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Preface 

Being born in California in 1904, to a Japanese father and an American mother, Isamu 

Noguchi was instead raised in Japan. Nonetheless, he returned and completed his 

studies at both Columbia University and the Leonardo da Vinci Art School. Noguchi’s 

life as a Japanese-American sculptor and designer was a continuous spiritual and 

physical passage between the cultures of the East and West.  As an internationalist, he 1

had traveled extensively throughout his life, seeking for impressions in different parts of 

the world such as brush techniques in China, clay works in Japan and even marble in 

Italy, utilizing a wide range of materials into his Art pieces. 

The Sculptor 

Photograph of Isamu Noguchi  2

 

Isamu Noguchi started his career as a sculptor in 1922, where he perceived sculptures 

as visible existence of time and tradition. Noguchi’s sculptures possessed an organic 

form and qualities that are able to alienate to the effect of time and adapt to the 

 Aston, Dore. (1992) Early Wander-Years . Noguchi East and West. p.106- 107. 1

 Isamu Noguchi. (2013) Image from: Vitra. Retrieved from http://www.vitra.com/en-un/product/prismatic-table?subfam.id=382982
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present. In order for his sculptures to achieve element of timelessness, he traced the 

hidden lines of the stone in precise like the grains of a piece wood, and sculpted in an 

abstract gesture to a liberate form which he believed would allow the existing inner 

natural form to embrace and emerge onto the surface.  All of these qualities and 3

features could be seen in his sculptures such as one of his most prominent 

masterpieces, the Black Sun, located in Seattle, it was commissioned by the National 

Foundation on the Arts. 

Black Sun, Seattle Asian Art Museum (1969)  4

 

In this sculpture, we are able to visualize the initial form of the sculpture and the 

process of the carving. When process is revealed to the viewer, we could perceive his 

decision making through the concave edges where he carved and sculpted from a big 

block of stone, in this case it was black Brazilian granite. Unlike Classical Art, Noguchi’s 

sculptures were portrayed in a complete human-like and sinuous form with the term of 

Contrapposto. Personally, one would classify the Black Sun as expressionism. If 

Noguchi was a painter, we would able to see the brush strokes in his paintings. 

 Basil & Elise Goulandris Foundation. (2010) The Intercultural Dialectics of Seeing. Noguchi Between East and West. p. 13.3

 Black Sun in Seattle Asian Art Museum. (2015) Image from: The Noguchi Museum. Retrieved from http://www.noguchi.org/node/9384
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The Furniture Designer


Noguchi began to design his first piece of furniture in 1939. It was a table 

commissioned by the President of the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Anson 

Conger Goodyear, hence was named after him. 

Table for A. Conger Goodyear (1939)  5

This table is one of a kind, with dynamic abstract features sculpted by a rosewood 

base and an organic-shaped glass top balances upon three points.  6

Later in 1945, Noguchi designed his second furniture, the Noguchi Coffee Table, which 

was an evolution of the Table for A. Conger Goodyear. This time was for Herman Miller 

and unlike Table for A. Conger Goodyear, the Noguchi Coffee Table was designed for 

mass production. In view of the comparison of these two pieces of furniture, we could 

identify various important distinctions between an one-off and a mass produced design 

of a furniture. 

 Table for Anson Conger Goodyear. (2015) Image from: The Noguchi Museum. Retrieved from http://www.noguchi.org/noguchi/timeline5

 Mitchell, Albie. (2013) Noguchi Coffee Table. Collab6
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Noguchi Coffee Table (1944)  7

Here, we could see that the glass has a more equilateral triangular shape, which was 

much easier to be reproduced. The base now consists two identical pieces that could 

be milled simultaneously yet also maintain a stable and self supporting base by 

connecting the edge the two pieces with a pin inside. The innovative translation of 

forms not only expedites the process of mass production but also retain the concept of 

fluidity and language of the initial expression. Herman Miller have also slightly altered 

the design over the years as the thickness of the glass reduces and more wood finishes 

are being offered.  

Although Noguchi continued with his sculptures, he also came about to establish 

himself as a furniture designer with quite a number of notable furniture being designed 

throughout his timeline. 

 Noguchi Coffee Table. (2013) Image from: Vitra. Retrieved from http://www.vitra.com/en-un/product/coffee-table?subfam.id=370317
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Noguchi Rudder Table (1949)  8

The following furniture was the Noguchi Rudder Table, which resembles to his previous 

piece. The iconic shape of the tabletop coincide with the renowned Noguchi Coffee 

Table. This table featured an unequal form composed of mixture materials yet the 

notion was simply intriguing. In a quick look, the table looks as if it was balancing off 

solely on the solid wooden leg, while the other two metal legs were seen to be 

disappearing, transmitting an effect of airiness.  

Prismatic Table (1957)  9

In 1957, Noguchi constructed the Prismatic Table that was inspired by traditional 

handcrafts of paper origami in his hometown, Japan. In collaboration with the Vitra 

 Noguchi Rudder Table. (2015) Herman Miller. Retrieved from http://www.hermanmiller.com/products/tables/occasional-tables/noguchi-rudder-   8

  table.html
 Prismatic Table. (2013) Vitra. Retrieved from http://www.vitra.com/en-un/product/prismatic-table?subfam.id=382989
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Design Museum, this piece of Art furniture was simply made from folded aluminum  

sheet. This was the last piece of furniture that Noguchi had designed. The geometric 

forms of the table evoke nostalgic sense of the Japanese Art of origami. As a side 

table, the structure may seems small yet it is robust adopting the bent and folded 

angles of origami to strengthen overall framework. 

Akari Light Sculptures


Back in 1951, apart from designing sculptures and furniture, Noguchi came about to 

explore with the element of light and the creation of Akari Light Sculptures. 

Akari Light Sculptures (1951)  10

The Akari Light Sculptures emerged because of Noguchi’s interest in light in relation to 

sculpture. Akari signifies light; The source of light as an Art sculpture seems to 

harmonize with any environment.  Within a context of a room where there is no sun, 11

 Akari Light Sculptures. (2013) Vitra. Retrieved from http://www.vitra.com/en-un/product/akari-light-sculptures---table-lamps? 10

    subfam.id=164447
 The Seibu Museum of Art. (1986) Space of Akari and Stone. The Meaning of Akari. p. 95.11
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the nature has been cut off, yet you are able recreate nature in a sense with the Akari 

Light Sculptures, the term for "new sunlight" in Japanese.  Light is embedded and 12

permeates through the atmosphere with the quality of traditional Washi paper. The 

method of construction instills features of traditional Gifu crafts that enable mass 

production. Internal frameworks, mostly collapsible, are used as template to sculpt its 

form, giving them their distinctive delicate structure and beauty. This innovation way of 

production brings new possibilities and provides a new dimension in sculptures that are 

often perceived as hefty statues or reliefs. 

Making of Akari Light Sculptures (1951)  13

Regarded as the icons of 1950s modern design, the Akari Light Sculptures 

demonstrate a harmonious blend of both Japanese handcraft and modernist form due 

to its long-established artisanship and minimalistic expression respectively.  The 14

concept of light and light sculpture. Being light and a light is a compelling approach 

towards how traditional handcraft could keep in paces modern technology by being 

buoyant yet retaining its functions and values. 

 Elle, S. (2013) Isamu Noguchi. A brief life history of the artist and designer Isamu Noguchi.12

 Making of Akari Light Sculptures. (2014) Akari. Retrieved from http://akari-ozeki.com/make/13

 Hunter, Sam. (2000) Bryan Ohno Gallery. Isamu Noguchi14
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Closure


A famous quote of Isamu Noguchi is “You can find our how to do something and then 

do it or do something and then find out what you did”. Different people work differently, 

as for Noguchi, it was a worthwhile and exhilarating journey, hopping across various 

continents, innovating and designing endlessly till the end of his days, in 1988. Even 

after his departure, Noguchi’s works continue to inspire and motivate many young 

budding artists and designers. 

For myself, this research paper aspires me as an exchange student, to further explore 

the traditions and modern approaches of furniture construction and design. I believe 

that there is a limit of what words can express Art itself; It is through design and 

construction, be it a piece of painting, sculpture or furniture, that enables artists and 

designers to express and reflect their notions towards Art, being inspirational or even 

revolutionary to the future society. 
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