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About the Author:

Calvin Tomkins met and became friendly with Marcel Duchamp while doing a profile
of the artist for The Vew Yorker magazine, where Mr. Tomkins is a staff writer.

He is the author of The Bride and the Bachelors, a collection of profiles which
includes, hesides Duchamp, the artist Rohert Rauschenberg, the sculptor Jean
Tinguely and the composer Jahn Cage. A former writer for Radin Free Europe

and General Fditor for Art, Music and Religion at Vewsweek magazine, Mr. Tomkins
is the authnr of a navel, fatermisston, and a study entitled The Lewss aad Clark Trail.

The Consulting Editor:

H. W Janson is Professar of Fine Arts at New York Uniwversity, where he is also
Chairman of the Department of Fine Arts at Washington Square College. Among his
numerous hnoks and publications are his definitive History of Art, which ranges
from prehistory to the present day, The Sculpture of Donatello and The Story

of Paintng for Young People. which he co-authored with his wife.

The Consultant for This Book:

George Heard Hamilton has rendered invaluable assistance in the preparation

of this book, having read the text in its entirety and given expert advice

on the preparation of the picture essays. Presently Professor of Art at Williams
College and Director of the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute,
Williamstown, Mass., Professar Hamilton is both teacher and author. His books
include Vaaet aad s Crities and Art aad Architecture of Russia and translations
of works hoth by and about his friend Marcel Duchamp.

On the Slipcase:
Roue de Bicvelette, an early Duchamp readvmade, is a bicycle wheel placed
upside down on a stoal. This 1s the third version of the 1913 original.

End Papers:

Marcel Duchamp is seen through the glass of
his The Brude Strapped Bare by Her Bachelors,
Eren at the Philadelphia Museum of Art
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ong ignored by the art public and
ppreciated by few of his
ontemporaries, [)uchamp seen
ere al a 1961 show in New
ork—is being increasingly valued
s the most potent influence on

1e diverse, antitraditional

cts of the mid-20th Century.

A Most Unlikely
Patron Saint

The world has changed less since Jesus Christ than it has in the last thirty

years.—— CHARLES PEGUY, 913,

The discovery that Marcel Duchamp was one of the most influential art.
ists of the 20th Century has been a recent development in modern art
history. Not many eritics would have assigned him such a leading role
before 1950, and some of our esthetie guardians are outraged by the im-
mense reputation given to him in recent vears. Like evervthing else
about Duchamp, this reputation is firmly rooted in paradox.

What are we to make of a painter who, having begun his painting ca-
reer in 1902, abandoned it for good in 1923 preferring, as legend has
it. to spend his time plaving chess? Was Duchamp playing a consum-
mately clever game all those vears, as one hostile eritic has suggested

waging a quietly diabolical “anti-art™ campaign in order to cover up
what was in effect his own failure as an artist? Or is it true. as his many
admirers insist, that he never lifted a finger to advance his own repu-
tation and that he was indifferent to fame? What does being anti-art
mean. anyway? And if Duchamp really was anti-art. how did he manage
to serve as inspiration and guide to so many artists. from the Dadaists
and Surrealists of the 1920s and 1930 to the current crop of voung
American painters— for whom Duchamp. an occasional New York res.
ident from 1915 until his death and a United States citizen after 1935,
became a sort of patron saint, a legendary figure? The answers to some
of these questions should suggest themselves here. but it must be ¢lear-
Iy stated at the outset that there is no single explanation to the enigma
of Marcel Duchamp. 1t will be seen. moreover. that the questions raised
by his long and unusual career lead straight to the sources of modern
art. over whose development his unique and complex intelligence pre-
sided. somewhat ironically. for half a century.

Looking back over that eventful epoch to the seed time of the mod-
ern movement. what strikes one first is the extraordinary ability of some
artists to prophesy the future. This ability was never more clearly dem-
onstrated than in the years immediately preceding the First World War.
The political upheavals. the breakup of traditional ideals and beliefs.
the spiritual unease and social chaos that followed this cataclysm could
all be detected in the fantastically proliferating art movements of the



prewar period. Nor were the visual artists the only ones to feel the im-
minence of great change. Poets and novelists also sensed the coming
destruction of the old order. and many of the period’s greatest names
James Joyce and André Gide, Gertrude Stein and Guillaume Apollinaire

were those who forged the new tools with which to create an entirely
new kind of literature. In music, the harsh dissonances of Stravinsky's
Sacre du Printemps goaded the audience attending its 1913 premiere to
riot: at about the same time, the Viennese Arnold Schonberg had ar-
rived at the 12-tone technique that would soon challenge the conven-
tional harmonic scale. The avant-garde painters and sculptors were
ahead of their literary and musical colleagues, though, in their decisive
break with the past. With courage born of despair, they responded to
the disintegration of their society by rejecting most of the traditional
concepts on which Western art had been based since classical times and
creating a new basis and a new function for art itself.

Although the origins of this revolutionary attitude can be found in
certain aspects of Impressionism and Post-lmpressionism. and above
all in the work of Paul Cézanne, the real breakthrough occurred dur-
ing those years leading up to 1914, and the man mainly responsible for
it was Pablo Picasso. Having shattered the visual form of familiar ob-
jects to create the new structure called Cubism, Picasso proceeded. to-
gether with his great ally, Georges Braque, to take an enormously impor-
tant further step: the two began. in 1911, to use the fragmented forms
of natural objects as free elements in new visual structures whose rela-
tion to the original objects was often not readily apparent—structures
whose primary basis lay in the artist’s own imagination. Meanwhile a
number of other artists in different places — Wassily Kandinsky in Mu-
nich, Robert Delaunay and Frank Kupka in Paris, Arthur Dove in Amer-
ica—also began to free themselves more and more from the representa-
tion of specific objects in any form. and to move toward a totally ab-
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stract art. It was what the critic Herbert Read has called the “*moment
of liberation™ for Western art-—the watershed between an art that had
always been. in one way or another, an interpretation of the visual
world. and an art that existed independently on the canvas as a new ob-

ject. a pure fruit of the imagination.

Duchamp',s ecarly maturity as a painter coincided with this historic
moment. Six years younger than Picasso, he made only a minor contri-
bution to Cubism. -although his Cubist Nude Descending a Staircase
was the sensation of the 1913 Armory Show in New York. It was in his
responsc to the new concept of art as an imaginative adventure that
Duchamp showed his profound originality. While many of the leading
Cubists like Albert Gleizes, Jean Metzinger and others labored to turn
the Cubist revolution into a new orthodoxy, Duchamp kept right on
asking the same troublesome questions about the nature of art and the
nature of reality that had led to the revolution in the first place. He even
went so far as to question the visual basis of painting. Why should art
be limited to purely visual architecture. now that the artist was freed
of his old dependence on the exterior world? [ wanted to get away from
the physical aspect of painting,” Duchamp said in 1916. *'I was mnter-



ested in ideas — not merely m visual products. I wanted to put painting
once again at the service ol the mind.”™

Duchamp believed that in spite of the sweeping revolution that al-
ready had taken place art was still being thought of as a purely “retinal™
affair—something whose appeal was directed solely or primarily to the
eye. Up until the tune of Gustave Courbet, he maintained, all European
painting had been either literary or religious: it was Courbet who in the
mid-19th Century introduced the retinal emphasis, or what Duchamp
in another connection has called the “olfactory™ art ol painters who
are in love with the smell of paint and who have no interest in re-creating
ideas on canvas. This retinal bias had been accepted by the Tmpression-
ists and subsequent schools, reaching its apogee in the art of Picasso
and Henri Matisse, who, despite their profoundly original contribu-
tions, were still “retinals™ at heart. 1t also led to the glorification of the
manual side of painting, the eraft aspeet, and it was against this that
Duchamp rebelled. “All through the last hall of the 19th Century in
France there was an expression, “béte comme un peintre’ |as stupid as a
painter].” Duchamp said. “And it was true—that kind of painter who
just puts down what he sees is stupid. In my case I was thinking a ht-
tle too much, maybe, but I don’t care, that’s what | thought.™

In his aristoeratie refusal to be a mere retinal painter or to limit him-
self to the craft of painting alone. Duchamp has occasionally been com-
pared to that most mysterious of geniuses, Leonardo da Vinci. Both men
were dedicated in a sense to the limitless concept of art as idea, art as
amental act, and both considered painting merely one among many pos-
sible activities of the mind. Unlike Leonardo, though, Duchamp never
really moved outside the sphere of art, and all his inventions and exper-
iments, even those most often castigated as being ““anti-art,” have served
as stepping stones for his followers. The ““recadymades,” for example—
those utilitarian objects such as hat racks and snow shovels that Du-
champ promoted to the status of “works of art™ by the mere act of sign-
ing them —the readymades have had their echoes in the objets trourvés
(found objects) of the Surrealists and the junk sculpture of a later gener-
ation: furthermore, the highly disturbing questions that the readymades
raised with regard to the nature of art and the function of the artist are
now being asked in much the same fashion by a whole group of youngart-
ists to whom the label “"Pop™ is rather loosely applied. Duchamp’s early
experiments with objects in motion— rotary machines, revolving disks,
abstract cinema—foreshadowed the current fascination with kinetic
seulpture and film making. His cover design for a 1936 issue of the mag-
azine Cahiers d’Art, two superimposed hearts whose sharply contrast-
ing colors set up a strong chromatic vibration. introduced an optical
principle that was rediscovered 25 years later by the inventors of “*Op™
art, and his astonishing mise-en-scéne for several international Sur-
realist exhibitions during the 1930s and 1940s presaged the spectator-
involving “happenings’ and “environments™ of the 1950s and 1960s.

Duchamp never bothered to capitalize on his innovations; his interest
lay solely in the principle, and the technical means by which to achieve
it. “"All this business of my being influential has been very much exag-



This photograph from a fanuly atbum, made

in the late 1890s, shows the Duchamp family
relaxing in their garden. Identified are, from
left to right. Madame Duchamp (with the
baby on hier lap). Marcel (wearing a military
cap). Jacques (Joregronwd), Monsicur
Duchamp (scated. center), and Snzanue and
Raymond. Following in their father’s
footsteps (he was a notary). the Duchamyp
sons began professional careers: but an

eventually diverted them all.
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gerated.” he said once. “but what little there is in it is probably due to
my Cartesian mind. I refused to accept anything on faith. So, doubting
everything. 1 had to find in my work something that had not existed be-
fore. And then, of course. once having done something. I didn’t want to
repeat i1,

Although it may sometimes appear that everything Duchamp ever
said or did has been mined for esthetic significance by later artists, col-
lectors. dealers and critics, not very many of his admirers have shared
his skepticism regarding the ultimate value of art. Beginning his career
atatime when the artist was an outsider. scorned by and contemptuous
of the commereial middle elass, he witnessed the triumphant penetra-
tion of the middle class by these same artists. usually on their own
terins. Bourgeois society ended by accepting art as one more commodity
and status symbol, and it embraced the artist as a new cultural demi-
god. on a par with the film star and the television personality.

All this left Duchamp feeling somewhat dubious. The commerciali-
zation of art. which he saw beginning right after the First World War,
almost certainly influeneed his own withdrawal from painting in 1923.
The tendency of so many of his fellow artists. once they had gained
standing among the bourgeois, to strike public attitudes and to lose
their sense of humor—to become. as he once put it, “the last word in
divinity”—struck him as ridiculous. Duchamp believed wholehearted-
ly in the need for humor, but he was not convinced of the need for
art. “Art.” he said, “is a habit-forming drug. That’s all it is for the art-
ist. for the collector. for anybody connected with it. Art has absolutely
no existence as veracity. as truth. People speak of it with great. reh-
gious reverence, but 1 don’t see why it is to be so much revered. I'm
afraid I'm an agnostic when it comes to art. | don’t believe in it with
all the mystical trimmings. As a drug it’s probably very useful for many
people, very sedative, but as a religion it's not even as good as God.”

Now that Duchamp’s own work has entered into the pantheon of art
historv, where it shows every indication of taking out permanent mem-
bership. one might assume that he risked nothing by such an at-
titude. It should be remembered. however. that until fairly recently
Duchamp’s reputation was an underground one, that his public rec-
ognition as one of the masters of 20th Century art dates only from
about 1951, and that he nevertheless acted on his iconoclastic beliefs
all his life. He showed very clearly that what he valued most was not
art but life itself. not the ereation of masterpieces but the free play of
the intelligence. This attitude. more than any single factor. underlies
his extraordinary influence and his legendary status today. “Art is
only one occupation among others.” he once said. ~It’s not all my
life. far from 1t.” Among his latter-day admirers and disciples. there
arc many who believe that of all Duchamp’s works of art his most orig-
inal. without a doubt. was his own life.

In the remarkable family of artists sired by M. Eugéne Duchamp. a
well-to-do notary in the Rouen region of Normandy. questions of tem-
perament or ambition were never allowed to dilute the warm affeetion
that its members felt toward one another. Marcel, the third of six ehil-



dren. was born on July 28, 1887, He recalled s childhood as being
gquite normal and happyv. and there was certanly no straggle involved
in his decision to become an artist: his two older brothers, Gaston and
Ravmond. had both made that decision before hine, Their father was <o
tolerant in this respect that when Gaston, Ravmond. Marcel and finally
their younger sister Suzanne left the roost one by one and went off
1o Paris to become artists, he agreed to provide cach one with a small
income to get started on. At the same time, with typical French prac-
ticality, he took carelul note of the individual sums advanced and later
deducted the total from cach child’s inheritance. This tolerance (or art
was supported by their mother, a talented amateur musician whose fa-
ther, Emile-Frédérie Nicolle. had combined a business carcer as a
Rouen shipping agent with an avocation as an engraver. His prints and
paintings were prominently displayed on the walls of the comfortable
family house in the village of Blainville, where Marcel grew up.

Like his older brothers. Duchamp showed a precocious talent for
drawing and sketching. Most of his apprentice work has heen lost. but
what there is of it shows Duchamp rapidly assimilating the art of the
recent past as he eatches up with his own time. He was an Impression-

_istat-d5,in the 1902 Landscape at Blainville, which is his earliest sur-
viving oil (page 17). By 1904, when he joined his brothers in Paris
and eatered the Académie Julian, his portraits and landseapes showed
the unmistakable influence of Cézanne. After a year out for his com-
pulsory military service, he returned to Paris toward the end of 1906
and started painting in the bold;diseordant colors of the Fauve School.
then at its peak under the leadership of Matisse. Duchamp eontinued
to paint in the Fauve style until 1910 portraits for the most part. al-
though the number of female nude studies shows his growing predilee-
tion for this subject. Like a good many artists then. including his broth-
ers. he supported himself mainly by doing oceasional illustrations for
newspapers such as Le Courrier Frangais and Le Rire. His facility as a
draftsman was obvious: in fact. one gains the impression from these
occasional drawings that for Duchamp mere facility was something of
a problem. a trap to be sedulously avoided. “*Marcel never had any trou-
ble painting.” one contemporary artist has said of him. In 1910. though.

he had not yet managed to catch up with the latest developments in art.

-lTlc Cubist revolution. announced by Picasso’s large 1907 canvas
Les Demoiselles d” Avignon. had shaken European art to its roots. Far
more drastically than any previous art movement, Cubism rejected all
traditional esthetic notions and demanded a completelv new way of
looking not only at art but at the world. The Cubist painter jettisoned
conventional beauty, the imitation of nature. the illusion of space
through perspective: he deliberately broke up the form of things so
that he might be free to paint his own vision of the inner reality—in
Picasso’s famons phrase, “not what you see. but what yvou know is
there.”” Reactions to such a total upheaval of esthetic values were in-
tense and violent, among artists as well as the general public.

At about the same time, the Futurist movement in Italy. which be-
gan in 1909, was fomenting a revolution of a different sort. Futurism

Among the first works of art voung Marcel

ever saw were elchings by his maternal
grandfather Emile-Frédérie Nicolle, an
engraver and painter. This one. showing the
Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, 1s one

of his finest. Both Jacques, who earned
wternahional fame as an engraver, and

Marcel were skilled in the graphic processes.
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Like many other Freneh artists. including
Daumier before him. young Duchamp made
satirical drawings for popular magazines.
The one above. titled Femme-Cocher, pokes
fun at the introduction of women drivers
and taxi meters on the horse-drawn cabs

of Paris: in Duchamp’s cartoon. neither

of the innovations 1= working. Although

he made little money from them, these
cartoons may have fostered his lifelong
delight in puns and anagrams and started his
habit of captioning his works.
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began as a literary movement, spearheaded by the ltalian poet and dra-
matist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, and dedicated to throwing off the
voke of outworn traditions that had made Italy a mausoleum of antiqui-
ties and prevented ltalians from paying much attention to new ideas
in art. “Burn the museums!™ “Destroy the libraries!” cried Futurist
speakers at sensational public demonstrations throughout ltaly.

The public replied with insults and overripe fruit, but Marinetti’s in-
toxicating cry of modernism rang around the world. In essence, it was
an exhortation to get out of the past and into the machine age. *“We
declare that the world’s splendor has been enriched by a new beauty;
the beauty of speed.” Marinetti had said in the first Futurist manifesto,
published in the Paris paper Le Figaro in 1909. “A racing motor car,
its frame adorned with great pipes. like snakes with explosive breath

. a roaring motor car, which looks as though running on shrapnel,
is more beautiful than the Fictory of Samothrace.” A second manifesto
in 1910, signed by the ltalian painters Boccioni. Carra, Russolo. Balla
and Severini. extended Futurism to the visual arts. The ruling princi-
ple of Futurist art was dynamism. Instead of painting a “*fixed moment,”
the Futurist painters sought to reproduce on canvas “the dynamic sen-
sation” of life itself, and by this they meant the modern *“life of steel,
of pride, of fever and of speed.”

Sometimes described as the first anti-art movement, Futurism also
rebelled against ““the tyranny of the terms ‘harmony’” and ‘good taste.””
In a later manifesto. Boccioni proclaimed the need to “*ABOLISH IN sCULP-
TURE as in every other art the TRADITIONAL SUBLIMITY OF THE SUBJECT,”
and called for the replacement of marble and bronze by such materials
as “glass. wood. cardboard, iron, cement, horsehair, leather, cloth,
mirrors, electric lights, etc.. etc.” Oddly enough, Picasso and Braque
were actually using some of these “ignoble™ materials in their own
collages at the time. Cubism. however, maintained its formal esthetic
basis. while Futurism did not. As the art historian Joshua C. Taylor
puts it. the Futurists “substituted activity for form and excitement
for contemplation.”™ Their utter disdain for the traditional goals of
high art had a profound influence on subsequent developments and
prepared the way for the much more aggressively anti-art movement
called Dadaism.

E)m 1910 on. the Cubists and the Futurists were engaged in a ri-
valry that became increasingly bitter. The Cubists claimed, with justi-
fication. that the Futurists had appropriated some of their plastic ideas
and technical methods. The Futurists replied that the Cubists were
chained to the past. and that they were creating an academism that was
even more rigid than the one they had overthrown.

In this era of artistic revolutions and polemics, moreover, the Cub-
ists did not always see eve to eye even with one another. Picasso and
Braque represented the advance guard of Cubism. They worked togeth-
er so closely from 1909 to 1914—"like mountaineers roped together,”
as Braque described it-—that it was sometimes difficult for them to tell
their own canvases apart. By 1912, they were beginning to introduce
wood. sand. printed letters and other “unartistic” elements into paint-



ings that no longer showed much trace of representation. A number of
the Paris artists who had embraced Cubism hesitated to go this far; spe-
cifically, they were not vet willing to relinquish entirely the imitation
of natural objects in some form. Most of these so-called “reasonable™
Cubists met regularly in the Parisian suburb of Puteaux, where Du-
champ’s two brothers had their studio. In addition, the Puteaux group
included the artists Fernand Léger. Gleizes, Metzinger. Roger de la
Fresnaye, Henri le Fauconnier, André Lhote and Delaunay. They ex-
hibited together in Paris at the annual Salon des Indépendants and the
Salon d’Automne, and later formed a separate exhibiting gronp that
they called the Salon de la Section d°Or, or Salon of the Golden Section.
They remained at all times separate from Picasso and Braque. who ex-
hibited mainly at the Galerie Kahnweiler and who tended. according 10

Duchamp, to look with disdain upon their “reasonable™ followers,

Both of Duchamp’s brothers had adopted new names when they ar-
rived in Paris and embarked on their artistic careers. Gaston, the eldest,
called himself Jacques Villon—a reference to the French medieval
poet-outlaw Frangois Villon that seems curious in relation to his own
quiet, lifelong development as a marvelously subtle painter and print-
maker. Raymond had compromised with Duchamp-Villon: considered
by many of their contemporaries to be the most naturally gifted of
the Duchamp brothers, he was then engaged n applying the principles
of Cubism to the art of sculpture. Neither Marcel nor his sister Su-
zanne found it necessary to disguise their somewhat prosaic patro-
nymic, although events would soon prove Marcel to be the most daring
innovator of the family. Among the artists who met each Sunday at
his brothers’ studio in Puteaux. Marcel was at first accepted with a cer-
tain condescension as a promising fellow —talented. to be sure. but
not exactly a threat. Duchamp _found the Cubists singularly lacking
in humor, at least where their art was concerned. He too "l;:)_i)-é}t\irl
their endless discussions of Cubist theory. which bored him stiff. and
gained a reputation for shyness asa result.

t. The only artist with whom Duchamp found much in common at this
time was Francis Picabia, a brilliant and rather wild young man. eight
vears his senior, who had recently been converted to Cubism after win-
ning a reputation as a painter in the Impressionist style. Picabia claimed
to be descended from the old Spanish nobility and. thanks to the gen-
erosity of his father, a wealthy Cuban then serving as an attaché to
the Cuban legation in Paris. he was able to live on a grand scale. He
had a large income, which he spent lavishly, and a precocious talent
—as a child. he had replaced the old masters in his father’s house with
copies of his own, and then sold the originals to get money for his stamp
collection. Picabia’s exuberant temperament found its release in fast
cars, pretty women and an iconoclastic sense of humor that was the
natural overflow of a flamboyant personality.

Duchamp’s humor was more subtle and more difficult to account for.
Asked once whether there had been much laughter in the notary’s
house in Blainville. Duchamp thought for a moment and replied. **No.
not really. My mother was the saddest person—she was quite deaf,

Jacques Villon. shown above at his drawing
board 11 a sketch by his brother Marcel.
earned monev as a voung artist by doing
illustrations for newspapers and magazines
Although his small success persuaded his
father that he might make a career as an
arlist rather than as a lawver. 1t was manv
vears before Jacques could free hunself from
making prints of other artists” works 1o

achieve the reputation his talent merited.



Duchamp’s interest in mechanieal forms and
the representation of movement was
expressed very early in this Cofjee Vull
pamnted as a decoration for his brother
Raymond’s Kitchen. The sequential rotation
of the grinder’s handle foreshadows the
stop-motion lechnigue of Nude Descending a
Staircase; the object itself anticipates the
Chocolate Grinder Duchamp nsed in the

Large Glass some vears later,

and it made her rather somber. My father had a tiny form of humor. and
my brothers a little more. 1 don’t know where it came from, really. |
always hated the seriousness of life. By using humor, though. you can
be excused from engaging in very serious considerations. It is an es-
cape, | suppose.™

Although Duchamp steered clear of the ultra-serious discussions of
the Puteaux group. he did sueceed in assimilating the lessons of Cub-
ism. Toward the end of 1910, he had abandoned Fauvism and started to
work in the muted colors and the flat, broken planes of the Cubist style.
His 1911 canvas Sonata (page 21). a delicate Cubist rendering of a fam-
ilv concert by his mother and three sisters, was well received by the
Puteaux artists, as was his Portrait of Chess Players (page 2.3). Other
Duchamp paintings of that same year provide cvidence, however. of
his increasing preoccupation with ideas that went beyond Cubism. In
Portrait (page 25). for example, the figure of a woman is repeated five
times— Duchamp has said she was someone he saw on the street and
never met, but loved on sight. The five images suggest the idea of move-
ment through space, a pictorial idea that was of considerable interest
to the Futurists but not to the Cubists, whose art was essentially stat-
ic. Duchamp’s infatuation with the lady is obscured by a touch of the
emerging Duchampian irony: in three of the figures she is clothed. while
in the two others she is naked. All the figures seem to spring from a single
source at the painting’s base, like flowers in a vase.

In Yvonne and Magdeleine Torn in Tatters, the Cubist breaking-up
and reconstruction of forms has been used to indicate a movement
through time rather than space —overlapping profile views of his two
youngest sisters show their progression from youth to old age (page
21). Sad Young Man in a Train, painted late in 1911, abandons repre-
sentation altogether (page 26). Duchamp has said that the sad young
man is himself, on the occasion of a train trip home to Rouen: the title
is thus a piece of self-irony, Duchamp making fun of the self-conscious
sorrows of vouth. With this painting, whose interlocking planes sug-
gest machiery in motion, Duchamp entered the world of strange, me-
chanical imagery that would absorb him for the rest of his painting
career. His ability to invest machines with a fantastie life of their own
shows up for the first time in a small painting he did later in 1911,
Coffee Mill. which Duchamp has often said was the basis for much of
his later work. Both the Sad Young Man in a Train and the Coffee Mill.
moreover, led directly to the creation of a work that proved altogether
too revolutionary for his fellow Cubists.

Like almost all the major paintings that Duchamp would do from
then on, this one originated from a verbal. poetie source. In the fall of
1911, Duchamp made three sketches to illustrate a collection of poems
by the Symbolist poet Jules Laforgue. The first drawing. called Encore
a Cet Astre, which is now in the Arensherg Collection at the Philadel-
phia Museum of Art, shows a fairly recognizable nude figure climbing a
flight of stairs (page 15). “"That first study was almost naturalistic.”
Duchamp has said. At least, it showed some hunks of flesh. Right after
that, though. in January of 1912, I started in to make a big painting of



the same subject that was a long wav lrom being naturahistic, There
were other changes, too. At first, wn the sketeh for Laforgue’s poem, |
had had the nude ascending, but then | began 1o think that it would help
my expression to have her descending. More majestic, vou know

the way it’s done in the music halls, when the girls come down those
tong Hlights of stairs.”™ Duchamp worked Tor a month on the paintimg,
in which the nude hgure emerged as a sort ol mechanized abstraction
downward motion. He entitled it Nu Descendant un Escalier ( Nude [e-
scending a Staircase ) painting the title on the lower part of the canvas
so that the words could function both visually and mentally as part of the
composition (page 27). In March he sent it 1o the Salon des Indépen-

dants, where the Puteaunx Cubists were mounting an exhibition.

-1:(‘ furor caused by Duchamp’s large Vude indicates how seriously
the Cubists took their theories in those days. Just a month before, in
February 1912, the first major exhibition of Futurist paintings in Paris
had opened at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune. Duchamp himself did not
see any Futurist work until he had finished his own painting. and
he does not even recall having read the Futurist manifestoes. The actual
composition of Nude Descending a Staircase. like that of the earlier
Sad Young Maw in a Train, had been suggested to him by Jules Etienne
Marey’s first chronophotographs of moving figures, which were ap-
pearing then in the illustrated magazines.

Futurism’s shock tactics were headline news from Berlin to Tokvo.
however, and there had been a great deal of argument in Paris about
the Futurists’ intention to express the “universal dynamism™ of life
through a “‘style of motion.” To a number of the Cubists, notably the
rather doctrinaire Gleizes and Metzinger, it looked very much as though
Duchamp had sent in a picture that veered close to Futurism in its at-
tempt to express motion through space. The painting not only smacked
of Futurism to them but its subject seemed in addition to mock the Cub-
ist theories. Cubism had limited its subject matter to a few simple. ev-
eryday objects—the café table, the carafe. the wineglass, the pipe. the
guitar. A nude of any sort was not considered a proper subject for a
Cubist (or for a Futurist either— the 1910 Futurist manifesto had de-

.

nounced the nude in painting as “nauseous and tedious.” and demand-
ed its total suppression for 10 years). And as for a nude descending.
and a mechanical nude at that. . . . Could Duchamp be making fun of
everyone? Humor was not permissible in the revolutionary climate of
early Cubism, when a united front had to be maintained against the hos-
tile public. To deal with this unpleasant crisis. the Puteaux Cubists
called a conference from which Duchamp was excluded. Shortly there-
after, Jacques Villon and Raymond Duchamp-Villon. soberly dressed
for the occasion, paid a formal call on their younger brother and sug-
gested that he withdraw his picture from the Indépendants show, or at
the very least paint out the title and call it something else.

1 said nothing to my brothers.” Duchamp recalled. “But I went im-
mediately to the show and took my painting home in a taxi. It was real-
ly a turning point in my life. I can assure vou. | saw that 1 would not
be very much interested in groups after that.™

——
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Duchamp’s illostration for a poem by Jules
laforgne, Fncore a Cet Astre ( Onee More (o
Ths Star ), contans the germinal idea for his
Nude Deseending a Stairease —although the
fignre on the right here s chimbing rather
than descending. The sketch was made in
191 1. a few months before the pamting. but
Duchamp did not sign it until {912, Afrer
the Armory Show he conntersigned o with a
ereeting 1o the art dealer who had bought

Nudle, sight unseen, by telegram, for 324,



Enting has always bored me.”” said Marcel Duchamp
in 1964, “except at the very beginning, when there was
that feeling of opening the eyes to something new.” In
the beginning, as a boy in the 1890s, he was surrounded
by art—and by artists. His brothers, the painter Jacques
Villon and the sculptor Raymond Duchamp-Villon, were
in the thick of an art world bursting with new ideas and
energies. His childhood home was filled with seascapes.
landscapes and etchings by his grandfather
Emile-Frédéric Nicolle. “When you see so many
paintings,” said Duchamp, “you’ve got to paint.” In
1904, at the age of 17, he resolved to become an artist.

He could not have chosen a more exciting time. Paris
was reverberating from the first Cézanne retrospective
show; Matisse was experimenting with the vivid colors
that would soon give birth to Fauvism: a few years later,
Picasso and Braque would create Cubism.

Duchamp dallied with each of the new styles, but no
adopted mode could satisfy him. A technique can be
learned but you can’t learn to have an original
imagination,” he later said. By the time he was 25, he
found himself with nowhere to go except into unexplored
territory. His extraordinary progress from his early
Impressionist works to the machinelike paintings of his
maturity reveals the originality of his inquiringand
restless mind—and forecasts the profound influence he

was to exercise on art and artists for decades to come.
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Evolution
of a Rebel

At the age of 15. Duchamp, whe
was Lo become a leading renegac
in his generation, painted this

his first oil — with the bright
colors and relaxed brushwork o
Impressionists such as Pissarro
and Monet, who were pioneers
an earlier generation.

Landscape at Blainville, 1902






Bust Portrait of Chauvel. 1910

ike most voung artists. Duchamp began by painting the

subjects closest to him — his family and friends. That he had a good
grasp of conventional technigues can be seen in the captivating
watercolor portraits of his sisters (right ). He received his only formal
training at the Acadéwie Julian in Paris. a sort of preparatory studio
for the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. But he despised the academic
atmosphere and dropped out after 18 months to pursue his own tastes.

W hen. at age 230 he painted the portrait of his father he had
adopted Cézanne’s planar color construction. a dvnamic restructuring
of landscapes and the human form that was to lead inexorably to
Cubism. At about the same time. he was experimenting with Fauvism,
the art of the “wild beasts.” Like Matisse. the pioneer of that style,
Duchamp had no qualins about adopting arbitrary colors. such as the
blue hair. purple-splotched face and blood-red lips he gave his {riend
Chauvel (above ).

But many artists were secking a more intellectual approach to
painting. Cubism, with its carefully structured planes and its almost

monochromatie palette. offered such a wav,
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Portrait of Vlagdeleme, 1

Suzanne Seated, 190
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Jacques Villon: Latle Girl at the Piano, 1912

COLLECTION MRS CEORGE ACHERON, N§% YORR




Jean Metzinger: Tea Time, 1911

Juan Gris: The Man in the Café. 1912
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‘The Duchamp brothers in their garden at Puteaux. «

B_\' 1911 a dozen or more voung Cubists. scorned by

the public and art dealers alike. had joined forces and
were meeting regularly at the studios of Duchamp’s
brothers at Puteaux. A vear later they held their

first exhibition. called the Salon of the Golden Section.
after an ancient mathematical formula for ideal
proportion that fascinated them.

The Puteaux Cubists, who were consciously
rebelling against the easual or “intuitive” style
practiced by Picasso and Braque. plotted their
paintings with geometrical precision. However.
Jacques Villon, who is considered the most Iyrical
painter in the group. concealed his draftsmanship
beneath subtly blended areas of pure color.

Jean Metzinger. according to his friend and
colleague Albert Gleizes. insisted “that all the parts
of his work shall tally with each other logically and
justify each other down to the smallest detail™—a
statement borne out by his Tea Time (left. above ).
Juan Gris was so obsessed with geometry that he
plotted lines and rectangles on his canvas until a
subject suggested itself: he then added color and
a few appropriate finishing touches.

Duchamp. though he rarely joined in the debates.
was a weleome member of the Puteaux group. and his

paintings were well received  for the time being.

1912



hat Cubism meant to Duchamp is immediately
evident from these two paintings. Scarcely a year separates
them. and they deal with the same theme — a chess mateh

between Duchamnp’s brothers —yet in technique the two

have nothing in common. What had been merely a pleasant

afternoon’s recreation in the earlier painting has been

transformed, in the Cubist version, into a vigorous
intellectual duel between transparent, shifting figures. All
clements that are not directly related to chess —his
brothers™ wives, the grass. the shrubbery. even his brothers’
beards have disappeared. Bright colors have given way to
Cubism’s charaeteristically muted tones. Visual effects




The Chess Plavers, 1910

that had previously heen nnthinkable — such as chessmen
seen through a plaver’s cheek - have become an integral
part of the picture. Duchamp was delighted to discover in
Cubism a variety of wavs to represent the essence of his
favorite game: he felt that “there is a great correlation

between chess and art. They say chessisa seience, but it is

Study for Portrait of Chess Plavers, 1911

Portrait of Chess Players, 1911

playved man against man. and that is where art comes in.™
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The preliminary sketches shown here are but two of the many

approaches he considered before he started the painting.

The Puteaux Cubists were impressed by voung Duchamp’s

work. and its display at the Salon of the Golden Section

testified to their eager acceptance of him.



Du('hamp was no more satisfied by orthodox Cubism than
he had been by any carlier style of painting. In his earliest
Cubist-oriented work, The Sonata, his direction is not yet
evident: “The pale and tender tonalities of this picture,”
wrote critic Robert Lebel, *“in which the angular contours are
bathed in an evanescent atmosphere, reveal Marcel in his
closest harmony with the group at Puteaux.” Very different
is Yvonne and Magdeleine Torn in Tatters. Here the Cubist
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concept of dissecting and fragmenting forms is used to show
Duchamp’s two youngest sisters, in four eerie and misshapen
profiles, advancing from youth to old age.

In Portrait, whose bouquet of pastel shades shows the
unmistakable influence of Jacques Villon’s Little Girl at the
Piano (page 20), Duchamp uses five figures to represent
a single subject -and something more. Yvonne and
Magdeleine Torn in Tatters had depicted motion through
time; now Portrait seemed to suggest motion through space,
a concept that he would explore further in his next paintings.
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Yvonne and Magdeleine Torn in Tatters, 1911



ortrait, 1911
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Jules Etienne Marey: Chronophotograph, c. 1890

T-lw first picture in which Duchamp expressly
tried to represent motion was Sad Young Man in
a Train, whose four or five successive profiles
jolting across the canvas from left to right suggest
the image of a passenger on a moving train.

The somber colors and black borders reflect
Duchamp’s mood at the time; he was about to
leave for Munich to escape Paris’ commercialized
atmosphere—but would soon be disappointed to
find Munich “‘just another art factory.”

Motion is made much more explicit in Nude
Descending a Stairease, No. I (right. below ). In
this first version of his most famous painting, the
artist clearly shows the inspiration provided by
Jules Etienne Marey’s chronophotographs (above ),
in which rapid-fire multiple exposures revealed
the true dynamics of men and animals in action.
In Nude Descending a Staircase. No. 2, he
developed and refined still further the swirling
lines and staccato arcs of dots that delineated the
progress of his moving subject. Reaction to this
painting among the Puteaux Cuhists was
immediate and violent, marking the end of
Duchamp’s formal affiliation with any group.

And a year later, when it was exhibited in the New
York Armory Show, American critics were equally
hostile: they blasted the picture as **a collection

of saddlebags.™ “leather, tin and hroken violin,”
and a Chicago newspaper advised viewers to ““eat
three Welsh Rarebits and sniff cocaine™ if they
wanted to understand the painting.

Four decades later, when it had long been
recognized as a masterpiece, Duchamp declared,
“There’s nothing to be ashamed of init, no. . ..
Itis posterity. even if only a 40-year posterity,

that really makes a masterpicce.”™

26

Sad Young Man in a Train, 1911

Nude Descending a Statrcase, No. 1, 1911
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Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 1912






210, Duchamp painted

dise (above), a realistic but

T grotesque portrayal of Adam
Eve. Two yvears later, having

* a series of studies for a

ting which critics have seen
variation on the theme of

pal conflict, he turned the
anvas over and exccuted the
work (left ) on its back.

King and Queen Surrounded
vift Nudes, 1912

Through Art
to Anti-Art

The modern school of painting seems to me the most audacious that has ever

appeared.—GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE

Paris in 1912 was the vortex of a thousand artistic energies that had
been gathering force since 1890 or earlier. Picasso and Brague had just
carried Cubism into a new phase with their invention of collage. Robert
Delaunay. the French Cubist, and Frank Kupka. a transplanted Czech,
were verging into Orphism, or total abstraction. In Munich. another
active center of modernism, the Russian Wassily Kandinsky was «i-
multancously following the same course: within the next two vears.
Suprematism and Ravonism would break out in Russia, Vorticism in
England, and. by 1917, *De StijlI”" in Holland—all generated by the
Cubist-Futurist ferment whose center was Paris.

The position of Duchamp at this moment was somewhat delicate.
In a single painting that contained elements of both Cubism and Fu-
turism, he had not only eaught up with his own era but had gone
ahead of it. Duchamp. however, lacked the temperament for competi-
tive modernism. After the withdrawal of his Nude Descending a Stuir-
case from the Indépendants exhibition he set to work on another large
paintingin the same manner, entitled The King and Queen Surrounded
by Swift Nudes. The painting was preceded by a watercolor called The
King and Queen Traversed by Nudes at High Speed. and by two pencil
sketches on the same theme. Soon afterward. in Julv. Duchamp made
his first trip outside France. He traveled alone to Munich. where he
staved for two months, working at an accelerated rate. In this brief
period he completed a watercolor called Jirgin. two masterly oils— The
Passage from the Virgin to the Bride and Bride—and the first sketch
for The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even. that astonishing
work to which he would devote himself for the next 10 vears.

The titles of Duchamp’s pictures in this climactic phase seem to sug-
gest a movement through several stages of eroticism: nude. swift nudes,
virgin, bride. Such a movement is evident in the paintings themselves.
In Nude Descending a Staircase and The King and Queen Surrounded
by Swift Nudes (page 28). the spectator is given an exterior view of
mechanical nudity. as it were: he is a voveur. looking on from the out-
side. With the drawing and the watercolor called I irgin (page 81). how-
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ever. Duchamp provided a glimpse inside the mechanism of sex. When
we come to The Passage from the Virgin to the Bride (page 81) and
Bride (page 85 ). we are at the heart of the mystery. The machine imagery
has given way to strange, visceral forms, whose anatomical allusions are
reinforced by their delicate rose. pink and oyster-white tones. Although
both these paintings make use of Cubist techniques. they are not really
Cubist in effect. Duchamp has entered here into his own unique realin
and produeed an utterly new form of painting.

Characteristically. though, Duchamp did not choose to pursue this
highly original course any further. The Passage from the Virgin to the
Bride (now in The Museum of Modern Art in New York) and Bride (in
the Philadelphia Museum) marked the elimax and virtually the close
of his painting eareer. At the age of 25. he embarked on a new work

that would finally take him out of the world of painting altogether.

Any number of explanations have been suggested for the turn taken
by Duchamp’s career after his return from Munich. One theory is that
in Passage and Bride. Duchamp aehieved such a mastery of painting
technique that he sensed he was in danger of being seduced by beauty.
Roberto Matta Echaurren. the Chilean painter who later beeame a close
friend of Duchamp’s. believes on the other hand that Passage involved
him with “"a whole new problem in art--to paint the moment of change.
change itsetf.” an idea so profound that to pursue it further would have
required a lifetime’s dedication. Since Duchamp valued his personal
freedom far too highly for that, Matta says. he withdrew into a private
world of mockery and ironie jokes.

The trouble with such explanations is that they ignore the very clear
connection that exists between the paintings done in Munich and the
gradually evolving eoncept of the work. first sketched out in Munich.
to which Duchamp would give the provocative title, La Mariée Mise a
Nu par ses Célibataires, Méme (The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bach-
elors, Kven—now usually referred to more simply as the Large Glass).
This fantastically ecomplex work will be diseussed in a separate chapter.
For the moment. though. it is worth noting that Duchamp originally
planned it as a painting on eanvas (the idea to do it on glass came later):
that he referred to it in his notes as a “'steam engine.” which suggests a
close afhinity with the machinelike images of his earlier paintings: and
that the whole idea of a transition from one erotie state 1o another.
which is at the heart of The Passage from the Virgin to the Bride, is
also the basie theme of the Large Glass (pages 88-93).

Whatever similarity the new project had to what had gone before.
however. Duchamp certainly intended it to break new ground. “From
Munich on I was finished with Cubism.” he has said. “The whole trend
of painting was something | didn’t care to continue. . . . After Mu-
nich I tried to look for another. personal way. and of course I couldn’t
expect anyone to he interested in what | was doing.”

Returning to Paris in September 1912, Duchamp made little effort to
renew his contacts within the art world. He continued to see his broth-
ers. of course. and even sent his controversial Nude Descending a Stair-
case to the Salon de la Section d’Or exhibition that fall. While this



exhibition helped 1o dissolve any remaning awkwardness between the
brothers Duchamp. it did not alter Marcel's decicion to steer clear of
groups. esthetie in-fighting. and competitive exhibitions.

Meanwhile, there remained the problem of making a living. Du-
chammp’s paintings were not selling. and now that he was concentrating
almost exclusively on the new project he had started in Munich, a
project that became inereasingly amhitions as time went on, there was
little prospect of his carning anything from the practice of art. Du-
champ’s solution was 1o take a job in 1913 as a library clerk in the
Bibliotheque Sainte-Genevieve, The salary, though minute, was suf-
ficient to cover his modest needs. The work was relatively undemand-
g, and it left him plenty of free time to devote 1o the new project— the
development of which consisted at this point mainly of intellectual and
verbal ideas that he jotted down, in a kind of personal. poetic short-
hand. on scraps of paper that he preserved in a green cardboard box.

Duchamp’s elosest companions during this period were the mercurial
Picabia and the equally Hamboyant Guillaume Apollinaire, who had al-
ready set his mark upon the epoch. The illegitimate son of a tempestu-
ous, Polish-born mother and an lalian father (whom he often liked 1o
identifly vaguely as a high Vatican official. at least a Cardinal). Apollinaire
was a volatile, exuberant, brilliantly gifted poet who had come 10 Paris
about 1900 and soon established himself as the principal spokesman
for the new movement, or, as he called it. the “new spirit”™ in the arts.
Like Baudelaire, who also wrote art ecriticism. Apollinaire was a poet
deeply interested in painting. He knew all the important artists, served
asa link between the various groups and factions, coined a great many
of the names by which the new movements became known (includ-
ing the terms Orphism. Simultaneism, and Surrealism) and not only
participated in'but created many of the legends of that legendary time.
His energy was boundless, his high spirits indestructible. The vear be-
fore. he had been falsely accused of the sensational theft of the Mona
Lisa from the Louvre: he spent six terrible days in Paris® Santé prison
before his innocence could be established. and his friends feared that
the scandal would wreck his career. Apollinaire, however, resumed his
tidal outpouring of reviews, pamphlets, and poetry. and within a vear
had regained his position as the most influential critic in Paris. When
he and Duchamp first met. in 1912, Apollinaire was getting ready to
publish his Aesthetic Meditations: The Cubist Painters. a work that
played a major role in the triumph of the new painting,

N\ Apo”inairc could scarcely have found a more stimulating pair than
Picabia and Duchamp, who occupied themselves in keeping open what
Duchamp once called a “*corridor of humor™ through the dense thickets
of art theory. Picabia’s humor was farcical and savage: Duchamp’s was
quietly diabolical. Their conversations. which gave free rein to every
imaginative flight and fancy. were studded with the constant elash of
wit and paradox. In her memoirs of the period, Picabia’s wife, Ga-
brielle Buffet-Picabia. wrote that the two “emulated one another in their
extraordinary adherence to paradoxical. destructive principles, in their
blasphemies and inhumanities which were directed not only against

3l
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Altred Jarry's sketeh of his bizarre hero
Ubn Roi (abore ) was made for a published
version of the play of the same name.
Duchamp, who was {ascinated by Jarry’s
wrilings, designed a leather hinding for a
1935 edinon of the play (below ), eleverly

incorporaling the Litle itself.
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the old myths of art, bul against all the foundations of life in gen-
eral. . . . Better than by any rational method. they thus pursued the
disintegration of the concept of art. substituting a personal dynamism
... for the codified values of formal Beauty.” As Mme. Buffet-Picabia
shrewdly observed. these “forays of demoralization.” in which Apol-
linaire often took part, foreshadowed a state of mind that would later
assume a more public form in the phenomenon of Dada.

If Duchamp’s “corridor of humor™ led straight to Dada, it also ex-
tended back to an earlier generation of French iconoclasts. The break
with the spirit of gravity in French literature was clearly evident in
the fantastic novels and plays of Alfred Jarry. who had electrified Paris
in 1896 with his wildly satirical farce-drama Ubu Roi. and who then
proceeded to assume in his own life the pompously ceremonial speech
and mannerisms of his protagonist, the political monster, Pere Ubu.
Jarry also founded and promulgated the new science of "Pataphysies,
which he defined as the science of the laws that govern exceptions. The
so-called “taws™ of science were not really laws at all, he maintained,
hut merely exceptions that oecurred more frequently than others;
"Pataphysicians accordingly rejected all scientific explanations of any
kind, argued that everything could just as well be its opposite. and
formulated axioms such as Jarry’s famous “periNviTiON: God is the
shortest distance between zero and infinity . . . in either direction.™

Even before Jarry. the composer Erik Satie had been injecting the
humor of absurdity into music. Satie’s “"humoristic”” compositions. with
their whimsical titles (“"Cold Pieces,” ““Three Pieces in the Form of a
Pear™) and their ironic instructions to the performer -one phrase was
to be sung “like a nightingale with a toothache™—were in one sense
pure distillations of his shy. quirky personality. which also expressed
itsell in odd little prose fragments. *“Why attack God?™ Satie wrote.
“He is as unhappy as we are. Since his son’s death he has no appetite
for anything. and harely nibbles at his food.” But in another sense all
Satie’s work can be seen as a veiled attack on the overblown rhetorieal
hombast of German music, especially Wagner’s, from which the French
composers were trying to free themselves.

Duchamp and Picabia were well aware of this current of humor that
pushed toward the absurd. Satic had started to compose again about
1910, after a long lapse, and was later to be held in great esteem by the
group of voung avant-garde composers in Paris who were known as
Les Six. Jarry had died in 1907 of poverty and alcoholism, but his blun-
dering. grotesque ereation Pere Ubu lived on, exercising a strange fas-
cination over writers as dissimilar as André Breton and André Gide.
The spirit of Jarry. moreover, showed up unmistakably in the writings
of Raymond Roussel. whom Duchamp greatly admired. Roussel was an-
other eccentric genius, a recluse with an independent income that en-
abled him to wander about Europe at will. playing chess and writing
extraordinary novels in which the most improbable events were re-
counted in a deadpan style that made great use of puns and the totally
logical association of like-sounding words. A performance of Roussel’s
play Impressions d"Afrique. in Paris in 1911, seems to have made a



strongimpression on Duchamp. The play lasted only one might and was
incomprehensible to most of the few people who were present. Bar Du-
champ has said that it “*showed me the way.” and directly influenced the
conception ol The Bride Stripped Beare by Her Bachetors, Fren.

Ever since Munich, this work had been evolving on two different
planes—one visnal and one purely verbal. Its verbal, “literary™ aspect
took the form of written notations for ideas whose visual realization
Duchamp would then sketeh out on the plaster wall of his Paris studio.
If the real basis of the work was verbal, though, it should be emphasized
that Duchamp’s verbal ideas followed a logic all their own. Duchamyp
had no more respeet than Roussel for the 18th Century rationalism
that had set the standards of French prose and engendered the famous
French clarity of expression. What he did admire was the strange power
he had fonnd in the work of such poets as Mallarmé and Rimbaud. a
power that enabled words to break free of accustomed teanings and
operate in a new, nonrational context. “Words get their real meaning
in poetry,” he said once. Moreover, Duchamp had always delighted in
puns and alliterative word play. His discovery of Roussel encouraged
him to go much further along these lines.

V(‘,rhul logic, however, was by no means the sole target of Duchamp’s
irony. At a time when many of the Cubists were obsessed with trying
to apply the most recent discoveries of science and mathematies in their
work, Duchamp undertook. like Jarry, to question the ultimate validity
of science in general. Why should the “laws™ of science be revered. any
more than the “laws™ of language or art? The word law was against his
principles. Scientific laws. he argued, were merely convenient ways of
explaining phenomena that man’s limited intelligenee had failed to
grasp —a situation attested to by the fact that “every 50 vears or so a
new law is discovered that invalidates the old one.™

Inthis spirit. Duchamp began to invent a new “playful physics™ of
his own, based on such concepts as “oscillating density.”” “‘emancipated
metal™ and the “adage of spontancity.” all of which he applied in his
work on the Large Glass. He also decided that this work would be four-
dimensional. The scientific idea of a fourth dimension. which the Paris
artists liked to discuss at great length, underwent in Duchamp’s mind
the customary ironic twist. Duchamp decided that the ideal fourth-di-
mensional situation was the physical act of love. “which is why love
has been so much respected.” The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors.
Even would thus be the graphic expression, on the highest level of
pseudo-science, of the fourth-dimensional phenomenon of sex.

Inhis hook The Cubist Painters. published in 1913, Apollinaire made
acurious observation about his friend Duchamp. “*Perhaps.™ he wrote.
“it will be the task of an artist as detached from esthetic preocecupa-
tions, and as intent on the energetic as Marcel Duchamp. to reconcile
art and the people.” Duchamp always considered this statement ridicu.
lous, and it was soon to be proved premature. at least. by events on the
other side of the Atlantic. In February 1913, the Armory Show opened
in New York. giving Americans their first horrified look at Cubism and
other aspects of the “new spirit”™ in Furopean art. From the outset,



SEEING NEW YORK WITH A CUBIST
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The Rude Descending a Starrcase
(Rush Hour at the Subway)

Newspaper cartoonists had a field day with
the Armory Show. One (abore ) saw
Duchamp’s Vude as inspired by 1he subway
rush bour. Another insisted that vhe old
ladies who made patchwork quilts originated
Cubism. The soundest commenl came from
an editorial writer who warned, **You can’t

spoofl what you don’l understand.™
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the outraged gnardians of public taste singled out Duchamp’s Vude
Descending a Staircase as the prime example ol Cubist madness.

Today it is somewhat diflicult to understand why the painting should
have been considered so shocking. Duchamp himself was inclined to
think that the title caused most of the trouble. In traditional art.
nudes stood or reclined: they had never hefore come down a Hight of
stairs. Whatever the reason. people stood in hine to see the picture
that had been caricatured by newspaper cartoonists and damned by
the critics. one of whom called it “"an explosion in a shingle factory.™

If the people in general were not ready to be reconciled, there were
still a few enterprising collectors and dealers who recognized the new
spirit as a force to be reckoned with. and who bought up most of the
European paintings in the show (the American works did not fare as
well, and American painting was never the same alterward). A San
Francisco dealer named F. C. Torrey paid 8324 for Nude Descending a
Stairease. Duchamp had sent three other paintings over for the show
Portrait of Chess Players. Sad Yonung Man on a Train. and The King and
Queen Surrounded by Swift Nudes —and all three of them were sold,
too. bringing the artist an unexpeeted windfall of about $970 in all.
Picabia. who had gone to New York for the opening, returned with
fabulous accounts of the trinmph. Duchamp listened to Picabia’s sto-
ries with great interest. but he showed not the slightest inclination to
exploit the new market.

B vthe springof 1913. Duchamp’s course was taking him farther and
farther away from the preoccupations and problems of his fellow art-
ists. Retinal art. art for the eve alone. interested him less than ever. He
was determined to break out of the retinal trap. and in order to do that
he felt he had to remove from his own work all traces of what used to be
called in French la patte- the artist’s personal style. his touch. his
“paw.” One way to do this. he decided. would be to execute the new
work on glass rather than on canvas.

The idea came to him one day when he happened to be using a sheet
of glass for a palette: looking through at the colors from the underside,
he was struck with the thought that a painting on glass could be scaled
hermetically, which would prevent or at least delay the gradual oxida-
tion that causes pigments to fade and ehange color. Even better. the use
of an unfamiliar medium like glass should help him to get away from
“painterly™ traditions. But how could he get rid of la patte? The prob-
lem was 1o find a new method of drawing. and Duchamp’s solution was
brilliantly simple: he borrowed from engineering the technique of me-
chanical drawing, in which “vou are directed by the impersonality of
the ruler.” Obvious as it sounds now. the idea was a major break-
through. ~It's very diflicult to escape from the prison of tradition.”

Duchamp said once. “Education is so strong. it holds you like a chain.
I didn’t get completely free even then. but [ tried 1 unlearned to
draw. I had to forget with my hand.”

In addition to the schematic drawing on the wall of his studio, Du-
champ carried out several studies for the Large Glass during 1913 and

1901, The first, entitled Chocolate Grinder. was a small painting on



canvas ol an actual chocolate grinder that he had olten seen in the
window ol a chocolate shop in Ronen: Duchamp depicted i just as
was. with three interlocking drums on a platform supported hy elegant
little Lowis NV legs. Thas would later become a central organ of the
Bachelor Machine in the Glass. 1t was followed by a second versiou in
which the radial lines of the grinding drums, instead of being painted,
were made by gluing and sewing white thread to the canvas (page 85).
Soon alterward, Duchamp started experimenting with varions methods
ol panting on glass. Hhs first efforts involved the use of paraflin and
fluoridic acid as an engraving medium, but the fumes from the acid
were so strong that he gave it up. Then he tried onthining his design in
fine lead wire. This worked perfectly: it Kept the colors in place, and i
could be stretched out to make a line as straight and impersonal as any
drawn by a ruler. The method required infinite pains. but Duchamp
was satisfied. He finished a small study on glass for the Glider, or Sleigh,
section ol the Bachelor Machine, using the lead wire technique (page
91 ). and started work on the Malic Molds (page 87) that were to be the
images of the Bachelors.

At the same time. his sense of humor found vent in a number of
decidedly unusual and somewhat subversive activities. Why, Duchamp
asked himself, should one aceept as immutably valid the standard unit
of measurement. the meter, which was based on a platinum-iridinm bar
stored in a vault in a Paris suburb? He decided to make his own units
of measurement. based on the laws of chanee.

Paying precise attention to each detail in the approved scientifie
manner, he cut three picces of thread exactly one meter i length,
dropped each one from a height of one meter upon a long. narrow
stretched canvas painted Pruossian hlue. and bonded them to the canvas
with varnish in the shape they had assumed. The three canvases were
cut from their stretchers and glued down to glass plates. When Du-
champ decided to incorporate these “new forms to the unit of length™
in his Large Glass, he had three wooden rulers cut from draftsiman’s
straight edges so as to conform exactly to the curves of the dropped
threads, and used them as templates. He eventually enshrined the
mounted threads and rulers in a box of the type that was used to hold
croquet mallets. These were the Three Standard Stoppages. They would
figure prominently in the Large Glass and in several other works, the
first of which was a painting. dated 1911, called Networl of Stoppages
(pages 86-87 ). in which he superimposed the lines of the Three Standard

Stoppages on an carlier painting called Young Vlan and Girlin Spring.

-r:u‘ whole idea of chance. which would assume such importance in
20th Century art.interested Duchamp primarily as an alternative to the
“laws™ of seience. Unlike many later artists. though, who saw in chance
a way to get bevond their own personal taste. Duchamp always thought
of it as an expression of cach individual’s subconscious personality.
“Your chance is not the same as mine,” he once explained, “just as
vour throw of the dice will rarely be the same as mine.™

Even more subversive, from the point of view of subsequent art
history, were the three objeets that appeared in Duchamp’s studio dur-
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Alwavs delighied wath the frivolous and
unpredictable nature of chance. Duchamp,
one day in 1913, amused himself and 1wo
sislers by using it 1o compose a piece of
music. Weiling notes on bits of paper.
Duchamp. Yvonne and Magdeleine jumbled
them in a bag and 1hen drew 1hem out al
random. writing the noles on music paper
as they appeared. Duchamp happly called

this exercise 1n chance Musieal Erratum.
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Bottle Rack was one of Duchamp’s first

readymades. Purchased in a Paris
department store in 1931001 represented for
Ducharp the possibilities of “solving an
arlistie problem withoul the nsual means

or proeesses.” Like most of his readymades,
the original Botle Rack was inseribed, bul it
has been lost and Duchamp does nol
remember what he wrote, The version above
15 onte of eight duplicates made in 1961 for an

halian arl dealer and is sizned by Duchamp.
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ing this period. The first of these was the front wheel of a bicycle.
which Duchamp mounted upside down, by its fork, on a kitchen stool,
so that a touch of the hand would sel it spinning. Duchamyp has said
that there was no particular idea in his nind when he did this, and that
he just acquired the wheel as a pleasant gadget. Soon afterward. m Janu-
ary 1911, he bought in an art supply store a cheap ehromolithograph
of a particularly insipid winter landscape, added one red and one green
blob of color to the background (the color of the bottles placed in drug-
gists” windows), and ecalled the result Pharmaey. Some Duchamp dis-
ciples have interpreted the title as a sarcastic reference 1o his sister
Suzanne’s marriage to a pharmacist, but Duchamp had another expla-
nation: Pharmacy. he said, was simply “‘a distortion of the visual idea
to execute an intellectual idea.” something wrenched out of one context
and placed arbitrarily in a new and unfamihar one.

The process of distortion showed even more clearly in the third ob-
ject, which appeared later in 1914. This was a galvanized iron rack for
drying wine bottles, an inexpensive houschold item that Duchamp
bought i a store and to which he signed his name. The mere act of
signing it served to wrench this object out of the “useful™ context and
placed it. derisively.in the context of a “work of art.” Duchamp seemed
to be implying that anything made by man or by man’s machines was
art. and that the artist was merely someone who signed things.

The Boule Rack of 1911 was thus in a sense a quietly diabolical
attack on the whole tradition of Western art, and its reverberations
have carried right down to the present day. All these objects. which in

3

the following year received the generic name “‘readymade,” were de-
fined once and for all in 1934 by the Surrealist leader André Breton.
who called them “manufactured objects promoted to the dignity of ob-

jects of art through the choice of the artist.™

Whi](' Duchamp quietly undermined several centuries of Western
art with his readymades, Europe accelerated its own plunge toward
destruction. The final breakup of the old order was now at hand: one
by one. the artists went off to experience in the front lines the de-
struction that they had prefigured in their art.

Apollinaire volunteered for duty, although as an ltalian citizen he
was not liable for service. He was rejected at first. but later managed
to get a lieutenant’s commission and served in the French Army with
distinction. Picabia. who loved fast cars. became the chauffeur to a gen-
eral. Picasso. the Spaniard. saw his friend Braque off to the front: they
would never again work closely together. Léger donned the poilu’s uni-
form. as did Jacques Villon and Raymond Duehamp-Villon. The super-
heated martial atmosphere of Paris soon became increasingly difficult
for their brother Mareel. who, having served for one year in 1906, was
now judged nnfit for military duty because of a weak heart. Duchamp
rarely ever speaks of those days in 1914 when his youthful good looks
and civilian clothes drew their daily quota of insults from ultra-patri-
otic citizens. From such experiences he conceived a bilterness against
his countrymen that would last for many vears, although he never
showed it. When the American painter Walter Pach, who had played a



kev role i collecting the European art for the Armory Show, arrived m
Paris carly m 1915 and suggested that Duchamp come to the United
States, no further urging was needed. Duchamp booked third-class
lulssu;,'(';lln);lr(l the Rocharmbean, which smled for New York i June.

Ite was rather surprised to find hunsell famons upon arrival. America
had not forgotten the shock ol Nude Descending o Staircase. and in
New York Duchamp’s reputation as a Frenchman was equaled, accord-
ing to his fellow countryman Henri-Pierre Roché, “only by Napoleon
and Sarah Bernhardt.”™ His lomzation began the moment his ship
docked, when he was met at the pier by a delegation of reporters
whose clamorous questions he answered, through au nterpreter, with

.

what one newsman described as “smiling composure.™

Nv\\ York at this time was the center of an extremely active avant-
garde group that included the American painters Walter Pach, Charles
Demuth, Marsden Hartley and Joseph Stella: the Walter C. Arensbergs,
wealthy collectors of the most advanced art: Katherine S. Dreier, a
strong-willed heiress who had also started collecting modern art after
her conversion to it at the Armory Show: and a growing number of
Europeans cast up by the War —Albert Gleizes, Jean Crotti, Marius de
Zayas. Edgard Varese, and later on Picabia. who had arranged 1o have
himsell sent on a military mission to buy molasses in Cuba (a mission
that he forgot all about when he reached New York). At the center of
this lively circle was Alfred Stieglitz, the great pioneer photographer,
whose gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue had become a center for the develop-
ment and display of the most advanced tendencies in the arts a good five
years before the Armory Show gave them wider currency. Stieglitz’s
magazine, 291, published in 1915, carried reproductions of Cubist and
other advanced works, and Stieglitz himself constantly enconraged his
artist friends to break decisively with the old representational tradi-
tions in art —traditions that had been permanently undermined by the
invention of photography.
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