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Are you an academic, author, or blogger or anyone else who wants to make writing a breeze?
The Zettelkasten method is the perfect way to harness the power of technology to remember
what you read and boost creativity. Invented in the 16th century, and practiced to its fullest extent
by a German sociologist who wrote seventy books and hundreds of articles, the Zettelkasten
method is exploding in popularity. Writers of all types are discovering that digital tools make the
method more powerful than ever, turning your digital life into an “external brain,” or “bicycle for
the mind.”In Digital Zettelkasten: Principles, Methods, & Examples, blogger and nonfiction
author David Kadavy shares a first-principles approach on how to adapt the Zettelkasten
method to simple digital tools of your choice.How to structure your Zettelkasten? Kadavy
borrows an element of the Getting Things Done framework to make sure nothing you want to
read falls through the cracks.Naming convention pros/cons. Should you adopt the classic
“Folgezettel” technique, or do digital tools make it irrelevant for your workflow?Reading workflow.
The exact steps to follow to turn what you read into detailed notes you can mix and match to
produce writing.Staying comfortable. Build a workflow to maintain your Zettelkasten without
being chained to your computer.Examples, examples, examples. See real examples of notes
that illustrate concepts, so you can build a Zettelkasten that fits your workflow and tools.Digital
Zettelkasten: Principles, Methods, & Examples is short, to the point, with no fluff, so it won’t keep
you from what you want – to build your Zettelkasten!



Copyright © 2021 by David KadavyAll rights reserved.No part of this book may be reproduced in
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the Author [  1 ] A bicycle for the mindThere’s a great video floating around the web of Steve
Jobs, in the 1980s, talking about his vision for personal computers. He says he saw a study
illustrating the distances various animals traveled per unit of energy. “The condor,” he says,
“used the least energy to move a kilometer. And humans came in with a rather unimpressive
showing.” But then the study tested the efficiency of a human on a bicycle. As Jobs recalls, “a
human on a bicycle blew the condor away – completely off the top of the charts. And that’s what
a computer is to me....it’s the equivalent of a bicycle for our minds.”Has the computer fulfilled this
promise? Is it a bicycle for the mind? With some of the world’s smartest psychologists and
computer scientists employed with the aim of making online media more engaging, computers
are often more like bumper cars for the mind.My computer doesn’t always feel like a bicycle for
the mind, but it does when I use my Zettelkasten. My digital Zettelkasten allows me to
seamlessly engage my thoughts with a high-powered database of the most interesting things
I’ve read or thought – things I know I know, but which are just beyond the reach of my
consciousness. It’s what productivity consultant Ari Meisel would call an “external brain.”
Furthermore, when I create notes in my Zettelkasten, I’m effortlessly able to conjure insights that
would have called for more mental energy than I have in the moment. A bicycle turns small
efforts into tremendous output. A Zettelkasten – especially a digital one – is a bicycle for the
mind. [  2 ] Low-effort production for a distracted worldWhile computers often feel like bumper



cars for the mind, it’s not the fault of the computers. As Nir Eyal has pointed out in Indistractible,
humans have been prone to distractions for all of recorded history.But now more than ever, our
world is full of tiny bites of information. The first American newspaper was published monthly, but
information became a commodity to be sold when the telegraph connected the globe in the mid
1800s. We’re attracted to tiny bites of information, and social media apps and news headlines
trade in those tiny bites. It’s a vicious cycle.When we consider writing a book or article, we
constantly have to choose between doing that work or grazing on tiny bites of information. When
we make this mental calculation, it’s hard for big, daunting projects to compete with little
dopamine hits.But the Zettelkasten method hijacks our short attention spans to help us be
productive. If you have a few minutes in the waiting room at the dentist, which are you going to
choose: dig into a big project such as reading a dense book, or kill time with social media?
When you have a digital Zettelkasten, there’s a third option: do small things with small notes,
straight from your phone. The tiny bites you’ll be consuming happen to be the most interesting
things you’ve ever read, or the most compelling thoughts you’ve ever had. Yet instead of these
tiny actions adding up to essentially nothing, they feed your curiosity in a productive way and
drive your projects forward. [  3 ] Caveats about this bookI am a non-fiction self-help author. I
have a Zettelkasten for one reason: To do my job.I've compiled this knowledge, and thought
through the considerations presented in this book, primarily to that end. I've thought about how
best to build a digital Zettelkasten for your workflow because that's what I've done for my own
workflow. So, that has some limitations. I've tried my best to think about how the goals of others
may differ from my own, but ultimately, I only know what's important to me.I was motivated to
write this book because when I started my Zettelkasten, I struggled to make sense of the
information available. I was captivated by the idea of leveraging notes to retain knowledge,
organize ideas, and write. I had had false starts with other techniques (such as the
“commonplace book” author Ryan Holiday espouses). It was only because I had already looked
for what the Zettelkasten method promised that I was able to persevere and wade through
confusing YouTube videos, web articles, and forum discussions. I constructed a first-principles
understanding of the technique, and was able to apply it to my own workflow.A reader recently
sent me this note:I don't know if it's meditation or you reaching a new level professionally, but I
feel like your writing is on FIRE!There are a variety of reasons my writing suddenly got better,
such as meditation – as this reader observed. But if I had to choose one reason, it's because I
finally found a system that lets me leverage technology to connect the thoughts on the tip of my
brain with things I just know I read about somewhere, but can't think of in the moment. Instead of
using my brain power to try to remember things, I'm using it to write better articles, newsletters,
and books. I finally found a bicycle for my mind.I didn't set out to write this book to be the
definitive guide to all things Zettelkasten. The method is relatively new to me, and has seen a
recent surge in interest. The most helpful book I came across in building my own Zettelkasten
was Sönke Ahrens’ How to Take Smart Notes. But I still had to figure out a lot on my own. This
book is the guide I wish I had when I was starting.So that's one caveat: I'm an author, and this



book is a product of me trying to be better at my job. You may be an academic, a journalist, or a
comedian. Or, you may just want to retain what you’ve read. I've tried to think about what might
be important to you, but I can't be someone else. That will affect the advice I give in this
book.The other caveat is about technology: The moment I publish this book, the technology I
talk about will have changed. When it comes to specifics about technology, nothing beats a web
tutorial on that software, or playing with it yourself. So, I'm trying to straddle the line between
what you need to think about – no matter the technology – and what you specifically need to do
with what tool. I titled this book Digital Zettelkasten: Principles, Methods, & Examples because
I’m going to talk mostly about using the Zettelkasten method with digital tools, and I’m going to
talk about specific software as little as possible. Instead, I’ll talk on a higher level about the
principles and methods to think about as you design your digital Zettelkasten, and decide on
what software features you need. (I’ll also share actual examples, demonstrating how notes in
my Zettelkasten lead to new insights.)I faced a similar future-proofing challenge with my first
book: Design for Hackers, is a book that touches on rapidly-changing web-design technology,
yet people still enjoy it a decade later. I hope this book can be useful both today and far into the
future. [  4 ] What is a Zettelkasten?If you're reading a book about how to build your own
Zettelkasten, you probably have a general idea what one is, so I won't go too deep into
this.Zettelkasten is German for "slip box" (Plural: Zettelkästen). In analog form, a Zettelkasten is
literally a box filled with slips of paper, each slip with a note on it, as well as metadata used to
organize those notes. The Zettelkasten method is a way of organizing paper in a non-
hierarchical way. Instead of being restricted to keeping a note only under one category, or having
to make multiple copies of the same note to put in various places, notes are organized so that
you can arrive at one individual note through various routes, and that note can lead you to
various other notes – much like today's internet, but in paper form.The Zettelkasten method has
been around since the sixteenth century, but its most famous practitioner was Niklas Luhmann,
a German sociologist who used it to write seventy books and hundreds of articles.Unlike a card-
catalog in an old library, the purpose of a Zettelkasten is not to find an individual note, but rather
to explore the connections amongst notes. This can help you collect knowledge to write papers
and books quickly, and find areas you may need to research further. Additionally, the act of
organizing a Zettelkasten often leads to unexpected insights that spring from the process of
linking notes to one another, or assigning keywords to a note.The Zettelkasten method was
originally developed with the limitations of paper in mind, which led to certain characteristics. As
writers, academics, and students adapt the method to digital tools, they run into questions about
which characteristics that were present in the analog Zettelkasten method should still be present
in the digital Zettelkasten method. They're also finding that digital tools afford new capabilities
(and limitations) that aren't present with analog Zettelkästen.A slip? A zettel? A note?
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HM, “Perfect for what it is (but know what you're buying). Summary: This is a perfect short, easy
read for those who already have read "Smart Notes" and have tried to start or wanted to start a
modern Zettelkasten, but need something to be able to read quickly to refresh on the key ideas
and get concrete advice on implementing in modern life. If you don't fit the previous description,
I'd recommend reading my full review before buying - not because it's not worth it (it is) or
because I don't recommend it (I do, highly), but just so you don't misunderstand what this book
is and how I get value out of it.Full review:I paid $3 for the kindle version and am very happy with
it. I happened to be looking for something between a summary on the topic, tips/tricks for
applying in modern digital life, and concrete examples to help guide me as I work daily, and this
is absolutely perfect. I was able to read through it in a few hours and will likely do so many times
again.I want to address this before going on - I read most of the author's free blog before buying
the book, and much of that content is rehashed in this book. Unlike some other reviewers, I do
not think this is a negative at all, but instead am absolutely happy to pay for it because of how
well the author executed and priced it. The content has clearly been thoughtfully selected,
reorganized, and (in some cases) rewritten to provide a concise, smoothly flowing reading
experience that is much more enjoyable and form appropriate. The same ideas I found valuable
in the blog posts are even more valuable to me now because, instead of bouncing between
individual blog posts trying to remind myself however thing fits together, I can revisit them all at
once in a way that minimizes the time and mental energy to do so. And my favorite part is what
the author didn't do - he didn't fill the gaps between blog posts with fluff so the book is 250
pages and then try to sell it for $25, like most books nowadays. He kept it concise, respected the
readers time, and priced it as a short read. Huge thanks to the author for this! Really hope to see
this trend continue.Here are the core components I enjoyed the most in the book itself:- The
author summarizes / reframes the most important points from other works on the subject (ie
"Smart Notes") without wasting time or getting into unnecessary detail. I have the other works,
so I appreciate that he covers enough to remind me of the most valuable points, but leaves me
to go open the other book if I need deeper review.- He explains how he has adapted the method
for "modern digital live" with enough detail to express his motivation for his choices without
getting into the weeds. He includes details about how he deals with the increased digital volume,
what software he uses, how he manages to keep the overall system readily available and future
proof (with markdown). I already used some of this software and markdown notes, but some of
the key tips will help me fix problem areas I currently have.-He provides clear examples of actual
full notes from his system, shows how they are linked, shows how they evolve, and how he uses
them. Since I'm still learning the system, I frequently get tripped up when writing notes and trying
to move them from one step to another. Most blogs / books on the subject either skip examples
or get way too far into the weeds with them, but the examples in this book are perfect to illustrate
how the author does things in a way I can recap quickly and frequently.There's lots more in the



book - see the table of contents - but I found these thing most valuable.If you're still not sure if
this is for you, here's my final thoughts:The $3 kindle version is a great value regardless of who
you are, but if you are completely new to the subject or looking for a longer book with lots of new
ideas, then I think you'll find value in this eventually but you might want to start elsewhere (ie
Smart Notes). But at $3, I'd go ahead and buy it now - there's more than enough value in this to
be worth it.If you are the type of person who gets disappointed by seeing free blog content in a
very reasonably priced book regardless of how well it's been executed, I'd recommend rereading
my note above and hope you change your mind about how you value books like this. And
whether you change your mind or not, still buy the $3 book - if only to support authors who
publish contently freely on blogs and don't fill their book with fluff.”

bewalsh, “Concise, Complete. As someone currently falling in love with this note taking method,
this book helped me understand both the process and the context in which it can be most
effective. Unlike 'How to take smart notes' this books' author assumes some familiarity with
modern productivity philosophy/tools and doesn't waste your time with unnecessary repetitive
detail. In my opinion this is the more effective introduction to zettel of the two.”

Tim, “Very helpful, clear. Read a few sources about zettelgasten and this is relatively easy to
follow as it’s exhaustive, providing that you understand you won’t figure this out without actually
practicing.. reconsidering Readwise and going to try Markdown after reading this book.”

Oh So Kolo, “Must read for digital Zettlekasten. I love David Kadavy's book! I'm not even sure
where I stumbled across Zettlkasten but before I knew it, I was deep in a research frenzy and
stumbled across his book.I love that he gives precise examples and descriptions of each part of
the system and how it was used originally (paper based) and digitally or how you can combine
the two!I'm personally using Clickup for my digital system, but I also have all my other personal
and business SOP's and hub of links and resources in there.This is a pretty quick read so if you
wanted to start right away, David gives you everything you need to do so!”

Kaveen Rodrigo, “A short but comprehensive intro for starting a Zettelkasten. This book really
helped me graspe how a Zettelkasten is used for actual writing instead of thinking of it as a hand-
wavy idea. Apart from expecting a templated approach, the author delivers a light mental
framework to persist thought effectively.”

Cat, “Simple, straightforward, and perfectly sufficient. It seems I stumbled up upon this little
booklet just days after its release, and very pleased I am about it too - my understanding of the
Zettelkasten technique sufficiently enhanced that>I can now action my own notes more
efficiently,>understand without being unduly bogged down, bored, or overwhelmed the history
and some of the styles of 'linking' between the information availableI doubt the booklet took even
an hour to read, but then I wasn't looking to dedicate my life to the study of Zettelkasten, but



rather get on and implement it!One thing that did tickle me was David's insistence - although he
qualifies that his view is (very) subjective - that Zettelkasten note-taking is only of use if you're a
writer.David is obviously a writer...I'd offer that Zettelkasten is priceless for> professional
headhunters> networkers> inventors / creators (all genres)and many, many more professional
and personal areas of focus.If you want a genuinely informative, easy-to-read (and digest)
introduction that will help you become more concise and efficient in your note-taking and
information retrieval, I am perfectly confident in recommending this booklet.”

David S, “Great ideas, zero fluff. An excellent, succinct guide to how David uses and implements
Zettelkasten. While everyone will adopt their own approach ultimately, this provides a well
thought out process for anyone needing to manage information, knowledge and multiple
sources for writing, including academic work. How-to books often come with padding and
repetition to make up the word count around a valuable core. This book gets straight to the point.”

FunOne, “A useful technique. Taking notes is an important part of processing and capturing, then
using information.The book presents a particular system, devised in Germany many years ago
as a card based system, but which adapts well to digital tools. The exposition is more about
principles and ideas than the specifics.I found it useful. A quick read.”

Pablo Bernardo, “A book that keeps its promise. Save time and get started with your
Zettelkasten. David has made good work summarising his learning process here about how to
create a digital Zettelkasten. So the book will give you exactly what it promises.It is a very
practical guide and, as clearly explained at the beginning of the book, the author's vision and
practical conclusions of his implementation process.Here is a short tour of what you can find in
the book.*Understand the concept*At the beginning of the book, Kadavy works on your
understanding of what a Zettelkasten is about and the purpose and benefits of having one,
without the need to go super deep into it.This is a short read, so he does not spend more pages
than it is needed for you to evaluate if the method looks like a good idea for you and, at least,
you see what the concept is.Although there is some background explained, you will not find a
super detailed theoretical description of the method or the history and implementation of Niklas
Luhmann. There are other great books for this and like the one by Sönke Ahrens and, by the
way, David does great mentioning his references in his book.*How to structure it*You are moved
then into the understanding of how a Zettelkasten is practically structured inside. David calls this
"Anatomy of a Zettelkasten".There is the understanding of the differences between different
types of notes, folders (with a personal addition he borrowed from another method), how can
you create notes, what is worth writing down and what is not ... etc*How should I ...?*Do I use
tags or folders?How am I supposed to name the files?How do you make connections between
notes in a digital Zettelkasten?Those and several other questions come to you after you read
and start trying to make your Zettelkasten a reality. David has you covered there. He arrived at



his conclusions and shares them. So this can be, at least, a starting point for your's one.*How to
engage with your Zettelkasten a get benefit from it*You will also find covered in the book the
approach that the author uses for creating notes, linking them and different engagement ideas
based on context.Because one thing is knowing what a Zettelkasten and a very different one
start using it. Learn how to keep some rituals to keep it rolling, how to put notes together for
creating and much more.*It is all digital*One of the most crucial points is that David looks at
every point from the perspective that you are developing a Zettelkasten in the XXI century in a
highly technical context.Therefore, and because he especially talks about his setup, the whole
book focuses on solving the problems you face when you start going from theory and
understanding to which tool should I use, how am I going to keep it synchronized, which parts of
the orthodox method can be a limit or unnecessary if I go digital, local, how do I format my notes
in a digital tool...*Is it for you?*You need to evaluate.It will not be for you, in my opinion, if you
already have a Zettelkasten up and running, you already understand the engagement process or
even already use it for creating new content. In those cases, I think it is not the purpose of the
book to go deeper and therefore will get less out of it.If you are just starting the journey or
curious about the topic, I'd say it is. Combine it with "How to take Smart Notes" and you will have
a super good overview of the topic.”

The book by David Kadavy has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 419 people have provided feedback.
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