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Joseph Kosuth: Passagen-Werk, 1992 
Neue Galerie, Kassel, documenta 9 
 
 
The Neue Galerie, along with its collec5ons, was made available to host works that address 
or explore the issue of museum presenta5on. Heimo Zobernig and Haim Steinbach erected 
barriers. Zobernig enclosed pain5ngs 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, undifferen5ated ar5s5c strategy involving barriers, Joseph Kosuth 
combined text fragments into a complex network in „Passagen-Werk (Documenta Flânerie).” 
The quota5ons 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 pain5ngs by 
19th-century Kassel ar5sts draped in black by Kosuth- confronts the viewer with a modern 
metalanguage addressing the referen5al func5on of the sign, ques5ons rela5ng 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 quota5ons are drawn from Ludwig 
WiWgenstein’s „Tractatus“ and his „Philosophische Untersuchungen“ (“Philosophical 
Inves5ga5ons“), as well as from Walter Benjamin‘s „Passagenwerk“ (“Arcades Project“) and 
„Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels“ („The Origin of German Tragic Drama“).1 In both 
galleries, visitors discover, in addi5on to those by Benjamin and WiWgenstein,  quota5ons 
from Franz Kaaa, Sigmund Freud, Jacques Derrida, and Julia Kristeva. These raise ques5ons 
similar to those posed by WiWgenstein in the „Tractatus“, par5cularly his “picture theory” 
concerning the exact representa5on of rela5onships drawn from the real world through 
rela5onships based on sentences. Added to these are ques5ons concerning the claim to 
validity and completeness that we are accustomed to aWribu5ng to the images we gather 
from the real world.  
Kosuth selects quota5ons that raise the issue of the reconstruc5on of the modern 
movement as well as that of postmodern deconstruc5on. He explores the poten5al for 
displacement inherent in what is thus displaced and, by posing this ques5on, sets in mo5on 
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: hWps://www.academia.edu/121245909/Le_Chant_du_Cygne_Documenta_9 (July 2, 
2026). 
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Joseph Kosuth: Passagen-Werk (Documenta Flânerie), 1992. Documenta 9, 
Neue Galerie, Kassel. 
 
 
Annota5on: 
1 Kosuth cites, among others, proposi5ons 3.221, 3.62, 4.125, 5.241, and 6.421 from 
WiWgenstein’s „Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus“ (1921), paragraph 209 of the „Philosophical 
Inves5ga5ons“, and Walter Benjamin’s “Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels“, Frankfurt am 
Main, 1982, p. 145. Kosuth aligns himself—by gran5ng central importance to Benjamin’s 
statements on „Allegoriker” (someone using allegories in a specific way), „menschliches 
Wissen“ (“human knowledge”) as well as a „Haufen willkürlich geschniWenes Stücke“ (“pile 
of arbitrarily cut pieces”), and „Todesverfallenheit“ (“submission to death”), into a tradi5on - 
both literary and specific to art history - that explains certain aspects of the ar5s5c avant-
garde, including the combina5on of objects, through Benjamin’s theses on allegory in 
Baroque tragedy (see P. Bürger, „Theorie der Avant-Garde“, Frankfurt am Main, 1974, pp. 92–
98; H.D.B. Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures”, in: Aruorum, September 1982, pp. 43–56; C. 
Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism”, Part I, in: October, 
No. 12/1980, pp. 67–86; Part I, in: October, No. 12/1980, pp. 58–80). 
 
Image sources: 
Le.: Klaus Baum’s blog, URL: h8ps://klausbaum.wordpress.com/vincent-van-gogh/eine-anmerkung-zu-joseph-
kosuths-passagenwerk-auf-der-documenta-9/ (July 2, 2026). 
Right: Neumaier, O8o: Vom Ende der Kunst. ÄstheTsche Versuche, Vienna 1997, un- paginated, URL: 
h8ps://www.academia.edu/700906/Vom_Ende_der_Kunst_%C3%84stheTsche_Versuche (July 2, 2026). 
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Photos by Thomas Dreher: 
 
 

The photographs were taken by the author at documenta 9 as documenta5ons for a cri5que. 
They are published here, because very few photographs of the „Passagen-Werk“ can be 
found online. “Room 2“ in par5cular (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 ligh5ng condi5ons 
were too poor for taking pictures without a tripod. 
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