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This proposal will investigate the interaction of bilingualism, typography and identity in terms of graphic design regarding the combined meanings of language and typographic systems that form meaning. Regarding bilingualism, my interest lies in exploring how it is a complex process that involves layers of creating meanings through two different languages (Bhabha, 1994). Moreover, I will be looking at typography as an effective tool used for conveying messages through the visual communication of language (Barthes, 1977). As for identity, I will explore the notion of identity as an ever-changing concept due to its cultural representations (Hall, 1997). With works of graphic designers such as David Carson, Jessica Walsh, and Irma Boom, I hope to show that there is much potential to express one’s bilingual identity through graphic design. 

Bilingualism 
Being bilingual means not only just being able to speak in two languages but also the ability to construct meanings using transitional movement from language to culture (Grosjean, 2010; Bhabha, 1994). In the bilingual world, languages do not remain as two separate systems. They interact, overlap, and influence each other (Bhabha, 1994). Looking through bilingualism through the eyes of graphic design, it creates chances for experimenting with the construction of visual meanings and making use of languages to foster a deeper form of communication than translation allows.

The idea can be explored through Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of the “Third Space” as a cultural and linguistic space produced through hybridity and exchange (Bhabha, 1994). Bhabha contends that meaning is not fixed but is constructed in the interaction of competing cultural systems. In bilingualism this indicates that language is not just transferred between two fixed points but is constantly negotiated and reinterpreted. This perspective of bilingualism as a creative condition opens the possibility for new meanings to emerge through overlap and difference. Although this emphasis on hybridity brings out the richness of bilingual experience, it can also be argued that such fluidity may challenge the need for clarity in communication, particularly in design contexts where readability is prioritised. Instead of seeing this tension as a constraint on bilingualism, it can be seen as a productive, inviting designers to negotiate clarity with interpretation and to think about how meaning can operate on multiple levels.
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Fig 1, (Boom, 2010)
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Fig 2, (Rawsthorn, 2018)
The work of Irma Boom is a good example of how this type of layered communication can be explored through design. Boom’s publication Irma Boom: Biography in Books (2010) demonstrates a way of designing books that does not allow for linear reading and fixed interpretation. Using shifts in scale, sequencing, paper stock and typography the book encourages readers to move through the content in a non-linear fashion. Therefore, meaning is not immediately available but disclosed in the process of interaction with the book. Boom’s approach exemplifies what it means to be bilingual, where comprehension is constructed by moving between different systems, rather than by a single, stable read. As Boom (2010) contends, her work aims to produce books that are “not read from A to Z,” but rather felt and seen. This aligns with Bhabha’s Third Space where the reader is situated in-between and meaning is actively constructed. 

In addition, the way that Boom practices her design is also evidence of how the concept of materiality can be applied to meanings. The book is more than simply a medium for carrying text, instead, she stretches the limits of communication beyond linguistic capabilities. According to Shaughnessy (2013), this work of Boom challenges the existing hierarchy in reading, which enables several interpretations to co-exist. This may be associated with the bilingual experience, where meaning is generated through interpretation and language movement. 
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Fig 3, (Mellier, 2009)
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Fig 4, (Mellier, 2009)
A comparable methodology to layered meaning is present in the work of Fanette Mellier, most notably in her typographic posters and printed work like Formes Vives (2013). Mellier’s practice uses colour, overlapping and abstract typographic forms to question the way we think about legibility. Her work often disrupts or partially obscures language rather than offering it as something immediately available, inviting the viewer to take a more active role in the process of making meaning. The dialogue changes from being direct and explicit to being more interpretive, where meaning is created through visual interaction. Mellier’s work straddles the line between legibility and abstraction, mirroring the layered and fluid nature of bilingual communication (Eye Magazine, 2017). 
According to Eye Magazine, Mellier’s work creates an engagement of form with content, where meaning is uncovered in a visual encounter, as opposed to direct comprehension (Eye Magazine, 2017). This is a quality that exists within the nature of bilingualism itself, where comprehension needs negotiation from one language or cultural context to another. Mellier’s manipulation of layers of visual forms can be seen as a reflection of the same concept of linguistic bilingualism, where meaning does not exist as a unitary concept but is a multiple and shifting. 

The work of both Boom and Mellier illustrates how design can move beyond clarity as its primary aim, to embrace ambiguity and multiplicity. Their work suggests that communication need not to be restricted to a single fixed meaning but can be open and interpretive. This relates to Bhabha’s idea of hybridity, where meaning is produced through interaction rather than fixed boundaries (Bhabha, 1994). In this sense, bilingualism can be understood not as a problem to be solved, but as a context for developing more layered and dynamic forms of communication. 

It is through these practices that bilingualism can be interpreted as a generative space that expands the possibilities of graphic design. It encourages approaches that prioritise interaction, interpretation and layered meaning rather than direct translation. By engaging with bilingualism in this way, designers can create work that reflects the fluidity and dynamism of language, where meaning is created through experience. 

 Typography 
Typography is not just a way of presenting written words but has a great impact on how meaning is created, communicated and experienced through language. In the past, typography was associated with clarity and legibility, but current graphic design trends illustrate that typography can also function as a means of expression or interpretation. Because of this evolution typography has gone beyond delivering text to now being able to influence perception of language, emotional response to it and understanding it (Lupton, 2010).

Roland Barthes provides a useful framework for looking at this from a variety of angles because he believes that meaning isn’t embedded inside a text but instead created out of interpretations based upon how everyone interprets the contents of the text itself (Barthes, 1977). For example, all forms of communication can be analysed along at least two levels, the denotative level and the connotative level. Therefore, something seen or read can always be analysed at a different level based upon how each person interprets what they see or read. When considering typography, it is evident that the physical aspects of typography (e.g., size, weight, spacing, and design) add to the meaning of what is written on the page as much as the words themselves do. In this way typography serves as both a medium for conveying messages and a means for creating those messages (Barthes, 1977; Lupton, 2010).
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Fig 5, (Shaughnessy, 2019)
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Fig 6, (Shaughnessy, 2019)
David Carson’s work is an excellent representation of this concept because he uses typography in an experimental and unconventional way. While designing projects like Ray Gun (1992-1995), he pushed the limits of expectations regarding legibility through layering text, distorting letter forms, and disrupting page layouts. One example of this is when he published a complete interview in Zapf Dingbats, making it unreadable, but still showed how typography can visually communicate (Carson and Blackwell, 1995). Carson encourages viewers to see typography as both image and text instead of simply as written content. This coincides with Barthes’ belief that meaning is found not only in what is written, but that through the design’s visual experience there is a way to drive meaning from what had been written. Carson demonstrates that typography can convey mood, tone, and attitude even if there is little or no traditional legibility (Carson and Blackwell, 1995; Lupton, 2010).

The typographic writing of Carson shows us a possible conflict within typography. Expressive typography can provide more ways to communicate as well as provide challenges for accessibility and clarity. Typography usually has a functional use and has a specific way to display information in an efficient way (Kinross, 2004). The use of very experimental typography may break that conventional method of efficiency consequently causing a challenge to the use of typographic resources. Instead of viewing this as a limitation, it is considered to be a productive tension between typography’s existence between clarity and expression. It provides typographers with various ways to express how the typographer will create an experience for their audience.
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Fig 7, (Goodman and Walsh, 2015)
[image: ]Fig 8, (Goodman and Walsh, 2015)
The designs by Jessica Walsh can be considered an alternative yet complementary approach to using typography, as the use of typography creates an emotional connection to identity and visually appealing elements. Walsh's works, including 40 Days of Dating (2013), incorporate typography, colour, images, and arrangement to convey emotion and narrative through design, as these elements together tell a story. Her typographical choices can be expressive through the use of scale, contrast, and visual rhythm, which helps set the emotional tone for the content. Walsh’s work exhibits a modern approach to graphic design where individuality and storytelling take precedence (AIGA, 2018).

Walsh also demonstrates how typography can be used constructively to convey meaning in both accessible and expressive ways. While Walsh’s approach resembles Carson’s more disruptive style, she maintains a greater level of readability yet provides an engaging visual experience for the viewer. This means that expressive typography can exist in a manner that maintains a level of clarity (Lupton, 2010). Additionally, Walsh’s design demonstrates how typographical form affects a message’s connotation based on the method in which a viewer interprets the message emotionally within a cultural linguistic context (Barthes, 1977).

Carson and Walsh provide evidence that typography goes beyond its functional role in generating meaning and that typography is a fundamental factor for constructing meaning (Kinross, 2004). Typography can communicate at multiple levels by combining visual and verbal elements to form a more complex communication medium. Both Carson and Walsh suggest that typography has the potential to be more than neutral and to assist in creating meaning (Kinross, 2004).

According to Barthes’ approach to design, typography has the capacity to convey meaning beyond the use of words, but also through its appearance (Barthes, 1977; Lupton, 2010). Therefore, typography offers opportunities for different ways to communicate, as well as far more dynamic and interpretative type, or how two languages interact. In terms of bilingualism, typography can provide visual signals about the change of meaning, tone, and context, thus being an important means of investigating the ways communication may be read or experienced. 


Identity 
Identity has been defined as something that is ever-changing and can exist in more than one form because of ongoing engagement with social, cultural, and personal factors throughout life. In graphic design, identity can be constructed as opposed to being communicated through design elements like typeface and colour palette to shape people’s perceptions of themselves and others (Hall, 1997). 

A more focused analysis of identity can be developed through Stuart Hall’s theory of representation which helps explain identity as shaped by cultural systems of representation, rather than existing independent of such systems. According to Hall, meaning is created through representation, for that reason images, words and media shape our understanding of how we identify ourselves and others (Hall, 1997). Identity is therefore not an immutable construct, but something that is created through interactions with other people and with the context we find ourselves in. So, in the context of graphic design, visual communication does not only reflect identity but also creates identity. Consequently, design can be considered as being a location where identity is developed, represented and changed over time.
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Fig 9, (Public Delivery, 2020)
The artwork created by Barbara Kruger illustrates how visual communication can create identities as well as communicating with those identities. Her large-scale typographic pieces (e.g., Untitled (Your Body is a Battleground) (1989)) combine text and imagery to offer commentary about gender, power, and representation. The use of direct language (primarily black, white, and red) gives her pieces an immediate presence. The placement of text over image gives Kruger control over the way the viewer reads the work and therefore influences the viewer's reading while encouraging critical thought. Her work, as discussed in Remote Control, seeks to challenge dominant cultural narratives by encouraging viewers to consider how identity is constructed by mass media and visual culture (Kruger, 1993). This idea aligns with Hall’s theory that identity is constructed through representation. 

The idea of how design can make an identity visible is at the heart of Kruger’s work. The main way this is done is through typography as a major component of the design to show how language can influence and affect perception. The work that Kruger does shows how identity is constructed by cultural and political forces, and how design can reinforce or challenge those systems. As mentioned by Foster (2002), Kruger’s work fits into a larger context of critical visual practice and the graphic methods that expose systems of power and representation at work in each culture. Therefore, identity is not static, but in constant formation through visual and cultural forms of communication (Foster, 2002; Hall, 1997).
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Fig 10, (Young, 2015)
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Fig 11, (Neshat, 1994)
Shirin Neshat’s work is a deeper exploration of identity. Her photographic series Women of Allah (1993-1997), for example, combines portraits of women with handwritten Farsi text layered on the women’s bodies. Through the combination of images and language, a visual narrative is constructed that investigates the relationship between gender, religion, and culture in the context of identity. Calligraphy provides both aesthetic quality and linguistic element of meaning that may not be readily available to all the audiences, consequently, both create an area where the audience learns something and has something concealed (Dabashi, 2001).   

Exhibition text and critical analysis indicate that Neshat’s work explores themes of cultural negotiation and displacement especially in reference to Iranian identity and its interpretation by the West (Dabashi, 2001). Hall’s understanding of identity as fluid and constructed corresponds with Neshat’s work, which demonstrates that identity can vary based upon the context in which it is represented. Furthermore, through the layering of text upon the image, the work suggests that identity is not unitary, but a layered form of multiple representations that must be interpreted through the viewer’s own cultural lens (Dabashi, 2001; Hall, 1997). 

Although Kruger and Neshat both examine how identity is represented through visual language, their approaches differ in tone and method. Kruger’s work uses typography to communicate a collective identity and social structure, while Neshat’s work is reflective, representing personal and cultural identity through multiple layers of imagery. Despite these differences, both practices illustrate that identity is created through representation and interpretation. They show that visual communication not only describes identity but also engages in the making of identity (Foster, 2002; Hall, 1997). 

Through their exploration of identity Barbra Kruger and Shirin Neshat have shown that graphic design does not just represent who we are but also defines our experience of identity by way of its visual qualities. The work of each designer illustrates how typographic and compositional decisions, when used together with the layering of language and image, can allow for the construction of identity and the creation of meaning that are open-ended rather than fixed. 

By examining these strategies, it is possible to recognise that graphic design’s function in visual communication goes beyond the fulfilment of clarity. Therefore, meaning and emotions can influence the viewer's interpretation (Lupton, 2010) of the communication itself, and thus provide an opportunity to explore an ever-evolving concept of identity as created by both language and visual representations. 

Bilingualism, typography and identity are three aspects that are both individual and interactive within graphic design. Bilingualism allows for the negotiation of meaning as it moves across languages, typographic form provides the method for representing that meaning visually, and identity is concerned with how the meaning is received socio-culturally. Though they are independent entities, they are interrelated in meaning. Together the three elements can move graphic design away from being purely informative to being complex with layered written and visual communications. From this research question “How can experimental typography be used to visually communicate the complexities of bilingual identity?” a practice-based research project could be developed employing the use of multilayered/double-language typographic design.
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