
...a lovely saying, but the truth, unfortunately, 
is that we do. We are a highly visual species, 
and thanks, in part to social media, we have 
evolved into one with a fifteen second attention 
span. At any given moment, there are poten-
tially hundreds of messages competing for our 
attention. We can no longer escape advertising. 
You can’t even read a simple news article on-
line or watch a YouTube video anymore without 
having to click through some sort of ad first.

Your book cover is an ad, and its creation should 
be approached with that in mind. Online, po-
tential customers only view a book’s thumb-
nail for a few seconds so it’s critical for you 
to have a professional cover to promote your 
book. The cover is the first thing your readers 
will see, and they will often base the decision of 
whether or not they will “add to cart” on it. That 
cover needs to stop them in their tracks, so that 
they’ll actually take that next step of reading 
the synopsis, the author bio and those reviews 
that we’ve endlessly harassed all of our friends 
and families to post up for us on Amazon. 
 
So, the $25,000 question now is:
• Should I do it myself, or hire a professional?

As a professional, my first response will be, of 
course, to hire one. However, there are many 
reasons as to why this option may not be  
feasible for you—budget being one of them. 
That said, it’s my goal to provide as much in-
formation regarding your “do-it-yourself” op-

tions as I can,  so that you’ll be able to confi-
dently and successfully tackle your book cover 
design. 

• Many self-publishing sites offer a few book 
cover design options as part of their service. 
You can either have one of their in-house  
designers put something together for you (for 
a fee, of course), or can you mix and match  
elements from a few already pre-existing,  
simply formatted templates. Of course, every 
self-publishing site or publisher allows you to 
upload your own pre-generated cover.

A FEW SELF-PUBLISHING SITES...
*Authorhouse: http://www.authorhouse.com
Blurb: http://www.blurb.com
BookBaby: http://www.bookbaby.com
CreateSpace: https://www.createspace.com
iTunes Connect: https://itunesconnect.apple.com
*iUniverse: http://www.iuniverse.com
Kindle Direct: https://kdp.amazon.com
LuLu: http://www.lulu.com
Nook Press: https://www.nookpress.com
Smashwords: http://www.smashwords.com
Shop My Book: http://www.shopmybook.com

*Authorhouse and iUniverse are paid services, but they 
also offer unique marketing packages and are a bit more 
“hands-on” with their authors.

• If you’ve been picked up by one of the big pub-
lishing houses, they will more-than likely have 
an in-house designer put together a book cover 
for you. Your input in that process, however, 
can vary greatly depending on the publisher.

D“DON’T JUDGE A BOOK BY ITS COVER” ~ GEORGE ELIOT, THE MILL ON THE FLOSS 

Graphic aesthetics
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• Resources: Software, Fonts & Images
• Copyrights, Trademarks and More , Oh my!
•  Your Book Cover and You... 
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SOFTWARE
While Adobe’s Photoshop may be the king of 
the mountain, it unfortunately has a pricetag 
that only royalty can afford. There are, thank-
fully, a few alternatives to his royal Adobeness, 
but let’s start with him...

• ADOBE PHOTOSHOP 
http://www.adobe.com

The use of Photoshop has become so common 
place in today’s media that, like Google, it’s now 
become a verb: ‘to Photoshop’ is pretty much 
synonymous for ‘editing an image’. 

Creative Suite 6 Master Collection: $2,599 
Photoshop CS6:  $699 
*Photoshop CC:  $9.99 per month

*Photoshop CC is Adobe’s new Creative Cloud online 
service where it’s publishing software is now available 
for use for a monthly fee. Annual commitments are re-
quired, but there are free 30 day trials available.
 
Photoshop Tutorials: 
http://tv.adobe.com/show/learn-photoshop-cs6

• APERTURE
https://www.apple.com/aperture

While full of familiar features to Photoshop,  
Aperture lacks many of the superfluous tools, 
the average photographer would never use, 
making it much simpler to grasp. 

Aperture: $79

Aperture Tutorials: 
https://www.apertureexpert.com

• SERIF PHOTOPLUS X7 
http://www.serif.com/photoplus

PhotoPlus X7 is perhaps the most direct com-
petitor to Photoshop in terms of trying to repli-
cate the different tools in Adobe’s software for 
the PC at a lower price.

PhotoPlus X7:  $99

PhotoPlus Tutorials: 
https://community.serif.com/tutorials

• PAINTSHOP PRO
http://www.paintshoppro.com

Brought to you by the same software house 
that produces Painter, Paintshop Pro is a long-
standing alternative to Photoshop that offers a 
huge range of photo-editing and graphics cre-
ation tools. With AfterShot Pro, Photo Video 
Suite and PhotoImpact also part of its imaging 
software arsenal, Corel has quite the creative 
suite as well. Free trials are available for most 
of their titles.

PaintShop Pro:  $79

Corel Tutorials: 
http://www.corel.com/corel/pages/index.
jsp?pgid=1100014

http://www.adobe.com
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https://www.apertureexpert.com
http://www.serif.com/photoplus
https://community.serif.com/tutorials
http://www.paintshoppro.com
http://www.corel.com/corel/pages/index.jsp?pgid=1100014
http://www.corel.com/corel/pages/index.jsp?pgid=1100014


FONTS
Personally, I believe you can never have access 
to too many fonts, especially if they’re free... 

http://www.1001fonts.com
http://www.1001freefonts.com
http://www.abstractfonts.com
http://www.dafont.com
http://www.downloadfreefonts.com
http://www.fontfreak.com
http://www.fontshop.com/freefonts
http://www.fontspace.com
http://www.fontsquirrel.com
http://www.urbanfonts.com/free-fonts.htm

Some of these sites might require you to register your 
e-mail with them, but it’s a small price to pay for being 
able to download as many fonts as you want, whenever 
you want.

STOCK IMAGES
Some of these sites are free. Others are not. 
Don’t settle on an image for your book cover 
just because it came from one of the free stock 
libraries. Shop around. Again, your book cover 
is an ad. You want to make sure you have the 
right image to send the right message to your 
readers. 

http://www.bigstock.com
http://www.dreamstime.com
http://www.gettyimages.com
http://www.istockphoto.com
http://www.morguefile.com
http://www.shutterstock.com
http://www.stockfreeimages.com
http://www.thinkstockphotos.com

Some stock library sites offer free trial offers to down-
load X amount of images over X amount of days, while 
some other sites offer free a image of the week or day.

• When downloading or purchasing stock im-
ages, be sure to read any licensing agreements, 
limitations of use or other terms associated with 
it carefully. As a rule, however, you should try 
to stick to high resolution, royalty free images. 
Royalty free refers to the right to use copyright-
ed material or intellectual property without the 
need to pay additional royalties or license fees 
for each use or per volume sold, or some time 
period of use or sales.

ARTISTS
If you’ve gotten this far, and have already de-
cided that you’d rather pass the reins over to 
someone else, then here’s a few other sites 
you’ll need. The following websites are artist 
portal sites. On them, you will be able to find 
hundred of designers, illustrators or photogra-
phers from the amateur to the professional. You 
should have no problem finding the right find 
for your genre or budget.

http://artindustri.com
http://www.artistdaily.com
http://www.bluecanvas.com
http://www.deviantart.com
https://www.elance.com
http://www.renderosity.com
http://shadowness.com

The Book Cover Archive is a great place to spend 
a little bit of time at. It’s an excellent source for 
ideas.

ISBN NUMBERS
An ISBN uniquely identifies your book, and 
facilitates the sale of your book to bookstores 
(physical and digital) and libraries. Using ISBNs 
allows you to better manage your book’s meta-
data, and ensure maximum discoverability of 
your book. ISBN stands for International Stan-
dard Book Number. An ISBN is a number, not a 
bar code. One agency per country is designated 
to assign ISBNs for the publishers and self-pub-
lishers located in that country.

http://www.isbn.org

Many self-publishing providers allow you to “purchase” 
an ISBN number through their services, but then they are 
actually the owners of it... not you. If you can afford it, get 
your own. An ISBN + Barcode combo will cost you $150.
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WWHAT DO THE TM, SM, © AND ® SYMBOLS MEAN?

COPYRIGHT
The copyright symbol or sign, designated by © 
is used in copyright notices for works other than
sound recordings. The use of the symbol is de-
scribed in United States Copyright Law, and 
internationally, by the Universal Copyright Con-
vention. Obviously, the C stands for copyright.

A copyright notice was first required in the 
United States by the Copyright Act of 1802. The
copyright symbol © was introduced in the 
United States Copyright Act of 1909 as a rela-
tively unobtrusive mark to appear on the work 
itself next to the artist’s name, indicating the 
existence of a more elaborate copyright notice 
elsewhere (i.e. the frame or mounting). The ver-
sion of the bill that was submitted to Congress 
in 1906 contained a provision that a special 
copyright symbol could be used instead of the 
word “Copyright” (or its abbreviation “Copr.”), 
but only for a limited category of copyrightable 
works, including works of art but not books or 
periodicals. In 1946, the United States Copy-
right Act of 1909 was incorporated as title 17 of 
the United States Code;  and amended in 1954, 
so that the symbol © was allowed as an alter-
native to “Copyright” or “Copr.” in all copyright 
notices.

• In the United States, the copyright notice con-
sists of: the © symbol, the word “Copyright”, or 
its abbreviation “Copr.”; the year of first pub-
lication of the copyrighted work; and an iden-
tification of the owner of the copyright, either 
by name, abbreviation, or other designation by 
which they are generally known.

e.g. © 2014 John Smith

• However, a copyright notice is not required to 
be displayed in order for copyright to be estab-
lished. Copyright exists the moment the mate-
rial is created and fixed in a tangible medium.

• The copyright owner has the sole right to: 
copy the copyrighted material, distribute that  

material, change or adapt that material (including 
by adding or deleting graphics), and display the 
copyrighted material. You must have permission 
from the copyright owner to use it.

 • You cannot copyright an idea, but you can 
copyright the way it is expressed.

J.K. Rowling can’t copyright the idea of a young wiz-
ard  attending a magical school, but she can absolutely 
copyright that his name is Harry Potter and he’s going 
to Hogwarts.

• A “work made for hire” is a work created by 
an employee as part of his or her job, or a work 
created on behalf of a client where all parties 
agree in writing to the “work for hire” designa-
tion. It is an exception to the general rule that 
the person who actually creates a work is the 
legally recognized author of that work. Accord-
ing to copyright law in the United States, if a 
work is “made for hire”, the employer—not the 
employee—is considered the legal author and 
owner of its copyright.

• Material is not free to use simply because it’s 
on the Internet. In fact, that material is probably
copyrighted... 

 
...for example, the copyright of this image could 
be owned by either the photographer, the danc-
er, the dance studio she works at, the agency 
the photographer is employed with.



SOUND RECORDING COPYRIGHT
The sound recording copyright symbol is   ,  
and is used to designate copyright in a sound 
recording. The P stands for phonogram. This ap-
plies to audio books, not just music.

®, TM AND SM SYMBOLS
The symbols ®, TM and SM provide notice 
to the world that you are claiming trademark 
rights in any mark using these symbols. The TM 
is used on marks identifying goods, and the SM 
on marks identifying services. You do need not 
have a federal or state registration to use the TM 
or SM symbols and show that a word, phrase 
or logo is used as a trademark. However, the ® 
symbol, which provides “statutory notice” can 
only be used if your mark is federally registered 
on either the Principal or Supplemental Reg-
isters maintained by the United States Patent 
and Trademark Office (USPTO).

• Like a copyright notice, no ® or TM symbol 
is necessary for someone to claim trademark 
rights in a word, phrase or logo. 

• UNAUTHORIZED USE
Unauthorized use of the ® can result in penal-
ties, unless you can show that the unauthorized
use was a good-faith mistake. Inadvertent un-
authorized use can occur when the USPTO can-
cels your mark without your knowledge. It is 
quite likely that your labels and materials will 
still display the ® when the cancellation issues, 
thereby leaving you vulnerable to an attack that
you were acting in bad faith and should be pe-
nalized for unauthorized use.

• ADVANTAGES TO PROVIDING NOTICE
There is no requirement that you use any of the 
symbols, however there are two important ad-
vantages to using them. First, the symbols pro-
vide notice to the world that you are claiming the 
symbols as trademarks, and this will deter others 
from attempting to use the name for their own 
business. Second, if you ever find yourself in a 
lawsuit for infringement of your mark, and you 
haven’t used the statutory notice (i.e. the ® sym-
bol), then you won’t be able to sue for damages 
or profits unless you can prove that the infringer 
had actual notice of your trademark rights.

United States Copyright Office: 
http://www.copyright.gov

United States Patent and Trademark Office: 
http://www.uspto.gov 

RIGHT OF PUBLICITY
Right of Publicity is a person’s right to control 
the commercial use of his or her name, image 
and likeness. The Right of Publicity applies to 
both photographs and illustrations, and in some 
states, this right may even apply if the person is 
no longer living. Keep in mind, that this is not 
just for Elvis or Marilyn. The average person has 
the right to control the use of his or her name 
and image in advertising too. 

If you’ve styled your protagonist after Robert Downey Jr., 
make sure it doesn’t look like him on your cover. 

•  Obviously, a royalty free image of someone 
downloaded from a stock library would be an 
exception to the above, because the site or its 
contirbuting photographers would have the ap-
propriate model release forms on file. 

MODEL RELEASE FORM
A model release is a legal release typically 
signed by the subject of a photograph grant-
ing permission to publish the photograph in 
one form or another. The legal rights of the sig-
natories in reference to the material is thereaf-
ter subject to the allowances and restrictions 
stated in the release, and also possibly in ex-
change for compensation paid to the photo-
graphed. 

In general, no release is required for publica-
tion of a photo taken of an identifiable person 
when the person is in a public space unless the 
use is for trade or direct commercial use, which 
is defined as promoting a product, service, or 
idea .Publication of a photo of an identifiable 
person, even if taken when the person is in a 
public place, for commercial use, without a 
model release signed by that person, can re-
sult in civil liability for whoever publishes the 
photograph.

Generic Model Release Form:
http://www.entrepreneur.com/formnet/form/848#

http://www.copyright.gov
http://www.uspto.gov
http://www.entrepreneur.com/formnet/form/848#


THE TECHNICAL STUFF...
Self-publishing sites not only offer different  
book sizes to their authors, but thankfully 
provide the book cover templates for them 
as well. They will also calculate the required 
spine width for you depending on a book’s 
page count.

Do you want or need to figure out the spine width on 
your own? Well, there’s a simple formula for that. Just 
take the number of pages in your book and divide that by 
your inside paper’s PPI (Pages Per Inch). The PPI depends 
on the type and quality of paper you’re using and it usu-
ally appears on the printer’s estimate or quote.

• Some self-publishing sites allow you to 
upload separate files for the front and back 
cover, but wrap-around covers, like the one 
pictured above, are almost always designed 
as one piece.

The black border represents the book’s actual size, the 
dotted red border its bleed, and the dotted blue border 
the “safety zone”.  As a general rule, try to keep any es-
sential text within that dotted blue border.

• WHAT IS BLEED?
It is very difficult to print exactly to the edge 
of a sheet of paper so ensures that no un-
printed edges occur in the final trimmed 
document, it is necessary to print a slightly 
larger area (usually an 1/8 of an inch on all 
outer sides) and then trim down to the re-
quired finished size.

For example, a 5” x 7” book with a half inch spine would 
have a wrap-around cover measuring 10.75” x 7.25”

•  COLOR MODES: CMYK VS RGB
The CMYK color model (also known as pro-
cess color or four color) is a subtractive 
color model used in color printing. CMYK 
refers to the four inks used in some color 
printing: cyan, magenta, yellow, and black. 

The RGB color model is an additive color 
model in which red, green, and blue light 
are added together in various ways to re-
produce a broad array of colors. The main 
purpose of the RGB color model is for the 
sensing, representation, and display of im-
ages in electronic systems, such as televi-
sions and computers.

Only books available strictly online (iTunes, Kindle, Nook, 
etc.) would require files prepared or converted into RGB. 
Print-ready files need to be CMYK.  

•  RESOLUTION 
DPI is used to describe the resolution num-
ber of dots per inch (DPI) in a digital print or 
image. To ensure a crisp high quality cover, 
your images and final file should have a 
resolution of 300dpi.  

•  ACCEPTABLE FILE FORMATS
Most self-publishing sites accept JPG, PNG, 
TIF, and PDF files.

Brief Book Cover Tutorials
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ITe3AfVCGYk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6dIkBDijR0g

Y &YOUR BOOK COVER AND YOU...

TIPS FOR BUILDING A LONG LASTING & STABLE RELATIONSHIP...

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ITe3AfVCGYk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6dIkBDijR0g


FINALLY, THE DOS AND DON’TS...
Sometimes the seemingly most common 
sense steps are the one we overlook, so 
let’s start with some of those...

•  You can only make a first impression 
once. Most people in book publishing be-
lieve that a cover is a book’s most essential 
marketing tool. So, before you start surf-
ing through some of those websites I listed 
earlier looking for something that you like, 
or looks “good enough”, ask yourself a few 
questions... 

1. What is my target audience of readers 
looking for? What’s going to grab them?

2. What do other books in my genre look 
like? Do I want to fit in or stand out?

How many romance novel covers have fallen into the cli-
ché of some swooning, tragic damsel and her half naked 
muscle bound sailor / buccaneer / knight / savior / farm-
hand? A passing glance at that genre’s shelf in a book-
store would make one think they’re all part of the same 
series. Hasn’t she been saved yet?

3. Emotionally, what colors does your story 
feel like? What mood do you want your po-
tential readers to connect with most?

Color is your friend, but it can make or break a poten-
tially superb cover. Don’t be afraid to experiment with the 
some of the options on the color wheel or on the listed 
sites. Try to avoid garish color combinations, odd gradi-
ents, or unnecessarily bold colors on your final cover.

You might also want to keep an eye on what your cover 
looks like in grayscale too. Remember, many people still 
have black & white e-readers. You might have to make ad-
justments in the grayscale version if the title or author’s 
name suddenly gets lost. 

Color Theory Basics
http://www.colormatters.com

Color Combinations and Schemes
https://kuler.adobe.com/create/color-wheel
http://www.colorcombos.com
http://colorschemedesigner.com

*Tip: If you’re working in Adobe Photoshop or another 
software that supports layers, make sure you keep  your 
unflattened file safely backed-up, so that you can contin-
ue to make changes at any point in the future.

http://www.colormatters.com
https://kuler.adobe.com/create/color-wheel
http://www.colorcombos.com
http://colorschemedesigner.com


• There’s really no simple answer as to what 
should end up on your cover. There’s no se-
cret formula or selection process that will 
guarantee you that “perfect cover”. how-
ever, here are few suggestions on where to 
get started...

1. The Protagonist (obviously)
2. The Antagonist (we all love a good villain)

Try to avoid too many characters on a cover, though. Try 
and keep it to two at most, if you can, and remember that 
an emotional connection between the characters featured 
on the cover inspires an emotional response in your po-
tential customer. I’ve said it before, your cover is an ad, 
which means your reader is a customer. Remember that.

3. A significant / symbolic prop
4. A significant location to the story
5.  Perhaps something unique reflecting the 

time period in which your book is set
6. A particular scene or hint of a plot twist

•  You don’t necessarliy have to be literal 
in your message. The most successul ones 
aren’t. A crown can convey royalty just as  
effectively as an image of the actual mon-
arch, and an empty throne can elude to many  
potential plotlines. 

• Less Is More! Minimalism is timeless. Keep 
it simple. Do not clutter your cover. You want 

to convey a single message, not 4,000 of 
them. You don’t need your hero, your villain, 
a castle, a comet, a kitten and a unicorn all 
one cover. Again, pick one theme. What is 
the one constant in your story, from start to 
finish? 

• Stay away from using cheap clip art on 
your cover, unless there’s an exceptionally 
good reason for it... like your book is about 
cheap clip art.

• Do not stick an image inside a box float-
ing in the middle of the cover either. It’s a 
waste of valuable marketing space, and has 
that “child on a milk carton” vibe. Unless of 
course, that’s what you’re going for. 

• Do focus on your book’s title and the au-
thor’s name. They should be clear and easy 
to read. Many people will first encounter 
your cover on a screen, not on a shelf. I’ve 
included some very simple and very basic 
cover layouts below. In general, I would 
avoid putting the author’s name above the 
title, unless there’s already a following look-
ing for work by that author.

• No matter how beautiful your cover image 
is, your book cover can still fail if the type-
face choice is poor. Usually a cover should 
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try not to use more than two fonts... some-
thing stylish for your title, and something 
simple for your author name and tag line, 
if you happen to have one. Decorative fonts 
can run the risk of eventually looking out-
dated, but some of them can be truly ele-
gant, so don’t overlook them.

• Back covers often get overlooked, but it’s 
a great space to continue the wrap-around 
of a dramatic image, add a few one or two 
line reviews, or even a brief author’s biog-
raphy. 

• Don’t forget to put your book’s title and 
the  author’s name on the spine as well. 
Make sure it’s clear and easily read from a 
distance.

• Go online and search for competitive 
books in your genre. Notice the book cov-
ers that catch your eye and the ones that 
do not. What made you stop? Look at their 
back covers and spines too. It’s good prac-
tice to have a look at some bad book cover 
and book title ideas too. They’re good for a 
laugh and a lesson: 

http://badbookcovers.tumblr.com 
http://lousybookcovers.tumblr.com
http://morebadbookcovers.tumblr.com

• Be sure to preview a thumbnail image 
of your book cover every so often. Is the 
cover compelling at a small size too? More 
people are buying books on an e-reader or 
their mobile device, so you want the cov-
er to read clearly no matter how it’s being 
looked at. 

• Consider including a mention on the cover 
of a forward written by a famous person, if 
you happen to have one. 

• If you’re writing a book series, it might be 
a good idea to come up with a logo or some 
sort of emblem to represent the series as a 
whole, and use it somewhere consistently 
on each cover for to let your fanbase know, 
“Hey, here’s the next part of that trilogy!”

• Avoid social media logos on your cover. 
Yes, you’re on facebook. Yes, you’re on  
twitter, but remember MySpace? Gone in 
a flash. Social media links really belong on 
your professional website where you can 
remove or update them as often as neces-
sary.

• Consistency is important. You might con-
sider updating certain portions of your web-
site or facebook page with elements from 
your book cover.
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• I’ve often heard that you should think of 
your book cover as a billboard, trying to 
catch the attention of browsers as they 
speed by. You have to “get it” at 60 miles 
per hour, in 3 to 5 seconds. A book cover 
has to do the same thing. At a glance your 
potential reader should know; the genre of 
your book, the general subject matter or fo-
cus, and some idea of the tone or “ambi-
ance” of the book. 

• Get feedback, and not from your friends 
and family who will always love what you 
create. Try some of the boards on Pinter-
est or tumblr, your professional facebook 
page (you should have one), or your twitter  
account. It costs you nothing. Not only will the 
process help you interact with your fans, it lets 
them know that another book is in the works.

•  It seems like a great deal to keep in mind... 
a huge list of dos and don’ts. The last “don’t” 
I will leave you with is “don’ stress it”. Have 
fun with the process. However, should 
the voice in your head continue to scream 
bloody murder, you can always hire a pro-
efessional. >wink<

art, words, and a little magic...
http://www.azodnem.com 
e-mail: robert@azodnem.com 
Follow me on: facebook | twitter
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RROBERTO MENDOZA

...a sampling of simple, yet successful covers.

http://www.azodnem.com
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https://twitter.com/TheCubanWitch

