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Introduction

In a brief but meaningful essay, The Clothing of Books, Jhumpa Lahiri reflects upon bookcovers
both generally and specifically about her experience, reviewing and analysing the covers of her
own books, since she is an author writing both in English and in Italian. She greatly intertwines
her personal thoughts on the matter with her own experience with the publishing industry and
the choice of bookcovers, making the essay a great starting point to approach the topic of this
dissertation.

As the title suggests, Lahiri thinks about the bookcover as a piece of clothing for the book, one
that plays the same exact role clothes do for humans: they are both responsible for a conspicuous
part of the wearer’s reputation. In the majority of cases, in fact, the cover is the first thing one
sees when browsing through a bookstore and, consequently, it induces positive or negative
reactions in the reader: it can be — and most times it is — the reason a book will be read or not.
For authors like Lahiri then, the cover of their own books is specifically important, because it
determines how readers will perceive them as authors. A “bad” cover can be one that does not
reflect the concepts of the book or one that might mislead the reader: Lahiri recalls how often
her bookcovers represents her Indian-American origin by falling into stereotypes that most of
the times have nothing to do with the content of the book. On the other hand, a “good cover” is
not only crucial in the first approach to the book in a bookstore, but it is a constant presence
also during the actual reading. A good cover might not be immediately understood, but it can
be comprehended gradually, as the reading progresses: its meaning can change according to the
type of reader and his/her sensibility, but also according to where s/he is in the reading, if s/he
finished the book or if s/he has just begun reading. A good cover never stop questioning the
reader.

In her text, Lahiri also reviews the different — sometimes opposite — types of covers of the

translations of her books, understanding along with publishers that certain design choices might



work in a country and be completely irrelevant in another: “Each country’s jackets form a
distinct geography, an unmistakable landscape” (Lahiri, 28). Her essay is particularly
illuminating on the different and multiple nuances of the bookcover world and of the reader-
writer experience, to the point it instils a curiosity on the topic and a willingness to explore it
further.

Following Lahiri’s steps, this work focuses on bookcovers and aims to investigate them, to
understand their significance and the work that stands behind them. The first part of this
dissertation will address a broader scope, examining the history of bookcovers from both
practical and theoretical perspectives and exploring the different stylistic approaches adopted
in the English and in the Italian publishing industry. This section will focus in particular on two
major publishing houses: Penguin representing the English tradition and Einaudi, its Italian
counterpart. Before transitioning to the second part, one final issue will be considered:
intermedial translation, which encompasses not only the translation of the text but also the
adaptation of the book’s visual elements, particularly its cover. This final section will be
essential for moving to the second part of the dissertation, where a specific case study will be
examined to assess whether the concepts explored earlier are indeed applicable and tangible in
the context of particular books. The book selected for this study is White Noise by Don DelLillo,
which effectively serves the objectives of this thesis as it has a rich and diverse publication
history in both the English and the Italian literary worlds, since its initial release in 1985. The
covers of White Noise will be studied with particular attention to their details and to the
differences across various editions and special regard to the first ones. Additionally, the Italian
and English editions will be compared to determine whether any changes reflect cultural or
national sensibilities. The analysis will also explore whether the covers reveal a particular
perception of the English-speaking world in Italy — and, in DeLillo’s novel case, of the United

States.



Chapter 1: what is a bookcover?

1.1 A brief history of the cover

Bookcovers have a long history and went through many changes during the centuries: both the
artistic and colourful covers and the minimalistic and neat ones that are available today are a
quite recent attribute. The handy and practical modern bookcovers started to circulate — even if
they were still far from the contemporary idea of cover — around the 19" century, due to the
industrial revolution and to the consequent mechanisation of the printing process. When
speaking of books published before the 19" century, it is important to state that they were not
aimed to reach a wide, general public: especially before Gutenberg perfected the printing press,
it would be more appropriate to talk about manuscripts instead of books. Around the 15%
century, manuscripts were usually religious books and they were almost exclusively
handwritten by monks inside monasteries and abbeys: proper shops dedicated to this activity
were very rare. In the first half of this century, manuscripts were treated as precious objects, in
some occasions also heirlooms: very few people possessed them and, in the majority of cases,
they were property of abbeys, convents and churches or they came from the private collections
of clergymen. For this reason, they were frequently embellished and furnished with rich and
intricate decorations, sometimes also with precious stones. Manuscripts were provided with
these intricate covers almost immediately after they were written: binding shops were usually
located near the places where the scribes copied the texts, so the process was as smooth as
possible and the book could be finished in the shortest amount of time. In this period, the major
function of the binding and of the cover was to protect the book from decay and other damages:
the amount of work behind it made the book too precious an object to be ruined in a little amount
of time. These books in fact have well resisted the centuries and appear to be the strongest ones:
the manuscript’s pages were tied together and enclosed with a wooden board of the

correspondent size, which was covered with fabric or leather. Leather in particular was used for



books destined to the libraries because of its durability: these manuscripts were manipulated
more than the private ones and needed a stronger cover. These covers also included studs and
metal inserts to be more resistant to damage and scratches due to the storage positions. Another
consistent number of books were destined to private collections of clergymen and noblemen:
for this reason, they were bound with fabric instead of leather, especially the more luxurious
ones, like velvet or damask, and decorated with incisions of the most disparate figures'.

After the printing revolution, in the second half of the 15% century, the process of making books
accelerated and, subsequently, the demand also grew: the book ceased to be the private and
exclusive property of clergymen and became more accessible, also thanks to the birth of private
print shops. This signalled a change in the binding process, which stopped being simultaneous
with the writing process: books were sold without being bound and consequently without the
cover, which would be too heavy to be transported when dealing with large quantities.
Consequently, the books were shipped to booksellers wrapped in a thin layer of paper for
protection. It was also a way to optimise the selling process: the majority of copies that
booksellers kept in the warehouse were unbound, ready to be tied and embellished only when
sold. This was also a way to let the buyer decide on the type of binding and on the decoration
of the cover. This “mass production” also led to a change in the binding and its decorations:
due to the excessive and growing demand, bookbinders found new strategies to work faster and
more efficiently. The first change consisted in replacing the wood binding with a cardboard
one, usually made from recycled paper coming from drafts and failed printing attempts. For
what concerned decorations, the intricate handmade covers were replaced with a pressed plate:
this method allowed more rapidity and a greater efficiency — plates usually portrayed sacred

images, even for non-religious books.

! The most popular figures that appeared in the cover of religious texts, as Febvre and Martin illustrate, featured,
among the others, lilies, both real and imaginary animals — the eagle was a frequently used one —, the Evangelists
and their symbols, or Christ face.



The 16™ century brought a major shift in bookcovers decoration, when the plate was substituted
with a new, more efficient, method. A roulette, a metal wheel engraved with a simple and
repeatable decoration, permitted to decorate covers in series, side by side and faster. Sometimes
the two techniques were combined: the covers had the roulette-decoration on the sides and the
plate on the center. Another technique specific of this century was leather gilding: binders
applied a thin gold foil on leather covers pressing with a hot iron to emboss it. This allowed a
wider use of leather covers: fabric covers were considered more luxurious and were usually
destined to the copies for royals and aristocrats only because it was still unknown how to work
on leather. The gilding technique brought leather to a new popularity among the richest books
while, at the same time, this technique was experimented also with commercial books, creating
a “semi-luxurious” decoration. Leather started to become more popular and to be used, without
any decoration, in commercial books: it was accompanied, in the second half of the 16" century,
by parchment, especially when the economic situation led to a search for cheaper materials.
Through the 17" and 18™ century, bindings kept being made of leather with no ornaments, with
the exception of books for the upper classes that were still decorated with gold details — usually
their emblem or images of weapons. This phenomenon was consequent to the ever-growing
market of books: the high demand forced publishers to focus less on the decoration of the more
common books, therefore, only the spine includes the name of the author and the title, in order
for it to be more accessible when displayed in a library. More lavish and intricate designs and
techniques were very rare and kept being made only in a few countries like France and Italy,
where covers still included pressed plates, incisions and interweaved wire designs, but they
were destined to a very narrow group of people like the noblemen.

The 19" century brings another relevant change in the making and in the appearance of
bookcovers with the industrial revolution. New machineries are introduced in order to

accelerate the printing process — for example, the manual printing press was replaced with a



mechanical one — but also to upgrade the printing of illustrations, the colours and the type of
paper used. With the passage of time, fonts also changed and new ones started being created,
in some occasions only to be used in the title page® — these are the most intricate ones, because
they are meant to attract the attention of the reader, while the fonts used for the core text were
more simple and thinner. As previously mentioned, in this time books were shipped to
bookstores without the cover, only roughly bound — to maintain their shape through the
shipment — and wrapped in paper, usually blue or dark-coloured. In this century, also thanks to
the new machines that made possible to work faster and more efficiently, publishers decided to
upgrade the temporary binding of their books and make it stronger and also decorated, to the
point a new binding started to seem unnecessary. The dark wrapping paper became lighter and
included some essential information about the book — the author, title, etc. — and started to
replace the label that usually featured these information, useful for the bookseller to identify
the book. Not only the front cover was upgraded, but also the whole jacket of the book, along
with its spine: they all featured decorations, especially around the title, to make it more visible.
From this moment on, the cover starts to be made directly by the publisher and the materials
change accordingly: they have to be less expensive, more practical and less valuable, to
maintain an accessible price for everyone. For this reason, leather is almost dismissed, used
only for particular or rare books. New materials were explored, such as percaline, a thin but
strong fabric that was dyed and decorated with gold and mosaics, but also paper started being
used for the covers, especially embossed paper, which differentiated itself from the smooth one
of the rest of the book. Innovations kept increasing also in the 20" century, when sewing was
dismissed — or only used in rare circumstances — and the pages were glued together. The

majority of covers started to be laminated and to include colours, illustrations or paintings,

2 The title page, or, as Genette calls it, “the ancestor of the whole modern publisher’s peritext” (33) — the part
curated by the publishing house — is one of the first pages of a book. Part of the paratext, it is constituted of some
key information about the book itself, like the author, the title, the name and address of the publisher. It can include
more elements such as the genre, the dedication or an illustration.



while some publishers, who wanted to keep a different and simpler identity, usually “hid” the
cover with a dust jacket, which featured more colour and illustrations. Further information
about the book, such as the biography of the author or the plot were included in the internal
flaps. Just like it happened with the binding, dust jackets as well were in some cases
commissioned to private artists for books that did not originally provide one: they were
handcrafted pieces and not printed ones, like those on the market.

The 20" century standardised the appearance of the cover: while innovations were made at the
beginning of the century, the look of the book changed little in the past century. The covers
available today are the direct consequence of the innovations that started with the industrial
revolution: new possibilities are explored today through elements of cover design such as the
employment of different materials and different illustration techniques. To cite one, the
employment, in the last years, of a big and bold text — that most times mimics handwriting — is
the answer to the need for books to be more visible in websites or e-commerce platforms, where
the image of the cover is usually very small. The dust jacket also provides a space for creative
experimentation, functioning as a sort of double for the cover and fostering a direct or indirect
dialogue with the design beneath it. New frontiers in bookcover design are surely yet to be
explored, and they will be done in a different medium: the ebook. The major innovation in the
literary field of the 21 century is certainly the digitalisation of reading and of the book as a
product. The introduction of e-readers and e-books has drastically changed the perception of
the book and the importance of its cover. Browsing an online shelf deprives the reader of the
sensory experience of a physical book: texture becomes irrelevant in this medium, colours may
appear muted or altered, in some cases books are not presented with a cover, but simply with a
description, the title and the author. The challenge for publishers in the new millennium will
undoubtedly lie in inventing and experimenting with new ways to adapt to the digital realm and

redesigning book covers to suit this evolving medium.



1.2 Thresholds

But what is a bookcover? At this stage, it may be appropriate to explore its definition both
theoretically and practically, breaking down the cover and its components to achieve a
comprehensive understanding. To fulfil this purpose, this chapter will take into consideration
the work done by the French narratologist Gérard Genette. He was the first to draw systematic
attention to the concept of the paratext, which encompasses everything that exists outside and
around the text. When talking about books, one may think about them as including only the
text: its story, meanings and the messages it might convey, together with the themes the author
put into it. However, it is important to underline that a book is not only made of the story, but
also of all the verbal and non-verbal features — most times overlooked or not taken into
consideration — that help structuring it, giving the idea of it to the reader and buyer and
conveying essential and useful information.

The work by Genette that will be analysed and used as guidance throughout this section is
Paratexts. Thresholds of interpretations, with thresholds (seuils in the original French) being a
synonym for paratext and referring to every single aspect that comes before and stays around
the text. Richard Macksey, in the English introduction to Genette’s text, defines the paratext as
“the literary and printerly conventions that mediate between the world of publishing and the
world of the text” (Macksey, qtd in Genette, xvii), meaning that the function of the paratext is
to prepare readers to the reading experience and, at the same time, to welcome them inside the
book. The idea of the book and the public as two separate worlds, divided only by the elements
of the paratext, is well understandable by the concept of threshold that Genette uses, as he states
in the beginning of his essay: “Now the paratext is neither on the interior nor on the exterior: it
is both; it is on the threshold; and it is on this very site that we must study it, because essentially,
perhaps, its being depends upon its site” (qtd in Genette, xvii). The concept of threshold, as

Genette puts it, is illuminating and emblematic specifically because of the impact it has on who

10



reads it: it gives the idea of the book and its surroundings as something welcoming, that is
inviting the reader inside — and, knowing the most recent colourful and illustrated covers, this
statement is completely understandable. At the same time, it keeps a cryptic element that
encloses well the idea of multiplicity that lays behind all the processes of making and writing a
book: a threshold as a mysterious entrance into an unknown world.

According to Genette, the function of the cover is crucial also because it serves to present the
text not only in its usual sense, but meaning to “make [it] present, to ensure the text’s presence
in the world, its “reception” and consumption in the form [...] of a book™” (Genette, 1). These
last words are important because they mention the “consumption” of the book: this is another
crucial part when speaking of the cover, because it concerns the possibility for the book of being
sold and the implication that the book, other than a piece of literature, is also a matter of
marketing: a product.

However, as anticipated before, the paratext does not only include the cover, but it is the sum
of more elements, all sharing the characteristic of being on the threshold of the text. These
elements will be explored thoroughly in this section and include, among others, the name of the
author, the title of the book, the cover, the publisher’s name, the year and place of publication,
but also the preface, introduction and comments that appear in the few pages before the actual
text. These elements are helpful for a better understanding of the text, but are not strictly
compulsory: many books may lack of an introduction, for example, or the author may not be
indicated — this is the case of anonymity — because every text is different and there is no strict
rule to study and dissect a paratext, no precise steps to follow. Another particular case might be
the one of a paratext without a text: Genette brings the example of texts that are more than a
century old, such as Greek tragedies that were found without the core text and came to us with

only the title or the author.
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Genette’s approach in studying the paratext embraces all the possible elements that can be part
of it and analyses them using a method that follows five levels, or questions. The first one refers
to studying the elements according to their location, which can be “around the text itself and
either within the same volume or at a more respectful distance” (Genette, 4). The “closer”
elements mentioned — which Genette calls peritext — refer, for example, to the title or the
introduction, while the elements “at a distance” — called epitext by Genette — include usually
non-verbal features, like interviews or statements from the author that help providing context
to the book, but do not physically come with it. The second question concerns the time some
given paratextual elements have appeared or disappeared within the text. This question is
relevant to give a context to certain editorial choices, which might have been linked to the
customs of the age when the texts were released, but it is also related to the edition of the book
— and this will be crucial when speaking of covers specifically. The first edition, for example,
might present more features like a vibrant-coloured cover, different types of paper used to give
a shiny effect on the letters, or the indication of a particularly relevant translator or critic who
wrote the introduction: features that might be more muted or absent in a second or third edition.
Alternatively, given the success of a book and its exceptional sales, the second edition might
provide additional and even better features than the first one, in order to attract even more
buyers or to be sold again to collectors or enthusiasts of the author or genre. The third question
regards the “mode of existence” (Genette, 4) and refers to the way the paratext is present: it is
important to note that it might not always be verbal, but it can also consist of illustrations, on
the choices made regarding the size of the book, or factual. The factual feature refers to
intangible elements that still affect the perception of the book: Genette states among them the
age and sex of the author, or the winning of a prize, all of the elements that can boost the interest
on the book or, on the contrary, reduce it. One element worth mentioning is the screen

adaptation of a book — and this will be the case of White Noise, which will be studied further in
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this dissertation. Researches have shown how adaptations have helped to increase the popularity
of a book, especially when it did not charted or became popular in its first release. In addition,
a new adaptation might also encourage publishing houses to publish a new edition of the book
in question, maybe by renewing the cover, providing a new introduction or a critical essay or,
in the case of a translated book, by providing it with a completely new or revised translation. A
recent article from «The Los Angeles Times» (Hornick, n.p.) — which mainly tackles
adaptations aired on Netflix — points out how the most successful Netflix films and series have
brought back into the bestselling charts books that were ignored in the past. This phenomenon
is certainly not new and adaptations have influenced book sales for a long time: one example
might be the incredible boost in sales that The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood received
in 2017 when the TV series was first aired (Rowe, n.p.). Netflix, in particular, plays an
important role in influencing the paratext, not only because it is one of the biggest streaming
platforms and its adaptations can reach a wider public, but especially because it directly affects
the book cover. In the last years, since the popularity of Netflix and other streaming platforms
grew, new editions of books that had a recent adaptation have been provided with a sticker —
or, in some cases, a mock sticker is directly included in the design of the cover — mentioning
the existence of a Netflix adaptation. The same thing has been happening with books that won
an award or had a special mention: they are still provided with stickers or designs that bring the
attention to the particularity of the text in question and encourage the sales. This last case is
peculiar because it demonstrates how Genette’s point has been proven: it shows how the
paratext is affected by the passage of time — and, in this case, how the new streaming platforms
have found their space in book covers. Furthermore, this evolution also shows, as Genette has
explained, how every aspect of the paratext might be changed, added or excluded, because they

all go through an ongoing evolution. The factual element, in particular, has evolved throughout
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time: described by Genette as intangible, it has now taken the shape of a sticker and appears in
many covers to explicate a new information concerning the book.

Coming back to the questions Genette lists to describe the paratext, the last two concern the
situation of the communication: the sender and the addressee. The sender has to be found in the
author along with the publisher — both of them are responsible for the appearance and content
of the text and the paratext — and sometimes to another figure — for example the author of the
introduction. The addressee is, for Genette, slightly more complex: it does not always refer to
the entirety of the public, because some elements are aimed at different specific people. For
example, certain elements of the cover might aim at the general public, but some elements of
the text are exclusively directed to the readers, or the critical notes might be aimed for critics,
students and researchers. Using the aforementioned case, the Netflix stickers might be directed
to the viewers of the adaptation, to cite another example. Another interesting feature is the
private paratext, which consists of the messages the author directs towards himself. In the light
of this feature, it is relevant — and also natural — to introduce the definition of official and
unofficial paratext, that helps distinguishing the messages the author — or publisher —
intentionally wanted to convey and those which were spontaneous. The unofficial paratext
indicates everything that has been stated during interviews, seminars and conversations: the
non-written characteristic of these situations — if they were not recorded — gives the author space
to correct himself, reword some sentences and deny others. The official paratext, on the
contrary, consists of all the unchangeable sources, usually the ones written by the author.
Finally, the last feature Genette uses to describe the paratext is the “illocutionary force” (10) of
the paratextual message, or the function the message aims to fulfil. Different elements of the
paratext can convey different messages, such as the genre — that is, most of the times, written
on the cover and that indicates a commitment: for example, in an autobiography the author is

committing to telling the truth. Illocutionary force, as Genette puts it, brings with it the
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“functional aspect of the paratext” (12): it has to be remembered, in fact, that each aspect of the
paratext serves the text only and its only aim is to convey a message for the text, aside of all the
other implications its parts might suggest. Additionally, each paratext is different and all its
parts may vary according to genre and type of the text they enclose.

The bookcover, as part of the paratext, follows with no exception these general rules of
description. In dissecting all the paratextual elements, Genette describes the cover as part of the
peritext — the group of elements of the paratext closer to the book — and, more specifically, of
the editorial peritext, the one subjected to the publisher’s decisions. Genette links closely the
choices made regarding cover design with the publisher, highlighting that — along with the other
peritextual elements like the title page or the appendages — the cover “is the direct and principal
(but not exclusive) responsibility of the publisher” (Genette, 16). It has to be remembered that,
although it is true that the legal responsibility for the cover and most of the peritext belongs
mainly to the publisher, the author also has a degree of responsibility, since he can play a part
in assisting the designing process and suggesting changes. In relation to this, it is worth
mentioning the peculiar case of some authors who designed their covers, like Alasdair Gray,
the Scottish writer and designer, who is the one behind the intricate and detailed illustrations of
his books: his designs for the cover and the jacket of his work Lanark, to mention one, are now
held in Tate museum. Another example of an author who designed his covers is the Italian
writer Dino Buzzati: even the most recent editions of his books still preserve the cover with his
works, which are mainly paintings the author considers as important as his written works — as
he stated: “To me, writing and drawing are the same thing after all” (Oscar Mondadori, n.p.,
my translation).

Practically speaking, the cover is made of four parts plus one, the spine: these parts all refer to
a section of the cover that metaphorically “embraces” the book. Genette refers to them with a

number associated to each part that corresponds to the order in which they are encountered. The
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front cover, cover 1, is the main one, the most looked at, and features the majority of elements
— to cite a few, the title and author’s name, the genre, the publisher name and logo, the number
of the edition, etc. Immediately after cover 1 comes cover 2 and 3: the insides of the front and
back cover. These are usually mute and do not convey any information, but, for what concerns
novels, it is not rare to have them painted or printed with a particular image, which also function
like the other parts of the paratext. These images sometimes expand to the first page and they
might refer to the book’s imagery and aim to prepare the reader to the reading experience, while
others may feature a map, which usually depicts the world — fictional or not — where the book
is set. The back cover at last, or cover 4, carries some more information, usually different from
the ones in the front cover. These may include biographical notes of the author, a brief summary
of the contents of the book, quotes from the book or statements by the author, (positive)
opinions from critics or notorious newspapers, the price, references of the front cover
illustration, the ISBN?, the barcode, etc. Even if the back cover usually features the majority of
the elements that can be found on the four covers, Genette remarks how in some cases the back
cover can be blank, featuring no information: this is generally perceived by the reading public
as a sign of nobility, and happens mostly in poetry books. It is also the case of the clothbound
classics that started to be released in 2008 by Penguin: this editorial series will be analysed later
in this dissertation, while for now is worth mentioning how the clothbound covers are
minimalist only in terms of the information given. They in fact feature intricate design and
repetitive patterns, while the only information available about the book are the title and the
author. This choice might suggest the attempt of Penguin to give more relevance to the visual

aspect of the cover, but also, as Genette suggested, to give a sense of nobility and prestige to

3 ISBN stands for International Standard Book Number and it is a code of usually 13 digits used by booksellers,
publishers, etc. to identify and catalogue books. Any book that is publicly available is provided with an ISBN,
including e-books. The prefix of the number is the same for the majority of books, while the second cluster of
numbers indicates the language area of the book. The third cluster indicates the publisher, the fourth cluster the
edition and format, while the last group is made of a single number and has the function of validating the entire
code (International ISBN Agency, n.p.).
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these books — which are mostly classics — that need no commentary or context. The last element
of the cover is the spine, the side of the book visible when it is positioned in a shelf or library.
Generally, the spine features very short and essential information, such as the name of the
author, the title and the publisher logo. The text is usually typed in a smaller font than the one
in the front cover and, if it is excessively long, it tends to be shortened. The text can be placed
both horizontally or vertically — both in an ascending or descending direction — depending on
the publisher and the series it belongs to. In addition to these general features, the cover can
include folds or flaps, which give the same effect of the dust jacket, but are integrated in the
cover: they generally include information that is found on the back cover, such as the author’s
biography and list of previous work, a brief synopsis and comments on the book, its price etc.
In some cases the flaps, like the back cover, can be mute and bring no information, in a sign of
respectability and prestige.

An element that in the present time is essential and almost compulsory to add in the cover is
the name of the author: despite its predominance on today’s covers, it was not always deemed
necessary and written on the front. Before the cover was perfected, in fact, it was not to be taken
for granted the author’s name appearance, even on the title page. Genette underlines how, in
ancient manuscripts, many times the author’s name could only be found inscribed in the first or
last lines of the text. On the other hand, when speaking of books published more recently, the
site of the name of the author is both “erratic” and “circumscribed” (Genette, 38). Erratic
because, unlike what happened in the past, the author can be found written in many different
places other than the cover, such as advertisements, catalogues, articles etc. Circumscribed
because, canonically, it is limited to the title page and to the cover — front, back and spine — and
is rarely found in any other parts of the physical book. The difference only stands in the place:
usually, on the cover the name is printed in different sizes, which depend on the author’s

reputation, and also according to his or her fame, the name can be repeated in the dust jacket or
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in the band — usually in this last case it is bigger and bolder. The size, in this case, can be bigger
if the author is already known and famous or, if the book is his or her first work and the publisher
wants to promote the new author by anticipating his or her glory, mimicking it.

Related to the author’s name — and close to it in every cover — is the title of the book: like the
former, it was not granted that the title, in the first century of the book’s life, was present in the
cover. It could always be found in the opening and closing lines of the text, but other than these
places, the title was usually transmitted orally or it was a matter of scholar competence. Even
in the first printed books the title appeared only in the last lines, since the title page did not yet
exist (it started appearing around the last half of the 15" century). In present times, conversely,
the title appears multiple times on the cover: canonically it is present in the front cover, the
spine, the title page and the half-title page — which usually comes before the title page and
includes only the title. Modern books may also include the title on the back cover, on flaps or
on the running head on top of all pages. When a dust jacket is present, the title appears there as
well. Often titles feature genre indications, which is an appendage of the real title: “a novel”,
“aromance”, “an autobiography” are just a few examples. Normally the genre is only found on
the cover and in the title page, or both, while it can extend in other places like the list of other
works by the same author, in the first pages of the book.

Despite carrying the most essential information for the fruition of a book, in some occasions
the cover might not be shown, or it might not be immediately visible, since it is fully covered
with the dust jacket or partially with the band. Both the dust jacket and the band are not made
to last: they are made of a thin paper layer and carry information that are not meant to be kept
for long, but serve the role of attracting the readers and convince them to buy the book. They
provide, as the name suggests, a new piece of clothing for the book and, just like real clothes,
they can be altered to give the idea of a change, or to attract more attention to the book that

“wears” them. The band — that is usually slid to the lower part of the book, so as to let the cover
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still be seen — especially serves this purpose: it can have a big and bold text signalling that the
book or the author has recently won an award, or that it has been adapted into a TV series, for
example. Specifically to this case, the band can present images coming from the screen
adaptation, or it can also bring a short quote from the book, or a particularly positive review
from another famous author or journalist. After fulfilling its scope, the band is practically
useless and it is thrown away.

For what concerns the dust jacket, on the other hand, a further analysis has to be done: to achieve
this, a relevant pamphlet by Paola Puglisi, chief of the Newspaper office of the National Library
of Rome*, will be referenced and used to delineate what a dust jacket is. Its name is telling: the
dust jacket is in fact a sheet of paper wrapped around the cover to prevent it from dusting and
any other damage. The dust jacket, like the cover, has a front and back cover, a spine and two
flaps — two pieces of paper folded on the inside. As it was previously seen, the dust jacket
appeared for the first time in the 19" century: at that time more than ever its main function was
to protect the cover from damage, since antique covers were far more decorated and valuable
than the contemporary ones and needed further protection. It was later thought to add to this
rudimental jacket some more information, like the title and the name of the author: a way of
transposing the title page — usually found in the first pages of the book — to the front cover.
While in the beginning the dust jacket was plain, it started to gain more elements with the
passage of time, such as decorative elements or illustrations — that, until that moment, could be
found only inside the book. From the end of the 19" century, the dust jacket started to acquire
a new identity and became more and more similar to what the cover had represented before.
With the passage of time, jackets featured illustrations or intricate designs to the point they
could be, along with the cover, equated to a form of art. This process was particularly

encouraged by the choice of assigning the designs of covers to artists of the time like Aubrey

* The book referenced here is: Puglisi, Paola. Sopraccoperta. Roma: Associazione Italiana Biblioteche, 2003.
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Beardsley or Walter Crane, who transformed covers and jackets into literal art forms. Puglisi
(22) traces back the first English illustrated dust jacket to 1906, when the publisher Thomas
Fisher Unwin uses one of Beardsley's illustrations for the book The Dream and the Business:
as highlighted before, the relationship between art and literature is visible even in this first
experiment. Even in Italy the influence of Art Nouveau, and in this particular case of Beardsley,
permeates books and publishers. Adelphi publishing house, in fact, uses Beardsley graphic
scheme for the covers of the “Piccola Biblioteca” series of their books, preserving a minimal
style which only features a black grid with the title, the author of the book, and the Adelphi
logo inside.

In more recent times, the dust jacket became an occasion for publishers to advertise themselves
by inserting other already published books from the publishing house, along with books from
the same author or books scheduled to be released further on. Later in the 19" century, the dust
jacket also helped publishers to highlight the belonging of a book to a series, for the particular
design or for the colour the jacked had. The jacket, along with the cover, helped to convey the
particular image of a publisher and to strengthen its identity — a phenomenon, Puglisi (20)
underlines, that was much more present in countries like Italy and France and less in the United
States. While the jacket might not be always present, it can be added to a second or to a further
edition of the text, to give to it a new image and attract new readers: as Genette (28) points out,
“a jacket can be a convenient way of acquiring a new image”. As the time passed, the jacket
stopped being seen as a temporary element only used for protection: it currently represents a
sort of appendix for the cover, a place where to experiment new designs and techniques. This
led to the preservation of the dust jacket, not a piece to be thrown away anymore, but something

to keep and also to collect.
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1.3 A matter of design

The cover, as illustrated in the previous chapter, is made of different elements, each one of them
important for the final product and essential to convey a piece of information. However, it has
to be remembered that the bookcover is, predominantly, a matter of design. The visual element
is equally important to the message, because the latter helps communicate the former in a better,
more efficient way. Designing a bookcover means making choices, which will result crucial in
the selling of a book: the “perfect” bookcover has to be appealing to the eye, without forgetting
to enclose — with more or less subtlety — the core of the book, its essence. This is why, after the
second industrial revolution, thanks to the new machines that helped accelerate the printing
process, designers and illustrators started to be involved in the creation of the cover. Surely,
plain and minimal covers did not stop existing, but they were chosen more carefully and with
more awareness, since most of the times they aimed to convey an idea of simplicity and nobility.
The first illustrations, as mentioned in the previous chapter, appeared around the end of the 19™
century on jackets instead of covers because the jacket allowed more space to draw and, at the
same time, it preserved the integrity of the original cover. Before this period, bookcovers were
decorated only with monochrome repetitive designs that filled the front, or alternatively with a
decorated grid around the border and on the spine. The capital letters of the title and the author’s
name, along with the typeface, were often decorated with ornaments and small details made of
gold to give the idea of luxury. The first illustrations were highly influenced by Art Nouveau,
the main art movement of the time: generally, these illustrations were not new, but they were
already existing artworks used in advertisements. However, it was in these years that publishers
started to think that the cover should give the idea of what was inside the book, and
consequently started researching for artists who could fulfil this aim. The first example of this
is the aforementioned case of the English publisher Thomas Fisher Unwin, who used one of

Beardsley’s illustrations for the book The Dream and the Business: using already famous
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artists’ works, like Beardsley in this case, helped the publisher reach a wider public by creating
a sense of familiarity between the reader and the cover. The first illustrated jacket, however,
was the one belonging to The Yellow Book, a quarterly magazine which art director was
Beardsley: the aim of the magazine was to detach itself from previous periodicals and present
something new, a magazine “beautiful as a piece of bookmaking” (Weintraub, 139). The Yellow
Book featured a vibrant yellow cover, which recalled the scandalous French books of the same
colour, with Beardsley’s black and white illustrations different for each number. From this point
on, publishers started to experiment more with covers, involving designers in the creative
process of new and different jackets: the use of pre-made illustration, as a consequence, started
to decrease. This new approach, as Alworth and Mendelsund (116) point out, was improved
later in 1920 as well by the rise of modernism and the emergence of graphic design as a
profession: the term “graphic designer” was in fact coined around these years. The covers of
this period were highly influenced by the European avant-gardes: Futurism, Dadaism and
Cubism, to cite a few, played a significant role in shaping the bookcovers of the first half of
20" century.

In Italy, Futurism especially played a part in giving a new look to the book cover: in this period
the interest over the visual aspect, in fact, started to grow. The first change regarded the title:
under the Futurist influence, the letters and words of the title are fragmented and positioned all
over the front cover, distant from one another, to make them stand out better. This fragmentation
can be achieved by making the text bold, spacing the letters or using different fonts. Colour,
especially red, is also used to make covers stand out and be seen by a portion of the public who
was constantly subject to other visual stimuli coming from different media and, therefore, was
more keen on spotting bold colours. The biggest challenge of the period for books, in fact, was
to conquer the public’s attention among a huge variety of other media: the radio, television,

cinema, magazines, advertisements, etc. The publishing industry in this period had to adapt
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quickly to the new tendencies that attracted and redirected the attention of the public: an
example is the implication of photographs. They began to be employed in bookcovers almost
simultaneously to when photography started to become more accessible: by using photographs,
books can aim to attract new readers that might have only been interested in illustrated
magazines before. Another element that must be cited is lettering, an area that was subject to a
lot of experimentation thanks to the futurist movement. The typefaces used are multiple and
words are placed diagonally, following curves, twisted, etc. to create dynamism in the page.
The influence of the avant-gardes was so big that, despite them having originated in Europe,
they reached the United States: due to the rise of Fascism in the 1930s, many European
designers migrated to the United States, bringing their artistic influences and ideas overseas.
They were mostly associated with the Bauhaus, one of the biggest institutions that helped the
rise of graphic design: it was a place for experimentation with and between different media,
which mostly consisted in combining modernist principles with mass produced objects of
common use. While in Europe these tendencies faded with the passage of time, mainly due to
new influxes and to a standardisation of the look of the books — which was manifested in the
creation of series that followed specific editorial lines — in America the influx of the avant-
gardes permeated also the following years. It was in this period that American publishers began
to make an effort in designing bookcovers: they started to recognise that a good cover could
attract more readers and “a good-looking product was more likely to sell” (Drew, Sternberger,
32).

The first wave of American designers shared the tendency to create a unique cover work by
incorporating some modernist elements like abstract illustrations and calligraphy to stylistic
elements coming from traditional design and typography. Among these designers, it is worth
citing W. A. Dwiggins and George Salter, who kept being closer to the traditional design rules

while still allowing themselves to embrace modernity. Another important designer was Ernst
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Reichl, who more than others understood the commercial power of the book and aimed to create
covers that could attract the eye of consumers, experimenting with different design styles and
materials — for example, he used to incorporate strips of metal or plastic in the cover. Lastly, it
has to be cited the designer Edward McKnight Kauffer, who emigrated to America during
World War II and brought all the modernist influences he assimilated in Europe. His covers are
highly impacted by Cubism and feature, among other techniques, a use of big and bold lettering
and photomontage.

Another major event that changed the look of the cover and the way the book was conceived
was the invention of the paperback in the first half of the 20™ century. Following the trail of
Penguin, the American publisher Simon and Schuster introduced the Pocket Books, a line of
paperbacks, in the 30s. Paperbacks represented a big revolution in publishing, not only because
they made literature accessible for a broader public, but also because they posed a challenge in
terms of design: the dust jacket disappeared and designers were given a space — the actual cover
— that was not a mere marketing device meant to be tossed, but something permanent. In the
following decades, the main challenge for designers stood in combining the modernist art
elements with their background knowledge in graphic design. A large part of the designs of this
period was dominated by geometrical figures and abstract patterns, but also by a large use and
experimentation with photographs. The main designer who experimented with these techniques
was Alvin Lustig, who firmly believed that design had the same capacity to express creative
individuality as other art forms, and his works are the proof. The employment of modernism in
bookcovers not only proved Lustig’s point, but also served the publisher’s intent to assert itself,
give an idea of itself as one dedicated to an intellectual tradition and, therefore, being able to
position itself in a specific section of the market.

In the 60s, however, new solutions, different from the ones of modernism, started to feel

necessary to be found, ones that could embrace techniques that were overlooked by the previous
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designers. In this period, illustrations returned into the scene, along with historical typefaces,
that could both be found in the covers merged with other styles, also coming from modernism:
these years were in fact a transitional period. A special attention seems to be turned towards
abstract art, as well as towards elements coming from mathematics and physics such as
numbers, repetitive patterns and diagrams, always combined with modernist elements. This
freedom of experimentation made designers shift from a more individualistic position — where
they created a personal and recognisable style and waited to be commissioned a work — to a
pluralistic approach, able to change and adapt based on different publishers and their needs,
detaching from their personal style.

The 70s were characterised by a dullness in design, with covers that did not include the
playfulness and experimentation of the previous years — one of the main inventions of this
period was, in fact, the “big book look™, meaning a book that turned out the illustrative part in
favour of a big and loud title and name of the author. The 80s, the years of postmodernism,
brought back the initial playfulness that seemed to have been lost in the previous decade: the
covers of these years both repurposed elements from previous decades, reimagining them, but
also created new designs. The new covers are characterised by the merging of different styles
and techniques and the use of collage is predominant. After the frenzy of the postmodern years,
the designs tended to standardise and become more fluid and to be less the result of a forced
juxtaposition of contrasting elements. With the rise of the new media and techniques, the covers
from the 90s on tended to focus on the single book and on bringing out its meaning, instead of
reflecting the designer’s personal style or the influences of the time. Ultimately, a successful
bookcover was — and still is — considered the one that balances the publisher’s will to sell the
title and the designer’s ability to creatively express the message of the book, creating a dialogue

with the reader.
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In Europe and especially in Italy, the publishing industry is differentiated in sharper divisions
strictly related to the different publishing houses. In Italy, the majority of them were born after
World War II, in an environment where ideas were free to circulate and under the push of
renewal and vitality that the post-war period had brought. The majority of Italian publishing
houses, since their birth, aimed to build a strong identity, which did not only concern themes or
ideas and was conveyed by the titles they chose to publish, but also by the look of the book and
the layout of the cover. Considering one of the major Italian publishers, Mondadori for example,
itis evident how all the covers of its books are almost identical, only differentiated by the colour
choice or the image: the page setup remains the same, it aims to create a strong identity and to
be recognisable among the many books in a bookstore. This choice also helps creating a
familiarity with the reader, who can immediately identify the covers of the publisher he or her
is searching for. In addition, this mechanism creates trust in the readers, who will be more prone
to buy books from a publishing house they already like and, consequently, trust on their
publishing choices. Furthermore, one publisher might have many “collane: different series of
books that have all a different graphic identity that still references the publisher’s main identity
and, therefore, makes them well recognisable.

On this matter, Brandi (Zaganelli, 59) identifies two strategies in designing an identity: a
“strong model” and a “weak model”. The first one characterises publishing houses that choose
a specific and identifiable — a strong, precisely — graphic model that reflects in all its “collane”
and, generally, allows little creative freedom. The second model, on the other hand, still has
some general guidelines for the layout of the cover, but allows more creativity and changes
aimed to make the identity and themes of the book stand out while still being able to be

recognised as belonging to a certain publishing house. This last model is mainly used by major

3 “Series” in English. Here the Italian term is kept to give the idea of the concept of the series: “collana” — necklace
in English — beautifully encapsulates the concept of different elements — books in this case — that are all tied
together by a common element that can be an author or a theme, like the beads that compose a necklace.
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and already famous publishing houses that can afford to risk and experiment more, for example
by using colours that can attract more the attention of buyers or featuring big images and photos.
This attitude, Brandi suggests, is more and more related to the consumer’s attitudes and its
habits, especially in the last years, where purchases are made impulsively and the main aim of
the object — in this case the book — is to immediately attract and convince the buyer.

The concept of “collane” does not apply to countries outside of Italy and especially to the
English and American book market, which is less characterised by a cohesive identity of their
publishers and series and focuses rather on the specific identity of every book. However, there
still is a close concept to the Italian series, which is the one of imprint. An imprint might be the
closest thing to a “collana” that exists in the English-speaking world: it can be defined as a
subdivision of a bigger publisher, which focuses on a specific topic. Usually bigger publishing
groups — that characterise the American and English market — prefer to delegate certain topics
or genres to another branch — the imprint — that can focus better on it and give the space and
time that topic needs — for example, Penguin Classics is an imprint of Penguin, focused on only
publishing the classics. An imprint might also serve to the publisher to distance from itself some
sensitive topics or editorial choices that do not fit with its identity and might undermine its
reputation. An imprint can also be assigned to an author who expresses the will to publish some
books he or she cares about, or think it is needed to make it known — it is the case with Tuskar
Rock, the imprint founded by the Irish author Colm Téibin.

To better understand the dynamics displayed in the previous paragraphs, the following chapters
will focus on the specific history of two major publishing houses: Penguin and Einaudi. Both
are one of the leaders in their countries, Einaudi for Italy and Penguin for the English-speaking
world — not only for the UK, since it counts among its imprints and acquisitions various
American publishers and has since its first years of life a stable office in the United States. The

choice of these two publishers will also serve to analyse more thoroughly White Noise covers
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in the second chapter of this thesis, since its main publishers in the English and Italian-speaking

world are precisely Einaudi and Penguin with its imprints.

1.4 Penguin Books

Penguin is one of the biggest publishing houses of the English-speaking world and through the
years has acquired a growing number of series and imprints both in Britain and in the United
States, becoming a variegated and international publisher. Exploring the growth and changes
that Penguin underwent through the years, especially by looking at its covers, this chapter will
highlight how crucial the role of the designer can be in shaping the publisher’s identity, but also
how difficult it is to change and adapt covers with the passing of years. Furthermore, Penguin
history shows how the sensibility changed through the years, and consequently how covers
gradually changed from highly iconic and easily attributable to Penguin, to being independent
in style and design, each one different from the others. This is a feature that characterised
bookcovers from the English-speaking world, even if, as it has been seen, also in the Italian
contemporary literary scene covers started to be less strictly adherent to graphic rules of
identity.

Penguin Books was born in London in 1935, an idea of the Lane brothers: Allen Lane, who
already worked in publishing as the director of the older publishing house The Bodley Head,
had enough experience to start a firm of his own. The main idea behind Penguin — which will
be the key factor for its enormous success — was to publish a great variety of fiction — new or
reprinted — in paperback form, in order for it to be affordable for everyone while still being
good-looking and appealing to readers. The original price was sixpence and the brothers thought
the books should be sold not only in bookstores, but also beyond them, in places more reachable
and frequented by casual readers. Although it did not initially receive much attention and

recognition from The Bodley Head that financed the project, Penguin paperbacks were an
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immediate success for their combination of accessibility, novelty and design, to the point that

the firm became independent within a year, detaching itself from The Bodley Head.

A FAREWELL
TO ARMS

ERNEST
HEMINGWAY

38 dH

THE BODLEY HEAD

OV3IH A3T006

An example of one of the first Penguin covers with the tripartite orange and white design.

The first cover designs were minimal and mainly focused on colour: based on the already
existing design of The Albatross book series and reworked by Edward Young, the new design
included three panels: the top and bottom ones were coloured while the middle one was white,
featuring the author and title in a font popular at the time. In the top panel, the name Penguin
Books appeared inside a quartic, while in the bottom one it was included the logo — designed
by Young as well, when, in the first days of Penguin, he was sent to the London Zoo to make
sketches of the animals for this purpose. The choice of the colours for the top and bottom panels
was also well thought and each colour symbolised one genre: orange for fiction, green for crime,
dark blue for biography, cherry red for travel books and red for plays — a scheme that will
survive through the years, even if reworked with design changes. Most of the times, these covers
were provided with a dust jacket that was identical to the cover under it. The fortune of these
covers stood in their simple yet striking and modern nature, which made them immediately
identifiable in a display and that could be easily linked to the publishing house. However,

despite the apparent unity, the first covers featured some small changes: some of them included
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small black and white illustrations in the white panel, while the Penguin logo slightly changed
through the first years — and the different versions are visible in the first books.

Despite being the first years of its life, however, Penguin did not hesitate to differentiate its
production by creating a few series focused on different genres — like non-fiction and essays —
that culminated, in 1946, with the birth of Penguin Classics. Naturally, different series called
for different covers that still kept the original identity of the publishing house, while
communicating a different visual message. An example of this reworking of the original design
is seen in the Pelican series, which aimed to publish non-fiction books, like essays. In this case,
the grid is the same as fiction books and includes the three horizontal blocks, with the author
and title written in the middle one in the same font, and the Pelican name and logo being
included in the same position where the Penguin logo was. The only difference stands in the
colour, a light shade of blue, which makes the series stand out alone and be recognisable while
still being able to link back to the publisher for the disposition of its elements. With the Penguin
Classics series, however, the situation was slightly different. The aim of this series was to make

accessible the books that previously were only the privilege of a few.

PENGUIN ILLUSTRATED CLASSICS

PRIDE AND
PREJUDICE

JANE
AUSTEN

Wood-engravings by Helen Binyon

An example of one of the covers from the Penguin Classics series, designed by Robert Gibbins.
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The case of the Classics is remarkable to understand how a designer’s vision is crucial when
speaking of covers: in fact, the art editor chosen for them was Robert Gibbins and not Young.
The change of designer is shown in the final version of the covers, which is quite different from
the Pelicans ones: Penguin Classics were reimagined with a vertical grid instead of the classic
horizontal one. The tripartite section was still kept, with two thin red sections near the borders,
while the middle part was given more space and featured an illustration. Illustrations were also
present in the title page and throughout the text: a financial choice only made possible by the
fact that the titles chosen were free from royalties, therefore the money spent could be used to
pay the illustrators. This design choice still kept the original layout, even if reworked in a freer

layout, however, this series was not a success and was not re-issued.

EDGAR MOWRER
GERMANY

{PUTS THE CLOCK BACK

|

|

This was the book which gave such an uncomfortably
| realistic account of Hitler’s risa to power and of the
PFiNationaksocatist ideology, that Mowrer, then Berlin

correspondent of the Chicogo Dally News, was forced to

| leave German; y in spite of a strong unanimous protest

from the members of the Berlin Foreign Press Association,

| of which Mowrer was president. That was in 1933. For
this Penguin edition the author has added

a new chapter
{on the situation to-day

An example of one of the covers from the Penguin Specials.

A third example of a reworking of the design was the case of the series Penguin Specials, which
aimed to address issues of immediate concern: a collection of essays that were directly
commissioned to writers. In this case, the similarity with the original Penguin Books is striking:
the horizontal scheme is kept, but in this case features more than three sections that alternate

orange and white. The biggest difference stands in the text, which is bolder and bigger in the
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Penguin Specials, uses a different typeface and, in some cases, features a blurb — a piece of
information on the text, its author or on the critic it received. The choice of a bolder text
followed the fact that these titles were strictly linked to the present time: World War II was
imminent and such books needed to speak immediately to the readers. In fact, after the War,
changes were recorded in the fonts and dimensions of the titles, reverting to a style more similar
to the original Penguins.

Another key element in designing Penguin covers consisted in the dislocation of one office in
the United States. A few years after its birth, in 1938, the first American Penguin office was
established, with the aim of importing the British books overseas. A few years later, however,
the American office detached itself and started to publish its own titles. The covers for these
books were different from the British ones, because they were targeted to a different public:
they still kept the horizontal layout but were more colourful and featured multiple images that
filled the majority of the space. This choice was suitable for the American market, where books
had to compete with magazines and, for this reason, they tried to mimic their bold and colourful
appearance. The American covers were more creative and free from the British scheme, in a
way that reflects the advertisement of the time and calls for a more fresh and modern style, to
the point that the Penguin logo was slightly revisited, while the Pelican one was completely

redesigned.
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PENGUIN
BOOKS
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GATSBY

F.SCOTT FITZGERALD

FICTION
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The taie of 3 man whe bulle himself an iluscn to live by

The new Penguin cover, reworked by Jan Tschichold.

After the War, a change in the style of the covers felt urgent: new publishers were changing
their style and starting to enter the market, and, consequently, new and more modern covers
needed to be designed to compete with the growing numbers of the others. One of the major
designers who entered Penguin in the post-war period was Jan Tschichold, who established
order and set rules for the pre-existing layout of covers and the design choices made up to that
year: firstly, he redrew Young’s logo in a version that lasted until 2003. His main other changes
consisted in giving a new and more spaced typeface for the author and title on the cover to make
it more balanced, but he kept the tripartite division and the horizontal layout, in what Baines
(57) calls a “subtle facelift”. The grid was also spaced differently to include images or blurbs
in a wider, more “breathable” space. Tschichold’s precise work was essential to Penguin’s
maintaining of its image, to the point that, by 1950, the publisher had acquired a strong brand
identity difficult to be replicated.

Despite this, the covers started to feel out of time, being referenced to as classics, designs that
the public’s eye already knew and tended to overlook. In the growing publishing market, this
was a negative sign that called for a restyling: it was at this exact moment that Hans Schmoller

took Tschichold place as Art Director and reworked the horizontal classic cover.
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FITZGERALD

The Great
Gatsby

The look of the new covers by Jan Tschichold, 1950s.

Schmoller perfected Tschichold’s draft of a vertical grid, similar to the previous covers of
Penguin Classics, which was tripartite, featuring two coloured stripes near the borders and a
broader white one in the middle. In Schmoller’s final design, the white area still featured the
author’s name and title, but its width allowed to include also an illustration and a short blurb
with information on the text. The final cover also had two horizontal black lines that enclosed
all the elements together. As the years passed, new fonts started to be included, especially when
the aim was to differentiate the production of a single author: for example, the Corvinus
typeface was used for the novels of Aldous Huxley from 1951. As for the illustrations, whose
use increased significantly during this period with Schmoller commissioning them to young
designers, they began to occupy more space, eventually growing so large that, on some

occasions, they extended into the coloured stripes on the borders.
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A Penguin Book 5s

One of the illustrated covers commissioned under John Curtis direction.

Another innovation was made by starting to use colour in the illustrations, which initially were
strictly black and white: these choices were linked to the growing popularity of cinema and
television, which were a growing threat for the book industry. The inclusion of colour in the
covers was an attempt to make them as appealing as the new media, along with the use of
photography, also close to the television and cinema world. These last innovations were made
under the influence of John Curtis, who entered Penguin as an assistant, but who gained more
independence and consequently became active in the production of covers: his main ideas were
the use of photography and the full image covers. Under his influence the covers underwent a
change, because they started to be less related to existing formulas and to gain more creative
freedom, but also because Curtis usually employed different young designers who were
accustomed to a more dynamic typography. The classic horizontal grid started to be dismissed
in favour of a new reworking of the space, while still maintaining the name of the publisher and
the Penguin logo visible. Advertisements also helped shape the covers of those years under the
guidance of Abram Games, an ex-publicist who included collage and coloured panels in his
designs. His choice proved to be the best way to counter the rise of a competitive market among

publishers, thanks to its modernity and its appeal to the public, utilizing a technique they were
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already familiar with. These covers, however, were produced only for a few titles due to their
high production cost, but they signalled a change in sensibility that would be taken up in the
following decades.

Between the 60s and 70s, Penguin underwent many changes, mainly due to the influence of
different Art Directors who alternated during that decade. The main challenge was again to
renew the look of the covers, to face the competitive market while still maintaining the status
of the firm. The main change lay in the improvement of the typesetting methods, which allowed
the introduction of new and cheaper printing techniques. These advancements not only reduced
costs but also made it possible to print, in addition to the text and coloured grid, also more
intricate images. The editor of these years was Tony Godwin, already the manager of a few
bookstores, who believed new designers should be employed in a project of complete renewal
of the publisher’s image: according to him, in fact, Penguin still depended too much on the
previous years’ designs and needed a fresh new look. He employed for this job Germano
Facetti, a young designer from the new generation: his main aim was to renovate the covers
while still providing continuity with the past, finding in the Penguin logo the unifying element

that had kept and should continue keeping the different series together.

Nineteen
eighty-four

The new Facetti design of the 1960s.
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Facetti maintained the initial division of colours for the genres to create a link with the past, but
he implemented the use of illustration, collage and photography. The first series to undergo the
renovation was the crime series: Facetti reimagined the page, keeping the horizontal grid and
the green colour — though in a lighter shade — while moving all the text elements to the top of
the cover, near the logo. The illustrations were primarily in green and white to reflect the series’
signature colour, with occasional touches of other colours, mainly red. This final layout was
immediately convincing and soon Facetti used it also for the fiction and Pelican series, with
their respective colours. Only the Pelican series had a more minimal look, because Facetti
tended to commission these covers to designers rather than illustrators — like it happened for
crime and fiction —, therefore, these covers featured photographs or patterns for the first time.
The covers appeared new and fresh precisely because the designers, usually younger than
Facetti, were influenced by modernism, therefore were flexible and keen on experimentation

with different art media.

Tloathemy O
childhood

and all that
remainsof it...
HWords by Jean-
Paul Sartre

On the left, one of the covers from the direction of Aldridge: on the right, one from Pelham direction.
The following decade saw the succession of two new Art Directors: on the one hand, Alan

Aldridge revolutionised the design of some fiction titles by dedicating the entire cover space to
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the title — making it more important than the publisher’s name — and to images. His covers were
highly influenced by advertisements, in a different way than Games’ covers, featuring
photographs, collage or film frames that did not create a continuum in terms of layout or colour
scheme, but whose only aim was to be the most visible in a bookstore. On the other hand, David
Pelham chose to highlight the company’s identity once more, returning to a minimalist style
and placing the Penguin orange logo in the top corner. While he still allowed for more creative
freedom, his approach departed from the unity that Facetti had searched and perfected. The
newer covers embraced more innovative techniques like collage and the employment of retro
images.

At the end of this decade, a major shift happened, consisting in Allen Lane’s decision to sell
Penguin to Longman, shortly before his death. This change of ownership signalled a change in
the editorial direction, resulting in a focus on the profits that books could make rather than their
intrinsic value. Starting in the 1970s, new mergers and acquisitions took place to keep the
company alive and profitable, as it tried to maintain its balance in the already vast editorial
market. For some time, relevant changes were not made, because designers such as Facetti and
Pelham still worked according to their previous ethic and following the steps already traced in
the previous years. Pelham continued to use a minimal style on the fiction covers, keeping the
publisher’s logo to preserve the company’s identity. In these decades, he set some general
guidelines for the layout of the cover, but in the end, he let the designers decide on the final
version, giving them complete freedom. As a consequence, covers started to be more
independent for what concerned design and to respond only to their title, rather than to an
editorial identity: the only unifying element was the logo, which had become progressively
smaller. The only intent of unity stood in the grouping of books by authors: while the same font
was previously used for the whole work of a given author, in the 80s the font, title position and

images and colours choice served to give an author his or her own series. The solutions were
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all different, but each one was well recognisable: an example are the covers for John Updike’s
works, all white with the title and the author on top and a hand drawn illustration, featuring
little to no colour, taking up the space left. Other covers from this authors’ series featured
photographs, collage elements, but also art from previous periods, such as Evelyn Waugh series
that had Art Nouveau prints on its covers. The push to differentiate each cover was particularly
ensured by other publishing houses that started printing paperbacks: this cheap format was not
an exclusive of Penguin anymore and, consequently, new strategies for these books to be bought
had to be found and implemented immediately. Peter Mayer took the place of Managing
Director in the late 70s, dedicating his attention to marketing and changing, among the other
things, also the formats of the books: the change was radical and undoubtedly benefited
Penguin’s profits, however, the identity of the publishing house started to fade, to the point that
the orange logo itself was questioned. The logo in the end survived, but this period was
characterised by a multitude of different covers and styles, which resulted in a cheap effect and
a low quality appearance of Penguin books.

A major revolution happened in the 90s, driven by new technologies like the computer and the
use of softwares such as Illustrator and Photoshop, which permitted designs to be previewed
and revised without having to print and manually adjust different ideas and solutions. In these
years, a decision was made to split the company in two parts: Penguin Press, which focused on
non-fiction and classics, and Penguin General, dedicated to mass-market fiction and general
titles. This division is fundamental in the choices that will be made towards graphic design and
adherence to a standard: while the Press titles tended to adhere to a precise style that made them
recognisable and different from the other genres, the General titles stood on their own, without
any element that could link the titles together. John Hamilton, the Art Director of the time,
following Pelham’s steps, firmly believed that titles had to be treated individually and that each

cover had to be designed in a way that could attract especially the younger audience. Therefore,
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Hamilton eliminated the ISBN from the spines, along with the orange colour, two elements that
had characterised the publisher up to that moment. The colour division by genre was also
eliminated, because while in the past it had functioned as a good marketing and quality factor,
now it seemed to have the opposite effect: all the responsibility was now given to the design
choices only.

The role the logo played also changed dramatically in these years: from the 80s, when it was
relegated to the top corner of the page, to the more recent decades, when it has moved in
different positions on the cover. It has lost its orange colour to become a black and white sketch,
to the point it recently disappeared, signalling a loss of interest in the reputation of the publisher
on the public’s part. Most recent fiction covers feature collages, film frames, illustrations,
cartoons, realistic photographs or more imaginative compositions, all designed to evoke the
reader’s emotions and provide a glimpse into the essence of the book. The design choices most
of the times are the result of a precise analysis of the specific target the book aims at, for
example according to gender or age. The approach is radically different from the one that
characterised the first years of the publisher: the idea that the recognisability of the publisher
would make the readers lean into the purchasing of some books in place of others is now
abandoned and a brand identity is no longer researched. However, the goal seems to remain a
balance between responding to the demands of the market and keeping integrity in the design.
In this regard, it is important to cite how the publishing of the book in other countries, such as
America, had to be personalised, because the taste of the public overseas is different: generally,
the United States covers seem to be more inclined to feature film frames and bigger and bolder
choices in terms of design and typefaces.

One final discussion should be dedicated to the classics, which have undergone many changes
throughout Penguin’s history, but became standardised in the last decade of the 20" century.

This series follows a coherence in the design, featuring a minimal style that recreates the
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tripartite horizontal layout. This design features a black section at the bottom, with the author’s
name and title, followed by a thin line with the logo and name of the publisher in a simple font.
In the top layer, a painting or a piece of art, in the majority of cases contemporary to the book,

is shown, occupying the majority of the space — an intuition that Facetti had in 1963.
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Three examples of Clothbound Classics.

Speaking of classics, a renewal has been done more recently regarding their look: it is the case
of the Clothbound Classics series. This series features a selection of classics with a new
hardback cover made of cloth, onto which are printed intricate and repetitive patterns that
enclose the name of the author and the title of the book. The Clothbound Classics were first
launched in 2008 with Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility: what seemed like a challenge has
now become a winning idea and Clothbound Classics, after their first success, are still being
printed in the present time. Their covers are an example on how the visual — and in this case
also tactile — element today plays an essential part in the purchase of a book: the minimal two-
coloured cover and the little neat writings on it are perceived as a signal of elegance, recalling
the Victorian clothbound covers, but also reliability, since the look ennobles the title. The cloth
gives the reader a sensation of luxury, which goes well with the idea of a classic — a book that

survived through time because of its quality, themes, style, or how it portrays a certain period
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of time. The images that constitute the repetitive pattern on the cover are not casual: Coralie
Bickford-Smith, the designer, explained how they are all linked with the text and the impression
it has left on her as a reader. They function as clues that the reader has to solve after having
read the book: for example, the moon phases on Robinson Crusoe’s cover aim to signal the
passage of time since when he was shipwrecked on the island. In addition, the idea of these
books as being part of a series of similarly designed titles encourages the reader in starting a
collection and increases the sales. The case of the Clothbound Classics is, for these reasons, the
most recent evidence that the aim of Penguin in the last century is to make a book highly
marketable while at the same time creating a great design product that has value. Value is the
key concept behind the Clothbound Classics: as Bickford-Smith stated, they were created in the
years when the e-book started to rise and posed itself as a threat for physical books. This new
series of classics is a reminder of how physical books can still be cherished and appreciated as

both bearers of knowledge and physical objects.

1.5 Einaudi Editore

The Italian publishing landscape takes an opposite approach to the English and American
markets. As previously pointed out, it is generally characterised by the strong identity of its
publishers, conveyed through cover design as well as the layout and colour choices of each
“collana”. Following exactly these steps, Einaudi will be taken as an example and its story will
be analysed more thoroughly in this chapter for two reasons: because it was, and still is, one of
the major publishers in the publishing world and because it will become the major publisher for
White Noise, the case study of this dissertation.

Einaudi was founded in 1933 in Turin by a group of friends, all united by common values such
as the importance of culture and freedom. Giulio Einaudi reunited around him people that will

become cultural pillars of the Italian contemporary age: Leone Ginzburg, Massimo Mila,
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Cesare Pavese and Norberto Bobbio. Their main aim was to curate an editorial project that
could embrace different fields with precision and reliability, without being distorted by a
prevailing political view. This aim was soon revisited by the abrupt start of World War II and
its aftermath, when the political discourse felt inevitable and Einaudi started publishing also
authors who were sided politically. All the different aims and intentions, throughout the history
of the publishing house, were able to converge into different “collane”, all dedicated to a main
theme or with an idea behind, just like Penguin did in the same years in Britain and the United
States. The main “collane”, which are still active and count new titles each year, are the
“Coralli” and “Supercoralli”, which included contemporary Italian and foreign fiction books —
the difference between Coralli and Supercoralli stands in the length. Another important
“collana” 1s the “Saggi”, dedicated to non-fiction books, in particular the essays: one of the first
to be created that survived throughout the years and counts a number of titles even in the present
time.

For what concerns its graphic identity, Einaudi was able to create a strong one, which permeated
the years and still exists today. Giulio Einaudi immediately stated the initial intent behind the
design, which was to make the external look of the book match with its content, to “invoke the
intelligence of the reader” (qtd. in Zaganelli, 91, my translation). To design the first covers,
Einaudi called the best designers of the country: the first projects that were the result of a well
thought coherence were the result of Einaudi’s collaboration with two major designers of the
time, Albe Steiner and Max Huber. They paired a number of famous painters with the authors
from the Einaudi's catalogue: for example, Pavese’s covers featured Van Gogh’s paintings, or
Hemingway works were paired with Picasso’s pieces. However, the major and most impactful
change in design was made under the eye of Bruno Munari, who collaborated for years from
outside the publishing house, in a constant work of exchange and dialogue with Giulio Einaudi:

the final result was always a collective decision and process, as the publisher had wanted since
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the beginning. Bruno Munari was one of the most famous and important graphic designers of
the 20™ century who helped, among other things, to shape the identity of the newly born
publishing houses. Other than Einaudi, whose look he curated entirely and to which he gave the
visual identity it is still known for today, Munari also worked for Bompiani, where he curated

a few “collane”.

Costellazioni
Le parole

di Walter Benjamin
A cura di Andrea Pinott

Mauro Bersani

Gadda

John R. McNeill

Qualcosa di nuovo sotto il sole
Storia dell'ambiente nel xx secolo
Can una nuova ntroduziane deflautore

Piccols Bebliolecs Einsodi Piccola Biblisteca Einauds

Three examples of the covers designed by Munari for the “Piccola Biblioteca” series.

His style is well recognisable, usually characterised by a minimal layout that features geometric
patterns of mainly circles and rectangles, all coloured in bright, contrasting colours, making the
covers stand out easily on a shelf. One of his designs for Einaudi that was faithfully kept until
today is the layout for the “Piccola Biblioteca” series: these covers are light grey, characterised
by two squares positioned on the top of the cover and immediately before the title. The Einaudi
logo, along with the name of the series, is positioned at the bottom of the cover. This style
remained iconic while still being minimal: the font used for the title was small and not
particular, the squares do not take up the majority of the space, which is left to the grey
background. The only feature that changes is the colour of the squares: usually a bright colour
that stands in contrast with the dull grey of the rest of the cover, while in some occasions, to

create difference and dynamism, the squares are filled with a painting. As the time passed, this
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scheme started to change in more playful versions of the cover, for example the squares
multiplied, becoming three or four, while in some cases there is only one square, filled with a

photograph or a painting, that takes up the majority of the space of the cover.

Ernest Hemingway Ernest Hemingway
Avere e non avere

Avere e non avere

Finaudi Einaudi

The old and dew look of the “Coralli” series for the same book compared.

The most iconic and classic “collana” by Einaudi, however, is the Coralli. Started in 1947 with
titles such as Natalia Ginzburg’s E stato cosi and Ernest Hemingway’s Avere e non avere, its
aim was to collect fiction that was both authentic and challenging for the reader, without being
necessarily experimental. These books aimed to be affordable for a wider public for their cheap
price, while still representing a curated and elegant work, both in its themes and contents and
in its physical form. These intentions were purposefully pursued to contrast the choice made by
Mondadori in the same period, which mass published extremely cheap books. The Coralli
covers perfectly encapsulate this idea, with its white cover that features the title and the author
on top, a painting in the centre that could reflect the content of the text and the name of the
publisher at the bottom. This choice might seem banal today, given the growing and excessive
number of covers that feature paintings and art works, but it was Einaudi that did it for the first

time in the 50s. Max Huber, who was in charge of designing these covers, decided to use famous
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paintings from the great artists of history and, while the majority of them are placed in the
centre, he played with the paintings, changing their positions and shapes in different covers.
After ten years, a dust jacket was added on top of the cover, in order to have more space to
write commentary and further information about the text on the internal flaps. Similar to the
intent behind the covers of the Penguin Classics, the artwork on the cover should reflect the
essence of the text and align with it on a level that the reader can uncover while engaging with
the book.

Soon after the Coralli, the “Nuovi Coralli” “collana” emerged, which featured old and new
works that could have been already included or not in the Coralli. This new series presented the
same concept of the Coralli covers, but slightly revisited: the painting was positioned in the
middle of the cover inside a square, lined by one or two bigger squares of a bright, contrasting
colour. This choice was made to underline the newness of the books, while still maintaining a
connection with the Coralli: designed by Huber, it clearly reflected the designer’s influence
from constructivism, the art movement that advocated for artists to focus solely practical art
forms tied to everyday life, such as advertisement and typography. This is why the Nuovi
Coralli covers are the result of the pairing of two apparent contrasting things, like art and bold

colours or rigorous shapes.
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An example of the cover for “Gli Struzzi” series.

Another relevant “collana” was “Gli Struzzi”, a name that recalled the ostrich logo of Einaudi.
Initiated in 1970, this series aimed to bring to younger readers “essential books at a relatively
cheap and affordable price” (qtd. in Zaganelli, 91, my translation). As it happened with Penguin,
for Einaudi as well, the 70s were an economically less profitable period. Publishers, to contrast
this, tended to publish even more, hoping to sell more focusing mainly on the quantity and not
on the quality of the works. The choice made by Einaudi of starting this series was surely against
the grain, but was perfectly in line with the publisher’s first aim: making literature accessible
for everyone, while still issuing books that looked and felt prestigious and could appeal to both
the general public and intellectuals. Among Gli Struzzi figured famous titles already published
in other “collane”, but eventually included also some new works — it was the case of Elsa
Morante’s La Storia, whose first edition was published in this affordable series, following the
author’s will to make her book immediately accessible to everyone. Addressed to the younger
readers, Gli Struzzi were not only a good marketing tactic, but also a noble intention to educate
the younger generation, a choice that gave prestige to the publisher. The covers for these books
still kept the traditional layout of Einaudi’s Italian and foreign fiction: a white background with

the title on top, right after the name of the series and the ostrich logo. Under them figured
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famous paintings or graphic projects inside a rectangle of different shapes according to the
image chosen.

All the different Einaudi series, similarly to the examples of Coralli and Gli Struzzi, have a
strong identity that was strictly maintained throughout the years and that is still reflected in the
paperback versions of the same series in the following years. In fact, series such as the
“Tascabili” or the “Super ET” — paperbacks — still replicate the same visual elements such as
the use of white as background, the careful use of colour and the employment of artworks on
the cover. As the years progressed, the use of the image has changed and, for example in the
passage from the Supercoralli to the Tascabili series, the image on the cover shifted from being
inscribed inside a rectangle in a white background, to filling the whole space of the cover. In
some occasions — and this will be the case of one of the last editions of White Noise — the image
fills the entire cover also in the hardback edition of the Supercoralli: a bold choice often used
for titles the publisher wants to highlight , aiming to convey something additional.

Einaudi’s editorial identity was carefully and accurately built throughout the 20" century,
thanks to the work of designers such as the cited Huber and Munari, but also thanks to the strong
idea and intentions Giulio Einaudi and the co-founders had since the beginning of Einaudi's
history. The permanence until today of the same features that appeared in the first years of its
life is the proof of the solid work that was done at the beginning, but also of how the reputation
of the publisher has become strong to the point that a visual change could disorient the reader
or make him or her lose the confidence and trust they built towards the publisher. The choice
of always keeping the logo or the name Einaudi on the front cover is the proof: throughout the
years, the logo and the written name of the publisher has always appeared on the cover, it
changed position, dimension or form but it was kept visible. This serves as both a declaration
of intent and a form of reassurance for the reader, while also standing as a proud testament to a

work of literature and a deep appreciation for the culture. It acts as a powerful tool for shaping
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an identity and fostering a strong, engaged community of readers. Unlike the case of Penguin,
which has changed the features of the logo to the point of taking it away from the cover, Einaudi
and other Italian publishers did not dismiss it, choosing to prioritize a strategy focused more on

building a relationship with the reader than purely on marketing.

1.6 Translating a cover: a glimpse into intersemiotic translation

Another relevant issue to take into consideration when speaking of bookcovers is the handling
of a cover that is only a new title in another country. In order to approach the analysis of White
Noise covers, especially in its Italian editions, this paragraph will tackle the problem that lies
behind a designer that has to create the cover for a text that was already published. Three
possibilities are presented in this occasion: reinterpreting the original cover according to the
likings of the reading public of the target country of the translation, slightly changing it by
maintaining the same base, or, lastly, maintaining it identical to the original.

Designing a cover is already an act of translation per se, an intersemiotic one: the designer has
to translate a written group of signs into a visual media. This process, as seen previously, might
result tricky because it has to look appealing while still preserving the meaning of the book. In
this light, translating a cover of a translated book is an even more difficult challenge, which can
determine the way the reader of the translation will view or judge the original book and the
culture it comes from. This issue is particularly relevant when considering translated covers of
books from authors who are not from western countries: the look of the book might convey
cultural stereotypes about the country or the author, even if he or she has a western upbringing.
An example of this process happens mostly with translated Chinese literature, as Jiang has
highlighted, that depict men and women wearing traditional clothes or working in rice
plantations, or with Middle-Eastern literature that features veiled women on the cover, but it

happens with non-translated literature as well. One example is the depiction of an acacia tree
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in the covers of books from African-American authors or concerning African history, even
when they are not set in places where such trees grow — this is the case of Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun, set in Nigeria. These misleading covers that stereotype a culture
seem to be only concerning books and authors from non-western countries: Alworth and
Mendelsund well describe this phenomenon as “a temptation toward the familiar, toward
whatever worked well in the past, which can lead to the reproduction and reinforcement of
misleading tropes in cover design” (Alworth and Mendelsund, 281). Stereotypes, however, can
also be detected in covers from western countries: in this case, they can be gender stereotypes,
as seen in the 50" anniversary edition of The Bell Jar, which undermines the book’s themes by
featuring a frivolous image of a woman applying makeup on the cover. Gender plays a relevant
role when designing bookcovers and the risk is that, as in the case of Plath’s novel, the books
might be “packaged as “white women’s fiction” through trite representation of femininity that
undermine the aesthetic sophistication of the text”, as Wolitzer well underlines (qtd. in Alworth
and Mendelsund, 309). It is also the case, to cite an Italian piece of fiction, of Elena Ferrante’s
tetralogy, whose covers do not reflect the refined content of the books and make them look like
cheap mass produced literature.

On the other hand, the cover might not be reinterpreted or changed, in a choice that preserves
the original design, images and choice of colours. It appears that, in the last decades, this option
has kept growing increasingly compared to the previous centuries. This phenomenon seems to
be the direct consequence of a globalisation of culture, in which books from foreign countries
are accessible and visible to everyone, also thanks to the rise of social media. Especially thanks
to the latter, bookcovers from the most disparate editions and countries have been made
available to everyone, photographed, reviewed and intensely publicised and pushed to
transform a certain book into the new phenomenon. In this context, it is not difficult to imagine

the reason behind the replication of artworks for covers of two different countries. Readers are
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more likely to be familiar with the foreign cover they have already seen and can recognise easily
in a bookstore: providing the translation with the same design is a clever marketing tactic to
increase sales by making the book immediately recognisable. This choice also can benefit
casual readers, who may not encounter books regularly but who are likely to come across the
foreign cover of the latest “literary case” in their social media feed. Another factor that can
generate similar or identical covers through different translations is the release of the adaptation
— or of a remake of an old adaptation — of the book. To boost sales publishers from different
countries might choose to include the most iconic scene, or the one present in the film poster,

or to commission an illustration of it, another guarantee of recognisability.
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Chapter 2: an analysis of White Noise covers

2.1 An introduction to the novel

White Noise is Don DeLillo’s eighth novel, published in 1985 and highly impacted by
postmodernism, which — it can be argued — reached its peak precisely in the 80s. The novel,
structured in three parts, revolves around the story of Jack Gladney, a university professor
teaching Hitler studies, a discipline he has invented. Jack is divorced twice and lives now with
his new wife, Babette, and their children from their previous marriages. The novel, divided into
three parts — “Waves and Radiations”, “The Airborne Toxic Event” and “Dylarama” — follows
the vicissitudes of the Gladney family, which leads an ordinary American life in the suburbs.
Their life seems apparently peaceful and marked by routine, which happens to be deeply
affected by the multitude of media they are surrounded with. The radio and the television are
constantly turned on and are the background of every scene and conversation. Advertising also
plays a role in impacting the Gladneys life, as well as objects: they are always present,
functioning as a distraction with their colours, shapes and purpose. Progressively we begin to
understand that all these elements serve the purpose of distracting the characters from their fear
of death, which is always present from beginning to end. For these reasons, death seems to be
an additional main character of the novel, because it lays behind every scene, takes up all the
space inside the characters thoughts, but also their conversations and interactions. On different
occasions, Jack and Babette discuss death together, wondering who will be the one of them who
dies first. Among all the white noises that are present in the novel — objects, voices,
advertisements, etc. —, death seems the most prominent and lasting, almost a reassuring
constant. The major plot twist of the novel also serves as a reminder of death: the Gladney
family, in the second part of the novel, is forced to evacuate their house because of a toxic cloud
coming towards their area. Jack starts questioning his health condition after hearing that

inhaling the toxic fumes could lead to a premature death, even if this speculation has not been
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scientifically proven. Babette is also obsessed with the idea of dying, to the point that she starts
taking an illegal experimental pill to suppress her fear of death and all the thoughts resulting
from it. The novel follows the life and the events that revolve around these themes, resulting in
a clever satire about modern American society, while at the same time accurately describing it.
The covers from the British, American and Italian editions of White Noise, as it will be seen,
will try to translate these main themes into the visual medium, through an illustration or through
specific design choices. These different covers will be analysed in the following sections, trying
to investigate what stands behind them, the creative process and the influences that led to the

choice of a specific look, illustration, typeface or colour.

2.2 English editions

The first edition of White Noise came out in 1985, edited by Viking. The publisher, after 50
years of independence, was acquired by Penguin in 1975, becoming an imprint called Viking
Penguin. As mentioned on the Penguin website, the aim of this imprint was and still is to bring
“extraordinary books to the broadest possible readership”, to bring out the best books that can
possibly become award winners and transform them into “inspiring guides to the ideas that
change our culture”. The aim, ambitious and noble, is reflected firstly on the logo of the
publisher: a sailing ship that symbolises adventure and the willingness to explore new horizons.
Secondly, the aim is reflected in the look of the books published: Viking books are usually
hardcovers, a feature that makes them more expensive, but that also gives them a certain sense
of luxury. The merging with Penguin was also helpful to broaden the readership of Viking by
publishing paperback versions of their original titles and, therefore, reducing the price. The case

of White Noise follows exactly this trajectory.
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Full plate of the first White Noise edition, Viking, 1985.

The first edition is a hardback with a dust jacket, both mainly coloured in different white shades.
Without the dust jacket, the book is of a light grey colour with a white spine, where the author’s
and publisher’s names are both written in uppercase. The title is written in a cursive-like
typeface, with the capital letter in bold; all the elements on the spine are printed in a silver
laminated colour. This same graphic choice is maintained on the title page, where the title is
positioned in between two pages and plays with black and white oppositions. It is interesting
how this idea of contrast between black and white, both in titles and in backgrounds, is kept for
the entire book, in the first pages of the three sections. These pages are split in half by a diagonal
line that separates a black and a white background, where one features the name of the chapter
and the other the number of the chapter, in the opposite colours.

The dust jacket, designed by Nell Stuart, is more elaborate, while still preserving a certain
minimalism, which gives an aura of nobility to the book. The title and author’s name — preceded
by the sentence “a novel by” — take up the entirety of the cover, positioned on the top and
bottom sides. Both elements are in an uppercase, shaded typeface that allows them to be more
visible because of the white background. These design choices are a striking example of what

Alworth and Mendelsund call the “big book look™: a style in bookcover design that features an
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exuberant, eye-catching use of typography that mainly employs the use of bold and uppercase
characters that take up the entire front cover. These covers are usually complemented by bold
and vibrant colours, in order to stand out even more. The “big book look™ is usually employed
with authors who are already famous and their name is well displayed to try to sell more copies;
in some cases, however, the big book look is also used to predict the notoriety of an author,
trying to set the spotlight on him and make him or her become famous. Being usually employed
in more recent times, where the use of big typography is essential to make the author and titles
visible in e-commerce websites, White Noise is an early example of this phenomenon. The fact
that Viking wanted to boost the author as much as they could is proven by the cover of the
following DeLillo’s novel, Libra, which has the same style. White Noise was, in fact, DeLillo’s
eighth book, therefore the author was already famous and, when Viking started to publish his
works, their aim was most likely to try to push sales through two bold covers.

The back of the dust jacket reinforces this opinion, featuring an almost full-page photo of the
author, followed by a short biography that mentions the winning of an award and his most
acclaimed novels. This confirms the publisher’s intention to highlight the author’s fame and
achievement in an effort to boost sales. The spine of the dust jacket looks almost identical to
the one of the cover underneath it, with the addition of the logo of the publisher. Aside from
the “big book look™ and its commercial aims, this first cover’s plainness suggests that nothing
has to be said when speaking of an author of this calibre, leaving the content to the reader’s
imagination. The all-white cover also creates and interplay with the “white” of the title, but it
also references the idea of a white noise: something indefinite, liminal, usually difficult to

perceive and therefore, left to the readers to interpret.
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Back and front cover of the second edition, Penguin, 1986.

The second edition came out the following year in 1986: to maintain a connection with the first
edition, the design is similar and minimalistic, while the background is still predominantly
white. However, this edition is a paperback published by Penguin Books, as the initial merging
agreement had decided: this change allowed some slight adjustments in the design. The
publisher’s logo, in this case, is positioned twice on the front cover, on both the top angles, with
the name of the series — “Contemporary American Fiction” — in between. More colours are
introduced: the blue of the thin lines that provides a grid for the text and the red of the reviews
from newspapers and magazines, both in the front and back cover. After its first publication,
White Noise has acquired a growing popularity — to the point that, today, is considered one of
the major and most important books by DeLillo — and has also won the American Book Award.
This is the reason why its popularity was pushed and used as a further reason to attract readers,
and it is shown through the quotes: red for the most relevant newspapers, black for the ones on
the back cover, less accessible to the reader’s eye. In addition, some copies of this edition are
provided with a removable gold sticker that mentions the winning of the American Book
Award. The spine is simpler than the first edition as well, featuring title, name of the author and

publisher’s logo in a simple font. It has to be noted how, aside from the title that still maintains
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the uppercase shaded effect, the other typefaces used are simple, respecting the cheap aim of

the paperback.
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Back cover of the Picador paperback edition of 1986, spine and front cover of the first edition of

1985.

Going back to 1985, the novel was published simultaneously also in the United Kingdom by
Picador. Picador is an imprint of the major publisher Pan Macmillan, distributed in the UK,
importing fiction and non-fiction from the rest of the world. The first Picador edition of White
Noise is a hardback, covered with a dust jacket, all designed by Gary Day-Ellison. Ellison
designed many covers for Picador UK and, when reviewing them, it is clear how the publisher’s
design choices were not driven by the need for visual cohesion, but they rather focused on each
individual book, following the British and American custom. The only element that is always
present and noticeable is the Picador logo, well-recognisable on the front cover in the majority
of times. Picador, in the following years, will reinvent itself and create a series more focused

on its unique identity, as it will be studied later, with the newest editions of White Noise.
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This particular first cover was inspired, as the designer recalls in his own website, by Brian
Eno’s music: almost by chance, or rather intentionally, the postmodernist call to experiment
with different media, interweaving them and playing with them is shown in the design process
of this cover. Brian Eno, English composer and producer who is deemed to have been the
creator of ambient music, has helped shape the sound of many bands and musicians from the
1980s onward. His sound is recognisable in a generation of musicians like David Bowie and
Talking Heads, up to his most recent collaboration with Radiohead, to name a few. Ellison
includes among his inspirations for the cover of White Noise the album My Life in the Bush of
Ghosts, which Eno created in collaboration with David Byrne: a work that resonates with the
novel, because it is intrinsically postmodern, filled with the most different and disparate sounds,
samples of voices, chanting, instruments, etc. All these elements seem conflicting and
unpleasant at times, but in the end — or after a few plays — the whole sound of the album conveys
the same idea of a surplus of stimuli, anxieties, colours and sounds that DeLillo’s book evokes.
Furthermore, Ellison is said to have been inspired as much by the music as by the album cover,
also designed by Eno, that plays with lights and shapes, creating an indistinct mass, highly
saturated, that reminds of a TV screen and, again, adheres to the postmodernist mixing and
playing with different media.

The influence of the sound, but more clearly of the album cover, can be seen in the final result
of the cover for White Noise. Driven by this influx, Ellison had first commissioned the cover to
Eno himself, but the result was not completely satisfactory. The final idea, instead, came to
Ellison when collaborating with a computer company, Imagine, with which he was already
working and experimenting with computer design. Along with his colleagues, Ellison played
and experimented with different images — and the pixels that composed them — displayed on
the different computer screens: a megaphone, Ellison’s alarm clock, a picture of a formula 1

driver from that day’s newspaper, etc. The intuitive design, inspired in the moment, turned out
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to be the right one for the cover, as it encapsulates postmodernity perfectly, combining everyday
objects with media. The images of these objects seen through a screen are then distorted,
creating the perfect postmodernist pastiche. All the images, then, are positioned around the title
and the author’s name, as if both were part of them, the exact translation of all those images
that conveys the same cryptic and multimedial meaning of white noise. The spine follows this
track: Ellison defines it a “de-construction of the front”, but more muted, because it had to
include the title, author’s name and publisher’s logo while still preserving the highly saturated
screen images. The back cover is simpler, consisting in a light aquamarine background with the
same images from the front, although faded. On the back cover, a few opinions from different
newspapers are reported: the information about the plot, along with the author’s biography, are
featured on the internal flaps. Underneath the dust jacket, the cover is of a plain black, with the
author, title and publisher only indicated on the spine, all written in uppercase and printed in

gold foil, to give a sense of luxury.

Back, spine and front cover of the Picador paperback edition, 1986, with the quote from Jane Anne

Phillips review.
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The following year, in 1986, Picador reprinted White Noise in a paperback edition, given its
success. The cover, like the previous case of the American edition, is almost identical to the
first one: the only difference stands in the addition of a brief quote — the same from the back of
the second Penguin edition — by Jayne Anne Phillips, an American writer, who praises the
novel, placed right under the title and author’s name. The spine and back cover are almost
identical, with the only exception that, due to the absence of flaps, all the information had to be
moved to the back cover. Therefore, in this edition, the back features new, but shorter quotes
from the critic and newspapers and a brief summary of the plot.

On a final, more tangential note, it is worth mentioning how the design credits appear, in this
last edition at the bottom of the back cover: Ellison is not cited because, according to him, the
full credits only belong to Brian Eno, to Imagine — the computer company — and to Russell

Mills, Ellison’s colleague who brought the megaphone for the photos.
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i Underworld

Back, spine and front cover of the Penguin edition, late 90s\early 00s.

Back to America, the book has been reprinted in the same editions that have just been discussed,
until the late nineties to early 2000s, when a new cover was designed for Penguin’s latest

edition. The book has not yet been made part of a series, however, it seems that this new edition
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of White Noise, along with a new edition of DeLillo’s first novel Americana, are a first attempt
of visual cohesion between DeLillo’s novels. Both these covers have been designed by Michael
Ian Kaye and consequently maintained the same design choices in terms of colour and
typography: the typeface used is the same, along with the choice of using bold and contrasting
colours and of mentioning, immediately above the author’s name, the award he won. For what
concerns the design of White Noise, the front cover is split in half: the top part is white, with
the “white” of the title written in black, while the bottom one is black and the “noise” of the
title is in white. Both words are stretched in a thin typeface and written diagonally, to create a
mirroring effect, as if they were reflecting each other. On the black part appears the name of
the author in white, framed by the acknowledgement of DeLillo’s winning of the National Book
Award. The last info, the one that enables to date the book, says “from the author of
Underworld”, providing an additional reason for the reader to buy the book. The back cover
maintains the black and white colour contrast as well, featuring a brief summary of the plot and
the usual newspaper quotes — with the same quote by Phillips that appeared on the front cover
of the 1986 Picador edition. The interesting feature of this cover lies on the spine, where the
original orange, symbol of Penguin, along with their logo, has been maintained. This is one of
the last covers with this detail: in the new millennium, as seen in the previous chapter, all the
elements that represented the publisher’s identity started to be progressively lost. The orange,
in this case, functions as a blunt opposition to the rest of the black and white cover, creating a
striking contrast very well recognisable in a bookstore. It also has to be noted how, in this
edition, the look of the book, intended as a merely aesthetic medium, is “sacrificed” in favour
of more elements that draw back to marketing, such as the reviews, but especially the awards

and the other books by the same author that are found immediately on the front cover.
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Back, spine and front cover of “The Viking Critical Library” edition, 1998.

The late nineties saw another edition of White Noise come into life, a critical edition, part of
“The Viking Critical Library” series. This series includes nine paperbacks of English, Irish and
American authors that include the original text and additional criticism: the look of the books,
consequently, had to change to give the idea of a curated, scholarly book, different from the
previous ones. The cover for White Noise, like the other covers of the series, gives the idea of
an elegant book, mainly because of the colours featured, that are fewer and less vibrant and
eye-catching than the previous covers of the same books. A predominant dark blue background
encloses a white and blue rectangle, decorated among the borders with golden yellow details:
inside, the title and the author’s name appear, along with the writing “text and criticism” and
the editor’s name, in this case Mark Olsen. Above, a black and white photograph of DeLillo
serves as direct identification of the author of the book: the colourless choice increases the idea
of respectability of the book. On top of the page, both on the front and on the back, the name
of the series is indicated in the same golden yellow of the decorations. On the back, instead of
the usual reviews and opinions on the novel, after a very short plot summary, the main contents

of the edition are listed: a critical introduction, interviews, critical essays, a chronology of the
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author’s life and works, etc. The interesting design choice about this edition and the whole
Viking critical series is the subtle placement of the old Viking logo on the back of the text: the
blue background, in fact, features both on the front and on the back the image of the Viking
boat, fully visible if the book is split opened. This choice reminds attentive readers of the book’s
original publisher and its mission to publish only books with added value, a distinctive trait.
The spine is the only element that “breaks” the Viking logo, since the space dedicated to it is
reduced, but it is important to note how it still preserves the orange elements that have
distinguished Penguin for decades. The orange sections enclose the other usual elements
featured on the spine: the title, author, logo and, for the first time, the same photograph of the

author that was featured on the front cover.
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Back, spine and front cover of “Penguin Great Books of the 20th Century” edition, 1999.

The following cover is, once again, part of a series, this time celebrating the end of the decade:
these books were published in the final years of the century and featured twenty of the best
books published in the 20" century. These books were not numbered, but they were organised
according to the year in which they were firstly published. The design style is similar in the

twenty titles, aiming to give a cohesion in between the series: the colour choice falls on vivid
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colours, blended on the bottom of the page into a golden shade that both reminds Penguin’s
colour and gives the idea of reliability and quality.

The colour choice for White Noise is a dark red that covers the full plate, blends into golden
and has an orange section enclosed by two silver stripes at the bottom of the page that mentions
the name of the series, along with Penguin’s logo. The same three-striped section wraps the
entire book, covering also the spine and back cover. The rest of the design is minimalistic and
only conveys the essential information: on the front, the title of the first edition of the book
stands on the top, followed by a sketch of some cars — among which there might also be the
Gladneys family car —that run away from the toxic cloud, while, on the back, helicopters light
up the streets searching for the cause of the toxic spill. The title is written in a white, shaded
typeface that well stands out from the background — the typeface and the placement of the text
(straight in the middle, diagonal across the opposite angles, etc.) is different for each volume —
and from the author’s name, written in a plainer font. The back follows this minimalist
approach, featuring only a photograph of DeLillo and, for the first time in the covers reviewed
so far, the opening line of the book. The spine is minimalistic as well and includes the year of
the first publication, the author, title, publisher and logo.

The next edition is the first one of a series that will signal a trend among publishers of the
English-speaking world since the start of the new millennium: the creation of series dedicated
only to an author’s entire production. It seems that this was a tradition started by Penguin — as
seen in the publisher’s dedicated paragraph on the previous chapter — which for the first time
unified an author’s complete work by using the same typeface for all of his or her covers. This
“trend” concerning series is connected to the fact that, after the first edition, all the following
publications were exclusively in paperback, both in the United States and in the UK, signalling
a decreasing interest for the quality of the book, and an increasing concern on its potential to

be sold and reach the highest number of people possible. From this moment on, a wider use of
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illustrations and photographs is registered, probably because they looked more appealing, but
most definitely because of the new design programs that started to be employed with the new
millennium and the consequent ease in creating new designs and rapidly fixing and adjusting

them.
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Back, spine and front cover of the Picador UK 2002 edition.

The new Picador edition dates back to 2002 and follows the trajectory just explained: it is part
of a series dedicated to DeLillo, which groups all his works under a design choice that conveys
a sense of darkness, mystery, but also authority, reinforcing the reputation of the author. The
titles of this series are all characterised by a dominant colour, different for each book, that is
used to highlight certain aspects and to differentiate the titles. For White Noise, the colour is
blue and its shades that go from teal to an almost electric light blue: a perfect choice for this
book because it conveys the idea of an image seen through a screen, as the illustration also
portrays. On the front cover, blue is used both in the top section, that includes the title, and in
the illustration, to frame the TV and colour the body of the child who is watching it. The rest
of the writings, along with the usual quotation by Phillips, are white, in contrast with the black

background: the whole colour composition gives a sense of alienation, of feeling numb and
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being in a dreamlike state. This sensation, along with the illustration of the child staring at the
TV screen, well delivers the main undertone of the book: the oppressive feeling conveyed by
the constant presence of different impulses, objects and colours that surround the characters.
First among all of them stands the TV, constant speaking presence that is one of the main white
noises of the story and of American society. The back cover is simpler and includes a smaller
reproduction of the front cover image, a photograph of DeLillo and the usual plot summary and

magazine reviews.
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Back, spine and front cover of the Penguin 2006 series.

The next cover follows the same path of the previous ones, being part of a series dedicated to
DelLillo’s works, this time published by Penguin. The covers of this paperback series feature a
set of photographs, usually framed by a white background: in White Noise, the first photo is a
reference to the airborne toxic event, portraying some clouds of an unusual green colour. The
second photo is open to interpretation, representing a red slide in an empty, possibly evacuated
playground: the feeling that this photo evokes matches the sense of solitude and uneasiness felt
by the characters, despite all the people and stimuli they are surrounded with, but it can also

allude to stillness, absence and, consequently, death, a major theme of the novel. In this cover,
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the name of the author is given major importance since it appears in a big typeface, while the
title, as every other title in this series, is written inside a black rectangle. Another interesting
design choice in this edition stands in the back cover, where the black background is crossed
by thin white vertical lines, which remind the ones appearing on the TV screen when it has no
signal, referencing again the recurring white noise of the book.

On the most recent reprints of this edition, an orange sticker appears on the cover, informing

the reader on the new film adaptation by Noah Baumbach.
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Full plate of the 25" anniversary edition, Penguin, 2010.

The 2010 edition is and looks special because it celebrates the 25" anniversary of the book. In
the publishing industry, especially in the contemporary one, an anniversary often presents a key
opportunity to release a new edition of a book, typically featuring a new introduction by the
author or a scholar, critical essays, exclusive inserts celebrating the occasion and, of course, a
new design. This new edition of White Noise published by Penguin is radically different from
the previous ones: the paperback with flaps is fully covered by three-toned coloured illustration
by the artist Michael Cho.

Cho, a Canadian illustrator that has previously worked for the publishing industry, but is mostly

specialised in illustrations for comics, has thoroughly explained his design process in an article
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on his own blog, starting from how Penguin reached to him to offer him the design for White
Noise. It was in fact Paul Buckley, Penguin’s art director, who commissioned him the cover,
giving him complete freedom on the techniques and content of it: the only exception was to
leave space for Penguin’s logo on the front, spine and back. This is a peculiar request, given
the fact that Penguin’s interest in being recognisable throughout the 21 century decreased, but
it might have been influenced by the anniversary recurrence and the willingness of highlighting
the publisher that was celebrating that milestone. Cho said he read the book again to be inspired
and start designing the cover, trying to re-familiarise with the text and, as a result, he thought
of sketching the design in different panels, like a comic, to give the idea of different media
overlapping. The initial sketch was immediately liked by both the publisher and DeLillo and,
therefore, after some small changes, it was approved. The final result is an evocative and vibrant
three-colour plate that is able to embrace the essence of the book, while giving to it a new, more
modern, look that can appeal also to younger generations. The front cover, split in half, portrays
the Gladneys inside the car while escaping the toxic cloud; on top of this image, the same scene
is shown from a reversed position, showing what the Gladneys are looking at while driving
away. The colours chosen are evocative of the main feeling: while the orange conveys a sense
of warning, the green of the landscape evokes the toxicity of the air, and the overwhelming
signs of the city. The white noise in the front cover is precisely represented by the multitude of
illuminated signs that are still a distracting and omnipresent element, even in an alarming
situation like the one of the toxic cloud. The back cover, in a kind of ring composition, portrays
the closing scene of the novel, when the Gladneys look at one of the strikingly beautiful sunsets
that the toxic cloud has left. After that, a sentence is showcased in a bas-relief technique, which
gives to the cover a modern and unique effect. The sentence used is one among the many that
the radio pronounces throughout the novel, one that is not strictly related to the plot or has major

importance, but one of those that constitute the recurring refrain of media and information, one
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of the parts that compose the white noise. The same is for the other short sentences reported
between two images on the flaps: being them the first thing the reader sees when opening the
book, they function as a sort of anticipation of what the reader will find inside: a never-stopping
flow of information, colours, brands, objects, sentences, news, advertisements and so on. The
light blue images of the flaps play the same role, illustrating some key elements and episodes
of the novel — like the most photographed barn — but also some recurring images — like the
power distribution wires or the multitudes of cans inside the supermarket. No space is left on
this edition for the author’s biography, a plot summary or magazines reviews: it seems that,
aside from mentioning the presence of a new introduction by Richard Powers, the book needs
no further presentation, especially on an important milestone like the 25™ anniversary. On a
final note, as it happened for the previous edition of 2006, the most recent reprints of this edition

feature the orange sticker that mentions the newly released film in 2022.
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Back, spine and front cover of the Picador 2011 edition.

Picador did not print a new special edition for the 25" anniversary, however, following the

previous examples, they decided to issue a new series dedicated to ten selected titles among

69



DelLillo’s works. These covers all complement each other, being characterised by a simple, yet
effective, big image that dominates the cover thanks to its bold, almost neon colour, drastically
in contrast with the black background. The designer Noma Bar, to whom Penguin
commissioned the entire series, won the British Book Design and Production award for the best
visual product for his cover of Falling Man from the same series, which perfectly encloses the
core of the novel and of the 9/11 tragedy.

For what concerns the cover of White Noise, the designer completely changed the usual
perspective under which the novel was represented. It is interesting to note how, in 2010 and
2011, creativity flourished among the designers working on White Noise — first Michael Cho
and later Noma Bar — who significantly departed from previous styles, which primarily featured
photographs and bold lettering. The most significant aspect of this cover is the cross at the
centre, placed between a set of headphones. The cross might represent religion, alluding to the
final part of the book, when Jack discusses religion and faith with a group of nuns in the
hospital. Placing the cross near the headphones suggests an interpretation of the image as a
“religion of the sound”, where the sound in this case is represented by all the different white
noises, which function like soundproof headphones and isolate everything from the outside,
making the characters focus on them only. However, the cross might also represent death, which
is a recurrent and key theme in the novel, being Jack and Babette’s paranoia and recurrent
thought. The headphones might suggest, in this case, how the constant thought of death mutes
every other thought from the outside and forces the characters to focus only on it, preventing
other thoughts from entering. The fact that this cover suggests multiple interpretations is the
sign of how a good design might affect the reader, not only when he or she has finished reading,
but also throughout the book. The rest of the cover keeps the minimalistic design, being all
black with only few green details that reference the green headphones of the cover. It is curious

how, in the last editions, the colour green has been always featured on White Noise covers, most
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likely because it evokes the toxicity of the cloud — the main turning point of the book. Although
green is commonly associated with nature and fertility, the colour can also evoke a sense of
toxicity: this association might spark from the discovery, back in the 19" century, of the toxicity
of a particular shade of green that was made of arsenic and turned out to be deadly to whoever
inhaled it. However, the connection between green and poison might have also been the result
of its association with harmful chemicals, oil spills or radioactive substances that were depicted
using this colour in mainstream representation. This choice seems linked to the one made for
the Penguin cover of 2006, where one of the pictures portrayed a clouded sky of a teal green
colour that gave the same idea of the toxicity of the cloud. The choice of using green in this
cover, however, might also be linked to the vividness of the shade chosen, which reminds of

the eye-catching colours of the advertisements and media that are omnipresent in the book.
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Back and front cover of the Picador 40" anniversary edition, 2012.

The next edition is a special reprint of paperbacks for Picador’s 40™ anniversary, in 2012, with
only a year passing from the last reprint for the DeLillo’s series. The aim of this new series is
to celebrate the publisher by reprinting a selection of twelve modern classics with a new

distinctive design. All the titles from this series are recognisable because their covers are strictly
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black and white: the initial design — by the current Penguin Designer Neil Lang — was more
rigid, featuring the same typography and image position in all titles, in a way that they would
visually appear as part of a series. However, it was decided to keep all the designs separate and
unique, since the unifying element would have been the black and white colour. For what
concerns White Noise, the design seems to have been inspired by the previous Picador edition
of 2002. The illustration of the child — however in this case it can also be an adult — looking at
the screen, mesmerised and rapt by it, is kept in this edition without the touches of blue, but
with the addition of an effect that makes the TV look like it is turned on. In this new illustration,
furthermore, the person appears to be both outside and inside the TV. If the image is seen from
the perspective of the TV, the person appears to be outside of it: its shade is compromised by
the television screen effect and looks blurred. The choice of adopting a point of view internal
to the TV suggests an idea of control performed by the TV itself through its images, news,
programs, advertisements, etc. The person, following this interpretation, looks blurred because
of the internal point of view, but also because s/he is annihilated by the content s/he is seeing,
to the point that s/he seemingly becomes part of it. This is connected to the second perspective
the image can be seen by someone outside the TV: in this case the person appears to be directly
inside the TV, as if s/he was absorbed by the ever-playing media, becoming him/herself a part
of it.

The most interesting thing about this cover, however, is the way the title is written: positioned
immediately after the author’s name — written in a simple uppercase font — the title’s typeface
is very close to the Coca Cola’s logo. The choice of using this typeface recalls the many scenes
of the novel where the characters stroll inside the supermarket, as if it was a passtime or a
hobby. These scenes are the epitome of capitalism, because they show the multitude of food,
drinks and objects on display in the supermarket, ready to be bought but too many to be

singularly reviewed: the result is an indistinct mass of shiny, multicoloured and seemingly
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perfect packs, tins and boxes that are just another distraction for the characters from the thought
of death. The choice of using the same font of one of the objects on display in the supermarket
immediately makes the reader think of the brand of the drink and, if the person already read the
book, of the scenes inside the supermarket. In addition, pairing this typeface with the TV image
creates an interplay, because both evoke the same feeling of being constantly overwhelmed by
the multiplicity of stimuli, coming from both the TV and its programs and the physical objects,
such as the ones inside a supermarket. The back is as simple as the front, being all white with
the usual newspaper’s reviews and the plot summary: the only new element is the short sentence
mentioning that the title is part of a series celebrating Picador’s 40™ anniversary. It has to be
noted how the back cover has a link: it does not work anymore, but the designer has explained
how, in the year the book came out, when the link was “clicked” it appeared a gif with the same
image of the cover, with the lines of the TV moving up and down. While the original intention
behind this was to “create interest and get people talking” (cited in Johnstone, n.p.), this is yet
another example of transmediality and how the media sphere can merge with literature, further

emphasizing the book’s postmodern nature.
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Back, spine and front cover of the “Penguin Orange Collection” series, 2016.
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The next edition is the last Penguin edition registered to date. Dated 2016, it seems as if this
edition has taken inspiration from the last one by Picador, which picked a selection of modern
classics and gave them a fresh new look. Penguin decides to reprint, according to what their
website reports, a “series of twelve influential and beloved American classics in a bold series
design and offering a modern take on the Penguin paperback” (Penguin Random House, n.p.).
The reference to the original Penguin paperback is striking: these covers reproduce the tripartite
divisions with two orange stripes and a white one in the centre. All the key elements present on
the old covers are reworked to fit a more modern aesthetic: starting from the quartic that is now
an oval shape, to the author’s name and title, which include illustrations that function as letters
— in White Noise, a button serves as the letter “0”. Some elements are kept the same, like the
aforementioned three-section orange and white cover, but also the name of the series —“Penguin
Orange Collection” — written vertically on the sides and the big Penguin of the logo, placed on
the bottom orange section. The spine and the back are kept simple, just like the first editions of
the paperback. As with the previous two Penguin editions, a sticker has also been added in the
latest reprint of this edition — while in this occasion it is white, to stand out from the prevalently
orange cover — that mentions the movie adaptation of the novel.

The innovative element stands in the employment of various illustrations that appear on all
three sides of the cover: they take up the majority of space while, at the same time, appear, so
to speak, muted, because they are all orange and blend well with the background. They are
outlined with laminated gold, which makes them stand out from the rest of the cover and look
special, exclusive. These illustrations, made by Eric Nyquist, are all references to passages of
the book, not necessarily central, as if they were a catalogue: they pose a game to the reader,
who is challenged to understand the meaning behind each single illustration. Some of them
might be understood even before reading the book, because of common knowledge about the

plot, like the toxic cloud on the front cover. Some others are revealed throughout the narration:
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it is the case of the pipe Murray smokes, or the snakes from the challenge Heinrich’s friend
wants to face, or again, of Wilder’s tricycle, whose meaning is discovered towards the end. This
poses a challenge to the readers and is a great incentive to make them keep reading until the
end, while also being a nod to the postmodern playfulness and intermediality, in this case
between the written and the visual element.

Overall, all the images present a different take on the novel, compared to the covers previously
seen: firstly because they ask the reader for an interpretation and are not easily intelligible, and
secondly because of the theme they bring forth. While previously White Noise was represented
through the most striking themes that compose it — the media, the TV or the toxic cloud, to cite
some — this cover gives more importance to the elements that truly are the core of the novel:
the many objects that are a constant presence in every chapter. These objects serve as one of
the dominants of the book, one that reflects the America DeLillo was describing: a consumerist,
materialistic one that is surrounded by objects and makes them the centre of its history. The
role of objects in this novel is so significant that they can evoke characters, which is why, on
the cover, they are subtly introduced through consumer goods: the tricycle makes immediately
think of Wilder, the gun of Jack, but also of Babette’s father, to cite a few examples. The fact,
then, that these objects occupy the entirety of the cover — front, spine and back — gives the sense
of omnipresence that they have in the novel: just as seen on the cover, they 'embrace’ the text
and its story, becoming an integral and active part of it. And this is shown, for example, in the
snakes that occupy both the back cover and the spine, twisting between the orange and white
sections. These objects fill every space of the cover, as they occupy every empty place in the
characters lives and in the unfolding of the story: the button slips in the title, the tricycle and
the sandwich almost cover up the publisher’s name and, on the spine, the pipe and the Dylar’s
container catch the eye of the reader before the title does. By placing the objects directly on the

cover, the designer chooses to break the barrier between the story and the real world, creating
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again a connection with the reader and making it clear that the story in White Noise is the
quintessential American story, that also concerns the readers, because it speaks about and to
them directly. This mixing between the tangible and the fictive world of the story is also
immediately shown on the front cover, in the choice of placing the penguin of the logo inside
the toxic cloud: the physical book — that stands for the real world — and the themes of the text
that until that moment seemed unchangeable, now are in conversation with the design and pose

some questions to the reader: how much the toxic cloud is affecting them?
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Back, spine and front cover of Picador’s 50" anniversary edition, 2022.

The next Picador edition is also the last edition to date of White Noise on the British and
American publishing world. It is a paperback edition dated 2022 that happens to celebrate, in
the same way of the previous Picador series, the 50" anniversary of the publisher. Like the
previous case, all the thirteen titles in this series have been renovated and given a new look,
including a few key design elements that are still crucial today to recognise Picador books inside
a library or a bookshop. The publisher itself stated how they wanted to combine the solemnity
of the classics with the more modern and playful style of the contemporary time. These covers

feature new illustrations, photographs and artworks from known and unknown artists: the only
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aim is to bring innovation and playfulness. Some elements, however, have been kept the same
as the old covers, such as the spine — which is white like in the majority of Picador books — but
also some artworks, like the one for American Psycho, are the same as the previous editions, to
maintain a connection with the past. The new look is characterised by the predominant presence
of white, that takes up the majority of space from the back cover and the spine, while in the
front cover, white is present on the top and on the bottom in the shape of two elongated triangles.
These triangles give a sense of dynamism and create some space that allows to place the Picador
logo, in order to make it even more visible. The triangle effect is created on the spine as well,
this time by inserting two grey triangles that create a connection with the image on the front.
The back follows the same path of the previous ones, including a short plot summary, some
newspaper reviews and DeLillo’s photograph. The triangle pattern is kept also on this side.

The image chosen for White Noise is a photograph from the series Beneath the Roses by the
American photographer Gregory Crewdson. In his works, Crewdson explores the American
suburbia, searching for the uncanny and for desolate places that give the essence of modern
America in its most forgotten places. His photographs are mostly dark-coloured, as if they were
rigorously shot during sunrise or sunset, sometimes in the middle of the night, but they all share
a dim light source — whether from streetlight or a lamp — that illuminates the scene in a way
reminiscent of Hopper’s paintings. Crewdson said to be “interested in the question of narrative,
how photography is distinct from, but connected to, other narrative forms like writing and film.
This idea of creating a moment that’s frozen and mute, that perhaps ultimately asks more
questions than it answers, proposes an open-ended and ambiguous narrative that allows the
viewer to, in a sense, complete it” (The Independent Photographer, n.p.). Therefore, the choice
of his photo for the cover of DeLillo’s book perfectly fits the general feeling the book aims to
convey, the sense of uneasiness that inhabits Jack Gladney as well as the reader through the

entire narration. The photo of the cover depicts a single car stopped at a traffic lights: inside
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there is only a woman in the passenger seat, while the door is opened and the driver seems to
have left. This unusual scene, combined with the softened colours, the sparse light coming from
the shops and the soft mist blurring the view gives the image a sense of eeriness and unease.
Furthermore, the portrayal of suburbia looks like an accurate choice for White Noise, which is
set in that exact place. Lastly, the sense of solitude and desolation, enhanced by the missing
driver, conveys a sense of stillness and consequently of death that matches perfectly the
constant presence of death throughout the novel. The presence of the many shops and their
signs, again references the surplus of stimuli given by the radio, media and publicity that the
characters constantly face. The combination of all these elements on the cover reminds of the
Penguin cover for the 25 anniversary of the book, which also portrayed a street — in that case
full of traffic and not desolate like the Picador cover — filled with different neon signs from

shops, street advertisements, etc.

2.3 Italian editions

The Italian publishing history of Rumore Bianco features fewer covers than its US and British
counterparts. Most editions come from two publishing houses — one independent and one major
— with a few additional editions released as part of newspaper series.

Rumore Bianco publishing history in Italy began in 1987, two years after its first publication in
the United States. The rights for the book and its translation were bought by Tullio Pironti, chief
of the small publishing house Tullio Pironti Editore. This independent publisher, founded in
1972 and based in Naples, has a peculiar and interesting history: Pironti was working in the
family library before starting impromptu his career as a publisher by commissioning a book to
an Italian major journalist, Giuseppe Marrazzo. From that fortunate encounter, the publishing
house started to take off and it is known today as the one who has brought to Italy some of the

most significant authors of the American tradition. The first major title from the Pironti Editore
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catalogue was, in fact, Less Than Zero by Bret Easton Ellis, which was “stolen” from the much
bigger Mondadori during the auction for its rights. That fortunate and clever choice guided
Pironti towards a lifelong friendship with Fernanda Pivano, an Italian scholar of American
literature, translator and author of many essays and introductions to American literature
classics. Pivano was struck by Pironti’s courage to bring to Italy an author like Ellis and she
gifted him an introduction for the novel: she would then result to be the one who helped him
scout new American authors worth translating in Italy, such as Raymond Carver and Don
DelLillo. Pironti signed a deal to acquire the rights for five novels of DeLillo — among which
Rumore Bianco is listed — that, starting from 1987, found their way in the Italian publishing
market.

The first Italian edition of Rumore Bianco dates back to 1987, translated by the Italian writer
and translator Mario Biondi. This first edition is peculiar because it counts four different dust
jackets that circulated in different times, while it seems that the book underneath remained the
same for all the four editions. It is difficult to find an order for the four covers, because the
colophon of all the editions listed the same year of publication. However, according to insights
from the publishing house — cited in an article from Simone Berni, who interviewed the
publisher — the most likely definitive order is the one in which the covers will be presented in
the following paragraph. The reason behind the frequent replacement of the dust jackets
concerns their easy deterioration, which led to a quick replacement with a new one. Another
element that could cause confusion is the price of the book, which is different between the four
editions and, if considered the order of appearance, is decreasing. This choice, as Berni stated
in the same article, could have been related to the intention of creating a cheaper edition, since

a paperback reprint was not planned.
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Back and front of the first jacket of the first Rumore Bianco edition, 1987.

The first cover was designed by the Italian illustrator Nicola D’ Ammora and features a design
that fills the entire dust jacket, front, spine and back. The illustration is predominantly blue,
breaking the usual colour scheme that characterised the majority of the English covers. The
image portrays a man, dressed in a suit, levitating over a city, from whose heart is sparking a
light that attracts many different objects levitating around him. These objects are the multitude
of stimuli that he is drawn to, his addictions: coffee, a TV, the Dylar pills, a clock seemingly
symbolising time, etc. The objects play a dual role in relation to the man: they are both attracted
to him and he is drawn to them, reflecting a dynamic that thrives in capitalist society. However,
over time, as he becomes accustomed to these objects, they transition from being objects of
desire to basic necessities, naturally integrating into his life without requiring active pursuit.
The most striking example are the Dylar pills: Jack at first takes them to try and see if they
could work, but he gradually becomes addicted to them. The same goes for the TV, that from a
simple mean of communication transforms into a weekly ritual, when the Gladneys all reunite
in the living room to watch it, attempting to create a connection between each other. This man
might represent Jack, but also every other character in the novel and, in general, the average

American citizen. It is interesting how the focus in this cover is on the man and not on the TV,
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nor on the toxic cloud, which seemed to be the most overused elements in the previous covers
for White Noise. The focus is given to the general essence of the book, characterised by the
white noises and how they find their way to the protagonists’ most vulnerable part. The
illustration, however, also conveys a sense of unease, emphasized by the predominantly dark
blue background and the man’s expression of disquiet, which may allude to the recurring theme
of death throughout the novel. The other elements, like the title and the author’s name, are
present on the front cover as usual, while on the back a few reviews from Italian newspapers
can be found — among which there is also a short blurb from Fernanda Pivano —, along with a
sentence mentioning that the book was chosen among the 50 most beautiful American books.
The most useful information, such as the author’s biography, a picture of him and the plot

summary, is featured on the internal flaps.

Full plate of the second Pironti edition, 1987.

The alleged second dust jacket is radically different and more cryptic than the first: it portrays
a full multicolour image that extends on the front, spine and back cover. On the front, the title
appears in a bold, white typeface, while the author’s name is placed in the top part, black-
coloured and slightly smaller. The other parts of the dust jacket are similar to the first edition:

on the spine, the same information of the first edition are included with no particular features,
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on the back, the reviews are still present, however this time they only include quotes from
foreign newspapers — while on the first edition they all came from Italian critics. The image
used is a spectrum of vibrant colours that mainly includes pink, yellow, blue and green. The
colours all mix and blend to create more shades and give a psychedelic effect to the cover. This
choice is different from all the previous covers, it does not directly references a part of the book,
therefore it is not immediately understandable what it aims to convey. The mingling of different
vibrant colours might refer to the different stimuli that the characters of the book are subject to,
but they also remind of the highly saturated colours of the old TVs and computers. It references
the 80s in general, both for the aesthetic and for the themes of the novel, which is set in those
years. However, the relatively simple background with the author’s name and title of the book
written in a bold typeface might be an attempt of giving a “big book look” to it. It has to be
remembered that this was the first book by DeLillo published in Italy, therefore Pironti might
have tried to push the author’s reputation — also thanks to Pivano’s reassurance: DeLillo was
already greatly appreciated in the United States. The internal flaps present the same information

of the previous cover: a short summary of the plot and the author’s photograph and biography.
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Back and front of the third Pironti edition, 1987.
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The third cover of the four Pironti editions is the most cryptic of all. The bold typography is
discarded in favour of toned down colours, while the title and the author’s name appear more
blended in the image and overall smaller compared to the previous editions. On the top left
corner, the name of the translator is indicated and, in the same sentence, the book is defined as
“DeLillo’s masterpiece”. The image chosen for this cover is a painting by Paul Delvaux, the
Belgian expressionist artist highly inspired by surrealism. His paintings evoke a sense of
unease, especially the ones painted in darker colours, but also a nostalgia for the past, given the
recurrent elements of classical architecture present in his works.

This is also the case of the cover for Rumore Bianco, which portrays an ancient city during
daytime: the most striking element is the woman in the forefront, half-naked, staring at the
viewer. Behind her, the city is enlivened by the people walking or riding a cattle wagon, bustling
around to do their errands. The classical ancient city that faces the sea and is coloured by the
presence of trees, along with the woman, are the recurrent protagonists of various Delvaux
paintings, constituting his canon. The choice of this painting is the one that less resonates with
the novel among the all four, because it is the one that less embraces modernity and the chaos
of objects that characterise the novel. The subject, along with the colours chosen — less vibrant
and vivid than the previous ones — might reference the first part of the novel, where the life of
Jack and his family is portrayed in all its ordinariness and lack of excitement: everything flows
normally, following the normal course of events. However, the portrayal of an ancient classical
city creates a contrast with the setting of the book, in an opposition that confronts American
society with a European lifestyle and values. The city depicted on this cover evokes ancient
European societies, which, in contrast to the American society portrayed in the book, generally
convey a sense of order and civilization. This idea contrasts with the more chaotic, driven by
fear, oversaturated, filled with objects, capitalist society that is shown in White Noise, and might

suggest how the publisher, by juxtaposing these two realities, wanted to underline his
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preference between the two, nodding to the reader by presenting his choice directly on the
cover. The “lack of attention” in some details, like the name and surname of the author written
in lowercase in a plain typeface, the less attention-catching image choice and the overall less
curated look seems to resonate with the previously mentioned decision of creating a sort of
paperback cheap edition, justifying the lowest price among the four covers. The interesting part
of this jacket, however, is on the back: unlike the other covers, this one features an excerpt from
the very first lines of the book, preceded by the phrase “come comincia” — “How it begins”.
The choice of omitting any blurb and plot summary — which has been the standard for the
majority of covers reviewed until now — and of offering a new approach seems inviting to the
reader who is browsing through the books in a bookstore and offers a direct contact with the
text. Familiarising the reader with the text is a risky device, because it eliminates the filter that
the publisher usually puts by writing the summary — usually in a catchy style, to sell more — but
it can also serve as a warranty for the content of the text — good or bad that it might be. The
same technique was used only once, in the Penguin series for the end of the century, although

it featured only a much shorter part of the beginning.
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The last cover is the most simple of the four, because it focuses the attention on the author and
title, both occupying the majority of the space of the front cover: the first one is written in a
black, uppercase typeface, while the second in a silver bold uppercase. They both recall the
second cover for this novel, in which the same elements were written almost identically. The
two elements are divided only by a photograph of DeLillo, the same that is used on the internal
flaps and the only one that differs from the photos printed on the previous dust jackets. The
background colour is predominantly yellow: these design choices all suggest a typical taste of
the age, while also wanting the book to look bold and visible in a library bookshelf. However
this could be, like the second cover, another example of the “big book look™ and of Pironti
willingness to push the newly acquired author. In this case, DeLillo’s photograph is featured in
the cover to suggest the intent of the publisher of making the reader feel “closer” to the author
by showing him directly on the first page.

The four covers published by Pironti represent a unique case in the Italian publishing world, as
it is difficult to attribute them to the same publisher. They all differ radically: the only unifying
element is the summary of the plot and the author’s information on the internal flaps. This
conflicts with the general tendency of the Italian publishing world of having a series of
“collane” that are highly recognisable and attributable to one specific publishing house.
However, the case of Pironti Editore is peculiar precisely because of its history: Tullio Pironti,
the founder, started his career as a publisher almost randomly, as he explains in his
autobiography. Every book that he ever published seems not to have been the result of a project
thought beforehand, but rather the consequence of some random encounter, a spontaneous idea
Or a major success overseas, to cite some examples. Pironti does not mention any collaborators
for his publishing house, suggesting that he managed all aspects of the work himself, often
delegating tasks to friends or offering works to prominent figures in the Italian cultural scene

of the time. Furthermore, since the decision to publish a book was often spontaneous, the time
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to dedicate to it was limited: all the jobs had to be done quickly and the simple covers might be
the result of this process. The name of the publisher is always present in these editions of
Rumore Bianco, as a constant reminder, but each cover tells a different story, it seems to be a
self-standing microcosm, existing to deliver only one message: the one of the book, and not the
identitary one of the publisher. However, this particular look — bold, vibrant, with big lettering
on the front — was not unknown at the time: other publishing houses have in fact used a similar
style — one example is Bompiani — suggesting that Pironti had a tendency to be “fashionable”,
following the market and the age’s current trends. This is not difficult to believe, given the sly
nature of Pironti, who was clever enough to identify the right books for the time and skilled
enough to buy the rights for them — or directly commissioning them to famous authors or

journalists — and making them bestsellers.

RUMORE BIANCO!

DON DELILLO

Front cover of the “Club degli editori” edition, 1988.

The next edition is particular because it was not published by a major publishing house. Club
degli editori is, in fact, a branch — but it can also be deemed as an imprint — of Mondadori started
in the 60s, whose aim was to bring the best Italian and international books to Italian readers.

Club degli editori was more of a service than a publisher, because, after having subscribed and
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paid a certain sum, besides having access to special discounts on books, the reader was sent a
book monthly, the same for every member, just as a book club would do so. The name of the
branch came precisely because the initial idea was to create a big book club that could reach
the whole Italy and whose members could read the same book: the book of the month. The
covers for these editions cannot be easily traced back to Club degli editori: they were divided
into series identifiable by the same elements present on the cover, but the majority of them were
independent designs. It is also difficult to immediately recognise them, because Club degli
editori was not a publisher and therefore there is no trace of a logo: these books were printed
thanks to a special permit given by the original publishers. This permit allowed only the
redesign of the cover for the “book of the month” service, and not for the general sale that would
have included only the original book design.

The majority of the time, as it happens for the Rumore Bianco cover, the design is minimalistic,
featuring only one image in a white background, and a very limited use of colour. In the Rumore
Bianco case, the spine only featured the author and the title, while the back is completely white,
with no further information about the book. Other books from the Club degli editori
subscription presented a small coloured rectangle on the spine, to make the book stand out in a
shelf.

The cover for DeLillo’s novel only features an artwork by Roy Lichtenstein, “Drowning Girl”,
placed inside a filmstrip, in the centre of a completely white cover that features the title and the
author’s name in thin uppercase typeface. The artwork is the sample of a comic book, where a
girl is drowning while saying that she would rather die than call her boyfriend to help. The
reference to death is immediately traceable to the novel, along with the sense of helplessness
and the consequent willingness to succumb to it — feelings that dominate Jack and Babette
throughout the novel. Death scares them, but they do not act against it, they just try to avoid at

all cost the thought of it. Like the girl in Lichtenstein’s artwork, they feel helpless in the face
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of death. Though it frightens them, they do not seek consolation from others. The most striking
example is Babette, who starts taking pills to suppress the idea of it instead of talking it through
with Jack. The couple frequently discusses death, yet they neither find consolation nor try to
understand each other. Instead, their conversations seem to serve only as a way to voice their
thoughts and find temporary relief. In addition to this, the choice to use a Pop Art piece is
deliberate, as it reinforces the novel’s recurring themes of mass media culture and constant
stimuli. The choice of placing the artwork inside a filmstrip might again reference the
postmodern mixing of different media — in this case pop art and cinema — but it might also cite

the constant presence of the TV throughout the novel.

Than DicLilka
Rumore btango

.-__ L T

Eio

. AT

Back and front cover for the Tascabili Einaudi series, 1999.

The situation undergoes a radical change a decade later, when the rights for DeLillo’s book are
acquired by Einaudi. In 1999, in fact, Einaudi published a paperback version of Rumore Bianco
in their Tascabili series. The publication of the novel in this series signals the beginning of
DelLillo’s fame in Italy, as he went quite unnoticed when Pironti Editore published his books.
The design of this book is closely tied to the aesthetic Einaudi established in its early years: a

white background with a rectangular image on the cover, along with the title and name of the
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author written in a discreet typeface, the logo and the name of the “collana”. This initial design
for the Tascabili series was distinctive for its light grey spine, which, along with the usual
information, featured the book number — in this case 613 — indicating its order in publication.
The number is one of the main and most characteristic features of the Italian “collane”, because,
besides the characteristic look, it ties the titles together, it makes them part of a progressive
catalogue. Einaudi design is more refined and the message they want to convey is clear: a series
of books that are classics, representing quality while being both intellectually and aesthetically
appealing. That is also reflected in the choice of making the back cover completely white and
of including, alongside from the plot summary and the author’s biography, two reviews from
other American authors instead of the usual newspapers reviewers.

The image chosen for Rumore Bianco is an artwork called “Fort Winnebago™ by the American
artist Ken Botto. Botto’s art is mainly centred on the use of vintage toys and sparked from the
passion of the author in collecting old toys and architectural models. His works are mostly
photographs of these old toys in different environments; the light effects are rendered through
the direct sunlight reflected into pieces of a broken mirror. The art for Rumore Bianco is an
example of his works: the photograph portrays a playhouse that looks like an ordinary suburban
house with a girl jumping the rope on the porch and a car parked on the front. Everything seems
normal, if it were not for the tank inside a picket fence and for an orange-red cloud that is
covering almost the entire sky. The colour choice of the image reflects the English publishing
tradition of using orange to represent the novel, while the image itself aligns with a “tradition”
in English cover design that employs unsettling imagery to evoke the book’s themes. This
artwork suggests the sense of uneasiness that the book conveys, while also recalling its settings
— which are very American elements: the suburbs, cars, the tank, the white traditional house —
and a major event — the toxic cloud in the background. The fact that the elements in the artwork

are toys suggests the apathetic life the Gladneys are living: plain and ordinary until the toxic
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event, which gives a different direction to the novel. The stillness of the toys, their lack of life

might also be another reference to death.

Back and front of the second Einaudi edition, 2005.

A new edition of the book from Einaudi was put out in 2005: Rumore Bianco is still part of the
Tascabili series, but this time the “collana” was modernised and updated in some features,
which makes it more modern and more appealing. The image remains the same, to create
continuity, and the background is still white: only the position of the elements changes, as well
as the logo. The new logo for the Tascabili “collana” is an ostrich sketched by Picasso and
gifted to Einaudi; the name of the series, in this edition, disappears in favour of a “logo” that
consists on the first letters of the series — ET — that start in the spine and end in the front cover.
A short citation by Jay MclInerney is added on the front, while the back remains identical to the
previous edition, aside from some small changes in the biography of DeLillo. The new main
feature consists in colouring some elements of the same prevalent colour of the artwork, to
create unity: the title in the front and on the spine, the authors of the citation and DeLillo’s name
on the back are written in the same orange-red of the toxic cloud of the image. This choice

immediately brings the attention of the reader onto the most important information that the
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cover gives, while, at the same time, it creates a more fun and playful design that still maintains
the aura of respectability that Einaudi gained throughout the years.

The next two covers are part of a well-known practice of the Italian publishing world, that is
the series of books issued by newspapers and magazines. This practice involves publishing a
series — or in some cases, a single book — at a reduced price through a newspaper or a magazine.
The lower cost was often justified by selecting titles that are free from copyright, or by opting
for a more minimalist, cost cheaper design. These designs — that can remind of the ones from
the “Club degli editori” series — were in fact very simple and mainly included a reference to the
newspapers, for more publicity. Their success was due to their reduced price, and especially to
their ability to reach a part of the population that lived in remote places, where bookstores were
absent but newsstands were certainly present. Starting a series was, in addition, a great
marketing tactic for a newspaper, which aimed to increase the sales by offering a cheap book
with it.

The most successful experiment was the series called “La biblioteca di Repubblica”, started in
2002 by the newspaper «La Repubblica». The newspaper gifted the first title — I/ nome della
rosa by Umberto Eco — to all the readers, in a risky operation that resulted, in the end,
successful: all the following titles kept being sold and the newspaper greatly profited from it.
After the example of «La Repubblica», many other newspapers followed its example and
started their own “collane”, to the point that today the market is oversaturated by the books
coming with magazines and they do not serve the aim of increasing the sales of the newspaper

anymore.
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Full plate of “La biblioteca di Repubblica” edition, 2003.

The first of these two covers coming from a series issued by newspaper belongs precisely to
the aforementioned case “La biblioteca di Repubblica”. Rumore Bianco was in fact the 61 title
of the series dedicated to authors and novels from the 20" century. Surprisingly, these books
are hardbacks — the blue cover has the general information printed with black ink and a plain
typeface on the spine — with a different dust jacket for each one. The design style is what ties
all the books together, along with the colour choice that fell on soft, pale colours. The cover for
Rumore Bianco is of a pale aquamarine green: the front is structured with squares and includes,
as usual, title and author’s name inside a white square. Slightly under the title, another square
has an image — which is different for every book — of an open fridge, full of the most disparate
foods. The photo clearly references the many scenes inside the supermarket, where the
Gladneys browse through aisles full of food to the brim: in this reinterpretation, the fridge full
of groceries represents the consumerism of the American society criticised in the book. The rest
of the dust jacket follows the same path of the others: the flaps feature the author’s biography
and the plot summary and the back reports a quote from the book — but not the initial one, as it
happened before. In the spine, it is indicated the number the book has in the “collana”, creating

again, as in the Einaudi edition, a unity among the titles.
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Front cover of the Sole 24 ore edition, 201 3.

This next cover is another series from a different newspaper, «IlI sole 24 ore», which issued in
2013 the “Coast to coast” series, grouping the masterpieces of contemporary American authors.
In this case, as in the previous one, the covers are all similar and can be traced back to the series;
the Coast to coast “collana”, however, has a main central element that makes it more original
and more recognisable than the previous one. All the covers have in the front a reference to the
flag of the United States, constituted by one blue star and a red stripe, which also continues on
the spine to create dynamism. The rest of the cover keeps referencing the flag by using the two
colours for some writings: on the front, the name of the series on the top is written in blue, while
the author is in red. On the back, the author’s name is written in red as well: this choice reminds
of the new edition of the Einaudi Tascabili series, where one colour was chosen to create
continuity and connect all the most important information. The majority of the front cover, then,
is dominated by an image, in this case of a man drinking from a bottle in front of an open fridge,
illuminated only by the fridge light. The reference to the fridge, which is the same of the
previous edition, again recalls consumerism as well as abundance and wealth. The fact that the
man is drinking alone in the middle of the night, on the other hand, evokes the sense of

loneliness felt by the characters and, again, the constant fear of death: this fear is conveyed in
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the act of getting up in the middle of the night to drink, feeling and being alone, the sense of
loneliness highlighted by the light of the fridge that only illuminates the man. Solitude,
especially during the night, when few people are around to soothe that feeling, enhances death
thoughts, as well as the material objects — in this case the food in the fridge — do. The rest of
the cover is simple, featuring general information: the spine is prevalently white, aside from the
red stripe that continues in the front, while the back is all white, with the author’s biography

and the plot summary, as usual.
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Back and front cover of the third Einaudi edition, 2014.

In 2014 Einaudi introduced a new design to the Tascabili series, drastically altering the previous
look, while still maintaining a strong publisher identity. The back cover for this redesign
remains white, but in most of the books the front cover features a full image with the author’s
name, title and logo over it. Usually a book is featured in the Tascabili series after its first
publication in the Supercoralli series: in this case, the original smaller image of the Supercoralli
is expanded to fill the front. For some books like Rumore Bianco, the image does not take the
entire space on the front cover but is inscribed in a rectangle. In this new edition, the logo went

back to the original one, discarding the ostrich designed by Picasso, and the writings on the
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front and spine appeared in a bold uppercase typeface instead of the previous lowercase one.
The idea of using one colour to connect all the elements together was kept from the previous
design: in this new edition, Rumore Bianco is characterised by a light blue, which again
references the British colour palette — which revolved more on blue compared to the prevalently
orange American editions. The image chosen for this cover is an aerial photograph of a house,
similar to the playhouse of the previous Einaudi edition. The house looks again like an ordinary
American house of the suburbs, in what appears to be a quiet neighbourhood: the house is
surrounded by a well-kept lawn, has a cobbled pathway with flowers on the sides and there are
two cars parked out front. Apparently, everything seems perfect, but there is also a suspect
stillness, and no presence of human or animal life. Once again, this cover references the airborne
toxic event and the subsequent evacuation, hence the stillness, that reminds of the Penguin 2006
cover that pictured the photo of an evacuated playground near the one of a toxic cloud.
However, as in the case of the Penguin cover, the stillness given by the absence of human life

conveys again a feeling of death.
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Full plate of the latest Einaudi edition, 2022.

The last Rumore Bianco cover to date is again from Einaudi Editore and came out in 2023. The

novel this time has a fresh new look because it celebrates two major events: the release of the
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film adaptation by Noah Baumbach in the previous year and a new translation by Federica
Aceto — all the previous Italian editions, in fact, used the same translation by Mario Biondi. To
celebrate these accomplishments, the book was republished in hardback form and provided with
a dust jacket. The hardback looks like every other book from the Supercoralli series: it is
coloured in a light green with the general information printed on the spine with black ink. The
dust jacket, however, interestingly detaches itself from the usual look of the jackets from the
same series, which were predominantly white with a rectangular image on the front, very similar
to the latest edition of the Tascabili, as the previous Rumore Bianco cover.

In the last years, Einaudi started to break this scheme to allow more freedom in cover design:
in fact, many among the more recent jackets have an illustration or a photograph that covers the
whole plate and onto which general information such as the title or the plot summary are directly
printed. This choice is justified by the now iconic look of its “collane”, in this case the
Supercoralli, which is perfectly recognisable also without the predominantly white background,
but by the format, font and placement of the elements. Another reason might be the growing
popularity of social media platforms and online shops, since the new coloured covers started to
appear approximately in the last decade, becoming more and more with the passage of years.
As it was discussed in the previous chapter, the book nowadays is displayed both in physical
bookstores and in e-commerce platforms, where it is presented with a small image that has to
catch the eye of the buyer immediately. In this scenario, a more colourful cover, which reflects
more the idea of the book rather than the publisher’s aesthetic, results to be more effective. The
same goes for social media platforms that rely almost completely on the visual sphere and,
consequently, a more eye-catching, colourful book might perform better in the given feed than
the completely white Einaudi cover. Relying on the reader’s fidelity to the publishing house, in
this scenario, is not enough: slightly changing the look of the cover — that the regular reader and

buyer would still be able to recognise — appears to be the best way to attract more readers in all
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the different contexts. In this case, the look of the cover is justified by the special edition of the
book, which instantly has to look fresh and new to the reader’s eye.

This new jacket for Rumore Bianco was illustrated by Bianca Bagnarelli, an Italian artist who
has previously worked with Einaudi and designed the covers for different books and publishers,
both Italian and foreign. The jacket is prevalently coloured with red and orange tones, like the
majority of the covers previously seen; in the back, the orange is accompanied also by blue,
another frequently used colour. The use of orange in this edition that celebrates the film, seems
to reference the film’s poster, which depicts the Gladneys backlit on the roof of their house,
gazing at an orange sky crossed by helicopters monitoring the toxic event. The jacket uses the
same combination of colours, shadows and imagery, because it represents the Gladneys inside
their car, gazing at the orange sky crossed by helicopters. The light coming from the helicopter
and supposedly from other cars creates a play of shadows and colours that reflect the confusing
moment when the Gladneys evacuated their house and ended up stuck in the traffic with many
other cars. In the background, the toxic cloud gets progressively less dark when it approaches
the beam of light. The light beams, however, especially the circular ones, might be also a
reference to the spectacular sunsets visible after the toxic event, and that might justify the
progressive clearing of the cloud when intersecting the light in the illustration.

The title, DeLillo’s and the publisher’s names are written in white on the top part of the cover,
the darkest part, in a position that makes them stand out, despite the bigger illustration. The
back cover features three reviews from Italian writers, changing the previous format where only
reviews from American authors appeared. Furthermore, the new translator is mentioned in the
back cover in uppercase as the first thing on top of everything. The book being a special edition
can also be perceived when examining the flaps: on the first one, in fact, there is no plot
summary, but rather a review of the history of the novel, how it was received by the public the

first time it came out and what it can tell to the contemporary readers. On the second flap, the
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film adaptation is mentioned, along with the new translation, which is deemed to be giving to
the novel a new fresh guise that will appeal to both new and old readers. After this brief
paragraph, the author’s biography is included, as well as the translator’s biography, an unusual
element that is almost never featured, but recognises the essential role of the translator and gives
her credit. Federica Aceto, the new translator, is currently the Italian “voice” of DeLillo for

Einaudi.

NUOVA TRADUZIONE
Da questo libro il film

di Noah Baumbach
con Adam Driver

Front part of the band for the latest Einaudi edition, 2022.

The last element worth mentioning in this latest edition is the presence of a band — the only one
in this analysis of White Noise covers. The band for this book is all red, a recurrent colour used
by Einaudi for their bands, that in this case features also a mock sticker with the Netflix logo,
the platform where Baumbach’s film will be distributed. The band references one more time
the new translation and the film adaptation, along with the director and the actor who plays
Jack. The rest of the band is monochromatic, reminding the reader how its function is to provide
temporary information, useful only for the book to be bought, and it is deemed to be thrown

away immediately after the purchase.

98



Conclusions

This thesis has considered the work of many designers, illustrators and personalities that,
standing behind a big or small publisher, have helped shape an imagery behind the covers for
DeLillo’s masterpiece. In the first part I explored the history of the covers, following their birth
in the 19" century and the developments and improvements they went through in their first
years of life. Consequently, a more theoretical aspect has been tackled, following Gerard
Genette’s frame, to understand better the concept of paratext, which contains in itself the
concept of cover. These premises allowed me to take a look into the more recent years, when
designers started to enter the publishing industry and revolutionise the concept of covers: in the
20" century, in fact, the look of the books began to change especially because designers started
to be employed by publishers. In relation to this, I focused on how different publishers from
different states have shaped their identity through their covers, to analyse the different strategies
and choices and understand if they were influenced by the culture and sensibilities of the place.
For what concerns the British and US covers, I mapped the history of Penguin Books in depth:
Penguin is today the biggest distributor of books in the English-speaking countries and was the
main responsible for the look of White Noise for its first period of shelf life. Its counterpart for
the Italian publishing world, Einaudi, took a radically different approach, which is consistent
with the Italian publishers tendency to stick to a strong visual identity that assures quality and
loyalizes a good portion of readers. This mindset was the main difference between English and
Italian covers, which, Einaudi excluded, all seem to be quite independent and to be each subject
to peculiar and individual issues within the correspondent publishing house or designer. I
showed, in fact, how in Italy there are some examples of publishers that do not choose to create
a visual identity and to stick to it throughout the years: it is the case of Pironti. Analysing their
covers was a great opportunity to explore what stands behind a small independent publisher,

compared to a big one: it is striking how a small publisher has to work harder to establish itself
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in the publishing market, but how, at the same time, it has more freedom in deciding the look
of the cover, for example. The Pironti covers are not immediately recognisable as belonging to
its publisher, but they are surely more creative and have a bigger chance at being noticed in a
bookstore, precisely because of their bold and unconventional looks. I also pointed out how, in
Italy, books can be part of series issued by newspapers and sold with them, which have an
aesthetic all of their own that justifies the cheaper price. In fact, while in Italy the diversity in
the looks of Rumore Bianco has been given especially by the covers for these newspapers
editions, in the British and US market the high number of editions is due to a surplus of
celebrative or anniversary series, each of them calling for a redesign. While in Italy, in fact, the
editions were visibly fewer and they were reissued because of a change of the look of the entire
“collana” — Einaudi Tascabili —, in Britain and in the US there seems to be a necessity to put
out a new edition at every chance. There is another difference between the Italian and the
English market: it seems that the first one was keener on printing hardbacks, and consequently
provide them with a dust jacket, while the English market, after the first edition, only issued
paperbacks. This is probably related to the fact that Penguin was among the first publishers to
issue paperbacks, and surely was the one who made them famous and widespread. The
paperback form is also cheaper, contrasting with the idea of the majority of the Italian
publishing world of making the book appear as a valuable, refined object.

For what concerns the look of the covers, I noticed how colour played an important part in
shaping the imagery of the book. From the first editions, which were completely white, colour
started to progressively be added to the covers, with a predominance of blue and orange. The
massive presence of orange was not exclusively related to the Penguin brand colour, but in
some books was part of the illustration or design that had nothing to do with the logo or the
publisher. On the other hand, the presence of blue was more related to the British editions, while

green seemed to be the third most used colour.
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In the Italian editions, this tendency has been maintained mainly by Einaudi, which kept for
almost all its editions the original orange undertone. Only the Pironti covers seem to be a
standalone case, because they are all unique and less easy to decipher, following the publisher’s
extravagant and one-of-a-kind attitude towards his editorial choices. The prevalence in using
orange, blue and green seems to resonate well with the novel, since the three colours recall a
paranormal, eerie and also haunted sphere that characterises the core of the book, the airborne
toxic event. Furthermore, the shades of colour chosen usually are very bright and visible,
reminding also the multitude of colours — and stimuli — of the supermarket, where many scenes
of the novel are set, but also the bright colours seen through screens. All these themes are
recurrent not only in the imaginary evoked by the colours, but also in the illustrations and
graphic choices.

Regarding the subject of the covers, the most used scene is the one from the aforementioned
airborne toxic event, followed by different interpretations of the themes of death and media
and, more specifically, the TV. As for the latter, the Italian covers seem not to be distancing
themselves much from the English counterpart: they are not a mere copy nor a reinterpretation,
but rather a new look on the themes of the novel and on what it evokes. Overall, the evolution
of the choice for the dominant theme of the cover image seems to be signalling a change in the
sensibility of the time in which the cover was put out. With the new millennium, the covers of
both the English and Italian editions started to include the toxic cloud and the people escaping
from it. The new millennium surely brought new awareness towards the environmental matter
that increasingly started to enter the public discourse and media: in this light, it is easy to think
how the novel might have been read through an ecological perspective and the toxic event might
have struck more in the designers minds, thus the decision of including it on the cover.

It is worth noticing, then, how there are two recurrent themes particularly linked to the UK and

Italy publishing world and that might suggest how these countries see the United States. For
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what concerns the UK, two out of the three covers for the Picador edition feature a TV screen,
suggesting a stereotypical viewing of the American society as obsessed by media and devoted
to the white noises of the new technologies — and possibly of the new emerging social media
platforms. On the other hand, the Italian publishers have preferred to use the fridge image, in a
way that can both eulogise and criticise the United States. They eulogise it by using a full fridge
as a symbol for American wealth and abundance of resources — which makes the United States
a leader in the international market — and stands for a soothing perfection in producing visually
pleasing goods — visible in how the food is neatly displayed inside the fridge. However, this
can serve at the same time as a critique of overconsumption and the waste of goods, especially
food: the fully stacked fridge, in this case, is not a sign of power but of a failure in administering
resources.

This view is connected to the environmental issue previously mentioned and brought forth in
the majority of the Italian covers that depict the toxic cloud; in this case, however, the concern
is centred on waste rather than pollution. It is interesting to note how the fridge was featured
only on the edition issued by newspapers, suggesting a connection with the real life events that
concern the United States and might have influenced this particular view linked to the present
situation of the country.

However, the adherence to an almost exclusive view for both the Italian and English editions
suggests that White Noise has succeeded in communicating its messages, that can transcend
language and cultural barriers.

In conclusion, what emerged from this study is how, the majority of the time, the look of the
book is mainly attributable to one particular designer, to whom the publisher gives total freedom
and only limited and minor rules — that mainly concern the visual identity of the series or of the
publisher. The most striking case is Penguin’s: the publishing house has seen throughout its

history a sequence of many designers with different, sometimes almost radically opposite ideas,
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that diversified the look of the many series internal to the publisher, that are the result of many
contaminations from the most disparate styles. The only exceptions are books that are part of a
series and consequently have to adhere to a specific look: a certain set of colours, position of
the title and author’s name or a given logo that represents the series. However, the passage of
time has also played a role in influencing the look of the covers: in both the Italian and the
English editions, in fact, it can be seen how covers evolved to look more visually appealing in
digital contexts such as social media or e-commerce platforms, where the first aesthetic
impression is more important than anything else. Speaking of a mingling of different media,
also in the case of White Noise it is worth noting how movies entered the space of literature, in
the form of promotional stickers or bands promoting the adaptations.

The main challenge for the modern bookcovers is precisely this: trying to maintain their
uniqueness — and in the Italian case, their series identity — while still being able to find a space
in a market that is increasingly becoming more digitalised and poses new challenges as it
progresses. White Noise, also thanks to its own nature — that is prone to being interpreted in
many ways and to mix and experiment with different media, being it a postmodern text — has
surely achieved this balance and managed to remain a modern classic, in all the different jackets

it has been dressed in.
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