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Codex to Code: The History of the Book 

 
Course Description: 
"Never judge a book by its cover," we are often told, and yet we do judge books, not only by their 
covers, but also by their typefaces, their illustrations, where they are filed in the bookstore or the 
library, and any number of other factors not apparently directly related to their content. This course 
will introduce students to book history, a discipline that unravels the complex relationships between 
particular books, the texts they contain, the cultures that produced them, and the readers who 
encounter them. 

D.F. McKenzie famously described bibliography as the sociology of texts. Through a series of case 
studies centered on important literary texts and the books that transmit them, we will explore how 
materiality and meaning interact, in a range of historical and cultural contexts. Along the way, students 
will learn about the many forms literary texts have taken over the centuries, from oral recitations to 
ebooks, and everything in between. 

A unique feature of this course is that we will meet regularly in Rare Books and Special Collections in 
the Barber Learning Centre. Here, students will have the opportunity for hands-on experience with a 
wide collection of rare materials dating from the Middle Ages to the present. Course assignments will 
include contributions to a class book blog: each class member will adopt a favourite item from the 
RBSC collection, and will research and write about that item in order to introduce it to a wide audience. 
Because of the limited size of the RBSC seminar room, the class will periodically be split in half; on the 
day that your group is not meeting in the RBSC seminar room, you will be undertaking your own 
original research, towards your blog contribution, in the RBSC reading room. Students will leave this 
course with both theoretical knowledge and practical experience concerning the history, and future, of 
media-text interactions. 

Course text: Michelly Levy and Tom Mole, eds., The Broadview Reader in Book History 

 

 

 

 


