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Marking the 50th anniversary of the Gulbenkian Museum, this exhibition takes as 
its starting point the display solutions found for the opening of the Museum in 1969. 
It also recreates different exhibition design ideas created by Franco Albini e Franca 
Helg, Carlo Scarpa, Lina Bo Bardi, Aldo van Eyck and Alison and Peter Smithson in 
other countries in the same years.

The Gulbenkian Museum opened in 1969 and was quickly recognised as a successful model of a mu-
seum. It was a classic almost before it was inaugurated, and indeed its ‘timeless’ nature is what has 
helped it endure over time. This exhibition gives viewers a chance to think over the factors that make 
for a successful art gallery, and offers different models, made in the same period as the Gulbenkian, 
as part of this exploration.  

The comparative case studies come from Italy, Holland and Britain, as well as Brazil. They allow the 
visitor to look at art in isolation, in mass, standing up or lying down. Paintings are shown in daylight 
and in strong artificial illumination. Sculptures are shown reclining on beds of rubble or on plinths 
of concrete bricks. Walls are regular or angled, rectilinear or curved. Sometimes the visitor can con-
template just one work, in comfort. At others the visitor is confronted with so many works at once 
that the experience might even be uncomfortable. Looking at art in the 1960s was evolving quickly, 
and architects were among the first to respond to the opportunities of the post-war period and to the 
challenges of mass entertainment.



Study for the installation of the sculpture Diana, Calouste Gulbenkian Museum [196?]
© Gulbenkian Archives, GV A1-00188

Jean-Antoine Houdon, Diana, 1780 © Ricardo Oliveira Alves

The model of the Gulbenkian draws most clearly from Italian examples, 
prompted by new ways to show art in historic buildings damaged by the war. 
Scarpa, Albini and Bo Bardi all tried, in different ways, to show paintings in a 
way that made them both more like human beings, and more like objects. Bo 
Bardi, in São Paulo, transformed the discreet approaches of her compatriots 
for the modern urban viewer. In Holland, Van Eyck tried multiple ways of in-



troducing new ways of presenting art, most notably in the maze or labyrinth he created in 1965 out of 
concrete blocks. His concern to make the experience of looking at art more playful, even child-like, 
are echoed in the Smithsons’ designs for the Tate Gallery. Here a huge number of recent art works 
were assembled in rooms designed to disguise the museum itself.
 

  
Islamic East Gallery, 1970 © MCG

This exhibition is an associate project of the Lisbon Architecture Triennale 2019. In April 2020, it 
will be held at the Het Nieuwe Instituut, Rotterdam.
 

Curators:  Penelope Curtis and Dirk van den Heuvel
Partnership: Jaap Bakema Study Centre and Het Nieuwe Instituut, Rotterdam
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CURATORIAL NOTE  

This exhibition took as its starting point the 50th anniversary of the Calouste Gulbenkian 
Museum, but also stands independently. Its aim is to investigate the way we look at art, and the 
way in which art has been presented to us. The art of display as a gesture made towards an 
audience is hardly recognised as such, and the public is often unaware of this mediation. With 
this exhibition we should like to familiarise our visitors with something of the workings of museum 
practice. 

Our exhibition identifies the years after the end of the Second World War as having been crucial 
to the consolidation of key display solutions which have endured over time. We focused on 
architects designing art displays, which is not very unusual, but not very usual either. Architects 
often bring to an exhibition the aspiration to express its concept by means of material and spatial 
choices.  

Our methodology has involved identifying a set of emblematic examples and re-presenting them 
in the exhibition space. These prototypes are reconstructions which quote from the originals but 
are neither original nor entirely mimetic. We have chosen to focus on the vocabulary of the new 
language of display rather than on full reconstructions, and thus have proceeded by isolating 
individual aspects. What we show are quotations, rather than complete scenarios.  

Because our focus is on the language of display, rather than on the art object itself, we decided 
to use artworks that are exemplary rather than exact. From the collections of the Calouste 
Gulbenkian Museum we have therefore made a selection which is in keeping with the artworks 
shown in each case study, but which are not the original artworks themselves. The Museum 
building which shows the Founder’s Collection might be seen as ‘exhibit a’, and in Lisbon the 
visitor can make comparisons between original sketches and the solutions as they were realised. 
The exhibition was nonetheless always designed to travel, and in Rotterdam will exist 
independently of this original context, and in this sense will move closer to its original objective: 
to allow the viewer to think about how the language of display places itself between the artwork 
and the viewer, and the effect it has on our experience of art.   

One obvious distinction must be made: we are looking at the display structures designed both 
for permanent museums and for temporary exhibitions. One question asked by the exhibition is 
to what extent the two disciplines feed into each other, and whether the solutions designed for 
museums have a greater chance of success. Should the experience of art be a shock, or a 
comfort? Is it an isolated or a communal experience? We see here projects which quote from the 
life of the everyday (the street, the playground) and at the same time reach something more 
mystical (the shrine or the labyrinth). All these architects learnt from their experience of war and 
of totalitarianism. Against the backdrop of a new conception of a welfare state in the mid-
twentieth century they seek, in different ways, to restore the possibility of cultural life.  

Penelope Curtis and Dirk van den Heuvel 
Curators 



 

 

 
ART ON DISPLAY  
8 November 2019 – 2 March 2020 
 
CASE STUDIES  
 
1)  Albini-Helg 
Palazzi Bianco and Rosso, Genoa, 1951–62 
 
2) Carlo Scarpa  
Correr Museum, Venice, 1957–60 

 
 
3) Aldo van Eyck 
1st and 2nd International Exhibition of Experimental Art (Cobra)  
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 1949 
Palais des Beaux-Arts, Liège, 1951 
 
http://vaneyckfoundation.nl/2018/11/23/cobra-exhibiton-amsterdam1949-liege-1951/ 
 
4)  Aldo van Eyck 
Sonsbeek '66, 5th International Sculpture Exhibition 
Arnhem, 1966 
 
http://vaneyckfoundation.nl/2018/11/23/sculpture-pavilion-sonsbeek-exhibition-
arnhem-1965-6/ 
 
5) Alison and Peter Smithson  
Painting & Sculpture of a Decade 54–64  
Tate Gallery (now Tate Britain), London, 1964 
 
6) Lina Bo Bardi 
MASP, São Paulo, 1968 

 

Museo Correr, Venice 
Gianantonio Battistella©CISA A. Palladio, Vicenza 
 
More information at: 

http://mediateca.palladiomuseum.org/scarpa/web/foto_scheda.php?
valo=i_6_426 
 
 



CASE STUDY 1: ALBINI-HELG: PALAZZI BIANCO AND ROSSO, 1951–62 

 
Franca Helg (1920–1989) and Franco Albini (1905–1977) began working together in 1950, 
founding the Studio Albini-Helg in 1952 in Milan. Helg had worked with BBPR before starting to 
work with Albini, and together they worked first on museum and exhibition design, and then on 
some major architectural projects such as La Rinascente department store in Rome. They were 
both as much designers as architects, and perhaps indeed best known for their furniture. Their 
clients included design companies such as Cassina and Arteluce, as well as the Milan metro, 
while Helg made a series of basketware chairs for Bonacina which pushed traditional craft to new 
limits. She also had an important role as a teacher at home and abroad, in this promoting their 
shared interest in combining artisanal work with industrial production.  
 
The first commission signed by both of them was the Palazzo Bianco in Genoa, a thoroughgoing 
restoration project of an old building re-opened as a museum. This project was swiftly followed 
by work on its sister museum Palazzo Rosso over the road. The projects were immediately 
noticed and well received, and the contemporary reception reminds us that their work, which 
might now seem relatively modest, had notably inventive aspects and an implicit (if not explicit) 
sense of the new spirit of museography.  
 
The components we reproduce in the exhibition might be seen to represent the two sides of 
their thinking: the contemplative and the engaged. In both there is a wish, as with Scarpa, to 
make the paintings more object-like, and also to bring them into the real world. Wherever 
appropriate (where there was no convincing case to the contrary) they removed the frames with 
which paintings had been fitted posthumously. Physically this made the paintings lighter, and it 
also returned them to their original status as paintings, rather than as items used to furnish rich 
apartments. In this sense they aligned the painting both with the atelier, but also with the 
museum, rather than the private collection.  
 
Albini’s Tripolina chairs were sited in twos and threes in the Palazzo Bianco. Their lightness and 
portability (their origin is in the English nineteenth-century army camp chair) suggests function 
rather than luxury. While the majority of the paintings is hung simply, without frames, in front of 
the walls, a sizeable number is mounted, individually on existing stone capitals (fig. 1) and on 
new concrete bases. These objects are like people, and the paintings meet us one to one, at our 
eye level. They are not sacralised in the way that many of Scarpa’s objects are, but rather share 
our space.  
 
In the Palazzo Rosso Albini and Helg went further; paintings placed on lever arms (fig. 2) had 
handles which allowed the viewer to move them out from the wall. One might ask the point of 
this, but it was part of their interest to return to the painting the fact that it was, first and foremost, 
oil on canvas, mounted on a stretcher. To make paintings part of our world, while at the same 
time preserving their special status (fig. 3), was a difficult balance, but one which it might be 
argued was achieved by Albini and Helg in these two projects.  
 
 
 
 
Penelope Curtis 
Curator  



CASE STUDY 2: CARLO SCARPA: MUSEO CORRER, 1957–60 

 
Carlo Scarpa (1906–1978) began working in the retail glass industry, designing stands and 
promotional booths for Venini, and also made a name for himself as a designer of family tombs. 
Scarpa had already worked on partial remodelling within museums such as the Gallerie 
dell’Accademia in Venice (1949) when he was invited to take on the Palazzo Abatellis in Palermo, 
his first full museum project. Here he immediately encountered the difficulties and opportunities 
offered by a pre-existing historic building, especially when it was heavily damaged, and readily 
used commercial and commemorative vocabularies in a museum setting.  
 
The Correr project was a little different, in that the building, later in date, was in much better 
condition. Although the opportunities for intervention are thus reduced, Scarpa nonetheless 
makes subtle use of the site.  
 
Scarpa deals with the problem of historic walls by taking paintings away from the wall. He creates 
stands for them which are an interesting amalgam of ecclesiastical and secular solutions. Scarpa 
makes choices among the artworks of any given collection. Rather than treating paintings and 
sculptures equally, he singles out a small number for special treatment. The architect reads the 
collection like a score, with variations and repetitions, highpoints and low. The fact that the 
repertoire with which he is working tends to be religious provides an additional emotional 
narrative. Scarpa’s selectivity helps to alleviate monotony, even if the choices may well be largely 
design-based, rather than art-historical, but it also tends ultimately towards the same, fixed 
readings of the collection itself.   
 
The single object which most characterises Scarpa’s museum projects is the easel (fig. 1). Hardly 
an innovation, nonetheless Scarpa’s easel is significant, both in its highly crafted detail, and in its 
usage. Often pulled out from the wall and set at right angles to the window, Scarpa here seems 
to echo the artist’s positioning and use of the easel, set in relation to another motif in front of it. 
The placement of one, or two, easels within a gallery gives us the sense that the artist is at work, 
that the collection is living, or being looked at, again. The example of the Antonello room (fig. 
2) in the Museo Correr is an excellent example of the way in which Scarpa allows one work to fill 
a room. The long narrow wings of the Procuratie Nuove (fig. 3) also help Scarpa to make the 
most of the natural light, and of the sequence of small, almost domestic rooms. 
 
Scarpa gives paintings – a few, not many – substance and three-dimensionality. Inevitably we as 
viewers address most readily the works he has selected for us, and in this he behaves more like 
the designer of an exhibition with a point to make, than that of a museum. We also take away 
with us much more easily the image of a room, or a gallery, in which one or two punctuation 
points resonate against their backdrop. While it is usually all but impossible to remember the 
hang of a picture gallery in spatial terms, Scarpa creates a range of distances, shallow and deep, 
and thus an image which positions itself in our memory.  
 
Although Scarpa is best known now for the Italian museum projects which have stood the test of 
time, contemporary artists were important to him, as to others in our study. He was not 
exclusively devoted to historic art, and Paul Klee is often cited as a key influence, as on Mies and 
on Van Eyck.  His association with the Venice Biennale, over time, also allowed him varied 
opportunities to stage contemporary art.  
 
Penelope Curtis 
Curator 



CASE STUDY 3: LINA BO BARDI: MASP, 1968 

Lina Bo Bardi (1914–1992) moved to Brazil from Italy in 1946 with her husband, the art historian 
who was to become the first Director of the Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP). Pietro Maria 
Bardi commissioned his wife to design two presentations of the collection before it was installed 
in the new building, which she also began to design in 1957. It was inaugurated in 1968 but only 
opened in 1969. In this project both wanted something new and active, something which 
represented the monumental, in the best sense of the word, but also the popular, in the true 
sense of the word. This third installation is the one which has become famous, and which we 
quote from here, but it is worth noting the previous projects.  
 
MASP was created in 1947 (a true post-war museum) and housed at first in the Rua 7 de Abril. 
The first hang designed by Bo Bardi (fig. 1) used floor-to-ceiling aluminium poles for the 
paintings’ display, and the next, in 1950 (fig. 2), used thin metal supports stabilised with cables, 
as well as some light screens. She also designed the installation for the collection when it was 
shown at the Fundação A. A. Penteado in 1957–9. All of this is to say that she already knew the 
collection.  
 
In these years Bo Bardi was also designing other exhibition and museum projects, all of which 
led her gradually to radicalise a conception which had surely begun in Italy, but was rethought 
in the context of Brazil. The five years which Bo Bardi spent in the North East of the country 
especially led her to rethink cultural experience in terms of simplifying the means.i She was now 
consciously to put Europe behind her, beginning to think of the museum as a school which 
represented the child-like element in the adult (fig. 3). She talked of the thousands of visitors 
who ‘looked at a painting with the same eyes they looked at the window of a shop on sale’. 
 
Bo Bardi explicitly chose the easel as being an instrument of work, the place in which the painting 
is born, in the air, saying that she wanted paintings to be seen as works as such, ‘as a prophecy 
of work at everyone’s reach’.ii This non-hierarchical approach, even insistence, is what made the 
1968 installation so striking, even if its ostensibly democratic approach is almost aggressive. 
Indeed Bo Bardi had spoken of wanting ‘to produce a shock that would elicit reactions of 
curiosity and investigation’.iii The Bardis spoke often of ‘non-linear time’ and of ‘art without 
adjectives’: concepts which might be interpreted in very different ways, and which they 
themselves contradicted with their inclusion or not of certain categories.   
 
The glass easels were being designed from c. 1963, arising perhaps from the fact that the 
building design was reversed, so that where a glass ceiling and opaque walls had been 
envisaged, this was effectively reversed, with glass walls and a solid ceiling. Earlier sketches essay 
the possibility of supporting more than one picture, an idea which was later discarded. Despite 
the impression they give of potential mutability, the glass easels stayed in place for almost thirty 
years, until Bardi’s death, although some substitutions had begun after he left the Board, in 1996.  
 
Penelope Curtis 
Curator 

i We should not forget that the exhibition gallery, in the space below the painting gallery, opened with another show designed by Bo Bardi, A Mão 
do Povo Brasileiro [The Hand of the Brazilian People], displayed in a dark gallery full of islands of objects, comparable to the exhibition work of the 
Eames at this time. 
ii Ibidem. 
iii Lina Bo Bardi, ‘Função social dos museus’, Habitat, no. 1, October–December 1950, cited in Renato Anelli, ‘The Origins and Topicality of the 
MASP’s Transparency’, in Adriano Pedrosa and Luiza Proença (eds.), Concreto e Cristal: O Acervo do MASP nos Cavaletes de Lina Bo Bardi/Concrete 
and Crystal: MASP’s Collection on Lina Bo Bardi’s Easels, p. 54. 
 

 



 
 

 
ART ON DISPLAY  
8 November 2019 – 2 March 2020 

 
THE ALBINI EFFECT:  
THE GULBENKIAN MUSEUM, ITS INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT, AND ITALIAN MUSEOLOGY 
 
 
Penelope Curtis 
Curator 
 
The Calouste Gulbenkian Museum opened (fig. 1) fifty years ago, on 2 October 1969. Part of the Gulbenkian 
Foundation, the complex has been much lauded, studied and exhibited. Despite this, the experience inside 
the Museum itself, so dependent on its carefully conceived layout and design, has been very little explored. 
This study is an attempt to rectify this neglect, to understand what the archives tell us, and to situate a design 
– lauded as a classic almost as soon as it opened – in its wider contemporary context. 

Calouste Sarkis Gulbenkian died in 1955 and his eponymous Foundation was created the following year. 
Between the late 1950s and the late 1960s the carefully selected team of architects and advisors worked 
together on this major project in what were then Lisbon’s northernmost suburbs (fig. 2). The long gestation 
of the project accounts both for its high level of detailing, and for the fact that in many ways it speaks more 
of the 1950s than of the 1960s. This essay looks at the closest sources of inspiration, evaluating their longevity 
as well as their contemporaneity.  

The Museum programme  

The programme of the new museum was conceived by curator Maria José de Mendonça (1905–1984) and 
drew on her own interest in new developments in museum planning. Her plans were at first conceived in 
isolation, but soon reinforced by the arrival of a team of international advisors, two of whom were part of the 
same network.    

Mendonça was seconded from the Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga to the Gulbenkian1 by November 1956 to 
direct the Fine Art and Museum services and lay out the programme of the Museum. This was based on the 
nature of Gulbenkian’s collection,2 and understood from the outset as a ‘museum with a static permanent 
collection’,3 even if the possibility of other acquisitions was not immediately ruled out. It was alternately 
broken down in geographical or in typological terms.4  

Mendonça delivered her ‘Ante-Projecto’ [Ante-Project] in August 1958.5 In her text we find a fairly clear 
exposition of her hopes for the new building: 

We wish the museum to retain the intimacy of a private collection, with a calm and serene ambience, open 
to the natural beauties of the park which surrounds it – beauty of the sky, the light, the trees and the flowers. 
An ambience which attracts people and exposes them to the lesson of the work of art, a lesson discreet but 
clear and perfectly ordered and functional.6   

 



Natural light was given priority, along with space: 

• The work of art will be given the space and light it needs in order to retain its vitality and transmit its 
message.7 

• And spatial needs were determined by quality, and not by size: 
• The ‘volume’ of the artwork is determined by its quality and not by its actual dimensions.8 
• The report concludes by reiterating its objectives:  […] to create an agreeable ambience, humane, 

thus avoiding anything that could work against this idea, for example grand staircases, exposed 
vestibules […] it should not try to legitimise a conception of monumentality.9  
 

The bound volume for the Programa das Instalações da Sede e do Museu [Headquarters and Museum 
Construction Programme] of 195810 summarises its overall aims: that the museum reflects the most up-to-
date conceptions of museology, following the most recent experiments, with human aspects, rhythm, the 
impression of making discoveries, each an agreeable surprise, with rest areas, and good views onto the park.11  

By early 1959 the Foundation had identified both its potential architects and its international advisors.12 The 
eventual winners of the closed national competition – Ruy d’Athouguia, Alberto Pessoa and Pedro Cid – are 
well known as such in Portugal; less well known is that their collaboration was established by and for the 
Foundation, and would not endure. The whole process was closely managed by the Foundation, and by its 
chosen advisors in the field of architecture, design and museology: Carlos Ramos and Francisco Keil do 
Amaral from Portugal, with Leslie Martin (England), Georges Henri Rivière (France) and Franco Albini (Italy).13 
The last two were especially active. Mendonça’s express wish to embrace new conceptions of the museum 
would be easily aligned with those proposed by Rivière and Albini.14 In this essay I wish to suggest that Albini 
is probably the uncited source for key aspects of the interior design of the Museum itself, and also that we 
should not neglect the roles played by Albini’s partner in the practice, Franca Helg, and by Mendonça 
herself.15  

When Mendonça spoke of the ‘most up-to-date conceptions of museology’16 she was referring to what she 
had learnt from ICOM, UNESCO’s International Council for Museums, which was especially active and 
relevant in these years. 17  Its first seven General Conferences were held between 1948 and 1965 and 
Mendonça was a keen attender. The theme of the 1956 Basel conference was ‘The Museum of our Times’; 
Rivière and Mendonça were both present. She underlined passages from F. H. Taylor’s speech: ‘The art 
museum is nearly a gymnasium in which to strengthen the muscles of the mind. Frequent visits can 
progressively reveal the lessons that art has to offer us’.18 At the 1959 conference in Stockholm Mendonça 
heard James Johnson Sweeney of the Guggenheim ask ICOM to ensure that never again would an architect 
be allowed free reign when designing a museum. Rivière replied, and asked Mendonça to speak about the 
Gulbenkian plans, with the result that the conference took a vote: the architect must follow the programme 
provided by the museologist.19 She noted that at the American Museums Association meeting in Pittsburgh 
Philip Johnson had asked if architects and museum directors could understand each other. Her hope was that 
the Gulbenkian Museum would prove it possible.  

Mendonça delivered her second museum programme to the Trustees in January 1959, just after her tour of 
American museums.20 In a later report21 Mendonça included the typescript of a lecture22 which made it clear 
that she was opposed to the enclosed museum, which she thought was much in vogue in the States. She 
wished to make the most of the light of the city and of the park. She had visited the museum in Yale (this 
must be Louis Kahn’s Yale University Art Gallery, completed in 1953) (fig. 3) where she had noted:  

It is possible to realise the duality of the modern museum – to create an ambience where the artwork is 
sufficiently isolated to keep its own liveliness, and simultaneously integrated in the world in which we move.23  

 



The consultative process  

Albini made the first of many visits to Lisbon in June 1959.24 By December all the competitors had received 
the list of artworks and by 1960 the Foundation had formally commissioned the competition for its 
Headquarters and Museum and was assessing the three invited teams.25 Early in the year Albini26 and Martin 
exchanged notes and saw the drawings, and Rivière appraised Mendonça’s museum concept,27 working on 
a revised version with her which was delivered that summer. Martin approved Rivière's plan for a museum on 
just one level, and liked the fact that with greater freedom in lighting they could vary the volumes and exhibits 
more easily.  

In December 1960 Albini and Rivière set out a ‘Programação do Museu’ [Museum Programme] (fig. 4).28 
Nearly a year later, in October 1961, Albini was sent the preliminary design and told, 'the design of the 
Museum is now being changed in accordance with G Rivière's recommendations made last summer'. In April 
1962 the local advisors expressed their satisfaction that despite the need to alter the original hopes as regards 
connections with the garden and with natural light, they had retained a sense of the park. The Museum, they 
promised 'will not have the unattractive, heavy, gloomy air, which characterises some closed museums'.29 
They noted that the sobriety of the architecture was effective in its proportions, and required a 
correspondingly careful choice of materials, colours and details, as well as an exceptionally good range of 
furniture.30 In the summer the foreign advisors shared comments,31 and met to study 'the arrangements of the 
interiors, helping the architects and collaborating intimately with them’.32 In November Albini was told that a 
final design for a chronological display of the collections had been achieved, meeting Rivière's objectives 
without compromising the design.   

Although visits to England to see materials and buildings occurred in 1963, 33  the details of all the 
arrangements for the galleries still had to be made.34 The advisors were retained up until the opening, and 
even thereafter; receiving their fees into the spring of 1970. But it is clear that the project slowed down after 
1960 only to start up again in earnest some years later. By early 1967 it had become clear that work needed 
to speed up on the museography35 and a team was created with the curators, consultants Keil do Amaral and 
the painter Fernando de Azevedo, with the ‘decorator Daciano Costa’ and the ‘painter Rogério Ribeiro’, these 
two included in the ‘project of furniture and decoration’.36 However, the huge storms in December of that 
year delayed works on the site, which was flooded.  

In March 1968 Martin applauded the use of the scale model in proving the success of the ‘simple architectural 
background […] in uniting the separate sections of the collections in one complete whole’ noting that the 
‘simple ceiling treatment will add considerably to the overall effect’.37 Now began the work of choosing the 
materials, the case makers and other more decorative detailing. At this time the glass case manufacturers 
Heinrich Hahn of Frankfurt were in steady correspondence38 with the Foundation – Mendonça had visited 
their stand at the ICOM 68 exhibition in Munich – and the first order for 19 cases for the Egyptian gallery was 
finally placed in October.39 However, a late decision to open the Museum in 196940 led to more than half the 
cases being ordered nationally, from ECE.41   

What did the Museum’s first visitors find? A complete shift from a private home to a museum, from a 
decorative ensemble to an apparently scientific order, from the many objects to the few, laid out very simply. 
The ground plan is a grid of 5 × 3 modules (fig. 5), set out like a figure of 8, around two interior courtyards 
(fig. 6) – like a Miesian court house – with, as yet, immature planting. The wish to blend the Museum with the 
garden was better achieved via the exterior views, as these gave onto gardens with pre-existing trees, giving 
more cover. The galleries vary in size, from under one module to three, but always inter-connecting in a free, 
almost informal manner, underpinned by the unobtrusive grid. Their low ceiling height (3.7 m) is neither 
domestic nor really public, its in-between quality one of the Museum’s hallmarks (fig. 7). This, and the fact 
that everything is on one level, made for an easy parcours, allowing for a gentle sense of discovery without 
the fear of getting lost.   



The cases for the objects (fig. 8) operate to steer and orientate the visitor, but also have presence in their own 
right. Some are unashamedly imposing. Objects and images are given their own space, but only a few are 
singled out, and the arrangements are unostentatious, even austere. The materials – bronze and hard woods 
– and the views nonetheless create richness of texture and colour. The prescriptive aspect, associating certain 
artworks with certain designated spaces, has doubtless fostered the design’s longevity, if not caused it. In 
contrast to Mies’ Neue Nationalgalerie (1968) (fig. 9), where the paintings were never assigned to the spaces, 
the Gulbenkian’s predominantly object-based collection is closely matched to (or even dictates) the Museum 
design.   

New conceptions of the museum in the European context 

Georges Henri Rivière (1897–1985) and Franco Albini (1905–1977) were both part of the growing 
professionalisation of museology after the war. From 1951 to 1965, Rivière was director of ICOM, while also 
working on his own museum project in Paris.42 At the same time as Rivière and Albini were working together 
in Lisbon, they were also working on the UNESCO project for a complex of museums in Cairo, for which Albini 
and Helg were the architects.43  

Albini’s role as advisor to the Gulbenkian has been strangely underplayed, both in his own biography and in 
the history of the Gulbenkian, but his standing was considerable, if discreet, as is evidenced by the fact that 
after the death of J. F. Kennedy in 1964, his wife Jackie included Albini on the advisory committee for a library 
building to be erected in Kennedy’s honour, alongside Mies, Kahn, Aalto and Tange.  

Albini represents a wider zeitgeist of which the Gulbenkian Museum is an excellent example.44 This zeitgeist 
is particularly well represented in Italy. The Gulbenkian’s functionaries were diligent in following the advice 
offered by their advisors. The supervising engineer Luís Guimarães Lobato reports on visits made to Paris, 
Stockholm, Germany and Holland, and especially to Italy, to understand this conception of museological 
renovation.45 All the sites were those mentioned by Albini in a bibliography he sent after his first visit, which 
was accompanied by a 6 page text on the Functions and Architecture of the Museum, along with slides and 
images of recent projects in Italy (c. 100), including his own Museo del Tesoro della Cattedrale di San Lorenzo 
in Genoa, and a film. The extensive bibliography, divided into ‘Museums’ and ‘Exhibitions’, began with his 
own projects from 1936 onwards, and also included those of his Italian colleagues Scarpa, De Felipe, Gardella, 
Minissi, and BBPR.  

Carlo Scarpa (1906–1978) is better known than Albini today, and is therefore more often mentioned (if 
casually) in relation to the Gulbenkian Museum interior (fig. 10). He worked more widely than Albini, whose 
permanent installations are effectively confined to Genoa. Moving from his beginnings in commercial design 
for shop interiors and trade fairs, Scarpa, of all his contemporaries, benefited the most from museological 
renovations in post-war Italy. Though there were few if any opportunities to design new buildings, historic 
palazzi needed urgent recuperation, leading to a fruitful synergy with the wish (and the need) to house historic 
collections. From his acclaimed project in Palermo (fig. 11), begun in 1953, through Venice’s Correr and 
Academmia Museums (fig. 12), to Verona’s Castelvecchio, completed in 1973, Scarpa exemplified a new cult 
of allestimento, bringing to the well-chosen historical artefact something of the care and focus he had 
previously devoted to the saleable object. Scarpa singled out, set in relief, and even selected the 
paradigmatic objects which would become identified with these museums.  

Albini understood very clearly that the war had created exceptional conditions for the renewal of museums. 
This was true in his own case, and in many other Italian examples. But whereas in physical terms it is patently 
obvious that ruined buildings needed restoration, Albini understood renewal more broadly, and more broadly 
– I would suggest – than many of his colleagues. The same is true of Rivière. Given their roles as advisors in 
various contexts, and notably ICOM, it seems that Mendonça had met them before they came to Lisbon.46 
Certainly their ideas on the proper creation of the museum interior are notably convergent. A look at the texts 



by Albini makes apparent their common interests in using architectural experience to create museum 
experience, and in reconciling the everyday with the museological.  

In his text for the CIAM summer school, held in Venice in 1953 and preserved in the Fondazione Franco Albini 
in Milan, Albini wrote, in English:  

Since architecture is expected to become the medium between the public and the exhibition works, it must 
emphasise the value of the environment which is created as the most powerful element of suggestion for the 
visitor. It has to look for spacial (sic) solutions rather than plastic ones, it must create architectonic spaces 
closely connected with the works exposed. The relation between the different parts of the museum shall be 
carefully established in such a way that the passage from one room to another shouldn‘t cause the tension to 
fall.  

Two Italian lectures from 1954 (also in the Fondazione Franco Albini) which are similar and even overlapping, 
are almost all we have from Albini, other than what we find in the Gulbenkian Archives. He is prescient, in 
these lectures, in his perception that museums can and will become more significant than they had been 
previously, that they can embrace all kinds of activity and be part of communal life. He recognised that, 
especially beyond Italy, ‘living museums’ were already becoming ‘a medium of great diffusion’.47  

In the lecture given in Turin, Albini explains that, given the special conditions created by the war, the museum 
is ready to embrace wider communal life, in all forms of its cultural activity, from concerts to talks, from 
publications to restoration and reproduction.48  

The atmosphere must not be closed, or stagnant, but should vibrate and the public find themselves immersed 
and stimulated without realising.49  

In a later file50 in the Gulbenkian Archives we find the ‘Résumé de la conversation sur “mes expériences 
d'architecte dans les expositions en Italie et à l'étranger” par Franco Albini' [A summary of the conversation 
about ‘my architectural experiences in creating exhibitions in both Italy and abroad’ by Franco Albini] in which 
the unknown author underlines the difference between the museum and the exhibition, and how the architect 
must bring a new contribution to the culture of the public in order to awake their interest. This lecture must 
be that given at the University of Venice, in which Albini describes European museums as humanistic and 
American ones as divulgativi. In his reading this function is more properly that of the exhibition, whereas a 
museum should be aulico, or dignified. The paucity of Albini’s legacy on paper means we need to look all the 
harder at what he did, understanding his approach by identifying his démarche from the evidence of his work.  

Scarpa’s museum interiors might well also be described as dignified: their arrangements often seem so well 
calculated as to suggest they had always been there. This sense of permanence characterises Italian museum 
design at this time, and Albini too. Italian practice allowed for a lively and practical distinction between 
exhibition design and museum design, and most of the architects cited had experience of both. Although 
temporary exhibitions continued after the war, it is tempting to suggest that the dedication with which Italian 
architects now approached the museum is in conscious contrast to the propaganda exhibitions with which 
they had started out under Mussolini. But there are overlaps too, and the Fascistic genius for display surely 
plays a part in the museum renewal which followed it.   

If we were to attempt to distinguish between Scarpa and Albini, who were contemporaries and colleagues, 
we might discern a Scarpa more prone to isolating the single object (fig. 13), and an Albini more tempted to 
involve the viewer in other, more physical, ways. But there is more in what they share than in what divides 
them, and in both an experience of the church, and the way it sets out a hierarchy of objects for devotion, is 
surely crucial.  

  



Albini and Helg: museum projects  

The very special interiors of the Gulbenkian Museum were drawn up in largely unsigned drawings by the 
Projects and Works Department of the Foundation. The project as a whole must be seen as a team effort, 
sustained over a long period.51 Nonetheless, even if the design is unattributed/able, it is very clear that much 
of the feel of the museum derives from Italian museography of the 1950s, in general, and from Albini in 
particular. Even if documentation does not exist to prove this, there are many striking parallels in what Albini 
and Helg were doing contemporaneously in their own museum work.  

In the Turin lecture Albini talks of how good results derive from the collaboration of a director and an architect. 
He was surely talking personally, given that the bulk of his museum projects were for one client, Caterina 
Marcenaro, the cultural assessor in charge of Genoa’s museums from 1949 to 1971.52 She was able to award 
a number of leading architects, including Albini, Gardella and Labo, some of the various projects in the city.53 
Their close relationship led to Albini's working on the conversion and restoration of the bomb-damaged 
Palazzi Bianco and Rosso, the Museo del Tesoro della Cattedrale di San Lorenzo and the Museo di 
Sant’Agostino. Prior to this, Albini had also worked on the design of the Magnasco exhibition in 1949. 
Between 1949 and 1971, and with the close association of Franca Helg, his partner in the practice from 1951, 
Albini made a series of careful and durable interventions into the historic fabric of these buildings.54  

Albini‘s opening project was for the Palazzo Bianco which he described thus: 

These parameters are the very spaces of the building – in their shape and their asset of natural light; the 
stabilisers, braces or supports, of the works of art themselves, with their surface values, and their demands 
for perfect conservation and suitable appraisal.  

Working with these elements and organising them one sought to attain a link between the architecture and 
the artwork, between the museo-graphic requirements and the formal requirements of the ambience. One 
sought to translate in current terms the spatiality of the rooms of the Palazzo Bianco without creating an 
inherent opposition.55 

This is achieved in the Palazzo Bianco (1949/51) where Albini and Helg made a few simple decisions which 
work to great effect (fig. 14). They chose to paint all the walls white, to pave the floors in black with white 
punctuations, and to cover just a few walls with slate façades. In relation to the art objects, (like Mendonça) 
Marcenaro had reduced the number which were to be on display, aiming for a museum and not for a palazzo 
or private dwelling.56 It is striking how Albini strives to lift them all off the floor or away from the wall, making 
them more object-like. In many cases the paintings are not framed,57 and this makes them more part of our 
own world, especially when he makes it possible to move them.58 Apart from using levers and moveable arms, 
he also put into practice here his personal predilection for suspending paintings in open space on easels or 
poles.   

In the Palazzo Rosso (1952/62) (fig. 15) Albini and Helg were both more constrained, by the richness of the 
original interiors, and yet bolder in some of their solutions, especially with objects and sculptures (fig. 16).59 
Their combined experience of furniture and product design must have been formative. They again used easels 
to show paintings more sculpturally, as well as the lever arms (fig. 2). The whole made for an experience of 
layered depth.60 In the basement older objects of local archaeological interest  were presented sparsely (fig. 
17), and upstairs ceramics and figurines laid out in bands (fig. 18).61 All these cases remind one of the powerful 
simplicity of the Gulbenkian Museum cases (fig. 19). Upstairs in the Palazzo Rosso they also designed a flat62 
for Marcenaro, which allowed Albini (in particular) to put into play his special interest in mixing Italian painting 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with old and modern furniture. He had done this in his own 
apartment in Via Cimarosa since the late 1930s (fig. 20).63  

 



His delicacy of touch is well illustrated in the magazine article dedicated to his next flat in Via de Toni in 
Domus of July 1941, and it was here that he essayed his first attempts to suspend or support paintings in 
space. In Marcenaro’s flat he lifted up the angels64 and set out a judicious arrangement in which he used 
existing objects – such as a capital as a base for a bedside table – quite simple materials, and almost common 
sense solutions to achieve space and delineation. Their famous suspended staircase leads up to the flat, but 
a less well-known back staircase has an equally engaging turn of handrail. The use of forged iron, turned 
through 90 degrees, is characteristic.  

In the Museo del Tesoro della Cattedrale di San Lorenzo (1952/6) Albini and Helg go farthest in lifting objects 
off the floor, having them hover almost as if by magic. Here too the characteristically sober chiaroscuro of 
their palette is heightened with red and green. The objects are set in indented circles,65 the cases are perched 
on their perimeters (fig. 21),66 and the central cases are shaped to match their objects.67 These decisions 
appear to be reflected at the Gulbenkian Museum (fig. 22) and with the positioning of Houdon’s Diana (figs. 
23–4), and the cases designed for costume (figs. 25–6). The technical drawings, which are all that survive, 
show these careful solutions.68  

Who was Albini?  

Franco Albini came of age with the Fascist regime, which gave him ample opportunity to essay grandiose 
symbolic exhibition schemes, the best known of which is probably his project for the Esposizione Universale 
di Roma (EUR), the Palazzo dell’Acqua e della Luce. At the same time he was refining a functionalist approach 
in conversation with Edoardo Persico in the pages of Casabella. His first exhibition project for an artist, rather 
than for propaganda, was in 1941, when he planned the show at the Pinacoteca di Brera69 on the black and 
white work of Gino Bonichi, better known as Scipione. This exhibition is noted by the Gulbenkian when they 
are deciding on their advisory panel.  

Should we see Albini as an architect of the permanent or the temporary? He had made his name before and 
during the war with the extraordinary opportunities provoked first by the Fascist state’s interest in 
propagandising displays of its own identity, and then by post-war Italian exhibitions which also aimed to 
promote Italy abroad, if chiefly in cultural terms. With Helg, he co-produced  many of the growing number of 
travelling exhibitions of Italian art, notably in Stockholm (1953) (fig. 27) and São Paulo (1954)70 (fig. 28) as well 
as in Venice (1956). However, some of these solutions seem less than successful, and whether it is because 
temporary exhibitions encourage risk-taking, or whether it is because, at heart, Albini respected the aulico 
more deeply, it seems that it is his permanent contributions which have indeed stood the test of time.  

The São Paulo exhibition was seen by Lina Bo Bardi (1914–1982), among others. We know this from 
documentation, but it is hardly surprising, given the fact that Lina Bo had worked with Albini in Milan before 
she had left Italy for Brazil in 1946 with her new husband, art historian Pietro Maria Bardi, future director of 
the Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP). In Milan Bo had worked on the magazine Domus and in Brazil was 
able to feature Albini’s Palazzo Bianco in her new magazine Habitat. The museological design which has made 
her famous, the 1968 installation71 of the MASP collection (fig. 29), has obvious links to the solutions found 
by Albini thirty years earlier. The similarities are obvious enough, if one knows where to look, but perhaps the 
differences are more interesting.  

Albini’s most radical solutions are presented individually, as if in a one-to-one interaction with their viewer. In 
this way their radicality is muted, even diffused. Bo Bardi, by contrast, multiplies the same solution so many 
times that the effect is of the mass, an overwhelming encounter, so plural and so physical, that it is more 
about the experience of sculpture, or installation, than of painting. Whereas Albini transfers the experience 
of a painting in a private environment across to the museum, Bo Bardi’s creation is indisputably public. We 
have referred to Albini’s extolling of the aulico; in contrast Bo Bardi derided the aulico, writing: ‘Stripping the 
museum of that church atmosphere that excludes the uninitiated, stripping the paintings of their “aura” to 
present the work of art as “work” […]’.72 



It is not unfair to think of Albini as an architect of the interior. Indeed he might be characterised by his work 
on the room itself, his designs having an interiorised focus in which the contrast is with other rooms nearby, 
rather than with the outside. The interior quality of his designs is accentuated by the solutions he found to lift 
up objects, and art, as if to free them from gravity. He inverted weight and lightness, and did this notably 
with paintings, which were used to articulate space and provide punctuation marks which were neither closed 
nor open. Albini's solutions were enduring and very personal, and he deserves to feature alongside Scarpa 
and Bo Bardi for finding ways to support paintings and sculptures in space. His deep concentration on 
individual objects, as notably with the Margaret of Brabant pedestal (fig. 30), allows such moments to become 
works of art in themselves.73 Albini’s concern that the viewer be encouraged to engage in prolonged looking 
is surely underscored by his signature seating arrangements (fig. 31), which not only punctuate the space, but 
also provide for engagement with a single work, rather than with a display as a whole.  

Albini died in 1977. Franca Helg (1920–1989) lived another decade, and was able to finish their projects 
begun in Genoa and in Padua (fig. 32). Given their focus on objects rather than paintings, there are perhaps 
more concrete similarities between these presentations and the Gulbenkian (fig. 33). Nonetheless, and in 
Lisbon, in key case designs, in the use of sunken or raised sections, in the discreet showcasing of a few objects 
against the calm simplicity of the general displays, and the use of panels for showing single paintings, we see 
their touch. It might be described as a kind of subliminal theatricality, and its success lies surely in the fact 
that it attempts to convert the viewer in the subtlest of ways. Together they created an open museum that 
was not demagogic; a special place that was not monumental. The Gulbenkian Museum opened in 1969, but 
does not feature in their list of works. It is part of my argument here that it should, in whatever form, and that 
in Lisbon we owe a debt to Albini’s great love of art, and his enduring solutions for its display. 

I would like to thank Mafalda Aguiar and Pedro Godinho for facilitating my research in the Gulbenkian 
Archives. Unless otherwise credited all the archive sources below are in the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 
(CGF). At the Fondazione Franco Albini (FAA) I was indebted to Elena Albricci, at the Museu Nacional de Arte 
Antiga (MNAA) to Luís Montalvão, and at the Museu Nacional do Traje (MNT) to Cândida Caldeira. Thanks 
also to João Vieira, Director of the Art Library and Gulbenkian Archives; Marco Albini, son of the architect; 
António Filipe Pimentel, Director, MNAA; and José Carlos Alvarez, Director, MNT.  
 

1 Mendonça was lent to the Gulbenkian in 1956/7 at the request of Engineer Luís de Guimarães Lobato (MNAA, 124/1958/1/26/P) and her advice 

was seen as very useful. She had resigned by December 1960 and returned to her post at the MNAA the following year, upset by President 

Perdigão’s treatment of her following what her Director, João Couto, describes as a misunderstanding (MNAA, 145/1960/1/26/P/1). Her ‘errors’ 

were certainly trivial, according to her own exculpation. She later became Director of the Museu Nacional dos Coches (May 1962) and then of the 

MNAA (1967–75). Rivière wrote (30 January 1961): ‘I was sorry to hear about your leaving the Foundation. Your presence was enlightening.’ 

(translated from the French: ‘J’ai appris avec chagrin votre départ de la Fondation. Votre présence y était illuminante.’) (MNT, folder 45). 

2 SPO 0020. The collection was understood in 1958 as comprising three sections: Oriental Art, European Art and Numismatics (the section devoted 

to Oriental art was broken down into Assyria, Egypt, Persia, the art of the book and of Asia Minor. The section devoted to European art was 

broken down into sculpture, illuminations, prints and drawings, religious art and ornamental art).   

3 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘museu de carácter fixo’. 

4 The distinctions then moved to the typological rather than geographic; ornamental art included Islamic, Far East, as well as furniture, silver and 

tapestries, and the brief given to the competing architects in late 1959 named the three sections as Plastic Arts, Ornamental Arts and Numismatics. 

5 See MNT, folder 17, laid out in her report of 31 August 1960. 

6 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘Desejamos que o museu retenha o íntimo da coleção particular, num ambiente de calma e serenidade, aberto 

para as belezas naturais do parque que o rodeia – beleza do céu, da luz, das árvores e das flores. Ambiente que atraia as pessoas e as prenda na 

lição da obra de arte, lição discreta mas clara e perfeitamente ordenada e funcional.’ 

7 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘À obra de arte será dado o espaço e a luz que forem necessários para que ela tenha vivência e seja transmitida 

a sua mensagem.’ 

8 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘O “volume” da obra de arte é determinado pela sua qualidade e não pela realidade objectiva da dimensão.’ 

 



 
9 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘[…] criar um ambiente agradável, humano, sendo por isso de evitar tudo quanto possa contrariar essa ideia, 

por exemplo grandes escadarias, vestíbulos desabrigados [...] não se deve querer legitimar uma concepção de monumentalidade’. SPO 0020, 

pp. 5–6 and 36–7. 

10 SPO 0021. Its priorities for the key parts of the collection are listed as follows; firstly the Islamic East, then French silver and furniture, and then 

Painting, Egypt, Coins. 

11 In a note of 22 October 1958 Mendonça was pleased she could invite Georges Henri Rivière and other foreign experts and hoping to publish 

the maquette in the ICOM magazine, Museum. MNT, folder ex-16. 

12 SPO 00189. The CGF in the person of Engineer Lobato had identified 16 possible architects, and he suggested either a group with Arménio 

Losa, Alberto Pessoa, Ruy d’Athouguia, Pedro Cid and Fernando Silva, or alternatively with Pessoa, d’Athouguia, Cid and Francisco da Conceição 

Silva (the choice of the latter grouping was attributed to the actual situation in Iraq, where the Foundation was active in building programmes). 

Ultimately the groups were concretised as: A: A. Pessoa, P. Cid, R. d’Athouguia; B: A. Losa, L. P. Ramos, S. F. Sanches, and C: M. Laginha, A. 

Araújo and F. George.  

13 In the biographies of those to be invited the CGF noted that Sir Leslie Martin had advised on the Sydney Opera House, and that Franco Albini, 

with Franca Helg, had worked on the Palazzo Bianco and the Museo del Tesoro della Cattedrale di San Lorenzo in Genova as well as on temporary 

exhibitions. Martin’s masterwork, the Royal Festival Hall (1948–51), is not noted here.  

14 In April 1959 President Perdigão asked Albini to be part of the collaboration as an advisor and a week later Albini agreed. SPO 01336. 

15 Mendonça was rather well travelled, having completed a comparative study of the Doucet and V&A Art Libraries in 1934, a study tour of the 

USA in 1958 and attended the ICOM conferences in Switzerland and Sweden in 1956 and 1959.  

16 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘concepções mais actuais da museologia’. 

17 Mendonça referred to the contemporary definitions of museography (technical) and museology (professional theory). 3 August 1959, MNT, 

Mendonça archive, uncatalogued, folder ex-16. 

18 Translated from the French: ‘Le musée d’art n’est qu’un gymnase où l’on développerait les muscles de l’esprit. De fréquentes visites nous 

amèneraient progressivement à prendre conscience de la leçon que nous donne l’art.’ MNT, folder 3. 

19 MNT, folder ex-16; notes dated 3 August 1959.  

20 MNT, folder 17, 31 August 1960. 

21 August 1960. SBA 2 50 47. Here she resumed the last 4 years’ work, both in the present (i.e. the temporary home of the collection in Oeiras) 

and for the future museum. 

22 Dated 3 August 1959. This lecture must sum up her 1958 study trip, which had lasted two months.  

23 Translated from the Portuguese: ‘Consegue-se realizar a dualidade do museu moderno – criar um ambiente onde a obra de arte esteja 

suficientemente isolada para ter uma vivência própria, e simultaneamente ser integrada no mundo onde nos movemos.’ 

24 In May 1959 the President asked Albini to make two visits, firstly to meet the architects, and then to spend time with Leslie Martin. The first visit, 

in June 1959, lasted four days, with the tasks enumerated as being to enlighten, stimulate, criticise, and direct the interim reports and the final 

report. Albini made four visits between August 1959 and January 1960. 

25 SPO 00022. This review was carried out by Martin, Albini, Ramos, Keil do Amaral, and Mendonça with the Director of the Projects and Works 

Department. Scheme A was found to be viable and functional. Scheme B was found to be monotonous, while Scheme C incorporated a tiring 

sequence and too many staircases.  

26 Albini is also in direct correspondence with Engineer Lobato, who is competing for a job in Instituto Superior Técnico.  Lobato is clearly the 

main contact for both Albini and Martin, and a friend to both. SPO 01335. 

27 SPO 00254. Rivière approves of Mlle Mendonça and his ‘excellent friend M. Franco Albini’ [translated from the French: ‘excellent ami M. Franco 

Albini’], with whom he has kept in contact (he elsewhere lauds Mendonça’s ‘logical approach, deep erudition and sensitivity’ [translated from the 

French: ‘esprit logique, son érudition étendue, son sensibilité’] and Albini’s ‘technical expertise enhanced by creative inspiration.’ [translated from 

the French: ‘tehcnicité rehaussée d’une inspiration créatrice’] – MNT, folder ex-16 – and in a letter to her he hopes that she had not been too 

disappointed with his report – MNT, folder 45). He very much likes Scheme A for its direct connection with the rest of the Foundation through the 

exhibition gallery, which he admires in its calm form, and which will help to attract people to the Museum. He admires the serenity and sobriety 

of the plan, which require just a touch of animation. He underlines the need for the rotation of the exhibits, which he now divides into three 

sections, Antiquity (Assyria, Egypt, Coins), Orient (Islamic manuscripts, books, glass, textiles) and Occident (ivories, manuscripts, paintings and 

sculpture, furniture and objets d'art, Art Nouveau, including bindings and metalwork as well as Lalique).  



 
28 SPO 00060. Meanwhile the job of bringing the works by air and sea from France and London and Washington and verifying crate contents 

against the lists was underway. The works were officially released by the French government in February 1960, although some had come earlier, 

and verification continued throughout the next 18 months. By the autumn of 1961 almost everything had been checked except the books, which 

were still in the Hotel Avis, and the coins, which were held at the Banco Espírito Santo in Paris. Everything was taken to Palace of the Marquis of 

Pombal in Oeiras, which was to prove unfortunate, with terrible storms and floods occurring already in September 1959 and January 1964 (SPO 

01355) before the calamitous flooding of 1967. 

29 Translated from the Portuguese: 'não terá o ar soturno, pesado, pouco aliciante, que caracteriza alguns museus fechados'. 

30 Martin proposed an international exhibition of modern furniture. Later in the process he shows his concern about the furnishings, seeing this as 

an exceptional opportunity to commission bespoke furniture, made by the team. In 1965 he wrote ‘Mr Lobato’s team (and in particular Sr Sommer 

Ribeiro) now possess a great deal of experience’ and that ‘Albini […] an expert in this field of furniture design would be very ready’. In April 1968 

he suggests the Portuguese furniture brand Olaio buy the designs from Conran and make the furniture. SPO 01335.  

31 638/PO/62. 

32 Translated from the Portuguese: 'os arranjos dos interiores auxiliando os arquitectos e colaborando com eles intimamente’. 

33 In 1963 the English visits included looking at the best use of bronze (Singer) and glass (Pilkington) and also to see new buildings in London and 

Cambridge by Martin and Lasdun [who also visited the Foundation that year as well as other museums and security advisors (Chubb)]. In 1965 

Martin recommended bronze window frames and tinted grey glass, interior fabrics. In 1966 Martin proposed they visit a number of English sites, 

including his own Festival Hall, with an eye to the furniture and finishes, and to meeting Michael Brawne who had devised display arrangements 

at the Tate. In 1967 he further suggested furniture by Conran. SPO 01335. 

34 SPO 00191. With the pace quickening, new Director Maria Teresa Gomes Ferreira (who had been assistant to Mendonça since spring 1957) 

laments (SPO 00002) the changes made to the plan without her knowledge, including a new window at the north-west corner, carpets and rest 

area.  

35 SPO 00003; September 1967.   

36  PRES-02061-62. Translated from the Portuguese: ‘decorador Daciano Costa’; ‘pintor Rogério Ribeiro’ and ‘projecto de mobiliário e de 

decoração’. When the Headquarters and Museum were opened the programme of works was described as follows: that the works were begun in 

1962, the contracts for the foundations and main structure were awarded in 1964; contracts for finishings, furnishings and museum displays began 

to be awarded in 1967.  

37 SPO 01335. Leslie Martin’s report of 25 March 1968. 

38 SPO 00584. Mendonça’s re-appearance here suggests she was still a useful advisor. Correspondence with Carlos Ramos, Sommer Ribeiro (who 

visits them) and Santos Machado led to hopes of the vitrine commission by May, but it was only agreed by Lobato and then by President Perdigão 

in October 1968.  

39 Later in October 1968 the Gulbenkian asks the Ministry of Finance to exempt them from import tax, giving as a reason the fact that the foreign 

imports will educate local companies. The Ministry is asked to waive the taxes for the French silks which have been ordered from Lyon, and the 

parquet from Chucherie in Paris, with the same argument. Approval was granted. SPO 00335. 

40 Only a month later Mr Hahn is told that the Board had decided to advance the opening of the Museum to 1969, to mark the centenary of 

Gulbenkian's birth. Having settled on an inauguration in May, the cases had to be delivered in February.  Thus we see a break in the case 

fabrication occurring between the Islamic and the Far East galleries, and a shift in material.   

41 SPO 00586. The new deadline meant that all the cases in question, a total of 78, needed to be installed between February and March. Mr Hahn, 

who had been enjoying his relationship with the Gulbenkian up to that moment, and who was deep in the construction of the 19 cases for the 

Egyptian gallery due by December, is hard pressed to retain his sang-froid. He asked to have the deadline shifted to September 1969 but Ribeiro 

was adamant, it had to be February, or in just two months’ time. In the event the Egyptian crates left Frankfurt in early March 1969 but a month 

later the import license was still being cleared, and the ambassador had to be called upon. Hahn must have been doubly disappointed to see the 

Museum eventually open in October. 

42 ICOM was founded in 1946 and especially active in its early years. Its biggest funder, after UNESCO, was the Gulbenkian (MNT, folder 7). 

Rivière drew on a rich amalgam of theatre, music and surrealism in his transformative approach to the display and conservation of ethnographic 

and folkloric objects. After a career which began in the Trocadéro (1928) and the Musée de l’Homme (1938) he finally saw the Musée National 

des Arts et Traditions Populaires open in 1972, in a new building designed by Jean Dubuisson.  



 
43 Both Rivière and Albini spoke at the 1961 ICOM conference on Museums and Architecture. Mendonça was asked by Rivière to attend, but she 

could not make it.  

44 At this time Albini was working on the Palazzo Rosso in Genova, an automobile museum in Turin and on the Cairo project. Only the Palazzo 

Rosso was realised, opening in June 1961.  

45 SPO 00189. 

46 Mendonça was an assiduous attender of ICOM conferences and kept the conference materials (MNT, folders 1–13). 

47 This accords with Rivière’s interest in using music and theatre to bring life to objects, and may draw on the collective manifesto Nine Points on 

Monumentality, published by Giedion, Léger and Sert during the war.  

48 On what might be a more personal note, he talks of the importance of the relationship between the architect and the director. 

49 Translated from the Italian: ‘L'atmosfera non deve essere ferma, stagnante, ma vibrare ed il pubblico vi si deve trovare immerso e stimolato 

senza che se ne accorga.’ 

50 SPO 0005. 

51 The museography project was attributed to Architect José Aleixo da França Sommer Ribeiro, with Vítor Manaças and Rogério Ribeiro. Few 

individual drawings are signed, but those which are by Carlos da Silva Bernardo, Reinaldo Viegas and Daniel Nunes.  

52 Marcenaro was also a good colleague of Rivière, whom she asked for help on occasion, for example in relation to founding a Chair of Museology 

in Italy. See the biography by Raffaella Fontanarossa, La Capostipite di Sé. Una Donna alla Guida dei Musei. Caterina Marcenaro a Genova 1948–

’71. Etgraphiae: Rome/Cartograf: Foligno, 2015.  

53 The Museo di Sant’Agostino was completed by Helg and the Studio Albini after Franco Albini’s death. It is primarily a sculpture museum (FFA, 

photographic reference numbers 294/54), and therefore the treatment is primarily in space, although clever solutions are found for the stone 

reliefs (FFA, 294/69). Outside Genoa Albini realised only one other museum, the Museo Civico or the Eremitani in Padua. Here the solutions found 

for the wall panels (FFA, 355/51), the Egyptian bases (FFA, 355/75) and the relationship with the garden (FFA, 355/98) are reminiscent of some 

of the aspects of the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum.  

54 Franca Helg first worked for him, externally, in 1950 on the Museo del Tesoro della Cattedrale di San Lorenzo, and then full time internally from 

1952. See her testimony in Architettura, 1979, XXV, 288, 10, p. 55. 

55 Translated from the Italian: ‘Questi parametri sono gli spazi propri dell’edificio, nella loro figura e nella loro dotazione di luce naturale; i sostegni 

– tiranti o appoggi – delle opere d’arte di per se, con i loro valori di superficie, con le loro esigenze per una perfetta conservazione e per una 

buona lettura. Operando su questi elementi e organizzandoli si è cercato di raggiungere un legame tra architettura e opera d’arte, tra esigenze 

museo-grafiche ed esigenze formali degli ambienti. Si è cercato di tradurre in termini attuali la spazialità delle sale di Palazzo Bianco, senza opporsi 

ad essa.’ 

56 See her article in the ICOM journal Museum, 1954, VII, 4, p. 254, quoted also by Raffaella Fontanarossa, La Capostipite di Sé, p. 70, in which 

she argues for the educational effect of doing this. This was the new museography, in which Marcenaro was supported by collegiate (female) 

directors such as Fernanda Wittgens in the Pinacoteca di Brera and Palma Buccarelli at Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea in 

Rome. Wittgens, who knew Mendonça, was also an ICOM attender.  

57 This aspect was noted by contemporary critics such as Kidder Smith and Argan.  

58 To understand the installation of the funerary monument fragments of Margaret of Brabant one should know that Albini designed a structure 

with three heights (FFA, 29/5–7) and that each of the three elements was also moveable. Albini made the point that there was too much doubt 

about the original positioning of these fragments of the much larger tomb, and he thus felt free to give them some independence. Nowadays the 

moveable elements in his museums have either been removed or are no longer allowed, even if they are still possible, but the installations still 

work well. Two paintings are still on the poles planted in antique stone capitals (FFA, 29/24). A handful are on the rotating arms affixed to the wall 

(FFA, 29/13). The original Tripolina leather chairs are still in place. Easels still hold some paintings.  

59 FFA, 125/55, 125/73, 125/92. The terms of the Galliera bequest also imposed constrictions; see Raffaella Fontanarossa, La Capostipite di Sé, 

pp. 106–7. 

60 FFA, 125/55, 121, 124, 125. 

61 FFA, 125/99, 203, 210, 215. 

62 Published Domus, 1955. 

63 FFA, 371 and 374, and 381–3. 

64 FFA, 125/73.   



 
65 FFA, 43/91. These are identified as tholoi, and Marcenaro claimed the credit for suggesting Albini visit Mycenae to see the Treasury of Atreus. 

See Raffaella Fontanarossa, La Capostipite di Sé, p. 136. 

66 FFA, 43/66. 

67 FFA, 43/101. 

68 FFA, 43/133. 

69 Gio Ponti described this as ‘A perfect exhibition’ [translated from the Italian: ‘Una mostra perfetta’] in Stile, March 1941. 

70 FFA, 52/25. Bo Bardi was commissioned for the Museu de Arte de São Paulo building in 1956.  

71 She had already installed the collection on three previous occasions between 1947 and 1959, in earlier premises, moving steadily towards this 

more audacious outcome. The 1947 design is perhaps closest to Albini. Her museum experiences in Bahia had also helped develop her range. 

See Adriano Pedrosa, ‘Concrete and Crystal: Learning with Lina’, in Adriano Pedrosa and Luiza Proença (eds.), Concreto e Cristal: O Acervo do 

MASP nos Cavaletes de Lina Bo Bardi/Concrete and Crystal: MASP’s Collection on Lina Bo Bardi’s Easels. São Paulo: MASP/Rio de Janeiro: 

Cobogó, 2015, p. 22. 

72 Lina Bo Bardi, ‘Explicações sobre o Museu de Arte’, O Estado de S. Paulo, 5 April 1970, cited in Lina Bo Bardi, ‘Explanations on the Museum 

of Art’, in Adriano Pedrosa and Luiza Proença (eds.), Concreto e Cristal: O Acervo do MASP nos Cavaletes de Lina Bo Bardi/Concrete and Crystal: 

MASP’s Collection on Lina Bo Bardi’s Easels, p. 137.  

73 Nonetheless, he also deserves to be taken out of the exclusively Italian context and compared to Kahn and Johnson, for his tough and powerful 

approach to a building’s structure and placement. 
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