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Aspects of High and Low Culture: Duchamp’s Corridor of Humour 


Marcel Duchamp disrupted misconstrued ideas about high and low culture by electing existing objects of everyday life to become works of art [Lynton 1965].

                 The school of thought that Duchamp inspired in the Dadaist movement was a development upon French iconoclastic humour, which arose during the 19th Century. The composer Erik Satie was known to infuse such absurd humour into his compositions and fragmented prose, with titles such as Three Pieces in the form of a Pear. Following on from Satie, in 1896 the French novelist and playwright Alfred Jarry coined the idea of Pataphysics. This was the capricious philosophy that “…everything could just as well be its’ opposite” [Jarry inTompkins 1966, 32]. While examples of such work appeared to be seemingly frivolous in concept, it was often a serious attempt on the artist’s behalf to make a veiled attack upon what they saw as the stale metaphors, received ideas and gestures which plagued French culture at the time [Hyde, 1998]. 
               In association with the expansion of industrial output and productivity, which had been taking place since the late 18th Century, the Industrial Revolution saw the introduction of new technologies, such as the camera [Gardiner 1995]. The invention of the camera created a significant impact on the function of the oil painting, eventually taking its’ place as the principal source of visual imagery. In particular, this made an impact on artists working during the turn of the century, who saw it as an opportunity to reinvent established ideas about the role of art in everyday life. The Cubists, for example, proposed that the visual could be thought of in terms of a totality of different view points of one object, seen from many angles [Berger, 1972].  This shift in tradition gave rise to a series of new avant-garde movements, such as Cubism in Paris, Vorticism in London, Abstraction in Munich, Suprematism in Russia, and De Stijl in Holland [Tomkins 1966]. Paris at this point was “…the vortex of a thousand artistic energies that had been gathering since 1890 or so…” [Tomkins 1966, 29]. Within this setting, Duchamp himself experimented in his work with styles associated with movements such as Fauvism, Post-Impressionism and Cubism. 
                The invention of new technologies and a growth in market opportunities associated with the Industrial Revolution also brought about a new culture of mass consumerism throughout Europe and America that was unheard of before the late 17th Century. [Gardiner 1995]. Large Companies took up on the chance to increase levels of productivity to meet the demands of a growing population of consumers. The exploitive techniques employed by modern day advertisers in the form of psychological manipulation are derivative of early merchandise displays in shop windows, which, before the First World War, caused heated discussions amongst Parisian intellectuals. Most members of the latter were disgusted by the duplicitous machinations of consumerism [Hyde 1998]. 
                 Duchamp however took a more ambiguous stance and developed a fascination with the relationship between the window gazer and the object of desire. A third abstraction arose from this polarized relationship: a hermetic state of fantasy on the part of the potential customer. It is this school of thought that threads together Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’. By proclaiming otherwise mundane everyday objects as works of ‘art’, Duchamp brings to our attention the dichotomous relationship that exists between our wants and needs, allowing us the freedom to meditate upon the subject. Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’ carve a clear third path that sidesteps both passive consumerism and intellectual isolationism [Hyde 1998]. It is this fascination with dichotomy which sparked in Duchamp an obsession with the concepts of contradiction and re-appropriation, which is evident throughout his work.  
          
     If ‘low-culture’ can be defined in terms of accessibility, a urinal is the perfect physical manifestation of such. Before it was christened Fountain, Duchamp’s “Bedfordshire” porcelain urinal sat amongst dozens of replicas in a French Hardware store in New York [Gayford 2008]. The urinal’s design is typical of mid-range bathroom furniture from the turn of the Century. In reaction to the elaborate style of the bygone Victorian Era, the design in discreet, understated and clean-cut. The build of the urinal has aesthetic appeal as well as practical functionality; the shapely curves which make up the body of the latrine echo the oscillating movements associated with water. These intertwining bands also bring harmony to the overall design. 
        Because of its’ associations with faeces, the urinal is an object embodied in a deep-rooted shame that exists in Western culture concerning bodily functions, which contributes to its’ categorization as an artefact of low culture [Hyde 1998]. At the same time, an operating plumbing system is a universal hallmark of a developed modern civilization. The invention of the flush toilet in 1775 by Alexander Cummings dramatically improved sanitation levels, thereby prolonging the life expectancy of those with access to such facilities [Hanson 2017].  This transforming history is one of the many favourable assets of the concept of a toilet, which is overshadowed by its’ discomforting associations. 
             The culture of shame that is associated with the urinal was encouraged by the development during the Victorian Era of Public Conveniences, which promoted the idea of defecating in privacy – a dramatic leap away from the communal troughs that people were familiar with. Furthermore, the influence of the puritanical culture prevalent during the Victorian Era (which affected attitudes towards nudity, sex and bodily waste), also influenced people’s depositions towards the idea of defecation [Chesney, K. 1970].
             Along with the prevailing attitudes of the society that he or she belongs to, a perceived object is coloured by the socioeconomic status of the onlooker. While a lavatory is seen within certain climates as an ‘everyday’ necessity, 2.4 billion people around the world still don’t have access to a toilet, and this number would have been higher when Duchamp created Fountain, in 1917 [Hanson 2017]. The urinal is thus merely a receptacle of one’s attitudes, which develop as a result of the individual’s position in society.  
      
  When Duchamp purchased a Bedfordshire urinal from a hardware store in New York, he took the object back to his studio, whereupon he signed and dated it ‘R.Mutt, 1917’ [Gayford 2008]. In an attempt to subvert the prescribed ideas of was considered at the time as a work of art, he decided to put this controversial piece into in to the public domain, thereby dislodging the object from it’s assumed context and abruptly placing it in a new and estranged environment. This modification of the object’s domain was designed to heighten the audience’s perception of it, in particular, its taboo associations. However, at the same time as exaggerating its’ existing connotations, Duchamp simultaneously managed to create a new status and function for the object in question.  While the urinal’s status was proclaimed from that of an everyday object into an artwork, the artist also re-established its function. In the simple act of re-naming the object Fountain, Duchamp shifted the boundaries of the urinal’s function from that of a submissive container into an exertive dispenser. Thus, the object is also transformed from male to female; the Freudian implications of such converting the entity from receiver of male waste into producer of female ejaculate, emphasized by the existing shape, echoing, as it does, the female vulva [Rhobinson, A.P. 1972].  This exercise of creating new associations from their antithetic again echo’s the beliefs of the French Pataphycisians: “…everything could just as well be its’ opposite.” [Jarry in Tomkins 1966, 32].
         
     In 1917, Fountain was rejected from a contentious exhibition held in New York, hosted by the Society of Independent Artists [Gayford 2008]. Theoretically, there were no restrictions on the type of work that could be submitted, so long as the artist payed a fee of six-dollars [Tomkins 1966]. This act of vitriol on the part of the prestigious intellectuals involved in the judging panel only served to amplify the interest which surrounded the artwork. Fountain was soon photographed by Alfred Stieglitz, and the following May, the image was published alongside an anonymous manifesto in the innovative magazine The Blind Man, which read:
               
      Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has no importance, he CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so that its useful significance disappeared and a new title and point of view - created a new thought for that object [Duchamp in Tomkins 1966, 39].

Within the act of electing an article of everyday life as a work of art, Duchamp undermined the celebrity-status of the artist, as well as cutting out the role of the art gallery, who essentially acted as the ‘middle man’ between the creator and his or her public. He also unlocked the individualistic and excessively intellectualized barrier of pretence that had once deterred ordinary folk from entering galleries, making way for a democratization of philosophical thought [Day 1997].   

      The ideas behind this artwork have gone on to inspire generations of artists since its creation in 1917, not least of which includes the Dada movement, made up of European War refugees, who crossed paths in Zurich [Tomkins 1966]. This movement claimed to be inspired by everyday banal objects, “…bereft of any intrinsic aesthetic value…adopted for the allusive, symbolic resonances.” [Marceau 1997, 590]. Duchamp’s influence here is evident. The artist himself described the process through which Dadaism led into Surrealism:

   While Dada was a movement of negation and, by the very fact of its negation, turned itself into an appendage of the exact thing it was negating, Picabia and I wanted to open a corridor of humour that once led into dream-imagery and, consequently, into Surrealism. [Duchamp in Hyde 1998, 224] 

The concepts that are at play in Duchamp’s Fountain are echoed throughout the work of the Surrealist artists who were active during the 1920s and 1930s. In particular, the act of forming fresh ideas from essentially conflicting forces is a phenomenon prevalent in the work of Surrealist painter Salvidor Dali, who was interested in exploiting the unintentional connections of the subconscious for the purpose of artistic and self-expression [Day 1997].  The act of self-consciously questioning the status of one’s own artwork, also inspired the imaginations of young artists working in the early 1960s, who took seriously the idea that “…art can be made out of anything” [d’Harnoncourt in Smith 1974, 256]. Thus, Duchamp’s influence has been far reaching. With one sweeping act of rebellion and humour, he managed to scrutinize the influence of exhibitions, audience expectations and critical criteria upon the act of creation [Smith 1974]. 

      While Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’ were initially designed as a protest against the perceived regulations of the bourgeois art world at the time, this very act of opposition was merely a response to divergently set foundations. Thus, Fountain has been incorporated into the commercial artwork in an unprecedented manner, which further accentuates the ironic qualities of the original work. [Hyde 1998]. Now visitors to museums across the world pay fees to view replicas of Fountain (the original was lost), 17 of which were commissioned by Duchamp in the 1960s [Hollinder 2007]. Examples of such distinguished galleries include the Tate Britain, London, the National Museum of Modern Art, Paris and the National Gallery of Canada Ottawa. This simple elevation of an object from a small hardware shop in New York to art galleries across the world demonstrates the importance of the audience’s perception of a subject beyond its supposed intrinsic value. Thus, proving that “…there is no such thing as high and low art. Simply art that communicates meaning and art that does not…” [Urasaki 2017].  

Having witnessed the birth of several avant-garde movements in Paris, Duchamp went on to catalyse new attitudes towards art communication and interpretation. Through Fountain, he democratized the creative act, the quintessence of which still challenges us today. The ideas accruing from this established him as one of most insightful and influential artists of the 20th Century.
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