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‘In Praise of Imperfection’
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Can we challenge society’s values of perfection 
by highlighting ancient Japanese values for 
imperfect beauty through typography?

Line of enquiry: 
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Going to a good university, working for a famous 
company, good-looking, having money... 
Sometimes people judge people using different 
criteria. And it seems that the more you meet each 
of these criteria to a large extent, the more ‘perfect’ 
and attractive you are to some people. I used to 
think it was important to pursue such invisible 
‘perfection’. However, they soon put pressure on 
me and made me feel suffocated.

Abstract
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What saved me was the ancient Japanese value  
of finding value in the beauty of imperfection.  
As Okakura (1906) states, ‘True beauty could be 
discovered only by one who mentally completed 
the incomplete’, in the tea ceremony, an art form 
that was uniquely developed in Japan in the past, 
it was considered more beautiful to be imperfect 
rather than to aim for perfection. When I read 
this sentence, I felt that this was an important 
perspective for today.

Okakura K. (1961) The Book of Tea. Iwanami Shoten, Publishers.
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Junichiro Tanizaki once wrote in In Praise of 
Shadow (1933) that he was concerned about the 
loss of traditional Japanese aesthetics due to the 
rapid changes in modern society, and praised the 
traditional Japanese aesthetic on light and shadow. 
This uniquely Japanese aesthetic influenced not 
only the Japanese architect Tadao Ando, but also 
the philosopher Michel Foucault. 
Inspired by Tanizaki’s approach, my project ‘In 
Praise of Imperfection’ re-focuses on the traditional 
Japanese aesthetic of imperfection, and I want to 
question the values of perfection by visualising them 
through typography which is my area of interest.
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I was also inspired by the Shino Tea Bowl 
Furisode, a national treasure from the 16th 
century when the Japanese tea ceremony culture 
developed. It has an asymmetrical, distorted shape 
and its imperfect beauty gives it a unique charm.  
I used clay, which is associated with tea bowls, 
as a material to create an original typeface. The 
‘Yugami’ typeface, which was created by crushing 
a perfect acrylic mould, is a metaphor for people 
who are crushed by the invisible pressure to be 
perfect. Yugami means distortion in Japanese, 
and at first glance, this awkward typeface does not 
have the ubiquitous functionality of Helvetica. 

Tokyo National Museum (2024) Tea bowl, 
shino type, Mino Ware, Tnm.jp. 
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However, with its various distortions 
and cracks, and the fact that none  
of the strokes are identical, the 
typeface reminds us that each human 
being is not perfect, but has a variety 
of personalities.

I use this imperfect ‘Yugami’ typeface 
to project a message from the past  
to the people of today.

‘It is essentially a worship of the 
Imperfect, as it is a tender attempt  
to accomplish something possible in 
this impossible thing we know as life.’
(The Book of Tea, p5, Okakura, 1906) 
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Why JAPAN?
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I hated my country
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Workshop ‘classify’ by Laura Knight 2022I was shocked at how little reference there is on 
minorities in the CCW literature, for example Asian 
designers and female designers.
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Decolonisation
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Emil Ruder was a Swiss graphic designer and educator of the 
20th century. He was one of the key pioneers of modernist 
design theory and practice and is particularly known for his 
work on the Swiss grid system.

In 1906 Okakura’s The Book of Tea was published, in which 
he, as a Japanese, introduced to Europe the depth and 
refinement of Far Eastern culture..
We should not put aside The Book of Tea without first reading 
what Okakura has to say about taking refuge from the present 
and historicism’ 

Schmid, H. (2018) Ruder typography Ruder philosophy. Warsaw, Poland: Langenscheidt.
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Asiatic youth are flocking to Western 
colleges for equipment of modern 
education...
Some of my compatriots have adopted 
too much of your customs and too 
much of your etiquette,... comprised the 
attainment of your civilisation. Pathetic 
and deplorable as such affections are, 
they evince our willingness to approach 
the West on our knees. 

Tenshin Okakura, 1906, The Book of Tea (Japanese Edition) (p. 8)
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Once identities exist, people tend to form 
a picture of a typical member of the group. 
Stereotypes develop. They may have more or 
less foundation in reality, but they are almost 
always critically wrong about something. 

Appiah, K. A. (2021) The Lies that Bind: Rethinking Identity. p.19
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Let us stop the continents from hurling 
epigrams at each other, and be sadder 
if not wiser by the mutural gain of half a 
hemisphere. We have developed along 
different lines, but there is no reason why 
one should not supplement the other. 
Tenshin Okakura, 1906, The Book of Tea (Japanese Edition) (p. 9)
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Visual experiment
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Visual reference

In order to make my 
visual communicate 
itself, I searched some 
visual references using 
some keywords such as 
typography, hierarchy, 
aniti elitism, message 
to society and I found 
some artists who are 
related to my projects. 
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Barbara Kruger

Barbara Kruger’s work 
is characterised by the 
use of words and images 
to express criticism of 
popular culture and 
consumer society. I am 
not making a critique of 
consumerism, but I felt a 
similarity to her position 
in her work, where she 
takes a critical stance 
towards society.
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