
DESIGN ON CULTURE
Japanese Designer Kenya Hara and
His “Emptiness” Design Philosophy



Introduction

Kenya Hara represents the fifth generation of designers in Japan 
since World War Two. Being a well-recognized graphic designer 
in Japan, he has produced abundant design works in various 
design-related fields. His design work was not based on the 
scientific study of design elements and theories, but was 
inspired and informed by his aesthetic philosophy – “emptiness”, 
which finds its deep root in Japanese traditional culture.



Emptiness

The origin of the concept “emptiness” could be found in different 
beliefs, ideologies and philosophy schools in ancient Asia. Both 
Buddhism and Taoism value emptiness as a key concept in their 
beliefs. Early Japanese art was influenced by Zen Buddhism 
thinking, which came from India to China, and then from China 
to Japan. The embodiment of such influence could be found in 
ancient Japanese scenery paintings with large white area and 
simple outlines. 

In Kenya Hara’s reinterpretation of the concept, “emptiness” was 
thought to resemble a vacant receptacle, which can contain 
anything and holds endless possibilities for receptive capacity 
– seemingly nothing, but truly everything. Such philosophical 
thought inspires Hara’s design in a form of simplicity and the 
ubiquitous usage of white color in most of his works. In Hara’s 
ideation of any design-related process, design is not about 
color or shape, rather, it is about how design works can be 
better sensed and felt by people, or to be specific, the target-
audience. Such senses and feelings may differ accordingly, 
and it is exactly such difference and arbitrariness that Hara 
expects under his “emptiness” design philosophy. He wants 
people to relate the design to their own experiences and 
memories, and come up with their own understandings and 
interpretation of the design work.

Ink painting of the six-panel Pine Trees, by medieval Japanese painter Hasegawa Tohaku in 
the late 16th century. The work was intended to convey complex natural scene with mere ink,
and was influenced by Zen Buddism. TNM Image Archives.



Emptiness

As Hara exemplifies, the concept “emptiness” roots in Japanese 
culture, and this could be identified from a quick observation at 
Japan’s National Flag – a red solid circle on a pure white background. 
Hara sees the red circle as an empty vessel, a receptacle for any 
meaning. It accepts meaning generated by different people who 

look at it and ponder upon it, and such 
generated meanings could range from 
invasion, destruction, and imperialism 
to patriotism or peace. 

Hara also used the interior of traditional 
Japanese guest room as another 
example to illustrate “emptiness”. The 
traditional Japanese guest room is 
usually not large but quite empty, with 
only a bowl containing sake to treat 
the guests in the middle of the floor. A 
simple behavior of putting some cherry 
blossom petals in the bowl and the 
vacant room can make the people sitting 
inside feel they are drinking under a large 

cherry tree. Such empty room, or setting, acts like a receptacle, 
which actually receives everything that could be generated from 
the minds of the people sitting in side it.

When we look at Hara’s work, we may identify such philosophy. 
Since 2001, Hara was enrolled as the board member and art 
director of Muji, a popular Japanese retail company that sells 
a wide variety of household and consumer goods. Not only 
did the Muji products convey the super-simplicity design, but 
the posters and advertisements designed by Hara to promote 
the brand also showed the 
“emptiness” aesthetics. In most 
of the posters, there’s no text 
information other than the brand 
name, and the images were 
either the products themselves 
or a photography of a horizontal 
lines that connects the sky and 
the earth. The idea of these 
posters was simple: to indicate 
the reunification of human and 
the nature, seemingly nothing 
there but actually everything 
people need to live with – 
indicating the dispensability of 
the Muji products. Hara and his 
team usually travel around the 
globe to find scenes like that 
in order for a single picture. 

The Japan National Flag, used by Kenya Hara 
to illustrate the concept “emptiness”.

Traditional Japanese sitting room, Hara used it to 
promote the “emptiness” concept.



Through a theme like that, Hara wants the customer to feel 
the softness and deepness that the brand is subtly conveying, 
rather than a strong sense of pushing and direct persuading. 

The representation of such design philosophy may sounds like 
Zen, the embodiment of which lies in a pure, simple and clean 
appearance of objects or environments that contains profound 
meaning and philosophy. The philosophy of Zen has been a 
dispensable bulk of Japanese traditional culture. 

Emptiness

One of the MUJI poster series designed by Kenya Hara.



Hara & Japan

The Japanese history witness a long period of isolation from 
the world, in which Japan trade exclusively with Dutch and 
China, until the western powers’ “Black Ships” arrived at its 
port and knocked the door open during the mid 19th Century. 
Japan then established its formal diplomatic relations with 
the western world, starting with the United States. The eye-
opening experience initiated Japan’s westernization journey 
and resulted the Meiji Reformation in 1866, a movement 
completely changed the Imperial Japan’s political and social 
structure. Japan then ended its feudal period and proceeded to 
become a capitalist country, a country that had been constantly 
learning from the western powers. 

It thus might be interesting to note that although the country 
has been through the baptism of various cultures streams 
throughout its entire history, especially western cultures, it still 
greatly protects, promotes and values its traditional culture in 
every aspects of its social life today, and design is one of them. 
Kenya Hara compares Japan itself a receptive melting pot, 
and his interpretation of melting pot is different from how we 
look at the United States as a melting pot. While the United 

States values multiculturalism, in which we 
see the image of different cultures existing 
simultaneously, Japan absorbs different 
cultures, learns from the other cultures, and 
strengthens its own. 

The constant contemplation on Japanese 
culture greatly informs and inspires Kenya 
Hara’s design work, and in turn his design 
work highlights and promotes the Japanese 
culture and philosophyæ. This explains 
his becoming the iconic figure of the 
Japanese graphic design circle, as well as 
the popularization of his work and design 
philosophy in adjacent Asian countries, 
such as China, which shares similar culture 
with Japan. 

Knowing one’s own culture well and publicize 
it to the world is what Hara has always 
been endeavoring at. In his interpretation, 
all cultures are local. He always argues 
that different cultures can communicate 
with each other but cannot be commingled. 
There are many product designers all 

over the world who have attempted to borrow Muji’s design 
philosophy to influence their work, just to find, however, that 
Muji is a brand that can only bud in Japan because the design 
philosophy roots in the culture. The design can go out into the 
world and be accepted and appreciated by users, but cannot 

Sake Bottle Designed by Kenya Hara.



Hara & Japan

be reused or remixed. One culture’s communicating with other 
cultures makes its own identity even more clear.

Cultural difference shapes different 
design philosophy. It is through such 
cultural identification process that 
Kenya Hara finds and shapes his 
design philosophy, and he thus 
applies such philosophy to every 
piece of his works, ranging from 
World Exhibition design to every-
day-life objects, from shopping 
mall design to packaging and 
books. Kenya Hara is not only 
a designer, but also a thinker – 
what also makes him stand out is 
his precise observation combined 
with his intuitive perceiving 
ability on the surrounding world. He 
always, when facing changes, puts 
anything that is complicated, 

tangled or colorful into an eternal initial point, and revisits them 
in a process from non-existence to existence. The emptiness 
philosophy enables him to cherish all possible simplicity 
when he designs. It is through such sharp observation and 
contemplation about the culture that he is in, as well as the 
changing world surrounding him, that he can generate design 
ideas that not only reflects tradition but also modernity. 

  Hara Designed the programs for the opening and closing 
ceremonies of the Nagano Winter Olympic Games 1998.

 Another work of Hara designed for MUJI.
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