Joseph Kosuth: Passagen-Werk, 1992
Neue Galerie, Kassel, documenta 9

The Neue Galerie, along with its collections, was made available to host works that address
or explore the issue of museum presentation. Heimo Zobernig and Haim Steinbach erected
barriers. Zobernig enclosed paintings from the second half of the 19th century behind a
white-painted wooden rectangle. Steinbach challenges the viewer with a wooden wall that
forces them to take detours to access contemporary art.

In contrast to this simple, undifferentiated artistic strategy involving barriers, Joseph Kosuth
combined text fragments into a complex network in ,Passagen-Werk (Documenta Flanerie).”
The quotations were printed on walls and fabrics. Fabrics drape the works on display in two
galleries, one above the other. While the ground-floor gallery - which features paintings by
19th-century Kassel artists draped in black by Kosuth- confronts the viewer with a modern
metalanguage addressing the referential function of the sign, questions relating to the
philosophy of history are addressed in the upstairs gallery, draped in white, where 19th- and
20th-century sculptures are on display. The central quotations are drawn from Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s ,Tractatus” and his ,,Philosophische Untersuchungen” (“Philosophical
Investigations”), as well as from Walter Benjamin’s ,,Passagenwerk” (“Arcades Project”) and
,Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels” (,The Origin of German Tragic Drama“). In both
galleries, visitors discover, in addition to those by Benjamin and Wittgenstein, quotations
from Franz Kafka, Sigmund Freud, Jacques Derrida, and Julia Kristeva. These raise questions
similar to those posed by Wittgenstein in the ,Tractatus®, particularly his “picture theory”
concerning the exact representation of relationships drawn from the real world through
relationships based on sentences. Added to these are questions concerning the claim to
validity and completeness that we are accustomed to attributing to the images we gather
from the real world.

Kosuth selects quotations that raise the issue of the reconstruction of the modern
movement as well as that of postmodern deconstruction. He explores the potential for
displacement inherent in what is thus displaced and, by posing this question, sets in motion
the very process of displacement.

Thomas Dreher, excerpt from: <<Le chant du cygne: Documenta 9>> (“The Swan Song:
Documenta 9”), in French in: Faces, journal d’architectures, no. 25, Fall 1992, pp. 63-64.
URL: https://www.academia.edu/121245909/Le Chant du Cygne Documenta 9 (July 2,
2026).




Neue Galerie, Kassel.

Annotation:

1 Kosuth cites, among others, propositions 3.221, 3.62, 4.125, 5.241, and 6.421 from
Wittgenstein’s ,Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus® (1921), paragraph 209 of the ,,Philosophical
Investigations®, and Walter Benjamin’s “Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels”, Frankfurt am
Main, 1982, p. 145. Kosuth aligns himself—by granting central importance to Benjamin’s
statements on ,Allegoriker” (someone using allegories in a specific way), ,,menschliches
Wissen” (“human knowledge”) as well as a ,,Haufen willkirlich geschnittenes Stiicke” (“pile
of arbitrarily cut pieces”), and ,Todesverfallenheit” (“submission to death”), into a tradition -
both literary and specific to art history - that explains certain aspects of the artistic avant-
garde, including the combination of objects, through Benjamin’s theses on allegory in
Baroque tragedy (see P. Blrger, ,Theorie der Avant-Garde®, Frankfurt am Main, 1974, pp. 92—
98; H.D.B. Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures”, in: Artforum, September 1982, pp. 43-56; C.
Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism”, Part |, in: October,
No. 12/1980, pp. 67—86; Part |, in: October, No. 12/1980, pp. 58-80).

Image sources:
Left: Klaus Baum'’s blog, URL: https://klausbaum.wordpress.com/vincent-van-gogh/eine-anmerkung-zu-joseph-

kosuths-passagenwerk-auf-der-documenta-9/ (July 2, 2026).
Right: Neumaier, Otto: Vom Ende der Kunst. Asthetische Versuche, Vienna 1997, un- paginated, URL:
https://www.academia.edu/700906/Vom Ende der Kunst %C3%84sthetische Versuche (July 2, 2026).




Photos by Thomas Dreher:

The photographs were taken by the author at documenta 9 as documentations for a critique.
They are published here, because very few photographs of the ,Passagen-Werk“ can be
found online. “Room 2“ in particular (the gallery with white walls and white cloths) is rarely
documented. The photographs were taken with an analogue camera, using ASA 400 slide
film and without a tripod. The photographs of “Room 1“ show that the lighting conditions
were too poor for taking pictures without a tripod.
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Ein guter Zuschauer schafft mis.
SCHVRIZRRISCHES SPRICHWORT

Agood spectator also creates.

Diese sdadige Pordereng, awischen det inneren odet
cigentlichen Bedeutung wid den duBeren Bedinguagen des
Objelty, Wdet welches man Spricht, 2u unerscheiden,
ordnet die philosophischen Diskurse dber Kunst, dber die
:lexmkutm mm m mt die Neutu:s; an siehim
RO i Has Neidegger. BS setat einen
Diskurs an der Greaze awischen dem lanen und dem
When des Ruastwetks voraws, in diesem Rall einen Diskues
idet den Rahmen.

JACQUES DERRIDA

Nis permaneat request — o distinguish between the
wernal or proper sease and the circumstances of the
dject one is talking abowt — organizes all of the
hilosophical discourses on art, on the meaning of art and
' meaning alone, from Plawo w0 Hegel, Husserl, am
tidegger. It presupposes a discourse on the limk
tween the inside and outside of the art object, in thi
tance a discourse on the frame.

JACQUES DRRRIV!




WALTER BENJAMIN

In ciner dhalichen Beschrinkung befinden sich ja die
darstellenden Kinste, Malerei und Plastik im Vergleich zur
Poeaie, die sich der Rede bedienen kann, und auch hier
lege der Grund des Unvermdgens in dem Material, durch
dessen Bearbeitung die beiden Kinste etwas zum Ausdruck
20 bringen streben. Bhe die Malerel zur Kenntnis der fir
We giltigen Gesetze des Awadrucks gekommen war,
:m te aj‘: a::h n.o.e:;]m mﬂ“l:lmlelch:n, Im

m Munde der o8 man auf alten
Bildern Zettelchen hera y Welche als Schrif die
Rede brachten, die im darzuatellen der Maler
veraweilelte.

SIGNUND PRRVD

The plastic acts of painting and sculpture labour, indeed,
wndet 2 similar limitation a3 compared with poetry, which
can make use of speech; and here once again the reason
for their incapacity lies in the nature of the material which
these two forms of ant lmirulm in their effort to
express something, Before painting became acquainted
with the faws of expression by which iy 1§ governed, it
made auempts to get over this handicap “In ancient
paintings small labels were hung from the MOuths of the
persons represented, containing in wrinen characters the

peeches which the artist des ired of
pictorially, paited o representing

MaMixp LA LI




is together)

‘14l e Operation Erssseichoes beine Form, somdees

LEGUIG WITTEERSTY ]

131 The operation does mot characwerioe 3 form Bus cnly
e difference berween forms.

i
]

Alles Geschriebene ist Schweine-Kacke .

ARTORLIN ARTAUD

N |

pars break imo the emple and drink o e dregs vy
3t b acrificial pischers; this is repeated over and All'ilunlw
i fimlly it con be clcslwed in sivose, sd i

e 3§ 7211 of the ceremony.

t!.l‘

|
]
]
!

ANTONIN ARTAVD
LT

3.221 Die Gegenstinde kann ich nur nennen, Zeichen
vettreten sie. Ich kann nur von ihnen sprechen, sie

aussprechen kann ich nicht. Ein Satz kann nur sagen, wie
ein Ding ist, nicht was es ist.

LUDVIG WITTGENSTEIN

3.221 Objects I can only name. Signs represent them. I can

only speak of them. I cannot assert them. A proposition
can only say how a thing is, not what it is.

LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN
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3.221 Objects I can only name, Signs represent them, I ca
only speak of them. I cannot assert them. A proposition
can only say how a thing is, not what it is.
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ans  Licht
ten Anteil besonnener I 1
wpt finden. Dieser Anteil wird n it imme
er wird nicht immer angenehm sein, aber er wis
cht sein, -
EDWARD SAPIR

Sooner or later we shall have to get down to the humble

task of exploring the depths of our consciousness and

dragging to the light what sincere bits of reflected

experience we can find. These bits will not always be

-~ beautiful, they will not always be pleasing, but they will
be genuine. | y
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! der vorherigen ¥
den vorherrschendell D=L et 8 mt
ht zu viele Bilder e1ner bes g;lld seg

. yorgefagte Meinun dartiber \ier§F0[‘i\j em Blick
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gfi,gésf-:rz't ist. dann kann das Bild unter Umstinden ¢

woh! erregend wirken. ;
DAVID FREEDBERG

Arousal by image (whether pornographic or not) only

occurs in context: in the context of the individual
beholder s conditioning, and, as it were, of his preparation
for seeing the arousing, erotic, or pornographic image. It
is dependent on the prior availability of images and
evailing boundaries of shame. If one has not seen too
Ilallfgﬁ of ‘afpamcular kind before, and if the
oo HNdse Inlringes some preconception of wh

S not usually exposed (to the gq7e

rn out to be arousin '
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mode of iconoclasm which is called censorship does
t necessarily take the form of direct assault or removal.
cunning consists in denying its own operation and

g no scars.

LEO STEINBERG
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naittelbar da vor ansern Augen, keia
= Mier trennen sich Religion und
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bisherigen Form. An die Stelle de
tik, die in volliger Verdrehung d
in der Zeit judischer Kunstiberfremdu
strichtertum gemacht worden, war, wird ab h
astbericht gestellt; an die Stelle des Kritikers
nstschriftleiter. Der Kunstbericht soll weniger
vielmehr Darstellung und damit Wirdigung
dem Publikum die Moglichkeit geben, sich
- zu bilden, ihm Ansporn sein, aus $ein:
ng und Empfindung sich tber ki
n eine Meinung zu bilden. '

er Mens
ner selbst lebt, und
derer leben soll, so
eigenen Existenz allein aus
zu empfangen scheint.

JEAN-JTACQUES ROUSSEAL

within himself, while social man lives

imself and only knows how to live in

thers, so that he seems to receive the

f his own existence merely from the
sthers concerning him.
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let damu eine Be 1enzung; “das
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MICHEL FOUCAR L'r"'

g_--dual reldtzonslnp of the mirror-has been shattered by
preme and - empti form, a form whose emptiness

purs the fragile reflection, a form which is nothing in
which designates the limit in all'its aspects. L
sure of an artistic work, at the border of
mil emerges whose function is t C
n the worl}zcto complel ion, an
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it @f the symbohc communic mon was broken: it is
' llijro longation of the communication by ot
e failed, repressed word articulates itself in

d, cyphered form. The implication of this is that th
1 can not only be interpreted but is, so to spe
formed with an eye to its mterpretaﬂon

to the big Other presumed to cont
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ert bin — auch wenn das nicht die Art

Iche Dinge normalerweise angeht — ist

 daR wir politisch keine Theorie haben,

o ﬁhﬂge Theoriesegmente ihre Inspiration von
“vezicien konnten, was man gemeinhin “Kunst” nennt.
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