OZET

Bu ¢alisma ile Noguchi'nin yasaminin, sanat anlayisi ve estetik tavrina etkisi ana
hatlariyla irdelenerek; onun yapitlarinin bigimsel olusumlar: ile yasam tarzi,
dogay1 yorumlayisi ve insan kavranmina yaklasimi arasindaki yakin bag ortaya
¢ikariimaya ¢ahgilmistir. Ozellikle de Noguchi’nin hem Dogu hem de Bat kiil-
tiirii tarafindan bicimlenen kimliginin, sanatina ve kendisini var etme siirecine

kattig1 ozgiinliik arastirilmigtir.

Anahtar Sozciikler: Isamu Noguchi, Dogu-Bati, 6teki, modern heykel,
devingenlik.
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DOGU’YU BATI’'YA DOGRU HEYKELLE YORUMLAMAK ve ISAMU NOGUCHI

“Noguchinin yasam felsefesi ve sanatsal iiretimleri birbirinden ayri diisiiniilmesi neredeyse
olanaksiz sekilde i¢ icedir. O, siradan bir diisiiniir degildi. Kuyunun dibinden yildizlara bakmanin
bir heykel olabilecegine inands; eski amitlarin ve taslarin canli oldugundan, heykel olarak 151k ve

sesten, anilar1 - bellegi tasiyan bicimlerden soz etti” (Rubin 2009)

Gegtigimiz yiizyillin modernist sanat anlayisinin heykel alanindaki yetkin temsilcilerinden
olan Japon asilli Amerikali sanat¢1 Isamu Noguchi, ardinda biraktig1 yapitlarla kendi déne-
minin estetik siirecine 6nemli katkilarda bulunmus, Dogu ve Batr'yr hem kisiliginde hem de

sanatinda kaynastirarak iizerinde diisiince iiretilip ilgi odag: haline gelen bir sanat¢1 olmustur.

Noguchinin sanatini olusturma bi¢cimi her ne kadar Batrnin kosullar ¢ercevesinde sekillen-
se de i¢ dlinyasinin big¢imlenisi ¢ocuklugundan beri baglantili oldugu Dogunun imgeleri, du-
yarliliklari, felsefesi, yasam bicimi, dogay algilayisi, bakis acisi gibi unsurlarla gergeklesmistir.
Yar1 Amerikali yar1 Japon Noguchinin ¢ocuklugunu gecirdigi Japonya cografyas: ve ozellikle
buraya 6zgii Zen bahgeleri onun yaratici etkinliginin koklerini olugturur. Dolayisiyla onun hey-
kellerinde, bahge tasarimlarinda, sahne diizenlemelerinde ve yarattig1 objelerde Dogu’ya 6zgii
duyarliligin ve bakis agisinin izlerini bulmak dogaldir, kaginilmazdir. Dogu felsefesinin ona
kattig1 duyarlilig, yaratici siirecine etki eden kendine 6zgii bir duruma doniistiiren Noguchi,
caligmalarinda dogaya ait bicimlerle geometrik yapilar arasindaki karsithk iligkisini kullanarak,

Ozgiin bir karakter, yeni bir estetik anlayis olusturmustur.

Ancak iki uluslu kékeninin, yagaminin belli bir boliimiinde hem yasadig: iilkede hem de
ikinci vataninda ona bazi zorluklar ¢ikarmadigy séylenemez. Bu durumun yapitlarinin tislupsal
bigimlenisine, diinyay1 yorumlayigina, politik tavrina etkisi de kaginilmaz olmugtur. Ornegin,
bazi ¢alismalarindaki sokiiliip takilabilen (hareketli-demonte) tasarimlar, bir o yana bir bu yana,
hem oraya hem buraya ya da ya orasi ya burasi ikilemleri arasindaki gelgitleri yansitir bigim-
dedir.

Noguchi’nin sanat yasami neredeyse, Dogu-Bat1 sdylemlerinin yogun oldugu, ¢alkantili po-
litik tartigmalarin i¢inde ge¢mistir. Bu sylemin en etkili elestirmenlerinden biri olan Edward
Said, Noguchi’nin ¢ogu ¢alismasinin tumturakli icerigini olusturan temel 6nermelere siipheyle
yaklagmistir. Cinkii Said, Avrupalilar ve onlarin 6teki dedikleri arasinda bes yiizyil 6nce sis-
tematik bir sekilde baslamis olan aligverisin, ¢ok zor degisecek olan, kemiklesmis bir “biz” ve
“onlar” diistincesini/ayrimini yarattigini savunurken, bunun siyasi yonlerinin dikkatli bir sekil-
de sorgulanmas: halinde modernist Dogu-Bat1 sentezcisi Noguchi'nin bakis agisinin pek de ko-
lay savunulamayacagini iddia eder (Winther 1994). Ama buna ragmen Bert Winther (1994:23)
onun, artik kliselesen Dogu-Bat1 karsithginin kiiltiirel etkisi, irksal tutumlarin kendini yabanci
hissettirme durumu ve Dogu ile Batr'nin siyasal iliskilerindeki inis ¢ikiglar: karsisinda bagarili

bir terciiman olarak ortaya ¢iktigini diisiinmektedir.

Yine de oryantalist séyleme benzer bir sekilde dile getirilecek olursa, Dogu’ya ait ruhani-

lik Batrnin temsil ettigi akilcihigin potasinda bir biitiinii olusturma idealini gergeklestirmeye



dogru, Noguchinin varliginda yol almistir. Noguchinin kendi varligi, yapip ettikleri, ortaya
koyduklari, kisacasi sanati, Dogu ile Batrnin bulusmasi ve kaynasmasi konusu {izerine yapilan

pek cok tartigmaya bireysel boyutta yanit niteligi tasimaktadir adeta.

Ama Noguchi'nin, hem kisisel yasaminda hem de sanatsal yasaminda iki uluslu kiiltiiriint
kaynagtirmay: basarmis ve bunun olabilme ihtimalini de en azindan sanatiyla kanitlayabilmis
bir 6rnek oldugunun altini gizmek gerekir. Iki ayr1 kiiltiir, onun varolusunda biri digerinin gii-
diimii altina girmeden, biri digerinin i¢inde erimeden, biri digeri i¢in somiiriilen konumunda

olmadan etkili olmustur.

Sherman E. Lee'nin dile getirdigine gére, Dogu ve Batrnin bulusmas: hakkindaki kimi fikir-
ler, bu biresimin olanaksizligini savunur. Lee, bazilar1 bityitkk oranda tamamlanmig girisimler
olsa da bunlarin vasat basarilar oldugu diisiincesini 6ne siirer. Ona gére Ryusaburo Umehara,
Foujita, Zao Wou-ki, Tseng Yu-ho ve Nam June Paik gibi bazi isimler 6ne ¢ikarken, ya Dogu’yu
ya da Batr'y1 baskin kilan 6zellikte sonuglar ortaya koymaktadirlar. Bunlarin duygusuz imitas-
yonlar, teknolojik araglarin diisiincesizce adaptasyonu, dekoratif bigcimlerin bagarisiz sahte-
likleri, pek ¢ok kiiltiiriin estetik degerlerini birlestirmeyi deneyen ¢agdas sanatgilarin biiyiik
basarisizliginin fark edilir isaretleri oldugunu diigiiniir. Ama Lee, bunlarin hi¢ birinin Isamu
Noguchi’nin yaptig: isler icin gegerli olmadigini savunur. En basta ailesi araciligiyla Noguchi,
Dogu ve Batinin birlikteligini dogal yolla temsil eden bir konumdadir (Lee 1994:9). Ciinkii 17
Kasim 1904’te Los Angelas’ta Amerikali bir edebiyat¢1 Leonie Gilmour (annesi) ile Japon bir sair
olan Yonejiro (Yone) Noguchinin (babast) cocugu olarak diinyaya gelir. Ama Isamunun hem
Dogu hem de Batrya ait olma durumunu kendi varliginda birlestirmis olmasi; annesi babasiyla
bir arada yasayabilmesi i¢in yeterli ve baglayici neden olamamustir ne yazik ki. Zira kisa zaman
sonra miinzevi karakterli bir yapiya sahip, yalniz yasamayi tercih eden babas: tarafindan terk
edilmiglerdir. 1905’te annesiyle birlikte Tokyo'ya gider ve ¢ocukluk yillarini Japonyada gegirir.
Buradaki Dogu’ya 6zgii atmosfer, Japon killtiiriine 6zgii nesneler, olgular, durumlar ve iilkenin
dogas1 onun belleginde derin izler birakmistir. Japonya onun i¢in ¢ocuklugunun mutlu anilarini
temsil ederken ayni1 zamanda da ortada olmayan bir baba ile yeniden bag kurma ¢abasini iceren
bir tiir Japon kimligi arayisini simgeler. Ama diger taraftan Noguchi, kendisini her zaman ilk
genglik yillarini Indianada yagsamis, uzun sanat kariyerini New York'ta gecirmis bir Amerikali
olarak diisiinmiistiir. Buna ragmen genel durum ise onun ‘Gteki’ olarak nitelendirilmesi ile kar-
magsik bir hal almigtir. Noguchi karma etnik yapisi yiiziinden, Amerikada genellikle bir Japon
sanate1 olarak nitelendirilmis, Japonyada da son zamanlara kadar bir Amerikal1 sanatgi olarak
gortlmustir (Altshuler 1994:92).

1915 yilinda artik egitimi igin Amerikadadir. O yillar, I. Diinya Savas: yillaridir ve devam
ettigi okul, askeri egitim kampina donistirildigi igin baska bir okula gegis yapmak zorun-
da kalir. Boylece ¢ocuklugunda kitalar aras1 baslayan gecislilik, hareketlilik, gezicilik gittigi
okullar i¢inde de devam etmis; bu tiim yagaminin genel bir karakteri haline gelmistir. Anne-
si sanatla ilgili yetenegini, o yillarda fark eder ve egitiminin bu yonde devam etmesini sag-

lar. Onu Leonardo Da Vinci Sanat Okulu’na yollar. Bu okuldaki 6gretmeni Onorio Rutocodan
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heykele iliskin temel bilgileri edinir. Egitiminin ardindan 21 yasindayken gerceklestirdigi ilk
sergisindeki caligmalarini daha 6nceden gérmiis oldugu bir Brancusi sergisinin ve Irlandal gair
Yeats'in “At The Hawk’s Will” adl1 eserinin verdigi esinle bi¢cimlendirmistir. Noguchi, 6zellikle
Brancusinin sanatindan son derece etkilenmis ve onu neredeyse kendine rehber edinmistir.
1927de Guggenheim’in geng sanatgilar igin verdigi bir olanak sayesinde Parise, Uzak Dogu’ya
yolculuga cikar. Gezisinin 6zellikle Paris ayagi, hayrani oldugu Brancusi ile tanismasi, onun
deneyimlerinden faydalanmasi i¢in bulunmaz bir firsat olmustur. Ondan 6grendikleri, hayati
boyunca uygulayacag ilkeler haline gelir. Noguchi, sanat diinyasinda kendini var etme stire-
cinde ilerlerken, Brancusinin bigim ve tin anlayisini1 benimseyip onun olusturdugu izlegi takip

etmistir. Onu hep bir yol gosterici olarak gormiistiir.

Baraz (2008)’in aktardigina gére; Noguchi, Brancusi atolyesindeki kisa egitiminden sonra
artik kendini ¢ok daha iyi ifade edebilecegi eserlerini yaratacagina inanir. Bu dénemde, Paris
Montparnasseda, D’Arsonval Sokagi'ndaki atolyesinde, tahta ve tas yontular yapar. Organik bir
soyutlamaya giderek kendine 6zgii heykeller tiretmeye baslar. “Leda” adli eseri, Brancusiden
esinlenerek yarattig1, piring tabakalar1 egip biikiip baglantilarini birbirine ekleyerek, pargalar:
heykelin bitiiniine kenetledigi bir ¢alismadir (Resim 1). Baraz bunun, bir sanat yapitinda an-

lamlarin biraradaligini reddetmek anlamina geldigini séylemektedir.

“Noguchinin eserleri daha ¢ok evrenle ilgili merkezi bir analizin yapil-

digi ilging bir estetiktir. Bu eserlerde dolayimli bir s6ylem séz konusudur.
Agiklanamayan dogal, nesnenin imsel formlarini yaratir. Ciinkii ona gore
dogamn kendisi baslh basina bir heykeldir. Doganin goziiken ve goziikme-
yen yasalarini, organik diinyanin icinde sakli duran geometrik bicimleri,
heykelini yaparken simrlamalarla durdurur ve yeniden yorumlar. Noguchi
kendisiyle yapilan bir soyleside soyle soyler: “Asil sorun maddenin dogasin-
da bulunan has degerleri yok etmeden nasil degistireceginizdir” Paris’te
calismalar: sirasinda yapmus oldugu heykel ¢izimlerinde geometriyle
organik yapi arasimdaki yer degistirme agik¢a goriiliir. Bu iki imaj
arasimdaki dinamik iliski, sanatginn tiim yaptiklarimda zaman

icinde hep giindemde kalacaktir” (Baraz 2008)

Daha sonradan soydaslarinin zorunlu birakilacag: bu yer
degistirme eylemleri, hayatinin o dénemlerinde kendi istegi
ile belirledigi gereklilikler dogrultusundaki yolculuklar,
geziler ve devingenlik durumlaridir bagka bir deyisle.
Guggenheim'in destegiyle gerceklesen sanat yolculugunun
Uzak Dogu boliimiinde ise Cin, Japonya ve Hindistan vardur.
Buralarda da kendi sanatina agilim ve katki saglayabilecek aragtir-
malarny, incelemelerini siirdiiriir. Yedi ay boyunca Cinde zaman gegirir. 1
Buradaki antik saraylar, bahgeler ve binalardaki tas isciligi tizerine egilir. Bu iilkenin énemli bir

sanatgisi olan Ch’i Pai-Shihden etkilenerek Cin firgasi ve miirekkebiyle piring kagitlara portreler

Resim 1: Isamu Noguchi, “Leda” 1928, 59.4 x 30.2 x 32.1cm, piring levha. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.



calisir. Buradan sonra ikinci iilkesi olan Japonya’y: yeni bir gozle tekrar kesfedecegi bir siirece

girecektir.

Buradaki Zen Bahgeleri 6zellikle inceleyecegi 6nemli kaynaklardan biridir. Antik Cin ve Ja-
pon geleneginden gelen kiiltiirii inceleyerek edindigi deneyimler, daha sonra gerceklestirecegi
modern bir dil tasiyan soyut yapitlarinin olusumunu etkileyecektir. Japon gelenegine ait bir yap:
olan Zen Bahgesi imgeleri, Martha Graham'in koreografileri i¢in tasarladigi minimalist sahne
tasarimlarinda ona esin kaynag1 olacaktir. Baraz (2008)1n da belirttigi gibi Isamu Noguchinin
sahne tasarimlarinin, giiniimiiziin sanatsal anlatim bicimlerinden enstellasyonlarin ilk 6rnekle-
ri oldugu kabul edilmektedir. Bu tasarim ve yerlestirmelerde Noguchi, sembolik soyut eleman-
lara bagvurarak sahneyi bir heykele doniistiiriir. Bu siireg, ayn1 zamanda Noguchi'yi heykelde
mekan algisinin nasil bir 6nem tagimas: gerektigini sorgulamaya iter. Noguchi bu konuyla ilgili

diisiincesini soyle dile getirmektedir:

“Bu giin bircok heykeltiras malzemenin énemini daha ¢ok fark ediyor ancak sembolizme pek
fazla yakinlasiyor... Bence heykelin 6zii, bizim varlignmzin devaminm saglayan mekdnin algilan-
masidir. Heykelin tiim boyutlarimi kurarken olgiitiimiiz mekdndir, zira bizim hacim, ¢izgi, nok-
ta, sekil verme, uzaklik ve oran konularindaki goreli algimizi olusturan sey mekdnin kendisidir.
Hareket, 151k ve zaman da bizzat mekdnin ozellikleridir. Biitiin bunlardan bagimsiz bir mekan
tasarlanamaz. Bunlar ayni zamanda heykelin de temelidir ve bunlara iliskin kavramsallastirma-
miz degistikce heykelimizin de degismesi zorunludur... Sanatta oldugu gibi dogada da gelisme soz
konusudur, boylece degisim yasamda karsihigini bulur. Bu nedenle, gelismenin yonii her zaman
sadece yenilenmeye dogrudur; insan dogasimn siirekli bir bicimde kaosa evrilmesidir séz konusu
olan. Eger gelismenin anlaminin insanmn siirekli olarak anlamsiz bir bosluga dogru transfiizyonu
oldugunu soylersem, evren hakkindaki bilgilerimiz mekani enerjiyle doldurdukga bugiinkii ihtiya-
cumizin ne kadar biiyiik oldugu ve bizi daha biiyiik bir kaosa ve yeni dengelere yonlendirdigi de
agiga ¢ikacaktir zannederim. Bana kalirsa, heykeltiras mekdam diizene koyan ve canlandiran, ona
anlam veren kisidir” (Noguchi 1999:4)

Noguchinin mekan ve malzemenin 6nemini diger 6gelerin iizerinde tutan bir bakis agis1
gelistirmesi, ¢calismalarinda daha sonradan ortaya ¢ikacak soyut yapinin olusumunda biiyiik
bir etken olmugtur denebilir. Noguchi’nin soyuta ulasan tavri sembolik ve dogrudan anlatimin
kisitlayic yoniinii fark etmesiyle olusmaya baslar. Ancak bu, Soyut Disavurumculugun dogasi
tizerine giincel tartismalara katilmak i¢in olusturulmus bir tavir olarak goériilmemelidir. No-
guchi, kiiltiirel, sanatsal ve politik séylemini ortaya koymanin, bu konuyla ilgili sorumlulugunu
yerine getirmenin bagka bir yolu olarak soyutlamay: se¢mistir. Noguchinin soyuta yonelme
siireci, politik icerigi acikca ortada olan 1935 yilinda yaptig1 “Death” (Oliim) adli galigmasi
nedeniyle saldirgan bir elestirmen tarafindan ‘sansasyoncu’ olarak yaftalanmasinin ardindan
gelmistir. Ciinkdi “Death”, figliratif bir calisma olarak sdylemek istedigi iletiyi dogrudan anlatan
bir bigimlendirmeye sahiptir. Elestirmenler ¢aliymanin bu tarziyla ilgili olduk¢a acimasiz bir
tavir takinmiglardir (Lyford 2003:140). Noguchi soyutun, heykelsi anlatimin sinirsiz bir alan
oldugunu belirterek, bunun da ancak ruh ve madde arasindaki ideal dengenin kurulabilmesiyle

saglanabilecegini savunur. Sanat¢1 kendisini doganin biitiinliigii fikrine uygun olarak doganin
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bir pargasi olarak gorebilirse bu denge kurulabilecektir. Ona gore, sanatginin galistig1 malzeme
de bir malzeme olmanin ¢ok &tesindedir, malzeme temanin degerini ortaya cikaran ozel bir
konumdadir. Ornegin, Noguchi igin malzeme olarak tagin énemli bir yeri vardir. Tag1 heykel
i¢in en temel malzeme olarak goriir. Ardindan onun i¢in diger 6nemli bir nokta olan tema ve
bu temanin nasil islenecegi gelir. Temanin ger¢ekgi ya da gergek dist olmasindan ziyade amacin
bu temay: ifade edebilmek oldugunu diigiinen Noguchi (1999:4), heykeli sozle gorsellestirebil-
menin de zorlugunu ifade eder. Ancak biitiin bunlarin kavranmasi ile heykelin bir senfoniye

doniistiiriilebilecegini diistiniir.

Heykele iliskin ¢oziimlemenin devam ettigi bu siirecin ardindan, Noguchinin yasaminin
farkli bir donemece girdigi, insana ve 6zgiirliik kavramlarina iligkin gesitli sorgulamalar1 ye-
niden ele aldig1 1940’11 yillar gelir. Bu yillarda Amerika ve Japonya arasinda politik sorunlar
yaganmaya baslar. Sonunda Japor’lar Pear]l Harbor’a baskin diizenler. Noguchinin yasami bu
baskindan sonra olumsuz yonde etkilenir. Onun 6zel durumu yani iki tilkeye ait olma konumu

tam anlamiyla bir ‘arada-kalmishik’ duygusunu beraberinde getirecektir.

Bu siire icinde ortaya ¢ikardig: yapitlar, savas ve kirilan insanlik onurunu konu alan soyut
calismalardir. “My Arizona” (1943) adl1 rolyefi, “This Tortured Earth - Zuliim Gormiis Yeryiizii”
(1943) ve “Monument to Heroes - Kahramanlara Anit” (1943) gibi yapitlarini da bu zaman ige-
risinde olugturmustur. “Monument to Heroes” adl1 caligmasi tahta ve insan kemigi kullanilarak
yapilan bir ¢calisma olarak 6zellikle dikkat cekmektedir (Resim 2, 3, 4).

2

3

Resim 2: Isamu Noguchi,“My Arizona” 1943, 46.4 x 46.4 x 11.7 cm, fiberglas, plastik. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.
Resim 3: Isamu Noguchi, “This Tortured Earth” 1943, 7.6 x 96.8 x 73.7 cm, bronz. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.

Noguchi’nin 1940’larin baginda yaptig1 bu soyutlamalar yalnizca modern sanat tarihi icinde-
ki 6zel konumlarini a¢giga vurmaz.

“Seylerin arasindaki iliskileri anlatmasinin yani sira, Pearl Harbordan sonra Birlesik Devletle-
rin wrklar arasindaki ayrimciligi on plana ¢ikardigi kiiltiirel ortamda kimliklerin nasil tartisildig
ve konumlandigi hakkinda Amerikan kiiltiiriine islemis varsayimlar: sorgular. Noguchinin bu

kesitleri bicimlendirmede kilit noktasi, 1940’larmn basinda soyutlamaya gegis yapmasidr. Ciinkii
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cesitli bicimsel-geleneksel ve kiiltiirel referans noktalarini birbirine kaynastirarak, onlara ¢oklu an-

lamlar onermesine olanak saglayan sey, bu ¢alismalarin soyut dilidir” (Lyford 2003)

4 5

Resim 4: Isamu Noguchi, “Monument to Heroes” 1943, 71.8 x 34.6 x 24.8 cm, mukavva, ahsap, kemik, ip. (Gerceklestirilmemis maket)
The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.
Resim 5: Isamu Noguchi, “Kouros” 1945, 292.2 x 86.7 x 16.7 cm, pembe Georgia mermeri. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.
Sonunda Amerikanin 1945 Agustosunda Japonya’ya atom bombasi atmasi, Noguchi'yi gok
derinden sarsmis ve ruhsal bir ¢okiintiiniin i¢ine stiriiklemistir. Baraz (2008)1n ifadesiyle o,
bu insanlik dig1 saldirilara karst ancak sanatiyla yanit verebilir, duygularini ancak sanatla ifade
edebilir. Sonradan ad: “Sculpture to Be Seen from Mars - Marstan Goziiken Heykel” (1947) olarak
degisecek olan kum malzemeyle kumun iizerine “Memorial to Man - Insanoglunun Amsina”
adin1 koydugu bir caligma gergeklestirir. Bu ¢alisma savagin vahsetine kars: yapilmis ironik bir

yaklagimdur.
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Resim 6: Isamu Noguchi, “My Pacific” 1942, 104.1 x 53.3 x 20.9 cm, dalgalarin karaya attigs agag. The Museum of Modern Art, NY.
Resim 7: Kouros Heykeli, 1.0. 590-580, yiikseklik 193.04 cm, mermer. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.

1946da, Japonyadaki Hirosima ve Nagazaki'nin bombalanmasinin ardindan gegen bir yildan
kisa bir zaman sonra, Japon asilli Amerikali heykeltiras Noguchi, Modern Sanatlar Miizesinde
gergeklestirilecek olan “14 Amerikali” adl1 bir sergiye katilmasi igin segilir. Son donem Ameri-
kan sanatinin cesitliligini ortaya koyan sergiler serisinden biri olan bu serginin, Amerikanin
¢agdas sanatindan bir kesit sundugu bildirilmektedir. Noguchi, bu dénemde, New York sanat
ortamindan bir siire uzak kalmis olmasina ragmen, bu sergiler dizisi iginde yer alir. 1945te
tamamladigl, mermerden anitsal bir heykel olan Kouros'u da iceren 15 ¢alismasini sergiler.
Japonlarla olan savas ortaminda, federal hiikiimetin savas boyunca Japon asilli Amerikalilar:
gozaltina alma kararia ragmen miize, Noguchi'yi sergiye dahil etmesi ve cesitli kiiltiirel etnik
gecmisi olan sanatgilar: kucaklamasiyla bir gesit sanatsal demokrasiye 6n ayak olmay1 umdugu-

nu gostermek istemistir.



Sergi kiiratorii olarak Dorothy Miller, sergi katalogunun 6ns6ziindeki agiklamasinda; “bu
sanatcilarin kaygisi estetikten ¢ok iletisimdir... Dil-islup Amerikandir. Ama bdlgeci ya da so-
ven bir egilimin izini de tagimaz... Tersine, Amerika ve Avrupadan daha az olmayan Dogu’yu
da kapsayan sanat diinyasinin tek bir diinya olduguna génderme yapan ¢ok derin bir bilinglilik
vardir” (Lyford 2003) diye belirtmektedir. Lyford’a gore, onun ¢alismasi muhtemelen, Dogu ile
bagka bir dizi baglantiy1 ince bir beceriyle ortaya ¢ikardig: i¢in, her hangi biri Noguchinin yer
almasini, sergide belli bir sanat alani yaratmak i¢in Miller'in ¢abasinin bir par¢as: olarak dii-
stinebilir. Es zamanl bir sekilde pek ¢ok kiiltiire gonderme yapan sanat yapmadaki yaklasim
bicimleri ve araglarin bir gesitliligini simgeledigi i¢in, Noguchinin kariyeri Miller'in sergide
vurgulamak istedigi ¢esitliligi de yansitiyor gibi gériinmektedir. Yine Lyford (2003)’un ifadesiy-
le, “Kouros” (1945), “My Pacific” (1942) ve “Katchina” (1943) adli ¢aligmalari ile Noguchinin ka-
zandig1 deneyim, Amerika, Pasifik ve Avrupa gelenekleri arasinda kolayca giiglenmistir (Resim
5, 6). Lyford’un aktarimiyla bu ¢alismalarin arasinda da anlaml bir gekilde, ¢ogunlukla elegtir-
menlerin dikkatini, 9 fit uzunlugundaki Kouros ¢ekmektedir. Ciinkii Kouros'un yalnizca devasa
boyutlariyla degil, dogrudan eski Yunandaki kahraman erkek figiirii gelenegine gondermesi ile

de ayr1 bir iddias1 vardir (Resim 7).

Noguchi’nin, eski ¢ag heykellerini inceleyip bunlar1 ¢cagdas ortamda nasil bir bakis acisiyla
doniistime ugrattigyla ilgili s6yledikleri Kouros'la da baglant: kurulabilmesi a¢isindan 6nem-
lidir: “Heykelle birlikte biz, kisisel varligin bir anini tanmimlayan ve arzularimizin olustugu ortam
aydmlatan plastik ve uzaysal iliskileri ifade ediyoruz. Bu tanimla ilgili bilgilerimiz ge¢misin tapi-
nak heykellerinde bulunur. Buralardaki toplumsal, duygusal ve mistik karakter tasiyan formlar
ok daha biiyiik bir amaca hizmet ederler. Bu ytizden, burada tanimlandig: gibi heykelin islevinin
sadece bir mimari siisleme veya miizelerin hazinesi olmaktan ¢ok daha otede bir sey oldugu agiktir.
Bu her iki nokta da tasidiklar: deger ihtimali yiiziinden 6zel miilkiyet icinde bir uzantidir. Burada
iictinctiniin diisiisiinden yani orijinal ve en giiclii ¢ikis noktast olan dinden bahsetmeye bile gerek
yoktur. Eger heykel daha biiyiik bir amaci gerceklestirecekse, giiniimiiziin canl teknolojik diizeni

altinda kendine yeni bir kanal agmak zorundadir” (Noguchi 1949)
Amy Lyford (2003), Noguchi’nin bu piiriizsiiz mermer ¢alismasinin, heykelin dikey, organik

ve normal insan boyutlarini asan 6lgiileriyle onun eski Yunan adaginin soyundan geldigi yoru-
munu yapmaktadir. Noguchinin Kouros'u, boyutlar: dikeyligi ve ad1 agisindan Yunan gelenegi
ile yakin 6zellikler tasisa da tek ve biitiin bir formdan ziyade birbirine baglanmis pargalarin bir
yigin1 olmasi nedeniyle bu gelenekten ayrilmaktadir. Yekpare bir tas bloktan yontulmak yerine
mermer plakalarin kenetlenmesiyle insa edilmis olan Noguchinin Kourosu, inceltilmis iskelete
benzer bir form olarak yeniden yorumlanmigtir. Agik, parlatilmig bir gogiis kafesi ile boslugu

ortadan kaldirmak yerine gerceve icine alir.

Noguchinin hareketli ve gezgin yasamindan bir kesiti somutlastirdi: diistintilen Kouros ve
ayni tarzi tastyan diger caligmalarinda kiitle ve bosluk ikileminin énemli bir yer tuttugu goriil-
mektedir. Burada boslugun 6nemi yadsinamaz bir boyut kazanmistir onun goéziinde. Noguchi
1946da modern heykeli tanimlarken “biz (heykeltiraslar) simdi daha ¢ok seylerin kendileriyle

degil, seylerin birbirleriyle olan iliskileriyle ilgileniyoruz. Bizim gercegimiz aralarindaki bosluk...”
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diyor. Boyle bir heykel kavrami, sanat¢inin duvara monte edilmis, kenetlenebilen plaka parca-
larindan olusan ¢aligmalarinin dogasindan kaynaklanan siirece uyar — beden (govde/hacim) ve
uzaysal konum (bosluk) arasindaki ¢ekismeli durumda var olmayi tercih eden bu ¢aligmalar,
kolayca kategorize edilmeyi reddeder (Lyford 2003). Onun bu tiirden ¢alismalarinda ne hacim
ne de bosluk, Dogu-Bat1 ikileminin hayatin1 sekillendirmesinde oldugu gibi birbirine iistiin
gelmez ya da birbirini yok etmez. O, ¢alismalarinda hacim ve boslugun muglak bir iliski igcinde
olmasini 6zellikle istemistir. Heykelin biiyiik oranda bosluk ya da yalnizca hacimden olusmasi-
nin yeterli etkiyi saglamayacagini diisiinmiistiir. Ikisini de birbiri sayesinde, birbirini var eden

bir konuma sokmaya calisarak yaratisini olusturmaya gitmistir.

Lyford, Noguchinin Kouros'unda karamsar bir hava sezinlerken, bu heykelin merkezindeki
materyalin bogaltilip acik bir iskelet yapisina dontistiiriilmesiyle aslinda ideal Kouros figliriiniin
icinin bosaltilmis oldugunu éne siirer. Ikisi arasindaki fark Noguchi'nin modernist heykel tek-
nigini ortaya koymaktadir. Ornegin, insan bedeni betimlemelerinin birbirine kenetlenmis bir
sisteme indirgenmesi, ¢alismanin ¢ok pargali ve kenetlenip ¢oziilebilen, kolayca bir yerden bir
yere taginabilen yapisi, eski Yunan Kouroi'lari ile hi¢ de bagdasmayan 6zelliklerdir. Bu hareket-
lilik heykelin Yunan geleneginden farklilig1 agisindan 6nemlidir. Ciinkii Noguchinin Kourosu
ve diger kenetlenebilir heykelleri yalnizca birkag¢ dakika icinde parcalara ayrilip tekrar monte
edilebilir sekildedirler. Sokiiliip takilabilen hareketli bir anit olan Noguchinin Kouros'u, kahra-
man erkek figiiriinii hareketli, temsili bir kukla olarak tematize eder. Bu kendi yasam bi¢imini,
yasadiklarini anlatmanin bir yoludur onun i¢in ayn1 zamanda. Lyford, Noguchi’nin bu ¢alisma-
siyla aslinda 1930’larin sonu 1940’larin basi boyunca Mexico City, San Francisco, Los Angeles
ve Amerikali Japonlar i¢in Arizonadaki bir tehcir kampindaki mahrumiyetinin de dahil oldugu
yerler arasinda oradan oraya tasinmalarini/siiritklenmelerini zarif bir bicimde ama belki de bi-

lingsiz olarak yansittigini dile getirmektedir.

“Fratz Fanowun one stirdiigii gibi, “konusmak belli soz dizimini kullanan bir konumunda ol-
mak... su ya da bu dilin morfolojisini yakalamak, kavramak, anlamak anlamna gelir... ama
hepsinden dnce bir kiiltiiriin varligini kabul etmek anlamina gelir”, o zaman Noguchinin ikonik
kouros formunu hareketlendirmesi, Avrupa kiiltiirtinii tasiyan ¢alismalarina dayanir. Oysa onun
bu yorumu, eski ¢ag geleneklerinde ortaya ¢ikan Ozgiirliikgii evrensel bir insanlik idealinin varl-
g siirdiirebilmesi ile ilgili konuyu giindeme getirmek amaciyla, evrensel “insan™in antik kiiltiire
ait gosterenini yeniden ortaya koyar. 1I. Diinya Savasi boyunca biitiin yerlesik Japon kokenli ki-
silerin Birlesik Devletlerin batisindan uzaklastirilmasiyla derinlestirilmis bir politika olusmustur.
Bu, Amerikan kiiltiirii icindeki irksallastirilms gizgileri asmakta zorlanan tiirden bir evrensellik
anlayisimin agik¢a goriildiigii bir politikadir. Birlesik Devletler’in Amerikali Japow’lar: tehcire (zo-
runlu goge) mecbur birakmasimn ardindan ise Noguchinin ozgiirliikii/liberal ideali sorgulama
stireci bagslar” (Lyford 2003)

Amerikan kiiltiirdi icindeki irksal ayrimcilik tagiyan tutumlar, savasin bitmesiyle sona er-
memigtir. Ancak buna ragmen béyle bir ortamda Lyford’un anlatimiyla, 1946da Noguchinin
caligmalariyla ilgili pek ¢ok elestiri yazisinda, heykeltiragin agikea birbirine karsit olan Avrupa

ve Asya geleneklerini kendi hayati ve sanatinda harmanlayan bir figiir olarak vurgulandig go-



rilmektedir. “14 Amerikali” sergisi stirerken Noguchi'nin heykeli iizerine yazilan bir makalede,
Thomas Hess (Art News Editorii) Noguchinin Kourosunu Dogu ve Batrnin siirsel bir karigimi
olarak tanimlar. Hess, “Dogu’ya 6zgii kaligrafi ve arkaik Yunan heykelinin birbirine zit etki-
lerinden tiireyen Kouros'u, Noguchinin insanlik adina iyimserliginin bir digavurumu” olarak
yorumlar (Lyford 2003). Hess i¢in Noguchinin Kouros'u adeta eski uygarliklarin kusursuzluk
atmosferini yakalayarak, kendi yarattig1 evrende dimdik yiiriiyen bir etki uyandirmaktadir.
“Noguchinin konuyu yorumlayisy, II. Diinya Savaginin sonucu olan evrensellesen hiimanizmin

Ozgiirlitk¢ti goriiniime uygunluguna meydan okur.” (Lyford 2003)

Hess’in, Dogu ve Batrnin kaynasmasi dedigi, ideal bir himanizmi yansitan kiigiik bir ritiiel
olarak gordiigii Kouros, dengeli, sabit, kararl1 bir eski ¢ag bicimini taginabilir, hareket edebilir
bir heykel olarak yeniden yorumlar. Bu heykel, par¢alarinin ¢esitliligi portatif yapisi ve biiyiik
govdesi ile birbiriyle benzesmeyen ama kenetlenebilen elemanlarin dengesinden olugan hare-

ketli bir figiir olma 6zelligiyle modern insan: yeniden olusturmustur aslinda.

Noguchi’nin Kouros'y, kiitlesel olmayan portatif bir heykel olarak, eski ¢aglarda oldugu gibi
ideal bir erkek figiiriiniin glinlimiizdeki temsilidir. Ancak ayni zamanda bu galisma, Noguchinin
1940’larin basindan itibaren belli bir doniisiim siireci icerisinde olan diger ¢alismalari ile bir-
likte kendisini temsil etme egiliminin de bir 6rnegini olusturmaktadir. Clinkii Noguchinin bu
doénemde yaptig1 bir takim soyut heykelleri, kat1 hiyerarsilerin oldugu sisteme ait sabitlesmis
degerlerden ziyade, kiiltiirel doniistim siireci igerisinde gozle goriiliir hale gelen yeni kimlik
olusumlarini canlandirir. II. Diinya Savagtyla birlikte Amerikada yasayan Japonlar igin etkisi
daha da artan bir halde hissedilmeye baslayan sey, Gteki’ olma durumudur. Amerikanin kendi
vatandas Japonlar i¢in tehcir politikalar1 uyguladig bu yillar, Noguchi’nin yasamini da hareket-
lendirmis, yersiz yurtsuzluk diisiincesini daha da derinden hissettirmistir. Ayrica bu donemler,
onun yer degistirmelerinin yogunlastig, tehcir kamplarinda (goniillii bile olsa) kaldig siiregleri

de simgelemektedir.

Dolayisiyla kenetlenebilir, portatif bicimsel diizenlemesi ile Kouros ve Noguchi'nin 1940’la-
rin ortasinda yaptig1 diger kenetlenebilir caligmalarindan bazilari, hem Noguchinin yagantisi-
nin devingen, gezginci dogast hem de birden fazla etnik yap1 igeren ge¢misi arasinda salinan
bir sekilde onun yasam siirecine, hareketliligine de gonderme yapar demek yanlis olmayacaktir.
Yani Kouros, 20.yy insaninin var olmasi i¢in, go¢iin, yer degistirmenin, tehcirin, stirgiiniin mo-
del olugturdugu bir diinyada, sabit-yerlesik-duragan genel bir insan imajinin ne zamana kadar

gecerli olacagini yeniden ele alip, sorgular.

Noguchinin 1940’larda yaptiklari, 6zellikle de Kourosta olugturdugu sey aslinda déniisiim
ve yerinden edilme siireglerinin farkli sekillerde somutlastirilmasidir. Bu ¢aligmalar, varolus ne-
denlerinin kavramsal isaretlerini dogrudan dogruya kendi bigimlerinde ifade eden yapidadirlar.

Daha 6nce de deginildigi gibi Noguchi, insana ve evrene iliskin bu yorumlarini heykel araci-
ligryla kurgularken ona Dogu kiiltiiriine 6zgii duyarliligy, algilama ve yaklasim tarzi eslik etmis-
tir. Cesitli elestirmenler, Noguchinin Dogu kiiltiiriinden gelen yorumlama ve gérme bi¢cimini
Batrnin tislubuyla kaynagtirarak heykele doniistiiren tavrina, onun Kouros tarzi caligmalari

tizerinden yaptiklari ¢oziimlemelerde isaret etmektedirler. Onun bu heykelleri, Dogu’ya 6zgii
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kaligrafinin ucusan, kivrimli ve devingen yapist ile eski Yunan'a ait arkaik yapinin giigli, kusur-
suz, duragan ve dengeli 6zelliginin biitiinlesebildigi birer 6rnek olarak gosterilebilir. Dogu’ya
ozgl diistintis ve dogay algilayis bicimi onun 6zgiin yaratis tarzini simgeleyen diger ¢aligma-
larinda da yansima bulmustur. Organik diinyanin i¢inde sakli bulunan geometrik yapilar onun
heykelinde yeniden yorumlanmis ve dogal bicimin ya da maddenin asil degerini yok etmeden
kendi varliginin imlerinin esliginde bir biitiinliige ulasarak kisisel iislubunun olusmasina ola-
nak saglamistir. Noguchi’nin, heykelsi anlatimda sinirsizlik alani olarak degerlendirdigi ‘soyut
egilin’i ruh ve madde arasinda kurulan ideal bir denge olarak gérmesi ise onun kisisel yapi-
sinda sakli olan Dogu’ya 6zgii bigimlenisten kaynaklanmaktadir. Ayni diisiinceye kosut olarak
bu dengenin kurulabilmesi de ona gore, ancak sanat¢inin kendisini doganin bir pargasi olarak

gorebilmesiyle miimkiin olacaktir.
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ABSTRACT

This study aims to define the impact of Noguchi’s life on his art and aesthetic at-
titude as well as to explore the relationship between the form of his art work and
way of life, his interpretation of nature and human concept. In particular, the
study investigates how Noguchis unusual identity, which encompasses both East

and West, influenced the development of his art and character.

Key Words: Isamu Noguchi, East & West, the other, modern sculpture, mobility.
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INTERPRETING EAST TOWARD WEST THROUGH THE SCULPTURE
AND ISAMU NOGUCHI

“Japanese American artist Isamu Noguchi’s philosophy of life and artistic output are so intrica-
tely intertwined that it is near impossible to think of them separately... Noguchi was no ordinary
thinker... He believed that seeing stars from the bottom of a well can be a sculpture, spoke of
ancient monuments and stones as being alive, light and sound as sculpture, and shapes carrying
memory.” (Rubin 2009)

Japanese American artist Isamu Noguchi, one of the competent representatives of modernist
understanding of art in the field of sculpture in the past century, contributed significantly to
the aesthetical process of his own period with the artworks he left behind and became an artist
coming into the limelight where the ideas have been generated through his artworks by integra-

ting East & West both in his personality and his art.

In spite of the fact that Noguchi’s style in forming his art was shaped in the frame of the terms
of West, the formation of his inner world has been realized via the elements such as the images,
sentimentalities, philosophy, life style, nature perception and standpoint of East that he had a
connection with since his childhood. The geography of Japan and especially authentic Zen gar-
dens peculiar to there, where half American half Japanese Noguchi spent his childhood years,
form the roots of his creative activity. So, it is natural and inevitable to find the traces of sensiti-
vity and point of view peculiar to East in his sculptures, garden arrangements, stage designs and
objects he created. Transforming the sensitivity he acquired through Eastern philosophy into a
self case which affects his creative process, Noguchi formed a new aesthetic understanding and
an authentic character in his works by using the contrast relationship between the forms which

belong to nature and geometrical structures.

However, it can not be said that his bi-national origin did not give him any difficulties in a
certain period of his life both in the country he lived and his second homeland. The effect of this
situation has become inevitable to the stylistic formation, interpretation of the world and politi-
cal attitudes of his works. For instance, movable-demountable designs in his some artworks are
in the form of reflecting the tides among dilemmas such as hither and thither, both there and

here or either there or here.

Noguchi’s art life has almost passed in turbulent political debates where East & West discour-
ses are stiff. Edward Said, who is one of the most effective critics of this speech, has approached
with suspicion to the basic postulates which form the sententious content of most of Noguchi’s
works. Because, while Said defends the idea that the dealings which started systematically some
five hundred years ago between Europeans and what they called as the other has created an ent-
renched ‘we’ and ‘they’ thought & distinction that might change so hard, he claims that moder-
nist East & West synthesist Noguchi’s perspective cannot be advocated so easily if political sides
of this situation are questioned carefully (Winther 1994). However, Berth Winther (1994:23)
thinks that he emerges as a successful interpreter in the face of the cultural effect of stereotyped
East & West contrast, the feeling in which racial attitudes makes someone alienated from society

and political ups and downs of East and West.



After all, if it is put into words in a similar way to orientalist discourse, spiritualism belonging
to East resulted in Noguchi’s existence toward realizing a whole in the melting pot of rationalism
represented by West. Noguchi’s own existence, the things what he did and set forth or in short
his art bears a kind of individual response to many debates established on the meeting and com-

bination of East & West in a sense.

Yet, it is necessary to highlight that Noguchi succeeded in combining bi-national culture
both in his personal and artistic life and has been a model able to prove its eventuating possibi-
lity with his art at least. Two different cultures have been effective in his existence without the
one enters under the guidance of the other, without the one melts in the other and without the

one becomes in the position of being exploited for the other.

As Sherman E. Lee verbalizes, some ideas about the meeting of East & West defend the im-
possibility of this synthesis. Lee asserts the idea that these are average achievements although
some others are the enterprises completed to a large extent. According to him, while some na-
mes such as Ryusaburo Umehara, Foujita, Zao Wou-ki, Tseng Yu-ho and Nam June Paik come
to the forefront, they suggest some results in a feature that predominates either East or West.
Lee thinks that all these things are senseless imitations; adaptation of technological tools tact-
lessly, ineffective artificialities of decorative forms, visible signs of contemporary artists’ huge
failure who try to connect aesthetic values of many cultures. Yet, Lee defends the idea that none
of these are valid for the works done by Isamu Noguchi. Through his family first and foremost,
Noguchi is in a position representing the togetherness of East and West in a natural way (Lee
1994:9). Because he was born in Los Angeles on 17 November 1904 as the son of an American
teacher of literature and writer Leonie Gilmour (his mother) and Japanese poet Yonejiro (Yone)
Noguchi (his father). But, that he has connected the case of belonging to both East and West
could not have been a sufficient and linking reason for him to live in company with his parents
unfortunately. Because, Noguchi’s dad who had a recluse character and preferred to live alone
left them after a short period of time. In 1905, he went to Tokyo with his mother and spent
his childhood there. The atmosphere special to East there, objects-facts-cases peculiar to the
Japanese culture, and the nature of the country made deep marks on his memory. While Japan
represents happy memories of his childhood, it also symbolizes a kind of quest for Japanese
identity including the struggle to establish a mutual relation with a father once more again who
is not in sight. Yet, on the other hand, Noguchi has always thought of himself as an American
who lived his youth in Indiana and spent his long art career in New York. Nevertheless, the
general situation has come to a complex one as that Noguchi was qualified ‘the other’. Noguchi,
owing to his co-ethnicity, has usually been characterized as a Japanese artist in America and as

an American artist in Japan until recent times as well (Altshuler 1994:92).

In the year 1915, he was in America for his education at last. Those were the years of the First
World War and as his school was transformed into a military training camp, he had to make a
transition to another school. So, the transition, mobility and traveling which began continen-
tally in his childhood lasted for the schools he had already been to as well and that it became a

general character of all his life. His mother noticed his artistic talent in those years and provided
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the continuation of his education in that direction. She sent him to Leonardo Da Vinci Art
School. He acquired basic information related to sculpture from his teacher Onorio Rutoco in
this school. He had formed his works (which he accomplished in his initial exhibition when he
was twenty-one years old after from his training) with an inspiration given by Irish poet’s work
“At the Hawk’s Will” and a Brancusi exhibition he had already visited. Noguchi influenced by
Brancusi’s art extremely in particular and almost made him a guide to himself. Through an op-
portunity given by Guggenheim to young artists in 1927, he went on a journey to Paris and Far
East. The Paris foot of his expedition in particular and his meeting Brancusi whom he admired
became an unobtainable opportunity for him to benefit from his experiences. What he learnt
from him became some principles that he would apply during his life. While Noguchi proce-
eds over the course of surviving himself in the world of art, he absorbs the form and spiritual
understanding by Brancusi and followed the path formed by him. He always perceived him as

a guide to himself.

According to what Baraz (2008) quotes; Noguchi believed that he could create works where
he was able to express himself better after a short training in Brancusi’s atelier. In this period,
he made wooden and stone carvings in his atelier in D’Arsonval lane in Paris Montparnasse. By
moving to an organic abstraction, he began to produce sculptures according to his own style.
His work named Leda’, which he was inspired by Brancusi, is a sculpture that he clamped the
pieces onto the whole of the sculpture by bending brass layers and adding their connections

into each other (Figure I). Baraz says this means denying the togetherness of meanings in an

art work.
“Noguchi’s works are mostly an interesting aesthetic where a central analysis ‘
is made related to universe. In these works, a mediated discourse is at stake. He

creates symbolic forms of an unexplained natural object. Because, according to

him, the nature itself is a sculpture out-and-out. While he makes his sculptures,
he protects and reinterprets the visible - invisible laws of nature and geometrical
forms hidden in organic world with restraints. In a conversation with Noguchi,
he says: “The real problem is how you are going to change the genuine values
existing in the nature of the matter without exterminating them.” In sculpture
drawings he made during his studies in Paris, the change of location between
geometry and organic structure is clearly seen. The dynamic relation
between these two images will always be on agenda in all works made by the
artist in time.” (Baraz 2008)

These changes of locations whose collaterals would be left mandatory
later on were the cases of travels, expeditions and dynamism in line
with the necessities determined with the artist’s own free will in
those periods of his life.

As for the Far East part of his art travel realized through
Guggenheim’s support were China, Japan and India. He perpetuated his

Figure 1: Isamu Noguchi, “Leda” 1928, 59.4 x 30.2 x 32.1cm, gold-plated brass. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.



researches and examinations that might provide an expansion and support to his own art there
as well. He spent for about seven months in China. He involved himself in ancient palaces,
gardens and stonemasonry of the buildings. Influenced by Ck’i Pai-Shih, an eminent artist
of the country, he worked portraits on brass papers with Chinese brush and ink. After that,
he entered into a process where he would rediscover his second country ‘Japan’ with a new

perspective.

Zen Gardens there were one of the significant sources he would examine in particular. Ex-
periences he gained by examining the culture originating from ancient Chinese and Japanese
culture would affect the formation of his abstract works with a modern language that he would
accomplish later. Zen Garden images which belong to Japanese tradition would be a source
of inspiration for him in the minimalist stage designs that he created for Martha Graham’s
choreographies. As Baraz (2008) states, Isamu Noguchi’s stage designs have been accepted to
be initial samples of installations that are one of the artistic expression styles of today. Noguchi
transforms the stage into a sculpture by applying to symbolic abstract components in these

designs and installations.

This process pushes Noguchi to question the importance of space perception in

sculpture as well. Noguchi explains his thoughts on this subject as follows:

“Today many sculptors discern the significance of material some more, however, they come
close to symbolism much more... To me, the core of sculpture is the perception of space providing
the continuation of our existence. While setting all dimensions of sculpture, our criterion is space.
Likewise, the thing which forms our relative perception on the subjects of volume, line, point,
shaping, distance and proportion is the space itself. Movement, light and time is also the features
of the space itself. A space cannot be designed independent of all those things. These are also the
essentials of the sculpture. As our conceptualism related to these things alters, the change of our
sculpture is a must too... As in art, development in nature is under consideration as well, so the
change finds its equivalent in life. For that reason, the direction of development is always directed
to innovation; the thing being talked of is the inversion of human’s nature into chaos continuously.
If 1 say that the meaning of development is the transfusion of human being toward a meaningless
emptiness continuously, as our knowledge pertaining to universe fills the space with energy, I
think that how great our today’s need is and that it orients us to a bigger chaos and new balances
will be revealed. In my opinion, sculptors are persons who put the space into order, enliven and
give meaning to it.” (Noguchi 1999:4)

It can be said that Noguchi’s developing a standpoint which keeps the importance of space
and material over other elements has been a great factor in the emergence of an abstract struc-
ture that might appear later in his studies. Noguchi’s manner reaching at abstraction begins
when he realizes the restrictive side of symbolic and direct narration. However, this should
not be regarded as an attitude formed to take part in current discussions over the nature of
Abstract Expressionism. Noguchi has chosen abstractionism as another way of putting forth
cultural, artistic and political discourse into consideration and carrying out his responsibility

pertaining to the issue. Noguchi’s orientation toward abstraction came after he had been labeled
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as ‘sensational’ by a belligerent critic owing to a work called ‘Death’ made by Noguchi in 1935
the political content of which was apparent. Because ‘Death’ had some shaping that narrates the
desired message as a figurative work directly. Critics adopted a merciless manner related to this
style of artwork (Lyford 2003:140). By stating that abstraction is a boundless area of sculptural
narration, Noguchi defends the idea that it could only be provided if an ideal balance is set up
between spirit and substance. If an artist considers himself as a part of nature in pursuant of the
idea of the wholeness of nature, then this equilibrium could be established. According to him,
the material the artist is working with is far beyond of being just a material; the material owns
a high-ranking revealing the significance of the theme. For instance, stone is of great importan-
ce for Noguchi as a material. He regards stone as the most basic material for sculpture. Next,
another vital point for him is the theme and that how it will be treated. Rather than a realistic
or an unrealistic theme, Noguchi (1999:4) states the hardship of visualization of sculpture via
verbalism who thinks that the aim is to be able to express this theme. He thinks that sculpture

could be transformed into a symphony only after all these things have been comprehended.

After this process in which an analysis is in progress related to sculpture, the forties appe-
ared where several questionings pertaining to human & freedom concepts were handled and
Noguchi’s life took a new turn. During those years, political problems between America and
Japan were experienced. In the end, the Japanese made a raid on Pearl Harbor. Noguchi’s life
was affected negatively after this sudden attack. His special case that is to say, the position of

belonging to two countries brought along the feeling of ‘being mixed up in an affair’ exactly.

The works he created during that period are the abstract ones about the war and broken
human dignity. He carved out the relief named “My Arizona” (1943) and other works such as
“This Tortured Earth” (1943) and “Monument to Heroes” (1943) during that time. His work cal-
led “Monument to Heroes” pulls attention in particular as it is made of wood and human bone
(Figure 2, 3, 4). These abstractions made by Noguchi in the early years of 1940 do not only reveal
their special positions in the history of modern art.

2

3

Figure 2: Isamu Noguchi, “My Arizona” 1943, 46.4 x 46.4 x 11.7 cm, fiberglass, plastic. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.
Figure 3: Isamu Noguchi, “This Tortured Earth” 1943, 7.6 x 96.8 x 73.7 cm, bronze. The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.
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4 5
Figure 4: Isamu Noguchi, “Monument to Heroes” 1943, 71.8 x 34.6 x 24.8 cm, cardboard, wood, bones, string. (Unrealized model)

The Isamu Noguchi Foundation and Garden Museum, NY.
Figure 5: Isamu Noguchi, “Kouros” 1945, 292.2 x 86.7 x 16.7 cm, pink Georgia marble. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.

“In addition to proposing a sculpture concerned with relations between things, these works qu-
estion the assumptions embedded in American culture about how identities might (or might not)
be negotiated and positioned within the racialized cultural matrix of the United States after Pearl
Harbor. Key to Noguchi’s figuration of such intersections was his turn to abstraction in the early
1940s. For it is the works” abstract language that enables them to suggest multiple meanings, by

intermixing diverse formal and cultural points of reference.” (Lyford 2003)

In the end, Noguchi was shaken deeply and drifted into a spiritual depression when America
launched an A-bomb to Japan on August 1945. In Baraz’s (2008) statement, he could respond
to those inhuman assaults only with his art and he was able to express his ideas only through
art. He realizes a work with some sand material on sand called “Memorial to Man” the name
of which would later be changed as “Sculpture to Be Seen from Mars” (1947). This work is an

ironical approach against the violence of war.
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In 1946, shorter than a year of time after Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been bombed, Ja-
panese American sculptor Noguchi was chosen for participation to an exhibition called “14
Americans” to be realized in the museum of Modern Arts. It was noted that this exhibition,
which is one of the exhibition series that reflects the variety of the most recent American art,
presents a cross section of America’s contemporary art. Although Noguchi was away from artis-
tic environment of New York for some time, he took part in the row of these exhibitions in this
period. He exhibited his 15 works including Kouros which was a monumental sculpture made
out of marble he completed in 1945. In the war atmosphere with the Japanese, despite Federal
Government’s resolution stating that Japanese Americans had to be kept under custody during
the war, the museum itself wanted to show that it hoped to be the initiator of a kind of artistic
democracy by inviting Noguchi to the exhibition and hugging artists from various cultural eth-

nic backgrounds.

As an exhibition curator, Dorothy Miller states in the introduction part of the exhibition
catalogue that; “these artists are concerned with communication even more than esthetics... the
idiom is American but there is no hint of regionalism or chauvinistic tendency... On the cont-
rary, there is a profound consciousness that the world of art is one world and that it contains the
Orient no less than Europe and the Americas” (Lyford 2003). According to Lyford, as his work
possibly reveals another row of connection with East by means of a fine talent, someone might
think that Noguchi’s participation could be thought as a piece of Miller’s struggle to create a
certain area for art in the exhibition. As it symbolizes a variety of tools and approaching styles
in making art that refers to many cultures synchronically, Noguchi’s career seems as if it reflects
the variety that Miller desired to stress in the exhibition. In Lyford’s (2003) statement again,
the experience gained by Noguchi through the works “Kouros” (1945), “My Pacific” (1942) and
“Katchina” (1943) got stronger easily among the traditions of America, Pacific and Europe (Fi-
gure 5, 6). According to Lyford’s narration, among these works meaningfully as well, Kouros (9
feet length) pulls the attention of the critics mostly. Because, Kouros has another claim as well
not only with its huge dimensions but also a direct reference to the hero male figure tradition

in ancient Greek (Figure 7).

What Noguchi told about ancient era’s sculptures after examining them and that how he
transformed them (with which kind of standpoint) in a contemporary atmosphere is significant

in terms of making a connection with Kouros as well:

“By sculpture we mean those plastic and spatial relationships which define a moment of per-
sonal existence and illumine the environment of our aspirations. Our knowledge of this definition
is found in the temple sculpture of the past. There the forms, communal, emotional, and mystic in
character, fulfill its larger purpose. It is apparent, therefore, that the function of sculpture, as here
defined, is more than merely the decoration of architecture, or the treasure of museums. Both of
these outlets, worthy through they may be, are an extension in kind of private ownership. It is not
necessary to draw here on the decline of the third, the original and most potent outlet, religion, In
the technological order alive today, another channel must be opened for sculpture, if that art is to
fulfill its larger purpose.” (Noguchi 1949)



Figure 6: Isamu Noguchi, “My Pacific” 1942, 104.1 x 53.3 x 20.9 cm, driftwood. The Museum of Modern Art, NY.
Figure 7: Statue of a kouros, ca. 590-580 B.C., height 193.04 cm, Naxian marble. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY.

Amy Lyford (2003) gives the interpretation that Noguchi’s smooth marble descends from his
ancient Greek namesake with measurements exceeding vertical, organic and normal human
body of the sculpture. Noguchi’s Kouros, despite the fact that it owns close features with Greek
tradition in terms of its dimensions, verticality and name, differs from this tradition as they are
sums of pieces connected to each other rather than just a single or whole form. This work of
Noguchi, built by the connection of plates instead of sculpting out of a single stone block, has
been re-interpreted as a form similar to thinned skeleton. With an open, polished chest cage he

frames the space instead of removing it.
In his study called Kouros and other studies with the same style that are thought to have

been concreted a section from Noguchi’s movable and touring life, it is seen that mass and space

dilemma is of great importance. Here the importance of space gains an undeniable dimension
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at his side. When in 1946 Noguchi identifies modern sculpture, he says “we (sculptors) are not
interested in the things themselves now, but relations of the things among themselves. Our reality
is the space among those ones...” Such a concept of sculpture suits to the process which stems
from the nature of the artist’s works formed out of pieces of plates that can be clamped that is
mounted on the wall- these works that prefer existing in the argumentative situation between
body (torso/volume) and spatial position (gap) deny being categorized easily (Lyford 2003). In
such styles of works by him, neither volume nor space is victorious over one another or destroy
each other as in the shaping of his life by East & West dilemma. He wants that volume and space
should be in an ambiguous relation in his works in particular. He thinks that the formation of
sculpture from space at a great rate or only from volume might not provide the desired effect.
He goes into forming his creation by trying to put it in a position that brings each other into

existence through both ones.

While Lyford understands a pessimistic style in Noguchi’s Kouros intuitively, in fact, he puts
forward the idea that the inner part of the ideal Kouros figure has been emptied by transforming
the material in the center of this sculpture into an open skeleton structure after emptying it. The
difference between these two ones puts forth Noguchi’s modernist sculpture technique for con-
sideration. For instance, reduction of human body depictions to a system clamped to each other,
portable and multi-patchwork structure from one place to other which can be clamped and
untied easily are all the features not compatible with ancient Greek Kouroi at all. This mobility
is important in terms of the difference of the sculpture from Greek tradition. Because Noguchi’s
Kouros and his other sculptures that can be clamped are in the forms that can be disassembled
only in a few seconds and then they are gathered. Noguchi’s Kouros, a portable monument
which can be demounted and mounted, thematizes heroic male figure as a movable imaginative
effigy. This is actually a way to narrate his own life style and experiences for him at the same
time. Lyford, with Noguchi’s this work, expresses that he had reflected his removes-drifts among
Mexico City, San Francisco, Los Angeles and the place including his deprivation in an intern-
ment camp for Japanese Americans in Arizona during the end of 1930’ and the beginning of

1940’s subtly but may be unconsciously.

“If, as Fratz Fanon argues, “to speak means to be in a position to use a certain syntax... to grasp
the morphology of this or that language ... but... above all to assume a culture,” then Noguchi’s mo-
bilization of the iconic kouros form aligns his work with European culture. Yet his version reinvents
this antique cultural signifier of a universal “Man” in order to raise questions about the viability of
the liberal ideal of a universal humanity embodied in the ancient tradition. His critique of the li-
beral ideal follows the enforced relocation of Japanese Americans by the United States government,
a policy that clearly demonstrated that such universality would have a difficult time crossing the
racialized lines within American culture, lines that were deepened by the exclusion of all residents
of Japanese descent from the western United States during World War 11" (Lyford 2003)

Attitudes that have racial apartheid in American culture did not come to an end when the
war is over. However, despite that, through Lyford’s narration in such an environment, in most

critiques related to Noguchi’s works in 1946, it is seen that the sculptor has been stressed as a



figure harvesting Europe and Asia traditions, which are openly opposite to each other, in his
own life and art. In an essay written on Noguchi’s sculpture while “14 Americans” exhibition is
continuing, Thomas Hess (Art News Editor) defines Noguchi’s Kouros as a poetic mixture of
East & West. As Lyford quotes; “Deriving from the opposing influences of archaic Greek sculpture
and Oriental calligraphy,” Hess wrote, “it (Kouros) is an expression of Noguchi’s optimism for
humanity..”(Lyford 2003) Noguchi’s Kouros for Hess gives an impression walking upright in the
universe he created on his own by capturing perfection atmosphere of ancient civilizations vir-
tually. “Noguchi’s version of the subject challenges the relevance of a liberal view of a universalizing
humanity in the wake of World War I1.” (Lyford 2003)

Kouros reinterprets the balanced, fixed and determined ancient civilization style as a portab-
le and movable sculpture viewed as little ritual reflecting ideal humanism, which is called the
combination of East & West by Hess. This sculpture reconstituted the modern human figure
indeed, through its features such as the variety of its pieces, portable structure, giant body and a
movable figure formed out of the balance of its components which do not look like each other

but can be clamped.

Noguchi’s Kouros as a portable sculpture which is not in the form of a mass is the represen-
tation of an ideal male in present day as in ancient times. However, this work, at the same time,
forms a sample for tendency toward demonstrating himself with Noguchi’s other works which
have been in a certain period of change since the beginning of 1940’ as well. Because some
abstract sculptures made by Noguchi during that period revive the formations of new identi-
ties which turn visible in the process of cultural transformation rather than fixed values of the
system in which strict hierarchies exist. Along with the Second World War, the thing the effect
of which began to be felt some more for the Japanese in America was the case of being ‘the ot-
her’. Deportation policies applied to its own citizens by America in those years made Noguchi’s
life more active and also made him feel the idea of having no land more deeply. In addition,
those periods also symbolize the durations where his transpositions became so dense and the

times where he stayed in deportation camps (although he was volunteering).

So, it would not be wrong to say that Kouros with its interlocking and portable stylistic ar-
rangement and some other works which was made by Noguchi in the middle of 1940’s, make
some references to both his dynamic and mobile life and to his past which includes more than
one ethnic structure. That is to say, Kouros, for the existence of the twentieth century man, in a
world where immigration, transposition and exile have been a model, re-tackles and questions

how far a fixed-settled-stagnant human image would be valid.

What Noguchi did in 1940’ and the things which he created in Kouros especially are the
concretizations of the periods of transformation and displacement in different ways. These
works are in a form expressing the conceptual signs of their reasons for being in their own styles
directly.

As mentioned before, while Noguchi fictionalizes his interpretations pertaining to human
and universe through sculpture, his sensitivity, perception and manner of approaching special

to Eastern culture accompany him. Some critics point at Noguchi’s manner by combining his

SANAT & TASARIM DERGISI

185



186

ANADOLU UNIVERSITESI

Eastern interpretation and vision style with Western style and transforming it into sculpture
in the resolutions they made over Kouros style works. These sculptures of him can be shown
as a sample in which fuzzy, serpentine and dynamic structure of calligraphy special to Eastern
culture and strong, perfect, stagnant and balanced feature of archaic structure special to ancient
Greek could become a whole. Thinking style special to East and the style for perceiving nature
have found a reflection in his other works which symbolizes his self creative style. Geometrical
structures hidden in organic world have been re-interpreted in his sculpture and they provided
an opportunity to form his own style without exterminating the real value of natural structure
or material by reaching at an integrity accompanied with the signs of his own existence. That
Noguchi sees ‘abstract tendency’ as an ideal balance between the soul and the substance, which
is evaluated as a boundlessness area in sculpting narration by him, stems from the formation
special to East hidden in his personal character. In his opinion, in parallel to the same thought,
setting up that balance would only be possible if an artist sees himself / herself as a piece of

nature.
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