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It is probable that the idea of an encyclopaedia may undergo 
very considerable extension and elaboration in the near 
future. Its full possibilities have still to be realized. The 
encyclopaedias of the past have sufficed for the needs of a 
cultivated minority. They were written "for gentlemen by 
gentlemen" in a world wherein universal education was 
unthought of, and where the institutions of modern 
democracy with universal suffrage, so necessary in many 
respects, so difficult and dangerous in their working, had still 
to appear. 



Throughout the nineteenth century encyclopaedias followed 
the eighteenth-century scale and pattern, in spite both of a 
gigantic increase in recorded knowledge and of a still more 
gigantic growth in the numbers of human beings requiring 
accurate and easily accessible information. … [M]odern
facilities of … are rendering practicable a much more fully 
succinct and accessible assembly of fact and ideas than was 
ever possible before.



H.G. Wells, “World Brain: The Idea of a Permanent World 
Encyclopaedia”, Encyclopédie Française, August, 1937
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There is not only this sharpening and refinement of the brain 
going on, but there has been what our great grandparents 
would have considered an immense increase in the amount, 
the quality, and the accessibility of knowledge. As the 
individual brain quickens and becomes more skilful, there also 
appears a collective Brain, the Encyclopædia, the 
Fundamental Knowledge System which accumulates, sorts, 
keeps in order and renders available everything that is known.



H.G. Wells, The Shape of Things to Come, 1933

The Encyclopædic organization, which centres upon 
Barcelona, with its seventeen million active workers is the 
Memory of Mankind. Its tentacles spread out in one direction 
to millions of investigators, checkers and correspondents, and 
in another to keep the educational process in living touch with 
mental advance. It is growing rapidly as the continual advance 
in productive efficiency liberates fresh multitudes of workers 
for its services.



H.G. Wells, World Brain, 1938
(Based on lecture from 1936)

It seems possible that in the near future, we shall have 
microscopic libraries of record, in which a photograph of 
every important book and document in the world will be 
stowed away and made easily available for the inspection of 
the student.... The time is close at hand when any student, in 
any part of the world, will be able to sit with his projector in 
his own study at his or her convenience to examine any book, 
any document, in an exact replica. 



H.G. Wells, World Brain, 1938
(Based on lecture from 1936)

This World Encyclopaedia would be the mental background of 
every intelligent man in the world. It would be alive and 
growing and changing continually under revision, extension 
and replacement from the original thinkers in the world 
everywhere. Every university and research institution should 
be feeding it. Every fresh mind should be brought into contact 
with its standing editorial organization. 



H.G. Wells, World Brain, 1938
(Based on lecture from 1936)

And on the other hand, its contents would be the standard 
source of material for the instructional side of school and 
college work, for the verification of facts and the testing of 
statements -- everywhere in the world. Even journalists would 
deign to use it; even newspaper proprietors might be made to 
respect it



H.G. Wells, "As I See It”, December 1937

We want a Henry Ford today to modernize the distribution of 
knowledge, make good knowledge cheap and easy in this still 
very ignorant, ill-educated, ill-served English-speaking world 
of ours.



H.G. Wells, "As I See It”, December 1937

The phrase "Permanent World Encyclopaedia" conveys the 
gist of these ideas. As the core of such an institution would be 
a world synthesis of bibliography and documentation with the 
indexed archives of the world. A great number of workers 
would be engaged perpetually in perfecting this index of 
human knowledge and keeping it up to date.



H.G. Wells, "As I See It”, December 1937

There is no practical obstacle whatever now to the creation of 
an efficient index to all human knowledge, ideas and 
achievements, to the creation, that is, of a complete planetary 
memory for all mankind. And not simply an index; the direct 
reproduction of the thing itself can be summoned to any 
properly prepared spot. 
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H.G. Wells, "As I See It”, December 1937

The whole human memory can be, and probably in a short 
time will be, made accessible to every individual. … It need 
not be concentrated in any one single place. It need not be 
vulnerable as a human head or a human heart is vulnerable. It 
can be reproduced exactly and fully, in Peru, China, Iceland, 
Central Africa, or wherever else seems to afford an insurance 
against danger and interruption.



H.G. Wells, Fortnightly Reader, Vol 75, 1901

I do not think it at all probable that aeronautics will ever come 
into play as a serious modification of transport and 
communication— the main question here under 
consideration. Man is not, for example, an albatross, but a 
land biped, with a considerable disposition towards being 
made sick and giddy by unusual motions, and however he 
soars he must come to earth to live.



H.G. Wells, Anticipations, 1901

I must confess that my imagination, in spite even of spurring, 
refuses to see any sort of submarine doing anything but 
suffocate its crew and founder at sea. … At the utmost the 
submarine will be used in narrow waters, in rivers, or to 
fluster or destroy ships in harbour or with poor-spirited crews 
….



Paul Otlet (1868-1944)



Paul Otlet (1868-1944)

• "Un peu de bibliographie", Paul Otlet, Extraits de Palais, 1891

• "Sur la création d'un répertoire bibliographique universel", H. La 
Fontaine, P. Otlet, 1895

1896• : Fee-based service to
answer queries – returned copies
of relevant index cards



Paul Otlet (1868-1944)

• "La Fin de la guerre : traité de paix générale basé sur une charte 
mondiale déclarant les droits de l'humanité et organisant la 
confédération des états", P. Otlet and D.P. Myers, 1914

"Palais Mondial"  “Mudaneum« (1924)
1934: 15 million index cards and documents



Paul Otlet (1868-1944)



Oxford English Dictionary (OED)

“The OED is a historical dictionary and very different from dictionaries 
of current English where the focus is on present-day meanings. It 
contains the history of each word, and of the language, traced through 
more than 3.5 million quotations, from classic literature and specialist 
periodicals to film scripts and cookery books.” (website)

- Conceived 1857, with a call for volunteers to submit material
- Initiated 1879 by contracting with Oxford University Press
- James Murray, editor
- Envisioned as a 10-year 4-volume effort
- After 5 years only up to “ant”
- Last volume published in 1928
- 400,000 words and phrases



















Alexander Beazeley



Alexander Beazeley
> 30,000 quotes



William Chester Minor



William Chester Minor
(Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum)





J.R.R. Tolkien
(researching etymologies from Waggle to Warlock)



Henry Liddell











WWII



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945

Consider a future device for individual use, which is a sort of 
mechanized private file and library. It needs a name, and, to 
coin one at random, "memex" will do. A memex is a device in 
which an individual stores all his books, records, and 
communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be 
consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an 
enlarged intimate supplement to his memory.



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945

Wholly new forms of encyclopedias will appear, ready made 
with a mesh of associative trails running through them, ready 
to be dropped into the memex and there amplified. The 
lawyer has at his touch the associated opinions and decisions 
of his whole experience, and of the experience of friends and 
authorities. The patent attorney has on call the millions of 
issued patents, with familiar trails to every point of his client's 
interest. The physician, puzzled by a patient's reactions, 
strikes the trail established in studying an earlier similar case, 
and runs rapidly through analogous case histories, with side 
references to the classics for the pertinent anatomy and 
histology. 



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945

When the user is building a trail, he names it, inserts the 
name in his code book, and taps it out on his keyboard. Before 
him are the two items to be joined, projected onto adjacent 
viewing positions. At the bottom of each there are a number 
of blank code spaces, and a pointer is set to indicate one of 
these on each item. The user taps a single key, and the items 
are permanently joined. In each code space appears the code 
word.



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945

Thereafter, at any time, when one of these items is in view, 
the other can be instantly recalled merely by tapping a button 
below the corresponding code space. … It is exactly as though 
the physical items had been gathered together from widely 
separated sources and bound together to form a new book. It 
is more than this, for any item can be joined into numerous 
trails.



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945

There is a new profession of trail blazers, those who find 
delight in the task of establishing useful trails through the 
enormous mass of the common record. The inheritance from 
the master becomes, not only his additions to the world's 
record, but for his disciples the entire scaffolding by which 
they were erected.



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945



Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think“
The Atlantic, July 1945





Number of Articles



Wikipedia editors with >100 edits per month









Readings for Next Time

Infotopia• , Chapter 6

• “Personalized online educational crowdsourcing challenge”, Daniel S 
Weld, Eytan Adar, Lydia Chilton, Raphael Hoffmann, Eric Horvitz, 
Mitchell Koch, James Landay, Christopher H Lin, and Mausam. In 
Proceedings HComp 2012.
https://homes.cs.washington.edu/~weld/papers/weld-hcomp12.pdf


