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ON THE TWENTY-FIFTH ANNIVERSARY 
OF AN EXTRAORDINARY BOOK

Helmut Zedelmaier

ANTHONY GRAFTON, The Footnote: A Curious History (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997), 256 pp. ISBN 978 0 674 30760 
5 (paperback), £20.95

Footnotes are peculiar things. All scholars use them to demon strate 
that the state ments they make in their work are not arbitrary, but 
based on a careful con sider ation of data, sources, and research find
ings. In sert ed in greater or smaller num bers at the bottom of the page 
or some times at the end of the piece, or in socio logical and scien tific 
work as ‘paren thetical refer ences’ in the text, they are not par ticu
larly wellliked, how ever. Gen erally set in a smaller font size than 
the main text, foot notes are for many people a chore that they like 
to ‘crack lazy jokes’ about, but which they need to attend to never
theless.1 Strin gent argu ment, ex plan ations based on evi dence, and 
good writing in the main text con sti tute the tour de force that allows 
authors to demon strate their skills (at least in the human ities). This 
is where they can put on dis play their specific know ledge, cap acity 
for inno vation, and ability to ex press them selves—where they can 
prove their ex pert ise. Foot notes, by con trast, are some thing owed 
to ‘the discipline’. In other words, while the main text demon strates 
indi vidu ality, foot notes docu ment a team effort. They call up data, 
sources con sulted, and what has already been dis covered about the 

Trans. by Angela Davies (GHIL)

1 See Georg Stanitzek, ‘Zur Lage der Fußnote’, Merkur: Deutsche Zeitschrift für 
europäisches Denken, 68/776 (Jan. 2014), 1–14, at 4.
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subject. To put it differently once again, foot notes point to what is 
pos sible, what makes the text dance. This is what the modern epi
stemic regime expects. Its professional adepts are ‘tuned in to an 
auto matic ques tion ing of the foot note appar atus . . . What does this 
person know? Have I been men tioned? Have I missed any thing? Is 
there any evi dence of theoret ical imagin ation at work? What does 
this person permit them selves? What can they permit them selves? In 
short, how do they work?’ And the pass age con tin ues: ‘one can see 
almost at first glance whether it is fear and obedi ence, or free dom 
and gener osity that are ex pressed in the use of foot notes.’2

This lovely quotation is from an essay by Georg Stanitzek, a 
Ger man lit erary scholar who, without using any foot notes at all,3 pre
cisely ana lyses the present state of the footnote. Stanitzek com plains 
about the lack of aca demic re flec tion on the foot note, about which, 
he claims, ‘there is little em pirical re search worth men tion ing’.4 But, 
he says, there is one excep tion to this: An thony Grafton, ‘a giant of 
re search on foot notes . . . from whose shoul ders one can take a look 
around’.5 In 2014, when Stanit zek’s musings on the state of the foot
note were pub lished, Grafton’s book The Foot note: A Curious His tory 
was already almost twenty years old, as the first German edition had 
been pub lished in 1995.6 The revised English edition of 1997 (slightly 
ex panded by com pari son with the German version), trans lated into 
French (1998), Portu guese (1998), Spanish (1998), Italian (2000), and 
Turkish (2012), is among the Princeton professor’s most success ful 

2 Ibid. 3–4.
3 But another essay by Georg Stanitzek which looks at the footnote in light 
of relations between the essay and academia around 1900, published two 
years later, is richly equipped with interesting footnotes about the foot note 
and its history: ‘Geist und Essay um 1900: Typografische Beobachtungen’, in 
Michael Ansel, Jürgen Egyptien, and HansEdwin Friedrich (eds.), Der Essay 
als Universalgattung des Zeitalters: Diskurse, Themen und Positionen zwischen Jahr
hundert wende und Nachkriegszeit (Leiden, 2016), 319–37.
4 Stanitzek, ‘Zur Lage der Fußnote’, 2. 5 Ibid. 11.
6 Anthony Grafton, Die tragischen Ursprünge der deutschen Fußnote, trans. H. 
Jochen Bußmann (Berlin, 1995). One year earlier, the basics of the book had 
been published as an essay: Anthony Grafton, ‘The Footnote from de Thou to 
Ranke’, in id. and Suzanne Marchand (eds.), Proof and Persuasion in History, 
special issue of History and Theory, 33/4 (1994), 53–76.
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books.7 At a little over 200 pages long, the slim volume was praised 
inter nationally in numer ous reviews, and reached a wider reader ship 
than a special ist aca demic one alone.8 Among other things, the strong 
re sponse it evoked is demon strated by its own lasting career as a foot
note. Why has it been so success ful? What sort of story is told by The 
Foot note: A Curious History?

In his quest for the origins of the footnote, Grafton consulted many 
printed and unprinted historical sources. But it is only the com bin ation 
of a solid basis in the sources with a sparkling narra tive that makes 
the book into a Curious History. Grafton’s writing is vivid, rich in meta
phors, and some times also ironic. And by not allow ing his story to 
progress in a straight line towards a goal, he under mines the usual path 
of histor ical re con struction, pre ferring to tell his story in re verse, before 
ulti mately going ‘back to the future’.9 The book begins with a sort of 
epistemo logical phenomen ology of histor ical foot notes. Starting with 
Leopold von Ranke, Grafton traces a path back to Edward Gibbon and 
JacquesAuguste de Thou, and thence to col lections of early modern 
antiquarian and ecclesi astical sources and their proto types from 
antiquity. Arriving at Pierre Bayle, a sur prising end point, the narra
tive goes forwards again in the dir ection of modern ity (‘The Cartesian 
Origins of the Modern Foot note’). The arc of the story is often broken 
by digressions—typical of essays— re lating insight ful anec dotes drawn 
from differ ent cultures and periods of historio graphical documen tation. 
Grafton casts light on the histor ical role of anno tations and evi dence 
by dis cuss ing ex amples in illumin ating detail, thus bring ing the work
ing methods and tech niques of his pro tagonists to life, but also their 
passions, politics, strat egies, and careless ness.

7 See the precise bibliographical data in C. Philipp E. Nothaft, ‘Anthony 
Grafton: A Bibliography to 2015’, in Ann Blair and AnjaSilvia Goeing (eds.), 
For the Sake of Learning: Essays in Honor of Anthony Grafton, 2 vols. (Leiden, 
2016), i. pp. li–lxxvii, at li–lii.
8 Despite the general admiration, the longest review (as far as I know) was 
crit ical of Grafton’s histor ical reconstruction of the footnote (in the German 
ver sion): Martin Gierl, ‘Gesicherte Polemik: Zur polem ischen Natur geschichts
wissen schaft licher Wahr heit und zu Anthony Graftons Die tragischen Ur sprünge 
der deutschen Fuß note’, Historische Anthro pologie, 4/2 (1996), 267–79.
9 Chapters 5 and 6 are headed: ‘Back to the Future 1’ and ‘Back to the Future 
2’. See Grafton, The Footnote, 122 and 148.
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But in this work Grafton is interested less in the origins of foot
notes or endnotes in the narrow formal (typographical) sense, than 
in how the bottom part of the page came to be primarily the vis ible 
ex pression—the foot print, so to speak—of what is known as crit ical 
histori ography. Taking the foot note as a small but reveal ing object 
of obser vation, Grafton wants to under stand how modern histor
ical criti cism came about and to identify how it was differ ent from 
trad itional histori ography: ‘The appear ance of foot notes—and such 
related devices as document ary and crit ical appen dices—separ
ates histor ical modernity from tradition.’10 On his way ‘back to the 
future’, Grafton demon strates that the prin ciple govern ing the mod
ern histor ical foot note—that is, to make histori ography trans parent 
in terms of the sources and re search on which it is based—had a 
pro tracted develop ment in the early modern period. Critical his tory 
did not start with Ranke, who success fully dramatized him self as 
the founder of crit ical histori ography without any existing model.11 
Grafton shows that modern histori ography was com posed of many 
layers of tradition, with the foot note serving as a sort of palimp
sest for this. His exposure of earlier layers of histor ical crit icism 
under mines the superiority with which modern historians from the 
nine teenth cen tury onwards have program matic ally set them selves 
apart from their pre modern col leagues. As a student of the great 
Arnaldo Momigliano and a pro found phil ologist him self, Grafton, 
author of the seminal Study in the History of Classical Scholarship,12 
widened a narrow, disciplin ary per spective out into the his tory of 
histori ography. In his search for the origins of histor ical criti cism, 
he was able to include the whole spectrum of early modern Euro
pean scholar ship, not least in its interaction with the new (natural) 
sciences. What came out of this is a reconstruction of the ‘origins of 
modern history’,13 which is still one of the best studies that the his
tory of historiography has produced.

Footnotes did not always convey a serious impression of aca demic 
criticism, and this is still true today. Numerous revealing anec dotes 
recounted by Grafton make this clear. And there has long been some 
10 Ibid. 23–4.    11 Ibid. 37, 56–7.
12 Anthony Grafton, Joseph Scaliger: A Study in the History of Classical Scholarship, 
2 vols. (Oxford, 1983–93).    13 Grafton, The Footnote, 149.
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resist ance to using critical notes, as Ranke confirms, calling footnotes 
‘distasteful things’.14 With the establishment of the foot note, whose 
‘high social, if not typo graphical, pos ition’ was legitim ated by the 
marriage between ‘history and phil ology, its parents’,15 narra tive in 
the main text could no longer unfold as freely and in depend ently as 
it had in the trad itional historywriting of antiquity, but had to be re
strained. While the text on the top part of the page presents the past as 
a com plete, finished image, the lower part indi cates that it is, strictly 
speak ing, accessible only in a fragment ary form. Its investi gation is 
in complete and it is soon likely to become outdated, when histor ical 
criti cism dis covers new sources or new research suggests that the 
narra tive requires revision. In this way foot notes always docu ment 
the incomplete ness of narrated history, and constantly issue a certain 
demo cratic appeal for scholars to undertake more careful research 
them selves in order to confirm the impression given by the top of the 
page, or to revise it where necessary. Grafton approves of this, find ing 
it enlightened, democratic, and social, and thus ends his book with 
praise of the foot note: ‘Only the use of footnotes enables histor ians to 
make their texts not mono logues but conversations, in which modern 
scholars, their predecessors, and their subjects all take part.’16

Michael Bernays, a German literary scholar and author of ‘Zur 
Lehre von den Citaten und Noten’,17 had a similar view at the end of the 
nine teenth century. Grafton, who owes much to this work by Bernays, 
praises it as a ‘pioneer ing essay on the history of the foot note’.18 Georg 
Stanitzek, too, mentioned above as an admirer of Grafton’s book, is 
not only a precise analyst but a great friend of the foot note, and com
plains in his essay about the lack of interest in, and indeed, dis dain for 
it. Foot notes tend to be replaced by picto grams and information boxes 
in intro ductions to academic courses for German students today.19

14 Ibid. 64. 15 Ibid. 24.       16 Ibid. 234.
17 Michael Bernays, ‘Zur Lehre von den Citaten und Noten’ [1892] in id., 
Schriften zur Kritik und Litteraturgeschichte, 4 vols. (Berlin, 1895–9), vol. iv: Zur 
Neueren und neuesten Litteraturgeschichte; Zum deutschen Drama und Theater; Zur 
neuesten Litteratur; Zur Lehre von den Citaten und Noten, ed. Georg Witkowski 
(1899), 253–347.
 18 Grafton, The Footnote, 4. On Ber nays’ foot note analysis, see Stanitzek, ‘Geist 
und Essay um 1900’.
19 Stanitzek, ‘Zur Lage der Fußnote’, 2–3.

ClassiCs reread



117

Despite the great response it evoked in its time, Grafton’s book has 
hardly inspired any followup studies on the history of the footnote, 
apart from a few, mainly short exceptions.20 Nor has similar work 
been done in other disciplines as far as I know. After all, anno tations, 
whether as footnotes or in other formats, are not limited to his tory, the 
subject Grafton largely concentrates on. On the contrary, in all modern 
aca demic discip lines they are the essen tial instru ment of a crit ical dia
logue between those who write academic texts and those who read 
and critically evaluate them in light of the evidence they cite. But its 
histor ical method, which relies on ‘technical prac tices’ rather than on 
‘explicit professions’,21 has made Grafton’s book a model of its kind, 
and one which has further sharpened our view of the his tory of the 
footnote. Many historical studies undertaken since the publi cation of 
The Footnote confirm this. Like Grafton, instead of placing their trust 
in ‘explicit pro fessions’, they ana lyse what is ac tually said in historical 
texts, and what they provide as evidence. But the prac tices of gener
ating and secur ing know ledge are now attract ing inter est in wider 
fields. They have become the subject of investi gation inter nationally 
in the his tory of know ledge and science, discip lines in which Grafton 
him self con tinues to work inten sively.22 In a foot note in The Footnote, 
Grafton points to the lack of a ‘history of notetaking’,23 a topic that has 
been increas ingly researched in recent years,24 along with practices 
such as reading, collecting, informationgathering, compiling, and 
20 Robert J. Connors, ‘The Rhetoric of Citation Systems, Part I: The Develop
ment of Annotation Structures from the Renaissance to 1900’, Rhet oric 
Review, 17/1 (1998), 6–48; and id., ‘The Rhetoric of Citation Systems, Part 
II: Com pet ing Epi stemic Values in Citation’, Rhetoric Review, 17/2 (1999), 
219–45 deserve special mention.
21 Grafton, The Footnote, 26.
22 Most recently, Anthony Grafton, Inky Fingers: The Making of Books in Early 
Modern Europe (Cambridge, Mass., 2020).
23 Grafton, The Footnote, 46, n. 19.
24 I shall mention only a few publications here: Élisabeth Décultot (ed.), Lire, 
copier, écrire: Les bibliothèques manuscrites et leurs usages au XVIIIe siècle (Paris, 
2003); Ann Blair and Richard Yeo (eds.), NoteTaking in Early Modern Europe, 
special issue of Intellectual History Review, 20/3 (2010); Richard Yeo, Notebooks, 
English Virtuosi, and Early Modern Science (Chicago, 2014); Alberto Cevolini (ed.), 
Forgetting Machines: Knowledge Management Evolution in Early Modern Europe 
(Leiden, 2016); Elisabeth Décultot, Fabian Krämer, and Helmut Zedelmaier 
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the instruments, media, and institutions of processing and storing 
information. A small selection of recent work in relation to the early 
modern period testifies to the growing historical interest in the 
‘technical practices’ with which Grafton contrasts the ‘explicit pro
fessions’ of Leopold von Ranke and his successors in The Footnote. It 
can be found—how could it be other wise—in the final footnote  of this 
small birthday tribute to a great book which was published twenty
five years ago.25

(eds.), Towards a History of Excerpting in Modernity, special issue of Berichte zur 
Wissen schaftsgeschichte / History of Science and Humanities, 43/2 (2020). 
25 Arndt Brendecke, Susanne Friedrich, and Markus Friedrich (eds.), Infor
mation in der Frühen Neuzeit: Status, Bestände, Strategien (Berlin, 2008); Ann M. 
Blair, Too Much to Know: Managing Scholarly Information before the Modern Age 
(New Haven, 2010); Martin Mulsow, Prekäres Wissen: Eine andere Ideen geschichte 
der Frühen Neuzeit (Berlin, 2012); Fabian Krämer, Ein Zentaur in London: Lektüre 
und Beobachtung in der frühneuzeitlichen Naturforschung (Affalterbach, 2014); 
Françoise Waquet, L’ordre matériel du savoir: Comment les savants travaillent, XVIe–
XXIe siècles (Paris, 2015); Anthony Grafton and Glenn W. Most (eds.), Canon ical 
Texts and Scholarly Practices: A Global Comparative Approach (Cambridge, 2016); 
Annette Caroline Cremer and Martin Mulsow (eds.), Objekte als Quellen der his
tor ischen Kultur wissen schaften: Stand und Perspektiven der Forschung (Cologne, 
2017); Markus Friedrich, The Birth of the Archive: A History of Knowledge, trans. 
John Noël Dillon (Ann Arbor, 2018); Randolph C. Head, Making Archives in 
Early Modern Europe: Proof, Information, and Political RecordKeeping, 1400–1700 
(Cambridge, 2019); Markus Friedrich and Jacob Schilling (eds.), Praktiken früh
neuzeit licher Histori ographie (Berlin, 2019); Friedrich Beiderbeck and Claire 
Gantet (eds.), Wissens kulturen in der LeibnizZeit: Konzepte—Praktiken—Ver
mittlung (Berlin, 2021); Ann Blair, Paul Duguid, AnjaSilvia Goeing, and 
An thony Grafton (eds.), Information: A Historical Companion (Princeton, 2021).
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