
Distilling Culture: Capturing Cultural Essence in Design

Presented by Joy Richu, Award-Winning Illustrator and Designer



Introductory Slide: Meet Joy Richu – Bridging Culture and Design

• Description: I’ll start by briefly introducing myself—who I am, where I’m from, 
and my journey as an illustrator and designer. This introduction will be personal 
and highlight my passion for storytelling through design, which is deeply rooted 
in my Kenyan heritage and global experiences. I’ll frame this in a way that 
connects to the audience, sharing how my work has focused on uncovering and 
celebrating cultural essence in everything I do.

• Example: I might share a story from my early career—perhaps a pivotal moment 
when I realized that capturing cultural essence in design wasn’t just about 
aesthetics but about connection. I’ll mention some of the brands I’ve worked with 
(Coca-Cola, Porsche) to give context to my experience, while staying focused on 
my belief that design is a powerful tool for telling cultural stories.



What Do You See? Exploring the Role of Perception

• Description: I’ll start by showing how the way we see things can change based on 
perception, using a simple optical illusion. This sets the tone for understanding 
that cultural essence often isn’t visible at first glance—it’s something we need to 
discover by looking deeper. I want the audience to feel engaged from the start, 
encouraging them to think about how they interpret what they see.

• Example: I’ll use an optical illusion like the “faces vs. vase” or “old woman vs. 
young woman” to show how one image can hold multiple meanings, depending 
on how we look at it. I’ll ask the audience what they see, and we’ll explore 
together how changing perspectives allows us to see something new—just like in 
culture and design. This will lead into the idea that discovering cultural essence 
means seeing beyond the obvious.



In One Thing, There is Everything: The Matatu Experience

• Description: I’ll take the audience through the experience of a Matatu ride in 
Nairobi, showing how one seemingly small cultural element reflects the broader 
culture. From the flashing lights to the vibrant music and the people packed 
together, every detail tells a story about the energy and spirit of the city. This 
section highlights how, in one element, you can discover the essence of a whole 
culture.

• Example: I’ll walk through the sensory experience of a Matatu—the sounds, the 
sights, the sense of community—showing how each part connects to Nairobi’s 
identity. By focusing on the details, I’ll illustrate that understanding culture deeply 
often starts with appreciating a single, everyday experience. This helps reinforce 
the idea that essence can be found by looking closely at even the smallest 
cultural elements.



Falling in Love with Culture: Start with What You Know

• Description: I’ll present a tool for anyone looking to explore a new culture by starting 
with something familiar from their own life. The idea is to connect with what you 
already know—whether it’s a love for color, food, music, or any other interest—and 
then intentionally observe how those same elements are expressed in the culture 
you're interested in. This method helps you form a personal connection and discover 
cultural essence in a way that feels more accessible.

• Example: Imagine you have a passion for color. In your own life, you’re used to seeing 
certain colors used in specific ways. Now, when exploring a new culture, start by 
paying attention to how that culture combines and uses colors. What colors stand out? 
What patterns or textures are paired with them? What emotions or meanings do these 
colors carry? By applying something you already know and love and diving deep, you 
create a pathway to deeper understanding and appreciation of a new culture.



From Literal to Abstract: Creative Expressions of Culture

• Description: I’ll show how moving from literal representations of culture to 
more abstract forms allows for creative freedom while still capturing cultural 
essence. By abstracting elements of a culture, we can evoke emotions and 
meaning without being tied to direct, literal visuals. This approach enables 
designers to communicate essence in a more universal, imaginative way 
that resonates with a broader audience.

• Example: I’ll share an example from my own work where I transformed a 
literal cultural motif—such as an organic African pattern—into a modern, 
abstract design. The abstraction kept the cultural essence intact while giving 
it a fresh, contemporary feel. This shows how designers can explore new 
ways to express culture while staying true to its roots.



Hidden in Plain Sight: Uncovering the Invisible in Culture

• Description: Culture isn’t just where we come from—it’s woven into our everyday routines, 
rituals, and interactions. Often, these elements become so familiar that we stop noticing them. 
To illustrate this, I’ll propose an activity: Imagine we’re creating artwork that represents the 
culture of an office. We’d ask a group of people to write down everything they do and 
everywhere they go during a typical workday. By comparing these notes, we’d uncover 
patterns in how different people experience the same space. The point is to show that cultural 
essence can be found in the most routine and overlooked aspects of daily life. What we often 
take for granted reveals the hidden culture that connects us.

• Example: In this office scenario, people with different roles might share common rituals—like 
how they start their day or where they go for breaks—while also having unique differences 
based on their tasks. This exercise demonstrates that even in diverse environments, shared 
experiences exist, and culture is something we create together, often without realizing it. The 
point is that culture is both deeply personal and collectively shared, but we only see it if we 
take the time to notice.



When People Feel Seen, They Feel Connected

• Description: I want to talk about the deeper emotional impact that happens when people see 
their culture reflected in design. It’s not just about making something look good—it’s about 
showing respect for people’s identities and making them feel understood. When design truly 
reflects someone’s culture, it sends a message that their story matters. It creates a strong 
sense of connection and belonging. For brands, this is where meaningful relationships with 
audiences begin—by helping people feel seen, you create a foundation for lasting loyalty and 
trust.

• Example: I’ll share an example from the Coca-Cola campaign I worked on, where we focused 
on incorporating cultural elements that resonated with people across Africa. We didn’t just rely 
on surface-level visuals; we dug deeper to represent symbols and stories that really connected 
with people. By doing this, we created something that people felt was made for them. The 
campaign didn’t just raise brand awareness—it made people feel proud of who they are. This 
is how capturing cultural essence drives real emotional engagement, turning design into 
something much more powerful than just visuals.





Cultural Essence in Action: Communicating the Culture of Porsche

• Description: I’ll share how culture isn’t just about geography or tradition; it also exists in brands. 
Porsche, for instance, has its own deeply rooted culture, built on values like precision, luxury, and 
innovation. When I worked on the Porsche Macan project, my challenge was to communicate these 
values visually while maintaining the brand’s cultural identity. The project was about distilling the 
essence of Porsche—the feelings, the legacy, and the forward-thinking approach that the brand evokes.

• Example: When working on Porsche’s Macan project, the goal was to communicate something more 
than luxury—it was about capturing the spirit of exploration and pushing boundaries, which are core to 
Porsche’s identity. To make this resonate beyond just car enthusiasts, we focused on the experience 
Porsche offers: a sense of freedom, possibility, and innovation. The design used imagery of the car set 
against a backdrop of stars and planets, evoking feelings of adventure and limitless potential. This 
wasn’t just about the car’s features—it was about telling a story that anyone could connect with. 
Whether or not someone is interested in cars, the idea of exploring new horizons and experiencing 
something extraordinary is universal. It’s about connecting with the emotional essence of what the brand 
represents.



Perception, Essence, and Connection: A Call to Action

• Description: In closing, I want to emphasize how perception shapes not just how we view culture but 
how we tell stories and create meaningful connections through design. Capturing cultural essence 
means going beyond what’s obvious and truly seeing the layers that others might overlook. When we 
approach design with intention and depth, our work becomes more than just visuals—it becomes a way 
to make people feel understood, valued, and seen. My call to action is simple: whether you’re designing 
for a brand, a community, or an individual, strive to look deeper. Create designs that reflect the true 
essence of what you're representing, in a way that not only resonates but also makes people feel 
connected and appreciated.

• Example: I’ll bring us back to the optical illusion we explored at the beginning. Initially, we saw one 
image, but by shifting our perspective, a completely different picture came into view. This is a perfect 
metaphor for how we often approach design and culture. The surface is never the full story. I’ll challenge 
the audience to embrace this way of seeing in their own work—to seek out the unseen layers and 
deeper meanings, and to create designs that reflect these stories in a way that builds real, human 
connections. This approach ensures that the people and cultures we design for feel understood and 
respected, which is where true impact lies.



Thank You

• Here, I will include my website or contact info for those who may want to 
reach out: Portfolio: www.joyrichu.com | Email: joy@joyrichu.com.


