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Landscape of Eros, Through the Peephole  

By HOLLAND COTTER 

PHILADELPHIA — “Marcel, Marcel, I love you like Hell, Marcel.” So ran a mash note written to Marcel 
Duchamp in 1923 by the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, one of the scores of women, and many 
men, for whom Duchamp was a personal fixation, erotic, aesthetic or otherwise.  

For many contemporary art lovers he is a fixation still, the archangel of a once and possibly future avant-garde 
and a patron saint of postmodernism. And the Philadelphia Museum of Art, rich with relics of his sly, 
seductively standoffish spirit, is a pilgrimage site.  

The 1912 painting “Nude Descending a Staircase,” Duchamp’s first succès de scandale, is here. So is “The 
Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even” (1915-23), also called “The Large Glass,” a see-through mural 
about mechanized love and erotic frustration. And then there are the “erotic objects,” paperweight-size things 
molded from the body’s intimate nooks and crevices.  

Duchamp’s great monument to eros, though, is the tableau called “Étant Donnés: 1. La Chute d’Eau, 2. Le Gaz 
d’Éclairage” (“Given: 1. The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas”). Created in almost complete secrecy between 
1946 and 1966, it was his final work, and also his weirdest and most mysterious. And it is the subject of a 
potent exhibition at the museum called “Marcel Duchamp: Étant Donnés,” which, among other things, finesses 
the lingering myth that Duchamp ended up abandoning art for a life of chess and cogitation.  

In reality, and by his own description, he simply went “underground.” He went on with his very active art-world 
social life, but told almost no one about the art he was making. He left the completed “Étant Donnés” in his 
bare-bones Manhattan studio when he died in 1968. The next year it was placed, as he had assumed it would 
be, on permanent view in the Philadelphia Museum gallery dedicated to the big cache of his work that came to 
the museum with the Arensberg collection in the 1950s. The gallery has been reinstalled with new material, 
much of it never before exhibited, to create the present show.  

Jasper Johns, a longtime Duchampian, once referred to “Étant Donnés” as “the strangest work of art in any 
museum.” And strange it is. It occupies a closed-off room in a dead-end area at the back of the main Duchamp 
gallery. The room can’t be entered. The entrance is blocked by a pair of locked antique wooden doors, solid 
except for two tiny side-by-side peepholes in their center.  

When you look through the holes — only one person at a time can do so, making for a very self-conscious 
viewing experience — you see a shattered brick wall just beyond the door, and in the distance a painted 
landscape of hills, autumn-tinged trees and what appears to be an actively flowing waterfall.  

In the foreground, just past the shattered wall, the nude body of a woman reclines on a nest of dried branches, 
her legs spread wide to reveal oddly malformed genitals. Her face is obscured by her blond hair. Her lower 
legs and right arm are out of the range of vision. Her left arm is raised at the elbow, and in her hand she holds 
a small, glowing electric lamp.  

The sight, at once bucolic and freakish, provoked an uproar when the piece had its public debut 40 years ago. 
What are we looking at? The aftermath of rape, mutilation and attempted murder? A profane update of 
Bernini’s “Ecstasy of St. Teresa”? (Duchamp sometimes referred to the figure as “Our Lady of Desires.”) 
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Either way, it must have struck some feminists as one more addition to art history’s archive of aggression 
against women. And these viewers would have found small comfort in learning that the piece was conceived 
as a kind of erotic homage to two specific women in Duchamp’s life.  

One was the Brazilian-born sculptor Maria Martins, with whom he had an affair from 1946 to 1951. His art went 
wild during that time. The “erotic objects” proliferated. He made paintings from semen and collages from body 
hair. The nude in “Étant Donnés” is largely pieced together from casts of Martins’s voluptuous figure. She was 
both the object of the work and a collaborator: Duchamp consulted her repeatedly as the work progressed.  

The other woman was Duchamp’s second wife, Alexina, known as Teeny, whom he married after the Martins 
affair, in 1954. It is a cast of her hand that holds the electric lamp in the tableau. She was privy to every step in 
the progress of the piece as it evolved toward completion.  

It is the making of “Étant Donnés,” rather than its enigmatic meaning, that this exhibition focuses on. Michael 
R. Taylor, curator of modern art at the Philadelphia Museum, essentially gives us a detailed backstage tour of 
the fabrication process, a tour all the more intriguing for being devoted to an artist who, it is often said, came to 
disdain all creative tools apart from ideas. 

Proof to the contrary is here. Almost every surviving scrap of physical material related to “Étant Donnés” has 
been gathered, either from the museum’s deep Duchamp archives or from other collections. From 1946, early 
in the piece’s history, comes a highly polished pencil drawing of Martins’s nude body; later come plaster casts 
of her limbs and samples of “skin” made from parchment, all evidence of Duchamp’s fascination with craft and 
the naturalistic effects it could achieve: flesh that was smooth but not slick; skin that looked warm but not too 
flushed.  

The background landscape was a similar blend of artifice and realism. The scene originated in photographs 
Duchamp took on a vacation in Switzerland. He enlarged the prints, cut them up and rearranged them to 
eliminate any evidence of buildings. After photographing and printing the altered panorama on cloth, he 
meticulously colored it with oil paint and chalk. He made the “moving” waterfall from translucent plastic backed 
by rotating discs powered by a motor housed in a biscuit tin.  

The illusion of space and atmosphere seen in the peephole view is remarkable, especially given the out-of-
sight construction that produces it, a ramshackle exercise in bad carpentry and precarious wiring, with pieces 
of drapery held in place by clothespins. It’s all documented in a series of Polaroids Duchamp took of the nearly 
finished piece in 1965, when he learned that the lease on his longtime studio in Manhattan wasn’t being 
renewed and that he had to move everything to a different space.  

The Polaroids, being exhibited publicly for the first time, left me a little breathless. They are documents, not of 
a fabled retirement, not of cerebral dandyism, but of effort, effort, effort, and the strain and anxiety Duchamp 
was under as he began to form, through photographs, the rudiments of an instruction manual for dismantling 
and reassembling the flimsy product of nearly 20 years’ work.  

The same dynamic of effort animates Mr. Taylor’s exceptional catalog, which weighs a scholarly ton but is as 
absorbing to read as a whodunit. I wolfed it down, transfixed, in a night and a day.  

It covers not only, step by step, the two decades of the tableau’s creation, but also the minutiae of its delicate 
transfer to Philadelphia, an operation overseen by a young curator named Anne d’Harnoncourt, who a few 
years later would help to organize the museum’s great Duchamp retrospective and would then serve as the 
institution’s much-admired director from 1982 until her sudden death last year.  

Both the book and the exhibition are dedicated to her. And both include something she would have liked: work 
by contemporary artists for whom Duchamp, and “Étant Donnés” in particular, has been an inspiration. Robert 
Gober and Marcel Dzama are among those covered in the catalog. Ray Johnson is in the show, with some 
snappy mail-art drawings that filter Duchamp’s piece through a homoerotic lens — quite plausibly, given 
Duchamp’s efforts to scramble conventional gender categories in his work.  
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And there is a film by a contemporary female artist, Hannah Wilke (1940-93), who went to art school in 
Philadelphia, saw “Étant Donnés ” soon after its installation and remembered finding it “repulsive.” She later did 
a performance about it in which she assumed the place of the prone figure. And in a 1976 film made in the 
museum’s Duchamp gallery, she engaged with “The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even,” his other 
grand erotic masterwork.  

Dressed in a high-fashion white tailored suit and fedora, she does a slow striptease in front of the piece, or 
rather behind it, as the camera shoots her performance through the glass and through Duchamp’s painted 
phallic and vaginal forms frozen in unconsummated union.  

Wilke, who was a great beauty, preens, shifts, undoes a button, tips her hat, shifts, stares, slowly pulls at a 
zipper. The Bride and the Bachelors can never complete their erotic task, but she can. In her performance she 
was the cool but active counterpart to the woman in “Étant Donnés,” just as exposed but in control of the 
exposure.  

Duchamp, the transcendent pornographer, would have understood all these contradictions. I suspect he saw 
himself both as the distanced creator of his final work and as the passively light-bearing figure lying within it. 
And surely he would have agreed with Wilke’s tough-love words: “To honor Duchamp is to oppose him.” 
Because he opposed himself — or the mythical self he invented — by slaving away at material forms of art that 
he had declared beneath contempt. His dispassionate passion is what continues to make him magnetic. Tough 
self-love, perverse and seductive, is what “Étant Donnés” is about.  

“Marcel Duchamp: Étant Donnés” continues through Nov. 29 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Benjamin 
Franklin Parkway at 26th Street; (215) 763-8100, philamuseum.org. 

 

 


