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Dedico lo siguiente a
Juan Antonio Ramireg:

ademds de ser excelente intérprete de Marcel Duchamp,
fuiste tu quién me defendieras de los ataques provocados por mi
violacién metaférica de cierta dama del Levante

(c’est a dire, ma bagarre d’Atocha).

On dédie aussi cet ouvrage a
Anni Laurian:

dame parisienne (pas d’Elche) qui m’a offert
les dictionnaires et traités

francais essentiels sur I’Argot et I’Alchimie.

Thanks too to
Kent Lowry and Jack Rummel,

skillful editors of a text judged far too long by my
(unnamed but) knowledgeable Three Outside Readers,

otherwise enthusiastic for these iconoclastic revelations.

Sur Marcel Duchamp:

“A man’s life is his image.”

(Oscar Wilde)
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Voila la direction que doit prendre Uart: U'expression intellectuelle, plutot que

Pexpression animale. ’en ai assex de U'expression ‘béte comme un peintre’.

— Marcel Duchamp, 1946

Allin dll, the creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator brings
the work into contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting [it].

— Marcel Duchamp, 1957

Si j'ai fait de U'alchimie, c’est de la seule fagon qui soit de nos jours admissible,
c’est-a-dire sans le savoir.
— Marcel Duchamp, 1959

D'ailleurs, c’est toujours les autres qui meurent.

— Marcel Duchamp, 1968
(tombstone epitaph, Cimetiere Monumental de Rouen)

AVIS AUX LECTEURS

In order to make this volume available at an affordable price—and so
that it might actually get read—the illustrative materials had to be rig-
orously limited. Since reproductions of Duchamp’s works are widely
published, preference was given to the kind of literally esoteric illustra-
tions that must be unknown to nonspecialist readers. Accordingly, a
reference in my text to “MD-69” signifies “catalogue entry number 69”—
with the corresponding illustration—in Jean Clair’s standard 1977 pub-
lication of Duchamp’s complete oeuvre. Additionally, as cited in the
notes, all references to publications are shortened with full details of
name, title, place, etc. in the bibliography. Unless otherwise indicated,
all translations are mine.

The estate of Marcel Duchamp notes that the Marcel Duchamp Catalogue
raisonné by Arturo Schwarz is a more recent catalogue.
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prosecuting the Duchamp case

In the postmodern age, in which structuralist theory reigns and claims of
artistic autonomy are countered with New Historicist assertions of cultural
embeddedness, ideology is believed to create the visual manifestations we
call “style,” and the artist is often considered an almost passive instrument,
who records the intellectual fashions of his or her time and place. In this
context critics usually are more concerned with the interpretation of intrin-
sic content than with descriptions of its formal, literally superficial manifes-
tations. As postmodernists we are especially driven to reexamine critically
the assumptions about social reality through which modernism and modern

artists constructed themselves. A case in point is the legendary career of
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968).

If you are not already aware of the Duchamp legend, a quick glance at
the bibliography will apprise you of the quantity of publications dealing with
this singularly emblematic figure.! The excessive number of titles indicates
that there is indeed a burning “Duchamp Question.” Some idea of the rea-
sons for this editorial avalanche is revealed by the title belonging to one of
the more recent testaments, Marcel Duchamp: Artist of the Century.2 Why yet
another volume on this quintessential exemplar of the avant-garde, this
acknowledged millennial luminary? Hewing to Duchamp’s own instructions
(as quoted in his epigraph), “to bring [his] work into contact with the exter-
nal world by deciphering and interpreting,” what follows is an attempt to
explain this artist’s career as a whole. I shall do so by sequentially “decipher-
ing and interpreting” his artworks as a more or less coherent series of illus-
trations largely arising from the traditional, now culturally marginalized,
philosophical system of hermeticism.

Already there are excellent studies organizing Duchamp’s production
according to broad thematics. Outstanding among these are Linda Henderson’s
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monograph on modernist fourth-dimensional experiments (1983), Craig
Adcock’s analyses of Duchamp’s geometrical obsessions (1985), Juan Anto-
nio Ramirez’s exhaustive identifications of the artist’s erotic and mechanical
metaphors and their iconographic counterparts in popular culture (1993),
and, most recently, Henderson’s superb examination of contemporary scientific
contexts for the Large Glass and related works (1998). These are four inno-
vative yet credible efforts. Overall, the current situation is best summed up
by Amelia Jones: “The Readymade Duchamp is made to mean anything (or
everything) to everyone.” Regardless of how we evaluate it, the production
of commentary on Duchamp’s contribution to our postmodernist condition
has become a cottage industry among academics, critics, artists, and other
socially marginalized groups.

My interpretation proposes Hermeticism as the principal topic organiz-
ing Duchamp’s operational philosophy, with the corollary that Alchemy
provided a substantial amount of his iconographic source-materials. This
philosophical framework of hermeticism does not in any way exclude previ-
ously advanced arguments demonstrating Duchamp’s involvement with eso-
teric geometry, overt eroticism, pseudoscience, and auto-engendering. By
linking such seemingly disparate conceptual concerns to an identifiable,
overriding philosophy, the hermetic argument in fact complements and even
enhances their individual applications.

My thesis is not new in the Duchamp bibliography. The idea that al-
chemy informed Duchamp’s art has been bruited about for some time—long
enough to be routinely disparaged by currently-designated experts.* Will the
forthcoming evidence be viewed objectively? Can the results be fairly evalu-
ated as an intellectual problem? Among other foreseeable animadversions, my
clarification of Duchamp’s reversion to alchemical iconography does not ac-
cord with the academically approved picture of modernist originality, itself a
creation myth, like alchemy itself. Surely the mythic Marcel, our Artist of the
Century, this paragon of intellectual high-mindedness, the designated seigneur
of “The Castle of Purity,” would never stoop so low as to dabble in such
foolishness as medieval pseudoscience. Qutrage on the part of the Duchamp
ministry is predictable. But the issue of originality only matters if one piously
considers the Duchamp case to be a challenge to the status of Art and artistic
genius, both being exalted since the romantic era. To successfully evaluate
Duchamp’s work for our postmodern age, it is necessary to deeply question, if
not abandon, such outdated Romantic preconceptions about the sanctity of
Art and the originality of Artistic Genius. To perform a successful autopsy, the
forensic surgeon should have no vested interest in his cadavers.

Although the alchemical interpretation may have surfaced verbally as
early as the 1930s, it was initially pursued in print by Robert Lebel, who
published the first biography of Marcel Duchamp in 1959. Lebel’s query
about a generalized alchemical orientation in the master’s work drew a now
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famous rebuttal from Duchamp. Lebel framed his question as follows: “Signs
are not lacking, from the incontestably initiatory character of his thought and
works, based on the consistent use of a secret language, a symbolism of forms
and a system of numbers. . . . Given a man who surrounds himself with secrecy,
who obviously follows a rule, who sets for himself exhausting tasks, which he
makes certain shall bring him neither glory nor profit and which he suddenly
abandons for no apparent reason, would we not be justified in looking for some
connection with alchemy?” The artist replied, “If I have practised Alchemy, it
has been so in the only way that it might be allowed in our times, that is, sans
le savoir” (that is, without knowledge).® This apparent denial calls forth an-
other question: sans le savoir of whom, the operator, or his audience?

Among those who have followed Lebel’s lead and advanced the al-
chemical thesis are Arturo Schwarz (1970), John Golding (1972), Jack
Burnham (1974), Maurizio Calvesi (1975), Ulf Linde (1977), and John Moffitt
(1983, et seq.). Long familiar with such publications, Duchamp’s family
members reiterate his claim to hermetic ignorance. His late widow, Alexina
(Teeny), said that Duchamp used the phrase sans le savoir in the ordinary
sense of “without being conscious of it.” Paul Matisse, the editor of Duchamp’s
posthumously published Notes (1980), stoutly affirmed that his stepfather
had no interest whatsoever in esoteric knowledge.” In a roundtable discussion
in 1987, the academic doyens of Duchamp studies similarly rejected the
alchemical thesis.> According to Francis M. Naumann, “It is doubtful that
alchemy had anything to do with the formation of his approach to art [;] it
is my feeling that Duchamp’s disclaimer should not be treated lightly.” Herbert
Molderings’s denial was more emphatic: “Duchamp’s was, I think, a kind of
poetic language, but nothing alchemical: I'm not open to that.” Rosalind
Krauss vividly observed the “hermeneutic babble” generally associated with
Duchamp studies, and described the “frustration in Duchamp scholarship
about ‘master-keys’ for unlocking or decoding the work, keys like alchemy, 2
la [Arturo] Schwarz.” Craig Adcock added, “I don’t see much alchemy in
Duchamp [whose] casual references . .. to those kinds of mystical sources
may have been intended to mislead us a little bit or to put scholars onto the
wrong track.” The idea of the artist possibly misleading his exegetes was
further amplified by Jean Suquet: “Duchamp’s declaration of faith was never
to repeat himself. But what did he do throughout his life? He did nothing but
repeat himself! . . . With Duchamp there is a fundamental contradiction which
is always active.” Indeed, Duchamp’s deceptions are legion. A number of
them have been recently exposed to scholarly scrutiny,” and even more will
be uncovered in what follows here.

One scholar present at the 1987 colloquium did acknowledge the
possible merits of the alchemical thesis. William Camfield said, “I have never
been a believer in the alchemy issue myself. I have been a befuddled disbe-
liever for many years. But more recently I have been having second thoughts:
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I’'m wondering if there might not be a possibility for a much more reasoned
discovery of alchemical matters, in 1912 and earlier. It seems to me that’s
really an unexplored area of Duchamp scholarship. . . . Alchemy was a sub-
ject of interest to people in the 1890s, the epoch of Symbolism; to some
extent, Duchamp came out of that. . . . It strikes me that alchemy is the one
aspect of Duchamp studies which has not been subjected to rigorous study.”
Citing the egregious example of the published work of Jack Burnham,!®
Camfield provided an eloquent explanation of why serious scholars should
reject such esoteric interpretations. If they are taken seriously, Camfield
observed, Duchamp’s work then becomes “engulfed in a freewheeling inter-
pretation that stirs together aspects of Alchemy, the Cabala, Freud, Tarot
cards, and all the gods of structural linguistics, from Ferdinand de Saussure
to the present.”!!

Nevertheless, Burnham did usefully emphasize one significant point
about the hermetic endeavor: “The aim of every skilled hermeticist is not to
lie, but to veil his messages in themes so obscure or universal that the
possibility of a true identity is never apparent to the public.”'? Put otherwise,
for those operating within this historical vocation, mendaciousness was both
obligatory and honorable. Although typically Burnham does not cite any
historical evidence for his argument about why a would-be Alchemist-Artist
never confessed to his real pursuit, abundant documentation attesting to the
validity of this assertion does exist and will be cited here.

A further caveat follows regarding my skepticism toward a prestigious
Duchamp legend. Paradoxically, this attitude of detachment is itself
quintessentially Duchampian. Shortly before his death, Duchamp told Calvin
Tomkins, “I'm afraid I'm an agnostic in art. I just don’t believe in it with all
the mystical trimmings. As a drug, [art] is probably very useful for a number
of people, very sedative, but as a religion it’s not even as good as God.”
Duchamp would have been the first to admit that he himself was, likewise,
“not even as good as God.” Speaking further of I'art “as a [modernist] reli-
gion,” Duchamp also rightly saw that such implicitly uppercase (and upper-
class) Art “has absolutely no existence as veracity, as truth. People always
speak of it with this great religious reverence, but why?’?® Likewise, people
typically speak of and write about Marcel Duchamp “with this great religious
reverence”—but why?

Given my own distaste for that theoretically overcharged hermeneutic
babble typically attached to the Duchamp scriptures, I have opted for a more
banal strategy, following the earthbound precedent of legal proceedings. My
mode of address, moving perhaps inelegantly from A to Z, is modeled upon
that of a prosecuting attorney (which trick I learned by watching “Law and
Order,” and which I recommend to all postmodernist academics as a needful
reality check). Like a D. A. doggedly pursuing a conviction, I shall present
one document after another, and another, and then yet another. We have
been made, alas, all too familiar with this seemingly interminable procedure,



INTRODUCTION 5

thanks to the widely reported trials of O. J. Simpson. In the end, those
judicial examinations, so intensely scrutinized by millions of video voyeurs,
proved the sheer irrelevance of nearly all tangible physical evidence in the
face of tribalized prejudgment. With that baleful example in mind, instead of
extended technical explanations of, for instance, DNA problematics, this
case presents as material evidence innumerable citations from the amply
stocked literary laboratory of Hermeticism (for quick reference, see the two
entries for “terminology” in the Index).

Linda Henderson has recently (1998) observed the characteristic pro-
cedural pitfall in previously published alchemical interpretations of the
Duchampian oeuvre, including mine: “All previous discussions of the subject
miss completely the primary context for renewed interest in alchemy in the
pre-World War I period—its association with radioactivity.”'* Drawing in
large measure from her own published research on this essential context, the
startling scientific revelations of Duchamp’s youth, I will address (in chapters
2, 4 and 7 especially) the contemporary problem of various pseudoscientific
analogies posited by the neo-alchemists of the avant-garde. Another persis-
tent interpretive problem Henderson mentions is the fact that “the notion
of Duchamp as practicing alchemist grew out of the milieu of late Surreal-
ism—and was never rooted in any historical examination of alchemy in the
early twentieth century.” Accordingly, chapter 2 is devoted to a historic
examination of the much earlier, fin de si¢cle, “Invention of the Modern
Alchemist-Artist.”

Additionally, I will exhaustively examine one of the other issues
Henderson chooses not to address in her otherwise thorough monograph,
namely what she calls “the allegorical dimensions of the Large Glass project.”
As she observes, “the poet Apollinaire, Duchamp’s compatriot in this period,
touted allegory as an appropriate form for the modern writer or artist [saying]
‘Indeed, our brain can hardly conceive of compound things except through
allegories.” ”* Allegorical form, obviously of fundamental significance, will
be fully dealt with in chapters 4, 5, 6, and 8. In so doing, I hope to address
the critical lacunae, pointed out by Dieter Daniels in 1992, in the work of
certain interpreters who “operate only with formal, iconographic resemblances,
without however questioning Duchamp’s historical, contemporary sources or
influences.”'® These shortcomings, and a careful review of some three de-
cades of published hermetic speculations, lead Daniels to his skeptical con-
clusion: “In any event, surely Alchemy does not provide the ‘universal key’
to be found in his work.”"

So what does? Unquestionably, the real issue is the correct identification
of “Duchamp’s historical, contemporary sources or influences.” Besides the
obvious artistic influences, Duchamp was certainly aware of other contempo-
rary cultural currents, including widely reported scientific discoveries, and
their modernist counterparts in occultist pseudoscience. Esoteric speculation
was a widely consumed, popular phenomenon. Therefore, to be plausible, 1
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will give preference to those esoteric texts, particularly alchemical, that would
have been available in easily accessible French-language editions during
Duchamp’s youth. These provide the “formal, iconographic resemblances”
which support the case of Duchamp’s alchemical endeavor. The Symbolist-
era scriptures of high Occultism, typically little studied by art historians,
additionally set the historical precedent for that “master-key” (Hauptschliissel)
approach to Duchamp that has proved so abhorrent to postmodernist cham-
pions of a wholly non-esoteric Artist of the Century. In this regard, valuable
evidence appears in the ambitious subtitles attached to two widely read
“master-key” and “scientific” classics of fin de siecle Occultism, namely, Helena
Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled: A Master Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern
Science and Theology (1877), and Papus’s all-inclusive Traité Elémentaire de
Science Occulte, mettant chacun & méme de comprendre et d’expliquer les théories
et les symboles employés par les anciens, par les alchimistes, les astrologues, les
kabbalistes. (1888; rev. ed. 1897).

Those esoteric incunabula, now a century or more old, resemble the
Duchamp everyone acknowledges. This is the Duchamp who questioned the
validity of quantitative science by contrasting to it essentially unquantifiable,
quasi-spiritual values—but who knows whether he did so with irony or sincerity?
Since he operated sans le savoir, by his own admission his stance was literally
agnostic: “without knowledge,” that is, without the complete cosmic kind of
knowledge. Rather than being presented pre-cooked, according to Jungian or
New Age recipes, these telling, self-described “master-key,” scriptural exhibits
will be quoted at some length, even if their all-embracing voice and their breath-
less style are typically obscurantist. As revived during Duchamp’s youth, occultist
syncretism characterized a distinctively modernist neo-Alchemy which was widely
discussed during the Symbolist period, a point easily demonstrated by reference
to the most representative publications of the era in France.!®

At the outset | must admit to a figurative jury, the readers, that the
evidence is largely circumstantial in nature. Nonetheless, since it is abun-
dant, in essence equally iconographic and textual, is generally coherent and
contextually complementary, once assembled in an orderly fashion it sup-
ports a formidable case. According to Webster, circumstantial evidence is
that “evidence that tends to prove a fact by proving other events or circum-
stances which afford a basis for a reasonable inference of the occurrence of
the fact at issue.” In this case, the evidence must be circumstantial because:
1) we do not have a signed confession by the accused, only his informal,
equivocal, verbal denials; 2) no eyewitnesses or self-confessed accomplices
have yet come forward testifying to having seen the perpetrator actually at
work in his alchemical laboratory. In fact, it was to Lebel, his designated
biographer, that the accused long ago officially entered his “not guilty” plea
to the charge of having repeatedly operated as an alchemical artifex.
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The prosecutor must foresee other exhibits that have already been
cited by the defenders of a non-esoteric Duchamp. In 1959, just after he
issued his supposedly airtight denial to Lebel, Duchamp was questioned by
mail about his alchemical endeavors by yet another admiring inquisitor. In
his written reply (August 19, 1959) to Serge Stauffer, Duchamp appears to
declare that he had never read any “treatises on alchemy,” which “must
prove quite inadequate.” Then he argues that “one can not ‘do alchemy’ as
one can, with an appropriate language, ‘practise law or medicine.” But one
can not ‘practise alchemy,’ ” he concludes, “by throwing words around, or on
the surface in full consciousness.”’® This, too, seems an ambiguous reply.?° In
fact, the only straightforward declaration here is that one concerning “les
traités d’alchimie que je n’ai lus jamais,” and this was evidently because
those, the ones that he had never bothered to read, “doivent étre bien
inadéquats.” But “quite inadequate” for what purposes? A major burden upon
the prosecution is to show this particular statement to be, at best, equivocal
and probably mendacious. In order to do so, we must present evidence dem-
onstrating that the accused surely read those kinds of publications. As these
alchemical treatises eventually demonstrate, perhaps Duchamp really was
truthful in declaring that those particular “treatises on alchemy [which he]
had newver read” must have indeed been those that he clearly recognized to
be “bien inadéquats.”

On the other hand, we have some other peripheral but pertinent evi-
dence to show the jury in order to argue the case for Duchamp’s apparently
life-long involvement with the Esoteric Tradition. One piece of evidence is
the recollection by Pierre Cabanne, who published an extended series of
Dialogues with the artist, testifying that “there were books on the occult in
Marcel Duchamp’s New York studio” in 1967, the year before his death.?!
Unfortunately, when Cabanne was later questioned about this observation by
letter, in 1985, he could recall no specific titles. Pursuing other fugitive clues,
I shall call forth various statements by Duchamp describing the painter as a
medium. His kind of artistic medium functions like those once officiating at
a Victorian-era spiritualist séance: he appears as an emblem of creative au-
tomatism, a passive instrument for otherworldly voices and superior inspi-
rations received from on high. One of these acknowledgments was made by
Duchamp in 1958: “Rational intelligence is dangerous and leads to ratioci-
nation. The painter is a medium who doesn’t realize what he is doing. No
translation can express the mystery of sensibility, a word, still unreliable,
which is nevertheless the basis of painting or poetry, like a kind of alchemy.”??

On the other hand, when asked by an American reporter in 1966
whether a retrospective exhibition of his art perhaps represented a “gigantic
leg-pull,” Duchamp laughed and suggested, “Yes, perhaps it is just one big
joke.”” Admittedly, Duchamp rarely disagreed with his inquisitors, accepting
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tacitly whatever anyone had to say about his work. Paul Matisse recalled
that, “for him, agreement was the way he kept his freedom[:] for him to argue
against another’s idea was to get caught up in it, just as surely as if he had
promoted it himself.”** His wife Teeny later recalled that not only did
Duchamp fail to enlighten his interviewers, but that “he would rather have
them be put off in the wrong directions.”” Dieter Daniels cites a major
example of his various deceptions, even mendacity: his denial in his last
decade of his life of the existence of any further cache of Notes pertaining
to the central Large Glass project. One batch, the White Box, was actually
published in 1966, two years before his earthly demise.?

One of Duchamp’s own artworks may now be regarded both as an ex-
ample of a gigantic leg-pull and as a kind of covert self-confession of inten-
tional duplicity. His last American ready-made, evidently a piece d’occasion,
appeared in 1923, just before he returned to France. He created a “wanted”
poster, to which he affixed his own passport photos (MD-134).27 The reward
was $2000—exactly the amount just paid by Katherine Dreier for his acknowl-
edged central masterpiece, the Large Glass (MD-133: 1915-1923), a work
which Duchamp left officially unfinished (inachevé) in 1923. In this ready-
made poster, including his self-portraits (profile and full-face), Duchamp af-
fected an alias, one less well known than the infamous “Rrose Sélavy” (who
shall be properly identified in due course). In this instance, the reward was
posted for “Information leading to the arrest of George W. Welch,” who had
“Operated Bucket Shop in New York under the name HOOKE, LYON, and
CINQUER.” Following a physical description, the poster states that the culprit
was “Known also under the name RROSE SELAVY.” As defined by Webster’s
dictionary, a bucket shop is an illicit “place for making bets on current prices
of stocks, grain, etc., by going through the form of a purchase or sale with no
actual buying or selling”; accordingly, bucket signifies “to cheat; swindle.”
According to Calvin Tomkins, “there is a sad sort of irony in this farewell
appearance as a petty crook.”® It is more than irony: one who “welches” is “a
petty crook” who slyly takes in his duped client-victims, hook, line, and sinker,
which, says Richard Brilliant, “describes the sucker’s [Dreier?] complete accep-
tance of the confidence man’s line,” that is, Duchamp’s bucket-shop swindle.?

If Duchamp did knowingly practice Alchemy, but only did so as “just
one big joke,” what kind of alchemist might he have been! Again, the
evidence is oblique. Several times Duchamp said that, rather than actively
pursuing painting, all he did was “breathe.” On one such occasion, in 1954,
Duchamp was pressed by Michel Sanouillet to state his profession. His evi-
dently exasperated reply was, “Why are you all for classifying people? What
am [? Do [ know? | am a man, quite simply a ‘breather.” ™ In French, besides
respirateur, a “breather” is a souffleur, and one out of breath (or out of luck)
is a bout de souffle. But souffleur—"puffer” in English—was a commonplace
term of opprobrium in traditional alchemical literature. In short, this kind of
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puffer-alchemist is one who makes “one big joke” out of hermetic science.
This point was explained by Albert Poisson in his Théories et Symboles des
Alchimistes (1891). According to Poisson,

In effect, there are two kinds of Alchemists. The souffleurs are people
deprived of theory, and so they operate randomly [as it were, “sans le
savoir”]. While it is true that they too are looking for the Philosopher’s
Stone, they do so in an empirical manner. At other times they work for
industry, making soap, faking precious gems, and producing acids, alloys,
colors; this is the group that gave birth to the chemists. These are the
ones who sold for money the secrets of making gold. Charlatans and
swindlers, they have made counterfeit coinage, and there’s been more
than one souffleur who was hung from the golden scaffold, which is the
punishment reserved for this sort of imposter.*!

The next exhibit is much more to the specific point. The American
conceptual artist Robert Smithson recalled: “I met Duchamp once, in 1963,
at the Cordier Ekstrom Gallery [in New York]. I said just one thing to him;
I said, ‘I see you are into Alchemy.” And he said, ‘Yes.” " A bit later, a young
artist, Lanier Graham, presented a chess set he designed to the master; flat-
tered by Graham’s sympathetic interest, early in 1968 Duchamp allowed him
to record a series of conversations, which Graham later transcribed and
published as a pamphlet. In the course of these, Graham posed a provocative
question: “May we call your own perspective Alchemical?” For once, the
elusive artist’s answer was more or less to the point:

We may. It is an Alchemical understanding. But don’t stop there! [Laugh-
ing.] If we do, some will think I'm trying to turn lead into gold back in
the kitchen. Alchemy is a kind of philosophy, a kind of thinking that
leads to a way of understanding. We also may call this perspective
“Tantric” (as Brancusi would say), or (as you like to say) “Perennial.”
The Androgyne . . . [for example] . . . is universal. The Androgyne is above
philosophy. If one has become the Androgyne [see fig. 20], one no
longer has a need for philosophy.*

Unfortunately, that single remark, made only in passing, is as close as one is
ever likely to get to a frustrated prosecutor-scholar’s elusive “smoking gun.”
No further explanations will be forthcoming from Duchamp himself one way
or the other, because he is dead. Now he belongs to that disinterested foren-
sic surgeon.

Since the comments just quoted represent the only testimony by the
defendant that deals directly with the controversial issue of his alleged involve-
ment with Alchemy, the rest of this case must be prosecuted with evidence
other than his depositions. Notwithstanding the two apparent disclaimers from
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Duchamp, plus a lone emphatic affirmation, a skeptical district attorney has
nonetheless decided to go to trial with the evidence at hand. There are too
many coincidences, suspiciously close alignments between Duchampian
scenarios and motifs and their equivalents in traditional alchemical termi-
nology and iconography. There is also the matter of Duchamp’s affiliation
with Walter Arensberg and Katherine Dreier (see chapter 5), whose occultist
interests are curiously passed over in Duchamp literature. They were ac-
knowledged and committed champions of esoteric research and, after 1915,
Duchamp’s munificent patrons, closest friends, professional collaborators, even
accomplices. In the case of Arensberg, not only did he own an extensive
library of publications dealing specifically with hermetic philosophy and al-
chemical iconography, he even published at his own expense (with appropri-
ate illustrations) his explanations of the same esoteric materials which, I
argue, fascinated Marcel Duchamp.**

At book’s end, it will be up to the jury to decide the relative merits of
this particular case. It should then be clear that no longer can we routinely
dismiss the alchemical argument. Alchemy does not represent the totality of
Duchampian meaning, but it should be henceforth granted that it does rep-
resent a significant factor in Duchamp’s poetic operations. If this point is
allowed, then Alchemy must be given credit, even be honored, for its key
role in the formation of the eulogized Duchampian endeavor. While the
results presented here admittedly do not constitute scientific certainty, they
do arguably provide more evidentiary coherence than has previously been
seen in most Duchamp monographs searching for that ever-elusive interpre-
tive master key. In this application, Webster defines science as “knowledge or
a system of knowledge concerning general truths or the operation of general
laws, esp. as obtained and tested through scientific method.” For the art
historian, these arguments are presented as a would-be Kunstwissenschaft,
literally “art-science,” materialist history with “repeatable results” for other
researchers. The argumentive basis is a judicial methodology based on the
discovery of diverse material evidence in Duchamp’s oeuvre pointing to a
logical substructure, according to which the various, apparently disparate
components exhibit credible, evolving contextual sense and a sequential
logic, all producing in the end verifiable findings.

This case study opens with a recital of the cultural and intellectual
context of the artist’s early life. Then a brief biographical sketch establishes
clear evidence of precedent, as relates to the legal issues of opportunity, means,
and motive.® The chapters following carefully recover and identify specific
instances of hermetic phraseology and myriad alchemical motifs embedded
in Duchamp’s texts and images (again, see the entries for “terminology” in
the Index). These exhibits reflect the same prosecutorial tactics used in
model case studies of any so-called Artist of the Century, for instance Albrecht
Diirer.*® Just as sequential revelations of the circumstances of Diirer’s manipu-
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lations of his contemporary cultural sources served to illustrate certain his-
torical peculiarities generally defining the Renaissance, so too might some-
thing similarly useful emerge for Modernism by reexamining, in terms of
postmodernist art-science, the scrambled dossiers on Marcel Duchamp. In
fact, rather than Duchamp, perhaps the really important issue exhumed here
is the nature of some forgotten historical sources, now a century old, origi-
nally propelling avant-garde modernism.

Now let the evidence regarding Duchamp’s interest in the occult be
heard, finally and in all of its pertinent, if somewhat mind-numbing, detail.
May this evidence now be judged completely and justly by those readers who
are genuinely interested in understanding Duchamp’s work in its broadest
modernist context. Like other modernist artists working before World War
I, and who are now recognized to have incorporated aspects of occultism into
the creations, so did Duchamp. As is argued here, his allegiance was more
narrowly focused upon hermeticism and its alchemical iconography.
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an esoteric French
adolescence for Duchamla:
symbolist culture and occultism

Born in 1887, by the time a twenty-eight-year-old Marcel Duchamp left
France for America in mid-1915, his career as an artist was already distinc-
tively shaped. Before describing culturally pertinent specifics of his biography
in chapter 3, we need to examine the distinctive cultural environment in
which he absorbed his first perceptions of reality and art. The period-term for
this milieu is Symbolism, designating the avant-garde culture reigning in
France between 1880 and 1905. This is the true cradle of Modernism. As
such, it requires serious consideration, especially since Symbolist thought, as
we shall see, was itself profoundly influenced by Occultism in general and (as
treated in chapter 2) Alchemy in particular. Such terms, given their quasi-

religious status, were then often capitalized—so was “Art.”

A general appraisal of the evolution of modern culture after the French
Revolution would have it that after the “Age of Reason” came the “Age of
the Irrational.” The Age of the Irrational is still very much with us, and even
though the current appellation refers to a “New Age”—but there is nothing
at all new in the Occultists’ “Ancient Wisdom.” In a more specific sense,
after the Age of Reason (which probably was only reasonable in certain,
aristocratic quarters) came the Industrial Revolution, presenting its own painful
paradoxes. As man advanced to greater mastery of the physical world, his
always precarious hold upon the more intangible aspects of his relationship
with the universe begin to slip. Security—mental, physical, financial and,
especially, spiritual—seemed menaced on every side by analytical positivism
and the social unrest brought about by the new economic systems. Roman-
ticism, the cultural matrix of the period after 1800, aggravated the situation
further. On the one hand, there was a widespread taste for the dramatic and
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unreal vie des réves, or dream-life. On the other, there was an obsessive
concentration upon the self. This emotional individualism typically mani-
fested a heightened, even hysterical insistence upon the overwhelming im-
portance of the individual’s every action. Historians and anthropologists
universally accept that in circumstances of anxiety and uncertainty, supersti-
tion is likely to make a prominent showing. Its modern advocates, however,
will not (or cannot) call it that; rather it is referred to as “esoteric knowl-
edge,” even “metaphysics.”

Nineteenth-century France also produced the idea of the avant-garde.
It is appropriate that the term, now standard in English and German, was
originally French. It was borrowed from military usage, where it designated
a sort of cavalry action, an armed reconnaissance, a perilous and fugitive
sweep behind the front lines directly into enemy territory. In the first known
statement using “avant-garde” to specifically refer to an advanced, contem-
porary art, the term designated radical activity operating concurrently in
both the social and the artistic realms. This utopian association, to which a
clear messianic connection was added, was to become a commonplace in
twentieth-century art theory. According to Henri de Saint-Simon (Opinions
littéraires, 1825), “It is we artists who will serve you as an avant-garde. . . . The
power of the arts is in fact most immediate and most rapid: when we wish
to spread new ideas among men, we inscribe them on marble or on
canvas. . . . What a magnificent destiny for the arts is that of exercising a
positive power over society, a true priestly function, and of marching force-
fully in the van of all intellectual faculties.” Nomen est omen: the larger
program impelling the militant-esoteric front of the avant-garde is at once
pseudo-militaristic, revolutionary, utopian—and mystical.

In 1845, a little-known Fourieriste, Gabriel-Desiré Laverdant, published
an equally little-known treatise, De la mission de l'art et du role des artistes.
Laverdant’s is a precocious proclamation of the initiatory function of art, so
transforming it into a prognostic instrument for radical social action leading
to moral reform for society at large. According to Laverdant,

Art, the expression of society, manifests, in its highest soaring, the most
advanced social tendencies: it is the forerunner and the revealer. There-
fore, to know whether art worthily fulfills its proper mission as initiator,
where the artist becomes truly of the avant-garde, one must know where
Humanity is itself going, know what the destiny of the human race
actually is. . . . Along with the hymn to happiness [the advanced artist
pictures] the dolorous and despairing ode. . . . To lay bare with a brutal
brush all the brutalities, all the filth, which are the base of our society,
this is the mission of the avant-garde artist.?

In a related development, the nineteenth-century fin de si¢cle was the epoch
in which self-styled modern art was first vigorously and successfully marketed
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by savvy entrepreneurs. These venturesome art dealers typically described
themselves as “enlightened” and “visionary.” Theirs was a self-appointed
altruistic mission of displaying contemporary artistic expression for the pub-
lic good, and their notions of spiritual enlightenment became central to the
emerging dogma of avant-gardism.’

For art historians, the major interest of the Symbolist period lies in the
fact that it was the first time that modernist principles of abstraction in the
plastic arts became solidly entrenched in published theoretical treatises.
Although a bias towards modernist abstraction remains largely unquestioned
even now, a century later, the situation was quite different before 1890.
Before the last decades of the nineteenth century, the traditional functions
of Art, defined broadly as being true to life and faithful to nature, had not
been questioned in their fundamental assumptions since the close of the
Middle Ages. Retrospectively viewed, Impressionism represented a climax of
the reigning naturalistic tradition and, immediately following, Symbolism
changed all that in a most decisive fashion. This is the age referred to in a
book that Duchamp is now known to have studied assiduously: Wassily
Kandinsky’s Uber das Geistige in der-Kunst (1911).* The Russian mystic artist
said he was writing at a post-Symbolist threshold of “the great epoch of the
Spiritual, which is already beginning, or, in embryonic form, had already
begun yesterday.” The Symbolist period says Kandinsky, “provides and will
provide the soil in which a kind of monumental work of art must come to
fruition.” For Kandinsky and his fellow believers, truly spiritual art would
necessarily be abstract, with abstraction being the visible sign of an artist’s
ethical retreat from the material world. Kandinsky did not invent this dema-
terialized art: he was merely one of its more verbal spokesmen. He was also
not the first to pursue nonobjective imagery: one historical precedent was set
by pioneering, now mostly forgotten, automatic paintings created by Victorian-
era spiritualists (discussed in chapter 4).

According to recent scholarship,’ the critical shift in the appearance of
the plastic arts, beginning around 1875, was signalled by a decisive move-
ment from naturalism to abstraction. This crucial shift was as much a matter
of intrinsic content as it was of extrinsic form. After 1875 artistic content
more often than not paralleled the verbal content of treatises belonging to
the Esoteric Tradition. The strictly physical significance of abstraction for
the Symbolist/modernist painter was made unmistakable in a famous dictum
expressed by Maurice Denis in 1890. According to this often-repeated
protomodernist slogan, “It is well to remember that a picture—before being
a battle horse, a nude woman, or some anecdote—is essentially a plane
surface covered with colors, assembled in a certain order.”® For the Symbol-
ists, besides representing a certain assemblage of autonomous motifs, abstrac-
tion also embodied a preference for symbolic over phenomenal color. In this
sense, the move towards pure abstraction signals a preference for signs over
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physical perceptions, and amorphous psychic moods (Stimmungen in
Kandinsky’s terminology) over the banal facts of direct observation.

For this further development, again Denis is an eloquent spokesman;
as he wrote in 1909, “emotions or spiritual states, caused by any spectacle,
bring to the imagination of the artists symbols, or the plastic equivalents.
These are capable of reproducing emotions or states of the spirit without it
being necessary to provide the copy of the initial spectacle.” According to
the considered conclusion of Maurice Denis, “thus nature can be, for the
artist, only a state of his own subjectivity. And what we call subjective
distortion is virtually style.”” Such emotional, spiritualist stylistic phenom-
ena, arising from “subjective distortion,” were directly tied to certain funda-
mental, sweeping changes in basic metaphysical beliefs held by visual artists.
As one troubled century merged into another, the new metaphysical systems
were, naturally, reflective of similar ideological shifts apparent among most
other classes of the European intelligentsia. The more strictly modernist
equation, “Abstraction = Spirituality,” was, for instance, early drawn by Paul
Gauguin; in a letter sent from Pont Aven in 1888, he simply stated that
“ART IS AN ABSTRACTION.” According to Gauguin, “creating, like our
Divine Master, is the only way of rising toward God.”

Insistence upon the sacerdotal essence of modern art was a notion first
widely popularized in published Symbolist art theory.” With perhaps different
nomenclature, the self-inflating idea—the Artist as Priest and Prophet—is
still very much with us. In recent memory, perhaps the most egregious ex-
ample was the widely acclaimed performance art practiced by Joseph Beuys
(1921-1986), who happily called his significance-charged artistic “mission”
that of an ancient “shaman,” but whose activities were labeled by some less
sympathetic, professional observers as representing mere “Jesus-Kitsch.”!® This
earnest performance by a radical avant-garde artist of his self-appointed
messianic vocation, at least within twentieth-century art, is now a largely
conventional manouver. It is also nothing new within the broader span of
the history of art. Indeed, the provocative idea of God-like artistic creation
appears to have been commonplace within classical literary theory. However,
the real situation was otherwise. According to E. R. Curtius,

Ancient Greece put the poet in the category of “god-like men,” along-
side heroes, kings, heralds, priest, seers. ... [Nonetheless,] the Greeks
did not know the concept of the creative imagination. They had no
word for it. What the poet produced was a fabrication. Aristotle praises
Homer for having taught poets “to lie properly” (Poetics, 1460 a, 19). For
him, as we know, poetry was mimesis, “imitation,” and indeed “imitation
of men doing something” (Poetics, 1448 a, 1). Imitation can [only] present
things as they are or as they appear or as they ought to be (Poetics, 1460
b, 10-11), hence is not to be understood as a copy of nature but instead
as a rendering which can be a refashioning or a new fashioning.!!
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Nonetheless, modernist manifestations of the messianic artistic mission
abound. In 1913, Guillaume Apollinaire stated that the understood goal of
Cubist painters was “to express the grandeur of metaphysical forms,” to which
end “they discard more and more the old art of optical illusion and local
proportion.” This collective drive to abstraction “is why contemporary
art . . . possesses some of the characteristics of great, that is to say, religious
art.”’? In 1914, Franz Marc proclaimed the fact of “our European desire for
abstract form,” adding that this kind of “art is our religion, our center of
gravity, our truth.”? In 1920, Paul Klee declared that “art is a simile of the
Creation,” and due to the opportune intervention of the modern artist, “out
of abstract elements a formal cosmos is ultimately created.” Moreover, this
new abstract-formal picture is so “similar to the Creation that to turn an
expression of religious feelings, or religion itself, into reality a breath is
sufficient.”!*

Besides unilaterally designating himself to be a divinely inspired Cre-
ator, the modern artist also envisions himself to be a Prophet: he foresees the
shape of the future and, typically by means of the abstract spirit, he leads the
people, who are implicitly compliant, towards the promised utopia. Wassily
Kandinsky boldly proclaimed this prophetic-messianic function of the mod-
ern artist in 1911: “The abstract spirit takes possession first of a single human
spirit; later it governs an ever-increasing number of people. At this moment,
individual artists are subject to the spirit of the time [Zeitgeist] which forces
them to use particular forms related to each other and which, therefore, also
possess an external similarity,” wholly abstract in this case.”” Apollinaire said
much the same thing in 1913: “Poets and artists plot the characteristics of
their epoch, and the future docilely falls in line with their desire. ... The
energy of art imposes itself on men, and becomes for them the plastic stan-
dard of the period. . .. All the art works of an epoch end up resembling the
more energetic, the more expressive, and the most typical art-works of the
period.”’® In 1915, Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler spoke of Pablo Picasso as an
artist who is “possessed of the divine gift, genius,” and who likewise provides
“proof that the appearance of the esthetic product is conditioned in its
particularity by the spirit of the time. ... The artist, as the executor of the
unconscious plastic will of mankind, identifies himself with the style of the
period, which is the expression of this [collective] will.”"

Again, the immediate historical source for the now ubiquitous, ortho-
dox modern theory of the God-like, creator-artist myth is Symbolist art
theory. The prophetic obsession is then obvious, and particularly we have
the well-known example of a group of young Symbolist painters, tending
towards precociously abstracted figuration, who collectively called themselves
les Nabis, “the Prophets.” Their role model was Paul Gauguin. These art-
ists—Sérusier, Denis, Bonnard, Ranson, Roussel, Vallatton, and others—surely
knew that, besides “prophet,” the old Hebrew word nabi variously connoted
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priest, protoguru and shaman, prognosticator, deliverer-redeemer, magus, dream
interpreter, seer, and the divinely designated author and spokesman for
Yahweh-God (see I Samuel 9:9, 19; 10:1, 6-13, 25). For further confirmation
of the artist’s polyvalent nabi-prophet identity, we have in 1888 the prece-
dent of Gauguin’s abstract, divine creation. Thus, it seems fitting that Gilbert-
Albert Aurier would refer to Vincent van Gogh in 1892 as “a terrible,
maddened genius, often sublime, sometimes grotesque, always near the brink
of the pathological.” That trait of “maddened genius” was, of course, positive;
even more so was the mad Dutchman’s world-mission, as “a messiah, a sower
of truth, one who would regenerate the decrepitude of our art, and perhaps
of our imbecilic and industrial society, [for] he has delighted in imagining a
renewal of art.”'8

In his formulative study of imaginative literature between between
1870 and 1930, Axel’s Castle (1931), Edmund Wilson asserted that the
ideas developed in the often underrated Symbolist period had, in effect,
propelled the course of creative thought long after its putative demise.
Accordingly, Wilson found ongoing symbolist literary effects and themes in
such post-Symbolist writers as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Marcel Proust,
Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, and a host of others. In his comprehensive
listing of the post-Symbolists, Wilson also included the visual artists then
affiliated with dadaism (“a queer special development of Symbolism”) and
Surrealism, and all other modernist art movements, “piercing together poetic
mosaics . . . to include quotations from, allusions to other levels of reality.”
These artists then were practicing the typically early modernist composi-
tional techniques of collage and assemblage. Wilson summed up this ongo-
ing Symbolist doctrine as follows:

Every feeling or sensation we have, every moment of consciousness, is
different from every other; and it is, in consequence, impossible to ren-
der our sensations as we actually experience them through the conven-
tional and universal language of ordinary [experience]. Each poet [and
artist] has his unique personality; each of his moments has its special
tone, its special combination of elements. And it is the poet’s task to
find, to invent, the special language which will alone be capable of
expressing his personality and feelings. Such a language must make use
of symbols; what is so special, so fleeting and so vague cannot be con-
veyed by direct statement or description, but only by a succession of
words, of images, which will serve to “suggest” to the reader.”

Something very similar had been conceived during the Symbolist era,
itself a period notoriously fascinated with hermetic languages, by a thinker
with no particular artistic or occultist inclinations, the Swiss linguist Ferdinand
de Saussure (1857-1913).2° He stated that any successful attempt to commu-
nicate ideas requires a “system of conventions,” by which means what was
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originally mere noise for the listener (or just a colored blob for the painter’s
viewers) becomes intelligible as part of an agreed-upon system of signs.
Saussure’s “sign” unites, through cultural convention, the signifiant (signifier)
and signifié (signified). Both coexist as symbiotic components of the Saussurian
Sign. In retrospect, Saussure’s linguistic analysis represents another attack on
the positivist distinction between the objective, physical reality of objects
and events and an individual, subjective perception of reality. Saussure and
his Symbolist contemporaries in the emerging social sciences (for instance,
Sigmund Freud and Emile Durkheim) bridged this gap.

According to Saussure, social reality is conventionalized by an agreed-
upon system of collective norms that organize essentially subjective represen-
tations of the world. Representations give meaning to disparate communicative
acts. Saussure’s evolving theories led him to postulate the future existence of
a “science of signs,” one which long afterward would become emblematic of
postmodernist thought: semiology. As was only briefly suggested in Saussure’s
posthumously published Cours de linguistique générale (1916), he had earlier
received the first glimmerings of “a science which would study the life of
signs within society. ... We call it Semiology, from the Greek semeion
(‘sign’). . .. This procedure will not only clarify the problems of linguistics,
but rituals, customs, etc. will, we believe, appear in a new light if they are
studied as signs.””!

Saussure was just one contemporary advocating new systems of rela-
tions, that is, expressions of interactive formal strategies by which a whole
series of disciplines, from physics to painting, radically transformed them-
selves at the crucial hinge between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.?
An erudite contemporary’s retrospective summation of what seemed to be
transpiring, in effect a significant shift in focus from objects to relations, is
Alfred North Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World (1925). Looking
back over what seemed to constitute a newly entrenched modernist percep-
tion of the world around him, Whitehead recognized that “this new tinge to
modern minds is a vehement and passionate interest in the relation of gen-
eral principles to irreducible and stubborn facts [now] absorbed in the weav-
ing of general principles. It is this union of passionate interest in the detailed
facts, with equal devotion to abstract generalization, which forms the novelty
in our present society.” One clear symptom of the new mentality was “that
the adequacy of scientific materialism as a scheme of thought for the use of
science was endangered [and particularly] the notion of mass was losing its
unique pre-eminence [in favor of] the notion of energy being funda-
mental. . . . But energy is merely the name for the quantitative aspect of a
structure of happenings.” In this topsy-turvy world, exclaims Whitehead in
reviewing the theory of relativity, “Heaven knows what seeming nonsense
may not tomorrow become demonstrated truth!” As defined by Whitehead,
who was not addressing any particularly modern notion of art, “to be abstract
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is to transcend particular concrete occasions of actual happenings [involving]
consideration of the nature of things antecedently to any special investiga-
tion into their details. Such a standpoint is termed ‘metaphysical.” ” Indeed!
Opverall, Whitehead concludes that “the old phraseology is at variance with
the psychology of modern civilizations. This change in psychology is largely
due to science, and it is one of the chief ways in which the advance of
science has weakened the hold of the old religious forms of expression.”?

In the voluminous critical and esthetic debate that surrounded Sym-
bolist innovations it was always the traditional vocabulary of the Esoteric
Tradition that best served to define the new aspirations. The Esoteric Tradi-
tion, or Occultism, is the mass cult which is hidden (occulta, from occulere,
to cover over, hide, conceal). Occult precepts can be easily documented in
the oldest surviving esoteric texts, some dating from the Hellenistic period.
This tradition includes the Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of metaphysical
tracts written in the first through fourth centuries A.D. that describes Al-
chemy, the “science” of transforming common metals into gold. The histori-
cal conditions governing repeated outbreaks of the Esoteric Tradition are
diverse. As a rule, however, the common starting point of Occultism seems
to be anxiety, particularly the kind induced by abrupt technological and
social change. Occultism represents a more or less natural human psychologi-
cal reaction to unsettling times. The nineteenth century clearly was such a
period, and the Esoteric Tradition was a fundamental influence on the devel-
opment of Symbolism. Accordingly, key phrases in the standard lexicon of
Symbolist art theory include the occultist paradigms of an Artist-Priest, the
Infinite, the Transcendent, High Consciousness, Metaphysical Insight, Cor-
respondences, Synaesthesia, and so forth. Art is, therefore, for the Symbolist
Artist-Theoretician functionally a religious art, and the concrete visual sign
of its pseudoreligious intention is abstraction.

The historical situation of the Esoteric Tradition visibly infected all
levels of Occidental modernism. The late James Webb (1946-1980) was the
most accomplished historian of the Esoteric Tradition and the author of a
monumental study collectively called The Age of the Irrational. As he repeat-
edly emphasized, Occultism has always been of particular interest to the
modern artist. Arising from his sense of bohemian and/or avant-garde alien-
ation, the eventual result, stated Webb, was for the artist to take on the more
positive “stance of the elect race.” As Webb further recognized, this haughty
pose is a functional parallel to the perennial “need among Occultists to
appear especially alert.” Webb concluded,

Another group which proclaimed itself “elect” was that of the
Artists. . . . Because of the juxtaposition of Occultist and Artist in
Bohemia, occult teaching became the source to which the priests of this,
one of the several secular religions, most easily turned. The two tradi-
tional patterns of redemption—the pursuit of the Beautiful, the Good,
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representing the search for Divine Union, whilst the descent into the
Abyss is the alchemical process, the progress through the Mysteries, trial
by ordeal—these became translated into terms of Art; but also of the
Artist’s life. Without these traditional bases, the mythical figure of the
Artist would not be as it is popularly conceived. . .. There has always
been something of the magical in the work of the artist. The ability to
conceive and execute personal worlds, conceptual, visual, abstracted, is,
by definition, out of the ordinary. . . . In any case, because Art itself had
become a religion, the Artist naturally acquired the status of
priest. . .. The Artist was at liberty—indeed compelled—to treat the
standards of the world as if they did not exist.?*

Webb further draws a wider conclusion regarding the relation between
what he aptly calls the “Occult Establishment” and the contemporary art
establishment. “Illuminated Art derives from Occultism,” Webb asserts, “and
much modern art is indirectly illuminated, or directly ‘occult.”” Webb then
points out that “this alliance began in Paris in the 1890s, when the Occult
Revival coincided exactly with the Symbolist movement, and the Symbolists
drew a great part of theirinspiration from the Occultists. Occult theories
resulted in the conception of the Artist as a saint and a magician, while his
art became less and less representative of ordinary reality and hinted at
things ‘beyond.”” At this point, Webb again underscores the crucial role of
the Symbolists and their fin de siecle art and theory in the formation of those
attitudes which still characterize much of elitist modernism. According to
Webb, “from this departure of the Symbolists, from the universe of agreed
discourse for private or superior worlds, has sprung the tampering with ‘ev-
eryday’ reality which has become so central a feature of modern art. Natu-
rally, similar developments were going on elsewhere, just as the reaction
against the tyranny of Reason occurred in other places. But Paris remained
the hub from which the magic influences radiated, the center of artistic and
occult experiment.”® The Esoteric Tradition and the Symbolist milieu in
Paris prove to be the major context for the evolving thought and future art
of Marcel Duchamp.

For further definitions of the most significant features of the modern
Esoteric Tradition, we are considerably in the debt of a leading student of the
occult content of Symbolist-period literature, John Senior. Senior’s findings
may be summarized as follows, with uppercase emphasis added to the larger
metaphorical-metaphysical verities (i.e., buzzwords).?® True Believers in the
Esoteric Tradition hold that the Universe/Cosmos represents a single, eter-
nal, ineffable substance. As the Occultists, ancient and modern, would have
it, this universal substance uniquely manifests itself to clairvoyants in certain
privileged ways. Besides “cosmic energy,” especially common are perceptions
of “spirit,” generally perceived as fire or light, or some other kind of luminos-
ity. Such subphysical emanations of Light/Spirit are further taken to repre-
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sent manifestations from On High, from a variously named Universal Cre-
ator, Demiurge, or Logos, sometimes simply labeled “The One.” As is typi-
cally explained, all things progress or “evolve,” and are mainly comprehended
by means of dialectical, paired opposites: male-female, light-dark, vertical-
horizontal, etc. The goal of the Occultists is to arrive at Equilibrium or
Harmony, thus achieving what the medieval hermeticists had called a
coniunctio oppositorum, a “marriage of the opposites.” As an apparently logical
extension of such dialectical perceptions, Occultists endlessly affirm that
“things above are as they are below,” meaning that Mind and Matter become
One. As the True Believer holds, all religions are just variations on a single,
transcendent, now lost, primordial Unity. Occult knowledge of the One
represents what the Occultists call “Timeless Wisdom,” what was called in
the Renaissance a philosophia perennis, which, like a universal solvent, cannot
contain any single definition of itself.

According to these ubiquitous thought patterns, only the Imagination
is real. Given this, any analogy conceived by the unchecked Imagination is
as valid as any other pseudoscientific proof of metaphysical Correspondence
between material (base) reality and the (superior) Other World, a concept
influentially articulated by the eighteenth-century Swedish seer Emanuel
Swedenborg. According to this conventionalized system of parallelisms, mind
and matter are one, things above are as they are below, the Imagination is
truly reality itself, and so forth. However one arrives at the realization of the
latent (occulta) Correspondences, it is accepted that Man lies at the center
of occultist thoughts. The human body is, accordingly, taken to represent the
particular sign of Creation in the widest sense: the perceptible operations of
the universe, the macrocosm, are often symbolized in the shape of a living
man, a microcosm. Since men and women are created by sexual means, then
it logically follows that the sex act—the microcosmic image of Creation—
is both a divine sign and a gift from On High (au dela in the terminology of
modern French esotericism). As an attribute of the Divine, neatly dividing
itself into Male and Female components, conjoined Sex/Creation represents
Harmony and Perfection. In the sex act, a coniunctio oppositorum, the male
supposedly achieves his own inherently female nature and thus becomes
symbolically androgynous, transmuted into one flesh, and thus made whole.
Of all the “spiritual sciences,” it was Hermeticism, physically practiced as
Alchemy, which most frequently resorted to such erotic imagery. So did
Marcel Duchamp.

The supreme task of Mankind is, therefore, Self-Realization. To know
thyself—nosce te ipsum—is to be everything, to become self-realized and
empowered. It is a progressive discovery, achieved through illuminist initia-
tion, that is realized in Passages. Such occultist passages are traced through
the successively ascending layers and stages of the human psyche. Having
gained self-realization, certain occultist “Supermen” then turn back, “de-
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scend,” to help their as yet unrealized fellow beings. From this lofty view-
point, the Uninitiated are seen to exist in metaphorical Spiritual Darkness,
situated somewhere below (vers la-bas, according to the French esotericists).
The occultist Ubermenschen “enlighten” their ignorant fellow humans through
arduous practice, grace, virtue, and experience. Standing metaphorically above
the rest of men, esotericist Supermen are also visibly recognized by their
distinguishing attributes. The signs of their imaginative superexistence may
include distinctive tonsure, decorative accessories and badges, circumcision
and tattooing, peculiar ritualistic dress, and eccentric gestures and behavior
patterns, some of which indicate androgynous sexuality. Marcel Duchamp
employed many such disguises (e.g., fig. 20; see also MD-129, MD-131, MD-
134, MD-136, MD-162).

On this level, as everywhere else, one notes an obsessive preoccupation
with symbols. Since the mystagogue’s Higher Truths cannot be immediately
apprehended by uninitiated minds, they must be conveyed to lesser,
unempowered human vessels by and through symbols. Besides resorting to
unique and often extremely complicated symbolic systems, themselves gener-
ally taken to be empowered in order to affect less developed minds on uncon-
scious levels, esoteric Adepts typically form organized Brotherhoods. These
Spiritual Communities are essential in order to facilitate the all-important,
decidedly evangelical Work of Self-Realization. Their obsessive preoccupa-
tion with Illumination/Enlightenment—in short, with their own egos—is
narcissism, pure and simple. The functional manifestation of the empowered
ego is Magic, which, more often than not, is opportunistically called some-
thing else. Whatever we (or they) choose to call it, the tangible products of
the Esoteric Tradition are, at bottom, physical display patterns of the om-
nipotence of the Individual: his/her Thought, Freedom, and Will. In sum,
esoteric Enlightenment and occult Vision are the unique perceptions of
Superior Realities, and those clairvoyant, highly privileged insights “pen-
etrate” through to what lies beyond the Phenomenal World. What skeptics
might call “the real world” (lowercase) is, according to standard occultist
doctrine, the only aspect of reality accessible to the not-yet-initiated. Since
they are said to uniquely perceive significant “hidden realities,” the kind
inaccessible to mere laypersons, modern artists are implicitly considered to
be “initiates.”

Having stated some common generalizations, we may now proceed to
examine the historical evidence attesting to the wide diffusion of these eso-
teric ideas, elitist superstitions resurfacing under many guises, which sought
to close the gap between man and the intangible. The manifestations of
modern Occultism are truly hydra-headed. This widely misunderstood head-
ing, representing the secular Spirituality of the modern epoch, shelters an
astonishing range of strange, unorthodox obsessions, always couched in semi-
religious terminology. The specifically modernist manifestations of timeless
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esoterica include: the practice of hypnotism, magic, astrology, mental telepa-
thy and clairvoyance, water dowsing and crystal gazing; the search for lost
continents; the belief in pyramidology, witches, poltergeists, vampires, rein-
carnation; resort to water-diets and vegetarianism; pleging allegiance to UFOs
(flying saucers) and ETs (extraterrestrials), supermen and super-races; pursu-
ing research in geomancy, phrenology, homeopathy, chiropractic and osteopa-
thy, phrenology, parapsychology and (some of) psychiatry, graphology and
physiognomy, palmistry, allopathy, and alchemy. It makes for a formidable list.

Anna Balakian, a notable student of the Symbolist and Surrealist cul-
tures in France, has made explicit the immediate, published source of most
of these antimaterialist ideas. As she observes, “the Symbolists and their
international coterie agreed on accepting a common origin in the philosophy
of Swedenborg [even though] the manners of transmission have been mul-
tiple and simultaneous, as Swedenborgism became associated [first] with the
Romantic tradition.”” Balakian stresses that the Swedish seer, a clairvoyant
(Hellseher in German), was the synthesizer of many earlier forms of the
philosophia perennis. As she recognizes,

It was not the originality of Swedenborg’s theories that made it such an
attractive cult but rather Swedenborg’s ability to sum up and popularize
so many parallel mystical notions that were inherent in the cabbalistic
and hermetic cults. ... Not a single new truth was discovered by
Swedenborg: his precepts had all been conceived earlier; his philosophy
was a synthesis of all the occult philosophies of the past. In turn, the
translations of Swedenborg—into English, French, and German—were
so numerous that his ideas became common property and underwent the
distortions that generally occur in the indiscriminate handling of ab-
stractions by those who need the concrete example of the thought.?®

Trained as a civil engineer, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) framed
his esoterica as a comprehensive, mechanistic system. In contrast to most of
the other modern spokesmen of the Esoteric Tradition, Swedenborg pro-
ceeded from a traditional biblical context. Elaborating upon scriptural pre-
cedent in the traditional, medieval, Occidental mode, Swedenborg concluded
that human spirit already pre-exists in natural form, but needs further
redefinition in terms of existence in the afterlife. Trained in the scientific
methodology of his time, Swedenborg accordingly sought scientific proof of
life after death. This proof was found in the Imagination, in the inner con-
sciousness of spiritual sensations, which he treated as being distinct from
sensual perceptions. Thus, for Swedenborgians, every natural, physical vision
had its penumbra of spiritual recognition; as Swedenborg put it, a dead
person “is simply separated from the physical component . . . when someone
dies, he simply crosses from one world into another.””
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The recognition of ongoing life beyond (au deld) was to be achieved
through the enlightened perception of symbols. Swedenborgian symbola are
phenomena in the physical world that have a dual meaning, either to the
earthly perceptions or to the spiritual organs of man, where “such things exist
as the ear has never heard, nor the eye seen.”® The mind and the human
imagination live on forever, even after the corruption of the earthly body.
According to Swedenborg, “it was ignorance to believe that in this heavenly
kingdom intelligence died at the departure and dormancy of material
things. . .. To the extent that a mind can be led away from the sensory
matters in the outer person or the body, it is raised to spiritual and celestial
matter.”’! Tied to these concerns is an omnipresent leitmotif, that of the
“correspondences.” John Senior puts this famous doctrine into its true per-
spective, remarking how, had Swedenborg instead called his doctrine “alle-
gories,” then “there would have been little theological dispute. But, like a
true Occultist, he called them ‘facts.’ ”? As Swedenborg himself put it in his
most influential publication, Heaven and Hell (1758),

The nature of correspondence is unknown nowadays; this for several
reasons. The foremost reason is . .. love of self and love of the world.
[One who] focuses on worldly things only, since those appeal to his
outward senses and gratify his inclinations, he does not focus on spiritual
things since these appear to the inner senses and gratify the mind. . . . The
ancient people behaved differently. As far as they were concerned, a
knowledge of correspondences was the finest of all knowledges.”

We shall see that European esotericists believe that the so-called an-
cient people were sensitives, clairvoyants, which moderns clearly are not—
unless they are avant-garde artists. Although little discussed as such, this
invidious comparison, one monotonously drawn even today between
precivilized, superior, cosmic consciousness and modern, inferior materialism,
is ubiquitous. Long after the popular demise of Swedenborgism, the same
belief in the intellectual and ethical superiority of vaguely stated ancient
doctrines becomes an essential component of primitivism. Although the
primitivist look of most modern art, from Gauguin up to the present day, has
been widely studied by a host of art historians, the strictly occultist parallels
to, and even direct origins of, many modernist primitivist notions still tend
to be overlooked. In spite of this stubborn omission in the standard expla-
nations of Modernism, the esoteric background constitutes an essential chap-
ter in the story of the genesis of modern art, particularly the rampantly
primitive kind.**

As remarked earlier, one obvious characteristic of modernist art is ab-
straction, specifically the outright renunciation of Renaissance perspective
schemes. The result is a perception of spacelessness. This is another important
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idea for which a locus classicus may be found in Swedenborg’s Heaven and
Hell—even granted that the notion of spacelessness is present in all kinds of
European mystical literature. Speaking of “Space in Heaven,” the clairvoyant
Swede pointed out diligently,

Angels have no concept or idea of place or space. As this can only look
like a paradox, I should like to bring it out into the light, for it has a
major bearing. All journeys in the spiritual world occur by means of
changes of the state of more inward things, to the point that journeys
are simply changes of state. . . . This is how angels travel. So they do not
have any spatial intervals, and without spatial intervals, there are no
spaces. Instead, there are states and changes of state. Since this is how
journeys occur, nearnesses are clearly similarities, and distances dissimi-
larities, in the state of more inward elements. . . . There are no spaces in
heaven, except outward states corresponding to inner ones.”

Similar conditions affect the peripatetic extraterrestrials ubiquitous in
postmodernist, New Age popular culture.*®

Swedenborg’s Heaven and Hell represents quintessential postmedieval
esotericism in that it incorporates many of the themes and motifs that appear
repeatedly in modern esoteric and art-theoretical texts. The basic occultist
pattern endlessly repeats itself, regardless of explicit function, supposed doc-
trinal differences, or dates of publication. On the other hand, Swedenborgism
is acknowledged by historians to have been an all-pervasive factor in early
modernist cultural life in France. In a poem aptly titled “Correspondences”
(ca. 1861), Charles Baudelaire wrote, “Nature is a temple with living col-
umns, whence often exit a few confused words. In the Temple of Nature,
mankind passes through forests of symbols that observe him with intimate
glances.””” For Baudelaire and his devotees, all this eventually led to a dark
but profound Onement, an ineffable I'Unité that is infinite, like both the
night of the temporal world and the clarity of sensation that comes with
spiritual enlightenment.

Besides the case of Baudelaire, there may be also cited a passage from
Gérard de Nerval’s Aurélia. Here the pre-Symbolist poet speaks of dreams,
and points out how “Swedenborg called his visions Memorabilia.” As Nerval
further explains, such Swedenborgian memorabilia are specifically related to
reveries or dreams. In Nerval’s interpolation, “Dreaming is a second life . . . that
separates us from the invisible world. It is an underground wave that gradu-
ally enlightens as one is removed little by little from the shadows and from
the pale and mutely static figures who inhabit the realm of limbo. The world
of the Spirits is opening up for us.” As did many of his contemporaries,
whether attributing the popular idea that “Le monde des Esprits s’ouvre pour
nous” to Swedenborg or not, Nerval believed in the indestructibility of the
Spirit. For Spiritualists, this is an enduring fact. As such, the imperishable
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Spirit may be usefully contrasted to the deceitful mutability of earthly mat-
ter, which changes according to Good or Evil impulses.*®

Whereas one could endlessly cite references to Swedenborg in French
literature likely known to Duchamp, the most widely known and compre-
hensive statement is found in Honoré de Balzac’s mystic novel Seraphita
(1835). Seraphita is an androgyne, a kind of genderized correspondence
between Male and Female.** As such, s/he illustrates the perennial wisdom
of the ancient Hermeticists’ desire to reconcile the opposites (coniunctio
oppositorum). The mythic figure of the Androgyne was to become of capital
importance to the Surrealists. However, well before them, by 1919, the motif
had became a central concern of Duchamp, who probably had read Seraphita.
The artistic result was Duchamp’s androgyne, in effect him/herself, “Rrose
Sélavy” (see fig. 20). As is recognized by scholars of Balzac’s once immensely
popular mystical novel, he had derived the myth of the Androgyne from
Swedenborg. In Seraphita, one reads:

To poets and writers, [Swedenborgism] is infinitely marvellous; to seers,
it is all absolute truth. ... By learning the correspondences, by which
worlds are made to concur with the heavens, one comes to know about
those correspondences which do exist between these visible and tan-
gible things of this terrestrial world and those invisible and unfathom-
able things belonging to the spiritual world [choses invisibles et impondérables
du monde spirituel]. This perception is what Swedenborg had called a
celestial arcanum.*

This bisexual being is, however, a motif which also figures in the works
of the German Romantics, as well as in French letters, in fiction by Xaviere
Gauthier, Sar Joséphin Péladan, and the Dumas brothers, among others.
Many of these authors were familiar with, and typically associated the An-
drogyne with its pre-Swedenborgian origins in Alchemy (see figs. 21, 22).
Evidently, so did Duchamp (fig. 20). According to strictly hermetic allegori-
cal practice, and as they all knew, the Androgyne is the ubiquitous symbol
of the coniunctio oppositorum, the imaginative joining together of Male and
Female, or “Sulphur and Mercury” in specifically alchemical parlance. As
used later by the Surrealists, the Androgyne still represented much the same
idea, but was then given a more erotic emphasis. As they stated, echoing the
Alchemists, the sexual act is an ecstatic union, a symbolic fusion of Male and
Female, which blurs all distinctions between the sexes.

Another important early contribution to the evolving proliferation of
modernist esoterica was Mesmerism, named after its founder Franz Anton
Mesmer (1734-1815). At well-attended séances, Mesmer practiced what we
would today call hypnotism. In the early Romantic period hypnosis seemed
a kind of white magic, offering proof for the existence of the soul, of a
hereafter, and all forms of prophetic, mentally superior Spiritual Vision, in
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short, clairvoyance. In its strictly artistic applications, its corollary became
“automatism,” a somnambulist tactic producing the Duchampian procedure
of an “art made by chance” (further discussed in chapter 7).* Thus, as a
bridge between science and esotericism, hypnosis in part fostered the modern
occult revival, and its popularity in the Symbolist period is attested to by
some twelve hundred bibliographic references.*

In practice, Mesmer’s esoteric hypnotic doctrines showed themselves to
be clearly akin to Swedenborg’s correspondences. Mesmerism postulated the
existence of a subtle fluid pervading all bodies and manifesting itself in the
motions of the planets, in tidal and atmospheric changes, and in other natu-
ral cycles. Mesmerism additionally had a particular therapeutic application:
when the natural ebb and flow of “mesmeric” fluid within the human body
is put out of harmony with the universal thythm, nervous or mental disorders
result. In the Mesmeric application, spiritual harmony could be achieved by
magnets attached to the body to redirect the vital fluids. Mesmer explained
in his Mémoire sur la découverte du magnétisme animal that

Animal magnetism is a fluid universally diffused; it is the medium of a
mutual influence between the heavenly bodies, the earth, and animated
bodies; it is everywhere continuous, so as to leave no void. Its subtlety
admits of no comparison; it is capable of receiving, propagating, commu-
nicating all the impressions of motions. . . . The actions and the virtues
of animal magnetism may be communicated from one body to another,
animate and inanimate. ...In animal magnetism, nature presents a
universal method of healing and preserving mankind.®

Invisible, animal magnetism is all-pervasive, just like I'Hypnotisme as prac-
ticed later in the Symbolist era. So too, a century after Mesmer, were the
occult “lines of force” illustrated by the Futurist painters.*
Swedenborgism and Mesmerism paved the psychological way in
Europe for Spiritualism, an American import dating from the late 1840s.%
The initial outburst, framed as a religious revival, displayed definitely anti-
aristocratic phenomena: convulsions, glossolalia, trances, visions, table-
rappings, men barking like dogs, and other behaviors. America was (and still
is) a sprawling and raw land ruled by what has often been called the “Prot-
estant mentality,” characterized by a bewildering tendency to ideological
fragmentation. As the historical evidence painfully attests, besides its envi-
ably fertile industrial production, America is also perpetually ready to manu-
facture ever more heterogeneous cults and sects, allowing ever more diverse
points of view, some quite bizarre. As with the strictly occultist sects, there
were two broad paths along which the new Protestant sects could journey.
Either the road led to some kind of compromise with the reigning scientific
rationalism, or it doubled back to a fresh assertion of the philosophia perennis.
Initially wholly American, Spiritualism briskly crossed the Atlantic, became
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hugely popular in France, and thereby acquired a more traditional, European,
scripturally ritualized character. By the 1850s, a leading proponent was Allan
Kardec, who proposed an unabashedly Swedenborgian doctrine in his Livre
des Esprits (1857). Kardeckian spirits, likewise invisible but all-pervasive,
evolve through different grades as they acquire higher moral and intellectual
qualities. These various esoteric doctrines and influences culminated in the
foremost figure of the nineteenth-century occultist revival in Duchamp’s
homeland, the one who synthesized all that had historically preceded him
within the Esoteric Tradition, Eliphas Lévi.*

“Eliphas Lévi” was the nom de plume of Alphonse-Louis Constant
(1810-1875), a figure now generally acknowledged to be the most important
synthesizer of esoterica in nineteenth-century France. In Lévi’s two funda-
mental, often reprinted studies, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie (1856) and
I'Histoire de la Magie (1860), we find the ultimate resolution of philosophia
perennis. It is no coincidence that such Ancient Wisdom happens to appear
on the chronological threshold of the new age of early Modernism. Lévi’s
newly whipped up Ancient Wisdom incorporated into one grand fabric eso-
teric strands as diverse as Swedenborgism, the Cabala, Zoroastrian
Manicheanism, Satanic worship, Mesmerism, witchcraft, Pythagorean num-
ber mysticism and, most significant for my purposes, the Hermetic Tradition,
physically expressed through Alchemy. For Lévi and his followers, hidden/
occult wisdom is all one and the same. “Behind the veil of all the hieratic
and mystical allegories of Ancient Doctrines,” affirms Lévi, “there are found
indications of a Doctrine, which is everywhere the same and everywhere
carefully concealed.” The importance of the pseudonymous Lévi for the
development of the modern Esoteric Tradition in France is perhaps incalcu-
lable; as John Senior tersely announces, “he is the single greatest occult
influence on Symbolism. Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Villiers, Mallarmé, and Yeats
read his works.”®® Probably, so did Duchamp.

Of particular interest is Lévi’s vision of the imagination as an organ of
symbolic perception. As Lévi shows, this notion was as common in mid-
nineteenth-century mainstream Occultism as it was to be three decades later
in Symbolist literary theory. Lévi explains, “I speak of the Imagination, which
the Kabbalists term the DIAPHANE or TRANSLUCIDE. Imagination, in
effect, is like the soul’s eye; therein forms are outlined and preserved; thereby
we behold the reflections of the Invisible World. It is the glass of visions and
the apparatus of magical life . . . because it is the Imagination which exalts
will and gives it power over the Universal Agent.” Like the Symbolists who
followed him, Lévi also exalts the “word” as a “sign” of the veiled truth lying
au dela, beyond reality: “L'Imagination est I'instrument de CADAPTATION
DU VERBE.” Given this linguistic verity, “Imagination is the Instrument for
the ADAPTATION OF THE WORD,” Lévi then states, “as a fact, the word,

or speech, is the veil of being and the characteristic sign of life.” It therefore
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follows that, symbolically speaking, “every figure is a character [and] every
character derives from and returns into a world.” As a result, “in other words,
the form is proportional to the idea; the shadow is the measure of the body
calculated in relation to the luminous ray.”*

Also having an apparent locus classicus in Lévi’s magical writings is the
typically Symbolist (now generally modernist) notion of the Man of Ge-
nius.® This proto-Ubermensch is the ecstatic genius dominated by his imagi-
nation, and this faculty makes him a prophetic seer. As Lévi remarks, “the
Man of Genius differs from the dreamer and the fool in this only: that his
creations are analogous to truth, while those of the fool and the dreamer are
lost reflections and borrowed images. . . . The Imagination of the Adept is
diaphanous, whilst that of the crowd is opaque....In virtue of positive
science, the Seer knows that what he imagines is true, and the event invari-
ably confirms his vision.” Lévi generously acknowledged the sources of this
ecstatic visionary notion that prophetically articulated Symbolist perceptual-
conceptual theory. “It is by means of this light,” states the French Magus,
“that ecstatic visionaries place themselves in communication with all worlds,
just as so frequently occurred to Swedenborg.”! Throughout his works, Lévi’s
debt to Swedenborg is patent. An apt example is a poem by Lévi, “Corre-
spondences” (1851), which directly inspired a much better known poem by
Baudelaire with the same title, written ten years later (in part quoted above).

Lévi’s Correspondences also provide a handy catalogue of later Symbol-
ist leitmotifs, including the following assumptions: “Forms constitute a lan-
guage which speaks to us while we are asleep. The Dream is the mirror of the
Soul. In this way, the Earth responds to the Heavens by means of a secret
harmony. By hypothesis, the invisible therefore resides within the visible—
L'invisible est dans le visible.”? It was Lévi himself who, in 1856, clairvoyantly
wrote a précis of the whole program of the Symbolist art mentality that was
to follow him: “What is the ultimate reason of allegories and numbers, the
final message of all symbolism?... The answer to the enigma is
MAN! ... Everything is symbolical and transcendental in this titanic epic of
human destinies.” As in the case of the subsequent evolution of Symbolism,
so was it with the historical rise of the first Occultist doctrines. This is an
idea which now seems confirmed by Lévi’s own observations: “It was neces-
sary to exonerate miracles under the pretence of superstition and science by
an unintelligible language. Hieroglyphic writing was revived; pentacles and
characters were invented to summarize an entire doctrine by a sign, a whole
sequence of tendencies and revelations in a word.”” In his other major
treatise, Histoire de la Magie, Lévi took as his opening statement the familiar
idea that Occultism was the embodiment of hidden, primitive wisdom, the
philosophia perennis: “Magic is the science of the ancient Magi.”*

Lévi typically inveighs against contemporary materialism. “We call
ourselves strong-minded,” he states, “when we are indifferent to everything
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except material advantages, as, for example, money. Given ignorance, wealth
furnishes only destroying weapons.” At that point, Lévi introduces his own,
stridently antimaterialist remedy for the ills of the contemporary world. The
solution for Lévi is the perception of a hidden, universal life force, an idea
common to the early avant-garde artists. This new (actually neo-Mesmeric)
spiritualist and animistic vision is what Lévi calls that

Composite Agent, a natural and Divine Agent, at once corporeal and
spiritual, an Universal Plastic Mediator, a common receptacle for vibra-
tions of movement and images of Form, a fluid and a force which may
be called, in a sense at least, the Imagination of Nature. By the media-
tion of this Force, every nervous apparatus is in secret communication
together; hence come Sympathy and Antipathy, hence dreams, hence
the phenomena of second sight and extra-natural vision.

Lévi named this wonder-working phenomenon “Astral Light.” By these oc-
cult visionary means, also standard features in early twentieth-century avant-
garde theoretical writings,

Sight is turned inward, instead of outward; night falls on the external
and real world, while fantastic brilliance shines on the world of dreams;
even the physical eyes experience a slight quivering and turn up inside
the lids. The soul then perceives, by means of images, the reflection of
its impressions and thoughts. . . . It is the Universal Imagination, of which
each of us appropriates a lesser or greater part according to our grade of
sensibility and memory. Therein is the source of all apparitions, all
extraordinary visions, and all the intuitive phenomena peculiar to mad-
ness or ecstasy.”

In light of what follows, it is especially interesting to note that Lévi
(not at all uniquely) repeatedly calls Occultism an “Art.” As he states, “it
must not be forgotten that Transcendental Magic is called the Sacerdotal
Art and the Royal Art.”® Lévi takes as a maxim of his solitary pursuits a
resounding slogan: “THE SEAL OF NATURE AND OF ART IS SIM-
PLICITY.”" Elsewhere, Lévi explains what may be called the historical
necessity for the Occultists’ obsession with imagist signs and symbols. Lévi
grandly announces that “the prophets spoke in parables and images, be-
cause abstract language was wanting to them, and because prophetic per-
ception, being the sentiment of Harmony, or of Universal Analogies,
translates naturally into images. Taken literally by the vulgar, these images
become idols or impenetrable mysteries. The sum and succession of such
images and mysteries constitute what is called Symbolism.” Lévi concludes
that “the multiplicity of Symbols has been a book of poesy indispensable
to the education of human genius.””
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Finally, besides constantly alluding to the Occultist as an Artist and a
Symbolist, Lévi also neatly establishes that large-scale occultist eruptions are
mainly manifestations of “anxiety induced by change.” According to the way
Lévi explained his situation in 1860, “in the chaos of universal doubt, and
amidst the conflict of science and faith, the great men and the seers figure
as sickly artists, seeking the ideal beauty at the risk of their reason and their
life.” In his age, just as in ours, avant-garde or bohemian Artists and mar-
ginal or clairvoyant Occultists are never properly appreciated by society at
large. “Genius is judged by the tribunal of mediocrity,” Lévi laments, “and
this judgment is without appeal, because, being the light of the world, Ge-
nius is accounted as a thing that is null and dead whenever it ceases to
enlighten. The ecstasy of the Poet is controlled by the indifference of the
prosaic multitude, and every enthusiast who is rejected by general good sense
is a fool and not a genius. Do not count the great Artists as bondsmen of the
ignorant crowd, for it is the crowd which imparts to their talent the balance
of reason.” Whatever its many names, the Occultist viewpoint typically
represents an elitist, highly privileged, antidemocratic spiritual vision.

I have perhaps taken an unusual tack here by defining Lévi’s impor-
tance for the central figures of the evolving Symbolist aesthetic, itself essen-
tial for early twentieth-century artistic abstraction, Duchamp’s included. But
what was Lévi’s significance for the history of Occultism itself? For Christo-
pher Mclntosh, the answer is perfectly clear.

It is this: Lévi helped to change the popular concept of magic. Whereas
magic had hitherto been regarded by most people as a means of manipu-
lating the forces of nature and by many as a dangerous superstition, Lévi
presented it as a way of drawing the will through certain channels and
turning the magician into a more fully realized human being. . . . Lévi
was not the first to express it in writing, but he was the first to popularize
it on a large scale.

So doing, Lévi rendered an important but wholly ignored contribution
to art history. Modern Occultism, a popular concept of magic, was amalgam-
ated into Symbolist thinking, particularly that which refers to the visual arts.
Following the Symbolist epoch, the original, essentially occultist, postulates
of Symbolist art became completely standard in modernist art theory.%! The
strongest evidence is that of a shared conceptual vocabulary, for this best
indicates a community of fundamental beliefs existing between Occultists
and Symbolists. The key terms identifying the underlying contributions of
the Esoteric Tradition to distinctly modernist art concepts include the fol-
lowing, constantly reiterated buzzwords: Analogy, Intuition, Memory, An-
cient Wisdom, Harmony, Imagination, the Dream, Correspondences,
Suggestion, the Symbol, Manipulation of Matter, Essences, Will, Hidden
Energies, Vitalism, and others. Last, but scarcely least, is Abstraction.
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For the pursuit of these linguistic linkages between esoteric sectarian
scriptures and avant-garde artistic expression, our optimum guide is Gabriel-
Albert Aurier (1865-1892).9* Aurier was a critic who perhaps best articu-
lated the art theory of his period, Symbolism. As was so common to the
anarchistic tendencies of this period, as well as the avant-garde in general,
Aurier began by taking up an emphatically antimaterialist stance. Aurier’s
antimaterialism, like that of so many of his artistic contemporaries, defied
the mainstream attitudes of an era in which, he says, the establishment “tried
to introduce science everywhere, even where it is least concerned.” For Aurier,
these positivist natural sciences “are, by definition, not able to come to
absolute solutions.” By his reckoning, such materialist thinking “must, there-
fore, be accused of having made this society lose faith, become earth-bound.”
The widely accepted positivist attitudes of the physical scientists account,
Aurier believes, “for the poorness of our art, which they have assigned ex-
clusively to the domain of imitation, the only quality that can be established
by experimental methods.” Alas, “by means of positive science, we shall have
returned to animality, pure and simple. We must react.” And what then is
the answer, the means of reaction, the ready-made solution, the way out?
According to the bold-faced conclusion of Aurier, “IT IS MYSTICISM
ALONE THAT CAN SAVE OUR SOCIETY FROM BRUTALIZATION,
SENSUALISM AND UTILITARIANISM.”®

In an article published in 1891, in which Aurier discussed the art of
Gauguin, the French critic attributed to this renowned Symbolist artist “the
clairvoyance of that inner eye of man, of which Swedenborg speaks.” As
such, for Aurier and his readers, Gauguin’s art is “the representative mate-
rialization of what is the highest and the most truly divine in the world, of
what is, in the last analysis, the only thing existent—the Idea.” Appealing
to the authority of a Neo-platonic notion beloved to the Esoteric Tradition,
“the poor stupid prisoners of the allegorical cavern fool themselves in con-
templating the shadows that they take for reality,” Aurier concludes that
“the normal and final end of painting, as well of the other arts, can never be
the direct representation of objects. Its aim is to express Ideas, by translating
them into a special language.” Even though one must doubt that Ferdinand
de Saussure ever read any of Aurier’s art criticism, a general functional align-
ment between the two apparently disparate contemporary thinkers is clear.
The common glue is Symbolist culture. According to the new terms of his
special language, Aurier proposes that “objects cannot have value more than
objects as such; they can only appear to him [the clairvoyant] as SIGNS.” As
a result, the Symbolist artist—a mystic and a seer—must resort to abstrac-
tion. According to Aurier’s emphatic conclusion, “the task of the artist,
whose eye is able to distinguish essences from tangible objects, . . . is a nec-
essary simplification in the vocabulary of the sign.” In short, for Aurier, and for
a great many later modernists, “objects are nothing but the revealers of the
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appearances of these ideas and, by consequence, have importance only as
signs of Ideas.” These ideational signs manifest themselves on the artist’s
canvas, revealing his uniquely privileged “insight into the symbolic corre-
spondences.” In properly Symbolist painting, according to Aurier, “every
detail is, in fact, really nothing but a partial symbol, most often unnecessary
for the total significance of the object.”®*

To achieve his goals, the Symbolist artist resorts to the pictorial equiva-
lent of the philosophia perennis; according to Aurier, the visionary and modemist
artist “has thus, in the last analysis, returned to the formula of art that is
simple, spontaneous and primordial.” L'art primordial means, of course, what
we call, with the benefit of art-historical hindsight, “primitivist imagery.” To
be a modern primitivist you certainly need not merely ape tribal art ran-
sacked from the French colonies. Aurier is talking about the idea of the
primordial, or primitivist attitudes, and not necessarily about any particular
art-historical forms. Therefore, Aurier affirms that “all primeval revelations”
are, “without any doubt, the true and absolute art, fundamentally identical
with primitive art, to art as it was divined by the instinctive geniuses of the
first ages of humanity.” By deliberate means, the modern primitivist artist,
uniquely endowed with psychic gifts, “finds himself confronted with nature,
knowing how to read in every object its abstract significance, the primordial
idea that goes beyond it.” And just what is it that lies beyond this abstract
significance? Obviously, it is that Ancient Wisdom which has always been
available to the uniquely enlightened. In 1892 and immediately afterwards,
that gift was particularly the province of the visual artist and, Aurier con-
cluded, “thanks to this gift, art which is complete, perfect, absolute, exists at
last.”®

We have yet another corollary in Paul Adam’s preface to Georges
Vanor’s L' Art Symboliste (1889). As Adam then claimed, “the Age is evi-
dently preparing itself for a new period, a period of force, one of a Science
of the Consciousness and of a general felicity. The coming epoch is bound
to be mystical and abstract in its imaginative reveries.”®® Or, similarly, we
again have the case of Albert Aurier, who wrote how the future age “shall
be a Century of Art succeeding the Century of Science, an age of despera-
tion and lies.” In the forthcoming “Siécle de I’Art,” says Aurier, collectively
we shall find ourselves entering into “a new art, idealistic and mystical.”®’
Therefore, Kandinsky’s supposedly original call in 1912 for “the great epoch
of the Spiritual” had already been articulated at least twenty years earlier in
Aurier’s strident heralding of “un art nouveau, idéaliste et mystique.” Kandinsky’s
geistige, a spiritual foundation for truly innovative art, is largely a paraphrase
of published and widely discussed Symbolist texts, which in turn had an
unmistakable functional affinity with widely read apocalyptic texts like that
of Eliphas Lévi. Since we know that Duchamp read Kandinsky, why not Lévi
as well?
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In short, any number of artists belonging to what was then a belea-
guered avant-garde collectively believed and published statements to the
effect that a wholly New Art was bound to transpire as one century merged
into a bright new one. The year 1900 was rife with utopian and millennarian
promise. Specifically, the new century promised an idealist and mystical new
art, for which the most appropriate language was the dematerialized rhetoric
of ethically pure abstraction. This is the broader historical context for
Kandinsky’s Uber das Geistige in der Kunst; so also is the timeless wisdom of
the Esoteric Tradition. These contexts provide a particularly cogent reason
why, in 1912, Marcel Duchamp would bother to trudge through the murky
German text of Kandinsky’s detailed discussion of “The Spiritual Element in
Art,” which directly propells gegendstandlose Malerei, “nonobjective paint-
ing.” But even if he had never heard of the recent German publication, his
own contemporary French culture, as much symboliste as occultiste, would
have inexorably shaped the future of Duchamp’s unquestionably unique, also
unquestionably influential, art.
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the invention of the
modern alchemist-artist

In order to explain coherently the historical context of a corpus of alchemi-
cal iconography informing Duchamp’s early works (as specifically identified
beginning in chapter 4), this chapter will explore the character of a certain
metaphor coined in the Symbolist period. This personified modernist leitmotif,
the Alchemist, is now so familiar as to be a stereotype, even a cliché.! This
fellow with a prestigious title, like the Artist (also capitalized), is a pungently
anachronistic figure largely drawn from an essentially fictitious Middle Ages
reinvented in France by Romantic writers already favorably disposed toward
Occultism.? Near the close of the nineteenth century, the Alchemist was
given the unprecedented assignment of serving as a role model for burgeon-
ing modernist artistic endeavor. This metaphorical personage was not the
invention of the Symbolists; Goethe, for instance, had employed the familiar
figure of the hermetic philosopher-artifex long before, in Faust (Part One,
1773-1801). As early as the Age of Enlightenment, the motif of hermetic
pursuit was used to stand for worldly mastery and for a spiritual realization
which could be achieved through arduous initiation into the alchemical
process. Much later, Arthur Rimbaud, among other Symbolists of his genera-
tion, was to relate his inner quest as an avant-garde artist to the ancient
alchemical tradition. While, initially, the neo-hermetic analogy was most
commonly applied to an heroic Romantic-era image of the Poet-Genius, in

the modernist period it has functioned just as well for the visual artist.
At the outset, it is important to recognize that we are not dealing with
what may, today, appear to represent a learned subject. As we have seen,
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both Alchemy in particular and Hermeticism in general were common topics
in Symbolist aesthetic rhetoric. Both concepts were readily accessible, even
on the popular level, in late nineteenth-century culture. The fictive but
widely accepted equation, Alchemist as Artist, had become well established
in the Symbolist period. Its initial formation is slightly earlier, seeming again
to be largely the work of Eliphas Lévi, and once set in place by this influential
occultist popularizer, the functional assimilation of Alchemists and Artists
gained strength. As shown here, the Art-Alchemy link appears in the writ-
ings of spokesmen for artistic movements as supposedly diverse as Cubism
and Surrealism. It occurs again in the revival of hermetic rhetoric after 1945.

Although a growing interest in Alchemy coincided with the post-
Enlightenment mystical revival, the new prominence and popularity accorded
to the strictly hermetic endeavor dates from the 1860s, when, as Enid Starkie
recognizes, the works of Eliphas Lévi enjoyed a “popular vogue during the
last years of the Second Empire.” More importantly, as Starkie also points
out, by the time of the Symbolist period, the implications of Alchemy, along
with the “Occult Sciences” (as they were called by their authors), were just
as predominant in belief systems as Freudian, Marxist, and Einsteinian sys-
tems are today.* The majority of people adhering to such esoteric beliefs may
never have studied the originating texts, composed between the Hellenistic
era and the Middle Ages. Likewise, many self-identified postmodernists have
probably not thoroughly studied the primary documents of Freud, Marx, or
Einstein, which influenced later thinkers, including Baudrillard, Deleuze,
Foucault, and Lacan.’ Nonetheless, a century ago the highly influential ideas
of the self-designated Occult Scientists were virtually universally known, if
only by means of vulgarized synopses, called divulgations in French.

In the analogous case of the Corpus Hermeticum a century and a half
ago, it would have become widely known by means of an accessible popular-
ization by Eliphas Lévi or by one of his many followers, such as Papus (the
pseudonym for Gérald Encausse, 1865-1916). It becomes obvious from a
reading of the popular modern expositions of the Ancient Science that the
significance of Alchemy for the Symbolist coterie lay not in its physical
manipulations, leading to certain claimed transmutations of base metals into
gold, but instead in the symbolic, poetic value of such a quest. Accordingly,
a once mundane, medieval laboratory procedure acquired a commonly un-
derstood metaphorical import. In itself, the essentially metaphorical neo-
alchemical notion of an imaginative and magical transmutation of the most
prized of all physical objects—gold—drawn from the most common of el-
emental materials—Ilead, for instance—allows for powerful spiritual symbol-
ism. Just as was the case with the Symbolist poets, the sign and the analogy
were of primary concern to their occult contemporaries; according to Papus,
“the principal method of Occult Science is Analogy. We know that there
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exists a constant connection between the Sign and the Idea which it repre-
sents, meaning between the visible and the invisible.”

Transmutative symbolism became even more potent with the applica-
tion of post-Swedenborgian analogies to the signs of Death and Resurrection.
Such transcendental themes were understood by Eliphas Lévi to be inherent
in the purification process indispensable to ancient alchemical pursuits. The
guises of the metaphorically spiritualized purifications were nearly endless in
their individual variations. This diversity was expressed by one of the earlier
spokesmen of modern Hermeticism in France, Louis Figuier, who published
an interesting treatment, L’alchimie et les alchimistes. Essai historique et critique
sur la philosophie hermétique (1854). As he tells it, “metals” (not as understood
by any modern chemist) were composed of different proportions of sulphur
and mercury. Alchemical gold was considered by Figuier and his followers to
be almost pure mercury, with other trace materials, and sulphur was the
combustible part of the hermetic compound. Base metals were broken down
through fire in the process of transmutation and purified into gold. The
purificatory processes included, Figuier announces, the standard sequences
called “calcination, putrefaction, solution, distillation, sublimation, conjunc-
tion, and finally fixation.”” All metals, which are impure by nature, were to
be reduced to a pure state, ['or alchimique.

In metaphysical terms, the material world presents itself to the modern
Alchemist as a flux of contingent events and relative objects. As metaphys-
ics, or supernatural perceptions, these variously named processes of purification
indicate the mind-set separating the modern pseudoscience I’Alchimie from
medieval Alchemia. If, as the modern neo-Alchemist believes, the quintes-
sence of these essentially symbolic materials can be refined, then the purity
and wholeness of our universe will remain in refulgent Absoluteness and
Unity. Therefore, success in attaining the metaphoric “gold of philosophers”
was more often than not taken to be a symbol of visionary attainment of
Unity with the One.

The modernist pursuit of such Unity was often called “Spiritual Al-
chemy.” This term was usefully defined in 1895 by the English Theosophical

writer Annie Besant as:

a process of change, a process of transmutation, the allusion of course
being to that work of the Alchemist whereby he changed the baser
metal into the nobler, whereby he changed, say, the copper into the
gold. And I have in my thought a process which goes on in the world
around us, to some extent I should imagine in the mind and in the life
of every thoughtful and religious person, but which with our [Theo-
sophical] candidate becomes, as I have so often repeated, a self-con-
scious and deliberate process, so that he recognizes his method and his
end, and so that he turns himself deliberately to the achievement of that
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which he desires. Now this process of Spiritual Alchemy spoken of may
be regarded, I think in the most general sense of the term, as a trans-
mutation of forces. Each man has in himself life and energy and vigor,
power of will and so on; these are the energies by which his object is to
be attained.

By a process which may fairly be described as alchemical, he
transmutes these forces from lower ends to higher ends; he transmutes
them from gross energies to energies that are instead refined and spiri-
tualized. It is not only that he changes their object, it is rather that he
changes and purifies them, without, as it were, altering their essential
nature, just as the Alchemist, taking this matter, really passed it through
a process of purification; not the mere purging away of dress, but a
purification that went much further, that took the very metal itself, that
reduced it into a finer and rarer state, and then, as it were, recombined
it into a nobler and sublimer state. So too you may imagine the Spiritual
Alchemist as taking all these forces of Nature, recognizing them as
forces, and therefore as useful and necessary, but deliberately changing,
purifying and refining them.?

The process of liberating the subjective self was symbolized by the Grand-
Oeuwvre, meaning “Great Work,” a new French term standing for the medieval
magnum opus alchemicum. Even the term Grand-Oeuwvre, since it also signifies
an artistic masterpiece,’ can be taken as evidence of the Symbolists’ common
linkage of Alchemy and Art. The heavily metaphorical language of revived,
post-1860 Alchemy neatly serves an essential modernist concern. In our times,
too, it is notorious that the creative process, the prestigious making of Art,
becomes itself the psychic expression and physical means to the realization of
the self. This understood value also explains the durability of neo-alchemical
themes and symbols throughout modern art and literature, since both expres-
sive disciplines are concerned with that elusive but ever so desirable creative
process. Therefore, in the more immediate, art-historical sense, as Patricia
Mathews suggests, Alchemy “could also allude to the simplification and
purification found in Symbolist literary esthetic theory, or to the concept of
reductionism [‘abstraction’] in Symbolist painting, just as suggestion does.”*°

The oracular quotation, “That which is above is like that which is
below, just as the inferior is like the superior, so propelling the miracle of the
unitary object,” had its archetypal source in the Emerald Tablet, reputably the
most ancient of all the hermetic texts. Like the Ten Commandments handed
down to Moses, for the modern Occultist, the Emerald Tablet represents the
essential compendium of occult wisdom. For this sweeping conclusion, we
have once again the authoritative word of Eliphas Lévi: “The key of all
magical allegories is found in the Tables which we regard as the work of
Hermes [Trismegistus]. About this book, which may be called the keystone of
the whole edifice of Occult Science, are grouped innumerable legends that are
either its partial translation or its commentary, reproduced perpetually, under
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a thousand varied forms.” According to Lévi, the physical expression of
Hermetic Wisdom is Alchemy. Like the rest of Lévi’s esoterica, Alchemy is
just another expression of High Magic, la haute magie. As Lévi sums up his
argument, “There is only one dogma in Magic, and it is this: The visible is
the manifestation of the invisible [and] bears an exact proportion to the
things which are inappreciable by our senses and unseen by our eyes.”!!

Lévi defines High Magic as “the traditional science of the secrets of
Nature, which has been transmitted to us from the Magi,” another of the many
terms used for the Occultist “Supermen.” Lévi continues, “by means of this
Science, the Adept is invested with a species of relative omnipotence and can
operate superhumanly—that is, after a manner which transcends the normal
possibility of men.” Lévi follows with a definition of his Magus, a superhuman
imaginative creator (whose resemblance to contemporary artists did not, as we
shall soon see, pass unnoticed): “The Magus is truly that which the Hebrew
Kabbalists term Microprosopus—otherwise, the creator of the little world. The
first of all magical sciences being the knowledge of one’s self, so is one’s own
creation first of all the works of Science; it comprehends the others and is the
beginning of the Great Work.” As it is further defined by Lévi,

The Great Work is, before all things, the creation of man by himself,
that is to say, the full and entire conquest of his faculties and his future;
it is especially the perfect emancipation of his will, assuring him univer-
sal dominion over Azoth and the domain of Magnesia, in other words,
full power over the Universal Magical Agent. This Agent, disguised by
the ancient philosophers under the name of the First Matter [prima
material, determines the forms of modifiable substance, and we can really
arrive by means of it at metallic transmutation and the Universal Medi-
cine. This is not a hypothesis; it is a scientific fact, already established and
rigorously demonstrable.!?

Lévi further explains that “there are two Hermetic operations, the one
spiritual, and the other material, and these are mutually dependent.” More-
over, as Duchamp was to state in the Notes for his Large Glass, just as in
Alchemy, “The Separation is a Operation,” and vice versa: “L’écart est une
opération” (see Duchamp’s Note 52). As this separational idea was much
earlier stated by Lévi, “in the Great Work, we must separate skillfully the
subtle from the gross, the mystical from the positive, allegory from theory.”
Duchamp was later to explain—actually, reveal—in various places in his
Notes to the Large Glass that he was himself, since perhaps 1912, dealing
with “allegory” (a topic discussed more extensively in chapters 4, 5, and 8).
Once again, the real significance, even worth, of the already anachronistic
mode of allegorical expression was made clear long before by Eliphas Lévi:
he knew that all of Alchemy was to be understood as allegory. According to
the French High Magician,
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If we would read [the alchemical writers] with profit and understanding,
we must take them first of all as allegorical in their entirety, and then
descend from allegories to realities by the way of the correspondences or
analogies indicated in the one dogma: That which is above is propor-
tional to that which is below, and so on reciprocally.”®

According to the newly installed hermetic mythology of the post-
Romantic period, the alchemically symbolizing Artist, like the Bohemian
artist of Lévi’s time, is poor. His poverty arises because he has voluntarily
renounced material wealth, pursuing instead the immaterial goals of his in-
spired imagination. Lévi explains that “to succeed in the Great Work, one
must be divinus—a diviner, in the kabbalistic sense of the term—and it is
indispensable to have renounced, in respect of personal interest, the advan-
tage of wealth, so as to become its dispenser.”'* Moreover, “that which Adepts
have distinguished as the Great Work is not only the transmutations of
metals but also, and above all, the Universal Medicine—that is to say, the
remedy for all ills, including death itself.”"® Lévi continues,

Death is a phantom of ignorance; it does not exist; everything in Nature
is living, and it is because it is alive that everything is in motion and
undergoes incessant change of form. . . . Death is neither the end of life
nor the beginning of immortality: it is the continuation and transforma-
tion of life. ... It is this which makes resurrection one of the hardest
works of the highest initiation, and hence its success is never infallible,
but must be regarded almost invariably as accidental and unexpected.'®

Perhaps this explains the cryptic inscription Duchamp had ordered to be
placed upon his tombstone: D’ailleurs c’est toujours les autres qui meurent.
Evidently, especially if one takes Alchemy seriously, “Anyway, it’s always the
other guys who croak.”

The selfless, healing, spiritual mission of the necessarily secretive Artist-
Alchemist was further explained by Lévi in a way strikingly like the ascetic,
nonmaterialistic lifestyle attributed to Duchamp by his biographers:

To be ever rich, to be always young and to die never: such, from all time,
has been the dream of Alchemists. ... Like all magical mysteries, the
secrets of the Great Work have a triple meaning: they are religious,
philosophical and natural. . . . Hence the search after the Great Work is
called the Search for the Absolute, and this work itself is termed the
Operation of the Sun. All masters of Science recognize that it is impos-
sible to achieve material results until we have found the plenary analo-
gies of the Universal Medicine and the Philosophical Stone. . .. The
Universal Medicine, is, for the soul, supreme reason and absolute justice;
for the mind, it is mathematical and practical truth; for the body, it is
the Quintessence, which is a combination of gold and light.
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The modern Alchemist is, according to Lévi’s extended definition, literally
a Symbolist. Moreover, the ever symbolizing Alchemist is simultaneously
employed in the service of Art, Science, Philosophy, and Religion. As Lévi
grandly put it,

All Masters in Alchemy who have written concerning the Great Work
have employed symbolical and figurative expressions, and have been
right in so doing, not only to deter the profane from operations which
would be dangerous for them, but to make themselves [only] intelligible
to adepts by revealing the entire world of analogies which is ruled by the
one and sovereign dogma of Hermes. . . . Hermetic Art is, therefore, at one
and the same time, a Religion, a Philosophy, and a Natural Science.”

Lévi’s writings were certainly not the only available source of alchemi-
cal science and hermetic pseudotheology for those who might wish to be-
come better informed about these esoteric subjects. In fact, there was a spate
of neo-alchemical publications appearing during the Symbolist period. Be-
sides enjoying the distinct advantage of having been written in modern,
colloquial French, these paperbacks tended to be inexpensive, averaging only
about five francs. At the time these divulgations of the Hermetic Arts were
being copiously published and sold on the streets of Paris, there also appeared
a lesser number of serious scholarly (and more expensive) studies of Alchemy
that treated the Hermetic Science as both a technical and an historical
phenomenon. Among these, most significant were the still standard studies
written by Marcellin Berthelot, and some modernized translations of famous
hermetic authors, including, as edited by Albert Poisson, the Cing Traités
d’Alchimie des plus grands philosophes: Paracélse, Albert le Grand, Roger Bacon,
Raimond Lulle, Arnold de Villeneuve (1890) and his translation of Paracelsus’s
Traité des trois essences premieres (1903). Most of these works were readily
available to Marcel Duchamp at the Bibliotheque Ste.-Geneviéve in Paris
during his period as a librarian just before World War I (see works marked
with a # in the bibliography).

In this case, our attention is focused upon the imaginative interests of
the amateurs of the Symbolist period, not upon the professional scientists
and historians. As a rule, based on my professional observation, artists do not
read historical primary texts and scholarly tomes; instead, they tend to turn
to popularizations of currently trendy ideas. As a result, what must be of
particular interest to us are the published divulgations of traditional hermetic
materials that, given the nature of their subject matter, were simultaneously
pseudoscientific and occultist. Besides Lévi, most important among the popu-
larizers of alchemical ideas in France were Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety
(particularly his Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique (1758) and Albert Poisson
(1869-1893). Besides having edited the Cing Traités in 1890, the short-lived

hermeticist Poisson was the author of an illustrated and easily readable manual
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of Alchemy, Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes: Le Grand-Oeuvre, suivi d'un
Essai sur la bibliographie alchimique du XIXe siecle (1891). Like those men-
tioned above, these works were also available to Duchamp in the Bibliotheque
Ste. Geneviéve and, in particular, this last work has been shown to have
been assiduously studied by Marcel Duchamp (see chapters 4 and 5).

Since Albert Poisson turns out to have been a major figure in shaping
Duchamp’s career, we ought to take a closer look at this once-celebrated,
emblematic figure of the Occult Underground of the Symbolist period. Pre-
maturely dead at the age of twenty-four, Albert Poisson was, Arnold Waldstein
enthusiastically affirms, “one of the most profound Alchemists of the fin de
siecle, doubtlessly the reincarnation of an actual Alchemist privy to the
Opus.” Waldstein further claims (with suitably poetic passion) that “by rea-
son of his purity and enthusiasm, Albert Poisson gives living witness of the
perennial interest of Alchemy; he is the Rimbaud of the Art of Hermes, a
youth devoured by the dragons from the king’s castle.”® More than his meager
list of publications, it now seems that it was the Romantic drama of Poisson’s
self-destructive personal obsessions that proved so appealing to his contem-
poraries and to some later students of Hermeticism. In France, besides
Duchamp, these included André Savorel, who afffirmed that

Traditional Alchemy cannot be confused with some other roads that
lead to a different realm, and these can lead anyone who wishes to travel
upon them, particularly if he lacks the proper preparation and an expe-
rienced guide, only towards consumption and madness, whether or not
these maladies may be erotically induced. The procedures of psychic
magnetism are equally senseless: more than one student has made of
these a deceptive experience, after having been lead to believe that he
had indeed found the key to the alchemical enigma, with the transfu-
sion of his own living essence into the hermetic vessel. Besides being
wholly useless, such techniques are not to be achieved without great
personal risk. And I would go so far as to state that this was just the
procedure that directly contributed to the premature demise of Albert
Poisson, who did employ these means."

As early as the age of thirteen, Poisson had thrown himself into a
single-minded study of Alchemy. The Hermetic laboratory “Art” was directly
conceived by Poisson as representing deliberate rejection of contemporary
scientific positivist beliefs and standards. The youthful Poisson was usually
seen heading toward the Bibliotheque National or the Bibliothéque de
I’ Arsénal, or any other of the several repositories of occultist wisdom in Paris,
including the Bibliotheque Ste. Genevieve.” Within these sanctuaries of
arcana, Poisson would immerse himself in indefatigable study of dusty books
and manuscripts of incantations and talismans. As depicted in an old pho-
tograph, the youthful Poisson was heavily bearded, bushy-haired, wiry of
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build, and hollow-cheeked. Feverish and spectral in appearance, dressed in
a black frock coat, he is characteristically remembered as being surrounded
by esoteric laboratory apparatuses; the caption on one picture identifies him
as “Albert Poisson (‘Philophotes’) in his laboratory.”*! Although wasted with
consumption and burnt out by overwork, he doggedly persisted in his her-
metic researches until his death. As a cultural symbol, Poisson has been
characterized by Waldstein as an “example romantique, directly confronting
the fin-de-si¢cle, a period in which extreme materialism seemed to be in
universal triumph.”?? The photograph mentioned above serves as the frontis-
piece of a fascinating book, appearing in 1897, that was dedicated to the near
sacred memory of “Albert Poisson, le Rénovateur de '’ Alchimie.” The avowed
purpose of this modern manual of hermetic practices was to instruct the avid
reader on “How to Become an Alchemist.””

Anyone familiar with biographical descriptions of Marcel Duchamp’s
frugal, secretive, and vocationally dedicated lifestyle will see the applicability
of the followng quotations (my translation).?* Here Francois Jollivet-Castelot
describes the typical working day of the modern Alchemist, an itinerary
directly representing that of the late “Philophotes,” Albert Poisson:

Immediately upon awakening, the Alchemist concentrates upon a short
period of meditation, during which time he shall join together into a
sympathetic chain les grands Initiés de I’ Au-Dela. Then he shall quickly
dispose the order of his occupations. His prayers should be made seated
upon his bed, with his head and shoulders covered by a veil of fine linen.
As soon as he has arisen (toward 9 a.m. in Paris, or 7 or 8 o’clock in the
provinces), the Alchemist takes a cold or lukewarm tub-bath, scrupu-
lously followed by magical ablutions.

Like every Initiate, the Alchemist is absolutely tidy; therefore, he
shall meticulously perform his ablutions before all meals, work and sleep.
His bath-water shall be lightly perfumed, above all with verbena, and the
Initiate’s customary unguents (used for purifications or for magical opera-
tions) include heliotrope, chelidon, jasmine, lily, mistletoe, sage (etc.)
and, above all, the rose, the initiatory herb. The morning repast should
be light, with the object of leaving his spirit completely at liberty to
develop. Then one takes tea, with biscuits or toast. Once the toilette is
completed, the Hermeticist will work straight through until the next meal.

According to individual disposition, the morning hours shall be
either consecrated to the task of writing or to the study of the masters.
The noon meal will be plentiful on those practical work-days actually
spent in the laboratory, but frugal when the day’s purpose is only to
allow for the mental effort of composing notes; then tea or coffee are
indicated as stimulants.

After this extended discussion of the modern Alchemist’s personal
ablutions and delicate dining, the author describes the physical operations of
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the Great Work itself. This description nearly exactly conforms to accounts
of Marcel Duchamp at work in his New York studio, and to the kind of Notes
belonging to Duchamp’s Green Box. Here is how Jollivet-Castelot described
the modern Alchemist’s actual working procedures, which now seem ram-
pantly artistic in character:

The work-day includes in part the collation of notes on laboratory ex-
periments and these tasks are carried on until around six in the evening.
The laboratory should be well ventilated but, above all, darkened. At
least one portion of it will remain in complete darkness. In practise
certain operations are improved by being performed when protected
from light—especially when, for example, the astral-body is being pro-
jected. These operations are always done with complete propriety and in
perfect order. The exercises shall be conducted with method, either
according to the meaning of the texts consulted or following one’s per-
sonal inspiration. Next comes the promenade, the purpose of which is
to unlock the brain and to prepare for a forthcoming originality; as often
as may be possible, this should take place in the countryside.

The Alchemist shall instigate poetic reflections and artistic sen-
sations, for instance, by observing the setting of the Sun and the rising
of the Stars and blond Selene. Dinner may be enjoyed in certain abun-
dance—except when it is desirable instead to conjure up certain expe-
riences of a lucid or magical sort. For these purposes, nocturnal tranquility
is especially recommended. After dinner, and after consumption of to-
bacco, one resolutely sets about the extended work of composition, that
is, should one be a hermétiste écrivain.

Our hermetic scholar-writer next gives us an idea of the modern
Alchemist’s curriculum, usefully providing for us the standard esoteric read-
ing list of the day (which, in part, resembles the conjectured bibliography of
Duchamp, also known for his placid consumption of tobacco):

Much later, but still at night in any event, the magical authors are
studied and so, too, will the hermetic, esoteric writers. The Alchemist’s
library—should he be of a mind to build up one—will, above all, include
the following tomes. First, there are the works of Eliphas Lévi: Dogme et
Ritual de Haute Magie; Clefs des Grands Mystéres; Histoire de la Magie.
Next come the other authors: by Papus, Traité Méthodique de Science
Occulte, Traité Elémentaire de Magie Practique, Le Tarot des Bohémiens; by
Sar Péladan, Comment on Devient Mage, Comment on Devient Artiste; by
Stanislas de Guaita, Au Seuil du Mystére, Le Temple de Saturn; by Sédir,
La Culture Psychiaque et les Tempéraments. Finally, there are the indis-
pensable works of Albert Poisson, who provides a most excellent guide
to all spiritual ascent: Cing Traités d’ Alchimie, Histoire de I Alchimie, Théories
et Symboles des Alchimistes.
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It is also necessary to study and to meditate with perseverance
upon the books by Louis Lucas, dealing with La Chimie Nouwelle et la
Médecine Nouwvelle, and those by Berthelot, Les Origines de I’ Alchimie and
La Mécanique Chimique, and Dumas’s Philosophie Chimique, and Lothar-
Meyer’s Théories Modernes de la Chimie. Besides these, one also reads
works by Niquet, Claude Bernard, Pasteur, Lodge, etc. Finally, one reads
the historical classics of Alchemy: Raimundo Lull, Roger Bacon, Arnoldus
da Villanova, Paracelsus, Albertus Magnus, Nicolas Flamel, Bernard le
Trévisan, Zacharias, Philalethes, Basile Valentine. These readings will
all exercise the sagacity, patience and initiation of the Philosopher of
Hermes.

Next follows an ethical prescription for the modern neo-Alchemist,
and this too seems in complete conformity with admiring eyewitness ac-
counts of the beatific decorum later characterizing the life and works of
Marcel Duchamp:

But the Alchemist must not abuse either the theater or worldly plea-
sures, for intellectual dissipation would be the inevitable result. In every
case, the Alchemist is never to forget his role as a guardian of the
Occult Tradition. He should never engage in noisy set-tos, nor stir up
arguments about those articles of faith pertaining to the domain of the
Profane. Nevertheless, should the occasion arise, he should then affirm
his opinions and beliefs, and these he will then maintain with convic-
tion. He shall never depart from the most exquisite politeness and the
greatest possible tolerance. The Adept is liberal-minded. Likewise, he
continuously shows himself to be friendly and open with others—but
he is always reserved in his manner.

However, all is not work and meditation for the modern Alchemist, a re-
served and politely tolerant chap like Duchamp. At times, this Initiate will
venture forth from his darkened laboratory, and at such times, just as we also
know was notoriously the case with Marcel Duchamp, “he shall seek out
female company, with whom he must also behave with decorous, even emo-
tionally distant, restraint.”

Poisson was not the only practising Alchemist in late nineteenth-
century France. There was, in fact, an organization established at that time,
“L’Association Alchimiste de France,” founded by Poisson himself. The Al-
chemical Association of France boasted a Secretary-General and seven Coun-
cillors who met annually to report on their hermetic investigations and
laboratory experiments. By July 1897, the Association had acquired two
honorary members, the distinguished publisher Camille Flammarion (1842—
1925) and the even more distinguished playwright August Strindberg (1849—
1912). Another charter member was Théodore Tifféreau, the so-called
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Alchemist of the Nineteenth Century. In 1889, Tifféreau published a book-
length account reporting his successful transmutative efforts in exotic Mexico.
Alas, repeated attempts to reproduce the magical process failed miserably
upon Tifféreau’s eventual return to materialist France.”” Besides the published
records of Tifféreau’s evidently abortive efforts, one of Strindberg’s neo-al-
chemical formulas has also, by chance, survived. The Swedish playwright’s
recipe is full of mysterious correspondences and other hidden meanings, but,
according to learned opinion, it also contains a number of glaring arithmeti-
cal discrepancies, making it quite unworkable.?® The celebrated author of
Miss Julie had indifferently used two numbers (196 and 197) to represent the
true atomic weight of gold (actually 197.2). In any event, besides confirming
the fact that Symbolists were interested in Alchemy, Strindberg’s and
Tifféreau’s modern hermetic failures (presumably not unique) demonstrate
how little progress had actually been made in such endeavors since the time
of Albertus Magnus and Nicolas Flamel.

The omnipresence of such hermetic ideas at this time in France is also
illustrated by a famous passage encountered in a quintessential Symbolist
novel, J. K. Huysmans’s La-Bas (1891). Huysmans (1848-1907) neatly pic-
tured the current state of esoteric knowledge at the height of the Symbolist
period and credited its wide diffusion to Eliphas Lévi. All this occurred, he
says, in an age in which “Diabolism is quite up to date [and] there are
committees, subcommittees, a sort of curia [of Occultism] which rules America
and Europe.” Huysmans has his contemporary hero, Durtal, take “from one
of the shelves of his library a manuscript.” This, as it turns out, is a book
written by the celebrated hermetic artist of enigmas, “Nicolas Flamel, re-
stored, translated, and annotated by Eliphas Lévi.” According to Huysmans,
the operation must remain a secret:

Eliphas Lévi explained the symbolism of these bottled volatiles as fully
as he cared to, but he abstained from giving the famous recipe for the
Grand Magisterium. He was keeping up the pleasantry of his other books,
in which, beginning with an air of solemnity, he affirmed his intention
of unveiling the old arcana, and, when the time came to fulfill his
promise, he begged the question, alleging the excuse that he would
perish if he betrayed such burning secrets. The same excuse, which had
done duty through the ages, served in masking perfect ignorance of the
impoverished occultists of the present moment.

Nevertheless, Durtal thinks he knows better (just as Strindberg presumably
did):

“As a matter of fact, the ‘Great Work’ is simple,” said Durtal to himself,
folding up the manuscript of Nicolas Flamel. “The hermetic philoso-
phers discovered—and modern science, after long evading the issue, no
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longer denies—that the metals are compounds, and that their compo-
nents are identical. They vary from each other, according to the differ-
ent proportions of their elements. With the aid of an agent, which will
displace these proportions, one may transmute mercury, for example,
into silver, and lead into gold. And this agent is the Philosopher’s Stone:
mercury—not the vulgar mercury, which to the Alchemists was but an
aborted metallic sperm—but the Philosophers’ Mercury. . . . Only the
recipe for this mercury, or Stone of the Sages, has ever been revealed—
and it is this that the philosophers of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance,
all centuries, including our very own age, have sought so frantically.”

For evidence pointing to the entrance of alchemical metaphor into the
province of Symbolist art criticism and theory, as before, our best guide is
Albert Aurier. Aurier is known, for instance, to have owned Figuier’s L' Alchimie
et les alchimistes, and Aurier’s active interest in Alchemy has been docu-
mented in several places in his writings.?® In one of his published critiques,
Aurier referred to young artists, working outside the Salon and its oppressive
academic milieu, as “obscure Alchemists” bent on creating a putative “Grand
Qeuvre” for the coming era. Further articles by Aurier on artists as diverse
as Monet, Renoir, Pissarro and van Gogh all contain explicit references to
their art as representing the alchemical process. However, nowhere does
Aurier suggest that their art explicitly symbolized the magnum opus of the
medieval hermeticists. Instead, Aurier employed alchemical language and
motifs as an analogue, or tool of expression, by which to suggest, rather than
literally describe, the nature of his subjects’ decidedly modernist art. This
becomes especially apparent in his overheated evocation of Vincent van
Gogh’s creative process. According to Aurier, van Gogh created “flaming
landscapes [which] appear as the effervescence of multicolored enamels
emerging from some diabolical crucible of an Alchemist; frondescences, like
the patinas of ancient bronze, new copper and spun glass; gardens of flowers,
which appear less like flowers than the most luxurious jewelry made from
rubies, agates, onyxes, emeralds, corundums, chryso-beryls, amethysts, and
chalcedonies.””

As poetry, such metaphorical alchemical motifs seem to have their
immediate prototype in the verse of Baudelaire, for example, in Les Fleurs du
Mal (1855): “It is Satan-Hermes Trismegistus who lulls our enchanted spirit
and the rich metal of our will; everything is volatilized by that knowing
Alchemist.” To cite a post-Baudelairean example of the same usage of stan-
dard alchemical poetic metaphors, we have the case of Stéphane Mallarmé
(also read by Duchamp), who claimed with equal fervor that: “I have just
completed a very long descent into nothingness. . . . | never put an end to
my work, which is the Magnum Opus, such as the Great Work was called by our
ancestors, the Alchemists.”! Arthur Rimbaud’s famous Sonnet des voyelles is another
instance of blatantly alchemical Symbolist verse, carefully explicated as such by
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Enid Starkie in her standard monograph on the short-lived Rimbaud (1854-
1891).%

Whereas many more examples of the Symbolist Artist as Modern
Alchemist could be quoted, it is enough to cite finally the example of a poem
by Jules Laforgue (1860-1887), “Encore a cet astre.”® According to Duchamp’s
own admission, this was the Symbolist-era poem that provided the immedi-
ate inspiration or textual source for the Nude Descending a Staircase (1911-
12: MD-63, 64), and both canvases had their immediate origin in Duchamp’s
1911 pencil sketch, which is itself carefully labelled: “Encore a cet astre”
(MD-60). Given the universally acknowledged historical significance of
Duchamp’s notorious canvas of a hermetic Nude Descending a Staircase, the
single artwork by him likely heard of by the layperson, the real nature of its
textual grounding in Laforgue’s verses deserves to be subjected to a new kind
of contextual scrutiny, a detailed hermetic distillation.

A careful reading of Laforgue’s “Once Again Toward That Star” reveals
that it deals with aspiration toward a state of higher purity and conscious-
ness, what should properly be called occultist “self-realization” (or, in
postmodern terms, “empowerment”). Presumably self-realization is also the
subject of Duchamp’s painting, acknowledged by the artist to have been
derived from this now obscure poem. What Laforgue called “this star” turns
out to be the Sun, radiant and golden. Laforgue opened his verses with an
angry shout: “Strange Sun: You dream away!” Laforgue is lamenting the loss
of the energies of the meditative Sun, and the next lines announce a mood
of growing disillusionment, for the Sun cannot brighten the pallor of the
foolish and self-deceiving mob below, given to ignorant, narcotized, asinine
pursuits and vain amusements: “Behold them, the drugged puppets, drinkers
of asses’ milk and of coffee.” The Sun’s healing, elixir-like, golden rays com-
ing from on high have been rejected. They cannot penetrate, transmute, or
enlighten the growing sickly pallor of the ignorant world below: “In vain,
ceaselessly, I attempt to caress their backbones with my fires, but they con-
tinue to sicken and to blanch.” The next lines reveal the failure of the
hermetic operation, when the Sun’s call to suffering humanity below is cyni-
cally mocked by the response:

Oh, it’s just you, you who have nothing but frozen rays!
But, as for us, we're blooming with health and youth!
That’s right; the Earth is nothing but one big carnival!
Our shouts of merriment blast the wheat flat.

Encore a cet astre is full of blatantly alchemical motifs, and the nature
of these becomes unveiled in its last two stanzas, the cumulative result being
a failed attempt at alchemical union. In this interpretation, the climax of
Laforgue’s poem metaphorically represents a false procedure, one that has led
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to the loss of the elusive Philosopher’s Gold. As a consequence, the resulting
alchemical material becomes a mockery of its original intention: darkened,
spotted, blemished, eaten up, and corrupted due to a lack of spiritual inte-
gration. In short, there is no coniunctio oppositorum, only putrefactio, and thus
Laforgue’s poem ends in this pessimistic fashion:

You're alone, with your teeth chattering, because your spreading blem-
ishes are eating you up, oh Sun, like a pox put upon a vast golden
lemon, soon to be but a flaxen mockery. In spite of so many settings,
dressed in royal purple and glory, you end up mocked by the heartless
stars, a pocked, yellow star—nothing but a flamboyant, shimmering froth!

We may begin with the most blatant alchemical clue, “Astre,” appearing
in the title. The standard meaning of that term in hermetic terms is given by
Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety in his Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique (1787):

STAR [Astre]. In the terminology of Alchemy this represents the igne-
ous, fixed substance, which is the principle of multiplication, represent-
ing the extension and generation of everything. This substance always
herself tends towards generation, but this only occurs once she is excited
by celestial heat, which is found everywhere.

STAR [Astrum]. This is a term employed by the Alchemical Phi-
losophers to signify one particularly great virtue, power or property; this
is acquired by the act of prepartation which confers it onto some thing.

Similar significance attaches to:

STARS OF THE PHILOSOPHERS [Etoiles des philosophes]. Alchemists

commonly lend this name to the colors appearing in the vessel during

the course of operations belonging to the Great Work. But ordinarily

they use the terminology of “Planets and Stars” in order to signify their

metals, or they might use “terrestrial planets,” meaning vulgar metals.**

As even the initial outcry by Laforgue —“Espéce de Soleil . . .”—
reveals, we are dealing with traditional literary topoi, alchemical metaphori-
cal imagery boasting of a venerable artistic pedigree. Laforgue had explained
that it is a certain kind of a Sun that so idly dreams; in fact, this particular
“espéce de Soleil” had been treated long before by Shakespeare, an author
whom Laforgue is known to have cultivated. In Shakespeare’s King John (III,
i), we find that:

The glorious Sun stays in his course and plays the alchemist
Turning with the splendour of his precious eye
The meagre cloddy earth to glittering gold.
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But Laforgue’s “meagre cloddy earth” fails to transmute into “glittering gold,”
and only turns into a falsely shimmering froth. Because of the failure of the
extended Great Work, the end result is only a sadly tarnished surface, look-
ing like “un vaste citron d’or.” Laforgue’s lemony, ersatz gold represents no
poetic invention on his part: according to traditional alchemical laboratory
procedures, a certain process called “citronizing” was the specific means by
which to achieve a color denoting imminent consummation of the Grand
Oeuvre.”® Within the context of Laforgue’s poetic magisterium, the desired
union was not, in the end, perfected.

The search for alchemical gold is, Laforgue suggests, in the end only a
vain illusion. We are predestined to disappointment in our fruitless attempts
at absolute enlightenment; we are, accordingly, left sans le savoir, as Duchamp
would later put it. The inevitable failures of the Alchemists’ boastful prom-
ises to transmute the materia prima into priceless gold produced many skep-
tics. Among the even earlier critics of Alchemy was Geoffrey Chaucer
(1340-1400), who declared in the “Canon’s Yeoman” from the Canterbury
Tales that:

To moche folk we [alchemists] bring but illusioun,
And borrow gold, be it a pound or two,

Or ten or twelve, or many sommes mo,

And make them thinken at the leaste waye,
That of a single pound we can make tweye.

Yet it is fals . . .

The Yeoman in Chaucer’s tale was the classic dupe taken in by the wiles of
a false magus, what Poisson would call a “souffleur.” In this text, Chaucer
used a phrase that exactly parallels Laforgue’s mention of a “blond moqueur,”
a fact merely underlining the timelessness of so many standard alchemical
motifs: “We blonder ever, and gaze into the fyr, / And for al that we faile of
our desire.” Similarly, Chaucer echoes yet another of Laforgue’s distinctive
phrases. Where, describing base matter below, the Frenchman said that “. . . ils
vont étiolés” (become blanched, wan), as the Englishman put it centuries
before, “And where my colour was both fresh and red, / Now it is wan, and
of a leden hewe.” Chaucer also mentions the elusive Philosopher’s Stone, here
referred to as a “powder of projection” (like Duchamp’s Elevage de poussiére),

which is:

A powder, I know not whereof it was
I-made, either of chalk, either of glas,
Or some what else, that was nought worthy a flye.

The last two stanzas of Laforgue’s poem describe an action (or reac-
tion) between Above and Below, or between the Sun’s superior perfection
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and the inferior imperfection of the Earth. Read in alchemical allegorical
terms, Laforgue’s strident “espéce de Soleil” becomes a symbol of the elusive
Spiritual Gold, the metaphorical goal of which the Hermetic Philosophers so
vainly dreamed (songer). This superior desideratum is directly contrasted by
Laforgue to Earth, a drugged and blemished realm placed below, and so
representing base matter and directionless animal passions. In this context of
blockage and frustration, we may now translate the underlying sense of the
title put to Laforgue’s poem’s to mean: “Again, again, and again after that
(unattainable) star.” Ideally the Earth, always poetically situated la-bas by the
hermetic writers, should be desirous of achieving spiritual union with the
heavens above, la-haut. Only in that way might it acquire the beneficial
aspects of the Sun’s elixir-like, golden enlightenment. Alas, as Laforgue
pessimistically reveals, the attempt to achieve this spiritual union has been
frustrated. This happens, says the Symbolist poet, because the drugged deni-
zens of the World Below—La-Bas—have rejected the Sun’s illumination,
revelling instead in their own squalid animal pleasures. The very idea of
spiritual transmutation and assimilation, here an attempt to establish corre-
spondences between that which is au-dela and that which is la-bas, has failed
abysmally in the dreary picture ironically drawn by Jules Laforgue.

Instead of real gold, all that these false magi (tous souffleurs, sans le
savoir) can achieve is fake gold, or no gold at all. According to Laforgue, “the
wheat is dashed flat” by their vain boasts, and in this case we have yet
another familiar hermetic image. Golden ears of wheat were frequently re-
sorted to by the Alchemists to symbolize regeneration or, in a more specific
sense, the grains of gold itself.’® The artifices of the false magi are clearly
revealed, since “you shall be mocked by the heartless stars.” In order to
succeed, all alchemical procedures had to be carried out under favorable
astrological auspices; if not, the result would be “a mockery.” Laforgue pic-
tures a diseased Sun, sickly false gold, “eaten up like a pox upon a vast golden
lemon, soon to be but a flaxen mockery.” In itself this motif may be taken
to represent a sign of the Alchemists’ putrefactio. Putrefaction was a process
that had been explained often by the hermetic scientists. For instance, in the
sixteenth century, Paracelsus took putrefactio to mean:

Generation, or the procreation of all natural things, that proceeds through
Alchemy. To speak of this in general terms, one might say that every-
thing on Earth would be born from Nature with the help of Putrefac-
tion, that is, through Decomposition. Therefore Putrefaction is the highest
level, and also the first step towards Generation, which is the process
that transmutes all natural things from their first forms and being, like-
wise also altering their powers and virtues.”

Obviously, Jules Laforgue forged no new links in the alchemical chain
of Symbolist poetic imagery. Neither did Duchamp (and, given its great
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art-historical significance, his painting of The Nude Descending will receive
further hermetic analysis in chapter 4).

The Symbolists were not the only modernist artists and poets to resort
to traditional alchemical imagery. Usage of such metaphorical language also
proved consistent with an emerging Cubist vision, as demonstrated by the
poetic language of Guillaume Apollinaire (1880-1918), perhaps the most
influential of all theorists of the new art. In Le Bestiaire (1911), this Cubist
theoretician had Orpheus speak of a certain voice of artistic inspiration, and
“This is the voice which was made comprehensible by light, and of which
Hermes Trismegistus speaks in his book, the Poemander.”® But what is the
larger context for this odd mention of the founder of the Hermetic Arts,
including a timely citation of his major treatise? According to Apollinaire,
as is typical of the international vanguard fraternity, the Cubist painters “live
in the anticipation of a sublime art,” and, moreover, “contemporary art, even
if it does not directly stem from specific religious beliefs, does nonetheless
possess some of the characteristics of great, that is to say, religious art.”
Following our examination of certain key texts favored by the Symbolist
poets, we might assume that for Apollinaire those specific religious beliefs,
obviously equally nonsectarian and wholly secularized, were most likely the
occultist, nonspecific, pseudoreligious beliefs propagated by the Esoteric Tra-
dition in their many publications. In the case of Apollinaire, we do have
something like proof, namely the contents of his personal library, containing
many standard occultist texts of the time, and also the fact, more specifically
“hermetic,” of his knowledgeable review, published in 1914, of a new edition
of an alchemical emblem book, the Mutus Liber, a standard hermetic treatise
evidently also known to Duchamp (see figs. 4, 7).%®

Apollinaire invented the term “Orphism” to designate a sort of au-
tonomous art-historical movement that grew out of what may be called
orthodox Cubism; its titular model, Orpheus, was earlier seen by the Sym-
bolist theorists as an essentially occultist and, simultaneously, early modern-
ist paradigm of artistic creation and initiation.*’ The key elements of
Apollinaire’s Orphism, itself a model Symbolist exercise,” are as follows: a
theory of metaphysical correspondences; the idea of music as an expression
of synaesthesia; a rejection of those traditional mimetic functions formerly
associated with painting; a concomitant exaltation of all visual arts commu-
nicating inner meanings of universal significance, with these perceptions
being achieved through a certain process of quasi initiation, so allowing
privileged insights derived from tapping into certain higher levels of con-
sciousness. Such ideas are paralleled in Kandinsky’s Uber das Geistige in der
Kunst, a work which, like Apollinaire’s essays, is essentially Symbolist in its
fundamental esoteric biases and bases, not to mention its known Theosophi-
cal (Occultist) basis. In a later essay by Apollinaire, “The New Spirit and the
Poets” (1913), the hermetic imagery first popularized by the Symbolist writ-
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ers was elaborated even further. According to this essentially mystical inter-
pretation of the rise of Cubism, writes Apollinaire,

At a later date, those who study the literary history of our time will be
amazed that—like the Alchemists—the [early modernist] dreamers and
poets devoted themselves, without even the pretext of a Philosopher’s
Stone, to inquiries and to notations which exposed them to the ridicule
of journalists and of snobs, their contemporaries. . . . These new combi-
nations, these new works—they are the art of life, which is called
Progress.*

For the complementary conclusion that such standard hermetic imag-
ery was also commonly shared by the Zurich Dada artists, we have the writ-
ten testimony of Hugo Ball (1886-1927). In a diary entry written in June
1916, Ball describes himself acting in a Dada performance piece “like a
magical bishop.” At this time he premiered what he called Verse ohne Worte,
“a new genre of poems, poems without words, or sound-poems,” Lautgedichte.
The function of the strange verbal actions practiced by Ball and like-minded
Dada artists was to express their mutual realization (as the Symbolists had
before them) that “we must return to the innermost alchemy of word.” To
do so, “we must even give up the word too, to keep for poetry its last and
holiest refuges [by] accepting words (to say nothing of sentences) that are
not newly invented for their use.” In fact, in 1921 Ball even attributed the
very invention of the word Dada to the same kind of hermetic operation:
“When I came across the word ‘dada,’ I was called upon twice by Dionysius
the Areopagite: ‘D.A., D.A.’ [Richard] Huelsenbeck wrote about this mysti-
cal birth; I did too in earlier notes. At that time [1916] I was interested in
the alchemy of letters and words.”** Commenting on this observation, John
Elderfield, the editor of Ball’s diaries, argues that “Ball’s unique version de-
serves the name ‘esthetic mysticism’ akin to such magico-spiritual philoso-
phers as the alchemists and theosophists.” Overall, for Ball and his fellow
Dadaists, continues Elderfield, “art generally is something irrational, primi-
tive, and complex that speaks ‘a secret language’ [and] Ball best expressed
this idea of esoteric meaningfulness when speaking of the ‘innermost al-
chemy of the word.” ”

The most notorious example of post-Symbolist alchemical imagery in
French artistic theory was that employed by André Breton (1896-1966), the
Pope of Surrealism. Breton’s many affinities with mainstream Symbolist art
theory need not detain us here, with the exception of one familiar and
ongoing leitmotif, le Réve. Besides being a recognized core idea in Symbolist
poetics, “the Dream” was also much discussed by another spiritual step-child
of Symbolismus, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), who published The Interpreta-
tion of Dreams in 1900. As seems conveniently overlooked, the Réves-Traiime
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were also much on the minds of Freud’s Symbolist-era contemporaries, the
ever disparaged Occultists. Prominent discussions of esoteric dream states,
even somnambulism—itself pointing to automatism as a helpful aid to artis-
tic creation—were produced by some once widely read occultist authors,
including H. P. Blavatsky, Rudolf Steiner, Edward Carpenter, Claude Bragdon,
Frederick W. H. Myers, P. D. Ouspensky, among others.* The ultimate source
of all this esoteric discussion, hence the real cradle of avant-garde automatism
and “the image made by chance,” was Mesmerism, particularly as it was adapted
and widely popularized by the Spiritualist mediums of the Victorian era.*

Since Breton’s ideas on the topic of le réve are so well known—even
though their real historical context has been ignored—it is sufficient to
recall his central question, “Can not the dream also be used in solving the
fundamental questions of life?” The answer was obvious to Breton: “I believe
in the future resolution of these two states, dream and reality, which are
seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a sur-réalité, if one
may so speak.” The traditional, conventionally Symbolist, character of Breton’s
trouvaille becomes apparent when he concludes, “Let us not mince words: the
marvelous is always beautiful, anything marvelous is beautiful; in fact, only
the marvelous is beautiful.”*

Chance (le hasard) also figures large in Breton’s method, just as it does
in Duchamp’s (see chapter 7). Indeed, Chance defines Breton’s “SURREAL-
ISM, nfoun],” which for him means: “Psychic automatism in its pure state,
by which one proposes to express—verbally, by means of the written word,
or in any other manner—the actual functioning of thought.” This process
flourishes “in the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from
any esthetic or moral concern.” The immediate result for Breton is that “the
Surrealist atmosphere created by automatic writing, which I have wanted to
put within the reach of everyone, is especially conducive to the production
of the most beautiful images [and] by slow degrees the mind becomes con-
vinced of the supreme reality of these images.”® In the specifically Surrealist-
automatist situation, the environment “especially conducive to the production
of the most beautiful images,” one should not however think too much about
the niceties of conscious composition; according to Breton, “all that results
is the suspension of the Occult, that admirable help.” Admirably aided by
conventional esoteric insights, Breton’s immediate goal was “the poetic con-
sciousness of objects, which I have been able to acquire only after a spiritual
contact with them, repeated a thousand times over.” At such a moment of
poetic-spiritual liminality, “with a [not unwelcome] shudder, we cross what
the Occultists call dangerous territory.”°

Our main interest here remains the ongoing polemics of Alchemy in
the post-Symbolist, Surrealist world. The hermetic metaphor did not become
quite so blatant as it had been in Symbolist art criticism until the publication
of Breton’s “A Letter to Seers” (1925) and his Second Manifesto of Surrealism



THE INVENTION OF THE MODERN ALCHEMIST-ARTIST 57

(1930). Previously, Breton’s Occultism was just that, occulta, “hidden,” but
still largely undifferentiated Esotericism. In the “Letter,” Breton stated that
he was now “speaking of the great Secret, of the Un-Revealable.” Accord-
ingly, this epistle is being sent out to “the man of today, who would consent
to search in the stars for the head of the pin, the famous pin he can’t get out
of the game anyhow.” Poor fellow! According to Breton, this deluded chap
“scarcely believes in the invention of the Philosopher’s Stone by Nicolas
Flamel, for the simple reason that the great Alchemist seems not to have got
rich enough from it!™!

Scarcely five years after the appearance of this first alchemical
affirmation, we read in the Second Manifesto that,

“Alchemy of the Word,” this expression which we go around repeating
more or less at random today, demands to be taken literally. If the chapter
of Une Saison en enfer that they [the writers of Dada] specify does not
perhaps completely justify their aspiration, it is, nonetheless, a fact that
it [’ Alchimie] can be authentically considered to be the beginning of a
difficult undertaking, one which Surrealism alone is pursuing today. . . . Is
the admirable fourteenth century any less great as regards human hope,
and, of course, of human despair, because a man of [Nicholas] Flamel’s
genius received from a mysterious power the manuscript, which already
existed, of Abraham the Jew, or because the secrets of Hermes had not
been completely lost?*?

For Breton, as for so many other moderns, Alchemy is quintessential,
“lost wisdom,” the philosophia perennis retrieved by the great Symbolist poets.
As Breton tells it, the repossession of ancient gnosis was due to a quasi-
divine, decidedly occultist intervention:

In our own time, everything comes to pass, as though a few men had just
been possessed by supernatural means of a singular volume, resulting
from the collaboration of Rimbaud, Lautréamont, and a few others, and
that a voice said to them, as the angel said to Flamel, “Come, behold
this book, look well; you will not understand a line in it, neither you nor
many others, but you will, one day, see therein what no one could see.”
They are no longer in a position to steal away from this contemplation.
I would appreciate your noting the remarkable analogy, insofar as their goals
are concerned, between the Surrealist efforts and those of the Alchemists.”

Those “remarkable analogies” in thought processes between the Surrealists
and the Alchemists are then defined in detail by Breton:

The Philosopher’s Stone is nothing more or less than that which was to
enable man’s imagination to take a stunning revenge on all things,
which brings us once again, after centuries of the mind’s domestication
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and insane resignation, to the attempt to liberate, once and for all, the
imagination by the “long, immense, reasoned derangement of the senses,”
and all the rest.”*

After quoting some of the poetic, also quite pictorial, imagery found in
Flamel’s Livre des Figures Hiéroglyphiques, Breton dramatically asks his readers,
“Doesn’t this sound like the Surrealist painting?”*

Breton sums up his neo-hermetic rhetorical arguments by saying, “let
it be clearly understood that we are not talking about a simple regrouping of
words, or a capricious redistribution of visual images, but of the re-creation
of a state which can only be fairly compared to that of madness.” However
ironic its intentions, this self-instigated madness offers, like Occultism itself,
a very privileged body of insight. As such, this represents an avant-garde
arcanum which must zealously be kept forever veiled from the eyes of the
vulgar and the uninitiated. As is additionally claimed by Breton,

This question of malediction, which until now has elicited only ironic and
hare-brained comments, is more timely than ever....It is necessary to
emphasize once again, and to maintain here the “Maranatha” of the Alche-
mists, set at the threshold of the work to stop the profane. . . . The approval
of the public is to be avoided like the plague. It is absolutely essential to
keep the public from entering, if one wishes to avoid confusion.”

Whether Occultism in general, or Alchemy in particular, they were, for
Breton, all the same thing. Impossible manifestations that we might see as
arising from various branches of the Esoteric Tradition represent for Breton
and his followers a higher truth, namely, “those sciences which for various
reasons are today completely discredited. I am speaking of astrology, among
the oldest of these sciences, metaphysics (especially as it concerns the study
of crypto-aesthesia) among the moderns.” Therefore, as he loudly demanded,
“l ASK FOR THE PROFOUND, THE VERITABLE OCCULTATION OF
SURREALISM.™’

Breton was, of course, not the only adherent to “Occultation” in gen-
eral or to Alchemy in particular. According to a recent study, Max Ernst’s
famous suite of collages, Une Semaine de Bonté (1933), closely adheres to an
alchemical scenario, one which the art historian is now prepared to expose
as “providing the central characters, many of the incidental motifs, and the
basic chapter structure [of Alchemy].” Evidently this was the direct result of
“Breton’s call for the occultation of Surrealism.”® The results of this kind of
careful iconographic analysis, showing in this particular example the actual
(mostly modern) sources for Ernst’s ingeniously recycled alchemical iconog-
raphy, also demonstrates that when this distinguished modern artist spoke
about Alchemy in relation to the creative act, he was not merely making a
vaguely metaphorical reference. To the contrary, we now understand that
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Ernst (1891-1976) had some very specific knowledge of the subject, and that
he also knew exactly how its unique iconography looked.

According to observations recorded in his book Beyond Painting (1948),
the decidedly modernist, largely automatic and also ready-made technique of
collage functionally operates like Alchemy. For Ernst, collage, which oper-
ates as a kind of coniunctio oppositorum, specifically represents

the alchemy of the visual image [and] the miracle of the total transfor-
mation of beings and objects, with or without modification of their
physical or anatomical aspect. What is the mechanism of collage? [ am
tempted to see in collage the exploitation of the chance meeting of two
distant realities on an unfamiliar plane, or, to use a shorter term, the
culture of systematic displacement and its effects. . . . The mechanism of
collage, it seems to me, is revealed by this very simple example. Com-
plete transmutation, followed by a pure act, as that of love, will make
itself known naturally every time the conditions are rendered favorable
by the given facts: the coupling of two realities, irreconcilable in appear-
ance, upon a plane which apparently does not suit them. . . .

It is an alchemical product [and] one might define collage as an
alchemy resulting from the unexpected meeting of two or more heteroge-
neous elements. These elements are provoked either by a will which—from
a love of clairvoyance—is directed toward systematic confusion and disorder
of all the senses (Rimbaud), or by hazard [chance], or by a will favorable to
hazard. Hazard, as Hume defined it, is “the equivalent of ignorance in which
we find ourselves in relation to the real causes of events,” a definition which
is increasingly corroborated by the development [in modern physics] of
calculations regarding probabilities, and by the importance which this dis-
cipline holds in modern sciences and practical life, in microphysics, astro-
physics, biology, agronomy, demography, etc.”’

A case illustrating the metaphorical approach to Alchemy is the Swiss-
born master of fantasy, Paul Klee (1879-1940). Klee was early championed
by the French Surrealists, and was one of the few modern painters mentioned
by name in the First Manifesto of 1924.%° For Breton, Klee was particularly to
be recommended as a pioneer of automatism, an artistic practice which we
should now recognize to have arisen nearly a century earlier directly out of
populist Spiritualist experiments. Klee’s own writings, however, make plain
the fact of a much more profound, quasi-philosophical impulse, one heavily
redolent of traditional hermetic dialectics expressed by the perennial formula
of the coniunctio oppositorum. Klee’s transcendental and blatantly mystical
aspirations were best manifested in his Schopferische Konfession (1920). As
Klee claimed,

Art does not reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible. . . . Formerly,
we used to represent things, visible on earth. . . . Today, we reveal the
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[occult] reality that lies behind visible things, thus expressing the belief
that the visible world is merely an isolated case in relation to the uni-
verse, and that there are innumerable other, latent realities. . . . Often,
seemingly contradicting the rational experience of yesterday, there is a
striving to emphasize the accidental. By including the concepts of good
and evil, a moral sphere is created. ... The simultaneous existence of
the Masculine Principle—evil, stimulating, passionate—and the Femi-
nine Principle—good, growing, calm—result in a condition of ethical
stability. To this corresponds the simultaneous unification of forms,
movement and counter-movement, or, to put it more naively, the mani-
festations of visual oppositions. Out of abstract elements, a formal Cos-
mos is ultimately created, independent of their groupings as concrete
objects or abstract things closely similar to Creation. . . . Art is a simile
of the Creation. Each work of art is an example, just as the terrestrial
is an example of the Cosmic.’!

According to this artist’s most revealing “creative confession,” a specific
modernist physical technique like automatism is not only directed against
the rationalist-materialist bias of previous realist art, but simultaneously
advocates the revelation of those hidden realities long since championed by
the Esoteric Tradition. As in any occultist scripture, these hidden realities
are taken to be superior to the merely visual appearances of the ordinary
world. Klee’s supposedly artistic statement, which deals with a deliberate
process of dematerializations of mundane (and therefore “false”) appearances,
is a classic expression of wholly conventionalized occultist thinking. In the
more particular sense, Klee’s Schipferische Konfession is also clearly hermetic.
This early modernist artist-spokesman includes an ethical erotic pairing—
Male vs. Female—as the signature of a Cosmos that is full of contradictory
principles, good vs. evil, heavenly vs. terrestrial, and so forth. As Klee con-
cludes, it is the Artist’s ethical obligation to “reconcile the opposites,” i.e.,
produce the hermetic coniunctio oppositorum, thereby recreating primordial
Cosmic Unity. Although little studied as yet, the alchemical-artistic phe-
nomenon is very near to our day and place.

The infusion of hermeticism into American avant-garde painting of
the post-World War II period warrants far more attention than can be al-
lowed for it here.®? This alchemical advance occurred on two fronts. The first
was French in origin, via the writings and the physical persona of André
Breton, or, more directly, via Kurt Seligmann (1900-1962), another Surre-
alist refugee from Nazi-occupied France. A now mostly forgotten painter and
the close friend of many important figures in the post-war New York avant-
garde scene, Seligmann had a marked scholarly interest in the history of
esoteric philosophies. Also a prolific writer, in 1948, Seligmann produced a
comprehensive, well-illustrated historical study of Occultism that may still
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be profitably read by serious scholars of the modernist extensions of the
Esoteric Tradition. As Seligmann forthrightly states in the introductory note
of his Mirror of Magic (1948), “As an artist, | was concerned with the es-
thetic value of magic and its influence upon man’s creative imagination. The
relics of ancient peoples indicate that religio-magical beliefs have given a
great impulse to artistic activities, a stimulus which outlasted paganism and
produced belated flowers in the era of Christianity.”® The second hermetic
advance into the largely virgin territory of American avant-garde art was of
Swiss origin, via the archetypal-alchemical investigations of Carl Jung (1875-
1961). But any impact exerted by the well-known Jungian overlay comes
later, for his idiosyncratic alchemical interpretations only become significant
in American thought after 1950, once Jung’s alchemical studies, which first
appeared in German in 1929, finally became widely available in translation.
For instance, the English version of Jung’s Psychology and Alchemy was first
published in 1968 as volume 12 in the Bollingen Foundation edition of the
“Collected Works”.4

Certainly the most prominent of the American Abstract Expressionist
painters (at least for the general public) was Jackson Pollock (1912-1956),
an acquaintance of Seligmann’s. The celebrated “drip painter” was also an
incorrigible alcoholic. Late in 1939, he was persuaded to consult a New York
Jungian psychiatrist, Dr. Joseph L. Henderson, who encouraged the artist to
draw (metaphorically and literally) upon his unconscious for “Jung’s arche-
typal dominants.”® The first totally dripped paintings began in 1947 and, in
his first one-man show in January 1948, Pollock’s canvases were entitled in
such a way as to make unmistakable the impact upon him of Jungian her-
metic symbolization. The artist’s biographer, B. H. Friedman, correctly ob-
serves in detail how these seminal works “reveal very markedly Pollock’s
sense of a magical, god- and/or devil-like role as a creator. Most of the titles
[including a canvas called Alchemy!] group easily around the classic [her-
metic] elements: EARTH . . . AIR .. . FIRE . . . WATER.”® Other ideas
current with American “Action Painters” were those of timelessness and
imminent tragedy. These emotional motifs also find their near parallel ex-
pression in Seligmann’s description of the alchemical process as a “struggle,”
a metaphorical grappling with unfathomable primordial truths. “In this
struggle,” says Seligmann, “the alchemist sought a union of soul and mind
with the divine. . .. The best that existed below, the adept believed, could
only be linked to what was lowest above.”®’

Another author claims that presently—at our own fin de siecle, exactly
a century after the Symbolists first pioneered the provocative idea—Alchemy
has once again become the perfect metaphor for alert artists currently at-
tempting to describe a baleful postmodernist, contemporary condition. Ac-
cording to William Dunning,
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Postmodernists are often fascinated with Alchemy because it echoes

their own interests in the following seven interrelated traits:

1. Alchemy is driven by myth rather than history. Poststructuralists
favor myth over history because history tends to lay claim to an
objective truth, which they do not believe exists.

2. Alchemy has generated a host of archetypal mythic images and ideas.
Jung tells us that Astrology and Alchemy have always been driven
by archetypal myth and mythic pictures from the collective uncon-
scious, which is in direct opposition to the [orthodox] modern con-
cept that that real meaning issues from the rational mind of
exceptional individuals.

3. Alchemy did not originate in Europe. Postmodernists feel that the
traditional study of history has focused on European events and ig-
nored ideas and contributions from the rest of the world. They per-
ceive Alchemy as a global paradigm. Its most important early centers
were [they claim] Egypt, India, and China; it spread to early Greece
from Egypt. After the fall of Rome, Alchemy almost disappeared
from Western Europe, but it survived in North Africa, and during
the eleventh and twelfth centuries a reawakening of interest in sci-
ence led to the discovery of African accomplishments.

4. Nothing has had a more enduring impact on human ideas and world
view than Alchemy. Perhaps this is because Alchemy and Astrology
(the other sacred science) have no chronological limits or geographi-
cal boundaries. They persist from before history to the present.

5. The nature of the alchemical process is to concentrate on both the
micro- and the macrocosmic. The alchemical emphasis on investi-
gating reality from both the micro- and the macrocosmic point of
view was in evidence in the Middle Ages, the Dutch culture of the
fifteenth through seventeenth centuries, and now postmodernism.
This interest in the micro- and macrocosmic suggests a connection
with linguistics: Saussure insists that meaning is generated by a word’s
relationship to other words, as well as by its relationship to the
whole.

6. The Philosopher’s Stone is a metaphor for finding value in the “other,”
the disenfranchised who are often ignored or discarded by a foolish
society. Alchemists believed the Philosopher’s Stone was “the most
precious of all things, constantly overlooked by us all.” When past
societies favored one group, they often discarded others as worthless.
When postmodern society finally began to perceive value in once-
discarded groups, it echoed the metaphor of the Stone.

7. Many early treatises on Alchemy were written by women and thus
may offer a feminine point of view as a supplement to the usually
dominant masculine point of view. This fact adds resonance to the
metaphor of the Philosophet’s Stone in postmodern eyes.®

The preceding examples, to which many more could be added,* appear
to indicate an ubiquitous presence of hermetic language and alchemical
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imagery in art and poetry since the Symbolist period. In short, it was in the
air, and so, had he wished to partake of it, it was readily available to Marcel
Duchamp. Evidence to be produced in the chapters following indicates that
he certainly did so desire. Subsequent discussions of Alchemy will be specifically
related to the unique iconography of Duchamp’s work, and will also establish
(particularly in chapter 7) a much broader, but altogether esoteric context
for Duchamp’s celebrated concern with chance effects, produced by a well
attuned automatist sensibility. While this aleatory trait was of course shared
by many other of Duchamp’s contemporaries, none pursued the idea quite as
deeply as the ever mysterious Marcel.
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the cultural shaping of an artist-iconoclast:
Duchamp in France, 1887-1915

Before embarking upon an analysis of the now iconic art of Marcel Duchamp,
it will be useful first to examine his role as a mere mortal. The apparently
well-molded outer surface of this artist’s life seems essentially boring.! That
perception notwithstanding, in examining his curriculum vitae and public
persona, we shall be on the alert for the few clues appearing in his usually
genteel overt behavior which might relate this witty and self-effacing French
bourgeois gentilhomme to an aggressively bewildering and complex body of
work. At the outset, the reader should be advised that all the evidence
appears to suggest that the life of Duchamp was carefully constructed (most
likely with ironic intent) to serve as a mask by which to deflect any under-

standing of the serious and private pursuits carried out in his art.?

Duchamp’s public mask was the opposite of the vulgar and stereotypi-
cal bohemian, '’homme sauvage, artist envisioned by Hollywood, a defiant
Lust for Life generally propelled by The Agony and the Ecstasy.> As described
in his mature years by Pierre Cabanne, Duchamp “looked like a sly cleric:
lean-faced, thin-lipped, smoking Havana cigars—which he allowed to go out
seemingly for the pleasure of relighting them with the help of about a dozen
matches. He had a penetrating gaze but a soft voice, and his whole being
suggested a rather disconcerting serenity. He had revolutionized first America,
and then the art of his time, without noise or fuss.” Calvin Tomkins simi-
larly portrayed the amiable artist:

Sitting relaxed in an armchair, wearing a red-checked, soft wool shirt
and flannel slacks, and smoking an inexpensive cigar, Duchamp himself
gives somewhat the impression of a moderately well-to-do philosopher
who is enjoying his retirement and who would be amazed to find that
he is the idol of a growing cult. He does know it, of course, but his

65
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interest is that of an amused and tolerant spectator. Having been the
object of one cult or another most of his life, he now views with serene
detachment the cult of his own posterity.’

Evidently sensitive to that ever increasing “cult of his own posterity,”
a year and a half before his death at the age of eighty-one, Duchamp con-
sented to an extensive series of interviews. The interviewer, Cabanne, stated
that the aged artist spoke to him,

with a serenity from which he never departed, and which gave his
theorems an undeniable grandeur; one divined a man not only detached
but “preserved.” Through his creative acts, Marcel Duchamp did not
want to impose a new revolutionary language, but to propose an attitude
of mind; this is why these interviews constitute an astonishing moral
lesson. . . . He speaks in a calm, steady, level voice; his memory is pro-
digious, the words that he employs are not automatic or stale, as when
one is replying for the nth time to an interviewer, but carefully
considered. . . . Only one question provoked in him a marked reaction:
near the end, when I asked whether he believed in God.®

Robert Motherwell, the emeritus Abstract Expressionist painter and
historian of modern art, recalled:

I knew Duchamp casually, beginning in the early 1940’s in New York
City, in the French Surrealist milieu. Late in the decade, we met once
or twice at the dusty New York studio that he had had for years (on
West Fourteenth Street, I think), but more often at a little downstairs
[talian restaurant, where he invariably ordered a small plate of plain
spaghetti with a pat of butter and grated Parmesan cheese over it, a
small glass of red wine, and espresso afterward. In those days his lunch
must have cost seventy-five cents, or less. He could not have been more
pleasant, more open, more generous, or more “objective,” especially when
I recall how few of my questions had to do with him.

He was held in great regard by other artists, especially the usually conten-
tious Surrealists, and, Motherwell adds, “their respect for Duchamp—who
was not a Surrealist but, as he himself said, ‘borrowed’ from their world—
and, above all, for his fairness as a mediator, which was great.” Motherwell
concluded,

Heaven knows how many people he helped, or in how many ways. One
should keep this in mind when Duchamp tells [his interviewers] that he
doesn’t do much during the day, or when he so often gives his reasons
for having done something as that it “amused” him. It is true that he
could not stand boredom. He rarely attended large gatherings, and when
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he did it was barely long enough to take off his hat. ... Duchamp’s
intelligence accomplished nearly everything possible within the reach of
a modern artist, earning the unlimited and fully justified respect of suc-
cessive small groups of admirers throughout his life.”

And now, with a certain ironic intention, I will again quote the rec-
ollections of the Frenchman Francois Jollivet-Castellot, who actually never
met Marcel Duchamp (and here “Duchamp” has been substituted for “the
Alchemist”):

Like every Initiate, [Duchamp] is absolutely tidy; therefore, he shall
meticulously perform his ablutions before all meals, work and
sleep. . . . His morning repast should be light, with the object of leaving
his spirit completely at liberty to develop. Then he takes tea, with
biscuits or toast. Once the toilette is completed, [Duchamp] will work
straight through until the next meal. ... The noon meal will be plen-
tiful on those practical work-days actually spent in the laboratory, but
frugal when the day’s purpose is only to allow for the mental effort of
composing notes; then tea or coffee are indicated as stimulants.

His work-day includes in part the collation of notes on laboratory
experiments and these tasks are carried on until around six in the evening.
His laboratory [or studio] should be well ventilated but, above all, dark-
ened. At least one portion of it will remain in complete darkness. In
practise certain operations are improved by being performed when pro-
tected from light. ... These operations are always done by him with
complete propriety and in perfect order. His exercises shall be conducted
with method, either according to the meaning of the texts consulted or
following one’s personal inspiration. . . . [Duchamp] shall instigate po-
etic reflections and artistic sensations . . . For these purposes, nocturnal
tranquility is especially recommended. After dinner, and after consump-
tion of tobacco, he resolutely sets about the extended work of compo-
sition, that is, should he perform as a hermétiste écrivain.

But [Duchamp] must not abuse either the theater or worldly plea-
sures, for intellectual dissipation would be the inevitable result. In every
case, [Duchamp] is never to forget his role as a guardian of the Occult
Tradition. He should never engage in noisy set-tos, nor stir up argu-
ments about those articles of faith pertaining to the domain of the
Profane. Nevertheless, should the occasion arise, he should then affirm
his opinions and beliefs, and these he will then maintain with convic-
tion. He shall never depart from the most exquisite politeness and the
greatest possible tolerance. [Duchamp] is liberal-minded. Likewise, he
continuously shows himself to be friendly and open with others—but he
is always reserved in his manner. . . . At times, [Duchamp] will venture
forth from his darkened laboratory and, at such times, he shall seek out
female company, with whom he must also behave with decorous, even
emotionally distant, restraint.’
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Alas, like M. Jollivet-Castellot, I never met the charismatic gentle-
man, so “decorous, even emotionally distant,” and so adverse to “boredom.”
The closest I have ever been was by means of some interviews videotaped
with him in the 1960s. The impression I drew from these was very much like
Cabanne’s and Motherwell’s, to which it might be added that Duchamp was
absolutely fluent and articulate in English, a language which he spoke with
a relaxed and very credible American accent. By that time, he was a natu-
ralized citizen of this country, an adopted land in which his provocative ideas
about art and art-making were to have a much greater impact than they ever
did in his native France. From watching these interviews, now some forty
years old, there was made apparent something else: the man radiated cha-
risma. I finally began to understand the often-noted psychic effects wrought
by his quiet but commanding personality, working its magic upon nearly all
those who came in contact with him. This led to a further, quite essential,
understanding of why Duchamp in his lifetime—and even more so posthu-
mously—was to have so many devoted followers and acolytes.

Cao

At two o’clock in the afternoon of July 28, 1887, in the Norman town
of Blainville-Crévon (Seine-Maritime), the fourth child of an archetypal
French, bourgeois, Roman Catholic family was born.” The boy’s father, a
prosperous notary public, was Justin Isidore (dit Eugéne) Duchamp, and his
mother, Marie Caroline Lucie (née Nicolle).!® On July 7, 1888, he was bap-
tized Henri Robert Marcel Duchamp. Already established rivals for his par-
ents’ affections included a twelve year-old brother, Gaston. Years later, Gaston
Duchamp would achieve some fame as an illustrator and, eventually, as a fine
artist under the affected identity of “Jacques Villon,” after a notorious bohe-
mian prototype poet of the fifthteenth century. Eighteen months after the
birth of Gaston-Jacques, another son joined the Duchamp household. He,
too, was to become an artist, a notable modernist sculptor, and was also to
adopt a professional pseudonym, thus becoming Raymond Duchamp-Villon.
The family also included three sisters, one of whom died young. The closest
to Marcel was Suzanne, born October 20, 1889. She would become a painter
as well, and her second husband was the sculptor Jean Crotti. Marcel Duchamp
was to recall many years later, “I was twelve years younger than Jacques
Villon, and eleven younger than Raymond Duchamp-Villon—who had been
artists for a long time, especially Villon.” By Duchamp’s reckoning, his life’s
career in the fine arts was nearly a foregone conclusion: “I already had the
opportunity to think about it.”!!

Given such a pattern of artistic pseudonymous coexistence, a detec-
tive-biographer might suspect the existence of a lively and long-standing
sibling rivalry between the brothers. Perhaps this provides a clue to the
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origins of Marcel’s later impostures and often bizarre and theatrical behavior,
even though these traits were only to reveal themselves fully once he was
well into his twenties, then living far from his family. As is commonly known,
Duchamp himself adopted a pseudonym later in life, that of the notorious bi-
sexual and/or androgyne “Rrose Sélavy” (see fig. 20), pronounced in French,
Eros, c’est la vie! A rough English equivalent is “Life is sex!” or vice versa.
By that time, such alter ego attributes had become completely integrated
into Marcel’s increasingly obscure art. What was for the older brother per-
haps largely avocational convenience seems to have become an essential
facet of Marcel’s emerging duplicitous public persona.

The distinctions between the brothers’ personalities are clearly ex-
pressed by their art. The paintings and etchings of Jacques Villon and the
sculptures of Raymond Duchamp-Villon represent just the sort of early
abstractionism which Marcel was later to reject as merely “retinal” art. Their
imagery is visually appealing and reasonably coherent at a glance, a type of
figuration in which complicated or obscure subject matter plays no significant
role. Both Villon and Duchamp-Villon were true moderns in that the art of
their mature years employs marked abstraction of motifs and patterned com-
positional arrangements. Nevertheless, in their formalized artistic imagery,
both the original motif and the underlying ideas are usually easily read. The
art of Marcel’s mature years is, on the other hand, rarely obvious in its
subject matter. Nor was it intended to be visually appealing. In both appear-
ance and idea, Duchamp’s imagery was near polar opposite of the accom-
plished “retinal” art produced by his older brothers.

In spite of being such a hotbed of future artistic impulse, from all
outward appearances the Duchamp household was a model of bourgeois re-
spectability and gentility. Eugéne was kindly and indulgent to his children’s
essentially impractical artistic inclinations. In fact, Duchamp pére faithfully
contributed to the financial support of his three sons until his death early in
1925. Long before, each of the three brothers had decided to pursue careers
as artists. Their father’s generosity was, however, tempered by a characteris-
tically Gallic obsession with the enduring value of a franc. Eugéne Duchamp
kept a painstaking account of everything he spent on his sons to further their
artistic ambitions, and he deducted these amounts from their respective
inheritances. As a result, Jacques Villon, who had received 150 francs monthly
for the longest period, learned in 1925 that he was to be left without a sou.
On the contrary, the youngest child, Madeleine, inherited a vast amount at
that time since she had always lived en famille and so had no outside ex-
penses; uniquely among the siblings, she also had no artistic proclivities or
pretensions. These rigorously fair financial arrangements and precisionist dis-
bursements amused Duchamp greatly; according to his later recollection,
“My father did it the way a notary would. Everything was written down. And
he had warned us!”"?
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While at home, the Duchamp children played chess constantly and
performed chamber music together under their mother’s supervision. With
regard to Mme. Duchamp, what Marcel was to recall in later years was above
all her placidity, a trait which often struck him as representing indifference;
to him, she seemed “distant and cold.” Since she overtly preferred her daugh-
ters, as one biographer asserts, “there is some evidence that she tried to turn
the boy Marcel into a replacement for the little girl she had lost less than
six months before his birth.”"* At first, this wounded Marcel, but eventually
her air of maternal distance and reserve was to become a psychic goal, one
which he eventually incorporated into his very being. As Duchamp’s first
biographer, Robert Lebel, has remarked, there can be no doubt that “Marcel’s
family left a profound mark upon him,” and particularly important for the
artist’s later work were those “intimate childhood conspiracies with his sister
Suzanne, his favorite model in youthful drawings.”!*

In 1894, Raymond and Gaston obediently embarked upon university
careers; the former entered the School of Medicine in Paris, and the latter
went into the School of Law. Neither completed their studies, having indepen-
dently decided to pursue precarious careers as artists. In 1897, a ten-year-old
Marcel went to Rouen as a live-in student at the Lycée Corneille, a Jesuit
foundation and the finest boarding school in the region. For more than a
thousand years, Rouen has been the provincial capital of Normandy, a seacoast
land named after its fierce Viking founders. It was in Rouen that Joan of Arc
was burned as a heretic in 1431. Normandy is the land of the principal expo-
nents of France’s great classical tradition, among them Nicholas Poussin, Pierre
Corneille, Guy de Maupassant and Gustave Flaubert, all of whom also at-
tended the Lycée Corneille. Marcel received the kind of rigorous classical
education so foreign to most contemporary artists today. The curriculum at the
Lycée Corneille has been described as including “a heavy academic menu:
philosophy, history, rhetoric, math, science, English, German, Latin, Greek,”
and his language examinations for the “Bac” included sight-reading of previ-
ously unknown texts in German, Latin, and Greek."” As we shall soon see,
Duchamp’s polyglot literacy allowed him to manipulate with ease the tradi-
tional texts of esotericism and hermeticism. It was also at the Lycée Corneille
that Marcel met Raymond Dumouchel, a future medical student, of whom he
was to paint a most unusual spiritual portrait later in 1910 (see fig. 2).

So much for the accessible biographical data. In general, what does it
mean to be brought up a la francaise? Even though the French seem not
much given to cultural introspection of the more critical sort, one has pub-
lished a very useful book examining the psychology of his cantankerous
countrymen. Although this author, Sanche de Gramont, never mentions
Marcel Duchamp, he does wryly observe that in France,

Individualism first takes the obvious form of the yeoman tradition of
contesting authority, a metaphysical nihilism. . . . The essential French
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freedoms are the freedoms to judge the judges, to mock institutions, to
keep one’s hat on when the “Marseillaise” is playing, and to dispense
with God. On another level, it is an acquired reflex to think for oneself.
In their homes and their education, the French are conditioned to think,
and individualism becomes a Cartesian attitude of systematic doubrt,
intellectual curiosity, and not accepting as correct what is evidently
wrong. Joseph Prudhomme’s statement, “That is my opinion, and what
is more, I share it,” is still a valid stereotype.

Another relevant bit of broadly Gallic background is a kind of all-pervasive
initiatory mentality. As further explained by de Gramont,

There are, as someone has said, no young men in France, only elderly
schoolboys. Life will divide these elderly schoolboys into a group of
initiates, who have always done the right thing, and a group of
outcasts. . . . In every aspect of French life there is a Masonic division
between the initiated and the uninitiated, from the few favored custom-
ers, for whom the restaurant owner saves his hidden store of wine, to
someone who has been “recommended” and so gets special treatment in
government offices. The attitude immediately changes from peevish
indifference to conspiratorial warmth. Belonging is everything, the bar-
riers of suspicion fall and one is then allowed into the magic circle,
protected from a hostile world.!

A particularly Gallic pose commonly affected by those initiated into
the avant-garde is that of the flaneur, a fellow also known by his Victorian-
English designation, the dandy. This cultural model described by Charles
Baudelaire in his often cited essay of 1860, “The Painter of Modern Life.”
Like Duchamp, Baudelaire’s dandy “aspires to cold detachment [and] the
dandy is blasé, or affects to be, as a matter of policy and class attitudes.”
Baudelaire’s dandy is also characterized by “his excessive love of visible,
tangible things, in their most plastic form, [and this] inspires him with a
certain dislike of those things that go to make up the intangible kingdom of
the metaphysician. Let us therefore reduce him to the status of the pure
pictorial moralist, like La Bruyere.” Baudelaire concludes, “Dandyisme is the
last flicker of heroism in decadent ages.”!”

Duchamp was more than just un francais. Brought up in Normandy, the
artist was, therefore, le provincial, a nonhonorific title which, at least in
France, automatically brings with it lumpishly derogatory connotations. As
Sanche de Gramont again explains,

The provincial inferiority complex goes back to the Middle Ages. . .. The
word “province” connotes all that is backward and unfashionable, a
connotation enshrined by dictionaries (the 1900 Larousse defined “pro-
vincial” as gauche and lacking in distinction) and newspapers, which
continue to gather the humdrum events outside the capital under rubric
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“Province.” It has always been taken for granted that excellence in all
fields is Parisian.!®

Besides actually moving to the capitol, among some other beaux gestes
readily available around 1910 was the identity of the Artist-Alchemist. This
exotic figure, a dandy-magician, was decidedly anti-provincial. It was a role
that quickly proved to fit Duchamp like a fashionably tailored three-piece
suit from Paris. Certainly, irony is also central to Duchamp’s self-fashioned
image. But just how original was this complementary pose? As Jeremy Weiss
points out, after Baudelaire, parody was consistently perceived as “a sub-
history of the avant-garde.” Moreover, focusing on the terms blague and
mystification, Duchamp embodies the idea that “hoax, as a claim, an act and
a condition suffuses the experience of modern art.” Particularly important for
the cultural milieu defining Duchamp’s youth were strictly “popular”
manifestions establishing what Weiss calls a “collective consciousness or
sensibility of ambivalence.” Among these were the well attended music hall
revues, “a comic system according to which French society commentated
itself. . . . As a model, it comprises the entire [terminological] jumble of . . . the
actualité; the pun, the allusion and the a peu prés; the sous entendu and entente;
irony, satire and grivoiserie; newspaper, advertising and song.”"

But there is more to life in France than irony and dandysme. Unlike the
kind now known to would-be American vanguard artists, young Marcel’s
formal education included a rampantly Cartesian curriculum. French school-
children are told “Write like Descartes!” and, more importantly, “Think like
Descartes!” Duchamp himself confirmed these effects of his early education:
“I happen to have been born a Cartesian. The French education is based on
a sequence of strict logic. You carry it with you.””® As he also added,

Whatever there is in it [“that business of my being influential”] is prob-
ably due to my Cartesian mind. I refused to accept anything, doubted
everything. So, doubting everything, I had to find something that had
not existed before, something I had not thought of before. Any idea that
came to me, the thing would be to turn it around and try to see it with
another set of senses.”!

So exactly what is this Cartesian mind as it might seem to be broadly
reflected in Marcel Duchamp’s thought and deed?” This seventeenth-
century philosopher, Duchamp’s admitted mental model, reduced the uni-
verse to a hyper-rationalized, mechanized system. The Cartesian system is
hermetically closed and tautological: it establishes self-referential proposi-
tions which prove each other. In his scarcely known private life, René
Descartes was himself secretive; his personal mottos (seemingly correspond-
ing to Duchamp’s “inscriptions”) were Larvatus prodeo—“Masked, I advance”—
and Bene qui latuit, bene vixit—"“The good life represents a good secret.”
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It does not presently matter that the results of Descartes’ speculations
were based on inaccurate data; what matters is that the method proved
convincing. Accordingly, the Cartesian System has always been presented to
French schoolchildren as a unique model of right thinking. Descartes’ pur-
poses were truly ambitious: to reveal the very order of nature; to reveal the
correspondences between the ordering of the reasoning mind and the as-
sumed order of nature; above all, to reveal rational principle and proce-
dure—although not necessarily to describe real phenomena. As in the Esoteric
Tradition, “it’s all in one’s mind.” Descartes’ wholly hypothetical universe, in
which no vacuum may exist, was assembled from largely imaginary elements:
large terrestrial masses, small aerial balls, and an etherlike, “subtle liquid”
which was spread through every nook and cranny of the Cartesian Macro-
cosm. Matter, he says, was formed from primitive Chaos due to titanic whirl-
winds creating primordial condensations by their grinding rotations and mutual
circulatory interactions. The Microcosm, the human body, is viewed as a
kind of mechanical engine. Broadly speaking, such is the hermetic design of
Duchamp’s “other world” as it is revealed in the Notes for the Large Glass
(see figs. 1, 11).

A close study of published materials, including Descartes, made obliga-
tory reading by the French lycée that Marcel Duchamp attended reveals the
character of some other formative intellectual influences shaping the quirky
thought patterns of the mature artist.”> Besides a heap of homework, the
average lycée philosophy textbook of the Symbolist period offered a curious
mélange: new philosophical and scientific doctrines intertwined within the
context of an older, specifically Spiritualist tradition. Tied to these seemingly
disparate concepts were some newer academic subjects offered for mandatory
close study: la psychologie et I'esthétique. This universal and rigorous curricu-
lum, therefore, actively encouraged a late Symbolist period bachelier student,
necessarily naive, to form an eclectic reconciliation of aesthetics and psy-
chology, or, as it turned out, positivism and spiritualism.

In discussions of aesthetics found in the old French textbooks, never
is the practice of Naturalism or Realism (“retinal art”) actively encouraged,;
instead, arguing on the basis of psychological theory, all the assigned authors
define I’ Art as an expressive manifestation of the creative imagination and as
a representation of the dematerialized, metaphysical or neo-Platonic ideal.
By 1890, Idealism, as imploded into Schopenhauer’s dictum, “The world is
[wholly] my representation,” had clearly become a la mode, even at the cari-
caturing level of secondary education. According to Théodule Ribot, in his
Philosophie de Schopenhauer (1885), the message of the German philosopher
was to explain emphatically that the world of the senses was only a mental
construct, and that Matter is itself a huge lie, a mendacious misrepresenta-
tion. The only dependable source of knowledge is “our will, and, accordingly,
we must seek to comprehend the intimate workings of Nature through and
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by ourselves, and most assuredly not through or by Nature itself.”** In short,
again, “it’s all in our minds.”

French students were, and still are, taught to formulate solutions to any
problem in terms of a thesis, its opposing antithesis and, finally, the synthesis
imposed between the two polarities. The synthetic approach, which the
precociously abstract Symbolist artists had evidently learned so obediently,
made them, likewise, define art itself as a synthesis, an experience reconciled
between the thesis, external and objective reality, and its antithesis, internal
and wholly subjective metareality. One’s obligatory, state-sponsored educa-
tion naturally made one think along the lines of a universal coniunctio
oppositorum. In contemporary terms, this synthetic principle was called the
“associationist theory,” which stated that one idea inexorably evokes another
if a relationship of similarity, contiguity, or even contrast exists between the
two. As was explained in the fin de siécle textbooks, contemporary philoso-
phers and psychologists throughout Europe sought to establish association as
the fundamental mechanism involved in all mental operations. One such
assigned text was A. Mellier’s Lecons de philosophie (1885), which announced:

Just like memory, the imagination is dominated by the law of the asso-
ciation of ideas. Without association, the work of the imagination be-

comes impossible. . .. Art is the representation, placed in support of
sense-perceived signs, of concepts of beauty conceived by our
esprit. . . . Nonetheless, whatever its nature or sources, the sign is the

necessary instrument of every artistic manifestation, and this instrument
only fulfills its role once it becomes put into the service of the esprit.”

But one does not only read what has been assigned in high school.
Which writers of the belles lettres sort did Duchamp actually say he had read
with some interest? Precious few; there is, for instance, no mention made of
Henri Bergson, an author credited by some art historians as having made a
signal contribution to the evolving modernist mentalité. Besides Jules Laforgue,
Duchamp also mentioned three other poets to his liking: Lautréamont, Arthur
Rimbaud, and Stephane Mallarmé, all of whom were notably Symbolist. The
first two were, however, dismissed by this artist as being dated: “trop vieux
a I’époque.” On the other hand, like Laforgue, Mallarmé was cited as con-
forming to his taste, “plus prés de mon goiit.”?® As for Mallarmé, the attrac-
tion was evidently wholly “auditory”; as Duchamp told Pierre Cabanne, this
poet seemed “simpler than Rimbaud,” but “since I still cannot completely
understand him, I find him very pleasurable to read for sound—de la poésie
audible.””” Therefore, taking Duchamp at his word, none of these poets inter-
ested him for the often hermetic, even clearly alchemical content of their
works, a denial that seems unlikely.

Another author of whom Duchamp spoke with great approval was the
playwright Raymond Roussel. Of him, Duchamp said that “he believed him-
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self a philologist, a philosopher and a métaphysicien.” Still, for all that, he
remained a great poet, “il reste un grand poete.”?® It was one piece in par-
ticular by Roussel that struck Marcel, his madcap play Impressions d’ Afrique
(1910). However, as he told Cabanne, “I don’t remember much of the text.
One did not really listen; it was [mainly visually] striking,” because “on the
stage there was a dummy and a snake that moved slightly: it was absolutely
the madness of the unexpected.”” Since the complete text of the original
version of Roussel’s play was never published,’® we only have recourse to
some contemporary accounts for our fragmentary knowledge of its contents
and its striking mise-en-scéne. As best as we can tell, it incorporated what
were later to become typically Duchampian themes, sexuality and bizarre
mechanical effects. Nonetheless, the current opinion is that no real influence
resulted: “Roussel n’a pas inspiré Duchamp.”! This seems likely, and contradicts
an unlikely statement made by the artist in 1946, affirming that “it was Roussel
who basically was responsible for the idea of my Large Glass.”™ Nevertheless,
Duchamp also remarked to Cabanne that he was particularly indebted to Roussel
for demonstrating in practice “anti-sense.” According to Duchamp,

Titles in general interested me a lot; at that time, I was becoming lit-
erary—je devenais littéraire a ce moment-la. . . . Roussel gave me the idea
that I, too, could try something in the sense of anti-sens. . . . In a book-
let, he tells how, starting with a sentence, he made a word game with
kinds of parentheses. . . . His word-play had a hidden meaning, but not
in the sense belonging to Mallarmé or Rimbaud. It was an obscurity of
another order.”

Besides Roussel, it was Jean-Pierre Brisset who, stated Duchamp in
1946, “que j’admirais les plus en ces années pour leur imagination délirant.”
Other than providing an impetus for “a frenzied or ecstatic imagination,”
what did this author actually discuss in his publications? According to
Duchamp, “the works of Brisset represented a philological analysis of lan-
guage, an analysis carried out through an incredible interweaving of puns.”*
This is not much to go on, but it does fit in with the patterns of linguistic
analysis we have seen to have been instituted by the lycée curriculum of
Duchamp’s youth. Among Brisset’s principal works were La Science de Dieu,
ou La Création de 'homme (1900), Les Prophéties accomplies (1906) and Les
origines humaines (1913), in which he propounded a theory that similar sound-
ing words in different languages stand for the same things. Thus, from a
passing observation about the similarity of the French words sexe and qu’est-
ce que c’est que ¢a, meaning roughly “sex” and “what’s that there,” but sound-
ing alike in French, Brisset deduced the quality of thoughts of primitive man
as he was first becoming aware of his sex drive. In short, what we have here
is more anarchy, anti-sens, in the actual application of a sort of pataphysical
linguistics.
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Another author, this time one who was literally pataphysical or ram-
pantly pseudo scientific, and who was stated to have been favored by Duchamp
at this crucial moment in his development, was Alfred-Henri Jarry (1873—
1907). He probably served Duchamp as a role model, that of an intellectual
child prodigy of the more negative or irresponsible sort. As portrayed later
in the popular press, Jarry was a model enfant terrible; as he was described by
a former classmate, Henri Hertz, Jarry

had a reputation which, in family circles and among professors, pro-
voked sudden silences and obvious embarrassment. He was a brilliant
student, but with all the marks of a troublemaker. . . . He delighted in
attacks on our modesty. He loved to see our cheeks redden with shame
and envy. Since he was already way ahead of the rest of us in his
impatient maturity, we knew that everything which he had in common
with us took on another meaning for him.*

Jarry’s dubious place in literary history is largely due to an anarchic and
caricaturing play, Ubu Roi. Produced and published late in 1896, the play
immediately made him famous at the age of twenty-three. Duchamp certainly
knew, and valued, this largely infantile work; in 1935, he created an elaborate
book binding for his personal copy.** When Ubu Roi was staged in Paris, there
was some debate as to whether this rebellious and school boyish work was
really a grand piéce, comparable to the best of Shakespeare or Rabelais, or just
trash. William Butler Yeats attended the premiére performance, and wrote that
“the players are supposed to be dolls, toys, marionettes, and now they are all
hopping like wooden frogs. The chief personage, who is some kind of a king,
carries for a scepter a brush of the kind we used to clean a closet [toilet].”*” The
very first word uttered by this unregal figure, a monarch of the WC, is Merdre! —
“Shee-yitttt!” At the premiere, the word provoked fifteen minutes of unbroken
pandemonium, shocking awake those put to sleep by Jarry’s rambling and
monotonal opening speech. Nonetheless, the beau geste of a youthful littérateur-
anarchiste seemed to fit the spirit of the times. As a literary critic acutely noted
in the December 12, 1896, issue of Le Journal,

In spite of the idiotic action and mediocre structure [of the play], a new type
man has emerged, created by an extravagant and brutal imagination, more
like a child’s than a man’s. Pere Ubu exists, compounded of Punch and Judy,
of the Catholic Torquemada and the Jew Deutz, of a Stireté policeman and
the anarchist Vaillant. . .. He will become a popular legend of base in-
stincts, rapacious and violent; and M. Jarry, whom I hope is destined for a
more worthy celebrity, will have created an infamous mask.*®

In 1902 Jarry published his Le Surmale (“Superman”), in which amo-
rous machinery plays a central part. The climax of this nihilistic, science
fiction-like novel is a love scene in which the hero and heroine sexually join
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together no less than eighty-two times in a few hours. Alas, the hardy par-
ticipants in this incredible feat of erotic endurance do not achieve any kind
of grand frisson, for they deliberately withdraw once they recognize that they
are approaching the moment of climax. This reiterated coitus interruptus
sequence is preceded by another scene in which the macho hero enacts a
symbolic rape on a weight-lifting machine, typically given female attributes
by Jarry. In turn, the sexual superman meets his own death through an
inopportune encounter with a love-making machine. Obviously, here we
have a modernist literary precedent for Duchamp’s aggressively eroticized
mechanomorphic imagery in the Large Glass (figs. 1, 11). Much more to the
point of Duchamp’s practices, specifically his concoction of a droll physics,
la physique amusante, was Jarry’s much discussed pseudoscience, one he called
“Pataphysics.” The emerging system was initially elaborated in 1896, and
finally published posthumously, in 1911, in the Gestes et opinions du docteur
Faustroll. As explained by Jarry, “Pataphysics is the science of the realm
beyond metaphysics. . . . Definition: Pataphysics is the science of imaginary
solutions, one which symbolically attributes properties of objects, as described
by their virtuality, to their lineaments.”’

Jarry, about whom everyone operating in the Parisian avant-garde must
have surely heard, seems the most fitting model for Duchamp’s ironic and even
sardonic approach to esoteric pseudoscience. Like so many of his contemporar-
ies, Jarry was at the very least a dabbler in the Occult. Due to his general
allegiance to the Esoteric Tradition, Jarry was naturally determined to under-
mine confidence in all kinds of materialist science based strictly upon sense
perception. However, also like most of his contemporaries, Jarry was vitally
interested in the rapidly unfolding adventures of contemporary science, even
though he simultaneously opposed positivism (materialism) and everything for
which it stood. Pataphysics, specifically designed in the commonplace modernist-
esotericist pattern of a pseudoscience, employed just enough of the new science
and the new mathematics to produce a powerful attack on positivism; so doing,
it paralleled Jarry’s blasphemous overthrow of the verbal conventions of con-
temporary bourgeois society in his scatological Ubu Roi.

Like Pataphysics, Duchamp’s Large Glass (figs. 1, 11) conforms to what
Jarry described as a “science of imaginary solutions, one which symbolically
attributes properties of objects, as described by their virtuality, to their lin-
eaments.” Nevertheless, the particular pseudoscience actually employed by
Duchamp—’ Alchimie—had been around long before Alfred Jarry opportunely
invented la Pataphysique. Duchamp’s mild allegiance to a Jarrylike,
antipositivistic pseudoscience is documented. As he explained to Pierre

Cabanne in 1966,

Beginning with Impressionism, all painting has become anti-scientific;
even Seurat was [anti-scientific]. What interested me was introducing
the precise and exact aspects of [modern] science, which had not often
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been done [by an artist], or at least had not been talked about [by artists]
very much. It was not for the love of science [as Science] that I did this.
On the contrary, it was rather in order to discredit it, in a manner that
was mild, gentle, unimportant. But irony was present.*

More importantly, as he confided in his Note 35, his real modus operandi was
devoted to instigating a new reality based on an anarchic system of “playful
physics” which was to be created “by slightly distending the laws of physics
and chemistry.” That, as told in different terms than by Jarry, namely by
Albert Poisson and Antoine-Joseph Pernety, was exactly what I’ Alchimie had
already done.

This is Duchamp’s cultural mise-en-scéne. How did our budding artist
maneuver among these mental markers? At the age of eleven, in 1898,
Marcel Duchamp took Holy Communion in the parochial church in
Blainville-Crévon. At the same time, Jacques Villon took his secular vows as
a beginning freelance artist-illustrator, moving to Montmartre, then the shabby
but rather glamorous bohemian quarter of Paris. In 1900, besides studying
languages and chemistry, Marcel took second-class honors in mathematics at
the Lycée Corneille and, in 1902, even took first-class honors in this daunt-
ing subject. In the same year, his brother Raymond, now called Duchamp-
Villon, had a sculpture accepted in the annual Salon des Beaux-Arts.
Immediately following his brother’s first public success, Marcel began to paint
(e.g., MD-4: Paysage a Blainville, 1902). These earliest paintings are local
landscapes, executed in an Impressionist style that had by then become
popularly accepted, even in provincial Rouen. By 1903, the budding teen-
aged artiste had passed the first part of his baccalauréat exams at the Lycée
Corneille, carrying off the school’s first prize in drawing, and the next year
he successfully completed the literature and philosophy examinations, addi-
tionally earning a prize for excellence given out by the Rouen “Amis des
Arts.” Now, aged seventeen, he asked his father to send him to Paris.

The notary graciously acceded, and Marcel moved into Gaston-Jacques’s
typically bohemian, ramshackle Montmartre studio on the rue Caulaincourt,
no. 7. During these last, flush years of the Belle Epoque, Montmartre was
practically a part of the countryside. Above rue Caulaincourt, Montmarte
was only built up towards the south; toward the city the hillside was sparsely
covered with the tumbledown shacks of the down-and-out. Alcohol was the
principal escape for the human jetsam of Montmartre, which at that time
was mainly a poverty-stricken quarter, not yet the chic Mecca of Bohemianism
which it would shortly become. Dance halls, cabarets, and other pleasure
spots of ill-repute hid behind crumbling facades of the steep and irregular
streets leading up to the old village, on top of which was the massive, re-
cently completed, neo-Byzantine “wedding cake” known as the Sacred Heart.
Rutted alleys angled down between old buildings, and in spring bright flowers
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sprouted in untrimmed hedges. In the bluish haze to the south and west,
through gaps between the wild greenery and the moldering buildings, one
could catch glimpses of central Paris and the wrought-iron spire of the Eiffel
Tower, the new, secular, modernist, architectonic symbol of the cosmopolitan
European metropolis.

Even though he had previously enrolled at the Académie Julian, a
private art school in April 1905, Marcel Duchamp failed the entrance exams
for the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Marcel’s failure at academic art was largely self-

induced. As he recalled in 1966,

I only spent one year at Julian. What did I do? I played billiards in the
morning, instead of going to the studio! Nevertheless, I once tried
entering the Ecole des Beaux-Arts competition, which was a “flop,” as
you say in English. The first test was to do a nude in charcoal—I
flunked. . . . Then I resumed cartooning and the art lessons at the Julian.
I got ten francs for a quarter-page in Le Sourire and Le Courrier Frangais,
which was going great guns at the time. Villon got me in.*!

Undaunted by his failure to get into an accredited professional art
school, Marcel began an apprenticeship in a commercial print shop,
LImprimérie de la Vicomté, and earned the diploma of an ouwrier d’art, by
which means he was to secure a two-year exemption from the usual obliga-
tory three-year stint of military service. In October 1905, he had enlisted as
a reserve infantryman, and in April 1906 was promoted to corporal; he was
discharged in October of the same year. Years later, Duchamp admitted,

Expecting to serve under the law two years [more] of military service, I
felt, being neither militaristic nor soldierly, that I must still try to profit
from the “three-year” law; that is, do only one year by signing up imme-
diately. So [ went through the steps necessary to find out what one could
do, without being a lawyer or a doctor, since these were the usual ex-
emptions. That’s how I learned there was an examination for “art work-
ers,” which allowed one year’s service instead of three. . .. I discovered
that one could be a typographer or a printer of engravings. . .. So I was
exempted from two years in the service. . . . Then I was discharged. So
I became completely exempt from further military service.®

This carefully engineered exemption was to prove most useful eight years
later, when World War [ broke out. The initial step of Marcel Duchamp’s
professional entrance into the visual arts was, at least to a degree, something
like a draft-dodging scheme; it was also, perhaps significantly, marked by a
failure to enter by the conventional academic path.

Like Jacques Villon, Marcel Duchamp began work as a comic illustrator
for Parisian journals. An attractive example of his gently ironic newspaper
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illustrations is the 1907 drawing of the Femme-Cocher (MD-19), with a meter
ticking away on an passengerless cab standing before a cheap hotel. The
suggestion is that the lady hack driver and her male client have entered into
the establishment to experience other kinds of transports, the kind involving
coucher (bedding vs. coaching). Beginning in 1908, Duchamp began to ex-
hibit as an easel painter, revealing an increasingly modernist style. So did
many other novice artists on the fringes of the Parisian art scene. Now becom-
ing artistically ambitious, Duchamp’s works appeared in anti-academic annual
exhibitions staged at the Salon d’Automme each year between 1908 and 1912,
and he exhibited at the Salon des Indépendents from 1909 to 1912.

But any further participation by Duchamp in French exhibits ceased
early in 1913. In that year, his work appeared—with much fanfare—on the
other side of the Atlantic, in the famous Armory Show mounted in New
York from February to March of 1913. Duchamp left France early in the
summer of 1915, taking up a more or less permanent residence in America,
where he immediately gained the kind of critical notoriety that stubbornly
eluded him in Paris. In part, this important exodus was due partly to an
invitation extended to Duchamp by an American painter, Walter Pach, and
partly, at the very beginning of World War I, to an understandable desire to
avoid being called once again to the French colors. In those months, it was
obvious that uniformed males led violent and short lives.*

Duchamp’s decision to take no further part in Parisian exhibitions had,
however, been reached well before his American involvements. His refusal was
prompted by an insult, the sting of which he was to remember with some
bitterness to the end of his long life. Marcel had intended to put on display
his Nude Descending a Staircase (MD-64) at the Salon des Indépendents ex-
hibit, scheduled to open in March 1912. This was the same painting that was
to create such a scandal at the Armory Show in New York the next year.*

Unfortunately for Duchamp’s pluckily descending nude, the hanging
committee of the Salon—including Archipenko, Léger, Le Fauconnier, Gleizes,
and Metzinger (the last two then completing a soon-to-be published manu-
script called Du Cubisme)—expressed great indignation when they saw the
title inscribed on Marcel’s canvas, Nu descendant un escalier. This title collec-
tively struck these dedicated art pioneers as representing an affront to pure
Cubism. The committee formed a solid front, and they sent Marcel’s brothers
to his studio to demand a change of title from him. Duchamp refused an-
grily—and immediately withdrew his wrongfully inscribed painting from the
Cubist exhibition. The incident was decisive, he later recalled, in reorienting
his artistic career, calling for “a complete revision” of his position, including
a “thorough liberation” from his immediate past.®®

In retrospect, this precipitous action appears a manifestation of youth-
ful pique and the precocious sign of both liberation from the common milieu
and a new fascination with scholarly endeavor. Henceforth, typically oblique
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verbal inscriptions were as important as was Duchamp’s likewise oblique
pictorial figuration. Still embittered years later, Marcel recalled how “people,
like Gleizes, who were, nevertheless, extremely intelligent, found that the
‘Nude’ wasn’t in the line that they had predicted.” As Duchamp chose not
to mention to Cabanne, but as is confirmed in Gleizes and Metzinger’s Du
cubisme (1912), “intelligent people like Gleizes” had just then specifically
condemned painters—like Duchamp—who chose to “fabricate puzzles,” and
whose imagery resorted to “fanciful occultism” and “cabalistic signs.” They
rejected all such “systematic obscurity” as nothing more than a “a curtain
hiding a void.” As Duchamp later continued to complain to Cabanne,

So that cooled me off, so much so that, as a reaction against such
behavior coming from artists whom [ had believed to be free, I got a job.
I became a librarian at the Sainte-Geneviéve Library in Paris. I made
this gesture to rid myself of a certain milieu, a certain attitude, to have
a clear conscience, but also to make a living. I was twenty-five.*

As I now argue, Duchamp’s activities in the Bibliotheque Ste. Genevieve
entailed far more than merely “making a living.” Viewed some four-score
years later, it seems that he was conducting researches into some of the more
esoteric kinds of literature contained in this particular library (see works
marked with # in the bibliography).*’

The fruits of these obscure investigative endeavors, what Gleizes la-
beled “systematic obscurity” derived from “fanciful occultism” and “cabalistic
signs,” were eventually to culminate in the bizarre and hermetically sealed
content of the Large Glass (1915-23) (fig. 1). Acknowledged a central work
in the global history of twentieth-century art, physical execution of this epic
masterpiece was only to begin directly after Duchamp’s arrival upon welcom-
ing American shores. But this piece too was a product of France before the
outbreak of World War 1. Earlier, in either late May or early June 1912,
Duchamp had attended a performance of a then notorious play by Raymond
Roussel, Les Impressions d’ Afrique, being performed in the Théatre Antoine.
He was accompanied by Francis Picabia, a Cuban-born painter eight years
Duchamp’s senior whom he had met in October 1910. Duchamp was later to
describe the Cuban artist as being one of his closest friends, “a teammate, so
to speak.”®
was Guillaume Apollinaire, foremost among the avant-garde writers of the

His other theater companion on this apparently fateful evening

moment. Duchamp and Apollinaire were later to remember how fascinated
they had been by Roussel’s vividly ironic treatment of machinery whose
operations depended on magic, including the fantastic “Wind-Clock of the
Land of Cockaigne” and “M. Bex’s Thermo-Mechanical Orchestra.”
Later in June, Marcel departed for Munich. One biographer states that
future scholars should “attempt to discover the reasons for this mysterious
and sudden departure on a trip which was to last nearly four months.”® At
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this time Munich was mostly known in Parisian art circles as the home of the
Blue Rider group of painters. Founded by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc,
the activities of the Blaue Reiter in Munich were regularly reported in the
Paris papers by Henri Le Fauconnier. On this lengthy trip Duchamp also
visited Vienna, Prague, Berlin, and Dresden. Although largely overlooked by
recent scholarship, Munich was then also widely known for its occultist
network.” To most scholars, this itinerary suggests that Marcel, the budding
modernist artist, wished to acquaint himself with the various activities of the
major schools of German and Austrian Expressionism, for each of those
cities he visited had its own distinctive mode of Expressionismus. This itin-
erary was probably also related to Duchamp’s burgeoning interest in a decid-
edly mystical art, which Kandinsky’s Expressionismus certainly was, but this
is a subject—like Munich’s occultist network—Ilargely overlooked (if not
actively disparaged) in the plentiful literature on Duchamp.

Even though Duchamp did not ever admit to an attraction to spiritual
and mystical forms of artistic expression, that attraction may now nevertheless
be taken as present. There is the fact of his recently recovered copy of
Kandinsky’s Uber das Geistige in der Kunst, purchased by Duchamp in Munich
(probably early in August 1912) and completely covered with handwritten
marginalia. Unfortunately, this is one of the very few books that can be proven
to have been actually owned by Duchamp before his departure from France in
1915.%% Although this singular discovery has led some scholars to suppose that
Duchamp was taking pains to prepare a French translation, one is at least
assured that he was motivated, for one or another reason, to read Kandinsky’s
book in its original German. Since Kandinsky’s Spiritual in Art should be well
known to students of art history, the reader need only be reminded of certain
key passages in which the émigré Russian author-artist emphatically stressed
the purely spiritual, occultist basis of truly modern or dematerialized art. Ac-
cording to Kandinsky, this form of expression appeared in an age in which

the nightmare of materialism, which has turned the life of the universe
into an evil, useless game, is not yet past. . . . After the period of mate-
rialist effort, which held the soul in check until it was shaken off as evil,
the soul is emerging, purged by trials and sufferings. . . . The spiritual
life, to which art belongs and of which she is one of the mightiest
elements, is a complicated, but definite and easily definable movement,
forwards and upwards.”

In fact, Kandinsky generously credited his spiritual reeducation to the
foremost occultist leader of the fin de siecle, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky. As
Kandinsky earnestly explained,

Mme. Blavatsky was the first person, after a life of many years in India,
to see a connection between these [Oriental] “savages” and our [Euro-
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pean] “civilization.” From that moment, there began a tremendous spiri-
tual movement, which today includes a large number of people and has
even assumed a material form in the Theosophical Society. This society
consists of groups who seek to approach the problem of the Spirit by way
of the inner knowledge. . . . Theosophy, according to Blavatsky, is syn-
onymous with eternal truth.>

Like most contemporary Theosophists, Kandinsky believed that

Literature, music and art are the first and most sensitive spheres in
which this spiritual revolution makes itself felt[:] they turn away from
the soulless life of the present, towards those substances and ideas which
give free scope to the non-material strivings of the soul....In each
manifestation is the seed of a striving towards the abstract, the non-
material. Consciously or unconsciously, [modern spiritualist artists] are
obeying Socrates’ command—Know thyself.®

As a painter, speaking to other painters (like Duchamp), Kandinsky
was naturally quite explicit in suggesting the preferred compositional means
of pictorially attaining “the non-material strivings of the soul.” Often
Kandinsky’s artistic-spiritual prescriptions are specific:

Any attempt to free painting from this material limitation, together
with the striving after a new form of composition, must concern itself
first of all with the destruction of this theory of one single surface. . . . In
order to create an ideal plane, the thinness or thickness of a line, the
placing of the form on the surface, the overlaying of one form to an-
other, may be quoted as examples of artistic means that may be em-
ployed. Similar possibilities are offered by color which, when rightly
used, can advance or retreat, and can make of the picture a living thing.”®

The lucky recovery of Duchamp’s personal copy of the Kandinsky’s
Uber das Geistige in der Kunst provides tangible evidence for his interest in
this kind of a decidedly un-Cubist, at once emotionalized and mystical,
approach to abstract figuration. Thus logically follows the suggestion that
Duchamp’s first abstract paintings—begun about this time, 1911 to 1912—
might have primarily responded to Kandinsky’s eloquent call for a
nonmaterialist, vitalist, spiritual mode of modernist figuration.

During his absence in the Germanic countries, an exhibition by the
Section d’Or group in Paris had been set for October, and it appears that
Marcel Duchamp specifically returned to France in order to take part. While
that conclusion is debatable, it is certain that soon after his return to Paris
he took up once again his research activities in the Bibliothéque Ste.
Genevieve. As shown by Jean Clair, Duchamp studied in this well stocked
library a number of curious old books.’” Just how curious some of these titles
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are has been confirmed by my own research there (see works marked with a
# in the bibliography). During this period, Marcel also met three American
artists—Arthur Davis, Walter Kuhn, and Walter Pach—who had come to-
gether to Paris to obtain works of art for an ambitious international exhibi-
tion of modern art to be mounted in New York.

Duchamp was one of those lucky individuals invited to participate in
what would become known as the Armory Show. It was there that he was
to gain his greatest commercial artistic success to date, selling three paint-
ings, including the Nude Descending a Staircase. It was in America that
Duchamp got his first professional success, with a sheaf of greenbacks to show
for it, and evidently also a certain measure of vindication for the slights he
felt he suffered in Paris. Duchamp did not go immediately to New York at
this time, but instead remained in Paris, where he was evidently immersed
in his perusal of the contents of the Bibliotheéque Ste. Genevieve. The major
independent artworks of Duchamp’s last months of residence in France in-
clude two ready-mades—a rotating bicycle wheel, inverted and mounted
upon an ordinary stool and a cheaply reproduced snowscape decorated with
one red and one green dot called Pharmacie (MD-87, MD-88; both are con-
textually analyzed later in chapter 6)—and also two works dealing with
specific motifs later to reappear in the Large Glass—Three Standard Stoppages
and the curious Water-Mill in Neighboring Metals (MD-94, MD-101; both are
contextually analyzed in chapters 5 and 7).

Although at the time apparently unexpected or without precedent, the
conception of the Large Glass (figs. 1, 11) had actually been prepared for by
the artist’s gradual philosophical evolution and by his assimilation—and sub-
sequent rejection—of the artistic fashions of his youth. As Duchamp later
stated, “my discovery of Matisse in 1906 or 1907 was an important event in
my life. In artistic circles, talk revolved around Manet. He was the master. It
wasn’t the Impressionists, a Cézanne, or Van Gogh. Nobody had heard of
Seurat. At that time, a lot of people regarded Cézanne as a flash in the pan.”®
Nevertheless, by 1910, it becomes apparent that Marcel Duchamp had actually
arrived at a kind of stylistic synthesis between Matisse and Cézanne, as shown
by a portrait of his father painted in this year (MD-32). This stylistic rap-
prochement was, nonetheless, of brief duration. Duchamp’s rapid acceptance of
a nearly totally abstract figuration by the following year is revealed by two
closely related portraits of his sister Yvonne (MD-29, MD-43). The first dates
from 1909, and the second from 1911. It is clear that the second rendering of
Yvonne Duchamp by Marcel is a highly abstracted copy of the first version,
which was quite naturalistic.” Besides the element of overall formal “decom-
position” (Duchamp’s term), the most significant addition to the second por-
trait of Yvonne is what we might call a “body-aura,” a motif made more
obvious in two other figure studies dating from both 1910 and 1911 (see fig.
2, and MD-42: Le Buisson; both are contextually analyzed in chapter 4).



THE CULTURAL SHAPING OF AN ARTIST-ICONOCLAST 85

This radical shift in style—and content as well—may be accounted
for in various ways. First, there was Duchamp’s friendship with Picabia,
struck up late in 1910. Then, there was the influence of a number of Cubist
paintings that were being exhibited regularly at the Salon des Indépendents
since early 1911. Additionally, there was the example of Braque’s canvases,
then usually on display at Daniel Kahnweiler’s gallery. Marcel also partici-
pated in the famous Sunday discussion groups at Puteaux, where his broth-
ers Gaston and Raymond had been in residence since 1906. At Puteaux in
1911, au courant topics for budding avant-garde artists included Futurist-
derived art theory, the Pythagorean “Golden Number,” non-Euclidean ge-
ometry, chrono-photography, and especially the mysterious quatriéme
dimension,® all of which were subjects of heated discussions. Recent schol-
arship has, moreover, assigned to the Puteaux curriculum a distinctly occult-
ist bias.®® As Duchamp later commented on the last of these topics, “the
fourth dimension became a thing you talked about, without knowing what
it meant.”® In the larger view, rather than being strictly visual or stylistic
concerns, these controversial subjects are all essentially theoretical, even
literally esoteric, metaphysical issues (see chapter 7 for further analysis of the
la quatriéme dimension as an esoteric artifact).

Perhaps the most important influence marking this new direction in
Duchamp’s art is the man Linda Henderson describes as Duchamp’s “artistic
mentor: the Czech painter Frantisek Kupka, a practicing spiritualist medium
and Theosophist.” Kupka (1871-1957), sixteen years older than Duchamp,
was a close friend of his older brothers; around 1906 all three had moved to
neighboring studios in Puteaux. “As a Theosophist,” Henderson adds, “Kupka
would have known Besant and Leadbeater’s publications,” particularly those
dealing with esoteric “Thought-Forms” (and which are discussed here in
chapter 4), and such occultist literature supported Kupka’s “interest in ‘higher
dimensions,” and his belief in a complex, vital reality hidden beneath the
surface of reality.” The Czech painter, a notable pioneer of non-objective
figuration in Paris, would have provided a major “source of such spiritualist
and occult views at Puteaux,” specifically the Theosophical kind (further
discussed in chapter 7); as Henderson further observes, “indeed, the theme
of vibratory communication was as central to the evolution of Kandinsky’s
[gegendstandlose] painting style as it was to Kupka’s.” Henderson concludes
that from Kupka “Duchamp would have encountered the idea of molecular
vibrations as a means of transmitting visual images,” among other sorts of
contemporary “occult theories of telepathic projection.”® This personal con-
tact with Kupka provides physical evidence—and a concrete source—for a
new, patently occultist motivation in the content of Duchamp’s art, discern-
ible since 1910.

Recondite theory of this sort had first been introduced into the closed
circles of the Parisian art world well before any comparable Cubist theory
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appeared in written form. That kind of extended verbalization had to await
the appearance of Gleizes and Metzinger’s Du Cubisme, published late in
1912.% This outburst of theory championing abstraction, so common by
1912, had a role model in the violently apocalyptic “Futurist Manifesto” that
had first appeared on the front page of Le Figaro on February 20, 1909. The
authors of Futurist doctrines stridently announced:

We wish to exalt the aggressive movement, the feverish insomnia, run-
ning, the perilous leap, the cuff, the blow. ... The world has been en-
riched with a new form of beauty, the beauty of speed. ... The poet
must augment the fervor of the primordial elements. There is no more
beauty except in struggle, no masterpiece without the stamp of aggres-
siveness. Poetry should be a violent assault against unknown
forces. . .. Time and Space died yesterday. We already live in the
Absolute. . . . We will glorify war—the only true hygiene of the world—
militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of the anarchist, the beau-

tiful ideas which kill.®°

Besides aggressive machismo, recent scholarship also assigns patent
occultist affinities (and sources) to such Futurist rant.®® Less than a year later,
in April 1910, the Futurists issued a “Technical Manifesto,” probably of
greater use to artists since, to some degree, it explained the possible visible
means of expression for this apocalyptic art of the future, an art of flux and
quick transience, involving nothing less than a drastic “program for the
renovation of painting.” That artistic program, like so much of the contem-
porary avant-garde elsewhere, sought to make visible the “invisible” (or occulta)
“forces” of nature. The overriding purpose, according to the text of the
“Technical Manifesto,” is

no longer to be a fixed moment in universal dynamism. It shall be the
dynamic sensation itself, made eternal. Indeed, all things mowe, all things
run, all things are rapidly changing. A profile is never motionless before
our eyes, but it constantly appears and disappears. On account of the
persistency of an image upon the retina, moving objects constantly
multiply themselves; their form changes like rapid vibrations in their

mad career.’’

The “Manifesto” of the Futurists strikes a pose rather like that adopted
by Kandinsky at the same moment, when he, too, was speaking of a latent
geistige or Spiritualist element in modern art. But this dynamic and renovatory
attitude was not unique to European cultural expression; something similar
was being stated at about the same time in America. The common denomi-
nator between one continent and the other for such advanced thought is
called “radicalism.” For instance, in the summer 1912 issue of the left-wing
American periodical, The Masses, John Reed (who in 1919 became the eye-
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witness author of Ten Days That Shook the World during the Bolshevik Revo-
lution) proclaimed that, “the broad purpose of The Masses is a social one; to
everlastingly attack old systems, old morals, old prejudices—the whole weight
of outworn thought that dead men have settled upon us. ... We intend to
be arrogant, impertinent, in bad taste. . .”®® And all this was commonly said
in New York some four years before similar claims were made by the Dada
artists first gathered in neutral Zurich in 1916.

Another important emotional component in the era just before the
outbreak of the Great War was enthusiasm. Wallace Stegner recalled the
political enthusiasms of his youth, in this case as focused upon the [WW
(“Wobblies”), as having the qualities associated with “a militant church . . . a
church which enlisted all the enthusiasm, idealism, rebelliousness, devotion,
and selfless zeal of thousands of mainly young men.”® Even though the
common point of departure for the radicalized European visionaries was more
typically art, Marinetti and Kandinsky evidently arrived at their points of
view independently. Whether the spokesman is Russian, Italian, German, or
even American, the underlying message is always the same: a radically new
vision. Besides being self-consciously modern, the artistic revolution implies
a politicized modernism that represents sweeping social, even psychological
revolution.”® The greater majority of these fervent avant-garde spokesmen,
explicitly or implicitly, saw themselves as newly energized members of an
international and secular “militant church.”

The artistic writ then proclaimed to the gaped-mouth mob is also
functionally very much like that high-minded spiritual mission that had
been espoused by most modernist Occultists since Eliphas Lévi. Whether the
particular spokesman is an Artist or an Occultist, they all proclaim that the
“real” Universe lies beyond “ordinary” perception, and that only the clair-
voyant modern painter can penetrate deceptive surface appearances in order
to perceive the superior reality of an invisible, occult vitalism that lurks
beneath. In the way that the perennial Gnostic Wisdom was stated by the
Futurists in 1910,

What was the truth for the painters of yesterday is but a falsehood today.
We declare, for instance, that a portrait must not be like the sitter. . . . To
paint a human figure, you must not paint it, you must render the whole
of its surrounding [aura-like] atmosphere. Space no longer exists. . . . Who
can still believe in the opacity of bodies, since our sharpened and multi-
plied sensitiveness has already penetrated the obscure manifestations of
the medium? Why should we forget in our creations the doubled power
of our sight, capable of giving results analogous to those of the X-rays?"

To these advance-guard artists of 1910, it is clear that people and
things are perceived to be, according to the Futurists’ “Manifesto,” “like
persistent symbols of universal vibration.” To arrive at this comprehensive
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new vision, which simply represents an x-ray aided, modernist revival of the
old animist universe of esoteric Ancient Wisdom, the modern painter must
turn against the anachronistic art of the dead past. To do so, he must cul-
tivate new hallucinatory visions, and must additionally, like a monk, purge
his spirit:

The construction of pictures has hitherto been foolishly traditional.
Painters have shown us the objects and the people placed before us; we
shall henceforward put the spectator within the center of the
picture. . . . In order to conceive and understand the novel beauties of a
Futurist picture, the soul must be purified, become again pure. The eye
must be freed from its veil of atavism and culture . . . . Your eyes, accus-
tomed to semi-darkness, will soon open to more radiant visions of light.”

Stressing the need to paint certain “states of mind (stati d’animo),” uniquely
perceived by a modernist clairvoyant artist, and to depict those wholly in-
visible “force-lines (linee della forza)” stirring the vitalist universe so beloved
of the Occultists, the apocalyptic Futurist message concludes (with italic
emphasis), “We have proclaimed ourselves to be the primitives of a completely
renovated sensitiveness.””?

Call it “Futurist” or “Cubist” or “Expressionist,” the essential point is
that, for the first time in the history of art, and as directly inspired by
divulgations of the new scientific revelations, the painter has begun to view
himself as a kind of metaphysical physicist, a médium, so sensitively endowed
as to perceive a new cosmic consciousness. This clairvoyant sensitive is one
whose vision uniquely penetrates through the deceptive sense-world in order
to drastically reshape its once familiar visual configurations; he does so on
the basis of his uniquely privileged, visionary grasp of that which lies beyond
ordinary sense perception and experience. In this way, the clairvoyant vision
of the prophetic modernist artist arrives at a superior, absolute Truth lying
beyond deceitful surface appearances. This Truth of course lies quite beyond
the conceptual grasp of the uninitiated, for they must remain sans le savoir,
without superior knowledge.

Interestingly, a painting done in October 1911 by Duchamp seems a
precocious illustration of the clairvoyant thought processes so stridently
advocated in the “Technical Manifesto.” This work is the Portrait of Dulcinea
(MD-50), evidently making a literary reference to the dama (campesina) who
was the amorous object of the ever befuddled Don Quixote’s imaginary
chivalric pursuits.”™ Years later, Duchamp acknowledged that, from the sty-
listic aspect at least, this painting represented for him “a total break.” It
contains, he added, “five silhouettes of woman, one above the other.” Ques-
tioned about “the appearance of simultaneity,” Duchamp ascribed this will-
fully imposed, antimaterialist feature to “my interpretation of Cubism at that
moment. There was also my ignorance of perspective and the normal placing
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of figures. The repetition of the same person, four or five times, nude, dressed,
and in the shape of a bouquet, in Dulcinea was primarily intended, at that
time, to ‘de-theoretize’ Cubism in order to give it a freer interpre-
tation. . . . Nevertheless, this ‘simultaneity’ is not Cubist.”” Given the
distinctive terminology, it must instead refer to the simultaneitd of the
Futurists.

In December 1911, Duchamp painted the Sad Young Man in a Train
(MD-62).7 He explained its significance years later as follows:

Movement, or rather the successive images of the body in movement,
appeared in my paintings in October 1911, when I was thinking about
doing the “Sad Young Man on a Train.” First, there’s the idea of the
movement of the train, and then that of the sad young man, who is in
a corridor and who is moving about. Thus there are two parallel move-
ments corresponding to each other. Then there is the distortion of the
young man. I called this elementary parallelism [le parallélisme élémentaire].
It was a formal decomposition [une décomposition formelle], meaning
“decomposed” into linear plates, following one another like parallels and
distorting the object. The object is completely stretched out—étendu—
as though elasticized. The lines follow each other in parallels, while
changing subtly to form the movement, or form of the young man in
question.”

Strangely (or perhaps quite logically), this literally moving image seems
a recreation of a striking motif described in the 1910 “Technical Manifesto”
of the metaphysically-minded Futurists, who then observed a vitalist uni-
verse of hidden forces, where:

The sixteen people around you in a rolling motor-bus are, in turn and
at the same time, one, ten, four, three; they are motionless and they
change places; they come and go, bound into the street, are suddenly
swallowed up by the sunshine, then come back and sit before you, like
persistent symbols of universal wibration. . . . The motor-bus rushes into
the houses which it passes, and, in their turn, the houses throw them-
selves upon the motor bus, and are blended with it.™

As Duchamp himself claimed much later, “I didn’t know the
Futurists . . . I have never seen them. . .. Nevertheless, I was influenced, as
one always is, by these things, but I hoped to keep a note personal enough
to do my own work. ... Around June 1912. . .by then I knew about the
Futurists.”” Duchamp surely must have known of the ideas of the Futurists
before he actually got around to seeing Futurist paintings. Certainly, those
dematerializing ideas had been in the air since well before 1909, and in ways
that need not have been specifically Futurist; after all, it was the Occultists who
had long before railed against materialism and, accordingly, their spiritualized
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utopian world was intended to be dematerialized. In chapter 4 we shall assign
Duchamp’s perhaps autobiographical Sad Young Man in a Train some literally
hermetic meanings.

After 1911, Duchamp’s paintings have nothing to do with either (ini-
tially) Impressionism or Fauvism, or (subsequently) Futurism or Cubism. They
do, however, have a fundamental, albeit vague and generalized, conceptual
linkage with Kandinsky’s spiritualized, wholly abstracted, and dematerialized
Expressionism. In fact, the interrelated works of the period immediately fol-
lowing 1911 are for the most part harbingers of the mysterious and complex
Large Glass, including two versions of the Nude Descending a Staircase, a
series of Kings and Queens, and another series of Virgins and Brides.® These
seminal works only look like the works of Duchamp’s Futurist and Cubist
contemporaries, but what they look like is not necessarily what they actually
represent. In an interview with J. ]. Sweeney in 1946, Duchamp affirmed that,
by 1912, in his mind he was already well past Cubism or Futurism, against
which he was deliberately rebelling. For him, Futurism represented merely

an impressionism of the mechanical world; it was strictly a continuation
of the Impressionist movement. I was not interested in that. I wanted to
get away from the physical aspect of painting. I was much more inter-
ested in recreating ideas in painting. For me, the title [“inscription”] was
very important. 1 was interested in making painting serve my purposes,
and in getting away from the physicality of painting.®!

As Duchamp continually stressed in his later interviews, his was an
essentially ideological art, with different goals from those purely formalistic
or physical ends so laboriously pursued by his contemporaries: “I was inter-
ested in ideas—not merely in visual products. I wanted to put painting once
again at the service of the mind, and my painting was, of course, regarded
at once as ‘intellectual,” ‘literary’ painting.” Having clearly announced this
unmistakable ideological thrust, Duchamp then allied his pre-World War I
art with some much earlier art (not further specified) having, he says, both
a patently “literary” purpose (allegorical, as we shall soon see) and an over-
riding “religious” basis. These were the two fundamental wellsprings of an art
of ancient wisdom which Duchamp clearly felt was superior to modernist
physicality. As he lamented, “In fact, until the last hundred years, all paint-
ing had been literary or religious; it had been at the service of the mind. This
characteristic was lost little by little during the last century. The more sen-
sual appeal a painting provided, the more animal it became, the more highly
it was regarded.” Duchamp concluded the interview with Sweeney by firmly
announcing his own prescription, the basis of all his mature art: “This is the
direction in which art should turn: to an intellectual expression, rather than
to an animal expression. | am sick of the expression ‘béte comme un peintre’—
stupid as a painter.”®
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In a more particular context, the research of Dieter Daniels now pro-
vides us with a specific setting for Duchamp’s often repeated aversion to the
infamous title “béte comme un peintre,” namely 'affaire Boronali, in which
the castigated avant-garde peintre was revealed to be literally un béte. In
short, in 1910 a painting was successfully submitted to the Salon des
Indépendants by a painter named Boronali. His work was appreciatively
received, whereas Duchamp’s submissions, a series of nudes, were not, being
dubbed in the press “irritating” and “ugly.” Boronali was also credited with
authoring a manifesto proclaiming a new artistic school, I'Exzessivisme. The
hoax, for such it was, was soon unmasked by a headline in Le Matin: “An Ass
is the Leader of the School.” It seems that a pigment-loaded brush had been
tied to the tail of a tethered donkey and the animal’s automatist twitchings
produced the properly splattered, abstract canvas. Daniels’s conclusion: “Above
all, the Boronali-Episode demonstrates how heated discussions about mod-
ernism had become by 1910, and with what level of vehemence and public
partisanship they would thereafter proceed.”

From all this, we must now acknowledge that, perhaps as early as 1911,
Duchamp saw himself as an atavistic (vs. modernist) rebel. Perhaps his re-
bellion was merely against the Puteaux Cubists, who had so rudely rejected
his Nude Descending a Staircase; perhaps his revolt was much more ambitious:
against the whole thrust of serious avant-garde art, particularly the painterly
kind of abstraction that could be so easily caricatured as excessivistic. Either
way, we may additionally suppose that the essence of his own artistic act of
atavistic rebellion was to return (or regress) to a primitivist, pre-nineteenth-
century cultural consciousness, the kind based upon a primarily idea-oriented
imagery which, as Duchamp acknowledged, was simultaneously literary and
religious in character. This is the real basis of his highly sophisticated and
still perplexing art, an art with a specific content directed to “the service of
the mind.”

The basic task of the art historian-detective is, therefore, to identify
the literary texts belonging to the pseudoreligion in question, so distinguish-
ing the one that really was in the forefront of Duchamp’s mind. Having made
the essential identification, the next task is to compare the literature asso-
ciated with that traditional pseudoreligion with the narrative or allegorical
content informing Duchamp’s artworks. All of this must be done within the
known, equally scientific and antiscientific, occult contexts of Duchamp’s
cultural ambiance and life experiences. As the historical evidence attests,
Duchamp’s post-1911 art is less about the making of pictures, at least in the
traditional Salon sense, than with the expression of a new kind of conscious-
ness rejecting the materialist animality of the present age. Nonetheless, that
was a mentalité shared by many of his artistic contemporaries using other
forms of artistic expression. In brief, although Duchamp was to add a specific
kind of esoteric flourish to it, his art, looking not at all Expressionist, fol-
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lowed overall the generally occultist program most prominently proclaimed
in Kandinsky’s Uber das Geistige in der Kunst and in other writings examined
here.

As oracularly stated by Kandinsky, “Spiritual revolution . . . turns away
from the soul-less life of the present towards those substances and ideas
which give free scope to the non-material strivings of the soul.”®* Kandinsky’s
vision was truly apocalyptic, predicting the crashing end of one dreary ma-
terialist millennium and the dawn of a bright new one, founded upon Theo-
sophical principles of nonmaterialism and flowering artistic genius. Eloquent
as was this clarion call to a utopian future, Kandinsky did not invent this
mode of visionary artistic prophecy. As was the case with so much else in the
first modernist art writings, it had already been stated much earlier, perhaps
most eloquently by Eliphas Lévi. In fact, as the French Magus had announced
as early as 1860,

The science of moral equilibrium will put an end to religious disputes and
philosophical blasphemies. Men of understanding will be also men of
religion, once it comes to be recognized that Religion does not impeach
the freedom of conscience, and when those who are truly religious shall
respect that Science which recognizes, on its own part, the existence and
necessity of a Universal Religion [i.e., Occultism]. Such [occult] Science
will flood the philosophy of history with new light, and will furnish a
synthetic plan of all the natural sciences. The law of equilibriated forces
and of organic compensations will reveal a new chemistry and a new
physics. So, from discovery to discovery, we shall work back to Hermetic
Philosophy, and we shall be astonished at those prodigies of simplicity and
brilliance which have been so long forgotten.®

The forthcoming age of Hermetic Enlightenment prophesied by Eliphas
Lévi promised a “new chemistry” and a “new physics.” Evidently, his proph-
esies were amply fulfilled. According to the Notes for his Large Glass,
Duchamp’s art after 1915 was also expressive of a new chemistry and a new
physics. As Lévi stated, all of these pseudoscientific phenomena are harbin-
gers of a new human consciousness postulated upon an occult science of
timeless moral equilibrium. In this utopian millennium, Lévi and his follow-
ers believed, the Arts must similarly flourish. As Lévi majestically promised

in his L’'Histoire de la Magie (1860),

Error thenceforth will be possible to ignorance alone, and true knowl-
edge will be free from self-deception. Estheticism will be subordinated
no longer to caprices of taste which change as fashions change. . . . Poetry
will abound no longer with foolish and subversive tendencies, nor will
poets be those dangerous enchanters whom Plato had crowned with
flowers—and then banished from his Republic; they will be rather ma-
gicians of reason and gracious mathematicians of harmony. . . . Society
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will be governed by its true masters, and there will be no irremediable
evil in human life.%

Alas, a century and a half later, we—as postmodernists—know better.

One final observation should be made at this point regarding Marcel
Duchamp’s unquestionably prestigious artworks. This commentary emerges
from a serious look at his youthful work and their cultural milieu. Rather
than as eucharistic simulacra, why not instead evaluate them vocationally,
simply as shop work, physical products resulting from an informed applica-
tion of craft as triggered by the imagination? The technical analysis of this
young artist’s innate abilities works most candidly in the pre-1912 oeuvre;
after that date, a twenty-five year old painter became truly inspired—but by
what? Realistically viewed, Marcel Duchamp’s surviving early efforts are rather
mediocre. Robert Hughes eloquently explains why artists, art critics, and art
historians today are generally unable to see the technical deficiencies I am
about to mention. The perceptual problem today is mainly due to “the fri-
volity of late-modernist art teaching—no drawing, just do your own thing
and let Teacher get on with his.” In Duchamp’s day, however, things were
different; as Hughes wryly observes,

With scarcely an exception, every significant artist of the last hundred
years, from Seurat to Matisse, from Picasso to Mondrian, from Beckmann
to de Kooning [Duchamp excepted], was drilled (or drilled himself) in
“academic” drawing—the long tussle with the unforgiving and real motif
which, in the end, proved to be the only basis on which the great formal
achievements of modernism could be raised. Only in this way was the
right to radical distortion within a continuous tradition earned and its
results raised above the level of improvisory play. This kind of rigor had
been leached out of American art schools by the 1970s.57

And much of the credit for that omnipresent technical omission may now
be credited to Duchamp’s posthumous fame.

One may now propose a wholly nonesoteric, banal explanation for
Marcel’s shift in 1912 to decidedly esoteric subject matter; this artistically
informed apercu seems never before mentioned in the abundant Duchamp
bibliography. As any provincial, but well trained art teacher could now tell
you, the young Duchamp’s draftsmanship is generally slack and often down-
right sloppy, even inept. The brushwork usually neither functions well as
physical, retinal description nor even usefully as decorative embellishment.
Likewise, the color in these examples is unimaginative and largely conven-
tional: Duchamp’s color formats become, sequentially, impressioniste, symboliste,
fauviste, expressioniste, cubiste, futuriste, orphique, etc. Beyond the chro-
nological march of trendy chromatic identifications, overall the youth-
ful Duchamp’s palette reveals no coherent or imaginative Farbsprache
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(Kandinsky’s “Color-Language”); a lone exception is the 1910 Portrait of Dr.
Dumouchel (fig. 2), but the specific inspiration for that is revealed in the next
chapter. Worse than the persistent problems of physically mediocre and
mentally flaccid technical execution, glaringly apparent even in his early
Cubist efforts, Duchamp’s juvenilia reveals no original ideas.

The demonstrably good work by Duchamp only begins in December
1911, with Jeune Homme triste dans un Train (MD-62), and is quickly fol-
lowed by the initial oil sketch, Nu descendant un Escalier no. 1, which leads
directly to the famous Nude Descending a Staircase, executed in January 1912
(MD-63, MD-64). Now let us get really down to earth with our shocking
professional criticisms, and with reference to very specific works, all suppos-
edly finished canvases, executed by Marcel Duchamp a year or two before his
mysterious mid-1912 sojourn in Munich.® Were this juvenile work so ear-
nestly wrought by Duchamp between 1910 and the middle of 1911 to be
submitted today under a different name for admission into a provincial gradu-
ate art school program in the US, such mediocre work would be dismissed
by studio faculty members as thin stuff, in short, as not graduate level work.

In fact, Duchamp’s compatriots were aware of his youthful professional
shortcomings; for instance, in March 1910, even Guillaume Apollinaire,
later Duchamp’s enthusiastic champion, mentioned in print his “really ugly
nudes.” Other negative comments also characterize the few published re-
views that bother to mention his early work.® In fact, Duchamp only achieved
significant professional recognition later in 1915, and only then by emigrat-
ing to the United States. America was then a materially modernist, but
intellectually naive cultural backwater where an eager but wholly unsophis-
ticated audience, one enthralled by the very idea of art, was ready to swal-
low—hook, line and sinker—any imported and officially approved, modernist
revolutionary effort.

Thus, late in 1911, the autodidact Duchamp finally realized that he
had perhaps been performing rather like a beastly painter, béte comme un
peintre, rather like Boronali. Given this embarrassing revelation, the obvious
remedy for the ambitious youth was to come up with a gimmick: self-propelling,
philosophical subject matter, a major statement as it were. This philosophi-
cal, actually allegorical, subject matter was then to be expressed in a timely,
prestigious stylistic garb, a handsome conjunction of Cubist and Futurist
technical flourishes.

Thanks to an unprecedented popularization recently performed by the
Symbolist avant-garde, late in 1911 I’ Alchimie provided the most logical, and
most available, solution to Duchamp’s perceived professional impasse. And,
as we shall see, Duchamp had already dealt with this specialized kind of
subject matter (fig. 3). Late in 1911, Alchemy seemed to have it all: a major
statement propelled by unique, already pictorialized or ready-made topoi.
Thus, for Duchamp the next move was to venture into the hermetic realms
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of alchemical iconography. Again, why did he do so? Since this issue is
stubbornly undocumented my own painterly intuition opts for one reason.
More so than any other facet of the Esoteric Tradition, it was Alchemy that
most profoundly dealt with (as Jacques Lipchitz put it) those “intangible
properties in matter that transcended physical reality.” This particular youth-
ful artist’s choice would have additionally been dictated by the fact that
Alchemy is by far the most heavily pictorialized of all the Arts belonging to
the Esoteric Tradition.”
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Duchamp’s first experiments in esoteric
and alchemical art, 1910-1912

The principal obstacle to linking Marcel Duchamp’s thought and art with
Alchemy has been the lack of any substantial historical foundation. Al-
chemy is just one among various, potentially applicable facets of the Esoteric
Tradition, but it can only be modern Occultism that would have proved
pertinent to Marcel Duchamp. Mainly, a historical vacuum, the want of a
credible cultural context, has proven the most glaring irritant for art histo-
rians dealing with prior interpretations of the esoteric as they attempt to
explain Duchamp’s career as a whole. Generally absent in such discussions
have been detailed analyses of the individual character and historic situation
of various, often diverse components of the Esoteric Tradition.! Also lacking,
as Linda Henderson recognizes,’ has been any attempt to relate such seem-
ingly anachronistic thought to the unquestionably progressive, meaning
“modern,” ambitions of Duchamp’s avant-garde contemporaries. In the mat-
ter of Duchamp studies, the esoteric approach has usually led to an unaccept-
able mishmash, which William Camfield described with understandable
distaste as “a freewheeling interpretation that stirs together aspects of Al-
chemy, the Cabala, Freud, Tarot cards, and all the gods of structural linguis-

tics, from Ferdinand de Saussure to the present.”

A more specific irritant has been the absence of a chronological
analysis of when and how Marcel Duchamp might have wandered into this
tricky subject matter. As shown here through extensive exposition, when
(as a tentative premiére essai) was in April 1910, but an explanation of how
becomes more complicated, for the development of Duchamp’s esoteric
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exercises over the next few years did not follow a linear trajectory. In 1913,
just as Duchamp had embarked upon an increasingly profound study of his
esoteric source materials, there appeared a bibliography in French listing
hundreds of publications dealing with “the psychic and occult sciences”; if
nothing else, that handy catalogue demonstrates a rich diversity of occult
diversions available in France—including Alchemy, the Cabala, Tarot cards,
as well as Rosicrucianism, Spiritualism, Theosophy, and Anthroposophy—to
anyone with an interest in such matters at that time.*

Even though the Esoteric Tradition embodies a largely indigestible
intellectual mishmash, it does represent the essential ideological context for
another historical artifact that has been posited (and rudely dismissed) in
connection with Duchamp’s art and thought: Hermeticism. Hermeticism is
nothing new within the Esoteric Tradition; the oldest of its texts, dealing
with the physical practices of Alchemy, date back to the Hellenistic era.” A
complementary problem in much discourse about the Esoteric Tradition,
especially that produced by its true believers, is a general lack of method-
ologically sound historical analyses of its more significant constituent parts.
The traditionally trained historian would prefer that discussions of esoterica,
which are often mere celebrations, would instead coherently examine the
historically useful issues of moments of appearance, florescence, and decay,
and the structural situation of esoteric expression in a given time and place.
Besides being internally complex, the Esoteric Tradition is dynamic in the
historical sense; to use its own terminology, it “evolves.” Such historical
research would also benefit in discussions of Hermeticism and Alchemy, for
which there is evidence of substantial differences between the ancient and
modern varieties.

Also typically omitted in interpretive studies of our particular artist
have been detailed analyses of, for instance, the crucial historical role played
by both the Esoteric Tradition and scientific, (materialist) innovation within
the French Symbolist milieu of Duchamp’s youth. Without solid groundings
in such broader cultural problematics, the esoteric interpretations applied to
Duchamp have admittedly lacked a credible foundation in historical and
documentable fact, and so have typically been rejected out of hand. Hope-
fully, this investigation will help fill these significant historiographic lacunae.

It seems relatively easy to document the nature of, and even to pin-
point specific published sources for Duchamp’s first overt flirtation with the
themes and iconography of the Esoteric Tradition. The key work demonstrat-
ing an early affinity for the Occult by Marcel Duchamp, then aged twenty-
two, is his Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel® (fig. 2). The canvas is known to have
been executed in Neuilly in April 1910, at which time Raymond Dumouchel
was a recently graduated medical student and one of Marcel’s oldest friends;
they had known one another since their school days in the Lycée Corneille,
where they first met in 1897. Rendered in the then fashionable fauvist style,
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this painting is characterized by large, thick masses of iridescent color, where
swirling blue-green and purple clouds fill the background. Wearing an acid-
green coat, Duchamp’s young physician friend is curiously characterized by
the beginner-portraitist as surrounded by a purplish irradiation, something
like an anomalous St. Vitus’ fire. His extended left hand seems especially to
blaze with fiery vibrations. These phenomena, once read as iconographic
attributes belonging to a largely symbolic portrait, clearly set this painting
apart from Duchamp’s previous oeuvre.

The peculiarity of Dumouchel’s aureola is alluded to in an inscription,
composed in four lines and put by Duchamp on the back of his canvas: “a
propos de ta ‘igure’ / mon cher Dumouchel / Bien cordialement / Duchamp.”
Some years ago, Lawrence D. Steefel wondered whether this “cryptic inscrip-
tion is also a sign that Duchamp is intrigued by the power of the Occult, the
mystery of hieratic symbolism, and the traces of hermetic practices?” More
specifically, Steefel remarked that the whole canvas “also emanates an un-
canny aura of a hallucinatory, spiritualistic illumination.”” As Duchamp him-
self admitted many years later, “the halo around the head indicates my
deliberate intention to add a touch of willful distortion.”® Whatever it may
mean, Duchamp’s aureola motif was unquestionably deliberate, indeed “will-
ful.” Although Steefel did not further explore or document his suggestive
thesis pointing to an early interest by Duchamp in “the power of the Oc-
cult,” his observation turns out to be the most likely explanation for the
intrinsic significance of the puzzling portrait. Moreover, since the artist caused
the word figure to be carefully set off by quotation marks, it becomes appar-
ent that its meaning was intended to be figurative rather than literal. Hence,
“figure” should be taken here to mean “form,” in the typological sense of a
“distinctive configuration.” In a broader sense, this term may be additionally
understood to indicate that Duchamp was deliberately representing some
intrinsic quality of his old school chum. The iconographic attributes of irra-
diating auras obviously transcend the merely pictorial or retinal means of
naturalism. Therefore, according to the artist’s own terminology, this is a
portrait that really is about the meaning of Dumouchel’s psychic figure.

There are two ways to approach the meaning of these willfully dis-
torted attributes of the young Dr. Dumouchel. The first explanation is wholly
realistic and is based in contemporary science. An erudite Gallic spokesman
for this interpretation, Jean Clair, explains that a certain Dr. Tribout was,
like Dr. Dumouchel, one of Marcel’s classmates in Rouen. Moreover, “a
pioneer of radiology [X rays] in France, perhaps Tribout directed Duchamp’s
attention toward certain extra-retinal phenomena associated with radiation”;
perhaps, Clair speculates, these even included that bizarre “electric halo
surrounding the hand of his colleague, Dr. Dumouchel, in his portrait.”
Manifestations of natural radioactivity had only been known to scientists
since 1896, after their discovery and publication by Antoine Becquerel.
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Not surprisingly, the Occultists of France quickly found the topic of X
rays one which neatly fit into their own esoteric programs. In fact (but as
Clair did not then mention), the French Occultists soon developed their
own, typically pseudoscientific counterpart to Réntgen’s X rays, the mysteri-
ous “N rays.” Even more interesting, those Rayons N were discussed at some
length in a wholly esoteric book which Duchamp is now known to have
owned. The idea of spiritual emanations, called “auras” or “astral bodies,”
had become a staple of modernist occultist literature, particularly the kind
dealing with the “transmigration of souls”—la métempsycose. The popularity
of the astral motif was particularly due to the translations of various widely
read works composed a century and a half earlier by Emanuel Swedenborg,
subsequently triggering a deluge of further spiritualist publications (see chap-
ter 1). This is the textual tradition to which we should assign the conception
of Duchamp’s Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel.

Although perhaps more obsessed with historical documentation, I am
certainly not the first to suspect Duchamp’s early allegiance with motifs
drawn from the Esoteric Tradition, and particularly as such conclusions might
be based upon this particular portrait. In a letter dated July 22, 1951, Walter
Arensberg specifically asked his artist-friend if what he called “the halo” in
the Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel had any direct relation with “occultism.”
Duchamp’s immediate reaction was largely to deflect the question; his reply
was simply that “the ‘halo’ around the hand, which is not expressly moti-
vated by the hand of Dumouchel, is a sign of my sub-conscious preoccupa-
tions directed towards something beyond realism.” As then explained by
Duchamp, “it has neither a definite meaning nor any explanation; instead,
it is the gratification of a need for the ‘miraculous’ which came [to me] before
the Cubist period.”'® Nonetheless, Duchamp had included the same kind of
“miraculous” motif of the body-aura in other, contemporaneous works. These
include a 1910 oil sketch, Nu debout (MD-46), also dedicated to Dr. Tribout,!!
and, about year later, a portrait of his sister Yvonne, A propos de jeune Soeur
(MD-43),"2 as well as a narrative oil painting called Le Buisson (MD-42)."
By reference to standard occultist publications of the period, I shall first
provide a general, contemporary definition of such body-auras, apparently
including the ones seen in these early works by Marcel Duchamp. Having
done that, I will then attempt, using a well-known Theosophical text, to
provide an esoteric but concrete interpretation of the colorful iconography
of the Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel.

Unfortunately, we know very little about Duchamp’s reading materials
in any phase of his career and nearly nothing about his working bibliography
during this crucial early period. For instance, in a letter to his sister Yvonne
in 1946, Duchamp wrote that only “5 or 6 books are all that form my
library,” and that the copy she had just sent him of Lautréamont’s Les Chants
du Maldoror (1868-1870), a key work of the Symbolist era, was “the first I've
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had since 1912.”'* So what other books did he possess before 19127 Alas, we
can never know for sure. Therefore, I shall have to reconstruct on the basis
of circumstantial evidence the titles of various publications that he may have
had at hand and that, presumably, he used as reference materials for the
composition of some of his most puzzling works.

A welcome exception to this bibliographical ignorance is an esoteric
treatise which was only recently recognized to have been owned by
Duchamp. Written by Pierre Camille Revel, its omnibus title is Le Hasard,
sa Loi et ses conséquences dans les sciences et en philosophie, suivi d’'un Essai
sur la Métempsycose considérée au point de vue de la Biologie et du Magnétisme
physiologique ."> The particular edition to which I shall refer of this odd
volume dealing with “Chance, its Laws and Consequences in Science and
Philosophy (Followed by an Essay on the Transmigration of Souls from the
Perspectives of Biology and Physiological Magnetism),” the one once owned
by Duchamp, was published in Paris in 1905 by the Bibliotheque Chacornac.
According to the title page, this particular volume belongs to Chacornac’s
comprehensive Librairie Générale des Sciences Occultes. Therefore, what fol-
lows was clearly understood by Duchamp to pertain to the ideas and prac-
tises of “Occult Science.” In English, “metempsychosis,” just as in the
French, la Métempsycose, means “the transmigration of souls”: pure Occult-
ism. In dealing with this text (as I will often do in with future citations by
other esoteric authors), key phrases in the original French will appear
between brackets; those familiar with Duchampian terminology will often
find in such passages many nearly exact replications of typically eccentric
bits of language reappearing much later in Duchamp’s endlessly equivocal
Notes for the Large Glass (figs. 1, 11).

The discussion in Revel’s lengthy occultist treatise that most concerns
us at this point deals with the subject of “Les Effleuves humains (Rayons
N).”'¢ As the author acknowledges, discussions of the “human emanations”
or “magnetic fluid” have long been a staple of Occultist-Spiritualist litera-
ture; as such, they have naturally long been “contested by official science.”
But since 1895, there is news of a certain scientific discovery that lends
substance to the previously discredited esoteric beliefs, and this new revela-
tion belongs to the N ray. As Revel explained to an esoteric audience, now
known to have included Marcel Duchamp,

M. d’Arsonval, a member of the Academy of Sciences, has just pre-
sented a lecture before said Academy concerning the discovery of rays
emanating from the human body and made visible by means of radium
lighting [lumiére du radium]. Two researchers from the city of Nancy,
Messers Charpentier and Blondlot, are the first who have used this
procedure to perceive these rays, which they have called “N” after the
initial letter of the word “Nancy.” Blondlot recounts how, while making
a study of X-rays, they began to notice the emission of other rays which
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did not, however, refract like X-rays. He shared his perceptions with his
colleague, Charpentier, who, on his own account and, he says, quite by
accident [et par hasard], began to notice that in the proximity of a
muscle the florescent screen began to glow more brilliantly. So he asserts
that it was the muscular tissue which had caused the emission of [N-]
rays and that, additionally, this emission became all the more intense
the closer it came to the nervous tissues. We are pleased that science has
finally taken heed of this phenomenon, especially as it opens up the
door [to further esoteric perceptions]. . . .

Several [N-ray] photographs represent the mental shapes of hu-
man thought [des formes mentales de la pensée]. . . . In the same manner,
there have also been produced images of the fluid energy [i.e., auras]
emitted by animals and plants. Observed among these emissions are
some that are colored. . . . Doubtless, these colorations must be in com-
plete accord with the physical or mental states of those persons who are
emitting their magnetic fluids upon the photographic plates. . .. Each
sickness has its own vibrations and, once plates better enabled to reg-
ister this kind of [psychic] vibration are invented, then medicine will
have made a great step forward.!”

Further on, Revel turns to discuss the findings of Hippolyte Baraduc,
who “has taken as his subject matter ‘the Fluidic Man ["homme fluidique],’ a
type who is manifested in radio-photography of human subjects and which
is registered by the movements of a bio-metrical needle [aiguille biométrique],
which, by means of the arcs of various circles, both enciphers and measures
the different vibrations produced by a double fluidal matter contained within
the human body.” In the course of his investigations, Baraduc “exposed a
series of photographs showing the imprints of a man’s vital force, and these
he has divided into two categories: waves of emanation, irradiations and
flashes of vitality [éclats de la vitalité].” The final result is that, “together, these
three methods allow for a complete accounting of the behavior of vital
movement, also including its photo-chemical power [sa puissance photo-
chimique] and its relative degree of luminosity.”'® Conforming to the familiar
pseudoscientific method so beloved by modernist occultist researchers, Revel
uses the discoveries of contemporary science to substantiate those ancient
claims of the Esoteric Tradition that, ironically, are constantly being discred-
ited by modern science. As he claims (but others would disclaim),

In spite of its terminology, which might seem foreign to the uninitiated,
Occultism is, in effect, exclusively rationalist. For some years, various
scientific discoveries—particularly those of the X-rays, of wireless teleg-
raphy, and also the N-rays—have come to transform a certain number
of scientific theories and, at the same time, these serve to justify certain
theories and to explain certain phenomena which have been catego-
rized, and right up to the present day, as being exclusive to the Occult
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Sciences. The recent discovery of N-rays by Professor Blondlot in Nancy
ought to open up the portals of official science to a certain number of
facts and theories which, until just a few days ago, the majority of
researchers have rejected with disdain as only belonging to the uncer-
tain domain of Occultism. These N-rays are radiations produced by the
most diverse kinds of light sources. They can be stored up in various
objects, such as gold, silver, iron and flint, and these then become new
centers for the emission for N-rays. . . . These rays increase the flashing
of an electric spark [étincelle électrique] and they cause screens coated
with fluorescent substances to become luminous. They are polarizable
and refringent and conform to the laws of reflection. Whereas they pass
through [transversent] certain bodies otherwise opaque to light, N-rays
do not make any impression upon photographic plates. . . .

It is worth recalling that, according to the [esoteric] magnetizers,
all inorganic bodies present either a positive or a negative magnetic
state, and that human magnetic fluids can be stored up by different
bodies, and particularly by flint. An analogous belief is found in ancient
Chinese medical [alchemical] theory, according to which such or such
medicine is, by nature, either hot or cold, active or passive, dry or
humid, male or female [male ou femelle]. More particularly, these schemes
reveal, above all, the two great principles belonging to all things, that
of Yang (the positive [male] principle) and Yin (the negative [female]
principle). Magnetizers and Occultists must feel triumph as they see the
existence of the N-rays now admitted to by science. . .. This new dis-
covery, which seems so to interest non-believers and scientists alike, did
not at all surprise those given over to the close study of Occult Science.
The latter have long since known about the existence of human radia-
tions, and these now appear to include N-rays.”

The other book in question, one that allows for a much more specific
iconographic, even polychromatic, reading of the Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel,
was called Les Formes-pensées. This classic example of Theosophical literature
appeared in a French translation in 1905, just five years before Duchamp
painted his still puzzling portrait. Originally entitled Thought-Forms, the work
authored by Annie Besant and C. W. Leadbeater, often translated, was first
published in English in 1901. This modestly proportioned but copiously illus-
trated volume has been previously recognized to have served as an inspiration
(specifically in its German version: Gedankenformen, 1908) for Wassily Kandinsky
and Franz Marc, also for Frantisek Kupka, known to be Duchamp’s artistic and
esoteric mentor.”® Given the Futurists’ notorious interest in psychic “lines of
force” revealing invisible “psychic states,” we may suppose this publication to
have been of great interest to them as well. Just as Revel had announced that
the aura-like “colorations must be in complete accord with the physical or
mental states of those persons who are emitting their magnetic fluids,” the
Theosophical spokespersons Besant and Leadbeater likewise explained that
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What is called the aura of man is the outer part of the cloud-like sub-
stance of his higher [mental] bodies, interpenetrating each other, and
extending beyond the confines of his physical body, the smallest of
all. . . . Man, the thinker, is clothed in a body composed of innumerable
combinations of the subtle matter of the mental plane. . .. The mental
body is an object of great beauty, the delicacy and rapid motion of its
particles giving it an aspect of living iridescent light, and this beauty
becomes an extraordinary radiant and entrancing loveliness as the intel-
lect becomes more highly evolved and is employed chiefly on pure and
sublime topics.

Every thought gives rise to a set of correlated vibrations in the
matter of this body, accompanied with a marvelous play of color, like
that in the spray of a waterfall as the sunlight strikes it, raised to the n-
th degree of color and vivid delicacy. The body under this impulse
throws off a vibrating portion of itself, shaped by the nature of the
vibrations and this gathers, from the surrounding atmosphere, matter
like itself in fineness [which it takes] from the elemental essence of the
mental-world and it may be used as a most potent agent when directed
by a strong and steady will. . . .

Where the man is of a gross type, the desire-body is of the denser
matter of the astral plane, and is dull in hue, browns and dirty greens
and reds playing a great part in it. Through this will flash various char-
acteristic colors, as his passions are excited. A man of a higher type [to
the contrary] has his desire-body composed of the finer qualities of astral
matter, with the colors, rippling over and flashing through it, fine and
clear in tone. While less delicate and less radiant than the mental body,
it forms a beautiful object, and as selfishness is eliminated, all the duller
and heavier shades disappear. . . .

When a sudden wave of some emotion sweeps over a man, for
example, his astral body is thrown into violent agitation, and its original
colors are, for the time, almost obscured by the flush of vibration of that
particular emotion. . . . The radiating vibration, therefore, will be a com-
plex one, and the resultant thought-form will show several colors in-
stead of only one.?!

Some broader contexts and meanings of these esoteric “astral bodies”
were subsequently enunciated by C. W. Leadbeater in his book called Man
Visible and Invisible (1902). Passages from this important Theosophical pub-
lication are worthy of citation because, besides reiterating standard notions
about the wholly occultist astral bodies and haloes—the kind discussed by
Revel in the book Duchamp is now known to have owned—they addition-
ally document the role played within the Esoteric Tradition of important
emblematic themes employed by Duchamp and long recognized by various
Duchamp scholars. In short, the writings of Besant and Leadbeater prove
that Theosophists often discussed both symbolic chemistry and the fourth
dimension. Especially significant in this context is the fact that their pub-
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lished opinions appeared years before the second topic ever became a rou-
tine staple of published avant-garde art criticism. The topic of le quatriéme
dimension (about which [ shall have more to say in chapter 7) has been
often studied by academic Duchamp scholarship, but rarely from the his-
torical perspective of its locus classicus within the Esoteric Tradition, where,
moreover, it was often symbiotically chained to discussions of Occult
Chemistry.?

Leadbeater begins his discussion of “The Planes of Nature” by placing
his argument within a theoretical, rampantly pseudoscientific context be-
longing to what he rightly calls a wholly “Occult Chemistry”:

We are aware that matter exists in different conditions, and that it may
be made to change its conditions by variation of pressure and tempera-
ture. We have the three well-known states of matter, the solid, the
liquid, and the gaseous, and it is the theory of science that all substances
can, under proper variations of temperature and pressure, exist in all
these conditions.

Occult chemistry shows us another and higher condition than the
gaseous, into which also all substances known to us can be translated—
or transmuted; and to that condition we have given the name of “etheric.”
We may have, for example, hydrogen in an etheric condition, instead of
as a gas; we may have gold or silver, or any other element, either as a
solid, a liquid, or a gas, or in this other higher state, which we call
etheric. . . . Occult science has always taught that all these so-called
elements are not, in the true sense of the word, elements at all. . . .

The study of these units and of the possibilities of their combina-
tion is, in itself, one of the most enthralling interest. Even these, however,
are found to be units only from the point of view of our physical plane;
that is to say, there are methods by which even they can be subdivided,
but when they are so broken up they give us matter belonging to a dif-
ferent [fourth-dimensional] realm of nature. Yet this higher matter also is
not simple but complex; and we find that it also exists in a series of states
of its own, corresponding very faitly to the states of physical matter which
we call solid, liquid, gaseous, or etheric. Again, by carrying on our process
of subdivision far enough, we reach another unit—the unit of that realm
of nature to which occultists have given the name of the astral world
[after which comes] the unit of this third great realm of nature, which in
Theosophy we call the mental world . . . .

In our literature these different realms of nature are frequently
spoken of as planes, because in our study it is sometimes convenient to
image them as [layered] one above another, according to the different
degrees of density of the matter which they are composed, as filling the
same space and inter-penetrating one another.?

After situating his other-dimensional topic within an initial context of
“Occult Chemistry,” Leadbeater’s next chapter proceeds to deal with the
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central issue of “Clairvoyant Sight,” which the author links neatly to the
preceding arguments:

This brings before us another very important consideration. All these
varieties of finer matter exist not only in the world without, but they
exist in man also. He has not only the physical body, which we see, but
he has also within him what we may describe as bodies appropriate to
these various planes of nature, and consisting, in each case, of their
matter. In man’s physical body there is etheric matter as well as the solid
matter which is visible to us; and this etheric matter is readily [and
uniquely] visible to the clairvoyant.

In the same way, a more highly developed clairvoyant, who is ca-
pable of perceiving the more refined astral matter, sees the man represented
at that [etheric] level by a mass of that matter, which is in reality his [astral]
body, or vehicle, as regards that plane; and exactly the same thing is true
with regard to the mental plane in its turn. The soul of man has not one
body, but many bodies, for when sufficiently evolved [spiritually] he is able
to express himself on all these different levels of nature, and he is, therefore,
provided with a suitable vehicle of the matter belonging to each, and it is
through these various vehicles that he is able to receive impressions from
the [spirit-] world to which they correspond. . . .

Every time that we think, we set into motion the mental matter
within us, and a thought is clearly visible to a clairvoyant as a vibration
in that matter, set up first of all within the man, and then affecting [any]
matter of the same degree of density in the world around him. But,
before this thought can be effective on the physical plane, it has to be
transferred from that mental matter into astral matter; and when it has
excited similar vibrations in that, the astral matter in its turn affects the
etheric matter, creating sympathetic vibrations in it; and that, in turn,
acts upon the denser physical matter, the grey-matter of the
brain. . . . Thought appears to be an instantaneous process; but it is not,
for every thought has to go through the stages which [ have described.
Every impression which we receive in the brain through the senses has
to pass up through these various grades of matter before it reaches the
real man, the ego, the soul within.**

The chapter following deals with “Man’s Vehicles.” After listing their
exotic nomenclature—*“the names used in Theosophical literature for the
higher planes are derived from Sanskrit, for in Western philosophy we have
as yet [1902] no terms for these worlds”—Leadbeater enumerates the color-
ful, painterly effects of the fourth plane, or fourth dimension. Again, he
relates such esoteric and fourth-dimensional phenomena directly to the spiri-
tual operations of Occult Chemistry:

In the lower part of it, the matter is very readily moulded by the action
of human thought into definite forms, while on the higher division this
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does not occur, but the more abstract thought of that level expresses
itself to the eye of the clairvoyant in flashes or streams. A fuller account
of this will be found in the book Thought-Forms, where are portrayed
many of the interesting figures created by the actions of thoughts and
emotions.

The name “astral” is not of our choosing; we have inherited it from the
medieval alchemists. It signifies “starry,” and is supposed to have been
applied to the matter of the plane next above the physical because of
the luminous appearance which is associated with the more rapid rate
of its vibration. The astral plane is the [psychic] world of passion, of
emotion and sensation; and it is through man’s vehicle on this plane
that all his feelings exhibit themselves to the clairvoyant investigator.
The astral body of man is, therefore, continually changing in appearance
as his emotions change. . .. All known colors, and many which are at
present unknown to us, exist upon each of these higher planes of nature;
but as we rise from one stage to another, we find them ever more deli-
cate and more luminous, so that they might be described as higher
octaves of color.

As man learns to function in these higher types of matter, he
finds that the limitations of the lower life are transcended, and fall away
one by one. He finds himself in a world of many dimensions, instead of
one of three only; and that fact alone opens up a whole series of entirely
new possibilities in various directions. The study of these additional
dimensions is one of the most fascinating that can be imagined. Short
of really gaining the sight of the other planes, there is no method by which
so clear a conception of astral life can be obtained as by the realization of the
fourth dimension.”

These are the explanations commonly given by innumerable authors
adhering to the Esoteric Tradition for the same kind of auréola so promi-
nently displayed within a few works executed by Duchamp during a brief
period in 1910 and 1911. To summarize, first, while the Theosophists par-
ticularly doted upon these kinds of visualized psychic apparitions, the same
kind of descriptions and interpretations of the body-auras were also com-
monplace among French authors of the Esoteric Tradition who were them-
selves not necessarily Theosophists. One of those authors was Revel, whom
we do now know to have been studied by Marcel Duchamp. Secondly, such
discussions had been around long before the invention of Theosophy. The
importance of these neo-Spiritualist phenomena for the art historian is that:
(1) they were once widely reported; (2) they deal with visual materials; (3) the
effects attributed to them could often be very colorful indeed; (4) they were
typically tied to the contemporary findings of legitimate scientists; and (5) they
historically preceded the acknowledged dating for the invention of wholly
abstract painting. This observation merits a brief digression exposing the his-
torical sources of the art-historical problem posed by Duchamp’s body-auras.
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Around 1910 Kandinsky gave his new and radically abstract art a
descriptive name, “gegendstandslosen Malerei” (objectless, or nonobjective
painting).?® Nevertheless, perhaps the art history textbooks ought to be re-
written: one important antecedent for (if not the actual invention of)
gegendstandslosen Malerei turns out to be some wholly abstract paintings ex-
ecuted by a Victorian-era spinster-Spiritualist, Georgiana Houghton (1814—
1884).* The Victorian Spiritualists’ Union (VSU) in Melbourne, Australia,
is the repository of the remains of Houghton’s extant corpus, comprising
thirty-five small watercolors (averaging 33 x 24 cm.). Most of these were
painted between 1862 and 1870, after which Houghton took up “spirit pho-
tography” with equal vigor.

Also in the VSU is a printed copy of the thirty-two-page catalogue
Spirit Drawings in Water Colours, issued in 1871 for Houghton’s exhibition of
155 pieces shown at the New British Gallery in London. In her self-authored
catalogue raisonné, this British pioneer abstractionist gave detailed explana-
tions of the basis of her precociously nonobjective work. According to her
obscure publication, Houghton, who remained always a devout Protestant,
had first heard about spirit communication in 1859, when she was forty-five
years old. By 1861, she had begun to employ a planchette to receive series
of automatic messages sent from the deceased; these she proceeded to copy
down following a procedure called “automatic writing.” In this case, as with
the more recent example of the Surrealists, I'écriture automatique led directly
to wholly automatist artworks, the kind that produce the supposedly purely
modernist “image made by chance.””® That epochal year, 1861, was also the
time in which Georgiana executed her first spirit drawings. On the advice of
her spirit-guide, Houghton abandoned all her mechanical aids, all conscious-
ness, and vigorously began to compose freehand, automatically, with brushes
and paints.

I must make further mention of the forgotten prehistory of automatic
writing, the kind employed by the Surrealists as ['écriture automatique, which
the modernist French, male visionaries get credit for inventing. A little
investigation into the matter shows that, nonetheless, it had all been re-
ported long beforehand, and then was commonly practiced by droves of
humble, nonartist types, many of which were women. Typically, these au-
tomatist pictorial pioneers were Occultists. As is common knowledge, the
Swedish seer Emanuel Swedenborg is to be largely credited with instigating
the eventual explosion of nineteenth-century Spiritualist movements.”” As
has also been repeatedly emphasized in the better historical studies of the
Esoteric Tradition, an ubiquitous Spiritualist technique is what we might call
'écriture automatique (avant la lettre). In his fundamental text Heaven and
Hell (1758), Swedenborg devoted an entire chapter to the subject of “Writ-
ten Materials in Heaven,” where it was ponderously affirmed that:
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Inasmuch as angels do have a spoken language, and their language in-
volves words, they also have written materials; their minds convey
meaning through written materials as they do through speech. Several
times, [ have myself been sent pages inscribed with their writing—some
are just like handwritten pages, some like pages published in print in the
[real] world. I could even read them in similar fashion, but I was not
allowed to get more than one or two meanings from them. This is
because it is not in keeping with the Divine design for anyone to be
taught by means of books from heaven, [but] only by this means is there
a communication and a bonding of heaven with the world.*

Then there follows Swedenborg’s description of just what such marvel-
lous heaven-sent calligraphy must look like. As we read here, authentic
“written materials in Heaven” incorporate certain, apparently specifically
gestural traits. According to the descriptions given by the Swedish seer, these
configurations appear to conform in every stylistic detail to descriptions of
various manifestations of direct or automatic writing and painting that ap-
parently arose as the result of the precedent set by spiritualist séances with
professional mediums during the Victorian era. These verbalized configurations
also very much resemble the emblematic stylistic features of modernist non-
objective painting, from Kandinsky to Pollock, thence to present practice.
According to Swedenborg’s rather specific descriptions,

In the inmost heaven, writings are made up of various curved and rounded
forms. The curves and roundings are in keeping with heaven’s forms. By
their means, angels present arcana of their wisdom, and many things
beyond the power of words to express. ... The arcana of heaven [are
expressed] even in its jots, tips, and tittles. This writing, made by figures
drawn from the heavenly form, is used in the inmost heaven, where
people are, above all others, involved in wisdom [and] through these
figures they present the affections, from which thoughts flow, following
in sequence, according to the substance of the matter in question.
... These writings enfold secrets that cannot be plumbed by [rational]
thinking. . . . With the vowels, they express feelings; with the conso-
nants, thought-concepts, derived from feelings.’!

Since Houghton'’s spiritualist oeuvre typically contains no depictions of
human beings, nor any other recognizable physical objects, it is literally
“objectless-gegendstandslosen” painting (mais bien avant la lettre académique).
Indeed, these spiritual pictures are wholly based upon intricate, flowing, and
generally swirly linear designs, free-form meshes of brightly colored spirals,
vortices, and arabesques, where each line is placed parallel or concentric to
another. Houghton’s brightly hued color scheme is also unusual, original for
its time, as the white ground lends a great amount of luminosity to the whole
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composition. One result is that the physical technique of Houghton’s spiri-
tualist oeuvre vaguely echoes certain contemporary French Impressionist
canvases which are, to the contrary, largely representational. Houghton’s
paintings are instead precociously more modern, even Kandinsky-like, inas-
much as they are wholly nonrepresentational.

The reverse side of most of Houghton’s paintings are covered with
elaborate calligraphic scrolls, many containing detailed exegeses of their
spiritual authorship; for instance, the inscription placed on the back of one
reads, “I, David, was assisted in the creation of this drawing by many saints,
also by Gabriel, the messenger of the Lord.” A commentary included in
Houghton’s catalogue of 1871 reveals the symbolic significance, a kind of
quasi-narrative content, that she usually attached to her compositions. As
the alert art historian also recognizes, this chromatic-symbolic interpretation
is completely expressionistic (mais bien avant la lettre expressioniste). Accord-
ing to Houghton, “every human emotion is a spiritual substance. If good, [it
is] gloriously coloured, and transparent as light, but dense and opaque if the
reverse. . . . The name of the colour embraces the characteristic it denotes:
carmine, tenderness; cobalt blue, truth; crimson lake, love; violet carmine,
religion; Chinese orange, unselfishness. . . .

The evidence for what may be called a directly applicable Spiritualist-
Expressionist connection is provided by none other than Kandinsky (who
had never heard of Houghton). As he wrote some decades later in Uber das
Geistige in der Kunst, colors produce a “psychic effect [die psychische Wirkung]”;
this is because, he adds, they have a chromatic language all of their own, that
is, a “Farbensprache.” The immediate result is that, as Kandinsky says (and as
Duchamp read), “they produce a corresponding spiritual vibration [seelische
Vibration].” The Russian extended his remarks with the same kind of detailed
discussions of chromatic-emotionalist linkages that Houghton had announced
some forty years previously—and that Leadbeater and Besant describe more
recently. As Kandinsky put it,

A warm red will prove exciting, another shade of red will cause pain or
disgust through association with running blood. . . . One might say that
sharp yellow looks sour because it recalls the taste of a lemon. . . . Many
colors have been described as rough or sticky, others as smooth and
uniform, so that one feels inclined to stroke them (e.g. dark ultramarine,
chrome oxide green, and rose madder).

Further on, one realizes that Kandinsky’s approach is actually “synes-
thesia,” a simultaneous blending of all the sense perceptions.** According to
the painter-theorist, “the expression ‘scented colors’ is frequently encoun-
tered. And finally the sound of colors is so definite that it would be hard to
find anyone who would try to express bright yellow in the bass notes, or dark
lake in the treble. . .. Red lights stimulate and excite the heart while blue
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lights can cause temporary paralysis. . . . Color can exercise enormous power
[Kraft] over the body as a physical organism.” These were the sort of
“synesthesiac” observations that Kandinsky made in his chapter on “The
Effects of Colors.” His next chapter, “The Languages of Form and Color,”
dealt more emphatically with the kind of strictly emotionalized (or pseudo-
psychological) effects of chromatic values that Houghton had discussed in
her texts. According to Kandinsky,

Yellow is the typically earthly color[;] it may be paralleled in human
nature with madness, not with melancholy of hypochondriac mania but
rather with violent raving lunacy. . . . Blue is the typically heavenly color.
The ultimate feeling it creates is one of rest. When it sinks almost to black
it echoes a grief that is hardly human. When it rises towards white, a
movement little suited to it, its appeal to men grows weaker. . . . Green is
the most restful color that exists. . . . Pictures painted in shades of green
are passive but tend to be wearisome. . . . In the hierarchy of colors green
represents the bourgeoisie: self-satisfied, immovable, narrow. It is the color
of summer. . .. White is a symbol of a world from which all color, as a
definite attribute, has disappeared; this world is too far above us for its
harmony to touch our understanding. . .. White has the appeal of the
Nothing that exists before birth, of the world in the Ice Age. . .. Black is
something burnt out, like the ashes of a funeral pyre, something motion-
less, like a corpse. . . . Gray is silent and motionless. . . . A light and warm
red gives a feeling of strength, vigor, determination, triumph. . . . Brown is
unemotional, disinclined for movement.**

Unquestionably, Georgiana Houghton and Wassily Kandinsky, whom
Duchamp assiduously read, were moved by the same sort of spiritualist im-
pulses, and both employed essentially automatist procedures. Form follows
function: in each case, the results are nonobjective paintings. In this case, it
was the man who got the credit for the momentous invention, whereas his
female predecessor largely remains forgotten. That said, we may return to
consider Dr. Dumouchel’s colorful emanations as representing Duchamp’s
signe de mes préoccupations subconscientes vers un métaréalisme.

Another of those Symbolist-era authors who wrote about the astral
bodies and auras was Léon Denis. Among other works, he was the proud
author of Dans I'Invisible (1904), subtitled a “Treatise of Experimental Spiri-
tualism.” According to Denis, there exists a certain class of la matiére, devenue
inwisible, impondérable, which the Occultists designate as being fluides, and “it
becomes one of the forms of energy.” “Known by the names of odic, mag-
netic, neuritic, and etheric force,” states Denis, “we call it psychic force
because it obeys the will.” He goes on to say:

It is in itself the motor [le moteur]; the limbs are its conducting agents;
it particularly expends itself in the fingers and in the brain. There exists
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within each of us an invisible furnace [foyer] where the radiations will
vary in amplitude and intensity according to our mental dispositions.
Willpower can, by itself, communicate to these radiations certain spe-
cial properties; that is the secret of the curative power of the
magnetizers. . . . Les médiums can exteriorize this force in great abun-
dance through physical effects. Nonetheless, we all possess this force in
diverse degrees. It is by means of this force [cette puissance] that eleva-
tions of tables, transportations of untouched objects, the phenomenon
of kinetic transmigration, automatic writing on slates [I'écriture directe
sur ardoise], and similar effects are produced. Its action is constant within
all these spiritualist manifestations.

The [psychic] outpourings [effleuves] from the human body are
luminous and are colored by a variety of hues; so say sensitives, those
whose sight has been impressed with these effects in total darkness.
Certain mediums can see these, some even in full daylight. ... These
outpourings form around us concentric layers which constitute a kind of
fluidic atmosphere. This is the AURA of the occultists [c’est ' AURA des
occultistes], also known as the human photosphere. . .. The radiations
coming from psychic forces can probably be photographed. . .. This
possibility demonstrates that psychic forces, just like ultra-violet rays, or
the Roentgen X-rays, can work upon the silver salts [of a photographer’s
plate]. . . . Anger, sorrow, ecstasy, prayer and love all have their own
special radiations. Therefore, a photographic plate, that “fixed gaze upon
the invisible” [ce “regard ouvert sur U'invisible”] becomes the irrefutable
witness of the raying out of the human soul.*

As all of these esoteric-minded writers remark, those best equipped by
their nature to perceive these intensely colored, even painterly, body-auras
are, either by profession or by avocation, les médiums. But what if one’s
profession was that of a painter? Can these two avocations, the one clairvoy-
ant and the other artistic, ever be fruitfully conjoined? According to Marcel
Duchamp, they certainly could. As he explained in 1957 in a public lecture,

Let us consider two important factors, the two poles of the creation of art:
the artist on the one hand, and, on the other, the spectator, who later
becomes the posterity. To all appearances, the artist acts like a mediumistic
being who, from the labyrinth beyond time and space, seeks his way out
to a clearing. If we give the attributes of a medium to the artist, we must
then deny him the state of consciousness on the esthetic plane about what
he is doing or why he is doing it. All of his decisions in the artistic
execution of the work rest with pure intuition and cannot be translated
into a self-analysis, spoken or written, or even thought out.’

Indeed it was the “mediumistic beings” of the later nineteenth century, par-
ticularly a host of talented sensitives practicing spirit painting by strictly
automatist means, who had first consistently created that kind of wholly
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modern art—!"art abstrait—derived from pure intuition, intellectual uncon-
sciousness, and pure automatism.’’

It turns out that it is especially Besant and Leadbeater’s Les Formes-
pensées which can be even more specifically tied to Duchamp’s peculiar icono-
graphic choices displayed in 1910 for his pioneering Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel.
The connection becomes particularly clear once Duchamp’s brightly colored
and intensely vibrating motifs are interpreted as consciously selected sym-
bolic attributes of Dumouchel’s aura-like “figure.” The frontispiece attached
to every edition of Thought-Forms is entitled “A Key to the Meanings of
Colors.” This lithographed plate exhibits twenty-five squares, each with its
distinctive color, arranged symmetrically into five identical rows. Each col-
ored square bears its own caption, and each brief, numbered inscription
serves to directly refer to a very specific mental state corresponding to a
specific hue, also numbered, which belongs only to that particular emotional
disposition. Presumably, once a clairvoyant perceives a particular hue in a
given subject’s astral body, he then quickly turns to the key in order to
identify it, and by these means he is directly enabled to ascertain the mental
state of his subject at that moment. In short, what we have here is an easily
manipulated didactic tool by which to create what we might call “an icon-
ography of psychic conditions.” Obviously, this kind of completely unam-
biguous key would prove of great utility for any aspiring psychological
portrait-painter, especially one of expressionistic tendencies, who might
happen to come across it. One of those was Wassily Kandinsky; others were
Franz Marc, Frank Kupka, and, evidently, Marcel Duchamp.

This key also immediately unlocks the basic underlying meanings of
Duchamp’s Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel. The young physician-subject’s vibrat-
ing body-aura is blue and purplish in color; according to the key, such colors
always signify an overall “Love of Humanity,” “High Spirituality,” and “De-
votion to a Noble Ideal.” These are all positive psychic attributes. Similarly,
the greenish hues seen on the young doctor’s coat, which spill out into the
turbulent psychic atmospheric conditions characterizing the lower left part of
the background of his portrait, further tell us of his innate qualities of “Sym-
pathy” and “Adaptability.” Can one imagine any more colorful, fitting, and
highly flattering qualities to be attributed to what Duchamp called “le halo
de la main,” in this case an obvious reference to the “healing hand” of the
recently graduated M. D.7’®

In this case, it is indeed Dumouchel’s hand which holds the psychic
Key; as Denis observed in 1904, once “the Force” comes upon you, “it
particularly expends itself in the fingers and in the brain.” As may now be
argued, Duchamp’s initial flirtation with occultist iconography belongs to
a brief period in his career which we might now designate as being Theo-
sophical. As might be further suggested, even at this very early stage of
what | believe was to become a lifetime involvement with the ideas and
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iconography of the Esoteric Tradition, Duchamp treated his occultist sub-
ject matter in a witty, even ironic fashion. One can easily imagine him
telling Dumouchel, his copain du lycée, exactly what he had done with his
portrait, and just where he had gotten his droll ideas. Surely, the young
doctor would have been not only flattered but also hugely amused by the
results.

Another painting of this period which has previously eluded credible
analysis is Le Buisson (MD-42).>* On the one hand, its very title, The Bush,
probably makes an implicit reference to current primitivist concerns held by
the fauve artists, particularly those concerned with a pursuit of a carefree,
childlike, or pre-civilized lifestyle in nature. In fact, the French verb buissonier
literally means “to live in the bush,” but has been typically understood to
signify antimaterialist lifestyles carried out in a primordial state of nature.
Duchamp himself retrospectively admitted to the crucial ideological impor-
tance of this painting within his development: “The presence of a non-
descriptive title is shown here for the first time. In fact, from then on, I have
always attached an important role to the title.”* In the case of one early paint-
ing, the first one given a title with “an important role,” we find that the
probable meaning of Le Buisson becomes much less elusive if we similarly
interpret this work along classic Theosophical lines.

Apparently painted between January and February 1911, it shows two
nude women. Placed in a heavily forested landscape and hieratically posed,
they, like Dr. Dumouchel, are enveloped by a bright blue body-aura. The
younger of the two kneels while her head is reverently touched by an older
woman who stands beside her with averted eyes. The action uniting the two
nudes is a ritualized gesture familiar from any number of medieval Christian
paintings, particularly those depicting initiatory baptismal scenes. According
to Jean Clair, this act clearly represents “une geste de bénédiction,” specifically
one “dealing with an initiatory rite, perhaps the evocation of the passage of
the Virgin to some secret state of knowledge.” Clair also aligns this work
with the Large Glass, appearing a few years later, for their conjoined body-
aura seems to him to present us with “une weritable ‘auréole * de la Mariée,
revealed in the very moment of her ‘passage’ from one state to another.”*
Perhaps correct, that must still remain an insight that presently only rests
upon hindsight or informed retrospect.

On the other hand, what would have been easily available to Duchamp
since 1905 was the text of Les Formes-pensées. As one may now question,
why is the astral body inextricably linking the two women depicted in Le
Buisson tinted a bright azure hue? As Duchamp might have read in the handy
manual of esoteric chromatic iconography composed by Besant and Leadbeater,
for Theosophists there exists a certain color they call “the loveliest pale
azure, with a glory of white light shining through it—something indeed to
tax the skill of the indefatigable artist.” And just what does it signify on the
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spiritual plane that so preoccupies all Theosophists? According to Besant
and Leadbeater, “It is what a Catholic would call a definite ‘act of devo-
tion’—better still, an act of utter selflessness, of self-surrender and renuncia-
tion.” Curiously, the kneeling blond acolyte’s flesh is colored a gleaming
pale yellow. If we were to grant to this hue a specific symbolic significance,
the meaning of that is to be found on the very same page of Les Formes-
pensées, where one discovers that pale yellow stands for the psychic state of
“Vague Intellectual Pleasure.” The corresponding explanation deserves cita-
tion at some length since it reveals the conviction and complication of
Theosophical ruminations about spiritualized color theories. In this example
a specifically artistic model is again cited:

Yellow in any of man’s [or woman’s] vehicles always indicates intellec-
tual capacity, but its shades vary and it may be complicated by the
admixture of other hues. Generally speaking, it has a deeper and duller
tint if the intellect is directed chiefly into lower channels, more espe-
cially if the objects are selfish. In the astral or mental body of the
average man [or woman] it would show itself as yellow ochre, while pure
intellect, devoted to the study of philosophy or mathematics, appears
frequently to be golden, and this rises gradually to a beautiful clear and
luminous lemon or primrose yellow when a powerful intellect is being
employed absolutely unselfishly for the benefit of humanity.

Most yellow thought-forms are clearly outlined, and a vague cloud
of this color is comparatively rare. It indicates intellectual pleasure—
appreciation of the result of ingenuity, or the delight felt in clever work-
manship. Such pleasure as the ordinary man [or woman] derives from the
contemplation of a picture usually depends chiefly upon the emotions of
admiration, affection, or pity, which it arouses within him [or her], or
sometimes, if it portrays a scene with which he [or she] is familiar, its
charm consists in its power to awaken the memory of past joys.

An artist, however, may derive from a picture a pleasure of an
entirely different character, based upon his recognition of the excellence
of the work, and of the ingenuity which has been exercised in producing
certain results. Such pure intellectual gratification shows itself in a yel-
low cloud; and the same effect may be produced by delight in musical
ingenuity, or the subtleties of arguments. A cloud of this nature beto-
kens the entire absence of any personal emotion, for if that were present
it would inevitably tinge the yellow with its own appropriate color.®

To the contrary, the flesh of the older woman, who is evidently more
experienced and knowledgeable, is tinted a pale red. She also is most affection-
ate in her relationship to her younger acolyte, upon whom she bestows that
ritualized gesture of benediction. Once again Besant and Leadbeater provide a
chromatic explanation that appears wholly consistent with the emerging mean-
ings of Duchamp’s Le Buisson, namely, the Theosophical belief that
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Affection expresses itself in all shades of crimson and rose; a full clear
carmine means a strong healthy affection of normal type; if stained
heavily with brown-grey, a selfish and grasping feeling is indicated, while
pure pale rose marks that absolutely unselfish love which [is] possible
only to high natures; it passes from the dull crimson of animal love to
the most exquisite shades of delicate rose, like the early flushes of the
dawning, as the love becomes purified from all selfish elements, and
flows out in wider and wider circles of generous impersonal tenderness
and compassion to all who are in need. With a touch of the blue of
devotion in it [as is represented by their conjoined body-aura], this may
express a strong realization of the universal brother [or sister|hood of
humanity.*

As it turns out, that underlying theme of initiation, which so many
students of Duchamp have observed in Le Buisson, was also a topic often
discussed by the Theosophists. Most of their arguments were derived from an
occultist best-seller wholly given over to the initiatory topic, Edouard Schuré’s
Les Grands Initiés. Since its first appearance in Paris in 1889, Schuré’s eso-
teric opus, subtitled “A Study of the Secret History of Religions,” has gone
through some 220 editions and by now has reached a readership of nearly a
million. Perhaps Marcel Duchamp was one of these eager students of Schuré’s
initiatory scriptures. If so, then he would have read how “Ancient initiation
rested upon a concept of man, both healthier and nobler than ours. We
have, today, disassociated the training of the body, soul, and spirit. Our
physical and natural sciences, progressive in themselves, set aside the prin-
ciples of the soul and its diffusion in the universe; our present-day religion
does not satisfy the needs of the spirit.” Again, the major problem, as was
recognized by Kandinsky, is with the present age:

Modern man seeks pleasure without happiness, happiness without knowl-
edge, knowledge without wisdom. . . . “In order to attain mastery,” said
the sages of the ancient age, “man needs a total remolding of his physi-
cal, moral, and spiritual being. Only then can he say that he has con-
quered fate and that here on earth has acquired his divine freedom.
Only then can the initiate become an initiator.”

Schuré concludes by stressing the tangible significance of initiation: “There-
fore, initiation was, then, something very different from an empty dream,
and was, then, far more than a simple scientific precept: it was, then, the
creation of a soul through itself, its development to a higher level, and its
efflorescence in the divine world.””

Schuré also spoke of certain notable female initiates. If one grants the
possibility that Duchamp perused this once celebrated occultist philosophi-
cal manual, then Schuré’s narrative commentaries may be again used to cast

specific contextual light upon the meaning of Le Buisson. The sensuous
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appearance of Duchamp’s duo of nude initiates, for instance, reminds one of
certain voluptuous Dionysian celebrants, the Bacchantes. According to
Schuré’s rather poetic reading, these lusty servants of Eros—for whom truly
the motto was Eros, c’est la vie—mainly chose to appear

in the somber night, when only the murmur of the river between the
green banks nearby can be heard, when the silent incantation of Diana
reigns over all. . . . They are those white shadows who walk in long lines
between the poplars [and are] women who are about to become initiated
into the Mysteries of Dionysius. ... Here no one knows the name of
anyone, and each forgets their own. As at the entrance to the holy
realm, the mystics leave their soiled garments when they bathe them-
selves in the river, afterwards clothing themselves in robes of clean
linen; here each leaves their name in order to receive another. For seven
nights and seven days, one becomes transformed; one passes into an-
other life. They are not grouped according to family or country, but
according to the god [Dionysus-Bacchus] who inspires them. The young
girls file by [and] move into the depth of the dark forest. From it come
violent cries, mixed with languishing sobs. Little by little, these die
away. Then a passionate chorus arises from the dark myrtle-wood, mount-
ing to the sky in slow measures: “Eros, you have wounded us. . . . Our
heart is a consuming furnace. Others die of poverty; it is love which
consumes us. Devour us, Eros, EROS!”4

With Schuré’s text in hand, we might even venture to give Duchamp’s
two initiates their proper names, namely Aglaonice and Eurydice, in which
case another sub-text of Le Buisson emerges: lesbianism. According to Schuré,

Aglaonice cast her eyes upon Eurydice. She was overcome with a per-
verse desire, an unbridled evil lust for this virgin. She wanted to draw
this young girl into the cult of the Bacchantes, to subdue her, and to
give her over to infernal genii after having despoiled her youth. Already
she surrounded her with seductive promises, with nocturnal
incantations. . . . Eurydice’s golden curls flowed over her white shoul-
ders, her narcissus eyes swam with intoxication as she walked toward the
mouth of Hell. . .. Dead [she says], Eurydice made me find truth. It was
with love that I myself put on the robe of linen, dedicating myself to the
Great Initiation and to the ascetic life; it was through love that I en-
tered into magic and sought divine knowledge.*’

This seemingly perverse textual application actually makes contextual
sense. It is notorious that Duchamp fancied himself an initiate of “Eros,

EROS!” As he explained to Pierre Cabanne in 1966,

I believe in eroticism a lot, because it is a rather widespread thing
throughout the world. It replaces, if you wish, what other literary schools
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called Symbolism, Romanticism. It could be another “ism,” so to
speak. . . . If eroticism is used as a principal basis, a principal end, then
it takes the form of an “ism,” in the sense of a school. . . . Eroticism was
a theme, even an “ism,” which was the basis of everything I was
doing. . . . It kept me from being obligated to return to already existing
theories, esthetic or otherwise. [It was] always disguised, more or less,
but not disguised out of shame.®

Another decisive, if easily overlooked, turning point in Duchamp’s
early development is marked by his small painting Paradise (MD-40).# Painted
in Neuilly during the winter of 1910-1911, its link to the psychic portrait
discussed above is overt: Dr. Raymond Dumouchel reappears in the painting,
but this time in the obviously symbolic role of Adam. In the wider sense,
again we are dealing with subject matter of broadly primordial (or brissonnié)
significance. A rather bashful and modest (pudique) Adam-Dumouchel stands
next to a crouching and disinterested Eve. These two figures represent the
first parents of the Book of Genesis, a man and a woman who were the
epitome and original source of all future human generations, whether actual
or allegorical. In fact, the narrative must be taken in the latter sense; accord-
ing to Jean Clair, “On entre ici dans le cycle des peintures [duchampiennes]
allégoriques.”® Although Clair correctly observes the art-historical significance
of this canvas, he does not specify the actual content of the specfic allegory
propelling it. Intrigued, we may now hazard an informed guess regarding the
character of its allegorical content.

Among other apercus, in this painting we easily find the first clear
statement by Duchamp of his forthcoming topics of potential fecundity, that
erotic theme to which he referred in his interview with Pierre Cabanne. The
more specialized topic of Adam and Eve, when this couple is treated as signs
of those eternal feminine-masculine polarities to be eventually resolved within
the coniunctio oppositorum, was, just as one might expect, also a subject often
addressed by the occultist authors of Duchamp’s youth. Edouard Schuré was
one of these, and as he explains, “in the Judeo-Christian mind, Eve is the
Eternal Feminine.” There is also a potential cryptographic aspect: “The three
letters of Eve’s name expressed the three orders of nature, the three worlds
in which this thought is realized, and then the cosmogonic, psychic and
physical sciences which correspond to them.” Above all, Schuré’s Eve is
allegorical, transcendental, part of the duality, for she is:

the Ineffable [which] encloses deep within Itself the Eternal Masculine
and the Eternal Feminine. Their indissoluble union [representing the
original coniunctio oppositorum] makes for His power and mystery. . . . In
the story of Adam, Eve, and the Serpent, you will see that the Fall of
the first couple, that celebrated Original Sin, suddenly becomes the vast
revelation of divine and universal Nature, with its kingdoms, its classes
and its specifics, in the tremendous, ineluctable cycle of life.’!
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Like nearly every other occultist at work during the last part of the
nineteenth century, Schuré must have eagerly read the works of Eliphas Lévi.
That earlier authority made much of the allegorical potential contained in
the familiar story of Adam and Eve. As he explained in his Dogme et Rituel
de la Haute Magie (1856), this primordial conjunction also potentially con-
veys great Kabbalistic wisdom:

Knowledge supposes the “Duad”—a being who knows and an object
known. The Duad is the generator of society and of law; it is also the
number of the GNOSIS. The Duad is Unity multiplying itself in order
to create, and hence in sacred symbolism Eve issues from the inmost
bosom of Adam. Adam is the human tetragram, summed up in the
mysterious JOD, a type of kabbalistic phallus. By adding to this JOD
the triadic name of Eve, the name of Jehova is formed, the Divine
Tetragram, which is eminently the kabalistic and magical word, JWH,
being that which the high-priest in the Temple pronounced
JODCHEVA. So Unity, complete in the fruitfulness of the Triad, forms
therewith the Tetrad, which is the key of all numbers, of all move-
ments and of all forms. By a revolution about its own center, the
square produces a circle equal to itself, and this is the [alchemical]
quadranture of the circle [see fig. 15], the circular movement of four
equal angles around the same point.*

As we see from these standard authors, Adam and Eve could function
as a symbol of primordial Creation and, additionally, general Cabalistic Gnosis.
More to the point, particularly in relation to Duchamp’s painting of the first
couple in Paradise, is the fact that the primordial pair could also generically
stand for I’ Amour. Lévi explains that “Love has a tendency to unify beings,”
and, to take the amorous argument an esoteric step further, he goes on to
conclude that

Love fashions the sidereal body of the one in the image and likeness of
the other, so that the psychic medium of the woman is like a man, and
that of the man like a woman. It was this transfer which Kabbalists
sought to express in an occult manner when they said, in explanation
of an obscure passage in Genesis, “God created love by placing a rib of
Adam in the breast of the woman and a portion of the flesh of Eve in
the breast of man, so that at the bottom of the woman’s heart there is
the bone of man, while at the bottom of man’s heart there is the flesh
of woman”—an allegory which is certainly not devoid of depth and
beauty.>

Moreover, any such deep and beautiful allegorical exegesis of the story
of Adam and Eve was found frequently to be open to some strictly alchemi-
cal explanations. Lévi later concluded, in his Histoire de la Magie (1860),
that
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The name Adam in Hebrew signifies red earth, but what is this earth
actually? It is that which the Alchemists sought, and it follows that the
Great Work was not the secret of metallic transmutation—a trivial and
accessory result—but the Universal Secret of Life. The Universal Secret
which was sought by mystic Alchemy was more truly that of the life of
life; it was the quest of transmutation in God. It was the quest for the
middle point of transformation, at which point light becomes matter
and condenses into an earth containing within itself the principle of
motion and of life. . . .

For disciples of Hermes Trismegistus, the metals were the coagu-
lated blood of earth, passing, like that of man, from white to black and
from black to crimson, following the work of the light. . .. The end was
more arduous and sublime; it was a question of recovering the adamic
earth, which is the coagulated blood of the vital earth; and the supreme
dream of the [Hermetic] Philosophers was to accomplish the work of
Prometheus by imitating the work of God—that is to say, by producing
a man who should be the child of Science, as Adam was the child of
divine Omnipotence. The dream was insensate perhaps, and yet it was
sublime.>*

Besides being the great popularizer and synthesizer of modern French
Occultism, Eliphas Lévi was an extremely eclectic author. He mixes together
nearly all of the diverse strands collectively making up the Esoteric Tradi-
tion. Therefore, if one wants to know something more about the alchemical
significance of Adam, or for that matter Dumouchel-as-Adam in Duchamp’s
Paradise, one turns to a specifically Hermetic authority cited by Lévi. In
French letters, that person was Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety. As one reads
in his Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique (1787) regarding “ADAM?,

This is a name which the [Hermetic] Philosophers have given to their
Magisterium [alchemical operation] once it reaches perfection within
the red stage. Because their materials are the Quintessence of the Uni-
verse and the First Matter of all individual matter in Nature, this materia
prima presents a perfect correspondence with Adam. In Adam God put
together the purest substance of all beings. Besides that, Adam, whose
name signifies “redness,” best expresses the color and qualities of the
Magisterium itself.”®

Accordingly, the flesh of Adam—Dr. Dumouchel as “the child of Science”—
is tinted pale brick-red by Duchamp, while his Eve is a chalky white. That
too makes sense, for Eve seems much less significant to the Alchemists;
Pernety only says that she represents the “Magisterium of the Wise,” a sign
of approaching whiteness in the cooked alchemical matter.’

So, why did Duchamp put his friend Dumouchel, a youthful médecin,
in the allegorical guise of Adam? Since Duchamp himself has not left any
statement clarifying the reasons for his odd iconographic move, taking these
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popular texts of the Esoteric Tradition as our contemporary guide, we can
now hazard a learned guess. As one supposes, Duchamp choose, again with
Gallic wit, to picture his school chum as that primordial researcher, a novice
physician, the “Child of Science,” an optimist in search of that elusive
“Universal Secret of Life.” For him, as for so many other seekers after Gnosis
in the early modernist period, “the dream was insensate perhaps, and yet it
was sublime.”

As we have seen, Duchamp had dabbled on more than one occasion,
beginning as early as 1910, with one of the most common iconographic
staples drawn from the Esoteric Tradition; this colorful pictorial device was
the body-aura, visible only to a well-initiated clairvoyant. This motif evi-
dently whetted his appetite for more of the same. Duchamp was certainly not
the only avant-garde artist known to be flirting with similarly esoteric ma-
terials at that time in order to generate nonrepresentational art which would
mean something.”” Whatever the intended significance, the visual markers of
then popular esoterica appearing in the art of Duchamp’s contemporaries
usually arose from their preoccupations with signs of hidden forces beyond
average human perception. Accordingly, their emblematic devices were mainly
visual translations of such occultist topoi as Cosmic Imagery, Synesthesia,
Dualism and/or Correspondences, Sacred Geometry, Higher Planes of Exist-
ence, Universal Energy and Vibration, Astral Vision, and others. For in-
stance, the sculptor Jacques Lipchitz acknowledged that his innovative Cubist
colleagues

made determined, if good-humored, searches in the realm of practical
magic and alchemy and tried to cultivate their spirit, if not actually
pursue their ends. Thus, we had read The Emerald Table by Paracelsus
[Hermes Trismegistus]. . . . The Cubists were also very much interested
in the occult properties of images. . .. We used to spend hours playing
this [neo-alchemical] game, as if to prove to ourselves that there really
were intangible properties in matter that transcended physical reality.”®

The next game, or esoteric tactic, employed by Duchamp was more
ambitious than those ludic gambits pursued by his avant-garde colleagues in
Paris. This means that, at the very least, his choice of subject matter was
more specialized than most others inscribed within the lavish menu of the-
matic choices offered by the Esoteric Tradition. For Duchamp, the next
move was evidently to venture into the realms of alchemical iconography.
Why? For one reason, as Lipchitz might have recognized, more so than any
other facet of the Esoteric Tradition, it was Alchemy that best dealt with
those “intangible properties in matter that transcended physical reality.” An-
other informed guess would have it that our artist’s choice was logically dic-
tated by the fact that Alchemy is the most heavily pictorialized of all the Arts
belonging to the Esoteric Tradition.”” Another reason, mostly overlooked by
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Duchamp exegetes,®® is that Alchemy actually became newsworthy during
the artist’s youth.

As we have seen, in chapter 2, in France I’Alchimie had already be-
come, again as largely due to Eliphas Lévi, a ready-made paradigm for early
modernist artistic integrity and messianic endeavor. It often additionally
functioned as a metaphor of individual spiritual purgation. In the more per-
sonal sense, Duchamp, like the modernist poetic Alchemists, is known to
have exalted the imagination as the primary act of creation. In the way that
they were largely misrepresented by the Rosicrucian writers active after the
seventeenth century, who were still flourishing as Theosophists towards the
end of the nineteenth, the medieval Alchemists had pursued a spiritual
quest. In so doing, according to the fin de siecle Occultists, the Alchemists
naturally denigrated the intrinsic materialism of their laboratory pursuits.
The elaborately detailed mechanical apparatuses they employed were, it was
said, merely metaphorical signs of their higher imaginative endeavors. Like
the legendary Alchemists, the mature Duchamp reveled in process, the sheer
doing for doing’s sake, faire pour faire—l'art pour l'art. For sensitive souls
operating at the fin de siecle, Alchemy was wonderfully pseudoscientific:
whereas it was said to be like Science in its emotional commitment to
Nature, expressed in practice by elaborately specialized knowledge and a host
of ritualistic procedures, it represented, at the same time, complete immate-
riality. Therefore, it was said, Alchemy was truly objectless and selfless in its
real goals.

Nonetheless, after 1902, Alchemy briefly became officially scientific,
and thus was made a topic of modernist interest.% In that year Ernest Ruth-
erford and Frederick Soddy, British physicists working in Canada with the
newly discovered effects of radiation, announced their theory of the transmu-
tation of elements. Since this constituted a dramatic revelation, a kind of
intellectual bombshell that genuinely overturned conventional ideas about
the nature of matter, it was widely reported, especially in the popular press.
Contrary to their findings, a century of theoretical and experimental work
preceding their claims had established for most other chemists and physicists
the conviction of elemental atoms as unchangeable units of matter. For
instance, in his 1873 address before the British Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, James Clerk Maxwell referred to the current Darwinian
obsession, evolution, as a dynamic theory that should not be applicable,
Maxwell said, “to account for the similarity of atoms,” meaning their appar-
ent family relations. Maxwell stoutly affirmed, as did all of his late Victorian
scientific contemporaries, that whereas “evolution necessarily implies con-
tinuous change, the atom is incapable of growth or decay, incapable of gen-
eration or destruction.” All such recent assurances about the fixed life cycles
of atoms, the conventional wisdom of contemporary science, began to be
questioned in 1896, when Henri Becquerel announced his discovery of cer-
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tain mysterious effects associated with what we now call radioactivity. Those
familiar with the Esoteric Tradition will recall that the issue of psychic “evo-
lution”—not to mention some complementary N rays—was a central topic for,
among others, the writers of Theosophical and Anthroposophical persuasions.

Initially, students of radioactive phenomena insisted that energy stream-
ing from the interior of the atom could not reflect any basic change in the
atom itself, and Becquerel assumed that the emanations of subatomic puis-
sance merely represented an enduring form of phosphorescence. Another
interpretation, also widely reported, was advanced by Marie Curie. She ar-
gued that Becquerel’s all-pervasive rays were a secondary radiation, and that
emissions by uranium and thorium were stimulated by those elements’ ab-
sorption of, as she put it, “rays analogous to Roentgen rays [now meaning X
rays] that pervaded all of space.” It was natural that such analogies should be
made: the coeval publication of Réntgen’s findings, at the end of December
1895, marked a radical change in collective consciousness. A host of new
and unprecedented “invisible realities” had been suddenly exposed by unim-
peachable, truly scientific experimentation. Linda Henderson observes that
the news of Réntgen’s mysterious emanations

triggered the most immediate and widespread reaction to any scientific
discovery before the explosion of the first atomic bomb in 1945. During
the year 1896 more than fifty books and pamphlets, and well over a
thousand papers, were published on the subject of x rays. . . . The x-ray fad
produced cartoons, poems, songs, and numerous public demonstrations of
x-rays in action [but] the most important lesson to be drawn from Rontgen’s
experiments was the inadequacy of human sense perception.®

Beginning in 1898, Rutherford, joined three years later by Soddy, be-
gan an investigation of the radioactivity emitted by the heavy element tho-
rium. Eventually they deduced that the phosphorescent emanations came
not from the element itself but rather from a chemically separable, gaseous
product they dubbed (a la Réntgen) “thorium X.” The great contrast in
physical and chemical properties between the element and its emanation
became the first definite clue leading to their theory of the transformation of
elements by radioactive decay. As Soddy blurted to his colleague, “Ruther-
ford, this is transmutation! The thorium is disintegrating and transmuting itself
into an argon gas.” The natural rejoinder from an aghast and decidedly
unmystical physicist was “For God’s sake, Soddy, don’t call it transmutation.
They’ll have our heads off as alchemists!”®

Nonetheless, the esoteric term seemed attractive and most fitting to
the situation at hand. In April 1902, Rutherford wrote to Sir William Crookes,
stating, “I believe that in the radioactive elements we have a process of
disintegration, or transmutation, steadily going on, which is the source of the
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energy dissipated in radioactivity.” With Crookes’s encouragement,
Rutherford’s provocative conclusions were published in the July, 1902, issue
of the Transactions of the Chemical Society. Then the word “transmutation”
itself became transmuted into “transformation,” and Rutherford concluded
“that radioactivity is at once an atomic phenomenon and the accompani-
ment of a chemical change in which new kinds of matter are produced [that
are themselves] a manifestation of sub-atomic chemical change.” His col-
league Soddy actually suggested in print that radium was the new
“Philosopher’s Stone.” The public, however, mainly knew of these findings in
the way that Crookes, himself a committed Spiritualist, described them, that
is, as a comprehensive interpretation of radioactivity that, he said, “under-
mined the atomic theory of chemistry, revolutionized the foundations of
physics, revived the ideas of the alchemists.”

This was an idea long held as gospel by the French Occultists. One
such was Frédéric Jollivet-Castelot, whom we have already encountered. In
a widely discussed article on “I’Alchimie,” appearing in the November 1895
issue of the Mercure de France, he observed with pleasure how “the official
chemists are accepting our theories of Matter.” In this case, “modern Chem-
istry” had to do so, especially since “Crookes a découvert, démontré la réalité
d’un quatriéme mode: la Matiere radiant.” Besides “demonstrating the reality
of a fourth mode [or potential fourth dimension],” this “radiant Matter,” he
says, corresponds to the Alchemists’ “Feu,” likewise to the “lumictre astrale”
beloved of “les Kabbalistes,” also to “I'Ether que nous [les alchimistes modernes]
nous appuyons.” According to the standard Occultist dogma of the time, that
“Ether” is likewise “le Protoplasma de la Matiére,” and so “L’Ether forme la
base de tout,” so provoking the existence of supposed “atomic whirlwinds.”
Jollivet-Castelot dramatically described “les atomes, en perpétuel mouvement,”
particularly as stirred by that new modernist leit-motif, “I’¢lectricité.” In
short, “par Quintessence, les alchimistes entendaient la Matiére radiant,” the
kind rediscovered by Crookes and his colleagues in “la Chimie moderne.”*

Not surprisingly, comparisons between modern radiation and medieval
Alchemy began to appear after 1902 with increasing frequency in popular
literature.® Curiously perhaps, in spite of such a radical challenge to conven-
tional thinking, in official publications produced by the scientific establish-
ment, one finds no record of informed opinions calling these alchemical
conclusions farfetched. By 1906, the last dissenters fell silent, and the neo-
alchemical proposition of subatomic transmutation presented by Rutherford,
Soddy, and Crookes became completely accepted as the new creationist gos-
pel. An anonymously authored essay discussing “The Old and the New
Alchemy,” appearing in the January 1907 issue of the Edinburgh Review,
reveals conventional wisdom regarding the exciting new scientific perspec-
tives opening up on the threshold of the age of Cubist revelations:
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Modern physicists have gained a point of view from which the search
for the [alchemical] philosophers’ stone appears less aberrant from rea-
son than it did to their confident predecessors in the Victorian era. . . . An
“Urstoff” is implied, nay, insisted upon by an array of well-ascertained
facts. Sir William Crookes identified it, a quarter of a century ago, with
the “radiant matter” in his vacuum-tubes. . .. It is matter in potency,
rather than in act, intangible, inaccessible to sense-perception, probably
indifferent to the solicitations of gravity. Critically considered, it is found
to consist of countless swarms of “electrons,” traveling with prodigious
speed. . . . The conservation of mass was heretofore regarded as the cor-
ner-stone of the [conventional] chemical edifice. It assumed matter to be
indestructible. . . . But the break-up of the atom in radio-active pro-
cesses lands us on a totally different plane of inquiry. . . . Thus physical
science in the twentieth century has been strangely led to reoccupy
some of the abandoned strongholds of the discredited horde of
alchemists. . . . Should human ingenuity find means, in the future, to
fling wide the gates of a half-seen Eldorado then the newer alchemy will
far outbid the promises of the old, and will cap its illusory performances
with as yet unimaginable realities.%

Besides the complementary discoveries of radioactivity and X rays, the
period of Duchamp’s intellectual formation saw the announcement of elec-
trons, the photoelectric effect, quantum theory, the theory of relativity, wire-
less telegraphy, and other amazing, truly scientific revelations.’” Following
one another in quick succession, they officially established in strictly scientific
terms novel perceptual premises already fashioned by avant-garde painters of
the Symbolist, then Expressionist and Cubist camps. Like the most advanced
artists of the period, physicists and chemists alike now seemed bent upon
esoteric explorations beyond (au-deld) the realm of the merely visible, and
thus the rational element previously taken to be latent in every nook and
cranny belonging to the physical world was now made potentially mysteri-
ous. Now it was official: perception was itself only relative; accordingly, re-
ality itself had to be redefined.

The turbulent years just before the outbreak of World War I marked
the point at which the Esoteric Tradition and Science were briefly espoused;
as Linda Henderson concludes, “as an example of the supersensible vibra-
tions of the electromagnetic spectrum, x-rays offered contemporary occultists
a scientific rationale for phenomena such as clairvoyance as well as
telepathy. . . . X-rays and radioactivity had made it impossible for the layman
to think any longer of matter as solid and impenetrable or of space as a
void.”® And, according to Henderson’s most recent appraisal (1998),

Now, from an overview of radioactivity as a popular phenomenon, it is
clear that Duchamp could hardly have avoided an acquaintance with
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alchemy, which was associated with the latest scientific developments
that so interested him. . . . Duchamp, like Jarry and Roussel before him,
simply borrowed useful models from the closely related realms of occult-
ism and science.®’

Now, we are able to identify Duchamp’s initial alchemical venture. We
also know the occasion that impelled this decisive move. Finally, with the
advantage of hindsight, we can even suggest the most easily accessible, there-
fore most likely, published sources for the picture in question, sources that
are equally graphic and textual in character. This small canvas (66 x 50 cm.),
datable to early August 1911, is called either A Young Man and Girl in Spring,
or simply Spring (Le Printemps: MD-47)™ (fig. 3). Due to the strict bilateral
symmetry of its composition, it seems provocatively singular when compared
to Duchamp’s oeuvre before this date. The arrangement of the figures and
background elements on either half of the vertical axis of Duchamp’s picture
is nearly identical, or mirrorlike. Taken by itself, this trait of highly formal-
ized, even hieratic disposition suggests a graphic prototype, most likely one
with archaic subject matter.

The painting is inscribed and dedicated to Marcel’s younger sister
Suzanne (born in October 1889): “a toi, Ma cheére Suzanne, Marcel.” The
picture was unquestionably conceived as a piéce d ocassion, made as a wed-
ding present (cadeau de mariage) to celebrate his twenty-two-year-old sister’s
forthcoming nuptials, which took place on August 24, 1911. The groom was
Georges Desmares, a registered pharmacien, which is to say a chemist. As was
the case earlier with the Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel, Duchamp again found a
witty way of celebrating the metaphorical, quasi-professional figures of his
sitters. In this example, he did so by drawing an appropriate pharmaceutical
motif from the iconography of the Esoteric Tradition. So apt was his choice
in this instance—for the hermetic theme he picked was the “Wedding of the
Opposites”—that the couple later found their natures irreconcilable, and
so—c’ést la viel—they eventually got divorced.”

As may now be easily demonstrated, the underlying narrative element
of Duchamp’s Le Printemps is essentially allegorical in nature. Moreover, it
clearly deals with an image basic to all alchemical symbolism, the coniunctio
oppositorum, or marriage of opposites. This theme, also called the “Reconcili-
ation of the Opposites,” is in fact a leitmotif that Francis Naumann rightly
attributes to the whole of Duchamp’s work, including his Spring—but that
Naumann also says “has nothing to do with alchemy,” even though this
conjugal topos represents the fundamental issue in Hermeticism!” Moreover,
the coniunctio oppositorum is especially typical of published alchemical imag-
ery, where traditional hermetic subject matter is customarily represented by
complex sequences of anthropomorphic figurations that stand for generally
inanimate substances. That the coniunctio oppositorum is typical of alchemical
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imagery is a point now made familiar to all of us, especially by the research
of Carl Gustav Jung (for instance, in his Psychologie und Alchemie, first ap-
pearing in 1944)—but Jung is one hermetic author I do not believe to have
ever been seriously studied by Duchamp.

Just as for a Swedenborgian, to the hermetic philosopher the world and
all its component parts are potentially infused with life. Even more significant
is the fact that la vie alchimique is usually rendered rife with sexual dualisms:
Eros, c’est la vie! Those generic polarities result from the fundamental oppo-
sition of two complementary principles: the active male principle and the
passive female principle. As in the case of Duchamp’s Spring, the hermetic
union is figured by the voluptuous conjunction of Sulphur, often called the
Sun (Sol or le Soleil) or King (Rex or le Roi), and Mercury, commonly known
as the Moon (Luna or la Lune) or Queen (Regina or la Reine). In alchemical
literature, the product or offspring of their heated encounters is the her-
maphroditic Rebis (“two-thing”).

In Duchamp’s playfully allegorical painting, two laterally placed nude
figures, who look like a youthful Adam and Eve before the Fall, eagerly
stretch themselves upwards as though to pluck forbidden fruit from the
Tree of Knowledge. The male figure is placed on the right of the compo-
sition and the female to the left. Between their strained torsos is a round,
clear glass vessel, and Duchamp placed boldly painted highlights on its
upper face to make its vitreous nature quite unmistakable. Within the
crystalline sphere a small, childlike figure is seen with what appears to be
a wing sprouting from behind its head. The infant above would appear to
represent symbolically the forthcoming product of marriage between the
two figures below. It also appears that originally wings also were placed on
the backs of the man and woman. In the case of the slim female figure on
the left, Duchamp’s pentimento incongruously turns into a huge, pink leaf
shape, while the effaced wings on the male to the right have become
circular doodles. Once sought, an easily accessible, traditional iconographic
model—actually two of them—is easily found for Duchamp’s conspicuously
symmetrical composition, with its marked marital context and unique glass-
enclosed mini-person flanked by two nude attendants with distinctively
arranged, crooked, and outreaching arms.

The first of the most likely graphic sources for Marcel’s Spring is found
in one of the most popular of all alchemical emblem books, the anonymous
Mutus Liber, subtitled Le Livre muet, dans lequel toute la philosophie hermétique
est répresentée en figures hiéroglyphiques.™ Its provocative engravings were of-
ten reprinted; for instance, one such album appeared in France in 1914, and
Guillaume Apollinaire, now Duchamp’s fervant champion, published a re-
view praising it.”* The Mutus Liber was very popular in Duchamp’s homeland.
This same publication, the “Mute, or Text-less, Alchemical Picture-Book,”
in the original edition of 1677, is still in the library where Duchamp chose
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to work not long after his initial ventures into alchemical artwork (see works
marked with # in the bibliography).

A close examination of this widely reprinted picture album seems to
indicate that Duchamp’s Spring makes a clear reference, as a parallel compo-
sitional composite, to at least one of the better known of the fifteen engrav-
ings illustrating Le Livre muet. (fig. 4). In the upper register of the eleventh
plate of the Mute Book one sees, just as in Duchamp’s Spring, two winged,
youthful, and handsome figures who are similarly placed on either side of a
central glass flask containing a smaller figure with a winged helmet. Even the
basic arrangement of crooked arms and legs belonging to each figure seen in
the alchemical engraving was more or less faithfully duplicated in Duchamp’s
Spring. Because the rigidly symmetrical composition of Plate XI nearly ex-
actly reiterates the layout and details of Plates Il and VIII in the Mutus Liber,
the importance of this particular symbolic arrangement within the sequen-
tially developed narrative scheme of the alchemical emblem book becomes
self-evident.”

In this instance, there is no doubt that the crystal vessel repeatedly
shown in the Mutus Liber is, according to standard alchemical terminology,
the hermetically sealed “Philosopher’s Egg.” This kind of specifically alchemical
crystal vessel was a standard feature illustrated in many other alchemical
treatises; accordingly, the tiny figure that it encloses in Plates II and VIII and
IX of the Mutus Liber would have additionally been easily identified as rep-
resenting a seminude homunculus, or mini-man, likewise another standard
pictorial motif in hermetic publications. However, because of his winged
helmet, and since he carries a caduceus with eight snake heads in Plate XI,
he is actually to be called Mercurius, the prized offspring of coniunctio
oppositorum, the alchemical marriage. A curious, pseudomedical, even “spermy,”
explanation of the hermetic homunculus captive in his glass prison, or alem-
bic, was provided in the sixteenth century by (among others) Paracelsus in
his De natura rerum:

The spermatic fluid of a man should be enclosed in an alembic for forty
days, and left to putrefy until it starts to live and to move about, which
is easy to see. Soon after this, there will appear a form resembling that
of a man; but it must be kept moderately and carefully for forty days and
at a heat constantly equivalent to that of a horse’s belly. After which
time, it becomes a real living child, complete with all its members, just
like the child born of a woman, only much smaller.

The iconographic relation of the print in the Mutus Liber to Duchamp’s
Spring—that is, once the latter is understood to represent a thematic com-
posite of the entirety of this plate—is made even clearer by the composition-
ally distinct contents belonging to the bottom register of the old, but often
reproduced alchemical engraving. Here we see the Alchemist, placed to the
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left, facing his so-called Spiritual Sister (soror mystica). Both mystical siblings
are energetically praying over an empty glass Philosophical Egg, which they
have just placed into the alchemical furnace. This vitreous vessel spiritually
ascends into the upper register, so becoming its transmuted alter ego. As
further transmuted by a certain painter in 1911, we may additionally suppose
the Alchemist and his Spiritual Sister appear to have become the “Marcel”
and his “chére Suzanne” signalled in the painting’s dedicatory inscription.
The standard narrative significance of the bottom register of Plate XI is
further explained in a recent commentary as depicting

a couple of alchemists who kneel in front of their furnace which is
designed like a castellated tower with three interior parts. At the base
a lamp burns to provide a slow steady heat; in the middle of the tower
furnace a funnel-shaped device is seen; and immediately above this is a
hermetically sealed flask. The male alchemist on the left kneels in pas-
sive prayer, while his companion, the female alchemist on the right, is
more animated, as if trying to communicate some insight or inspiration;
her prayer for the success of the work is a more active exhortation.”

But a wholly alchemical interpretation of the figures and actions de-
picted in Duchamp’s Spring need not rest solely upon the graphic authority
of a textless Mutus Liber. In fact, all the elements encountered both in the
print first published in 1677 and in the painting of 1911 are hermetic
commonplaces of the postmedieval period. Illustrations of these themes were
reproduced in any number of esoteric books published during the Symbolist
period. Although the pictorial components of alchemical publications are
certainly striking by themselves, one must turn to their accompanying texts—
which the pictures only illustrate—in order to perceive their full meanings.
What we want now is an authoritative, strictly alchemical explanation for
Duchamp’s distinctive pairing of an act of espousal, marriage, and we might
also expect that our source would even include a timely, even detailed,
reference to the customary season of its specific occurrence, spring.

This combination is in fact easily found. For the definitive answer to
the full, conventional meanings of Duchamp’s Spring, we may turn to Martin
Rulandus, the author of a most useful Dictionary of Alchemy (Lexicon alchemicae,
1612, marked with # in the bibliography, showing its easy accessibility to
Duchamp since at least 1912). Speaking of the standard topos of the Alche-
mists’ “Nuptiae—Marriage,” Rulandus explains that “there is no term in more
frequent use among the [Hermetic] Philosophers than the word ‘Marriage.””
Rulandus observes that commonly Alchemists

say that the Sun and the Moon must be joined in Marriage to-
gether ... and all these expressions have reference exclusively to the
union between the Fixed and the Volatile, which takes place in the Vase
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[or Alchemical Vessel] by the inter-mediation of Fire. All the seasons
are fitting for the celebration of this Marriage, but the Philosophers
especially recommend Spring (Primavera), as that is the period when
Nature is most impelled to Generation.™

Even the tree, towards which Duchamp’s two figures so eagerly aspire,
also has a familiar alchemical terminology, namely, Arbor Philosophicus. Among
the many hermetic authors who discuss the venerable arboreal-philosophical
topic, one of the most accessible to Duchamp would have been Dom Antoine-
Joseph Pernety. As he explained in his Dictionnaire (1787),

TREE is also the name which the Hermetic Philosophers have given to
the matter of the Philosophers’ Stone, and they do so because that is
vegetative in nature. The great Tree [Arbre] of the Philosophers means
to signify their Mercury, their Tincture, their Principle [leur principe] and
their Vine; sometimes it also stands for the working of their Stone. An
anonymous Authority has written a treatise on the subject which he
titled “Concerning the Solar Tree,” De Arbore solari, and he supposes
that it had been transported to a certain Island which was ornamented
with everything most precious that Nature can produce; among this
bounty there were two trees; one was solar and the other lunar, meaning
that the one produced gold and the other silver.”

The commonplace Alchemical Tree was, as one might expect, often
illustrated in modern hermetic publications, any one of which Duchamp
could have easily seen, and or even purchased, in Paris. One of these, which
we may now be sure Duchamp knew—indeed most likely owned (and much
evidence to this effect will be presented)—was a strictly modern treatment
of alchemical iconography, Albert Poisson’s Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes
(1891). Poisson’s fifth plate shows the Arbor Philosophorum. According to
this author’s caption, this motif carries a weighty freight of alchemical sym-
bolism, representing nothing less than “The Seven Metals; The Four Ele-
ments; The Operations and Colors of the Opus.” All of Poisson’s engravings
were copied from earlier alchemical publications; in this case, the acknowl-
edged source was the frontispiece of a treatise called Gloria Mundi, which
was published in a famous anthology (itself often cited with approval by
Poisson) called the Musaeum Hermeticum (1677).%° As will be later suggested,
Duchamp, following Poisson’s lead, also frequently consulted this heavily
illustrated collection of famous alchemical treatises.

Even more to the point of establishing the fact of Duchamp’s close
knowledge of Poisson’s Théories as early as mid-1911 is this author’s illustra-
tion—in his “Planche XIV”—of the Alchemical Homunculus put captive
within his Philosophical Egg (fig. 5). Poisson’s caption tersely explains that
this picture was copied from the “Liber singularis de Barchusen” [i.e.,
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Barckhausen], and that it represents ‘L’Enfant Enfermé dans 'Oeuf’,” or “the
Child enclosed in the Egg [who] symbolizes the red color announcing the
end of the Great Work.”$! Much more significant in the context of Duchamp’s
Spring is the fact that this cut—as some scholars already recognize—proves
to be the most likely iconographic source for Marcel’s depiction of his ho-
munculus enclosed within the glassy Philosophical Egg.® In short, the ar-
rangement of the winged babyish figure, with widely spread legs and arms
upraised to the right, proves to be identical in both the alchemical print (fig.
5) and in the painting later derived from it (fig. 3). We may now present the
proof that Poisson’s print in his Planche XIV served as the principal icono-
graphic source for Duchamp’s Printemps showing an allegorical marriage, that
is, should such proof still be needed. Put briefly, the bottom half of Poisson’s
Plate 14—which half Poisson states to have been copied from Basile
Valentine’s Twelve Keys—illustrates a strictly alchemical scene of Marriage,
namely, as Poisson describes it, “Conjonction, union ou mariage du Roi et de
la Reine.” And mariage is of course the subject admitted by everyone to be
depicted in the bottom half of Duchamp’s Printemps.

Therefore a nearly inevitable conclusion is that it was Poisson’s Plate
14—and its explanatory text—which served as the overall compositional
source for Duchamp’s Spring. That means that Poisson’s picture (fig. 5) served
for both top and bottom, and all together (tout ensemble); it provided not
only Duchamp’s pictorial arrangement but also the allegorical scenario pro-
pelling it (fig. 3). Following Duchamp’s decision to appropriate this particu-
lar two-part compositional format from Poisson, I would suggest the painter
borrowed further details from the Mutus Liber print (fig. 4), displaying the
same kind of archaic, two-part symmetrical compositional format. Even if
the adaptation process worked in reverse, with our painter first working from
the illustration from the Mutus Liber, the actual iconographic sources for
Duchamp’s Spring are now quite clear. This iconographic trouvaille consti-
tutes, in short, the art historian’s equivalent of a slam dunk in basketball. It
also confirms that Duchamp must have purchased (at a mere five francs) a
copy of Poisson’s illustrated opusculum before summer 1911, a point I shall
further prove by identifying Duchamp’s other, mostly textual citations from
this paperback.

Still, at this initiatory stage of his alchemical education, Duchamp
would have had to pursue some fairly extensive readings in hermetic litera-
ture in order to fully understand the nature of the various motifs incorpo-
rated into his painting. This seems an obvious, even naive observation, but
it must be belabored: since no one is born knowing about Alchemy, how
does one find out about the meanings conveyed by its attractive but inevi-
tably puzzling iconography? Initially, one consults an easily accessible, illus-
trated publication; that is the way I initially found out about Alchemy, for
[ too (like Duchamp) was born sans le savoir. Accordingly, the problem now
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facing us is to identify, in a credible fashion, the titles and authors of specific
publications to which Duchamp would have referred to acquire an education
in Alchemy. Duchamp’s self-taught course in hermetic iconography and al-
legory began in a rudimentary fashion early in 1911 and apparently contin-
ued for some decades afterward (in my case, another hermetic indoctrination
began in 1978). Let us examine a particular example, indicating the most
likely course of Duchamp’s gradual lexicographical education into these ar-
cane matters.

For instance, as one might chose to question, why did he pick “Spring”
as the title of his painting? It is curious that this question has never before
been rigorously posed by students of Duchamp’s early career, especially since
it is readily apparent that this title did not exactly fit the occasion for which
the picture was painted, if only because Suzanne was actually married in the
late summer of 1911. Even Duchamp’s choice of the title “Spring” for that
particular painting celebrating his sister’s forthcoming mariage to a pharmacien
tells us a great deal about the published sources to which the clever artist
most likely turned.

Pernety, who often cites Rulandus’s alchemical dictionary, also had
something significant to say about the symbolic season of “Printemps
(Primavera),” allowing us to suggest this particular text as another likely to
have been handled by Duchamp during the summer of 1911. According to
Pernety’s description of “SPRING,”

This is the time [le Printem(p)s] when Mercury acquires from the air a
hot and humid temperament and complexion; this is achieved through
a fire of the second degree. This kind of heat must be middling and
temperate; it should however also be hotter than that corresponding to
[the stage called] Winter. During this regime Sulphur dries out the
Mercury. Spring produces philosophical grasses and flowers, which means
to say those colors which precede white, and even whiteness itself [la
blancheur elle-méme]. At this point, the alchemical matter can be re-
duced no further. In order to characterize a certain passage from black-
ness into whiteness [ce passage du noir au blanc], they have designated
this stage to represent Spring; and likewise even the alchemical matter
itself is called Spring [printemps, de méme que la matiere elle-méme].%3

Besides explaining the striking “whiteness” (la blancheur elle-méme) of
the two figures in our painting, Pernety’s Dictionary has much to say about
any number of other themes or motifs incorporated in Marcel Duchamp’s
evidently strictly alchemical treatment of A Young Man and Girl in Spring.
This dictionary tells us so much that is obviously pertinent to various motifs
and themes incorporated within this painting that one should not entertain
any further doubts that Duchamp was indeed handling this thick digest of
alchemical lore during the summer of 1911; as we now also know, at the
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same time he was making many references to motifs drawn from Poisson’s
Théories.

First of all, given the thoroughly documented nature of Duchamp’s
canvas as a piece d ocassion, namely as a pointed cadeau de mariage, there is
the matter of the Marriage it was specifically composed to celebrate, which
itself represents an extremely important motif in alchemical literature. Ac-
cording to Pernety, who again stresses the significance of the occurrence of
Mariage in “Spring” (and not in August), the symbolic nuptial rite is to be
symbolized by a nude couple:

MARRIAGE. No other term is more employed in the writings of the
Hermetic Philosophers than this one. They say that the Sun must be
married to the Moon, or Gabertin with Beja, the Mother with her Son,
Brother with Sister; and all these couplings only stand for the union of
the Fixed with the Volatile, and this is that which must be done within
the vessel by means of Alchemical Fire. Even though all the seasons
may be seen as appropriate for this marriage, the Philosophers particu-
larly recommend Spring, for this is the time when Nature is most dis-
posed to produce vegetation. Basil Valentine says that the betrothed
couple must be despoiled of all their vestments [dépouillés de tous leurs
vétements, i.e., “mis a nu”], and that they must be made clean and washed
before entering into the nuptial couch.

In sum, “the entire secret belonging to the preparation of Alchemical Mer-
cury consists of these purifications.”$

Pernety then quickly gets to the heart of a complementary theme,
Duchamp’s depiction of what appears to be a symbolic sibling relationship in
his painting of Spring:

MARRIAGE. Hermetic Chemists have given this name of “Marriage”
to the Union of the Fixed and the Volatile. . .. At this time, Beja is
married to Gabertin, Brother to Sister [du frere et de la soeur], or Sun to
Moon. During this time of the perfect Union, which is wrought by
Sublimation, the Alchemist sees presented before him the Marriage of
Heaven to Earth, from which Union there were produced all the Pagan
Gods. This Marriage represents [above all else] the Reconciliation of
Contrary Principles [cest la réconciliation des principes contraires], the re-
generation of the Mix, which is itself the manifestation of Brightness
and Power, enacted upon the Bridal Bed which engenders the Royal
Child of the Philosophers: it is he [meaning the homunculus in the glass
vessel] who is more powerful than his respective Fathers and Mothers;
it is he who must pass on his scepter and crown to his siblings. This is
the process which the Alchemists have called the Incest [!'inceste] en-
suing between Father and Daughter, Brother and Sister, Mother and
Son.®
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As for the matter of those potentially incestuous Siblings, or those two
“Freres” that are depicted in Duchamp’s painting, Pernety further tells us

that, regarding the “BROTHER,”

It is he [le Frére] who represents the Magisterium in its red stage. In his
‘Code of Truth,” Aristeus says to the King, ‘Give us Brother and Sister,
or Gabricius or Beja, for one can not achieve true generation without
these two Siblings, nor can any tree multiply without them.” The Brother
leads his Sister, and not the husband his wife; once they become one [ils
seront devenus un/, they shall then engender a Child, and this is the one
[the homunculus] who shall become even more pure than themselves.”

It was also pointed out by Pernety that “the only ones who enter into
our Magisterium are Brother and Sister, which really means [Quick-] Silver
and her fellow-sufferer, or Mercury and Sulphur.®

Since Marcel dedicated this painting to his sister (Soeur) Suzanne,
what does Pernety have to say about the Mystic Sister’s crucial role in the
Great Work? As he explains, it is she who must represent the White Stage
of the Alchemical Operation:

SISTER. It is she [la Soeur]who represents the Magisterium in its white
stage. It is so called by the Alchemists because they name it their Moon,
or Diana, and because the Moon is the Sister of the Sun, just as Beja
was the sister of Gabritius, or Gabertin. . . . We shall join them together
by an indissoluble bond; so doing, they shall be empowered to engender
children who shall be even more perfect than their parents.%

If taken literally, which one should not do (but which some Duchamp
exegetes have done)®, such a union between Brother and Sister—in this
case, Marcel and Suzanne—would, obviously, result in incest. Nevertheless,
even this kind of apparently dysfunctional familial perversion also has own
quaintly allegorical, hence rather innocent, significance in Alchemy. Given
the length accorded to the topic of Inceste by Pernety, evidently there is
much potential alchemical significance to the theme:

INCEST. The Hermetic Philosophers say that the Great Work is con-
summated by an act of Incest between Brother and Sister [le grand oeuvre
se fait par I'inceste du frere et de la soeur]. Certain disciples of Pythagorus
had remarked (as was stated in the “Epistle of Aristius,” which is put at
the end of the Turba Philosophorum) to the King ruling the sea coasts,
“Your subjects do not produce offspring, and this is because you only
conjoin males with males.” And the King replied, “And which thing is
more suitable to Conjunction?” Aristeus replied, “Take with you your
son Gabertin and his sister Beja; she is the substantial matter of Gabertin
and, through their Marriage, we shall then find ourselves delivered of
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sadness. It can be done no other way.” And as soon as Beja accompanied
her husband, who was her brother Gabertin, and once he was put into
bed with her, he then died, so losing his lively colors. Speaking of what
precedes this [symbolic] operation, D’Espagnet says that Beja was inno-
cent of crime and that her virginity remained immaculate for she had
contracted a spiritual love before she gave her vow to Gabritius. This
means the same thing as saying that Gabritius (or Gabertin), in order
to become whiter, more alert and more fitting for his marital acts [plus
propre aux actes du mariage], must make a contract with her. The Adepts
also state that in this Union between the Male and the Female Prin-
ciples [cette union du male et de la femelle] one recognizes the state of
Incest between Father and Daughter, Mother and Son. This is taken to
be so because in this operation their bodies return to [the condition of]
their materia prima, which is the composite of their elements and of the
principles of Nature herself, in which operations they appear to com-
pound themselves.®

We have already read Pernety’s comments on the ubiquitous motif of
the Alchemical Marriage; but what does he particularly have to say about
the idea of any such “Marriage Between Brother and Sister”? It, in fact, reads
as follows:

MARRIAGE BETWEEN BROTHER AND SISTER. This [Mariage du
frére et de la soeur] signifies, according to the terms of Hermetic Science,
the mixing of Sulphur and Mercury within the Philosophical Egg. This
is the manner they have chosen to employ in order to refer to a copu-
lation of Male and Female Principles [la copulation du male et de la femelle].
And when the Philosophers say that from this Marriage there is born a
Child, who is considerably more beautiful and excellent than its Father
and Mother, they mean to refer by this to the engendering of Alchemi-
cal Gold, or an auriferous powder; this is what transmutes imperfect
metals into Perfect Ones—meaning into Alchemical Gold or Silver.”®

Finally, we may conclude with the matter of a certain, homunculus-
like Child (Enfant), shown by Duchamp in Spring to be strategically put in
the center of his symbolic composition and then properly enclosed within
the Philosophical Egg. The Mytho-Hermetic Dictionary describes the figure as
follows:

CHILD. Quite often the Hermetic Chemists have given this name
[Enfant] to their Sulphur, but sometimes they bestow the same name
upon their Mercury. The Four Children of Nature are the Four Ele-
ments, to which Mercury attaches herself in order to form all sublunary
beings. . . . Alchemical Philosophers have found that this Child is formed
by Nature, and that their secret operation consists of wrenching this
child from its matrix or mother-lode; then they nourish it with the
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[symbolic] Milk which is most fitting for its growth. . . . As they say, this
Child is more noble and perfect than its father and mother, for it is itself
the offspring of the Sun and Moon, and it had the Earth herself as its
very first wet-nurse.”!

Regarding the internal narrative matter of Le Printemps (fig. 3), it may
now be concluded that Duchamp probably first saw an often reprinted print
included in the Mutus Liber (fig. 4). Intrigued by its inherently provocative
alchemical symbolism, for which the anonymous author of a certain Mute
(or captionless) Book did not provide any textual explanations, Duchamp
then turned to the most accessible kinds of complementary, printed exegesis.
In this case, it becomes quickly apparent that one obligatory textual source
should have been Pernety’s exhaustive Dictionnaire. Whereas there is, of
course, no way to prove that the chain of events actually happened this way,
all the evidence nonetheless suggests this to have been the most likely route
for Duchamp’s sudden acquisition, in mid-1911, of some fairly sophisticated
knowledge of the inner workings and significance of standard alchemical
iconographic motifs. All these he found explained by Albert Poisson, who
even provided Duchamp the complete compositional format (fig. 5) eventually
appearing in his painting of a joyful hermetic coupling in Spring (fig. 3). In any
event, this is certainly the most obvious, or least esoteric, explanation.

I have gone into great detail about Duchamp’s Spring for three reasons.
In the first place, it is the first work by him in which the underlying subject
matter is, as it should now be clear to any objective-minded student of the
matter, wholly alchemical in nature. For this conclusion, I have presented
evidence, both graphic and textual, most of which has not previously entered
into discussions of Duchamp’s Spring. Besides having been easily accessible to
our artist, both kinds of supporting materials, graphic and textual, are comple-
mentary and certainly should establish my initial assertion: Marcel Duchamp
did indeed begin a very serious study of alchemical lore as early as the
summer of 1911.

The second reason for this very detailed interpretive analysis is, at the
very least, to demolish all future attempts to claim, as did Duchamp himself
in 1959 to Robert Lebel, that he was always completely ignorant of Alchemy,
meaning of its principal motifs and of its major themes. I increasingly mean
to make that conclusion—Duchamp était sans aucun savoir de I’ Alchimie—
patently untenable. The third point is that, given the institutional resistance
to the alchemical interpretation of Duchamp’s career, in these and many
forthcoming analyses it seems that one has to quote persistently from certain
alchemical texts (mostly in French, otherwise in Latin), endlessly reiterating
the real significance accorded to a hackneyed series of standard hermetic
motifs. However hackneyed, these motifs were standard hermetic themes to
which Duchamp endlessly referred in the pictorial motifs, and, especially in
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the inscribed titles of his various works. This kind of unrelenting textual
analysis seem to be the only viable means by which to prove the point that,
even though it was apparently denied by him, Marcel Duchamp, the ac-
knowledged Artist of the Century, certainly did know Alchemy.

In sum, the principal Duchampian motif-a-clef throughout his artistic
career is that of the Alchemical Marriage. A point that should now be
considered proven is that this perennial Duchampian motif-a-clef actually did
make its premiere appearance in the painting of 1911 called A Young Man
and Girl in Spring, or simply Spring (Le Printemps: fig. 3). The traditional
motif now shown to have shaped its compositional particularities, Alchemi-
cal Marriage, stands for a hermetic concept broadly summing up, in a single
image, all those generalized conditions of “les amours hermétiques,” and to
which the idea of mariage, the obvious goal of all esoterically overheated
célibataires in pursuit of a chaste Mariée, has always referred. In short, that is
also the essential meaning of the acknowledged central work in Duchamp’s
entire career, the Large Glass (figs. 1, 11; to be discussed in detail in chapter
5).

Students of Duchamp’s endlessly enigmatic oeuvre should now finally
acknowledge that many of the themes endlessly analyzed by Pernety in his
comprehensive Dictionnaire (and many more will be quoted in due course)
serve to explain the intrinsic significance of innumerable verbal motifs en-
countered in various texts later composed by Duchamp. Among these, most
notable are the Notes (begun in 1912, perhaps even late in 1911) accompa-
nying the forthcoming Large Glass (executed 1915-1923), which have pre-
viously defied any coherent explanations. Their most consistently credible
explications are, for the most part, provided by I’Alchimie, particularly as
explained in some detail by Pernety and, especially, Poisson. But given the
obdurate resistance vocalized by Duchamp’s posthumous defense counsels, it
seems that this point likewise demands more bouts of interpretive overkill
and evidential overload. More evidence from primary documents is needed
to convince conventionally trained historians accustomed to dealing with far
less esoteric subjects than the likes of Marcel Duchamp and Alchemy.

But what was, after 1911 and Printemps, the inner significance of
I’ Alchimie for Marcel Duchamp? Since his was a modern, and certainly not
at all a medieval, nor even a particularly scholarly, mind, it seems most
logical for us to turn for explanations in popularized introductions to al-
chemical practices and ideas. If one chooses to pursue the elusive matter of
Duchamp’s literary sources in a logical and methodical manner, one finds the
best solutions to the perennial riddle of Duchamp’s art provided in writings
by other contemporary, equally French and modernist, minds. In this case,
our most convenient spokesman for statements characterizing a strictly modern
range of alchemical ideas is a specific author, whom I have already proven
to have been once well known to Duchamp, namely Albert Poisson. To the
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scholar who has read any number of the much older sources, meaning those
hermetic-alchemical texts which had been continuously composed from the
Hellenistic to the modernist period (see the bibliography), it is clear that
Albert Poisson really had nothing at all new to contribute to ancient Philo-
sophical Science.

In short, since his little volume on the Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes
was admittedly only intended to serve as an inexpensive divulgation of the
ancient wisdom of the Hermetic Philosophy, and since it was one specifically
designed to be consumed by modern Frenchmen sorely in need of some
ancient gnosis, why should Poisson have tried for originality? In fact, just like
the medieval alchemists, Poisson constantly quotes from his traditional sources,
always however scrupulously citing author and title. The value of Poisson’s
well thought out and inexpensive (5 francs per copy) digest of a mass of
otherwise often inaccessible and often indigestible primordial wisdom seems
unarguable to anyone who has bothered to study its contents in detail.
Therefore, especially given the premise that Duchamp knew this work ex-
ceedingly well, it seems unnecessary for the most part to cite older classics
of the alchemical scriptures. Henceforth, save for some timely references to
other works that were conspicuously cited by Poisson (mostly in Latin), only
Poisson and Pernety’s invaluable and exhaustive Dictionary, also easily acces-
sible to Duchamp in Paris during those formative years in his career just
before the Great War, need be quoted in extenso.

After having pondered the matter for some years, my best reasoned
conclusion is that, between July 1911 and July 1912, Duchamp’s alchemical
research only involved Poisson and Pernety. After that date, coinciding with
a mysterious sojourn in Munich (July—August 1912), and as followed by
Duchamp’s subsequent training and work as a librarian-archivist in Paris
(from May 1913 to May [?] 1915), Duchamp’s hermetic bibliography seems
to become considerably expanded, now including, it appears, some much
older publications with Latin and possibly German titles; Duchamp’s ex-
panded reading-list will be discussed in due course. But at the beginning of
his specifically hermetic research, Duchamp only really needed Poisson to get
started. Poisson would have been the author who first recommended to Marcel
Duchamp Dom Pernety’s nearly inexhaustible Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique.

At the outset of his paperback introduction to the Theories and Symbols
of the Alchemists, Poisson cheerfully admits that nearly always “les traités des
hermétiques sont obscures.” Nevertheless, by dint of willpower and some
grinding scholarly labors, even this initially daunting obscurity can be over-
come: “Once the alchemical theory becomes familiar, and once you possess
the key to the principal theories,” Poisson announces brightly, “then you too
can boldly begin reading their works.” Then the fun of Alchemy really be-
gins: “you will yourself experience great pleasures through deciphering, by
spelling out (so to speak) this unknown language, so marching, step-by-step
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but ever surely, towards the Light.” Quoting Pernety, Poisson stresses that
Alchemy is a kind of artwork which actively works to perfect Nature: “la
Chymie hermétique est I'art de travailler avec la nature pour perfectionner
les composés que la nature a formés.” The noble Hermetic Philosophers are,
Poisson declares, selfless men who “abandon themselves to researches delv-
ing into the nature of the Philosophical Stone,” and they always do so, “not
for greed but rather for the love of learning.” Then comes an invidious
comparison: “False alchemists [those ‘souffleurs’ already mentioned] only strive
to make gold; real Philosophers desire nothing but Science.”

As pseudo scientists, the modern Alchemists’ goal was essentially theo-
retical and also fundamentalist: “ils s’enquierent les principles des choses.”
As though they were precociously producing ready-mades, these are hermetic
artists who create nothing at all; they only modify matter by slightly chang-
ing its outer form: “dans 'opération alchimique 'artiste ne crée rien; il modifie
la Matiere, il change sa forme.” Next Poisson states the nature of “the prob-
lems which the Alchemists propose to resolve.” “The first, and also the
principle problem,” states Poisson, “consisted in the preparation of a certain
compound [composé] which was endowed with the property of transmuting
ordinary metals into gold or silver, and this was named elixir, magistére, pierre
philosophique ou philosophale.” As if this were not sufficient, according to
Poisson, “additionally, the Alchemists were searching for the Alkarest, or
universal dissolvent.”

But la Théorie is all important to the Alchemist (just as it is for
postmodernist art criticism). According to Poisson, alchemical theory is all
about the Unity of Matter, and how Matter takes on (like certain, now
notorious ready-mades; see chapter 6) a diversity of shapes, and how these
diverse forms are combined to produce even more, newer forms. Before di-
versity—and even before the basic Four Elements: Air-Fire-Water-Earth, and
even before Chaos—there was first a single anterior matter, the materia prima.
Poisson states, “as the basis of hermetic theory, one finds a single great law:
I'Unité de la Matiére. Matter is unitary in nature, ONE, but it can take on
diverse forms, and under these new forms it can combine with itself and so
produce new bodies in an infinite number of shapes.” The Alchemist’s world
is one of constant flux on the outside and a still, but liquescent stability
within: “All things pass and change, and there is a certain Prime Matter
[matiére premiére, or materia prima), and this precedes, or is earlier than the
appearance of the elements. . . . Prime matter is a liquid; it is a kind of water
which, at the very beginning of the world, was Chaos itself.””

As soon as there arose Matter, then came the two really essential
Alchemical Principles, Male and Female, simultaneously symbols of Sulphur
and Mercury. According to Poisson, alchemical Maleness (Sulphur) is essen-
tially an allegorical personification of hoary gender clichés, for it represents
the Active Principle, force, colorfulness, combustibility, warfare, aggression,
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and hardness. The Female Principle (Mercury) stands for opposed, but equally
stereotypical values, namely the Passive Principle, gross matter, brightness,
splendor, volatility, fusibility, and malleability. Following the initial estab-
lishment of les principes male et femelle, Sulphur and Mercury, the third factor
introduced was Salt, but, says Poisson, “this was simply the means by which
Sulphur and Mercury were united, by the vital spirit mediating between body
and soul.” Thereby Poisson gives us (just as any other standard alchemical
author might) a convincing explanation for Marcel Duchamp’s self-appointed
designation, familiar to all students of his career, as Marchand du Sel, a “salt-
seller.”® Nonetheless, in the end all of these principes—Sulphur-Mercury-
Salt—are but abstractions:

It is additionally stated that it was Fire which plays the role of Maleness
[le role de male] in connection with the Female Matter [la matiére femelle],
and it was in this way that there were engendered all the bodies which
now make up the Universe. As we view it, the hypothesis of the First
Matter constitutes the very basis of Alchemy; working from this prin-
ciple, it was then logical to admit the fact of a transmutation of metals.
Matter was at first only specified as being either Sulphur or Mercury, and
it was said that these two principles were united in varying proportions
in order to form all [subsequent] bodies. . . . Accordingly, it is the amount
of Sulphur within a given metal which determines its color, combusti-
bility, an ability to attack other metals, hardness, etc.; to the contrary,
it is Mercury which represents brightness, volatility, fusibility, malleabil-
ity, etc.

Later on, there was added a third principle: Salt or Arsenic, but
without its having added anything essential to either Sulphur or Mer-
cury. Salt simply represents the means to achieve a Union between
Sulphur and Mercury [le sel ¢’était simplement un moyen d’union entre le
soufre et le mercure]: it works like a vital spirit mediating between Body
and Soul. . . . Sulphur, Mercury and Salt are, in any event, only abstrac-
tions [ne sont donc que des abstractions], conveniently employed in order
to designate a certain group of intrinsic properties.”

Following his initial venture into alchemical lore and iconography in
or just before August 1911, Duchamp must have continued to study publi-
cations dealing with these novel but obviously intriguing materials. Shortly
after he completed his relatively straightforward painting of Le Printemps,
Duchamp decided to pursue a much more specialized aspect of Alchemy.

As early as November or December 1911, we find Duchamp dealing
with a single emblematic sign standing for the entire alchemical operation,
Rotation, itself an important hermetic process known as Circulatio. These
mobile motifs, moving from Rotation to Grinding (broyer), are also significant
features of the extended Large Glass project (discussed in the next chapter).
In the sort of alchemical publications which Duchamp appears to have con-
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sulted beginning in 1911, hermetic Circulation was customarily rendered in
a schematic or diagrammatic format, as a circle or wheel. Whereas such
circular and spinning motifs are admittedly completely commonplace in most
illustrated publications belonging to the endlessly diverse Esoteric Tradi-
tion,” given the precedent of a wholly hermetic interpretation of Spring, 1
feel justified in assigning strictly alchemical significance to various rotational
works executed by Duchamp immediately following that painting. The ad-
vantage of this particular approach to Duchamp’s esoteric content, the strictly
hermetic one, is that it yields plausible results, also assigning to some of more
obscure works executed after late 1911 much more consistent sense than has
previously appeared in studies about the artist.

The first concretely iconographic sign of this new rotational interest,
which Duchamp was in fact to pursue for decades, is encountered in a small
oil sketch (33 x 12.5 cm) called the Coffee Mill (MD-61)." According to
Duchamp’s posthumously published (1973), and typically bland, description
of this miniscule mechanical operation, “it shows the different facets of the
coffee-grinding operation, and the handle on the top is seen simultaneously
in several positions as it revolves. You can see the ground coffee in a heap
under the cog-wheels of the central shaft, which turns in the direction of the
arrow on top.””® He had already said much the same thing in 1966 to Pierre
Cabanne:

The origins [of the Coffee Mill] are simple. My brother had a kitchen in
his little house in Puteaux, and he had the idea of decorating it with
pictures by his buddies. He asked Gleizes, Metzinger, La Fresnaye, and,
I think, Léger, to do some little paintings of the same size, like a sort of
frieze. He asked me too, and I did a coffee grinder which I made to
explode; the coffee is tumbling down beside it; the gear wheels are
above, and the knob is seen simultaneously at several points in its cir-
cuit, with an arrow to indicate movement. Without knowing it, I had
opened a window onto something else. That arrow [fléche] was an [icono-
graphic] innovation that pleased me a lot—the diagrammatic aspect was
interesting from an esthetic point of view.

And when Cabanne acutely questioned whether the image actually “had no
symbolic significance,” Duchamp answered, again blandly but now also eva-
sively, that it had “None at all. Unless [‘symbolism’ means] that which con-
sists in introducing slightly different modes into painting.” But he did admit
outright that “it was a sort of evasion [échappatoire]. You know, I've always
had this need to be evasive [or ‘slippery’]—il y a toujours eu chez moi ce besoin
de m’échapper.” In fact, Pernety gives a very useful contextual definition of
the meaning of échappatoire, as “ruse,” and this I shall quote in due course (in
chapter 6) as representing the real meaning of any such échappatoire for the
ever evasive Marcel Duchamp.
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Can we find a likely published source for the various facets belonging
to Duchamp’s evasive and self-admitted échappatoire rotatif? Albeit cleverly
concealed, what are the most likely, and most internally consistent, mean-
ings of various themes and motifs compounded in his circulatory grinder? To
begin with, one rotates the crank in order to produce coffee grounds in a
coffee mill; so doing, one grinds the beans. The French verb for the act of
grinding is broyer, and this verb has, even in French, a clear-cut alchemical
function; according to Pernety’s Dictionary, “In the terminology of Symbolic
Chemistry, Broyer refers to the cooking of the [Alchemical] Matter—and not
to the pulverizing of it within a mortar, or some other like object.”'®
Duchamp’s painting depicts, just as he claimed, a MOULIN a café. Accord-
ing to Pernety, this object, a mill—moulin—has its own particular, but uni-
versally understood, alchemical significance, particularly once it is read as
the sign of the “MILL OF THE WISE. This [Moulin des Sages] stands for the
dissolvent of the Philosophers. They have given this name to it for the same
reason that they have also called it ‘Marble,” ‘Sieve,” or ‘Mortar’; for which
you must read the articles referring to these terms.”'!

Duchamp also made much ado about his diagrammatic arrow, or fleche.
According to Pernety’s definition, “The arrows of Apollo and also those
fleches of Hercules only represent the Fire of the Philosophers, all according
to the explanations given by Nicholas Flamel for these Hieroglyphical Fig-
ures.”'? As Duchamp explained, his symbolic arrow was meant “to indicate
movement.” The movement so described by the arrow is wholly, purely cir-
cular. Therefore, Duchamp’s arrow literally indicates a “CIRCLE.” Pernety
explains this particular motif:

According to the terminology of Hermetic Science, a Circle stands for
the circulation of the alchemical matter within the Egg of the Philoso-
phers. It is with the same sense [as Cercle] that they call their operation
the “Movement of the Heavens,” really meaning the circular revolutions
of the elements [les révolutions circulaires des éléments]; likewise, they also
name the Great Work a “Squaring of the Physical Circle” [Quadrature
du Cercle Physique; see fig. 15]. Michael Maier composed a little treatise
on this subject, the title of which is De Circulo quadrato Physico, sive de
Auro. Accordingly, the Alchemists divide the manipulations of the
Philosopher’s Stone into seven Circles, or Operations; nevertheless, all
these operations really just boil down to Dissolution and Coagulation.
The first Circle represents Reduction, of the First Matter into Water,
and the second Circle stands for Coagulation, of this Water into fixed
Earth, and the third Circle symbolizes a Digestion of Matter, which
process happens only very slowly. This is the reason why Hermetic
Philosophers will say that the revolutions of this Circle are realized
within the Secret Furnace. The furnace heats up the nourishment of the
Child of the Wise, converting it into homogeneous parts, just like a
stomach prepares food in order to turn it into tissue for the body.
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D’Espagnet, however, will only admit three Circles; he says that it is
only through the repetition of these three that one will succeed in
reducing Water into Earth, so reconciling the Enemies, meaning thereby
joining together the Volatile with the Fixed, the Wet with the Dry, the
Cold with the Warm, Water with Fire.'®

To sum up, what are the broader meanings most likely to have been
attached to circles, arrows, and mills—such as they were initially brought
together in Duchamp’s seemingly inconspicuous painting of a certain Moulin
a Café? The comprehensive answer to that has to be “Circulation.” Accord-
ing to Pernety, it’s all rather simple: “CIRCULATION is a term belonging
to Hermetic Science, which, besides its alchemical meaning, also again signifies
the repetition of the various operations belonging to the Great Work, being
those which strictly deal with the multiplication of the quantity and qualities
of the Philosopher’s Stone.”'®™ Although rarely considered as having sym-
bolic significance, the intrinsic function of Duchamp’s first ready-made—
Bicycle-Wheel, or Roue de Bicyclette (1913: MD-87)—most likely was to signal
Circulation (deeper analysis of this emblematic function appears in later
chapters).

The visual evidence demonstrating that, at least since mid-1911,
Duchamp was consulting Poisson’s Théories has already been provided (figs.
3, 5). Scholars are of course familiar with Duchamp’s seemingly obsessive
involvement, during the 1920s, with certain rotative glass disks. At that
time, he also executed a number of smaller objects, consisting of spinning
disks, many bearing punning or nonsensical inscriptions: Disques avec inscrip-
tions de calembours; Anémic Cinéma (MD-139, MD-140).1% To cite but one
representative example out of many, a “calemboric inscription” of 1926 (MD-
139), we find that it initially reads: “SI JE TE DONNE UN SOU, ME
DONNERAS TU UNE PAIRE DE CISEAUX?"—If I give you a penny, will
you then give me a pair of scissors? Of course, once Duchamp’s inscribed disk
begins to spin, it thereafter ceases to say anything intelligible to the viewer.
Has this defiantly inscrutable calembour perhaps an identifiable iconographic
source?

It turns out that in 1891 Albert Poisson had already illustrated the
same kind of inscribed and rotating objects (fig. 6). The third engraving in
his Théories shows two wholly different but similarly verbalized spinning
disks, one placed above the other. As was the case with all his other engrav-
ings, we are looking at an image reproduced many times previously from a
standard Renaissance treatise on the Hermetic Arts; in this instance, the
source is, as Poisson announces, Basilius Valentinus’s Azoth Philosophorum
(1613). The calemboric inscription of the superior placed disk illustrated in
Poisson’s inexpensive paperback book reads: “Visita Interiora Terrae
Rectificando Invenies Occultum Lapidem”—“Explore the interior of the earth;
rectifying, you shall find the hidden stone.” In his “Explication de la Planche
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111,71% Poisson observes how, Duchamp-like, “once the first letters of each
word are joined, one discovers [another word:] ‘Vitriol'.”

Various symbols placed within the disk illustrated by Poisson (fig. 6)
are likewise quickly explicated by this author as representing the Seven
Metals, and the Eagle and the Lion, respectively signs of the Volatile and the
Fixed: “On y voit de plus les signes des sept métaux: l'aigle, symbole du
volatil et le lion, symbole du fixe.” The lower disk in Poisson’s Plate III has
no such plastic symbolism, only a string of Latin words arranged in a trio of
concentric circles. As Poisson again explains, the interpretive process is exactly
the same: you must join the first letters each separate word in order to find
the hidden meaning of the whole, and this is revealed in a single, densely
symbolic phrase: “V.I.TR.I.O.L.; SVL.PH.VR,; ELX.VM.; LO.S.E.S.T.” This
disk-symbol is what might also be described as a particularly choice example
of those Pantacles acrostiques favored by the Alchemists. Another acrostic
pentacle might be spelled “L.H.O.0.Q.” (see MD-121; further explained in
chapter 6). As Poisson further explains,

Figure III is taken from Father Kircher’s Mundus Subterraneus. For the first
two concentric statements, the procedure for reading these is the same as
in the preceding figure [yielding, as we saw, “V.I.T.R.I.O.L”]; one finds
Sulphur Fixum. For the third phrase the result is Ergo Sic Tuos Lege Omnes
Sophos [“Hence the Laws of All Your Wisdom”]. The sentence must be
divided into two parts; the first part yields “Is” (Est), and the second is
read beginning with “Wisdom” (Sophos), yielding “Sun” (Sol). In its en-
tirety it means: “Fixed Sulphur is the Sun.” This means that Sulphur,
which is the fixed principle, is synonymous with Sun or Gold.!”"

Duchamp’s word games, which have been aptly called a ceaseless
“pyrotechnie calembourdesque,” have often fascinated scholars. Michel
Sanouillet has collected a huge number of these, which he subdivides into two
major categories: contrepéterie (“an inversion of letters or syllables within a
group of words, generally usually picked to yield others with their own sense”),
and paronymie (“words with similar pronunciation, but with a different sense
and spelling”).!® Whereas the specific mechanics of Duchamp’s calembourdesque
operations are now best left to philologists, the student of modern esoterica
can instead point to their most likely historical sources, meaning in this case
ones lurking within the rampantly esoteric milieu of Duchamp’s youth. For an
initial interpretive recognition of their function purely as jeux hermétiques,
although Marcel’s verbal jeux d’esprit have never before specifically analyzed as
such, again Albert Poisson seems our best guide. At the beginning of the
second part of Théories, he reminds his readers that “les traités hermétiques
sont obscurs pour le lecteur,” also noting that “the Hermetic Philosophers have
deliberately [voluntairement] rendered them obscure.”'®
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Besides being praiseworthy because he would not sell his artworks,
Duchamp, as everyone now admits, was decidedly secretive. These condi-
tions also happen to fit—exactly—the operations of the Alchemists as de-
scribed by Poisson: “Even if Hermetic Philosophers hide their science, they
will nonetheless never sell these secrets. Once they find a person worthy of
initiation, they will put him upon the right path, but they will never reveal
to him everything they know.” One tangible historical result is, as Poisson
admits, that “there is no known example of any hermetic treatise that ever
spoke out openly and at once about all the parts making up the Great Work.”
Just like Duchamp, “the Alchemists write in an obscure and symbolic fashion
in order to save themselves from being so accused,” that is, of having prac-
ticed such an unwelcome magical art.''® Then Poisson names their specific
means to achieve this laudable obscurity, namely les signes and les noms, with
the latter typically including “un grand nombre de mots étrangers, hébreux,
grecs, arabes.”

For a quick introduction to the kind of polyglot échappatoires which
might be used by any ingenious and ambitious modern Alchemist, we are
provided by Poisson with the following heterogeneous examples: “hylé, matiére
premiére, hypoclaptique, vase a séparer les huiles essentielles, hydreloeum, émulsion
d’huile et d’eau, élixir, alcool, alcali, borax, alcani, étain, alafar, matras, alcahal,
vinaigre, almisadir, airain vert, zimax, vitriol vert” These are not however the
only verbal ruses traditionally employed by the devious Alchemists; just as
did Duchamp, “ils procédaient encore par enigmes,” not to mention their
frequent employment of “I’Anagramme,” “l’acrostiche,” “la cryptographie,”
and, exclaims Poisson, they even write backwards: “les alchimistes écrivaient
a rebours!” Once you have grasped the nature of all such enigmatic
échappatoires calembourdesques, then you can strike off on you very own to
find out just how those endlessly clever Alchemists operate in order to con-
ceal their heterodox ideas: “nous allons voir maintenant comment les
alchimistes voilaient les idées.” Thoughtfully, Poisson then tells us—or told
Duchamp—exactly where to go for the final word on all such linguistic
esoterica: “Nous renvoyons pour tous ces mots au Dictionnaire mytho-hermétique
de Pernety.”''! Accordingly, we too shall turn to Pernety to disentangle
Duchamp’s vocabulary.

But exactly what is the great alchemical significance of one motif
briefly introduced by Poisson, and later by Duchamp in his Notes, namely
Vitriol? According to Pernety’s dictionary, this substance is truly one of the
essential and central symbols of the alchemical pursuit, thus it calls for lengthy
clarification. Additionally, Pernety’s explanations provide even more infor-
mation about those critical clues leading towards a better recognition of the
real sources of Duchamp’s notorious and consistently misunderstood addic-
tion to puns and anagrams:



146 ALCHEMIST OF THE AVANT-GARDE

VITRIOL. There is scarcely any subject which has so excited the Alche-
mists as common Vitriol. They take this to represent the First Matter of
the Magisterium of the Philosophers, and one swears that there is noth-
ing more likely to trick [a tromper] those who would take literally the
words of the Alchemists than this Vitriol. Besides that, they are all of
such a single mind in praising this mineral salt that it becomes difficult
not to fall into the [verbal] traps which they set out for the ignorant [les
pieges qu'ils tendent aux ignorants], or so it would appear. They do how-
ever warn everyone not to take their words at face value, rather to look
for the underlying sense of those words, which is hidden by them [sens
qu'ils cachent]. Accordingly, they have proposed the following enigma, in
which the initial letter of each word, once joined together, yields Vitriolum:
Visitabis interiora terrae, rectificando invenies occultum lapidem, veram
medicinam [“When you journeyed down into the interior of the earth, it
was by rectification that you found the Hidden Stone, the True Medi-
cine”]. A few of them, in place of occultum lapidem [hidden stone], have
instead put oleum limpidum [limpid oil].

As they say, the whole of the Great Work and its Matter is con-
tained within these very words. Nevertheless, because this term, “Vit-
riol,” is equivocal—because it could be taken to mean all the vitriols,
whether natural or man-made, including extracts from pyrites or miner-
als or from vitriolic waters or metals, the Alchemists have taken pains
particularly to apply the term to either Roman Vitriol or to the Hungar-
ian kind, and the former belongs to Mars and the latter to Venus.
Admittedly, Rupe Scissa writes that one must use the Roman Vitriol,
but if he actually had needed to make use of it, and as if it were the same
matter as that belonging to the Philosopher’s Stone, would he have then
called it by its correct name? Once, however, one realizes that the Al-
chemists always hide the real names of their materials, and with almost
as much care as they conceal the rest [of their alchemical operations],
one then necessarily becomes wary in the face of the apparent ingenuity
of these Hermetic Authors.

Planiscampi has explained the sense of a kind of verbal riddle
[cette espece de logogrife] found in Visitabis, etc., meaning that the Vitriol
of Gold is made with the Oil of Saturn, and some other Alchemists have
understood that the Vitriol of Silver is made by the same means. Ac-
cording to this Hermetic Author, Vitriol of Gold is used to work up the
red stage, whereas Vitriol of Silver is employed in producing the white
one. Once these two Vitriols are joined together in due proportion, then
one adds to them the Mercury of Gold, then passing the whole through
the Fire of the True Alchemists. The final results will be, he says, in
their virtues, powers and riches, like unto that magnificent Prince, for
whom so many search and so few do actually encounter. . . .

You must not, therefore, take lightly all those [verbal] traps which
the Hermetic Philosophers lay out before the ignorant [ces picges que les
Philosophes tendent aux ignorants]. . . . All those who wish to penetrate
into the hidden sense [le sens caché] of these words, Visitabis, etc., must
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study Nature and her procedures, and they must combine this knowl-
edge with that which the Hermetic Authors write for them to study.
Then you must observe whether that which they say about the Matter
in the Great Work does indeed conform to that which Nature herself
employs as a seed of metals. This seed is not literally meant in the sense
of a remote seed or absent sperm [semence éloignée], but rather semen
which is actually nearby, being of the very same matter from which it
must be extracted. . . . The process is like modeling a man; you will have
no success by just taking a head, an arm and the other members belong-
ing to a perfect man. Likewise, the first semence éloignée, which is the
one found in the elements, plants and animals, serving them as their
nourishment, is not what you seek. Your goal is instead the semen be-
longing to the man, which is concocted within him by Nature herself.

Hermetic Philosophers assure us that the clearest explanation of
the matter and the operation of the Great Work is that given by Hermes
Trismegistus in his Emerald Tablet [and] to accompany this Emerald Tab-
let there is attached an alchemical emblem, the one which is enclosed
within a double circle [fig. 6]. Between the two rings there have been
inscribed the words which [ have just explained, Visitabis, etc....In
general, one can say that the Philosophers’ Green Vitriol [le Vitriol vert
des Philosophes] represents their raw or uncooked Matter; their White
Vitriol stands for the White Magisterium and the Red Vitriol, which is
their “Colcotar,” signifies their Sulphur, but only in its perfect red stage.''?

Besides seemingly appreciative of the “ingenuity of these Hermetic
Authors,” unquestionably Duchamp himself was generally familiar with this
mysterious, diversely manifested, “Vitriol des vrais Chymistes.” As one reads
in his Notes for the Large Glass—specifically in Note 37, written in 1913—
Duchamp was interested in “the figuration of a possible,” but “not as the
opposite of an impossible.” His conclusion was that, as he put it, “the pos-
sible [means or procedure?] represents only a physical ‘mordant’ (in the cat-
egory of vitriol).”' This statement is, of course, wholly (al)chemical in
significance. “Mordants” are defined, in English as well as French, as chemi-
cal compounds, or caustic substances, used to form an insoluble compound,
a tincture (teinture), which produces in the material to which it is applied a
fixed color. Duchamp’s Notes contains many other references to teintures.
Therefore, the sense of this brief remark by Duchamp—recognizing that the
essential means to “fix” the mystical coniunctio is wholly physical, and that
it specifically requires Vitriol—is wholly in line with Pernety’s more ex-
tended commentaries on the Alchemists’ Vitriols.

[t will similarly be recalled how Pernety described the manner that “la
Nature emploie pour semence des métaux, non pas précisé comme semence
éloignée, mais prochaine, et de quelle matiére on doit I'extraire.” Duchamp
also makes much mention of the odd adjective “éloignée,” as in Note 21,
“Eloignement” (including a comment ostensibly “against military service”).
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In this case, the “distancing” is said to be of “each limb, from the heart to
the other anatomical units”; the result is a “stripping,” in that that “each
soldier can no longer dress up in a uniform.” “Then there is more alimenta-
tion [and] each éloignée becomes isolated.”!!* Taken on face value, this remark
is wholly confusing. Nevertheless, Poisson also makes brief mention of the
distinctive “distancing” terminology in a way that, being briefer than Pernety’s
lengthy commentary, makes more contextual sense of the adjective employed
by Duchamp. “The three metals,” notes Poisson, “only represent the ex-
tended matter of Philosophical Stone [la matiére éloignée de la pierre]; instead,
the nearest matter [la matiére prochaine] is Sulphur, Mercury, and also the Salt
which is to be drawn from them.”!

In short, Duchamp seems to say that it is the Philosopher’s Stone, it-
self the perennially remote goal of the Alchemists, which turns out to be
an as yet uncompounded “distant matter” that was to be extracted by the
Alchemist-Artist from Sulphur, which is “nearest,” and also taken from
Mercury and Salt. Moreover, as Pernety said, the process is like the art of
sculpture: “The [alchemical] process is like modeling a man; you will have no
success by just taking a head, an arm and the other members belonging to
a perfect man.” He also points out the utility underlying Duchamp’s notori-
ous “non-sense.” According to Pernety, “once one realizes that the Alche-
mists hide the real names of their materials, and that they do so with almost
as much care as they do the rest [of their alchemical operations], one then
becomes wary in the face of the apparent ingenuity of these Hermetic Au-
thors.” This also constitutes excellent advice for anyone so rash as to deal
with Marcel Duchamp’s Notes.

Another case in point, which is based upon a similarly ingenious treat-
ment by Duchamp of the adjective éloignée, is found in the evidently al-
chemical context of another Note. Because of its rather straightforward
hermetic typology, I suppose this verbal relic to have been composed rather
early in Duchamp’s career, either late in 1911 or early in 1912.1¢ Duchamp
begins by discussing a kind of primary “éclairement perspectif’; accordingly,
this initial stage of a “perspectival illumination” is to be painted “black and
very light white.” This color combination, we are told, is a convention for
rendering a light source, the kind “more distant than the sun (plus éloignée
que le soleil).” For the Alchemists, the Sun was a sign of the arrival of
Alchemical Gold, as Pernety among many others, says: “Chez les Chymistes
[hermétiques] le Soleil est I'or vulgaire.”!!?

For Duchamp, additionally this primary black-to-white combination
symbolically signifies “la valeur colorée de matiére” of each component which
eventually “has to disappear.” As signalled by Duchamp, one can in fact
identify the composition of each significant bit of matter in later, or further
developed, stages of their operation by their respective color values: white,
black, red (blanc, noir, vermillon). In a slightly different order, these three
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colors represent, of course, the canonic three stages or sequences of the
alchemical Great Work: black, to white, to red. By these means, the com-
ponents acquire, says Duchamp, 1. a Name [un nom]; 2. a Chemical Com-
position [une composition chimique, mélange, qui sera celle du mélange des couleurs];
3. a Visual Appearance, broken down into two significations: “1° colorée et
2° formation moléculaire.” For Duchamp, these are all signs of certain “sche-
matic and conventionalized procedures” (procédés schématiques et con-
ventionnels), and these traditional schemata point to the fourth component,
their intrinsic “properties” “IV. des propriétés.”!!8

In order to make stick the controversial title of “Alchemist of the
Avant-Garde,” it seems one must indefatigably provide further contextual
analyses of Duchamp’s Notes. It seems equally obligatory to remind the reader
that this effort presents a seemingly endless interpretive task. It is, addition-
ally, largely pointless, that is, once the universal contexte hermétique is granted.
As Albert Poisson pointed out to us over a century ago, “une fois la théorie
alchimique [est] connue, possédant la clef des principaux symboles, méme
vous pourrez hardiment entreprendre la lecture.” Nonetheless, for those (méme
vous) who might wish to pursue the tedious interpretive enterprise on their
own, certain Notes of seemingly peripheral significance may now be cited
(and recommended for your closer inspection) in a footnote.'"’

A more formally developed Futurist type of painting by Duchamp di-
rectly followed the summary oil sketch for the Coffee Mill (MD-61). The new
look in his painting perhaps recalls Poisson’s comment that in correct her-
metic thought “ne sont donc que des abstractions.” No matter; Duchamp’s
stylistic departure rather suddenly appears in a canvas dating from December
1911 (MD-62), which is inscribed on the back: “Marcel Duchamp nu (équisse):
Jeune homme triste dans un train.”'”® As one initially gathers from this
laconic statement, we have before us a sketch for the self-portrait of a stripped
Marcel, and the environmental setting for this naked and sad young man is
in a train. Little else is known about the enigmatic content of this Futurist
composition, other than what Marcel recounted to Pierre Cabanne in 1966,
and then he related this image to the much better known painting of the
Nude Descending a Staircase (MD-64). According to Cabanne’s transcription
of another bit of seeming artistic disinformation by Duchamp,

In October 1911, I was [already] thinking about doing the Sad Young Man
on a Train. First there is the idea of the movement of the train, and then
that of the sad young man, who is in a corridor and moving about, being
displaced [qui se déplace]; thus there are two parallel movements which
[laterally?] correspond to each other. Then [additionally], there is the distor-
tion of the simple-minded chap [bonhomme]: I had called this a parallelism
of elements [le parallélisme élémentaire]. It represented [moreover] a decom-
position of form [décomposition formelle]; meaning into thin linear sheets [en
lamelles linéaires], which follow one another like [elementary] parallels and
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so deform the object. The object is completely stretched out [étendu], as
if made elastic [élastisé]. The lines follow each other in parallels, while
changing subtly to form the movement, or the form in question. I also
used this procedure in the Nude Descending a Staircase. The Sad Young
Man on a Train already showed my intention of introducing humor into
the picture, or, in any case, the humor of a jeu des mots: triste, train. |
think it was Apollinaire who called the picture “Melancholy in a Train.”
The young man is sad because there is the train that comes afterward.
“Tr” [as a prefix] is very important. . . . It was autobiographical, about a
trip I took from Paris to Rouen, alone in a compartment. My pipe was
there to identify me.'”!

We may take this rather convoluted statement not to be altogether
faithful to the picture’s original intention. In this case, the Sad Young Man
on a Train should be considered to be more symbolic in intention than
Duchamp allowed half a century after the fact. In the first place, the appar-
ently devious artist did not clarify the principal point that the composition
involves a single figure, colored in various golden tints, who is seen in, as it
were, successive stages or passages. This interpretation follows one advanced
many years ago by Lawrence ]. Steefel, who then observed how Duchamp’s
figure seems “to be undergoing transformation, from one status to another,
but it is still in passage.”'?? Even earlier, Robert Lebel had observed how,
besides being a wholly painterly term, “the dialectical notion of passage,
associated with that of [alchemical] transmutation, has a profound significance
for Duchamp.”'?

In any event, Duchamp’s formally decomposed subject, the pipe-
smoking Artist himself (and very possibly masturbating, as we shall soon see),
certainly does increase in relative illumination, and so perhaps enlightenment,
as he advances forward, in parallel or mirrorlike sequences, from each edge of
the canvas towards a kind of orgasmic culmination in its center. His linearized
and sequentially repeated figure (2 la Dumouchel) becomes brightest in the
very center of the composition, and therefore the most appropriate Duchampian
term for that particularly conspicuous kind of brightening is épanouissement (a
key term appearing in the Notes for the Large Glass, further analyzed in chap-
ter 5). Moreover, in the painting there appear to be altogether seven stages, or
passages, leading to Duchamp’s figurative épanouissement: six on the left side
and, in mirror imagery, six to the right; the shared seventh is the central,
crucial and most enlightened, figure: Marcel himself.

Duchamp obviously made much of his choice of a word (or words)
beginning with “tr. . .”; as he said, his point was “the humor of a jeu des mots
[pun]: triste, train.” In French, “étre en train,” besides referring to one’s place-
ment within certain vehicles rolling along upon a chemin de fer, means to be
in the midst of some transitive action; one of those actions just might com-
prise, as Lebel suggested, a transmutative and metaphorical character. In the
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more popular slang sense, the phrase “étre en train” signifies an early stage of
intoxication (ivresse); it additionally means that one who is “in train” hap-
pens to be a person rather well informed about or privy to some highly
specialized information, often of a secretive nature. In that case, the phrase
is exactly synonymous with étre dans la note; étre a la hauteur. That, too,
suggests a highly privileged state of intellectual enlightenment, a highly
desirable condition attained only after a lengthy initiation. This state is
referred to in the old alchemical literature as the aureo apprehensio (golden
apprehension, or self-realization). For the Alchemists, this “is a train that
comes afterward,” but only if one is favored by rare hermetic chance. When
it fails to arrive, one therefore, naturally, becomes triste.

As it turns out, Pernety’s Dictionnaire lists no less than thirty-five words
that begin with “tr. . .” In the chronological context of Duchamp’s Sad Young
Man on a Train, a work following directly upon the conceptual heels of his
alchemical rendering of Le Printemps (fig. 3), we may assume the most
significant entry to be this one, referring to the physical heart of alchemical

endeavor: “TRANSMUTATION (Physical).” According to Pernety,

Transmutation (Physique) is the changing or alteration of the form of a
body, in such a way that it no longer resembles that which it had been
beforehand and whereby it acquires another kind of being, a being trans-
formed as much in the interior as in the exterior, such as it is trans-
formed by another color, another virtue, another property.

That description does broadly correspond to Duchamp’s description of him-
self in his painting as visually appearing in “two parallel movements which
correspond to each other. Then, there is the distortion of the simple-minded
chap: I had called this a parallelism of elements [and] it represented a decom-
position of form.” However that may be, Duchamp’s self-portrait does visu-
ally present us with altogether seven stages, or passages, leading to his figurative
épanouissement, and Pernety actually concluded his explanation of Transmu-
tation (Physique) by saying that, “every transmutation is done by degrees;
generally seven of these are enumerated, and all the others appended by the
Alchemists ought to be reduced to just these seven; these are: Calcination,
Sublimation, Solution, Putrefaction, Distillation, Coagulation and Tincture.”!?*

Duchamp additionally made much to-do about his thoroughly baffling
“parallelism of elements [le parallélisme élémentaire].” For him, literally the pro-
cess additionally “represented a decomposition of form [décomposition formelle];
meaning into thin linear sheets [en lamelles linéaires].” It was these decomposed
linearities which, says Duchamp, “follow one another like parallels and so
deform the object.” Unaided, there is no way any art historian can make much
useful sense out of all this—except to say, of course, that it seems like a
succinctly stated verbal formula for contemporary Futurist stylistic features.
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Nonetheless, Pernety becomes once again a useful textual source allowing for
a Poisson-like decipherment of Duchamp’s texte obscure. As we are now
privileged to learn from Pernety, originally it was the Alchemists who rou-
tinely practised a “decomposition” of elements, or basic forms. “Décomposition,”
as designated by Pernety, involves

a separation of the components of a compound; it is carried out in order
to discover their underlying principles. Properly speaking, this represents
analysis. However, when one is specifically pursuing Hermetic Philoso-
phy, “Decomposition” only signifies the reduction of the body of the
Gold of the Wise to its materia prima state, and that is done through
“Dissolution,” that is, by means of the Mercury of the Philosophers.

And likewise, once we look up Pernety’s article dealing with “DISSOLU-
TION,” we uncover what appears to have been the real meaning of Duchamp’s
parallélisme élémentaire. According to the way Pernety defined “Dissolution,”

The Alchemical Philosophers do not understand by this term the simple
reduction of a hard body into a liquid, rather “Dissolution” means to
them the reduction of a body into its materia prima; this means that they
reduce it to its elementary, rather than elemental [or “parallel”], prin-
ciples. This is because they never intend to reduce Gold into, for ex-
ample, Air, Water, Earth, or Air, rather into Mercury, which is a
compound of these four Elements. . . . The whole course of their Opus,
as they say, rests upon Dissolution and Coagulation, which procedures
are to be repeated more than once.'”

This endlessly reiterated decompositional and dissolutional alchemical
process properly includes, just as stated in Duchamp’s analysis, a lineariza-
tion. According to Pernety’s complementary explanation of the “LINEAR
(WAY),”

The Hermetic Philosophers often employ these terms [Linéaire (Voie)] in
their writings in order to expound the simplicity of the procedures be-
longing to the Great Work. They say that it is the Linear Way of Nature
which must be followed; this means that one must never amuse oneself
with calcinations, sublimations, distillations, and all the other opera-
tions belonging to the vulgar kind of Alchemy; instead one must operate
just as Nature does, without all those [redundant] multiplications of
furnaces and vessels.!?

Perhaps all this dated alchemical terminology seems much too récherché
to you. Instead, perhaps you have read, and even agreed with, those scholars
who say that this apparent self-portrait of the naked young Marcel in a train
really represents him masturbating. If you believe that, then you may also
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believe there can be no possible alchemical interpretation. One supporter of
the narrowly onanistic explanation was Joseph Masheck, observing that
(presumably with a straight face) this “young man may well be masturbating:
his penis occupies a prominent place in the center of this scene on a jounc-
ing train; it [son membre-dard] bends lightly upward on its downward angled
axis and an arc of [spermatic] dots trails down from the organ.”'?” In fact, the
recent report of a laboratory analysis, performed by none other than the ever
resourceful FBI, of a much later work by Duchamp—Paysage fautif (1946)—
has actually scientifically determined that the artist once ejaculated upon his
very own work! The “Faulty Landscape” was inserted into a later edition (no.
XII) of the Boite en walise, and this was sent in 1946 to Marfa Martins,
Duchamp’s lover of the moment.'” In another edition (no. XIII) of that
same conglomerate, Duchamp added another original, Tifs, his hair clippings
stuck to paper. Now that we have his DNA bank, a modern Prometheus (or
Dr. Frankenstein) might wish to reconstruct Marcel Duchamp. Or perhaps
not. . . .
Just in the way he purportedly portrayed himself in his Sad Young Man
in a Train, we now know that later, in 1946 at least, Duchamp certainly
masturbated for his “Faulty Landscape,” itself nought but a spermatic splatter.
My Spanish colleague, Juan Antonio Ramirez, drily notes that, once again,
we are confronted by “una obra pintada mediante un orgasmo (literal)
masturbatorio.”'® In which case, that is should he bring his autonomous
amorous labors to their proper conclusion, then of course our artist-masturbator
will soon produce a great splatter of sperm, or “seed.” If so, then here is
another weird kind of proof for Duchamp’s specifically alchemical activities.
We must so conclude because, besides various other hermetic experts discuss-
ing at length the bizarre spermatic motif, Pernety often mentioned this par-
ticular spermy entry, semence, and he eventually got around to treating it at
some length:

SEMEN. Most simply said, according to alchemical terminology this
word [semence] signifies the Sulphur of the Philosophers. But while they
may speak about a “semen of metals,” what they really understand by
this term is their Mercury, and sometimes even the part of the
Magisterium when the sulphur is brought to the [intermediate] white
stage. When Alchemical Adepts speak in general terms about a kind of
semen belonging to common metals, this is a material they intuit to
have been formed within the very bowels of the earth. Then the semen
to which they refer represents a vapor formed due to a union of elements
dragged down into the earth by the actions of air and water, and there
to be sublimated, and then brought back again to the surface by the
action of the internal fire. This vapor acquires a kind of corporeal form,
turning unctuous or viscous [onctueuse ou visqueuse], and as it sublimates
this viscous [spermy] stuff sticks to the sulphur it brings up with it, and
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so the [spermy] vapor forms more or less perfect metals, depending upon
the degree of purity belonging to the sulphur and of its matrix. For more
on this subject, see the Twelve Treatises by Cosmopolitus and the section
on “General Physics” found at the beginning of my Revelations from the
Greek and Egyptian Fables.'®

In order to wrinkle out further the real significance of Duchamp’s Paysage
fautif (1946), which the doughty FBI has since proven an onanistic daub, we
should know that Pernety also emphatically notes that “semen must not be
confused with sperm.” According to Pernety,

Sperme is the semen produced by individuals belonging to the three
kingdoms: animal, vegetable and mineral. As produced in the first, by
animals, it is a white, wet and sticky composition [substance blanche,
humide, onctueuse] made from the purest parts of the blood. ... One
shouldn’t confuse sperm with semen, for one is merely the vehicle for
the other. Sperm is the generative seed-particle and so it represents the
[theoretical] principle lying behind things [le grain génératif et le principe
des choses]. Because of this revelation, the Hermetic Philosophers gave
the name of “metallic sperm” [sperme des métaux] to [masculine] sulphur,
and they call [feminine] mercury ‘“‘semen.” Sperme féminin is the
Philosopher’s Quicksilver. Sperme masculin is the Sulphur of the Wise,
the fixed particle maturing within the female sperm and which in turn
works upon it in order to produce the Philosophical Child, he who is

more vigorous and excellent than are his parents."!

Further contextual proof for Masheck’s seemingly egregious masturba-
tion thesis may now be presented, actually reiterated. As we shall soon see
in chapter 5, Walter Arensberg, since 1915 the putative American patron of
Duchamp’s Large Glass (figs. 1, 11), had himself also expounded upon the
outré topic of alchemical semen. As Arensberg probably told Duchamp, or,
as | think just as likely, as Duchamp had first told him:

And since the form of putrefaction was the form in which the metal
united with the materia prima, as maternal, for the purpose of rebirth,
the putrefied form was equated with semen; the entrance of the semen
into the alchemical retort or furnace was equated with the divine mar-
riage; the retort or furnace itself was equated with the maternal womb;
and the cooking of the metal in the retort or furnace was equated with
gestation.!*?

And then Arensberg backed up his assertion with a timely quotation taken
(and so cited) from an old alchemical handbook: “Characteristic expression
of sexual procreation and incest in reference to the alchemical procedure
appear in the following quotations from the New Light of Alchemy, published
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under the name of Michael Sendivogius.” As quoted by Arensberg, the two
quintessential spermatic citations are:

(1) The next instruction however is: “Take the living male and the
living female and join them in order that they may project a sperm for
the procreation of a fruit according to their kind.” Again: “You must
produce one thing out of two by natural generation.” (2) “... that if
gold emits its seed into steel, the latter conceives and brings forth a son
much nobler than the father; that if this son fertilizes his own mother,
her womb becomes “a thousand times better fitted to produce excellent
fruit.”13

In short, alchemical sperme was familiar within the avant-garde circles
Duchamp frequented, at least those flourishing in New York following his
arrival early in 1915.

As Duchamp also revealed to Cabanne in 1966, it was in his Sad Young
Man in a Train that he first employed, in December 1911, the kind of anoma-
lous procedure that was immediately to be reiterated in his famous (or infa-
mous) painting of a certain Nude Descending a Staircase (MD-64). As we should
suspect, if only on the basis of evidence for distinctive hermetic content now
revealed to have been concealed in some contemporaneous paintings made by
Duchamp, ce procédé probably was largely alchemical in character.

The first physical anticipation of the famous painting is a preparatory
pencil sketch that is customarily dated to November or December 1911
(MD-60).* An inscription—"Encore 2 cet astre / (Jules Laforgue)” placed to
the right and bottom of the page—documents the literary source of the
drawing, and thus the two paintings subsequently derived from it. Duchamp’s
literary locus classicus has already been subjected to a strictly hermetic analy-
sis in chapter 2. To the contrary of the celebrated painting following,
Duchamp’s équisse reveals a nude who is ascending, certainly not descending,
a probably symbolic escalier. As was pointed out in 1976 by Lawrence J.
Steefel, “the drawing actually contains three clearly identifiable figures, the
only ascending figure being obviously male and [also] clothed.” As he further
observes,

Reading from left to right as we face the page, there is figure I, a female
personage with legs and trunk; figure 2 is a male personage with masked
face and right shoulder, arm and hand, whose crenelated fingers cover
and/or form the mouth of the mask; and figure 3, an ascending, goateed,
male figure who pauses on a staircase to look back and out through a
barred window. . .. The [three] personages are juxtaposed, rather than
unified, into a single, coherent perspective. . . . There is, however, a fourth
figure, figure 4. ... This fourth figure, like the ascending figure, is seen
from the rear and lies in the interval between the female figure and the

central mass.'*
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For our purposes, the most important interpretive clue is contained
within the inscription citing a particular poem by Jules Laforgue; that verse,
“Encore a cet astre,” which we have already subjected to an extensive al-
chemical analysis in chapter 2, now serves to demonstrate that the narrative
element of Duchamp’s self-acknowledged literary model must have likewise
dealt with a specifically hermetic scenario. That interpretive effort seemed
worth the bother because, according to Duchamp’s own admision, this was
the poem that provided the immediate inspiration or textual source for two
painted versions of the Nude Descending the Staircase (1911-1912: MD-63,
MD-64). Granted the universally acknowledged art-historical significance of
Duchamp’s canvas, the real nature of its textual grounding in Laforgue’s
verses deserves to be subjected to this kind of intense contextual scrutiny.

As we discovered in chapter 2, first in Laforgue’s poem there appears
an introductory theme of upward yearning towards a metaphorical state of
elevated consciousness and golden purity symbolized by the Sun. Laforgue
tells us that the path to the seeker’s astral goal is, alas, frustrated, for the
Sun’s golden rays are not enabled to shine downwards, below into a place,
like Plato’s cave, which is populated by an ignorant and materialist mob
brusquely rejecting the generous offer of spiritual transmutation from on
high. The end result is that hermetic union, a generously proffered coniunctio
oppositorum between that which is above and that which is below, fails mis-
erably. In this failed act of transmutation, the physical sign of Alchemists’
Gold ends up only a deceitful counterfeit, “nothing but a flamboyant, shim-
mering froth.”

None of this imagery however represents original material, for it is very
much in line with standard, late nineteenth-century interpretations of the
healing, spiritual content of medieval Alchemy. As one read then, for in-
stance in A. E. Hitchcock’s Remarks on Alchemy and the Alchemists (1857),
“The real object [of Alchemy] was the perfection, or at least the improve-
ment of man. According to this theory, such perfection lies in a certain
unity, a living sense of the unity of the human with the Divine Nature, the
attainment of which I can liken to nothing so well as to the experience
known in religion as New Birth.”"*® Likewise, this notion of New Birth was
certainly a central issue of the fin de siecle mystics, who accordingly inter-
preted Alchemy to suit their own purposes, and generally these were, says
Serge Hutin, “to insure that all beings moved rapidly toward a higher state,
to regenerate imperfect beings, to change base or ‘leprous’ metals into gold,
so to restore the sick to health. The [modern] alchemist would become a true
Superman, the regenerator of the world.””*” As also mentioned in chapter 1,
world regeneration was also the program announced for avant-garde artists
since the Symbolist era.

For Duchamp, the next stage after his Laforguean preparatory sketch
was manifested in two oil paintings, completed immediately following (1911—
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1912: MD-63, MD-64). In these two oils he was to change drastically
both the identity of the central figure and its actions. At this stage the
figure was changed into a female, but also one who is stripped of her
clothing while she descends into a metaphorical limbo. This fundamental
metamorphosis first appears in an oil sketch on cardboard, Nu descendant
un Escalier n° 1, measuring a little less than a meter in height (MD-63).1%
As in the preceding painting of Sad Young Man in a Train (MD-62),
Duchamp’s employs a color palette limited to a series of chromatic varia-
tion on the appearances of metallic, distinctly golden planes and
parabolids. To the contrary of the much better known final version (MD-
64), the composition of Nu descendant un Escalier n° 1 is bordered by two,
pitch-black, vertical strips. Since this putrefactive motif (as it may be
called) bears absolutely no relation to the proportions of the final ver-
sion, we may assume its anomalous presence to conform to motives of
symbolic rather than formal significance.'®

Duchamp’s explanations, as usual, avoid any meaningful reference to
possible underlying content; he merely stated that he was very much at-
tracted by “the problem of motion in painting.” The method he said he
employed was, however, what he called démultiplication. One may now ask,
does this quirky process of demultiplication, as in the case (just examined)
of his décomposition, represent only real motion, or does it instead also em-
brace the idea of a strictly metaphorical motion, or even of metamorphosis?
The artist only chose to recall this:

quite interested in the problem of motion in painting, I made several
sketches on that theme. In the first [0il] study of the Nude Descending
a Staircase you can see a number of anatomical parts of the nude
which are repeated in several static positions of the moving body.
Compared to the final version, this is only a rough sketch in my
search for a technique to treat the subject of motion. It was done in
the last months of 1911 [by] using the method of démultiplication of
the movement which was to be my main preoccupation during the
first part of 1912.1%

In this instance however, Duchamp also admitted to what might be called by
the art historian an “iconographic source.” In effect he says that his two
paintings referred to

the convergence in my mind of various interests, among which the
cinema, still in its infancy, and the separation of static positions [seen]
in the photo-chronographs of [Jules] Marey in France. . . . Painted as it
is in severe metallic [or even “golden”] colors, the anatomical nude
does not exist, or at least cannot be seen, since I had discarded com-
pletely the naturalistic appearance of a nude, keeping only the abstract
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lines of some twenty different static positions in the successive action of
descending.'#!

There is, it turns out, another way of elucidating the problem. Even
these apparently narrowly formalistic explanations provided by Duchamp
demonstrably belong to a broader intellectual milieu. At this time in France
there had recently appeared a well-known metaphysical interpretation of the
idea of “abstract and simple” imagery representing “movement in general.”
Moreover, this statement was, just like Duchamp’s explanations, directly based
on the simile of “cinematographic snapshots.” As one reads in Henri Bergson’s
L’Evolution Créatrice (1907),

Suppose we wish to portray on a screen a living picture, [then] there is
a way of proceeding[:] it is to take a series of snapshots of the [subject]
and to throw these instantaneous views on the screen so they replace
each other rapidly. This is what the cinematograph does. . . . In order
that these pictures may be animated, there must be movement
somehow. . . . The process then consists of extracting from all the move-
ments peculiar to the figure an impersonal movement, abstract and simple,
movement in general, so to speak. Such is the contrivance of the cin-
ematograph. And such is that of our knowledge. The mechanism of our
ordinary knowledge is of a cinematographical kind... the
cinematographical character of our knowledge of things is due to the
kaleidoscopic character of our adaptation to them.!*?

Returning to the strictly internal evidence of Duchamp’s Nu descendant
un Escalier n° 1 (MD-63), we find, comparing it to its preparatory sketch
(MD-60), that four significant innovations have now appeared. These new
elements are: 1. a woman; 2. one who is now shown to be naked, or figuratively
stripped; 3. a possibly symbolically intended enframement in black; 4. a prob-
ably equally symbolic act of descent. The first motif may be simply explained
as referring once again to the Alchemists’ principe femelle, which they, in
turn, symbolically represented as liquid Mercury. In this case, the second
motif is a given, since Mercury always had to be, according to many alchemi-
cal texts already quoted, stripped, or purified. In this hypothetical alchemical
context, then why would Duchamp have placed a stripped figure of Mercury
within a black border? According to Pernety, simply put, “Noircir. Cuire la
matiére, pour la faire dissoudre et putréfier”; put otherwise, “To make Black
means cooking the matter in order to make it dissolve and putrefy.”!¥

Still, Duchamp’s rigid borders seem to be “blacker than black itself”; in
this case, their meaning becomes the one described by Pernety:

This [Noir plus noir que le Noir méme] is the Matter of the Great Work
when it is in a state of Putrefaction, at which time it resembles molten
pitch. This kind of Blackness is only spoken of in relation to the second
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operation, where the fixed [Sulphur] becomes dissolved due to the ac-
tion of the volatile [Mercury]. In the Hermetic Fables Blackness is al-
ways indicative of this Putrefaction, which means the same as sorrow,
sadness, and often death. ... The Alchemists also call this the Key to
the Work [la clef de I'oeuvre]; therefore, it is the first worthwhile demon-
strative sign of the Opus Magnum. As Flamel says, this is because if you
do not blacken the Matter, you will never be able to whiten: if, at the
very outset, you do not see this Blackening, and before [the appearance
of] any other particular color, then you must recognize that you have
failed in your Great Work, and that you must then begin it all over
again [et qu'il te faut recommencer].'*

The painting with the black borders was in effect Duchamp’s second
operation, another performed upon the latent alchemical content of Laforgue’s
Encore a cet astre. By adding two formally incongruous black strips, Duchamp
probably meant to signify what Pernety called “la clef de I'oeuvre,” particu-
larly its “premier Signe démonstratif.” Nonetheless, blackest Putrefaction
was also commonly held by the Alchemists to prefigure a tragic emotional
reaction: “le deuil, la tristesse, et souvent la mort.” These seemingly disparate
ideas—"sorrow, sadness, and often death itself,” representing equally an op-
timistic initial sign of the Work in progress as well a portent of grief and
decease—uniquely coexist on the same page in Pernety’s Dictionnaire. For
that reason, it is mainly, perhaps uniquely, this standard text that apparently
proves a previous contention, namely that Duchamp had read into Laforgue’s
pessimistic verse a poetic situation of “sorrow and sadness, often [spiritual]
death” due to a failure (faillite) of conjunction and transmutation.

This identification also provides the most plausible textual context for
Duchamp’s bizarre invention of a certain active noun, otherwise unknown in
modern French: Démultiplication, obviously meaning to “un-multiply” or, like-
wise, to “fail to multiply.” Again, Pernety explains the hidden ideological
root of a reversed action bizarrely verbalized by Duchamp:

MULTIPLICATION. This [Multiplication] is a certain operation of the
Great Work by which the Powder of Projection is multiplied, and this
powder may be so multiplied, and either in quantity or in quality, into
infinity, and all according to the pleasure of the Artist [a U'infini, selon
le bon plaisir de I’ Artiste]. Multiplication consists of re-commencing vari-
ous operations already completed, but this time it is done with exalted
and perfected materials—rather than with raw materials, as formerly.
One Hermetic Philosopher says that the entire secret [of the Great
Work] consists of a physical dissolution into Mercury, including a reduc-
tion into its materia prima. To achieve this effect, the Philosophers take
the matter cooked and prepared by Nature; this they reduce to its ma-
teria prima, or the Philosophical Mercury from which it was originally
drawn. In order to acquire a full understanding of this operation it must
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be observed by you that every solution is made by fitness and expedi-
ency, and that anything which dissolves the Moon likewise dissolves the
Sun.!®

Therefore, if Duchamp’s Great Work is said by him to be “demultiplied,”
then this specifically means that, “selon le bon plaisir de I’Artiste,” his cal-
culated choice was not to multiply, in either quantity or in quality, his nude
principe femelle, meaning Philosophical Mercury. In strictly alchemical termi-
nology, to “demultiply” means to employ raw, rather than exalted, materials;
the act is itself wholly reductive versus expansive. He returns, by means of
demultiplication, to the First Principles, to the material prima itself.

This retrogressive notion is also wholly in line with another decision
made by Duchamp, namely to have his provocative nude descend rather
than ascend, as formerly. As with nearly everything else apparently con-
cealed in his Nude Descending a Staircase, the underlying idea of reversed
locomotion represents yet another hermetic commonplace. The idea of
emotionalized hermetic descent is also completely in accord with the pessi-
mistic picture drawn by Jules Laforgue in Encore a cet astre. As defined by
various articles contained in the standard Lexicon Alchemiae (1612) com-
posed by Martinus Rulandus, the complementary meanings embraced by
Duchamp’s symbolic descent at once include themes of downward move-
ment, a loss of status or prestige, and also corporeal flux, dissolution, and
decomposition. These notions are discussed sequentially by Rulandus in five
articles.

According to the first, “DESCENSIO is the name of a process whereby
a thing becomes less noble, as when the Sun becomes Mercury. Afterwards
we call it falling and refining, when the vapor again descends, so that the
water drawn from the earth is again poured upon it. The sediment remains
in the glass.” Secondly comes “DESCENSIO [which] is a process by which
the subtler parts of any matter are caused to settle, or go down. It is warm
or cold. The Warm Descension (vulgarly, Distillation by Descension) is the
distillation in an inverted vase of the liquor dissolved out of bodies.” Rulandus’s
third descending point is “DESCENSIO FRIGIDA—the Cold Descension is
that process by which the liquor descends, being resolved in cold. This is
Deliquefaction or Filtration.” Fourth is “DESCENDUM, or Descensorium,
[which] is an Oven or Chemical Furnace into which liquid goes down when
separated from the gross matter.” Finally, we have “DESCENDERE [which]
is to Liquefy, or to Melt altogether.”!#¢

The final point to consider is the matter of the physical mode of the
metaphorical descent by Duchamp’s nude, which is by means of un escalier.
This is the same word used in French for either stairs or a staircase, and it
has its root in the Latin scala, scalae, meaning either stairs or ladder. A ladder
in French is an échelle, derived from échelon (step); accordingly, Poisson cites
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in his bibliography (“Table des traités”) a certain anonymous, but well-known
alchemical treatise called the Scala philosophorum (I'Echelle des philosophes).!*7
Echelle is a word which Pernety says might represent “the material of the
Work in the black-most-black stage, or in perfect putrefaction.”* Addition-
ally, if (as we must believe; see figs 3, 4) Duchamp was already familiar with
the fifteen celebrated wordless alchemical engravings in the Mutus Liber, he
would have had at hand two complementary illustrations of the Ladder of
Alchemical Knowledge (fig. 7). As strikingly portrayed in this “Mute Book,”
these scalae are the fundamental symbols for both the suspenseful Initiation
and the grand culmination of the Great Work. It is however only the first
plate, revealing the intention of all that is forthcoming, that bears any in-
scription. In this case, the central motif is shown to be “Jacob’s Ladder.”

As presently set up in the Mutus Liber against dark and distant heavens
(fig. 7), this symbolic device becomes a potential vehicle by which to arrive
at superior enlightenment; as such, it illustrates a truly ancient concept, the
Great Chain of Being.!* Two heavenly messengers, winged angels, vigorously
ascend and descend a symbolic scala sapientiae philosophorum while they ear-
nestly blow oversized trumpets in order to rouse the unconscious figure of a
neglectful and dreaming patriarch slumped in shadowy slumbers upon the
stoney ground. In the kind of schoolboy Latin any lycée graduate (namely
Marcel Duchamp) could read, a floridly inscribed motto tells us that we have
placed before us: “MUTUS LIBER, in quo tamen tota Philosophia hermetica
figuris hieroglyphicis depingitur, ter optimo maximo Deo misericordi
consecratus, solisque filiis artis dedicatus.” In short, this means that we are
consulting “The Wordless Book, in which, nonetheless, the entirety of Her-
metic Philosophy has been pictured by means of hieroglyphical figures (sa-
cred to God: the merciful, thrice best, and greatest), and these are uniquely
dedicated to the Sons of Art.” In sum, what appears to represent intrinsically
the most plausible and most internally consistent narrative scenario for a
pictorial series culminating in Duchamp’s best known painting, the Nude
Descending a Staircase, must now be acknowledged to be one written long
before by the Alchemists.

Although Duchamp was involved with the physical execution of the
Large Glass in New York between 1915 and 1923, some memoranda dealing
with the project seem to date as early as July 1912. One important series of
paintings occupied his attentions just before he embarked upon that obses-
sive, decade-long involvement with the Large Glass (fig. 1), a work which
admittedly looks nothing like anything preceding it. These four, formally
homogeneous works —two pencil sketches, a gouache, and an oil, and all
rampantly abstract in the reigning Cubist-Futurist manner—were executed
in Neuilly between March and May, 1912. The curious subject matter exclu-
sively linking all four pieces belongs to the imaginary realm of certain “Kings
and Queens.” As inscribed by Duchamp, respectively these pictures are called:
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Deux Nus: un fort et un vite (pencil: MD-67); Le Roi et la Reine traversés par
des Nus vites (pencil: MD: 68); Le Roi et la Reine traversés par des Nus en
vitesse (gouache: MD-69); Le Roi et la Reine entourés de Nus vites (oil: MD-
70).1° Since the last work, an oil painting of “The King and the Queen
Encircled by Swift Nudes,” was in fact painted on the back of the canvas
bearing Duchamp’s evidently symbolic rendering of Paradise (MD-40), one
supposes that this, too, might yield an analogous and/or complementary sym-
bolic interpretation.!

Nonetheless, Duchamp’s own explanations of these works (as given in
a 1964 lecture, “Apropos of Myself”) are typically bland, obliquely put, and
rather evasive. As he then explained, or failed to explain,

Executed immediately following the Nude Descending a Staircase, this oil
[MD-70] represents the development of the same idea. The title, “King
and Queen,” was once again borrowed from chess, but the players of
1911, my two brothers [in Joueurs d’Echecs: MD-57], have been elimi-
nated and were replaced by the chess-pieces of the King and Queen.
The swift nudes are a flight of imagination introduced to satisfy my
preoccupation with movement, ever-present in this painting. Unfortu-
nately full of cracks, this picture has not stood time as well as my other
paintings. It concerns the theme of motion in a frame of static entities.
In other words, the static [or fixed] entities are represented by the King
and the Queen, while the [volatile] “nus vites” are based on the theme
of motion.'?

Omitting the chess references, much the same thing was said two years later
in the Cabanne interviews:

The formula of “parallélisme” 1 mentioned [in connection with the Sad
Young Man in a Train: MD-62] also played its role in the picture which
followed, The King and the Queen Surrounded by Swift Nudes, the execu-
tion of which excited me even more than that of the Nude Descending
a Staircase—but it did not create the same [public] impact as the preced-
ing work. I don’t know why [so suggesting that an “impact” was
desired]. . . . A drawing [MD-68] represented a first attempt at The King
and The Queen; it was the same idea, and it was done around June 1912;
the painting [MD-70] was done in July and August. Afterward, I left for
Munich.

Asked by Cabanne if there was “a tie between the Nude Descending a Stair-
case and [the drawing of] The King and Queen Traversed by Swift Nudes,”
Duchamp’s reply was that there was

very little [connection between them], but even so it was the very same
form of thought [¢’était quand méme la méme forme de pensée], if you like.
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The obvious distinction was the introduction of [motifs of] the strong
nude and the swift nude [nu fort et nu wite]. Perhaps it was a bit Futurist,
because by then I did know about the Futurists, and I did change it into
a King and Queen. There was the strong nude, who was the King; as for
the swift nudes, there were [represented by] the trails [trainées] crisscross-
ing the painting, which have no anatomical detail, no more than before.

Duchamp concluded his remarks by admitting that his odd title represented,
“a literary game. The word ‘vite’ had been used in sports: if a man was ‘vite,’
he ran well. This amused me—Ca m’amusait. ‘Vite’ is less involved with
literature than ‘en witesse.” ” Questioned about the 1910 painting of Paradise
(MD-40) on the other side of his canvas, Duchamp said that he had delib-
erately (volontairement) done so, but only “because I did not have any other
[prepared canvases], and I was not enough of a technician to know that it
would crack as it has.”®® Perhaps one finds that technical échappatoire (ruse)
a bit difficult to swallow.

As pure esoterica, “the same form of thought” cited by Duchamp—
including his “formula of parallélisme” and “the theme of motion in a frame-
work of static entities”—would have been familiar years before to any serious
student of Eliphas Lévi. In his I’Histoire de la Magie, that wonderful compen-
dium of just about everything later belonging to the Esoteric Tradition, the
celebrated French Magus observed that:

There is a composite agent, a natural and divine agent, at once corpo-
real and spiritual, a universal plastic mediator, a common receptacle for
vibrations of movement and images of form, a fluid and a force which
may be called, in a sense at least, the imagination of Nature. By the
mediation of this force [cette puissance] every apparatus is in secret com-
munication together. . . . The universal principle of life is a substantial
movement, or a substance which is eternally and essentially moved and
mover, invisible and impalpable, in a volatile state and manifesting
materially when it becomes fixed by the phenomena of polarization. . . . Its
manifestations in the world of form are subject to eternal mutations by
the perpetuity of movement [etc.].!*

Nonetheless, given the overt identifications provided by Duchamp’s titles,
the basis of these four images in traditional alchemical literature (versus just
chess) is, if anything, even more easily established than was the case with
some previously examined works. In short, and by Duchamp’s own admis-
sion, “c’était quand méme la méme forme de pensée.”

As before, the procedure used to identify the real significance of “the
same form of thought” is very simple, meaning mostly lexical in nature. In this
case, the main clues, or motifs-a-clef, are: Roi, Reine, Nu-Nudité, Fort-Force,
Traverses, and the like. Making cross-references between Pernety and Poisson,
apparently supplying all that Duchamp needed to know about rudimentary
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royal alchemical symbolism at this time (1910-1912) and including its stan-
dard terminology, we shall find all the necessary answers regarding Duchamp’s
most likely meanings solely provided by these two authors. Concerning the
strictly alchemical King, the Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique conveniently
explains that,

Among the Hermetic Philosophers this name [Roi] has different mean-
ings. Most commonly, the King is understood to be the Sulphur of the
Wise, or Philosophical Gold to make a distinction from vulgar gold; the
latter is called the King of Metals. Occasionally however, the Alche-
mists take the name of King to stand for the Matter which must imme-
diately enter into the preparation of Mercury; this is its first fire, being
that fixed [male] seed which must overcome the coldness and the vola-
tility [que doit surmonter la froideur et la volatilité] of this [feminine] Mercury.
Basil Valentine, in the first part of his Twelve Keys, seems to understand
the term “King” with these two meanings. Throughout his treatise he
gives the name of “King” to perfected Sulphur, and even to the Powder
of Projection. One will never learn, he says, how to carry off the victory
if the King does not impress his force and virtues upon his Water [or
Mercury], to which he tenders the key to his livery, meaning the royal
colors, permitting him [thus “stripped”] to be dissolved by her [Mercury]
and so rendered invisible. Their King additionally represents the same
thing as their Lion. When they talk about a Powder of Projection, they
say that it is a King, one who so loves his brothers that he will even give
to them his own flesh to eat; so doing, he turns them all into Kings,
meaning alchemical Gold."

As for the complementary matter of Marcel’s Queen,

This [Reine] is the Mercurial Water of the Philosophers; they have so
named it because they called their Sulphur a King, he who must be
married to this Water [Mercury], which is his natural Bride and his
Mother [son épouse naturelle, et sa mére]. Basil Valentine and Trevisan
are the two alchemical writers who have most specifically discussed the
allegorical terminology of the Queen.!®

Now we may turn to Poisson’s Théories for a more succinct explanation
of the Royal Couple of the Alchemists, including an explanation for the
nudity of their entourage. Poisson even includes a picture (fig. 5b), taken from
Valentine’s Douze Clefs (a standard work also cited by Pernety), which depicts
two standing figures facing one another, the hermetic King and Queen. He
briefly explains that the old engraving really represents: “the purification of
gold—the King—by antimony, which is the wolf in the crucible, and of sil-
ver—the Queen—through lead, or Saturn, placed in the crock.””® The more
complete explanation of the ensemble given by Poisson reads as follows:
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Sulphur and Mercury, representing the Male and Female Principles
[principes male et femelle], were symbolized by a Man and a Woman, most
commonly a King and a Queen. This is how they were represented,
under the symbolic heading of King and Queen, in the first emblem in
the Twelve Keys of Basil Valentine, [as reprinted on] page 393 in the
Musaeum Hermeticum [Frankfurt, 1677]. The union between King and
Queen constituted Philosophical Marriage. In hermetic manuscripts the
King will be dressed in red and the Queen in white. Their clothes
designate foreign matter, or impurities which are soiling them. An en-
graving in the Rosarium depicts them as being nude, meaning that they
have just become purified, or disembarrassed of all their impurities, and/
or of their clothing. Here we find the allegorical treatment of the
purification of Gold by antimony (Latin: stibium), and of Silver by lead
(or Saturn). Purification used to be symbolized by a fountain; in this the
King and Queen, meaning Sun and Moon, will come to bathe."

At this point it will be perhaps helpful to suggest a likely iconographic
source for the basic composition of Duchamp’s highly abstracted series of
Kings and Queens. This sequence of four images by Duchamp always shows
two prominent and upright figures, le Roi et la Reine, standing to the left and
right of the composition; additionally, a third figure always seems to stand
between and somewhat behind the Royal Couple. A curious diagonally rush-
ing form, something like a shower, crisscrosses the center of all four works.
By the time Duchamp had completely worked out his hermetic idea, in the
final painting of The King and the Queen Surrounded by Swift Nudes (MD-70),
it seems that certain metallic, or at least sharp-edged and bulky, apparatuses
have begun to intrude, so filling the foreground plane to the left and right
side of the painting. As much for its similar compositional arrangement, and
especially for its parallel narrative element, it would appear that Duchamp’s
pictorial source was yet another engraving, Plate XIV, reproduced in Poisson’s
Théories. In fact, this is the bottom half of another print by Poisson, the top
half of which is L'Enfant Enfermé dans 'Oeuf (fig. 5a), we already demon-
strated Duchamp to have incorporated into the top half of his painting of
Spring (fig. 3). This iconographic linkage is indisputable.

Noting his other illustration (fig. 5b) to have been derived from “the
Sixth Key of Basil Valentine” (but specifically as reprinted in the Musaeum
Hermeticum), Poisson succinctly explains that this other picture represents
“Union ou mariage du Roi et de la Reine,” that is:

Conjunction, which is the Union or Marriage between King and Queen,
Sulphur and Mercury, Gold and Silver. The Sun and Moon [in the
upper left and right corners, as in Duchamp’s painting] relate to the
King and Queen. The machinery for distillations [appareils distillatoires:
lower left and right, as in Duchamp’s later painting: MD-70], as well as
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the showers pictured in the far background [la pluie du fond], point out
how during the operations belonging to Conjunction certain phenom-
ena, emissions of steam and condensation, will come to pass. These
make their appearance during the stage of the white color, here symbol-
ized by a swan. The priest [the central figure in both Poisson’s print and

in Duchamp’s painting] represents the actual means of Alchemical Union,
for he is Sale.”™

Moreover, since a close iconographic linkage between Duchamp’s
Printemps (fig. 3) and Poisson’s L'Enfant Enfermé dans I'Oeuf (fig. 5a) has
already been established, likewise, the two straining figures placed in the
bottom of Duchamp’s 1911 painting obviously represent union ou mariage,
but that seems already an obvious point, given the known function of
Duchamp’s wedding gift (MD-47). Since Duchamp also latter called himself
“Marchand du Sel,” obviously “he is Salt.”

Although the compositional layout and the verbal description belong-
ing to the print reproduced in Poisson’s Plate 14 (fig. 5b) are completely in
accord with the known details of Duchamp’s painting of The King and Queen
Traversed by Swift Nudes, other motifs in the King and Queen series probably
had another complementary and strictly textual source, namely the Dictionnaire
Mytho-Hermétique. For instance, Marcel’s Nudes, of which one only sees
steamy traces (trainées) of their fleeting movements, are “swift” and “strong”;
in both instances, they would therefore naturally seem to represent Force
itself. According to Pernety’s explanation of “FORCE,”

This is another term belonging to Hermetic Science, and this Force
must be understood to refer as much to the active property of the Mercury
of the Philosophers as to those spirits which are enclosed within it.
When they would say that that “all its force was changed into earth,”
they meant by this that it had really become a white earth that became
fixed against any test. “To take force from upper and lower things,”
means that an extract is made from Mercury, and this is immediately
put, well purified, into the digestive stage; this makes it circulate [le faire
circuler], and finally it fixes itself in the form of earth and so it comes to
lie in the bottom of the vessel.!®

Given the preceding we may even now suppose that the “swiftness”
(vitesse) of Marcel’s Nudes was intended to make a direct reference to their
innate quality, or virtue, of Volatility. Pernety notes that which “flies” (volans)
is “Swift Silver,” Argent-vif (literally “quick-silver”). All such swift metals
belong, says Pernety, to a much larger alchemical category:

VOLATILE is that which flies, which rises up to the heights, that which
is sublimated at the top of the vessel during distillation; it can also be
that which evaporates due to the action of either the common fire or of
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the innate fire, existing within the matter and which is the cause of its
fermentation. One calls things “volatile” to render a comparison with
birds. In the very beginnings of the Great Work, the Philosophers gen-
erally call “volatile” the state of either their Mercury or their Mercurial
Waters; they do so in order to make a [pejorative] distinction about the
volatility belonging to vulgar mercury. Its volatility has impelled them
to designate Alchemical Mercury with names belonging to flying things,
as in the example of Eagle, Vulture, Flying Dragon, Air, Water, and
numberless other names, which can however be found scattered through-
out this Dictionary, especially in the article entitled “Matter.”

The corollary to Pernety’s volatile are his “VOLATILES,” and “Volatiles are
what bring to us the Matter of the Stone.” As Pernety further notes, “the
Hermetic Philosophers’ terminology have certainly served to trick chemists;
taking these alchemical terms literally, chemists believed that ‘volatility’
really meant ‘bird.” Nonetheless, Adepts will only discuss by similitude, and
so they give the name of ‘volatiles’ to those ships which bring to us gold from
the West Indies.” Pernety’s other references deal with “VOLATILIZATION
[for which] see the article on ‘SUBLIMATION’ [and] VOLATILIZE (TO)
[which] is to render an object, which was originally in a fixed state, volatile.
The totality of the Art consists in volatilizing the Fixed, and in fixing the
Volatile.”'!

Even the odd verb traverser, which was distinctively used by Duchamp
to describe some unique actions pertaining to such symbols of Hermetic
Force, is explained by Pernety, and even with a cogent reference to the
aspiring Artist. As he observes,

TRANSVERSE means a person who does not follow a straight, or law-
ful, path. Some Hermetic Chemists have employed this term [tranverser]
in that particular sense, meaning to announce that Bad Artists—those
whom they have called “tricksters,” meaning pseudo-sophisticates [les
mawvais Artistes, qu'ils appelent “trompeurs,” “sophistiqueurs”]—are not
situated upon the True Path of the Wise. For this reason, their paths are
instead transverse (or perverse), meaning sadly mistaken; so they express
themselves in order to underline a fundamental difference belonging to
the path that they themselves pursue during the course of the Great
Work, and it is this which is called by them “the linear path” or “the
straight route” [linéaire, droit].'®

Such as it appears in Duchamp’s titular inscriptions, Linda Henderson also
relates the verb tranverser to contemporary scientific discoveries, namely the
penetration of solid forms by electronic and radioactive energy.'®® While
there was indeed much talk around 1912 about such invisible transversing
energies, Duchamp seems particularly original in having made the popular
modernist topic neo-alchemical.
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If, as we must presently accept, Pernety was one of Duchamp’s primary
literary sources, for Duchamp himself had said these four pictures were in-
deed based on “un jeu littéraire,” then, just as in the Laforgue-derived Encore
a cet astre (MD-60), the underlying idea in this pictorial quartet also seems
to represent a transmutative equivocation. Just as before, it appears that
fateful error arose because a pseudosophisticated Artist failed to follow the
True Path of the Wise, the route the Alchemists called “linear (linéaire)” and/
or “straight (droite).” If one can imagine a simple diagram illustrating this
concept, an appropriate label in Duchampian terms might be “parallélisme
linéaire.” One guess is as good as another, and so this particular point need
only remain a tantalizing suggestion.

Whether or not one can today nail down the exact identification of a
strictly personal meaning lying behind any one of these early works by
Duchamp admittedly remains a somewhat questionable point. Nevertheless,
our largely textual analyses of various series of deliberate assemblages of
esoteric motifs composed by Duchamp have established an important con-
text. In short, each and every one of those seemingly inscrutable, curiously
labelled early images by Duchamp potentially carries an identifiable parallel
and wholly consistent significance within the standard literature of Alchemy.

Having established a likely working bibliography for our secretive artist
during his youthful apprenticeship as an avant-garde artist, we are now much
better equipped to deal with the perennially daunting subject matter of
Duchamp’s universally acknowledged chef-d’oeuvre, the Large Glass (figs. 1,
11). The content of the acknowledged Duchampian masterwork, like that
belonging to those lesser known early works just examined in detail, appears
to be largely hermetic or alchemical in character. But in order to explain the
mundane sources of such esoterica, first we had to examine (in chapters 1
and 2) the issue of a cultural commonplace, in France at least, namely the
presence of alchemical figuration in a Symbolist artwork.

Another fundamental point clarified here was the essential context for
the neo-alchemical fashion, namely its popular identification with the per-
plexing new discoveries of contemporary science: radioacitivity, electromag-
netism, and X rays. Accordingly, stress has been put on geographical and
chronological availability of such ideas, something in the air as it were, and
the very notion of easy physical access now makes the alchemical topic
much less esoteric. To put it another way, today the once wholly arcane idea
of a esoteric, electronically engineered, virtual reality has now become famil-
iar to all bright and reasonably well-educated youth in North America. A
century ago in France, I submit, much the same familiarity existed with what
for us today is a formidably esoteric topic, I’ Alchimie.
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FIGURE 1

Marcel Duchamp, La Mariée mise & nu par ses Célibataires, méme,
or Le Grand Verre, or (The Large Glass)

1915-1923, mixed media (MD-133)
(“MD-133,” etc., refers to numbers in Jean Clair’s 1977 Catalogue raisonné.)




FIGURE 2

Marcel Duchamp, Portrait du Docteur Dumouchel

(MD-38)

1910, oil on canvas



FiIGURE 3

Marcel Duchamp, Le Printemps or
Jeune Homme et Jeune Fille dans le Printemps

1911, oil on canvas (MD-47)




FIGURE 4

“Mercury in His Glass Vessel” with “The Alchemist
and His Mystical Sister Praying for Success of the Great Work”

1677, from Anon., Mutus Liber




FIGURE 5a
“LEnfant Enfermé dans 'Oeuf”

From A. Poisson, Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, 1891: Plate 14, top half: see
also bottom half: fig. 5b “Conjonction, union ou mariage du Roi et de la Reine”

FIGURE 5b

“Conjonction, union ou mariage du Roi et de la Reine”

From A. Poisson, Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, 1891: Plate 14, bottom half:
see also top half: fig. 5a: “L’Enfant Enfermé dans 'Oeuf”




FIGURE 6

“Pantacles acrostiques alchimistes: VI.TR.I.O.L. & S.VLPH.VR;
ELX.VM,; LOS.ES.T”

From A. Poisson, Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, 1891
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FIGURE 7
“The Scala of Hermetic Knowledge”

Frontispiece from Anon., Mutus Liber, 1677




FIGURE 8

Marcel Duchamp, La Mariée mise d nu par les Célibataires

1912, preparatory pencil sketch (MD-71)




FIGURE 9

“Two Swordsmen Stripping Percipitated Mercury”

From Musaeum Hermeticum, 1677



FiGure 10
“The Nude, Crowned, Arbor-Type Mercury of the Philosophers”

From H. Reusner, Pandora, 1582
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Ficure 11

Marcel Duchamp and Richard Hamilton, Schematic

“Terminological” Plan of The Large Glass

1915-1923, after Jean Clair (MD-133)
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FIGURE 12

“Flamel’s Hieroglyphical Figures for the Cemetary of Innocents”

Frontispiece from A. Poisson, Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, 1891




FiGURE 13

Tum ...
Marcel Duchamp

1918, oil on canvas, with bolt, bottle brush, safety pins (MD-14)
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FIGURE 14
“The Projection of the Stone”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 36




FIGURE 15
“The Squaring of the Circle”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 21

FIGURE 16
“This is the Dragon Eating its Own Tail”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 14
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FIGURE 17
“The Sun and its Shadow Complete the Alchemical Work”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 45




FiIGURE 18
“Make One Water Out of Two”

1618: Emblem 40

)

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens



Ficure 19
“Conception in the Alchemical Bath”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 34




Ficure 20
Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy

ca. 1920, photograph (MD-131)




Ficure 21
“The Alchemical Hermaphrodite”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 33)




FiGURE 22
“The Double-Thing and Its Parents, Hermes and Aphrodite”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 38)



FIGURE 23

“Helix Penetrating Space and Time”

From C. Bragdon, A Primer of Higher Space, 1913
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FIGURE 24

“Steps of Theosophical N-Dimensionality”

From A. Noircarme, Quatriéme Dimension, 1912




FIGURE 25

Marcel Duchamp, Etant donnés: 1° la chute d’eau, 2° le gax

1946-1966, mixed media environmental assemblage (MD-169): interior view




FIGURE 26
Marcel Duchamp, Etant donnés: 1° la chute d’eau, 2° le gaz

1946-1966, mixed media environmental assemblage (MD-169): exterior view




FIGURE 27
“A Fourth-Dimensional Water-Fall”

From A. Noircarme, Quatriéme Dimension, 1912




FIGURE 28
“A Thwarted Entrance to the Hermetic Garden”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 27



FIGURE 29
“Alchemical Orgasm and Death”

From M. Maier, Atalanta Fugiens, 1618: Emblem 50
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FiGure 30
“The Portal to the Amphitheatre of Eternal Wisdom

From H. Khunrath Amphitheatrum Sapientiaec Aeternae, 1609



Duchamp in New York with esoteric
patrons and the Large Glass, 1915-1923

Fleeing from a war-torn European continent, after a tense Atlantic passage
in a blacked-out steamer cautiously navigating through dark waters to avoid
German U-boats, Marcel Duchamp arrived in the port of New York on a
sweltering Tuesday, August 11, 1915. Greeted on the pier by Walter Pach,
the émigré artist was immediately brought to the apartment of Louise and
Walter Arensberg, who lived at 33 West Sixty-Seventh Street.! The
Arensbergs were to become Duchamp’s most devoted patrons during his early
years in America; in retrospect, this turns out to have been by far the most
significant period in his entire career. The oeuvre Duchamp produced for his
enlightened New World patrons now forms the unsurpassed Arensberg col-
lection in the Philadelphia Museum of Art. The most important individual
commission among all these diverse works is, of course, the Large Glass (fig.

1), which, in fact, Duchamp had been actively conceiving in his mind since

around 1912.

In their New York salon the Arensbergs gathered around themselves a
coterie of artists that included some already major figures of the European
avant-garde. Among those who had wisely sought refuge in neutral America,
besides Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Albert Gleizes (the early Cubist theore-
tician), the author Henri-Pierre Roché, and a composer of primitivist-anar-
chist music, Edgar Varése. Numerous Americans susceptible to European
avant-garde ideas were also attracted to the Arensberg Circle, including the
painters Charles Sheeler, Man Ray (Emmanuel Radetsky), and John Covert.
Also in attendance was another future art patron of Marcel Duchamp,
Katherine Sophie Dreier (1877-1952), and we shall soon see that she, just
like Walter Arensberg (1878-1954), possessed her own esoteric agenda.

169
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For Duchamp, Walter Arensberg possessed two important features:
considerable inherited (and married) wealth and an enthusiastic interest in
the arts. Because of these factors, he was to become a most generous and
charismatic supporter of, besides Duchamp, what is now called New York
Dada.? At the same time, Arensberg was notorious for his own, rather odd
intellectual pursuits, and these interests throw much needed light on some
equally odd, new directions Duchamp’s art was to take in America, begin-
ning nearly immediately after his arrival in 1915.3 It appears that Arensberg
and Duchamp often entered into active creative partnership. Long before he
met Duchamp, and before he moved to California in 1921, Arensberg had
been creating markedly esoteric works of pseudoscientific scholarship. The
published results were The Cryptography of Dante (1921), The Cryptography of
Shakespeare (1922), and The Shakespearean Mystery (1928). This pseudoscholar
and art patron obviously fancied himself a code-breaker, a cryptographer.
According to Arensberg, the real meanings of Dante’s Divina Commedia and
of several of Shakespeare’s plays could be extrapolated by means of the de-
cipherment of cryptic messages. Since these hidden, or occult, significances
had been deliberately concealed within the famous texts by their devious
authors, it obviously required a very ingenious intellect to bring them to
light. Ever since Arensberg had graduated cum laude in English literature
from Harvard in 1900, he searched through the collected works of his tar-
geted subjects for their hidden codes.

In the case of the Bard of Avon, the purpose was to prove that Sir
Francis Bacon was the real author of what less ingenious intellects naively
thought a product of the mind of William Shakespeare. Besides that revela-
tion, Arensberg also sought to demonstrate that Bacon was himself the
mysterious founder of the Rosicrucian Brotherhood, those enthusiastic au-
thors of alchemical allegories published during the baroque era. In the case
of Dante, the proposal was perhaps a bit more original. As Arensberg meant
to reveal to a startled world, the Divine Comedy symbolically reenacts various
aspects of birth, reincarnation, and the primitive Mother-Goddess Cult. This
stratagem allowed for modernist and, therefore, wholly anachronistic, Freud-
ian interpretations of a previously unsuspected Trecento sexual symbolism.
According to the indefatigable American literary cryptographer, Dante’s three
stages—Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise—were really representations of differ-
ent aspects of the reproductive organs of the distinguished Tuscan poet’s
mother. If one knows how to read the great medieval epic, Arensberg claimed,
Dante is first born through vaginal passage and then, by means of incestuous
love-making, Dante is again destined to be reborn—as Christ. A decision on
the real merits of these neo-Freudian insights is probably better left to a
suitably informed scholar of high medieval culture.

In much later interviews with Pierre Cabanne, Duchamp recalled, not
surprisingly, that Arensberg “had a difficult character, poor man. He was a



DUCHAMP IN NEW YORK WITH ESOTERIC PATRONS 171

little older than I, although not much, and he wasn’t recognized very quickly
or very completely as a poet—so he became disgusted with poetry and soon
stopped writing it.” Frustrated, Arensberg turned to a very different literary
enterprise; according to Duchamp, “he had a fantastic hobby,
cryptography. . . . His system was to find in the text, in every three lines, allu-
sions to all sorts of things. It was a game for him, like chess, which he [like
Duchamp] enjoyed immensely. He had two or three secretaries working for
him. . . . [His research] was mostly the conviction of a man at play. Arensberg
twisted words to make them say what he wanted, like every one who does that
kind of work.” Then Duchamp mentioned how the would-be cryptographer
became his patron: “When I arrived, he began buying my things. . . . Arensberg
had known that I was coming to America, and, without knowing anything
about me, he wanted to meet me. I stayed at his place for a month, during
which time our friendship was born, a friendship which lasted all my life.”

As the artist further acknowledged, Arensberg directly contributed to
Duchamp’s material support, particularly by paying his rent. This largesse was
supplemented by Duchamp with another job as a librarian, at the Institut
Frangais in Manhattan, or by giving French lessons to Arensberg’s wealthy
friends, including Katherine Dreier and the three Stettheimer spinsters, Carrie,
Florine, and Ettie. Duchamp’s pay as a teacher was spectacular at a time
when the going wage for an exhausting, nine-hour, workday in the automo-
bile industry was only $2.50. Both these part-time jobs provided Duchamp
with enough money to be independent. Of his desultory linguistic labors, the
artist later recalled, “I gave two or three lessons a day, and I probably learned
more English than my pupils learned French. I was not a good teacher—too
impatient. . . . I could almost live on what I made this way, because every-
thing was so much cheaper then. You could live in New York on five dollars
a day, and, if you had ten dollars, you were a king.”

Despite the somewhat disparaging tone of Duchamp’s comments about
his generous patron’s cryptographic obsessions, it is unquestionable that
Duchamp himself enthusiastically participated in the very same esoteric
activities. Evidence to this effect is provided are four mysteriously inscribed
postcards addressed to Walter Arensberg; now called Rendez-vous du Dimanche
6 Février 1916 . . . (MD-105), this is an ensemble which Dieter Daniels
labels a blatantly “kryptographischer Verschliisselungen.”® In 1916, for in-
stance, Duchamp also collaborated with Arensberg in the cryptic redoing of
an ordinary dog’s grooming comb; relabeled Peigne (MD-106), and once se-
cretly inscribed, it rose to new heights of Arensberg-like occult significance
(as is revealed in chapter 6). Another blatant example of an interest in that
literally secret writing and enciphering that was equally shared by Arensberg
and Duchamp is the art object called A bruit secret (MD-107).7

“With Secret Sound” was fabricated by Duchamp on Easter Sunday,
April 23, 1916. This curious artifact consists of a ball of twine held between
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two brass plates that are joined together with four long bolts. This was truly
a work of collaboration. Just before its completion, Arensberg put something
secret into the ball of twine. Today, that still unknown metallic device still
makes the object mysteriously rattle when shaken. Not even Duchamp was
let into the secret of Arensberg’s hidden bruitist addition. On the top and
the bottom plates of A bruit secret, there are inscribed three lines of jumbled
French and English words, many of which are incomplete. Each letter was
placed into its own square of a uniform size. The results of the inscribed
sequences look like this—with a period to signify a missing letter and a slash
to indicate the spaces deliberately left blank:

1. TOP PLATE:
P.G.//.ECIDES//DEBARRASSE.
LE//D.SERT.//F.URNIS.ENT
AS//HOW.V.R//COR.ESPONDS

2. BOTTOM PLATE:

IR.//CAR.E//LONGSEA
F.NE,//. HEA.,//O.SQUE
TE.U//S.ARP//BAR.AIN

The idea was that the dots indicated missing letters, which are to be
found somewhere in the same vertical column. The “sentences” apparently
begin on the bottom (or upper?) plate and are supposedly completed, or
brought to completion, above, in the top (or lower?) plate. One possible
“solution” would be as follows—but, of course, one really does not know
exactly which new letters (as here suggested in lowercase) should have been
substituted for the original dots:

PaGe//dECIDES//DEBARRASSEr
LE//DeSERTs//FoURNISSsENT
AS//HOWeVeR//CORrESPONDS

alR//CAREE//LONGSEA
FINE,//HEAt,//OrSQUE
TEnU//ShARP//BARgAIN

As one sees here, English words have been mixed together with French
ones (their equivalents?) in a fashion that perhaps suggests a greater logic,
but that is one that still eludes me—or anyone else. Unfortunately, after
spending (or wasting) considerable time on the problem, this investigator
finds the results to be nearly total nonsense. One comprehensive interpreta-
tion of the Arensberg-Duchamp text is the following, in which I have trans-
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lated the likely French words into a probable English correspondence (under-
lined), and indicated the breaks from one plate to another, meaning from
below to above, and beginning in the center line of each terzine: “The—
desert[s]—furnish[es]—/ Fine,—heat,—when—/ Page [boy!]—decides—to
clear up—/ Kept—sharp—bargain—/ As—however—corresponds—/ air—
square—alongsea—.”

Although these sentences admittedly do not yield much coherent
meaning, | have found what appear to be two instances of letter sequences
of the sort Arensberg called an “anagrammatic acrostic,” which, he explained,
“is not read consecutively; and, using as it does initial and contiguous letters,

is not read exclusively on initials.” In this case, what seems actually revealed
are the names of the two collaborators; nonetheless, again according to
Arensberg, “the reading, however it may be confirmed, cannot be absolutely
proved as intentional” (his emphasis).® In the first instance we have
“Arensbarg,” as derived from this hidden sequence (with the pertinent letters
underlined):

alR//CAREE//LONGSEA
FINE,//HEAt,//OrSQUE
TEnU//ShARP//BARgAIN

The second instance, rather more obliquely—due to an alphabetical dis-
placement of one letter, but just as with the preceeding example—seems to
yield “Duchanp”:

LE//DeSERTs//FoURNISSsENT
AS//HOWeVeR//CORrESPONDS
FINE,//HEAt,//OrSQUE
TEnU//ShARP//BARgAIN

Although the results of my attempts to translate the whole text remain
otherwise tenaciously devoid of any apparent sense, the format overall, now
revealing his previously hidden authorship, appears to be derived from a
traditional esoteric scheme unquestionably familiar to Arensberg, namely
magic squares.

A number of these Carées magiques were recorded in the grimoires, the
old French books of magic. A notable example was translated “from an old
and rare French manuscript in the Bibliotheque de I’Arsénal at Paris” into
English, and first published in London in 1898 by a noted British occultist,
S. L. MacGregor-Mathers.’ The typically ponderous title of this esoteric
publication is The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Merlin, the Mage as
Delivered by Abraham the Jew Unto His Son Lamech. A Grimoire of the Fifteenth
Century. Arensberg probably had access to this publication, or at least to
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another very similar; these texts were common then. In fact, Arensberg did
cite MacGregor-Mathers’s Cabbalistic studies in his own published works.!°
All such occultist cryptographical materials were specifically directed, the
Briton says, to both “English and American students of Occultism,” and adds
that The Book of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Merlin is “a Magical work of much
importance from the Occult standpoint.”!!

The inscribed plates of the Duchamp-Arensberg cryptographic effort,
evidently “a Magical work of much importance from the Occult standpoint,”
have sixty squares below and seventy-five above. According to MacGregor-
Mathers, the granddaddy of all such “Qabalistic Squares of Letters” is the
“Key of Solomon,” and this arcanum is found “inscribed within a double
circle”; in this case, the hidden message corresponds to Psalm 77:8 in the
Bible. Nevertheless, the prototypical occultist magic square transforms the
text; as was explained by MacGregor-Mathers,

In the Hebrew, this versicle consists of exactly twenty-five letters, the
number of the letters of the square. It will be at once noticed that both
this form and that given by Abraham the Jew [a legendary Alchemist]
are perfect examples of double acrostics, that is, that they read in every
direction, whether horizontal or perpendicular, whether backwards or
forwards. . . . It is also to be observed, that while many of the Symbolic
Squares of Letters of the Third Book present the nature of the double
Acrostic, there are also many which do not, and in the case of a great
number the letters do not fill up the square entirely, but are arranged
somewhat in the form of a gnomon. Others again leave the center part
of the square blank.!?

As we may now observe, besides appearing to have the composition of
a grimoire-derived, “symbolic square of letters,” Duchamp’s A bruit secret—
evidently standing for what MacGregor-Mathers calls “things carefully hid-
den and concealed”—is bilingual. MacGregor-Mathers, a convenient
spokesman for a whole school of modern, strictly occultist cryptography,
again provides the most likely explanation for the Duchamp-Arensberg se-
cret art object:

[ yet wish to state some reasons in favour of the employment of a language
other than one’s own. Chief, and first, is that it aids the mind to conceive
the higher aspect of the Operation; when a different language, and one
looked upon as sacred, is employed, and when the phrases in which do not
therefore suggest matters of ordinary life. . . . If properly pronounced [other
languages] are more sonorous in vibration. . .and from that circumstance
they can suggest greater solemnity. Also know that the farther a Magical
Operation is removed from the commonplace, the better. . . . Furthermore,
the words in the ancient languages imply “formulas of correspondences”
with more ease than those of the modern ones."



DUCHAMP IN NEW YORK WITH ESOTERIC PATRONS 175

The thoughtful British Occultist observes a potential risk in such endeavors:
obsession. “At the risk of repeating myself I will once more earnestly caution
the Student against the dangerous automatic nature of certain of the Magical
Squares of the Third Book; for, if left carelessly about, they are very liable
to obsess sensitive persons, children, or even animals.”'* Arensberg should
have paid heed to this warning.

For the purposes of this particular hermetic interpretation of
Duchamp’s oeuvre overall, it seems important to stress the fact that
Arensberg was fascinated with Alchemy. Indeed, Arensberg typically pur-
sued the colorful hermetic subject with his particularly tenacious kind of
pseudoscholarship and exhaustive erudition. Oddly, even though easy enough
to document, this is a significant point scarcely, if at all, mentioned in the
few studies that focus on the obviously crucial Duchamp-Arensberg con-
nection. What follows accordingly provides a particularly useful insight
into a previously unconsidered aspect of Duchamp’s unique conjoining of
eroticism and contemporary scientific references, both being factors com-
monly acknowledged in current scholarship as having propelled the diverse
projects surrounding the complex effort leading to the Large Glass (fig. 1).
More to the specific point, we can actually document what Arensberg
himself thought, and had to say in print, about the scientific experimen-
tation supposedly propelling alchemical eroticism.

Since this useful text seems to represent new material for Duchamp
scholarship, I may with clear conscience quote Arensberg’s narrowly erotic
explanation of Alchemy at some length:

The symbolism of the [Occultist] mysteries is the key to the scientific
experimentation that appears in Alchemy [even though] this fact, how-
ever, is not properly understood. In order to understand the attempt that
appears in Alchemy to adapt the symbolism of the mysteries to a scientific
procedure, it is necessary to recognize the sense in which the process of
sexual generation was equated in the mysteries both with the logical [or
scientific] process of thought and with the physical process of nature
considered as a [physical] mechanism. It was as a result of this equation
that the Alchemist attempted the regeneration of metals (transmuta-
tion) by adaptation of the procedures taught in the mysteries for the
regeneration of man.

The fundamental hypothesis of Alchemy is simply this: that the
different forms of matter are variant developments of an original form
which they all possess in common (materia prima); so that any one form,
such as lead, may be changed into any other form, such as gold. . . . The
analogies [as allegory] drawn between the alchemical procedure in the
regeneration of metals and the procedure of the mysteries in the regen-
eration of man may be summarized as follows: the materia prima was
equated with the mother; the metal to be changed was equated with the
son; the reduction of the metal to the form of the materia prima was
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equated with the return of the son to the mother; and the production
of the desired metal was equated with the son reborn.

In the course of the reduction of a metal to its original form as
materia prima, the metal was subjected to a process called putrefaction,
which was equated with death; the entrance of the putrefied metal into
the alchemical retort or furnace was equated with its burial; and the
retort or furnace itself was equated with the grave. And since the [alle-
gorical] form of putrefaction was the form in which the metal united
with the materia prima, as maternal, for the purpose of rebirth, the
putrefied form was equated with semen; the entrance of the semen into
the alchemical retort or furnace was equated with the divine marriage;
the retort or furnace itself was equated with the maternal womb; and the
cooking of the metal in the retort or furnace was equated with gestation.

Thus there appears in the [allegorical] procedure of Alchemy, as
in the procedure of the Mysteries, as the means of transmutation corre-
sponding to the regeneration of man, the symbolism of a divine and
incestuous marriage (since the materia prima of a metal becomes its
materia prima a second time) in which the grave is equated with the
womb. And since the womb thus equated with the grave was a grave
which had to be sought in the form of experimentation, it was a grave
which was represented, as in the Mysteries, in the sense of a secret
grave. . . .

That Alchemy involves a divine marriage (as of the sun and
moon) which is analogous to a human marriage is illustrated in [for
instance] the plates reproduced from the Rosarium Philosophorum by
Arnoldus de Villanova. Analogous symbolism appears in the plates re-
produced from the works of Michael Maier [including his Atalanta Fugiens,
for which see chapter 6]. Characteristic expression of sexual procreation
and incest in reference to the alchemical procedure appear in the fol-
lowing quotations from the New Light of Alchemy, published under the
name of Michael Sendivogius: (1) “The next instruction however is:
‘Take the living male and the living female and join them in order that
they may project a sperm for the procreation of a fruit according to their
kind.” Again: “You must produce one thing out of two by natural gen-
eration.” (2) “. . . that if gold emits its seed into steel, the latter con-
ceives and brings forth a son much nobler than the father; that if this
son fertilizes his own mother, her womb becomes ‘a thousand times
better fitted to produce excellent fruit.” "

Later (in chapter 8) I shall quote again from the published writings of
Walter Arensberg, showing how he carefully cited an old alchemical text to
present many common narrative, allegorical elements of the ancient alchemi-
cal tradition. The purpose is then to expose those particular hermetic motifs,
alchemical precursors as presented by Arensberg, as the ones that formed an
erotic content propelling Duchamp’s last masterwork, Etant donnés . . . (ca.

1946-1968: figs. 25, 26). Overall, however, the reader is forewarned that the
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statement just quoted from Arensberg’s Shakespearean Mystery (1928) does in
fact provide nearly all the broader hermetic notions that I shall attribute to
the larger bulk of Duchamp’s works, as conceived and executed between
1912 and 1968.

Duchamp’s other major American art patron was Katherine S. Dreier,
an amateur painter and a financially comfortable connoisseur of newly fash-
ionable abstract art.!® Unquestionably, she also took much delight in practic-
ing the same sort of esoterica, Occultism in general, as did the Arensbergs.
Katherine Dreier, like Walter Arensberg, was additionally very much inter-
ested in the use of cryptography in her own, spiritually sensitive artworks.
She received both art counsel and French lessons from Marcel Duchamp,
under whose thrall she fell in 1917. In 1920, Dreier and Duchamp co-founded
the Société Anonyme, an enthusiastic but essentially amateur effort dedi-
cated to an evangelical propagation of Modernism in America. In her case,
the allegiance with mainstream Occultism is absolutely unquestionable: Dreier
was, at the very least, a sympathizer with Theosophical beliefs, if not indeed
an actual card-carrying member of the Theosophical Society, which she herself
had called “one of the great philosophical movements of our times.”!” Dreier’s
specific esoteric reference point was, unquestionably, Theosophy.'® As we saw
in chapter 1, pseudoscientific in its method, Theosophy endlessly taught the
existence of deeper spiritual realities; these are inevitably, tenaciously invis-
ible to noninitiates. As is endlessly reiterated by Theosophists, these occult
realities lurk behind the deceptive material appearance of the world of Nature.

Theosophy was irresistibly modern; according to its own definitions, it
was scientific, it was philosophical, it was noble, and it was broadly humani-
tarian. Theosophy, like all the other modernist branches of the Esoteric
Tradition, absorbed the notion of Zeitgeist, or “Spirit of the Age.” According
to these generally stereotyped tenets, each age possesses a dominant charac-
teristic that can never be repeated. Modernism is, and particularly by
Theosophy’s reckoning, a unique age. Modernist art must, therefore, find the
specific pictorial means to express that zeitgeistliche uniqueness.! For many
Theosophists in the early modernist period, the particular means was abstrac-
tion, a sign of the dematerialized, higher world of the clairvoyant Spirit.
Theosophy also had a political platform, and this aspect clearly links it to
contemporary but much less overtly spiritual movements like Socialism and
Anarchism. Theosophy taught that mankind could attain higher psychic
states, but these could only be arrived at through a rigorously applied sched-
ule of intuition and meditation, all eventually leading to Cosmic Knowledge.
With this universal Gnosis, there would come into being an international
Brotherhood of Man.

Of all men, according to the Theosophical creed, it is the artist who
has the most fully developed “seeing eye.” He is, therefore, more capable
than any others of perceiving the hidden spiritual underpinnings of the
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Cosmos. Art, according to Theosophical dogma, only warrants that lofty title
if it helps man to see the spirit, that great truth, that lies hidden behind the
endlessly deceitful illusions of the sense world. Theosophy insisted that modern
art—abstraction par excellence—was uniquely concerned with ponderous
philosophical and metaphysical problems. Theosophy espoused a truly po-
lemical art. The purpose of the new, equally spiritual and abstract Theo-
sophical art was nothing less than the elevation of society as a whole to new,
unparalleled levels of cosmic consciousness. Abstraction was the ultimate art
form, and this kind of art, expressive of a mental attitude completely differ-
ent from past patterns (as was the antipassatempismo of the Futurists), was the
tangible means to reach the promised social utopia.

One of Dreier’s favorite Theosophical authors was Rudolf Steiner (1861—
1925).% Steiner, who later called himself an Anthroposophist, wrote a great
deal—most Occultist Messiahs do naturally tend to be prolific scribblers—
and from this sprawling mass of Anthroposophical publications only one
sweeping statement need be quoted. Steiner’s typically resounding Anthro-
posophist proclamation may most assuredly be taken to represent Dreier’s
Theosophical views on the holy mission of modern Art. It just might possibly
also be taken to represent some ideas to which Marcel Duchamp, Dreier’s co-
worker in the noble mission of bringing Modernism to America, might have
subscribed—even if only in an ironical way. As Steiner proclaimed in his
book on “The Social Future” (Soziale Zukunft, 1919), during the promised
Theosophical Millennium,

Once more an Art will arise, then filled with spirit, it will be an Art in
no way symbolical, in no way allegorical, which does not betray its
luxurious character by attempting to rival Nature, to the perfection of
which it can never attain. Art demonstrates its necessity, its justification,
in human life by proclaiming the existence of something of which the
ordinary, direct beholding of Nature—Naturalismus—can give us no
information. Even if the artist’s attempt to give expression to something
spiritual is but a clumsy effort, he is giving form to something that has
a significance from Nature—because it transcends nature.

Once Nature has been transcended, then, says Steiner (just as did Kandinsky!),
“for the first time, large numbers of people will feel spiritual life to be a vital
necessity, when [through Art] spiritual life and practical life are finally brought
into direct connection with each other. Because [only] Spiritual-Occult
Science [die geheime Wissenschaft, or ‘Secret Science’] is able to throw light
on the nature of matter, so will Art, which is born of Spiritual-Occult Sci-
ence, attain to the power of giving direct form to every chair, every table, to
every man-created object.”?!

It is significant that Arensberg and Dreier, both of whom were knowl-
edgeable students of and ardent subscribers to the Esoteric Tradition, were
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the sole financial and moral mainstays of the art of Marcel Duchamp during
his first American period. This period is certainly the most important—and
cryptic—phase of Duchamp’s entire career. A perhaps inescapable conclu-
sion is that the content of Duchamp’s art at this time must have reflected the
Occultist interests of his patrons. And why not assume this symbiotic rela-
tionship? If we were, instead, dealing with the case of a standard Renaissance
artist, for instance Albrecht Diirer, rather than a modernist paragon of
mental purism, Marcel Duchamp, then the tangible effect upon his art-
works of the wishes of his munificent patrons would be taken for granted.
But in Duchamp studies, alas, the authorities generally reject the logical,
easier explanations of the kind belonging to traditional kunstwissenschaftliche
publications.

The geographical and art-historical context of the esoteric activities
mutually pursued by Duchamp, Arensberg, and Dreier is what is now known
as “New York Dada.” This was, however, a cultural movement formed com-
pletely independent of, and in practice considerably earlier, than the much
better known Dada movement in Ziirich. William Agee has taken pains to
point out the importance of the evidently esoteric Arensberg contribution,
and he observes that, between 1915 and 1923, “the salon conducted by
Walter Conrad Arensberg included Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Man
Ray and a diverse group of Americans who together formed the center of
Dada in this country. . . . The Arensberg circle is in a real sense an historical
rarity, an avant-garde which has remained largely separate and apart from our
history.”?? Agee understands Dada as an anarchic, full-scale attack on bour-
geois canons of art and morality. Additionally, he finds that this program had
evidently been first announced—in America and not Switzerland—in an
article by Benjamin de Casseres that appeared in the July 1910 issue of
Stieglitz’s Camera Work. At that time, de Casseres railed against the “sane
and normal” in art and praised the “New Dreamer,” the one who “stands
there revising all axioms.” In the January 1912 issue of Camera Work—which
appeared four and a half years before the formation of the Dada group in
Ziirich—de Casseres published another, even louder, anarchistic blast at
bourgeois rationalism.

Precociously praising paradox, gratuitous choice, alienation, perpetual
instability, and total nihilism, de Casseres noisily announced: “In poetry,
physics, practical life, there is nothing . .. that is any longer moored to a
certainty, nothing that is forbidden, nothing that cannot be stood on its head
and glorified. . . . Anarchy? No. It is the triumph of discrimination, the
beatification of paradox, the sanctification of man by man. . . . Nothing which
lasts is of value. . .. That which changes perpetually, lives perpetually. . . . I
find my supremest joy in my estrangements. . . . | desire to become unfamiliar
with myself. . . . I cling to nothing, stay with, am used to nothing, hope for
nothing. I am a perpetual minute.”” De Casseres repeated his rhetorical
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anarchist exclamations in the April 1912 issue of Camera Work: “All great
movements begin with the gesture of hate, of irony, of revenge. . . . There is
a re-evaluation going on in the art of the world today. There is a healthy
mockery, a healthy anarchic spirit abroad....No art is perfect until you
have smashed it!” We know that John Reed, among others, had said much
the same thing, but he published his remarks in a left-wing radical journal,
The Masses. As Agee notes, following this anarchist-grounded salvo from
the Stieglitz Circle, beginning late in 1915, thenceforth “everything re-
volved almost exclusively around those who gravitated to the Arensberg
apartment” in New York. In this case, “the catalytic force behind the
Arensberg circle, and indeed all [New York] Dada, was Marcel Duchamp
who, by the time of his arrival in New York, had reversed nearly every
inscribed law of painting.”**

As we already know, the reigning interests in the Arensberg arena were
unique. Their sensitive and inner-directed fascination with abstract art, caba-
listic cryptography, alchemy, eroticism, and mysticism in general were far
different from the evangelical and anarchistic concerns of the Stieglitz group
that wanted to politicize art and so to place it within a public arena. The
Arensberg group, which supported Duchamp in a very tangible way, and who
were dedicated to the interpretation of indecipherable textual esoterica, instead
presented a much more secretive or literally occult face. As now appears
likely, equally Arensberg and Dreier meant to impose essentially timeless
occult systems upon seemingly straightforward modernist materials and per-
ceptions. It is most likely that Duchamp actively participated, even colluded,
in these overtly esoteric schemes.

If only because 1915-1923 is the time when Duchamp realized his
Large Glass (fig. 1), the period of the first New York sojourn must be recog-
nized as the most important episode in his whole life as an artist. Again,
there is no question that this key work was mutually patronized (and perhaps
even closely advised?) by both Arensberg and Dreier. As Duchamp later
explained to Pierre Cabanne, in this grand summation of his entire career,
“I was mixing story [I’histoire], anecdote (in the good sense of the word) with
visual representation while giving [much] less importance to visuality.”?
Obviously, the key to understanding a masterwork that still perplexes scores
of learned exegetes is a discovery of its fundamental meaning, the correct
identification of that underlying “story” or allegory. As Duchamp also admit-
ted, the scenario or underlying narrative element—I histoire—represented a
compete break with the purposes of his earlier work. Now the new aim was
what appears to be pseudoscience; as Duchamp put it,

I completely forgot the idea of [Futurist] movement. ... In the Large
Glass 1 tried constantly to find something which would not recall what
had happened before. . . . It was a constant battle to make an exact and
complete break. . . . [ was interested in introducing the precise and exact
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aspect of science, which hadn’t often been done. It wasn’t [however] for
the love of [orthodox] science that I did this; on the contrary, it was in
order to discredit it. . .. Irony was present.?

At this point, Duchamp told Cabanne that art was no longer of interest to
him. Therefore, the new motivation, including the mysterious content
(I'histoire) of the Large Glass, must have been something he and most others
would have considered outside the traditional boundaries of art, either past
or present. “Art was finished for me; only the Large Glass interested me,”
Duchamp recalled, “from this point of view, it was really a very clear deci-
sion: | wasn’t trying to make painting, or to sell any. I had [nevertheless]
several years of work ahead of me.””

At about the same time in the 1960s, he also explained to another
interviewer, Calvin Tomkins, some more details about his actual working
procedures. As with the Cabanne interviews, all reference to the real details
of the mysterious story or ['histoire motivating the laborious execution of his
Large Glass is conspicuously deferred. Likewise deferred is the issue of innu-
merable, rather specific references in the Large Glass to contemporary tech-
nological innovations in the electrical and transportation industries. However,
thanks to the meticulous research of Linda Henderson, these concrete allu-
sions—treated as specific iconographic motifs—are now accurately identified
for the most part.”® Nonetheless, we are still left in darkness regarding the
meaning of the scenario actually propelling the iconographic peculiarities of
the Large Glass; the fundamental issue thus becomes the all-embracing alle-
gory—the one that Henderson chose not to unravel. To the contrary, my
interpretation of the Large Glass is one exclusively focused on the allegorical
concept initially generating the entire ensemble, so inspiring all those strictly
modern pseudoscientific, mostly electrical and automotive embellishments.
As we have seen, Alchemy is typically driven by 'allégorie. To the contrary,
orthodox modernism, particularly the kind propagated by the Puteaux Cub-
ists, resists pictorial narrative and, therefore, its position is defiantly anti-
allegorical.

In short, with sublime irony, Duchamp has employed a modernist vi-
sual vocabularly to camouflage an underlying, deliciously anachronistic, al-
legorical content. Hence, his playful physics is neo-Alchemy, a strictly
contemporary, modernist solution. Like some contemporary writers, Duchamp
validates the heavily pictorialized fossil science by inserting it into the
modernist, pseudoscientific context of radioactivity, electricity, automobiles,
X rays, and nuclear physics. According to Duchamp’s later recollection to
Tomkins,

All this had to be planned and drawn as an architect would do it. I drew
on the wall of my studio with a pencil the final shape, the exact shape
of what the Large Glass would be, with all the measurements and the
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placement of all these things in perspective—old-fashioned perspective,
at least for the Bachelor part. When an idea came to me, I would
immediately see if I could apply it to the rest of the conception. It all
came to me, idea after idea, between 1913 and 1915, and all of the
visual ideas were in that drawing on the wall of my studio. So that, from
1915 on, I was just copying.

Then Duchamp happily loses himself in a wholly technical discussion:

I bought two big plate-glass panes and I started at the the top, with the
Bride. I worked at least a year on that. Then, in 1916 or 1917, I worked
on the bottom part, the Bachelors. It took so long because I could never
[by choice] work more than two hours a day. You see, it interested me,
but not enough to be eager to finish it. I'm lazy; don’t forget that. Be-
sides, I didn’t have any intention to show it or sell it at that time [it
being already ‘sold’ to Walter Arensberg in any event]. I was just doing
it; that was my life.”’

And, as Duchamp told Cabanne in 1966,

[ had worked eight years [1915-1923] on this thing which was willed,
voluntarily established according to exact plan, but, despite that, I didn’t
want it—and this is perhaps why I worked such a long time—to be the
expression of a sort of inner life. Unfortunately, with time, [ had lost my
fire in regard to its execution; [by 1923] it no longer interested me, no
longer concerned me. So I had had enough of it, and I stopped—but
with no abrupt decision; I didn’t even think about it.*

Joseph Masheck correctly acknowledges that the Large Glass, abruptly
abandoned in an uncompleted state in 1923, had a very involved icono-
graphical program, but that this is, as yet, completely unexplained, even
inexplicable. In retrospect, Masheck acknowledges that Large Glass “is the
masterwork toward which so many of the earlier and contemporaneous works
[by Duchamp] move. It was the great, single enterprise concurrent with the
successive bursts of individual ready-mades. By now, it must be apparent that
for so many motifs, mechanisms, and overtones to be wedded together into
a single entity involves an incredibly complex iconographical program. That
there is a complicated literary overlay [Duchamp’s ‘story, anecdote’] is ex-
plained by the evidence of the [Notes issued in] the Green Box (1934).”!

After 1923, when the Large Glass project and the ideas specifically
motivating its laborious execution had lost their creative fire, the rest of
Duchamp’s long career—from the mid-1920s until his death in 1968—proves
to be a long, drawn-out period of what may be called the diminishing returns
of the post-Large Glass era. For the rest of his life, there was apparently to
be only one notable exception to the pattern, the terminal and monumen-
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tally scaled work called Etant donnés . . . (1946-1968: MD-169, figs. 25, 26).
But, as we shall see in chapter 8, fundamentally Duchamp’s final grand oeuwvre
was nothing but a reprise of the essentially hermetic content of the Large
Glass. Nonetheless, as the preceding chapter revealed, evidently Duchamp
was commonly, and fully, committed to increasingly esoteric subject matter
since 1910—long before he met either the Arensbergs or Miss Dreier. As we
may now guess, mutual commitment to that already established esoteric
content was a major factor leading to those spontaneous acts of patronage by
Marcel’s sensitive American patrons. Sometimes, kindred spirits do meet.

By 1918, the Large Glass was actually about as finished as it was ever
to be. Nevertheless, it was not exhibited until 1926, when it was put on
display at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Katherine Dreier was the driving
force behind its first public exposure. This also led to its near destruction, for
some careless workmen did a sloppy job of repacking the work in its shipping
crate in January 1927. Only when it was again finally taken out of its box
for reverent inspection in 1931—nearly five years later!—was it was discov-
ered that the Large Glass had been smashed to bits due to a jolting journey
over the pothole-strewn streets of Brooklyn and Manhattan. Only learning
of this misadventure in 1933, Duchamp accepted this apparent disaster with
characteristic sangfroid. In 1936, some two years after the publication of his
Notes in the Green Box, he painstakingly began to piece together the wreck-
age of his nine-foot-high masterwork. Duchamp remarked that rough han-
dling by brutal teamsters had turned the Large Glass into “marmalade”;
nevertheless, “it’s a lot better with the breaks, a hundred times better. It’s the
destiny of things.”*

The first drawings, studies, and Notes for The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even, more commonly known as the Large Glass, (MD-133: fig. 1),
date back to the summer of 1912. In 1934, the artist gathered and published
much of this material in a facsimile edition he called La Mariée mise a nu par
ses célibataires, méme, or simply, the Green Box.”> This odd title was due to
Duchamp’s verdant packaging, colored (probably purposively) like Hermes
Trismegistus’s famous Emerald Tablet. Into this reliquary vessel, Duchamp
randomly placed voluminous, fragmentary notes, some 93 facsimiles in all.*
As Duchamp remarked in a letter he wrote in 1934 to the Arensbergs, “I
wish to assemble all my notes, which I had written in 1912, 1913, 1914 and
1915, about this [unspecified] theme and to have them reproduced in fac-
simile.”” These quirky verbal souvenirs from an already distant past poeti-
cally describe and often obfuscate the generally confusing content and purposes
of the Large Glass and various other satellite works.

Dieter Daniels observes that, without the calculated appearance of the
Green Box, opportunely surfacing eight years after the sole public appearance
of Duchamp’s enigmatic key work, “the history of the Large Glass would have
found an early conclusion and it would have likely only remained an obscure,
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scarcely reconstructable, and probably wholly forgotten, bit of art history.”¢
Only after Duchamp carefully provided his elusive verbal clues, the Green
Box, did he then proceed to painstakingly reconstruct the broken, and by
then mostly forgotten, masterwork to which they referred, the Large Glass.
Some thirty years later, Duchamp’s life-long commitment to his Large Glass
project was further demonstrated by the revelation of some 289 further notes,
some even dating from the late 1960s, that were only posthumously put on
public display.’” However, when asked in 1960 by Serge Stauffer if “you have
further texts in reserve?” Duchamp then emphatically stated, “No, there is
nothing in reserve.”® As we now recognize, clearly that was not a true
statement. Moreover, this lie was as seemingly clear-cut as was the often
cited statement regarding “les traités d’alchimie que je n’ai lus jamais,” such
as it had been made by Duchamp to the very same correspondent in 1959!%

Issues of veracity aside, especially because of the complementary Notes,
the analytical problem presented by Duchamp’s Large Glass is probably like none
other ever confronted by an art historian. The argument pursued here, via an
exploration of the baffling discrepancy between Duchamp’s Notes and the visual
appearance of his Large Glass, posits that Duchamp’s sources and theme were
nearly exclusively textual in nature. In this case, the texts in question were
mainly those recomposed and popularized by the likes of Albert Poisson and
Antoine-Joseph Pernety, meaning that it is really all about I’ Alchimie. On the
basis of these texts so laboriously assembled by the artist, which provide a quirky
kind of narrative map of the deliciously puzzling iconography of the Large Glass,
several esoteric and a few strictly alchemical interpretations of Duchamp’s cryp-
tic chef d’oeuvre have been already published.®® Since those earnest analyses have
not pleased the Duchamp defense team, for various methodological shortcom-
ings already examined, it seems a new, rather banal approach is called for: foren-
sic or judicial rather than esoteric and ahistorical evidence.

One may begin an extended exposé of the secret textual life of
Duchamp’s Large Glass by postulating a strictly hermetic, but contextually
plausible explanation for the very title assigned by Duchamp to his opera
omnia, deliberately enveloped by a tabular Green Box. As before, our essen-
tial textual source is Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety’s exhaustive Dictionnaire
Mytho-Hermétique, explaining that “Hermetic Philosophers assure us that
both the materials and the operations involved in the Great Work can not
be explained more clearly than was done by Hermes Trismegistus in his
Emerald Table.”* Likewise, Duchamp’s heterogeneous textual materials are
essential for any attempt at deciphering the content of the Large Glass; as he
once commented, “To see the Glass . . . one should consult the book [the
Notes] and see them together.”* The functional result is a “conjunction.”

The essential scenario of the Large Glass may be briefly summed up in
Duchamp’s own words as expressed in the ten-part Note 1, apparently composed
in 1913-1914; these thematic motifs are largely repeated in his more abbrevi-
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ated Note 66. Since these two Notes constitute the only writings by Duchamp
providing comprehensive readings of his Great Work (many other Notes
only deal with various component motifs), they need to be quoted at length:*

Note 1

THE BRIDE STRIPPED BARE BY THE BACHELORS.

The two principal elements [are]: 1. Bride; 2. Bachelors. Graphic
arrangement: a long canvas, upright. Bride above; bachelors below. The
bachelors serve as an architectonic base for the Bride; the latter becomes
a sort of apotheosis of virginity.

A steam engine [appears] on a masonry sub-structure on this brick
base. A solid foundation: the Bachelor-Machine, fat, lubricious (to develop).

At the place (still ascending), where this eroticism is revealed
[sic: translated], is where there should be one of the principal cogs in the
Bachelor Machine. This tormented gearing gives birth to the desire-part
of the machine. This desire-part then alters its mechanical state, which
from steam passes to the state of an internal combustion engine. De-
velop the desire-motor, a consequence of the lubricious gearing. This
desire motor is the last part of the Bachelor Machine. Far from being in
direct contact with the Bride, the desire motor is separated by an air
cooler (or water).

This cooler (graphically) [serves] to express the fact that the Bride,
instead of being merely an a-sensual icicle, warmly rejects (not chastely)
the bachelors’ brusque offer. This cooler will be in transparent glass.
Several plates of glass [are put] one above the other.

In spite of this cooler, there is no solution of continuity between
the Bachelor Machine and the Bride. But the connection will be elec-
trical, and will thus express the stripping: an alternating process. Short
circuit if necessary. Take care of the attachment; it is necessary to stress
the introduction of the new motor: the Bride.

BRIDE

In general, if this bride motor must appear as an apotheosis of
virginity, i.e., ignorant desire, blank [i.e., white] desire (with a touch of
malice), and if it (graphically) does not need to satisfy the laws of
weighted balance, nonetheless, a shiny metal gallows could simulate the
maiden’s attachment to her gitl-friends and relatives [and] the former
and the latter correspond graphically to a solid base on firm ground, like
the masonry base of the bachelor-machine, which itself also rests on firm
ground.

The Bride is basically a motor. But, before being a motor, which
transmits her timid-power, she is this very timid-power. This timid-power
is a sort of auto-mobiline, love gasoline [essence], which, distributed to
the quite feeble cylinders [put] within reach of the sparks of her constant
life, is used for the blossoming [épanouissement] of this Virgin who has
reached the goal of her desire.
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Here the desire-gears will occupy less space than in the Bachelor
Machine. They are only the string that binds the bouquet. The whole
graphic significance is for this cinematic blossoming. This cinematic
blossoming is controlled by the electrical stripping. See the Passage of
the Bachelor Machine [Celibate Machinery] to the Bride.

This cinematic blossoming, which expresses the moment of the
stripping, should be grafted on to an arbor-type of the Bride. This arbor-
type has its roots in the desire-gears, but the cinematic effects of the
electrical stripping, transmitted to the motor with quite feeble cylinders,
leave (a plastic necessity) the arbor-type at rest.

Graphically, in Munich, I had already made two studies of this
arbor-type, and they do not touch the desire-gears which, by giving birth
to the arbor-type, find within this arbor-type the transmission of desire
to the blossoming in a stripping voluntarily imagined by the desirous
Bride. This electrical stripping activates the motor with quite feeble
cylinders, which reveals the blossoming in a stripping by the bachelors
in its action upon the clockwork gears.

Grafting itself upon the arbor-type, the cinematic blossoming [is]
controlled by the electrical stripping. This cinematic blossoming is the
most important part of the painting; graphically, [it functions] as a sur-
face. In general it represents the aureola of the Bride, the sum total of
her splendid vibrations. Graphically, there is no question of symbolizing
this happy phase—the Bride’s desire—by a grandiose painting. Only
more clearly, throughout all this blossoming the painting will represent
an inventory of elements belonging to this blossoming, elements of sexual
life imagined by her, the desirous bride.

In this blossoming there shall be no question of bachelors nor of
stripping. The Bride reveals herself nude in two appearances: the first is
that of the stripping by the bachelors; the second appearance is that
voluntary imaginative one belonging to the Bride. Concerning the cou-
pling of these two appearances, of their collision: upon it depends the
entire blossoming [or] upper ensemble and crown of the picture.

So, to be graphically developed: first, the blossoming into the
stripping by the bachelors; second, the blossoming in the stripping imag-
ined by the desirous Bride; third, from the two graphic developments
obtained, find their conciliation, which should represent the “blossom-
ing” without any causal distinction.

[This represents a] Mixture, [or] physical compound of their two
causes—bachelor [male] and imaginative desire [female]—un-analyzable
by logic. The last state of this stripped Bride [comes] before the orgasm [is
represented] which made her decline and expire ([and] will make her do
s0). Graphically [there is a] need to express [this theme] in a way which
is completely different from the rest of the picture, this blossoming.

First: [there is] a blossoming by stripping from bachelors, electri-
cally commanded. This blossoming effect from the electrical stripping,
graphically must lead to the clockwork movement (electrical clocks in
train-stations); gears, toothed wheels, etc. (to be developed, stressing
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the piercing shudder of the big switch). The whole in matt metal (fine
copper, steel, silver).

Second: a blossoming by a stripping voluntarily imagined by the
desirous Bride. This blossoming must represent the refined development
of the arbor-type. It is engendered in branches on top of this arbor-type
[and the] branches [are] frosted by nickel and platinum. To the degree
that it distances itself from the tree, this blossoming is the image of an
auto-car, one which ascends a slope in first gear. The car desires more
and more the height of the mountain, and while slowly accelerating, as
though exhausted by hope, it repeats its regular engine-strokes in an
ever increasing speed, right up to the triumphal snort.

Third: a blossoming crown; it is a compound of the two preceding
[stages]. The first blossoming alludes to the engine with quite weak
cylinders [and] the second [alludes] to the arbor-type [as a Virgin], of
which it is the cinematic development.

The arbor-type has its roots in the desire-gear, a constituent [and)]
skeletal part of the Bride. The motor with quite feeble cylinders is an
external organ of the Bride; it is activated by love essence, a secretion
from the the Bride’s sexual glands, and by the electric sparks produced by
the stripping. [This is] to show that the Bride does not refuse this stripping
by the bachelors, [and] that she even accepts it, because she furnishes the
love essence and [she] goes so far as to strive towards total nudity by
developing, in a sparkling fashion, her intense desire for orgasm.

Therefore: the engine with quite feeble cylinders, a constituent
but external organ of the Bride, is the two foci of the elliptical blossom-
ing. The first focus [is situated in] the center of the blossoming by
stripping from the bachelors. The second focus [is situated in] the center
of the Bride’s voluntarily imagined blossoming. The second focus, acti-
vating the desire gears (the skeletal part of the Bride), gives birth to the
arbor-type, etc.

The second Note, number 66, is considerably more condensed and less
repetitious. As Duchamp’s calligraphy is also much neater, this obviously
represents a later, calmer reconsideration of essential motifs announced in
the preceding annotation. This translation produces results quite different
from others previously published. With the original French phraseology pro-
vided later in my text, it suggests that Duchamp initially introduces a word
with one apparent meaning, then often changes that initial meaning (e.g.,
temps, “speed-gear” into “phase-time”; essence, “gasoline” into “essence”;
épanouir, “blossoming” into “brightening” ):

Note 66
THE BRIDE SKELETON
The Bride is, at her base, a reservoir of love-essence/gasoline of
love, or timid power. Distributed to an engine with weak cylinders, this
timid power is put into contact with the sparks of her constant life (a
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desire-magneto). Brightened and blossomed, this Virgin has arrived at
the concluding stage of her desire.

Along with the sparks from her desire-magneto, the artificial sparks,
besides producing an electrical disrobing, must also furnish explosions
within the engine with weak cylinders.

The engine with weak cylinders accordingly has two speeds. The
first phase sparks from her desire-magneto [and] orders [the appearance]
of the fixed arbor-type. This arbor-type is a kind of spinal column and
must become the support for the brightening/blossoming, a voluntary
disrobing on the part of the Bride. The second phase (with artificial
sparks belonging to the electrical disrobing) commands the clockworks;
this represents a pictorial translation of the the brightening/blossoming
belonging to a disrobing by suitors, and expressed in a piercing shudder
of the big switches belonging to electrical clockwork.

The Bride accepts disrobing by the suitors; she even feeds essence
of love to sparks belonging to an electrical disrobing. What is more, she
assists in a complete nudity, and does so by joining to the first furnace
with sparks ([sign of an] electric disrobing) yet a second furnace, with
flashings from her desire-magneto.

[Culmination] BRIGHTENING AND/OR BLOSSOMING.

From these provocative and initially wholly puzzling fragments, we
learn that the forthcoming magnum opus was initially—unquestionably—
planned along largely allegorical lines. Duchamp emphatically affirms that
“the whole graphic significance” of the Large Glass is directed towards its
upper area, a place where, he states, the Bride undergoes a simultaneously
physical and metaphorical épanouissement. This term represents a brighten-
ing and/or a flowering. The specific iconographic signs of this culminating
épanouissement—a simile for her jouissement, meaning either “orgasm” or “frui-
tion” or “culmination”—are successively: 1. her stripped appearance as a
radiant nude: “dans cet épanouissement la Mariée se présente nue”; 2. Her
apotheosis within a golden aura: “I’auréole de la Mariée, [c’est] 'ensemble de
ses vibrations splendides”; 3. her “crowning”: “I’épanouissement: [c’est] en-
semble supérieur et couronne du tableau”; 4. her appearance as a completely
“refined improvement of the arbor type”: “cet épanouissement doit étre le
dévéloppement raffiné de I'arbre type.”

The thoroughly bizarre formal title of Duchamp’s Large Glass was pre-
viously fixed in the artist’s mind. The ongoing theme was, in fact, first pro-
claimed in a signed and dated pencil drawing executed in either July or
August 19124 (fig. 8). According to its inscription, this represents: “Premiére
recherche pour: La Mariée mise & nu par les célibataires.” This strictly pic-
torial aide-mémoire was executed during the artist’s four-month rambles across
Central Europe, which also included a lengthy sojourn in Munich.* The
great contextual significance of Duchamp’s residence in the Bavarian capitol
remained perfectly clear in the artist’s memory decades later: “My stay in
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Munich was the scene of my complete liberation, when I established the
general plan of a large-size work [the Large Glass] which would occupy me
for a long time. . .. From Munich on, I had the idea for the Large Glass.”*

Other than in its detailed inscription however, the 1912 sketch bears
little physical resemblance to the huge magnum opus, the Large Glass, which
was begun three years later bearing the very same title as the miniscule
preparatory drawing. Nevertheless, it certainly does clearly reveal “the idea
for the Large Glass.” According to Duchamp’s neatly lettered statement,
placed in the lower left hand corner of the drawing, this sketch with three
radically abstracted figures indeed must represent the “First Investigation for:
The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors.”

In Duchamp’s formally obscure drawing, a pair of those bachelors ag-
gressively pirouette around a centrally situated female figure. Similarly, her
identity is established by another inscription, according to which she be-
comes the representation of a “Mécanisme de la pudeur / Pudeur mécanique”
(modesty mechanism / mechanical modesty). The two flanking male figures
are depicted in the act pointing sharp weapons, looking very much like
bayonets or swords, at the chaste female in the center. Viewed within the
same interpretive context established for preceding works, namely hermetic
emblematics, the bachelors’ wounding and cutting instruments specifically
become commonplace symbols of the Fire of the Alchemist. One modern
alchemical writer, whose popular publications are already identified as hav-
ing been intensely studied by Duchamp, was Albert Poisson. In his standard
modern textbook on hermetic theory and iconography, Théories et symboles
des Alchimistes: Le Grand Oeuwvre, Poisson authoritatively explained how “the
symbols of fire are the chisel, the sword, the lance, the scythe, the hammer,
in a word, all the instruments capable of wounding.”’

Striking as is this standard “wounding” verbal image, it only represents
one essential but peripheral detail; now we may present the decisive proof for
Duchamp’s alchemical enterprise. A very specific graphic source for the draw-
ing of 1912, Duchamp’s first research for the Large Glass, may be now identified,
and in this case the pictorial source material is wholly alchemical in content
and function. The basis for this identification involves both a basic compo-
sitional similarity and, much more importantly, a fundamental textual paral-
lelism. The apparent pictorial source for Duchamp’s sketch is an emblematic
engraving that had appeared in at least five different, old alchemical publi-
cations—and at least one modern one.

It seems this image was first published in 1599 and again in 1602, where
it initially appears in Basil Valentine’s often reprinted “Twelve Keys” (Die zwolf
Schliissel) (fig. 9). An illustrated Latin translation, Duodecim Claves, was pub-
lished in 1618 by Michael Maier, with improved engravings attributed to
Mathieu Merian, and was included in his anthology Tripus Aureus, Hoc est,
Tres Tractatus Chymici Selectissimi. A French translation of this popular work
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with the same engravings appeared shortly afterwards in 1660 as Les Douge
Clefs de Philosophie de Frere Basile Valentin and once again in 1690. Perhaps
the most widely consulted edition of Maier’s Latin translation of the Twelve
Keys, with the same illustrations, was an important alchemical anthology
called the Musaeum Hermeticum (1678), and the Valentin print also ap-
peared in J. ]. Manget’s Biblioteca chemica curiosa (1702). However, Duchamp’s
most likely graphic source was the new French translation of Les Dougze Clefs,
published in 1899 by Chamuel in Paris.®

As was so often the case with published alchemical symbolic imagery,
the very same picture reappeared later in other works by different authors. In
this case, the composition might be recycled with no apparent pictorial
alterations—but with a wide range of accompanying textual variations, po-
etry to prose, and vice versa, all of which, nonetheless, conveyed essentially
the very same hermetic message. One example of the kind of textual metamor-
phoses accompanying our alchemical Urbild is encountered in Daniel Stolzius
(Stoltz) von Stolzenberg’s ingenious picture album describing, in simply stated
poetic imagery, the “Alchemical Garden of Delights,” Die chymisches
Lustgiirtlein (1624; also called, in Latin, the Viridarium Chymicum).* The
verses inscribed below the picture appearing in the German emblem book
(originally looking just like our fig. 9, and with a text which Duchamp could
read) unmistakably reveal a clear-cut thematic relationship with Duchamp’s
drawing and, likewise, with the content of his later, considerably more im-
portant magnum opus (fig. 1). According to Stolzius’s poetic text, the often
reprinted engraving basically deals with “the garment which is taken off.” In
this exact replication of Valentine’s engraving, the central figure is clearly
identified as a hermaphrodite, and this creature was often additionally
identified, by means of a standard alchemical symbol placed over its head, as
representing “Precipitated Mercury.” The contextual significance of the her-
maphroditic figure (with or without this attached symbol) as the sign of
alchemical Mercury is, however, completely standard.

The traditionally fixed, wholly conventional, and nonvolatile textual
meanings of the alchemical Androgyne may be established by reference to
Dom Antoine-Joseph Pernety’s Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique:

ANDROGYNE OR HERMAPHRODITE: This is the name which the
Hermetic Chemists have given to the purified Matter of their Stone in
the stage which arrives immediately after Conjunction. Properly speak-
ing, this is their Mercury, which they call both Male and Female, or
Rebis [Two-Thing], or a great many other things, about which one may
read in the article about “Matter.” They so name it because they say that
their Matter is sufficient in itself to engender, and so doing that it brings
into the world a Royal Child which is more perfect than its parents.
When they say that their Material is One, they are referring to their
Azoth, and they repeat that Azoth and Fire are all that the Artist needs.
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They also state that, nonetheless, it is their Matter that engenders, nour-
ishes and ultimately makes manifest that ever-desired Phoenix, and that
it does so without the addition of any foreign matter. It must be made
known however that their Matter is composed of two and even of three
things: Salt, Sulphur and Mercury. Nevertheless, all three are nothing but
the Fixed and the Volatile, and these are what are to be joined and re-
united during the course of the operations. The results are solely a kind
of matter which they then call “Androgyne,” “Rebis,” and so forth.*®

The Hermaphrodite of the Hermetic Philosophers was also explicitly
identified by Stolzius in his verses as representing “the Bride”—Die Braut,
meaning the same thing as in the Latin, Sponsa—and Duchamp was, of
course, similarly to call his corresponding allegorical figure la Mariée. As
Stolzius’s text also clearly explains—just as do the various texts attached to
Duchamp’s Large Glass—that such an alchemical Bride is being “stripped for
her groom,” so telling the average reader just how to read his picture.’ (fig.
9). All this business of a strictly hermetic mise & nu is clearly but succinctly
spelled out in a poem in German that Stolzius called “The Other Key of
Basilius.” We recall that Duchamp read German with relative ease, having
taken coursework in the language at his lycée. What he actually read was:

Wenn nun die Kleidung hingelegt,
Wird Sol bloss, und nicht mehr antréigt
Diana ihre Kleidung frei,

Dass die eh desto gewiinscher sei.

Von zweiten Fechtern hochgeehrt

Der Braut Wasser ganz késtlich werd.
Der Streittenden mégen zwar streiten,
Nach dem Kampf auf beiden Seiten
Ein End: Werden sie auf dem Streit
Bringen Kleinodt und grosse Beut.”

According to the English equivalent, the picture describes the stripping as
follows:

When the garment is taken off, then the Sun [alchemical gold] appears;
Diana [the Virgin Goddess] no longer wears her raiment; thus, marriage
becomes even more desirable. From two noble suitors [or bachelors], both
swordsmen, the Bride receives delicious water [Mercury]. These fighters
might well fight; once the struggle is, as agreed by both sides, ended, they
shall then from this contest bring forth treasure and great spoils.

Besides seeming to demand graphic realization by the cunning art of the
contemporary illustrator (fig. 9), this striking textual figure, the one that makes
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“Diana ihre Kleidung frei,” unquestionably represents a verbal commonplace
in alchemical allegory. Accordingly, and since this point is crucial to our
argument, some representative examples may be cited in order to indicate
the sheer ubiquity of the hermetic topos of the stripped Bride (Diana) and
her ardent bachelors.”

For instance, in a treatise attributed to Philalethes, grandly called
Mercury’s Caducean Rod: or The great and wonderful Office of the Universal
Mercury or God’s Viceregent Displayed (1704), the author reminds the Alche-
mist that, “if ever you hope to see Diana unveiled, he cautions you to beware
of Corrosives, which are repugnant principles contained in the same Chaos,
and are some of those vile Garments which glorious Nature casts off, when
she shews herself in her Amours to her Lovers.” Likewise we may read, in an
anthology called Aurifontina Chymica: or, A Collection of Fourteen small Trea-
tises concerning the First Matter of Philosophers (1680), how:

Nature is not so easily courted, as some fancy: Chymia est castissima
Virgo, plurimos procos habet, quos nunquam in penetralia sua admittit: [Chem-
istry is a most chaste Virgin; she has many Rivals, but few are admitted
into her Bed-Chamber]. She hath many Waiting-women, and inferiour
Attendants, which she deludeth such Suitors [ou célibataires] with, as are
unworthy of her: Multas habet pedissequas, quarum ille caelebris [bachelors]
irretiti, negligunt Reginam.

Even earlier, in Michael Sendivogius’s The New Chemical Light Drawn
from the Fountain of Nature and of Manual Experience (1604), we are told that
“this glorious truth [the secret of transmutation] is even now capable of being
apprehended by learned and [even] unlearned persons of virtuous lives, and
there are [accordingly] many persons of all nations now living who have
beheld Diana unveiled [so showing] that by a careful study of the working of
Nature they may be enabled to lift the veil, and enter her inmost sanctuary.”
Nonetheless, as we are warned by Oswald Croll, in his Philosophy Reformed
and Improved in Four Profound Tractates (1657), “Chymical secrets will never
be finger'd by those sluggish, slothfull, or sottish despisers of them, by reason
of their indisposition and unfitnesse to manuall operation. ... To these
[souffleurs] admission to the Bath of Diana is not to be granted.”

As Stanton Linden has shown, these once standard topoi specifically
explain some presently obscure alchemical imagery underlying a well-known

poem, “Vanitie (I),” composed by George Herbert (1593-1633):

The subtil Chymick can devest

And strip the creature [Diana] naked, till he finde
The callow principles within their nest:

There he imparts to them his minde,

Admitted to their bed-chamber, before

They appeare trim and drest

To ordinarie suitors [or bachelors] at the doore.
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According to wholly standard explanations of alchemical terminology
contained in Martinus Rulandus’s Lexicon alchemiae (1612), in a larger sym-
bolic sense the motif called the “Stripping of Diana”—the motif that ap-
peared in Stolzius’ poem and is shown in fig. 9—stands for the “Joy of the
Philosophers,” or Gaudium Philosophorum. As Rulandus explains,

The Joy of the Philosophers occurs when the Stone, or Matter of the
Philosophers, has arrived at the perfect White Stage, which is called
either the Philosophical White Gold, or White Sulphur, or Endica of
Morien, or the Swan. Then all the Philosophers say that this is the time
of joy, because they behold the unveiling of Diana, and they have avoided
all the rocks and dangers of the sea. The Code of Truth remarks: “Whiten
the Laton, and then destroy your books, for then have they become
useless unto you, and will serve only as an encumbrance, a source of
doubt and disquietude, when you should experience nothing but joy.
When the Matter has arrived at the White State, nothing but clumsi-
ness can prevent the success of the Alchemical Work, and so its con-
duction towards the Perfection of the Red State, since all the volatile
portion is then fixed in such a manner that it can withstand the most
active and violent fire.”*

For a very similar statement paralleling and so explaining the real
significance—and probably also the specific textual source—of that “désir
aigu de jouissance” experienced by Duchamp’s virginal Bride (as recounted
in his Note 1: “a sharp desire for orgasm”), once again we may turn to
Pernety’s Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique, a work which was itself, as will now
become readily apparent to the reader, obviously indebted to Rulandus’s
Lexicon alchemiae. According to Pernety’s detailed explanation of the Joie des

Philosophes,

Once the Stone, or Matter of the Philosophers is approaching the state
of perfect whiteness, it then becomes their While Gold, or their White
Sulphur, also called the Endica of the Moribund, their Swan. This is
what all the Hermetic Philosophers call the time of Joy, for this is when
they espy Diana wholly nude [ils voient Diane toute nue), so signifying
that they have avoided all the perils of the sea. The Code of Truth states:
“Whiten the brass, and tear to shreds your books; these shall only cause
you grief, doubts, dissatisfaction—when you should instead have nought
but Joy. They say this because while the Matter is still becoming white
you really must be completely inept in order not to succeed in taking it
to a perfect red stage, for this is the time when all the volatile material
becomes fixed in such a way that it can withstand the most active and
most violent kind of fire.”

The same picture (fig. 9), again illustrating yet another reprinting of the
popular Latin text of Basil Valentine’s Twelve Keys, was exactly reproduced in
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a later and just as standard alchemical anthology, the Musaeum hermeticum,
reformatum et amplificatum (1677).°° As will be recalled, the Hermetic Mu-
seum was a work often recommended to his readers by Albert Poisson; in
fact, it seems to have been something like his own primary text. Once again,
the accompanying commentary for the print reads exactly like a very con-
densed, in fact the original, version of Duchamp’s scenario for the Large
Glass, just as it was explained by Duchamp in his Notes 1 and 66, and such
as these esoteric memorabilia eventually appeared in the Green Box. As
attributed to Basil Valentine, this standard hermetic text clearly explains the
strictly allegorical significance of the standard alchemical motif of the Strip-
ping of the Bride. Likewise, it completely reveals the cleverly hidden (occulta)
meanings of Duchamp’s endlessly debated “Mariée mise a nu par les
célibataires” (or “ordinarie suitours,” as George Herbert called them). In fact,
we have already seen the allegorical figure to have been accurately but briefly
paraphrased in 1891 by Albert Poisson, who even cited the nice engraving
illustrating it (fig. 9)—and we do know that Duchamp was familiar with Poisson’s
Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes. Approvingly cited by various authors, this
was a standard alchemical motif which was always understood as a metaphor
for the cleansing of the operator’s, or Artist’s, physical materials.

Later to be paraphrased by Poisson, it reads as follows in my English
translation of the original Latin text (and you will again recall the fact of
Duchamp’s success with his Latin examination, as required for his baccalau-
reate, le bac):

A Virgin brought forth to be married is gloriously attired in a variety of
splendid and costly garments in order to please her Groom. His inspec-
tion of her raiments internally lights the amorous fires in him. When
the Bride must indeed copulate in the carnal ritual, then her various
garments are stripped away from her, so leaving the Bride only with that
with which she was arrayed by the Creator at birth. . . . So, my friend,
note principally here how the Bachelor and his Bride must be both nude
when they are conjoined. They must be stripped of their clothes and,
thus stripped of ornaments, they must then lie down together in the
same state of nakedness in which they were born in order, and so that
their seed may not be corrupted by mixing with any foreign matter.”’

Further proof for Duchamp’s knowledge of this particular text is the fact that
it, in a close paraphrase along with its accompanying illustration (fig. 9), had
been prominently cited in Poisson’s Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, a
work surely known to Marcel Duchamp.’® After 1915, that is once Duchamp
became settled in New York and once he became fluent in English, he could
have consulted yet another version of this text (also illustrated), produced by
a British occultist author A. E. Waite, often cited (in his own write) by
Duchamp’s American patron and fellow esotericist Walter Arensberg.”
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As has just been shown, a consistent and internally coherent corre-
spondence—as related in at least three different captions and in spite of
certain textual variations (poetry to prose)—has now been established be-
tween certain alchemical prints and their respective explanatory texts, all
basically repeating or illustrating (fig. 9) exactly the same verbal image. As
we also recognize, the texts and corresponding imagery for Duchamp’s draw-
ing of the “First Investigation for The Bride Stripped Bare by the Bachelors”
(hg. 8) likewise neatly fit into the same traditional textual, even pictorial
pattern. In sum, in both Stotzius’s Urbild (fig. 9) and, centuries later, Duchamp’s
preparatory drawing (fig. 8), we find two flanking male figures, designated to
be suitors, pictured in the act of aggressively lunging and pointing sharp
weapons, bayonets or swords, at a chaste but stripped, mechanical figure
pirouetting in the center; she, a Bride formerly called “the unveiled Diana,”
is now labeled “Mécanisme de la pudeur / Pudeur mécanique.”

So what is the most likely scenario for this unmistakable motival ap-
propriation? One’s best guess is that, during the summer of 1912—when we
know that the budding alchemical artist was busy in Munich producing his
alchemical aide-mémoire (fig. 8), and as just as he was pouring through the
German text of Kandinsky’s recently published Uber das Geistige in der Kunst—
either in a public library or more likely at a secondhand bookshop, Duchamp
came across an old, vividly illustrated publication.®® Most likely his timely
trouvaille was a copy of either Basil Valentine’s Die zwélf Schliissel, (1599 or
1602: Duodecim Claves), especially in the new French edition of 1899, and/
or Daniel Stolzius’s Die chymisches Lustgértlein (1624). Perhaps he was even
so fortunate as to acquire the standard illustrated alchemical anthology, the
Musaeum Hermeticum (1677), recently translated (1893). Or, just as plausi-
bly, in Munich he found these old publications reproduced with both prints
and texts in one of the many nineteenth-century historical studies, some
including facsimile reproductions, published in Germany and dealing with
Alchemy.®! In any event, | have no doubt that Duchamp also had taken with
him to Munich his lightweight copy, measuring six by eight inches, of Poisson’s
nicely illustrated Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes. However it may have
happened in actual detail, if the credibility of this unmistakable text-to-
picture connection is admitted (figs. 8, 9), then one need no longer entertain
serious doubts that much of Duchamp’s post-1912 efforts with his impressive
Large Glass must have been largely derived from standard alchemical iconog-
raphy and symbolism.

This single example of a close thematic parallelism—showing a con-
crete connection between an illustrated textual motif found in various old
alchemical publications and a particular motif designed by Duchamp (figs. 8,
9; likewise figs. 3, 4, 5)—is, however, certainly not unique in the unraveling
dossier of Duchamp’s Large Glass. Further evidence supporting my initial
hermetic hypothesis appears in numerous other correspondences occurring in
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later works. Again, the critical procedure is simple: once the operating prin-
ciple, Hermeticism, the identity of which is itself based upon the evidence
for some iconographic and many textual or allegorical borrowings, has been
credibly established, then one only needs to search through standard al-
chemical publications (meaning those easily available around 1911 or 1912)
for the evidence pointing to other plausible connections and appropriations
of same kind.

Within the wholly traditional alchemical context established here for
a drawing by Duchamp executed in Munich in July or August 1912 (fig. 8),
we may now begin to examine the case of two other works, finished oil
paintings, executed under identical conditions. These are, in fact, those two
works cited by Duchamp in Note 1: “Graphiquement, & Munich [en 1912],
j’ai déja figuré cet arbre-type dans deux études [a I'huile].” The two works in
question were called, respectively, Le Passage de la Vierge a la Mariée (MD-
74), and, in a more finished version, just Maride (MD-75).52 These were
preceded by two pencil studies with a stridently insistent title: Vierge n® 1
(MD-72), and Vierge n° 2 (MD-73).%® Once again, Duchamp had, over half
a century later, a convenient explanation for these works, all based on the
curious theme of “The Passage of the Virgin to Bride,” and once again his
comment seems as evasive as his previous explanations for his King and
Queen series. According to Duchamp,

Abandoning my association with Cubism, and having exhausted my
interest in kinetic painting, I found myself turning towards a form of
expression completely divorced from straight realism. This painting [the
Mariée] belongs to a series of [the earliest] studies made for the Large
Glass [which eventually] I began three years later in New York. Replac-
ing the free hand by a very precise technique, I embarked on an adven-
ture which was no more [a] tributary of already existing schools [of
modern painting]. This is not the realistic interpretation of a “Bride,”
but my concept of a bride, expressed by the juxtaposition of mechanical
elements and visceral forms. My stay in Munich was the scene of my
complete liberation, when I established the general plan of a large-sized
work [the Large Glass], which would occupy me for a long time on
account of all sorts of new technical problems to be worked out.%

Nonetheless, in this case, and particularly within this artistic context
dealing with a “Virgin,” who herself represents the first stage of a mysterious
but inexorable passage leading to her apotheosis as “Bride,” the latent exist-
ence of a strictly alchemical framework seems unquestionable. Once again,
Pernety tells us all that we really need to know about the symbolic virginal
subject matter—and also all we really needed to know about what appears
to be Duchamp’s rather unique understanding of the same parthenogenetic
topic. According to Pernety’s circumstantial but wholly standard alchemical
explanation of just such a Vierge,
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She is the Moon, or Mercurial Water of the Philosophers. She is so
called once she has become purified of impure and arsenical sulphurs; it
was to these materials that she was “married” within her mine. Before
being so purified, she was called a “Prostituted Woman” [Femme prostituée].
Adepts have given this Virgin the name of Beja. According to the
author of the Secret Work of Hermetic Philosophy, without tainting her
virginity, this Virgin was enabled to enter into a state of “spiritual” love
[un amour “spirituel”] before uniting herself in marriage to her brother
Gabritius, and this bond was made possible since spiritual love only
ended up making her even more white, purer and livelier than ever
before, and so she became even more fitting as the object of marriage.
So you must take, as he adds, a winged virgin, one who is most comely.
Penetrated and animated by spiritual sperm belonging to the first male
[pénétrée et animée de la semence spirituelle du premier male], nonetheless
virgin she yet remains, even though she may come to conceive. You
shall recognize her by her pink cheeks; now join her to a second male,
fearing no adultery. Once again she shall conceive, and this is due to
corporeal seed coming from the second male. She shall eventually bring
into the world a child, the Hermaphrodite, and this is the one who shall
become the root of a race of most powerful Kings.®

The particular relevance of this citation from Pernety’s Dictionnaire as
a constructive means of defrocking any number of Duchamp’s subsequent
verbal ruses (échappatoires) can hardly be overemphasized. In short, according
to this authority, by being methodically stripped of her impurities, this kind
of “Virgin” is one who is being specifically prepared for alchemical “Mar-
riage.” While in this essentially erratic preparatory stage, she remains only a
“prostituted Woman.” During this same lustful, or “unpurified” stage, she will
wantonly choose to give herself over to sexual acts with not one, but two,
or possibly even more “bachelor” suitors, a “first male” and a “second male,”
or even more. This promiscuous Virgin, for she is not yet a Bride, has as yet
“no fear of adultery,” nor for that matter any worries about “tainting her
virginity.” Nonetheless, all of this only represents a more detailed version of
hermetic knowledge about the alchemical Virgin which we have already
acquired, due to our identification of the texts directly corresponding to
Duchamp’s first pictorial prototype for the Large Glass (figs. 8, 9), represent-
ing the equally mechanical and modest Unveiled Diana. Pernety’s textual
authority however adds a new but pertinent dimension to Duchamp’s Virgin.
According to the next part of his bizarrely erotic scenario, the alchemical
Virgin only achieves purity at that moment when, paradoxically, she gives
herself over to an overt act of Incest, namely with “her brother, Gabritius,”
identified by Pernety (among others) as being the “most proper object of her
marriage.”

There is yet more to come: the exact synonym in French for Mariée
(MD-75) is Epouse. Once again Pernety provides for us the correct alchemi-
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cal definition of Epouse and, once again, this explanation seems altogether
in accord with the emerging hidden significance of Duchamp’s narrative
development of a series of drawings and paintings describing his own alle-
gorical transformation of a Virgin into a Bride. For our purposes, the four
significant articles in the Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique dealing with the
strictly alchemical Epouse are the following, found one after the other on the
very same page:

BRIDE: This [Epouse] means either Mercury or the mercurial and vola-
tile Water of the Philosophers; this Bride is what they have also called
Sister, or Woman, or Beja, and so forth. A BRIDE ENRICHED BY THE
VIRTUES OF HER HUSBAND: in Hermetic Science these are the
kind of expression which Solomon made use in his Code of Truth, where
it stands for the passage of the Stone into whiteness. Solomon addition-
ally states that Power, Honor, Glory, Force, and Royalty were given to
this Bride. He adds that her head was adorned with a crown [sa téte est
omée d'une couronne] with rays ending in seven stars, and also says that
it was written on her garment that “I am the only girl-child of the Wise,
and remain wholly unknown to the ignorant.” ESPOUSE (to) [signifies]
any action by which the Fixed and the Volatile belonging to the Philo-
sophical Matter are reunited in such a way that they can not again be
separated. Their marriage rites begin during the period called Dissolu-
tion, and their final union is consummated during the period called

Fixation. GROOM: This [Epoux] just means Philosophical Gold.®

Both the preparatory drawing for and similarly Duchamp’s final paint-
ing of this apparently wholly hermetic Bride (MD-72, MD-75) are hugely
abstract in their graphic realization. This heavy dose of formal distortion and
machine like schematization naturally makes the identification of another
possible graphic source—if any—very difficult. Nevertheless, in both images,
there are certain essential clues allowing us to propose a generic icono-
graphic equivalent belonging to the repetitious hermetic tradition. The artist’s
titles, by themselves, tell us that both images deal with a “Virgin Becoming
a Bride.” The pictorial patterning employed by Duchamp does indicate that
his symbolically freighted female figure is probably standing upright and
centered within his balanced composition. Following these slim but significant
leads, one begins to look for a certain standard type of allegorical figure in
alchemical art, one who must additionally be textually described as repre-
senting a hermetic Virgin-to-Bride composite, and who must likewise appear
in a stiffly hieratic arrangement posed in the center of the graphic compo-
sition. This is, as it turns out, another very common arrangement in her-
metic book illustration.

For instance, an early example of a standard hermetic iconographic
type—<clearly labeled Mercurius Philosophorum—happens to appear in a fa-
mous sixteenth-century illustrated manuscript of the Turba philosophorum kept
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in a Parisian library (Bibliothéque Nationale), where Duchamp could con-
ceivably have seen it (if not, then he could have seen this standard motif
reproduced in a book). As explained by Jacques van Lennep, this particular
miniature belongs to a series of paintings depicting “les noces du roi et de la
reine apteéres.” “After having bathed together, the royal couple copulate in
order to engender the Child King”; then, Lennep continues, “once the [sexual]
act has been carried out, they stretch themselves out in a ditch, in which
they die and then rot away. These dramatic nuptials conclude with the
apparition of the [single figure of the] Mercury of the Philosophers, who now
appears in the guise of a resplendent nude woman surrounded by an aureola
of glory.”®

Whereas we appear to have presently established the broader outlines
of the wholly traditional iconographic type often referred to by Duchamp,
“The Mercury of the Philosophers” (Mercurius Philosophorum), we must now
work to narrow the subject matter even further. As the painter specifically
stated, that (now apparently alchemical) figure, which he said he employed
no less than twice in oil paintings executed in Munich, was “cet arbre-type.”
This more differentiated, or “tree-type,” Mercury of the Philosophers was
herself frequently illustrated, and when given a specifically human (rather
than arboreal) shape, was then often known as Pandora (All-Giving). One
such illustration, among several others, was initially published in (and sub-
sequently often reproduced) Hieronymus Reusner’s Pandora: Das ist, die edelste
Gab Gottes, oder der Werde und heilsame Stein des Weisen (Basel, 1582) (fig.
10).98 Essentially matching all the necessary textual components of Duchamp’s
“Vierge a I’épanouissement,” in Reusner’s print the nude manifestation of the
Perfected Mercury of the Alchemists stands hugely erect upon a solid “ma-
sonry base,” namely two alembics. Resplendently mise & nu, and again follow-
ing Duchamp’s description, she appears crowned in hermetic triumph, and a
widely branching tree directly sprouts from her regal headgear. She is flanked
by symbols of the Sun and Moon, so revealing her to represent a synthesis,
or coniunctio, of Sulphur and Mercury. A flock of birds also takes wing in
order to indicate the timely release of finally emancipated, volatile alchemi-
cal materials.

The present citation of once wholly familiar alchemical imagery (fig.
10), which illustrates what has been said in words many more times before
and will be said since, neatly solves the problem of the first two conditions
of Duchamp’s heroine, just as laid out with some precision in his Notes 1 and
66. Having thus quickly identified the essential significance of this Virgin-to-
Bride’s “mise & nu[deness]” and also the complementary symbolic evidence of
her surrounding auréola or nimbus, we may now deal in more detail with
those other questions raised in Notes 1 and 66. In this case, our focus shifts
to the matter of her “crowning,” and also why she should be simultaneously

depicted, very specifically, as an anomalous “tree-type.”® Following the same
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analytic procedures as used before, we find that, once properly posed, these
questions present so few problems that one is left, once again, wondering just
why Duchamp’s typical hermetic motifs had not been so identified many
years beforehand by art historians.

Again the solution to Duchamp’s verbal riddles is mere hermetic ludus
puerorum (“child’s play”): one really only needs to cite Pernety’s exhaustive
Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique. As we read in the preceding chapter, Pernety
explained that “TREE [Arbre] is also the name which the Hermetic Philoso-
phers have given to the Matter making up the Philosopher’s Stone,” and
whereas “the Great Tree of the Philosophers means to signify their Mercury,
their Tincture, their Principle and their Vine,” accordingly “it also stands for
the working of their Stone.” This was, of course, the same symbolic “arbre-
type” that Albert Poisson illustrated in his popularized explanations of the
Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes. Likewise, these we may take to be the
same conventional meanings that were attached by Duchamp to his “arbor-
type Virgin,” which verbally already “resembles” standard alchemical illustra-
tions of Mademoiselle Mercure (fig. 10). The complementary matter of a
certain Couronne oddly, seemingly inexplicably given by Duchamp to his
resplendent Virgin is likewise explicated in some detail by Pernety:

CELESTIAL CROWN (Corona Caelica). In the terminology of Alchemy,
this [Couronne] signifies Spirit of Wine. Nonetheless, when Raimundus
Lullius and other Philosophers are speaking of Spirit of Wine (of white
or red wines) they must never be taken literally. By this terminology
they instead are referring to the Red Mercury and the White Mercury
that they employ for the Great Work. ROYAL CROWN: this is the
Perfected Stone in its red stage, at which point it is ready to be made
into the Stone of Projection. VICTORIOUS CROWN: this means the
same thing as “Royal Crown.” Nonetheless, some Philosophers have
given this name to the Alchemical Matter when it begins to come out
of the putrefactive stage, signalled by the color black. Accordingly, they
now say that Death has been overcome, and that their King has tri-
umphed over the horrors of the tomb and is now leaving the empire of
shadows.™

A somewhat trickier problem is presented by what Duchamp acknowl-
edged to be the key action of his entire tableau, meaning that wholly mys-
terious process of épanouissement. When one consults a standard, not hermetic,
French dictionary, it is learned that the verb s’éponouir means “to open out,
to blossom, to bloom, to flower, to light up.” Accordingly, épanouissement
means a dramatic flowering, one which is, simultaneously, most likely to be
accompanied by appropriate light effects. As we shall shortly see, the most
likely source for Duchamp’s understanding of épanouissement was found in
some strictly modernist publications, and particularly as the term was
associated with the mysterious Fourth Dimension (see chapter 7), where
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the word was used to describe a neo-alchemical process producing signifi-
cant “combinaisons chimiques.” Being essentially modern, neither term,
épanouissement nor s éponouir (figurative noun or active verb), is to be found
in Pernety’s exhaustive Hermetic Dictionary. Nonetheless, there we do find a
whole string of articles dealing with alchemical “Flowering,” a crucial phase
so denoted by a variety of colorful but symbolic “Flowers.” What Pernety has
to say about these verbal alternatives to épanouissement is, once again, wholly
in accord with the emerging hermetic meanings latent in Duchamp’s Notes
1 and 66. The explanations sequentially given by Pernety for alchemical
“Fleurs” read as follows:

FLOWERS. Hermetic Philosophers give this name to the spirits which
are enclosed within the Alchemical Matter. They very specifically rec-
ommend that these should always be exposed to a slow fire, and this is
because those spirits are so exceedingly swift [vifs] that they might either
shatter the vase, however strong it may be, or they may just burn them-
selves up. They also mean to announce by this name of “Flowers” all the
different colors which arise in the Matter during various operations
belonging to the Great Work. In this way, the FLOWER OF THE SUN
stands for the reddish-lemony color, which is what comes before the
ruby color, and there is also the Lilly, standing for the color white,
which is the one coming before lemon. THE PHILOSOPHER’S
FLOWER OF SALT: This indicates the Perfection of the Stone. FLOWER
OF GOLD: This means the same as the Mercury of the Philosophers,
likewise the lemon color. FLOWER OF WISDOM: This is their Perfect
Elixir in its white or red stage. FLOWER OF THE ANGLER: This
means Philosophical Mercury. SATURNIAN FLOWER: See the article
on “Flower of the Angler.” FLOWER OF THE AIR: In alchemical terms,
this means the Rosary. FLOWER OF THE WATER: This is the Flower
of Salt. FLOWER OF THE EARTH: This is both the Rosary and the
Flower of Salt. FLOWER, simply put, or, otherwise, FLOWER OF
BRONZE: This stands for the Matter of the Great Work as it reaches
the end of Putrefaction; this is the time when it begins to whiten.
FLOWER OF CHEIRI: Essence of Gold. FLOWER OF THE SUN: This
represents a sparkling [étincellante] white color, one which is even more
bright than snow itself; this appears once the Sun darts his rays down-
wards: This flower stands for the Matter of the Hermetic Operation
when it is coming upon the white stage. FLOWER OF KNOWLEDGE:
This is the Perfect Elixir in its red stage. FLOWER OF GOLD: This
stands for the fixed body of the Magisterium. This should not be under-
stood to stand for other [hermetic] flowers, meaning tinctures [teintures]
extracted from vulgar gold; instead, it only represents Philosophical Gold,
which in turn stands for the fixed part of the compound of the
Magisterium. By means of this, the other volatile part [or Mercury]
becomes fixed, and only by a single cooking, ordered prudently and
strictly according to the obligatory regimen. For this reason the lemon
color, which follows the white stage, is called “Flower of Gold.”"!
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Given those series of étincelles, or electrical sparks, so frequently emitted
by Duchamp’s Virgin in her bumpy textual passage from Virgin to Bride (be-
sides other factors announced in Notes 1 and 66), I would specifically propose
that the specific swift and alchemical Flower represented by her épanouissement
is the “Flower of Sun” (or Gold). This was a phase characterized by, says
Pernety, a certain “blancheur étincellante et plus brillante”; it is, after all, “celle
de la matiere de I'oeuvre Hermétique parvenue au blanc.” To better establish
this particular point, namely the apparent fact of Duchamp’s knowledge of this
particular entry in Pernety’s Dictionnaire dealing with the hermetic Flower-
Colors, further evidence may be advanced. As the artist himself states in his
Note 17, dealing with the “Breeding of Colors,” this process takes place in a
“hot-house” (en serre). Inside this heated and vitreous horticultural enclosure
one specifically witnesses what Duchamp called the “Mélange des fleurs de
couleur; c’est-a-dire, toute couleur encore a son état optique.” Duchamp then
proceeds to designate various chromatic floral apparitions appearing to him,
“sur plaque de verre, couleurs vues par transparence,” and these include “de
rouges, de bleus, de verts ou de gris accentués vers le jaune, le bleu, le rouge
ou de marrons appuris (le tout en gammes).” In short, just as Pernety claims,
“by this name of Flowers, [one designates] all the different colors which arise
in the Matter during various operations belonging to the Great Work.”

From alchemical Flowers, we may turn to consider the matter of some
oddly eroticized “gasoline.” As Duchamp repeatedly tells us, his Virgin-Bride
is “un réservoir a essence d’amour.” All the standard English translations
would make the key word “gasoline.” No one has ever defined Duchamp’s
viscous “Essence of Love” as instead representing alchemical “Sperm” (see
MD-62, Sad Young Man on a Train, and the explication hermétique that goes
with his portrayal; see chapter 4). However, now much better apprised of
Duchamp’s arcane but easily accessible textual sources, we may now question
a conventional wisdom that puts the term within a strictly modernist, or
automobiline, context. As one reads sequentially in Pernety’s Dictionnaire Mytho-
Hermétique,

ESSENCE. This [Essence] is the Matter of the Philosophers as it arrives
at the stage signalled by the appearance of the white color. The Adepts
have also given this Essence the name of White Essence; see the article
on “QUINTESSENCE.” ESSENCIFY (to) [Essensifier]: This means to
cook and then digest the Matter of the Great Work in order to prepare
from it the Essence of the Hermetic Chemists. QUINTESSENCE: This
[Quintessence] is the specific magnetism [le magnétisme spécifique], the
bond, the Sperm of the Elements [semence des éléments], the composition
of pure elements. The latter represent, according to the Breton (in his
Spagyrical Philosophy), expressions which are only synonyms for the same
thing, for the same matter or subject, and this sperm is the substance in
which form resides. This thing is a material essence, within which the
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heavenly spirit is enclosed, and within which it operates. One can define
“Quintessence” as a fifth principle of the [alchemical] mixtures, a com-
pound of that which represents the purest aspects within the Four Ele-
ments. QUINTESSENCE OF THE ELEMENTS: This [Quintessence des
éléments] is [again] the Mercury of the Philosophers. .. having as its
object the composition of Hermetic Mercury. . . . This vinous spirit is
absolutely mineral, and not at all vegetable in character, and is acute or
penetrating, and so is rendered even more powerful with vegetable
materials, following whichever practise one wishes to put into action; so
says Raimundus Lullius himself. FIFTH NATURE: This [Quinte Nature]
is the Dissolving Mercury of the Philosophers.”

As we could now also believe, it was Pernety’s reference to “le
magnétisme spécifique” which caught Duchamp’s poetic fancy, so launching
into being its updated mirror-image mechanism, namely a “magnéto-désir,”
a mechanical motif in turn suggesting even more bizarre modernist machin-
ery, that is, “un moteur-désir,” “un moteur a puissance timide,” also demand-
ing an opposing “machine-célibataire,” and so forth. If so, we finally have
some solid, almost archaeological evidence for the way that Duchamp’s ver-
bal fantasies actually proceeded.

Following all these consistently complementary textual explanations,
we may now again state, with little or no hesitation, that the proper name
for Duchamp’s endlessly puzzling Virgin-Bride composite figure is really
Mercurius Philosophorum. How she fits into the overall scenario is also easy
enough to stipulate by reference to a single sentence from Note 1, according
to which, overall, the Large Glass represents “Mixture, [ou] composé phy-
sique des deux causes: célibataire et désir imaginatif.” In sum, the “Bachelor”
or malique component is Sulphur, and that opposing, imposing, and self-
willed “imaginative desire” belongs exclusively to Sulphur’s predestined her-
metic mate, Mercury, which is inevitably femelle. As Duchamp also states
here, the main effort is to consummate “leur [ré]conciliation”—and, in this
context, that means nothing less than alchemical Conjunction, the coniunctio
oppositorum. Once that symbolic, but typically elusive, erotic coupling uniquely
occurs, then the Hermetic Virgin-turned-Bride finally achieves a resplendent
and conclusive state of I'épanouissement.

Following these disclosures, the next matter to attend to (as in Note
1) is the identity of that “architectonic base for the Bride,” an ambiguous
construction which is placed “below,” but which is additionally very graphi-
cally described by Duchamp as looking like a “steam engine on a masonry
substructure [or] brick base, [providing] a solid foundation.” This is one of
the easiest motifs to identify, that is, once you turn to your handy copy of
Poisson’s Théories et symboles des Alchimistes and look up “athanor” (fig. 5,
lower right-hand corner; see also fig. 4, bottom, and fig. 10 bottom). Here
Poisson comments that:
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This engraving is found in the Hermetic Museum and it shows the Athanor
[or Furnace of the Alchemists] and the principal symbolic animals be-
longing to Hermeticism. This particular Athanor has a somewhat fan-
ciful structure but it does include the main parts: the [brick-base] tower
surmounted by a dome, the sand bath, and the Philosophical Egg. The
serpent enclosed within the Egg represents the Matter of the Stone.
The lion [shown below the Athanor] is the symbol of Fixed Sulphur; the
eagle is a symbol of Volatile Mercury; and the serpent and the dragon
are symbols of the Alchemical Matter. The crow represents the black
color; the swan the white color, the peacock represents all the colors of
the rainbow and, finally, the phoenix symbolizes the red color [those
birds shown here in fig. 10].7

Elsewhere, at somewhat greater length Poisson further explains and
illustrates the actual construction of an athanor:

The Crock and the Egg are to be lodged within a special furnace named
“Athanor.” This word comes from the Greek, athanatos, meaning immor-
tal, and this is because the Alchemical Fire, once begun, must burn until
the very end of the Great Work. . . . The real Athanor is the one which
was known to the first European Alchemists, Albertus Magnus, Roger
Bacon, Arnold of Villanova, and it is a kind of reverberating furnace
which can be dismounted into three parts. The bottom part contains the
fire; it was pierced with holes to allow access of air and it revealed a door.
The middle section, also cylindrical, provided three projections arranged
into a triangular pattern, and it was upon these which the crock contain-
ing the Egg rested. This part was pierced through its diameter by two
opposed holes, each covered with crystal disks, so allowing one to observe
what was happening within the Egg. Finally, there was the upper part,
plain and spherical, which consisted of a dome or reflector which rever-
berated the heat. Such was the nature of the Athanor then generally in
usage. The principal dispositions remained invariable, and whatever varia-
tions the Alchemists may have introduced remained without any
significance. Accordingly, one will find illustrated in the Mutus Liber [as
in fig. 4 here] a truly elegant athanor in the shape of a crenelated tower.’

From this, one concludes that Duchamp’s foyers and his moteurs repre-
sented imaginatively updated substitutions for the ancient Athanors of the
Alchemists. The new twist is that, rather than by “fire” (feu), Duchamp’s
alchemical materials are now cooked by “love essence” and an electrical
“desire magneto.”

Likewise, Poisson conveniently illustrates—twice—and then thoroughly
explains the underlying meaning of yet another mysterious motif providing the
title for Duchamp’s Note 66 (and previously unexplained by modern scholar-
ship), namely the artist’s La Mariée Squelette. Plate XIII in the Théories et Symboles
des Alchimistes shows two compositionally disparate engravings with skeletons
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illustrating the very same idea, namely the Putrefaction of Philosophical Mer-
cury, an allegorical figure also signifying for Duchamp his Vierge-Mariée. Accord-
ing to Poisson, the engraving of a skeleton represents the “End of Putrefaction,
as symbolized by the skeletons and the crows. Vapors are released which con-
dense; the Matter is quite agitated, as is so indicated by crows flying in all
directions.” The explanation for the second cut is even more terse: “Putrefaction
is symbolized by the squelette, [also by] the black sphere and the crow.””

In the titles belonging to those abstractly rendered works from Munich
depicting Virgins and Brides (MD-72, 75), Duchamp significantly chose to
employ the term passage. In fact, the same word also appears, and provoca-
tively, in many of the Notes referring to covert actions occurring in the Large
Glass. One commonplace explanation would have it that “passage” is, of
course, a commonly employed technical term in painting (méme a I'anglais).
Nonetheless, although apparently never before recognized as such, “passage”
is (also) a standard hermetic term, and so it appears in various modern
explanations of alchemy as published in French. The active verb (in French)
leading to any “passage” is, of course, passer. A few relevant citations from
Poisson’s Théories et symboles des Alchimistes should make this point perfectly
clear, and also lay to rest the question of a strictly alchemical significance
pertaining to the term as used by Duchamp.

Speaking of the eternally circular configuration of alchemical opera-
tions, Poisson observes that “la génération des métaux est circulaire: on passe
facilement de I'un a autre [état] suivant un cercle.” ® More to the point,
Poisson defines all the principal alchemical operations as being themselves
“passages”: “Basile Valentin n’admet que deux opérations, la solution et la
coagulation, c’est-a-dire, des passages succéssifs, de la Matiere de I'état de
repos 2 I'état de mouvement.” 7" Not surprisingly, we may now observe that
Duchamp also refers exactly to a similarly allegorical “état de repos a I’état
de mouvement” (Note 124), for which: “nous déterminerons les conditions
du Repos instantané (ou apparence allégorique) d’une succession, d'un en-
semble, de faits divers. ... Pour repos instantané, faire entrer 'expression
extra-rapide.” Just as for Poisson, for Duchamp the significance of such ter-
minology is largely allégorique. In any event, the issue of Duchamp actually
using Poisson as a textual source seems now proven: Q.E.D.

At this point we may briefly consider further evidence for the frequent
appearance of citations or paraphrases derived from Poisson’s Théories et
symboles des Alchimistes that appear within Duchamp’s Notes, and, therefore,
throughout the complex (and, I think, deliberately confusing) ideational
fabric of his Large Glass. The first time the suggestion that Duchamp drew
upon this particular book of alchemical lore, Poisson’s Théories, was strongly
put forth was in 1977 by a perspicacious Swedish scholar, Ulf Linde.”® At that
time, Linde briefly observed how Duchamp had described a certain part of the
Large Glass called the “Glider,” which, according to the artist, contains a
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“Water-Mill,” fabricated “en métaux voisins.” Although the provocative phrase
métaux voisins actually does not appear as such in Duchamp’s voluminous
Notes, it did in fact end up as the title for the artist’s premiére recherche
actually to be painted upon a large glass plate.” Executed in Paris between
1913 and 1915, this semicircular rendition of a wholly unprecedented “Glider
Containing a Water-Mill in Neighboring Metals” bears a telling inscription
on the reverse side of the thick, hinged glass plate. As carefully inscribed by
Duchamp, this is a “glissiere / contenant / un MOULIN 2 Eau (en métaux
voisins) / appartenant a / Marcel Duchamp /~1913-14-15-." As far as Linde
knew, the only place this distinctive phrase had ever appeared in print (that
is, before Duchamp) was within a certain quotation given in Poisson’s Théories:
“Les métaux voisins ont des propriétés semblables; c’est pour cela que I'argent
se change facilement en or.” Poisson had concluded his comment by citing
as the source for this statement, translated by himself from Latin into French,
“Albert le Grand: le Composé des composés.”® Therefore, Linde’s firm con-
clusion was that, “il suffit, pour expliquer I'alchimie du Grande Verre,
d’admettre que Duchamp a lu un seul livre: Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes,
d’Albert Poisson, publié a Paris en 1891.” As we must now allow, D’accord.
As it turns out, just one year earlier, in 1890, Poisson had published yet
another important alchemical digest, the Cing Traités d’ Alchimie des plus grands
philosophes, which, oddly, seems never before cited by any alchemically in-
clined scholar investigating Duchamp’s thoroughly enigmatic career. Here,
in Poisson’s translation (the first ever in French) of the “Compound of
Compounds” attributed to Albertus Magnus, is where we find the real Urtext
for Duchamp’s absolutely singular citation of some bizarrely “neighboring
metals.” As translated by Poisson, the great Albert observes that, “In our
Treatise on Minerals we have, in effect, just clearly demonstrated the fact that
the generation of metals is circular, meaning that they can pass with ease
from one state to another by pursuing circular paths, and that such neighbor-
ing metals [les métaux voisins] will have similar properties. For this very reason,
silver changes into gold with greater ease than into any other metal.”! As
one sees from the distinctive shape of Duchamp’s premier glass-painting
(MD-101), indeed “the generation of neighboring metals is [literally shown
to be semi-] circular.” From this observation, one additionally concludes that,
by 1913 (if not earlier, in 1911), Duchamp probably was also consulting a set
of alchemical primary documents published two decades before, namely the
ones making their Gallic premiere in Albert Poisson’s Cing Traités.
Another odd term apparently appropriated by Duchamp from Poisson’s
modern alchemical publications is apparition. As in so many similar instances,
ignorance of the originating text has, of course, confused scholars as to
Duchamp’s real verbal intentions; these were, at least at this early stage of
his career (as I believe), largely hermetic, and it appears that his verbal jeux
were to become evermore better informed in the strictly alchemical sense.
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This key word—apparition, apparitions—appears in various places in Duchamp’s
literary remains, most notably in Notes 36, 141, 143, 144.82 In order to
explain its usage, Duchamp broadly explains (Note 36) that: “En général, le
tableau [du Grand Verre] est I'apparition d’une apparence.” In Note 143, he
defines the matter with a bit more detail: “L’apparence [d’un] object sera
I’ensemble des données sensorielles usuelles, permettant d’avoir une percep-
tion ordinaire,” whereas “I’apparition . . . est comme une sorte d’image miroir.”
It is the “couleurs natives dans l'apparition [qui] déterminent les couleurs
réelles & changements dus a I’éclairage . . . par teinture physique.” Moreover,
“I'objet émanant [une couleur native] est une apparition” (Note 141). To
sum up, for Duchamp “appearance” is one thing—the way we ordinarily
perceive things—whereas an “apparition” is something quite different, a quirky
image miroir, “mirror-image,” of reality.

Therefore, a Duchampian apparition is, strictly speaking, the manifes-
tation of certain symbolic colors which are solely brought into being by the
physical applications of certain teintures, “tinctures.” Any object emanating
such tinctured colors becomes an apparition. All this, nonetheless, had been
stated by Albert Poisson somewhat earlier, and much more clearly:

The progress of the two Works, the little and the Great, was identical,
except that the little magisterium stopped at the apparition of the color
white whereas the Great Magisterium was pursued until the apparition of
the color red. . . . Fermentation is the operation which follows the appa-
rition of the red color. . . . Finally comes rubification, characterized by
the apparition of the red color which indicates that the Work is perfect.
Using this kind of classification, which is based on the succession (or
successive apparitions) of various colors, one can [today] restore all the
operations that had been imagined by the [ancient] Alchemists.®?

Expanding further upon Linde’s original and quite isolated observation,
one is enabled to cite several more, but certainly not all (for the initial point
seems proved) of Duchamp’s apparent paraphrases from Poisson’s text. I now
have no doubt but that Duchamp repeatedly handled Poisson’s Théories, a
slim paperback book that only cost, new, five francs in 1891—and a second-
hand copy would have, of course, cost must less in 1911 or 1912. In fact, we
may now even believe that the same book by Poisson, Théories et Symboles
des Alchimistes, had even been obliquely referred to in Note 28, treating the
symbolic equivalents of colors which, for not being really real, are never
made visible: “Pour le dictionnaire chercher des équivalents de couleurs,
lesquelles ne se voient pas. ‘Théorie’.” Elsewhere (Note 24), Duchamp says
that again he must “Se servir de ce dictionnaire pour la partie écrite du
verre”—“Use this dictionary for the written part of the Large Glass.”®* On the
basis of our preceding textual exegesis, we may assume that the dictionnaire
specifically referred to by Duchamp in this example was none other than



208 ALCHEMIST OF THE AVANT-GARDE

Dom Pernety’s Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique, or, equally, the handy
“Dictionnaire des symboles hermétiques,” attached as an appendix to Poisson’s
Théories. A few more examples, but not all, pointing to an entire series of
Poisson-Duchamp textual connections are better relegated to a note, so placed
to placate any still skeptical readers.®

Another bit of motival minutiae is the matter of a metaphorical “mit-
ror,” a subject appearing in various places in Duchamp’s relentlessly odd
Notes. In this case, we need only cite once again his statement that
“Papparition est comme une sorte d’'image miroir.” In this case, the real
meaning is probably not just narrowly alchemical but instead broadly esotérique
or forthrightly occulte. For occultist writers flourishing during the fin de siecle,
the mirror image—!'image miroir—was a tangible sign—an apparition—of a
superior, but largely invisible, world paralleling the real world of discredited
materialism, which reflects “in negative,” or as a “shadow,” that superior
world uniquely perceived by occultist sensibilities. For this conclusion we
find tangible support in Papus’s comprehensive and often reprinted Traité
Elémentaire de Science Occulte (1897). It suffices now to quote the relevant
passages, which the reader should understand to represent very much con-
ventionalized materials, for these thoughts had been reiterated by many other
esoteric authors. According to Papus,

In Nature there equally exists, that is according to Occultism, a com-
pletely invisible counterpart, and this is encountered alongside those
objects and forces which strike upon our material senses [in the physical
world]. . . . The astral plane is encountered within a metaphysical region
which is otherwise impossible to perceive [by our material senses] and
which can only be perceived by reason alone. . .. Everything was first
created in principle within the divine world, and that means as poten-
tial being, and as such it is itself analogous to thought in man. This
principle then passes into the astral plane, and this is where it manifests
itself “in negative” [en négatif]. It is not however the exact image of the
principle which is manifested; instead it is the mold [c’est le moulage] of
this image. Once the mold has been seized upon [by the occult imagi-
nation], creation “on the astral plane” is then brought to con-
clusion. . . . The [invisible] astral plane can be thought of as a mirror-image
of the divine world [un miroir du monde divin], one reproducing a nega-
tive image of the principle ideas, which are themselves the origin of all
future physical forces. But Occultism also teaches that, while every-
thing, or all beings, do project a shadow upon the strictly physical plane,
likewise everything [in the physical world] must project a reflection on to
the astral plane.®

This particular statement by Papus, itself only a “reflection” of many similar
ones commonly expressed by numerous occultist writers during the Symbolist
period, should also remind Duchamp scholars of the avant-garde artist’s quirky
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renvoi miroirique, a motif now particularly associated with his mysterious
fourth-dimensional experiments (to be further analyzed in chapter 7).

What was actually described in Duchamp’s Notes 1 and 66 does not,
however, really look like what was eventually pictorially realized in the Large
Glass (fig. 1). In fact, those of Duchamp’s Notes that eventually did get
around to dealing with the actual visual specifics of the tableau, at least such
as we see it today, are quite different in character. As a rule, they deal with
individual or autonomous motifs that, in effect, do not involve the kind of
allegorical, or anthropomorphic, personifications that presently inform us of
all the details involved in the hermetic coniunctio oppositorum so forthrightly
announced in Notes 1 and 66. When pictured in a forthright manner, that
allegorical subject looks like Duchamp’s Spring (fig. 3)—but that forthright
manner is what one expects from youthful, even juvenile work. One might
therefore suggest now that that these two allegorical Notes, 1 and 66, rep-
resent archaeological, verbal evidence for an earlier iconographical program
intended for the Large Glass that, although never wholly rejected, was not
to become tangibly visible in pictorial elements actually executed by Duchamp
after 1913.

In short, the only pictorial remains of Duchamp’s original (Urbild)
iconographic scheme for the Large Glass are now to be found in the Munich
corpus (fig. 8, plus MD-69, MD-70, MD-72, MD-75). What was instead
pictorially carried out after that date, at least after 1915 when Duchamp left
France, is something quite different. In short, what we now see is a more
modernist look inspired by the new technologies especially celebrated in
Duchamp’s American refuge.’” In executing what we may call the second, or
New York, phase of the Large Glass, Duchamp radically shifted from allegory
and into specifically physical or mechanical, but still essentially alchemical
depictions of various laboratory operations belonging to a typical execution
of the Great Work. As we shall soon discover, in spite of an often modernist
appearance, these were the very same opérations laboratoires described in various
old hermetic treatises, including some translated by Albert Poisson into
modern French in his Cing Traités.

We may begin the second phase of our extensive investigations into
the mechanics of the Large Glass by enumerating its component parts such
as they may be seen today. Given the complexity of the Notes, any descrip-
tion of the sequence of its contents, no matter how lengthy, remains some-
what conjectural due to the provocative interchangeability of Duchamp’s
ideas and imagery. Nevertheless, an authenticated graphic aide-mémoire does
exist. In 1965 and 1966 Duchamp executed an uncaptioned etching called
The Large Glass Completed. From this a British artist, Richard Hamilton, later
worked up a labeled diagram, and to this, in 1977, Jean Clair restored the
original Duchampian terminology in French (fig. 11; see fig. 1). This diagram
provides us with a kind of handy terminological map by which to fix in a
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quasi-geographical manner the disparate and fragmentary utterances of the
Green Box upon the physical reality of the Large Glass, such as it exists today.
It also shows the situation of various motifs, signalled by dotted lines, that
were planned, but never actually executed by Duchamp.

From the labeled diagram it can be seen that between the upper Bride
panel and the lower Bachelors panel there was traced a horizon line. The
latter element was first clearly indicated in Duchamp’s carefully rendered
perspectival study of 1913 (MD-82).% In this pencil drawing, which the artist
called his initial “definite plan, a blueprint for the Large Glass,” all the
orthagonals correctly converge on a single vanishing point, placed in the exact
center of a ruler-generated horizon line. As Duchamp’s graphic arrangement
makes clear, the Bachelors exist below, on Earth, while the Bride floats
somewhat amorphously above the horizon, or in Heaven. Again, the basic
disposition appears to recapitulate the famous opening injunction of the
Emerald Tablet: “Ce qui est dessous est semblable & ce qui est dessus.” The
bonds (les liens) between “that which is below and that which is above”
represent the ever ascending, metaphorical action of a gradual stripping of
the Bride, meaning, as we now understand, the essential steps for the even-
tual reproduction of Mercurius Philosophorum (see figs. 9, 10). It is this process
that Duchamp himself referred to, at least initially, as an “allegorical appear-
ance or allegorical reproduction” (Note 124).

This stripping is done, en détaille, by a series of opérations based on
séparation, namely the systematic separation of a series of already formed
matter from just found matter: “Pour écarter le tout-fait en série du tout-
trouvé—L écart est une opération” (Note 52). Duchamp also gave his grand
opus a subtitle, “retard en verre,” a slowed action within a glass container.
He also explained that this subtitle merely represents “a way of succeeding
in no longer thinking that the thing in question is a picture,” and that this
nonpicture really deals with the actors’ “indecisive reunion” (leur réunion
indécise: Note 7). In Note 36, he says that his allegorical scenario is to be
contained “within a sphere or into a transparent cage,” and this is what is
to become the specific recipient for “colored liquids . . . chemical reactions”
(réactions chimiques: Note 8). Moreover, “the ensemble of the picture
represents . . . a reality [only made] possible by distending a bit the laws of
physics and of chemistry” (Note 35). Each object, also including the various
“lallchemical reactions” contained within this vas mirabilis is endowed, says
Duchamp, with its own “éclairage intérieur,” and, “as a result of its chemical
composition, it becomes endowed with phosphorescence. . . . To sum up, the
color-effect of the entire ensemble must represent the molecular appearance
of matter possessing a luminous fire-box” (Note 35). In this case, the mental
picture of a foyer lumineuse that immediately comes to mind is, once again,
the glassy Philosopher’s Egg, resting upon the solid masonry base of an
Alchemist’s Athanor (fig. 10; see also figs. 4, 5).
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Turning again to the labelled diagram of the Large Glass (fig. 11), we
see, following the arrows, that the narrative progression begins in the lower
left-hand corner of the Bachelors’ panel, bumpily proceeds along a zigzag
course to the right, then suddenly leaps up, diagonally ascending into the
lower left corner of the Bride panel, rises from there eventually to culmi-
nate more or less with a hugely symbolic épanouissement centered at the
very top of the entire ensemble. Following the standard occultist pattern,
one begins below, gradually aspiring upwards, towards the putative astral
plane. The Bachelor panel on the bottom, where narrative progressions of
the various séparations begin, comprises various kinds of sharply defined
metallic machinery, the main purpose of which is, Duchamp claims, to
“make love.” Furthest left are nine reddish-brown forms called either the
“Male-ish Molds” (Moules maliques/malics) or, occasionally, “Matrix of Eros”
(Matrice d’Eros) (Note 92). This motif represents a sequential improve-
ment or progress of a certain “illuminating gas” (gaz d’éclairage) in its des-
ignated ascents and fluid dischargings (Note 92), also including its
production-reception by the Malic Molds.

These heterogeneous Males—specifically named in Note 91 as profes-
sionally representing a Priest, a Gendarme, a Peace Officer, an Undertaker,
etc.—are all gathered together in certain “Cemeteries of Uniforms and Liv-
eries” (Cimetieres des uniformes et livrées, a la Flamel and Poisson, as we shall
see). These assorted vocational types are, however, physically absent in a
symbolic graveyard, being only represented in absentia by their Livrées creux,
that is, “hollowed-out shells” (or professional apparel). From these molds
each malish body is separately released or liberated, and so “they are each
waiting to be given their color” (Note 95). Their number, nine, was arrived
at according to Duchamp’s hermetic “ideas of threes,” “a sort of triple cypher”
(3 x 3 =9). From the top of each Malic Mold there sprout as many “Cap-
illary Tubes” (Tubes capillaires). Their shapes conform to the contours of
certain previously conceived “Standard Stoppages” (Stoppages étalon: MD-
94), supposedly arrived at by pure chance. Running towards the center of the
Large Glass and laid over the Malic Molds like large open compasses, the
Capillary Tubes finally converge upon seven “Sieves or Umbrellas” (Tamis,
Ombrelles).

Placed in front and between the Cemetery and Sieves is a huge metal-
lic apparatus with various names: “Water-Mill/Chariot/Sled/Glider” (Moulin
a eau—Chariot—Traineau—Glissiere: MD-101). This contraption is fabricated
from, according to Duchamp, “neighboring metals,” and the real significance
of les métaux voisins has already been adequately explained to us by Albert
Poisson, with considerable help from Albertus Magnus. The grinding ma-
chinery is set into motion by a “Water-Fall” (Chute d’eau), described in Note
125 as “a sort of jet of water arriving from afar in a half circle over the Malic
Molds.” In Note 128 the Water-Mill appears to activate a “Chocolate Grinder”
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(Broyeuse a chocolat: MD-93) placed in the very center, just below the Sieves.
The connective unit between the two Mills, one supplying power and the
other a physical product, is a certain “Clasp” (Agrafe), which just happens to
be “made from matter of oscillating density” (Note 129). The Sieves emit
gaseous and liquefied matter which proceeds in wholly circular movements,
just as would happen in an athanor (figs. 4, 5). The immediate destination
of this volatilized material, now splashing downwards, is towards various
devices that remain unfinished in the Large Glass, but which were described
by Duchamp, especially in Notes 98-104. These motifs include a “Pump” (Pompe),
and this leads to a “Toboggan,” itself leading to assorted machinery, variously
including some “Flow-Charts” (Plans d'écoulement), a “Splasher” (Eclaboussure),
and the “Shatterer” (Fracas). At this point, the over-heated materials pursue a
vertically ascending path, passing straight upwards through the “Pierced Weight”
(Poid a trous: unexecuted) and the conjoined “Occulist-[Eye]-Witnesses-Occulist’s
Charts” (Témoins oculistes-Chartes d'oculiste), finally exiting the lower Bachelor
Panel via a “Boxing Match” (Combat de boxe: unexecuted).

This terminology is, of course, wholly confusing—and it must be so.
The Alchemists had always stated that the mob of vulgar non-Adepts, i.e.,
Us (nous, méme), must be left to their collective ignorance. What really
matters, for Duchamp as much for the Alchemists, is the progress of the
Opus Magnum, meaning the cooking and physical transformation-transmuta-
tion of various kinds of alchemical Matter introduced by the Artist-Operator.
Following a deliberately confused path concocted in the Adept-Artist’s Notes,
we can now give a resumé of just what really was occurring in the lower part
of his Large Glass.

In the initial movement from the Cemeteries to the Water-Fall, the
[lluminating Gas becomes (Notes 98ff.) “solidified and cut up into flakes
(paillettes).” Duchamp additionally states in Note 105 that he allowed “Pow-
der” (Poussiére, but probably not “Dust,” as it is commonly translated) to
“breed” (or be cultivated, elevated, even educated: élever) on some “Powder-
Glasses” (Verres-Poussiéres) placed on top of his Sieves; the elevation process
took some six months and this made the Sieves become dark or mottled.
This is also the Note where Duchamp remarks that “hermétiquement =
Transparence,” meaning that “hermetically [the process] equals transparency.”
The task is then to look for the disparities: “Différences chercher.” Note 107
announces that “wrong side out” (& ['envers), the intrinsic property of the
Powder may represent “the name of the metal or something else.” This
makes perfect sense, but only if you are manipulating the right kind of
textual materials.

Pernety appears to provide the proper context for an explanation for
the employment of such “Powder,” shown by Duchamp to be “bred” upon his
Large Glass and so projected into the future. Duchamp’s “dust-powder” must
be Pernety’s strictly alchemical Poudre, of which there are various sorts:
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POWDER OF PROJECTION: This [Poudre de Projection] is a product of
the Hermetic Work, meaning a powder which, once projected upon
imperfect metals in fusion, transmutes them into gold and silver, once,
that is, the Work has been pushed into the white or red stages. Look up
our article on Philosopher’s Stone. BLACK POWDER: This is the Matter
of the Wise in putrefaction. WHITE POWDER: This is the Matter of
the Work when it becomes fixed in the white stage. TO MAKE INTO
POWDER: This means to dissolve the Gold of the Philosophers. Nicolas
Flamel says that this dissolution reduces this Gold, really meaning Sul-
phur, into a fine powder, and this is as tiny as atoms which dance in the
rays of the Sun.%

Following Pernety’s advice to “look up the article on the Philosopher’s Stone,”
we finally realize the absolutely crucial significance of Duchamp’s Elevage de
poussiere:

PHILOSOPHER'’S STONE: This is a product of the Hermetic Work,
and it is also what the Hermetic Philosophers call the Poudre de Pro-
jection. The Philosopher’s Stone is commonly regarded as a pure chi-
mera and, likewise, those people who do search for it are looked upon
as fools. This disparagement, as the Hermetic Philosophers explain, is
an effect produced by God’s righteous judgment, for He will never
allow that such a precious secret becomes known to evil persons and
ignorant people. Not only do the wisest and most celebrated of the
modern Alchemists refuse to regard the Philosopher’s Stone as a chi-
mera but they do indeed pursue it as though it were a real thing.
STONE: In the terminology of Hermetic Science, this [Pierre] refers to
that which is fixed and which will never evaporate in the face of
fire. . . . There are three kinds of Stones. The Stone of the First Order
is Philosophical Matter which has become perfectly purified, and so
becomes reduced into a pure mercurial substance. The Stone of the
Second Order is the same Matter, now cooked, digested and fixed into
incombustible Sulphur. Finally, the Stone of the Third Order is the
same Matter, now become fermented, multiplied and pushed to the
last perfected stage, which is that of a fixed, or permanent and tingent,
tincture. . . . Alchemists never at all called a “stone,” for it bears no
resemblance to rocks; rather they have so named it because it is able
to resist all the most violent attacks by fire; only in its resistance to fire
is it like rocks. It is an impalpable, highly fixed powder; it is heavy and
has a pleasant odor, and that is why it is called the Poudre de Projection,
and not the “Pierre” of Projection.”

We may now, with Duchamp’s reluctant help, make an interpretive
passage from alchemical “powders” and “stones” to Alchemical Matter itself.
In Notes 100 and 101, we learn more about Duchamp’s esoteric transforma-
tions of elemental Matter. As the artist explains,
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From the top of each malish mold gas passes along the unit of length
inside an elementary section tube and, by a phenomenon of extraction
[détirement] within the unit of length, the gas finds itself congealed, or
solidified into the form of elementary rods [baguettes élémentaires]. . . . Each
of these rods, under pressure from the malish-mold gas, emerges from its
tube and is broken up, due to fragility, into unequal flakes. . . . The gas
is thus cut into bits, each flake retaining in its smallest pieces the malish
tincture [la teinte malique]. Freed at the moment of exit from the tubes,
it tends to rise. The flakes are halted by the umbrella-trap [picge des
ombrelles] in their ascension [first] by the first umbrella or sieve [tami].
The sieves (six probably) are semi-circular, pierced and semi-spherical,
umbrellas. The holes in the sieve-umbrellas should give the appearance
of the shape of the eight malish molds, produced schematically by their
eight summits (a polygonal-concave plan) and by controlled
symmetry. . . . Changes in the state of the flakes. .. result from a con-
secutive passage through the sieves. Due to the dominant ascentional
concept, there is elemental liquid dispersion . . . maintaining the char-
acter of a liquid through the instinct for cohesion [etc.].

More of this apparent nonsense about “elemental liquid dispersion” is
encountered in many other Notes. No matter; the basic scenario seems to
have had its previously published source, and, once again, that literary pre-
cedent is (albeit creatively garbled to a huge degree by Duchamp’s poetic
transmutations) to be found in Pernety’s Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique. In
this instance, our real subject is nothing less than “matter” itself, la Matiére:

MATTER. In the terminology of Hermetic Philosophy, this [la Matiére]
signifies the subject matter of the physical [versus philosophical] exer-
cises of this Science. . .. Its object is, therefore, the spermatic seed of
the body, and this is the First Matter of the Alchemists. Within this
materia prima there are distinguished a malish seed [la semence male],
which retains form, and the female seed [la semence femelle], which is the
matter best fitted to receive this form. This is the reason why, when the
Alchemists are speaking of their First Matter, most commonly they refer
to the female seed and this is what they particularly speak of when they
say they mean to join one to the other ['une jointe avec I'autre]. Then
they say that she has everything which is necessary for him—except
Fire, meaning a certain external agent which Art alone can provide for
Nature. . . . The first Matter of the Alchemists, once it becomes stretched
out [éloignée], then becomes a ponderous water that is produced from a
mercurial vapor; in the nearer form [la prochaine] it then becomes a
mercurial water, but one which does not at all moisten your
hand. . . . Everybody knows that things are only destroyed by contraries;
so it is with Sulphur, which gives [initial] form. You must make use of
Mercury in order to dissolve the Sulphur. After this dissolution, a bit of
Sulphur is added in order to coagulate, and so to fix the Mercury. By so
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doing, one consummates the Alchemical Marriage within that vessel [on
en faisant le Mariage dans le vase] which is deemed proper for it. . . . The
majority of Hermetic Philosophers say that everything has for its prin-
cipal constituent a soapy water, meaning a compound of two substances;
the one is saline and the other oily. The latter is called “Chaos” and it
is set to receive any form it can become. Chaos is what God had initially
divided into two parts, into gross and subtle waters. The first Water was
viscous, oily or sulphurous, and the second was saline, subtle and
mercurial. . . . Sulphur works upon Salt by agglutinating it and so it
gives it form. Salt works upon Sulphur by dissolving it and putrefying it.
One is joined to the other in proportionate quantities, and together they
constitute a viscous and vitriolic Water, and this is the First Matter
made by Nature and Art—Ila Premiére Matiére de la Nature et de ' Art.”!

Once we turn to Pernety’s much shorter article on “Chaos,” we then
find a perfect explanation for the properly chaotic nature of Duchamp’s
bizarre, literally “confused” alchemical scenario, agitated and demonstrably
moving up and downwards (see fig. 11). According to Pernety’s explanation,

CHAOS signifies “confusion” and “blending.” According to the An-
cient Philosophers, Chaos was the Matter of the Universe before it came
to receive specific form. By analogy, Philosophers gave the name of
“Chaos” to the Matter of the Great Work in the state of putrefaction,
and they did so because at this chaotic time the Elements, meaning the
basic principles of the Stone, are found in complete confusion, so much
so that no one knows how to recognize them. This “Chaos” is developed
through volatilization, and this bottomless Water gradually allows sight
of Earth as the humid parts are sublimated at the top of the vessel. This
is why Hermetic Alchemists believed themselves empowered to com-
pare their Great Work, meaning that which occurs during their opera-
tions, to the gradual evolution of the Universe following Creation.”

However, it additionally turns out that a large number of the specific
terms employed by Duchamp to designate individual motifs (or contraptions)
inserted into his Bachelor panel—namely: “Chariot,” “Eau,” “Gaz, “Male”
[malique], “Matrice” [d’Eros], “Moulin,” “Poids,” “Tamis,” “Verre,” etc.—were
all previously described by Pernety, and all under the very same names, and
all these are, bien siir, treated as familiar hermetic symbols. All these non-
sense words have, therefore, a standard and strictly alchemical significance,
and this the interested reader can easily look up for him/herself in Pernety’s
Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique.” As a mundane result, there is now much less
mystery inherent to the greater part of Duchamp’s Large Glass.

Let us, however, deal in detail with just two of these odd motifs, both
much discussed in the Duchamp literature, namely the Cemetery of Uni-
forms, etc. and the Chocolate Grinder. As before, our task is to root out their
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previously unacknowledged textual sources, thus to restore their apparent
accompanying alchemical significance.

The first motif, Duchamp’s “Cimetiere,” actually appeared, illustrated,
as the frontispiece for Poisson’s Théories et Symboles des Alchimistes, and its
acknowledged source was a hugely celebrated work by “N.[icolas] Flamel—
Explication des figures du cimetiere des Innocents” (fig. 12). Containing his
extended symbolic interpretations of the famous print reproduced by (among
others) Albert Poisson, as first published in 1612, Flamel’s illustrated pam-
phlet was only forty-three pages long. As in the case of the “Cimetiere” of
Duchamp’s Large Glass, according to Flamel’s text (p. 50) likewise some of
his personages are professionally designated. Besides “Gendarmes” (2 la
Duchamp), there also appear “un Roi,” “des Soldats,” “petits Enfants,” “les
Meres,” “des Innocents,” and others. The importance of the print itself,
specifically as incorporated into the Flamel publication—and as recognized
later by Albert Poisson—is double: 1. it remains the only record of the
appearance of the medieval tympanum erected in the Cemetery of the Inno-
cents in Paris; 2. for an uninitiated layperson however, the tympanum itself
contains nothing that would be necessarilly interpreted as alchemical.

Nonetheless, according to Poisson’s neo-alchemical explanation of these
famous “Hieroglyphs from the Cemetery of the Innocents,”

It is the body, the spirit and the soul, otherwise the Matter of the Stone,
which are shown here to be figured like men and women dressed in
white; these are the ones who are raised up, resuscitated from their
tombs, in order to symbolize the revivifying whiteness which only comes
after death, here meaning the black phase, putrefactio.’*

This brief description of certain allegorical figures dressed in various white
garments who are brought back to life in order to symbolize termination of
the initial putrefactive operations of the Great Work seems wholly in accord
with the narrative context of hermetic operations begun below in Duchamp’s
Bachelor panel, itself evidently representing a strictly lower, material plane
of initial existence.

Much more complicated is the essential matter of Duchamp’s Broyeuse
a chocolat (Chocolate Grinder), a large piece of obviously symbolic machin-
ery situated at the very center and bottom of the Bachelor panel (fig. 11).
lts significance within the Large Glass project is attested to by its initial
appearance, in 1914, as an independent, highly finished painting (MD-93).%
This shapely Broyeuse a chocolat marks the reappearance of a theme previ-
ously explored by Duchamp three years before, in 1911, as is established by
reference to the oil sketch depicting a Moulin a café (MD-61), which has
already been analyzed in chapter 4 for its potential hermetic message. As
before, the key operation is grinding, such as that action might take place in
a mill, and, as we read earlier, Pernety says that whereas “Broyer refers to the



DUCHAMP IN NEW YORK WITH ESOTERIC PATRONS 217

cooking of the Alchemical Matter,” any “Moulin stands for the Universal
Dissolvant of the Hermetic Philosophers.” In a strictly physical sense, this
centrally situated Chocolate Grinder by Duchamp appears moreover to op-
erate as a functional analogue to a pharmacist’s mortar and pestle. Pernety’s
statements defining the hermetic significance of grinders and mills, while
sufficiently explicit, do not however account for the possibly symbolic role
of Duchamp’s “Chocolate,” a term which, alas, appears neither in Pernety’s
nor in Poisson’s publications.

Duchamp’s Notes, as usual, provide more hindrance than help in making
sense of, in this particular instance, his obviously symbolic, soft brown sub-
stance, le chocolat. Note 140 states that it comes from an unknown source
(“venant on ne sait d’ott”), but is only deposited “en chocolat au lait”—that
is, somewhat like milk-chocolate—after its grinding: “se déposerait apres
broyage.” It is in fact (or merely in tortuous Duchampian fancy) “the Bach-
elor [who] grinds his chocolate himself.” Since our chocolate maker is him-
self a “célibataire,” one naturally takes him to be a frustrated suitor. In French
slang (according to the 1991 Larousse Dictionnaire de 'argot), “étre chocolat”
does in fact signify a state of frustration; also (and somewhat more specifically)
it signifies a person about “to be taken in,” “cheated,” and “deceived,” as in
a game of chance (“faire le chocolat = Joueur dupé”). He who “ends up choco-
late” (a la fin est chocolat) is a dupe, a victim, one left holding the bag, or, to
put it much more vulgarly (a la américain), “left in deep shit,” that is, anyone
“tre dupé, privé de quelque chose.” Likewise, to “grind black