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CHOOSING A SERIES

My initial ideas included a series of important 
scientific papers, a series of reprints of old pulp novels 
which would incorporate the original covers in some 
way, and a series of books by the science-fiction writer 
David Gerrold (a very interesting writer whose books 
always have terrible covers). The idea I went with 
was a series of film review collections by some of my 
favourite critics. They would contain reviews which 
are already available online, but the books would be 
valuable because they would be curated collections 
gathering together each critic’s most interesting 
reviews. This is kind-of an old fashioned idea — there 
are lots of film criticism collections by 20th Century 
critics like Pauline Kael, Roger Ebert, and Manny 
Farber, but almost no modern examples — but I think 
it would appeal to a niche audience of film buffs.



RESEARCH 

I started by looking for existing film criticism 
collections. I found that most of them have covers 
which try to illustrate the concept of movies in 
general, rather than referring to any particular film. 
They also tend not to have anything specific to the 
critics themselves, such as a photo (with the exception 

of Roger Ebert who is one of the few critics 
anyone would recognise). A huge number of them 
incorporate strips of film in some way — this seems 
to be the universal symbol for film, at least among 
designers.



I also found this amazing illustrated collection of 
James Agee reviews from 1948:

And this book about the Cannes Film Festival by 
Roger Ebert, which is illustrated with Ebert’s own 
illustrations: 



Next I looked at Polish film posters from the 
communist era. At this time Polish film distributers 
didn’t have access to Hollywood promotional 
material, so they commissioned original posters from 

homegrown artists. I love the way they interpret 
the films through the designers’ own styles, without 
paying much attention to the films’ actual imagery.



These are pages from my favourite design book, 
Criterion Designs. Criterion is a DVD company which 
puts out deluxe editions of important arthouse films. 
They commission original artwork for all of their 

releases and, like the Polish posters, Criterion covers 
filter each film through a particularly designer’s style 
(although they pay more attention to the actual 
imagery of the films).



I found two issues of the legendary French film 
magazine Cahiers du Cinema on Ebay. One is from 
1960 and the other is from 1963. I like how un-slick 
they are — they almost feel like fanzines. 



INITIAL IDEAS

I knew that I didn’t want my covers to include a photo 
or illustration of the critics themselves, because I don’t 
think anyone cares what critics look like. I also didn’t 
want to illustrate the general idea of movies, because 
I think it’s hard to do that without leaning on cliches. 
I thought that the most interesting thing to illustrate 
would be the specific films that the critics are writing 
about. I decided that each cover would be based on 
a favourite film of the critic in question (I am enough 
of a film geek that I can name my favourite critics’ 
favourite films). I knew that if I wasn’t careful this 
would make each book look like it was about the film 
on the cover instead of the critic, but I felt that I could 
avoid this if my designs were distinct enough from the 
marketing and imagery of the films. Here are some of 
my initial sketches: 







SCOTT TOBIAS 

Tobias is a former editor of the Dissolve which, during 
its brief two year existence, was my favourite film 
website. He has also written for the A.V. Club, the 
New York Times, Variety, and the Guardian among 
others. 

One of his favourite films is Jacques Demy’s the 
Umbrellas of Cherbourg which is a French musical 
from 1964 starring Catherine Deneuve, with music 
by Michel Legrand. Deneuve plays a 17 year-old girl 
named Genevieve who works in her mothers Umbrella 
shop. She falls in love with a mechanic named Guy, 
who is drafted into the army to fight in the Algerian 
war. Before he leaves Genevieve becomes pregnant 
and while he’s away she has to chose between 
waiting for him to return or accepting an offer of 
marriage from a wealthy jeweller. It seems like the 
film is building towards a romantic conclusion, with 
Guy and Genevieve reuniting at the end, but instead 
Genevieve marries the jeweller and Guy marries 
someone else.

Tobias wrote of the film: “The Umbrellas of Cherbourg 
is perhaps my favorite movie of all time — deft, 
colorful, enchanting, and singular, with a beautiful cast 
singing beautiful music (by Michel Legrand) and the 
most exquisitely bittersweet ending I’ve ever seen, 
with its piercing insight into time, adulthood, and 
matters of the heart.”





I came up with this illustration for the Umbrellas of 
Cherbourg. The two umbrellas on the left represent 
Genevieve and the jeweller, with the other umbrella 
representing Guy. Or you could also read it as the two 
umbrellas on the left representing Guy and Genevieve 
together, with the one on the right representing Guy 
leaving to join the army. The pink rectangle represents 

the film frame, with pink being the dominant colour 
in the film’s palette. If I was designing a cover or a 
poster for the film, I probably wouldn’t base it around 
umbrellas because the word umbrella is in the title, 
but in this case I think it works because the title of the 
film won’t appear on the cover.

I then started experimenting with typography. 
I started with Rockwell and Gill Sans, because they 
were used in the issues of Cahiers du Cinema I found. 
This wasn’t very successful:



I’ve always loved the way modernist film posters from 
the 1960s use handwritten text (which is something 

you also see on some Polish posters), so I decided to 
try using my own handwriting:



AMY NICHOLSON

Nicholson is the chief film critic for MTV News and 
the former head film critic for the LA Weekly. Her 
favourite film is Charlie Kaufman’s Synecdoche, New 
York (2008) which is a postmodern drama about a 
theatre director named Caden Cotard, who attempts 
to stage a play encompassing his entire life, including 
the staging of the play. So he has an actor playing 
himself, and an actor playing the actor playing 
himself, and an actor playing the actor playing the 
actor playing himself etc. He builds a full scale model 
of New York in a giant warehouse (which contains a 
full scale model of the warehouse, which has another 
full scale model of New York inside it) where he 
workshops the play for the rest of his life, without ever 
finishing it.  

Nicholson wrote of the film: “Charlie Kaufman’s 
first and only directing effort is literally a film about 
everything: life, death, love, creativity, identity, 
frustration, forgiveness and regret. You get the sense 
that Kaufman feared he might never make another 
movie, and so crammed in every idea he’d ever 
wanted to explore. It’s at once epic and intimate, 
brilliant and scabrous. It’s even funny. Take it to a 
desert island and in this one film, you’ll have the best 
of everything Hollywood has ever imagined.”





The film reminded me of the work of Saul Steinberg, 
particularly his cartoons of figures drawing themselves. 
I think this is a really good graphic representation of 
Cotard’s play. Steinberg is perhaps the cartoonist who 
is most associated with New York, so he makes a lot of 
sense as a reference. 



I drew this illustration, which is inspired by Steinberg’s 
work. The figures are modelled on Philip Seymour 
Hoffman, who is the star of the film. I gave one of 
them Xs for eyes, because the character is obsessed 
with death (he is named after Cotard’s delusion, which 
is the belief that you are already dead). The colour 
is a sort of hospital green, which is used throughout 

the film to signify sickness. On my other covers the 
illustration mostly stays within the colour (which 
represents the film frame), but in this case I wanted 
the illustration to fill the whole page, because the film 
is about a work of art which becomes so massive that 
cannot be contained. 



NOEL MURRAY

Murray is my personal favourite critic. His work 
appears in the A.V. Club, Rolling Stone, and the Los 
Angeles Times, and he used to write for the Dissolve. 
One of his favourite films is Terrence Malick’s Days of 
Heaven (1978), a drama set in 1916 which has some 
of the best cinematography of all time. It’s about two 
lovers named Bill and Abby who travel to the Texas 
panhandle with Bill’s teenage younger sister Linda 
(who narrates the film) to harvest crops on a farm. 
  
 Murray wrote of the film: “…Some of those Malick 
confidantes also confess that they were worried the 
film would turn out too beautiful, and that the artistry 
would distract from the story. And maybe it did for 
some folks back in 1978. All I know is that Days Of 
Heaven is one of those movies I can watch over and 
over, the same way I can walk through the same wing 
of a museum again and again.”





There’s a scene in Days of Heaven in 
which Linda tap dances with a black 
farm hand on a fallen door. It’s just a 
small moment which doesn’t move the 
plot forward at all, but it’s always the 
first thing that comes to mind when I 
think about the film, so I decided to 
use it as the basis for my illustration.

This time I wanted the colour to 
spread across the page, because the 
film is very widescreen and landscape 
based (it actually has a narrower 
aspect ratio than both Umbrellas of 
Cherbourg and Synecdoche, New 
York, but it feels much wider because 
it focuses so much on landscapes). 



TASHA ROBINSON

Robinson is the film critic for the Verge, and the 
former senior editor of the A.V. Club. One of her 
favourite films is Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away, 
which is a Japanese anime film from 2001. It’s about 
a ten year-old girl who enters the spirit world, where 
her parents are transformed into pigs by an evil witch.

Robinson wrote of the film: “It’s hard to overstate 
the value of Studio Ghibli’s attention to detail, or 
Miyazaki’s beautiful animation. Spirited Away is 
fantastically visually dense, and packed with tiny 
touches: The flash of a zipper as Chihiro’s father runs 
toward a low-placed camera until his bulging waistline 
dominates the frame, or the squeaky-toy noise an 
animated lantern makes when bouncing through 
a dark woods. It may take a dozen rewatches for 
viewers to catch the visual details poured into each 
frame, the way drifting masks with no bodies still 
cast shadows representing their true robed forms, 
or the creepy flopping sagginess of the mysterious 
foods Chihiro’s parents suck down on their way to 
pigdom. Studio Ghibli’s films are marvels of artistry 
in the execution, tempered for maximum emotional 
impact…”





The film is full of incredible imagery, 
but these sentient disembodied 
heads have always stood out to me 
as being particularly strange, so I 
decided to put them on my cover. 



BACK COVERS

I wanted to include the classic strips of film on my 
covers because I felt my design needed something 
to clearly signify that they are film books. I knew that 
because it’s such a cliche, I would need to put my own 
spin on in it some way. I first tried using a sponge to 
try and simulate degraded film, but that didn’t work 
very well. I then experimented with monoprinting, 
which was much more successful.



I originally wanted the text on the back cover to 
look like the body text in the Cahiers du Cinema 
magazines I had found. I used Identifont.com to try 
and find out which typeface they used, and it told me 

they used Excelsior. I’m not 100% convinced it was 
correct, but I think Excelsior works really well anyway, 
so I decided to stick with it.

After cutting his teeth in student 
newspapers, Scott Tobias started 
freelancing for The A.V. Club in early 
1998, earned a full-time position the 
following year, and continued as a 
staff writer for nearly 14 years, the last 
seven as film editor. His reviews and 
features have also appeared at NPR.org 
and in Time Out New York, City Pages, 
The Village Voice, The Nashville Scene, 
and The Hollywood Reporter. He 
currently resides in Chicago with his 
wife and two daughters.

This Book includes reviews of The 
Umbrellas of Cherbourg and The Young 
Girls of Rochefort, Birdman, What Time 
is it There?, Satantango, and more.
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INSTRUCTIONS

Dimensions: 113mm x 183mm

Each cover should have: 

– A line drawing based on one of the critic’s favourite 
films (which is reviewed in the book). It should be 
an original interpretation of the film, which doesn’t 
resemble the film’s original marketing in any way. The 
title of the film shouldn’t appear on the front cover, 
but it should be the first film listed on the back.

– A painted rectangle of a colour which relates to the 
film in some way. It could be a colour which is very 
prominent in the film’s palette, or it could symbolically 
represent some aspect of the film.

– Handwritten text, with the critic’s first name and 
“Collected Reviews” in cursive, and the critic’s last 
name in block capitals. The text can be a different size 
on each cover, but the line weight should be roughly 
the same.

– A blue monoprint of film which starts on the 
back, wraps around the spine, and ends in the top 
left corner of the front cover. A second blue film 
monoprint is on the bottom of the back cover but 
doesn’t wrap around. 

– The back has a short bio of the critic and a list of 
films reviewed in the book. The first film listed should 
be the film which the cover illustration is based on. 
This should be set in 10pt Excelsior with 14pt leading.

– The spine has the blue film mono print on the top 
and a stroke of the colour used on the front cover on 
the bottom, with “[name of critic]: Collected Review” 
in 12pt Excelsior in between.

– It should be printed on China white Cranford card.






