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Abstract: 
In this text I undertake to show in Marcel Duchamp's readymade(s) and Ad 
Reinhardt's ultimate painting(s) the correlation between an internal and an 
external dimension to the artwork. The distinction between what is partaking of 
the internal acivity of the work and what is external to it corresponds to what I 
call first and second order observation. However different their works are, both 
artists present object-like entities that can be bracketed and apprehended 
instantaneously (there at once) and having (by condition) a degree of invariance 
from a mind to another while transferable in space and time. If only as a 
methodological option, second order observation is established by temporally 
bracketing the work and suspending its internal activity, so that it can be related 
to other things than itself, to the observer participant and the context. The 
solipsist closure of the object, far from making it univocally autonomous, 
demands, like any other artwork, a particular context in which to exist. The 
developments of post-object contextual art, which proceed largely from an 
institutional reading of the readymade, have been tremendous since the 1960s 
and have made us more and more sensitive to art's curatorial and social 
environment. But, unlike contextual works, in which components of the context 
enter the syntax, the disjunctive works we are examining each imply a complex 
distribution of selective correlative relations with an environment (the museum, 
the artworld). The object approach and second order observation offer a method 
in gaining access to this “other scene” which has remained liminal to the work 
and sunk in its erased background. 
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In this text I undertake to show in Marcel Duchamp's readymade(s) and Ad 
Reinhardt's ultimate painting(s) the correlation between an internal and an 
external dimension to the artwork in its characterisation, its mode of existence 
and the way we apprehend it.  
The complexity of the work’s relational activity is expressed by Jerrold Levinson: 
  “the only common core of art applicable to art-making /.../ is one which makes 
historical reference or connectedness, that is, reference or connectedness to 



predecessor works, activities, modes of reception, internal to the idea of art-
making itself.” (1) It is within this global relational context that I want to 
introduce a distinction between what is partaking of the internal acivity of the 
work and what is external to it. This distinction may often depend on attentional 
framing more than on any inherently clear cut, yet between both dimensions 
there is a disjunction. 

This distinction corresponds to what I call first and second order observations. 
By first order observation I mean that attention is focused on the work, on its 
properties and as a whole. The work is aprehended instantaneously (there at 
once) and is abstracted against an erased background. The aesthetic tradition 
(of spectatorship) is entirely in the first order, it has been defining almost 
exclusively our conception of art until now.  If only as a methodological option 
second order observation is established by temporally bracketing the work and 
suspending its internal activity, so that it can be related to other things than 
itself (unfolded in practice or imagination sequentially and successively for each 
relation). It includes the participant observer and the context. Between both 
orders there is a disjunction, a boundary between what partakes of its 
composition (syntax) and what does not, however indistiguishable it may 
sometimes be. The first order corresponds to the work's internal referential 
activity, the second to a causal relational activity established in contingency. 
Both orders have a two-part structure considering that the observer must either 
observe the object or observe relations, each being exclusive of the other at an 
attentional level (I hold this as valid even for non-object conceptual or 
contextual art although I will not argue for it in this paper). 

This unconventional enterprise demands to further define some aspects in the 
way I will be approaching the works. 

For Morris Weitz it is a logically vain attempt to state the necessary and 
sufficient conditions of art because it is an open concept, a class that can be 
extended by integrating properties that had previously been foreign to it. (2) I 
agree, yet, without being sufficient there are necessary conditions, the most 
elementary one being the work’s ostensive character: to be showing itself and, 
correlatively, to be shown and conserved (maintained). I also agree with Dickie’s 
view on the work’s exhibitory nature: “the object he (the artist) creates is of a 
kind to be presented to the public” (3). Ostension (abstraction, self-reference), 
physicality (the physical actuality of its exhibitory nature), aesthetic viewing 
(contemplation, "psychic distance", “disinterestedness”) are terms in a set where 
object, subject and reception context are entangled. Nevertheless, our 
understanding of art will depend on our understanding of how these terms are 
related to one another. 



The problem of a definition of what art is is to presuppose through the question 
itself some sort of substantial or primitive isness to art which would have an 
existence prior to external conditions, an essence prior to the processes and 
context in which it operates and is interpreted (a process of individuation). By 
acknowledging the entangled character of the terms (object, subject and 
reception context) the assumption underlying the question no longer needs to 
be held as valid. 

Other distinctions need to be made. On the side of the artist we need to 
distinguish within his/her production, the work and the way it is made from the 
way it is put forth, delivered, presented. The artist’s delivering concerns all 
aspects relating to the work, the way it is shown, titled, commented upon, 
reproduced, copyrighted, and characterised through numerous other facets. 
These practices are liminal to the work, often conventional and rarely held to be 
part of artistic activity. It is an infra-conscious (background) dimension from  
which the work is abstracted. Still, wether these aspects of delivery are 
conventional or not, they help in characterising the work (implementing it 
practically) and in conveying the artist’s intention or perspective. They enter the 
characterisation (production, implementation) of the work by relating to it as 
suposedly already characterised. I include this second order characterisation in 
the production of the artist. 

However different Duchamp and Reinhardt are, the readymade(s) and the black 
painting(s) are object-like, self-contained works for favouring permanence over 
variation, even the Black Paintings tend to be extravert by being “empty” of 
content; in different ways, they defy speculative absorption (immersion) into 
composition, we are somehow expelled from the inside. The question then 
surfaces: how are we dealing with this sort of thing from the outside? However 
different each answer is, in both cases it is not foreign to art practice itself even 
though external to their works. The readymade(s) and the ultimate painting(s) are 
self-referential and abstracted (bracketed) objects establishing from this 
disjunction a distributions of selective correlative relations with an environment. 
The solipsist closure of the object, far from making it univocally autonomous 
demands, like any other artwork, a particular context in which to exist. The 
contexts of their works differ as lagely as do the works themselves. Object-like 
works are plethora in art but Duchamp and Reinhardt have particular ways of 
dealing with and delivering their objects that introduce a  dimension of external 
process that has gone untheorised if not unnoticed. 
To which extent did they acknowledge that their ways of delivering entered 
actively into the characterissation of the work? Unfortunately this sort of 
question was not lying around at the time they could have answered. The 



proximity between the works and their particular delivering shows an existential 
and biographical implication of the artist in both cases (not foreign to art 
practice). However different, they both place the condition for art practice above 
status anxiety, commercialism and short term interest, and state their choice 
and freedom to do so. 

Neither Reinhardt nor Duchamp were historically in a position to import 
methodologically this reflexive contextual dimension into aesthetics. But today 
more than half a century of non-object contextual art separate us from when 
emerged the ultimate painting(s) and the readymade(s). A time over which 
contextual artworks have made us, segment after segment, tremendously 
sensitive to the contextual frame in which they are maintained into existence by 
importing aspects of it as a part of their materials and conventions. In parallel, 
curatorial studies have themselves developed and gained in importance. We 
may from this experience reappraise the contextual dimension of each artist's 
"siteless" work.  

Another distinction needs to be made although it will only be operative further 
in the text. The artist’s production or implementation of the work, we just saw as 
covering both the work and the way it is put forth, needs to be distinguished 
from the curatorial practices that are applied to it once it has publicly been 
disclosed by the artist (see diclosure right). A work being implemented by the 
artist means producing it, being implemented by the viewer means informing 
and activating it cognitively. A twofold meaning of the term implementation was 
made explicit by Nelson Goodman. Implementing a work, which consists of 
“making it work” (for him distinct from "execution", production or "making the 
work"), includes also the way of implementing it practically: of framing it, 
exhibiting and promoting it, to which I add, with contemporary art in mind, more 
detailed contextual practices (the way it is installed, handled, illuminated, 
restored, conserved, reproduced, etc.) (4). But between implementing a work 
cognitively as a viewer and implementing it practically or, for a shorter term, 
maintaining it as a curator, there is, however indistiguishable, a disjunction, a 
boundary between both. Implementing a work partakes of the process of its 
characterisation whereas in maintaining a work we relate to an already 
characterised work. Both orders are bound, yet disjointed. Not only in the works 
of Duchamp and Reinhardt but in works in general. 

The transformations that have operated in contemporary art over the last 
decades show the centrality that the notions of authenticity and of intention 
have acquired in curatorial practices (exhibition, conservation, restoration) and 
authors law (intellectual rights). These notions presuppose that these practices 
are applied to already characterised works. Contemporary art rather than 



weakening these notions has strongly reinforced them in law, at both levels of 
theory and practice. Even though these notions are far from philosophically 
clear, even il law, the applications of law as well as of curatorial practices have 
become a casuistry for maintaining authenticity and intention for such a 
diversity of cases. If the work’s boundary is not clearly fixed in art, it is in law 
and curatorial practices, to the great benefit of artists. 

Ad Reinhardt 

Reinhardt said about Duchamp:  "I've  never approved or liked anything about 
Marcel Duchamp. You have to chose between Duchamp and Mondrian" (5). The 
ultimate paintings were the result of his practice as an abstract painter since the 
1940s, they culminated in the Black Painting(s) he made till he died in 1967. His 
conception of art was consistent with Greenberg’s formalist semantics and 
medium specificity (to anchor painting into its specific medium) and, up to a 
point, with his optical surface. The reversibility of figure and ground and the all-
over distribution of the figure (grid) across the whole surface (which echoes the 
edge of the canvas as well as it overrides it) contrasted with the hierarchy of 
traditional pictorial space. This way of dealing with the surface and with the 
edge (both echoed and negated by the figure) was seen by Greenberg as a 
character of abstract expressionism (a problem which had previously been dealt 
with by Monet, van Doesburg, Mondrian and other artists). As for the other 
abstract expressionists, stripping down painting to its elementary formal 
constituents did not mean merging the pictorial surface with the raw support, 
nor merging the perceived scale of the painting with its real size (as literalists 
did later). For Reinhardt self-reflexivity did not go as far as exemplifying the 
painting’s bare materials, but formal means were used as constructive, not as 
explicit evocative references to other works. Shape, symmetry (“no top, no 
bottom”), size and scale, support and surface, colour, texture, the modular grid 
and the "box" it is framed in, all converge in a strongly unified, monolithic 
whole. 
He spoke of the ultimate painting(s) in the singular as Duchamp did for the 
readymade(s), although from quite a different perspective. Yet both artists were 
giving more importance to the generic aspect of their objects than to formal 
variations. Reinhardt declared he was painting again and again the same 
painting. Thus his paintings were interchangeable, a point he expressed when 
asked by MOMA to restore a damaged painting of his by proposing to replace it 
by another one. In response to the curator’s refusal he feigned surprise by 
saying that the painting he was proposing was even more like the painting they 
had before it got damaged.(6)  
He claimed his painting(s) to be “finished”, “timeless”, absolute. But we should 
not underestimate the active role the viewer has in apprehending, implementing, 



a painting. Those who have read his writings know that although his paintings 
are said to be "finished" they are nevertheless the product of process on the part 
of the viewer as a participant: “contemplative act, continuous absorbed 
attention”. Timelessness in real-time. When he speaks of a transcendent and 
timeless painting it is not without placing it at the same time in the immanence 
and duration of its apprehension while addressing he viewer's eye and body. 

Absoluteness is in the way of considering the painting, a perspective on it more 
than a property inherent to it. "Not “see” it, but “oned” with it. Present to those 
who can touch, absent only for those who cannot” (7). The painting is not 
exhausted by its visual form. Nevertheless, in constructing a painting he defines 
the adequate form, but then in giving an adequate form to an absolute painting 
he is at risk of giving the noun a priority over the verb. This tendency is 
counterbalanced by his insistence on the process of apprehending and relating 
to a work which itself cannot be reduced to form: ”Advance toward the formless, 
what is beyond contour”, “Nonsensuous, formless, shapeless, colorless, 
soundless, odorless." (8). But by achieving formlessness by formal means he is 
a formalist (essentialist) in that he presupposes to a certain extent an inherence 
of meaning or content to form. 
Ironically it is the very deficiency of any substantial ontological grounding that 
keeps the painting from being reified on the basis of essence. Its deficiency in 
being founded in intersubjective reason is what keeps it alive as an object of 
consideration, a verb. It seems that his humour in playing with the paradoxes 
his logics produce qualifies absoluteness on methodological grounds more 
than on substantialist premisses. He seems to be more concerned with pushing 
forces to the limits of what they can do, rather than with evaluating their primary 
legitimacy (there is no such thing as a sound beginning). 

Negative definition allows him to say: "And I never say anythings about my 
paintings. I never explain or interpret them." (9) The painting puts in check 
interpretation as Duchamp's readymade does, but unlike the readymade they are 
not intended to be open to hermeneutics and endless reinterpretation. "Sum of 
all enigmas, deliberately thwarts every system of inquiry and interpretation."(10). 
The role of his repetitive texts on his painting and its making is not to explain it 
but to define its perspective through describing different aspects of it, of its 
composition, its practice, its overall cohesion and effects. With Duchamp in 
mind he writes: "I think the idea of the artist making believe he does't know what 
he is doing is a corrupt one." (11)
Through negative statements (reductio ad absurdum) the painting is given to be 
experienced as a negative, a kenosis (emptiness), a negative at the centre of 
representation which is both the affirmation and the dissolution of the subject 
facing it (a sort of pharmakon). Ad Reinhardt's Black Paintings, the Black 



Monk's Dark Night. We are made aware of the work's existential and situational 
reality, the autonomous sphere of “purposeless purpose” as Kant put it. There is 
a mutual inference between the self-reflexive abstract object and 
disinterestedness on the part of the subject. The cleaved subject of the 
dialectics of dis/interestedness Mondrian said to have overcome is evoked by 
Reinhardt: "Part of life is more than life. Part of an artist is more than an 
artist. /.../ Part of myself is separate from several selves. Painting is special, 
separate. /.../ may not one side of me speak up for the side of the angels." (12) 
But disinterestedness, being conditional to self-reflexive ostentation, partakes 
of an aesthetic methodology as well as of ethics although free from morals and 
aesthetic virtue. What is this existential and situational reality if not the practical 
answers to the question: how do I relate to (show, handle, administrate…) this 
sort of thing while considering it as what it is?
We find a similar ambivalence to the one we found between substance and 
process (noun and verb) in his writings on art history, which he conceives as 
universal and timeless as Clive Bell’s “significant form” and part of a world 
history almost as vast as Malraux' Museum Without Walls. He links his 
paintings to what he sees as other timeless, non-historical and universal works 
on the shared basis of self-reflexivity, reductionism, decontextualisation and 
impersonality. But on the other hand he states that: "art comes from art and 
artists and art history” (13). 
His cartoons often have a historical content directly relating art styles to
the situation of the art world. The “last painting” has put an end to art. Yet he
recognises the ambivalence of his position: "For thousands of years artists in 
the Hindu and Buddhist tradition did the same empty images over and over 
again. A timeless idea, although it is a curious thing that they all have a date and 
they all can be put into a time and place. But I don't mind that 
contradiction." (14) 

"Absolute, pure, disinterested." (15) Reinhardt's Absolute Painting, its self-
reflexivity and reductionism is taken to the point of tautology and solipsism (art-
as-art). But the individuated object (in the first order, detached from an erased 
background) is conditional for observing (in the second order) interactions with 
other things than itself. And thus for asking the questions: how do you make, 
handle, show and administrate this sort of thing in order that it be the thing it 
is? Reinhardt viewed his Absolute painting(s) exclusively in the first order but, 
curiously in his writings he went into great detail unfolding the adequate 
material and informational conditions in which his paintings are to be handled, 
shown and administrated while kept in public existence. This being extensive as 
to how they are to be related to aesthetically. The painting(s) works as a sort of 
logical machine not only internally but also externally (contextuality). The 
foundation walls are carried by the whole house. 



We slide from cognitively implementing the work in the first order to maintaining 
it (implementing it practically) in the second order hardly noticing the structural 
distinction between both. 

But between implementing a work cognitively as a viewer and maintaining it, as 
a curator, there is, however indistiguishable, a disjunction, a border, an 
interface. Implementing a work partakes of the process of its characterisation 
whereas in maintaining a work we relate to an already characterised work. Both 
orders are bound, yet disjointed. These paintings "independent and separate 
from all other objects and circumstances" are hung to face the viewers body as 
well as the eye. Isolated in the architectural environment, the painting is 
illuminated in a subtle way allowing the mat surface (from which brush-marks 
have been brushed out) to vanish into its own darkness. But Reinhardt defines 
negatively a number of typical sectorial relationships to: "A free, unmanipulated 
and unmanipulatable, useless, unmarketable, irreducible, unphotographable, 
unreproductible, inexplicable icon.”(16) A painting that on the other hand is 
commented, manipulated, photographed, exchanged, etc. but without these 
practices ever quite reaching the utopian requirements of the ultimate painting. 
It is through this tension that is designated, acknowledged and somehow 
deconstructed the external field in which the painting exists. 

However opposed Reinhardt was to mixing "art and life" the practical ways in 
which his paintings demand to be produced, shown and handled are cohesive 
with what they are. His thinking is repeatedly articulating the work to practices 
and ethical conduct in the sphere of production and reception. More exactly he 
is not opposed to "art life" within the closed sphere of the studio, academy and 
the museum, but to “everyday life”. "The one place for art-as-art is the museum 
of fine art. /.../ Any disturbance of a true museum's soundlessness, 
timelessness, airlessness, and lifelessness is a disrespect." (17) Some texts are 
entirely devoted to the painting's environment as “The Context of Art”, 
“Museum” and “(Worldliness)” among other texts in a chapter titled “Art and 
Life” (18).
The correlative sphere of context is structurally constitutive of Reinhardt's work. 
"Art-as-art is neither in this world nor out of this world. /.../ it is its own world, 
own fact, own fancy, own mind, own matter." (19) There is an inadequate 
environment to his paintings as there is an adequate one. "The next revolution 
will sound the farewell to the old favorite songs of “art and life”." (20). "Ecstasy 
of the market place & agony of the academy." (21). "No part of the flux, fluxum & 
jetsum. "Let's get the flux outa here". (22) "/.../ no dadaism, popism, no 
duchampism, no romanticist-tricks-of-theart-trade, no pop, no poop, no pope, 
no corn, no brushwork-bravura, no janisisms, no jobberies, no qualities, no 
professional racketeering, marketeering, no amateurfun-thinging-recreational-



area, /.../" (23). This playful critique in his writing and in his cartoons have since 
been associated with "institutional critique". But being a formalist he could not 
dissimulate a true resistance to the emergence of post-object art and new media 
(mixed media) and to the loss of formalist ontology. 

Marcel Duchamp's readymade(s)  

From Duchamp’s prolific oeuvre I will only speak of the readymades and 
examine in some detail only two of them, Bottle-Rack and Fountain. The 
readymade, which is a rather generic category signalled by the use he generally 
made of the word in the singular. The objects are taken from serial productions. 
Ever since its emergence the readymade has been an interrogation and has 
maintained an independence from the rest of his oeuvre (even the semi-
readymades are distinct from the category). Duchamp himself in an interview 
with Katherine Kuh in 1962 said he thought the concept of the readymade was 
maybe the most important idea in his oeuvre. (24) 

There are several photographs made in his studio in New York between 1916 
and 1918, some of which were reproduced to be included in the Boîte-en-valise, 
showing several readymades hanging from strings (the urinal, the bottle-rack, 
the snow shovel, the hat-rack). The coat-rack, Trébuchet (which in French can 
be heard as a verb and translated as “stumble”), was presented on the floor. The 
displacement of the object and its abstraction from its initial sphere of use and 
practical interest is made through the most elementary decontextualising 
gesture. The bracketed object has become purely self-reflexive and ostentatious. 
Giving them titles also partakes of this decontextualisation (25). 
Before acknowledging the institutional framework in characterising the 
readymade as art, Duchamp seems to have needed to acknowledge the object's 
ostentatious character as a condition of art. Art is striped down to its basic 
condition as being an ostentatious self-reflexive object shown as "showing 
itself" and being shown as “showing itself”. In linking what is shown to the act 
of showing it we need to acknowledge the joint development of self-reflexive 
abstraction with aesthetics and with the public museum as the transparent 
device and medium of ostentation. The singular abstractive gesture is echoed 
by the museum. 

Duchamp says having no precursors, but the context of modern abstraction, 
dadaism and constructivism is necessary to acknowledge. The readymade fulfils 
one of the tendencies of modernist abstraction by cancelling internal syntax and 
being object-like and siteless. And it can also be seen as having a strategy of 
reductivism: "/.../ there is always something readymade in a painting, you don't 
make the brushes, you don't make the colors, you don't make the canvas. Then, 



if you go further, by eliminating everything, even the hand, you understand, we 
arrive at the readymade. You see, there is nothing made, it's readymade. All I do 
is sign, so that I'm the one who made them /.../" (26). The simplicity, the 
impersonality and the symmetry of the industrial object is also shared with 
modernist abstraction (Ad Reinhardt). Like other artists from the historical 
avant-garde he expressed in several ways his attraction to industrial design and 
seriality. 

The ready-made object is not artist made but it is nevertheless produced by the 
artist by being characterised from a certain perspective. In producing the work 
he is in a paradoxical position: he relates to an already characterised object 
while at the same time he characterises that object by relating to it in a particular 
way. He is a participant in his own observation but once the author delivers the 
object to the public (see disclosure right) it is "as if" it was already characterised 
(the author function ends there). He does not “produce” the readymade by 
making its material form but in the sense it is chosen, put forward, exhibited, 
duplicated, reproduced. This production on the side of the object’s practical 
implementation makes him the first curator of his art by relating to it in showing, 
handling, “restoring”, promoting and administrating it.

Choice is one of the most important aspects of his practice. In an interview with 
Philippe Colin in 1967 he said: "An artwork is a choice, essentially", and further 
explained: “Instead of choosing something you like or you dislike you choose 
something the artist has no interest in, in other words to arrive at a thing, a state 
of indifference towards that object: it then becomes a readymade. If it is 
something you like, it is like driftwood on the beach, then you understand, it is 
aesthetic, its pretty, its beautiful, you put that in your living room. This is not at 
all the intention of the readymade.” (27) In the encounter with an adequate 
object we can understand why Duchamp could say in an interview with Francis 
Roberts in 1968: "it chooses you so to speak". 
Jeanne Siegel asked him in an interview if there was a stylistic similarity from 
one readymade to the other. "O yes, but not plastic, not visual if you want to 
say. But the idea is the choice of not a manufactured or readymade object, you 
can chose many a day if you want, but the thing was to chose one you were not 
attracted to for its shape or anything, you see. It was to a feeling of indifference 
to it that I would chose it, you see, and that was difficult because anything 
becomes beautiful if you look at it long enough. In other words the bottle dryer 
which at the time I did it was not interesting in shape or anything. But now days 
it is reproduced in all the sculpture primers.” (28) Choice is not only concerned 
with what to chose but also with the number of readymades. When in 1956 
Sweeney asked him: “Taste, then, is something that repeats something else that 
has been accepted. Is that what you mean?” Duchamp answered: “Exactly; it is a 



habit. It is a repetition of the same thing long enough to become taste. If you 
refuse to imitate yourself I mean after you have done something, then It stays as 
a thing by itself. But if it is repeated a number of times it becomes a taste, a 
style, if you want.” (29). Both aspects, choice and scarcity, comply with the 
depreciation of the object's formal value. “It’s not the visual question 
of the readymades that matters… Visuality is no longer a question: the 
readymade is no longer visible, so to speak. It is completely grey matter. It is no 
longer retinal.” (30). Duchamp’s use of the singular when speaking of the 
readymade expresses his indifference to the formal variations. They are weakly 
discernible from one another for despite having definite spatial locations they 
have the same properties and relations, both in themselves and with respect to 
everything else. By his alternative use of the word readymade(s) individual 
reference is made to the objects, while (in the singular) individual reference can 
be made to neither of them. 
What is referred to when the readymade is spoken of in the singular is 
independent from the variations of form, but this invariant is nevertheless a fact 
(mode of existence). The sort of fact that can be generalised beyond its 
particular instantiation, what Henri Poincaré described in scientific thinking as 
an apparently simple fact the beauty of which is perceived, beyond the senses, 
by the intellect. (31) For Duchamp (unlike Reinhardt) we do not need to 
contemplate the object, you only need to see it and acknowledge its existence. 
“How should we look at a readymade? It shouldn’t be looked at, all things 
considered, it is simply there, we get the notion of its existence through our 
eyes, we don’t contemplate it as we contemplate a painting, the idea of 
contemplation disappears completely. Simply take notice that it is or was a 
bottle-rack the destination of which has changed and that’s all.” (32) The 
readymade as “grey matter” has more importance than the experienced form. 
You only need to know it exists. 
Choice, scarcity and the rejection of formal concerns are amongst the major 
points relative to the readymade he repeatedly states in his interviews. Scarcity 
in the number of readymades starts in his studio where they generally only 
subsist in reproductions. Some were lost as Bottle-Rack, Fountain or Pulled at 
Four Pins, an unpainted tin chimney cowl (New York, 1915) for which all that 
remains are notes on the piece and a plate and print.  He kept no readymades in 
store and only produced them on occasions there was a demand he agreed to. 
They always have an owner or a keeper, or else they have been lost. Finally it has 
shown to be quite selective as to ownership while operating a possible 
alchemical conjunction of opposites by turning the scarcity of the valueless 
(abject) object into a base of its market value (scarcity value). 

He refuses (and says he refuses) to “explain” or “interpret” the readymade which 
for him “has a certain mystery” (33). In his interview with Katharine Kuh in 1962 



he said he had never reached a definition or an explanation that was completely 
satisfying. But even this statement , which is also recurrent in Duchamp’s 
interviews, partakes of the verbal characterisation of the readymade while 
instantiating it in practice as a fact. Having the properties of being indifferent to 
formal composition and to taste, of not being artist-made and having no 
uniqueness the object is impersonal, left to be encountered, having a 
foreignness and brutality to it. The form makes no difference between scale and 
size, it is literal and belongs to what the artists of the 1960s called “literal 
space” while remaining separate from the local environment (siteless). Between 
art and non-art it was often said to question its legitimate status as art. 

The readymade leaves unanswered the question as to what exactly do we see. 
Such it is as a fact. Differently from Reinhardt's parodic manifesto-style 
conviction, logical, impersonal and cold, Duchamp had no place for conviction, 
what he called for was a perspectival conversion. He is detached and cool 
despite the agonistic character of the readymade (thus striping the avant-gardist 
figure from its ideological, teleological, impetuous and virtuous attires). The role 
of discourse in the characterisation of the readymade is in describing practical 
ways of relating to it, through different proceedings (modus operandi), not in 
explaining it. His comments on different aspects of practice related to the 
readymade are referring to it as a cohesive entity while bringing a perspective on 
it. A perspective which is not built into the physical work (as it is for Reinhardt) 
but is an epistemic or paradigmatic framework. The self-referencial object is 
engaged in its own characterisation through perspective and mapping. A 
perspective is not a subjective view, the perspective in the eye of the beholder 
has to also belong to the object itself. As an example, the paradigmatic 
background of the readymade is expressed by the double reading made of it in 
the 1960s and early 1970s. William Tucker in The Language of Sculpture (1974) 
characterised Duchamp's readymade Bottle-Rack by looking at it as one of his 
own sculptures, viewed in the round, in reference to materials, formal qualities 
and taste. Viewed in a similar way were exhibited from the early 1960s found 
(ready-made) pieces of driftwood or rocks. But Duchamp, as we saw, had neatly 
set them appart from the readymade. A change of paradigm is not only a change 
of theory, it is a change in the framework of the theory (34). Although of 
identical form the objects of Duchamp and Tucker have different properties 
while they each have a degree of consistence and of invariance. 
Duchamp is a forerunner in demonstrating that there is no inherence of meaning 
to form as would later show Arthur Danto and Nelson Goodman with the 
readymade in mind. Although Duchamp’s and Tucker’s versions of the bottle-
rack are both self-referential they are implemented differently and instantiate all 
together different facts. They exist differently, do not do the same things and 
are not correlated with the same context or event. In both cases perspective can 



introduce error but the judgement of what constitutes truth should be 
determined by the pragmatic test where the perspective is justified by "fortunate 
evolution”. 

In the following paragraphs commenting on the readymades I hope will at times 
appear the double process of characterising an object while relating to it as if it 
was already characterised. The first bottle-rack was bought in 1914 but it 
remained in the corner of Duchamp’s Paris studio until he settled in New York in 
1915. It is only in January 1916 through correspondence from New York with 
his sister in France that he speaks of a new type of work named the 
"readymade”, and tells her about a snow shovel titled In advance of the broken 
arm. Wanting to make her a readymade "from a distance" as a gift he asks her to 
paint in small letters a sentence (which was lost) on the inner side of the lower 
circle of the bottle-rack left in his studio. But by that time the object had been 
thrown out when cleaning Marcel’s studio. Six replicas were produced between 
1921 and the Schwartz Edition of 4 in 1964 (35). Qualified as replicas in the 
Schwartz Edition they were made by a craftsman from a photography by Man 
Ray of a copy produced for the exhibition at the Galerie Charles Ratton in Paris 
in 1936 and reproduced in the special exhibition issue of Cahiers d'Art. The 
object had been lost by then, as had been the 1914 copy for which not even a 
photography subsisted. 
The 1936 photographic reproduction served as a substitute for the original in 
producing a multiple of replicas, but the procedures of making the replicas 
interested Duchamp more than for any truth to form, or for giving priority to an 
original over its replica. The sizes and shapes of the racks are overall variable. 
Bottle-Rack is generic, as for the readymade in general, wether you see one 
replica or the other it is as you had the same one. 

Fountain, the urinal, was to be shown in the context of the exhibition of the 
Society of Independent Artists in 1917 from which it was rejected by the 
committee even though the rules stated that all works would be accepted from 
artists who paid the fee. Following its rejection Duchamp orchestrated a “case”. 
In the second issue of The Blind Man (May 1917) a small magazine he published 
with a few friends at the occasion of the Independents show. Under the heading 
“The Richard Mutt Case” the main article, “Buddha of the Bathroom” signed by 
Louise Norton, was documented with a photography made by Alfred Stieglitz 
showing the urinal tilted on its back on a plinth with, on what was shown as its 
front, the inscription: R.Mutt, 1917. The “case” was also taken up in another 
dadaist magazine co-edited by Duchamp called Rrongwrong. A dadaist strategy 
in publicity, not that the event went much noticed in its time but its 
documentation could retrospectively make it appear as having been a historical 
“case”. 



The 1917 urinal was lost. In 1950 another copy was bought by Sidney Janis in 
Paris and signed by Duchamp for an exhibition in New York (now at The  
Philadelphia  Museum  of  Art). It was followed by about ten more replicas (36). 
For the Schwarz edition in 1964 he had technical drawings made from 
photographs of the 1917 urinal, drawings he considered as “squared 
readymades” (readymades à la puissance carrée) (37). Like the bottle-rack the 
sizes and shapes of the different copies of Fountain are overall variable. It is 
generic, wether you see one copy or the other it makes no difference. “The 
replica of a readymade conveys the same message ; in fact most of the 
readymades existing today are not original in the usual sense of the word.” (38)

We must note the importance Duchamp gave as early as 1916 his readymades 
within the whole body of his work. They were rarely shown in gallery exhibition 
environments until he started getting famous, but they were shown in his 
portable museum, in prints, drawings and other documents. While Duchamp 
limited the number of his readymades he multiplied their reproductions and 
miniature replicas. He dated the first edition of Boîte-en-valise, starting from 
1938, but in 1935 he had already the project of an album of his work (a sort of 
catalogue raisonné) that later turned into what he described as a "portable 
museum" that would allow him to carry around his life's work (39). He spent 
several years remaking and curating his work in miniature through photographs, 
prints and hand-coloured reproductions involving highly skilled and costly 
technical procedures. In 1940 in wartime France he included diminutive models 
of Fountain. 
Boîte-en-valise was ready to be purchased in 1942 (40). It was shown for the 
first time at Art of This Century in October 1942. This edition of fifty boxes was 
followed by another six edition making a total of more than three hundred boxes 
that he would spend the rest of his life assembling. 
Duchamp did not produce a lot, but he worked a lot at re-actualising past works. 
The original work is reproduced while it is given a new life that questions the 
status of the original. Works are re-actualised, kept alive and maintain their 
importance as being actual (this process of bringing back to life was also in the 
restoration of The Large Glass at Dryers). Many works keep being prospective 
rather than merely retrospective. 

Through his published writings, interviews and biographies we find he 
developed a large variety of skills he practiced for friends, patrons and galleries. 
Skills in curating, display, exhibition design, edition, writing, graphic design, 
publishing, etc. (41) Many of them are applied in the production 
(characterisation) of the readymade, blurring the separation between artistic and 
curatorial practices. The urinal is presented as art by being tilted, signed and 
dated. The frontal view of the tilted object displayed on a plinth in the 



photography made by Stieglitz characterises it as a conceptual work and not as 
a sculpture that demands to be apprehended in the round (as William Tucker 
wanted to believe). The readymade was declared by Duchamp as not artist-
made, not concerned by form, not depending on taste, as having no 
uniqueness, and it implied being related to as such, as in its “restoration” 
through replication and seriality where, as in the Schwartz Editions, references 
to uniqueness and to the original were lost. 
The public emergence of this kind of object would mean that the relations to the 
readymade, in being characterised as such, would be actualised by the 
institution, by a collective of observer-participants. The effects of the 
readymade, if it was to emerge, would be tremendous. A possibility that 
occurred about forty years after it was invented in his first New York studio.
Only the author is in a position to erase the border between characterising the 
object by relating to it and relating to an already characterised object. The 
curator will relate to it as if it was already characterised although his/her 
practices are perfectly correlative and conditional to the work’s public existence 
(without which it would almost have no existence at all). We can observe in the 
second order how the readymade interacts with its institutional environment 
and in return how each segment of the curatorial context partakes in its 
characterisation. We find these relations between the work and the work of other 
artists (including driftwood artists), between the work and established art 
discourses, the conventions of viewers, collectors, curators, restorers, critics, 
lawyers, photographers and all the agents engaged in the work's public 
actualisation and conservation. While art’s conventions are tested all around, 
these relations may be of convergence and alliance or of friction and tension 
across the art world. The public emergence of the readymade came also with 
frictions and hostility, but even such positions are somehow partaking in the 
work’s characterisation since they presuppose in their very refusal a reference to 
an already characterised object. 

“The viewers make the work"

“The viewers make the work”, “Ce sont les regardeurs qui font les œuvres”, is a 
recurring statement, with slight variations I will not examine here (42). Duchamp 
posits the conditions of emergence and of meaning of the readymade on the 
outside. There was an uncertainty as to its emergence, to finding out in the 
future if the readymade had a past existence (for without a public existence it 
would be as if it had never existed). The process of emergence is collective and 
impersonal, it depends on the state of the system which cannot be represented. 
There is no capacity of present decision making for recognising the readymade 
and Duchamp avoids making any decisions for others; only future “viewers” can 
make that decision. The depersonalisation of the author's position reverts back 



the origin of the work to the future context of its emergence, a context which 
could afford the effects of the readymade by correlating it. It is all happening 
outside the object, in the mutual disposition between the object’s powers and 
an environment in which they are actualised. 

In an interview in 1956 Sweeney asks him: “Marcel, when you speak of your 
disregard for the broad public and say that you are painting for yourself, 
wouldn't you accept that as meaning you are painting for the ideal public, for a 
public which should appreciate you if they would only make the effort 
to? Duchamp: Yes, indeed. It is only a way of expressing myself - of putting 
myself in the right position for that ideal public. The danger for me is to please 
an Immediate pubIic - the Immediate public that comes around you, and takes 
you in, and accepts you, and gives you success, and everything. Instead of that, 
I would rather wait for a public that will come in fifty years - a hundred years - 
after my death. It is the ideal public - the right public - that, I want.” (43)  
Object and context are co-originated. A potential has already its origin in the 
field it is liable to be actualised in. Something is not already individuated 
without its potential context of actualisation, before this context can constitute 
a space of collective meanings (communication). It is a space that cannot be 
distinguished from the art institution. There is no outside to the institution, 
even for the outsider Duchamp was before the readymade got recognised. In 
hindsight we see he was himself potentially a future institution. 
The idea that “the viewers make the work” was also explained in his talk The 
Creative Act in 1957 which he introduced by talking of the artist: "To all 
appearances, the artist acts like a mediumistic being who, from the labyrinth 
beyond time and space, seeks his way out to a clearing. If we give the attributes 
of a medium to the artist, we must then deny him the state of consciousness on 
the esthetic plane about what he is doing or why he is doing it. All his decisions 
in the artistic execution of the work rest with pure intuition and cannot be 
translated into a self-analysis, spoken or written, or even thought out." (44) 
Unlike the usual medium, who speaks for the past and other worldliness, he 
speaks for the future and the real world. His version of the medium can be 
contrasted with Breton’s idealist version in Surrealism which between the 
1930s up to the time Duchamp gave his talk had been a dominant trend in Paris 
he had occasionally been associated with (45). While the artist-medium can only 
speak beyond his time and space he needs to be free, he stands in the "clearing" 
of a purposeless purpose, leaving the future free, which is a unprotected 
openness to becoming. He states the “medium’s” necessary detachment and 
openness to an unforeseeable future. A future that does not belong to him 
alone as he adds further in his talk: "All in all, the creative act is not performed 
by the artist alone; the spectator brings the work in contact with the external 
world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualification and thus adds his 



contribution to the creative act." (46) His objective and pragmatic view places 
emergence and meaning in circumstances external to the artist. Truth is sent 
back to its own conditions and procedures of veridication. 

The artist as “medium” is again expressed in his 1966 dialogue with Pierre 
Cabanne: "I believe very strongly in the "medium" aspect of the artist. The artist 
makes something, then one day, he is recognised by the intervention of the 
public, of the spectator; so later he goes on to posterity. You can't stop that, 
because, in brief, it's the product of two poles; there's the pole of the one who 
makes the work, and the one who looks at it. I give the latter as much 
importance as the one who makes it." When Cabanne asks him about the 
possibility of the existence of an unknown masterpiece he answers: “No. Not at 
all. Properly, any masterpiece is called that by the spectator in last resort. It is 
the onlooker who makes the museum, who provides the elements of the 
museum. Is the museum the final form of comprehension, of judgement?" (47) 
While the artist is not “fully conscious of what he is doing, of why he is doing it, 
of how he is doing it, and of the intrinsic value of his work” (48), he presages the 
event not knowing if it will ever happen, but knowing that nothing could 
actually happen collectively if it hadn't somehow already happened for 
someone. Disinterestedness, a choice Duchamp had made from the start, was a 
condition for producing the readymade. A position that could only be situated 
beyond veracity or self-delusion. In science there is a distinction made between 
invention and innovation. Innovation is the social emergence of an invention. 
Invention is independent from any practical use. A distinction Duchamp made 
but which is not usually part of art’s lexicon. 

The emergence of the readymade 

The readymade only started emerging to public existence around the mid 
1950s. Until then it would have been seen as quite senseless and outlandish 
within the prevalent values and criteria of the artworld. Although Duchamp felt it 
had an edge to it he could not know clearly what it meant. It is only within its 
own context of emergence that the readymade could really start making sense. 
Until then “decisions in the artistic execution of the work rest with pure 
intuition” and his aloofness from institutional recognition was a precondition to 
recognition. His expectation for emergence could only be addressed to a future 
conjuncture and a collective making such an event possible. Beyond the 
predictibility horizon was the possibility of a mutual disposition between the 
proposition of the readymade and a context. 
The condition for the readymade’s institutional emergence was the actualisation 
of its potential effects. As I said earlier, not only did it affect criteria of reception 
but also the practices of other artists, conventions in the curatorial practices of 



conservation, restoration, display, reproduction, expertise and so on. It is a 
shock wave radiating in all directions across and beyond the gallery and the 
museum environment. Frictions are intra-institutional, roles and positions are 
the distribution of a collective which is made of an aggregation of human 
agents, techniques and tools, and a collective that has to be, as for the 
Leibnizian monad, in each person as in the world. 

Of course the emergence of the readymade cannot be separated from the 
emergence of the rest of Duchamp’s oeuvre, but it was the most difficult part for 
art to accept. But it would be wrong to say that the readymade inflicted these 
effects on the institution without saying at the same time the institution was 
inflicting these effects on itself, without acknowledging the disposition it had 
for actualising the object’s effects. The artworld only got what it was able to 
afford and comprise. When contemporary art started emerging in the early 
1960s the museum’s institutional framework had already started being 
transformed through the integration of the the historical avant-gardes which, 
using new materials and techniques, often did not fit its former traditional 
medium categories. The emergence of contemporary art cannot be separated 
from the mergence of the contemporary museum. Maybe because the 
readymade was so directly influential to the younger generation I find there is an 
uncertainty as to which category of the historical avant-gardes or of 
contemporary art it belongs to. It depends wether you date it from the time he 
made the first ones or from the time it started emerging. I think this ambiguity 
has always been in his public’s mind. 

Reinhardt and Duchamp in the second order  

As Danto argued in his book The Transfiguration of the Commonplace, identical 
forms — illustrated by 9 square monochrome paintings made by different artists 
— shown in a white cube can have different meanings and ways of being, be 
altogether different works of art, have “radically different ontological origins” as 
he put it. This happens through metaphorical but also literal relations because 
each monochrome is displayed and handled in a different way, is correlated with 
a distinct context or field of practical relations, with a particular event (49). The 
metaphorical does not say “where” the subliminal contextual elements are. 
This “where” is assumed to be in some sort of mental storage more than out 
there in the empirical world. The metaphorical belongs to first order observation 
and has little to do with the practical, literal, performative context in which are 
engaged bodies, materials and techniques. 

With the emergence of the “new art” in the 1960s curatorial practices became a 
casuistry while partaking of the aesthetic relation to each individual work. As we 



saw, we don't show a readymade by Duchamp as a readymade piece of 
driftwood by a formalist artist, as we don’t show, handle and administrate some 
of Danto’s identical square monochrome paintings in a same way. Each object 
in first order observation has an erased background that is the gallery stage but 
that is always also a scattered backstage mapped across fragmented and trans-
local space and time. Each object exists in the distribution of a particular 
context, a particular field of relationships with certain things and not with 
others. It requires a particular frame of curatorial maintenance while it has 
become an agent in selecting and regulating the curatorial practices. The 
approach of works as cases at the cross-section of different domains of 
curatorial practice has been interestingly developed by the Independent Study 
Program (ISP) at the Whitney Museum of American Art and at the Variable Media 
program at the Guggenheim Museum in New York and at the Fondation Daniel 
Langlois in Canada to name only a few. 

Contextual art and curatorial studies have made us sensitive and aware of 
context. But contextual art, being non-object and immersive, does not offer the 
conditions to be observed in the second order. Consequently it shows no clear 
articulation with the institutional environment. It is only by considering the work 
(including most non-object art) as an object that it can be related without 
limitation to other things than itself. As we saw, first order observation focuses 
exclusively on the work, second order observation adds to it the context, 
including the observer. The complexity of the object's field of external relations, 
its scatter, its immanence, its undistinguishable boundary is a reason why 
second order observation has remained marginal to art theory and aesthetics. 
Our contemporary awareness of context and art’s recent interest in process 
philosophy and the philosophy of science where dynamic relations are so 
important may help us overcome this difficulty.

First and second order observations cannot take place simultaneously in 
consciousness. In the second order, relations can only be unfolded sequentially 
one after the other. But each actual instant in a sequence contains virtually the 
whole sequence and all the relations coexist virtually as the object’s field and as 
its unconscious. Using Deleuzian words, the actual is surrounded by a cloud of 
virtuals which indefinitely exceed the actual. The inferential (predictive) capacity 
of the Bayesian brain can hold all these relations as simultaneous in a sort of 
virtual latency. Complex inferential logics seem to be latent in our sensitivity 
even before they have ever been made explicit to consciousness. (50).  
Both dimensions of the object in the first and second orders are mutually 
exclusive but nonetheless correlated, codetermined and complementary to one 
another; this is what Reinhardt and Duchamp show us. The object's context, its 
field, even if mostly virtual, is already a condition to its existence independently 



from its public actualisation. In both cases there was a differing between the 
object's conditions of existence and the institution of their time. Thus, both 
called for an "ideal public," for a renewal of the conditions of reception of their 
own work although in very different institutional conditions. When Reinhardt 
explicated what the object's contextual conditions of receivership should be, 
Duchamp said nothing about them. The readymade itself inferred somehow 
obscurely, as latent and potential, its contextual conditions of public existence. 
Both expressed the condition of their work with detachment and humor. 

Duchamp and Reinhardt allow us to focus, not on what the object means or 
how it is explained, but on what it infers practically as a fact, what it does and 
makes us do, how its implications are explicated (unfolded) in the real world. 
Both works infer their correlative conditions of reception, but neither of them 
stated clearly that the context was part of the work, yet both inferred it as 
fundamental and inseparable from it. Two dimensions locally exclusive at an 
attentional (observational) level but nevertheless complementary to one 
another : object and context are bound together in processes as two faces of a 
same work. If an object can be seen as nested in itself, its permanent character 
needs also be seen as nested in its context. 
The object emerges from a field of reciprocal causal relations with a context, a 
reciprocal causation out of which there is, for each relation, a dual manifestation 
of properties. Interactions with curatorial practices, with other artist's ideas and 
practices and with those of other actors as we saw. Relations resulting in 
convergence or interference, alliance or friction, acceptance or refusal. All the 
possible relations are virtually simultaneous (synchronic), virtually co-present at 
once with the object of first order observation while they are erased as its 
background. Correspondingly the object's way of being, its particular 
individuation is the expression of its collective field. Without the virtual enfolded 
in the actual the actual and experienced entity would have neither depth, 
consistence or sense. 

The object's field is the distribution of performed roles and positions known by 
each participant, the simultaneous distribution of a collective, it is the object’s 
collective subconscious. The field is to the object what mind is to 
consciousness. Subject and object share the same unconscious while the 
knowing subject and the known object, mind and world, overlap and match one 
another (ref. direct perception). The object is perceived as transpersonal while 
the subject embodies a singular position within the collective. (51)

The object’s field of simultaneity, the virtual coexisting with its actuality, its 
actuvirtual reality, can be related to Duchamp’s interest in the 4th dimension. He 
does not always seem very clear to me but I can evoke some aspects of it. 



Cubism had already placed the viewer in the 4th dimension by showing the 
object simultaneously from different angles. This virtual dimension was a 
concern in his pantings and was extended in his investigations for The Large 
Glass. He notes in a fragment of the White Box:  "The cast shadow of a four 
dimensional figure on our space is a three dimensional shadow." (52) Or, in 
other words: the 3 dimensional object is to the 4th dimension what the 2 
dimensional cast shadow is to the 3 dimensional object. In another note 
Duchamp, probably inspired by Edwin Abbott Abbott’s book Flatland: A 
Romance of Many Dimensions, talks of a two dimensional being, a line, only 
able to perceive a square lying on the same plane as him as a line. But by 
strolling along each of its sides he can unfold out of measurements figures for 
what consciousness has no direct access to (53). As Poincaré’s hypercube 
(1908) unfolding across observational switches a dimension into a superior 
dimension till it exceeds the limits of observation. The perception of 4 
dimensional objects by a 3 dimensional being demands a ”stroller-
perception"  (“perception-promenade”) always evading a global apprehension 
(“vue d'ensemble”). But it is unlikely that Duchamp’s interest in the inferential 
dimension of the 3 dimensional object would have been limited to the simple 
geometrical model. Rather the geometrical model seems to be a clear illustration 
of a mode of coexistence of the virtual in the actual (a cognitive unconscious to 
consciousness), a simple model for a more complex and vaster field of 
coexistence and timelines to be strolled (unfolded). The 4th dimension evades 
visualisation, it make little sense to ask what a 4 dimensional object would look 
like when the 4th dimension is what cannot be observed, what we look with but 
not what we can look at. 
Readymades have occasionally been presented with cast shadows, which seem 
to be an invitation to read the objects as inferring a 4th virtual dimension. But I 
do not recall finding any mention of the cast shadows in any of his interviews. 
Asked by Jeanne Siegel in an interview in 1967 about his ideas of the 4th 
dimension in the notes from the White Box (1912-1921, from the time of The 
Large Glass) he answered he no longer took his own research in that domain 
very seriously (54). Did he really mean it or was he eluding what could not be 
represented? As Elie During noted, Duchamp is not in search of a new mode of 
representation but of ways of revealing the 4th dimension from within things. 
(55)

Gaston de Pawlowski in Journey to the Land of the Fourth Dimension (1911), a 
book of science-fiction Duchamp is known to have liked, defined the 4th 
dimension as when all past and future events have collapsed together into the 
instantaneousness of a timeless and still world. "Once we have reached the land 
of the fourth dimension, once we are for ever freed from the notions of space 
and time, it is with this particular intelligence that we reflect and that we 



think." (56) Over the narrative de Pawlowski moves from a quantitive approach 
to a qualitative one, from linear and geometric space to topology (where contact 
between things no longer depend on contiguity in space and/or time). It is also 
in this field of simultaneity the creative idea finds birth all at once and can be 
condensed in a moment; "the rest is just in adjustments, endless variations, 
adaptation to the vulgar presuppositions built in three dimensions". (57)  De 
Pawlowski thinks the medium, who also speaks from the unconscious, inhabits 
the 4th dimension which can make us recall Duchamp saying in 1957: "the  
artist acts like a mediumistic being  who, from the labyrinth beyond time and 
space, seeks his way out to a clearing." The medium conveys what 
consciousness has no direct access to except through intuition which is a non-
representational and unconscious perception. Duchamp as medium 
communicates intuitively with another dimension, with a virtual dimension, 
from a state of ironical uncertainty. The stillness in the artist's "clearing" is not 
set in motionless and non-historical regularities, in a perfect symmetry between 
past and future, but amid change and chance. The present enterprise is directed 
intuitively towards a possible disposition of the future which somehow 
reverberates causally into the present, making the possible intuitable as 
possible. Emancipated from any forecast of the possible, from the future-past 
tense of interest, he puts the future in now’s becoming, and time out of joint. 

From an externalist point of view an object of consciousness is produced from 
its field, not primarily from the depth of an interiority. I have been reading the 
works of Duchamp and Reinhardt as an invitation to turn towards their outside 
the phenomenal object of consciousness and its roots in the past, to turn it on 
the side of scattered routes in a material and virtual (but nonetheless real) world 
with far reaching reverberation of virtual futures in the actual. An object’s field is 
a scattered distribution of timelines in a multilayered map, or its 4th dimension: 
the vast and complex spatio-temporal and material breadth entities have at each 
instant in becoming. Both artists offer models for this fourth, invisible, 
actuvirtual dimension of mind’s routes that can be unfolded in second order 
observation and further reached through sensibility and intuition. Duchamp 
leaves us to wonder how far a cloud of virtuals can exceed the actual. 
In a more observable proximity to the artwork, the acknowledgement of 
correlative processes between the internal and the external, between object and 
context allows for a unification between art theory and curatorial studies, not 
through merging them but by clarifying the twofold articulation (interface) 
between the attentional levels they belong to. Nevertheless, beyond the 
methodological division of these attentional levels we may vaguely conceive the 
internal and the external, the object and the field, are a single event.  
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