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‘In Praise of Distortion’



Projection02 08/04/2024

Can we challenge Japanese society’s pursuit 
of perfection by highlighting the beauty and 
expressive potential of distorted typefaces?

Line of enquiry: 
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To design a... (what is the format?) 

About….. (what is the topic?)

That... (who is the audience?)

Can use to... (what will they know/
think/feel/do as a result?)

In... (what context?) 

typography work

the value for imperfect beauty

People raised in a pressurised Japanese society that demands 
strict and pre-structured thinking/ expectations.

Review the term ‘distortion and accept that not being perfect is 
not a bad thing, but a positive aspect of individuality

the context of finding positive value for distortion.
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Japan is a society that values 
perfection and social success, with  
a score of second highest in the world 
for ‘motivation for achievement  
and success’ (Hofstede G, 2016). 

Background
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Okakura’s The Book of Tea (1961) introduced 
me to a Japanese historical appreciation of 
imperfect beauty. Imperfection in this context 
includes not only imbalance but also distorted 
forms (Sueyoshi, 2020, p122), as can be seen 
when looking at the Shino Tea Bowl, which is 
celebrated as a Japanese national treasure. 
This perspective towards the meaning of distortion 
inspired me to shape my project.
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The project seeks to revive Japan’s former 
values for imperfect beauty. In my project, 
distortion means deviation from the original form 
or expectation, like the misshapen Japanese 
Hiragana characters carved in clay reminiscent of 
Shino Tea bowls.

Tanazaki, J. (1999) In praise of shadows. London: Jonathan Cape.



Projection02 08/04/2024

This Yugami (means ‘distortion’ in Japanese) 
typeface uses perfectly shaped acrylic moulds  
to create bumpy, unanticipated type forms. 
Through this typographic exploration,  
I celebrate the historical appreciation of distorted 
beauty in the hope of reintroducing it to modern 
Japanese society.
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Audience engagement

Knowledge

Communication

‘More in-depth and specific research can be done on the concept 
of imperfections and distortions in culture, how to make the 
transition from imperfections to distortions, and the impact caused 
by this cultural phenomenon can be practised together. ‘

‘But how could the topic be better realised without words, so 
that your topic speaks for itself? How do you continue with the 
typographic characters you have developed? Where will they be 
exhibited and who should they address? I would be interested in the 
intersection with the target group. ‘



Projection02 08/04/2024

Knowledge

My focus from the feedback is on the knowledge 
and communication approach on the theme. 
I started my journey from the visual effect of 
distortion and arrived at the beauty of imperfection 
in Japanese culture. According to Sueyoshi (2020), 
the idea of distortion is included in the idea of 
imperfect beauty in Japan. However, I can see that 
my project gradually shifted from a perspective of 
distortion to a perspective of imperfect beauty. 

my visual experiment from Unit2
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In this term, I will develop the project by focusing 
on imperfect beauty, slightly widening the focus 
from distortion.  This is because I use Okakura’s 
(1961) The Book of Tea as my main reference, 
and the Japanese tea ceremony and imperfect 
beauty are very much related. Concepts such 
as Wabi-sabi, which is the idea of leaving things 
unfinished or incomplete, and philosophy such as 
Kintsugi, which sees value in imperfect beauty, 
also come from the Japanese tea ceremony culture 
and are representative examples of imperfect 
beauty. By incorporating these concepts into the 
project, I believe that I can find a new approach 
to my line of enquiry which is ‘Can we challenge 
Japanese society’s pursuit of perfection by 
highlighting the beauty and expressive potential of 
distorted(imperfect) typefaces?’
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Communication

About the communication part, a 
major barrier is the language issue. 
As my project uses Japanese letters, 
my work also needs to be explained 
in English to non-Japanese speakers. 
This means I need to further explore 
ways of presenting my work itself 
in an understandable way, even if 
people can not read Japanese. 
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My initial plan was to use my clay typeface to 
create a type specimen, that is why I made a 
publication to support my idea and explain my work 
in English at the same time but I will also consider 
whether to further develop this publication, or use 
other media such as video, or create another easy-
to-understand visual in this term. 
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At this moment, I am not currently thinking of 
making my clay letters into functional digital 
characters. I use Xu Bing’s Gravitational Arena 
(2022) as my reference because it challenges his 
created work not to function as a readable text, 
but to ‘provoke contemplation on the tensions, 
interactions and wrestling-like relationships 
between different civilisations’ through the 
medium of letters. Similarly, I am using letters as 
a medium in an exploration to convey imperfect 
beauty, and the functionality of these letterforms 
as letters is of little importance in my project. 
Therefore, I will be examining ways of presenting 
visuals in this term regarding the way Xu’s work  
is presented.

Bing, X. (2022) Gravitational Arena.
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I do not see it as a problem that I can not show my physical work directly to my main 
audience, many of whom are in Japan. I believe as long as I think carefully enough in 
showing my work online, I can deliver my message anywhere in the work with the internet. 
I think my clay type work has been completed to some extent, and now I need to consider 
whether the work itself needs to be changed or whether the way the work is presented 
needs to be changed in order to communicate well with my audience. 
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What’s next?
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Can we challenge Japanese society’s pursuit 
of perfection by highlighting the beauty and 
expressive potential of imperfect typefaces?

Line of enquiry: 
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Audience positionality

Japanese Japanese/ 
anyone who 
raised in 
Japanese 
culture

mid 20s to early 30s

any but mainly 
to heterosexual

any but mainly 
to heterosexual

Any
Urban area

middle to 
upper class

Both parents have an 
undergraduate degree or higher

middle to 
upper class

BAPeople who graduated  
from a top ranked university

People who have a white-
collar job for a large 
company with more than  
a thousand employees

According to a survey by the 
Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare (2015), the average 
age of first marriage in Japan 
is 30.2 years, making the late 
20s the age at which people 
think about their life choices, 
including marriage, parenting 
and work.

I want to deliver a message 
to people who are stuck in a 
pre-structured view of life
(e.g. women need to marry 
in 20s, men need to be 
masculine...)

People who grew up 
without disability and 
without questioning 
their privileged situation

In particular, singles who are feeling 
a little rushed in their search for a 
marriage partner, or people who 
already have a partner and looking 
for a stable lifeThe map designed by laura Knight (2022)



Projection02 08/04/2024


