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BIG AMBITION: A Franciscan monk cleans the
Google’s present digitisation project is of limited sc
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DIVIDED OPINIONS

ON DIGITISI

m Google has a plan to
put millions of books
online — but authors
argue that such an act
contravenes copyright
laws.

HE future, generally speaking, isn’t the
sort of thing that happens in the
hushed corridors of Oxford

University’s Bodleian Library: And superﬁcial—"

ly, there’s something low-tech about the curi-
ous performance that has been taking place
there every day for some time now.

Each morning, a team of technicians carts
piles of books from Oxford's collection of 11
million titles to a nearby building. There,
behind closed doors, they are placed on scan-
ning machines. :

-Itis laborious work: Each page must be
~manually turned. After that, however, the
technology kicks in. The data is sent to the
United States, to the laboratories of the

search engine company Google, where it is -

converted into virtual words and made
searchable.
The quiet diligence of the operation
- belies the scale of Google’s amibitions. The
library digitisation project involves uni-
versities in the United States and Europe.
It may be limited to out-of-copyright
books in the Britain at the moment, unlike
in the United States, but the company
makes no seeret of its ultimate aim: To -
| scan every book ever published. :
“We think we can do it all inside 10
“years,” Marissa Mayer, a senior Google
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~ speech to the publishing industry in
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»1 hope this
world evolves
 so there exists

‘a time where
somebody sitting
at a terminal
‘can access all
the world’s
information«

DAN CLANCY,
GOOGLE SCIENTIST

recently. “It's mind-boggling to me, how
close it is.” - ' :
* An indication of the significance of Google’s
undertaking came last week, when it pro-
voked a rare outburst from Microsoft. The
library project was “cavalier”, Systematically
violated copyright and was “the wrong path”,
Microsoft counsel Thomas Rubin said ina -

“Companies that create no content of their
own, and make money solely on the backs of
other people’s content, are raking in billions
through advertising revenue,” he said.

In the United States, he added, Google had
“bestowed upon itself the unilateral right” to
copy protected work. .

Rubin’s remarks dripped with irony, given-
Microsoft’s reputation, and the aura of hippy
-nonconformism-thatstill clings to Google

NG BOOKS

three years after it floated on the US stock
market with an initial valuation of US$23bil
{RM80.5bil). o

But however cynical the motivations, the
'speech was a clear sign of the ferocity we can
expect in the next phase of the war for con-

. trol of the world’s information.
- Still offline

The truth is that for all Google’s virtuosity,
most information isn’t online. It's a difficult
concept to measure, but some estimates put
the proportion not on the Internet at 85%,
much of it in books. ’

This is an obviously intoxicating temptation
for a company seeking to organise the world’s
knowledge — as it has also proved for
Amazon, and for Microsoft, which is involved
in a similar project with the British Library,
focusing on out-of-copyright books. Rubin’s
speech included an appeal to publishers to
team up with his firm instead.

Itis already possible, at books.google.com,
to search thousands of works, both in and out

-of copyright, and in many cases to access

scanned images of a few pages. On some of
them — as critics of the project have delight-
ed in noting — you can see the fingers of the
person who scanned them. ‘

But the digitisation initiatives have pro-
voked an angry clash with authors. Google’s
founders are steeped in the ethos first articu-
lated by hippy futurist Stewart Brand, that

~-*information wants to-be free” -

Their genius, of course, was to make miil-
lions of dollars from it anyway. For many
authors, by contrast, copyright is everything.

“It’s their only freehold,” says historian
Antony Beevor, a former chair of the Society
of Authors. “As soon as they start giving it
away, they’ll never get it back.”
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OPTIMIST: A f|lep|c of Harmonla Mundi’s Coutaz. He says that it is far too soon to write off CDs desplte

plummeting sales in the last five years. - AFP

AMID A chorus of voices lamenting
a crisis in the compact disc indus-
try, France’s famed classical music
producer Harmonia Mundi boldly
asserts that it’s far too soon to

CDs nat dead yet

write off the CD. :
“We hear everywhere that the
CD is disappearing, but the disc
is not dead,” insists 83-year-old
Bernard Coutaz, the founder of
Harmonia Mundi. “In the classi-
cal music field, CD sales still
. account for nearly 95% of the

market.”

»In the classical field, CD sales still
account for nearly 95% f the market«

BERNAND COUTAZ,
HARMONIA MUNDI FOUNDER .

He worries that “catastrophic’
predictions” are reducing the
number of disc sellers wheri
there in fact there “exist customers
inclined to buy CDs as long as they
can see and touch them.”

Sales of CDs have nonetheless
plummeted in the last five years,
victims of rampant online music
piracy and — to a lesser extent — a
trend toward digital music sales
from online stores.

But classical music in general
appears to be resisting the overall
CD slide, thanks largely to sales of
attractively priced box sets.

Sales of classical CDs increased

“.

for the second year in a row in
2006, up 13.3% in value.
Still optimistic

Coutaz's optimism regarding the
health of the CD could be dis-
missed as a flight from reality

were it not for the solid success of .

Harmonia Mundi over the past 49
years.

The company saw its sales rise
from 42mil euros (RM195mil}in-
1997-1998 to 60.5mil euros
(RM282mil) in its last fiscal year,

which ended June 30, 2006.
Harmonia Mundi reported a net
profit in the period of 1.9mil euros
(RM8.84mil).

The company sold more than 5.3

" million CDs in 2005-2006, several

of them selling in excess of .
200,000 copies.

Harmonia Mundi today produces
the work of more than 40 artists,
operates subsidiaries in six coun-
tries, including the United States,
Britain and Spain, and employs
around 300 people globally. — AFP
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