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Drawn Together

Noemi Blager organizes a Chicago
exhibition celebrating the pioneering
life and work of 20th-century Brazilbased architect Lina Bo Bardi.

(OPPOSITE) Noemi Blager at her London
apartment. (NEXT SPREAD, CLOCKWISE
FROM TOP LEFT) Lina Bo Bardi’s “Caipiras,
Capiaus: Pau a Pique” exhibition in 1984.
The exterior of Bo Bardi’s Glass House.
The Glass House’s interior. View of
“Lina Bo Bardi: Together” at the Graham
Foundation.

BY TIFFANY JOW
PORTRAIT BY HANA KNIZOVA

In 2006, architect Noemi Blager went on a
business trip to Brazil, where she saw the São
Paulo Museum of Art for the first time. She was
struck by the structure’s monumental aesthetic
and humanistic methodology: Two thick, red,
pre-stressed concrete beams suspend a rectangular volume above the lower half of the building, providing unobstructed views of the site’s
panoramic vistas. Elevated from the ground,
the cantilevered mass creates a public gathering
place beneath it—a stage for contemporary life.
Blager inquired about its architect. “They told
me it was a woman named Lina Bo Bardi who’d
completed the building in the middle of the 20th
century,” she says. “I couldn’t believe I’d never
heard of her before.”
At the time, very little had been published on
Bo Bardi, who has since become better known.
The only English-language document Blager
could find was a lone catalogue from an exhibition that was mounted shortly after Bo Bardi’s
death in 1994. Blager, who is from Argentina
but is based in London, went to see all of Bo
Bardi’s buildings, tried to meet people who’d
known her, and struggled to read documents
in Portuguese.
Slowly, the details came together: Bo Bardi
was born in 1914 in Rome, where she studied
architecture and opened her own firm at age
28. In 1940, she moved to Milan and started an
office with architect Carlo Pagani. There, she
also forged projects with Giò Ponti, whose userfocused, all-encompassing approach to design
would have a lasting impact on her. After marrying curator Pietro Maria Bardi in 1946, the
couple traveled to Brazil in search of a fresh start.
Bo Bardi fell in love with the region’s traditional
culture and forms of craft, and dedicated herself
to celebrating the wisdom, creativity, and talent
of its local makers. “She was an enormous mirror
for the Brazilian people, and gave them the confidence to appreciate their culture,” Blager says.
“That is what’s so exemplary about her: Lina
totally embraced the social responsibility of
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architecture. Buildings were not the end—they
were a means to an end to improve people’s
lives. She was an activist, and architecture was
her weapon.” Determined to bring Bo Bardi’s
work to the mainstream, Blager organized the
exhibition “Lina Bo Bardi: Together,” which
just made its U.S. debut at Chicago’s Graham
Foundation and will be on view through July 25.
Bo Bardi didn’t just design buildings, Blager
explains. She put people at the center of them,
and was chiefly concerned with the life they
generated. Like actors on a stage, people completed them. Following Ponti, Bo Bardi’s work
spanned architecture, industrial design, curating,
and writing (she co-founded the pioneering art
magazine Habitat in 1950). She skillfully used
simple shapes and noble materials like glass and
concrete, but mixed them with her interest in
craft and deep-rooted passion for people. She
wasn’t afraid to use mud or straw, or to borrow
oxcart-making techniques in order to build a
staircase.
Perhaps her most telling project is the first
portion of São Paulo’s SESC Pompéia, a social
and cultural center completed in 1982 (a second
phase was finished in 1986). Bo Bardi prevailed
over the original plan to demolish the former
steel drum factory on the site—some of its
existing users like the puppet theater and food
stands, she reasoned, had already settled there,
and the new building was meant to serve them.
Bo Bardi transformed the structure—a trio of
big, bizarrely shaped concrete forms joined by
open-air walkways—into a non-hierarchical
hub for creativity under one roof. “For Lina,
playing chess is as important as going to a play
or taking a swim—culture is everyday culture,”
Blager says. “SESC allows for a kind of freedom,
a public domesticity.”
First exhibited in 2012 at London’s British
Council, “Together” traveled around Europe
before arriving in Chicago. True to Bo Bardi’s
approach, the presentation is a collaborative
effort; instead of showing models and drawings,

it demonstrates what it feels like to be inside a Bo
Bardi structure. The London design collective
Assemble designed the exhibition, which features art, film, and photography. Artist Madelon
Vriesendorp, who co-founded OMA (with Rem
Koolhaas and Zoe and Elia Zenghelis), presents artifacts she collected in craft markets in
the Brazilian city of Salvador and others that
were created at workshops she ran at Bo Bardi’s
Museum of Modern Art there. Finnish architect
and filmmaker Tapio Snellman draws parallels
between Bo Bardi’s buildings and daily life
through videos of her work. Photographs of
The Glass House, the home Bo Bardi designed
for herself and her husband in São Paulo, show
collections of toys, shells, paintings, and recycled objects displayed in her most intimate space.
“Lina’s world was in the Glass House,”
Blager says. “She’d put an Eames chair next
to a stool made by a peasant—the same nonhierarchical way she organized spaces in the
public buildings she created.” Italian furniture
manufacturer Arper, which sponsored the
exhibition, presents a limited-edition series of
Bo Bardi’s Bowl chair, designed in 1951 and
now industrially produced for the first time.
Comprising a wide, round seat with two disklike cushions, the chair’s key element is human
interaction: A user moves around the pillows
as she sees fit, ultimately having the final say in
the object’s appearance.
In a time when “craftsmanship” and “community” are buzzwords and the number of
female architects continues to be scarce, it’s
curious that Bo Bardi’s rediscovery hadn’t
happened earlier. There were so many things
working against her, Blager says—political turmoil, her lack of interest in self-promotion, being female—that even today,
many Brazilians have never heard of her (or
assume her buildings were designed by Oscar
Niemeyer). “Suddenly, it seems like everyone
is discovering her,” Blager says. “And it’s the
right time to love her.”

PHOTOS: TOP, COURTESY INSTITUTO LINA BO AND P.M. BARDI. BOTTOM, RCH-EKH.
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