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				make promises,
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				or break the fourth wall.
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				They might frighten
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				or titillate,
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				obfuscate

			

			
				[image: ]
				or illustrate,
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				introduce characters
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				or obscure them,
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				set the stage
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				or set the mood,
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				change your perspective
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				or save you time.
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				They can be colorful
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				or not.
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				They may vibrate
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				or explode.
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				They may be decorative
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				or challenging.
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				They can be literal
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				or abstract,
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				commercial
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				or academic,
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				generic
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				or genre specific.
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				They may be intentionally confusing
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				or unintentionally confusing.
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				Some book covers are bespoke;
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				others are boilerplate.
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				Some tell us about the text;
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				others tell us almost nothing at all.

			

			
				As readers and consumers, we’re all familiar with the pleasures and pitfalls of

			

			
				judging a book by its cover.

			

			We’re not supposed to do it, but we do it anyway. The book cover is the outward face of the text, the all-important first impression of the text, but it’s also incidental and easily replaced. The same text can take many different covers without losing its identity.

			These contradictions started to intrigue us the more we thought about them. Eventually, they got us thinking about the book cover as a specific medium of communication, graphic expression, design, and perhaps even art. There really is no other medium quite like it, but as is the case with all media in the twenty-first century, the book cover is being transformed by the digital revolution. Until recently, talking about book covers meant talking about physical books: either hardbacks (with or without paper jackets) or paperbacks. In the era of e-books and audiobooks, however, book covers exist as digital images that can float free of the texts that they cover. These days, we are likely to see a new book in the form of a publicity image before we can purchase it. As visual designs, book covers must accomplish a nearly impossible task: they have to be as effective at 1½ inches tall, which is the size of an Amazon thumbnail image, as they are at 9 inches tall, displayed in the window of the brick-and-mortar bookstore. For this reason and others, the look of the book matters now as never before.
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					Which is your Madame Bovary?

				
			
			
				
				[image: ]
			

			What is the status of the book cover in the twenty-first century? In the pages that follow, we approach this question from multiple angles, though our emphasis falls on book design for literary fiction. This is what we mean by art at the edges of literature. We are especially interested in what happens when literary texts prompt visual designs—in the way that texts, through the cover-design process, give rise to icons, images, figures, and compositions in another medium.

			To transform a manuscript into a bona fide book is to create a visual and tangible thing through a process that involves many people, all of whom are grappling with the question of how to present a new book to the world. It is a question not of judging but of nudging a book by its cover. The book cover provides a concrete example of text meeting context, for it is a site where literature intersects with visual culture, business, politics, law, and even history. Examining the book cover allows us to glimpse the connection between an individual author’s vision and the social, cultural, and historical circumstances of the time (or multiple times, as when the same text is re-covered with the publication of each new edition).

			The book cover provides a concrete example of text meeting context.

			Every book cover, moreover, provides an interpretation of the text at hand. The book cover represents the designer’s (or the design team’s) reading of the manuscript, and as with all readings, it responds not only to the text but also to the pressure of the world: the imperative to sell books, to please the boss, to appease the author, to avoid cliché, to make a notable design. Does this mean that book covers are merely marketing tools? We don’t think so. We even think that they can attain the status of art, although this claim will require some explaining on our part, since art is usually understood to have no commercial purpose whatsoever, and there’s no getting around the fact that book covers are advertisements. Like a bag of potato chips or a television commercial, book covers have an obvious mandate, which is to sell a commodity, except in the case of literature the commodity is also art.
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					And which is your Lolita?

				
			
			This book is an experiment in thinking and writing between the disciplines of literary theory and design. We’re two friends who work in different areas of contemporary book culture, but we share multiple interests: modern art, the history of the novel, philosophy, and media theory. As we worked on this book together and discovered the power of collaboration, we came to realize that designers and writers have much to discuss. Still, it can be difficult to initiate and sustain a dialogue across the verbal-visual divide, partly because of the longstanding convention in publishing that places authors and designers in separate silos. As we interviewed people for this book, many writers, critics, and scholars told us that they were discouraged from talking extensively with their cover designers. There might be a good reason for this: cover designers are professionals with a genius for visual communication, and they need to be able to work without too much meddling from outside parties. Even the most visually minded authors might not have the best ideas for how to cover their book, just as the most sophisticated designer might not be able to write lively prose. At its best, however, the cover-design process engages different people with distinct talents to turn a manuscript into something more: a fully formed book, a work of art, a delightfully designed commodity, a lasting contribution to knowledge or culture. And this process, as we try to show throughout this book, prompts lots of interesting questions that deserve consideration from all.

			Like a bag of potato chips or a television commercial, book covers have an obvious mandate, which is to sell a commodity, except in the case of literature the commodity is also art.

			The idea for The Look of the Book came about after we taught a college class together, in which the students were tasked with designing new book covers for the novels on a syllabus that included Vladimir Nabokov, Thomas Pynchon, Gertrude Stein, and James Baldwin. Some students were brave enough to work on Gravity’s Rainbow, an encyclopedic novel that conveys an enormous amount of visual detail. Others tried their hand at Lolita, taking on an extraordinary ethical challenge. All of them worked hard. And their remarkable designs—mostly hand-drawn illustrations on quality paper stock with some tooth—convinced us to explore the meaning and value of the book cover in a time when we hear so much about the death of the physical book.
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			Our students, digital natives, were allowed to submit TIFFs or JPEGs or PDFs, but most chose to design covers the old-fashioned way: sketching by hand, cutting with scissors, pasting with paste. It was a reminder that the physical book, and the craft associated with book design, will not simply disappear as Kindle and Audible editions become more prevalent in the classroom and elsewhere. Indeed, even though e-books are convenient and audiobooks are conducive to multitasking, the physical book, and specifically the codex or paged book, retains a certain allure. At the same time, though, there is no denying that Amazon (and digitization in general) has radically altered the technological and social conditions for book-cover design. We are living through a media revolution whose outcome is uncertain.

			The Look of the Book, then, is an effort to take stock of where we are, where we have been, and where we might go as readers and book lovers. Combining the insights of literary theory and design, we explore what the book cover is, what it was, what it does, and why it matters. As collaborators striving to overcome the limitations of our respective professional fields, we put words and images in conversation with one another, and this book is meant to be both read and looked at simultaneously. We pull back the curtain on the design process, showing how covers get made, which involves talking about sketches, iterations, failures, revisions, thrilling approvals, and heartbreaking rejections. And while we emphasize the viewpoint of the reader, we also let writers have their say, since few experiences in a writer’s life are more delicate than the experience of delivering a manuscript to those who will decide how it should appear in the world.

			Still, some of our predilections remain. Heavily weighted toward books written in English and toward traditional publishing in the United States, this book is not a comprehensive account of cover design across the globe, nor is it a complete history of the tropes, trends, and styles of book art. We began with the material that we knew best—book design for contemporary literary fiction—and found that there was a lot to say about it. Instead of a broad survey of book covers, many of which already exist, we wanted to offer an extended consideration of the most interesting questions that emerge during the multiphase process that turns manuscripts into books. Our past experiences and research methods shaped the stories, claims, and case studies that follow. We conducted interviews and assembled oral histories, did image research, and studied previous scholarship in media studies, literary theory, and book history. We gave talks on this project and fielded questions that prompted additional research and thinking. Some of the work that we discuss comes from our personal archives, some from the public domain. We have tried to be diligent, but our methods are imperfect and idiosyncratic. There will be important covers and  designers we have missed.

			We hope, nonetheless, that this book will provide a new perspective on the old medium of the book cover. If The Look of the Book prompts future research and writing on the topic, we will be very pleased, even if such research makes the limitations of our work seem all the more glaring. Based on in-depth interviews with authors and designers, the concluding chapter, “Conversations at the Edge,” is meant to stimulate fresh discussion about the cover-design process. A glossary at the end of the book defines technical terms. We’re glad that you’ve met us here, at the intersection of writing and design, to explore art at the edges of literature.
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					Unused cover comp of Gravity’s Rainbow by Thomas Pynchon, design by Peter Mendelsund: Slothrop’s gradual decline into disorder, deliquescing into a V-2 rocket.
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			“The dates for the earliest printed book jackets, or as they’re now called, dust jackets, are impossible to pinpoint. Scholars, booksellers, and collectors have been endeavoring to identify the earliest jacket for two or three generations, since the moment when the market began to place a premium on first editions that survived wrapped in their original jackets. In my decades of dealing books I’ve never encountered a pre-twentieth century jacket that suggested any purpose beyond either protecting the book beneath it or to offer a modest decorative element to the object being offered for sale. It strikes me that both of those impulses are commercial: to make the exchange of the book for cash a clean and pleasant experience. If I’m right, then the leap into the twentieth century and the creation of jackets that serve as a form of advertising was a logical and utilitarian progression. After the first World War, as the market grew more crowded with trade books and literacy increased dramatically, publishers needed fresh ways to distinguish their wares from those of their competitors. A compelling question that this observation raises is whether there really was a relationship between the pictorial images now regularly decorating the front of jackets and the texts of the books those jackets were wrapped around.”

			—Glenn Horowitz, bookseller

			The Book Jacket
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			1. Blurbs

			2. Author Photo and Bio

			3. Design, Art, and Photo Credits

			4. Publishing Info

			5. Barcode

			6. Main Typography: Title, Author, Reading Line, and Cover Quote

			7. Teaser

			8. Price

			9. Colophon

			10. Cover Image

			11. Synopsis and Publisher Statement

			
				
				[image: A book cover is not one thing. It is, in fact, multiple things.]
			

			As a physical component of the book, the cover is a skin, a membrane, and a safeguard: paper jackets protect hardback boards from scuffing and sun damage, while paperback covers not only hold the book together but also keep its sheets clean and safe from tearing. In the past, paper jackets were plain wrappers used to shield decorative bindings, but around the turn of the twentieth century, illustration migrated from the boards to the jackets themselves (see chapter two). In a metaphorical sense, a book cover is also a frame around the text and a bridge between text and world. The cover functions simultaneously as an invitation to potential readers and as an entryway into the universe that the writer has created, whether fictional, historical, autobiographical, or otherwise. Come, it says, join the party—or at least save the date.

			As a designed object, the book cover is a first look at the text and a visual rendering of what the text says: it is both an interpretation and a translation from verbal into visual signifiers. While the cover designer may wish to convey something original, there are constraints on the design process, since the book cover also serves as a kind of information kiosk that not only indicates author, title, and publisher but also locates the book in relation to genre. There are well-established visual tropes for genres such as crime, science fiction, fantasy, and romance, but all books must announce their place with respect to other books. No one likes false advertising.
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					Gelett Burgess coined the term “blurb” to parody a convention that was becoming more widespread in book publishing during the early twentieth century.

				
			
			Books also need to sell themselves, so covers can be understood as teasers, functioning much like movie trailers, giving us just enough detail—including comments from other readers, known as “blurb” writers, whose praise is in fact promotion—to entice us to buy the book. The blurb is a standard feature of many book covers, but for nearly as long as it has been around, it has provoked suspicion, ridicule, and even scorn. George Orwell, in 1936, blamed the novel’s decline on “the disgusting tripe that is written by the blurb-reviewers.”1 Camille Paglia called blurbs “absolutely appalling” in a 1991 speech.2 This antiblurb tradition stretches all the way back to the inventor of the term, Gelett Burgess, who created a book jacket in 1907—featuring “Miss Melinda Blurb in the Act of Blurbing”—to mock a convention that was becoming more widespread in publishing.

			Burgess coined the term, but credit for the thing itself should go to Walt Whitman. After reading the first edition of Leaves of Grass (1855), Ralph Waldo Emerson sent the poet a letter of praise. At the time, Emerson was a prominent intellectual, whereas Whitman was relatively unknown outside New York. The letter was meant to be a private word of encouragement. Whitman had it published in the New York Tribune. And one year later, in 1856, he had one line of the letter—“I greet you at the beginning of a great career”—stamped in gold leaf on the spine of the book’s second edition. It’s no surprise that the poet whose first great poem begins “I celebrate myself” had a flair for self-promotion.3
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			The second edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, published in 1856, with praise by Ralph Waldo Emerson printed in gold leaf on the spine. The philosopher, who wrote these words in a private letter to the poet, did not intend for them to be made public in this way.

			Indeed, Whitman knew that book covers are not only advertisements for the books themselves but also advertisements for the kinds of readers we imagine ourselves as being, or would like to be. There is an intimate connection between what we read and who we are, between shelves and selves. Finish reading a book, and its cover serves as a souvenir commemorating a transportive reading experience. Finish reading an especially difficult book, and its cover functions more like a trophy awarded for intellectual labor. Carry a book around in public, and its cover can betray you to other people who will make assumptions about you. It feels risky to be so exposed, but at times such assumptions are welcome, as when a book cover, flashed across a crowded subway car, operates like a secret handshake with another person reading the same.

			A safeguard, a frame, a bridge, a translation, an interpretation, a teaser, a souvenir, a trophy, a handshake, and more—the book cover is many things. And it performs many functions. It is for this reason that we think of the book cover as a medium, whose multiple platforms (e.g., paper jacket, paperback, digital image) work together to represent the text visually and to present the book to the world. The term “medium” has several overlapping meanings, which allows it to capture the various identities and functions of the book cover in our time. Its cognates “mediation” and “mediator” suggest processes of intervention and brokering: unhappy couples pursue divorce mediation; middle-school students can see peer mediators instead of going to the principal’s office. Since the sixteenth century, “medium” has been used to discuss the middle ground, quality, degree, or condition: the state of being in between two things. For instance, in The Art of Distillation (1651)—a distant precursor to today’s home-brewing and mixology guides, with a dash of alchemy and medical science thrown in—John French describes one of his concoctions as “a saltish slime, and in taste, a Medium betwixt salt and Nitre.” At the same time, “medium” also designated any intervening substance that can carry expressions, sensations, and moods; “the air,” wrote one philosopher in 1643, “is the medium of musick and of all sounds.” And alongside these meanings were two others: the idea of currency or the medium of exchange (e.g., any token of value used in a trading system) and the idea of the spiritual medium (e.g., a person claiming to be in contact with the dead).4 This last meaning is not so far-fetched, since a main job of the book cover is to concretize the abstract, to visualize the ephemeral, and to render the metaphysical.

			Later, in the nineteenth century, “medium” began to take on the more modern meanings that we know today. On the one hand, there is the idea of a communications medium: a channel of expression or an information delivery system through which signals flow back and forth. This idea intersects with our sense of “the media” as a vast system of journalism and entertainment that includes newspapers and magazines, television, talk radio, and the internet, as well as the many people who work as content producers, editors, influencers, and pundits. On the other hand, there is the idea of an artistic medium: painting, sculpture, dance, film, and so on. In the arts, the term refers to both the material and the mode of creation: clay or marble or papier-mâché can be considered the medium of sculpture, but sculpture, too, is a medium in its own right. And to speak of sculpture as a medium is not merely to discuss its materials, but to invoke an ancient and venerable aesthetic practice, whose meanings and values have been debated for millennia by artists, philosophers, and critics. This expansive notion of medium encompasses the histories, theories, and creative techniques of any art.5
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					An early use of the term “medium” to refer to the space between two things, conditions, or qualities is found within The Art of Distillation, 1651.

				
			
			So, what does it mean to think of the book cover as a medium? It is to see the book cover as a thing-between-things, a middle ground between text and context, a zone of interaction between the writer’s vision and the culture in which the book is published. Further, it is to see the book cover as a mediator or intermediary that testifies to the social dimension of writing—for even if manuscripts are individually authored, books are collectively made, and their covers emerge through a process that involves many interested parties, not only the author and the designer, but also the editor, the publisher, the marketing director, the printer, and more. Covers demand collaboration; the design process involves iteration, feedback, and revision. The end result is the production of an information-rich medium and, perhaps, also a work of art.

			To be sure, most book covers are not works of art, but commodity packages. Nearly all book covers, however, are mixed-media productions that combine verbal and visual elements. Marshall McLuhan tells us that “the ‘content’ of any medium is always another medium,” and this claim seems especially apt for the book cover, which recycles drawings, photographs, and text from book reviews and other sources.6 Take, for instance, the cover of Yaa Gyasi’s Homegoing (2016). Its original design was revised to include unexpected praise from Ta-Nehisi Coates—“Homegoing is an inspiration”—which Coates had issued via tweet. This is a perfect example of what McLuhan means, and it also shows us how the book cover, in the twenty-first century, exists both within and alongside the digital environment. Another example is Claudia Rankine’s Citizen (2014), whose cover presents a photograph of a wall sculpture—David Hammons’s In the Hood (1993)—that invokes the history of lynching. Here, an artwork is displayed via photography as part of an overall visual design.

			McLuhan’s claim draws our attention to remediation—the process whereby one medium cannibalizes another—which never ceases in a digital culture of endless sharing and remixing. The book cover plays a role in this process as both vehicle for and object in it. (This is one of the reasons, as we discuss in chapter four, why the book cover matters today.) A highly political work of art that addresses racism in America, Citizen itself was remediated in an apparent act of protest leading up to the 2016 US presidential election. Frustrated by the remarks of then candidate Donald Trump at a campaign rally in Illinois, a Black woman quietly opened her copy of Citizen and began to read, holding the book at eye level and exposing its cover directly to the television cameras. When reprimanded by an older white man, she refused to put the book down, and the video of their exchange went viral, remediated as an animated GIF.
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					Book covers within a wider media ecology. A tweet that was remediated as a blurb.
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					An article of clothing that was remediated as a sculpture that was remediated as a photograph that was remediated as a book cover (left; Citizen by Claudia Rankine, designed by John Lucas) that was remediated as a prop (right).

				
			
			While it’s easy to see the book cover as a medium of communication and information, embedded within an ecology of media that includes tweets and GIFS, it can be difficult to accept the book cover as a medium of art. As we discuss in chapter two, the twentieth century saw several phases of transformative cover design, and the work of the most influential cover designers is considered museum-worthy. But in general, book covers are treated as commercial schlock and ancillary ephemera, incidental rather than essential to literature or to any writing that appears in book form. Even Maxwell Perkins, the man who edited The Great Gatsby (1925)—a novel with one of the most striking covers ever created—used to discard the paper jackets of his hardbacks. (He also winced whenever  he saw someone lick a finger before turning a page.) 7

			Ambivalence, it seems, surrounds the book cover. On the one hand, publishers spend considerable resources (time and money) on cover design; internet listicles rank the best designs of a given season; and cover designers get profiled in venues that run the gamut from airline in-flight magazines to the New Yorker. On the other hand, book covers are routinely trashed for sexism, racism, or pandering to the audience; their creators are hemmed in on all sides by the demands of the editor, the author, and the marketing department; and the Amazon interface requires the cover to look good as a tiny thumbnail.

			Even Maxwell Perkins, the man who edited The Great Gatsby—a novel with one of the most striking covers ever created—used to discard the paper jackets of his hardbacks.
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					Detail from the jacket for the first edition of The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, designed by Francis Cugat.

				
			
			What explains this ambivalence? One answer has to do with the shifting status of art—that is, with the question of whether art constitutes a special domain of existence, separate from the coarse concerns of life. According to the aesthetic philosophy of Immanuel Kant, who defined art as “purposiveness without purpose,” aesthetic objects are autonomous: they serve no end and they exist in a realm apart.8 Influential artists and critics championed this idea during the first half of the twentieth century, and this idea remains with us today. The book cover, however, not only serves a clear instrumental purpose but also depends on another medium, namely the manuscript text, so calling it art means challenging predominant ideas about what art is, even if we know that aesthetic autonomy is a fantasy and that art is so much more entangled with life than Kant argued.
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					Paul Sahre’s die-cut and embossed jacket for Watergate by Thomas Mallon (left). Barbara de Wilde and Chip Kidd’s acetate jacket for The Secret History by Donna Tartt (right).

				
			
			But there is another reason for the ambivalence surrounding the book cover, which is that it can feel like a gimmick, even in cases of good design. Gimmicks are little tricks intended to attract attention, publicity, or business. Cultural critic Sianne Ngai calls gimmicks “not-so-marvelous-marvels,” and she notes that we tend to feel ambivalent about them.9 Gimmicks appear everywhere in package design, and book covers can be ostentatiously gimmicky. They can be tricked out with production techniques—die cuts, spot glossing, foil stamps, coated paper stock—that are not only irritatingly captivating or captivatingly irritating but also unfriendly to the user, much like the deckled edge, which subtly reinforces the status of the literary classic while making it difficult to turn the pages. Such gimmicks  are nothing new. In his influential discussion of  “paratexts”—the material that surrounds the main text of a book—literary theorist Gérard Genette noted that book covers were becoming gimmickier. Books were being issued in boxes, the boxes were being covered in wrappers, and “posters, blow-ups of covers, and other gimmicks” were being created by publishers to lure fresh “clientele” into bookstores.10
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					Left: Paul Sahre’s wordless cover for Killing the Buddha by Peter Manseau and Jeff Sharlet. Top right: Chip Kidd’s three-cover book design for Vertical Press’s Ashes by Kenzo Kitakata. Bottom right:
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