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Who loves trash art??? While Isa Genzken didn’t 
exactly invent it (that would technically be Jack 
Smith), she is the reason why almost every biennial 
includes something that looks like it was sourced 
from a dumpster in Dimes Square. The official term 
is “unmonumental sculpture”, a tradition over which 
Genzken’s 2014 MoMA retrospective firmly estab-
lished her as godfather. While the German artist’s 
early work operated from Minimalist approaches in 
the 1970s, by the mid- to late-90s, her practice 
opened up, wherein found readymades fused with 
invented forms within the ever-expanding format of 
sculpture. This technique of bricolage allowed her to 
incorporate multiple media, like photography and 
painting, each with their own histories and problem-
atics, while also gathering found materials that carry 
the total sum presence of concentric layers of circu-
lation. Medium as laundry bag – throw whatever you 
want in it and get a museum to label it sculpture. 
Honestly, this was genius. Sculpture after Genzken 
is like gender: You can do whatever you want. 

134 You can do whatever you want. 

Isa Genzken

William Kentridge, A Lesson in Lethargy 
(Drawing Lesson 17), 2010, Film still 
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An open secret in the art world is that if you’re an 
artist from the global south, you’ll succeed if you 
make work about your sociopolitical context. 
Maybe we need to outgrow this as a culture. For 
what it’s worth, William Kentridge is the sociopo-
litical artist par excellence, a prototypically literary 
mode (prefigured by someone like James Joyce). 
Kentridge works primarily in time-based narrative 
formats – opera, performance, video – to tell oth-
erwise repressed stories of racial violence and 
trauma in his native apartheid-era South Africa. At 
the centre of his practice is drawing, an age-old yet 
fading tradition that Kentridge is credited with hav-
ing renewed with relevance. By filming successive 
charcoal drawings on the same sheet of paper in 
stop-motion, his videos dramatise a dialectic of 
erasure and residual accumulation: the mecha-
nisms of history itself. It’s possible that the first 
generation of any country’s artists to reach global 
visibility is expected to serve as the designated pre-
server of the culture’s history. Spin in some medi-
um-specificity to make it “universal” and call it a 
day. Artists are certainly pushing back against this 
template (like the Tamil artist Christopher Kulen-
dran Thomas). Maybe Kentridge walked so the 
next generation could run. It’s time to make way 
for new stories, in all their weirdness and mirth. 

IsaGenzken

WilliamKentridge Most people on this list are “dad” but Pierre 
Huyghe is “daddy”. Emerging from Relational  
Aesthetics in the late 1990s, Huyghe (along with 
his friend and collaborator Philippe Parreno) is 
known for making large-scale, ambitious work that 
uses the exhibition itself as medium, simultane-
ously a material craft and discursive mode. His 
sculpture works in the tradition of what used to be 
called systems aesthetics, ranging from the organic 
hive mind (a sculptural nude’s head made out of a 
living beehive) to artificial intelligence. His land-
mark work, After ALife Ahead (2017), is an entire 
ecosystem, whose materials include ice-rink floor, 
sand, bacteria, bees, human cancer cells, a genetic 
algorithm, and an augmented-reality programme. 
In a single work, Huyghe reifies the mutual con-
duits between social, biological, and digital sys-
tems, while merging artistic strategies as heteroge-
neous as Land art, cybernetics, and the spectacle. 
Particularly at a time when the internet has cleaved 
to the chasm between the old and the new, Huyghe 
is one of the major artists bridging the two. 
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Ai’s celebrity 
presence in the 
global art world 
casts an almost 
impossible standard 
on all contemporary 
artists working 
under totalitarian 
regimes.
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 GEOFFREY MAK is a writer based in New 
York. He is a frequent contributor to Spike.

AiWeiwei
Ai Weiwei going to jail wasn’t part of a perfor-
mance, but we treat it as if it were. It’s difficult to 
determine where Ai’s sprawling practice begins 
and where it ends. The sculptures for which he is 
most known often employ infographic techniques 
for journalistic ends. But how to consider his blog-
ging and Twitter activism? Were the 1001 Chinese 
people flown in to live in his Fairytale (2007) 
installation at Documenta 12 part of the spectacle? 
Because he effectively collapses the distinction 
between art and life, the valuation of his cultural 
production is arguably derived from himself mod-
elling as the ideal dissident, performed in mythic 
proportions in China. Ai’s celebrity presence in 
the global art world casts an almost impossible 
standard on all contemporary artists working 
under totalitarian regimes: the expectation to agi-
tate against state oppression, even at the risk of 
imprisonment. While Ai has aligned himself with 
modernism in the past – “Modernism at least says 
that every person is free and needs to honestly 
encounter his own life” – perhaps more than any 
other Chinese artist, he has dispelled the very 
modernist myth of social autonomy and medi-
um-specificity, opting instead for a truly multidis-
ciplinary social practice.
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