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Introduction by Robert Motherwell






In the original French edition of this book, Pierre Cabanne wrote, shortly before Duchamp’s death: “These interviews with Marcel Duchamp took place in his studio at Neuilly [near Paris], where he and his wife live during the six months they spend in France each year. It is the first time that the most fascinating and the most disconcerting inventor in contemporary art has agreed to talk about and explain, so profoundly and at such length, his actions, his reactions, his feelings, and the choices he made.” He adds that Duchamp gave these interviews 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 prodigious, the words that he employs are not automatic or stale, as though one is replying for the nth time to an interviewer, but carefully considered; it must not be forgotten that he wrote ‘Conditions of a Language: Research into First Words. ’Only one question provoked in him a marked reaction: near the end, when I asked him whether he believed in God. Notice that he very frequently utilizes the word ‘thing’ to designate his own creations, and ‘to make’ to evoke his creative acts. The terms ‘game,’ or ‘it is amusing,’ or ‘I wanted to amuse myself,’ recur often; they are ironic evidence of his nonactivity.


“Marcel Duchamp always wore a pink shirt, with fine green stripes; he smoked Havana cigars incessantly (about ten a day); went out little; saw few friends; and went neither to exhibitions nor to museums....”


The present translation into English contains the entire text of the interviews, but differs in several respects from the French edition. The latter was not illustrated, and while Duchamp’s work is not illustrated here (since there are several books containing illustrations of most of his work1), he is. When he was asked if he would like to write a preface to this English-language edition, he replied that he would not but would like his friend and summer neighbor in Cadaques, Spain, Salvador Dali, to do so. Dali’s preface appears here for the first time; so does a much more detailed chronology than in the French edition, and a more authoritative selected bibliography, by Bernard Karpel, Librarian of The Museum of Modern Art, New York.


(Pierre Cabanne, who was born in 1921, has been for some years art critic of the Paris review Arts-Loisirs. He has written books on van Gogh, the Cubist epoch, Degas, and Picasso, and he contributes to many French and foreign art magazines.)


Marcel Duchamp’s own numerous writings (in the original French or in English) were published as “Marchand du Sel: Écrits de Marcel Duchamp,” in 1958.2


Duchamp died suddenly in his studio at Neuilly on October 1, 1968, at the age of eighty-one, a year and a half after the original French publication of these conversations.
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These conversations are more than mere interviews. They are Marcel Duchamp’s “summing up,” and constitute as vivid a self-portrait as we possess of a major twentieth-century artist, thanks to Duchamp’s intelligence, scrupulousness, and disdain for the petty. Here, as throughout his life, he has rejected, as much as one can, that game of rivalry which makes so many modern artists uneasy and angry, or bitter, and sometimes false to themselves and to historical truth. In these pages, Duchamp’s effort to be “objective” is sustained with an intellectual strength and modesty (though he had his own arrogance) of which few celebrated artists approaching their eighties are capable. We are also fortunate in Pierre Cabanne’s intelligent choice of questions3 and his sheer tenacity as Duchamp’s questioner (he is obviously familiar with Duchamp’s remark, “There is no solution because there is no problem”). Cabanne intuitively knows when not to press too hard, and when to come back discreetly again and again to a dropped question, finally to receive the “answer.” On rereading these conversations, Duchamp said to Cabanne (in effect) that “this is from the horse’s mouth.” I, for one, shall always be grateful to Duchamp for his willingness to be so intensively recorded, just before he died.
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I knew Duchamp casually, beginning in the early 1940s, in New York City, in the French Surrealist milieu. Later in the decade, we used to meet when I was working on vexing questions that arose while I was editing my Dada anthology.4 We met once or twice at the dusty New York studio that he had for years (on West Fourteenth Street, I think), but more often at a little downstairs Italian 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.5 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.6 Most of my questions had to do with the clarification of various Dada mysteries (such as conflicting stories about the discovery of the name “Dada”) that had become clouded in legend so many years after the fact, often deliberately. Later, I enlisted his aid (which ultimately proved fruitless) in trying to reconcile Richard Huelsenbeck and Tristan Tzara to having their recent writings appear together between the same covers. They detested each other, rivals long after the Dada period.


I had asked Duchamp to act as a mediator in regard to the book because of the sense one already had of him, seeing him among the Parisian Surrealists gathered in New York City during the Second World War. The Surrealists were the closest-knit group of artists, over the longest period of time, that I know of, with all the unavoidable frictions as well as the camaraderie implied by such intimacy. Often their various group projects produced violent disagreements. But their respect for Duchamp—who was not a Surrealist, but as he himself said, “borrowed” from the world—and, above all, for his fairness as a mediator, was great.7 It seemed to me that he gave a certain emotional stability to that group in exile during those anxiety-ridden years after the defeat of France in 1940, when the Nazis gained everywhere, for a time.


I remember once at a Surrealist gathering watching André Breton and Max Ernst standing mouth-to-mouth, in that curious French fashion, arguing with rage about something I do not remember—a personal matter, I think, but one which also raised the question of their professional indebtedness toward each other. At such moments as these, only Duchamp, with his detachment, his fairness (which, of course, is not the same thing), and his innate sensitivity, could try to bring calm.


It was with these same qualities that he tried to help me edit my Dada anthology, in the later 1940s.8 Over the years, he himself was co-editor of a surprising number of projects, and heaven knows how many people he helped, or in how many ways. One should keep this in mind when Duchamp tells Cabanne he doesn’t do much during the day, or when he so often gives his reason 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 he did it was barely long enough to take off his hat.
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An artist must be unusually intelligent in order to grasp simultaneously many structured relations. In fact, intelligence can be considered as the capacity to grasp complex relations; in this sense, Leonardo’s intelligence, for instance, is almost beyond belief. Duchamp’s intelligence contributed many things, of course, but for me its greatest accomplishment was to take him beyond the merely “aesthetic”9 concerns that face every “modern” artist—whose role is neither religious nor communal, but instead secular and individual. This problem has been called “the despair of the aesthetic:” if all colors or nudes are equally pleasing to the eye, why does the artist choose one color or figure rather than another? If he does not make a purely “aesthetic” choice, he must look for further criteria on which to base his value judgements. Kierkegaard held that artistic criteria were first the realm of the aesthetic, then the ethical, then the realm of the holy. Duchamp, as a nonbeliever, could not have accepted holiness as a criterion but, in setting up for himself complex technical problems or new ways of expressing erotic subject matter, for instance, he did find an ethic beyond the “aesthetic” for his ultimate choices.10 And his most successful works, paradoxically, take on that indirect beauty achieved only by those artists who have been concerned with more than the merely sensuous. In this way, Duchamp’s intelligence accomplished nearly everything possible within the reach of a modern artist, earning him the unlimited and fully justified respect of successive small groups of admirers throughout his life. But, as he often says in the following pages, it is posterity who will judge, and he, like Stendhal, had more faith in posterity than in his contemporaries. At the same time, one learns from his conversations of an extraordinary artistic adventure, filled with direction, discipline, and disdain for art as a trade and for the repetition of what has already been done.11
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There is one “deception” of Duchamp’s here, however, in the form of a deliberate omission. He never mentions, even when questioned about his having given up art, that for twenty years (1946-1966) he had been constructing a major work: “Given: 1. the waterfall, 2. illuminating gas.”12 This last work of his is an environmental room, secretly “made,” with some assistance from his wife, Teeny, in a studio on West Eleventh Street in New York. It is now in the Philadelphia Museum in a gallery adjacent to the Arensberg Collection, as Duchamp had apparently intended.13 When its existence became known after his death, it was realized how literal Duchamp had been in insisting that the artist should go “underground.” In spite of all appearances, Duchamp had never ceased to work; moreover, he managed to keep his privacy inviolate in New York City—in a way that he thought would have been impossible for him in Paris. This extraordinary achievement, in addition to its place in Duchamp’s oeuvre as a completely new work, exemplifies another aspect of the artist’s character. I mean a theatricality and a brutality of effect wholly remote from the intellectualism and refinement of the earlier work. For, despite Duchamp’s urbanity, from another standpoint, Duchamp was the great saboteur, the relentless enemy of painterly painting (read Picasso and Matisse), the asp in the basket of fruit. His disdain for sensual painting was as intense as was his interest in erotic machines. Not to see this is not to take his testament seriously. No wonder he smiled at “art history,” while making sure his work ended up in museums. Picasso, in questioning himself about what art is, immediately thought, “What is not?” (1930s). Picasso, as a painter, wanted boundaries. Duchamp, as an anti-painter, did not. From the standpoint of each, the other was involved in a game. Taking one side or the other is the history of art since 1914, since the First World War.






—ROBERT MOTHERWELL













1 Notably in Robert Lebel (1959; later edition without color); Calvin Tomkins (1966); and Arturo Schwarz (1969);




2 Edited by the great Dada authority Michel Sanouillet; see Bibliography, no. 6.




3 He obviously followed with care Robert Lebel’s Sur Marcel Duchamp (Paris: Trianon Press, 1959), design and layout by Marcel Duchamp and Arnold Fawcus. The English translation by George Heard Hamilton was published under the title Marcel Duchamp (New York: Grove Press, 1959). The American edition also contains André Breton’s beautiful and difficult tribute, Henri-PIERRE Rochéés impressions, and a brief lecture, “The Creative Act,” that Duchamp gave before -he American Federation of Arts, in Houston, Texas, in April, 1957. (See Bibliography, no. 37.)




4 The Dada Painters and Poets (See Bibliography, no. 40).




5 Lebel also remarks on the frugality of his eating habits.






6 � I also received his approval for a translation of his “Green Box” to appear in the Documents of Modern Art series, which it did, finally, more than a decade later: “The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even,” a typographic version by Richard Hamilton of Marcel Duchamp’s “Green Box,” translated by George Heard Hamilton. (See Bibliography, no. 3). Both brief essays by the two Hamiltons in this volume are excellent, as are the layout and the translation, approved by Duchamp himself






7 On the poster of the 1938 Paris Surrealist Exhibition, Duchamp is listed among the organizers as “General Mediator.”






8 I also spoke to him a bit about his distaste for the technical procedures involved in becoming an American citizen. When I asked him why he preferred to live here, he repeated several times that being in France was like being in a net full of lobsters clawing each other. But his heart remained there, I think—though in the U.S.A. he was better known, and at the same time allowed privacy and noncommitment to anything that did not interest him (as he says in this book).




9 � “Aesthetic” in this context refers to the perception of the world’s surface through the senses, primarily sight; felt visual discrimination (what Duchamp called “retinal”).




10 “To get away from the physical aspect of painting ... I was interested in ideas, not merely visual products. 1 wanted to put painting once again at the service of the mind.” [1945] “The final product ["Large Glass"] was to be a wedding of mental and visual relations.” [1959]




11 Duchamp often said in conversation that no book should be more than fifty pages long, that a skilled writer could say everything he had to say in that space. Though he seemed not to be a great reader, I suspected that he had read Paul Valeryés discourse on the method of Leonardo da Vinci; but when I suggested this once, he displayed a certain ambivalence and evasiveness, not unlike Vateryés own towards Dada—at least, this was my impression.




12 Étant Donnés: le la chute d’eau, 2e le gaz d’éclairage.






13 There is a superb essay, illustrated, by Anne d’Harnoncourt and Walter Hopps on the new work in the Bulletin of the Philadelphia Museum (June 25, 1969). See also the July-August 1969.






















Preface by Salvador Dali


L’échecs, c’est moi
       (“Chess, it’s me.”)






The first man to compare the cheeks of a young woman to a rose was obviously a poet; the first to repeat it was possibly an idiot. The ideas of Dada and Surrealism are currently in the process of being repeated monotonously: soft watches have produced innumerable soft objects. And “readymades” cover the globe! The loaf of bread fifteen yards long has become a loaf of fifteen miles! A monstrous, current specialization is the attraction to certain Happenings which Dadaists or Surrealists themselves would have had neither the time nor the desire to produce....


LA ROSE ET LES JOUES (THE ROSE AND CHEEKS)
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It is already forgotten that, during the Dada period, the then leader, Tristan Tzara, in a manifesto proclaimed:


Dada is this; Dada is that; Dada is this;
       Dada is that; Dada is nevertheless shit.


This type of humor, more or less black, is lacking in the newest generation, who believe, in good faith, that their neo-Dadaism is more sublime than the art of Praxiteles!


DATA ET LE MERDE (DADA AND SHIT)
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Marcel Duchamp spoke to me, during the course of the Second World War (traveling between Arcachon and Bordeaux), of a new interest in the preparation of shit, of which the small excretions from the navel are the “de luxe” editions. To this I replied that I wished to have genuine shit, from the navel of Raphael. Today a well-known Pop artist of Verona sells artists’ shit (in very sophisticated packaging) as a luxury item!




ÉCHEC ET ÉCHECS ("CHECH" AND CHESS)
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When Duchamp understood that he had generously sown the wind with his youthful ideas until he had no more, he aristocratically stopped his “game” and announced prophetically that other young men would specialize in the chess of contemporary art.
Then he played chess itself.


BRULÉ BROYÉ (ROASTED, GROUND)
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The “Chocolate Grinder”1 by Marcel Duchamp is sublime when one knows that it was in Rouen that he found it. It is necessary to know that the Municipal Museum of Art in Rouen owns “Les énervées de Jumièges”2 and that Joan of Arc was roasted at Rouen.
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In Paris, in the early days, there were 17 persons who understood the “readymades”—the very rare readymades by Marcel Duchamp. Nowadays there are 17 million who understand them, and that one day, when all objects that exist are considered readymades, there will be no readymades at all. Then Originality will become the artistic Work, produced convulsively by the artist by hand.


(17 AND 17 MILLION)
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Marcel Duchamp could have been a king if, instead of making the “Chocolate Grinder,” he had made the “Holy Ampulla,” the unique, divine readymade, to anoint himself as king. Duchamp then could have been crowned at Rheims. And Dali would have asked his permission to paint a picture of the “King and Queen Traversed by Nudes at High Speed.”


LE ROI ET LE ROI (THE KING AND THE KING)




-Salvador Dali


New York City


January 1968


(Translated by Albert Field)









1 In France, many pastry shops serve ground hot chocolate. Their signs are often of colored glass, hanging in the window.[Ed.]






2 A picture of two young princes adrift in a boat with their tendons cut by the king, their father.


























1. Eight Years of Swimming Lessons






PIERRE CABANNE: Marcel Duchamp, it is now 1966; in a few months you’ll be eighty years old. In 1915, over half a century ago, you left for the United States. Looking back over your whole life, what satisfies you most?




MARCEL DUCHAMP: First, having been lucky. Because basically I’ve never worked for a living. I consider working for a living slightly imbecilic from an economic point of view. I hope that some day we’ll be able to live without being obliged to work. Thanks to my luck, I was able to manage without getting wet. I understood, at a certain moment, that it wasn’t necessary to encumber one’s life with too much weight, with too many things to do, with what is called a wife, children, a country house, an automobile. And I understood this, fortunately, rather early. This allowed me to live for a long time as a bachelor, more easily than if I had had to face the normal difficulties of life. Fundamentally, this is the main thing. So I consider myself very happy. I’ve never had a serious illness, or melancholy or neurasthenia. Also, I haven’t known the strain of producing, painting not having been an outlet for me, or having a pressing need to express myself. I’ve never had that kind of need—to draw morning, noon, and night, to make sketches, etc. I can’t tell you any more. I have no regrets.


CABANNE: And your greatest regret?


DUCHAMP: I don’t have any, I really don’t. I’ve missed nothing. I have had even more luck at the end of my life than at the beginning. 


CABANNE: André Breton said that you were the most intelligent man of the twentieth century. To you, what is intelligence ?


DUCHAMP: That’s exactly what I was going to ask you! The word “intelligence” is the most elastic one can invent. There is a logical or Cartesian form of intelligence, but I think Breton meant to say something else. He envisaged, from the Surrealist point of view, a freer form of the problem; for him, intelligence was in some way the penetration of what the average normal man finds incomprehensible or difficult to understand. There is something like an explosion in the meaning of certain words: they have a greater value. than their meaning in the dictionary. Breton and I are men of the same order—we share a community of vision, which is why I think I understand his idea of intelligence: enlarged, drawn out, extended, inflated if you wish....


CABANNE: In the sense that you yourself have enlarged, inflated, and exploded the limits of creation, according to your own “intelligence.”


DUCHAMP: Perhaps. But I shy away from the word “creation.” In the ordinary, social meaning of the word—well, it’s very nice but, fundamentally, I don’t believe in the creative function of the artist. He’s a man like any other. It’s his job to do certain things, but the businessman does certain things also, you understand? On the other hand, the word “art” interests me very much. If it comes from Sanskrit, as I’ve heard, it signifies “making.” Now everyone makes something, and those who make things on a canvas, with a frame, they’re called artists. Formerly, they were called craftsmen, a term I prefer. We’re all craftsmen, in civilian or military or artistic life. When Rubens, or someone else, needed blue, he had to ask his guild for so many grams, and they discussed the question, to find out if he could have fifty or sixty grams, or more.


It was really craftsmen like that who appear in the old contracts. The word “artist” was invented when the painter became an individual, first in monarchical society, and then in contemporary society, where he is a gentleman. He doesn’t make things for people; it’s the people who come to choose things from among his production. The artist’s revenge is that he is much less subject to concessions than before, under the monarchy.


CABANNE: Breton not only said that you are one of the most intelligent men of the twentieth century, but, and I quote, “for many, the most irritating.”


DUCHAMP: I suppose he means that not following the style of the time bothers many people, who see this as an opposition to what they’re doing, a rivalry if you wish but one which in reality doesn’t exist at all.


That rivalry existed only for Breton and the Surrealists, because they figured that one could do something other than what was being done at that point.


CABANNE: Do you think you’ve disturbed a lot of people?


DUCHAMP: No, not about this, because I’ve had anything but a public life. What little public life I did have was in Breton’s group, and with others who were interested in my work a bit. In the true sense of the word, I’ve never had a public life, since I never exhibited the “Glass.” It stayed in storage all the time.


CABANNE: So it’s your moral position, more than your work, which was irritating?


DUCHAMP: There again, I had no position. I’ve been a little like Gertrude Stein. To a certain group, she was considered an interesting writer, with very original things...






CABANNE: I admit I never would have thought of comparing you with Gertrude Stein...






DUCHAMP: It’s a form of comparison between people of that period. By that, I mean that there are people in every period who aren’t “in.” No one’s bothered by it. Whether I had been in or not, it would have been all the same. It’s only now, forty years later, that we discover things had happened forty years before that might have bothered some people—but they couldn’t have cared less then!






CABANNE: Before going into details, we could tackle the key event in your life, that is, the fact that, after about twenty-five years of painting, you abruptly abandoned it. I’d like you to explain this rupture.








DUCHAMP: It came from several things. First, rubbing elbows with artists, the fact that one lives with artists, that one talks with artists, displeased me a lot. There was an incident, in 1912, which “gave me a turn,” so to speak; when I brought the “Nude Descending a Staircase” to the Independants, and they asked me to withdraw it before the opening. In the most advanced group of the period, certain people had extraordinary qualms, a sort of fear! People like Gleizes, who were, nevertheless, extremely intelligent, found that this “Nude” wasn’t in the line that they had predicted. Cubism had lasted two or three years, and they already had an absolutely clear, dogmatic line on it, foreseeing everything that might happen. I found that naively foolish. So, that cooled me off so much that, as a reaction against such behavior coming from artists whom I had believed to be free, I got a job. I became a librarian at the Sainte-Geneviève Library in Paris.


	



I made this gesture to rid myself of a certain milieu, a certain attitude, to have a clean conscience, but also to make a living. I was twenty-five. I had been told that one must make a living, and I believed it. Then the war came, which upset everything, and I left for the United States.








I kept working on the “Large Glass” for eight years, working on other things in the meantime. I had already abandoned stretchers and canvas. I already had a sort of disgust for them, not because there were too many paintings or stretched canvases, but because, in my eyes, this wasn’t necessarily a way of expressing myself. The “Glass” saved me, by virtue of its transparency.






When you make a painting, even abstract, there is always a sort of necessary filling-in. I wondered why. I always asked myself “why” a lot, and from that questioning came doubt, doubt of everything. I came to doubt so much that in 1923 I said, “Good, that's going well.” I didn’t abandon everything at a moment’s notice, on the contrary. I returned to France from America, leaving the “Large Glass” unfinished. When I returned, a lot of things had happened. I was married in, I think, 1927; my life was looking up. I had worked eight years 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 I had lost my fire in regard to its execution; 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.








CABANNE: It was like a sort of progressive refusal of traditional means.




DUCHAMP: That’s it.




CABANNE: I noted something: first, which isn’t new, your passion for chess ...




DUCHAMP: It’s not a serious matter, but it does exist.




CABANNE: But I also noted that this passion was especially great when you weren’t painting.




DUCHAMP: That’s true.




CABANNE: So, I wondered whether, during those periods, the gestures directing the movements of pawns in space didn’t give rise to imaginary creations—yes, I know, you don’t like that word—creations which, in your eyes, had as much value as the real creation of your pictures and, further, established a new plastic function in space.




DUCHAMP: In a certain sense, yes. A game of chess is a visual and plastic thing, and if it isn’t geometric in the static sense of the word, it is mechanical, since it moves; it’s a drawing, it’s a mechanical reality. The pieces aren’t pretty in themselves, any more than is the form of the game, but what is pretty—if the word “pretty” can be used—is the movement. Well, it is mechanical, the way, for example, a Calder is mechanical. In chess there are some extremely beautiful things in the domain of movement, but not in the visual domain. It’s the imagining of the movement or of the gesture that makes the beauty, in this case. It’s completely in one’s gray matter.






CABANNE: In short, there is in chess a gratuitous play of forms, as opposed to the play of functional forms on the canvas.




DUCHAMP: Yes. Completely. Although chess play is not so gratuitous; there is choice....






CABANNE: But no intended purpose?




DUCHAMP: No. There is no social purpose. That above all is important.






CABANNE: Chess is the ideal work of art?








DUCHAMP: That could be. Also, the milieu of chess players is far more sympathetic than that of artists. These people are completely cloudy, completely blind, wearing blinkers. Madmen of a certain quality, the way the artist is supposed to be, and isn’t, in general. That’s probably what interested me the most. I was highly attracted to chess for forty or forty-five years, then little by little my enthusiasm lessened.




CABANNE: Now, we must go back to your childhood. You were born July 28, 1887, in Blainville, in the Seine-Maritime district. Your father was a notary. At home, the evenings were spent playing chess or music. You were the third of seven children, six of whom survived: the three boys, Gaston, the oldest, who became Jacques Villon; Raymond, who became the sculptor DUCHAMP-Villon; Marcel, yourself; then the three sisters, Suzanne, Yvonne, and Magdeleine. These births were spaced out in a surprising regularity, 1875-1876, 1887-1889, 1895-1898. From a good, middle-class Norman background, you grew up in a very provincial, Flaubertian atmosphere.






DUCHAMP: Completely. Very near Ry, the town where Madame Bovary took the coach for Yvetot, I believe. It’s very Flaubertian indeed. But obviously one knows that only afterward, when one reads Madame Bovary, at sixteen.




CABBANE: I believe your first important artistic adventure, which took place in 1905, was a course in printing in Rouen. It gave you a genuine printer’s competence.






DUCHAMP: That’s a funny episode. Expecting to serve, under the law, two years 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 immediately. So I went through the steps necessary to find out what one could do without being a lawyer or doctor, since these were the two usual exemptions. That’s how I learned that there was an examination for “art workers,” which allowed one year’s service instead of three, under the same conditions as those of a lawyer or doctor. Then I wondered what kind of art worker I might be. I discovered that one could be a typographer or a printer of engravings, of etchings. That’s what they meant by art worker. I had a grandfather who had been an experienced engraver; our family had saved some of his copperplates, on which he had engraved really extraordinary views of old Rouen. So I worked at a printer’s, and I asked him to teach me how to print these plates. He agreed. I worked with him, and passed the examination, in Rouen. The jury was composed of master craftsmen, who asked me a few things about Leonardo da Vinci. As the written part, so to speak, you had to show what you could do by way of printing engravings. I had printed my grandfather’s plate, and offered a proof to each member of the jury. They were enchanted. They gave me 49, out of a possible grade of 50. So I was exempted from two years in the service and assigned to a group of student officers. At the end of my year, in Eu, the captain in charge of those exempted questioned each soldier as to what he did in civilian life. When he learned that I was an “art worker,” he said nothing; but I understood that, for him, the corps of French officers could not have a worker earning seven francs a day in its ranks, and I had the impression that I wouldn’t go very far as a soldier.






CABANNE: Your military career was nipped in the bud!




DUCHAMP: Absolutely. That was fine, however. Then I was discharged. So I became completely exempt from further military service.




CABANNE: Your first known canvas dates from 1902, when you were fifteen. It’s “The Church in Blainville,” your native village. How did you discover painting? Did your family encourage you?
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