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Negotiating the Dissemination of Knowledge Through Footnotes: Annotation Practices in 

Eighteenth-Century Russian Literary Production  

(case study: Razgovory o mnozhestve mirov by Antiokh Kantemir) 

The modern view tends to regard the footnote as a source of impartial, encyclopedic information, 

an auxiliary device that enhances the reader’s understanding of the main text. However, the history 

of annotation, particularly in the eighteenth century, tells a different story: one of “minor battles” 

(Grafton 1999), rhetorically embedded in polemic and sarcasm (Léger 2002). Taking Gérard 

Genette’s conception of the paratext as that which “ensures the text's presence in the world” 

(Genette 2009) as my point of departure, I apply this framework to the context of eighteenth-

century Russian literary production to explore how footnotes actively shaped the literary process 

of the period. 

My analysis centers on a specific case study: Antiokh Kantemir’s Russian translation of Bernard 

Fontenelle’s Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds. I show how, through his paratextual 

interventions, Kantemir complicates the perspectives of the original by inserting his own 

subjectivity into the Russian version. Examining the ways this subjectivity manifests itself sheds 

light on how Kantemir positions himself within the emerging Russian literary field and, more 

broadly, within the European socio-cultural landscape. At the same time, it reveals how he 

constructs and anticipates his readership, preconditioning their reception of both the text and its 

ideas.  

Analyzing the paratextual elements in Kantemir’s translation of Conversations thus allows not 

only for a reassessment of his role in shaping, on the one hand, the new socio-cultural phenomenon 

of a Russian secular writer (Zhivov 1997), and on the other, new reading practices (Ospovat 2020), 

but also offers broader insight into the strategic uses of the paratext and footnotes in particular in 

the eighteenth-century Russian literary production. 
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