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FOREWORD
From the Editor

onfidence is a word that seems to have slipped from circulation. Our

own era, in which crisis, calamity, danger, and destruction are re-

ported around the clock from every corner of the globe, is not one
that lends itself to the easygoing presumption of the probability of success. In
the midst of economic disorder and with the seemingly continual revamping
of universities and their missions, disoriented academic professionals have
come to regard overt expressions of confidence as inaccurate or awkward or
insensitive or at least impolite.

Not so during the long eighteenth century. Those who had been touched
by the spirit of Enlightenment quickly assumed that universal knowledge and
cosmologically extensive explanations were just around the corner (or at least
just over on the next library shelf or in the next reagent bottle or possibly
in the conclusion to the next new play). Few doubted that untouched na-
tions awaited improvement by those same battalions of explorers who went
to them seeking to discover the means to improve their homelands. Many
expected that the plurality of worlds would soon lead to interplanetary di-
plomacy and recreational space travel. True, satirists occasionally wondered
whether a hack sitting in a garret could really work out a system of a universe
or pen a critique of all mankind, yet the abundance of pamphlets, treatises,
and proposals suggested that buyers were ready to purchase the compositions
of those for whom self-assurance came easy and constituted the first step
toward infallibility.

The essays in this volume of 1650~1850: Ideas, Aesthetics, and Inquiries
in the Early Modern Era all seem to hover around this underappreciated hab-
it of mind. Contributors to these two hundred foliations address those in

the early modern period who knew with confidence what comprised a good
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churchman; who never hesitated to prosecute those whose views they fancied
to be false; who conceived and built new nations; who opined in vivid verse
about the fundamental condition of humanity without needing to bother
with too much evidence; and who fancied that voluptuousness, far from be-
ing a distraction to the enlightened life, would surely amplify the curriculum
vitae of a hearty leader. Buoyant guest feature editor Theodore Braun presents
a special feature describing the manifold ways in which that most grandly
and pleasantly imperial of religions, Catholicism, kept on generating art and
intellection wherever its ideologues migrated.

The inadvertent assembly of an array of confidence-affirming essays in
this surprise-intensive volume demonstrates the continuing vitality and value
of long eighteenth-century culture in our time. Confidence, many of these
highly original essays suggest, involves not careless but wise elimination of
evidence. Confidence rises when explorers of all kinds—whether researchers
in the library or adventurers on deck—know when to hit the metaphorical
delete key and when to eliminate distractions. So it is that these confidence-
rich essays include several fresh studies of canonical authors and reaffirm that
authority of what texts as well as critics say. Crossing borders from Mexico
to Milan to Malaysia, the authors of the essays and reviews in this issue of
1650-1850 discover a new internationalism in a period that discovered not
only dividing difference but unifying intensity, resolve, and readiness—con-
fidence—wherever its denizens traveled.
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