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Noguchi, Sculptural Abstraction, and the Politics of
Japanese American Internment

Amy Lyford

In 1946, a little more than a year after the United States
dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
Japanese American sculptor Isamu Noguchi was selected to
participate in an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art
called Fourteen Americans. One of a series of exhibitions show-
casing the diversity of recent American art, the show was
billed as offering a window onto contemporary art in the
United States. After a ten-year absence from the New York
exhibition scene, Noguchi presented fifteen works, including
a monumental marble sculpture entitled Kouros that he had
completed in 1945 (Fig. 1). In light of the recent war with
Japan and the federal government’s internment of Japanese
Americans during the conflict, the decision to include Nogu-
chi in the show suggests that the museum hoped to promote
a kind of artistic democracy by embracing artists of varied
cultural and ethnic backgrounds whose work defied the no-
tion of a single, overarching artistic trend.! As the show’s
curator, Dorothy Miller, explained in her preface to the
exhibition catalogue, “these artists are concerned with com-
munication even more than esthetics. . . . the idiom is Amer-
ican but there is no hint of regionalism or chauvinistic ten-
dency.” She continued, “On the contrary, 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.”
Noguchi’s presence, one might imagine, was part of Miller’s
effort to create a world of art in the exhibition, as his work
likely conjured forth a range of associations with “the Orient”
of which she hoped the exhibition would speak.®> Noguchi’s
career also seemed to reflect the diversity Miller wanted the
show to highlight because it encompassed a variety of media
and approaches to art making that referenced many cultures
simultaneously. With works entitled Kouros, My Pacific (1941),
and Katchina (1943), Noguchi’s practice easily jumped be-
tween the traditions of Europe, the Pacific, and the Americas
in ways that underscored Miller’s pluralistic agenda. Signifi-
cantly, however, it was the Kouros, over nine feet tall, that
mainly captured the critics’ attention. Kouros was ambitious
not only in its huge scale but also in its direct reference to the
tradition of the heroic male figure from ancient Greece, a
tradition that was on view uptown at the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art (Fig. 2).*

It is not hard to see Noguchi’s smooth marble work as a
descendant of its ancient Greek namesake, for his sculpture’s
vertical, organic form possesses a vestigial head and superhu-
man scale. Yet if Noguchi’s Kouros follows the Greek tradition
in terms of its size, verticality, and name, it diverges from that
tradition because it is a conglomerate of visibly intercon-
nected parts rather than a single, unified form. Built of
interlocking slabs of marble rather than carved from a single
block of stone, Noguchi’s sculpture reinterprets the kouros
figure as an attenuated skeletal form; it enframes space,
instead of displacing it, with an open, polished ribcage.

Noguchi’s Kouros is also more pointedly pessimistic in tone:
the work’s evacuation of matter at its center and the open,
skeletal structure suggest that the ideal kouros figure has
been eviscerated. This difference reveals Noguchi’s modern-
ist sculptural technique—the reduction of the body to a
system of interlocking parts, for example—while the work’s
multipart, interlocking structure gives it a portability that was
never a characteristic of the ancient Greek kouroi. This mo-
bility is critical to the work’s difference from the Greek
tradition, because Noguchi’s Kouros and the other interlock-
ing sculptures could be taken down in just a few minutes.” A
mobile monument, Noguchi’s Kouros thematizes the heroic
male nude as a movable effigy, and, as I will argue, it does so
in ways that subtly mimic (if unconsciously) the sculptor’s
own relocations during the late 1930s and early 1940s, which
included stints in Mexico City, San Francisco, Los Angeles,
and an Arizona internment camp for Japanese Americans.

If, as Frantz 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 mobilization 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 tradi-
tion. His critique of the liberal ideal follows the enforced
relocation of Japanese Americans by the United States gov-
ernment, a policy that clearly demonstrated that such univer-
sality 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 west-
ern United States during World War I1.”

The racialization of American culture did not stop when
the war ended, however, as is made plain in much of the
criticism written about Noguchi’s work in 1946, much of
which emphasized the sculptor as a figure who blended the
(apparently opposing) traditions of Europe and Asia in his
art and his life. In an article on Noguchi’s sculpture that
appeared during the run of Fourteen Americans, Thomas Hess
(editor of Art News) described Noguchi’s Kouros as a poetic
fusion of East and West. “Deriving from the opposing influ-
ences of archaic Greek sculpture and Oriental calligraphy,”
Hess wrote, “it [Kouros] is an expression of Noguchi’s opti-
mism for humanity—capturing the mood of certainty an
earlier civilization had that it could walk upright under the
sky in a world it could explain.”® If Noguchi’s Kouros ex-
presses something powerful about the nature of humanity in
1945, it does so by subtly revising that ideal. Noguchi’s ver-
sion of the subject challenges the relevance of a liberal view
of a universalizing humanity in the wake of World War IL
Less a celebration of the ideal humanism that Hess envi-
sions—what he calls the fusion of East and West—Kouros
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1 Isamu Noguchi, Kouros, 1945, pink Georgia
marble, height 117 in. New York, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund,
1953 (photo: © 1995 The Metropolitan
Museum of Art)
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reinterprets the stable, ancient form as a movable effigy
whose multiplicity of parts and mobility of structure rein-
vented the modern man as a mobile figure whose body
achieves form through a balance of disparate, yet interlock-
ing parts.

In addition to representing an ideal male figure as a mov-
able effigy, Kouros exemplifies a tendency in Noguchi’s work
of the early 1940s to represent the process of transformation
itself. Indeed, a number of Noguchi’s abstract sculptures of
the early 1940s make vivid the process by which identities
become visible as processes of cultural transformation rather
than static, fixed givens within a system of rigid hierarchies.
Through its interlocking formal arrangement and its porta-
bility, Kouros (and some of the other interlocking pieces
Noguchi made in the mid-1940s) references process and
mobility in ways that resonate both with the peripatetic na-
ture of Noguchi’s experience and his multiethnic back-
ground (his father was Japanese, and his mother was Euro-
American, of Scottish and Native American amcestry).9 That
is, Kouros reconsiders the degree to which the image of a
stable, universalizing man could be relevant in a world where
migration, dislocation, relocation, and exile had become
models for twentieth-century man’s existence.

In order to make sense of the varied ways in which Kouros
seems to be the embodiment of a process of transformation
and dislocation, this essay will draw a sculptural road map that
shows how Noguchi’s abstract sculptures of the early 1940s
often materialize the space between things to produce visibly
hybrid forms—forms that articulate the process of becoming
as their key conceptual gesture. As Noguchi described mod-
ern sculpture in 1949, “we [sculptors] are now more con-
cerned with the relationship of things than with things them-
selves. Our reality is the space between....”'° Such a
conception of sculpture resonates with the process-oriented
nature of the artist’s wall-mounted and interlocking slab
pieces—works that refuse easy categorization, preferring to
inhabit positions between competing conceptions of the body
and spatial location. Yet Noguchi’s early 1940s abstractions
do not just reveal something about the history of modern art.
In addition to proposing a sculpture concerned with rela-
tions between things, these works question 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. Noguchi’s abstraction was thus not predomi-
nantly a move to participate in contemporary debates about
the nature of Abstract Expressionism. In the wake of a par-
ticularly nasty 1935 review of one of his sculptures for what
the critic saw as its overt political content, abstraction not
only gave Noguchi a way to communicate his commitment to
the process of artistic and cultural transformation but also
offered a means to evade the label of “sensationalist” propa-
ganda leveled at him by a hostile critic in 1935. Noguchi’s
emphasis on hybrid forms may have seemed just the ap-
proach to take after the personal attacks (which highlighted
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2 Statue of a kouros, ca. 590-580 B.c., Naxian marble, height
76 in. New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher
Fund, 1932

his Japanese identity), from which he recoiled, when he
exhibited his work Death in the spring of 1935.

Race, Nationality, and Art in the 1930s

When Noguchi completed Death in 1934, he did so with skill
and purpose: to give visceral, sculptural form to the practice
of lynching (Fig. 3). Exhibited in New York three times early
in 1935, Death attracted attention because of the directness
with which it embodied the physical and psychic endgame of
racial hatred.!' For Edward Alden Jewell, critic for the New
York Times, the piece was gruesome and artless. Jewell thought
the agonized figure, suspended from the neck by an actual
rope “drawn sickeningly taut by the weight of the lynched
figure,” a disaster. Repelled by the work’s disturbing effects,
he emphasized that Noguchi had designed the work as a
protest against lynching. “As a work of art,” Jewell wrote, “it
seems merely sensational and of extremely dubious value.”
Similarly, the A7t News critic M.M. saw the work as “macabre”
and “bizarre” and claimed that its representation of a body in
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3 Noguchi, Death, 1934, Monel metal, wood, metal, and rope,
height 89% in. Long Island City, N.Y., Isamu Noguchi Garden
Museum

the “knotty agonies of death” was nothing more than “aes-
thetic opportunism.” Henry McBride, writing for the New York
Sun, had exceptionally harsh words for the piece, claiming
that “the grewsome [sic] study of a lynching, with a contorted
figure dangling from an actual rope, may be like the photo-
graph from which it was made, but as a work of art it is just a
little Japanese mistake.”’* McBride bristled at Noguchi’s

grisly approach to his subject, apparently most disturbed by
the work’s realist bent, as if the sculpture’s translation of a
photograph of a lynched and burned body pushed it too
close to the real thing for the critic’s comfort.

In addition to questioning the sculptor’s artistic ability in
his review, McBride claimed that the work was a failure and
that Noguchi was an insidious presence in contemporary
American culture:

You cannot deny that Isamu Noguchi, the Japanese-Amer-
ican sculptor now exhibiting in the Marie Harriman gal-
leries, has grand ideas. I hate to apply the word “wily” to
anyone I so thoroughly like and respect as I do Mr. Nogu-
chi, yet what other word can you apply to a semioriental
sculptor who proposes to build in the U.S. the following

gigantic monuments. . . .'?

Clearly, McBride had a problem with Noguchi’s multiracial
identity. His evident distrust of Noguchi’s “semioriental” her-
itage does not simply underscore his discomfort with misce-
genation, McBride’s hostility specifically crystallizes around
the fact of Noguchi’s Japanese American identity. Worried
about the “wiliness” of a Eurasian artist like Noguchi,
McBride assumes that a Japanese American artist could not
produce art that was truly “American.” Although McBride
may not have been consciously aware of Noguchi’s identifi-
cation with the plight of African Americans in the production
and exhibition of Death, it is hard to imagine that McBride’s
venom was wholly disconnected from the prospect of an
alliance between two oppressed minorities who appeared
bent on fighting the practice of lynching that continued to be
a part of life in the United States.'* By attacking Death as the
“mistaken” product of a “wily” Japanese American artist,
McBride, in revealing his racism, shifted attention from the
work’s meaning to the identity of its maker. McBride’s review
attacked Noguchi’s artistic reputation by insinuating that
Death’s failure as a work of art stemmed from the sculptor’s
Japanese identity.

McBride’s text demonstrates the prevalence of anti-Japa-
nese rhetoric in 1930s American culture.!® For his part, and
to raise awareness of this disturbing trend, the prominent art
historian Meyer Schapiro worried publicly about the racial-
ization of contemporary analysis of “American art” in a 1936
essay entitled “Race, Nationality, and Art.” Published in Ar¢
Front, the journal of the progressive Artist’s Union,'® Scha-
piro argued that racism was a serious threat to the health of
art in the United States:

It is taught that the great national art can issue only from
those who really belong to the nation, more specifically, to
the Anglo-Saxon blood; that immigration of foreigners,
mixture of peoples, dilutes the national strain and leads to
inferior hybrid arts; that the influence of foreign arts is
essentially pernicious; and that the weakness of American
art today is largely the result of alien influences."”

For Schapiro, race was too often the primary basis for defin-
ing and, thus, purifying national culture. In his view, the
willingness of many critics and historians to link race and
national identity to the strength of American art was simply
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part of a broader thrust in contemporary American society to
attack racial and ethnic minorities in order to justify their
oppression.'® A key component of Schapiro’s text that sheds
light on the meaning and context of McBride’s diatribe
against Noguchi is Schapiro’s recognition that many in the
United States thought that “the immigration of foreigners,
mixture of peoples, dilutes the national strain and leads to
inferior hybrid arts.” Noguchi offended critics by actively
critiquing the practice of lynching; more important, as a
“semioriental” artist whose work, as Schapiro points out, was
seen by many (including McBride) as a “pernicious” influ-
ence that had “weakened” American art, he disturbed
them."?

Noguchi’s abstract sculpture of the early 1940s grapples, if
at times indirectly, with these issues of race and national
identity. Rather than emphasizing essential personal or na-
tional character, Noguchi’s abstraction articulates hybrid-
ity—sculptural and cultural—as a central visual metaphor.*
Such an approach did not necessarily read as a positive
development at the time, as is clear from Schapiro’s worried
account of the linkages often made between race, nationality,
and art. In the analysis of a group of sculptures by Noguchi
from the early 1940s that follows, I aim to show the ways in
which the sculptor investigated the nature and meaning of
hybridity as a fundamental component of contemporary ex-
perience. By representing states of transition and the process
of transformation in his sculpture of this period, Noguchi
imagined some alternative approaches to communicating
ideas about the construction of national identities. While
Noguchi was not one to discuss issues of race and personal
identity in public—in the slender file of his existing written
work, he almost never discusses race overtly—in a number of
his works of the early 1940s he seems bent on representing
the in-between or the hybrid as key visual concepts. In one of
the rare instances in which the sculptor spoke directly about
the issue of race in art, Noguchi argued that racial and
cultural hybridity were essential to the future of American
democracy:

To be hybrid anticipates the future. This is America. The
nation of all nationalities. The racial and cultural inter-
mixture is the antithesis of all the tenet [sic] of the Axis
Powers. For us to fall into the Fascist line of race bigotry is
to defeat our unique personality and strength.?!

Noguchi’s words reframe the discourse of hybridity—or “in-
termixture”—in ways that counter the bigotry that concerned
Meyer Schapiro and that lay bare his agenda for sculptural
and cultural change. Noguchi argues for a reading of hybrid-
ity as an idealized intermixture in which the oppositions
traditionally presumed between races and cultures could be
reformulated as interpenetration and intermixture. Al-
though such thinking remained tied to the idea of cultural
difference, in the context of American policy to evacuate and
intern all West Coast Japanese Americans in 1942, it was
clearly hopeful, proposing hybridity as the foundation for a
truly multicultural, democratic society.
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Noguchi, Double Consciousness, and Japanese American
Internment

When people ask me why I, a Eurasian sculptor from New
York, have come so far into the Arizona desert to be locked
up with the evacuated Japanese from the West coast, I
sometimes wonder myself. I reply that because of my
peculiar background I felt this war very keenly and wished
to serve the cause of democracy in the best way that
seemed open to me. At other times I say that I felt sympa-
thy for the plight of the American-born Japanese, the
Nisei, or else that relocation offered a pressage [sic] of
inevitable social change in which I wished to take part.

All of this is true. But I might also have said that a
haunting sense of unreality, of not quite belonging, which
has always bothered me made me seek for an answer
among the Nisei.*?

When Noguchi heard of the attack on Pearl Harbor in De-
cember 1941, he was living in California. As he remembers it,
he had turned on the radio while driving to San Diego in
search of a piece of onyx and heard about the Japanese attack
on Hawaii. “Oh my God,” he remembers thinking, “I'm a
Japanese or I'm a Nisei at least; I'd better get in touch with
other Nisei and see what’s going to happen.”®* When he
returned to Los Angeles, he contacted the Japanese-Ameri-
can Citizens League in order to find out how Japanese Amer-
ican organizations were responding to the attack. Says Nogu-
chi of that time, “I felt I ought to be able to help in some
way. . . . I felt that I ought to be contributing something.”**
After President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 on
February 19, 1942 (an order demanding that all residents of
the West Coast who were of Japanese descent be relocated to
camps in the nation’s interior), Noguchi began to organize
other artists and writers in a group called Nisei Artists and
Writers Mobilization for Democracy (NAWMD).?® By Febru-
ary 1942, this San Francisco—based group had drafted a plan
for an art and craft program that would be developed at the
relocation centers, a program that would help the “evacuees,”
as they were called, by offering them a way to be productive
and creative during the period of their relocation.?®

In March the NAWMD plan was submitted to high-level
federal officials (including Secretary of State Milton Eisen-
hower), and then, in April, Noguchi traveled to Washington,
D.C,, and presented the plan for a “Government Sponsored
Farm and Craft Settlement for People of Japanese Parentage”
to John Collier, head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and
chief administrator of the Colorado River Relocation Center
(then being built on Indian land) near Poston, Arizona. At
that meeting it was decided that Noguchi would enter Poston
voluntarily in order to set up and oversee the Farm and Craft
program for internees. Noguchi’s role in developing such a
plan, presenting it to the federal government, and then
working to move out to Poston to run an art program in the
relocation centers seems to parallel the structure of the Fed-
eral Art Program’s Community Art Centers, centers devel-
oped in the mid-1930s to stop the flow of artists away from
indigenous regions to the metropolitan centers of the United
States. Even so, Noguchi’s NAWMD program also appears to
have been a means to concentrate Japanese cultural tradi-
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4 Evacuees stuffing mattresses, Poston, Arizona, May 1942.
Washington, D.C., United States National Archives, from the
still pictures collection, RG 210 (negative 210-G-5A-144)

tions in order to preserve those traditions, as well as to keep
them from spreading during the war.?”

On May 12, 1942, Noguchi arrived at Poston I, a camp that
when linked to its two neighbors, Poston II and III, eventually
housed almost twenty thousand evacuees.?® At that time, the
camp was still under construction (it officially opened on May
8, 1942), and evacuees were put to work building the camp
structures and stuffing their own mattresses (Fig. 4).>° Be-
cause camp planning and construction were behind schedule
when Noguchi arrived, it is not surprising that his art pro-
gram never really got off the ground. Noguchi rapidly saw
that the program was doomed, and after only a few weeks at
Poston he asked for permission to leave. Although he had
entered the camp voluntarily, his request was repeatedly
denied—Ilargely because of questions about his loyalty and
citizenship that arose when it was learned that he had spent
part of his childhood in Japan. It was not until November that
Noguchi left Poston on a temporary leave pass, one he ac-
quired after making an application for leave on the basis of a
recently instituted loophole for evacuees of “mixed race”
parentage to be eligible for release. On November 11, 1942,
a visibly relieved Noguchi returned to his home in New York
on that temporary pass. He never returned.?

In late 1941 and early 1942, Noguchi apparently “became
aware” (as he had never been before) of his identity as a
Nisei. When he wrote the manuscript “I Become a Nisei,” it
was early October 1942, and he was writing from his quarters
at the Poston internment camp, intending to publish his text
in Reader’s Digest. Writing to a friend on the same day that he
mailed the manuscript, Noguchi revealed that although he
thought the text was “a bit too personal,” it seemed the “best
way to make my contribution, which I think important to ‘the
unity of all races under democracy.””®' In this text, Noguchi
argues that American democracy ought to be built on the
basis of cultural and ethnic hybridity. Quite poignantly, the
text also describes the process by which Japanese American
internment, and in particular his internment in Arizona,

made him “aware of a color line I had never known before.”3?

In an interview of 1973 with Paul Cummings in which he was
asked about his internment, Noguchi implicitly linked the
powerful experience of becoming “Nisei” as a “mixed blood”
individual to that of African Americans. Noguchi stated that
he believed that people of “mixed blood” would tend to pass
(or not) depending on “convenience” or when one’s “asso-
ciations make it so that you don’t have to think about it.” “But
if you’re forced into thinking about it,” Noguchi suggested,
“most people take the side of the less privileged.” Asked by
Cummings if that was really true, Noguchi replied, “I think
so. I mean, I think you find it among blacks too. The blacks
despise people who pass.”*

As Bert Winther-Tamaki reminds us, however, Noguchi
had certainly thought about the issue of cultural identity
before the outbreak of war, as he consciously reoriented his
identity, both national and cultural, by changing his surname
from Gilmour to Noguchi in 1923.>* Yet the emphasis of “I
Become a Nisei” on a newly visible “color line” underscores a
shift in his awareness of racialization in the United States
after internment. His words project a powerful, and appar-
ently sudden, realization of becoming Japanese American in
a way that recalls W.E.B. Du Bois’s eloquent description of
the “double consciousness” that often shapes African Amer-
ican experience:

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this
sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of
others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his
two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings. . . .>®

In his 1973 interview with Paul Cummings, Noguchi alluded
to the ways that the war and his own internment pressed him
to think about his racialized identity within American culture,
an identity that Japanese American relocation and his own
ordeal with internment brought into an even sharper focus
than had his experiences as a child in Japan or the negative
review from Henry McBride.?® To complicate matters fur-
ther, when Noguchi arrived at the camp, it became clear that
he held an ambiguous position there as well, largely because
of two factors: he was much older than the other Nisei in
camp, and he had visible ties to the camp’s administration.>”

“I Become a Nisei” stresses the problematic but critical
nature of this liminality, particularly in terms of how Noguchi
and his fellow internees apprehended the transformation of
their own identities as a matter of racialized representation.
The “average Nisei .. .seems to take race differences as a
matter of course,” he wrote, yet others avoided both “the Japs
and also the whites; ... ‘I am an American,’ they say, ‘not
used to so many Japanese faces.””*® The shifting allegiances
and different positions with which to identify clearly con-
cerned Noguchi at the time, as his text foregrounds the
Nisei’s intermediary position in the camps and produces an
image of how internment was experienced by the Nisei from
an uncertain, unstable position:

I begin to see the peculiar tragedy of the Nisei as that of a
generation of transition accepted neither by the Japanese
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nor by America. A middle people with no middle ground.
His future looms uncertain. Where can he go? How will he
live? Where will he be accepted? Will he be permitted to
remain? He fears to become wards of the Government.
Outside in Washington, D.C. and California a few people
are plotting against his citizenship.*

To read Noguchi’s essay is to begin to grasp the degree to
which the process of becoming aware of one’s racialization
marked social identification during the war. To define the
self as the product of racial and cultural admixture, as Nogu-
chi apparently did, might offer the possibility of seeing one-
self as a symbol of the allied fight for democracy: the multi-
racial individual would be an embodiment of the fight against
fascism. On the other hand, to define oneself as a racialized
subject could also pose terrific problems, problems that
might serve to emphasize the racialized fault lines in Ameri-
can society. While on the one hand, Noguchi’s essay argues
for amalgamation as key to the creation of a truly democratic
nation, his essay also underscores how assumptions about
racial difference in the United States made it terribly difficult
to create that ideally hybrid culture, that “nation of all na-
tionalities.”

Art and Politics in the 1940s

As recent scholarship on the artistic culture of the United
States during the 1940s reveals, this was a period of excep-
tional richness, complexity, and contradiction in the visual
arts.*” Not only were cultural workers, critics, and politicians
attempting to create an image of United States art as funda-
mentally democratic in nature and intent, but also artists
themselves worked in ever more public ways to articulate the
need for a new visual language to communicate to and about
modern society. Noguchi’s own practice and, more particu-
larly, his Reader’s Digest manuscript attest to the power of such
an approach to the production of democratic cultural forms.
And many artists found in abstraction a form of visual pro-
duction capable of both evading direct connection to specific
political agendas because of its lack of realist cues and offer-
ing an apparently universal visual language with which to
communicate new ideas about social change.

At the same time, American visual culture in the 1940s was
permeated by some strong and long-held ideological assump-
tions about the relations between American individuality,
democratic collectivity, and the notion of a universal human-
ity—in the realms of both art and politics. As Michael Leja’s
work on the New York School reveals, a number of cultural
and political agendas shaped artistic and critical discourse
about American culture in the mid-1940s, much of which
revolved around the following issues: an increasing emphasis
on cultural primitivism, which appeared to be a means by
which to cross cultural lines quite easily; the relations be-
tween gender politics and cultural politics in the construction
of a new breed of heroically individualistic artists; and the
explicit politicization of exhibitions showcasing abstract
painting. Many abstract artists of the New York School
seemed to exemplify American “freedom” and individuality
in that their deployment of diverse, unconventional, and
generally abstract formal languages represented their inde-
pendence from the kind of state-sponsored propaganda that
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many in the United States associated with the production of
artists in Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany. Within this dis-
course that pitted American freedom against Axis dictator-
ship in the late 1930s, artists of the New York School sub-
scribed to the idea that all human beings shared in tragedy,
and that primitive and modern man expressed similar expe-
riences in their art.*!

The specific forms of universal humanism promoted by
New York School artists and critics demand that we ask how
race and racism inflected the discourse about artistic univer-
sality during World War II, a period in American culture
when questions of race and nationality were crucial aspects of
the government’s decision to intern Japanese Americans. To
what degree did such humanistic rhetoric muffle recognition
of how artistic production had been and continued to be
linked to the specificity of race in early twentieth-century
American culture? Might the concept of “race” have played a
role in debates about what was “American” in art of the
United States during the 1940s in ways that went beyond a
liberal approach to the idea of a universal human subject?
Noguchi’s sculpture of the mid-1940s worked to articulate
how multiple subjectivities might be produced simulta-
neously. Yet his work of the early 1940s also reveals how racial
and cultural hybridity remained largely an ideal, rather than
afact, of cultural life in the United States. Although discourse
about the creation of a truly democratic “American” art often
elided race in order to stress universal humanism, Japanese
American artists such as Noguchi had to face the fact that
after Pearl Harbor, “race” would not be easily forgotten.

Between 1943 and 1945, when Japanese American evacua-
tion and internment became unavoidable public issues in the
United States, Noguchi’s abstract sculptures began to explore
how identity emerges in culture (Fig. 5). In their abstraction,
Noguchi’s sculptures of the war period avoided the shrill
immediacy of anti-Japanese images such as Thomas Hart
Benton’s painting Exterminate! a work published widely and
exhibited in March 1942 (Fig. 6).** Unlike Exterminate! (al-
though perhaps the “spectacle” of Noguchi’s Death might also
come to mind as a work that approaches the propagandistic
tone of Benton’s painting), Noguchi’s work employs an ab-
stract visual language, thus evading propagandistic usage and
articulating a process of becoming a body in the world rather
than exploiting the specificity of the body as a political tool.
A number of the works Noguchi produced between 1943 and
1945 momentarily visualize the nearly complete (yet unfin-
ished) integration of identities within a single sculptural
object. It is as if these sculptures reveal the process of amal-
gamation in concrete, material terms. Yet these works also
reveal how hard that process would be. If internment made
the inscription of racial and cultural difference concrete by
institutionalizing racial segregation, Noguchi’s wartime works
highlight the process of hybridization by showing palpable
connections between the individual, the landscape, and the
social body.

My Arizona (1943, Fig. 5) offers several views of the rela-
tions between landscape, nation, and embodiment. By di-
rectly naming the state in which Noguchi was interned, as
well as the ship that had been sunk by the Japanese at Pearl
Harbor, My Arizona suggests a diversity of landscapes, both
physical and political. From a hill-like rise at left to the
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pyramidal structure and round-lipped concavity on the right,
the work does so by emphasizing this Arizona as a feminized
site. Although the landscape depicted is forbidding in its
crisp, white geometry, the hook at lower left seems to suggest
some bodily metaphors: a lone figure, perhaps, or, alterna-
tively, a nippled breast. This stark surface with its bodily
references functions as a metaphor for the alienation of the
body in the world—echoed ironically by the title’s reference
to the USS Arizona and the literal displacement of the na-
tion’s anxiety about Japanese aliens from the waters of Pearl
Harbor to the Arizona desert. The magenta plastic sheet
hovering above the relief seems to recall the desert environ-
ment that had been Noguchi’s home in 1942, its color per-
haps an attempt to embody the 130-degree summer heat
about which Noguchi complained bitterly in letters written
from Poston.*?

Although a second landscape relief that Noguchi com-
pleted in 1943 does not bear such a specific reference to a
geographic location like Arizona, it is clear that the bronze
relief entitled This Tortured Earth (1943, Fig. 7) extends My
Arizona’s exploration of the relations between landscape and
body. Compared with the gridlike organization of My Arizona,
the roiling surface of this bronze piece suggests another
approach to how man and nature might be connected to one
another. As in My Arizona, the work’s orientation—a land-
scapelike surface hung vertically on the wall like a painting—
confuses our usual relation to the horizontal surface of the

5 Noguchi, My Arizona, 1943,
magnesite, wood, plastic, diameter
18 in. Long Island City, N.Y., Isamu
Noguchi Garden Museum

earth that appears to be the subject of the piece. Whereas My
Arizona appeared controlled, however, This Tortured Earth,
with its spreading, bulging surface, exudes a violent physical-
ity that confounds order instead of demonstrating it. This
Tortured Earth disrupts a sense of the world’s natural order. Its
surface seems pulled and lacerated by war machines rather
than architects. (In fact, Noguchi said that he made the piece
after seeing an aerial photograph of a North African desert
that had been riddled with bombs.**) This earth has been
torn and gouged repeatedly, and its stretched and bulging
forms suggest an affinity with the earth (to use a trope of the
earth as the body of nature) as a violated female body; the
carefully incised, flatlipped openings of Noguchi’s object
mimic the shape of a vagina, a vagina whose distorted, dis-
tended form maps war and its violence directly onto the body
of nature, onto the landscape. These sculptural references to
the physicality of the female genitals—sites of reproduc-
tion—are uncanny recollections of the equation so often
made between the female body and the earth. In This Tortured
Earth body and landscape have become one, and both are
torn by violence. In what ways, this piece seems to ask, is one
a product (or a producer) of the landscape that he or she
inhabits? Can the body be read—physically, geographically,
or materially—in terms not only of gender but also of loca-
tion or place, the same way that a particular river, or moun-
tain, or rock formation might be?

Noguchi’s 1945 slate sculpture entitled Effigy (Gregory)
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6 Thomas Hart Benton, Exterminate!
1942, oil on canvas. Columbia, Mo.,
State Historical Society of Missouri

presses us to consider the integration of allegedly opposing
natural and cultural forms, whether painting and sculpture,
landscape and body, or male and female, in an even more
explicit way (Fig. 8).*> Here, the gouged forms of This Tor-
tured Earth have been turned into a standing figure. The shift
in orientation from horizontal to vertical also seems to have
generated a shift in the piece’s gender: whereas This Tortured
Earth embodied a feminized, horizontal landscape, the verti-
cal position and smoother, vaguely columnar shape of Effigy
(Gregory) suggest a move toward the masculine. A liminality of
gender and spatial position is thus articulated in this work’s
mixing of conventional signifiers for sex and location. Nogu-
chi’s interest in making a work that figures the process of
becoming—rather than the experience of being—is thus
abstractly embodied in this freestanding sculptural form.
Effigy (Gregory) is made from thin slabs of slate that were
originally cut in sheets and sold (relatively cheaply) for use as
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architectural facing. Notuchi cut and polished this piece
using power tools outfitted with grinding and cutting attach-
ments. While retaining a pattern of perforations that visually
quote the forms of This Tortured Earth, Effigy (Gregory) smooths
over the violence of the previous work; it is as if This Tortured
Earth might have sprouted limbs and pulled itself erect.*® The
deeply pitted incisions have been transformed by the me-
dium of slate into attenuated, sculpted teardrops (Fig. 9).
The brittleness of slate is obviously a part of this shift, as the
material must be carefully worked in order to avoid flaking
and fracture. Noguchi evidently took great care in the exe-
cution, and in this way Effigy (Gregory) materially inverts the
violence with which the artist approached the earlier bronze
relief. By reworking the sculptural grammar of This Tortured
Earth into a slate Effigy (Gregory), a careful elision has been
made: violence in this embodied landscape has been recast in
a texture of delicacy and fragility, as if the merging of land
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and figure will be won only at the cost of a precarious
material and conceptual unity. This is a balancing act that is
underscored by the work’s double title (a double conscious-
ness), a title that evokes both a generalized body (Effigy) and
a particularized one (Gregory). With that second name, Nogu-
chi tells us something more about the precariousness of
embodiment, for he meant the name Gregory to refer to the
antihero of Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, Gregor Samsa.*” Just
as Gregor Samsa woke up one day as an insect instead of a
human, so Effigy (Gregory) is transformed from a landscape
into a body, from one species into another. At the same time,
Effigy (Gregory) retains subtle reminders of its origins in the
previous work. The sculptural quotation pressed into Effigy
(Gregory) indicates that perhaps this more fragile slate figure
represents a sculpted equivalent of the body’s evasion of a
direct identification with a specific place—that is, the body’s
presence nearly overrides its specific connection to the earth.
Yet if the body will always appear marked with the traces of its
geographic origins, perhaps there is no way to evade the
violence implied in the stretched and fragile teardrops.
Through the sequence presented here, Noguchi stresses the
body’s complex and fragile relation to its environment. A
quick blow to this slate effigy would be its end. Might Nogu-
chi’s work be suggesting that the equation between place and
identity—geography and body—is also terribly fragile?

To look again at Kouros in light of the ways in which
hybridization was thematized in My Arizona, This Tortured
Earth, and Effigy (Gregory) is to see how Noguchi’s account of

7 Noguchi, This Tortured Earth, 1943,
bronze, diameter 28 in. Long Island
City, N.Y., Isamu Noguchi Garden
Museum

the Western art historical tradition emerged out of a critical
engagement with the relations between landscape and iden-
tity (Fig. 1). Kouros not only announces Noguchi’s relation to
art history, it also proposes that an ideal humanity might be
impossible in 1945. As noted previously, Thomas Hess de-
scribed the work as a fusion of East and West; the title is
drawn from Greek art, and, as he put it, the “scheme of
construction” is inspired by “Oriental calligraphy.” While the
notched construction seems to mimic Japanese construction
techniques, it is difficult to see the nearly ten-foot-high sculp-
ture as simply a dramatically inflated linguistic character. Yet
in his analysis of Kouros, Hess insists on this linguistic marking
of the piece, and he uses the calligraphic reference as proof
of Noguchi’s “oriental” identity. Thus, for Hess the sculpture
literally inscribes otherness onto the artist’s body, even as it
proposes a fusion of Eastern and Western cultural forms. As
he continues this line of reasoning in his essay, Hess soon
begins to reference Noguchi’s race as an essential source of
cultural alienation. Using James Joyce as his point of depar-
ture for his discussion of Noguchi’s alienation, Hess articu-
lates Noguchi’s race in several ways, one universal and the
other perilously specific:

The strategy of the artist in the twentieth century has been
defined by James Joyce—to forge, with the tools of exile,
silence and cunning, the uncreated conscience of his race.
Isamu Noguchi, half-Japanese and half-Scotch-American,
has carried his exile inside him like his skeleton. . . . In his
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8 Noguchi, Effigy (Gregory), 1945, purple slate, height 69 in.
Long Island City, N.Y., Isamu Noguchi Garden Museum

exiles, both voluntary and involuntary, this artificer has
fashioned a conscience for a greater race than either of his
own, humanity, and has fused in his art the East and the
West as they were fused in his body.*®
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9 Detail of Fig. 8 (photo: author)

As Hess would have it, Noguchi’s specifically Japanese and
Scottish-American racial makeup functions as a genetic ex-
pression of liberal democracy’s hopes for cultural assimila-
tion in the 1940s. Noguchi’s race remains in his body like his
skeleton, alienating him and yet forging an assimilationist
model for the future, one in which racial and cultural differ-
ence will be fused in America just as it is quite literally fused
in Noguchi’s flesh. If one follows Hess’s argument, Kouros,
like Noguchi himself, figures the universal postwar Man in
this attempt to amalgamate East and West.**

Although Hess’s account of Noguchi’s “race” and “exile”
might conjure up the mythic, existential hero that was a
staple of the New York art world of the mid-1940s, the sculp-
tor’s recent experience of racialized exile may not have ap-
peared to him in that light as he worked on the monumental
Kouros figure in 1945. As I learned through the process of
filing a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to review
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UREFOOTED NOGUCHS DISMANTLES STATUE IN HIS STUDIO

NOGUCHI HAS
ODD VERSATILITY

" more unorthodox than Noguchi’s sculpture on the prcccding
5 is the record of his wanderings in search of new artistic medi-
*“and what he produced when he found them. Born 41 years ago in
*Angeles of a Scottish-American mother and a Japanese poet father
" composed poems like Seen and Unseen or Monologues of a Homeless

b \."}-'""lxi carly in his career apprenticed himself to Gutzon Borg-

10 Noguchi with sculpture (Figure, 1946), published in Life
magazine, Nov. 11, 1946, 12 (photo: Julie Wolf)

the contents of Noguchi’s FBI file,”® Noguchi’s life was full of
risks and uncertainties in the years after he left Poston.
According to documents obtained through an Administrative
Appeal of my FOIA request, Noguchi was under apparently
continuous FBI surveillance from December 12, 1942, until
late 1945. After his return to New York in November 1942,
the FBI actively monitored his movements and personal as-
sociations. In 1945, to his great surprise, he was “excluded”
from the West Coast by the War Relocation Authority and
asked to report to Manzanar (in east-central California) for
internment. After repeatedly trying to satisfy the Western
Defense Command that he should not be evacuated and

interned again, Noguchi finally received clearance to remain
in New York in late February 1945 (with the help of ex-Poston
head John Collier and a lawyer who belonged to the Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union). While Noguchi does not appear to
have been aware of his surveillance by FBI agents between
1943 and 1945, the released FBI reports make it clear that his
postal carrier was interviewed by the FBI in 1943. From
January to June 1945, Noguchi exchanged correspondence
with officials of the Western Defense Command in San Fran-
cisco in order to request a hearing regarding his recent
exclusion. He also wrote to Carey McWilliams about the
exclusion order, and McWilliams wrote back in February
suggesting he contact Roger Baldwin, president of the ACLU,
for advice. The former head of the Poston internment camp,
John Collier, also wrote to the Department of the Interior on
Noguchi’s behalf in order to attest to Noguchi’s democratic
inclinations.”" As this paper trail suggests, Noguchi had be-
come ambivalent about his previous social activism. His ac-
tivism and “voluntary” internment had put him at great per-
sonal risk throughout 1945. Larry Tajiri, a close friend who
served as the editor of the Pacific Citizen (the Salt Lake City—
based publication of the Japanese-American Citizens
League), believed that the new exclusion order was “ridicu-
lous.” Yet in a letter written in February 1945, Tajiri chillingly
proposed the idea that “your name may have been on one of
the Japanese government’s lists of American citizens of Jap-
anese ancestry whom they would accept for exchange with
American nationals held in the Orient.” In this letter Tajiri
also noted that the United States Army had

set up other arbitrary rules by which candidates for exclu-
sion are determined. These include the matter of close
relatives in Japan and the number of years a person may
have spent there.... The Army’s action leaves you no
alternative but to demand clearance and satisfaction. Ac-
ceptance of the verdict would be tantamount to accep-
tance of a tag of disloyalty. If the hearing board is negative,
your recourse will be to take the matter to the courts, even
though you may never want to set foot on the sacred soil
of California. . . .”*?

Given the context of the risk of a renewed order for
“evacuation” and Noguchi’s struggle to keep himself from
being interned in Manzanar in 1945 (after he had already
spent six months at Poston in 1942), the pessimism embodied
in a work such as Kouros makes sense. While the sculpture
may well reveal its reverence for the humanist tradition that
its name references, Kouros is also intended as a critique of
that ideal: it looks more like a polished, bony relic of the past
than a figure striding toward the future.’® Significantly,
Kouros was completed in 1945, the year that the United States
bombed Tokyo, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki and the year of
Noguchi’s attempt to evade internment in Manzanar. With
such events in mind, we might read the work as a sign of
Western culture’s lack of humanity. Hess, however, turns
Kouros into the sculptural symbol of the artist’s fusion of a
binary opposition between East and West. Hess saw Kouros as
a smooth resolution of what the critic deemed to be an
opposition between Japanese and American cultures (even if
Hess held a liberal humanist view of the benefits of integra-
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tion). Yet Hess’s account also shows how race was a strangely
literal category of analysis at the time. Kouros proposes itself as
a symbol of mankind that moves between liberal humanism
and racial essentialism. It symbolizes a culture that under-
stood racial difference as something to be contained by Amer-
ican democracy rather than something that might critique that
democracy.

With Hess’s account in mind, it should not be surprising to
find Life magazine focusing on the intersection of Noguchi’s
race and his sculpture in an article on the sculptor published
in November 1946. Lifealso called Kourosa “representation of
mankind,” noting that the piece’s most “unique feature” was
its construction technique; because Noguchi had built the
work out of eight separate but interlocking pieces, he could
dismantle the entire sculpture in two minutes (Fig. 10).°*
Titled “Japanese-American Sculptor Shows Off Weird New
Works,” the Life text emphasized the facts of Noguchi’s
months of residence, at his own request, in an “alien Japanese
camp.” “Now,” the article continued, “he works in a studio in
New York where he patters happily about in his bare feet,
cutting up marble slabs to fashion even more statues like
those on the preceding page.”®® Setting aside the racialized,
condescending reference to Noguchi’s pattering bare feet,
the writer’s subsequent remark that the piece could be
packed up in two minutes seems a prescient, if ironic, analysis
of Noguchi’s updated Kouros. For the Life article puts its
finger on exactly how the relocatability of the work mimics—if
unconsciously—the actual relocation that Japanese Ameri-
cans endured during World War II. Noguchi’s unique, mov-
able sculptures may have proved just the thing for a modern
culture that was on the move, whether “relocating” to a
different state for work or for other, more overtly political
reasons. Life's photograph of Noguchi with one of his works
that dismantle (the work depicted is entitled Figure, 1946; the
text discusses both Kouros and Figure as examples of this
ingeniously portable new sculpture) is a poignant example of
a practice that forsees its own relocation—a relocation whose
facts are materially encoded into the structure of these inter-
locking figures. Consequently, Kouros not only may stand as
Noguchi’s claim to a piece of Western art history, it also may
represent an approach to sculpture that gave form to the
realities of Japanese American relocation: the ideal man as a
movable sculptural effigy.

Noguchi’s Kouros attempts to evade racial inscription by
using an abstract visual language. At the same time, the piece
reenacts the process of Japanese American internment each
and every time it is exhibited. Kouros offers the idea of uni-
versal humanity as a construction while framing that tradition
as empty. Although Noguchi’s voluntary internment in no
way entailed the same risks that so many Japanese Americans
endured during the war, Kouros speaks of the risk and diffi-
culty caused by the linkage of race and artistic identity within
United States cultural discourse in the mid-1940s. This was,
after all, a culture in which Noguchi and 110,000 residents of
Japanese ancestry were relocated to the deserts and moun-
tains of the American West solely because of their race.

Amy Lyford is assistant professor of art history at Occidental College in
Los Angeles, where she is currently completing a book on Surrealism and
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masculinity. This essay is part of a new project on Noguchi, American
art, and the politics of race in the 1930s and 1940s [Ar History and
Visual Arts, Occidental College, Los Angeles, Calif. 90041].
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1. The exhibition ran from September 10 to December 8, 1946. The
fourteen artists included in the show were David Aronson, Ben L. Culwell,
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only implicit at the time of the Fourteen Americans exhibition in 1946.

5. In her commentary on Kouros and the roughly fifteen stone-slab sculp-
tures of the 1940s, Nancy Grove points out that the pieces that were notched
and slotted together were produced initially as small cardboard maquettes.
When finished in stone these interlocking slab works “could be quickly
assembled by locking the pieces together... [and they were] equally de-
mountable.” She goes on to note that these works “could be stored or shipped
flat,” a description that alludes yet again to their low-profile portability. Nancy
Grove, Isamu Noguchi: A Study of the Sculpture (Ann Arbor: UMI Press, 1983),
55-56. Life magazine’s 1946 account of Noguchi’s work, “Japanese-American
Sculptor Shows Off Weird New Works,” Life, Nov. 11, 1946, 12-13, 15, also
focused on this aspect of his production.

6. Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann
(New York: Grove Press, 1967), 17-18.

7. Etienne Balibar argues for viewing this universalizing impulse as an effect
of theoretical racism in ways that are provocative for the arguments about race
and nation put forward in this essay on Noguchi’s art and the politics of
Japanese American internment. See Balibar, “Paradoxes of Universality,” in
Anatomy of Racism, ed. David Theo Goldberg (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1990), 283-94.

8. Hess, 50.

9. In his work on Noguchi, Bert Winther-Tamaki makes a powerful argu-
ment for the ways in which Noguchi was invested in “particular cultural
locales,” to the extent that he created “places” rather than figuring “space.”
Like Winther-Tamaki, I want to complicate the notion of Noguchi as an
East-West fusion of art and body by focusing on how some of his sculptures of
the early 1940s complicate, and indeed foreground, the process by which we
might understand identities to be formed, situated, and disseminated. For
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more on Noguchi and the problems of nationalism and identity, see Winther-
Tamaki, 110-17.

10. Isamu Noguchi, “Meanings in Modern Sculpture,” Art News 48 (Mar.
1949): 15.

11. Death was a well-known piece of sculpture at the beginning of 1935, for
it was exhibited three times in just three months: first at a solo exhibition of
Noguchi’s work at the Marie Harriman Gallery (January 28-February 19);
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then for a longer period at the Struggle exhibition. Both exhibitions aimed to
focus attention on the practice of lynching in the United States and to
emphasize the need for antilynching legislation. On the two different anti-
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Art Gallery, 1983).
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