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Abstract

Well before the World Wide Web came into existence, books had begun to migrate from paper to digital form. Today, many of the classic works of literature are freely available for downloading and printing. No one, however, is quite sure whether people will want to read extensively online, how the online reading experience will differ from earlier, paper-based practices, or why we should care. It may be too early for definitive answers to such questions, but it isn’t too early, I believe, to reflect on our own experience.

In this talk, I will explore one particular work, Walt Whitman’s “Leaves of Grass,” which began its life as a printed book and can now be found on the Web. Through textual analysis, historical exploration, and personal introspection, I will examine one particular print copy of “Leaves of Grass” (my childhood copy) and will compare it with the online edition in the Bartleby Library. In the process, I will touch on various questions raised by the movement to digital formats: To what extent can form be divorced from content? What is the place of materiality in an increasingly digital world? And more specifically, does it matter whether we read “Leaves of Grass” online or as a traditional book?
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