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[n July 2001, 42 year-old graphic designer Kenya Hara became the
managing director of Nippon Design Center (NDC), a consortium
of corporations and designers that has, since its establishment in
1960, been a beacon and a symbol of hope, for designers and their
clients. The founding designers, born into the pre-war nationalism
and early post-war destruction in Japan, saw design and con-
sumerism as the path to a new way of life—a more prosperous and
happier Japanese society. At NDC, design joined commerce for the
sake of the populace. Hara is the first designer born after the US
occupation of Japan to take on the leading position. Since its incep-
tion, the Center has been in the hands of master designer Kazumasa
Nagai, now 73. Hara took the job because he too has a vision, a new
notion of design’s place in our lives, and he wants to disseminate it
worldwide. In the next century, he says design must return to its ori-
gin: the imagination.

In the autumn of 2001, Hara travelled on an international lecture
and exhibition tour arranged and funded by the Japan Foundation
with stops in Toronto, New York, Sao Paulo, Brazil, and
Guanajuato, Mexico. Having met and interviewed him in Japan, I
then served as an interpreter when he spoke to an audience of pro-
fessionals and students at the New York City Technical College
about the connection between his own design work and the
Japanese visual tradition. His well-honed lecture impressed upon
the audience the importance of "emptiness” in both the visual and
philosophical traditions of Japan, and its application to design.

John McVicker, City Tech's associate professor of advertising
design, who came from Saatchi & Saatchi and spent several years in
the '70s art directing for Japan Airlines, asked Hara how he mixed
Western and Eastern aspects in his work. Hara replied that he saw
no distinction between them. "I was born in 1958, It's all Western,"
Hara said. “I'm just unearthing Japanese culture myself!" In voicing
this simple fact, and attempting to clarify Japanese visual culture,
Hara remains distant towards the concepts he is trying to explain,
such as emptiness and potentiality.

Hara grew up in a Westernized Japan and lived in a European-
style apartment complex in Tokyo. His father, the president of a
housing construction company, also held a license as a priest of

Japan’s only indigenous religion, Shinto. Although this was a prac-
tical choice for Hara's father, the relationship between Shinto and
architecture became critical to Hara’s understanding of space.

Shinto shrines—neither places of congregation nor places for the
dissemination of the dogma—are plain, unpainted wooden struc-
tures with minimal ornamentation. In fact, the religion'’s very repre-
sentation in architecture was introduced only as an attempt to com-
pete with the lavish temples of Buddhism. Shinto shrines were
erected on spots chosen for the awe they inspired for centuries—
before the architecture was even introduced. In Shinto, the most
sacred space is an empty one. Man’s task is to prepare this space for
the entry of the gods. Hara’s father’s license came in handy for the
occasional performance of this preparatory ceremony—the shii-
shiki—before the erection of their house.

Kenya Hara designed the pamphlet for the opening ceremony of
the 1998 Winter Olympics in Nagano following the model of this
Shinto preparatory ceremony. In the shii-shiki, which can be under-
stood as an invitation to the gods, straw ropes are strung between
four free-standing posts, creating an empty space. This space is then
purified with salt.

Hara's graphic approach, to visually represent each step of the
opening ceremony, was extremely rational, but the effect was pro-
foundly Japanese. Each portion of the opening ceremony referred
to a step in the shii-shiki, with metaphorical parts played by Sumo
wrestlers, children and the Olympic athletes themselves. First, an
empty space was invoked by the entrance of the wrestlers, whose
costumes—heavy ceremonial aprons tied with white rope—candid-
ly refer to the shii-shiki ropes between the posts. In the Olympic ver-
sion the space was then “purified” by the entrance of children in
white costumes, which Hara says represented both snowflakes and
salt. In emptying the space, it is filled with “possibility,” another
recurring concept of Japanese design. The gods—in the form of the
Olympic athletes—arrive, a torch is lit, and, Hara explains, we are
all cheered by the realization of their entrance.

Did the non-Japanese audience conceptually grasp the space, its
emptiness, its purification, and the gravity of the preparations, with-
out which the “gods’ entrance” would not be possible? Perhaps not,
but the program was beautiful in its visual expression of emptiness
and balance, and brought a subtler, emotional response of satisfac-
tion. Hara admits that it might have been foolish to use this
Japanese concept of empty space from which to build a meaningful
symbol at an international gathering like the Nagano Olympics but,
he says, “This is where our sense of beauty originates.”

Pointing to some posters he did for an exhibition of his work,
Hara explains the difference between non-design (a meaningless
symbol) and good design—a symbol, like the Japanese flag, which
has no inherent meaning, but is full of the possibility of many con-
verging meanings, which will develop in the dialogue between the
viewer and the image. The figures on Hara's posters look something
like empty picture frames, but are distorted to just the right degree
to suggest other meanings. He claims, “There are no meanings in
these figures; they have a strange reality; they are symbols of the
viewer's anticipated imagination.” The purpose of emptiness is to
leave the interpretation up to the audience.

A Japanese conversation, which might be counted as one of the
Japanese traditional arts—like the tea ceremony—uses ma (pauses,
or aural space) to do the same thing. Neither designer nor conver-
sationalist wants to push his ideas on the other party, whether view-
er or interlocutor. Hara explains that each party must work to sur-
mise the other’s position. This mutual work eliminates three or four
steps in the dialogue before the first word is even spoken.



With the students in Brooklyn, Hara concluded the first half of
his presentation by saying, “A vessel full of something, mounted
high with whatever it may be, is never as beautiful as one that is
empty.” In the second half of his lecture, Hara presented a project
he recently initiated and produced: Re-design: Daily Products for the
2Ist Century—first exhibited in Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya in 2000.
The exhibition brought more than 10,000 people a day into Tokyo's
fashionable Spiral Hall, enough to convince Hara and the NDC to
tour it abroad. In 2001, Hara brought it to the Lighthouse Museum
in Glasgow, and the next show will be at London’s Victoria and
Albert, in 2003.

For this project, Hara commissioned 32 of Japan's top creators to
redesign pedestrian objects. But the project was not developed to
propose actual new products. “Paper house” architect Shigeru Ban
re-designed toilet paper, a new, square-cored version that with every
“ka-chunk” around the roller reminds us to conserve resources.
Creative director and advertising genius Masahiko Sato did passport
stamps—a surprisingly powerful medium—with little planes
marked “arrival” or "departure,” pointing in different directions.
Lighting designer Kaoru Mende did "anniversary” matches, in

e .

which a twig lives another life as a light before dying. Final Home
fashion designer Kosuke Tsumura re-designed adult diapers as a
comprehensive wardrobe of super-absorbent underthings appropri-
ate for people of any age. Architect Kengo Kuma, an advocate of
‘invisible architecture’ did a cockroach trap that is functional, and
doesn't perpetuate the senseless association between an inviting
hotel and pest death. Each pairing of object and creator denotes the
seriousness of the project and the problem Hara sees with design
today: we have lost our faith in imagination. “We can make anything
with technology now, and yet nothing we create outside of ourselves
seems to even surprise us. We will find the astonishment and foun-
dation for a new phase of life, only within our own imaginations.”

Although every product was developed into a prototype, the pur-
pose was simply to focus on the gap—on the vast emptiness between
what these creators had proposed and what is available in super-
markets and drug stores. And then to praise that gap. Because it is
within that sacred, empty space that we will find design, which Hara
defines as, “Stimulating the very hopes and dreams of humankind
for a better life.” Not more convenient, not faster, but better.
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(Pg.34) lwafune-Mai Japanese rice packaging, 1999. Art Director & Designer: Kenya
Hara; Client: J.A. Iwafune

This was an attempt to sell rice with strict quality control, much like French wine. |
have added contemporary refinements to the traditional package form.

Pg.36-37 (spread) Catalogue for “IM (Issey Mivake) Product” (14.5 x 21.5 em, off-
set printing), 1997. Art Director & Designer: Kenva Hara; Photographer: Tamotsu
Fujii; Client: On Limit Co., Ltd.

Manufactured under licensing agreements, each IM Product follows different distri-
bution route, depending on the manufacturer’s market. To create a unified brand
image among these products sold separately, I edited them into the shape of a novel,
as a cohesive story of the world of IM products.

Pg.38 (4) Posters for “IM Product” (72.8 x 103 em, offset printing), 1997. Art
Director & Designer; Kenya Hara, Photographer: Tamotsu Fujii; Client: On Limit Co.,
Ltd

Pg.39 Magazine advertisement for "IM Product”, (29.7 x 46 cm, offset printing ),
1997, Art Director & Designer: Kenya Hara; Photographer: Tamotsu Fujii; Client: On
Limit Co., Lid,

Pg.40 A guidebook for Mukayu, a Japanese-siyle hotel, 1998. Art Director: Kenya
Hara, Designers: Kenva Hara, Rie Shimoda; Photographer: Tamotsu Fujii; Client:
Beniva Mukayu

This is a sales promotion tool for one of the highest quality inns in Japan. Flamboyant
advertising would bring a confusing mix of people to the inn, so it seemed important
to us to design a communication tool targeting an upper-class clientele. Like some-
thing that at first looks wasteful but in fact is extremely useful and beneficial, Mukayu
expresses this paradoxical Eastern concept in its design. As a result, the inn got the
response it wanted, and is doing excellent business.

Pg.41 Skeleton, a collection of Kenya Hara and Taku Satoh package designs, 1995, Art
Director & Designer: Kenva Hara; Photographer: Tamaotsu Fujii; Client: Rikuyosha
Pg.42 Book design: variations on a theme, 1992, Art Director & Designer; Kenva Hara;
Client: Kadokawa shoten

An ongoing book design series for novels by Kaoruko Himeno.

Pg.43 Please Steal This Poster ( Personal Essays), 1998. Art Director & Designer:
Kenya Hara; Client: Shinchosha.

Pg.44 (top & middle) Labels for Grace Wine, 1999. Art Director: Kenya Hara:
Designers: Kenya Hara, Rie Shomoda, Client: Central Winery Ceo., Lid.

Wine from the Yamanashi Prefecture—I used vertical Japanese lettering to convey the
atmosphere of “Japanese wine.” It was perfectly understood by the public, gained
popularity and is considered the highest quality wine in Japan.

Pg.44 (bottom) Label jor Dandelion Sake, 1999, Art Director & Designer; Kenya
Hara; Client: Mukawa-cho

This is a package design 1 did as a gift to the region boasting the most beautiful and
spacious fields of dandelion in all of Japan. More than a product, it is a communica-
tion asset. The label carrying the dandelion’s seeds suggests the meaning of sake as a
medium for distributing a message. | also proposed the idea for a dandelion liqueur.
Pg.45 Nikka Whiskey (Alambic) package, 1999. Art Director & Designer: Kenya
Hara; Client: Nikka Whiskey Distilling Co., Ltd.

This is one of almost a dozen bottle and label designs I've done to establish the brand
image of Nikka Whiskey, one of the country’s largest distilleries. For this brandy, 1
designed a simple, elegant bottle and label.

Pg.48 Japanese sake “Halkin" bottle and label, 2000. Art Director & Designer: Kenya
Hara; Client: Masuichi Ichimura Shuzo-jo

I designed a stainless steel bottle with a minimal, hand-made washi label for the sake
“Hakkin™ brewed by the Masuichi sake brewery in the Nagano Prefecture. The mir-
rored surface expresses “emptiness,” and the reflection of the surroundings in the bot-
tle becomes “nothingness.”

Pg.47 Nikka Whiskey ( Coffee Grain) bottle and label, 1992. Art Director & Designer:
Kenya Hara; Client; Nikika Whiskey Distilling Co., Lid.

The label is based on an image of a chalkboard at the entrance of a bistro. Designed
for whiskey connoisseurs, this package was a hit in Japan.

Pg.48 Posters for the play Contents of a Box, (72.8 x 103 cm, offset printing) 1989.
Art Director & Designer: Kenya Hara; Client: Tokyo Ichi-kumi

“Emptiness”™ is the concept for this poster. By placing numerous posters around the
theater’s neighborhood, we “produced” the peripheral space with the graphics.
Pg.49 (top, left & right) Takeo Paper World "92. Art Direcior & Designer: Kenya
Hara: Client: Takeo Co., Ltd.

Pg.49 (bottom, left & right) Tukeo Paper World "94. Art Director & Designer: Kenya
Hara; Client: Takeo Co., Ltd,

These posters were for a complex event targeting graphic designers, with exhibits pre-
senting paper things made with Takeo's new paper. To focus on originality, I created
abstract figures with no meaning, but which suggest a presence both common yet
strikingly impressive.

Pg.50 Kenya Hara exhibition posiers, 1995, Art Director & Designer. Kenya Hara;
Client: Ginza Graphic Gallery

If you present an empty object, people will fill it with their own meaning. Japan’s
national {lag uses the emptiness of a red circle to create a solid symbol. This poster
expresses my graphism, which uses the concept of “emptiness.”

Pg.51 Posters for the monthly magazine One Volume, [995-1997. Art Director &
Designer: Kenya Hara; Client; Asahi Shimbun

These posters carry the same image as the magazine’s covers. The objects have no par-
ticular meaning. These are abstract shapes I created as a metaphor for “One Volume.”
Though they are abstract, they have the texture of reality and give the impression of
being “something.”

Pg.B2 Works for the poster exhibition LIFE, 1994, Art Director & Designer: Kenya
Hara; Client: Japan Design Commitiee

LIFE was the theme for this exhibition. The visuals circulate and recur in the follow-
ing order: “life is there/there is a hope/grow with struggle/struggle for beauty/beauty
is life.”

Pg.53 Poster for the Expo 2005 Aichi (103 x 72.8 cm, offset printing), 2000, Art
Director & Designer: Kenya Hara; Hlustrator (forest): Takashi Ohno; Client: Japan
Association for the 2005 World Expo

There is no shining image for the future—with every technological advance the dis-
tance between ourselves and nature diminishes. This 21st century view of the future
may be close to the naive image of nature harbored by mankind in the distant past.
To express this message, I used motifs from botanical and zoological art drawn in
Japan 300 years ago. Please note: this is not superficial “Japonism.”

Hara Design Institute, Nippon Design Center, Inc., 1-13-13 Ginza, Chuo-ku Tokyo, 104-
0061 Japan. Tel: 81-3-3567-3524, Fax: 81-3-3564-9445, Email: haral@ndc.co.jp
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