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A recent talk by David J. Alworth at the Freie Universität Berlin brought my atten-
tion to his new publication, The Look of the Book, published in October 2020 with 
Ten Speed Press, a lesser-known imprint (under the umbrella of the Crown Publish-
ing Group) of Penguin Random House. Alworth, whose work focuses on intersec-
tions of technology, culture, and society, co-created this fascinating book with Peter 
Mendelsund, who is currently the creative director of The Atlantic. Readers who are 
familiar with Mendelsund’s What We See When We Read [1] will expect an approach 
that is both playful and thought-provoking, and this book does not disappoint.

Alworth and Mendelsund have merged their interests and expertise as a scholar 
(Alworth) and a designer and writer (Mendelsund) to produce a sumptuous (and 
heavy!) volume that will be of interest to scholars of book and publishing studies 
and of publishing and book history. It is, however, also accessible and inviting to 
a broader readership in and well beyond academia. Tellingly, the New York Times 
selected this book as one of the best coffee-table books of the year 2020 [2].

The book is divided into eight chapters, preceded by an ample preface (titled 
“Meeting at the Edge”) which confirms Donald F. McKenzie’s statement that books 
are ‘friskier’ and ‘more elusive’ than the words ‘physical object’ will allow [3, p. 
334]. The preface includes a booklet of smaller-size pages bound into the book (pp. 
15–50), delighting the reader and provoking questions about book design and book 
formats. The preface also reminds readers of books’ dual status as commodity and 
cultural object, likening the function of book covers to that of bags of potato chips 
and television commercials (p. 55).
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Chapter 1 (“What the Book Cover Is”) covers (pun intended) details of book 
design and production and introduces terminologies (especially the detailed dou-
ble-page spreads on pp. 62–63 and pp. 74–75), but also discusses book covers 
and their role in a wider media ecology. While chapter 1 briefly touches upon his-
torical developments, chapter 2 (“What the Book Cover Was”) gives a fuller his-
torical account. The four-page timeline showing the chronological development 
of book covers through the decades (pp. 90–93), starting in the 1820s, will be 
immensely useful to anyone teaching book history or book design.

Chapter 3 (“What the Book Cover Does”) considers the uses and functions that 
a book cover fulfills. Simply put, “Texts need paratexts as much as we do” (p. 
165). Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Buried Giant serves as an interesting example of the 
interconnections between the literary text and its outward-facing appearance. The 
connections between design, genre and audience are also discussed, and Alworth 
and Mendelsund emphasize the role of the cover designer in visualizing genre, 
from science fiction to romance to crime. An impressive double-page spread 
compares typical characteristics of mass-market thrillers (e.g. by John Grisham 
and Tom Clancy) with cover design for literary fiction titles (e.g. by Lesley 
Nneka Arimah or Zinzi Clemmons) (pp. 172–173); another instructive example 
is an overview of H. P. Lovecraft’s works across time, driving the point home that 
“cover design tropes for various genres are not static” (p. 183).

The next chapter (“Why the Book Cover Matters”) delves into the political and 
ethical implications of book design. The contradictory and problematic status of 
book covers in the industry, and their reinforcement of racist and sexist stereo-
types comes to the fore. This calls Anamik Saha’s groundbreaking work on the 
“rationalizing/racializing logic” of the book industry to mind, in which he dis-
cusses (among other forms of pigeonholing) cover design for books set in India 
(e.g. [4]).

Chapter  5 (“How the Book Cover is Made”) considers the role of book cov-
ers as “data visualizations” (p. 220) with certain obligatory structures and defined 
spaces such as the spine of the book. As Alworth and Mendelsund say, “designing 
a book cover is a process of remediation and distillation” (p. 228). This chapter is 
followed by “Two Case Studies: Ulysses and Moby Dick” (chapter 6), which con-
tain no text, only images. Ulysses in particular is referenced throughout Alworth and 
Mendelsund’s book, and thus this chapter functions as a post-script to the earlier 
deliberations.

The book concludes with observations on “The Future of the Book Cover” (chap-
ter 7) and “Conversations at the Edge” (chapter 8). In closing, Alworth and Men-
delsund remind readers of the complexities of book design, and of the intimate con-
nection between the people involved in book production and the final result.

A downside of the fantastic and elaborate design is that this book is difficult to 
read from cover to cover if you are trying to focus on the textual elements. A small 
font was chosen, and the layout varies between a handier two-column and wider 
one-column format. The heft of the book design and the countless illustrations, how-
ever, promote an immersive and intense reading experience. This book needs to be 
opened again and again to discover all the details and really profit from its elaborate 
design. Which brings me to a further drawback of this book: it will not work well in 
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the zoom classroom. This instructive book can only fulfill its pedagogical potential 
in the post-pandemic era.
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