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Through her sculptures and site-specific installations,  
Leonor Antunes (Lisbon, 1972) explores themes and figures 
on the margins of 20th-century history of art, design and ar-
chitecture, focusing in particular on Modernism and reinter-
preting some of its most radical aspects. The artist selects 
certain compositional details from her meticulous research 
into the work and creations of art and design personali-
ties—mainly female figures—and re-elaborates them in un-
expected forms. Her sculptures are born out of architectural 
details and parts of furniture and objects, which she mea-
sures and then duplicates, enlarges, reduces and transforms 
according to her interpretation.

Using a complex research process, Antunes investigates the 
historical context of the origin of these objects, the concept 
of making and producing as a form of study and thought, 
and the social role of art and design as instruments of 
emancipation and quality of contemporary life. According 
to the artist, «the artistic process happens in layers, and 
in my case it’s very much linked to the process of work-
ing within the specificity of sculpture and the notion of sub-
tracting and adding.»

The concept of scale, the volume of an object and its rela-
tionship with man are recurrent elements in her practice, 
such as in the suspended sculptures random intersections, 
an ongoing series of sculptures started in 2007, which may 
visually recall the work of Eva Hesse (1936–70), or in free-
standing structures such as avoiding the mistral wind II (2013) 

Leonor Antunes

Leonor Antunes’ studio, Berlin, 2018.
Courtesy of the artist
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and 2 Willow Road (2017). Displayed respectively at Kunsthalle 
Basel (2013) and Whitechapel Gallery in London (2017–18), 
these works resemble screens or dividers and explore the 
idea of fragility, lightness, transparency, and stratification.

The choice of materials is also a major aspect of her ar-
tistic research. Antunes works with natural and organic 
elements, such as rope, wood, leather, brass, rubber and 
cork, using handcrafted and vernacular techniques from 
di¤erent cultures and eras, which are often considered 
obsolete. They include hand weaving methods employed 
by certain South American indigenous tribes, hand-blown 
Murano glass, the handmade fishing nets of her homeland,  
Portugal, as well as the specialist skills of saddlers, carpen-
ters and blacksmiths whose work is still carried out entirely 
by hand rather than mass produced, in an ongoing attempt 
to preserve and pass on ancestral knowledge and learning.

Antunes’ language is expressed through soft, flexible, elas-
tic shapes (like knots, forms recalling the weave of a fab-
ric, or the bridles of horses), also adopting methods clearly 
inspired by traditional sculpture and its e¤ects of light and 
shade. At her solo exhibition at Fundação de Serralves 
(Oporto) in 2011, the artist presented porta (2011), whose 
regular linear patterns bring to mind Minimalism and its 
attempt to reduce reality to geometric structures, while 
in 2015, for the solo show ”the pliable plan” at the CAPC  
musée d’art contemporain de Bordeaux she installed 
Anni #18 (2015), a tangle of brass wires, suspended like a 
drapery rippling along the entire exhibition space.

porta, 2011. Brass, variable dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and Air de Paris, 
Paris. Photo: Teresa Santos & Pedro Tropa © Fundação de Serralves

The specific physical, constructional and aesthetic features of 
the materials used for each project combined with the artist’s 
serial replication of individual modules give rise to abstract 
works, in which the duplication and repetition of volumes co-
exist with their geometry, generating experiences that are as 
sensory as they are rhythmic and visual. 

By establishing a close dialogue with the setting in which she 
exhibits her work, Antunes appropriates and reworks existing 
shapes and narratives derived from her extensive research 
into figures of artists, architects and designers belonging to 
cultural and geographical contexts that are very di¤erent and 
distant from each other, but often associated with Modernism. 
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It is the avant-garde theories and experiences emblematic of 
this movement that developed between the two world wars 
that interest her, with particular respect to the cultural revival 
and integration of folk art into design.

Key figures for the artist’s works include Anni Albers (1899–1994), 
a German-born designer forced to flee to the United States 
following the closure of the Bauhaus school by the Nazi party, 
today considered one of the most significant figures of  
20th century for her cutting-edge research into graphic and 
textile art; Lina Bo Bardi (1914–92), an Italian-born architect 
with close ties to the Brazilian Modernist movement, whose 
projects include the São Paulo Museum of Art (MASP, 1957–68) 
and the Museum of Popular Art of Bahia (1959–63), designed 
to showcase the origins of Brazilian culture; and the Cuban in-
terior designer Clara Porset (1895–1981), who lived in exile in  
Mexico and was a passionate advocate of the assimilation of the 
shapes and materials of local crafts into contemporary design.

In addition to sharing similar life experiences, these figures 
frequently remained on the fringes of the scene in which 
they were active. As Antunes says, «I am not only interested 
in the question of genre, but also in the history of forgetting. 
Most of these people, who in our time are fortunately well 
known, were in their time working in very isolated environ-
ments and within male-dominated settings.» Her sculptures 
thus establish a profound relationship with memory and 
narrative, becoming emblems of a particular period and a 
specific cultural history. 

“the frisson of the togetherness”, exhibition view, Whitechapel Gallery, London, 2017-18.
Courtesy of the artist and Whitechapel Gallery, London



so then we raised the terrain so that I could see out, 2017. Installation view, 57th 
Venice Biennale, 2017. Courtesy of the artist and Air de Paris, Paris; kurimanzutto, 
Mexico City, and Luisa Strina Gallery, São Paulo 

“the last days in Galliate” is the outcome of Leonor Antunes’ 
extensive research on Milan and its Modernist tradition, fo-
cused on important figures like the architects Franco Albini 
(1905–77) and Franca Helg (1920–89). These narratives are 
intertwined with the cultural legacy of Italian companies 
such as Pirelli, Olivetti and the renowned rattan and rat-
tan-core manufacturer Vittorio Bonacina, along with those 
of other international artists, architects and designers, 
which have long been the subject of Antunes’ investigation. 

The exhibition thus presents existing works alongside sev-
eral newly produced ones, while the artist’s meticulous and 
complex site-specific intervention has completely trans-
formed the Shed into a great sculptural environment. In 
particular, Antunes has shaped the space adjusting exist-
ing architectural elements, from the floor—entirely covered 
with inlaid linoleum—to the columns and the beams of the 
bridge crane, and the ceiling, whose eight skylights have 
been opened for the first time, allowing the natural light to 
interact with the works on display as an element of tempo-
ral articulation. 

The title of the show harks back to Franca Helg, alluding to 
the name of the place where she had built a family house 
for her parents and the place where she spent the last pe-
riod of her life. It also refers to designer Clara Porset who 

The Exhibition
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spent her final years in the district of Chimalistac in Mexico 
City—whose research was at the core of a former Antunes 
exhibition titled “the last days in chimalistac” (2013).

modified double impression, 2018

Upon entering the exhibition space, the visi-
tor comes into direct contact with the work 
that gives continuity to the elements com-
posing “the last days in Galliate” display and 
contributes to creating a unique sculptural 

environment. modified double impression, an inlaid linoleum 
floor covering the entire surface of the Shed, is a large-scale 
transposition of the print Double Impression I (1978) by de-
signer Anni Albers. After having concentrated on weaving 
during the years of the Bauhaus, later in her career Albers 
started to experiment with printing and engraving tech-
niques, creating visual motifs inspired by textile notation 
systems. The title Double Impression I refers to the technique 
employed, which requires the paper to be placed in the 
press twice to make the colors of the print brighter. 

Leonor Antunes also drew inspiration from the floor de-
signed by the architect Gio Ponti (1891–1979) for the Pirelli 
Tower, built in Milan between 1956 and 1960. Originally man-
ufactured by Pirelli and composed of three colors—black, 
white and a unique yellow shade that Ponti himself dubbed 
«giallo fantastico»—the rubber and linoleum floor has a sin-
gular polychrome marble texture. Recalling the colors used 
by Ponti for the flooring that still covers the ground-level 

entrance hall and some of the upper stories of the tower, 
Antunes experiments with sizes, shapes and proportions, 
marking out the surface of the exhibition space. 

The artist has already created large-scale floor works for 
previous exhibitions, based on shapes and patterns taken 
from creations by Anni Albers—like the cork and brass surface 
for her solo exhibition at the CAPC in Bordeaux (2015-16), or 
the one in cork made for the installation at the 57th Venice 
Biennale (2017)—or by other artists and designers. These in-
clude Mary Martin (1907–69), whose work inspired the motif for 
the cork and linoleum floor created for Antunes’ solo exhibi-
tion at the Whitechapel Gallery in London (2017–18). At Pirelli 
HangarBicocca, the artist uses for the first time the linoleum 
alone as a floor covering of the exhibition space: a material 
that—like cork and brass—she considers particularly interest-
ing due to its tactile and visual features that change over time.

alterated climbing form (I, II, III, IV), 2017-18

The exhibition is introduced by suspended 
modular elements that enhance the narrative 
devised for the show at Pirelli HangarBicocca. 
Made from brass painted black, green, 

ochre, white and gold, the alterated climbing form (I, II, III, IV)  
sculptures are inspired by an abstract relief by the British  
Constructivist artist Mary Martin. Based on Martin’s work 
Climbing Form (1954), which focuses on the merging of sur-
faces and geometric shapes, these four pieces are conceived 
as part of a single sculptural group that connects the exhibi-



alterated climbing form (IV), 2018. Painted brass, variable dimensions.
Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery 
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tion space from ceiling to floor. Like a set of semi-permeable 
screens, consisting of brass elements held together by steel 
cables, the alterated climbing form series appears as a grid 
composed of geometric patterns, conceived as an element to 
measure and mark out the display area. Indeed, Antunes uses 
the grid to define a module and a unit of measurement, thus 
activating the setting according to a sculptural practice and 
guiding the visitor within the space.

 alterated knot (4, 5, 6, 7), 2018

alterated knot is a sculptural landscape com-
posed by a series of suspended leather and 
rope works conceived as a set of longitudinal 
and transversal elements that inhabit the ex-

hibition space. The sculptures recall the drawings made in 
the late 1940s by Anni Albers, depicting interwoven lines that 
converge at certain points to form knots, like a textile surface.  
Antunes transposes these forms into three dimensions, model-
ing a series of abstract sculptures based on the figures and the 
proportions of the original designs, which appear as flows of 
sinuous lines made from natural and industrial materials, in-
cluding leather, rope, silicone, nylon, and aluminum. 

Just as Albers conceived weaving as a transposition of the 
technique of painting as a means to represent abstract shapes 
through a material—the yarn—that shapes its own expressive 
language, for Antunes the use of materials is crucial in defining 
the relationship between the theme of her investigation and 
the context in which the works are presented. 
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for the exhibition establishes a relationship with the natu-
ral light entering through the skylights. The atmosphere 
and perception of the setting thus constantly depend on the 
intensity of the light coming from outside, according to the 
time of day and the season.

Franca (#1, #2, #3, #4, #5, #6), 2018

Inspired by the rattan furniture designed by ar-
chitect Franca Helg in collaboration with the 
manufacturing company Vittorio Bonacina in the 
1950s and 1960s, the series of suspended sculp-
tures made from rattan and rattan-core is the 

outcome of the research the artist carried out for her solo 
exhibition “the last days in Galliate”. Extrapolating several 
details such as the curves of the leg of a co¤ee table and 
the hooks of a freestanding coat rack designed by Helg in 
1955 and around 1959 respectively, Antunes has enlarged 
the scale and dimensions, giving the works a new sculptural 
identity stripped of their original function. 

Produced by the renowned furniture manufacturer—today 
known as Bonacina1889—the six sculptures of the Franca  
series evoke the dialogue between Modernism and the tra-
ditions associated with the use of the artisanal techniques 
that are a recurrent feature of Antunes’ practice, and re-
veal the artist’s interest in and fascination with the figure 
of Franca Helg. Active both in architectural and industrial 
design, Helg gave such an important contribution to the  
Milan-based Studio Albini that the architectural firm was 

lamps, 2018

Antunes considers light as another sculp-
tural medium to articulate space and time.  
Shunning all kinds of lighting systems not directly 
derived from the works on display, or from the en-

vironment with which they interact, she illuminates the Shed 
exhibition space with lamps that resound the architectural 
elements she focused on in her investigation of 20th-century 
design and architecture. The lighting designed by the artist 

alterated knot, 2018 (detail). Leather, aluminum tube, silicon tube, waxed 
nylon yarn, hemp rope, variable dimensions. Courtesy of the artist and 
Marian Goodman Gallery 



16 17Pirelli HangarBicocca Leonor Antunes

cess of oxidation, brass marks the sculptures as elements 
mutating over the passing of time. 

the last days in Galliate, 2018

Antunes has created the last days in Galliate using 
a unique method based on the attentive measure-
ment of architectural elements and compositional 
details. The three suspended sculptures in leather 

are the result of her interest for Franca Helg and her work 
in Milan and Galliate Lombardo between the late 1940s 
and the 1960s, and in particular the house in Galliate that 
the architect designed for her parents, where Helg herself 
lived for a few years. Its interior is characterized by a metal 
staircase that connects the two floors. Inspired by the shape 
and dimensions of the handrail, Antunes has made this work 
from leather—a recurrent material in her production. 

random intersections #20, 2018

In the case of random intersections #20, part of a se-
ries of sculptures that resemble intertwined bridles 
inspired by the design of the Turin-born architect, 
designer and photographer Carlo Mollino (1905–73) 

for the Società Ippica Torinese (1940), the artist has en-
listed artisans skilled in traditional leatherworking tech-
niques. For Antunes, the use of leather and other media 
such as cork, linoleum and natural fibers transcends the 
purely visual enjoyment of the viewer, who is also invited 

renamed Albini-Helg in 1952. During that period, the archi-
tect Franco Albini was a key figure of Italian Rationalism, 
an architectural movement that developed in the 1920s 
and 1930s from principles of the international current of  
Modernism as function, attention to materials and the de-
sign of individual parts in relation to a whole. 

The sculptures presented by Leonor Antunes at Pirelli 
HangarBicocca are a transposition into abstract form of 
Helg’s furniture, yet nonetheless retain the original work-
ing process and materials. As in earlier projects inspired by 
other figures associated with art, architecture and design, 
the artist investigates from a new perspective Helg’s prac-
tice, whose importance has remained partially eclipsed in 
relation not only to her role within the Studio, but also to the 
20th-century international architectural scene.

discrepancies with F.H. (#1, #2, #3, #4, #5, #6, #7, 
#8), 2018

Antunes has created this new series of eight brass 
sculptures drawing on the same details of the rat-
tan furniture by Franca Helg that inspired the art-

ist for the Franca series. However, unlike her rattan works, 
which have similar abstract shapes, these works entail a 
process of assimilation of the original elements that not 
only regards the proportions of the details considered by 
the artist—once again enlarged and transposed out of 
scale—but also implies a change in the material used and 
consequently the crafting method. Due to its natural pro-



“the last days in chimalistac”, exhibition view, Kunsthalle Basel, Basel, 2013.
Courtesy of the artist and Kunsthalle Basel
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has been magnified exponentially here to traverse the full 
height of the Shed. Antunes has developed a large-scale 
weaving technique in order to connect the various vertical 
elements with a rope intertwining, once again recalling the 
work of Anni Albers.

«I think that a parallel can be drawn: an exhibition corre-
sponds to a newspaper; a museum to a book. The museum is 
more durable, although of course it too is a¤ected by chang-
es in critical thought, tastes and history, but it lasts longer 
and has more complex problems. However even the ephem-
eral poses problems regarding the soundness of approach 
and precision of presentation that have been underesti-
mated in recent years.» With these words Franca Helg com-
mented the design practice of Studio Albini, which conceived 
numerous display projects from the mid-1930s onward. 
For its display projects, the firm developed a precise spatial 
language outlined by rarefied modular structures, screens 
and transparent elements with the purpose of defining the 
space rationally and emphasizing the exhibits, optimizing 
their display. In addition to commercial spaces and pavilions 
for trade shows, the main designs by Studio Albini include 
museums, art and architecture exhibitions, among which 
the outfitting of the Municipal Galleries of Palazzo Bianco 
(1949–51) and Palazzo Rosso (1952–62) and the Museum of 
the Treasury of the Cathedral of San Lorenzo (1952–56) in 
Genoa, the latters in conjunction with Franca Helg.

to experience the tactile and olfactory sensations of the 
exhibited works. 

enlarged rods, 2018

The dense arrangement of vertical wooden elements 
installed in the Shed, connecting the floor to the 
ceiling structure, is a further reference to the work 
of Franca Helg and, in this particular case, to a proj-
ect carried out in collaboration with Franco Albini.  

enlarged rods takes the form of a semi-permeable screen 
that occupies di¤erent areas of the exhibition space like a 
forest of piles. Antunes has adapted the modular elements 
composing the work on the polished mahogany poles de-
signed in 1956 by Studio Albini-Helg for the Olivetti store 
in Paris, whose light, slender, hollow forms articulated the 
space in a rational layout.

Located in the heart of Paris, the Olivetti store was more 
of a way to convey the company’s image than a sales tool 
for the products exhibited. The typewriters and calculators 
were arranged on triangular shelves with vertical supports, 
whose height and position could be adjusted according to 
display requirements.

Starting with the measurement of the various parts that 
composed the vertical supports, the artist has created a 
complex installation that inhabits the exhibition space, giv-
ing rise to a visual composition generated by the appro-
priation and repetition of the upright element, a detail that 

Following pages: “the pliable plane”, exhibition view, CAPC musée d’art contemporain 
de Bordeaux, Bordeaux, 2015-16. Courtesy of the artist and CAPC, Bordeaux
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Similarly to other works, for this series of sculptures  
Antunes has applied a process of abstraction in which 
the original objects are decontextualized from their ini-
tial function, in this case focusing on specific elements of 
the chairs that inspired her, increasing their scale. The  
artist’s intention here is not to document the original piec-
es of furniture, but to create a deep and complex sensory 
experience for the viewer.

A subject of great interest for Antunes, Clara Porset has al-
ready been the focus of two of the artist’s previous solo  
exhibitions: the recent “discrepancias con C.P.” at Museo 
Tamayo in Mexico City (2018) and “the last days in chimalistac”  
at Kunsthalle Basel (2013), to which the title of the exhibition at 
Pirelli HangarBicocca refers.

shed, 2018

The same process used to create enlarged rods 
has been employed for another piece of fur-
niture designed by Franco Albini in 1956: the 
iconic LB7 modular wooden bookcase with ad-

justable shelves and uprights fixed to the floor and ceil-
ing. The versatility and adaptability of this shelving sys-
tem—emblematic of Rationalist design—are embodied 
in its modular nature and extensibility, in both width and 
height of the shelves and the uprights. Using the latter el-
ements, and repeating and enlarging the original propor-
tions, Antunes has created shed, an aluminum and brass 
work, resembling a thick partition, which gives rhythm to 
the exhibition space that is connected vertically, uniting 
the linoleum flooring with the ceiling structure. 

Clara (2, 4), 2018

Consisting of sculptures that evoke an-
other figure who silently inhabits the 

exhibition space, the Clara series is part of Antunes’ re-
search into traditional materials and techniques in rela-
tion to Modernist forms. Indeed, the wooden and rope 
works arranged on the floor are inspired by certain de-
tails of chairs created by the Cuban designer Clara Porset  
in the 1940s and 1950s as modern interpretations of  
butaques, the traditional Mexican chairs introduced at the 
time of Spanish colonization.
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Previous pages: “discrepancias con C.P.”, exhibition view, Museo Tamayo, Mexico 
City, 2018. Courtesy of the artist, Museo Tamayo and kurimanzutto, Mexico City 

Main Exhibitions

Leonor Antunes (Lisbon, 1972) lives and works in Berlin. She 
graduated from the Faculty of Arts of the University of Lisbon 
in 1998 with a degree in Visual Arts and Sculpture, and subse-
quently continued her studies at the Staatliche Akademie der 
Bildenden Künste in Karlsruhe, Germany.

Her work has been exhibited at many internationally renowned 
institutions, including Museo Tamayo, Mexico City (2018);  
Whitechapel Gallery, London (2017–18); San Francisco Museum  
of Modern Art, San Francisco (2016); CAPC musée d’art  
contemporain de Bordeaux, Bordeaux (2015-16); New Museum,  
New York (2015); Kunsthalle Basel, Basel (2013); Fundação 
de Serralves, Oporto (2011); Museo El Eco, Mexico City (2011). 
Her work has also been displayed at important collective  
exhibitions, such as 12th Gwangju Biennale (2018); 57th Venice  
Biennale (2017); 12th Sharjah Biennale (2015); 8th Berlin Biennale  
(2014), and 3rd Singapore Biennale (2011).
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