criteria for evaluating a book
foreword: this criteria came from a set of notes from my painting processes class, which is essentially a class of methods and media for painting majors. The handout was given to us for a book project, and I was intrigued upon reading it because I realized it could be applied to the work that we do in “graphic design”. The criteria affirmed my constant argument about the blur between graphic design and fine arts; that ultimately, there is no difference, and that they are just meaningless labels which are inadequate for the work we have today. Whichever the case, this criteria will serve well for any form of project that one might wish to pursue, and hopefully by publishing it into a book, may benefit artists and designers alike, if there is a difference at all.
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1. The Cover and the Appeal of the Book

There are mysteries in the book that pull the reader in and forward.

The exterior is intriguing and demands attention. By exterior is meant cover, binding, page edges, size, shape, solidity, and texture.

The book is inviting; it invites the reader/viewer into its world.

It should avoid superfluous, unnecessary structure or structural components – visual, textural, physical.

The size of the book should be considered in relation to the reader and the book’s subject.

2. The Presence of a Hand and an Intelligence

The elements of the book should integrate well with one another. Most importantly, even if the images and text do not directly integrate in an obvious, instantaneous way, the viewer should be able to make some kind of meaningful connection in her mind regarding the various elements of the book. There should be some kind of unifying “glue” in its arrangement, its physical components, its visual and textual components.

There is reason demonstrated by the inner workings of the book. 

3. A Subject is Proposed in the Beginning and Given Closure in the End.

A successful book has a focus(complex or simple) that pulls the experience of the book as a whole together.

The book should begin with a feeling of openness and end with a feeling of closure.

The book should convey an authority towards its subject matter.

It should not be excessive. It should feel, through and through, whole, complete, satisfying in where it starts and where it ends, and if these aren’t clear or intended, satisfying in its intentions having been carried out. 

The book should complete some thought, although that thought may be subservient to a more extended idea.

4. The Conventions of the Book are Evident and Useful

The book gives information about itself.

A creative attention must be applied to all components of the book. The author should not take for granted any conventional forms, keeping in mind that even empty space speaks in and of itself.

The conventions of reading are respected in order to efficiently guide the reader’s attention, or they are controverted in order to make a statement about the uniqueness of this expression.

5. The Use of Space and the Use of Light and Dark are Appropriate.
Is the subject compatible with the medium?

The images impart well-balanced negative and positive values.

6. Structural Relation of One Part to the Whole.
The richness and complexity of imagery should parallel the movement and density of language.

Is the book paradigmatic of its subject, does it present its subject in a paradigmatic or model-like way?
The book should be followed from start to finish without confusion. The pages should not be disjointed, they work together; their meaning builds upon one another. The book is not just a sequence of separate pages.

There should be visual unity. One should be able to look at one page and match it to the others.

There should be a forward tension to make you turn pages. The book should utilize its sequence format.

The pace of images and words, the movement of the mind through the pages is pleasing.

The book perfectly integrates three things: a)physicality, b)decoration c)text. I believe that any of the three can be used as a starting point for the design of the other two.

There is a rhythm of text, graphics, and paper which is in synch.

The book should compel the reader to turn the page through engaging the reader’s curiosity. It must progress with a sequential intelligence and build a certain degree of tension to guarantee intrigue, and thus achieve movement. This tension is created through the provocative interaction of the differing components.

In effect a book functions like a symphony. The author must strive for a thematic continuity while harmonizing the components. Each movement must be differentiated through imagination and effort. 

7. There are Multiple Levels of Appreciation and Meaning

The book is understandable; it communicates something receivable by the reader. 

The book can be read on multiple levels from its intellectual intricacies to its “bookness”. It can be enjoyed. 
8. There is a Sense of Care and Quality

The book possesses originality and subtlety.

The margins and plate edges, paper and ink quality, and overall craftsmanship, work to the book’s advantage.

There is a quality to the construction of the book, both physically and intellectually. Care has been taken to reach a certain level where the bookmaker knows that the book is finished and complete.

The book has a sound, whether it be silence or chaos. 

In constructing/producing the book, it should be made with care – if not detailed initial blueprints to be carried out, it should be carried out with some feeling of importance and connection. Every element immediately conceivable should be considered, if not ahead of time, then during the production or in finishing. 

9. There is a Balance of Visual and Verbal Elements.

There should exist a balance between the visual composition of the page and the verbal elements it contains. This balance is created through the complimentary interaction of the differing components. These components are multiple; including design, form, medium, length, content, size of page, cover, type etc.

The text and images are chosen in a way to make their playful interaction as powerful as possible.

The images should work as symbols or icons of the writer/maker’s intention.

The images may illustrate a subject not necessarily on a literal level, but the image matches the words in an off-center way to compliment the words. 

Words and images are very much at odds – an effort should be made to separate the two as much as to integrate them.

The text and images should be well-integrated.

10.Usefulness
The book should be useful in some way; entertainment counts, but more important is inspiration.

The book should be accessible and understandable.

11.The Uniqueness of Elements
The book may be an isolated system (in which there is no interaction with the surroundings); a closed system (in which no mass crosses boundary of the system, but work and heat can cross); or an open system (in which mass, work, heat and energy are exchanged with surroundings). 

Should books be designed like physical or mathematical systems and equations, with parsimony and elegance?

A book should be unique, but not unique for its own sake.

12. The Relation of the Book to the World
The text of a book may function as an image unto itself: it does not have to mean anything except what it is aesthetically.
One must consider the relation of the book to the outside world, to the author, to the reader, to the bookmaker. What are signs that can reveal truths about the universe, the balance of forces, the relationships between people, between objects? Reading may be a form of alchemy.

The book reveals the presence and the hand of its maker.

The book should have an experiential power as a whole.
