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Welcome 

About The Open College of the Arts (OCA) 
OCA is a leading provider of flexible, open learning courses, a thriving 
educational charity, and part of the University for the Creative Arts (UCA). UCA 
are a leading specialist arts institution that have validated the educational quality 
of OCA courses for many years. 

Founded in 1987 by Michael Young, Lord Young of Dartington, OCA’s charitable 
purpose is to widen participation in arts education. OCA achieve this through 
embedding values of openness and flexibility into how courses are designed, 
structured and taught. This means producing high quality learning materials that 
are open and flexible enough for all students to have meaningful learning 
experiences, and a teaching model that allows you to work flexibly, where and 
when you want. Supporting this approach are tutors, who are experienced 
educators and creative practitioners, also working flexibly, and at a distance. 

About your course 
Welcome to Creative Book Design. The course unit is designed to offer a broad 
practical and contextual introduction to book design. It introduces basic creative 
design processes, skills and techniques by exploring commercial publishing, 
small-scale publications and altered books.  

It provides a practical introduction to basic design principles and layouts using 
typography and images in magazine spreads and small publications; simple book 
construction and book binding techniques; and an overview of the use of paper 
and printing techniques. You will develop your ideas through the production of 
prototypes, mock-ups to finished book covers, layouts, fanzines and hand-made 
books. 

You will apply your knowledge and understanding of book design by undertaking 
a range of practical tasks that requires the development of ideas and research, 
the application of design principles, exploring visual language and narrative 
within books, and a range of practical design and making skills. Drawing on 
contemporary and historical examples of book design, you will develop a 
contextual understanding of publishing and creative book design, and your 
learning log will be used to critically reflect on these contexts in relation to your 
own practice. 
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As a Level 1 (HE4) course unit it introduces you to higher education study, and 
encourages you to develop a rigorous approach to acquiring a broad knowledge 
base; employ a range of specialised skills; evaluate information, using it to plan 
and develop investigative strategies and to determine solutions to a variety of 
unpredictable problems; and operate in a range of varied and specific contexts, 
taking responsibility for the nature and quality of outputs. 

“Book: A portable container consisting of a series of printed and bound 
pages that preserves, announces, expounds, and transmits knowledge 
to a literate readership across time and space.”  

Haslam, A. Book design. 2006.London: Laurence King Publishing. Page 9  

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners 
in collaboration with OCA and aims to:  

● Explore the creative practices and principles of book design. 
● Develop your skills in visual research to inform creative responses to book 

design. 
● Introduce you to the design and technical skills for book design. 
● Understand the historical and contemporary contexts of printing and book 

design and reflect on your own practice. 

The course unit is divided into five, each with a series of projects, research tasks, 
exercises, and assignment. Through Part One you will produce a simple 
publication celebrating the power of books. Part Two looks at the form and 
function of books by asking you to design book formats and covers for a range of 
contexts. In Part Three, you will look closely into the text, image and typography 
producing two books reflecting your understanding of good and bad typography. 
Part Four focuses on exploring the physical form of the book by creatively 
developing your own altered or artist book based on a found book. Part Five 
draws on your previous learning to produce a small publication based on an 
aspect of book design you find interesting. 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback 
from a tutor, to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if 
you are working towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for 
summative (formal) assessment. 

The learning outcomes for the course unit are: 

● Demonstrate your creative and practical abilities in book design. 
● Use visual research to creatively inform your practice as a book designer. 
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● Generate creative ideas, research and proposals that demonstrate an
awareness of design principles and demonstrate your use of design and
technical skills for book design.

● Demonstrate a critical and contextual understanding of book design and
reflect on your own learning.

Getting started 
If you are new to OCA and to distance learning, the following research tasks, tips, 
and exercises will help you get started. If you have already studied another HE4 
or Foundation course with OCA, you may want to use this section as a refresher. 

The research tasks and further reading signpost resources you are likely to 
use throughout the course, and tips provide useful pointers.  

The seven short exercises establish the groundwork for your course unit by 
setting up a learning log, considering your working space and study schedule, 
preparing for your initial contact with your tutor, and saying hello to fellow 
students.  

You should be able to work through these activities reasonably quickly, and the 
time invested will help you throughout your studies.  

Being an OCA student 
As a distance learning student you receive learning materials that take you 
through the content of each course unit. Your materials provide case studies, 
links to resources and suggested research, and are typically structured into five 
parts covering a number of different topics. Each part contains research tasks, 
exercises, and projects that encourage you to undertake your own research, 
make work, and reflect on your progress.  

Work your way through one part at a time in chronological order, undertaking 
any tasks and documenting your work as you go in your learning log. These tasks 
are designed to be as accessible as possible, so all students, regardless of their 
circumstances can participate. There is usually room to adjust tasks to suit your 
needs and this is something OCA can support you with. Once you complete a 
given part, you will submit a selection of your work and your learning log to your 
tutor, who will review it and provide you with formative feedback. 
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Research task: Study tips 

Visit OCA’s WeAreOCA blog and read through the study tips section: 
https://weareoca.com/category/students/study-tips/ 
These posts are regularly added to, so keep an eye open for new additions. You 
can also comment on existing posts, or contact OCA if you would like to see new 
posts on a specific topic. 

Research task: Student handbook 

You will have received a current Student Handbook when you enrolled. Read 
through it to find out more about how OCA works and what it can offer you. 
Refer back to your Student Handbook if you have any questions at a later date. 

Research task: Online resources 

The OCA student site [www.oca-student.com] will be a key resource for you 
during your studies with OCA, so take some time to familiarise yourself with it. 
Log onto the OCA student website and watch the video guide to using the 
website. You can find the video here: 
[https://www.oca-student.com/study-guides/using-website]. 

The OCA discuss site [https://discuss.oca-student.com/] helps to connect OCA 
students together for subject related discussions and mutual support. 

Further research 
If you are new to Higher Education, you may want to undertake OCA’s 
Introduction to studying in HE course. This is a free online course that takes 
between five and ten hours to complete. It's designed to introduce you to some 
important concepts and practical techniques that will help you as you prepare to 
study in HE, possibly for the first time. 
https://www.oca-student.com/introduction-studying-he 

Feedback from your tutor 
Tutor feedback can be verbal or written, or a combination of both, depending on 
what you would rather receive. Written feedback will be in the form of a PDF 
tutor report. Verbal feedback will be provided online through Google Meet or by 
telephone with a summary written by your tutor. All tutor feedback will be timely, 
well-grounded, constructive, and challenging. It will reflect on the work you have 
produced and provide pointers on how you can improve. Tutors provide 
feedback at the end of each part of the course unit. 
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Research task: The role of the tutor 

You can find out more about the role of your tutor through watching this short 
video: [https://vimeo.com/180282269]  

You may also want to find out what kind of practitioner your specific tutor is by 
looking at their profile: https://www.oca.ac.uk/our-tutors/ 

Tip: Reflecting on your feedback  
It’s important to reflect on feedback in your learning log, identifying what you feel 
are the key themes and areas for development. This will help you develop a 
better understanding of what you are taking from your tutor’s feedback, help you 
develop a reflective approach to your studies, and help your tutor in how they 
tailor their feedback for you. 

If you’re using a public facing blog, and want to quote from the feedback, please 
refer to ‘your tutor’ rather than by naming them personally. You should act on 
this feedback as you progress through the course unit and can rework any 
elements prior to submitting for assessment.  

Assessment 
Once you have completed each part of the course and received feedback from 
your tutor, you can submit for summative assessment to one of three annual 
assessment events. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the 
work you’ve done on this course unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines, 
available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-guidelines 

Your work will be assessed using your degree assessment criteria, available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-criteria 

If you have any queries about assessment, make a note and ask your tutor. 

Further research 
While it’s useful to know how you are being assessed from the start of your 
course, there’s plenty of time to prepare. Further information about assessment 
can be found in your Student Handbook, and more detailed information in your 
Student Regulations. There is staged information throughout to help guide you 
through the assessment process. 
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Tanya Ahmed, Magnifying Student Work (colour photo) n.d 

Supporting your learning 
Alongside providing learning materials and access to a tutor, OCA supports your 
learning by providing access to key texts, an online library, and other online 
resources. 

Throughout the course unit you will be asked to undertake research into the 
work of other creative practitioners or to conduct your own research. Use the 
library and other resources available to you. You might also want to access other 
reliable online resources. 
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Research task: Accessing the library and key texts 

As an OCA student, you have online access to UCA’s online library resources. To 
find out how to log on, and what resources are available, please visit: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-libraries/uca-online-library 

To support your studies, OCA has provided a number of key texts related to your 
course unit’s reading list as scanned and downloadable articles, available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/scanned-library-articles 

Research task:  Harvard Referencing 

At Level 1 you should start to cite any research you undertake in your learning 
log using the Harvard referencing system. The system can be applied to books, 
quotations, images, films and any other work you wish to reference. Through 
written citations it helps locate work and prevents any accidental plagiarism. To 
find out how to use Harvard, please look at this resource: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/academic-referencing 
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Exercise 1: What do you want / need from the course 
unit? 
At HE Level 4, the course unit aims to introduce some of the main ideas and 
practices of your creative discipline, and for you to begin to explore how you can 
creatively and critically respond to these. Level 1 is very much about exploration, 
so it’s a good starting point to consider what you might want or need to explore. 
To help you think about this, consider what you want and what you might need 
from the course unit? For example, whether there are areas you are keen to 
explore for the first time, gaps in your knowledge you would like to develop, 
areas you would like to expand, or study skills you would like to brush up on. 
Write a short paragraph or around 5 bullet points identifying what you want 
and what you might need from the course unit. 

To help support your learning it’s also useful for your tutor to get a sense of your 
own creative background, your expectations of the course unit, motivations for 
this level of study, and any other information you‘d like to share. Write a short 
paragraph or 5 bullet points summarising what you’re bringing to the course 
unit.  

Tip: Sharing your needs 
Exercise 1 may be a good opportunity to consider any personal or health issues 
that might impact on your ability to study. Contact Learner Support to make 
them aware, and to access guidance and support: [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk] 

Learning logs  
As an OCA student you need to keep a learning log as a way of documenting your 
creative responses to course activities, your reflections on your progress, and as 
a way of sharing your work with your tutor.  

A learning log should be a summary of your creative process, documenting the 
various stages you have gone through, with visual examples, and a brief 
explanation and reflection on your creative process and outcomes. It is helpful if 
your learning log makes reference to each part of the course unit including any 
exercise titles or research tasks.  

OCA students choose to keep their learning log as an online blog, notebook, or 
as a digital file. One advantage of using a blog is that it allows you to document 
your work as you progress, in a format that is ready to submit to your tutor. It 
makes sharing your work simple, especially if you have a lot of digital elements. 
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Keeping one blog per course unit makes it easier for your tutor and assessors to 
access.  

You may also find it useful to have notebooks to support their blog. For example, 
to take notes at gallery visits which can then be typed up with any photos onto 
your blog afterwards.  

Some students use their mobile phones to flick through sketchbooks to add to 
their blogs, rather than posting them. Alternatively, you can produce short audio 
or video logs (vlogs) to record your reflections on your blog. 

Using sketchbooks  
Book designers use sketchbooks, notebooks and prototypes as much as any 
other creative practitioner, to help develop and visualise ideas. Use your 
sketchbooks as a space to develop and test your visual approach, extending your 
project work and developing your own independent ideas. If you intend to work 
digitally through the course, make sure you document the content of these on 
your blog or through a PDF document by scanning or photographing your pages. 
It’s recommended that you present your actual sketchbooks for summative 
assessment. 

Tip:  summarising your learning 
Whatever form of learning log you decide to use, get into the habit of going 
through what you’ve produced and summarising your key learning for your 
tutor. See this summary as a signpost to your learning, so you’re pointing out key 
moments or blog posts. This will save them having to read, watch, or listen to 
your entire log to find out what’s been important to you. It also encourages you 
to be more reflective and succinct in your approach. 
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Exercise 2: Setting up your learning log 
Set up an online learning log use the OCA blog template guide to help: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/study-guide/oca-wordpress-blog-te
mplate 

If you’re not using a blog, establish how you might use folders, sketchbooks, or a 
digital file as your learning log. 

From your experience on previous OCA courses you may already have a learning 
log that you want to continue to use. If so, you will need to establish a way in 
which to clearly indicate when your old course ends and your new one begins, 
for example by tagging your posts. 

Further reading 
You can find more guides on the OCA student website on Introducing Learning 
logs and Keeping an Online Blog. https://www.oca-student.com/ 

There are many blog posts on weareoca.com about learning logs. Do some 
research to see how other students have approached theirs. 
https://weareoca.com/?s=learning+log
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Exercise 3: Analysing and reflecting on books 
This quick exercise is designed to introduce the idea of analysing and reflecting 
on the work of others, and to give you some material for your first learning log 
entry or blogpost.  

Books are to be read, looked at, and handled. So spend some time looking at a 
range of books from your home, in new or secondhand bookshops, charity 
shops, libraries or online.  

1. Identify a book that you find engaging. This could be based on your
visual or tactile engagement with the design of the book, or emotional and
intellectual engagement with the content, or a combination of the two.
Remember to reference the book you have chosen using Harvard
Referencing, so it’s clear what you are looking at, who made it, and when.

2. Briefly describe the book. Consider its qualities by trying to describe it.
What are the different elements within the work and how do these
elements work together? Imagine you’re describing the work to somebody
over the telephone. Try to do this in no more than 50 words.

For image based work, what you’re doing here is analysing the formal
visual language of an image. This is known as visual research or,
sometimes visual analysis. Writing can be a useful tool in visual analysis,
but you can also annotate images with notes.

3. Using the same book, briefly write about how you relate to this work.
Do you like it or hate it, find it intriguing, influential or outdated, and if so,
why? Does the work connect to wider ideas or other creative practitioners?
In other words, what’s your opinion on this work. Don’t worry about
‘getting it wrong’ or ‘missing the point’. Perhaps your reflection raises more
questions than answers. Again, try to do this in no more than 50 words.

4. Use the text you’ve generated, and any images of the book, to create
your first blog post or learning log entry. You may also want to be
self-reflective by considering your experience of doing the exercise. Did
you find it an easy or difficult task? Did it raise any interesting issues or
areas you want to develop further? Write a sentence or two picking up on
any of these points in your learning log.
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Managing your time 
Your course unit requires around 400 learning hours which can be undertaken 
flexibly, part-time, or closer to full-time study, depending on how quickly you 
want to learn. You have a maximum of two years to complete these learning 
hours, but if you spread your learning over too long a timeframe it’s easy to lose 
momentum. With this in mind, you might want to aim to complete this course 
unit within 12 months (working approximately 8 hours per week), 8 months (at 
14 hours per week) or at a full time rate of around 4 months (at 28 hours per 
week). These timeframes will depend on how much time you can commit to 
study, so it’s good to be realistic about what is manageable for you. 

Allow around 20% of your learning hours for reflection and keeping your 
learning log up to date. 

During the course unit your tutor will suggest dates by which your next 
assignment is due based on which of these time frames you want to work within. 
Deadlines can be renegotiated in discussion with your tutor, so long as they fit 
within the overall maximum time frame for the course unit. 

Allocating regular time for your studies will help you balance your course work 
with the rest of your life. It’s important to be realistic about what you can 
achieve. For example, don’t try to undertake the course full-time, while working 
full-time, and juggling everything else you do. You’ll end up seeing the course as 
‘another thing to do’ which won’t be useful for your motivation or creativity. It’s 
much better to give yourself some breathing space to enjoy the challenge of your 
studies. 

Tip:  Pomodoro technique 
The Pomodoro references the popular tomato-shaped food timer. Developed by 
Francesco Cirillo as a technique to help manage working time, the technique 
simply structures your focus on a task into 25 minute blocks with short breaks 
in-between. It can help with concentration and focus, and promotes a sense of 
accomplishment by breaking tasks into short chunks of time. In other words. 

1. Identify the task to be done. For example, doing a drawing or reading a
text.

2. Set a timer for 20-25 minutes (it doesn’t have to be a Pomodoro!).
3. Work on the task.
4. When the timer goes, have a short break.
5. Then set the timer and start again.

After more than four cycles, take a longer break. 
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Tip:  Asking for help 

Remember that if you have difficulty with any of your deadlines please get in 
touch with your tutor. Additional support is available from OCA Head Office: 

● Course Support [coursesupport@oca.ac.uk]
for answers to course content or subject related questions.

● Student Services [studentadvice@oca.ac.uk]
if you have queries around study resources, time frames, finance and
funding, or any general enquiries.

● Learner Support [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk]
if any personal or health issues begin to impact on your ability to study.

Exercise 4: Managing your time 
Depending on your circumstances, you might allocate time in different ways - a 
day a week, an hour a day, larger blocks of time such as weekends or holidays, or 
a combination of approaches. 

Ask yourself the following questions? 
● How much time you can allocate to study each week?
● What is my most/least productive time of the day?
● How well do I manage time?
● What is a realistic schedule to undertake Part One (around 80 learning

hours) and when might you set your first deadline?

Make some notes in your learning log and discuss your schedule when you talk 
to you tutor. 

Resources 

To get the most out of your study you will need to access OCA’s online and social 
resources, and develop your own physical resources and working/study space. 
These will differ depending on what subject you’re studying. 

Try not to feel limited by the resources or space you have available at the 
moment, creativity can flourish anywhere and there’s plenty of time to acquire 
the equipment you need. Working at a distance can have advantages to working 
in University studios and classrooms as the resources you develop over time 
belong to you and meet your specific needs. 
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General resources 
You may need drawing and writing tools, paper, sketchbooks. 

Having some photography equipment is an advantage when working at a 
distance to help document your work. The camera on your phone will often be 
fine. If you have an SLR Camera even better. A tripod or ‘gorilla grip’ style flexible 
mount (for camera or phone) will be really useful. You won’t need professional 
lighting but make sure you have a few sources of ordinary lighting, both to make 
sure you work in decent light levels at all times and to use for documenting your 
work. 

Digital resources 
Here is a list of digital resources and software you will need: 

● A personal computer you have reliable and regular access to, and is
equipped with up to date software and has this operating system installed.

● Google Drive, which is a free service provided by Google. It is an online file
sharing system based on the cloud, so you can access it from anywhere.
You will be expected to upload files from your computer and share them
with your tutor, and submit documents for assessment using Google
Drive.

● Google mail, this service hosts all OCA email address as a free service
through Gmail. Personal email addresses should not be used for OCA
studies.

● Online learning logs, are required for the update of supporting studies by
the OCA as a distance learning institution. The OCA recommend
Wordpress, however any online blogging platform may be used.

Some courses require the use of specialist software, so along with a computer, 
you will also need to download and install these applications. Where possible we 
have highlighted ‘freeware’ options, that are available free of charge, as well as 
industry standard software you may want to purchase. 

Course resources 
It is possible to undertake this unit without prior knowledge of design software 
or purchasing specialist computer packages. The unit does not dictate when your 
work should be digital and a number of exercises are often best completed 
through analogue methods; however given that most book designers use digital 
technologies to generate their artwork, and that artwork is often destined for 
various digital formats, it’s safer to expect that some of your outcomes and 
exercises will most efficiently and appropriately be completed digitally. This 
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might include accessing design based software, in combination with scanners, 
digital cameras, printers and a range of digital typefaces.  

Specialist design software focuses on image or photo manipulation, creating 
artwork, and desktop publication. Adobe Photoshop, InDesign and Illustrator are 
available through Adobe Creative Cloud, with reduced rates for students. 
Alternatively, freeware options such as PhotoPlus or Gimp or other can be used. 

Tip: Student discounts on software 

All students enrolled with OCA are encouraged to register for an NUS card. The 
card entitles you to discounts on thousands of products including software and 
apps, as well as buying materials in local art shops. 

Your working space 

You will need a space to make your work, be it the kitchen table, a spare room or 
an existing studio space, somewhere to work on your learning log or work 
digitally, access to a computer, and space to read and reflect which could be 
much more flexible and also slot into other times, for example reading on the 
train on the way to work.   
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Exercise 5: Identifying resources 

Prepare a list of the equipment and other resources you might need to use. 
What do you currently have and what might you to get? Don’t worry if you don’t 
have everything now, there’s plenty of time to build your resources as you 
progress through the course unit and degree. If you’re not sure of what you 
need, then prepare a list of questions to ask your tutor.  

What space or spaces are you going to work in? Consider where you will do most 
of your study, and prepare it so it’s an environment you’ll enjoy working in and 
you are able to store your equipment and resources.  

You may want to take a photo of your studio space to share with your tutor via 
your learning log. 

Social resources 
While it might often feel like you’re studying on your own, it’s worth 
remembering that there are lots of other OCA students doing the same. Your 
fellow students can provide fresh perspectives, feedback and encouragement, 
and creative opportunities for collaboration or sharing. 

You can make contact with fellow students through our OCA discuss site: 
[https://discuss.oca-student.com/].  
You’ll find a welcome section here: 
https://discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here 

You can also talk through your email group, which you were added to when you 
enrolled onto your course unit. Its purpose is to make it easier for students 
studying the same course unit to talk to one another, upload images and critique 
one another's work. Through these groups you have access to the experience of 
students who are further along in their studies who can offer advice and 
guidance and you can take comfort in knowing there are others at the same 
point as, you starting off, who may share the same worries or concerns. These 
course discussion groups utilise ‘Google groups’ to operate. Click here: 
https://www.oca-student.com/content/course-discussions-feature-launched for 
more information. 

Remember to communicate respectfully and responsibly with other students and 
OCA staff online. For further information listen to this short piece on Netiquette: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-guide-elements/getting-grips
-netiquette
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Research task: OCASA 

OCA’s Student Association (OCASA) [www.ocasa.org.uk] is available to you as a 
student. One of their activities is organising joint study visits with OCA tutors. 
Visit: https://weareoca.com/category/study-visits/ to identify any study visits you 
would like to attend, either virtually or in person. 

Exercise 6: Saying hello to your fellow students 
Get in touch with other students to say hello, and to share something about you 
or your practice. Use the OCA discuss site and/or the email group. For example, 
by sharing your online learning log URL, your work on Exercise 3, or a photo of 
your studio space.  

Exercise 7: Say hello to your tutor 
For your final exercise, get in touch with your tutor to arrange a 15-20 min 
conversation. This is an opportunity to say hello to your tutor and put a voice to a 
name. It’s also a chance to discuss how best to schedule your time, document 
your work, and share it.  

The previous exercises and research tasks will have helped you prepare for this 
conversation and identified any questions you’d like to ask. Use your notes from 
these exercises as a starting point. 

Reflect on this conversation in your learning log as a way to identify any key 
points and as a starting point to refer back to later on. Don’t forget to refer to ‘my 
tutor’ online rather than by name. 

Finally, you may want to reflect on doing this introduction as a whole. Has it been 
useful and are there things we could do differently? Make some notes in your 
learning log and feel free to get in touch with OCA directly or use the forums to 
help us improve our support if you have any ideas. 

Starting your course unit 
You should now be ready to start Part One of your course unit. Don’t worry if you 
are still getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or 
don’t have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as 
you progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way there’s support 
available from OCA and encouragement from your fellow students.  

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 
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Creative Book Design

Part One: The 
power of books 

Dan Eldon, 2011. The Journey is the Destination, Image courtesy of the author. 
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Overview 
Part one explores the power of the book on personal, historical, and creative 
levels. It will pick up on the historical development of the book, ask you to reflect 
on your own experiences of being a reader, and your motivations for exploring 
book design. Each of the exercises and research tasks feed directly into 
assignment one, which will culminate in the production of a simple publication 
celebrating the power of books.  

There are many ways of trying to articulate or define what a book actually is. 
Technical definitions, while objectively accurate, don’t quite capture the essential 
nature of the book form. Perhaps this is because books are so evocative; like 
architecture, they remain after the author is gone. Books, like great buildings, 
continue to touch our senses, long after the first reading, long after the book has 
been put down. Picking up an old book is sometimes like recalling an old friend. 
Books are linked to our sense of memory – the shape, weight, cover design, 
scuffing of ageing paper, and of course the content itself, all combine to affect 
us. We are reminded of a particular time in our lives, perhaps many different 
occasions and events personal to us. This personal experience of holding and 
reading particular books is framed within much larger historical contexts of how 
the book has evolved, and with it, how we collectively communicate.  

“Books are more than pages, board, glue and thread – they are 
artefacts of the human spirit and hand.”  

Jason Thompson, Playing with Books, 2010. 

“But a book in its purest form, is a phenomenon of space and time and 
dimensionality that is unique unto itself. Every time we turn the page, 
the previous page passes into our past and we are confronted by a 
new world.” 

Jerome Rothenberg & David Guss, The Book: Spiritual Instrument, 1982. 

Defining what book designers do, partly depends on what kind of book you 
intend to make and what kind of artist or designer you see yourself as. Books 
come in all shapes and sizes and deal with all manner of content. Publications 
can also be measured in their scope, from limited edition publications to larger 
mass market print runs. From a graphic design perspective, book design is about 
arranging and shaping text and image content and making decisions about the 
form of the book. The role of a graphic designer might span working on a book 
as a whole, focus on the front covers, or help prepare the content for printing. 
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Their aim is to entice you to pick up a book and to find a meaningful balance 
between the content and the form of a publication. Illustrators’ roles overlap, but 
might focus more specifically on developing visual, and possibly written, content 
within the form of graphic novels, children’s picture books or focusing on 
generating images that respond to the content for front covers, or creating 
images or diagrams to be integrated elsewhere within a book. Artists, designers 
and photographers might follow similar paths, generating images that are 
integrated alongside existing content, or see the book as an opportunity to 
generate their own content and find an audience for it through self-publishing. 
Whether working in the publishing industry or producing your own artist book, 
monograph, or graphic novels, book design is the shaping of content; it is the 
bridge between the original manuscript and the end user. These forms of book 
design can be collaborative, with a range of people authoring, editing, designing, 
publishing and printing the material. 

G. E. Kidder Smith, The New Architecture of Europe, 1961. Image courtesy of the author. 
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Project One:  Historical developments of 
the book 

A brief history of book design 
The history of book design reflects not only our ability to make and design books, 
but wider cultural developments in human communication, reading, and what 
we use books for. Books have had a global impact, but this brief history traces 
important developments that have shaped book design within predominantly 
Western culture. A simple model for charting this history was outlined by media 
theorist Marshall McLuhan (1964) and historian Walter Ong (1982) who 
suggested that the development of the book can be broken down into three key 
stages. Firstly, the revolutionary phase in which culture shifts from spoken to 
written traditions, adopting written languages, acquiring writing tools and using 
writing as a way to support economic trading. The second phase is from the 
literary to the printed, in which handwritten books are replaced by mass 
produced ones. Through this transition books are more widely adopted within 
social and cultural institutions, for example they are taken up by different groups 
of people and used in increasingly different ways. The third phase, which we are 
currently experiencing, is a shift from printed to digital technologies that affects 
how we interact with the book. These phases describe the broad sweep of how 
the idea of a book has developed, the legacy of which still exists - we are still 
handwriting books, reading printed material, and continue to blend our 
engagement with physical and digital texts online.  

“Each individual book in a printed edition was physically the same as 
another, an identical object, as manuscript books were not, even when 
they presented the same text. Now, with print, two copies of a given 
work did not merely say the same thing, they were duplicates of one 
another as objects. The situation invited the use of labels, and the 
printed book, being a lettered object, naturally took a lettered label, 
the title page.” 

Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy, 1982. London: Routledge. 
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Origins 
The earliest forms of books were produced by Egyptian scribes over 4,000 years 
ago. The language and terminology we use in book design today stems from 
these early origins and has been preserved throughout the millennia.  

In the ancient world, images and vertical text were hand-drawn onto palm leaves, 
then later onto papyrus scrolls. Skilled hand-lettering was laborious and 
time-consuming and a world apart from the printing methods of today.   

Papyrus was made from the pith of the papyrus plant and was rather like thick 
paper. It was used throughout the ancient world until the development of 
parchment. Parchment was a superior material to papyrus. Made from dried, 
treated animal skin, parchment could be written on both sides and was more 
pliable than papyrus, which meant that it could be folded. Folding a large 
parchment sheet in half created two folios – a word we still use today to number 
pages. Folding the sheet in half again created a quarto (4to) and folding that in 
half again made eight pages – an octavo (8vo).  

The development of parchment created a break with the scroll form. Folded 
pages were now piled together and bound along one edge to create a codex, a 
manuscript text bound in book form.  

“Making a manuscript was slow and demanding; sometimes routinely 
laborious, sometimes creatively glorious, and always expensive.”  

Curator’s Introduction, British Library Illuminated Manuscripts 

“The English word ‘book’ is derived from the Old English word bok, 
itself linked to the word for ‘beech tree’. Beech boards were written on 
by Saxons and Germans, and a literal definition of the book is a ‘board 
for writing’.” 

Andrew Haslam, Book Design. 2006. London: Laurence King Publishing. Page 6. 

The term manuscript comes from the Latin for hand ‘manus’ and writing 
‘scriptum’. Illuminated manuscripts, often containing religious, historical or 
instructive texts, were coloured with rich and delicate pigments, often with the 
addition of gold leaf. These were objects of rare beauty. Bound manuscripts 
were produced in Britain from around 600 to 1600. 
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Columban Monks, The Four Evangelists, from Book of Kells, circa 800 CE. Trinity College 
Library, Dublin. 
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Exercise 1: Influential books 
Consider the importance of books to you both personally and within a broader 
global sense.  

First of all, think back to the earliest books you came across as a child, through 
your teenage years and early adulthood to where you are now. There may be 
half a dozen books which stick in your memory or are important to you in some 
way. There may be many more than that. It may be an early reading book, a 
particular image or short rhyme which helped you recognise letterforms. It may 
be the distressed metallic silver cover of a Salinger novel you read as a teenager, 
or the book you bought on impulse after work one day, seduced by the tactile 
quality of the cover.  

Identify these books in your learning log, use photographs and annotation to 
create an illustrated list documenting the books that are important to you, for 
whatever reason.  

Now, connect your influential books to those with a more global reach. Identify 
seminal works that have informed or challenged some of the areas you have 
identified. These may be scientific, artistic, historical, political, geographic, 
fictional, poetic or religious texts. For example, a book from your childhood could 
connect to other seminal children’s books by association, such as Heinrich 
Hoffmann’s Der Struwwelpeter / Shockheaded Peter (1845) or Charles Perrault or 
the Brothers Grimm. Likewise a book featuring dinosaurs might connect to 
Charles Darwin’s Origin of the Species.  

When we appreciate the breadth and influence of books, we begin to appreciate 
the extent of a book’s potential impact. Books carry and communicate ideas; 
powerful messages can be contained within seemingly innocuous bound paper 
pages. In your learning log, create another list of books, with accompanying 
images and annotations, which you believe to be more globally important, but 
connect to your first list in some way.  

This activity will feed into your first assignment, so document your ideas in your 
sketchbooks and learning log to refer back to later. 
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Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1792. Wikipedia. 

Printing 
Scrolls, parchment, codex… when we imagine the processes involved in the 
production of books using these methods, we begin to appreciate what a rarity 
handmade books were. The advent of movable type brought about a massive 
revolution in the way books were designed, produced and perceived. Sandcast 
type was used in Korean book design from around 1230 and woodblocks were 
used to print paper money and cards in China from the seventh century. Paper, 
invented in China, spread through the Islamic world to reach medieval Europe in 
the 13th century, where the first paper mills were built.  

“...parchments replaced papyrus, books replaced scrolls, printing 
replaced hand-written books and digital replaced metal…”  

Nadine Monem, Font: The Sourcebook, 2008. 
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Johannes Gutenberg & and Peter Schoeffer, End of Pentateuch and beginning of Book of 
Joshua, from the Gutenberg Bible, 1454–56. Bridgeman Images. 

Johann Gutenberg (c.1398–1468) produced the first western book printed using 
movable type in 1454. This was the Gutenberg Bible or ‘42-line Bible’. This led the 
way for a revolution in the way books were designed and printed. Having set the 
metal type, the printer could then produce multiple copies. Consider the impact 
of that, compared with the laborious earlier model of the individual scribe. 
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A Aymard, The Invention by Gutenberg of Moveable Type Printing, from ‘First Book of 
French History’, 1933. Hachette. WikiGallery. 

“Although Gutenberg did not himself invent the printing press, 
oil-based inks, or cast metal type, he seems to have been the first 
person in Europe to combine these tools successfully in order to 
publish books.” 

Stephen J. Eskilson, Graphic Design: A history, 2012. 

The printing process made books much more widely available to a larger 
audience. By 1500, printing presses in Western Europe had produced more than 
twenty million books. Within these, Ulrich Boner’s Der Edelstein (1461) is seen as 
an early example of printing type and image together. 

Private English presses such as Doves Press and the Ashendene Press typified 
the publishing industry in the early part of the twentieth century. The influential 
designer, craftsman, artist and writer William Morris (1834–96) founded the 
Kelmscott Press in 1891; this was dedicated to publishing limited edition, 
illuminated style books. The designer Eric Gill (1882–1940), a fellow member of 
the Arts and Crafts movement, designed books for both English and German 
publishers. Gill also produced The Canterbury Tales (1931) for Golden Cockerel 
Press, which was one of the last English presses still going strong after 1925. 
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Until the 1830s, any colour element within book illustrations was added by hand. 
To deal with this, English artist and printer George Baxter (1804–1867) developed 
a multiple woodblock approach for adding colour, and Austrian Aloysius 
Senefelder (1771–1834) invented the principle of lithography, which remains the 
main method of commercial printing today. Picture books remain a mainstay of 
book design, especially for younger readers. Heinrich Hoffmann’s Der 
Struwwelpeter (1845) being an early and classic example. 

While English and German publishers were known for the quality and 
craftsmanship of their typography and overall book design, French publishers 
such as Ambroise Vollard (1866–1939) focused on the illustrative elements of 
book design. ‘Livres de luxe’ were expensive editions of books illustrated by 
contemporary artists such as Bonnard, Chagall, Degas, Dufy and Picasso.  

Artistic movements had a real and direct impact on book design in the twentieth 
century, with the Fauvists, Futurists, Dadaists, Constructivists and Bauhaus 
feeding into a febrile pot of manifestos, new ideas and approaches into 
typography, layout and book design, which in turn were adopted by mainstream 
commercial designers. 

Theo van Doesburg, Classic, Modern, Baroque (cover image), 1920. WikiArt. 
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Allen Lane founded Penguin Books in England in 1935, with the aim of producing 
mass produced affordable books for the masses. These books were 
characterised by strong typographic and design principles. Following in this 
tradition, from the early 1950s, designers Jan Tschichold and Ruari McLean 
created iconographic modernist iconographic cover designs for Penguin books 
(see Part Two) for individual books and as part of larger series of paperbacks. 

Advancing print technologies, letterpress, offset lithography and the 
development of graphic design as a profession, gave rise to a plethora of colour 
printed material, making book design one of the earliest and best examples of 
mass communication. Further technological developments through the 
photocopier, mimeograph and risograph printers made short print runs more 
accessible. 

These advances found expression through the Pop Art movement. Artists such 
as Richard Hamilton, Eduardo Paolozzi, and Peter Blake aimed to bridge the gap 
between ‘fine’ art and popular culture. Their exhibition This is tomorrow, at the 
Whitechapel Gallery in London 1956, was reflected in the catalogue designed by 
artist Edward Wright in 1956. Inspired by Dadaist collage techniques, Wright’s 
approach was based on photo collage technique; relationship between words 
and images, and a relatively cheap way of producing the catalogue, with 
spiral-bound pages, using cheap offset lithography, and with a silkscreen printed 
cover. While these layouts look mainstream today, at the time, they were 
unusual and sparked controversy. 

“At the beginning of the twentieth century, the then new analog media 
of radio, cinema, and, later, television, also challenged and eventually 
overturned the supremacy of the book, and print generally, as a 
virtually monopolistic medium of communication and information. The 
book, however, did not die out: publishers developed… new popular 
forms such as the paperback; they extended the range of retail 
outlets; and they enjoyed a symbiotic relationship with the producers 
of analog media by both offering a source of material for radio, cinema, 
and television, and exploiting the popularity of the new media by 
creating the book of the radio serial, of the film, or linked to the 
television program.” 

David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery. An Introduction to Book History. 2005. 
New York: Routledge. Page 119 
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William Morris, The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer (Title page and frontispiece), 1896. 
woodcut and black type on paper. Kelmscott Press. Wikimedia. 

Publishing 
The UK ranks with the USA and China in the number of new book titles published 
each year. Per capita, Britain is the largest publisher worldwide. Publishing is big 
business and the London and Frankfurt Book Fairs are key annual events in the 
publishing industry calendar. According to Jason Thompson (Playing with Books), 
the publishing industry produced over three billion books in 2008.  

Accurate figures for the amount of books that are currently in global circulation 
are not easily available. How can they be? Given the sheer volume of titles that 
are produced, year on year, we can only really estimate a figure, and this is a 
daunting task in itself.  

The scale of the publishing industry easily overshadows the smaller scale but 
often more adventurous world of self-publishing. This often takes place at a local 
level or across niche interest groups. Like the publishing industry it has its own 
set of artist book fairs, comic conventions, print exhibitions and online platforms 
to share content and help find an audience for these books. 
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Readership and authorship 
Underpinning this history of publishing are ideas of authorship and readership. 
The author represents the person responsible for the content of the book and 
whose name fronts the cover. However, when literary critic and theorist Roland 
Barthes wrote about ‘the death of the author’ (1967) he acknowledged the 
equally important role of the reader in creating meaning. An author might intend 
a particular understanding but ultimately it’s the interpretation of readers or 
‘readership’ that matters. According to the social theorist and historian Michel 
Foucault, in his essay What is an Author? (1969), the need to attribute authorship 
emerged from concerns about potentially blasphemous scientific ideas. 
Authorities demanded that publishing houses named ‘who has spoken?’ in order 
to hold authors accountable. The author function, as Foucault calls it, is one of 
ownership which has helped to shape how books are written, our expectation of 
what they contain, and a sense of personal dialogue between an author and 
reader. Illustrators have often been cited as a contributor to a book’s content, 
but in the 1990s and 2000s graphic designers became increasingly aware of their 
role in shaping authorial content, and in the process, adding new levels of 
meaning for the reader.  

“Wolfgang Iser argues that meaning emerges from the interaction of 
text and reader (Iser 1980). To the creation of meaning the text brings 
its words, a set of linguistic units, while the reader brings an individual 
set of experiences that colour the semantic value given to those units 
separately and jointly. There is, therefore, no particular ‘correct’ 
meaning, although the range of possible meanings is constrained by 
the fixed nature of the text, of its component words. Jerome McGann 
would add at this juncture that the reader interprets not a text but a 
material object - the book; that the words of the text are in a particular 
font and size, on a particular paper, in a particular book, between 
particular covers; and that these particularities of the physical book 
also influence and constrain the range of possible meanings (McGann 
1991).” 

David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery. An Introduction to Book History. 2005. 
New York: Routledge. Page 116 
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The digital era 
The 1980s and 1990s saw the burgeoning of desktop publishing (DTP). Book 
design was no longer bound by the constraints of metal typesetting. Apple 
Macintosh computer systems enabled book designers to integrate text and 
images into multiple pages digitally, on-screen. This move away from traditional 
design and printing processes created massive upheaval in the publishing 
industry, and many long-established forms of working were usurped by the new 
digital technology.  

A new wave of graphic and book designers emerged who embraced the new 
technology and, like the Futurists and Dadaists before them, questioned and 
experimented with some of the conventional approaches to typography, and 
book design, and content. Designers such as Neville Brody (Fuse magazine) and 
David Carson (The End of Print) captured the experimental mood of the time. 
This new technology, along with the advent of the Internet, democratised design 
and publishing, so that anyone could publish either traditionally or online. 

The shift from printing to digital continues apace today. The process has helped 
to change how we engage with ideas of the book, and challenged some print 
formats relevance. For example, by largely replacing volumes of encyclopedia 
with Wikipedia as an initial place to access information, and by challenging ideas 
about authority and authorship by moving from a ‘definitive’ model of 
knowledge, to one more akin to Roland Barthes’ idea of readership, in which 
knowledge is actively and socially constructed by those who contribute 
information and collectively edit Wikipedia’s online pages. 

Given the development of the Internet, it would be easy to think that the book, as 
a physical object, is due for extinction, but this assumes new technologies have 
bettered thousands of years of book design. The book has been made for ours 
eyes, hands, and above all, minds. The ability to fold a page corner, write in the 
margin, shelve or circulate books all have digital equivalents, but often it’s a very 
different experience. One that involves electricity, light and pixels and often over 
complicates the book’s simplicity. The book in its traditional form remains a 
pervasive presence alongside its digital counterparts. A future where the two 
formats are blended can already be seen in how we read across online and 
physical formats. Developments such as ‘print on demand’, where online 
companies enable small scale print runs of physical books, or digital archive 
projects, that aim to share rare books and manuscripts through PDFs and other 
digital formats, are positive examples of how both digital and physical books can 
support one another. 
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Love Train, article from ID Magazine, Dec to Jan issue, 1988-89. ID Magazine. 

“With the invention of digital technology and the creation of the 
Internet, the end of print was predicted and the death of the book was 
hailed as imminent. To date, digital technology has revolutionized the 
way we write, design, produce, and sell books, but the World Wide 
Web has not replaced them.”  

Andrew Haslam, Book Design, 2006. London: Laurence King Publishing. 
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Exercise 2: The future of the book 

“Whenever I hear the word ‘reader’, I reach for my mobile device. 
Today’s ‘reader’ is as likely to be a digital apparatus or software 
interface as a living person leafing through the pages of a book. 
Countless hardware and software products are designed to display, 
filter, push, and aggregate published matter. Screen readers turn text 
into speech, creating accessible material for sight-impaired users. 
News readers digest blogs and news posts, feeding them back to 
users in quick-view formats stripped of context, while digital readers 
serve up books and magazines for instant consumption.”  

Ellen Lupton, Graphic Design: Now in production, 2014. Walker Art Center, Minneapolis. 

Given the current development of the book from printed to digital technologies, 
what do you see as the future of the book, for readers, and book designers? 
Where do you see the book heading? Show and tell. Try and summarise your 
thinking into a series of short statements, quotations, images (collage) or ideas. 
Be creative in how you approach this. Use your learning log to reflect on the 
essay and your own thoughts and visual ideas about the future of book design. 
This research will feed into part of your first assignment. 

Research task: The future of the book 

Explore some of the factors that are at play in shaping the future of books 
globally by reading Chapter 7: The Future of the Book from David Finkelstein and 
Alistair McCleery’s An Introduction to Book History (2005). This fifteen page chapter 
(pages 118–132) is available electronically in the library here: 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ucreative-ebooks/detail.action?docID=1092
818  

“This chapter will examine four related aspects of the immediate past 
and present of the book - technology, industry organisation, 
readership, and the role of the state - to identify the drivers and 
direction of the changes that will create the future of the book.”  

David Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery. An Introduction to Book History, 2005. 
New York: Routledge. Page 119 
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Alternative publications 
Running parallel to the history of mainstream publishing and book production is 
one of smaller, alternative pamphlets, self-published work and artists’ books. 
English printmaker and poet William Blake (1757–27) is an early example of 
artists using the book format to present their work and ideas. While in the 17th 
century The Diggers movement used pamphlets to present their radical social 
ideas, a practice of publishing that has echoed through the manifestos of other 
artistic, political, social and campaigning groups. 

Woodcut from a Diggers document by William Everard. Wikipedia. 
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Alongside artists’ books and manifestos are other forms such as fanzines, or 
more commonly zines. These are small scale publications produced by and for 
people with a shared interest. Cheaply produced in small numbers, these 
hand-made publications, often printed using photocopiers, stencil and other 
‘hands-on’ processes have been used by film buffs, football fans and perhaps 
most notably, punk music fans, to share ideas. The 1970s punk era was a 
subcultural response to mainstream society, that along with music produced 
zines that explored a wide range of political, humorous, poetical and other 
themes not necessarily represented in more conventional print. Zines along with 
other alternative publications have embraced the digital era through the 
production of online content and e-zines, applying their ‘do-it-yourself’ by finding 
other ways to use technology and adapt. 

“Fanzines have played a key role in the evolution of fandom and 
alternative printing histories. Born out of the traditions of 
nineteenth-century political broadsheets, pamphlets, self-publishing 
and amateur printing, as well as of the underground counter-cultural 
publications of the 1960s, fanzines are part of an alternative press 
history. The fanzine as a self-publishing form stretches as far back as 
the publications of the radical social critics of the French Revolution.” 

Teal Triggs, Fanzines, 2010. Thames & Hudson. Page 14. 

(left) Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 1776. (right) Michael J Weller, Chainsaw fanzine no.10. August 
1980 
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Artist books 
The field of artists’ books is complex and ever-changing, with a rich development 
in production and content. Books created by artists as a space for artistic 
expression, using the form of the book in relation to their work. 

The English artist William Blake (as mentioned in the previous section) strongly 
focused on his work in relation to the form of the book. He worked in the late 
18th century and early 19th century, and is an important influence on 
contemporary artists' books. Through the form of the book his strong visions 
and beliefs could be realised, and most importantly published independently. 
Connecting new printing methods, a dialogue between text, image and form with 
self-publishing are key concepts in the field of, what is now called, artists' books. 
Blake invented a new printing method ‘illuminated printing’ in 1788. His 
published work was focused on poetry and painting, such as Songs of Innocence 
in 1789 and Paradise Lost in 1808. 

William Blake, Songs of Innocence and of Experience Shewing the Two Contrary States of the 
Human Soul, title page. (1789) 
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Often the term artists’ books is confused with the term livre d’artiste, a similar 
field, however a different approach to the form of the artist book. In the 1890s, 
Parisian art dealer Ambroise Vollard published deluxe editions of artists works 
such as Pablo Picasso, Max Ernst and Henri Matisse. Often these books were a 
collaboration between publisher, writer and artist with fine binding and a classic 
text illustrated by the artist. Livre d’artiste were essentially books that showcased 
artists’ work, rather than being a book as a piece of art in its own right, therefore 
there was less scope for experimenting with the form of the book as a 
conceptual idea.  

From 1910 towards the mid 1970s there was an explosion of experimentation, 
innovation and development in the field of the artists’ book. Artists, writers, and 
political thinkers were exploring a new way of thinking by publishing pamphlets, 
posters, manifestos and books as pieces of art.  

Italian futurist Filippo Marinetti became well known with his Futurist Manifesto in 
1909. Also the Russian futurist and poet Velimir Khlebnikov created artists’ books 
as part of his work Selected Poems with Postscript, 1907–1914. 

Typography became an important aspect of this kind of artwork. In the 19th 
Century, the French poet Stéphane Mallarmé started to experiment with 
poetry,the relationship between language and form, and used the book to 
represent his ideas. Artists Kate Steinitz, Kurt Schwitters, and Theo van Doesburg 
affiliated with the Dadaist movement (late 1910s, early 1920s), created the artists’ 
book and self-published The Scarecrow: A Fairytale in 1925, a typographic 
exploration of a fairytale. 

 Kurt Schwitters, Kate Steinitz, and Theo van Doesburg, Die Scheuche: Märchen (The 
Scarecrow: A Fairytale), 1925. Wikipedia. 
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The development of artists’ books in the mid 1960s derived from avant-garde 
movements such as Dada, Constructivism and Futurism, into a more distinct field 
of artists’ books. The Fluxus movement, which was an international group of 
artists and musicians centred around George Maciunas, playfully embraced the 
artists’ book as a way to make their ideas and artwork accessible. Taking 
influence from post-war consumerism and popular culture, Fluxus kits could be 
purchased by mail order, with artist books, objects, instructions arriving in the 
post.  

George Maciunas, Flux Year Box 2, 1967. Harvard Art Museums. 

Ed Ruscha is perhaps the most well-known contemporary artist creating artists’ 
books, beginning with his first published work Twentysix Gasoline Stations in 1963. 
In the late 1960s conceptual artist Lawrence Weiner produced text-based works 
in the form of an artist's book. 

The field of artists’ books is always shifting, with different approaches and 
activities that reflect the times they were made in. Today, interdisciplinary 
approaches towards ideas about the book have become important for artists 
and designers, as a way to explore and communicate their ideas. 
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Ed Ruscha, Twentysix Gasoline Stations, 1963. Wikipedia. 

Research task: Artists’ books and fanzines 

Browse the American based Smithsonian Libraries’ Artist Book archive to identify 
books that you find interesting or questions the notion of the book in some way.  
https://library.si.edu/collection/artists-books 

Explore fanzines in more depth by reading Teal Trigg’s chapter Definitions and 
early days (pages 6–43) from her book Fanzines: A do-it-yourself revolution (2010). 
This chapter is available as a course resource on the student site. 

Document visual examples of work you find interesting with annotations in your 
learning log. You’ll be using some of this research in your first assignment.  
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Exercise 3: Alternative publications 

Using your research into artists’ books and fanzines as a starting point, think 
about their physical or design qualities, and creatively apply some of these 
approaches to your own designs. 

For example, there’s a distinctive visual quality to many fanzines which comes 
from a ‘cut and paste’ approach to designing and through the use of cheap 
photocopying and printing. Punk fanzines in particular make a virtue out of 
having limited resources, no computers and little, or no, formal training as 
graphic designers. Use your sketchbooks to experiment with a similar ‘cut and 
paste’ approach by cutting and collaging magazines and other material. What 
does this approach offer you as a book designer? 

Alternatively, you can find other ideas you would like to test out in your 
sketchbook. You don’t need to make any finished designs, just give yourself room 
to experiment and try things out. 
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Project Two: Creative book design 
Book design might be driven by wanting to generate and share your own 
content, collaborate with others to help visualise their ideas, or work within a 
commercial context, in which you are applying your illustrative, typographical, 
visual or design skills in order to communicate to a wider audience. A designer is 
responsible for organising visual elements on the page, the structure, 
arrangement and layout of typography and images, and in making connections 
between the form of the book and the content it’s trying to convey.  

Depending on the publishing and production model used, the designer may be 
largely responsible for aspects of the proposal, development and realisation of 
the book form and may oversee the control of various elements as the book 
makes its way through the production process, ultimately checking printer’s 
proofs and ‘signing off’ a project when it is ready to go to print. There is a clear 
distinction between the editorial and designing roles. The editor deals with all the 
text, the designer with the images and layout. As a designer it is your role to deal 
with the arrangement of the text and images but never to edit the text. 

Self-publishing models require similar oversight in terms of developing and 
organising content, editing and checking proofs and producing the final material, 
however it will be more likely to be just you undertaking all of these roles! 

Book design is related to graphic design and a similar working process underpins 
much of the creative thinking and evolution of any particular design job. As a 
book designer, you’ll work on a variety of titles, usually to a ‘brief’ – a specific set 
of requirements for a particular project. The brief may be set by an external 
agency, or it may be self-initiated. The scope of the brief may vary in terms of 
how much creative input you get to exercise. For example, you may be provided 
with text and images, along with clear guidelines as to how these are to be set 
out. Alternatively, you may be provided with a brief outline of content and title 
and asked to ‘come up with ideas’ – to devise concepts for cover images, for 
example. The creative design process underpins this activity. It includes the 
following stages:  

● Generating ideas
● Researching
● Developing your ideas
● Producing visuals
● Critiquing and editing your ideas
● Production
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This process is not prescriptive, and the key phases often overlap and link quite 
organically; research and development are intrinsically interlinked, for example. 
The creative design process forms a recognised method of working through a 
design brief and has strong underlying principles on which to base your design 
practice. In general, design work follows this cyclical process, on a micro and 
macro scale, to refine and ultimately conclude the design. This process includes 
exploring the creative potential of the physical qualities of the book, and craft 
skills of making as much as the organisation of typography and images.  
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Exercise 4: Generating ideas 
Use one or more of the following book related sayings as a starting point to 
generate visual ideas and responses: 

● Bookworms 
● A closed/open book 
● The oldest trick in the book 
● You can’t judge a book by its cover 
● In someone’s good/bad books 
● By the book 

During this early formative stage, aim to be as wide-ranging and imaginative as 
possible in your ideas. ALL ideas are valid at this point, so don’t censor; this is not 
the stage to decide what is a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ idea – at this point they are all just 
‘ideas’ with equal merit. Let one idea flow fluidly, intuitively and organically into 
another to make unexpected links and associations. Record your thought 
processes and ideas using thumbnail sketches, spidergrams and annotations. 

Thumbnail sketches are a way of recording ideas through quick pen or pencil line 
drawings. The quality of the drawing is not important; a drawing of a person 
does not need to be anatomically accurate, for example. The drawing serves as a 
visual reminder to you of a fleeting idea. Aim to make thumbnail drawings in the 
same quick way that you make short written annotations – keeping up with the 
flow of your ideas. Draw a range of visual and conceptual possibilities using the 
book sayings as your starting point. Aim to spend 45 minutes working on this, 
generating as much content, potential ideas, thumbnails, visual metaphors or 
imagined books as possible. 

Thumbnails can give an indication of composition and art direction. For example, 
how does the subject sit in the frame? How is the subject lit? What particular 
attributes does that subject have? Thumbnail sketches, along with annotations, 
are a good starting point to begin exploring these aspects.  
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Exercise 5: Research & development 
Firstly, review your visual ideas based on from the previous exercise through a 
process of critical evaluation. Which ideas are you drawn to? Which ideas have 
‘legs’ – possible interesting outcomes which are worth pursuing? Often the ideas 
which are strongest are those which have depth, or many layers of association. 
Perhaps you are intuitively drawn to a particular idea. Select a few ideas you 
would like to push further. Use your learning log to record your thoughts. 

Now, do you need to undertake any research to help move your selected ideas 
on? The form your research will take depends on the individual elements of your 
idea. Find source material that helps informs your ideas. For example, by doing 
objective drawings or taking photographs, to understand your subject better, 
and to consider aspects of composition. You can use both primary and 
secondary sources of research in this way. Research feeds into the development 
of your visual work, informing and advancing your ideas. Document this phase of 
the work accordingly.  

The developing your ideas stage is about building on your initial ideas by 
reworking them, adding the visual or other insights gathered through your 
research, and testing out different versions or possibilities. Spend 45 minutes 
developing the possibilities of one of your ideas. How many different ways can 
you visualise this?  

If you want to develop a broader range of ideas, then repeat the previous 
exercise to generate more possibilities, potentially using a different phrase as a 
starting point. Use your learning log to document this process of review, 
research and development. 

Visualising your ideas is the culmination of all your preliminary work in which 
you work up some more developed visual sketches and ideas. This artwork can 
be hand-drawn illustrations, photographs, and/or include typography. The 
presentation can be a little rough around the edges but should show the main 
elements of your designs. Select the strongest variation of your ideas from the 
previous research and development exercise to start exploring how you can 
visualise them within a mock-up.  

Use your learning log to document these research and development stages, and 
to reflect on the process and your results. 
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Exercise 6: Folding and mocking up your book 
There are two elements to this exercise - thinking about how you produce your 
publication, and making a smaller scaled down version as a mock up.  

Creating a small mock up  
Printers use large sheets of paper to print multiple pages, which are then cut and 
folded. You’re going to use a simple A4 sheet to recreate the process of 
imposition and folding into ‘sections’ or signatures at a smaller scale.  

Fold an A4 sheet of paper in half, to create an A5 sheet. Now fold it in half again, 
so that you have an A6 size. This will comprise four leaves and eight pages. A 
page has a recto (facing) side and a verso (back) side. The terms recto and verso 
are also used to describe right-hand and left-hand pages in a double-page 
spread. With the sheets still folded, number the pages as they would read, from 
page 1, the front, through to page 8, the back. Now unfold the pages and notice 
how the numbers are distributed on the outspread sheet. This is a very 
rudimentary form of imposition, but the principle is essentially a miniature 
version of the same process within print production. By refolding your A4 sheet 
and then cutting the folded edges, you create pages, which can be stitched or 
stapled at the centre (gutter) to form a rudimentary book.  

Books are constructed from folded sheets in this way, each one of which creates 
a signature. A signature is a section made up from a folded sheet which will 
create pages when guillotined. Signatures are built up in 2, 4, 8, 16, 32, 64 or 128 
pages then stacked up in sequence and glued or stitched (or both) across the 
back edge to form the book block, which is then bound to the cover.  

(left) 8 page Quarto folding. Wikibooks.  (right)16 page Folio folding. Wikibooks 
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Creating a full scale mock up  
To create an A5 pamphlet with 16 pages take four A4 sheets together, and with 
the sheets positioned landscape, fold in half. Stitching or stapling on the fold will 
secure the sheets and form your publication. 

Additional pages can be added, but there is a finite number that can be slotted 
together before you notice how the folded pages start to stick out from the 
non-folded edge. This can be remedied by trimming the edges of your pages. For 
professional book designers working on large publications, this process needs to 
be taken through binding choices, and carefully adjusting page designs across 
the whole document. 

Number each of your sixteen pages from front to back cover. Unpack the 
document and notice how the relationship of the numbers on the front and back 
of each sheet. For example, 1 and 16 should be alongside each other, with 2 and 
15 on the reverse. These numbers dictate where your content will go, and how 
this content needs to be printed, and are known as ‘printers pairs’. 

Translating your DTP artwork, which has been produced in chronological order, 
1-16, into the format needed to print your publication, is known as pagination.
Commercially, printers often undertake this work, but as designers, it is also
useful to understand how pagination works.

A simple way to approach this, is by taking the overall number of pages (often 
including the covers), and add one. So for your sixteen page booklet the magic 
number is 17. Go back to your mock up and add up your page numbers - each of 
your spreads should add to 17.  

Critiquing and editing 
Making decisions about which of your designs are the strongest is an important 
part of the creative process. Thinking about your designs within the context of a 
book can help spark new ideas, so the critiquing and editing of your work can 
initiate the start of a new creative process. With this in mind, don’t leave 
reviewing your work to the very end. It’s a good idea to test out your ideas within 
a book format as you go. This might mean seeing how your work is framed 
within a book’s borders, how content sits alongside each other on the spread of 
different pages, summarising your ideas down to essentials forms, or seeing how 
the turn of the page might start to build a narrative from one idea to the next. 
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Exercise 7: Visualising, editing and critiquing 
Based on your work from the previous exercises, think about how your designs 
within the context of the book. For example, visually explore how your artwork 
sits within the format of your A5 pamphlet - how the page might frame the 
artwork, how different pages sit together or how you might begin to develop a 
narrative across multiple pages.  

This process might suggest new ways of presenting or developing your work. 
Think about how you want to finish your artwork, whether this is through 
typography, illustration, photography, drawing or another format.  

Critique your work - what has the format of the pamphlet offered you, how might 
your ideas develop further, and how has your understanding of creative book 
design changed through this exercise?  

Production 
As a designer, you need to have an understanding of the processes involved in 
creating a book. Some of these processes remain essentially the same as in early 
books, for example, folding paper to form pages and binding these together to 
form a spine. The spine, like our own backbone, is structurally significant in that 
it holds the pages of the book together and allows us to open and read the 
pages.  

For the purposes of your first assignment, your book will be based on a simple, 
fanzine-like publication. For the production, you will need to consider how you 
print or reproduce your content, what sort of paper you can use, how you will 
bind it, and importantly, how many copies you will produce. Even with a very 
simple black and white photocopied publication, you will need to consider how 
your artwork, and the structure of your content fits, with this mode of 
production. In other words, what are the possibilities and limitations of 
photocopying, and how can your design approach and artwork accommodate 
these? 
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Assignment One: Your zine 
“An intimacy derives from the fact that fanzines remain amateur, 
‘handmade’ productions operating outside mainstream publishing 
conventions and mass-production processes. The hand - the imprint - 
of the individual producer or maker is readily evident in the fanzine 
itself. This suggests, then, that the history of the object is bound up 
not only with the history of fanzines more generally, but also with the 
history of the individual maker.” 

Teal Triggs, Fanzines, 2010. London: Thames & Hudson. Page 206. 

Your first assignment asks you to create a small publication or fanzine based on 
your interest in books and their design. It allows you to introduce yourself, and 
your interests in book design, so that your tutor can get to know you and your 
work better.   

Your fanzine can be digitally printed, photocopied or handmade. Aim to design a 
sixteen-page simple folded and stapled A5 fanzine, though you can add more 
pages, or change the scale, if you want to. You can use any medium or materials 
to generate your artwork and make your publication. You may want to work 
much larger and reduce your artwork for the fanzine. While visually it doesn’t 
have to look like a punk fanzine, try and embrace the lo-fi ‘cut and paste’ attitude, 
so you’re making the work relatively quickly and not too preciously. Be creative 
with this task both in terms of the content and how you choose to present it, this 
could extend to challenging some of the assumptions about what a fanzine 
should look like, or how it’s made. 

Use the work you have produced so far, in the earlier exercises, as a starting 
point for your content. Not all of this material needs to be included in your 
fanzine. You may want to develop new visual ideas, or add to the work you have 
already produced.   

As a guide, your fanzine should contain the following elements: 

● Introduce yourself - say something about your relationship with books.
Why are they important to you? Communicate this through writing and
images.

● Your creative process  - how do you like to work creatively, what sort of
process do you follow to research and generate ideas, and what are your
preferred mediums to work in. Say something about you as a creative
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practitioner and your approach. Show your approach to book design 
through your design decisions and the hands-on sense of immediacy and 
energy that is an attribute of fanzine design.  

● Looking at books - present the most interesting books you’ve looked at, or
those you find influential as a reader, designer or both? Present a selection
of books, or focus on one particular example to present in more depth.
Think about how you can present these books, and your reflections, in
visually engaging ways.

● Global influences - which books with a wide reaching scientific, artistic,
historical, political, geographic, fictional, poetic, religious or other impact
have you chosen. Present them along with a brief rationale as to why, or
how these books have affected you personally. Again, can your designs
echo the ideas in these books in anyway?

● The future of the book - where do you see the book heading? Show and
tell. Try and summarise your thinking into a series of short statements,
quotations, images or ideas. Be creative in how you approach this.

● How can you creatively respond to one or more of following book related
sayings - Bookworms, A closed/open book, The oldest trick in the book,
You can’t judge a book by its cover, In someone’s good/bad books, or, by
the book. Use your fanzine to present your ideas. Can any of your images,
text or ideas also feed into your cover designs?

Using your learning log 
Keep notes to accompany the making of the publication in your learning log. 
These notes could cover why you decided to portray what you did, what you 
included and what you omitted. See it as a way to document and reflect on your 
creative design process.  

Remember that this is an opportunity to experiment with your ideas, so 
document your creative process, the various stages of your work, and any ideas 
you rejected along the way. Aim to do this visually by photographing, scanning or 
taking screenshots of your work in progress and sharing them in your learning 
log.  

As your first book, there’s room to make mistakes, take creative risks and enjoy 
the creative process, so don’t worry too much about getting it ‘right’. If your visual 
research takes you away from the above categories, that’s fine, afterall they are 
just prompts to start the dialogue about your interest in book design.  
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Submitting your work 
Your introductory talk with your tutor and course introduction should give you a 
clear idea of how, and when, you can submit your work to your tutor for 
feedback. While you are waiting for your feedback, start work on the next part of 
the course, in particular, undertaking any reading that is required. 
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