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Abstract

The Différance of M. Duchamp’s Poetics:
The non-continuousness and Transformation of Western Modern Art

This study is an attempt to unfold the characteristics of deconstruction implied in Marcel
Duchamp’s (1887-1968) theory of artistic creation, which rebels against and contradicts the

traditional aesthetics of the West since Plato, and shows some similarity with the classical Chinese
aesthetics.

The dissertation consists of six chapters:

Chapter One focuses on Marcel Duchamp’s artistic life and character, dividing his artistic
career into four periods, and highlighting the poetic characteristic in his artistic creation.
Duchamp’s artistic creation develops from roaming among various schools, then getting rid of the
strains of Cubism. and then into a poetic context of the large glass, at last to the subversive
ready-made creation. He tries to endue his works with poetic meaning by random combination of
the ready-mades. words replacement and mosaic, or humorous irony. Humor, irony, and chance are
his main strategy to present his ideas, and eros is one of his favorite themes.

Chapter Two mainly discusses the relationship between Duchamp’s theory of artistic creation
and modern western arts. The part first analyzes Dada’s anti-modernism and its consequence, i.c..
absolute suspicion and nihilism. This reflects and promotes modern people’s wide anxiety.
Duchamp’s Fountain is regarded as the representative anomie object, and his non-art concept
pushes art towards philosophical pursuit. Then, the author traces Duchamp’s theory of artistic
creation and différance phenomenon in his creation back to Dada, Neo-Dada, Neo-expressionism,
Neo-pop. Neo-conceptualism, etc.. Duchamp’s ready-mades and his criticism against exquisite art
promotes art popularization.

Chapter Three -analyzes the relationship between Duchamp’s codes and deconstruction and
anti-art. With the insight of Derrida’s deconstructive theory, this part employs such concepts as
“ditférance™ and “supplement™ to unfold the deconstructive thoughts implied in Marcel Duchamp’s

word game and ready-mades. Jacques lacan’s structural analysis on the unconsciousness, Theodor
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Wiesengrund Adorno’s ideas on “langage mimétique™ also cast great insight in the author’s analysis
of the deconstructive character of the modern art and Duchamp’s artistic creation.

Chapter Four is an attempt to retrospect the traditional definition of art. What is art? [s the
presentation of concrete work still necessary for art? The change of Duchamp’s ideas on art
creation implied in his “Ready-made”, The Large Glass, surrealistic set and infra-mince illustrates
the diff rance of time and space in the transformation of modern art to post-modern art. The
author also tries to explain Duchamp’s nominalism and word game with the insight of Donald
Davidson’s relevant theory.

Chapter Five is a retrospect on Hans Richter’s argument that Duchamp’s view on life value is
a logical inference from René Descartes” “cogito ergo sum™. The author tries to prove that
Descartes’ doubt is different from Duchamp’s doubt. Descartes’ doubt on the existence of God and
truth is a kind of strategy, thus preparing the way for his following discussion on the question
whether truth is created or discovered, which is the exact question put forward by Derrida to
deconstruct logos. Duchamp’s choice to look at the ready-made has something in common with
phenomenology. deliberating obscuring Kant’s binary opposition between mind and object (how
the mind can really know objects outside it at all).

Chapter Six is a dialogue between the modern and contemporary aesthetics represented by
Duchamp and the Classical Chinese Aesthetics. Some key aspects of Chinese aesthetics and their
corresponding concepts in the West are discussed in detail. The concepts of “word™(Yan),
“meaning”(}/) and “image”(Xiang) in the traditional Chinese aesthetics™ is matched with the
concepts of the twentieth century western semiology such as the “signified™ and the “signifier”.
Similarity can also be discovered between Lao-tze’s concept of “Non-action™. “the interdependence
of existence and non-existence” and Duchamp’s “taste without taste” and ~non-art”™. between
Chuang-tze’s “mental concentration”, “beyond and above the mind and its objects™ and Duchamp’s
unconscious choice of “looking™, and so on. Trough the dialogue between the classical Oriental
aesthetics and the contemporary Western arts, the author tries to explore the ways to construe the
similarities or the counterparts between the two, and helps to get more insight on the contradiction
and rupture the modern and contemporary western arts have experienced.

key words : 1. Ready-made 2. chance 3. difference 4. non-continuousness
5. transformation 6. non-art 7. deconstruction
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