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Self Initiated 1 
Part 2

Ambiguity
- play with the 
ambiguity of words in 
the English language
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Brief Summary

UNIT 10 | Self Initiated Brief 1 

language: the method of human communication, either spoken or written, 
consisting of the use of words in a structured and conventional way. 
meaning: what is meant (...indicated, conveyed, referred to, signi� ed...) by a 
word, text, concept or action

Outline: In linguistics, meaning is what is expressed by the writer (or speaker), and what 
is conveyed to the reader (or listener). Meaning is inferred from objects or concepts 
expressed by words, phrases or sentences in semantics. Meaning is inferred from the cur-
rent context as intended by the writer or speaker in pragmatics. 

Ambiguity in meaning may cause confusion in what is conveyed, and lead to di� erent 
interpretations of the current context.

Brief: Explore the idea of playing with words and text. Design a piece/a set 
of pieces that comment on the relationship between the written, the visual 
and the understanding - between the reality, the word represention and its 
meaning.

Look � rst at the ambiguity and the confusing nature of language and 
words -  the ambiguity and confusing nature of language and word - how 
one word can mean so many di� erent things and changes so easily by 
adding/subtracting letter/words and/or changing its context. What are the 
interesting e� ects this can lead to? Play around the poetic layouts, break 
up words, make new ones, � nd words inside words, patterns and rythms.

Process: Start by taking one simple word/object and get to the bottom of 
it, � nd it various meaning and de� nitions, break it down and build it back 
up, show the complexity and various meanings that can be taken from one 
word in the English language.

� e format of the piece will play a huge part in communicating the mes-
sage clearly or as poetically as intended, play with all the possibilites - size, 
font, layout, paper choice etc. Explore image as well as words if possible.

Outcome: A polished piece in the format of your choice but probably 
print based and highly typographic in content and detail - aim for a fully 
laidout and completed object that is of high quality and up to pro� essional 
standard.

Schedule
Brie� ng  Wed 19th Jan | 1pm | Design Studio 2
Interim crit � ursday 27th Jan | 10.30-4.30 | Design Studio 1
Final crit � ursday 3rd Feb | 11 - 4.30 | Design Studio 1

Brief set by Isabel Eeles

Words & Meaning

Nude magazine is the UK’s foremost (and only) publication dedicated 
to all things counter-cultural. From its roots as a self-published zine 
funded, written, edited and designed by its two dedicated founders 
(Suzie Prince and Ian Lowey), it is now an internationally circulated and 
eagerly-awaited alternative window on the world. Having taken time out 
as a webzine over the past year or so in order to combat the recession, 
it is now thankfully back in print. Nude has often featured both visual 
and written work of CSM students and staff, and has now invited BA 
Graphic Design to create an ‘insert’ - or a magazine-within-a-magazine 
- to be conceived, written, illustrated and art-directed by Design & 
Interaction, for publication in the summer of 2011.

Stages:
The timespan of the brief will serve as the initial planning for the actual 
project. A designer from Nude and myself will brief you initially, and will 
also attend the interim and final crits. A small group of students will 
then be selected from the group as the publishing team who will work 
on the actual CSM issue. This is a unique opportunity to be involved 
in a dynamic live project. Those of you who are considering signing up 
MUST be genuinely interested in print, experimental magazine/editorial 
design, and of course, alternative culture. You must also be prepared to 
work as a team with the Nude staff in a professional manner.
 
The text:
The text you will work with for this mini-mag will be an article by writer, 
CSM tutor and Nude contributor, Ken Hollings. It is a review of the 
soundtrack of the classic underground 1960s film, ‘Primitive London’ 
which has just been re-issued. It appears in the January edition of ‘The 
Wire’ magazine, and the text will be provided for you in digital format. 

Essential research:
http://www.nudemagazine.co.uk/
http://www.thewire.co.uk/
http://filmstore.bfi.org.uk/acatalog/info_12801.html

Now go and subscribe to Nude...

Nudism 26 January 2011
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DESIGN & INTERACTION 3

Schedule
Briefing
Interim crit
Final crit

03/02/11 | 10.30 | Design Studio 1
10/02/11 | 2.00 | Design Studio 1
17/02/11 | 10.30 | Design Studio 1

Design a single article mini-mag ‘insert’ for Nude magazine

Brief set by Val Palmer

19th January 2011

WORLD PAY | ROWDY PAL | WARY PLOD | WORD PLAY

Suggested Reading:

Explore the confusing nature of language, in 
particular the ambiguity of words  - how 
one word can mean many things.

Look at the relationship between the reality, 
of a word, the words visual representation  
as letters and its meaning  - the different 
tool used for communicating.

Develop a piece of design that demon-
strates and plays with these ideas.

Quote:

When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, 
in a rather scornful tone,

“it means just what I choose it to mean - 
nothing more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice,
“whether you can make words mean so 

many different things.”

       - Lewis Carroll
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Second Outcome Idea

Following on from my first Self Initiated 
project ‘the Light book’ I was keen to continue 
my exploration of language, words and com-
munication. I wanted to do this in a slightly 
more fun and ideally image based way. I had 
not managed to cover fully the topic of ambi-
guity, in particular, the visual representation 
of words.  

 

Research

•	 We must polish the Polish furniture.
•	 He could lead if he would get the lead out.
•	 The farm was used to produce produce.
•	 The dump was so full that it had to refuse more refuse.
•	 The soldier decided to desert in the desert.
•	 This was a good time to present the present.
•	 A bass was painted on the head of the bass drum.
•	 When shot at, the dove dove into the bushes.
•	 I did not object to the object.
•	 The insurance was invalid for the invalid.
•	 The bandage was wound around the wound.
•	 There was a row among the oarsmen about how to row.
•	 They were too close to the door to close it.
•	 The buck does funny things when the does are present.
•	 They sent a sewer down to stitch the tear in the sewer line.
•	 To help with planting, the farmer taught his sow to sow.
•	 The wind was too strong to wind the sail.
•	 After a number of injections my jaw got number.
•	 Upon seeing the tear in my clothes I shed a tear.
•	 I had to subject the subject to a series of tests.
•	 How can I intimate this to my most intimate friend?

I had previously thought about asking people 
to define certain words I give them words in 
their own words [below] and see how con-
stant or varied the results were. 

They would vary greatly but I would be in-
terested to see how they compared with the 
corresponding ‘official’ dictionary entries.

I was continuing updating my research and knowledge about all 
things language, particularly with ambiguity. 

AMBIGUITY:
•	 Something is ambiguous when it can be understood in two or 
more possible senses or ways. If the ambiguity is in a single word it 
is called lexical ambiguity. [below] In a sentence or clause, structural 
ambiguity [shown bottom].

Almost any word has more than one meaning. 
“Note” = “A musical tone” or “A short written record.” 
“Lie” = “Statement that you know it is not true” or “present tense of 
lay: to be or put yourself in a flat position.”

Right: a list of exam-
ples of something 
called Homonyms. 

These are words 
that are spelt ex-
actly the same but 
when spoken they 
(sometimes) sound 
different but defi-
nitely always have 
a different meaning 
and this depends on 
the context of where 
and when it is used... 
Very confusing!
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Word Finding

I struggled when deciding on the words to be used. 

They needed to be words that had some but not too much ambiguity: 
‘banana’ would be unsuitable as there would be hardly any variation, 
this is the case for many nouns. 

‘Feelings’ were unsuitable for their general inability to be explained 
and visually represented let alone drawn. 

Adjectives (describing words) would result in a comparison to explain 
the idea, and a verb which I call a ‘doing word’, describes a motion, 
usually one that is acted out in the physical world so would have a 
visual ready made connection but difficult to draw perhaps.

Few words that sprung to mind as possibilities (and ones that oc-
curred in the list of top most ambiguous words) were:

Hot, 
Heat,
Air or
Wind, 
Colour, 
Light (for obvious reasons)
Shade, 
Natural, 
Cool, 
Irregular, 
Weight, 
Dark, 
Cold, 
Heavy…

I thought about visualising words and their meaning - how easy was it 
to do? 

Instead of asking people to define words in their own words I thought 
it would be much more instantly revealing if they were to draw and 
visualise the words I gave them.

Firstly I was considering things like ‘bat’, words that have two very 
distinct clear definitions - the ‘animal’ and the ‘bat used for hitting a 
ball’.  Or ‘House’, a word that covers a multitude of possibilities - I say 
I live in a house when it’s actually a bungalow - what does a house 
really officially look like? 

I could imagine you would get a lot of cartoon, stylised results similar 
to a child’s drawing but I was further interested to see the subtle varia-
tions between them that I was sure to expect.

Intention

I wanted to:

show effectively the ambiguity of 
words in language - how you can say 
and mean one thing but someone 
else can interpret it differently.

I was still keen on having HOUSE as one of 
the words - to go with this HOME was a vari-
ation that seemed suitable - it would result 
in subtle but maybe dramatic results. I really 
had difficulty find another related word to 
round off the set/series of 3 that I wanted but 
in the end I thought it was fitting to include 
the word LIGHT as well...
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Preparing

Name........................................................, age..........., from ........................................................

please turn over...1 of 3

In this box please can you draw: 'a house'

Please draw: 'home'

2 of 3 please turn over...

Please draw: 'light'

3 of 3 thank you so much for your time! 

I created some drawing sheets that could be 
directly handed out for people to fill in with 
their drawings.

Firstly I’d ask them to draw ‘House’ (to break 
them in), ‘Home’ (something along the same 
lines but slightly different to get them really 
thinking), and then ‘light’ (more obscure and 
with many variations of visualisation to chose 
from.

Collecting Data

I wanted a broad selection of results - a range 
of people of all ages, from all professions, 
those who could and couldn’t draw - it wasn’t 
about the skill but the idea behind their 
choice of visualisation and what it repre-
sented.

For this I got my Mum to help (she has an 
amazing ability to walk up to anyone and 
just start chatting away without a care in the 
world so for this it was handy!), I got a few 
class mates and house mates to fill in the 
forms while she targeting people out in the 
street, parks & shops!

Again, what the people who participated said 
in the process was of interest, I really enjoyed 
the journey, now I needed to analyse and 
compile the results. 
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The Results

Here is a selection of the results I collected, some were absolutely fascinating. From the 
Great Wall of China to the elephant of Elephant & Castle, from floor plans to temple inspired 
buildings, from caravan to the lights of a football stadium - they say so much. I really feel the 
results are representative of my concept idea, there are some subtle and dramatic variations, 
exactly what I was looking for, if not more.

Completed Drawings
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Form Designing the Layout

Images were photographed, edited and compiled in a finished and 
suitable layout ready to be printed. I was worried the images would 
be too small but actually I could have collected more as in full scale 
they’re larger than I was expecting.

I added the word that the images were drawn from and the date - 
year they were created. I felt these outcomes would show a section 
of time, stopped and isolated, the here and now, where these words 
represent these images. In times gone they would have been very 
different and in the future I believe these would change and evolve 
very much so again.

I remembered these tea towels we used to get 
back in primary school. Every student had to 
draw an image of themselves, then they were 
compiled and printed on to tea towels. Mainly 
a sort of fund-raising venture for the school 
as all the parents would buy them - but I 
thought they would be a perfect medium for 
my drawings.

They were reminiscent of the whole school 
and learning education stage of life where we 
are taught things - one being words, mean-
ings, grammar etc, all the tools necessary for 
communication in the wider world that we 
would use for the rest of our life.

That stage is so important, more than I 
realised -  your childhood definitely sets you 
up for your future and determines how you 
will be. 

Maybe I am more aware of the flaws in lan-
guage, words, meanings, spellings etc due to 
my experience as a child - moving countries 
and starting from scratch.
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White Tea Towel Screen Printing

Finding plain white tea towels was one of the hardest things with this 
project, I couldn’t believe it, absolutely no store I could find in London 
sold them, and trust me I tried everywhere. 

Last resort was a online wholesale catering supplier, chefs’ tea towels, 
absolutely plain white, yippee, you could only buy in bulk but I got 
what I wanted - just - not quite in the perfect state I was expecting but 
better than having nothing.

Left from top to bottom:

1. Print the final design on to special paper 
from Douglas. Coat the screen in light sensi-
tive liquid. Allow to dry. Expose the design on 
the coated screen for 65 seconds.

2. Wash off to reveal the design, allow to dry. 
Place and secure screen on table. Piece of 
foam and fabric to be printed on is placed 
accordingly underneath the screen. Ensure it 
is lined up.

3. Ink & paste is added to the surface. Hold 
firmly, apply pressure and pull down the 
screen with a squeegee, this pushes the ink 
through the design on the screen on to the 
fabric. Repeat as necessary.

4. Lift table, remove fabric carefully and allow 
to dry. 

Below: There were a lot of marks on the 
screen (of no doing of my own) but they 
needed patching up as best as possible to 
create the cleanest print - this was fiddly 
(masking tape wouldn’t stick well) and very 
time consuming.
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‘House’
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‘Home’
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‘Light’
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Packaging

Final Outcome

I thought it appropriate the be packed as 
a product one would potentially buy - a tea 
towel set with a  difference.

In the Future

It would be great to reapply the same process again to the images I 
first collected as results:

•	 If I asked people to sum up the images up in one word what would 
they pick? 
•	 How similar would it have been to the original? 
•	 The same or completely different? 

I doubt the drawing of the caravan would result in ‘home’, and the 
image of the match is unlikely to have been summed up as ‘light’. 

This idea shows how the chain can extend and meaning can be lost 
over multiple interpretations and through time. A sort of Chinese 
Whispers effect. 

Further more, similarly if it was taken further and  specified certain 
sections of the population to look at individually it would reveal a 
slightly different set of results - particularly when you start to cross 
borders, mixing continents and cultures.
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End Notes

This being the second outcome to my first self initiated project and 
was one that easier ones - unusually the idea just jumped it at me, 
and then I couldn’t get it out of my head until it was completed - look-
ing back it should have been pushed a little further to begin with as 
there are other possibilities I didn’t explore enough to begin with.

Getting data is one of the hardest things I’ve found - I’ve seemed 
to want other people’s opinions as part of my projects, I find them 
fascinating, more so than my own, you can learn from them - it opens 
my eyes to see things in a different way - its’s very humbling. I also 
think its important to share this information with others to be a start-
ing point for debate and possibly eventually change.

All in all I feel the outcome does display my intention so I am happy 
with it. I’ve learnt the hard way with screen printing leaving it quite 
late to learn but I’m going to be hooked on it from now on.

To find out more please visit and read my blog at: 
isabellerina.wordpress.com


