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Introduction

* The process of digitizing Foucault’s reading notes began in 2008 with a 1st
project called *La Bibliothèque foucaldienne*, also known as LBF, and directed
by Philippe Artières.
* Here is a screenshot of the website that was published in 2011 and still online.
* I was hired in 2014 to update this website, and this update resulted in a second
project called Foucault Fiches de Lecture, also known as FFL.
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* The LBF project was dedicated to the notes that Foucault used for the writing
of The Order of things.
* They consist in 822 folios, which were filed in 5 folders.
* The FFL project has a different approach since the scale has changed : in 2020
we published 29 boxes, containing around 17 000 folios.
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* I have to give further details on the evolution of the projects :
* indeed, I think one can’t understand the data without knowing the outline of
their production conditions.
* The LBF project was allowed by Foucault’s partner Daniel Defert, who owned
the archives and authorized the researchers to copy the manuscripts.
* Whereas the FFL project began after the National Library bought the archives
in 2013.
* Since the archives boxes were stored and preserved by the library, it was easier
to find the reading notes and digitize the folios without any risk of damaging
them.
* The FFL project benefited from a larger collaborative structure, associating
2 labs and the National Library, so this allowed to make available 20 times as
many documents.
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* Let’s now have a look on a few photos of the documents in order to understand
the nature of Foucault’s notes.
* This note was probably written in the early fifties.
* It is filed in a folder entitled *L’électro-encéphalogramme et l’épilepsie*, which
is contained in box 44
* On the top you can read the title *Analyse et synthèse des patterns épilep-
tiques*.
* This note consists in 2 folios and we can find the bibliographical reference is
on the 4th page.
* The text is a very detailed paraphrase of a book by Walter Grey.
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* This second note was written in the sixties.
* It’s filed in folder entitled *Analyse des richesses*, dedicated to history of
economic thought
* The folder itself is stored in box 22, amongst the papers Foucault used for
*The Order of things*
* On top left corner you can find the reference : Adam Smith, *Recherches sur
la richesse des nations*, 1776.
* On top right corner Foucault added the title *Valeur et prix* (value and price)
* The text consists in exact quotations of the book
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* Here is the same note with its detailed description on the LBF website
* As you can see, the complete bibliographical reference is added, with a link to
BnF catalogue and the edition in Google Books, so you can read the context of
the quotation.
* Luca Paltrinieri who analysed the folder in detail added the pages of The Order
of things where Foucault has used this quotation.
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* This 3rd note is a list of bibliographical references by Georges Cuvier.
* It’s filed in another folder entitled ”Histoire naturelle”
* This folder shows that Foucault read many articles about the history of biology,
especially the debate between Cuvier and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire



. .intro
. .Foucault’s reading notes : what and why ? Objectives and hypotheses FFL : structure and exploration tools

. .References

Foucault’s reading notes : what and why ?

→ A collection of quotations

→ ’Un nouvel archiviste’ (archive & archaeology of knowledge)

→ A more and more systematic method

Foucault’s reading notes : what and why ?

→ A collection of quotations

→ ’Un nouvel archiviste’ (archive & archaeology of knowledge)

→ A more and more systematic method

20
24

-0
5-

26

Digital Foucault : An Update on Digitization &
Exploration Tools

Foucault’s reading notes : what and why ?

Foucault’s reading notes : what and why ?

* As for the previous note on Adam Smith you can find a detailed description
on the LBF website
* So, what are the reading notes ?
* We have thousands of pages where Foucault patiently copied quotations from
the books he read in the libraries.
* It represents several hours each day for more than 30 years.
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« L’archéologie, telle que je l’entends, n’est parente ni de la géologie (comme analyse
des sous-sols) ni de la généalogie (comme description des commencements et des suites),
c’est l'analyse du discours dans sa modalité d'archive. »
M. Foucault, ‘Sur les façons d’écrire l’histoire‘, Dits & Écrits, I, p. 595.

• Books as networks
« C’est que les marges d’un livre ne sont jamais nettes ni rigoureusement tranchées :
par-delà le titre, les premières lignes et le point final, par-delà sa configuration interne
et la forme qui l’autonomise, il est pris dans un système de renvois à d’autres livres,
d’autres textes, d’autres phrases : nœud dans un réseau. »
M. Foucault, L’Archéologie du savoir, p. 34.

• Extraction of ”énoncés” (statements)
« L’énoncé n’est ni latéral ni vertical, il est transversal, et ses règles sont de même
niveau que lui. »
G. Deleuze, ‘Un nouvel archiviste‘, in Foucault, p. 15.
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* Foucault himself gave explanations of his method
* He was searching for the historical conditions of knowledge, which means
studying the documents and statements that made knowledge possible in a given
period.
* This is what he calls a *historical a priori*, and the method consists in digging
books to extract relationships between statements.
* This means that speech is coextensive with archive, and that no book can exist
independantly from previous ones nor contemporary.
* He even says that each book is only a *system of references* and a **node
within a network**
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* We have to emphasize that the note-taking practice hase evolved from the
student’s notes to the professor & philosopher’s corpus
* It’s quite obvious if we compare the note about epilepsy and the note about
Adam smith
* In particular we can observe that the early notes on several folios, the references
are nested in the page
* Over time, the notes are shorter, the paraphrase tends to disappear, the quo-
tations are more precise and the references are easier to find
* One could compare the notes to a bibiographical database, and it is notable
that there are very few personal comments
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* It’s important to understand that both projects share a same approach : I wish
to emphasize this point because there is sometimes a misunderstanding.
* The reading notes are comparable to a *database* of references and quotations,
so they don’t constitute a text, therefore what we publish online is a virtual
*exhibition*, and not a digital *edition*.
* The main objective of both websites is to make the image of the **primary
source** accessible, which means that the description is only there to help to
explore the archives.
* Secondly it’s necessary to remind the hypotheses and objectives of the projects.
* The first project directed by Philippe Artières had an **anthropological**
approach, and it aimed at studying studying the *physical and documentary
processes of knowledge production*. * As Luca Paltrinieri stated, it intends to
contribute to history of thought with a materialist and documentary approach,
and this method is obviously inspired by Foucault’s theory of speech considered
as archive.
* Concerning the FFL project, the perspective is slightly different since it doesn’t
focus on a particular box, but wants to provide documents taken from different
periods.
* Michel Senellart proposed to adopt a thematic perspective, and chose the
history of sexuality as guideline.
* Moreover, the digital platform was designed as a central repository to import
new boxes, and for instance we have published 2 boxes for Elisabetta Basso’s
Marie Curie project EdiFou.
* The digital corpus is available for any researcher and can be used by specialists
who work on the edition of unreleased texts.
* As Marie-Laure will explain, we are now working on extending the corpus, but I
want to clarify that the completeness of the corpus has never been our scientific
objective.
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* [Whereas the final website is read-only ...]
* The data that were produced result from this
* (traitement différencié vs pratique archivistique classique) (notion de parcours
de lecture) (annotation vs notice) Un parti pris : donner accès en temps réel,
proposer des données exploitables mais pas forcément relues... exemple des dou-
blons - not ”one” corpus, but multiple and personalized sets of documents - the
data are not
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* interactive maps
* IA : Transkribus ; exploitation des dits & écrits par utilisation d’un modèle de
langue (open source LLMs)
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20,000 pages already digitized and put online!

Total estimated number of pages to be processed
for the additional digitization project: 10,000 p.
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Access to the sources is
our top priority!



7

The original note can be

consulted at BnF, Fonds 

Michel Foucault, boîte 38, 

chemise 1, NAF 28730

And on the FFL-Eman

platform at: https://eman-

archives.org/Foucault-

fiches/items/show/6334

Reading note on Traum und Existenz
de Biswanger (Dossier Biswanger, 
boîte 38 Rue d’Ulm, c. 1944-1950)

https://eman-archives.org/Foucault-fiches/items/show/6334
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New perspectives!

- Training a new HTR model : 
Transkribus à Kraken

- Test the language model : 
Mistral AI 



Transkribus to Kraken (eSriptorium) 

https://www.transkribus.org/ https://escriptorium.inria.fr/ 9

https://www.transkribus.org/
https://escriptorium.inria.fr/


Sample automatic transcription with the Transkribus HTR model
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Transkribus Keyword Spotting (KWS)

• Powerful tool (computationally intensive) for 
searching for individual words in a document 
collection;

• Run an HTR template to produce a transcript, 
then immediately search the document;

• Even if the generated transcript contains
errors, KWS will reliably find words, phrases, 
etc. in the documents;

• The program indicates the number of hits 
found, the pages and images, and evaluates
the reliability of the results;

• In our example, the program finds "justice" 
259 times and "seigneur" 154 times (far more 
than a conventional search engine). We note 
that even if the transcription of "Ceigneur" (p. 
457) is incorrect, KWS has correctly identified
the image of the word. Boite_001 | Système pénal. Moyen-âge, XVIe siècle.
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Testing a language model with Mistral AI
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