
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



Being Mean To Books  
In Order To Find Out 
The Meaning Of Books 

A designerly exploration of  
the human-book relationship

Kayla Lythgoe



Being Mean To Books  
In Order To Find Out 
The Meaning Of Books 



A thesis submitted in particle fulfilment of the requirements for  
the degree of Master of Design, Massey University, New Zealand. 



Warning  

The images in this book may 
cause some disturbance  

(especially to bibliophiles).



A note on the writing:
As this work was conducted through an auto-ethnographic design lens, 
this exegesis is written with a strong personal voice. 



Abstract	 12
Acknowledgments 	 14

 

Introduction
	

A beginning not an ending: 	 18 
	 Exploring the future of books
The story of the research question:  	 20 
	 Part one 
The thing I picture when someone says book 	 21 
	 The idea of the book 
Giovanni’s Room: 	 23
	 part one � It�s just a book 
Existing practice:	 25 
	 Don�t Judge a Book by its Cover 
Books and I	 27 
	 My relationship with books 
Doing then thinking, and some thinking then doing: 	 30  
	 methodologies 	
Research through making (or rather deconstruction) 	 31 
Auto-ethnography 	 34 

Getting to know the object that is the book. 
 
Introduction	 38
Experiments vs interventions 	 40
Not everything worked	 41
57 steps on the road to committing crimes against books	 47
Preface to the making: 	 57 
A note on the documentation 

01. Burning a book	 59
02. Traces of reading 	 73 
03. Books don’t mind the rain (but I mind my books minding the rain)	 81
06. Tearing pages as read 	 87
07. Reading in the shower 	 97
14. Half the Weight  	 107 

From future to present 	 112 
	 The full acceptance	
Giovanni’s Room: 	 115 
	 part two � a new type of reader
The story of the research question: 	 119 
	 part two 	
So, why not my books?	 121

16. Please walk on the book 	 123
17. The Bones of a Book 	 137
18. A book is a plate 	 147
19. 4896 Pages	 159
20. I have blood on my hands 	 165

I have been mean but what do books mean?:  
Findings 

Introduction	 172
De�ning and re-de�ning �mean�	 176
My idea of a book a�ter getting to know the book	 177
Normal ways of being mean to books	 179
Giovanni’s Room part three:  	 181 
I�ve changed? 

Culmination of the makings (or deconstruction) 

The beginning of the end 	 186
Notes on this book	 189
Book in a box?	 191

Concluding thoughts 	
 

The meaning of books: 	 198 
beyond the object
Getting to know myself (and others) as well as books 	 199
Conclusion: 	 201 
The end of the beginning  
 
Bibliography	 202

Contents



Abstract Being mean to books in order to find out the meaning of books 
explores my own relationship with books, and their position 
within my practice as an emerging book designer. What began 
as an exploration of the future of the book turned into an attempt 
to understand them in their present state. In order to come to 
understand their physicality, the impacts of the embodied reader, 
and the idea and ideal that books represent socially. 

This research was conducted through an auto-ethnographic 
design lens, putting my own relationship, tensions and preferences 
with books at the heart of the work. Through a series of practice-
led making — or unmaking — I engaged with books, breaking the 
unspoken rules of interacting with them and testing the limits of my 
own habits. I began with arguably the meanest act (Burning a book), 
I was reluctant, hesitant — and simply didn’t want to be mean to 
books. Through repeated exposure of intervening in an increasingly 
mean way, my relationship with books as a reader, designer and 
bibliophile developed to appreciate the marks a book gains from an 
embodied readers interactions. Books quickly revealed themselves 
as active participants in the interventions, shaping and directing 
not only individual encounters but conducting the full idea and 
scope of the work. 

By engaging with books in this extreme manner I’ve come 
to understand what they mean to me and others, socially and 
culturally, beyond just the physical object. This research created 
space for me to truly get to know books and although I can not 
simply sum up what books mean, I can say what they mean to me; 
which is everything. They are no longer simply something that I just 
enjoy reading, designing and being surrounded by but they are a 
framework through which I think and communicate myself. As an 
emerging book designer it was vital for me to understand books in 
this way. 
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A beginning not an ending:  
Exploring the future of books

As a bibliophile, and an emerging book designer, I’ve frequently 
encountered speculation around the obsolescence of books, a 
narrative which framed much of my early research. This project 
began as an exploration of the future of the book, situated within the 
ongoing conversation around the death of books and the decline of 
physical media in an increasingly digital world. 

Discussions within publishing and editorial contexts frequently 
positioned the codex1 as a form under threat, framed by predication 
that digital technologies would inevitably supersede physical 
media. Heike Schaefer and Alexander Starre note in  
The Printed Book in Contemporary American Culture: Medium, 
Object, Metaphor that contemporary discourse around the printed 
book is often informed by a sense that its continued existence is 
uncertain (Schaefer & Starre, 2019). Entering this conversation,  
my explorations were similarly oriented towards speculative 
futures. However, as the project developed through a process  
of making — or unmaking — dissemnination, display and discussion, 
the question gradually shifted away from what the book might 
become towards what it already is and what we understand it  
to mean. 

When pondering how I wanted to situate my Master’s research, 
I’d recently read an article in a design journal Surrounded by 
Screens: Why do we Still Read Actual Books by publisher Birgit 
Schmitz. In her book, she asks a different question: ‘why do we 
still read printed books at all?’ (Schmitz, 2023, p. 230). She notes 
that the internet has been available to all for the last three decades, 
and we moved into this millennium — deeper into the electronic 
age — the fear of the impending implosion of the Gutenberg galaxy 
has been increasingly voiced (Schmitz, 2023). Despite these 
conversations, for me, the act of holding a book — turning its pages, 
that musky scent wafting up my nose, physically inhabiting the 
reading experience — stood in contrast to digital formats, which 
felt fundamentally different, inferior even. The suggestion that the 
physical book would ‘die’ was preposterous. Books were never 
going to die, how could they? 

1	� A block of pages bound on one side between two covers. 
Codex refers to a books format, it is the most common 
type of book and what most would associate the physical 
object of a book as. 
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So I read a thing, Giovanni’s Room by James Baldwin. It quickly 
became a favourite; a book that I wanted to devour in one sitting, 
yet equally one that I never wanted to end. My edition of Giovanni’s 
Room has come to represent myself and my relationship with  
books through my research. 

It is in this beginning stage that I inform you that this is 
merely a book. However, it is also in concluding this project have 
I understood the importance of it, even though it has existed 
proaminently alongside me throughout. It is a book I will return to 
throughout this process, not only as a text but as a marker of my 
relationship with books. 

Giovanni’s Room:  
Part one � It�s just a book

Le�t: Giovanni�s Room, Lamp Light Book photo series  
Kayla Lythgoe and Michael Madden-Smith  
(2025).
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One of the volumes I created in my Honours project was called  
38 things to do to keep a book in perfect condition, which examined 
my own behaviours with books. This project explored the deep 
desire I held to protect and keep books as perfect as when they were 
first bought. 

38 things presents the reader with a conundrum: to rip the 
cover, therefore destroying the book but being able to read its 
contents, or to preserve the book in perfect condition. I knew how  
I would be keeping the book.

This volume became the invisible thread from my Honours 
to my Master’s work. Although I have only recognised this 
connection recently, looking back, I can see how this exploration 
has manifested over time. My concerns with books were already 
present in my practice, even though I had not yet fully realised them 
or found the language to articulate them. 

Existing practice: 
Don�t judge a book by its cover

Above: 38 things to do in order to keep a book in 
perfect condition, Volume 05 from Don�t judge a 
book by its cover  
Kayla Lythgoe  
Photograph: Michael Madden-Smith  
(2024).
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Books have come to surround all parts of my life: personal, 
academic and work. They structure my day.

I read first thing in the morning with my breakfast; consuming 
more pages than food. In the summertime or sunken into an 
armchair in winter, I read. Still in my pyjamas, drowning in blankets, 
a book splayed open and a cup of tea warming my hands — I 
commence the ritual. 

I read while waiting for the bus, on the bus, getting off the bus, 
walking down the street if the book is that captivating. Just a few 
pages or else I’ll walk into something — although this is a skill I have 
begun to master. I read as I wait for a friend who’s running late to 
catch up over coffee. A few pages before my meeting. While eating 
my lunch to dissociate from my workday.

Home again, but this time on the couch — my afternoon 
spot — bathing in the sun. In bed trying not to fall asleep, but I often 
wake up with a book resting beside me, which comes straight with 
me into the kitchen as I prepare my breakfast. 

A part of why books entice me is their tactility, how they feel to 
hold and use. I’ve never understood people who prefer e-readers 
to physical books. Books transport you and transform you through 
their words, and for me, the ability to turn the pages, the feel of the 
paper between your fingertips, is a vital part of that transformational 
experience. A friend who shares my love for the tactile book once 
said to me, “You know, not everybody cares about stuff the way we 
do.” I was blindsided. To me, that is what makes a book a book! 

Ironically though, I don’t like my books to look like they have 
been read—this is how pristine I like my books to stay. No cracked 
spine, dog-eared pages, writing in the margins, creases in the 
covers. It almost feels like a voodoo doll: leaving a mark on a book 
is also a scar on myself. So I have a set of rules for engaging with 
books. Though unspoken, I use them to judge other people; they do 
not get a second chance to borrow a book from me if they break the 
unwritten contract and my ‘perfect book’ is returned sullied.

During my undergraduate studies, a new facet of the book 
experience was revealed to me: designing and making. It feels silly 
to say now but I hadn’t realised books were designed. I have always 
read, and been captivated by stories, but it wasn’t until I learned 
how to — and that I could — design a book that I began to truly 
appreciate and notice them as an object.  

Books and I  
My relationship with books

Above: Surround by books, Lamp Light Book photo series  
Kayla Lythgoe and Michael Madden-Smith  
(2025).
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Since then my fascination has only grown and intensified. 
When I meet someone new or attempt to explain to friends or 

family what I do and what my Master’s study is, I end up having 
those familiar conversations that book designers all seem to 
know. “You design books, like book covers?” “Oh, not quite, 
well yes but not just the cover. The book, like the whole thing.” 
A book doesn’t just spit out of a writer’s or artist’s computer in 
the form you encounter on a bookshop shelf. As much as I find 
these conversations frustrating, I’m not surprised. It means 
books are doing their job: being a successful invisible container of 
information — a crystal goblet. 

A maxim attributed to Swiss typeface designer Adrian Frutiger 
goes something like ‘If you remember the shape of your spoon 
at lunch, it has to be the wrong shape.’ (Frutiger, 1990, as cited 
in McGuirk, 2012). I think about book design in a similar way: a 
perfectly balanced conduit that imperceptibly strengthens the 
relationship between the reader and the stories within without 
necessarily noticing it. I think this is one of the reasons that I fell in 
love with book design in the first place. 

Do I consider the material more because I’m a designer? Does 
a regular reader only consider the materiality when the book is 
differentiated? A signed copy, a first edition, a book whose form 
is pushing the boundaries of a book? These were some of the 
questions fermenting in my mind as I began thinking and making. 

Right: My �unspoken� book rules 
Kayla Lythgoe  
(2026).
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Doing then thinking, and 
some thinking then doing: 
methodologies At the beginning of this Masters of Design, it felt as though I was 

throwing things at walls and seeing what stuck. Through making,  
I was able to ponder, question, and define, and I came to understand 
this process as practice-led research. This methodology emerged 
through practice rather than being a predetermined framework. 

‘We come to know the world theoretically only after we have come to 
understand it through handling.’ (Bolt, 2007, p. 30, as cited in Smith  
& Dean, 2009)  

In Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative 
Arts, Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean propose a model of creative 
research described as the ‘iterative cyclic web’ (Smith & Dean, 
2009). This is a framework that understands research and 
practice as operating in continuous circulation rather than in linear 
progression. It positions creative activity as both a generator and 
outcome of knowledge, allowing for understanding to be produced 
through movement between action, reflection, and theory. 

While Smith and Dean describe a model that allows for 
multiple positions of entry (constructed of three points: practice-
led research; research-led practice; and academic research) my 
process began to operate from an additional position. I was not 
generating new artefacts through my practice, but intervening  
in those that already existed. Rather than making, I was unmaking.  
I describe this position as practice-led unmaking. Here, knowledge 
doesn’t emerge through producing, but through dismantling. The 
book is taken apart, physically and metaphorically, disrupting one’s 
idea of a book. In doing so, I am not imposing form but observing 
what the book already is —materially, structurally and culturally. 
The act of deconstruction becomes the method. 

Central to this research is the understanding that knowledge 
can be generated through acts of making. In Designerly Ways of 
Knowing designer and academic Nigel Cross argues that design 
constitutes a distinct form of knowledge production — through 
 the act of making, where understanding emerges through iterative 
experimentation and material engagement rather than purely 
theoretical analysis (Cross, 1982). Cross provides a theoretical 
explanation for how knowledge is generated within the iterative 
cycles modeled by Smith and Dean. 

Research through making  
(or rather deconstruction) 
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This iterative process also requires an acceptance of uncertainty as 
a productive methodological condition. In Research for people who 
think they would rather create design academic Drik Vis discusses 
being a stranger to your work, highlighting that it is equally 
important to have direction but also to be open to the possibility  
in the process. ‘You should be every bit as clear about what you  
don’t know, as you are about what you do know. Embracing a quality 
of not-knowing can help make space for creative development’  
(Vis, 2023, p. 85). Practice-led research encourages working from 
the unknown to the known, it is purposeful yet open-ended, clean-
sightly yet exploratory (Smith & Dean, 2009). 

This work has, by its very nature, been serendipitous and 
intuitive. Allowing myself to be in a state of play, where action was 
the starting point for understanding, and allowing for material 
response to guide the development of the work, was crucial. Rather 
than establishing pre-formed conclusions, the creative process 
functioned as a way of thinking through making, listening, and 
responding to what each intervention revealed. By remaining open 
to chance and possibilities the work naturally evolved. By placing 
making at the heart of the research it has ultimately enabled a 
deeper understanding of the book through direct engagement, 
which I would not have been able to achieve solely through 
academic research. 

Above: A model of creative arts and research 
processes: the iterative cyclic web of practice-led 
research and research-led practice  
Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean (2009, p. 9).
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As with practice-led research, my use of auto-ethnography 
solidified itself as a method through repeated engagement, which 
deepened my understanding of my practice. 

Prior to this research, I understood design primarily as a 
problem-solving discipline grounded in solution-driven outcomes. 
However, through this project, my understanding has expanded 
to include forms of inquiry that emerge from personal experience, 
reflection and material exploration. Rather than addressing a 
predefined problem, the work began from a set of tensions and 
curiosities surrounding my relationship with books.

In The Auto-Ethnographic Turn in Design academic and 
post doctoral researcher Louise Schouwenbery and Michael 
Kaethler, discuss the emergence of auto-ethnography as a means 
of academic research in design, a shift from studying the ‘exotic 
other’, towards examining the researchers themselves and the 
world that they inhabit. ‘Shifting the orientation of research from 
distinct to personal, from objective to subjective’ (Schouwenberg  
& Kaethler, 2021, p. 13).

Auto-ethnography foregrounds ‘the designer’s capacity to 
make sense of one’s world’ (Schouwenberg & Kaethler, 2021, p. 13), 
As opposed to focusing on solutionism, it draws from speculative, 
critical, relational and social design. Schouwenberg and Kaethler 
state, ‘The design process doesn’t start with a problem or issue 
to address but rather a tension to explore’ (Schouwenberg & 
Kaethler, 2021, p. 19). Situating myself at the heart of this research, 
I placed not only books in a vulnerable state but also myself. As 
Schouwenberg and Kaethler suggest, accepting and exploring 
the intimacy, vulnerability and unpredictability that accompany 
self-exploration allows us to attempt to make sense of our own 
world (Schouwenberg & Kaethler, 2021). This research is driven by 
my own tensions and fascination with the book, and it is through 
this research that I aim to understand myself as much as I aim to 
understand books.

This approach allowed me to investigate not only what a book 
is, but how it is experienced, handled, protected, altered and 
emotionally charged. A book is not merely a material object; it is 
something one engages with through rituals, habits, attachments 
and resistances. By opening up my own relationship with books,  
I have been able to move beyond a surface-level definition of a book 
towards a more embodied understanding of the object. Ultimately, 

Auto-ethnography this work aims to understand my personal relationship with books, 
recognising that the investigation is not solely about  
the book itself, but about understanding myself through that 
process of engagement. As Schouwenberg and Kaethler state 
‘design activates the knowledge component by directly  
engaging and altering the very world it seeks to make sense of’ 
(2021, p. 14). By actively intervening with books through the 
process of making, understanding has emerged through action 
rather than observation alone.   

The physical dismantling of the book becomes inseparable 
from the self-examination of my own relationship to it. The two 
methods operate cyclically; while each intervention reveals 
something about books, it also reveals something about myself.



Getting to  
know the object 
that is the book. 
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Introduction “Interactive art doesn’t really exist unless somebody is using it. We would 
stand across the street from where the piece was installed and just  
watch people use it. We talked about people as the medium. In the same 
way that a sculptor understands clay or a painter understands paint,  
an interactive art designer needs to understand people.”  
(Bonnemaison, 2019, p. 30) 

As an emerging book designer, I must understand books.  
This understanding extends beyond the relationship between 
the content and the format of a book, and into the reader’s, 
the bibliophile’s, and the book’s world. Through a series of 
interventions, I have been getting to know the object that is the 
book — its materiality, durability, and the ways it is handled,  
used, protected, and sometimes resisted by the reader. Putting  
my own relationship, tensions, rules, and vulnerability at the 
forefront of this exploration. 

Rather than merely seeking to damage books, these 
experiments use physical interaction as a means of understanding. 
They position the book not as a passive container of content, but as 
an active object shaped by, and shaping the reader’s behaviour. 
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I began by referring to these acts as ‘experiments’ — and have 
called them this for the majority of this process — but this word 
never completely sat right. To me, experiments imply having  
and testing hypotheses or demonstrating a known fact. I did not 
enter these processes with expectations, or hoping to find out  
a particular thing, rather I entered with a mindset of unknowing, 
open to the book and the possibilities of it. Schouwenberg and 
Kaethler describe this process as ‘Working within the unknown  
of where the process might lead’ (2021, p. 13).

I’ve settled on calling each of these works interventions, as I am 
intervening with the object and disrupting my idea of a book, as well 
as intervening with my own habits, tensions and behaviours with 
books. Entering a world of unknowing, not only of the book but of 
myself as a designer, reader and bibliophile. 

Not everything worked

At the beginning of this process of getting to know the book, 
I hadn’t yet realised that that was what I was doing. I entered 
exploring the tactile nature and limits of books and how they sat in 
an increasingly digital world. Through the process of practice-led 
research and research-led practice the project shifted from asking 
what books might become to examining what they already are. 

Although not everything that I explored was relevant in the end, 
each one informed the next, the failures being just as important as 
the successes. What initially appeared irrelevant or unsuccessful 
became the very mechanism through which the project clarified 
itself. Uncertainty and redirection are not failures but conditions 
of knowledge production. The interventions that did not endure 
were not failures but formative moments through which the project 
disclosed itself. 

The proceeding spread is a list of the 20 interventions that  
I carried out over the course of this research. In the chapter 
following I will discuss the eleven bolded interventions which were 
the most impactful in allowing me to gain a deeper understanding  
of the book. 

Experiments vs interventions 
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Burning a book 
I am not the first to commit criminal acts 
against books 

Tearing pages as read
Exploring digital modes of consumption 
within a physical book. 

Traces of reading
I am not the first to commit criminal acts 
against books 

Reading in the shower
Exploring the locations in which I read  
and the continuous tension of getting a 
book wet.

Books don’t mind the rain (but I mind my 
books not minding the rain)

One of my number one rules  
of using books is not letting them get wet 
in the rain but during this intervention I did 
just that. Confronting my own tensions and 
reading habits I explored my own and the 
book’s vulnerabilities.  

Books are heavy
Why carry food and camping gear when 
you could fill your pack with books for a 
better workout. 

Books have holes 
A physical demonstration of digital  
media and the printed world colliding. 
Cutting a hole in a book and putting a  
VHS tape inside. 

Books are stools
Standing on a stack of books to reach  
high places. 

�Books are door stops 
The beginnings of a series exploring what 
books—as objects—can be used for; 
other than something to be read. I had 
been thinking about the future of the book 
and the strong shift towards a fully digital 
world. What would be done with all of the 
existing physical books if no one was  
any longer interested in reading them. 
Rather than throwing them away or 
burning them, how else could books be 
useful? As door stops. 

�Books are mops
Spill something on the floor? Rip off a few 
pages out of a book to mop it up! 

01. 06. 

02.  07.  

03. 08. 

04.  09.  

05. 10. 
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Burning are absorbent 
Instead of draining the sink or the bath tub, 
fill with books and leave for a few hours to 
let the paper fully absorb the water.

Please walk on the book
Altering the format of a book, shifting  
it into a fully bodily actively. 

Linearity
Drawing on The Unfortunates by  
B.S. Johnson, I aimed to challenge the 
fixed order of the codex. By cutting a book 
into nine sections, shifting the form from 
directing how it should be read to giving 
the responsibility to the reader. 

The bones of the book
Altering the format of a book, shifting it 
into a fully bodily actively. 

Book sculpture 01 & 02
Inspired by artists Cyrus Tang and  
Odies Mlaszho, using books as sculptural 
objects, relinquishing their materiality  
as objects.

A book is a plate
Would you eat spaghetti off a book? 

Half the weight  
Exploring the taboos of reading culture, 
and an individual’s reading habits. 

4896 pages
Altering the book to encourage 
deconstruction through use. 

�Books are pot
Altering the format of a book, shifting it 
into a fully bodily actively.

I have blood on my hands 
A physical conclusion, a confession; I have 
committed crimes against books.  

11. 16. 

12.  17.  

13. 18. 

14.  19.  

15. 20. 
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57 steps on the road to committing  
crimes against books

Through the process of getting to know the book, I developed my 
own internal ranking of how ‘mean’ I believed each intervention 
was. However, I became increasingly aware that this hierarchy 
was shaped by my own personal moral compass, my shifting 
relationship with books, and what I personally gauge as ‘mean’. 

While this project primarily explores my own relationship  
with books, the visceral reactions I was seeing from a small group 
of people who I shared this work with prompted me to seek a 
wider range of responses, to further understand the book’s scale 
of influence. As well, it was becoming clear that this practice-led 
research was not about the final outcomes or the transformed 
books, but the intimate process of the interventions themselves. 

During my fourth and final Arohaehae presentation (one of 
four ‘critique’ moments in the process of a Master’s of Design), I 
invited participants to rank how ‘mean’ I had been to books. The 
installation consisted of a ‘meanness gauge’, a scale of words and 
phrases that others had used to describe my treatment of books 
throughout the process, alongside two books containing images of 
the interventions. Participants were asked to select an image, rip it 
out — the pages were perforated at the spine — and place it on the 
scale in relation to how severely they felt I had treated the book. 

This exercise drew on graphic designer Milton Glaser’s Twelve 
Steps on a Graphic Designers Road to Hell (Glaser, 2004), which 
outlines a gradual ethical drift designers might experience through 
small, self-justified compromises. 

Le�t page: 57 steps on the road to committing crimes 
against books, Arohaehae 04 workshop interaction  
Kayla Lythgoe, (2025)




































































































































































