
1

Wabi-Sabi: Beauty of the 

Ephemeral 

Design Principles 
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Organic: “The tides of time should be able to imprint 
the passing of the years on an object”

• No shiny, uniform materials

• Materials that clearly show the passage of time

• Materials whose devolution is expressive and 

attractive

http://valleyfiberlife.squarespace.com/imported-data/what-is-wabi-sabi.html
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Freedom of Form: “When being formed, it is important that 

the artist should be devoid of thought and in tune with the natural rhythms of 

life. The artist strives to bring out the innate beauty found in nature.”

• Asymmetry or irregularity

• The form comes from the physical 

properties of the materials used.

• Artlessness not artistry. 

• The piece evolves in a natural 

and unforced way. 

• No symbolism. 

http://www.motherearthnews.com/natural-health/wabi-sabi-zm0z11zvau.aspx
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Texture: “The mind can then, without trying to fit the object into any 
conceptual category, enjoy the randomness and imperfections of the piece and 

feel in it the imperfections present in our lives”

• Rough and uneven

• Variegated and random

• Textures formed by natural sporadic 

processes

http://www.internalkungfu.co.uk/WabiSabi.htm
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Ugliness and Beauty: “The beauty lies in an 
intuitive, nonintellectual feeling toward objects that can bring about the 

wabi-sabi experience”

• Disregard for conventional views of beauty

• An aesthetic pleasure that lies beyond 

conventional beauty

• Beauty in the smallest most imperceptible 

details

http://ecosalon.com/living_a_wabi_sabi_life_and_tips_to_get_started/
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Color: “The surface is rich with nuance and the flows of colors 

create the most intricate and intriguing patterns”

• No harsh or strong colors

• Subdued lighting

• Colors and dyes from natural sources

• Diffuse and murky colors

• Matte colors that lack 

uniformity

Yves Leterme: http://calligraffia.blogspot.com/2009/06/wabi-sabispirit-and-line_27.html
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Simplicity: “The pairing down to the very minimum while still 
retaining the poetry was the tea masters maxim for design”

• No embellishment or ostentation

• Unrefined and raw

• Use of freely available materials

http://michellegiacobello.wordpress.com/2007/07/23/the-bitter-pill-and-fluffing-around/
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Space: “Music has been described as the spaces between the 
notes, and in art, too, the areas that are not actually used can be just as 

important as those that are.”

• Nothing surplus to 

requirement

• Significant areas of “nothing”

in interiors and gardens

• Ample space around all 

accent pieces

• Accent pieces at an 

absolute minimum

http://www.dezeen.com/2010/05/09/wabi-sabi-by-decolieu/
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Balance: “It is only by continued observation of the 
surroundings that a feel for these unwritten rules will become imprinted 

on the aesthetic judgments of those trying to create.”

• Careful and constant observation of the 

physical balances found in nature

• No prescribed formulae

• No regular or uniform shapes

• Design elements balanced in a way that 

looks completely 

natural and unforced

Andy Goldsworthy: http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2005/jan/16/art
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Sobriety: “Art is sometimes better defined by what is 
left out than by what is put in.”

• Reality of impermanence used to add a sense of 

perspective and finality

• All design work approached with humility and 

sincerity

• Clarity of personal motives

• All aspects of design kept to a functional 

minimum

• Pieces that are intimate and personal 

http://www.apartmenttherapy.com/la/glassware-ceramic/all-day-wabi-sabi-mugs-at-viva-terra-040567
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Six easy steps to awakening your 

wabi-sabi mind:
• Give yourself five minutes of quiet time each day. If you like it, 
work up to twenty. Slowly.

• Visit a flea market or a junk shop. Don’t buy anything. Just 
walk around and note what really appeals to you. Okay, if you 
see something you must have, go ahead and take it home.

• Take a daily or weekly walk outdoors. Keep a mental or written 
log of seasonal changes (color, light, and nature’s mood) that 
you observe.

• Make something, anything: a painting, a piece of pottery, a 
driftwood picture frame. Place it in your home where you’ll see 
it often. Admire it, no matter what it looks like.

• Place one flower, branch, or stem you’ve found outside your 
door in a place where you’ll see it every day: your desk, your 
bedside table, next to the refrigerator. When it catches your 
eye, stop for a second or two and admire its singular beauty.

• Create a treasure alcove. Place something you value 
(anything you want, from an heirloom to a stone) in a special 
place. Replace it every season, then every month, and 
eventually, every day.


