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Introduction

Welcome to the world of editorial design. This book will show you how to create stylish and engaging page layouts to tell stories within the modern platforms of print and digital publications, websites and apps. My aim is to provide you with a robust foundation for your design practice, offering a mix of inspiration and practical guidance to ensure images and text harmonize effectively, whether on paper or screen. The principles discussed extend beyond editorial design, underpinning branding, online publishing and social media marketing, among other fields. With design education becoming increasingly self-directed, as students take charge of their learning by utilizing books, free software and online tutorials to expand their skills, regardless of their physical location, this text serves as a guide for those navigating the multifaceted terrain of the design world.

While some predictions heralded in the second edition of this book did not materialize, editorial design remains a core component of design and journalism courses. As part of their coursework, the young undergraduate journalists I teach learn how to art-direct their own publications, create type and images and make their own layouts. I have included examples of their work to help inspire you.

In this third edition, Chapter 1 begins by asking the question ‘what is editorial design?’, before going on to consider the relationship between editorial design and commerce and outlining the key staff a designer will work with in an editorial team. Chapter 2 provides a breakdown of the various editorial formats in mainstream print and digital publishing, while Chapter 3 is an entirely new chapter dedicated to independent magazines, a thriving hotbed of creativity. Chapter 4 focuses on the role of cover design, as a portal to content and an expression of brand identity, while Chapter 5 – another new addition – looks at how digital content can work seamlessly alongside printed content. Chapter 6 leads us through the different elements that make up a print publication, while Chapters 7 and 8 focus on developing your layouts and practical technical skills. Chapter 9 closes the book with a ‘Hall of Fame’, featuring designers past and present whose work will help you learn for the future. The book is peppered throughout with interviews and insights from some of the most influential and pioneering designers and creatives, among them Gail Bichler, Ian Birch, Alex Breuer, Simon Esterson, Jeremy Leslie, Platon, Jody Quon, Kuchar Swara, Oswin Tickler, Richard Turley and Steven Watson.

Throughout this updated edition we have recognized that the debate around decolonizing design is now firmly on the equality agenda in education, following issues of inequity highlighted by the Black Lives Matter and #metoo movements and in various cases where recognition has finally been given and led to access to opportunities.

Consider this text not just as a guide but as a companion on your design path, connecting your interest in the past to your present learning. Let’s explore together the intricacies of editorial design and unlock the doors to creative expression.
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Special issue of The Atlantic, designed by Bobby C. Martin Jr. (see here).



1 EDITORIAL DESIGN

This book is a guide to editorial design for the printed page and for digital forms of publishing. It connects editorial design history with current practice and explains many underlying principles to enlighten and inspire the beginner. The word ‘editorial’ means articles that express the editor’s opinion on subjects of a particular interest at a particular time, but editorial design has come to mean curated storytelling for those with a passion for sharing a point of view, interests or even a brand. Editorial design is no longer bound by the rectangles of printed pages, but is enjoyed in a variety of ways such as websites, apps and social media platforms. Its main purpose has not changed though: it remains about good communication and a passion for storytelling.

This chapter provides an introduction to the subject and looks at:

■ WHAT IS MEANT BY EDITORIAL DESIGN

■ THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EDITORIAL DESIGN AND COMMERCE

■ THE DIFFERENT ROLES OF DESIGNERS WITHIN EDITORIAL





What is editorial design?

It is impossible to begin an examination of editorial design without first defining what it is and how it differs from other forms of design. A simple way of defining editorial design is as visual journalism, and it is this that most easily distinguishes it from other graphic design disciplines. An editorial publication can entertain, inform, instruct, communicate, educate or combine these aims. It is not unusual to have varying opinions in a publication, although they may tend to be from one school of thought – newspapers are a good example of this. Publications can be interactive; using tools such as GPS (Global Positioning System) and even virtual reality, there are numerous possibilities in how the editor and advertiser can interact with the reader. In this book, the focus will be on the common themes in editorial design across different media – those in print and those designed for the web and for use on personal devices.


‘Editorial design is the design of publications – printed magazines that come out more than once, usually having a look and a feel that are distinctive and unique.’

Vince Frost, art director, Zembla



The aims and elements of editorial

The vast majority of editorial has at its heart the idea of communicating an idea or story through the organization and presentation of words (arranged into display and body text) and visuals. Each of these fulfils a different function: in a magazine a headline will usually have been written and laid out to grab the reader’s attention, while a visual element will usually be there to clarify or support a point made in the body copy (story content). In digital publications, headlines and other graphic entry points serve as guiding links, and type elements invite you to touch and navigate as well as to read.


These images represent the variety in editorial design. Below: The portrait of Michelle Obama by Platon shows a powerful connection with the reader through simple styling and direct eye contact. Clockwise from top left: In the unconventional Good Trouble magazine, the contents burst through the logo and sit atop a portrait displaying much darker eye contact; film magazine Sight and Sound was rejuvenated for the twenty-first century by the geniuses at Pentagram; the team at The New York Times Magazine produces experimental photography and image-making; style and design dominate the content of Wallpaper*, with the model pushing the boundaries of the page, just as the magazine does.
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The function of editorial design

The design of editorial matter serves different functions, such as giving expression and personality to the content, attracting and retaining readers, and structuring the material clearly. These functions have to coexist and work cohesively together to deliver something that is enjoyable, useful or informative – usually a combination of all three if it is to succeed. At its very best, design for editorial for both print and screen is an exciting and constantly evolving research lab and launch pad for stylistic innovations that are often then enthusiastically taken up in many other areas of visual communication.

But editorial design does something else, too: it acts as a vivid cultural snapshot of the era in which it is produced. For example, 1960s magazines Nova and Oz not only brilliantly evoked the visual vibrancy of the decade, but also captured the spirit of an age that celebrated experimentation, innovation and new directions. When we reflect now on the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, we can remember the mood and concerns of the time from the images and covers produced.


‘Editorial design is the framework through which a given story is read and interpreted. It consists of both the overall architecture of the publication (and the logical structure that it implies) and the specific treatment of the story (as it bends or even defies that very logic).’

Martin Venezky, art director, Speak



[image: ]

Concept covers can be particularly arresting. Pearce Marchbank at Time Out in the 1970s used such covers to great effect, skilfully employing photography, illustration, collage and typography to ‘sell’ difficult concepts such as Dadaism and ‘Envy’.
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The popular business data publication and website Bloomberg Businessweek delivers different covers for tablet and print. These graphic images were created by then art director Richard Turley and repeated throughout the different deliveries of the weekly publication and all its constituent parts.
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During the Covid-19 pandemic The Big Issue, which exists to support people experiencing or at risk of homelessness in the UK, had to completely change its distribution method to a subscriber-based model and unexpectedly gained a whole new injection of readership in the process. Instead of going out of business during the lockdowns, editor Paul McNamee found a new way to care for those finding themselves homeless.

Editorial and commerce

For most of the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first, editorial content was largely financed by advertising sales. From about 2010, however, ‘paid for’ advertising revenue went into decline, and alternative business models were sought. Some titles opted for brand extensions, for example by hosting events or conferences, while some invested in digital-only publishing. The Washington Post, bought in 2013 by Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, moved to a digital-first model and by 2021 had 3 million digital readers, in contrast to a print circulation of just 610,000 in 2023.

In order to survive the pandemic, the publishing industry rejuvenated itself using a variety of methods. Innovations in mobile technology, apps and platforms challenged established and historic distribution models in an attempt to support loss-making print products with other ways to raise revenue. Following the pandemic, both small and large publishers have continued to be on the hunt for sustainable business models that will enable them to be commercially viable, not just in material terms but also ethically, doing no harm to people or the planet. Back in 2010 (the year the iPad was launched), it appeared the binary choice for larger publishers was to be between ‘print first’ or ‘digital first’, and for breaking news it was obvious that digital came out on top. But looking at the progress of print and digital editorial formats since then, we see a blurring of design between the two rather than a clear division. As the smartphone took its place as the most popular and accessible medium for many readers, branded mastheads designed for print have been progressively shrunk down even to tiny square app icon badges to function onscreen.

Other changes have been driven by developments in software that have made free templates readily available, alongside an expansion of services offered to the reader, such as shopping discounts, memberships and additional features for subscribers. Responses to these developments have included publications such as GQ designing their own apps and the London Evening Standard launching a PDF e-edition that matches the print newspaper. Some titles have added augmented technologies to their digital editions with QR (Quick Response) codes or shoppable content. Many experiments proved too difficult to scale up or sustain, partly due to the speed of change or simply because they were not popular with consumers.




Author Ian Birch reflects on a changing industry

With the decline of print media, will magazine or publishing companies get replaced? Ian Birch, author of the book Uncovered: Revolutionary Magazine Covers, tries to unpack this language: ‘There are new phrases: some businesses think of themselves as passion businesses, or hobby businesses, or audience businesses. These are all decorations on the Christmas tree; what matters is the tree itself. That is, they need to pivot away from magazines alone, and see how they can generate revenue across multiple platforms, because print is in such decline. That decline isn’t easily offset by digital versions or platforms alone. Companies have to rethink, and do more than produce the same content in a digital form.’

In a 2022 interview, Roger Lynch, then chief executive of Condé Nast, told The New York Times Magazine that Condé Nast was ‘no longer a magazine company’, an ominous statement for consumer publishers. Birch reflects that, while on the surface this feels quite shocking, ‘the word “magazine” doesn’t really describe what Condé Nast does anymore, because it does so many different things. It’s more about generating contact. It’s about working across all platforms. It’s about selling advertising in a new way. It’s about engaging with digital, it’s about creating experiences. It’s about setting up consultancies, and even about education with the Condé Nast College. If anything, we need to replace the word “magazine” with the word “media”, as “magazine company” simply doesn’t cover everything now that a media company does.’

 





The costs of self-publishing

Initially designers were disappointed that typesetting text for ‘content first’ onscreen formats meant compromising traditional typographic layout preferences. As font design improved for working onscreen, and the costs of self-publishing titles became achievable (with crowdfunding for instance), designing for print became an attractive and more accessible possibility for young people. The independent sector (explored more fully in Chapter 3) continued to give inspiration and voice to previously marginalized issues.

The editorial designer became a branding expert, understanding the need for a ‘solar system’ of design elements all supplementing and complementing each other, orbiting around a core set of values and themes. Publishers such as The New Yorker and the New Statesman offered packages where print and digital products came together for the subscriber as a ‘bundle’. This proved to be a lifeline in 2020, when the pandemic emerged in parts of the world and quickly spread.
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Self-published magazines take all kinds of forms. The oversized broadsheet Civilization, created by Richard Turley (top), deliberately uses this format to encourage us to get away from our screens (see here). Environmental publication Where the Leaves Fall, designed by Luciane Pisani (middle), is smaller in format – close to B5 – and incorporates global views and decolonized opinions around the environment and its effect on the population. Curiosity magazine by Salomi Desai (bottom) was a simple concept and strong visual put together as a student project.






AN EXPERT DISCUSSES THE FUTURE OF MAGAZINES

Jeremy Leslie, founder, magCulture

Jeremy Leslie is a passionate advocate for magazines, and a spokesperson for creatives, editors and publishers in the editorial industry. His community is built around his blog and shop magCulture, a brand that has grown to include conferences in New York and London. MagCulture was voted one of the best design blogs of its time and features an impressive catalogue of interviews with both established and new and upcoming figures. Jeremy is also creative director of the magCulture studio. He is a judge for the Society of Publication Designers in the US. MagCulture is also an editorial content consultancy company working with companies such as Luxembourg publisher Maison Moderne.

Leslie worked for Blitz magazine in the 1980s, and then The Guardian, Time Out, M-real and others, always striving to explore the magic of communication through publishing of all kinds. From 1999 to 2009, he was creative director at John Brown Media during a time when customer magazines became some of the most innovative products around. I first spoke to him in 2020, following up in 2022 to reflect together on the impact the pandemic has had on the magazine business.

Let’s start with the positive effect that magazines have on our lives. During the lockdowns you said there will never be a better time to enjoy your favourite magazines and to discover a new one.

When I said that, the first lockdown had only just begun. Everybody was stuck at home. Pre-Covid, we were all so busy, so stuck in our schedules, using our phones from morning to night. Checking the weather, our messages, our diaries, and killing time on Instagram while waiting somewhere. People in lockdown were using Netflix, watching things they never had time for. I think it was the same with magazines, people had the time. Our familiar customers who usually bought one or two magazines in the shop were buying large numbers in quantity and having them shipped, catching up on stuff they hadn’t had a chance to read.

I’ve always argued that as screens become more essential to all our work, we want to get off them. Leisure on your screen is not leisure. The separation between being switched on for work and switched off at home is no longer there. So whenever you’re on your phone, it is for some sort of chore, with one or two exceptions. Otherwise it’s just mindless surfing, passing of time. People always found solace in magazines as a respite – not getting interrupted, being able to disappear into something. That was heightened during the lockdowns. We wanted respite. Books provided that, and so did magazines – they take you somewhere else.

[image: ]

The joy of magazines in particular is that they might entice you with one story, but in the process you’ll find out about that other story. It’s that idea of serendipity, of finding stuff that you don’t realize is there. I can still remember when the internet was young, we were exploring on it. I don’t explore on the internet now, I just work. Everything’s fed to me, that is, the stuff they think I want, and I have to really fight to get out of that. Use a different browser, or log off, or do whatever you have to do to escape. So magazines are instantly in that frame of mind.

[image: ]

Jeremy says, ‘I still love The Gentlewoman, because it has really good writing, as does Fantastic Man (below). Well-written and well-researched content is stuff that you want to read and you get a lot of it there. It’s not just throwaway material, it’s special – it comes twice a year and it’s a treat.’

How about some of the commercial models behind the distribution of the larger, more mainstream publications? Did they have capital to fall back on post-pandemic?

Magazines produced by the large publishers were in a bad state, and were already in trouble anyway by 2019. It was a systemic problem, nobody had looked after the system – the distribution and retail systems, everything had been run down. Everything that grew up off the back of the big mainstream magazines in the 1960s, 70s and 80s had been allowed to fall apart. It’s very hard to buy a copy of Vogue or Elle or GQ if your local supermarket doesn’t have it. A lot of newsagents either cut back distribution channels or companies closed their distribution arms. It was almost like there was a death wish. People needed to pay attention to that years ago, and they didn’t, so it’s just crumbled. The significant change was when Comag, the shared distribution company owned by Condé Nast and Hearst Magazines, got closed down, which was symbolic of their lack of interest in that part of the business. So we’ll see what is going to happen with the mainstream.

Which indie publications survived the economic impact of the early 2020s? Is there a way of predicting?

On the indie side, I’m much more optimistic. The lifeblood of the mainstream industry was subscriptions, and this applies to the indies as well. That’s what kicked in, to jump over the problem of the retail system. That’s what indies were already doing.

Titles like The Economist and Private Eye sold more in the pandemic; there was a spike around that time. They made their magazines indispensable and got people to subscribe to them. The question was, how many lifestyle magazines did people need? News, current affairs, criticism and intelligent thought, that’s where the future was post-lockdown. That’s what the indie scene at its best does, whether it’s dealing with something like climate change or whether it’s something more reflective.

So these indispensable titles are collectable. People are not likely to throw them away when finished?

People are already committed, so the challenge at the moment is choosing the right business model. Publications like Fantastic Man, The Gentlewoman and The Plant have great support from advertisers now that they are established brands with reach. When lockdown hit, they had to make a decision whether to print new issues or not. They went ahead because they had to honour deals with their advertisers and commercial partners, and they can sell that issue over a period of time.

What can we learn from looking back at different business models?

The Face, Blitz and i-D represent a generation that we can look back on when people thought, ‘I am going to do this myself.’ Nick Logan launched The Face on the kitchen table when he couldn’t get backing for it. Terry Jones left Vogue and started i-D. Blitz was begun as a university magazine. Those magazines stood apart. At the time they were launched, fashion and culture did not feature in mainstream media, unlike now when there are many references to popular culture in everyday media, so that is why they made such a big splash. It is harder now to make a splash since there is so much information everywhere.





The different roles of designers in editorial

Key to successful editorial design is the working relationship between the designer and the editor, but equally important is the designer’s relationship with the rest of the publication’s staff. At large publications, the designer will often be second only to the editor in the number of staff they interact with on a daily basis. At small independent publications such as Chutney magazine, the designer may also be the editor.

The role of an art director has changed to include making editorial decisions. For instance, at magazines such as Wallpaper* we see art directors becoming editors, as a greater understanding develops that the brand’s look and visual sensitivity is a vital part of its editorial direction.

[image: ]

Designing magazines is a collaborative experience. Students here learn to step back and look at their images and text from the reader’s point of view, taking in feedback from other contributors. This image shows design students at Central Saint Martins in London discussing work created for the briefs in this book.

Key staff in editorial

Depending on the type of publication, the size of the team and how it has been organized, the individual roles of the team may vary. But, while a magazine editor will probably have commissioned the bulk of the material to appear in the publication, it is the art director, design director or lead designer who will be responsible for the way this is organized and presented to represent the magazine’s identity.

It would take a whole book to explain the various roles and relationships of every designer working in digital and print formats for newspapers and magazines, and these will differ vastly depending on the media format, size and circulation of a publication – an independent magazine that is produced biannually will have staffing needs that are very different from those of a daily magazine blog. Here is a guide to the staff that an editorial designer will work most closely with.

Editor: ultimately responsible for the publication’s content. Works most closely with the art director and the tier of editorial staff immediately below them, including features editor, picture editor and production editor.

Art director/art editor: responsible for the organization and ordering of all the content, including commissioned and in-house articles and all imagery, to a timescale set by the production manager or production editor. They commission images and information graphics (infographics), including from illustrators and, sometimes, photographers (see also picture editor, below). Works closely with creative and production staff across print editions and to some extent on digital formats.

Production manager/web editor: oversees the physical compilation of all the material by setting a production schedule. This works backwards from the publication date to determine receipt of copy and imagery, editing, subbing and design schedules, and dates on which the sections need to go to the printer. The production manager is also responsible for producing, updating and circulating the flatplan. Works most closely with the art department and the printer, particularly in overseeing all special print requirements.

[image: ]

Wallpaper* magazine demonstrates the closeness between editorial and design. Sarah Douglas joined the title as art director and progressed up to editor-in-chief, a position she held from 2017 to 2024. Having the vision to connect the images and the copy has been a bonus. Wallpaper* was founded in 1996 by Tyler Brûlé, who always maintained a creative relationship with advertisers and collaborators to produce a variety of branding and consultancy services.

Chief subeditor, subeditors: responsible for proofing and ‘subbing’ (subediting) the copy to ensure stylistic coherence, correct spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc., writing all display copy, rewriting badly written copy, cutting copy and sometimes laying out pages. Works closely with the editor, art team, features editor and, depending on the structure of the editorial team, the writing staff.

Picture editor: usually responsible for sourcing images and copyright clearing on imagery, but also, in conjunction with the art director and editor, for ensuring the quality of photographic material used throughout the publication. Works closely with these individuals, and also directly with photographers, picture agencies, photo libraries and repro houses.

Designers: responsible for laying out the publication according to the art director’s directions or instructions. The way designers work with their art director and how much autonomy they have in laying out the material is determined by a number of factors: the working practice of the art director (some like to be very hands-on and oversee every detail of the publication; others are happy to delegate), the ratio of staff to the number of pages, and the lead time to publication. Sometimes, due to budget cuts, many pages are formatted to a strict template that doesn’t need a designer’s input.

[image: ]

Osman Bari started his publication Chutney when he was an undergraduate architecture student, initially with crowdfunding. He writes and commissions stories, creates the layout and handles the distribution. This openness comes through using an authentic voice with a unique heritage that exudes warmth.




Designer Simon Esterson’s tips on starting out as an editorial designer

• Think quite hard about where you’re going to work. There are still immense benefits in what we might call conventional publishing, like getting a salary. Independent publishing is less financially secure but there are tremendous creative opportunities.

• Magazine-making is a team exercise. If you’re going to be true to yourself, you want to work with a team that you’re comfortable with. That’s not to say there shouldn’t be discussion and a bit of grit in the oyster, that’s important too. But fundamentally, you need to have a shared editorial outlook, which informs both the content and the design.

• Your magazine shouldn’t really look like somebody else’s magazine – it needs to reflect what you’ve been trying to say editorially. You use your design instincts to do that. You may not have a huge photography budget, so if you can’t find some great photographers who will work for very little, then just don’t have any photography at all. Use some big type, find some illustrators.

• There have always been a million ways to make a magazine. It doesn’t have to be in colour – I’ve seen fantastic magazines in black and white – and it doesn’t have to contain any imagery at all, it can just be type. But even within the realm of ‘type only’ design, you have to question what you are doing. Are we making this like a book, with ‘book’ typography, whatever that means? Or is everything going to be shouting out of the page at you in massive bold type?

 





What attributes should an editorial designer have?

The renowned graphic designer Tibor Kalman once famously said that it is the job of the art editor to get the editor fired if they believe the job is not being done properly. By this he meant that an editorial designer should take as much interest in the content of a publication as the editor, because designing a magazine is unquestionably an extension of editing it. Both roles are creative ones that are rooted in, and play part of, a creative process, and how they function together will nearly always determine the success or failure of an editorial publication.

So, if editorial designers should ‘become’ editors, the converse is equally true and editors should ‘become’ editorial designers – or at the very least they should understand each other’s attitudes, roles and areas of expertise in order to build the trust necessary to create a first-rate publication. All the great editorial designers and editors have expressed this, some of them even bringing other skills and backgrounds to the mix. Mark Porter, who designed Colors and WIRED and went on to be creative director of The Guardian newspaper, read languages at Oxford University instead of formally studying design. As he explains, this lies at the heart of his approach to design:


I approach editorial from the reader’s point of view. Good editorial design is, first, about making people want to read, and then about telling stories; most readers aren’t interested in design, and when they look at a page they should see ideas, people and places, not graphic design. It may also be that having been to university makes it easier for me to communicate with editors, as they tend to share the same background. Newspapers are full of very smart journalists, which is a constant intellectual challenge for me; if I can’t make a clear, convincing case for my design, then I will just get shot down. Languages themselves haven’t been that useful in my work (apart from doing projects overseas), but I believe that design is a language too, and, like any language, of no real value in itself; it only becomes useful when you have something worthwhile to say.



Dylan Jones, editor of publications including GQ, i-D, The Face, Arena and Arena Homme Plus, trained as a graphic designer. Willy Fleckhaus, art director of the seminal 1960s German magazine Twen, was a journalist. And David Hillman, Pentagram partner and designer of New Statesman and Society and The Guardian newspaper, was both art director and deputy editor on Nova. He has said, ‘Art direction isn’t about establishing a grid or styling a masthead, or even about a good-looking juxtaposition of image and text. In its best form, it involves the art director having a full and in-depth understanding of what the magazine says, and, through design, influencing how it is said.’

[image: ]

Having a fun approach to pop culture certainly helped this spread in The Times Magazine, art-directed by Jon Hill. We see the band members of The Who playing about during a 1967 album cover shoot. Hill simply ran a single column of type down the left-hand side and selected the perfect pull quote for the right-hand page.

[image: ]

Art director Janet Froelich speaks about simple and straightforward design in her profile on here. There is an elegance to the simple composition of this cover and the placement of the Gothic T logo, which at the time was the brand of The New York Times Magazine.
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