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Abstract

Curatorship and Post-Duchampian Artin Transnational Contexts
Supervisor: Michael Asbury

Author: Caroline Ramos Lourega de Menezes

This research examines the role of the artist Marcel Duchamp as a curator, his
legacy in the field of curatorship and how the curatorial procedures engen-
dered by him can be transposed to contemporaneity. It presents the dynamics
of Post-Duchampian art as those artistic manifestations that make regular use
of abstract concepts and which are nurtured by the context to which they be-
long. Bauman and Foucault provided the sources for the theoretical framework.
Based on their texts, the first chapter discusses the change in society marked
by the shift from Modern to contemporary times. Its impact on the art field is
considered through a perspective derived from art history. It also explains why
Duchampwasanimportantagentin this transitionand howanew arrangement
of the world can be understood through his legacy. The second chapter analyses
Duchamp’sactionsin organizingand conceiving exhibitions, treating them with
the importance they are due and filling a significant gap in the field of curator-
ship. A critical approach investigates Duchamp artwork’s presence at the Armo-
ry Show, Duchamp’s function as head of exhibitions at the Société Anonyme and
his position as générateur-arbitre of the Surrealist exhibitions. Some of his iconic
artworks (e.g. Large Glass) are examined in depth under the prism of Duchamp’s
curatorship. A comparison between Duchamp’s pioneering curatorial think-
ing and the tendencies installed by Alfred Barr at the Museum of Modern Art
in New York concludes this chapter. In the last chapter, as the characteristics of
Duchamp’s curatorial practice have just been presented, thus Duchamp’s last
curatorial work Etant Donnés is analysed. Next, this research introduces the case
studies: the Brazilian artists Hélio Oiticica and Cildo Meireles to bring about
a clearer understanding of Post-Duchampian art in transnational contexts. It
ends reviewing the solo exhibitions of each of these artists at Tate Modern, in

London.
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Introduction

The importance of Marcel Duchamp’s (1887-1968) artistic work has
already been the focus of several writings and heated academic and artistic de-
bates. The reason for this is his undeniable contribution to the developmentand
consolidation of new artistic languages that emerged in the effervescent period
that marked the 20th century (Tomkins 2005, 2013; Cabanne 1971, 1997; Nau-
mann 2000, 2012). Duchamp’s influence is consolidated not only in art history
but also in the history of exhibitions, since the artist made explicit their modus
operandi as few have done, by playing with their basic constituent elements (Fil-
ipovic 2008, Kachur,2003).

Although Duchampian studies have already given rise to a vast litera-
ture, Duchamp’s activities described in these publications are essentially charac-
terized as the activities of an artist. Sometimes, he is also categorized as a player
who incorporates his role unreservedly, especially from 1923 onwards, when he
said he would dedicate himself almost entirely to chess. Nevertheless, when I
started preparing whatwould be my PhD proposal,it was virtually impossible to
name a scholar who would dare to openly describe Duchamp as a curator. At this
point,around 2007, Duchamp’s activity as a curator was fairly misunderstood or

perhaps unknown.

This oversight was the driving force that ignited this research, whose
main cornerstone and greatest contributionis precisely the expansion of percep-
tions and definitions about what Duchamp’s practice truly was, most specifical-
ly in the field of curating. My aim thus became not only to make explicit his role
as a curator, but also to go beyond the action of revealing his curatorial practice.
I want with this research to deeply investigate Duchamp’s curatorial practice in
order to comprehend and map his methods. My hypothesis was that Duchamp’s
curatorial practice could be useful as a toolbox to understand the development

of exhibition-making when handling contemporary art.

Thatwhichat the beginning of the research process presented itselfas
a hypothesis and an uneasy feeling, proved to be the correct trail to follow. This

path led me to encounter in Duchamp’s curating, a paradigm to a better under-
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standing of the curatorial strategies behind the transnational display of contem-
porary art, in particular, when dealing with artistic expressions that are directly
derived from Duchamp’s bequest,a post-Duchampian art. Post-Duchampian is
aterminology that Iam going to explore in chapter 1. The fabrication of the term
isjustified as it embraces a type of art that pertains to contemporary art, but has
its own logic, dynamics and its own defining characteristics. Here, I use ‘fabrica-
tion’ to imply that it is an expression that was built from prepared components,
somethinginvented from given information,andalsoasa Duchampian pun,itis
aterm that carries the sense that it can also be a piece of fiction, like the inconso-
nant definitions of art history also discussed in chapter 1. Thus, the second orig-
inal contribution of this work is to provide an analysis of Duchamp’s curatorial

thoughtin contemporary case studies associated with post-Duchampian art.

This research was developed over nine years starting when I was in-
volved with the University of the Arts Research Centre for Transnational Art, Identity
and Nation,and was submitted for the examiners’ consideration in the first week
of January 2017. A few months later, I learnt that days before my thesis submis-
sion, on 21st December 2016, the book The Apparently Marginal Activities of Marcel
Duchamp (Filipovic,2016) had been published, which covers the same subject as
mine. In 2018, another book was published about the theme: Duchamp as Cura-
tor (Wiehager and Neuburguer, 2018). It is a compendium of essays that result-
ed from a symposium that took place at the Daimler Art Collection in Berlin, in
April 2017. It is regarded by its publishing house as the first substantial publi-
cation on the topic (Daimler Art Collection, n.d.). In the opening text Wiehager
and Neuburger (2018) state:

Marcel Duchamp made exhibition practice an important part of his
work. Curatorial gestures and concepts that determined the staging of
his works and allowed him to move away from canonical definitions
of the artist; publications and photographic documentations and of
his New York studios; themes, contributions and layouts for art maga-
zines;activity as a consultant,juror and staging curator for exhibitions
in the contexts of American Modernism, Dada and Surrealism; the ex-
ertion of a powerful influence on important private collections of his
time - Duchamp exhausted all conceivable exhibiting and collecting.
While deliberately distancing himself from given structures of artistic
work [..] he approached a concept of curatorial practice asan aesthetic

medium thatis today well established.[..] Duchamp gave the multiple
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possibilities for perception and open perspectives of interpretation
of his oeuvre, via the staging, reproduction and multiplication of his
ownand other’s works,a new conceptual direction,one which defined

aturnin contemporary art. (Wiehager and Neuburger, 2018, p.24)

In spite of the fact that Duchamp initiated his curatorial activities
more than one century ago and carried out said practice until his death in 1968,
this critical chapter in art history is still in its early stages of investigation. Wie-
hager and Neuburger (2018) for example, explain that during their work on an
exhibition ‘which tracked the historical significance of the readymade concept’
(Wiehager and Neuburger, 2018, p.14) it became clear to them that there was ‘a
missing link’ which was ‘a comprehensive representation of Duchamp’s curato-
rial activities and their significance within his oeuvre’ (Wiehager and Neuburg-
er,2018, p.15) and they hope that ‘the discussion of the topic Duchamp as Cura-
tor, which is highly relevant to contemporary art will continue to be lively and

controversial’ (Wiehagerand Neuburger,2018,p.29).

Filipovic also affirms in her 2016 book that curating owes its embryo
to Duchamp: ‘More than occasional occupations or ancillary undertakings, how-
ever, ‘curatorial” tasks were in Duchamp’s hands a veritable lifework and the
pivotal catalyst through which to understand and expose the artwork as such.’
(Filipovic,2016,p.3)

These two new publications highlight Duchamp’s role as the pioneer
of contemporary art curating, which is also the chief addition of my doctoral
work to the field of art history theory. This synchronicity shows the relevance
of my thesis and the pertinency of the analyses presented here. However, my
thesis goes into more depth. In addition to acknowledging his role as a curator
introducing records of Duchamp’s curatorial projects that indisputably attest to
that, my thesis provides a deeper analysis of his curatorial practice. By recurrent-
ly using primary sources to recall what his curatorial projects were like, I grasped
what his strategies and methods were in the exhibition space. I also contextual-
ised my findings to understand what curatorial trends were in vogue during the
first half of the 20" century comparing them to other historical curatorial initi-

atives, I uncovered the novelty of Duchamp’s thinking during his curatorship.

My thesisinvestigated Duchamp’sartworks paying attention towhen
they were on display,in an interplay with his curatorial practice. In this way, I dis-

closed aseries of concepts thatare further encountered in Duchamp’s curatorial
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practice.l have notonly shedlight on the dynamics of the readymades,but I have
also explained the relation of Nude Descending a Staircase with the concept of time
and the connection between body and mind. I applied the notion of transparen-
cy found in Large Glass to his work as a curator, and finally I examined his final
artwork Etant Donnés, to encapsulate his strategies and methods to bring them
to nowadays. In doing that, my thesis cast a new perspective that had not been
made before with such weight. My findings about Duchamp built a theoretical
framework that can later be applied when debating the development of exhibi-

tion-making.

Thus, in terms of research into Duchamp’s curatorial practices, my
thesis brings newer inputs than the other publications on the theme. Wiehag-
er and Neuburger’s book, for example - as mentioned above - is a collection of
essays by differentauthors such as Filipovic and Eva Kraus (which were already
included in the bibliography of this thesis). They are not presented as lengthy
research papers. Filipovic’s text in Duchamp as Curator, for instance, is a translated
and condensed version of a text published more than 10 years ago in her book
Marcel Duchamp: Uma Obra Que Ndo é Uma Obra “de Arte” (2008), published on the
occasion of a Duchamp retrospective in Sao Paulo. Wiehager’s essay about the
Société Anonyme, though, contains a description of facts that can seem to pres-
ent new discoveries for those who have only perceived of Duchamp as an art-
ist. But, the most analytical part of Wiehager’s text refers to Duchamp’s writings

about the Société Anonyme’s artists but not the exhibitions themselves.

Differently from these two examples that came out after the submis-
sion of this thesis, his curatorial activities, in many previous studies, have often
been relegated to a lower level or not described as such. Filipovic (2016) herself
makes explicit this issue writing ‘Apparently Marginal Activities’ in the title
of her most recent book on the topic. In her previous book on the topic Marcel
Duchamp: Uma Obra Que Ndo é Uma Obra “de Arte” (2008) Filipovic mentioned once,
but not in an emphatic manner, that Duchamp was a ‘curator/designer of exhi-
bitions that radically reconceives what the space of an art exhibition could look
like.” (Filipovic, 2008, p.3). Apparently, even though she introduced a relevant
analysis of the exhibitions that Duchamp creatively undertook the curatorial
responsibility for, the author avoided openly declaring Duchamp as a curator in

her earlier book on the subject.

One example of published analyses of the significance of curatorial

practice to Duchamp’s oeuvre and his contribution to 20™ and 21% century cura-
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tion is the book Displaying the Marvellous: Marcel Duchamp, Salvador Dali, and Surre-
alist Exhibition Installations (Kachur, 2003), which provides an in-depth review of
pertinent shows that he curated, clarifying his methods and feats but refraining

from characterizing his activities as curatorship.

Kachur (2003), for instance,argued that Duchamp expanded the defi-
nition of artist to include the one of exhibition designer, but Duchamp is still

mainly designated as an artist in this publication.

More recent studies such as Breton Duchamp Kiesler — Surreal Space 1947
(Kraus, 2013) and Playing with Earth and Sky: Astronomy, Geography, and the art of Mar-
cel Duchamp (Housefield, 2016) are more emphatic in remarking on Duchamp’s
activities as close to curating, with him being treated as a ‘designer of experienc-
es. However, what is more noticeable in the bibliography on the theme, such as
the article A New Look: Marcel Duchamp, His Twine, and The 1942 First Papers of Surre-
alism Exhibition (Vick,n.d.),is that Duchamp’s curating is seldom the protagonist,
evenwhen the subjectof the published study is the ground-breaking exhibitions
he made possible.

The interpretation of Duchamp as an artist who occasionally put to-
getherexhibitions hasalwaysdisconcerted me,since when Duchamp carried out
most of his curatorships, he was no longer openly acting as an artist. Duchamp’s
last painting - Tum (figure 1) - is dated 1918. When he undertook the curatorial
enterprise in the organization named Société Anonyme, Inc.: Museum of Modern Art:
1920, it had already been two years since he picked up a brush.In 1923 he left his
masterpiece The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, or the Large Glass (figure
2) unfinished.

Figure 1

Tum

Duchamp, M. (1918)

Available at:http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/50128
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil on canvas, with bottlebrush, safety pins,and bolt, 69.8 x 303 cm

15



16

Figure 2

The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass)

Duchamp, M. (1915-1923)
Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/54149.html
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil, varnish, lead foil, lead wire,and dust on two glass panels

277.5x177.8x8.6 cm



In other words, when in 1926 he co-curated the International Exhibi-
tion of Modern Art assembled by the Société Anonyme at the Brooklyn Muse-
um, he was already considered by art critics as someone who had sweptartaside
(Bohan, 1982).

Therefore, in a simplification of his trajectory based on his public and
publicized achievements during his lifetime (not taking into account what was
revealed after his death),a contemporary colleague of Duchamp could nolonger
consider him an artist, not only solely a player but essentially a curator. It is hard
to believe that a mind like Duchamp’s, preoccupied with complex intellectu-
al procedures already exhaustively exposed in his discourse against retinal art,

would not give the role of curator a higher prestige.

This thesis, hence, focuses on the analysis and conceptualization
of Duchamp’s actions as curator, treating them with the importance they are
due and filling a significant historical and theoretical gap. As explained above,
Duchamp’s trajectory has been rarely analysed under the prism of the trajecto-
ry of a curator. I do not just bring this issue to the forefront of the debate, but I
used many sources to accelerate the debate towards Duchamp as a curator. In
this way, Duchamp’s legacy became an important agent of transformation in the
history of art,but moreover his achievements can be also included in the history

of exhibitions and the development of curatorship.

For this reason, from the beginning I used the term curator and not
exhibition-maker, exhibition organizer or générateur-arbitrate, when referring
to Duchamp. Although the word curator was not common at the time, in the
contemporary art environment, the Duchampian concept regarding this activ-
ity presents similarities conceptually linked to the practices and contemporary

studies regarding curatorship.

Therefore, before going further in introducing this research, it is cru-
cial to first clarify the definition of curating, exhibition-making and co-curation
used in this thesis. Curating and exhibition-making can be understood as adja-
centactivities. One could say that exhibition-making encompasses curating and
curating encompassing exhibition-making. They are concepts that go together
and that, in some cases, were and are used as synonyms. However, if we scruti-
nize the activities that define them historically, we perceive the difference in

their meanings.
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Before the advent of the contemporary art curator, the word curating
was used in the cultural sector to designate mainly the function of those who
work with art and cultural heritage in public and private collections, museums
and libraries (Fowle,2007). Under the curating function’s umbrella were includ-
ed the tasks of safeguarding the heritage, enriching collections, research and fi-
nally,displaying the collection (Heinich & Pollak,2005).Thus, to show, to present
artworks, a documented research, books, artefacts, etc., to the public in a coher-
ent exhibition display was the culmination of the curator’s job. The detachment
that occurred between exhibiting and curating came after the displacement of
the function of curator from such institutions and collections. In the book Think-
ing Contemporary Curating, Smith explains this stage when the difference between

curating and exhibition-making became clear:

Although museums have not been abandoned, art curating is no
longer necessarily tied to them, except by conservative definitions
that draw a distinction between the curator devoted above all to the
care and conservation of collections and the exhibition maker who
does only, or mostly, what the name suggests. Instead, curating now
comprehends not only exhibition making but also programming at
many kinds of alternative venues, and is often adjunct to even the

most experimental art space. (2012, p.19)

Some authors such as the curator Robert Storr interpret the defini-
tion of ‘exhibition-maker’ as more appropriate in the context of contemporary

art curating:

In short, good exhibitions have a definite but not definitive point of
view that invites serious analysis and critique, not only of the art but
of the particular weights and measures used in its evaluation by the
exhibition-maker. That term has only recently come into use and de-
spite its bulkiness, it is preferable in this context to “curator” to the
extent that it acknowledges the existence of a specific and highly
complex discipline and separates the care or preservation of art -a cu-
rator’s primary concern - from its variable display. Many of the best
exhibition-makers are freelancers or work for institutions that have

no permanent collection. (Storr, 2003, p.1)

The Swiss Harald Szeemann (1933-2005), who was the curator of re-

markable exhibitions such as When Attitudes Become Form, in the Kunstalle
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Bernin 1969,would define himself as an Ausstellungsmacher, the German word for
exhibition-maker. He is one of the well-known practitionersin curating that used
the notions of ‘curating’ and ‘exhibition-making’ as almost the same thing. Szee-
mann is considered by theorists on curatorship as the father of contemporaryart
curating (Strauss, 2006; Fowle,2007; Obrist,2008 and 2011;and Smith 2012).

Hans Ulrich Obrist, curator and writer of referential books on the his-
tory of curating such as A Brief History of Curating (2008) and Everything You Always
Wanted to Know About Curating But Were Afraid to Ask (2011) had Szeemann as a
mentor in his profession and made the following comment about Szeemann’s

self-definition as exhibition-maker:

There is more at stake in adopting such a designation than semantics.
Szeemann is more conjurer than curator - simultaneously archivist,
conservator, art handler, press officer, accountant, and above all, ac-

complice of the artists. (Obrist, 2008, p.80)

Obrist aligns himself to the trend of curators that understand the
scope of curating beyond that of setting up exhibitions. In exhibitions, the par-
amount moment when art encounters the public is one of the most noticeable
and impactful outcomes of the curatorial practice. For Obrist, ‘exhibition-mak-
ing often has to do with rules of the game’ (2011, p.60). That is, it is not only as-
sociated with the relationship between artist and curators, art and public, but
also in many aspects ‘exhibition-making’ is subjected to the institutional forces
and the relationships with the context in which it is immersed or from where it

comes.

Moreover, exhibition-making doesn’t necessarily have curatorial
thoughtatits core. Forexample, curator and professor in curatorship Maria Lind
in the text The Curatorial states that: ‘It is clear that curating is much more than
making exhibitions: it involves commissioning new work and working beyond
the walls of an institution, as well as beyond what are traditionally called pro-
gramming and education’. (Lind, 2010, p.63). Another referential contemporary
curator, Charles Esche, who has been director of the Van Abbemuseum, in Ein-
dhoven, since 2004, and was the curator of the 31 Sao Paulo Biennial in 2014,
among otherinternational biennales,sharesa similar opinion,in which the term
‘exhibition-making’ is not enough to incorporate the multitask features of curat-
ing and neither is its principal aspect. In 2001, still in an early stage of his career,

Esche summarised his opinion about ‘exhibition-making’ as detailed below:
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I also decided to concentrate on the exhibitions because that seems
to be the model for presenting ideas in contemporary art that we are
most familiar with. However, more recently I've been questioning
the exhibition as a format for developing my own passion, which is
to work with artists, following and supporting what they do and the
ideas they have. Towards the end I'd like to introduce into the discus-
sion ways of rethinking the privileged place of the exhibition over the
aspects of our visual culture more generally. The challenge that we
haveas curators is to think very broadly across art forms butalsoin re-
lationship to society, in particular ways that are as much political and
social as they might be art historical. That challenge cannot necessari-

ly always be answered by an exhibition. (Hiller & Martin,2001a, p.58)

As observed by Esche, curating is equal to enabling and the curator
would be in the position of facilitating artists to make and show art, beyond
standard exhibition modes. His approach is closer to those ideas implemented
in the field by Walter Hopps (1932-2005), who used to compare the figure of cu-
rator to the conductor of an orchestra (Strauss,2006). The North American cura-
tor Hopps, together with Szeeman, is regarded as a precursor of contemporary
art curating (Strauss, 2006; Fowle, 2007; Obrist, 2008 and 2011;and Smith 2012).
Among other achievements, in the 1950s, Hopps opened the path to new art-
ists in his Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles. Additionally, from 1963 to 1967, he was
the director of the Pasadena Museum where one of his first actions was to give
Duchamp his first museum retrospective in 1963. Fowle describes both curators

as role models whose principles subsequently typified the function of curator:

Furthermore,as Szeemann and Hopps demonstrated, actively engag-
ing with art and artists is central to practice, which is an aspect of the
role for which there are no guarantees of immediate or quantifiable
outcomes. This requires a kind of creative ‘maintenance,” as opposed
to Foucault’s ‘care, as it involves supporting the seeds of ideas, sus-
taining dialogues, forming and reforming opinions, and continuous-
ly updating research. It could also be said that exhibitions are not the
first,or only, concern of the curator. Increasingly the role includes pro-
ducing commissioned temporary artworks, facilitating residencies,

editing artist-books, and organizing one-time events. (Fowle, 2007,
p-18)
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In the midst of the reflections on curating listed here, Hopps’ per-
spective on curating is the closest definition that permeates this thesis, afterall,
Hopps’ view derived directly from Duchamp’s informal teachings. Obrist when
talking about his own trajectory and his beliefs, pointed to what Duchamp once
taught Hopps: ‘Yes,in my whole way of arguing, there has always been this rheto-
ricabout the curator being invisible: Duchamp once told Walter Hopps that “the
curator should not stand in the way”,and I think that’s very important.” (Obrist,
2011,p.134)

Within the analogy of the curator as the conductor of an orchestra re-
sides the idea of the artwork as a score to be read and its set can be presented to
theaudienceasasymphonic ensemble.There isalso the notion of respect for the
artistand his/her artistic expression which is similar to the attention paid to the
musicians and the position and performance time of each particular musical in-

strument. In an interview to Obrist, Hopps defined his perspective in this manner:

Fine curating of an artist’'s work — that is, presenting it in an exhibi-
tion — requires as broad and sensitive understanding of an artist’s
work as a curator can possibly muster. This knowledge needs to go
well beyond what is actually put in the exhibition. Likewise, as far as
conducting goes, a thorough knowledge of the full body of Mozart’s
music underlies a fine conductor’s approach to, say the Jupiter Sym-
phony. (Obrist, 2008, p.16)

In the continuance of this interview, Hopps mentioned Katherine
Dreier, Duchamp’s partner in curatorial endeavours, as the first name at the top

of the list of important predecessor curators:

Of the curators, I admired Katherine Dreier enormously, with her ex-
hibitions and activities, because she, more than any other collector or
impresario I knew, felt she should facilitate what they [the artists] ac-

tually wanted to do, to the greatest extent possible. (Obrist,2008,p.16)

Hoppswould agree with Obrist that Katherine Dreier was ‘the artists’
accomplice’ (Obrist, 2008, p. 16) commenting on her association with Duchamp
and Man Ray. However, as is further examined in chapter 2, differently from
her relationship with Man Ray to whom she provided guidance regarding his
career’s development, the partnership with Duchamp was towards curatori-
al practice and not solely as a curator supporting an artist. In particular, when

taking into consideration that Katherine Dreier herself was an artist, and that
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Duchamp helped her. Nonetheless, the designation ‘accomplice’ although used
in the context by Hopps and Obrist with a bit of wit containing also the sense of
‘partners in crime’ is significant to understanding what ‘co-curating’ means in
the scope of this research. Ultimately, it can be interpreted as a person who joins

with another in carrying out some plan, in other words,a cooperator.

For example, contemporary curator Lisette Lagnado says that co-cu-
rating implied that curatorial partners do not work only following one single
mind. When I asked heraboutwhen she invited other people to share the curato-
rial responsibility of the 27% Sao Paulo Biennial (2006), she said ‘When building
the notion of “living together” it does not make sense to work with hierarchies’
(Menezes, 2005, p.1). In order to form a collective project, Lagnado gathered a
group of curators with different skills and knowledge that would complement

each other. They could easily distribute tasks according to each profile.

Co-curating in terms of Duchamp’s practice and curatorial legacy also
has this quality. There are no hierarchies but rather partners whose different
backgrounds and sensibility would add to each other and work together for the
accomplishment of a project built with transparency. Similar to the lesson from
Duchamp to Hopps that the ‘curator should not stand in the way’, co-curators
should also work together in an egalitarian manner, with none being more im-
portant than the other. I better document this feature of Duchamp’s curatorial

practice in chapter 2.

In this thesis, Duchamp is a curator in the broad sense following the
etymology of the word ‘to take care of” like Szeemann had suggested that one
should look at when thinking about curatorship: ‘After all, the word curator al-
ready contains the concept of care.” (Szeemann quoted in Fowle 2007, p.10).
Throughout this research, one can observe that Duchamp had a much more cu-
ratorial approach when dealing with art, than an artist’s posture. He did ‘care’ in
the sense thathe helped artists,connected them, wrote and designed catalogues,
worked for private collectors, contributed to building public collections, and
other subtle gestures that didn’t reveal themselves only when he was in charge
of ‘exhibition-making’, even though ‘exhibition-making’ was very much at the
core of his curatorial activities, as he was interested in the encounter of the art

with the public.

Thus, the starting point of this research is the challenge of organiz-

ing contemporary art exhibitions for a greater and transnational public, tak-
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ing into account the transformations of the nature of artistic expression since
Duchamp’slegacy. My personal interestin the curatorial activity started early on
inmylife. When Iwasstill veryyoung,in Rio de Janeiro,I came into contact with
the Brazilian artist Hélio Oiticica’s (1937-1980) art practice, which is nurtured
by a more participative character. Perhaps due to enchantment or intuition, any
artistic expression that ventured beyond the customary fine arts tradition was
what attracted me the most. However, I soon realized that this phenomenon
thatallowed me to perceive an artistic manifestation was not an experience that
everybody would share when visiting the same exhibition. Over the course of
time, observing the reaction of other members of the public in several exhibi-
tions, I also noticed that sometimes the sensitivity towards and appreciation of
an artwork may differ more depending on the manner in which it is presented
rather than because of the art itself. Sometimes, people wanted to see an exhibi-
tion in a specificart space or gallery independently of the type of art that was be-
ing shown. This means that they would go to acknowledge the effort of the per-
son who was in charge of organizing the exhibitions. Nowadays, in retrospect,
I believe that these investigative proto-experiences generated the kernel of my
fascination with the process involved in exhibition-making and subsequent-
ly curating. At the time I already had a clear understanding of the aspects that
compose art creation. Therefore, it was up to my incessant curiosity to attempt
to grasp what procedures were followed to reach the last stage of the aesthetic
experience. And by aesthetic experience I mean when a work of art finds its ul-
timate purpose, when an artistic creation is in contact with the other, the public,
spectator, participant, viewer, someone or a distinct mind from the one where

the work of art was conceived.

This inquisitiveness guided my academic production. The germinal
work from which this thesis originated is The Conceptual Art and Museum Culture:
A problem of aesthetics negotiation, the dissertation that I presented in 2006 for the
Masters in History of Art: Europe, Asiaand America,at the University of Sussex.
The leading hypothesis of this study was that Conceptualism created a problem
regarding the politics of display and ownership in art institutions as the attrib-
utes of a work of art are composed of a series of ephemeral actions and ideas,
what today I would argue is an example of post-Duchampian art. My MA disser-
tation re-assessed British conceptualism in relation to major British art institu-
tions, then considered it in terms of how it interacted with, and finally affected,

the policies of the Tate Gallery.I demonstrated how the urgency fora proper set-
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ting and new exhibition-making procedures resulted in the plan for a new gal-
lery space, thatis today the Tate Modern museum (Menezes,2006). My previous
academic research influenced the choice for the exhibitions at Tate Modern as
case studies for this thesis. The museum was configured after the changes that
Conceptualism - which has post-Duchampian characteristic - provoked in ex-

hibition-making.

My professional career was also directed by this desire to understand
the layers behind curating and exhibition-making, firstly as art historian and ed-
ucator, then as a cultural journalist and art critic, when I published articles, re-
views and interviews with artists and curators, and in the past years mainly as
a curator. Working alongside diverse art institutions and independent projects
in the UK, Brazil, Spain, Portugal and Germany has offered me the chance to
engage in international collaborations throughout my professional trajectory.
From my personal experience, I was able to realise that the challenges of cura-
torship are even more intriguing when the work of art is contextually displaced.
In these cases, the curator should be extra careful with her/his strategies to unite
theart contextand art coefficient together with the physicality (or non-physical-
ity) of the artwork. Thus, my research and professional paths always pointed out
the need to comprehend the curatorial activity as an open field for intellectual
hypothesis, not dealing solely with the selection or disposition of pieces in the
gallery. This preoccupation is one of the reasons why I have followed the trails
left by Duchamp to produce this research which aspires to assist in creating a
solid theory regarding curatorship, based on the historical and epistemological

developmentsin the art field.

Bearing this in mind, the primary aim of this research is to analyse the
role of curatorial practices conducted in accordance with Duchamp’s experi-
ments and theories, particularly when they pertain to transnational contexts. As
methodology, I initially chose to pursue a critical bibliographical method situ-
ating the changes that occurred in the transition from the 19 to the 20® centu-
ry, in the light of Bauman'’s sociology and Foucault’s archaeology of knowledge,
together with critical texts about Duchamp’s artistic thinking, art practice and
curatorial achievements, as for example the writings of Dawn Ades, Neil Cox &
David Hopkins, Thierry De Duve, Francis Naumann, Pierre Cabanne and Calvin
Tomkins. Duchamp himself did not write any theoretical books but contributed
with texts to catalogues and other publications and gave lectures as for example,
The Creative Act, 1957, (published in Tomkins, 2005) that has been transcribed and
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published. I have also studied the extensive number of interviews that he gave

since early on in his life and his correspondence.

This thesis employs a qualitative research method (Tracy,2013), as its
research question concerns, mainly, a shift in the paradigm used to comprehend
the role of the curator. In fact, we are dealing with the transition from the con-
ceptof ‘exhibition-making’ to ‘curating’,as exposed earlier in this introduction. A
paradigm,in research terms, is the preferred way ‘of understanding reality, build-
ing knowledge, and gathering information about the world’ (Tracy, 2013, p.38).
The new paradigm identified here as post-Duchampian, a concept that is devel-
oped throughout this thesis, provoked a change in the axiology of the curatorial
studies. Axiology is the values associated with areas of research and theorizing
(Tracy,2013).

A postmodern/poststructural research method was adopted, as this
research acknowledges the crisis of representation, examining the reappropri-
ation and layering of reality as the basis for the theoretical understanding of
Duchamp’sroleasapivotal figure in the exhibition-making to curating paradigm
change.These relations are going to be explored in depth in chapter 1. The crisis
of representation and the reappropriation and layering of reality are key features

of a postmodern/poststructural research method approach (Tracy,2013).

This methodological approach was chosen because poststructural-
ists assume that all people have room for agency - the ability to act in a scene
or context — and also the capacity to choose among alternatives. It provided me
the flexibility to understand the transformations and changes that occurred in
the 20" century in the field of curating, even if they came about slowly, through
Duchamp’s individual practices rather than grand gestures. Mumby (1997)
highlights that this methodology allows researchers to perceive and analyse
such slow changes. At the same time, a postmodernist approach gave me the in-
tellectual tools to question totalizing truths and certainty, helping to build the
central theoretical framework of this thesis, based on the premises that reality
and knowledge are fragmented, multiple,and multi-faceted. In addition to this,a
key part of the postmodern paradigm was highly instrumental to understanding
a core question in chapter 1, namely the crisis of representation, which refers to
theideathatall representations of meaning depend on their relations with other
signs and representations. From this point of view, all explanations and descrip-

tionsareinterrelational (Tracy,2013),explaining the way chapter 1 was designed.
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In sum, this methodology allowed me to employ qualitative methods
aiming toward examining multi-faceted ways of being and the dialectical nature
of hegemony. A comprehensive literature review provided the foundations of
the theories employed and those developed, especially concerning the theories
used to understand the impact of Duchamp’s ideas in the context of 20® centu-
ry art. Michael Foucaultand Zigmunt Bauman were central authors for framing

these theoretical ideas.

Further to the literature review, primary research was conducted. This
consisted of visits to archives and museums. In the context of this research, the
visitstoarchiveswere vital,asarchiveisa conceptthat ‘isintended to capture the
acts of classifying, collecting, and storing information that inform the evidence
used in research’ (Robertson, 2010, p.1). Archival logics and practices become
themselves artefacts of history (Robertson, 2010). Featherstone also reminds
us that ‘behind all scholarly research stands the archive. The ultimate plausibil-
ity of a piece of research depends on the grounds, the sources, from which the
account is extracted and compiled.” (2006, p.591). Archives were also chosen be-
cause they are ‘means of generating ethical and epistemological credibility.’ (Os-
borne, 1999,p.51)

Consequently, it was necessary to dive into long-existing archives
and also surf digital ones to find old letters and papers that would provide es-
sential information regarding Duchamp’s curatorial activities. The most impor-
tant archive I visited was the Brooklyn Museum Archives, in New York, where
I could find details about the Société Anonyme. Inspecting and sorting through
the many documents in the box related to the museum’s director William Hen-
ry Fox (who was director from 1914 to 1934), I came across Katherine Dreier’s
correspondence with him that sometimes was also signed by Duchamp.I could
also handle many of Société Anonyme’s rare publications because the muse-
um’s director was a member of the organization and kept pamphlets and news-
letters. In other boxes related to other departments of the museum that I sifted
through,I encountered detailed documentation about Société Anonyme’s exhi-
bitions in the museum. Letters to other members of the staff supplied informa-
tion about Duchamp’s co-curation. I also found records such as press releases,
besides internal communication about the International Exhibition of Modern
Art Assembled by the Société Anonyme that proved that Duchamp was regard-

ed asacurator.
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In addition to that, I gained access to the digital archive of the Bei-
necke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University where I delved into
the folder titled ‘Katherine S. Dreier Papers / Société Anonyme Archive’ where
photographs, correspondence, texts, books and catalogues about her and the
Société Anonyme are available for research. To find supplementary primary re-
sources about Duchamp’s curatorial activities, I similarly gained accessed to the
digitalized version of the Walter Pach Papers at the Archives of American Art
provided by the Smithsonian Institution. Moreover, I took advantage of other
historical documents available in digital format, for instance, The Philadelphia
Museum Bulletin. Equally important and worth mentioning is the Tout-fait: The
Marcel Duchamp Studies Online Journal, containing a large number of papers about

Duchamp and online versions of historical documents.

In reference to the contemporary case studies, it is worth mention-
ing that as primary research I used Hélio Oiticica’s documents and papers that
were indexed and linked to the Enciclopédia de Artes Visuais Itat Cultural by
the Programa Hélio Oiticica,a herculean task that gathered Oiticica’s writings in
almost their totality and made them obtainable online. Not lastin importance as
primary resources were my conversations with Cildo Meireles that resulted in

two different published interviews (Menezes,2005aand 2011).

The visit to Duchamp’s artworks on display at the Philadelphia Muse-

um of Art can be deemed primary research as Hooper-Greenhill says:

Visual experience cannot always be articulated verbally, and this
makes it more difficult to discuss, to share, to understand. The gut re-
sponse to colour, the physical reaction to mass, the engagement with
the visual that is both embodied and cerebral, remains mysterious.
Within museums, the phenomenon of display (or of exhibition),is the
major form of pedagogy. It is the experience of the displays for most
visitors defines the museum,and it is through displays that museums

produce and communicate knowledge. (2000, p.4)

During my research, I visited the Philadelphia Museum of Art where I
was able to survey the rooms where Duchamp did the curatorship of his own art-
works and left his curatorial testament Etant Donnés: 1. La chute d'eau 2. Le gaz d'eclai-
rage (Given: The Waterfall 2. The Illuminating Gas), this last one safeguarded in the
manner that Duchamp had instructed. The chance to be a member of the public

for whom Duchamp, in the past, prepared his artwork and its display, without
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a doubt, helped me to write about Etant Donnés in chapter 3. At the Philadelphia
Museum of Art, I was also able to have the aesthetical experience of encounter-
ing The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, or the Large Glass that was placed in
front of alongitudinal window from where one could see the museum’s outside
patiowith afountainin the background. This vision with layers of metalanguage
comprising historyand present was a surprise for me. This experience provoked
the insight into the transparency of the Large Glass, the association with win-
dows and its relationship with Duchamp’s curatorial practice, in which the con-

textis also a key element.

In the interest of my research, I strived to reach a high standard of rig-
orous information checking and sought to gather narratives sometimes forgot-
teninthe past. PerhapsthisisthereasonthathereinIaimedtolaunchanewview
concerning Duchamp and curatorship. I felt compelled to bring this same com-
mitment to the section dedicated to contemporary examples of exhibition-mak-
ing.Besides theresearch methods mentioned above,asamethodological writing
strategy, I decided on a recursive narrative in which Duchamp’s oeuvre also re-
fers to Duchamp’s curatorial practice.I have chosen some of his iconic artworks
toexamine in depth under the prism of Duchamp’s thinking and curatorial prac-
tice. It means that the artwork’s interpretation here also functions as a metony-
my of Duchamp’s understanding of the world and also his procedures towards
curating and exhibition-making. Consequently, as a self-referential procedure,
more attention will be paid to the invention of the readymades with emphasis
on Fountain (1917, figure 3), the painting Nude Descending a Staircase n°2 (1912, fig-
ure 4);the inception of the Large Glass (1915-1923) and the Etant Donnés: 1. La chute
d’eau 2. Le gaz d’eclairage (Given: The Waterfall 2. The Illuminating Gas) installation (fig-
ures 5 and 6) revealed in 1969 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, after his death
in 1968. Intertwining the historical background of these works with the writing,
I aimed to propose a final panorama (featuring a creative and poetic reading) in
which the artistic practice is part and parcel of the mind that was also in charge

of curatorial decisions.

Thus, the first objective of this thesis is to propose a clearer under-
standing of the dynamics of post-Duchampian art and its effects on the devel-
opment of contemporary exhibitions. It begins with the spatiotemporal defi-
nitions in which this theoretical framework is positioned: the contemporary
proposals in the field of art indicating an erosion of the unequivocal semantic

meaning that used toaccompany objects in the perception process forged by the
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modern world. With regards to art, Duchamp was the main name to carry out
such undertakings in the 20" century, and his legacy has been influencing con-
temporary art since then. The artist transferred the interpretation of meaning
from the eye to the brain, opening an inter-subjective dimension where one ob-

ject may have many interpretations depending on the context.

Thus, chapter 1 titled The impact of Marcel Duchamp on the transition in
contemporary art highlights Marcel Duchamp’s thoughts which provide the key
points for the thesis’ discussion. Adopting his art practice and ideas as a spring-
board, I discussed the inconsonant definitions found in art history regarding
Modernism and avant-garde and their implications. Next, following Bauman’s
(1998, 2010) thoughts, I drew a framework to contextualize this study. Accord-
ing to Bauman (1998) the main shift present in the passage from Modern to con-
temporary times is basically the liquefaction ofaset of belief systems into a solid

reality created by modern theories.

In the realm of art these theories can be observed in the prolifera-
tion of artistic avant-gardes that later resulted in the impossibility of the same
avant-gardes in the sense of an artistic movement that pursued a single or better
truth in art. The multiplicity of meanings observed in contemporary art is one
of the effects of this liquefaction process. The ideas proposed by Duchamp are
related to this process of a proliferation of meanings and are essential to compre-

hending the main features presented in contemporary art.

In this topic, I used the notion developed by Michel Foucault in his
book The Order of Things (2002), in which he analyses our perception of the world
and how reality has been changing since the advent of the Enlightenment, first-
ly generating the Modern Age with its set of theories based on scientific belief
up to the multiplicity of meanings that we are experiencing nowadays. In this
section, the shiftin art proposed by Duchamp will be not analysed in an isolated
manner. The changes in art are seen as part of a chain of scientific and cultural
transformations that were implemented in the passage from the 19*to the 20t

century and have renovated the manner in which reality has been perceived.

Aliterature review about Duchamp and a short biographyare covered
here. This section also draws upon the authors mentioned above, such as for ex-
ample Tomkins (2005, 2013), Cabanne (1971, 1997) and Naumann (2000, 2012)
who provide key biographical information, Schwarz (1997) and Paz (2002) who
offer analyses on Duchamp’s artworks, and Ades, Cox, Hopkins (1999), Parkin-
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Figure 3

Fountain

Duchamp, M. (1917)

Available at:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/92488.html?mulR=11901451| 4#
(Accessed 15 October 2016)



Figure 4

Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2)

Duchamp, M. (1912)

Available at:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51449.html?mulR=1609402098]|1
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil on canvas

147 x89.2 cm (Framed: 151.8x93.3x 5.1 cm)
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Figure 5

Etant donnés: 1. La chute d’eau 2. Le gaz d’eclairage (Given: The Waterfall 2. The Illuminating Gas)

Duchamp, M. (1946-1966)
Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/65633.html?mulR=517581968|26#
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Mixed media assemblage: (exterior) wooden door, iron nails, bricks, and stucco; (interior) bricks, vel-
vet,wood, parchment over an armature of lead, steel, brass, synthetic putties and adhesives, aluminum
sheet, welded steel-wire screen, and wood; Peg-Board, hair, oil paint, plastic, steel binder clips, plastic
clothespins, twigs, leaves, glass, plywood, brass piano hinge, nails, screws, cotton, collotype prints,acryl-
icvarnish, chalk, graphite, paper, cardboard, tape, pen ink, electric light fixtures, gas lamp (Bec Auer type),
foam rubber, cork, electric motor, cookie tin,and linoleum

2426 x177.8x124.5cm



Figure 6

Etant donnés: 1. La chute d'eau 2. Le gaz d'eclairage (Given: The Waterfall 2. The Illuminating Gas)

Duchamp, M. (1946-1966)
Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/65633.html?mulR=517581968|26#
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Mixed media assemblage: (exterior) wooden door, iron nails, bricks, and stucco; (interior) bricks, vel-
vet,wood, parchment over an armature of lead, steel, brass, synthetic putties and adhesives,aluminum
sheet, welded steel-wire screen, and wood; Peg-Board, hair, oil paint, plastic, steel binder clips, plastic
clothespins, twigs,leaves, glass, plywood, brass piano hinge, nails, screws, cotton, collotype prints,acryl-
icvarnish, chalk, graphite, paper, cardboard, tape, pen ink, electric light fixtures, gas lamp (Bec Auer type),
foam rubber, cork, electric motor, cookie tin,and linoleum

242.6x177.8x124.5cm
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son (2008), Duve (1991, 1996) and Buchloch (1991), theorists who present a crit-
ical review of his legacy. At the end of this chapter, I returned to the realm of art
history to present a survey of Duchamp’s influence on subsequent generations
of artists and art writers. The first chapter constitutes the theoretical framework

that enables a greater understanding of post-Duchampian art.

Chapter 2 titled Duchamyp’s curatorial practice is designed to fill the void
regarding Duchamp’s activities as a curator. Thus, an effort is made to restore his
role in such function and the changes he introduced in exhibition-making. This
section maps hisachievements since the beginning of his interest in this subject
until ground-breaking exhibitions such as the International Surrealist Exhibi-
tion, 1938, at the Galerie Beaux-Arts in Paris and the First Papers of Surrealism,
1942, New York. I argued that very special attention should be addressed to his

role at the Société Anonyme, Inc.

The reason for this decision is Duchamp’s long involvement with
the organization that lasted from its inauguration in 1920 to its end in 1950.
Duchamp was the Head of Exhibitions of the Société Anonyme (Gross, 2006)
since its foundation in 1920. He was the conductor that orchestrated its first ever
exhibition, in which he invested in an unforeseen framework and then actively
collaborated to bringing international names to show in its galleries (Gross, 2006
and Joselit, 2006). Above all else, he was the co-curator with Katherine Dreier of
the 1926 International Exhibition of Modern Art, the largest survey of Modern-
ism in the USA since the Armory Show in 1913. The Armory Show, in which the
Nude Descending a Staircase n°2 caused a sensation, is also the focus of consistent
analysis in this chapter as well as the partnership between Dreier and Duchamp.
Their mutual respect and commitment to the Société Anonyme helped create
the conditions that enabled the above-mentioned International Exhibition to
be a successful enterprise, and put the Large Glass on display for the first time to
the public. Considerations regarding the nature of this artwork, which is consid-
ered Duchamp’s masterpiece, are presented and posed in parallel to its use in an
exhibition installation. This chapter comprises as bibliographical references, re-
searchers that wrote about the Société Anonyme and published analyses of the
implication of Duchamp’s co-curatorial and curatorial practice, such as Gross
(2006), Joselit (2006) and Bohan (1982,2006), in addition to the archival material

aforementioned when describing my methodology and use of primary resources.

This section puts Duchamp forward as one of the agents of the transi-

tionin artand reviews his life and work. Besides that, this section also deals with
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methodological principles concerning the production of a curatorial project,ad-
dressing questions regarding its procedure, the actions that have already been
inscribed into the curatorial practice and a possible curatorial theory. It investi-
gates the curator’s role in the process of extracting meaning from the work of art,
considering the layers of meanings thatbridge the conceptual space between art
and public. This chapter also offers a discussion on the development of the cura-
torial position and methods of exhibition organization, applying the case study
of Alfred Barr in the Museum of Modern Art, New York as a counterpoint to
Duchamp’s experiments in curatorship. This discussion involves the shift from
curator as the professional in charge of the care and selection of an art collection

inan artinstitution to the curatorial practice,understood as a critical mediation.

Chapter 3 is about the substantial innovations that Duchamp be-
queathed when he assisted the curatorial project of a permanent display of his
own artworks at the Philadelphia Museum of Artand secretly entrusted his fam-
ily with a curatorial guide to transfer his last artwork to that exhibition. The lat-
ter, Etant Donnés is considered a synthesis of his oeuvre and can also be seen as the
summary of his curatorial strategies. Additionally, in chapter 3,1 examined two
examples of post-Duchampian art in transnational contexts. It starts by provid-
inginformation about two Brazilian artists, Hélio Oiticicaand Cildo Meireles (b.
1948) whose artworks boast characteristics which are undoubtedly associated
with what is presented as post-Duchampian art. This is the reason that their ex-
hibitions, Hélio Oiticica in 2007 and Cildo Meireles in 2008 at the Tate Modern
in London, were chosen as case studies. Hence, while introducing their oeuvres
I discussed, in this section of chapter 3, the reference that each of these artists
made to Duchamp. I provided evidence - published interviews and the artist’s
own texts - that both of them regarded Duchamp as a central figure whose lega-

cy had affected their practices.

Duchamp’s influence on these artists is discussed to clarify how they
were associated with post-Duchampian art. Hélio Oiticica, for instance, was cap-
tivated by Duchamp’s comprehension of the artworks’ relationship with the
space,environment and context, where the limits of an artistic manifestation do
not end in its materiality (Oiticica, 1980). In the case of Cildo Meireles, the no-
tion of the readymade definitely had an effect on the way he creates his own art
(Meireles, 1999).

By reading Hélio Oiticica’s journals, one can interpret that the Brazil-

ian artist truly understood the change of paradigm that Duchamp implemented
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in a more discerning manner than other artists from North America or Europe
who claimed Duchamp as the father of contemporaryart (Oiticica, 1986 and Jus-
tino, 1998).Hélio Oiticica’s practice fomented the notion that the artwork is com-
pleted by the spectator who would, thus, become a ‘participator’ (Oiticica, 1986),
similar to Duchamp’s proposition. To clarify how choosing this case study can
contribute to the thesis’ aims, I demonstrated the importance of play to Hélio
Oiticica and how this could be analysed as a post-Duchampian characteristic, as

well as other features of his oeuvre,among them the issue of contextualization.

Furthermore, chapter 3 sheds light on the fact that Hélio Oiticica,
like Duchamp in his artistic and curatorial practices, placed primordial signif-
icance on the encounter between artistic proposals and the public who would
experiment with them. In this sense, Hélio Oiticica’s artis seen as a challenge for
curators (De Salvo, 2016). In order to transpose Oiticica’s production to a com-
pletely different context, environment and also a distinctive time from what
was documented as the inception of his artistic project, one would benefit from
the knowledge or the modus operandi that Duchamp’s curatorial practice could
provide.The argued hypothesis is that Duchamp’s curatorial strategy, represent-
edin his curatorial testament, could be useful to this transposition. Thus, a great-
er awareness of a Duchampian curatorial practice could have availed the 2007

exhibition in London.

I applied the same type of approach when investigating Cildo Meire-
les’ solo retrospective. I began quoting the numerous references to Duchamp
found in Meireles” writings and interviews. This last part of chapter 3 also re-
veals Cildo Meireles’ attentiveness to the public’s experience, with an emphasis
on the mental and sensorial operations that his artworks engender. Although
the viewer may experience an aesthetic impulse to contemplate Cildo Meire-
les artworks’ careful combination of materials, they go beyond what Duchamp
called retinal art’, that is, an artistic manifestation that functions more through
its visual stimulus than its cognitive provocations. They produce a reflection, a
kind of thought, that does not rely upon a sensorial impression. Cildo Meireles,
throughout his trajectory, establishes a production characterised by the harmo-

nious co-existence of sensorial seduction and cerebral provocation.

Thus, this set of attributes, among others - explained in chapter 3 -
such as the use of verbal language as a trigger to the aesthetic experience com-
mon to Duchamp and Cildo Meireles, explains the option of choosing the Bra-

zilian artist’s 2008 show as an event to be examined from a post-Duchampian
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perspective. In this case study, curating can enable the construction of knowl-
edge targeted by Cildo Meireles when his artworks encounter the public in an
exhibition space. Moreover, the weight and gravity that Cildo Meireles extends
from the artwork’s nucleus to the space in which the artwork is exhibited, are a
reason to pick this particular show as a second and counterpoint case study. By
breaking down the details of examples of Cildo Meireles’ installations at Tate
Modern,Iargued that his artworks are laden with own memories and narratives
that are not adjacent, but constitutive elements of their artistic project. Thus, in
the exhibition environment, it is also a challenge to rearrange these elements

that carry within themselves aspects of the context from which they emerged.

To better illustrate the complex task of curating in a transnational
context,and in this way clarify the importance of these two case studies and how
they are invaluable for the main argument of this thesis, it is worth to observing
the words written by the curator Aneta Szylak when reflecting on the subject of

curating context:

I am considering curating context not as a site-specific adornment or
a display of local discoveries, but as a way of activating a context and
subsequently changing what we think this contextisallabout. What I
want toaddress here is not the activity of making exhibitions - setting
up artworks for display, for example - but rather setting a friction be-

tween them and with their surroundings. (2013, p.452)

She asserts that context is a recognizable existing condition that
should be activated by curating and that the ‘relations between things, thoughts,
subjects and spaces goes beyond the staging of research on art or presenting art-
works.’ (Szytak,2013,p.462).In brief, the author’s definition of contextand curat-

ing in such conditions is:

Context is something that we tend to perceive as a frame but in fact,
context is not fixed; its edges are blurred, its texture rich and folded.
It is there as a pre-existing order, a surrounding condition (physical,
economic, historical, visual, textual and/or political) and yet it has
palimpsestic aspects. Context is a reservoir of knowledge that only
comes to the fore with a curatorial practice. Concomitantly, practice
isareaction to the visible and invisible specificity of the surroundings
and occursasamode of inhabitation, making the context (whetherwe

belong to it or not) vibrant and active. (Szytak,2013, p.464).
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Thus, the two Brazilian artists’ exhibitions at Tate Gallery in London
are examples in which the curatorial practices are undertaken as a ‘proposal that
sets questions in regard to space and time’ (Szylak, 2013, p.459). They are dis-
cussed as case studies that deal with the questions: How to present a work of art
whose meanings dwell outside the work of art itself? How to exhibit again,in a
different context - a different place and time from its first unveiling - a work of
art thatis constituted by an idea or a process as opposed to an object? Chapter 3
deals with the historiography of exhibitions and the methodological principles
concerning the undertaking of a curatorial project, with an emphasis on their

implications for curatorial practices in a transnational displacement.

This thesisis therefore a historical-critical research with experimental
components. It is curious to note, as a last comment, that in the action of exam-
ining post-Duchampian art to forge what would be a better curatorial practice
for this kind of artistic manifestation, I actually found in Duchamp’s activities as
curator the key premises about this theme which was the issue that initiated my
research. Some of the answers that I sought, when I first started this work, were
actually, by the end, being provided by the investigation into Duchamp’s exhibi-

tions. I like to believe that they were there waiting to be decoded.

After the introductions were made and I have presented the motto,
questions and hypothesis that compose this thesis, I used the pronoun ‘we’. As
a meta-language gesture, due to the Duchampian principle that it is the viewer
who completesthe work ofartanditis the ‘spectator’ who determines the weight
of the work on the aesthetic scale,I would also like to shape this thesis, that is the
result of lengthy academic research, by inviting the reader to assemble with me
the writing which unfolds here. Herein, we will mean you (the reader) and my-
self (the researcher), who from now on, will be accompanied by Duchamp, his
peers, thinkers, writers, art historians, curators and artists from the beginning of

the 20" century to our contemporaneity.



Chapter 1:

The impact of
Marcel Duchamp
on the transition in
contemporary art

Deserved attention has been given to Duchamp’s bequest in terms of
transitions in art making. Ever since Duchamp was alive and attained consider-
able reputation within the art scene - firstly in the United States! - his oeuvre
has been used to demonstrate his influential innovative ideas throughout a vast
number of theoretical, critical and artistic writings thatargue his relevance with-
in contemporary art. Regarding this fact, the first few lines of The Duchamp Book

exemplify his influence:

Well before the end of the twentieth century, the reputation and work
of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) had surpassed those of Picassoin the
eyes of art historians, artists and Duchamp’s admirers alike, as exem-
plifying all that we think of when we consider the prototypical lifeand
work of the avant-garde artist. We are now accustomed to thinking of
Duchamp as one of the first to challenge the idea of painting as the

premier medium for innovative art and pioneer in widening immeas-

1 As Cabbanne reminds us in this passage: In November 1954, Duchamp and Teeny spent three
months in Paris. Duchamp was still more or less unknown in France,and his visit went virtually unnoticed.
This anonymity does not seem to have bothered him. He was used to leading a clandestine existence in
the French capital. When he did show some of his “things” there, the strongest reaction they provoked was
amusement. However, in New York, his fame was about to undergo a resurgence thanks to Neo-Dada and
the emergence of the commonplace object as a form of expression. As a result, Duchamp would soon find
himselfacclaimed as the precursor of what was perhaps the greatestartistic revolution of the second half of
the [20%] century’. (Cabbanne, 1997,p.162)
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urably the choice of media available to the artist to work in. (Parkin-
son, 2008, p.6)

The following quotation serves as starting point for the argumentand a
link to the principle theme to be developed at this beginning of this thesis: the rev-

elation of a new order within contemporary art based on Duchamp’s propositions:

For Duchamp, nothing fits a priori into a fixed context. The order of
things is neither established, regulated, certain, nor above all defin-
itive. The elements of this world are not linked together like the let-
ters in handwriting by some subjective and relatively rational scheme
but follow each other indifferently, juxtaposed like the kinds of type
used in printing presses. It is up to the typesetter to group themina
given order and so much the better, says Duchamp, if the foreman is
drunk or inattentive, or if an accident jumbles the type and mixes up

the composition. (Sanoillet, 1973,p.9)

First published in 1958, the introduction of the book The Writings of
Marcel Duchamp (1973), a compendium of texts written by the artist, led its edi-
tor Michel Sanoillet to remark, perhaps in an overtly poetic style, on what deci-
phered the genuine manner of how the Frenchman who once was an artist and
then a (chess) player saw the world. Endowed with a visionary sense, Sanoillet’s
words reveal how the dynamics of Duchamp’s ideas activated a new approach
towards the order of things. Curiously, more than one decade later, the phrase
‘the order of things’ would be the title of the English version of the seminal book
by the French philosopher Michel Foucault, Les Mots et les Choses?, which if it had
only depended on the preference of its author would be also called L'Ordre des
Choses in its original. In his writing, Foucault investigates our perception of the
world and how the perception of reality has been changing since the advent of
the Enlightenmentleading to the loss of meaning?® that we currently experience

nowadays. Foucaultargued:

2 According to the publisher’s note in the English edition, in order to avoid any confusion the book
did not receive the title L'Ordre des Choses [the order of things| because the phrase had already been used by
other authors. The full original title in French thus became Les Mots et les choses: Une archéologie des sciences
humaines.

3 ‘Loss of meaning’ indicates an erosion of the unequivocal semantic meaning that used to accom-
pany objects in the perception process forged by the modern world. Later in this thesis we will explore the
changes carried out by the substitution of this modern unequivocal meaning for the dialogical and ephem-
eral construction of the meaning observed in our era. It is this transition from modern to dialogical dis-
course that s referred to here as loss of meaning’.
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This new arrangement brought about the appearance of a new prob-
lem, unknown until then: in the sixteenth century, one asked oneself
how it was possible to know that a sign did in fact designate what it
signified; from the seventeenth century, one began to ask how a sign
could be linked to what it signified. A question to which the Classical
period was to reply by the analysis of representation; and to which
modern thought was to reply by the analysis of meaning and significa-
tion. But given the fact itself language was never to be anything more
than a particular case of representation (for the Classics) or of signifi-
cation (for us). The profound kinship of language with the world was
thus dissolved. The primacy of the written word went into abeyance.
And that uniform layer, in which the seen and the read, the visible and
the expressible, were endlessly interwoven, vanished too. (Foucault,
2002, p.47)

Not only simply due to an opportune coincidence of statements but
above all for its adequacy in understanding transformations in culture, Fou-
cault’s text will be used as the theoretical framework of this research in order to

deal with the shiftin the understanding of artand more broadly modernity itself.

In this respect, this first chapter has as objective to identify the con-
ditions that allowed Duchamp to conceive his theories regarding art and conse-
quently reorganize a new order of the world through new language techniques.
Duchamp’s legacy will be considered within the theoretical frame inscribed in
contemporaneity departing from Foucault’s postulations but also incorporat-
ing Zygmunt Bauman’s elucidation regarding the state of art after the collapse
of modern thought. Bauman’s interpretation of contemporary art will be used
as a counterpoint to the lack of a cohesive definition for the term. Finally, it will
be vital to take into consideration the large numbers of writers who published

about the artist and of course Duchamp’s own writings and interviews.*

4 We can mention, for instance, the famous and out of print publication The Complete Works of Mar-
cel Duchamp (Schwarz, 1997); the anthology Marcel Duchamp: Artist of the Century (Kuenzli and Naumann,
1989); Marcel Duchamp (Ade et al. 1999); and the summarized critical review: The Duchamp Book (Parkinson,
2008).This study has also benefited immensely from primary sources such as Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp
(Cabanne, 1971); The Writings of Marcel Duchamp (Sanouillet and Peterson, 1973); Affectionately, Marcel: The Se-
lected Correspondence of Marcel Duchamp (Naumann and Obalk, 2000), and Marcel Duchamp: The Afternoon Inter-
views (Tomkins,2013).
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1.1 AESTHETIC PROPOSITIONS ENGENDERED BY DUCHAMP

The number of aesthetic propositions engendered by Duchamp and that were
unique in his time are vast,almost a model for the future, although the quantity
of works of art that he made is not that large. In comparison with other great 20t
century artists, Duchamp is the author of a small number of artworks. Names
like Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) produced thousands of paintings, in addition to
thousands of graphic printsand hundreds of sculptures and ceramics. Duchamp,
in turn, created only 13 readymades, his Large Glass took eight years to be final-
ized and in 1946 he said that he had definitely stopped making art, but was actu-

ally working on Etant Donnés that took 20 years to complete.

During his youth, following a pattern in his family of artists, he paint-
ed much more frequently and even experimented in some French art styles in
vogue at the turn of the 19" to 20 century such as Impressionism, Fauvism
and Cubism?, but he drastically diminished his production in painting at age 25,
in 1912, because he noticed a certain unease in the pictorial medium, a feeling
it no longer fulfilled his artistic aspirations. Therefore, a brief compendium of
his seminal artworks shall begin after that with Nude Descending a Staircase, No.2

(1912) the ultimate painting thatinitiated his turning pointas an artist.

The number 2’ on the title of the Nude Descending a Staircase is due to
the fact that there was a preliminary study from 1911 that was painted on card-
board. Both are in the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s collection. Tomkins (2005)
suggested that there was a very first version that disappeared. It was a drawing
made on wood that could be the first plane in perspective for the other seminal
work the Large Glass. In this thesis we will refer to this painting (the second and

most famous version) as Nude Descending a Staircase of merely Nude.

Fromthere,itshallalsolisthisartworkin which he played with chance,
the most prominent being 3 Standard Stoppages (1913, figure 7) that Duchamp

once said he considered to be the most important of his artworks:

Asfarasdateis concerned, Iwould say the 3 Standard Stoppages of 1913.
That was really when I tapped the mainspring of my future. In itself it
was not an important work of art, but for me it opened the way - the
way to escape from those traditional methods of expression long asso-
ciated with art’ (Molderings, 2010, p. XI)

5 According to the interview that Duchamp gave to the TV channel BBC in 1968.
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Figure 7

3 stoppages étalon (3 Standard Stoppages)
Duchamp, M. (1913)

Available at:

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp-3-stoppages-etalon-3-standard-stoppages-t07507
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Wood, glass and paint on canvas.

400x 1300 x 900 mm (displayed)

Soon after, in 1914, there came to be, or came to be chosen, the first
readymade: the Bicycle Wheel (figure 8) and the Bottle Rack (figure 9) that were be-
gotten by Duchamp before the concept of readymade, or better saying, the name
that designated this artistic proposition was conceived (it came to Duchamp’s
mind in 1915, with In Advance of the Broken Arm).In the same year, he delivered the
Box of 1914 (figure 10) that was composed of notes and drawings of projects in
progress. Later, the conception of boxes will evolve from the The Green Box (1934,
figure 11) to the Boite-en-valise (figure 12) that he started in 1935,a portable muse-

um of the same artist,a compendium of miniaturized artworks itself.

Speaking of drafting a strategic inventory of Duchamp’s works it is
indispensable to include The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even or the Large
Glass, that took from 1915 to 1923 to be fashioned. In 1915, there was the rejec-
tion of the Fountain signed by R. Mutt. In 1919, the concept of readymade was
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Figure 8

Bicycle Wheel
Duchamp, M. (1913)
Available at:

http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/59928.html?mulR=453761471]1
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Wheel, painted wood

Diameter:64.8 cm

Base height:59.7 cm
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Figure9

Bottle Rack

Duchamp, M. (1914)

Availableat:
http://nga.gov.au/international/catalogue/Detail.cfm?IRN=44875
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Figure 10

Boxof1914

Duchamp, M. (1913-1914)
Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/86183.html?mulR=2102253353 | 1#
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Commercial cardboard photographic supply box containing photographic facsimiles of sixteen manu-
script notes and the drawing To Have the Apprentice in the Sun (Avoir I'apprenti dans le soleil) mount-
edonmatboards,and one photographic facsimilie of the drawing Médiocrité (Mediocrity),unmounted
25.7x19.1x3.8cm
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Figure 11

The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Green Box)

Duchamp, M. (1934)

Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51727 .html?mulR=489988071|1#
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Ninety-four facsimiles of manuscript notes, drawings, and photographs, and one original manuscript
item, Broyeuse de Chocolat, contained in a green flocked cardboard box

33.2x279x2.5cm
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Figure 12

Box in a Valise (Boite-en-Valise) from or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy (de ou par Marcel Duchamp ou Rrose
Sélavy)

Duchamp, M. (1935-1941,1963-1965 [contents])

Available at:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/89071.html?mulR=205944465]|1
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Red leather valise containing various media on various supports: collotype, relief halftone, screenprint,
offsetlithograph, photograph with surface coating, printed colorand hand coloring on paper,cardboard,
clearacetate, vinyl, glass,and ceramic

41.3x38.4x9.5cm
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already insured and far from being merely the appropriation of mass-produced
objects named art by the artist. Duchamp created Paris Air (figure 13), the at-
tempt to made air a work of art and L.H.0.0.Q. (figure 14), the pun of words and
mixing genders that used an art history canon as protagonist. The list could go
on and encompass his endeavour to be an entrepreneur trying to sell his inven-
tion named Rotorelief (figure 15) at a gadget fair. At his stand in 1920 these spin
disks made from cardboard illustrated with optical shapes did notattract buyers,
butlater they featured in Duchamp’s investment in (Anémic)cinema in 1926. One
can also tally his venture in gambling, Monte Carlo Bond (1924, figure 16) with his
and Rrose Sélavy’s signature®, one of the first made from/to his female alter ego.
The list could continue until the moment when Duchamp announced that he
was doing nothing, but in the fact, he was performing many collaborations and
contributions within the art word. However, in order to finalize this systematic
compendium, it should culminate in Etant Donnés: 1. La chute d’eau 2. Le gaz d’eclai-
rage (Given: The Waterfall 2. The Illuminating Gas) an installation at the Philadelphia

Museum that was exposed for view after his death.

Despite being produced in diverse mediums, the exercise of thinking
about a concise compilation of seminal artworks brought forth by Duchamp
highlights that all of them have a revealing coherency. It is pointless to state

which would be the major one, however all of them contain a set of ideas that

|

A

o Figure 13
50 cc of Paris Air
Duchamp, M. (1919)
Available at:
http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51617.html?mulR=1959151010]1
(Accessed 15 October 2016)
Glass ampoule (broken and later restored)
13.3cm

6 In Duchamp’s oeuvre, one can find two spellings for his female alter ego: Rose Sélavy or with the
double ‘R’, Rrose Sélavy, this one is related to a pun of words that Duchamp made to sound like ‘Eros cest la
vie. In this thesis we will use the double R spelling.
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Figure 14

L.H.0.0.Q.

Duchamp, M. (1919)

Available at:https://www.nga.gov/images/decor/dadainfo_fs.shtm
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Rectified readymade: pencil on reproduction of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa
19.7x12.4cm
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Figure 15

Rotoreliefs

Duchamp, M. (1935)

Photo from the 1965 edition
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constitute the same core, a pulsing core of ideas, which will reverberate within
the art field and in the changing of paradigm in art. This thesis will take on these
reverberations thatare still in motion and continue affecting contemporary art.

Asthearthistorians Ades, Cox and Hopkins acknowledged:

In the case of Duchamp, it is not only the works he produced them-
selves that have had an effect but also his whole attitude to art, the
artistand the institutions of art. He posed basic questions concerning
both the definition and the survival of art in the twentieth century.
(Ades, Cox & Hopkins, 1999, p.6)

Among the objectives of this study is the promotion of a greater un-
derstanding of contemporary artwork. To achieve this aim, it will be fundamen-
tal to scrutinize some of Duchamp’s works, or to be more specific, propositions.
Ultimately, he defined himself as a ‘breather’ who was too ‘lazy’ to work, as the

artist said:

I like living, breathing, better than working (..) Therefore, if you wish,
myartwould be thatofliving:each second,each breathisawork which
is inscribed nowhere, which is neither visual nor cerebral. It’s a sort of

constant euphoria. (Cabanne, 1971,p.72)

Above all, Duchamp’s favourite activity was to play chess, to be a play-
er. A player in the field of art we might also say. For this reason, his artworks will
appear in the body of this writing according to their relevance to what will be
analysed. Duchamp’s creations can be seen as an infinite source of analysis for a
diversity of subjects, where sometimes the same work of art or the same piece of
information is in a constant interplay between being a mystery to be solved and
the possible answer to a puzzle. At this point, it is important in this preclusive

appointment of ideas, to describe the conceptual structure of the readymades:

A conceptual view of arthas various strands and sourcesin Duchamp’s
work and writings. Of most lasting impact have been questions raised
by the readymades and their offshoots, the rejection of painting as a
privileged artistic activity and the withdrawal from an art career as a
profession. (Ades, Cox & Hopkins, 1999, p.7)

Duchamp’s memories, witnesses’ testimonies and conjoint versions
heard over the years revealed the now iconic story around the porcelain urinal
submitted to the Society of Independent Artist’s 1917 exhibition. Betancourt

(no date) attempts to examine the validity of the facts around Fountain and its
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‘many different narratives’ that sometimes speculate that the disappeared piece
was broken, sold or stolen. He indicates contradictions among versions present-
ed by participants of the event. Some of these narratives were recovered 30 years
later, as for example, Beatrice Wood who presented variations in her recollec-
tions. Another example is the mysterious commissioned photograph by Stieg-
litz, where and when it was taken is unknown, that allowed the improvable spec-
ulation that the piece was shown in Stieglitz’s gallery in New York for few days.

Atthe end, he concludes:

Instead, what is required in this situation is a history which includes
the contradictions and confusions rather than attempts to minimize
them in favour of a coherent narrative. This type of history may not be
aconclusive one,butin cases such as Fountain,itdoes give us a more ac-
curate grasp of the situation in all its complexities. (..) The very nature
of the stories surrounding Fountain suggest that what we are examin-
ing is not so much a historical object, as a mythological one. (Betan-

court,n.d, paragraph 16)

Nowadays, the name of Duchamp is constantly related to the uri-
nal, the infamous piece that was never shown and became one of the most dis-
cussed art objects in 20" century art theory’. However, when Duchamp and his

friends Beatrice Wood and Henri-Pierre Roché® edited the magazine The Blind

7 The urinal is the first image related to the word ‘Duchamp’ that appears when using internet
search engines, besides this fact other examples of how the authorship of Fountain is well-known nowadays
are that the 1960’s replicas of the piece illustrate covers of monographic books on Duchamp. According to
Filipovic (2008) though, the real authorship of the Fountain was fully opened to the public when the artist
introduced a miniature of Fountain in his Boite-en-valise between 1934 and 1941.

8 Duchamp met the American Beatrice Wood (1893-1998) in New York in 1916 and they became
life-long friends. She had an extraordinary long and active life, being involved with American and French
artistic circles throughout the 20® century. Due to her connection to the New York Dada she received the
alias ‘Mama of Dada’. When she met Duchamp she was an aspiring actress. Duchamp introduced her to the
French writer and art critic and one of his best friends, Henri-Pierre Roché (1879-1959). The three became
inseparable for some years while Roché was in New York. Both encouraged Wood to try a career in Visual
Artaswell. She made a few artworks and even submitted an assemblage to the Society of Independent Art-
ist’sin 1917 but it was only much later that she devoted herself to ceramics, mastering and innovating the
medium. Roché met Duchamp also in 1916 and they started a friendship that kept them in touch for the
rest of their lives. He encouraged and financially supported some of Duchamp’s endeavours such as the
Rotoreliefs (1953). The critic recognition of Roché’s writings just came later in his life with the two novels:
Jules et Jim (1953) and Les Deux Anglaises et le Continent (1956). It has been said that the first was based on the
relationship between Wood, Duchamp and Roché, but actually, the narrative is far from being similar to
the relationship between the trio. Nevertheless, the last draft for a novel that Roché left unfinished when
he died and that he wished to name Victor, the nickname that he called Duchamp, was a clear reference
to the artist. Accordingly to Naumann and Obalk: ‘He [Roché] welcomed the opportunity to write about
Duchamp,and did so in a series of articles (1953-1955),including one where he perceptively observed: “His
[Duchamp’s| finest work is his use of time.” (2000, p.57)
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Man (figures 17 and 18) publishing comments about the event, nobody knew
yet who was behind the defiant piece sent to the exhibition. The second issue of
the Dadaist magazine, (the first was on the day of the exhibition’s opening, the
second and last issue was launched one month later) brought a photo of the dis-
appeared Fountain taken by the American photographer Alfred Stieglitz on the
fourth page. On the following page, an article with no authorship titled Richard
Mutt Case argued in defence of the legality of the object as awork of artin a show
with nojuries and noawards.There, the inception of the readymade was written

in bold and had the verb ‘chose’ in capital letters:

Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not
has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life,
placed it so that its useful significance disappeared under the new ti-
tle and point of view - created a new thought for that object. (The Blind
Man,1917,p.5)

Rather than be content with the act of creating something, which al-
ready determines the main peculiarity of an artistic process, Duchamp created
a new manner of art making by selecting an object and provoking a change in
its meaning through context displacement. Even with the stress on the fact that
the artist CHOSE it, the second gesture that is the presentation of the object in
adifferent environment is also of utmost significance. The act of moving some-
thing from its usual place to a distinct one inaugurates a new set of associations
between its own function and meaning in relation to the context and condition
thatit was displaced from. The ‘discovery of the readymade’ also proved that the
nature of things depends extremely on its surroundings and this is the same for
the nature of the art object. The readymades make it clear that any object makes

some sense within the milieu in which it resides.

The readymade strategy that points to the context in which it is in-
volved can also be understood in broader operations of Duchamp’s work. In this
thesis,the Duchampian manoeuvre will also be examined in the realm of curato-
rial practice where his legacy was very innovative and must be studied. In addi-
tion, the importance of his production as an artist, his achievements as a thinker
and exhibition-organiser have been crucial to the current discussion regarding
curatorial practice: an area of knowledge currently full of vitality due to the fact

thatitis still not fully determined.
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Fountain by R. Mutt

Figure 17
The Blind Man Magazine

Photagraph by Alfred Stleglitz

THE EXHIBIT REFUSED EY THE INDEPENDENTS
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Figure 18
The Blind Man Magazine
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The shift from curator as the professional in charge of the care and se-
lection of an art collection in an art institution to so-called curatorial practice,
understood as a critical mediation between production and presentation, is an
issue that persists asa territory to be mapped. Duchamp’s contribution not only
asart maker butasa curatorand an exhibition organiser sheds light on the range
of possibilities revealed by contemporary curatorial practice. Crucial themes for
the study of this practice such as the corporification of the exhibition experience
and the emergence of the context in which the exhibition takes place are topics
within Duchamp’s legacy,and they will be discussed at depth later in this thesis.

The corporification of the exhibition experience as we shall examine
in chapter 2 is one of the hypotheses of the studies regarding Duchamp’s curato-

rial work. A brief explanation can be glimpsed in Filipovic words:

At the newly organized modern museums and display spaces, so in
vogue in Paris in the 1930s, the spectator was choreographed to keep
a safe distance, to look disinterestedly, and to forget his or her body.
Duchamp, on the other hand, seemed to want to make explicit that vi-
sion’s condition of possibility is the approach of the body—that vision

is decidedly corporeal. (Filipovic, 2008, p.88)

Meanwhile, since we will analyse how contexts will influence the cre-
ation and experience of art, it is important to clarify the historical contextand ar-
tistic thinking paradigm in which the ideas of Duchamp flourished and how his
ideas were dissonant to his peers. In a moment when artists were seeking for a
sense of completeness and certainty, Duchamp bet on pluralism and indetermi-
nacy. When artists were emphasising a new form of representation that would
reflect the moment where they lived, Duchamp was incorporating the moment
in which the art was created to its presentation. Or even, when Modernism
draws attention in its aesthetic dimension to its own condition, a painting of
whatever kind of theme, also questions a certain pictorial status or a sculpture
questions sculptural structures, Duchamp was questioning art itself. Duchamp
would be remarkable for initiating a period in which artists renounced unity of
style and in which there is a breakdown of the art history composed by move-
ments in which one follows another, targeting the same: a progress in arts. His
legacy will be seminal for the new understanding of arts that we must have in

the contemporary time.
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1.2 THE INCONSONANT DEFINITIONS OF ART HISTORY

AND THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF AVANT-GARDE
Before going further in contextualizing the period when the ideas of Duchamp
stirred up — and then, overthrew the current art establishment - in order to relo-
cate his thought to the present, this thesis will raise some observations about the
substance of art history to better define the terms that we shall use, particularly

inregard to Modernism and Avant-garde.

Art history as a discipline has enabled the vision of the history of hu-
man creation via a synthetic formula. This is a crucial observation that exudes
from the 1940 paper titled The History of Art as a Humanistic Discipline which intro-
duces the seminal book The Meaning of the Visual Arts by Erwin Panofsky (1892-
1968). In this text, the German Art historian who developed standard methods
to approach the discipline said:

Man is indeed the only animal to leave records behind him, for he is
the only animal whose products Tecall to mind’ an idea distinct from
their material existence. Other animals use signs and contrive struc-
tures, but they use signs without ‘perceiving the relation of significa-
tion,” and they contrive structures without perceiving the relation of
construction. [..]| Man’s signs and structures are records because, or
rather in so far as they express ideas separated from, yet realized by,
the processes of signalling and building. These records have therefore
the quality of emerging from the stream of time, and it is precisely in
his respect that they are studied by the humanist. He is, fundamental-
ly,a historian. (Panofsky, 1991, p.23-24)

With the purpose of making clear the importance of art history as a
humanistic discipline - emphasising it as a discipline in itself - Panofsky also
made visible the impact thatartistic production has on the formation of human
values, beliefs, creativity, and identity in diverse civilizations. He compared the
procedures of natural sciences and the humanities, then, focusing specifically
on art history, he discussed the process of conceptualizing artistic knowledge.
Unlike other realms in the Humanities area, art history does not rely on highly
scientific methods to categorize its subject of study. History, for example, deals
with events thatended in the past.Itis true that these events can be subjected to
layers of interpretations and they could be misinterpreted according to a privi-

leged vision. However, certainly, a fact from the past cannot repeatitself again to
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be re-examined or to be recovered in all its essence. Art history, instead, looks at
artworks which are objects of study that carry emanating questions from their

own pastinto the present.

In a dereistic manner it can be said that art history has the difficult
mission of taming a wild living being, as art does not have an expiry date. It is
hard - one would say, almost impossible - to comprehend and summarize all
the artistic ideas that materialize and go out into the world. For this reason, as is
postulated by Panofsky,art history is such a bold area and also due to possessing
the aforementioned function, since studies on it began it has been configured
in an interdisciplinary modus operandi, by imbibing its noesis on other sources of
knowledge from philosophy to chemistry in order to reload the ‘intention’ of a
work of art. The author named ‘archaeological research’ this specificart historical
procedure to identify the date and location of a work of art by taking advantage
of interdisciplinary tools. Panofsky reminds us that ‘The cosmos of culture, like
the cosmos of nature, is a spatio-temporal structure.” (Panofsky, 1991, p.26) and
stated that the art historians’job does not only depend on methodological objec-
tive research but they also need to ‘mentally re-enact the action and to re-create
the creations’ (Panofsky, 1991, p.34). Both analytical operations should be com-

bined in an organic situation:

The real answer lies in the fact that intuitive aesthetic re-creation and
archaeological research are interconnected so as to form, again, what
we have called an ‘organic situation’. It is not true that the art histo-
rian first constitutes his object by means of re-creative synthesis and
then begins his archaeological investigation - as though first buying
a ticket and then boarding a train. In reality the two processes do not
succeed each other, they interpenetrate; not only does the re-creative
synthesis serve as a basis for the archaeological investigation, the ar-
chaeological investigation in turn serves as a basis for the re-creative
process; both mutually qualify and rectify one another. (Panofsky,
1991,p.35)

Art history has also shaped its own unique tools to serve its purpose
as a scholarly discipline with this blending of analytical research. One method
was to develop the theory of styles that consist of isolating groups of artworks
that share the same characteristics and hierarchizing them. In a considered old
school of art history, in which the object-based analysis is predominant, the dis-

cipline was even called the history of styles. The concept of style serves to em-
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phasize and comprehend a whole group of artworks by different artists that are
categorized under the same label’. It does have a pedagogical structure that al-
lows the discipline to operate systematically. Nevertheless, the notion of style
which sometimes is also known by the term ‘movement’, is not based on an ob-

jective definition as is placed by Panofsky:

Because of the fact that the objects of art history come into being by a
process of re-creative aesthetic synthesis, the art historian finds him-
self in a peculiar difficulty when trying to characterize what might be
called the stylistic structure of the works with which he is concerned.
Since he has to describe these works, not as physical bodies or as sub-
stitutes for physical bodies, but as objects of an inward experience, it
would be useless - even if it were possible - to express shapes, colours,
and features of construction in terms of geometrical formulas, wave
lengths and static equations, or to describe the postures of a human

figure by way of anatomical analysis. (Panofsky,1991, p. 40)

The truth is that the subject of art history, the so-called style, is a nomi-
nalism!® that fractions the complex and prolific territory of the arts,and in doing
so, fa-vours its study. Although style was the backbone of art history, it is a con-
cept made a posteriori and does not undeniably relate to the reality of the facts.
The standardization is determined by the art historian’s research that unveils
and finds features that have an easily perceptible connection. We do not want to
deny here the prevalence of art schools where a master teaches pupils who end

up inheriting similar traces in their art making.

There is not a negation that arts discoveries or fashions are replicated
by otherartists. There is for sure a tangible condition in which styles are determi-

nate as described by Panofsky:

9 Normally in art history it is used as a ‘way of characterizing relationships among works of art that
were made at the same time and/or place, or by the same person or group’ (Ackerman, 1962,p.227), however
asis pointed out by Ackerman (1962) it is not unusual to see even in the art history academic realm the use
of the conceptasavery particular feature of an individual gesture. Ackerman also exemplifies: ‘A particular
work of art therefore may represent or exemplify characteristics of a style in the way that a person may be
representative of a society, but to say that it “has a style,” as we often do, is not illuminating’ (Ackerman,
1962, p.228). The opposing usages of the term style denunciates its ambiguous connation that in addition
to its fickle definitions demonstrate the tricky ground on where it is structured.

10 In the Platonic Philosophical tradition, universal is an idea, or form, that is perfect and immutable,
itdoes not depend on anything else to exist and for this reason it precedes language. According to Charles
S.Peirce’s definitions published in the Century dictionary, Nominalism is the opposite, being ‘The doctrine
that is general but names; more specifically, the doctrine that common nouns, as man, horse, represent in
their generality nothing in the real things, but are mere conveniences for speaking of many things at once,
orat most necessities of human thought; individualism.” (Houser & Kloesel ed., 1992, p.XX1V)
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On the other hand, since the inward experience of the art historian is
notafreeand subjective one,buthas been outlined for him by the pur-
poseful activities of an artist, he must not limit himself to describing
his personalimpressions of the work of artasa poet might describe his
impressions of a landscape or of the song of a nightingale. The objects
ofarthistory,then,can only be characterized in a terminology which s
asre-constructiveasthe experience of thearthistorianisre-creative:it
must describe the stylistic peculiarities, neither as measurable or oth-
erwise determinable data, nor as stimuli of subjective reactions, but
as that which bears witness to artistic ‘intentions’. Now ‘intentions’
can only be formulated in terms of alternatives: a situation has to be
supposed in which the maker of the work had more than one possibil-
ity of procedure, that is to say, in which he found himself confronted
with a problem of choice between various modes of emphasis. Thus it
appears that the terms used by the art historian interpret the stylistic
peculiarities of the works as specific solutions of generic ‘artistic prob-
lems’. (Panofsky, 1991, p.40)

This extract can be seen as advice taught by Panofsky that persuaded
subsequent generations of art historians. Nonetheless, it was not always that
this recommendation of how to explain an artistic style was followed straight
away. Sometimes, forged by the manner it is described in, style becomes almost
an entity,something impervious, constantand impenetrable. Nowand then,asa
movementitappears to be like a force that emerges from specific circumstances
and controls the human making. Mindful of the effort to pave academic founda-
tions for art history,it would be considered an inconsistent conviction if we con-
sider style or movement as something that builds its own forms and becomes a
proper adjective when all its features are definitive. These notions are also notin
accordance with a scientific rigour when scholars make references to a superior

or dominating style.

With these observations, this thesis imparts that it is in consonance
toacritically understand of art history which calls the concept of style into ques-
tion. It is not our objective here to go further in this debate but by posing these
remarks we seek to establish the ground to the context in which Duchamp’s art

will unfold.

To know more about the current debate regarding the style dilemma

see Persinger:
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Giving style’s entanglements with racial and national politics, itis not
surprising that it has been one of art history’s most embattled terms.
In recent years, certain scholars have categorically reject style’s place
within the discipline by pointing to its unstable meaning, even ques-
tioning its status as a concept. It is true that those who have accepted
styleasavalid analytical tool have been unable to come toa consensus
astoits definition. Schapiro’s description of style as “a system of forms
with a quality and meaningful expression through which the person-
ality of the artist and the broad outlook of a group are visible” is only
one of a few key definitions of the term in the 20th century. In 1968,
E.H.Gombrich defined style as “any distinctive way in which an act is
per-formed.” James Elkins’ somewhat pessimistic entry on the term
in the Grove Dictionary of Artis a testament of the term’s difficult na-
ture. Elkins remarks that “The further the concept of style is investi-
gates, the more it appears as an inherently partly incoherent concept,

opaque to analysis.” (Persinger, 2007, p.4)

In fact, the aim of this commentary is to pose a critique of the notion
that styles or movements are artistic projects created with a conclusive propose.
When art history is confounded with the history of styles, there is the willing-
ness to establish relationship of cause and effect among the uncountable num-
ber of artistic expressions: a style or a movement that surpasses another. Often
seen in museums or books is a timeline of artists and events designed to order
the plethora of artistic creations that pullulates all aspects of civilization. This
thought has a worthy educational aim but most of these artistic expressions
mingle and cannot be distinguished or separated. Art history in this way is a
realm that has been always been challenged by its own subject of analysis. The
important point to grasp with this preceding explanation is that if there was a
certain period in which the boundaries between artistic trends were extremely

defined, this period is Modernism.

Before continuing, there is an ambivalence of the term Modern that
must be free of doubt. In its etymology, ‘Modern’ is drawn from the Latin ‘modo’
that means ‘now existing’. The term, as an adjective, has been used by philoso-
phers, historians and social researchers to describe what since the Enlighten-
ment is considered the dominant thought. In the realm of culture though this
adjective,as is mentioned above, will designate unforeseen experimentalism in

Arts, Architecture, Literature and Music. For example, the American critic of art
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Clement Greenberg used Modernism in an encapsulated form that would im-
pose new expressions on the Western Culture. In his definition, Modernismisa

period of self-criticism and when artists questioned art foundations.

Each art, it turned out, had to perform this demonstration on its own
account. Whathad to be exhibited was not only thatwhichwasunique
and irreducible in art in general, but also that which was unique and
irreducible in each particular art. Each art had to determine, through
its own operations and works, the effects exclusive to itself. By doing
so itwould, to be sure, narrow its area of competence, but at the same
time it would make its possession of that area all the more certain. It
quickly emerged that the unique and proper area of competence of
each art coincided with all that was unique in the nature of its medi-
um. The task of self-criticism became to eliminate from the specific
effects of each art any and every effect that might conceivably be bor-
rowed from or by the medium of any other art. Thus would each art be
rendered ‘pure,’ and in its ‘purity’ find the guarantee of its standards
of quality as well as of itsindependence. ‘Purity’ meant self-definition,
and the enterprise of self-criticism in the arts became one of self-defi-

nition with a vengeance. (Greenberg, 1986, p.97)

This particular definition of Modernism implemented by Greenberg
in the 1961 essay Modernist Painting became very acceptable among art research-
ers. He pointed out as Modernity’s foundations the writings of the philosopher
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804),due to his being the pillar of strength of self-critical
thinking. For this reason, for Greenberg, Modernism is a historically demarcated
era. Modernity’s most striking feature would be its tendency to self-critique us-
ing modernity itself as the instrument for this critique. Thus, we find ourselves
facing a hermetic system that devours itself in search of understanding. In this
way, its objective is not the subversion of the intellectual apparatus brought
about by modernity, but to reinforce its potency. Kant,as a model of this process,
‘used logic to establish the limits of logic’ (Greenberg, 1986, p.96) but also used
aesthetics to criticize the concept of beauty and strengthen the concepts of good
and genius. At the end, this self-critical activity praises its objects in a sense that
it criticizes from within. It is therefore, a step beyond a phenomenological anal-
ysis as this self-reflexive critique has as instrument of analysis the object’s own
internal processes, which makes the knowledge of their internal mechanisms

necessary. Like modernity itself, Greenberg reminds us that this form of criti-
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cism arises from the Enlightenment critique, but disassociates from this, since
the Enlightenment follows the mostaccepted critique model, criticizing objects
using external elements. While the Enlightenment qualified artistic activities as
entertainment and therapy (Greenberg, 1986, p.96), Kantian Aesthetics finds its
elements within artitself, giving rise to the concepts of ‘good’ (explored by Plato)
and even more noticeable the concept of ‘genius’. The latter is the conjunctive
tissue of the Kantian theory of art, asserting that art emerges from the skill of
creating something paradigmatically beautiful, without artists being able to ex-

plain how to make it.

For Greenberg, the self-reflection criticism that characterised Modern
Art calculated new standards when judging the subject of its analysis: art itself.
This self-criticism also delivers an acute view of the past, which allows modern
artists to adapt their practice to the present time. There was also the desire for a
self-definition. This was implied when Greenberg says that ‘each art be rendered
“pure,”, it means without being contaminated by other languages. In the case
of painting, it resulted in a twist of its conventional functions such the Renais-
sance concept of the painting as an open window that sustains an illusionary re-
construction of the visible through the use of perspective. For him, the three-di-
mensional space was a matter that belongs to sculptural works, thus there was
the inevitable abandonment of the virtual representation in painting. Green-
berg asserted that the focus on the bi-dimensional plane as a proper painting’s
attribute was one of the reasons that painting in Modernism passed through a
process of becoming flat and then abstract. It was, for him, an affirmation of its

medium’s principles.

Greenbergalso complemented that ‘Modernism used art to call atten-
tion to art’ (1986, p.98). The self-definition and the greater understanding of the
medium favouredacertainautonomy of the art,and then adesire foruniqueness
and innovation emerged. Greenberg’s view on Modernism reflects on the fact
that modern artists pursued the novelty, new definitions, critiqued the past and
decided to write rules and set new methods to guide art. It explains the desire for
purity or certainty. Bearing in mind these premises commented by Greenberg,
oneassumes thatin this the artists indeed gathered together to develop theories
and elaborate a movement, a style that overthrew artistic traditions, calling at-
tention to themselves and upholding an emancipatory identity. To endorse this
affirmation, it is worth mentioning that another prominent art critic from the

USA, Arthur Danto, called Modernism ‘the Age of Manifestos’, when art tries to
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discover what it is. It is interesting to see how Danto describes the manifestos
and how he states that modernism is no longer the actual context, which has not

ended only in the minds of those who still believe in it.

But the deep truth of the historical present, it seems to me, lies in the
Age of Manifestos being over because the underlying premises of
manifesto-driven artis philosophically indefensible. A manifesto sin-
glesouttheartitjustifies asthe trueand onlyart,asif the movementit
expresses had made the philosophical discovery of what art essential-
ly is. But the true philosophical discovery, I think, is that there is really
no art more true than any other,and that there is no one way art has to
be:all artis equally and indifferently art. The mentality that expressed
itself in manifestos sought in what is supposed was a philosophical
way to distinguish real art from pseudo-art, much as, in certain philo-
sophical movements, the effort was to find a criterion for distinguish-

ing genuine questions from pseudo-questions. (Danto, 1997, p.34)

This was the perspective of Modernism predominantinarts. As afore-
mentioned the term embraces more than whatis understood in the realm of cul-
ture. The Brazilian scholar Lucia Santaella for instance (2003a), in a condensed
explanation, says that modernity had its starting point with the capitalist mode

of production.

There was the advent of modern science and philosophy, thus this
period that lasted five centuries was marked by the rise of bourgeois economic
and later political power.Itisin modernity that Visual Arts,or more precisely the
Fine Arts, having adjusted the concept to their related moment, were split into
categories such as drawing, painting, printmaking, sculpture and architecture.
Later on, the interlacement of such divisions and the denial of art movements
inall aspects were sign of the deconstruction of modernity. The depletion of the
modern values led to the replacement of solid modern categories for more flex-

ible models, as can be seen:

The central values of modernity, the emphasis on science as a mod-
el of knowledge, the emphasis on the question of truth and knowl-
edge, the importance of institutional policy, the formulation of large
systems and theoretical frameworks, the task given to philosophy as
a legitimising authority, all these elements are considered depleted

and should be set aside for the sake of a type of knowledge that em-
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phasizes creativity,inspiration and emotion,in which aesthetic values
take the place of whatis scientificand political in the traditional sense.
(Marcondes, 2008, p.278)

For Zygmunt Bauman who wrote extensively about the decline of
modern thought and whose view on contemporary art is extremely connected
to the transformative period that this thesis undertakes, modernity was built on
three pillars: beauty, cleanliness and order. Bauman explains these values based
on Sigmund Freud’s - one of the main thinkers of the Modern Era - 1930 book

Civilization and Its Discontents:

modernity is about beauty (‘this useless thing which we expect civili-
zation to value’), cleanliness (‘dirtiness of any kind seems to us incom-
patible with civilization’) and order (‘Order is a kind of compulsion to
repeat which, when a regulation has been laid down once and for all,
decides when, where and how a thing shall be done, so that in every
similar circumstance one is spared hesitation and indecision’). (Bau-
man, 1998,p.2)

These three aspects ensured a project of civilization centred on secu-
rity but lacking freedom. For Bauman the shift from Modernism to what in his

analysis is called postmodernity does not mean!:

that the ideals of beauty, purity and order which sent men and women

ontheirmodern voyage of discovery have been forsaken,orlostany of

11 Postmodernity is a notion that appeared more than 50 years ago. (Coelho, 1995): ‘Digging in his-
tory, searching for the crucial moment of a possible postmodern Big Bang, it is possible to admit that it is
a centenary idea’. (Coelho, 1995, p.7) However, it was the French Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-1998) who
commenced the philosophical discussion regarding the term. ‘Lyotard is not exactly a systematic critic of
modernity, since postmodern thought does not seek to critique or a break away from modernity, but rath-
er intends to surpass the methodology, epistemological principles and categories of thought instituted in
modernity, including the very idea of criticism, searching new directions for thought’. (Marcondes, 2008, p.
278).1In order to complete this historical framework of postmodernism it is appropriate here to backtrack
further and affirm that in the North American context, ‘the term had already been used in literary criticism
in the 1950s by Irving Howe and Harry Levin [both American literary and social critics]. In the 1960s, it em-
phatically resurges in the literary critics works’. (Santaella,2003a, pp.69-70). Bauman has written extensive-
ly about Postmodernity since the 1980s. In the 2010 preface for the Brazilian version of the book Legislators
and interpreters - On Modernity, Post-Modernity, Intellectuals, he reviewed the meaning of the term, pointing out
that it is a provisional alternative for a yet unresolved situation: ‘In short, the main meaning of the idea of
postmodernity is that it is something distinctive from modernity. It therefore shows that modernity is no
longer our way of life, that the Modern Era is over, that we are now entering another way of life. However
this idea has offered limited guidance about the identity of this “other way”, of its own rules, its own logic
and its defining characteristics. Because of these three deficiencies (the “negative” character, the indication
of an end of modernity and the lack of information given regarding the attributes of this new way of life),
the idea of “post-modernity” seemed to me from the beginning an interim solution to the dilemma. With-
outadoubt there is no satisfactory and much less a definitive solution to our issue.” (Bauman, 2010, p.11).
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their original lustre. Now,however,they are to be pursued -and fulfilled

- through individual spontaneity,will and effort. (Bauman, 1998, p.3)

Returning to Santaella, as Bauman alludes to Freud, she refers to
Newton and Descartes12 when mentioning some names of Modern minds.
To indicate the key figures that enabled the deconstruction of Modernism she
mentions Duchamp as a prime example of the ‘most radical, real bastions of de-
rision for an entire universe of forms and values which had exercised its hegem-
ony over the culture for centuries.” (Santaella, 2003a, p. 107). Duchamp carried
outanintellectually challenging venture in the realm of art,analogous to the one
performed by Newton in the realm of science: that of creating a system, which in
Foucauldian terms would be a grid as we will see later in this chapter. According
to Flusser (2011), the invention of a new system or a new model happens when
the validity of existing models is placed into question. The crisis of representa-
tion led Duchamp to propose a new language system for contemporary art.
Duchamp’s readymades, that incorporate the rupture that tears the objects from
their utilitarian function affirming their singularity as an artistic choice, are also
the greatest examples of the new system that Duchamp created. A useful para-
digm to understand this point is the readymade that Duchamp under the code-
name R. Mutt tried to reveal to the public: Fountain, submitted to and rejected by

the Society of Independent Artists,in 1917.

Baumanalso situated Fountainas the beginning of the art thathe called

post-modernist as he points out:

By today’s standards, Duchamp’s gesture was not thaticonoclastatall.
On the other hand, it could be seen as such just because at that time
definitions, theories and methods still counted on were perceived
as the necessary conditions and paramount criteria of artistic judge-

ment. There were dominant, agreed upon, universally accepted defi-

12 For instance, Flusser (2011) argues that the importance of Isaac Newton (1642 -1727) does not
reside in the fact that this scientist substituted the Earth as the centre of the universe for the Sun and de-
signed the Solar System in an ellipse instead of a perfect circle. There was no novelty in the changes that
Newton introduced into Ptolomeu’s astronomical treatise that represented the most reliable cosmology in
use from Antiquity to Renascence times. Copernicus (1473-1543) had tried to apply a heliocentric system
before and ended up being condemned by the Catholic Church. Following this thread, Newton’s impor-
tance, according to Flusser, lies in the fact that he ‘created a new model’, which inaugurated a never seen
attitude and position in the history of human thinking. Rather than ‘discover the truth’ in the sense of re-
vealing something that was hidden, Newton formulated a scheme to better understand the universe. The
French René Descartes (1596 -1650) for his part can be considered the father of Modern thought with his
1637 Discourse on the Method and 1644 Principles of Philosophy. Since Descartes, observation, experimentation
and checking hypothesis have become decisive procedures for Modern Science overcoming metaphysical
argument and syllogisms (Marcondes, 2008).
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nitions, theories and methods which Duchamp cold be radically op-
posed to and defy. (Bauman, 2010, p.182)

Itis undeniable that there were great changes in art language, incited
by a wide range of audacious artists, in the period that extended from the turn
of the 19" century until the aftermath of the Second World War. Most of these
changes followed the social transformations and the impact of the turbulent
events that affected the world from the turn of the 19t to the mid-20" century
like geopolitical revolutions and mechanical and technological development.
Futurism, forinstance - according to the Italian art historian Giulio Carlo Argan,

is the first movement to be labelled as vanguard:

Deliberately prepare and announce a radical subversion of culture
and even of social customs, negating the pastinits entirety and replac-
ing methodical research with a daring experimentation in the stylistic
and technical order.’ (Argan, 1999, p.310)

This explicitly demonstrated this technological progress. Shortly after
its first Manifesto by the novelist and playwright Filippo Marinetti (1876-1944)
in 1909 that was largely related to poetry, literature and drama, there was the
1910 Manifesto of the Futurist Painters by the Italian painter Giacomo Balla, the

sculptor Umberto Boccioniand others:

Comrades, we tell you now that the triumphant progress of science
makes profound changes in humanity inevitable, changes which are
hacking an abyss between those docile slaves of past tradition and us
free moderns, who are confident in the radiant splendour of our fu-
ture. (Danchev,2011,p.21)

It can be said that what the artists of the period had in common is that
the majority were people who at a certain level transformed their particular art
medium and/or artists that waved the flag of a specific movement. Primary ex-
amples are: Kazimir Malevich with his 1916 Suprematist Manifesto in which
the real revolution is not the replacement of a decaying world by designing a
new concept: ‘it is a world devoid of objects, concepts, past and future, a radical
transformation in which object and subject are reduced to zero degrees.’ (Argan,
1999, p.324). Or other Manifestos such as the 1919 Manifesto of Suprematists
and Non-Objective Painters signed by Aleksandr Rodchenko and others which

gave great importance to a formal rigor not only in painting but in politics and



culture; or the Realistic Manifesto by Naum Gabo and Antoine Pevsner®? in
1920 that proclaimed the pure form of Constructivism; or even the numerous
Dada Manifestos such as the Dada Cannibalistic Manifesto by Duchamp’s clos-
est friend Francis Picabia in 1920; or the first Surrealist Manifesto written by an-
other of Duchamp’s peers André Breton' in 1924. Nevertheless, in view of the
modifications within the historical panorama that is advocated here, Duchamp
has been recognized as the figure who transposed art to what is known as con-

temporary art.

The fact that the pursuit of a comprehensive explanation for the term
‘contemporary art’ does not always result in precise answers must be taken into
account.Forinstance, in the survey entitled A Companion of Contemporary Art Since
1945 its editor, Amelia Jones, encounters in the predictable use of ‘contemporary
art’ defined by a chronological evaluation of events,a manner in which to bring

together a series of themes. She argues:

Contemporaryartcan be understood,of course,asany work produced
in the context of official visual arts institutions and discourses in Eu-
rope and the US (and, increasingly, beyond) in the post-wwi1I period’.
(Jones,2006, p. 14)

Furthermore, that a variety of views about what constitutes contem-
porary art should be considered, to therefore embrace ‘a varied and heterogene-
ous range of characteristics associated with art made since 1945’ (Jones, 2006,
p.14).In counterpoint, Danto disagrees and offers a sharper observation: ‘Justas
“modern” is not simply a temporal concept, meaning, say, “most recent,” neither
is “contemporary” merely a temporal term, meaning whatever is taking place at

the present moment.” (Danto, 1997,p.9)

13 The artists cited are: the Russians Kazimir Malevich (1878-1935), Aleksandr Rodchenko (1891-
1956), Naum Gabo (1890-1977) and his older brother Antoine Pevsner (1886-1962).
14 Special attention must be given to these last two artists: The French-born abstract painter Fran-

cis Picabia (1879-1953) was considered by Duchamp ‘the greatest exponent of freedom in art’ and also a
preeminent painter. Duchamp invested in him by buying his paintings (Naumann and Obalk, 2000, p. 58).
Itis assumed that they both had a great deal of influence on each other. Machinist aesthetics, which was one
of Duchamp’s very first interests, was further developed and theorized by Picabia, and it was Picabia who
was key in persuading Duchamp to live in New York, where he would find freshness in art. The French poet
André Breton (1896 - 1966) was the leader of Surrealism that was in first instance an artistic programme
dissident of the Parisian Dada Movement. In 1924, he wrote the Manifeste du Surrealisme; Poisson soluble in
which he proclaimed ‘Surrealism is based on the beliefin the superior reality of certain forms of previously
neglected association, in the omnipotence of dream, in the disinterested play of thought. It tends to ruin
once and for all, all other psychic mechanisms and to substitute itself for them in solving all the principal
problems oflife.” (1924 cited in Hofmann, 2001). He was a frank admirer of Duchamp. Although Duchamp
had never taken part in the Surrealist movement, Breton invited him to participate in many Surrealist
events as we will see further on in this thesis.
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Another example to give a dimension of how the question ‘what is
contemporary art? has been pursued is demonstrated by Hal Foster in the ar-
ticle titled Contemporary Extracts. Foster’s conclusions about the issue were the
outcome of a questionnaire that the author distributed among North Ameri-
can and European art historians, curators and theorists which contained many
questionsregarding contemporary art'®. Firstly, Foster affirms that the classifica-
tion does not represent something new, however ‘what is new is the sense that,
in its very heterogeneity, much present practice seems to float free of historical
determination, conceptual definition, and critical judgement.’ (Aranda, Woodv
& Vidokle, 2010, p.142). Subsequently, the scholar says that it is a term defined
by its usage within the academia, museum and art institutions contexts to com-
pass a combination of art practice descriptions. Then, he listed over ten extracts
- that attempt to bring definitions but sometimes carried more questions than
answers to the theme!¢ - that he had received in response to his enquiry, giving
theimpression that the termis used according to its convenience instead of con-

sisting of a unified explanation that would encompass all its significance.

Again taken from its etymology ‘contemporary’ represents the addi-
tion of ‘co’ (together) and ‘temporary’ (temporal, lasting a short period) it serves
to qualify those who are together in the same period of time. Similarly to the idea
of Modernism, contemporary contrives the notion of a certain freshness in the
moment without clarifying exactly which moment it is. Danto’s elucidation for

this similarity between the terms is worth quoting in its entirety:

For a long time, I think, ‘contemporary art’ would have been just the
modern art that is being made now. Modern, after all, implies a dif-
ference between now and ‘back then’: there would be no use for the
expression if things remained steady and largely the same. It implies
an historical structure and is stronger in this sense than a term like
‘mostrecent’. Contemporary’ in its most obvious sense means simply

what is happening now: contemporary art would be the art produced

15 The questionnaires were later published in October magazine, 130, Fall 2009. Hal Foster’s essay is
part of the 2010 book What Is Contemporary Art? edited by Aranda, J., Wood, B. & Vidokle, A. which is the re-
sult of a conference around this question. The book also brings essays from more eleven international art
theorists like Cuauhtémoc Medina, Boris Groys and Hans Ulrich Obrist, upon the same theme.

16 For example, Miwon Kwon an art historian based in Los Angeles began his answer saying: ‘Con-
temporary art history sits at a crossroads in the uneven organization of the subfields that comprise the dis-
cipline of art history.’ Or, Tim Griffin, at the time, editor-in-chief of Artforum magazine based in New York
wrote The potential irony of contemporary art is that by signalling its stand apart, this art actually articu-
lates itself as another niche with the broader cultural context - as just one more interest among so many
others.” (Aranda, ], Wood, B. & Vidokle, A.2010, p. 144 and p. 149).
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by our contemporaries. It would not, clearly, have passed the test of
time. But it would have a certain meaning for us which even modern
art which had passed that test would not have: it would be ‘our art’ in
some particularly intimate way. But as the history of art has internal-
ly evolved, contemporary has come to mean an art produced within
a certain structure of production never, I think, seen before in the en-
tire history of art. So just as ‘modern’ has come to denote a style and
even a period,and not just recentart, contemporary” has come to des-
ignate something more than simply the art of the present moment. In
my view, moreover, it designates less a period than what happens after
there are no more periods in some master narrative of art, and less a
style of making art than a style of using styles. Of course, there is con-
temporary art in styles of a kind never before seen, but I do not want
to press the matter at this stage of my discussion. I merely wish to
alert the reader to my effort to draw a very strong distinction between

‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’. (Danto, 1997, p.10)

Having an increasing historical distance of what was the cultural
complex that aroused from the modernization, it is possible to moderate its fea-
tures. Nonetheless, with regard to the idea of what being contemporary means
and particularly contemporary art, we can find in the ideas diffused by Bauman
an instructive notion of contemporary which is very appropriate for outlining

post-Duchampian aesthetics.

Contemporary art, on the other hand, is no longer concerned with
‘representing’; it assumes no more that the truth which needs to be
captured by the work of art lies in hiding ‘out there’ - in the non-ar-
tistic and pre-artistic reality - waiting to be found and given artistic
expression. Having been thus ‘liberated’ from the authority of reality’
as the genuine or putative, but always supreme, judge of truth-value,
the artistic image claims (and enjoys!), in the ongoing bustle of mean-
ing-making, the same status as the rest of the human world. Instead of
reflecting life, contemporary art adds to its contents. (Bauman, 1998,
p.106)

This definition of contemporary art is a deeply ingrained part of Bau-
man’s theory on the impossibility of the avant-garde, which is part of his discus-
sion about Postmodernity. For Bauman, art belongs to the ordinary things of

the world and is not an external entity. Art is no longer a polished sphere that
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reflects - in the most diverse forms and with its distortions - that which is mir-
rored on its surface. The reality of art will function just like the non-artistic real-
ity, it will be part of the living experience. To better clarify Bauman'’s statement
that portrays contemporary art as a matter of ‘presentation’ and no longer relat-
ed to representation’ and with closer ties to life, it will be beneficial to retrieve
Bauman analysis. In Bauman'’s theory in which he attests to the impossibili-
ty of the avant-garde, he firstly offers a didactic demonstration of the meaning
of avant-garde using a simple etymological examination of the term: ‘a spear-
head or the first line of a moving army’ (1998 p.95), a term particularly used in
the military field. Based on this point, Bauman discusses the idea of space and
time ordained by modernity, the same ‘that will seek or preserve beauty, to keep
clean and to observe aroutine called order’ (1998 p.1), Thus, following Bauman'’s
thoughts on the modernistavant-garde challenged the straightness that reigned
during Modernism, whereby modernist artists would be in the front line of the
movement to be visible and attract followers, and in this manner the evolution

(orrevolution) would be inevitable.

The modernists [..] also firmly believed in the vector-like nature of
time, convinced that the time-flow has a direction, that whatever
comes later is (must be, ought to be) also better, while everything re-
ceding into the pastis also worse - backward, retrograde, inferior. The
modernists did not wage their war against the reality they found in
the name of alternative values and a different world-vision, butin the
name of acceleration: [..| they trusted the progressive nature of histo-
ry and thus believed that the appearance of the new makes the extant,
the bequeathed and the inherited redundant, turning them into relics

and depriving them of the right to persist. (Bauman, 1998, p.96)

Differently from modernity, time in postmodern terms is described
by Bauman as a non-linear pattern. It is not a refusal of the inexorable arrow of
time but is the acceptance that the driving forces that are unfolding within this
universe are dispersed. Thus, the demand for the front-runners to be followed is
unnecessary,as the directions are scattered. The notion that something has to be
ahead of others became impracticable after the Modern period. This is the rea-
son why Bauman affirms that ‘the phrase “postmodern avant-garde” is a contra-
diction in terms’ (Bauman, 1998, p.100). Spatial-temporal fragmentation is acute
and the horizon of the history of art has become more elastic than ever. Meta-

phorically speaking, with the end of Modernism the artistic avant-garde would
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no longer be characterized by being a platoon that goes forward always main-
taining the forefront position, but would be similar to guerrillas moving in a
minefield,in this sense no avant-garde is possible. Moreover, there was a certain
quest for the truth in artin the modernistavant-garde. Modernistartists tried to
structure artistic language in a set of rules that they published in manifestos to
guide their followers. Each new manifesto generated a newer truth inart. In con-
trast, with the end of Modernism the actual position is based on a maximized
pluralism where the rules are never set a priori. Bauman explains this dynamic

in contemporary art quoting Wittgenstein:

Ludwig Wittgenstein has demonstrated convincingly the impossibil-
ity of a ‘private language’. It is the social acceptance of necessary con-
nections between certain signs and certain meanings which makes a
language. But contemporary art seems to be preoccupied more than
anything else with challenging, defying and overturning everything
which social acceptance, learning and training have solidified into
schemas of ‘necessary’ connection; it is as if every artist, and every
work of art, struggled to construe a new private language, hoping
againsthope toturnitintoagenuine,consensuallanguage, thatisinto

avehicle of communication (...). (Bauman, 1998, p.104)
Later, Bauman would complement this thought, observing:

In such a world, all meanings are suggestions, standing invitations to
discussion and argument, to interpretation and reinterpretation; no
meanings are made definitely, and none is definite once made. One
may say that in this world of ours signs float in search of meanings,

meanings driftin search of signs, (..). (Bauman, 1998, p. 106)

Having posed these issues, the field of contemporary art can be con-
sidered a quagmire, where the settings (unlike modernity) are provisional and
almost never suggest a defined horizon. Bauman makes this clear when he con-
ceptualizes contemporaneity as scattered signs that shift in an undefined space
in search of meaning. This undermining of the meaning of artistic manifestation
isa process thathas been developing historically alongside civilization’s interest
in signs'’. However, the main idea discussed here points to Duchamp as the art-
istwho consolidated these proposals at the heart of the passage from modernity
17 For Walther-Bense,a general theory of signs, and therefore of meanings, has been a topic of philo-

sophical interest since Ancient Greece. Since Aristotle (384-322 BC) concepts involving ‘doctrine of signs’
and ‘theory of signs’ have been known. (Walther-Bense, 2000, p.12)

/3



to contemporaneity in the twentieth century. The theories developed by Michel
Foucault shall be used in the following section to comprehend how these ques-

tions raised by Bauman are applied in the post-Duchampian art territory.

1.3 A NEW ARRANGEMENT OF THE WORLD

Even with a great number of artists imparting new practices within the field of
art, Duchamp was notable for having launched, in Foucaldian terms, not only
new techniques or doings, buta new grid on the arrangement that language im-
prints on the world,a new way of sorting the things that establish what we know
as reality. In The Order of Things, Foucault undertakes an archaeological work in
which he analyses the shifts in what he called the ‘grid’, which can be explained
astheintangible system whichisinstituted by a specific structural knowledge.It
isanabstract conceptthatendeavours to evoke with a visualimage the construc-

tion of a determined awareness.

Language plays a key role in this grid, being actually the grid itself.
Therefore, the changes that we realize in the world are actually modifications in-
serted through the use of language thatacts as a mediator filter between human

perception and the natural world reality,as Foucault emphasizes:

Orderis,atoneand the same time,thatwhichis givenin thingsas their
inner law, the hidden network that determines the way they confront
one another, and also that which has no existence except in the grid
created by a glance, an examination, a language; and it is only in the
blank spaces of this grid that order manifests itself in depth as though
already there, waiting in silence for the moment of its expression.
(Foucault, 2002, p. XXT)

This grid that gives the appearance of order to the world to us is not
a given fact, but rather built by cultural layers that overlap and that at the same
time are not strictly fixed. To a certain extent, Duchamp relocated, recycled or
reutilized the proposals and theories of the artists that came before him, in the
same way that he influenced the achievements of those who subsequently were
exposed to his projects and ideas. What Duchamp did was to add new layers
while at the same time moving others. He played, thus, with the grids that or-
dered the semantic meaning of words and concepts like ‘art’, ‘creation’, ‘artist’
and ‘language’, operating within the limits that these concepts offer as cultural
data, in other words, the constructive elements of the culture. To change the or-

der is, ultimately, to place together what is dispersed and distant, what is similar
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to what is different, so that new identities can be built because eventually the
history of the order of things will be the history of ‘thatwhich,foragiven culture,
is both dispersed and related, therefore to be distinguished by kinds and to be
collected together into identities’. (Foucault, 2002, p. XXVI).

Thisnew order disturbs,in the firstinstance, that which is familiarand
known to us, shaking the fragile surfaces that we assumed to be rigid and that
form the basis for our experience and being in the world. The Duchampian ex-
perience shook the order established by categories that seemed steadfast,butin
fact are constructions of language - and as such are always subject to change -

and so it became possible to think about what was previously impossible.

Due to the very nature of Duchamp’s trajectory itis aworthless task to
tryand hierarchize thisartist’s contributions. However, it was with Nude Descend-
ing a Staircase n°2 (1912) that Duchamp’s theories first became public and this
was when according to the artist himself he experienced his great turn around.
(Cabanne, 1971). With Nude descending a Staircase n°2 Duchamp was notjust ques-
tioning the very epistemological principles of art, he was also implementing a
new order of things. When he presented the standard model from antiquity, the
nude body, descending some steps, the undressed corporal fragments aimed to
transform the sensorial experience into an intellectual one. After all, the frag-
mented image demands a cerebral effort on the part of the viewer to unify the
human figure in the painting. In this way, he reconnected body and mind and re-
invented the static and contemplative nude that has been a Classical model as

old as the ancient Greek culture.

The question of the reconnection between body and mind deservers
further clarification, as it will constantly reappear in this thesis. This reconnec-
tion happens in Duchamp when the artist invites the observer to actively com-
plete the gaps in the artistic discourse proposed by him, as in the case of Nude
descending a Staircase n°2. The exercise of giving meaning to the object of art in
Duchamp is visceral, requiring a complete effort from all the senses, from all the
mental and corporeal human capabilities. It involves a process of reasoning that

mediated, i.e.the meaning is nota direct index of the object.

In other words, it involves active interpretation in a variety of forms,
rather than a mere retinal process of direct indexical representation. This pro-
cess connects whatis otherwise doomed to remain asisolated elements of ‘body’

versus mind’,with aseparation of knowledge and action,a Cartesian worldview.
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The relationship between body and mind is, thus, interpreted as a complemen-
tary relation, in opposition to the thought that these two concepts ‘body’ and
‘mind’ are binary opposites. Itisa critique of Cartesian dualism and an approach
connected to the theories developed by the philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce
(1839-1914),who in 1878, coined the term ‘pragmatism’.

The pragmatist philosopher gave special importance to the role of the
bodyin the process of semiosis,awareness and knowledge acquirement. As Violi
(2008) explains, perception for Peirce is not a direct understanding of external
reality. It involves a process which combines ‘abstract forms of reasoning’ and
‘basic physiological functioning of our bodies’. The author further explains its

relationship:

In this way body, mind and the world are not only connected, but fun-
damentally interdependent of one another in an endless process of
sensemaking which reminds us of the dynamics of self-organizing
systems in an ongoing developmental relationship between organ-
ism and environment. The classical dualistic relationship between
mind and matter is overcome, as well as that between the internal and
the external world, which are nolonger seen as being dramatically and

irreducibly separate from one an-other. (2008, p.245)

In Duchamp’s oeuvre, the index with the pre-determined meaning of
the objects is shattered, requiring a body-mind assemblage. In the case of Nude
descending a Staircase n°2, for example, the sensory experience that are bodily
learned brings the vital link to its perception. Asked by Pierre Cabanne where
the inception of the idea for this painting resided, in the sequence of interviews

that Duchamp gave to the French critic in the last year of his life, Duchamp said:

In the nude itself. To do a nude different from the classic reclining or
standing nude, and to put it in motion. There was something funny
there,butitwasn’tatall funny when I did it. Movement appeared like
an argument to make me decide to do it. I wanted to create a static
image of movement: movement is an abstraction, a deduction artic-
ulated within the painting, without our knowing if a real person is or
isn’t descending an equally real staircase. Fundamentally, movement
is in the eye of the spectator, who incorporates it into the painting.
(Cabanne, 1971, p.30)
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In the successive action of going down a stairway Duchamp affirmed
that what intrigued him was not only the retina, but also the imprisonment of
the aesthetic experience in the eye. His intention was not only a cerebral artistic
production, but also something that made the viewer awaken. Duchamp trans-
ported his work through the retinal boundaries into a field where thought and
vision act one upon the other in a complex interplay of a mental approach and
physical materials. Duchamp’s perception was similar to another artist who
shook the order of the things of his century, Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), for

whom painting was a mental activity.

Duchamp criticized what he entitled retinal art’;an art manifestation
which favoured the visual stimulus rather than mental instigations. Having this
preoccupation in mind, he once asked ‘Can one make works which are not works
of “art”?’ (Sanouillet & Peterson, 1973, p.74). This question guided the curator
Filipovic in a retrospective of Duchamp’s oeuvre, in the catalogue’s introducto-
ry text she placed: ‘Duchamp [..] must have been wondered if indeed, as an art-
ist,one could escape conventional definitions of the artwork, while still making

things. After all, what exactly made an artwork “of art”?’ (Filipovic, 2008, p.80)

Thus, before this deadlock situation in the arts, Duchamp’s response
proved to be aligned with a world where magic had already been replaced by
science —an operation as already stated which was performed by the Enlighten-
ment in the seventeenth century - and the products of art seemed to lose their
status to the great scientific advances experienced from the second half of the
nineteenth century onwards. Not without reason, these two moments mark,
for Foucault (2002), the two main discontinuities in the production of Western
knowledge (the inauguration of the Classical age and the threshold into moder-
nity, respectively).The Classical age was the result of a historical process marked
initially by the transition from oral tradition to the forms of written culture. This
passage can also be established in terms of the change from the prehistoric - oral
- to the historic period, as it is based on the advent of writing. It is writing that
creates the conditions for the emergence of historical consciousness. Prehistory
is marked by a time of magic, with strong imagery, different from the linear time
that sets the tone for writing and the Classical era, where we observe the cause
and effect relationship between events. In the linear time of writing, ‘sunrise
is the cause of the cock’s crowing; in the magical one, sunrise signifies crowing
and crowing signifies sunrise’ (Flusser, 2006, p.9). Prehistory’s significance can

be found in magic, and the meaning which arises from history, whose greatest
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representative can be encountered in the Classical era,is aresult of alinear chain
of cause and effect, as contemplated in Newton’s universe and the ideas of En-
lightenment. In this linearity, everything has its place in the chain of causes and
effects,and itis precisely this linear ordering that will be shaken by the complex
structures that emerged from the collapse of Modern thinking, which ruptures

with linearity and establishes a new era of discontinuities.

How could art regain its position of magic, of artefact capable of caus-
ing wonder, placing art back into the realm of life, given the rapid advances of
science? The grid thatassured meaning to the world had changed radically since
Newtonian physics,affecting the manner in which artinserted itself as a central
activity in this new configuration of the world. Order, in its current sense, no
longer has the same meaning it had in Classical thought. The world is no longer

represented in the same way.

Therefore, this is what Duchamp realized: That the way of being of
things and the order that dispenses them, had been profoundly altered. Given
this, nothing was left to the artist apart from practicing what to art would have
beenunthinkable until then:to take anindustrialized objectand instituteitasan
object of art, giving it a new semantic sense and a new space in the world of ob-
jects. He reordered it, reclassified it so that something banal from everyday life
could also be included in the sphere of art (where it did not belong beforehand)
and these actions also permitted thatan object of art could return to the realm of
everydaylife.Itisnotaboutrepresenting an object,as the objectrepresentsitself
before a series of values are assigned to it. It is, rather, about presenting the ob-
ject. The daily routine is always the hardest data to be captured and analysed; as
itisanintermediate domain, confused and unclear.To debate aboutitand about
the objects that constitute itis to realize that the grids that cast themselves upon
the world are not the only possible ones, nor the best. Daily experience shows
the brutal being of the world, a being that consists of an order inherent to itself.
This brutal world of everyday life, between the art world and the world of sci-

ence, hasasilent order:

It is on the basis of this newly perceived order that the codes of lan-
guage, perception, and practice are criticized and rendered partially
invalid. It is on the basis of this order, taken as a firm foundation, that
general theoriesas tothe ordering of things,and the interpretation that

such an orderinginvolves,will be constructed. (Foucault, 2002,p.XXII)



Duchamp goesbeyond the theory of visual representation and arrives
at the objectual presentation of intellectual concepts. He presents the concepts
inscribed in the object. Foucault, once again, tells us that an analysis of the nine-

teenth century reveals that:

It is this configuration that, from the nineteenth century onward,
changes entirely; the theory of representation disappears as the uni-
versal foundation of all possible orders;language as the spontaneous
tabula, the primary grid of things, as an indispensable link between
representation and things, is eclipsed in its turn; a profound historic-
ity penetrates into the heart of things, isolates and defines them in
their own coherence, imposes upon them the forms of order implied

by the continuity of time (..) (Foucault,2002, p.XXV)

Now, what things mean is no longer irrefutable. The meaning is no
longerbonded to things butis otherwise modified by the act of passing time. Ob-
viously, life in a world of such great change became strange. This unfamiliarity is

confusing and seductive at the same time, because:

[...] we are all familiar with the disconcerting effect of the proximity
of extremes, or, quite simply, with the sudden vicinity of things that
have norelation to each other;the mere act of enumeration that heaps
them all together has a power of enchantment all its own. (Foucault,
2002, p.XVII).

Duchamp took advantage of the ties between seemingly unrelated
things to create a relationship: a new grid, a harrowing space where what was
common between syntax and semantics got lost. Where what is said or shown

does not correspond with the expected.

This is an operation that takes place in the mind, not just in the gaze.
Asfarthedisruptioninthe order of the thingsis concerned,incited by aquestion

on the rejection of a traditional notion of painting, Duchamp remarked:

I find thatit’savery good solution fora period like ours,when one can-
not continue to do oil painting, which, after four or five hundred years
of existence, has no reason to go on eternally. Consequently,if you can
find other methods for self-expression, you have to profit from them.
It's what happens in all the arts. (..) Art is taking more the form of a
sign, if you wish; it’s no longer reduced to a decorative role. This is the

feeling that has directed me all my life. (Cabanne, 1971, p.93)
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This perception that impelled Duchamp forward in his life marked a

Duchampian grid, this way of uniting disparate things thatled to a:

thought without space, to words and categories that lack all life and
place, but are rooted in a ceremonial space, overburdened with com-
plex figures, with tangled paths, strange places, secret passages, and

unexpected communications. (Foucault, 2002, p.XX)

For Foucault,in each new grid that is flung on the real, ‘what is impos-
sible is not the propinquity of the things listed, but the very site on which their
propinquity would be possible’ (Foucault,2002, p.XVIII). And whatis this place?
Itis the virtual place of language,a place of possibilities that for Cartesian ration-
al scientific thoughtis an unthinkable space,since a precise and stable definition
of all the possible sets and grids to be constructed will never be attained. What
Duchamp did, to a greater extent, was point to such fragilities and instabilities,
indicating that both the industrial science world and the art world share a nucle-
ar instability with each other, in an umbilical manner. Ades, Cox and Hopkins

offer a precise reading of Duchamp’s view of Cartesian thought:

If part of Duchamp’s aim was indeed to discredit scientific thought
on broad level, it is likely that he had in mind the French philosopher
who would have figured prominently in his early education, namely,
René Descartes (1596-1650). Duchamp often alluded ironically to
Descartes in interviews, remarking that he was attracted to the phi-
losopher’s ‘close mathematical thinking’, but that, simultaneously,
he sought to escape it; he was, he said, a ‘defrocked Cartesian’. Asked
by William Seitz which adjective he would use to describe his work,
he replied: ‘Metaphysical if any. And even that is a dubious term. An-
ything is dubious. It's pushing the idea of doubt in Descartes.. to a
much further point than they ever did in the school of Cartesianism:
doubt in myself, doubt in everything.. in the end it comes to doubt
the verb ‘to be’. This comment suggests that Duchamp’s intellectual-
ly rigorous form of Dada owed as much to this arch-rationalist as to
any other source, even if part of Duchamp’s mission was to ‘outdoubt’
Descartes, whose famous method was, after all, primarily aimed at se-

curing a sense of certainty. (Ades, Cox and Hopkins, 1999, p.61)

Although Classical science has been reluctant to accept this fact, in-

stability processes, responsible for the erosion of existing or pre-established
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meanings, have always been present within the human'’s relationship with the
world. Stability was associated with certainty and faith in a panorama of a deter-
ministic science, idealized to understand all phenomena in their completeness.
In this panorama,itis said that ‘Inthe classical view -and here we include quantum
mechanics and relativity - laws of nature express certitudes. When appropriate ini-
tial conditions are given, we can predict with certainty the future, or “retrodict” the
past. (Prigogine, 1996, p.4). It means that stability - even in the subjective field

—-was assured.

Art has experienced such determinist procedures many times in the
past, when representation was the unequivocal means to access a unique and
true aesthetics. The meaning of the laws of nature gained a new sense and ex-
pressed possibilities rather than certainties with the incorporation of instability
to the processes of understanding natural phenomena. It is noteworthy that this
perception became consistent,broadly speaking, with science and art during the
same period:the first half of the twentieth century. The dialogue with instability
opened the way for the analysis of complex phenomena around us, which were
no longer seen in a simplified and idealized manner. This allows humankind to
turn toward the complexity of the systems that form the world and therefore
culture. Duchamp demonstrated this change in art,opening a new path for unu-
sual ways of perception and dialogue with the artwork, in line with the instabili-

ty theory’s centre of attention:

If the world were formed by stable dynamical system, it would be radi-
cally different from the one we observe around us. It would be a static,
predictable world, but we would not be here to make the predictions.
In our world, we discover fluctuations, bifurcations, and instabilities
at all levels. Stable systems leading to certitudes correspond only to

idealizations, or approximations. (Prigogine, 1997, p.55)

In establishing these relationships, the artist, the manipulator of
meaning, uncovers an inner secret that governs and forms the world, while at
the same time impressing onto the world her/his own subjectivity. To debate,
like Duchamp, about an approximation between art and science - intuition and
rationalization -, is to accept the existence of a previous order of the world, ex-
pressed in daily actions,and unite, tensioning, the two poles,so thatanew mean-
ing emerges. Foucault furthermore alerts us that ‘in fact, there is no similitude
and no distinction, even for the wholly untrained perception, that is not the

result of a precise operation and of the application of a preliminary criterion.’
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(Foucault, 2002, p. XXI). Therefore, it is fundamental to first understand what
the criteria adopted by Duchamp were, for:

A ‘system of elements’ - a definition of the segments by which the re-
semblances and differences can be shown, the types of variation by
which those segments can be affected, and, lastly, the threshold above
which there is a difference and below which there is a similitude - is
indispensable for the establishment of even the simplest form of or-
der. (Foucault, 2002, p. XXI)

The changesimprinted by Duchamp represented a significant change
in the grid that art places on the world, changing the perception of modernity
and anticipating the symptoms that the end of the Modern Era would bring in
all its spheres. For this reason, Duchamp became a permanent reference for a
great number of scholarsin art history and the artist’'s name is constantly used as
alandmark for tracing the path taken by contemporaryartists. Awhole set of ide-
asand theories were designed after Duchamp,in order to align the artworks that
in some way were influenced by the changes that followed the ground-breaking
experiments that the French artist brought to the field of art.

1.4 ART AFTER DUCHAMP

Remarkable pieces of writing emerging not only from the field of art can be list-
ed toillustrate this ‘Duchamp effect’’8. A well-known example is Marcel Duchamp
or the Castle of Purity by Octavio Paz which is centred on the work The Bride Stripped
Bare by Her Bachelors, Even - The Large Glass and Duchamp’s rejection of traditional
painting as the origin of art as an idea. ‘The divinity in whose honour Duchamp
has raised thisambiguous monument is not the Bride or the Virgin or the Chris-
tian God but an invisible and possibly nonexistent being: the Idea.” (Paz, 2002,
p-49).In the beginning of the book Paz draws a comparison between Picasso and
Duchamp whom he considered the greatest influence of the 20" century, and
claims that, ‘the former by his works; the latter by a single work that is nothing
less than the negation of work in the modern sense of the word.'” (Paz, 2002,

p.7). As mentioned previously, this time however enunciated by Paz, Duchamp

18 In fact, Duchamp Effect is the name of the edition of October magazine (Fall 1994) dedicated to
Duchamp with essays from scholars including Thierry de Duve, Sarat Maharaj, Hal Foster among others
and with an introduction written by the American art historian Benjamim H. D.Buchloh.

19 In the original version in Spanish or in the Portuguese translation, this sentence carries a more po-
etic and expansive meaning as the word ‘work” is ‘obra’ which means not only an ‘artwork’ - a single artistic
manifestation - but can also be understood as something similar to the use in English of the French word
‘oeuvre’ which holds the sense of the whole artistic production of an artist.
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is related to the interruption of a certain modernist tradition that in this case is
understood as the surpassing of representation. Next, Paz continues giving rel-
evance to a similar question pointed out by Foucault related to the conceptions

found in the idea of the grid and representational disclosure:

Duchamp has shown us that the arts, including the visual, are born
and come to an end in an area that is invisible. Against the lucidity of
instinct he opposed the instinct for lucidity: the invisible is not ob-

scure or mysterious, itis transparent.. (2002, p.9)

Returning to Foucault, he suggestively chose to analyse a work of
art in the first chapter of his book The Order of Things. The artwork in question is
Diego Velazquez’s (1599-1669) Las Meninas (1656, figure 19), that for him was a
meta-painting, related much more closely to the act of painting than a painting

itself, that exposes the release from representation:

The mirror [reproducedin the painting] provides a metathesis of visibil-
ity that affects both the space represented in the picture and its nature
asrepresentation;itallows us to see,in the centre of the canvas, whatin

the painting is of necessity doubly invisible. (Foucault,2002, p.9)

By using Velazquez’s Las Meninas as an illustrative case, Foucaultiden-
tified in this painting the synthesis of art’s essential departure from the realm of
imitation in order for representation to take place as pure presentation, being
art a real and inexhaustible creative power, which actually creates reality from

its intrinsic discourse:

Aroundthescenearearrangedallthe signsandsuccessive formsofrep-
resentation; but the double relation of the representation to its model
and to its sovereign, to its author as well as to the person to whom it is
being offered, this relation is necessarily interrupted. It can never be
present without some residuum, even in a representation that offers
itself as a spectacle. In the depth that traverses the picture, hollowing
itintoa fictitious recess and projecting it forward in front of itself, it is
not possible for the pure felicity of the image ever to present in a full
light both the master who is representing and the sovereign who is
being represented. Perhaps there exists, in this painting by Velazquez,
the representation as it were, of Classical representation,and the defi-
nition of the space it opens up to us. And, indeed, representation un-

dertakes to represent itself here in all its elements, with its images,
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Figure 19

Las Meninas
Velazquez, D. (1656)
Available at:

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/las-meninas/9fdc7800-9ade-48b0-ab8b-edee94ea877f
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil on canvas,

318x276 cm



the eyes to which it is offered, the faces it makes visible, the gestures
that call it into being. But there, in the midst of this dispersion which
it is simultaneously grouping together and spreading out before us,
indicated compellingly from every side, is an essential void: the nec-
essary disappearance of that which is its foundation - of the person it
resembles and the person in whose eyes it is only a resemblance. This
very subject-whichisthe same-hasbeenelided. And representation,
freed finally from the relation that was impeding it, can offer itself as

representation in its pure form. (Foucault,2002,p.17 and p.18)

Equivalent to Foucault, Paz also observed the relationship between
Velazquez’s painting and the rupture of a previous understanding of art that
opens paths to a new perception of artistic creation. This new paradigm changed
the artistic manifestation as also invited the viewer to acceptaless passive func-
tion when facing an artistic experience. Paz refined his thoughts interconnect-

ing them to Duchamp’s achievements and seminal artworks:

The Oculist Witnesses are part of the Large Glass; the spectator of the
Etant donnés, by his very act of peeking, shares in the dual rite of voyeur-
ism and aesthetic contemplation. Without him the rite would not be
fulfilled. It is not the first time that an artist includes in his painting
those who look at it, and in my earlier study on Duchamp I recalled
Velazquez and his Meninas. But what is representation in Las Meninas
and in the Large Glass is an act in Etant donnés; we are really turned into
voyeurs and also into ocular witnesses. Our testimony is part of the
work. (Paz,2008,p.7)

The art historian Thierry de Duve (1991 and 1996) also contribut-
ed to envisaging strategies to understand not only Duchamp’s art but also
post-Duchampian outcomes. He built an entire method of analysis to penetrate
contemporary art using Duchamp’s readymades. The book Pictorial Nominalism:
On Marcel Duchamp’s Passage from Painting to the Readymade as evident in its title
carries a clear analogy to the philosophical view that predicates that reality is es-
tablished by language. Duve’s hypothesis - that transits through psychoanalysis
- implies that Duchamp’s questioning of the status of painting and the creation
of his readymades provided the conditions that make art possible today. Accen-

tuating the importance of the artist:



The first theoretical task of the historian of contemporary art must
thus be to restore the major interpretants of this history to their his-
torical continuity. From this came the precedence of the upstream
over the downstream and my desire to demonstrate that the ready-
made, far from being a gratuitous and accessory fantasy in the art of
Duchamp, was his principal contribution to contemporary art, since
aboveall else,it reinterpreted the past with such pertinence thatit en-

dowed it with a new resonance. (Duve, 1991, p. 188)

Besides Pictoral Nominalism the Belgian professor de Duve has published
two other books in English entirely dedicated to Duchamp and his legacy. Kant After
Duchamp (1998) also possessesa philosophical aspiration.Itis based on Kant’s Critique
of Judgement and De Duve replaces what the philosopher understood as beauty with
whatis artafter Duchamp. The book is highly regarded as one of the most expansive
studies on Duchamp’s impact and importance. Another book is The Definitively Unfin-
ished Marcel Duchamp,a compendium of many articles by other European and Ameri-
can critics. A revaluation and revision of art history has put forward Duchamp’s lega-
cyasthe significant point of initiation ofanew erainart practice. A succinctresponse
highlighting the importance of Duchamp can be found in the words of the art critic
and historian Benjamin Buchloh (1991), when accused by the seminal conceptual
art figures Seth Siegelaub and Joseph Kosuth of having a ‘Duchamp fixation’. Not by
chance, as it has been mentioned before with regards to science, Buchloh illustrates

his opinion comparing Duchamp with a famous scientist.

IguessIwould havetoadmitthat I suffer fromaDuchamp fixation (as
a physicist might suffer from an Einstein fixation) to the extent that I
doin fact consider Duchamp’s contribution to the theoryand practice
of aesthetic experience tremendous -alegacy whose full range is only
beginning now to become apparent. But my attempt to unravel that
complicated legacy does not posit Duchamp as the personal begin-
ning and end. Quite the opposite,itisan attempt to develop a detailed
reading of the works of the artists and their operations inside the pa-
rameters of the Duchampian legacy and to understand the real chang-
es that they have contributed within that discursive and institutional

territory called contemporary art. (Buchloh,1991,p.161)

Controversially, it was Kosuth who wrote a sort of vanguard ode to
Duchamp in Art after Philosophy, a text in which Kosuth tried to institute theoret-

ical foundations for Conceptual Art,which is how the type of artistic expression
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whose main premise was the dematerialization of the artistic object waslabelled,
bringing to the forefront of the art scene a flow of actions, processes and the use
of verballanguage as basic elements of artistic operations (Lippard,2001).In this
text first published in the USA in 1969, one year after Duchamp’s death, Kosuth
defined what he called ‘formalistart’,an art, which according to his beliefs would
be art only in morphological terms. He described the official classification of art
in terms of a limited type of art which privileged a certain ‘artistic condition’,
which was then ascribed certain categories, painting and sculpture being two of
the most dominant. This is how he set out his evaluation of formalist art, under-
standing it as a decrepit form of art, the existence and understanding of which
depended on the perspective of along historical tradition. According to Kosuth,
this form would be a ‘mere aesthetic exercise’ with a minimum of creative effort,

getting closer to a ‘decoration vanguard’ than to art itself:

this idea [the split between visual contemplation and art] never dras-
tically conflicted with artistic considerations before recent times, not
only because the morphological characteristics of art perpetuated the
continuity of this error, but as well, because the apparent other ‘func-
tions’ of art (depiction of religious themes, portraiture of aristocrats, de-

tailing ofarchitecture,etc.) usedart to coverupart. (Kosuth,2003,p.854)

The author granted to Duchamp the credit for giving art an autono-
mous truth. To Kosuth, Duchamp’s invention of the readymade constitutes the
starting point at which artistic production began to be concerned about mean-
ings, more focused on what was being conveyed than on its materialization. Ac-
cording to Kosuth, the shiftin the nature of art from a morphology (appearance)
toafunctional question (conception) brings a new form of language: ‘All arts (af-
ter Duchamp) are conceptual (in their nature) since arts only exist conceptual-
ly’ (Kosuth,2003,p.855). Despite the extremism of Kosuth’s approach, we might

see his words as an example of the scope of Duchamp’s influence.

Among the first people who wrote about Duchamp was the French
Surrealistleader Andre Breton,author of many critical texts about the friend and
many times associate partner in artistic projects. According to Cabanne (1971),
Breton considered Duchamp the mostintelligent man of the twentieth century.
The devotion of the poet towards the artist resulted in different essays in 1922,
1934,1940 and 1945. Also, as specified by the art historian Gavin Parkinson, Bre-
tonacknowledged Duchamp as the inspirer of Surrealism and ‘capable of freeing

modern consciousness from that terrible mania for fixation that we have always
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denounced’ (Breton cited in Parkinson, 2008, p.37). The first words dedicated to
Duchamp’s endeavours were published in the magazine Littérature in October
1922, distinguishing the artist from the others of his generation. Concerning the
The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even — The Large Glass which at that time
Duchamp had been working on for eight years, Breton wrote ‘unknown master-
piece and around which, even before its completion, the most fabulous legends

are being woven.’ (Breton cited in Parkinson, 2008, p 36).

Thisissue of Littérature,containing this prescient statement by Breton,
wasreleased just one decade after Duchamp withdrew Nude Descending a Staircase
1n°2 (1912) from the Salon des Indépendants, Paris,in 1912.The Nude was responsible
for a minor disagreement among the Duchamp brothers; that became an argu-

ment and made Duchamp give up painting to ‘getajob’ (Cabanne, 1971,p.17).

Among the seven children of Blainville’s notary officer Eugene
Duchamp and his wife Lucie four became artists, the elders Jacques Villon, Ray-
mond Duchamp-Villon, Marcel and Suzanne?, his closest sister. With a differ-
ence of 12 and 13 years respectively between them and Duchamp, Raymond
Duchamp-Villon and Jacques Villon were the first to go to Paris and embark
uponacareer in the arts. They were responsible for the formation of the Puteaux
Group,areunion of artists that were investigating new styles of painting, mainly
influenced by early Cubism. The Puteaux group is named after the district with
the same name in the Parisian suburb where Duchamp’s older brothers went
to live and where around them a circle of artists who were influenced by Cubist
tendencies started to meetinformally and discussartand science,between 1911
and 1913.They criticized what they understood as analytical cubism, which was

still impregnated with the influence of the eye. The Puteaux group wanted to

20 The elder Jacques Villon (1875-1963), whose real name was Gaston Duchamp and Raymond
Duchamp-Villon (1876-1918) who was the brother, according to the biographer Tomkins (2005), that
Duchamp had an admiration for that bordered on idolatry. Suzanne Duchamp (1889-1963) who was mar-
ried to the painter Jean Crotti, was deeply influenced by her nearest brother in age and affection, Marcel.
She had a shortinvolvement with the Dada movement and Marcel more than once sent herinstructions to
assemble readymades. In the catalogue of the Société Anonyme’s 1926 International Exhibition of Modern
Art (more information about this show will be given in Chapter 2) there is the following note regarding
Duchamp brothers: ‘They tell a very charming story about Gaston Duchamp. His father, a lawyer of great
distinction, was distressed when his oldest son showed such curious tendencies in his art. This son, not
wishing to grieve his father by making his name appear ridiculous, took the name of Jacques Villon for his
artistic work. Then the second son, Raymond Duchamp, showed similar tendencies not only as a sculptor,
butasanarchitect,butashe was his brother’sjunior by several years, the father heaved a sigh and permitted
him to use the hyphenated name of Duchamp-Villon, since by this time the name of Villon was treated with
respect throughout the world of art. When hisyoungest son, Duchamp,showed even greater tendencies to-
ward this new peculiar mental bent in the artistic world, his father capitulated entirely, feeling that he was
facing a force stronger than any personal prejudice. The three brothers were three of the primary movers of
the cubistic movement in Paris when it was born.” (Dreier, 1926, p.16)
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work with an art that was fundamentally intellectual and for this reason they
were interested in learning about scientific discoveries. Among the themes that
they were curious about, they had a particular involvement in readings about

math and the fourth dimension.

Because of his brothers who welcomed Duchamp in Paris, he also be-
came involved with the group and with their support he would later take part at
the Salon des Indépendants. However, the two elder brothers, asked by the other art-
ists who felt uncomfortable with the presence of Duchamps’ provocative nude,
suggested to the young Marcel to at least change the name of the painting. Feel-
ing outraged Duchamp broughthis painting back home under hisarms. This was
abreak-through for the artist who freed himself from any convention or relation
to movements and art in general: ‘So, that cooled me off so much that, as a reac-
tion against such behaviour coming from artists whom I had believed to be free, I
gotajob.I became alibrarian’. (Cabanne, 1971, p.30). This perception of freedom
may be the genesis of the artistic thinking that will appear in other instances of

his life and lifework.

1.5 IN THE REALM OF POST-DUCHAMPIAN ART

This thesis uses the term post-Duchampian as a historicallandmarkand asa the-
oretical concept that defines the art made in response to Duchamp’s provoca-
tions.The notion of artas an open entity replete with meanings that can be filled
by the viewer or spectator is diffused in the type of artistic practice, character-

ized here,as post-Duchampian art.

The post-Duchampian artwork does not have a definitive form or
meaning. It needs to be in contact with the public to be completed. It carries in
itself traces of the context from which it came. Post-Duchampian art is also lad-
en with interpretations and charged by the context to which it is exposed. The
post-Duchampian artwork can modify how it is projected onto the world. That
is,whenitis detached from its primary background and transferred into another
setting. In post-Duchampian art the artistic project - whether composed of ide-
as, time-based components or tangible materials - is the manifest force which

triggers the artistic experience.

It is pertinent to note that the acknowledgement of Duchamp’s prac-
tice as an indicator of a turning point in art making and thinking is not some-
thing unusual for artists, neither is it out of the ordinary for theoreticians or art

historians. As already mentioned, conceptual artists, for example, have appraised
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Duchamp in artistic/theoretical texts. Other artists from a generation subse-
quent to Duchamp, that were connected to Pop art, such as U.S. artists Jasper
Johns (b.1930) and Robert Rauschenberg (1925-2008), just to cite two names,
openly declared Duchamp’s influence on their careers (Basualdo & Battle,2012).
Johns once said: ‘The art community feels Duchamp’s presence and his absence.
He has changed the condition of being here.” (Johns, 1971, p.110). In the field of
arttheory, forinstance, Hal Foster when talking about art from the 1960s,such as
Minimalism and Pop art, or when he mentions certain practices such as the use
of ‘appropriation’ by artists in the 1980s, refers to a possible ‘Duchampian gene-
alogy’, meaning there exists a series of artists who use ‘Duchampian strategies’
such as the readymade to make their own art (Foster, 1989, p.258). He argues ‘that
not only did Duchamp foreground the instability of the sign [..], but he also re-
grounded the sign in indexical marks. (Foster, 1989, p.258).

The intention behind the term post-Duchampian is to distinguish the
artthatresulted from the transition from Modern to contemporaryart. Duchamp
had an emblematic significance in this transition as explained earlier in this chap-
ter. Nonetheless, it is undeniable that the erosion of the meaning of Modernism
leading to the emergence of contemporary art, was not caused by the attitude of
a single man. Duchamp was not an isolated case among the artists and thinkers

who were searching for new artistic languages.

Duchamp was not a reclusive person and always got along with col-
leagues, friends, partners, family, whether these people were artists, collectors,
curators, or not related to art at all (Kuenzli & Naumann, 1996). It can be seen
throughout this thesis, particularly when discussing his co-curatorial practice,
that Duchamp worked well collaboratively. The loss of conventional and rep-
resentational art to prepare the terrain for an art which is a ‘presentation’, ‘that
exploits the gap between signifier and signified’ (Foster, 1989, p.261) was not
something that can be attributed to Duchamp alone. This aspect,as seen in Bau-
man’s explanation previously discussed in this chapter, is also linked to a mo-
ment in which ideals of beauty and purity were in dispute and a more pluraland

diversified vision of the world were welcomed.

Thus, when opting for the term ‘post-Duchampian’ to define which
type of artistic practice this thesis is concerned with, this research is not rely-
ing on the work of one French-born man, but actually on what it representsin a

greater spectrum as scrutinized below.
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Basedonrelevantbibliography,thischapterexplained that Duchamp’s
name is often referred to when discussing the moment in art history when art
practice was subjected to a dramatic change. One of the reasons that Duchamp
is frequently remembered when talking about this matter, is his open attitude

againstart historical canons.

A canon, as explained by Gregor Langfeld, circumscribes aspects of
culture established ‘as crucial, of utmost importance or exemplary’ (2018, p.1).
Canons are guides to be followed and they institutionalised a hierarchy among
artists. For this reason, the author adverts: ‘it is important to remain conscious of
the canonisation processes thatled and stilllead to some artists being included in

the canon and entering history and others being excluded’ (Langfeld, 2018, p.1).

To Griselda Pollock who is a critic of art historical narratives based on
thenotion of self-evidentcanons,theylegitimate culturaland politicalidentities.
She pointed out that until the 20t century, art historical canons, in other words,
artworks established as ‘the best, the most representative, and the most signifi-
cant (1999,p.3) were mainly produced by European men. She also observed that
this panorama has changed since the 1970s when a revisionist approach in art
history took place. However,in the beginning of the 20" century when Duchamp
started his trajectory as artist and curator, being a critic of art historical canons
ultimately meant being against a vision of art as something that belongs to a
male European society. As Pollock addressed, women and non-European artists
were both left out of the canons records and ignored as part of the cultural her-
itage. Thus, if Duchamp put himself in a place of contesting what was given as
having an indisputable value because it was institutionalized by ‘elites or sup-
ports of hegemonic social groups, classes and “races™ (Pollock, 1999, p.4), he was
alsoagainst the white male dominance in art history,as his record of work in real
collaboration with women as well makes clear. Many examples can be cited?, of

which the foremost one for this thesis is his partnership with Katherine Dreier.

For this reason, by sustaining a term that brings to mind the name of
one important anti-canon artist, who searched for inclusivity and intellectual

freedom, this research is clearly avoiding seeing art history under one perspec-

21 An earlier example already discussed was the teamwork with Beatrice Wood with whom the R.
Mutt case became remarkable; Duchamp also provided unconditional support to his sister Suzanne’s ar-
tistic career development; later in this thesis we will see Duchamp’s cooperation with women patrons like
Peggy Guggenheim and Louise Arensberg, these are examples among others that are not the focus of this
study.
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tive, in which there is a cultural hierarchy, where the European male tradition is
the owner of the greatest narratives or understood as superior to other cultures.
On this account, this first chapter dedicates a whole section to debating the lim-
itations of art historical labels to justify the use of the term ‘post-Duchampian’.
The section named ‘a new arrangement of the word’ explains why this term was

created to build the research’s hypothesis.

The fabrication of a term based on someone who fought against the
European cannons, was an effort to deconstruct aspects of art history - that in
many ways are umbilically connected to the European version of the facts - to
give room to a global perspective with a plurality of voices. This equated to the
possibility of subversion,as well as the attempt to defeat a non-balanced system,
atleastin the scope of this thesis. Deciding on a new term is also a crusade to es-
cape from using terms that imply ideologies of power. Opting for working with-
in variations of vocabularies is in fact a posture that combats any trace of Euro-
centrism in art history. Gerardo Mosquera gives a comprehensible summary of

what Eurocentrismisin art history and how it has changed:

In anthropology we find an acknowledgement of ethnocentrism in
the 18th century,and a consolidation of the idea of cultural relativism
by Boas before the end of the 19th century. But, until recently this idea
had not significantly infiltrated the studies and interpretations of art
and literature, centred as they were in criteria of values linked to the
myth of the ‘universal’. The discourses called postmodern, with their
interest in alterity, have gradually introduced a more relativist atti-
tude to the scene. (1992, p.36)

As has already been described in this chapter and how it will be pre-
sented in subsequent pages, Duchamp’s positioning in life as curator and artist
was in favour of inclusion, democracy and cultural exchanges regardless of gen-
der, ethnic or cultural origins. The following chapters will show that ever since
Duchamp left Europe in 1915, when he first went to New York,and 40 years later,
in 1955, when he literally abnegated his European heritage becoming an Amer-
ican citizen, he was someone who aimed to leave Eurocentrism tendencies be-
hind.

The next chapter will also discuss the curatorial projects that he ac-
complished together with Katherine Dreier. These projects were in their major-

ity open to transnational approaches, without giving credit to nationalism and
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rejecting hierarchy among artists. It will also show that in comparison with oth-
er famous curators of his time, Duchamp and Katherine Dreier’s exhibitions did
not draw a lineage in art history that maintained Europe in the centre of artistic
manifestations. It is also worth noting that his curator partner Katherine Drei-
er was an independent woman who openly advocated for women rights (Apter,
1998) and Duchamp always gave her his support, even after her death when he
carefully looked after her bequest. Also, Duchamp being someone who adopt-
ed a female alter-ego, it would be questionable to believe that he did not oppose

male dominance in art history:.

Hence, throughout this thesis, the term post-Duchampian art is used
as an emblematic notion, that distinguishes the type of art we are investigating
and thatcanalso expose the inconsonantdefinitions of art history.It does notre-
inforce any bias,butrathertries tolookatarthistory through a different perspec-
tive?2. The transition,in the art realm that Duchamp cooperated with configured
a chain of events set in motion, not only by him, but in conjunction with other
people and especially influenced by the social and historical contexts that per-
meated Duchamp’s errant life. At this point in this thesis, one can already realise
that ‘context’ is a key word for this academic writing. Among Duchamp’s virtues
were his awareness of the time and his willingness to discover ‘new airs’ (Kuen-
zli & Naumann, 1996). Thus, his actions were considered within the contexts in

which Duchamp lived as an artist, played as a player and worked as a curator.

In considering the term post-Duchampian art, it was important to
take a few steps, one of them backwards, in order to then move forwards. The
first was to provide evidence of Duchamp’s importance and explain his strate-
gy regarding the readymade as the first resort to understanding the dynamics

of post-Duchampian art. To stipulate such terminology, this thesis walked into

22 Mosquera wrote that ‘The struggle against Eurocentrism should not burden art with a myth of
authenticity’ (1992, p.37) when discussing what he as a Cuban curator and art historian understood as the
‘Marco Polo syndrome’. This syndrome is when an artist outside the European or North American regions,
needs to produce an ‘authentic’ art with no traces of hybridism with the so-called Western culture, meaning
European and North American cultures. The claim of purity is a two-edged sword, Mosquera argued. If the
artistdoes not present this fictional ‘purity’,she or he can be taken as ‘colonised’ and not in sync with her/his
own history or Toots’. The same could happen with someone, like myself, who is a female Latin American
researcher and has worked for along time on the dialogue between cultures, when I decided to research an
artist that does not share the same gender or origin as mine. Thus, to distance myself from this ‘syndrome’,
and not to be taken as colonised, I explained why the use of post-Duchampian notion is not Eurocentric or
sexist.Only to the eyes of areader who has an agenda-driven interpretation of sources, would this term, just
because it carries the name of an artist who happened to be born a man on European soil, be understood as
Eurocentric and sexist.I am not able to change the bias and limitations in the minds of others. Thus, for the
sake of a variation in vocabulary, precision and quality of research this is a risk that I choose to take.
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the minefield consisting of the inconsonantdefinitions found in art history. This
move was a crucial step,a metalinguistic one,in which the thesis used art histor-
ical premises to explain the unstable and deviant nature of art history itself. The
lack of consensus in art history in answers to questions such as ‘What is Mod-
ern? or the lack of unanimity when describing the constituent elements of con-

temporary art were discussed to introduce the notion of post-Duchampian art.

Post-Duchampian artis, therefore, related to the replacement of Mod-
ern art,as an art in search of certainty, with contemporary art, understood as the
deconstruction of stable structures and in which artists are players who manip-
ulate the meaning of a given sign. Thus, the term post-Duchampian art could be
considered asaramification of the many definitions of contemporary artas seen
in Foster (2010). It can also be identified with the type of art that emerges from
the impossibility of avant-garde (Bauman, 1998).

In this manner, following the new arrangement of the world inaugu-
rated by Duchamp, post-Duchampian art can be also that which makes regular
use of abstract concepts as the key instruments for creative production, the type
of practice that confronts that which is regarded as retinal art’ which operates
by means of a sensorial aesthetic. Duchamp pointed out a few issues: the act of
looking, the body, movement and time. These topics might be contained in and
exposed by post-Duchampian art in order to provoke an awakening of the pub-
lic, the perception of the surrounding space and its context. Saying that, political
and social conjectures are rooted in post-Duchampian art waiting to be activat-

ed by a curator or exhibition-maker.

Hence, the importance Duchamp attached to space and context is
central to understanding post-Duchampian art, which must be comprehended
asaconceptual aesthetic play. At this point of this thesis, as the entangled condi-
tions which made Duchamp’s wide-reaching changes possible are now clearand
placed in order, this research will review not only Duchamp’s artworks but what
he considered to be an artwork. From this effort,a new view shall be castinto cu-
ratorial making,and onto Duchamp’s grid that organizes spaces and ideas for the

composition of a discourse from other discourses.
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Chapter 2:
Duchamp'’s
curatorial practice

Alongside Duchamp’s intermittent artistic production, his endless
chess games and his conviction that he was just a ‘breather’ - as he once an-
swered Calvin Tomkins (2013) who asked the retired artist’ how he was spend-
ing his time: T'mabreather.lam arespirateurisn’t that enough? Why do people
think they have to work?’ (Tomkins, 2013, p.3). Duchamp replied to Tomkins’
enquiry with these poignant questions. He continued stating the importance
of really breathing. ‘to live life at a different tempo and on a different scale from
the way most of uslive.” (Tomkins, 2013, p.3) At the time Tomkins did not know
that Duchamp was working on Etant Donnés. Duchamp gave the same sort of an-
swer to Cabanne,when the French criticasked him ifhe had had the desire to be

‘artistically cultured’ when he was young:

I would have wanted to work, but deep down I'm enormously lazy. I
like living, breathing better than working. Therefore, if you wish, my
art would be that of living: each second, each breath is a work which
isinscribed nowhere, which is neither visual nor cerebral. It’s a sort of

constant euphoria. (Cabanne, 1971,p.72)

Since Duchamp never refuted the rumour that he had stopped mak-
ing art - there was a constant occupation thatis normally omitted in the studies

about Duchamp:his huge interest in putting exhibitions together.

This chapter will shed light on this neglected aspect of Duchamp’s tra-
jectory and it will be developed in a historically progressive manner. We will be-
gin by presenting the earliest days of Duchamp’s interest in exhibition-making
connected to biographical facts of his life, such as his move from Paris to New
York. We shall consider how exhibitions’ design back in that period was com-

posed, analysing the watershed 1913 exhibition named the Armory Show in the
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USA,inwhich works by Duchamp generated a pronounced impact. We will then
intently examine Duchamp’s contribution as a curator to The Société Anonyme,
Inc.: Museum of Modern Art 1920, the association where he was explicitly in
charge of proposing and organising exhibitions. Next, we will focus our atten-
tion on the inception of the Société Anonyme’s 1926 International Exhibition of
Modern Art in the Brooklyn Museum and we will take a close look at its curato-
rial project. Emphasis will be given to Duchamp’s artwork Large Glass, which was
displayed for the first time. The concept of this piece overflows into the manner
in which Duchamp understood the exhibition display. Then, to contextualize
the changes in exhibition-making envisaged by Duchamp, we will review the
work of another important curator in the period, Alfred H. Barr Jr. (1902-1981),
to draw a comparison between the two approaches.To conclude, we will see how
Duchamp’s approach to curatorship was applied in two Surrealist exhibitions:
1938 Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme, in Paris and the First Papers of

Surrealism, 1942,in New York.

2.1 THE EARLY DAYS OF DUCHAMP'S CURATORIAL PRACTICE

It could be argued that organising exhibitions was an activity that always had
a special importance for Duchamp. It would be difficult to specify a date when
this occupation caught his attention, but we must say that it appears to be from
the outset. One of the first exhibitions that he participated in was the Société
Normande de Peinture Moderne in Rouen in 1909. The 22-year-old Duchamp
was responsible for the design of this show’s folder and poster. His contribution
was very simple, but the young Duchamp’s engagement with these behind-the-
scenes actions could be interpreted as an anticipation of his preoccupation with

how to engage the public’s attention in relation to art.

Talking about the work and life of Duchamp Petruschansky pro-
vides more information about this early beginning and suggests that the young
Duchamp was looking for a calmer place to live in order to assimilate the art of
his time, a process that led to his first public exhibitions and to his collaboration

with the art scene in Rouen:

In late 1908, he looks to leave the city’s bustle and bohemia and he set-
tles in Neuilly, on the outskirts of Paris, where he begins to assimilate
modern innovations, an investigative process that would lead him “in-
to all manner of unsuccessful attempts, characterized by indecision,”

as he would later declare. He participates in the Salon d’Automne that
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year, in which the jury would reject paintings by Georges Braque. He
then enjoys his first public exhibitions:in 1909 he sells works at the Sa-
lon des Indépendants and at the Salon dAutomne, and he shows at the
Société Normande de Peinture Moderne in Rouen, also designing the
posters for the show. During 1910, he attends as many shows as possi-
ble. (Petruschansky,2008,p.3)

Later on, Duchamp quietly cooperated with his brothers when they
organised the very successful Salon de la Section d’'Or (figure 20), in the Galerie
La Boétie in Paris in 1912. Set up by the Puteaux group, this show reunited 49
artists and around 200 works (Galerie la Boétie, 1912). Considered the largest
and mostinfluential cubist exhibition before World War I, it was also one of the
most visited in the period (Tomkins, 2005). Jacques Villon suggested the name
Section d’Or that means Golden Section. It was a clear reference to the mathemati-
cal principles (as mentioned earlier on p.88 and 89) thatinstigated the Duchamp

brothers, Albert Gleizes, Jean Metzinger and co. Besides, the title reflected the

Numiero Ni|im' il consaere & PBxposition de k * Seelion |l'{lr )
Memiiss Lusmis s ool (050

-l.-n-n-r
L =i a BE aes T e e

'HH.I'I-'IIm * - b

{I]l[ﬂﬁ{}ﬁi‘ll[‘{lﬂﬂ Joumes Peintres ne wous [rappes pas |

Guillanme ..'.]'mllmlm

Hoger Allard
Gabriele Buile
Rens Blam
Adalphe Rassler
Mare Hresil
Max Gah
Mlivier Howresde - g P
Max Jaeob H‘h i '.... R o

Pierre Maller BeT e - .

dbeqaer Nuyral

Mourice Prince

Maurice Havnal P Ay
P, N Hoinard il o e

Pierre Heverdy

Andre Salmon

Paul Vill=
Andrd  Wornal

Franeis Yard

Figure 20
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impact of the 1910 French translation of Leonardo da Vinci’s Treatise on Painting
(Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2000) on the group, but it can also suggest a pun,
a play on words, a sort of joke dear to the Duchamp family as ‘section’ can be un-

derstood as a cut,a separation from the past.

It was on this occasion, that he finally displayed the Nude Descend-
ing a Staircase n°2, in the French capital. The American artist, writer and exhibi-
tion-maker Walter Pach (1883-1958) was in Paris and went to see the Section
d’Or and took the opportunity to visit the Puteaux members’ studio. According
to Tomkins (2005), from this preliminary encounter, he shipped to the USA, the
Nude and three other paintings by Duchamp, The King and Queen Surrounded by
Swift Nudes (1912, figure 21), The Chess Players (1911, figure 22) and Sad Young Man
onaTrain (1911, figure 23). Pach selected the latter and the Nude Descending a Stair-
case n°2 for the ambitious show he was organising with other members of the
Association of the American Painters and Sculptors (AAPS, formed in 1912) to
open in February 1913 in New York: the International Exhibition of Modern Art,
asknown as, The Armory Show (figure 24).

The 1913 Armory Show is considered a watershed in the history of exhi-
bitions and also alandmark in the history of art. It is not just by coincidence that the
greatest sensation in the exhibition was the initially rejected and then polemic Nude
Descending a Staircase. To illustrate its significance it is enough to say that the Armory
Show was re-created in 1963 to celebrate its 50™ Anniversary. Even more recently,
in 2013, there was the exhibition The Armory Show at 100 at the New-York Historical
Society,which ‘aimed to consider the exhibition’s impact beyond the scope of Amer-
icanart’ and ‘with 100 masterworks that were originally featured in the 1913 Armory
Show’ (Gratta, 2013). Among them there was The Nude Descending a Staircase, which
also featured in the first re-staging. Duchamp, who had not seen the original exhibi-
tion, visited the Armory Show’s Fiftieth Anniversary Exhibition as the ‘guest of hon-
our’ and gave alecture to a ‘standing-room’ audience (Duncan, 2013, p.45). Posterior-

ly,inaninterview foraradio programme he said:

It'sacurious thing that,atleastasa picture,itreally beat me,in that I dis-
appeared for forty years because people talked about the painting, but
they never named me. I was completely obscured, or completely dis-
carded-by my own painting- as an entity! It’s only in the last ten years
or so that I have reappeared again on the surface,and I'm more impor-

tant than the painting. (Duchamp 1963 cited in Duncan,2013, p.49).



Figure 21

The King and Queen Surrounded by Swift Nudes

Duchamp, M. (1912)

Available at:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51461.html?mulR=1733859208]2
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil on canvas

114.6x128.9cm
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Figure 22

Portrait of Chess Players

Duchamp, M. (1911)
Availableat:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51446.html?mulR=2090277738|3
(Accessed 15 October 2016)

Oil on canvas

100.6 x100.5 cm
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Figure 23

Sad Young Man on a Train

Duchamp, M. (1911)

Available at:https://www.wikiart.org/en/marcel-duchamp/sad-young-man-in-a-train-1911
(Accessed 16 October2016)

Oil on canvas

100x73 cm




Figure 24
View from the entrance to the Armory on Lexington Avenue.

Regarding the historical impact of the show, McCarthy (2013) points
out that since 1988 the number of scholarly writings analysing the show has
been increasing. Before that, art historians had already written remarks about
the outcomes of the Armory show. For example, Meyer Schapiro included the
1952 essay The Introduction of Modern Art in America: The Armory Show in his book

Modern Art: 19" and 20" Centuries. He wrote:

Fouryears afterwards the Show was remembered as a historic event,a
momentous example of artistic insurgence. (..) In time the new Euro-
pean artdisclosed at the Armory Show became the model of artin the
United States. (Schapiro, 1978, p.136)

Schapiro understood itas the beginning of internationalism in Art, at
least for Americans. Harold Rosenberg, another American theorist, in his 1963
article The Armory Show: Revolution Reenacted published in the New Yorker maga-
zine,atthe occasion of the re-staging of the show, coined that the ‘immediate and

telling effect of the Armory Show was on the American art public’and on the his-

102



tory of Americanarteducation’ (Rosenberg, 1973,p.191). He offers an indicative
view suggesting that Modern Artwas presented asa cause’ tobe embraced in the
years following the Armory Show and the consequence was the establishment
of a ‘Vanguard Audience’ that would later without reserves be able to ‘accept the
new in its entirety’ (Rosenberg, 1973, p.191). However, he criticizes what would

be a posterior effect of these changes:

Today [1963], the vanguard audience is open to anything. Its eager
representatives - curators, museum directors, art educators, dealers
- rush to organize exhibitions and provide explanatory labels before
the paint has dried on the canvas or the plastic has hardened. (..) Art
historians stand ready with cameras and notebooks to make sure that
every novel detail is safe for the record. The tradition of the new has

reduced all other traditions to triviality.” (Rosenberg, 1973, p.192).

His point was refuted by the European Ernst Gombrich in a revised
edition of the best seller The Story of Art (2006). The book had its first edition in
1950 and the last edition revised by the art historian was published in 1994. Also
speaking about the Armory Show asakeyavant-garde show, he criticized Rosen-
berg’s text saying that the U.S critic may perhaps be right butart historians have

the duty to be aware of this possible involuntary result of their activities.

Indeed I think any author who now writes a history of art, and par-
ticularly of contemporary art, has the duty to draw attention to this
unintended effect of his activities. In my introduction, I touched on
the harm which a book of this kind might do. I mentioned the temp-
tation of indulging in clever talk about art. But this danger is trivial
compared to the misleading impression which such a panorama may
give that all the matters in art is change and novelty. It is the interest
in change that has accelerated change to its giddy pace. Of course it
would not be fair lay all the undesirable consequences —as well as the
desirable ones — at the door of art history. In certain sense the new
interest in the history of art is in itself a consequence of a great many
factors which have changed the position of art and artists in our soci-
ety and made art more fashionable than it had ever been in the past.
(Gombrich,2006, p.476)

According to what we have just read, it was not by chance that

Duchamp was the ‘agent provocateur’ of this event that is considered a remark-
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able exhibition. The Armory Show was a turning point in the manner that the
public perceived art. For this reason, it is important to provide a review here
aboutthe novelties presented in the massive space of the 69 Regiment Armory
where the exhibition took place before travelling to the Art Institute of Chicago

and the Copley Society in Boston.

With a great appeal to public interest, it attracted circa 87,000 visi-
tors during its four-week run in New York and a total of 300,000 in the three cit-
ies, New York, Chicago and Boston (Gratta, 2013). The Armory show reunited
around 1,300 works* - paintings, prints and sculptures - of which a third came
from Europe, covering the main movements, and among hundreds of artists it

included names such as Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse.

As Schapiro (1978) puts it, although represented in the exhibition,
Cubism’s ‘inventors’ and ‘originators’, Picasso and the French Georges Braque
(1882-1963) were overshadowed by the Cubist paintings by Picabia and
Duchamp. For the general public what remained as illustrations of what was
meant to be Cubism were the images created by the last two. In turn, the protag-
onist of Fauvism, the French Henri Matisse (1869 - 1954) who had 17 works in
the show, also made the headlines, but not in a favourable way. The reception of
his Nudes was worse than Duchamp’s Nude. If Duchamp’s painting perplexed the
public, Matisse’s representations of female nudes in bright colours were con-
sidered distorted by critics, a step backwards for Art and even provoked attacks
from angry detractors: fuming students of the Art Institute of Chicago burned
an effigy of Matisse’s painting in a mock judgment that sentenced the Fauvistas

an artistic murderer. (O’Brian, 1999)
In 1950, Meyer Schapiro described the lack of organization:

How could one enclose in a single formula the clear, bright works of
Matisse and the intricate Nude of Duchamp? The creators have no ulti-
mate common goal,but advanced from canvas to canvas, following up
new ideas thatarose in the course of their work, hardly imagining what
would emerge in the end; they seemed to be carried along by a hidden
logic that unfolded gradually,yielding forms surprising to themselves.

Those artist and critics who tried in writing to anticipate the future of

23 Schapiro (1978) explained that the Armory Show’s catalogue lists 1,100 works butitis incomplete,
asone of the organisers Pach estimated thataltogether there were about 1,600 works. In the recent publica-
tion The Armory Show at 100 Archives of American Art Journal (Duncan,2013) and in Tomkins (2005) the number
stated is 1,300.
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thisart turned out to be wrong. They were contradicted in few years by

unexpected diversities and reactions. (Schapiro, 1978, p.139)

Besides pointing out the incoherence of the show, retrospectively he

tried to be fair in exposing the contemporaneous blindness as the form and rec-

ognition of modernism:

We begin only now [1950] to see the process as a whole;and itappears
to us very complex, a fluctuating movement that at times negates it-
self. But the vaguer interpretations were perhaps not altogether bad.
The more precise definitions narrowed the field and led to sectarian-
ism and indifference at a moment when what was most in question
was the artist’s freedom in exploring a new realm of possibility in his
art.Itmustbe said that the Armory Show helped to maintain the loose
thinking and confusion about modern art. Cubists, Expressionists,
Fauves, Orphists, Neo-Impressionists, Symbolists, Classicists, and
Primitivizing Realists were exhibited side by side, and the greatest
artists were presented on the same plane as the imitators and thethe

lesser men. (Schapiro, 1978, p.140)

They were organised in octagonal rooms in a sequence from A to R

(figure 25). According to Laurette E.McCarthy (2013), the galleries that created
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Floor plan, The Armory Show (as printed in the catalogue), Armory of the 69 Regiment of Infantry
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the biggest buzz in the press, even being called the ‘Chamber of Horrors’ by the
New York Tribune, were the ‘H’, where most of Matisse’s paintings were and ‘T, the
‘Cubist room’ where Duchamp’s pieces were allocated. For Duchamp’s biogra-
phy, Tomkins searched for authoritative reports that testified that people had
queued for 30 or 40 minutes before standing in front of the painting for just a
few moments then, without believing what they were seeing, expressing anger
or laughing at it before moving on the next artwork (Tomkins, 2005). Michael R.
Taylor in his article Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase [No.2] and the 1913
Armory Show Scandal Revisited offers a summary of the impact that the painting

had on the media and outside the art enthusiast’s circle:

Unfamiliar with Cubist fragmentations, many visitors struggled to
located the nude figure within the jumble of interlocking planes and
jagged lines, thus encouraging the widespread belief that the painting
was an unsolvable puzzle. American Art News even offered a ten-dol-
lar prize to the first reader who ‘finds the lady’ in Duchamp’s painting
andreceived hundreds of entries,nine of which the magazine’s editors
published. The Fort Wayne Sentinel, reporting on the New York exhi-
bition for its local audience in Indiana, helped its readers understand
the correct orientation of the work by floating the directional ‘Top’,
‘Bottom’, ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ around an image of the painting which
it misleadingly described as ‘a snapshot of nightmare.” The popular
press wasted no time in humorously pillorying the Nude Descend-
ing a Staircase [No.2] in jokes, jingles, and caricatures, lampooning it
with such memorable tiles as J.F. Griswold’s ‘The Rude Descending a
Staircase (Rush Hour at the Subway)’,or Julian Street’s ‘Explosion ofa
Shingle Factory.” Even former President Theodore Roosevelt entered
the fray, describing the painting as ‘a misshapen nude woman, repel-
lent from every standpoint.” He went on to compare the painting to ‘a
really good Navajo rug’ in this bathroom, which, he stated, made for ‘a

far more satisfactory and decorative picture.’ (Taylor,2013, p.53)

The ‘mysterious aura’ around the painting did not dissipate. When,
in 1916, the American journalist Nixola Greeley-Smith asked if it was a woman
depicted in the image Duchamp answered: ‘To tell you the truth, I have never
thought about what it is. Why would I think about it? My paintings don’t rep-
resent objects, but abstractions. Nude Descending a Staircase is an abstraction of

movement. (Duchamp cited in Naumann, 1994, p. 102). While the general pub-
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lic was trying to figure out where the human form was depicted in the painting,
Walter Pach could see beyond the ‘flurry’ that the scattered figure provoked in

the critics and viewers.

It was with the support of Walter Pach that Duchamp became a sen-
sation at the Armory Show. Pach understood the direction in which the nude’s
movement would go. He knew Duchamp’s intentions from his visits to the Pu-
teaux group and the imbroglio that the painting has previously caused in France.
He wasaware of the consequences thatitwould have and trusted thatits display
would represent a historical episode. Having this strong belief that they were on
amissionto stirup theartcircuit,the AAPS organizers,including Pach,delivered

a premonitory statement in the Armory Show’s opening speech:

This exhibition will be epoch making in the history of American art.To-
nightwill be the red-letter nightin the history not only of American but
of all modern art. The members of the Association felt that it was time
the American people had an opportunity to see and judge for them-
selves concerning the work of the Europeans who are creating a new
art. Now that the exhibition is a fact, we can say with pride thatitis the
most complete art exhibit that has been held in the world during the

last quarter century. (Pach 1913, cited in Osborne, 2009, no pagination)

History has gone on to prove that the primary aim of the Armory
show was indeed fulfilled. Nonetheless, the attention that Duchamp attracted
inthe USA did notimmediately cross the Atlantic. Duchamp himself only found
out about the impact that it had had weeks later (Tomkins, 2005). Then, Pach
convinced him to navigate the ocean to breathe new air. As Duchamp wrote in
a correspondence to Pach Tam not going to New York, I am leaving Paris. That’s
quite different. [..] I already had a distaste for the artistic life I was involved in.’
(Naumann & Obalk, 2000, p.36).

From Duchamp’s arrival in the USA onwards, without the shadow of
his elder brothers, his activities as an exhibition-maker expanded. It is worth re-
membering that Duchamp was originally the director of the installation of the
Society of Independent Artists’ exhibition in 1917, the same that rejected Foun-
tain. It is important to note that he indeed took a democratic approach concern-
ing the show that happened in the Grand Central Palace in New York and had
around 2125 works by 1200 artists, larger than the Armory Show. Duchamp per-

suaded the rest of the committee to agree to install the artworks following an

107



alphabetical order, in which the first letter (that happened to be ‘R”) was chosen
by chance,drawn from a hat (Tomkins, 2005). However,as mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter, his arguments were not convincing enough to enable R. Mutt’s
urinal to be included. Although, his involvement with the Society of Independ-
ent Artists did not result as Duchamp had planned, it eventually colluded in his
foundational role in establishing a much more prominent society: the Société

Anonyme, Inc.

The Société Anonyme, Inc. had its seed in the friendship between
Duchamp and the American patron of the arts, curator, collector and artist Kath-
erine Dreier (1877-1952). Duchamp met Katherine Dreier in 1916 through the
Society of Independent Artists. After the refusal of Fountain in 1917, Duchamp
resigned from the board of directors and wrote to Dreier, who was the director of
the Society,to communicate that he would no longer collaborate with the organ-
isation. Her letter to him, replying to his intention to leave, wrought what would
be the beginning of alife-long comradeship and collaboration towards the prop-

agation ofanewarttrend in the USA:

As a Director of the Society of Independent Artists I must use my in-
fluence to see whether you cannot reconsider your resignation. I feel
thereis nobody on the Board who can contribute exactly whatyou can.
Those of us who are devoted to our country are very conscious of the
commercial side and the lack of real appreciation of the beautiful in
artor thatart ought to be introduced into the simplest objects.I know
you will forgive my being rather personal, but how can one emphasize
our great need of you in the Society unless I am? Though I have only
knownyou since our work threw us together I had naturally known of
you long before;and when I found the personal sincerity to equal the
sincerity of your painting, I was even more impressed by your origi-
nality. It is a rare combination to have originality of so high grade as
yours combined with such strength of character and spiritual sensi-
tiveness. (Dreier,1917 cited in Gross, 2006, p.125)

Dreier’s plea did not work and Duchamp did not retake his position
in the Society of Independent Artists, but it set the foundation for other enter-
prises: ‘The Société Anonyme, Inc.: Museum of Modern Art: 1920’ launched in
January 1920 in conjunction with another important friend of Duchamp’s, the
American photographer Man Ray (1890-1976).



As a co-founder, Man Ray was the one who suggested the name ‘So-
ciété Anonyme’. Asimplausible as it may sound, current bibliography on the sub-
ject (for example in Tomkins,2005) mentions that Man Ray had a poor command
of French and misunderstood the expression. He thought that ‘Société Anonyme’
meant ‘anonymous society’ when in fact it means ‘corporation’ with all the com-
mercial sub-layers of values that this word bears, which was notat all the purpose
of the organization. Then, when Dreier and Duchamp were filling in the neces-
sary paperwork to legally set up the organization, Duchamp incorporated the
abbreviation ‘Inc.’and Dreier the subtitle Museum of Modern Art: 1920. (Clark,
2000). By adding ‘Inc.’ Duchamp would perpetrate a pun of words, with a trans-
latable tautology. Instead of the usual double negative resulting in a positive, in
this case a double affirmative would mean a negative. As for Dreier,by adding the
subtitle, she officially legitimated the main goal behind the initiative. After three
decades the Société Anonyme, Inc.,left as legacy alarge collection of Modern art.
Man Ray’s participation in the organization was more intense during the first
years, when he was still in the formative period of his career. When he became
an established artist, he scarcely participated. In the beginning, Dreier hired him
to take photographs of the artworks and events for publicity and he also collab-
orated in setting up the exhibitions. The Société Anonyme also gave him incen-
tive to operate the photo camera to create art. Before his involvement with the
Société Anonyme, he was more inclined to draw and paint (Yale University Art
Gallery,1950). In this thesis, for now on, instead of the full name, we will read the

name Société Anonyme as it became better known or the abbreviation S.A..

The long history of the Société Anonyme, from 1920 to 1950, is of spe-
cial interest to formulate the account of Duchamp’s responsibility regarding the
enhancement of curatorial practice. From being the president - position that did
not suit Duchamp’s personality and for this reason did not last - he soon, in the
same year as its inauguration, 1920, became the Head of Exhibitions of the So-
ciété Anonyme (Joselit,2006; Bohan, 1982) and worked intensively with Dreier
to bring and show international artists in the USA. The fact that he was desig-
nated ‘Head of Exhibitions’is already undeniable proof of his major influence in

curating and co-curating S.A.’s exhibitions and events.

The Société Anonyme’s objective was to be the first ‘experimental mu-
seum for contemporary art.’ (Dreier 1926 cited in Gross, 2006, p.1). When think-
ing about creating a museum, Dreier and Duchamp wanted to incorporate the

notion of education and promotion of new artists. In the Collection of the Société

109



Anonyme Catalogue, published by the Yale University Art Galleryin 1950, together
they wrote entries about each artist whose artworks were part of the collection.
In the opening essay titled The Aim and Motto, Duchamp and Dreier declared the

following as their foremost aim:

It is an International Organization for the promotion of the study in
America of the Progressive in Art, based on Fundamental Principles,
and to render aid in conserving the vigour and vitality of the new ex-
pressions of beauty in the Art of today and the motto ‘Traditions are
beautiful - but to create them - not to follow. (Dreier & Duchamp,
1950, p. XXIV).

One can find in this catalogue, which marked the cessation of the So-
ciété Anonyme’s activities and the donation of its collection to Yale University,
substantial evidence that Duchamp was of major influence on the S.A.’s objec-
tives in terms of curating and exhibition-making. The attention given to Du-
champisthe same thatis given to Dreier. They were regarded as the driving force
thatenabled artists to show theirart,one of contemporary curating’s definitions
as seen in this thesis’ introduction. For example, George Hamilton, who was in

charge of the S.A.’s collection in Yale, wrote the following words:

On April 30, 1950 the Société Anonyme celebrated and concluded
thirty years of service to the cause of modern art. It is not too much to
say that the record of the work undertaken by Katherine Dreier and
Marcel Duchamp constitutes a heroic struggle for freedom of expres-
sion for the modern artist. At a time when there were no institutions
in America dedicated to this art, and when most public museums
seemed even unaware of the possibility of contemporary expression,
they undertook to bring before all the people all over the country a

knowledge of the modern movement. (Hamilton, 1950, p.XX)

Inthe introductory text signed only by Dreier she gives special thanks
to Duchamp’s’ perseverance and loyalty throughout all the three decades that
they worked together adding: ‘He stood by the work of the Société Anonyme,
and without his constancy it could never have achieved its aim or reached its
height.” (Dreier, 1950, XIII). Thus, one can perceive that Dreier herself openly
acknowledged Duchamp’s cooperation as the perfect supplement that elevated

their collaborative enterprise. Further confirmations that Duchamp’s curatorial
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practice was relevantand complementary to Dreier’s curating for the S.A.will be

analysed in the course of this chapter.

According to Gross,already established at the inception of the Société
Anonyme was the intention that ‘its artist members would work together to en-
courage the spirit of modernism in America, and to express that spirit through
exhibitions and programs.’ (Gross, 2006, p.3). For Duchamp, the objective of the
S.A.could be expanded to other urgencies of the period: ‘ what was needed was to
bring over paintings that permitted a confrontation of values..a comprehensive
state of mind regarding contemporary art.’ (Duchamp, 1946 cited in Gross, 2006,
p. 7). They definitely fulfilled their expectations. Already in its first year, 1920,
the Société Anonyme successfully organized six exhibitions in the set of rooms
transformed into a gallery space that they rented in New York, in the building
at 19 East, 47th Street (figure 26). In addition to that, they held sponsored lec-
tures and Dada style events, such as poetry reading, in-house or in educational
institutions. In fact, as they were not configured as a commercial gallery but as
a new organizational system built based on a collaborative endeavour between
artists and art thinkers, Dada chanced to become the main focus of the Société
Anonyme in its first year. It was a result of the members’ perception of what it is
and how to be contemporary. Coincidently or not, Dreier went to the Dada exhi-
bition in Cologne and met the German Dada pioneer Max Ernst (1891 -1976) in
October 1919. He sent writings on Dada to her in Paris, which was her next des-
tination. There, she met Duchamp and together they witnessed the unfolding
of the Parisian Dada (Apter, 1998). With this background and an international
network, the Société Anonyme’s programme was key to ‘introducing’ the Dada
“label” to the American scene.” (Apter, 1998, p.388). This Dadaistic beginning of
the Société Anonyme highlighted its intention to be innovative and its commit-
mentto ‘entera new era’ in which ‘men mustin the very nature of things express
themselves differently from the past whetherit be in art, politics or science.” (So-
ciété Anonyme, Inc. Museum of Modern Art, 1923, no pagination) as described
in the pamphlet Its Why & Its Wherefore printed on the occasion of the Société
Anonyme’s foundation and later re-edited in 1923. Its inaugural exhibition,
however,was not marked by this Dada inclination, it offered a more heterogene-
ous dynamic to stage together ‘works of men who are seriously trying to express
the vision of their times’ (Société Anonyme, Inc. Museum of Modern Art, 1923,

no pagination).
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Figure 26
Exhibition rooms of the Société Anonyme, 1920.

112



The Société Anonyme’s inaugural exhibition was the first show in
which, in today’s terms, we would say that Duchamp was the curator. Opened in
April 1920, the exhibition at the S.A.’s gallery and main office included artworks,
paintings and sculptures by 12 artists, including some that are now widely re-
garded such as Picabia, the Romanian Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957) and
the Spanish Juan Gris (1887-1927). As was to be expected, Duchamp included
his own works, paintings by his brother Jacques Villon, by the fourth member
of the exhibition committee the Italian born-American Futurist painter Joseph
Stella (1877-1946) and works produced by the SA’s co-founder Man Ray. There
were also artworks by artists already dead at the time, the Dutch Vincent Van
Gogh (1853-1890) and the American early or proto-Modernist painters Mor-
ton Schamberg (1881-1918) and James Daugherty (1889-1974 in addition to
lesser-known canvases by the French Dadaist Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes
(1884-1974), by the American Cubist Patrick Henry Bruce (1881-1936) and the

German expressionist painter Heinrich Vogeler.)

The democratic principle of the Société Anonyme, thatwanted ‘to pro-
mote Artand not personalities’ (Dreier, 1941 cited in Yale University Art Gallery,
1950, p. IX) was woven into their inaugural exhibition. The selection was com-
posed by a participative process, of which Duchamp was the chairman. There is
no accurate record of how the choices were made, but there is evidence (Clark,
2001; Joselit, 2006 and Wilson, 2006) that the S.A. was based on a structure that
favoured the opinions of each individual to find as a result a greater coherence
among a diverse group (figure 27 depicts the exhibition flyer). This strategy in
which there is less judgement and more encouragement was the premise not
only of this premiere,butit remained asa postulation for the subsequentevents
thoughtup by the S.A. For example, in the case of this first show one can imagine
that Vogeler’s paintings with romantic themes and philosophical influences, as
for example The Island of Peace (1918-1919, figure 28) stood out from the group.
His paintings were probably included as they were connected to subjects that
Dreier - a theosophical believer?, - appreciated and also due to the fact he was

the sole German artist,a nation that was dear to her,notonly due to her family re-

24 Theosophyisaspiritualist doctrine that condenses philosophical, religious and scientific elements
inherent to various religions and cultures. The Theosophical Society was founded in 1875 in New York and
promulgated anti-materialistic principles and a notion that there was a ‘divine wisdom’ that would govern
aworld of unknown dimensions that only could be visible to men through meditation and self-knowledge.
It was largely popular during the turn of the 19*to the 20t century within artistic circles, especially among
artists who were researching abstractionism, due to the platonic belief in purer universal forms beyond the
material. The Russian Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), for instance, wrote his 1912 treatise on Concerning
the Spiritual in Art inspired by Theosophy. (Klein, 2005).
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Figure 27
Société Anonyme’s First Exhibition Flyer, 1920
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Figure 28

The Island of Peace

Vogeler,H.(1918-1919).

Available at:http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/island-peace
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil on canvas

104.5x96.5 cm

115



lationship (her parents were German immigrants) butalso because of initiatives
that combine Modern art and education, a strong characteristic of the German
art scene (Clark, 2001). It must not be forgotten that it was two years after the
end of the First Word War, and Dreier, who suffered criticism in America for her

German heritage, perhaps wanted to send a message with this particular piece.

The first show is also a sample of the openness and complex mixture
of people thatthe organisation represented. They aimed to be international, not
only presenting international artists to the USA audience but also integrating
these artists into the local art scene. In this light, Duchamp as a curator did not
play the role of an evaluator who has to make decisions regarding what to leave
in and what to take out. It can be assumed that all members involved in putting
the show together embraced this task. Duchamp who had turned up his nose
at judgmental opinion in art before and expressed this feeling until his death,
would not have taken on this assignment under those circumstances®. Acting
less as an arbitrator but much more as a mediator, Duchamp designed the show
to best represent the artists, their countries and the S.A’s aims. Already in the
second decade of the 20™ century, his curatorial practice had a much more con-
temporary function. His duty was to present the artworks to their maximum ca-
pabilities, connecting and presenting them to the public in such a manner that

the visitors could make the most of the experience.

There are no remaining photographs of the display, but through re-
ports it seems that it was not dense like other previous exhibitions that promot-
ed Modern Art. Yet, there is a photograph of the gallery dated from 1920 (which
illustrates p.6 of the 2006 book by Gross) but it does not completely match the
description of the inaugural show. There one can clearly see that the gallery was

not filled to excess with artworks.

As has been revealed researching the aforementioned shows: Soci-
ety of Independent Artists, the Gold Section or even the Armory Show, it was
customary for exhibition halls to be over-crowded during this period. Although,
Germano Celant (2005) in the essay A Visual Machine: Art installation and its modern
archetypes tells us that the Armory Show in New York was also original in rela-

tion to the exhibition plan. The show had introduced within Modernism a new

25 ‘Inaword,doless self-analysis and enjoy your work without worrying about opinions, your own as
well as that of others.” wrote Duchamp to his brother-in-law Jean Crotti and Suzanne Duchamp (Naumann
and Obalk, 2000, p.321), both were artists and they often consulted Duchamp about their own practices. In
this letter from 1952,a mature Duchamp shattered all judgmental tendencies in the art world and summa-
rized his piece of advice in this sentence.
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system of display. According to the author it heightened the visitor’s awareness
throughout its configuration, carefully planned to present such a large num-
ber of artworks (Celant, 2005). As in the other previous exhibitions of its type,
the number of artworks was large, but the space dedicated to the show was also
enormous: two hectares. There were empty gaps between each artwork that let
them ‘breathe’ individually.

Observing images of the installation we can see that these intervals
were larger than usual, but perhaps it would be forcing it to say that the open
space was exceptional, as the author implies. If we considered that one of the
rooms had 17 works by Matisse - 13 paintings, three drawings and a sculpture
- plus another fifty paintings by other French artists, it would still seem over-
crowded for today’s curatorial practice. However, following Celant’s analysis, he
also addresses that each of the octagonal rooms built for the show had an open
view to the subsequent room that allowed the visitor to glimpse the next set of
artworks before getting there. For Celant (2005), this emphasised how the dis-
play was set up with the objective of also enhancing the visitor’s experience and
a principle of dynamic perception, in his words it supported a qualitative pres-
entation rather than quantitative. In comparison with other displays that had

the intention of commercializing work of arts he says:

The organization of the show is, therefore, planned so as to expand
the territory and influence of the individual works. The delineation of
large open spaces around the works of art serves several purposes: it
supplies positive evidence of cultural production, but also indicates a
selection based on that production rather than on consumption. (Cel-
ant, 2005, p.263)

As we have mentioned, Duchamp did not visit the Armory show, but
certainly he would have perceived the concept. As we will see in the following
description of his first work as a curator, his exhibition layout bespoke that the
empty space inside the gallery is also significant to the comprehension of the art
on display. According to a review written by the American critic Henry McBride,
the word that would best described the show was ‘neat’ (McBride 1920 cited in
Joselit, 2006, p.39). For Wilson (2006), comparing the exhibition checklist that
included 16 to 20 artworks and the space given (the blueprint shows that the

firstroom was around 6.5 mx4.5 mand the second 4.5 m x4.7 m) presumably:
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Despite the small space, the works on display seem not to have been
clustered tightly (..) it is likely that Dreier and Duchamp, head of the
exhibitions committee, preferred to show fewer works with more wall
space for each’ (Wilson, 2006, p.77).

Thus, it was not without reason that the first show that we can say

Duchamp curated was considered to have a pleasingly orderly look.

Duchamp well understood that the art exhibited was already remark-
ably strong to the audience of the time. It was 1920, in New York,and apart from
the Armory Showand the Gallery 291, created and managed by the photographer
Stieglitz, (that was actually popular among his circle of friends and acquaintanc-
es, but did not reach a greater public, it was in operation from 1905 - 1917), the
S.A’s inaugural show was one of the first efforts to display Cubism, Futurism,
Expressionism and Dadaism in the same room. Besides the novelties already ex-
istent among the group of ‘isms’, the artworks themselves contained too much
information for the audience to grasp in one fell swoop. Thus, it is reasonable
that Duchamp decided to fill the space with the least information possible. He
hid the imposing wooden floor and covered it with a neutral grey ribbed rubber.
Moreover, his project camouflaged the interior decoration of the gallery that
was dated, coming into vogue during the Civil War and carpentered to expose
the grain of the wood (Joselit, 2006). There was almost an attempt to make the
gallery space disappear,to be invisible,as the artworks were standing there with-
out firm foundations to be hung on. They would have only a visual connection
between each other, but not with the surrounding space, the ambiance would
have no appeal. Could this be the beginning of the White Cube exhibition de-
sign style? We will track down this question later on this chapter. For now, we

can find a sharp description of the exhibition in McBride’s review?®:

26 The American art critic Henry McBride (1867-1962) is known as an earlier supporter of Mod-
ernism artists in the USA and one of the most open-minded critics of his time (Tomkins, 2005, p. 207 and
271).Coincidently, he started to cover visual arts for the newspaper The New York Sun at the same year of the
Armory Show, in 1913, when Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase n°2 made the headlines. He became a
SA member in 1921 and worked with Duchamp in a SA publication named ‘Some French Moderns Says
McBride’ designed and edited by Duchamp who selected some of McBride’s article from The Sun. Accord-
ing to Naumann and Obalk, the critic had written in 1932: "‘When Marcel was here [in US] we almost got to
the point of thinking that art consists of things rather than the painted reflection of them.” (Naumann &
Obalk, 2000, p. 110). But concerning art critics and their judgmental attitudes, Duchamp, talking about the
SA,wrote in a letter to his sister and Jean Crotti, in October 1920: ‘The Société Anonyme is a gallery where
you exhibit but don’t sell. It costs 25 cents to go in. People find it hard to part with their 25 cents. My first
ideawas to charge critics 50 cents. But they don’t come atall. Apart from that, it’s the only thing of any inter-
estin N.Y.Nothing else.’ (Naumann and Obalk, 2000, p.93).
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But however that may be, the Société Anonyme, Inc., has covered its
walls with a pale bluish white oilcloth than which nothing could be
purer, and tinted the fireplace and wood work to match. (..) It seems
to have been chosen for its quality of texture and colour,and not atall
with the idea of insuring firmer foothold for tottering Academicians
who drift into these precincts in search of ideas. (McBride, 1920 cited
in Joselit, 2006, p.39).

Taking into account his observations on the material applied, we
could even go furtherand interpret the use of rubber and oilcloth more substan-
tially. They are both waterproofing and they are manufactured to serve this pur-
pose. In the material’s essence resides the intention to make the surroundings
impenetrable or something that will never overflow. An exhibition space that
is completely covered by these fabrics, metaphorically speaking, has its old set-
ting ‘concealed’ and the new artworks can communicate between themselves
without being tainted by an antique style. It refrains the influence that tradition

would have upon the pieces shown there.

Nevertheless, a detail stitched together the artworks presented, at
least the two-dimensional ones. Duchamp has framed the paintings with strips
oflace paperas can been seen in Man Ray’s photograph of Jacques Villon’s paint-
ing In Memoriam (1919, figure 29) which presents what was added by Duchamp
tothe other paintings. The neatness seenand documented by theart criticwould
be scratched by an ornamental yet distressing decoration. McBride continued

his appraisal saying:

Of examples of old fashioned cubism there are Mr. [George Ribe-
mont-| Dessaignes’ ‘Silence’”, in which noise enters a scarlet funnel
at the top of the picture and comes out congealed, certainly silent, in
a blue mass at the bottom; Jacques Villon’s clever still life?; admirable
Brooklyn Bridges by James Daughertyand Joseph Stella?;and a strong
still life by [Patrick Henry| Bruce;and all these paintings are framed is
strips of lace paper. (McBride, 1920 cited in Joselit, 2006, p.39)

As Joselit in the essay ‘The Artist Readymade’ has pointed out in
McBride’s review, the lace gained a feminine connotation and the critic pon-

dered about a confrontation between genders ‘in which masculinized artworks

27 Figure 30
28 Figure 31
29 Figure 32
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Figure 29

In Memoriam

Jacques, V. (1919).
Photographic print, b&w
17.3x11.1cm
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Figure 30

Silence

Ribemont-Dessaignes, G. (1915)

Available at:https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79079?1ocale=en
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil on canvas

92.1x73.3cm
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Figure 31

Still Life (Déjeuner, La Table servie, Nature morte)
Villon, J. (1912-1913).

Oil on burlap

88.9x116.1 cm
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Figure 32

Brooktyn Bridge
Stella,J. (1918-1920).
Oil on Canvas
215.3x194.6 cm
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occupied a feminized salon.” (Joselit 2006, p.39). One can understand this as a
biased discourse that can be evaluated while taking into account when it was
written. Nonetheless, other Duchamp experts such as Francis Naumann?® ar-
gued that is inevitable to identify a certain feminine ambivalence, when it was
also in 1920 that Rrose Sélavy, Duchamp’s female alter ego, had emerged. Her
first signed work Fresh Widow is dated from this same year (figure 33).Itisa small
French window, the title carries a self-explanatory pun of words with the object,
which consisted of panels covered with black leather, thus it does not let any-
one see thorough its glass panes, something atypical for Duchamp, who had al-
ready played with transparency and would later explore the idea of peep holes.
But,as curator Maria Miiller-Schareck (2012) remarks, Duchamp’s purpose with
the leather was literally to block the view, but also to induce the viewers to find

themselves in opposition to the artwork:

By recommending that the leather be polished daily, like shoes, he
offered a substitute for the visual experience it prevented: in the re-
flective leather, viewers would faintly see themselves and thus be all
the more aware of the view through being denied’. (Miiller-Schareck,
2012, p.20)

At the bottom of this piece one can find the inscription in capital let-
ters FRESH WIDOW COPYRIGHT ROSE Selavy 1920’

Besides the speculative link to the gender connotation, what is more
significant to us here is the poignant reflection upon the notion and function of
frame that Duchamp explicitly put on display. George Baker in the article Leath-

erand Lace insightfully noted that Fresh Widow is a frame in itself:

Evidently, it concerns not just the death of painting and of the (male)
author, but the object status of the frame as well. It cedes the activity
of painting to the knowledge of the industrial designer or traditional
craftsman. It operates a displacement of the medium by an architec-
tural fragment. It imagines painting transformed into an object that
can be handled and even literally opened, not only entered into con-

templatively orimaginatively. (Baker, 2010, p. 126)

As investigated by Baker (2010) it was also in 1920 that this topic
grabbed the attention of Duchamp and his peer Picabia. The author unearthed

the collaborative dialogue between the two artists through an interesting anal-

30 In conversation with Caroline Menezes,in November 2014, in his gallery in New York.
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Figure 33

Fresh Widow

Duchamp, M. (1920)

Available at:https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81028

(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Miniature French window, painted wood frame, and panes of glass covered with black leather
77.5x44.8cm,onwoodsill 1.9x53.4x10.2 cm

ysis of the use of framing. For Picabia whose paintings normally had specially
designed frames, the frame was not only functional but an element that concep-
tualised his artistic questions. He would use it as a tool for his artistic process.
He would experiment with materials such as snakeskin, work together with a
craftsman to design unpredictable shapes or play with assemblages such as past-
ing butterflies on the paintings’ borders. For Duchamp, in his artwork and in his
curatorial practice, to overturn the notion of frame would eventually destabilize

the position of the viewer and how the viewer sees and comprehends art.

What could be seen as a playful gesture of the young Head of Exhibi-
tions of the Société Anonyme in fact can be seen as the seminal movement to-
wards a shift in the exhibition display system. By replacing the frames with pa-
per dollies in this pioneering show of the S.A. Museum of Modern Art,he would
gradually dissolve the rigid order of things, starting with an exemplar and consti-
tutive element in art tradition, the frame that encases the picture. Baker (2010)

observers more adjoined layers in this action:
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This notion of dialogue as the ‘misfit’ of modernist form is one that I
find useful in several ways. First, in histories of art, dialogue is usual-
ly considered to be an extrinsic concern: part of a framing apparatus,
or what art history might otherwise call ‘context,” but most definitely
outside of any given work of art. Whatif dialogue were instead the sub-
stance of a work of art? And what if an artistic dialogue didn’t frame a
work of art,but was enacted upon the frame, on the very borderline be-
tween what is or is not considered the work of art, what is or is not in-
side or outside of the realm of art? What if,indeed, rather than belong-
ing to a framing convention, a central part of the Duchamp, Man Ray,

and Picabia dialogue was literally about frames? (Baker,2010, p.119)

Later in his essay, Baker explains that: ‘It is clear, in other words, that
“framing” in the Duchamp-Picabia dialogue serves less to isolate and define
an object than to suspend its ontological fixity, to make it paradoxically porous
and open’. (Baker, 2010, p.127). In Duchamp’s first curatorial exhibition plan,
the frame that typically demarcates the canvas is subverted, instead of defining
the pictorial plane it is the stressing border between the environment and the

avant-garde art. Joselit has made interesting remarks on this particular aspect:

In a proto-Derridean move, this installation emphasized the ‘leak-
age’ between object and environment by insisting on the centrality
of framing. [..| Inlace he found a material signifying not only the fem-
inine ‘frames’ of clothing or curtains but an abstract texture that is
‘all frame’ - a tracery of lines delineating a pattern of gaps. If Jacques
Derrida understood the frame as standing against two grounds - the
work on the one hand and its surroundings of the other - Duchamp’s
deployment of lace suggests a further destabilization by establishing
between figure and ground a permanent oscillation that is internal to
the frame. (Joselit, 2006, p.40).

The author makes reference to the French philosopher Derrida (1987)
whose writings about painting are condensed in the 1978 book De la verité en
peinture in which he gives special importance to a metaphorical reading of the
passe-partout and frame as the fine edge between the work of art and the world.
Derrida questions the category of the work of art as a closed entity, containing
a significant essence that would be capable of being demonstrated or decoded
by presenting its internal constitutive elements and submitting for analysis the

external influences from its production’s context.
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The Derridean ideas refer first of all to the notion of space and tem-
porality in which the work of art is circumscribed. In the beginning of his book
Derrida explains: ‘One space remains to be broached in order to give place to the
truth in painting. Neitherinside nor outside, it spaces itself withoutletting itself

be framed butit does not stand outside the frame’ (Derrida, 1987, p.11).

We can understand this affirmation asan insight into the vision of the
juxtaposition of meanings applied to the activity of placing artworks together,
and present them as a ‘conceptual framework,” in other words, the exhibition
making. In the S.A’’s inaugural show, we could see two clearly different situa-
tions that implicated the conceptual intervention of Duchamp as a curator. The
dichotomy between the neatness of the space (the idea of making it impenetra-
ble) and the wrapping of the paintings with ordinary yet expressive paper frame
discloses Duchamp’s attention to context. In the same way that he thwarted
tradition, clearing the place where the artworks were displayed, he also playful-
ly experimented with paper dollies that lent significances to the paintings and

concurrently made the whole set of paintings equal in a certain manner.

2.2 SOCIETE ANONYME AND THE
INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION OF MODERN ART

From its notable beginning, the Société Anonyme progressed in an exemplary
manner and reached the record of a new show every five or six weeks, not only
in its own space but also organising or lending artworks to exhibitions off-site.
They had a gallery in New York which was open until May 1924, and during this
period they organised 20 shows on its premises, including the first one-man
show in America of importantartists such the Ukrainian sculptor Alexander Ar-
chipenko (1887 -1964) in 1921; Kandisnky,in 1923;and in the following year the
Swiss-German painter Paul Klee (1879-1940). Their educational commitment
also led them to arrange lectures, talks and symposiums such as ‘Psychology of
Modern Art’and ‘Dadaism’. In fact, the S.A.intensely propagated Dada ideas. For
instance, to celebrate its first anniversary they invited members and the gener-
al public to spend ‘An Evening with Gertrude Stein’ one of the most prominent

Dada writers of the period.

The first couple of years were when the S.A.’s membership peaked. In
February 1923 Duchamp returned to Europe and concurrently the S.A.’s mem-
bership began to decline. However, in spite of the lack of Duchamp’s helpful

presence - whose last task while in New York was to install Jacques Villon’s first
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solo show in the USA in the S.A.’s gallery -, Dreier continued to secure the S.A’s

activities but not without modifying some of the S.A.’s procedures.

You will recall that we deemed it necessary to give up our little Gallery,
as we were confronted by a curious psychology of the American mind
and that is that they could not understand that one could run a small
gallery, consisting of a room and a library, on the basis of a museum.
We think the increasing interest in our work has proven the value of
our judgment. The change of attitude is very marked, for we are now
being ask for, where formerly we had to seek. We are confronted, as
usual here, with the strange situation that though our work is in ever
greater demand by educational organizations from the Board of Ed-
ucation of New York City to colleges and museums, we have not the
necessary support to do itadequately. Are we such pioneers? (Société

Anonyme, Inc. Museum of Modern Art,1927,p.1)

As Dreier described in this fragment of the Société Anonyme’s Finan-
cial Report that was sent to every single member, their gallery closed in 1927
not because of an exiguity of appreciation or insufficient activities but due to
a certain discomfort for failing to make clear the ambition of the S.A. to be rec-
ognized as a museum. During subsequent years, Dreier tried to obtain a perma-
nent house for the S.A, not similar to the ‘little gallery’ in a commercial building
in NY,butina properartlocation,an edifice built for this purpose. Previously,in
a letter to the Brooklyn Museum director, William Henry Fox, in July 1926, she
had mentioned that the ‘change of method of approach’ by the S.A. was due to
the fact that the ‘little gallery caused confusion of mind and the average public
thoughtwe were a commercial gallery instead of a small experimental museum’.
(Dreier, 19 July April 1926, Letter to W. Fox). This was her foremost concern, as
since the foundation of the S.A.she had wishes to establisha museum and notan

organization focused on financial profit.

Since the gallery’s closure, Dreier had been particularly preoccupied
with the art students that the S.A. ceased to assist due to the lack of a proper lo-
cation and was looking for aroom to at least make the S.A.library available to the
public. She expressed her concern to the Brooklyn Museum'’s director and won-
dered if there was an office available there for the S.A. (Dreier, 19 July April 1926,
Letter to W. Fox). Following lengthy correspondence by mail about this matter
therequestwas denied. Foryears she kept working intensely to raise funds for the

project of a definite place for the Société Anonyme, Inc. Museum of Modern Art,
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butit never happened. The task became even more difficult later with the launch
of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York in 1929 that overshadowed
the S.As pioneering spiritand commitment (Kantor, 2002; Gross, 2006).

Consequently, even after the S.A. gallery had locked its doors, the So-
ciété Anonyme maintained its actions that were no longer so frequent but kept
the same quality and goals. Nevertheless, in this second moment the Société
Anonyme focused on alternative venues, as Kristina Wilson (2006) explained in
the essay  “One Big Painting” A new View of Modern Art at the Brooklyn Muse-
um’ that the experimental hanging pattern previously set up ininitial exhibitions

also had to undergo a sort of remodelling to adapt itself to the new institutions.

In search of alternatives venues, she [Dreier] contacted several muse-
ums, hoping to find institutions that would broaden the audience of
the Société Anonyme and also confer on it an imprimatur of legitima-
cy. In shifting from a small space to larger museums, the radical art of
the Société Anonyme also left behind the self-conscious, intense art-
ist atmosphere of the first display type and was reconfigured accord-
ing to the traditions of the second salon-style display type. (Wilson,
2006, pp.77-78).

Asanexample of this reshaping, Wilson cited ashowassembled by the
Société Anonyme in the Worcester Art Museum in Massachusetts that actually
happened in November 1921. Although it happened before the closing of the
S.A’s gallery in New York, it suitably represents the adjustment needed when

the S.A.’s collection was gathered together in alarge and traditional institution.

The main bibliography regarding the Société Anonyme, as for exam-
ple Yale University Art Gallery (1950) Collection of the Société Anonyme: Museum of
Modern Art 1920 or even Société Anonyme, Inc. Museum of Modern Art. (1927) Fi-
nancial Report, states that the ‘little gallery’ closed in 1924. Moreover, the flyer for
Kandinsky exhibition that opened in 23 March 1923 informed the address of the
S.A.gallery as the inaugural show: 19 East,47th Street. In the flyer for Paul Klee’s
first solo show in January 1924, the address is different, 44 West 57th Street, but
it is still named Société Anonyme Inc. Museum of Modern Art, indicating the
opening hours for visitation and the activity programme. Nevertheless, Wilson
(2006) affirms differently in her essay saying that the S.A.’s gallery closing was
in 1921. Despite the inaccuracy of the dates, her analysis of the digression in the

S.A’s curatorial approach in a traditional institution and principally her study
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about the Brooklyn exhibition are extremely valid to this thesis. However, it is
critical to point out that Wilson in her essay does not make Duchamp’s function
in the S.A’s shows very explicit. In the case of the 1926 International Exhibition,
the author gives much more credit to Dreier, but as we will see next, Duchamp

had a major role in the curatorial project of this particular show.

The Worcester show (figures 34 and 35) comprised 59 artworks by
32 artists in a single room, with a neoclassical architecture composed of plaster
mould lowering the ceiling and a dado rail at the bottom, components that re-
duced the walls’ functional surfaces, and restraining the position of almost all
the artworks to a single row. There were also resting places for the visitor to ob-

serve the work from the ‘correct’ position:

Whereasin the New York gallery visitors had been encouraged to con-
sider the artworks in depth, in an intimate, enveloping environment,
at the Worcester show visitors were presented with a dense arrange-
mentand were invited (as the gallery couches indicate) to view the art
from a distance at which its larger hanging pattern would be evident.
At the Worcester Museum, then, modern art was presented as readily
fitting into the established structures of the art-historical canon. (Wil-
son, 2006, pp.78-79)

The aforementioned show was the second largest exhibition ever as-
sembled by the S.A., the largest one was the 1926 International Exhibition of
Modern Art in the Brooklyn Museum?! (figures 36,37 and 38). Among the vast
number of activities promoted by the S.A. - that in 30 years of operation com-
prised around 80 exhibitions (including travelling shows), 85 public programs
and over 30 publications (Yale University Art Gallery, 1950) - the 1926 Inter-
national Exhibition besides being the largest since the S.A.’s inauguration, was

probably the one that became most famous and had the broadestimpact.

Differently from the other hangings in traditional institutions, the
1926 International Exhibition encountered in the Brooklyn Museum a place
where the organization could freely exercise the ‘experimental museum’s’ goals.
Onereason for thatis that the museum in Brooklyn did not bear the convention-
al image that other institutions for the Fine Arts had. Despite it is being one of

the oldest museums in the USA - its history dates back to 1823 (Philadelphia

31 The complete title in the catalogue is The International Exhibition of Modern Art arranged by the
Société Anonyme for the Brooklyn Museum. In the Brooklyn Museum Archives itappears under the same
name but as ‘assembled by’ the S.A. In this thesis it will be called simply International Exhibition.
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Figure 34
Société Anonyme exhibition, Worcester Art Museum, November - December 1921
Installation view

Figure 35
Société Anonyme exhibition, Worcester Art Museum, November - December 1921
Installation view
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Figure 36
International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-1927). Brooklyn Museum. Installation view.

Figure 37
International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-1927). Brooklyn Museum. Installation view.
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Figure 38
International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-1927). Brooklyn Museum. Installation view.

Museum of Art,2000) - it was formerly acombination of library and lyceum that
held a growing collection of ancient art, ethnographic pieces and natural scienc-

es artefacts,and from 1846 a permanent gallery of fine arts.

Itwasunderthe umbrella of The Brooklyn Institute of Artsand Scienc-
es, together with the Botanic Garden, Academy of Music, Children’s Museum
and Department of Education (Wythe,2004). The fact that since its beginning it
was meant to be an educational place for young people to learn, study and exper-
iment within their careers might have helped to dissolve the rigid notion that
museums are stringent places to keep art protected. In 1890, the Brooklyn Insti-
tute of Arts and Science began the plan for a new building structure to house its
collection in a permanent display. It was a slow process. In 1897, part of the new
edifice, the West Wing, was opened to the public as Central Museums of the
Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences, but many construction sites still need-

ed to be worked on. Forinstance, the interior of alarge space to what became the

133



Beaux-Arts Court dedicated solely to art shows was only finished in 1926, coinci-

dently the year of the S.A.’s International Exhibition.

In 1914, William Henry Fox, former Curator in Chief, was appointed
Museum Director. He was the first to undertake this position as it was in this
year that the building housing a wide-range of collections was officially denomi-
nated Brooklyn Museum. The change of name also provided modifications toits
configuration. Fox succeeded in attaching importance to fine and applied arts,
expanded their departments and acquired contemporary art pieces to remodel
the museum’s image, so it would be more artistically oriented (New York Art Re-
sources Consortium, n.d.). It is worth noting that he was also a member of the
Société Anonyme and had considerable respect for Dreier’'s work. In 1925 he let
her curate an exhibition of her deceased sister’s paintings, Dorothea Dreier,and
put together a show of Katherine Dreier’s photographs from China in February
1926. Later in 1950, Dreier and Duchamp in turn, summarized their amicable

mutual collaboration in these words:

We [Dreier and Duchamp] want to express our deep admiration for
Dr. William Henry Fox who built up the unknown Brooklyn Muse-
um untilithad aninternational reputation of high standing. It was his
love forart,unhampered by prejudice or tradition, which enabled him
to perceive the contribution of the new forms in art which the Société
Anonyme presented through their exhibitions. In opening the doors
of his museum to the now famous International Exhibition held there
in 1926, he established the recognition of modern art in this country.
(Yale University Art Gallery, 1950, p. XVI).

Another important fact that made the International Exhibition dis-
tinctly remarkable was to a great extent Duchamp’s participation in the cura-
torial project. Although living in Paris, Duchamp was, from the beginning to
the end, involved in the concept and elaboration of what would be S.A.’s most
memorable show. According to Ruth Bohan, author of the 1982 book The Société
Anonyme’s Brooklyn Exhibition for Dreier, Duchamp’s acceptance as her partner in
thisendeavour was absolutely critical to the show’s realization. Dreier contacted
Duchamp regarding this matter when the negotiations with the Brooklyn Muse-
um were still at an earlier stage. She wanted to be sure that he would undertake
the role to organize and assemble the show with her before moving forward. She
wrote to Duchamp to solicit his help saying that “You know that Modern Art does

something to people which they need very much.” (Dreier to Duchamp, Janu-
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ary 10,2016, cited in Bohan, 1982, p.45). After the dates of the exhibition were set
and before she initiated her research trip to Europe, even though she knew that
Duchamphadaccepted the taskand would receive her in Paris,she wrote again to

Duchamp giving special emphasis to just how important his opinion was to her:

I musttalk over the situation in art with you, [..| you have always stim-
ulated me to a deeper and more profound analization [sic| than any
one I know.And I need you especially now as the Brooklyn Museum is
giving me absolute freedom of selection.” (Dreier to Duchamp, March
7,1926,cited on Bohan, 1982, p.45).

Once in Paris, Dreier carefully listened to Duchamp’s comments
about the local art scene. He prepared ‘guided tours’ to walk Dreier to galleries,
museums and artist’s studios. Duchamp was also responsible for coordinating
the shipment of some artworks (Bohan, 1982). But more important than any-
thing else, he advised her unconditionally about the selection of artworks (Bo-
han, 1982). For instance, the hard choice of leaving recent artworks by already
well-known artists Picasso and Braque out of the show was a decision in which
Duchamp had the final word. As Bohan reported ‘Duchamp considered it un-
necessary to include “such successfully marketed stuff” in Dreier’s “exhibition
efforts” (Bohan, 1982, p.53). She complied with his request without hesitation.
In the final selection only earlier paintings by these artists that were already in

American collections were included.

This example of cooperation between Duchamp and Dreier is unlike
what happened between Dreier and other artists, proving that her partnership
with Duchamp was of co-curatorial partners. According to Bohan, ‘She and
Duchamp had doubtlessly already reached a tentative agreement about which
of the German artists should be included’ (Bohan, 1982, p.47). Thus, she went to
Germany,a country that she was already very familiar with, to carry out the same
research she had done in France. Duchamp did not join her this time. One of the
enthusiasts associated with the show’s organisation was Kandinsky, who at the
time was already living in Germany and teaching at the Bauhaus school in We-
imar. This did not hinder him from also undertaking the position of Vice-presi-
dent of the S.A. He separated some of his own paintings to show to Dreier and
asked other members of the Bauhaus to do so too. Eventually, when Dreier ar-
rived, she had a partial selection from which she could choose what would rep-
resent the school. Kandinsky facilitated the re-search but even as Vice-President

he did not play a directorial role.
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Before meeting Kandinsky at the Bauhaus, Dreier headed to Han-
nover in order to see the German multi-media artist Kurt Schwitters (1887-
1948), whose first piece exhibited in the USA was in a group show in the S.A.s
galleryin 1921.She openly admired him but had never met Schwitters in person.
In preparation for the meeting, the artist wrote to Dreier and offered his help in
giving names to the German section. She was extremely reticentabout his ‘unso-
licited generosity’. She wrote back to him explaining that ‘before any decisions
were made, the two should discuss matters very carefully’ (Bohan, 1982, p.47).
This anecdote demonstrates that Dreier’s trust in Duchamp was incomparable

to the relationship she had with any other artist.

Itwas notarelationship between patron and artist,but rather,itwas a
horizontalliaison,adialogue between peers,she wasa curatorand Duchamp was
also a curator. In fact, perhaps the manner, in which she perceived Duchamp’s
actions, since the Fountain episode, indicates that she actually regarded him as a
mentor. After Germany, Dreier went to Italy where Duchamp went to meet her
to outline the Italian section of the exhibition. He went with Dreier to Milan and
during her visit to the Venice Biennial. Regarding the groundwork for the ‘big’

show, Dreier wrote in April 1926, to Fox:

I have been so torn between wishing you were here in Paris to share
the pleasure I have had the last two weeks in choosing the pictures
for our big International Exhibition and glad to know that you were
spared the hard work it involved, that at times I do not know which
sentiment predominates. [..| I find I could easily have spent months
here instead of just three weeks, but in spite of all I am very happy at
my success and I think you will be delighted with what I am bringing
over. I am sure that you will be glad with me to hear that the chances
are thatin spite of the high standard I have determined on, besides the
condition that the works chosen be imbued with the new spirit, I shall
most likely have eighteen countries represented. This, I think, is quite
an achievement. [...| Fortunately through Marcel Duchamp, who has
been such a wonderful aid to me and alone has made it possible to ac-
complish what I set out to do in so short a space of time. (Dreier, 13
April 1926, Letter to W. Fox, pp. 1-2)*%

In its final format, the show actually covered 20 European countries

mostly from France, Germany and Russia, one artist from Canada and another

32 Images of this primary source: Figures 39a and 39b
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Figure 39a
Dreier, 13 April 1926, Letter to W. Fox, p. 1




Figure 39b
Dreier, 13 April 1926, Letter to W. Fox, p.2




from Japan and also 27 American artists (figure 40 depicts the catalogue cover).
The catalogue was also very important for the co-curators Dreier and Duchamp,
and for this reason, they gave special attention to its design, as shown in this let-
ter they signed together to the museum’s director. It demonstrates that their pre-

occupation as curators was beyond exhibition-making:

The Société takes great pleasure in presenting to the Brooklyn Muse-
um a copy of our Special Catalogue for its Library and we are sending
ittoyou under separate cover.Itappears to be a fitting complement to
the Exhibition held under your auspices, for those who know typog-
raphy in this country state that it is an epoch-making achievement to
have a catalogue done in so modern spirit - in fact it is the first of its
kind in this country (Dreier and Duchamp, 27 January 1927, Letter to
W.Fox,p.1)

Dreier and Duchamp could also count on the local support of Alfred
Stieglitz who lent works that remained from his commercial gallery 291 (already
closed by this period) to the S.A’s show.Intotal, there were more than 300artworks
by 106 artists, which led Dreier to negotiate extra room in the Brooklyn Museum
to accommodate the complete selection of pieces. In the subsequent letter sent

from Europe, Dreier said she believed that more space would be needed to

be able to take the whole exhibition’and asked the director ‘not to plan
definitely for any other exhibition” at his Museum, until her return,
when she would immediately ‘get in touch to talk over the whole exhi-
bition’ (Dreier,5 May 1926, Letter to W. Fox)*

Eventually, she conquered an extra space for the S.A’s bold curato-
rial project: Fox told Dreier that the exhibition ‘will be arranged in one of the
top-lighted galleries, with the over-flow, if any, in a side-lighted gallery” (Letter
from Fox to Dreier cited in Wilson, 2006, p.94).

The preparations to attain a successful show were going smoothly.
Crates containing dozens of artworks were arriving in New York, when on 14
October 1926 Duchamp boarded a ship to the USA to personally accompany the
installation of the works. Besides his primary responsibility to the S.A.,he would
later go to Chicago to organize the solo show of Brancusi at the Arts Club. Ac-
cording to Naumann & Obalk (2000), Duchamp brought from Paris around 20
of Brancusi’s sculptures that got confiscated by the US Customs as they denied

33 Image of the primary source: figure 41, letter from Dreier to Fox.
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Figure 40
International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-1927: Brooklyn Museum) catalog cover,

pencil and paint drawing
Availableat:http://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3520542

(Accessed 18 November 2016)
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Figure 41
Dreier, 5 May 1926, Letter to W. Fox




Figure 42
Dreier, 24 September 1926, Letter to Mr. Woodward
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that the pieces were duty-free exempt. The officers were adamant that the ship-
mentwas notof works ofart.The factresulted inalegal battle in which Duchamp
had to mobilize influential friends to have the works returned to him. In the end,

Brancusi’s exhibition was postponed until January 1927.

Duchamp’sarrival to conduct the hanging was an event publicized by the
Museum thatadvertised to the media that his presence was a key asset to the forth-
coming exhibition,itisimportant to note that thisis one of the documents that pro-

vides evidence of Duchamp’s participation as curator, organising the exhibition:

October 18,1926: Marcel Duchamp the celebrated French cubistic [sic]
painter,will arrive on the S.S. ‘La France’ on Wednesday, October 20th.
Among the matters to which M. Duchamp will devote his immediate
attention will be the presentation of the forthcoming exhibition of
Modern Art which is to open at the Brooklyn Museum on November
20thundertheauspices ofthe Société Anonyme,anassociation which
was organized by Duchamp and Miss Katherine Dreier, its President,
in 1920 to establish in this country a place where the prophetic in art
would always find a hearing. This exhibition will represent the work
of artists from twenty-two countries and will be one of the largest of
its sort since the celebrated ‘Armory Show’ of 1913 when Duchamp’s
famous ‘Nude Descending a Staircase’ was first shown to the Ameri-

can public. (Brooklyn Museum Press Releases, 1926¢,no pagination)

The International Exhibition of Modern Artassembled by the Société
Anonyme ran from 19 November 1926 to 10 January 1927, one week more than
what had been planned initially due to the great public interest. By 26 Decem-
ber 1926 the show’s attendance had already reached 48,000 visitors, an average
of 1,500 people per day,according to data from the 1926 Press Releases available
at the Brooklyn Museum Archives. (Records of the Department of Public In-
formation. File 101. Press releases, 1916 - 1930). It featured artworks by names
thathad already participated in the S.A.’s activities, for instance: Villon, Brancusi,
Man Ray, Picabia, Klee, Joseph Stella, Archipenko and Schwitters,and also other
artists that became central figures of the 20th century art history: Naum Gabo,
Max Ernst, Piet Mondrian, Fernand Léger, Joan Mir6 (who was exhibiting hisart
inashow in the USA for the first time), Giorgio de Chirico, Lasz16 Moholy-Nagy,
Georgia O’Keeffe,among many others (Yale University Art Gallery, 1950, p.210).
As Wilson put it, ‘Not only was the exhibition broad in its selection of artists, it

also brought together works of extraordinary aesthetic diversity [..]" (Wilson,
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2006, p.75) it spanned almost all ‘isms’, artistic discoveries and movements’ ten-
dencies: Constructivists, non-geometric Abstractionism, Cubism, Expression-

ists, Dada, etc.

Dreier did not find the group assembled in Brooklyn discordant; rath-
er, she believed the works shared a common philosophical agenda: to
reveal,through colourand form,larger questions about the metaphys-
ical state of humankind in the modern world’ (Wilson, 2006, p.75).

Wilson also explains that the main gallery was alarge room, sectioned
by fake wall divisions that ‘while not extending the full height to the ceiling,
configured the room in a conventional enfilade’ (Wilson, 2006, p. 80), a linear ar-
rangementof a series of interior spaces,with avistadown the wholelength of the
main corridor. The author also indicates that besides the formal galleries, Dreier
also aggregated four smaller chambers described in a letter to Duchamp in July
1926, as ‘four quaint small rooms..[which] will make a charming in time back-
ground for certain pictures and water colours’ (Letter from Dreier to Duchamp,
July 20,1926 cited in Wilson, 2006, p.88).

As a matter of fact, Dreier, always coherent with the educational pur-
poses that she genuinely appreciated, had the peculiar idea of also introducing,
classical and regular furniture, mostly from a shop named Abraham & Straus
whichwasthe ‘big store where the big middle class Brooklynitesbuy’ asa‘demon-
stration of how Modern Artlooks in the home.” (Dreier, K. Letter to Woodward,
14 September 1926,image of the letter: figure 42). Thus,in these small rooms she
created domestic-like interior design: a Parlour, a Library,a Dining Room and a
Bedroom (figure 43) (Baker, 2010). For example, five Schwitters’ Merz collages
were hung in the room representing a library. In the chamber that was suppos-
edly asitting room in a private house, the parlour, there was a version of Manet’s
Olympia by Jacques Villon. (Wilson, 2006).

Anotherattribute of the show - likewise the first exhibition of the S.A.
- was the importance given to the frames. Dreier and Duchamp had asked the
French bookbinder and designer Pierre Legrain (1889-1929) to compose ‘mod-
ern frames as original and unique as the pictures themselves.” (Dreier, 13 April
1926, Letter to W.Fox, p.2,figure 44aandb).In the sameletter, Dreieralso under-
lined that Duchamp was responsible for ensuring that this special attribute re-

ally became reality. He was in charge of dealing with Legrain and decisively sup-
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Figure 43
International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-1927). Brooklyn Museum. Installation view.

ported Legrain’s weighty contribution to the show. Later, Dreier acknowledged

this business in the catalogue by dedicating a note to the designer:

For years the problem of framing modern paintings has upset every
modern artist. The result has been to abandon frames on the whole,
but there are always certain circumstances under which a frame is
necessary in order to isolate a picture from its surroundings. With this
in view Pierre Legrain, the famous French book binder, whose exhi-
bition of bindings met with such distinction when held at the Selig-
man Galleriesin New Yorkin 1925 has devoted his spare time to solv-
ing this problem and has met with the same distinguished success in

many of his frames. (Dreier, 1926, p. 16)

These two singular experiments of the curators were considered com-
plementary highlights that deserved attention. Another characteristic was the
unique disposition of the artworks that gave leeway to a juxtaposition of differ-
ent trends and artistic discourses. In contrast to the catalogue that was sectioned
according to the countries represented in the International Exhibition, Dreier
and Duchamp worked on the hanging without this nationalistic propensity. They
also did not divide the artworks into artistic labels such as abstraction, geomet-

ric abstraction, or expressionism. The artworks were placed together destitute of
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a chronological order or of a grouping by style or technique. The configuration
abided by the idea of the exhibition being ‘One Big Painting’ (Dreier 1926 cited in
Wilson, 2006, p 75),in which the whole composition of all the artworks gathered

together would provide the viewer with a complete experience (to the viewer):

The hang promoted the sense that these diverse works were equal in
importance,and broughtto the foreground surprisingly resonantsim-
ilarities in composition and palette. Speaking to a Brooklyn civic club
in the museum galleries, Dreier reminded heraudience that countries
represented in the exhibition ‘were shut off from each other’s influ-
ence during the period of the terrible world war. Bearing this in mind,
it is all the more amazing to see how united the underlying thought
is and how united we fundamentally are.” Explaining her installation
design, she continued, T have purposely, therefore, interchanged the
nations in hanging to bring out this idea of the close unity that binds
us.” (Wilson, 2006, p. 88)

According to Wilson the layout of the show also ‘encouraged viewers
toengage eachindividualworkasacomplex,philosophicallyresonantstatement
in its own right.” (Wilson, 2006, p.88). The author reminds us that the artworks
were placed ‘ignoring some of the rules of symmetrical hanging’, notleaving the
same amount of space between them (depending on of each picture), which also

allowed ‘each to be contemplated separately’. (Wilson, 2006, p. 88).

The centrepiece of the exhibition was Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare
by Her Bachelors, Even, or the Large Glass. It was the first and only time that the Large
Glass was presented ‘unfinished’, in other words, without having a crack (figure
45). After seven long years (1915 to 1923) working on the piece composed basi-
cally of two glass panels, the artist decided that it would remain deliberately in-
complete. According to Tomkins (2005) when someone asked Duchamp why he
did not finish the artwork, he would answer in a very Duchampian manner, that
he was bored with such alaborious technique and, consequently,lost the desire to
keep working. Towards the end of his life, however, in an interview for the cura-
tor Katharine Kuh,in 1961,an old Duchamp offered a more intricate justification:
‘It may be that subconsciously I never intended to finish it because the word ‘fin-
ish” implies an acceptance of traditional methods and all the paraphernalia that
accompany them. (Kuh, 2000, p.81). His last explanation and the potential effect
of the unfinished artwork will be very meaningful for the analysis proposed here.

Forabetterillustration of his position we quote Duchamp’s biographer’s opinion:
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Figure 44a
Dreier, 13 April 1926, Letter to W. Fox




Figure 44b
Dreier, 13 April 1926, Letter to W. Fox




Figure 45

Photograph of Bride stripped bare by her bachelors at the International Exhibition of Modern Art (1926-
1927). Brooklyn Museum.

Available at:http://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3525839

(Accessed 18 November 2016)
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The need to escape from tradition, to make something that had never
before been seen or thoughtofin the world,had been Duchamp’s prin-
cipal incentive ever since - with Raymond Roussel’s Impressions d’Afri-
que fresh in his memory - he had isolated himselfin a furnished room
in Munich and made the first small drawing of a semi-abstract bride
flanked by two mechanistically menacing bachelors. [...|“T was real-
ly trying to invent, instead of merely expressing myself,” Duchamp
told Katharine Kuh. “I was never interested in looking at myselfin an
aesthetic mirror. My intention was always to get away from myself,
though I knew perfectly well that I was using myself. Call it a little
game between T and ‘me.” But in playing this little game, Duchamp
may have tricked himself into a deeper form of self-expression. Just
as the bride remains forever free and unpossessed, in that ecstatic de-
lay before “the orgasm which may (might) bring about her fall,” the
artist, by not finishing his masterpiece, remains free of its inevitable
limitations. He also eludes the trap of art,in which every valid discov-
ery takes its place, sooner or later, in the evolving fabric of tradition.
Duchamp,atany rate,was content to leave The Large Glassas it was and
to let the onlookers have the last word. (Tomkins, 2005, p.278-279)

Goingbacktothehistoryofthe unbroken Large Glass, Duchamp final-
ly presented his most complex artwork since the beginning of his peculiar path
in arts at the Brooklyn Museum. After the show, it was unframed, deposited in a
crate and remained there for years. Only in 1931, when Dreier decided to install
it in her house in Connecticut, was the box opened and the Glass was found to
have cracked from top to bottom. It was definitely finished said Duchamp years
later when he went there to examine the damage. In 1936, Duchamp on another
trip to New York during the North American Summer, restarted the painstaking
jobandrestored the entire piece. After the repair, it was displayed to the public at
the MoMA, New York - it stayed there on extended loan from September 1943
to April 1946, when it was returned to Dreier - and in 1953 it was finally housed
in the Philadelphia Museum of Art alongside other Duchamp’s artworks where

it still remains on permanent display.

Beyond the narratives that the long original title, The Bride Stripped Bare
by Her Bachelors, Even, suggests and the theories about genders and the relation-
ship between man machine, the designation and strange functions of each ele-

mentimagined by Duchamp such as the ‘Bridal’ protagonistand her domain (the

150



upper half of the glass) and the Bachelors’ Apparatus (the lower panel) with the
‘Nine Malic Molds’,each of them with a job’ such as the ‘Delivery Boy’ or the ‘Po-
liceman’; the ‘capillary tubes’ that connect them to the ‘Chocolate Grinder’ and
the ‘Oculist Witnesses™,itis actually how it became well-known later, by its own
simple and descriptive features ‘Large’ and ‘Glass’ that will be of major value to
our curatorial investigation. Notwithstanding, it is important to revisit some of

the aspects related to what has been written in terms of Duchamp’s iconology.

Many considerations have already been elaborated regarding the
complex machinery-like system sketched by Duchamp on the Glass. From the
first text about the artwork written by Breton titled ‘Lighthouse of the Bride’
first published in an issue of Minotaure,in December 1934, to entire studies such
as Octavio Paz’s ‘Marcel Duchamp el Castillo de la Pureza’® or many of Arturo
Schwarz’s essays such as ‘The Alchemist Stripped Bare, in the Bachelor, Even’®,
just to name few,authors have spared no effort to decode the visual components
created by Duchamp on the Glass. The launch of the Green Box in 1934 - with
notes and drawings from 1912 to 1925, considered the genesis of the Large Glass
- nurtured the interminable interpretations of these elements that established
Duchamp’s own iconology. For example, Breton offered a comprehensive de-

scription of the work lending weight to a humanization of the elements:

The Bride passes her commands to the bachelor machine through the
three upper nets (draught pistons), these commands being supported
and guided by the milky way’ or in other fragment: ‘It is worth noting
that the chocolate grinder (whose bayonet serves as a support to the
scissors), although occupying a relatively large portion of the Glass,
seems designed principally to provide the bachelors with a positive
identification by virtue of the basic adage of spontaneity: “the bache-

lor grinds his chocolate himself.” (Breton, 1972, p.94).

The art historian John Golding who wrote the book Marcel Duchamp:
The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even — aiming to,in his own words ‘lead the
reader out ofalabyrinth in which itisanyway more stimulating to be lost’ (Gold-

ing, 1973, p.13) - poses the following comment:

Breton described the Large Glass as “a mechanical and cynical inter-
pretation of the phenomenon of love”, and, as he suggests, the work

is concerned with the attempts of the bride and her bachelors to con-

34 See figure 46 the diagram based on Duchamp’s etching The Large Glass Completed, 1965.
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Figure 46

Key o the Large Glass
{including elements not
executed):

1 Chariot or Sleigh
Water-mill wheel
{b) Pinion
() Trap-door to basement
{d) Pulley
{e) Revolution of the boitle of
Bénédictine
(1) Runners
() Sandow
2 NMine Malic Moulds Cemetery of
Uniforms and Liveries
{a) Priest
{b) Delivery boy
{c) Gendarme
{d) Cavalryman
{e) Policeman
i1 Underiaker
(g) Servant/Flunky
{h) Busboy/Wailer's assistant
{1} Siation-master
1 Capillary Tubes
4 Sieves or Parasols
5 Chocolate Grinder
(@) Louis XV chassis
(b1 Rollers
{c) MNeckiic
{d) Bayonet
6 Scissors
T The Bride/ Pendu femells
(a) Suspension ring
{b) Mortice joint
() Stem
{d) Wasp
& Milky Way
9 Draught Pistons
10 Region of Butterfly Pump
11 Toboggan or Planes/Slopes of flow
12 Crashes or Splashes
13 Horizon,/Bride's garment
(&) Vanishing point of perspective
{b) Region of “Wilson-Lincoln®
effect
14 Boxing Match
15 Oculist Witnesses
16 Magnifying glass
17 Hine Shots
18 Handler of Gravity
(@) Trivet
(b) Rod
{c) Weight

(&

o~  path of [luminating Gas
+  Bride's instructions

Adfter Jean Suquet, Miroir de lo Marige
(Flammariom}.

Diagram based on Marcel Duchamp’s etching The Large Glass Completed, 1965
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summate the physical union which they both so desire (although the
bride has odd hesitations) and which it will be seen, they both recog-
nize themselves as incapable of achieving. But if Breton’s essay has
never been superseded as a sympathetic commentary on the Large
Glass - only Octavio Paz’s recent short text rivals it in its imaginative
insights - this is because he was prepared to accept the fact thatit was

designed as an soluble enigma.’ (Golding, 1973, p. 13).

Golding also studied the Large Glass in terms of symbols and began
his essay explaining that the Bride is the compilation of all female bodies in
Duchamp’siconology. According to Tomkins (2005), however, Arturo Schwarz is
the author who has interpreted Duchamp’s work beyond the mostidiosyncratic
scope. Duchamp’s biographeraccused Schwarz of being almost ridiculous in his
interpretations that configured a kaleidoscope of Alchemy, Cabala, Freud, Plato,
Greek Mythology, etc. Tomkins is even more radical against Schwarz’s sugges-
tion that involves Duchamp’s subconscious desire for his sister. Such criticism
led Schwarz in revised versions of The Complete Works of Duchamp (first published
in 1969) - repeated and expanded in subsequent editions - to respond, saying
that ‘The incest theme isalmostas old as society’ and making clear that ‘the sexu-
allife of the Bride is merely “imaginative” justas coitus with the Bacheloris only
“mental”.” (Schwarz, 1997, p.ii). Despite Tomkins’s opinion, the real criticism
that can be fabricated in opposition to Schwarz is the lack of methodology and
art history premises in his eccentric (though interesting to read) interpretation
that resembles a fictional narrative. Duchamp actually regarded all these read-
ings with his habitual sense of humour. Tomkins explains that the artist never
agreed or disagreed with any of the ingenuous theories laid upon his oeuvre. Ac-
cording to Tomkins, for Duchamp all of them merely reflected the personality of
their authors (Tomkins, 2005, p. 143)*.

All these appraisals could be of extreme significance to the discussion
of Duchamp’s oeuvre, but sometimes they are embedded in misleading imagi-
nativeness. Here these narratives will not be examined at length. As pointed out

by Naumann in the essay Precise and Not so Controlled, the Large Glass and Related

37 Among many other books and essays about the Large Glass, it is also worth mentioning Steefel
(1977), which scrutinised all the elements of the Large Glass in this book and other articles. Particularly in
the referenced book, Steefel drew attention to the ‘satire and irony’ which Duchamp offers to re-evaluate
experience’ and provided excellent insights on the material used by Duchamp and its relation to the gaze
and the fourth dimension. Nevertheless, later in his study he also turned to find archetypes and gave an
erotic interpretation to the transparency of the glass.
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Works on Glass (2012), much has been published about the Large Glass but less at-
tention has been given to the material with which the young Duchamp chose to
experiment when he tried new approaches to painting. Hence, we shall investi-
gate the fact of the glass being elected as the material that contains meta-mean-
ings and Duchamp’s preference for working with a large dimension against any

feasibility evaluation.

Measuring 2.77 m tall and 1.75 m wide, the Large Glass combines the
balance of a very delicate media and its huge proportion. It was not a very prac-
tical surface to be used as an art piece, that throughout its history travelled with
its maker. Duchamp’s masterpiece was not of a transportable size, but even
knowing that it would be displaced, Duchamp did not abandon the idea of us-
ing Glass®*%.The massive double glass panels,bought when the artist first went to
New Yorkin 1915, were assembled in a fashion that makes them stand like as an

oversized window, open to other views.

Moreover, as aforesaid, the wanderer Duchamp was in Munich, Ger-
many in 1912 - on his first trip taking time out for himself in another country
- when he started to think about the Large Glass. There he painted two oils on
canvas: The Passage from Virgin to Bride (July-August 1912, figure 47) and Bride (Au-
gust 1912, figure 48) - both considered, as far as movement is concerned, a step
further on the Nude Descending a Staircase as well as being a clear combination of
mechanical-like systems with human organisms -, the drawing Aeroplane and the
first study named The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors (Cabanne, 1997, p.70). In
addition to that, from this period in Munich, Duchamp wrote and drew notes

that posteriorly were included in the Green Box.

In the essay Resonances of Duchamp’s Visit to Munich, Thierry de Duve
(1991) analyses what he considers a moment ignored by Duchamp’s biogra-
phers. The author explains that the reason for that was the lack of information
about what the artist had done during this trip, that Duchamp later said was
the occasion of his complete liberation. For Cabanne, Duchamp also described
Munich as the place where: ‘T defined the general outline of a large-scale work
which was to occupy me for a long time on account of the many new technical

problems that had to be resolved.” (Cabanne, 1997, p.74). Brilliantly, Duve recov-

38 No parity for instance with artworks which creation he would engage later in this life such as the
1914 mobile readymade, Sculpture for Traveling an installation of torn rubber bathing caps, cut up and glued
together, that he carried from New York to Buenos Aires, or the suitcases containing miniaturized repro-
ductions ofhis oeuvre Laboite-en-valise (1935-1960) made several years later.See T.] Demos’ The exiles of Mar-
cel Duchamp (2007) for an extensive studied about Duchamp’s mobile artworks.
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Figure 47

The passage from virgin to bride

Duchamp, M. (1912)

Available at:https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79044?1ocale=en
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil on canvas

59.4x 54 cm
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Figure 48
Bride

Duchamp, M. (1912)

Available at:http://www.philamuseum.org/collections/permanent/51474.html?mulR=827861800]1
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil on canvas

89.5x55.6cm
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ered what the 25-year-old Duchamp must have seen and experienced during his
self-exile in Germany. His veracious hypothesis is that the desertion of French
artistic milieu and the contact with the functionalism movement emergent in
Germany provided Duchamp with the conditions to stir up the ideas to create

whata few years later he would baptize as readymade:

The readymade reveals precisely what functionalism denies: the func-
tion of the name. Duchamp chooses an industrial product, displaces
it, putsit toanother purpose, whereby it loses all its utilitarian dimen-
sion as well as all ergonomic adjustment of its form, but by the same
act, gains a function of pure symbol. And this symbol alone is the link
which bears within it, from a tradition which itacknowledges as dead,
the anticipated value of a culture which strives to become. (Kuenzli, R.
& Naumann, 1996, p.58)%*.

After Munich, in 1913 Duchamp assembled the Bicycle Wheel, retro-
spectively considered the first readymade. However, for certain it was not only
the readymade that had its inception in Munich. As we have been examining,
Duchamp also concretized the plan for the Large Glass in Munich, which can
also be seen as a metonymy for his strategy of exhibition making. To put more
emphasis on the choice for glass made in his period in Germany, Naumann ar-
gued that Duchamp might have been in contact with the Bavarian tradition of
reverse glass painting: Hinterglassmalerei. Notwithstanding, this is a hypothesis
that cannot be proved. Ades, Cox & Hopkins (1999) also relate the Bavarian tra-
dition as source of inspiration to Duchamp. It is worth remembering that none
of Duchamp’s first works on glass were made during his trip to Germany but in
the following months, they are: Glider Containing a Water Mill in Neighbouring Met-
als (1913-1915) and 9 Malic Moulds (1914).

However, if one assumes the Hinterglassmalerei as a germinal source
of inspiration to Duchamp, this construal can open a horizon of interpretation.
Naumann (1996) also reminds us that it was not customary for well-educated
visual artists to work with glass, as far as is known it was a medium reserved to
‘minor’ artisans. But, if the young Duchamp who had already contested the pri-

macy of retinal paintings had been bewitched by the Germanic folk art craftand

39 Duve shapes his theory having as ‘pictorial fact’ The Passage from the Virgin to the Bride and the draw-
ing Airplane. The essay is the fifth chapter of Duve’s book Pictorial Nominalism: On Marcel Duchamp’s Passage
from Painting to the Readymade (1991) but a better English version is in Kuenzli & Naumann Marcel Duchamp:
Artist of the Century (1996).
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consequently decided to experiment with glass, one can say that it was not the
pictorial quality that caught his attention, but the manner in which it was used,

highlighting the evident quality of the support material: its transparency.

Differing from traditional painting, with the glass Duchamp would
not have had a consistent basic plane, which we understand here as the physi-
cal support for any visual construction. Following Kandinsky’s definition: ‘The
term “Basic Plane” is understood to mean the material plane whose concept is
called upon to receive the content of the work of art.” (Kandinsky, 1947, p.113).
According to Cabanne (1997) Duchamp not only read Kandinsky’s Concerning the
Spiritual in Art as soon as he arrived in Munich but also wrote many notes on his

copy of the book.

Duchampwould notbe dealing with the space ofacanvasthatmustbe
filled. The background is not something conclusive, but on the glass, it is a trans-
lucent substance that makes the environment visible through from behind. It
means that his Large Glass embraces the context in which it is placed. Naumann

provides quotes from Duchamp to endorse this analysis:

It is perhaps for this reason that he insisted on referring to the entire
projectasa “delayin glass”. As he later explained: “It was the poetic as-
pectofthewords thatIliked.. [twas toavoid saying, ‘aglass painting’,a

r»

glass drawing, ‘a thing drawn on glass’.” In fact, for him the decision to
paint on glass was purely practical, for it avoided dealing with a back-
ground. A number of Duchamp’s Cubists colleagues faced this same
problem, and many tried to solve it by painting on circular and ovoid
canvases. Using glass, Duchamp’s solution was more expedient and
definitive. “The main point is the subject, the figure,” he said. “With
the glass you can concentrate on the figure you want and you can
change the background if you want by moving the glass”. Moreover,
the results delighted him. “The transparency of the glass,” he noted,
“plays foryou”.[..] “Every image in the glass is there for a purpose and
nothing is put in to fill a blank space or to please the eye. I used glass
because there are no preconceptions about it. If a painter leaves can-
vas blank, he still exposes to the viewer something that is considered
an object in itself. This is not true of glass, the blank parts, except in
relation to the room and the viewer, are not dwelt upon.” (Naumann,
2012,p.31)



Why is the transparency of the Large Glass so important? Because it
can be taken as confirmation that Duchamp was not interested in isolating ele-
ments within the arts. This was not the case in relation to his own artistic prac-
tice or those of other artists, neither was that his intention when during a much
earlier stage of exhibition making he wanted to implement a specific way of cu-
ratorial thinking. His notion of art as an open entity replete with meanings that
can be filled by the viewer is nowadays a well-known fact in art history, as dis-
cussed in chapter one. However, only in 1957 did Duchamp clearly address this
in the lecture Creative Act, when he stated that the artist and the spectator are

the mostimportant factors in the creation of art:

Allin all, the creative actis not performed by the artist alone; the spec-
tator brings the work in contact with the external world by decipher-
ing and interpreting its inner qualification and thus adds his contri-
bution to the creative act. This becomes even more obvious when
posterity gives a final verdict and sometimes rehabilitates forgotten
artists. (Duchamp, 2005, p.519)

This statement laid the foundations for contemporary art practice,
that in terms of this study we consider post-Duchampian art. Beyond this fact,
his discernment of whatart can be and whatart can provoke also transverses the
manner in which Duchamp articulated the exhibitions that he,as primary cura-
tor,gradually elaborated. In this sense, the transparency of the glass appears here
as a feature that allows the artworks to conjugate the same conversation within
aunique presentation. It was a way of giving to each artwork a variety of voices,
its own presentation to the world in addition to the projection of other art man-
ifestations in its vicinity, as well as the context where they are presented. This
process can undoubtedly lead to an accumulation of narratives that the artwork
can sustain and subsequently project into the world with a louder voice. What
we can call the dialogue between the artworks causes a better comprehension
of what the artistic project is of each of the artworks reunited in a show. Or, in
order to use a Duchampian term, it brings a deeper understanding of the ‘art co-
efficient’ which is the ‘the subjective mechanism which produces art in the raw
state’. (Duchamp, 2005, p.518)

This is the core of Duchamp’s’ art practice in which the artwork chang-
es its nature only by means of a context displacement, as has been seen with his
readymades, but by taking this idea a step further, the Large Glass magnifies this

concept by actually bringing the context into the ‘painting’. The transparency
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of the glass seizes everything inside the otherwise stable basic pictorial plane.
In avery tangible approach, Duchamp materialized his ideas regarding the con-
text and the work of art in which no meanings are definitely created in a singu-
lar and unique artistic manifestation, by choosing a simple material, something

‘doomed’ to artisans’ usage, in this case Bavarian Hinterglassmaler.

Once again, Duchamp disregarded the current opinion in the art
world to instead make away for the unexpected and absorb the subtle experienc-
es of the world in which he lives. Furthermore, if Naumann (2012) speculative-
ly associates the Hinterglassmalerei with the genesis of the Large Glass, we could
also hypothetically (and playfully) include another relevant feature of the old re-
gional German craftsmanship, with the aim of better grasping the ideas behind
the Large Glass as a metonymy for Duchamp’s curatorial practice. In German
Gothic architecture there is the prevalence of stained-glass windows with old
figurative icons or abstract patterns. These colourful glass panes are constitu-
tive elements of a building’s structure that under the effect of natural light and
its natural movement, illuminate the inner space of any large construction, like
medieval churches. The maximum example of this skill on glass would be the
Cologne Cathedral whose more than forty windows extend over an area of circa
10,000 m?2 In Munich, it can be found in churches, like the Cathedral of Our Dear
Lady and in other important secular buildings. However, we can guess that this
technique was indeed not a novelty for those who lived in Paris, where there is
the Saint-Chapelle, a medieval chapel abounding with stained glass. The differ-
ence would be the magnitude of the constructions in Germany and the actual
style of the mosaic figures, which appear on the glass. Regardless of the religious
connotation that the example of churches can impart (particularly taking into
consideration the socio-psychological interpretations of the bride or the virgin,
part of Duchamp’s iconology) what is important to highlight is that through the

glass, thelight thatenters the medieval church createsa distinguished ambiance.

Due to the movement of the light across the colourful glass, the space
inside the building turns out to be a propitious space for a ritual. Again, here we
think of a ritual stripped bare or devoid of traditional or religious implications,
but consisting ofanaction beyond the ordinary. The reflection of the glass brings
about a desired space, filled by the light that shines in from outside. The glass
allows the light from the outside to be considered a central component of the

whole structure, as once it penetrates the building it permits the place to gain

160



life. It conveys the illusion that the air is moving, the colours are changing and
the figures are alive. The transparency of the glass windows ignites the space for
something out of the extraordinary to happen,amalgamates each unitinsideasa
single entity while in the meantime producingareal correlation between whatis
inside and what is outside. It was not by chance that Duchamp said to Cabanne:
‘The Glass saved me by virtue of its transparency’. (1971, p.18). The light spec-
trum comprises everything inside the space and its correspondence between
two contexts is an analogy directly connected to the manner in which Duchamp

understood the set for an exhibition display.

As far as windows are conceptually concerned, Schwarz wrote that
Duchamp ‘would have liked, on this occasion, to have been thought of as a
fenétrier, meaning not a window-maker but rather a person ‘concerned with the
possible developments that a window might undergo’ (Schwarz, 1997, p.205).
Following this statement, authors have been conjugating the series of works
by Duchamp that explicitly play with (Fresh Widow) or formally resemble (Large
Glass) this basic architectural element that frames the connection or the passage
from one place to another®. David Antin in the essay Duchamp: The Meal and the

Remainder scrutinized this undeniable connotation in Duchamp’s oeuvre:

Probing a wall, if you have a drill of a particular hardness and size,
there may be any number of potential openings that you may make;
butthere are some places in the wall your drill will not be able to pene-
trate. This is an urgent consideration for a window-maker (a fenétrier),
which Duchamp admitted to being. What is it to make awindow? Itis
to couple two distinct spacesinalimited way. Itallows “vision” to pass
through, but a window isn’t a door. It is a little alarming and at best
somewhat foolish to go through a window. A door would “communi-
cate” between rooms, while a window restricts the relation between
the two spaces. It creates an ambiguous relation between them, which
is why glass is an excellent medium for a window;, since it is quite per-
meable to vision and inconvenient for the passage of bodies. [..] But
40 Moreover, the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen Museum in Diisseldorf, Germany, dedicat-
ed, in 2012, an entire exhibition to the theme titled Fresh widow: the window in art since Matisse and Duchamp,
with a homonym catalogue. In the foreword of the book Marion Ackermann writes: ‘The start of the twen-
tieth century is marked by a departure from the outlook. The window in artis no longer linked to the yearn-
ing motifit was for the Romantics. The protagonists no longerlook off into the distance; his or her glance is
repelled by the reflecting window and cast back to the place from whence it came. This condition has never
been realized more distinctly than in Marcel Duchamp’s Fresh Widow, a work in which he recreated a French

window that he then covered with black leather. It is the associated operation, the performative act itself,
thatbecomes the decisive message: the window has been closed once and forallin modernart.” (2012, p.11)
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neither reading is the “real” meaning, because there is no “real” mean-
ing, because a “real” meaning suggests opening a door from one space
into another and going through, that is to say, leaving one room for
another. [..] Again, the role of the window-maker was quite precise. It
was even more precise than this, because a window allows vision con-
tinuous vacillation between the related but separated spaces, so that
both separated sides of the window pane remain in the mind. (Antin,
2011, pp.142-144)

Dalia Judovitz in Drawing on Art: Duchamp and Company writes that the
neologism ‘windower expresses Duchamp’s desire and concern to ‘explore the
conceptual potential of windows not as their manual maker but as their intel-
lectual maker’ (Judovitz, 2010, p.27). Gerhard Graulich in Fresh Widow as a para-
digm: Marcel Duchamp’s transformation of the concept of the picture, like Judovitz, ex-
plains this analogy affirming that Duchamp ‘integrates the intellectual concept
of the work into the work itself’ (Graulich, 2011, p.82). In his essay, the author
says that ‘To a certain degree analogous and parallel, yet nevertheless as an an-
tipode, Duchamp’s Large Glass comes into being in counterpoint to Fresh Wid-
ow [..]" (Graulich, 2011, p.81). Graulich harks back to the Renaissance’s notion
of the picture as finestra aperta* to explain that by his use of windows, ‘Duchamp
formulates a new concept of the picture in which imagination no longer expli-
catesinadvance but-in the sense of an “open work”- must be constituted by the
observer himself. (Graulich, 2011, p.83). Ades, Cox & Hopkins (1999) fasten to-
gether these analogies and subjoin the following comment: ‘Glass has the prop-
erty of awindow in thatitautomatically and involuntarily includes what is seen
through it, but unlike a window the position of the Large Glass can be changed to
look out onto a different prospect, a different setting for the figures.” (Ades, Cox
& Hopkins, 1999, p.94).

Hence, along with the explanatory hypothesis disclosed by the Large
Glass - the window inference that transforms the two glass panels into a pas-
sageway or its transparency that allows it to grip everything in its surroundings
within its own negative ‘pictorial’ plan - the central factor to be carried forth
into discussion is its singularity as an unfinished or an open artwork and the

fact that it changes the environment since it is not a stable element set on dis-

41 Leon Battista Alberti in the 1435 treatise De Pictura proposes the notion of the painting as a Fine-
stra aperta or open window: ‘First of all, on the surface on which I am going to paint, I draw a rectangle of
whatever size I want, which I regard as an open window through which the subject to be painted is seen.’
(Miiller-Schareck,2012,p.21).
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play. Everything changes depending on the location of the Glass. Besides being
Duchamp’s incomplete masterpiece to be filled by the ‘spectator’ it is also an ar-
tistic manifestation, which once on display, repels being closed upon itself. The
Large Glass in an exhibition gallery disrupts any attempt to compartmentalize
the artworks. It provokes the notion of grouping and makes the elements in an
exhibition space be seen as a single entity. Glass, transparency and window open
to multiple perspectives. Following these interpretations, the Large Glass be-
come an index indicating the strategy behind Duchamp’s considerations of ex-
hibition making. The transparency and the hovering meanings that float in the
nature of an artwork made of glasslead us to think aboutaliteral and conceptual
open window that the Large Glass constituted in its first and only display as an

unfinished work.

Dreier,as Duchamp’s main curatorial partner,wrote a study about this
subject in 1944, years before Duchamp gave the lecture that would became The
Creative Act text. As already seen,she wasasincere admirer of Duchamp and prob-
ably was the one who closely perceived Duchamp’s strategies towards curating
and exhibition making*. In An Analytical Reflection on Duchamyp’s Glass written by
Dreier and the Chilean Surrealist Roberto Matta Echaurren, they amalgamated
some of the aspects of the Large Glass that consolidates its multiple facets as an
incomplete or open artwork. Dreier, who more than anyone else lived the saga
of the broken glass, understood the reason, or the point at which Duchamp left
hislong-enduring masterpiece unfinished,and leftit up to chance’ to finish it for
him. Dreier, Duchamp’s curator partner and the only curator who exhibited the
‘unfinished’ Large Glass,in her textabout the piece also touches upon an extreme-
lyimportant topic to understand the artistic project of the Large Glass metonymy
of Duchamp’s structure of thinking when leading with exhibitions that, in this
thesis guides the analyses of the curatorial practice of the post-Duchampian art.
For this reason we will read here a full extract of this crucial note with the origi-

nal underline left in the manuscript by Dreier and Echaurren*:

The essential principles of human consciousness cannot be grasped

unless we abandon the psychological attitude of conceiving the im-

42 A public example of how Dreier cherished their friendship,and the praise and respect that she had
for Duchamp as an art thinker was the inscription in her 1923 book Western Art New Era: An Introduction to
Modern Art. She addressed the study to him. Using his nickname ‘Dee’ she wrote: ‘To Dee this book is dedi-
cated in recognition of the generosity of his spirit and his inspiration to modern artists.

43 The source for this quote is located in the manuscript found in Beinecke’s Rare Book and Manu-
script Library. Dreier published the textasa S.A. publication,in 1944.The facsimile isavailable online in this
website:www. toutfait.com/issues/volume2/issue_4/collections/glass/popup_2.html
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age as a petrified thing or object, the result of emphasizing the exte-

rior perception. The image is not a thing - it is an act which must be

completed by the spectator. In order to be fully conscious of the phe-

nomenon which the image describes, we ourselves have first of all

to fulfil this dynamic act of perception. Marcel Duchamp is the first

to paint the image per se, to be completed by an act of consciousness

on the part of the spectator. Prior to this the artist spoke and the on-

looker listened for he was not called upon to complete the work of art

by his own conscious set. [t was a statement - now it is a dialogue! In

Duchamp’s most important work: La mariée mise a nu par ses celibat-

aires memes: (Machine Agricole) - we do not find any bride nor agri-

cultural machine, but a disturbing plastic conversation. This, the hu-

man spirit can only understand by means of poetic reasoning, which
demandsanintentional conscious act on our part. Through this poetic

reasoning, the spirit per se realizes the reality of the object in place of
only recognizing it.Itis the firstattempt to bring to consciousness the
image of the essence -which is the essential image of the object. This
cannot be completed except through the conscious participation of
the onlooker. Painting - glass - mirror - these are the three substanc-
es in dynamic interrelation to the final image of the Glass. While we
gaze upon the bride - there appears through the glass the image of the
room wherein we stand and on the radiating design of the mirrorlives
the image of our own bodies. This dynamic reality, at once reflecting,
enveloping and penetrating the observer, when grasped by the inten-
tional act of consciousness is the essence of a spiritual experience. To
put our creative forces into action is the most important goal which

the art of the present day can achieve. The spectator is no longer an

onlooker - he is an actual participant. It must however be recognized
that the liberation from outworn modes of experience comes in pro-
portion to the intensity of the set of consciousness and the sensitivity
of the onlooker. (Dreier and Echaurren, 1944, pp.13-14)

Therefore, we finally reach the point at which the necessary analysis
of Duchamp’s work in the International Exhibition of Modern Artassembled by
the Société Anonyme will tie in with the previous line of argumentation, in or-

der to unveil the full complexity of Duchamp’s move. First of all, it is important
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to once more remark that Bohan (1982) recalls that it is undeniable that it was

Duchamp himself who was in charge of the installation of the Large Glass.

To Be Looked at, With One Eye, Close To, For Almost An Hour (1918) was
another piece by him in the show, but the attention bestowed on the most cel-
ebrated work will be the topic here. To Be Looked at was his third work on glass.
Duchamp made it during the nine-month period that he lived in Buenos Aires.
Dreier, the owner of the piece, did not appreciate the title - which was a playful
allusion to Da Vinci's Treatise on Painting — and renamed it Disturbed Balance. Don-
ald Shambroom (2000) in the essay Leonardo’s Optics Through the Eyes of Duchamp:
A Note on the Small Glass gives an insightful look at the relationship between this
particular work and the influence of Da Vinci’s precepts on Duchamp and his

cubist brothers and colleagues from the Puteaux group.

Following Bohan’s study and description, it extended over the two
largest galleries and it was also Duchamp who was in charge of personally select-
ing the ‘others which hung behind it and merged with its clear translucent sur-
face when viewed from the opposite side.” (Bohan, 1982, p.56). Duchamp coordi-
nated the labour of the Brooklyn Museum staff members who built the wooden
frame that made it possible for the two panels to be ‘erect and free-standing’ (Bo-
han, 1982, p.56). The photos of this specific part of the exhibition (figures 45 and
49) reveal thatitwasinstalled in a diagonal vector to the walls, it was not parallel
to the paintings, nor did it have a symmetrical distance to the other artworks. It

was placed in the middle of the room, similarly to the position of adoor half open.

On this occasion, therefore, the Large Glass is positioned to incorporate
in addition to the qualities of being a ‘window’ the attributes of a door, and it is
unavoidable not to see in this interpretation the genesis of other works posteri-
orly envisaged by Duchamp. Besides being a ‘window-maker’, he would during
the subsequent years also play with all meanings carried by the concept and the
structure ofadoor,inartworks such as Gradiva Door (1937),aglass door containing
ahumansilhouette at the entrance to Breton’s gallery or the ultimate installation
Etant donnés (1946-1966). However the first example was created immediately fol-
lowing the S.A. Brooklyn exhibition. As soon as he was back in Europe, in Febru-
ary 1927, Duchamp moved into 11 Rue Larrey studio in Paris. There he added a
new architectural element to his apartment,a corner doorinstalled to serve at the
same time two adjacent rooms. ‘T showed it to some friends and commented that

the proverb “A door mustbe either opened or closed” was thus caughtin flagrante
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delicto for inexactitude’ (Duchamp cited in Schwarz, 2001, p.497). According to
D’Harnoncourt & McShine (1989), the conventional wooden door was removed

in 1963 and shown as an art piece titled Door:11 rue Larrey (1927).

Duchamp had selected three sculptures to be nearby, Leda (1920) by
Brancusi (figure 50) - the marble piece,on a round concrete base, whose minimal
contours evoke the metamorphosis of a woman becoming a swan - and two of
Gabo’s small sculptures,and Bohan also claimed that ‘the Large Glass dwarfed the
many conventionally-scaled works around it’ (Bohan, 1982, p.56). Bohan'’s last
opinion may have posteriorly changed. In her 2006 essay Joseph Stella and The “Con-
junction of WORLDS” she suggests a slightly different reading. While shedding
light on the very active participation of the modernist painter in the S.A., the the-
orist analyses the position of Stella’s work on display in relation to Duchamp’s
Glass,and her interpretation is much closer to the connections already made here
than in her 1982 inference that the Glass made the other works appear smaller.
Stella’s painting in question was the dark coloured oil on canvas Brooklyn Bridge

(1918-20) occupying a wall next to the Large Glass ata 45-degree angle.

In this setting Stella’s painting becomes a foil for Duchamp’s glass.
It contributes an element of revelation that disrupts the secular the-
matics of the glass, and it confirms Duchamp’s conviction that “the
creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings
the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and inter-
preting its inner qualifications and thus adds his contribution to the
creative act”. (Bohan, 2006, p.29-30)

Stella’s fascination with the urban landscape was well known as was
also his high esteem for the Futurist movement from Italy, the artist’s native
nation, and these two features drove him to create a unique representation of a
monument of engineering. The motion-like image preserves the vibration of the
means of transportation that used to cross the Brooklyn Bridge and its structure
is painted almost as a crystal whose progressive sides extend in a geometrical
manner. Stella drew the wires that suspended the bridge as grids that transpose
the view of the viaduct in perspective. The bridge is there but also unfolds itself
inan ‘in-between space’ on canvas being literally and conceptually a connection
in the middle of two points. Clearly, the transparency that absorbs the environ-
ment was also an issue for Stella. As a curator, Duchamp by choosing to position
the painting in a diagonal vector to the Large Glass made both art coefficients

even more visible in the exhibition space.
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Figure 49
Photograph of Marcel Duchamp’s Bride stripped bare by her bachelors at International Exhibition of Mod-

ern Art
Available at:http://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3526613

(Accessed 18 November 2016)
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Figure 50

Leda

Brancusi, C. (1920).

Available at:http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/artwork/79382
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Marble on concrete base

Marble:22x 26 x 8 Y2 in.; Circular base: 26 x 48 in. (diameter)



Inaphoto of the International Exhibition in which the Large Glassisin
the centre, one can get a glimpse of what the public’s experience was like in the
Brooklyn Museum. If someone stood in front of the work, that visitor, spectator
orviewerwouldsee,atthe heightof the Bachelor Apparatus,twolozenge-shaped
paintings on both fringes and a painting by Fernand Léger in the middle. The di-
amond-shaped painting on the right was a work by Mondrian who had tried to
escape from the traditional format by rotating a square canvas. In the search of
the pure form, the black grid that became his trademark appeared here drawing
an open square in the pictorial space. Juxtaposed to this ‘fighting for the simpli-
fication and purification’ - as stated in the exhibition’s catalogue (Dreier, 1926,
p.54) - usual to the De Stijl movement, of which Mondrian was one of the found-
ers, Duchamp imprinted his not at all simple, Oculist Witnesses, the radial and

circle lines based on diagrams were used to test people’s eyesight.

On the left side, there was another painting by the emergent Dutch
artist César Domela (1900-1992), a pupil of Mondrian who, in the example on
display at the Brooklyn show, was clearly mimicking the style of his mentor.
Gazing through the Large Glass, one could see some of the nine Malic Moulds
by Duchamp invading and messing up the suggestive square Domela painted.
Both examples of the De Stijl group that Duchamp strategically placed behind
the Glass, dealt with the notion of a non-terminated image. Taking advantage of
De Stijl's economical and non-narrative approach, Mondrian and Domela of-
fered artistic manifestations that were an open process in which the viewer was
impelled to complete the painting while looking atit.In this case, Duchamp’s cu-
ratorial choice can be seen as a playful gesture in which he threw other elements
into the process. In other photos of the show, it is also possible to identify in the
Glass’ vicinity a painting by the Hungarian Vilmos Huszar (1884-1960), another

member of the De Stijl movement.

Occupying a central position, among the paintings on view within
the glass plane, there was Composition No. VII (1925, figure 51) by Léger. It may
be relevant to recall that Duchamp had known Léger since the period of the
Puteaux Group, as the painter was one of the regular colleagues during the dis-
cussion meetings that aimed to develop Cubism towards a different direction
from what was taught by Braque and Picasso. In Puteaux, their practices were
‘less hermetic’ and ‘more sensuous’. (Cabanne, 1997, p.38). Between 1910 and
1911, Raymond Duchamp-Villon requested an ‘unusual commission’ from the

younger Duchamp and some of his friends in the group, including the already
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well-established Léger. He asked them to create new pieces for him to hangin his
new kitchen (Cabanne, 1997, p.50). For the occasion Duchamp drew Coffee Mill
(1911, figure 52), which in his own description ‘shows the different facets of the
coffee grinding operation, and the handle on top is seen simultaneously in sev-
eral positions as it revolves.” (Duchamp cited in D’Harnoncourt and McShine,
1989, p.256.). Duchampian theorists such as Cabanne, Ades, Cox & Hopkins,
D’Harnoncourt and McShine agree that this was the first work created by him
thatexpressed hisinterestin mechanical subjects. They also concurwith the fact
that Coffee Mill anticipated the motto of and was the primordial study for the lat-
er creation of Chocolate Grinder, which had two versions as paintings in 1913 and

1914,and then was repeated in the Large Glass’ composition.

The introduction of dry engineering techniques and diagrammat-
ic forms to avant-garde painting, albeit here [Coffee Mill] in a casual
and almost private context, later had, [..], far-reaching consequences.’
(Ades, Cox & Hopkins, 1999, p.45).

For Léger the result of inserting mechanical elements into his crea-
tion was the emphasis on the man-machine relationship, which made his paint-
ings detached from the style proposed by other Cubists. His oeuvre has an in-
telligent use of colours. Léger used to compose his pictorial spaces trying to
understand what a machine’s preciseness would involve. Léger’s painting car-
ries an Interieurs Mecanique - term used by Dreier in the International Exhibition
catalogue -it means that they each have their own internal mechanism for being
built. He was not interested in only representing the machine but in compos-
ing his paintings using a mechanical method. Composition No. VII oil on canvas
mounted on aluminium is a notorious example of his practice, and it was not
by chance that Duchamp chose it to be right behind his transparent piece: the
Chocolate Grinder’s motor, part of the Glass, could provide the energy to ignite
Leger’s organic mechanical image. Even without knowing the personal back-
ground history that situates the two artists side by side, the unifying factor for
the pieces being together is that both works mesh together as a single gear. Part
of Duchamp’s apparatus and Léger’s Interieurs Mecaniques concatenated from the
public’s point of view. These latter analyses serve here as an exemplary model of
what Duchamp’s strategy was as an exhibition maker. By providing these read-
ings,theaimis to offer some of the connections and symbolic constellations that
Duchamp sought to arrange as a meaningful display for the public, so that the

public itself would create its own understanding. To continue this examination,
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Figure 51

Composition No.VII

Léger, F.(1925).

Available at:http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/33949
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil on canvas

132.72x91.92 cm
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Figure 52

Coffee Mill

Duchamp, M. (1911)
Availableat:http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp-coffee-mill-t03253
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Oil paint and graphite on board

33x12.7cm
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we shall examine a brief summary of the last activities of the S.A,and the undeni-
able protagonist position that Duchamp had in perpetuating the S.A.’slegacy in
order to verify other examples of this overlooked but relevant function that he
performed. Next, this study demonstrates that Duchamp’s curatorial practice

embraced other activities beyond exhibition-making.

Asbriefly mentioned before, the Société Anonyme operated for thirty
years. In the years subsequent to the International Exhibition its activities were
less frequent and never again gained the public attention that it had in its first
decade. It continued sponsoring educational lectures and lending artworks to
exhibitions in the U.S.and in a few cases abroad, although by then the S.A.used
Dreier’s apartment in New York as its official address. Nonetheless, they con-
siderably diminished any attempt to put together an exhibition assembled by
the S.A.Itis interesting to note, though, that the collection that officially started
with adonation in 1923% did not stop growing until the end of the S.A. As Gross
(2006) emphasizes, Duchamp and Dreier reformed the organization’s main goal

in the 1930s to establish a permanent collection.

Much as Dreier and Duchamp had shared the decisions in the exhibi-
tion program, they shared the task of selecting works for the Collec-
tion. Dreier took the lead with suggestions, cajoling Duchamp to take
aninterest in Piet Mondrian, for example,who she has convinced was
a significant artist. But Duchamp consistently edited the final selec-
tions. (Gross, 2006, p.12)

Then, Gross quoted a letter from April 1936 from Dreier to Duchamp
asking his opinion about the purchase of other paintings that were used in for-
mer S.A.’s exhibitions. The letter ‘typifies their exchanges around the securing of
artworks’ (Gross, 2006, p.12). And Duchamp’s answer brings to light his decisive
role in the collection: ‘You can use the Miro, Picabiaand Ernst as if they belonged
to the S.A., I will fix it with them when I return.” (Duchamp cited in Gross, 2006,
p.13).In 1941, they donated the collection to Yale University. From the following
year onwards,a selection of works has been on permanentdisplay in the Art Gal-
lery and other buildings on the university’s campus. The donation to another in-
stitution did not stop Dreier and Duchamp from working on the collection, the

agreement with Yale allowed the artworks to travel whenever S.A. participated

44 The American Painter John R. Covert (1882-1960) decided to have a precocious retirement from
the Arts and offered four of his best paintings to the S.A.
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in other exhibitions and they continued to add pieces to the collection. For in-
stance,until the end of the Second World War they directed their efforts to help-
ing artists who were struggling with the conflict, selling and buying artworks to

support them (Gross, 2006).

In 1950, Dreierand Duchamp officially dissolved the Société Anonyme
with a dinner in celebration of the three decades of activities and with the launch
of the definitive catalogue written by the two founding members that since the
donationto Yale,had beenadding the artist’'s names,revising and editing the book.
About the catalogue, Cabanne years later asked Duchamp if it was not a very ba-
nal work for him to do ‘It wasn’t your kind of job’ (Cabanne, 1971, p. 84), the in-
terviewer said. Duchamp answered in a polite manner that also made explicit his
flexibility to incorporate other roles and tasks. In this case as a historian, he also

placed importance on the relation between art and the public or ‘observer”:

Katherine Dreier wanted to do a completely traditional work, one that
would shock no one, on her collection, which was full of interesting
pieces.She came to me and I couldn’trefuse.I attached much more im-
portance to it than it had. At that moment I changed my profession; I
became a historian. I didn’t do so well, but I tried not to be too stupid,
which unfortunately I was sometimes.I made some puns. For Picasso,
I said that the public of any period needs a star whether it be Einstein
in physics, or Picasso in painting. It’s a characteristic of the public, of

the observer (Duchamp cited in Cabanne 1971, p.84).

This event also marked when the Société Anonyme finally found a
home*. After the dissolution, the entire collection was permanently transferred
to the Yale University in 1950. At the end it comprised 616 artworks - including
oils on canvas, watercolours, sculptures, etchings, woodcuts and even commer-

cial designs dating from 1909 to 1950 - by 172 artists from 23 countries.

Twoyearslater,in 1952, Dreier died at the age of 75.In her will she des-
ignated Duchamp as her main executorand lefthim in charge of distributing her
bequest according to her plans. He intended to keep Dreier’s private collection
together. In a letter to Henri-Pierre Roché, on 07 May 1952 (Naumann & Obalk,
2000), he confidentially told his friend that he was negotiating one or two rooms

with the Phillips Memorial Washington to house the majority. Duchamp wrote:

45 Dreier tried to turn her house into a museum for the S.A.’s collection and her private collection to
reside together.In 1936, she hired an architect to draw the first plan but by 1941, with the global conflictand
eventual lack of sponsors, she had already understood that her idea would not succeed.
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‘T would prefer this solution to everything being scattered all over the place.’
(Naumann & Obalk,2000, p.315). The exception would be the Large Glass, which
Dreier had agreed beforehand would be together with Louise and Walter Arens-
berg’s collection*® that Duchamp was arranging to go to the Philadelphia Mu-
seum. Nonetheless, the number of works in the collection was not small. In the
Memorial Exhibition of Katherine Dreier’s Private Collection, which Duchamp
organized in homage to his friend in December 1952 at the Yale University Art
Gallery, he listed 76 artworks in the catalogue, but for instance, the Large Glass
was notincluded in these records. From that show, he selected some of her pieces
to beleftat Yale together with the former S.A.’s collection. By the end of the year,
he was already aware that it would be impossible to maintain Dreier’s collection
in a single institution. ‘To those who already know her great accomplishments
in the Société Anonyme, this private collection will make still clearer her infal-
lible taste for unusual artistic expression’ (Duchamp in Yale University Art Gal-
lery, 1952). This statement reveals that differently from the S.A.’s collection, in
her private collection Dreierinvested in or helped every artist she liked, without
demanding from it the consistency of aesthetic principles that the S.A.’s collec-

tion possessed. Thus, Duchamp eventually placed the artworks in different mu-

46 Louise (1879-1953) and Walter Arensberg (1878-1954) were rich art collectors and patrons
and their home was often a place where the New Yorker art scene would reunite in the 1910s. They met
Duchamp just after he arrived in New York in June 1915 and they ‘fostered’ this new artist friend of theirs.
Duchamp even moved to a studio in the same building where the Arensbergs lived for a while. The friend-
ship between them that lasted until their deaths has already gave rise to a vast bibliography as for example
Marcel Duchamp’s ‘Silent Guard’: A Critical Study of Louise and Walter Arensberg, 1994 Ph.D. thesis by Naomi Hel-
en Sawelson-Gorse for the University of California. Here, it is relevant to mention Duchamp’s role as the
Arensberg’s collection consultant and later as organizer of the space where their collection would perma-
nently dwell. Nevertheless, to develop our study about Duchamp as a curator, we would rather pay more
attention to the group exhibitions that he set up in other contexts. It is important to remark that reading
through the correspondence between Duchamp and the Arensbergs, the meticulous care that Duchamp
took to find a place where the collection would be better displayed was striking. He was detail-oriented in
sending drawings of the rooms in the museum and plans of how the artworks would be placed to the pa-
trons. It is also crucial to note that the Arensbergs had the most representative collection of Duchamp’s
oeuvre. For instance, they owned Nude Descending a Staircase,and because Duchamp was aware of the signif-
icance of the Large Glass, it was a logical move to attempt to have this piece together with the Arensberg’s
collection. To demonstrate his commitment to the Arensberg’s collection, we quote an extract of Naumann
& Obalk’s biographical note about them: ‘Duchamp often provided the Arensbergs with advice on their
growing collection of modern art, and after they moved to California in 1921 (and he returned to Paris in
1923),he would frequently act as their European liaison in locating and acquiring important paintings and
sculptures for their collection. Eventually, the Arensbergs would amass the single largest and most compre-
hensive collection of Duchamp’s work, which, along with their entire collection of modern art (including
nearly 200 pieces of Pre-Columbian Art they assembled while living in California), they gave to the Phila-
delphia Museum of Art. Duchamp not only served as the Arensbergs’ principal representative in the deli-
cate negotiations that took place in arranging for the terms of this gift, but after Louise Arensberg’s death in
1953, followed two months later by her husband’s, Duchamp oversaw the installation of their collection in
the galleries of the Philadelphia Museum, where the Arensberg Collection remains on display to this very
day.’ (2000, p.50) More about the relationship between Duchamp and the Arensbergs in the next chapter.
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seums. He had to conjure up a comprehensible manner to group the artworks
in order to make them an irrefutable offer to notable institutions. And he did so.
Besides the Phillips Memorial Washington (nowadays the Phillips Collection)
and Yale, some pieces went, for example, to the Museum of Modern Art New
York, and he donated 28 artworks (among those were Brancusi, Archipenko,
Calder and Schwitters) to the Guggenheim Foundation also in New York. Hav-
ing summed up this epilogue of the partnership between Duchamp and Dreier,
we can see that at least five institutions which recognisably have important 20%
century art collections, conserve, to a certain degree, Duchamp’s gesture as cura-

tor,as part of the acquisitions were selected by him.

At this point of our study, we have offered evidence that Duchamp
was working as a curator. Yet,in order to be even more precise, itis paramount to
understand his achievements in that domain. First of all, as many authors have
affirmed, Duchamp’sabandonment of art making was already a factin the public
sphere by the time of the 1926 International Exhibition. Bohan, in her analyses
of the critical response to the exhibition, quoted a not very enthusiastic review
titled International Exhibition is One-Sided published in New York World, in December
1926, that blames the ‘artists’ that assisted in the organization of the show for its
‘datedness’. The critic (Bohan did not cite the name) wrote that ‘Duchamp was
no longer associated with the modern movement and Kandinsky was ‘always
a vague theorist’ (Bohan, 1982, p.103). Bohan justifies the opinion of the critic
reminding us that Duchamp’s last painting was Tu m’ (1918) - the large panel
commissioned by Dreier,in which he in an illusionistic manner represented the
readymades bicycle wheel, corkscrew and hat rack,and was on display in the pri-
vate context of Dreier’s house - and that ‘His activities since that time were not
widely known and the number of completed projects extremelylimited’ (Bohan,
1982, p.231). It is indeed true to say that since before the S.A.’s inaugural show,

Duchamp was drastically less interested in making art.

Hence, at a deeper level lies the fact that even with a literature that
insists on claiming the Société Anonyme as ‘An Artists’ Museum’ (which is the
title of Gross’ opening essay on The Société Anonyme: Modernism for America) they
were not exactly an artists’ organization. The only one of the founders that was
mainly an artist, Man Ray, had abandoned his responsibilities early enough not
to have his name strongly associated with the S.A’’s legacy. Despite her experi-
ments in drawing and painting, Dreier as an artist was, in most cases, appreciat-

ed among her circle of friends. Perhaps, because great artists always surrounded
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her, she did not find room to create an oeuvre bearing originality. Consequently,
her foremost contribution during her crusade on behalf of Modernism was as
a curator, patron, writer and educator. Regarding Kandinsky, whose support to
the S.A.was fundamental, history proved that the person who said that he was a
‘vague theorist' was completely wrong. Kandinsky is considered one of the major
art theorists of the 20™ century. His writings were translated into many languag-
es and his educational ideas, have perhaps almost a global repercussion. He was
undeniably a unique artist with a singular practice, but it is also right to say that
he had avery analytical mind that went beyond the artistic practice and reached
otherspheres. Kandisnky,as an educatorand writer,more than for being an artist
was and still is influential in art and design schools around the world. Therefore,
his involvement with the S.A. where he undertook the vice-president’s position
was geared much more towards an educational engagement, the desire to pro-

mote new talents rather than promoting his own artistic achievements.

Returning to Duchamp, as D’'Harnoncourt & McShine (1989) had
been emphasizing ever since he left the Large Glass definitely unfinished in 1923,
his ‘passion for chess’ occupied most of his time for the next decade and the pub-
lic was under the impression that Duchamp had ‘ceased to produce art’ (p.18). He
would create few works from this period so on. He spent 1924 working on a sin-
gle piece Rotary Demisphere (Precision Optics) (figure 53),a motorized sculpture that
spins a disk with a spiral drawing, that he finished with the help of an engineer
in 1925. The piece was commissioned by the collector Jacques Doucet of whom
he asked that it would not be shown in public. It was the second machine from
a series of studies about optical effects, the first was Rotary Glass Plates (Precision
Optics) (1920, figure 54).This series would culminate in short movie Anémic Cinéma
(1926, figure 55) but he would only touch these experiments again in 1935 with
Rotoreliefs (Optical Disks). Even his admirer, André Breton, would in the 1930 Second
Manifesto of Surrealism criticize him ‘for abandoning art for chess.” (Breton, 1972,
p-19).To the general public it appeared that he spent a whole decade working on
nothing but the reproductions that would be launched in the Green Box (1934).

Nowadays when Duchamp’s silence is relatively comprehended due
to the contributions from a large number of Duchampian researchers, it is not
far-fetched to suggest that his commitment to art perhaps could also be under-
stood as being of another nature, which is not in the realm of the art practice but
in the curating. By the time Duchamp let his peers think that he had retired from
the arts to dedicate himself to playing chess (or just breathing) he was in a pub-
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Figure 53

Rotary Demisphere (Precision Optics)

Duchamp, M. (1925)

Availableat:https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81432?1ocale=en

(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Painted papier-maché demisphere fitted on velvet-covered disk, copper collar with plexiglass dome,
motor, pulley,and metal stand.

148.6x64.2x60.9 cm



Figure 54

Rotary Glass Plates (Precision Optics)

Duchamp, M. (1920)
Availableat:http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/43792
(Accessed 18 November 2016)

Painted glass, iron, electric motor,and mixed media.
165.7x157.6x96.5cm
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Figure 55
Still from Anémic Cinéma
Duchamp, M. (1926)

lic sphere organizing, selecting, arranging and putting exhibitions on display.
Otherwise he was working on publications such as books or catalogues. Not sur-
prisingly, Breton, who criticized him, was a well-known witness of Duchamp’s

efforts asa curator,as we will see further in the next part of this chapter.

In actual fact, when talking about the Société Anonyme, as already
mentioned here, Duchamp said: ‘what was needed was to bring over paintings
that permitted a confrontation of values..a comprehensive state of mind regard-
ing contemporary art.” (Duchamp, 1946 cited in Gross, 2006, p. 7). We repeat this
quote after scrutinizing hisrole in the S.A., to shed light on our main hypothesis.
Having understood his function,one can see thathe expressed these words from
the position of a curator,and itisindeed a curatorial statement. One can perceive
that Duchamp adopted - without stating, specifying or having a definitive sta-
tus - a curatorial position, in the same way that he said he had stopped making
art, but in fact continued making it, without wanting to be called an artist. He
succeeded in establishing the occupation of curator such as we understand it
today. He did it without a job in a museum, without belonging to a movement

nor the willingness to build his own narrative and then impose it on the public.
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To briefly characterise Duchamp’s curatorial practice: He was much more in the
position of those who ‘take care’ of art, create an environment where art can be
articulated, in which the artistic coefficient is properly exposed to and intercon-
nected with the public. This is, as we have seen in multiple examples, what he

tried to build with the Société Anonyme.

2.3 MODERN ART IN NEW YORK - RELATIONS AND TENSIONS
BETWEEN THE SOCIETE ANONYME AND MOMA

A shift of such magnitude does not happen overnight, in particular when it con-
cerns anew artistic thinking and how to make it communicate with the world. In
order to illustrate what the historical context was, it would be prudent to draw
a concise comparison to another institution and a curator who inscribed his
achievementsinart history. As Gross (2006) reminds us,S.A.’s desire to continue
itsactivities, even after its peak, was an attempt to consolidate abroader concept
of Modern Artthan whathad been embellished by Alfred H. Barr, Jr. (1902-1981).
Barr was the curator who established MoMA, the Museum of Modern Art in
New York in 1929, which was a sore point for Dreier. She never took it well that
both hers and Duchamp’s efforts to create a Museum of Modern Artlong before
anyone else were not acknowledged by those responsible for MoMA, especially

by its first director, her colleague Barr.

Another reason for the relative anonymity of the Société Anonyme is
acknowledge in letters to Dreier from artists such as Stella and John
Storrs,who believed that the organization had been overshadowed by
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, in receiving recognition for
the establishment of modern art in America [..]. Dreier and Duchamp
shared a disregard for Barr’s curatorial activities but acknowledge the
Modern’s growing importance. [...] It is clear, though, that Barr recip-
rocated Dreier’s negative opinion, considering her a confounding
and competitive presence in the art community, particularly, because
Duchamp remained so close to her and so supportive of her ideals.
(Gross, 2006, p.4)

Gross observed that Dreier and Barr had ‘courted each other for the
benefits they could receive through mutual pleasantry’ (Gross, 2006, p.4). Nev-
ertheless other authors identified a certain empathy between them. For exam-
ple, Kantor (2002) in his study about Barr’s academic formation, who different

from Dreier had an education in art history and not as an artist,endorses that he

181



visited 1923 Kandinsky’s exhibition at the Société Anonyme gallery and learnt
about the Russian artists through S.A. publications. Barr had also visited the
1926 Brooklyn International Exhibition and from this visit initiated an affable
correspondence with Dreier in search of collaboration. Later, Barr met personal-
ly with her and asked her for the catalogue of the Brooklyn Exhibition,as a dona-
tion to the Wellesley College, 