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1. INTRODUCTION

Superflat, an art movement that gained momentum in the 
early 2000s has introduced a new type of contemporary art 
that is uniquely Japanese and made its theorist, artist and 
writer Takeshi Murakami a superstar in the Western art 
world. Superflat is based on the notion that there exists in 
contemporary Japanese culture, an inherent inclination for 
two-dimensionality. Superflat art is defined by its instantly 
recognizable aesthetic that utilizes manga and anime like 
graphics with flat appearance. The theory asserts inclination 
for two-dimensionality has its roots in traditional art and that 
the tendency is the product of post-war evolution of Japanese 
subculture which had been largely shaped by the Western 
culture1 Since its launch, the movement and its theory have 

1    Murakami, T. (2001) Superflat, Madora Shuppan

reverberated in the Western art world and prompted discussions 
about the contemporary Japanese culture and society. 

In terms of architecture, the term Superflat has been applied 
to describe works that seemingly focus on the surface or 
flattened aesthetics. The term ‘Superflat Architecture’ was first 
used by Taro Igarashi. In his article, “Superflat Architecture 
and Japanese Subculture” Igrashi asserts that the concept of 
Superflat goes beyond the art movement and applies to the 
Japanese contemporary architecture. Pointing to the works of 
leading Japanese architects, Igarashi argues that the current 
Japanese practitioners were immersed in the manga subculture 
in their adolescent and this has had shaped their sensibility 
over the years to pursue design aesthetics similar in style to 
manga, and this has shaped the architects’ inclination to focus 
on the expressive possibilities of the building’s skin.2 Igarashi 
in a subsequent article points to the buildings designed by 
the leading Japanese architects in Ginza as the evidence of 
inclination in Japanese architecture for flatness and asserts 
that Japan’s urban environments are moving towards flatter 
cityscapes.3 

Indeed, in the years following the launch of Superflat, the 
movement has blurred the boundary between various disciplines 
and has spread beyond the realm of the art, successfully merging 

2    Igarashi, T. (2001) “Superflat Architecture and Japanese Subculture”, 
Towards Totalscape, pp.97-101, NA Publishers

3    Igarashi, T. (2011), “The Post-Bobble City and Japan’s New Wave of 
International Design”, Japan Times, March 20
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with the global consumer culture. In terms of architecture, in 
recent years we have witnessed luxury brand buildings, such 
as Louis Vuitton and Dior designed by the leading Japanese 
architects that appear to possess the Superflat characteristics 
focusing on flat surfaces. These works, combined with playful 
design, highly sophisticated detailing, precision assembly, 
and primarily focusing on the exterior surface, have attracted 
a growing number of admirers around the world. Therefore, 
the notion of Superflat and far-reaching influence of the art 
movement has become an increasingly important element in 
contemporary architecture as it possesses the potential to shape 
the development of, and the trajectory of Japanese architecture. 

As such, this study was conducted to examine Igarashi’s 
assertion and the relevance of Superflat as a concept in 
contemporary architecture. As the theory is defined in broad 
terms, the study is organized into four parts with each section 
examining the issue from varying perspectives, including 
Japanese traditional and contemporary arts, architecture, 
and popular subculture seeking determine the relevance 
of the concept and the validity from each of the respective 
perspectives. 

The following outlines the study sequence undertaken in this 
paper. In section two titled ‘Superflat’, this study surveys the 
Postmodern Japanese art movement and its theory examining 
the movement’s multiple meanings, style and influences to other 
disciplines. The subsequent section three ‘The Theory and 
Japanese Architecture’ moves into examining the architectural 
implication of the art movement. Using Igarashi’s assertion as a 
starting point of the discussion, the study focuses on the works 
by the leading Japanese architects built in Tokyo in recent years, 
providing investigative analysis on the design sensibilities and 
techniques applied to the works. Section four, ‘Tracing the 
Lineage of Flat Aesthetic in Japanese Arts and Culture’, examines 
the core argument behind Superflat, tracing the theory to 
traditional Japanese arts of the Edo period. Focusing on the 
technics and methods of representations in traditional arts, this 
section cross-examines the characteristics of the traditional 
arts with contemporary arts and architecture, identifying 
the similarities and significances. In conclusion, this study 
provides an assessment of the relevance of Superflat theory as an 
architectural concept and the validity of Igarashi’s assertion.

2. SUPERFLAT

Takashi Murakami emerged as one of the most important 
Japanese contemporary artists in the past decades. He is best 
known for having coined the term “Superflat” which was 
presented to the Western audience as Superflat, first published 
as a catalog (fig.1) and a title of a group exhibition at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles in 2001 which 

Murakami curated.4 

Figure 1. Left: Superflat (2001) / Right: Flowers in Heaven (2010), both 
works by Murakami

The term Superflat describes aesthetic tendencies of Japanese 
artistic tradition and popular subculture in which works 
produced are devoid of perspective and hierarchy with all 
compositional elements existing equally and simultaneously. 
Superflat arts are characterized by flat appearance focusing on 
the surface, merging various layers onto flat plane thus creating 
flat appearance without depth.5 The movement has generated 
wide-ranging associations; including Murakami, Japanese artists 
Chiho Aoshima (fig.2), Hiro Sugiyama, Hitoshi Tomizawa, 
Kentaro Takekuma, Yoshinori Kanada, Henmaru Machino, Koji 
Morimoto, Katsushige Nakahashi, Yoshitomo Nara, Shigeyoshi 
Ohi, Masafumi Sanai, Chikashi Suzuki, Mome, Groovisions, 
SLEEP, 20471120 and Aya Takano have come to be associated 
with the movement since its launch. The theory asserts that 
there exists a lineage of two-dimensionality in Japanese art from 

Figure 2. City Glow (2005), Chiho Aoshima is identified with the 
Superflat movement and is a member of Takashi Murakami’s Kaikai 

4    Curated by Takashi Murakami and coordinated by Michael Darling 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, the exhibition 
featured group of Japanese artists using various mediums including 
computer animation, fashion, photography, video, manga, and 
sculpture. The show was the first Superflat exhibition outside of 
Japan and included artists, Chiho Aoshima, Hiro Sugiyama, Hitoshi 
Tomizawa, Kentaro Takekuma, Yoshinori Kanada, Henmaru 
Machino, Koji Morimoto, Katsushige Nakahashi, Yoshitomo Nara, 
Shigeyoshi Ohi, Masafumi Sanai, Chikashi Suzuki, Aya Takano, Mome, 
Groovisions, SLEEP, 20471120, and Takashi Murakami.

5    Murakami, T. (2001)
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the 17th through 19th century Edo era woodblock prints to the 
present in various forms of fine arts and commercial media - 
notably in a manga (fig.3) and anime.

Murakami first started to make Superflat paintings in the 
late 1990s by creating various images produced from the same 
prototype then arranging them in random on a flat plane. 
Murakami describes one of the major characteristics of the 
Superflat as having no ‘camera eye’ and no depth.6 His works 
purposely limited perspectives views allowing only a single 
view thus unifying various elements within the whole pictorial 
space. (fig.1) Since then, employing similar methods, Murakami 
produced widely ranging works including paintings, inflated 
sculptures, anime-like figures, wallpapers, digital animations, 
sneakers, and even fashion accessories. 

Since the early 2000s when he loudly announced his Superflat 
theory to the Western audience, Murakami’s works have become 
one of the most coveted items by contemporary art collectors, 
elevating Murakami as one of the most successful contemporary 
artists in terms of fame and commercial value. Similar to Roy 
Lichtenstein and Andy Warhol in the 1960s, Murakami mixes 
consumer products with references to art history and produces 
a wide range of works from his Hiropon Factory, like Warhol’s 
Factory. This aspect of Murakami’s work - blurring the line 
between high and low art with works appearing more like 
popular culture collectible merchandise than art - has attracted 
much criticism for perceived emphasis on branding and 
commercialization of artworks. Murakami, however, promotes 
the notion no distinction exists between high and low art and 
argues one must look beyond the seemingly commercialized 
appearance of Superflat and examine it from the much broader 
context of the Post-War Japanese culture and society to 
understand the theory and the works.  

In summary, the Superflat art movement embodies multiple 
meanings. First and foremost, the movement refers to the lineage 
of two-dimensional aesthetics in Japanese art dating from the 
Edo period to the present which has established an intrinsic 
inclination for flatness in the arts. Second, the movement also 
has been influenced by the Japanese subculture which emerged 
in the post-war period such as manga and anime. Third, the 
movement has blurred the boundary between high(fine) and 
low(commercial) art, and between various disciplines including 
fine art, digital art, film, graphic design, fashion, and product 
design, and has successfully infiltrated into consumer culture 
making it easily accessible, and merchandising the art in various 
forms for the general public. In terms of a style, Superflat is 
distinguished from other art movements primarily by four 
visual characteristics. Imagery relying on strong outlines, flat 
coloring, non-hierarchical compositional elements, and flat 
appearance focusing on the surface. 

3. THE THEORY AND JAPANESE ARCHITECTURE

3.1 Igarashi’s Assertion
Since its launch, the theory and the term Superflat have 

become a jargon applied to various conditions across different 

6    ibid

genres of arts sparking debates and analysis concerning the 
theory’s relevance to other areas. Michael Darling, chief curator 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago who has had 
helped coordinate Superflat exhibition working with Murakami 
in 2001, suggests that one of the appeals of the theory is in its 
capacity to move and bend to engage a wide range of issues from 
cross-contamination of high and low culture to a social critique 
of contemporary society7 

If so, can the Superflat theory be applied to architecture? 
Soon after the launch of Superflat art movement, one of the 
leading Japanese architectural writer, Taro Igarashi, applied 
the theory to explain the state of, and what he deemed as an 
emerging trend of flatness in Japanese architecture. He points 
out that in contrast to Hollywood during the postwar period, 
the Japanese entertainment industry largely focused on manga 
and animation. He asserts that the generations of architects 
who grew up in the decades following the postwar period were 
immersed in the manga (fig.3) and animation consequently 
was shaped with the inclination for flat aesthetics. He points to 
the prevalent architectural tendency which has had emerged 
in the 1990s, bigness. Igarashi argues the tendencies are aimed 
to eliminate or diminish three-dimensionality in architecture, 
and that this type of architecture is distinguished by its focus on 
the expressive possibilities of the building’s façade, as oppose to 
a formal exploration of building’s volume, which Igarashi calls 
2.5-dimensional architecture.8 

Figure 3. Left: Alien 9, Book One (2003) / Right: Milk Closet (2000), 
both works by Tomizawa Hitoshi. Manga is Japanese comics typically 

drawn in black and white and utilize patterned graphics, lines, and 
halftones.9

7    Darling, M. (2001), Plumbing the Depth of Superflatness, Art Journal, 
Vol.60, No.3, p.77, College Art Association

8    Igarashi, T. (2001)
9    The term manga is composed of the two kanji characters meaning 

“whimsical or impromptu” and “pictures. Manga are read by people 
of all ages includes works in a broad range of genres. Sales of printed 
manga books consisted 25% of total book-sale, and digital manga 
books consisted 80% of total digital book-sale in 2013 in Japan. Source: 
All Japan Magazine and Book Publishers’ and Editors’ Association and 
Anime News Network report 2013.
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Igarashi, in his subsequent article with reference to Murakami’s 
Superflat theory, points to Japanese architects’ increasing 
inclination to focus on the building’s envelope have created a 
new type of architecture and cityscapes in Japan. He asserts 
this trend has emerged since the collapse of the post-bubble 
economy led by the architects mostly born in the 1960s. Igarashi 
points to the buildings in Ginza designed by famous architects 
for luxury brands as the examples of design focusing on flat 
surfaces such as Aoki’s Louis Vuitton Ginza, Sejim’s Opaque 
Ginza, Inui’s Dior Ginza, and asserts such inclination has 
attributed to a flat cityscape in Japan which emerged over the 
past decades.10 

3.2 Examining Theory’s Relevance to Architecture
While the architectural inclination for flatness focusing on 

building’s façade could simply be interpreted as a stylistic trend 
which has emerged over the years, when examined against the 
stylistic characteristics of Superflat, it appears to suggest that 
Igarashi is making seemingly plausible assertion. 

In a recent article, citing Igarashi’s assertion, this author 
discussed the inclination for two-dimensional spatiality as one 
of the general architectural tendencies observed in Japanese 
architecture.11 Indeed, not just in Ginza but also in Omotesando, 
two of Tokyo’s most affluent shopping districts, the streets are 
lined with bulky buildings in the shape of a simple box with 
flat facades. While such design would normally produce a dull 
architecture, the buildings are anything but. With the buildings’ 
facades imbued with strong outlined imagery, flat coloring, 
non-hierarchical compositional elements, and flat appearance 
focusing on the surface, the characteristics share the stylistic 
tendency most frequently observed in Superflat art movement. 

Figure 4. Mikimoto Building, Ginza, Tokyo, Ito (2005)

In Ito’s Mikimoto Ginza (fig. 4) and Tod’s Omotesando (fig. 5), 
Inui’s Dior Ginza (fig. 6), Kuma’s Tiffany Ginza (fig. 7), Nikken 
Sekkei’s Yamaha Ginza (fig. 8), and Aoki’s Louis Vuitton Ginza, 
(fig. 9 and 11) the buildings possess a sense of bigness with flat 
façade focusing on the expressive qualities as opposed to the 
formal exploration of the building’s volume. These are the very 

10    ibid
11    Kim, L. (2019), Transmission of Shared Tendencies in Contemporary 

Japanese Architecture. Journal of the Regional Association of 
Architectural Institute of Korea, Vol.21, No.3, pp.133-134

characteristics of Superflat architecture as asserted by Igarashi. 
Further examining the building, one can also identify that the 
buildings share similar visual and spatial qualities, relying on the 
motif and graphic imagery applied to the façade with innovative 
use of materials, highly sophisticated detailing and assembly 
which attracts viewers with certain allure and intrigue. The 
building appears big, but when compared with other buildings 
in the area, they are not big at all; design devoid of formal 
exploration in the shape of a box with a flat surface contributes 
to the sense of bigness. 

The most intriguing aspect of these buildings is, and to a 
certain degree allows us to draw a parallel with the superflat 
theory, lies in its layering and manipulation of depth. A technic 
to imbue a sense of depth and layering that gets activated 
with the viewer’s participation. This inclination to focus on 
the flat facade – plane and surface – has created a condition 
that prevents the construction of visual depth and spurred an 
attitude of treating space as an assemblage of planes. These 
buildings often rely on the interplay between the surface and 
movement of the viewer to produce visual interest. Aoki’s Louis 
Vuitton stores, Inui’s Dior Ginza, Kuma’s Tiffany Ginza, and 
Ito’s Tod’s Omotosano for example, while appearing flat from 
a single-point-perspective, from a close distance, the viewer’s 
movement with gaze across the surface reveals layering, shallow 
depth of exterior assembly, and intriguing graphic effect. Where 
there are windows, they are pulled flush to the outer surface of 
the facade creating a flat plane. As the viewer moves near and 
across the building, the flatness transforms into an interplay of 
two or more materials, creating an alluring sense of layering. 

Figure 5. Tod’s Building, Omotosando, Tokyo, Ito (2004)

Tod’s Omotesando (fig. 5) suggests flattened outlined graphic 
imagery akin to trees in the forest in elevational view. The 
imagery on the façade gives a sense of layering; as if individual 
trees were drawn as lines then overlapping them, giving a sense 
of layering and depth but one cannot tell which is in front or 
behind, thus creating a sense of non-hierarchy with all elements 
existing equally with a sense of flattened depth. Moving closer 
to the building, the flatness is replaced by the interplay between 
the concrete and the void, exposing the shallow depth existing 
between the angled lines and the concrete surfaces shooting in 
various directions.

Inui’s Dior Ginza’s façade in elevation (fig. 6) appears almost 
like a sheet of printed gift-wrap paper adhered flat to the 
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building’s volume. In black and white with lines and halftones 
graphics, the elevation utilizes the technique frequently found 
in manga. When approached, the building reveals sophisticated 
detailing and assembly with two layers of perforated panels. 
As the viewer moves, a shallow depth between the layered 
panel assembly is revealed, and the perception of the patterned 
imagery gets altered as the viewer moves along the façade.

Figure 6. Dior Buidling, Ginza, Tokyo, Inui(2004)

Figure 7. Tiffany Building, Ginza, Tokyo, Kuma (2008)

In another example, Kuma’s Tiffany Ginza (fig. 7) contains no 
hierarchical elements in composition with the façade consisting 
of identically sized and colored square glass panels. The facade 
appears flat in elevation, but when approached, shallow depth 
is revealed through the angled recess and protrusion of the 
individual panels in random order. Further intrigue is added on 
the façade with seemingly shattered and disjointed imagery of 
the building on the other side of the street reflected in the glass 
façade, which in effect deconstructs the façade into many non-
hierarchical elements existing equally in the disorderly pattern. 

Figure 8. Yamaha Building, Ginza, Tokyo, Nikken Sekkei (2010)

In Nikken Sekkei’s Yamaha Ginza (fig. 8), the facade appears 
much like a monitor screen displaying a video game from the 
1980s. While appearing flat in elevation, when approached, the 
building’s skin gives off a sense of shallow depth as the semi-
reflective panels begin to project reflective silhouettes of the 
moving figures and the buildings across the street.

Figure 9. Louis Vuitton Ginza (2004), Jun Aoki 
Building’s shape is reduced to its simplest form - a box - with windows 

pulled flush to the building’s facades, and the façade treated much like a 
blank surface where various elements exist equally and simultaneously. 
Without hierarchy, the elements are merged creating a flat appearance – 

essentially employing Superflat technique.

In Aoki’s Louis Vuitton Ginza (fig. 9), architecture becomes a 
simple box that focuses on the surface with the expressive play 
of graphics and patterns. A decade later when Louis Vuitton 
Ginza was re-modeled (fig. 10), Aoki takes a similar approach 
with layered panel assembly and shallow depth, the motif 
consists of two geometrical shapes layered as one and in various 
sizes, composed and existing equally on the surface, devoid of 
hierarchy and flat. The design method and the look of the façade 
are similar to Superflat art. (fig. 11) Only when approached, the 
façade reveals shallow depth between the two layers of metal 
panels creating an intriguing play of shadows on the surface.

Figure 10. Louis Vuitton Ginza (2014) Jun Aoki

All these buildings appear to have been designed, primarily, 
from two sets of views with the intention to present flattened 
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appearance in elevation and layered appearance with shallow 
depth in approach. Examining the buildings selected for 
this study, one can concur with Igarashi’s assertion that the 
buildings tend to express the bigness of the volume and focus 
on the expressive qualities of the flat surface. However, the 
inclination itself does not necessarily imply that this shared 
design sensibility was inherently conditioned by the lineage of 
traditional art.

Figure 11. Superflat Monogram (2003), Takeshi Murakami

One plausible explanation for the tendency might be that the 
emergence of the minimalism in the 1990s had offered many 
an alternate approach to architecture. In Japanese architecture, 
it is a widely shared view that the collapse of the economic 
bubble had profoundly reshaped the architectural landscape in 
Japan, and how architects pursued commissions and practiced 
architecture. This was especially true for the younger generations 
of architects who were faced with the reality of working in 
a depressed economy and lack of project commissions. For 
them, having witnessed such a speculative and frenzied culture 
of excess in the 1980 and early 1990s, as they were starting to 
establish their practice, the mindset had been altered. Gone 
are the spectacular and widely experimental works and design 
commissions with enormous budgets that epitomized the 
ostentatious bubble period. What followed by all accounts in 
the Japanese architecture community, was the emergence of 
a modest and restrained architecture. With scarcely available 
design commissions limited mostly to single-family homes and 
small commercial projects, architects took a more modest and 
pragmatic approach to architecture. 

In the late 1990s Japan, with the emergence of minimalism, 
the architects started to show preferences for simple and clean 
aesthetics stripping away the excess. This type of buildings often 
results in architecture that is expressed as a simple box which 
in turn puts greater importance on the building’s facades and 
details. Thomas Daniell, an architect and writer, points out that 
the minimalistic Japanese architecture first started to appear in 
the 1990s and subsequently influenced younger generations of 
architects. He calls attention to architects such as Junya Ishigami 
and other Japanese architects’ obsession to create buildings in 
utmost simplistic form often producing a building in the shape 
of a box with windows pulled flush to the outer surface with only 
a joint separating glass and façade’s skin with window frames 

hidden behind the skin or non-existent.12 Such minimalistic 
design, of course, creates a flat appearance, and as well, requires 
an extraordinary level of work and precision in detailing and 
construction.

The minimalistic box architecture is also spurred by the 
building regulations limiting area and height which makes 
simple and box-shaped buildings most efficient in terms of 
maximizing allowed floor area in the most economic way 
where the land value and the construction cost are extremely 
high. Also, in brand stores such as Louis Vuitton and Tod’s, 
windows are not necessarily desired, therefore the architects 
enjoyed the freedom to treat the building’s envelope separately. 
In addition, a desire to incorporate media screens, billboards, 
signage, and various information displays, spurred screen-like 
flatness in commercial buildings. The result is newly emerging 
urban landscapes in cities like Tokyo where homogenous 
quality is being established; streets full of buildings consisting 
of flat vertical planes aligned filled with images, graphics, 
screen, signage continuously connecting vertical planes into the 
distance, and depth and hierarchy are lost. 

From a design perspective, this tendency not only shifts 
architecture’s focus from formal exploration to formal simplicity 
but also shifts the focus from expressing the building’s 
internal use to outer appearance. This is a drastic departure 
from modernist architecture when architects were primarily 
concerned with the form in which the design process became 
formal exploration – juxtaposition and superimposition 
of forms aimed to create a sense of hierarchy, depth, and 
perspectives. This process often relied on linking the exterior 
with the interior in its formal exploration, thus expressing the 
interior function on the exterior. 

As examined in this study, these architects appear to be 
rethinking the concept of building’s envelope, treating the 
façade as an entirely separate element from its internal function. 
In other words, the facade design does not reveal anything 
about the spaces or the use behind the envelope. For example, 
similar to Inui’s Dior Ginza where the façade in elevation appear 
almost like a sheet of printed gift-wrap paper adhered flat to 
the building’s volume, in Aoki’s Louis Vuitton Ginza (fig. 9, 10), 
the architect treats the façade much like a piece of a paper sheet 
in which a graphic gets applied. In some ways, the exterior gets 
treated much like an elegantly designed gift-wrapping or boxing 
for luxury brand merchandizes not revealing the content inside, 
and is separate from the gift it contains. 

Such architectural inclination to treat the building’s envelope 
separately from the internal program may have more to do 
with Japanese cultural sensibility than architectural philosophy. 
David Beynon suggests Japanese sensibility distinguishes a 
surface from the content and points to Kimono (fig.12) as an 
element that embodies this sensibility. Kimono serves much 
like a wrapping, and it shifts the issue of fashion away from the 
shape of the body and draws attention to color, pattern and 

12    Daniell, T. (2008), After the Crash: Architecture in Post-Bubble Japan, 
p. 21, Princeton Architectural Press, 2008
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decorative detail.13 If we are to accept this assertion, such a 
notion does reveal how a cultural sensibility may condition an 
architectural approach. In other words, in terms of architecture, 
this suggests internal function or the contents of the building are 
inconsequential to the exterior and how the surface gets treated.

Figure 12. Kimono – the Japanese traditional garment serves as a 
‘wrapper’ on a person’s body and restricts the body (content) from being 

revealed. Best kimonos are considered textile art.

4. TRACING THE LINEAGE OF FLAT AESTHETIC IN 
JAPANESE ARTS AND CULTURE

4.1 Early Edo Period Art
The theory that there exists an inherent inclination for flatness 

in contemporary Japanese architecture, as asserted by Igarashi, 
borrows its core argument from the Superflat art movement 
founded by Murakami. In describing his theory, Murakami 
traces the influence of traditional Japanese art in various 
forms of contemporary Japanese art. Specifically pointing to 
the woodblock prints and paintings, known as Ukiyo-e (fig. 
13) which flourished from the 17th through the 19th centuries, 
Murakami asserts that there is a lineage of two-dimensionality 
from the Edo period to the present citing two-dimensional 
characteristics of manga and anime for example. 

Figure 13. Utagawa Kunisada II, “Kashiwagi” (1848-54) 
Ukiyo-e: depth and space simulated through the merging of layered 

elements

13    Beynon, D. (2012) Superflat Architecture: Culture and Dimensionality, 
Interspaces: Art+Architectural Exchange from East to West, p.4

The term Ukiyo-e translates as “pictures of the floating world” 
expressing the Buddhist idea of the transitory nature of life. The 
practice emerged in the late 17th century when artists developed 
a style utilizing outlined forms carved onto woodblocks 
allowing mass production. Ukiyo-e was integral to presenting 
Japanese arts and culture to the West in the 19th century 
leading to Japonism which influenced the early impressionists 
in Europe. The two distinctive qualities of Ukiyo-e are in its 
outlined forms and 2-dimensionality where depth is simulated 
through layered placements of figures and landscapes, and 
isometry like representation where elements of similar size 
would be placed on top of another or located lower within the 
composition making it appear closer to viewer’s perspective. 
This method of representation allowed a sense of depth within 
a picture consisting of elements that are essentially depicted as 
flat. It was particularly effective in vertically orientated paintings 
and folded screen paintings which consist of panels in a vertical 
orientation. 

Art historian and premier authority on Japanese esthetics, 
Tsuji Nobuo connects present-day anime and manga to early 
Edo period picture scrolls in Japan. Nobuo asserts Emaki, early 
Edo period Japanese illustrated handscrolls, was responsible 
for introducing an element of time as scrolls were unrolled by a 
viewer and a narration unfolded at a pace of viewer’s choosing.14 
Nobuo in his book Kiso No Keifu which translates as “The 
Lineage of Eccentricity” argues embrace of anime and manga in 
Japanese society is indicative of rebirth Japanese representative 
culture and the world “manga” was originally used in the Edo 
period to describe works of loose sketches and later became 
widely used word in the early Showa period.15 

With the development of reproducible media, manga 
flourished as a popular subculture, and with the invention of 
film, manga evolved into what is now known as anime. Initially 
inspired by the European animators in the early 20th century, 
the Japanese animation industry developed greatly during the 
American occupation era which introduced American popular 
culture including Disney animations. But unlike the Western 
animation which is primarily produced for children, Japanese 
anime targeted all ages and produced in various genres which 
contributed to its massive popularity. 

In his exhibition catalog and manifesto Superflat, Murakami 
points to Nobou’s assertion and connects his Superflat theory 
to traditional Japanese arts.16 Referencing Emaki, traditional 
horizontal handscrolls, Murakami asserts flattened way of 
representing and perceiving space are uniquely Japanese 
conditioned by the traditional arts and culture. Superflat is 
based on the notion that all creative works on a flat surface are 
two-dimensional regardless of how perspective is represented. 

Such notions by Nobuo and Murakami offer an intriguing 

14    Nobuo, T. (2001) Early Medieval Picture Scrolls as Ancestors of Anime 
and Manga, Births and Rebirths in Japanese Art, ed. Nicole Coolidge 
Rousmaniere, Leiden, Holland, Hotel Publishing

15    Nobuo, T. (1969) Lineage of Eccentrics Matabei to Kuniyoshi English 
translation published in 2012, Kaikai Kiki Co. Ltd 

16    Murakami, T. (2000)
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perspective into the buildings examined in this study. Similar 
to how the early medieval picture handscrolls introduced an 
element of time directly involving the viewer, the buildings such 
as Dior Ginza, Tiffany Ginza, and others require the viewer’s 
participation in which the movement of the viewer transforms 
the reading of the architecture and the element of time is 
introduced which reveals the narrative of the design. 

4.2 Post-war Evolution and Popular Subculture
Takeuchi Yoshimi wrote after Japan’s defeat in World War II 

that “if the Orient had not resisted the West, it would never have 
been modernized and yet the Orient had to modernize and 
adopt things from the West in order to resist it.”17 While many 
in the West perceive Japan’s modernization as an embrace of the 
Western culture, Japan has uniquely preserved their heritage and 
culture deeply rooted in its sensibility. Consequently, Japan as a 
nation represents a strange parallel of economic globalism with 
cultural isolation. In the years following the defeat in World 
War II, Japan was able to develop economically and politically 
in isolation from external disturbance, and this allowed diverse 
subcultures to emerge and proliferate. 

Hiroki Azuma in speaking about Superflat points out that 
the theory and its arts convey a tendency emblematic of the 
larger Japanese postmodern condition – a world with no 
transcendent dimension.18 In many ways, Superflat’s success 
coincides with the marketing of and proliferation of Japanese 
popular cultures to the Western audience. By any measure, Japan 
possesses considerable cultural power globally with widespread 
popularities of manga, anime, games, fashion, J-pop, cuisine 
and architecture. Often called the Empire of Popular Subculture, 
Japan as a nation exhibits a diverse range of subculture which 
emerged, and proliferated since the post-war. 

Figure 14. Cool Japan Festival banners (2015) 
A national branding initiative, Cool Japan was adopted by the Japanese 

government with the aim of exploiting the success of Japan’s culture 
industry to promote overseas advancement of soft power.

In recent years, however, with the rise of China as an 
economic superpower and emergence of South Korea as a 
competitor, Japan has been feeling the nation’s inefficiencies in 
the past decades. In the midst of economic decline during the 

17    Yoshimi Takeuchi was a Sinologist, a cultural critic and writer. 
Quoted in Sakai, N. (1989) Modernist and its Critique, Miyoshi and 
Harootunian, p 116

18    Azuma, H. “Superflat Japanese Postmodernity” MOCA lecture, April 5, 
2001

Lost Decades19 following the collapse of the economic bubble, 
loss of global power, aging population, regional decline, and 
geopolitical problems, Japan sought to reassert the nation’s 
power. Having witnessed the enormous success of Hallyu20 
which transformed the perception of Korea within Japan and its 
economic and political potentials, Japan identified the culture 
industry as one of five potential areas for growth21. With the 
aim to reinvent Japan’s brand, politicians and government 
bureaucrats conceived “Cool Japan” (fig.14) – a cultural 
and political strategy to distinguish, brand and engage the 
international audience and market. “Cool Japan” adopted Japan’s 
popular subculture such as kawaii (cute), manga, and anime as 
strategic branding tools. Considering the early success of Japan’s 
cultural exports of kawaii, manga, and anime, the approach 
appeared to be a sensible one. 

It is in this context in Japanese contemporary arts, led by 
Murakami, the Japanese artists adopted what many critics regard 
as a commercial strategy to exploit the success of Japanese 
popular subculture, particularly manga and anime, and enjoyed 
the success in the West. With manga and anime representing 
one of the most widely embraced popular subcultures from 
Japan with far-reaching influence to other genres, including 
dramas, films, literature, video games, characters, products, and 
toys, exploit of the medium was a strategic one which paid great 
dividends, particularly in the Western market. 

The Japanese artists’ utilization of sub-culture as an artistic 
medium was in the making years before the launch of Superflat 
in 2001. Mariko Mori, for example, has long worked with 
the themes and characters influenced by cosplay, manga, and 
anime since the early 1990s often using herself as the subject. 
Many of her works, often produced in photography, video, and 
installation, also possess futuristic and urban themes using 
Tokyo as the backdrop. 

From architecture and urbanistic perspectives, Japan’s most 
popular anime export at the height of the nation’s rise to the 
economic superpower in the bubble era, Neo Tokyo (1987) 
and Akira  (1988) provided a postmodern and idealized 
futuristic vision of the metropolis. And in Blade Runner, the 
film preceding Akira (1982) by Ridley Scott, captivated many 
with futuristic images of the metropolis. Massive populations, 
neon lights, supertall buildings, a web of elevated roads with 
obvious references to Tokyo were imprinted in the minds of 
the audiences across the world when thinking about Japan’s 
sprawling capital. These images of “Neo-Tokyo” not only helped 
to create a brand image of urban Japan but also shaped its own 
identity for the urbanites. In some ways, the world of manga and 
anime, through the creation of a futuristic vision of urban Japan, 

19    The term “Lost Decades” refers to the two decades of economic 
stagnation with persistent slow growth and deflation in Japan 
following the collapse of the economic bubble in the early 1990s

20    “Hallyu” is commonly used term to describe popularity of South 
Korean entertainment and culture emerging to become global 
phenomenon

21    Amano, Tomomichi (2010) “How to Promote “Cool Japan”” The Wall 
Street Journal, 14, June 2010
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picked up where Metabolist had left off from Osaka World Expo 
in 1970 and offered a continued futuristic vision for generations 
of artist and architects.

In addition to manga and anime, another medium that 
has had influenced the generations of artists and architects 
is computer graphics in which those born in the 1960s were 
uniquely exposed and conditioned. Murakami asserts how the 
early years of computer graphics displayed superflat spatial 
quality similar to manga and anime.22 The exactitude of using 
assertive lines and patterns of computer graphics is most 
evident in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This was a period 
when computer graphics were in their infancy, and arcade video 
games were instrumental in developing various methods of 
portraying three-dimensionality at a time when the hardware 
lacked computing power and the software lacked the capability 
to produce realistic three-dimensional space. In this period, two 
methods were frequently employed to portray space and depth 
– isometry and layering. Utilizing pictorial representation of a 
space in which the scale along each axis are drawn same without 
foreshortening, isometry offered an efficient and simple way to 
depict space and depth with controlling object moving linearly 
in x and y-axis, or the actual background moving linearly with 
controlling object in a constant position to create a sense of 
movement. (fig.15) As pointed out by Beynon, this method of 
representing allowed the background space to essentially remain 
as the constant element without having to adjust to the viewer’s 
position which would require constant processing with heavy 
computing.23 

Figure 15. Left: Arcade Game Q*bert developed and published by 
Gottlieb in 1982, the game uses isometric graphics to create a three-

dimensional effect. / Right: Galaga arcade game simulates a controlled 
movement through a spaceship moving linearly in the x-axis and the 

background (stars) continuously moving downward in the y-axis.

Layering, another method for depicting depth, is simply using 
outlined forms in two-dimension with depth being simulated 
through the layered placement of the elements - positioning 
and overlapping of elements to portray a sense of depth 
where elements of similar size would be positioned lower and 
overlapping another element to create a sense of perspective. 
(fig. 16) This way of representing space within the confine of 
a monitor screen is remarkably similar to the Edo period arts 

22    Murakami, T. (2005) Geijutsu Kigyo Ron (The Theory of Art 
Entrepreneurship) Gentosha, Japan

23    Beynon, D. (2012) p.5

Emaki and Ukiyo-e. As well, anime employ similar techniques 
to video games for portraying depth and movements. Often 
various elements within a scene are constructed as layers of 
planes and elements overlapping one and another to create 
a sense of depth in a picture, and while rest of layers remain 
frozen, selected element would slide linearly to create a sense of 
motion, or via gradual diminution or enlargement in the size 
of the element or figure to create sense of motion away from or 
toward the viewer and also to create depth within a scene.

Figure 16. My Neighbor Totoro (1988) Hayao Miyazaki 
Various elements of the scene constructed as overlapping layers with 

movements of the figures simulating space and depth, but the rest of the 
elements remain frozen.

Considering that many of the leading Japanese artists and 
architects that were born in the 1960s and the early 1970s 
either grew up, or spent formative years within an environment 
saturated with anime, manga and video games, it is a reasonably 
plausible notion that those generations were conditioned to a 
flattened sense to depth and space with inclination for multi-
planer layer of surfaces and images.

However, with regard to Superflat and the notion that 
contemporary Japanese arts and to a larger extent Japanese 
postmodern culture represent a tendency emblematic of 
intrinsic flatness of traditional Japanese art appears problematic. 
The assertion represents a single-mindedly simplistic approach 
as Murakami’s theory is almost exclusively based on the analysis 
of image and its structural composition within a scene. 

Thomas Lamarre in his writing on Japanese anime points 
to the techniques of layering and argues that Superflat theory 
implies certain complexity of requiring multiple layering thus 
producing sense of depth and space but crushes them, collapsing 
all elements and layering to achieve non-hierarchical or equal 
appearance in which the background and the foreground 
appear as important as the figures they contain.24 In this sense, 
Superflat represents what can be considered a mere method of 
flattening and reducing, or eliminating altogether, a hierarchy of 
layers thus images are assembled with a flat structure. And this 
aspect of Superflat – standardization of techniques for creating 
flat structure – becomes a point of criticism for absences of 
philosophical and rational systematization. 

24    Lamarre, T. (2009) Animation Stand, The Anime Machine, University 
of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis
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The plausibility of Superflat depends on acknowledging 
that traditional Japanese arts and traditional westerns arts 
are fundamentally different in their structural compositional 
tradition and that manga and anime represent a lineage of 
traditional Japanese culture and their characteristics have greatly 
shaped the development Japanese contemporary arts. Superflat 
theory points to a linage of Renaissance’s early application 
of perspective in Western arts in which spatial structure and 
composition rely on one-point, linear or geometric perspectives. 
These traditions have carried on to modernity in each respective 
art between Western art and the Japanese art with a strict divide 
or opposition between the two. This, Murakami asserts, is one 
of the fundamental differences between Western tradition and 
Japanese tradition that primarily relies on flat or planer structure 
which evolved from ancient tradition to contemporary Japanese 
arts and popular subcultures.25

4.3 Otaku and Generational Sensibility
The term otaku, modern Japanese slang, translates to “geek” 

or “nerd” and is typically used to refer to people obsessed with 
manga and anime. Otaku culture is identified as being distinctly 
Japanese culture which emerged in the 1980s. Many academics 
point to otaku culture as one of the most important and relevant 
factors in the analysis of Japanese contemporary culture as it had 
far-reaching influences to various genres of popular culture and 
arts over the past decades.  

Figure 17. Right: Superflat First Love (2009), Scene from Takeshi 
Murakami’s short film for French luxury brand Louis Vuitton 

/ Left: Louis Vuitton character beg designed by Murakami.

Similarly, the notion of Superflat art and architecture as 
asserted by Murakami and Igarashi respectively stakes much 
of its argument in connecting the development of Japanese arts 
and architecture to Japan’s postmodernity and the otaku culture. 
Both Murakami (born 1962) and Igarashi (born 1967) point to 
their own experience and claim their generations belong to the 
group that has been conditioned by the otaku sensibility and 
connect the inclination for flatness to the fusion of Japanese art 
tradition and postmodern subculture. This assertion warrants 
a much broader examination of the socio-psychological 
evolution of post-war Japanese identity as, in essence, the theory 
suggests Superflat is the cultural successor of post-war Japanese 
tradition. In other words, Supeflat theory asserts that otaku 
culture represents the evolution of Japanizing a culture that has 
had been once thoroughly shaped by American popular culture 

25    Murakami, T. (2000)

after the war. Azuma defines otaku culture as “domestication” 
of post-war American culture and collective expression of post-
war Japanese nationalism from decades of cultural invasion 
which traumatized generations of Japanese.26 If we are to accept 
Azuma’s assertion, by extension, Superflat also represents 
Japanization of American pop culture and socio-psychological 
development of post-war Japanese identity. 

  Since the launch of Superflat and his theory, Murakami has 
faced much criticism within Japan for the use of otaku culture 
for validation of his theory. Fujihiko Hoson, considered by 
many as Japan’s most famous and influential manga creator, 
has been one of the harshest critics of Murakami for his exploit 
of otaku culture for merchandising Superflat art. Murakami’s 
use of otaku culture also brought criticisms from the Japanese 
arts and culture establishment for undermining education, 
public morality, and national intelligence.27 The criticisms have 
had little impact on Murakami’s use of otaku culture, and the 
success of Murakami and Superflat artists particularly in terms 
of commercial value in the West. Murakami’s relationship with 
the French luxury brand Louis Vuitton (fig. 17), for example, 
which started in 2003, proved to be one of the most lucrative co-
dependency between fashion and art – merchandising of high 
art as collectible projects. The inaugural multicolor monogram 
collection by Murakami has become as iconic as the famous 
luxury brand - a must-own item - and made Murakami himself 
a celebrity within the fashion industry.  

5. CONCLUSION

Since its launch, the theory and the term Superflat has 
become a widely used jargon across various genres and invited 
discussions about contemporary Japanese society, proving to 
possess the capacity to engage wide-ranging issues and various 
conditions within Japanese culture from historical, cultural, 
commercial and sociological perspectives. Superflat, it could be 
argued, represents sensibilities of Murakami’s generation, and 
is very specific to those born in the 1960s and the early 1970s. 
Therefore the theory provides only partial explanation of, and 
development of Japan’s post-war culture. The theory also appears 
to have little relevance to emerging generations of artists and 
architects. Murakami’s generation grew up with the American 
culture but viewed it with a sense of western exoticness. 
Today’s Japanese youth seem hardly able to distinguish the two 
as the boundary between American and Japanese culture is 
increasingly becoming blurred. The generation gap in Japan is 
huge.

What appears to certain is that since Superflat was presented 
to the Western audience in 2001, there has been much hype 
and inflation of the term’s use, serving as one-word concept 
propagating itself, often misrepresented or misused to theorize, 
or to explain postmodern Japan to the West. Jun Aoki says 

26    Azuma, H. “Superflat Japanese Postmodernity” MOCA lecture, April 5, 
2001

27    Kinsel la,  Sharon (2000) Adult Manga: Culture & Power in 
Contemporary Japanese Society, Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press
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Superflat was embraced by the West due to its “easy-to-
understand packaging of Japanese exoticism”, and is a “simple 
strategy for the international art world” adopted by Murakami.28 
Whether this assertion is valid or not, it does suggest how 
the Superflat has served to promote and gain the commercial 
value of its chief theorist and the movement. Some point to 
Murakami's book Geijutsu Kigyo Ron (The Theory of Art 
Entrepreneurship) as evidence of Murakami’s exploit of Japanese 
exoticism 29 

Simon Donna, creative director of Barney’s New York - an 
American chain of luxury department store, in describing the 
appeal of, and the success of Superflat Louis Vuitton collections 
which combines traditional Japanese aesthetics with post-war 
Japanese subculture, suggests that the appeal of “art couture” 
lies in esoteric luxury markets, which “signify informed 
consumption. They say: I am not just a shopper, I’m a groovy 
shopper”.30

Many in the art world are critical of a blatant merging of high 
art with the luxury brand. Examining recent trends, as glaringly 
evident in the works of Jun Aoki and others in the streets 
of Ginza and Omotesando, the architecture world appears 
to have caught on with the idea. Putting aside its relentless 
commercialism, as a theory, Superflat appears to present a 
plausible concept. However, Superflat fails to provide sufficient 
evidence to support the theory as it applies such assertion 
encompassing broad conditions and issues. Superflat focuses 
on a specific period, examines the condition of the nation, and 
claim there exists an inherent inclination for flatness within 
Japanese culture. Such sweeping assertion and the theory relying 
on a catchword inevitably requires over-reaching assumption 
and generalization, which without a doubt has contributed to 
the theory’s hype as well as exposing its frailty. 

However, the real value of Superflat lies not in the theory’s 
validity but in its relevance. Superflat art and its theory is 
reminder how art is an important part of, and a mirror of 
culture as the theory engages one of the most difficult periods 
in modern Japan as the nation underwent major cultural and 
societal changes after the defeat of World War II followed by 
American occupation which reshaped Japanese culture and 
identity over decades. Superflat is also relevant because of its 
ability to cross-pollinate between various genres and engage 
wide-ranging conditions and issues within Japanese culture and 
society. 

28    Jun Aoki quotes from newspaper article, “Superflat World”, Bruce 
Wallace, Los Angeles Times, October 28, 2008

29    Murakami, T. (2005) Geijutsu Kigyo Ron (The Theory of Art 
Entrepreneurship) Gentosha, Japan. The book, an autobiography, 
explains how Murakami become a multi-millionaire in just eight 
years. He asserts Japanese art market is backward and that in order to 
succeed as an artist, one needs to break into the Western art market 
with a strong business strategy.

30    Simon Donna quotes from newspaper article, “The Artist’s Fall 
Collection”, Ruth La Ferla, The New York Times, November 8, 2007
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