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In the new millennium, there is confusion about what a document is due to emerging digital technologies.  David Levy attempts to resolve this confusion by broadly defining documents as “talking things” (23).  He defines it this way so that he can focus on the similarities in purpose that print and digital documents share.  Using this definition as a springing board, David reflects upon the excitement and anxiety that exists among documents of differing technologies.    

His main objective in this book was to comprehend documents in the confusing digital age in which we find ourselves in, at present.  David asserts in the “Introduction” that he will do this by discussing “what documents are, what they are for, and how they work” (5).  He further states that he will compare and contrast digital and written forms.  Finally, he will attempt to illustrate the role that documents play in our sense of a crazier and faster world at various levels.     


Overall, David’s book does a good job at accomplishing these goals.  He acknowledges the existence of “textbook” definitions and their inadequacy to address digital materials.  In addition, he addresses possible concerns to the definition he proposes by clarifying that documents speak to “particular kinds of stories and in particular ways” (30).  Embedded in the definition of documents is its purpose.  That is, documents communicate for us.  Documents achieve this, we are told, through conformity to “human practices and knowledge” (18).  This makes sense because in order to communicate with another person, the modes and symbols utilized need to be recognized by one or more people.  This combined explanation of documents is a great start at tackling the challenge of understanding documents.  Indeed, it inspired me to ask questions about how well a document needs to communicate in order to be a document.  Is it necessary that at least one person understand a document (i.e. bad handwriting)?  Do we have to see it (i.e. invisible ink)?  I would like to see future researchers flesh out this definition of documents particularly in different contexts, various degrees of stability, and clarity.  
 
He uses multiple examples of what documents are: both digital and non-digital.  Some non-digital documents included a receipt from Steve’s Deli & Catering, the 1891 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, a written note, a Mercury Villager ad, and Carlo Crivelli’s late-fifteenth-century painting.  The one example of a digital document that was given was a rendition of the 1900 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass on Bartleby.com.  Each of these examples was illustrated in the book.  What is interesting is the fact there were 5 examples of non-digital documents and only one digital document.  It is helpful to give examples of non-digital documents that the reader may be more comfortable or familiar with so that they can relate to the argument more easily.  However, it may have been useful to have had a few more examples of digital documents in order to further understand what they are.  . 

Despite having only one example of a digital document, David effectively uses this example to compare and contrast it to the original book form.  Indeed, he devotes an entire chapter, entitled “Leaves of Grass” to this end.  What David teaches us is that; contrary to popular belief, similarities do in fact exist.  Indeed, neither version is entirely stable because even the printed book, which we generally assume is stable, is one of 7 editions where some significant changes were made.  In this case, there were differences in content and illustration between the two forms.  David rightly points out in his analysis that the choice between these two versions depends on what differences matter to a particular reader at a particular time.  Therefore he appropriately states that his choice was based on his preferences of the differences mentioned above and his own admitted biases.  Further, this particular analysis does not extend to his preferences in all cases.  Indeed, it is quite possible that there is an online book that he may prefer to a physical book.  This fact makes it difficult to draw conclusions about preferences in form.  One way we might seek to understand preferences in form is to conduct a study of reader preferences.  In particular, I think it would be interesting to study what readers preferred between an originally digital document and a rendition of this digital document in a non-digital form. 

Most of the book attempts to address the role that documents play in our anxiety in the digital age.  Indeed, 7 out of the 11 total chapters primarily deal with this issue.  David suggests that these anxieties spring largely from the realities of modern life.  That reality is, he argues, that we are members of an industrialized society in which bureaucracy and efficiency are highly valued.  He magnificently illustrates the validity of this argument by not only providing sociological and political theories that scholars will appreciate, but also providing stories and examples that the average person would understand.  When documents are put in this context, David argues, it is no surprise that we feel anxiety.  It was very refreshing to see him attempt to understand these feelings rather than condemning them.  Throughout this argument and the book, he includes his own personal thoughts and experiences.  Although some may criticize this inclusion of his own feelings in this discussion, I think that this is appropriate because David too is a member of society attempting to make sense of the changing world.  
One aspect of this book that I found particularly invaluable was the fact that David makes reference to the fact that he has been scholastically involved in computer science and in more artistic endeavors, in particular calligraphy and bookmaking.  He goes into some detail about this in the “Preface”.  Indeed, he underwent a certain amount of anxiety and doubt after having obtained a Ph.D. in computer science.  This background makes him specially suited to navigate the written and digital world and the space in between which is where we find ourselves today.  
I would recommend this book because it helps us to ask ourselves meaningful and productive questions about the changes that are going on in the digital world.  This book is especially appropriate for Library and Information Science students and information professionals (including librarians) because it reflects issues in information society today.  Further, David focuses an entire chapter on the Librarian profession.  However, since this book is largely jargon-free it is accessible to the general public as well.    
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