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Districts that receive Asian immigrants are characterized by a specific urban 
landscape, formed by textual and visual elements, which differ from the usual 
Latin/Western system. In cities where these districts are established, typo-
graphic elements indicate landmarks of identity representation and histori-
cal reference for the Asian immigrant communities that live and work in the 
region. This phenomenon has occurred in streets of multicultural cities like 
New York and Milan. In Brazil, this phenomenon can be observed especially 
in the Liberdade district in São Paulo city. Since the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, Liberdade had commercial and cultural institutions where some 
inscriptions could be found, mainly from Japanese writing systems (hiragana, 
katakana, and kanji). In this visual essay of historical approach, the author 
examines the typographic landscape present in inscriptions inserted in the 
public environment of Liberdade, by means of some photographs taken be-
tween the 1930s and 1970s. As a result, the purpose of this visual narrative 
is to understand how the relationship between typography, writing and the 
urban context constitutes the graphic heritage of Liberdade.

1. Introduction
This study corresponds to a part of the first observations on the presence of 
Asian letters in the historic district of Liberdade. In that way, the text was 
developed as a visual narrative. This brief visual essay presents some notes 
from a doctoral research in development at the Visual Design Research Lab 
at the University of São Paulo, School of Architecture and Urbanism. The 
doctoral research is linked to the project entitled “Typographic Landscapes: 
Advanced studies of letters in the urban environment”, coordinated by Profes-
sor Priscila Farias. Furthermore, the visual essay proposes a reading of some 
photographs, which were recorded between the 1930s and 1970s by different 
photographers: professionals and amateurs. Today, these photographs are 
part of collections, such as the Correio da Manhã newspaper collection, which 
belongs to the Arquivo Nacional, Brazil; the Instituto Moreira Salles collec-
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E. ARAÚJO DE ÁVILAA VISUAL NARRATIVE ON THE PRESENCE OF JAPANESE CHARACTERS IN THE SÃO PAULO CITY URBAN LANDSCAPE (1930-1970)

tion; and the Kobayashi and April Press collections. According to Brazilian 
photographer and researcher Boris Kossoy (2014), photographs are a visual 
testimony in which it is possible to detect a series of data that can help to 
clarify facts, as in written documents. The study had the theoretical contribu-
tion of Kossoy on use of documentary photographs as a historical source.

2. Background of the Liberdade district urban landscape
Japanese immigration to the Americas began in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. According to the Japanese-Brazilian journalist and research-
er Cristina Sato (2004), the year 1885 marked the first arrival of Japanese 
immigrants in Hawaii. Consequently, Japanese immigration extended to the 
western United States, to the Pacific coast of Canada, to Peru and then to 
southern Brazil. On June 18, 1908, after sailing 12,000 miles, the ship Kasato 
Maru docked at the port of Santos, Brazil, bringing the first Japanese immi-
grants to the country. It is important to emphasize that Japanese immigrants 
reacted according to their customs and traditions in the initial phase of their 
installation in Brazil. As a result, they formed closed groups, composed exclu-
sively of Japanese citizens (Sato, 2004, pp. 33-40).
In the 1910s, Japanese immigrants who had not adapted to working on the 
farms arrived in the capital of São Paulo and settled in the Liberdade district, 
concentrating on Rua Conde de Sarzedas, before settling in other regions of 
that neighborhood (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 — Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
Rua da Liberdade, main street in 
the Liberdade district, c. 1937. 
Instituto Moreira Salles.



219AIS/DESIGN JOURNAL / STORIA E RICERCHE / VOL. 8 / N. 15 (2021)

In São Paulo city, where modern buildings emerged at the top of still rustic 
hills, there were districts like Liberdade, where cattle lived with cars and 
trams on the streets, and homemade bed sheets, hanging on the clotheslines, 
formed the foreground for the imposing buildings. This was the landscape 
that Claude Lévi-Strauss, then a young French visiting professor of sociology, 
and photographer in his spare time, found and recorded between 1935 and 
1937, when he came to teach at the University of São Paulo. The anthropolo-
gist recorded the Liberdade district through photographs, before the district 
became the “Brazilian Japantown”, and through the images he observed that 
a city is like a text that, to understand, it is necessary to know how to read 
and analyze. From this perspective, the “texts” found in the urban landscape 
of Liberdade district, located in the central area of the capital of São Paulo 
state, underwent a gradual transformation (Fig. 2). 

Over the centuries, different architectural styles have characterized the 
urban space of Liberdade district. One of the styles that characterized the 
neighborhood at the beginning of the twentieth century was the eclectic 
style, which corresponds to the period of the República Velha (1889-1930) in 
Brazilian history, and which influenced the development of the city. In archi-
tecture, eclecticism is the combination of architectural styles from the past to 
create a new architectural language. During the nineteenth century, Portu-
guese and Italian immigrants built sobrados1 that corresponded to the cur-
rent architectural style and which, over the course of time, became pensions 

Fig. 2 — Claude Lévi-Strauss, Rua 
Santana do Paraíso, vicinity of 
the Liberdade district, c. 1937. 
Instituto Moreira Salles.
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and republics that would be inhabited, in the first decades of the twentieth 
century, by Japanese immigrants (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3 — Hildegard Rosenthal, 
Children on the sidewalk in the 
Liberdade district. In front of the 
townhouse, in the background, 
there is a sign of Hotel Suehiro in 
rōmaji, 1940s. Instituto Moreira 
Salles.
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Between the 1930s and 1940s, there were about 2,000 Japanese immigrants 
in São Paulo (Sato, 2018). They came directly from Japan and from the in-
terior of the state of São Paulo, after ending the work contract in the field. 
Everyone was looking for an opportunity in the city. The central location of 
the neighborhood meant that immigrants could also be closer to work. As 
the number of immigrants in the neighborhood grew, so did the commercial 
activity. Soon inns, emporiums, restaurants, stores, and Japanese-owned mar-
kets were emerging. Japanese immigrants worked in various activities, but 
almost all commercial establishments worked to serve the Japanese-Brazilian 
community (Fig. 4).

In the 1940s, in full population and industrial expansion that would transform 
the capital of São Paulo into a metropolis, São Paulo was recorded by the 
Swiss photographer Hildegard Rosenthal (1913-1990). 
Rosenthal arrived in Brazil in 1937, fleeing Nazism. In São Paulo, she would 
become one of the first photojournalists in the Brazilian press, reporting for 
foreign and national media, such as the newspapers O Estado de S. Paulo and 
Folha da Manhã. 
In the Liberdade district, Rosenthal takes photos that record the daily lives of 
people who lived and worked in the neighborhood. The images show com-
mercial establishments, such as Japanese products stores, restaurants, and 
pastry shops (Fig. 5).

Fig. 4 — Hildegard Rosenthal, 
Meeting point. Japanese traders 
in the Liberdade district, 1940s. 
Instituto Moreira Salles.
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Fig. 5 — Hildegard Rosenthal, 
sweet shop in Liberdade district. 
Detail for the Casa Motomu 
projecting irregular type sign, 
1940s. Instituto Moreira Salles.
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Fig. 6 — Hildegard Rosenthal, un-
titled, Detail for the G.Kuniy store 
shopfront projecting type sign, 
1940s. Instituto Moreira Salles.
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, with the arrival of immigrants, 
Rua Conselheiro Furtado, a street in São Paulo city downtown area, was at 
its peak, where it was possible to find Japanese cuisine restaurants, Japa-
nese-style inns, and Japanese products stores. The G.Kuniy was one of those 
stores that imported Japanese products, which were identified with small 
signs at the entrance of the store. The signs consisted of the name of the 
store and a description of the type of establishment. Different types of letter-
ing styles were used in the visual communication of the stores (Fig. 6). 

3. The characterization of the Japanese district in São Paulo city
Between the 1960s and 1970s marked the beginning of changes in the neigh-
borhood. From 1968, in Liberdade there were commercial establishments 
and cultural institutions that displayed verb-visual inscriptions, constituted 
mainly by the Japanese writing systems: hiragana, katakana, and kanji –Sino–
Japanese characters. In the neighborhood it is also possible to find bilingual 
inscriptions that are elaborated with these writing systems, in association 
with the Latin alphabet system. In these cases, the words inscribed in the 
visual communication artifacts are romanized Rōmaji – or Japanese charac-
ter transcription system for Roman/Latin letters – is a frequent practice in 
the production of visual communication pieces, to be exhibited in Asian dis-
tricts, due to the need to expand the communicational capacity of the pieces 
to reach different audiences (Fig. 7). 

There were signs, usually consisting of a base panel made with sheet met-
al, in which the inscriptions were painted or printed in an upright position, 
simulating the format of the nobori flags,2 similar to signs in Japan. It was 
possible to read in Japanese characters the type of each commercial estab-
lishment. This was part of a scenario that transformed the central street into 
an environment with characteristics of the typographic landscape found in 
Japan. The main characterization is to reproduce different models, based on 
typography, lettering styles and traditional Japanese calligraphy (Fig. 8).

According to Brazilian graphic designer and researcher Priscila Farias 
(2016), the concept typographic landscape represents the landscape that is 
formed by a subset of characters present in the urban environment, which 
form words, names and other messages composed of letters and other char-
acters. Farias emphasizes that typography, in this context, must be under-
stood in a broad sense, which includes inscriptions obtained through crea-
tive processes that would be classified as lettering or calligraphy (Farias, 
2016). 

E. ARAÚJO DE ÁVILAA VISUAL NARRATIVE ON THE PRESENCE OF JAPANESE CHARACTERS IN THE SÃO PAULO CITY URBAN LANDSCAPE (1930-1970)
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Fig. 7 — Dilson Martins, untitled, 
Detail for the Suehiro Restaurant 
projecting banner type sign, 
c. 1970. Correio da Manhã Col-
lection. Arquivo Nacional.

E. ARAÚJO DE ÁVILAA VISUAL NARRATIVE ON THE PRESENCE OF JAPANESE CHARACTERS IN THE SÃO PAULO CITY URBAN LANDSCAPE (1930-1970)
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Fig. 8 — Dilson Martins, untitled, 
Detail for the Taishū Shokudō 
(Popular coffee shop) projecting 
columnar type sign, c. 1970. Cor-
reio da Manhã Collection. Arquivo 
Nacional.
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Highlighting the public and accessible character of some of these inscriptions, 
typography researcher Sue Walker (2001) defines “public writing” as the in-
scriptions, sometimes artistically produced, present in the public space, such 
as notices, posters, and signs, as well as pamphlets and newspapers (Fig. 9).

The Japanese-Brazilian anthropologist and researcher Alexandre Kishimoto, 
in his research on Japanese cinemas in the Liberdade district, comments that 
there was a consensus on the importance of the emergence of Cine Niterói 
for the formation and consolidation of Japanese trade in the region, as well as 
for the characterization of Liberdade as a Japanese district (Kishimoto, 2013). 
Inaugurated in the 1950s, Cine Niterói was the first cinema room intended 
exclusively for the exhibition of Japanese films in Brazil. From 1961, it began 
showing films by the Toei Company, a Japanese film production and distribu-
tion company. This partnership is visible in the building fascia3 (Fig. 10).

According to Brazilian researchers Cecília Saito and Marco Souza (2015), 
the Japanese district does not correspond to the entire space destined for 
the Liberdade, but it is only a part of that space that concentrates com-
mercial and cultural environments maintained predominantly by Japanese 
immigrant communities. 

Fig. 9 — Dilson Martins, untitled, 
Detail for the shop window type 
sign with movie news, c. 1970. 
Correio da Manhã Collection, 
Arquivo Nacional.
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Fig. 10 — Dilson Martins, untitled, 
Detail for the Cine Niterói buil-
ding fascia type sign (with the 
Toei Company logo on the left 
side), c. 1970. Correio da Manhã 
Collection, Arquivo Nacional.
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In other words, the dynamics in the Liberdade district became known over 
time as the “Bairro Oriental” of Liberdade. In fact, this is not a neighborhood 
itself, but just a delimited area within the district (Fig. 11).

It is important to consider that the local culture is constituted by the set of 
microcultures that exist in it, of which migrant cultures are an intrinsic part. 
Therefore, it is possible to observe how the graphic communication of Asian 
districts contributes to delimit territories marked by identity representations, 
as well as to establish different processes of socio-cultural interaction. From 
another point of view, these same spaces are seen as exotic places, as they 
represent ethnic and cultural stereotypes, by social groups that do not have 
the same repertoire as Asian immigrant communities. In addition, for these 
groups the landmarks are the boundaries of an essentially tourist environ-
ment (Fig. 12).

Several factors contribute to the bricolage4 that characterizes the Brazilian 
Japanese district, resulting in a fragmented and multiple typographic land-
scape. With the participation of immigrant cultures, mainly contrasting with 
characteristics from Brazilian culture, this bricolage is the result of a contin-
uous and complex process, which promotes different collective imaginaries. 

Fig. 11 — Dilson Martins, untitled, 
Detail for the Casa Hase building 
façade (with different types of 
signs for the Japanese products 
store), c. 1970. Correio da Manhã 
Collection, Arquivo Nacional.

Fig. 12 — Next page, unknown 
author, untitled, Detail for the 
illuminated signs (building fascia 
type sign) with Japanese cha-
racters, c. 1967-1974. Kobayashi/
Abril Press.
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Fig. 13 — Unknown author, un-
titled, Detail for the illuminated 
signs (projecting banner type 
sign) with Japanese characters, 
c. 1967-1974. Kobayashi/Abril 
Press.
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On the one hand, the imaginary of Japanese immigrants in São Paulo is 
based on their repertoire of memories, practices, visual expressions and, 
particularly, verbal, and written language. This repertoire determines how 
these people establish the visual communication of their spaces for social 
and commercial interaction. On the other hand, other people who do not 
belong to the Japanese community develop other imaginary of these same 
visual communication systems, based on decontextualized and stereotyped 
information (Fig. 13).

4. Conclusion
Through the photographs it is possible to observe a variety of signs featuring 
inscriptions in different styles of Japanese typography. The photographs also 
reveal some examples of inscriptions in the urban landscape, from the most 
official and perennial to the most spontaneous and ephemeral. It is possible 
that these inscriptions were made by various processes: printing, lettering, 
calligraphy, among others. In this context, such inscriptions are understood 
as visual references to the Liberdade district and its history and memory, 
with implications for the constitution of collective identities and a sense of 
place for Japanese immigrants. Over the decades, the phenomenon of appro-
priation of the urban environment by Japanese immigrants has occurred on 
streets, squares, and corners of Liberdade. These areas were adapted in a 
mimetic process, so that they look the same, although more modest, as the 
historic streets and commercial districts of cities in Japan. Therefore, without 
proper contextualization about the origin of cultural practices and about the 
participation of immigrants in the formation of Brazilian visual culture, the 
difficulty in analyzing complexity increases the risk of taking a trivialized 
and naturalized look at cultural manifestations, such as visual processes and 
communicational aspects of the typographic landscape of Asian districts 
around the world.
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