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Ettore Sottsass: The Glass
curated by Luca Massimo Barbero

LE STANZE DEL VETRO celebrate the 100th anniversary of the birth of Italian architect 
Ettore Sottsass with an exhibition entirely dedicated to his glass and crystal production;  
more than 220 works will be on display, mostly from the Ernest Mourmans collection, 
many of which on show for the first time.

For the 100th anniversary of the birth of Ettore Sottsass (1917 – 2007), LE STANZE DEL 
VETRO celebrate his glass production with the exhibition Ettore Sottsass: The Glass, 
curated by Luca Massimo Barbero, Director of the Institute of Art History of Fondazione 
Giorgio Cini. The exhibition runs on the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice from 10th 
April to 30th July 2017. It features more than 220 works, many of which on show for the 
first time, with an innovative exhibition layout designed by Annabelle Selldorf Studio. This 
is the first exhibition ever entirely dedicated to the glass and crystal production of the Italian 
designer. The exhibition is accompanied by the first Catalogue raisonné of the complete 
glass production by Sottsass, published by Skira. 

Ettore Sottsass was one of the most complex figures in 20th-century architecture and 
design. Despite his inclination towards painting, his father convinced him to study Architecture. 
In 1946 he moved to Milan, where he collaborated with the Triennale, overseeing the set-up 
of the handcrafts sections. 
On this occasion he first experimented with glass (his first glass object is dated 1947). He 
continued to use glass throughout his artistic life with very innovative results, collaborating 
with some of the most important glassworks of the time, such as: Vistosi, Toso Vetri d’Arte, 
Gino Cenedese e Figlio, Venini – to mention just a few. The exhibition Ettore Sottsass: The 
Glass recounts the various phases of these collaborations, featuring more than 220 works 
and designs, dating between 1947 and 2007.

“Glass is an incredible medium, at once mysterious, transparent and fragile” – Sottsass 
said during one of his last interviews. “Needless to say, beyond glass one finds a whole 
universe of centuries-old traditions. For one of the first Triennale exhibitions, after the 
war, I was asked to design a glass object. I remember that at the time we were design-
ing spheres with a Scottish pattern, with interwoven clear and dark stripes. It was my 
first experience of the kind.” Sottsass was fascinated with the almost “magical” aspects 
of glass making: – “Glass, like ceramics, has a very peculiar characteristic: one doesn’t 
really know what goes into the furnace. Then all of a sudden a pure object breaks out, 
burnt by fire, an object of sheer purity and physical intangibility. It is like a vision. One is 
deeply involved when making glass. Glass is spectacular”. 

Although Sottsass had contacts with the Island of Murano ever since the 1940s, it was only 
in 1974 that he fully experimented with the potential of glass in the first series he produced for 
the Vistosi glassworks. Subsequently, after the Memphis group was created in 1981, he 
designed unique glass sculptures in collaboration with the craftsmen of the Toso Vetri d’Arte 
glassworks: glass objects with outstanding traits highlighting the shades and transparency of 
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the medium, making them much more than mere containers. On this occasion he introduced 
the use of chemical glue, challenging the centuries-old tradition of Murano glass. He also 
worked for Venini, designing magnificent lamps as well as decorative objects with no real prac-
tical use, showing sophisticated color combinations by superposing different layers of glass.

“Sottsass’s glass works are complex entities, designed as human characters.” – 
explains Luca Massimo Barbero, the curator of the exhibition – “The artist/architect 
breaks through the technical boundaries of the objects using materials such as glass, 
plastic and Corian and brings them to life. They are compound materials in some ways 
similar to glass, a pure and mysterious medium, which stems from an alchemy between 
natural elements transformed by fire. Ettore Sottsass: The Glass is an exhibition that 
brings Murano glass into the present with a vitality that projects it into the future.”

To exemplify the strength, the curiosity and the creative originality of his experimentation with 
glass, one of the galleries of the exhibition is dedicated to an innovative series of sculp-
tures, designed by Sottsass in 1999 at the request of the Sheik of Qatar, Saud Al Thani, for 
his ‘Millenium House’ in Doha, a sort of ‘art villa’. The project was entrusted to Arata Isozaki 
and involved a number of artists and designers: Achille Castiglioni for the gym, David Hockney 
for the swimming pool, Ron Arad for the living area and Ettore Sottsass for the reception room. 
These 22 glass sculptures, of different dimensions, some over a meter tall, produced at the 
Gino Cenedese e Figlio glassworks in Murano, are on display for the first time.

As of the 1980s, Ettore Sottsass also began to experiment with other techniques not in use 
in Murano and produced glass pieces together with industrial companies such as Alessi, 
Egizia, FontanaArte, Serafino Zani and Swarovski, where he encountered both the pre-
cision of industrial glass and the centuries-old tradition of crystal glass. Sottsass developed 
a passion for crystal glass in his later years: in 1992, he designed for Baccarat – a leading 
handcraft crystal company – a series of tableware pieces, some of which were exhibited at 
the Centre Pompidou in Paris in 1994 and are now on show in this exhibition. 
Ettore Sottsass: The Glass intends to show the development of Ettore Sottsass’s glass 
production, which continued into the 1990s with the series Rovine (1992), followed two 
years later by Big and Small Works, where the conceptual element is more evident. 
The exhibition also features those works, which were produced in collaboration with the 
research center CIRVA in Marseille, where, starting in 1999, Sottsass produced the Lingam 
and Xiangzheng series and, in 2004, the Kachinas glass idols inspired by the fetish dolls of 
American-Indian culture, to which he attributed salvific powers.

Ettore Sottsass: The Glass is complemented by a catalogue, published by Skira, with 
contributions by Luca Massimo Barbero, Cristina Beltrami, Françoise Guichon and Marino 
Barovier and a broad iconographic apparatus including many drawings and images recount-
ing 50 years of glass production.
Furthermore, especially for this exhibition a series of video interviews has been collated 
by film director Gian Luigi Calderone to better understand Ettore Sottsass. 

As with previous shows, free guided tours are offered to the visitors of the exhibition Ettore 
Sottsass: The Glass (starting from 22nd April 2017), along with free educational programs 
for primary and secondary schools (from April onwards). Also, Sunday outings for families 
(‘SUNglassDAY’) and a special educational program for young visitors (18 – 25 years old) 
and glass lovers (‘Fuso-Fuso!!’) will be organized. The educational program of LE STANZE 
DEL VETRO is curated by Artsystem and is free of charge.
Further information about the exhibitions, projects and activities of LE STANZE DEL VETRO 
is available through the website www.lestanzedelvetro.org. LE STANZE DEL VETRO is 
also on Facebook. 

On 12th May 2017, the site specific glass installation Qwalala, by American artist Pae White, 
will open to the public alongside the Ettore Sottsass: The Glass exhibition. 
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Ettore Sottsass (1917-2007)

Ettore Sottsass Jr. was born in Innsbruck and spent his childhood in the Trentino Region 
(Northen Italy). He trained in Turin during the 1930s, following the footsteps of his father, 
architect Ettore Sottsass Sr. (1892 – 1954). In 1939 he graduated at the Politecnico in Turin, 
while at the same time cultivating his passion for painting under the guidance of painter Luigi 
Spazzapan.
In 1946 he moved to Milan where he devoted himself to architecture and collaborated with 
the Triennale, overseeing the set-up of the handcrafts sections. 
Three years later he married Fernanda Pivano, who introduced him to English and American 
writers, in particular those of the Beat Generation: in 1967, together with Allen Ginsberg, he 
founded the underground magazine ‘Pianeta Fresco’.

Sottsass continued to work both as an architect and designer, winning many rewards such 
as the ‘Compasso d’Oro’, which he was awarded in 1959 for the Elea 9003 processor and 
Valentine, the first portable typewriter, both produced by Olivetti.
In 1961 he was taken into hospital in Palo Alto, in California, suffering from a severe kidney 
infection. Doctors managed to save him with a cortisone treatment, and the ordeal left a 
mark on his memories of that period.
He loved traveling: he visited Europe, America and Asia. His travels inspired him and were at 
the center of many of his conceptual photos. 

In 1976 the Venice Biennale dedicated a broad retrospective exhibition to Sottsass, curated 
by Vittorio Gregotti; on this occasion Sottsass met Barbara Radice, who would later become 
his companion and who took an active part in the foundation of the Memphis Group (1981) 
and of the magazine ‘Terrazzo’, published between 1988 and 1996. 
During the later years of his life Sottsass devoted himself to the organization of exhibitions 
and collaborated with both industrial designers and well-known galleries.
Sottsass died in Milan on New Year’s Eve in 2007.
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Ettore Sottsass: The Glass

USEFUL INFORMATION:

PRODUCTION: Fondazione Giorgio Cini and Pentagram Stiftung
TITLE: Ettore Sottsass: The Glass
CURATOR: Luca Massimo Barbero
DATES: 10th April – 30th July 2017
PRESS PREVIEW: 8th April 2017, 11.00am - 1.00pm
OPEN: 10am – 7.00pm, closed on Wednesdays
VENUE: LE STANZE DEL VETRO, Fondazione Giorgio Cini
ADDRESS: Island of San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice
TICKET OFFICE: Free admission
CATALOG: Skira 
INFO: info@lestanzedelvetro.org, info@cini.it
WEB: www.lestanzedelvetro.org, www.cini.it 

HOW TO REACH LE STANZE DEL VETRO:

To reach the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore you can take the Actv vaporetto (water bus)  
no. 2 to the San Giorgio stop from various starting points: 

San Zaccaria (journey time approx. 3 minutes) 
Railway station (approx. 45 minutes) 
Piazzale Roma (approx. 40 minutes) 
Tronchetto (approx. 35 minutes) 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:

Fondazione Giorgio Cini 
stampa@cini.it 
T: +39 041 2710280 
www.cini.it

LE STANZE DEL VETRO
press@lestanzedelvetro.org
T. +39 345 2535925
www.lestanzedelvetro.org
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Free educational activities and guided tours
Free guided tours and educational activities for schools will once again be available at LE 
STANZE DEL VETRO on occasion of the exhibition Ettore Sottsass: The Glass. The educa-
tional program includes tailored activities for different age groups, workshops for kids, out-
ings for families and special meetings with scholars and glass masters.

Educational programs for schools
Individual classes are invited to LE STANZE DEL VETRO for a guided tour to discover the 
works on show, followed by a practical workshop or an interactive discussion, with the help 
of multimedia and visual aids. The special inspiration incited by glass, the key role of the 
glass masters, the creative process and all the skills involved are the main themes addressed 
in observing the works, with particular attention to details and the historical art scene. It is 
now possible to book school workshops, which will take place starting from 18th April. The 
educational program offered to schools, with all the information on the various activities for 
different age groups, can be downloaded from www.lestanzedelvetro.org as of 3rd May 
2017.

Activities for the younger ones will focus on glass as a material, investigating its aspects of 
light, colour and transparency. Juniors from secondary schools will address the creative pro-
cess with an entertaining and hands-on approach. Pupils from the upper secondary schools 
will examine the works on display and the various techniques, exploring the historical con-
text and learning about the protagonists and the cultural background of the time. For them, 
in addition to the guided tour of the exhibition, a visit to the Glass Study Centre of the 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini is organized. 
On occasion of the exhibition Ettore Sottsass: The Glass, a new educational workshop will 
be organized in Spanish for middle and high school students. 
Furthermore, during the 2016/2017 school year, LE STANZE DEL VETRO has invited two 
classes from two Venetian high schools (the Liceo Artistico Statale and the Liceo Classico 
Foscarini) to take part in a training session within the ‘School to work’ national program.

Outings for families and kids
SUNglassDAYs, the special Sunday outings for families, will resume on Sunday 7th, 14th, 
21st and 28th May at 4.00pm. On these occasions, LE STANZE DEL VETRO turns into 
a place of fun and discovery: while the parents are accompanied on a guided tour of the 
exhibition, children and young visitors are offered a special workshop which varies each day.

Three Fuso-Fuso!! events are scheduled on 5th and 26th May and on 9th June at 5.30pm, 
featuring, as special guests, experts in the history and techniques of glassmaking.

From Saturday 22nd April and for the entire duration of the exhibition, there will be once again 
be free guided tours without booking every Saturday and Sunday, at 11am in English 
and at 5pm in Italian. 

A special guided tour of the exhibition for the hearing-impaired has been organized in collab-
oration with Biennale Arteinsieme 2016/2017 and Museo Tattile Statale Omero in Ancona 
on Sunday 11th June, at 10am and at 3pm (booking is necessary). 
All the educational activities are free or charge; they are curated and organized by 
Artsystem and can be booked through the toll-free number 800-662477 (Monday-Friday 
10am-5pm) or alternatively by email at artsystem@artsystem.it.

For more information visit the Education section at www.lestanzedelvetro.org and stay 
up-to-date through the LE STANZE DEL VETRO Facebook page.
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Ettore Sottsass, an outsider
Pasquale Gagliardi
Secretary General of Fondazione Giorgio Cini

In my introduction to the catalogue of the exhibition of Viennese glass I stressed the impor-
tance of “comparison” as an antidote to aesthetic fundamentalism, as an exercise that 
reduces the risk of presuming that the aesthetic canons to which one is accustomed are 
universal. I also posited that narcissistic self-referentiality can be the effect of a string of highly 
acclaimed exhibitions – like the ones that LE STANZE DEL VETRO has so far devoted to art-
ists and architects who have designed works for Venini.

This exhibition of glass works by architect Ettore Sottsass, a peer of the artists whose works 
have already been displayed on San Giorgio, reminds me of a river in full spate rushing 
through the quiet STANZE DEL VETRO. A river in full spate? Objects have never been more 
“solid” or solidly “based” (as Sottsass expressly desired), yet their silent subversive and pro-
vocative charge obliges the viewer to reflect and makes comparison inevitable – and useful. 
As Barbara Radice writes (quoted in the essay that Luca Massimo Barbero has penned for 
this catalogue, in which he perceptively analyses the extraordinary freedom with
which Sottsass explored the “inspired ambiguity of the object and its use”), “Ettore has never 
been an avant-garde architect or designer… but is a loner.” He was an outsider, who over-
turned aesthetic certainties and the fashionable tastes of many art glass enthusiasts. In fact, 
as Barbara Radice also observes, “Memphis challenges good taste.”

This challenge has nothing aggressive or programmatic about it. Sottsass worked outside 
the unwritten norms codified by the artisanal traditions of Murano and upended the rules of 
“glassmaking”, not because he presumed to “set up a school” and change them, but simply
because he ignored them, in the same way that he ignored the canons whereby the beauty of 
a glass object is traditionally judged. He was not interested in function or harmony, but in the 
playful and unexpected, in the assemblage of geometric volumes and strong colour contrasts.

So there is a lot of material for comparison, and I personally am very curious to see how the 
champions of this art form’s presumed orthodoxy and those more receptive to innovation 
will react. I think that the book in which visitors will write down their comments will enable us
– yet again – to compare these reactions and the reasoning behind them. This exhibition, 
like those before it, will be faithful to the mission of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini, which has 
always encouraged the comparison of disciplines, traditions and visions of art and the world.

I would like to conclude by expressing, also on behalf of the President Giovanni Bazoli and 
the Management Comittee of our Foundation, my heartfelt gratitude to Ernest Mourmans 
and Barbara Radice, who made this exhibition possible; Luca Massimo Barbero who curated 
the show and edited the catalogue with both enthusiasm and rigour; Annabelle Selldorf who 
designed the exhibition layout with imagination and professionalism; and the trustees and 
collaborators of Pentagram Stiftung and the Fondazione Cini for their generosity and effi-
ciency, as always.
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Ettore Sottsass: The Glass
Luca Massimo Barbero
Curator of the exhibition
(Extract from the catalog essay)

“In my life I’ve always sought… to design objects that were fixed and stable and in some 
way obliged people to be aware of their presence, so much so that I had the idea of creating 
a base for everything”. From the very outset, Ettore Sottsass, architect and painter, stated 
the importance of how we relate to an object. How and why it should be created and in 
what way. And it is precisely this aspect of his vast production to which the exhibition Ettore 
Sottsass: The Glass, opening on the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore, is dedicated, revealing 
a never before seen Sottsass. For him the object was always a means of questioning, an 
affirmation of existence that should neglect nothing, from the form to material and space.
So from the very outset this quest for a “position of things” became part of his approach 
to creativity in a way that was (involuntarily) novel and fertile. This peculiarity in his 
approach is clearly explained by Barbara Radice: “in a certain sense, we may say para-
doxically that Ettore has never been an avant-garde architect or designer, in the sense 
that he has never belonged to a particular school – he is a loner. Ettore is an initiator 
and, if anything, an unintentional founder of schools”. It is true that “Ettore thought that 
if there were a meaning in and reason for designing objects, it could only be that of 
endowing them with a ‘therapeutic’ function that would help people to live by enabling 
them to perceive their true self through their presence”.

Glass entered this indelible vein of Sottsass’s poetics first drop by drop then gradually build-
ing to a rich, steady flow. The first piece was created almost accidentally, like an interruption 
in the current of time. It was 1947 and, as Sottsass himself acknowledged, his first glass 
work was a lined spherical vase, which was probably displayed at the 8th Milan Triennale. 
This first object was followed by some engraved pieces he made for S.A.L.I.R. in 1948, 
which were displayed at the Venice Biennale the same year. However, he did mention this 
material in an article that appeared in Domus in 1953, that is particularly significant because 
it stresses the author’s idea of space.
Drawing is the basis for any idea, translates its complexity and seems to enrich it and for 
him drawing came naturally: his designs for the first series of glass works for Luciano Vistosi, 
created in 1974 were equally spontaneous and abundant. He made at least thirty drawings 
for his first glass project, reprising ideal forms that he had been experimenting with in other 
materials for more than a decade. Moreover, glass was a new experience from which he 
instinctively drew back, only to then become dazzled and completely fascinated by it. Of the 
thirty designs only ten were put into production because, as Sottsass himself admitted, “they 
couldn’t be made”: thus he began to ideally challenge the very “nature of glass”, insisting on 
the fact that it was his job to conceive and design the object, which only took shape thanks 
to the master glassmaker, so much so that the finished piece belonged, almost magically, to 
the person who had actually made it. 
Ten works whose titles evoke a kind of classic female imagery associated with the history 
of Venice: Morosina, Dogaressa, Faliera, Schiavona, and so forth – whereby Sottsass intro-
duced what would become a habitual practice in many of his series: important is the base 
which is physically part of the object as well as having a conceptual significance. 
The Vistosi series was in production until 1976, the year Vittorio Gregotti invited Sottsass 
to display his work in a solo show parallel to the Venice Biennale, which was held in the 
Napoleonic Wing of the Museo Correr.
With the creation of the Memphis group in 1981, Sottsass made a mark in the history of 
international design world, by placing an emphasis on daily life and marking it with a so-
called ‘bad taste’, by tilting angles and juxtaposing materials with loud, garish colours.
With this spirit, he created the first Memphis glass series with Toso Vetri d’Arte in Murano in 
1982: eight vases named after stars, which formed a galaxy of colours and were light years 
away from the concept of functionality. The apparently simple forms of this glass series are 
assailed by hooks, segments and unlikely yet lively serpentine twists that informally unite the 
various parts. Colour becomes festive, unexpectedly blending and changing.
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Backed by the success of the first Memphis series, in 1986 Sottsass returned to Murano and 
upset the rules of glassmaking by obliging the master craftsmen at Toso Vetri d’Arte to abandon 
the age-old practice of joining the glass while still hot and to use chemical glue instead: this 
second series, whose titles evoke classical Greece, is made up of thirty-four pieces consisting 
in vases and fruit dishes. Some of these are composed of several elements that overlap and 
are combined, suspended or inserted one into the other to create a provoking interpenetration 
of parts and colours. Works like Clesitera, Maya and Efira benefit from masterly execution and 
construction solutions and feature a complex interaction between base, upright and decoration.
In the late 80s, the Japanese company Yamagiwa asked him to create a series of fifteen 
lamps, to be produced in Italy, for an exhibition at the Yamagiwa Art Foundation in Tokyo. 
Once again Sottsass had the glass components made in Murano, this time by the Compagnia 
Vetraria Muranese, which had bought Toso Vetri d’Arte in 1990. He presented twenty-eight, 
of these only fourteen feature glass elements: the combination of glass and other materials 
(such as wood, metal and marble) is a mix that would become signature to Sottsass’s design 
with a view to developing, breaking with and challenging history, as the glass series entitled 
Rovine, which he made with the Compagnia Vetraria Muranese in 1992.
The series entitled Big and Small Works, produced by Venini with the collaboration of The Gallery 
Mourmans, sums up Sottsass’s work in glass: the pieces were probably designed in the very 
productive year 1994, during which he began to work with this historic Murano glassworks and 
this series confirmed that Sottsass had reached maturity in his relationship with glass.
The 1994 works represent an extraordinary synthesis of a new approach to the glass object, 
which entailed returning again and again to early shapes, pushing the limits and identifying 
possible new symbolic meanings: thus we have works executed for the Bruno Bischofberger 
gallery in Zurich, like Albero del sottosuolo (Underground tree), Buco Nero (Black hole), Betili 
(Sacred stones) Cosmogonia (Cosmogony) – where content becomes symbol and the opti-
cal and symbolic fusion of the different elements of nature is visible in the object.
During this period he began to use ceramic extensively again, often the perfect companion 
for glass, and in the series for SHORT STORIES (2003) Sottsass paired them masterfully in 
several pieces that were produced by combining the skills of the Manufacture de Sèvres and 
the Centre International de Recherche sur le Verre et les Arts plastiques (CIRVA) in Marseille. In 
the late 1990s, Sottsass came into contact with the CIRVA, a centre for experimentation with 
glass, willing to accept Sottsass’s seemingly absurd, audacious, anti-commercial projects. In 
Marseille Sottsass had the possibility of enlarging his scale and multiplying his colours and 
mixing his materials without being burdened or limited by the centuries-old Murano tradition.
The “Maestro” was still extremely active on the Venetian front in the late 1990s: the three 
versions of Luna (Moon) date from 1997, and the series Esercizi (Exercises) that Sottsass 
made the following year, once again at the Gino Cenedese e Figlio glass factory in Murano: 
this series displays a kind of desire for verticality and equilibrium, which from now on seems 
to pervade the architect’s designs and projects for glass.
By contrast, the 1998 Capricci (Caprices) series, produced for the galleries of Marina Barovier 
and Bruno Bischofberger, explores the opposite world, namely unstable equilibrium: the fra-
gility of the Capricci is tangible, it is a reference both to Venetian painting and the techniques 
adopted to create the glass objects.
A drawing of the Capricci appears on the cover of the September 1997 issue of Domus, 
which also features a long interview with the eighty-year-old father of Italian design, who 
confesses: “I am increasingly aware of the lack of meaning in life, of fragility, of not having a 
point of reference. This takes away any possibility of planning. This is melancholy rather than 
nostalgia”. This same instability is found in a series of glass works that he produced for the 
Sheikh of Qatar’s sumptuous Millennium House and which this exhibition has the honour of 
displaying and publishing for the first time: the twenty-two pieces are yet again deliberately 
large-scale entities, presences created to animate the Sheikh’s reception room.
By contrast, Sottsass returned to a solid stability and renewed classicism in the series for 
SHORT STORIES where, perhaps also because this was a commercial commission, the 
object goes back to being functional: in fact, the vases in this series are – how banal! – actu-
ally made to hold flowers.
Exercises in Another Material (2001) is the title of a series of objects/sculptures in which 
the material is Corian, which enabled him to expand the forms used in the ceramic and 
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glass works to a monumental scale. Sottsass also explored Corian on a smaller scale three 
years later: the solidity and opaqueness of the metal contrast with the fragility of glass in 
some pieces of the Kachinas series, “wooden dolls dressed in fabrics, furs, skins and feath-
ers which are painted with different designs and colours”. Only a dim and distant memory 
remained of those mystical dolls Sottsass had discovered way back in the winter of 1956 in 
George Nelson’s studio in New York, and he developed that memory according to the formu-
las of a personal belief: the Kachinas are pagan idols, glass dolls, which Sottsass introduced 
into the houses – and lives – of his collectors.
A final series produced in association with The Gallery Mourmans, in which Sottsass takes 
to extremes the equilibriums he had perfected in the Qatar pieces, was made entirely in 
glass at the Gino Cenedese e Figlio factory in Murano. Sottsass designed a series of vases – 
though this term is misleading – which seem to sum up all his experience with glass. These 
2006 New Works have the giant size typical of Sottsass’s final period, the interpenetration 
of different elements in blown glass that had characterized the 1990s and the accentuated 
decoration that had marked the Memphis period.
In 2007, a few months before he died, Sottsass gave a long interview in which he went 
through the pivotal stages in his career and his relationship with creativity. In addition to 
insisting on the fact that for him symmetry is linked to a concept of dynamism, he talks at 
length about glass and explains how over the years “I’ve tried to get away from the everyday 
object and sought to make Glass works with a capital G. You can try to abandon all the usual 
shapes for glass: plates or small vases or large vases or vases a bit taller, wider or shorter… 
but you can’t get out of there… you can make other things, enter another area. And again, 
you can try and make a table with four legs that are different, or a glass work that is nei-
ther a little vase nor a big vase, but that is… a glass work … Of course, that’s a dangerous 
approach, because I don’t want to be an artist, or a sculptor, but in the end the objects I 
produce look like glass sculptures, and yet they aren’t: they’re a mix that’s hard to fathom… 
the situation is somewhat ambiguous. Glass, however, is a beautiful material, it’s fascinating 
and mysterious, in its colours, in the possibilities it offers for overlaying… it makes you want 
to go on making glass works”.
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Annabelle Selldorf Studio

Selldorf Architects is a 65-person architecture and interiors practice in New York City 
founded by Annabelle Selldorf in 1988. The firm’s work includes public and private proj-
ects that range from museums and libraries to a recycling facility, and at scales encom-
passing the construction of new buildings, restoration of historic interiors, and exhibition 
design. Selldorf Architects was responsible for the renovation of LE STANZE DEL VETRO 
which opened in 2012.

 
Exhibition set up

For the Ettore Sottsass: The Glass exhibition Selldorf has taken full advantage of the architec-
ture of the museum and created a rhythm for the presentation that moves between the very 
dense and the more open in order to showcase the works to their best advantage. The first 
gallery presents a full-height wall grid of works with dramatic backlighting.  From there visi-
tors move through rooms sequentially with objects displayed on large solid pedestals in tight 
groups as well as on open lighter metal stands. The colorful objects are set against a neutral 
white or grey background allowing visitors to focus on Sottsass’ work without distraction.
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Exhibited Works

ROOM 1

While the first series of glass pieces Sottsass designed for Luciano Vistosi in 1974 show a 
formal simplicity reminiscent of the Venetian Renaissance – as confirmed by the choice of 
evocative titles – the Memphis series of the 1980s, on show in this room, are representative 
of his visionary creativity. The eight vases of the first Memphis series – produced in 1982 at 
the Toso Vetri d’Arte glassworks – bear the names of stars and foreshadow a detachment 
from utilitarian purposes that underlies his relationship with glass. Functional purposes once 
again give way to the demands of decoration in the second Memphis series (1986), in which 
Sottsass finally introduced the use of chemical glue – in breach of the centuries-old Murano 
glass tradition of heat joining – and the element of the pendant, already much in use in his 
ceramic collections. Memphis turns the ordinary aesthetic sense upside down, unabashedly 
non-conformist in a mix of shapes and colours that interpenetrate the transparency of the 
glass in a pattern that would become habitual in the 1990s.
The titles of the second Memphis series refer to female names, physical presences evoca-
tive of mythology in a personal pantheon of divinities, the origin of which remains shrouded 
in mystery. A process both fascinating and unclear to Sottsass himself. For him, the merit 
belongs to the glass masters: ‘they did it all; I mean the ones who pull the glass out of the 
furnace and blow it with those long blow-pipes (that play a sort of muffled music) and they 
twist it, they pull it. There are three or four of them, their feet moving in silent slippers, with 
wordless gestures in accordance with a kind of voiceless nocturnal ritual, totally focussing on 
the uncertain and unexpected event. […] the soft becomes the fragile, from the fire comes 
the colour, from the blinding light transparency. […] the glass comes out of the fire all clean, it 
comes out intact, shining, perfect, just as he (the glassblower) had thought and maybe even 
more so. At last the glass is there and it can be touched”.

ROOM 2

1992-1995
Rovine (Ruins) is the title of a series of glass pieces designed in 1992 for the Design Gallery 
of Milan and produced at the Compagnia Vetraria Muranese.
Two years later, Sottsass created some glass pieces for the Bischofberger gallery and the 
Big and Small Works for the Mourmans gallery. In both cases there is clear evidence of how 
his idea of “making glass” had changed radically and how it could also vary within the same 
period. The vases produced under the aegis of Bruno Bischofberger belong to an evocative, 
dreamlike world, whereas the pieces created for Ernest Mourmans in 1995 follow a geo-
metric simplicity, further defined by colour and fixed on marble bases. With Big and Small 
Works, a series that can be seen as summarising the creative path he had followed hitherto, 
Sottsass confirmed the solidity of his language in the design of glass pieces.
Asparagi sacri (1994) is an independent sculptural work of ironic spirituality produced at the 
Venini glassworks in Murano in a limited edition of seven for the Bischofberger gallery. This 
work already foreshadows certain shapes of the Lingam produced at the CIRVA (Centre 
International du Verre et Arts Plastiques).

ROOM 3

1997-1998
Luna (1997) is a vase in three chromatic variants, produced by the Venini glassworks, with 
a marble base that lends the blown-glass element its stability and equilibrium. The following 
year, Sottsass again combined marble with glass in the series Esercizi, in which the fantastic 
and remotely organic shape of the stone serves as a simple linear base for the fluent forms 
of the glass. Produced at the Gino Cenedese e Figlio glassworks in Murano, they are mobile 
and therefore ideally interchangeable with the different types of marble from which each piece 
takes its name, such as Bianco puro, Grigio carnico, Rosso Francia, Pietra serena… The 
association of the two materials, of the ideal eternity of stone and the fragility of glass, also 
elicits in us a different sensorial response, highlighting the characteristics of each element. 
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ROOM 4

1998
Capricci is a series consisting of sixteen pieces designed for the Marina Barovier gallery in 
Venice and the Bruno Bischofberger gallery in Zurich. A limited edition of seven was pro-
duced in 1998 at the Gino Cenedese e Figlio glassworks in Murano. 
The glass elements, blown into simple geometric shapes, are superimposed and sometimes 
interpenetrate, resting on vertical metal rods solidly fixed to broad circular bases. The Capricci 
series is an outstanding reference to pictorial art. The glass parts are assembled in a state 
of precarious mutual equilibrium that lends the pieces a magical notion of instability closely 
linked to their nature as Capricci, the remains of which are no longer ruins but a new game 
based on the vital tension between the different elements, their shapes and their colours.
Also in 1998, Sottsass left some memories relating to the manufacture of glass. It is as if 
glass comes into being spontaneously to provide a colourful contrast to “these large white 
hot rooms, where the shadows of the flames move across the walls, the eyes of the men 
remain fixed on the idea that glass has to be made, that the glass must become an object, 
that the glass should have a colour, a dimension, a weight, a meaning, that it should pass 
from hand to hand, from one space to another, and I remain transfixed”.
The watercolours in this room demonstrate once again the precision of Sottsass’s work as 
a designer.

ROOM 5

2004-2006
Sottsass made sketches for the Kachinas in a small notebook in 2004 but the series, a set 
of twenty pieces in all, was only produced in 2006 at the request of the Mourmans gallery. 
All the Kachinas were made at the CIRVA (Centre International du Verre et Arts Plastiques) 
in Marseille, except nos. 14 and 15, which were manufactured at the Van Tetterode Glass 
Studio in Amsterdam.
The sculptures were inspired by the American-Indian dolls by the same name, which Sottsass 
had discovered in New York a long time before, in the winter of 1956, in the studio of the 
architect George Nelson. They are to be understood as glass fetishes, pagan idols, to which 
he attached a mystical value, as can be seen in the dedication to Barbara Radice accompa-
nying them: ‘Barbarina, you will see, the Kachinas will protect us too … or rather they have 
always protected us’. Sottsass created his own pantheon, populated by ‘Kachinas with their 
mouths closed or with their mouths open, with their ears sticking out or without any ears at 
all, with only one horn, with two horns or without any horns, with plain white feathers or with 
rich yellow, red and green feathers. Like sighs, like breezes from the unknown in the form of 
Kachinas, they can be taken home and you can grow accustomed to them: even little chil-
dren can become used to them. Everyone is a little reassured”.
The presence of different materials together – glass paste and Corian – the choice of rounded 
shapes, transparent glass contrasting with frosted glass: all give the pieces a palpably sen-
sorial dimension.

ROOM 6

1999-2006
Sottsass’s experience at the CIRVA (Centre International du Verre et Arts Plastiques) in 
Marseille led to the production of a series of glass pieces that were quite varied in form. In 
addition to the Kachinas, Sottsass designed, again for the Mourmans gallery, the Lingam 
vases – from the name of a sacred phallic object in the Hindu religion – and the Xiangzheng 
series – from the Chinese for “symbol”. These vases present unstable shapes, where the 
container and the contents coincide: the vase has glass branches or decorations hanging 
from a metal thread. The Vaso anneaux, also dating from that fertile year, 1999, was pro-
duced in two colour variants at the CIRVA. Notwithstanding the fact that the nineteen blown-
glass tubular disks – plus the closing element at the top – are stacked on to a large metal 
cylinder, the obvious mobility of the pieces lends the whole a sense of unstable equilibrium.
The New Works of 2006 are Sottsass’s farewell to glass, and as such they summarise the 
aspects of his artistic language at the height of its maturity: the interpenetration of forms, the 
combination of different materials, the vivid colour contrasts.
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In this room, the drawings highlight not only Sottsass’s graphic precision, but also the funda-
mental contribution of drawing to his creative process: “I made the drawings and they made 
the objects: in the last analysis, the designs belong to me and it was they who made the 
objects”, where “they” stands for the master glassblowers. 

1999
The drawings for the Qatar Millennium House show a more careful stroke, with greater con-
trol compared to the sheets for the CIRVA, the result of an overall view within a very struc-
tured project. Right from the design stage, it appears clear that the presence of a base is 
the minimum common denominator supporting an equilibrium among the Qatar sculptures. 
Sottsass himself underlines the value of the base as an indispensable regulatory element 
when he states that “throughout life I have always tried to […] design objects which would 
remain still and in some way force one to be aware of their presence, to the extent that I had 
the idea of putting a base under everything”.

ROOM 7

1999-2005
The glass pieces intended for the Millennium House of Doha are highly structured works: 
the different elements of solid and blown glass, some coloured, others transparent and oth-
ers yet in lattimo glass, were assembled through a complex system of joints and suspen-
sions. The pieces, conceived as forming a single installation, were produced between 1999 
and 2005 at the Gino Cenedese e Figlio glassworks in Murano, with the collaboration of 
Francesco Tasca and Francesco Di Cataldo.

CORRIDOR

1947-2003
The relationship between Sottsass and industrial production was, by his own admission, 
based on a very personal concept of ‘mysterious functionality’. In 1965, he designed a clock 
for Olivetti: a rare and singular piece with a screenprinted face, produced by the Vistosi 
glassworks in Murano.
In 1980 FontanaArte launched a series of tableware pieces designed by Sottsass and made 
of blue and ochre crystal slabs held together by invisible glue. He used similar simple geo-
metric shapes again years later, in 2002, in the series designed for Baccarat. Crystal inevita-
bly led Sottsass to make the shapes thicker and the corners sharper. On the other hand, the 
soft forms he used for the ceramics of the 1970s are found again in Bonnie and Clyde, two 
small vases in blown glass designed in 1995 for Egizia, bearing a similar geometrical decora-
tion, one on a frosted background (Bonnie), the other on a polished background (Clyde). Two 
years later, in the writing-desk set designed for Venini, Sottsass deliberately left the hand-
finishing visible to emphasize the handcrafted nature of the piece.
Sottsass combined glass – blown at the Formia glassworks of Murano – with ceramic in a 
series of vases for SHORT STORIES, first designed in the summer of 2000 and produced 
three years later, the titles of which are suggestive of the world of ornithology.
Two table lamps from the 1990s – Siriano and the unique piece no. 33/1220, produced at 
the Venini glassworks in Murano – show his interest in light fittings, which led him, from the 
1950s onwards, to design lamps in aluminium and Perspex, at a time when he also pro-
duced enamelled copper disks bearing unusual decorations.
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LE STANZE DEL VETRO
A cultural project and exhibition space dedicated to the study and promotion  
of modern and contemporary glassmaking

LE STANZE DEL VETRO is a joint venture involving Fondazione Giorgio Cini and 
Pentagram Stiftung, a Swiss-based, non-profit foundation and it is both a cultural project 
and an exhibition space, designed by New York-based architect Annabelle Selldorf. 
The purpose of LE STANZE DEL VETRO is to focus on the history and the use of glass in 20th 
and 21st century Art in order to bring this medium back into the center of the attention and 
discussion within the international Art scene.

The cultural initiatives of LE STANZE DEL VETRO focus not only on contemporary artists 
who have used glass as their artistic medium, but also on the main producers and on the 
major glass collections in the world. Thus two exhibitions are staged each year on the Island 
of San Giorgio Maggiore. One in the spring, dedicated to the use of glass in 20th and 21st 
century Art and Design, and the second in the autumn, dedicated to the talented people who 
designed objects for the Venini glassware company in the 20th century. Each annual exhibi-
tion on Venini glass is accompanied by a Catalogue Raisonné published by Skira, available 
at the bookshop of LE STANZE DEL VETRO.

Alongside these initiatives, a series of special, often site-specific projects are organized, 
involving contemporary artists (Swiss artist Not Vital in 2013, and Japanese artist Hiroshi 
Sugimoto in 2014), who are invited to work with glass, either prefabricated or specially pro-
duced by craftsmen in Venice. The result is a site-specific installation, coupled with the 
design of a small limited-edition object produced in Murano and sold at the bookshop to 
support the activities organized and promoted by LE STANZE DEL VETRO.

In addition to this, LE STANZE DEL VETRO has set up a Study Center dedicated to research 
in the field of artistic glass, together with a general archive of Venetian glass, and schol-
arships specifically addressed to researchers interested in the topic are granted annually. 
Furthermore, conferences and workshops on the history, technology and development of 
the art of glassmaking are organized regularly.

LE STANZE DEL VETRO has adopted a model often found in English-speaking countries 
of free access to museums based on the idea that cultural heritage belongs to the commu-
nity. Admission to the exhibitions, the tours and all the educational activities of LE STANZE 
DEL VETRO are free of charge. 
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The Glass Study Centre

The Glass Study Centre was established in 2012 within the Institute of Art History at the 
Giorgio Cini Foundation, as part of the activities promoted by LE STANZE DEL VETRO. The 
aim of the Glass Study Centre is to progressively create a general archive of Venetian 
Glass, consisting mainly of drawings, designs, correspondence, catalogues, press releases 
and photographs from the Murano glassworks. The documentation of this rare and unique 
heritage provides an historical, artistic and scientific reference source not only for scholars and 
glass lovers but also for schools and universities through the educational programmes offered.
 
In 2015 the Glass Study Centre granted its first residential scholarship for graduates and 
post-docs, for the study of the art of glassmaking in Venice in the 20th Century. The scho-
larship was won by Guillaume Serraille (University of Lyons) with the research project The 
Murano glass ornamental repertory: uses and transformations of filigree and murrine). In 
2016 the scholarship was granted to Elena Trevisan (Università Iuav di Venezia) for her rese-
arch project Inverse Design for the Reconstruction of the Creative Process in Glass Design: 
the Peter Shire Archive. The Glass Study Centre organises seminars and conferences, as 
well as guided visits to its archive, tailored not only to scholars, researchers and lovers of 
artistic glass but also to students from secondary schools, Venetian universities, Fine 
Arts Academies and Doctorate Schools, in order to obtain educational credits. This new 
approach to educational research has in the last years brought many secondary-school and 
university groups to visit the Glass Study Centre, as well as both Italian and foreign glass 
scholars.
The archives of artists currently active on Murano, such as Ginny Ruffner, Peter Shire and 
Emmanuel Babled (approximately 150 drawings in total) have recently been digitised for 
consultation, together with the substantial archive of Dino Martens for the glass company 
Aureliano Toso (345 drawings).
The important work of cataloguing and on-line dissemination of these materials began in 
2014. The significant archive of Vinicio Vianello was acquired more recently (bringing 
together 1,100 projects, approximately 800 photographs and many documents connected 
with his work) and will be available for on-line consultation in due course, together with 
the Seguso Vetri d’Arte archive of approximately 21,000 drawings and more than 25,000 
period photographs.
Among the materials recently acquired and soon available for public use are also the docu-
mentary films produced by LE STANZE DEL VETRO which are shown at the exhibitions, 
plus recordings and audiovisual materials from conferences and numerous interviews with 
artists and personalities who contributed significant personal accounts. The creation of a 
General Archive of Venetian Glass, with its ongoing archivial acquisitions, also envisages 
the exchange of publications, in addition to purchases and donations for the creation of a 
specialised library.

The Glass Study Centre archive and library are open to the public by appointment, 
from Monday to Friday: 9.30am – 1.00pm / 2.00 – 5.00pm.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION: 

Centro Studi del Vetro 
Istituto di Storia dell’Arte, Fondazione Giorgio Cini 
Tel.: +39 041 2710306 
centrostudivetro@cini.it 
www.cini.it
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Exhibitions organized by LE STANZE DEL VETRO 
and in cooperation with other museums since 2012:

Carlo Scarpa. Venini 1932 – 1947 
Curated by Marino Barovier
(26.08.2012 / 06.01.2013)

FRAGILE? 
Curated by Mario Codognato
(08.04.2013 / 28.07.2013)

Napoleone Martinuzzi. Venini 1925 - 1931 
Curated by Marino Barovier
(06.09.2013 / 06.01.2014)

Venetian Glass by Carlo Scarpa. The Venini Company, 1932 – 1947
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
(05.11.2013 / 02.03.2014)

I SANTILLANA 
Works by Laura de Santillana and Alessandro Diaz de Santillana 
(05.04.2014 / 03.08.2014)

Tomaso Buzzi at Venini 
Curated by Marino Barovier
(12.09.2014 / 11.01.2015)

I Santillana 
MAK – Austrian Museum of Applied Arts / Contemporary Art, Vienna
(19.11.2014 / 29.03.2015)

Glass from Finland in the Bischofberger Collection
Curated by Kaisa Koivisto and Pekka Korvenmaa
(12.04.2015 / 02.08.2015)

Fulvio Bianconi at Venini 
Curated by Marino Barovier
(11.09.2015 / 10.01.2016)

Laura de Santillana and Alessandro Diaz de Santillana
Yorkshire Sculpture Park, Wakefield, Inghilterra
(02.05.2015 / 06.09.2015)

Glass Tea House Mondrian 
By Hiroshi Sugimoto
(04.06.2014 / 29.11.2016)  
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The Glass of the Architects. Vienna 1900-1937
Curated by Rainald Franz, MAK Glass and Ceramics Collection, Vienna
(18.04.2016 / 31.07.2016)

Paolo Venini and his Furnace
Curated by Marino Barovier
(11.09.2016 / 08.01.2017)

The Glass of the Architects: Vienna 1900-1937
Curated by Rainald Franz, MAK Glass and Ceramics Collection
MAK – Austrian Museum of Applied Arts / Contemporary Art, Vienna
(18.01.2017 / 17.04.2017)


