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chapter eleven 

Encyclopedic Writing 

ULRICH JOHANNES SCHNEIDER 

When the second edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica came out in 1777 
it differed from the first edition of 1768 in content as well as form. There 
were ten quarto volumes instead of three, and there was less discrepancy 
between longer and shorter articles. While the first edition featured thirty 
essay-long articles, which in the case of “Medicine” ran to a staggering 111 
pages, the second edition dispensed with general essays altogether.1 The 
system of cross-references was modified accordingly. Individual species of 
plants within “Botany” or of animals within “Zoology” were dealt with in 
separate articles, rather than in their respective general essays. In the sec-
ond edition, cross-references became more precise and hence more help-
ful. Differences in article length did not disappear altogether, yet essay-
long texts had already vanished from the Encyclopaedia Britannica in the 
eighteenth century, never to resurface in encyclopedic writing again. 

The thesis I want to put forward in the following is this: modern 
encyclopedic writing was first practised in the eighteenth century, and 
its main feature was the careful editing of information that was already 
extant. (I hold this to be basically true today as well. One of the recurrent 
problems of articles contributed to Wikipedia is excessive length.) Ency-
clopedic writing is not so much about new knowledge, but about how to 
best circulate available knowledge of recent discoveries, technological 
innovations, and historical information of all kinds. Encyclopedic writing 
is about editing text into a condensed format. Hence the design and the 
inner structure of an article are major concerns for authors and editors. 
How can one select information from different sources in an effective 
way? Should there be guidelines for vetting sources? The requirements 
for rewriting extant bits of information to make them fit into the format 
of an article are manifold. 
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  257 Encyclopedic Writing 

An encyclopedic article provides knowledge and structure, with regard 
to both content and form. In addition, it is important for any encyclope-
dic enterprise to reach a large readership. Since the eighteenth century 
(when general encyclopedias started to cater to ever-larger audiences) 
publishers have aimed to conquer a market beyond the one that existed 
for books of specialized genres of knowledge designed for the initiated. 
But how does one successfully cater to a public with different interests 
and reading habits? On the one hand, authors, editors, and publishers 
producing encyclopedias are obliged to provide correct information. On 
the other hand, they have to present information that is accessible to a 
general audience. This means that they do not have a very clear picture 
of who their readers really are, and therefore have a difficult time writing 
to a specific audience. The editors of many failed encyclopedias testify 
to the challenge of marketing (I believe this continues true today). Pro-
ducing an encyclopedia means anticipating the reader in the very mode 
employed in the writing of articles. 

The example of the first editions of the oldest and longest-running 
encyclopedia to date, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, allows us to encounter 
and problematize encyclopedic writing: it is all about getting it right in 
view of the reader. Being truthful and reliable are important virtues of 
encyclopedic writing, but so are being brief and understandable. Diderot 
once observed that a degree of humour cannot be avoided when an arti-
cle on theology is followed by one on technology.2 This is no less true 
than d’Alembert’s remark about alphabetical order essentially being no 
order at all.3 When the eminent French philosophers compare encyclo-
pedic writing with philosophical and scientific writing, the deficiencies 
are obvious. Yet their comparison does not address the main concern of 
general encyclopedias, which is communicating knowledge to the public 
at large. Encyclopedias aim at being relevant to their readers. The huge 
commercial and intellectual success of general encyclopedias since the 
eighteenth century4 shows that readers cherish these books, and that 
authors and editors have found ways to satisfy the curiosity of the wider 
public. 

There is a date we can put on the emergence of encyclopedic writing, 
and that is the year 1732 when the German Universal-Lexicon (Universal 
dictionary) started to appear. By the end, in 1754, it comprised sixty-eight 
folio volumes with text four times the length of the French Encyclopédie, 
whose first volume was published in 1751 just when the Leipzig publisher 
had come to the end of the alphabet. In terms of quantity its approxi-
mately 284,000 articles compare to about 71,000 articles organized by 
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258 Ulrich Johannes Schneider 

Diderot. It is by far the largest encyclopedia of the eighteenth century, 
and for that matter, the first one of its kind. However, the sheer size of the 
Universal-Lexicon has proven to be an obstacle to detailed studies. There 
is no archive left, and we know neither the names of the contributors (of 
whom there must have been at least two hundred) nor the subscribers 
(recruited by the publisher in order to start his monumental enterprise 
in 1732). 

In what is truly the first general encyclopedia we find modern fea-
tures like anonymous editing and subscription funding. For the first time 
different kinds of information (scientific, technical, medical, as well as 
biographical and geographical) are gathered into one work rather than 
being treated separately. Moreover, the Universal-Lexicon tried to adopt 
the perspective of its readers through rather unusual means, not only in 
the very way that articles were defined and written but also by soliciting 
texts from its readership. The Universal-Lexicon is a model of encyclo-
pedic writing even where it fails to meet standards of excellence. It is a 
true forerunner of the “conversational dictionaries” (Konversationslexika) 
that dominated the genre of general encyclopedias from the nineteenth 
century onwards. 

There is no other encyclopedia prior to the Universal-Lexicon that 
unites all sorts of knowledge to create a truly “general,” all-encompass-
ing dictionary (vollstaendig is the German word used on the title page). 
Successful contemporary encyclopedias like Chambers’s Cyclopaedia 
(first published in 1728, then re-edited and translated)5 or Diderot’s 
Encyclopédie (from 1751) aimed at scientific and technical knowledge, 
but steered away from information concerning the political, historical, 
and biographical spheres. Chambers just ignored biography and geog-
raphy, while Diderot explicitly excluded biography and tried to limit the 
number of geographical articles.6 For the vast area of non-scientific and 
non-technological knowledge there was the very successful dictionary of 
Louis Moréri. His Dictionnaire historique (first published in one volume in 
1674) was republished and enlarged many times all over Europe, until a 
final edition in ten folio volumes appeared in 1759. 

Like Moréri’s dictionary, the Universal-Lexicon included biographical 
entries: more than 120,000 of them. It is by far the largest biographical 
dictionary of the eighteenth century, as many dix-huitiémistes know. The 
Universal-Lexicon also attempted to include much of the known world in 
more than 72,000 articles about continents, countries, towns, and vil-
lages. Many of those articles were innovative, surpassing their sources in 
form and content, articulating what seems today a modern worldview, 
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259 Encyclopedic Writing 

where everything is put into perspective – Germanocentric for better or 
for worse in the case of the Universal-Lexicon. 

The remainder of this chapter summarizes the findings of ten years 
of investigation into the Universal-Lexicon.7 There are three sections. The 
first explains the unique concern that the makers of the Universal-Lexicon 
exhibited towards their readers. In the second section, a sample of geo-
graphical entries highlights the inevitable conflict between serving a 
regionally defined audience and communicating knowledge about other 
cultures. In conclusion, a third section presents some thoughts on the 
cultural effects of encyclopedic writing. 

The Reader Within 

When the publisher Johann Heinrich Zedler announced in 1730 that he 
was going to produce an eight-volume encyclopedia, he provoked out-
rage among many of the established Leipzig publishers who specialized 
in subject encyclopedias. Zedler was then twenty-four years old, but he 
had already produced a multivolume edition of Luther and to all appear-
ances was undaunted by the task he had given himself.8 Other publishers 
in Leipzig feared he would simply copy their books. They forced him 
to withdraw from the 1731 Leipzig book fair where he was to present 
the first volume of the Universal-Lexicon. In 1732 Zedler was back again, 
printing (so he said) in neighboring Halle (which was Prussian), thus cir-
cumventing the Leipzig restrictions (which belonged to Saxony). In 1738 
he was broke; his Universal-Lexicon had to be saved by a merchant who 
miraculously provided for its almost unaltered continuation, picking up 
from the letter “L” in volume 19. The reasons for his financial difficul-
ties are unknown. Most likely some subscribers were discouraged by the 
cost of two Reichstaler a volume, since the encyclopedia was obviously 
becoming much more compendious than the eight volumes originally 
announced. Little did they know that it would only reach the end of the 
alphabet with volume 64 in 1750 (four supplement volumes would follow 
by 1754). 

During his time of crisis in 1738, Zedler hired a new editor-in-chief, 
Carl Günther Ludovici, then a renowned philosophy professor at Leipzig 
University. Ludovici was the author of books on the German philoso-
phers Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Christian Wolff. He stopped writ-
ing on philosophical matters after taking on this new job. Ludovici made 
some crucial changes to the Universal-Lexicon; one of them was open-
ing up the dictionary to articles on living people. This was unheard of 
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260 Ulrich Johannes Schneider 

for an encyclopedia. When Christian Gottlieb Jöcher, also a professor 
at Leipzig University, published his four-volume dictionary of scholars 
(Allgemeines Gelehrtenlexikon) in 1750–51 he stuck to dead people, trying 
only to include the most recently deceased among his roughly sixty thou-
sand entries.9 

Judging by later publications from the second half of the eighteenth 
century, the task of covering contemporaries was taken over by more jour-
nalistically oriented publications. The best known in Germany is Johann 
Georg Meusel’s Gelehrtes Teutschland, a review-like publication with regular 
updates, starting in 1774 and running well into the nineteenth century.10 

Meusel made it his exclusive concern to track academic careers. In some 
ways, the Universal-Lexicon anticipated this in its attempt to represent as 
many “well-known” people as possible. What editor-in-chief Ludovici and 
publisher Zedler had in mind when including contemporaries in their 
encyclopedia was made clear in the prefaces to volumes 19, 21, and 23. 
They encouraged readers to provide information on individual or family 
biographies, societies, or town histories, for the purpose of bringing the 
dictionary increasingly up to date. Whether this invitation worked, we do 
not know for sure. Little research has been done so far on the more than 
120,000 biographical articles in the Universal-Lexicon, but two of them 
were clearly provided by readers. 

There is the article on a family named “Marschall” (vol. 19, cols. 
1702–15), of Scottish descent, and held in high regard by the Prussian 
king. The article not only includes text but reproduces documents like 
a Latin “patent” and letters of recommendation by Prussian noblemen 
and archivists. Also reprinted is a declaration by Friedrich Wilhelm I. of 
Prussia, dated 11 August 1736. It looks as if the article was designed to 
argue the case of the Marschalls in some unnamed dispute. Then there is 
an article on an individual, Reichsgraf “Schmettau, Samuel” (vol. 35, cols. 
347–61), which is obviously a self-advertising piece of text. The “diploma” 
that made Schmettau a count is reproduced verbatim, followed by a list 
of gifts given by the German emperor to Schmettau, who had won twenty-
eight battles and endured thirty-two sieges in his service. Schmettau went 
on to become curator at the Berlin Academy of Sciences, but this hap-
pened after the publication of his biographical article in the Universal-
Lexicon. Both articles, the one on the Marschall family and the one on 
Schmettau, appear to be departures from the other biographical articles, 
if only by virtue of their subjective style and transparent self-interest. 

There may be other cases where texts were handed over to the editor 
and published without much – if any – revision, but the search for them 
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has only begun. A tendency to please the noble world, which may be 
inferred from the two examples given, is also reflected in the fact that 
at the beginning of each volume, by way of a dedication, a noble per-
son was portrayed and addressed in a poem. There are altogether sixty 
“sponsors” placed within the Universal-Lexicon in this way, among them 
kings and tsars but mostly members of the German imperial nobility. 
Being involved with the nobility as a major support group of his diction-
ary was a specific aim of the publisher, as is plainly stated in the entry 
“Zedler, Johann Heinrich” in the Universal-Lexicon itself (vol. 61, cols. 
309–11). The whole process of producing the Universal-Lexicon may be 
seen as an attempt to foster relations between the publisher, the editors, 
the authors, and the public at large in a new way. Other elements of this 
endeavour are the – then rather innovative – subscription run before 
the start of the Universal-Lexicon, the strategic system of dedications, the 
policy of seeking out the readers as contributors, and the prefaces in 
which the publisher professed his devotion to his audience. 

When looking for articles that may actually have been provided by 
readers we must also consider texts on societies and on towns. There is 
an entry about the small town of “Wurzen” (near Leipzig; vol. 60, cols. 
259–487) that was probably written by a local historian, since it is rather 
long and detailed.11 The unknown author of this text sometimes talks 
about “our town,” which may indicate a writer outside of the Universal-
Lexicon. It may also just be a formulation left over from an original source 
by some careless editor. 

In view of the scarce evidence assembled so far, it may be said that the 
editor and the publisher of the Universal-Lexicon risked including biased 
and poorly written articles when inviting their readers to contribute. Yet 
they clearly hoped to be close to their readers and to establish a rap-
port with them in the interest of making the Universal-Lexicon a mirror of 
contemporary society, even at the cost of substandard writing of uneven 
quality. 

Overall, the Universal-Lexicon provides for a very mixed reading expe-
rience. But there are quite a few articles, especially biographical ones, 
that were well researched and compiled with constant reference to a 
great variety of sources. If we take biographical articles at random, for 
instance all 101 entries on persons named “Wagner,”12 we can easily see 
what the Universal-Lexicon’s policy of information construction amounted 
to beyond cases that simply consisted of the copying of source material. 
Indeed, some eighty-nine different printed sources were used for com-
piling information about the Wagners in the Universal-Lexicon. When we 
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examine the entries more closely, it turns out that half of them reported 
on people who were still alive, for these articles are rather brief and men-
tion no date of death. Instead they cite a recent publication or some new 
career change. One may ask what the value of this kind of incomplete 
information was, especially when considering the laborious preparatory 
work involved. Did the encyclopedia want to say “these are the people 
living among us who are worthy of being included in this very book”? At 
any rate, it is clear that the Universal-Lexicon strove to be a book both writ-
ten by and for its readers. 

This pertains not only to form, but also to content. There is additional 
evidence of a strong inclination towards the reader in some of the medi-
cal entries. They clearly show that sharing the reader’s perspective was 
indeed the intents of the Universal-Lexicon. While contemporary profes-
sional encyclopedias like Robert James’s Medicinal Dictionary,13 in both 
its original English and its French translation, served the medical com-
munity and indulged in technical terms, the Universal-Lexicon displays a 
decidedly pragmatic approach. Much like the French Encyclopédie, the 
Universal-Lexicon rewrites received medical knowledge from the patient’s 
point of view. So “bloodletting” (Aderlass) is addressed foremost as a 
kind of general cure to fortify the body, and cutting an artery is rec-
ognized as part of a therapy. (In James’s professional view, the prime 
definition of cutting an artery was that of the surgeon’s error – only later 
did he mention its therapeutic use.)14 For eighteenth-century patients, 
bloodletting was a well-known and widely practised cure that for the most 
part was still performed according to symbolic readings of the human 
body. Certain illnesses required the cutting of blood vessels at certain 
points on the body and not others. However, after the discovery of blood 
circulation, bloodletting could be explained in an enlightened way, for 
it had become clear that doctors could extract blood from anywhere on 
the body. 

As a result, the French Encyclopédie tells its readers that they should 
listen to the doctors and trust their judgment. It was important for doc-
tors and intellectuals to point out that the medieval art of bloodletting 
– cutting according to the illness – was nonsense. It actually made no dif-
ference if nose, arm, hand, or foot were chosen. The Encyclopédie relates 
precisely this information, an example of enlightenment at its best, add-
ing practical value to new insights. 

The Universal-Lexicon took the same tack as the French Encyclopédie by 
explaining modern medical knowledge to its readers. Yet it goes one step 
further: since in medical terms it does not really matter where a blood 
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vessel is cut, the doctor is free to follow the patient’s wish for a specific 
place on the body: “In order to please the common man” (dem gemeinen 
Mann zu gefallen), the doctor should recognize that doctor-patient col-
laboration is therapeutic, however badly informed the choice may be.15 

This is enlightenment in the second degree, or of a pragmatic kind, not 
sticking to truth at all costs but insisting on helpful applications. 

The almost seventeen thousand medical articles in the Universal-Lexicon 
have not yet been studied in detail, and thus there is no way to tell if the 
linking of readers and patients is a consistent feature of medical article 
writing throughout the dictionary. Some indications point to a certain 
emphasis on instructiveness. First, a great number of pharmaceutical rec-
ipes that could be prepared without much training (mostly plasters and 
ointments) have been included. Additionally, there is a persistent con-
cern to conclude non-medical articles on plants, animals, and minerals 
with a recipe, most of which seem to include medical applications, while 
others include culinary recipies, with some articles containing both. And 
last but not least, the chance discovery of the likely author of many medi-
cal articles in the Universal-Lexicon supports the hunch that applicabil-
ity was part of an article’s design: in the biographical article “Heinrich 
Winkler,” Winkler is said to have written “most of the medical articles in 
this very dictionary.”16 Winkler was a town physician in Leipzig for whom 
being helpful in practical ways was, to use a modern phrase, “part of his 
job description.” 

The Reader’s View of  the World 

The Universal-Lexicon could only assume such gigantic proportions over 
the relatively short period of eighteen years’ time by relying heavily on 
other encyclopedias. Four thousand folio pages every year (on aver-
age) could not have been filled otherwise; there was most certainly not 
enough time for much original writing. And indeed, thirty works from 
other publishers have already been identified as sources for quoted pas-
sages, partial copying, or complete adoption in the Universal-Lexicon.17 

Among those are foreign encyclopedias like Nicolas Lemery’s Diction-
naire universel des drogues simples, which appeared in 1721 in a German 
translation. This work was copied into the Universal-Lexicon in its entirety 
(without proper citations, which happened with other sources as well, 
but not consistently). With Lemery’s text, copying became an art; his 
text was not just taken over article by article. Talking about the vanilla 
plant, Lemery, the celebrated French chemist and natural historian, 
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gives botanical information and indicates medical applications. His dic-
tionary was, after all, a work that included plants only in as much as they 
could be used by pharmacists and doctors. It was a specialized diction-
ary like many other dictionaries that were copied, one way or another, 
into the Universal-Lexicon: Walther on music, Wolff on mathematics, Hun-
ger on the Bible, Fleming on hunting, and so on. Each covered a single 
discipline or area of knowledge. In combining these dictionaries, the 
Universal-Lexicon became another kind of work altogether: it became a 
universal or general encyclopedia, encompassing around seventy-two dif-
ferent areas of knowledge.18 

Importing printed information was done in many different ways that 
still have to be studied. It was by no means always done by simply copying 
entries. The case of Lemery provides an instructive view of what it meant 
to turn the information from a specialized encyclopedia into an entry for 
a wider audience. The article “Vanilla” in the Universal-Lexicon (vol. 46, 
cols. 517–19) was copied word for word from the German translation of 
Lemery’s prose, with no changes whatsoever, not even corrections to the 
two typographical errors. Yet the article was enhanced considerably by 
additional text inserted at four different places. The first instance gives 
additional general references, the second adds a travel report from 1702, 
the third gives specialized references to plant books, and the fourth adds 
a recipe on how to prepare hot chocolate with vanilla. Where these addi-
tional additions of one to five lines are taken from is not known, yet it 
becomes clear what the editor had in mind: he wanted to turn a special-
ized article on a plant and its specific usages into a general article deal-
ing with whatever you want to know about a plant like vanilla, including 
where it was discovered, what it is called in other languages, and what its 
practical uses are besides its medicinal value. 

Encyclopedic writing is different from specialized or disciplinary writ-
ing in that it does not cater to experts, but rather to the public at large. 
An author of an encyclopedic article is an editor of texts already extant 
but not yet linked to one another. Producing an encyclopedia means 
writing in the form of rewriting, adjusting the point of view, not the infor-
mation itself. There are bad and good examples of rewriting in the 
Universal-Lexicon, especially among the articles grouped under “geogra-
phy.” The challenging part of this recasting was not so much related 
to natural geography (mountains, rivers, landscapes, etc.) but cultural 
geography, that is, countries, towns, and villages. 

There is a rather sloppy article about Spain in the Universal-Lexicon, and 
a rather excellent article on Russia. The text about Spain (“Spanien,” vol. 
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38, cols. 1107–64) relies on one source only, the German translation of 
a travel report by a French woman. When Madame d’Aulnoy describes 
Madrid as having, on the particular day of her arrival, rainy weather, and 
observes that Spanish women she met seemed a little diffident that first 
night, the article in the Universal-Lexicon turns this into general features: 
the weather in Madrid is often rainy and the women there are noticeably 
diffident.19 

Transforming selective observation into national clichés happens quite 
often in the eighteenth century, though the Universal-Lexicon is certainly 
not the only work at fault. What it says about the peoples of India, China, 
or Japan is mostly eclectic and dismissive. It seems that the shorter the 
text, the more of a stereotype it becomes, as if there was little interest in 
being critical of the sources that had provided these stereotypes. It also 
seems that the farther away a country was, the shorter its article would 
be in the Universal-Lexicon. But perspective is hardly a mechanical calcu-
lation, depending instead on the availability of specific literature. The 
better the travel reports, the better the article in the Universal-Lexicon, as 
is the case for the entry on Siberia (“Siberien,” vol. 37, cols. 852–60). No 
travel reports were used for the articles on France (vol. 9, cols. 1727–37) 
or Italy (vol. 14, cols. 1425–30), so they give minimal information on the 
history, sequence of rulers, geography, and religion. 

An example of another high-quality article is the one devoted to Rus-
sia (“Russland,” vol. 32, cols. 1907–74). Many reports, books, and jour-
nals were used for this article, which is intensively researched and clearly 
written with the aim of balancing the available information. There are 
a lot of interesting features, starting with the practice of subheadings, 
which were rarely used in the Universal-Lexicon. (Moréri’s Dictionnaire 
historique had subheadings articulating the complexity of countries by 
different categories. In the Universal-Lexicon they are found only after 
Ludovici took over as editor-in-chief in 1738.) The 35-folio-page-long 
article is composed of twenty-fice subheadings; these include “Frontiers,” 
“Titles,” “Customs and Ways of Life,” “Forms of Government,” “Russian 
Sea-Power,” and “Religion, Sects, and History.” Information about Russia 
is divided into sections organized without any clear logic or consequence 
other than the structure itself. What is at work here and in other geo-
graphical articles is the presentation of cultural and historical knowledge 
as a kaleidoscope of different subject areas. Probably for the first time 
in literary history, encyclopedic writing has produced a text on a coun-
try that cannot be compared to travel reports, commercial handbooks, 
or historical essays. Whatever the source material, encyclopedic writing 
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transforms it radically into a text for its own specific purpose of drawing 
a complete and condensed picture for the eyes of its readers. 

An article on Russia in a general encyclopedia is a novel thing in the 
eighteenth century, answering mixed curiosities and unspecific demands 
for information related to a particular country. The importance of the 
long and well-structured article on Russia becomes even clearer when 
compared with the other approximately one hundred articles in the Uni-
versal-Lexicon referring to something “Russian” or “Moscovite.”20 There 
seems to have been a conscious choice about what to place in the main 
article and what to address elsewhere. 

The sources for the article on Russia vary greatly. From the many 
books and reports published on Russia in the first half of the eighteenth 
century, the Universal-Lexicon quotes some directly, like Friedrich Chris-
tian Weber’s Das veränderte Ruβland, and others not, like Die Europäische 
Fama, from which text has been taken without acknowledgment.21 Over-
all, the text of the Universal-Lexicon article can be traced back to a vari-
ety of sources that have been reworked into the encyclopedic format. 
One example is the popular practice of the Russian sauna. Weber talks 
about this over several pages, whereas the Universal-Lexicon has only one 
paragraph on the topic. The same happens with the description of the 
river Neva in Petersburg. Selecting and editing information amounts to 
transforming expert texts into concise and succinct textual pieces for the 
public at large. 

Interestingly enough, in the final part of the article on Russia there 
is a passage that clearly indicates reader orientation, yet seems to be at 
odds with the aim of laboriously editing information out of books or 
reports: a journalistic piece of text. When the article on Russia appeared 
in 1742, it hastened to include an account of how Elizabeth I came to 
power as empress in 1741. The letter “E” of the Universal-Lexicon was long 
gone, and even though the article on Russia was only partly concerned 
with the government, the opportunity to provide the reader with up-to-
date information from Petersburg could not be missed. However, what 
information to provide was unclear or controversial (maybe because it 
was too fresh), so the Universal-Lexicon decided to offer two different ver-
sions of the story. Version one says that a council of high-ranking noble-
men elected Elizabeth, the daughter of Peter the Great, and begged her 
to rule the country. Version two says that Elizabeth wanted to become 
empress and aligned herself with the military to help her make her way 
into the palace by force. Version two is introduced by the words “Der 
andere Bericht von dieser merckwürdigen Revolution lautet also” (The 
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other report of this noticeable revolution goes like this), confronting 
the reader with a description that is incompatible with the other version 
of the same event. Here encyclopedic writing comes closest to journalis-
tic writing, which indeed was the source for both versions. More impor-
tantly, judgment on the chain of events is suspended and handed over to 
the reader. The Universal-Lexicon presents itself as an impartial observer, 
providing elements of historical facts, but no definitive interpretation. 

The article on Russia in the Universal-Lexicon was not taken up by other 
writers on the subject. When, in 1795, Christoph Meiners reviewed sixty-
five major texts published on Russia since 1740, he did not mention the 
Universal-Lexicon.22 Meiners only lists works by authors, not anonymously 
published texts like encyclopedias. Already in the eighteenth century, 
it was common for encyclopedic texts to circulate outside of scientific 
communities and perhaps also outside acknowledged channels of higher 
education. The aim of informing the reader in a way that is, in the best 
of cases, critical of sources and pragmatic about using parts of them, is 
incompatible with the forms of writing and reading established in aca-
demia or in schools. Encyclopedic writing provides an end-format for 
texts, and is not likely to provide the basis for other studies. This is why 
new editions of encyclopedias require updates, often needing to start 
afresh with most of their entries. They are also culturally short lived and 
easily forgotten once they are out of print, since they are then also out of 
touch with their audience. 

The Cultural Effects of  Encyclopedic Writing 

Considering encyclopedias from the point of view of encyclopedic writ-
ing takes them out of the history of ideas, where books are judged by 
learned intentions expressed by their authors or editors. Seeing encyclo-
pedias as a writing exercise, or rather as an exercise in rewriting, makes 
them part of a wide range of cultural activities that relate not to indi-
vidual intentions but to conventions and practices, as well as to the com-
munications of ideas. The French literary historian Jacques Proust, an 
expert on the Encyclopédie, in 1995 suggested undertaking an analysis of 
encyclopedic writing (“écriture encyclopédique”). Proust names three 
qualifications for this kind of writing: it is a rewriting (“réécriture”) with 
regard to its sources, it is a dialogue with contemporary authors as well 
as with the source material it transforms, and it is fragmentary (“écriture 
fragmentaire”) because it recontextualizes pieces of text, thereby chang-
ing their meaning.23 Also in 1995 Georges Benrekassa, commenting 
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on Diderot and the Encyclopédie, proposed distinguishing encyclopedic 
writing (“écriture encyclopédique”) from book writing (“écriture livr-
esque”), because an encyclopedia should be seen as an interface, a place 
where book knowledge and individual knowledge meet.24 

Encyclopedic writing as a practice is difficult to define, not only 
because of the ongoing prevalence of the history of ideas and traditional 
literary criticism, both of which understand text primarily in relation 
to authorship. The difficulty resides also in a well-established historical 
prejudice that one could call “Diderot’s lenses.” Diderot and the group 
of writers he engaged in producing the widely successful and influential 
Encyclopédie are well-known figureheads of the French enlightenment. 
What they produced was for a long time seen only through the claims 
of Diderot, d’Alembert, and others who wanted the Encyclopédie to be an 
instrument of some sort of intellectual avant-garde. Even if this claim is 
supported by excellent articles, as a whole the Encyclopédie was an ency-
clopedia like many others, reproducing knowledge, editing existing 
information, and making the perspective of the reader paramount in 
style and content. A good number of recent studies focusing on the vital 
contribution of the Chevalier de Jaucourt and closely analysing content 
by querying its digitized version have shown the Encyclopédie to be a very 
well written encyclopedia, though not a work that radically redefined 
encyclopedic writing. 

Looking back, we may find a short window of opportunity for encyclo-
pedias concentrating on scientific and technical knowledge alone, and 
that window was probably opened by Chambers in 1728 and closed with 
the last run of the quarto edition of the Encyclopédie in 1778. Before and 
after, encyclopedias have included geographical and biographical knowl-
edge, and with the Universal-Lexicon, this knowledge is amalgamated with 
the rest. When in 1778 a German enterprise, the Deutsche Enzyklopädie, 
tried to emulate the Encyclopédie, it failed, most likely in part because of 
its exclusion of biographical articles: The last volume (no. 23) appeared 
in 1807 and ended at the letter “K.” 

Already in the eighteenth century, going beyond scientific and techno-
logical areas of knowledge really meant situating the general encyclope-
dia within a new genre of writing, one that was part of a cultural dialogue 
within society. When encyclopedic writing does more than summarize 
and popularize – as is the case in scientific matters – it is about invent-
ing and editing articles for readers, and envisioning the subject matter 
from the reader’s point of view. Chances are that writing an article about 
Newton or Newtonianism was never a considerable problem, but there 

This content downloaded from 146.52.214.8 on Sat, 05 Jul 2025 10:21:28 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



  

 

 

 

269 Encyclopedic Writing 

were real challenges in writing about the sixteenth-century Reformation. 
Moréri’s very Catholic articles on Luther and Calvin failed to meet the 
demands of a European audience and had to be rewritten. Writing about 
the ongoing Swedish-Russian war or social issues like slavery was also 
problematic. The Universal-Lexicon adopted a critical point of view and 
included a new article on American massacres in the first supplementary 
volume (1751; “Amerikanische Massaker,” suppl. vol. 1, col. 1337). Thus 
encyclopedic writing is part of a social process of communication and has 
to continually be adapted in form and content. (Even today, describing a 
town or a country proves to be much more controversial than character-
izing an invention or reporting a discovery.) 

Analysing encyclopedic writing in the form specific to the Universal-
Lexicon helps us understand the undoubtedly Eurocentric and Germano-
centric choices of articles when it comes to towns and villages. Foreign 
cities are represented less, and even then with shorter texts, than Ger-
man cities or even Saxon villages: all one hundred of them with over 202 
inhabitants are included in the Universal-Lexicon. While Moréri’s Diction-
naire historique (in its 1731 edition) shows a similar concern for extensive-
ness and detail, there is obviously a different perspective at work: the 
places readers might be able to travel to themselves get more text than 
distant cities. In the Universal-Lexicon, “Waldheim” near Leipzig has two 
columns, “Peking” in China three, “Delhi” in India just one.25 Further 
research on the cultural biases of geographical articles could help with 
comparative studies of general encyclopedias and dictionaries of com-
merce where pragmatism is of the essence. Travelling by imagination is 
probably closely linked to real travel, as the importance of travel reports 
for encyclopedic articles also suggests. 

In the examination of general encyclopedias, the emphasis should be 
on the practice of writing, including all aspects of articulating knowledge 
in a text for the general public: the use of terminology, the insertions 
of subheadings, the politics of cross-references – all of this constitutes 
encyclopedic writing. When an article is too long to hold the reader’s 
attention, information is lost. When an article misleads by not represent-
ing all relevant points of view, it is equally problematic, not least because 
the level of complexity is reduced beyond a reasonable level. Even if 
some encyclopedias became famous for the excellence of some of their 
articles – this is true for the French Encyclopédie in the eighteenth century 
and for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in the late nineteenth century – this 
is not what they were primarily about or what constituted their success: 
that success existed independently of the quality of individual articles. 
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Encyclopedic writing is about a text finding its audience, not about the 
text as such. 

NOTES 

1 Frank A. Kafker, 1994, “William Smellie’s Edition of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica,” in Notable Encyclopaedias of the Late Eighteenth Century: Eleven 
Successors of the Encyclopédie, ed. Frank A. Kafker (Oxford: Voltaire 
Foundation), 151; Jeff Loveland, 2010, An Alternative Encyclopedia? Dennis 
de Coetlogon’s Universal History of Arts and Sciences (1745) (Oxford: Voltaire 
Foundation), 140–5. 

2 Denis Diderot, 1755, “Encyclopédie,” in Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonnée 
des sciences, des arts et des métiers (Paris, Neuchâtel: Briasson), 5:642: “L’ordre 
alphabétique donneroit à tout moment des contrastes burlesques; un article 
de Théologie se trouveroit relégué tout au-travers des arts méchaniques.” 
(Alphabetic order would constantly cause comical contrasts; a theological 
article would be plunked down in the middle of the mechanical arts; 
English translation http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0000.004). 

3 Jean le Rond d’Alembert, 1955, Discours préliminaire de l’Encyclopédie/ 
Einleitung zur Enzyklopädie (1751) (Hamburg: Meiner), 82–3. 

4 One may argue that encyclopedias were popular ever since printing began 
in Europe, although the term “encyclopedia” was absent and the books 
practising encyclopedic writing were specialized; see U.J. Schneider, ed., 
2006, Seine Welt wissen. Enzyklopädien in der Frühen Neuzeit (Darmstadt: 
Primus). 

5 Ephraim Chambers, 1728, Cyclopædia; or An Universal Dictionary of Arts and 
Sciences (London: Knapton); further editions with various numbers of 
volumes were published in 1738, 1740, 1741, and 1751. 

6 See Johannes Dörflinger, 1967, Die Geographie in der “Encyclopédie.” Eine 
wissenschaftsgeschichtliche Studie (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften). 

7 Ulrich Johannes Schneider, 2013, Die Erfindung des allgemeinen Wissens. 
Enzyklopädisches Schreiben im Zeitalter der Aufklärung (Berlin: Akademie Verlag). 

8 Gerd Quedenbaum, 1977, Der Verleger und Buchhändler Johann Heinrich Zedler 
1706–1751. Ein Buchunternehmer in den Zwängen seiner Zeit. Ein Beitrag zur 
Geschichte des deutschen Buchhandels im 18. Jahrhundert (Hildesheim/New 
York: Olms). 

9 Christian Gottlieb Jöcher, 1750–1, Allgemeines Gelehrten-Lexicon, 4 vols. 
(Leipzig: Gleditsch); see Jöchers 60.000: Ein Mann – eine Mission – ein Lexikon, 
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2008, ed. Ulrich Johannes Schneider (exhibition catalogue) (Leipzig: 
Universitätsbibliothek Leipzig). 

10 Johann Georg Meusel, 1774, Das gelehrte Teutschland, oder Lexikon der jetzt 
lebende teutschen Schriftsteller (Lemgo: Meier), followed by many revisions and 
additions, last edition 1796–1834. 

11 “Wurzen” (vol. 60, cols. 259–487) has 226 columns, much more than 
Leipzig. The author could be the historian Christian Schöttgen, who in 
1717 published a history of this town. 

12 The 101 articles on persons named “Wagner” are to be found in vol. 52 
(1747), cols. 638–89. 

13 Robert James, 1743–5, A medicinal dictionary, including physic, surgery, 
anatomy, chymistry, and botany, 3 vols. (London 1743–5); translated into 
French as Dictionnaire universel de medecine, de chirurgie, de chymie, de botanique, 
d’anatomie, De pharmacie, d’histoire naturelle, &c. Précédé d’un Discours Historique 
sur l’origine & les progres de la Medecine. Traduit de l’Anglois de M. [Robert] James, 
Par Mrs [Denis] Diderot, [Marc-Antoine] Eidous & [François Vincent] Toussaint. 
Revue, corrigé & augmenté par M. Julien Busson, Docteur-Régent de la Faculté de 
Medecine de Paris, 1746–8, 6 vols. (Paris: Briasson, David, Durand). 

14 James 1746: “Phlébotomie” (vol. 5, cols. 508–1026), “Oeil” (vol. 5, col. 23), 
and “Artériotomie” (vol. 2, cols. 464–8); Encyclopédie 1751: “Artériotomie” 
(vol. 1, 720f.), “Phlébotomie, Aneurysme” (vol. 1, 454–7), “Saignée” (vol. 
14 [1765], 501–16); Zedler 1732: “Aderlass, Aderlässe, Blutlassung” (vol. 1, 
cols. 493–5). 

15 Vol. 1, col. 494: “Zuweilen kan man auch wol dem gemeinen Mann zu 
gefallen und damit sie ihr Vertrauen auf den Aderlass nicht gantz und gar 
verwerffen, andere nehmen.” (At times, to please the common man, and 
so that they do not totally abandon their faith in bloodletting, one may well 
take/choose others.) All translations are mine unless otherwise stated. 

16 Zedler 1732: “Winckler, Heinrich” (vol. 57, cols. 509–10). 
17 Schneider 2013, 81 (table 2). 
18 According to the category search on www.zedler-lexikon.de there are 

seventy-two areas of knowledge. The Universal-Lexicon itself lists thirty-
three fields or disciplines on its title page. Peter von Ludewig, the Prussian 
historian prefacing the Universal-Lexicon, says in a text advertising it in 1731 
that it would replace “22 other dictionaries” (Hallesche Nachrichten 1731, 
quoted by Quedenbaum 1977, 58); see Schneider 2013, 77–9. 

19 See Ulrike Hönsch, 2000, Von der Schwarzen Legende zum Hesperischen 
Zaubergarten: Wege des Spanienbildes in Deutschland des 18. Jahrhunderts 
(Tübingen: Max Niemeyer). 

20 See Schneider 2013, 134–5. 
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21 Editions of the Fama (first publication in 1702) from 1728 through 1732 are 
used in cols. 1944–59. 

22 Christoph Meiners, 1798, Vergleichung des ältern, und neuern Rußlandes. In 
Rücksicht auf die natürlichen Beschaffenheiten der Einwohner, ihrer Cultur, Sitten, 
Lebensart und Gebräuche, so wie auf die Verfassung und Verwaltung des Reichs, nach 
Anleitung älterer und neuerer Reisebeschreiber (Leipzig: Fleischer), 1:34–42, esp. 38. 

23 Jacques Proust, 1962, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie (Paris: Albin Michel), 3rd ed. 
1995, xiv (Préface à la troisième édition). 

24 Georges Benrekassa, 1995, “De l’Encyclopédie aux encyclopédies: Proposer 
et communiquer un état du savoir,” Recherches sur Diderot et sur l’Encyclopédie 
18–19: 159, 162. 

25 Cf. Schneider 2013, 123–6. 
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