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Japan Advertising Artists Club

and Silkscreen Posters

Yoshiro Imai

Professor Emeritus

at Musashino Art University

“
A stencil printing plate that first applies a pattern onto
a screen in a wooden or aluminum frame, and then

prints the pattern using a squeegee in order not to get
the ink outside the pattern. From the 60s onward, the
sitive

photoengraving process which makes photose:

film on the screen became popular. Nylon or tetrone
can be used other than silk, and therefore it is
generally called screen printing or screen process
printing.

Japan Advertising Artists Club and the Public Application Exhibition
The Japan Advertising Artists Club, otherwise known as JAAC, was established in June 1951 and its
initial caretakers were Ayao Yamana, Seiichiro Arai, Takashi Kono, Yusaku Kamekura, Hiromu Hara,
Takeji Imaizumi, and Kinkichi Takahashi. The first Japan Advertising Artists Club Exibihition featured
88 works by 70 chosen members. The public application system was introduced from the third
Exhibition in 1953, attracting a lot of attention as a gateway to success for newcomers.

Some considered the public application system, which was mainly for posters, might cause the
same adverse effect as it did on the art world, whereas others sought a more rational structure to meet
the new functions of advertisement art in society. Despite these concerns, the number of applications
had dramatically increased over the years. In the 1950s, the graphic design world experienced a period
of elation for the first time in the postwar era, which would not have been possible without the JAAC.

From the mid-50s, the second generation of postwar designers appeared one after another as a
result of the JAAC’s public art competition. The JAAC Members’ Award for the best work from JAAC
members, and the JAAC Art Award for the best work from public entries were presented along with a
special commendation and an Encouragement Prize. Winning these awards had a significant influence
over the lives and works of the winning designers from then on.

After “Give Our Sea Back (Umi wo Kaese)” by Kiyoshi Awazu won the JAAC Art Award in 1955,
“Record Jacket” by Kohei Sugiura in 1956, “Margrit at Night (Yoru no Maruguritto)” by Makoto Wada
and Koichiro Inagaki in 1957 and “People in New York” by Mitsuo Katsui in 1958 won the award
respectively. In 1958, Ikko Tanaka released “Sankei Kanze Noh Performance’ and his “Takashimaya
Textile Exhibition in New York” won the JAAC Members’ Award in 1959. Compared with the first
generation of postwar designers who established their own style and achieved the social status of
designers, the second generation of postwar designers, were characterized by trying to advocate their
own unique way. Unlike the first generation of designers in the early days of the JAAC, they didn’t share
a common foundation of activities or the same sense of belonging; they were newcomers who made the
most of the JAAC for a break-through. They received a different education and their attitude and style
were not necessarily the same. However, what they had in common was that they all tried to look for
independence as a designer as well as the essence and possibility of design. JAAC provided the perfect
place for them when the world of design was dominated by commercialism.

The JAAC dissolved in 1970, however it captured the period of postwar enlightenment followed by
the World Design Conference and the movement against the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty in 1960. During
this time the concept of design experienced expansion and a period of transformation. It is no doubt
that the twenty years of the JAAC’s existence played a very important role in the history of graphic
design in Japan, since we can capture the rise and change of Graphism as a historical phenomenon in

these mere twenty years.

Silkscreen Posters and Saito Process
The world of postwar graphic design cannot be explained without mentioning the relationship
between the posters for the JAAC Exhibition and silkscreen printing™!. In particular, Saito Process, a
silkscreen printing studio in Shimo-Ochiai has long been referred to as a legendary studio. Saito Process
was established by Kusuo Saito in 1954, a year after the JAAC started the public application system.
Although it was not originally established to support the public application system, Saito Process
eventually played a major role in producing posters for the JAAC’s art competition until the JAAC was

dissolved.
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“Ecole de Shimo-Ochiai” by Kiyoshi Awazu, published
in the November issue of “Design” in 1978, Bijutsu
Shuppan-sha, Ltd

Not all the posters for the JAAC’s public art competition were printed for commercial use; initially
most of the posters produced individually were hand-painted by poster colors. It was not reasonable
to make only a few copies by offset printing just for the competition. Whereas silkscreen printing was
suitable for producing a small number of copies, and the quality of opaque ink and matt finish was also
very similar to the quality of poster colors.

The first poster produced by Saito Process for JAAC’s art competition was “DANGER FIRING
ZONE KEEP OUT” by Yoshio Itabashi in 1955, and “Meiji Milk Chocolate” by Tadashi Ohashi was
produced for the Graphic 'S5 Exhibition. They were followed by Hiromu Hara, Takashi Kono, and
Yusaku Kamekura, and a number of other silkscreen posters that went down in history. These posters
were particularly unique since many of them were produced for the JAAC even though company
names were used in the works, and thus the designers were able to take a step back from commercial
constraints to focus more on their own interpretations.

There were two reasons why Saito Process became so distinct among silkscreen printing studios.
One was because of the attractive personality of Saito, and the other was the intimate relationship
between Saito and Kiyoshi Awazu. Saito and Awazu had been friends since the time of the Japan
Drawing Association, and many other young designers including Kohei Sugiura, Ikko Tanaka, Akira
Uno, Gan Hosoya, Makoto Wada, and Tsunehisa Kimura also joined them and formed a circle of people
supporting the studio. Saito Process eventually became a place for training and upskilling, especially for
students and designers in their twenties who always hung around the studio.

Meanwhile, Awazu recalled, “Yusaku Kamekura and Tadashi Ohashi often came to join the young
designers in the studio, telling me that they felt too uneasy not to come.”2 It shows that the studio was
indeed the place of creation and inspiration for designers of all ages.

Saito was called “Uncle Saito” and he was so willing to help the designers that he often ignored
the profit he could have made from silkscreen printing. It wasn’t just a printing studio — it was almost
a private tutoring school and Kimura described such an environment as the “Saito Dojo” Compared
with commercial printing technology in those days, silkscreen was a minor printing technique which
required manual skills. However, in the context of teaching design, it was still very common to paint a
poster with poster colors, and thus silkscreen printing gave the designers almost overwhelming joy and
excitement when they were able to experience the whole process of silkscreen from plate-making to
printing. I can easily imagine their passion since I also got involved with silkscreen printing in the same
way as they did.

Saito must have been a bit eccentric for the owner of a printing studio. He came to Tokyo in
1940, and enrolled in the photo section of Atelier Sanroku to experience the world of photography
and design. He also learned how to carve out a pattern on a woodblock from Gihachiro Okuyama. He
worked for the Institute of Journalism and Technology, Japan Drawing Association, and Kinema-Junpo
before he started Saito Process. Everything he had seen and done — the meticulous copying techniques
at Atelier Sanroku, the woodblock carving techniques, the world of design that he watched and studied,
his interest in movies — was useful for silkscreen printing.

There was a master of hand-cutting at Saito Process, who made it possible for the studio to use this
technique for a long time. Hand-cutting is a technique that firstly requires cutting a piece of oil paper
by hand to make a pattern, and then applying the pattern onto a silk screen with an iron. “Nightbirds
Running in the Wind” (Yato kaze no naka o hashiru) by Awazu and “To-kyo -- Tokyo Symphony
Orchestra” by Sugiura were both produced by the experienced hand-cutting master.

One of the main characteristics of silkscreen printing is that we can see the whole process of
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344
“Introduction to Saito Process Dojo” by Tsunehisa
Kimura, published in the November issue of “Design’
in 1978, Bijutsu Shuppan-sha, Ltd.

copying, plate-making and printing. Using silkscreen printing, it is possible to print a few copies and
to change even the colors of ink or the order of plates as you print. However, printing by silkscreen
always requires trial and error and the outcome can be accidental as well as unpredictable. Even with
the techniques and skills that Saito Process could provide, every step in the printing process required a
lot of struggle and instant judgment, which inevitably put the designer under constant pressure from
beginning to end. Rather than adjusting the results or the plan, this printing process was a continuous
work of trial and error and was indeed the discipline for learning, hence the reason why the place was
called “Dojo” Saito Process was a magnetic field for creating original graphic expressions that were free
from commercial constraints and school education.

“I guess the reason why many designers were so enthusiastic about Saito Dojo was the ‘craziness’
of the owner Saito who constantly tried to breakaway and rebel against the mainstream printing”*3,
recalled Kimura, and it was true that Saito Dojo was filled with the air of excitement: It wasn’t a place
for merely learning skills anymore. The JAAC had attracted a lot of attention from society and the need
for advertisements increased. However young designers and students were still struggling to pursue the
meaning of design and expression. Kimura also recalled, “What was unique about Saito Dojo was its
capacity to “scoop up” the challenges of these instigators with its daring and flexible structure. Everything
that happened there resonated with the fusion of ambiguous “skills” and the ambiguous “methods” of
these instigators, which was very symbolic in a transition period like those days. It has now become part

of the myth."”

Silkscreen Posters in the 1960s
In 1960, the World Design Conference was held in Japan for the first time. The design community in
Japan, in transition from the period of enlightenment to a new era, stood on equal footing with other
countries for the first time and participated in the discussion of design issues. The social function and
role of design was questioned and Japanese designers had a chance to see various aspects of design
beyond industrial and commercial purposes. It inspired them to new possibilities of graphic design,
expanding into visual communication design.

The tenth JAAC Exhibition in 1960 was influenced by the World Design Conference, in addition
the era also experienced the elation as well as the frustration of the movement against the U.S.-Japan
Security Treaty. There were a number of works by the younger generation, mainly students, which
showed new design trends. Some of them expressed didactic communication by using the method
of panel campaign, and others were produced in groups to express the denial of each designer’s
individuality. The JAAC Art Award for this year went to a panel campaign called “Science Technology
and Human Life] produced collaboratively by Kei Mori, Shunichiro Komori and Mitsuru Saito. The
work consisted of six silkscreen posters in which various graphics and letters were printed on Bi-sized
photographs. “The Day Lockheed Called Off (Lockheed toriyame no hi)” by Yasuhiro Kotani, Iku Hirose
and Fumio Shibanaga as well as three other works which also used the panel campaign method won the
special prizes in that year. Kotani, Hirose, and Shibanaga were students at Musashino Art University at
that time. In addition, Kouga Hirano and Kazuyuki Goto who won the Special Prize for a book poster
“Leap before you look” (Miru mae ni tobe), also the Special Prize winners Taku Aramasa and Kakutaro
limori of “Young Woman (Wakai josei)” were all students at Musashino Art University, too. It was
astonishing to see that most of the prize winners including the winners of Encouragement Prize were
students at Musashino Art University in that year.

The JAAC Exhibition had come to a turning point in its tenth competition and people from both
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within and without the JAAC started to ask for a major shift in its public application system. In the
same year, a round-table talk called “The Direction of Graphic Design and the Demand for JAAC™ was
held with competition winners and JAAC members, the content of which was later published in the
seventh issue of JAAC Membership Magazine “iaac” Participants in this meeting were Kiyoshi Awazu,
Tsunchisa Kimura, Kazumasa Nagai as representatives of the JAAC, and Kazuyuki Goto, Kouga Hirano,
Shunichiro Komori, Yasuhiro Kotani, Kei Mori, Fumio Shibanaga as representatives of the competition
winners. They exchanged opinions on various topics such as “Technology and Thought? “Designers
or Communicators?} “Fundamental Problems of Design’ “Company and Design’ “Double Aspects of
the Designer and Director? and “A New Step Forward for the JAAC” Having discussed these topics, the
participants realized that each of them had a different opinion of design and the JAAC, even among the
JAAC members. They gave opinions that were supposedly public, but inside, each of them had already
established a different point of view whilst pursuing their own design.

There was a growing number of works from the public that reflected the problems and popular
appeal in the society, and the proportion of such works winning competition prizes was also increasing.
Although the JAAC retained its function as a gateway for newcomers, it had already faced contradiction
between the ideal of the JAAC as a membership organization and the reality of design.

As the problems became more and more obvious, a poster that was produced for Jokyo Gekijo
(Theater of Situation) and its performance “Koshimaki-Osen #1 Bokyaku-hen” by Tadanori Yokoo in
1966 came as an enormous shock.

Not only in the world of design, but also in the world of theater and movies, the rise of a new
tendency was breaking down existing stereotypes. The Shogekijo (Small Theater) Movement, collectively
called “underground theater’ became very popular, and thus a number of small theaters including Jokyo
Gekijo, Waseda Shogekijo, Jiyu Gekijo, Tenjo Sajiki, Engeki (Theater) Center 68/71 and the Black Tent
emerged one after another. The centripetal energy of these small theaters was strongly supported by the
younger generation who were into the anti-established movement and it gathered a lot of energy from
young people. The counterculture and revolution movement was a simultaneous world event which
occurred like a chain reaction in the United States, Europe and Japan

The field of graphics was no exception. There were a number of posters for the alternative theater
that were produced mainly by young designers. Posters produced by Tadanori Yokoo, Kiyoshi Awazu,
Akira Uno, Katsuyuki Shinohara, Kouga Hirano, Katsuhito Oyobe, Mitsuhiro Kushida, Yosuke Inoue,
and Shiro Tatsumi were not just for purpose of notification, but were wholly united with the theater
and tried to visualize the shared image as a message. What these designers tried to accomplish through
the theater was to express their own inner consciousness and images exactly as they were. It was an
expression of independent individuality, but at the same time, an expression of society’s potential energy
as a whole.

This series of events should be perceived equally with expression of cultural movement as
represented by posters for the underground theater, separate from the glamorous aspect of the JAAC.
Saito Process was the studio which mainly produced posters for the JAAC art competition, whereas
an experimental printing studio called Wise Printing was at the center of posters production for the
underground theater. Wise Printing did in fact become independent from Saito Process and it served as

another silkscreen printing studio hub where posters by Yokoo and Hirano were produced.

Musabi and Silkscreen Posters

Silkscreen posters had become a symbolic media of the era and they brought an influence over society in
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various forms, from works approaching art to the provocative propaganda handbills. It was also the time
when silkscreen printing was introduced into educational facilities.

Kiyoshi Awazu stared to teach at Musashino Art University in 1962, and was assigned as a full-time
lecturer in Commercial Design Course (currently called Scenography and Display Design Course) in the
following year. At that time, the head of the department was Hiromu Hara, together with Mutsuaki Okai
and Mitsutomo Ishikawa as professors, and Kei Mori as a lecturer. All of them had a deep involvement
with the JAAC. This was also the time when the restructuring of the printing studio, photography studio
and video studio commenced.

In the late 60s when I was a student of Musashino Art University, we also had Yasuhiro Kotani,

Katsuhito Oyobe, and Tku Hirose as lecturers. Mori was in charge of the practical printing classes, and I

remember that the practice of typographical printing and configuration by printing was something very
new in the days of poster colors. There was proper silkscreen printing equipment in the studio, and when
I went there after class, I saw flyers and posters of the revolutionary designers’ league scattered all over the
studio, which reflected the era very well.

From 1979, Ishikawa took over the printing class, and started to teach full-scale silkscreen printing in
practice. Then in 1983 I took over from Ishikawa, and in the next ten years I taught the skills to produce
silkscreen works with a photomontaged copy. The whole point of silkscreen printing is that we can
confirm the process visually from a concept to the finished product. Moreover, it is very interesting that
we need to use our whole body in that process. We need to use our brain to form a concept, and then use
our finely-honed senses as well as our instant judgment for the plate-making and pre-printing processes.
And finally, we need to use our physical strength to complete the process. Using different parts of the
body in each process is, in the end, a valuable learning experience as a whole. I still think that practicing
silkscreen printing, that is to say the process of settling graphics, is a very effective way to learn about
the development of modern design as well as to grasp the structure and terminology of montage in a
practical way.

Therefore I collected, preserved and provided education on silkscreen posters as an extension of

my work.

The history of the JAAC lasted for twenty years, during which time it had often been a target of
various forms of criticism. During the late 60s every aspect of postwar Japanese society experienced a
dramatic uplift. The end of the JAAC, therefore, can also be interpreted as the end of the postwar modern
design era in Japan, but what the JAAC had accomplished during this time was quite meaningful. It was
only inevitable to have organizational contradiction or to stay unfocused. However, it was a place where
designers of all ages, with different thoughts and backgrounds could intersect with each other. In my
opinion, the JAAC challenged each designer to find the answer to a very fundamental question: what is
graphic design?

Posters, which were limited in use, were the main media of the time and the boundary between
art and posters was pretty ambiguous. As such posters went with the flow of the times and in the end
became a mirror reflecting society. We should not forget, however, that these posters will remain valuable
not only for the history of design, but also for the history of this country.

I visited Saito Process in 1978. The building was old and I could not see even a hint of the
enthusiasm that used to fill the air in this studio. But Uncle Saito was still there, producing four-color
silkscreen printing and talking about new ways of expression. I went to see him a number of times to ask

him to donate posters to the Art Material Library. I will never forget the sensation that I felt when I first

018

saw a pile of unused posters in a closet on the second floor of the studio. I spent a few days brushing away
the dust and sorting out the posters. Working with these posters by Yusaku Kamekura, Hiromu Hara,
Kiyoshi Awazu, Kohei Sugiura, Ikko Tanaka, Makoto Wada and other famous designers was the happiest
moment of my life.

After all these years, the 500 or so silkscreen posters donated from Saito Process still hold special

meaning and are very valuable materials.
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