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To Phil, who first introduced me to Duchamp’s strange world






CHIEF DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Marcel Duchamp: French artist, the originator of conceptual art

Beatrice Wood: American would-be artist, later a successful ceramicist

Henri-Pierre Roché, aka Pierre: French artistic hanger-on and compulsive womanizer, later the author of Jules et Jim

Walter Arensberg: Collector of modern art

Louise Arensberg: His wife

Marcel’s Brothers and Sisters

Gaston, aka Jacques Villon: Painter and cartoonist

Raymond, aka Raymond Duchamp-Villon: Sculptor

Suzanne: Artist

Yvonne

Madeleine

Marcel’s Paris Friends

Guillaume Apollinaire: Poet

Francis Picabia: Playboy, artist

Gabrièle Picabia: His wife

Beatrice’s New York Friends

Beth Reynolds, later Hapgood: School friend, Russian linguist

Norman Hapgood: Magazine editor

Charles Coburn: Theatrical impresario

Ivah Coburn: His wife, theatrical producer

Alissa Franc: Journalist

Madame Yorska: Director, French American Theater

The Arensberg Circle: Americans

Walter Pach: Artist, organizer of the Armory Show

Allen Norton: Poet, editor of Rogue magazine

Louise Norton: His wife, later the wife of Edgard Varèse

Joseph Stella: Italian doctor, New York artist

William Carlos Williams: Doctor, poet

Mina Loy: Poet

Arthur Cravan: Poetic beefcake

Man Ray: Photographer

The Arensberg Circle, French

Francis Picabia

Gabrièle Picabia

Edgard Varèse: Composer

Jean Crotti: Ex-husband of Yvonne Chastel, later husband of Suzanne Duchamp

Henri-Pierre Roché

Marcel’s Wealthy Middle-Aged Lady Friends

Ettie Stettheimer

Florine Stettheimer: Painter

Carrie Stettheimer

Katherine Dreier

In Canada

Paul Ranson: Bigamous “husband” to Beatrice

Marcel’s Women, Buenos Aires and Paris

Yvonne Chastel: His lover in Buenos Aires and Paris

Mary Reynolds: His longtime lover, Paris

Lydie Sarazin Levassor: His first wife, Paris

Maria Martins: Brazilian sculptor and diplomatic hostess, with whom he falls blindly in love

Teeny Matisse: His second wife






INTRODUCTION

This is a story about war, love, memory, fame, art, and the endless conflict between those who want to shape the future and those who would prefer to keep it at bay. The action takes place in New York and Paris: the New York of the Arensberg salon, and the American Paris of Gertrude Stein, Janet Flanner, and Man Ray. The pivotal moment was World War I, which both destroyed an old way of life and opened the doors to a new one, in which people felt free to follow their inclinations untrammeled by social conventions they now perceived as useless.

In 1915–16 a group of French artists fled war-torn Europe for New York. In the few months between their arrival and America’s entry into the war in April 1917, they pushed back the boundaries of the possible, in both life and art. The hub of this transformation was the apartment at 33 West 67th Street owned by Walter and Louise Arensberg, where artists and poets from both sides of the Atlantic met nightly to talk, eat, drink, discuss each other’s work, play chess, plan balls, organize magazines and exhibitions, and fall in and out of love. None of the participants ever again experienced so thrilling a moment.

At the center of all this activity stood the mysterious figure of Marcel Duchamp, always approachable, always unreadable. Many people, of both sexes, were in love with him, but although he was blithely friendly to them all, his own feelings, if any, remained opaque. Decades later, when Duchamp became famous for the second time and was reincarnated as the twentieth century’s most influential artist, anyone still living who had been present during those all-consuming months was avidly sought out. Most of their accounts, however, were more a study of memory’s vagaries than an accurate record of what actually happened.

Henri-Pierre Roché and Beatrice Wood were both in love with Duchamp, and briefly, and (for her) life-changingly, with each other. Both kept daily diaries, which along with other contemporary writings give a picture of events very different from what they later remembered. Or rather two pictures—for the views they offer, including of their own love affair, are stunningly divergent.

Roché’s reminiscences of the Arensberg years are contained in a novel Victor, unpublished because it was still unfinished when he died in 1959; Beatrice’s form part of a memoir, I Shock Myself, published in 1985 when she was ninety-two. When put side by side with the contemporary accounts it becomes clear that both these books often misrepresent both the sequence of events and how people felt at the time. What they do reveal is how the writers prefer to remember what happened. So in Victor the Beatrice character is called Patricia, which was the name of her dog—a detail that says quite a lot about Roché’s post-hoc diminution of her importance to him; while Beatrice, in her memoir, says she met Duchamp after Roché, and that he (Duchamp) was in love with her, when in fact she was madly in love with Duchamp, who introduced her to Roché in hopes that she might find another object for her romantic yearnings. In I Shock Myself this is rendered thus: “Marcel knew I was in love with his good friend Roché and did not approach me amorously. Secretly I wished he would. My love for Roché could not keep me from being a little in love with Marcel.”

Duchamp, too, left a contemporary record of his life in the shape of the artworks he produced. They obviously reflect the frame of mind in which he made them, but as they are also, like their maker, open to infinite interpretation, he remains an enigma. He never wrote any autobiographical account of any aspect of his life, and often said different things to different people. The principle he applied to all his works, however, was that any and every interpretation was correct. And if, as Roché remarked to François Truffaut,I Duchamp’s greatest work was his life—a verdict with which Duchamp himself heartily agreed—all his accounts should perhaps be taken as correct. Truth takes many forms, and Duchampian truth embraces most of them.


	
I. Truffaut, introduction to Roché, Carnets, les années Jules et Jim.








Part One PREWAR







1 THE ARMORY SHOW, 1913


In 1912 Walter and Lou Arensberg bought Shady Hill, the enormous house in Cambridge, Massachusetts, that had previously belonged to Charles Eliot Norton, America’s leading man of letters.

The Arensbergs were in their early thirties. They had been married five years, and were living in Pittsburgh, where Walter’s father was president and part owner of a crucible steel company. Lou, née Stevens, the sister of one of Walter’s Harvard classmates, was even wealthier: her family owned one of the largest and oldest-established textile mills in Massachusetts.

Neither Walter nor Lou wanted to stay in Pittsburgh. Lou missed her family, while Walter was still much involved with his alma mater and the East Coast’s intellectual life. He published poems and translations in Harvard Monthly, which he had once edited, and described himself to the Cambridge Tribune, which carried an article on the Shady Hill sale, as “a journalist and writer and a student of Dante.” Buying Shady Hill must have felt a little like buying into Harvard; perhaps he hoped he might channel the august spirit of its previous owner.

Apart from installing electric light, the Arensbergs kept the house much as it had been. But it must have echoed with the absence of everything that had filled it previously: children (Norton had six; the Arensbergs, none) and purpose. A comfortable but aimless life stretched endlessly ahead of them.

A little less than a year after they moved in, Walter received a call from an artist called Walter Pach, an old friend from his bachelor stint as an occasional journalist in New York. Pach wanted the Arensbergs to visit, before it closed, a show he had helped organize: the International Exhibition of Modern Art, put on by the American Association of Painters and Sculptors at the 69th Regiment Armory on New York’s Lexington Avenue.

The phone rings. Everything else follows.



The Armory Show opened on February 17, 1913. It had two aims: to break down “the stifling and smug condition of local art affairs as applied to the ambition of American painters and sculptors,”I and to exhibit the kind of new European art of which most Americans knew little or nothing. Among the exhibitors were Picasso, Matisse, Kandinsky, Brancusi, Kirchner, Cézanne, Braque, Gris, Picabia—and Marcel Duchamp.

Walter Pach had spent some years in Paris, knew all the artists there, and was deeply familiar with the European art scene. He had helped select the European artworks, had arranged the logistics of getting the vast stash of paintings and sculptures onto a ship, and had then boarded a faster ship in order to greet them in New York. There followed a fortnight’s terrified wait during which the Atlantic was beset with storms, the ship carrying the artworks did not arrive, and everyone feared she had sunk. Finally, however, she berthed. The pictures were hung, the sculptures placed, the critics invited.

The show received plenty of notice, but for the first two weeks hardly anyone came. And then, on the second Saturday, “the storm broke… Old friends argued and separated, never to speak again. Indignation meetings were going on in all the clubs. Academic painters came every day and left regularly, spitting fire and brimstone—but they came—everybody came.”II

The Armory Show wasn’t the only artistic event to arouse violent antagonisms that year. 1913 also saw the riot that greeted the opening performance, in Paris, of Stravinsky’s Sacre du Printemps. That was so unlike any music the audience had ever heard before, and created such new difficulties for the orchestra, that the musicians broke down several times, and various factions in the audience took the opportunity to vent other furies, not least with Diaghilev, the impresario who had commissioned the work. By contrast, the Armory Show controversy had comparatively little to do with the art. Rather, it was about politics. For those few weeks the battlefront in America’s perpetual war, begun when the fundamentalist descendants of the Plymouth colony confronted the secularizing Founding Fathers and still ongoing, was an art show. Conservatives detested it: former president Theodore Roosevelt, reviewing the show for The Outlook as “a layman,” declared these works “not Art!” And even if they were art, a vociferous faction thought them unacceptable. When, in April, the show moved to Chicago, the Illinois legislature’s white slave commission and Lieutenant Governor Barratt O’Hara ordered an immediate inquiry. “We will not condemn the international exhibit without an impartial investigation,” the lieutenant governor impartially declared. But although the investigator found a number of the pictures “immoral and suggestive,” he was unable to unearth any connection to white slavery. One unforeseen consequence of his activities was an enormous increase in attendance. As Maurice Girodias, the publisher of upmarket pornography, cheerfully observed, “Ban a book and everyone wants to read it.”III

In particular, Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase became a focus for the show’s detractors. Aggressively Cubist, absolutely unpretty, and indefinably subversive—what was that joking title doing, written on as though this were some sort of comic book? This was art, or supposedly so, and everyone knew what nudes did in art. They reclined gracefully, and they were not made of squares! It might have been (and as we shall see, perhaps had been) designed to aggravate. If so, it triumphantly succeeded in its aim. Famously dismissed by a New York Times critic as “an explosion in a shingle factory,” it was the subject of derisive cartoons in almost every American newspaper.

The modernists, for their part, also recognized its urgent relevance. The doctor-poet William Carlos Williams wrote of the Armory Show: “There had been a break somewhere, we were streaming through… I had never in my life before felt that way. I was tremendously stirred.” And of the Nude, “I laughed out loud when I first saw it, happily, with relief.”IV



Some facts about the Arensbergs in 1913:

Walter was thirty-five. He had hamster cheeks, close-set eyes behind rimless glasses, thin lank hair that constantly fell into his eyes, and drank too much. His wife, Mary Louise, always known as Lou, was a year younger. She was extremely shy, and although she was an accomplished pianist and singer, and enjoyed playing the piano for close friends, she could never have brought herself to perform in public. A photo shows her arranged on a chaise longue: she has full lips and a dreamy expression. She was not, however, a beautiful woman. In the words of her lifelong friend Beatrice Wood, “Her nose was short and upturned, with lines on either side that ran down to her chin like streams trying to find a river, and her brown and curly hair was not flattering to her face. But she was direct and sincere, and it gave her great charm.” Walter “was also charming, but he was not quite so sincere. His cordiality lit up for callers… Men liked his intellect, while women responded to his warmth like moths to light.”V

Walter was brilliantly clever, but wanted above all to be a poet, a calling in which even the brightest intellect cannot guarantee success. His verse was accomplished, but (unlike that of his Harvard contemporary Wallace Stevens) derivative and unremarkable. He spent a year in Europe, returned to Harvard for graduate studies, which he did not complete, then plunged into cryptography and the Bacon-wrote-Shakespeare controversy. An avid Baconian, this would occupy the rest of his life.

Walter was a liberal; Lou, a conservative. They liked to joke that their votes canceled each other out.



The Arensbergs were so wealthy that Walter did not need to work. But work gives life a framework. When everything is possible and nothing compulsory, where to begin? Walter—extremely intelligent, compulsively active, relentlessly well-informed—pursued his cryptography. For Lou, children would have provided a focus, but they didn’t arrive, and she did not particularly enjoy social life. Nor was love a consolation—what Lou mostly recalled of their wedding night was that she had felt cold and Walter had refused to shut the windows.VI Admittedly, this memory surfaced at a moment when her marriage was at a low ebb, but even so, it hardly suggests passionate transports. And everyone knew Walter chased other women. But he and Lou got on well enough. And given the endless time at their disposal, and since Pach was so insistent, why not visit the Armory Show and see what all the fuss was about?

The Arensbergs knew nothing about modern art. They owned some early American pieces that came from Lou’s family and had bought one or two pictures, including a Whistler. The Armory Show was a revelation, especially for Walter. At long last, he knew what he had been born to do. He would become America’s leading collector of avant-garde art.

The piece he really wanted to buy was, predictably, the most controversial: Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase. Unfortunately for Walter, it had been bought on the day the show opened, by a San Francisco lawyer called Frederick C. Torrey.VII Instead, he bought a Vuillard print, and later, a painting by Duchamp’s brother Gaston, who painted under the name Jacques Villon: first steps in what would become a spectacular collecting career.

It was clear that if Walter was serious about his new calling, the Arensbergs couldn’t stay in Cambridge. The modern art scene, insofar as such a thing existed in America, was all in New York. In 1914, therefore, they sold up (Shady Hill was bought by a school) and moved to Manhattan, where modern people congregated.



At the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, studio buildings were all the New York rage. Completed in 1905, The Atelier, at 33 West 67th Street, was one of the most luxurious. Although l’atelier means “the studio,” the building’s residents, then as now, were more the artistically inclined wealthy than actual artists. It suited the Arensbergs perfectly.

The Atelier is now part of New York’s Artists’ Colony Historic District, and is little altered since the Arensbergs’ day. Its thirty-four units range from single studio rooms with a sleeping alcove to luxurious three- and four-bedroom duplexes whose double-height reception-room/studios have huge windows two stories high. The Arensbergs’ apartment was one of the three-bedroom units. Decoratively, the effect was somewhat random: the double-height walls showcased an expanding gallery of modern art (years later, Walter told an interviewer that he and Lou had disagreed over only two purchases,VIII which might mean that their taste was in perfect accord, or simply that she was usually happy to go along with him); the floors were covered with oriental rugs on which stood small sculptures, some of them African, some by Brancusi; and the furniture was a mix of Lou’s dark, sparse Shaker pieces, her piano, and scattered armchairs and sofas.

Once they were settled in, and since Walter was a poet and a friend of poets, he began to finance, wholly or partly, two poetry magazines. Others published work by, among others, Wallace Stevens, Alfred Kreymborg, and William Carlos Williams; Rogue (“Advertise in Rogue, it doesn’t pay”) was edited by a young poet called Allen Norton. The poets and their friends routinely met downtown in Greenwich Village.

The Arensbergs’ beautiful new apartment, their growing collection, and all these interesting friends made the next step obvious. They would collect not just art, but the people who made it. They instituted a nightly open house for friends, acquaintances, and the friends of friends, at which guests could be sure of food, drink, chess, music, and congenial company. “The Walter Arensbergs are at home a great deal, and… they are seldom at home alone,” remarked art critic Henry McBride. “People seem to like to come to see them. In particular the new poets and the newest artists flock to the studio. In addition to the pleasure that young people evince in merely being together there is always the further excitation that comes from a consciousness of being in the van of the movement.”IX

For the poets and artists, who like all poets and artists were mostly broke, there was the added incentive of a good feed. And for the Arensbergs, instead of long, solitary evenings à deux, or where Walter chased company in the city while Lou lingered at home, there was the constant pleasure of filling not only the walls of their apartment with great artworks, but the void in their marriage, with the best company in New York.


	
I. Kuhn, The Story of the Armory Show, 4

	
II. Kuhn, 17

	
III. In Hulten, Paris-New York.

	
IV. Williams, Autobiography.

	
V. Wood, I Shock Myself, 27.

	
VI. Roché, Carnets, September 17, 1918.

	
VII. Arensberg commissioned a replica from Duchamp "(No. 3)" now at Philadelphia Museum of Art.

	
VIII. For this section I have largely relied on Francis Naumann’s article “Walter Conrad Arensberg: Poet, Patron and Participant in the New York Avant-Garde 1915–20,” Philadelphia Museum of Art Bulletin 76 (Spring 1980), and Robert Buttel, The Making of Harmonium, Princeton, 1967.

	
IX. Henry McBride, “The Walter Arensbergs,” Dial, July 1920.








2 MARCEL, 1912


Marcel Duchamp was born in Normandy in 1887, the third of six children of a notary. His brothers, Gaston and Raymond, were, respectively, twelve and eleven years his senior. A sister, Suzanne, two years his junior, was his special friend; there were also two much younger sisters, Magdeleine and Yvonne. Marcel had red hair; a long, straight Norman nose; a thin, wide mouth; and an overwhelmingly abstract mind. His chief interests were art, chess, and puns, visual and verbal.

The mother of this brood, a talented pianist, had become profoundly deaf and withdrawn. All four elder children found her cold and distant, and disliked her; I it may or may not be coincidental that none of the six chose to have a child of his or her own. Relations with their father, by contrast, were cordial.

Marcel was, in a small way, financially independent. The Duchamps were well-off, and as the children reached adulthood their father, in an act of unusual generosity, gave each of them the option of a small income, to be set against their share of what they would otherwise inherit after their parents died.

All four elder Duchamp children were artists. Gaston, who had taken the nom de guerre Jacques Villon, and Raymond, who sculpted as Raymond Duchamp-Villon, both lived in Paris, starting out in Montmartre, and then, when they married, moving out to the then-leafy and respectable suburb of Puteaux. The Section d’Or group, of which they were leading members, met there, and was also known as the Puteaux group. Marcel, who had joined them in Montmartre as soon as he was old enough to leave home, and who in 1908 also moved to Puteaux, was a member of the group, but by default rather than with active enthusiasm. He did not find groups congenial.

In 1912 the group decided to mount an exhibition. Marcel, who was interested in conveying movement on canvas, and whose picture was much influenced by the serial photographic experiments of Etienne-Jules Marey and Eadweard Muybridge, entered his Nude Descending a Staircase (one of Muybridge’s photograph series was, in fact, of a nude girl descending a staircase). It was a Cubist painting but also reflected the fascination with machines and movement that Marcel shared with his inseparable friend Francis Picabia. With Picabia, one of life’s great dilettantes, this enthusiasm manifested largely as a taste for fast cars and visual puns. Marcel, however, was more interested in how to express it graphically. He had been experimenting with them for some time, and his Nude was the latest in a series of canvases that tackled it. II

The painting was rejected by the organizers, ostensibly because they were uneasy about the title, which he had inscribed in the bottom left-hand corner, though probably because its teasing satire of that quasi-sacred artistic concept, The Nude, made them uncomfortable. They felt that the title spelled out not just the picture’s subject but Marcel’s lack of sympathy with the group’s serious aims, and wanted him to paint it out. His brothers were deputed to convey the unwelcome news, which they did dressed in undertakers’ black. Marcel, however, refused to participate in this funereal melodrama. “The general idea was to have me change something to make it possible to show it because they didn’t want to reject it completely,” he remembered. But he had no desire to change anything. “I said nothing. I said all right, all right, and I took a taxi to the show and got my painting and took it away.” III

Could he really have been as unaffected as he appeared? It is perfectly possible. The world’s approval was always somewhere near the bottom of his list of priorities. And if he had written in the title because he knew it would annoy, he had triumphantly succeeded. This was the first public display of his particular talent; namely, his unerring ability to slide needles under the art world’s fingernails. His capacity to disturb (and, along the way, to intrigue) was, and would remain, world class.

The rejection of his picture was just the first of the seismic events 1912 held in store for Marcel. The second took place in June, when, with his friends Francis and Gaby Picabia and the poet and cultural impresario Guillaume Apollinaire, he attended a performance of Raymond Roussel’s extraordinary theatrical work Impressions d’Afrique.

Apollinaire, Picabia, and Duchamp were the three wittiest and most iconoclastic players on the Paris art scene. They had recently become inseparable friends, linked in a sort of four-way love affair whose center was Picabia’s remarkable wife, Gabriële Buffet (generally known as Gaby). Unusually, this was a marriage of equal talents. Gaby, the clever and articulate daughter of a prominent intellectual family, was a gifted musician, a pupil of Vincent d’Indy at the Schola Cantorum, while Picabia, half-Cuban, half-French, was a painter of such facility that from the age of twenty he had made a living, and a name, painting Impressionist-style pictures. In 1909, however, he had abandoned Impressionism and joined the Puteaux group, where he had met the Duchamp brothers. He and Gaby married that same year. Picabia’s teeming brilliance so enchanted her that she willingly gave up her career to be with him.

The Picabias, who by 1912 had two children, became a sort of second family for Marcel, who was eight years Francis’s junior (and six years younger than Gaby). “Marcel was much less liberated than one imagines,” Gaby said years later. “He had remained a provincial young man, very attached to his family and his brothers, for whom he had great respect, while at the same time he was a revolutionary at heart. Clearly he felt that with us he could be himself, which was impossible for him when he was with his brothers. Francis’ influence on him was extraordinary, and mine too, given the customs of the time: a woman who dared to have her own ideas… I believe that it was I who extracted Marcel from his family.” IV

Roussel, one of literature’s more bizarre figures, had chosen to devote his strictly abstract mind (like Marcel he was a gifted chess player, and also composed music) to the distinctly un-abstract business of making books and plays. He explained his methods in a booklet entitled Comme j’ai écrit certains de mes livres. He would begin by selecting two almost identical words—the examples he gave were billard (a billiard table) and pillard (an African chieftain). He then constructed two sentences in which all the words except the near homonyms were the same, but in which all the meanings were different:


1. Les lettres du blanc sur les bandes du vieux billard…

2. Les lettres du blanc sur les bandes du vieux pillard…



In the first sentence, lettres means “typographical signs,” blanc is white chalk, and bandes, edges. So the sentence means, “The white letters chalked on the edges of the old billiard table.” In the second, lettres means “missives,” blanc is a white man, and bandes are armies. This sentence means, “The white man’s letters about the African chief’s armies.” The next stage, Roussel explained, was to write a story beginning with the first phrase and ending with the second. This was the basis for Impressions d’Afrique, whose action begins with “a stormy night in equatorial Africa” and ends with “the fête given by the members of the Club des Incomparables, with its sideshows: the wind clock from the Land of Cockayne, Monsieur Bex’s thermo-mechanical orchestra, the earthworm which plays the zither…” Roussel paid for the play to be put on (the title can also be read as a pun: à fric means “at his own expense”).

Marcel was enchanted. “It was tremendous,” he remembered. “On the stage there was a model and a snake that moved slightly—it was absolutely the madness of the unexpected. I don’t remember much of the text. One didn’t really listen.” V Roussel’s work excited him in a way that painting never had. The notion that abstract complexities and elaborate jokes might become artistic tools struck an immediate chord with his own complicated and joke-inclined intellect. The fact that the audience had to work out for themselves what was going on also appealed to him. In the artistic philosophy he would develop over the coming years, the artist provided only what he described as “raw art,” a sort of artistic molasses which it was then the spectator’s job to refine into sugar. VI His art, like Roussel’s, was about ideas, and as ideas are infinitely open to discussion, the viewer was no mere spectator but played an active part in the creation of the artwork.

It was perhaps inevitable that Marcel would fall in love with Gaby. The Picabias were his ideal couple, and as well as being kind and welcoming (he now spent much of his life in the Picabias’ apartment), she was the cleverest woman he knew, and very attractive. Shortly after the Roussel adventure, he telephoned her to confess his feelings.

Gaby’s great-granddaughters, in their biography of her, suggest that she returned his affection. Indeed, it’s not unlikely. Although the Picabias had been married only three years, and Gaby was and would remain in love with her fascinating husband, it is perfectly possible to love two people at the same time. Marcel was the Picabias’ closest friend: witty, talented, and (at that time) disarmingly beautiful. Who would not love such a person? However, she did not encourage him. Unlike Picabia, Gaby took marriage very seriously; not only was she determined to remain faithful to her husband, she was even prepared to discount his multitudinous infidelities, of which she was only too well aware. She felt sure that whatever the body’s vacillations, they would remain united in spirit. And in any case, she disliked what she called “these clandestine things.” VII

Marcel decided to go away to Munich, where an acquaintance had offered him a quiet place to live. He asked to meet Gaby before he left, but she refused. She agreed, however, that he might write to her in Kent, where she proposed to spend some weeks with her two young children.

Marcel left Paris for Munich on June 21. He spoke no German, and all he said about his stay was that “Munich had a lot of style in those days. I never met a soul and had a great time.” The important thing about Munich, however, was not its style, but that it freed him from the distractions of Paris and gave him time to collect his thoughts. The Section d’Or’s rejection of his picture had crystalized his dislike for artistic groups in which, unless one was a big name, one lived precariously from sale to sale, thus reducing art to product for the market. Hence his otherwise inexplicably unperturbed reaction to the refusal of his Nude.

Not that he meant to give up art. But from now on he would work entirely to please himself. Released by his inability to speak German from the temptations of social life, he began to sketch out some new ideas. Unsurprisingly, given recent developments in his love life, they involved an unattainable woman and male desire. He made a drawing with the legend “Première recherche pour: La mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires,” two drawings entitled Virgin, and a small painting, The Passage from the Virgin to the Bride. VIII The intellectual and artistic journey of which these were the first intimations would find its expression in La Mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires même (The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even). This work, also known as The Large Glass, would occupy him, on and off, for the next decade. If a thought could be formulated, he reasoned, then it should be possible to give that thought solid form. The thoughts themselves were noted down as they arose. Marcel was creating a new world—one where, in Gaby Picabia’s words, “machine organisms have extremely human adventures” IX—and it needed a user’s manual.

Unlike the headlong Picabia, who was also fascinated by the world of useless machines, but who favored quite simple visual puns—thus La Nourrice Américaine was a drawing of a lightbulb with a nipple-shaped protrusion—Marcel’s machines were part of a complex and subtle intellectual exploration. He proposed, he said, “To strain the laws of physics… My approach to the machine was completely ironic. I made only the hood. It was a symbolic way of explaining. What went on under the hood, how it really worked, did not interest me. I had my own system quite tight as a system, but not organised logically.” X It included chance, different perspectives, the fourth dimension (a quasi-mystical idea then fashionable, and distantly related to a physics that has since acquired many dimensions), all with overtones of lubricious double entendre. In Henri-Pierre Roché’s unfinished novel about Duchamp, Victor, Marcel/Victor explains that his work is an “epic of desire, a fairy-tale and a mechanical ballet.”

From Munich, Marcel wrote Gaby two letters that she found very moving. He said he badly wanted to see her alone, and compared their situation to that described in André Gide’s very Protestant novel, La Porte étroite, a study of sexual frustration that had been published to great acclaim in 1909. In the novel, two sisters are in love with the same boy, who loves only the elder of the two. The sister he isn’t in love with sadly marries another; the elder sister perversely withholds herself, turns to religion, and fades away into an early death.

It would be hard to imagine anything less like the uproariously anti-conventional Francis/Marcel/Gaby threesome than Gide’s religiose drama of pointless self-sacrifice, but it was clear enough what he meant. Gaby replied from her mother’s house in the Jura, where she and the children had by this time moved on from Kent. She told him she proposed making a brief trip to Paris. There would be an hour or so between trains at a station called Andelot, where the branch line from her mother’s village met the Paris main line. If Marcel wished, he could meet her there.

Munich is seven hundred kilometers from Andelot: a ridiculously long way to come for such a brief meeting. But to Gaby’s astonishment, when she arrived at Andelot Marcel was waiting for her on the platform. He had been traveling forty-eight hours, from Munich to the border at Lake Constance, through Austria and Switzerland, and finally to Lake Geneva and the French border. “It was utter madness to travel from Munich to Andelot just to spend a few hours with me.”

They spent the night in the station, talking on a wooden bench. The Paris train left at two in the morning, but Gaby didn’t take it, waiting instead for another that came later. Although visibly consumed with desire, Marcel didn’t touch her. “It was somehow slightly inhuman, to be sitting beside a man who you know desires you that much, and yet not touch each other… I thought, I must be very careful with everything I say to him because he understands things in quite an alarming way, in an absolute way.” But her answer remained No.

It was Marcel’s third great rejection. Maternal love had failed him; painting had failed him; now romantic love had proved as treacherous as the rest—though one can’t help wondering if he would have risked such self-exposure if he had thought he would be required to act on it. However much he loved Gaby, he was and remained devoted to Picabia, whose unbridled mind and hedonistic lifestyle of fast cars, opium, and drink he envied and admired. Always interested in entering other skins, perhaps his courting of Gaby was really a way of trying out another life possibility: that of being Picabia.

He returned to Paris, moved into a studio in the rue Saint Hippolyte, installed a bicycle wheel on its fork that when he turned it reminded him of the flickering open fires he loved at home in Normandy, and took a job at the Bibliothèque Ste-Geneviève, a post obtained for him through Picabia, whose uncle was the library’s director. His hours were 10:00–12:00 and 1:30–3:00, and he was paid five francs a day. In his copious free time he made the most of the library’s collections, including such rarities as La perspective curieuse, ou magie artificielle des effets merveilleux, published in 1638 by Jean-François Niceron, in which Niceron demonstrates various mathematically exact but wonderfully unsettling perspective effects. XI He also began work on the layout of what would become his The Large Glass, on the perspective of the Bride, hovering on top, and the quite different perspective of the eight Bachelors beneath—one that would fit them all into the frame (so comfortably, in the event, that he went on to add a ninth).

He would not risk love again for thirty years. Henceforth, he would be “antimarriage, but not antiwomen. Quite the contrary, I was exceedingly normal.” XII By which he meant heterosexual: normal was not a word anyone would otherwise use to describe Marcel Duchamp.






Part Two WARTIME







1 MARCEL, 1915


When war broke out in 1914, Marcel, to his relief, was rejected for military service on account of a heart murmur. However, one can hardly wear a notice reading HEART MURMUR, REJECTED on one’s chest: what people saw was a young man, in apparent good health, who had somehow evaded the fate of all other French young men and was not in the trenches. Women waved white feathers at him; Gaston’s wife, whose husband was at the front, thought him a coward. He found it unbearable. Paris, he said, felt “like a deserted mansion. Her lights are out. One’s friends are all away at the front. Or else they have been already killed. I hadn’t anyone to talk to and was frightfully lonely.”I

Go to America, advised the Picabias. They had visited New York for the Armory Show and had been enchanted—by the jazz, whose syncopations Gaby adored (she was especially excited by tap dancing), and which Francis tried to reproduce on canvas; by the nightlife; by the lovely girls with their long, long legs and thoroughbreds’ ankles; by the womens’ elegant clothes; by cars with self-starters… Francis, also anxious to escape the draft, had got himself commissioned by the French government to go to Cuba, where he would use his family connections to procure a supply of sugar. After that, he planned to revisit New York. Perhaps they would meet up there. In the meantime, he would help Marcel with the fare.



Marcel began by sounding out Walter Pach, the only person he knew in New York. The Pachs had just had a baby son, whom they had called Raymond after Marcel’s elder brother, Raymond Duchamp-Villon.


Bibliothèque Ste-Geneviève, January 19, 1915II

My dear friend,

First of all, many congratulations on becoming a father, do give Madame Pach all our best wishes for young Raymond—you must be so happy.

Jacques Villon should have written to you, he’s still near Amiens, though for the past fortnight he’s been on furlough 20 kilometres behind the lines. Nothing’s changed—it’s a bloodbath, I can’t bear to talk about it.

Raymond’s still at St Germain, from time to time he seems to be on the point of leaving, but nothing’s happened so far. Yvonne is still at the hospital, she loves being a nurse, I spend every evening with them.

Life in Paris continues annoying. Yesterday they announced that all lights are forbidden because of the Zeppelins…

I haven’t seen any artists for ages. I don’t know if Brancusi is still in Paris. I don’t think so. I’ll go and see one day.

I’m writing to you from the Bibliothèque, where life is even more relaxed than in peacetime. There’s hardly anything to do.

We’re delighted to hear of the sale of the watercolour and the prints, your efforts haven’t been in vain, my dear Pach.

No exhibitions here, I need hardly say. The only colour in town is flags. There are some Sunday concerts, but obviously no German music.

Best wishes to Madame Pach, lots of kisses to little Raymond, and a thousand friendly regards to you—Marcel Duchamp.



Nothing much changed in the next couple of months. Marcel’s brother Raymond was stationed just outside Paris at Saint-Germain-en-Laye as a behind-the-scenes medic, while his brother Jacques Villon continued in the trenches. Marcel meanwhile remained awkwardly in Paris.


St-Hippolyte, Friday, March 12

My dear friend,

I read the letter you sent Raymond. And I’ve also seen the reproduction of my painting in the newspaper.

Here the war goes on and on. Excellent news of Villon, his morale’s good, he’s almost cheerful. We’re all bowled over by his spirit. Everyone’s talking about a big spring push, which is supposed to be decisive, but I remember the same confidence last August…

I’ve been doing a lot of work on my bits of glass, I’m getting started on the top of my picture…

Raymond’s happy in St Germain, we play poker and the war seems a long way away…



But of course the war was not a long way away, it was very near—Amiens is only seventy-two miles from Paris. And Marcel was beginning to find the situation unbearable.


Friday, April 2

My dear friend,

There’s something I particularly need to say. I’ve decided to leave France. And as I told you last November, I’d very much like to try life in New York. But only if I can earn a living. So, firstly, how easy might it be to find a job as a librarian, or something similar, that would leave me enough time to work? (I don’t speak English, though I did it at university level (don’t laugh!!) but I’ve spent two years learning librarianship at the Bibliothèque Ste Geneviève.) Secondly, I won’t leave here before the end of May at the earliest. Do you think that would be a good time to come, or should I leave it till September?

I haven’t spoken to anyone about this, so please don’t say anything about it in a family letter, my brothers mustn’t know anything before it’s all arranged.

April 27, Café–restaurant L. Mollard, rue St-Lazare, Paris

My dear friend,

Your letter arrived this morning. I feel you’re trying to discourage me! You miss Paris. I can understand that, because when you were here you led the free life of an artist, with all its ups and downs that are such fun to remember. But my stay in New York is a very different matter. I’m not going there to look for something I can’t find in Paris. All I’m expecting to find there are people. I’m not going to New York, I’m leaving Paris. It’s a very different thing.

In fact I was fed up with the artistic life long before the war. It’s not the kind of life I want at all. I went to the Bibliothèque to try and get away from artists. Then when the war came I felt even more out of place. All I want is to get out, and the only place I can think of is New York, where I know you, and where I hope to avoid the artistic life by doing a job that will fill my time.

I asked you to keep this secret from my brothers because they’ll be very upset, as will my father and sisters.

But if you really don’t think New York would be possible, I’ll have to try elsewhere.

I must have a job, though, because my father’s already helped me more than enough. I’m very happy that you’ve sold my canvases, I can’t thank you enough. But I’d hate to find myself obliged to sell pictures in order to live, that is, to be an artist.

Please thank Madame Pach for finding out about possible jobs at Brentano’s. But don’t forget I don’t know a word of English, that’s the most annoying part of this whole thing.




Paris, May 21, 1915

My dear friend,

I’ve received your letter of May 7. I can understand your uncertainty. The only way is to take things as calmly as possible, and keep hoping.

I saw Raymond at St Germain and told him I was leaving. He thought it a good idea but hates that it’s so soon. He thinks I should wait. As I expected, there’s a great deal of family emotion, which I share. But I’ve weighed it all up, I can’t change my plans now.

There’s no boat on May 29, but the Rochambeau leaves on June 5, and I’ll almost certainly leave with her.

I also spoke to him about Arensberg’s magazine. Mercereau might do an article, and so might Gleizes. I’ll try and contact friends who might come up with some poems or prose pieces. We need to find someone who would undertake to correspond regularly with Arensberg. When I leave on the 5th I’ll try and bring something with me for the magazine. (The problem is, they’re all away at the war.)

When it comes to my stay over there, I’ve decided to take any job, and if it doesn’t leave me time for my own work, too bad. I hate causing you all this trouble, but not for long, I hope.




	
I. “Paris is like a deserted mansion…” New York Tribune, October 24, 1915.

	
II. All translations from the French, here and throughout, are my own.








2 MARCEL, NEW YORK, 1915


The New York papers kept a sharp eye on the passenger lists of incoming vessels, and anyone of the slightest celebrity was usually greeted by massed journalists shouting questions. The Picabias, when they came over in 1913 to see the Armory Show, had been greeted from the pilot’s boat as their ship prepared to dock—“What do you think of American women, Mrs. Picaybia?”—after which the press pack had followed them to their hotel, the Brevoort, a favorite haunt of visiting French, where they spent the whole of their first day answering the phone.I They were astonished. How could avant-garde art have made them into celebrities? But Picabia’s Dances at the Source had been hung next to Marcel’s Nude Descending a Staircase, which it somewhat resembled, and had shared its celebrity, selling, like the Nude, on the first day. And insofar as this was an art world fight, Picabia also shared the lack of gravity that had made Marcel’s Nude suspect in the solemn French art world. In America, by contrast, levity was welcomed by both sides of the fight: for the modernists it represented a finger in the face of tradition; for traditionalists, a focus of attack as the embodiment of everything which made them nervous and angry.

An astonished Marcel, arriving two years later, received the same treatment. Of course he knew that the pictures he had sent to the Armory Show had sold, and sold, what was more, for what seemed like improbable amounts of money. But nothing had prepared him for the crowd of shouting journalists, eager for quotes from the maker of the scandalous Nude Descending a Staircase, who besieged him as soon as he set foot in New York. He soon escaped them, however, and after an initial stay at the Arensbergs’ apartment while they were out of town for the summer, Walter Pach found him lodgings at Beekman Place, where getting to his room involved what Gaby Picabia described as “a long, terrifying walk at the end of which it was necessary to brave a narrow, swaying footbridge.”II What this “footbridge” actually consisted of, she did not say; perhaps she meant that one approached his room via one of those alarmingly rickety fire escapes that zigzag up the back of New York apartment buildings. After a few months he would move back to the bourgeois solidity of The Atelier, this time in a small studio apartment of his own, his rental paid by Walter Arensberg, to be set against any works Marcel might produce in the future.

For Arensberg, Marcel’s arrival was a dream come true. Here, wafted three thousand miles across the Atlantic from Paris, was the embodiment of everything that had changed his life—had given it a direction, moved him from Shady Hill to New York, made him a collector, inspired him to open a salon. Happily, the two of them hit it off at once, for Walter’s chief interests, chess and ciphers, were also Marcel’s. Walter wanted to buy everything Marcel had ever made, and he and Lou unquestioningly followed his advice on what other artworks to acquire. Marcel at once suggested Constantin Brancusi’s sculpted portrait of Mademoiselle Pogany, which was also, unmistakably, a giant erect penis. Walter bought it, and salon habitués watched, astonished, as Lou, whose family was very correct, explained it to uncertain visiting Bostonians, pointing out the nose, the eyes, the shoulders, and seemingly quite oblivious of the work’s other anatomical significance.

The Arensberg salon was transformed. From being slightly provincial—as the Picabias observed, the avant-garde scene in America, while interesting, was very small—New York became, as more and more Paris refugees arrived, an international hot spot. Avant-garde painters like Joe Stella, Charles Sheeler, Charles Demuth, Walter’s cousin John Covert, the photographer and gallerist Alfred Stieglitz, and poets like William Carlos Williams now mingled with expats like Picabia and Albert Gleizes (who in 1912 had declined to hang the picture Marcel referred to as cette demoiselle), and their various wives and girlfriends. Every night was party night, with Marcel the magnetic center around whom everything revolved, speaking a slow and highly idiosyncratic English and occasionally producing, with appropriate flourish, a triumphantly grammatical sentence. It was hard, said Gaby, to believe this was the same shy, retiring person, abstemious and awkward around women, whom they’d known in Paris. America had transformed him into someone completely different, relaxed, lighthearted, partial to a drink, and infinitely seductive.



Marcel loved New York. People, he liked to say, knew his picture but not him: when he got tired of being feted at the Arensbergs’, all he had to do was step into the street, and (unlike in Paris, where everyone knew everyone) anonymity was his. He spent happy hours playing chess in Washington Square, took a part-time job at the Pierpont Morgan Library, and gave French lessons at $2 an hour. Two or three lessons a day provided quite enough to live on. “It is $1.50 a person if there is more than one—$2.00 for single lessons,” his devoted pupil Katherine Dreier told her sister. “We are reading a very amusing French story which I am afraid will shock you, so you must be prepared… It is very humorous, but quite French in a naughty way.”III “Love lessons for Americans,” Picabia called these lessons, and Miss Dreier was indeed in love, though as she was ten years older than Marcel and rather large, her feelings were not requited.

Allen Norton’s estranged wife, Louise, was more successful, both in French and in love. Tall and slinky, with a head of unruly curls, a red, red mouth (lipstick, which until not many years earlier no decent woman would have worn, had become a badge of female emancipation), and wispy froufrou dresses that left little to the imagination, she was the toast of the Greenwich Village poets who published in Rogue, the little magazine financed by Walter Arensberg and edited by Allen. She had written a play, The Wax Candle, about art and love, whose set, all mist gray and mother-of-pearl, with a Whistler on the wall, green orchids and a bed with a mirrored headboard, was the epitome of decadence, then all the rage. (The three sonnets that formed “A Portrait of Louise Norton” in Sonnets from the Patagonian, a collection published by Donald Evans, another member of the Greenwich Village set, were suitably entitled Buveuse d’Absinthe, The Jade Vase, and Extreme Unction.)

The truth was that Louise was busy making up for lost fun. A sentence in the short biography appended to her papers by her alma mater, Smith College, tells the too-familiar story: She attended Smith College (class of 1912), leaving in the fall of 1911 to marry Allen Norton. A son, Michael, was born in 1912. Fortunately for her, however, she was rich—for Louise, like Walter Arensberg, came from Pittsburgh, and like him was the happy recipient of steel money, which gave her a freedom of action denied to most women, not least in the shape of a townhouse on 88th Street owned by her mother, of which she had the use.
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