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Abstract 
Book cover designs are a graphic representation of related and unrelated 

images to a work of art for advertisement, literary strategies and semiotic 

constructions. As argued in this study, studies on African literature in the last 

century have focused on content at the expense of the cover designs and their 

significance. However, beyond aesthetics, culture propagation, marketing 

strategy, book cover designs are a critical resource to generate meaning, 

reinforce ideas and compliment author’s narratives. Consequently, this study 

explores the cover page designs of literature from the, North, South, East and 

West Africa to consolidate writers as artists, particularly with consideration 

of their attributive and suggestive visual techniques employed to endear 

readers to their texts. The primary data comprised of cover designs of the 

following titles, August Wilson’s Fences, Chinua Achebe’s Arrow of God, 

Nawal El-Sadaawi’s Woman at Point Zero, and Athol Fugard’s Sizwe Bansi 

is Dead.  They were subjected to critical analysis using Visual Semiotics. 

Barthes’ denotative and connotative; and Pierce’s (iconic, indexical and 

symbolic) theories are used for data analysis. Among other functions, the 

study indicates that cover designs are used to compliment titles, themes and 

messages of texts, foreshadowing of plots and to attract readers to an 

author’s text. 
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Introduction 
Book cover designs are the first thing to 

be noticed by the readers and are a 

critical resource to generate meaning, 

reinforce ideas and compliment 

author’s narratives. The visual images 

such as pictorials, colour, signs, 

posture, distance and symbols go a long 

way to convey meaning in literary 

works. Gamson et al. (1992) pointed out 

that while images are reproductions, 
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they could also be “mental pictures” of something not real or not present. While 

the image makers might not do it intentionally, images often tell the readers how 

to interpret the world and a lot of time teach values, ideologies and beliefs. In other 

words, images can affect readers’ points of view on events or people. Images or 

objects are understood as dynamic; that is, the significance of images or objects is 

not understood as a one-way process from image or object to the individual but the 

result of complex inter-relationships between the individual, the image or object 

and other factors such as culture and society. This aspect has not enjoyed thorough 

scholarship, in that studies on African literature in the last century have focused on 

content at the expense of the cover designs and their significance.   

Amirdabbaghian & Shunmugam’s (2019) and the present study, shared some 

similarities in the sense that, it focuses on cover designs, though European and also 

appropriates semiotics as framework. However, the present study is on the 

significance of cover designs in African literature with emphasis on their meaning-

making function, not ideologies and principles of an author. Suhaimi, Hashim and 

Sha’n (2019) explore the socio-economic benefit of the cover design of Malaysian 

literature. Their study illustrates the market visibility and readers’ acceptability of 

texts based on designs; nonetheless, it does not sufficiently capture their semiotic 

implication, particularly in African literature.  

Therefore, this paper’s focus is on illustrations on cover pages of African 

Literature. Semiotic analysis, which studies the signs in images, was used in this 

study. Studies of meaning evolve from semiotics: a philosophical approach that 

seeks to interpret messages in terms of their signs and patterns of symbolism. 

Semiotics is concerned with meaning; how representation, in the broad sense 

(language, images, and objects) generates meanings or the processes by which we 

comprehend or attribute meaning. Roland Barthes (1968) Connotative and 

Denotative; and Pierce (1931) Iconic, Indexical, and Symbolic theories are used 

for the analysis.  

According to Cobley (2005), Jakobson’s studies of the iconic and indexical 

qualities of vocal signs and his discussions of their role in certain speech disorders 

also challenged the frequently assumed symbolic status of language. The most 

basic classes of signs in Peirce’s menagerie are icons, indexical, and symbols. An 

icon is a sign that interrelates with its semiotic object by virtue of some 

resemblance or similarity with it. An index is a sign that interrelates with its 

semiotic object through some actual or physical or imagined causal connection. A 

symbol is somewhat more complicated in that there is no necessary natural link (as 
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with the index) or a link due to some resemblance or similarity (as with the icon) 

between the representamen and the semiotic object. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

SIGN 

Cobley (2005), while making reference to Sebeok 1986a and 1991a; and Corballis 

1999, said that humans possessed the capacity for language long before they started 

to implement it through speech for the purposes of verbal communication. Prior to 

the verbal form, communication would have taken place by nonverbal means, a 

means that humans continue to use and refine today.  

What then is a sign? A sign is an object which stands for another to some mind, 

says Peirce (cited by Hamel 2012). In a semiotic sense, signs take the form of 

words, images, sounds, gestures and objects (Chandler 2007). Peirce declares that 

nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign. Anything can be a sign as long 

as it is ‘signifying’ something or referring to or standing for something other than 

itself. It is this meaningful use of signs which is at the heart of the concerns of 

semiotics. Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Sanders Peirce are the two dominant 

contemporary models of what constitutes a sign. Contemporary semiologists study 

signs not in isolation but as part of semiotic ‘sign-systems’ (such as a medium or 

genre). They study how meanings are made and how reality is represented. A sign 

must have both a signifier and a signified.  

Peirce’s sign sports three components: The representamen, object, and interpretant. 

The representamen is something that enters into relation with its object, the second 

component of the sign. The semiotic object can never be identical to the ‘real’ 

object, since according to Peirce our knowledge is never absolute. The interpretant 

relates to and mediates between the representamen and the semiotic object in such 

a way as to bring about an interrelation between them at the same time and in the 

same way that it brings itself into interrelation with them. 

 

COVER DESIGNS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE 

A cover is basically the face of a book. As our face can reflect our inner feelings, 

similarly a book cover can also reflect what is inside that book. Book covers play 

the role of introducing the book to the potential readers. For example, if the cover 

is mostly dark colored with shadows and owls, it shows that the story inside the 

book must be scary and if the cover is having soft images and sweet words, it shows 

the book is likely to be a love story. A book cover creates the first impression on 



 

192  africanscholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               

 2020 

 

its potential readers. Therefore, a book cover design is one of the most important 

aspects of marketing a book. If the cover is not designed well, one may lose sales. 

Guido Henkel (2015), as a writer and designer, argued that the purpose of a book 

cover is not to perfectly illustrate the story down to the smallest detail or to 

showcase every aspect and facet of the plot. But the sole purpose of a book cover 

is to help sell the book. She sees a book cover as a selling tool which serves the 

purpose to attract eyeballs and then get those people intrigued enough to click on 

the cover thumbnail and learn more about the book, which, hopefully, will then 

result in a sale. A cover design needs focus. It needs to create intrigue. It needs to 

guide the eye. It needs to create emotions that connect the story with the person 

browsing the virtual bookshelf.  

Amirdabbaghian & Shunmugam (2019) agree with Guido’s argument that the first 

impression of a book in readers’ minds is usually linked to the illustration of its 

cover. A certain message can be conveyed to the readers by carefully choosing the 

setting, lighting, clothing, and depiction of characters and so on in the cover design. 

Book covers reveal the cultural beliefs of the authors and designers. However, 

unlike Guido, Amirdabbaghian & Shunmugam (2019) are of the opinion that book 

covers provide a visual summary of the content of a book for potential readers. A 

semiologist sees cover designs beyond aesthetic, advertisement and summary of 

the text as argued by these scholars, the task of the semiologist is to identify some 

obscure and possibly ideologically unsound signified which is the aim of this paper. 

 

SEMIOTICS 

According to Moriarty (2005), Semiotics is the study of signs and codes, signs that 

are used in producing, conveying, and interpreting messages and the codes that 

govern their use. Jakobson (1974) used a broad definition when he says that 

semiotics is the communication of any messages whatever. Messages, therefore, 

can be seen as made of signs and conveyed through sign systems called codes - in 

communication; meaning is derived only to the degree that the receiver of the 

message understands the code. Umberto Eco (1976) stated that “semiotics concerns 

everything that can be perceived as a sign”. Signs constitute printed and spoken 

words, images, sounds, gestures, and objects. Individuals interpret signs as 

“signifying something.” 

Researchers in semiotics come from varied areas, such as communication, 

linguistics, anthropology, film study, literature, and marketing, as well as the 

natural sciences, where sign systems are studied in such areas as cellular biology 

and zoology. Important to both Saussure and Peirce is the notion of a relationship 
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between the sign and object or signifier and signified. The question is how does 

something come to stand for something else or how is the signifier connected to 

the signified? Different scholars have described this relationship in different ways. 

Peirce, for example, used another triad—iconic, indexical, and symbolic, to explain 

the nature of the relationships he identified for signs. 

The major strength of semiotics is that it is a sophisticated analytical tool for 

explaining how signs make sense (Rose 2001 cited in Achi 2010). The main goal 

of semiotics is the investigation of signification patterns and structure in texts, 

identifying and analyzing them. This goal is aptly captured by Jakobson (1971) 

quoted by Achi (2010) that: 

Every message is made up of signs; correspondingly, the science 

of signs termed semiotics deals with those general principles 

which underlie the structure of all signs, whatever, and with the 

character of their utilization within message as well as with the 

specifics of the various sign systems and of the diverse messages 

using those different kinds of signs.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

BARTHES’ CONNOTATION AND DENOTATION  

Semiologist Roland Barthes (1968) and cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall (1999) 

have extended the concepts of signified and signifier to include connotation and 

denotation. Denotation is the direct, specific, or literal meaning we get from a sign. 

It is a description or representation of the signified- that is, language (or visual) 

specifically about the object. Connotation is meaning that is evoked by the object, 

that is, what it symbolizes on a subjective level. In Barthes' work, connotation 

reflects cultural meanings, mythologies, and ideologies. Barthes' theory is that 

there is a first and second level of meaning. Denotation is the starting point; 

meaning making then shifts to the second level where connotation takes over and 

delivers a richer experience of the meaning by engaging Peirce's interpretants. 

Denotation and connotation are both used in visual communication. Clearly an 

iconic image, such as a portrait, is denotative. 

 

PEIRCE’S ICONIC, INDEXICAL AND SYMBOLIC THEORY 

Peirce observed that meanings are determined through signification - a process 

where one object is thought to represent another. More concisely, signification is a 

relation between something that signifies and something that is signified. Peirce’s 

semiotics functions in threes: three major correlates (the sign/representamen, 
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object and interpretant), three interpretants (iconic, indexical and symbolic), and 

three subclasses of sign (sinsign, legisign, and qualisign) (Jappy 2013). For studies 

in visual and material culture, Peirce’s classification of signs in terms of icon, index 

and symbol are useful. Therefore, let us examine these.  

Iconic: Initially Peirce chose the term ‘likeness’ but by 1885 he had come to refer 

to this subclass as what we now know as the ‘icon’. The term derived originally 

from an Ancient Greek word for ‘likeness’, ‘, formed from a verb meaning ‘to be 

like’, ‘to resemble’. By adopting ‘icon’ as a technical term Peirce was drawing on 

the full range of meanings yielded by its etymology, and is possibly responsible for 

the more profane usage to be found today in culture and society. An icon is a sign 

that signifies by virtue of the fact that it shares at least one ‘character’ or quality 

with the object it represents, whether that object exists or not. An icon, simply put, 

is a sign that is linked to a signifier through similarity in appearance. The point is 

that we can gain information about the signified by looking at the sign. 

Indexical: The term ‘index’ comes from an Indo-European root deik- meaning ‘to 

show’, ‘to pronounce’ or to portrait’, ‘image’ direct attention to words or objects 

(including humans). An Index is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes 

by virtue of being really affected by that Object.  Peirce frequently proposed the 

photograph as an excellent illustration of the index. An indexical sign ties the 

signifier to the signified; the index has been described as visible sign which points 

to the invisible, though this may be too general. The indexical sign can be described 

as the registration of the real; the sight of smoke, for example, can indicate fire, the 

sight of tears suggests sadness, sorrow, even joy at times. 

A  Symbol is a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of a law, 

usually an association of general ideas, which operates to cause the Symbol to be 

interpreted as referring to that Object. It is thus itself a general type or law, that is, 

is a Legisign. As such it acts through a Replica. Not only is it general itself, but the 

Object to which it refers is of a general nature. A symbol links the signifier and the 

signified in a purely arbitrary or conventional way; unlike the icon or index, the 

link is not physical or logical. Our society taught us to make the link between the 

symbolic sign and what it signified. 

Chandler (2007) referring to Peirce (1894) says, “Nothing is a sign unless it is 

interpreted as a sign”. This interpretation process occurs by relating a sign to 

familiar systems of conventions and, hence, the sign becomes part of an organized 

collective of interactions and cannot exist outside such a collective. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Text 1: Cover Design of Chinua Achebe’s 

Arrow of God (An Icon) 

Denotatively from the first text, there is a 

graphics of a coil-like snake. The spiral 

snake laid on a greenish piece of land 

surrounded with or enclosed in black edges. 

The snake is designed with colour red, white 

and black. It has a rectangular head and skin 

designed with white and red rhombus shape. 

The background of the book itself is white. 

Generally, the book cover having green and 

white as its background colour represents 

national identity. Connotatively, the 

pragmatics of the name snake is a 

reminiscence of creation. The snake symbolises the devil, evil, deceit, danger, 

deadly, poisonous, problem etc. However, from the author’s cultural background 

(Igbo), snake is a sacred object or motive, a representative of the god or deity that 

must not be killed or one invokes danger. While the green piece of land on which 

the snake laid connotes richness, a fertile land, a land full of mineral resources, and 

agriculture. The riches are enclosed in darkness. The supposed people that should 

serve as agents of light are also found perpetrating evil, clergy/cleric turned 

ritualists, rapists and fraudsters.  

Black is a replica of Africa continent/culture: the culture that has been reduced as 

a result of nationalists or religious incursion. African is pushed to the edges, the 

green takes main part of the space and estranging them from their culture. The 

arrow-like or triangular head of the snake symbolizes Nigeria major entities or 

tribes (Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa); those leading and ruling the nation. Head 

connotes leadership, therefore, the nation is been ruled by evil and dangerous 

people. Though, the land is fertile, full of mineral resource but the snake gives no 

one access, it dominates everything, this connotes leadership problem. The dots on 

the head could also mean the minorities. Red colour there symbolises danger while 

white symbolises purity. The rhombus shape skin of the snake is like diamond. 

Age-wise, diamond connotes sixty (60) years. (A sixty year old person is a senior 

citizen who should be resting at home or serves as guardian/counselor to younger 

ones). This means, the place of leadership is filled with old people. Lastly, this life 

is a risk; it takes a bold person and risk bearer to access the riches of the land.             
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Text 2: Cover Design of Woman at Point Zero 

by Nawal El Saadawi (Iconic, Indexical and 

Symbolic) 

The cover design has black background, picture of 

a woman in purdah (eha) with only one eye shown, 

and different patterns below the purdah that could 

be seen as probably her clothe. 

This cover design represents the content of the text. 

Mere looking at the picture, one can see or sense 

tragedy, sadness and horror in the text. The text is 

Saadawi’s account of an Arab woman. The novel 

explores the themes of women and their place 

within a patriarchal society Black symbolises 

Africa, and evil and tragedy (that befall Firdaus in 

the play as a woman and women in general). Women are seen and treated like 

second class citizens in Africa.  

The purdah is affiliated with Islam. However, it connotes feminism, woman 

humiliation, second class citizen, frustration and harassment. The only one eye 

shown could either be interpreted as slower gaze or closed eye. As slower gaze, it 

could be interpreted as morality and 

respect; in Africa, women are expected 

to give respect to men (even boys) and 

no other way round. Closed eye on the 

other hand could mean hopelessness, 

disillusionment, discouragement, 

reproach, shame, and despair. One eye 

seen in the portrait means the full 

identity of the character is not revealed 

or that there is a slim hope for the 

woman (this reflects the title). The 

different patterns on the cloth show that 

there is possibility of different attitudes 

by the character shown at the back, and 

of course, that is exactly what happened 

in the novel, although, the cloth 

symbolises simplicity and modesty.   
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 Text 3: Cover Design of Fences by August Wilson (Iconic and Symbolic) 

 

This text is on racial discrimination experienced by black American. On the cover 

page is the picture of a man holding fence, two fences, green leaves of tree behind 

or inside the fence, and yellow and blue background.  

Just like Saadawi’s Woman at Point Zero, the images on this drama text also 

represent its content. Generally, fence denotes security, defense, and isolation from 

the realities in the community. Anything fence is a double edges thing: security 

and endangerment. In term of security, it could be physical, psychological and 

religion. For endangerment; first, the fence is unafrican – it is imbibed from white. 

Second, one’s freedom is curtained; one becomes prisoner in one’s house. Lastly, 

it prevents outsiders from rendering help when in trouble, no free access. Green 

flowers seen inside connote hope and florishing, people inside or within have some 

potentials and it also symbolizes class. Yellow symbolises hope as well, that things 

can change for better. It could also mean caution or warning. Lastly, colour blue 

symbolises peace (within).        

 

Text 4: Cover Design of Athol Fugard’s Sizwe 

Banzi is Dead (Indexical and Symbolic) 

The book cover has picture of two men 

dialoging. One of these men put on cowboy cap 

and held smoke pipe. The cover has black and 

sky blue background. The colours of their 

clothes and ties are black and white.  

Demonstration of dialogue could be between 

colonialists to maintain domination, between 

blacks to free themselves from the shackles of 

the White, and between black and white where 

some blacks are made fore-men: to practice 

apartheid against their own people.  

The cowboy cap and the grey hair symbolise 

age: young and aged. And again, cowboy cap is 

a significance of African American slaves. Smoke pipe represents European 

mentality or period of colonialism while the sky blue is a sign of hope. White 

clothes here are ironic; it is to ridicule the white which has always been seen as 

superior. It shows hypocrisy of the white and White represents oppression. They 

could also connote right and deceit as well. Ties represents academic.   
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CONCLUSION 

From the analysis, the visual images presented in our discussions are very rich in 

meaning. The study has shown that images could be read just as linguistic texts are 

read. Aristotle as cited by Kilic and Sarikartal (2016) says, “There can be no words 

without images”. We are intensively surrounded by exciting and motivating images 

which can be accurately evaluated, interpreted and examined through semiotics. 
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