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                                                      Is a book judged by its cover?
The purpose of this proposal is to explore the semiotics of the fantasy genre by designing three interconnected book covers and a corresponding book sleeve for a new edition of Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials. We will examine how visual symbols, colours, and composition in fantasy aesthetics communicate deeper levels of meaning, identity, and conflict by using semiotic theory. Through these covers, we aim to graphically depict the interaction between the series' literal and symbolic worlds, which are abundant in the genre of fantasy due to its profusion of archetypes and symbolic imagery. The imaginative aspects of the story will be reflected in the designs, which will also interact with the audience's understanding of its underlying themes.
The keyword book cover has layers of meaning that go beyond its functional duty as a protective coating for a book. It is an important mode of communication since it gives the reader an initial impression of a book's substance, themes, and mood. Using semiotic theory, we can gain a more sophisticated knowledge of how book covers function in visual and cultural contexts. A book cover is often made up of several parts, including artwork, typography, layout, colour palette, and occasionally other features such as textures or pictures. These aspects combine to create a visual picture of the book's concept, characters, and emotional tone. 
According to semiotics pioneer Charles Sanders Peirce, "A sign is something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity" (Collected papers, 1931). In this sense, the cover serves as a preview of what the reader might anticipate from the story inside.

The study of signs, or semiotics, provides a framework for comprehending how book covers serve as a communication tool. One of the most important contributors to semiotic theory, Roland Barthes, described the distinction between denotation and connotation. Connotation refers to the associated, culturally infused meanings of a sign, whereas denotation refers to its direct, literal meaning. As a semiotic object, a book cover functions on two levels; denotative meaning, a book cover's denotative level includes elements that are instantly observable, like a picture of a person, an object, or a landscape. 
Here, too, Barthes' idea of myth is relevant. Myths, in Barthes' view, are culturally constructed narratives that influence our interpretation of signs. A book cover actively contributes to creating a myth about the book rather than merely reflecting its content. The reader's exceptions are shaped by the cultural codes it conveys. According to Barthes, "Myth is a type of speech chosen by history: it cannot possibly evolve from the 'nature' of things" (Barthes, Mythologies, 1957).  A book's cover thus constructs a particular myth that shapes how the book is viewed in connection to its genre or more general cultural concepts. Barthes goes on to explain, saying, "The system of the book cover is already a myth, a language...it is a universal means of communicating, manipulating, and organising meaning (Barthes, The Fashion System, 1967).
A book's cover conveys deeper cultural meanings about identity and conflict in addition to the book's contents. A book cover's graphic components might appeal to the reader’s identities by letting them know that the book is part of a genre or ideas that appeal to them. On a deeper level, the cover might represent the story's inherent conflict. Stories that examine human psychology or existential crises may use opposing imagery on their covers, such as chaos vs order, light versus dark, to graphically convey the story's main conflicts. As noted by Umberto Eco in The Poetics of the Open Work, “a work of art can produce a world of possibilities, open to diverse interpretations, including internal conflicts” (The Open Work, 1989). Visual signals that direct the reader's emotional connection with the text before they even start reading are frequently used to encode these conflicts, whether internal or external.
We can examine how the book cover for The Weird Tales of Dorothy K. Haynes by K. Haynes employs semiotics to convey the collection's main ideas. Stories that deal with the unusual, the uncanny, and the otherworldly are referred to as ‘weird tales’, these genres frequently examine themes of ambiguity, isolation, and the blending of reality and fiction. This collection's book cover would probably be made to generate a feeling of otherness and mystery. 
We can predict that the cover will have eerie or fantastical imagery based on semiotics study. Signs that convey the strangeness of the narrative within can be distorted or dreamy images, such as figures in bizarre landscapes or abstract shapes. Such images would serve two purposes: first, they would explicitly represent aspects of weird fiction, such as supernatural happenings or strange creatures; second, they would imply feelings of loneliness, bewilderment, or even terror.
Based on cultural connotations with stories that test the borders between reality and the supernatural or defy conventional narrative structures, the book cover would appeal to readers who identify with or are interested in the weird fiction genre. The usage of genre-specific imagery, such as creepy faces, misty woods, or disquieting colour schemes, reflects this identity. Furthermore, the struggle may be between the real and the unreal, or between the familiar and the strange, which is consistent with the existential problems frequently seen in weird fiction. 
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                                     The Weird Tales of Dorothy K. Haynes by D.K. Haynes (2024)

Symbolism is the use of symbols - objects, pictures, or acts - to symbolise ideas, traits, or concepts other than their literal meaning. Symbolism is a potent weapon in literature, art, and society, where seemingly basic elements convey deeper, often concealed meanings. To completely comprehend symbolism, we can examine it through the lens of semiotics, which is the study of signs and symbols. We can investigate how symbols function in communication and storytelling, especially through visual mediums such as book covers.
At its foundation, symbolism is about the relationship between the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the physical form of the symbol, such as an image, word, or object, whereas the signified is the notion or meaning associated with that symbol. Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist and semiotician, stated that "the bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary" (Cours De Linguistique Générale, 1916).  This implies that symbols do not have inherent meanings; rather, society and culture assign meaning to them. For example, a dove (signifier) can represent peace (signified), but its meaning is culturally produced rather than innate.  Symbols frequently act as both the denotative and connotative levels. When a book cover features a symbol such as a red rose, the denotative meaning may simply be a flower, but the connotative meaning may suggest love, passion, or even danger, depending on the context.
Semiotics is vital in understanding how symbols express deeper meaning. Roland Barthes' work on semiotics underlined how symbols go beyond their literal depiction to transmit cultural narratives. According to Barthes, "myth is a system of communication, a message" (Mythologies, 1957). In the context of a book cover, symbolism serves not only to convey the substance of the book, but also its themes and emotional overtones. Barthes also examines how symbols can form a myth, or a collection of cultural notions that govern interpretation. As he says, "The myth is a second-order semiological system" (Mythologies, 1957). This means that a symbol on a book cover represents more than simply a literal meaning; it also activates deeper, culturally rooted concepts.
Symbols are also excellent ways to express identity and conflict. C.G. Jung, a psychologist known for his research into archetypes and the collective unconscious, believed that symbols are intrinsically tied to the human psyche. He asserted that "the symbolic images are the soul's expression of itself" (Man and His Symbols, 1964). Symbols often represent aspects of identity, both personal and collective. A book cover using symbols such as a broken mirror or a fractured image may indicate the protagonist's fractured identity or internal conflict. 
Conflict, whether internal or external, can be communicated via symbols. The visual components on a book cover frequently evoke the primary conflicts in the story. As Barthes puts it, "The sign is a microcosm of the mythic story" (Image-Music-Text, 1977). A symbol on a book cover, such as a figure standing at a crossroads, can represent a moral quandary or decision that reflects the character's inner conflict. Similarly, symbols such as shackles or jails may represent oppression or societal struggle, hinting at the book's themes.
Book covers in the fantasy genre frequently incorporate rich symbolism to allude to deeper themes like identity and conflict, serving as visual gateways into the story universe. These symbolic aspects can be decoded using semiotic theory, which examines signs and their meanings. Sarah J. Maas' cover for A Court of Thorns and Roses is a striking example. Typically, the cover depicts a somewhat hidden female figure wearing in dark armor with Thorn-like motifs against a blood red background.  
Through a semiotic perspective, the thorns represent both entrapment and protection, mirroring the protagonist Feyre's conflict with her dual nature as mortal and distant, predator and prey. The armor represents struggle, perseverance, and transformation, implying a personal path of violence and power. The figure's partial covering represents a fractured self, which is consistent with themes of concealed truths and the struggle for agency. The crimson background, which is commonly linked with danger, passion, and strength, emphasizes the narrative's strong emotional and physical confrontations. Together, these visual signifiers depict Feyre's internal and exterior tensions. More than just drawing readers in, the cover conveys the psychological complexity and mythic elements of the book, providing a semiotic road map for its examination of resistance, identity, and metamorphosis.

                                                  [image: ]
                                          A Court of Thorns and Roses by Sarah J. Maas (2015)

The term fantasy genre refers to a type of literature that focusses on magical, supernatural, and otherworldly themes. It is a genre that enables readers to transcend reality and enter worlds where alternative rules apply, and creativity reigns supreme. By citing theorists such as Roland Barthes, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Carl Jung, we can gain a better understanding of how fantasy genre talks transmit meaning and contribute to narrative structure, especially when applied to visual representations such as book covers.
Magic, mythological creatures, and deviations from natural principles are common themes in the fantasy genre. J.R.R. Tolkien, a pioneer of modern fantasy literature, characterised fantasy as "a sub-creation" that enables humans to create entire worlds with their own rules and mythologies (Tolkien on Fairy Stories, 2014). Fantasy frequently functions in other universes, separate from the real world, where the unthinkable becomes attainable. As Tolkien puts it, "Fantasy is a natural human activity" (Tolkien on Fairy Stories, 2014). It captures the reader's imagination, allowing them to experience a reality that exists outside of the confines of everyday life. 
Semiotically, the fantasy genre is built on a rich set of signifiers that point to something other than its literal meaning. Fantasy symbols are frequently mythological or archetypal, with strong cultural, historical, and psychological connections. For example, the terms wizard and dragon have both literal meanings (characters and beasts) and cultural connotations (knowledge, power, danger). Carl Jung's study on archetypes in literature demonstrates how fantasy uses universal symbols to connect intimately with the collective unconscious. Jung believed that "the archetypes are the universal, primordial symbols that express our deepest emotions, experiences, and instincts" (Man and His Symbols, 1964). In this sense, fantasy frequently addresses basic human themes such as heroism, good against evil, and transformation. 
The semiotic system of the fantasy genre is based on the employment of symbols and signs with several layers of meaning. Roland Barthes' theory of myth, which explains how cultural conventions impact our perception of signs, helps us comprehend how fantasy symbols work. Barthes claimed that myths "transform history into nature" (Mythologies, 1957). This is evident in fantasy, which frequently combines mythological beings and supernatural elements with everyday human experiences. The employment of legendary symbols in fantasy fiction conveys a deeper, often unconscious meaning that directs the reader's interpretation. For example, a sword on the cover of a fantasy novel may represent a weapon, but it can also represent power, aggression, or the capacity for transformation, depending on the context. Barthes' theory of denotation and connotation is equally applicable to fantasy book covers. A cover with a man clutching a shining sword may represent a heroic character ready for war, but it also conveys themes of conflict, fate, and the struggle between good and evil.
Symbols in the fantasy genre usually reflect individual and collective identity. Characters in fantasy literature frequently embark on journeys of self-discovery, change, or moral decision, and these themes are frequently represented by symbols. Carl Jung's concept of the hero's journey is important to this story framework. Jung proposed that "the hero is the one who confronts the unconscious, encounters the deaths of the soul, and returns to the world with new knowledge" (Man and His Symbols, 1964). This voyage, which is paradigmatic across mythology and civilisations, is frequently shown in fantasy covers as emblems of adventure, war, or magical encounters. For example, the cover of Sue Lynn Tan's Immortal incorporates imagery that emphasises the protagonist's journey, such as mythological animals or magical aspects, cueing the reader into themes of self-discovery and transformation. Fantasy motifs on the cover may entice readers to identify with the protagonist's quest, immersing them in a world of possibilities and personal development. 
Conflict is an essential component of the fantasy genre, and it is frequently depicted symbolically by struggles between good and evil, light and dark, or individual vs society. These conflicts are often externalised in the narrative, although they are often inextricably linked to the protagonist's psychological problems. Internal conflict is frequently represented on fantasy book covers by scenes of battle, clashing armies, a sword against a gloomy sky, or a character divided between two realities. These symbols may represent a greater conflict in the book, in which the hero must deal with not just external threats but also personal growth or transformation. In Sue Lynn Tan's Immortal, the book cover may represent a battle or magical clash, symbolising both the protagonist's physical hardships and the emotional conflict of reconciling with their own identity or destiny. The inclusion of mythological animals or divine symbols on the cover could represent a cosmic war with far-reaching ramifications for the protagonist and the world around them. 
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                                                  Immortal by Sue Lynn Tan (2025)

By investigating the three keywords—book cover, symbolism, and fantasy genre—and learning about their complex relationships, I was able to mould my final project ideas. The illustrator and writer can establish a stronger bond with readers by fusing the fantasy genre with symbolic themes in books and their covers. "Is a book judged by its cover?" is the main question that this investigation has brought me to. 
Drawing inspiration from illustrator Peter Bailey, who incorporates underlying symbols and themes into his designs that are woven throughout the His Dark Materials narratives, I will be creating new book covers with a matching book sleeve for the box set His Dark Materials by Philip Pullman. Because of its thematic possibilities for examining the intersection between symbolism and the fantasy genre, as well as how they are depicted in the book covers, I have chosen to work with the His Dark Materials narrative box set. The project itself will be based on my earlier work creating a book cover for Agatha Christie's The Mysterious Affairs at Styles. It includes three front and back covers for the various books in the set, including The Amber Spyglass, The Subtle Knife, and Northen Lights, along with a matching book sleeve that the three books can be placed in.
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