Text from the catalogue «the last days in chimalistac», published by Kunsthalle Basel, Basel, Bom Dia Boa Tarde Boa
Noite, Berlin, 2016

Adam Szymczyk

The exhibition by Leonor Antunes at Kunsthalle Basel in 2013, titled
“the last days in chimalistac,” was the first comprehensive presentation
of the Portuguese artist’s sculptural works in Switzerland. Though
several of the works on view had already been shown elsewhere in
different configurations, others were made especially for our show;
together they were integrated into one installation that encompassed
the entire ground floor of the Kunsthalle.

The show's title, as well as the image used for the accompanying
poster and invitation card, indirectly introduced one of the hidden
protagonists of the exhibition. Chimalistac is a neighborhood in
Mexico City, just south of the city center. And it is where the Cuban-
born furniture and interior designer Clara Porset (1895-1981) spent
the last years of her life. Porset studied at Black Mountain College

in North Carolina with Josef Albers (I1888—1976); the latter famously
came to teach in the United States after the German Bauhaus was
brought to an end by the Mazis, first in Dessau in 1932, and then, after
a short-lived attempt to revive it, in Berlin in 1933. At Black Mountain,
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Porset would become a lifelong friend of Albers and his wife, Anni.
Opposing the reactionary politics of Fulgencio Batista’s military regime
in Cuba in the 1930s, Porset went to work in Mexico in 1935, and
found herself at home there in the extremely creative international
cultural milieu consisting of exiles and Mexicans, all of whom were
driven by ideas of social progress. She returned to Cuba during

the revolution in 1959 and, after four years, came back to Mexico

to dedicate herself to teaching design, espousing the integration of
popular crafts, local forms, and natural materials into the vocabulary
and practice of International Modernism's design principles.

The radical social and political stances taken by a number of (mostly)
female twentieth-century designers and architects—among them
Porset, Anni Albers (1899—1994), the Irish designer and architect
Eileen Grey (1878-1976), and Lina Bo Bardi (1914-1992), the Italian
architect who began working in Brazil in 1946 —are a constant
source of inspiration for Antunes’s practice, as is the dedication of
their fully accomplished lives to thinking through and making objects.
In Antunes’s work, the appropriation or re-editing of the lasting
forms and objects created by previous generations of female artists
and designers serves as a technique of study. Antunes’s methods often
involve the simple measuring of forms and materials, as well as their
visual and haptic perception, which lead her to a reverse application
of this gathered knowledge about the source objects in the process
of making her new (though echoing) sculptures.

More generally, Antunes'’s works result from a meditative investigation
into the function, fact, and meaning of everyday objects, and a steady
contemplation of the forms of modernism. In her thinking through
such objects, shapes, and materials, Antunes attempts to reconstruct
their inner logic, as well as to bring to light the politics that once

made them possible and necessary. Indeed, if reflection itself can

be embodied, then it might be possible to imagine Antunes’s sculptures
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born of the observation of physical objects and materials, and the
histories of their forms and functions, which lay the ground for her
own contemporary work. But the choice of the original object from
which to start is significant too, and here, a larger cultural moment
comes into play.

In Antunes’s practice, abstract forms and the sensuality of materials
touched by human hands and shaped by the needs of users—no less
than by the will of designers—complement each other in a casual
and exact manner. The resulting works possess a great affective
power, one unusual in an era characterized by the prevalence of

the mediated experience of things. Antunes seeks to understand
the construction principles behind the rational design that implies
the process of abstraction from reality by means of reduction to
geometry, and only then she returns to the practice of making.

By working into the materials, getting to know their physical and
aesthetic properties, and acknowledging the specific cultural histories
of their makers—between the modern movement and traditional
crafts— Antunes situates her own social and sculptural practice as
an artist within the traditions of making and making use, and then
passing (and thinking) that knowledge on.
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