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The Japanese Aesthetic of wabi-sabi takes the concept of impermanence and places it in a position
equal to the aesthetic principle of perfection in the west. In doing this, wabi-sabi creates a concept of
beauty that is not bound to a “perfect” image, rather, wabi-sabi intends that the most beautiful objects
are those who most embody the Buddhist concept of impermanence, or the constant flux of nature.
Further, under this aesthetic, object which may traditionally be considered, in the western context,
to be lesser art due to the damage that they have suffered are thus re-valuated and elevated to a
position of high art. This paper briefly aims to explore the aesthetic of wabi-sabi and its valuation of
impermanent beauty.

Wabi Sabi: The Aesthetic of Decay

Typically, in the process of creating pottery in the west, the potter must take extreme 

care when it comes to the firing of his work: for bisque firing, this is the adjustment of the 

composition of the clay to produce the desired coloration post firing; for glaze firing, this is the 

proper application of decorative glaze so that the design intended is enhanced by the firing. 

When the resulting work is fired, the process is tightly controlled so that, as the work cools, 

discolorations or much dreaded cracks do not mar the surface of the resulting work. Should the 

process of cooling suffer even the most minor of imbalances, cracks, discoloration or other 

imperfections may arise which detract from the overall beauty of the object and render it a 

lesser work: a waste of material, so to speak. 

Whereas the western potter would see the cracked, imperfect pot as a wasted effort, a 

Japanese potter, enmeshed in the aesthetic of wabi would have little qualms with the display of 



this vase as an epitome of his aesthetic craft. That is, wabi, as an aesthetic, seeks to find and 

represent the beautiful in those things that are imperfect, withered, or even damaged by the 

passing of time. Wabi then seeks the beautiful not in the perfect symmetry prized by western 

ideals of beauty, but in the asymmetry and irregular structure evidenced in the natural world that 

surrounds us: it is an ideal that elevates imperfection, as representative of impermanence, or 

mujou in the Zen Buddhist lexicon, to the highest levels of beauty and thus finds the beauty in 

those things whose form has long since deteriorated.

Thus, wabi, as an aesthetic, takes objects ravaged by time or imperfect in their creation, 

and finds within them a conspicuous beauty that surpasses the material. More than that, wabi 

takes objects which, under other aesthetics, would be discarded for their worn or irreparably 

damaged appearance and elevates them to a position of high art: it re-values decay and forces 

the connoisseur of art to re-evaluate their perspective on beauty itself. Bearing this in mind, it is 

the intention of this paper to present wabi as an aesthetic whose ultimate concern is the 

aesthetic representation of impermanence, and the decay implicit within the concept, as a 

fundamental characteristic of natural beauty as compared with artificial, permanent beauty.

In the modern sense, wabi is often paired with sabi, which is a qualitative principle of 

feeling that refers to the specific quality of the emotions of the artist or the perceiver that arise in 

response to imagery. Wabi, as the more expansive of the two aesthetic principles, refers to the 

overall state of being that one finds oneself in and is thus concerned with the manner in which 

something is done or constructed; whereas sabi is concerned with the quality of feeling 

produced by the object.  However, it should be noted that these brief definitions do not 

encompass the whole of what it means to be wabi or sabi, and, it is necessary to discuss wabi 

and sabi individually in order to discern how it is that wabi and sabi, as aesthetic principles, 

come to present a valuation of those things ravaged by time and nature. 

Considered to be the earlier and less defined of the paired aesthetics, sabi is first used 

in an aesthetic sense in the early waka poetry of Fujiwara no Shunzei and the poet Saigyo 



Hoshi.  In their work, sabi refers to the emotion held within and inspired by scenes of desolation 

and decay, as well as emotions inspired by events or objects which retained within them the 

quality loneliness and melancholy. The term itself is derived from a number of linguistic sources, 

the most common of which are sabiteru, a verb meaning “to become rusty;” susabi, “desolation;” 

and the adjective sabishi, “lonely,” meanings which are reflected in the emotions held within 

objects said to be governed by the sabi aesthetic.

In the case of both Shunzei and Fujiwara, and later Matsuo Basho, founder of haiku, 

Sabi was used as a means to communicate, metaphysically, the actual emotion of the poet by 

drawing upon the latent emotion within the scene of desolation and, through metaphor, using it 

to represent his own emotion. In this way, sabi rests within an aesthetic theory explicated by Ki 

no Tsurayuki in the introduction to the Kokinwakashu where he states, “Japanese poetry has the 

human heart as seed and myriads of words as leaves. It comes into being when men use the 

seen and the heard to give voice to feelings aroused by the innumerable events in their lives.”

Echoing the words of the Yueji, the Confucian Book of Songs, Tsurayuki is drawing upon 

the Shinto metaphysic of dama or tama which argues for a continuity of being throughout the 

whole of the phenomenal world. Tama, according to Thomas Kasulis, “refers to a spiritual power 

infusing a material object while preserving the integrity of both itself and the object.” In Shinto, 

all things are predicated upon and composed from tama: it is what enables a rock to be a rock, 

and a bird to be a bird. Thus, tama pervades the phenomenal world and allows for the 

perception of emotion within, rather than as a result of an encounter with, an object. Humans, 

mountains, and grains of rice, as possessing individuated tama in their own right, are all of the 

same “flesh”, which implies an interrelation between spirituality and materiality. This concept of 

material objects being possessed of an inherent spirituality foregrounds the capacity for an 

object to convey a sense of sabi.

Further, the most characteristic element of dama, as the underlying metaphysical 

substance of nature, is its capacity for nearly constant change: as nature never remains static 



from moment to moment, neither can tama. Thus, in the Shinto conception, those things which 

most accurately reflect the natural order, that is constant flux, are the most valued. In this sense, 

a cracked and faded porcelain vase, an iron kettle rusted from use or a sword whose chipped 

edge shows its age are considered the highest forms of art. It is through the contemplation of 

these objects, that the appreciator of Sabi art begins to sense the ebb and flow of nature and 

the tama that underlies it. In considering the desolation of the snowy plain through the poetry of 

Fujiwara, the perceptive capacity of the connoisseur of Japanese art is enhanced to the point 

where he no longer sees the damaged sword, the rusted pot or the cracked vase, but objects 

which present to him the feeling of nature in all its impermanent glory. As sabi typifies the 

specific kind of emotion felt by the aesthetic, wabi allows for its discernment within objects.

From the preceding, it may be derived that sabi is the feeling of desolation, loneliness 

and withering that accompanies the encounter of man with nature’s ever changing flux as 

represented by natural phenomena or in art. In the metaphoric sense, as a poetic device in the 

case of Basho and Shunzei, sabi intends to connect the reader with the actual feeling of the 

poet by invoking the encounter between man and nature in a very real sense. That is, whenever 

an object or scene, man made or not, inspires within us the feeling of desolation, loneliness, or 

melancholy, that object may be said to possess sabi. 

 Where as the feeling of sabi within an object depends upon a Shinto understanding of 

the world as interconnected and ever changing due to the metaphysic of dama, the presence of 

which allows for the inherence of emotion within an object, or it’s direct experience through 

metaphor, Wabi is a Japanese aesthetic which draws upon Buddhist metaphysics to prompt the 

generation, or perception, of the sabi qualitative feeling when the mind contemplates the work of 

art or aesthetic experience. Contemplation of the art object is key as the specific intention of 

wabi is to allow for the direct experience of mujou through the perception of sabi as inhered 

within an object or generated sympathetically. To fully understand this concept, as well as wabi’s 



re-valuation of those objects that we might consider worthless we must briefly discuss the 

Buddhist thought that underlies the wabi aesthetic.

Mujou, in Japanese, is the term for the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence, which 

indicates that all things are subject to change and, eventually, fade away. Further, in Japanese 

aesthetic theory, mujou indicates a quality of feeling that embodied transience, and was 

embodied in transience itself, like sabi for example. In Zen Buddhist thought all things exist only 

in relation to one another and are subject to change as those relations change, which prevents 

the phenomenal world from possessing any enduring permanence. The realization of the 

transient quality of the world enables the Zen Buddhist to release his attachment to a desire for 

permanence, the fundamental cause of suffering in this world. 

This concept of impermanence is what undergirds wabi’s revaluation of objects 

otherwise considered worthless or decaying: for the Zen Buddhists, and the culture of Japan 

that has arisen under its influence, those artistic expressions that could best convey a feeling of 

impermanence, or force an encounter with impermanence, are considered among the highest 

art. Wabi objects presents to us the feeling of sabi that arises as a result of the awareness of 

impermanence which arises as a result of their contemplation. Through this contemplation, one 

learns to release their attachment to objects of obvious richness aesthetic sophistication and 

perceive the beauty that lies within even the rusted car, the dilapidated temple, or the cracked 

pottery. That is, in the words of Haga Koshiro, “wabi means to transform material insufficiency 

so that one discovers in it a world of spiritual freedom unbounded by material things. It means 

not being trapped by worldly values but finding a transcendental serenity apart from the world1.” 

As wabi seeks ultimate beauty in an aesthetic representation of change, it follows that 

wabi art objects would represent impermanence both in form and function. Characteristic of the 

wabi aesthetic is the hagi-yaki style of pottery imported from Korea, and preferred by masters of 

Japanese Tea Ceremony since their introduction in the early 17th century. Of particular note are 

1 Ibid,247-8



the stylistic elements inherent in the works which indicate impermanence in subtle ways: 

foremost, the glaze. Originally a translucent white, it fades and loses its luster over time as tea 

is absorbed into the glaze, and eventually the piece transforms into an entirely new piece of 

pottery. 

Further, the daido-tsuchi clay that composes the most prized hagi-yaki works is so 

delicate that, during the firing its color shifts irregularly, resulting in a work without a uniform 

appearance. This property of color changing is shared with the ko-hiki clay as it is composed by 

combining the daido-tsuchi clay from Korea with local clays. This produces other, more subtle 

variations in color than pure daido-tsuchi as well as causing the color of the pot to fade in 

gradation with each use. That is to say that the unique nature of hagi-yaki is that with each 

usage of the tea set, the tea stains the utensils a different shade so that no two usages of the 

set are the same. 

Beyond intentional imperfection introduced in the wabi aesthetic, accidental, or 

unintentional damage and repairs to objects can result in the creation of a wabi object. In the 

context of the tea ceremony, Haga offers the following:

Cracks and tears, if properly mended, are not necessarily disliked in Chanoyu. 

Indeed, the bamboo flower vase known by the name of the temple Onyoji, made by 

Senno Rikyu, is prized precisely because it is cracked. The tea bowl Seppo (Snowy 

Peak), made by Hon’ami Kotetsu, is particularly admired because it has been repaired… 

Other examples include chipped and warped braziers. Thus we arrive at one of the 

major characteristics of the wabi aesthetic: it finds a deeper beauty in the blemished 

than in the unblemished2. 

Here we arrive at the clearest articulation of the revaluation of objects which otherwise would 

have been discarded or considered to be waste. Seppo, the tea bowl mentioned by Haga, is an 

2 Haga, 248



akaraku ware bowl. Not dissimilar in structure from the hagi-yaki style of pottery, akaraku uses a 

clear glaze and yellow ochre which combines with the natural color of the clay to produce a 

reddish or yellowish tint depending upon the amount of ochre used. Like hagi-yaki, the color will 

change and fade with each usage of the bowl so that no two usages are alike. Specifically, 

seppo was cracked at some point, and repaired in a process called kin-zukuroi in which the 

crack is filled with laquer and then sprinkled with gold. While the gold might seem ostentatious 

in comparison with the often subdued colors of the akaraku bowl, it is the gold itself which brings 

the crack in the side of the bowl into stark relief against the pale white glaze, rough texture of 

the bowl’s surface and the miniscule cracks formed as the glaze dried and hardened. 

Thus, seppo is not valued for the gold used in its construction, but rather for the 

impermanence it represents: it was the intention of Hon’ami that the kin-zukuroi represents the 

water flowing downhill from melting snow. Taking wabi in its poetic sense, the repair represents 

the ever changing flux through the presentation of subtle natural imagery which is enhanced by 

the ever present feeling of sabi inspired by the immediate representation of impermanence 

within the changing color of the glaze and the rough imperfection of the bowl itself. 

Consequently, wabi as both an aesthetic perspective and a world view intends that any 

object either by design or by accident in which impermanence may be embodied has the 

capacity to present mujou as the fundamental nature of both reality and beauty itself perceived 

through the emotion of sabi. In this, the wear and tear of daily use and the ravages of time 

cannot devalue an object; only add to the beauty already implicit within it. That is to say, under 

wabi, beauty can never fade: it only grow deeper with the passing of time and the accretion of 

subtle qualities of impermanence that serve to deepen the beauty of the object by reminding us, 

through the feeling of sabi, of the evanescence of all life, that we should savor each moment as 

it comes, rather than longing for it to last forever.

Re-valuation under the terms of the wabi aesthetic comes thus in the viewing of the 

impermanent as a source of transcendental, ever changing beauty: the tea master Sen no 



Rikyu, responsible for bringing the tea ceremony in line with the aesthetic of wabi, states “There 

are those who dislike a piece when it is even slightly damage; such an attitude displays a lack of 

comprehension.3” Wabi thus means to accept and find beauty in the basic condition of reality, 

the impermanent flux of all things. Discerning this impermanent beauty, then, leads to an 

appreciation of the subtle beauty of nature hidden just before our eyes. In essence wabi and the 

feeling of sabi that arises with it, allows one to discern the beauty the lies behind all things and 

to let go of the delusion of permanence as the signifier of great beauty.

3 Hirota, 226


