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H av i n g tau gh t courses on the history and cultural politics of electronic
media for the better part of a decade, in the fall of 2006 I decided to shift
gears a bit. I designed a new undergraduate course called “The Cultures of
Books and Reading,” hoping it would dovetail with a book—this book—I
was working on at the time. As excited as I was about the subject matter, I
couldn’t help but harbor some doubt. Would the class attract enough students to avoid preemptive cancellation by the university registrar? After all,
experience had taught me that undergraduates, most of whom are between
the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, would be enthusiastic to learn about
cutting-edge digital media and would also have plenty to say about increasingly “old-fashioned” technologies, such as television. But would a class
about book culture, offered not in a literature but in a communication
department, spark their interest? Or would it seem too out of touch, too
frumpy, too analog? Some days it’s easy to believe books won’t be around
much longer. My worst fear, perhaps, was that something as mundane as
a lack of interest in my class would simultaneously lend credence to this
belief and effectively undercut a main argument I make here, namely, that
reports announcing the death of books have been greatly exaggerated.
As it turns out, I shouldn’t have second-guessed myself. To my surprise
and delight, the course enrollment was one student shy of the maximum.
The group was savvy about what’s been happening lately—and, in some
cases, not so lately—in the book world. Many students professed to being
avid book readers, well beyond what they were assigned. Some even finished a few pages of what seemed to be pleasure reading in the moments

