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The Great Dada Debate!





Marcel Duchamp, Fountain, photograph by Alfred Stieglitz from Blindman �No. 2, 1917 �© 2000 Succession Marcel Duchamp, ARS, N.Y./ADAGP, Paris 








Fountain is a men's urinal turned so that the surface mounted on the wall becomes its base, and belongs to a broad category of objects called "ready-mades" which Marcel Duchamp created in New York during the 1910s and '20s. He divides them into smaller categories based on the degree of alteration applied to them. It is well-known that Duchamp claimed to select these objects based on his not having an aesthetic reaction to them; for him these objects lack aesthetic qualities: this was the sole criterion he admits for their selection. Fountain belongs in this grouping both because of the added inscription "R. Mutt 1917" and because of its shifted arrangement (turned sideways). "R. Mutt" or "Richard Mutt" is believed to be a pseudonym of Marcel Duchamp composed out of an association with the Mutt and Jeff cartoons. Apparently there was no actual R. Mutt. 


The original Fountain is missing, often listed simply as "Lost." If we believe Charles Prendergast's account of Fountain, it was broken by William Glackens as a solution to the question of exhibiting it or not. If this were the accepted account of Fountain's fate, then it would not be listed as "Lost" but as "Destroyed." However, this account has several problems, the first being that Alfred Stieglitz is supposed to have photographed it after it was rejected by the Executive Committee of the Society of Independent Artists in 1917 where it was submitted for exhibition. The photograph does exist, and Fountain is clearly not broken. [It is possible that it was broken, and a replacement simply purchased and photographed by Stieglitz; this possibility, however, has problems in relation to other versions of these events, and is not something ever mentioned by anyone involved. Even though it reconciles one discrepancy, it creates more problems than solutions.] In fairness to this version of the story, since Stieglitz does not list the photograph in his ledger, we cannot know when it was made.











The Readymade Art of Marcel Duchamp





Duchamp's original idea s which, developed into "readymades", were his things, objects used for private distraction, not public display. They were works of art created not by the hand and skill, but rather by mind and decision of an artist. Late in Duchamp's life he states that, "you can make people swallow anything; that's what happened with Fountain". His conceptual approach to art which "defines art primarily as a mental act rather then a visual one", an approach which has come to dominate Western art of the 20th century.








