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Set Brief 1

‘What If...’
- devise a set of 
experiments to shed 
further light on your 
dissertation topic
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Brief

The Skin Button by Morris, Harrison 
& Tan

All art is relationships, all art. That 
is how you have to begin. Design is 
relationships. Design is a relationship 
between form and content.      
    Paul Rand  

Taking your dissertation topic as a basis, develop a piece of design work 
with the purpose of shedding further light on your chosen subject. You 
should begin by developing a 'what-if' question that tackles a design 
issue or idea you have discovered in your writing.  For example, in a 
dissertation on the relationship between the book form and architecture, 
the question could be: ‘What if books could be navigated like buildings?’ 

At the start of the project you should record or write down as many 
'what if....' questions/starting points as you can. This exercise is about 
using your dissertation as the catalyst for your own self initiated design 
projects – so the more starting points you can identify now the stronger 
your opportunities will be throughout the year. Choose one question to 
focus on for the duration of this project.

You should explore this chosen question through visual experiments. 
We are not interested in 'outcomes' as such, but rather the evidence of 
your exploratory journey. Think of yourself as a scientist recording the 
evidence of an experiment. Your outcome is the discovery you make, but 
you will also need to show how you made that discovery. 

Taking our earlier question as an example (What if books could be 
navigated like buildings?), the visual experiments could be a series 
of speculative, interactive book formats exploring the potential for 
'architectural navigation' within books. 

It is very important that you create multiple experiments. The idea is to test 
and try-out ideas without fear of failure, working as quickly as you 
can. This brief should push you out of your comfort zone! Your visual 
experiments should be separate and distinct from the visual outcome of 
your context project though they can inform your context project. 

Stages
Interim crit: Please bring: 
– 1 sentence that sums up the essence of your dissertation 
– Your chosen 'What if ' question, plus any other starting points 
– Evidence of your visual research and early experiments (layouts, 
mockups etc.) 
Round-up crit: Please bring: 
– Evidence of your completed experiments 
– 1 sentence summarising what you have learnt from these experiments & 
1 sentence summarising how you could take what you have learnt further
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UNIT 10 | Brief 1 | Learning outcomes (see course handbook): 29, 30, 31 BA [HONS] GRAPHIC DESIGN

DESIGN & INTERACTION 3

Schedule
Briefing
Interim crit
Final crit

26.10.10 | 14.00 |  G12
01.11.10-05.11.10 | 14.00-16.30 |  Design Studios
08.11.10-12.11.10 | 10.30-13.00 or 14.00-16.30 | Design Studios 

To design is simultaneously to show how one conceives of, or understands something.

Brief set by David Preston & Rathna Ramanathan

Use your dissertation topic as a basis.

Tackle a design issue or idea you touched 
upon.

Develop a piece of design work to shed 
further light on this topic.

Think of yourself as a scientist recording 
evidence, create experiments without fear 
of failure.

Summary
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Dissertation Topic

My context project was about:

•	 BODY
•	 BEAUTY 
•	 SELF/IDENTITY 
•	 SOCIETY

‘Life is a beauty contest, but who is the judge?’ was about:

How the notion of beauty & the invention of 
an ideal physical human form has influenced 
our thoughts, feelings & actions concerning 
our bodies. 

I cover its initial origination and subsequent changes through 
both time and space to try and help me understand our current 
dangerously unhealthy and extreme obsession of our appearance 
in western culture - focusing particularly on the pursuit of personal 
physical beauty.

Themes I touch on:

•	 Core Values
•	 Rules
•	 Preconception/prejudging
•	 Labelling
•	 Semantics

Initial ‘What if...’ Questions

I found it hard to begin with and not sure I fully understood the brief.

I was coming up with questions like:

What if... 
•	 we had no notion of beauty?
•	 vanity was made illegal?
•	 we all looked identical?
•	 there was no fake advertising
•	 we didn’t have a body?
•	 we had a different current day ideal?
•	 we only existent in the ideal form - everyone was perfectly formed?
•	 we were all constantly in the nude, in our natural form?
•	 ugly was desirable?
•	 we didn’t age?
•	 we couldn’t lose or gain weight?
•	 perfection was attainable?

  
  I realised they were connected too closely to 
my dissertation topic and more about society 
and other concerns rather than design - I 
found it hard to see where I’d go next with 
any of them. They were interesting topics but 
not right for this project.
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DefinitionsEssence

Rather than stick too closely to my context 
topic I realised I needed to find the essence 
and use that as a starting point:

 

Perceptions of Beauty:

This is because the pursuit of beauty in 
design is thought to be deeply connected 
to beauty in nature - taking inspiration from 
naturally occurring shapes and form.

Q: How does one person perceive some-
thing to be more beautiful than the other? 
And why?

Particularly in relation to natural VS 
enhanced concepts of beauty.

BEAUTY: 
•	 Combination of visual aesthetic qualities 

giving pleasure to the senses

FORM: 
•	 Appearance - shape, structure
•	 Organisation of elements 
•	 Placement and relationship of basic lines 

& colours 

PERCEPTION: 
•	 Ability to become aware of 
•	 A way of understanding or interpreting 

something 

I wanted to:
Create a set of experiments to help 
me discover what people’s percep-
tions of beauty in form are and what 
they revolve around.

I needed to move away from the topic of the body to elements of 
beauty in relation to FORM = the ‘visible shape or configuration of 
something’.

I wanted to look at BASIC ELEMENTS like:

SHAPE 
SIZE
COLOUR
ORIENTATION 
And then move on to more complicated design aspects of COMPOSI-
TION where I’d consider things like:

PROPORTION
HARMONY 
BALANCE 

Plan 

Intention
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There is belief that scientifically or math-
ematically we can determine what is pleasing 
to the eye via the use of the Golden Section, 
the Golden Rule, the Golden Ratio. 

These are theories that have been tried and 
tested on natural occurring forms [below] 
and on man made forms such as buildings 
[bottom] and they are accepted as a way of 
determining what is and isn’t aesthetically 
pleasing, if something fits the ‘grid’ then 
it is more beautiful than something which 
doesn’t. 

Symbols, Icons, Reality, Abstraction

Book by Scott McCloud was recommended as a good reading refer-
ence. I bought my own copy over the Christmas holidays and finished 
in January. A very good read - if you can call it that -  the whole book is 
set out in a comic drawn format.

He examines all aspects of visual communication, I particularly found 
Chapter two - the section about ‘vocabulary of comics’ relevant and 
informing. He looks at icons of language, science and communica-
tion to icon (pictures) that resemble their subjects. It also explored 
the idea of abstraction, from reality to the cartoon and to the ultimate 
abstraction - words - things that don’t even resemble the reality at all 
but still seem to communicate it. 

I learnt a lot, about how artist simplify objects for cartoons and how 
they use certain specific shapes to make characters, like the example 
of the simplified face below.

Golden Research
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First Tests Problems

I picked out some of the basics shapes [top 
left] and was beginning to look at primary and 
secondary colours [left]

I though I’d start with some simple forms, 
comparisons and questions but I had more 
difficulty than I thought in choosing and 
deciding of the simplest ones. When doing 
a experiment (scientifically) you normally 
keep everything constant and have only one 
variable, I found this hard to relate to visual 
experiments but I had to start simple so -

Is a square of circle more beautiful? | Is a line 
or curve more beautiful? [below left]

Which rectangle/ellipse is more beautiful? 
[right] I was expecting the ones that were 
perfect in the eyes of the Golden Section to 
be the most favoured.

I realised there were many issues to work around – the word ‘beauty’ itself I had already found 
hard to work with. Instead I thought I should maybe rephrase it to:

•	 What is the most perfect (but does beauty = perfection??) OR 
•	 What is the most visually appealing, (too vague?) OR
•	 Which one looks better? looks even? looks balanced? looks right? They all mean slightly 

different things.

I felt and was worried that I was lacking in any purpose or context for the shapes sit withing- 
can you determine the beauty of a back shape on white paper with no reason other?

Was a context absolutely necessary in a project? I didn’t really want there to be one, that in 
itself would have changed the whole experiment - I wasn’t going to ask which one was better 
for a set purpose, just simply which to them was the most beautiful.
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Booklet

Online Questionnaire

I designed and made a booklet that I would hand out to people to 
fill in. It was made from an A3 piece of paper, double sided with two 
slits. When it was folded down it produced a booklet of 12 pages and 
a total of 21 ‘questions’. They weren’t placed in any particular order, 
just a selection of ‘questions’ (as many as possible I could fit in) that 
covered the information I was keen to find out. [below left & right]

It was a good start but I wanted more results, 
quickly and effectively - I decided on an online 
questionnaire that I’d be able to send to 
people via online communication tools (e.g. 
Email & Facebook!) to fill in.

I used a site called Survey Monkey, I’d seen 
people use this before but when using it I 
realised it had limitations but I managed to 
work within these satisfactorily.

I created 3 separate surveys - I thought I’d 
start with LINE, move to SHAPE and then 
COMPOSITION. 

I could have 10 ‘questions’ per survey max, 
and an image file counted as one so  could 
only really have 5 per survey - I had to cut 
down which  didn’t want to do but I also 
needed to consider my user

Although it was successful [bottom left] collecting and collating 
the results was a slow, time consuming and a very labour intensive 
process.. 

I did enjoy asking people directly face to face as it often initiated a 
brief talk and lively discussion between us - what the project was 
about, what it was for, how they felt about it and their opinions. 

That part was quite interesting and it sometimes pointed out things I’d 
not even considered before - people’s reason for selection were often 
varied and surprising - I of course had my expectations and bias to 
contend with and other people had very different views about ‘beauty’ 
to my own.
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‘Line’ Question Builder ‘Line’ Survey
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‘Line’ Results

THIN LINE or THICK LINE

23 DEGREES or 45 DEGREES

HORIZONTAL or VERTICAL

CURVED or STRAIGHT

CONTINUOUS or BROKEN

OUTLINED or SOLID

CIRCLE or TRIANGLE or SQUARE

SMALL or LARGE

EVEN or UNEVEN

‘PERFECT’ OVALS or OTHER OVALS

‘Line’ Results ‘Shape’ Question Builder
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‘Shape’ Results‘Shape’ Survey
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ORDERED or CHAOTIC

VERTICAL PLACEMENT

EQUAL or UNEQUAL PARTS

SPACING DISTANCE

PLACEMENT

Survey & Results‘Composition’ Question Builder
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My Surveys

My Surveys Address Book My Account Plans & Pricing

TAKE YOUR SURVEYS TO THE NEXT LEVEL

Get unlimited questions: Create surveys with more than ten questions.

Print and download your results: Export your data as Excel, PDF, and CSV files.

Enjoy premium features: Customization, advanced logic, and more!

 Upgrade Now  Close

  Current Folder: -- View All Surveys -- Manage Folders  Title Search:  Search

 Survey Title Sort Created Sort    Modified Sort      Design      Collect     Analyze Sort  Actions

Beauty of shape February 18, 2011 14:31 73 days ago 58 Clear Transfer Delete

Beauty of composition February 18, 2011 15:00 73 days ago 58 Clear Transfer Delete

Beauty of line February 18, 2011 14:30 73 days ago 61 Clear Transfer Delete

Comments and Feedback February 19, 2011 05:23 78 days ago 7 Clear Transfer Delete

  

izzyeeles Sign Out Help

+ Create Survey

This shows the summary of the surveys. I 
can then edit them further; send them out 
again to people or just look at the all the data 
collected. 

Here it shows around 60 people filled in each 
questionnaire - I was pleased with this result 
and felt the end result would be fair - all 
sorts of people were asked, not just design 
students. 

Might be interesting, if I had time, to actually 
specifically target certain groups of people 
and then see how the results differ for each, if 
they do.

I also wanted to get more responsive feed-
back about the questionnaires than just the 
number data. I created an extra optional form 
where users could write a comment if they 
felt so inclined. The results are shown below.

Comments & Feedback
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How to show the results?

Before venturing further I knew I wanted 
to present the information I had found out 
back to the public somehow. After answer-
ing the questionnaire people could browse 
all the answers and see the percentages for 
themselves, they found that often interesting 
and further revealing - were they pat of the 
multitude or the minority?

Possible formats: 
•	 Info graphics 
•	 Poster
•	 Book 
•	 Leaflet/Booklet 
•	 Online space
•	 As 3D objects...

Feedback
In one of the crits since I had previously only 
been working with the shapes at a small and 
intimate scale it was suggested I should try 
printing the shapes huge. I would scale them 
up unusually so - so big that you can’t help 
stop and stare at the shape on the wall when 
you walk past it. 

There need not necessarily be any text to 
explain anything, I think just as they would 
certainly get you to stop, look and really 
consider its form (and beauty or ugliness 
according to your taste) when you can’t miss 
its presence.

Combining the Elements

An initial intention I was considering was to use the data I found out from my research to 
influence a piece of design with the hope of creating 2 opposing pieces - 1. The most perfect 
and visually pleasing design and 2. The worst and ugliest design. When I tried to combine the 
answers I’d collected I attempted to create first just the most perfect forms...

LINE
thin + hoizontal + curved + continuos = most perfect line
thick + vertical + straight + broken = worst line

SHAPE
outlined + circle + small + even = best ‘shape’
solid + square + big + uneven = worst ‘shape’

COMPOSITION was harder to determine - there was more than one element per question. 

There was still so much variation - like what exactly is a ‘curved’ line? Does that mean one 
curve? Two or more? A gentle bend or a loop the loop? Of what dimension, what curvature? - 
Still more and more questions developing but I felt needed to come to some conclusion first.
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A2 Poster ResultsScreen Printing

I thought the best and most effective way 
would be to screen print - much more sat-
isfying that digital print, the ink is pushed 
through the shape onto the paper, I liked that 
physical connection, you actually see the ink, 
touch it, feel it, perceive its presence and 
weight.

The outcomes were an interesting experi-
ment. These shapes were slightly squeezed 
onto A2 paper and this in itself created a new 
surrounding and frame for the shapes to sit 
in, it influences them, almost too much in 
my opinion - you look at the positioning on 
the page and the space left for the margins 
rather than the shape itself. 

I struggled with this notion previously - how 
do you isolate something completely - I think 
it might be impossible - there is always going 
to be some context to the object concerned 
which will (consciously or subconsciously) 
influence how you perceive something. 
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I got inspired by sample books you get for 
fabric/leather [above] where they have a book 
full of all the options available to you and 
you’re encouraged to flick through, find and 
select your material; and I got inspiration 
from the idea of photo albums where image 
content is placed to be viewed with time, care 
and attention, something to share, treasure 
and look back on many a time. 

I knew I didn’t want to just print the shapes 
and numbers, it needed more than that, 
I started looking at techniques of image 
making/marking that didn’t involve ink - cut-
ting, sticking, layering, embossing, gold leaf 
(golden section) [below right] 

I thought the embossing was a lovely effect, 
delicate but clearly evident. Nice to look at 
and to touch

Same shapes but on A1 paper size - gives 
them more space to breath but are they less 
impressive since they have less impact?

I still was looking for a way to compile all the 
shapes together - a couple of large posters 
for a few of them suited but wouldn’t have felt 
completed.

They all needed to be presented together, with 
their corresponding number data to actually 
show and present to the viewer what it was I 
found out rather than focusing too much on 
the shapes themselves within no context.

A1 Poster Results

Process

Sample Books

Format
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First attempt at embossing [below]. I thought 
you’d need a machine but was surprised how 
quick it was to do with materials at home. 
I must admit these results were far from 
perfect but gave me hope. 

With embossing there many variables:
•	 The template, material and depth
•	 The paper qualities Below is a list of exam-
ples of something called Homonyms. These 
are words that are spelt exactly the same 
but when spoken they (sometimes) sound 
different but definitely always have a different 
meaning and this depends on the context of 
where and when it is used... Very confusing!
•	 The embossing tool used. 

I needed to try various combinations to get 
the desired effect. 

I overestimated the depth the template 
needed to be at first and used some plastic 
which resulting in paper tear [top right] when 
It could be as thin as a couple of sheets of 
ordinary paper [right]

I attempted to use the press in the bookbind-
ing studio but it wasn’t very successful, 
there was too much variation, the results 
weren’t constant enough and they contained 
‘slippage’ since the press was a rotary and 
pressure was uneven. [top far right]

I thought a coloured paper might be appropri-
ate [far right middle] but in the end I decided 
it was unnecessary.

Home Embossing Tests
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The final size of the shapes needed to be 
decided before being cut and this depended 
on the size of the paper I was using and the 
number of shapes that needed to be placed 
on one page, planing was needed [right].

Then I compiled all the shapes in their correct 
size together on one A1 page ready to be cut 
[below].

Preparing the Templates Laser Cutting

The shapes needed 
to be precise so I had 
them laser cut into 
thick paper [left]. 

Below: Shapes and 
stencils ready for 
action; for emboss-
ing and debossing as 
appropriate.
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Douglas suggested that a paper that had no 
or as little seizing (glue) as possible, would 
allow the paper to stretch more before it 
would tear from the pressure of embossing 
and create a nicer outcome.

I found a suitable selection in Faulkiners and 
decided on Zerkall Maize Rough 145 gsm. 
Afterwards I had the dilemma of which side 
to use because they were both different. One 
smooth [below] which gave a crisper edge, 
and the other rough [bottom] which was 
lovely but reminded me too much of sugar 
paper - I went with the smooth.

Paper

The paper had a lovely uncut edge and I 
wanted to include this as a feature, I could 
have alternated them but they looked untidy 
[left]. I decided to keep all the rough edges 
together at the bottom of the page [below] 
and the cut edges together would be at the 
top [bottom]
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Embossing Process

1. Place the cut out 
shapes/stencils on 
the measured tem-
plate in the correct 
position and secured 
lightly with blue tack.

2. Place a thin piece 
of tissue to stop 
burnt edges of the 
shapes marking the 
final paper being 
used.

3. Place folded piece 
of paper on top in the 
correct position.

4. Fold back top layer 
to reveal the surface 
to be worked on. It 
can be placed back 
afterwards to hide 
the marked side.

5. Secure paper to 
the template with 
clips to avoid any 
movement while 
embossing.

6. Take hold of stylus 
and start tracing 
gently around the 
shape with the large 
end. Once marked, 
retrace with more 
pressure using the 
finer end of the 
stylus to gain a neat 
crisp edge.
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The number data needed to be beneath each 
shape to show its percentage. The viewer 
could determine which was perceived as the 
most beautiful and those which weren’t.

I used these black slightly raised shiny 
stickers [below] which were hand placed 
and stuck [bottom]. Although I wish I could 
have found them in a paler colour, as they 
stand out maybe a little too much against the 
delicate embossing [right].

Number Data Book Structure

I thought I should 
structure the book 
in the same divided 
manner I had with 
the questionnaires, 
so starting with the 
simplest [top] and 
end with the most 
complicated [bot-
tom].
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Binding the Book

I wanted natural materials to bind the book. 
I used pine boards and black leather for the 
cover [right]. One placed front and another 
back, holes were marked and punched with 
an awl [below]. 

A clean and simple 
Japanese stitch 
binding technique 
was done to hold it 
all together with the 
spine showing the 
inside paper edges. 
[right]. It has been 
left as raw as pos-
sible, just the bare 
minimum, all that is 
necessary [below].
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Final Outcome
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Endnotes

For the physical and practical documentation of my 
workings please see the corresponding A4 folder 

also inclosed in this box.

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

It took a little while to get into this project, I had trouble escaping my 
context topic and then I was so worried about where I was heading 
and what I was going to find out. 

Whereas, in the end, I feel it was one of my strongest. It showed that 
the journey you take is revealing in itself. I’ve realised the outcome is 
the result of that process and most certainly should not be a precon-
ceived concept.

The participation of others within my work has been my running 
theme is particularly evident in this one - I feel the work is more com-
plete and representative due to this, it would also be more of interest 
to others than if I was solely portraying my views, ideas and opinions, 
the work has more authenticity, a reality to it that can’t be ignored - I 
feel proud to have undertaken and completed such a project.


