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      Introduction


      Kevin L. Cope

      Louisiana State University

    


    
      A not-so-old adage derived from the nineteenth-century poet Robert Browning and popularized by Bauhaus designer Mies van der Rohe affirms that “less is more.” No one knows whether something like the commutative law of arithmetic holds true for the algebra of aphorisms, yet anecdotal evidence certainly suggests that, with regard to the abundance of material available for scholarly scrutiny during the “digital revolution,” the converse might be true. More might be less. The number of sources accessible through databases, the number of databases housing information, and the number of “eyes” passing over physical screens and virtual pages have all increased exponentially over the first quarter-century of electronic scholarship. The number of “new,” neglected, or forgotten authors and events chosen as topics for scholarly research has also increased, although that increase has occurred in a straight-line, arithmetical fashion rather than along the hyperbolic curve usually associated with technological revolutions. Meanwhile, the overall standing of the profession of humane letters has declined in parallel with the number of and pay for those few jobs in which this burgeoning profusion of material could be used. A scholar teaching multiple sections of beginners’ “skills” courses or a novice researcher under pressure to define a specialty area or a young professor eager to demonstrate focused mastery of a new topic has little time to wander along the byways abutting the “information superhighway.” Those lucky few who enjoy the institutionally funded luxury of dabbling in costly databases often find themselves pushed into one linguistic corner, there to master every early reference to English trifles or British sherry but at a loss as to how to find or use those foreign-language resources that elucidate the history of pasta or that record the pedigree of potatoes.


      Advertising and hyperbole aside, presently most cannot make use of most. To be sure, open-access, open-source text archives continue to exist if not flourish. University-affiliated enterprises such as Project Gutenberg or Representative Poetry Online or Project Orlando1 provide on-the-fly access to digital transcriptions of assorted texts, yet their electronic holdings, which range no higher than the low tens of thousands and which amble over vast fields of British and European cultural history, cannot match the gigantic cache of materials in commercial databases, which tend to focus on specific periods or genres. Such projects may provide a textual reference in a pinch or may relieve budget-impaired students who lack the resources to buy large editions in order to read one short poem for one fifteen-week class, but their lack of vigilant, salaried staff members inhibits enforcement of editorial standards, thereby limiting their scholarly utility. Commercially managed databases capitalize on expansive features that appeal more to prejudice than to scholarly judgment. Citizens of our visual, screen-oriented culture tend to regard the semi-photographic, quasi-facsimile look of commercially generated PDF images as superior to even the most carefully typed plain-text transcripts. Gigantic databases such as Early English Books Online (EEBO) or Eighteenth-Century Collections Online (ECCO) impress users by providing access to colossal numbers of texts, most of which will never be used. They enhance that already enormous selection by developing search tools and display options that mimic those of well-funded online merchants. The number of institutions subscribing to these formidable online services remains small. A visit to the ECCO website will show that fewer than ten percent of the degree-granting institutions in the United States patronize a database that covers—indeed, monopolizes—the electronic rendering of two-thirds or more of print resources pertaining to the British long eighteenth century. The remaining ninety percent of the scholarly world must linger outside of this information circuit. The barely identified phenomenon of library parasitism, in which well-connected academic professionals take advantage of honorary institutional affiliations to gain access to library resources at universities other than their own, has mitigated this problem but has become an increasingly difficult strategy owing to restrictions now being imposed by canny database vendors.2 The costs and institutional contexts of databases are thus creating two classes of equally impaired scholars: those at prosperous research universities who have access to the spectrum of electronic resources but who seldom use them to their full extent owing to pressure to specialize or owing to the competing availability of the original, physical books and pamphlets in large on-campus libraries; and those who have no or minimal access to costly databases and who, therefore, are doomed to sojourn among bulky 1970s facsimiles and old Eighteenth-Century Short Title Catalogue (ECSTC) microfilms, occasionally finding obscuriana but seldom attracting audiences or publishers for their studies of unfashionable topics.


      Discussion of the electronic amplification of scholarship has been strangely asymmetrical. Indeed, there has been very little discussion at all but rather an unbalanced interplay of hyperbolic advertising and nervous reaction. Published scholarship routinely (and boastfully) represents itself as the consequence of increased access—as de facto evidence that the availability of databases produces admirable results. Citation of a primary work from EEBO or ECCO has become a fashion statement and status symbol. The evaluative characterization of electronic resources has remained largely a one-sided commercial venture, a task relegated to database vendors who inundate their potential clients with favorable propaganda and, sometimes, with perquisites such as dinners at swank restaurants or complementary test subscriptions or carry-bags or logo T-shirts. Panels at professional meetings often include vendor demonstrations or delegations from electronic publishing houses. Dazzled and perhaps unnerved scholars seldom venture to question a movement that seems both productive and trendy. More abstract or fundamental or metaphysical considerations, including questions concerning the adverse consequences of information overflow or the impact on scholarship of indiscriminate cavalcades of information, seldom arise in the face of these formidable propaganda and acculturation campaigns. Nor do many ask whether electronic scholarship, with its huge infrastructure requirements ranging from short-lived but expensive terminals to electrical power demands on fragile university “IT” systems, is, as advertised, less expensive than the purchasing and storage of print copies.3


      Profusion: Emergence and Initial Responses


      Textual Studies and the Enlarged Eighteenth Century aims to examine a full range of responses to the increasing abundance of information and to consider the contexts in which that accelerating access is or is not occurring. Rather than celebrating the no-longer-new technology that has apparently opened so many library doors, Textual Studies and the Enlarged Eighteenth Century evaluates the breadth, depth, and impact of this purported transformation in scholarly technique. The volume addresses issues of “profusion” and “precision” rather than only those of “digitalization” by way of recognizing that the electronic turn in information access is only one, admittedly very prominent symptom of the larger phenomenon of sheer plenty and only one example of the ways that academies, institutions, academics, curricula, and scholarly minds attempt to manage it. The frenzy for electronics of all kinds, whether smart phones or MP3 players or iPads or whatever the next technology may be, is only the leading edge of a larger concern for the management of profuse information supplies. The recent history of the obesity epidemic, for example, demonstrates that plenty, access to plenty, wise use of plenty, and scholarship pertaining to plenty are all very different things. Little remarked, for example, is a new randomness in scholarship induced by long-term job and funding shortages working in tandem with the accelerating price of access. Scholarship has always had its hierarchies and its social castes (and injustices). No one in the past guaranteed that the best scholars earned jobs at the best universities with the best libraries, yet the disproportionately large resources available at the premiere institutions made for the similitude of career equity insofar as those lucky scholars located near the most books ended up having the most time to publish the most scholarship and with that to reap the greatest rewards. Today, the unpredictability of job markets, in which scholars with superb credentials find their way to modest schools, works in tandem with an economically and institutionally based randomness in data access to produce every possible talent-employment combination, whether well-trained scholars with extensive, minimal, or no access to the new profusion or whether less ambitious colleagues with the same ensemble of choices—or fates. Another complicating factor is the advent of library consortia, often serving multi-campus university systems, in which database users toil in different environments than do the managers of access or purchasers of licenses. At my own institution, for example, scholars have access to EEBO but not to ECCO, giving them coverage over roughly one-third of the “long eighteenth century” and leaving them without a clue as to how or why this partitioning decision was made. Alleged profusion, in sum, has created a new set of social, academic, economic, and scholarly problems.


      Also seldom considered is the monolingual character of allegedly comprehensive databases. The “computerized humanities” movement gathered momentum in the English-speaking world of North America and Britain. The history of the Eighteenth-Century Short Title Catalogue, which now provides the scaffolding for ECCO and which has also merged with the larger English Short Title Catalogue (ESTC), demonstrates the Anglophilic, even Anglomaniacal character of the digitized humanities movement.4 All of the founders or innovators of the ECSTC emerged from North America or Britain and drew their bibliographical resources from Anglo-American institutions such as the New York Public Library, the British Library, and the Public Records Office. Whatever their strengths, these innovators made little effort to declare the difference between a catalogue of English printed material and an “Eighteenth-Century” database. Only after absorbing the Wing and the Pollard and Redgrave Catalogues and only after going online as a free public resource did the modifier “English” enter the title to suggest that the catalogue told only part of the archival and Enlightenment stories. The primary habitat of the catalogue continues to be the heart-of-oak English venue of the British Library. To be sure, the founders of this still-preeminent catalogue indulged virtuoso imaginations in their expectation of producing a global catalogue. Stories abound of ESTC mogul Henry Snyder pounding on the door of the Vatican Library, battling East German border guards in an effort to get to materials in Leipzig, and even mixing imitation Brueghel paintings with settings of Chippendale furniture so as to create pan-European, transhistorical dioramas that might appeal to the post-Enlightenment imagination. Nevertheless, the drive to internationalization has petered out after the first generation of ECSTC/ESTC enthusiasts while the commercialization of this database in the form of EEBO and ECCO has concretized the British cast of this production. Rival, advertising- and sales-funded projects such as “Google Books” have also taken the easy English route, launching their enterprises from bilateral contracts with English repositories such as the Bodleian Library in Oxford. In a project so vast as Google Books, which projects the digitization of all printed material, some accession order must be set. This perennially disappointing undertaking places the most accessible English books at the top of the schedule. Google will scan Fielding’s novels long before Whiston’s sermons. Amateurs, too, have made their territory-defining marks. In the first days of personal computing, the “HUMANIST” discussion list emerged as a vehicle for the discussion both of computer applications for the humanities in general and, in short order, of the specific application of new and wondrous machines to the immense body of English texts. In 1989, for example, the developers of HUMANIST sponsored a Modern Language Association convention session in which attendees were confronted with the backsides of several very large machines and monitors—with the business end of a conference table loaded with socket-festooned equipment. If attendees peeked over the hind parts of these cable-studded machines, they discovered only British, American, and Canadian faces, all illuminated by the eerie green of the first portable monitors.


      The international community has been slow in attaining fluency in what might be called “second-degree profusion.” Profusion in the first degree pertains to the primary flood of material: to the mass of library catalogue entries, unchecked records, bibliographical ghosts, shelf lists, and whatever else might contain a record of the Enlightenment. Profusion in the second degree arises from the selection of some segment of this cornucopia—whether a national language or cultural tradition or perhaps a theme—that can be given disciplined, orderly scrutiny and that, once cultivated, may reveal an even higher degree of profusion than might a distant gawk at library shelving. The distinction is one of scale. A wondering glance at the tower of books at the core of the New British Library reveals a coarse numerosity; a nearer view of a volume full of pamphlets exposes an unanticipated profusion as one volume is shown to hold a hundred or more items. The fashionable call to “European” projects, many of them handsomely funded by European Community authorities in Brussels, may slow the cultivation of this secondary sort of profusion. Hiring staff capable of dealing with the bewildering variety of materials in all the member states of modern united Europe may well be long in coming if not impossible. Developing a plan for organizing or a vehicle for delivering so vast a body of information may require superhuman abilities. The greater chance for a large if not truly universal catalogue or database may abide with national rather than European institutions, where the second-degree profusion of a particular language tradition may be combed and where such a project would not create exponentially expanding overhead costs. Unfortunately, to date, the official bibliographies of nations such as France and Germany tend to follow institutional rather than scholarly expectations, as a visit to the Bibliographie national Française or the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie will disconcertingly demonstrate. These “national” catalogues are often more concerned with the presentation and preservation of institutional prerogatives—with comparing the access rules and holdings of their member libraries—than with presenting resources in a convenient or even usable form. A comparison of the aforementioned extensive but user-challenging works with the easygoing and abundantly illustrated Catalogue of the National Library of Australia will reveal the differing levels of ease with which bibliophiles in diverse cultures adapt to a technology that has been most ardently advocated by virtuosi in the English-speaking world.


      Questions have yet to be raised, too, about the apparent state monopoly on digitization in prosperous but medium-sized nations such as France or Italy. Neither the production nor the maintenance of databases (and all the equipment that they require) is proving as cheap, quick, or easy as early computer zealots anticipated. Private entrepreneurs see no market for Romanian texts worldwide hence set their digital reproduction at the lowest priority; larger or more prosperous nations suffer under the aforementioned institutional impediments as well as a lack of public interest in either eighteenth-century studies or bibliography. The result is a kind of anti-profusion: a large array of materials that will never be digitized owing to economic or governmental obstacles and that will no longer be accessed in their original form by underfunded scholars who, by choice or necessity, depend on electronic resources. The huge abundance of English texts online effectively and economically eclipses that far larger, worldwide set of texts that may never see the scanner’s blinding eye.


      Profusion: Possibly without Limits but Eventually Manageable


      A Greek Orthodox priest once observed that there is never anything new in his profession; that orthodoxy is ipso facto a dead end, a temporal and ideological cul de sac in which change may never occur. Analogously, the profusion that we are now experiencing—the onrush of unfamiliar materials that have lain dormant for decades or centuries and that have dangled beyond the reach of colleagues in small or remote institutions—is something of an illusion. The eighteenth century has already happened; there can be no “new” Enlightenment. The first wave of profusion occurred in the long eighteenth century itself, with its tidal wave of book production and its seeming inclination to slap a sheet of printed paper on every surface with adherent properties. While enjoying a latter-day profusion—a burst of rediscovery and a second round of reading subsequent to the first bout two hundred or more years ago—we need to be reevaluating the picture of the long eighteenth century that emerged during the period of bibliographical seclusion, in which only those willing or able to dwell in the fortress-libraries of old Europe could glimpse the earlier era of abundance. This questioning should be distinguished from the frenzy for canon-reconfiguration that stimulated the critics of the last quarter of the twentieth century. That period may have enshrined a limited new canon of officially overlooked or neglected authors, but, for the most part, its scholarly denizens drew upon standard information storehouses such as physical libraries and printed facsimiles and looked upon accelerated data management systems as specialist or even eccentric undertakings. Aphra Behn and Eliza Haywood have emerged as ideologically appropriate and officially neglected authors, yet their works were never so fully forgotten as, say, the geological speculations of Erasmus Warren. No computer and no scattershot keyword search were required to rediscover them. To take profusion as a topic is also to open a critique of precision, to ask whether there is a better way of managing the collective impression made by the artifacts of a period than simply wondering who or what is in or out of this or that canon. This same probe would also raise questions regarding interdisciplinarity and the interdependence of media, especially so when looking at hybrid artifacts such as emblem books or history paintings or illustrated periodicals or monumental library architecture. Even the advanced “state of the art” technology now available affords differing levels of profusion. How, for example, should a scholar deal with a bibliographical database that records or even presents every item ever produced by Defoe or Richardson while also studying the importance to those authors of art or music, disciplines in which databases, especially period-specific ones, are few and far between and full of gaps?


      The goal of this volume is not to dwell on the political, economic, ergonomic, and procedural obstacles to the processing of profusion, but rather to propose productive responses to the seeming upwelling, in our time, of overlooked material and convenient access while also considering improvements to an outpouring that may drown as many scholars as it refreshes. This exercise involves a cautionary component. This volume warns new or impressionable scholars of the limits and pitfalls of instant-access scholarship. It admonishes scholars not to acquiesce to the false precision that preponderates within the new profusion, whether the casual acceptance of that one copy of a book that has found its way into EEBO as the last word on that tome or the easy assumption that the immediate forerunner of modern databases, The National Union Catalogue, conclusively indexes the American book horde. Precision as Profusion serves as a vade mecum for scholars attempting to negotiate, perhaps for the first time after commencing professional study of cultural history, the labyrinth of electronic libraries—scholars trying to find a focus while using a telescope beyond their, indeed beyond everyone’s, reach.


      Although the word is much overused, “cognition” is a key topic in this volume. At the basis of the “profusion” question is the ultimate enigma of precision: the question of which strategy will allow the irreducible point of consciousness that is the reader or scholar to make sense of a plethora of material. How may we take what Dr. Johnson might call an “extensive view” that allows an individual reader—one tiny point of awareness—to access something close to the entire cultural experience of a vast array of people and then try to organize or just make sense out of more than would ever occur in the experience of any individual, whether in the long eighteenth century or in our time? Scholars now have access to what looks like the whole of cultural experience, but has anyone in any era ever experienced the whole of cultural experience? Thinking of the superstars of the empiricist movement—the Lockes, the Berkeleys, the Humes, and the Hutchesons—one wonders how their brand of experience, which zoomed in on precise ideas such as “red” or “parade” or “parrot,” squares with this new, remotely managed experience of the total cultural oeuvre.


      Cognition happens within time. “Time management” is a favorite bugbear among sports fans who lament that coaches fail to mobilize their teams during the final minutes of games or to use time-out intervals strategically. So with regard to scholarship in our time: How should a researcher use this or that specific moment of time or this or that interval of access to a subscription database or this or that vast resource when allocated only a week to complete a project or a semester for a sabbatical or six months before institutional support for databases disappears? In earlier eras of scholarship, this question had an ontologically based answer. Scholars who had three months at the Folger Shakespeare facility library were limited to books physically located within that depository; there was no question of spending valuable fellowship time online to peruse volumes in the Beinecke or British Libraries. For those scholars with access to electronic resources, some, possibly the best copies of all books from most libraries remain open all the time, inducing an almost perpetual need for careful time management.5 In seeking out the possible routes to precision within profusion, this volume engages in gentle reciprocity, responding to an oncoming gale of information with guidance as to how to tack against the wind—how to navigate through a sprawling sea with a slender rudder.


      A Volume about Volume: Structure


      The architecture of this volume attempts to stabilize the massive superstructure of modern scholarship with well-positioned keystones. That architecture is not like the neo-Palladian symmetry of the standard monograph, where, typically, four to six counterpointing parts or sections neatly balance one another like columns upholding a cornice. Rather, this volume looks sequentially at three specific moments in the history and the spread of resource profusion. The first part, “Digital Distribution and Its Discontents,” plays upon Sigmund Freud’s famous title for a book on the psychiatric disassembly of social behavior by looking at the digital revolution, the digital industry, digital mania, and the much-bruited digital future with a constructive as well as clinical eye. This part deals in a fundamental way with the mixed moods and the mixed messages of a self-styled digital age that has created a fluid, tantalizingly flexible and yet dangerously contextless matrix of bit and bytes—with the rise of a digital Republic of Letters that is characterized by discontent as much as by enthusiasm and which is engaged in literal way in the dis-content-ing of the treasure trove of print materials: in the disconnecting or “disaggregating” of works from their original contexts, from the volumes in which they later appeared, from anthologies, from the libraries where they are held, and from anything else.6 Part II, “Profusion’s Precise Market Share: Entrepreneurs, Industries, and Eccentrics,” takes the long view on the emergence of profusion by looking with close-up precision at four case studies of high-volume producers, self-promoters, prolific penmen, and, most recently, commercializers and propagators of the most readily replicable segments of the literary canon. Part II is about the motion of data. Following up on the chapters in part I, which analyze the tendency of information (including cultural information) to disassemble, distribute, and otherwise disperse itself, the contributors to this section examine several cases in which ambitious or unsavory persons surfed a wave of profusion for their own benefit or in the interest of a cause or simply for the pleasure of notoriety—for the pleasure of using information to become information oneself. By reviving the careers of the first purveyors of profusion, part II also evaluates contemporary techniques for mustering information pertaining about persons or events that have lain dormant for centuries or that have been obscured by contemporary scholarly taste. Part III, “The Export File: The New World,” continues these investigations into the archaeology of abundance by treating the unpredictable diffusion of print materials into and throughout the new world as a lineage study for the current era of contrasting profusion and precision. Part III considers British authors whose distribution, readership, and influence followed careening trajectories in the colonies while also considering gentlemen such as Thomas Jefferson, virtuosi who diverted from the heavy task of building a nation to manage robust personal library acquisition programs and who tried to keep up, in some orderly way, with the onslaught of imported material, all while maintaining their colonial cultural identity amid the bombardment of diverse foreign imprints. How does one balance the creation of a personal library filled with specific, approved works from the best European wits while also building public universities and otherwise planning an expanding information infrastructure for the forthcoming centuries of a new republic?


      At the foundation of all these issues lies the question of the library. Whether in Alexandria or in medieval monasteries or as ornaments in a great hall or in their Enlightenment-inspired form as architecturally integrated rows and columns of books balancing on skeletal shelving, libraries have stood at the center of information culture for a very long time. With the advent of digital and other alternative media, the physicality of the library, along with the pleasant or evocative metaphors and associations that inevitably accompany stone or brick buildings brimming with books, is being challenged, revised, and otherwise evaluated. The volume concludes with an afterword of a chapter that reflects on the idea of and the feeling for the library that emerged in the era of Samuel Johnson and that are somehow—doggedly and yet gracefully—surviving into the ethereal electronic age. Like all good afterwords, this subtle chapter takes a conciliatory tone and instrumental approach, helping us transit from Johnson’s bibliophilic age to our own more assertive but less gentle era of web crawlers, search engines, and electronic probes.


      Keenly aware that they multiply resources even while they attempt to manage them, the individual contributors to these parts open a continuing personal, professional, and provocative dialogue with subsets of the array of eighteenth-century knowledge. All of them patrol the border between information and knowledge—between profusion and precision. Part I, on the fundamentals of the precision-profusion exchange, opens with David Radcliffe’s daring inversion of a chapter, his inquiry as to what the technologically awkward eighteenth century can tell us about the digital humanities today. With the instinct and aptitude of an experienced customs agent, Radcliffe sniffs out the untended spaces, the leaks, and the invaders in the apparently sealed digital universe. Probing “technological determinism” and interrogating overbold nostrums about the inevitability of assorted scholarly trends, Radcliffe reopens closure-resistant cases such as small-audience projects; university meddling in the selection of topics; the cost of scholarly labor and of information acquisition; and the failure of scholars to promote open-access information. Invoking Dr. Johnson’s shibboleth against writing for free, taboo-busting Radcliffe questions the economic foundations of institution-entrenched digital scholarship and shakes the foundations of the publisher-university industrial-economic complex. Kevin L. Cope follows Radcliffe’s lead by addressing the complexities of categorizing and, with that, cataloguing and accessing information. Accepting the challenge of interdisciplinarity upon which much of the digital industry stakes its claim, Cope scrutinizes multimedia productions of the eighteenth century such as emblem books or operas, juxtaposes those against the equally multimedia-aware, equally operatic representation of modern techological wonders, and speculates on the future of index- and search-resistant productions such as gazetteers and “geographies.” Cope wonders about the relation between, on the one hand, propinquity and adjacency—the habit, in the long eighteenth century, of putting disparate images and texts in close quarters—and, on the other hand, distribution, concluding his study with an unexpected endorsement of the middle-sized archive or collection as an expression of manageable abundance that is in keeping with both eighteenth-century ideas and the habits and economics of our times. Part I culminates in James May’s refreshing examination of what is not revealed by digitized materials and of how much is to be gained by reviving and disseminating the traditions of hands-on bibliographical research. Ranging over illustrations, inserts, watermarks, paper, and even a few stains, puckish May leaves the user of digital information without much of anything other than the on-screen ghost of a phantom text. Like Radcliffe, May tackles the economics of scholarship, asking whether electronic scholarship, with all its drawbacks, really is cheaper, knowledge parcel by knowledge parcel, than journeying to libraries and looking at books.


      The profusion that
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