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Beyond Barthes and Chartier: The Theology of Books in the Digital Age
by
Anthony J. Elia, JKM Library
The History of this Study: "Textolatry" and Comments on its Results
To begin today, I want to share with you a brief overview and evolution of a study I
conducted between June 2006 and December 2007. At the start of what would become
my masters thesis in library science,1 I had been in a quandary about how to express my
concerns about the apparent rifts between physical texts (or "book-objects," as Γ11 refer to
them) and e-texts. It took me some time to solidify a topic which I felt suited the questions I
had and could potentially lead to some useful information for theological schools, seminaries,
and—specifically—the libraries that catered to these institutions. The questions I asked were
qualitative and aimed at eliciting specific emotions and feelings from faculty about bookobjects and e-texts. The results were somewhat surprising in that the feelings of the test group
(all faculty members ranging in age from thirty-something to sixty-something) focused on the
emotional bonds with books on the one hand, and almost complete apathy for e-texts on the
other. But also, more interestingly, the theologies, histories, ethics, and philosophies attributed
to the book-object conveyed another whole realm of study: a sociology and anthropology
of books, which we may understand as "how people think, relate, or behave in relation to
physical book-objects." This means that book-objects possess a certain power in the way they
influence us as human beings and the actions which we enact or perform differently from
how computers and e-texts influence us. While this study originally started with feelings of
negativity on my part about e-texts, where I felt a certain need to nip the bud of e-textual
assault on physical book-objects, I still respected the changes in technology. When the project
came to completion, however, I had a broader understanding of the issues, and was not as
upset about the role of e-texts; rather, I was annoyed by the constant portrayal of books by
the media as dead objects or the commentaries debating e-readers and books, which gave no
indication of a nuanced or novel treatment of the subject. As a result, my opinion became that
book-objects and e-texts were here to co-exist, rather than having one replace the other, and
that I shouldn't pay much heed to such media discussions. Much of this anxiety or vexation
I speak of stemmed from the popular press (notably articles like Kevin Kellys piece entitled
"Scan This Book!" in the NY Times Magazine on May 14, 2006) trying to create a combative,
even apocalyptic, mood about the role, legacy, future, and demise of the physical book-object.
This said, my concerns about the book-object have been distilled into the following idea:
what the role of the book-object is or has become in the burgeoning e-textual environment,
in the digital age. And practically, how might we as theological librarians engage in all of our
enterprises, while considering what a pan-theology of books might do, be worth, or afford us
as we experience the digital age?
The purpose of this paper today is to create a discussion about the book-object and its place
in both the theological-libraries world and the broader book-reading world. This is a discussion
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which involves our understanding of the book in its individual, cultural, and literary contexts,
and provides us with a framework to perform our librarianship as participants in a world with
both books and e-texts. Through the results of my study, the scholarship of Roland Barthes
and Roger Chartier, and the examples of literature, I will offer my colleagues in the theological
library world a guide to the discursive jungle of textual media; a palate of considerations about
the book-object, seen often as obsolescent; and an opportunity to develop a theology of books
in the digital age; a theology of books, because books are at the core of our history and the
construction of a world view around them and their existence is imperative at this stage of
our profession. It is a matter of taking into account the very heart of the book issue and the
digitization issue, whatever these may be.
And one additional note: the reason I have written this paper and taken up this topic is
that I believe in these issues; I believe in the developing world of technology and all it can do
for us, but I also believe that there needs to be a voice given to the beauty, as well as solemnity
and sacredness of books. I want to give voice to a very big issue that is too often spoken about,
but too seldom addressed head-on, and not simply to lament that books might be on the way
out, because I dont believe this for a moment. We need to address not just the media—that of
"book-object" or "e-text"—we must address the case of ourselves; and we must address the case
of history, especially the reception histories that form both us and our societies.
This paper is divided into three sections, Part I: A Brief Encounter with Ouranology, Part II:
Topics for a Systematic Theology of Books, and Part III: Literature as a Theological Model.
Part I: A Brief Encounter with Ouranology
In one of my interviews, someone recounted a story about the idea of heaven in the
context of a graduate course on the works of Paul Ricoeur. The story goes that students were
positioned around a seminar table discussing the question of heaven in all of its splendorous
manifestations in the minds of homo sapiens, its theological importance, and how redaction
narratives formed the images and ideas of heaven for thinkers in each generation. At one point,
a student asked: "what was Paul Ricoeur s idea of heaven?" The seminars leader, an esteemed
professor of philosophy and translator of Ricoeur s works, gave an immediate and satisfying
response: heaven for Ricoeur was a place where all the books of history, all the books that had
ever been written, published, or not published, would be assembled. But even more, it would
be a place where all of the books that had been destroyed, by fire, by water, by sheer human
or natural circumstance, would all be brought back to life, resurrected, as it may be, to the
bodies that they had once enjoyed and displayed for their readers (Cathey 2007). This brief
study of heaven, an encounter with Ricoeurian ouranology, demonstrates the deep psychic
entrenchment and fascination that the human mind has with the book-object (specifically the
book as a body). In the past half-century, literary theorists, critics, and historians have plied
the wares of anthropomorphism, especially the experience of objects as bodies. And the book
is no exception.
The relationship between the book-object and the body is a key point to our discussion,
because it may explain not just the anthropomorphic tendencies that are often assigned to the
book-object, but also the theological conflation in scholarship, where the vernacular of the
biblical lexicon is pregnant with words like "body," "blood," "flesh," and "incarnation." With
this in mind, why is the book so venerated? Why do we practice hyperdulia, or extreme, hyper105
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veneration, which is usually reserved for Catholic adherents to the cult of Mary? Psychologists
and sociologists have offered Freudian explanations about why practitioners worship Mary,
but not why people worship books. There is no demonstrative Oedipal complex that we have
with books, nor repressed familial issues that subconsciously drive our desires for or inhibitions
from books—at least that we know of.
The answer to this book veneration may come from Ricoeur s thought. Ricoeur s ouranology
suggests the limits of embodiment, but it also plays with the idea that embodiment is the
highest form of textual existence; that even when a book has died, it can come back in an
embodied, incarnate form. And in this, Ricoeur s optimal dream of heaven is also a statement
of Christological transference. Books themselves, become characters in the messianic play of
the world, they are born, they live, they die, they are resurrected. But even as an ideal heaven
for Ricoeur, this narrative is not so far off from what some people actually believe. This is
why so many of those interviewed in the study referred to books as if they actually had flesh,
felt pain, and could die. We might consider that the distinctness of these responses are from
theological faculty, who use such corporeal language about texts, but this still presents us with
at least one set of datum, which may speak for a broader whole of society.
Barthesy Chattier, and the Exercise At Hand
The title characters of this paper today, Roland Bardies and Roger Chartier, have made
enormous contributions to our understandings of books, from both philosophical and
historical frameworks. Their scholarship has spotlighted the necessity to address the bookobject, as much as the textual narrative. And these are the very issues that we deal with in
theological librarianship and education, when we are asked to consider the value of a book or
its electronic counterpart.
Bardies' philosophical, even phenomenological vision of the book has been to embody
the book as a sometimes erotic entity, one which the reader gains pleasure from the mere
physicality of the textual essence. Chartier, an historian, has expressed a similar veneration of
the book-object, but less in terms of Barthesian exoticism and eroticism, and more as a cultural
artifact zxià. phoneme. Chartier s image of the book-object is that the books described traits are
so inherent in Western civilization, that to depart from that structure, to depart from the book
as an object, is to depart from Western civilization itself (Chartier 1994, Part I). I have fielded
criticism on this belief—as some have suggested Chartier s assertion to be elitist, and that there
are other forms of information transmission that constitute "Western civilization." But the
concern of Chartier is that the book has established itself in the last thousand years as having a
privileged place in the pantheon of information distribution and collection.
Bardies' influential and famed work The Pleasure ofText is often fragmented, unclear, and at
times technically and aesthetically jarring—but in this somewhat aphoristic treatise, he builds
within the reader an idea about our likes and dislikes, loves and hates, and internal tensions
about books. He creates the world of emotion, or at least causes us to recall what it is about
touching and tactility that makes the text and its book something important, even necessary.
Like life itself, for Bardies, the object of the text has its moments of exhilaration, as well as
those of ennui. Chartier s The Order ofBooks encourages us to think about who we are more
collectively, holistically. As we become readers on our own, we by default enter into a larger
fraternity or sorority of readers, in our societies, which Chartier recognizes as communities of
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readers. We are not the only readers of books, because most books are written for more than
one person to read. We enter this society of readers and we are marked and influenced by what
that society says (and even doesn't say) about books.
Drawing on the templates of Bardies and Chartier, I want to contextualize the role of
books in the digital age. What is it that we take from Bardies and Chartier? Bardies has given
us an appreciation for the tactility and textual essence of the book; while Chartier has offered
the cultural presence and history of books in our world. This brings us to an observation built
upon the foundations of these two quintessential thinkers, an observation that weds the tactile
nature of books with their cultural histories. What I am speaking of is the idea that books
(or book-objects) are part of a narrative of receptions histories, both our individual reception
histories, and our cultural reception histories.
Reception histories: reception history is the process by which we come to know something that
is handed down to us, through generation, by tradition, or simply through our educational and
learning processes. We learn about books as children, teenagers, and adults. We are imprinted
with this individual history—this is why we like "Pat the Bunny" or Virginia Woolf, or Henry
Miller, or Erma Bombeck, or even Wolf Blitzer or Scott McClellan. In effect, the individual
reception history is our reading autobiography and how we've come to understand, relate to,
and treat (and even cherish) books for ourselves. The cultural reception history is that which
is formed by our societies and the cultures which inhabit them. This underscores Chartier's
acknowledgement that books are not simply artifacts of Western culture, but that they are
Western culture in and of themselves. (And I want to point out that I will not be as exclusive
as Chartier in this point, but include the broader scope of the reading cosmos, the whole of the
reading world, not just the Western world).
The combination of these two reception histories—our individual reception histories
and the reception histories influenced by culture—has informed us as readers, thinkers,
theologians, and theological librarians in such a way that we have created our understandings
of information, knowledge, texts, and books into our very own brand of imagining the bookobject. And this is why the book is still important in this day and age—the so-called digital age.
To depart wholly from a deeply entrenched set of histories—individual, generational, familial,
and cultural histories—for the sake of the Kindle or e-Reader, is not simply a half-baked
jargon-laden discourse of the news media, but an ill-thought, poorly planned, and frankly
irresponsible action.
Our next question is "how do these reception histories enable a new theological framework
for our developing textual and digital world?" A theology of books is grounded in our attention
to history: books, where they came from, where they are going; what books mean in our
society; how books express both aesthetic presence and meaning and semiotic character; how
we, as scholars and librarians, should serve as participants in the discussion of the book in
our societies; and foremost, how all of these meanings and histories of the book have seminal
importance to the formation of our lives in an increasing digital society.
Part II: Topics for a Systematic Theology of Books
Based upon the responses from my study, I have identified seven topics that are important
for how we as human readers interact with physical book-objects, and subsequently useful
for how we might create and develop a systematic theology of books in the digital age. These
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categories are: a) tactility, b) proximity, spatiality, and kinesthetics c) duration, d) sensorial
aesthetics and the sacral nature of book environments, e) semiotics, f) society—anthropology
and sociology of books, and g) identity, extension, and embodiment.
A. Tactility
Tactility is one of the most identifiable aspects of the book-object—that which makes it an
object that we can touch, handle and physically communicate with. It is this aspect that is often
spoken about by both pundits of reading and digitization and those whom were interviewed
for this project. To quote one participant, a New Testament professor, whose insistence on
using the physical book-object is imperative, the book-object, he says, is not "mine until I
pee on i t . . . marking my territory, [like a dog]," (David Rhoads 2007). Now I don't know
how many of you feel this canine pull, but it underscores the radically inherent entrenchment
that readers feel toward not just reading and touching a text, but interacting with the physical
object and the intellectual artifact.
The philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty wrote in his Phenomenology of Perception that
"all tacticle perception . . . includes a bodily component; the tactile localization of an object,
for example, assigns to it its place in relation to the cardinal points of the body image,"
(Merleau-Ponty 1962, 315). Tactile perception is phenomenologically essential in our world,
for experiencing the book, as it were, and our own relationship to books as humans is based
on the physical interactivity between book and human. The human touch of objects—in our
case book-objects—provides us, as tactile animals, with not simply a subject-object rapport,
but an experiential and phenomenological event that triggers memory and expresses in us a
Proustian moment. We have both physical and tactile memories, and the relationships that we
create with the world around us are part of these memories, created recently or long ago (Elia
2007). As one participant in this study noted, what kind of experience would you have with
your child if you could not read a tactile book like Pat the Bunnyi And what happens to that
experience that you share with a child? You cannot replicate that with a computer screen or
e-text (Vogel 2007).
Β. Proximity, Spatiality, and Kinesthetics
The idea of proximity has to do with the location between subject and object, and
relates specifically to two other concepts, which were brought up in this study: spatiality and
kinesthetics. During the interviews, participants discussed their feelings regarding proximity
and the emotions that were evoked when the distance between physical book-objects and their
owners, users, or readers became greater or smaller. The idea that a book was either on a night
stand at bedtime or not evoked certain feelings of closeness and proximity, or alternatively,
longing. The philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas writes in his work Otherwise Than Being or Beyond
Essence about the idea of proximity in relation to space, objectivity, and obsession (Lévinas
1981, 86-7). His work underscores the relationship between the human and objects of human
experience through proximity. When our locations or proximities to book-objects change, our
perceptions and feelings change, whether this is a change of physical proximity, or a change in
media. For most of the participants in this study, not having a book nearby somehow leaves
them feeling at a loss or without a specific momentary purpose. Critics might say that people
might feel the same way about the proximity of one's computer to check emails or online
news; yet, when participants were asked specifically about the differences of these items, they
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overwhelmingly maintained that books as physical objects held a different place existentially
than e-texts. Part of this has to do with the idea, for most participants, that e-texts visualized on
computer screen or e-readers are vast wells of limitless text, with no sense of textual boundaries;
but also, participants in the study believe that e-texts are not embodied in any way, like bookobjects.
Spatiality and kinesthetics are related to proximity, in that they deal with both a closeness
to the reading object and the physical actions performed by the human body to find comfort
in the reading experience. Once we as readers have achieved the optimal proximity to our
books, the spatial location of those books (just as e-texts on laptops, for example) have specific
importance. This is where the typical description of browsing the stacks becomes a mantra
for bibliophiles. Being in a library, among shelves, among books, is important for readers—
psychologically, spatially, and physically. Part of the reason for this is that people have various
learning styles, some of which are based in spatial cognition. This is where virtual libraries and
digital environments fall short in how people construct their own cognitive perceptions of
texts. We must be aware that there is a part of the reading world, which relies upon (not just
prefers) the ability to orient themselves in the spatial dimensions of books, and specifically
libraries. This said, virtual libraries and e-texts do have their value and place, but the bookobject for participants in this study has this added value of spatial importance.
Kinesthetically, the human motions surrounding the experiences of proximity and spatiality
require us to move in a certain way to attain an optimal reading position. For many participants
in this study, the ability to have physicalflexibilityin how one reads, whether in bed, in a chair,
or anywhere is important to the reading experience. This could, of course, be something that
changes with technology in years to come. Kinesthetics is an issue of both physical motion—
turning pages, holding an object, being comfortable in how one sits and reads—and the control
that one has while reading in that given position. And perhaps most importandy, as we noted
with the role of spatiality, kinesthetics is also a form of cognitive learning, and to ignore this
aspect of reading, is to ignore our role in promoting and understanding how people not just
read, but learn.
G Duration
The length of time that we spend around books has a distinct meaning to our relationship
with books themselves. How long we spend around them, as well as reading them, is an
indication of both dedication to the text and the experience of reading. But there is something
conditioned in our ability to read books at length, whether they are short tracts or long trilogies
of novels. But the important part of the discussion is about the comparative reading of bookobjects and electronic texts. It is about the ability to read a text horizontally, page-to-page, rather
than vertically, scrolling on a screen. Now we might understand this as a cultural conditioning,
a conditioning through schooling at the very earliest ages, but it is of importance, because
books constitute billions of objects in the printed realm of human history, things that shall not
go away easily. If anyone has ever tried to read a text from Project Gutenberg, you know that it
is tremendously difficult, even if you have a very good reading apparatus, and a clear screen.
But these may be things that will change and develop with the technology of the coming
generations. Still it is a question of whether or not we will be able to adapt, or want to. Most
participants said they could only read short pieces online or from e-texts. And all said they
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preferred printing out PDFs, because it was dreadful to read on a screen. In theological libraries
might we imagine what it would be like to read full length works by liberation theologians or
church historians as e-texts? We enjoy the comfort of picking up a book and putting it down
when our arms get tired, then picking it up again. Like our previous discussion on kinesthetics,
duration must be recognized as something necessary to the reading experience.
D. Sensorial Aesthetics and the Sacral Nature of Book Environments
The sensorial aesthetics of books include how we see, smell, and aurally experience books in
our reading environments. The visual construction of books, not just as art pieces for display,
can offer cues to readers about how they might feel about books—somewhat against the classic
idiom: don't judge a book by its cover. We do! Additionally, the smell of a book and the sound
that is in a reading space creates sensorial aesthetics, which for some participants amount to a
sacred environment.
Many participants said that the smells of books triggered important memories and feelings
integral to the reading experience; while others noted that they enjoyed either silence when
reading or specific kinds of music (jazz or classical). Combined, these elements of sight, smell,
and sound all culminate in a sensorial aesthetic which makes for the ideal reading experience.
In some cases, participants suggested that the cumulative effect of reading aesthetics—such
as the visual aspects, the smells, and the sounds—create not only a special place, but a sacred
space equal to or transcending the space of a church or place of worship, (Mullen, Cathey
2007). Similarly, participants saw their own bookshelves as sacred spaces—some even said
"altars"—which they could meditate over and where they could pray. (Vogel, Mullen 2007).
E. Semiotics
The semiotic character in this list of seven topics for a systematic theology of books may
be one of the most important, because it embodies something social that has great importance
that cannot be replicated in e-texts. In my study I found that many faculty saw the book-object
as a unique object of great, even immeasurable, value as a semiotic device that could be used to
communicate delicate topics of social importance. For example, the book-object served to send
implicit cues to visitors in a faculty office, which often told a story without the faculty member
having to tell "the story," such as displaying books on LGBTQ issues. For many, this visual
cue is not merely an ice-breaker, but a seminal semiotic device, which affords participants in a
professional or social engagement to assess their conversation partners in such a way that might
not be available otherwise (Billman 2007).
E Society—Anthropology and Sociology of Books
Anthropology of Books: The anthropology of books is that study of individual behaviors of
people as they relate to the physical book-object. As one faculty member noted "through books
you are somehow connected to [the] thoughts and experiences of [the author]" (Knowles 2007).
Participants noted feelings of nostalgia, desire, and happiness when surrounded by books, or
being near to books (as we noted in our discussion on proximity). The anthropology of books
documents a change in our intellectual and emotional needs when we are in the company of
books, and conveys a certain sense of individual development and personal growth, which
some participants acknowledged (Mullen, et al. 2007).
Sociology of Books: Similar to the anthropology of books, the sociology of books is the
study of social behaviors of groups and how groups relate to books. Book or reading groups
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constitute a form of this social act. In some cases, it is how groups respond to books collectively,
having read the text, while in others it is about the role that a book plays for separate members
of a group and how the book is then used to bond with another group. For example, in this
study I found that many people considered books to be the optimum object of social bonding
and experiential transference. That is, through the specific book-object, where an individual
found the text to be specifically meaningful, and something they wanted to share with someone
else, it was only through the medium of the book (not e-text) that a social bonding and
network could be established (Lindstrom 2007). In fact, any thought of expressing shared ideas
through electronic means was seen as falling short of the bonding experience, and even cheap
and unmemorable (Ibid.).
G. Identity, Extension, and Embodiment
Identity, extension, and embodiment are three items which relate to each other inherently,
when considering the relationship between book-object and human reader. In short, our
identities are often constructed by what we read, woven into our personal narratives, and books
are viewed as extensions of ourselves—this was expressed by many participants in the study.
The book, in this role of extension of the reader, an extension of the self, becomes not just part
of us, but a body itself, even human. Numerous interviewees expressed their connectedness
to books as not just identity objects, but extensions of their personalities. One participant
noted that not only are books extensions of his personality, but that books have their own
personalities, and that they live in societies and talk to one another. He spoke about societies of
books and the locations that books had on bookshelves. "They speak to one another," he said.
This is why Luther and Barth were placed on different shelves in his office, because "imagine
what sort of conversations they might have with one another!" (Cathey 2007).
This humanizing or anthropomorphism was not unique. It was conveyed by others in the
study through various answers. The book not only went from an extension of the self to an
embodied object, but to one with a personality, that was completely human, had "feelings,"
"emotions," and felt "pain." Effectively, people (not just seminary faculty or librarians) think
books are people too, and often treat them as such. To quote several people, "books are my
friends."
The favored question of participants, which I asked in this study, was "what do you feel
when you see a damaged or broken piece of computer hardware, like a screen?—What about
a damaged or destroyed book or other physical text?" Overwhelmingly, people were apathetic
to electronic reading devices, computers, and e-texts. One faculty exclaimed "I don't feel
anything!" (Daniels 2007). But when it came to the book, people were aghast that I even
considered such a question. I was being brutal, outrageous, even sacrilegious. The responses
ranged from "sadness" and "annoyance," to all out "devastation" and "outrage." To quote some
of the participants, one said if he'd seen his book in a ditch, it would be as if his friend
drowned! (Hiebert 2007). Another faculty member said "I'd feel horrible," (Lindstrom 2007);
"a violation has occurred!... if [someone] mistreats a book of mine, I feel like they have taken
this object, this extension of me, and mistreated it. It is not only disregard for my book, but
disregard and disrespect for me" (Mullen 2007). Others likened a damaged book to human
pain: "if it's a damaged book," said one, "it's like an injured human," (Knowles Interview); and
"it's like a wounded body," said another (Cathey 2007).
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Now if you're wondering if this textual humanizing is simply something novel or unique,
consider a few instances in religion and literature: first, there is the case of the seventeenthcentury Jewish Messiah Sabbatai Sevi, who—it is told—erected a bridal canopy, invited the
most prominent rabbis of the day, and performed a marriage between himself and the Torah,
whom he called his "most beauteous and lovely lady" (Scholem 1973, 159-60). Not only was
this textual object humanized, it was married!
Novelists have used these traits in their writing for years, embodying or humanizing books.
Two of the most notable are the Bulgarian Nobel Laureate Elias Canetti and Spanish writer
Luis Ruiz Zafón. In one scene, Canetti describes the dream of his main character, a reclusive
scholar, and Europe's greatest sinologist, who hoards tens of thousands of books in his library.
In this episode, note how the role of the human and the book are interchanged, the morphing
of the individual, but even more scandalous, how the character cares little or none for the
human, but is traumatized by the idea that the book, as human, is now being tortured. He
writes:
He saw the mass of struggling limbs; the air was thick with the smell of burning flesh.
How stupid men are! He forgot his anger. A single step, and they could have saved
themselves.
Suddenly . . . the men were changed into books. He gave a great cry and rushed,
beside himself, in the direction of the fire. He ran, panted, scolded himself, leaped
into the flames and was again surrounded by those imploring human bodies . . . he
was overtaken by the Last Judgement. Gigantic wagons, high as houses, as mountains,
high as the heavens, closed in . . . from all sides upon the devouring altar. The voice [of
God], harsh and destructive, mocked him: "Now come the books!" [to be destroyed].
Kien cried out and woke [up] (Canetti 1964, 36).
Canetti elsewhere speaks of his character, Kien, praying to books (Canetti 1964, 52) and in
another scene, being horrified by books strewn across a floor "like corpses" and the monstrosity
of clothing (women's clothing!) draped carelessly across them in piles, as if they were a shroud
(Canetti 1964, 55).
Zafón's intriguing mystery, The Shadow of the Wind (La Sombra del Viento), characterizes
the humanization of books through a more pneumatological exposition. When the father of
the protagonist and main character tells his son about a secret treasury and library containing
the last extant copies of specific books, which he is the proprietor of, he says: "This is a place
of mystery, Daniel, a sanctuary. Every book, every volume you see here, has a soul. The soul of
the person who wrote it and of those who read it and lived and dreamed with it. Every time
a book changes hands, every time someone runs his eyes down its pages, its spirit grows and
strengthens" (Zafón 2004, 5-6).
I will end this topic of embodiment with a vignette from one of the participants, a professor
who told a story about a young seminary student (whom some considered the enfante terrible of
the seminary!). The student entered the professor's office and looked around, almost scornfully
at all the books on the professor's shelves. The participant recounted his experience with the
student in the following way:

112

Papers and Presentations

[This student] made a comment about the promiscuity of books, or that one has with
books. The student said 'so you're willing to hook up with any of these books' This
student owned very few favored books . . . but for him to have so many books was
promiscuity! It was a very interesting association. For him, to walk into the library like
the seminary's library, was like walking into a brothel!" (Cathey 2007).
And there we have the harlotry of books. We are members of groups either deemed
bibliomonogamists or bibliopolygamists. Another view of embodiment of books, from a
relational perspective! Not only are books embodied, but they are now objectified as bodies,
in human-to-book relationships. Roland Bardies would certainly have been proud of this
student!
These seven topics are now up for your consideration when looking at what the value
of books is in our libraries and society. And ultimately, these topics will give us pause for
evaluation of our collections and how we will continue to interact with the book-object in
the burgeoning digital world. In the final section, I will briefly discuss the role of literature in
helping us define and cultivate the role of the book-object in e-textual discussion.
Part III: Literature as a Theological Model
When I participated in the Wabash Center's Colloquy on Theological Librarianship in 2007,
we were asked about books that we had read and would recommend to other participants. The
three books that I chose were fairly different from each other, and had distinct characteristics in
both genre and their narrative structures. But there was something else about these books that
made them more than just good books—they were good books with super-narrative functions;
they created an experience beyond the text, and taught me how to read. And this experience of
learning how to read has a direct relationship to a theology of books, in that the development
of learning to read texts as different objects is wedded to the sensorial characteristics of those
book-objects, and the meaning that books bring to the history of theological discourse.
My three book recommendations were, a) The Seven Storey Mountain by Thomas Merton;
b) Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf, and c) Don Quixote de La Mancha by Miguel de Cervantes.
The Seven Story Mountain is a book that had importance to my spiritual formation, and brought
me into a meditative process of encountering and reading books at a more serious level. Mrs.
Dalloway, my second choice, is a book that took me several tries to read. Woolf s innovative
style was so groundbreaking, and so new to me as a young reader in my early twenties, that
I had become completely challenged (and frustrated) by what I was reading. But once I got
it, once I figured out what she was trying to do, I fell in love with the magical prose, and
was lifted into an ecstatic form of reading, which I continue to partake in to this day. My
final recommendation, Don Quixote, is another interesting, even unique novel, and one of my
favorite works of all time. But it may also be perhaps one of the greatest and most important
books of all time—and I say this because its greatest achievement and message come in its tales
about a quixotic character, who sees the world in a specifically grandiose manner, while the
reality is that it is falling apart in the usual ways that the world falls apart. Don Quixote is a
novel about us and the world—the creation of our own narratives about our own lives and how
we think the world is going, even if it is not going that way at all. We create images by how we
see ourselves, and create realities in this same way.
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We also create images of ourselves and our relationships to texts and textual objects, like
book-objects. And in some schools of literature, the role of the individual medium is seminally
important to how the text is received and specifically experienced. I am a great fan of Modernist
literature. And at the start of the 20 th century, the increasing experimentalism with language
and literature led to rapid succession of novels, which changed the literary landscape forever.
One of the most intriguing books of this period, and that I have ever read, is a fairly short
and innovative novel called Kotik Letaev, by the Russian Symbolist writer, Andrej Bely. Bely
was a contemporary of James Joyce, but in fact, had written some impressively experimental
works long before Joyce had published either Ulysses or Finnegans Wake. The majestic beauty,
uniqueness, and true greatness of Kotik Letaev, that which makes it so important to our
discussion today on the book-object, is that it tells the story of a child, Kotik, before he has
any actual or real memories of childhood, and that the construction of the text is a fragmented
dream sequence of colors, images, and sound, which all come together as a scrapbook of
imagination. The typography of the novel, as well as its orthographic constructions and the
flow of the text from page to page as a book create an experience completely enriched by the
fact that the reader is holding an object—and that that object is an encapsulated nugget of a
child's pre-memory. Again, the ability to see our physical limits in the bound pages of a book
(in contrast to the limidessness and void of e-texts) are part of our human need for finitude,
just as childhood and Bely's portrayal are finite.
Finally, I want to offer the capstone of literature as a theological model, which makes us
recognize all the trappings of not just what this study evoked for readers (tactility, proximity,
duration, aesthetics, etc.), but reading itself, and how we construct our realities and our
imaginations, as well as how we understand our individual and cultural reception histories. The
book I am talking about is Remembrance of Things Past, by Marcel Proust, and it is the book
which stands out as the signature test for all that we have spoken about today. The Proustian
Model, as I'll call it, is a model and exemplar of text, book-object, tactility, history, memory,
and experience. To hold the massiveness of nearly 3,000 pages, to be in its presence, to strain
your hands trying to read it, to spend years tending to it, to be part of what it signifies and
the role that it plays in our identity, is to be part of all that we have encountered today in this
paper. Proust is about images and imaging, he is about thinking and rethinking, and about the
multiple constructions of memory. We imagine our worlds, our theological thinking, which
are derived from texts, and book-objects have played a central role, similar to the receptions
histories we encountered in Part I of this paper. We remember our books, where we read them,
how they felt, what they made us think and feel, their tactile nature, what they looked like.
And yet, a book we once read is not the same book now, nor in the future. It changes, just as
our memories change, and our ideas about imaging and imagining books.
Proust writes that "reading is a restful passion," (Proust 1941, 461)—of course, he said
this in a book that makes one less than restful! But it still is a passion, laden with infinite
discourses. Book-objects and e-texts are readable objects, and the focus of our discussion. We
must recognize all media of texts, and appreciate what each means and can afford us in this
age. Whatever and however we see the future of texts, the book-object still possesses something
greater than immediate access. It possesses a reflection of ourselves and our society. And when
we hear the laments, like the declaration of Nietzsche's old man, "Did you hear?—the Book is
Dead!" . . . we will know it is not true.
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