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VISUAL TROPES FIELD GUIDE 
Decoding the Visual Tropes in Book Covers 

A practical reference for authors working with cover designers 
Laura Hidalgo | Spellbinding Design 

 

YOUR COVER IS ALREADY TALKING 
Before a reader opens the book, the cover has started a conversation. The images, typography, colors, and 
overall atmosphere give readers clues about the genre, characters, relationships, and emotional experience 
they might find inside. 

This guide is not a list of rules every cover must follow. It is a way to recognize the signals readers already 
know and to talk about them more clearly with your designer. The same symbol can mean different things in 
different contexts. That is where the interesting work begins. 

 

THE FIVE QUESTIONS YOUR COVER ANSWERS 
●​ Genre: What kind of story am I looking at? 

●​ Tone: Will this be funny, tender, seductive, dark, or suspenseful? 

●​ Tropes: What familiar characters, relationships, or themes can I expect? 

●​ Emotional promise: What kind of reading experience is being offered? 

●​ Reader expectations: Does this look like a book I would want to read? 

 

PRO TIP: visual cue + context = reader perception.  

Reader perception creates a story promise. 
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1.​START WITH VISUAL LANGUAGE 
Element What to look for Questions to ask 

Character styling 
Clothing, posture, expression, 

grooming, proximity 

Does this person read as 

approachable, powerful, guarded, 

dangerous, or vulnerable? 

Setting 
Small town, city skyline, 

wilderness, mansion, underwater 

scene 

What kind of world and lifestyle 

does the setting suggest? 

Objects and symbols 
Flowers, masks, keys, crowns, 

weapons, letters 

What does this object imply in 

combination with the other 

elements? 

Color and light 
Warm or cool tones, contrast, 

shadows, saturation 

Does the atmosphere support the 

story's tone? 

Typography 
Letterforms, weight, scale, 

spacing, placement 

Would the type still signal the 

correct market if the imagery were 

removed? 

Composition 
Distance, crop, negative space, 

focal point 

Where does the eye go first, and 

what relationship does the layout 

suggest? 

 

PRO TIP: Your vision of your character isn’t always what readers will interpret based on your 
descriptions. When possible, less is more–a turned head, cropped face, or using shadow & light for the 

impactful results. 

 

2.​STORY TROPES AND THEIR VISUAL COUNTERPARTS 
Story tropes describe familiar situations and dynamics. Visual tropes are the signals that help a reader 
anticipate them. They are clues, not guarantees. 

Story expectation Possible visual cues Watch for 

Alpha or powerful hero 
Tailored suit, confident stance, 

expensive setting, controlled 

expression 

A suit alone does not promise a 

billionaire. 

Biker or rebellious hero 
Motorcycle, tattoos, leather, gritty 

surroundings 

The type and mood can shift the 

same photo toward romance or 

suspense. 
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Forbidden attraction 
Near-kiss, hidden embrace, 

distance or barrier between figures 

Composition can imply secrecy 

without explaining the plot. 

Second chances or emotional 
reunion 

Soft light, distance, wistful posture, 

familiar place 

The emotional atmosphere 

matters more than a literal scene. 

Danger and obsession 
Thorns, dark roses, masks, 

shadows, weapons 

Dark imagery can also suggest 

suspense or horror. Context 

matters. 

Vulnerability and peril 
Submerged figure, isolation, 

flowing fabric, threatening scale 

A lone figure may suggest danger, 

resilience, or grief. 

Fantasy or paranormal romance 
Unusual markings, otherworldly 

setting, crowns, moons, wings 

Pair genre cues with the right 

romantic tone. 

 
One photograph, different promises 
A stock photograph is only the starting point. A man standing beside a motorcycle might become a steamy bad 
boy, an emotionally complicated second-chance hero, or a figure in a romantic suspense story. The difference 
can come from the crop, type, lighting, color treatment, and surrounding elements. When evaluating a concept, 
ask: What would I assume about this book if I had never read the blurb? 

3.​FLOWERS OR RED FLAGS? 
Flowers have their own visual language, but the background and presentation change the conversation. Don't 
interpret a flower in isolation. 

 
Combination Possible reader response Design variables 

Dark background + flowers 
Obsession, grief, danger, 

forbidden desire, suspense 

Deep shadows, distressed petals, 

rich reds, sharp contrast 

Light background + flowers 
Innocence, optimism, nostalgia, 

bittersweet love 

Airy light, open space, softer color, 

delicate arrangement 

Isolated flower + surroundings 
Resilience, hope, loneliness, 

second chances 

Scale, distance, empty space, 

harsh or warm environment 

 

A red rose may feel romantic on one cover and threatening on another. Ask what the entire image says, not just 
what the object is supposed to symbolize. 

 

4.​COLOR, TYPE, AND COMPOSITION 
Color: an emotional shortcut, not a universal code 
●​ Warm reds and pinks can suggest desire, intimacy, energy, or danger, depending on contrast and context. 
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●​ Blues and muted neutrals may feel calm, melancholy, distant, or mysterious. 

●​ Dark palettes can imply suspense, intensity, sophistication, or grief. 

●​ Bright, playful palettes may suggest humor and lightness, but still need to fit the intended readership. 

Color meaning varies by culture, genre, and the imagery around it. Evaluate the full design rather than 
assigning one fixed meaning to a shade. 

 

Typography: the voice of the cover 
●​ Ask whether the lettering feels playful, elegant, contemporary, rugged, ominous, or romantic. 

●​ Check the hierarchy: Can a reader identify the title and author at thumbnail size? 

●​ Notice how weight, spacing, and placement change the tone even when the photograph stays the same. 

●​ For a series, think about how the title treatment will remain recognizable across books. 

 

Composition: relationships without a single line of dialogue 
●​ Two figures close together can imply intimacy; a visible barrier can imply tension or secrecy. 

●​ A tiny figure surrounded by space may feel lonely, vulnerable, or overwhelmed. 

●​ A close crop may increase intensity; a wide view can emphasize setting or emotional distance. 

●​ The focal point should reinforce the story's promise, not compete with the title. 

 

5.​CHECK THE PROMISE BEFORE APPROVING THE COVER 
Use these questions during concept review. They work for custom designs, premades, illustrated covers, and 
photo composites. 

●​ Who is the intended reader, and what other books are they already buying? 

●​ What genre and subgenre should be recognizable at a glance? 

●​ Which two or three story tropes matter most to the marketing? 

●​ What feeling should the cover create before anyone reads the blurb? 

●​ Which cues support that feeling? Which cues may be sending the wrong message? 

●​ Is the cover legible at online-store thumbnail size? 

●​ Does it sit comfortably in its market without becoming interchangeable with every other cover? 

●​ If this is a series, can the design approach carry across future books? 

 

6.​HOW TO TALK TO YOUR COVER DESIGNER 
Your designer is a teammate, not just a service provider. You bring the story and the readers you want to reach. 
Your designer brings visual expertise and an understanding of how design choices work together. 
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What to include in your brief 
●​ Genre, subgenre, target readership, and intended tone. 
●​ A concise synopsis and the central emotional conflict. 
●​ The most important tropes and character dynamics. 
●​ Comparable covers, with a note about what specifically works in each. 
●​ Essential character details, plus what is flexible or open to interpretation. 
●​ Any series branding, format needs, deadlines, and budget limits. 

 

Better ways to give feedback 
INSTEAD OF TRY 

"I just don't like it." 
"The image feels too light for the suspense in this 

story." 

"Make it pop." 
"The title gets lost at thumbnail size. Can we 

strengthen the contrast?" 

"It needs more romance." 
"The distance between the characters makes the 

relationship feel cold. I want more intimacy." 

"Can you change everything?" 
"The concept seems to promise paranormal 

romance, but this book is contemporary romantic 

suspense." 

"Something is off." 
"The type feels playful, while the imagery is dark. 

Can we bring those into the same tone?" 

 

Pro Tip: Describe the reader experience you want to create.  

Give your designer room to find the visual solution. 

 

7.​PLAN FOR PRODUCTION AND LONGEVITY 
Before production 
●​ Ideally, start the design conversation four to six months before publication. 
●​ Aim for print-ready files four to six weeks before release, when possible. 
●​ Confirm what deliverables are included: ebook, print, alternate formats, promotional graphics, and title art. 
●​ Ask how many revision rounds are included and what qualifies as a redesign or an additional charge. 
●​ Review author name, title, series information, spine details, fonts, and print color expectations before final 

approval. 
●​ Physical proofs are generally ordered after design approval. Ask whether print-related corrections found during 

proofing can use an included revision. 
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Beyond the release date 
Trends have a shelf life, but your book doesn't. A cover should speak to its current market while leaving room 
for the author's longer-term goals. Think about series consistency, brand recognition, special editions, and 
whether a future refresh would help the book reach a different readership. 

 

8.​A ONE PAGE COVER CONVERSATION WORKSHEET 
Use this before a design consultation or while reviewing cover concepts. 

 

Book title / series: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Genre and subgenre: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Ideal reader: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Three most important story tropes: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

The emotional promise in one sentence: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Three visual cues that belong on this cover: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Visual cues that would send the wrong message: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comparable covers and what works about them: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Must-have details / flexible details: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Formats and deliverables needed: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Publication date / design deadline: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

Questions for the designer: 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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FINAL THOUGHT 
If someone saw only the cover, what story would they think you were promising? 

If that answer doesn't match the book you've written, the design conversation isn't finished. 
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