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THE READY-MADE
Jac Leirner is one of the most influential artists working in Brazil 
today. Since the early 1990s, she has collected airline cutlery, blan-
kets, trays, air sickness bags, stickers, ticket stubs etc., and produced 
a series of sculptural works that appropriate the stolen readymade 
in a poetic fusion with support materials such as bubble wrap or a 
Rimowa suitcase. Inevitably, her works tell a story of airline corpo-
rate identity design. However, Leirner’s foremost interest is to fix 
our fascination on the non-place: the hours we are cushioned in a 
(dis-) comfort zone of the airplane seat, at a loss, taken away from 
everyday obligations, and unable to make choices. In this regard, 
the Corpus Delicti series discussed in this interview runs parallel 
and in dialogue with much of Leirner’s work related to voluntary 
drug intoxication.

 After a studio visit in Rua Helvétia, I sat down with Jac Leirner 
at her home in the Pacaembu neighborhood of São Paulo, to speak 
about her work employing memorabilia and design utensils taken 
from aboard aircrafts.

Tobi Maier: Jac, you were born in 
1961 in São Paulo, where you still 
live today. Actually, now you live 
again in your childhood home. 
Did you ever consider moving 
abroad?

Jac Leirner: Yes, I grew up in this 
house. I arrived aged 1 and left at 
age 11 and came back when I was 
27 years old. As for living abroad, I 
lived in Oxford for six months and 
in New Haven at Yale for three 
months. At Oxford University, I 
gave tutorials, was a fellow at the 
University College, and had a res-
idency at The Modern Art Muse-
um, where afterwards I had a 
show in 1991. All this was related 
to the British Council. After that I 
had some sort of residency in 
Minneapolis, related to the Walker 
Art Center, but I decided to go 
three times over shorter periods 
rather than attend once for a lon-
ger period of time.

TM: You have been travelling a lot 
since early childhood …

JL: On my first international trip, I 
was 7 years old—we went to Ar-
gentina. The first time I went to 
Europe, an intercontinental trip, I 
was already 14 years old. Since 
then, I’ve been travelling almost 
every year. Now I have family in 

Switzerland and I go back there 
to see my nieces and my sister. 
The work also takes me every-
where. My first international gal-
lery was in Geneva, and my first 
international fairs were in Frank-
furt and in Basel. This was in 
1989/90 and these were the only 
international art fairs that I ever 
attended, not counting the one in 
New York recently. But in 1991 and 
1992 I had several solo shows in 
important institutions, mainly in 
the US. My first big European solo 
show was in 1992 in Geneva at the 
Centre d’Art Contemporain.

TM: You were 31 years old in 1992. 
That must have been a special 
moment, to have a solo exhibition 
there at such a young age.

JL: It was. I was travelling a lot, the 
work was taking me all over, and I 
was taking it all over too. In my 
hand luggage!

TM: For the purpose of this inter-
view, I am particularly interested 
in your work that deals with avia-
tion. When did you start collect-
ing items from airlines?

JL: I had Corpus Delicti in mind 
since 1985, before all these work-
ing trips. I was at a friend’s house 
in the suburbs of São Paulo 

during a rehearsal of a hard-core 
band, Ratos de Porão. At the 
house, there was an ashtray, out-
side of a place where it should 
be—it was a car ashtray. As soon 
as I saw it, it became the spirit of 
the work. It was not yet a real proj-
ect, just the spirit of one. Since 
then, ashtrays from airlines be-
came an obsession. I was a heavy 
smoker, and we used to smoke 
on flights back then.

I WAS TRAVEL-
LING A LOT, THE 

WORK WAS  
TAKING ME ALL 

OVER, AND I WAS 
TAKING IT ALL 

OVER TOO. IN MY 
HAND LUGGAGE!

TM: The first work of yours that I 
came across, many years ago, 
was also from the series Corpus 
Delicti (1993). The piece I saw 
consists of green felt, flatware, 
glass, and headphones. It is in the 
Chateaubriand Collection in Rio 
de Janeiro. How did you conceive 
of the assemblage aesthetically? 
Why did you choose the green felt 
reminiscent of gambling or bil-
liard tables?
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ries were the ashtrays with the 
boarding passes, which in terms 
of material, meant paper and 
metal. Soon after, other airline 
materials became part of the idea. 
For years, I kept thinking about 
what to do with all that: napkins, 
pillows, blankets, and cutlery. I 
kept thinking and taking, collect-
ing, experimenting, and trying to 
find the best solutions for each 
material. It was hard. It is a very 
complicated project and I made 
lots of drawings trying to find 
solutions. Finally, for Necessaire 
Corpus Di Licti and Corpus Delicti 
(Forks, Knifes, Spoons) and Cor-
pus Delicti (Porcelain) (all 1993), I 
used felt to build boxes with holes. 
Yes, the green one had to do with 
those games. Otherwise, I would 
have used another color. I used 
grey and white felt for other piec-
es. 

TM: They seem to be welcoming 
materials; they are sort of com-
forting. They cushion the works. I 
have been thinking about how 
these elements that exist in a 
non-place—on the plane—are 
transformed by you, imbued with 
a sense of belonging and perma-
nence, then at last, sited in a 
place.

JL: The idea of a home and a 
place is inherent—by putting 
these elements together, I give 
them a place. They finally have a 
body. Corpus Delicti means “the 
evidence of the crime.” At the 
same time, it relates to the body. 
So I thought it makes a lot of 
sense to give this name to this 
group of works. You spoke about 
the felt and how I accommodated 
the work. With the ashtrays, I had 
the bubble wrap that, in a huge 
quantity, became a pedestal pro-
duced mainly out of air. I had this 
pile of bubble wrap first, before I 
placed the chain and the glasses 
with boarding passes between 
them. At the top came the chain 
with the ashtrays. But in spite of 
that and these materials—felt, 
glass, chain, and plastic bubble 
wrap—I tried to use a minimum of 
material, to build the work with 
airline elements. These other ma-

terials are used to connect the 
airline pieces. I try to select and 
use found material with as little 
material intervention as possible. 
I want to maintain them in their 
original form and to connect 
them with their equals. Blanket 
with blanket, boarding pass with 
boarding pass, business card 
with business card, Marlboro 
pack with Marlboro pack. 

I WANT TO MAIN-
TAIN THEM IN 

THEIR ORIGINAL 
FORM AND TO 

CONNECT THEM 
WITH THEIR 

EQUALS. BLANKET 
WITH BLANKET, 
BOARDING PASS 
WITH BOARDING 
PASS, BUSINESS 

CARD WITH  
BUSINESS CARD, 
MARLBORO PACK 

WITH MARLBORO 
PACK.

TM: You just mentioned the work 
exhibited at Documenta 9 in 1992, 
Corpus Delicti (1992), which con-
sists of ticket stubs, boarding 
passes, and ash trays laid out on 
bubble wrap and covered with 
blue glass. This work seemed to 
relay a post-modern design aura. 
Can you say more about your 
choice for the design and the 
double presentation in two adja-
cent rooms?

JL: The bubble wrap, the chain, 
and the glass came to life be-
cause I kept thinking—for years—
how to combine ashtrays and 
boarding passes. The nature of 
these two materials is completely 
different. One is simply paper, 
and the other is a totally designed 
piece of steel. How could I com-
bine these two distinct objects to 
create a sculpture? I discarded a 
hundred ideas to solve this equa-
tion. And the winner of this com-
petition was the bubble wrap with 

the glass top. The ashtrays are 
part of a chain that is fixed by the 
glass; the glass created a display 
situation for dozens of ashtrays. 

TM: This also relates to your ob-
session with smoking that tran-
spires in other series of works. 
The cigarette packs, scans of your 
lungs …

JL: Yes. The cigarette papers, the 
exhibition “Junkie”1 with all the 
packages of cigarette papers, as 
well as the sequences of images 
of little sculptures made from co-
caine stones.

TM: I have just visited an exhibi-
tion by Dan Reisinger at the Israel 
Museum in Jerusalem. He creat-
ed the corporate identity of El Al. 
Also, Lufthansa and other airlines 
are continually redesigned. You 
are creating this patchwork of na-
tional and design identities by 
juxtaposing pieces that come 
from different geographical back-
grounds. How do you feel about 
the history of airline design when 
you first contemplate these items 
removed from the aircraft? How 
do you think about these design 
legacies that come into the work? 

JL: I don’t think the design is a part 
of these works. One of the most 
elegant pieces from the series is 
called Cloud (2017) and it is pro-
duced out of the junk of the junk: 
the luggage tags, the priority 
stickers, and the ones that fea-
ture a barcode with our names. At 
first they would cross the rooms 
on a single wire. After some ex-
perimenting, I arrived at a new 
situation for these tags, which is a 
mobile with a brass structure. It’s 
a very colorful and elegant, light 
piece, featuring all the rotten pa-
per from the luggage tags. 

TM: So could one then say that 
the more precious design objects 
are brought to the floor, while the 
more trashy objects get to fly? 
Like the airsickness bags, which 
also float across the galleries. 

JL: Well, you see, there is nothing 
else, only airsickness bags or 
napkins connected by steel wire.

Ja
c 

Le
irn

er
, C

or
pu

s 
D

el
ic

ti,
 19

92
 (d

et
ai

l).
 A

sh
tra

ys
, b

oa
rd

in
g 

pa
ss

es
, fl

ig
ht

 ti
ck

et
s,

 c
ha

in
, g

la
ss

 a
nd

 b
ub

bl
e 

w
ra

p,
  

20
 ×

 7
0 
× 

30
0 

cm
 e

ac
h.

 P
ho

to
: D

irk
 B

le
ic

ke
r.

Ja
c 

Le
irn

er
, C

or
pu

s 
D

el
ic

ti,
 19

93
. P

illo
w

s,
 v

ar
ia

bl
e 

di
m

en
si

on
s.

 P
ho

to
: G

eo
rg

 R
eh

st
ei

ne
r.



89
C

O
N

VE
R

SA
TI

O
N

FL
YI

N
G

  T
H

E 
R

EA
D

Y-
M

A
D

E

88
PR

VN
C

R
PR

T1
8 TM: I remember in your exhibition 

at Pinacoteca do Estado in São 
Paulo in 2011, you had a line spun 
through the entire central gallery 
with Airsickness Bags (1993) at-
tached to it. There was also Small 
Circles (1992), consisting of airline 
ashtrays lifted from seats. These 
were connected by a chain. Given 
that these were exhibited next to 
one of your business card series, 
I am inclined to agree with Carlos 
Basualdo who—in the January 
1994 issue of Artforum maga-
zine—wrote about your work as 
parodying strategies of late capi-
talism. Would you approve?

JL: I don’t think about parodying 
capitalism; it is the thing in itself. I 
never believed the work was 
about any other subject. No glo-
balization, no economy, no poli-
tics. Of course, all these big top-
ics are part of the work, but I never 
meant to make works about any-
thing but art. It’s not about crime. 
It is crime. It’s not about the econ-
omy—it is the economy.

IT’S NOT ABOUT 
CRIME. IT IS 

CRIME. IT’S NOT 
ABOUT THE  

ECONOMY—IT IS 
THE ECONOMY.

TM: Let’s stay with the Pinacoteca, 
where you also exhibited Adhe-
sive Zero (2000) and Adhesive 44 
(2004), which together feature a 
lot of air travel memorabilia: es-
sentially, stickers like “Please 
wake me up for meal service” or 

“Occupied” and “Fragile”, as well 
as stickers by Embraer, the Brazil-
ian airplane manufacturer. Al-
though Adhesive 44 (2004) is a 
later work of yours, it feels more 
reminiscent of a kid’s bedroom 
assemblage. It’s much more wild.

JL: Yes, totally. Adhesive 44 (2004) 
is the last piece I did with the 
stickers. All others are much 
more formal and beautiful, in 
terms of color, because I used 
colorful acrylic glass plates—but 
this piece features all the adhe-
sives that I had left at that mo-

ment. I really had in mind the 
teenage windows that we see all 
over the world. The smaller piec-
es have bank or band stickers, 
artist stickers or art fair stickers; 
each one with a different subject. 
There is one piece that features 
mainly “bad taste” stickers. Adhe-
sive 44 (2004) is about quantity. 
The material for this piece, I gath-
ered over decades. When you 
see the work, you see also differ-
ent styles and different times all 
together in the same place. When 
I walk through it, I sense an in-
tense presence of time because 
all these stickers refer to different 
subjects and trades. From Rock 
music to car manufacturing …

TM: During our studio visit today, 
we looked at a lot of airline mem-
orabilia, like socks, sleeping 
masks and earplugs, blankets 
and necessaires. Were they all 
stolen or did you also receive do-
nations from defunct Brazilian 
airlines, such as VASP or VARIG, 
for example?

JL: Yes, many times. As these are 
often long flights, I visit the flight 
attendants in the kitchen and tell 
them that I am ashamed of taking 
things from the plane, such as a 
tray, for example. Then I show 
them the works I have done, 
through pictures on my phone, 
the flying luggage tags for exam-
ple, and they can’t believe that 
these items could be sculptures, 
jewels really. I show them the 
works in museum collections, 
and they understand all about it 
and give me stuff. It’s an enchant-
ing situation.

TM: Now that air travel has be-
come so ubiquitous, do you feel 
your work has changed? After all, 
in the early nineties, when you 
produced the first pieces, air trav-
el was still more exclusive …

JL: Well I think my work has 
changed in the sense that there 
are other items and designs avail-
able now, but if the public views it 
differently now, I cannot say …

TM: If you were invited to produce 
a work for an airport or an air-

plane, what would you do? Would 
you be interested?

JL: I would not think of my own 
work in the first instance. I would 
visit the place and see how it 
could inspire me. I would think of 
art and other artists. Not my own 
work. Yes, I might be interested. 
The same way art inspires me—I 
mean the art from all times, or the 
art being unfolded by my pals—
places also inspire me. They may 
remind me of situations I have 
lived through, or movies I have 
seen, or books I have read. They 
have their own spirit, which is al-
ready a lot to start with. My work 
is inspired by so many moments 
in history, be it Pop, Arte Povera, 
Constructivism, DADA … so in an 
airport, Renata Lucas’ work might 
come to my mind and the magic 
she does with space.

TM: So you would act more as a 
curator than an artist. Would you 
agree that the airport is an ideal 
site for you to curate an exhibi-
tion?

JL: Makes sense. That would be 
great!

1  “Junkie” was the title of Leirner’s exhibition 
at White Cube, London in 2016.
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