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THE ROAD I HAVE WALKED

Isamu Noguchi

I will speak in English for the first time in Kyoto, and, as a matter of fact, for
the first time anywhere in Japan. But I think it’s proper to do so if [ am to talk about
myself.

To be able to speak here in Kyoto, under such great auspices, is a delight for me.
This occasion seems extremely opportune to me, especially in view of the subject
matter that seems to underlie this extension, you might say, of the Nobel Prizes,
which seems to me to have been sought after here. I have often wondered exactly
what category I belong in, and 1 see from the two previous recipients that the
categories are, you might say, indeterminate — vou might possibly say new — trying
to find a shape. Perhaps because of my background, my birth and mixed nationality,
I've often felt a little uncertain as to where | belong — what category of activity I'm
involved in. [ like to think of myself as an artist, but in fact [ was very hesitant about
being an artist.

When I went to America at the age of thirteen, I found myself in Indiana, which
is in the middle of America, cut off from anything to do with the cultural interests that
one normally has in Japan. The places to go to, and the attitudes of people were so
different in middle America. I became a typical American, which I think I still
am.

What is so interesting to me is why [ became an artist. When I got out of high
school I finally found myself in New York and going to Columbia University to
become a doctor, because people had told me that maybe that's what I should do. 1
did not know what I should do; I had no idea. At any rate, once I had entered
Columbia University | presently met Dr. Hidevo Noguchi, the famous bacteriologist,
and he tried to help me. He was not a relative of mine, but he was a very kind man.
Dr. Noguchi was, at that time, with the Rockefeller Institute, and he introduced me to
the people there. He was going to have me as his assistant as soon as I got along a
little ways in my schooling; even before I became qualified as a doctor. He wanted
me to help him. However, he said, “Don't become a doctor.” He said, “Doctors are
not scientists. They are artists, maybe. And only a few people have the ability to feel
sympathy and an understanding of people. You should not become a doctor, vou
should become an artist” However [ had no confidence.

Then one day I met an Italian sculptor who was a director of an art school for
poor children, called the Leonardo Da Vinci Art School. He said to me, “You must
become a sculptor,” and I said, “Well, I can't afford it. I'm working in a restaurant.
I haven't got time.” He said, “Don’t go to school but come and help me, and I will pay
you.” This is how [ became a sculptor. Three months after I got started, I had an
exhibition at his school.

In two vears I was able to get a Guggenheim Fellowship and go to Paris. So I
seem to have been guided by some kind of fate. I did not expect anything, I came from
nowhere, [ was nobody, but people seemed to want to help me. So, by some surprising
circumstance, I got the Guggenheim Fellowship and I found myself in Paris, and | was
at a cafe sitting next to a man and he said, “What do you want to do?” And [ said,
“I would like to meet Brancusi.” “Come with me,” he said, and he introduced me to
Brancusi, and with that 1 started working with Brancusi, the great Rumanian sculptor.

When | warked with Brancusi | became, of course, very influenced by him. Many
of my works from that time show his influence (photo 1). I was able to stay in Paris
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for two years with the Guggenheim Fellowship. After working with Brancusi for
a while, I got a studio. I made it more or less the same as Brancusi’s studio. | was
completely Brancusi.

This is when I was trying to find a way to get away from Brancusi (photo 2). But
it was very difficult to get away from a man like Brancusi, because his influence was
very strong. Idid not trust myself. I didnot think that 1 was going to become a great
abstract sculptor.”I was too young. I was only twenty-two. How can you expect to
be a master at the age of twenty-two? Andso, at the end of the two-year period [ went
back to America.

By then, of course, I had no money, so to make money I started to make heads.
I-had made heads before, and I knew that I felt very facile at doing that.

Many people sat for me out of kindness, because of the friendship they felt
towards me; because they wanted to help me. In that period of the winter of 1928-29
I made many heads, and I had an exhibition of them. It was successful. I made a head
of the great dancer Martha Graham soon after I got back to America (photo 3). At
that time she was not known, but she lived around the corner from Carnegie Hall,
nearby where I had a studio, so I used to go and watch her classes. There were many
pretty girls there, and I would draw them.

About this time I first met my lifelong friend, Mr. Buckminster Fuller. He was
also a great influence on me, because he represented America and the new technology
of space and structures. He was, you might say, a messiah — a man who dreamed and
who tried to teach people about the world as he saw it: the structural world and his
idea of the world of the future which he thought could come from the proper
application of engineering. He was a very kind and humane person, but his belief in
mathematics and in structures was stronger than and separate from how he felt about
people’s feelings. 1 don't think they quite went together.

By 1930 I'd made enough money to be able to get away from New York. I
wanted to find my own future. My own future did not have to be in technology: it had
to come from myself, and therefore I wanted to find myself. Thinking that if I went
back to Japan where I had spent the first thirteen years of my life, I might find
something that would tell me who I was, in 1930 I first went back to Paris, I stayed
there awhile and then I went to Peking across Siberia, stayed eight months in Peking,
and then came to Japan.

Somebody gave me some newspaper clippings the other day telling about how I
came to Japan. I was pleased to see a record of that event, for when I finally came
to Japan and found myself walking the streets of Kyoto, I was greeted by the people
here as if I were somebody who belonged here. This present occasion seems to be a
continuation of something that happened to me here fifty-five years ago.

From Kyoto I went to Tokyo, and my uncle, Mr. Takagi, gave me a house. I did
a head of Tsuneko-san, who was the maid there, and also a couple of other heads.
Then, in 1931, 1 came back to Kyoto. I worked in Higashivama, in a pottery place.
In the museum which was near there, near Gojo, there were two kaniwa. And so [ was
influenced by kaniwa in 1931. 1 was looking for my own roots, and from abstractions
in Paris I found abstractions in prehistoric Japan.

The next year I went back to America and I had a big success. 1 had made
drawings in Peking, and I showed some terra cotta. My biggest success was then. I
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started out at the top, and from there I sort of trickled down. But I was very, very
fortunate in the people I met.

In 1933, | was again making heads and so forth, trying to make a living. One day,
in the winter of 1933-34, T had a vision. I saw the earth as sculpture; I got the feeling
that the sculpture of the future might be on the earth. This moved me to make a Very
big thing called “Monument to the Plow,” actually a monument to Benjamin Frank-
lin and Jefferson, who invented the American plow — a plow which digs the earth. a
plow with which they were able to “break the plains,” as they say. In going west
across America, to make the plains fertile they had to plow. My idea was to make a
monument to the plow which would be very, very big, like a pyramid, but very
shallow. It was to be a monument to the American beginning. At the same time, I
made a monument to Benjamin Franklin. I also made other things having to do with
the earth. This was my sort of awakening to the geography and to the spaces of the
land.

At the same time, I was making “Play Mountain” (phato 4) which was intended
to be an extension of the idea of “playground.” I wanted to make it cover one city
block in New York, as an increase of play space. This idea, which I had in 1933, 1
never lost. I have always kept that. I'm very stubborn. I keep going.

I did a plan for a similar play space, a big play environment, at the United
Nations when it was being built. [ was asked to do it by the ladies who lost their own
playground there because of the construction of the United Nations. However, [
gained the enmity of the New York Park Deparment — of a man there named Mr.
Moses — who thought of me as a very dangerous person and prevented me from doing
anything there. I've never been able to do anything in New York City. The spirit of
Mr. Moses is still very strong. But the idea of playgrounds as a metaphor of the
sculptor moving into the land and among the people remained with me. Some years
later, in 1960, the lady who had asked me to do the Play Space for the United Nations
asked me to do something in memory of her aunt in a park in New York. [ said I
could not do anything there in New York; that it was no use trying. But then I thought
that if I got a great architect to help me, maybe 1 could do it. So I asked Louis Kahn,
and he said yes, he would help me. The two of us went to work, and working together
for five years, we made many different proposals. Each time there would be some
objection — this, that, and the other — and Louis Kahn would then always say,
“Wonderful! They don't want it. Now we can start all over again. We can make
comething better.”

The last version of that project that I did with Louis Kahn was in 1965. But the
things that do not happen are as valuable as the things that do happen, because the
idea is there, and even if you don't do it, somebody else will. And that has happened
quite a lot.

In 1935 Martha Graham asked me to do her first set. The American dance had
no sets before then. It was called “Frontier.” Again, the theme was about the
American land being opened up to development in going from the East Coast to the
West Coast, and all the land which became fertile and planted. I took a rope from the
back end of the theater to the top, so as to make a sirange perspective in the air. It
had a very startling effect. I did twenty things for Martha Graham over the vears.

In 1938 I won the Associated Press Plaque, sponsored by the Associated Press in
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New York City, which is a big newspaper organization. The work which I made at
that time is cast in stainless steel (photo 5). It’s very big. It's about twenty feet high.
It’s the biggest stainless steel casting, made of steel because I don't like bronze. The
work is still there.

In 1941 the war started between Japan and America, In 1942 1 went into a
Japanese relocation camp, called a war relocation camp, for the people of California
and the West Coast. I did not have to go, because I was from New York, but I went
anyway. When I came back to New York in 1942, after seven months in the camp,
[ did a work called “Monument to Herces.” For me, the images of heroes were
broken airplane propellers and bones and so forth. So my reaction to the war reloca-
tion camp is shown in some of the sculptures I did then. This I call “Arizona” (photo
6). The camp was in Arizona, where the heat of the sun is intense, and so forth.

I made a piece called “Lunars” in 1944 (photo 7). [ became interested in the
relationship between light, reflective surfaces, and sculptures which are lit up from
inside. Coming from Arizona back to the artificiality of urbanlife in New York made
me interested in sculpture and light together. I believe that work marked the beginning
of my interest, for instance, in the akari of chochin (lights of paper lanterns).

Shortly after that I started making things with stone, slate, marble, and so forth.
I made many things of this type.

In 1948 I had an exhibition at that time at a gallery in New York and decided
that New York was no good for sculpture; that it is too artificial. Thus I applied to
the Bollingen Foundation to assist me to get away from New York and make a study
of sculpture throughout the world, and I went away again. I studied all the prehistoric
and ancient monuments and so forth — the better-known ones, of course — to give me
some idea of sculpture aside {rom the urban situation, the artificial situation of New
York. [ felt that sculpture was the oldest art, but since, as far as I knew, it had never
improved, there must be some better reason for doing it than merely aesthetic reasons.
This was probably the point of departure where I went back to that vision I had in
1933 with “Play Mountain.” I wanted to find a way of doing things which I was never
able to do with Louis Kahn or anybody else.

Finally I came to Japan and I had an exhibition at Mitsukoshi. Among the works
which | showed was a piece called “Bell Tower for Hiroshima” (photo 8). When
Mayor Hamai from Hiroshima saw it he said, “Come to Hiroshima. Maybe we can
dosomething.” That is why ] was able to go to Hiroshima. [ went there with Tange-
san. At the time there was nothing, absclutely nothing there. I built two bridges, one
called “Tsukuru” and the other one called “Yuku” (photo 9).

I did a garden at Keio University in 1950 with the architect Yoshiro Taniguchi
(photo 10).

In 1952 I met Mr. Rosanjin Kitaoji, who was very kind to me. He said, “Come
live here. Live in that house over there, which I put up for myself to look at. You can
use it.” So I moved there, and next door to it I built a studio. There was no flat land
to build it on, so I cut into the hill. In Kamakura you can cut into a hill and build a
home. [ built a studio like that by cutting into the hill.

I made ceramics with Rosanjin, using his earth, his kama, and everything else, and
he helped me to fire them. He gave me the various glazes and so forth. I made many
ceramics and had an exhibition at the Kamakura Museum. Later on I had a similar
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exhibition in New York of the things I did with Rosanjin.

In America, people had started to hear that I was also interested in gardens and
outdoor space. 1 was asked by IBM to do something at their headquarters, in Armonk,
New York. The headquarters was to have two gardens. I did both of them. In one,
the “future garden,” where I wished to show something of the future, there are many
symbols of science carved in the latest equations and so forth. You would all be
interested in them. Various scientists and so forth whom I met then, through IBM,
helped me get all these things.

In 1956 I was asked to do something at UN ESCO in Paris (photo 11). [ wasasked
to do a certain part, but there was a much bigger area below. Isaid, “You should use
that, too.” They said, “Well, we have no money to pay for it.” Isaid, “Why don’t vou
get the Japanese people to help?” And so I designed a road and then a garden, came
to Japan, and somehow the people at the Foreign Ministry helped me to find some
people to help make a committee to help with the project. It was that experience of
working on the UNESCO garden that led me deeper into Japan and into working
with stone.

The lower garden turned out to be more Japanese than the first garden (photo
12). Buteven there, my interest was not to make a Japanese garden or any other kind
of garden excepting a new garden — always finding something beyond. In the case
of IBM, I wanted to make a garden of the future. It's very difficult to imagine what
the future is, but one can do a little bit more each time. So feeling, I became involved
in doing things with space, which I call gardens. The UNESCO project was my first
big project of the sort.

I did a work at Yale University in about 1961-64, using marble which came from
Vermont (photo 13). It shows influence from Italy and also India, the astronomical
observatories in India and so forth. You can notice that the lines on the marble
ground give a kind of perspective, in a sense like the “Frontier” stage set. It opens up.
I'have often used the ground artificially — that is to say, I think of the ground not just
as ground but as a kind of geometry of ground. This idea is revealed, for instance, in
the work which I did at the same time at the Chase Manhattan Bank (photo 14). The
stones which I used for the Chase Manhattan Bank came from Kyoto. T got some of
them along the Kamogawa; others I got over by the Ujigawa near Otsu. It was my
version of Ryoanji. It's a kind of a study in placing natural rocks, but it's a little
unique because, first of all, there are seven stories below this space, and in the
summertime there is water over the whole thing. Of course the reason | was able to
do this was because I was asked to do the whole plaza. 1also did the whole plaza for
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, the architects.

The biggest garden I did at the time was in Israel (photo 15). In1961 I was asked
to do a garden in [srael, so I went there. I was able to use the stones from a hill there
tomake all the walls. Some of them are about thirty meters long. The garden is very
big, but it retains the earth and you can walk on it easily. It covers five acres. At one
part of the garden it becomes more civilized — more suitable for sculptures which
are not so free from the base, which are standing on the ground. I mean, you cannot
have sculptures falling all over the place; they have to be fixed. There are many
problems with sculpture as garden. Inanother area the water flows down from stone
containers which I carved.

121



O it il

16) H A 17 [¥ 18 otk
EXPO '70 Fountains Dodge Memorial Fountain

197 b o4 b OIY
Philip A. Hart Plaza

1I8) 5" b o 4 + ONE
Philip A. Hart Plaza

2l) [ex2e2]
“Momotaro™

2007 b w A b DL
Philip A. Hart Plaza

Commemorative Lectures

Of course, you all know the fountains that I did for the 1970 Expo in Osaka
(photo 16).

In 1971, I think it was, I was asked to do a fountain in Detroit. Two million
dollars. I thought, “Oh, my god, how do I spend two million dollars?” What T made
wag a high-tech fountain (photo 17). It’s very big. I think it cost about the same
amount asall the fountains at the Expo put together. Nonetheless they said that they
could not use the fountain in their plan, and so they asked me to do the whole place.
I thus did the whole plaza in Detroit, which covers eight acres (photo 18). It has a
tower that is 125 feet high. How much is that, 38 meters? (photo 19) The fountain was
included, and there is also an amphitheater {or skating and other purposes (photo 20).
When I was asked to do this, Detroit was having terrible trouble. Many sections
downtown were being burnt. There were race riots and so forth. T amtold that when
this plaza was finished, it all quieted down. There were no more problems with race
riots, and this became the most popular place in Detroit. Sometimes, I am told, a
million people come here, especially on the Fourth of July and so forth.

I think my madness in wanting to make gardens and so forth lies in this
usefulness; it's a kind of a humanizing of space, and humanizing of sculpture. It's not
merely sculpture for aesthetic purposes, nor a question of ego or something else; it’s not
even images of archeology or some fantasy in the desert. Rather, it is something that
is actually very useful, and very much a part of people’s lives. If I might say o, I think
this probably comes from my own background; the need for belonging . . . the need to
feel that there is someplace on the earth which an artist can affect in such a way that
the art in that place makes for a better life and a better possibility of survival. When
Mr. Hutchinson talked about survival, and that people have to have reasons for
wanting to live, I thought it strange that he did not mention that maybe the atom bomb
came here for just that purpose. The people who are concerned about ecology and so
forth want to find a way for people to survive and be happy without destroying each
other. In a way, this is my kind of answer to that. If through art the world can be
made more friendly, more accessible to people, more understandzable, more meaningful,
then even art has some reason. When I went to Paris and then to Peking and then to
Japan and all over the place, [ was always on a voyage looking for someplace where
I would feel at home, where I would feel that I could be of some use.

I think that Japan has come to a place — a time — when she needs that sort of
thing. For instance, [ was very fortunate in being able to do something in Israel in 1961
and 1965. Israel was formed in 1948, and at that period when I did my works there,
it still had no roots and identity. When I did that garden, many, many people in Israel
said I had given them Israel; given Israel a quality. You have to have quality to where
vou live; a quality of a meaning and continuity. Time is an important factor in
sculpture. The reason so much of what you see today is very frivolous is because the
element of time is neglected. [ feel that the quality of enduring is important.
Therefore, you might say that in my development of my attitude towards the land and
to gardens, to sculpture, there’s been this sort of a flow towards something — towards
a situation.

I did a sculpture for a very large sculpture park north of New York City. I call
it “Momotaro” (photo 21). It is very large, and was made in Shikoku and sent to New
York. It has had a most remarkable effect upon the people who go to the park. In
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fact, there are many very big sculptures there, but that is the one that everybody
wants to go to, because they are attracted by it. I think that that is a function of
sculpture.

As a matter of fact, when I was asked to speak to you today 1 got a piece of
paper asking me to point out the meaning of my activities in relation to people’s lives.
This is one reason ['m very, very happy to be talking to you about what I have been
able to do. I'm sure that whatever | have done has been done with a sense of continuity
towards a situation, though whether the direction has been forward or backward, I do
not know. I think that people keep walking, as Professor Hutchinson said. They find
reasons and means [or survival. They find it worthwhile not to die.

I was born in Los Angeles, and some people came and said, “You have to do
something in California.” Thus [ did a garden which is called “California Scenario,”
south of Los Angeles (photo 22). It’s quite big. There’s a sculpture therecalled “Sor-
amame no Seishin,” “The Spirit of Lima Beans” (photo 23). The whole area was
fields of lima beans and became a development.

I did another garden in downtown Los Angeles, for the Japanese-American
community.

Louis Kahn died tragically, in a railroad station. Nobody knew who he was. For
three days they did not know what to do with him. One of the most beautiful buildings
he did is called the Kimball Museum, and is located in Fort Worth, Texas. [ wished
to make an homage to Louis Kahn, so [ asked the museum to please let me put some
sculptures there, and they said “Yes.” [ feel that Louis Kahn was a great man. I've
been privileged to know many great people. Among architects, I consider my friends
Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier. I've been very, very fortunate in all the
contacts I've been able to make.

I finally built my studio into a museum (photo 24). 1 have a lot of sculptures
there.

My garden in Shikoku is a small garden, but very nice, with an old piece of
sculpture (photo 25). I have a house there, an old, Japanese house. I live there, I am
still working on building two kwra (storehouses) at my place. Mr. Izumi helps. It is his
place. Izumi-san and I built a garden there (photo 26).

I designed a monument of Benjamin Franklin in 1933, and they finally asked me
to make it in Philadelphia (photo 27), It was built in Philadelphia three years ago. It’
s an engineering feat, by my friend Paul Whitlinger, the engineer. It is made of
stainless steel. There’s a kite at the top, and lightning coming down to hit a key.
Benjamin Franklin discovered that the atmosphere is filled with electricity. Thisis
our world. We have come to the world that was envisioned when America was found-
ed. Benjamin Franklin was called Mr. Electricity. Then we had Thomas Edison.
America represented the ideal of scientific progress. 1 think it still does.

I think that Japan has something even more important to teach the world. 1 think
it is the need of a sense of time, which is not only one-directional but in all directions
— radiant. The past is ourselves; going inside ourselves, we go into the past, hecause
there is a memory inside. Going out, we go to the future. There is no memory there,
so it’s very questionable. We do not know what is out there, but inside of us, we know
what is there . .. we know by instinct. If we study the past, we study ourselves. I think
that that is the great reason and the great future that lies ahead. It's a future which
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is inside of ourselves, and which is the past, and which we have to find in order to be
able to live with the atom . . . with all of the developments which will come very
rapidly in the advance of science. Science needs art, and without art, I fear for the
people’s sanity and equilibrium.

Thank you very much.
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