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CHAPTER ONE

book, marking his place with his 6nger, and goes to tell his friend
Alypius about his experience. His conversion is complete.

No other passage has more profoundly captured the meaning
of the book than this one. Not just reading but reading &ooAs was

aligned in Augustine with the act of personal conversion. Augus-
tine was writing at the end of the fourth century, when the codex
had largely superseded the scroll as the most prevalent form of
reading material.2'We know Augustine was reading a book from
the way he randomly accesses a page and uses his finger to mark
his place. The conversion at the heart of The Confessions was an

affirmation of the new technology of the book within the lives of
individuals, indeed, as the technology that helped turn readers

into individuals. Turning the page, not turning the handle of the

scroll, was the new technical prelude to undergoing a major turn
in one's own life.

In aligning the practice of book reading with that of personal
conversion, Augustine established a paradigm of reading that
would far exceed its theological framework, one that would go

on to become a foundation of Western humanistic learning for
the next fifteen hundred years. It w'as above ail else the grasp-
ability of the book, its being "at hand," that allowed it to play
such a pivotal role in shaping one's life. "Take it and read, take
it and read" (tolle lege, tolle lege), repeats the divine refrain. The

book's graspability, in a material as well as a spiritual sense, is

what endowed it with such immense power to radicallv alter our
lives. In taking hold of the book, according to Augustine, we are

taken hold of by books.
Nothing is more suspect today than the book's continued iden-

tity of being "at hand." The spines, gatherings, threads, boards,

and folds that once gave a book its shapeliness, that fit it to our
hands, are being supplanted by the increasingll' fine strata of
new reading devices, integrated into vast \\.oven slstems of con-
nection. If books are essentially vertebral, contributing to our
sense of human uniqueness that depends upon bodil,v upright-
ness, digitai texts are more like invertebrates, subject to the laws

of horizontal gene transfer and nonlocal regeneration. They, like

TAKE IT AN) ::::

iellvfish or hydra polyps, ahvavs elude ,'-: -:
mental sense. \7hat this means fs1 [1r',i '"'. - :

are taken hold of by what we reird-i. .:. ::
Aristotle regarded touch as the m,,>: --::

hor,v we begin to make our lvav in rhc ','., :,--
rt. and make sense of it. Touch is the m,r:: .'-:
an insight affirmed by the German resc-:-:.::

established the field of touch studies :: :-:: .
rur.v based on his work with World \\'-:: , =:

rhe feeling of touch, we learn to feel ou:s;-.. ;.
rcdundancy. enfolding more sensor\ :: I --
see and therefore what we read. Ir mlkr: :::
richer in meaning and more multidime:., ,.-.

geometry, but also a reflexive qualitr.
To think about the future of reading r- -:r:

ro think about the relationship bets.e ::. :-:-
long history of how touch has shapei ::::
sion, our sense of ourselves u'hile rr'e raiJ. .1.

early masterpiece Dante and \lirgil. t:i. i:::
painter Eugdne Delacroix \\''rote in hts ' *:

chiefly remember are the hands."'-\s D. -'-::

so too of reading.

L.r'er since its inception as a p.rir ul '.'. - :
rablets bound together by a loose srri::a. ::. --

tool of reflection. There is a doublene:: i, l - :

ro its meaning as an object.'With rhc l--:l:: l

rhev face us, the open book stands he i, ':; -: :

n'hen closed, the book is still inforn'.t; :'
grasped book is not only a sign of L)F:1-:; '
it rvas for Augustine. It can also t e an -:::: ::
or \omeone) off in the nante of of (:1.: r ' -

Consider Adolf von Menzel's -\I.;': L . -; '

one of the most sensuous depiction. , ': ::. :,
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CHAPTER ONE

IEIcunE r.r] Adolf von Menzel, Man Holding a Book (t864).

Courtesy of bpk, Berlin/Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen, Berlin,

Germany. Photo: Bernd Kuhnert/Art Resource, Neu'York.

a hand and a book I have ever seen. In it we see the grasping hand

almost entirely consume the image, excluding the man named in
the title from view, but also the book-s o that we cannot euen be

sure it is a book anymore. Grasping closes in the name of reopen-
ing. For Augustine to reopen himself to the world, anew, he must

first close himself off from the world by opening his book. Books

are objects that conjoin openness and closure together, like the

hands to which they belong.
Nowhere is this more the case than when we read. !7hen we

hold books while we read, our hands are also open. Reading

books, and this is no accident, mimics the g;:::
prayer. In the Middle Ages, this marriage ,-': :

was combined in one of the most popul.:: i'
the period, the diminutive "book of hours.- ii
those who could afford them-carried arou:i
reminders of religious song and u'isdom. I:. .1,

de Berry's Belles Heures ( r 4o5-8 ). on< . : :l
illustrated examples of the genre (fig. r.: . -j

wife with her hands in prayer before the b.:

that transpires between her hands is the n :::::

medium of the open book before her. u'hrc: :

the figure of God, who is depicted as a r:::::
the book of the world (although r,r'ith four.:,r
are presumably reserved for holding the ::::.=
Reading books, we are shown, is expanst'".=. :

It is an act of calling out beyond ourselr es. i;
of reciprocity: in holding books, u'e are he -: :
rve hold a book today we are reenacting thr' -:
reading and prayer.

The open hand was the preferred srg:-- -

both ancient and medieval art.-'Unable Io bc I

through his hand.'We do not iusr call ou: '.'.'

*'ords, but are also called to. The open :::J
s'hen we read books we hear voices. ano::::
essential doubleness. The seventeenth-..:.:,
Bulwer, who wrote one of the first studies c,: :-

that the hand "speaks all languages." Ir :s .:-

form of speech. As Bulwer writes,

The Tongue and Heart th' intention ofr d:r -:;-
The Hand and Meaning are ever allr''de.-

The book's handiness is a sign of its re.:::.-
and hearts, books are things that can t'e ::-i
much to do with the nature of their tacrr,::-.

In the Codex Manesse (r3o4\,one of t:= ::
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Irrcunr r.z] Limbourg Brothers (Herman,Pol,and Jean\,Tbe

Belles Heures of Jean de France, Duc de Berry, fol.9 rv ( r 4o5-8).
Image O The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

TAKE lI AND R:rl

illustrated books of medieval German 1.,'.. i
open hand speaks here too, but this time r:- ::.

a common medieval device (fig. r.t . \. -:

scroll holds medieval readers (and listen.:.
rold media) communicates what the b(r{ ( :
Reliability is a function of redundancr'. i-,: .-r'" :

The use of multiple channels-speech. s;: .-

suarantee that a message wiil be recei'..t;. :'
arrive at a sense of shared meaninq. L.<= ::
conjoin the different faculties of touch. ..a:.

single medium, according to the traditi,r:. : :

the book itself is imagined to reside u'itr:: : ::
of information.'!7hen we think about rnei-: :
of the end of certain technologies. q'g j, ' '.i;
n-redieval insistence on the need for reiu:i:.:
of communicating the same thing thrt,u:: ;.

Hands in books do not just speak. i:.-'. :
literal sense, like Augustine's finger thal '," :. :
Books, like hands, hold our attention. .\. -
century, writers began drawing hands .: ::
hooks tcl point to important passagei.- ) j-:.
passed into typescript and became a crr:t:,
hooks. It looked like this: rs. The poir-.:::..

stood for the way books themseli'es r..-:= ,..

the world graspable. If books open u! \ ,r: :

also constrain. They bring the rvorld J,,'"'',... :

against the problem of patternlessnes..

The child's first drawing is often of l:.. :
footprint may be the first mark r,,'e makc r:, :::
records), but the handprint is the oris::.: ..:
of understanding ourselves as being in r:.
took" or "manual"-1[s book that rei.-.;.
e ssential parts, into outline form-is ;i: .\::
measurement. It is one of the oidest t\ li> l
:o Epictetus's Enchiridion (second cei:-::-. -l

rorv of nuggets of wisdom. In the eig:rt: :.:
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IErcunE r.3 ] Image of the poet Graf Otto von Botenlauben'

who is entrustinghis Minnesang, or love song, to a young

courier. From Codex Manesse (t3o4), Cod. Pal. Germ. 848,

fol. z7v. Courtesy of the Universititsbibliothek Heidelberg.
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Bede taught readers to count to a million c':. :--

the Reckoning of Time (AD 725). Bv the :':-
.enturies, the measuring hand rvould b,e;, ::.

of our bibliographic relationship to the '" :,
new genre of the atlas. In its first incarna::, :. -

Tbeatrwm Orbis Terrarum (r570). rhe .::-:.
'ne held in the reader's hand. The secul.:: :::
these books, where the reader assumei r:; .
be overstated. The book was no longer ::=,
container and a lens at once. By the sever:-=::
,rge of wars of religion, palmistn- and ch::
trf and on the hand, would become ma jt': :;:,
ieem to proliferate in periods of intellec:u:.
uncertainty, much as they are proliferar:r: : "

In the nineteenth century readers \\'1:i-:i.
rng ,7s touch, in the form of Louis Brail-.'' -

natrix reading system for the blind in r \: ' . I
irom an earlier request by Napoleon fr:: -: .

read by his soldiers at night in the field r,..::
Braille's innovation was to make the d,r:-:--:
,rf letters small enough to correspond t,- : 

'
:nger. It made reading digital in a verr' .::.::
,-,f the century, Iibraries such as the \atic,r::.
:n Britain contained over eight thousan; '. -'. -

,rf many subsequent technologies thar :l::,.:
:ne visually impaired.

The turn of the twentieth cenruri' \\',:: i l
rrperiments with the tactility of readinr. : :

rractical, culminating in the modernisl :.', '.

:ooks between the world wars.e Books :.::.
roard, cheap notebook paper, r,u,ood. ani --, .:
:he many ways that artists experimenreJ ',i ::
.iq. In the Russian artist EI Lissitzkr''s ;..=:

: \'KUUTEMAS (r927) (fig. r.4 ). \\'e s;. :,

:-rnd of the divine voice from the mei:.'.:. :

:.\r\\- in the form of the drafting hirnd ,r: :.



6

r{lrrN 'a3uerf,s urapou Jo pupq Surqerp ar{t Jo r.uroJ arlt ur .&\ou

'paurnlar seri Iooq Iu^arpau eql ruo{ af,rol aurlrp aqt Jo pueq
prrpoguesrp eql 

^{or{ 
ees o.r\ '(l'r '39) (Lz6r) SVWTtnDlA Jo

affipauq)tv perprgeler s.dlztrssrl If lsrue uerssnu aqr u1 '8ur

-pEeJ ro r.llnot eqt qlr.{\ pa}uaur.radxe slsrlJB luql s.{ezr,r .(ueu aqr

,o auos aral\ Ieleru uala pus'poo,tt'radud >looqelou deaqc'prroq
-p;ec'radedpues Jo apEtu s>loog 6'srp..rr plro./r\ aql uee.{uaq slooq

leluaurradxa Jo IpArAaJ lsruJapou atll ur Suueurulnf, (luJrlf,prd

-rur puu yerncerd qtoq (Surpeer;o dtrlrrel eqt qrrd\ stuaurr;adxa
snoJarunu 1o porrad E sB^\ dJnlual r{larluo.^at egt }o uJnr er{J

'parredur .(11ensrzr aqr

ol Surpear Surrq ot peture leqt sarSolouqcat tuanbesqns dueur yo

auo'a11rurq ur satunlol puesnoql lq8ra ra,ro peuretuoo uretrJg ur

purlg eqt roy drerqrl IEuorlEN ar{t sE r{rns sarrerqrl 1(;nruac aqt }o
pua 3ql dg 'asues 

1e.ralr1 dra,r r ur lelr8rp Sulpear apptu 1I :a8uy
eql Jo grnot ey8urs e o1 puodsarror ol q8noua IIErus srenel ,o
uorleluaserdal xrJlpru-lop ar{r alerx ol sBA\ uorlelouur s(ellreJg
'rq8q ro osn eql tnoqlr^ pleg or{1 ur tq3ru tE srarplos srq .(g pear

aq plnoJ tprll apoJ e roy uoalodeN /q lsanber rJrlrEJ uE ruory

pe^rrep poqleru aq1'i'zg r ul pullq aqr roJ uratsds Surpear xrleru
-rop E Jo uoBualur s(allrBJg srno-I ,o ruJoJ ar{t ur 'qcnol so 8ul
-pBeJ Jo r{tJrq aqr passeulr,&\ sJapEaJ',{rnluar qluaalauru eql uI

'depor Surrerayrlord are daql sE qrntu ttureuacun

lucrSolouqrat pue lentlallelur;o spol.rad ur eteJarrloJd ot uaas
slooqpupH 8'seouartrs roferu eruof,eg plno,/r\'pueq egt uo pue Jo
a8pel,t.oul 'drueruorrqr pue .{rlsruled 'uor8rlar Jo sJE.^ ;o a8e

learS aql lfuntual qtuealuales aqt dg'aruo tE sual e pue Jauretuof
u 1nq 'rorrnu e dldurrs ra8uoy ou sB^,\ Iooq oqf 'patelsJalo aq

louuBr ?rrar,r aurirrp aql PaunssE JePeeJ eql eJer.{.r\ (s1ooq asaqt

ur deldsrp uo prnlerg rEInJas aqJ'pueq s(repuar ar{l ur plaq aq

,ry\ou plnof, plJo^\ arrlue aqt'(ol,Sr) utnfiilal stqto unu.oaql
qsnqalJo rueqerqy'uoIlBuJEf,uI lsJy stl uI 'sEItE aql 1o arua8 rrrau

aql ur perpogrue 'p1ro,rr aql ot drqsuorlelar crqderSorlgrg rno,o
u8rs ateurtln eql euotreq plno^\ pueq SurrnspJru eqt'sarrnluac
qluaalxrs pur qruaarJg aqr dg '(SzL qy) arut1Jo Sutuo4tay aql
uO slrlur spuuq Jrar.{t uo uorllru E ol lunor o} sJapEeJ r{3ne1 apsg

cvlu oNV I l)vl

'3:aqlaptag 1rl{tollqlqsrerlsra.\ru I aql :.' !s.

'gfg 'rurag'lrd'po3'(iof r) essau"J\ \:rt-'-
8uno,( e ot '3uos etol to'Suosaurt;1 sru i;

'uaqneyuetog uo,t otto ye:9 raod aqr Itr :il-;1



IErcunr r.4] El Lissitzky, Architecture of VKUUTEMAS

G 9zZ). O Estate of El Lissitzky/SODRAC (zo r I ). Image courtesy

of the Collection Centre Canadien d'archrtecture/Canadian

Centre for Architecture, Montreal, Quebec, Canada.

the compass needle seemingly woven into the hand's grip, we

can see Lissitzky performing a subtle visual pun. The compass

needle is imagined to stand in for the sewing needle, one of the

original tools of bookmaking through the sewn binding of the

book's spine. For the Russian avant-garde, the rectilinearity o{

modernism-the cube, plane, column, grid-was as much born

from the book as it was the industrial Gargantua of the new ma-

chine age. The handbook was one of modernism's secret muses.

to

If the book's handiness has treen f,i:--..--
have taken stock of the world. its ai'r.::'. :
h.rs been another way through u'hic:r .'. . '

our lives. Books are things that hold tr r.:
rrur hands, much like the popular de r:.. :'
initially used to keep the pages of hr.,,i. ::
hrrnridity.r"The hook's meaning, is riec: i-:
encapsulating way, to other ob jects in , '-.. .

books that record the sediments of ou: :.::
Filrt of the history of the book.rr But ', :

inrroduced in the fifteenth centurr'. u l'..;: :
ob jects in a special front pocket, like pr: - ..

but also things like flowers and artiic:.-. :

rn The Compdnion to Alfred Ror.z/.j,. -.- :

r8_36), which contains hundreds oi:-:.. -

\lusical records, too, began to he tu;<.;
of books, as in the popular series Bur'i . t"

rhe r9zos. The trajectory of the "po.N;: :
ihat fit into your pocket to a book rh.:: :..-.
'recoming 

a fashionable handbag is r:--.:. .
one deserving of its own historr'.

Things in books not onl.y drau' ri. .::
crer','day objects. They also shou'us : ','. :-
\\..1\' pressure is an integral compon.:.: '

()ne that is deeply tactile in its origin.. f':..-
:re pages of books, a popular trcti\'rt', :::
.iteurs and experts alike, rvas nor r,:.r.'. .

.pecirnens. It was a way of reflectins , : -

.ter-e impressions behind to be rerrd. ,,:-. --
;hain of the long-standing idea of "::.. :
:lineteenth centllr% the Austrian prllii:: .:-

r rechnique of "self-printing nrrtrrc." '

:nprinted directly onto soft rnetal n j-..:.. ..'

.:rd printed directly onto the pirge. I l- .:
\ature Printed, bv the Englishm.rn H::-:r
:c printed the ferns and other pl.tnr. : '
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CHAPTER ONE

from real specimens. Nature was thought to reveal herself more

transparently through the medium of print. Grasping, measur-

ing, and pressing-these are the activities through which things

become legible in a bookish world.
But not for everyone. For some readers, the book is anything

but graspable. It embodies an act of letting go, losing control,
handing ouer."Without me, Iittle book, you will go into the city,"
runs Ovid's famous saying about his writing. Books cross time
and space; they transcend the individual's grasp. In this, we can-

not know what will happen to them when they leave our hands.

"Every poem is a betrayal," Goethe once said.13 Turning over the

book to another involves the possibility of losing control of one's

meaning, of potentially being betrayed by the reader. As an object

that can fit easily into our hands, but also our pockets, the book
and its meaning are always potentially purloined.la It lends a

whole new meaning to the divine command "take it and read."

For those who see in books something meant to circulate, pos-

sessing books, holding on to them too tightly, is an indication of
a potential mania. The book as obiect becomes /oo important;
it stops being read. "The bibliophile approaches the book with
a looking glass," writes the Romantic bookman Charles Nodier,

"and the bibliomaniac with a ruler."15 The private library is not

only a refuge of reading; it can also be an asylum. This is what
Edgar Allen Poe thought with the invention of his murderous
narrator in "Berenice," who says of the family library, "In that
chamber I was born."15 The library, the place of books, is also

the potential birthplace of obsessions. It is where we become pos-

sessed by our possessions. In Goethe's greatest life's work, Faust,

which means "fist" in German, the quintessential modern hero

famously flees his book-lined study at the opening of the tragedy.

Possessing books, holding on to books, can keep us from life.

It is a point viscerally illustrated in Anselm Kiefer's Popwlation

Censws (r99r),allbrary that consists of giant lead census tracts,

part of a long tradition of big books, from Kandinsky's iron
books to Hanno Rauterberg's recent creation for the Holocaust

Memorial in Berlin, which consists of two concrete slabs in the

TAKE IT AND i:T:

shape of a book weighing over sir an.i .: ::,:
rhese monstrous books, and by exten!.:,-,: :

entire bibliographic past) cannot be gr.:.:.;
immensity and poisonous nature.

This then is the pathological knot ot :ir. :'
hands grasp and let go. The grasping hanc .. :

imity and understanding, it is also ahou: :::,
rested. To hold on to books is to hold on :, ' :-:

popular book formats of the nineteenrh -.:
of our bookish world-were literar' al:::-::
Tbe Keepsake,Tbe Forget-Me-Nol. fl.'; -{ :,

u-ere designed as gifts, to be handed ove ! !r,

of again (although they were in fact or:-: :
trlled with inscriptions from a parenl :t : ;l'
s'ife, or an aunt to a niece, and occa:irr:-:--'
rhe tissue paper between illustrations. In :::' '

:o preserve each other in their books. B", ",
u'ith the distant and the dead. Thar the i:.: -:

commonplace. The important point is tit:: ','

and thus our relationship to the past.

Horv can we hold, and hold on to. our J.a.::

It is not surprising that one of the :::, .: .

:.ien'media art is Camille Utterback ai-.; R

-R.:}z (fig. r.5), where letters rain dou: : .

:est on projections of viewers' open i:::,;t
.iectronic works that take the hand as ::.-:
:oint.1: Text Rain is a potent reminde r .'::---

.:ast in English, is named after the hai.i'. ;
:r-rok's handiness is recycled on the s.r..:1.
:rat once enclosed us within a larger s...rr
re.ome purely solipsistic: we see o,/r-(.'i: .-r .,

: ur hands, as we become the nerl' gods. Bu: -
God rvho could grasp the book of the .r'c':.; :
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Ir'IcunE r.5] Camille Utterback and RomyAchituv, Texl

Rain (r999).Interactive installation (custom software, video

camera, computer' proiector, and lighting), r ' 5' x I o' proiection,

ro' x zo'interaction area. Image courtesy of the artists'

the words of Text Rain can never truly be grasped by our hands'

They are like Platonic forms. They remind us how fragile our

hold over words is, that we are only ever godlike'

For Augustine, the book's closedness-that it could be grasped

as a totality-was integral to its success in generating transforma-

tive reading experiences. Digital texts, by contrast, are radically

open in their networked form. They are marked by a very weak

sense of closure. Indeed, it is often hard to know what to call them

(e-books, books, texts, or iust documents) without any clear sense

of the material differences between them.

But on another level we could say that digital texts don't so

much cancel the book's closedness as reinscribe it within them-

selves. Where books are closed on the outside and open on the

inside, digital texts put this relationship in reverse order' The

TAKE IT AN] i:T:

openness of the digital text-that it rs n.i:;
contours are-contrasts with a perforrnej .::'
belongs to the networked text. There i> -:-u :-''

rouch" about the digital. Consider Keni.::.
Soliloquy (zoor), which was initiallv pub-:.:t

consisting of transcripts of his digitallr- r;c^-':'

course of a single week' In the online ve i5l trr' '

only appear when touched bv the curs(rr ::
and then only one sentence at a time. Eve:-' :-:

sor to illuminate another sentence. the o:: :
just as the one after remains invisible. Lise :
u-hole slips through our fingers.1'

This is not to imply that digital te\ri 'rr
"there." This would be to fall prev to rhe -"':

puting culture's equivalent to Ruskin's -:-l::.
texts are somewhere, butwhere thev are ::t i

complicated, abstract, even forbidden' - Ii
\'ou can put things into, the electronic bo"'i '
cannot see, let alone finger, the source o: ::-t

electromagnetically charged "hard drise.- t"-

though we can, in a telling reversal of :t'r'
u'are. Unlike books, we cannot feel the im:r<

.\s Shelley Jackson writes in her hr-perrer: :
blind person could trace my drau'ing u'r::'

pages down in my notebooks."lL) The tou.: '

into the world (three pages down). s'hrle l:=
Digital texts lack feeling. All that remar::' j

remnant of its having been there at the :::
rhe chance encounters with scanners' h:i:ii
hg. r.6), accidental traces of the birth oj::

hand no longer points, like the tvpograP:i'

o\-er or gets in the way. Hand was there. i".<

But digital texts cctn be grasped. 1'ep *:-
e -reader or two). Touch has emerged as .':'
:ant new fields in contemporary comPur:::E

heading of "haptics" (like optics for the han'j
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Irrcunr r.6l Scanner's hand from Google Books.

Dedication page of Honor6 de Balzac, Scines de la uie de

prouince (Paris: Charpentier, r85o). Courtesy of Google.

development of touch screens, virtual handshakes, and surgical

training at a distance. But it is also part of a culture of the "hand-

held," the way computing has steadily been migrating from large

rooms to our desks to our hands. The more screenish our world
becomes, the more we try to reinsert tactility back into it.

However much electronic books may try to look like their
printed brethren, they still change how we manually interact with
them and those changes matter for how we read. There are, for

TAKE IT AND REA]

starters, no longer any pages to turn. The:. .

e-book (all is battery), which is incidental.'
selling points. Open books can be measu:..1 i

of pages past and future, like steps, just oif :,-' :
What lies after the digital page? An abvss. \
page number says, we have no wa\- to coirr-,]
rvith our senses, no idea where \,r'e are s'h:-: -'r

page isn't a window, it's a door (but like Bi,,:

rvhere?). Perhaps Piranesi, with all of thc,'. s

nowhere, should be considered the farher c,: :

If we no longer turn the page, then \\':'r.r: c

at least for a little while longer, the burron.r: I
points, and thus cognitively and emotior:;.-.'.

thing it cannot have (like Michelangelo's f-r=, ,

ot squeezes.The mechanical pressure th.r: :;'.
in the form of the wooden handpress is toi.:'. :
in scale and multiplied in number through ,, -
rhe digital. There is a punctuatedness. a .:j;
repetitiveness to pressing buttons that sr::'l.i
sedate rhythms of the slowly turned past. B,

man motion into an electrical effect. In t::..
idea of "conversion" that was at the cort ,',:

.\ugustine. But in their incessant repetirr'..::
conversion is gradually hollowed out. m: j= ,,

Conversion loses its singularity, as u'ell as :IS :

ro thousands of little turns. As Roland B.r:::-
"to repeat excessively is to enter into Ioss.'l

But buttons also resist. Over time. thelr us<

human body, known as carpal tunnel sr-:iJ:, :

postural malady, "text neck," these svndr,,,:.:
.omputation is beginning to stretch us. t'c,::. ;
rorally.2a The resistance of the button is :r-. -:.:
:echnology increasingly seems to be prr,.J";,:-;

Perhaps it is for this reason that *-e arc ::: '-.

',,. orld of the button to that of the touch s;::
:tree-dimensionality of the mechanic.rl -rr:::

T-
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CHAPTER ONE

the fantasy of existing in only two dimensions' a world of the

single, yet infinite page. Here the finger no longer converts' but

coiducts. With capacitive touch screens your finger alters the

screen's electr<tstatic {ield thereby conveying a command' Instead

of pressing to turn the page, we now swipe and' at least for

on. ..odi.rg interface, shake'25 Kinesthesia, the sense of bodily

movement, overrides the book's synesthesia, its unique art of

conjoining touch, sight, and thought into a unified experience'

In an electronic environment, corporal action overtakes read-

ing's traditional inaction. Ever on the lookout for "impact" or

"ieasrrre*ent" today, we appear to be increasingly afraid of

reading's inertia.
The more my body does, however, the less my mind does'

Interactivity is a constraint, not a freedom'26 Swiping has the

effect of making everything on the page cognitively lighter' less

resistant. After all, the rhythmic swiping of the hand has been

one of the most common methods of facilitating " speed-reading'"

And as one study after another affirms, the more time we spend

reading screens, the less time we spend reading individual units

of the text.27 Skimming is the new normal' \X/ith my e-book' I no

longer pause over the slight caress of the almost turned page-a

.rpiu.. of anticipation-I iust whisk away' Our hands become

brooms, sweeping away the alphabetic dust before us'

In Judd Morrissey's Tbe Jew's Ddughter (zooo)' a title derived

from a ballad sung in James Joyce's Ulysses and certainly one of

the finest web fictions to date, we are presented with a single, yet

unstable page (fig. r.7).)B As the cursor moves over highlighted

words in the text, portions of the page suddenly change' It marks

a nice inversion to Goldsmith's discretely revelatory cursor that

brought text into view. In Morrissey we keep reading the same

pug.-or., and over again, even as parts of it continue to change'

\T. .r.r.r "get" anywhere in this palimpsestual universe' just as

it never stays the same.

The evanescence of The Jew's Dawgbter is everything that

Anselm Kiefer's lead books were not' With even the barest prox-

imity between the simulated forefinger and the simulated letter in

TAKE IT A\] :: T:

Will she disappearl That day has lair;: ': :-
you. "Be cart'lul. Ttrda) is a strart;e i, :- - "-

it. I had rvritlen inrpassioned ietter. tl::: :'--''':
nry situation. I wrote to you that th:i :: ' - : -

that it r.r,culd be a violation oi'L)tir e\::.;-.:
negligence u'ere I to lail to conle i:lr.--:: -

consecrated sum olyour gilts' the:e.:.: 1 - - -:
and r.vithout knolvledge, thcsc cxpre::l\''-.r : -

and, in a cumulative lashion. bccalne " ::.i:i::
*'ay things u'orked. Ilcon'igible. Stc:: 3:i '-i
nerves, corvardice (ls this rvhat thel s::: -::

last resort, an inexplicable rcfitsai. \'.- ":'.:-: :

lion'r a pile of anotlynlous iimbs :r': :"-:'
repcatcdly during the night. ivhcn tii.' :'. 

"- ' "
had a vision ol dirt and rocks bein'r a': -.:3: ' :
silvcr spadc of a shtivcl' And thc': .

everything. It q'as all there like ic,rn< : :- -:":

beginning to lirse together. \\'hen I ii:.:
hurned until i could almost see it in tire r''- - r:

fire.

j\ street, a house, a roonr.

lrrcutE r.7l Tl-refirst"page" lr":- '-'-: 'l

D-rugbter (zooo).The lines beginnrns \\r.- :-:
knowledge" and ending u'ith the rt "::'

jr\appcar and be replaced b1'nes-linc: ' :-:- :-

highlighted rvord "criminal." Repr'':-:''- -

l.i.ririssey, text can suddenly not lre ir::: -i
^'.:rcsiion of the printing press or tr.: -'-
: . hutton with the instabilitv of eieclr :- : :

: -:ch texts in an online world, -\lor:....'' :

- ^.,,-aqe in an instant. My hold over ir: l' :

: r.,-r\\' Coflductivity.

-\s the digital scholar Matthen'K':.':.
- I j:loned us, however, digital te\ts .1:. : :r

r9rB
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CHAPTER ONE

to preserve and incredibly hard to delete.2e Reading my old Apple

IIe diskettes today is as difficult as trying to completell' erase

my current hard drive (the National Security Administratiorl
recommends that anything short of immolation is not entirely

foolproof). Digital texts are both sticky and fragile, hard to hold

on to and hard to let go of.ro

Kirschenbaum's reminder is a timely one, a welcome correc-

tion to the widespread belief in the instability of digital texts.

But what strikes me as even more importanr is not this apparent

choice between preservation and loss, between claims of one

medium being more or less stable than another. Rather, at issue is

understanding the way these two categories, the lost and found,

mutuaily inform one another as conditions of knowledge. In the

nineteenth century, it had become fashionable to travel to old

libraries and scour collections for "1ost" manuscripts, ultimately

with the aim of publishing them in print, much like the itiner-

ant humanists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had

done before them. The losability (and thus discoverability) of
manuscript sources had become a key complement to reading

printed books. The sense of print's durability depended upon

an imagined sense of the perishability of handwriting, although

this was by no means actually the case (compare the longevity

of many medieval manuscripts with the fragiiity of Renaissance

chapbooks or much nineteenth-century ephemera and you will
see what I mean). Printed books, too, can come and go. Indeed,

the more there were of them the more they required vigilant at-

tention to ensure their proper reproduction over time. The sense

of lost-and-foundness that belonged to reading in the nineteenth

century was an essential component of the rising historical aware-

ness that gripped the century and that is in many ways still with
us. Thinking historically rests on the contradictory notion of
something being both simultaneously present and absent, on

grasping and letting go.

Scholars of the future will no doubt troll libraries to locate

"lost" print editions of undigitized texts, just like their print pre-

decessors scoured libraries for lost manuscripts. At the same time!

TAKE IT AN] ::::

<e their print predecessors, ther. ri.. : .

::eserving digital texts through timc. :- --,.r:
::e u'ritten record, as the great Brrt:r: .: '

::.1 done in the eighteenth centur\ -rr-.i l:
:hers are beginning to do todar'.': B-i:'.'. .,

:*re endeavors is not some ultimate h,-,::i :

:.siral record-that we will digitize ai. i: - :
: paper in the world) or that all dis::-.-. :.-

: ,rever. Rather, these archival pract:;.. ::.
::.\'engage in the oscillatorv rhlrhnr. :::
-.storical thinking, something that u -:.! .:>:

-;r of modern bookish learning. Br' .:,:..'.
:.;omplete remnants of print or the rrl :l
::*ital, scholars can help complic,rre 'ne .,=:. .
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=:J digital writing a sense ol tcnrp,,-:-. -

::rnal differentiation with itself.

Perhaps this is what is uitimatelr m,,:: .::
:.ser''s digital page in The Jeu,'s D,ttrli'1.--
:'. is compensated for by the imposeJ :;:
.peating itself with a difference. Or-..-, :

.-,',,. av and are replaced when lr-e lou;h :r.:
::ge has the structure of a refrain ah,.*: :.

::.lad from which it derives its insp::-r:. *
, ,r'eltv and repetition, instabilin' n'ir: ::.:.::
l: rhe heart of all true knowledge res;:i ...
::nously said that the problem of u'n:r: - . :

::- same thing over and over agerin.': \ 1 ::
:. sort of.There is a great deal of \\-i!i(':r ::
:." in reading's dialectic of the lost Jr. r : -

. ,night I will read to my children heio:. :: = 
,

::: "bedtime story" was only inventei -:. "
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CHAPTER ONE

the end of the nineteenth century, there has always been a durable

physiological connection between sleep and reading.s3 Unlike
the nursemaid's oral tales that were meant to frighten children
into staying in their beds (magnificently parodied by the fantasist

E. T. A. Hoffmann in The Sandmdn), the slightly monotonous
rhythm of parents' reading aloud is imagined to be a more effec-

tive way of accessing the unconsciousness of sleep.

Once the circus of getting ready for bed is over (why paiamas

are so hard to put on is a mystery), we search out a clear plot of
carpet and choose a book to read. Maybe it will be something

from the Frog and Toad series or Tinker and Tanker or, the house

favorite, George and Martha. The prevalence of so many pairs

reminds me that children's books are often concerned with the

ambiguous sociability of reading, the way we are both together

and apart when we read. In this, these books nicely recall that
first great childish reader, Don Quirote, and his pint-sized liter-

ary companion.
As I begin to read, the kids begin to lean into me. Our bodies

assume positions of rest, the book our shared column of support.

No matter what advertisers say, this could never be true of the

acrobatic screen. As we gradually sink into the floor, and each

other, our minds are freed to follow their own pathways, unlike

the prescribed pathways of the web. We read and we drift. "The

words of my book nothing," writes Walt'SThitman, "the drift of
it everything."3a

New research continues to emphasize the importance of mind

wandering for learning.35 It turns out that not paying attention
is one of the best ways of discovering new ideas. Reading books,

whether silently or aloud, remains one of the most efficient means

of enabling such errant thinking. As our bodies rest, our minds

begin to work in a different way. New connections, new path-

ways, and sharp turns are being made as we meander our way

through the book, but also away from it. There is no way to tell if
anyone is actually paying attention anymore as I read, including

myself. This seems to be one of the great benefits of reading aloud,

that you can think of something else while you do it.'We may be

r rlding the book together, but our mlii: rr:
:'. now. The fairy tale is the first stor'. : -r
:-ils of such leaving behind (parenrs .:::; -

J:eamscape of the woods-and the nrr:;. i:
:-ith of change. How can one knou' \\'::::
:rd dreaming in books begins?

\\'e come back in the end to Dr. Faus::..
:.(rst important folk heroes of the rr'r,r.; :

: :ough contemporary of Don Quirote . F: -
::.:lv modern learning, of all those ho,rs' ::
-:', -rilable to readers. Faust was Quir, ,::'. =

:re Don, however, who steadily der-our.; '.'.

::led to know too much about the rr,,:.;. .

'.,, tat could be known in a book. u'ht::..:
:re alchemical handbook. Faust. the :i.:. :
:r(rdern day demon, not Mephistoph..-.. :

::.ust reminds us of the way books ar- : :.:
,::tir.ity', tools for securing the somatic c,r.: :

: all careful but also visionar,v thoughi. i: ,.'. :

: rest, and the kind of conversional tii::^::
..:le. then we will want to preserve htr -'ri.
:.:derly rest.

But Faust also reminds us not to hoic ': :

... rhe risks of grasping. I find jov in r:.: -,,. 
-:

,'.':rh Morrissey in their lightness. rhe \'. i'. :

:..','ar'. They remind me that the mean::: :

';illatory rhythms of the opening and ;. ,.
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