“THERE IS NO PROGRESS, CHANGE IS ALL WE KNOW.”
NOTES ON DUCHAMP'’S CONCEPT OF PLASTIC DURATION
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ABSTRACT
Henri Bergson is generally recognized as one of the most
influential philosophers in the history of historical avant-gardism.
Nevertheless, it has been widely neglected that Bergson’'s
philosophy also played a crucial role for the radically new concept
of art that Marcel Duchamp developed based on his critical attitude
towards the avant-gardes. First and foremost, this is apparent in
view of Duchamp’s paintings The Passage from Virgin to Bride and
Bride of 1912, as they both feature an idea of transition laying the
foundation for his Large Glass and associated works. But there is
also another cross-connection that one wouldn’t expect at the first
glance. As this paper argues, Duchamp paradoxically also draws on
Bergson’s ideas with his ready-mades, pointing to that productive
interplay of intuition and intellect, which Bergson defined as a vital
source for any kind of imagination and agency. Thus, Duchamp’s
idea of choosing his ready-mades in terms of a “rendezvous
with fate,” which he also reflected in his writing experiments The
and Rendezvous, can be closely linked to his declared interest in
Bergson’s “primacy of change,” leading him to explore the idea of
“plastic duration.”
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It was not until 1958, when Marcel Duchamp was already in his
seventies and only just on his way to become one of the most
celebrated artists of his time, that in an interview with the Princeton
undergraduate student Laurence Stephen Gold he underlined the
crucial role that the French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941)
played for his art with his “primacy of change in life.” “Change and
life are synonymous. We must realize this and accept it,” Duchamp
explained. “Change is what makes life interesting. There is no
progress, change is all we know.”2 At least this is what the young
student remembered, as the possibility of change might also have
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played a certain role in his documentation of the interview: “I did
not take notes during the time I spent with Mr. Duchamp,” Gold
actually had to admit, “but I feel that the following pages contain
fair paraphrases of his comments, and in a surprising number of
cases his exact words.”3 Despite conflicting views on Duchamp’s
attitude towards Bergson’s philosophy in general,4 in view of
Gold’s paraphrases one can assume that Duchamp had good
reasons to bring Bergson into play at a moment of history when
Bergson’s former glory had long since faded, yet to be restored by
the groundbreaking work of Gilles Deleuze.5
Taking this assumption as a port of departure, this paper aims
to argue that Duchamp’s concept of the ready-made, which he
developed while working on the concept and realization of his
masterpiece The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even (The
Large Glass) in the period between 1912 and 1923 (Fig- 3.2 can be
viewed in direct relation to Bergson’s philosophy, which had an
immense impact on the art world of the beginning of the 20th
century. In order to give an insight into Duchamp’s philosophical
approach to the concept of the ready-made, this paper is structured
in three parts. To begin with, it introduces Bergson’s concept of
“duration” or “lived time,” forming an opposite pole to his idea of
the “ready-made” as a starting point for Duchamp’s emancipation
from historical avant-gardism. Secondly, it takes a closer look
at Duchamp’s playful exploration of ready-made objects and
concepts, which dates back to a series of experiments and notes
from 1913 and 1914 and which Duchamp systematically put to
the test after he had arrived in New York in 1915. And finally, it
introduces some specifications on the principle of the ready-made
against the background of Duchamp’s reflections upon the idea of
“plastic duration,” interpreting Bergson’s philosophical “method of
intuition” in terms of an artistic exploration of “time in space.”

I. VIEWS ON BERGSON’S PHILOSOPHY OF DURATION
Henri Bergson is generally recognized as one of the most influential
philosophersin the history of early modernism. Proceeding from his
groundbreaking concept of duration (durée), in his 1889 Essay on the
Immediate Data of Consciousness and subsequent works, Bergson
pointed to the radical openness and unpredictability of lived time,
arguing the case for a philosophy that focuses on the “perception of
change” by “intuition” to counteract the well-established belief in
pure reason as a means of understanding reality.6

Already in the early 1890s, Impressionist and Symbolist artists
enthusiastically referred to Bergson’s philosophy, which seemed
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to respond to the omnipresent feeling of “unrest” of an entire
generation in every respect.” With Bergson’s appointment as a
professor at the College de France in 1900, his growing popularity
soon gave rise to the phenomenon of Bergsonism.8 In the decade
preceding World War I and in the context of the historical avant-
garde movements, which strove to orient themselves toward the
reality of life and pursued an idea of radical innovation, Bergson’s
philosophy hit a vital nerve and was soon co-opted ideologically
by the leading representatives of Fauvism, Futurism, and Cubism.®
This is not only apparent in view of Henri Matisse’s “Notes of a
Painter” of 1908 and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s “Manifest of
Futurism” of 1909,10 but also in the case of a programmatic essay
On ‘Cubism’ which Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger, the two
leading intellectual figures of the Puteaux Cubists, published in
the fall of 1912.11

As Duchamp engaged with all these movements in the course
of his artistic “swimming lessons” between 1902 and 1912,12 one
can safely assume that he was aware of Bergson’s ideas and their
impact.13 But while leading avant-gardists like Matisse, Marinetti,
or Gleizes and Metzinger related to Bergson’s philosophy
dogmatically, in order to substantiate their ideas of innovation
in art, Duchamp soon decided to take another direction and to
break with any kind of dogmatism or unambiguity, be it artistic or
metaphysical. Asaresult of this momentous decision, there are good
reasons to believe that the deeply novel and speculative concept
of art that he subsequently developed cannot be comprehended
in all its complexity without considering Bergson’s understanding
of intuition versus intellect, perception versus action, precision
versus indifference, and duration versus the ready-made.

As a matter of fact, when in 1912 Duchamp turned his back
on conventional conceptions of art, he did so not only to take a
position against the dogmatic positions of contemporary avant-
garde movements in general, and in particular those of the Puteaux
Cubists, who vehemently rejected his painting Nude, Descending
a Staircase, N° 2 of January 1912, a work clearly indicative of
Duchamp’s eclectic approach to art (Cr-Fig-4.1), He did so also because
he was interested in an idea of radical becoming and transition,
which he expressed for the first time in his last two classic paintings,
The Passage from Virgin to Bride and Bride of summer 1912. Thus,
in view of the multifaceted and playful oeuvre that he developed
from 1912 onward, it can be argued that Duchamp owed much more
to Bergson’s philosophy than any of the ambitious exponents of
avant-garde art who, under the simplifying banners of Fauvism,
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Fig. 4.1

Marcel Duchamp, "Nu descendant un escalier" (1912), detail from From or By Marcel
Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy (The Box in a Valise), 1941/66. Staatliche Schlosser, Garten
und Kunstsammlungen Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Inv. n. 19316 Gr, photo: Gabriele
Brocker, Schwerin, © Association Marcel Duchamp / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2018.

Fig. 4.2

Marcel Duchamp, The, 1915. Ink and graphite on paper, sheet: 22,2 x 14,3 cm.
Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, © Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris / Succession Marcel Duchamp.
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Cubism, and Futurism, purported to be in line with Bergson’s
concept of change, while actually propagating rather illiberal ideas.
And as the phenomenon of Bergsonism was itself dominated by the
polarizing views and readings, it is all the more important to note
that Duchamp’s critical attitude towards Bergsonism did not imply
that he turned his back on Bergson’s philosophy itself. At the same
time, he wouldn’t go so far as to put it on a pedestal under a different
name. Rather, Duchamp’s stratagem was to take up Bergson’s ideas
by referring to that paradoxical “method of intuition” which the
philosopher had defined as his central instrument in his famous
Introduction to Metaphysics of 1903.

According to Bergson, the human intellect is a practical means
to deal with practical problems, but as it basically works with
ready-made terms and concepts, it is not at all equipped to deal
with metaphysical questions. Thus, in order to free philosophy
from its historical burdens, Bergson calls for the “method of
intuition”—which should not be confused with some kind of
emotional gut instinct or spiritual belief, as it rather points to an
intellect that finally becomes aware of its own function and limits
so as to provide a profound understanding of the complex and
ever-changing reality of life itself.14 Such an understanding could
at best be attained by a choice of “images as dissimilar as possible,”
which at the same time “all require from the mind the same kind
of attention,” Bergson makes clear. “No image can replace the
intuition of duration, but many diverse images, borrowed from very
different orders of things, may, by the convergence of their action,
direct consciousness to the precise point where there is a certain
intuition to be seized.”15 Whereas the intellect can only work with
a limited number of images, symbols, and points of view, Bergson
argues that a true, intuitive understanding of reality would imply
placing oneself within the material world itself: “A representation
taken from a certain point of view, a translation made with certain
symbols, will always remain imperfect in comparison with the
object of which a view has been taken, or which the symbols
seek to express. But the absolute, which is the object and not its
representation, the original and not its translation, is perfect, by
being perfectly what it is.” 16

Thus, if Duchamp’s reserve towards Bergsonism should prove
to be productive for his own, highly original understanding of
Bergson’s philosophy, leading him to turn to the idea of ready-
made originals instead of adhering to the idea of representation,1?
it is not only because in 1912 he had decided to leave static symbols
and points of view behind. What is more, in his restraint towards
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Bergsonism, Duchamp also kept up with one of Bergson’s central
theses. In his epochal work Creative Evolution of 1907, which the
French philosopher and writer Jean Guitton characterized as “bold,
confusing, poetical, and revolutionary” book,18 Bergson argues
that a philosophy of evolution that wants to truly justify its claims
should pursue reality “in its generation and its growth” and should
therefore “be built up by the collective and progressive effort of
many thinkers, of many observers also, completing, correcting and
improving one another.”19
By implication, Bergson never claimed that he might have the
last word with regard to such a philosophy. On the contrary, he
pointed to the fact that as a philosopher, he was himself forced
to draw on static images and prefabricated concepts while trying
to open up new perspectives. As the human intellect only “feels
at home among inanimate objects, more especially among solids,
where our action finds its fulcrum and our industry its tools,” any
approach via the medium of language, which functions on the basis
of an agreement about ready-made words, necessarily fails “the
full meaning of the evolutionary movement.” Bergson points out:
“In vain we force the living into this or that one of our molds. All
the molds crack. They are too narrow, above all too rigid, for what
we try to put into them.”20
Although calling explicitly for the progressive effort of
many thinkers and many observers, “completing, correcting
and improving one another,” Bergson largely shared Duchamp’s
views on the contemporary avant-gardes and their reductionist
understanding of his philosophy. In November 1911, when he was
asked about the idea of “multiple perspectives” which the Puteaux
Cubists related to his concept of duration, Bergson declared
that, with regard to art, he would definitely challenge the recent
phenomenon “that theory precedes creation.” “For the arts, I would
prefer genius,” he explained, admitting that he actually had not
even seen the paintings in question. And pointing at a reproduction
of Rembrandt’s Philosopher Reading on the wall behind him, he
illustrated his own, quite anachronistic ideal of art by adding:
“Rembrandt knew how to fixate the movement, the movement.
What a miracle!”2t
As the Puteaux Cubists would even try to win over Bergson to
write a text for one of their catalogs shortly afterwards, it is safe
to assume that they took notice of this interview of November
1911.22 And it is perfectly conceivable that Duchamp, who was
an active member of the Puteaux group at that point, had some
discussions around Bergson’s theories in the back of his mind when
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he made a series of paintings on movement in December 1911 and
January 1912—Nude, Descending a Staircase, N°2, the last and most
elaborate among them, even echoing Rembrandt’s Philosopher in
Meditation from the Louvre, with its spiral staircase and stair knob
framing the descending figure (Cp.Fig. 4.1) 23

Significantly, Duchamp’s Nude, Descending a Staircase, N° 2
provoked a veritable scandal among the Puteaux Cubists when
Duchamp wanted to show the painting in one of their exhibitions in
spring of 1912. We know that Gleizes and Metzinger objected to its
unconventional subject and the corresponding title, referring to a
human figure in motion instead of the traditional pose and, to make
matters even worse, standing as an integral part of the painting.24 But
given the Cubist’s enthusiasm for Bergson’s philosophy, it is almost
more important that Duchamp’s exploded view of the descending
nude referred to the scientific method of chronophotography, which
Etienne-Jules Marey, one of Bergson’s colleagues and intellectual
opponents at the College de France, had developed since the 1880s
to allow for an abstract analysis of sequences of movement. After
all, it is obvious that Marey’s studies also played an important role
for Bergson himself, as Georges Didi-Huberman remarks:

“Marey is never quoted in Bergson’s books, but allusions to
his work can undoubtedly be found there. When, in the Essai
sur les données immédiates de la conscience, Bergson asserts that
movement is as little divisible as duration is measurable, then
Marey’s whole attempt—with his visual fragmentation of gestures
and the concomitant need to measure—is philosophically put in
question; when Bergson strongly criticized those ‘who are content
to juxtapose states [and] form from this a chain or line,” he seems to
reject Marey’s chronophotographic series as [well as] the countless
curves which were meant to give a legible trace—simultaneously
indicatory and geometric—of vital phenomena [...].”25

But just as Bergson claimed that with a series of static images,
by no means could one express a real and lively movement,26
Duchamp underlined that his Nude Descending a Staircase
was definitely not to be understood as the representation of a
real moving body, but on the contrary as a pure “abstraction of
movement.”27 In analogy to Marey’s multiple exposures, merging
various phases of movement in an abstract image, Nude “does not
give an illusion of movement,” but it “does describe it,” Duchamp
explains: “After all, a painting is the diagram of an idea.”28 Thus,
Duchamp’s Nude can be understood as a diagram of the very same
abstract idea of movement that Bergson tried to counteract with his
method of intuition.
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II. DUCHAMP’S RENDEZVOUS WITH THE READY-MADE

Even if Duchamp had every reason to criticize the dogmatic
Bergsonism of his artist colleagues, the artistic ideal of Bergson
himself must have appeared to him equally backward. Thus, it can
be argued that he wanted to go one step further by using not only
the scientific method of chronophotography, but also the negative
foil of Rembrandt’s winding staircase as a basis for his own
abstraction of movement. This is also what we can gather from
one of Duchamp’s early New York notes on the idea of a “reciprocal
ready-made” with which he knocked from his pedestal none other
than the artist who had been able to “fixate movement” according
to Bergson. Seen from that angle, Duchamp’s note “Se servir d'un
Rembrandt comme planche a repasser” can be understood not only
in the verbatim and highly provoking sense of “Using a Rembrandt
as an ironing board,” but also more subtly as “Using a Rembrandt
as plate to leave something behind.”

In line with this argument, Duchamp often emphasized that his
reflections on an artistic representation of movement caused him
to completely reassess his values. “When the vision of the Nude
Descending a Staircase flashed upon me, I knew that it would break
forever the enslaving chains of Naturalism,” he explained in 1936.2°
And ten years later, he added: “Reduce, reduce, reduce was my
thought,—but at the same time my aim was turning inward, rather
than toward externals. And later, following this view, I came to feel
an artist might use anything—a dot, a line, the most conventional
or unconventional symbol—to say what he wanted to say. |...] I was
interested in ideas—not merely in visual products. I wanted to put
painting once again at the service of the mind.”30

With a view to an advanced understanding of Bergsonism, it is
significant that after Duchamp had dedicated several paintings to
his analysis of movement in space, in the process of emancipating
himself from the contemporary avant-gardes and opening to
new horizons, soon after he turned towards the much more
complex issue of movement in time, that is, to the very same idea
of a purely qualitative form of becoming and transition which
Bergson addressed in his philosophy of duration. Instead of
promoting a mechanistic conception of movement, Duchamp’s
painting The Passage from Virgin to Bride, which he completed
during his two-month sojourn in Munich in summer 1912, actually
describes “something open, in process and dynamic,” “an active
field of potentially infinite relationships,” as Jonathan Crary aptly
remarks.31 Moreover, the two enigmatic subjects of ‘virgin’ and
‘bride,” which Duchamp finally merged into a single figure in his
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second Munich painting, Bride, can be seen as a first abstract
expression of Duchamp’s idea of using a ‘virginal’ medium
to ‘marry’ the sensuous qualities of painting with a much more
conceptual approach, an idea that he later expressed in the formula
“painting of precision, and beauty of indifference” by referring to
the two domains of his large-scale multimedia work The Bride
Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) (Fig-3-2), Thus,
it is no coincidence that The Passage from Virgin to Bride and Bride
were to remain Duchamp’s last paintings in a traditional sense,
whereas the subject of the bride would henceforth lead him to an
exploration of a whole variety of media, concepts, and strategies.

In fact, since Duchamp had started working on his concept for
the Large Glass, his whole oeuvre was dedicated to the figure of
an organic “bride” being confronted with mechanistic “bachelors”
or “casting molds,” allegorizing a complex interplay between the
opposite poles of time and space, intuition and intellect, perception
and action, the ever-changing reality of life and the ready-made
character of human interactions and conceptions—opposites which
already Bergson had defined as the central source of any kind of
imagination and agency.

Now, it seems quite easy to relate Bergson’s primacy of change
to conceptual works such as the Large Glass (1915-23) and the
associated Green Box (1934), both being linked to an idea of constant
transformation; Duchamp’s female alter ego Rrose Sélavy, which he
brought into being in 1920 so as to test out the idea of a change of
identity; Duchamp’s understanding that finally, it is the spectators
who “make the pictures;” Duchamp’s portable museum titled From
or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy (The Box in a Valise), a
collection of miniatures of his central works reminding of a game
collection in its variable structure (1935-41) (Fig-3.1); or, last but not
least, his final coup Etant donnés (1946-66) (Fis-2.4) which opens up
anew view on his Bride, Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even.32 But
actually, and paradoxically so, Duchamp also referred to Bergson’s
idea of change with his concept of the ready-made.

In the fall of 1915, only a few weeks after he had arrived in his
adopted home of New York, Duchamp began experimenting with
the idea of depriving everyday objects of their familiar context
and thus of their actual function.33 The common English term
‘ready-made,” which not only points to contemporary consumer
culture and its rich offers for women as a new class of customers,
but also evokes the idea of a willing girl, a ‘ready maid,” inspired
him to draw on works he had made earlier, namely a Bicycle Wheel
(Fig. 5.4 which he had mounted on a kitchen stool in 1913 as well as
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Fig. 4.3

Marcel Duchamp, Rendezvous of Sunday, February 6, 1916 (Rendez-vous du
Dimanche 6 Février 1916), 1916, recto and verso. Typewritten text on four postcards,
taped together, 28,4 x 14,4 cm. Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter
Arensberg Collection, 1950, © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris
/ Estate of Marcel Duchamp.
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a Bottle Rack which he had installed in his Paris studio in 1914 while
working on his concept for the Large Glass. What is more, the idea
of the ‘ready-made’ might also have attracted Duchamp’s attention,
as the corresponding French term—tout fait—played a central role
in Bergson’s popular essay on Laughter of 1900.34 As Duchamp
always had a distinct passion for humor, this little book was of
particular interest for him and even found its way into his library.35

Repeatedly drawing on the metaphor of ready-made clothes,
Bergson argues that whereas a prefabricated object or idea can
never really fit the needs of an individual being, humor can be an
effective tool to get rid of constricting patterns and stereotypes
and to virtually come back to life: “The rigid, the ready-made, the
mechanical, in contrast with the supple, the ever-changing and
the living, absentmindedness in contrast with attention, in a word,
automatism in contrast with free activity, such are the defects that
laughter singles out and would fain correct.”36 And in Creative
Evolution, Bergson goes even further, explaining that the history
of philosophy also shows us “the impossibility of satisfactorily
getting the real into the ready-made garments of our ready-made
concepts.”37 “In order that our consciousness shall coincide with
something of its principle, it must detach itself from the already-
made and attach itself to the being-made.” Bergson makes clear: “It
needs that, turning back on itself and twisting on itself, the faculty
of seeing should be made to be one with the act of willing,—a
painful effort which we can make suddenly, doing violence to our
nature, but cannot sustain more than a few moments.”38

We know that between 1915 and 1917 Duchamp bought a snow
shovel, a steel dog-grooming comb, a urinal, and a number of
other ready-made objects, which he inscribed with seemingly
meaningless phrases and his autograph so as to reflect upon the
question “Can one make works that are not works of ‘art’?”3° But it
is important to note that while making his first ready-mades based
on his earlier sculptures toutes faites,4° Duchamp also started
toying with the ready-made character of language by freeing words
from their conventional function. Here again, he is in line with
Bergson’s idea that the intellect was originally “fashioned to the
form of matter,” and that language, “which has enabled it to extend
its field of operations,” is “made to designate things, and naught
but things.” “Concepts, in fact, are outside each other, like objects
in space; and they have the same stability as such objects, on which
they have been modelled.”4! At the same time, Bergson underlines
that “because the word is mobile, because it flies from one thing
to another,” the intellect could actually “apply it to an object which
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is not a thing and which, concealed till then, awaited the coming
of the word to pass from darkness to light.” And he points out that,
as a consequence, “the word, by covering up this object, again
converts it into a thing.” “So intelligence, even when it no longer
operates upon its own object, follows habits it has contracted in
that operation [...]. It must, therefore, in order to think itself clearly
and distinctly, perceive itself under the form of discontinuity.”42 In
other words, if the intellect must perceive itself under the “form of
discontinuity,” this kind of discontinuity is none other than the very
same “abstraction of movement” which Duchamp expressed with
his Nude, Descending a Staircase while explicitly referring to the
medium of language with its literary title.

But let us take a look at what Duchamp tried to bring “from
darkness to light” by also toying with the ready-made character of
language itself. Making use of his basic English skills, Duchamp
wrote a short experimental text titled The in October 1915 (Cp-Fig.4.2)
which he published in October 1916 under the revealing headline

“THE, Eye Test, Nota ‘Nude Descending a Staircase.’”43 As he stated
many years later, his aim in the process of this experiment was to
build sentences that were grammatically correct, but that were not
to have any meaning or to make any sense. “That was only a kind
of amusement,” Duchamp explained by pointing to the striking
difficulties involved in his experiment: “The construction was very
painful in a way, because the minute I did think of a verb to add
to the subject, I would very often see a meaning and immediately
[if] I saw a meaning I would cross out the verb and change it, until,
working for quite a number of hours, the text finally read without
any echo of the physical world.”44

Now, regardless of whether this was Duchamp’s true intention,
his project was of course doomed to fail from the start. For even
if one can argue that the text makes no sense, the individual words
and word combinations inevitably evoke certain associations and
thus that kind of “echo” which Duchamp allegedly had tried to
avoid. Moreover, it is impossible to ignore that many words actually
seem to have been chosen with care and to refer to a very specific
context. Replacing each asterisk with the definite article “the” as
per Duchamp’s advice, we read: “If you come into * linen, your time
is thirsty because * ink saw some wood intelligent enough to get
giddiness from asister.” Thus, already in the first sentence, Duchamp
not only alludes to the medium of painting (linen) and his current
joy in experimenting (your time is thirsty), but also links it to the act
of writing (ink) and a certain ease, that might have connected him to
one of his kindred spirits, namely to his friend Beatrice Wood (* ink
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33 West 67 it
MNew-York
(1917-18

Fig. 4.4

Marcel Duchamp, “Studio at 33 West 67th New York (1917-18),” detail from From
or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy (The Box in a Valise), 1941/66. Staatliche
Schlosser, Garten und Kunstsammlungen Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Inv. n. 19316
Gr, photo: Gabriele Brocker, Schwerin, © Association Marcel Duchamp / VG Bild-
Kunst, Bonn 2018.
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saw some wood intelligent enough to get giddiness from a sister).
Apart from hinting at his fatigue with painting and expressing his
pleasure in discovering new horizons, Duchamp also brings forth
ideas characterizing his new conception of art, such as the principle
of contingency and the idea of delay, that both played a central role
in his ready-mades and random experiments. Not surprisingly, the
text also seems to anticipate one of his later experiments with the
phrase “* powder will take a chance.” He would finally realize it
in 1920 by cultivating a respectable layer of dust on the surface of
the “Bachelor’s domain” of his Large Glass and capturing this Dust
Breeding photographically with the help of Man Ray.

Furthermore, in The Duchamp opens up several links to another
experimental text which he wrote in the fall of 1915, this time in
French, and which he transferred onto four pre-stamped postcards
with an Underwood typewriter in February 1916 by deliberately
separating words and sentences or just cutting them off.45 After
pasting the cards together, he inscribed the work’s title Rendezvous
of Sunday;, Feb. 6, 1916, at 1:45 in the afternoon on the back side and
addressed it to his patrons Louise and Walter Arensberg in black ink
(Fig.4.3), Quite obviously, the term “wood” in The resonates with this
typewriter, which Duchamp literally stripped bare by converting its
protective cover into a ready-made Traveller’s Folding Item later
this year. And after all, with the phrase “somebody brought any
multiplication as soon as * stamp was out,” in The Duchamp also
highlights his interest in the principle of multiples as a means to
move on from the multiple perspectives of Cubism while at the
same time pointing to the pre-stamped postcards that he used for
his Rendezvous.

Duchamp’s gesture of linking his writing experiment to a clearly
identifiable moment in time opens an interesting perspective on
the conceptual framework of his Rendezvous of Sunday, which
deals with the notion of delay and starts with the following
lines: “One will be without, at the same time, less than before five
elections and also some acquaintance with four little animals [or:
jackasses, bétes]; one must occupy this delight so as to decline all
responsibility for it. After twelve photos, our hesitation in front
of twenty fibers was understandable; even the worst hanging [or:
collision, accrochage] demands good luck corners [coins porte-
bonheur] without counting the prohibition as to the linens: How
not to marry one’s least oculist rather than stand their curls [or:
wicks, fuses, drill bits, méches]? No, decidedly, behind your stick
[or: cane, canne] marble veining[s] [or: marblings, marbrures] then
corkscrew are hidden.”46
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Asin Theearlier, in Rendezvous Duchamp brings forth ideas, images,
and feelings that he was also developing in the surrounding oeuvre,
namely the Large Glass and a number of ready-mades, which could
arise out of a certain “prohibition as to the linens” that he had
imposed onto himself after being offended by the Puteaux Cubists,
whom he possibly considered as “jackasses” as a consequence
of some “liquid scolding, after denouncing weeks.”47 “A choice
remains: long, strong, extendable defections pierced by three
worn out nets,” Duchamp writes alluding to the three “draft pistons’
from the Large Glass, which owe their shapes to three snapshots
that Duchamp made of a square piece of gauze hanging in front of
an open window. Instead of the Bottle Rack (porte-bouteilles) that
Duchamp had installed in his studio in 1914, in Rendezvous, there
is a mention of “good luck corners” (coins porte-bonheur), while
the “bottles,” a “corkscrew” and the pictorial association of “cages”
appear elsewhere in the text. Duchamp then brings up the question
whether something should be “limited” (just like he limited the
number of ready-mades) or rather be made “from now on in large
quantity” (like his boxes). Duchamp talks about “an effort in view
of the comb,” which should lead to the corresponding ready-made
of 1916, about a “valise” anticipating his later miniature museum
From or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy (The Box in a Valise,
1935-41), about certain “marblings” resonating in the cubes of
marble in Why Not Sneeze Rrose Sélavy? (1921), about the idea “to
open up several large clocks,” possibly so as to make room for the
unforeseen, and so on and so forth.

In view of these manifold cross-references between Duchamp’s
early ready-mades and his writing experiments, one can conclude
that the concept of the ready-made cannot be reduced to the great
iconoclastic gesture that art history has widely made out of it. On
the contrary, it can be understood as a highly differentiated and
experimental form of artistic reflection upon philosophical and
practical problems, emanating not only from diverse products
of a rapidly changing everyday culture, but also from Duchamp’s
interest in contemporary literature and philosophy. So, in line
with Bergson and in view of Duchamp’s ready-mades, one could
argue that “the more we descend from the motionless idea, wound
on itself, to the words that unwind it, the more room is left for
contingency and choice. [...] Our ear only hears the words; it
therefore perceives only accidents. But our mind, by successive
bounds, leaps from the words to the images, from the images to
the original idea, and so gets back, from the perception of words—
accidents called up by accidents—to the conception of the Idea that
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posits its own being. [...] Thus Science is obtained, which appears
to us, complete and ready-made, as soon as we put back our
intellect into its true place, correcting the deviation that separated
it from the intelligible. Science is not, then, a human construction.
It is prior to our intellect, independent of it, veritably the generator
of Things.”48

Ill. SPECIFICATIONS FOR “PLASTIC DURATION”

Given the fact that Duchamp’s Rendezvous of Sunday is full of
allusions to notions and practices around the concept of the ready-
made (or ‘ready maid’) it is unsurprising that the latter also played
a crucial role in the text’s production process. Duchamp not only
used pre-stamped postcards as well as the ready-made typeface
of an Underwood to give his handwritten text the perfect finish,
he also lifted the protective cover of the very same typewriter
to the status of a ready-made with his Traveler’s Folding Item of
1916. What is more, eleven days after his Rendezvous, on February
17, 1916, at 11 a.m., Duchamp bought said dog-grooming comb,
inscribed it with the exact date and time of its acquisition and
added the cryptic sentence “3 or 4 drops of assertiveness have
nothing to do with savagery.” This object entitled Comb figures as
the first of exactly five ready-mades that Duchamp chose in 1916 in
accordance with the “five elections” mentioned in Rendezvous (Fig.
4.3) 49 Furthermore, with its original function as a comb for dogs
and the inscribed term “savagery,” the ready-made points to his
disengagement from the “little animals” or “jackasses” that had put
his “assertiveness” to the test.

Thus, Comb can also be related to the French phrase béte comme
un peintre, which Duchamp once used to explain why he admired
the literary oeuvre of Raymond Roussel, an author he discovered
as a source of inspiration for his own work in 1912, during the time
when he had only just decided to turn his back on contemporary
art movements. “I felt that as a painter it was much better to be
influenced by a writer than by another painter,” he remembered.

“This is the direction in which art should turn: to an intellectual
expression, rather than to an animal expression. I am sick of the
expression ‘béte comme un peintre’—stupid as a painter.”50

In line with this argument, in his speech “Apropos of ‘Ready-
mades’” of 1961, Duchamp also underlined that the choice of his
ready-mades “was never dictated by aesthetic delectation,” as it
was actually “based on a reaction of visual indifference with at
the same time a total absence of good or bad taste.” And adding
that an “important characteristic was the short sentence which
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[he] occasionally inscribed on the ‘readymade’,” Duchamp made
clear: “That sentence instead of describing the object like a title
was meant to carry the mind of the spectator towards other regions
more verbal.”51

As for the special “delight” that Duchamp felt in the process

of making a ready-made “so as to decline all responsibility for
it,” when referring to Comb, he also mentioned some “amusing
situations with the ready-mades,” such as “deciding about a
certain hour, a certain day to choose a ready-made” in terms of a
“rendezvous with fate.”52 This is also what we learn from a French
note from the Green Box, dating back to the time when Duchamp
had only just arrived in New York and documenting Duchamp’s use
of the English term ready-made. Under the heading “Specifications
for ‘Readymades’,” Duchamp brings up the idea of “planning for
a moment to come [...] ‘to inscribe a readymade’ [which] can later
be looked for [...] with all kinds of delays. The important thing
then is just this matter of timing, this snapshot effect, like a
speech delivered on no matter what occasion but at a certain hour.”
Duchamp explains: “It is a kind of rendezvous.” And naturally, he
adds, one has to “inscribe that date, hour, minute, on the readymade

as information.”53

By explicitly linking the concept of the ready-made with
potential “delays” (avec tous délais), a special kind of “timing”
(horlogisme), a photographic “snapshot” (instantané), and “a kind
of rendezvous” (une sorte de rendezvous), Duchamp defines the
constitutive act of choice by analogy to an open-ended encounter.
And as in the phrase “one must occupy this delight so as to decline
all responsibility for it” from Rendezvous, he attaches particular
importance to the idea of subverting every form of personal taste
or interest by leaving the final appearance of his ready-made
sculptures entirely to the potential of the moment. With this, it
becomes clear that Duchamp’s ready-mades follow the same
principle as his Large Glass, to which he also added a temporal
dimension when reflecting upon a possible subtitle in one of his
notes from the Green Box: “Delay in Glass—Use ‘delay’ instead
of picture or painting; picture on glass becomes delay in glass,”
Duchamp suggests in order to find ,,a way of succeeding in no
longer thinking that the thing in question is a picture;“ “‘delay in
glass’—as you would say a poem in prose or a spittoon in silver.”54
This strategy of working with a certain kind of “timing,” the
notion of “delay” and a “kind of rendezvous” can also be found
in the White Box, which contains notes from 1914 to 1923 and is
itself linked to an open-ended process, as suggested by its title
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In the Infinitive. In one of the notes, Duchamp suggests that one
should “try to discuss plastic duration,” an idea that he explained
to the editor Cleve Gray by stating: “With this I mean time in
space.”®5 Thus, it can be argued that while Bergson tried to draw
on “many diverse images, borrowed from very different orders of
things,” so as to come to an “intuition of duration” on a theoretical
level, Duchamp aimed to borrow objects and concepts from daily
life to open up new perspectives on art and to plunge into other
dimensions via a tactile exploration of “time in space.” So, whereas
the Cubists referred to Bergson’s concept of “duration” with their
multiplication of viewpoints on a figurative level only, Duchamp
came to the conclusion that real duration could never be expressed
by the medium of static images, that is, by a “demultiplication
of movement.”56 Thus, by introducing the principles of chance
and continuous transformation into his work, not only did he try
to escape the ready-made nature of the ready-made objects, he
also made clear that “time in space” could only surface within
the process itself, which, in his view, necessarily included the
(conscious or unconscious) cooperation of any arbitrary present
or future beholder.

Significantly, Bergson addresses a similar idea of exploration in
his essay on Laughter stressing that he does not intend “imprisoning
the comic within a definition,” because he sees it “as something
living,” going along with “the strangest metamorphoses” and thus
calling for “something more flexible than an abstract definition,’
in other words, some kind of “practical, intimate acquaintance,”
which could in his eyes be described at best by concrete examples.57
And presuming that laughter requires “indifference” on the part of
the beholder, as it has “no greater foe than emotion” or “affection,”
Bergson gives the example of a man running on the street, who
suddenly stumbles and falls, causing some passers-by to laugh.58
According to Bergson, what actually makes them laugh is not
the sight of a man having fallen, but the fact that his change of
position had been involuntary: “The laughable element consists
of a certain mechanical inelasticity, just where one would expect
to find the wideawake adaptability and the living pliableness of a
human being.”5° Thus, according to Bergson, it is the ready-made
as opposed to “the supple, the ever-changing and the living,” it
is “absentmindedness in contrast with attention” which “laughter
singles out and would fain correct.”60

Seen from this angle, the ordinary wall coat rack which
Duchamp nailed to the floor of his New York studio in 1917 and
which he titled Trap is exemplary of his concept of the ready-made,

1
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especially since the original French title, Trébuchet, literally means

‘stumbling block’ (Figs.4.4and5.1) This ready-made sculpture unfolds
its humor only through the eventuality of being unnoticed, opening
up for the inattentive spectator both an obvious possibility of a
physical fall and a much more discreet possibility of an involuntary
change of position in the figurative sense.

As such, Duchamp uses the rigid and stereotypical character of
an ordinary mass product so to create a margin for the unexpected
and remarkable: With Trap, he gives the visitors of his studio or
exhibitions the chance to laugh at his artwork as well as at his or
her own imperfection. Thus, from a Bergsonian point of view,
Duchamp’s ready-mades can be regarded as a highly effective
means of underlining and correcting stereotypical concepts and
behaviors, which can prove to be a stumbling block for everything
living—given that it is always the spectators who have the choice
how to make the pictures.
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