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A Conversation with Chip Kidd We recently had the pleasure of an exchange with the  

celebrated designer and sought-after speaker, Chip Kidd. His christened name seems to  

make stardom inevitable, but he has earned his noted status by consistently delighting  

audiences with his witty presentations. For 20 years he has designed book covers at 

the prestigious Alfred A. Knopf publishing house. More recently, he has ventured within 

the book covers by writing a national bestselling novel, The Cheese Monkeys. Now, Kidd  

himself is the subject of an eleven-pound monograph detailing his prolific career. Because 

he’s a devoted fan of DC comics and Charles Schulz, we knew we would get along. What 

we didn’t know is which celebs are stalking him these days. Turn the page to find out…



“You could digitize the entire Library of Congress 
(which is no doubt under way) and that would 
never stop people from wanting beautiful books 
to hold, look at, page through, own.”

“The logo for the AIGA. Dear God, a professional  
organization dedicated to graphic excellence  
with that logo is like Frank Lloyd Wright living  
in a homeless shelter.”
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Can you remember the first book cover that left a strong impression on you?

No, but I remember the first design element that did—the Bibles in the pews at Calvary UCC Church 
in Reading, Pennsylvania, which I read as a boy, had all the text printed in black, EXCEPT for Jesus’s 
dialogue. It was so clear: anything Jesus said was in RED. To this day I can’t hear so much as “The 
meek shall inherit the Earth” without seeing it in 11 point Times Roman, the color of lamb’s blood.

You write so warmly in the book about the environments in which you’ve been 
educated—both at Penn State and at Knopf. It seems as though talent, luck and 
timing have really coordinated well for you. Where do you think you’d be today if 
you hadn’t landed that first job at Knopf?

I shudder to think, but I suspect there would be plenty of pulmonary resus-
citators, same-day cleaners, sherpas and grief counselors involved.

What do you believe helped most in your success?

You nailed it on the head when you mentioned luck. That was a HUGE 
part of it. That and my special giant cardboard ashtray hat that I made 
myself and that lights up and plays “Baubles, Bangles and Beads” in 
Latvian when you rub it. And I mean really, really rub it.

Who was your greatest professional mentor?

In college, it was my professor Lanny Sommese. Then, during the first year 
that I started working (1986), Knopf art director Sara Eisenman and Ran-
dom House VP art director Robert Scudellari really showed me the ropes. 
Since then, current Knopf AD Carol Carson and editor-in-chief Sonny 
Mehta have been most responsible for enabling me to grow as a designer.

Do you recall an instance where your ability and work as a designer made you 
particularly proud?

A couple of years ago I redesigned all the Batman comics for DC, de-
signed covers for John Updike and Cormac McCarthy, and did a poster 
for the Telluride Film Festival—all in the same week. I love the variety 
of subjects and sensibilities, really thrive on it.

You’ve designed a number of hard covers, and described them as permanent ob-
jects because no one really throws them away. What are some favorites? Are there 
any covers out there that you’d like to take back?

The three closest to my heart, as of this writing, are the covers for my 
novel The Cheese Monkeys, Batman Collected, and the monograph  
(Book One). As for covers I’d like to take back, there are too many to 
single out. We were going to put an entire section of my most appalling 
jackets in Book One but scrapped the idea because of space limitations. 
There was a LOT there, believe me.

What part of your work do you find the least interesting?

Having to start over after something gets rejected is obviously a drag. Yes, 
after twenty years, it still happens, and not infrequently. Then again, forcing 
one’s self to make that situation  interesting is what helps one grow. For 
example, my designs for David Sedaris’s ‘Dress Your Family In Corduroy 
and Denim’ were rejected six times until I came up with the final one, which 
was by far the best. So they were right to keep pushing me. Bastards.

Is your work based on intuition, rational consideration or both?

I’d say a mix of the two that varies with the project. But certainly intu-
ition is more valuable and harder to conjure. It’s like a truffle—you just 
have to act like a pig and start sniffing the dirt. 

Any books you wouldn’t do the covers for?  Any instances where you chose to turn 
down an assignment?

At this point I’d have to say that any book by or in favor of anyone in 
the Bush administration would be out of the question, unless I could 
figure out some way to encrypt the design with a subliminal message 
that would finally get everyone to understand how fucking evil they are. 
Ditto anything pro the Catholic Church. Or that godless, narcissistic, 
ball-chewing shrew, Anne Coulter. But somehow I doubt I’ll ever be 
asked, which is just fine with me. I did turn down a cover for “financial 
guru” Suze Orman once, she of the maniacally terror-inducing leer.

Where do the ideas most often strike you—at your desk, in the bathtub, walking 
down the street?

The ideas that strike me in the bathtub aren’t really printable here, at 
least not in any sort of polite, palatable manner. So let’s just not go there. 
But walking down the street in New York gives you plenty of ideas too, 
like about buying pepper spray, dodging out-of-control traffic, and unex-
pected uses for sequins. 

How do you keep the process fresh and the results original?

I think living in New York City has a lot to do with that. Not only be-
cause it’s so stimulating, but because the level of competition is so high. 
I thrive on that, and it forces me to constantly re-think approaches to 
design problems. When I think of other designers vying for the same 
jobs I am, to motivate myself I picture pieces of them in my stool. But in 
a really good-natured, supporting kind of way. That’s so important.

What satisfies you most in your work?

In the immortal words of Paula Scher, making stuff. Stuff that you can 
hold and put on a shelf and look at and then make more. As in, of course, 
books. There’s been more talk recently of digital, or ‘e-books’ replacing 
the printed page. Ridiculous. You could digitize the entire Library of 
Congress (which is no doubt under way) and that will never stop people 
wanting beautiful books to hold, look at, page through, own. There’s a 
whole new generation of kids who are reading Harry Potter, etc. and 
they’re NOT doing so on a screen. It’s not like what happened to the 
music industry. There were books around centuries before recorded mu-
sic and they’ll be around long after everything else has been reduced to 
ones and zeros.

If there was one project in the world that you would love to see redesigned, what 
would it be and why?

The logo for the AIGA. Dear GOD, someone please do an intervention. A 
professional organization dedicated to graphic excellence with that logo 
is like Frank Lloyd Wright living in a homeless shelter.

Identify a stellar example of effective and meaningful design.

One hundred percent cashmere, moisture resistant penis cozies.  
And the Constitution of the United States.

You seem to love your job, but if you could do anything at all in the world, regard-
less of credentials, what would it be? What’s your dream job?

Can we use the ‘Way-Back’ machine? Because if so, then I want to be Chris 
Partridge on The Partridge Family. But then of course that means that by 
now I’d be well into my third stint of rehab. Oh well. Every day is a gift!

Does being a first-rate book designer translate into a glamorous social life? Do 
you spend your off work hours attending galas, receptions, and other festivities?

It’s funny that you asked that. Just now I’ve had to put Paris Hilton on 
hold to answer this question. Well, I say let her hang, that skanky ho. Re-
ally, I don’t know how these perceptions get out into the world, but the 
boring truth is that at this point I’m a largely domesticated animal. Admit-
tedly, when I started at Knopf there seemed to be a book party to go to at 
least once a week (and I did, burp!), but those have become practically an 
endangered species.

We think you’re a rock star, but admittedly, it’s in a relatively obscure genre. Do 
you get lots of requests for autographs, and do you enjoy being in the limelight?

Relatively obscure? There’s nothing relative about it! It’s obscurity itself! 

May we have your autograph?

Sure!! Bend over, please …


