A PROPOS DE FLOTTENT
Paola Mola 

Traduzione di Alessio delli Castelli

“Dear Giulio,

the air is once more heavy with fog today, as always these days. Down in the street one could barely see. A woman crossed me in front of a shop-window, her gaze empty. On returning home, I cought a glimpse of the open wing of a bird’s carcass in the door. There is something frightening in the air. I can’t understand why you write the same letter to me every day saying you will arrive to-morrow. Come immediately 

Clara                                                                                34 February 1912”

“I lived in a two-storey house with a distant aunt and her sisters. She occupied the first, spacier floor with a balcony overlooking the garden, they the more-contained second floor with visible roof-beams. My rooms were on the middle floor.”

There are ways with words to create intermediate spaces between this world and another world which is conceivable but cannot be experimented in the course of daily existence – time beyond time, spaces where there are none. It is a rhetorical expedient, a way that belongs to the art of words. Words and thought are similarly without substance. Words may still adhere to thought by forcing the limits of the perceivable and render the image of a nothing-to-behold.
  Duchamp’s methodology appears to be of this kind, that of a man of letters, poetic – with the further complication that Duchamp not only makes recourse to the relation between words but also between words and numbers, words and images, numbers and images – a methodology which follows in the footsteps of the Seventeenth Century’s tradition of Concettism and rebuses. Moreover, he employs the interference between words and objects – the actual 5 photographic prints - and the usual incursion in his devices of the language of magic.

  While in Paris preparing Brancusi’s exhibition, Duchamp pre-arranged a grid with the list of sculptures to be packed and shipped to New York: “n.18 / Le chef bois et pierre (deux pieces), n.19/ la baronne (moulage  platre) (2 pieces) base pierre.” The writing is partly Brancusi’s and partly Duchamp’s, even on the same page. They must have thought about it indefinitely. It is here that for the first time the sculptures are associated with numbers: 28/Leda, 29/Princess X. Later, within the newly installed rooms of the exhibition, Duchamp will see the sculptures transformed into numbers. We assume that this departure occurred by association after seeing the photographs which Soichi Sunami was promptly asked to take so that they could be sent to Brancusi prior to the vernissage. “Les numéros flottent” Duchamp writes to Brancusi. Sunami comes from Japan where the apogee of the ancient tradition of Ukiyo-e, literally “images of the floating world”, unfolded alongside its western relative the Concettist tradition between the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century. In front of the sculptures now finally exhibited in rooms devoid of people Duchamp sees numbers fluctuate, float, oscillate, hesitate, wander – so numerous are the meanings associated to the word flotter in reference to water or air, a wave or the petal of a flower. But flotter also refers to 
the wandering of thought. Words are mobile and nothing is easier for them than metamorphosis, metamorphosis and permanence. Literature once more which, like thought, can the unfathomable.

  The formalization of the work presents itself with a request from Giovanni Scheiwiller. Duchamp thus takes the images Sunami shot, crops them and, holding them against the light, writes a number behind each sculpture – the same, casual numbers of the Paris list and which also appear in the catalogue.  As a result, the feeling is one of a whirlpool. For when we say or think that sculpture becomes a number, we physically ‘perceive’ its three-dimensional mass absorbed-reduced-vanished in the near bi-dimensionality of the numeral sign. Through  words we see the impossible.

“The groove on the front and back of a thin piece of paper…, must needs be studied! I think that the possibility to move from the second to the third dimension arises through the inframince [infra-thin].

“I purposely chose the word mince [thin] - he said in the same interview - which is a human and emotive term and not a precise laboratory measure”.

“To move from the second to the third dimension” emotionally, skipping the world of rational science and using, I would suggest, the irrational concealed in the humanistic sciences. In April 1963, on the occasion of an interview for “Vogue” entitled What’s happened to Art? he said “painting was a means, a bridge to elsewhere.” He did not know where “I could not say where because its essence would be so revolutionary that it could not be formulated.” And to the question of describing this elsewhere in any way with an adjective that could be “Aesthetic?”, “Philosophical?” he answered “No, no, if anything, metaphysical” and gave the interviewer his self-portrait taken with a finger to his mouth as a sign for silence like Arpocrates. 

  To the rational sciences Duchamp leaves the solidified field of physics and its alleged laws, saying they were an abject fairy tale and illusion. It was the duty of art, of art yet-to-come that is, to sometimes visit essences and touch the casual inanity of things and, perhaps something more, flottant.
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Notes and references

the actual 5 photographic prints

The photographs are printed with a golden toning and are 5 in number. Five is the E of Delphi and Apollo’s number (Plutarch, La E di Delphi, cc. 3-9, 389-388)

which also appear in the catalogue

Duchamp edited and designed the catalogue of the Brummer Gallery exhibition. It is made of a thin cardboard as thick as Sunami’s photographs, 19,5 high and 31,7 wide, folded in two with only the list of the titles of the 58 exhibited sculptures distributed on the inside and the back. Their order is neither chronological nor does it follow the progression within the rooms of the installation. It is faithful, however, to the list he and Brancusi pre-arranged in Paris, and their order is entirely casual.

On the contrary, all but casual is the title BRANCUSI on the front page which is apparently composed of printed capital letters but conceals carefully hand-drawn and subsequently lithographed letters, which we think are Duchamp’s autographs. Further conjectures arise with regard to the opening and closing dates, the 17th and 13th respectively, which appear in the centre of the title-page, the sum of which gives 3 times 10: the perfect Pythagorean number of the Tetraktyis – by 3, the principal number pertaining the nature of things in space (Artstotele, De Coelo, I. 268a) and time (Plato, Timeo 37d – 38b.)

In Duchamp, however, a meaning has always an opposite one. Apparently, the carboard of the catalogue is folden in two. Instead, it is twice folded and, like a box, once opened it contains the photograph of an aforism by Brancusi. “ne cherchez formules / obscures nu de mistere / c’est de la joie pure que / je vous donne / regardez les jusque ce que / vous les verrei / les plus pres de Dieu les ont vue.”

Duchamp’s methodology appears to be of this kind

Calligraphy, alongside music, painting and the ability to play chess were the “four occupations” of a Chinese Man of Letters.

the ancient tradition of Ukiyo-e
“To live solely in the present moment, turn the whole of our attention towards the whims of the moon, the snow, the blossoming cherry-trees and the leaves on nesplar-trees,... to be as a floating pumpkin is on the waves of a river: this is what ukiyo is.” From the introduction to Ukiyo monogatari (tales of a floating world), Asai Riyoi, 1661. The Shungas – Japanese erotic prints and drawings are among the most significant expressions of the artistic field of ukiyo-e. As cerebral as Duchamp’s preminent Numen Eros, from Nu descendant un escalier to La Marièe.
I think that the possibility to move from the second to the third dimension arises through the inframince [infrathin].[…] the solidified field of physics and its alleged laws

The category of the inframince that appears on the back of a special number of “View” issued in the month of March 1945 is partially explained 

by hints to Denis de Rougemont in a conversation which took place on 7

August (“Preuves” n. 204, February 1968, from which the above-mentioned quotations are taken.) The conversation took place some hours before the announcement of the dropping of the Atomic Bomb.

On 3 August 1945 Duchamp had referred to the masses and science as to the world’s solidification. “The masses cannot be educated. It is idiots who, allying in leagues against those individuals that are free and inventive, solidify what they call reality, the “material world” such as we 
suffer it. It is the same world science observes through its alleged laws. The future’s whole strain will consist in discovering silence, slowness, solitude in relation to what is happening now” (D.De Rougement, Marcel Duchamp. Come se fosse niente, in “Riga” n.5, 1993, p.69.) “Art is the only resource of those who do not leave the last words to science” Duchamp in Conversation with Dore Aschton, “Studio International” n. 878, June 1966.

his self-portrait taken with a finger to his mouth

Isides was united with Osiris even after his death. She delivered him Arpocrates, a premature child named. Arpocrates was born at the time of the winter solstice and he “is the patron and preceptor of all human activities towards the understanding of the divine an activity which is imperfect, immature and unarticulated. This is why the god holds his finger to his mouth, as a symbol of prudence and silence.” (Plutarch, Iside e Osiride, c.68 378C)
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