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Interview: SUGIURA Kohei (Graphic Designer)

Date : Wednesday 10 February 2016 Place : Sugiura Kohei PlusEyes

Interviewer : KITADE Chieko (Curator, 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa)

From commercial designer to graphic designer: the Japan
Advertising Artists Club exhibition and first encounter with

Awazu Kiyoshi (late 19505s)

Kitade Chieko (“K”): Awazu Kiyoshi won the Japan Advertising
Artists Club (JAAC) Award in 1955, and you won it the following
year, 1956. Your activities as designers appear to progress
in parallel until you moved to Ulm in 1964. Your and Awazu’'s
graphic design work, however, is entirely different.

Sugiura Kohei (“S”): Complete opposites. Polar opposites...we
can say. Several theses have been written saying the new
Japanese graphic design movement began in the late 1950s,
and in them, Awazu Kiyoshi and | are frequently depicted as
a kind of focus of confrontation. In an introductory Yomiuri
Shimbun article dated August 2, 1961, Awazu’s style and my
style were defined as contradistinctive in character. Whereas
Awazu was “folkish and biological,” | was “modern with a cosmic
vision.” It was, probably, an article written by OOKA Makoto. In
those days, Ooka was a Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper journalist,
and he wrote using a pen name. ")

K: You contributed greatly to the development of Japanese
design after the war, and particularly that of graphic design. It
was, | think, a difficult undertaking far beyond our imagining,
however.

S: It can be called the embryonic period of graphic design, and
we faced a veritable mountain of unknown issues we had to
tackle. If you cannot see the problems, you cannot challenge
them or find answers. Around when we began doing design, the
problems were piling up in all directions, 360 degrees around
us. It was a time when no matter which one we chose, we could
find a fruitful answer if we tackled it with all our might. It was an
era when the territory yet to be pioneered was still enormous.
These days, graphic design is something quite common, but
at the time, it was called commercial design, and prior to that,
zuan (designing) or isho (design). Awazu’s and my appearance
coincided with the juncture when commercial design became
graphic design, and such labels went from kanji to kana loan
words.
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The late 1950s and early ‘60s was the very start of Japan’s
economic growth. The nation had just come out of the starting
blocks... It was such a time. Propelled by this, the industry
began to demand that the old concepts of zuan and isho be
thrown out. It was a time when Japan was at the threshold and
opening to the world. There was a new flow of information from
overseas. Awazu and we others were the generation that first
deeply inhaled this new information from the world.

K: What occasioned your application for the 1956 JAAC
exhibition? Also, what kind of reputation did the JAAC have at
the time?

S: | graduated from Tokyo University of the Arts, where | studied
architecture, so | was almost not aware how important the JAAC
was as a gateway for a designer. In my university days, | liked
and respected the richly poetic work of YAMASHIRO Ryuichi.
On leaving the architectural department | went directly to work
under Yamashiro. | showed him a record jacket design as a
sample of my work until then. ¢ " Yamashiro at that time told
me, “Sugiura, this work is something | want you to submit in
the next JAAC exhibition.” Not knowing what that was, | made

Fig. 1
Sugiura Kohei, LP Jacket, 1956
[8-item set design]
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no clear answer, but Yamashiro took charge and even chose a
work for me to submit. And upon submitting it, | won the JAAC
Award. As such, | came to get involved in the JAAC without
really knowing what kind of organization it was.

During the award reception ceremony, just after | received
the award, the fellow walking beside me announced, “I also
won that award, last year.” That was Awazu. It was our first
encounter.

My house was in Higashi-Kitazawa (Setagaya ward), and at
the time of my JAAC Award reception, | was living with my
mother and family. My father had died in the year | entered art
university. Awazu was employed in the promotional department
at Nikkatsu (film company), but he came to my house almost
every evening. Every time we met, he would tell me about the
state that design was in—the current situation of design, where
design needed to go in the future, what the JAAC was, about
the old-timers of the zuan design world, and so on. We would talk
until late at night. That was our relationship.

It was Awazu’s habit, if someone caught his interest, to spend
all his time hanging out with that person. Whenever my mother
said, “I will make an extra portion of food for dinner tonight,
just in case,” Awazu was sure to show up. Other young people
too who had won awards at the JAAC also frequently came by,
as if drawn by Awazu, wanting to known who was hanging out
and what kind of things could they expect to happen in their
future. UNO Akira, HOSOYA Gan... successive winners of the
JAAC Award gathered night after night. We were not particularly
forming a group, though...

In my case, | was briefly employed at Takashimaya department
store, but thereafter, | only worked independently without
joining any groups or companies. Awazu also quit Nikkatsu and
went independent. Hosoya was active at one of Japan’s leading
advertising companies at the time, Light Publicity. Other people
from Light Publicity would frequently come with him to my
house. In other words, with my house as a center, all kinds of
dynamic people gathered just like eeltail catfishes collecting in
a ball.

K: You said you were the first generation to absorb information
from overseas. What was your access to it?

S: Books—the books that began to be imported from overseas
and books in Japan. | worked hard in order to be able to buy
books. There was a bookstore named Tokédo with a main store
in Kyébashi that handled imported books from Western Europe
and the USA. There was a middle-aged woman, Ms. Kawai, who
would pack a big rucksack full of books and bring them back,
and she introduced us to all kinds of books we knew nothing
about. If it were not for her tremendous efforts, young Japanese
graphic designers and architects would have woken to the
world much later. She was a connoisseur with a passion for
individual designers, and chose books smartly. The books were
each very expensive, so they were hard for us to buy. Naturally,

Tokodd made a profit on this, | think.

K: Was there a book that particularly influenced you, among
them?

S: In those days | read nearly a thousand books, so there
were quite a few. To give one example, there was Kepes’'s The
New Landscape, which was a book version of an exhibition.
Awazu Kiyoshi was also deeply influenced by this book. When
thinking about visual communication, we unfailingly referred
to the photos in that book. It featured numerous scientific
photos obtained with the scientific technology of the time, from
microcosms to macrocosms. It was the manifestation of Our
New World we had never seen before. At the time, if wanting
to collect scientific photos such as these, we could only turn
to scientific magazines with bad quality printing. Art books,
needless to say, never went into such depth. It was around
1958 when | obtained it. It took about a year to import such a
book in Japan--- Before the World Design Conference, we felt
very excited when looking at the immense visual world in this
book. It was a book that changed our perception of the world.

K: Both you and Awazu became JAAC members a year after
winning the award and, soon after that, judges.

S: In other art groups, the teacher-student relationship was
strong, so it was hard for young people to come to the fore.
The JAAC, however, was a young group and a new group.
The thinking of KAMEKURA Yusaku and other core members
was, to the contrary, to make it an open organization that
actively brought in young people and transcended generations.
Kamekura, in the early period of the JAAC, sought to appoint
as judges people having close relationships with people in all
cultural fields, who valued thinking that transcended ideology
and left or right. In this context, his eye went to younger
generation designers like Awazu, me, and TANAKA I|kko. Not
long after receiving the prize, | too became a judge along with
Awazu.

Many art groups and artist groups had factions, but the JAAC
was a comparatively open, democratic organization. Still,
there was one basic problem. The JAAC was a nationwide
organization and had personal connections with people in
regional Japan. When designers chosen by regional judges
were passed up in the nationwide judging, there would always
be petitioning and appeals after the judging, and these
unavoidably had to be accepted. While true of any art group,
this trend was especially strong in the JAAC at the time. We
young members were always taking up and protesting this
problem of excessive leniency that lacked fairness.

Then, should the act of designing be focused on commercial
design?... This was another problem. The implicit understanding
| had with Awazu was to be anti-commercial. We did almost
no commercial design. To do commercial design you had to
belong to a design company and take work from that company’s
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parent company, and the design fee was figured in as part of
the advertising cost. Designers working in this environment
benefitted economically. Among those in our group who made
names, only Awazu and | stood in revolt against this, and we
carried our determination all the way through.

You might think it easy to “Stand in revolt and do design work
all alone,” but in actuality, pressure was put on us and rumors
went around, and if you did not have gumption, you could
not survive like they do today. By joining forces, we endured
somehow through the late 1950s into the ‘60s.

An example is the establishment of the Japan Design Center.
This was a move to round up people of clear talent in order
to further the progress of advertising design in support of
commercial industry and create a design company. A central
core, like the Keidanren, was formed, and big name Japanese

companies invested and created it. HAMAMURA Atsushi
(OGAWA Masataka) of the Asahi Shimbun and other critics
took part, and an effort was made to socialize commercial
design, that is, lend support to corporate enterprise in the rapid
economic growth period and change Japan in all aspects of
society. Awazu-Sugiura did not take part in this. We did cultural
work instead, or else we stood with the public and did critical
work and made a lot of effort. We were a tiny minority.

From around 1959 when we became judges in the JAAC,
the opinion also arose that design should try to contribute
to society. Then, in the 1960s, the World Design Conference
opened, and the entire Japanese design world came wide
awake... Such was the situation.

Awazu and Sugiura form opposite design poles and, at the same
time, do collaborative work: toward the 1960 World Design

Conference (late 19505s)

S: Around when Awazu was often visiting my house, we
collaborated in doing works for the JAAC. Awazu would
draw and design the pictures himself, but when it came to
introducing text in the design, he would say that Hosoya
Gan and | were better, so we would use his pictures and
design the textual elements... There were several such
jobs. In those days, we met almost every day and talked
freely about our thinking and our methods and how to view
international design... and so on. As such, when | looked at
his pictures and said “You should make it more like this,”
he would incorporate my advice, and he would also look
at my works and give me advice, saying “why don’t you try
this?”

K: You and Awazu together created posters for the Japan

Council against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs in 1959, Fies2
( Figs. 3)

S: The radiating lines were my design. The line drawing
suggesting heaps of skeletons and the drawing like a
picture of an atomic bomb were Awazu’s. It was originally a
more clearly defined picture, but | told Awazu, “You should
erase the lines a little,” and had him erase the lines little
by little, and it became an illustration that suggested faint
breathing. | printed a pattern of radiating light over the top
of that.
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Fig. 2

Awazu Kiyoshi, Sugiura Kohei,

Hiroshima no Koe wo Sekai hel / The 5th World Congree
against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs / The Japan Council
against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs, 1959

[poster design]

Fig. 3

Awazu Kiyoshi, Sugiura Kohei,

Gensuibaku kinshi + Kakubuso Hantail / Hiroshima / The Japan
Council against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs, 1959
[poster design]

K: Next, in this museum’s collection we have a collaboration
by you two: hiroshima nagasaki document 1961 Fie-¥

S: We created it, actually, during the hot summer days of
1960. The TOMATSU Shomei photograph was a tori-oroshi
(quantity ordered by the publisher), and we used a DOMON
Ken photograph, Hiroshima, already on hand. | recall that
this book, too, was probably begun in a period concurrent
with the World Design Conference. Tomatsu had an
excessive character, the type who grew extremely angry if
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Fig. 4

Awazu Kiyoshi, Sugiura Kohei,
hiroshima nagasaki document 1961, 1961,
The Japan Council against Atomic
and Hydrogen Bombs

[book layout and design]

you altered any part of his photographs. Still, he went along
almost entirely with our instructions without any arguments.
That job had prominent coordinators. Photographic critic
SHIGEMORI Koen. The art critic SEGI Shinichi. Segi first
introduced the work for the Japan Council against Atomic
and Hydrogen Bombs to us. Also, the poets HASEGAWA
Ryusei and SEKINE Hiroshi. As it turned out, these people
in advisory roles just created the general framework, and
it was Awazu and | who did the actual work assisted by
Hosoya Gan’s apprentice at Light Publicity, SHIMURA
Masanobu.

K: Judging from the front cover, it appears to be your work.

S: The geometric patterns on the cover are, of course, my
work. Awazu did not do work like this using a compass.
Still, when creating a book like this, the borderlines
between who did what grew fuzzy. As a result, what we two
did was continually talk about the compositional method,
that is, the kind of story to follow in creating the book. The
publisher, the Japan Council, borrowed a house for us to
use as a workplace, so laying out photos on the floor of a
Japanese-style room, we shuffled the order of the photos
and pages and deliberated.

When Tomatsu Shomei came by, he would say of his own
photos, “This is junk,” and kick the photo print out of the
lineup. Awazu and | did the main work, and sometimes
Sekine Hiroshi or Segi Shinichi helped out. YAMAMURA
Shigeo managed the overall project as the council’s
permanent secretariat.

K: You participated as a panelist in the World Design
Conference, and Awazu represented graphic art in the
preparatory committee. Was it Awazu who chose you as a
panelist? How did you come to be a panelist?

S: | was a panelist in the World Design Conference,
and Kamekura Yusaku and | were the graphic design
representatives. KUROKAWA Kisho was at the core of
the young architects, at the time, and was a key player
presenting the problems; he was like the Awazu or Sugiura
of the architectural world. The preparatory committee
undertook creation of the basic concepts and programs
for the World Design Conference. Awazu was thereafter
taken into the Metabolism group along with people of the

preparatory committee.

Awazu was, in fact, quite good at “getting into character.”
For example, my previous wife, now dead, told this story.
When | was speaking at a meeting one day, she had
seen Awazu listening and nodding. But then, at the next
meeting, which | did not attend—my previous wife was
there, though—she heard him making the same statements
| had just made in his own words, and she came home very
surprised... This kind of thing happened.

Awazu, if he heard another person’s opinion and felt
deeply in agreement, would instantly absorb that opinion,
personalize it, and make it his own. He could go into
anything and transform himself in a way that was purely
Awazu. There was an Awazu Kiyoshi who successively “got
into character” in different roles... (although he later did
things like assume the name “Fu-ketsusai” [“impure”]). |
always felt deeply moved by this aspect of his character,
but sometimes, he showed a two-facedness or many-
sidedness that made you wonder. His position on things
was always changing. In a certain sense, however, this
was his talent or genius, we can say. He would become
Ben SHAHN, become Kurokawa Kisho, become KOMATSU
Sakyo... Again and again he would transform himself.

One thing that occasioned such transformation was
his encounter with the people of Metabolism during
the World Design Conference. The Metabolists ideas
accumulated inside him... | think we can say. I, too, at the
time encountered a great many people and continually
underwent strong influences but was not skillful like Awazu
at “getting into character.” “To get into character”: this was
Awazu's special trait, and if we look at how he changed in
each era, we can see what was in the background, what
the source of that was. This is his interesting aspect.

Then also, the world metabolism in those days was a
very biological and organic keyword. It had this dynamic
translation—shinchin-taisha. Architecture before then had
been hard, solid concrete and glass with sharply angular
spatial compositions. In contrast, the thinking (advocated
by Kurokawa Kisho and KIKUTAKE Kiyonori) concerned
images of biological change, such as changing the time
series and introducing pliancy, and it directly influenced
illustrations in the Awazu-style. At the same time,
subsequent to Awazu’s developing organic elements in his
pictures, the people of Metabolism in many cases felt that
a direction was being shown.
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Social conditions and the role of Design: After the 1960 World

Design Conference

S: The World Design Conference represented a
reorganization of Japan’s total design world, which lacked
unity until then. There was useful mutual exchange and
transformation, and opinion exchanges were started
with people overseas. The Conference occasioned the
reorganization and diversification of the Japanese design
world... this is certain. As a result of my being scouted by
people from Ulm School of Design in Germany who had
come to Japan, at that time, | was invited to Ulm in 1964
and went to teach there.

Looking back on it now, | am sorry | did not fulfill my role as
a panelist more sufficiently. At the time, one way to change
society was the standpoint of a new culture of technology.
This was still in the days before computers, but | remember
arguing that design must also change by introducing new
thinking for governing overall society, such as cybernetics
and other things at the leading edge of the technology.
Design grounded in Japan and design according to
an Asian grammar... such issues were still out of reach
(although | would engage them after my return from Ulm ...)
From late 1959 to early ‘60, | began in my way to undertake
methods different from what | had previously used. One
was my starting the Tokyo Gallery catalogue design work
in 1961. While using a square format, | brought in different
kinds of publications and paper qualities to fit the works
of artists and designed each one separately. The concept
was not to bind them. Even when | was in Ulm, | continued
designing them long distance, and | continued creating
them in the same shape and size throughout the 1960s, one
or twice a month. Also, in my design of magazine covers
and so on | was giving practice to new methods | had
learned at the frontlines of publishing. For example, how
to express a three-dimensional object on two-dimensional
paper, the easiest method being to give it shadow... this
sort of thing. When shadow is put in, things drawn on
two-dimensional paper appear to stand up like three-
dimensional objects... this realization. The World Design
Conference poster | created in the 1960 was a design
emphasizing this shadow principle. 9%

Graphic art is work expressed on two-dimensional paper,
but my work, from the initial period, was three-dimensional
or multi-dimensional in concept. Putting it simply, it is
possible to shuttle between architecture, which is three-
dimensional design, and two-dimensional graphic design.
From an early period, my work had this three-dimensional
character quite strongly, we can say. This is a method
that was not used in zuan design before then. | had studied
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Fig. 5

Sugiura Kohei,

World Design Conference. 1960
[poster design]

architecture, so it was easy for me to imagine that kind of
multi-level design method, | believe.

Then, | went to Germany two times, in 1964 and '66. A
theme | had continually talked with Awazu Kiyoshi about
even before going to Germany was the question of “will a
true design be forthcoming from Japan?” Explaining this
would take too much time, so | will be brief. The West’'s
brick-laid society is like a building of stone. Each brick has
a clear form and angularity. When building with bricks, you
can make architectural structures of varying shapes. When
dismantling them, as well, you simply remove them one
by one. This kind of building with bricks, if we look at it in
the context of West’s so-called analytical, logical society,
successfully realized a society formed of a great many
individuals, in other words, a civil society... we can say.

On the other hand, what Japan undertook after the Meiji
Restoration was to import that Western culture as it was
without really looking at how the bricks were laid one on
another with hardship and trouble. Japan simply spread
a layer of plaster over the outer wall surface and called
that civilization. What | absorbed and felt the most, on
going to Germany and living in its civil society, is that
solid foundation that created science and created art. The
bankruptcy of Japan’s false Westernization, which lacks a
true foundation, has become apparent in the decades from
the 1970s until today, in all aspects of Japanese society.
How can Japan continue to modernize in such a situation?

Soon after | returned from Ulm in 1967, Japan began
preparing for the Osaka Expo. During that stage, the
“futurology” that Komatsu Sakyo, KATO Hidetoshi, and
HAYASHI Yujiro constructed led by UMESAQO Tadao got
a start, and people from Metabolism also come to take
part. As a result, the group undertaking the Expo was an
extension of the people on the preparatory committee for
the past World Design Conference. Central to the argument
of futurology in the 1970s was a sense of pride that Japan
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had caught up with and surpassed Europe. In other words,
the results of the Expo and Japan’s high economic growth
were a world achievement... this kind of awakening. In my
eyes, having come back from Germany where civil social
awareness and democracy solidly supported everyday life
like a brick structure, this appeared rather strange.

After returning from Ulm, | had fewer opportunities to meet
with Awazu. Our ways of thinking, design methodologies,
and standpoints had clearly diverged, | realized. The
kind of thing | just mentioned was something you had to
experience to understand. And having experienced it, you
had to think it through and find a future direction. | came to
seek a perspective and design standpoint in the antithesis
of high-level economic growth, this being Asia’s non-
Western vision of nature and the creation of form.

K: Among the works that Awazu showed in the graphic
design exhibition “Persona” held in 1965 was a set of 33
items silkscreened on nearly square paper having motifs
like the design prototype he established in the late 1950s.
Our museum possesses a draft of that design. On that draft

Sugiura Kohei's View of Graphics

K: You and Awazu differ in stance and methodology, but
if there is something you share in common, that would be
music, | felt. Am | wrong?

S: | have liked music ever since | was a small child. | never
saw Awazu listening to classic music, though. Among
designers, if you say jazz, that would mean Tanaka lkko.
If you say classic, that would mean me, who felt close to
contemporary music. In Awazu’s case, rather than music,
it was theatrical, cinematic--- shall | say. We can correctly
say that he came to music and sound by way of the
theater, | think. Then, there are also his movie title designs
and activities at Sogetsu Art Center, and so on. At the

end of the 1950s, Awazu created posters for the theater

Fig.6 Fig.7)

group Nekrassov ¥ and Bandits Running through the Wind 197
He undertook performances from the 1970s. Awazu and | almost

never had any discussions about music.

K: Looking at your graphics work, one senses vibration,
rhythm, swaying motion, and rippling expanding waves,
and multiple directions.

are written the names of a total 16 people under the heading
“To my friends.” Included are poets, architects, musicians,
critics, photographers,film directors, playwrights, graphic
designers, and novelists, and next to each design sketch
your name and names of those “friends” are inscribed.
The names Kurokawa Kisho and ISOZAKI Arata are also
included. It is assumed that, for Awazu, these are close
friends or else people who influenced him. ©®

S: That may be true. As for Isozaki, | came into his
acquaintance first in our graphics activities. | was also
named by KATSUMI Masaru to the design team creating the
various symbols and athletics events building guidebooks
for the Tokyo Olympics, and | was the one who introduced
Isozaki to Awazu at the time. As it turned out, | went to Ulm
without taking part that time, and Isozaki never took part
either.

Fig. 7

Awazu Kiyoshi,

Bandits Running through the Wind / Yomiuri
Hall / SHIN SEISAKUZA, 1957 [poster design]

Fig. 6

Awazu Kiyoshi,

Nekrassov / Hitotsubashi
Kodo 7 Shinkyo gekidan. 1956
[poster design]

S: If we speak of laying out photographs, for example, a
photograph is something that must not bound and fixed in
a book. This is because the order will change each time,
depending on the editing perspective—time order, order of
people appearing, or order of a central theme. Also, if they
are bound, yes, a book is something you can read from the
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front or the back, but still, this special device of binding
at the spine, compositionally, fixes the order so that it
cannot be changed. Also, the double spread page will
become one unit, so the left page and right page will differ
in importance. Problems of framing and order come up. As
such, | wanted a photographic collection to be something
essentially freely re-orderable in any way the purchaser
would like. The book design where | actually put this into
practice was KAWADA Kikuji's The Map. ©9® In this book,
all the pages are double-page spreads. By folding the
opened page in the reverse direction, you can change the
order of the photos and completely change the way you
look at the book. By placing the photos in a changeable
composition, | sought to produce a design that gave more
flexibility to the relationships between the photos.

K: In an article by TOMIOKA Taeko published in the September
1968 issue of Bijutsu Techo, your approach is described as
“lazy for the receiver of the communication” and “blunt.”
Concerning this, it states that by “approaching from behind”
and “going upside-down to present an object-like form,” the
viewer is brought to “pursue a visual image based on an
object.”  To notice that variability is something high level
and difficult, | think. When one figures it out, though, the
element of surprise and joy is increased many times.

Note

Fig. 8

Sugiura Kohei

Kawada Kikuji ‘The Map".
1965,

Bijutsu Shuppan-sha
[book binding]

S: Design, in a certain sense, has to be something that
surprises people. When first seeing it, one should receive
an impact of a different dimension, so much so that one'’s
view of life changes. If the viewer does not think, “Wow,”
when taking it in hand, there is little value in creating it.
This why Awazu and | endlessly pursued a “dimension shift”
able to surprise everyone. It is simply a sheet of paper, but
it can at times change one’s life, can lift a person’s heart
up from the ground. To create something having this power

. is probably what both Awazu Kiyoshi and | sought to do.

K: You continually talk about “what is design?” and “thinking

about how design should be.”

S: Naturally. From the first time we met, Awazu and | had
as our common language this question of “Design is what?”
That is, not “Design is this” but rather “Design is what?” We
made it our challenge to pursue “Design is what?” which
means something forever undefined and up in the air. It
is a theme | continually investigate even now. As such, in
any design work we have done, the question of “Design is
what?” underlies everything from the first page to the last.

(edit: Kitade Chieko)

1. Information from the August 2, 1961 Yomiuri Shimbun article was provided by
USUDA Shoji. Also, concerning details of Sugiura Kohei's activities, refer to Usuda,
Shoji, Sugiura Kohei no dezain (“Sugiura Kohei’'s Design”), Heibonsha Shinsho, 2010.

2. Gyorgy Kepes, The New Landscape in Art and Science, Paul Theobald and Company,

Chicago, 1956.

3. Refer to the plate on page p.69.

4. Tomioka, Taeko, “Sugiura Kohei—Chikaku no meiso-sha” (“Sugiura Kohei—
Meditator on Perception”), Bijutsu Techo, (September 1968 issue / No. 302) pp. 128-
135, Bijutsu Shuppan-sha.

Fig.1,5,8: Courtesy Sugiura Kohei Plus Eyes
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