People Behind the Book:

The Designer

Ben Norland

t Walker Books, they have always cared a lot about their
Aillustrators. The reader, however, will not necessarily be

aware of the important work of their designers. That, says
Ben Norland is how it should be.

Ben, now Art Director, has had a long association with Walker
Books. He studied Fine Art and had a student job there “making
tea, emptying bins.” He says that most designers have an art
and design background of some kind but he learnt most on the
job. He had always had a great interest in all things visual and
Walker’s has given him a wide and varied field to work in. There
is a selection of books on the table and every one has offered
different challenges. If you work on adult fiction, he suggests,
you may work only on covers. Children’s books present all
kinds of opportunities.

When he tells people what he does, the conversation inevitably
goes something like this: “What do you do?” “I design children’s
books.” “Oh, do you do the pictures?” “No.” “So what do you
do?” He obviously doesn’t resent our ignorance and explains
cheerfully that he is “in charge of the space between the words
and pictures.”

His main task is to work with the illustrators, firstly on the design
of their work. How will the art work be placed? Where will the
text go? How can it best be set? Then he has a role which is art
direction. He must have what he terms a strong and meaningful
relationship with the artwork so he can support the illustrators
in producing the best work they can. Working together, nothing
must get in the way of that and he will be there in the same
way as an Editor works with an author. Apart from this,
the job has become more and
more technical. Once, he would
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have ordered type and relied

to some extent on the skills of

a typographer. Now, he is the
typographer as well. Designers
have to be proficient with the
relevant software. They need to
be skilled in reprographics and
reproduction. Computers have
become the central tool of the

;
designer. s

OPERATION

The starting point for a
project varies. If the work
is a novel, the Designer
comes in at a relatively
late stage and discussion
is likely to concentrate
on the cover and, as
Ben points out, a cover
may have to represent a
massively complicated
work with a single image.
The non-fiction books are
sometimes initiated by
Walker. In this case, the
Designer is responsible
for the overall vision. He
mentions their historical
books particularly. These
are lavishly illustrated but they must be absolutely accurate.
Novelty books are a further challenge. The requirements of
paper engineers are added to the mix and the Designer must
orchestrate the team’s differing needs. Add to this the fact that
they often work with their opposite numbers in the USA and
one sees how vital diplomatic skills must be.

Some books present particular challenges and pleasures. Joshua
Mowll's Operation Red Jericho (look out for the new Operation
Typhoon Shore) was submitted in a box: a manuscript surrounded
by goodies like notes, plans, photos, all kinds of illustrations.
The problem was to get all these wonderful things between
two covers! One of his odder tasks for this book was to ask an
illustrator to draw less well as the sketches purport to come
from the young hero’s sketchbook. The book won the Poppy
Red Award for Innovation in Children’s Books.

Sometimes an illustrator will have a very precise vision.
Norman Messenger’s book Imagine is full of visual jokes and
puzzles which rely on this precision. The Designer’s job here
was to respond to this and the illustrator achieved his vision
with the help of the Designer’s complex technical solutions.

TYPHOON SHO?

Right: Cover, and materials from the
Operation Typhoon Shore box.
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This autumn, Walker publishes
Beowulf by Michael Morpurgo and
Michael Foreman. In this case, the
illustrator read the manuscript
and Ben received it marked up,
starting with the pictures which
Michael Foreman could not bear

not to illustrate. It was then Ben’s

job to arrange the text so this [ -

could happen. He is particular i

about the pictures being in the 'h..-._

right place. In working with

the illustrator, he does not
forget the reader. He mentions
watching children read and is
aware of how placing the text
can help or hinder the novice
reader. One thing that happens
in Walker offices is that they read
aloud to each other — to ‘test drive’
the text.

Michael Foreman wrote as well as
illustrated Mia’s Story. The text is partly
presented as notes, written on virtually
anything, with sketches. When the
art work arrived, as well as the lovely
Foreman water colours and normal text,
there were lots of handwritten scraps and
it was the Designer’s job to put them all
together. It was, he says, time consuming
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but interesting and the finished book
has the intimate feel of a sketchbook
executed on the spot.

Perhaps the most difficult part of his job
is the need to reconcile the illustrator’s
vision with the practicalities of getting

a book out and into as many hands as

possible. It is possible to make astonishing
books — at a price — but these will not reach
many children and that is not what anyone
wants.

In the end, for Ben Norland, it is the
illustrator’s vision which must prevail.
That is how it must be, he says. But the
Designer has played a significant role
— the Beowulf book sits in the hand like

a pleasing artefact. So three cheers for
the Designer. They may be almost
invisible but they are very important.

Pat Thomson

Above: Spreads from Mia's Story
(see review on page 9)

Beowulf by Michael Morpurgo & Michael Foreman
£12.99 ISBN: 1 84428 754 8

Imagination by Norman Messenger £12.99 ISBN: 0 7445 9202 X

Mia's Story by Michael Foreman £10.99 ISBN: 1 84428 278 3

Operation Red Jericho by Joshua Mowll £12.99 ISBN: 1 84428 625 8
Operation Typhoon Shore by Joshua Mowll £12.99 ISBN: 1 184428 646 0 -
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