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In this research in practice essay, I will be looking at the role of a graphic designer 

for film and the part they play in the world-building which we see on screen as well 

as their history in the film industry. I will explore the practice of sign painting, 

focusing on it’s popularity throughout history and why it is making a comeback. 

Finally, I will be researching the history of the book cover and how it has evolved 

into what we know today. 

 

 

World-building 

Despite official recognition of a graphic designer within the film industry only 

occurring in the last 20 years, “the relation that exists between graphic design and 

the image in movement is as old as cinema itself” (Solana and Boneu, 2007, p. 9). 

Since the first films, graphic design is found in movie posters and opening credits, 

although the designers themselves went uncredited for many years. Other graphic 

elements in film which often go unnoticed are all the graphic props that appear in a 

scene. 

 

For film the graphic designer is responsible for designing any item which “has 

lettering, a pattern, or a picture on it” (Atkins, 2020, p.12). In the past, these pieces 

would have been created by different members of the art department, or if they 

existed already, would have been borrowed. However, as copyright lawsuits over the 

inclusion of different products became more frequent, studios decided to hire graphic 

designer as “someone who could produce original artwork that the production 

company would legally own” (Atkins, 2020, p.12).  



Although little is known by the public about graphic designers in the film industry, a 

few graphic designers have become more renowned for their work and have raised 

the profile of the profession. Most well-known is the designer Annie Atkins, 

recognised for her graphics in the films of the American director Wes Anderson, after 

they started working together on his 2014 film The Grand Budapest Hotel. Miraphora 

Mina and Eduardo Lima rose to prominence through the graphic world they created 

for the Warner Bros. Harry Potter series. 

 

 

Alongside creating all graphic elements specified in the film script, the graphic 

designer is also responsible for creating the wider graphic world that will appear on 

screen in the background in order to make it believable, because as in the real world 

“everything involves design”, “you see it everywhere” (Lima, cited Pocock, 2019). 

Atkins says “95% of my work will never be seen” by someone watching the film, but it 

is still important for these pieces to be present on set to “help the actors and director 

transport themselves into another world” (Adobe Creative Cloud, 2016). Creating 

pieces which blend into the scene and do not distract is important, not only for the 

actors, but as graphic designer Robert Bernard states, the extra detail that is 

Figure 1, Diagon Alley set from the Harry Potter films, 2001 -  2011 



included but not focused on is there to “help the audience suspend disbelief and 

keep the focus where it needs to be: the story being told” (LaSane, 2019). This 

contrasts directly with commercial graphic design where the work is made to stand 

out and grab attention. Figure 1 shows the set of Daigon Alley in Harry Potter, all of 

the shop signs will have been designed, as well as all the products which can be 

found in them to create the most realistic set possible.  

Some graphic props, however are included to be noticed; they are used to tell part a 

of the story, or might play a vital role in it. These props “that are given a character of 

their own, or that are given a close up” (Atkins, It’s nice that, 2015) are known as 

‘hero props’. For example, an important letter that the audience is aware of which 

appears multiple times throughout a film, or the headline of a newspaper article 

conveys an event that is relevant to the plot. 

 

Wes Anderson’s The Grand Budapest Hotel is host to a number of hero props, 

designed by Atkins which are integral to the story. One of these is Ludwig’s prison 

escape map (Figure 2). Although only the map was specified in the script, Atkins had 

to create further graphic elements for its reverse – “as it was meant to look as if it 

Figure 3, Ludwig's Prison Escape Map, Annie Atkins, 
2014 

Figure 2, Ludwig's Prison Escape Map Folded, 
Annie Atkins, 2014 



had been drawn on a piece of packaging paper. If we were to make packaging paper 

we would need a packaging label. A packaging label would need franking marks. 

Franking marks would need postage stamps – and postage stamps for a fictious 

empire would need a fictitious emperor, too” (2020, p.83), (Figure 3). 

 

Voices such as Atkins and MinaLima have brought attention to this profession in the 

film industry to a new generation of upcoming designers. Tina Charad, who has 

worked on films including The Batman and Tomb Raider said, “I didn’t know my 

current career was possible back when I first started 20 years ago,” (Levenson, 

2022). As LaSage has argued “graphic designers for film and television may not be 

the most lauded names in the credits, but they’re among the most important” (2019).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sign Painting 

Signs are everywhere. A visual advertisement, whether for a business or a specific 

product. A sign “strives for clarity” (Powers, 2012), but can also be “decorative and 

informative at the same time” (Vandervaart, cited Levine and Macon, 2013, p.140). It 

is there to attract people, to draw you in; the more interesting a sign the more likely 

you are to go into the shop or investigate the product being advertised. 

The practice of painting signs is one of the oldest professions which dates back to 

Roman times. Prior to the nineteenth century most painted signs were pictorial 

depictions of the message they were communicating as imagery was understood by 

everyone whether they could read or not. In the UK, during the Victorian era with the 

rise of retail and literacy rates, signs became increasingly text based. Although most 

signs nowadays are typographic, in specific contexts pictorial elements prevail, as 

seen on pub signs which date back to the end of the fourteenth century.  

Once it was common place for nearly all written signage to have been painted 

(Figure 4). However, the 1960s saw signs made from other materials such as acrylic 

start to appear and the digital revolution of the 1980s accelerated the replacement of 

painted signs with vinyl, leading to a rapid demise of the sign painting profession. 

Figure 4, Horse drawn vehicles and barrows in Borough 
High Street, London, 1904 

Figure 5, Peckham High Street, London, UK, Colin Underhill, 
2016 



Designed on a computer, made for a fraction of the price and quick to produce, vinyl 

signs became much more accessible and changed the look of the high street as they 

covered up the signs of the past signage (Figure 5). The more recent influx of chain 

stores further homogenised the appearance of the high street through their 

standardised branded. 

The economic state of the world we are in now, compared to the past might also 

have had an impact on the loss of the painted sign on the high street. As Ira Coyne 

says “signs used to be painted to last a lifetime. A couple of generations ago, when 

people started businesses, a sign was a permanent thing. A guy could pass on his 

business to his family. That doesn’t happen anymore. Business owners don’t paint 

their buildings for the same reason that they don’t paint their cars: because often 

they don’t even own them, the banks do, and they have to think about reselling in 

case they go under.” (2013, cited Levine and Macon, p.68). 

Despite many of the painted signs being covered up by the new materials, the 

painted method is still visible in ‘ghost signs’ of the past which are now seen fade on 

buildings. They are a material reminder of the history of signage that we can still see 

today. Ghost signs become part of the fabric of the city, “old signs become art” 

(Vandervaart, 2013) as well as landmarks. They intertwine with the history, memory 

and identity of a place. Once a functional advertising sign, they become a sign of the 

past. It is not the same for the plastic signs and digital billboards used today which 

will leave no trace of their history once removed. As Rick Wagner says, “you can put 

a sticker on a brick wall, but it will come off. With paint, it will stay put.” (Handcraft 

Creative, 2020). 



To become an accomplished sign painter it takes years of practice to develop an 

understanding of letterforms and design whilst building the skill of using a brush to 

produce painted signs that work. Despite the digital revolution leading to the decline 

in demand for sign painters, there was enough work out there to keep a small 

number of professionals working who could also train the next generation.  

In today’s technology-heavy world, people are starting to show a greater 

appreciation for traditional handmade crafts and their unique character. This has led 

to a resurgence and interest in people taking up specialist trades. For sign painting, 

Sam Roberts explains: “This is a generation that has grown up with computers at the 

heart of their work and who are seeking to engage with the physical processes that 

go into producing letter forms” (Guardian, 2015) 

There is also wider public appreciation for the bespoke nature of a painted sign and 

the “joyful, expressive, and utterly unique” (Adamson, cited Levine and Macon, 2013, 

p.15) identity that the printed plastic signs which have taken over the commercial 

world lack. “Hand-done stuff has heart; it’s got a soul and it has life” (Barber, 2013, p. 

133). When looked at against the busyness of everyday life they have “the trace of a 

slower, less hurried era” (Adamson, cited Levine and Macon, 2013, p.15 and 18) 

which is a feeling people are increasingly striving for. 

Figure 6, Black Sheep Tattoo in Brislington, Tozer 
Signs 

Figure 7, Breddos Tacos, London, Ged Palmer, 2017 



Some high street business owners are buying into this, recognising that a hand 

painted sign gives “a sense of specific, place-based identity that digitally printed or 

vinyl-cut texts could never have provided” (Adamson, 2013, p.16) they have been 

commissioning new works. This is starting to grow the profession again and hand 

painted signs are being seen again in many towns and cities again (Figures 6 and 7).  

 

 

 

 

Book Covers 

The saying goes ‘you shouldn't judge a book by its cover’, the reason being the 

content of the book is far more important and the cover is literally superficial. 

However, in today’s world where the cover is used as a selling device, a form of 

advertising for the literature within, designed to stand out and grab attention in a 

plethora of other books all wanting to be chosen, we are constantly being asked to 

judge a book by its cover rather than its contents. But leaving it at this is too 

simplistic and diminishes the varied effects of book covers and their relationship to 

what is within. As Mendelsund and Alworth argue, “the cover functions 

simultaneously as an invitation to the potential readers and as an entryway into the 

universe that the writer has created” (2020, p.65). Furthermore, for the reader the 

cover becomes part of the identity of the book, present every time it’s picked up, put 

down, or passed by and becomes bound up with its contents in their memory. 

 



Since the start of the printed book, the form and function of the cover and its look 

have changed dramatically over time reaching the visual elements we’re familiar with 

today from the late 19th century onwards. The first book covers were created to 

protect rare religious and academic manuscripts. The invention of the printing press 

and subsequent print revolution from the mid 1400s onwards led to significantly more 

books being added to the libraries of institutions and private homes. These books 

were sold in temporary covers surrounded by plain paper dust jackets which were 

discarded when the purchaser got the book bound in leather in a style of their 

choosing.  

Rising literacy rates in nineteenth century Britain led to a greater appetite for reading, 

and more novels were written and published to meet these needs. By the 1890s 

books changed from being leather-bound to being surrounded by cloth-covered 

boards with an accompanying plain protective dust jacket. Some dust jackets started 

to see the “addition of an image taken from the interior of the book or some form of 

random decoration” (Salisbury, 2017, p. 11) printed on them. Dust jackets were still 

often discarded as they were considered functional and separate from the book. As 

Salisbury comments it is “ironic that for today’s book collectors the jacket is key – the 

presence of an original jacket on a sought-after first edition now greatly adds to its 

value.” (2017, p.11).  

 



By the 1920s with many more books available “publishers needed fresh ways to 

distinguish their wares from those of their competitors” (Horowitz, cited Menelsund 

and Alworth, 2020, p.60). Inspired by the recent rise in branded product advertising 

they began establishing distinct visual brand identities across their covers, as well as 

using different styles to visually separate book genres so they were “more easily 

identifiable for the convenience of the customer” (Powers, 2001, p.7). Some British 

publishers employed well known artists of the time, such as Edward Ardizzone, 

Edward Bawden and John Piper to create illustrated dust jacket designs. (Figure 8) 

In contrast, Faber & Faber, a publishing house founded in 1929, decided to create 

their brand identity using predominantly typographic-based cover designs which 

continues to this day (Figure 9).  

Figure 8, Gulliver's Voyages to Liliput and Brobdingnag, 
Jonathan Swift, cover design by Edward Bawden, 1948 

Figure 9, Faber & Faber Typographic Book Covers, various artists, 1950-
1959 



The introduction of paperbacks, which didn’t need dust jackets, by Lane at Penguin 

in 1935 offered new opportunities for cover designers, as often publishers didn’t 

have the rights to use original designs from hardback editions and they wanted to 

create a cohesive identity for their run of paperbacks. Raising the status of cover 

design “in 1946 Allen Lane hired the famous designer Jan Tschichold, the first of 

many designers and art directors who ensured Penguin titles were not only cheap 

and well-edited, but designed to the highest standards” (Powers, 2001, p.58). 

 

Cover design from the 1940s onwards saw a move away from the hand drawn 

illustrated practice of the previous decades. Introducing a range of styles which 

reflected general cultural shifts and ideas of the time. The 1960s saw the use of 

bright colours and bold shapes, inspired by new psychedelic art, and started to 

include photography within designs. Developments in digital technology in the 1990s 

saw computer-aided design incorporated on covers. Since then there has been a 

diverse range of cover designs following trends, and going against them – all trying 

to get you attention so you will pick up and buy the book. “To stand by any book-stall 

or to enter any book-shop is to witness a terrific sense of internecine a warfare 

between the innumerable latest volumes, almost all of them violently vying with one 

another for one’s attention, fiercely striving to outdo the rest in crudity of design and 

colour.” (Beerbohm, 1959, cited Sailsbury, 2017, p.6). Despite being written nearly 

80 years ago, this observation can be as applicable today as it was then. 

 

 



There is similarity between the final outcomes of these areas as all of them function 

to serve something else; they are created because of this rather than existing 

independently. The graphic props in film are there in a supporting role to develop the 

world of the story to make it believable. A painted sign is visual advertising for a 

business or product. The book cover is a protector for the text inside as well as 

serving as the initial connection between the outside world and the contents within. 

They also all link to memory – the ghost signs remind us of what was there before, 

the imagery of a book cover will stay with us whenever we remember a book which 

has had a lasting impact on us, and often the graphics designed for film will be 

inspired by or alluding to styles and imagery from the past or present which we 

recognize to place the film in a specific location or period.   

These similarities bring up themes of memory and nostalgia and looking at why we 

create certain attachments to different moments of the past even if we do not have 

first-hand experience of them. With these themes in mind, my independent inquiry 

could look into ways in which different methods of storytelling use visual forms to 

evoke memory and create nostalgia. 
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Figure 5: Peckham High Street, London, UK, Colin Underhill, 2016. Available at: 

https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-peckham-high-street-london-uk-

123106877.html?imageid=F7CFB05A-E0B2-44A2-8A58-

A85721EAED92&p=14086&pn=1&searchId=249679a487dd745336024d354ca4baa

e&searchtype=0 (Accessed: 2 May 2025) 

Figure 6: Black Sheep Tattoo in Brislington, Tozer Signs. Available at: 

https://www.tozersigns.com/work#/fascias/ (Accessed: 1 May 2025) 

Figure 7: Breddos Tacos, London, Ged Palmer, 2017. Available at: 

https://www.gedpalmer.com/#/new-gallery-1 (Accessed: 1 May 2025) 

Figure 8: Gulliver’s Voyages to Liliput and Brobdingnag, Jonathan Swift, cover 

design by Edward Bawden, 1948. Photo from p.49 of Salisbury, M. (2017) The 

Illustrated Dust Jacket 1920-1970 

Figure 9: Faber & Faber Typographic Book Covers, various artists, 1950-1959. 

Photo from Connolly, J. (2009) Faber and Faber: Eighty Years of Book Cover Design 
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