Answers by Rick Poynor, 20 October 2005
Q1. What do you believe to be the best properties of a book or a piece of printed literature?

Legibility, portability, tactility, ease of use, relatively low cost.

Q2. What do you believe are the best properties of the Digital Media?

Ease and speed of access to many sources of information and ability to interlink documents.
Q3. As a technology, which of the two, print or digital, do you prefer to exercise in the following tasks and situations:

Reading a Novel
Print.
Researching a Topic
Both, equally. It’s a mistake to neglect either since both are now available.

Keeping up to date on current events
Print first of all, especially newspapers, though I supplement this with web info. I read hard-to-get overseas material on the web. That’s a real gain.

To help children learn
Books should come first. Some recent evidence suggests that premature use of computers may even hinder a young child’s development. Questions have also been raised as to whether use of computers throughout education is as beneficial as was initially claimed. Individuals who are learning need the challenge of real-world interaction and discovery. The computer serves up distanced, processed substitutes for this experience.

For entertainment and to relax 
I love books. I also love film. DVD (digital) has hugely broadened the possibilities. I rarely use the web for leisure because I use it throughout the day for my work.
Q4.  Do you think that advances in technology and digital or ‘Screen Reading’ will replace the physical reading of books?

In the long term, decades from now, this may happen. It’s not something we have to worry about at present. Visit any big book shop. They are full of people. Books are going to be around for a while yet because the demand is there.

Q5. In present society what do you believe is the main factor on people who buy print over digital or visa versa?

I suspect it’s mainly generational. Those who grew up with books and learned how to appreciate and use them are continuing to use them. We can combine this knowledge with the use of new technology and enjoy the best of both worlds. The digital generation seems not to be acquiring the ability to use and enjoy books in the same way. Effective book reading and research requires commitment and practice just like anything else.

Q6. It is argued that the book plays an integral part of human development. From early ages books are shown to us as a source of entertainment, of playfulness, of importance and as a source of information however the expansion of digital media is affecting all of these. What do you believe would be the consequences of a world without books?

Catastrophic levels of cultural impoverishment and ignorance – unless all pre-digital sources of knowledge can be digitised before the books disappear.

Q7. They say that the digital media is versatile and revolutionary on many levels with endless possibilities but if this technology was to change, or end, the book in what ways do you think reading would be altered?

People don’t read as carefully on screen – just consider the case of email. Unless emails are kept short, people frequently overlook and fail to respond to parts of the message. If you haven’t acquired the habit of carefully reading long texts on paper, then it’s unlikely you will develop this ability by reading on screen. Screen-based texts will need to be considerably shorter for most people and that will to lead to the over-simplification of some topics.

Q8. Design is inevitably involved in aspects of all mediums and can often influence or change the decisions we make be it what book we buy or what site we access. What role do you think design has played in relationship between print and digital media?

Design’s task is the same in both cases: to present information of all kinds in an appropriate, legible form that readers and viewers can easily negotiate and absorb.

Q9. Do you think that electronic media allows us to see ourselves in a better way than in the printed word?

Absolutely not. To imagine it does would be self-delusion and great folly.

Q10. The book as a technology has played many different roles in the development of culture and society and has been used as a tool for politics and propaganda since its invention. In which aspect of society/culture/politics do you think the book has had the most impact?

I don’t think this is a meaningful question. For centuries, the book was the primary source of information and thinking for all branches of human knowledge, from science, technology and medicine to philosophy, theology, politics, economics, history and literature. Who can say which of these areas has been the most important? They are all of fundamental importance.

Q11. We all need narrative to understand our place in the world, be it in print or electronic media, but which media would you prefer and why?

I am surrounded by books. I own thousands of them. I read them all the time. I write them. If it had to be just one kind of media, I would stick with print. But I prefer a world – the world we have now – in which there are both printed and digital media.
