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The Silent Author of the Exhibition 

From neutral space to curatorial apparatus: A structural analysis of Documenta 2 and 

Documenta 5. 

By Florian Auer 

 

Navigating both the architectural and art worlds, with the main goal of identifying and 

understanding the key overlaps and clear differences between the two fields, the need 

arises to clarify the true meaning of architecture within the context of public art 

displays, which are exhibitions.  

Exhibition architecture is often viewed as a passive organizing tool, and although visible 

structures are created, they are frequently overlooked and commonly understood as a 

natural framework, an underlying structure mainly for displaying artworks. Walls, 

partitions and circulation systems appear to be elements that merely support the 

presentation – “the making public of art”1. But what appears to be neutral space is in 

fact an ordering apparatus that structures perception, behavior and meaning. 

By combining architecture and curating, the question arises of whether and when 

architecture expanded from serving as a neutral backdrop to becoming part of 

curatorial authorship and a tool for producing meaning in exhibitions. 

To clarify whether this shift in perspective occurred, whether it is present but not visible, 

or whether the milieus should be seen as separate tasks, I compare Documenta 2 in 

1959 and Documenta 5 in 1975 through a 2026 infrastructural lens to make the 

entanglement of these fields apparent. 

While Documenta 2 exemplifies exhibition architecture as a modernist system of spatial 

order that structures art-historical narratives, Documenta 5 makes a decisive shift, in 

 
1 Simon Sheikh, “Constitutive E2ects: The Techniques of the Curator,” in Curating Subjects, ed. Paul 
O’Neill et al., 2nd ed., Occasional Table (Open Editions, 2011), 175. 
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which exhibitions generate meaning through curatorial frameworks, making their 

structuring mechanisms visible.  

Looking ahead to exhibition-making in 2026, architecture no longer acts as the primary 

organizing principle but instead functions as one tool among many within a broader 

curatorial framework. At the same time, it is greatly underestimated or not sufficiently 

recognized as a way to transform how exhibitions are designed and to break free from 

traditional cycles of presentation, representation, and perception. 

By analyzing floor plans, installation strategies, and curatorial concepts, this essay 

examines how exhibition architecture fosters relationships among artwork, space, and 

viewers. Making it clear that the way architecture is implemented within a curatorial 

concept is crucial to the visitor's experience and to the exhibition's narrative. 

 

Imposed neutrality: Architecture as an ordering device 

Every space requires architecture and infrastructure to function and be experienceable. 

Even before exhibition architecture was formally recognized, organizing artworks and 

designing visitor flow were fundamental architectural elements vital to exhibition 

creation and institutional authority.  

Architecture is an ordering device and influences how visitors perceive artworks and 

exhibition spaces. Since the invention of the white cube in the late 1920’s, which is still 

the predominant appearance of galleries, the primary goal of exhibition organization 

was to create a space for the artwork, as undisturbed as possible, creating the illusion 

of neutrality.2 

Brian O’Doherty characterizes the modernist art space as a sealed-off white box with 

sterile lighting, where art is intended to be the visitor’s primary focus. Conversely, the 

visitor becomes an intruder in the space occupied by the artwork. The obsession with 

neutrality is so strong that the space itself becomes the first thing one notice, as it is 

distinctly ingrained in our memory as proof that the object inside is art. At the same 

 
2 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, 1st book ed (Lapis Press, 
1986), 14–15. 
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time, the white cube isolates the artwork from external influences and creates the 

illusion of a space that exists independently of any conditions unrelated to the work 

itself.3 

Thus, illustrating that the modernist gallery space has shaped how artworks are 

perceived and presented, aiming to submerge the visitor in the artwork's world. 

This intention becomes even more explicit in the organizing principle of the modernist 

gallery – the hanging. Frames are treated as an extension of the artwork, thereby 

blurring the boundary between art and space even more.4 

 

The importance of order in an exhibition is directly linked to institutional power, as Tony 

Bennett describes in “The Exhibitionary Complex”, in The Birth of the Museum.5  

The museum functions as a technology of control, where both artworks and visitors 

become visible and thus manageable.6  

Museums are designed as observation spaces, with vantage points that let visitors 

observe each other and thus regulate their own behavior. Therefore, visitors become a 

part of the institutional power, being both object and subject of the exhibition. Turning 

museums into a national instrument of power for the modern state, shaping a more 

unified nation through narratives of order imposed on visitors through the exhibition's 

spatial arrangements.7  

 

Exhibition spaces organize art and structure interpretations by placing artworks. They 

discipline viewers through the overall spatial framework while appearing neutral. It 

therefore functions as a system that structures the relationship among artwork, 

architecture, and the spectator. At the same time, the apparent neutrality of the white 

 
3 Ibid., 14–15. 
4 Ibid., 24;27-28. 
5 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, Culture: Policies and Politics 
(Routledge, 1995), 61–62. 
6 Ibid., 61–63. 
7 Ibid., 68–69. 
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cube conceals the institutional power exercised over artworks and visitors through 

exhibition architecture, which serves as an ordering apparatus. 

 

 

Order as Narrative 

Documenta 2, curated by Arnold Bode, did not invent this structure, but enhanced it 

through its exhibition architecture, which functions as a modernist ordering system 

operating through four key principles: modularity, seriality, axiality, and hierarchy. 

Presenting a system that serves as the baseline for modern exhibition-making, the 

creation of national narratives, and the display of historical development. 

 

These principles do not merely structure the exhibition spatially but also reflect a 

broader modern logic of rationalization, standardization, and serial production.8 The 

repeating partition systems, axial circulation, and modular arrangements resemble 

industrial modes of organization in which objects become classified within an ordered 

system rather than encountered through subjective association or curiosity. In this 

sense, Documenta 2 distances itself from earlier exhibition traditions such as the 

cabinet of curiosities or Wunderkammer, where heterogeneous objects accumulated 

through density and wonder rather than taxonomic order.9 

 

Upon entering the partly reconstructed and partly newly constructed Fridericianum, you 

are presented with a modernist utopia created in a shell of what is left of the Museum, 

bombed in 1943 and chosen for the Documenta 2.10 Echoing the neoclassical structure 

of the Fridericianum itself, the modernist interior can be understood as employing 

similar principles of symmetry and continuity.  

 
8 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum, 61–69. 
9 Patrick Mauriès, Cabinets of curiosities, Repr (Thames & Hudson, 2013). 
10 Harald Kimpel and Karin Stengel, II. Documenta ’59: Kunst Nach 1945: Internationale Ausstellung: Eine 
Fotografische Rekonstruktion, Schriftenreihe Des Documenta Archivs, Bd. 7 (Temmen, 2000), 14. 
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Floor plans of the 4-story-high building show a recurring pattern of white partition walls 

arranged in a strict grid, creating rectangular exhibition spaces divided by open 

hallways, resulting in a seemingly endless enfilade of repeating sequences, showcasing 

the strictness of the modernist architectural ordering system. 11 

On the ground floor, artworks in the two largest rooms are displayed in close proximity 

to each other, as the high partitions create narrow, corridor-like spaces. Long overhead 

light fixtures oriented towards the ceiling and walls are installed along the corridors, 

highlighting the white walls and concrete ceilings. Paintings are hung from the ceiling to 

further distinguish the strictly organized room from the artworks.12  

While in the large rooms, the only contrast to the strong vertical lines of the repeating 

partition walls are the longitudinal light fixtures, the smaller rooms, whose partitioning 

is also based on a grid, show a centered art piece with a long white functional bench, 

contrasting the dominant clear suits of rooms in front of it. Strong vertical and horizontal 

lines are often even more accentuated through black cladding on the edges. Creating a 

sense of serial continuity aligned with modernist rationality.13  

The second floor shows a more open floor plan, pushing the artworks to the edges of 

the room and creating larger open areas in the middle, again separated by long white 

functional benches. Grid structures are constant, whether in partitioning walls or in a 

coffered ceiling, showing the modularity of the partitioning walls as they jump back and 

forth along the grid, always maintaining their right angles to one another, reinforcing the 

modular logic of modernist ordering.14  

While one part of the second floor introduces dysrhythmia, through the cassette ceiling, 

featuring a mix of larger and smaller rectangular cassettes, another one presents a 

rhythm in ceiling heights: two-thirds of the room's ceilings are lowered through an array 

of beams, leaving the original room height still perceivable, while the middle part of the 

ceiling is covered, creating a gallery space on the upper level. Short partition walls 

 
11 Ibid., Archival Images. 
12 Ibid. , Archival Images. 
13 Ibid., Archival Images. 
14 Ibid., Archival Images. 
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create a diause corridor, with openings as wide as the walls themselves, in line with the 

modernist idea of rooms melting into each other.15  

Following the temporality of the constructed gallery space as an intermediate floor, the 

artworks shown there are also displayed on partitioning walls resembling the temporary 

structures, showing the coherent application of a main principle to all elements within a 

certain section, as taught by the modernist order.16  

 

On the last floor, two long corridors are created along the right and left wings of the 

building. The room features a white-painted, sloped roof in both directions. The 

artworks are placed alongside the corridor in a never-changing rhythm of being pushed 

slightly forward or backward along the axis of the temporarily constructed wall. Beams 

are put in place above your head to create the illusion of a square room, reinforcing the 

strictly rectangular vision of modernist aesthetics.17  

Through the allocation of rooms, wings, and floor levels, the architecture not only 

creates a modernist order but also establishes a structural taxonomy and, by extension, 

a narrative for the visitors to encounter postwar modernism. 

 

The right wing of the building functions as a historical grounding for the contemporary 

artworks in the exhibition. The left wing, German expressionism, and European 

surrealism are displayed. This layout is interrupted by four rooms displaying always one 

retrospective of a deceased artist in the period between Documenta 1 and 2. The main 

room on the second floor is reserved for German postwar abstractist artworks. 

American expressionism artworks are to be found in the smaller upstairs room, while 

Jackson Pollock, as one of the deceased artists, occupies the whole right wing on the 

first floor. The left wing displays French artists, followed by another retrospective, 

followed by constructivist artworks in the rotunda, which forms the end of the left wing 

and is transformed into a rectangular space to accommodate not only the 

 
15 Ibid., Archival Images. 
16 Ibid., Archival Images. 
17 Ibid., Archival Images. 
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constructivist work but also the modernist neutrality of the exhibition design. On the top 

floor, the latest artworks are displayed.18  

According to Tony Bennett, the museum functions as an instrument of ordering that 

structures and disciplines the display of cultural knowledge.19  Reflecting Bennett’s 

argument, Documenta 2 spatializes art history as a structured and hierarchical narrative 

through the arrangement and clear distinction of artworks by style, period, and country. 

The building's general layout suggests one’s navigation through the exhibition. Large 

rooms following one after the other in both wings of the building suggest passing 

through them on one side of the building, coming back through the narrow corridor 

alongside the rooms and then doing the same thing on the other side of the building 

before one takes another long corridor back to the rotunda in the middle to access the 

next floor.20  

 

As logical as this appears, the many room dividers in the large halls blur this strict flow, 

leading visitors in the year 1959 to describe Documenta 2 as a “Labyrinth”.21  

Documenta 2’s presumed modernist order shows an increasingly complex system in 

architectural design the further along or higher up you are in the building. Experiencing 

this from the standpoint of an increasingly fatigued visitor, as the exhibition proceeds, 

raises the question of whether the neutrality of modernism is still perceived as neutral 

and ordered, or becomes confusing, leaving visitors disoriented, contrary to its goal. 

This becomes more apparent when we take a closer look at the first floor, where the 

singular pathway or guiding system begins to show its complexity. Multiple ways of 

navigating through the exhibition become apparent. The distinction between the 

corridor and the main room becomes unclear as the strict architectural order diffuses 

through the modernist principle of rooms flowing into one another.  At the same time, 

 
18 Ibid., 8–10. 
19 Bennett, The Birth of the Museum, 61–62. 
20 Kimpel and Stengel, II. Documenta ’59, Archive Images. 
21 Ibid., 8. 
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the introduction of a temporary gallery space offers the visitor multiple entry points to 

the spaces.22  

At this point, it is no longer obvious which way to take through the exhibition. Visitors 

might start in the lower right wing, use the staircase at the end of that wing to reach the 

gallery space, then ascend the rotunda staircase and head further upwards rather than 

down to the main first floor again. Or one uses the same approach as on the main floor, 

risking omitting the gallery space entirely.  

 

From Spatial Order to Ideological Framing 

While Documenta 2 in 1959 was staged as a retrospective and accumulation of 

artworks of that time, Documenta 5 in 1972, 13 years later, shifts its narrative through a 

strong ideological undertone and institutional critique.23  

As curator of Documenta 5, Harald Szeemann introduced a diaerent way of organizing 

exhibitions. Instead of arranging artworks according to chronology or style, the 

exhibition raised broader questions concerning the political and societal potential 

inherent in art.24 

Rather than having visitors simply look at art, he introduces a critical lens to the 

exhibition by grounding the concept in general questions about how to look at and 

perceive art. Is an image an instrument of illusion that shapes and manipulates social 

perception? Are images visual forms that arise directly from social realities? What is the 

relationship between image and reality itself? By introducing this three-part theoretical 

model derived from Hegel’s aesthetics, Szeemann challenges the conventional 

understanding of an image through diaerent possibilities of interpreting it.25  

 
22 Ibid., Archival Images. 
23 Roland Nachtigäller et al., eds., Wiedervorlage D5: Eine Befragung Des Archivs Zur Documenta 1972, 
Schriftenreihe Des Documenta Archivs, Bd. 8 (Hatje Cantz, 2001), 32. 
24 Ibid., 21. 
25 Ibid., 26. 
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Szeemann sees art as a process, an idea, and with that in mind, creates the new 

foundation for Documenta. This shift in perspective, when it comes to looking at art, 

made it possible to focus more on the conceptual side of art than on its materiality.26  

 

Looking at this concept through a structural lens, we can see that Documenta 5 

presents itself in a completely diaerent light than Documenta 2. While Documenta 2’s 

exhibition architecture functioned less as an expressive curatorial statement than as a 

seemingly neutral organizational framework grounded in modernist display logic, 

Documenta 5 foregrounded the curator as an authorial figure whose conceptual 

framework structured the visitor’s interpretation of the exhibition.  

Modernist principles of order are no longer imposed as a dominant system, and the 

rigid spatial sequences of enfilades and corridors are dissolved into more open and 

flexible arrangements. Artworks take over walls from edge to edge, from floor to ceiling. 

Whole rooms are either used as installation spaces showcasing a single work or feature 

a dense concentration of artworks, where Posters are scattered across the walls, 

making it unclear whether they are the artworks themselves or supporting objects.27  

Whereas the ground floor is still divided through artworks, partitioning walls, and 

furniture, the first and second floors are architecturally reduced and function as spaces 

where art can spread on its own terms and as it pleases. Walls are undivided. Exhibition 

labels and texts seem to have disappeared, creating an experience rather than a display 

of artworks.28  

Documenta 5’s architectural layout is subject to the overarching curatorial question, 

unfolding through diaerent forms, media, and ideologies that fill the space. Spatial 

arrangements were actively used to create controversies between artworks and topics, 

as architectural proximity and juxtaposition generate tension between artworks and 

thematic clusters.29  

 
26 Ibid., 23. 
27 Ibid., Archival Images. 
28 Ibid., Archival Images. 
29 Ibid., 32-33. 
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This transformation does not imply the absence of architecture but rather its 

reconfiguration. Architecture is seen as a freeing principle that no longer imposes 

boundaries but enables flexibility, density and confrontation.	 

In contrast to the modernist enfilade, building and spatial conditions are not absolute; 

they are transformed through performances and happenings. Providing spectators with 

ever-changing experiences rather than fixed qualities, requiring them to let themselves 

be absorbed by the exhibition's ideology and thematics.30 Demonstrating that the 

architecture becomes temporally activated and transforms into a space that is evolving 

and dynamic rather than a fixed container. 

 

Simon Sheikh describes this production of meaning within the exhibition in his essay, 

"Constitutive effects," as the creation and formation of values and ideas through 

curatorial techniques for displaying artworks and collections.31  

 

Integrating spatial flexibility and using different media, such as happenings and 

performances, facilitates temporality, restructures how we think about exhibitions, and 

legitimizes the subjective and creative role of the curator in creating a platform by 

creating space for interaction and using architecture as an instrument of curating rather 

than for merely ordering.32 Its role therefore changes from organizing exhibitions 

independently to operating within a broader curatorial framework, raising questions 

about its agency and hierarchical positioning within exhibition-making itself. 

 

This shift in curatorial authorship from formality to thematicity provoked strong 

criticism, summarized in the slogan “Die Kunst soll schön bleiben” (“Art Should Remain 

 
30 Ibid., 34–35. 
31 O’Neill et al., Curating Subjects, 175. 
32 Okwui Enwezor, “Reflexion Zur D5 – Eine Neue Au2assung Kuratorischer Arbeit,” in Wiedervorlage D5: 
Eine Befragung Des Archivs Zur Documenta 1972 (Hatje Cantz, 2001), 40–42. 
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Beautiful”), which became the title of Klaus Staeck’s protest publication Befragung der 

documenta oder Die Kunst soll schön bleiben.33 

Other critical voices came from several artists at the time, who saw Szeemann’s work 

as a way to turn their artworks into illustrative objects within an overall very theoretical 

exhibition and began to question the power of the Exhibition-maker.34  

 

This shows a structural shift between the two Documentas: whereas Documenta 2 can 

be understood as organizing art through an attempt at neutrality and viewing 

architecture as an ordering system, while Documenta 5 renders the production of 

meaning itself visible, where architecture organizes art and exhibitions organize 

meaning.  

 

 

Authorship as a Structural Inequality 

Positioning Documenta 2 as a core case for exhibition architecture as an ordering 

system, and Documenta 5 as a counter-case centered on curatorial authorship, reveals 

the transformation of exhibition architecture’s role within exhibition-making. While the 

architecture of Documenta 2 tried to arrange artworks in a neutral, taxonomic system 

that underlined modernist order, Documenta 5 rendered the creation of meaning within 

the exhibition as a visible, multifaceted organizational principle. 

If Documenta 5 implemented this layered curatorial structure, the question arises of 

how this transformation altered the role of exhibition architecture in today’s exhibition-

making. 

To answer that question, one needs to examine the structures and hierarchies within 

exhibition-making.  

 
33 Klaus Staeck, Befragung Der Documenta Oder Die Kunst Soll Schön Bleiben (Steidl, 1972). 
34 Nachtigäller et al., Wiedervorlage D5, 29. 
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According to Simon Sheikh’s essay on Constitutive eaects, exhibitions are structured in 

a way that is mostly repetitive in their representation for their audience. Operating 

within a hierarchy of exhibitions with the same mode of function and rather reproducing 

that mode than breaking with it. Resulting in the following three modes: the 

retrospective, the contemporary art exhibition feeding the art market, and the biennials, 

with their inherent potential for creating a broader and more diversified audience.35  

Central to Sheikh’s argument is the exhibition’s goal of creating a public through 

curatorial techniques that display artworks and collections to form values and ideas. 36 

“All exhibition making is the making of a public, the imagination of a world. … It is 

the mode of address that produces the public, and if one tries to imagine 

diEerent publics, diEerent notions of stranger relationality, one must also 

(re)consider the mode of address, or, if you will, the formats of exhibition 

making.” – Simon Sheikh37 

If the mode of address produces the public, and if that is identical to the format of 

exhibition-making, this raises the question of architecture’s importance within this 

process. As underlined by Simon Sheikh, the museum’s sole purpose is not only to 

discipline its audience but also to use curatorial techniques such as display, spatial 

layout, and education to address its visitors eaectively.38  

 

If we look at Beatrice von Bismarck’s essay Curatoriality – the Relational dynamics of the 

curatorial, where she argues that structural changes in exhibition-making from the 

1960s until today reveal that curating has evolved from hanging paintings to a wide 

range of formats by acting on the inherent potential of action within exhibitions. 

Curators became facilitators, circling around participants such as artists, institutions, 

architects, space, information, and discourse to shape the meaning of an exhibition.39   

 
35 Sheikh, “Constitutive E2ects,” 175;180. 
36 Ibid., 175. 
37 Ibid., 180-181. 
38 Ibid., 175. 
39 Beatrice von Bismarck, The Curatorial Condition (Sternberg Press, 2022), 9–11. 
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If exhibitions produce meaning through curatorial techniques and architecture no 

longer operates as the primary ordering system of exhibitions but becomes one of 

several curatorial techniques through which an exhibition operates, what role does 

exhibition architecture occupy within this system today? And if curatorial practice 

operates through a network of actors – artists, curators, designers, and architects – who 

can ultimately claim authorship of the exhibition space? 

 

Beatrice von Bismarck further states that a side effect of extending the definition of 

what a curator is and introducing these different areas of expertise within exhibition-

making is the emergence of a hierarchy, systematically placing fields, including 

architecture and graphic design, at the back end.40  

 

 

The silent Author of the Exhibition 

There is no neutrality in exhibition-making, and exhibition architecture can no longer be 

understood as a neutral framework for the display of artworks, as every space carries 

historical and political connotations. 

Through the comparison of Documenta 2 and Documenta 5 we have observed, that the 

role of architecture has shifted from an invisible, passive system of spatial order to an 

active component within the production of curatorial meaning. 

In Documenta 2, architecture operates as a dominant ordering system to which 

artworks are subordinated, producing the spatial narrative of a retrospective. In 

Documenta 5, the architecture becomes a curatorial tool, enabling artworks to unfold 

their political meaning in a spatial context and thereby produce meaning that goes 

beyond the artwork itself. Curatorial framing becomes, therefore, visible. 

 
40 Ibid., 10; 19–20. 
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 Today, architecture is one of many tools embedded in curatorial networks that need 

further investigation, and, with stronger implementation, could create new ways of 

addressing an audience and contextualizing the never-neutral state of a space. 

Exhibition architecture today does not hold autonomous authority but instead acts as a 

vital medium through which curatorial meaning is spatially expressed. The contrast 

between Documenta 2 and Documenta 5 reveals this transformation particularly 

clearly. While Documenta 2 still positioned exhibition architecture as a relatively 

separate, self-contained system for organizing exhibitions, Documenta 5 shifted 

authorial emphasis toward the curator, who becomes an increasingly visible role as a 

conceptual figure. In this shift, architecture no longer operated primarily as an 

independent system of spatial organization, but increasingly as a display medium 

serving curatorial narration. Its agency thereby became both distributed and 

concealed. The key issue, therefore, is not whether architecture produces meaning, but 

how its role is negotiated within the hierarchies of contemporary exhibition-making. If 

architecture actively shapes such meaning, the question becomes: why is it 

fundamentally denied authorship? 


