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In February of 1913, the Armory of the Sixty-

ninth Regiment, National Guard, on Lexington 

Avenue at 25th Street in New York was the site 

of an international exhibition of modern art.   

 

A total of 1,200 exhibits, including works by 

Post-Impressionists, Fauves, and Cubists, as 

well as by American artists, filled eighteen 

rooms.  This event, known as the Armory Show,  

marked the first widespread American exposure 

to the European avant-garde. 



No exhibition had ever had such a 

media blitz. But since America is 

the country where enough bad 

reviews almost equal good ones, as 

long as they create a critical mass 

of celebrity for their subject, one 

artist in particular benefited from 

the Armory Show.   

 

This was Marcel Duchamp, and on 

the basis of one picture: Nude 

Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 

1912.  It became the freak star of 

the Armory Show- its bearded lady, 

its dog-faced boy.   

 

People compared it to an explosion 

in a shingle factory, an earthquake 

on the subway; Theodore Roosevelt, 

a shade more benignly, likened it to 

a Navajo blanket, which it did not 

resemble in the least. 



Marcel Duchamp. Nude Descending the 

Staircase No. 2, 1912 

 

The idea of “anarchy in art”’ meant 

something graver than mere esthetic 

disorder to a newspaper reader in 1913.  

It suggested deliberate subversion, 

coming across the Atlantic to derange 

its cultural polity and making monsters 

or fools of real American artists. Fear of 

anarchism fitted into the general matrix 

of suspicion of the foreign immigrant.  

This ran strong and hot in 1910s 

America, toward the end of its first age 

of mass immigration. 

 

Duchamp recorded his own version of 

the Nude’s place in the history of art: 

“My aim was a static representation of 

movement- a static composition of 

indications of various positions taken by 

a form in movement- with no attempt to 

give cinema effects through painting.” 



It was a humorous attack on Futurist 

proscriptions against traditional, Academic 

nudity.  The image has a kinetic quality 

consistent with the Futurist interest in speed 

and motion.  At the same time, the figure is a 

combination of Cubist form and multiple 

images that indicate the influence of 

photography.  

 

Its overlapping planes were partly derived 

from the sequential images of the French 

photographer who analyzed motion, Etienne 

Jules Marey.  Its very title was ironic, almost 

insupportable.  Nudes, in art, were not 

expected to move, let alone walk downstairs.  

They were meant to stand or lie still, to imitate 

the chaste condition of statues.  It suggested 

decorum fractured almost to the verge of 

pornography, even though this nude had no 

detectable sexual characteristics- not that the 

public didn’t try to find them.  



Flying pelican captured by Etienne Jules Marey around 1882 



With the war as a backdrop, many 

artists contributed to an artistic and 

literary movement known as Dada.  

This movement emerged, in large 

part, in reaction to what many of 

these artists saw as nothing more 

than an insane spectacle of collective 

homicide.   

 

They clearly were “revolted by the 

butchery of the World War.” The 

international scope of Dada proves 

this revulsion was widespread; 

although Dada began independently 

in New York and Zurich, it also 

emerged in Paris, Berlin, and 

Cologne, among other cities. Dada 

was more a mind-set or attitude 

than a single identifiable style.  



Marcel Duchamp. Bicycle Wheel, 

(third version made in 1951 after 

original of 1913), assemblage  

 

In 1913, at a single stroke, the artist 

fathered two of the major innovations 

of twentieth-century sculpture: the 

mobile- sculpture that physically 

moves- and the readymade, or 

“found” object- sculpture made from 

or including existing objects, usually 

commonplace.  

 

In the readymades, Duchamp found 

forms that of their nature raised 

questions regarding historic values in 

art. 



Marcel Duchamp. Fountain, readymade 

 

Despite his anti-aesthetic attitude, 

readymades, as he warned, did finally 

become works of art and have taken on a 

perverse beauty of their own.   

 

Younger artists have continued to make 

readymades or found objects, and the 

question of whether they are works of 

art at all is argued to the present time.  

Duchamp was clear on the matter: the 

conception, the “discovery”, was what 

made a work of art, not the uniqueness 

of the object.  

 

To the 1917 exhibition of the New York 

Society of Independent Artists he 

submitted a porcelain urinal entitled 

Fountain and signed R. Mutt.  When 

this entry was rejected, he resigned from 

the association, and the Fountain 

became one of the most notorious of all 

Duchamp’s readymades. 



Duchamp had bought the urinal and simply placed it 

on its flat side so that it would stand “erect.” Although 

the signature was inspired by the comic-strip 

characters Mutt and Jeff, and the “R.” stood for 

“Richard”, French slang for “moneybags”, the hanging 

committee probably though first of a filthy cur.   

 

But Duchamp was also playing on the real name of the 

company he bought it from, the “Mott Works” in New 

York, which he changed slightly, in the manner typical 

of him. Complaints were made when the work was 

rejected.  

 

Walter Arensberg offered to buy Fountain to support 

the artist, but it couldn’t be found.  After a while the 

urinal was discovered behind a partition wall, where it 

had waited out the entire duration of the exhibition.   

 

Alfred Stieglitz was persuaded to take an almost 

ennobling photograph of Fountain, which appeared in 

the second issue of The Blind Man, a magazine 

published by Duchamp, Beatrice Wood, and H.-P. 

Roche. 



Duchamp was not the first to kidnap everyday stuff for 

art; the Cubists had done so in collages, which, however, 

required aesthetic judgment in the shaping and placing 

of materials.   

 

The Readymade, on the other hand, implied that the 

production of art need by no more than a matter of 

selection- of choosing a preexisting object.  In radically 

subverting earlier assumptions about what the art-

making process entailed, this idea had enormous 

influence on later artists, particularly after the broader 

dissemination of Duchamp’s thought in the 1950s and 

1960s.  

 

 The components of Bicycle Wheel, being mass-produced, 

are anonymous, identical or similar to countless others.  

In addition, the fact that this version of the piece is not 

the original seems inconsequential, at least in terms of 

visual experience.  (Having lost the original Bicycle 

Wheel, Duchamp simply remade it almost four decades 

later.)  Duchamp claimed to like the work’s appearance, 

“to feel that the wheel turning was very soothing.” Even 

now, Bicycle Wheel retains an absurdist visual surprise.  

Its greatest power, however, is as a conceptual 

proposition. 



Marcel Duchamp. The Bride Stripped Bare by 

Her Bachelors (or the Large Glass), 1915-23, 

construction 

 

The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, 

Even, or The Large Glass, was completed in 

1923, as far as it could be completed.  Whatever 

its state, the works seems the summation of the 

artist’s dreams of a machine age, the 

mathematically derived love goddess, below 

whom swarm her bachelors, mere drones or 

empty malic molds being infused with the 

sperm gas or fluid constantly ground forth by 

the rollers of the chocolate machine.  

 

Large Glass can only be explained as a complex 

love machine full of sexual overtones that 

terminate in a curious pattern of sterility and 

frustration.  Duchamp’s machines were never 

intended to have a rational or logical solution, 

and his own exegeses add to the dimensions of 

the problems.  



He made his first sketches for the piece 

in 1913 but did not begin work on it 

until he arrived in New York.  Notes he 

made while working on it confirm that it 

is enormously complex in conception and 

operates on several esoteric levels.   

 

At the most obvious level it is a 

pessimistic statement of the insoluble 

frustrations of male-female relations.  

The tubular elements encased in glass at 

the top represent the bride.   

 

These release a large romantic sigh that 

is stimulating to the bachelors below, 

who are represented by nine different 

costumes attached to a waterwheel.  The 

wheel resembles and is attached to a 

chocolate grinder, a reference to a 

French euphemism for masturbation.   

 

A bar separates the males from the 

female, preventing the fulfillment of 

their respective sexual desires.   



Furthermore, male and female are not 

only separated but fundamentally 

different.  The female is depicted as a gas- 

the three strips of gauze in her sign 

punningly reveal this- while the males are 

represented as liquids.  Duchamp not only 

contradicts the conventionally optimistic 

view of male-female relations found in 

much art but also reverses the 

conventional power roles of men and 

women.  The  female in the dominant 

position, and the males merely react to 

her. 

 

So what is the Glass? A machine: or 

rather, a project for an unfinished 

contraption that could never be built 

because its use was never fully clear, and 

because (in turn) it parodies the language 

and the forms of science without the 

slightest regard for scientific probability, 

sequence, cause and effect.  



The notes Duchamp left to go with it, collected out of order in 

the Green Box, are the most scrambled instruction manual 

imaginable.  But they are deliberately scrambled.  For 

instance, he talked about the machine in the Glass running 

on a mythical fuel of his own invention called “Love 

Gasoline,” which passed through filters into “feeble 

cylinders” and activated a “desire motor”’- none of which 

would have made much sense to Henry Ford.   

 

But the Large Glass is a meta-machine; its aim is to take one 

away from the real world of machinery into the parallel 

world of allegory.  In the top half of the Glass, the naked 

Bride perpetually disrobes herself; in the bottom section, the 

poor little Bachelors, depicted as empty jackets and 

uniforms, are just as perpetually grinding away, signaling 

their frustration to the girl above them.  

 

The Large Glass is an allegory of Profane Love- which, 

Marcel Duchamp presciently saw, would be the only sort left 

in the twentieth century.  Its basic text was written by 

Sigmund Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams, 1900: “The 

imposing mechanism of the male sexual apparatus lends 

itself to symbolization by every sort of indescribably 

complicated machinery.” 



In one sense the Large Glass  is a 

glimpse into Hell, a peculiarly modern 

Hell of repetition and loneliness.  

 

The Large Glass is a free machine, or 

at least a defiant machine; but it was 

also a sad machine, a testament to 

indifference- that state of mind of 

which Duchamp was the master.  

Indeed, his finely balanced 

indifference was the divide between 

the late machine age and the time in 

which we live.   

 

The Large Glass was very remote 

from the optimism that accompanied 

the belief that art still had the power 

to articulate the plentitude of life, 

with which greater artists but less 

sophisticated men than Duchamp 

greeted the machine in those lost days 

before World War I. 



Hannah Hoch. Cut with the 

Kitchen Knife Dada through 

the Last Weimar Beer Belly 

Cultural Epoch of Germany, 

1919-20, photomontage 

 

Hannah Höch (1889 –1978) 

was a German Dada artist. 

She is best known for her 

work of the Weimar period, 

when she was one of the 

originators of photomontage.  

Her works not only advanced 

the absurd illogic of Dada by 

presenting the viewer with 

chaotic, contradictory, and 

satiric compositions, but they 

also provided scathing 

commentary on two dramatic 

developments during the 

Weimar Republic: the 

redefinition of woman’s social 

roles and the explosive growth 

of mass print media. 



Top Left: Hannah Höch und Til Brugmann, 

Berlin 1931 

 

The Weimar Republic is the name given by 

historians to the federal republic and 

semipresidential representative democracy 

established in 1919 in Germany to replace the 

imperial form of government. It is named after 

Weimar, the city where the constitutional 

assembly took place. During this period, and 

well into the succeeding Nazi era, the official 

name of the state was German Reich 

(Deutsches Reich), which continued on from the 

pre-1918 Imperial period. 

 

The Anti-Dadaist section (upper right) is full of 

politicians displayed through Hoch’s satirical 

and mocking eyes. Most prominent is the large 

head of Keiser Wilhelm II, who was blamed for 

leading Germany into the disastrous war. His 

mustache is replaced with two pairs of 

wrestling legs spouting from either side of his 

nose. Below Wilhelm is the head of General 

Hinderberg attached to the body of a belly 

dancer. 



Dr. Juliana Kreinik simplified analysis of this 

photomontage by dividing it into four distinct sections. 

She called the upper-left corner “Dada Propaganda”, 

the lower-left corner “Dada Persuasion”, the lower-

right corner “Dadaists” or “Dada World”, and the 

upper-right corner “Anti-Dadaists”. In the center of the 

montage is an image of the head of Kathe Kollwitz, a 

German expressionist, floating above its dancer body. 

The dynamic movement of this central image seems to 

tie in the chaos that surrounds it and give a sense of 

movement and revolution to the busy montage. 

 

Hoch uses gender in Cut with the Kitchen Knife… to 

play games with the viewers perception, and create 

juxtaposing and sometimes confusing messages. She 

couples the heads of prominent male political figures 

with the bodies of female dancers and showgirls to 

emasculate them and strip them of their power. Cut 

with the Kitchen Knife Dada Through the Last Weimar 

Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany gained Hoch a 

lot of attention, and is to this day considered one of her 

most popular pieces. The photomontage symbolizes the 

piecing together of German society after WWI, and the 

social, political and even artistic hypocrisies that 

existed in this era. 



Hannah Hoch included many of her male 

Dadaist colleagues in the bottom-right 

section, referred to as “Dada World”. She 

placed the heads of Dadaists George Grosz 

and Wielande Herzfelde together on the 

body of a ballerina. The heads of Lenin, 

fellow Dadaist Johannas Baader and leader 

of the Communist Party in Germany, Karl 

Radek, look caricatured atop small female 

performers’ bodies. And, directly to the 

right is the small head of Karl Marx with 

his mouth open, seeming to say “Die grosse 

Welt Dada”, which translates to “the big 

dada world”.  The head of a modern art 

critic of the time is placed backwards upon 

the chubby, naked body of an infant.  

 

Hoch leaves a clue in the bottom-right 

corner of the piece; a map showing 

countries in Europe at this time where 

women were allowed to vote. This clue 

reminds the viewer of her interest in 

pointing out gender issues and inequality 

within the Dada/art world, but also within 

society as a whole. 



The second European movement that 

resisted the rationalist tide of postwar 

art and architecture, Surrealism, was 

the creation of a French writer, Andre 

Breton (1896-1966), one of the many 

writers involved in the Paris Dada 

movement after the war.   

 

Breton became dissatisfied with the 

playful nonsense activities of his 

colleagues and wished to turn Dada’s 

implicit desire to free human behavior 

into something more programmatic.   

 

In 1924 he published his “Manifesto of 

Surrealism,” outlining his own view of 

Freud’s discovery that the human 

psyche is a battleground where the 

rational, civilized forces of the 

conscious mind struggle against the 

irrational, instinctual urges of the 

unconscious.  

Left: Andre 

Breton 

 

Below: André 

Masson. Battle 

of Fishes, 1926 



The word Surrealism was coined in Paris in 1917 by 

the writer Guillaume Apollinaire.  He used it to 

describe two instances of artistic innovation.  The first 

of these was Jean Cocteau’s ballet Parade, which had 

a score by Eric Satie and a curtain and costumes by 

Pablo Picasso.  In the program notes, Apollinaire 

wrote that the artistic truth resulting from the 

evening’s combination of elements was a truth beyond 

realism- “a kind of sur-realism.”  

 

The second instance was Apollinaire’s own play, Les 

Mamelles de Tiresias (The Breasts of Tiresias), which 

he subtitled “A Surrealist drama.”  Neither of these 

artistic events could be described as “Surrealist” in the 

sense in which we now understand it, but in 1924, in 

the Manifeste du surrealisme which launched the 

Surrealist movement, the writer Andre Breton and his 

friend Philippe Soupault adopted the word, and 

“baptized by the name of Surrealism the new mode of 

expression which we had at our disposal and which we 

wished to pass on to our friends.” 

Muse Inspiring the Poet. 

Portrait of Apollinaire 

and Marie Laurencin, by 

Henri Rousseau, 1909 



Left: Max Ernst. The Punching Ball or The Immortality of Buonarroti or Max Ernst and 

Caesar Buonarroti, 1920, collage and photograph 

Right: Max Ernst: The Hat Makes the Man, 1920, gouache, pencil, ink and cut-and-pasted 

collotypes 

 

The self-taught painter Max Ernst (1891-1976) “was born near Cologne, Germany, in a 

family headed by a stern disciplinarian father.  Horrified by World War I, Ernst helped to 

organize a Dada movement in Cologne.  In 1922 he moved to Paris and joined the Dada 

group there.  When Paris  Dada evolved into Surrealism, he participated in the search for 

new ways to free his imagination.  



Max Ernst. Capricorn, 1948, 

colored plaster  

 

In the case of the Surrealists, this 

new world was that of the 

unconscious mind; what they 

called the “merveilleux,” the 

marvelous. Surrealism sought 

communication with the irrational 

and the illogical, deliberately 

disorienting and reorienting the 

conscious by means of the 

unconscious. 



Max Ernst. Two Children are Threatened 

by a Nightingale, 1924 

 

In Two Children Are Threatened by a 

Nightingale, a girl, frightened by the 

bird’s flight (birds appear often in Ernst’s 

work), brandishes a knife; another faints 

away.  A man carrying a baby balances on 

the roof of a hut, which, like the work’s 

gate (which makes sense in the picture) 

and knob (which does not), is a three-

dimensional supplement to the canvas.   

 

This combination of unlike elements, flat 

and volumetric, extends the collage 

technique, which Ernst cherished for its 

“systematic displacement.” “He who 

speaks of collage,” the artist believed, 

“speaks of the irrational.” But even if the 

scene were entirely a painted illusion, it 

would have a hallucinatory unreality, and 

indeed Ernst linked this work of this 

period to childhood memories and dreams.  



Max Ernst. The Elephant Celebes, 

1921 

 

Ernst was one of many artists who 

emerged from service in World War 

I deeply alienated from the 

conventional values of his European 

world.  In truth, his alienation 

predated the war; he would later 

describe himself when young as 

avoiding “any studies which might 

degenerate into bread winning,” 

preferring “those considered futile 

by his professors- predominantly 

painting.  Other futile pursuits: 

reading seditious philosophers and 

unorthodox poetry.”  

 

The war years, however, focused 

Ernst’s revolt and put him in 

contact with kindred spirits in the 

Dada movement.  He later became a 

leader in the emergence of 

Surrealism. 



One of the channels through 

which Ernst’s aggression often ran 

was the idea of lost innocence 

seen, not nostalgically, but with a 

sort of icy derangement, as in Two 

Children Are Threatened by a 

Nightingale.  Parts of it look so 

innocuous; the house is as 

harmless as a cuckoo clock, the 

landscape pastoral.  Why should a 

nightingale frighten anyone? And 

what kind of world could contain, 

as part of casual narrative, the 

idea of a “menacing” nightingale? 

What disturbs the viewer, 

knowing the title- Ernst’s long, 

mystifying titles were an integral 

part of his work- is the utter 

disproportion between cause, the 

bird’s song, and effect, the terror 

it inspires.  One cannot know 

what is happening in this little 

world within the frame- nor, the 

collage implies, in the big one that 

includes the picture. 



Max Ernst. Europe After the Rain II (1940-1942) 

 

Surrealism’s favorite way of evoking what it called “the marvelous”, that most prized 

quality of all experience, was by chance association. “The marvelous is always 

beautiful, anything marvelous is beautiful, in fact only the marvelous is beautiful,” 

Breton wrote,  claiming that the perception of beauty belonged to the same order of 

experience as fear or sexual desire; there was nothing intellectual I it, it could not be 

duplicated, only found. 



André Masson. Battle of Fishes, 1926 

 

For visual artists, attempting to find a place within a movement whose 

development since before 1919 had been entirely in the realm of spoken and 

written language, automatism meant placing their trust in the creative power of 

a purely visual language.  Their medium was the mark rather than the word, and 

so they began with automatic drawing.  Andre Masson, in particular, was very 

successful. He found that he was able to draw, or doodle, in an abstracted state of 

mind. His pencil called marks from out of his unconscious and onto the paper.  

Only then did he allow his conscious mind to shape forms out the marks. 



Rene Magritte. The Treason of Images, 

1928-29 

 

In contrast to Dali, Rene Magritte (1898-

1967) has been called the invisible man 

among the Surrealists. George Melly, in 

he script for a BBC film on Magritte, 

wrote, “He is a secret agent; his object is 

to bring into disrepute the whole 

apparatus of bourgeois reality. Like all 

saboteurs, he avoids detection by 

dressing and behaving like everybody 

else.” 

 

The perfect symbol (except that Magritte 

disliked attributions of specific 

symbolism) for his approach is the 

painting entitled The Treachery (or 

Perfidy) of Images.  It portrays a briar 

pipe so meticulously that it might serve 

as a tobacconist’s trademark.  Beneath, 

rendered with comparable precision, is 

the legend Ceci n’est pas une pipe (“This 

is not a pipe”). This delightful work 

confounds pictorial reality. 



Surrealist paintings tend to be object based. In order to discredit and destabilize 

perceived normality, Surrealist artists manipulated recognizable objects, blurring the 

boundary between the real and the imaginary.  Thus, Magritte’s The Treason of Images 

confronts the viewer with an illusionistic pipe. At the same time, the picture’s caption 

denies that it is a pipe. A brief moment of disorientation ensues until the contradiction 

is resolved- it is not a pipe, but rather a painting of a pipe. Neither the image nor the 

caption is lying to the viewer.  

 

The painting does, however, act out the warning implied by its title: the image is so 

illusionistic that it is treacherous, making us ‘see’ something (a real pipe) that is not 

really there. Perhaps even real pipes are treacherous.  The painting makes us doubt 

that we can rely on our perception of things.  A notion of objects as untrustworthy is of 

course central to Surrealism: the marvelous, the dream and the unconscious mind are 

all places of incipient metamorphosis where objects, symbols of irrational desires, are 

subject to sudden mutation. 



Rene Magritte. Time Transfixed, 1938-9 

 

With his dry, matter-of-fact technique, slowly 

acquired and without the least trace of the 

“natural” painter to enliven it, Magritte painted 

things so ordinary that they might have come from 

a phrasebook: an apple, a comb, a cloud, a hat, a 

birdcage, a street of prim suburban houses.  There 

was not much on this list that an average Belgian, 

around 1935, would not have seen or used in the 

course of an average day.   

 

Magritte’s poetry was inconceivable without the 

banality through, and on, which it worked.  If they 

did not have a reportorial air, a denial of fantasy 

built into their very style, his paintings would be 

far less eloquent.  And if his art had confined itself 

to the administration of shock, it would have been 

as short-lived as any other Surrealist ephemera.  

But his concerns lay deeper. They were with 

language itself, transposed into pictorial 

representation.  Magritte was obsessed by the hold 

that language has on what it describes. 



Magritte’s work before 1930 

demonstrates two distinct 

tendencies, one toward the revelation 

of the psyche and the other toward 

surprising alterations of ordinary 

situations, often featuring unusual 

juxtapositions or changes in scale.  It 

was in this latter mode that Magritte 

specialized after 1930, largely 

because he felt that it had a greater 

potential for public good. 

 

In so many of Magritte’s works, the 

painting’s charm lies not simply in 

this visual and verbal puzzle but in 

the presentation itself; the 

beautifully simple, abstract design 

and the artist’s way of subtly 

heightening reality while ultimately 

denying its plausibility. 



Above: Rene Magritte. La 

Clairvoyance, 1936 

Left: Rene Magritte. The Castle in the 

Pyrenees, 1959 

 



Rene Magritte. The Man in the Bowler Hat, 

1964  

 

In the midst of a movement which specialized 

in provocations, attention-grabbing stunts, 

political embroilments, sexual scandals, 

ruptures of friendship, and fervid half-

religious crises, Magritte seemed uncommonly 

phlegmatic. He lived in respectable Brussels, 

and stayed married to the same woman, 

Georgette Berger, till his death; by the 

standards of the Paris art world in the 

thirties, he might as well have been a grocer.  

  

Magritte’s images were stories first, paintings 

second, but the paintings were not slices of 

life or historical scenes.  They were snapshots 

of the impossible, rendered in the dullest and 

most literal way: vignettes of language and 

reality locked in mutual cancellation.  As a 

master of puzzle-painting, Magritte had no 

equal, and his influence on the formation of 

images- and on how people interpret them- 

has been very wide. 



Meret Oppenheim. Object (Dejeuner en fourrure), 1936, fur-covered cup, saucer, and 

spoon 

 

A small concave object covered with fur made by the Surrealist Meret Oppenheim, 

Object may have both sexual and political connotations. Working in a male-dominated 

art world, perhaps Oppenheim was mocking the prevailing “masculinity” of sculpture, 

which conventionally adopts a hard substance and vertical orientation that can be seen 

as almost absurdly self-referential.  Chic, wry, and simultaneously attractive and 

disturbing, Object is shrewdly and quietly aggressive. 



The metamorphosis of an everyday artifact with pleasant associations into a hairy 

object with animal overtones, mocking its former purpose and implying a “function” of 

another kind, met with a mixture of shock, irritation, and annoyance- despite its 

playful, witty presentation.   

 

It triggered, of course, all sorts of tantalizing erotic associations, which Andre Breton 

subtly expressed in entitling it Dejeuner en fourrure (Breakfast in Fur), with its 

reference to Manet’s frivolous paintings Le Dejeuner sur l’herbe  and Sacher-Masoch’s 

book Venus in Furs.  Oppenheim’s work during this period is full of socially critical 

overtones and psychological traps- often of a sexually pathological nature- that 

alternate between esprit, irony, poetry, and melancholy.  



The story behind the creation of Object, an 

ordinary cup, spoon, and saucer wrapped 

evocatively in gazelle fur, has been told so many 

times its importance in modernist history 

transcends the fact it might be apocryphal (of 

dubious authenticity). The twenty-two year old 

Basel-born artist, Meret Oppenheim, had been in 

Paris for four years when, one day, she was at a 

café with Pablo Picasso and Dora Maar.  

 

Oppenheim was wearing a brass bracelet covered 

in fur when Picasso and Maar, who were admiring 

it, proclaimed, “Almost anything can be covered in 

fur!” As Oppenheim’s tea grew cold, she jokingly 

asked the waiter for “more fur.” Inspiration 

struck—Oppenheim is said to have gone straight 

from the café to a store where she purchased the 

cup, saucer, and spoon used in this piece.  

 

This amusing story belies the importance of Object 

and the critical acclaim and public fascination that 

has elevated it to point where it has become the 

definitive surrealist object...ultimately to 

Oppenheim’s dismay. 



What, then, do we make of this set of be-furred 

tableware? Interpretations vary wildly. The art 

historian Whitney Chadwick has described it as 

linked to the Surrealist’s love of alchemical 

transformation by turning cool, smooth ceramic 

and metal into something warm and bristley, while 

many scholars have noted the fetishistic qualities 

of the fur-lined set—as the fur imbues these 

functional, hand-held objects with sexual 

connotations.   

 

In a 1936 issue of the New Yorker Magazine, it was 

reported that a woman fainted “right in front of 

the fur-bearing cup and saucer [while it was on 

exhibit at MoMA]. “She left no name with the 

attendants who revived her - only a vague feeling 

of apprehension.”  

 

Such visceral reactions to Oppenheim’s sculpture 

come closest, perhaps, to what were likely the 

artist’s aspirations. In an interview later in life, 

Oppenheim described her creations as “not an 

illustration of an idea, but the thing itself.” 



Oppenheim stresses the physicality of Object, reinforcing the way we can readily 

imagine the feeling of the fur while drinking from the cup, and using the saucer and 

spoon. The frisson we experience when china is unexpectedly wrapped in fur is based 

on our familiarity with both, and the fur requires us to extend our sensory experiences 

to fully appreciate the work. Object insists we imagine what sipping warm tea from 

this cup feels like, how the bristles would feel upon our lips.  With Oppenheim’s elegant 

creation, how we understand those visceral memories, how we create metaphors and 

symbols out of this act of tactile extension, is entirely open to interpretation by each 

individual, which is, in many ways, the whole point of Surrealism itself. 



When Object was finished, Oppenheim submitted it to Breton for an exhibition of 

Surrealist objects at the Charles Ratton Gallery in Paris in 1936.  However, while 

Oppenheim preferred a non-descriptive title, Breton took the liberty of titling the piece 

Le Déjeneur en fourrure, or Luncheon in Fur.  This title is a play on two nineteenth-

century works: Édouard Manet’s infamous modernist painting Luncheon on the Grass 

(Le Déjeneur sur l’herbe) and Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s erotic novel Venus in Furs. 

With these two references, Breton forces an explicit sexualized meaning onto Object. 

Recall that the original inspiration for this work was implicitly practical: when 

Oppenheim asked the waiter for more fur for her cooling teacup, it was suggested as a 

way to keep her tea warm, and not necessarily as overtly sexual. 



 

The early acclaim for the fur-covered Object had a negative 

effect on Oppenheim’s early career.  When it was purchased 

by The Museum of Modern Art and featured in their 

influential 1936-37 exhibition "Fantastic Art, Dada, and 

Surrealism"                                                                              v

isitors  declared it the “quintessential” Surrealist object.  

 

And that is how it has been seen ever since. But for 

Oppenheim, the prestige and focus on this one object proved 

too much, and she spent more than a decade out of the 

artistic limelight, destroying much of the work she produced 

during that period.  

 

It was only later when she re-emerged, and began publicly 

showing new paintings and objects with renewed vigor and 

confidence, that she began reclaiming some of the intent of 

her work.  

 

When she was given an award for her work by the City of 

Basel, she touched upon this in her acceptance speech: “I 

think it is the duty of a woman to lead a life that expresses 

her disbelief in the validity of the taboos that have been 

imposed upon her kind for thousands of years. Nobody will 

give you freedom; you have to take it.” 

Meret Oppenheim. Bee-

covered bicycle seat, 

found photograph, 1954 

 



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
 

DADA and SURREALISM: 

(Duchamp, Magritte, Höch, and Oppenheim) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Duchamp and Oppenheim, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may choose to address either 

work or both.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION 

#2: 

 

After completing your research 

on these works by Hannah Hoch 

and Rene Magritte, devise a 

question to present to and 

answer for the class. Create a 

five-point rubric in which a ten-

minute response might be 

formally assessed. You may 

choose to address either work or 

both.  


