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Historicity and contemporaneity of the 
scholarly communication system mutations



Innovations and four moments of 
the scholarly communication history

13th c. 15th and 16th c. 17th and 18th c. 21st c.

University Movable Type 
Printing Press

Scholarly 
Journal

Digital 
Technology



Innovation 13th c. 15th and 
16th  c.

17th and 
18th  c. 21st c.

Technology

Product

Organisation

Consumption

movable type digital 
technology

pecia 
manuscript modern book scholarly 

periodical
publishing or 

document unit 
breakdown or burst 

pecia, stationarius, 
university, library

«libraire-
imprimeur», 

privilege system, 
commerce

academia, learned 
society, publicity 

of science

multipolar network, 
cyberinfrastructure, 

oligopolistic practices, 
library consortia, non-

profit publishing venture

1 manuscript for 1 
reader

1 edition for n 
readers

1 edition for n 
communities of n 

readers

1 document (n 
files) for n readers 
or n systems, for n 

types of use



From the book chain
to multipolar networks

✤ The circular model is irrelevant to represent the scholarly 
communication system

✤ Increase in the number of actors

✤ From simple and univocal to complex and multiple links between the 
actors 



Actors and functions

13th c. 16th c. 17th c. 21st c.
Writing author author author author

Production author, stationarus, 
copyist

«libraire-
imprimeur»,

printer

author, stationarus, 
copyist

printer, publisher, agregator, 
digital warehouse, university, 

author

Evaluation university,
religious power

public authority, 
court, university,
religious power

state, academia, learned 
society, editorial office 

(publisher)

state (granting 
agency), university, 

research center, 
publisher

Dissemination author, stationarus, 
library

«libraire-
imprimeur»,

library

«libraire-imprimeur»,
library

publisher, bookstore, 
wholesaler, agregator, digital 

warehouse, search engine

Reception and 
appropriation reader reader reader reader

Preservation library library library publisher, 
library



Three recurrent themes in the 
history of scholarly communication

✤ Unconscious imitation of expression formats

✤ Information overload

✤ Trinomial «discourse-message-object»



Unconscious imitation of 
expression formats





Mr. Hook's Answer to Monsieur Auzout's Considerations, in a 
Letter to the Publisher of These Transactions
Mr. Hook
Philosophical Transactions (1665-1678)
Vol. 1, (1665 - 1666), pp. 64-69
Published by: The Royal Society







Le Journal des sçavans, 
1681, February 17.







Information overload



«Total Book» Fantasy

We know, too, of another superstition of that time: the Man of 
the Book. In some shelf in some hexagon, men reasoned, 
there must exist a book which is the cipher and perfect 
compendium of all the rest: some librarian has perused it, and 
he is analogous to a god.

Borges, Jorge Luis, The Library of Babel, in Ficciones, New York,
Grove Press, 1962, p. 85.



Antiquity

The sayings of the wise are like goads; like fixed spikes 
are the topics given by one collector. As to more than 
these, my son, beware. Of the making of many books 
there is no end, and in much study there is weariness 
for the flesh.

Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes), ch. 12, v. 6.



12th and 13th Centuries

• Knowledge organization endeavor

• « […] rassemblant en un volume court les avis des 
Pères […] afin qu’il ne soit pas nécessaire de consulter 
une abondance de livres pour le chercheur, pour qui la 
brièveté des extraits rassemblés offre sans effort ce 
qu’il cherche ».

Pierre Lombard, préface des Sentences, 1152



15th and 16th Centuries

• Rediscovery of Ancient texts - humanists publishing 
program

• Identification and description of plants program

• Conrad Gesner, in Bibliotheca universalis (1545), refer to 
an “abondance déroutante et nocive de livres”, a 
problem he asks kings and princes to solve.





17th Century

[...] une marée montante des livres qu’il s’agit de répertorier 
pour les sauver du chaos et de l’oubli.

Georgius Draudius, Bibliotheca classica, 1610.



Adrien Baillet (1649 – 1706)



Date



17th Century

On a sujet d’appréhender que la multitude de Livres qui 
augmentent tous les jours d’une manière prodigieuse, ne 
fasse tomber les siècles suivants dans un état aussi fâcheux 
qu’étoit celui où la barbarie avoir jetté les précédens depuis 
la décadence de l’Empire Romain, si l’on ne tâche de 
prévenir ce danger par le discernement de ceux qu’il faut 
rejetter ou laisser dans l’oubli, d’avec ceux que l’on peut 
retenir, & si l’on ne fait encore dans ceux-ci le choix de ce qui 
peut être utile d’avec ce qui ne l’est pas.

Adrien Baillet, Extrait de l’avertissement au lecteur, Jugemens des savans sur les 
principaux ouvrages des auteurs, 1672



17th Century

La préface du premier numéro du Journal des sçavans (1665) identifie déjà que 
les extraits répondront à un besoin de synthèse et d’organisation des 
informations sur les ouvrages publiés :

Je crois qu’il y a peu de personnes qui ne voient que ce Journal sera utile 
à ceux qui acheptent des Livres ; puis qu’ils ne le feront point sans les 
connoistre auparavant : & qu’il ne sera pas inutile à ceux mesme qui ne 
peuvent faire beaucoup de despense en livres; puis que sans les achepter, 
ils ne laisseront pas d’en avoir une connoissance generale.

Journal des sçavants, 1665





Imperial Library Of Vienna - 1711





18th Century

On s'est beaucoup plaint de la multitude prodigieuse des 
livres, qui est parvenue à un tel degré, que non - seulement il 
est impossible de les lire tous, mais même d'en savoir le 
nombre & d'en connoître les titres. Salomon se plaignoit il y a 
trois mille ans de ce qu'on composoit sans fin des livres; les 
savans modernes ne sont ni plus retenus, ni moins féconds 
que ceux de son tems. Il est plus facile, dit un des premiers, 
d'épuiser l'océan que le nombre prodigieux de livres, & de 
compter les grains de sable, que les volumes qui existent. 

Denis Diderot et Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Encyclopédie, 1755, « livre », p. 603
http://artflx.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/philologic/getobject.pl?c.

69:12.encyclopedie0110.91735.91742.91748 





20th Century

Not for the first time in history, but more acutely than ever 
before, there was a fear that scientists would be 
overwhelmed, that they would be no longer able to control 
the vast amounts of potentially relevant material that were 
pouring forth from the world’s presses, that science itself 
was under threat.

Maurice Line, Royal Society’s Scientific Information Conference, 1948



The Dream of the
Universal Library

✤ Has never been so close
✤ Digitization of scientific and cultural heritage is 

technically affordable to all societies
✤ The 20th c. reader imagine this «library that contains all 

books» and feels an «extravagant happiness» as Borges 
described.



The trinomial «discourse-
message-object»



The Myth of the
Digital Immateriality

✤ «the immateriality of text without physical anchorage» (Roger 
Chartier)

✤ «as being dematerialized, the book desecrated itself» (Régis Debray)

✤ «the dematerialization of graphic technologies» (Alan Marshall)

✤ The digital does not make the book immaterial. The digital is physical 
and real.

✤ A text has to take many forms of materiality to meet its readers.



Kant and the Dove

✤ Immanuel Kant, 1796, The Science of Right, «What is a Book?»

✤ A product of art (opus mechanichum)

✤ Discourse







Discourse Message Object



Le virtuel est matériel

✤ Inadequation of the object and the reading device

✤ Encoding format and the screen(s)

✤ The notion of «copy» has vanished (multiple, potentially ad 
infinitum)

✤ For the first time in the history of the book, the materiality to preserve 
is the encoding format (which is intangible), and not the medium on 
which the discourse is encoded.

Three reasons
1- TCP-IP
2- Possibility to 
transform and 
manipulate digital 
information
3-Everything goes 
through the screen



The illusion of digital 
immateriality 

✤ More the «externalization» phenomenon

✤ Leroi-Gourhan «l’être humain extériorise ses facultés une à une, ce 
qui lui permet de les décupler (il y a plus de mémoire dans une 
bibliothèque que dans un cerveau)».

✤ Useful to understand the changes in roles


