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Isamu Noguchi not only invites us to specifically look at the environment of Red Square, but he also asks us to focus on the world beyond. But let us begin in Red Square.

With poise and grace, Skyviewing Sculpture (1969) balances its cubic shape on three points above the pavement of Red Square. Isamu Noguchi, the creator of this sculpture which seems at times to float over the square, and Ibsen Nelsen, the architect who commissioned the work for this university space, had in common their admiration for a older model, the Piazza di San Marco in Venice. After a visit to Italy in 1949, Noguchi actually described this older Italian square as a “gigantic drawing room where the outside permeates the inside.” In both Piazza di San Marco  and Red Square the colonnades circumscribe the open spaces and draw the viewer both out into the square and back into the individual buildings. In fact, Noguchi was very interested in the essence or function of the buildings in Red Square.

At Western, Red Square has long been the center for students who enter and exit the buildings on the perimeter: going to childhood to adult education classes in Miller Hall; entering the Humanities building; back and forth to Bond Hall for math, physics and astronomy; checking experiments in sciences at Haggard Hall only recently remodeled as part of the library complex.

Since there are no natural plantings in this square, there is a strong play between brick pavement and open sky.  Noguchi’s first understanding was that the architect wanted something to clarify this open space so he proposed a fountain; then, he followed through with the existing sculpture.  Both proposals indicate that Noguchi did not see the new square as a sculpture court but rather as a unique and central garden.

At the time of his commission Noguchi was traveling back and forth between his studios in New York and Japan, but he already was a seasoned world traveler. His two concepts for Red Square stem from his appreciation of both the ancient architecture and landscapes of the East and West.  Among his inspirations were the pyramids of Egypt and the pyramids and cones of sand in Zen Gardens in Kyoto; Greco-Roman architecture; an 18th century Indian garden with astronomical instruments; the formal paving patterns of Italian piazzas; the interlocking square and circles of the Chinese Altar of Heaven in Beijing; and the plowed fields of the great Midwest, an interest also shared by Ibsen Nelsen.

Noguchi also had a strong desire to create playgrounds for children so he looked at abstract shapes from these ancient cultures and nature. For example, in his drawings  of 1970 he used ladders reminiscent of those in the Indian astronomical garden. In these studies there are also similar shapes between a design for concrete play sculpture in Lucca and Skyviewing Sculpture. He worked the rhomboid mathematical shapes out with Buckminster Fuller and used them at Piazza del Duomo, Spoleto. He saw all these areas as places for leisure as well as for daily recreational and experimental education.

But Noguchi’s spatial concepts were not just tied to examples of architecture and landscape. In traditional Japanese poetry and painting, there was a celebration of seasons: moon viewing, snow viewing, blossom viewing. Looking through the openings of Skyviewing Sculpture, the spectator catches these seasonal changes.

Noguchi’s interest in time extended from traditional Noh theater with its poetic dislocations of events to Buckminster Fuller’s futuristic technology. The meanings of altered spaces could come from bending down to enter the curved doorway of a rectangular Japanese teahouse as well as bending down to lift a dancer into the air. In Noguchi’s model for the Martha Graham Dance Theater (1976), he used Fuller’s geodesic dome. Just after the development of sputniks and John Glenn’s walk on the moon, Noguchi designed  the US Pavilion as  a “moonscape” (Abstract Moonscape, model, 1968, unrealized) for Expo’70 in Osaka, Japan. The contoured, lunar landscape design included a sunken area around the pavilion as well as a children’s playground; a space balloon floated 240 feet above the pavilion. Buckminster Fuller actually visited Western in 1973, four years after Noguchi’s installation; faculty and staff paid fifty cents to see Fuller, the great guru.

Initially, Noguchi proposed for Red Square “a fountain resembling a field blanketed with daisies in profuse bloom.”  Whether daisies or lotus petals, Noguchi’s nozzles would extend out into the circular pool to create a pattern of radiant energy. Within the outer circle (60’ diameter), the nozzles would describe a square; the greatest height of the water would be at the outside corners and then slope down to the center. These nozzles would shape a particular sphere and their water pattern would draw the eyes of the students up towards heaven. No doubt, the artist had the configurations of the great Altar of Heaven in Beijing  in mind. However, Noguchi’s design became too expensive to pursue, so the architect Nelsen created another design for the fountain (1968) which resides in Red Square today.

Earlier in his career, Noguchi had made the statement that “seeing stars from the bottom of a well can also be a sculpture;” he, perhaps, had the well-like shapes of the astronomical Indian garden in mind. In Red Square he knew that Haggard Hall had its own astronomical space, an planetarium with dome functioning since 1960. So for Red Square itself, he changed his proposal to a cube with open spaces through which one could see the sky.  Yet in both singular designs, Noguchi intended his work to integrate the plaza into a single sculptural space similar to a playground, or even a world stage. 

Skyviewing Sculpture pulls together many of the elements seen in some of Noguchi’s earlier works. First, some of his early proposals incorporated a three or four-sided pyramid, a key shape relating to the ancient earth. In Play Mountain (1933) the Egyptian inspired pyramidal shape is dominant in his model. One face of the pyramid remains true while its opposite face becomes a sunken pool with steps. In Monument to the Plow (1933) the tool crowns the strong earthen shape of the drawing.  Western’s sculpture in Red Square is a ‘cubic pyramid.’

Secondly, Noguchi was interested in dance and had one of the longest design relationships with the Martha Graham Dance Company. By creating set designs for this New York City dance company, he began to understand how to interweave the abstract void of the stage to his forms and the performers. He has said, “When the time came for me to work with larger spaces, I conceived them as gardens, not as sites with objects. ...I would say this came from my knowledge of the dance theater where there is evidently a totality of experience for the audience.”  A description of the design he executed for Graham’s Frontier  (1935, set design, photograph by Barbara Morgan) is strikingly similar to Skyviewing Sculpture; both imply a penetration of space.  “A rope, running from the two top corners of the proscenium to the floor [of the] rear center of the stage, bisected the three-dimensional void of stage space.  This seemed to throw the entire volume of air straight over the heads of the audience.”  The dancer would start from and return to the section of a log fence at the rear of the stage.

In Red Square, the “frontier” begins at the spectator’s feet where the cylindrical bases send forth radiating lines on the brick pavement as well as lifting the viewer and the sculpture into the sky. Not only are there full circles -radiating lines - around the piers and fountain, but also there are half circles at each of the main entrances of the four primary buildings on Red Square. While these radiating brick patterns are in a drawing by Nelsen, there is no doubt that the artist’s and architect’s mutual interests and friendship forged this design. They had seen the radiating lines of Michaelangelo’s piazza in Rome and the Zen gardens of Kyoto. In fact, Noguchi had created his own Zen garden in his sunken landscape for Chase Manhattan Bank, New York in the early 60s. In terms of Red Square, Noguchi had called it a “dry space” which reflects his interest in it as a meditative garden of brick, not sand.

Thirdly, Noguchi had created a sunken garden for the Beinecke Library at Yale University (1960-64)  where all three shapes in the one Skyviewing Sculpture—pyramid, circle and cube—are found on a marble pavement with radiating lines.  At Yale, Noguchi worked out a total concept using long-held symbols:  (a) the square, an earthly place of humans; (b) the pyramid, the ancient geometry of the earth; (c) the circle, the ring of energy as well as the zero of nothingness; in Japan, the sun and its attribute, the mirror; (d) the cube balanced on its point as chance, the man-made imitation of nature.

Skyviewing Sculpture is part of a tipped cube series that began with the solid stone in the Beinecke Library’s sunken garden.  Four years later, for a corporation in New York City, Noguchi made Red Cube (1968, Marine Midland Bank Building) of steel plates with a hole in the center.  While the solid cube in Yale’s sunken garden represented nature and past human history, the metal cube in New York brought man’s technology to the foreground.  While the hole could have negative connotations of “an abyss,” Noguchi used the positive nature of the void—the opposing energy or duality implied in the human condition in relation to both nature and technology.  Most importantly, as a tipped cube, Western’s sculpture rests on three points, suggesting the university’s square as a monumental base for man’s aspirations, including technology.

Some roll their eyes when students describe the sculpture like the helmeted face of Darth Vader, especially at dark. Noguchi’s fascination with the mysteries of the night was earlier transferred into marble sculptures called Night Voyage and Night Land (1947). In the same year he also created a set design for Martha Graham’s production Night Journey. Interestingly, Noguchi went on to create a hydrodynamic, pyramidal fountain in West Palm Beach  with clearer suggestions of a science-fiction spacecraft; earlier this shape was also one used in drawings for a playground.

But also in Yale’s sunken garden  was the white circle or sun, from which he developed Black Sun (Volunteer Park, 1969) for the Seattle Art Museum; Black Sun was made at the same time as Skyviewing Sculpture.  If Noguchi stated, “The white sun belongs to the East where the sun rises, the black sun in the West where the sun sets,” one wonders if Western’s sculpture—a cubic pyramid with circles—does not belong to this East-West group.  In fact, this cubic pyramid with circles onto the sky is one of his most total cosmic concepts.

In the forties, Noguchi received a grant to travel to study “environments of leisure.” While one definition of “environment” might pertain to activities on playgrounds or community plazas, another is Noguchi’s wish to focus on the meditative side of environments - the slower, quieter moments of leisure. Earlier in 1947, he had composed Memorial to Man, later called Sculpture To Be Seen from Mars  (model, unrealized). From this prime example, one can clearly state that the early earthwork artists of the late sixties and early seventies were influenced by Noguchi in their emphasis on art outside the gallery and away in deserted spaces. Two such earthwork artists are Michael Heizer and Nancy Holt. In his large scale art,  Heizer cut deep, geometric impressions in the lunar type landscape of Nevada. Nancy Holt’s use of extra-terrestrial spaces and/or orbs were first seen in her land art in northwest Utah. And, when she came to Western, she placed her “observatory,” (Stone Enclosure: Rock Rings, 1978) at the opposite end of campus from Noguchi’s Skyviewing Sculpture,1969).

Finally, Noguchi had said that “he wanted to tie sculpture to the awareness of outer space as an extension of its significance, much as one finds in early observatories.” But, if we think back to the title of his work Memorial to Man - Sculpture To Be Seen from Mars, there is a clear reference for us to think beyond Red Square, beyond ourselves to a larger humanity.
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