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By Andrew Wilkins

“I hate the word metadata: whenever I men-
tion it, people’s eyes glaze over immediately,” said 
Fran Toolan of Firebrand Technologies at Thurs-
day’s Metadata Perspectives 2011 conference at 
the Frankfurt Book Fair. (For metadata, read: the 
information about a book, such as its title, author, 
price, availability and so on.) 

While this might seem like a trivial thing to say, 
Toolan argued that this failure to engage with the 
topic was indicative of the continued “print mental-
ity” in publishing that was seriously hindering the 
switch to digital.

He asked delegates to consider the effort made 
to ensure the quality of a sales catalog or a book 
before it was allowed to leave a publishing house 
compared to the amount of time spent checking 
ONIX files. Printed materials are checked many 
times by many people while data rarely gets a once 
over.

“Managing data needs to be a strategic prior-
ity,” he asserted. “Our readers have changed over-
night, so why can’t we?”

Good data isn’t just nice to have—these days, 
there can be serious commercial consequences if 
your book information isn’t correct. Peter Mathews, 
Publishing & Editorial Manager at book data pro-
vider Nielsen Book, for instance, noted that those 
titles in Nielsen’s top-selling 85,000 with complete 
data records sold 70% more copies on average than 
those with incomplete metadata.

“Missing or bad records provide an unreliable 
basis for trading,” he said, pointing out they led to 
slow or incomplete proliferation of information 
across the supply chain, poor buying decisions and 
consequently more returns and refunds. 

Poor book information could also drastically 
reduce a publisher website’s ranking on Google’s 

search engine, according to Michael Bhaskar, Digi-
tal Publishing Director at the UK’s Profile Books. 
Following the radical changes made to Google’s 
page ranking algorithm earlier this year, Search En-
gine Optimization (SEO), the dark science of mak-
ing your website rank highly on Google, was now 
more about rewarding useful and appealing web-
sites with good data:

“We should all get a bit more comfortable 
about SEO—it’s all about metadata. Go for descrip-
tions and metadata that accurately reflect the book, 
not what will boost its sales. Good copy is the best 
metadata,” he told delegates.

Poor data was effectively the sign that a com-
pany was disfunctional, contended Fran Toolan. 
He asked delegates to consider how many differ-
ent places information such as a book’s publication 
date or ISBN was stored in their company’s various 
systems. A single title management system would 
ensure there was a “single source of truth” for all of 
a company’s data.

He challenged the audience to try producing 
a catalog or promotional brochure directly from a 
title management system within two months of the 
meeting, and document current workflows.

“It’s all about workflow. Understanding who 
does what and when is probably the most impor-
tant thing you can do.”

While metadata as a term may be a bit of a 
turn-off (can’t we just choose another more sexy 
term?), higher ranking websites, stronger sales and 
lower returns are the ultimate rewards for the pub-
lisher who gets their data right.

And then there are all the opportunities and 
efficiencies that flow from being able to supply re-
liable data to highly automated systems. To para-
phrase consultant Ingrid Goldstein of Knowledge 
Architectures, the limits to your data are the limits 
to your future business opportunities.

Metadata Perspectives: More Sales, 
Just Don’t Mention the “M” Word

By Peter Cook

As Iceland enjoys its place as Guest of Honor at 
this year’s Frankfurt Book Fair and Reykjavik takes 
up its mantle as the fifth UNESCO City of Literature, 
Publishing Perspectives takes a turn with Reykja-
vik’s sui generis mayor, Jón Gnarr. 

Last year, as grim economic and political reali-
ties crashed down all around, Gnarr, a former punk 
rocker (a.k.a Jónsi Punk of Runny Nose), comedian, 
radio host, author and award-winning television 
and film actor and writer, gathered his artist friends 
and invented a new political party: the “anarcho-
surrealist” Best Party. The Best Party’s platform, 
via its introductory music video set to the tune of 
Tina Turner’s “Simply the Best,” entreats, “We want 
a city that’s cuddly and clean and cool . . . Stop the 
usual bluffs / doing better isn’t all that tough . . . 
Let the imbeciles pack! We are the best. The bestest 
of all the parties, Best for Reykjavik—Best city of 
every week . . .”

Since his early days in radio in the punk ’80s 
where he would entertain listeners with crank calls 
to The White House, the C.I.A. and the F.B.I., he has 
been knocking on Power’s door. But now, a genera-
tion later, a celebrated entertainer, husband, father 
and taxpayer, when he speaks truth to Power, they 
listen up—sort of. 

PP: Reykjavik’s love for writers is one of its 
defining characteristics. Any theories as to why 
an ancient island people should become so con-
spicuously literate?

Through the ages we have been very few and 
the weather has been extremely bad. We needed 
something to amuse ourselves with. People needed 
to have happy places in their minds to survive the 
darkness and cold. When you don’t have anyone to 
talk to you need books to read. Just take a look at 
me: I have red hair, which probably points to my 
ancient Celtic origin. The Nordic people wrote very 
little in the saga era; but we did. The Irish, on the 
other hand, did dabble at writing and there is sub-
stantial evidence that our literary heritage traces 
its origin from there. If you look at Icelandic there 
are many words that can be traced directly to Gael-
ic. You cannot find any of those words in the other 
Scandinavian languages.

PP: SagaFilm produced a video installation 
for the Guest of Honor Pavilion at the Frankfurt 
Book Fair showcasing Icelanders of all ages in 
their home libraries, capturing the uniqueness 
of Iceland’s Literary Soul. Who do you read for 
fun these days? 

I loved the Mumintroll books by Tove Jans-
son and still do. Later on I read the great novels of 
[1955 Nobel Laureate and U.S.-blacklisted author 
of the satirical The Atom Station] Halldór Laxness.
Today, I like to read nonsense—Jack Handey for 
instance. I am working on a play now called Hotel 
Volkswagen, which will premiere in the beginning 
of March at the City Theater. Apart from that I am 
not doing anything.

Reykjavik is Cuddly, Clean 
and Cool, Just Like Its Mayor
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By Olivia Snaije

A 672-page graphic novel set in an unnamed 
Middle Eastern country, part One Thousand and One 
Nights, part futuristic dystopia was not necessarily 
a sure bet, but since Craig Thompson’s Habibi was 
published in September of this year, it has received 
rave reviews. Rights have been sold to eight coun-
tries including Spain, Germany, France, England 
and Holland.

Thompson spent seven years completing the 
book, which he began in an effort to better un-
derstand an Islam that he saw being vilified in the 
press. Pen-and-ink artist that he is, the lines and 
curves of Arabic calligraphy appealed to Thomp-
son, who uses Arabic numbers, letters and ara-
besques throughout Habibi. 

Habibi took Thompson four years of solid 
drawing once he had made a hand-drawn thumb-
nail version of the entire book. It is the story of 
Dodola, an Arab girl who is married off to a well-
intentioned older man who teaches her to read and 
write. Her love for literacy sustains her throughout 
the rest of a life punctuated by drama and adven-
ture. Her husband is killed and Dodola is sold into 
slavery. She escapes, taking with her an infant slave 

boy called Zam. All through Thompson’s fairy tale, 
Dodola and Zam deal with corruption, prostitu-
tion, pollution, execution squads and a sultan’s ha-
rem. There are hints of the present interspersed in 
the text, a drawing of a motorcycle here or a truck 
there. The grim reality of a failed capitalist system 
is superimposed on a shared history of Christianity 
and Islam. 

Craig Thompson grew up in a fundamentalist 
Christian household in Wisconsin and his 600-page 
graphic novel Blankets (2003) is an autobiographi-
cal coming of age tale. He now lives in Portland Or-
egon, home to another graphic novel heavyweight, 
Joe Sacco. He is opposed to publishing his graphic 
novels as e-books and was recently quoted in the 
Library Journal:

“I know I have fought both my publishers re-
garding electronic versions of my books. For a little 
bit longer I am resisting. I think [an electronic pre-
sentation] hampers the reading experience, espe-
cially of graphic novels. I want to keep the printed 
book around longer, and I think graphic novels will 
help do that.”

Thompson has three new projects going which 
means fans will have to wait at least several more 
years for his next published work.

Craig Thompson and the Inspiration for Habibi

By Roger Tagholm

David Cornwell, better known by his pen name 
John le Carré, laments the removal of retail price 
maintenance on books and regrets lending his sup-
port to the campaign for its abolition. He made the 
admission in his keynote address at German pub-
lisher Ullstein’s grand 50th birthday party in Ber-
lin last Sunday, where he was guest of honor at the 
invitation of Siv Bublitz, Ullstein Publisher & CEO. 
The speech, delivered in impeccable German, con-
cluded with a paean of praise for German publish-
ing and for the respect it is accorded in Germany. 

“Some years back I unthinkingly gave my sup-
port to the removal of all restrictions on the retail 
pricing of books. It was in retrospect a dreadful 
mistake. At one stroke the British publishing in-
dustry delivered itself into the hands of the mass-
marketeers—and a death blow to the beleaguered 
independent bookseller.”

He believes differing attitudes to publishing in 
the UK and Germany are partly explained by “our 
separate attitudes to vocational training. In Britain, 
I never heard of anyone taking a degree in publish-
ing, or even a course in it, although I hear these 
things are not possible . . . Too often, despite revolu-
tionary advances in technology, British publishing 
remains the last outpost of the enlightened ama-
teur—but without the protection from predatory 
market forces that such amateurism is supposed to 
provide.

“But German publishing, as I have come to 
know it, is made of stronger stuff. It knows its worth 
and the worth of its readership. And best of all, it is 
an industry tempered by its own dark history . . . 
Nobody knows better the value of free speech than 
those who’ve been deprived of it . . . Siv, we are the 
grateful beneficiaries of your resurrected House of 
Ullstein. We drink to you.”

Le Carré: Death Blow to Indie Booksellers

John le Carré

By Erin L. Cox

If you have been in the Open Space (otherwise 
known as the Audi Pavilion), you may have seen 
Christopher Baker’s art installation called Murmur 
Study.

According to the artist’s site:
“Murmur Study is an installation that examines 

the rise of micro-messaging technologies such as 
Twitter and Facebook’s status update. One might 
describe these messages as a kind of digital small 
talk. But unlike water-cooler conversations, these 
fleeting thoughts are accumulated, archived and 
digitally-indexed by corporations. While the future 
of these archives remains to be seen, the sheer vol-
ume of publicly accessible personal—often emo-
tional—expression should give us pause.”

Want to be a part of the Murmur Study? Just 
tweet using #Murmurstudy.

The Murmur Study: A 
Visual Representation 
of Micro-Messaging

Craig Thompson signing yesterday at the Fair
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By Olivia Snaije

Alain Kouck, CEO of Editis, France’s second 
largest publisher, was sounding relaxed about the 
rapidly expanding e-book market in France. “Ev-
ery eight days there’s an announcement,” he said, 
referring to the arrival of the French Kindle and 
Tuesday’s news about a partnership agreement 
between book retailer FNAC and Kobo. “We’re very 
happy about this partnership,” said Kouck. “We are 
progressively making our books available on all 
fronts.” 

Editis launched its own E-Plateforme in 2009. 
Editis books can be found not only on their E-plate-
forme, but also on the iBookstore and soon on Ama-
zon said Kouck. “Our policy is pluralism . . . but we 
are also remaining vigilant regarding our economic 
model. Publishers need to remain in control of cre-
ation.”

France’s Editis: Our Policy is Pluralism
Pierre Dutilleul (Director-delegate, Editis) and Alain 
Kouck (President and Director General of Editis)

By Olivia Snaije

French comics and graphic novels never dis-
appoint. This year Futuropolis is at Frankfurt with 
two titles that will potentially be big with foreign 
markets, Les Meilleurs Enemis (The Best Enemies) 
by Jean-Pierre Filin and David B. and Les Igno-
rants (The Ignorant) by Etienne Davodeau. Les Mei-
lleurs Enemis is the first of a 3-volume series on the 
politico-historical relationship between the United 
States and the Middle East. 

This first volume covers the years 1783-1953 
and is already selling well in France. Sylvain Cos-
sard, an independent agent specialized in comics 
and graphic novels sells rights for Futuropolis, Gal-
limard, Paquet and Sarbacane. He has sold world 
English rights for Les Meilleurs Enemis to London-
based SelfMadeHero, and to publishers in Korea 
and Argentina. He is in negotiations with publish-
ers in Brazil, Italy and Spain. 

David B., one of the co-founders of small com-
ics publisher l’Association, is the highly-acclaimed 
author of the graphic novel called Epileptic in the 
US published by Pantheon in 2006.

Les Ignorants focuses on winemaking and is an 
encounter between a cartoonist and a wine maker. 
This theme follows a trend in graphic novels enter-
ing the culinary realm; Gallimard’s Alain Passard en 
Cuisine came out before the summer and has been 
sold to Italy and Spain, negotiations are underway 
with the US.

Sarbacane has just published Le Carnet de Rog-

er (Roger’s notebook) by Florent Silloray. 
The author used as inspiration his grandfa-

ther’s war notebooks from when he was a prisoner 
of war in Germany for this personal/historical ac-
count that goes back and forth in time from World 
War II to the present. 

Coissard said he is beginning to sell digital 
rights primarily to US publishers—most recently 
to Archaia for a sci-fi comic called Genetiks. French 
publishers are moving slowly on the e-book front 
as far as comics and graphic novels are concerned, 
said Croissard. “Personally, I think e-book comics 
are a fantasy. In France, we like the book as an ob-
ject.”

French Bande Dessinées Always on the Cutting Edge

Sylvain Cossard
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By Amanda DeMarco

In the past year, the app market has become 
rapidly more competitive. Prices have plummeted, 
while consumer expectations have grown. “The us-
ers you want to address are very demanding . . . You 
get feedback from those that are not satisfied,” said 
Dr. Jennifer Elfert of German app-developer Zuuka!. 
At the seminar “Tablet of Contents: a Look at Tablet 
Publishing,” she gave attendees advice on the best 
ways to publish apps and e-books. Here are a few 
tidbits:
• If you’re publishing your app in a local language, 

you should also consider publishing it in Eng-
lish, simply because English-speaking users 
have more devices. Eventually this will change, 
but for now, it’s the way things are. Elfert has 
also seen good results with apps translated 
into Mandarin (simplified Chinese). 

• One possible complication is that app stores may 
flag book apps published in multiple languages 
as spam. This is because the code for each ver-
sion is the same, only the content is different. 
While the rule doesn’t make much sense when 
applied to books (of course different languages 
are different products), the app store wasn’t 
made for books and the same rules apply to all 
apps. Having good contacts at Apple is prob-
ably your best bet if you run into that problem. 

• It’s tempting to want to get into doing apps gradu-
ally to minimize risks, but Elfert says that that 
may actually raise costs in the long run. De-
velopers can plan modifications for various 
languages or multiple apps into source code. 
Telling them upfront that you’re planning to 
publish five apps in three languages may save 
you money, versus “trying out” one then decid-
ing to expand. 

• Apple’s strict regulations keep it free of spam, and 
also things “that are spam in the sense that 
they’re just not good,” but direct contact there 
is difficult to establish in the case that anything 
goes wrong. 

• Amazon’s rules are less strict, and publishers get 
a personal contact to talk to, but maintenance 
can be bothersome. This is because Amazon 
operates on Android but is not necessarily 
compatible with other Android operating sys-
tems.

• Nook is “a very lucrative store in the US,” and it 
provides a direct contact. Whatever their dif-
ferences, all of the stores take a 30%, so there’s 
not much you can do in terms of price.

Tablet of Contents:
A Guide to Apps
Photo: Frankfurter Buchmesse

BookStat of the Day
Non-fiction Dollar and Unit Sales, 2009-2010

Originally published in BookStats 2011, a 
joint venture between the Association of 
American Publishers and the Book Industry 
Study Group. Visit www.bookstats.org.aap

Dollar
sales

Unit
sales

2009

508,699,081

$5,052,133,085

2010

497,298,242

$5,200,390,147

By Hiroki Kamata, Editor, EBook 2.0 Magazine

In August Japanese publishing revenue shrank 
1.5% compared with the previous year, falling to 
133 billion yen ($1.7 billion), while book sales rose 
slightly, up 1%.

 Mr. Mitsuo Oda, of Publishing Situation Chron-
icle, noted: “In 2011 the Japanese publishing in-
dustry is expected to lose 900 billion yen in value, 
and fall to 1.8 trillion yen (US$23.4 billion), with 
one trillion yen from magazine sales and 0.8 tril-
lion from books—the same level of sales as 1997. 
What’s worse is that we haven't yet seen an end to 
the decline.

There is no doubt that the Japanese publish-
ing industry has been in a prolonged period of free 
fall. While the temptation may be to blame it on the 
“digital revolution, Mr. Oda pointed out it is largely 
the result of structural problems resulting from Ja-
pan’s unique distribution system, which is  built on 
consignment sales with retail price maintenance.  

To put it another way, it is like the "deep stra-
tum collapse" that often leads to a landslide. You 
might only feel the tremors on the surface, the the 
fault lines run deep.

Japan’s Publishing 
Business Shrinks 1.5%

Your Book Fair Shoes:

Summit Mt. Shakespeare 
with Publishing Perspectives

Join Publishing Perspectives for “The Play’s The 
Thing,” a chronological exploration of the plays 
of William Shakespeare. Our journey begins with 
“The Two Gentlemen of Verona” and will continue 
for one year. Log on to http://theplaystheblog.
wordpress.com/ to participate.

In the last two years, we conducted online 
group reads of The Remembrance of Things Past by 
Marcel Proust and several works by Russian author 
Fyodor Dostoevsky.



Frankfurt Book Fair 201108

By Edward Nawotka

“Discovery” is one of the hot buzz words. Ev-
ery few months for the past year some new online 
platform promises to make it “easier than ever to 
discover the books you’ll love.” 

Wouldn’t it be nice if such a thing existed for 
Frankfurt? 

While we at Publishing Perspectives try to do 
our part to help you navigate the fair, every year 
brings the same challenges.

“How can I get attention for my project?” 
“Where can I find the next J.K. Rowling?”
If you think about it, Frankfurt really is just a 

microcosm. It’s the same situation a reader faces 
when trying to find their next read among the mil-
lions on offer. Bowker reports there were more 
than two million books published in the US mar-
ket in 2010 and globally, the number of new titles 
seems to grow exponentially each year. In the face 
of this, it would seem most books don’t have a fight-
ing chance of finding a reader unless certain steps 
are taken to help them along. 

Traditionally, that means marketing, review 
coverage and prominent placement in bookstores. 
Increasingly, social media buzz and metadata opti-
mization are being thrown into the mix.

All these tools are used to plant a seed in the 
reader’s mind. Yet, the efficacy of such strategies 
has been very much under question in many panels 
here at the fair. The extent of the struggle a book 
faces to find a reader was illustrated on Wednesday 
by Aaron Stanton, CEO of BookLamp, who refer-
enced a recent study of GoodReads.com, the United 
States’ top social networking site for book lovers. 
The study revealed that out of 918,000 book lists 
created by users on the site, 69% of the books listed 
on the site were referenced just a single time. (The 
book appearing most often? Twilight.)

Maybe there’s something to learn here from 
how we do business at Frankfurt. Despite the avail-
ability of e-mail, digital file sharing and Skype, 
publishers still feel the need to come to Frankfurt 
and meet face-to-face with their colleagues from 
around the world, to walk the aisles, pick up and 
browse through books, and then deliberate over a 
coffee what would be best to buy. Sounds a lot like 
what a shopper might do in a bookstore, doesn’t it?

Is there an algorithm that can replace a trip 
to Frankfurt? Not yet. As long as publishers still 
feel compelled to come to Frankfurt every year for 
those a-ha! moments, we should feel confident that 
there are aspects of the traditional book business 
that are worth retaining, even as we march forward 
into the brave new digital world.

By Amanda DeMarco

If you take the number six bus east from the 
center of Reykjavik toward Bryggjuhverfið, you’ll 
find a sleepy suburb of brightly painted homes and 
light industry overlooking the coast. On a side road 
lined with automotive repair shops, in a converted 
car dealership hardly altered from its original state, 
Kristján Kristjánsson is publishing some of the 
most exciting Nordic literature that Iceland, or even 
Scandinavia, has to offer.

Krístján’s publishing house, Uppheimar, got a 
slow start after its founding in 2001. He wanted to 
support himself as a writer (though the business 
actually left little time for him to write), and with 
the help of his wife and his friend, Aðalsteinn S. Sig-
fússon, gradually Uppheimar increased its output 
starting with just one book a year. It was initially 
based on Kristján’s kitchen table in the rural town 
of Akranes in western Iceland—the upgrade to the 
Reykjavik car dealership came a couple of years 
ago.

The year 2007 is when Uppheimar really came 
into its own. That’s when the house signed Gyrðir 
Eliasson, winner of the Nordic Council’s 2011 Lit-
erature Prize and a major figure in Icelandic (and 
increasingly, world) literature. It’s also when Aðal-
steinn stepped up as Director and Uppheimar 
bought a smaller house that published Swedish 
crime writers. Bringing in the likes of Camilla Läck-
berg and Liza Marklund established Uppheimar as 
a publisher of high-profile Scandinavian thrillers. 
(Their crime imprint is called Undirheimar, which 
means “underworld.”)

Uppheimar has “had several good years now,” 
says Kristján. Their success even overcame the 
2008 financial crisis. “When the banks fell, reading 
in my local library went up forty percent.” Upphei-
mar was also able to take on some new Icelandic 
authors whose previous publishers couldn’t sign 
another book, notes Aðalsteinn: “While others 

were reducing, we found a gap.”
To date, Uppheimar’s most successful title 

actually hasn’t been a Scandinavian mystery, or 
Icelandic literature—it’s a large-format art book 
documenting the 2010 eruption of the Eyjafjal-
lajökull volcano. Uppheimar team managed to 
write, translate, edit, design, and send it to print 
less than a month after the eruption. “It was prob-
ably the fastest-published book in Icelandic his-
tory,” Kristján laughs. One image from the book was 
printed on the cover of the New York Times, another 
on the cover of National Geographic Magazine, and 
the whole book was translated into German.

As for being Guest of Honor this year, in Frank-
furt Kristján says simply, “We sense this as by far 
the biggest opportunity that Icelandic publishers 
have ever had.”

Iceland’s Uppheimar: From the Underworld to 
the Top of the Volcano

Operating out of a converted car dealership, 
Kristján Kristjánsson publishes some of the 
most exciting literature in Scandinavia

Kristján Kristjánsson, publisher, Uppheimar

By Erin L. Cox

Wikipedia says, “Steampunk is a sub-genre of 
science fiction, fantasy, alternate history, and spec-
ulative fiction that came into prominence during 
the 1980s and early 1990s. Steampunk involves a 
setting where steam power is still widely used—
usually Victorian era Britain—that incorporates 
elements of either science fiction or fantasy.”

The book The Steampunk Tarot by Wil Kinghan 
was featured at the Eddison Sadd booth in Hall 8 
yesterday, along with the author’s wife, Melanie 
Kinghan.

The Steampunk Tarot in FrankfurtMelanie Kinghan and Ian Jackson (Photo: Johannes Minkus)

Could an Algorithm 
Replace Frankfurt?
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By Edward Nawotka

The US book market has undergone several 
dramatic changes this year. But overall the USA, 
publishing revenues are growing. According to 
BookStats and the Association of American Publish-
ers, net sales revenue hit $27.94 billion in 2010—a 
5.6% increase over 2008—of which $14 billion 
were trade books. Overall, net units sold increased 
to 2.57 billion—a 4.1% increase since 2008. Book-
Stats confirms that more Americans are reading, in 
both print and digital—though the shift to digital 
has had a dramatic impact on the market.

The most important event of last year in this 
regard was the bankruptcy and closing of the book-
store chain Borders, which closed several hundred 
bookstores. Just ten years ago in 2001, Borders had 
2,000 stores in the United States (360 of them su-
perstores), 50 stores overseas, and earned more 
than $3 billion in annual revenue—which demon-
strates just how much things have changed in ten 
years and underscores just how fast Americans are 
transitioning to digital reading.

Not only are Americans reading more digitally, 
they are writing and publishing more. According to 
author Joseph Epstein, “81 percent of Americans 
feel that they have a book in them—and should 
write it.” That’s approximately 200 million people 
who aspire to authorship. Digital publishing has 
now made this dream a reality for many people. 

In the US in 2010, according to indus-
try analysts Bowker, traditional publishers re-

leased  316,480 new titles. While the non-tradition-
al sector—which includes print-on-demand and 
self-published titles—produced 2,776,260 titles, 
a hike of 169% from 2009, when that figure was a 
mere 1,033,065 titles. 

Self-publishing is, in a word, booming. For 
the first time, we’re hearing about authors such 
as Amanda Hocking and John Locke selling mil-
lions of copies of their inexpensive e-books online. 
That said, both of these authors have since entered 
into contracts with traditional publishers—so the 
dream remains for most to be published by the tra-
ditional book industry. 

The financial growth in publishing remains in 
the science and technology sector, which has been 
rapidly expanding to offer new formats of digital 
books to students and professionals. 

On the trade side, young adult fiction continues 
to be one of the brightest spots. The Harry Potter 
series is finally going to be published as e-books 
with the launch of J.K. Rowling’s Pottermore, the 
first film adaptation of Suzanne Collins’ blockbust-
er The Hunger Games will reach theaters this holi-
day season, and Rick Riordan’s new novel, The Son 
of Neptune, the second installment in his Heroes 
of Olympus series, will have three million copies 
released on the first day of publication, October 4, 
making it the biggest first printing in the history of 
Disney Publishing. 

With so many children and teens committed to 
reading, the future of the book—whether print or 
digital—is very strong. 

America’s Book Market Hits $28 Billion in Sales
Explosion in Self-publishing, Though YA Still Rules
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By Olivia Snaije

Yesterday, it was announced that Dar Merit 
founder and director of Mohamed Hashem will 
receive German PEN’s Hermann Kesten prize this 
November. 

The independent Egyptian publishing house 
was created in 1998. It publishes non-fiction and 
fiction, primarily by Egyptian authors but also by 
writers from Palestine, Libya, Iraq and Sudan. Since 
it was founded, Dar Merit’s motto has been to pub-
lish works that embody freedom of thought and 
expression; it also encourages and helps new writ-
ers. In 2006 Hashem was awarded the Jeri Laber 
International Freedom to Publish Award by the 
Association of American Publishers’ International 
Freedom to Publish (IFTP). 

“The revolution is not over,” said Hashem. 
“People are not sitting still and reading, in Egypt 
we are focusing on freedom rather than production 
and selling. It’s not about the money we make but 
the ideas we sell. These days a book that doesn’t 
speak about freedom is worthless.”

Dar Merit is part of the Book Fair’s Invitation 
Program which gives small publishers a free stand, 
covers travel expenses and provides them with the 
opportunity to meet speakers from the industry 
on topics including international sales, marketing, 

rights and licenses, and book design. 
Hashem said his company publishes 50-60 

books annually but that this year because of the 
Arab Spring he was not able to read all the books 
he published and relied on his editors and put his 
trust in his writers. He pointed out that the work 
of one of his authors, Mona Prince (AUC press most 
recently published the English-language version of 
her novel So You May See), is very different before 
and after the revolution. Dar Merit is about to pub-
lish her new novel. Dar Merit recently published 
one of Hachem’s favorite novels called All My Shoes 
Are Too Small, by a Christian called Adel Asaad Al 
Miri.  

“He talks about his feelings about the nation 
and his relationship to Egypt.”

Another recent Dar Merit title that Hashem 
said would be interesting to foreign publishers fo-
cuses on the religious dialogue in Egypt and its con-
nection to the State, by Nabil Abdel Fatah.

The PEN prize “honors everyone who died on 
the streets and everyone who has seen the name 
of Dar Merit ripped apart,” said Hachem, tears in 
his eyes, referring to when unofficial government 
gangs physically ejected Dar Merit from the Cairo 
Book Fair in 2006. 

“You just have to keep working and one day 
you get recognition for what you do,” he added.

Dar Merit’s Publishing Plan: Focusing on Freedom
The PEN prize “honors everyone who died on the streets and everyone who 
has seen the name of Dar Merit ripped apart,” said Hachem, tears in his eyes

Mohamed Hashem will receive the Hermann Kesten Prize 
in November from German PEN. Press conference about 
the prize tomorrow, Thursday at 15:30 Hall 4.1

Mohamed Hashem, Dar Merit

By Olivia Snaije

Yesterday’s StoryDrive Master Class on devel-
oping a story for cross-media exploitation under-
lined one main point: Television now uses source 
material based on books and series more than ever. 

Oh, and be very patient. 
David Gerson, CEO of InterTitle Films and Pe-

ter Friedlander, Producer of Playtone Pictures/
HBO, both stressed how television is more attrac-
tive to producers now because, in television, one 
can take more risk and any level of talent can be 
recruited for TV. 

“All of us want the opportunity to tell a new 
story,” said Friedlander. The advantage with a tele-
vision series, added Gerson, is “after a few shows, 
you’re hooked for five years.”

Moreover “binge” viewing is a trend in televi-
sion with viewers watching several episodes of a 
series at a time.

“There’s a climate and an art to choosing which 
medium to pitch to,” said Friedlander. “You need to 
have an awareness about the flexibility of the me-
dium.”

However, the number of books optioned for 
film and television that have been gathering dust 
are innumerable. Gerson cited the example of War-
ner acquiring the to a book about KGB officer Al-
exander Litvinenko, who was fatally poisoned in 
London. The film is far from being made—“it’s been 
four years and no one cares about Litvinenko any-
more,” shrugged Gerson, explaining that it’s not for 
lack of enthusiasm on the part of people in the in-
dustry, but more that the window of opportunities 
open and close as socio-political climates evolves. 
This is the unfortunate reality of the marketplace. 

Writers have to focus on finding someone in 

the business who will “stay with your book and 
shepherd it through the process and know when 
the time is right to present it to producers,” said 
Gerson, adding that, in general, books will take 
three to four years or more to turn around—if they 
ever do become films. 

There are a number of trends nowadays but 
one seems to be feature films that are about a pro-
cess, said Friedlander. “They are detailed and spe-
cific films about pulling back the curtain, exposing 
what would seemingly be mundane things.”

That said, “By the time you feed into a trend, 
the trend is over,” said Gerson.

So what should writers do? Gerson and Fried-
lander suggest doing your homework, looking at 
what people in Hollywood are buying and making 
(Hollywood.com is a good source), and meeting 
with film agents. Unlike in the traditional US pub-
lishing world, agents are not necessarily a must—
even top agents in Hollywood can have a hard time 
having their material looked at, commented Ger-
son. 

“It’s an alchemy and no one has quite figured 
it out . . . We all make mistakes and pass on great 
stories. In Hollywood everyone ran around saying 
‘who the f*ck passed on the Stieg Larsson books.’”

How to Break Into Hollywood...Well, Sort Of “All of us want the opportunity to tell a new 
story,” said HBO producerPeter Friedlander.

Peter Friedlander, Producer, Playtone Pictures/HBO USA
David Gerson, CEO, InterTitle Films, USA/Germany
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 By Amanda DeMarco

Berlin-based textunes provides cross-platform 
reading software with an emphasis on social fea-
tures, and operates an e-bookstore. One of the top 
ten companies in Germany’s e-book business, tex-
tunes sales account for seven to eight percent of the 
country’s e-book marketshare. The start-up was re-
cently purchased by the largest German bookstore 
chain Thalia for an undisclosed amount, extending 
the meteoric rise of the star-up, which was founded 
with decidedly more modest ambitions.

In 2008 Simon Seeger was helping Volker 
Oppmann, publisher at the small German publish-
ing house Onkel & Onkel (and now Head of Content 
Licensing at textunes), to promote his gift and nov-
elty books. “Then Volker had the bad idea to move 
to novels,” Seeger says wryly. Like elsewhere, nov-
els are difficult to sell in Germany, particularly for 
small publishers who have difficulty getting shelf-
space in bookstores. They needed to catch people’s 
attention with something creative if they wanted 
the novels to succeed.

“We said, ‘Well, the whole industry is talking 
about e-books and that weird Sony [Reader] thing,’” 
explains Seeger. But dedicated e-reading devices 
have a disadvantage: “People have to spend extra 
money to get a Reader and we decided, we’ll make 
it a PR thing and publish the first German e-book 
on iPhone.”

They presented the project at the 2008 Frank-
furt Book Fair. When a German television crew 
wandered by looking for the Sony booth to do a 
story on the Reader, textunes pointed them in the 
right direction—and told them a little about their 
own project. “In the end, half the story was about 
us and half was about Sony,” says Seeger. Then they 
started getting requests from other publishers who 
wanted their books to be available on the iPhone as 
well. “They asked us to do the same for them and 
step by step it became a business model, and from a 
project we became a company.”

Initially, textunes had to work as a service pro-
vider, as well as an e-book retailer and platform, 
simply because publishers didn’t have the pro-
duction know-how (and often didn’t have e-book 

rights). Now, says Oppmann, “we can finally focus 
on distribution!”

textunes was founded as an independent com-
pany in spring 2009 by selling shares to German 
software company theCo.de AG, Michael Oestereich 
(Head of Software Development), and Simon Seeger 
(Head of Marketing and Finances). Seeger credits 
a balance of expertise in publishing, e-commerce, 
and software development for textunes’ success. 
Oppmann agrees: “Originating from a publishing 
house was a real door-opener . . . We've been in-
vited to high-level talks, while other companies (es-
pecially conventional software developers) didn't 
even get appointments.”

Thalia’s acquisition of textunes was announced 
in mid-August and both parties have been relatively 
tight-lipped about the details of the collaboration 
since then. As far as its structure goes, textunes’ 
three founders will continue to lead the company.

Thalia doesn’t have its own reading app for 
its Oyo device, though it has made (now overdue) 
pledges to provide one. Seeger confirmed textunes 
is now responsible for developing the app: “Every-
one’s working on it. We gathered a lot of experience 
over the past two or three years, and you will see 
and feel that inside the application.”

Seeger adds that “applications and devices 
are only the tip of the iceberg and there’s a lot of 
infrastructure server-wise behind it: everything 
about users, their data, the managing of rights, 
what e-books they’re allowed to read, and all that 
stuff.” One can only imagine that “all that stuff” will 
expand in volume and importance the longer tex-
tunes and Thalia work together.

For some time, Thalia has been emphasizing 
multichannel and non-book sales, as well as form-
ing partnerships with organizations like STA Travel 
and Swedish bookstore chain Pocket Shop, and the 
textunes acquisition can be seen as part of a larger 
attempt to diversify its business and rely less on 
selling books in its bricks-and-mortar locations. 
However, the fact that Thalia bought rather than 
partnered with textunes indicates that this collabo-
ration is expected to be both profound and long-
term, perhaps even an indication not of diversifica-
tion, but of a paradigm shift.

textunes + Thalia = Paradigm Shift in German Publishing?
Germany’s largest bookstore chain, Thalia, 
recently bought one of Germany’s leading 
e-book start-ups, textunes.

Simon Seeger, Head of Marketing and Finances, textunes

Volker Oppmann, Head of Content Licensing, textunes

By Hannah Johnson

This special exhibition coincides with the 
launch of a new book called LHC about the Large 
Hadron Collider from Edition Lammhuber. Visitors 
to the exhibit can learn about the first picosecond 
after the Big Bang, hear from notable CERN scien-
tists as they present their work, and watch videos 
explaining the physics behind the Large Hadron 
Collider.

The book, LHC, documents the making of 
the Large Hadron Collider over the last 15 years 
through photographs by Peter Ginter and text by 
Franzobel and CERN director Rolf-Dieter Heuer. It 
is published by Edition Lammerhuber (Austria) in 
scientific, editorial and artistic collaboration with 
CERN and UNESCO.

The Large Hadron Collider is the world's larg-
est and fastest particle accelerator, located in a 
27-km tunnel that spans the France-Switzerland 
border near Geneva. It was built to help answer 
fundamental questions about how the elementary 
particles interact with each other.

Visit the CERN Large Hadron Collider in Hall 4.2
Calling all science fans! Step into the original control room of the Large Hadron Collider in Hall 4.2 B420 and learn about high energy physics

Photo: Johannes Minkus
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By Andres Hax

Although the Spanish language unites all of the 
countries of Latin America and the Iberian penin-
sula (with the exception of Brazil and Portugal, of 
course) there are crucial differences, both from a 
cultural and market perspective, from country to 
country. This may seem like a truism for readers, 
writers and editors in Latin America and Spain, but 
it is worth emphasizing to foreign audience new to 
the subject.  Here are some of the general points to 
begin thinking about the subject:

1. It is a mistake to think of Latin America as 
one homogeneous block. If you were to visit, for 
example, the contemporary fiction shelves of book-
stores in Lima, Mexico City, Buenos Aires and Santi-
ago, you would find four very different selections of 
titles and authors. The publishing markets of each 
country in the region are distinct, and readers have 
unique preferences. As a result, few books become 
become bestsellers across the entire region. One 
common complaint among Latin American authors 
that the only way to be read and respected across 
the totality of South America is via Madrid. Take, 
for example, Chilean novelist Roberto Bolaño—
a recent global phenomenon—who only became 
widely read throughout Latin America after “mak-
ing it” first in Spain.

2. This cultural individuality and diversity ex-

tends to trade, production and distribution issues 
as well. For example, even though Chile and Argen-
tina are neighbors, the cost of books varies widely 
between the countries, a result of differing politi-
cal interests, resulting in fluctuating raw material 
prices and more.

3. You cannot get an overview of Spanish-
language publishers just by reading the headlines 
from Madrid. It’s a mistake uninformed foreigner 
editors and publishers might easily make. It would 
be as erroneous as believing one could understand 
the United States by looking at London, Sydney or 
Cape Town, so why should it be any different for the 
Spanish-language markets?

4. Spanish as it is spoken and written in Spain 
is different from Spanish spoken and written in 
Latin American countries. This may seem obvious, 
but it is especially relevant with regard to literary 
translation. If you were to read a translation of 
Moby Dick done in Argentina, and then one done in 
Madrid, the differences found would be more than 
merely superficial.  The England/US analogy, once 
again may be useful. When selling books to a Latin 
American market it is necessary to keep in mind the 
local distaste in reading translations from Spain—
particularly when it comes to literary fiction.

It is worth noting that Latin America too has 
a robust translation industry, something foreign 
editors and publishers would do well to consider 

when thinking about rights deals, as they may be 
leaving opportunities on the table by solely looking 
towards Spain.

This story originally appeared in Spanish World 
Book News, an email newsletter that highlights pub-
lishing news from Spanish-speaking countries, a 
cooperation between Publishing Perspectives and 
Fundación El Libro.

The Idiosyncrasies of the Spanish Language Publishing Industry

Introducing Spanish 
World Book News

Publishing Perspectives is proud to an-
nounce the debut of Spanish World Book News, 
an email publication with extended coverage 
focused on the publishing industry in Spanish-
speaking countries.  

Spanish World Book News will bring you the 
top publishing stories from across Latin Ameri-
ca and Spain, offering English-language readers 
insight into some of the most interesting, excit-
ing and innovative publishing companies any-
where on the planet.

Spanish is the third most spoken language 
on Earth, following English and Chinese, and 
any publishing professional will benefit from 
learning more about these dynamic publishers 
and their markets. Spanish World Book News is 
a cooperation between Publishing Perspectives 
and the Fundación El Libro in Argentina.

Subscribe online at www.publishingper-
spectives.com.

Join us on the SPARKS Stage in Hall 8.0 
N988 today at 5:00 p.m. to learn more.

By Andrew Wilkins

With more than one speaker at Tuesday’s Tools 
of Change Frankfurt conference expressing concern 
about the increased lack of diversity in the English-
language market’s book supply chain, it’s interest-
ing to note the emergence of Spanish e-book aggre-
gator and wholesaler, Libranda.

Launched by seven major Spanish publishers 
in June 2010, Libranda now distributes the e-books 
of 120 imprints to retailers and libraries in Spain, 
Mexico, Colombia and Argentina and has recently 

started selling Spanish language e-books to iBook-
store and Barnes & Noble in the United States.

“We have a vision of a world where choice is 
possible,” said CEO Arantza Larrauri, suggesting 
that there was room for more e-book distributors 
in the marketplace. “We want more diversity; more 
windows for authors to show their work.”

Larrauri told Publishing Perspectives that Li-
branda was keen to talk to e-book aggregators from 
non-Spanish language markets who were keen to 
reach Spanish retailers.

Helping Ensure Diversity for Spanish E-books

New Zealand was introduced on Thursday as 
the Guest of Honor for next year’s Frankfurt Book 
Fair. The Pacific country of four million people was 
probably best known for rugby and sheep, joked 
Lewis Holden, Chief Executive of the country’s 
Ministry of Culture and Heritage. While they were 
still important (the New Zealand All Blacks play in 
the Rugby World Cup semi-final this weekend), he 
pointed out the country punched above its weight 
in the arts and sciences. Among several dignitar-
ies, Holden was joined by celebrated New Zealand 
author Witi Ihimaera (The Whale Rider) and Kevin 
Chapman, President of the Book Publishers Associ-
ation of New Zealand. There will be a ceremony on 
Sunday when this year’s Guest of Honour, Iceland, 
will formally hand over to New Zealand.

New Zealand Introduced as Frankfurt’s 2012 Guest of Honor
Lewis Holden, Chief Executive of New Zealand’s 
Ministry for Culture and Heritage



IT’S A RAPIDLY CHANGING MARKETPLACE 
Learn the true size of the U.S. publishing industry, plus facts about buyer 
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Now available at www.bisg.org. Order today.
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Editorial by Javier Celaya

 A dramatic shift is happening in the Spanish-
language publishing sector. In the last few months, 
the three largest publishing houses—Random 
House Mondadori, Grupo Planeta and Santillana—
have taken a series of decisions (i.e competitive 
e-book pricing offers, launch of digital first col-
lections, greater investments in e-marketing cam-
paigns, etc.) that, when viewed collectively, signal 
the end of the first stage of the digital era in Span-
ish-language publishing.

The initial phase, known as the Libranda Era, 
attempted to slow down changes in the sector by 
maintaining the current ecosystem in the book 
world. Now, many book professionals in Spain be-
lieve that we are entering a much more dynamic 
second phase, one I’ll dub the Internationaliza-
tion Era, in which international players—Amazon, 
Google, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Copia, Kobo, Yudu—
will enhance their platforms with Spanish content.

In this competitive context, it is not surpris-
ing that Spanish publishers are testing dynamic 
e-book pricing policies in an effort to consolidate 
the increasing digital demand. Publishers are rely-
ing more and more on new Web 2.0 technologies to 
promote their books and authors. But, most impor-
tant of all, publishers are redefining their sales and 
distribution strategies to cope with this new book 
ecosystem.

The new sales and distribution strategies may 
be divided into three major channels: direct sales 

via the publishers’ websites, sales via specialized 
online bookstores, and sales via multichannel plat-
forms offering digital books, music, movies, maga-
zines, and more. No publisher should refuse to mar-
ket their products in any of the three categories, as 
this would limit potential for growth and under-
mine their ability to analyze consumer behavior 
using real time sales data from each category—the 
most important strategic management tool for any 
company in the digital era.

If publishers fail to make e-commerce central 
to their new business strategies, results will always 
be limited. In the 20th century, distribution was 
publishers’ main competitive advantage and they, 
unlike potential competitors, were able to promote 
their products in the largest number of points of 
sale. In the digital era, any website or blog, or even 
a social network such as Facebook or Twitter, can 
become a point of sale for any type of book. The 
competitive advantage for publishers in the 21st 
century lies in the having first-hand knowledge of 
their customers and their behavior during the pur-
chasing process and consumption patterns of their 
products and services.

We are entering a new era where the relation-
ship between companies and their users (B2C) will 
have a greater impact than that of the current in-
termediary model, i.e. “from company to company” 
(B2B). In the digital era, a publisher’s main asset is 
creating a direct, trusted and value-added relation-
ship with authors and readers, respectively. This 
should not be forgotten.

Javier Celaya is vice president of the Spanish 
Digital Magazines Association (ARDE), member of 
the Board of Directors of the Spanish Digital Econo-
my Association (ADIGITAL) and CEO and founder of 
Dosdoce, an online portal for Spanish publishing.

Why Spanish Publishing is the Next Digital Battleground
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Interview by Daniel Kalder

This year, the Frankfurt Academy will part-
nered with INTERQUEST to hold the first Digital 
Printer’s Forum in Germany, which takes place 
today from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. in Hall 3.Via, Kontrast 
Room. 

We spoke with INTERQUEST founder and CEO 
Gilles Biscos about his company, opportunities 
and challenges with digital printing, and the firm’s 
plans for today’s event.

“Our expansion into Germany with the Frank-
furt Book Fair is a natural and logical progression,” 
says Biscos, “France, Britain and Germany are the 
three biggest markets for printing in Europe, re-
sponsible between them for close to two-thirds of 
book production on the continent.” 

Biscos says digital printing radically in the 
last three years: “Originally digital grew at a very 
slow pace, and for the big publishers it was a mar-
ginal issue. But in the last two years new technol-

ogy has changed everything. With laser printing, 
there were limitations with speed and cost issues, 
but these are being resolved by inkjet—with inkjet 
printing you can work at a higher speed, and with 
lower costs on longer runs than laser printing. Now 
you can do print runs of up to 3,000 copies on digi-
tal presses at a cost similar to offset printing—in 
monochrome. With inkjet, digital color printing is 
now making significant inroads in the education, 
professional, and trade market-practical guides in 
particular.”

Adds Biscos: “There is so much say about e-
books right now, but print is also undergoing radi-
cal changes. In the USA, digital printing constitutes 
about 5-6% of the total book print volume right 
now; in Europe it’s around 3-4%, but it is grow-
ing. One of the major benefits of digital printing is 
that it doesn’t require warehousing, and publish-
ers don’t have to worry about returns, or carrying 
costs. You don’t need to keep thousands of copies in 
your inventory, held in a warehouse for years. You 

just print when you need them.” This, in particu-
lar, has been noted by the self-publishing commu-
nity, which has also helped fuel digital publishing’s 
growth.

Biscos says that in spite of the possible advan-
tages of greater flexibility and lower costs (when 
considering the entire supply chain), publishers 
had largely been uninterested in digital printing 
until recently:

“Publishers are slow-moving. Two years ago 
there was not much interest in any of this,” says 
Biscos. "Because of the state of the economy, two 
or three years ago they started paying attention at 
the entire supply chain. Before, they only thought 
about the cost of print. Now, they’re looking very 
carefully at the cost of returns, shipping, and ware-
housing, as well as the money tied up in inventory. 
They are also considering the sales they are losing 
because books have gone out of print. With digital, 
books need never go out of print—for the short 
term at least. In the long term it’s difficult to predict 
what will happen to the book we have known and 
used for centuries.”

Today’s event hosted by INTERQUEST looks at latest trends, issues, opportunities

Digital Printing Forum Preview When: Friday, October 14 at 9:00 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Where: Hall 3.Via, Room Kontrast

What Publishers Are Looking For When They Buy a Company Today
By Martin Levin

Those of us who work with book publishers 
who continue to seek growth opportunities by ac-
quisition have found that the “game” has changed 
significantly.

Beginning in the 1960s, well-established US 
publishers realized that they could grow faster 
and increase their profitability by acquisitions. 
They could diversify, acquire established backlists, 
add talented staff, and when they combined the 
business functions they could increase profitabil-
ity. Publishers outside the US, the UK and Europe 
found that they could acquire companies in the US 
to reach a new, large and affluent market. This tide 
flowed well into the current period and through 
some economic downturns. This was a period of 
constructive deconstruction of the industry so that 
now 20 companies comprise 80% percent of the 
total US book revenues. Seventeen of these compa-
nies are foreign owned. This was the golden age of 
acquisitions.   

What publishers wanted in this period was a 
well-managed and consistently profitable company 
that would either enrich an existing list or expand 
into a new area of publishing. The prices paid for 
the companies were codified into a ratio of times 
revenue or times cash flow or times pre-tax earn-
ings or a combination of these ratios.  

It is impossible to say exactly when the e-book 
business really started, but the experts place it at 
the launch of the Amazon Kindle in November 
2007. In the last four years, the Kindle e-books sold 

half a billion dollars or a billion dollars, depending 
on whose numbers you trust. The Nook and other 
e-readers came into the market, increasing the rev-
enue. Earlier, in July 2007, the first iPhone was re-
leased, followed by Apple's App Store in July 2008, 
and the iPad tablet in March 2010. This period from 
2007 to today has been transformational.

What do publishers look for when buying a 
company today? First and foremost, they are look-
ing for another seat at the table. Every one of the 
top 20 companies has a strong technology compo-
nent and are active buyers of independent compa-
nies with creative technology programs. 

The expectations by publishers in the period 
prior to 2007 are now being put aside. The major 
publishers are selling off companies that are not 
likely to be a factor in new technology, and are 
shying away from buying smaller companies that 
might be profitable  product-line extensions. The 
current aggressive buyer of publishing companies 
is looking for companies, hopefully, at the $10 mil-
lion plus level (the more “plus” the better) where 
the technology component is well developed, with 
current modest (or no) earnings but a potential for 
future growth. The ratios being paid for these com-
panies could be well above the levels considered in 
the pre-2007 period.

Currently, there has been a “push back” from 
many credible smaller publishers in niche ar-
eas  that have a long history of profit. These com-
panies have a modest technology presence but are 
prudently avoiding making a big bet. In “normal” 
times these companies would be sought after by 

major publishers. But not now. These smaller pub-
lishers have taken themselves out of the market, 
are doing well and enjoying life in the slow lane, 
hoping to be discovered when the technological 
frenzy ceases.

We are living in interesting times. The pub-
lishing industry has passed the point of no re-
turn.  There is a great appetite for the technologi-
cally created product as the 500-year-old industry 
reinvents itself one more time. Keep tuned for an-
other chapter in this true life drama

From 1967 to 1983, Martin Levin was CEO of the 
Times Mirror Book Group. He is currently an attor-
ney specializing in mergers and acquisitions.
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Sjón: Myths and Crackpot Theories

By Olivia Snaije

The Icelandic writer Sjón, whose international 
breakthrough came with his novel The Blue Fox, is 
a renaissance man. Sjón started his career as a poet 
at age 15, and took part in Reykjavik’s cultural ex-
plosion in the 1980s when “there was no hierarchy 
in the arts.” 

He was a member of a neo-surrealist group 
called Medusa. “We then all became anarcho-surre-
alists,” he added.

It was during this period that he met singer-
songwriter Björk and began his collaboration writ-
ing lyrics for her that has lasted until today; Sjón has 
three songs on Björk’s newly released album Bio-
philia. In 2000, one of his songs for Björk was used 
in the Lars von Trier’s film Dancer in the Dark and 
nominated for an Academy Award and Sjón went to 
Hollywood for the ceremony. “That was one of the 
experiences in my life that I can truly call surreal,” 
he said.

Sjón is not foreign to the world of film as he 
also pens screenplays. He wrote a screenplay for a 
film that made the rounds of horror film festivals 
several years ago entitled “Reykjavik Whale Watch-
ing Massacre.” 

“It’s a nitty-gritty splatter film, a dark comedy 
about innocent tourists massacred by disgruntled 
whale hunters,” he commented.

The Blue Fox, a story about a priest hunting 
for an enigmatic blue fox, won the Nordic Literary 
Prize and has been translated into 21 languages. 
Sjón is currently finishing his eighth novel, which 
is the last volume of a trilogy that he began in 
1994. His UK publisher, Telegram Books, has world 
rights to his works in English. Besides The Blue 
Fox, Telegram has published From the Mouth of the 
Whale and next year will bring out The Whispering 
Muse (working title) that was published in Iceland 
in 2005 and has already been translated into six 
languages. 

“It’s the story of an 80-year-old guy, a former 

editor of Fish and Culture magazine that focuses on 
the Nordic race and its consumption of fish. He is 
invited on the maiden journey of a ship exporting 
paper pulp from Norway to Russia. One of the crew 
members claims to have been on the Argo with Ja-
son. They begin to tell each other tales,” said Sjón.

Sjón’s inspiration has always come from meld-
ing ancient Icelandic traditions with the avant-
garde. “I go into pockets of Icelandic history . . . I 
love to bring diverse cosmologies alive on the page. 
I mix myths and crackpot theories together with my 
need to tell a story.”

Working with 17th century Icelandic texts is 
also a motivation for Sjón, who said he enjoys man-
aging “the peculiarities of the Icelandic language 
and its twists and turns.”

This is not easy for his translators, he acknowl-
edges, but because of his excellent grasp of English 
he has been able to work closely with Victoria Cribb, 
his English translator. In other languages Sjón said, 
“of course I can’t know if the translation is good but 
I can tell if the person is a good translator by the 
questions they ask. I am open to working relation-
ships with translators and always find a way.”

At Frankfurt, Sjón said he was enjoying meet-
ing some of his foreign publishers for the first time 
from Serbia, Portugal, Lithuania and Turkey, where 
The Blue Fox was published last week. His experi-
ence with foreign publishers has taught him that, 
“it’s better to go with small publishers who are 
truly dedicated.”

Sjón is currently working on an adaptation of 
his novel The Whispering Muse for opera (his wife 
is a mezzo soprano) and is putting the finishing 
touches to his eighth novel.

At the end of the day, said Sjón, “Man is a nar-
rative animal.”

“It’s a nitty-gritty splatter 
film, a dark comedy about 
innocent tourists massacred 
by disgruntled whale hunters.”

“We then all became 
anarcho-surrealists.”

“Man is a narrative animal.”

By Olivia Snaije

This year’s coveted German Book Trade Peace 
Prize will go to Algerian writer Boualem Sansal 
during a ceremony on Sunday, October 16 at St. 
Paul’s church in Frankfurt. He is the third Franco-
phone writer to receive the prize after Assia Djebar 
and Jorge Semprun. 

The prize, worth €25,000, was awarded to 
Sansal for his storytelling that inspires “intercul-
tural dialogue” and an “unrelenting plea for free 
speech.”

Sansal, who once worked for the Algerian gov-
ernment in high-ranking positions, has been openly 
critical of the political regime in his books, begin-
ning with his first, Le Serment des Barbares pub-
lished by Gallimard in 1999. 

Although he has been banned in Algeria since 
2006 after the publication of Poste Restante Alger, 
an essay in the form of a letter to his compatriots 
calling for true democracy, Sansal has chosen to 
stay in Algeria. In an interview with the French 
magazine l’Express last summer, Sansal said that 
public attention such as the Peace Prize “protects” 
him. He added that every morning he thinks about 
emigrating but that in the end, “it’s up to those in 
power to leave . . .”

Sansal’s latest book entitled Rue Darwin is his 
6th novel published by Gallimard and spans half 
a century of Algerian history.Only one of his nov-
els has been translated into English, An Unfinished 
Business published by Bloomsbury in the UK, and 
entitled The German Mujahid in the US, published 
by Europa Editions. The book is based on the true 
story of a German Nazi who hid in Algeria after 
World War II and fought with the Algerian forces 
against the French for independence.

Controversial Algerian 
Writer Awarded German 
Book Trade Peace Prize

Gallimard stand, Hall 6.1 B916
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