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The renowned Japanese art-
ist Takashi Murakami intro-
duced his Superflat manifesto
in 2000 in the catalogue for
a group exhibition of the
same name, which he curated
at the Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, Los Angeles. His
art theory suggests a Tleg-
acy of flat, two-dimension-
al imagery in Japanese art
history, reflected in manga
and anime. Unlike the West-
ern focus on depth, this
art movement emphasizes flat
surfaces and planes of col-
or. Murakami also used Su-
perflat to comment on postwar
Japanese society, arguing
that distinctions between
social classes and popular
tastes had “flattened,” cre-
ating a culture with Tlittle

separation between “high”
and “low,” between art and
consumerism. Here, he talks

with the French art critic
and curator Jérdme Sans
about the evolution of art
and society from his Japa-
nese perspective.

JEROME SANS — You’re seen
as an icon of Japanese con-
temporary art — the “Japa-
nese Andy Warhol.” Do you
feel comfortable with this
comparison?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I believe
that American and British
Pop Art emerged as concepts
and works that “popped
up” with the prosperity of
countries that won World
War II, thriving economi-
cally in the postwar period,

as their backdrop. That’s
why I'm not particularly
fond of the term “Japanese

Pop.” In the Tate 1980s, Ja-
pan experienced the benefits
of the bubble economy, but
that prosperity was by no
means something we Japa-
nese earned through our
own efforts. It was more a
prosperity as ephemeral as
a mirage and that arose in
a fleeting moment by sheer
chance, and it never truly
“popped up” — vrather, it
completely collapsed after-
ward. It was in this context
that I coined the term “Su-
perflat,” so when people call

me “the Japanese Warhol,’
I must say, “No, no, no.”
Warhol emerged in a coun-

try that had won the war,
while I was born and raised
in a country that was de-
feated. Our starting points
are fundamentally differ-
ent, and that’s something
I want to clarify first.

JEROME SANS — Why did you
evolve from an obsessive man-
ga iconography to monsters?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — To be-
gin with, I was a student
in the Nihonga (a Japanese
style of painting) depart-
ment at Tokyo University of
the Arts, where I studied
historical paintings. In my
third year of university,
our class went to Kyoto to
study classical art. Over
the course of about two
weeks, I was shown a vast
number of paintings from
the Edo and earlier periods,
and got imprinted with the
idea that I was to learn the
history of Japanese paint-
ing. Now that I'm older,
I can say that what was al-
most physically ingrained in
me back then has started to
overflow from within.

JEROME SANS — Are these
monsters driven by a form
of ancient mythology, or
are they a metaphor for to-
day’s world?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI
climate 1is temperate and
humid, with frequent rain-
fall and abundant sunshine.
As a result, grass grows
rapidly, and insects, small
animals, and even larger
creatures flourish, thriving
on the blessings of nature.
This means that the density
of Tlife here 1is remarkably

— Japan’s

high. However, this envi-
ronment is also marked by
frequent earthquakes, pow-
erful typhoons, and tsuna-
mis. Even ecosystems that
have thrived are often
wiped out in an instant by

these harsh natural forces.
Yet, the power of nature is
so strong that, even after
being completely Tleveled,
life quickly begins to re-
generate. Because of this,
rather than praying to some
religious gods, nature it-
self becomes the object of
prayer here. The four or
five major natural disasters
that occur every year evoke
an inevitable sense of fear.
Both in the past and pres-
ent, Japanese people have
developed a deep reverence
for the power of nature.
This enduring relationship
with fear and awe forms a
very real part of the Japa-
nese experience, and I be-
lieve this serves as the
foundation for many themes
in my work.

JEROME SANS — Who are these
monsters in your work?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — Since
ancient times, Japan has
likened various calamities,
such as natural disasters
and epidemics, to mononoke
or yo0kai — supernatural

entities — and passed down
these tales with a sense
of fear and reverence. In-
spired by the mononoke de-
picted by Japan’s great
painters throughout histo-
ry, I have tried to portray
them in my own way.

JEROME SANS — Have you al-
ways created monsters in
your head over the years?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I didn’t
create Mr. DOB and other
characters because I wanted
to create such characters.

As I studied contemporary
art, particularly conceptu-
al art, I began contemplat-

ing how to express Japan’s

postwar society and the
distortions within it. When
I explored those ideas,

what emerged happened to be
creatures with facial fea-
tures. In that sense, I be-
Tieve I have been creating
mononoke-like entities ever
since I debuted as an artist.

JEROME SANS — Do you some-
times verge on the mon-
strous yourself?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — When I was
36, I developed gout. My
right Tleg swelled to more
than twice its normal size,
to the point where I had
to cut my Jjeans vertically
just to wear them — it was
a shocking experience. That
was the moment I truly felt
the reality of my own mor-
tality for the first time, and
it was then that I conceived
the idea for Tan Tan Bo Puk-
ing. 1 depicted a charac-
ter with a body that could
no longer be controlled; as
it consumed more and more,
eating and drinking exces-
sively, it swelled until it
finally vomited everything
out. It was as though I had
become a mononoke myself,
unable to control my body
and falling i11

JEROME SANS — Do you see
yourself as a part of the
monsters within the charac-
ters you have created and
who form a kind of Targe
family today?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I created
all of these works through
various inspirations that
I encountered. So, in a
way, they are extensions of
myself — or rather, I con-
sider my characters, paint-
ings, and sculptures to be
Tike my own family.

JEROME SANS — You creat-
ed the Superflat movement,
which at the time was seen
as a transgression of con-
temporary art, introducing

TAKASHI MURAKAMI, RAKUCHU-
RAKUGAI-ZU BYOBU: IWASA
MATABEI RIP (DETAIL), 2023-
2024, ACRYLIC AND GOLD
LEAF ON CANVAS MOUNTED ON
WOOD PANEL, IN TWO PARTS,
9 FEET 10 1/8 INCHES X

42 FEET 10 7/8 INCHES,
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imagery from pop culture
and criticizing consumer-
ist society. Does Superflat
still have the same reso-
nance today?
TAKASHI

Uihen  social
media hegan

permeating
society, | was
astonished 1o
see  society
literally ~ be
eoming super-
flat, the way
| had emvi
sioned  with
the  term
“Superflat.”

However, once the pandemic
started and people’s activ-
ities became restricted for
over four years, social me-
dia began to take on a life
of its own. It was no Tlon-
ger flat, and human emotions
started spilling direct-
ly into the online world,

MURAKAMI -

writhing and pulsating as
though they were Tiving
organisms. I imagine that

those who founded platforms
like Google were driven by
a desire to democratize in-
formation globally. Yet now,




far from being democratic,
these spaces are overflow-
ing with curses and toxic
discourse. In that sense,
I believe it has Tlost its
flatness and transformed
into a truly “super” space.

JEROME SANS — Do you still
believe 1in the power of
transgression in subculture
and Japanese pop culture?
TAKASHI MURAKAMI — Japan
is unique geographically in
that it is surrounded by the
sea and prone to frequent
natural disasters — this
has made the country ex-
traordinarily resilient. Af-
ter devastating experiences
of disasters, man-made or
natural, the Japanese have
a tendency to almost com-
pletely forget about them
and move on. Every time we
are beset by an earthquake
or tsunami, we have to be
able to forget it in order
to live our Tlives the next
day. I believe this mindset
is a form of coexistence
with natural disasters.

JEROME SANS — What do you
still like about Japan as an
original culture?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I Tike
how we tend to forget all
bad things.

JEROME SANS — Tokyo is known
for being ahead of its time
in the way it operates. How
do you see Tokyo today?
TAKASHI MURAKAMI — Online
media talks almost daily
about how Japan is strug-
gling economically, but when
you look at the construc-
tion boom happening in To-
kyo, it’s hard to wrap your
head around how that can be
the case. Perhaps money is
being concentrated solely
in Tokyo, while the rest of
Japan is becoming increas-
ingly impoverished — maybe
Tokyo 1is sucking up all the
resources.

JEROME SANS — How do you
see the young generation
today? Do you feel a con-
nection to them?

TAKASHI ~ MURAKAMI - Dur-
ing the pandemic, social
media took on an explosive
new life, and I believe to-
day’s young people are Tliv-
ing alongside this monster.
They aren’t yet entirely ac-
customed to this new crea-
ture and are being con-
stantly overwhelmed by it.
Or put it this way: it seems
as though they were born
and raised inside the belly
of this monster, and they
don’t know what the world

outside 1looks Tike. I hope
that, sooner rather than
later, the monster’s belly
will split open and release
its decaying contents into
the world, bringing about
some kind of awakening for
them.

JEROME SANS — You creat-
ed your own gallery, Kai-
kai Kiki Gallery, where you
support the work of young
artists, and have your own
activity as a curator. How
do you see your role as a
curator and supporter of
younger artists?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I think
that when Japanese people
create something, we don’t
have the same strong desire
to excessively pursue orig-
inality as people do in the
West. In the field of art as
well, the concept of honka-
dori — drawing inspiration
from existing works — is
considered very important
in Japan. Qur company’s
name, Kaikai Kiki, comes
from a phrase that praised
the extraordinary genius
of Kand Eitoku, the second-
generation Tleader of the
Kand school, a group that
thrived for 300 years pro-
ducing paintings during the
Edo period.

The  term
Kaikai  Kiki
means “wor-
derful” or
“amazing,”
and with that
as my com-
pany's name,
| aspire 10
digest  the
nostwar
Japanese
oulture  of

manga,  an-
ime, and
games, and 1o
share these
jdeas with my
(éam in order
(0 continue
evolving  ovep
the next 300
yeans.

So, although I used to dis-
Tike the apprenticeship
system when I was younger,
I now aim to follow such a
model.

JEROME SANS — In your more
recent large-scale works,
one can sense something al-
most mystic, religious. Does
your work feel more spiri-
tual now than before?
TAKASHI MURAKAMI — I am now
62 years old, and I debuted
at the age of 29. For 33
years, I have been able to
keep running as an artist.
I can only think of this as
incredible Tuck. Especially
when, during the pandemic,
my company almost went un-
der but we managed to sur-
vive, I felt as though I had
been given something by a
higher being. Since then,
I have found myself pay-
ing more attention to the
events happening around me.
I have come to place great
importance on the mood of
the present moment, the
time I am Tiving in right
now, rather than on what
I merely want to do. To Tis-
ten closely to the entirety
of the space I currently
inhabit. In a way, it might
be considered a form of
spirituality.

JEROME  SANS — Regularly,
you post Tlive videos where
you talk about your Tlife
and document your every-
day events, whether they
are happy or not. Do you
consider that your atti-
tude, media presence, and
life are fully part of your
work?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — The ma-
jority of my artwork is sold
outside of Japan. For each
work, I must make an effort
to explain in detail why it
was created. Language, how-
ever, remains a significant
barrier for me. To overcome
this obstacle, I communi-
cate through activities on
social media. Recently, in
particular, I created a You-
Tube channel where I inter-
view people who have subtle
but unique stories buried in
everyday life that I happen
to come across, and I ask
them about various aspects
of their Tives. It’s a proj-
ect I'm very fond of

JEROME SANS — As an artist,
are you happy or depressed
about the evolution of the
planet?

TAKASHI MURAKAMI — From a
broad perspective, the uni-
verse was born somewhere
and will eventually die
somewhere. According to as-
trophysicists, the universe
will ultimately dissolve
into ether. I don’t fully
understand what that means,
but it’s clear it won’t be
the situation we’re in right
now. In that sense, con-
stant change is the natu-
ral state of things. While
I fully understand the
feelings of those advocat-
ing for environmental is-
sues, I also believe that
human thought itself s
part of nature, and that if
humanity’s actions result
in changes to the Earth’s
natural environment, then
that, too, in my view, is a
natural phenomenon. To me,
this is neither positive nor
negative — it is simply the
reality.
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