lkko Tanaka

the graphic master

1930, Kyoto

Born in Nara
~1947, Kyoto
Studied Ancient Japanese
Art at the City College of
Arts and Textile Design at
the Univeristy of Fine Arts
1952, Tokyo

Joined the Sankei
Shinbun Press as
a designer

1959, Toyko

Designed poster for
World Commercial Design
Exhibition

1960, Tokyo
Joined the Nippon
Design Center as one of

the founders
1963, Tokyo

1970, Osaka

Designed posters for
Government Pavillion
(History of Japan) as art
director of the Seibu Group
at Expo 70

1980, Tokyo

Besides Tanaka’s strong, clean and impactful
compositions on graphical designs, his life in others’
mind seems as unacceptable desire to work, which
makes him like an all-day machine running on creating
visual impacts. As a pluralist designer, Tanaka’s design
can be seen as a perfect fusion of the simplicity of
Japan symbol and the complexity of the Western
symbol. Jeremy Aynsley, professor of Design History
from the University of Brighton, wrote about Tanaka’s
incredible efforts on his book Pioneers of Modern
Graphic Design: A Complete History, “His designs
combine a respect for tradition and spirituality, both

of which are customarily accorded great value on
traditional Japanese style, with a fascination with
modern excellence in materials and technique”
(Aynsley 196). Through out his life till 2002, Tanaka is
not only awarded by his incredible works on visual and
communicational arts, but also his contributions on the
development of the modern art and design society in
Japan and Asia.

1964, Tokyo

Established the Tanaka Design Atelier Designed for the Toyko Olympic
(later the Ikko Tanaka Design Studio) Games (including posters,

logotype and medals)

1981, Los Angeles

Designed poster and catalogue for Nihon Buyo posters Design
“Japan Style” exhibition at the V&A

Became art director of MUJI

1985, Tsukuba

1996, Tokyo

Designed symbols for Expo 85 Designed World City Expo 96

2001, Tokyo
Left Muji

2002, Tokyo

Died at the age of 72

19593 THIAH- 7RI W% =& 6FSF—v Ef padi

LU

RAET A

B 79700274 ONEIT BI0% 3SR

World Commercial Design Exhibitio

1959, Tokyo, Japan

Although Tanaka is not the first master in using the
Japanese typography onto the graphic composition,
he is definitely a pioneer on mastering each
characteristic of the grid-like Asian typography onto
his modern geometric designs. Such collaboration of
“old and modern” brings up an interesting comparison
of modern Swiss style spirit marrying the traditional

Japanese moji (letter).

According to Caroline Roberts’ Graphic Design
Visionaries, “There was a strong Modernist influence
on Japanese design at this time, strengthened further
by the World Design Conference held in Tokyo in
1960, which featured speakers such as Saul Bass,
Josef Muller-Brockmann and Herbert Bayer” (Roberts
181). Yusaku Kamekura, a dominant figure in the
20th century Japan design society, aimed to gather
domestic designers and expose their goodness

for developing the following trends on designs and
aesthetics. Also, as the World Commercial Design
Exhibition will be held in Tokyo, 1959, Tanaka helped
design a strong composition of typographical graphics
for the exhibition (display on previous page), which is
one of his famous example on pioneering typography
on to graphical matters. On this masterpiece, Tanaka
intended on using variety of different arrows as
subject-hood pointing toward different angles to
illustrate a dynamic and complex business feature,

Typographical
poster designs

types are well neatly lineup at the bottom telling all the
information needed. This is an example of featuring
the International Swiss Style design.

Moreover, as Tanaka was being so successful on
mastering typographic posters, years later he also
developed posters for Kimono Exhibition held in
Tokyo 1991 and his exhibition held at the Ginza
Graphic Gallery: Imagination of Letters, 1993. Different
than his poster of the World Commercial Design
Exhibition, these two later development have no text
lining up somewhere to demonstrate information,
instead, Tanaka masterfully incorporate text onto the
forms. Curvy and fluid-like patterns were set on to

a geometric form of the kimono background, texts
were inserted into the patterns showing and hiding
parts of the “moji” which is the title of the exhibition.
And the strokes from “moji” are also an interesting
element for the Imagination of Letters, as Tanaka said,
“‘Japanese letters are incredibly diverse...Writing

can be vertical or horizontal, old or new, Eastern

or Western-the styles abound” (Tanaka ggg.com).
Indeed, Tanaka’s exploration of the essence of letters
give an impression of a new form of communication
and a uniqgue image. His modern sense on graphical
design was not about to take the old tradition away,
but to elaborate it onto another level of fineness.
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Kimono Exhibition Imagination of Letters
1991, Tokyo, Japan 1993, Tokyo, Japan

Nihon Buyo

UCLA
Asian Performing Arts
Institute 1981

Los Angeles
Washington, D.C.

New York

Top

Nihon Buyo

1981, Los Angeles, USA

Bottom Left Bottom Right

Close-up of Japan The New Spirit of Japanese Design: Print
1985, London, UK 1984, New York, USA

Close-up of Japan London 1985

TS GROUP

The New Spirit of Japanese Design: PrintG

The 1980s was an unforgettable decade for Tanaka in
life. In 1981, nine of the Japanese graphic designers
were invited by UCLA to design posters on promoting
Japanese Noh theater, traditional dance, Kyogen and
other traditional arts. Tanaka, as one of the invited
designers, innovated his best-known poster for the
Nihon Buyo Performance, referring to a traditional
Japanese performing art that can be a mixture of dance
and pantomime by geisha (traditional Japanese female
entertainer). On Tanaka’s cultural subjects, he created
head and shoulders out of stark and geometric forms
on girds, which make up the geisha’s hair, face and
clothes. Colors are in strong contrast for distinguishing
and livening each element of the subject, it is a typical
of simplicity and elegance outcome of Tanaka’s
creations and recreations on marrying old content with
new society in a modern manner. Philip Meggs was an
American graphic designer, art historian and author of
the book A History of Graphic Design. He wrote about
Tanaka’s poster of the Nihon Buyo, “color planes are
arranged on a gird to signify abstracted and expressive
portraits, and these visages have remarkable individual
character and personality” (Meggs 451-453). It is
agreed that Tanaka not only succeed on marrying past
and present in graphic compositions that were strong
and clean, colorful and playful, but also mastered on
using negative space and text to arrange information on
a very neat and elegant way. (other displays are later
designs on promoting Japanese tradition spirit as well)
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“When | think of Tanaka, there is an image | always associated
him with: that of a mountain”, said by a poet Takahashi Mutsuo
on Meggs’ Six Chapters in Designs (Meggs 242). In metaphor,
Ikko Tanaka is a gentle, sloping mountain that accepts all the
climbers, his exalted effort and spirit made him more like a
culture creator rather than just design master.
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Through his works, the most intensive feelings that brought

to the viewers are his bold and fearless imagination with the
expression of conciseness. For his forty years of design activities,
it is obvious to see the sense of advocating simple and concise
on Tanaka’s palette, which is not about something dramatic or
Rococo, is a spirit of full of vitality, pure and ease.
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i In 1980, Tanaka took “the most appropriate form to show the nature

of the product” as the guiding theory to develop the idea of Muji with
GINZA SAISON THEATRE the marketing consultant Kazuko Koike and the interior designer
Takashi Sugimoto. Muji was born as an antithesis to the consumer
society and also as a criticism to such a situation of the “labelizd”
products. Caroline Roberts also talk about Muji on her book Graphic

. . . Design Visionaries, “the products were functional and elegant, and
November 13,1999 - February 29,2000 Famous fashion designer Issey Miyake also the packaging and graphics were minimal - although many were

St Dt rOUrUBLYES: speak about Tanaka, “when | studied graphic p 9 g. 9 .p . . 9 y ,
. . . designed by high-profile designers, they remained anonymous

I S S Y M I Y A K E design, Tanaka is ready a godlike presence of . .. [

E . . (Roberts 181). Therefore, the creation of Muji is aimed to created

man to me, his work also deep impressed and . ) ,, p .

. . am environment of “goodness” and “no mark”.
unforgettable in my mind...no matter what he
did he always ruled himself in a very strict and
serious way, so his works mean a lot and can be
said that the creation of the era” (Miyake).
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Left Bottom Left
Theatre Poster Parco Theatre of “Music Today”
1991, Tokyo, Japan 1975, Tokyo, Japan

Bottom Right
Ginza Saison Theatre
1986, Tokyo, Japan

VIaE APAOFFT—h 77 SRENTwepla=X SOERIERF-SRER—F AL VRS
fm =T £ WA A R = P B k257 S—AAATHARL TS ek B0 kR
FANRTA RS D Sl Fe e S S k3 2] AVEERA PN P AN R D
[ = T Lt i e o i WS TR -
W PR i e Wi FLOA AT TN
A0 EREE—— P Adad BLL=AL S NETT TREE- TP EFS— b
e G Al D N ] WREATRANST PR LS e P ey AT ST =
1T — = = R (AT Ty Ao f e Tl
RN P 7 B i [ L E1 A= F=lew E—h A7 BT
-l L F & : LE F el ¥ T
FAOE I WAY Lk L - AR T EETT TR O L
FRREA- P ISV REr T wirfe b BF P ST H ¥ l
=g oy W E A=z T CAPALIPEST—F— F—FARFT T R~EERTT
BPSFOAT PR F BRSO DTNk FARRsh M IR P AL TS HH
s B B Y el 26 3 T NEERTY—TE R

ey {I"‘

o’ YT

Making Things

Tanaka, who is one of the proposers and designers to present the
Japanese graphic design world of the 20th century, he helped on
expressing the spiritual part of Muji as an art director for over 20
years until his death. During his occupation in Muiji, Tanaka not only
contributed on designing posters for brand promotion and identity,
but also designed the kanji logotype - “@EEIR&", which is a new
invention of the typeface design for Muiji, and the romaniji “MUJI”

is Helvetica bought from the Linotype Company. Indeed, Tanaka’s
perfect collaboration of “EENR&" and “MUJI” again, proved his
masterful atheistic and ability on both graphic and typography.
“Even though Mr. Tanaka passed for over 10 years, Muiji is still
continued on explore ‘the fell of good living’ through the simplicity
of life and aesthetics” (muji.com).

In addition to Tanaka’s many posters and
booklets for cultural organizations, he is also
interested in incorporating graphical aesthetics
with the modern fashion and commercial
industries, like his works for big fashion brand
Issey Miyake and Hanae Mori and the famous
cosmetic company Shiseido.
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Graphic Design Visionaries
Caroline Roberts

Accordion designed by nytimes.com/ikkotanaka
Xiaoling Cai NEU2016 muji.com/ikkotanaka
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Pioneers of Modern Graphic
Design: A Complete History
Tanaka was already a movie fan when he was a child and he even made his own posters for film in youth, so that may Jeremy Aynsley
be the reason why his poster designs for the theater seems like a meant-to-be on his career. Tanaka’s posters for the
Saison and Parco theatre were also playing Eastern content onto a modern Western manner. Braid as an object with
irregular curves makes the rich organic and geometric layout, and this dynamical element was also being used by

Tanaka in other works of theater posters as well, as an identity, symbol and key subject.

Six Chapters in Designs
Philip B. Meggs

The poster for dance group is also an strong composition of collaborating graphics with types. The dancer’s foot is
easy to recognized on the center against the blue background and Tanaka intellectually used the red bar to organize
type and the subjects, the color of red is transfe.r.rlng from the. bottom. to the humap foot as the dancer s tog d|pp|n.g Bottom Relevant posters designed during 1980-2001 as art
onto the edge of the red bar. The other composition for the Ginza Saison theatre is also an clean and tidy illustration of ACE GALLERY NEW YORK lssey Miyake director in Muji, also included logotype and several
modern graphical design. B e 1999-2000, New York, USA products designs.

Posters of Muji (this and the following page)






