
Side Note: The following blog post was published on a book blog in response to 
an ad that James Patterson placed in the New York Times in April 2013. The book 
blog has since gone offline, but James Patterson liked it enough to share it with 
his Twitter followers. (Word count: 1064) 

 
Here’s What’s Missing in James Patterson's NYT Ad  
 

This past weekend, James Patterson put an ad in the New York Times Book Review 

(shown below) and in Publishers Weekly. Quite frankly, I really wasn't sure how I felt 

about it when I first saw it, so I let it percolate. This morning, I stumbled over an 

interview he had with Daniel D'Addario, staff reporter for Salon.com. I was ready to 

respond. 

 

 

No bookstore/library/publisher = no more books like these? 

The list of books in this ad is intended to lend power to his message: without the 



bookstores, libraries and "serious" publishers, there won't be more books like them. 

Unfortunately, the leap in logic weakens the message. (And what is a "serious" publisher ... 

versus one that isn't serious?) 

I'm the first one to sing the praises of the local bookstore. I love the library. I don't 

know what I'd do if I could no longer curl up with a good book—usually print, 

sometimes digital. But surely Patterson can't believe that the books on his list would 

not exist without the bookstore, library or "serious" publisher. 

They'd exist—we just might not know about them. Writers write. It's what they do, 

regardless of what happens once the work is finished. Ideally, they will find readers. 

Idyllically, their writing will rise to the upper echelons of the 'classic'. 

But, more often than I'd like to even think about, there are great books that will never 

appear on lists like this one. It's not because they're not 'worthy', but rather because they 

have not been chosen by those "serious" publishers, and their authors have taken the 

rejection to heart, keeping their art safely tucked away in obscurity. James Joyce's Dubliners 

was rejected 22 times and Richard Hooker's M*A*S*H was rejected 21 times. That's just to 

name two that somehow squeaked through ... we'll never really know how many didn't. 

(Just as an aside, how did Patterson decide which books belonged on this list? Therein 

lies the problem with lists like this one: someone else decides what belongs. But, by their 

very nature, lists are finite and by including one, another must be excluded. "Serious" 

publishing is also finite.) 

Beyond the Hyperbole 
Hyperbole gets attention. (Having a big name doesn't hurt either.) This ad got attention, so 

mission accomplished. 

However, beyond the hyperbole, I’d like to suggest that we be concerned about our books 

from an entirely different angle: Finding them and having access to them. 

Whether readers are wandering around the Internet or strolling down their local main 

street, the problem is the same: how will they discover their perfect read? Is there a way to 

make it easier for that to happen? Solve that problem and that, more than anything else, is 



what will keep people reading. 

When a reader knows what they want, the Internet is fantastic. Nothing beats it; it's like the 

biggest book catalog ever, at your fingertips, day and night. However, for the 'not yet decided 

reader', bookstores and libraries are irreplaceable. It goes beyond findability to 

discoverability, and there's nothing like discovering an extraordinary book that you didn't 

even know existed. It's usually sitting on the shelf calling out your name as you walk by or it's 

handed to you by a knowledgeable staff member—no matter how sophisticated, an online 

browser or website simply doesn't cut it. 

Are those "serious" publishers just as irreplaceable? In short, no. It's not that they don't 

provide professional services to their authors, but those services can be found elsewhere and 

a lot of authors are learning how to take those alternate routes. Does that mean there's 

more crap out there? (To be blunt.) Yes it does but, to paraphrase best-selling author Guy 

Kawasaki, I'd prefer to find and discover awesome books for myself by weeding through 

what I don't want, rather than having faceless strangers from some publishing house choose 

for me. 

Bottom Line: Enable Discovery 

Bookstores and libraries have always been experts in providing the means of discovery and, 

by extension, they support authors and fuel readers in the process. Those that continue to 

thrive will be the ones that hook into the increasingly vast storehouse of good books 

available both online and offline and help readers sort through it all to find the book that's 

just right for them. 

So, rather than talking about bailing out a business model of exclusivity, we should be 

looking to support the kind of innovation that unearths new ways to enable discovery. 

To Patterson's credit, he's not sure about the bail out idea himself and admits he's not 

certain about the approach that should be taken, but his focus does seem to lean toward 

protecting what is rather than fostering innovation for what could be. 

That said, he is doing things to encourage discovery, things that some of us would love to 

do if we had the resources. Giving away 300,000 books and 400 scholarships is hugely 

generous. I also love his idea for a bigger and better World Book Night: encouraging 



everybody in the country to pick a book they love and give it to a stranger. How great 

would it be to have a stranger approach you and say, "I just want to give you this book, I 

loved it." Even greater, picture how it would feel to offer one of your favorites to a 

stranger.  Just imagine what that night would be like ... how crowded the streets could be 

with people, all giving and receiving books. 

Does that sound a little too good to be true? Perhaps, but there's an element in that 

scenario that shouldn't be: creating opportunity for book discovery. 

Authors are increasingly stressed and overwhelmed by what they’re told they must do to 

get their books into the hands of readers, and many bookstores and libraries are 

struggling to survive. There are also many, many potential readers out there who are not 

yet reading. 

All of which leaves me wondering... 

1. In the current book industry climate, who is innovating to bring together 

those authors, bookstores, libraries, and readers? 

2. What sort of creative solutions exist to meet the challenge of book discoverability? 

 

I’d love to hear your thoughts, so please leave a comment below. 
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