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Takashi Murakami: Sage, 2014. 

 

Introduction 
 

 Why does people search for spiritual wisdom in a contemporary world? In the artwork 

Sage 2014, Takashi Murakami demonstrates the link between the busy contemporary lifestyle 

and the seek for inner peace. The blend between Contemporary and traditional Japanese art, 

also known as the Superflat postmodern movement, created an artwork which speaks deeply 

about the seeking for spiritual wisdom. Starting by explaining what is Superflat art, then explaining 

how does Buddhism and Mindfulness help people achieve their spiritual goal, and finally doing an 

analysis of Sage canvas by Takashi Murakami. 
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Development 
 

#1 Superflat: Traditional Japanese and Contemporary art. 
 

 Some people might say that superflat is simply the combination of aspects from traditional 

Japanese art and contemporary art, but is much more than that. The superflat movement “is an 

original concept of Japanese -art- who has been completely Westernized” (Steinberg, “Murakami 

Takashi and Super Flat Aesthetics”).  Murakami wanted to deconstruct the ideal Japanese art, 

making the superflat postmodern movement a mix of -traditional Japanese- art and subculture. 

However, what are the aesthetics that superflat carries?  Murakami’s aesthetics is enigmatic. He 

does not define the formal properties of superflat aesthetics, but he hopes to achieve a 

“conceptual understanding of the superflat by putting art works from a variety of periods and media 

into relation with one another” (Steinberg, “Murakami Takashi and Super Flat Aesthetics”). Even 

though superflat is not exactly defined, we know its influences which is the Traditional Japanese 

art and Murakami’s love and appreciation of the Western pop art. Inspired by the two-dimensional 

characteristics from the Edo period, the flatness is present in all artworks of this movement. The 

superflat is wide-ranging, where beside painted canvas it also includes anime, manga, graphic 

design, film and fashion. The artworks present in this movement are full of bright and vibrant 

colors, cartoonish characters and obviously the lack of dimension. But, the composition Sage 

from 2014, comes from a series of artworks inspired by the traditional Zen art. The name “Zen” 

derive from Zen Buddhism, where “Zen” means meditation (“Zen Buddhism”).  In this series of 

artworks, he mingles “religious signs such as Buddha, religious characters such as Buddha, 

dragons and tigers with his signature icons, including pandas, skulls and flowers” (Landauro, “Zen 

and the Art of Takashi Murakami”). 

 

 



4 
 

 

 

#2 Zen Buddhism and the Contemporary Lifestyle. 
 

 Zen Buddhism is about achieving what it is known as Nirvana through intense meditation. 

The motto used in the meditations and in their lifestyle is about living in the present, and not 

worrying about what happened in the past and what could happen in the future. Although 

Buddhism is an ancient religion, it only came its way from China to Japan in the 1100s. Becoming 

popular only in the 20th century. However, living in the 21st century is hectic. People follow the 

same routine almost everyday. There is stress, problems, taxes, bills, college, work… It is hard 

to find time to even think about meditating. But many people do seek for inner peace in a 

contemporary and busy world. Some of them through religion such as Zen Buddhism, and some 

through a simply app for guided meditation. It is easy to say that people do recognize their restless 

environment, and use meditation and religion as a scape from the problems of the contemporary 

world. Furthermore, meditation is not only about achieving full inner peace, is also about being 

completely self-aware. Knowing how to control your thoughts to focus on yourself and your 

present. That is also why people might seek for those kinds of beliefs. Because, nowadays the 

world has so many things to focus on, that sometimes individuals forget about themselves, 

spiritually, physically and mentally. When I first saw “Sage”, I wondered if Murakami was Buddhist. 

It turns out that in all Murakami’s interviews and questions he has been asked, he never answered 

this question (Morin, “Conscience is round”).  
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#3 Takashi Murakami and Formal Analysis. 
 

 Takashi Murakami was born and raised in Japan, which is also where he got his BA, MFA 

and PhD from Tokio University of Fine Arts. He manly studied Traditional Japanese painting, also 

known as “nihonga”. Since the beginning of the 1990s Murakami already had his own style and 

techniques, as we know today. That is why he started the Hiropon Factory, which was a studio 

with workshops. Nowadays, the studio became Kaikai Kiki Co. Ltd., an art production and artists 

management company. In 2000 Murakami created an exhibition called “Superflat”, which grow 

into a new postmodern movement (“Takashi Murakami”). In the artwork “Sage” from 2014 Takashi 

uses in abundance vibrant colors, such as purple and yellow. The presence of geometric shapes 

like tiny squares and lots of circles. The use of a glittery material in one of the circles, give the 

impression of a shinny starry night. The use of bright and dark colors and values provide contrast 

to the piece. The overall composition is chaotic, emphasizing the figure of Sage or Daruma, a 

grand patriarch of Zen art and Zen Buddhism (Broad, “Takashi Murakami”). The overly busy 

background represents our hectic contemporary life. The canvas format is round just like a 18th 

century Zen artwork named “Tsuba Sword Guard”, which also has the figure of Daruma in it. 

Murakami’s canvas from 2014 is the contemporary version of the one from the 18th century. 

Furthermore, the 2014 version Daruma has more four other open eyes and a giant fig tree in his 

head. The fig tree represents the Bodhi Tree, where Siddartha found enlightenment 2,500 year 

ago (Levinson, “The Bodhi Tree”).  The open eyes represent the story of Daruma, who meditated 

for nine years without blinking. In the composition he is sitting in a meteor of skulls, that could be 

representing momento mori. The Sage’s vestment is detailed with tine constellations, showing his 

connection with the universe.  
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Conclusion 
 

 To summarize, the composition “Sage” from 2014 by Takashi Murakami uses a detailed 

and chaotic canvas to show the seeking after inner peace and enlightenment through the mix 

between traditional Zen art and contemporary art from the western world.  The artwork shows that 

is possible to achieve enlightenment through meditation. Emphasizing that even though 

everything is chaotic, meditation in still an scape from the hectic life.  
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