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Zurich Art Prize 2026: Rosa Barba
Thick Harmonies
 
curated by Sabine Schaschl and Evelyne Bucher

In 2026, the Zurich Art Prize, awarded annually  
by Museum Haus Konstruktiv in cooperation with 
Zurich Insurance Company Ltd, goes to Rosa Barba. 
Born in Agrigento, Sicily, and now living in Germany, 
this artist is the 19th winner of the renowned award.

Rosa Barba’s artwork navigates the intersection 
of film, sculpture and installation, while consci-
ously keeping the boundaries between them 
fluid. Barba’s complex universe can be experien-
ced immediately upon entering the exhibition at 
Museum Haus Konstruktiv. The artist transforms 
the various spaces into a multilayered setting 
that comprises sculptures, films, haunting sound-
tracks and the sound of projectors. Differently 
exposed strips of film become lines in the space, 
projecting light, making noises or mechanically 
looping. The divides between image, object and 
sound are thus dissolved.

Barba is primarily interested in film – albeit not 
merely as an image-producing medium, but as 
an open system, in which time, space and image 
keep intertwining in new ways. Her work is never 
solely about the moving image itself, but also 
about the kinetic potential of its presentation. The 
exhibition’s title, Thick Harmonies, refers to this 
multilayeredness that runs through Rosa Barba’s  
entire oeuvre: In her films, for instance, she 

superimposes narrative strands from documen-
tary, fiction and narration, while on the acoustic 
level, she interweaves composed soundtracks 
with specific sounds, such as field recordings or 
the noises of film sculptures, which thus become 
musical instruments.

Like a drawing in the space, a construction made 
of curved steel pipes winds its way through the 
first exhibition hall. It provides an architectural 
framework, serves as a supporting structure for 
some of the works, and guides visitors through the 
presentation. The individual artworks follow their 
own rhythm, but come together to form a preci-
sely staged whole that deals with concepts such 
as light, language and time. Barba does not view 
time as a linear narrative, but as a densification of 
events – as an archive of traces, fragments and 
repetitions, in which past and future overwrite 
each other.

The first piece that visitors encounter is Off My 
Mind (2025), a flat, framed glass box, in which a 



looped strip of exposed celluloid with lettering 
is spun between two metal spools. The film is 
mechanically propelled through the glass box 
at high speed in one direction or the other. The 
lettering is only legible in moments of stillness, 
and never in its entirety. When the strip of film is 
in motion, it coils along the frame or accumula-
tes randomly in the lower corners. These cons-
tantly shifting formations of the celluloid strip 
resemble a calligraphic line, or an image being 
drawn with a pen or brush. Barba has previously 
described this quality as ‘cinematic painting’.

The 16 mm film Radiant Exposures – Facts Run 
on Light Beams These Days (2022) builds on  
Barba’s long-standing engagement with the 
desert and utilisation thereof for modern tech-
nologies. The footage in Radiant Exposures 
shows large expanses of reflective panels that 
concentrate sunlight to generate and store 
energy. Gleaming light and deliberately blurred 
shots evoke the shimmer of summer heat, thus 
reinforcing the impression of an almost imma-
terial landscape imbued with energy – ethereal, 
timeless, unearthly, beautiful and menacing at 
the same time. For a brief moment, letters and 
lines of text cascade in front of the landsca-
pe images: Fragments from a poem by Robert 
Creeley (1926–2005) and lyrics by the musician 
and poet Sun Ra (1914–1993) become legible 
in a staggered sequence after several loops.

Two projectors standing opposite each other 
constitute the central elements of  Color Studies  
from 2013. Both devices project images of  
photographic filters in red, yellow and blue onto  
a screen positioned in the middle. Through the  
veil of the superimposed projections, the two 
devices enter into a visual dialogue, from which 
various new colour variations emerge.

There is also a musical dimension to this work: 

The screen is held by a music stand, bringing 
a musical score to mind, while rhythm is pro-
vided by the sequence and superimposition 
of the projected colours. The two projectors 
thus act as performers of a composition.

Composition in Field (2022) is a kinetic sculpture 
made of transparent film strips, on which frag-
ments of text from Charles Olson’s manifesto 
Projective Verse (1950) are printed. In this text, 
the American poet calls for a form of poetry that 
develops from the flow of thinking and breathing, 
instead of adhering to fixed formal structures.

In Barba’s piece, the film strips move horizon-
tally and vertically around a metal frame. Illumi-
nated from behind by a light box, they produce 
a constantly transforming fabric of words, in 
which clear meanings are intentionally avoi-
ded. This is a kind of ‘poetry machine’ that keeps 
composing new poems – also in the mind of 
the individual reader who receives them.

The works in the series Weavers (2025) feature 
differently exposed strips of celluloid, woven 
together and around a metal frame, like threads 
in a textile fabric. At Museum Haus Konstruktiv, 
Barba presents two Weavers mounted one above 
the other, hovering just above the floor and slowly 
rotating. This brings out the various properties of 
the irregular, sometimes reflective, sometimes 
translucent woven structure particularly clearly.

About 2.5 metres above the floor, the curved steel 
construction continues to wind its way through 
the second exhibition hall, where As Fixed in Flux 
(2025) is the first work to be seen. This piece 
comprises a mechanical construction made of 
steel, aluminium and glass, within which, motor-
ised spools and arms rotate. Loosely hanging on 
these, differently exposed strips of film cons-
tantly change their appearance as a result of the 
interplay between incident light and motion.

The 16 mm film Inside the Outset: Evoking a 
Space of Passage (2024), projected onto the 
wall, was first shown in Cyprus in 2021. Here,  
in an area controlled by the United Nations,  
Rosa Barba had realised an artistic intervention, 
a place of encounter. The starting point for  
Rosa Barba’s project was the approximately 
180-kilometre-long buffer zone that divides the 
island into a Greek Cypriot south and a Turkish 
Cypriot north. After first visiting it in 2013, Barba 
developed the concept of an open-air cinema in 
this zone. Completed in 2021, the cinema was 
constructed exclusively from locally sourced 
earth: a terraced open-air arena, integrated into 
the terrain, featuring a metal structure for the 
screen, on which films were regularly shown for 
residents of both the island’s halves.

In Barba’s film, a resident from each part of the  
island speaks, one male and one female. Their 
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quiet voices, the female one in Greek and the 
male one in Turkish, are heard off-screen. They 
are complemented by fragments of English text, 
superimposed over the footage – sometimes in 
mirror writing. The real and the mythical intertwi-
ne here, to create multilayered imagery: Under-
water shots of a shipwreck, images of ancient 
amphorae lying on the seabed, and footage of 
seaweed and sea urchins are interspersed with 
aerial views showing fragments of the island and 
an archaeological site. These are contrasted 
with images of the border zone: a disused air-
port littered with wrecks of cars and aeroplanes; 
dilapidated buildings inhabited by stray cats. 
At the same time, the film shows the construc-
tion of Barba’s open-air arena, as well as flocks 
of flamingos in flight. Thus, the cinematic space 
becomes denser, as different times, realities 
and perspectives engage within it: Transience 
becomes visible, and the buffer zone appears 
not just as a place of separation, but also as 
a passage for connections and encounters.

On the other side of the wall, in the piece  
Color Response (2022), two 16 mm projectors 
face each other. Their beams of light cross and 
overlap in the space. A loop of film runs through 
each projector and is threaded over a centrally 
positioned glass structure with rollers arranged 
in a ring. The strips of film, exposed using colour 
filters, create a flickering interplay of white, reds, 
oranges and yellows. In Color Response, as is  
the case in many of her works, Rosa Barba has 
manipulated the traditional apparatus of cinema 
in such a way that machines and materials gene-
rate new sculptural contexts.

The artwork Language Infinity Sphere (2026) 
is part of a series of sculptures and prints made 
using old metal letterpress blocks. As the original 
function of these letters has long since been ta-
ken over by new means of printing and distributing 
texts, they come to symbolise the instability of 
language and knowledge. Countless lead printing 
letters encase the surface of a steel sphere, thus 
forming a new printing block, from which prints 
can be made. At the same time, the sculpture 

defies any linguistic clarity: The letters condense 
as an all-over structure that follows the logic of 
form, rather than alphabetical order. They beco-
me a landscape, an image of ‘exploded’ language.

Language Infinity Sphere also served as the prin-
ting block for a special edition of prints that Rosa 
Barba has realised in the context of this exhibition 
in cooperation with Verein für Originalgraphik 
(Edition VFO), from whom the prints are available.

In the third exhibition space, the interweaving of 
film, light, performative objects and sound is quite 
striking.

Wirepiece, double stops (2025) consists of a 
drum string, held taut between ceiling and floor, 
and touched (or rather ‘played’) by a strip of film 
passing over it. Here, the celluloid strip takes on a 
dual role: On one hand, it creates a diffuse projec-
tion, while on the other, its movement causes the  
string to vibrate and produce sound. A silvery tone 
is heard, transforming the film apparatus into an 
acoustic instrument. As an electronic pickup am-
plifies the vibrations of the string, the characte-
ristic fluttering sound of celluloid passing through 
the projector is also intensified.

In the piece Stating the Real Sublime (2009), 
installed in a window recess, a 16 mm film 
projector is suspended solely by the loops of a 
blank celluloid strip, which also runs through 
the projector itself. The very simplicity of this 
cinematic sculpture makes it astonishing: It 
seems almost inconceivable that a thin strip 
of celluloid could bear the weight of the heavy 
apparatus. As the celluloid is blank, the film 
projector merely projects a square of light onto 
the wall. Cinema is formulated as a concept.

The centrepiece of this exhibition space,  
however, is Barba’s 2025 film piece Charge.  
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This 35 mm film, projected onto an angled  
wall, premiered last year at MoMA in New York 
and is being shown in Switzerland for the first  
time at Museum Haus Konstruktiv. Charge is a 
cinematic exploration of light as a source of  
ecological change and scientific innovation. On 
the basis of research conducted at the Nançay 
Radio Observatory, whose large radio telescopes 
appear repeatedly in the film, Barba filmed in  
remote landscapes, at solar parks, in physics 
laboratories (for instance at ETH Zurich) and at 
other sites of astronomical research. Using an 
analogue camera, she recorded numerous experi-
ments as subtle irritations of perception, such 
as flickering light or vibrating surfaces, making it 
possible to experience laboratory experiments 
with invisible light by means of an optical lens.

The film opens with an exterior shot at sunset,  
in which the camera sweeps across hills  
and the sky. From there, Charge unfolds as a 
rhythmically pulsating assemblage of natural 
landscapes, scientific apparatus, radio waves,  
planetary imagery, stellar spheres, particle 
structures, abstract forms and optical pheno-
mena.

Acoustically, Charge is underpinned by a multi-
layered soundscape. One central sound element 
is based on the gravitational lensing effect from 
astrophysics: the deflection of light and radio 
waves by large moving masses (e.g. galaxies). 
Barba takes gravitational lensing signals, which 
are neither visible to the naked eye nor audible, 
and translates them into sounds, thus making 
them sensorially perceptible. The film is enhanced 
and structured by a hybrid soundtrack compri-
sing various recordings and rhythmic drumming.

Rosa Barba studied at the Academy of  
Media Arts Cologne from 1995 to 2000. This 
was followed by a two-year residency at 

Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten in Ams-
terdam. She has also been artist-in-residence 
at Atelier Calder in France, the Chinati Founda-
tion in Marfa, Texas, and the Harvard Smithso-
nian in Cambridge, among other institutions.

Barba can already look back on numerous 
international solo and group exhibitions. For 
instance, she has had solo shows at the fol-
lowing museums: the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York (2025); MALI Museo, Lima (2024); 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam 
(2024); Centre Pompidou, Paris (2023); Tate 
Modern, London (2023); Neue Nationalgale-
rie, Berlin (2021/2022); Pirelli HangarBicocca, 
Milan (2017); Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid (2017); 
Vienna Secession (2017); and Schirn Kunsthal-
le Frankfurt (2016). Works by Barba were also 
exhibited at the 53rd and 56th Venice Biennale, 
and at the 2013 Performa Biennial (selection).

Rosa Barba has been Full Professor of Art 
in Space and Time at the ETH Zurich De-
partment of Architecture since 2023.
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The Zurich Art Prize is part of Zurich Insurance 
Company Ltd’s commitment to culture.

ZURICH ART PRIZE
The Zurich Art Prize was set up in 2007 by Haus Konstruktiv, together with Zurich Insurance  
Company Ltd, patron partner of the museum. Every year since, an independent artist has been  
honoured, who operates at the interfaces where the cultural heritage of constructivist-concrete  
and conceptual art meets contemporary trends. With Sabine Schaschl at the helm, prize money  
of CHF 20,000 was introduced for the first time in 2017. From 2018 to 2025, the total amount  
awarded thus comprised an CHF 80,000 budget for production of a solo exhibition and  
CHF 20,000 in prize money. From 2026 onwards, the award will comprise CHF 100,000  
for producing the exhibition and CHF 30,000 as special recognition for the artist.

NOMINATION PROCEDURE
Each year, Sabine Schaschl, director of Museum Haus Konstruktiv, invites seven curators  
or other art experts to each nominate one artist, who has already made a visible impression on the 
international art scene, and who demonstrates an intellectual extrapolation of the constructivist-
concrete and conceptual heritage within contemporary art. The nominations for this year’s award 
came from: Alfredo Cramerotti, director of Media Majlis Museum, Qatar; Sam Keller, director of  
Fondation Beyeler, Riehen; Marie Laurberg, director of Copenhagen Contemporary; Felicity Lunn,  
director of Kunsthaus Centre d’art Pasquart, Biel; Damián Ortega, artist, Mexico; Vivien Trommer,  
head of collection at Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf; and René Zechlin,  
director of the Wilhelm Hack Museum, Ludwigshafen am Rhein.

JURY 2026
The jury for the 2026 Zurich Art Prize consisted of: Sabine Schaschl, director of Museum  
Haus Konstruktiv (chair); Carin Gantenbein, head of professional liability at Zurich Insurance 
Company Ltd in Zurich; Matthias Mühling, director of Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus,  
Munich; Filipa Oliveira, director of Museu Nacional de Arte Contemporânea do Chiado,  
Lisbon; and Stella Rollig, CEO and scientific director at the museum Belvedere, Vienna.

SHORTLIST
Alongside Barba Rosa, the following were also nominated for the 2026 Zurich Art Prize: Minerva 
Cuevas (b. 1975, Mexico City, MX), Nina Beier (b. 1975, Aarhus, DK), Camille Blatrix (b. 1984, Paris, 
FR), Thea Djordjadze (b. 1971, Tbilisi, GE), Daiga Grantina (b. 1985, Saldus, LV) and Kazuko  
Miyamoto (b. 1942, Tokyo, JP).

PREVIOUS PRIZE-WINNERS
2025: Artur Lescher (b. 1962 in São Paulo)
2024: Olaf Holzapfel (b. 1967 in Dresden)
2023: Damián Ortega (b. 1967 in Mexico City)
2022: Kapwani Kiwanga (b. 1978 in Hamilton, Canada)
2021: Sonia Kacem (b. 1985 in Geneva)
2020: Amalia Pica (b. 1978 in Neuquén, Argentina)
2019: Leonor Antunes (b. 1972 in Lisbon)
2018: Robin Rhode (b. 1976 in Cape Town)
2017: Marguerite Humeau (b. 1986 in Cholet, France)
2016: Nairy Baghramian (b. 1971 in Isfahan)
2015: Latifa Echakhch (b. 1974 in El Khnansa, Morocco)
2014: Haroon Mirza (b. 1977 in London)
2013: Adrián Villar Rojas (b. 1980 in Rosario, Argentina)
2012: Mariana Castillo Deball (b. 1975 in Mexico City)
2011: Mai-Thu Perret (b. 1976 in Geneva)
2010: Ryan Gander (b. 1976 in Chester, UK)
2009: Tino Sehgal (b. 1976 in London)
2007: Carsten Nicolai (b. 1965 in Karl-Marx-Stadt, now Chemnitz)


