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her work also points in this direction: showing how one’s
mind functions as transmitter and receiver of messages.

Harrowing�struggle
In the last few years, Genzken has spoken frankly 

about her struggles with bipolar disorder and with alco-
holism, which grew in the 1990s following her painful 
divorce from Richter. Despite having suffered truly har-
rowing consequences from this — up to and including 
sleeping on the streets, and the destruction of personal 
and professional relationships — she continued making 
and exhibiting work in the most prestigious internation-
al venues (Documenta and the Venice Biennale), finally 
achieving wider fame in this country after the 2007 
New Museum exhibition “Unmonumental: The Object 
in the 21st Century” positioned her as the foremother to 
a new generation of assemblage artists.

Like Yayoi Kusama and other female peers, Genzken 
aims for greatness without falling prey to the pompous 
grandiosity that plagues some of her male counterparts. 
And as with Kusama, another artist who has successful-
ly battled sexism on the one hand and mental illness on 
the other, among the greatest validations of Genzken’s
work has been its embrace by younger artists. 

Notably, Genzken has collaborated with her younger 
friend and neighbor, photographer Wolfgang Tillmans 
(born 1968), who rose to prominence amid the free-
wheeling fashion and club culture of the 1990s, on
a mirrors-and-photographs installation recalling the
nightlife they both love.

Genzken has had a long love affair with the urban 
culture of Berlin and, especially, New York — expressed 
most directly in her offbeat architectural models, but 
also in collages and assemblages. At a time when Dallas’
urban core is now growing upwards, after decades of 
sprawling outwards, Genzken’s work signals the sheer 
energy and excitement of cities — the way that moments
of creative inspiration can happen while walking down 
city sidewalks, and not so much while sitting in traffic 
on the highway.

Unresolved�question
As much as Genzken’s prize makes a powerful state-

ment about contemporary sculpture and the Nasher’s
importance in defining its meaning, it also reminds us 
of an ongoing, unresolved question: Does the contem-
porary, installation-oriented work of Genzken, Huyghe,
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W
hen Isa Genzken’s 26-foot-
tall painted steel rose was 
unveiled last fall in lower
Manhattan’s Zuccotti 
Park, formerly home to the 
Occupy Wall Street pro-
test movement, it was as

close as the charismatic yet elusive artist usually comes 
to a public statement. 

Her spirited sculptures are now seen more widely in 
this country and in Europe, but she rarely engages with 
the media — unlike a younger generation of Instagram-
savvy art stars.

Indeed, the 70-year-old artist has declined most in-
terview requests (including ours) even after winning
this year’s fourth annual $100,000 Nasher Prize for 
sculpture. As of press time, she was not yet confirmed to 
attend the black tie gala to be held in her honor April 6 
at the Nasher Sculpture Center, which would make her 
the first laureate to not accept the prestigious interna-
tional award in Dallas. A series of educational programs 
inspired by her work will go on without her. 

This won’t be Dallas’ first encounter with Genzken’s
work. Local art lovers will recall the “immense and
thought-provoking” retrospective of her work that came 
to the Dallas Museum of Art four years ago from New 
York’s Museum of Modern Art. 

Although Genzken’s work is highly respected by other 
artists and by curators, it is not always easy to grasp at 
first glance. We can better understand Genzken’s work 
by comparing it with that of her peers, and by learning 
about her own journey from art school, through personal
struggles, to her eventual late-life fame. 

1970s�West�Germany
Of the four Nasher laureates since 2016, Genzken, 

who turned 70 in November, is the oldest by 10 years. 
Whereas the three previous winners (Doris Salcedo, 
Pierre Huyghe and Theaster Gates) have built their ca-
reers in the ever more globalized and high-priced art 
world of the last 20 years, Genzken’s work forms a bridge
between the somewhat smaller art world of 1970s West 
Germany, and that of today.

In 1977, when Genzken graduated from the Düs-
seldorf Arts Academy, having already had her first solo 
show at the Konrad Fischer gallery, the Düsseldorf
school was arguably the most dynamic in the world. 
This was where Genzken’s generation grappled with both
the haunting legacy of German history (Genzken’s own 
grandfather was convicted of Nazi war crimes and she 
has often dealt with the darkness of war in her work), 
and the challenge of American-style minimalism, like 
that of Richard Serra and Donald Judd. 

While Germany’s former capital city had been strand-
ed behind the Berlin Wall by the Cold War, this small city 
on the Rhine attracted ambitious students from across 
West Germany, eager to learn about the latest from Paris 
and especially from New York.

(For a vivid sense of that creative hothouse, check out
the Oscar-nominated 2019 movie Never Look Away, which 
tells the fictionalized story of Genzken’s ex-husband, paint-
er Gerhard Richter, during and after his own studies there.)

After initially embracing stripped-down minimalism 
in her first show, Genzken turned decisively away from 
abstraction and toward assemblage, which has remained 
central to her work ever since. 

Brightly colored and darkly humorous, her wide-
ranging practice sweeps together the banal and the
trashy in madcap fashion — witness a mannequin with 
football helmet and life jacket; cinder blocks with re-
tractable metal radio antennae; a slot machine with
color photo prints and tape. 

Although Genzken’s assemblages often refer to searing
current events, such as the 9/11 attacks (she was in New 
York when the planes hit the towers), or the Iraq War,
they tend not to make explicit political statements, instead
suggesting a window into the artist’s mind, where various
images collide with each other indeterminately. The fre-
quent appearance of self-portraits and radio antennae in
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et al., amount to a repudiation of 20th-century modern-
ism — or its culmination?

Since the ’70s (that is, around the beginning of Genz-
ken’s career), the mainstream of contemporary sculpture
has become ever further removed from the late 19th and
early 20th century figurative work by Auguste Rodin and
his followers that forms a historical starting point for the 
Nasher collection. When Genzken adorns mannequins 
with fabric and paper, is that still “sculpture?” 

While the historical modernists still pursued a some-
times-antagonistic dialogue with the classical academic 
tradition, one might ask whether contemporary work 
has forgotten that tradition altogether. Even if it’s hard 
to find a definitive answer to this problem, placing 
Genzken’s work in the context of the Nasher’s collection 
allows one to at least explore it in a thorough manner.

This has been a strong point of the Nasher’s program 
under Jeremy Strick, its director since 2009 — joining 
its historical role in curating 20th-century modernism 
with the contemporary task of looking outward and for-

ward for what is coming next in the 21st century.
Countering the dizzying whirl of the commercial art 

market, the professional expertise of the prize’s panel is
firmly established in academic and museum institutions.
This year’s jury included British artist Phyllida Barlow, 
whose disarmingly anti-monumental approach compares
to Genzken’s, as well as the late and lamented Okwui En-
wezor, the first African curator to achieve world renown.

Now that the prize has established a four-year track 
record, art lovers might enjoy speculating about whose 
turn will come next. An already-canonical figure such 
as Richard Serra (born 1939) would be too much of a 
safe choice, while many of Genzken’s baby-boom peers 
such as Franz West (1947-2012) have already begun to 
depart this earth. 

Odds might favor someone who, like Doris Salcedo, 
plays provocative politics with installation work — such 
as Ai Weiwei (born 1957), an exiled critic of the Chinese 
government.

Whoever comes later, the choice of Genzken seems 
right for our current moment. In so many instances 
(from Morisot to O’Keeffe), art history continues to be 
(thankfully) rewritten with women in mind. For the 
field of contemporary German art, so often defined by 
the work of men, this honor for Genzken solidifies her 
rightful standing and the importance of her work.

Ben Lima is editor of Athenaeum Review (athenae-
umreview.org), the new University of Texas at Dallas 
journal of arts and ideas, and is a Dallas-based art 
historian.
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Zuccotti Park, a few blocks from the World Trade Center and the 9/11 Memorial in New York. The Nasher Sculpture Center has named Genzken the winner of its fourth annual
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