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MARCEL DUCHAMP AND THE LURE OF THE COPY. Curated by Paul B. 
Franklin, Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice, Italy, 14 October 2023 to 18 
March 2024. 

Walking into the building in which Marcel Duchamp and the Lure of the Copy is 
installed, one enters an elongated glassed-in space before the official entrance to 
the exhibition. Here we find a type of prologue to the exhibit: a series of panels 
with photographs of Duchamp and Peggy Guggenheim, as well as two quotations. 
Presented in Italian and then English, the quotations read: 

 [People] say that a Machine-made thing 

is not a work of art. That’s ridiculous . . . 

A duplicate or machine repetition  

has the same value as the original. 

    — Marcel Duchamp 

 

I couldn’t distinguish one thing in art 

from another. Marcel tried to educate me. 

I don’t know what I would have done 

without him. . . . I have him to thank for  

my introduction to the modern art world. 

    — Peggy Guggenheim 

In a small alcove, to the right as one enters the building, a video of Duchamp’s 
1956 interview with James Johnson Sweeney plays on a monitor mounted in a 
historical stone window frame. Following the arrows indicating the entrance, we 
come upon a small space with the exhibition’s title (in green) and the wall text (in 
black), both in Italian and English — as were all the didactics throughout the show. 
Beside is a door that is literally marked “exhibition entrance.”  

Entering, we are immediately confronted by Duchamp’s 1911 portrait of his 
younger sister Madeleine, titled Apropos of Little Sister, a small photograph of her 
on the wall to the right. This painting, contained in a plexiglass display box — like 
many works in the show — can be seen in the round, allowing viewers to look at 
the back of the canvas; the verso bears the fragment of another painting and, along 
the wooden stretcher frame, signs of the history of Apropos of Little Sister, including 
a sticker from the Sidney Janis Gallery. It is interesting to think about the specific 
curatorial choice of starting with this piece, an original early painting that points 
to the artist’s origins in terms of family (here, a painting of his sister) and art 
(painted in a “cubist” style). This specific staging, allowing viewers to see the back 
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of the canvas and having a photograph of the subject of this abstracted 
representation, reflects a larger strategy seen throughout the exhibition to employ 
very didactic moments in order to frame a history, mimicking the language of a 
historical or anthropological mode of display. 

In this first room we encounter a history, of sorts, one that is not chronological 
but rather quite playful. Each room is thematic, with large didactic panels 
discussing the ideas from the specific displays with a gallery — much of which I 
found distracting. For me, one of the strongest aspects of the exhibition is the way 
the curator challenged the linear history, mixing “originals” and copies in a way 
that, in many cases, enforces the dynamic nature of copying that was so important 
to Duchamp. Across from Apropos of Little Sister is a 1965 print of The Chess Players 
and beside that his 1911 drawing of The Chess Players which the print reproduces. 
The famous painting Sad Man on a Train, also from 1911, seems to negotiate 
between the two halves of the room — a small photo of Duchamp and his brothers 
(notably) mounted on the wall to the left.  

The core artwork of the exhibition is clearly the Box in a Valise, a miniature 
museum of Duchamp’s work presented in miniature forms, modelled after a 
travelling salesman’s box, multiple versions of which were produced from 1935 to 
1941. In terms of the question of the copy, it makes sense that this work is given 
such prominence in the organization of the exhibition, as well as its promotion. In 
the second room of the exhibition we encounter this work dissected. While the 
actual box is in the middle, surrounded — symmetrically — by four sets of 
reproductions from the work, another 10 sets of reproductions line display cases 
on the two flanking walls. We literally walk in and through the box, around and 
between its contents. There is even a digital animation that illustrates the process 
of opening the box, taking it apart. The 1912 painting The King and Queen 
Surrounded by Swift Nudes looks on from its own wall at its reproduction in the box.  

As if traveling back in time, we discover the 1934 Green Box in the middle of 
the next room, displayed in a large case with the ninety-four facsimiles of 
Duchamp’s notes scattered within. Similar to the Box in a Valise, the Green Box 
operates through a strict logic of reproduction and reproducibility in which 
“originals” are copied and these copies collected into a singular and/or dialogic 
experience. On the walls surrounding this work are a multitude of framed 
reproductions — photographs, copies, prints and the like — which reinforce our 
experience of this logic. In one case we find the deluxe edition of Robert Lebel’s 
1959 Sur Marcel Duchamp, the first monograph written on Duchamp; this edition 
includes a box that the book slips into, on the front of which is a reproduction of 
his readymade Water & Gas on All Floors, which reproduced a sign that read “Eau 
& gaz a tous les étages” often found in apartment houses in France. This form of the 
multiple existence of works — we might even say creative acts — so core to 
Duchamp’s practice, begins to be articulated in this display with a nice mixture of 
stages and modes of reproduction.  
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This sensibility intensifies as one enters the next room, which is a collage of 
different projects and experiments Duchamp created. On one wall, hung in a row, 
we see a visually prominent 1949 black and white drawing Crab, two 1961 studies 
for Anagram for Pierre de Massot and a 1964 print An Original Revolutionary Faucet: 
“Mirrorical Return”? The opposite wall is dominated by a 1964 re-made readymade 
Comb, with accompanying box, presented in a large display case alongside a copy 
of the journal Transition that has on its cover an image of Comb. In what is a nice 
gesture, a 1964 re-made readymade Trap is installed in the corner of the gallery on 
a low platform not too high off the floor — reflecting Duchamp’s initial location 
for the work in his studio. 

In the next room this language of multiplicity becomes the focus. Among the 
works in this space, which include readymades, photographs, and posters, we find 
five manifestations of the readymade L.H.O.O.Q. — from right to left: a 1955 print, 
a 1941 drawing Mustache and Beard of L.H.O.O.Q., a 1965 print, a 1920 print and a 
1965 readymade (shaved). As Franklin notes in the catalogue for the exhibition: 
“No other work in Duchamp’s oeuvre underwent so many different iterations and 
reincarnations as L.H.O.O.Q.”1 Similarly, the following gallery is dominated by 
multiple visions of his optical disks — two series of disks from 1935 and 1953 are 
framed on the back wall, with variations presented in shallow plexiglass boxes 
that can be viewed from both sides on plinths in the middle of the room, the 1926 
film Anemic Cinema and two magazines with the disks reproduced on the covers. 
For me, the most significant experiences within this exhibition were when I 
encountered a multitude of the “same” work, the fact of confronting a work as it 
moves through various reincarnations. And I greatly appreciated the fact that these 
groups were not organized chronologically, a curatorial act that really supported 
and accentuated the spirit of the exhibit, luring viewers from one copy to another.  

Publications serve a key role of showing some of the breadth of Duchamp’s 
interests in questions of reproducibility. In the exhibition we see numerous 
reproductions of Duchamp’s works, including on the covers of magazines and 
journals — a 1937 issue of Transition, a 1935 issue of Minotaure, a 1925 issue of The 
Little Review, a 1945 issue of View — as well as through exhibition posters and 
catalogues. The last half of the show is marked by more engaged explorations of 
publication design, in which Duchamp took on the role of designer. In the same 
gallery as the multiple iterations of his optical disks we find two publications, both 
printed engagements with André Breton. The first is a small reproduction on card 
of his The Brawl at Austerlitz that fit into a red printed folder (it originally 
accompanied Breton’s Au lavoir noir). The second is a beautiful re-binding of 
Breton’s 1929 Manifeste du surréalisme: Poisson soluble in which he and Mary 
Reynolds created a translucent space — highlighted in the exhibition with a light 
behind the front cover — picturing a goldfish circling (after the motif of his optical 

 
1 Paul B. Franklin., Marcel Duchamp and the Lure of the Copy. Peggy Guggenheim Collection  / 
Marsilio Arte, 2023), 154. 
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disk no. 5). Half of the next gallery is dominated by two copies of the deluxe 
version of Georges Hugnet’s 1936 book La septième face du dé: Poëmes — découpages 
in plexiglass display cases, bookending a photograph of three mounds of tobacco 
without rolling paper — denuded in Franklin’s wording — that Duchamp used 
for the cover of this book. He worked again with Hugnet in 1941, Duchamp’s 
drawing Mustache and Beard of L.H.O.O.Q. was made as a frontispiece for Hugnet’s 
small publication Marcel Duchamp.  

In the second last room of the exhibition we again confront the Box in a Valise, 
this time presented in a single large plexiglass display case. The choice to presence 
this particular project twice in the same exhibition is a nice way to stress the 
multiplicity of works and how different iterations and reincarnations are, quite 
literally, different experiences. Because of the way it directly speaks the language 
of copying, reproducing, and representing, the Box in a Valise functions as the core 
of this exhibition, and beyond; after the show ends — with a gesture towards the 
relationship of between Peggy Guggenheim and Duchamp — we are required to 
walk into another gallery space that contains documentation of an exploration of 
Box in a Valise, organized by the conservation department of the Peggy 
Guggenheim Collection. A purely didactic display, this direct engagement with 
the original work really felt at odds with the deprivileging of the “original” that 
took place in the exhibition itself. If the opening space before we enter Marcel 
Duchamp and the Lure of the Copy was like a prologue, this space we walk through 
when exiting functions as a type of appendix that was not necessary. 

 Returning to the second last room, we find what was for me the most powerful 
display in the exhibition. Across from the Box in a Valise is a display of four 
versions of Apolinère Enameled — from right to left a 1965 copy, another 1965 copy, 
the original 1916/1917 readymade, and a 1965 screen print. This mode of 
presenting multiple manifestations of the same work is a common strategy in the 
show, including in the previous gallery where we find two versions of Pharmacy, 
but this particular staging is special. Standing in the middle of the four, the original 
Apolinère Enameled has copies on both sides and this intentional non-chronological 
hanging accentuates not just the theme of the show but, more importantly, the 
experience of the logic of reproducibility. On each end of this display the works 
are framed in plexiglass boxes that stick out from the wall, making the readymades 
visible when standing in the centre of the four, but also allowing us to see the backs 
of these two, which contain texts and information that accentuate their objecthood. 
This arrangement effectively embodies the core qualities of the copying for 
Duchamp, including the infrathin necessity of its ordinary and yet dynamic 
existence in the world. 
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