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1900.

Marcel Duchamp completes his installation Etant Donnés in the Philadelphia Museum of Art:

his mounting influence on younger artists climaxes with the posthumous revelation of this

new work.

ne way—and by no means the least telling—of character-

izing the aesthetic climate of the sixties is to notice the

degree to which Picasso’s reputation had become eclipsed

by Duchamp’s. If Picasso had been the wizard of modernism, the

4 greatinventor of Cubism and of the principle of collage, he had also

been the ceaselessly protean producer, keeping alive the tradition of

painting in an endless parade of pictorial styles, fanning the dying

embers of the printmaking process, pushing the boundaries of tra-

ditional sculpture. Duchamp, by contrast, had “stopped painting”

in 1920 to take up chess, as he claimed, and to issue a series of ready-

» mades under the pseudonym Rrose Sélavy. Compared with the

avalanche of publicity, exhibitjons, and critical literature that sur-

rounded Picasso, the “serene obscurity” into which Duchamp had

settled in New York by the forties was broken only by a special issue

» of the Surrealist-influenced magazine View devoted to him in 1945

(a first monograph on Duchamp would not be published until

1959). Living in a spartanly simple apartment, his only contact with

the art world was through a few displaced Surrealists and the avant-
garde composer John Cage. But this, it turns out, was enough.

By the fifties Cage, fascinated with Duchamp’s ideas about
chance, had spread the news of Duchamp’s example to his friend,
the painter Robert Rauschenberg. Through Rauschenberg some-

* thing of Duchamp’s procedures was transmitted to Jasper Johns,
although Johns claims that the works for his amazing premier exhi-
bition in 1957 (his Targets with cast body parts, and his Flags) were
made before he learned about Duchamp and that it was only after
critics labeled his work “neo-Dada” and spoke of their identity as
readymades that he and Rauschenberg began to find out about the
phenomenon in earnest. By 1959 they had met Duchamp, seen the
extraordinary constellation of his work in the Arensberg Collec-
tion at the Philadelphia Museum of Art (including The Large Glass)
and by 1960 they had read the newly published, English version of
The Green Box (1934), Duchamp’s elaborate notes for the Glass,
and—in the case of Johns—had begun to collect work by
Duchamp, particularly the cast pieces Duchamp made in the fifties
and had issued in limited editions[2).

Although Johns’s work clearly manifested two of the “paradigms”
for making art to which the name Duchamp is firmly attached—the
readymade and the “index” (the latter indicated by Johns’s use of

cast body parts as well as various “devices,” such as the medium of
encaustic, or the use of squeegees for smearing paint, that emphasize
the pictorial mark as a form of trace)—he himself signaled the
importance of a third. “With Duchamp,” Johns wrote in 1960,
“language has primacy.... Duchamp’s Large Glass shows his con-
ception of work as a mental, not a visual or sensual, experience.”

Peep show

It was these three “paradigms,” or models for how to make a work,
that had firmly established themselves in the American context of
the early sixties. The readymade was everywhere, thoroughly perme-
4 ating Fluxus production as well as forming the conceptual armature
o of Pop art. The index not only manifested itself in the body casts
Johns continued to make, as well as those fashioned by Robert
Morris and Bruce Nauman (born 1941) [1], but also spread to a
whole network of “traces,” such as Morris’s registration of his own
brain waves in Self-Portrait (EEG) (1963), and was additionally to be
found in the Fluxus obsession with chance. The language model,
which began by staying close to Duchamp’s example in The Green
Box—for instance, Morris’s Card File, in which the object is nothing
but the typed and alphabetized record of its own conception and
execution—would develop by the late sixties into Conceptual art,
win which the reflections on language by Duchamp and Ludwig
Wittgenstein would combine to form what Johns had called a “con-
ception of work as a mental, not a visual or sensual, experience.”

The new ascendancy of these three paradigms left that of Cubist
collage seeming more and more compromised—nothing but the
cynically corrupted language of advertising and other forms of
mass media into which it had been incorporated even before
World War II. The only way collage could be practiced by the avant-
garde in the postwar period was through a dialectical reversal that
would use it negatively, in the register of trash: the commodity
exposed as planned obsolescence, as in the practice of décollage or in

* Rauschenberg’s assemblages or Arman’s “poubelles.”

But Duchamp treated his own “dominance” in a typically
Duchampian way. He disowned it through the kind of overthrow
manifested in the work he had secretly been making throughout
the previous two decades and had brought to completion in 1966:
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