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Between 1949 and 1956, sculptor Isamu Noguchi received grants from Paul and

Mary Conover Mellon’s Bollingen Foundation, which had been actively supporting
the translation into English of the writings of Carl Jung and early pan-Asian

texts.  Noguchi was born in the US in 1904 to an Irish-American mother and an
absent Japanese father, grew up in Japan between the ages of three and thirteen,

and self-incarcerated in 1942 at the Japanese internment camp in Poston, Arizona.
He was the perfect recipient and interlocutor for the Bollingen Foundation’s mission

of deepening the understanding between Eastern and Western cultures after World
War II. 

With the foundation’s support, Noguchi was able to travel around the world for
seven years to conduct research for a book called Environments of Leisure, which

he never completed. He said of his intention for the grant, “It is proposed to make a
comprehensive study of the physical aspect of the environment of leisure, its

meaning, its use, and its relationship to society. The study will be directed to
community enjoyed leisure space. Special attention will be given to the

contemplative uses of leisure (for the recreation of the mind) and to the play world
of childhood ... it is hoped that the results may be published in order to invite

planning of more beautiful and rewarding communities.”
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His journeys allowed him to see sites in France, Italy, Spain, Greece, England, Hong

Kong, Malaysia, Nepal, Egypt, India, Sri Lanka, Bali, Thailand, Cambodia and Japan.
Along the way, Noguchi drew and photographed prehistoric cave drawings, stupas,

Jantar Mantar and other astrono- mical observatories, menhirs (prehistoric standing
stones), burial mounds, temples, playgrounds, churches, public squares, Balinese

shadow-puppet plays, Japanese gardens, and Buddhist monuments. Experiencing
personally these ancient cultural sites, in which objects, architecture, and landscape

fulfilled “their communal, emotional and mystical purposes,” had a profound impact
on Noguchi. His ideas about what modern sculpture could do encompassed not

only the formal and aesthetic, but also an understanding of how sculpture could
affect the human psyche and the environment, and in turn activate the social and

ritualistic functions of engagement with and enjoyment of public space.

As a result of these travels, Noguchi began to focus on abstract and universal

sculptural ideas that explored everything from archaic geological time to
cosmology, mythology, humanism, garden design, and the importance of site and

scale. His works and proposals (finished and unfinished) during this time – like the
bust of Jawaharlal Nehru, the Hiroshima memorial and Peace Bridge, a monument

to Gandhi, the UNESCO garden commissioned by Marcel Breuer, and even the
prototyping and production of his Akari lanterns in Gifu, Japan – all synthesized

Noguchi’s desire to redirect traditional ways of doing things towards the future and
his efforts to understand how to “braid” time in new ways.

Dakin Hart, Senior Curator at The Noguchi Museum in New York City, wrote in the
catalogue for the 2016 exhibition Isamu Noguchi: Archaic/Modern that Noguchi’s

preoccupations with mountains, the sun, atomic time, gardens, archaeology,
patents, innovation, materiality, and space all point to how he viewed archaic and

modern time. Hart states, “both terms [“archaic” and “modern”] connote the sense
of continuity and the inescapability of culturally delimited perspectives that are at

the heart of Noguchi’s understan- ding of time. Neither word denote a speci- fic
time or place so much as a relationship with and point of view on the past and

present.”

The idea of the continuity and interconnectedness of ancient and modern time is

ever-present in Noguchi’s work. His later stone works, which look like ancient stupas
or raw untouched geological outcroppings, were actually fabricated using the most

sophisticated and up-to-date heavy machinery, tools, diamond drill bits, and
mechanical stonecutters, making them thoroughly futuristic while retaining the

echoes of the past. In 1968, on the occasion of his retrospective at the Whitney
Museum of American Art in New York City, Noguchi, in an interview with the critic

Tatsuo Kondo, perfectly summed up his personal artistic mission in regards to his
relationship with time. He stated, “The work which contains only what is really

necessary would scarcely exist. It would almost disappear, in a sense, an invisible
work. I have not reached that point yet. But I would like to go so far. Such a work

would claim itself to be art. It has nothing conspicuous, and might look as if it simply
fell from heaven ... Most things appear new at one time but become old soon,

become things that belong to the past. I don’t like them very much. I prefer things
which appear alive forever.”

Brett Littman is the director of The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum
in Long Island City, New York. Littman’s interests are multidisciplinary: he has

overseen more than seventy-five exhibitions and personally curated more than
twenty exhibitions over the past decade, dealing with visual art, outsider art, craft,

design, architecture, poetry, music, science, and literature. He was named the
curator of Frieze Sculpture at Rockefeller Center (2019– 20) and is also an art critic,

lecturer, and active essayist for museum and gallery catalogues. He has written
articles for a wide range of US and international art, fashion, and design magazines.
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Museum of Egyptian Antiquities, Cairo, Egypt, 1953, 08304.3 ©The Isamu

Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, New York / Artist Rights Society
[ARS]. Photo by Isamu Noguchi.
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