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The Supreme Void and Extravaganza ...
Shigeru Uchida

By Ryu Niimi

“| believe that the reason for the existence of a book lies not in the
meaning that is confined in a book, but in the realm of a book. Of course,
the phantom of the meaning will lurk around what is written, but it
should divert to a lighter effect of the meaning, or in Mallermé’s phrase,
to an “absence of resonance”. In terms of the image that was previously
mentioned, it is that of pages of a book ruffling in the wind. A potential
of a book could be perceived in that way.” Atsushi Miyakawa (From a
conversation, “City and Books”, with Toru Shimizu in the Oct. 16, 1975
issue of Nihon Dokusho Shimbun.)

To the Origin ... A Void That Recurs
The realm of Shigeru Uchida soothes our senses with a dangerously alluring
touch. Behind the lure, there lies a pathetic nostalgia and familiarity.

It is indeed astonishing that the Japanese designer, Shigeru Uchida,
continues to work as the leader in the international arena. As a passionate
fan, what | feel as | trace his unprecedented footsteps is an inexplicably
profound sensation. The elegant tunes he creates with furniture and
interior items are like magic, and traces of human endeavor are not to
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be found. Traces of human handwork are quite far from the essence

of Uchida as a designer: a sharpness and wit with an ironical twist; a
precariousness of humor pushed to the edge; a sweetness that is almost
pathetic; the soothing, luxurious and finest comfort; a freshness like a
breeze, avant-garde and free of worldly values. His estheticism governed by
intelligence and social (simultaneously anti-social) moods has paved the way
since the 70s. Uchida embodies such properties of design in the bass line of
his elegant creations, and they are no doubt the works of a proven genius.

Though there is at first the highest comfort created by the theatrical
performance of the design, it is the unexpected desire for a void, which
lurks behind the initial exposure, that draws us into his realm. Void should
by no means be taken as emptiness and it is also far from nihility. Uchida,
the man, is a charming revolutionary, and an incredibly sincere, sensitive
and warm character. However, Uchida’s works are always in pursuit of an
intangible void. It is a productive void like that of the origin of the universe.
It is accompanied by elegant tunes, metaphysical in concept. It is the
fecundity of this void in Uchida’s works that intrigues us.

The infinitely nostalgic realm that takes us back beyond our memory to the
memory of life itself is what soothes our senses, but under the dangerous
lure lies a pathetic nostalgia to which we hopelessly succumb.

To Space ... A Void That Matures
Uchida often uses a series of squares, grids, in his works. As they are
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used not to divide space or separate sections of space, the grids are not
superficial. They expand in width and carry space within themselves as
well. They frequently function as shelves or boxes. Though they do not
have the perfunctory presence of an objet, they breathe quietly occupying
space. Uchida gives various meanings and functions to the grids.

About 100 years ago during the art nouveau era when decorative sinuous
lines were the trend, western architects and designers were striving to find
a way to make an opening in the denseness of space fostered by the long
tradition of stone buildings. The result was the release of space governed
by mass, volume and perspective, It was also an era that overlapped with
the influx of Japonism. In a century when vision was expanding, Japanese
culture was received with fervor. Many artists were influenced and the
greatest effect was revealed in the dismantling of space.

Shaoji screens, lattice doors, and other Japanese characteristics of
repeating vertical and horizontal lines or grids, niche and alcoves played
a significant role in promoting Japonism. The various vibes in tiny
spaces, which are scattered in a larger space and deceive the eye, are the
essence of Japonism space. It is the decorating of space by space, or the
differentiation of space.more 1)

Mackintosh, the genius in Glasgow, Hoffman, the Viennese decorative
art master, and the architect, Wright, who designed the Imperial Hotel
in Hibiya are all great masters of the 20th century, and they all share
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a Japanese influence. Rietveld, the unique architect of the Dutch De

Stijl movement, whom Uchida often refers to, also reveals an obvious
Japonism derived via Wright. Uchida may be able to create a lineage to
these precursors of Japonism, as one of his concerns is a critical succession
of 20th century space.

For those who only see the surface of a design, Uchida’s designs may
appear to be a performance of post-modern avant-garde shapes and
colors, and the merging of Japanese-type space. However, that is simply
a superficial outlook. What Uchida inherited from Japonism can be
summarized as the reviving of dead space to life. Uchida sought to create
a new realm that resonates, that moves, that matures, and grids are
merely one of the tools that he has employed. Thread-like grids may be
woven, or thicker grids may be twisted to create curves that clash with
the lines and surfaces of square grids. Boxes and drawers will appear and
disappear, or some might be folded. Even in the horizontal movement of
sliding doors and screens, an elaborate mechanism, an elegant disguise,
is displayed. Animism of space like an enormous shawl, where each
shadow is calculated and woven, is presented. The spirit of art nouveau
begins with the vision that the world is resonating and maturing from the
microscopic level.mote 2)

An Open-minded Designer ... An Avant-Garde Void
The origin of Uchida is strictly avant-garde and carries a social
dimension. His debut in 1968 with “Free Form chair”, a legless chair
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for a tatami room, is extremely symbolic. The work is a challenge to
consumption-oriented mass production, a revolt against intrusive one-way
communication, and an aversion to oppressive politics. Such a spirit led to a
rare communication design that was created in collaboration with the user
and the designer, both relating to each other’s senses of touch and in the
same familiar plane.mete 31 A group of Dutch designers, Droog that appeared
in the 90s, was an advocate of ecology, plasticity and communication, but
Uchida was over 30 years ahead of them.

1968 was the year of the May Revolution in Paris, and though Uchida
played an important role as one of the post-modernism trend makers,

he did not create design for the sake of personal survival, nor present a
compromised design catering to historical styles or geographic and local
traits. His designs were his strong skepticism and statement against conven-
tional values and commonly accepted ideas. As he often states, his theme
is a movement to bring back human nature, which has been distorted by
uncontrollable urbanization and industrialization and the restoration of the
unique characteristics of regionality and ethnicity. Japanese space, which
Uchida persistently pursues, is therefore in line with his belief.

He started off with the goal of open communication and it quickly
materialized. In 2000, he designed “Fragment A", which altered
communication with respect to relocation and rearrangement. Then in
2003, he conducted a collaboration with Kotobuki, a first according to
Uchida, to pursue “something Japanese”. A charming public sofa, which
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was extremely symbolic and which embraced modern locality and blended
remarkably into the landscape, was created.

Uchida is the first designer to retain the socialism of the avant-garde
movement and yet is free of the dogmatic curse of modernism, and is
able to expose himself to an unrestrained field of communication. It is
well known that he got his inspiration for a material when he attended a
party at the then trendy discotheque MUGEN and saw styrofoam pellets
spread over the entire floor. Here, we can already detect a Uchida seeking
to design a culture of water, Japan. His interests extended to decorative
subjects as well. He has always been avant-garde and among the pioneers
of the trend-setters of the period. A remarkable performance that steers
even banality into a rhythmical playfulness embodied in Uchida can be
seen in the following: the bar “Jarrett”, where the faces of famous jazz
musicians are printed on the floor tiles; the bar counter at “Pronto”
,where the counter top was carved out into a precise map of Italy; the
lamp “Tree”, which blooms like a flower resembling the delicate works

of Hoffman in Vienna; the chest of drawers which pushed Hoffman’

s Japonism back to the modern era again; the free-form sofa with its
allusion to Isamu Noguchi’s modern primitive organic form; and the
variations of Rietveld's Zigzag Chair and Red & Blue,

| was suddenly reminded of Atsushi Miyakawa, an art critic of rare talent
who died young in 1977. Among the post-war critics, no one was as
daring a critic as he, as he sacrificed his own literary style to experiment in
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an intellectual adventure to pave a way between subject and object for
open communication. He, too, was one who had boldly and polemically
strove for a dogma of void with a cool glance and a restrained voice.

To Japan ... Void of Western Modernism

Uchida’s works reveal an inclination for a void, Japan, but it is in no

way an adaptation of Japonism and much less a decorative fabrication.
When he designed a chair for a private club in the early 70s, he says
that he already had in mind furniture that colored space. He first began
by focusing on the physical movements of objects in order to achieve
maximum comfort and lightness. It is not only Uchida who views that
Japan is not about harmonious materials such as wood and paper, but it
has been pointed out by many contemporary architects who also made
great efforts to seek a modern and Japanese style with a blend of the
West. In fact, Uchida identified with the master craftsman in Kyoto, Koji
Fujii, who claimed that it is a delicate combination of space and the nature
of the shadows created by it.tote 4)

Uchida states that he first became aware of things Japanese when he
worked on Yohji Yamamoto’s boutique in Kobe. From the beginning,
Uchida avoided strong, sturdy solids, and favored the faint, transitory
and vulnerable. It might have been in defiance to the structural forms of
modern Europe. He chose to pursue “furniture with delicate lines”, “to
create darkness by layering shadows", all of which are extremely unique
and resulted in designs that have a profound presence.
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| feel that the word “intrigue” best describes Uchida’s works. It is a word
that implies a scheming plot that arouses interest or curiosity, but also
bears a scent of pathetic nostalgia.

(Note 1) My interpretation of studies on Japonism by Seiji Ohshima, J.
Wieninger, Akiko Mabuchi, etc.

(Note 2) Reference to the art critic Hiroshi Unno's excellent paper on Art
Nouveau.
(Note 3) The curator Yuko Hasegawa spoke about the object of the

Istanbul Biennale and that communication, collaboration and collective
intelligence as being the 3 themes in contemporary art.

(Note 4) Reference to an excellent study of Koji Fujii by the architectural
historian, Junichi Ishida.

Ryu Niimi

Born in Hiroshima in 1958. Graduated from Keio University majoring in French
Literature in 1982. Worked as a curator for the Saison Art Museum from 1982

to February 1999 in charge of planning exhibitions. Major exhibitions under his
curatorship include: Bauhaus 1919-1933 (1995), Isamu Noguchi and Kitaohji Rosanjin
(1996), Le Corbusier (1996), and De Stijl 1917-1932 (1997).

Professor of Art Culture at Musashino Art University since 1999. Advisor to the Isamu
Noguchi Garden, Director of the Preparatory Office for the Musee Hakone collecting
the works of Rene Lalique.

Specializing in design history, comparative culture, and museum theories.

Major publications are Japonism in Spaces (INAX), Morceaux on Architecture and
Gardens of Modernism (Tankosha).
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“L'Oriente dell’Occidente”

Andrea Branzi

Ho incontrato Shigeru Uchida nei primi anni
‘80, quando sono cominciati gli intrecci

tra il Nuovo Design italiano e i protagonisti
della grande tradizione dell'interior design
giapponese. Fino a quel momento le relazioni
tra le due culture del progetto erano rimaste
circoscritte nell’ambito dei grandi padri, Arata
Isozaki e Ettore Sottsass, che avevano favorito i
primi incontri tra noi e Shiro Kuramata.

Ma a partire dall'inizio degli anni ‘80
cominciarono a moltiplicarsi le relazioni con la
nuova generazione dei designer giapponesi,
che come Shigeru Uchida, Masanori Umeda,
Toshiyuki Kita, e vari altri che operavano

tra Milano e Tokyo, attratti dal fenomeno
Memphis e da quella filosofia italiana sul
Nuovo Design che ci stava dietro.

Si trattava di una filosofia che corrispondeva
al nostro desiderio di rinnovare le forme e i
linguaggi degli oggetti industriali, superando
la tradizione del razionalismo internazionale
(basato su codici freddi, funzionalismo, e
prodotti anonimi di massa) per introdurre sui
nuovi mercati post-industriali oggetti carichi
di colori e decori. Questo tipo di rivoluzione
era cominciato a Milano, sulla spinta del
movimento radical, che gia dagli anni ‘60
aveva aperto una prima riflessione critica sulla
modernita classica.

Questo desiderio di rinnovamento era
giustificato dal fatto che la societa e i mercati
erano cambiati, e anche la cultura del
progetto doveva rinnovarsi: non pit prodotti
anonimi per i grandi mercati di massa, ma
oggetti capaci di attrarre il proprio utente e
di selezionare il consumatore, entrando nelle
nicchie di mercato, con un codice genetico
carico di segni e simboli.

Il Giappone cominciava allora la sua grande
stagione di modernizzazione accelerata, ed
era estremamente attento a tutto cio che

di nuovo nasceva in occidente. Ricordo che
in quegli anni fummo invitati a Tokyo con
Ettore Sottsass, Michele De Lucchi, George
Sowden, come protagonisti di Memphis, per
presentare la collezione di abiti Varié prodotta
dai grandi magazzini Seibu, e accolti come
dei nuovi Beatles. Grande attenzione fu
dedicata anche al mio primo libro “The Hot
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The East of West

Andrea Branzi

I met Shigeru Uchida in the early 1980s, when
the interchanges began between the New
Italian Design and the leading figures in the
great tradition of the Japanese interior design.
Up to that time, the relationship between

the two cultures of design remained within
the scope of the great fathers, Arata Isozaki
and Ettore Sottsass, who promoted the first
encounters between us and Shiro Kuramata.

However, starting from the beginning of
1980s, the relationships started to expand to
the new generation of the Japanese designers,
such as Shigeru Uchida, Masanori Umeda,
Toshiyuki Kita and many others, who were
working between Milan and Tokyo, attracted
by the Memphis phenomenon and by the
underlying Italian philosophy of the New
Design.

It was a philosophy that corresponded to our
desire to innovate the forms and the languages
of the industrial products, transcending the
international rationalism (based on strict
codes, functionalism and anonymous mass
products), in order to introduce objects full of
colors and decors to the new post-industrial
markets. This kind of revolution started in
Milan, supported by the radical movement,
which triggered the first critical reflection on
the classic modernity as early as in the 1960s.

This desire for renovation was justified by

the fact that the society and the markets had
changed, and the culture of design had to be
renovated as well. Anonymous products for
the big mass markets were no longer needed,
instead, objects capable of attracting the user
and of selecting the consumer, by entering the
niche market with a genetic code full of signs
and symbols were sought after.

Japan was then entering into a phase of rapid
modernization and was extremely attentive
to anything new being created in the West. |
remember that in those days we were invited
to Tokyo with Ettore Sottsass, Michele De
Lucchi, George Sowden, as leading figures of
Memphis, to present the collection of Varie
clothing produced by the Seibu Department
Stores, and we were welcomed as the new
Beatles. My first book, “The Hot House”
presented in Tokyo in 1985, as the Bible of
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