Ikko Tanaka: Once in a Lifetime

One of the founding

fathers of Japanese design,
he has spent a lifetime

using traditional customs

and rituals to produce
startling contemporary images.
By Maggie Kinser Saiki
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“Ichigo, ichie.” If this Japanese saying is true—“one life, one
encounter’—then I'm glad Tkko Tanaka and I spent a recent
evening talking about the way of Tea and the art of the Noh the-
ater. These two elements of Japanese culture still fascinate him,
and are still teaching him. What a waste of that moment if we had
talked only of design, the world he has conquered already. “The
Emperor of Graphic Design” is how art publisher Katsuhiko
Yamane describes Tanaka, adding that he had not yet found the
courage to actually walk up and speak to the man: “If Mr. Tanaka
were to speak to me, I could probably reply, but for people of my
generation (Yamane is fifty-one), he has been an authority since
we were young. When the English word ‘design’ came into use, he
was already at the top. That distance is too great to traverse.”
Though not a towering figure, Tanaka is substantial. His face,
surprisingly unlined for a man of sixty-eight, reminds me in its bal-
ance of the Great Buddha at Kamakura. The tranquility in his eyes,
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looking right back at you, inspires trust and implies the possibility
of spiritual embrace. Visually, he is not dramatic or exaggerated in
any way. A week after our conversation, his image was already fad-
ing. [ couldn’t remember what he’d been wearing, except that it had
been tasteful, quiet, and elegant. As we spoke, what surfaced just as
quietly, and overcame any physical impression, were his interests
and a depth of understanding that might come with age, but I sus-
pect has always been present in Ikko Tanaka.

Tanaka was born in the ancient capital of Nara in 1930, studied
art in Kyoto, joined the Sankei newspaper in Osaka, and at twen-
ty-four won the Mainichi newspaper’s Industrial Design Prize. A
few years after joining Nissenbi (The Japan Advertising Artists’
Club), he won the Members’ Prize. That was the moment when he
knew he had made it, joining the ranks of such greats as Yusaku
Kamekura and Yoshio Hayakawa, and wowing even the general
public. One year later, in 1960, he helped found the Nippon
Design Center, a kind of house agency for major corporations
and a place for graphic designers to set higher standards for the
then-infant industry. Despite his youth, he was subsequently
involved in every important step the industry took.

Tanaka designed the poster for the World Graphic Design exhibi-
tion accompanying the Tokyo-hosted tenth World Design Confer-
ence. He worked under Kamekura to design the symbols and sig-
nage for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics. The following year he designed
the successful and innovative Persona exhibition, featuring sixteen
artists from around the world and setting several on their way to
success. In 1973 he started doing the posters for the Seibu Theater,
and in 1975 he became creative director for the entire Seibu Group,
whose confident expansion into every imaginable area of retail in
the 1980s, including the self-consciously “ecological” no-name
brand “Muji,” practically defined the mood of the boom economy,
when a flood of flash and cash precluded any genuine return to sim-
plicity. The “bubble economy” of those golden days has since burst,
and Japan is in the deepest recession it has known since the end of
World War II. “My business hasn’t changed much,” Tanaka says
with a light laugh. This makes the point he refused to concede earlier
when I asked him about his place in the design hierarchy—he is at
the top. “Much of it is continuing work, for clients with whom I've
had a long relationship.” For the past fifteen years he has been
designing posters on the “Man and Writing” theme, begun on the
strength of a whim when Tanaka discovered grafitti in New York’s
Soho, and took an ambitious worldwide research plan to the

type giant Morisawa & Co., Ltd. This year the theme is Bulgaria.

Tanaka jokes that the department store work he did so much of
for the Seibu Group made him “encyclopedic.” More seriously, he
surmises that the work he did for the theater in particular forced
him to broaden his efforts at visual expression. So is he a jack-of-
all-trades because book design comes as easily to him as posters,
display, or package design? Or is he a craftsman, unfettered by the
form, but obsessed with the process? “In Japan,” he says, “the word
for ‘craftsman’ depicts someone who uses his hands well, but not
his head. For people who use their heads too, the word ‘sakka,’ for
creator or artist, is used.” Clarifying himself, he mentions that in
[taly he was once called a “maestro,” which pleases him immensely.

Tanaka the actor, Tanaka the cook: Ikko Tanaka loves the the-
ater and finds comfort in the formal drama of Tea, for which
preparation takes all morning and includes cooking dishes the
guest of honor is known to appreciate. He has said that design is
like cooking, in that it requires ingenuity and technique, and that
the guest’s satisfaction determines the success or failure of the design.
The designer and the cook are both agents of transient processes,
Tanaka has written, and he likens himself to a kind of medum in
the communication process. “My way of interacting with design,”
he says in connection with the varied work he does for the Seibu The-
ater, comedy following drama and followed by classical music, “is
exactly the way of an actor who gets the script and thinks, ‘Oh, this
character is an arrogant guy, wears a beard, and struts around.”
Tanaka doesn’t grow the beard, but immerses himself in the scenario
and then designs a poster that will arrest passersby with the image. -

Tanaka explains that the Japanese public would never put up
with some European theaters’ policy of consistency achieved
through typography, and that his “sense of service” has denied
him the option of settling into a single recognizable style. But
Tanaka’s escape from the trap of “artistry” in which designers cre-
ate styles so unique that, as Tanaka puts it, “if you cover the
client’s name, you can’t tell one poster from another” cannot be
explained away by three decades of demanding work. Tanaka’s
traffic with the world at large is more considered and considerate
than it need be for any one occupation, and yet at the same time
has been fully realized by his work in design.

Tanaka the outsider: Growing up in Nara, Tanaka was sur-
rounded by ancient Japanese architecture, but not by the kind of
cosmopolitan culture neighboring Kyoto developed after it lost
the capital to Tokyo. Once the politicians left, the populace was
made up mostly of farmers and their descendants. “I hated Nara
and all the old prescribed manners, and couldn’t wait to get out”
he says. Now he runs an office in Tokyo, seven floors up from the
intersection of an avenue that leads to the youth haven of Shibuya,
and one that dead-ends at the shrine to the emperor Meiji, who
sanctioned the Westernization of Japan.

In this office, Tanaka tells me that the world of Tea teaches
poverty and the beauty of simple things, even if it’s just a stump of
bamboo. Taking that bamboo overseas, where it may be initially
seen as garbage, excites Tanaka. “From the inside, you can’t
understand the world of Tea. Looking at Tea from atop many
experiences lets me understand things I couldn’t see before. I may
actually be seeing Tea through the eyes of an outsider.”

There isn’t another Japanese designer whose work is as interna-
tionally viable as Tanaka’s, particularly his work that deals with
Japanese subjects or is heavily typographic. How does Tanaka
make Japanese culture and lettering so accessible? “By stepping
outside the problem,” he says. In the beginning of his career, Tana-
ka came to an impasse when every illustration he did resembled that
of his idol Yoshio Hayakawa. He was paralyzed for some time, but
recovered by abandoning illustration for an art director’s approach
to design, and concentrating on typography. “I've always worked
with the assumption that if I understood color, type, and printing, I
could be a graphic designer.” Tanaka made an early jump into new
surroundings and away from the illustration-heavy design still com-
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Port \ Nihon Buyo (Japanese Dance)
poster, 1981. Client: Asian Performing
Arts Institute, UCLA.
( This page, right)
Japan Style exhibition, 1979
Photographer: Jumoniji Bishin.

mon in Japan today. He then used the talents of others, photogra-
phers and illustrators alike, to tackle such great problems as popu-
larizing Noh, or explaining things like Japanese color.

Tanaka the host: “In tea, you meet with a person with the
understanding that this person, this time, and this situation
will converge only once in a lifetime. For that visit, you imag-
ine every possible ‘service’. You plan the menu and ready a
suitable tea bowl, perhaps one made in his native prefecture.

Nihon Buyo
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Thinking of this and nothing else, you receive the guest.”

Ikko Tanaka'’s rational problem solving is what makes his design
closer to western design than much Japanese design, but the sym-
pathetic aspect of the host of the tea ceremony is equally evident.
“The host does not go to greet the guest,” he explains, “but waits
in the tea room. The guest, following a trail the host has left, a
mound of salt, a sprinkling of water, a slightly open door, consid-
ers the host’s feelings as he approaches, where he finds the host
waiting.” Tanaka’s visual clues, particularly those that lead us into
the depths of culture, are open-hearted and audience-specific, and
pave the approach with delight in the details he has chosen.

After the bombing of Japan, there were few small Noh theaters left
standing, and a movement began to popularize the art. Halls of sev-
eral thousand seats became the new venues, and Ikko Tanaka, in his
twenties, was charged with making it work. Employed by a newspa-
per, he was asked to do the very first Noh poster, replacing the previ-
ously handwritten slips which only aficionados could interpret.
“The actors’ names would have been written with brush and ink,

and the roles would be understood simply by the position of the let-
tering,” Tanaka explains. “It was a world of professionals.”

Tanaka says he is still in the process of learning how to visualize
the profundity of Noh, because “a poster has to strike the viewer.,
but to glimpse the world of Noh, one has to approach it from
deep within oneself.” The symbolism and subtlety of Noh, in
which elderly characters or ghosts often recall their prime, trans-
forming themselves and the set with a single gesture, “is the
opposite of today’s communication.” And yet the mystery is pal-
pable in his Noh posters.

Tanaka the veteran climber: Ikko Tanaka definitely chose the
path less traveled, and now he is at the top of the mountain. He’s
been particularly devoted to typography. insisting that the real
contest begins after the illustration or motif is chosen. He has cre-
ated numerous successful logos and, over the space of several
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years, a Bodoni-inspired typeface called “kocho™ that attempts to
do with the three writing systems of Japanese what Bodoni did
with the 26-letter alphabet. Tanaka at first found the Japanese
writing system “hopeless.” Now, with the toil behind him, he says,
“Irather enjoy the variety, which allows all kinds of thinking.”

The age and experience Tanaka has accumulated serve his design,
and although he struggled to broaden his abilities in the early years,
he says that now, “after climbing this hill for years, and seeing this
smoky, unclear world before me, I thought, it’s not so bad to be a
designer. It’s been more interesting than preserving a single style
and then being hemmed in by it.” Tanaka identifies with the Noh
actor who at sixty has finally reached the height of his powers.
“Only when he can truly compare youth and his present age is he
able for the first time to express himself generously.” The Noh
actor wears a mask and kimono, and expresses the philosophy of
life through simple gestures imbued with his experience. Ikko
Tanaka wears no masks or many, and with the simplicity of his art,
expounds his philosophy. We would do well to listen. m

Ikko Tanaka 24
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Ryumin. Shin koten shugi. 1973.

Client: Morisawa & Co. Ltd.

(typeface company).
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(The Discovery of the Kabuki Theater)

book, 1974.
Client: Shirogane Shobo.

Kabukino hakken
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Japan exhibition, 1986.

Client: Japan Graphic Designers
Association.

( This page, right)

Sankei Kanze No. XXVIII
(performing arts), 1983.

Client: The Sankei Newspaper Co. Ltd.

( Opposite, top left)
Salvatore Ferragamo shop
promotion, 1997,

Client: Salvatore Ferragamo Italia, S.p.A.

( Opposite, top right)
Hanae Mori brand symbol, 1978.
Client: Hanae Mori International.

(Opposite, bottom left)

Yabo to Natsukusa

(The Ambition and Summer Grass)
theater, 1998. Client: New National
Theater, Tokyo.

( Opposite,bottom right )

Concert Projection de Films Toru
Takemitsu, 1997. Client: Maison de la
Culture du Japon a Paris.
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CONCERT

PROJECTION DE FILMS
Toru TAKEMITSU

Vers la mer des sonorités
1er octobre -14 octobre
1997

Malson de la Culturs du Japon & Parls

Ikko Tanaka 28,29






{ Opposite
Sogetsu—The Creation of
Space exhibition, 1982.

Client: Sogetsu Foundation.
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Ginza Saison Gekijo theater

opening, 1986,
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