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WHO IS MR. KIDD

kidd

“Never fall in love 
with an idea...”

Many designers still work with material that is 
produced on print; one contemporary graphic 
designer, for example, is Charles “Chip” Kidd.  
He has been known for his inventive book 
cover designs over the previous two decades 
to present day. He developed designs that were 
both unconventional and creative. Some of his 
prominent works range from his first job at 
Knopf and onward to popular works such as the 
Jurassic Park cover.  Throughout his time as a 
book cover designer, he strived to emphasize 
on the idea that the cover art was an individual 
art form, yet still maintain a connection to the 
author’s writing.  He expressed his truest form 
and personality in his designs which was also 
influenced by his childhood.   Most importantly, 
he wanted to make a good impression in his art, 
while using standard design principles in the 
role of an unpretentious designer.
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As both a graphic and book jacket 
designer, he had found great oppor-
tunity to work with different writers; 
he wanted to show the world that 
books, being a luxurious artefact, 
can still maintain meaningful, yet 
abiding value.  

In the first chapter of his book, “A 
Kidd’s Guide to Graphic Design” 
Kidd explains the concept of form.  
He defines form in such simplistic 
form: “form is simply what things 
look like;” he, then, uses an infant 
for example to elaborate on its 
concept.  When newborns observe 
objects or living things in their 
environment, they cannot activate 
parts of their brain to take in the 
information they see, therefore, 
they are simply forms in “shapes, 
colors, levels of intensity, sizes, 
but not meaning.”  Kidd used that 
example because he believes that 
graphic designers should regress to 
that particular way of perception 
and visualization. 

Once an individual has succeeded 
in that way, he or she is able to 
assess visual information and think 
critically for a more effective de-
sign.  He does not mean to literally 
think or observe like a child, but to 
try and learn again how to visualize 
forms.  To further elaborate on the 
concept of forms, one can analyze 
one of his book cover designs for 

Kidd states that a concept is about ratio 
and not size; it is about “comparing 
one object or group to another.”  For 
example, a neat design trick is that if a 
piece of work looks riveting when small, 
then it will look better at a larger scale. 
Kidd states that when it comes to the 
process of designing book covers, one 
has to learn about the subject.  He adds 
that it is also important that if it is a 
fiction, like the Beckett example, (shown 
on right)  one should  actually read 
the book in order to determine what 
themes fit according to the story.  

In contrast, if it is a nonfiction work, 
then one should be able to understand 
with the writer’s work.  Prior to design-
ing the Beckett book jacket, he has 
observed the plays and he thought that 
they were really interesting, yet occa-
sionally uncanny.  Apparently, in one of 
the Beckett plays, Kidd has seen a scene 
where Beckett’s disembodied head was 
the only thing lit up against a void of 
blackness/darkness on the stage.  That 
visual scene in combination to his read-
ing experience of the play inspired him 
to do the same theme for the jacket.  
The front cover is fully black with text 
on the bottom and a small disembodied 
head of Beckett that is really well-lit 
against the blackness of the stage.

Another design example (bottom left) 
is his book jacket,  Hazmat: poems, by 
J.D. McClathy; for this example, Kidd ex-
plains about the concept of a particular 
design. Kidd understands the confusion 
and issue of finding the connection be-
tween Content and Form.  He says that 
the easy solution is to let the problem 
itself present to you the ideas and pur-
pose; while the harder solution is that 
“ideas come from the world all around 
you.”  In his hazmat design, Kidd started 
off by understanding the title.  Hazmat 
means, “Hazardous Material” in short 
and by reading it he thinks about what 
the topic is affiliated with such as:  gaso-
line.  However, this time, “the author is 
applying it to human relationships.”In 
this process of designing, 

Kidd discovered an amazing photo-
graph by Erica Larson, where one can 
see a person’s pair of boots, positioned 
in the way a human would stand 
normally (however, in this case, no one 
is there), sitting on the right side of a 
doormat; in the scene, the shot is taken 
from the inside of the building at a 
low-angle.  Kidd thought it went goes 
well because of the visual information 
it makes the viewer think of:  “the door-
bell rings, you hear an explosion, and 
you open it.  Poof!  What happened?”  
Although the concept may seem comi-
cal or silly in the way he presented such 
information visually, it proves to be 
effective design. If the design is literal 
with the meaning of the story, it can 
have compelling features of a design.
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