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A new look at the master

woodworker in advance of
a major exhibition this fall
at the Modernism Museum

Mot Dora tn Florida

of Nakashima

GEORGE NAKASHIMA WAS ONE OF THE

Conoid bench




Karuizawa chair

1n 1936 Nakashima war

Churchin Karuizawa, Japan. The
architectural members of the

eryplomeria
apanese wood,
and the chairs were made from

pieces designed by b
probably in collabaration wil
emi Raymond, Antenin's

and partaes, The design

is elearly the precursar to
ashima's Grass-Seated

wood that they would ha

ve rejected duc to its

imperfections, Despite an intense and com-

prehensive design process, Nakashima would

cxplain his reluctance to sign his work with
the statement, “The work i not about me, it's

about the tree, it's about nature.”

Bec
second life as a functional object, and the con
that cach board has one ideal use, il is templing
and sometimes easy to overlook the design aspect
of Nakashinsa's work. Rather than focus exclu-
and beauty of the wood, we

¢ his own words emphasize the tree, its

o

sively on the drams
must

» consider the heart, mind, and hand

of the m No board cut itself, jumped on
a base and made a beautiful table. Nakashima
and those who od with him toiled hard to
make that happen. There was a careful design
process, one that grew and developed during
his lifetime. To ma

urmiture that has

ke a piece o

a sense of simplicity and purity is not the same as

Each piece was carcfully shaped throug
first as a mental image, then on
the boards themselve

thene inch

¢il, and finally as a three-dimensional form.

Even the very first decisions about how to cut
the tree were design decisions that had to take
nt how rain of the tree would
b myost interesting and how the pleee of wood

Odakyu cabinet and Asa-No-Ha
floor lamp

ima’s first show in Japan was held in 1968 st
the Odakyu HALC Depastment Stere
h through 1990 and
1 eahabition in 1991, This cabinet and foor
lamp were originally designed for the 1970 Oda
show, though the wnique dowble-sided v
the cabinet shewn hers is fros

ey, which

seven mare shows of his wouk

mp leal—on the doors and on the fibenglass-

ted paper lamp shade is 3 mid-n

it be used. “Each cut requires judgments
and decisions on what the log should become,”
Nakashima wrote in his book The Soul of a
T As in cutting a diamond, the judgmoents
must be precise and exact concerning thick-
nd dircetion of cat, especially through
‘figures the complicated designe resulting
from the tree's grain”

Nakashima developed his own oil-based
finishes that enhanced the grain of the wood
and brought out the qualities that made each
board special. He would
ud together they would

ne

e customers into

board, With the board in his minds

shima would go back to his stu-
and in five or ten minutes, draw the final
plece including the sapwood. the knothole:
the eracks, the butterfly joints, the placement

of the legs—all in precise detail. This drawing
would then be converted to shop drawings,
and the process of construction could begin,
The entire effcet was so balanced that the
myriad decisions made to achiew ¥
o overlook. Creating furniture that seemed

it are

natural was complex and demanded all of Na-
Kashima'sdesign skills in turn, in-depth study

iz the meticulousness of

required 1o recog
the design and execution. Nakashima was very
detail-oriented and closely supervised cvery
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xtaposition of a
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stage of the construction process. Everything
o, designed, drawn, and reworked
ube. As he noted in The Soul of
a Tree, “The error of a fra

Minguren Il table

While there was always 3
demand for monume:
ing tables, Makash

before it was m

ion of an inch can
make the design fail absolutely.”

Nakashima 0 to design is perhaps
best illustrated by wsing the chair as a case
study. “What a personality a chair has! Chairs
rest and restore the bod,

and should evolve

from the material selected and the predeted

tor
Andy Warhol is posaibly
the fargest M

mined personal requirements which impose
their restrictions on form, rather than the
other way around,” Nakashima wrote, adding:
e parts, such as spindles, are used pri-
marily for strength, and aesthetics becomes a

ever made. Typhe

Bor tha top ha cut across E:

the eretch 1o re

tion, These can be beau-

secondary consid
trew held at it
table encompasses all the

. The tiful, however, and the

rorof just a sixteenth
v inch in the thickness of a spindle can
v the difference between an artistically
pleasing chair and a failure. Funetion, beauty
and simplicity of line are the main goals in the
construction of a chai

When we look at

inngvative design fe
i Naks s "toed
box"—bosk-matched

boards, free 13p edges,
enteh gy
occurring cptnings,

A nater

ashima’s chairs, it is

immediately apparent that most of them are
influenced by American vernacular designs,
most obwiously the Windsor chair and the so-
led ir. The Windsor influence
is most notable in the Straight Back cl

id chairs, designed

ain's cha

air, the

Greenrock ottomans

73 Makaghima received his Largest and mast
ko, from Bew York's Gavernor

brdred picted for Geoenrotk, theis Hugon Rivee
walley estabe designed by Nakashima's friend

Bono Yohimura, The hemiture inclded 3 series
of nemall shoeds or stded

hects

s that weeee 1o

Sogue. The joinery rel
somon method, 3 be
designed and durable jeint. Nk

78  mooean ¢

Music stand

Wit Nak
produced a handiul of music
hare the

shima ealy

compact, yet powarhil
highly
nost preter-

eal, bop 3nd 3 highly

uetured and archibechurs
base. This is.a batic building

Block of many of his mast

ng designs, evenwhen
the orgamic compaonent is
impty 3 pnall bitterbruih
o buel pul
This stand

professional vil
never wsed it. N
signed and dated i 1978 o
the top. Nakashinsa race

had taught him to
“surrendar your egeta the

Divine.” according to his

However,
hers began s copy
his designs. he began b sign
and date most pieces,

Greenrock
drop-leaf table

Oy a few Rocketeller
items have ever come to
market, the mast notable
this East
Laurel drop-leal

of whith

made of a rare wod,
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w chair, the Mira chair, the Four-Legged

chair. and to a lesser extent the Conold chair.

The armchairs are a streamlined form o
what we usually refer to as a captain’s chal
These traditional American designs were ba-
i buildi ks that Nakashi b

and Conoid chairs have a modernized Asian
yoke back erest rail, while they still maintain
affinity to the Windsor. The Conoid
«chair, now a modernist icon, also owes a debt
to the 1924 and 1927 cantilevered chair de-
signs by Heinz and Bodo Rasch, This unusual
and complex combination of Eastern, West-
ern, and modernist influences led cach chair

a close

to evolve into a unique George Nakashima
design,

What is espocially impressive about N
kashima'’s work is this quality that cach picee
s unique. While there are some structural and
design similaritics between his work and th:

of others working at the same time in the

Chigaidana chest

This wsigue thest was designed in 1988
and finkshed in March 1990, shorth
Nakashima's death, It is 2 virtusl compandium
o b design cancer, He roson
high chest of drawers and added the 19705
modernist base from the Babut; the opening
e the traditional
taggeved shelves), which

tid e the Widdicomb furituse
company, The peeled stick can be seen asa

consciout refirones b K very first deiign in
1138, the poeled cryplomeria Karuizawa chaie.

Long chair

Nakashima's designs are typically given
descriptive names, a3 I3 the case with the
Leag ehir, An exset translation of the
French “chaise longue,” it is 3 form that is
thought to have emerged in ancient Egypt
Surpeisingly medern and inasvative whis
he designed it in 1947, this 1951 version is
distinguished by the horisntal bands of

563 grass that ase woven theough the colton
webbing. Shortly thereafter, be eliminated
the sea grass and began to-offer the chair

with a long frecform ar

International Paper room divider
screen and Sanso table

In 1980 Nakashima was commissioned to provide
formiture for the presideat’s ollice and conference
reom of he headquarters of the International Paper
Corporation, giving him 3 rare chance to design on 3
grand seale, The twe screens were works of art that
a5 served a purpose, namely to separate the Lrge
space into multiple areas. In each sereen, fowr Large
American black walnat book-matched boards aee
Joined with contrasting rosewood batterflies that
are further feregrounded by being raised sbave the
surlace. Makashima drew the e o natural flaws i
the boards by filling them with small mirrors th
had brought back from India in the early 1970,

fevence room Makashima used his Sanse
Ened in the 19705 3ad contbiucted
atched boands that create a shape
that is not easily described, neither rectangular nor
reund, Desigaed to Iaililate interaction, the Sanis
design was the precursor to Makathima's first Altar for
+d i the Calhedral Church of Saint Joha
in 1986, Around the Lable sre
New chairs and Host Bew chairs, Bath desipned 1995.

For the co

table, ariginally do
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Tea cart and
headboard

Tt i of frangihe burl weood fow furndtune
42 part of the legacy and gesiv of
Makashima, Burls are discased parts
of the tree, ths their growih history
rruakees them flarmbeyant, yet potestially
unuriable: until the b in the
peocess of being cut, there is no way

ling boards
will crumble o reveal a unique and
ings 3% in this Enghsh
and Cary i ¢l Berl
i’ M(.W'x abakty

o know whether the nesu

e States and Europe, what is over-
whelmingly clear ks that Nakashima's
furniture in no way depended on or
going on
around him, In fact, while he spent
two years (1928 and 1931) in Paris at
the height of the art deco period and
then worked under Antonin Ray-
mond in Japan and India from 1934
to 1939, his furniture has littlle to do
with art deco o

vas derivative of what ws

 majority
mond’s modernist furniture designs.
If he took anything from Raymond.
he extracted what he wanted and let

of Ray-

Bor him B suptrvis r!hn_u g of the
burls 50 that, unimaginable be most

the rest go. This is not to say that he
i I that

vacuum, but with

people. they functional
pioces of fursiture.

Ligné desk and
bookecase

commitsien came from casmetic
enecutive André Ligné, Wiite
similar 1o art deco and

hahad bk arprsedinFrasce,

Iadia, and lapan, th restrained and
rectlinear designs of the bockcass
and desk for Ligné took full
sdvantage of the wood grain o make
Eheir statements. The bockcass has
one, dlmost bdden, free edgs
Rarbinger o thirg 10 come.

and his way
A comprehensive exhibition to
open in the fall at the Modernism Mu-
seum Mount Dora, presented by Main
Street Leasing, will provide a wonder-
ful opportunity to look at a large body
of Nakashima designs publicly shown
together for the first time. The exhibi-
tion will place Nakashima in further
context by comparing and contrasting
his furniture to sclected picces by
Wharton Esherick and Wendell Cas-
e, Here | discuss a number of picees
o be included, each of which reveals
important elements of Nakashima's
of work. @

cabinets, each one of which had
R0 stcemmedate the chosen
components. This particulas 1947
‘cainet is highly stnactured, except
e the ey srganic bitorbeush pull,
Bitterbeush s a heaety wood that
Bakanhima coliected in the deserts
ol st whven b s i Lavridy
were interned in what he refemed

0.5 3 “concentration camp.” He
Eevnight 3 coBoction of bitlerbrush
80 New Moge and used i as pulls

o some of it earkiost ploces, As
et of these deaigns tended L

e rectifinear, the bitterbrush (and
Ester it burl hande, inhaied 5
aturalitic, boeform element in the
weoek. And, of course, itformed
Lsting rominder of the b

inbernment camp.

i bt
‘and his family sgent in the Minidoia

Bahut

Originally dctigned in
1586, this was one of

Borrms, esehewing his
organic naturalism (with the
exception of the pell) and
featuring a newly desipred
architectonic base, This
partitular exsemple was
days belore

15, 1990, Hwas the last
phece he completed for

one of his langest and mast
renowned comminsions, As

s the ease with the small
handtul of sther Babwits, the
doors are book-matched

€
Amtrican Black wal

and 2 Manzani

o walnut with an

Japoness pavnts wheo had i
“mitiod States. Eiacatiod and trained.

an sechitect st the Univenity of Wanhinglon, Naonhima
reocived & monter's degroe i architecture from MLT.
g ey n the Unitod States he

et artocnbers of e day. From theee he travod ex
y the b ot
 fart 0 the cntirts of Tk I 19634 Ndowshisna
wenttoworkin Tolkgefor the aechitect Antoin fy-
o, e vimsornod g0 so Pndichory, India, b
exign sl it the cosotrution of s asderam for the
spiritual boaber Sri Arolsinda, whose teachings wene
e ophy f the erot of b
s retunsee o Aagusn whiore e et Mar
o boen in the Unitod States
wheee Nakombhima
ot b first famiture baasiness in 1941, His first
important femi

i

o Db, whewas a

They marsied aned il

e comasission, for A

in Catifornie Art
Wlomoever, after the Prartarbor bombing, Nakahisa

e placied i an msermament comp in doho,

sl bearnod the st of Aoguancse woesdwirking Thanksto
the spomoership in 1942 of Antonin Raymond, Kakouhims

Paymonds faren i Peansybvania, The nest yeas, be st
wpaworkshop on what bocams the Xadoshima home-

i New 1o, Penmyhania, lbe maintsinnd and
expunded his facikticsin )

o,

Nadahimuh eartat desbn were all custon. made
tien In 1945 he pro-

s skt with bwety-thive. In 55 b naued his
first major catalogue, peesentinga standantiaed set of
v that comihd b custoemined, when noaroary
Whkleimmonsative, Ui caly work wan rebatiordy
stralghtforwand, for he most part lacking the free cdges
and other detaity for which e becams fame, Inthe Lite
50, when e b i busd e Cowd St
propr hedey
cant architectural compunat o his Bermiture, This scries
s 3 e gt e et st o his
e desbins bocame of o greates significanae. In

¢ e st architecturally inspired
hat aggaln shihed the bosk:
ol his daghtor Mira in

spmevach afithe stusdios The

andthe Intomational aper Compary In 1980, and i

Nabashimas's et matury andd evcitisg wirk i this pericd
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