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KNOW OF ANYONE 
LOOKING TO 

BUILD A MODERN 
HOME?
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WHAT I LEARNED IN JAPAN 
ABOUT BEAUTY AND 

IMPERFECTION
By Mette Aamodt

At age 23 I spent 
a year in Japan 
studying, travelling 
and collecting tea 
cups.

After graduating from Barnard 
I received a Japanese Monbusho 
Research Fellowship given out by 
their Department of Education 
and headed off to Japan with 
very little preparation.  

I arrived bleary-eyed after 
the long flight to a place where I 
couldn’t speak to anyone, didn’t 
know the customs and couldn’t 
read the neon billboards all 
around me. Did you see that 
movie “Lost in Translation”? That 
was me and I was homesick.

I quickly met up with some 
other foreign students and 
started eating out with them 
at the ramen carts and local 
sukiyas. Eating was a great 
source of pleasure for me 
in Japan, not only for the 
tasty dishes, but also for the 
experience. The handmade 
earthenware, beautiful 
arrangements, intimate 
atmosphere and the rituals of 
serving tea and other dishes 

delighted my senses and made 
me feel welcome.

I admired the everyday 
objects  like the tea cups and 
rice bowls and began to seek 
out the handmade ceramics at 
the studios of local artists. Their 
irregular shapes and finishes, 
the evidence of the hand of the 
maker and the natural process of 
kiln drying captivated me.

The Japanese concept of 
beauty is called wabi-sabi and 
it centers around the notion of 
transience and imperfection.  It 
is for the Japanese what the 
Greek orders and perfection 
are for the west. Wabi-sabi is 
simplicity, austerity, authenticity, 
intimacy, modesty, irregularity.  It 
embodies a sense of melancholy 
and spiritual longing that comes 
from Buddhist teachings. But 
with that longing is also a sense of 
possibility and openness. There 
is not one correct answer, like the 
Golden Mean, but many possible 
outcomes and that inspires me.

In every other way I was an 
outsider but in wabi-sabi there 
was room for me. The tea cups 
that I collected that year fill me 
up with their imperfect beauty 
because I can complete the story 
myself in many different ways. 

How To Get 
Extraordinary Results 
Without Extraordinary 
Effort

House Therapy:  
Should we renovate the 
house we are in or find a 
new place? 

House of the Month: 
Villa Mairea by Alvar 
Aalto

An award-winning architecture 
studio, Aamodt / Plumb is recognized 
as one of the area’s top designers for 
modern homes.  

Like a custom tailored suit, their 
homes are characterized by beautiful 
materials, sophisticated design and 
personally attuned spaces. They have 
a down to earth approach to high-end 
focusing on quality, timelessness and 
superior design. 

Their work has been honored by 
the Boston Society of Architects 
and AIA Austin  and has been widely 
published. 

Aamodt / Plumb has offices in 
Cambridge and Austin and they work 
with clients all over the US and abroad.

Everyone wants to know how much a new 
modern home is going to cost. So, based on our 
experience designing these types of homes, 
we have put together the “Modern House 
Cost Report.” This valuable report includes 
typical cost ranges at three price points. It also 
includes example images and a list of features 
for each range. This is the only report of its kind 
available free online.

Download the free report from our website:
www. aamodtplumb.com/filter/resources
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HOW TO GET EXTRAORDINARY 
RESULTS WITHOUT 

EXTRAORDINARY EFFORT

Did you know? We are the leading local 
provider of tools and resources for people 
planning to build a home. Please pass on our 
consumers guide (see back page).

Mette Aamodt writes a monthly column  to help 
people live better in their homes. Please submit 
questions to her at mette@aamodtplumb.com.

Most of what you do has little impact 
on your results. A vital few things you 
do create nearly all your results. If you 
improve the vital few, you can easily 
achieve your target.

The Birth of 80/20 

In 1906, Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto created 
a mathematical formula to describe the unequal 
distribution of wealth in England, observing that 20% of 
the people owned 80% of the land. 

Feeling that England had become an economically 
unfair place, he was stunned when he applied it across 
European country borders. Again, 80% of the land was 
owned by only 20% of the population..

Then when he applied the same calculations back 
through time, he found the same thing: the top 20% 
controlled 80% of the wealth.

The Vital Few Versus The Trivial Many 

After Pareto made his observation and created his 
formula, Dr. Joseph Juran, working in the US in the 
1930s and 40s, recognized a universal principle he 
called the ‘vital few and trivial many’.

As a result, Dr. Juran discovered that 20% of the 
defects on a production line were causing 80% of the 
problems. 

Here are some more examples. The top 20% 
of authors sell 80% of the books. The top 20% of 
criminals commit 80% of crime.  The 80-20 principle is 
everywhere.

Ask Yourself These Questions

Do 20% of your clothes get worn 80% of the time? 

Do 20% of the people you know contribute to 80% of 
your happiness? 

Do 20% of your investments, projects or customers 
account for 80% of your work (or your profits)? 

Do This Exercise

What are the right things to be doing - the Vital Few? 
Spend more time on these.

What are the wrong things to be doing - the Trivial 
Many? Write a ‘not to do’ list. 

What are the ‘not to do’ things - 80% Activities? 
Reduce your time on these.
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ICONIC HOUSE OF THE MONTH

Each month we select one of the most famous 
houses in the world and explain a bit about why 
it deserves to be on the list.

Villa Mairea was designed by the Finnish modernist architect Alvar 
Aalto in Finland in 1939. The clients told Aalto that he should regard it 
as ‘an experimental house’. Aalto treated the house as an opportunity 
to bring together all the themes that had been preoccupying him in 
his work to that point but had not been able to include them in actual 
buildings. Today, Villa Mairea is considered one of the most important 
buildings Aalto designed in his career.

The plan of the Villa Mairea is a modified L-shape, which created a 
semi-private enclosure to one side, and a more exclusive, formal edge 
on the other. The lawn and the swimming pool are situated in the angle 
of the L, with a variety of rooms overlooking them. Horizontals and 
overhangs in the main composition echo the ground plane, and were 
influenced by Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater.

The undulating, wave-like form of the pool was a leitmotiv of Aalto’s 
work. Aalto said, the “curving, living, unpredictable line which runs 
in dimensions unknown to mathematics, is for me the incarnation of 
everything that forms a contrast in the modern world between brutal 
mechanicalness and religious beauty in life.”

HOUSE THERAPY

Q. Should we renovate 
the house we are in or 
find a new place?

This is the perennial question! 
And the answer is different for every 
person. That’s where the “therapy” 
party of my job comes into play. You 
can weigh the pros and cons of each 
scenario until you have driven yourself 
nuts. I know I have. Those types of 
lists are always subjective. They are 
like a Ouija board where you may be 
subconsciously guiding the outcome 
one way or another based on what 
your inner voice is telling you.

So, cut out the middleman and 
have an open conversation with your 
inner voice. Ask yourself “what do I 
need to be happy?” The emphasis 
here is on “need” because , let’s face 
it, we all have wish lists with things we 
could really live without.  Sometimes 
the answer to that question may have 
nothing to do with your house at all. 
Your “need” may be financial stability 
or closeness with your family. 

Once we have that figured out I can 
help you make decisions and design 
your house for maximum happiness, 
without wasting money and effort on 
things that don’t really matter.

“The most difficult thing is the decision to act, the rest is merely tenacity.”
- Amelia Earhart


