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“Our Man in Palestine”
Nathan Thrall, a former member of 
The New York Review’s editorial staff, 
is a contributing editor to Tablet. 
He has also written for GQ, Slate, 
The New Republic and The New York 
Times.

“Germany: The Poet After the Fall”
Adam Kirsch is a senior editor at The 
New Republic, and a contributing edi-
tor to Tablet. His most recent book of 
poetry is Invasions.

By Edward Nawotka and Liz Bury

“There is an ocean of stories out 
there, with endless potential,” noted 
Frankfurt Book Fair director Juergen 
Boos during yesterday’s opening press 
conference. “There are new people, new 
ideas and new rules. Sometimes stories 
get ahead of reality.” 

This year’s Book Fair has cast a 
spotlight on storytelling, but not in its 
traditional form. The StoryDrive Con-
ference in particular—look for a calen-
dar of events and several profiles in this 
issue—is examining the multifarious 
ways people are telling stories: in video 
games, on film, and, of course, in books, 
be they print or digital. 

“Content knows no borders,” said 
Boos. “The idea is to liberate the content 
on paper and online.  Gutenberg started 
a revolution 500 years ago and digital 
publishing is just the latest step in this 
revolution. ” 

It might surprise some that Boos 
placed so much emphasis on digital con-
tent, considering that e-books represent 
only 1% of the overall book market in 
Germany. It is a modest figure compared 
with the United States or even China, 
where e-books are growing exponen-
tially. It only underscores the fact that, 
once again, publishing is in the midst of 
change – for publishers, yes, but also for 
authors, who are now being called on to 
deliver stories across several platforms 

at once.
Offering one example of how this 

might work, bestselling children’s au-
thor Cornelia Funke took the micro-
phone and explained how her recent 
book, Reckless, was written in tandem 
with film producer Lionel Wigram, a 
man best known for his work on movie 
adaptations of the Harry Potter novels.

The pair, each with a different sto-
rytelling style, represent a new wave of 
co-creators combining skills across tra-
ditional media boundaries. They started 
to co-write a book after collaborating on 
a film script that re-imagines the fairy 
tale in a modern, industrial setting.

Funke told Publishing Perspectives 
she found it refreshing to write with a 
disciplined film producer looking over 
her shoulder. “After my last novel, Ink-
death, I was longing to write in a more 
lean and modern way. I said: ‘Can I steal 
your idea for a book?’ Writing with Lio-
nel was not like having an editor come 
along, at the end of three years, and you 
sort of want to protect your work from 
them. He helped me to develop the char-
acters along the way.”

“I loved the experience of collabo-
ration,” Funke added. “Lionel is used 
to listening to the ideas of others, and 
understands the structure of storytell-
ing.” For her part, Funke contributed the 
skills and habits of a novelist, including 
an imagination unhindered by produc-
tion budgets and actors’ egos. 

“Lionel’s favorite chapters were al-
ways the characters’ internal scenes, 
which would be very difficult to do as 
a movie. He loved what he cannot do in 
a movie.” At the moment, Wigram is in 
London filming the second Sherlock Hol-
mes movie, with Robert Downey Jr.

Funke’s tendency as a novelist to 
“chase every shadow” was offset by Wi-
gram’s pull toward the emotional heart 
of the story. “He was always in the emo-
tional seam, bringing it back to emo-
tional depth. He’d say things like ‘Does 
that moonlight have to reflect in the 
puddle again?’ It was ruthless editing.”

Opposite genders also played a 
part in the discussion. “‘He said: ‘A man 
would never do that.’ We took a nerdy 
pleasure in discussing our different 
ideas. He was a very intelligent sparring 
partner.”

Because Wigram, a Brit, speaks no 
German, Funke enlisted the help of her 
award-winning translator cousin Oliver 
Latsch, who added a third dimension to 
the project. He translated every word 
Funke wrote into English for Wigram to 
read along the way.

Following the press conference, 
Funke said she was disappointed she 
would not be able to stay for the Fair, as 
she rushing to her London home to get 
back to work.  “Lionel has said he can 
work tonight. Robert Downey Jr. is let-
ting him go.” •

content Knows No Borders

Photojournalist Steve McCurry is always on the hunt for the “unguarded moment” — a slice of time that is both personal and 
honest. He has often found this in moments when people are reading.”There’s an intimacy people have with a book and its au-
thor that is similar, what couples have,” says McCurry. “Reading is a common link in our shared humanity, a thing we all do that 
is regardless of where we are economically or socially.” His latest book, The Iconic Photographs, will be published by Phaidon 
in November. A selection of McCurry’s photos of readers were featured at the opening press conference. •
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By Alejandra Rodríguez Ballester 
(translated from the Spanish by Emily 
Williams)

“If there is one writer that readers 
outside of Argentina shouldn’t miss, it’s 
Juan José Saer. And they’re missing him 
because they went for Roberto Bolaño 
instead. I think Saer could open their 
minds: after Borges, he revolutionized 
the language.”

The speaker is Alberto Díaz, who in 
his 40 years as an editor has published 
both Borges and Saer, the only two writ-
ers who are revered beyond debate in 
Argentina today. He began his career at 
the end of the 1960s, during the Latin 
American literary boom. In the mid-
1970s at Siglo XXI, a house that special-
ized in nonfiction, he published two of 
the three classic novels about dictators: 
Yo el supremo (I, the Supreme) by Augus-
to Roa Bastos and El recurso del método 
(Reasons of State) by Alejo Carpentier. 
The third book, El otoño del patriarca 

(The Autumn of the Patriarch) by Ga-
briel García Márquez, was published by 
Sudamericana. Like many Argentine in-
tellectuals, Díaz went into exile in 1976 
following the military coup, first to Co-
lombia and later to Mexico. He returned 
to Argentina with the return of democ-
racy in 1983.

Today he runs the Emecé, Seix Bar-
ral, and Destino imprints in Argentina 
for Planeta, the biggest Spanish-lan-
guage publishing group. Named “Editor 
of the Year” in 2009, Díaz is recognized 
by his peers as that rare kind of book 
professional: erudite, devoted to the 
authors he publishes, and an unrivaled 
cognoscente of the market and literary 
scene in Argentina and the region.

“The ‘60s boom was a publishing 
phenomenon and Argentina, which had 
been the center of Spanish-language 
publishing from 1940 to 1960, still 
played a dominant part, though we had 
already started to be displaced. At that 
time, Spain started to take on a central 
role and now it has absolute hegemony.” 
The Spanish market is bigger, with a 
consumption of ten books per person 
per year, while in Argentina, the second-
largest Spanish-language market, That 
number is three books per year.

Today, Argentina’s industry is con-
centrated in just six major publishing 
groups, all of them foreign: Planeta, 
Santillana, Random House, Ediciones B, 
Norma and Larousse,” says Díaz. He is 
speaking in the confines of his office at 

Planeta, where he sits under the watch-
ful eyes of Ricardo Piglia, Manuel Puig, 
Saer and Borges, photos of whom adorn 
the walls.

This panorama, however, leaves out 
the liveliest element in Argentina’s pub-
lishing scene today. “Starting in 2001, 
after the economic crisis that put an end 
to the local currency’s parity with the 
dollar, there was an explosion in pub-
lishing and more than 40 new publish-
ing houses sprang up,” explains Díaz. 
“They are intellectual undertakings, 
more cultural than commercial, led by 
editors who are energetic and modern. 
They attend the book fairs, go to Frank-
furt. They’ve reestablished the ecologi-
cal balance of the book.”

Díaz’s own son Carlos, an editor 
at Siglo XXI, is part of that generation 
of restless and efficient young editors. 
Publishers like Libros del Zorzal; Adri-
an Hidalgo, with its exquisite list; La 
Bestia Equilátera, headed by the formi-
dable Luis Chitarroni, who came out of 
Sudamericana and Random House; and 
Eterna Cadencia, under Leonora Dja-
ment, formerly an editor at Norma—all 
exemplify a strong literary vocation. Go-
ing back to an older vintage, publishers 
like De la Flor sustain the independent 
tradition.

When describing what is pushing 
the Argentinian book market, which is 
now responsible for publishing some 
20,300 new titles, totaling 75 million 
copies in 2009, Díaz points to the Act 
to Promote Books and Reading—a law 
that established subsidies to promote 
publishing and reading. This, plus ex-
emption of books from taxes, reduced 
shipping rates for books, and the wide 
network of more than 600 booksellers, 
has helped bolster the market.

Asked if there are any publish-
ing phenomena of note? He replies: 
“Women as readers of fiction, and the 
women writers who are taking over as 
top sellers from male writers and US 
bestsellers—María Esther de Miguel, 
for instance, with her historical novels, 
or Claudia Piñeiro in the crime genre.”

The writer who sells the most books 
abroad? “Guillermo Martínez. His novel 
Crímenes de Oxford (The Oxford Mur-
ders), an Agatha Christie-style whodun-
it, spent months on the bestseller lists.”

How about the current state of lit-
erature in Argentina? “The legacy of 
Borges has spoiled this country. Argen-
tinian writers are very pretentious, they 
have this huge superego, their point of 
reference are the elites that didn’t need 
to write to earn a living such as Borges, 
Bioy, Silvina Ocampo. I know the mar-
kets and the writers in Spain, Chile, 
Uruguay, Mexico, and Colombia. The 
most complex, the ones who demand 
the most of themselves, are the Argen-
tinians. They’re the most sophisticated, 
offbeat, least commercial writers in the 
Spanish language.”

The telephone rings. As if sum-
moned by our words, the heiress is on 
the line. It is María Kodama, Borges’s 
widow. He goes back to work. •

argentina: a Nation of offbeat writers, 
exquisite publishers this year’s Guest of honor as 

seen through the eyes of one 
of its top literary editors

By Alejandra Rodríguez Ballester 
(translated from the Spanish by Emily 
Williams)                 

The labyrinth, a recurring theme 
in the work of Jorge Luis Borges, is the 
centerpiece of the pavilion that Argen-
tina occupies as the Guest of Honor at 
this year’s Frankfurt Book Fair. A sug-
gestive space, divided by sheer curtains, 
it                    offers visitors a tour of the history of 
Argentine literature. Borges and Julio 
Cortázar, both internationally beloved 
authors, occupy the center of the laby-
rinth. They share this space with Martín 
Fierro, the epic poem written by José 
Hernández towards the end of the 19th 
century, which narrates the unlucky 
wanderings of a gaucho, one of the rural 
laborers who were used as shock troops 
along the Indian frontier in the young 
nation’s attempts to colonize the high-
land deserts of Patagonia and La Pampa. 
This is the starting point for an interac-
tive display with video interviews, films, 
photographs and objects dedicated to 
40 writers, from the likes of Domingo 
Sarmiento and Esteban Echeverría, who 
laid the foundation for Argentina’s liter-
ary tradition in the 19th century, to the 
late great writers of the 20th century 
like Antonio di Benedetto and Juan José 
Saer.

This is one element of the exhibition 
that the Organizing Committee for Ar-
gentina’s Participation in the Frankfurt 
Book Fair (COFRA) has unfurled to in-
troduce the book world to the literature 
of Latin America’s most prolific publish-
ing center.

The effort was not born without 
conflict, however. The first idea, sug-
gested by President Cristina Fernandez 
de Kirchner, was to design the presen-
tation around the figures of Eva Perón, 
Che Guevara, Diego Maradona, and the 
singer Carlos Gardel, but this proposal 
was roundly protested by writers, pub-
lishers and intellectuals.  

“The silver lining of that debate was 
that it made the book fair itself a priori-
ty,” remembers Ambassador Magdalena 
Faillace, who heads COFRA.

Following the polemic, the govern-
ment announced translation subsidies 
under Programa Sur—which spurred                
the publication of 298 Argentinian 
books into 28 languages in 33 coun-

tries—as well as a contest for architects 
to submit their       designs for the pavilion 
in Frankfurt.

“Our goal is to show off our country 
in these 2,500 square meters, divided by 
swaths of fabric, with hexagonal spaces 
like forest        clearings,” Faillace explains. 
“The biggest clearing is the labyrinth of 
writers and books, an homage to Borges 
and Cortázar. Another, darker, space is 
dedicated to human rights, honoring the 
writers who were victims of the military 
dictatorship, like Harold Conti, Rodolfo 
Walsh, and Héctor Oesterheld. We’re 
also displaying the books that were cen-
sored and burned by the regime. And 
across from all this representation of 
death and the disappeared, there will be 
another wall, representing life, with the 
grandchildren who were stolen by the 
oppressors and who were then recov-
ered by the Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo, 
who have now been nominated for the 

Nobel Peace Prize.”
The theme of “memory” under-

lies all of the exhibits organized in 
Germany —and there are more than 12 
parallel exhibits in museums and insti-
tutions in Berlin and Frankfurt—as it is 
a strong undercurrent that runs through 
contemporary Argentinian literature.

There are still trials in progress to-
day for crimes committed under the re-
gime that ruled the country from 1976 
to 1983. Several of the 65 writers who 
have traveled to Frankfurt were them-
selves victims of illegal repression, cen-
sorship or exile: the poet Juan Gelman, 
who spent years searching for his grand-
daughter; Félix Bruzzone and Laura Al-
coba, whose parents were among the 
disappeared; even Martín Kohan, Pablo 
de Santis, Guillermo Saccomano and 
José Pablo Feinmann, among others, 
who have written about the repression 
in some of their novels.  

There are additional spaces dedi-
cated to the geographical and cultural 
diversity of the region, as well as immi-
gration, science and technology.  But the 
core of Argentina’s exhibits is the link 
between literature and political vio-
lence, the confrontation between civi-
lization and the savagery that marked 
the literature of the 19th century to the 
texts of today. Here, the Argentines are 
telling their stories of the wounds that 
time has not yet healed. •

argentina puts its illustrious history on display.                    

labyrinth and Memory
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By Marleen Reimer

The Netherlands has always had a 
healthy publishing climate. The Dutch 
are avid readers and have a keen inter-
est in authors from all over the world. 
The annual book fair, Manuscripta, takes 
place early September and has drawn 
ever bigger crowds since it was opened 
to the public a few years ago. And the 
Dutch publishers always impress the 
Frankfurt crowd with their sense of 
design, not to mention several authors 
that have made a name for themselves 
on the worldwide stage.

But these are mere impressions. 
What about cold and hard figures in 
this current, somewhat chilly economic 
climate? The weekly figures fluctuate, 
but the cumulative sales for 2010 show 
a decline of just under 3%, which isn’t 
entirely dismal. When you speak to pub-
lishers, it turns out that these figures 
are the result of, surprise, the top ten of 
the bestseller list. The top ten bestsell-
ers have not changed since the start of 
the year, making it more static than any 
other around the world, whether Euro-
pean or American. 

“It’s a boring list!” says Hanca Lep-
pink of the publishing house Luitingh. 
She is thrilled that Dan Brown is doing 
so well, but would love to see another 
Luitingh author selling so handsomely. 
Chris Herschdorfer of Ambo Anthos 
shares her opinion. His author Tatiana 
de Rosnay (published by AA imprint Ar-
temis) is selling hundreds of thousands 
of copies, but he too would love to see 
another one of their authors break the 
top ten. Another prominent bestseller 
is, of course, Stieg Larsson, published by 
A.W. Bruna’s imprint Signatuur.

While these bestsellers keep their 
publishers afloat, there is little space 
for other books. Caution is the word. 
Book buyers, booksellers, everybody 
is cautious. It’s hard to get your au-
thors out there, to convince people to 
read something different. Booksellers 
are beginning to lose terrain to online 
sellers, though some turn this into an 
advantage. Lidewijde Paris of Ailan-
tus notices that smaller bookstores are 
making more efforts to focus on particu-
lar books, and their personal taste is a 
strong guide in what they offer to neigh-
borhood customers.

Surveying the scene, publishers 
begin the conversation by going over 
the doom and gloom of the industry, 
yet they are overall optimistic. Maaike 
le Noble of Meulenhoff sees a greater 
enthusiasm for books and writing than 
ever, and sees more interaction with the 
reader. Hanca Leppink points out that 
the website http://watleesjij.nu (“What 
are you reading?”), an online commu-
nity for book lovers developed within 
NDC|VBK, is growing rapidly.

Everybody showed a great passion 
and enormous enthusiasm for their 
books. Below you’ll find an overview of 
what six Dutch publishers are excited 
about showing off here at Frankfurt– a 
mix of Dutch, other European and Amer-
ican authors, reflecting the widespread 
curiosity that the Dutch still have.

contact
Editor-in-chief Erna Staal happily 

announces that the 30,000-copy first 
print run of Dimitri Verhulst’s new nov-
el, My Mother’s Last Love, sold out within 

two weeks. Since 
his debut in 1999, 
Verhulst has been 
steadily working 
on his oeuvre. He 
was awarded the 
Libris Literatuur 
prize last year, and 
his novel about 
his youth in Bel-
gium, The Alasness 

of Things, was made into a successful 
movie. Verhulst has attracted several 
foreign publishers already and Marijke 
Nagtegaal, rights manager of Contact, 
expects this new novel will bring him 
even more foreign fans. 

Erna is also raving about the new 
novel of Dutch author P.F. Thomése, A 
Girl of his Own, which tells the story of 
an underrated composer in his fifties 
who returns to his hometown. One day 
he saves a girl from suicide and she then 
begs him to hide her. First she lives in 
his garden shed, and then they travel to 
Switzerland together, a decision with 
dramatic consequences. It’s a grand ro-
mantic novel for which Erna has high ex-
pectations, both in the Netherlands and 
abroad. She is also looking forward to 
Alessandro Piperno’s new manuscript, 
and hopes to find a new European au-
thor to add to Contact’s list.

ailantus
In 2007, Lidewijde Paris founded 

Ailantus as an imprint of Boom publish-
ers, and she has 
since built a selec-
tive and acclaimed 
list of literary 
novels. In May 
she published the 
Dutch translation 
of David Mitchell’s 
The Thousand Au-
tumns of Jacob de 
Zoet, which has 

reached many Dutch readers. For the 
Fall, she will release Someone Knows My 
Name by Lawrence Hill, Schopenhauer’s 
Telescope by Gerard Donovan, and Good 
To A Fault by Marina Endicott. 

Lidewijde prefers not to follow the 
hype and relies solely on her own taste 
and instinct. She’s recently become in-
terested in Australian literature and is 
delighted to be publishing Trout Opera 
by Matthew Condon. An author she can’t 
stop raving about is Chris Adrian, who 
she first published at Querido and who 
followed her to Ailantus. His Children’s 
Hospital is coming out in Dutch in Feb-
ruary, and she is highly anticipating his 
manuscript for The Great Night, a retell-
ing of A Midsummer Night’s Dream set in 
San Francisco, expected to deliver soon.

luitingh-sijthoff
Ever since she first published him 

in the 1980s, Hanca Leppink,  Managing 
Director and Publisher of Luitingh-Si-
jthoff, has been a devoted fan of John Le 
Carré. She loves his new novel Our Kind 
of Traitor, which Sijthoff published this 
September. Hanca is equally enthusias-
tic about Stephen King’s new novella 
collection, Full Dark, No Stars to be pub-
lished by Luitingh. 

In November, Luitingh will release 
Paul McEuen’s SPIRAL. McEuen has 
written a brilliant, Michael Crichton-
esque thriller about a soldier who pre-
vents the Japanese in 1946 from com-
mitting a biological assault. He gets his 
hands on the virus and tells no one. Sixty 
years later he is a Nobel Prize winning 

scientist when 
he’s kidnapped by 
a woman demand-
ing the virus. 

Both Luitingh 
and Sijthoff have 
traditionally been 
known for trans-
lated books, but 
are beginning to 

publish some Dutch authors. Sijthoff 
had a modest success with Maaike 
Schutten’s novel about a young mother 
struggling with her new life in the sub-
urbs of Amsterdam. Luitingh is, with a 
nod to television series Mad Men, pub-
lishing a thriller by famous Dutch ad-
vertising man Harry Kramp, which defi-
nitely has legs to travel abroad.

ambo anthos
Chris Herschdorfer, Managing Di-

rector and Publisher of Ambo Anthos 
is looking forward to the publication of 
Nicole Krauss’ new novel Great House 
in mid-October. Her novel The History 
of Love, was a hit in the Netherlands 
and is still selling steadily. Herschdor-
fer repeats what other publishers have 
mentioned: it’s hard to introduce an 
unknown foreign author to the Nether-
lands, something that makes it all the 
more satisfying to have an author who’s 
selling so well. Over the past years, 
Ambo Anthos has been doing extremely 
well with Dutch female authors of liter-
ary thrillers, notably Esther Verhoef and 
Simone van der Vlugt. Verhoef is com-
ing out with a new thriller, Déjà Vu, and 

Marijke Nagtegaal, 
rights manager of 
Ambo Anthos, is 
always looking to 
sell her in more 
territories. Chris is 
excited about the 
new manuscript of 
Dutch author Her-
man Koch, Sum-
mer House with 

Swimming Pool, coming in February 
2011, about an Amsterdam physician 
who is uncomfortable with his patient’s 
bodies. Koch’s previous novel The Din-
ner has been on the bestseller list for al-
most two years, and foreign rights have 
been acquired by 16 territories. 

At Frankfurt, Koch and his foreign 
publishers will gather for a special din-

ner and Chris expects they’ll all publish 
this new novel, too.

orlando
Jacqueline Smit, former publisher 

of Sirene, found-
ed Orlando as an 
imprint of A.W. 
Bruna in the sum-
mer of 2009. Her 
focus is accessible 
translated litera-
ture, mostly aimed 
at women. She 
launched her list 

in March 2010 with the publication of 
Joyce Maynard’s Labor Day, which has 
sold very well. 

She is looking forward to the Dutch 
publication of Shandi Mitchell’s  Under 
this Unbroken Sky, which has received 
rave reviews in Canada. She also has 
high expectations for the British novel 
When God Was a Rabbit by Sarah Wiman, 
which has sold in ten territories. It is 
a coming-of-age story about a young 
woman contemplating her childhood—
when all was still good and innocent. 

At Frankfurt, Jacqueline is continu-
ing to keep an eye out for any new fic-
tion. She’s looking forward to reading 
the edited version of Amor Towles’ 
Rules of Civility, which she acquired 
with great excitement last year. It com-
bines elements of Mad Men with Sex and 
the City—what more could you want? •

dutch delight: a small country with a Big literary scene
six dutch publishers talk about their favorite books at this year’s Fair

Here are the fiction and nonfiction 
bestsellers in the Netherlands for the 
week of September 1, 2020:

1. Tatiana de Rosnay, HER NAME WAS 
SARAH (Artemis & Co.)

2. Stieg Larsson, THE GIRL WHO 
KICKED THE HORNET’S NEST (Signa-
tuur)

3. Stieg Larsson, THE GIRL WHO 
PLAYED WITH FIRE (Signatuur)

4. Karin Slaughter, BROKEN (Cargo)

5. Stieg Larsson, THE GIRL WITH THE 
DRAGON TATTOO (Signatuur)

6. Tatiana de Rosnay, THAT LAST SUM-
MER (Artemis & Co.)

7. Paulien Cornelisse, LANGUAGE IS MY 
ALL TIME PASSION (Contact)

8. Tatiana de Rosnay, VULNERABLE 
(Artemis & Co.)

9. Suzanne Vermeer, THE SUITE (A. W. 
Bruna)

10. Jussi Adler-Olsen, THE WOMAN IN 
THE CAGE (Prometheus)

Bestselling Books 
from the Netherlands 
on september 1, 2010
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By Todd Sattersten

Everyone knows the past year has 
been one of great change for the pub-
lishing industry, but at the same time 
there is a growing sense of comfort. It 
feels like things are starting to work 
themselves out. Distribution of elec-
tronic books now has an ecosystem of 
devices and distribution points. Read-
ers have actively adopted to new tech-
nologies. And any graph of e-book sales 
over the last four years makes book 
publishing look like a high tech growth 
business.

For those who attended (and lis-
tened closely) the talks at TOC Frank-
furt, the proper feeling should be dis-
comfort. Each presentation and panel 
brought to light the growing number of 
paradoxes these technological disrup-
tions have created, and suggest a whole 
new and different set of problems that 
are only beginning to be understood.

Andrew Savikas, VP of Digital Ini-
tiatives at O’Reilly Media and program 
chair for the event, showed a graph dur-
ing his presentation displaying print 
revenue alongside the e-book revenue 
for book sales on www.oreilly.com. 
The surprise wasn’t the hockey shaped 
growth curve in digital, but rather the 
growth, albeit small, in physical books, 
a trend he attributed to, paradoxically, 

the massive growth in e-books. Weren’t 
e-books suppose to cannibalize print 
books?

Another whole set of conflicts ap-
propriate to the global venue of the 
Frankfurt Book Fair came from Profes-
sor Pablo Francisco Arrieta and the ex-
periences in his home country of Colum-
bia. Prior to the introduction of the iPad, 

there was no e-reader available to him 
without buying a plane ticket to go buy 
one in the US. Apple’s tablet computer 
changed that by introducing the prod-
uct only four days after the US launch 
and at the same price as the American 
counterpart, both firsts for that market. 
Now, the problem is content. Rights is-
sues and availability of Spanish lan-

guage editions hinders Arrieta’s use of 
the device and highlights the brewing 
trouble ahead for subsidiary rights in a 
digital world.

And speaking of trouble, longtime 
media author and speaker Doug Rush-
koff will likely get the most press for 
saying that publishing could get by with 
only 40% of the people they have work-
ing in the business now, but the primary 
message of his talk that deserves the 
most attention. His argument was that 
to understand media you have to un-
derstand how it works, and with com-
puters more and more at the center of 
the media universe, we often come to 
the wrong conclusion about what will 
happen because we literally don’t know 
computers work, having never learned 
to program them.

One attendee noted to me, “I haven’t 
really heard anything new.” I think he’s 
right. The stories are likely getting re-
petitive. We all know that digital is 
growing and that rights are complicat-
ed.

But the fact that the stories are get-
ting repetitive is also what’s making us 
more comfortable. Digital is no longer 
quite the disruptive, scary space it was 
several years ago. 

The future, as it dawns upon us, is 
solving the problems that seemed so 
tough, complicated only a few years ago. 
What we now require is the insight and 
inventiveness to make the most of the 
opportunity technology affords us. •

photo: bernd hartung

paradoxes abound at toc Frankfurt
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By Erin L. Cox, with reporting by 
Jerome Kramer

If there’s an underlying theme to 
this year’s Frankfurt Book Fair, it’s the 
relationship between technology and 
storytelling. 

“There won’t be a meeting that 
doesn’t dive into digital publishing on 
some level,” Sophie Cottrell, VP, Com-
munications Director of Hachette Book 
Group predicts. “The US digital market 
is more developed, and other countries 
are looking at our trends to see what 
will be hitting their markets in the near 
future.”

It should then come as no surprise 
that US publishers are spotlighting titles 
on their rights list that reflect this trend. 
Some highlights include:

•	Paul Allen, co-founder of Microsoft 
and one of the architects of the 
personal computer revolution, talks 
about the digital revolution and 
his life after Microsoft in Idea Man 
(Portfolio)

•	 Jeff Jarvis, author of What Would 
Google Do and one of the keynote 

speakers at yesterday’s TOC Frank-
furt will release his new book, Pub-
lic Parts: The Death of Privacy and 
the Benefits of Publicness (Harper-
Business)

•	Dale Carnegie’s famed How to Win 
Friends and Influence People will 
see it’s 75th Anniversary next year 
and Simon & Schuster will update 
the book for the digital age.

•	Where Good Ideas Come From by 
Steven Johnson—author of Every-
thing Bad is Good For You deliv-

ers an in-depth look into how we 
generate ground-breaking ideas 
(Riverhead)

Naturally, of course US publishers 
are also bringing the usual mix of bril-
liant debut authors, commercial heavy-
weights, celebrity bios, and, of course, 
children’s powerhouses. Among the 
notable new titles and authors on offer 
are:

•	 Janet Evanovich, who just made 
headlines in the US for leaving her 
publisher, St. Martins, for a report-
ed $50 million multi-book contract 
for her Stephanie Plum series, will 
be releasing #17 in the series in 
June (Bantam)

•	My Beautiful New American Life by 
literary star Francine Prose (Harp-
erCollins)

•	The Lake of Dreams by Kim Ed-
wards, author of the bestselling The 
Memory Keeper’s Daughter (Viking)

•	Sisterhood Everlasting by Ann 
Brashares, the latest in her “Sister-
hood of the Traveling Pants” series 
(Random House)

And, naturally, there are several new 
works by the celebrities, including Bob 
Woodward, Tina Fey, Jay-Z, Gwyneth 
Paltrow, Heidi Klum, Tyra Banks, Deep-
ak Chopra, Madeleine Albright, Steve 
Martin. •

sneaking a peek at Us rights lists
tech Gurus, lit stars and celebrities on sale
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By Olivia Snaije

The book and writing “observatory,” 
le MOTif, funded by the Paris regional 
government, is becoming increasingly 
visible in France’s book world. Le MO-
Tif has just released a study on author 
rights in Europe, the result of a year-
long research project about the legisla-
tures, economic and legal aspects of the 
industry and more than 50 interviews 
with publishers, agents, writers and 
unions. Laure Pécher and Pierre Astier, 
both literary agents, are the authors of 
the study, which includes results from 
Germany, Spain, the UK and France.

The countries were chosen because, 
historically, they are the most devel-

oped in terms of the book industry. The 
study focused on general literature, 
which represents a quarter of the sales 
in publishing in these countries.

Publishing industry professionals 
often believe that author rights, or the 
droit d’auteur are the same all over Eu-
rope but the study shows that within 
the countries, these rights are not al-
ways the same. Below are some of the 
surprising examples of this.

The length of a contract can vary 
from 70 years post mortem in the UK to 
15 years in Spain. In France economic 
rights and moral rights are separate, 
whereas in Germany they are indivis-
ible. The UK is different from the three 
other countries mostly because of the 
deregulation of the book market that 
came to pass with the end of the Net 
Book Agreement in 1995, which had 
been in effect since the turn of the 20th 
century and obliged retailers to sell 
books at the published price.

The study compares writer’s con-
tracts and puts them into context: al-
though in the UK royalties for authors 
are greater, the market is tougher and 
books are discounted.

On the digital side, the study found 
that there seemed to be willingness for 
publishers and authors to venture into 
the unknown together, in contrast to the 
US. 

The entire study (in French) and a 
useful map can be downloaded from the 
MOTif site at www.lemotif.fr. •

New study Finds dramatic difference Between 
author rights in Germany, spain, France and UK

By Erin L. Cox

Yesterday’s International Rights 
Directors Meeting, entitled “Off the 
Page!—New Ways to Sell New Rights,” 
focused on the impact of digital publish-
ing on the role of rights directors--the 
challenges, the successes, and the im-
portant “don’t assume anything” man-
date for both rights directors and liter-
ary agents.

Chairperson David Bowers, Vice 
President of Global Business Develop-
ment for Oxford University Press, kicked 
off the meeting by sharing sales figures 
that proved why e-rights were of partic-
ular importance to this year’s meeting. 
In the US alone, e-book sales for 2010 
are expected to hit $500 million, almost 
double what it was in 2009.  

With book sales declining and an 
increased influx of e-reading devices 
in the marketplace, it is important for 
rights directors to understand the pit-
falls and highlight some of the most im-
portant questions they should address 
in negotiations.

Jean McGinley, Director of Subsid-
iary Rights for HarperCollins Children’s 
Books talked about The Amanda Project, 
a publishing program Publishing Per-
spectives reported on in April, and the 
challenge of selling transmedia rights 
(such as interactive websites, iPhone/

iPad apps, film/television) abroad. Mc-
Ginley noted that affordability and com-
munication were of great importance to 
getting foreign publishers interested, 
but the most important message was 
that rights people should start looking 
at the book/transmedia properties as a 
global product from the beginning of the 
publishing process and design/prepare 
accordingly. The earlier foreign publish-
ers can get involved, the more likely 
they be able to publish these books as 
the author originally intended.

Lynette Owens, Copyright Director 
for Pearson Eduction, offered a differ-
ent perspective. Looking back on her 20 
years in the business, she noted that e-
books had not had the same impact on 
the academic market. Instead, Owens’ 
talk addressed some of the important 
questions rights directors should be 
asking, such as how competitive is an 
e-book with the corresponding print 
edition, should publishers with estab-
lished e-book distribution platforms, 
and should they insist on DRM for their 
content.

Because there has been much de-
bate about publishers pricing of e-books, 
a question was posed about traditional 
distribution vs. the agency models. 
From the audience, Diane Spivey, Rights 
and Contracts Director for Little, Brown 
Group, offered her thoughts, “The peo-

ple we are dealing with [in e-book sales] 
are in the business of selling hardware, 
not software. They are willing to sell our 
books as a loss-leader. Publishing with 
the agency model is our way of taking 
back control of our authors’ work.”

Teri Tobias, lawyer and literary 
agent for Teri Tobias Agency, LLC, not 
only seconded Spivey’s statement of 
valuing the content, but also highlighted 
many agents who maximized the bene-
fits to their writers by taking on the role 
of publisher to work with e-book retail-
ers directly, including Rosetta Books, 
Diversion Books, and the much-talked 
about and disputed Andrew Wylie’s Od-

yssey Editions.
Citing Random House’s conflict 

with Wylie as an example, Tobias noted 
that, whether frontlist or backlist, pub-
lishers cannot assume that just because 
they have print rights that they have e-
rights. Tobias also affirmed that, despite 
some agents negotiating deals directly 
with e-tailers, agents and publishers 
must work together instead of at cross-
purposes in order to benefit these writ-
ers, “Our goal is to keep the author’s 
work alive. [But, as we figure it out], 
there is likely to be some carnage along 
the way.” •

rights directors advise “don’t assume anything”



9.00 a.m. to  
9.15 a.m.

Opening Cine 1

9.15 a.m. to  
10.45 a.m.

new business models: The big plan or pure CoinCidenCe?
denis bartelt, CeO Startnext, germany
Cornelia geppert, Founder Jo-Mei Team, germany
Kathrin passig, Author and Journalist, germany
Tim renner, producer, Author and Journalist, Motor entertainment, germany
Moderator: delphine ménard
Cine 1

10.45 a.m. 
to  
11.30 a.m.

Crossing The border i:  
ConTenT unlimiTed – Trans-media sTory-
Telling
adam Khwaja, Senior producer, BBC Children’s, UK
mark goodchild, editorial Lead, BBC Children‘s, UK
Cine 1

FaCTs & Figures: iT’s all abouT The 
money
Juliane schulze, Senior partner, peaceful-
fish, germany
Cine 2

how To sell To … games CiTy
martin lorber, pR Director, electronic Arts, 
germany
Johan sjöberg, Lead Agent europe, Digital 
Development Management, Sweden
Moderator: daniel gebhardt
worKshop room

11.45 a.m. to  
12.30 p.m.

generaTion y: empowered or manipula-
Ted?
markus beckedahl, Founder, netzpolitik.org and new-
thinking, germany
shannon Fitzgerald, Vp Series Development, MTV, 
USA
daniel holle, Founder, Tvype, germany
Juha hynynen, CeO, SongHi entertainment, Finland
Moderator: daniel gebhardt
Cine 1
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iCM, USA
rob Kraitt, Head of Media and 
Associate Director, Ap Watt, UK
dr. gesine lübben, Film and Stage Rights, Diogenes 
Verlag, Switzerland
gabriele walther, CeO, Caligari Film, germany
Moderator: Quentin Falk, editor and Journalist, UK
Cine 1

booK meeTs games
peter buckley, Digital publisher, Rough 
guides and DK eyewitness Travel, UK
silja gülicher, Senior Assistant Manager pR, 
nintendo germany
alastair horne, innovations Manager, 
Cambridge University press, UK
Moderator: Christoph holowaty, Managing 
editor, gamesindustry.biz, germany
Cine 2

booK meeTs musiC
rhys Cazenove, Co-Founder, 
enhanced editions, UK
worKshop room

2.30 p.m. to  
3.15 p.m.

how To sell To … hollywood
michelle Kroes, Director of Feature and Literary 
Development, USA
rob Kraitt, Head of the Media and Associate 
Director, Ap Watt, UK  
david gerson, Film producer, nick Wechsler 
productions, USA
Moderator: Quentin Falk, editor and Journalist, UK
Cine 1
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Moderator: Kate adamson, Marketing- and Communications Consultant, Stark Moore Macmillan, UK
Cine 1

4.30 p.m. to  
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presenTaTion: everyThing Free: losing ConTrol oF ConTenT 
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geT TOgeTHeR Cine 1

wednesday, 6 oCTober 2010*

*subject to change

STORYDRiVe

StoryDrive – the conference takes place on 6 and 7 October 2010 in the Film & Media Forum at the Frankfurt Book Fair. Tickets are available on site.
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Op-Ed by  Gwyn Headley, 
Managing Director, fotolibra

When e-readers first made their 
appearance at the Frankfurt Book Fair 
a decade ago, they caused a sensation. 
We held the future of publishing in our 
hands. A lo-res page of black Times New 
Roman on a grey ground gave way at the 
push of a button to a slowly appearing 
new page of black on grey. We were too 
entranced to ask what had happened to 
the pictures.

Developers met the problem of im-
ages head on by ignoring it. Text was the 
priority. E-books became set on a text-
only path, and ten years on, the biggest 
selling e-book reader can still only man-
age 16 shades of grey. 

All that is changing. This year Ap-
ple’s iPad has arrived, and it copes well 
with color. But because dedicated e-
readers have concentrated on develop-
ing the text interface, the iPad delivers a 
less impressive text reading experience. 
E-ink is easier to read than a computer 
display.

Today, awe has been replaced by 
expectation. There’s only one way we’re 
going, and that’s forward. It’s rare to 
find any printed book that carries no 
images. From author photographs to 
explanatory diagrams, from jacket illus-
trations to color pictures, most books 
published in the past fifty years have 
used some degree of visual content. And 
because many e-book formats reflow 
the content, tables and diagrams have 
to be reproduced as images. They are 
crucial to content in so many books. 

So e-books are lagging behind. New 
and non-users, accustomed to a riot of 
color on their computer screens, are 
surprised to discover that today’s e-
book experience generally means fore-
going images. Consumer expectation is 
that they will get the same package as 
the print version, only digitally, and that 
means pictures. In color.

Of course this can be done now, but 
it’s not yet mainstream. The opportu-
nities for exploiting and expanding the 
possibilities of the e-book are limit-
less, but it’s always been easier, quicker, 
cheaper and more profitable to channel 
product with known sales performance 
than to strike out into the unknown. 
That’s why Dan Brown and James Pat-
terson sell big on e-books.

Nevertheless if you can buy a print-
ed guide book with color pictures, the 
market will be expecting e-guidebooks 
to have equivalent visual elements. 
There’s the challenge for the publisher. 
And they haven’t much of an idea what 
they should be paying for e-book pic-
tures. Born digital publishers are strug-
gling to come to terms with the fact that 
images have to be paid for.

FotoLibra, along with other picture 
libraries, has traditionally based image 
prices on a combination of elements. 

One element of the equation was the 
print run, but there’s no such thing as a 
print run for books. 

At the moment, very few books from 
major publishers are going straight to 
book. We’re commonly asked for a com-
bination price of print and digital. We 
put our book image prices at 25% on 
top of the price for the printed version. 
In comparison, paperback usage fees 
are generally set at 50% of the original 
price. FotoLibra has scarcely ever been 
asked for an e-book only price.

How do we set prices when we 
don’t have a print run and the usage size 
is variable? Few of the parameters used 
for calculating a price for print usage 
now apply. 

There is an answer. The cost of li-
censing pictures can be a substantial 
commercial hurdle for a publisher do-
ing a book with a lot of images. Under 
a new initiative, that commercial bar-
rier can be completely lowered to the 
ground by fotoLibra. 

A conventional publishing deal sees 
the author being paid an advance de-
pendent on the publisher’s expert es-
timate of how many copies the book is 
likely to sell. If the sales exceed the es-
timate then royalties are paid. Photog-
raphers are equally the authors of their 
work.

FotoLibra is introducing a scheme 
to advance images to publishers for free, 
and then bill them in arrears, six months 
after publication on a micro-royalty ba-
sis, after the publisher has collected on 
books sold. This dramatically reduces 
set-up costs, and if the title proves to be 
a runaway bestseller, the photographers 
who create an integral part of the book’s 
appeal can share in a tiny fraction of 
its fortune. For e-book publishers, the 
400m hurdles becomes a flat track. The 
cost of images doesn’t have to be fac-
tored in. Pictures don’t have to be paid 
for after all. Payments are made exclu-
sively on the book’s performance.

Successful publishers are accus-
tomed to paying royalties.

FotoLibra.com can be found in Hall 
8.0, L 918. •

Money For Nothing, 
and your pics For Free
ebooks are finally embracing color images, 

but how much should you pay for them?

gwyn headley, Managing Director of fotolibra (photo © fotolibra)
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Digital Book World is the fi rst 
conference to address the radically 
changing environment for trade 
publishers, from solving immediate 
challenges to revealing long-term 
opportunities. At DBW 2011, you’ll 
hear from proven innovators working 
at the intersection of publishing and 
technology, and you’ll leave armed 
with new insights to help you drive 
revenue growth and capitalize on 
the new digital landscape.

DBW 2011 FOCUSES ON THE INNOVATIVE 
STRATEGIES PUBLISHERS AND THEIR PARTNERS 
NEED TO SUCCEED IN THE DIGITAL AGE

• Research and Data – Without data, it’s all speculation, so DBW 2011 will feature up-to-date reports 
 on readers’ buying habits, ebook trends and industry projections from a number of sources, including  
 BISG/Bowker and Forrester Research. In addition to hearing expert analysis of these studies, you’ll get 
 a  copy of each study to share with your colleagues. 

• Content Strategy – Find out what challenges and opportunities you’ll encounter—whether you’re an 
 editor, agent or marketer—when you stop acquiring “books” and start focusing on “content” 
 and “community.” 

• Ebooks and Beyond – From basic and enhanced ebooks to mobile apps and the interactive web, you’ll 
 discover the best practices and most profi table opportunities for developing, distributing, marketing and  
 selling digital content.

• Metadata is Marketing – In the digital book world, discoverability is king—and every publisher 
 (including the biggest houses) needs to know how to enrich their data to increase sales.

• New Business Models That Work – There’s no shortage of ideas for how publishers, agents and 
 booksellers need to evolve; we’ll focus on the ones that actually work and can be profi table.

NEW THIS YEAR:

• Connecting to the Juvenile Marketplace
• The Future of the Brick-and-Mortar Bookstore
• Hands-On Intensive Workshops

VISIT DBW2011.COM TO REGISTER!

A FEW OF THE EXPERT SPEAKERS 
YOU’LL HEAR FROM AT DBW 2011:

MIKE SHATZKIN
DBW 2011 Conference Chair
Founder & CEO
The Idea Logical Company

Conference chair and one of 
the architects of DBW, Mike 
Shatzkin is an expert in help-
ing publishers develop their 
vertical markets. He’ll share 
his insights into the future of 
the publishing industry. 

LIZA DALY
President
Threepress Consulting, Inc.

EBook expert Liza Daly’s 
talk at last year’s DBW was 
one of the conference’s most 
talked-about sessions. Don’t 
miss her this year, when she 
addresses creating effective 
eBook enhancements with-
out breaking the bank.

SCOTT LUBECK
Executive Director
Book Industry Study 
Group, Inc. (BISG)

30+-year publishing
veteran Scott Lubeck 
will discuss metadata—the 
number one subject af-
fecting the marketing and 
discoverability of eBooks. 

MICHAEL CADER
President
Publishers Lunch

Preeminent industry 
commentator Michael Cader 
joins DBW for a discussion 
about where the publishing 
business stands and where 
we will be in 12 months. 

KRISTEN MCLEAN
Executive Director, Association 
of Booksellers for Children

CHARLIE REDMAYNE
Chief Digital Offi cer, 
HarperCollins

SCOTT WAXMAN
President, Waxman 
Literary Agency, and 
Co-President, Diversion Books

JOHN SCHLINE
SVP Corporate Director 
of Business Affairs, 
Penguin Group USA

MAJA THOMAS
SVP, Hachette Digital

JOHN INGRAM
Chairman, Ingram 
Digital Services

Supporting Sponsor:
Co-Sponsor:

Presenting Sponsors:  

The DBW 2011 Conference Council, which guides programming and 
ensures the Conference delivers real benefi ts to publishing professionals, 
is comprised of 35 veterans from all aspects of the industry. 

Register 
by Nov. 1 
to save 
$400!

DBW 2011 CONFERENCE COUNCIL:
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 (including the biggest houses) needs to know how to enrich their data to increase sales.

• New Business Models That Work – There’s no shortage of ideas for how publishers, agents and 
 booksellers need to evolve; we’ll focus on the ones that actually work and can be profi table.

NEW THIS YEAR:

• Connecting to the Juvenile Marketplace
• The Future of the Brick-and-Mortar Bookstore
• Hands-On Intensive Workshops

VISIT DBW2011.COM TO REGISTER!

A FEW OF THE EXPERT SPEAKERS 
YOU’LL HEAR FROM AT DBW 2011:

MIKE SHATZKIN
DBW 2011 Conference Chair
Founder & CEO
The Idea Logical Company

Conference chair and one of 
the architects of DBW, Mike 
Shatzkin is an expert in help-
ing publishers develop their 
vertical markets. He’ll share 
his insights into the future of 
the publishing industry. 

LIZA DALY
President
Threepress Consulting, Inc.

EBook expert Liza Daly’s 
talk at last year’s DBW was 
one of the conference’s most 
talked-about sessions. Don’t 
miss her this year, when she 
addresses creating effective 
eBook enhancements with-
out breaking the bank.

SCOTT LUBECK
Executive Director
Book Industry Study 
Group, Inc. (BISG)

30+-year publishing
veteran Scott Lubeck 
will discuss metadata—the 
number one subject af-
fecting the marketing and 
discoverability of eBooks. 

MICHAEL CADER
President
Publishers Lunch

Preeminent industry 
commentator Michael Cader 
joins DBW for a discussion 
about where the publishing 
business stands and where 
we will be in 12 months. 

KRISTEN MCLEAN
Executive Director, Association 
of Booksellers for Children

CHARLIE REDMAYNE
Chief Digital Offi cer, 
HarperCollins

SCOTT WAXMAN
President, Waxman 
Literary Agency, and 
Co-President, Diversion Books

JOHN SCHLINE
SVP Corporate Director 
of Business Affairs, 
Penguin Group USA

MAJA THOMAS
SVP, Hachette Digital

JOHN INGRAM
Chairman, Ingram 
Digital Services

Supporting Sponsor:
Co-Sponsor:

Presenting Sponsors:  

The DBW 2011 Conference Council, which guides programming and 
ensures the Conference delivers real benefi ts to publishing professionals, 
is comprised of 35 veterans from all aspects of the industry. 

Register 
by Nov. 1 
to save 
$400!

DBW 2011 CONFERENCE COUNCIL:
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ContentPartnership
Program

To learn more about SAE International’s new Content Partnership Program, please contact:
Monica Nogueira
Content Acquisition Manager
SAE World Headquarters
Nogueira@sae.org
Phone #:  +1-724-772 7525
Cell #:     +1-412-996 5809

A Global Clearinghouse for 
Mobility Engineering Technical Content

Introducing a unique information store, 
offered exclusively by SAE International. 

This new initiative focuses on co-publishing and reselling technical infor-
mation to the 128,000+ engineer members served by SAE International, 
as well as other customers around the world. We are looking to work with 
a variety of technical knowledge providers, from book publishers, market 
research specialists to think-tanks, and conference organizers. SAE’s 
new content partners will interface with one of the most vibrant and 
information-hungry engineering communities. 

Areas of interest include but are not limited to:
 • Power and propulsion
 • Electronics
 • Environment and emissions
 • Safety and testing
 • Materials

By Amanda DeMarco

“To get inspired!” was German film 
producer Gabriele Walther’s enthusias-
tic answer to what she hoped to accom-
plish at this year’s Frankfurt Book Fair, 
where she’s participating as part of the 
StoryDrive conference on the “Books 
Meet Film” panel, today at 1:30 p.m. in 
Cine 1.  

“I can smell where there are certain 
trends.” Walther founded Caligari Film 
in 1986, and since then the company 
has distinguished itself in a number of 
fields; in 2002 its popular German sit-
com Maintenance Man Krause won the 
German Comedy Prize. Its documentary 
Channel Swimmers won the German 
Film Prize in 2005. Caligari is also a 
leader in animated children’s films. Its 
top brands include Princess Lilleefee, 
which has been released in cinemas in 
15 countries; Moonbeam Bear, which 
has been sold to 12 countries; and Let-
ters from Felix, which has been released 
in cinemas in 17 countries. All three 
brands originated as picture books at 
Coppenrath Verlag in Münster and have 
been widely translated and merchan-
dised.

Caligari is currently in production 
with a second Princess Lilleefee film, 
as well as a TV show. One new project 
that will be familiar to English-speakers 
is Candlewick Press’s New York Times 
bestseller Emily Windsnap, the script 

for which will be finalized by the end of 
the year. 

For Walther the fair is “a very im-
portant place. If you write or make a 
film, it’s a reaction to the time you live 
in.” The fair is an opportunity to get an 
up-to-the-minute insight into how other 
industries are developing.

Working with book publishers re-
quires an open approach, says Walther: 
“It is a completely different media. I 
think it’s important not to cut off the 
writer and the people who created it. 
But at a certain point, you have to be-
lieve in the process.” Walther compares 

the licensing of a book to a film studio 
to sending a child to school. The parent 
(the publisher, that is) needs to let go.

Which is not to say that the publish-
er is excluded, but there needs to be an 
acknowledgement of the different de-
mands of the mediums. “For me, it’s re-
ally important to listen to the ones who 
develop the brand. You learn from them. 
You need to understand them, and then 
to find an equivalent answer.” 

Just exactly what Walther is look-
ing for varies according to the category 
of film it is she’s producing. For fam-
ily entertainment, it’s very important 

that a book already be a bestseller be-
cause there is relatively little marketing 
money available for such films. “On the 
other hand, there are many very inspir-
ing unknown properties. . . Feature film 
can take on very good unknown writ-
ers.” Experience and a good eye guide 
Walther’s choices: “I’m a very pragmatic 
person. I know what can sell to TV or to 
feature film, and it’s not just bestsell-
ers.” 

Of course, “book meets film” is a 
two-way street. Caligari is currently 
working with Roland Emmerich (di-
rector of Independence Day) and Para-
mount Pictures Germany on production 
of The End of the Night, a “post-apoca-
lyptic thriller.” They already have offers 
from German publishers who would 
like to turn the film into a book.

When asked about thwarting piracy, 
an important subject at this year’s Fair, 
particularly following the Belgian-led 
September crackdown on internet film 
piracy that shut down 47 servers in 12 
countries, Walther stressed the need to 
be strict. “It can feel silly” to ask some-
one to sign something or to take other 
protective measures, but it’s necessary. 
More effective yet would be educating 
young people about the harms of piracy. 
“It’s an awareness problem.” •

storydrive profile: producer Gabriele walther on turning Books into Films

View the StoryDrive Conference 
program on page 12

By Edward Nawotka, Editor-in-
Chief, Publishing Perspectives

This is the second year Publishing 
Perspectives has been publishing print-
ed show dailies at the Frankfurt Book 
Fair. We’re very excited to be here again, 
bringing you compelling stories from 
around the Fair. 

Since we first launched in May 2009, 
we’ve covered book fairs from New York 
to London, Beijing to Buenos Aires. But 
nothing quite compares to Frankfurt.  

Year-round, we publish a free daily 
e-mail edition and work hard to bring 
you the most compelling, important 
and—we believe—relevant publishing 
news from around the world.

Since we’re based in the United 
States, I’m often in a meeting in New 
York and find myself saying, “We cover 
the international book business,” only 
to hear in response, “How interesting! 
But that’s not relevant to me.” I gently 
remind them that American publishing 
is a part of international publishing (a 
very important part) and that now, more 
than ever, we should be thinking beyond 
our borders and who we deem as our 
readers. At first, they might look a little 
confused, but then it usually dawns on 
them that, with increased travel, e-read-
ers, and the looming digital future, just 
how much that makes sense.  

Only yesterday, I had a similar ex-
perience when I was walking with an 
American friend to our office in room 
49 in Hall 8 and noted that my friend 
looked confused. “Hall 8 is labelled ‘In-
ternational Publishers’ so what are we 

doing here?” he asked. I again reminded 
him that, in Frankfurt, the Americans 
are, indeed, “international publishers.”

Here, we’re the expats.  
Frankfurt is the one time of the 

year that the entire international liter-
ary community comes together in one 
place—publishers, agents, journalists, 
authors—all passionate about the book 
business, all learning from our col-
leagues from abroad. During this time, 
we’re all literary expats.  

Yes, it’s may be only for five days in 
October, but there’s no reason you can’t 
experience a little bit of Frankfurt each 
day. We at Publishing Perspectives en-
deavor to carry on the types of conver-
sations you might have at Frankfurt 365 
days a year, through our email newslet-
ter and Web site. If you value your time 
and experience here in Frankfurt, I en-
courage you to subscribe to Publishing 
Perspectives daily email—www.pub-
lishingperspectives.com/subscribe. It’s 
free and we hope it will make you feel a 
little bit more home in the world. •

we’re all literary expats
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HOT SPOTS

HOT SPOT
PUBLISHING ServIceS
Hall 4.0 A 1307

11.45 a.m.–12.15 P.m.
How to Create E-Books for Free
Speaker: Michiaki Tanaka  
(CEO of Kantan Systems, IT expert)
Organiser: KantanSystems.com

12.30 P.m.–1.00 P.m.
English Content for Spanish-Speaking Countries. 
A New Digital Market to Discover
Speaker: Patricia Pasadas  
(International Partners Executive)
Organiser: Publidisa

1.15 P.m.–1.45 P.m.
Managing Rights as an Asset – Increasing Sales 
and Revenue
Speakers: Peter Langford (Senior Consultant),  
Lars Sønderby  
(Sales Manager, Multinational Corporations)
Organiser: Schilling A/S

3.30 P.m.–4.00 P.m.
New Business Models – the Economics of  
Going Digital
Speaker: Robert E. Baensch
Organiser: Repro India Limited

FOrUm  
verLaGSHerSTeLLUNG 
(HOT SPOT PUBLISHING ServIceS)
Halle 4.0 A 1308

11.30 a.m.–11.45 a.m.
Zero Warehousing and Business Process  
Outsourcing
Speaker: Drs Rombout Eikelenboom  
(CTO of Euradius)
Organiser: Euradius

PROGRAMME
WED., 6.10.2010

5.45 P.m.–6.30 P.m.
Hot Spots Trend Panel  
„Content meets Technology“ 
Speakers: Thomas Mosch, (BITKOM e. V.),  
Sascha Lazimbat (A2 Electronic Publishing),  
Ulrik Deichsel (txtr GmbH),  
Ina Fuchshuber (neobooks, Droemer Knaur),  
Detlef Bluhm (Börsenverein des Deutschen
Buchhandels)
Organiser: BITKOM e. V./Frankfurter Buchmesse

HOT SPOT
eDUcaTION
Hall 4.2 C 1433

11.15 a.m.–11.45 a.m. 
Does Digital Deliver in the 21st Century  
Classroom?
Speaker & Organiser:  
Norman Isaacs (Learning Media),  
Peter Schneider (netTrekker)

12.00 NOON–1.00 P.m.
The Launch of the OAPEN Library, the First 
European Open Access Library for Monographs in 
Humanities and Social Science 
Organiser: Amsterdam University Press

2.00 P.m.–2.30 P.m.
Harnessing Informal Learning for Student Success
Speaker: Dr Rob Reynolds  
(Director of Product Management)
Organiser: Xplana

3:30 P.m.–4.00 P.m. 
Does Digital Deliver in the 21st Century  
Classroom?
Speaker & Organiser:  
Norman Isaacs (Learning Media),
Peter Schneider (netTrekker)

HOT SPOT
INFOrmaTION maNaGemeNT
Hall 4.2 P 451

10.00 a.m.–10.30 a.m.
Application of Serious Gaming in Organisations
Speaker: J.H. van Rijswijk,  
(Director, Games Factory Online B.V.)
Organiser: Games Factory Online B.V.

10.45 a.m.–11.15 a.m.
iPad & Beyond: Monetising Multiple Digital  
Output Channels
Speaker: Kuno Jung 
(Chief Executive, BlankPage AG)
Organiser: BlankPage AG

11.30 a.m.–12.00 NOON
RefWorks-COS – Connecting Researchers
Speaker: Claus Wolf  
(European Operations Manager, RefWorks-COS)
Organiser: RefWorks-COS

1.00 P.m.–1.30 P.m.
Leveraging Technology to Automate Online 
Licensing
Speaker: Jake Kelleher  
(Director of Licensing & Business Development, 
Copyright Clearance Center)
Organiser: Copyright Clearance Center

2.30 P.m.–3.00 P.m.
Qbend – Digital Delivery and Custom Publishing
Speakers: Kris Srinaath (CEO) and  
Kaushik Sampath  
(VP Global Operations, both Qbend LLC)
Organiser: Qbend LLC

3.15 P.m.–3.45 P.m.
Digitisation of Early Printed Books: Collaboration 
and Interactivity
Speaker: Dan Burnstone  
(Vice President, Market Development ProQuest)
Organiser: ProQuest

4.00 P.m.–4.30 P.m. 
Monetising Content in a Sophisticated  
Digital World
Speaker: Edward Colleran (Senior Director, Inter- 
national Relations, Copyright Clearance Center)
Organiser: Copyright Clearance Center

4.45 P.m.–5.15 P.m.
Join the Digital Distribution Revolution
Speaker: Marcus Woodburn (Vice President,  
Digital Products, Ingram Content Group)
Organiser: Ingram Content Group

5.30 P.m.–6.00 P.m.
Top-Notch K-12 e-Learning Solution:  
BizKiz e-Learning Maker
Speaker: Michelle Woo  
(Marketing Manager, BizKiz)
Organiser: BizKiz Co., Ltd.

HOT SPOT
mOBILe
Hall 6.0 D 935

11.45 a.m.–12.15 P.m.
iPad and iPhone Apps
Speaker: Richard Stephenson  
(CEO of YUDU Media)
Organiser: YUDU Media

HOT SPOT
DevIceS
Hall 8.0 L 987

10.00 a.m.–10.30 a.m.
E-Book Trends and Technology – Adapting and 
Winning
Speaker: Andrew Weinstein (Vice President & 
General Manager, Ingram Content Group)
Organiser: Ingram Content Group Company

10.45 a.m.–11.15 a.m.
What Publishers Need To Know About EPUB
Speaker: Michael Puscar (CEO, Yuxi Pacific Group)
Organiser: Really Strategies Inc & Yuxi Pacific

12:15 P.m.–1:15 P.m.
Hot Soup for Hot Spotters and Friends
Organiser: Frankfurter Buchmesse

2.00 P.m.–2.30 P.m.
A Single Content Strategy for E-Books,  
Apps & Print Production: Monetise More with 
Flexible Outputs
Speaker: Bret Freeman  
(Digital Publishing Strategist)
Organiser: Aptara

2.45 P.m.–3.15 P.m.
Worldwide Expansion:  
Overcoming New Challenges and Complexities in 
eBook Globalisation
Speaker: Michael Tamblyn,  
(EVP Content, Sales, and Merchandising)
Organiser: Kobo, Inc. – a Global eReading Service

www.hotspotfrankfurt.com

By Daniel Kalder 

Lorna Evans is Cross Media Pro-
ducer for video game developer Ubisoft, 
and also helps the UK games industry 
find new business opportunities with 
books, TV and film. She has worked on 
some of the UK’s biggest games titles, 
including Tomb Raider and Resident Evil 
and is passionate about the need for in-
creased cooperation between media.

“Sometimes when you get game 
people and book people together in a 
room, it’s like talking to aliens from an-
other planet,” says Evans. “But the econ-
omy being what it is, everyone needs 
to make more money. So cooperation 
makes a lot of sense.” 

“At Ubisoft, I make deals for games 
to become books or comics,” she con-
tinues. “The key is not simply selling 
something and then ‘slapping a logo’ on 
it. I work with writers to get it right. You 
have to respect the audience by putting 
together a whole universe, which all fits 
together correctly, intelligently, and is of 
interest. Respect for content is crucial. 
Otherwise you get rubbish like Kung Fu 
Panda.” 

Evans laments that marketing de-
partments think too much in the short 
term, pointing to the dearth of success-
ful game crossovers as evidence. “Ev-
erybody talks about Lara Croft: Tomb 

Raider, but that was ten years ago. 
What’s come since? Nothing.”

Star Wars is often cited as a great ex-
ample of cross media coproduction; Lu-
casfilm enforces strict continuity upon 
its films, cartoons, books and comics. 
Evans agrees with this approach: “Uni-
verses need to be created around char-
acters and story lines. In games, tradi-
tionally, this has been done very poorly: 
the creators meet in a pub and write the 
scenario on the back of a beer mat. But 
story and writing are vital. We need the 

same brains working across platforms 
to make the content rich.”

It’s also crucial to select excellent 
partners, adds Evans. For her latest 
project, a comic based on Ubisoft’s de-
cade old Drive franchise, she chose to 
work with DC Comics, the publisher 
of Batman and Superman. Then she 
brought in top flight talent: issue zero, 
distributed free at this year’s San Diego 
Comic Con featured a cover by “Jock”, 
creator of series The Losers, recently 
adapted into a Hollywood film. It was 
written by David Lapham, author of the 
award-winning series Stray Bullets. She 
has also struck a book deal with Ran-
dom House. Every production will exist 
within the same, coherent universe.

“You mustn’t insult the niche fans. If 
you get credibility, then it enriches the 
proposition.” 

Evans points to the 1970s toy line 
The Micronauts as an example. Although 
the toys were cancelled in 1980, the 
tie-in Marvel comic lasted another six 
years. “That comic is fondly remem-
bered by fans today because of its writ-
er Bill Mantlo’s story work. That’s why 
JJ Abrams, who successfully rebooted 
the Star Trek franchise, is in talks about 
producing a film.”

“With budgets being cut, people 
need to connect, to make stuff happen. 
During the economic crisis, profits were 

down everywhere except games, which 
held steady. Comic book people need to 
work with games people better. My for-
mula—totally respectful of content and 
story lines—works.” •

Lorna Evans is appearing on the 
panel “Co-production and Cooperation” 
along with Jeff Sharp of Open Road Me-
dia and Josie Freedman of ICM, as part 
of the Storydrive conference. The event is 
being held today from 10:45 – 11:30 at 
the Film and Media Forum, Hall F.0

i’m Building Universes storydrive speaker lorna evans of Ubisoft on 
turning games into comics, books and movies.
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FRANKFURT
SPARKS

SPARKS STAGE HALL 8.0 P 923

TIME WEDNESDAY, 6 OCTOBER THURSDAY, 7 OCTOBER FRIDAY, 8 OCTOBER
10:00 -
10:30

FORM vS FORMAT: A DISTINCTION
Andrew Savikas, VP - Digital Initiatives, O’Reilly Media
Host: Mark Dressler

KOBO – WHAT’S NExT? Michael Tamblyn, EVP Content, Sales & 
Merchandising, Kobo; Host: Mark Dressler

THE BRAzIlIAN DIgITAl MARKET 
Carlo Carrenho, Founder and CEO, PublishNews
Hosted by PublishNews

10:30 -
11:00

DIgITAl BOOK WORlD: Mike Shatzkin, Founder & CEO, The Idea Logical 
Company; Moderator: Mark Dressler

11:00 -
11:30

HOW INNOvATION AND THE DIgITAl WORlD RESETS THE PlAY-
INg FIElD FOR PUBlISHERS: Neal Hoskins and Marie-Adele Murray, 
Winged Chariot Press; Moderator: Mark Dressler

AUSTRAlIA/NEW zEAlAND PUBlISHINg MARKET OvERvIEW
Rod Martin, Era Publications
Patricia genat, Adelaide Library Services
Peter Dowling, Oratio Media
Moderator: Tim Coronel, Publisher, Bookseller+Publisher
Hosted by Bookseller+Publisher magazine
www.booksellerandpublisher.com.au

DIgITAl B2C CONSIDERATIONS
Caroline Fortin, VP & Publisher, QA International
Host: Mark Dressler

11:30 -
12:00

12:00 -
12:30

A SOCIAl APPROACH TO PUBlISHINg: Richard Nash, Founder, Cursor UPDATE ON EPUB STANDARD AND WHAT THE FUTURE HOlDS
george Kerscher, President IDPF, Secretary General, DAISY Consortium
Bill Kasdorf, Vice President, Apex Content Solutions
Moderator: Michael Smith, Executive Director, International Digital 
Publishing Forum

EPUB: PRODUCINg EBOOKS USINg THE INDUSTRY STANDARD
James Macfarlane, President, Easypress Technologies (EasyEPUB)
Brett Freeman, Business Development Manager, EMEA, Aptara
Moderator: Michael Smith, Executive Director, International Digital 
Publishing Forum12:30 -

13:00

13:00 -
13:30

THE EBOOK STRATEgIES OF MAJOR PUBlISHERS
Brian Murray, CEO, HarperCollins
Evan Schnittman, Managing Director, Bloomsbury
Andrew Savikas, VP, O’Reilly Media
Moderator: Tom Turvey, Director, Google13:30 -

14:00

14:00 -
14:30

STARTINg THE EBOOK COMMERCE IN BRAzIl
Frederico Indiani, Director of Purchasing, Livraria Saraiva
Cesar groh, IT Director, Livraria Saraiva
Moderator: Carlo Carrenho, Founder and CEO, PublishNews
Hosted by PublishNews14:30 -

15:00
APP DEvElOPMENT: Dean Johnson, Creative Director, Brandwidth; 
Rhys Cazenove, Co-Founder, Enhanced Editions; Host: Mark Dressler

DIgITAl RIgHTS: A MINEFIElD OR AN OPPORTUNITY?
Clare Painter, Rights Direction Ltd.

15:00 -
15:30

BEYOND THE HYPE: DIgITAl PUBlISHINg AT THE MUlTIMEDIA 
COAlFACE Michael Bhaskar, Head of Digital, Profile Books; Moderator: Edward 
Nawotka, Editor-in-Chief, Publishing Perspectives

15:30 -
16:00

E-RIgHTS AND ROlES
Robert gottlieb, Chairman, Trident Media Group, LLC
Host: Michael Cader, Publishers Marketplace

16:00 -
16:30

MEET RICHARD MOllET—RECENTlY APPOINTED CEO OF THE 
UK PUBlISHERS’ ASSOCIATION: Richard Mollet; Interviewer: Richard 
Charkin, Executive Director, Bloomsbury Publishing

16:30 -
17:00

FRANKFURT BOOK FAIR TWEETUP
Meet, greet and tweet! Drinks will be provided.

By Chad W. Post

Speaking at both Tools of Change 
and the International Digital Rights 
Symposium, John Oakes of the newly 
launched OR Books elucidated his busi-
ness model. Compared to traditional 
publishing structures, its simplicity is 
quite revolutionary.

Launching last fall, OR Books has a 
few specific strategies: it offers its au-
thors relatively low advances (and high 
royalties), edits the books quickly so 
that they can be released months after 
completion (instead of years), spends 
the bulk of its budget on marketing each 
title, and licenses titles to traditional 
publishers. The big difference between 
OR and other indie presses is that OR 
ignores chain stores, Amazon and the 
like, only selling its books directly 
through its Website. This practice truly 
upends the industry’s beliefs at a time 
when most other publishers are trying 
to figure out how to make their e-books 
available through as many distribution 
channels as possible. 

Every title that OR publishes is avail-
able through its site in paperback and 
non-DRM e-book formats. (There’s also 
a bundle option through which a reader 
can get both the paperback and e-book 
at a sizable discount.) As Oakes pointed 
out, the benefits of this system check a 

number of boxes on a publisher’s wish 
list: no returns, much more accurate 
pre-publication print runs, and profits 
that go straight to the publisher and au-
thor. OR Books author Douglas Rushkoff 
pointed this out in a recent interview 
with Publishing Perspectives, but rath-
er than focusing on advance sales to a 
handful of large customers, OR Books is 
focused on selling real copies to actual 
consumers. 

The OR Books business model is de-
ceptive in its simplicity. In many ways, 
it’s a throwback to a time before supply-
chain intermediaries permanently al-
tered the bookselling business—a time 
when publishers were also printers and 
bookstores. It’s a model that—if suc-
cessful in the long run—thrives on both 
satisfying the needs of customers and 
maximizing the publisher’s return. (It’s 
an obvious thing to point out, but OR 
doesn’t have to pay sales reps, or attend 
sales conferences, etc.) Although many 
authors and agents have been amenable 
to this model, Oakes said that a num-
ber of editors at traditional publishing 
houses are completely baffled and an-
tagonistic toward such a strange busi-
ness model. 

Which might be why so many 
speeches at TOC Frankfurt revolved 
around the need for publishers to adapt 
by focusing more on the needs of con-

sumers and less on how to retain old 
standards. 

Andrew Savikas’s keynote looked at 
the intertwined evolution of form and 
format and the need to find better cus-
tomer-friendly formats (i.e., apps) for 
things like guidebooks and other “data-
base” titles. His underlying point—that 
readers still desire traditional content 
(classified listings, movie information) 
but in new, more convenient formats—
really set the tone for the conference. 

Pablo Arrieta’s presentation on 
readership in Colombia, and the re-
striction of content due to the lack of 
an iTunes/iBookstore in Latin America, 
was illuminating in its global perspec-
tive. 

Sheila Bounford of NBNi also dis-
cussed the need for publishers to recon-
nect with readers, resonating with the 
theme of the day.

It’s true that TOC—or any call for 
“change” in the publishing industry, 
really—is mostly focused on imple-
menting new technologies to increase 
revenue. That said, along with this ex-
pansion into enhanced e-books and 
video games comes a parallel change in 
philosophical outlook—which may, in 
the long run, have an even larger impact 
on the industry as a whole. •

or Books preaches elegant, direct Model
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By Michelle Jones

Richard Nash’s new publishing ven-
ture, Cursor, has yet to release it’s first 
title, but its already caused a quite a stir. 

Much of what has been written 
about Nash of late has to do with his 
plans to overhaul the nature of author 
contracts. But shortening the contracts 
to three years and eliminating advanc-
es are just part of what Nash wants to 
change about the publishing industry.

“I don’t know whether this is grandi-
ose or insane or whatever, but I am try-
ing to change about 18 different things 
at once,” he says. “The whole thing has 
to be completely re-conceptualized and 
re-engineered.”

Cursor will launch next spring with 
three titles on its  fiction imprint, Red 
Lemonade. First up is Lynne Tillman’s 
story collection, Someday This Will Be 
Funny, followed by two debut novels: 
Zazen by Vanessa Veselka and Follow Me 
Down Follow Me Down by Kio Stark.

The three books will be published 
in three formats, as will all of Cursor’s 
titles: a $15-$16 trade paperback, digi-
tal downloads and limited editions 
ranging from $40 to $400. If this mix of 
formats seems less than revolutionary, 
the difference is in the way Nash thinks 
of them. To him, trade paperbacks are 
“6-x-9-inch advertisements,” marketing 
materials; digital downloads are “cheap 
crack” to entice people who are only 

vaguely familiar with an author like Till-
man.

Nash says he didn’t exactly steal 
Tillman from Soft Skull Press, which he 
ran for eight years, but she does repre-
sent the kind of midlist author his pub-
lishing model can help.

“The model of $15-$25 books is a 
radically insufficient way to capture all 
the value Lynne Tillman creates,” he 
says. “People pay tens of thousands of 
dollars to do an MFA where she teaches. 
To my mind that’s the top of [her] de-
mand curve.” To capitalize on some of 
that and to strengthen the author-read-
er relationship, Nash will have Tillman 
teach classes and workshops based on 
her books. He’ll also publish four of her 
backlist titles.

Nash found Stark and Veselka 
through channels representative of 
the community aspect he hopes to fos-
ter through Cursor’s imprints. Veselka 
sought him out for advice soon after he 
left Soft Skull. She’d published excerpts 
of Zazen in literary magazines and was 
considering self-publishing, online se-
rialization, limited editions—all things 
that appealed to Nash and the spirit he 
wanted Red Lemonade to embody.

Though Veselka’s subject matter is 

not dissimilar to what Nash might have 
published at Soft Skull, he says he’s not 
out to create another version of that im-
print or to compete with it necessarily. 
On the other hand, he doesn’t mind un-
dermining what he feels isn’t working.

“I’ve used the term ecosystem when 
I’ve talked about this stuff. Part of what 
happens in ecosystems and forests is 
you sometimes need fires,” he says.

Nash says the publishing industry 
needs to learn from the entrepreneur-
ial start-up culture of the technology 
industry. Take the concept of minimal 
viable product, for example. “What’s the 
minimum required to make a statement 
about the kind of publishing we want to 
do?,” he says. “I felt it was three books.” 
Other lessons from tech start-ups? Be 

ultra-lean (never a problem for inde-
pendent publishers, Nash jokes) and as 
a result, be able to make changes and 
adjustments on the fly. 

The tech world is also where he 
found author Kio Stark. Nash likens the 
creativity driven by the Internet to the 
cheap real estate that drove New York’s 
avant garde art scene from the 1960s to 
the ’80s. It was that confluence of peo-
ple and movements like John Cage, Andy 
Warhol, Merce Cunningham and Fluxus 
that lured Nash to New York in the first 
place; now he feels New York is where 
thinking about the meeting of technolo-
gy and culture is happening in a big way.

“I realized there was this group of 
interesting people who are not quite of 
book culture in the narrow course, they 
are as likely to be teaching in an inter-
active telecommunications program as 
they are in a creative writing program,” 
he says. Tapping into that world, and 
others unnoticed and underserved by 
traditional publishers, is one of Nash’s 
goals for Cursor. •

On Thursday, Nash moderates the 
panel “The War on Piracy: All Together 
Now. Maybe Another Day?” with speak-
ers Tom Allen of the Association of Ameri-
can Publishers, Alexander Wolf of Celas, 
and Olaf Wolters from Bundesverband 
Interaktive Unterhaltungssoftware. It 
takes place at the StoryDrive Conference 
from 1:30 – 2:15 pm in Cine 2.

storydrive profile: richard Nash on the Future of publishing
“the whole thing has to be 

completely re-conceptualized 
and re-engineered.”
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By Mike Springer

If Shannon Fitzgerald had to choose 
one word to describe what today’s 
young people expect from media con-
tent, it would be: Authenticity. “They are 
so smart and so savvy,” says Fitzgerald, 
the new Vice President of Series Devel-
opment at MTV. “They sniff out BS really 
quickly now.”

In her view, young people feel em-
powered by social media and the new 
technology and are too savvy to be eas-
ily manipulated. At the same time, they 
feel extremely vulnerable.

“They feel tapped in,” says Fitzger-
ald. “They feel connected. They control 
the information for the most part that 
goes out, and just this sense of having 
the power to connect to their friends 
and peers and family any time they 
want gives them a sense of empower-
ment. The flip side of that, and where 
they feel that they have a lack of control, 
is that there’s an unprecedented uncer-
tainty—9/11, the recession, Columbine. 
They don’t feel safe.”

MTV’s market research shows that 
the relationship between young people 
and the world has shifted dramatically 
since the days of Father Knows Best. 
Fitzgerald explains: “What kids are tell-
ing us is, ‘We feel loved and supported 
by our parents, but our parents are re-
ally like our peers. They’re not really 

showing us how to navigate the world. 
So we’re scared of the world. We don’t 
really understand how it works.’”

In response to this, MTV is increas-
ingly steering toward programming that 
helps teenagers and young adults figure 
out how to make their way in the world. 
“I think you can see that in a show like 
Teen Mom,” says Fitzgerald, “which 
tells a different story each week about 
a pregnant teenager who has a baby, 
and what that really entails. If this is a 
choice you’re going to make as a 16- or 
17- or 18-year-old girl, this is the real-

ity of that choice—here’s something for 
you to think about before you have un-
protected sex or go ahead and decide to 
have a baby.”

Perhaps the biggest challenge in de-
veloping programming for the Millenni-
al Generation is to hold their attention. 
“It’s really hard to lock them into some-
thing,” says Fitzgerald. “They can surf 
on YouTube and get two-minute shots 
of entertainment. We know we have to 
hook them really quickly or we’ll lose 
them. It’s short-attention-span theater.”

Fitzgerald was appointed to her 
new post at MTV in late July after pro-
ducing a number of programs for the 
network, including The Ashlee Simpson 
Show, Joe and Lucy, and Miss 17. She has 
developed feature-film projects with 
Mosaic Media Group and held execu-
tive positions at Irwin Entertainment 
and Fearless Films. She also executive 
produced the pilot for the reality series, 
Keeping Up With the Kardashians.

Fitzgerald says she’s excited about 
being at Frankfurt. “My personal agen-
da is to hopefully find some great ma-
terial,” she says, “and also spread the 
word about what we’re looking for and 
what our audiences are telling us about 
the kind of stories they’re interested in 

hearing.”
MTV’s demographic ranges from 

the early teens to the early thirties, “but 
12 to 24 is our sweet spot,” Fitzgerald 
says. “We definitely skew a little more 
female—teen girls and stories that reso-
nate for them. For teen girls it’s all about 
relationships—relationships with their 
parents, sisters, but particularly friend-
ships. I think it would be really nice to 
find our version of a family show. I’m 
actively looking at developing a show 
about family from the teenager’s per-
spective: What’s it like to live with par-
ents, for the love of God?”

Most of MTV’s programming is de-
veloped in-house, but Fitzgerald says 
she is always on the lookout for good 
literary material. In some cases a work 
of fiction can inspire a reality show, or 
a non-fiction property can be developed 
into a fictional program. “Books are a 
great source of material,” she says.

“You get a world, you get characters, 
you get to hear their think-voices, their 
inner monologue. It’s a challenge, adapt-
ing that and making it feel cinematic, 
but they are fantastic source material.” •

Fitzgerald will appear on the StoryD-
rive Conference panel “Generation Y: Em-
powered or manipulated?” today. It takes 
place at 11:45-12:30 in the Film and Me-
dia Forum, F.0

what do young people want from Media?
storydrive speaker, Mtv’s director of series 
development shannon Fitzgerald, explains

By Mike Springer

At first glance, the publishing and 
film industries appear quite similar: 
Both strive to bring stories to the widest 
possible audience; both make risky bets 
on what will sell. But the interests of the 
literary world and the interests of the 
movie world rarely overlap. The trick in 
dealing with Hollywood, says film pro-
ducer David Gerson, is to understand 
when, and where, they do overlap.

“I think there is an enormous chasm 
of understanding between the publish-
ing and the film industries,” Gerson 
says.  “They’re two totally different in-
dustries and markets, which are driven 
by a completely different set of econom-
ics.”

Gerson would like to help bridge 
that gulf at the Frankfurt Book Fair. 
“Hopefully,” he says, “people will find 
it interesting to get the perspective of 
the movie people about how we look to 
buy material, which you’ll find is always 
very different from what they think 
we’re looking for.”

Gerson has been in the movie busi-
ness for 14 years. For six of those years 
he was Vice President for Develop-
ment and Production at Focus Features, 
where he helped develop such films as 
Reservation Road, Milk and Away We 
Go. He is currently a producer at Nick 
Wechsler Productions in Los Angeles, 
with several projects in the works, in-
cluding an adaptation of British novelist 
Simon Lewis’s thriller, Bad Traffic, set in 

the Chinese underworld of London. 
“What the panel will hopefully ac-

complish,” Gerson says, “is to give a lit-
tle more insight to people in publishing 
who know they have an amazing book in 
their hands but aren’t quite sure if that 

necessarily means an amazing movie.”
Some amazing books are difficult to 

translate into visual narratives. “Read-
ing Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach is 
one thing,” Gerson says. “It’s an incred-
ible read, an amazing author. But taking 
that and turning it into a monetized film 
property is a whole different kettle of 
fish.”

Sometimes, says Gerson, producers 
will gamble on a hit book in the hope 
that literary success will draw enough 
interest from big-name actors, directors 
and screenwriters to secure financing 
for a film. But in the end, market forces 
win out. He cites Jonathan Franzen’s 
work as an example: “You’d think The 
Corrections would already have been 
made and pushed through the Holly-
wood machine,” he says, “but it’s in a lit-
tle bit of a development rut right now.”

One problem with a family drama 
like The Corrections, says Gerson, is that 
very few people are buying tickets to 
see family dramas these days. “Over the 
past three years the dramas have been 
getting murdered in the film market,” he 
says. Audiences aren’t going to see them, 
they’re not spending money on them, 
and with one or two notable exceptions 
this year, every indie film has failed, and 
in a lot of instances quite miserably. And 
those tend to be dramas.” 

So, even when a book can be trans-
lated beautifully into film, there may not 
be a large-enough audience to make it 
work economically. This can be hard to 
appreciate from the perspective of the 

literary world, where audience demo-
graphics and production costs are radi-
cally different.

“Sometimes,” says Gerson, “people 
will come in and say, ‘This is a great 
book.’ We’ll say, ‘Yeah it is, but I don’t 
know if I can sell it.’ Then they’ll say, ‘I 
want a million dollars to option it.’ We’ll 
say, ‘That’s just crazy, because this mov-
ie is a five million dollar movie. There’s 
no version of this in which it’s a $60 mil-
lion movie, so nobody is going to pay 
what you want.’”

The conceptual chasm between the 
book and screen trades is too wide to be 
crossed in a single leap, says Gerson. His 
hope, as he heads to Frankfurt, is simply 
to keep the dialogue moving. 

“It’s just chipping away at the stone,” 
he says. •

Gerson is participating today on the 
panel discussion “How to sell to…Hol-
lywood” along with Michelle Kroes, Fea-
ture and Literary Development and Rob 
Kraitt, AP Watt Literary Film & Televi-
sion Agency, as part of the Storydrive 
conference. The event takes place from 
2:30 – 3:15 at the Film and Media Forum, 
Hall F.0.

so, you want to turn your Book into a Movie...
Film producer david 
Gerson explains why 

the corrections hasn’t 
been filmed and other 

mysteries of hollywood



On August 31, the night before President 
Obama’s dinner inaugurating direct talks be-
tween Israeli and Palestinian leaders, Hamas 
gunmen shot and killed four Jewish settlers 
in Hebron, the West Bank’s largest and most 
populous governorate. The attack—the dead-
liest against Israeli citizens in more than two 
years—was condemned by Palestinian and 
Israeli officials, who said that it was meant to 
thwart the upcoming negotiations. According 
to a Hamas spokesman, however, the shooting 
had a more specific purpose: to demonstrate 
the futility of the recent cooperation between 
Israeli and Palestinian security forces. This co-
operation has reached unprecedented levels 
under the quiet direction of a three-star US 
Army general, Keith Dayton, who has been 
commanding a little-publicized American 
mission to build up Palestinian security forces 
in the West Bank.*

Referred to by Hamas as “the Dayton 
forces,” the Palestinian security services are 
formally under the authority of Mahmoud 
Abbas, the Palestinian president and chair-
man of Hamas’s rival, Fatah; but they are, 
in practice, controlled by Salam Fayyad, 
the unelected prime minister, a diminutive, 
mild-mannered technocrat. Abbas appointed 
Fayyad following Hamas’s grim takeover of 
Gaza in June 2007—which occurred seven-
teen months after the Islamist party won the 
January 2006 parliamentary elections—and 
entrusted him with preventing Hamas from 
also seizing the West Bank. 

Fayyad received a Ph.D. in economics from 
the University of Texas at Austin and held 
positions at the Federal Reserve Bank of St. 
Louis, the World Bank, and the IMF before 
becoming finance minister under President 
Yasser Arafat. His reputation as a fiscally 
responsible and trustworthy manager en-
sures the steady supply of international aid 
on which the Palestinian economy depends. 
Though he has neither a popular following 
nor backing from a large political party (his 
Third Way list received a mere 2.4 percent 
of the votes in the 2006 legislative elections), 
today he is responsible for nearly every as-
pect of Palestinian governance. Yet he is not 
participating in the negotiations over a settle-
ment with Israel, which are the province of 
the PLO (of whose leadership Fayyad is not a 
member) and are handled by its chairman, the 
seventy-five-year-old Abbas.

Fayyad is criticized at home for many of the 
same reasons he is lauded abroad. He has con-
demned violence against Israel as antithetical 
to his people’s national aspirations, stated 
that Palestinian refugees could be resettled 
not in Israel but in a future Palestinian state, 
and suggested that this state would offer citi-
zenship to Jews. He is praised in the opinion 
pages of The Washington Post, The Wall Street 
Journal, and The New York Times, and has 
good relations with foreign leaders unpopu-
lar in Palestine: on Fayyad’s first visit to the 
Oval Office, in 2003, George W. Bush greeted 
him with index and pinky fingers extended to 
display UT Austin’s “Hook ’em Horns” sign. 
When the daughter of Israeli Prime Minister 
Ariel Sharon’s chief of staff was married sev-
eral years ago, Fayyad sat next to Sharon at 
the wedding and talked with him at length.

In February, Fayyad spoke before Israel’s 
security establishment at the annual Herzliya 
Conference, where he was compared by Is-
raeli President Shimon Peres to David Ben-
Gurion. Much of Fayyad’s speech concerned 
his ambitious plan, made public in late August 

2009, to establish unilaterally a de facto Pal-
estinian state by August 2011. By that time, 
according to Fayyad, “the reality of [a Pales-
tinian] state will impose itself on the world.” 

Fayyad’s plan to “build” a state—he does not 
say he will declare one—has been endorsed 
by the Quartet (the US, EU, UN, and Russian 
Federation) and supported eagerly by inter-
national donors. 

Some Palestinians have rejected it as too 
closely resembling Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s notion of “economic 
peace,” which proposes that development pre-
cede independence. And a number of Israelis 

have expressed suspicions that Palestine will 
seek UN recognition of its statehood when 
the plan is complete. Avigdor Lieberman, the 
Israeli foreign minister, has warned that any 
unilateral steps Fayyad takes toward a state 
could prompt Israel to annul past agreements 
and annex parts of the West Bank. 

Fayyad has said that his plan to build a new 
state “is intended to generate pressure” on  
Israeli–Palestinian negotiations, and the direct 
talks recently started by the two parties have a 
late summer 2011 deadline that coincides with 
Fayyad’s. Mike Herzog, former chief of staff 
to Israeli Defense Minister Ehud Barak, told 
me, “Ultimately, I think Fayyad calculates 
that political negotiations will not succeed and 
his plan [to establish a state] will be the only 
game in town.” The danger, for Israel and 
the Palestinian Authority alike, is what will 
happen if negotiations fail and Fayyad’s plan 
does not produce significant concessions from 
Israel. “We are not going to withdraw from 
certain areas just because there was a declara-
tion or a UN resolution,” Herzog said. In that 
event Hamas will be able to present a persua-
sive argument that violence is the only means 
of achieving national liberation. “Fayyad sets 
an arbitrary date and says, ‘Okay, now all of 
you break your heads if you want to avoid a 
catastrophe,’” Herzog said. “What he did is 
very risky but also very smart.” 

So far, Fayyad’s strategy is succeeding. 
His administration has started more than 
one thousand development projects, which 
include paving roads, planting trees, digging 
wells, and constructing new buildings, most 
prominently in the twin cities of Ramallah 
and al-Bireh. He has reduced dependence on 
foreign aid and started to carry out plans to 
build new hospitals, classrooms, courthouses, 
industrial parks, housing, and even a new 
city, Rawabi, between Ramallah and Nablus. 

But “reforming the security forces,” Ghassan 
Khatib, a spokesman for the Palestinian Au-
thority, told me, “is the main and integral part 
of the Fayyad plan. Many of the government’s 
other successes, such as economic growth, 
came as a result.” 

To its citizens, Fayyad’s government has 
presented reform of the police and other se-
curity forces as principally a matter of provid-
ing law and order—apprehending criminal 
gangs, consolidating competing security ser-
vices, forbidding public displays of weapons, 
and locating stolen cars. But its program for 
“counterterrorism”—which is directed mainly 

against Hamas and viewed by many Palestin-
ians as collaboration with Israel—is its most 
important element: targeting Hamas mem-
bers and suspected sympathizers is intended 
to reduce the likelihood of a West Bank take-
over and, as important, helps Fayyad make 
a plausible case that he is in control and that 
Israel can safely withdraw from the territory. 

In 2009, Palestinian and Israeli forces took 
part in 1,297 coordinated activities, many of 
them against militant Palestinian groups, a 
72 percent increase over the previous year. 

Together they have largely disbanded the al-
Aqsa Martyrs Brigades, a principal Fatah mi-
litia; attacked Islamic Jihad cells; and all but 
eliminated Hamas’s social institutions, finan-
cial arrangements, and military activities in 
the West Bank. 

According to the latest annual report of 
the Shin Bet, Israel’s FBI, “continuous [coun-
terterrorist] activity conducted by Israel and 
the Palestinian security apparatuses” reduced 
Palestinian attacks against Israelis in the West 
Bank and East Jerusalem to their lowest 
numbers since 2000. Today’s level of coopera-
tion, Herzog said, “is better than before the 
second intifada even—it’s excellent.” Mouna 
Mansour, a Hamas legislator in the Palestin-
ian Parliament and widow of an assassinated 
senior leader of the movement, told me, “The 
PA has succeeded more than the Israelis in 
crushing Hamas in the West Bank.”

At the center of the Palestinian govern-
ment’s security reforms are several “special 
battalions” of the National Security Forces 
(NSF), an eight-thousand-member gendar-
merie that makes up the largest unit of the 
25,000-strong Palestinian armed forces in the 
West Bank. The officer in charge of the vet-
ting, training, equipping, and strategic plan-
ning of these special battalions is Lieutenant 

General Keith Dayton, the United States se-
curity coordinator (USSC) for Israel and the 
Palestinian Authority. 

In a desert town sixteen miles southeast of 
Amman, more than three thousand Palestin-
ians have completed nineteen-week military 
courses under Dayton’s supervision at the 
Jordan International Police Training Center, 
built with American funds in 2003 for the in-
struction of Iraqi police. In Hebron, Jenin, 
Jericho, and Ramallah, the Dayton mission 
is organizing the construction and renovation 
of garrisons, training colleges, facilities for 
the Interior Ministry, and security headquar-
ters—some of which, like the one I visited on 
a hilltop in central Hebron, were destroyed by 
Israel during the second intifada. The office of 
the USSC plans to build new camps in Bethle-
hem, Ramallah, Tubas, and Tulkarm. It offers 
two-month leadership courses to senior PA 
officers, and has created and appointed ad-
visers to a Strategic Planning Directorate in 
the Ministry of Interior. Over the past three 
years, the State Department has allocated 
$392 million to the Dayton mission, with an-
other $150 million requested for 2011. 

At its headquarters in a nineteenth-century 
stone building at the US consulate in West 
Jerusalem, the USSC has a forty-five-person 
core staff composed primarily of American 
and Canadian but also British and Turk-
ish military officers. In addition, it employs 
twenty-eight private contractors from the 
Virginia-based DynCorp International. State 
Department rules require the mission’s US 
government staff to travel only in large, heav-
ily armored convoys, though these restrictions 
do not apply to its private security contractors 
and foreign military officers, some of whom 
are based in Ramallah. By late 2011—a date 
that dovetails with Fay yad’s deadline—the 
USSC plans to have supervised the training of 
ten NSF battalions, one for every West Bank 
governorate except Jerusalem.

General Dayton reports to Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton and Admiral Mike Mul-
len, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He 
advises George Mitchell, special envoy for 
Middle East peace, and has been praised by 
influential senators, congressmen, and Middle 
East analysts, who view the work of the USSC 
as a singular achievement. Israel has granted 
greater responsibility to Palestinian security 
forces, expanding their geographical areas of 
operation, sharing higher-quality intelligence 
with them, and lifting their midnight-to-five-
AM curfews in several of the largest West 
Bank cities. According to the UN Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 
Israel has also reduced the travel time be-
tween most urban centers in the West Bank 
by opening roads, relaxing controls at check-
points, lifting vehicle permit requirements, 
and removing physical obstacles, which are 
expected to be reduced in the near future to 
their lowest number since 2005.

Colonel Philip J. Dermer, a former mem-
ber of the USSC, wrote in a March 2010 report 
circulated among senior White House and 
military staff that “the USSC mission has ar-
guably achieved more progress on the ground 
than any other US effort in Israeli-Palestinian 
peacemaking.” Michael Oren, Israel’s ambas-
sador to the United States, has said, “You can 
send George Mitchell back and forth to the 
Middle East as much as you like, but expand-
ing what [General] Dayton is doing in the 
security realm to other sectors of Palestinian 
governance and society is really the only vi-
able model for progress.” 

The first United States security coordina-
tor, Lieutenant General William “Kip” Ward, 
arrived in Jerusalem in March 2005. Elliott 
Abrams, formerly the deputy national secu-
rity adviser to President George W. Bush, told 
me that Ward’s mission was organized in 

Our Man in Palestine
Nathan Thrall
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*For an excellent report on Palestinian security 
reform, see “Squaring the Circle: Palestinian 
Security Reform Under Occupation,” Interna-
tional Crisis Group, September 7, 2010. For ad-
ditional footnotes, see the Web version of this 
article at www.nybooks.com.

Lieutenant General Keith Dayton (right), the US security coordinator for Israel  
and the Palestinian Authority, with Brigadier General Munir al-Zoubi, commander  

of the Palestinian Presidential Guard, the elite force that protects top officials  
and guests, at a training facility in Jericho, West Bank, February 26, 2009
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response to three closely coinciding events: 
the reelection, in November 2004, of Bush, 
who wanted to rebuild Palestinian security 
forces as a part of his 2003 road map to Mid-
dle East peace; the death, nine days later, of 
Yasser Arafat, who had resisted American 
attempts to reform the Palestinian security 
services; and the victory of America’s favored 
candidate, Mahmoud Abbas, in the January 
2005 presidential election. 

Ward’s mission concentrated initially on 
security reform but was soon limited to pre-
paring for Israeli Prime Minister Sharon’s 
disengagement from Gaza and four north-
ern West Bank settlements in August and 
September 2005. The withdrawal went fairly 
smoothly for Israel, but Ward failed to pre-
vent violence on the Palestinian side. Settler 
greenhouses were looted, empty synagogues 
were burned, and Palestinians began fighting 
one another for control of Gaza. 

Weeks after Dayton took over from Ward 
at the end of 2005, Hamas defeated Fatah in 
the January 2006 parliamentary elections. 
Overnight, Dayton’s task changed from re-
forming the security forces to preventing 
a Hamas-led government from controlling 
them. State Department lawyers sought ways 
to continue assisting the Fatah-dominated 
security forces of the Palestinian Authority, 
which would soon be led by Hamas, a group 
the US had declared a terrorist organization. 
The solution was to send direct aid to Presi-
dent Abbas, who was elected separately and 
could be considered detached from the incom-
ing Hamas-led government and legislature. In 
a reversal of its longstanding policy of pres-
suring the Palestinian president to give power 
to the cabinet, the US advised Abbas to issue 
decrees and make appointments that would 
limit the new government’s rule, particularly 
over the security forces. Hamas reacted by es-
tablishing a security service of its own. Abbas 
banned the Hamas force in a decree that the 
cabinet then declared illegal. During the next 
year, Hamas and Fatah engaged in a series of 
violent clashes in which leaders on both sides 
were assassinated. 

Dayton, meanwhile, was overseeing the re-
cruitment, training, and equipping of Abbas’s 
rapidly expanding security forces. Khaled Me-
shaal, chief of Hamas’s politburo, delivered a 
fiery speech denouncing “the security coup” as 
a “conspiracy” supported by “the Zionists and 
the Americans”—charges Fatah denied. In 
February 2007, on the brink of civil war, Fatah 
and Hamas leaders traveled to Mecca, where 
they agreed to form a national unity govern-
ment, a deal the US opposed because it pre-
ferred that Fatah continue to isolate Hamas. 
Fayyad became finance minister in the new 
government, despite, he says, American pres-
sure not to join. The Peruvian diplomat Alvaro 
de Soto, former UN envoy to the Quartet, 
wrote in a confidential “End of Mission Re-
port” that the violence between Hamas and 
Fatah could have been avoided had the US not 
strongly opposed Palestinian reconciliation. 
“The US,” he wrote, “clearly pushed for a con-
frontation between Fateh and Hamas.” 

One month before Gaza fell to Hamas 
in June 2007, Hamas forces attacked USSC-
trained troops at their base near Gaza’s border 
with Israel, killing seven and withdrawing only 
after three Israeli tanks approached. Testifying 
before Congress the following week, Dayton 
claimed that the attack had been repulsed and 
denied that Hamas was on the rise—a predic-
tion not borne out during the following weeks. 

“It took [Hamas] just a few days,” said Raji 
Sourani, director of the Palestinian Center for 
Human Rights, “to flush away a 53,000-strong 
PA security apparatus which was a fourteen-
year Western investment.”

Though several members of the Bush ad-
ministration later said that the entire strategy 
had been mistaken, the defeat of American-
backed Fatah forces offered a rather different 
lesson to the small circle that had influence 
over the USSC. “We didn’t regard this as 
proof the project wasn’t working,” Abrams 
said, “but rather that the project was needed.”

Gaza was lost, but in Abbas’s appoint-
ment of an emergency cabinet led by Salam 
Fayyad, the US felt it had “the best Palestin-
ian Authority government in history.” So I 
was told by David Welch, a former assistant 
secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs 
who helped oversee the Dayton mission until 
December 2008. The Bush administration 
ended its fourteen-month embargo of the 
PA, Israel released $500 million in withheld 

taxes, Palestinian and Israeli security forces 
increased their coordination, and the USSC 
rapidly expanded its operations. In Fay yad’s 
first three and a half months as prime minis-
ter, from mid-June to October 2007, the Pal-
estinian Authority mounted a campaign in 
the West Bank against charities, businesses, 
preachers, and civil servants affiliated with 
Hamas, arresting some 1,500 of the move-
ment’s members and suspected sympathizers. 
“Once it became clear that Hamas had won in 
Gaza,” Welch said, “then the whole thing was 
a lot cleaner to do in the West Bank.” 

By late October 2007, the government was 
making an intensive effort to maintain order 
in Nablus, one of the West Bank’s most violent 
cities; in Jenin the following May a special bat-
talion trained by the USSC led the largest secu-
rity operation ever mounted by the PA. Both 
efforts won approval from local residents, who 
were grateful for improved security. But these 
projects were largely dependent not only on 
restraint by Hamas and Islamic Jihad but also 
on Israel’s support, including the amnesty it 
offered to Fatah gunmen.

Many Palestinians see today’s campaigns 
by the security forces as an effort to suppress 
Hamas—the victors in free and fair elec-
tions—and also to prevent attacks against Is-
rael. “The challenge for Fayyad and Abbas,” 
Ghaith al-Omari, a former foreign policy 
adviser to Abbas, told me, “is that for many 
Palestinians violence against Israel is a na-
tionalist, respectable endeavor.” This is a 
view confirmed by reactions to the most re-
cent suicide bombing in Israel—at a Dimona 
shopping center in February 2008—and the 
shooting one month later of eight students at 
a yeshiva in West Jerusalem. More than three 
quarters of polled Palestinians supported the 
attacks, which were praised by Hamas and 
condemned by the PA.

Over the following year, the PA alienated 
itself from the public still further and with lit-
tle aid from Hamas. At an Israeli base north 
of Ramallah in September 2008, the Israeli 
journalist Nahum Barnea attended a meeting 
between Palestinian and Israeli commanders. 
In an article later translated in the Palestinian 
press, Barnea reported in Yedioth Ahronoth, 
Israel’s most widely circulated newspaper, 
that the head of the Palestinian National Se-
curity Forces told the Israelis, “We have a 
common enemy,” and the chief of Palestinian 
military intelligence said, “We are taking care 
of every Hamas institution in accordance with 
your instructions.” 

Another blow to the PA’s popularity came 
one and a half months later. After Israeli 
forces evicted some two hundred Jews from 
a contested building in Hebron, Israeli set-
tlers in the area vandalized ambulances and 
mosques, set fire to cars and homes, and shot 
and wounded Palestinian residents. Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert said he was “ashamed 
at the scenes of Jews opening fire at innocent 
Arabs,” an event he called a “pogrom.” When 
the riots spread to the Palestinian-controlled 
part of the city, Hebron locals watched as their 
security forces quietly disappeared. Both the 
former governor, now Abbas’s chief of staff, 
and the NSF commander of Hebron, a Hamas 
stronghold, told me that Israeli soldiers regu-
larly make incursions into PA-controlled 
areas, forcing, the governor said, “humiliated 
and insulted” Palestinian troops to withdraw 
to their barracks. Perceptions of collaboration 
are heightened, they added, by Israel’s fre-
quent practice of arresting people who have 
just been released from Palestinian detention.

The most damage to the reputation of the 
Palestinian security forces occurred during the 
Israeli war in Gaza, which began in December 
2008. In plainclothes and uniform, PA officers 
in the West Bank surrounded mosques, kept 
young men from approaching Israeli check-
points, arrested protesters chanting Hamas 
slogans, and dispersed demonstrators with 
batons, pepper spray, and tear gas. The trust 
between Israeli and Palestinian forces was 
so great, Dayton said, that “a good portion 
of the Israeli army went off to Gaza.” Barak 
Ben-Zur, a former head of counterterrorism 
in Israeli military intelligence and later spe-
cial assistant to the director of the Shin Bet, 
told me that “in Israeli Arab cities there were 
more protests against the war than in the West 
Bank,” thanks to the “total quiet kept by the 
Palestinian security services.” Foreign Minis-
ter Avigdor  Lieberman later said, “Mahmoud 
Abbas himself called and asked us, pressured 
us to continue the military campaign and 

overthrow Hamas.” 
Several months after the war in Gaza, 

Dayton spoke before an influential group of 
politicians and analysts at the Washington  
Institute for Near East Policy, where he 
boasted of his mission’s accomplishments: 
building a force that worked against Hamas 
and cooperated with Israel during the war, 
and creating “new men” through USSC train-
ing of Palestinian troops. Israeli commanders, 
he said, asked him how quickly he could pro-
duce more. His comments were not well re-
ceived in Palestine, where they reinforced the 
image of the US and Israel as puppeteers. In 
the months following the speech, the PA sent 
a formal complaint to the US about Dayton’s 
“unacceptable declarations”; senior Palestin-
ian officials, including Fayyad, refused to at-
tend meetings with Dayton; and, according to 
Jane’s Defence Weekly, “owing to tensions in 
the relationship between [General] Dayton 
and the civilian Palestinian leadership, his 
role [was] scaled down.” 

For Fayyad, Dayton’s speech could not 
have been timed more poorly; it followed 
the release of a widely publicized poll that 
had found the PA’s legitimacy among West 
Bank residents at record lows, and occurred 
just weeks after Palestinians held large dem-
onstrations protesting an alleged attempt 
by PA security forces to assassinate Sheikh 
Hamed al-Beitawi, a prominent Hamas 
leader in the West Bank. Beitawi, a member 
of the parliament, chairman of the Palestin-
ian Islamic Scholars Association, and a cleric 
well known for his sermons at Jerusalem’s al-
Aqsa mosque, had escaped a separate attack 
by unidentified assailants in the autumn of 
2008. The PA banned him this summer from 
preaching and two of his sons have been ar-
rested since July. Yet Beitawi said he was 
confident that the Fayyad government would 
not last. “Fatah and the PA are going down for 
two reasons,” he told me in Nablus: “corrup-
tion and coordination with the Israelis.” 

Last December, when Israeli forces in Nab-
lus, allegedly acting on a tip from PA security 
services, killed three Palestinian militants 
suspected of murdering a West Bank rabbi, 
more than 20,000 Palestinians attended the 
funeral, which turned into an enormous pro-
test against the PA’s security cooperation with 
Israel. Several days later, Hamas’s al-Aqsa 
TV broadcast a cartoon with a chorus singing, 
“We swear that we will not be terrorized by 
Dayton.” Its central character, Balool, is a Pal-
estinian National Security Force commander 
who kisses the boots of Israeli soldiers, wears 
a beret bearing the insignia “Dayton,” and 
claims not to represent any political faction 
just before his pants fall to reveal underwear 
colored in Fatah’s yellow. 

On the day the cartoon was shown on tele-
vision, Abbas, who is depicted in it as an Is-
raeli soldier’s marionette, told an interviewer, 
“We are not Israel’s security guards.” A week 
later, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the Doha-based 
television preacher who is watched by an au-
dience of tens of millions, said in a sermon 
broadcast on Qatar TV that “if it is proven 
that [Abbas] incited Israel to strike Gaza, he 
deserves not merely to be executed, but to be 
stoned to death.” 

Islamists have hardly been the only critics of 
Dayton and the security forces. Last year, in an 
Op-Ed entitled “Jericho’s Stasi,” Bassem Eid, 
head of the Palestinian Human Rights Moni-
toring Group, wrote, “I would like to suggest 
that General Dayton not just train agents in 
the use of weapons, beating and torture…but 
also train them how to behave among their 
own people.” The National Security Forces 
trained by Dayton are not authorized to make 
arrests, but they regularly lead joint operations 
with Palestinian security services whose senior 
leaders have been trained by the USSC, and 
that have, according to Human Rights Watch 
and Palestinian human rights groups, practiced 
torture. A year into Fayyad’s first term, Mam-
douh al-Aker, then head of the PA’s human 
rights organization, spoke of the government’s 
“militarization” and asserted that “a state of 
lawlessness had shifted to a sort of a security 
state, a police state.” 

Charges of authoritarianism have intensi-
fied since. Abbas, whose term expired during 
the war in Gaza, has been ruling by presi-
dential decree. There has been no legisla-
ture since June 2007, and judicial rulings are 
frequently ignored by the security services. 
Fayyad, for all his commitment to account-
ability and transparency, has repeatedly been 

found in polls to have less legitimacy than the 
Hamas prime minister in Gaza, Ismail Hani-
yeh, and oversees a government that in a re-
cent Global Integrity Index tied with Iraq as 
the sixth most corrupt in the world. 

In other respects, too, the PA’s practices 
have come under severe criticism. Accord-
ing to Sha’wan Jabarin, the director of the 
Palestinian human rights group al-Haq, tor-
ture has in recent months again become rou-
tine. In polls taken since Fayyad took office, 
West Bank residents have consistently re-
ported feeling less safe than Gazans, whose 
lives under Hamas rule are in many respects 
worse. The Ministry of Religious Affairs has 
dictated Friday sermons to be read by imams. 
Palestinian journalists, according to Amnesty 
International, were detained and threatened 
during the Gaza war for reporting on govern-
ment suppression. The Palestinian Authority, 
since Fayyad became prime minister, has twice 
ranked lower in the Reporters Without Bor-
ders Press Freedom Index than any other Arab 
government. And Freedom House now gives 
the PA the same rating for political rights that 
it does for civil liberties—“not free.” 

Fayyad has attempted to strengthen his 
credibility with Palestinians by participating 
in acts of “peaceful resistance”—demonstra-
tions against Israel’s security wall and burn-
ings of products made in Israeli settlements. 
But Sam Bahour, a Palestinian entrepreneur 
and advocate of civil rights, told me that the 
government’s recent decision “to adopt one 
small element” of an existing and more com-
prehensive boycott is mere “window dressing” 
meant to cover up “a heavy-handed security 
state whose primary goals are to keep Hamas 
and criticism of the government in check.” 
On August 25, when leftist and independent 
political parties held a rally against the direct 
talks with Israel that began one week later, it 
was violently broken up by PA security forces. 

Last winter and spring, the PA prepared for 
July municipal elections, which Hamas, citing 
political repression, announced it would boy-
cott. Khalil Shikaki, the most prominent Pal-
estinian pollster, told me that the purpose of 
the elections was “to further weaken Hamas 
and bolster the government’s legitimacy.” 
When Fatah’s internal divisions prevented it 
from agreeing on candidate lists, the PA can-
celed the elections, denying that it had done 
so because Fatah feared losing. But Sha’wan 
Jabarin told me that the government’s denial 
was not credible: 

In May and June, we learned of tens 
or hundreds of cases where Hamas fol-
lowers were questioned by the security 
forces about the municipal elections and 
asked if they want to run or not, if they 
want to vote or not, to whom they want 
to give their vote.

At his office in Ramallah, Shikaki said that 
because people in Gaza feel freer to express 
their political views to his staff, “We get more 
accurate reporting on how people voted in 
the last election in Gaza than we do here.”

In his report circulated among senior White 
House and military staff earlier this year, Col-
onel Dermer wrote, “While Israelis and [US] 
officials view recent PA successes in the field 
rather myopically as a win against terror, wary 
Palestinians view them as new [PA] regime 
protection.” A shortcoming of US efforts, 
he believes, “is the undefined nature of the 
USSC mission and its desired end state. Is the 
aim for the PA to take on and defeat Hamas 
militarily? To seek vengeance for the loss of 
Gaza? To maintain order on Israel’s behalf? 
Or is it to lay the security groundwork for a 
free and independent democratic Palestinian 
state?” Ghandi Amin, a director at the Inde-
pendent Commission for Human Rights, a PA 
ombudsman, told me, “I have no hope for the 
Fayyad plan. I look on the ground and see 
only an increased role for security agencies.” 

In October, Dayton will retire and be re-
placed by a three-star Air Force general, Mi-
chael Moeller. During the next year, Moeller 
is scheduled to receive the USSC’s largest ever 
appropriation. His task, as the deadlines for 
both the Fayyad plan and the end of Israeli–
Palestinian negotiations approach, will be to 
advance two irreconcilable goals: building a 
Palestinian force that can guarantee Israeli 
security while also lessening the perception 
that the US is firmly supporting what many 
residents of the West Bank, like the indepen-
dent politician Mustafa Barghouti, have come 
to describe not as one occupation but two.  

—September 16, 2010
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The Bars of Atlantis: Selected Essays
by Durs Grünbein, edited by Michael Eskin 
and translated from the German by John 
Crutchfield, Michael Hofmann, and Andrew 
Shields. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 323 pp., 
$35.00

Descartes’ Devil: Three Meditations
by Durs Grünbein, translated from the 
German by Anthea Bell. Upper West Side 
Philosophers, 136 pp., $22.95

Ashes for Breakfast: Selected Poems
by Durs Grünbein, translated from the  
German by Michael Hofmann. Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 298 pp., $16.00 (paper)

During the last few years, Durs Grünbein has 
emerged as the contemporary German poet 
whose name is most likely to be recognized 
by American readers. Born in Dresden, in 
the German Democratic Republic, in 1962, 
Grünbein won the Georg Büchner Prize—
Germany’s most prestigious literary award—
at the age of thirty-three. Since then he has 
continued to write prolifically, producing 
many collections of poems and essays. Ashes 
for Breakfast, a selection of his verse trans-
lated by Michael Hofmann, was published in 
the US in 2005. Now it is joined by The Bars 
of Atlantis, a selection of Grünbein’s essays, 
as well as a short volume, Descartes’ Devil, 
made up of three prose meditations. These 
books, which have appeared in English with 
lavish endorsements from poets like John 
Ashbery and Adam Zagajewski, are only 
a sample of Grünbein’s work—Descartes’ 
Devil, for instance, is a companion piece to a 
 three-thousand-line verse novel, On Snow, or 
Descartes in Germany, which has not yet been 
translated. But they offer a valuable chance 
to become acquainted with a poet who is fre-
quently described as the best to emerge in 
Germany since the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

One way to gauge Grünbein’s stature is 
by the responsibility he feels to be the public 
face of poetry, which often means defending 
it against condescension and indifference. 
“When the average intellectual today reflects 
on the artistic and cultural achievements of 
the last century,” Grünbein writes in “The 
Poem and Its Secret,” 

he first thinks of such names as Freud 
and Picasso, Stravinsky and Heisen-
berg, Hitchcock and Wittgenstein. Im-
possible to imagine that a poet should 
be among them. Not a single poet from 
the ancestral gallery of the likes of Pes-
soa, Cavafy, Rilke, Yeats, Mandelstam, 
Valéry, Frost, and Machado will cross 
the mind of the historically minded 
thinker. . . .  It is as if the art of poetry, of 
all things, were the blind spot in the cul-
tural memory of modern man.

The point is debatable—T.S. Eliot, at least, 
might well appear on many people’s lists of 
modernist masters—but Grünbein’s basic in-
tuition, that poetry has lost its former cultural 
prestige, is inarguable. To appreciate the full 
extent of this decline, Grünbein suggests, we 
actually have to go back much further than 
the twentieth century—all the way to ancient 
Athens, where the philosopher first usurped 
the poet’s rightful place as chief interpreter of 
the world. In the golden age, he writes, wis-
dom was found in the works of the poets, who 
gave the Greeks their “heroic epics and myths 
of origin,” while philosophy was merely 
“arabesque and commentary” on the poet’s 
visions. With the pre-Socratics, however, 
philosophy “rose up” menacingly against its 
parent, and with Plato it committed parricide. 
“The beautiful and the sublime had been sub-
ordinated to the rule of ideas once and for 
all,” Grünbein complains, and “for over two 
thousand years now, every poet’s biography 
has witnessed to the success of this coup.” 

Grünbein is aware that his claims for the 
authority of the poet might strike the reader 
as grandiose. In fact, he is sometimes too 
aware of it. In his introduction to Ashes for 
Breakfast, the translator Michael Hofmann 
shows that Joseph Brodsky is an important 
influence on Grünbein’s poetry, and the influ-
ence clearly extends to his prose: the proud 
defense of the poet’s honor is a major theme 

for both. But what makes Brodsky’s defense 
so effective is his lordliness. When he writes 
(in “A Poet and Prose”) that “poetry occu-
pies a higher position than prose, and the 
poet, in principle, is higher than the prose 
writer,” his tone convinces us not only that he 
believes it, but that we wouldn’t dare to deny 
it to his face. 

Grünbein, too, is certain that poetry is the 
highest art form, not just the most philosophi-
cal but also the most durable. Since Homer, 
he writes in “Why Live Without Writing,” 
the poet has been “the observer, who would 
finally convert his collected silence into the 
one and only commentary that survived the 
wreckage, some unforgettable line of song, 
some key scene of an epic or heartbreaking 
elegy.” But Grünbein is also conscious of the 
skepticism of contemporary readers—poets 
today, he notes, write “in the face of slight 
and resistance, in an age of universal knowl-
edgeability”—and it forces him into a retal-
iatory defensiveness, which sometimes takes 
the form of whimsy. “Incidentally, what does 
it mean to finagle one’s way through life as 
a poet?” he writes in “The Thinker’s Voice.”

More often, however, it takes the form of 
protesting too much. Grünbein is continually 
offering new metaphors to explain the way 
poetry works: “In poetry, the word is trans-
lated into a higher state of oscillation”; 
“within it, speech is taken to its limits”; “the 
poem penetrates the nethermost spaces of 
memory”; its “entire purpose is to set off fire-
works in the reader’s psyche.” None of these 
images is especially concrete or explanatory, 
but they share an insistence on the superla-
tive. Whether it is penetrating or oscillating or 
exploding, the poem is doing something ex-
treme, something no other art form can do. 

The problem with this sort of hyperbole, as 
a rule, is that poets don’t trust it (no one is 
less likely to rhapsodize about poetry than a 
group of poets in private conversation), read-
ers of poetry don’t need it, and nonreaders of 
poetry won’t listen to it. If there is too much 
of it in The Bars of Atlantis, this is surely owed 
in part to the exigencies of translation—edi-
tors and translators, dealing with a famous 

poet, will naturally favor work that deals ex-
plicitly with the subject of poetry. This is no 
less true of the verse in Ashes for Breakfast, 
where a number of poems are about the writ-
ing of poems, like “Monological Poem #2”:

From time to time
I have these days when

I feel like embarking 
on a poem again

of a kind that still isn’t
all that popular. . . .

The most interesting thing about Grün-
bein’s praise of poetry is his choice of meta-
phors, which are usually drawn from the 
realm of science. In The Bars of Atlantis, there 
are sympathetic essays on Rilke and Hölder-
lin, but the writer whom Grünbein writes 
about most intimately is Büchner, the early-
nineteenth-century prodigy who produced 
the dramas Danton’s Death and Woyzeck be-
fore his death at the age of twenty-three. He 
was also a student of biology, the author of 
a scientific paper, “On Cranial Nerves,” and 
Grünbein sees his dissection of the nervous 
system of fish as directly related to his literary 
work. In both realms, Grünbein feels, Büch-
ner “turned this lining of nerves inside out 
and made it flash forth in the spoken word, 
in the frozen moment of shock.” The two 
cultures of science and literature are united 
by what Grünbein, following Karl Gutzkow, 
calls Büchner’s “autopsy compulsion.” In 
this phrase, we are meant to hear not just 
the modern meaning of the word, the cutting 
up of a corpse, but the sense of the original 
Greek, “seeing for oneself.” 

Autopsy, in this double sense, is a key term 
and value in Grünbein’s work. It appears as 
early as his second book, Skull Base Lesson 
(1991), where he concludes one poem: 

With walled up frontal bone
Every refuge is left behind you. Will it 

be too late
By the time the autopsy sheds its bit of 

light?

The attraction of poetry, for Grünbein, is that 
it enables the poet to perform a nonviolent 
autopsy on himself, to illuminate the secret 
workings of the “walled up” cerebral cortex. 
In his essay “My Babylonish Brain,” he evokes 
and explains the mysterious title of that early 
collection when he writes that “it’s as though 
[the poet] were watching his own brain at 
work. His secret is the lesson that arrives in 
a split second at the base of his skull.” Where 
Sir Philip Sidney’s muse adjured him to “look 
in your heart and write,” Grünbein rephrases 
the same idea in quasi-neurological terms: “a 
poem trots out thought in a sequence of physi-
ological short circuits.” And what neurology 
is to the brain, phenomenology is to the mind: 
Grünbein describes artists as “an army of phe-
nomenologists working on expanding the con-
fines of our shared imaginaries.” 

Reading formulations like these, one might 
expect Grünbein’s own poetry to be preoc-
cupied with the grammar of thought and per-
ception, rather like Jorie Graham’s. In fact, 
his work is much more talkative and urbane 
than that. Hofmann draws a comparison with 
W.H. Auden, and there is something quite 
Audenesque about the tone and rhetoric of 
a poem like “Greetings from Oblivion City”:

Yes, the film’s the thing. Out of shy   
 introverts

 The auditorium makes
  immortals who star in
  every dream.
Gifted grandsons, distracted uncles,
 Daughters slim as models, 
  blowsy aunts.

This sounds more like Auden’s later po-
etry—which Randall Jarrell complained was 
written with “the top of the head” only—
than like the kind of poem that “arrives in a 
split second at the base of [your] skull.” Like 
Auden, too, Grünbein frequently works in 
long sequences—“Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Border Dog (not Collie)” has twelve 
parts, “Variations on No Theme” has thirty-
nine sections of thirteen lines each—and such 
forms encourage discursiveness rather than 
concision. 

If there is something like a “physiological 
short circuit” taking place in Grünbein’s po-
etry, it is at the level not of perception but of 
meter and diction, the elements that can give 
a poem the feeling of mysterious rightness 
and inevitability. But this is the hardest ele-
ment of poetry to translate, and Hofmann’s 
English versions can give no more than a hint 
of whatever perfections a German reader 
hears. If that much: in his unusually frank in-
troduction to Ashes for Breakfast, Hofmann 
professes himself unable to “cope with the 
finickiness and the perfection” of Grünbein’s 
German, and offers instead his own “idiosyn-
crasy and distinctiveness.” 

The phrase “not Collie,” for instance, is 
Hofmann’s own joking addition to Grün-
bein’s title, meant to underline the fact that 
the border the poet is writing about is not 
Scottish, but the one between East and West 
Berlin. That sequence is sardonically dedi-
cated “To the memory of I.P. Pavlov/And all 
the laboratory dogs/Of the medical academy 
of the/Russian armed forces,” and it draws a 
harsh comparison between Pavlov’s obedient 
dog and the docile citizen of the GDR: 

. . .umpteen years of service with a view 
of barbed wire fence,

Trotting back and forth upcountry and 
down, only a dog could endure,

Captivated by his lead, trained to behave 
from infancy. 

Later in the sequence, Grünbein remembers 
“the lingo/Printed on flattened wood pulp, 
the mush/It takes plenty of cunning not to gag 
on,” and demands of himself: 

Have you forgotten where you’re from?
Is it starting to dawn on you how much 

damage was done
By so many years of humiliation and 

slapstick?

It is easy to understand how autopsy, see-
ing for oneself, could become the supreme 
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moral value for a poet growing up in the 
GDR, with its culture of repression, indoc-
trination, and surveillance. Yet by the time 
Skull Base Lesson was published, the Berlin 
Wall was already down, and the East Ger-
many of Grünbein’s childhood was no more. 
The “Border Dog” sequence testifies to the 
disorientation that ensued: “Now nothing is 
left to recall the trick/By which a strip of land 
became a hole in time.” Inevitably, then, one 
of the major themes of Grünbein’s work, in 
both verse and prose, is his attempt to under-
stand and pass judgment on the new world of 
unified Germany, and of the capitalist, pacific, 
cosmopolitan new Europe that it leads. 

In one sense, Grünbein is a perfect repre-
sentative of that Europe. Michael Eskin, the 
editor of The Bars of Atlantis, writes in his in-
troduction that Grünbein “tends to view him-
self as a poet writing in German rather than 
as a German poet.” So determined is Eskin 
to claim Grünbein for “an inclusive notion 
of culture beyond nationality, monolingual-
ism, and ethnocentrism” that he even sounds 
rather apologetic about the fact that Grün-
bein “cannot help writing from a specific place 
and in a specific language, which happens to 
be German.” Grünbein seems to endorse this 
view when he writes, in the book’s title essay, 
about a dream in which he mingles with “the 
undead poets” in an underwater tavern—“as 
decent a cross section of the literary celebri-
ties of all the ages as any reasonably well-read 
person could come up with”—and finds that 
the citizens of this posthumous republic of let-
ters speak “a language that might have been 
Hebrew.” In this Parnassus, it is not German 
but the language of the Germans’ victims that 
is the lingua franca.

In his verse, however, Grünbein often 
sounds much more skeptical of the cosmo-
politan ideal than he does in his essays. In 
fact, “The Bars of Atlantis” is a meditation 
spurred by one of his own poems, “Cosmopo-
lite,” in which placelessness seems less like an 
ideal than an affliction:

Giddily you juggle the here and the 
herein after,

Keeping several languages and religions 
up in the air.

But runways are the same gray every-
where, and hospital rooms

The same bright. There in the transit 
lounge,

Where downtime remains conscious to 
no end,

The proverb from the bars of Atlantis 
swims into ken:

Travel is a foretaste of Hell.

This can be read as a familiar kind of  
satire on the anesthetized experience of mod-
ern travel. But it also seems like part of a 
wider critique, in Grünbein’s poetry, of the 
rootlessness of modern urban life, of which 
reunified Berlin is an especially dramatic 
example. In the sequence “Berlin Rounds,” 
the poet notes the way the old city of “four 
sectors, two versions” has given way to the 
single-minded pursuit of business and busy-
ness: “Half the population/Is stuck in traffic, 
their watchword: ‘Faster living!’” The irony 
here comes across more fully in the Ger-
man, “Schneller Wohnen,” especially if one 
thinks of Wohnen in the sense of dwelling. 
Here, as often in Grünbein’s work, Heidegger 
provides an essential reference point—per-
haps inevitably so, for a poet of Grünbein’s 
time and place, who conceives of poetry as a 
deeply philosophical art. In his essay “Build-
ing Dwelling Thinking,” Heidegger writes, 
“To dwell, to be set at peace, means to re-
main at peace within the free, the preserve, 
the free sphere that safeguards each thing in 
its essence.” 

But this kind of dwelling is ruled out by the 
technological, consumerist lifestyle that is led 
in what Grünbein calls “Oblivion City.” This 
is, in the first place, Los Angeles (“Here, not 
oil and silicon but movies are the local mono-
culture”), but it comes to look like Grün-
bein’s portrait of the West itself, where youth 
and leisure are the highest goods: “To be truly 
happy here, you need a dentist. ‘Such a daz-
zling smile. . . ’/Because happiness is the first 
duty of every citizen.” Against this lotusland, 
Grünbein poses the most venerable totems 
of peasant authenticity: “The only thing that 
makes me melancholy is the recollection/Of 
black bread. Its bitter crust used to taste of 

earth.” “Trembling,/You miss the one pebble, 
the single/Blade of grass, earth’s embrace, 
deadly as ever,” he writes in another poem. 
When he writes in this vein, it is possible to 
see Grünbein’s sympathy with the kind of 
conservative, rural nostalgia that animates 
Heidegger. The speaker we hear in “Cosmop-
olite,” Grünbein says, is “one of the army of 
the globalized, part of the fifth column of the 
unwillingly cosmopolitan.” 

Yet the poet’s mixed feelings about the city 
and the cosmopolitan are finally less hostile 
than this suggests. For he is also, in his best 
poems, a flaneur, part of a poetic breed that 
can’t exist outside of cities. In an early poem 
like “Almost a Song,” he strikes a note of 
disdainful Laforguean ennui: among the sub-
urban “garages yards/placards swelling on/
public/noticeboards/and pedantically fenced-
in/allotments,” he writes, “almost any poem/
is going to make you puke/with boredom.. . .” 
This kind of voluptuous, perverse superiority 
is not to be had in the Black Forest. Grünbein 
acknowledges as much in the very last poem 
in Ashes for Breakfast, “Arcadia for All”:

You can feel the buzz in your bones, 
your spine in the judder of the 
arcades,

Lose your face, dazzled from the metallic 
upgleam of the puddles,

But where else is home? It was only ever 
here, in this familiar exile

When you crept into your rathole at 
night, that you tasted a few crumbs 
of joy.

If Grünbein has deeply mixed feelings 
about the city, so too is he ambi valent about 
that other palladium of modern life, science. 
In the essay “Darwin’s Eyes,” he contrasts the 
nineteenth-century biologist, dependent on 
what he could see with the (microscope- 
assisted) eye, with his twenty-first-century 
successor, whose “electronic probes, incuba-
tors, and cobalt guns have turned the micro-
cosm into a combat zone.” Grünbein goes so 
far as to write that “molecular biology and ge-
netics now make clear what is meant by mod-
ern warfare,” and laments “today’s scientific 
world war.” Here again there are echoes of 
Heidegger, for whom the integrity of being 
was violated by the scientific mind: “modern 
technology is something incomparably differ-
ent from all earlier technologies,” he writes in 
“The Question Concerning Technology,” 
“because it is based on modern physics as an 
exact science.” 

This kind of rhetoric has a long history—
it is Wordsworth’s “we murder to dissect” 
brought up to date—but in the wake of an 
actual world war, it ought to be weighed more 
carefully than Grünbein weighs it. The bi-
ologist, after all, performs her experiments in 
order to discover and to heal, not to destroy; 
the violence of the gaze is metaphorical, but 
the violence of the bullet is real. Indeed, 
while Grünbein uses Darwin as his symbol of 
a more reticent and humane science, blessed 
with “perfect plasticity and a mimetic gaze at 
nature,” Words worth’s complaint was made 
years before Darwin was even born (and 
Darwin was himself a champion dissector). 
“Intervention has replaced the study of mat-
ter,” Grünbein complains, as though even 
Aristotle’s experiments did not qualify as 
interventions.

It is in the split between his modernism and 
his antimodernism that Grünbein’s admira-
tion for Descartes takes root. For Descartes, 
Grünbein writes in Descartes’ Devil, “was 
modern man par excellence.” More than any 
other philosopher, he has come to symbol-
ize the modern scientific worldview—above 
all, in the eyes of its enemies. Thus, in Being 
and Time, Heidegger singles out Descartes 
as the supreme misinterpreter of Being, the 
obstacle who must be removed in order for 
Heidegger’s own more primordial ontology 
to flourish. Descartes, Heidegger charges, 
defined being as substance, and substance 
as extension. As a result, our modern under-
standing of the nature of being is governed by 
“modern mathematical physics”; in a Carte-
sian world, Heidegger complains, “that which 
is accessible in an entity through mathematics, 
makes up its Being.” 

But since we never perceive things pri-
marily in mathematical terms, this principle 
leads us to become alienated from our own 
experience of the world. We may perceive an 

object as “this waxen Thing which is colored, 
flavored, hard and cold in definite ways, and 
which gives off its own special sound when 
struck,” but we are not permitted to deduce 
anything about the essential being of that ob-
ject from the way it happens to impinge on 
our sensorium. No wonder that the mind is 
trapped in the Cartesian universe as a ghost 
in a machine, or that, as Heidegger says, his 
own attempt at a more profound and origi-
nal description of being “will not have been 
grounded in full detail until the ‘cogito sum’ 
has been phenomenologically destroyed.” 
Heidegger failed to consummate that destruc-
tion, reserving it for a future installment of 
Being and Time that never actually appeared. 
But his hostility toward Descartes has left its 
mark. As Grünbein writes, “no other thinker 
in the last few centuries has been so fiercely 
attacked,” and Heidegger is his “chief onto-
logical prosecutor.” 

Grünbein’s short book can be read, then, as 
an amicus curiae brief for the defense of Des-
cartes. The dualism of mind and body may be 
an ontological error, he acknowledges, but it 
is an epistemological certainty. Modern neu-
rology may tell us that the mind is simply an 
epiphenomenon of the brain, and we may 
even believe this to be true, but, as Grün-
bein writes, “this monism.. .will not silence 
the squabbles among irreconcilable phenom-
ena, the domestic disputes constantly erupt-
ing inside every human skull.” As a practical 
matter, mind–body dualism is “so vitally nec-
essary to us that we couldn’t even walk across 
the room without it, let alone construct a rea-
sonable sentence.”

This insight explains the title of Grün-
bein’s book, which is actually more felicitous 
in English than it is in German. The origi-
nal, Der cartesische Taucher, translates liter-
ally as “The Cartesian Diver,” and refers to 
a kind of toy that the philosopher is said to 
have invented (Grünbein says that “you can 
still sometimes find samples of it in souvenir 
shops and old-fashioned toy stores”). This is a 
“small, hollow, devil-like glass figure floating 
in a bottle covered by an elastic rubber top,” 
which “sinks to the bottom of the bottle if you 
exert pressure on the elastic top and bobs up 
again as soon as you release the pressure.” 
This unsinkable diver becomes, for Grünbein, 
a symbol of the Cartesian I, which “simply 
cannot be kept down.. .unbeatable, palpable, 
an indelible part of the world.” By using the 
alternative name of the toy, a “devil,” as 
the title of the book, Grünbein’s translator 
Anthea Bell also summons the Cartesian no-
tion of the all-powerful deceiver, whose pos-
sible existence forces us to doubt the reality of 
the world around us.

By praising Descartes, the arch-villain of 
Being and Time, Grünbein declares his final 
repudiation of Heideggerian irrationalism, 
and casts his lot with the rational, demo-
cratic, urban, modern world that he himself 
sometimes deplores. To this child of East 

Germany, it is a point of honor to declare his 
allegiance to Descartes, the pride of France 
and the West: “one of the most beautiful mo-
ments of my regained freedom,” he movingly 
writes, “was a day in the spring of 1990, when 
I stood at an intersection in Paris and read the 
blue street sign: Rue Descartes. . . .  To me the 
very name ‘Descartes’ was the quintessence 
of the free subject, the autonomously think-
ing and acting human being.” 

Yet by turning back to the moment when 
our Cartesian world was born, in the seven-
teenth century, Grünbein also allows himself 
to turn away from the ugly and alienating as-
pects of that world as we find it today. Hol-
land’s Golden Age, he notes, coincided with 
Europe’s “Little Ice Age,” and “one could say 
that it was the wintry cold that gave birth to 
Rationalism,” but this is a bracing, invigorat-
ing cold, a human-scale cold, not the galactic 
chill of Pascal’s deserted cosmos. Similarly, 
what Grünbein deplores in the frantic get-
ting and spending of contemporary Berlin, he 
finds picturesque in Descartes’s Amsterdam, 
of which the philosopher wrote: 

When I sometimes think about the activ-
ity of the tradesmen, I derive from it the 
same pleasure as you do from the sight 
of peasants tilling the fields, for I see that 
their work serves to beautify the place 
where I live and to ensure that I want for 
nothing.

Above all, Descartes stands for a moment 
when it was possible to see Reason as bold 
but not relentless. When Grünbein writes 
about Descartes’s thought, it is not the cogito 
that compels him, but the curiosities and flam-
boyant dead ends: 

Once he dreams of building a pair of 
field glasses that would allow one to read 
a letter from a mile away. Another time, 
he wonders whether animals live on the 
moon. In all seriousness, he tells the tale 
of a girl with silk growing from her fore-
head, and another of a Spaniard with a 
thorn bush in flower growing from his 
body. 

Descartes was devoted to autopsy, in both 
its senses: the doubter of everything but his 
own reason was also an eager dissector of ani-
mals. But when Descartes once dissected the 
eye of an ox, Grünbein delightedly reports, 
he declared that he “found in it, reduced in 
perspective but true to nature, reproductions 
of all the items that the poor beast had seen in 
its last moments of life.” At such a moment, 
Grünbein writes, “autopsy strays into the 
realm of fairy tale,” and the disenchantment 
of the world is suspended. The fairy tale can-
not last long, of course, but for a moment it 
does what Grünbein says the poem is meant 
to do: “The notion of what really exists, can, 
with writing, be comfortably extended by a 
dimension or two.”  
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