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Perseverance, resiliency, and determination in design.

AFTER MORE THAN TWO DECADES of working for large entities including Seiko Epson and 
ID Two (now Ideo), industrial designer Naoto Fukasawa launched his eponymous studio in 2003 

and went on to become one of the most prolific and influential designers of the 21st century.

THE WARRIORS
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“I wanted to be an international designer, 
but I also wanted to be Japanese.” 

—Naoto Fukasawa
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QUIET 
BEAUTY

EMBRACING THE CORE ESSENCE OF AN OBJECT,  
JAPANESE INDUSTRIAL DESIGNER NAOTO FUKASAWA  

CAPTURES THE SUBLIME SIDE OF SIMPLICITY.
By Naomi Pollock

A 1998 prototype for the Seiko 
Kinetic Auto Relay wristwatch.
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simple circle encased in 
a small square, Naoto 
Fukasawa’s wall-mounted 
CD player was a dramatic 
departure from convention.  

Unlike the usual nondescript box with its  
blinking lights and buttons, his unadorned  
device was modeled after the familiar 
Japanese kitchen fan. While its exposed, 
spinning disc echoed the fan’s whirling 
blades, a pull-cord served as its on-o! 
switch. Instinctual yet innovative, func-
tional yet fun, Fukasawa’s clever idea 
was conceived in 1999 and subsequently 
produced by Muji, becoming one of the 
Japanese retailer’s most popular items and  
catapulting Fukasawa into design stardom. 

What distinguishes Fukasawa’s  
products is the thought he puts into each  
one so that it can be used, as he puts it, 
“without thought.” Fukasawa does not 
strive for invention or personal expres-
sion. Instead, his straightforward shapes, 
neutral colors, and rounded corners are 
encoded with information based on the 
designer’s keen observations of human 
behavior. The study of the unconscious 
ways in which the body naturally 
engages with an object is fundamental 
to Fukasawa’s design process. This 
approach yields products that practically 
anticipate the user’s next move—even 
before a finger is lifted. 

Fukasawa began his career as an in- 
house designer at the Japanese electronics  
giant Seiko Epson, which he entered 
following his 1980 graduation from Tama 
Art University’s Product Design depart-
ment. After eight years, he was ready to 
leave. Cognizant of di!erences in design 
practices worldwide, he was eager to go 
overseas and landed a job with the San 
Francisco firm ID Two (now Ideo).  

Fukasawa’s California stint coincided with 
the rise of Silicon Valley and provided  
a chance to work on cutting-edge, computer- 
related projects for Apple and other tech 
companies. Fukasawa could have stayed 
on in the United States, but instead chose 
to return to Japan in 1996, first running 
Ideo’s Tokyo o"ce and then launching 
his own studio in 2003. “I wanted to 
be an international designer, but I also 
wanted to be Japanese,” he explains. 

Today, Fukasawa has found a perfect 
balance between the two. With half of his 
clients in Europe, he is active globally— 
a testament to the universal appeal of his 
work. Yet Fukasawa’s design sensibility 
remains rooted in Japan. Ironically, a  
major benefit of time spent abroad was 
Fukasawa’s development of a deep  
appreciation for traditional Japanese 
aesthetics. “Because I was out of the 
country, I could better see the beauty in 
Japan,” he explains. And in that beauty he  
found kernels of inspiration. It was while 
reading haiku—17-syllable poems high-
lighting a single moment—that Fukasawa 
realized that design could also under-
score the joy of small, ordinary actions, 
like sipping co!ee or picking up a pen. 

Take the Hiroshima Armchair. Its 
rounded back and arms wrap the body 
supportively, inviting the user to sit back 
and settle in. Created for the Japanese 
furniture-maker Maruni Wood Industry 
in 2008, the design began with Fukasawa’s  
empirical study of chair comfort. He noted  
that the seat angle needed to buttress the  
body and that people tend to lean sideways  
while relaxing, then incorporated these 
observations into his scheme. As if carved  
from a single chunk of wood, the chair 
is made of separate components that fit 
together seamlessly. Unsurprisingly, » 
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The stone-shaped fiberglass Koishi pouf, designed by Fukasawa for Italian furniture 
company Driade, pairs the tranquil forms found in traditional Japanese gardens 

with a vibrant, modern color palette.
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BELOW: A humidifier designed for Fukasawa’s own appliance and  
sundries brand, ±0. MIDDLE: The prototype for an LED watch.

ABOVE: Fukasawa designed the ceramic Tetra vase for B&B Italia in 2005.
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BELOW: Fukasawa designed the interiors of the Issey Miyake boutique in Japan’s 
Ginza district. There, aluminum panels, spaced to allow garments to be displayed according 

to di!erent themes, are imbued with a traditional nasukon (purplish-navy) color.

ABOVE: Opened in 2020, the Kagoshima Bank Head O"ce 
Building features streamlined interiors by Fukasawa.

MA
SA

YA
 YO

SH
IM

UR
A 

(C
OP

IST
); A

IO
I P

RO
 P

HO
TO

 C
O.

, LT
D.



66 GRAY

the design became a best-seller for 
Maruni. Now the company’s art director, 
Fukasawa extends his vision beyond 
creating his own products.

Working with manufacturers like 
Maruni is just one way in which Fukasawa  
has broadened his impact on the design 
industry. He is a member of the Muji  
advisory board, a director of 21_21 Design  
Sight (a hub of design-related events 
and exhibitions in Tokyo), and a former 
chairman of the Japanese government–
sponsored Good Design Award. But  
among his most far-reaching contributions  
are the Super Normal workshops and  
exhibitions, which he curated with British  
designer Jasper Morrison.

The two designers have been good 
friends since the mid-1990s, when 
Fukasawa first visited Morrison’s London 
studio. Fukasawa recalls that they had 
lunch together at a casual, self-service 
café, where Morrison ordered one bowl 
of soup with two spoons. “He didn’t say 
anything. He just gave me a spoon so we 
could eat together,” Fukasawa recalls. 
“I was so touched.” There was no need 
for words nor explanation. They were 
already on the same page.

“Jasper is the rare person who really  
understands the simple culture of Japan,”  
Fukasawa explains. This shared way of  
thinking became the basis of Super 
Normal, a project that selected everyday 
items from various places—such as a blue  
plastic kitchen basket from Japan or the  
Bialetti espresso pot from Italy—and 
exhibited them in Tokyo and London in 
2006. The show neither celebrated the 
objects’ appearances nor championed 
their designers. In fact, many of the items  
were created anonymously. Instead, it  
singled out objects so completely integrat-
ed with daily life that they are practically  

invisible. Through the eyes of the exhi-
bition’s curators, the audience could see 
these items anew. Many exemplified the 
inherent, though unintentional, beauty of 
a form inextricable from its function.

Though machine-made and mass- 
produced, these Super Normal items 
share this and other qualities with the 
daily-use goods historically made by local  
artisans in Japan from wood, bamboo, 
and other materials. “They were not 
trying to make beauty,” Fukasawa says. 
“They were just trying to make the best 
tools they could.” These traditional items 
are categorized as mingei, a term mean-
ing “arts of the people” coined by S#etsu 
Yanagi, the philosopher, critic, and father  
of one of Japan’s design pioneers, Sori 
Yanagi. Concerned that industrialization  
might render them extinct, the elder  
Yanagi gathered mingei ceramics, textiles,  
and tools and used this collection to 
launch the Japan Folk Crafts Museum 
in Tokyo in 1936. Fittingly, Fukasawa 
became the institution’s director in 2012.

Bringing two of his passions together, 
21_21 Design Sight hosted a show curated  
by Fukasawa titled Mingei – Another Kind  
of Art in 2019. It presented 146 traditional  
and contemporary items selected by  
Fukasawa from the Japan Folk Crafts 
Museum collection. Because of COVID-19,  
exhibitions and other public activities 
have been curtailed throughout Japan. Yet  
there may be a small silver lining to this 
pandemic. As Fukasawa notes, sheltering 
in place has been a boon for Japan’s flag-
ging furniture industry. “Now people  
care more about the quality of life at 
home,” he says. And nothing accomplishes  
that better than thoughtful design.  K
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Designed in 2004 for the annual Takeo Paper Show,  
these juice packages embodied the show’s theme, “Haptic.”  
Each design replicated the look and feel of the fruit whose  

juice the package contained.
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