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Coffee table books were invented as
the default Christmas present for when
we couldn’t think of anything else to give
someone. Publishers even gave the things
a name that told us where to put them.
They’re big, expensive (or at least look
expensive), and have lots of pictures but
not much text - they’re for looking at
more than extended reading. Derek
Birdsall’s Notes on Book Design is basi-
cally just another coffee table book. It’s
fine for ﬂlpplng through but as a refer-
ence, it pales in comparison to even such
journeyman classics as Marshall Lee’s
Book Design (1967). Judged, however, as
a record of Birdsall’s book designs, it’s
fine. Using selected projects from his 40-
year career, it provides insight to his pref-
erences as a designer, and more
significantly, the process by which he
thought through each of the designs pre-
sented. These highlight the challenges he
encountered (which won’t always be
obvious to the casual viewer), and the
solutions he arrived at.

The books presented here are pre-
dominately gallery and artist catalogues,
and after flipping through 200 pages of
reproductions, they start to look pretty
much the same (though this is most likely
because the books themselves are pretty
much the same, and a designer can only
do so much to distinguish one from an-
other). Having spent most of his career
designing these kinds of books, maybe it
shouldn’t be a surprise that Notes on Book
Design takes the same approach. There
1s a heavy emphasis on the visuals, and
the text is kept as terse as possible.

“I have attempted to show that book
designs I have produced are based on
simple discoverable facts about the
books themselves,” Birdsall writes in the
introduction. This he does in short com-
mentaries accompanied by the book’s
real strength, the abundance of colour
reproductions from dozens of his
projects. And his decision “that the mini-
mum number of spreads shown [from
each project] should be similar to the
kind of presentation one might make to
a publisher” was a good one. As he in-
tended, it provides a better understand-
ing of how different kinds of content are
handled.

Birdsall tells us his book is not in-
tended to be prescriptive, and it isn’t.
Unlike Marshall’s book (which I've used
numerous times to remind myself of, for
example, the difference between a pref-
ace, foreword and introduction), Birdsall
does not provide specific guidance for
the proper use and role of the 46 possi-
ble components of a book listed on the
cover; perhaps the fact that they’re not
listed alphabetically should have disa-
bused me of that assumption. Instead
these things are discussed in passing, and
usually fleetingly, in the brief texts that
accompany the numerous page samples.
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For example, Birdsall’s appendix does
not include preface. It does include
prelim (frontmatter), with two page ref-
erences. Here is the extent of his infor-
mation on the topic: “The endmatter and
also the introductory pages were printed
ona cream paper to clarify this construc-
tion” (p.139) and “Roman numerals are
used for this introduction, a system
which stems from the need to start set-
ting and imposing the main text before
the front matter is ready - or its extent
unknown” (p.167). This last quote illus-
trates the overall quality of relationship
between the text and images: the photo
immediately below shows a contents
page, on which we can clearly see the use
of roman numerals for introductory page
numbers. Writing the sentence as “Ro-
man numerals typically are used for in-
troductions due to the need to start
setting and imposing the main text be-
fore the front matter is ready - or its ex-
tent unknown” would have been a more
elegant construction tying the words to
the image used. (Note also the different
spellings of frontmatter in the text and
index.)

The danger of creating a book about
book design is, it can become the single
representation of all the designer’s work.
I do not find this a particularly lovely
book. First, the brand new copy sent for
review started peeling out of its case as
soon as it was opened. Birdsall can’t be
held responsible for the crappy state of
trade case bindings, but someone should
have considered the implications of a
cheap binding on a book about book
design. Then I'had to spend quite some
time getting past the typeface Birdsall
chose for the interior notes. He’s picked
a typewriter face reproduced from an old
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Olivetti he’d once used. While his intro-
ductory notes about the book’s design
claim he has rarely been “more sure of
my choice of a typeface,” he may well also
have never been more wrong. His pub-
lisher’s comment that it looks “man-
nered” hits the mark, and it is not
pleasant to read or see on a page. It may
even exaggerate the sometimes awk-
wardly terse notes. If anything, the
typeface fails the book designer’s equiva-
lent to the Hypocratic oath: do not dis-
tract from what the words are saying. But
to Birdsall’s credit, this kind of esthetic
criticism is mitigated by his approach:
you may not agree with the choices
Birdsall makes, but at least he explains
his thought process.

The chapter I found most interesting
(or perhaps I should simply say interest-
ing) is the last, about his commission to
design a new edition of the book of Com-
mon Worship for the Church of England.
Perhaps this is because all the other
books discussed up to this point have
been catalogues of one type or another,
for which detailed grid systems are de-
veloped and imposed, with the empha-
sis being on the visuals and text playing
a secondary role. By contrast the prayer
book is just text, and Birdsall’s talent for
creating with only type and proportions
shines. Based on the reproductions here,
he succeeded in creating an elegant and
beautiful book. Using different sizes of
Gill Sans, in two colours on a cream
sheet, the book reflects the best traditions
of book design while simultaneously be-
ing clearly of our time. To my mind, this
should be the goal of any book designer
seeking to be innovative while still serv-
ing the text. I was left wanting to buy (and
even read) a copy of the book, which is



no small admission for a heathen.

Notes on Book Design would be of in-
terest to professional designers who like
to have collections of others’ work, to leaf
through from time to time for inspiration.
It is not a reference book, in the way
Marshall’s or Robert Bringhurst’s Ele-
ments of Typographic Style are. (The ap-
pendix, with a handful of Birdsall’s
favourite typefaces presented in various
settings and some sample grid systems,
is not nearly broad enough in scope to
be of frequent use.) The brief
recountings of each book’s creation, and
the comments about dealing with clients
and design committees, are humorous or
interesting - once. Fans of Birdsall’s book
designs, or big fat art books, will be
pleased by this compendium of a career’s
work; students of book design will not

find it useful.
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