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SHIRO KURAMATA

It always snows when I’m writing to you

Shiro Kuramata is the most refined and influential contemporary Japanese designer. His works reflect the fascinating ancient history of the Japanese decorative arts and the modern Japanese need for simplicity and structural purity that has had such an impact on the dogma “function before form”.

“The biggest problem is gravity. We have to think of a way of getting rid of it. My greatest wish is to feel free of gravity, free of all bonds. I want to float”. Kuramata permeates the purpose of his work with spirituality, creating lightweight furniture that seems to float in the air and play with light. Kuramata’s attempts to defy gravity are given formal expression in transparent materials such as glass, acrylic and metal meshes and in experimentation with incorporating light. Kuramata uses these materials to explore the bonds between lightness and gravity, between matter and non-matter. These reactions vibrate in his designs and produce a calm, contemplative atmosphere, with a genteel aesthetic humanity recognised as refined poetry.

His decorative style is based on a dialectic of subtraction and multiplication of light, of lightness, of transparency to create an aerial, mobile, ethereal space, as in the case of Miss Blanche: a chair made of acrylic resin with red roses in it.

The apparent simplicity of his designs raises questions about the role of designers and the objects they create for everyday life; we now have too much furniture and too many things in our homes, and most of them have nothing to say to us, but are merely functional; Kuramata’s furniture changes this perceptive perspective, demanding attention, calling up memories, refusing to disappear quietly into the background.

The poetic aspects of Kuramata’s designs reveal their character in both art and design. Function becomes secondary when we try his chairs: we can appreciate Kuramata purely on the visual level. His feathers and red roses floating harmoniously and eternally in acrylic create a sensation of profound aesthetic pleasure that touches the core of our souls.

It always snows when I’m writing to you (from a letter by Ettore Sottsass to Shiro Kuramata)

BIOGRAPHY

Shiro Kuramata was born in Tokyo in 1934. After an apprenticeship at a technical secondary school, in 1956 he graduated from "Kuwasawa design school", which taught western-style design, with a diploma in interior design.

Ten years later he opened his own studio in Tokyo.

In the ‘70s and ‘80s Kuramata became fascinated with the revolutionary possibilities offered by new industrial technologies and materials, and began to produce objects out of acrylic, glass, aluminium, and steel mesh that seem to defy the laws of gravity, giving life to forms of great lightness and transparency.

In 1972 he was awarded the "Mainichi Industrial Design Prize"; in the same year he designed the "Oba-Q” acrylic lamp, and four years later he made his first chair and table entirely out of sheets of glass.

Kuramata received the "Japan Cultural Design Award" in 1981. He draws his inspiration from Japanese culture and from the creativity of Ettore Sottsass and the Memphis group in Milan, with which he was associated between 1981 and 1983. Sottsass is considered his teacher.

In 1985 he designed "begin the beguine" in homage to architect Joseph Hoffman.

The following year he produced "how high the moon", a steel mesh chair.

In 1988 he designed his "Miss Blanche" chair. He also worked with interior architecture, including shops for Issey Miyake in New York, Paris and Tokyo inspired by the same creative principles as his furniture.

In 1990 the French government awarded him the "Ordre des Arts et des Lettres".

He died in Tokyo in 1991.
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travelling exhibition curated by Ettore Sottsass:

· Museum für Angewandte Kunst/ Mak, Vienna, 1999

· Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 1998

· The Montreal Museum of Decorative Arts, Montreal, 1998

· Grey Art Gallery, New York University, New York, 1998

· San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, 1997

· Hara Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, 1996

