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‘A large work is difficult because it is large.’


Samuel Johnson, Preface to A Dictionary of the English Language, 1755


‘Books can be useful from so many points of view. In my early days, for example, I used to use the Encyclopaedia Britannica as a trouser-press, and certainly the house that was without it was to be pitied.’


Ford Madox Ford, letter to the Philadelphia Inquirer, September 1929


‘This great mass of human knowledge – so vast in its range that not even its editors can hope to read all through the complete work.’


BBC News report on the fourteenth edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1951







Introduction



On Friday, 4 June 2021, I made peterhodgson1959 an offer for his encyclopaedias. He was selling what he described on eBay as ‘Encyclopedia britannica pre-assembly suppliment set 4th, 5th & 6th editions’. Seven tall volumes, condition ‘acceptable’. They dated from 1815 to 1824, with articles on acoustics, aeronautics and Spain. I was intrigued by the prospect of a twenty-nine-page entry on Chivalry, and frightened by the forty-page treatise on Equations. I hoped to learn what 1819 knew about Egypt, and what 1824 understood about James Watt.


peterhodgson1959 had set the opening bid at £44, which I liked for its randomness. I offered him £50 to end the auction a few days early and was delighted when he agreed. Peter told me he had owned the books for about twelve years. ‘For some reason’ he had decided to obtain a set of each of Britannica’s fifteen monumental editions spanning 1768–2010, several hundreds of volumes and hundreds of millions of words. But now he was downsizing his home, and evaluating his reasoning, and things had to go.


My seven supplementary volumes arrived via UPS four days later. ‘Acceptable’ may have been better described as ‘flaky’ or even ‘deplorable’, because they were foxed, water-stained, falling apart and they smelt of armpit, but they were still wholly legible and fascinating, and more than acceptable to me.


They were additionally acceptable because all but one of the opening pages carried the elegant signature of P.M. Roget. Peter Mark Roget, a well-regarded physician and active Fellow of the Royal Society, had not only found time between teaching and surgery to purchase the greatest encyclopaedia of his age, but also, in his late thirties, to contribute regular articles. At the front of Volume 1 he had written a list of his entries: Ant, Apiary, Bee, Cranioscopy, Deaf & Dumb, Kaleidoscope and Physiology.
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From Ant to Physiology: Roget’s Britannica and a list of his contributions





And of course he had found time for something else, for while he was writing his Britannica entries he was also writing/composing/compiling/producing/penning his Thesaurus. I was enchanted by the conflation of these two great reference works, both of which I’d consulted all my life. But perhaps I shouldn’t have been: Roget’s fellow contributors to my Supplements included Walter Scott, William Hazlitt and Robert Stevenson.*


A few weeks later I came across another set of Britannica, in the basement of Henry Pordes Books in Charing Cross Road. They were just there, in a row on the floor, kickable. It took a bit of effort to crouch down, ease one volume from the pile of other reference books above it (the Australian Encyclopaedia, the Encyclopaedia of Restoration Comedy), and bring it up to a level where it could be identified as Volume 11 of the 1951 London printing of the fourteenth edition (twenty-five volumes, 38 million words, 17,000 illustrations, slippery black faux-leather binding, gold embossed lettering, nine-hole side-stitching, whiff of tobacco and fish). Once I was upright the volume was tricky to hold – large, heavy and unwieldy, all the things one hopes an encyclopaedia will be, always suggestive of a proper bounty.


Volume 11 (Gunn to Hydrox), contained, in very small print, important information about the herring, the herringbone pattern and homosexuality. This edition, launched in 1929 and updated every few years, had four founding aims: to promote international understanding; to strengthen the bonds between English-speaking peoples; to encourage interest in and support for science; and to sum up the ideas of the age for future generations. It contained original articles by Alfred Hitchcock (Motion Pictures), Linus Pauling (Ice; the Theory of Resonance), Edward Weston (Photographic Art), Margaret Mead (Child Psychology), J.B. Priestley (English Literature), Jonas Salk (Infantile Paralysis), J. Edgar Hoover (FBI), Harold Laski (Bolshevism), Konstantin Stanislavsky (Theatre Directing and Acting), Helen Wills (Lawn Tennis) and Orville Wright (Wilbur Wright). What a line-up! The articles on flying and homosexuality would now be considered off-beam, to say the least.


The week after I bought Peter Hodgson’s nineteenth-century supplements, I went on eBay again. I was becoming hooked on old knowledge – and how cheap it was. A seller called 2011123okay from Haywards Heath was willing to part with a complete nineteen-volume Children’s Britannica from 1993 for 99p. Davidf7327 from Buckfastleigh was selling a twenty-six-volume 1968 Britannica (with yearbook and atlas) for £1. And cosmicmanallan from the Rhymney Valley offered a twenty-four-volume set of the fourteenth edition, condition good, for £3. There was a lot of talk in the papers at the time of how we were all searching for certainty in our lives: amid Covid-19 and disruptive social change, we yearned for an element of stability and control – something trustworthy and authentic, the reliable pre-pandemic world in reliable physical form. Not the case with encyclopaedias, it seemed; not if the items on eBay were anything to go by.


Someone calling themselves thelittleradish was selling the complete fifteenth edition, the last in the line, originally published in 1974, thirty-four volumes including yearbooks. This particular set was last updated in 1988, and they were in near-perfect condition. The starting price of the auction was £15. I thought they might reach £30 or £40. But no one else wanted them, so the set was mine for £15, which was obviously incredible considering that it contained the work of around 4000 authors from more than 100 countries. And these authors weren’t just random people. They were experts, PhD people, men and women who had not only attained excellence in their specialisms, but were able to share their knowledge with others, with me. According to Britannica’s own account, the editorial creation of this work cost $32 million, exclusive of printing costs, which made it the largest single private investment in publishing history. And the price now – 44p a volume, less than the cost of a Mars bar – made it the best value education one could possibly buy, and the fastest depreciating assemblage of information ever known. If the market assigned true worth, then the stock in encyclopaedias had tumbled into the basement, if not back into the soil.


Of course, I had to add petrol to that. I drove down to Cambridge – Cambridge! – to collect the set in my seething Toyota (Cambridge University Press had published Britannica in its heyday at the beginning of the twentieth century). thelittleradish turned out to be a thirty-two-year-old named Emily, who was not particularly little and lived in Sawston, about seven miles from the city centre, and she joked that the extra weight I was about to load into my car was nothing, for she’d just had to carry all the books down the stairs. They were waiting for me in the front room, six piles spread across one wall, and as I shifted four books at a time into my boot, and then my back seats, and then my front seat, Emily apologised for the possible scatter of cat hair.


Emily told me she had never actually consulted any of the volumes herself. During my drive to her home I assumed she’d inherited the set from a recently departed parent or grandparent, and their value to her wasn’t justifying the space they were taking up, and her loss would be my gain. But no: she had a side hustle buying and selling on eBay, usually selling for more than she bought. Not this time. She had bought the set three months ago from someone who said his children had used them all through school, and now that they were young adults he had no use for them any more. She didn’t want me to reveal how much she’d paid for them, but it’s safe to say she wouldn’t be buying any more sets for profit. As we’d both just experienced, an old encyclopaedia was about as popular as a burst balloon. Emily’s young daughter toddled through from the kitchen. ‘You don’t want to keep these for her?’ I asked her mother, but I had already guessed her reply.


The great set from thelittleradish in Cambridge joined three other sets in my study. Two were from my childhood: the first, shared with my brother, who received it as a bar mitzvah gift, was the Everyman. Launched by J.M. Dent & Sons in 1913, my fifth edition from 1967 contained 4000 illustrations and 8 million words. The jacket flap promised nearly 50,000 articles ‘easily and lucidly written … the care given to the whole production is meticulous … the ideal encyclopaedia … handsome but not too bulky … detailed and comprehensive but not too voluminous … the lowest priced major encyclopaedia in the English language is incomparable value for discerning purchasers.’ It had cost someone only £28 for twelve volumes, and for that I got everything I needed to understand everything around me. There was a huge confusing universe out there, and a child of eight who wasn’t even allowed to go to school alone on a bus could easily feel overwhelmed by it. But now that universe had come to me in twelve alphabetical volumes. I would never need another book again; the concept of school was suddenly outmoded, except for sports. And if I did still have to go to school, the encyclopaedias would be useful for an additional reason: teachers and examiners could always tell how much of one’s schoolwork had been lifted from Britannica, but I was confident that a more obscure publication would be harder to detect. Alas, as its title implied, the Everyman was more popular than I suspected.


In my younger days, what I really liked were the spine codes. Or at least I thought of them as codes, those alphabetical guides to each volume, the Bang to Breed, Chaffinch to Colour, Dachshund to Dropsy, Xerxes to Zyfflich. The encyclopaedist’s official name for these codes was ‘catch titles’, which didn’t at all rule out a secret resonance. They were a cipher, surely, ushering in something big, something final. Aliens? Critical answers in exams? Perhaps in the far future women with huge foreheads from Amazing Worlds would explain them all, although by then we would be their captives. If encyclopaedias were the ultimate gathering of knowledge, then the spine codes had to be the ultimate refinement of this, the filtered pure essence of deep learning. In other words, the Enlightenment. Transcendence. The Truth. Dachshund to Dropsy.*


Over the years, I occasionally thought of the set I had consulted at school. (‘Consulted’ is probably too polite a word; between the ages of seven and thirteen, the collection in the school library was mostly used for tracing and tittering. Inevitably, we scoured it for rude biology and pictures of Amazonian tribes.) The Children’s Encyclopaedia was ten volumes, quite a formidable carry, lithographic colour, seemingly endless amounts of texts on the subject of knights. It was edited by a man called Arthur Mee, and the trinity of beliefs deeply embedded within his writing – God, England, Empire – must have left quite a dent in our minds.


In the early 1970s my parents had invested in the Encyclopaedia Judaica, which occupied a large part of my father’s study for thirty years, and has since taken up residence in the Hampshire home of my parents-in-law, where even if it is rarely consulted, it certainly looks proud in its blue and gold binding.


Then there was a 1973 printing of Britannica, an updated version of the fourteenth edition, which pulled up in my septuagenarian father-in-law’s car about ten years ago. He couldn’t see the use for them any more, now that all the information appeared to be inside his computer. He had a point, of course: any factual disputes could be settled far more quickly online, exposing the printed volumes as outdated at best, and inadvertently offensive at worst. And they were woefully insubstantial on the Munich Olympics and Pink Floyd. But I certainly couldn’t bear to part with them: scholarship of any era is still scholarship. So for a while they sat beneath a table supporting my iMac, and they never once groaned at the irony. For someone whose entire working life has been based on the accumulation and elucidation of information, a good encyclopaedia will always be the historical backbone of broad knowledge – familiar, unshowy, faithful, exact. Yes, they’re unwoke, and yes my attraction to them is rooted in musty nostalgia, and even though I may not consult them as much as I did, just knowing they may be consulted I find as comforting as an uncut cake.


Many encyclopaedias had passed through my hands over the course of my life. The only thing my current burgeoning collection couldn’t teach me was how to know when enough domestic encyclopaedias was enough domestic encyclopaedias.


And then the inevitable happened. Cambridgebaglady listed a complete set of the 1997 Britannica for 1p. I looked at my screen again: it really was £0.01. The seller described the books as ‘pristine’. There was even a bonus book, Science and the Future, predicting everything but the demise of the encyclopaedia. The item was ‘collection in person only’, and all thirty-five volumes were in south-east Cornwall. (Quite beautifully, for something on which I could spend a penny, they were in Looe.) Would the 500-mile round trip be worthwhile? Could I pick up the books during a Cornish holiday? Did I really need these volumes, cheap and pristine as they were? Yes, yes, and no/yes.


What had happened to this brilliant world? How had something so rich in content and inestimable in value become so redundant? Why were so many people giving these wonderful things away for almost nothing? I knew the answers, of course: digitisation, the search engine, social media, Wikipedia. The world was moving on, and access to knowledge was becoming faster and cheaper. But I also knew that information was not the same as wisdom, any more than the semiconductor was the same as the turbine. And I was fairly certain that relinquishing so much accumulated knowledge so dismissively was unlikely to signal good things. At a time when researchers at MIT had found that fake news spread six times faster on social media than factual news (whatever that is), and when false information made tech companies much more money than the truth (whatever that is), we should necessarily ask whom we can trust. Despite its numerous and inevitable errors, I have always trusted the intentions of the printed encyclopaedia and its editors. That we don’t have the space in our homes (and increasingly our libraries) for a big set of books suggests a new set of priorities; depth yielding to the shallows. The process of making an encyclopaedia informs the worth we place on its contents, and to neglect this worth is to welcome a form of cultural amnesia.


This book is as much about the value of considered learning as it is about encyclopaedias themselves. It is about the vast commitment required to make those volumes – an astonishing energy force – and the belief that such a thing will be worthwhile. Those who bought them did so in the hope of purchasing perennial value. An encyclopaedia is a publishing achievement like no other, and something worth celebrating in almost every manifestation.


As I spent more time with the old volumes at the London Library, and bought more from eBay, I wondered about the collective noun. An academy of encyclopaedias? A wisdom or diligence? Alas, increasingly an overload and a burden. It is the task of this book to correct this perception.


Like an old atlas, old encyclopaedias tell us what we knew then. Not so long ago – just before we all got computers in fact – they did more than any other single thing to shape our understanding of the world. It is no surprise that many of the greatest minds contributed to their success, from Newton and Babbage to Swinburne and Shaw, from Alexander Fleming and Ernest Rutherford to Niels Bohr and Marie Curie. Leon Trotsky wrote about Lenin. Lillian Gish considered motion pictures. Nancy Mitford courted Madame de Pompadour. W.E.B. Du Bois summarised ‘Negro Literature’. Tenzing Norgay tackled Mount Everest.


And it should be no less surprising that our encyclopaedic story has a role for Chaucer, Shakespeare, Francis Bacon, Coleridge, Voltaire, Rousseau, Flaubert and the founding fathers of the United States. The role of women in this saga went underappreciated until the eleventh edition of Britannica in 1910; only with the leadership of Wikipedia has this markedly improved.


After I had decided to write about encyclopaedias I fell under their spell once more. And I found them everywhere. I read Thomas Savage’s magnificent The Power of the Dog when the film came out, and discovered that the malevolent Phil Burbank had learnt chess from a ‘C’ volume a century ago; I read the celebratory tributes to Alice Munro on her ninetieth birthday, all of which mentioned Lives of Girls and Women, her book with that rare thing, a mother flogging encyclopaedias to local farmers; I read Colson Whitehead’s The Nickel Boys, with young Elwood Curtis winning what he thought was a complete set of Fisher’s Universal Encyclopedia in a competition, only to find that all but the first volume were blank (he still wowed them at school when the Aegean and Archimedes came up).


And then I turned on the television. Streaming on Apple TV+ was a series based on Isaac Asimov’s futuristic Foundation trilogy, in which almost 150,000 ‘scientists’ had been toiling in a distant galaxy for more than half a century to write Encyclopedia Galactica, containing all the knowledge in the world and the worlds beyond. (Only later do we find the project to be a fraud, an invention to keep the cleverest minds occupied while their fellow citizens are forced to surrender their free will by a new fascist regime. But you probably saw that coming.) There is, possibly, a moral here, or maybe three: too long in ivory towers will blind you to the real terrors of the world; fifty-five years spent on producing the first volume of anything is probably excessive; the attempt to capture the definitive sum of all human knowledge in one place – ever looking back, seldom looking forward – may, after all is said and done, be a wholly fruitless enterprise. As someone explains early on, working on an encyclopaedia ‘Is all very interesting … but it seems a strange occupation for grown men.’*


Of course there was a reason for this ubiquity: encyclopaedias were once as common as cars. Attracting both esteem and derision, they occupied the literature because they occupied the life – the weighty backdrop to an intelligent discourse, the stern status symbol on the shelf, a reliable target of satire. I’ve come to rob your house, a man tells a woman on her doorstep in the first series of Monty Python. Well OK, she replies, just as long as you’re not selling encyclopaedias.


The printed Britannica is printed no more, but it exists as myth, as plagiarised schoolboy homework, as parental guilt-ridden purchase, as a salesman’s silver-tongued wile, as evidence of a ridiculously bold publishing endeavour, and as a mirror to the extraordinary growth of cultured civilisations.


This is not an encyclopaedia of encyclopaedias; it is not a catalogue or analysis of every set in the world, just those I judge the most significant or interesting, or indicative of a turning point in how we view the world. The only mention of the American Educator Encyclopaedia and Dunlop’s Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Facts, for example, has just occurred. If your favourite is Johann Heinrich Alsted’s Encyclopaedia Septem Tomis Distincta of 1630, I can only apologise for its absence. Specialist guides are also missing – the Encyclopaedia of Adoption, say, and the Christopher Columbus Encyclopaedia, brilliant as they both might be. No room either for the Encyclopaedia of World Crime (six volumes, Marshall Cavendish, 1990), or even the Concise Encyclopaedia of Traffic and Transport Systems (Pergamon Press, 1991, $410). If you live in the Netherlands, I hope you already know all about the Grote Winkler Prins Encyclopedie (twenty-six volumes, Elsevier 1985–93). Almanacs and catalogues of miscellany – astrological charts, lists of capital cities, seasonal gardening tips – are also excluded. I was tempted to include the Pragmatics Encyclopedia (Routledge, 2010, £125), but I took the pragmatic approach myself, reasoning that the fact it was possible to compile entries on ‘implicative, deixis, presupposition, morphopragmatics, the semantics-pragmatics, syntax-pragmatics and prosody-pragmatics interfaces’ was probably knowledge enough.


But I am happy, in passing, to include a few outliers in this book, including the three-volume Encyclopedia of the Arctic (Routledge, 2005), the nineteen-volume New Catholic Encyclopedia (Catholic University of America, 1995) and the thirty-two-volume Great Soviet Encyclopedia (Moscow, 1970; New York, 1975), the latter of particular interest for its subject choices, many of which have both lost and gained something in translation from the Cyrillic.*


My history focuses on the West, on the great European and American tradition. Chinese and South American volumes get a look-in along the way, but they are exceptions in my attempt to record not just the monumental achievements of encyclopaedias as objects, and the admirable if sometimes maniacal ambitions of their compilers, but to set these objects within the framework of Western knowledge-building. They were as much a part of the Enlightenment as they were the Digital Revolution. I’d be missing a trick if my book wasn’t in alphabetical order, and with the exception of the letter A, it will follow a vaguely chronological pattern. I count myself fortunate that Britannica was first published near the beginning, and Wikipedia was launched near the end.


I didn’t buy the books in Looe. Not merely because Looe was a step too far; but because spending 1p on thirty-five volumes would have been obscene, and unforgivably insulting to the notion of intelligence.


I began to wonder what a set of unwanted encyclopaedias cheaper than firewood says about the value we place on information and its history, particularly at a time increasingly decried as rootless and unstable. Perhaps the story will help us understand ourselves a little better, not least our estimation of what’s worth knowing in our lives, and what’s worth keeping.*





* There was also an entry by David Ricardo on Money. Ricardo was one of the few contributors to Britannica to have refused payment on the grounds that his article wasn’t good enough to merit it.


* Sometimes the codes revealed more obvious and natural connections, particularly for younger readers. Volume 2 of the 1976 edition of Britannica Junior, for example, had the catch title ‘Animal to Bacon’.


* It made me think of Douglas Adams, who once observed that The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy had already supplanted Asimov’s Encyclopedia Galactica as the standard repository of all wisdom, for although it had many omissions and contained much that is apocryphal, or at least wildly inaccurate, it scored over the older, more pedestrian work in two important respects. First, it is slightly cheaper; and secondly, it had the words DON’T PANIC inscribed in large, friendly letters on its cover.


* Who would want to miss Additional Penal Measures, Apartment House, Auxiliary Gearbox, Batman, Childrens’ Excursion Tour Station, Cleavage, Daily Milking Block, Decontamination (nuclear agents), Danube Cossack Host, and Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling Masses and Exploited People? Astonishingly, these are all in the first third of Volume 8. For those wondering whether Cleavage and Daily Milking Block are connected, I am happy to report they are not, and that Cleavage is defined as ‘a series of successive divisions of an egg into increasingly smaller cells’, while Discoidal Cleavage is the same, but refers specifically to those animals – scorpions, certain types of molluscs – producing eggs with a much more dominant yolk.


* The dilemma of the diphthong. Unless specifically indicated in a book title, I’ve kept to the original spelling of encyclopaedia, rather than encyclopedia. Likewise with the venerable job description of encyclopaedist. But so as not to appear archaic I have decided against encyclopædia. I am aware that this footnote will be completely unintelligible in the audio version of this book.







A



AAH, HERE COMES ANDREW BELL


That’s what they said when he approached.


Andrew Bell was a novelty to himself and a wonder to others. He was born in Edinburgh in 1726, and achieved many things in his life, but nothing was as great as his great and extraordinary nose.


His wasn’t an averagely large nose, or even a very large nose. His was a nose that won rosettes, and you could pin the rosette on his nose and he’d hardly notice, such was its pocked and fleshy expanse. It was the size of an avocado. It made the proboscis monkey look like Audrey Hepburn. When people met him they found it impossible to look away, such was its implausibility.


When historians wrote of Andrew Bell long after his death they recalled ‘a spry fellow of unusual appearance’. The American writer Herman Kogan noted in 1958 how ‘He stood four and a half feet tall and had an enormous nose and crooked legs’. His nose was so large that its owner made fun of it himself. According to Kogan, when guests stared or pointed to his nose at parties, Bell would disappear, only to reappear with an even larger nose made of papier-mâché. His nose became the subject of academic interest. The scholars Frank A. Kafker and Jeff Loveland, writing in a publication of the Voltaire Foundation at the University of Oxford, observed in 2009 that Bell’s nose rendered him ‘grotesque’. An appreciation of Bell’s career as an engraver by Ann Gunn in the Journal of the Scottish Society for Art History (vol. 22, 2017–18) mentions not only his nose, but also his appearance in etchings by the caricaturist John Kay. One of these shows him side-on, talking to a colleague, his knock-kneed legs forming a triangle from his knees, his face with a baking potato where his nose should be.
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A spry fellow of unusual appearance: Andrew Bell and colleague compare profiles





But Andrew Bell’s entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica makes no mention of it. Presumably this is out of politeness, for Bell’s other claim to posterity beyond his outstanding appearance was his key role in Britannica’s formation. He contributed more than 500 engravings to the first four editions, and for the last sixteen years of his life he was sole owner of one of the greatest publishing achievements of his age. Bell and his co-founder conceived a work of accumulated learning so wide in its scope and so lasting in its significance that Britannica – ‘the great EB’ – is the first name most people associate with the word ‘encyclopaedia’. Launched in 1768, it was far from the first, and obviously far from the last. It emerged in what was certainly the golden age of encyclopaedias: the eighteenth century produced at least fifty sets in Great Britain, France, Germany, the Low Countries and Italy. Fifty!


In English the Britannica was the figurehead, the watershed and the gold standard. It proved itself and improved itself over many editions, hundreds of printings and hundreds of thousands of articles. Its contributors were revered and its words were trusted, so much so that when Wikipedia launched in 2001, it plundered huge amounts of Britannica’s (out-of-copyright) eleventh edition as its core knowledge base. Wikipedia currently mentions not only Bell’s achievement as an encyclopaedist and possessor of a not-small nose, but also carries a sketch of a tiny man riding around Edinburgh on a huge horse, with a ladder brought for his mount and dismount, forever cheered on by a crowd delighting in his fearless ambition.


ACCUMULATION


Andrew Bell’s involvement was artistic and inspirational; by contrast, the role of his colleague Colin Macfarquhar, a printer in Nicolson Street near the University of Edinburgh, was businesslike and practical. Both men appreciated the money that a groundbreaking new publishing enterprise might accrue. We shall see how the principles of the ancient Chinese or Greek encyclopaedias did not share these considerations: theirs was a philosophical concern, usually founded on privilege and social class. But by the 1750s, knowledge, or at least the accumulation of information, was seen as a marketable commodity, as saleable as cotton and tin. This principle wouldn’t be reversed for more than 200 years, and not until the emergence of the Internet would it be seriously challenged. For Bell and Macfarquhar, the collation and summation of the world’s practical thinking into a few manageable volumes presented nothing so much as an opportunity of trade. One could view it more radically still, as a bourgeois accumulation of goods – intellectual property – to be obtained, ordained and refigured, and then sent on its way again at a profit.


Bell was not a wealthy man; when he wasn’t carving copperplate illustrations for books he was engraving dog collars. Macfarquhar was the son of a wig maker, and his printing works faced such strong competition that he had developed a reputation for the piratical. He had been fined for the unauthorised printing of a Bible and Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son. One may assume his financial affairs received advantageous guidance after he married the daughter of a Glaswegian accountant in 1767, the same year he was honoured as a master printer.


Together Bell and Macfarquhar announced their intentions: a weekly part-work in 100 instalments, sold initially from Macfarquhar’s printworks, each twenty-four-page instalment (or ‘number’, or ‘fascicle’) costing 6d on ordinary paper and 8d on more refined stock. Every week would see an advancing accretion of letters until the instalments were compiled into three volumes, and the volumes were compiled into a set. The first volume ran from Aa to Bzo, ‘a town of Africa, in the kingdom of Morocco’. The second covered Caaba to Lythrum, while the third stretched from Macao to Zyglophyllum.* The second and third volumes contained significantly shorter entries, or at least distinctly fewer long ones. The page size was quarto and the typeface was small. The enterprise, in double-columned text we might now regard as 8-point, and sometimes 6-point, benefitted from the application of a magnifying glass (not supplied), especially if a reader hoped to tackle all of its 2391 pages. The first complete leather-bound set was published in August 1771 at a cost of £2 and 10 shillings on plain paper and £3 and 7 shillings on finer. The number of its pre-publication subscribers is not known, but after moving its sales efforts to the bookshops of London it sold its entire 3000 print run within a few months.


Who had written and compiled this magnificent thing? Almost certainly the same people who bought it. Collectively they were known as ‘A Society of Gentlemen in Scotland’ and their names appear at the beginning of the first edition. It’s a list of more than 100 experts and authors, a small handful of whom were direct contributors. Most of the names were simply sources, the authors of books filleted and condensed for a fresh purpose. The titles were arcane, at least to us today: Bielfield’s Universal Erudition, Calmet’s Dictionary of the Bible, Cotes’s Hydrostatical Lectures and Sloane’s Natural History of Jamaica. Then there was Priestley’s History of Electricity and Macquer’s Chemistry. The use of the authors’ surnames suggests a long-standing familiarity with the standard text, in the vein of Gray’s Anatomy; the full and correct title of Pierre-Joseph Macquer’s textbook (translated into English from the French and published in Edinburgh five years earlier) was Elements of the Theory and Practice of Chymistry (the author was a Parisian chemist). These works underlined one of the Britannica’s prime objectives: the accumulation in one publication of the key titles one might expect to find in a university library.


But the precise content of the first Encyclopaedia Britannica was ultimately the responsibility of one man, its principal editor William Smellie. Perhaps it was inevitable that a man with an enormous nose would engage a man with such a surname, but Smellie also possessed other attributes. He appears to have been rescued from a possible life of debauchery and alcoholism by the twin redemptive forces of education and remuneration. He was a Presbyterian with much experience of proofreading, editing and printing, while his regular attendance at a wide variety of classes at Edinburgh University had rendered him a polymath, and he became an expert in bees and plant sexuality, the telescope and the microscope, and botany. Bell and Macfarquhar paid him £200 for four years’ work, his contract demanding Smellie oversee the entire publication and compose fifteen articles on ‘capital sciences’, which included, in the first volume alone, lengthy entries on anatomy and astronomy.


In his preface to the first edition, William Smellie claimed his ‘professed design’ was to ‘diffuse the knowledge of science’. To this end he and his compilers had ‘extracted the useful parts’ of many books, ‘and rejected whatever appeared trifling or less interesting’. In other words: astute editing.


The historian Herman Kogan found Smellie a ‘roisterer’, ‘as devoted to whiskey as to scholarship’. He was fond of reciting his father’s ‘tedious’ poems in Latin. At the age of twenty-eight he already had many literary friends and connections, rendering him something of an intellectual show-off. There may have been no individual in the whole of the British Isles better suited to marshalling such an august and high-reaching publication.


Despite his own modest status (his father was a builder), Smellie held a generally elitist view of his fellow beings. In his entry on Mythology, he suggested ‘common people were prone to superstition’ and ‘born to be deceived in everything’. Ignoring for a moment his Scottish environs, he believed that ‘people of distinction’ tended to live in London. His employment was intended initially as a part-time occupation, but it entirely consumed him.


It is not certain precisely how much of the first edition was written by Smellie himself, nor how much was created anew by his band of gentlemen scholars. All the articles went uncredited. ‘I wrote most of it, my lad,’ Smellie announced facetiously in his later years, ‘and snipped out from books enough material for the printer. With pastepot and scissors I composed it!’


Agriculture spanned thirty pages (‘Agriculture is an art of such consequence to mankind, that their very existence, especially in a state of society, depends upon it.’) Algebra occupied thirty-eight pages (‘A general method of computation by certain signs and symbols, which have been contrived for this purpose, and found convenient’). Medicine ran to 110 pages, with much on gout, quinsy and other agues, but it did not cover Midwifery, which merited its own forty-six-page entry, providing a step-by-step guide that assumed to eliminate the need for training and experience. The accompanying three pages of highly detailed anatomical engravings outraged many, not least churchmen, who urged readers to tear them out and burn them.






[image: image]



The birth of Britannica: an anatomical guide to midwifery upsets the church in 1771





Among his personal contributions, Smellie almost certainly composed the entry entitled Abridgement, for within it he laid out his intentions for his entire enterprise. ‘The art of conveying much sentiment in few words is the happiest talent an author can be possessed of,’ he declared, in an entry much longer than those surrounding it (Abrax, an antique stone; Abrobania, a town and district in Transylvania). ‘This talent is particularly necessary in the present state of literature,’ the entry maintained, ‘for many writers have acquired the dexterity of spreading a few critical thoughts over several hundred pages … When an author hits upon a thought that pleases him, he is apt to dwell upon it … Though this may be pleasant to the writer, it tires and vexes the reader.’


Smellie’s conclusion may be judged abusively anti-academic. ‘Abridging is particularly useful in taking the substance of what is delivered by Professors,’ he writes. ‘Every public speaker has circumlocutions, redundancies, lumber, which deserve not to be copied.’ He recommended concision, elision and omission. This ‘would be more for the honour of Professors; as it would prevent at least such immense loads of disjointed and unintelligible rubbish from being handed about by the name of such a man’s lectures.’


Smellie’s suggestion was unmistakable: Encyclopaedia Britannica was an alternative university, the modern way with knowledge. Buy these volumes, he seemed to be saying, and you need buy nothing more; this set will set you up for life. Those whose task it was to sell Britannica and other encyclopaedias to cynical households in the years to come would seldom waver from this pitch.



ACCURATE DEFINITIONS AND EXPLANATIONS


But how, in the late eighteenth century, in the age before door-to-door salespeople, in the age indeed before the train, was such a hefty, new and ambitious publication to be explained and sold? Principally by newspaper advertisement. Announcing the publication of the first volume in December 1768, a notice in the Caledonian Mercury claimed it would contain ‘ACCURATE DEFINITIONS and EXPLANATIONS of all the Terms as they occur in the Order of the Alphabet’.


This did rather make it sound like a dictionary, and with good reason. The encyclopaedia as we understand it today – a work of reference on a great variety of topics, a gathering of information and instructional articles intended as a summation of contemporary human knowledge – began life primarily as a definition of words.


Between the exhaustive entries on Agriculture and Algebra, for example, there were a great many briefer ones, many of them banal. These included (in their entirety):


Aid: In a general sense, denotes any kind of assistance given by one person to another.


Aighendale: The name of a liquid measure used in Lancashire, containing seven quarts.


Alarm-bell: That rung upon any sudden emergency, as a fire, mutiny, or the like.


Other entries read like the erratic index of an atlas:


Aberyswith: A market-town in Wales, lying 199 miles W.S.W. of London, in 52.30 N. lat. and 40.15 W. long.


Angermannia: A maritime province of Sweden, lying on the western shore of the Bothnic gulph.


Many other entries were anecdotal, whimsical, circumlocutory, contradictory and pointedly subjective. Some were blind alleys. Others, rather than self-evident and brief, may now appear to us excessively detailed, given their subject matter.*


Abeston: a blundering way of writing Abestus. See Abestus. [There is no entry for Abestus.]


Acridophagi: Locust-eaters. A famine frequently rages at Mecca when there is a scarcity of corn in Egypt, which obliges the inhabitants to live upon coarser food than ordinary. The Arabians grind the locusts in hand-mills, or stone mortars, and bake them into cakes, and use these cakes in place of bread. Even when there was no scarcity of corn … they boil them, stew them with butter, and make them into a kind of fricassee, which … is not disagreeably tasted.


Annuities: a sum of money, payable yearly, half-yearly, or quarterly, to continue a certain number of years, for ever, or for life.*


Armadillo: in zoology, a synonime of the dasypus. See Dasypus.


Dasypus: A genus of quadrupeds belonging to the order of Bruta. The dasypus has neither fore-teeth nor dog-teeth; it is covered with a hard bony shell, intersected with distinct moveable zones or belts. This shell covers the head, the neck, the back, the flanks, and extends even to the extremity of the tail; the only parts to which it does not extend are the throat, the breast and the belly, which are covered with a whitish skin of a coarse grain, resembling that of a hen after the feathers are pulled off.


Linnaeus enumerates six species of dasypus, principally distinguished by the number of their moveable belts.


1. The novemcinctus, or dasypus, with nine moveable belts.


2. The unicinctus, or dasypus, with eighteen (sic) moveable belts.


3. The trichinous, or dasypus, with three moveable belts.


4. The quadricinctus, or dasypus, with four moveable belts. Linnaeus is mistaken with regard to the trivial name and specific character of this animal; it ought to be called the sexcinctus, or dasypus, with six moveable belts; for, according to Briffonius, Bouffon, and most other natural historians, none of the species of this genus have four moveable belts.


5. The septemcinctus, or dasypus, with seven moveable belts.


6. The dasypus with twelve moveable belts. This is the largest species, being about two feet in length, of dasypus.


Questioning precisely how useful this might be to the general reader – or indeed to the dasypus – would be to miss the point: the information was conceived with expertise, and believed accurate, and so it went into the encyclopaedia. The broader question is: what exactly is an encyclopaedia?


The word entered common usage in the seventeenth century, originating from the Greek notion of enkyklios paideia: ‘learning within the circle’ or ‘all-round education’. This circle would in turn make a well-rounded man, someone versed in all the liberal sciences and practical arts. Previously, such an accretion of knowledge would be experiential, or at least personally taught. Only now, with the enlightened Britannica and some of its European predecessors, was the word encyclopaedia employed to define a book or a set of books that made universal learning possible from one extended text. A complete library was hereby filleted and compressed, and the wisdom of experts was attainable to anyone with a solid grounding in comprehension (or what William Smellie called ‘any man of ordinary parts’) and the financial wherewithal to expand it. (It was no small irony that the principal purchasers of this condensed library were libraries: now even those with limited means could attain information in a concise and direct manner.)


Although the first edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica had as many strange inclusions as it did odd omissions, it carried two clear messages for its purchasers: buy these volumes and become one of us; read these volumes and take your place in modern society. The cross-referencing of its entries applied equally to its subscribers: the connections, both textual and personal, united its readers in a shared purpose, a desire to contain what was known and could be agreed upon.


Edinburgh was the perfect place for such a project. Its progressive university attracted students and teachers who were leaders in their fields; the university’s self-esteem fomented only greater expertise. The Scottish Enlightenment was born of a large number of humanist individuals (among them the economist Adam Smith, the architect Robert Adam, lawyer and author James Boswell, surgeon John Hunter, philosopher David Hume, botanist Erasmus Darwin and engineer James Watt) who proposed a rationalist, forward-thinking attitude to matters of the intellect; at the dawn of the steam age the educational dominance of the Church was neither an attractive nor workable proposition for these men, all of whom were overtaken by the demands of practical advancement and the rigours of empirical reasoning.


Intellectually, even viscerally, 1768 was a hugely exciting time to be alive. Every possibility was expanding. The great early breakthroughs of the Industrial Revolution had already been made, not least Watt’s early advances with the steam engine and James Hargreaves’s revolution of the cloth trade. In other fields, the philosophies of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, David Hume and John Locke were transforming the way we approached scientific argument and moral judgement. But no one was expanding the realms of the possible that year more than Captain James Cook, who embarked on the first of his voyages across the Pacific to New Zealand and Australia a few weeks before the first part of Britannica went to press, and arrived just as the final volume was being completed three years later.


By the time the news of Cook’s discoveries reached Edinburgh, it was clear to Britannica’s founders that their city was home to one other valuable asset: an abundance of avaricious readers, not least at its academic institutions. Britannica was born of market demand, and the market demanded a continually updated version of the world. In 1771, when its publishers claimed every set had been either sold or reserved, and would therefore require a second edition, their creation had become a living, lasting organism.



ALPHABETICAL ORDER


Before a page of Britannica was compiled, William Smellie and his publishers faced a dilemma that wouldn’t trouble us now – the question of how to organise such a vast tower of information in a way that would make its compilation rigorous and its reading seamless.


The method chosen, alphabetical order, was far from universally accepted; this easy collation of characters might indeed be anti-intelligent. To take the ‘A’s, on the first page of the first edition: could a reader gain a rounded knowledge of the world from a discordant appreciation that Aabam is ‘a term, among alchemists, for lead’, or that Aarseo is ‘a town in Africa, situated near the mouth of the river Mina’, or that Abactores is ‘a term for such as carry off or drive away a whole herd of cattle by stealth’ and that Abactus is ‘an obsolete term, among physicians, for a miscarriage procured by art’?*


Wouldn’t this be just a speculative, subjective and irregular collection of what today we may dismissively call factoids? Would such a random process not be considered absurd in any other constructive situation in life, such as the placement of skilled workers on a production line ordered to work next to the person closest alphabetically in surname, irrespective of their role? Or would this method inadvertently reflect the true nature of Britannica and most encyclopaedias before and since – that is, a scattershot accretion of geographic, philosophic and scientific miscellany, a grand admission that the organic amassment of human knowledge is an unattainable and maybe even fruitless endeavour?


The alphabet is a concept, an abstraction. Its letters began as representative symbols, in much the same way as a coin became representative of money: the worth is not in the item itself but in the promise of indicative value, in this case the wealth of communication. Language symbols appear in the West first as Egyptian hieroglyphics, and around 1800–1700 BCE appear as a twenty-two-letter abjad, a system consisting entirely of consonants. This North Semitic script was similar to Old Hebrew, and we know its order was firmly established by the time nine acrostic Old Testament psalms were composed between the sixth and second centuries BCE.


The primitive alphabet was swiftly adopted by Middle-Eastern craftsmen and merchants, who found the symbols far easier to remember and record than the thousands of previous cuneiform or hieroglyphic symbols (it was perhaps the earliest example of a communication technology promoted by commerce). And from Egypt and Israel this alphabet passed to Greece around 1000–900 BCE. The Latin rendering removed the ‘zeta’ and added ‘G’, before incorporating both ‘Y’ and ‘Z’. The Roman alphabet used in the West derived largely from Etruscan characters, and extended to twenty-six letters in medieval times when ‘I’ was differentiated into ‘I’ and ‘J’, and ‘V’ was spilt into ‘U’, ‘V’ and ‘W’.*


The appeal of alphabetical order was recognised by Aristotle in the fourth century BCE, and there is some suggestion that the Library of Alexandria employed it in its classification of scrolls (by author). But it was only in the fifteenth century, with the advent of the printing press and the subsequent use of paper as a popular system of storage and trading records, that the alphabet came to be used regularly as a method of ordering and reference. The development of movable type necessitated a distinct and fixed physical placement of letters that had never been required before. The liability and speed of making text depended on knowing a set order, much as we know the QWERTY layout of the keyboard; if this was to change every time we sat down, we would probably not sit down. In the age of Gutenberg, strict placement was doubly necessary, as the carved metal letters were visible only at the tip of their metal strip; the best way to mind or find your Ps and Qs was by careful advance assignment.


The alphabet’s printed roots lie in glosses or glossaries: the definition, usually at the end of a text or book, of words considered unfamiliar to the general reader (or as the first edition of Britannica has it: ‘Glossary, a sort of dictionary, explaining the obscure and antiquated terms’). Often, as in the case of the Roman physician Galen from the second century CE, glossaries would appear in medical textbooks, and it seemed natural that these terms would appear in alphabetical order. But it wasn’t until the demand for bilingual dictionaries in the sixteenth century that the logical tradition for an instructional reference book running from A to Z was established.


But all this seemed to run counter to Encyclopaedia Britannica’s stated aim of creating a circle of human knowledge (after all, an alphabet was linear not circular, a progressive string of characters). To Britannica’s founders and editors, there was no doubt that the alphabet eased accessibility. It created order where none existed, particularly in a work of almost a thousand pages. And it helped with retrieval, enabling a fact, definition or explanation to be more easily found. What it didn’t do was assist in the interpretation of a more detailed concept, or in the presentation of one of Britannica’s proud treatises on the practical arts or sciences.


To see how William Smellie and his publishers wrestled with this dilemma, one need only consult the title page.




Encyclopaedia Britannica;


or, A


DICTIONARY


OF


ARTS and SCIENCE


COMPILED UPON A NEW PLAN


IN WHICH


The different SCIENCES and ARTS are digested into


distinct Treatises or Systems


AND


The various TECHNICAL TERMS, &c. are explained as they occur


in the order of the Alphabet





It was a compromise, an attempt to produce something both generally useful and academically detailed, in which thousands of brief definitions arranged alphabetically combined with extended expert sections on such things as Horsemanship (eight pages), Hydrostatics (nineteen pages) and Law (seventy-five pages). These longer entries – each of which could have been published as an instructive pamphlet on their own – were split into sections or chapters, these subdivisions only occasionally adopting alphabetical order.


While William Smellie’s listing of his major sources and contributors also appeared in alphabetical order (from ‘Albini tabulae anatomicae’ to ‘Young on Composition’), the editor made it clear in his preface that the system could not be extended to the more complex entries. There was a ‘folly of attempting to communicate science under the various technical terms arranged in an alphabetical order’. He found this concept ‘repugnant to the very idea of science, which is a connected series of conclusions deduced from self-evident or previously discovered principles’. The key to a reader understanding these principles depended on them being ‘laid before him in one uninterrupted chain’.


His dual approach suggested perhaps that the publishers saw two distinct sets of prospective readers. It was entirely feasible that the ‘Society of Gentlemen in Scotland’ who had both written and subscribed to the first edition, and were most likely to have rallied for the in-depth articles, were regarded as a quite separate reader to the intelligent lay figure who may have been encouraged (by newspaper advertisement or fanciful bookshop whim) to purchase the set to improve their prospects.


But it may also be that Britannica’s publishers had seized upon a brilliant system of marketing. Few people would buy just one part of an encyclopaedia arranged alphabetically; once persuaded to buy the letter ‘A’ and ‘B’ for a shilling each, a reader would either have to be disappointed with the text on offer, or be straitened financially, not to proceed to the end of the set.


There is a compelling word for this concept: abecedarianism. While in its most neutral form it means something arranged in alphabetical order, or the process of learning an alphabet, or indeed buying something in alphabetical order, it has also taken on a slightly condescending tone, not least in tech circles, where it may be applied to something rather simplistic, perhaps a piece of programming progressing in an uninterrupted or obvious fashion. As such it may also suggest a lack of imagination, a strict pedagoguery. And then there is another apt definition: an Abecedarianist is one who rejects all formal learning. Applied most commonly (and with some disputation) to the sixteenth-century German sect of Anabaptists, it suggests a person wholly reliant on spiritual, instinctual and religious guidance on how to live one’s life. An encyclopaedia, therefore, of any description and in any order, would not have been part of an Abecedarianist’s armoury.


ANCIENT MARINER


Samuel Taylor Coleridge took a dim view of Smellie and his schemes. Today, his reputation as a fantastical poet tends to overshadow his work as a vociferous literary critic, but in late-eighteenth-century London his influence was considerable. And his criticism of Encyclopaedia Britannica was the literary equivalent of gunboat diplomacy.


For a start, he regarded the concept of alphabetical order as absurdly random and completely nonsensical. In its place he offered a superior intellectual approach to the organisation of knowledge (and thus, almost by definition, a less marketable one). He advocated a ‘rational arrangement’ and a strict ‘scientific method’, a circular philosophical relationship between all subjects in an encyclopaedia, organised into ‘one harmonious body of knowledge’, an organic connection of past and present. The historian Richard Yeo has suggested that Coleridge wished for all branches of sciences and fine arts to be arranged in terms of class, order, genus or species, each of which derived its ‘scientific worth, from being an ascending step towards the universal’.* By contrast, any encyclopaedia organised around the alphabet was ‘mechanically arranged’, a caged animal compared to Coleridge’s promotion of the safari park.


Despite its alphabetical strictures, Coleridge argued that Britannica was characterised by ‘more or less complete disorganization’ of its subject matter. In 1803, Coleridge wrote to the poet Robert Southey of the ‘strange abuse’ that ‘has been made of the word encyclopaedia!’ He found the ‘huge unconnected miscellany’ of the Britannica too frequently determined ‘by the caprice or convenience of the compiler’; knowledge was splintered and fractured, he complained, and thus rendered almost useless.


The complaint was a simple one, and William Smellie had heard it before. The reader might be obliged to search back and forth through several entries in several volumes to acquire a thorough understanding, say, of industrial growth or meteorology; the experience was comparable to printing chapters of a novel in an order that made comprehension purposely difficult. Also, there was a tendency for entries appearing in Britannica late in the alphabet to be condensed in order to meet printing deadlines and financial constraints (in the first edition, the letters A and B occupied 697 pages, with the remainder squeezed into 2000). What was Coleridge’s solution to these dilemmas? It was called Encyclopaedia Metropolitana, a publication as big, burdensome and doomed as the albatross. We shall mark its rise and fall a little later in this chronological alphabet.



ANOMALIES AND APOLOGIES


By today’s standards Encyclopaedia Britannica was not wholly enlightened. The fact that it was compiled by men for men may be borne out by consulting the entry Woman, which read, in its entirety: ‘The female of man. See Homo.’*


Women do fare slightly better when it comes to religious affairs. Here, the entry for God runs in its entirety: ‘One of the many names of the Supreme Being,’ while Goddess receives the greater coverage, in length at least:


A heathen deity of the female sex. The ancients had almost as many goddesses as gods; such were Juno, the goddess of air; Diana, the goddess of woods etc. And under this character were represented the virtues, graces, and principal advantages of life; Truth, Justice, Piety, Liberty, Fortune, Victory etc. It was the peculiar privilege of the goddesses to be represented naked on medals.


There were similar anomalies elsewhere, and many idiosyncratic editorial choices. The entry on Mahometans, the outdated term for those who followed Muhammad and would be now regarded as Muslim, runs to seventeen pages, covering all forms of cultural history and religious observance. The entry on Jews and Judaism, by contrast, extends to one paragraph (‘Those who profess obedience to the laws and religion of Moses … they lay great stress upon frequent washings … every Jew is obliged to marry, and a man who lives to 20 unmarried is accounted as actually living in sin.’)


Elsewhere, bloodletting from the penis is a bit of a cure-all, squinting is a contagious disease (and may be caused by nurses placing a child’s cradle in a wrong position with regard to the light). And you didn’t necessarily want to buy the first edition if you were hard of hearing. ‘Some say, the eggs of ants bruised and put into the ear, with the juice of an onion, cure the most inveterate deafness.’


In his preface, William Smellie excused himself early. For all the fanfare, and for all the work employed in its creation, he explained that in his opinion Encyclopaedia Britannica was still a little rushed. The editors, he said, ‘were not aware of the length of time necessary for the execution, but engaged to begin the publication too early’. Even though the publication was delayed by a year, ‘still time was wanted’.


And then there was a plea for forgiveness. A work of this kind, Smellie argued, was bound by its very size to contain errors, ‘whether falling under the denomination of mental, typographical or accidental’. He reasoned that those familiar with a work of such an extensive nature ‘will make proper allowances’.


Any reader – indeed any writer – would surely have sympathised. Of course there would be mistakes in a work of this complexity. And most of them were straightforward: St Andrew’s Day – for the thirteenth, read the thirtieth; Interlocutor – for extacted read extracted; Law – read 1672, not 1972. And then there were entries that would only prove suspect with time.


Asbestos: A sort of fossil stone, which may be split into threads and filaments, from one inch to ten inches in length, very fine, brittle, yet somewhat tractable, silky, and of a greyish colour, not unlike talc of Venice. It is almost insipid to the taste, indissoluble in water, and endued with the wonderful property of remaining unconsumed in the fire, which only whitens it … Pliny says he has seen napkins of it, which, being taken foul from the table, were thrown into the fire, and better scoured than if they had been washed in water. This stone is found in many places of Asia and Europe; particularly in the island of Anglesey in Wales, and in Aberdeenshire in Scotland.


By the time the first edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica sold the last of its 3000 sets in the 1770s, the notion of this grandly ambitious multi-volume publication attempting to encompass the sum of human knowledge had became a sport, a pastime and an enduring sensation. Britannica was one of the eighteenth century’s most enduring brands. Although at first there was no indication that the first edition wouldn’t also be the only edition, it was decreed that like the dasypus it should in future come in different sizes, with updates and printings and additions.


But the second edition would require a new editor. William Smellie declined to continue in the role, for he had other plans, with alcohol once more a prominent part of them. Twenty years from his initial engagement, and after years as an influential founding member of various philosophical and natural history societies, including the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Smellie found himself the celebrity owner of a drinking club on Edinburgh’s Royal Mile called the Crochallan Fencibles. His biographer Robert Kerr found him increasingly dishevelled during this period, and in financial disarray, while one fellow club member, the poet Robert Burns, revelled in Smellie’s inebriated joshery, and found him a ‘veteran in genius, wit and b[aw]dry’. Smellie, according to a source quoted by Kerr, used to ‘thrash the poet most abominably’.


Nonetheless, Burns honoured him with a verse:


His uncomb’d, hoary locks, wild-staring,
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