomous power to dictate the path of 

learning, fueled the spirit of the enlightenment and inquiry and promised to feed and 

enrich the cultural milieu.  Hoffmann describes Furetière’s entries as “palimpsests,” 

“feasts” and examples of “reverie,” (47) where the myth of uncovering a static, 

unchanging realm of truth and objectivity is discarded in favor of providing the reader 

access to a personalized lush menagerie, a collection curated by Furetière.  Here, the 

reader’s random interface with variety and heterogeneity of sources expands and 

generates rather than distills items for definition.  “In the definition of chocolate,” 

Hoffman relates,  

jumbled together in the knots of the lexicographic net and lying beside the 

definition and the etymologies are the fragments of chocolate’s extra-

linguistic existence:  its history and usage, a recipe, a summary of medical 

opinion on its nutritive value, remarks on its use on fast days and the 

attendant religious controversy that was causing Jesuit ink to flow. Even 

the cost of chocolate and the significant economic impact of its 

consumption on the country of Spain are indicated. Through them a 

referent comes into view, dragged up from the far away shores of Mexico 

and brought across the border from Spain; an exotic being caught in the 
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net of the encyclopedic dictionary, held by the hook of its word-signifier. 

(50) 

Furetière’s conflict with the Academy is an ideological one regarding how knowledge is 

shaped, how it should be shared, and what its potential is for inspiring change.  If the 

Academy wanted to lead readers to an end point (the “answers”), Furetière wanted to take 

readers of the Dictionnaire Universel on a journey.  “Not only an inventory of words and 

their explanations, origins, derivations, arrangements and usages,” Hoffmann asserts, 

“Furetière’s work is an encyclopedic revelry around the thing” (49).  And “thing” does 

not mean “signified” here, but rather the confluence of sources, ideas, history and 

description.  Furetière’s Dictionnaire offers as space through order and arrangement, 

collection and palimpsest.  

The year 1689 saw the publication of Furetière’s Dictionnaire Universel in three 

folio volumes, preceding the dictionary of the French Academy’s publication by five 

years.  Unfortunately, Furetière lived to see neither the publication of his work, nor its 

overshadowing the work of his rivals.  Furetière’s alphabetical system of organization 

(again, like Moréri’s) overtook and outlived the etymological system championed by the 

Academy.  Robert Collison also notes that despite the Academy’s claims of plagiarism, 

Furetière’s encyclopaedia demonstrates the author’s uniqueness as an independent writer 

and thinker, and his extensive work “shows every evidence of research over a 

considerable period” (94).  Nonetheless, the range and depth of the Dictionnaire 

Universel, although unprecedented at 40,000 definitions and explications and presenting 
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the arts and sciences in alphabetical form for the first time, still lacked what future 

encyclopaedias would comprise: namely, illustrative plates, an index and cross-

referencing system, and detailed descriptions of the mechanical arts that would bring later 

encyclopaedias to life with a variety of aesthetic and structural upgrades.  Moreover, 

unlike Moréri, Furetière’s work excluded “proper names, historical topics and 

geographical places,” although it has been proposed that Furetière may have “reasoned 

that Moréri’s Grand dictionnaire Historique . . . would fill these lacunae (Ross 58).   

 It is unlikely that Furetière’s Dictionnaire Universel would have been published 

at all if not for the emphatic support of Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), a philosopher, scholar, 

and future encyclopaedist, who wrote the anonymous preface to Furetière’s controversial 

work (Ross 58-9).  Bayle’s later Dictionnaire historique et critique, published in 2 folio 

volumes in 1696, demonstrates the direct influence of both Furetière and Moréri—even if 

this influence is primarily felt through Bayle’s ideological and structural departures.  For 

example, regardless of Bayle’s admiration for Le Grande Dictionnaire, his own 

Dictionnaire historique et critique was at least in part his response to Moréri’s work and 

his corrections of Moréri’s facts (Ross 87, Yeo, Visions 18).  Through his own work, 

Bayle distinguishes himself as an extremely conscientious researcher, writer and critic, 

offering copious citations for further reading and demonstrating a surprising level of 
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tolerance, considering the conspicuous bias of his Dictionnaire.
25

  A contemporary critic 

and historian, Richard Popkin, notes, 

I found, in checking some of the more esoteric items, that Bayle was 

always accurate in the sense that his sources always say what he claims 

they say.   Moreover, almost all the time he clearly differentiates between 

information he knows to be the case, information he has gathered from 

‘reliable’ sources, and information based on hearsay and rumour. (qtd. in 

Ross, 88) 

Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique is primarily concerned with the biographies of historical 

persons, most of whom were alive during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  Only 

around one third of the work is concerned with persons living before this timeframe, 

including ancient, apocryphal, or mythological figures.  Bayle’s selection and equal 

treatment of his entries reveals a decided lack of hierarchical arrangement in favour of an 

alphabetical and egalitarian system;
26

 his bold re-ordering of the standards for inclusion 

precedes the encyclopaedic experiments that play with incongruity seen in the fictional 

writers and visionaries we will encounter in Chapter Four.   

                                                      

25
 Despite his eccentricity, Bayle was a tolerant Calvinist, whose views were considered radical for his 

time.  Burrell relates:  “Bayle's constant stand in favour of complete religious toleration, his rejection of 
reason as a road to certainty in matters of religion, his apparently approving accounts of ancient and 
modern philosophical systems which differed from his own, his reliance on history as an account of man's 
depravity, all these positions were understood by some as deviations from orthodoxy; but, taken as a 
whole, we can now recognize how Bayle meant them to be directed to an orthodox goal” (98). 
26

 Richard Yeo claims that the alphabetical system is inherently egalitarian (Visions 25). 
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In the Dictionnaire historique, each entry consists of a historical or factual 

explication as well as a separate and extensive commentary, characterized by Bayle’s 

critical, insightful, sometimes narrative and sometimes humorous exegesis:  

It is mostly in these remarks, which are often longer than the historical 

accounts, that Bayle pursued the interests which we recognize as most 

characteristic of his work.  Here are found novel arguments on atheism, 

the continuing polemic with Jurieu over questions of Calvinist orthodoxy, 

and disturbing, unconventional, and at times amusing comments of various 

kinds. (Burrell 91)   

In addition to the biographical entries, Bayle includes in the fourth section four lengthy 

essays on various topics, all of which obliquely refer to Bayle’s religiosity, scepticism 

and vision of tolerance—a manifestation, Paul Burrell has claimed, of “his overriding 

religious commitment” (89).   

 Bayle exploits the encyclopaedic form for the purposes of critique in a way that 

his predecessors would have never presumed to, fusing the tradition of the highly 

personal Commonplace book with a historical critical and philosophical context.  His 

Dictionnaire historique et critique proved wildly popular and influential, with an 

additional 1,000 copies of the first edition printed over and above the anticipated 1,000 to 

meet the demand of the reading public (Burrell 98).  Unsurprisingly his success was not 

without significant backlash: his work was banned in France, and he was summoned by 

the Consistory of the Reformed Church to answer for his more controversial passages in 
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Rotterdam, where his work was eventually published by Reinier Leers (Burrell 98).  The 

public’s allegiance was revealed when, in the second edition published in 1701, Bayle 

had tempered the more inflammatory articles and met with resistance; without the 

original unorthodox article on the biblical David appended to the second edition, readers 

threatened not to buy the book (Burrell 99).  Robert Collison suggests that Bayle’s 

immediate popularity and subsequent longevity is at least partly the result of his 

innovative and audacious departure from the still burgeoning encyclopaedic tradition: 

“To every point he applied a mercilessly scientific and enquiring mind that challenged 

the assumptions and the blind reference for authority which had characterized almost all 

his predecessors in this field” (Collison 96).  Rather than merely attempting to create a 

mirror of the times, Bayle proceeded to expose his culture to intense self-scrutiny.   

While Bayle’s ambitions were no doubt in earnest, there is an undeniable 

playfulness in many of his commentaries.
27

  For example Bayle’s entry on “Library” 

(with the subtitle “Reflections on the fate of that of Ancillon”) delights with an anecdotal 

account of a “French Protestant divine of great eminence in the seventeenth century” who 

has made it his goal to collect “all the capital books,” mostly first editions and rarities, to 

build his formidable library (216).  Books, Bayle describes, “such as the most curious 

bibles, either for the editions or notes; several dictionaries; the most excellent 

commentaries on the scriptures; the works of the fathers; collections of councils; 

                                                      

27
 Burrell states, “It seems apparent that Bayle’s primary concern is to give a thorough, if partisan, account 

of what he understood to be the central issue of his own time, the Protestant Reformation” and “The 
Dictionnaire historique et critique was the means he chose to transmit a creative and complicated 
religious message” (90, 92). 
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ecclesiastical histories; and several others of the like nature; all of the best editions” 

(216).  What follows is a meditation on the nature of collecting books, and how books 

themselves can be generative, singular and subversive.   

Bayle’s parable begins with the description attesting to the value (according to 

Bayle) of Mr. Ancillon’s library, making a special point to refer to the “first editions,” 

despite the fact that “others were of opinion, that the first editions of books were only to 

be looked upon as imperfect essays” (217).  After forty years of collecting, the 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1681) allowed for the “catalogue of the pretended 

heretical books” to be put forward by the archbishop of Paris in 1685, and the dissolution 

and appropriation of Ancillon’s library followed, “plundered” by the Triumvirate (217).  

Bayle expresses a sympathetic account of the impact: “In this manner Mr. Ancillon saw 

his precious collection dispersed, which he had made, and on which he had set his 

affections, and, as we may say, his very heart” (218).  In Bayle’s parable, Ancillon’s 

library falls prey to death (destruction) and dismemberment (the fragmentation of the 

collection) through “the unhappy and fatal revocation of the edict of Nantes” (220). 

Why “fatal”?  Because seemingly Bayle is convinced the first editions are of more 

value in terms of their singular event of production.  Their loss would be something of a 

loss of origin—and in terms of circulating knowledge, a missed opportunity.  Bayle 

chastises those who take the facility and transparency of print culture for granted, 

observing “they, who can rest satisfied without a book, till it be reprinted, make it appear, 

that they are satisfied with their ignorance, and that they had rather save a few pistoles 
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than acquire instruction” (220).  According to Bayle, to wait for the second edition invites 

two problems: the possibility of a second edition never being realized, and, perhaps even 

worse, the quashing of controversial knowledge or unflattering revelations.  He warns of 

“booksellers of Flanders, having suppressed, or altered, some things, out of complaisance 

to some illustrious families.  I may be told, that the author often corrects his faults in the 

second edition; I own it: but they are not always real faults; they are alterations, which he 

sacrifices to prudential reasons, to his repose, and to the injustice of his too powerful 

censurers” (221). 

Suddenly, Bayle’s message is crystallized:  the events of the production and 

dissemination of knowledge through publishing and collecting first editions of works 

(particularly world knowledge—as Bayle makes a point of singling out “Dictionaries”) 

can be irrevocably lost with the suppression of content in a subsequent edition, or the 

suppression of the collection altogether!  He slyly and implicitly poses the question: 

where are you getting your knowledge?  Has its transmission been retarded or adulterated 

by the power of the few?  Bayle is clearly manipulating a mode of writing he helped 

actualize.  This fact also signifies that even in its nascent stages the encyclopaedia had the 

power to generate irony through the subversion of its own expectations.  Indeed, only 

sixty-three years later, Laurence Sterne would use and allude to Bayle’s English-language 
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fifth edition (published from 1734-1738) in his own satirical and encyclopaedic work, 

The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.
28

     

 Of course, the net of Bayle’s influence ranges wider than mere fiction, and the 

audacity with which he got away with using the encyclopaedic form paved the way for 

encyclopaedists who wanted to do more than regurgitate accepted doctrine and tradition.  

Richard Yeo explains: “The critical skepticism, applied so brilliantly by Bayle to 

questions in theology, philosophy and history, made him the invisible mentor of Diderot 

and d’Alembert” (Visions 43).  Despite its unquestionable innovation, the Dictionnaire 

historique et critique still has its drawbacks as a reference work.  Focusing on biography 

and history, Bayle clearly had little interest in the mechanical arts, or the recent scientific 

discoveries of his contemporaries; and although he provides an index, it includes names 

only, not articles or subjects (Burrell 93, 89).   

 The most important Encyclopaedia to come out of Britain in the eighteenth 

century was Ephraim Chambers’ (1680-1740) two-volume Cyclopaedia, or an universal 

dictionary of the arts and sciences (1727/8) (Collison 103).  Under the tutelage of 

bookseller John Senex, Chambers gleaned the knowledge of mapmaking, publishing, 

engraving, researching and writing (Bradshaw, “Chambers” 123).  The profound impact 

of the Cyclopaedia upon the tradition of encyclopaedism is incalculable.  Recognized in 

its day as the best encyclopaedia (or dictionary of arts and sciences) of its kind, its author 

was granted a membership in the Royal Society in 1729 under King George II, to whom 

                                                      

28
 For Bayle’s influence on Laurence Sterne, see Jack Lynch’s “The Relicks of Learning:  Sterne among the 

Renaissance Encyclopedists.”  Eighteenth-Century Fiction.  13:1 (2000), 1-18.  
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he dedicated his work (Collison 103).
29

  Chambers had made a point to expand the 

breadth of coverage considered by his predecessors by giving special attention to the 

humanities, yet even in the Cyclopaedia there remain blind spots; specifically, entries 

concerning fine arts, biography, history and economics are significantly outweighed by 

those concerning the sciences, technology and philosophy (Bradshaw, “Chambers” 133).  

Nonetheless, the spirit of objective and exhaustive inclusiveness remains conspicuous, 

particularly in the work’s preface; in this, Chambers boldly proposes his work as a 

suitable alternative to an entire library.  Richard Yeo relates: 

The Cyclopaedia, [Chambers] said, would ‘answer all the Purposes of a 

Library, except Parade and Incumbrance’, and would be more useful ‘than 

any, I had almost said all, of the Books extant’ ... He modestly predicted 

that his own proposal ‘may furnish the best Book in the Universe.’ 

(Visions 122) 

The “best Book in the Universe” boasted an elaborate and extensive cross-referencing 

system (more thorough than Harris’) which included antonyms, an index over eight pages 

long at the end of the work, a diagram illustrating the genealogical tree of knowledge, 

approximately twenty large, engraved plates and numerous scientific and technological 

tables (Bradshaw, “Chambers” 125-7, Yeo, Visions 124).  It was expensive at four 

guineas and went through multiple editions, later inspiring a revised edition by Abraham 

Rees, popular in its own right, and Chambers’ most notable progeny, the Encyclopédie of 

                                                      

29
 For an extended discussion regarding the dedication of encyclopaedias to royalty, see Chapter 9, “Why 

Dedicate an Encyclopaedia to a King?” (222-45) of Richard Yeo’s Encyclopaedic Visions (2001).  
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Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond D’Alembert.

 

Figure 6 - Ephraim Chambers’ “View of Knowledge” from the 1728 Cyclopaedia.  Image 

taken from Yeo, Encyclopaedic Visions. 

 Chambers’ Cyclopaedia is notable for its evident struggle to provide adequate 

organization and orientation for the reader, this struggle taking place amidst a still 

rapidly-growing mode of literature that sought to digest rapidly-developing branches of 

knowledge.  Certainly the alphabetical organization of terms threatened to disassemble 

unitary disciplines as indexes atomized the body of knowledge further, and from the other 
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end.  The diagram illustrating the tree of knowledge could only offer a compromised (and 

metaphorical) system of relations.  Yeo relates, “While still showing intellectual relations 

between subjects, these links were now completely divorced from any sense of a proper 

order of study, especially one posited on moral considerations about the appropriate stage 

of life at which they should be approached” (Visions 28-30).  The functionality of 

Chambers’ organizing principles is outlined in his Preface: those who are already familiar 

with the original texts from which Chambers borrowed (students and scholars) could use 

his Cyclopaedia as a refresher or to explore beyond one’s own field, while the layman, 

woman or student could pick any point of entry to embark on an autodidactic journey by 

following the cross-references and using the tree diagram to conceptualize the relations 

between sciences.
30

  Systematic reading thus becomes a thoroughly self-determined 

choice, even though while “using Chambers’ method one would have to consult twenty-

four entries to reconstitute [for example] the science of meteorology” (Yeo, Visions 180).  

Regardless, this movable, readable and practical body of knowledge allowed for self-

empowerment.  Knowledge could take any shape the reader wanted, even if this meant 

sacrificing a degree of unity or coherence (Yeo, “Chambers” 64).  Any person with 

money could have a “library” in their own home, or could collect the range of current 

knowledge available in commodified, circulating print. 

                                                      

30
 “Each subject shown in the diagram was linked to a footnote containing a list of the terms belonging to 

it, so that, with cross-references, the reader could reconstitute a science that had been scattered 
alphabetically” (Yeo, “Chambers” 66-7). 
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 Italy saw the publication of its own illustrated encyclopaedia in the eighteenth 

century.  Gianfrancesco Pivati (1689-1764), member of the Academy of Science of 

Bologna, published the first encyclopaedia produced in Italy over the course of five years 

(1746-1751), in ten folio volumes.  His encyclopaedia, the Nuovo dizionario scientific e 

curioso, sacro-profano, a profoundly progressive work for its time, was published under 

the Inquisition, which in the 1740s still cast its oppressive shadow over Italy.  Pivati was 

trained as a lawyer, but had also a “reputation as a literary scholar and natural scientist” 

(Garofolo 197) and worked as a librarian in Padua over the course of his writing and 

publication of the encyclopaedia.  Prior to this project, he had been given the task of 

censoring books published in the Republic of Venice by Paduan reformers, and was thus 

acutely aware of the risks involved in publishing allegedly heretical works.  Silvano 

Garofolo describes the environment within which Pivati worked and lived: 

In all of Italy, the 1740s was a decade of contradictions, reflecting a 

culture experiencing profound ideological and social crises.  The 

inquisitors in various regions were challenged by an ever-growing number 

of enlightened individuals who pleaded for religious toleration and sought 

pragmatic solutions to social, political, and economic difficulties.  There 

was a renewed curiosity about scientific and philosophical progress, and a 

growing belief that the practical application of science and the use of 

reason would result in the improvement of human welfare.  In the minds of 

many progressive Italians, re-establishing closer relations with the rest of 
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Europe became a distinct possibility.  There was hope for change, and the 

variety of economic, social, and political reforms that were considered in 

many Italian states attest to this ferment. (201) 

Pivati’s encyclopaedia sought to draw resources into an Italy that was, due to extreme 

papal censorship, experiencing intellectual malnourishment.  He wanted the products of 

European enlightened minds to be made available to his country, and hence his 

encyclopaedia had to be current and progressive enough to be worthwhile, but benign 

enough not to raise any eyebrows among the clergy.  In this he generally succeeded:  

every volume of his Nuovo dizionario bore the papal seal of approval (Garofolo 200), and 

the more unorthodox branches of the tree of knowledge (as it stood in England, France 

and Prussia, at least), for the most part made their way onto Italian land, relatively 

unnoticed.  As Garofolo states, “one of the virtues of Pivati’s Nuovo dizionario in its 

approach to controversy, as well as to others, is that it provides detailed, amply 

researched historical and philological information” (206).  As one would expect, there are 

moments where Pivati chooses not to refute Catholic doctrine in favour of a more 

“enlightened” viewpoint.  For example, because the Catholic Church did not accede to 

Copernicus’ astronomical discoveries, Pivati had to perpetuate the myth that the earth 

rotated around the sun.  But where treatment of the Jewish community (which had 

become tremendously strained under the current economic conditions), the existence of 

supernatural forces (such as witchcraft, magic, etc.) and advances in natural history 

scholarship were concerned, Pivati maintains an impartial and straightforward style: 
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engaging in reportage rather than judgement; his writing becomes “concise, unambiguous 

and logical” (Garofolo 208-213).   

 Pivati’s encyclopaedia primarily covers the physical sciences, natural history, and 

a nascent form of cultural anthropology (Garofolo 198).  The anthropological element 

attests to Pivati’s attempt to bring external culture and knowledge into Italy—his 

encyclopaedia is notable for the extensive illustrations depicting people of foreign 

cultures and their countries’ social institutions (Garofolo 198).  Anatomy, geometry and 

technology are prominent areas of coverage, and Pivati devotes upwards of sixty pages to 

physics (Garofolo 199, 216).  Funding, as with Chambers, was collected through 

subscriptions.  Each volume of the Nuovo dizionario also contained between forty-five 

and forty-eight illustrated plates, which were situated at the back of each book.  Pivati 

also utilized a format which would allow the reader an easy access to primary sources, by 

placing his references in the margins (Garofolo 198).  Unlike Zedler’s encyclopaedia, the 

Nuovo dizionario did not contain biography, and its coverage of the arts is “scant” 

(Garofolo 198).   

 Considering the material with and milieu within which Pivati was working, he 

had managed to publish a formidable and important encyclopaedic work for the Italian-

speaking world.  Interestingly, in “progressive” France, Denis Diderot (1713-84) and his 

colleague, Jean Le Rond D’Alembert (1717-83) faced many more obstacles concerning 

censorship and publishing than did Pivati.  The Encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné 

des sciences, des arts et des metiers remains an outstanding monument to Enlightenment 
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ideals and culture, setting the bar much higher than it had ever been set before.  Frank 

Kafker contends that as an encyclopaedia, it is “more complete” than any of those I have 

discussed above.  Robert Collison declares that it was “a philosophical undertaking on a 

scale which had never before been attempted, and to which the best writers and thinkers 

in Europe were being invited to contribute” (122).  Robert Darnton claims that “Diderot 

and D’Alembert took enormous risks when they undid the old order of knowledge and 

drew new lines between the known and unknown . . . in such a way as to eliminate most 

of what men held to be sacred from the world of learning” (emphasis mine, 193-4).  The 

work had 72,000 entries, seventeen volumes of text, eleven volumes of illustrated plates 

(around 2,900) and a two-volume index—a total of 35 folio volumes.  It took twenty-one 

years and numerous contributors to complete, and this was under extreme conditions, 

including having numerous articles banned, accusations of plagiarism and having its 

publication license revoked (Kafker, “Encyclopedie” 224, Collison 123).  

 The Encyclopédie began as a project envisioned by the wealthy publisher 

Andre-Francois Le Breton (1708-79) to update and produce a French edition of Ephraim 

Chambers’ Cyclopaedia.  He and three other publishers (Claude Braisson, Michel-

Antoine, David l’Aine, and Laurent Durand) found their general editors in Diderot, writer 

and translator, and D’Alembert, mathematician and member of the Académie Française 

and the French Royal Academy of Sciences (Collison 118-20, Kafker “Encyclopedie” 

225).  After being released from imprisonment at Vincennes for his inflammatory 

writing, Diderot “set to work on the Encyclopédie with enthusiasm and vigour,” releasing 
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his prospectus, and outlining his plans for the work (Collison 121).  Under Diderot’s 

influence, however, the plans for the Encyclopédie became less and less concerned with 

providing a straightforward translation of Chambers’ Cyclopaedia; rather, Diderot and 

D’Alembert “viewed their work as collecting and codifying the achievements of the age 

of Enlightenment, a period that inherited the advances of the Scientific Revolution and 

had begun to apply the rational and experimental methods of the physical sciences to the 

study of man and society” (Yeo, Visions 71).  Thus Diderot and D’Alembert sought not 

to produce an encyclopaedia that would purport to provide the totality of knowledge; they 

instead circumscribed their coverage by anchoring it to a specific time and place, namely, 

Europe during the Enlightenment:  what was happening, who was responsible, what (at 

that point) was known and needed to be shared.  Their work, it was thought, would resist 

becoming out-of-date precisely because of this anchorage, the “pin[ning] down [of] a 

modest variety of truth” (Darnton 195).  Moreover, their sources extended beyond those 

of Chambers and the active and innovative minds of the day, for they too embodied this 

specific and prodigious moment in history.  These works and scholars made up the 

“intellectual capital already established by the middle of the century” (Yeo Visions 71).  

Diderot and D’Alembert sought to organize, catalogue and distribute this singular capital 

into intellectual economy of knowledge. 
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Figure 7 - Robert Benard's “Tree of Knowledge” from the Encyclopédie Supplementary 

Volumes 1776-1780, image from Richard Yeo's Encyclopaedic Visions 

 Thus from the very beginning the Encyclopédie functioned (to a significant 

extent) as an archive or collection, and Diderot and D’Alembert are the curators or 

collectors.  This sentiment is felt most acutely in Diderot’s meticulous coverage of the 

mechanical and technical arts.  Diderot famously visited the workshops of operational 
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craftsmen, and a large degree of the engraved plates of the Encyclopédie illustrate the 

mechanics of technology and craftsmanship (Kafker 232, 234).  These efforts, which he 

had scolded Chambers for not having gone through, were Diderot’s attempt to close the 

gap between the liberal and mechanical arts; the distinction between the two was 

characterized by Diderot as “an unfortunate one because it lowers the status of estimable 

and useful people” (Burke 17).  There is special attention being paid here to not only the 

ideas and theories of the Enlightenment, but the material fabric that functioned as its 

background.  In his entry on “encyclopaedia,” Diderot claims, “the most glorious moment 

for a work of this sort would be that which might come immediately in the wake of some 

catastrophe so great as to suspend the progress of science, interrupt the labours of 

craftsmen, and plunge a portion of our hemisphere into darkness once again” (qtd. in Yeo 

Visions 86).  This may remind readers of James Joyce’s remark to Frank Budgen 

regarding his own encyclopaedic work, Ulysses:  “I want . . . to give a picture of Dublin 

so complete that if the city one day suddenly disappeared from the earth it could be 

reconstructed out of my book” (qtd. in Hegglund 164).  For both visionaries, the capacity 

for endurance that the collection promises informs their careful selection and 

arrangement of what is worth keeping and knowing about their world and its socio-

cultural milieu.  For both visionaries, the value of their encyclopaedic works lies in the 

degree to which their ordering system sustains and generates a singular world, defying 

time, space and death with every reader-text interface.         



 

90 

 

 The hopes for the ability to inspire resurrection from this hypothetical 

“darkness” was not confined to re-establishing scientific and economic progress; Diderot 

and D’Alembert also wanted their Encyclopédie to inspire cultural and ideological 

reform, in the present as well as the future.  The first volume was eventually released in 

1751, with the now-renowned “Discours preliminaire” written by D’Alembert.  The 

“Discours preliminaire” outlined the philosophical thrust of the Encyclopedie, and 

defended its modification of Chambers’ tree to what has been described as a “Lockean 

version of Bacon’s tree” (Darnton 196).
31

  In this model, Diderot and D’Alembert 

subordinated theology to philosophy, excising it from its former and generally 

unquestioned position of privilege.  Diderot and D’Alembert “trimmed the tree to fit the 

requirements of sensationalist epistemology [and] excluded all knowledge without an 

empirical base.  No nonempirical knowledge, the doctrine taught by the Church, was 

ruled out of bounds, and the boundary keepers turned out [to be] the philosophes” 

(Darnton 209).  Deriving their method from Locke, Diderot and D’Alembert remained 

firm in their belief that the content of knowledge should be only that which could be 

derived from sensory perception and inductive reasoning.  Theology had to be subjected 

to the same rigorous rules of logic as everything else (Darnton 200).  Not surprisingly, by 

1752, authorities caught wind of the Encyclopedie’s thinly-veiled unorthodoxy, 

suppressing the first two volumes and attempting to prevent any further work on the 

project (Collison 124).  Unable to licitly produce and print the Encyclopédie in France, 
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 The model was based on (but not duplicating) the classification of knowledge as presented in Bacon’s 

Advancement of Learning (1605) (Yeo, Visions 127).   
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Prussia’s Frederick II and Russia’s Catherine II extended their sympathy and offered for 

the encyclopaedists to resume their work in either Prussia or Russia.  They declined, and 

with the help of ideological sympathizers in France, the production of the Encyclopédie 

continued, but not without obstacles: D’Alembert resigned from the project prior to the 

production of the final ten volumes, tensions mounted between Le Breton and Diderot 

when Diderot realized that Le Breton had been censoring his articles, and Le Breton 

himself was incarcerated in the Bastille for two weeks for selling the volumes in France.  

In fact, at least eight contributors (in addition to Le Breton) were in some way persecuted 

for their involvement in the Encyclopedie’s production.  D’Alembert resigned as co-

editor around 1757, and Diderot refused involvement in the production of the 

supplements.
32

  By this time, however, their role in the codification of Enlightenment 

thinking had been immortalized.      

 The extent to which the Encyclopédie was groundbreaking can perhaps best 

be understood by comparing it with its counterpart, the Scottish Encyclopaedia 

Britannica.  Scotland (and particularly Edinburgh) was moving through its own era of 

enlightenment, and yet the first edition of the only eighteenth-century encyclopaedia to 

survive into the twenty-first-century was surprisingly conventional and conservative, both 

stylistically and in terms of content.  It marketed itself as such, with the 1801 

supplement’s dedication to the King proclaiming: “The French Encyclopédie has been 
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 The supplemental venture (taking place from 1776-77) was adopted by Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, 

another publisher.  Without the help of either Diderot or D’Alembert, Panckoucke produced the four 
supplementary volumes, two index volumes and one volume of illustrative plates (Collison 134-5). 
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accused, and justly accused, of having disseminated, far and wide, the seeds of Anarchy 

and Atheism.  If the Encyclopaedia Britannica shall, in any degree, counteract the 

tendency of that pestiferous Work, even these two Volumes will not be wholly unworthy 

of your Majesty’s Patronage” (qtd. in Yeo Visions 239-240).  The most glaring structural 

difference between the two works involves the organization of knowledge.  Rather than 

organizing the Britannica solely by alphabet, the Britannica divided its content into 

lengthy essays (some nearly 100 pages in length) with appended alphabetical terms 

pertaining to the content of the essays.  This format replaced the genealogical tree as the 

arbiter of classification (Kafker, “Britannica” 151-2, Collison 138).  In doing this, the 

editors hoped to give a greater cohesiveness to the work, and perhaps foreground its 

practical usage by students and scholars, rather than its function as an archive.  The first 

edition, like the Encyclopédie, had a cross-referencing system, but it was nowhere near as 

comprehensive as that of the Encyclopédie.  Its three volumes made for a much smaller 

resource than the Encyclopédie, with correspondingly fewer illustrations provided by the 

editors (Kafker, “Britannica” 150-2).  In addition, the Britannica lacked an index, and the 

entries outside of the treatises were often less than fifteen lines in length (Kafker, 

“Britannica” 152). 

 The first edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica began with the 

collaboration between an engraver, Andrew Bell (1726-1809), and two printers, Colin 

Macfarquhar (1745-93) and William Smellie (1740-95).  Bell and Macfarquhar had hired 

the young Smellie to prepare the text, which he did by collecting, compiling and 
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assembling articles (often abridged or copied from other sources),
33

 writing the longer 

treatises, and editing the entirety of the work; Bell provided the engravings, which again, 

were often copied from other sources and signed by Bell (Kafker, “Britannica” 147, 151).  

The first volume was released in 1768, sold with the promise that “any man of ordinary 

parts, may, if he chuses, learn the principles of Agriculture, of Astronomy, of Botany, of 

Chemistry, etc. Etc.  From the ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA” (qtd. in Kafker, 

“Britannica” 154).  The four volumes were printed and marketed through 1768 to 1771.  

It appears, due to the extensive attention given to law and medicine, that those likely able 

to benefit from the first edition of the Britannica would have been the many law and 

medical students studying in Glasgow and Edinburgh (Yeo, Visions 178).  Despite the 

admirable and ambitious inclusion of treatises, the first edition of the Britannica had 

numerous defects, ranging from Smellie’s somewhat lax editing, a notable deficiency in 

the coverage of geology and the mechanical and liberal arts, a lack of contemporary and 

learned contributors, and overt conservatism.
34

  Edinburgh was the centre of the Scottish 

Enlightenment, but, as Kafker notes, “[Smellie] missed a great opportunity to recruit a 

large number of contributors, which would have put the first edition in the forefront of 

learning” (“Britannica” 180).  The subsequent editions sought to rectify some of these 

shortcomings, and to include additional and more extensive information, including 
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 Kafker relates that according to Robert Kerr, a biographer of Smellie, Smellie “reportedly ‘used to say 

jocularly, that he made a Dictionary of Arts and Sciences with a pair of scissors, clipping out from various 
books a quantum sufficit of matter for the printer’” (“Britannica” 177). 
34

 Including, according to Kafker, errors in pagination, spelling and typography (“Britannica” 153); Kafker, 
“Britannica” 157, 160, 169; Kafker, “Britannica” 165, 170. 
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biographical entries.
35

 With eight other publishers, Bell and Macfarquhar began the 

second edition (1777-1784), inviting James Tytler (1705-1784) to join their group as 

writer and editor.  With Tytler, the Britannica grew to ten volumes, and included 

biography and history (Yeo, Visions 176).  The third edition (1788-1797) was released 

without Tytler, and edited by Bell and Macfarquhar, with the aid of George Gleig (1753-

1840), a scholar and bishop.  With this edition, Bell, Macfarquhar and Gleig became 

“virtual editors,” updating the older entries, but also recruiting scholarly contributions 

from various contemporary experts (Yeo, Visions 183).  It wasn’t until the third edition 

that the Britannica came into its own as a unique and formidable resource for students 

and scholars in Britain.  It had, in the words of Yeo, “come to define what an 

encyclopaedia is” and its system “replac[ed] forever the heroic individual compilers, such 

as Chambers” (Visions 170, 192). 

 One important lesson that can be gleaned from the history of the modern 

encyclopaedia is that both knowledge-content and the ordering of that content were of 

constant concern, particularly with collaborative and institutionally sanctioned efforts. 

How knowledge was collected, framed and marketed was materially and ideologically 

relevant to encyclopaedic production and consumption.  Freedom to explore world 

knowledge autonomously, despite the claims made in prefaces and advertisements, came 

at the price of subscribing to the encyclopaedists’ collection, however incomplete or 

subject to obsolescence the work may be.  Nonetheless, the experiments with order and 

                                                      

35
 According to Yeo, it was the decision to include biography that led to Smellie’s departure from the 

Britannica (Visions 177).  
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mapping knowledge demonstrate that something as seemingly benign as displacement 

through alphabetical ordering could excise knowledge from one apparatus (moral, 

political, religious etc.) and allow it to be seen among another (scientific, historical, 

poetical etc).  The Britannica erected itself quite visibly in contra-distinction and as an 

“other-to” (Attridge 29) to the more liberal Encyclopédie, which according to the editors 

of the Brittanica nurtured “Anarchy and Athiesm” (qtd. in Yeo Visions 239).  As we have 

seen in Chapter Two, the process of collection involves the author’s drawing from 

“otherness” into the order of the same; however, the reverse is also true:  the 

encyclopaedic author may choose to reject alterity or challenges to the established order 

of knowledge to maintain an ideological narrative coherence.                          

 With the Britannica’s more mature editions (spanning into the nineteenth 

century), the major developments and formal elements changed little over the next two 

hundred years, that is, until technology produced a promising medium for ordering and 

transmitting knowledge other than print.  Well into the twentieth century, most countries 

had their own encyclopaedias, arranged (more or less) in alphabetical order, edited and 

contributed to by expert scholars and specialists, which included illustrations, indexes,
36

 

cross-references and biographical entries (Collison 198).  Specialized encyclopaedias 

covering specific areas of knowledge, encyclopaedias for the blind and encyclopaedias 

for children were borne out between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The next 

                                                      

36
 The first index to the Britannica was released for the seventh edition, in 1827.  
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great leap was to digitize the encyclopaedia, making it accessible through computer disks, 

and later, the internet. 

 

The 20th Century and Beyond 

 

 Remarkably, the digital age of the encyclopaedia seems to have been 

anticipated by two early-twentieth century thinkers: H.G. Wells in the 1930s and 

Vannevar Bush in the 1940s.  Richard Yeo understands Wells as being “appreciate[ive] 

of the encyclopaedic tradition and want[ing] to adapt it to the mid-twentieth century” 

with his “World Encyclopaedia” (58).  Bush, while not concerned with the encyclopaedia 

proper, seems to have foreseen the index-and-retrieval systems of the later-twentieth 

century’s computers and internet search engines.
37

  In April of 1937 Harpers Bazaar 

published Wells’ humble proposal, “The Idea of a World Encyclopaedia,” in which he 

laments the current “amount of anxious thought [that] has been given to the conspicuous 

ineffectiveness of modern knowledge and … trained and studied thought in contemporary 

affairs” (427).  According to Wells, this truth has been no more apparent than in the 

aftermath of World War I, when “few of us now fail to appreciate the stupendous 

ignorance, the almost total lack of grasp of social and economic realities, the short views, 

the shallowness of mind that characterized the treaty-making of 1919 and 1920” (473).  

Despite the fact that there is a world body of knowledge that is continually growing and 

                                                      

37
 For an extended discussion regarding Wells, Bush, and the digitization of encyclopaedias, see Yeo’s 

“Lost Encyclopaedias” 58-63.   
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developing through the work of specialists, Wells argues that the Great War revealed a 

significant gap between this useful and burgeoning knowledge and  “those who direct 

public affairs, the dictators, the leaders, the politicians the newspaper directors and our 

spiritual guides and teachers” (474).  Acknowledging that world knowledge is bigger 

than any one man, and that its permutations and developments are rapid and profound, 

Wells proposes a “New Encyclopaedism” and envisions the World Encyclopaedia as a 

material body of knowledge that is both permanent and dynamic: “It would be alive and 

growing and changing continually, under revision, extension and replacement from the 

original thinkers in the world everywhere.  Every university and research institution 

should be feeding it.  Every fresh mind should be brought into contact with its standing 

editorial organization” (477).  This material grows with every meaningful contact it 

makes, as “fresh minds” are harvested for the encyclopaedia’s conglomerate.  This 

organism, Wells promises, is “a world wide organization” that would be run and 

adjudicated by an “Encyclopaedia Society” who would survey the extant knowledge 

(248).  They then would develop an editorial board and “departmental boards” that would 

be “permanent bodies because our idea is that this Encyclopaedia should have a perennial 

life” (480).  This “world wide organization” Wells muses,  

could spread like a nervous network, a system of mental control about the 

globe, knitting all the intellectual workers of the world through a common 

interest and a common medium of expression into a more and more 

conscious co-operating unity and a growing sense of their own dignity, 
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informing without pressure or propaganda, directing without tyranny. 

(481)   

In this model of the world encyclopaedia we can see a nascent dream of the internet or 

World Wide Web, particularly in the sense of having a common (perhaps egalitarian) 

medium of expression and its global reach.  In 1937 there would still be the material 

problem of the production and distribution of this knowledge, as well as the dexterity and 

agility that would be required for rapid addenda.  In August of 1937, “World Brain: The 

Idea of a Permanent World Encyclopaedia” was written by Wells and published as a 

contribution to The New Encyclopédie Française.  In “World Brain,” Wells proposes 

some technological solutions to the material distribution problem through the use of 

microfilm, which could because of its reproducibility and economical size, bring photo-

reproductions of entire libraries of the rarest books to locations all over the world.   He 

predicts the dissolution of disagreements and ideological conflict through a global 

dialogical relationship between leaders, thinkers and the content of the World 

Encyclopaedia.  As knowledge becomes available through the order and cooperation of 

man combined with the aid of technology, Wells predicts that “quietly and sanely this 

new encyclopaedia will, not so much overcome these archaic discords, as deprive them, 

steadily but imperceptibly, of their present reality” (“World Brain”).  Yet again we 

encounter the fantasy of Borges, Joyce, and Diderot:  the fiction of order overlays and 

sustains the extant reality, giving it presence and permanence.
38
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 And perhaps possession. 
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 Digitizing the encyclopaedia (begun in 1981 with the Brittanica)
39

 evidently 

and profoundly revolutionized the system of updating, and readers’ navigating through 

articles.  In 1964, Robert Collison stated that “the only kind of encyclopaedia which in 

fact replaces the printed works is the library itself whose contents act as one vast 

encyclopaedia embracing every form of source of information” (218).  The 

encyclopaedias accessible via the internet come remarkably close to doing precisely this.  

Regarding the popular (and publicly edited) online encyclopaedia, Wikipedia, Michael 

Adams states: 

The nodes of an infinite hyperlinked search may map a universe of small, 

classically organized texts, but those who travel the Web for information 

and ideas expect to click around on impulse.  Further, they often expect to 

participate in the public construction of knowledge, contributing and 

editing Web content whenever they feel competent to do so. (9) 

This is the “ultimate participatory democracy of knowledge” that Wikipedia seeks to 

represent (Adams 9).  Where two hundred years ago, alphabetization democratized the 

content of knowledge, Wikipedia democratized the reader and his or her relationship to 

knowledge through the new, now common human-computer interface.  This brings about 

a completely new set of blessings and problems for readers and authors of encyclopaedias 

alike.   

                                                      

39
 From www.britannica.com/blogs/2012/03/digital-encyclopedia/. 
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 This fantasy of democratically, freely-shared, cooperatively generated 

knowledge that brings together and somehow enriches humanity is a narrative that 

Wikipedia promises to its users.  Wikipedia’s logo is a perfect synecdoche for this 

fiction: a nearly completed globe composed of perfectly fitting puzzle pieces.  Each piece 

is marked with culturally-specific letters and characters to signify its inclusively global 

reach.  The pieces comprise the contributions that support the world of knowledge 

Wikipedia represents, with the missing pieces allowing room for growth and even 

possibly completion, but certainly harmony.  Of course this is a fiction.  Wikipedia is 

curatorial, edited, and its definitions are in constant dispute (with moderators to settle).  

At one point, any user could edit and revise entries, but this freedom over the years has 

become largely circumscribed and edits vetted.  Wikipedia’s page that discusses “Editing 

the Wikipedia” outlines the elected positions (drawn vaguely from the Wikipedia 

“community”) that oversee the landscape of Wikipedia’s knowledge:  “Administrators,” 

“Bureaucrats,” “Stewards” and the “Arbitration Committee” are the arbiters of 

Wikipedia’s content, with it even noted that Wikipedia’s paternal creator, Jimmy Wales, 

has editorial privileges, though “in most instances,” the article reassures, “he does not 

expect to be treated differently than any other editor or administrator” (“Wikipedia: 

About”).  As of writing this thesis, Jimmy Wales’s online encyclopaedia has 22,000,000 

entries (almost a quarter of which are in English), with 470,000,000 unique visitors, 

reading in 285 languages accessing its body of knowledge every month (“Wikipedia: 

About”).    
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 The past three centuries have seen the gradual evolution of encyclopaedic 

ordering.  When pursuing the encyclopaedia, we now take alphabetization, indexes and 

cross references, the abridgement and summaries of knowledge and the collaborative 

efforts of encyclopaedists for granted, despite the fact that these conventions are part of a 

material history of encyclopaedic production that is being slowly replaced by a digital 

history.  However, due to the historical prevalence and conventionality of these systems, 

the standards of encyclopaedic ordering have veritably become associated with both 

authority and the spirit of objectivity.  Specialization and fragmentation have extended 

the tendrils of encyclopaedism in terms of subject matter, but so too has the rapidity and 

ease of committing information to an existing system, proffered by technological 

advances made in the last thirty to forty years.  What this also means is that the shape or 

system to which we return can only be understood or envisioned abstractly; indeed, this 

has been the case since the publication of Zedler’s Universal Lexicon.  The overview 

illustrated by the genealogical tree is no longer adequate—there are simply too many 

connections being made in too many directions.  The network that Wells had dreamed in 

the 1930s is a more representative metaphor.  The internet, for example, has complicated 

the notion of public and private knowledge, and conventions such as the divide between 

“liberal” and “useful” knowledge or masculine and domestic knowledge are archaic, 

undesirable and impractical, even if they were once thought possible to sustain.   

 Our relationship to ordered knowledge has changed spatially, with knowledge 

acquisition being increasingly dominated by individual events of human-computer 
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interfacing.  More than ever, our location in the topography of knowledge is not only 

impossible to know from without, but our coordinates are also unstable and constantly 

shifting.  Yet, the sense of disorientation has been offset by our profound ease and 

swiftness of movement; we no longer move over the information landscape, but through 

it, at times uncritically.  The coherence of the late twentieth-century encyclopaedic work 

is not found at the level of the map of this landscape (or the pathway through this 

landscape), as it was in the early modern encyclopaedias; rather, it has been determined 

by the efficacy and relevance of associative links between bodies of knowledge and is 

thus found at the level of the web or net.  Search engines and hypertextual relations have 

replaced material indexes.  The amount of online content produced, shared, stored and 

consumed increases with the number of internet users accessing, demanding and creating 

the content.  Efficiency makes for a hungry and indiscriminate system: anything may be 

classified, catalogued and retrieved, and users flock to share their ordered narratives with 

each other and the world.
40

   

 In The Language of New Media Lev Manovich theorizes the profound impact 

of new media with regard to information storage and sharing, aesthetics and culture.  He 

makes the compelling argument that our subjective interface with the world (and I would 

say the world of knowledge) is now almost always mediated through technology (214), 

leading to an “info-aesthetics,” “a theoretical analysis of the aesthetics of information 

                                                      

40
 A social networking site like Facebook, marketed as a way to connect with friends and manage social 

events, is now understood to have the ability (and imperative) to mine algorithmic data and create a user-
profile based on the values and interests of its users.  This information helps advertisers determine which 
narratives are marketable.      
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access as well as the creation of new media objects that ‘aestheticize’ information 

processing” (217).  Manovich sees the rise of the database, and its most prominent 

embodiment, the Internet, as being coterminous with the computer age that for the first 

time allowed “one to quickly access, sort, and reorganize millions of records; [the 

computer] can contain different media types, and it assumes multiple indexing of data” 

(214).  The material problems with amassing, storing, editing and transmitting knowledge 

were dramatically reconfigured or lost altogether.  Prior to this, Manovich argues, “the 

novel, and subsequently cinema, privileged narrative as the key form of cultural 

expression of the modern age” (218) with narratives (some great, some small) to 

communicate the singular via plot with descriptors or images (in cinema) collected to 

clothe an absent referent.  The advent of the database’s cultural relevance coincides with 

a proliferation of connected users and the seemingly endlessly transmissible, aggregative 

content that became the World Wide Web.  The Internet as of 2013 has an undeniable 

presence in almost every aspect of human living in the western world, from banking to 

learning about world events to looking at a museum’s collection in a virtual tour.  

“Today,” Manovich declares, “we have too much information and too few narratives that 

can tie it all together” (217).     

 Manovich sets up a dichotomy between oppositional and competing forces in 

the language, or code, of new media: that of the algorithm and the database, elements that 

work symbiotically and have their narratological analogue in plot and description 

respectively.  Plot, for example, is the algorithmic trajectory that provides a syntagmatic 
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experience of sequential actions/events through reading.  It is nothing more than the 

combination of signs arranged and ordered.  The database is the realm of linguistic 

possibility from which the collector draws, “the paradigmatic sets to which these words 

belong [that] exist in the writer’s and reader’s minds” (230).  As the writer or visionary 

attempts to manifest the singular through ordering, “each new element is chosen from a 

set of other related elements” (230).   He notes, “On the material level, a narrative is just 

a set of links; the elements themselves remain stored in the database.  Thus the narrative 

is virtual while the database exists materially” (231).    

 This chapter has primarily focused on encyclopaedias, traditionally seen as 

reference works, not fictions or narratives—but Lev Manovich’s discussion of new media 

is relevant and useful both in looking at traditional encyclopaedias and encyclopaedic 

fiction.  While the content of encyclopaedias have material roots with singular origins, 

the ordering system that houses and allows this knowledge to endure is a fiction, 

manipulable and quite capable of generating narrative.  Encyclopaedic fiction exposes the 

fiction of order and explores its capacity for generating the singular, finding new ways to 

access and draw from the database (a storehouse of data, objects or semiotic paradigms).  

In Chapter Four we will encounter writers who do this by carrying order and limits into 

language and narrative, and artists who privilege the material database with a spatially 

ordered collection.  What is included, how the work is ordered, and what the work 

produces is the focus of the encyclopaedic author.         
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 With early modern encyclopaedias, the aspirations and claims for 

inclusiveness smack of anxiety.  And this is despite editorial prerogatives to neglect the 

inclusion of biographies or to place a good deal of emphasis on religious debate, or law, 

or medicine.  In the beginning, the anxiety of inclusiveness concerned the ideal of a 

complete education (and the pretensions to intellectual “completeness”), but later became 

associated with currency, objectivity and authority—issues that concern scholars and 

challenge artists.  Encyclopaedic works challenge current hegemony, “objectivity,” and 

authority.  The encyclopedic works of Chapter Four don’t collapse the collection 

digitally, but metaphorically and synecdochically, and are supported by the proposition 

that one “traditional linear narrative is one among many other possible trajectories, that 

is, a particular choice made within a hypernarrative” (Manovich 227).       

 Pre-Internet, when the material conditions of printing made circulation of 

knowledge vastly difficult by comparison, Bayle’s Calvinism and Pivati’s tempered 

Catholicism expressed multiple versions of the truth regarding theology.  If subsumed 

under a large enough rubric, their claims to truth become more tenuous, and the 

organizing principle that contains them all is seen as impartial. It is this presumed 

impartiality that allows for unorthodoxy or subversion of epistemological authority.  In 

the spirit of inclusiveness, Bayle could, in his biographical entries, be unabashedly frank 

and revealing.  Pivati compensated for the church’s short-sightedness regarding the 

heliocentric system by including it not under the heading “astrology,” where he 

seemingly cedes to Papal authority and geocentric position, but under the more benign 
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(and less contentious) heading of “centrifugal, centripetal and central forces” (Garofolo 

214).  Diderot famously subverted his entry on Christianity by ending with a cross-

reference bringing readers to “Cannibalism.”   

 Retrospectively, these maneuvers may seem prankish, even comical, but they 

were borne from a desire to interrogate the prevailing ordering system of knowledge.  

What we shall see is that fictional works will seize upon this encyclopaedic 

inventiveness, both in ordering and subversion, and embrace the playful side of what was 

once practical.   
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Chapter 4: Encyclopaedism and Ordering in Fiction 

For the last thirty years, Edward Mendelson’s seminal article “Encyclopaedic 

Narrative: From Dante to Pynchon” (1976) has been the touchstone for scholars 

exploring tropes and conventions of encyclopaedism in fiction.  It has defined for many 

the encyclopaedic paradigm, even as it seems surprisingly exclusionary.  In fact, as 

Mendelson reports, he “knows of only seven” properly encyclopaedic works:  Dante’s 

Commedia, Rabelais’ Gargantua and Pantagruel, Goethe’s Faust, Melville’s Moby Dick, 

Joyce’s Ulysses, Cervantes’ Don Quixote and, Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (Mendelson 

1267).  Judging by this list alone, it’s obvious that Mendelson has a specific kind of work 

in mind:  one that is characterized by being lengthy, associated strongly with its country 

of production, rife (to the point of exhaustion) with allusion, and serving as an 

embodiment of numerous styles or forms of writing, encapsulated in one fictional work 

or anchored to a narrative sequence.  The length and ambition of these works, in 

conjunction with their encyclopaedic rendering of literary styles or forms, the allusion-

driven links with literary works before them (not unlike an unmarked cross-referencing 

system that extends beyond the textual body of the work itself), and the intentional or 

unintentional nationalist bent of these narratives, is akin to the encyclopedic projects 

undertaken by the scholars of the past (see Chapter Three).  These works are large, 

ambitious, prodigious, and at times unwieldy.  In terms of the encyclopaedic form, 

Mendelson asserts that, 
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Each major national culture in the west, as it becomes aware of itself as a 

separate entity, produces an encyclopaedic author, one whose work 

attends to the whole social and linguistic range of his nation, who makes 

use of all the literary styles and conventions known to his countrymen, 

whose dialect often becomes established as the national language, who 

takes his place as national poet or national classic, and who becomes the 

focus of a large and persistent exegetic and textual industry comparable to 

the industry founded on the Bible. (1268)  

Here, we see the emphasis on national identification, a survey of at least one kind of 

knowledge (here literary), and the encyclopaedic work’s ability to inspire a critical 

unraveling and dissection of its seemingly endless fragmented constituents.  Moreover, as 

Alan Clinton has succinctly pointed out, encyclopaedic works as defined by Mendelson 

“all include an extensive account of at least one technology or science … [and] all 

propose a theory of social organization” (1).  Lastly, and perhaps unusually, the 

encyclopaedic work is rarely, according to Mendelson, an entirely contemporary work: 

the narratives of the Commedia, Gravity’s Rainbow and Ulysses, for example, pre-date 

the years of their production (1268).  This is an interesting phenomenon, for while the 

scholarly and non-narrative encyclopaedias of the past attempt to rush toward completion 

before becoming outdated (and later supplement their texts with addenda for the same 

reason) the encyclopaedic narrative, according to Mendelson, seems to understand—

indeed to court—the impossibility of contemporaneity, serving more as a detailed time-
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capsule of the not-so-distant past than a survey of recent discovery.  What this does, he 

points out, is give the writer a position wherewith to critique and analyze the ideological 

foundations of the culture, the knowledge of which the encyclopaedic narrative attempts 

to dissect and put into order.    

In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Mikhail Bakhtin rationalizes the 

heteroglossia of the encyclopedic text by contextualizing it as a historical descendant of 

classical antiquity’s serio-comical tradition, acknowledging too, a relationship to what he 

terms “carnivalistic folklore,” where the fictional world is presented in a special 

relationship (abstraction) to reality (107).  Bakhtin calls this “joyful relativity,” and it 

seems to logically comply with Mendelson’s characterization of the encyclopaedic 

novel’s contemporaneity with the milieu of its production.  The conglomerate nature of 

the work is multi-vocal, and multi-styled, with dialogic prose of varying tones; and 

Bakhtin like Frye sees this as an embodiment of Menippean satire: “This carnivalized 

genre, extraordinarily flexible and as changeable as Proteus, capable of penetrating other 

genres, has had enormous and insufficiently appreciated importance for the development 

of European literatures” (113).  Its enduring popularity as an alternative to the (still very 

popular) romance seems to corroborate Bakhtin’s claim.  The benefit of being so 

heterogeneous is the genre’s facility to incorporate, objectify and manipulate the genres 

and conventions of the day:   

Characteristic of these genres are a multi-toned narration, the mixing of 

high and low, serious and comic; they make wide use of inserted genres—
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letters, found manuscripts, retold dialogues, parodies on the high genres, 

parodically reinterpreted citations; in some of them we observe a mixing 

of prosaic and poetic speech, living dialects and jargons (and in the Roman 

stage, direct bilingualism as well) are introduced, and various authorial 

masks make their appearance. (118)     

In “varying degrees of parodying and objectification” (118) the materiality and 

functionality of language is brought into the foreground by the deliberately ordered 

inclusion of varying kinds of texts along with their social and cultural implications.  Here, 

the subversion or play of conventions, paradox, and dramatic shifts in scope and 

perspective are allowed to take place.  Characterized by being comic, indeed liberated 

from a realist yolk of verisimilitude, Bakhtin claims the fantastic serves as a means or 

“mode for searching after truth, provoking it, and, most important, testing it” (114).  Both 

Bahktin and Mendelson note in these works concern for contemporary social, cultural 

and philosophical issues.  In fact, similarities between Bakhtin’s “Menippean satire” and 

Mendelson’s “encyclopedic fiction” continue with a similar scope of ambition: Bakhtin 

persuasively argues that Menippean satire is fundamentally a genre of “ultimate 

questions” of “extraordinary philosophical universalism” (115).       

Northrop Frye also sees enyclopaedic works as a descendant of the ancient 

tradition of Menippean satire.  Unlike the romantic tradition, Frye claims, Menippean 

satire is intellectual rather than hero-focused.  The shift in perspective objectifies and 

allows for abstraction through “present[ing] us with a vision of the world in terms of a 
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single intellectual pattern” that leads to “violent dislocations in the customary logic of 

narrative” (310).  What Frye seems to be alluding to here is what I’ve referred to as 

“digressions” or a kind of realignment that the reader undergoes when ranging across 

competing systems of organization and representation.  Frye and Mendelson seem to 

agree on the representational problem of girth:  “The Menippean satirist, dealing with 

intellectual themes and attitudes, shows his exuberance in intellectual ways, by piling up 

an enormous mass of erudition about his theme or in overwhelming his pedantic targets 

with an avalanche of their own jargon,” a subspecies of which is the “encyclopaedic 

farrago” (Frye 311).  Order seems to be the necessary “creative” response to exhaustive 

or extensive erudition, for example, the “intellectual pattern provided by the conception 

of melancholy” in Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy (311).  Burton’s particular 

intellectual pattern is the “anatomy,” “a dissection or analysis, and expresses very 

accurately the intellectualized approach of his form” (311).  The “anatomy” then 

becomes a kind of intellectual pattern that can be merged here and there with narrative to 

greater or lesser degree.  Frye, in Anatomy of Criticism characterizes Moby Dick, 

Tristram Shandy and Ulysses as the confluence of the romance and the anatomy (311).   

While Frye suggests that these works aspire to a unity of design that creates 

tension or conflicts with the narrative thrust of the romance, there is little in his analysis 

that addresses the problematic relation of parts to whole or the acuity of order beyond 

systematic construction, where he acknowledges a formal juxtaposition of “instants” or 

fragments “with the vast panorama unrolled by history [which] is the main theme of the 
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encyclopedic tendency” (61).  In “Specific Encyclopaedic Forms,” Frye injects the 

encyclopaedic paradigm with a mythopoetic function, where symbols found in 

encyclopedic forms speak to their history as mythopoetic symbols and draw focus via 

canonical, even sacred association.  The limits and thresholds of Frye’s encyclopaedic 

works are the “episodic” elements (usually of the epic, of which encyclopaedism is 

considered by Frye to be a characteristic).  He claims that “its typical episodic theme is 

perhaps best described as the theme of the boundary of consciousness, the sense of the 

poetic mind as passing from one world to another, or as simultaneously aware of both” 

(57), which accounts for the frequent opening of encyclopedic fictions in medias res.  

Frye’s omnivorous portrait of the encyclopaedic genre includes most of the canonical and 

sacred literary texts that have informed the western literary tradition, and the early-

twentieth century works that were inspired by them.       

 One purpose of my dissertation in general, and this chapter in particular, is to 

amend the definitions of encyclopaedic fiction offered by Mendelson, and to a lesser 

degree by Bakhtin and Frye, which although useful, scarcely differentiate the 

encyclopaedic from what we consider the “epic,” even though, as Mendelson points out, 

the writers included in his list write not of the distant past, as epics are wont to do, but 

either of the recent past or present (1268).  And yet if encyclopaedic narrative is not 

coterminous with the “epic,” what precisely is it?  In the first line of his article, 

Mendelson states that he “want[s] to use the term encyclopaedic narrative to identify a 

genre that is of central importance in western literature” (1267).  The very premise upon 
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which he bases his definitional exploration is problematic: what does it mean to say that 

encyclopaedic narrative is a genre?  For one, it means that encyclopaedic narratives 

would, even loosely, share conventions, “qualities that are significant and must be 

constant” (Mendelson 1267).  But as we will see, even without consideration of the 

“new” conventions of the encyclopaedic nursed into being over the last thirty-odd years, 

encyclopaedic literature resists such stringent conventional linkings (or likenings) by 

virtue of its stylistic variety and heteroglossia.
41

  As Mendelson, Bakhtin and Frye have 

all noticed, the encylopaedic work is more often than not an encyclopaedia of genres, 

with the operation of genres varying and legion.  Mendelson’s encyclopaedic genre is 

also, problematically, a kind of aleatory phenomenon—a genre only known as such in 

retrospect: 

It has been difficult to identify the encyclopaedic genre partly because 

encyclopaedic authors never deliberately set out to write an encyclopaedic 

narrative, in the way that a pastoral poet might set out to imitate an ancient 

pastoral, or a tragedian a recent tragedy … Only after an encyclopaedic 

narrative has taken its place as a literary monument, surrounded by 

curators and guides, can it be recognized as a member of its small and 

exclusive genre.  (1268) 

One obvious drawback to this characterization is that it fails to adequately account for the 

encylopaedic drive that allows writers to produce these texts in the first place.  It fails to 

                                                      

41
 Mendelson and Clark both refer to this diffusive form and refer to the numerous conventions from 

which the encyclopaedic text borrows (Mendelson 1270, Clark 96). 
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account for the longing and desire that animates the collector and encyclopaedist in their 

pursuit of an impossible totality.  In other words, it neglects the authors who set out to 

write encyclopaedically, many of whom we will shortly encounter.    

I believe the key to sorting out and then constructing a new definition of the 

encyclopaedic demands we look at what Mendelson (and many others) neglect: 

encyclopaedism is more than merely girth or epic ambitions; it is also (and always) 

ultimately an approach to organizing the world through ordering systems.  

Encyclopaedism is a particular and unique engagement with desire and limits, for while 

ordering imposes and tests the limits of knowledge, desire is the catalyst for the event of 

the individual’s engagement with what is singular and other.  Ordering is always, in this 

sense, an existential event.  In my second chapter, I proposed that “my working theory 

[is] that both our desire for ordering systems and our pleasure derived from exhaustive 

collecting, accumulating and writing intersect in the mode of encyclopaedism” (13).  This 

chapter will look at works that I believe bear this theory out.   

In order to understand Mendelson’s exclusionary definition, it is necessary to go 

over what he claims the encyclopaedic narrative is not.  While we may agree that an 

encyclopaedic narrative is in some ways distinct from the epic, we may legitimately 

question, for example, whether we can accept that an encyclopaedic narrative (and 

especially encyclopaedic fiction) cannot order something entirely illusory or fantastic.  

Thus when Mendelson claims that,   
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In England and Russia the absence of a single monumental work that can 

serve as a cultural focus tends to produce, in compensation, a series of 

mock-encyclopaedias like Gulliver's Travels, whose encyclopaedic energy 

is expended on societies that do not exist (1268) 

we are led to believe that it may be glib to question why encyclopaedic energy cannot be 

expended on societies that do not exist.  And yet, why would this be so?  Why can there 

not be an encyclopaedia of the illusory?  And why, we may ask, must the encyclopaedic 

narrative only be “a single monumental work that can serve as a cultural focus”?  Can 

there not be encyclopaedic narratives that exist outside this paradigm?  What is of 

importance to me (and perhaps this is where the formalists and I diverge through a shift 

in emphasis) is the “encyclopaedic energy” that is “expended.”  I am less concerned with 

the success of the end product (and the politicization of this end product) than the strange 

force that seems to compel in a writer the encyclopaedic approach to writing.     

 Part of the problem is that Mendelson attempts to overlay his “encyclopaedic 

works” with a definition that seeks to find what is similar between the works, rather than 

their similarities to the encyclopaedia proper—or at the very least, that he seems less 

concerned with the encyclopaedic ethos than with determining what makes these 

gargantuan works stand alone (and yet together—if this paradox makes sense) as special 

works of fiction.  Encyclopaedias themselves are often national sources of pride (like the 

Britannica), and revelatory in terms of their origin (like Pavati’s Nuovo dizionario), but 

they certainly do not have to be; nor it does follow that they must “occupy a crucial and 
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originating role in their cultures” in the way that Mendelson seems to believe his 

encyclopaedic works do (1268).    

  Perhaps, in order to interrogate Mendelson’s definition, we need to look at how 

we read enyclopaedias to determine what fictional works are encyclopaedic:  what 

Mendelson seems to leave out in his thoughtful dismissal of Sterne’s Tristram Shandy is 

the phenomenon of digression.  Sterne’s work, Mendelson claims, “like the “Tristra-

Paedia” it contains, collapses under the weight of data too numerous and disparate for its 

organizing structures to bear” (1268).  This may be so, but while this makes Tristram 

Shandy a failed encyclopaedia, it doesn’t, I would argue, mean that the text is not an 

encyclopaedic narrative. It is a narrative that is wrought with encyclopaedic aims and 

forms, playfully teasing us with the narrative it attempts to release.  That is to say, when 

the work resists (even as it demands, as in the case of Tristram Shandy) a linear 

trajectory, in favor of cumulative and conduited knowledge, it can also be considered 

encyclopaedic in its form and ambition: for who reads the encyclopaedia from A to Z?
42

  

In reading the encyclopaedia, we are side-tracked, led or directed to the next relevant 

                                                      

42
 I thank Christopher Fanning for proving me wrong by drawing my attention to a recent work, The Know-

It-All, One Man’s Humble Quest to Become the Smartest Person in the World, (2005) by A. J. Jacobs.  In his 
introduction, Jacobs recounts the origins of the project (the pursuit of an arguably outdated model of 
education, coyly implied by the self-consciously hyperbolic title) with the energy and persistence of the 
collector:  

I’ve been toying with the idea of reading the Britannica for years.  Since I haven’t 
accomplished anything particularly impressive in my life, unless you count my childhood 
collection of air sickness bags from every major airline, I’ve always thought of this as a 
good crucible.  The tallest mountain of knowledge.  My Everest.  And happily, this 
Everest won’t cause icicles to form on my ears or deprive me of oxygen, one of my 
favorite gases.  I’ll get a crash course in everything.  I will leave no gap in my learning 
unfilled.  In this age of extreme specialization, I’ll be the last guy in America to have all 
general knowledge. I’ll be, quite possibly, the smartest man in the world. (Jacobs) 
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entry—sometimes in multiple directions simultaneously (or as simultaneously as reading 

is allowed to be) in order to compose the narrative-of-learning that underlies the 

encyclopaedic (a narrative-of-collecting) project.  One might say that to read Tristram 

Shandy, we struggle with conforming to Ephraim Chambers’ method of reading the 

encyclopaedia avant la lettre: “using Chambers’ method one would have to consult 

twenty-four entries to reconstitute [for example] the science of meteorology” (Yeo, 

Visions 180).  In Tristram Shandy, the pleasure gleaned from following the narrators’ 

digressions is that it results in us cobbling together a story.   

 I tend to gravitate towards Hilary Clark’s more sweeping characterization of 

encyclopaedism.  In her article, “Encyclopedic Discourse,” she claims that 

encyclopaedism is “the audacious project of encompassing all that can be known within 

the covers of a book or books—that challenges one’s imagination and will” (95).  Her 

reference to the act of “encompassing” connects the tradition of encyclopedic works 

directly with the tradition of modern encyclopaedias and their role in redefining the 

“round of learning” (Fanning 125) and also suggests the process of deliberate collecting 

and ordering.  Clark refers to encyclopaedic discourse as an expression of desire,
43

 

asserting itself as a meta-discourse where self-representation operates as a medium for 

speculating on the limits of knowledge.  Foucault, she notes, has made it clear that power 

structures inform the institutionalization of knowledge and as an archive, the 

                                                      

43
 Clark draws from Barthes’ discussion of encyclopaedy via Philippe Sollers:  “Since the Renaissance, 

writing the encyclopedia has been an expression of a desire to collect and organize all that can be known” 
(96). 
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encyclopaedia only reveals “the law of what can be said, known and taught in that 

particular time” (97).  Encyclopaedism is a “trans-historical literary mode” where the 

abstracting function of collecting, ordering and arrangement draws the reader’s focus 

toward process, where “distinctions between literary genres break down [and] texts 

approach the condition of a book encompassing all genres. [The] encyclopedic textual 

practice is an experience of difference and multiplicity” (96).  In many ways, the 

pleasures of the encyclopaedic work are gleaned more from what encyclopaedism does, 

rather than is; what is significant is how encyclopaedism responds to a desire or demand 

to probe limits.  This is why formalizing through common ordering conventions 

somewhat misses the point; Clark explains: 

[I am] not simply saying that an encyclopaedic text simply looks like a 

reference work, with sub-headings and definitions, diagrams, lists, 

alphabetical orders and cross-referencing (although some of these 

encyclopaedic “markers” may indeed be present).  Rather, any text 

(fictional or not) that we would call encyclopaedic must speculate on its 

own discursive processes of discovery and arrangement, and on the 

limitations of these processes, given the fact of time and change. (105) 

As I’ve mentioned in my second chapter, ordering or arrangement becomes a way to 

engage with while respecting the singularity of that which is being ordered.   Thus I 

extend Clark’s definition to attempt to account more fully for the “discursive processes of 

discovery and arrangement,” suggesting that part of these processes involve a 
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phenomenological engagement with what we attempt to know, attempt to order for 

retrieval and endurance, and in some cases (like the ordered collection) attempt to exert 

ownership over.      

 I have divided this chapter into two sections, discussing two related 

manifestations of encyclopaedism found in primarily literary sources, although I will, if 

particularly illustrative, also be referring to the visual arts.  These areas are not intended 

to be exhaustive, nor are they intended to represent (in formalist fashion) a unified model 

or map upon which “modes” of encyclopaedism transition from one kind to another.  My 

intention is to broaden the somewhat problematic definition offered by Mendelson, and to 

elaborate upon (and to a certain extent contest) the definition offered by Hilary Clark. 

 

The Extensive Encyclopaedia 

 The first of these modes is perhaps the most often referred to or cited: what I will 

call the “extensive” encyclopaedic work.  These are works that, perhaps more than others, 

embark on the “audacious project” referred to by Clark.  They are usually (although not 

always) long works, which, like encyclopaedias, can be arduous to read, ambitious in 

aims and perhaps even excessive in content.  All seven works discussed by Mendelson 

are of this kind—but we may also classify David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, the 

Marquis De Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom and Sterne’s Tristram Shandy under this rubric.  

In non-narrative works, Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy is a prime example, but 

we can also allow for Ezra Pound’s Cantos as a poetic manifestation of the same.  It is to 
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these kinds of works Clark refers when she claims, “the encyclopaedic text is marked by 

several important paradoxes: in seeking to totalize and eternalize knowledge, the writer 

finds the project shadowed by incompletion and obsolescence; and in seeking to render 

knowledge objectively, the writer must make do with a project marked by ideological 

blind spots, with a knowledge organized by the categories of a particular culture at a 

particular time” (97).  And certainly the cultural focus becomes paramount in these 

works; but while Mendelson sees this as an encyclopaedic text’s tendency to “occupy a 

crucial and originating role in their cultures,” (1268) I, following Clark, see the process 

working in reverse: a given culture often determines both what is considered worth 

ordering and the manner in which it can be ordered.  But like Derek Attridge, I think that 

artists and visionaries use the given frameworks offered by their cultures to explore the 

limits and cracks of these structures.  Their singular works introduce an alterity into the 

fabric of the cultural body, where “Alterity (or otherness) refers to the work of art's 

challenge to existing frameworks of knowledge, feeling, and behaviour. This is not a 

matter of simply opposing accepted norms, since opposition occurs within a shared 

horizon; rather, it is the introduction into the known of that which it excludes in 

constituting itself as the known” (“Performing Metaphors” 18).  With this model, we 

accommodate a range of encyclopaedic works that capture anything from the most 

current codified knowledge and practices to the secret (or illicit) record of subsumed or 

socially unacknowledged interests of the outcast or madman.  These works may be 

retrospectively culturally emblematic, but their originary potential or capacity is neither a 
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given nor particularly necessary.  Nonetheless, as Clark suggests, the encyclopaedic 

project is always a “mak[ing] do,” and the work’s inability to stop growing is constantly 

being simultaneously pushed against by the limits of time and resources.  Here, 

expressions of exhaustion with the encyclopaedia’s extensive properties become the 

telltale symptom of an encyclopaedic drive to order.   

 We are unlikely to be surprised at the sheer length and breadth of the “extensive” 

work, as it is its nature to be thorough and aggregative in method.  Moby Dick, for 

example, in addition to being a narrative account of Ahab’s pathological obsession with 

conquering the infamous White Whale, is also a lovingly rendered encyclopaedia of all 

things concerning whaling and cetaceans.  The narrative built around or supporting the 

encyclopaedic elements fleshes out what Melville suggests is lacking in the scientific 

classificatory tradition, for “literature, or rather the experience of literary works,” as 

Derek Attridge points out, “consistently exceeds the limits of rational accounting” (The 

Singularity of Literature 3).  In “Cetology,” one of Moby Dick’s chapters which stray 

from the narrative proper and within which Melville’s narrator takes on a relatively 

objective and distanced voice, Ishmael begins by citing contemporary authorities on 

natural history and their expressions of futility at the encyclopaedic enterprise, providing 

excerpts that emphasize their “[u]nfitness to pursue our research in unfathomable 

waters,” imputing the “[i]mpenetrable veil covering our knowledge of the cetacean,” and 

noting that cetology is “[a] field strewn with thorns” (Melville 115).  Ishmael ends by 

citing a like-minded scholar who believes “[a]ll these incomplete indications but serve to 
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torture us naturalists” (115).  Not only is the terrain of Moby Dick poised on the limits of 

the known natural world, its ordering and classification is characterized as being a 

process that is both arduous and uncomfortable.  What else could “[t]he classification of 

the constituents of a chaos, nothing less” be (115)?  After providing a lengthy list of the 

historical treatment of whales throughout the sciences and literature, Ishmael hints at his 

own frustration and fatigue in his exclamation, “What am I that I should essay to hook 

the nose of this leviathan!  The awful taunting in Job might well appall me … But I have 

swam through libraries and sailed through oceans; I have had to do with whales with 

these visible hands; I am in earnest; and I will try” (116).  The “earnest” endeavor of 

Ishmael of course blooms under the “shadow[s]” of “incompletion and obsolescence” (H. 

Clark 97), but borne of this gloomy admission is one of the richest and most copious texts 

in the English language.   

For Ishmael (and indeed, for Melville), the solution to ordering that which is 

found in the “unfathomable” depths and behind “impenetrable veil[s]” seems to be found 

in the synthesis of scholasticism found in books and research and the chaotic, fluid, 

irrepressible and ever-proliferate mysteries of the oceans alluded to through an extensive 

and evocative narrative where, as Walter E. Bezanson has pointed out, “[al]though 

simpler objects, events, or images may connote primarily some one thing, as a shark 

means rapacious evil, most symbols which Ishmael develops in his narration express a 

complex of meanings which cannot easily be reduced to paraphrase and are not finally 

stateable in other than their own terms” (650).  Ishmael frequently struggles with finding 
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a way to express the singularity of Moby Dick.  By laying bare all he knows and 

understands about whaling and whales, Ishmael leads the reader on a journey towards 

understanding, but Moby Dick is no ordinary whale and he resists straightforward 

signification.         

A definition of hemp rope becomes, in “The Line,” not only a thorough 

exposition of the materiality and equipmental use of the rope, but also an associative 

reverie that likens the rope to the snakes of “Indian jugglers” or an awful potential for 

violence, such that “any son of mortal woman … cannot be thus circumstanced without a 

shudder that makes the very marrow in his bones to quiver in him like a shaken jelly” 

(229).  “The Whale as a Dish” chapter provides the epicurean history of whale flesh as 

cuisine, while the chapters on “The Sperm Whale’s Head,” “The Tail,” “Ambergris” and 

others carve apart the body of the whale to scrutinize every divisible constituent.
44

   

Where the explication gleaned from natural history fails, Ishmael turns to an experiential 

history told in sermons, expressed in the songs of sailors, or represented in painting and 

illustration, or he adopts the methods of dramaturgy as the action unfolds on and under 

the decks.  At the end of “Cetology” Ishmael exclaims, “God keep me from ever 

completing anything.  This whole book is but a draught—nay, but the draught of a 

draught.  Oh, Time, Strength, Cash, and Patience!” (125). This entreaty is not merely a 

                                                      

44
 Ishmael’s attention and slavery to detail is confessed in “The Doubloon” thusly:  “some certain 

significance lurks in all things, else all things are little worth, and the round world itself but an empty 
cipher” (331)   
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prayer for endurance, but a promise of an encyclopaedic journey that extends beyond the 

text into the author’s, narrator’s, and readers’ own experience.    

 Moby Dick is also a novel about Ishmael’s struggle as a writer and compiler.  His 

interjections as narrator offer us a glimpse of the tormented encyclopaedist attempting to 

make sense of his world through order.  Perhaps more specifically, Ishmael attempts to 

make sense of his encounter with a disturbingly indelible other, Moby Dick, whose 

ubiquitous presence seems to point to something not entirely epistemological.  Despite all 

efforts of ordering and classifying by Ishmael, Moby Dick looms over and threatens the 

encyclopaedic ambitions (borne out of Ishmael’s existential need as the only survivor of a 

sperm whale attack, to try to make sense of the event) and the lives of the characters 

themselves.  The white whale exists as the missing end-term which will presumably 

provide closure and meaning to the apparatus of Ishmael’s novel and to his experience of 

taking part in Ahab’s hunt.  Ishmael’s famous meditation on “The Whiteness of the 

Whale” is an attempt to register the extent of Moby Dick’s inscrutability and is the 

epistemological analogue to Ahab’s attempt to physically hunt Moby Dick into the world 

of the known and conquerable.  Ishmael seems to have a foreboding suspicion that an 

encounter with Moby Dick may result in knowledge, death or both.  But as we’ve seen in 

our discussion of Blanchot, this possibility is what commands Ishmael to write in the first 

place:  “it is in relation to death that we first experience a feeling of dread, which relates 

us to a nothingness at the heart of our existence.  And it is this experience, Blanchot 

argues, that gives rise to the demand of writing” (Haase and Large 51).  In “The 
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Whiteness of the Whale” it is revealed that the whiteness of Moby Dick embodies the 

dread or horror of the unapprehendable other, the mystery of this unique leviathan’s 

singularity, but also the whale’s awful resistance to being caught, classified and 

assimilated.   

Ishmael begins where his existing comprehension regarding Moby Dick ends:   

Aside from those more obvious considerations touching Moby Dick, 

which could not but occasionally awaken in any man’s soul some alarm, 

there was another thought, or rather vague, nameless horror concerning 

him, which at times by its intensity completely overpowered all the rest; 

and yet so mystical and well nigh ineffable was it, that I almost despair of 

putting it in a comprehensible form.  It was the whiteness of the whale that 

above all things appalled me.  But how can I hope to explain myself here; 

and yet, in some dim, random way, explain myself I must, else all these 

chapters might be naught. (159) 

All of Moby Dick’s traits considered, it is the whale’s whiteness that effaces and yet 

designates a space for the “vague, nameless horror,” the “ineffable” aspect of Moby Dick.  

This is in contrast to the signification of white in the numerous historical and religious 

examples provided by Ishmael, where white points to Christian purity (160), the 

“innocence of brides” (159), Native American tokens of honor (159), Ancient Greek 

divinity (159-160) and more.  The temporal and geographical breadth of Ishmael’s 

catalogue of course fails to account for the “certain nameless terror” embodied by Moby 
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Dick, just as the “cetology” chapter brings us closer to understanding whale biology 

without bringing us closer to understanding Moby Dick specifically (161).  Ishmael refers 

to the “elusive something in the innermost idea of this hue,” and despite a lengthy and 

comprehensive meditation on the color white, Moby Dick’s albinism seems to 

paradoxically signify everything (as an end term) and nothing (as an inscrutable and 

effaced presence marked not by color, but by absence of color, as though corpsed
45

).  

Thing (Moby Dick the whale) and concept (what this whale represents) are given 

presence as an embodied signifier, but Moby Dick’s whiteness indicates not presence, but 

what I’ve referred to earlier as a “double” absence of thing and concept.
46

  Ishmael asks 

us to “consider that other theory of the natural philosophers, that all other earthly hues—

every stately or lovely emblazoning … all these are but subtle deceits, not actually 

inherent in substances, but only laid on from without; so that all deified Nature absolutely 

paints like the harlot, whose allurements cover nothing but the charnel-house within” 

(165).  Color, like other and all such external descriptors, not only fails to bring forth the 

inherent singularity of the “other,” it deceives in its seeming precision and iterability.  To 

articulate and name precisely what is horrific about Moby Dick is to render the whale 

“comprehensible” and therefore deny its singular otherness.   

                                                      

45 “Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a color as the visible absence of color, and at the 

same time the concrete of all colors; is it for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of 
meaning, in a wide landscape of snows—a colorless, all-color of atheism from which we shrink?” (165) 
46

 See chapter two, page 49.  Everyday language-use assumes an equipmental model of language, where 
the sign stands in for a concept.  In poetic language, where the singular event is the unstable signified, 
language communicates through a system of displacement.  In Moby Dick, the whale doesn’t signify a 
whale that existed; the whale is a bottomless cipher from which Ishmael struggles to draw “some certain 
significance” (331).   
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 The “charnel-house” metaphor is a useful one here.  If Moby Dick is the end 

term—the locus of desire, the horizon which Ishmael’s project seeks (impossibly) to 

reach—he is also, in a sense, a representative of the unknowable, and is aligned as such 

with death.  We can separate these superimpositions (projections upon which the whale’s 

whiteness invites) by looking at Blanchot’s dual conception of death and work.  The 

literary work, like death, has two sides: the first is the work that belongs to the realm of 

the knowable, it is iterable and can be, to some degree “finished” even as it invites 

multiple and endless readings.  The other side of the literary “work,” according to 

Blanchot, involves the demand of writing which both requires and resists the author’s 

hand.  Writing thus is active and passive, and mirrors the double nature of death: one side 

of death extends to the point of dying (the engagement with death from the side of and in 

relation to the world of the living); this is Heidegger’s “possibility of impossibility” 

which is a moving towards death from this side of death
47

.  Anything Ishmael may write 

towards or about Moby Dick—anything that could be considered Melville’s novel 

proper—exists on this side.  We may compare Ishmael with Ahab for an illustration: in 

“The Sphynx,” Ahab addresses the severed head of a recently decapitated sperm whale, 

entreating “speak, mighty head, and tell us the secret thing that is in thee.  Of all divers, 

thou hast dived the deepest … O head!  Thou hast seen enough to split the planets and 

                                                      

47
 For Heidegger, death is conceived as the “possibility of impossibility,” whereupon we approach death 

from the side of culture, the positive side.  Blanchot inverts Heidegger’s description of death as the 
“impossibility of possibility.”  For Heidegger, life entails a pushing away of death by making the claim that 
“everybody dies.”  In Blanchot, we become the everyone that dies. (Haase and Large 51-53), (Blanchot 
96).     
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make an infidel of Abraham, and not one syllable is thine!” (249). Ahab speculates on the 

sperm whale’s unique subjective existence, summoning images of long-forgotten whaling 

casualties and depths unseen by any man.  But to Ahab’s frustration, although maintained 

in the whale’s history as an other (even as the whale itself is deceased), this complex life 

exists only as speculation.  The whale itself cannot speak or validate its history.  The 

chapter ends with Ahab’s invocation:  “O Nature, and O soul of man!  How far beyond 

all utterance are your linked analogies!  not in the smallest atom stirs or lives in matter, 

but has its cunning duplicate in the mind” (250).  The world of the other is only knowable 

through “linked analogies” but these, as Ahab points out, are “beyond all utterance.”   

The other side of death (a death that faces away from the living) is ultimately 

unknowable and inarticulable.  It is “beyond all utterance.”  The other side of death can 

be approached, but not properly apprehended.  This is, according to Blanchot, the 

“impossibility of the possibility” of death.  This second aspect of death engenders the 

creation of art because, like the second kind of “work,” it incessantly beckons and makes 

demands upon the living.  The interrelationship between death and writing is elucidated 

in a passage from Haase and Large:  “It is the singular experience of the work as it slips 

away from my grasp and from which side there is no general experience of literature, 

since there are no concepts which would translate the impervious nature of the work 

without immediately placing it on the other side; that is to say, the side of culture” (35).  

As the missing end term of Ishmael’s encyclopaedia, Moby Dick slips away from 

Ishmael’s ability to articulate him even as Ishmael draws closer through Moby Dick’s 
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demand for articulation.   Understanding the event of his encounter with the other causes 

Ishmael to spill a good deal of ink, but any thoughtful reader of Moby Dick understands 

that the white whale’s singularity (and alterity) emerges only when Ishmael’s language, 

knowledge and experience fail him.  “Let us try” to understand the unknowable through 

Moby Dick, Ishmael proposes, ceding that “in a matter like this, subtlety appeals to 

subtlety, and without imagination no man can follow another into these halls” (162).  

Melville (through Ishmael) promises detail and nuance with subtlety, but the singular 

experience is only recognized when met with a mutual spirit of commitment and 

adventure. 
48

  

Ishmael is caught once again at the precipice of meaning, and this position is 

again aligned with the act of writing:  “To analyze it, would seem impossible.  Can we, 

then, by the citation of some of those instances wherein this thing of whiteness—though 

for the time either wholly or in great part stripped of all direct associations calculated to 

impart to it aught fearful, but, nevertheless, is found to exert over us the same sorcery, 

however modified;—can we thus hope to light upon some chance clue to conduct us to 

the hidden cause we seek?” (162). Ishmael seems to believe that by exploring what he 

knows about whiteness (its history and experience as a signifier) he may chance upon 

something through his writing that will summon, as though through a mystical algebra, 

                                                      

48
 Derek Attridge puts this forward as an ethics of reading: doing justice to “a work’s singularity, 

inventiveness, and alterity … means finding some means to respond with an answering singularity, 
inventiveness, and alterity.  Indeed, there is a sense in which it is only in such inventive responses that the 
work comes into existence—as an act/event—at all.  In this response … we are responding to the 
invention of the artist or artists, in two senses: what has been created, and the process of creation itself” 
(“Performing Metaphors 27-28) 
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the “hidden cause” of the “work’s,”—and Moby Dick’s—demand.  But examples of 

whiteness’s “sorcery” can’t reveal the origin of Moby Dick’s own singularity: it is not 

transferrable and only problematically translatable.  Meaning can only be intuited through 

analogy and metaphor, staples of the literary work of art:  “Is it that by its indefiniteness 

it shadows forth the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us 

from behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding the white depths of the 

milky way?” (165). Indeed, the singularity of Moby Dick can only be “shadow[ed] forth” 

as an asserted absence through literature, which makes us face and apprehend its absence 

as absence.  Significantly, the climactic encounter with Moby Dick provides neither 

closure nor meaning; the whale’s otherness and singularity is closely guarded and 

reasserted violently when the crew is attacked and decimated.  Caught with his own 

harpoon rope around his neck, Ahab is finally united with the vehicle of his desire and 

the one final term to which he has subsumed his entire monomaniacal universe; this is in 

contrast to Ishmael, for whom Moby Dick is an end term, but not the only term.  The cost 

of knowing Moby Dick is losing one’s life and ability to articulate this knowledge; the 

harpooned whale brings Ahab across the boundaries of knowledge and into death, where 

he loses the ability to articulate what he’s found among the depths he could have only 

imagined.  Because Moby Dick and Ishmael survive, Ishmael’s open-ended 

encyclopaedia remains: the end of his encyclopaedia coincides with his refusal to follow 

the whale into unarticulable knowledge. 
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 Few would think to look for similarities between Moby Dick’s Ishmael and the 

narrator of the Marquis De Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom.  While Ishmael humbly describes 

his text as “but a draught—nay, but the draught of a draught,” Sade’s narrator refers to 

his work in typical Sadean grandiosity as “the most impure tale that has ever been told 

since our world began, a book the likes of which are met with neither amongst the 

ancients nor amongst us moderns” (De Sade 253).  But Sade’s narrator refers only to the 

spirit of his content here (excessively debauched and violent), for although his described 

range of degradation is vast and exacting, Sade’s narrator, like Melville’s, struggles with 

the attempt to render a total encyclopaedic body of perversions, recognizing the 

impossibility of truly cataloguing the totality of the deranged imagination.  He notes, “if 

we have not said everything, analyzed everything, tax us not with partiality, for you 

cannot expect us to have guessed what suits you best” (De Sade 255).  The implication of 

course is that the goal is to “say everything,” and have it organized in such a way that the 

reader can move from perversion to relative perversion through the interstices of the 

narrative to perhaps find one’s own perverse correlative, or to discover a heretofore 

unarticulated titillation.     

In addition to being a kind of encyclopaedia, the unfinished 120 Days of Sodom 

serves also as a narrative describing four months in the lives of four wretchedly degraded 

libertines, who assemble an entourage of sexual slaves, storytellers, elderly brothel 

keepers and a small staff of servants in order to construct an isolated harem for the 

exploration and indulgence of their libertine pleasures.  Originally penned on a forty-foot 
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long homemade scroll and hidden in his cell within the Bastille, the work was written 

feverishly over a thirty-seven day period by De Sade, who only managed to complete the 

first part of what was intended to be a four-part masterpiece (Schaeffer 336).  The 

intentions of the four wealthy debauchees closely resemble the intention of De Sade, the 

writer: 

After having immured themselves within everything that was best able to 

satisfy the senses through lust, after having established this situation, the 

plan was to have described to them, in the greatest detail and in due order, 

every one of debauchery’s extravagances, all its divagations, all its 

ramifications, all its contingencies, all of what is termed in libertine 

language its passions.  There is simply no conceiving the degree to which 

man varies them when his imagination grows inflamed; excessive may be 

the differences between men that is created by all their other manias, by all 

their other tastes, but in this case it is even more so, and he who should 

succeed in isolating and categorizing and detailing these follies would 

perhaps perform one of the most splendid labors which might be 

undertaken in the study of manners, and perhaps one of the most 

interesting. (218)    

The minute degrees of variance between each fantasy or entry and De Sade’s attention to 

detail become integral to the work as encyclopaedia; the narrative thrust entails each 

entry to become more and more depraved (and more and more complex) as the work 
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proceeds, culminating in the most evil, most depraved and murderous fantasies with 

which the work was intended to conclude.
49

  Desire, as Marcel Hénaff has pointed out, 

both drives the narrative and acts as a fundamental organizing principle.  Not only does 

desire build suspense on the narrative level, the measured withholding of fulfillment (for 

the four main characters and the curiosity of the reader) creates an encyclopaedia ordered 

morally rather than alphabetically.  It is “the parody of a dictionary, caught in a narrative 

fabric, carried away by a fiction which deprives it all of ‘scientific’ pretense.  This is to 

better designate what it puts into play: desire rather than knowledge, or desire within 

knowledge” (Hénaff 144 Trans. Allen S. Weiss).  De Sade’s narrator abruptly and 

apologetically closes the curtain on any sexual or violent act that is performed out of due 

order, out of the sequence of ritualized and narrativized encyclopaedic anthologizing.
50

  

 This of course is a jarring experience of what seems upon first glance to be an arbitrary 

imposition of order, especially so when the promise of full disclosure is so urgently, 

forcefully and frequently given, and when it occurs amidst such a thoroughly morally 

disordered (or rather, re-ordered) story.         

 And of course, desire works in tandem with restriction and limits, De Sade’s 

excessiveness/exhaustiveness in detailing debauched fantasy (prior to its ordering per se) 

is the natural result of his repeated approach, apprehension and articulation of acts of 

transgression.  With every imaginative transgression of social or sexual limitations 

                                                      

49
 Although De Sade never completed the 120 Days of Sodom, he provides, beyond the “complete” draft 

of the first 30 days, the outlines for each of the following 90 days, giving the reader a preview of his 
trajectory. 
50

 Marcel Henaff provides numerous examples (146-148). 
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through his writing, De Sade must find a new boundary to break through in order to flesh 

out his encyclopaedia.  De Sade’s narrator remarks that “libertinage stops at nothing, and 

the true way of extending and multiplying one’s desires is to attempt to impose checks 

upon them” (239), and in writing or reading, desire is generative only inasmuch as it is 

insatiable, for when desire is fulfilled the process of writing or reading ostensibly ends.   

 This is a conundrum faced by De Sade’s narrators as well, framed in terms of 

sexual desire and sexual release.  While desire drives the accumulative operations of the 

narrative, sexual release inspires a drastic and abrupt abatement of desire; indeed, in this 

encyclopaedia, the sexual release changes the very nature of one’s relation to the desired 

object: the embodied and articulated fantasy imbued with the power to act on the subject 

dialectically.  Durcet, one of the four libertines, explains: “It is not in desire’s 

consummation happiness consists, but in the desire itself, in hurdling the obstacles placed 

before what one wishes” (362).  The obstacles encountered in the 120 Days of Sodom are 

not those imposed by the law or propriety, for the libertines take great pains to provide a 

space wherein their criminal actions may go unchecked.  The obstacles, in fact, are 

imposed by the rules set out by the libertines themselves, as part of their own ordering 

system: for example, the stories must be recounted in detail first and prior to their 

enactment; only certain children in their harem may be violated at certain times; children 

that are violated must be marked by a ribbon in the hair so they are known to be part of a 

separate order … the list goes on.  When the libertines cannot follow their own rules, the 

narrator of 120 Days of Sodom steps in and apologetically re-orders the material for the 
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reader.  These checks are imposed to secure, at least for a set period of time, desire; more 

specifically, they channel desire into the ordering system, mobilizing it for the 

encyclopaedic project.  The Président de Curval (a judge no less) explains how: “but the 

object which is in the profoundest sense devoid of all value save the one our lust endows 

it with, that object, I say, shows itself for what in truth it is once our lubricity has 

subsided” (275).  Once lust is satiated the circuit closes and the next sexual and singular 

event may begin to ripen and beckon, inspiring the libertines (or the reader) with desire 

again, beginning the process anew.  This play between withholding and fulfillment is an 

essential element, but so is the body of confirmed and recorded unique events.  Seen 

together, they make up the collection which relies on all other terms for their value, once 

the value imbued by lust alone abates.  These are notches on the bedpost, where the 

empty space of the next notch plays with and accords value to the collection of notches 

themselves.  Durcet senses the call of the collection when he confesses, “Every time, I 

have discharged over what is not here, what is absent from this place, and so it is … that, 

according to my belief, there is one essential thing lacking to our happiness.  It is the 

pleasure of comparison” (362).  The overview titillates with its promise of, if not 

ownership, at least a temporary and qualified mastery over the object.  These markers 

allow a certain relationship between the subject and the singular event, even as the event 

itself fades from the experiential world. 

 Examples abound of De Sade’s own “disordered” life and mind.  In his biography 

of De Sade, Neil Schaffer presents a spoiled, raving and anxious aristocrat who divided 
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his energy equally between two spheres: his seemingly anarchic and debauched behavior 

which often transgressed the boundaries imposed by culture and law for the purposes of 

living out his libertine philosophy, and his desperate and tireless attempts to secure the 

pecuniary resources necessary for him to behave thus.  In the midst of a chaotic existence 

which involved ongoing trouble with own family, his wife’s family and the authorities, 

De Sade appears to have enjoyed a certain brand of order.  This is to say that although he 

wanted to rail against and live outside the proscribed norms of society De Sade’s actions 

and obsessions are always tinged with his drive towards relational arrangement and 

classification.  Like many encyclopaedic authors, he was also a collector; and also, like 

many encyclopaedic authors, he spent funds on collections he really didn’t have.  De 

Sade fled to Italy in 1775 after his home in LaCoste was raided by police (De Sade had 

hid in his attic to avoid being apprehended by the authorities), and in Italy the troubled 

aristocrat managed to collect two enormous crates filled with artifacts and antiquities 

(Schaeffer 194, 198-199).  Paul Bourdin, editor and publisher of De Sade’s letters that 

had been kept by his lawyer Gaufridy, gives an account of the contents of one of the 

crates: 

It is a veritable ark.  Out of it comes, among other things, marble statues, 

fossils, “a vase or amphora for keeping Greek wine, veined with coral,” 

antique lamps, funeral urns, “all in the Greek and Roman style,” medals, 

idols, rough stones and carved stones from Vesuvius, a handsome funerary 

urn perfectly intact.  Etruscan vases and medals, a fragment carved in 
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serpentine, a piece of nitrous sulphate, seven sponges, a collection of 

shells, a small Hermaphrodite, and a vase of flowers, “all made of 

alabaster from Volterre in Tuscany,” a marble plate filled with all sorts of 

fruits “remarkably well simulated,” two chiffonniers of marble from 

Vesuvius, a Saracen bouquerini or cup, a Neapolitan knife, some antique 

clothes, some engravings and books. (cited in Schaeffer 198) 

A small museum, it would seem, could be put together from De Sade’s cabinet of 

curiosities.  We may note his interest in natural history, evinced by the inclusion of 

fossils, sponges, shells and nitrous sulphate, as well as his attraction to the unusual or 

“aberrant,” embodied by the Hemaphrodite, and lastly, his attraction to cultural and 

historical artifacts.  One of the two crates carried “over thirteen hundred pounds” of 

treasures from Italy (198).  All of this attests to the eighteenth century’s feverish interest 

in collecting and cataloguing; De Sade is in this sense a typically curious, educated man 

of his time.  And despite the uncertain financial footing with which De Sade constantly 

negotiated, Neil Schaeffer sees his accumulative acquisitiveness as indicative of a 

childlike grandiosity involving control and wish-fulfillment: “Sade relished the bizarre 

variety with dilettantish delight and indiscriminate enthusiasm.  He related to objects 

perhaps more than to people.  They anchored his thoughts.  To him, they were like icons 

onto which he projected his private meanings” (Schaeffer 199).   

 But his collections did not end here, with his curatorial acquisitions.  De Sade’s 

life also reveals an attention to collecting and cataloguing (however informally) what we 
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can now understand as singular events in his own life.  His orgies were documented, and 

Simone de Beauvoir details how “In Marseilles, he had himself whipped, but every 

couple of minutes he would dash to the mantelpiece and, with a knife, would inscribe on 

the chimney flue the number of lashes he had just received.  His humiliation would 

immediately be transformed into swagger” (27).  This informal record of whippings 

transforms the event of De Sade’s flagellation into a collection marking series of singular 

events, and De Sade (as the bodily-tormented recipient for a change) transforms his 

endurance of pain into ownership of that pain.  All that is needed to sustain it is an 

honored and kept record.   

Later while incarcerated, De Sade’s need for keeping records became a habitual 

necessity as he devised a personal directory of his “daily, monthly, yearly” masturbatory 

activities.  This was referred to by De Sade as his “almanach illusoire” or, in the words of 

Schaeffer, “his calendar of illusory pleasures” (292).  Schaeffer explains, “this [was] not 

a diary, but a statistical accounting of the various types of physical practices that he 

employed daily in prison to achieve sexual gratification” (292).  As a document it seems 

a rather unsurprising attempt by De Sade to exert a measure of control over some element 

of life in prison, particularly when he felt (as he seems to have quite frequently, based on 

his letters) that his captors, lawyer and even wife conspired to defy his rather routine 

grandiose demands.  It also attests to his ongoing and progressively more difficult 

struggle to achieve sexual gratification: “If sexual relief was problematic for Sade in the 

first place, prison exacerbated his problem, and he appears to have been driven to a kind 
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of desperate experimentation” (293).  An almanac makes this kind of experimentation 

methodical for the sexual alchemist, as it discourages purposeless repetition, but it also 

draws into its sphere the possibility for potential.  It invites further experimentation by 

giving ideas a space wherewith to gestate.  And its permanence gives the recorded results 

a living value.            

This sentiment is echoed by Simone de Beauvoir who notes, “Sade’s aberrations 

begin to acquire value when, instead of enduring them as his fixed nature, he elaborates 

an immense system in order to justify them” (4).  But his grandiose, impudent behavior 

also came with a certain amount of imaginative paranoia, and we may wonder whether 

both may reveal an unhealthily control-hungry and entitled individual.  In his late thirties 

and while in Vincennes, De Sade’s paranoia began to manifest itself as an obsession with 

what he believed were “secret signals” being sent to him from his wife through her letters 

to him (Schaeffer 284).  This marks, as Neil Schaeffer points out, a “capacity to imagine 

more intention and order in his situation than actually obtained” (284).  Importantly, De 

Sade’s fantasy requires that he believes there exists a body of knowledge of which he has 

only limited (and dubious) access.  His knowledge is not complete, nor does he have 

mastery over it.  But making connections does, in a sense, give him an illusion of 

mastery, because if the apparatus of knowledge can be gleaned, its blank spaces may also 

have the potential be filled.  So long as De Sade’s understanding of his own life’s events 

resist corresponding with the understanding of the rest of the world, he appears to assume 

that the secret is found in the difference.  Moreover, his fixation is less on the words and 
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numbers themselves than in their particular secret arrangement—again, this implies a 

mysterious order that De Sade felt was outside his grasp.  In his correspondences with his 

wife or others, De Sade looked for “hidden meanings” that he could string together into 

some kind of message or pattern, and with his imagination, 

anything could be seen as a symbolic act: if, for example, he lost one of 

his privileges on a particular date, he then took that number to have special 

significance. Some of his calculations are simply unintelligible, others 

incredibly ingenious. Almost all of these signals represent Sade’s attempt 

to discover the date of his release from prison. Although his sentence was 

in fact indeterminate, he insisted that his enemies (including his wife) 

knew the exact date it would end. (284) 

Through making or presuming these signals iterable, De Sade attempts to draw secret 

knowledge into his sphere of ownership.  Moreover, through his paranoia, De Sade 

attempts to align what he believes to be true with what he experiences through his 

paranoia.  While he has been brought to “order” in prison (he is in fact, “ordered” to 

prison), he believes he is being withheld the terms of this ordering system and is thus at 

an epistemological disadvantage.  The problem is that for the paranoiac, choosing what is 

worth knowing and making sense of this knowledge in ordered terms is difficult:  the 

very smallest thing may have significance, and may extend in definition and symbolic 

resonance further than may be apparent.  Like the compulsive collector or “hoarder” (a 

psychological type recently popularized in reality television, and now recognized in the 
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DSM-V as a clinical “hoarding disorder” (APA 2013)), the paranoiac becomes crushed 

under the possibilities and potential of too many variables.  Ordering assuages fears of 

missing or losing a symbolically valuable item (even an item as simple as a “secret 

sign”), but De Sade demonstrates that these obsessions are problematic without a 

mutually recognized value system. 

In terms of value, one might wonder whether this reveals in De Sade a tendency 

to see people as objects, or whether De Sade really accorded value to other subjective 

human beings (including those he may have hurt to fulfill his own pleasure).  Simone De 

Beauvoir suggests that De Sade’s relationship to others may have a direct link with his 

cultural and political milieu.  From Citizen Coingard’s Hospital De Sade had a front-row 

seat to view literally hundreds
51

 of executions via the guillotine (Schaeffer 447).  Seeing 

a continuous siphoning of people through the cold, mechanical and economical death-

machine may have impressed upon De Sade the degree to which a citizen could be 

reduced to an acted-upon object (for he certainly believed himself an acted-upon victim 

of his culture).  He may also have been impressed by the way in which death (particularly 

mass slaughter) transforms the singular individual into just another of many corpses.  De 

Beauvoir argues that “it is by such wholesale slaughters that the body politic shows only 

too clearly that it considers men as a mere collection of objects, whereas Sade demanded 

a universe peopled with individual beings” (16).  And this body politic excluded and 

condemned De Sade’s actions, for “[s]ociety wants undisputed possession.  It claims each 
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 In a letter to his lawyer Gaufridy, De Sade claims to have seen eighteen hundred people executed in 

thirty-five days (Schaeffer 447). 
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individual unreservedly.  It quickly seized upon Sade’s secret and classified it as crime” 

(10).  We know that De Sade narrowly escaped being judged and executed like many 

other members of the aristocracy; he survived the turbulent years of the revolution, but 

only narrowly and through ingratiating himself with the forces of the Republic upon his 

release from Charenton, re-branding himself as “Citizen Sade” (Schaeffer 7).  The fact 

that the body politic could swiftly reduce the value of a human life (or the value of many 

lives) to nothing was not lost on De Sade, argues de Beauvoir.  But in practice this kind 

of complete tyrannical mastery and ultimate annihilation of others through the infliction 

of death cannot be said to be De Sade’s (or other libertines’) ultimate objective.  “In order 

to derive pleasure from the humiliation and exaltation of the flesh, one must ascribe value 

to the flesh.  It has no sense, no worth, once one casually begins to treat man as a thing,” 

argues de Beauvoir (16).  The relative indiscriminate mass slaughter that took place 

during the Terror is far more indicative of the devaluation of human beings than any 

murderous fancy dreamed up by De Sade: the victims of his works are objectified, 

granted, but they retain (particularly through the written work which serves as its 

encyclopaedic repository) a value that is in inverse proportion to their degree of 

degradation at the hands of his fictional libertines.  Specifically, in 120 Days of Sodom 

the reader’s apprehension of the victims’ experience is part of the singular entry, the 

singular fantasy, being catalogued.  We may be reminded of the numerous instances in 

120 Days of Sodom where repetition (and therefore the conflation of two unique victims 

into a single term) is firmly chastised: “I never see the same one twice, my child … bring 



 

143 

 

me some I don’t know, never any of those who say they’ve already had dealings with 

me” (269).  Moreover, murder (or capital punishment) irrevocably changes the terms 

which support true sadism.  The sadist wants an inaccessible—although recognizable—

singular subjectivity to submit to physical and mental control, but the corpse in this 

circumstance deflates the sadist’s desire.  Thus, as de Beauvoir points out, “[t]he freedom 

that one hoped to tyrannize to the point of annihilation has, in being destroyed, slipped 

away from the world in which tyranny had a hold on it” (29).  Again, thinking of 

Blanchot, we may recognize that a singularity lost through death must end the process of 

writing (and the process of encyclopaedism), as death represents ultimate unknowability, 

and as such, the limits of comprehension.  As we’ve seen with Ahab and Moby Dick, to 

follow the individual into death’s realm is to forfeit articulable knowledge, even though 

all demands for articulation and comprehension of the unknown bring the writer into 

uneasy relationship with the limits marking life and death.   

Marcel Hénaff has referred to De Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom as an “encyclopaedia 

of excess,” a sustained encyclopaedic paradox in which totality and excess (as normally 

competing elements of discourse) lead to “the fundamental aporia of discourse, insofar as 

the discourse of totality constitutes itself only by blinding itself to the prohibition which 

permits closure and eliminates all remainder.  The all is maintained only by banishing the 

too much” (Trans. Allen S. Weiss 143).  With his encyclopaedia of perversions, De Sade 

claims a pretense to embrace all as well as the too much by so closely enmeshing his 

narrative with his theoretical apparatus.  With a specifically encyclopaedic apparatus, 
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nothing is properly banished in 120 Days of Sodom, only withheld for a moment and 

meted out accordingly.  Marcel Hénaff describes De Sade’s work as “a very strange 

dictionary” in the sense that it “offers tales in place of definitions” (145).  I argue that 

work serves as both a catalogue and collection (acknowledging that one could argue that 

a dictionary is both a catalogue and collection), and yet 120 Days of Sodom is more than 

this.  In its continued effort to account specific sexual or criminal practices as singular 

events the encyclopaedia or collection does not endeavor to be a lexicon of universals.   

As the passions described in 120 Days of Sodom become more and more 

deranged, their violence invites inquiry as it repels examination.  As with Moby Dick, the 

narrator of 120 Days of Sodom seeks the encyclopaedia’s completion as he must realize 

its impossibility.  Both texts, significantly, end with an orgy of violence and admit with 

their closure a kind of abnegation.  Moby Dick continues his life unaccounted for, and the 

Sadist retreat must come to a close.  This is only a partial defeat: for as we’ve seen with 

Moby Dick, so long as the end term projects or accounts for remainder (the continued life 

of the white whale), the unfinished work can at least find an arbitrary position wherewith 

to close.  120 Days of Sodom’s excessiveness is suggested by its seemingly endless 

energy for generating barely-conceivable permutations of sexually violent fantasy, but 

the real site of its insatiability (and hence its inability for proper completion as an 

encyclopaedia) is closely tied to its capacity for expression through language.  Simone de 

Beauvoir notes, “[De Sade’s] books take hold of us as soon as we become aware that for 

all their repetitiousness, their platitudes and clumsiness, he is trying to communicate an 
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experience whose distinguishing characteristic is, nevertheless, a tendency to be 

incommunicable” (4).  The moments of incommunicability—the point at which language 

breaks down—then signals the boundaries of De Sade’s encyclopaedia.  But he uses these 

moments to his advantage, and to signal, as Hénaff has noticed, his work’s role as an 

“encyclopaedia of excess.”   

The “secret chamber” in 120 Days of Sodom is one of two repeated sites of 

linguistic and dialogic breakdown.  At various moments throughout 120 Days of Sodom, 

readers are invited to the door of the secret chamber, but not allowed to pass beyond.  It is 

described as “a kind of boudoir, it was soundproof and secluded, but very warm within, 

very dark during the day, and its purpose was for private interviews and secluded 

contests, or for certain other secret delights which will be unveiled in the sequel” (238).  

Victims emerge broken and traumatized, and the libertines emerge exhausted and often 

fulfilled.  I will provide one particularly humorous and nauseating example: “As for 

Curval, in whose brain all kinds of extravagances danced gaily, he declared he was 

moved to perform some solitary orgies and went off to the remote boudoir, accompanied 

by Fanchon, Marie, Desgranges, and thirty bottles of Champagne wine.  Later on, all four 

had to be carried back into society, for they were discovered floating in a very tide of 

their own ordures, and the Président was found asleep, his mouth fastened onto that of 

Desgranges, who was still wearily retching into it” (120 Days of Sodom 343).  But the 

account of their experiences is denied the reader (and at times, denied to other 

characters).  Hénaff explains: “What is required to lead us into this secret chamber is a 
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statement capable of recovering the deed inconceivably perpetrated therein.  But in this 

case we would find ourselves in a bedroom at whose end a mysterious door would lead to 

yet another secret chamber” (167).  What Hénaff seems to understand is that the 

extensive or excessive encyclopaedic project is a constant writing towards
52

—an endless 

engagement with the limits of language.  In these rooms the possibility of a witness’s 

testimony poses the risk of pushing away or blockading the liminal space that is 

designated for possibility.  To particularize with such aplomb—the encyclopaedist’s 

goal—is to engender the risk of incessant and endless writing.  There is no scroll long 

enough to end desire, or end pleasure; no Bastille could hold it.  For De Sade’s 

characters, this impossible space is transmuted or transformed into the secret chambers to 

which the reader is denied access.  The secret chamber can extend indefinitely as a spatial 

metaphor for De Sade’s encyclopaedia’s impossible end-term: “This vanishing point is 

precisely the secret chamber, the place where the horrors are no longer nameable” 

(Hénaff 163).  This theme continues with the torture chamber located in the bowels of the 

sadistic retreat; the narrator confides with the relish reserved for scandal: “I know not 

what will transpire in that nether place, but this I may say without doing our tale a 

disservice, that when a description of the dungeon was given the Duc, he reacted by 

discharging three times in succession” (240).  What is known of the torture chamber is 

only intuited by the Duc’s enthusiastic endorsement of its potential for violent sexual 

possibility.   
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 As the word “extensive” suggests, it is the wide-reaching nature and the process of extension, 

aggregation and expansion that is prominently foregrounded in the extensive encyclopaedic work. 
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As either the “remote chamber” or the subterranean torture chamber implies, the 

encyclopaedia of excess cedes to an impossibility of writing, like that described by 

Blanchot.  As Donald Marshall has claimed, the space of creation is “radically 

indeterminate, both spatially interminable and temporally incessant” (230).  As much as 

these chambers are lauded as arenas for violence and destruction, in terms of writing, 

they are generative storehouses of creation.  But the second locus of linguistic breakdown 

for De Sade is represented through the scream (the only sounds that are admitted escape 

from the secret chamber)—a force that becomes more and more compelling (and 

frequent) as the violence in 120 Days of Sodom intensifies.  This is the only option for 

writing or fictionalizing the horror of torture, where the reality of torture by definition 

cannot be communicated in its terrible singular experience.  In actuality, the reader’s 

singular experience and its capacity for imaginative torture animates the nameless horror 

from the secret chamber.  Marcel Hénaff is right to point to the pre-linguistic attribute of 

the scream as again, it designates without elaboration: “The scream, which is not yet 

language, indicates that language no longer occurs, that it is destroyed, that the narrative 

must be forsaken, and that within the fierce solitude of torture, the extreme violence 

inflicted upon the body is radically hidden from all forms of discursivity” (166).  

  De Sade and Melville are separated by a lifetime, an ocean, and their wildly 

differing morals, but their writing speaks to the same ongoing struggle for encylopaedic 

writers to engage with the limits of what can be known and explored through and by 

writing.  For Melville, the release of the “work” of Moby Dick is contingent upon the 
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release of the whale itself and what it represents as an emblem of the continued search for 

order and meaning.  For De Sade, the orgy may end with his characters, but his “study of 

manners” continues to inflame the imagination by forcing the reader to confront not only 

their capacity for horror and pleasure, but also the unspeakable void beyond the secret 

chamber and the scream that beckons to each unique and singular reader.  The extensive 

or excessive encyclopaedia, like all encyclopaedias, cannot properly end with the 

dropping of a pen or the closing of a book.  These are generative and demanding texts—

and the process of writing them can perhaps be explained by Curval, from 120 Days of 

Sodom, describing his road to excess:  “little by little one makes one’s way along, and the 

path one treads is strewn with flowers; one excess leads to another, and the imagination, 

never sated, soon brings us to our destination, and as the traveler’s heart has only 

hardened as he has pursued his career, immediately he reaches his goal, that heart which 

of old contained some virtues, no longer recognizes a single one” (496).  Although 

speaking of vice, we have here an articulation of the same problem faced by the curious 

and encyclopaedic writer who is always intellectually and creatively on the move: each 

destination becomes a new starting point.  Despite excessiveness or exhaustion, the 

encyclopaedic exploration continues on.  

 

The Intensive Encyclopaedia 

  The inverse of this tendency can be found in the mode of what I will call the 

“intensive” encyclopaedia, which can take numerous forms.  The first of these is the 
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small or short encyclopaedic work, which hints at a larger enterprise beyond (and yet 

projected within) the text itself.  Intensive encyclopaedias project an expansive interiority 

rather than showing the fruits of aggregative exhaustiveness represented through the 

extensive encyclopaedia.  Danilo Kis’s Encyclopaedia of the Dead, Nicholson Baker’s 

The Mezzanine and the short fiction of Borges are examples of such kinds of works. 

While the works themselves are short or small, the impression they give is in providing, 

either through synecdoche or otherwise, a small part of an entirely and impossibly 

unrepresentable whole.  The intensive encyclopaedia can also include encyclopaedias of 

the mundane or everyday ephemera.  In both cases, the encyclopaedic rendering of life’s 

minutiae exemplifies, quite radically, a specific problem with attempting to elucidate the 

singularity of some thing (or “event”) in time or space.  In encyclopaedic works like 

those of George Perec, Nicholson Baker and Daniel Spoerri, the authors take a fragment 

of time, a small moment, or the contents of a small space, and list, describe or annotate 

them to the point of absurdity.  In discussing the miniature, Susan Stewart argues:  

That the world of things can open itself to reveal a secret life—indeed, to 

reveal a set of actions and hence a narrativity and history outside the given 

field of perception—is a constant daydream the miniature presents.  This is 

the daydream of the microscope: the daydream of life inside life, of 

significance multiplied infinitely within significance. (54)   

We shall explore more fully how miniatures and minutiae are closely related to the 

intrinsic encyclopaedia later in this chapter, but for now, there is an element of 
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exhaustiveness here that poses the risk of losing the thing that is being described beneath 

description.  Nonetheless, I see this as the “inverse” of the “extensive” encyclopaedia 

inasmuch as the project requires a shift in optics: rather than embodying the sense of 

ranging over an epistemological topography and searching the limits of its reach, the 

“intensive” encyclopaedia demands a refinement of tools (whether in their capacity for 

specificity or economy) and a microcosmic gaze.     

 I have envisioned many variable ways in which the intensive encyclopaedia 

seems to be operating.  At the one level, “intensive” implies the crystallized form of the 

miniature or the diminutive size of these unique encyclopaedias, of which Borges, the 

consummate miniaturist, is its master craftsman; but I also see “intensive” referring to the 

localized and contained ordering systems of these encyclopaedias as well.  “Intensive” 

should suggest intensity as well as interority.  In the intensive encyclopaedic work every 

nuance is an attempt to locate and affix within the ordering system the singular object in 

the most specific and rigorous way as possible.  This phenomenon is probably most 

apparent when a singular and special object’s owner attempts to elucidate the importance 

(their singular relationship to) a special object.  A locket might be little more than metal 

and a tiny photograph, but to its owner, the locket’s singularity may be tied to the day it 

was received (a relatively small moment over the course of an individual life), the feel of 

a tiny, warm chain around one’s neck, the design delicately carved on its surface, the day 

the photograph of the locket’s contents was taken, the lives of the portraits contained 

within.  To the locket’s owner, the relative importance of this object involves its capacity 
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to open onto and summon a unique world history.  Enumerable as the elements of this 

history are, the locket’s singularity that differentiates it from every other object (even its 

seeming duplicate in physical form or age) and the categories of its difference are sub-

divisible to the point where its elucidation for the purposes of ordering would involve a 

veritable encyclopaedia of the most particular sort.  

Bearing this in mind, and with a slight shift in focus, Proust’s “episode of the 

madeleine” becomes an encyclopaedic exercise in literary anchorage, where tens of 

thousands of descriptors hang on the most precarious of singular markers: an ephemeral 

moment of taste, linked with an involuntary but luxurious memory.  Stewart makes a 

similar point in her discussion of the miniature: “Because of the correspondences it must 

establish, writing about the miniature achieves a delirium of description.  The arrested 

life of the miniature object places it within a still context of infinite detail” (46-47).  But 

there are writers and authors and curious visionaries that are lured into articulating these 

correspondences despite the risks of delirium or infinitude.     

This speaks to another important element of the intrinsic encyclopaedic work that 

involves precise and deliberate ordering.  In this capacity the encyclopaedic subdivisions 

are intrinsically small: small elements of variance which, even with only a small sample, 

produce the feeling of a million possible permutations and possibilities.  We may 

consider one of Georges Perec’s projects, the “Workshop for Potential Literature,” or 

Oulipo, which was “formed in 1960 by a subset of writers and mathematicians who were 

all interested in the possible connections between the practice of mathematics and the 
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various formal constraints that have to be satisfied in the writing of poetry” (Sturrock xv).  

The relative arbitrariness of the constraints entertained by the Oulipo group and the 

element of chance introduced by a new and novel organizing principle belie the belief 

that literature has become exhausted.  As we’ve seen from our discussion of De Sade, 

constraints (regardless of how arbitrary) engender desire.  The constraints enjoyed by the 

Oulipo group have the benefit of being minutely variable, with surprising and sometimes 

astounding results: La Disparition, Perec’s novel sans the letter “e” (heroically translated 

in 1994 by Gilbert Adair, as A Void) is a powerful example.  In La Disparition, Perec 

treats words as objects, collected and ordered by their relation to the letter “e.”  On one 

side, this specific lipogrammatic decision gestures to its purely arbitrary imposition.  But 

Perec’s method of ordering in itself begins to tell a story: the loss of the “e,” as 

commentators have noted, summons the presence of an existential void at the heart of his 

novel.  The “e” is the novel’s encyclopaedic end-term, and its unrecuperable loss 

(signified by its conspicuous and looming absence) also signifies by what it snatches 

away into atemporal longing: père, mère, parents and famille.
53

  Perec’s encyclopaedias 

are all fragmentary, imperfect collections that reflect a fragmentary imperfect 

apperception of one(’s) subjective life.   

Through the author’s obsessive attention to subdivision, invoking only the very 

smallest capillaries at the ends of the branches of knowledge, intensive encyclopaedic 

works engender the feeling of insignificance which arise in the face of epistemological 

                                                      

53
 I owe this latter observation to Warren Motte, from his article “Reading Georges Perec” (2002).  
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grandeur.  The notion of the infinite is perhaps most acutely felt in examples of the 

intensive encyclopaedia.  This is because the sample
54

 object is so small, its relative size 

is assumed to be minute compared to the vastness of the collection of which it is a part.  

In this sense, the minute becomes, paradoxically, a humble representative for vastness.   

 Language and articulation are also humble representatives of vastness.  Each word 

owes its meaning to other words—each utterance minutely changes the whole symbolic 

fabric.
55

  And these words, too, are humble representatives of what can’t be known or 

represented fully.  Consider Perec’s “Placid small thoughts no 2”: “The passage of time 

(my history) leaves behind a residue that accumulates: photographs, drawings, the 

corpses of long since dried-up felt-pens, shirts, non-returnable glasses and returnable 

glasses, cigar wrappers, tins, erasers, postcards, books, dust and knickknacks: this is what 

I call my fortune” (Perec 24-25).  Even as we barely register a cigar wrapper or tin listed 

among the random detritus of Perec’s apartment, we link the object to a time and place 

that can’t be even as it is embodied by language.  His words are a translation of that 

singular moment, just as all language is translation, and the degrees of relative difference 

(in sense, history, or sound) can be vast or, as the minutiae-focused intensive 

encyclopaedist may propose, minute.   

                                                      

54
 The object is a sample of a larger system (whether organized or no).  If the system is large enough, it 

allows for every possible permutation rendering all differences null—or singular.  If the system is 
somehow ordered, the extrapolation of its ordering apparatus is generally and peacefully accepted.  If we 
accept a chaotic model of the universe, if it allows for every possible permutation and possibility, there is 
the sense that somehow it can be ordered—with enough time and enough space.   
55

 In this spirit I enjoy looking at hashtags and the groups of voices that are drawn together by the simple 
agreed-upon use of a word or two at a very specific moment in history through Twitter.  In an instant, a 
political gaffe or unexpected meteor can produce an explosion of activity flocked around a single hashtag 
or two.   
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 What is also interesting here is that Perec is celebrating what we would normally 

consider the discarded elements that make up a human life, the “accumulate[ed]” 

“residue” that is the byproduct of daily living.  The very joys associated with whatever 

activity that results in a residual byproduct (for example, Perec’s love for the daily 

crossword explains the lifeless dried-up pens) are long gone.  The absent and irretrievable 

wrapper belongs to the absent and irretrievable cigar smoked on an absent and 

irretrievable day; this encyclopaedic list is elegiac.  That it is even being discussed here, 

now, is a testament to every object’s potential for generating and sustaining a singular 

history within an ordered context.   

This brings me to yet another manifestation of the intensive encyclopaedia: the 

ordering of objects which are minute, that is to say, in the sense of being minute as in 

insignificant, mundane, minor or ephemeral.  The parameters are loose here: Jonathan 

Borofsky’s cataloguing of his dreams or a child’s collection of pencil nubs can be 

considered exercises in this kind of ordering.  So too is Borofsky’s work “Counting from 

1 to Infinity” (1969) a prolonged and dedicated exercise in order.   
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Figure 8 - Jonathan Borofsky’s Counting from 1 to Infinity (1969-1976) 

Upon approach, the work is a neatly stacked pillar of paper intended to recall “Brancusi’s 

Endless Column in the continuous stacking of pages” (Borofsky, qtd. in Rosenthal and 

Marshal 33); neatly graying sharp-cornered at the base, the work looks as though it was 

harder to contain as the column grows, as its edges become more ragged, and the writing 

tools and paper change to accommodate and gradually articulate the project.  Borofsky 

reported that after so much number-writing he “had the need to scribble on the same 

sheet of paper as the counting.  It was like taking a break.  The counting had become a 

break from my thought process, and the scribbling now became a break from the 

counting” (33).  But until the hand releases the work, or the work releases the hand, the 

artist answers the demand to continue to draw out and order singular events from the 

unknown, however mundane, to give them presence and feigned permanence.  This is a 

critical facet of the experience of fiction, according to Derrida: “That which I am calling 



 

156 

 

the experience of fiction, then, would be essentially equivocal, hanging as it does 

between the suspension of the referent, as signaled by the fiction’s mark, and the 

persistence of the assumption of referential language, whereby fiction always exceeds 

itself toward something other” (qtd. in Kampf 163).  Borofsky isn’t seeking to write 

fiction—in fact, Counting from 1 to Infinity was borne of a phase in Borofsky’s career 

where he had stopped producing representational art in painting and sculpture—but this 

incessant series of numbers, excised from numerical ether, are given a meaningful 

algorithm through what only gradually emerges as art.  And the assertive presence of 

Borofsky’s persistence emerges as a kind of fidelity to spontaneous thought channeled 

through signs whose meanings aren’t understood or readily extractable despite his rigor.  

Borofsky’s painstaking project is breathless from its compression of both the endless 

stream of ciphers crowding the pages and the minute fragments of time attached to each 

number.  A quick look at any one page gives only a vague sense of the vast amount of 

time spent recording such fragments.  Eventually unexpected and quite literally 

unaccounted for life bursts forth from the numbers: “I would start moving the pencil 

around and making forms.  Then I started making stick figures, and then stick figures 

doing different things.  There were heads, and heads tied to trees” (33).  Here is where 

Borofsky encounters and transcribes the journey toward something other. 



 

157 

 

 

Figure 9: Sheet from Counting from 1 to Infinity, 1978.  From Jonathan Borofsky Ed. Mark 

Rosenthal and Richard Marshall, 1984.  

Borofsky’s conceptual work asserts a process of ordering events as much as the 

passage of time; and yet when we approach its squat, imposing presence time is collapsed 

for us.  The stack resembles a problematic pile of refuse (“what do we do with all of these 

useless records?” one might ask, cleaning an abandoned storage unit), but it hides its 

order, which despite the weighty look of the stack is quite precarious—one topple and its 

order and form could be lost forever.  At the outset of his project (somewhere close to its 

origin), his process suggests pure unfettered order on paper.  Mark Rosenthal explains, 

“In 1971-72, after years as a painter and sculpture, and at a time when he had dispensed 

with art making altogether in favor of the meditative activity of counting, it was drawing 

that brought him back to art.  Out of a certain tedium, he began to doodle on his sheets of 

counting” (Rosenthal and Marshal 12).  Borofsky has claimed, “My thought process is an 

object,” and no sooner had figures begun to enter the numeric soup of Borofsky’s project 



 

158 

 

than he began to incorporate them into other works in incarnations or “‘generations’ (his 

word) for that initial impulse” (qtd. in Rosenthal and Marshal 12).  An image might be re-

worked in multiple drawings, paintings or pieces: from 1971-1976 many works found 

their genesis in Barofsky’s column.  He is known for exhibiting retrospectives where 

recurring images and themes are variously wrought and developed over time, 

accumulating new contexts and meanings with each incarnation.  Some of these self-

sustained archetypes are the image of the running man, the man with a hammer, images 

of flight, floating rubies and the Star of David, which recur and persist in Borofsky’s 

oeuvre in sketches, paintings, sculptures and installations for years at a time.   

 Over the course of the Counting from 1 to Infinity project, Borofsky is released 

from the work of pure, meditative numerical transcription by that which he had never 

intended—an outcome only attained by his prolonged endurance to the mundane act of 

counting and its minute register of growth.  Significantly, while working on Counting 

from 1 to Infinity Borofsky’s separate, independent works that sprang the counting 

process (once he began producing works beyond or generated through numbers) were 

designated not with signatures, but with digits drawn from the most recent numerical 

entry in his stack.  So each work created over the course of the stack’s gradual 

development has a corresponding position within the multi-thousand page column.  God 

help the archivist who tries to manually annotate Borofsky’s pillar or connect Borofsky’s 

prolific works from 1969-1976 to their pinpoint position somewhere between 1 and 

“infinity.”     
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But to return to minutiae:  we may also recall the “Snare” pictures of Daniel 

Spoerri discussed in Chapter Two, where a loved-and-worn table retires on an arbitrary 

day, eggshells, coffee stains and all.  Yet again, time is collapsed: this is what Daniel 

Bruns calls “Anarchic Temporality” (121).  We’re told in Roland Torpor’s 1990 

introduction that Spoerri “continued, following his original idea, to trap reality in a snare.  

To pin it, stuffed, to the wall of a blank page.  He continued his war against the watch” 

(21).  In this attempt to articulate the singular presence of the ensnared moment, not only 

do the individual objects embody (in their entirely different metaphysical state, divorced 

from their equipmentality) the absent moment of “now,” the “midnight” of temporality, 

but the ever-expanding annotations also enact this temporally-deferring phenomenon.  

Like the paradox of Zeno’s arrow, these deferring singular moments take the place of the 

“now” in its eternal difference, implying the rhizomatic structure of anarchic temporality.  

This is a war against the watch in the sense that each object withholds the “now” it 

represents, but also, the process of approaching (through reading) the “now” becomes 

quite literally an unstable and lengthy one as the reader moves from anecdote to anecdote 

and footnote to footnote.  

But what if one left an entire room as a “Snare”?  Or an entire apartment “Snare”?  

Unlike the living spaces of the famous or wealthy, whose objects of ownership are kept 

and sometimes even preserved intact—to sustain by their faithful algebraic order the 

whiff of the deceased and honored owner—many hermetic ecosystems of the recluse are 

lost shortly after their singular revelation.  And of course the revelation, the point at 
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which the collection opens up to the semiotic fabric of its culture for apprehension, is 

marked by the threshold of the recluse’s death.  The tragedy of this both material and 

singular loss is articulated in Borges’ “The Witness”:   

Things, events, that occupy space yet come to an end when someone dies 

may make us stop and wonder—and yet one thing, or an infinite number 

of things, dies with every man’s or woman’s death, unless the universe 

itself has a memory, as the theosophists have suggested … What will die 

with me the day I die? … The voice of Macedonio Fernandez, the image 

of a bay horse in a vacant lot on the corner of Sarrano and Charcas, a bar 

of sulfur in the drawer of a mahogany desk? (311) 

Of the three objects with which Borges ends his short tale only one is an object that 

occupies space (unless the image of the bay horse is a photograph or picture).  The lonely 

bar of soap—life’s ephemera severed from use value upon death—may recall the items 

catalogued in Leopold Bloom’s drawer in the “Ithaca” chapter of Joyce’s Ulysses.              

In this spirit, perhaps we may consider an emotionally-charged weather journal of 

Chicago outsider artist Henry Darger (1892-1973), found in his apartment after he was 

admitted to St. Augustine’s Home for the Aged in Chicago, in 1972.  Fortuitously for the 

art community that would be enchanted and inspired by Darger’s life’s work, Darger’s 

landlord, Nathan Lerner, was an artist who recognized the value in his tenant’s 

abandoned belongings, including his unschooled paintings and unpublished novels, 

which “provided a context for the dozens of framed collages and painted photographs on 
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the walls, found and altered pictures depicting battles, generals, and little girls” (Karl 

Biesenbach 13).  Darger’s forty years in Lerner’s apartment yielded a dizzyingly 

voluminous archive, donated by the Lerners to the American Folk Art Museum, where 

they’ve been attempting to “reconstruct some of this self-taught artist’s motivations, 

intentions, methodologies, and strategies” (Anderson 87).  Something singular is lost with 

Darger’s death: the isolation of his daily living habits rendered him nearly invisible in 

life, barely remarkable beyond his oddness as “neighbors recall[ed] hearing him yelling 

and cursing alone in his room” (23).  And yet this same isolation, girded by the 

psychological and cultural barriers behind which Darger operated, created a barely 

porous
56

 space for his abstruse life’s collection to be cultivated and sustained. 

And cultivate Darger did: composed with the methodical fidelity of a Benedictine 

monk, his Weather Journal catalogued the daily weather predictions (and accompanying 

revelations) in Chicago for over ten years (1957 – 1967).  The weather journals “reveal 

his continuing obsession with inconsistencies,” as Darger held his local weather man 

accountable for his regular revelations of the weather (Biesenbach 12).  The Journal, in 

concert with Darger’s diaries, reveals a paranoiac kinship with the similarly isolated 

Marquis De Sade.  Only whereas De Sade suspected that those around him withheld 

secret knowledge, Darger (who was not incarcerated, but led a cloistered life outside of 

                                                      

56
 I qualify this with the word “porous” because although Darger had no friends and adhered rigorously to 

a routine of work and prayer, he “was not” Klaus Biesenbach points out, “outside American popular 
culture; he read every newspaper, magazine, paperback, and comic he could get his hands on” (18).  
These typically disposable fragments of culture made up a substantial amount of Darger’s archives, 
whether as repurposed works of art, or catalogued as materials to be used in his writing or paintings.   
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church and his job as a hospital janitor) seems to have attempted to wrest knowledge 

from God himself.   

For Darger, Klaus Biesebach argues, the weather phenomena were seen as 

evidence of God’s presence (23).  Darger was haunted by the havoc wrought by 

unpredictable tornados, even witnessing one as a child in 1906; but this singular event 

appears to have been nurtured by the fantasies of Baum and fueled by the sermons of his 

church and stories from the Bible
57

.  He was wracked by the inconsistency between the 

local weather predictions and the actual weather, and yearned to extract order and method 

from behind the seemingly inscrutable semiotics of weather patterns and calamity; 

Biesenbach cites a diary entry: “Bad and insulting toward God because He is holding 

back the rain” (23).         

Mind you, the ten-year meticulous weather journal was Darger’s side project.  

The excavation of his apartment after his quiet and lonely death revealed two incredible 

life’s work projects.  The first was a twenty-five year ongoing work (or fifty, if we 

include the decades of illustration) of writing a children’s fantasy tale, The Story of the 

Vivian Girls, in What is Known as the Realms of the Unreal, of the Glandeco-Angelinian 

War Storm, Caused by the Child-Slave Rebellion, known more briefly as In the Realms of 

the Unreal.  Klaus Biesenbach gives an impression of the discovery: 

[a student] had already removed piles of trash from the compulsive 

collector’s home when he came across three immense hand-bound albums, 

                                                      

57
 Nathan Lerner, Darger’s landlord, reported that if bored Darger would fill his time copying passages 

from the Bible. (Biesenbach 22) 
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each approximately two feet high and roughly twelve feet wide, containing 

the panoramas and polyptychs for which Darger is now famous.  Within 

the trunks he found the story these drawings illustrate, in fifteen volumes 

totaling more than fifteen thousand typewritten pages. (13, emphasis mine)    

In the Realms of the Unreal is a visionary if unpolished work that was informed by his 

passion for L. Frank Baum’s Oz series, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

other classic children’s works of adventure.   

 

Figure 10 - Henry Darger's One Room Chicago Apartment (Image from www.pbs.org) 

His work is dark, rife with violence, child slavery, disembowelment, and nefarious adults.  

The Vivian Girls are the brazenly efficacious prepubescent heroines, navigating a 

religious war with grave eschatological implications.   The hundreds of accompanying 
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paintings are large panoramic watercolors alternating colorful beatific gardens filled with 

miraculous creatures with more grim scenes of battle, abduction and incredible violence, 

particularly towards children.   

 

 

Figure 11 – from Untitled (overall flowers), Watercolor, pencil and carbon tracing on pieced 

paper, 24x108 in, from Henry Darger by Klaus Biesenbach 
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Figure 12 - Phelantonburg.  What they saw no. 2, Watercolor, pencil and carbon tracing on 

pieced paper, 19x47 in, from Henry Darger by Klaus Biesenbach 
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A self-taught artist, Darger’s meticulously ordered archive of source material 

included catalogued scraps from disposable media, sometimes bought and often found 

(Anderson 88).  His solitary apartment, crowded with stacks of newspapers and the 

accumulated ephemera of living, housed a hidden order at risk of being irrevocably lost 

upon Darger’s death—a minutely cultivated order that is important and poignantly 

revealing because it gives context for the production of such an incredible body of work:    

His [watercolors] are the products of an encyclopaedic collection of 

clippings, photographic reproductions, and tracings.  He made thick, 

numbered files of his materials, pasted newspaper comic strips such as 

Little Annie Rooney and Mutt and Jeff into the pages of old phone books, 

and repurposed the strong cardboard covers of children’s coloring books 

as reference files containing clippings of poses and facial expressions, 

landscape elements, and so on.  For the most part, Darger labeled the 

scrapbooks by subject, for example, identifying one volume as ‘Pictures of 

Fires big or small in which Firemen or persons lose their lives.’ 

(Biesenbach 15) 

His source material archive, once extracted, comprised “1,574 clippings, 819 

photographic enlargements, 210 negatives, and 486 sketches” (Anderson 88).  Frugal and 

resourceful, Darger threw out nothing that could be put to use in the service of his epic 
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work.  Here is where the deceased Darger, nearly invisible in life,
58

 can be (at least 

temporarily and imperfectly) clawed back from beyond dissolution.  Based on his own 

records “he rarely went a day without writing or painting” as he filled his day with 

“furious activity—scavenging, cutting and collaging, creating scrapbooks, recording the 

inaccuracies of daily meteorological reports, finding string to wind into balls, writing, 

rewriting, and illustrating” (Biesenbach 22).  In the Realms Of the Unreal was bound in 

multiple volumes; it also was abandoned rather than properly finished, with multiple 

endings and revisions and additions that had yet to be synthesized.
59

     

While in his seventies Henry Darger began his second major project, his 

autobiography.  Despite its impressive length, which reportedly runs over five thousand 

pages, Klaus Biesenbach reveals that only the first two hundred pages focus on Darger’s 

life when something quite unexpected happens: 

On manuscript page 206, he finishes his life story and without interruption 

begins weaving a fantasy involving a tornado named Sweetie Pie that 

                                                      

58
 I hesitate to get too wrapped up in biography, except to note that Darger was essentially raised by the 

state.  Noted to be “peculiar” early on, he was committed at age 8 to The Asylum for Feeble-Minded 
Children in Lincoln, Illinois where he lived until his escape at age 17.  His jobs consisted solely of custodial 
work (Bonesteel 271).  I suspect that being relegated to the care of the state at an early age might have 
had apperceptual consequences for Darger.  He became one of many ordered, practically interchangeable 
feeble-minded wards, differentiated only by their charting.  The nurturing of the singular relationship 
between child and parent—that which makes the child feel singular—is lost.  In adulthood, his jobs 
consisted of erasing the traces of living and human presence (through cleaning grime, garbage and what 
we call now “environmental services”).  Janitors work in an important liminal space: they have neither 
offices nor visible “presence” as hospital staff.  In cleaning the germs and refuse from the hospital, success 
is measured in how little is left behind.  This is why I say he was invisible in life. 
59

 It’s worth pointing out how many encyclopedic works either go unfinished or self-consciously question 
the limit of what being “finished” or “complete” means.  120 Days of Sodom was unfinished because the 
Bastille was stormed and looted before its completion (De Sade thought it lost forever).  Spoerri’s The 
Anecdoted Topography of Chance has been re-released multiple times with addenda.  Jonathan Borofsky’s 
Counting from 1 to Infinity is one of many works that has acknowledged its own incompleteness.  
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destroys real and imagined locations.  His obsession with the apocalyptic 

storm is all-consuming … in Darger’s landscapes … weather is inscribed 

with emotion and personality … The Sweetie Pie tornado is a natural event 

he supposedly witnessed in the spring of 1906.  As the story balloons with 

more of and more of Darger’s imagination, it reflects his late-life concerns.  

In this way, it might be more autobiographical than any fictional account 

could be. (23)  

With Darger’s passing, the works that occupied his singular and reclusive existence also 

passed from his ownership into public hands.  Students and curators have since been 

reconstructing, ordering and preserving the constellations of his unique worlds—not just 

the artistic worlds he imagined and brought forth, but also the mental, psychological and 

emotional worlds left in his traces of living.      

 In reconstructing Darger’s life from his death-released 

apartment/collection, the curators will have to process an extraordinary amount of 

minutiae in attempting to reconstruct the singular circumstances of his production of In 

the Realms of the Unreal, and the projects that evince such a tortured, visionary and 

methodical mind.  While the circumstances of his death are known, his life prior to death 

was relatively unknown.  Sometimes, however, the preserved apartment or homestead 

becomes, with all of its contents, the primary space for reconstructing a narrative of 

death…..if it is the scene of a crime.  When called to a crime scene, detectives must in the 

absence of the only true witness, the victim, establish from the space and narrative 
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provided by the objects of the home, what is out of order, or where the narrative of life 

takes a turn towards a narrative of death.  In On Longing, Stewart proposes to view 

narrative “as a structure of desire, a structure that both invents and distances the object 

and thereby inscribes again and again the gap between signifier and signified that is the 

place of generation for the symbolic” (ix).  Although the criminal dioramist Lee’s 

miniature models are static and soundless scenes, their meticulous order and detail 

generate a narrative (and have the ability to generate a number of narratives), but this is 

only after the intensive relations between the tiny pieces of evidence—ciphers for a lost 

moment—are ordered in a specific way, through the burgeoning science of forensics.   

 The miniature dioramas of Frances Glessner Lee (1878-1962) were fashioned as a 

tool for training detectives and forensic experts.  With them, Lee taught detectives to 

draw from the evidence and objects a narrative that accounted for everything in the scene, 

including the corpse that lay wordlessly at its centre.  The miniature as a form of order 

has enchanted us with precision and fidelity, concretizing and animating the equipmental 

objects of everyday living and imbuing them with an assertive presence, even as they are 

denied equipmental value.
60

  This is a fundamental shift in perspective that 

miniaturization in the intrinsic encyclopaedia allows: the illusion of objectivity and 

mastery through compression, commodification.  Heidegger has taught us that “The 

world … does not really appear to us as an ‘objective reality’ as commonly believed.  

The latter only comes to use by a process of abstraction from ‘ordinary everydayness.’  

                                                      

60
 “By analogy, we might also recall that a tool, when damaged, becomes its image … In this case the tool, 

no longer disappearing into its use, appears” (Blanchot “Two Versions of the Imaginary” 258). 
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The world shows itself around us primarily as a field of practical involvement, within 

which human concerns are already implicated” (T. Clark DHB 11).  But miniaturization 

narrows our focus on the degree to which we are abstracted at the expense of practical 

involvement.  Although Lee’s rolling pins and locks are to scale, they are useless to us 

(the reader and transcendental subject) in terms of practical use…this is part of their 

uncanny resistance.  Stewart notes: “There are no miniatures in nature; the miniature is a 

cultural product, the product of an eye performing certain operations, manipulating, and 

attending in certain ways to, the physical world” (55).  Miniatures as cultural products 

and their capacity for generation (even in ritual) have been around as long as civilization 

itself valued for their intensive interiority.    

By using the miniature form, Lee encourages a recontextualizing of the 

detective’s totalizing approach to objects, where his ability to read the scene relies on her 

or his ability to release the narrative of the victim’s death.  All “creativity involves a 

reflection on time, as the condition of being-human, that is, the finitude of human 

experience towards death” (Mules 82), but Lee’s miniatures have another death and 

“midnight” of death at their core, that of the victim/doll/corpse.
61

  With Lee’s dioramas, 

time is stopped with the precision of her scale renderings.  Stewart notes the perceptual 

mutual exclusivity of miniature and lived-worlds:  “The miniature is a world of arrested 

time; its stillness emphasizes the activity that is outside its borders.  And this effect is 

reciprocal, for once we attend to the miniature world, the outside world stops and is lost 

                                                      

61
 “The cadaverous presence establishes a relation between here and nowhere” (Blanchot “Two Versions 

of the Imaginary” 256). 
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to us” (Stewart 67).   Viewers must, with much acuity of detail, engage through reflection 

in order to read this collection.  To borrow Stewart’s phrase, the miniature “allows the 

reader to disengage himself or herself from the field of representation as a transcendental 

subject” (45).  The miniature initiates an egalitarian force upon the scene, divorced from 

prejudice, pretense or careless distraction.  By virtue of their craft and arrangement, the 

Studies draw the eye to a singular plane of consistency.  But not everything is a clue: 

narrative must be worked towards and extracted.  In forensics, there is a critical 

intersection of data, knowledge and narrative that needs to be sorted out at every crime 

scene.  Medical examiners need to work with police to collate every possible scenario 

leading to an unnatural end.        

But we should look for a moment upon the miniatures themselves.  Lee, a wealthy 

heiress to her father’s industrialist fortune, became famous for her series of Nutshell 

Studies: 18 dioramas that depict, in uncanny detail, death scenes of everyday people, 

complete with the dollhouse corpse posed the way it would be found were it human, at a 

reasonably specific point of decomposition.  In Lee’s works the Dollhouse, a traditional 

miniature toy made for children to enact their fantasies of the home (and the order of the 

home), becomes a tool for the intensive projection of narrative.  As Stewart explains, 

“The toy is the physical embodiment of the fiction:  it is a devise for fantasy, a point of 

beginning for narrative.  The toy opens up an interior world, lending itself to fantasy and 

privacy in a way that the abstract space, the playground, of social play does not” (56).  As 

we grow older our capacity for fantasy becomes channeled into our apprehension of the 
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products of culture: literature, film, art, and so on.  We have less creative or imaginative 

work to do—our attention skips along the forms arranged by the artisans who create a 

fiction for us.       

The death scenes themselves were assemblages “created from composites of 

actual cases that Lee, police colleagues, and [her friend and mentor] Dr. Magrath 

investigated” and “[w]orking from photographs, measurements, and police reports” (Botz 

27, 32).  Lee would collate and craft from these documents, items which themselves 

harbored the secrets of their origin (death), and from these would spring an entirely new 

scene with its own “death” and narrative.  With this newly-constructed mystery, peers 

would have to enter the analytical labyrinth of forensic analysis to reveal the origin of its 

production and the encyclopaedic end term: the victim’s death itself.   

 The “Three-Room Dwelling” has (along with the other Nutshell Studies) a brief 

overview of the facts provided by Glessner Lee herself, beginning with the dramatis 

personae: the names of the victims (“Robert Judson—foreman in a shoe factory; his wife, 

Kate Judson—and their baby, Linda Mae Judson—dead.  Paul and Sarah Abbott—

neighbor, questioned.  Reported Monday, November 1, 1937”) (49).  This list of 

characters is followed by the statements provided by the neighbors: 

Paul Abbott’s Statement:  Bob Judson and I drove to work together, 

alternating cars.  It was my week to drive.  I arrived at his house a few 

minutes late—about 7:35 A.M., I blew the horn a few times and when he 
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didn’t come out I went to the factory thinking he would come in his own 

car. 

Sarah Abbott’s Statement:  After Paul left I watched for Bob to come out.  

Finally about 8:15 A.M., seeing no signs of activity in the Judson house, I 

went over to their porch and tried the front door.  It was locked.  I knocked 

and called but got no answer.  Then I walked around to the kitchen porch, 

but that door was also locked.  I looked in through the glass, saw some 

blood and ran home and called the police. 

The model shows the premises just before Sarah Abbott went into the 

house.  N.B.: Sunrise at 6:17 A.M. weather clear.  No lights were lighted 

in the house.  Both outside doors were locked on the inside. (49). 

This small bit of framing narrative establishes a pattern that when broken, generated the 

conditions for discovering the bodies.  This is the frame that couches the central, hidden 

narrative which is unspoken.  The testimony of the witnesses would be (if possible) 

checked against the events and the crime scene evidence in order to flesh out the 

narrative: the secret to which is within the arrangement of the diorama itself.  The 

diorama for the Three Room Dwelling is beyond uncanny—the degree to which silence 

permeates a forgotten dollhouse would register naught compared to the silence that could 

match such a vivid scene of ultimate termination, or press so forcefully with its limits.    
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Figure 13 - Three Room Dwelling Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death.  Photograph by 

Corinne May Botz 
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Figure 14 - Three Room Dwelling Picture 2 

Lee provides a point of entry through her written “Forward to the Investigator,” 

suggesting: “It will simplify the examiner’s work if he will first choose the point at which 

he enters the scene and, beginning at his left at the place, describe the premises in a 

clockwise direction back to the starting point, thence to the centre of the scene and ending 

with the body and its immediate surroundings” (qtd. in Botz 47).    Before even 

approaching the victims, their lived moments and environment is brought to the 

foreground through Lee’s attention to detail.  The porch has delivered milk bottles ready 

to never be picked up.  The kitchen is stocked with brand-named 1:12 sized canned 
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goods.  A hand-crocheted dishcloth is draped over the edge of the sink to dry, 

summoning the image of hot dish-worn hands, wringing it out and settling it in its place.  

The breakfast table laid, marking quite specifically a moment lost in time for a moment 

that will never be.  Their immersive quality is no doubt due to the fact that the Nutshell 

Studies are meticulous in construction to the point of near-exactness, “[t]he models are 

facsimiles of life, and everything works—window shades, a mousetrap, whistles, pencils, 

a tiny stereoscope…when she used a miniature coffee pot, she equipped it with a strainer 

complete with coffee grinds…Each door has working hinges and a working key” (33).  
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Figure 15 – Three Room Dwelling Picture 3 



 

178 

 

For the police enrolled in her seminars the point which she impressed with her 

Nutshell Studies was that this ordered space if navigated and approached with the 

appropriate critical eye, could reveal the singular secret of the victim’s last moments.  

This is because the objects, like the overturned chairs and chaotic blood spatters, are 

displaced by their role in the last moments of the victim’s life.  Limitations imposed by 

the miniaturist economy provide the apparatus upon which to speculate regarding the 

shape of knowledge; scrutiny produces the possibility here for epistemological growth.  

In his article “Fiction, Death and Testimony: Toward a Politics of the Limits of 

Thought,” Filipe Victoriano theorizes the role of the narrative witness and argues with 

Blanchot that the incomprehensibility of death paradoxically generates a linguistic 

economy that makes death speakable:  “The place of truth is always sustained by an 

original darkness, the truth of what happened.  This gives rise to a displacement that 

attempts to rehabilitate knowledge from its total inapprehension of experience” 

(Victoriano 225).  Frances Glessner Lee’s models remind the viewer that in this context, 

rigorous thoroughness and an ordered approach is in fact the ethical way of processing or 

accounting for the deceased who has been robbed of all ability to communicate except 

through their final tableau.  As Victoriano reminds us, “I cannot die in place of the other; 

therefore someone/someone else dies, each taking with him forever the secret of my own 

death” (Victoriano 224).  Lee felt that her Studies would also protect the innocent, 

claiming that “my own interest in crime detection is not so much from the angle of 

bringing criminals to justice as it is in establishing scientifically the true facts of the case 
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so that no innocent man is railroaded by incomplete or misleading evidence into paying 

for a crime he never committed” (qtd. in Botz 72).  But the invitation of detectives into 

the private sphere of the home was also a way of examining the neglected area of 

domestic violence, breaking the wall between public and private.  There became a new 

expectation, rather than making a narrative from a first impression of the body, to use the 

surrounding details to draw out the singular narrative of the deceased subject.
62

 What was 

their life like?  Where is the thread that leads from their lived history and experience into 

their last moments and demise? 

  In the Three Room Dwelling, the idyllic homestead has been wracked and 

terminated with violence.  While the kitchen is neat and set, a shotgun lies across the 

floor.  Its prints would need to be collected.  Casings are on the floor of the bedroom, 

where the bodies of a man and woman lie; they would be checked to match the shotgun.  

A reading of blood splatter would reveal the trajectory of the shot and position of the 

gunman.  The blood spatter above the infant’s crib horrifies, even as the doll in the 

infant’s room reminds us that we are perceiving dolls.  An overturned chair seems to 

speak with two other overturned chairs (one in miniature, on the infant’s dressing 

table)—what could this all possibly mean?  Is this all that is left of an absent struggle?  In 

encountering death, Blanchot proposes: “The event really takes place—and yet does it 

                                                      

62
 Corinne May Botz also makes a compelling case that despite the ethics behind Glessner Lee’s project, 

there are definitely competing narratives within the models themselves by virtue of their composite 
nature and Glessner Lee’s idiosyncratic and formidable personality which makes itself present in the 
details.  She states, “There is more than one story being told in the models.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell 
where one story ends and another begins” (36).  Some of the examples she cites are the personalized 
(replicated from larger, real) paintings that hang on the models’ walls, or the architecture borrowed from 
Glessner Lee’s lived experience (like the “Hy-Da-Way” cabin model).    
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‘really’ take place? The occurrence commands us, as we would command the image.  

That is, it releases us, from it and from ourselves.  It keeps us outside; it makes of this 

outside a presence where ‘I’ does not recognize ‘itself’.  This movement implies infinite 

degrees” (262).  If death is the unknown relation that keeps us out, Lee’s dioramas allow 

for the presence of the unknown relation to reproduce itself in time.  Stewart explains 

how the miniature’s excision (and transcendence) from “lifeworld” time introduces a 

resistance of the object through loss, and also invites a “surplus of signification” (135) as 

the miniature offers a metonymic relation of object (miniature) to event/experience.  In 

short, the miniature’s relation to the event/experience it represents (however mimetically) 

is that it only offers a metonymic part of an anterior, exterior and inaccessible whole:    

The miniature does not attach itself to lived historical time.  Unlike the 

metonymic world of realism which attempts to erase the break between the 

time of everyday life and the time of narrative by mapping one perfectly 

upon the other the metaphoric world of the miniature makes everyday life 

absolutely anterior and exterior to itself.  The reduction in scale which the 

miniature presents skews the time and space relations of the everyday 

lifeworld, and as an object consumed, the miniature finds its ‘use value’ 

transformed into the infinite time of reverie. (Stewart 65) 

Existing outside of time, the bodies in the Three Room Dwelling representing the 

deceased Robert, Kate and Lindsay Mae Judson offer no answers other than a locus or 

node initiating a chain of displacement of which their corpses are the first link.  Touring 
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through the Nutshell Studies is a labyrinthine procedure, and Lee had hoped that the 

journey was made cooperatively through a dialectical exchange of ideas between medical 

examiners, detectives and police.  Rather than having an officer approach a crime scene 

with a ready narrative, Lee championed a methodical apprehension of the scene with 

attention to all of its details, for a singular victim-centered focus.  The narrative of order 

had to be generated from the inside out, not outside in.    

It only takes a small sample to intuit a protracted order and the conditions for 

epistemological possibility—but in literature, the simulation of the effect of protraction in 

the intrinsic encyclopaedic work is often crystallized by symbols which embody the 

limit-experience of language.  This is why the labyrinth and mirror are so integral to 

Borges’ miniaturist economy.  The labyrinth is a potent symbol for the encyclopaedic 

ethos.  It suggests the digressions that fill out and complicate one’s direct relationship to 

knowledge by leading the reader (or subject) through corridors whose walls are made up 

of surfaces and limits that resist a straightforward presumption of totality.  The process of 

assembly leads one through a labyrinth because of the nonhierarchical approach to 

summoning the singular. To move, for example, through Darger’s posthumous apartment, 

recuperating and assembling from the fragments that remain the conditions of his life and 

work, the archivist becomes both encyclopaedist and labyrinth-maker, groping for a 

transcendental position.  The labyrinth is not finished, only ever exhausted by those 

whom it lures; and unless the journeyman carries a thread or an anchor to reconstruct the 

order of movement, its shape and what that reveals is lost.   
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In Borges, the labyrinth finds a corollary in the infinite text, within which the 

reader risks becoming lost.  In “The Garden of Forking Paths,” recall Stephen Albert’s 

recollection of constituting and understanding Ts’ui Pen’s book-labyrinth, described 

significantly by Albert as “inexhaustible”: “I have reached a hypothesis for the plan of 

that chaos, I have reestablished, or believe I’ve reestablished, its fundamental order—I 

have translated the entire work” (126).  In translating Ts’ui Pen’s work, Albert believes 

he has purchased a thread through Ts’ui Pen’s labyrinth, understanding it as a “labyrinth 

of symbols” (124).  The irony of course is that this knowledge doesn’t save Ts’ui Pen’s 

life—it merely shows him multiple possibilities.  Its miraculousness as an object hints at 

its heterotopic
63

 status: what initially is dismissed by Ts’ui Pen’s own ancestors as a 

“contradictory jumble of irresolute drafts” nearly condemned to fire, is in fact discovered 

by Albert to be the combined famous Labyrinth and Novel of Ts’ui Pen (124).   

Labyrinths feature prominently in “The Immortal,” beginning with the 

protagonist’s fever dream while searching for the City of Immortals.  Near death, injured 

by an arrow and desperately thirsty, the speaker dreams “of a small and orderly labyrinth 

at whose center lay a well; my hands could almost touch it, my eyes see it, but so 

bewildering and entangled were the turns that I knew I would die before I reached it” 

(185).  Tlön in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” is presumed to “be a labyrinth, but it is a 

                                                      

63
 The term heterotopia was coined by Michael Foucault in The Order of Things to describe a designated, 

impossible space that can hold contradictory or heteroclite elements as if without contradiction.  His first 
popular use of the term was in reference to Borges’ infamous “Chinese Encyclopaedia,” where he notes, 
“The monstrous quality that runs through Borges’ enumeration consists, on the contrary, in the fact that 
the common ground on which such meetings are possible has itself been destroyed.  What is impossible is 
not the propinquity of the things listed, but the very site in which their propinquity would be possible” 
(xviii).         
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labyrinth forged by men, a labyrinth destined to be deciphered by men” (81), the titular 

“Library of Babel” is a labyrinth of unfathomable vastness and unsettlingly banal 

“hexagonal galleries” (112).  In Borges’ works labyrinths typically refer to the 

individual’s singular journey towards knowledge, where the shape of knowledge is 

spatialized as an ordered, albeit disorienting apparatus that is distinctly created or 

authored.  The Labyrinth has its own classical conventions and archetypes: Daedalus the 

labyrinth-maker, the trapped Minotaur, the thread of Ariadne that is one path among 

many, or Minos the legislative power that casts and traps subjects within a labyrinth of 

knowledge.  In his article “The Chaos of Metafiction,” Peter Stoicheff identifies the 

labyrinth as a frequent metaphor used in metafiction to disrupt the conventions of 

narrative linearity and completion: “The activity of the labyrinth involves an infinite 

repetition or retracing that obstructs memory, and hence origin, and in this way is 

metonymic of fiction’s violated descent from reality that metafiction makes explicit.  

When extended to the dimensions of time, or voice, or causality, or symbolism, or 

closure, its relevance multiplies exponentially” (88-89).   

 From within the labyrinth, movement is directed through limits, order, desire and 

imagination—the driving forces behind encyclopaedism—and allow this ethos to be at 

least abstractly realized.  We can share the direction, but not the singular journey.    

Consider a corollary to Warwick Mules’ conception of creative reading (where 

“creativity is the release of singularity captured in form,” (76)) the process of reading that 

results in a singular event:  “To [experience the singular event] is to make the materiality 
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of the coming-to-be-seen show itself in a flight away from itself, as becoming-other  … 

[this is] creative reading: a practice of reading images as inhabited by an immanent force 

that carries them elsewhere” (81).  Mules discusses the relationship between creativity, 

singularity and modern techné, arguing with Walter Benjamin that creativity need not 

rely on the transcendental subject; rather, it invites “reflection on the singularity of 

experience itself, bereft of the certainty of formal knowledge, dangerous and ruined” 

(75).  Although Mules doesn’t mention the labyrinth, to me, the labyrinth is a paradigm 

of the “virtual terrain of becoming” which techné
64

 mediates (82).  The labyrinth is a 

conceptualization of techné that emphasizes the order that facilitates becoming, passage, 

and also the knowledge beyond its conceptual limit.  In terms of encyclopaedism, Borges 

has a flair for carrying readers into impossible, heterotopic spaces where he can create 

and pull apart organizing systems using the imperfect ordering system of language, 

drawing attention to its limits and thresholds.   

   The mirror functions as perhaps the most mundane and most simple of 

subdivisions, a bifurcation that sets the “real” world in opposition to a world of image, 

symbol and for lack of a better term, “unreality.”  But its capacity for multiplication 

makes the mirror a useful and potent image for the intensive encyclopaedic work.  In 

“The Immortal,” for example, Borges uses mirrors to direct readers to the 

incomprehensibility and impermanence of the present.  The Immortals are said to 

                                                      

64
 Warwick Mules defines how he is using the term techné:  “Modern techné as technique initiates a gap 

between experience and the absolute by inserting a plan or calculation between them. But at the same 
time, technology (the general logic of techniques) is the system-tool whereby this gap is overcome” (78). 
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understand “There is nothing that is not as though lost between indefatigable mirrors.  

Nothing can occur but once, nothing is precariously in peril of being lost” (192, emphasis 

in the original).   “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” opens with an unsteady relationship to a 

mirror which “troubled the far end of a hallway in a large country house on Calle Gaona, 

in Ramos Mejia,” which “hovered, shadowing us” (68).  The mirror is not merely 

suspicious or disturbing because of its relationship to realism or mimesis, as John Stark 

argues (Stark 18).  It is also a potent symbol that visually articulates the problems 

associated with writing, language and literature.  The mirror’s surface is analogous to the 

aporiatic threshold of death and language.  The image in the mirror projects the literary or 

symbolic world: un-experience-able through anything other than surface(s), like the 

labyrinth,
65

 and thereby not entirely knowable.  When one looks at a door through a 

mirror’s image, the room beyond the door (through the mirror) is designated a space in 

the mind, though not apprehended in reality—it is a bifurcation that emphasizes 

liminality between the “real” and its duplications (these are idealized duplications 

implicit in language and representation).  The mirror is like the map of “On Exactitude in 

Science” or the lottery in “The Lottery of Babylon” in that it sets up a parallel universe 

with a landscape that is recognizable but resistant to inhabitation even as it asserts its 

quasi-permanence and beckons with obtrusive familiarity.   

                                                      

65
 Labyrinths are invoked in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” through the reference to a fictional “Silas 

Haslam,” who in addition to writing History of the Land Called Uqbar was also, according to speaker’s 
footnote, responsible for A General History of Labyrinths (81). 
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Borges’ “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” explores the materiality and reality of the 

duplications of language and representation, introducing the terms “Hrön” and “Hrönir” 

to refer to “ideas, dreams and desires that are metaphorically projected onto the real 

world as solid, poetic objects” (Fishburn 53).  In her article “Digging for Hrönir: A 

Second Reading of ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’” Evelyn Fishburn examines the 

implications of the immaterial making itself felt as materialized, even shared between 

minds, a theme explored in “Tlön” through the parable of the pencil, found by the 

protagonist in the fictional Volume Eleven of A First Encyclopaedia of Tlön”: “In most 

ancient regions of Tlön one may, not infrequently observe the duplication of lost objects:  

Two persons are looking for a pencil; the first person finds it, but says nothing; the 

second finds a second pencil, no less real, but more in keeping with his expectations.  

These secondary objects are called hrönir, and they are, though awkwardly so, slightly 

longer” (Borges 77).  Evelyn Fishburn uses the pencil parable as well as the paradox of 

hrönir derivation
66

 to demonstrate the maxim underpinning Tlön’s entire existence: “esse 

est precipi, to be is to be perceived” (57).  The people of Tlön are said to understand the 

world not through objects, but events or “independent acts,” within which these objects 

are only “ideal objects, called forth and dissolved in an instant, as the poetry requires” 

(73).  The story’s gradual revelation is that Tlön, its history, philosophy and reality, has 

                                                      

66
 The paradox of hrönir derivation is described by Borges’ speaker almost as an afterthought:  “A curious 

bit of information:  hrönir derived from another hrön, and hrönir derived from the hrön of a hrön—
exaggerate the aberrations of the first; those of the firth remove are almost identical; those of the ninth 
can be confused with those of the second; and those of the eleventh remove exhibit a purity of line that 
even the originals do not exhibit” (78)  
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been willed into existence on varying levels:
67

 levels with varying degrees of permanence 

and capacity for signification.   

As the speaker outlines the categories of knowledge and philosophy of Tlön’s 

culture, he provides the keys to understanding the non-material world of Tlön.   For 

example, the people of Tlön eschew materialism in favor of the science of psychology, 

where according to which “every mental state is irreducible: the simple act of giving it a 

name—i.e. of classifying it—introduces a distortion, a ‘slant’ or a ‘bias’” (74).  This is a 

claim for the singular experience of literature where a pencil can occupy two equally 

singular systems of thought, of which “almost countless numbers” exist (74).  But the 

people of Tlön are also reported to be highly suspicious of all-encompassing ordering 

systems like the sciences: “They know that a system is naught but the subordination of all 

the aspects of the universe to one of those aspects—any one of them” (74).  This 

acknowledgement envisions all transcendent systems as fiction or “the literature of 

fantasy” (74).  Fiction, they argue “has but a single plot, with every imaginable 

permutation” (77).  Each permutation is equally singular, valid and generative under the 

esse est precipi maxim, each experience is an “event.”   

It is not insignificant that the vehicle of desire in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” is 

the fragment of Tlön’s encyclopaedia: “the mirror and the encyclopaedia, are tinged with 

                                                      

67
 Of course Borges plays with levels of representation in the structure of his story at the level of genre.  

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” is part parody of literary criticism and part detective fiction, with two parts 
and a postscript, and the occasional footnote to unsettle the reader’s relationship to critical 
documentation.  Interestingly, the postscript was postdated 7 years after the original publication of the 
story; Borges is once again using the parameters of an eternal fiction (language) to project an impossible 
world. 
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‘hrön’-like qualities, reflection, duplication, falsification” (Fishburn 57).  After struggling 

with minute variations and duplications in the primary texts aiding him in the inquiry of 

Tlön, the protagonist serendipitously receives a copy of A First Encyclopedia of Tlön 

only after the unexpected death of its caretaker, Herbert Ashe.
68

  The encyclopaedia 

inflames the imagination of the protagonist with the fire and intensity of a collector: 

I now held in my hands a vast and systematic fragment of the entire 

history of an unknown planet, with its architectures and its playing cards, 

the horror of its mythologies and the murmur of its tongues, its emperors 

and its seas, its minerals and its birds and fishes, its algebra and its fire, its 

theological and metaphysical controversies—all joined, articulated, 

coherent, and with no visible doctrinal purpose or hint of parody. (72) 

 In reading Borges’ works, we are always approaching the mirror and its suggestion of 

infinite regress and the play of multiplied surfaces.  “Tlön” is a kaleidoscope of 

duplications and concretizations, assemblages and fragments.  When fragments (like the 

compass (79) and the “gleaming metal cone” (80) emerge in the postscript (in the 

“future” 1947), the implications of Borges’ story take a sinister turn as he envisions one 

world’s physics (a representative for fiction here) breaking down to make room for 

another.  The compass and cone pose a materialist problem through their interruption of 

the fictional immaterialist world.  The story ends with the speaker’s haunting prediction, 
                                                      

68
 Herbert Ashe, a fictional character, is represented in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” as subject to the same 

laws of hrönir: the protagonist’s memory (and therefore reality) of Ashe is described as “limited and 
waning,” although it “still lingers in the hotel at Androgué, among the effusive honeysuckle vines and in 
the illusory depths of the mirrors.  In life, Ashe was afflicted with unreality, as so many Englishmen are; in 
death, he is not even the ghost he was in life” (emphasis mine, 70). 
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“The world will be Tlön,” as he recedes into “quiet days” in his hotel, eternally revising 

(without intent to publish) a work of translation in the style of another writer (81).  In 

other words, Borges’ speaker is stuck in an indeterminate space, notable for its 

indeterminacy, until he is perceived and reanimated with every new search for Tlön, or 

rather, when a mirrored or hrönir version of Borges is perceived and reanimated.    

 Labyrinth and mirror motifs combined with Borges’ swift and frequent references 

to encyclopaedias and established institutions representing order enact a miniature 

economy of language that is continually reaching outward and beyond its linguistic 

means.  Stewart warns that “the miniature, in its exaggeration of interiority and its 

relation to the space and time of the individual perceiving subject, threatens the reader 

with an infinity of description without hierarchization, a world whose anteriority is 

always absolute, and whose profound interority is therefore always unrecoverable” (43-

44).  Borges plays with this idea in “The Aleph,” where the ultimate encyclopaedia is 

buried beneath the precarious homestead of a certain Carlos Argentino Daneri. 

 The story opens with a loss, a death of Beatriz Viterbo, shorthand for the great 

symbol of loss, love and the creative journey, Beatrice of Dante’s Divine Comedy.  

Noting a new advertisement that had obfuscated the old, the narrator, named Borges, 

feels acutely that “the vast unceasing universe was already growing away from her, and 

that this change was but the first in an infinite series” (274).  The narrator flips through 

images that crystallize a body of memory and meditates on his loss: photographs that 
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recall carnivals, clubs, travel and youth—cycling through them and studying the details.  

In “Two Versions of the Imaginary” Blanchot states of the image of loss,  

In this way the image fulfills one of its functions which is to quiet, to 

humanize the formless nothingness pressed upon us by the indelible 

residue of being.  The image cleanses this residue—appropriates it, makes 

it pleasing and pure, and allows us to believe, dreaming the happy dream 

which art too often authorizes, that, separated from the real and 

immediately behind it, we find, as pure pleasure and superb satisfaction, 

the transparent eternity of the unreal. (225)    

The narrator’s anxiety is that the infinite and imperceptible changes that will occur over 

time will efface all traces that summon Beatriz.  While her photographic images seem to 

soothe the narrator, he finds further solace in visiting the place of her habitation, in the 

home where her cousin Carlos Argento Daneri now resides.  Later when he is there prior 

to the home’s demolition, he encounters a faded photograph of her “not so much 

anachronistic as outside of time” (281).  For a moment the narrator expresses the feeling 

of being excised from space in addition to time in a singular encounter with an object, as 

he breathlessly relates his confusing address to the picture:  “No one could see us; in a 

desperation of tenderness I approached the portrait.  ‘Beatriz, Beatriz Elena, Beatriz 

Elena Viterbo,’ I said. ‘Beloved Beatriz, Beatriz lost forever—it’s me, it’s me, Borges” 

(281).  In an intense alchemy of repetition, Borges grasps at a connection with the lost 

other.  This apostrophe is a powerful example of the miniaturist’s encounter with “a 
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world whose anteriority is always absolute, and whose profound interority is therefore 

always unrecoverable” (Stewart 44).  The narrator must wait for his dialogue with 

Beatriz, which is curiously almost as unfulfilling.           

Daneri is noted by the narrator to be unremarkable and unmemorable: the 

complete opposite of the singular Beatriz Viterbo.  The narrator explains dismissively, 

“He holds some sort of subordinate position in an illegible library in the outskirts toward 

the south of the city; he is authoritarian, though also ineffectual … His mental activity is 

constant, passionate, versatile, and utterly insignificant.  He is full of pointless analogies 

and idle scruples” (275, emphasis mine).  Daneri stands out for his inability to stand out: 

he is in the periphery of power, and vaguely limpid.  Where the narrator’s memory of 

Beatriz is acute, painful and detail-oriented, his characterization of Daneri summons 

nothing but his failed potential and fruitless activities. 

 The narrator suffers through Daneri’s platitudes during one very specific day, 

April 30, 1941, when it is revealed by his host that he has composed an epic and 

encyclopaedic poem entitled The Earth, that was “centered on a description of our own 

terraqueous orb and was graced, of course, with picturesque digression and elegant 

apostrophe” (276).  The narrator pleads for a sample, and is met with a stanza as dull and 

as overwrought as expected, noting that “application, resignation, and chance had 

conspired in their composition; the virtues that Daneri attributed to them were 

afterthoughts” (277).  His work, the narrator sneers, was in “the invention of reasons for 

accounting the poetry admirable” (277).  What the narrator seems to note is that there is 
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nothing singular (other than its singular banality) in Daneri’s work.  According to the 

narrator, Daneri’s writing is a faithful transcription of the uninspired mind.  The only 

remarkable guiding formal principle is its persistent “verbal ostentation” that did nothing 

other than “draw out to infinity the possibilities of cacophony and chaos” (278, 280).  

When Daneri asks the author to provide a forward praising the poem’s “formal perfection 

and scientific rigor…its severe truthfulness” he agrees to an essentially impossible task 

(279). 

 But this plan is thwarted by unforeseen circumstances: another threat of 

irretrievable loss.  Carlos Argentino Daneri informs the narrator that his homestead (and 

the home “alluding infinitely to Beatriz”) is to be torn down, and with it will follow the 

destruction of a mysterious “Aleph” “one of the points in space that contain all points” 

(280).  What follows is the ambition of the encyclopaedist, told with the economy of a 

miniaturist:     

I come now to the ineffable center of my tale; it is here that a writer’s 

hopelessness begins.  Every language is an alphabet of symbols the 

employment of which assumes a past shared by its interlocutors.  How can 

one transmit to others the infinite Aleph, which my timorous memory can 

scarcely contain?  In a similar situation, mystics have employed a wealth 

of emblems: to signify the deity, a Persian mystic speaks of a bird that 

somehow is all birds; Alain de Lille speaks of a sphere whose center is 

everywhere and circumference is nowhere; Ezekiel, of an angel with four 
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faces, facing east and west, north and south at once … Perhaps the gods 

would not deny me the discovery of an equivalent image, but then this 

report would be polluted with literature, with falseness.  And besides, the 

central problem—the enumeration, even partial enumeration, of infinity—

is irresolvable.  In that unbounded moment, I saw millions of delightful 

and horrible acts; none amazed me so much as the fact that all occupied 

the same point, without superposition and without transparency.  What my 

eyes saw was simultaneous; what I shall write is successive, because 

language is successive.  Something of it, though, I will capture. (282-283) 

The narrator articulates an impossibility that the Aleph presents: a direct, unobstructed 

and prolonged encounter with a perfect singular unimpeded vision.  Edmund Wright 

explains, “The notion of a perfect singularity is like a catalyst in a chemical combination: 

it allows the process to take place but it remains logically untouched, timelessly, ‘un-

really’ outside the process precisely because it was imagined by all of us” (42).  Where 

our faculties for transmission, apprehension and understanding (beyond actual 

experience) must be successive and imperfect (providing our “event horizon”), Borges’ 

narrator summons an impossible and heterotopic space to condition the reader’s singular 

projection and understanding of the Aleph.  The “irresolvable” problem of “partial 

enumeration, of infinity” attests to our inability to stand outside the labyrinth of language 

as a transcendental subject to apprehend the Aleph without actually experiencing it in its 

impossible glory ourselves.  Of course multiplication and mirrors figure prominently in 
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the dizzying explication of the narrator’s recollection: he “saw all the mirrors on the 

planet (and none of them reflecting me)” (283).  His reference to vision and the 

multiplication of planes and surfaces through mirrors allows Borges to speak to the action 

of proliferation without anchoring the images seen in the mirrors to imperfect vessels of 

reception.  This is a story about movement, event, experience-out-of-time—it is about 

projecting the limits of subjective perception and reflecting on the limits of our own and 

the world’s combined knowledge and experience.   

 “The Aleph” demonstrates that loss is what beckons from the heart of the Aleph, 

and the desire to draw from the Aleph (the impossible place where nothing is lost) 

seduces with its promise “to begin a dialogue with all the images of Beatriz” or whatever 

lost or eroded singular memory for which one searches and yearns.  The narrator’s 

encounter begins with his search for Beatriz, but leads him eventually and inevitably to 

“the horrendous remains of what had once, deliciously, been Beatriz Viterbo” (283).  He 

is also in a breaking of the fourth wall, led to the reader: “I saw my face and my viscera, 

saw your face, and I felt dizzy, and I wept, because my eyes had seen that secret, 

hypothetical object whose name has been usurped by men but which no man has ever 

truly looked upon: the inconceivable universe” (284).  The Universe is the object—and 

although it remains impenetrable beyond vision, the narrator suspects that this human 

miracle of all-encompassing and simultaneous vision is the hypothetical object with 

which we can only engage microscopically and imperfectly, and at times elegiacally in 
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life. This miracle, however, is short lived.  Daneri cuts through the narrator’s weeping by 

mocking him. 

     Suddenly Daneri’s inexplicably banal epic poem The Earth begins to make 

more sense.  Daneri’s life’s work was composed for the sole purpose of generating a 

narrative of his own delusional “success.”  It is safe to assume that Daneri had culled the 

Aleph indiscriminately in order to secure his poem’s “formal perfection,” “scientific 

rigor” and “severe truthfulness” (279).  But as the narrator shows, the “Aleph’s” 

reception and translation as processed by an uninspired and talentless mind with nothing 

to lose produces nothing worth reading—there is no intensive struggle for aesthetic in its 

order or discretion.  It is important to note that the destruction of the home (and the 

Aleph) sends the complacent Daneri into grandiose hysterics:  “I revealed my discovery 

to no one, but I did return.  [As a child I] could not understand that [I] was given that 

privilege so that [I] might carve out a poem!  Zunino and Zungri shall never take it from 

me—never, never! … my Aleph is inalienable” (281).  He had taken his access to and 

ownership of the Aleph and all of its knowledge for granted (and still does), but it is not 

the access to the singular Aleph that generates a singular work of art—it is its (and all) 

loss.  The narrator experiences relief rather than regret as he begins to forget what he has 

seen. 

 With time comes doubt, as the facts of all events fade into the past.  The narrator 

of course is as susceptible as any to this phenomenon.  The postscript is dated March 1, 

1943, or six months after the destruction of Daneri and Beatriz’ home and the Aleph.  
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The narrator notes with dry irony that Daneri has won second place in the National Prize 

for Literature.  After ruminating on this, he begins to cast doubt on the Aleph and his 

experience in the basement of Carlos Argentino Daneri.  He cites other examples of 

Aleph-type myths: mostly mirrors that propose to reflect, like the encyclopledia, “the 

entire universe,” implying that these myths have lured the hearts of humanity since “pre-

Islamic” times (285).  With mention of a final, inexplicable Aleph residing within the 

heart of an impenetrable stone, Borges’ narrator refers once again to the driving force 

behind all journeys to the limits of language and knowledge: “the tragic erosion of the 

years” which threatens and promises to pull us all back into an unarticulable, 

untransmissible chaos, along with “the features of Beatriz” (286).   

 Encyclopaedic  fiction, whether intensive or extensive, emerges as a response to 

the threat of loss and the failure of language to embody that which is lost, inarticulable or 

beyond grasp.  When words fail, and narrative order fails, then systematic order must step 

in to orient the reader towards possibilities for signification beyond description.  I hope I 

have shown that works which mobilize encyclopaedic conventions, even if they don’t 

look like the encyclopaedias we grew up with (or now access online), provide an 

enduring collection with multiple access points to a rich database of human knowledge.  

De Sade, Borges, Melville, Lee and Borofsky among others, demonstrate that 

encyclopaedic works are exceptional because of their ordering narratives, where the 

process and traces of encyclopedic ordering have a singularizing, if not signifying 

function.        
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 Borges’ short stories should remind us of the more current models of 

encyclopaedic knowledge: particularly those proposed by Umberto Eco and Deleuze and 

Guattari.  The “Aleph” certainly calls to mind Eco’s net model of Knowledge in which 

“every point can be connected with every other point and where connections are not yet 

designated, they are, however, conceivable and designable” (qtd. in Herman and Ewijk 

170).  Eco’s design is harmonious with a labyrinthine approach to knowledge, where 

“comprehension remains local and the only way to gain more knowledge is by travelling 

from node to node”  (Hermin and Ewijk 170).  Intensive and extensive encyclopaedic 

works allow readers the fantasy to perceive the labyrinth of knowledge from within or 

without, depending on the perspective, celebrating the power of words to order, generate 

and sustain this fantasy to be re-experienced again and again.
69

  Borges goes further to 

suggest, with thinkers like Blanchot, that language and literature cannot write objectively 

about reality.  Blanchot’s premise, as Sarah Lawall has stated straightforwardly, is that 

“the universe is not knowable, except as it appears in the ‘absence’ evoked by language” 

(223).
70

  We cannot perfectly translate and safeguard a singular “event”—but order can 

lead us to the threshold.   

                                                      

69
 “All we know are assemblages.  And the only assemblages are machine assemblages of desire and 

collective assemblages of enunciation.  No significance, no subjectificaton: writing to the nth power (all 
individuated enunciation remains trapped within the dominant significations, all signifying desire is 
associated with dominated subjects)” (Deleuze and Guattari 285). 
70

 Lawall maintains that Blanchot’s focus on the singular subjectivity distinguishes him from Heidegger, 
eschewing the external “real” altogether. 
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 Likewise Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic model of knowledge appears net-like 

in principle.  It is impossible not to think of a rhizome when encountering our modern 

apparatus for apprehending knowledge, the internet with its interlocking and swift-

moving hyperlinks:   

Any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be.  

This is very different from the tree or root, which plots a point, fixes an 

order.  On the contrary, not every trait in a rhizome is necessarily linked to 

a linguistic feature:  semiotic chains of every nature are connected to very 

diverse modes of coding (biological, political, economic, etc.) that bring 

into play not only different regimes of signs but also states of things of 

differing status (380). 

As they note later, “words are concepts, but concepts are lines,” and encyclopaedic 

authors, I hope I have shown, have used words and their ordering systems to always 

gesture outwards, expansively, with their concepts as lines.  Where desire is the 

generating force, loss and limits determine the path and dictate the form. 

 Lev Manovich has provided an exciting reading of the language of new media, 

which I discuss in Chapter Two, that has relevance for the future of encyclopaedic 

fiction.  The digital age, he argues, has demonstratively privileged a database model of 

knowledge transmission and access over the convention of plot, using an algorithm to 

pull, combine or retrieve knowledge (222).  Visionaries and writers of the encyclopaedic 

tradition also privilege the database model, wringing the algorithms of narrative to 
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reconceptualize and access new and singular elements from the vast database of human 

experience.  Directing others in an invitation to do the same.    

As the encyclopaedia and its ordering conventions have developed and changed 

over time, the tree model (as discussed in Chapter Two) has gradually been eclipsed by a 

net-model.  The pretention to total knowledge, while an ambition driving the first 

encyclopaedists, has been challenged and celebrated by writers, artists and thinkers for as 

long as the pretension itself.  As I’ve tried to demonstrate, some authors seem more 

susceptible to and enslaved by the lure of encyclopaedic writing, and the order with 

which it soothes, than others.  At least part of the imperative on the part of the obsessive 

writer is to engage with the losing project of rendering singularity, whether cognizant of 

the nature of the losing battle or not.  Spoerri attempts to pin down or “snare” something 

(an event, a moment, an image) that will always elude his grasp, and those of his co-

conspirators, which are manifested in their annotations.  For, “if the word, in literature, 

no longer refers to the thing, then what does it link to?”  Haase and Large ask, 

anticipating Blanchot’s reply: “other words, where this chain does not end up in any 

ultimate referent or meaning, but the absence that is at the heart of language” (Haase and 

Large 32).  Spoerri’s Topography, for all its exhaustiveness, does not link to anything 

outside of the text, only ever (and always) approaching the singular moment with its 

singular objects.  It’s as though the outlines, the ordering system and the words of the 

topography effectively swirl around the singularity, giving it a kind of shape felt only 

through the inevitable failure of their work, which is also signaled by its intentional open-
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endedness and numerous editions (which anticipate their own shortcomings and turn 

towards their continued expansion
71

).  Whether or not the ordering system is extra-

linguistic, it serves as a place-holder (an albeit dubious place-holder) for the singular.  It 

is thus crucial to recognize that the impossibility of writing is not framed by futility, but 

failure.  Blanchot remarks, “never having been mastered, never having created the proper 

space where the need to write must at once be suppressed and expressed, the story cuts 

loose, loses its way; it returns to the night whence it came, there painfully to retain him 

who was unable to bring it forth into the light” (Blanchot 60).  The encyclopaedic text, on 

the other hand, like the collection, attempts to bring the singular into a relational and 

ordered arena which although it cannot reveal the singular, at least points and acquiesces 

to it through the ordering system.        

Encyclopaedism in fiction announces its limitations while providing a slice of the 

world’s encyclopaedia.  Encyclopaedic authors concerned with translating a singular 

experience, event or object wrestle with their works and release their attempts into the 

ether of cultural knowledge and signs as assemblages.  Desire is the engine, and moving 

through and being subject to order generates desire.  The future reader may share 

however imperfectly in the celebration of the singular by partaking in the ordered worlds 

that make them possible—and they can do this repeatedly with a uniquely singular 

experience every time.  Peggy Kampf has noted: “‘Fiction’ remains irreducibly 

suspended between the world of presupposed referents, which it can never fully suspend, 

                                                      

71
 This may provide an added resonance to the claim made by Brotchie and Green that the Topography “is 

a machine that seems to have acquired independence from the circumstances that initiated it” (12).   
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and this same everything-of-the-world, everything-in-the-world from which it hangs 

suspended.  It suspends the world:  everything hangs from it.  It is the possibility of a 

world, of possible, virtual, fictional worlds, of other worlds” (164).  While the 

weaknesses of verbal and written language as vehicles for intersubjective transmission of 

emotions and information are known and lamentable, they produce the desire for new and 

more perfect arrangements, replicable and material, creating an ordering of potential to 

share human experience with one another.  As Kampf notes, language suspends the world 

as we know and can transmit it, which makes every sign an entry point into the world 

encyclopaedia, an encyclopaedia to which we have all contributed, for the encyclopaedia 

of cultural language and memory is both museum and mausoleum to singular individual 

lived experience.                
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