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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how graphic design and the artists’ book format 
can enhance and add meaning to a photographic portfolio. Today, we face a disconnect between 
an audience and digital portfolios. Artists’ books provide a way for artists to choose their 
materials, layout, and design in order to showcase their work. It is the audience interaction with 
the book that bridges the disconnect and allows for a personal connection between the viewer 
and the art. Throughout this project, I explore how the layout of the artists’ book and the pairing 
of image and text impacts the message being communicated. The first portion consists of 
research of materials, formats, bookbinding, and printing. I determine which format will work 
the best for my photographic portfolio, and what materials will be available for the creation of 
the book. The second portion focuses on designing the format of the book using established 
graphic design methodologies and includes explanations of why certain decisions were made. 
Overall, it is established why the artists’ book format works and how it enhances the viewing 
experience of a photographic portfolio. 

 

  



 In graphic design, a large portion of the work produced consists of physical pieces. These 

pieces are often interactive and tactile. It is very important to be able to master the creation of 

physical pieces in the field of graphic design as it showcases other skills including editing, 

pacing, and craftsmanship. Physical portfolios are a way to demonstrate these skills to potential 

employers and can often have more of an impact than a digital portfolio, along with the fact that 

they don’t rely on technology to function. For my thesis, I will create an artists’ book using my 

own photographic portfolio in order to explore how the artists’ book format and graphic design 

can be used to enhance and add meaning to a photographic portfolio. 

Artists’ books are a medium of artistic expression that uses the format of a book to 

showcase pieces of art, and the book itself is considered a work of art. They are often created as 

one of a kind ‘unique’ objects or are published in limited editions. There are limitless formats 

and designs that a book artist can utilize to reinforce the message of the subject matter. The 

flipping of the pages, interactive pieces, and overall look of the book are important factors to 

consider. Artists’ books have been a creative outlet to showcase works of art ever since the rise 

of book arts publishing in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States, although the appreciation of 

the book as an art form can be traced back to the origins of illuminated manuscripts, early 

Islamic books, Japanese and Chinese scroll books and hieroglyphics on paper. Artists’ books 

started to become recognized as a distinct genre in the 1970s and remained popular throughout 

the 1980s and 1990s, and now are an element of study programs in art schools worldwide. With 

the constant developments in technology, the artists’ book format continues to be evolutionary 

and the possibilities for further diversification are endless. 



Artists’ books have several aspects that aren’t present in other forms of artwork or 

traditional portfolios. Usually, they are interactive pieces that help form a closer connection 

between the audience and the art. The physical format of the artists’ book allows the viewer to 

experience the work in ways other than visually. Each viewer may perceive the message of the 

book differently based on how they experience it. If these books are published in small editions, 

they give the audience a chance to bring the work home, something that is much more difficult to 

do with an online digital piece. Artists’ books challenge the typical way art is viewed, as the 

pages of a book are meant to be flipped, while traditional art pieces are usually meant to not be 

touched. 

Since photography was invented, it has gone through several processes and formats, the 

most recent being analog photography and digital photography. The creation and printing of a 

photograph in the darkroom involves a long physical process that includes manipulation and 

editing by hand. The analog process of photography has declined in popularity due to the 

convenience of digital photography which involves editing in programs like Photoshop and 

Lightroom. Although, analog photography has made a comeback as of recently because of the 

appreciation of the aesthetic look of film and the way it forces photographers to slow down and 

intentionally plan each shot. With digital mediums, printing has become an optional step because 

it is no longer strictly required in order to view the photograph, and because of this, photography 

portfolios have also become mostly digital. This has formed a disconnect between the audience 

and the art, with the audience spending less time viewing and appreciating each piece. 

Today, photography portfolios are often viewed digitally due to the shift from analog 

photography to digital photography and the prevalence of computer technology. The artists’ 



book format will create an interactive element with photography that is not typically present 

when showcasing photography in traditional galleries or museums, or digitally. The printing 

aspect of photography will come into play because oftentimes what you see on a screen is 

completely different than the printed version of a photograph, as the light and color of the 

computer screen is usually different than the natural lighting and color that a printed piece is 

viewed in. Using graphic design methodologies such as typography, typographic hierarchy, and 

layout and structure design, I will be able to determine the layout that will become the 

foundation in which the photography portfolio will be presented. 

For my research into artists’ books and their many different formats, I started off by 

going to the Central Library of Rochester’s annual artists’ book exhibit, Art of the Book. The 

exhibit, which has been going on for 9 years, features artists’ books from artists around the 

world, including local artists. My goal was to see real life examples of artists’ books and see how 

each author handled their layout design. I was inspired by a book called “The Coincidental 

Tourist” by Joseph Ziolkowski that was an archival inkjet print accordion fold book. It featured 

black and white photographs, all the same size, with a small description underneath each 

photograph along with the coordinates of where the photograph was taken. I enjoyed the 

simplicity of the book and how it handled the text in a way that it didn’t distract or take away 

from the image. This book gave me ideas on how to layout photography in a book and how a 

bigger sized book made the photography more impactful. 

For more in depth research on types of artists’ books, I decided to look at the book “1,000 

Artists' Books: Exploring the Book as Art” by Sandra Salamony. I learned that there are four 

main types: codex books, accordion and foldable books, single-sheet books, and sculptural 



books. Codex books are books with pages stacked and bound to a spine. This is the format used 

by almost all printed books in the Western world. Accordion and foldable books are books with 

multiple folded pages that are usually not bound to a spine, as with codex books. Single-sheet 

books are books created from a single sheet of paper. Lastly, sculptural books are books made 

from objects or objects made into books and truly embrace the book as a form of art. 

Putting into consideration that my artists’ book would be a portfolio of my photography 

and graphic design work that I have created during my time at Brockport, I decided upon a 

Sandwich Binded book, which is a codex book format. Sandwich binding was developed by 

Italian graphic designer Massimo Vignelli early in his career and was written about in his book, 

“Vignelli Canon.” The binding consists of a panel of chipboard, or any other material, on the 

front and one at the end of the book glued to the endpapers. The spine is made of cloth, generally 

white, with the title hot-stamped on it. The final look is that of two boards holding a stack of 

white pages. The main reason for using this binding is to enable the book to open flat — which is 

particularly convenient in cases where one photograph is spread across the two pages. Since I 

wanted some sort of interactive element to the book, I decided on including fold-out image 

spreads as well. 

In order to start designing my book, I gathered around 20 photographs I had created 

between the Spring 2019 and Spring 2020 semesters. The difficulty of this was that I was 

constantly making new images so I was always adding more photographs as potential candidates 

for use. Knowing that I would want to experiment with different layouts and sizes of the 

photographs, I rescanned my film photographs in a higher resolution in order to be able to have 

the ability to blow up the size of the images and still have them look sharp. There are both 



horizontal, vertical, as well as square photographs which meant that I would need to determine 

which size would cater to all orientations. Usually if there were only horizontal images, the book 

would also be horizontal, as the content of the book would determine the overall size and shape. 

Since I was dealing with horizontal, vertical, and also square images, I determined that an 8x8 

inch square format would work best with the content. This way, the images can be relatively the 

same size and have the same impact. Horizontal photographs could be enlarged if they were laid 

out across the spread, but for vertical ones, this is not the case. Since one of my favorite 

photographs was vertical and I really wanted to highlight it, I decided that it would be one of the 

pages that utilized a foldout. I then wrote paragraphs about the process that went into creating 

each photograph along with the location of where the photograph was taken and camera settings 

for the digital images. I decided to split up my book into three major sections: digital, film, and 

photograms. These sections represent the three processes I have experimented with. For each 

section I wrote a paragraph that introduces the method of photography and why I used each 

method; these sections act as dividers between each method of photography in the book’s design. 

To get a true understanding of the sandwich binding and the size of the book I wanted to 

create (8x8 inch), I made a blank practice book. Doing this really allowed me to understand and 

get ideas for how I could arrange the photographs on the spread in multiple ways. I began 

sketching out ideas for spreads and layouts regarding how it would look in a square format in 

order to prepare myself for creating it on the computer. Afterwards, I used my knowledge of 

InDesign to set up the layout of my book. I started out by creating 8x8 inch pages in InDesign, 

and planned out the number of pages I would need for the book, including the front and back 

covers. The decision was made to use a 8x8 grid system in order to organize the text and images 



uniformly but also have flexibility in the overall design. The layout of the pages in the book 

changes throughout and creates differences in the book’s pacing. I wanted to have a variety of 

different layouts for my photographs that includes having one image over a spread, one image on 

a page, fold-outs, and several images aligned with the grid on one page. 

For the cover of my book, I experimented with creating photograms using strips of film. 

A photogram is a photographic image made without a camera by placing objects directly onto 

the surface of a light-sensitive material such as photographic paper and then exposing it to light. 

Photograms show negative shadows, or in other words, the portions of the surface that do not get 

touched by the light remain white. I decided to use a cyanotype  I created using the film strips 1

because of how only a few of the images on the film were visible while others were faded out. 

The point of the cover was to show other forms of photography I have been able to experiment 

with in college while also giving a taste of what to expect inside of the book. The navy blue color 

of the cover is also used inside of the book in order to help establish typographic hierarchy by 

using that same color for the titles and the rule lines. 

The first draft of the book was reviewed by my thesis advisor, Mitchell Christensen, an 

Assistant Professor of Graphic Design in the Art department. His feedback included changing the 

layout of some of the smaller film images, in which I had originally tried to have them go across 

the spread. He suggested that since they are smaller images they would have more of an impact 

by not having them across the spread but rather have them all on one page, working with the 

grid. The larger photographs that utilize going across the spread have more impact because the 

line between each of the pages in the spread was less of a distraction as it was with the smaller 

1 A cyanotype is made from a printing process that produces a cyan-colored print using ferric ammonium 
citrate and potassium ferricyanide. 



photographs. He also suggested that I should make sure that the rule lines and text should all be 

aligned to the same location on the grid everytime in order to have the layout be more uniform 

throughout. Lastly, he pointed out that if I was going to do fold-outs, I need to have the page that 

followed the foldout also be the same exact size as the foldout page for printing purposes. Also, 

the back of the foldout should be designed so that when in it’s folded state, it should have either 

text or images that make sense with the foldout photograph and the next page of photographs. 

With this feedback, I had to rethink the layout of one of the spreads in the book where the 

foldout was. I originally had text about the series of images (which included the foldout image) 

on the page next to the spread. I decided to move that text to the back of the foldout, so when in 

it’s folded state, the foldout showed information about the series of photographs which started on 

the front of the foldout page and ended on the back of the foldout page, so it made sense to have 

that text be next to the images on both spreads. In place of where the text about the series 

originally was, I placed another photograph from the series that would visually work well with 

the foldout photograph. 

After getting approval of the changes, my artists’ book was ready to be printed out. 

Originally, I would have printed out a draft book to put together, but with the COVID-19 

pandemic, I was limited on the use of a printer (I don’t have my own printer), along with tools 

and materials that I needed to make drafts of the book; I only had enough material that I had 

originally prepared ahead of time at Brockport for the final product. My original plan for printing 

was to use light-weight paper and have the pages be printed off of an archival inkjet printer in 

order to have higher quality photos that show the colors that they were intended to have. Since 

this was no longer possible I opted to get my book printed at Staples as it was all I could afford 



at the time and it was the quickest way to get the book printed, as I was running out of time to 

make any last minute changes or if I needed to print again because mistakes were made while 

cutting and assembling the book. I had the pages printed on 11x17 paper with crop marks that I 

used to cut out each page by hand. Luckily the quality and color of my photographs printed out 

as acceptably and no further changes were necessary. 

The book as a whole is 30 pages long with two foldouts. After cutting the pages out I 

glued all of them together at the spine using PVA glue. For the foldouts I used a bone folder in 

order to get a clean and precise crease for folding the paper. For the cover I used 8x8 inch 

chipboard with navy blue book cloth wrapped around it, matching the cover image. I used the 

navy blue book cloth for the spine as well. I then glued the cover and backcover designs to the 

chipboards. Lastly I glued the endpapers to connect the two chipboards and glued the pages of 

the book to the spine. This process was done very carefully in order to have good craftsmanship, 

as artists’ books are viewed as a form of art and every detail matters. Overall the book came out 

as planned and every layout worked well when printed out and put together for the book. 

Looking at this project from a design perspective, I have a new understanding of 

designing for print and book design as a whole. There are a lot of aspects to consider while 

designing a layout such as the size, binding, paper, and materials available that make a huge 

difference on the end result. I feel that choosing to do a sandwich bind was an appropriate 

decision for a portfolio because it allows for the audience to focus on the text and images rather 

than be distracted by the structure of the book. This particular binding allowed for interesting 

layout spreads that wouldn’t have been possible if I decided to do an accordion fold. The 8x8 



inch size allowed for a variety of possibilities and was less limiting than a more common 

horizontal or vertical size, and also worked well with the photographs in my collection. 

As to the original question of “how can graphic design and the artists’ book format 

enhance and add meaning to a photographic portfolio?”, I have several answers to this. Looking 

at my final product and comparing it to my digital photography portfolio, the artists’ book format 

is tangible, curated, and allowed me to write about my work and in a way, reflect on it. This 

portfolio, rather than just being a collection of photographs I have taken throughout my two 

years at Brockport, tells a story of processes I tried out and photographs I am proud of. It shows 

my thought process for each image and gives smaller details as well, such as how it was made or 

where it was taken. Designing the spreads of a book allowed me to pair photographs that belong 

together in a series, or let photographs speak for themselves if they were a standalone. It allows 

for the ability to view the photographs anywhere, and to see the true colors of each one without 

the disadvantage of technology and the changes from the light of a computer screen. The book as 

a whole is a way to show my journey in photography throughout college, the challenges I faced, 

and how I have developed as a photographer while staying true to what I enjoy creating.  

Overall, the experience of working on this has been beneficial in that I learned more 

about InDesign, printing, and also improved my craftsmanship skills. The project has helped me 

gain a better perspective on how I design layouts, especially for my graphic design print 

portfolio. Every small detail matters because it can have a huge impact on the overall design, so 

attention to detail can not be ignored. Though not directly related to the project itself, I have also 

learned to adapt to changes with the unexpected challenges I faced due to the pandemic, although 

in the future I am going to make a better version of my creative project with what I was 



originally planning when it came to printing once that option is available. Most importantly, I am 

now better prepared to design material that will be printed, something I know I will definitely 

have to do in my graphic design career. This thesis allowed me to pair my interest in 

photography with graphic design and allowed me to gain skills that I will need to have in a 

professional setting, and I am grateful for the experience.  
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AN EXPLORATION
OF PHOTOGRAPHY

Nicole Kelly



PART I: DIGITAL

1



Digital Introduction

Digital photography was really my first introduction to photography. 
I really started to pay attention to detail and composition in photography 
after taking a photography related class in high school. The class allowed 
for a quick learning experience with Photoshop and Lightroom and 
eventually led to me purchasing my first DSLR camera. From then on, 
I began molding my own personal style and figuring out what kinds of 
photographs I like to take.

At The College at Brockport I have been able to learn about other artists 
which has influenced my own work. I have started to create multiple 
series of work that pushed me out of my comfort zone but also enhanced 
my skills. Although I find much enjoyment in digital photography and it’s 
ease of creation, I eventually challenge myself with new processes within 
digital photography as well as outside of it.

2



3 ISO 200, 50mm, f/8.0, 1/50 sec

ISO 100, 50mm, f/9.0, 1/4 sec





5

Fall Series

For this series, I interpreted the word “Fall” 
as the season “Fall”, and photographed a 
few nature scenes since it was during the 
autumn season. These three images were 
taken at Cobbs Hill, Corbett’s Glen Nature 
Park, and Tinker Nature Park in Rochester, 
NY. This series allowed me to focus on the 
composition of my landscape photography 
and enhance my camera settings skills.

ISO 200, 50mm, f/16, 1/4 sec



6

ISO 200, 50mm, f/5.0, 1/100 sec





8

African Lioness

This photograph of an African Lioness was taken 
at Seneca Park Zoo during my first semester at 
Brockport. At the time, I was very interested in 
photographing animals and creating good composition 
by having everything in focus and following the rule 
of thirds which can be difficult when an animal moves 
unexpectedly. For this shot, I was able to get a sharp 
in-focus photograph of the Lioness looking directly at 
the camera. The background being very minimalistic 
helped keep the Lioness as the main subject.

Featured in The College at Brockport student art show, Meraki (2019)

ISO 800, 210mm, f/11, 1/640 sec



9

Deteriorating

This piece is a composite that illustrates the spreading impact of climate 
change and its growing threat to ecosystems. It features two lumen 
prints of fallen leaves divided into four quadrants to represent the 
different ways ecosystems are being altered by this phenomenon. 
The leaves were layered onto a photograph taken in Letchworth State 
Park in Photoshop, and printed as a 24x24 inch print.

ISO 200, 50mm, f/11, 1/200 sec
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ISO 400, 300mm, f/5.6, 1/4000 sec



12

USAF  Thunderbirds

For this photograph of the United States Air Force Thunderbirds, 
shutter speed was a major factor in capturing this shot. With the 
airplanes flying around 500 mph at their airshows, it was difficult to 
capture the action and have it be in focus. A lot of testing of settings 
went into play to find what would be perfect for this situation, and 
the final piece allowed me to fix any colors that were blown out by 
exposure. What I like about this photograph is that it shows how close 
the planes get during their maneuvers. 



PART II: FILM

13



Film Introduction

Film has always been an interest of mine ever since I started taking 
photography seriously. I have always been interested in the process that 
went into creating an image and the fact that it forced you to slow down 
and plan each shot. I started shooting film during my second semester at 
Brockport, and eventually created my first artists’ book out of the first roll 
of film that I took. 

I find film rewarding in that there is a long process to go through in order 
to get your final photograph. You may not get your images right away, but 
the wait is always worth it. Each exposure is important, and you have one 
chance to get it right. It is a great way to step back from our current ability 
to overshoot and just focus on your composition and camera settings.

14



15

Letchworth State Park

My first roll of film was Ilford 
HP5 Plus 400, shot with 
a Canon AE-1 Program. A 
majority of the roll was shot 
at Letchworth State Park, 
with this photograph being of 
one of the views in the park. 
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18

Tinker Nature Park

This small series of 
photographs were taken 
at Tinker Nature Park, 
located in Pittsford, NY. 
It focuses on the calmness 
of nature. The final photo 
of the path has an eerie 
vibe, and makes the viewer 
question where it leads to. 



19

Patterns in Nature
These photographs are 
a study of patterns in 
nature. The project as a 
whole included working 
with a partner, and so 
these photographs were 
shared with a partner 
and later combined into 
composite photographs 
that were presented in 
an accordion book. 



20





22

Waterfall

This photograph is of 
Middle Falls, located in 
Letchworth State Park. 
It was slightly damaged 
by light, forcing the image 
to be cropped, and a lot of 
detail in the trees above 
the waterfalls was lost. 
The light damage puts 
more focus on the main 
subject of the photograph, 
and adds a foggy mist 
effect above the falls. The 
photograph shows off the 
force of the falls. 



PART III: PHOTOGRAMS
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Photograms

An alternative photographic process I have been able to explore in 
college involves photography without a camera. Known as photograms, 
this method of photography involves placing objects directly onto the 
surface of photographic paper and then exposing it to light.

Cameraless photography allowed me to experiment with several 
aspects of photography such as the placement of objects on the paper 
to compose a composition, learning about how the type of photographic 
paper affects the final composition, and the editing that allowed 
for unique creations. 

24
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Solaris

This lumen print was created using Hibiscus flowers that grow in my 
own yard. The lumen print was part of a study that shows the difference 
in how the main subject looks depending on the process used. Due to 
the flower being transparent, some of the details of the flower is shown 
on the print. This lumen print was later scanned and edited in photoshop.

Lumen Printing
A lumen print is essentially a solar photogram – a camera-less process 
involving black and white photographic paper and a subject matter that 
usually (but not always) consists of an organic material. The photographic 
paper and subject matter are exposed to the sun and the paper is later 
fixed in order to get the final product.

Featured in The College at Brockport student art show, Silience (2020)







28

Elemental

This series is inspired by the elements earth & water. It uses plants as 
well as coffee, coffee grounds, and soapy water in order to experiment 
with colors and effects. Created during the COVID-19 pandemic, I was 
limited to photographing the lumen prints when finished instead of 
being able to fix them. This means that these lumen prints are shown 
in their original colors.
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Photograms

These photograms 
are of the same 
Hibiscus flowers that 
are featured in the 
Solaris lumen print. 
The photograms are 
inverted of each other 
and were part of the 
study that shows the 
difference in how the 
main subject looks 
depending on the 
process used.
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