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E-book publishers read between the lines
May 05, 2000
by Patricia Kutza
 
Despite the glowing optimism of their press releases, companies in the virtual books arena are realistic. They know that book lovers may never be able to bond with electronic reading as they do with the comforting paper of their bound books. 

Still, companies such as MightyWords, NetLibrary, Lightning Print and Peanut Press are banking on the fact that in the not-too-distant future, the prospect of downloading and storing hundreds of book and magazine titles in a device not much larger or heavier than a paperback will be too compelling to ignore. Getting to that point will take the convergence of content, technological upgrades and a cultural awakening. 

"Currently, there are … electronic books and magazines in numbers similar to an airport bookstore," says Tom Morrow, director of corporate communications for SoftBook Press, maker of the SoftBook Reader. "To meet the needs of avid readers, many more thousands of titles are needed. Publishers are committed, however, and those titles will appear increasingly in the coming months." 

Technology such as Microsoft's ClearType may make reading shorter lengths of text viable. Richard Troksa Jr., IBM Printing Systems' director of customer segments and solutions, thinks that continual advances such as faster and higher quality printing will add value to both the traditional and virtual channels. 

Generating awareness among the consumer mass market of new reading options is critical, says MightyWords' executive vice president and general manager, Judy Kirkpatrick. "There is a huge unmet need for authors and readers who are looking for short essays, definitive articles on concepts or personal interests, and titles that may only interest hundreds as opposed to thousands of readers," she says. 

While it may not be a case of winner takes all, a better understanding and delivery will distinguish the front-runners. "The companies that are best positioned to emerge in this marketplace," Troksa adds, "will have expertise in printing, electronic distribution, e-business and e-publishing." 

And they will need, says Lisa Swayne, president and literary agent of the New York City-based Swayne Agency, to practice the same principles that keep the traditional print channels alive, such as retaining a good editor and implementing the right marketing package. 

Plus, virtual bookstores need to find a way of separating their image from that of the traditional model. 

"The biggest cultural hurdle," adds BiblioBytes' founder, Glenn Hauman, "is looking at virtual books as bound books to be replicated and sold, thereby ignoring the advantages of the new medium entirely."
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