
documenta, 1955 

 

In July 1955, under the direction of Arnold Bode and supported by the art historical 

expertise of Werner Haftmann, documenta opened in the still war-damaged but 

provisionally reconstructed rooms of the Fridericianum in Kassel. The genesis of this 

first documenta exhibition reflects many aspects of post-war German culture, both 

societal and individual, and defines the documenta as an inherently political endeavor 

from the outset. On the one hand, the self-proclaimed primary goal of the exhibition 

was to tie in with the tradition of modernism in Europe and especially in Germany 

before the National Socialist seizure of power through a presentation of works of 

avant-garde art. On the other hand, the documenta was also to take on an educational 

task in the cultural edification of the population towards democratic and responsible 

citizens. Last but not least, the exhibition was also seen as an economic opportunity for 

Arnold Bode’s hometown of Kassel, which had been heavily bombed during the 

Second World War. In an attempt to tie in with pre-war modernism, the documenta 

was intended to act as a cultural-political demarcation line to the deeds of the National 

Socialist war and extermination machinery. In the process, however, the persecution of 

artists and the destruction of their art were trivialized and glossed over as a “rather 

strange fit of iconoclasm” in Haftmann’s catalog essay. 

In recent decades in particular, scholars and institutions have increasingly 

sought to critically reappraise the history of the documenta. It has become clear that 

many myths about the origins of the documenta are incomplete or trivialized, and that 

they are often the result of strategic self-dramatization. As was the case with 

protagonists in other institutions of the young Federal Republic of Germany, the 

biographies of important documenta staff members—including Haftmann, who 

became a member of the SA in 1933 and of the NSDAP in 1937—prove to be extremely 

problematic.  

 

"One cannot help but recall the painful memories of that recent period when Germany 

left the united effort of the modern European spirit, isolated itself and rejected the 

results already achieved by this effort in all fields of the spirit. It was not that the 

ostracism of modern art had harmed the artists themselves. [...] The artist went 

underground, painted in laundry rooms, modeled in dilapidated factory halls, and fed 

himself like the lilies of the field. [...] The damage was done much more to the nation 

[...]."  

Werner Haftmann, Introduction, Exh. Cat., documenta (Munich 1995 [1955]), 16  

[Translation by Lenbachhaus] 

 

 

II. documenta, 1959 

 

Buoyed by the great success of the first edition, II. documenta took place in 1959. Once 

again conceived under the direction of Arnold Bode and Werner Haftmann, the 

intention was now to include more contemporary art in the selection of works. With 

the title “Art Has Become Abstract,” the two exhibition organizers not only ideally tied 

in with the avant-garde survey show of the first documenta, but also placed 



themselves prominently within the broader discourse on the cultural quality and 

relevance of abstract art. In order to support their thesis visually, the advisory board 

around Bode and Haftmann developed various histories of succession and influence 

along the exhibited works, embedding the works in a temporal chronology. In this 

way, the artistic “masters” and “pioneers” of the twentieth century were to be 

identified and highlighted through stylistic references between the exhibits. Haftmann 

even went one step further and proclaimed a genealogy of abstraction, according to 

which art—above all painting—developed linearly from figurative to abstract 

tendencies.  

The press response was as extensive as it was heterogeneous, not least of all 

because of the contentious initial theses. As a result, the documenta solidified its 

unique cultural-political significance in the post-war years of the Federal Republic, 

regardless of the respective journalistic judgments of quality. Although, in retrospect, 

the major narratives of II. documenta in terms of content are to be evaluated as 

problematic or inaccurate, it nevertheless had a supra-regional influence on the 

formation of the canon of Western art institutions. 

 

 

documenta III, 1964 

 

After the first two documenta exhibitions, the format increasingly found itself in a 

quandary over content. Arnold Bode and Werner Haftmann, forming a dual 

leadership for the third time in 1964, expanded the previous, classic exhibition concept 

with its painting and sculpture sections by adding further departments, including a 

rich selection of drawings. At the same time, however, the two decision-makers fell 

behind conceptually because the exhibition presented current artistic developments in 

Europe and America only as marginal phenomena as opposed to the still dominant 

abstract painting of the modern era. The small selection of younger positions was 

accordingly exhibited to represent an isolated phenomenon of the artistic present, and 

no further references to the underlying currents and associations were established. In 

other respects as well, the “Museum of 100 Days,” as Bode illustriously titled 

documenta III, focused on a visually striking and highly individualistic presentation in 

which the singular work and its autonomous creator were the conceptual and 

architectural focal point. For example, three paintings by Ernst Wilhelm Nay were 

mounted at an angle on the ceiling as a site-specific intervention in the space to higher 

their auratic impact. 

Despite the hardly progressive exhibition themes, documenta III set another visitor 

record (approximately 200,000) and received increased attention from the international 

press, which was due not least of all to the imaginative way in which the exhibition 

was presented and the remarkable selection of high-caliber drawings. 

 

 

  



4. documenta, 1968 

 

The last documenta, for which Arnold Bode was chiefly responsible, marked cautious 

beginnings for a forward-looking reorientation of the quinquennial exhibition. After 

internal squabbles during the preparations and the retirement of several experts, 

including Werner Haftmann, due to age, the motto “the youngest documenta ever” 

was intended to bring a breath of fresh air to the image of the major exhibition. In this 

context, a twenty-six-member documenta advisory board was established, which 

jointly decided on the selection of artists. The motto was thus not only an expression of 

a fresh self-image of the curatorship. For the first time, the exhibition also focused 

purely on the presentation of contemporary art, including works of Pop Art, color 

field painting, and minimal art, some of which was even produced especially for 4. 

documenta. In terms of exhibition policy, the public perceived the increased 

participation of American positions—roughly one third of all participants—with 

controversial interest. In the midst of a first peak of the Cold War in 1968, the selection 

sparked fierce debates about the instrumentalization of the documenta and resulted in 

student and anti-war protests. But even the cultural-political establishment, apart from 

slogans critical of the U.S., expressed displeasure with the decisions that had been 

taken content-wise. The absence of important German protagonists such as Thomas 

Bayrle, Gerhard Richter, or the Fluxus movement was criticized. Another novelty that 

certainly contributed to the public exchange about the contents of 4. documenta was 

Bazon Brock’s “Visitors’ School.” Brock’s performative approach to mediation was 

intended to “activate” art through a direct dialogue with the audience and was also 

formative for the pedagogics of subsequent documenta editions. 

 

 

documenta 5, 1972 

 

In many respects, documenta 5 marked a turning point in the history of the major 

exhibition. With Harald Szeemann as the sole responsible artistic director, not only did 

the long history of influence of the documenta’s founder, Arnold Bode, come to an 

end, but Szeemann’s curatorial concept of “Questioning Reality – Pictorial Worlds 

Today” also radically continued the opening up to diverse artistic media that had 

already begun with 4. documenta. Contemporary currents, such as Fluxus and 

Happenings, were juxtaposed with hyper-realistic tendencies in painting and 

sculpture. The so-called “environments,” i.e., room-filling installations, also set new 

and previously unknown accents and challenged many visitors’ understanding of art, 

which was rooted in classical modernism. Szeemann was explicitly concerned with the 

development of a new concept of the image, which he strove to visualize in his 

selection of art works, as well as with examples from advertising, design, and sacred 

objects. 

In view of this new orientation, it is hardly surprising that documenta 5 was received 

controversially by the media. On the one hand, it was interpreted as a carnival of 

artistic charlatans and a symptom of cultural decay; the political correspondent Thilo 

Koch even spoke of the “black mass of Kassel” in the Hessische Allgemeine Zeitung. 

On the other hand, progressive voices saw in the fifth edition a long overdue 



fundamental renewal of the outdated documenta format, which could maintain its 

international relevance and art-historical topicality precisely by turning away from 

principles of quality such as “truthfulness” and “beauty.” 

 

 

documenta 6, 1977 

 

With documenta 6, Manfred Schneckenburger took charge of the exhibition and 

picked up programmatically where the previous two editions had left off. This meant 

that the heterogeneity of artistic media, which had already expanded the classical art 

genres in 1968 and 1972 with tendencies such as Fluxus or Pop Art, was continued and 

stringently fanned out—for example by including artists form the GDR. At the same 

time, the first curatorial focus on film and photography promoted the standing of 

these media as equally important means of artistic expression. Ultimately, the selection 

was also intended to critically question the growing predominance of the mass media 

in the 1970s. In the wake of the spectacularly staged and tele-medially communicated 

assassinations of the Red Army Faction, a critical attitude towards the medialization of 

such events had developed in the Federal Republic. With documenta 6, 

Schneckenburger wanted to tie in with these eventful times and reflect on the role and 

mechanisms of media strategies. 

 

"And most certainly the basic idea of the concept, properly understood, was an idea of 

the media-critical 70s and not of the media-enthusiastic 60s. Although often criticized, 

it has proven to be a useful perspective for the selection and organization of 

documenta 6 [...]. The media aspect remains an Archimedean point to which the broad 

panorama of contemporary art can be related [...]." 

Manfred Schneckenburger, Preface, Exh. Cat., Vol. 1, documenta 6 (Kassel 1977), 17  

[Translation by Lenbachhaus] 

 

 

documenta 7, 1982 

 

documenta 7 was directed by Rudi Fuchs. In his conception, Fuchs not only dispensed 

with a programmatic guiding principle or exhibition title, but explicitly opposed the 

political and socio-critical “perversion” of art through curatorial means. In his opinion, 

the aesthetic autonomy of the works and the individual creative sense of the artists 

were the main criteria along which the exhibition should be organized. This attitude 

can be understood as a departure from the basic socially effective tone of the previous 

documenta and a return to an understanding of art that shaped the first three 

documenta editions. In addition, it reflected the overriding conservative 

understanding of culture in the Federal Republic at the beginning of the 1980s.  

The revival of criteria of quality such as “intellectual richness” and “artistic 

individuality” was accordingly also emphasized in the artistic media on display. The 

classical forms of expression—painting and sculpture—dominated, the few 

performative works were moved out of the main venues and shown at, among others, 

the Staatstheater Kassel. Beuys’ actually highly political actions, including the project 



7000 Eichen, could likewise be read in this curatorial framework as products of an 

archetypal artist-genius and thus isolated from their social references. Video art was 

underrepresented in Fuchs’ program. 

 

„We did everything to avoid a nervous exhibition […]. The times are nervous enough 

already. To us it seemed important to disentangle art from the diverse pressures and 

social perversions it has to bear.” Rudi H. Fuchs, Introduction, Exh. Cat., Vol. 1, 

documenta 7 (Kassel 1982), XV 

 

 

documenta 8, 1987 

 

Due to internal disagreements over the appointment of an artistic director for 

documenta 8, Manfred Schneckenburger was again appointed to the post. Having 

already organized documenta 6 in 1977, he is, to this day, along with the documenta 

founder Arnold Bode, the only curator to have taken over the direction of the 

exhibition more than once. In 1987, devoid of any strict and overarching theoretical 

framework, Schneckenburger strove to foreground the sociopolitical dimension of the 

works. His approach can be understood as a counter-design to the previous 

documenta, which had primarily emphasized the aesthetic autonomy of the work of 

art. Schneckenburger’s curatorial linking of artistic productions back to their 

respective social contexts of origin also testifies to the strengthening of postmodern 

models of thought since the late 1970s. Instead of a linear thread that seamlessly linked 

the works, Schneckenburger relied on a heterogeneous compilation in which, for the 

first time, a comprehensive video and audio library could be accessed by the audience. 

The focus on the socio-critical potential of art, however, also made the 

contradictions in content within the exhibition stand out all the more clearly. For 

example, in an installation in the Fridericianum crowned by an oversized Mercedes 

star, Hans Haacke documented the dubious business relations between Deutsche 

Bank, the automobile manufacturer Mercedes-Benz, and the South African apartheid 

regime. At the same time, a Mercedes-Benz automobile was exhibited in the 

Orangerie, without reference to Haacke’s work, as a successful example of design 

possibilities. Given these circumstances, the documenta was often described in press 

reviews as eclectic and arbitrary. There was further criticism, mostly from conservative 

professional circles, of the lack of classically painterly positions, which had been 

shown in large numbers at documenta 7. 

 

 

DOCUMENTA IX, 1992 

 

DOCUMENTA IX was curated by Jan Hoet, whose guiding principle “from body to 

body to bodies” placed human beings and the world perceptible to their senses at the 

center of the exhibition. Thus, in his catalog introduction, Hoet speaks of increasingly 

abstract conflicts, fears, and threats. At the same time, according to Jan Hoet, the 

abstract threats manifest themselves through an unprecedented mediatization and 

immediacy. Humans must therefore permanently position themselves both physically 



and mentally within this dystopian world. 

The exhibited works and their spatial presentation were above all contextualized 

within a sociological framework, which was elaborated in close dialogue with the 

artists. This focus on interpersonal exchange during the preparations for 

DOCUMENTA IX was a curatorial novelty. At the same time, Hoet pursued a 

similarly low-threshold and direct approach to mediation, in that the individual works 

were to be made comprehensible to the public primarily through their spatial 

positioning and their dialogue with one another.  

In retrospect, DOCUMENTA IX proved to be extremely popular precisely because of 

its highly memorable and associative selection of works. In contrast, the specialist 

press repeatedly referred to the exhibition’s tendency to drift into pure spectacle or 

striking anecdotes. 

 

"But the comprehensive civilizational grip on the increasingly gaping cracks of our 

well-ordered lives is increasingly failing to be effective. The threats and attacks of the 

unknown (internal and external) have become more diffuse, harder to locate, and thus 

more unconditionally urgent. In a world of almost complete digital objectification, the 

need for a mediating language becomes apparent." 

Jan Hoet, An Introduction, Exh. Cat., Vol. 1, documenta 9 (Stuttgart/Kassel 1992), 18 

[Translation by Lenbachhaus] 

 

 

documenta X, 1997 

 

With Catherine David, documenta X had a woman as its artistic director for the first 

time. Her program included the classic venues such as the Fridericianum, the Neue 

Galerie, and the Orangerie, but David opened up documenta even further into the 

urban space by developing a tour of various artistic interventions, reaching from 

Kassel’s main train station down to the Karlsaue Park. 

During the course of the exhibition, and even before the actual opening, David’s 

discursive focus on art was repeatedly the subject of critical commentary in the 

feuilletons. It was argued, for example, that the art was in danger of being suffocated 

under the curatorial framework and that the interventions—such as Lois Weinberger’s 

planting of disused railroad tracks—displaced the artistic work into the urban 

background. In contrast, other voices praised David’s clever reflections on the socio-

political impact of art, which were seen as being particularly effective in these 

subversive gestures. 

In retrospect, however, it was above all the accompanying program of lectures 

and symposia devised by David, “100 Days – 100 Guests,” that proved to be a 

groundbreaking discourse format for future documenta exhibitions. Here, scholars 

and theorists from various disciplines had their say and supplemented the content of 

the exhibited works and the overall social context with their own professional 

expertise. As a testimony to this far-reaching exchange, the accompanying catalog 

brings together a large number of renowned researchers of the early twentieth century 

whose work continues to shape theories of the humanities to the present day. Among 



most experts, David’s documenta X is now considered one of the most profound 

editions, both in terms of the history of documenta and its present. 

 

 

Documenta11, 2002 

 

Under the direction of Okwui Enwezor, the artistic and logistical concept of 

Documenta11 was developed with an explicitly global approach and a strong focus on 

postcolonial views and narratives. In the run-up to the exhibition in Kassel, four so-

called “platforms” in various cities prepared the curatorial and discursive foundation 

which the fifth and last venue, the actual documenta exhibition 2002 in Kassel, built 

on. These “platforms” were designed as conference formats and dealt with the 

thematic foci “Democracy Unrealized” in Vienna, “Experiments with Truth: 

Transitional Justice and the Processes of Truth and Reconciliation” in New Delhi, 

“Créolité and Creolization in St. Lucia,” and “Under Siege: Four African Cities, 

Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, and Lagos in Lagos.”  

The exhibition in Kassel was accordingly rich in documentary and political 

contributions by artists and collectives who worked and lived outside the established 

art centers of the Global North. Thus, not only the “Western”-dominated approach to 

art, but also the implied global hierarchy of exhibition making was to be questioned. 

Likewise, the interest of Documenta11 in the manifestations of violence, dominance, 

and hope, as well as their (il)legitimation processes, testified to a specific zeitgeist in 

flux in the months following the September 11, 2001 attacks in New York and 

Washington, D.C. 

 

"So if one thing can be said about the spectacular otherness of Documenta11, it is this: 

Its critical spaces are not sites of normalization or uniformization of all artistic visions 

on their way to institutional beatification. Rather, through the continuity and circling 

of linkages of discursivity, debate, locality and transmission, cultural situations and 

their localities [...] Documenta11's spaces are to be seen as forums of engaged ethical 

and intellectual reflection on the possibility of rethinking historical procedures [...]." 

Okwui Enwezor, The Black Box, Exh. Cat., documenta 11 (Ostfildern/Kassel 2002), 43 

[Translation by Lenbachhaus] 

 

 

documenta 12, 2007 

 

For the first time, documenta 12 was conceived by a curatorial duo, although Roger M. 

Buergel was made the official director only due to organizational formalities. 

Internally, however, Buergel shared the directorial responsibilities with Ruth Noack. 

Together, they developed the concept of “The Migration of Form.” Their starting thesis 

was that human cultural history could be understood along a defined vocabulary of 

forms. Within this vocabulary, there are forms that are passed on across different 

contexts and times—in other words, they migrate. Seen in this way, the numerous 

artistic practices and their histories could not only be exhibited according to their 

respective formal references, but their trans-regional interactions and influences could 



also be made comprehensible. The migration aspect was formally emphasized by 

Buergel and Noack through a selection of historical exhibits, such as Persian 

sculptures from the fourteenth century, as well as contemporary design objects.  

With the question “Is Modernity Our Antiquity?” directly linked to the thesis of 

the migration of form, documenta 12 also addressed a significant current of 

contemporary artistic practices and art theoretical considerations. At the same time, 

this question with its explicit reference to the first documenta in which Western 

European “modernism” had been programmatically central, was already an inherent 

part of documenta 12. This became clear in the way the exhibition design was based on 

the setup of the first documenta of 1955, for example through the choice of curtains in 

the museum spaces. 

While the cross-genre bracket of fine art, artisanal-historical artifacts, and 

design objects brought fresh juxtapositions and contexts to the documenta, the mode 

of presentation and linearity of Buergel’s and Noack’s curatorial concept was the 

subject of controversial discussions. 

 

„It was not our aim either to highlight artist’s names or to succumb to all-

encompassing concepts, nor did we want to favour geopolitical identity […]. Naturally 

certain artists matter to us more than others and of course particular concepts remain 

essential. It is equally true that art is not without context; each work is attached to a 

local history. However, exhibitions are only worth looking at if we manage to dispense 

with preordained categories and arrive at a plateau where art communicates itself and 

on its own terms.” 

Roger M. Buergel and Ruth Noack, Preface, Exh. Cat., documenta 12 (Cologne/Kassel 

2007), 11-12. 

 

 

 

dOCUMENTA (13), 2012 

 

Under the direction of Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, dOCUMENTA (13) occupied an 

interesting place in the history of the documenta exhibitions. Titled “Collapse and 

Recovery,” the exhibition placed a focus on holistic artistic practices of healing, 

reconciliation, pacification, and perception. This not only sought points of connection 

to the postwar tradition of the first documenta exhibitions in the 1950s, which were 

intended to act as a cultural corrective to the devastating Nazi years in Germany. 

Christov-Bakargiev also further pursued the decentralization of the mega-exhibition 

begun by Okwui Enwezor by enlisting various cities, such as Alexandria, Kabul, and 

Bamiya (Afghanistan), as simultaneous exhibition sites. In this way, she continued an 

expanded curatorial concept of supra-regional points of reference and set the first 

impulses for the equivalent status of the various venues, which were groundbreaking 

for the subsequent documenta 14 in Kassel and Athens. 

The documenta’s overall efforts were correspondingly extensive, although 

Christov-Bakargiev commented critically on her own curatorial role in advance: 

Instead of a linear curatorial structure, dOCUMENTA (13) was intended to open up 

associative approaches and enable anti-hierarchical systems of thought. The artistically 



and scientifically elaborated output of the documenta was compiled, exhibited, and 

constantly updated in the heart of the Fridericianum— the so-called “Brain.” 

 

"dOCUMENTA (13) is [...] driven by a holistic and non-logocentric vision that shares 

and respects the forms and practices of knowledge of all the animate and inanimate 

producers of the world."  

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, The dance was very frenetic, brisk, rattling, ringing, rolling, 

twisted, and lasted a long time, Exh. Cat., Vol. 1, documenta 13 (Ostfildern/Kassel 2012) 

31 [Translation by Lenbachhaus] 

 

 

documenta 14, 2017 

 

The fourteenth documenta with its artistic director Adam Szymczyk further developed 

numerous curatorial concepts and discursive approaches of earlier editions. Probably 

the most significant intervention in the historical systematics of the documenta was 

the simultaneous alignment and equal distribution of the exhibition’s focal points 

between the two cities of Kassel and Athens. Influenced by the global economic crisis 

of 2008 and the subsequent austerity policies of the EU and Greece, Szymczyk’s team 

took an approach of equal distribution of curatorial and artistic resources. Although 

previous documenta exhibitions had also worked with a curatorial team of different 

sizes and personalities, documenta 14 explicitly aimed to develop a flat, fanned-out 

organizational structure. In Athens in particular, an attempt was made to win over 

protagonists from the local cultural and art scene for the exhibition project. 

Consequently, the respective expertise could also be seen in the diverse curatorial and 

artistic concepts. 

In addition, the auxiliary program, “Parliament of Bodies,” curated by Paul B. 

Preciado, introduced further key subjects regarding a variety of body-political 

discourses into the exhibitions in Kassel and Athens. Thus, documenta 14 saw itself as 

a living network of different bodies and their individual experiences and references to 

art. Accordingly, it was also typical that the points of contention proposed by the 

thematic contributions were controversially debated by a broad public. Discussions 

about austerity policies, wars and refugees, and economic and ecological systems of 

power were sparked off by the symbolic choice of Athens as the second venue in at 

times extremely emotional and sharp debates. 

 

"I would like to argue that documenta is not just a tool of German cultural policy or an 

event intended to make an important contribution to the city and the region, but must 

be understood as an autonomous, collectively owned, transnational and inclusive, self-

organized artistic endeavor - realized by a multitude and not confined to a particular 

place."  

Adam Szymczyk, 14: Iterability and Otherness: Learning and Acting from Athens, Exh. 

Cat., documenta 14 (Munich/Kassel et al 2017), 41  

[Translation by Lenbachhaus] 
 


