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If you spend a lot of time thinking about books, like I do, I’m sure you are no stranger to the alarmist 
articles that predict the death of print with aggravating  regularity. Questions such as “Publishing? But 
are books really doing well enough to support the business?” are so common now that they’re becoming a 
cliché. We book people usually try to respond with a brief answer and as much patience as we can muster:  
the business is changing, but books are doing just fine. What we don’t spend a lot of time talking 
about, however, are the ways in which digital technology has actually been a boon to print. And, 
indeed, there are many ways digital technology and digital publishing have actually been a positive 
thing for books, particularly when it comes to design and production. 

I see the positive impact occurring in two distinct ways. First, design is becoming increasingly 
important: as designer Coralie Bickford-Smith said in an interview for Gestalten.tv, “books have 
to work harder to justify their physical presence.” Similarly, book designer Peter Mendelsund 
pointed out in a brief interview for Flavorwire that production value has increased as e-books 
have become more common: “Suddenly designers were allowed to budget for foils, die-cuts, spot 
colors, spot glosses, glow-in-the-dark inks, slipcases and other effects, which were considered cost-
prohibitive in the past. I attribute this trend to the fact that physical books needed to justify their 
existence in the face of the cannibalizing effects of electronic reading. And they did so, partially, 
by having some money spent on their appearance. Did it pay off? Well it certainly did for the 
consumer. Which is to say, all in all: a very good year for book jackets.” As books have to work 
harder to justify their physical presence, we are seeing more extraordinary examples of books as 
artifacts, objects whose purpose extends beyond sheer utility. The second way in which digital 
technology has been a boon to print books is through the technology that makes the production 
of well-designed print books possible. 

Here, I offer three case studies illustrating the two distinct ways digital technology has been a 
positive thing for print. 
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CASE STUDY:  
PENGUIN CLASSICS
Penguin has been known for its design 
aesthetic since the early days of their 
color-coded paperbacks in the late-
1930s. But even as digital technology 
has reshaped the publishing landscape, 
particularly over the past decade, the 
Penguin Classics line has been wildly 
successful. This line is, for the most 
part, comprised of titles found in 
the public domain, meaning they 
are widely available online for free 
to individuals and publishers alike. 
Anyone looking to pick up a copy 
of, say, Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice need only pull up Project 
Gutenberg’s website to download a 
free copy, or stroll into their nearest 
bookstore to find a cheap paperback 
version. So why have the Penguin 
Classics continued to hold their own 
in an arguably over-saturated market? 
Design. 

Penguin Classics have carved out a niche for themselves by publishing collectible series with 
strong design aesthetics. In an article published by The Wire, Penguin VP Executive Creative Director 
Paul Buckley said of the Penguin Drop Caps series, “We had an amazing opportunity to do something 
cool with how the whole series would sit on your shelf — it is, after all, my job to entice you to buy all 
26—so I devised that we would roll them out as a color spectrum.”

Indeed, this focus on creating beautifully designed, collectible pieces is what has cemented Penguin 
as a leader of print design. In the same article from The Wire, Coralie Bickford-Smith, the designer 
behind Penguin’s Clothbound Classics series, said, “I try to give a reader an experience that is enhanced 
by the cover I design. The Cloth Classics series 
are about loving the literature, how it feels in 
the hand (through the process of printing and 
materials used to bind the book), and evoking 
the idea of owning books that you pass down 

Penguin Drop Caps 

“Penguin Classics have carved out a niche 
for themselves by publishing collectible 
series with strong design aesthetics.”

within a family.”  A New York Times article calls out that in January 2003, Penguin embarked upon a 
planned two-year rebranding of their classics line, which boasts upwards of 1300 titles. Included in this 
article was the staggering estimate that Penguin controls up to 70 percent of the trade paperback classics 
market. Clearly they are doing something right.

CASE STUDY: PRINT ON DEMAND
Digital technology has also been instrumental in making print publication of books feasible for short 
print-runs. Publishers Weekly sums up the traditional problem nicely: “On the one hand, publishers need 
enough stock to meet public demand 24/7, or risk losing sales. In addition, large offset press runs can 
achieve better economies of scale and lower per-unit costs. On 
the other hand, creating excess inventory exposes the publisher 
to much bigger problems: warehousing costs, inventory tax, 
and every publisher’s worst nightmare—books that never sell at 
all.” Print on Demand (POD) utilizes digital inkjet printing to 
manufacture books quickly from digital files after demand has 
been established. The short turnaround time of POD means 
a publisher can meet demand at a moment’s notice without 
having to worry about excess inventory. And the cost of 
publishing books POD is becoming increasingly competitive, 
making this a viable option for small publishers for whom the 
pitfalls of traditional offset printing could be disastrous.

A Business Week article points out one such example: O’Reilly Media, publisher of technical 
books, switched to POD in 2011 and freed up $1.6 million in inventory costs. President of O’Reilly 
Media, Laura Baldwin, said of their switch, “Instead of putting all those books in a warehouse, you 
free up cash flow to invest in R&D…You can invest in the technical future of publishing as opposed to 
printed books that are sitting in the warehouse.”

“On the one hand, publishers 
need enough stock to meet 
public demand 24/7, or risk 
losing sales… On the other 
hand, creating excess inventory 
exposes the publisher to much 
bigger problems.”

Penguin Clothbound Classics
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CASE STUDY: S, BY J.J. ABRAMS AND DOUG DORST
S, a meta-novel published in late 2013, looks like an old library book from the outside. Open it up, 
though, and the pages are filled with marginalia, and tucked between the pages are all sorts of notes 
written on postcards, letterhead, and even coffee-shop napkins. The Ship of Theseus, the book proper, 
tells one story. The marginalia and notes tell another, of a relationship that forms around The Ship of 
Theseus and the mystery that surrounds it and its fictional author (S is the name given to the totality). 

S is a thing of wonder in terms of its design. Pick it up and you feel like you are really holding 
an old library book, that you are seeing real handwriting on the pages, and that the ephemera tucked 
between the pages are genuine artifacts—not like you are holding a book that is fresh off the press, as 
it really is. In an interview for the New Yorker, J.J. Abrams said, “It’s intended to be a celebration of the 
analog, of the physical object. In this moment of e-mails, and texting, and everything moving into the 
cloud in an intangible way, it’s intentionally tangible. We wanted to include things you can actually 
hold in your hand: postcards, Xeroxes, legal-pad pages, pages from the school newspaper, a map on a 

napkin.” In another interview for the New York Times Abrams said, “S was born out of…the notion of 
celebrating the book as an object. In a digital age, it’s a distinctly analog object.”

As will be no surprise to bibliophiles and tome-collectors, S has received rave reviews, suggesting 
that beautifully designed print books are still objects of desire—even for the techies and futurists that 
make up a significant portion of Abrams’s fan base. The Chicago Tribune’s review of the book said, “A 
new literary project…by writer Doug Dorst and J.J. Abrams…makes a case for spending the extra cash. 
Theirs is a celebration of the book as a physical thing, possessor of wonders that cannot be translated 
into digital bits…reading S is fun, and the book feels alive in ways that a digital version would not.”

Nearly every review and article on S has pointed out that in many ways, the book is a reaction 
against the digital; its concept and design are beautifully 
realized, and it celebrates a means of interacting with a text 
through marginalia that is only possible with a physical 
book. But this book wouldn’t have been possible without 
digital technology, even if it hadn’t, in part, been conceived 
as a reaction against the intangibility of e-books. PaperSpec’s 
Paper Insights blog chronicled the production of S across two 
very detailed posts, outlining the digital technology and software relied upon to create this book. At 
first, it might seem like what you would expect: Microsoft Word’s track changes feature, Photoshop, 
InDesign—all recognizable names. But when you see the detail that went into just one aspect of the 
book, you’ll see how heavily production relied on these advanced tools. Take, for instance, the patina 
of each page. The book’s designer, Paul Kepple of Headcase Design, decided to print each page with a 
Photoshop image of aged paper. Going into more detail, he says “I picked chunks of pages to age in a 
slightly different way so it didn’t look too routine. And then old books like that, they are darker more 
at the beginning and the end because more air gets in than in the middle of the book. So the pages on 
the beginning and the end of the book are a little darker than the middle.”

And if you’re wondering if all of that effort has been worth it, Nielsen BookScan (which covers 
approximately 75% of retail sales for books) reports that S has sold close to 116,000 copies in only four 
months—a number any author or publisher would be delighted to see.

“S was born out of the notion 
of celebrating the book as an 
object. In a digital age, it’s a 
distinctly analog object.”
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