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Introduction
“I say it is the sculptor who orders and animates space, gives it meaning.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1946 1
“If sculpture is the rock, it is also the space between rocks and between the rock
and a man, and the communication and contemplation between.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1949 2
In 1958, the Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi (1904-1988) brought to
completion his first large-scale garden project: the Garden of Peace, both Japanese and
modernist in style, for the new UNESCO headquarters in Paris, France (see Fig. 1 for site
plan, Fig. 2 for lower garden, and Fig. 3 for view of upper terrace). The commission,
begun in 1955 and originally intended for his design of the new facilities’ outdoor patio
space, was extended by Noguchi to include a Japanese-style garden adjacent to, but lower
than, the original site. Noguchi had to raise funds to cover the cost of constructing his
unique plans for the gardens, but with the financial support of the Japanese government
his vision was brought to life.3 Eighty-eight tons of stone were brought from Japan for
the project, which also involved a team of traditional gardeners and a selection of plants
from Japan. With Isamu Noguchi’s formal Western training and interest in Japanese
culture, the final product is an unusual hybrid; its materials, forms, composition, and
spirit are a synthesis of both Eastern and Western aesthetic values.
Scholars and critics have come across seemingly endless contradictions in trying
to analyze Noguchi and his art. The first, and most obvious, issue concerns the disparate
stylistic contradictions, including the elements of modernism and traditional Japanese
design in Noguchi’s work. The question often arises: is his style Japanese, modernist,
$

both, or neither? Not only does Noguchi’s interest in both Eastern and Western values
affect his aesthetic style, but it also makes his position as an artist quite ambiguous. After
a major renovation UNESCO performed in 2000 on their Noguchi garden, critic Hiroshi
Naruse wrote the following in an informational brochure: “Isamu Noguchi is a deeply
Japanese sculptor but ultimately very international and modern in his assertion of himself
as an artist, a Western concept.”4 Noguchi’s own articulation of his role as an artist, and
his links to a variety of traditions, are important themes in this thesis.
Isamu Noguchi is particularly eloquent on the subject of the artist in dialogue with
nature and the magisterial craft of stone sculpture, seeking to draw in the viewer without
overpowering him or her with his own ego. His writings and documented interviews are
plentiful and offer us a unique glimpse into the artist’s own meditations and conclusions.
It is especially important to take such evidence into consideration given the apparent
ambiguities in the form of his art. This thesis will draw on Isamu Noguchi’s own
writings in an attempt to resolve what may appear to be mixed messages in the form of
the work.
The motivations of the planning group at UNESCO, the commissioning
institution for Noguchi’s Paris garden, will also be considered.
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Political Context: The UNESCO Commission
“Human beings have processed nature in different ways and for different motives.
One such mode is the garden. Each phase of garden art is culturally specific, determined
by a whole congeries of ideas and events few of which are explicitly horticultural or
architectural: they may be political, social, economic, religious.”
John Dixon Hunt, 1992 5
One important frame for understanding Noguchi’s garden design for UNESCO’s
Garden of Peace lies within the particulars (both political and economic) of the
commission. By inviting a Japanese-American artist to design for their new facilities,
UNESCO was making a bold statement about their own mission as an international
organization.
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization)
was founded in 1946, at the end of World War II, as a way to help reconstruct allied
countries, and to promote international education to prevent future conflicts as
catastrophic as World War II. In 1951, Japan and Germany – both axis powers in the war
– joined the UNESCO institution.
With the development of a new UNESCO headquarters facility less than a decade
after the war ended came the chance to broadcast what the organization stood for. The
Headquarters Committee, a board of executive directors for the new headquarters
location in Paris, France, decided art should figure significantly in the “decoration” of the
new buildings. An art advisory committee was established, consisting of two members
“from the international panel of five architects, one from the building’s three architects,
and ‘four art critics representing the French, Spanish, Anglo-Saxon and Asiatic cultural
traditions.’”6 In 1955, after much debate, the committee selected the following artists to
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commission for different spaces of the new facilities: Henry Moore, Pablo Picasso, Joan
Miro, Jean Arp, and Isamu Noguchi.7 For France and the other allied forces in
UNESCO, inviting Isamu Noguchi was symbolic of the post-war international peace and
unity UNESCO was striving to achieve. Isamu Noguchi, a man tied to both the allies and
axis powers by his Japanese-American heritage, was the perfect choice for this significant
time in UNESCO’s history.
It is interesting, though, that UNESCO chose Isamu Noguchi to design their
Japanese style garden, since he had never before created a traditional Japanese garden.
Perhaps the term “Japanese garden” is a bit ambiguous, as people might picture quite
different things. For example, to the UNESCO committee a Japanese garden was a
simple space with pleasing natural elements within which people could relax and enjoy
themselves. Upon searching through the UNESCO Archives, architect Marc Treib came
across a document stating their intentions for the terrace Noguchi was to design: “the
Committee considers that this should contain a garden in the Japanese style, the whole
forming a unit, with walls, seat-benches flowers, plants, etc.”8 To Noguchi, however, a
Japanese garden was something very specific; it meant following the strict, centuries-old
rules of traditional Japanese garden design. This ambiguity became apparent in
Noguchi’s proposals to the UNESCO art committee, and it is why he never referred to his
final design as a fully Japanese garden.
Noguchi’s original commission was only to design what is now the upper terrace
of his gardens. However, he recognized the architectural need to connect the Secretariat
Building – the building for which he was designing the Delegates’ Patio – to Building III.
Noguchi stated in a 1959 article on the new gardens in Paris, “The lower garden came
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about following my suggestion that this area would be enhanced by the inclusion of
greenery which could be gained by incorporating the adjoining sunken area as a part of
the general plan.”9 With this suggestion, Isamu Noguchi was expressing his knowledge
of sculpture, space, architecture, and landscape design; he was providing himself with a
challenge, and an opportunity to utilize his artistic skills.
In 1956, once it was settled that Noguchi would be designing the upper terrace in
conjunction with the lower space and a connecting pathway, Noguchi made his first
proposal to the art advisory committee (see proposal models, Figs. 4-5). Marc Treib
notes that, although it was “not specifically stated, there seems to have been the general
opinion that the garden was too busy in overall aspect, containing too many elements that
undermined the tranquility of the project.”10 Trieb indicates that the model contains more
(and far larger) structures on the upper terrace than the final design, while the lower
garden appears to lack any refined details. The photographs of the model in the
UNESCO Archives are not dated, though, so they could picture either the preliminary or
a revised scheme. Either way, the committee seems to have had a modernist bent, and to
have deemed Noguchi’s proposal overcomplicated (especially given the committee’s
choices in artists for the other designated “artist areas” in the new facilities). According
to modernist taste, the proposed model would appear “too free in its unresolved mixture
of rocks, water features, paved surfaces, and vegetation.”11 Again, here we see a
disconnect between a board of mostly non-Japanese critics and a part-Japanese artist as to
the qualities of the desired “Japanese garden.”
The truly Japanese aspects of Noguchi’s garden, however, came less from
Noguchi and more from the nature of this “second commission”: the lower area of the
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garden spaces. Due to a lack of funding from UNESCO, Noguchi was forced to look
elsewhere. Given the political statement UNESCO was making by hiring a JapaneseAmerican artist, it was suggested by the committee that Noguchi ask Japan for financial
assistance. In response to the request, the Japanese government provided Noguchi with
eighty-eight tons of natural stones from Japan. The artist later said, “I felt obligated to do
a somewhat Japanese garden – I was making a kind of homage to Japan.”12 However, his
obligation was in no way negative. On the contrary, he saw the chance to design a
Japanese-style garden as an opportunity to show himself the way “toward a deeper
knowledge.”13 In 1959 he said the following:
To learn, but still to control, not to be overwhelmed by so strong a
tradition, is a challenge. My effort was to find a way to link that ritual of
rocks which comes down to us through the Japanese from the dawn of
history to our modern times and needs. In Japan, the worship of stones
changed into an appreciation of nature. The search for the essence of
sculpture seems to carry me to the same end.14
Noguchi took the chance to design a “Japanese inspired” garden as a way to
enhance his own growth as a sculptor rooted in both western modernism and Japanese
tradition.
While the garden is clearly inspired by Japanese aesthetic traditions in its clean
style and calm feeling, some of the elements Noguchi incorporated are much more
obviously Japanese than others. First, is the tall, central rock fountain sculpture on the
upper patio (Fig. 6). Perhaps the most striking feature on the patio, this fountain
references an ancient Japanese iwakura (Shinto standing stone). Like other elements on
the terrace (and in the lower garden), it is a natural Japanese stone. Carved into the front
of it is the Japanese symbol for peace – water trickles down this face from the top of the
giant stone. This rock’s shape does not appear sculpted; rather, it seems as if it was
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placed there in its original form – a feature highlighted by the more obviously cut
rectangular stone propping it up from behind. The propping stone enhances the massive
quality of the erect stele, alluding to the importance of this primal fountain within the
context of the “Japanese” style garden as a whole.
The Japanese symbol for peace inscribed on the stone sculpture, again, alludes to
the goals of UNESCO at this important time in world history. Given their great concern
for global peace after World War II, it makes sense that Isamu Noguchi was hired,
himself a symbol of peace between America and Japan.
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Noguchi’s Thinking I:
On Art and Nature, Influence of Constantin Brancusi
“Here without any fuss is an immediate confrontation of the spirit. We are
delighted to find and surprised at finding what we had forgotten we were looking for.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1957 15
“To me the excellence of sculpture derives very much from the material, you
know, the truth of the material. And I feel that with stone it’s possible to know what the
truth of that material is because it’s part of our experience on this earth that we are
involved with. We walk upon it, it’s a part of our environment which is absolutely true.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1973 16
At the time of the UNESCO commission, Isamu Noguchi was not entirely new to
the idea of designing landscapes. Even at the very beginning of his sculpture career,
Noguchi had an awareness of the importance of nature in sculptural design. Having
attended the Leonardo da Vinci Art School while living in New York during the 1920s,
Noguchi had early exposure and training in academic art and, most importantly, was
introduced to the newly influential Modernist movement. Abstract art, an increasingly
popular branch of modernism, sought to reflect the artist’s inner visions of the world. As
the scholar Barbara Haskell describes it, “[modernism] promoted individual
consciousness and intuitive sensory experience as a springboard for art.”17 Intuitive
forms, and indeed the subconscious, intrigued Isamu Noguchi. He felt abstract forms
connected the human experience to something greater – nature. In 1927, he wrote the
following in his proposal for a Guggenheim Fellowship:
It is my desire to view nature through nature’s eyes, and to ignore
man as an object for special veneration…. Indeed, a fine balance of spirit
with matter can only concur when the artist has so thoroughly submerged
himself in the study of the unity of nature as to truly become once more a
part of nature – a part of the very earth, thus to view the inner surfaces and
the life elements. The material he works with would mean to him more
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than mere plastic matter, but would act as a coordinate and asset to his
theme. In such a way might be gained a true symphony in sculpture.18
These early thoughts reflect Noguchi’s inherent desire to connect to nature by way of his
artwork. Even at this point in his career, Noguchi recognized a disconnect between man
and nature and asserts that a change in the artist’s mentality is needed. This yearning for
the artist, himself, to become one with nature has a strong connection to his Japanese
roots, which he hoped to rediscover on the travels this grant would fund.
Noguchi arrived in Paris under the sponsorship of the above fellowship, where he
stumbled upon the opportunity to apprentice with his most important artistic mentor,
Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957) (Fig. 7). Under Brancusi, Noguchi learned new
technical skills and, most importantly, was given the guidance necessary to further invoke
the importance of nature in sculpture. This was not nature in the literal sense, such as
earth and its living plants, but nature in a transcendent sense; he developed a deep respect
for the natural qualities of materials and an appreciation for the eternal in art.
In Noguchi’s second quarterly report to the Guggenheim Foundation, Noguchi
wrote:
I continued in the studio of Constantin Brancusi where I had the
opportunity of a life-time in working under a real master. There I
assiduously studied his method of handling sculptural material, a method
so entirely reasonable and free from tricks that I feel convinced that it
must be much the same as that practiced by the ancient Greeks.19
The honesty in Brancusi’s art and sculptural techniques strongly paralleled Noguchi’s
idea of the artist as “a part of nature”; it makes sense that Noguchi’s style continued to
resemble that of Brancusi throughout his career (compare, for example, Figures 8-9).
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Constantin Brancusi, originally from the countryside of Romania, was an artist
who, like Noguchi, looked to his cultural heritage for artistic guidance. It is in this realm
– what the scholar Matthew Gale describes as the realm, “of carving and honesty,
craftsmanship and rootedness” – that Brancusi influenced Isamu Noguchi’s early
thoughts on sculptural aesthetics.20 The practice of ‘direct carving,’ cutting into the block
and responding to its qualities in resolving the work, was central to Brancusi’s technique,
as it reflected his craft-based sensibility and insistence on self-reliance.21 As a result, his
sculptural pieces were often clean and simple, and they reflected the organic spirit of the
materials he used (see one Brancusi work, Fig. 10).
The “direct carving” technique Brancusi was teaching Noguchi at this time left
room for error; in fact, it embraced error, letting the nature of the material guide the way.
Brancusi’s use of direct carving reflected his philosophical attitude towards creating
abstract and modernist sculptures. For example, believing strongly in the artist’s right to
be free from any constraint, he once said, “Direct carving is the true road to sculpture, but
also the most dangerous for those who don’t know how to walk. And in the end, direct or
indirect, cutting means nothing, it is the complete thing that counts.”22 Noguchi took this
sort of thinking to heart at such a young age, and even late in his career we can see a
strong connection to these early years learning the ways of direct carving under master
Brancusi:
I see the act of breaking stone as leading to an act of reconciliation.
When you break a stone you introduce an element of accident, like the
first bang of creation. Something has to go wrong, like the break, in order
to start the creative process going. The work I do after is just a
readjustment of that which is wrong. Eventually eternal balance resumes.
The work and nature eventually settle down again in harmony.23
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Here, we see Noguchi’s tendency to allow nature to prevail – an idea he had as a
young artist that blossomed when introduced to Brancusi.
Constantin Brancusi also helped Noguchi see beyond the formal traditions of
academic art in the West. Looking back at this important time in his life, Noguchi later
stated, “I was not pleased with the academic thing anyway. In fact, that’s why I applied
for the Guggenheim. If you read my plan for it, it’s not oriented toward the academic; I
mean it’s oriented to something else. I was trying to find a way to get away from the
academic.”24 Both in meaning and aesthetics, Isamu Noguchi’s artwork started to revolt
against his own academic training (see Figs. 11-12). Abstraction could now have
meaning in art; images did not have to represent something in a concrete way, they could
represent a feeling or a concept, such as eternity, motion, or truth.25 In a desire to make a
conscious break from traditional approaches, the results were original and plentiful;
artists were no longer constrained to the formal language of the past. What this meant,
however, was that artists were constantly explaining themselves, their intentions, and
their results, as the common viewer could no longer easily read art. In a conversation that
took place in 1980 with art critic Margaret Sheffield, Noguchi spoke of his intentions
with sculptural form: “I try to create forms which have a relevance to outer truth and
space and to inner truth. We see the exterior of the tree and inwardly we see the sap
rising. The forms I try to create are not merely the appearance but the resonating energy
inside.”26 Although stated in his late career, his reference to the inner energies his pieces
are meant to reflect is equivalent to the early ideas of abstraction and nature he learned
from Constantin Brancusi as a young artist.
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Noguchi’s Thinking II:
Landscape and Architecture as Sculptural Spaces
“The essence of sculpture is for me the perception of space, the continuum
of our existence.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1946 27
“To me, just to do sculpture and plunk it down there really doesn’t mean much; I
mean, what sculpture? What shape? In that sense, I don’t think I like sculpture very
much. But when it becomes so integral that you no longer are even conscious of it as
sculpture, then I think it’s good.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1973 28
In the winter of 1933 Isamu Noguchi had a vision: “I saw the earth as a
sculpture,” he wrote. “I got the feeling that the sculpture of the future might be on the
earth.”29 Soon after, he created Monument to the Plough, 1933, a plan for gently sloping
pyramids of earth measuring 1,200 feet on each side (Fig. 13). The first of a series of
large-scale earth proposals, Monument to the Plough marked a significant shift in the
conceptual and physical foundations of his sculpture. His expanded and down-to-earth
awareness of sculptural space, which he described as an “awakening to the geography
and to the spaces of the land,”30 launched a dedication to sculpting the environment.
Noguchi first realized the potential for landscape as a form of sculptural space and
earth as a workable material in 1931, when he returned to Japan for the first time since
his childhood. On this sojourn he visited many gardens, of which the stroll gardens had a
great impact on him and his later earth and garden works. Modern scholar Dana Miller
wrote in an essay, “the stroll gardens taught Noguchi that sculpture need not be a place
on a pedestal but could extend all around – to be walked on and through. They offered a
mutually reactive space in which the viewer could become a participant in the work as it
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presented ever-changing spatial and temporal relationships.”31 Indeed, it was the idea of
the user experiencing space as he or she moved about that sparked Noguchi’s interest.
Noguchi found that it was not only the space occupied by his pieces, but also the
space surrounding his pieces, that was important. To Noguchi, space became even more
important than aesthetics in sculpture; he probably would have said it is only our
perception of space that controls aesthetics. In 1946 he was included in the exhibition
Fourteen Americans at the Museum of Modern Art. Regarding the works in that show,
he said:
The essence of sculpture is for me the perception of space, the
continuum of our existence. All dimensions are but measures of it, as in
the relative perspective of our vision lie volume, line, point, giving shape,
distance, proportion. Movement, light, and time itself are qualities of
space. Space is otherwise inconceivable. These are the essences of
sculpture and as our concepts of them change so must our sculpture
change.
Since our experiences of space are, however, limited to momentary
segments of time, growth must be the core of existence. We are reborn,
and so in art as in nature there is growth, by which I mean change attuned
to the living. Thus growth can only be new, for awareness is the everchanging adjustment of the human psyche to chaos. If I say that growth is
the constant transfusion of human meaning into the encroaching void, then
how great is our need today when our knowledge of the universe has filled
space with energy, driving us toward a greater chaos and new
equilibriums.
I say it is the sculptor who orders and animates space, gives it
meaning.32
At this point in his career, Noguchi’s theories on space were only beginning to evolve.
The above quote shows that his early thinking revolved around the fundamentals of what
the term “space” actually means. Slowly, Noguchi would begin to broaden his definition
of the term, which would continue his idea of the artist as “a part of nature.”
As Noguchi’s ideas about nature, form, and space matured with his career,
Noguchi began to realize the importance of the sculptor to society as a whole. The events
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of World War II, in particular, brought both confusion and clarity to Noguchi. His
ambiguous status – as both American and Japanese – was highlighted by the political
turmoil of the war period. After voluntarily spending six months in 1942 at in internment
camp in Poston, Arizona, it is clear that he began to question the role of art in the greater
society. Noguchi stated: “…I had this feeling that, if the world was to survive, sculpture
[would have to be] an important part of the living experience and not something for
collectors to buy. I wanted to be able to work in sculpture as part of this whole” (Fig.
14).33 This newly-stated desire to make his art meaningful to society is not far different
from his previously discussed artistic philosophies. It is in his modern and abstract
sculptural forms that he was expressing his personal interpretation of ideas far greater
than himself, possibly on behalf of mankind: nature, eternity, and truth.
Between 1949 and 1956 Noguchi took multiple excursions on a grant from the
Bollingen Foundation to study places of “leisure,” which he defined as “all the places that
people used to believe in as the congealments or cruxes of meaning within each
culture.”34 For Noguchi, there was a dilemma in the current art world of his time:
sculpture did not take into account space in its entirety – a total environment. In a 1957
letter to architect Edward Durell Stone, Noguchi wrote:
It is my belief that the place of sculpture in relation to architecture
should be as part of a general consideration of space, use, mood,
environment, as accents and as meaning. This is why I am doing
gardens…
The total concept which is to me an essential extension of
sculpture (which most sculptors don’t even think about) may not be
recognized as sculpture; neither may the elements that compose it… I say
what of it? Maybe the anonymity that comes from perfect integration is
not such a bad thing – there the totality amounts to a moving experience,
no single part is as important as the whole.
It is true that the experience of sculpture is generally held to be
inherent in the piece itself. How we are aware of the new space
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relationship which is extensive. This again we limit and call sculpture, but
extended it becomes significant environment. This is where I believe
sculpture truly enters architecture.35
Noguchi also articulated his concerns for the current disconnect between sculptors
and architects in an essay he wrote in 1968 titled, “The Sculptor and the Architect.” He
argued that while both kinds of professionals are designing something artistic, it is the
architect who deals with the mechanics of shelter, and only requests the addition of
sculptures for aesthetic reasons. He wrote:
The spaces around buildings should be treated in such a way as to
dramatize and make the space meaningful and the sculptures should not be
just ‘objects.’ The sculpting of space – sculpture which defines space –
may even be invisible as sculpture and still exist in sculptural space. The
relationship of the architect to the sculptor should be reconsidered on this
basis. The sculptor is not merely a decorator of buildings but a serious
collaborator with the architect in the creation of significant space and of
significant shapes which define space.36
Rather than conforming to popular belief and creating artworks for ornamentation, he
argued, the sculptor must realize his abilities to create space and demonstrate an ability to
dialogue with architectural design. It is the space in which we live and interact that
affects how we conduct our lives, and the enhancement of that space can only be
beneficial.
With the growth of these ideas on collaborative multi-sculpture (architectural
spaces), Noguchi was moving sculpture forward and out of the object by object museum
mentality. The UNESCO garden lies at a pivotal point in Noguchi’s maturing ideas. His
realization of the importance of the relationships between sculpture, space, artist, and
user marks a period when Noguchi began to have a more holistic dialogue with nature.
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Later, Noguchi would remark, “When the time came to work with larger spaces, I
conceived them as gardens, not as sites with objects but as relationships to a whole…”37
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Tradition and Modernity:
Isamu Noguchi’s Return to Japan and His Connection With
Mirei Shigemori
“It’s no bigger than, let’s say, three times a very big room. Yet sitting on the
veranda there, and looking at it, it could be a vast sea with islands. [Ryoanji] could be
any infinity you wish.”
Isamu Noguchi. 1931 38
“The making of an art of meditation does not allow for conception or transferral.
It comes from the moment, the moment which may take years. To counter the passing I
would seek the enduring. From the depth of time-consuming hardness to find the lasting
and essential, by using modern tools on the oldest medium, there is an attempt to push the
discovery of sculpture onward a notch.”
Isamu Noguchi, 1987 39
Noguchi’s first foray into designing with landscape elements, mixing earthen and
water elements, was a 1951 commission for spaces in the Reader’s Digest building in
Tokyo, Japan (Figs. 15-16).40 Noguchi said of this project, “I felt that the garden (like the
stage-setting) could be as important for the everyday man as the set is to the special
setting of the dance.”41 As we will discover later in this thesis, the Japanese theater
played an important role in Noguchi’s UNESCO design. So perhaps it was while
designing in Tokyo that Noguchi began to learn and contemplate the lessons of Japanese
gardening. At the Reader’s Digest garden, Noguchi used water to represent the river of
life (see water feature at Reader’s Digest Building, Figs. 17-18).42 Water, a traditional
Japanese garden feature, became an important element to the artist, as it is a central
theme in the UNESCO garden and his later environmental proposals.
In 1957, while various financial negotiations on the UNESCO commission were
proceeding, Isamu Noguchi returned to Japan in search of a guiding light for his
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UNESCO garden design. Biographer Dore Ashton wrote: “Noguchi sought two essential
confirmations… First, he wanted to discover in his own experience the fundamentals of
an art that, like theatre, presents a ‘hypnotic whole,’ or a symbolic moment of unity.
Then, he sought the means of realizing his ambition to go beyond the static or isolated
sculpture.”43 He sensed inspiration for the UNESCO garden in what he already knew of
the contemplative gardens of the Zen sect and the imperial court’s stroll gardens, but he
was still ignorant in both materials and methods – for Noguchi, himself, had never made
a fully Japanese garden.
While in Japan, Noguchi happened to meet the famous Japanese artist Mirei
Shigemori (1896 – 1975). A master garden maker and respected scholar of the arts,
Shigemori was known for bringing the ancient art of traditional Japanese garden design
into the international context of the mid-twentieth century. He did not eliminate the past,
nor did he reject modernism; he successfully combined the two by making the best use of
traditional styles in their modern context. Like Noguchi, Shigemori was concerned with
the quality of eternity in his work. He once said: “A garden should have a timeless
modernity; what is singularly modern in our time has no real value. A garden that can be
admired by anybody at any point in time is what I think of as eternally modern.”44 After
their meeting in 1957, Isamu Noguchi and Mirei Shigemori became quite close and
continued to share landscape design ideas throughout their careers (see an image of the
two together, Fig. 19).45 With Shigemori’s profound knowledge of traditional Japanese
aesthetics and Noguchi’s training in modernism, the two artists strengthened each other’s
skill at bringing traditional design into modern contexts.
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During Noguchi’s 1957 visit to Japan, Shigemori played a large role in helping
Noguchi reach his final design ideas for the UNESCO garden, which was still under
construction back in Paris. Shigemori lead Noguchi to the Japanese island of Shikoku,
where together they carefully picked stones to be placed in the Garden of Peace. Then,
from May 7 to May 11, the two artists worked in collaboration on a mock-up of the stone
setting for the UNESCO garden (Fig. 20).46 During this same 1957 trip, Shigemori took
Noguchi to a tea ceremony at the Komyo-in and then showed Noguchi his 1939 garden
designs at Tofuku-ji (Fig. 21).47 These experiences had a great impact on Noguchi, as
seen in his own references to Japanese tea and Zen gardens in the later designs for the
UNESCO project.
The hojo (abbot’s quarters) at Tofuku-ji follows the traditional model for a
Buddhist complex, where the prayer hall is positioned within the perimeter walls so that
it can be surrounded by gardens on three sides (see plan, Fig. 22).48 Shigemori’s strategy
for each of the gardens varied in both composition and material. The east garden, which
is separated by an elevated wooden walkway, features recycled foundation stones of the
former building.49 The placement of these cylindrical rocks derives from the
constellation of the Big Dipper and includes the ever-important North Star (Fig. 23).50
The careful assemblage of stones against a gravel base continues in the south garden,
following the five-century-old pattern of kare sansui, or dry gardens (Fig. 24). However,
in place of the stocky and horizontally inclined rocks favored in the Muromachi period
(fifteenth century; when the dry Zen garden matured), in the south garden Shigemori used
quite thin, vertical rocks that hark back to the cliff-mountains of Chinese Song-period
paintings. In Japan, Song influence rarely appeared in garden design after the sixteenth
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century, until it reappeared in the twentieth century as a trademark of the modern phase
of traditional garden design.51
As Marc Treib notes, “In each of these garden areas, Shigemori devised a modern
variation upon a traditional theme.”52 He maintained the traditional elements and themes
of a Japanese Zen garden, but he sometimes exaggerated their qualities or redesigned
them in an ingenious way. He created an important new model: use traditional concepts
but place them in a reinvented aesthetic. Especially as seen in the grid-like north garden
at Tofuku-ji, the minimal approach brought together Japanese traditions and modernism
(Fig. 25).
In analyzing the complex hybridity in Noguchi’s UNESCO garden, it is also
helpful to look at some of Mirei Shigemori’s later garden designs. Both artists had a
strong appreciation for the traditions of the past, along with a desire to incorporate
modern contexts. Consequently, the garden designs of these two artists have much in
common.
Shigemori’s Yurin no Niwa garden (1969) contains a strikingly similar design
element to that seen in Noguchi’s lower pond at UNESCO: the use of interweaving
patterns of stone shapes and lines. Yurin no Niwa is a courtyard space, the majority of
which is relatively flat, in the pond-garden style (Fig. 26). Its layout refers to a local
kimono famous for its colorful noshi bundle design (noshi are auspicious strips of dried
fish or seaweed that are tied in a cluster as a symbol of good luck and unlimited
happiness.)53 Indeed, Shigemori’s design is extremely colorful in its use of differentcolored stones that alternate and at times repeat throughout the ground plane (Fig. 27).
Although the inspirational subject for Yurin no Niwa is traditional, the space feels very
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modern in its use of overlapping borders of stone patterns and geometric lines.
Shigemori made the following statement regarding his design intentions: “When I
designed this garden I wanted to create something that felt very modern and that was
completely out of the ordinary.”54.
Noguchi also used an interweaving of stone patterns (Fig. 28). In the UNESCO
garden, Noguchi used two different patterns of stonework to create an intriguing second
border around the pond. Within the pond we find two banks of large round stones, with
moss growing between them. The shape of these stone clusters continues across the
raised modern-looking cement-line border of the pond to a second square cobblestone
pattern outside the pond. More manmade in feel, the outer square-cut stones are placed
evenly to create borders congruent with those of the round inside stones (Figs. 29-30).
While Shigemori used contrasting stone colors and patterns to bring the motif of an
ancient Japanese kimono into the modern context, Noguchi used his design to highlight
and give spatial variation (even a kind of cross-cultural poeticism if we consider the
cobblestones French) to the borders of the pond.
A late work by Shigemori is the garden at Matsuo Taisha (1975). With this
design he returned to the very roots of the Japanese garden, creating a grouping of
massive rocks suggestive of ancient iwakura, upright rocks which channel the Shinto
gods (Fig. 31). To Shigemori, understanding the long history of gardens was essential to
fully realizing their modern roles and importance. With this insight he could use his
skills to rearrange nature in such a way that the gods might inhabit it. To place stones as
he did here at Matsuo Taisha, according to Shigemori, was to take on the role of the gods:
To set the stones of an iwakura, the garden maker should be of the
same mentality as the gods, otherwise it can never become a true iwakura.
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But it is impossible to actually become identical to the gods. So what this
is all really about is how close a garden maker can get to the gods and how
pure his mind can become. This is easy to say but very difficult to do.55
Shigemori would sometimes meditate at certain locations before developing design ideas.
He was also interested in recycling elements and in humorous allusions. This approach
required Zen-like focus, connectedness, and spontaneity.
Shigemori’s work at Matsuo Taisha is a garden that reflects the values – both
aesthetic and spiritual – of ancient times. We might add, though, that Shigemori was
probably very much inspired to do so by Isamu Noguchi’s notion of “primitive
modernism.” To Noguchi, looking back to ancient cultures was an extremely important
element in his own art. In 1949 Noguchi wrote,
Sculpture is as old as man’s beings. But very little has been
learned since then that is not questionable. Every advance in technique
which opens the imagination to new, provocative realities, also removes
man one step further from the strength of his origin.56
Noguchi saw primitivism as a way to save the sculptural arts from becoming too
materialistic and detached from true humanity. However, this reaching back was
combined with the modern in order to actually create something new, pushing art forward
in history; “by using modern tools on the oldest medium, there is an attempt to push the
discovery of sculpture onward a notch.”57 Both Noguchi and Shigemori believed in this
synthesis of the old and the new, which is why their art shared a similar spirit.
In the UNESCO garden, Noguchi included allusions to his own reverence for the
ancient gods. One example is the central stone fountain on the upper terrace, which
supplies water to the colorful garden below (Figs. 32-33). While this rock stands central
and commands attention, it also supplies life to the rest of the garden. While the stone
fountain may not appear to be natural, nor do natural materials surround it (as they would
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a traditional iwakura), its elemental role in the garden is one of great importance. It is the
spirit and intention of each element within the UNESCO garden that gives it its
unquestionable Japanese essence.
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A Formal Reading of the UNESCO Garden of Peace
“Nothing could have been more opportune or rewarding in showing the way I
must go, toward a deeper knowledge through experience of what makes a garden, above
all the relationship between sculpture and space which I conceived as a possible solution
to the dilemma of sculpture, as it suggested a fresh approach to sculpture as an organic
component of our environment. Ultimately, of course, only the doing can teach.”
Isamu Noguchi 58
Upon entering Noguchi’s Garden of Peace, the visitor steps onto the solid, stone
surface of the upper patio (often referred to as the Delegates’ Terrace) and is confronted
with a variety of stone sculptures. The largest of these sculptures is one of the most
noticeable and symbolic elements of the entire space: the “iwakura,” Noguchi’s reference
to the ancient Shinto religion inscribed with the Japanese symbol for peace. Water is an
important element of this tall sculpture, further transforming the piece into the figurative
life source of the Garden of Peace. As water flows down the face of the “iwakura,” it
collects in a shallow pool before making its descent to the garden below (Figs. 34-35).
Within the rectilinear pool are a series of similarly rectangular paving stones. Their light
grey color and sharp geometric lines clearly mimic the aesthetic qualities of the upper
terrace, but, here, it is the water between the stones that gives them a new character. It is
this new element of water at the edge of the terrace that helps connect the level plane of
the Delegate’s Terrace to the natural garden below, both visually and conceptually.
Another direct reference to traditional Japanese culture is the walkway
connecting the upper patio and lower garden (Fig. 36). Noguchi solved the issue of the
two spaces being separated by a difference in height with this walkway, which he
considers a reference to the hanamichi (“flowery path”) of the Japanese Kabuki theater
(see the left horizontal pathway through the audience in Fig. 37).59 Lined with a row of
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green trees, the “flowery path” at UNESCO has a slight downward curve that gently
guides the user to the lower garden. This bridge also has a strong relation to the roji
(literally meaning “dewy ground,” a garden path used to reach the site of a tea ceremony)
of the Japanese tea garden, which serves to connect the mundane world with the world of
tea.60 For Noguchi, this pathway is a middle space between two distinct areas, upper and
lower: above of hard stone, below of lively green nature.
The upper patio, or Delegates’ Terrace, can be seen as a symbol of culture.
Balanced by the natural garden below, this area is a flat plane, where the color light grey
dominates the viewer’s immediate surroundings. Geometric sculptures cast in concrete
are scattered in clusters across the open field of paved stones – sculptures that also serve
as seating arrangements where the garden visitors can sit, contemplate, or socialize (Fig.
38). The design for these seats is Noguchi’s own, but they are very reminiscent of the
sculptures of Constantin Brancusi, for whom the young Noguchi apprenticed in 1927. As
architect and scholar Marc Treib put it, “Both the condensed minimal sensibility and the
regard for seating as sculpture (and vice versa) recall the work of the senior artist.”61 It is
from Brancusi that Noguchi developed his unique sculptural language, so clearly
expressed in the Delegates’ Terrace.
In contrast, the lower garden, often referred to at UNESCO as the Jardin
Japonais, can be seen as a symbol of nature. As water trickles into the garden from the
block-like terraced stream adjacent to the “flowery path,” it continues to a pond in the
center of the garden (see images of the pond, Figs. 39-41). This pond dominates the
composition of the lower garden: it provides life to the plentiful trees and green
groundcover growing around it, and its reflective qualities magnify the area, as is
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intended by the inclusion of water in many traditional Japanese gardens. In designing the
lower garden, Noguchi recalled principles of the traditional Japanese ambulatory garden,
in which visitors experience space through movement and changing points of view.
Noguchi said of his design, “This is an ambulatory garden, the enjoyment of which is
enhanced by walking in it whereby one perceives the relative value of all things.”62 It is
in this lower garden that Noguchi brought to life his ever-evolving artistic theories on
space, nature, and shifting experience.
It is the Delegates’ Terrace and Jardin Japoinais together, though, that provide us
with a culmination of Noguchi’s theories. As nature had always been of great concern to
Noguchi, so was the relation of mankind to art. In looking at Noguchi’s entire design at
UNESCO, the lower garden resembles an amoeba and evokes the natural contours of the
land; it is an unregimented counterpoint to the upper patio, which represents culture (see
view of lower garden from above, Fig. 42). Isamu Noguchi sought to connect the worlds
of the natural and human-made, a balance which his design for UNESCO harmoniously
achieves.
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Conclusion
“Through gardens I came to a deeper awareness of nature and of stone… They
are old. But are they old as sculpture?”
Isamu Noguchi, 1987 63
The UNESCO community has always referred to Noguchi’s garden as the jardin
japonais, implying that it is, in fact, in a traditional Japanese style. However, Noguchi,
himself, claimed his creation was only “a somewhat Japanese garden.”64 “In my
estimation,” he said, “it would be almost more correct to say that the truly Japanese part
is that which is least obviously so.”65
Critics have always differed on the topic of whether or not Noguchi’s work,
throughout his career, was Eastern, Western, both, or neither. Of course his subjects,
styles, and techniques changed as the artist encountered new experiences and styles. It is
with his UNESCO garden design, though, that we can begin to see his theories on nature
and sculpture converging on a symphonic scale. The Japanese nature of the commission
gave Noguchi the chance to truly bring nature into his design via traditions from an
ancient culture. However, Noguchi’s background in Western modernism also inspired
him to cite modern forms. He said upon his garden’s completion, “The UNESCO garden
does not attempt to reproduce the old or traditional, excepting in allusion and as a point
of departure.”66 Determined to push sculpture forward – towards a more interdependent
relationship with architecture – Isamu Noguchi looked to garden design and used the
opportunity to sculpt UNESCO’s outdoor space as a point of departure.
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Figure 19. Isamu Noguchi (left) with Mirei Shigemori (right) at the Shigemori residence
in Kyoto, Japan, 1957.

Figure 20. From May 7 to May 11, 1957, Isamu Noguchi (right) and Mirei Shigemori
(left) worked together on a mock-up of the stone setting for the UNESCO garden.

Figure 21. On April 27, 1957, back in Kyoto, Mirei Shigemori (front left) took Isamu
Noguchi (right) to a tea ceremony in Komyo-in and afterwards showed him his garden
design at Tofuku-ji.

Figure 22. Plan of Tofuku-ji, were Mirei Shigemori designed the hojo gardens in the late
1930s.

Figure 23. East hojo garden, Tofuku-ji, Kyoto, Mirei Shigemori, late 1930s.

Figure 24. South hojo garden, Tofuku-ji, Kyoto, Mirei Shigemori, late 1930s.

Figure 25. North hojo garden, Tofuku-ji, Kyoto, Mirei Shigemori, late 1930s.

Figure 26. Mirei Shigemori, overview of Yurin no Niwa garden as seen from the second
floor of the Kibichuo-cho town hall building, 2002. The garden was originally designed
for the building of the Association of Kimono Manufacturers in Kyoto in 1969.

Figure 27. Yurin no Niwa, Mirei Shigemori, 1969, 2002.

Figure 28. UNESCO pond border, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 29. View of pond in the UNESCO lower garden, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi,
1958. Photo by Heather Cabot.

Figure 30. Curving intersections of gravel and water at the UNESCO garden, Paris,
France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958.

Figure 31. Powerful stone settings in the garden at Matsuo Taisha which allude to the
ancient iwakura, Mirei Shigemori, 1975.

Figure 32. Isamu Noguchi’s “iwakura” fountain sculpture at UNESCO, Paris, France,
1958. Photo by Heather Cabot.

Figure 33. View of water trickling down from below Noguchi’s “iwakura” fountain
sculpture at UNESCO, Paris, France, 1958. Photo by Heather Cabot.

Figure 34. UNESCO Garden of Peace sculpture, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958.
Photo by Heather Cabot.

Figure 35. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 36. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 37. Masanobu Okamura, Interior of Nakamura Theater, circa 1740, woodblock
print. At left, diagonal walkway (hanamichi).

Figure 38. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 39. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 40. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 41. UNESCO Garden of Peace, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958. Photo by
Heather Cabot.

Figure 42. View of lower garden at UNESCO, Paris, France, Isamu Noguchi, 1958.

