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Believing that one thing was real only if it corresponded with others, Ray Johnson 

highlighted the connections between himself and famous artists such as Marcel 

Duchamp. The ways the two artists thought and how they shaped their lives corresponded 

like two elements in Johnson’s collages. My study of Johnson through the lens of 

Duchamp allows me to discuss two highly intellectual and creative artists. I address the 

few direct interactions between Johnson and Duchamp as well as their mutual 

acquaintances who served as conduits of information, particularly in Johnson’s direction. 

This dissertation focuses on Johnson’s creative engagement with Duchamp and begins to 

explicate the depth and richness of that interchange. Each chapter focuses on several key 

works by Johnson, ranging from some of his earliest collages to what was perhaps the last 

work he completed. Through these works I explore the correspondences between the two 

artists outside of their individual works, with each chapter looking at one major theme 

including language, the viewer, performance, and identity. I outline the relationship 
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between Duchamp and Johnson, using the selected collages to demonstrate how the 

synergy of the two artists is manifested in Johnson’s work. 

My work sheds light on the enigmatic Johnson who has only very recently come 

under critical and historical investigation. By looking at Duchamp from this unique 

perspective I am also contributing to our understanding of one of the most influential 

artists of the twentieth century. Most artists after Duchamp felt that they worked in his 

shadow but Johnson’s relationship to the elder artist was different. He seems to have 

understood Duchamp better than almost anyone and therefore was able to selectively 

choose his inheritance—defining himself alongside and against Duchamp.  
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Introduction 

 
We know that every day we see the name of a new artist in our mail; a young artist. They 
can’t continue multiplying like rabbits.  -Marcel Duchamp, Vogue, 1963 
 
I have never met Duchamp, could you personally invite him to my opening on the 25th? 

-Ray Johnson, letter to Marian Willard, 1967 
 

In 1963 Marcel Duchamp perceived the mass of indistinguishable artists who 

were appearing every day as nothing more than letters in the mail, “multiplying like 

rabbits.”1 Although Duchamp was probably speaking figuratively, his choice of 

metaphors evokes a contemporary artist, Ray Johnson, in remarkably uncanny ways. 

Whereas Duchamp referred to the mail as an agent of homogenization, Johnson used the 

postal system to create highly original works of art and to separate himself from the 

multitude. Working in both collage and Correspondence Art, Johnson strove to connect 

disparate elements, finding links where one would least expect them. Johnson was also 

known for his signature cartoon bunny head.2 

As his note to gallery director Marian Willard attests, Johnson wanted to meet 

Duchamp. But rather than inviting Duchamp to his exhibition himself, Johnson asked 

Willard to invite him. Most of Johnson’s relationship with Duchamp was similarly 

mediated, especially after Duchamp’s fame exploded in the 1960s. He sent one piece of 

Correspondence Art to Duchamp (discussed in the next chapter), but he most likely sent 

it via another of his correspondents, as he did with much of the art that formed the basis 

of his New York Correspondance [sic] School (NYCS).3 Johnson named his group after 

the Abstract Expressionists (who were also referred to as The New York School) and the 

popular art classes offered via correspondence. The NYCS was a school mostly in terms 
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of a group with a shared aesthetic rather than as an academy, although Johnson 

occasionally sent out “How To Draw . . . ” instructions and held somewhat regular 

meetings.4  

Another way that Johnson connected himself to Duchamp while remaining safely 

aloof was through humor. He joked in a letter around 1973, “As Toby pointed out, if you 

take the cha cha out of Duchamp you get what a dump.”5 In another letter Johnson wrote, 

“We have the big Duchamp opening next month in Philadelphia. I’m plan [sic] to do the 

not go in Plan and lurk in the parking lot leave notes on car windshields.”6 During the 

early 1970s Johnson organized a series of fan clubs including a group in honor of 

Duchamp. But the “fan” in “The Marcel Duchamp Club” was almost always 

conspicuously missing on invitations and reports.  

Although many artists could have belonged to this club, Johnson’s connection to 

Duchamp was deeper than most younger artists, who tended to acknowledge their debt to 

Duchamp and then move on. Johnson, by contrast, sustained his interest in the elder 

French artist for at least thirty years.7 I will argue that Johnson saw himself as an heir to 

Duchamp. Like an heir, Johnson seems to have taken what he wanted from Duchamp, 

occasionally resented his predecessor’s overarching presence, and eventually proudly 

acknowledged his inheritance.  

 
Duchamp Combs was the title of one of Johnson’s first solo exhibitions.8 As the 

title suggests, Duchamp’s small readymade dog comb was the inspiration for several of 

the collages.9 From there Johnson’s shapes morphed and then changed again so that some 

works, while probably still connected to Duchamp in Johnson’s mind, would be hard for 
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the viewer to relate back to the original source. Beginning with this show Johnson used 

Duchamp’s life and work as source material throughout his own career, tapping the full 

range of Duchamp’s oeuvre from the Readymades to individual notes in the Green Box. 

In some works Johnson explicitly named Duchamp, while others quietly echo one of 

Duchamp’s lesser-known works. He responded to Duchamp in a variety of media 

(drawings, prints, and countless smaller collages, as well as in major collages). It is 

impossible to say exactly how many collages by Johnson evoke Duchamp’s work 

because, as of yet, there is no catalogue raisonné for Johnson. But it is clear that 

Duchamp inspired Johnson and the important philosophies that they shared make the 

iconographic ties in their art all the more noteworthy.  

There are several visual examples of Johnson situating himself as Duchamp’s 

heir. One is Johnson’s note to Marion Willard in the epigraph to this introduction. The 

original note is found at the bottom of a page that lists the births of the “Williams family” 

from 1817-1869 in an unknown handwriting (Fig. 1). It is a family tree of sorts, 

documenting the succeeding generations. It does not matter who the Williams family was 

(Johnson may have seen a connection between “Williams” and “Willard”). By asking if 

Duchamp could come to his opening at the bottom of this list of births, Johnson adds 

himself and Duchamp to this family tree. He therefore may have been suggesting a 

heritage between himself and the older artist. He honored Duchamp by wanting him at 

his opening and insisting on a personal invitation, but also spoke with confidence as an 

artist who wanted his colleague to see his work.10  



 4 

In another instance, Johnson collected several news clippings about a lost boy 

with amnesia and all the mothers who were trying to claim him. Johnson collaged these 

onto an announcement for the Marcel Duchamp Club (Fig. 2), perhaps alluding to his 

own claim of Duchamp as his artistic predecessor. On the lower left, Johnson’s signature 

bunny head has a concerned expression and reads: “Who Am I?” 

Twenty years after the Duchamp Combs show, Johnson was still connecting 

himself to Duchamp. In an untitled self-portrait from 1988 Johnson captures himself in 

the act of drawing—or more specifically, lettering (Fig. 3). Duchamp’s profile taken from 

his Self-Portrait in Profile (Fig. 4) is barely visible in front of Johnson’s own face—as if 

the younger artist were looking through the mask of Duchamp towards his canvas. A line 

of collaged forms makes Duchamp’s profile visible by crudely echoing the shape of the 

visage. On either end of this line are reproductions of classical statues, perhaps from an 

art history book or a tourist guide to European art. The clearer of these two statues is the 

Apollo Belvedere, often considered one of the most famous works of antiquity.11 Perhaps 

Johnson is creating a lineage by placing the Apollo (along with Duchamp’s profile) 

between him and his canvas. Although Johnson’s art is clearly far removed from classical 

sculpture, he was proud to have a solid knowledge of art history and showed his artistic 

heritage in this carefully composed collage.12 

Johnson makes a much more prominent allusion to Duchamp in red ink on the 

lower right. Here he writes “Raymond Johnson-Villon.” This addition to his name aligns 

him with Duchamp on a fraternal level, for Duchamp’s older brothers, Gaston Emile 

Duchamp and Pierre-Maurice-Raymond Duchamp, renamed themselves respectively 
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Jacques Villon and Raymond Duchamp-Villon upon becoming artists.13 Johnson shows 

his knowledge of the Duchamp family with this clever reference and plays to the 

relatively small audience who would have understood the connection. Interestingly, the 

red lettering does not appear to be the signature. Immediately below it is a more 

traditional example of Johnson’s signature with the date 1988. Although Johnson often 

returned to collages and added or subtracted material, carefully noting the date of each 

change next to his signature, he did not tend to re-sign works. Rather than a signature, the 

red lettering is a label or even a title, as if to say, “the man depicted here is Raymond 

Johnson-Villon.” 

Duchamp might well have been happy in this type of relationship with the young 

artist. In general, he felt honored by the interest of artists of the 1950s and 1960s after he 

had been largely ignored by the Abstract Expressionists and their supporters.14 Steering 

away from the word “influence,” which he felt to be “too disparaging,” Duchamp instead 

described this new attention as “a meeting of ideas.”15 He also characteristically 

downplayed his importance: “Every generation needs a prototype. In this case, I play that 

role. I’m delighted to. But it doesn’t mean any more than that. There’s no glaring 

resemblance between what I’ve done and what they’re doing now.”16 In addition to “a 

meeting of ideas,” Duchamp described younger artists’ use of his work in their art as “a 

form of communion. I mean, friendship if you want to call it.”17  

Although it is unclear whether Johnson and Duchamp ever met in person,18 and 

whether Duchamp saw Johnson’s collages and/or his Correspondence Art, he surely 

would have agreed that the young artist was communing with him (if by “communion” he 
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meant “a sharing; possession in common, or sharing one’s thoughts and emotions.”)19 In 

fact, Jacqueline Matisse Monnier, Duchamp’s stepdaughter, remembers Johnson as being 

“much appreciated by [her] mother and stepfather.”20 Rather than a communion, Johnson 

would likely have described his relationship with Duchamp as a correspondence, not in 

terms of an exchange of missives through the mail, but as an agreement, conformity, 

similarity or analogy.21 That theme, as we shall see, was a central one for Johnson. 

 
 
Why Duchamp?  
 

Johnson’s relationship to Duchamp is but one small piece of an artist who was a 

multitude of things. Why start here when there is so much to say about Johnson alone? 

Many of the internal connections in Johnson’s collages seem incomprehensible. In fact, 

in the words of Johnson’s friend, William Wilson, “[A]nyone who gets all of the 

references doesn’t get the collage, which uses opaque references in order to call attention 

to reference per se . . . . The art proposes that an event or thing or image is real insofar as 

it contains a reference to another.”22 Understanding a few connections, such as those 

relating to Duchamp, lets the viewer into the work far enough to see some of the ways in 

which Johnson was thinking. Looking at the connections to Duchamp is only the 

beginning of the process, and even in this study will lead us far beyond Duchamp. 

However, by examining one of Johnson’s sources of inspiration, and an artist with an 

equally intricate mind, I hope to illuminate at least one layer of meaning in his work.  

Studying Duchamp’s reception by Johnson may also illuminate Duchamp’s work. 

As the scholar Henry Martin has written,  
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Some of the apparently arbitrary ways in which artists relate to the work of their 
predecessors can be an example from which the rest of us might have something 
to learn. Whereas critics are obsessed with “understanding” art, artists sometimes 
have a gift for absorbing it and for using it arcanely as a source of personal 
energy.23  

 
How can Johnson’s idiosyncratic interpretation of Duchamp add to our knowledge of the 

French artist? Johnson may have been one of Duchamp’s ideal receptors in what the older 

artist in his famous 1957 speech, “The Creative Act,” termed the “art coefficient.” 24 

Johnson responded to aspects of Duchamp’s art that other viewers may have missed or 

dismissed. By looking at Duchamp’s oeuvre through the lens of Johnson, we have the 

opportunity to see his familiar works through the eyes of a highly sympathetic reader. 

 
I am certainly not the first to notice the connections between these two artists. 

John Tancock, for example, in his essay for the Philadelphia retrospective of Duchamp’s 

work in 1973 wrote, “In so far as his collages depend extensively on the poetic interplay 

of fragmentary images, Johnson looked to Duchamp as a benevolent force whose 

lifework, like his own, followed its own logic and set of rules.”25 Two years later, in 

Cologne, Johnson’s work was exhibited alongside that of George Brecht and Duchamp.26 

Johnson was excited to be shown next to these two well-established artists.27 One or two 

works by Johnson have appeared in many of the exhibitions about Duchamp’s influence 

that have occurred in the last forty years. Mason Klein pointed to Duchamp’s importance 

for Johnson in the catalogue of Johnson’s work, Ray Johnson: Correspondences, 

published in conjunction with a 1999 exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art 

and the Wexner Center for the Arts.28  
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Richard L. Feigen & Co., representatives of the Ray Johnson Estate, have also 

explored this aspect of Johnson’s work, particularly for Art Basel in 2006, the exhibition 

In Rapport at Feigen Contemporary, November-December 2006, and Ray Johnson . . . 

Dali/Warhol/and others . . . ‘Main Ray, Ducham, Openheim, Pikabia [sic] . . .’ in 2009.29 

While these scholars have noticed many of the Duchamp quotations in Johnson’s work, 

no one has looked at these images in depth or considered what sources on Duchamp were 

available to Johnson at a given moment. Scholars have also never explored the 

philosophical correspondences between the two artists or thoroughly investigated their 

possible physical interactions and mutual acquaintances who would have shared 

knowledge of Duchamp with Johnson. 

This dissertation focuses on Johnson’s creative engagement with Duchamp and 

begins to explicate the depth and richness of that interchange. Each of the chapters 

focuses on one or two key works by Johnson, ranging from some of his earliest collages 

to what was perhaps the last work he completed. Through these works I explore the 

correspondences between the two artists outside of their individual works, with each 

chapter looking at one major theme. My goal is to investigate the relationship between 

Duchamp and Johnson, using the selected collages to demonstrate how the synergy of the 

two artists is manifested in Johnson’s work. 

The first chapter introduces Johnson, who was a conundrum to everyone he knew. 

As a result, the understanding of him that we have today is by necessity a collage of 

stories.30 In contrast, the literature on Duchamp is vast; yet information about Duchamp 

and his works has not always been so readily accessible. In fact, the general perception of 
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the French artist changed radically during the time that Johnson was working in New 

York. Here I trace the rise of Duchamp’s fame, pin-pointing what Johnson could have 

known about the artist—and at what time.  

Next I look at language—a tool and fascination of both artists. Duchamp was 

particularly known for his love of puns and other wordplay, but Johnson too relished the 

new correspondences that could arise with the slight manipulation of a word. Through 

their use of language both artists toyed with their viewers, inviting them into a 

conversation yet often denying them full comprehension. 

The third chapter examines how both artists related to their audiences. Duchamp 

was revolutionary in his treatment of the viewer as a key player in the “art coefficient.” 

Defining the artist and the viewer as two poles in between which an electric current can 

flow, Duchamp acknowledged that once the work of art leaves the artist’s hands, its 

interpretation and future is entirely in the viewer’s control. Duchamp’s example 

encouraged all artists after him to reconsider the passive role traditionally given the 

viewer and, instead, to engage him or her physically as well as mentally. Johnson most 

emphatically involved the viewer by sending Correspondence Art through the mail and 

asking recipients to forward items to other members of the NYCS as well to respond to 

him in kind.  

 The final chapter addresses both Johnson’s and Duchamp’s playful, complicated 

relationships with their identities. According to his friends, Johnson seemed to always be 

performing to the point that no one was sure who the real Johnson was. Duchamp was 

equally mysterious. At a certain point in his life he decided to change his identity, first 
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considering taking on a new religion and then opting for a change in gender. In my last 

chapter I will look at Johnson’s performative identity as it relates to his interest in 

celebrity as well as through the lens of gender issues in the avant-garde. 

 Johnson resisted interpretation, refusing exhibitions, evading interviewers’ 

questions, and retreating to self-imposed isolation for much of his life.31 It is perhaps 

impossible to write a dissertation on Johnson that he would have approved of, were he 

alive to read it.32 Yet Johnson was clearly proud of his connection to Duchamp, defining 

himself through this correspondence in much of his art and actions. By focusing on this 

aspect of Johnson, I attempt to honor his wishes.  
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Chapter 1: Johnson's Background and Relationship to Duchamp 
 

The one known piece of actual correspondence from Johnson to Duchamp is a 

packaged hairnet, Solo Hair Net for Marcel Duchamp (undated) now in the Marcel 

Duchamp Archives, Villiers-sous-Grez, France (Fig. 5). Why a hair net? Rhymes and the 

way words change with the alteration of one letter interested Johnson.1 He often made 

series of works that focused on a word that changed with the addition, subtraction, or 

variation of one letter. Following this logic, if Johnson ever thought about being 

Duchamp’s heir, he would have also explored the words that rhyme with “heir,” such as 

“hair.” The prevalence of references to hair in Johnson’s and Duchamp’s art as well as 

other motifs that the two artists shared demonstrates the likelihood that Johnson 

considered himself an heir of Duchamp.  

By shaving it, covering it with a wig, or sculpting it with soap bubbles, Duchamp 

used his hair to create different identities, as we will see in the fourth chapter. He also 

designated a comb as a Readymade. Johnson, in turn, made several works based on 

Duchamp’s hair-related images and focused many of his early collages on the idea or 

image of a comb.  

The readymade text on the hairnet package sent by Johnson to Duchamp reads 

“FOR WATER WAVE . . . FOR MARCEL /AN EXCELLENT SLEEPING CAP /MADE 

OF RAYON [my emphasis].” A “marcel” was a hairstyle popular in the 1920s among 

women.2 A net made of Ray would preserve Marcel. Johnson caught a vast number of 

images and ideas in his collages as they drifted through the tides of the visual world. He 

then “mashed” it all together to form something new.3 Johnson’s recipient, Duchamp, 

believed that art had a life expectancy. He told critic Calvin Tomkins in the early 1960s 
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that “after thirty or forty years, the painting dies—loses its aura, its emanation . . . and 

then either it is forgotten or it enters into the purgatory of art history.”4 Johnson, in his 

intricate, net-like work, managed to catch and breathe new life into all kinds of images, 

including those by Duchamp. 

The hairnet also relates to Duchamp’s Air Current Pistons in the Large Glass 

literally as well as functionally (Fig. 6).5 Both the hair net and the Air Current Pistons are 

made of netting. The Air Current Pistons enable the Bride to communicate with the 

Bachelors. Her commands are transmitted through “alphabetic units . . . the form [of the 

nets] permitting all combinations of letters sent,” as Duchamp described the process in 

the Green Box.6 To Johnson, the space between Duchamp and himself may have seemed 

equally expansive and the communication correspondingly one-sided. Alternatively, 

Johnson may have seen works, including the Green Box, as Duchamp’s form of 

communication to lowly bachelors such as himself. In that case, the hairnet was 

Johnson’s attempt to respond. Using Duchamp’s own instructions, Johnson sent 

“alphabetic units” in “combinations of letters” via a net.  

Presumably made while the older artist was still alive, the hairnet could also refer 

to Duchamp’s alleged cessation of art making. After 1923 Duchamp cultivated the rumor 

that he had stopped making art and was devoting all of his energy to playing chess.7 In 

truth, he continued to make art and after 1946, was working diligently on his last work, 

Étant Donnés: 1° la chute d'eau / 2° le gaz d'éclairage, which the Philadelphia Museum 

revealed to the public in 1969, the year after his death.8 A young, unknown artist sending 

a famous older “retired” artist a sleeping cap is clever and decidedly cheeky. Who was 

this young artist positioning himself as Duchamp’s heir? 
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Ray Johnson, “New York’s Most Famous Unknown Artist”
9
 

 

 When Ray Johnson died in 1995, his friends and many correspondents realized 

that they had not really known him.10 Despite a very social career and an active 

involvement in the art world, Johnson had managed to keep to himself. Recipients of his 

mailings did not know what to expect in the mail, but they knew that somehow it would 

pertain to them each individually rather than purely to Johnson.11 Going out for an 

evening with Johnson was like participating in a performance.12 He would go all the way 

across town from one bar to another just because their names rhymed, finding 

correspondences everywhere he went.13 A friend of Johnson, Nick Cernovitch wrote: 

“Ray didn’t tell you what he was thinking. He showed you what was there and you could 

draw your own conclusions.”14 Johnson made one see the world around one. By focusing 

one’s attention outward, Johnson never let one get too close. The idea of Johnson that we 

now have was quite appropriately formed by collaging together the pieces of information 

that his friends and scholars have shared.15 

Johnson was born in 1927 in Detroit. As a child he was always drawing and he 

also made a scrapbook with his mother—perhaps his first foray into collage.16 Johnson 

recalled: “When I was a little kid, every Saturday morning I would go off to art classes, I 

was a very productive, prolific student. I was always doing something.”17 At Cass 

Technical High School (a public school in Detroit that continues to train students in many 

areas, including the arts), Johnson began corresponding with his friend, Arthur Secunda, 

who had moved to New York, filling pages with words and images—the beginnings of 

his life’s work.18  
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In 1945 while studying at a summer program of the Art Institute of Chicago, 

Johnson applied to and was accepted at Black Mountain College.19 Black Mountain was 

an experimental college in North Carolina, which had opened in 1933. Many students 

learned about it through a 1936 article by Louis Adamic published in Harper’s in which 

he described Black Mountain:  

[It is] one of the smallest colleges in existence—at first inevitably, now 
deliberately so. It is not only a place where one can take most of the courses 
available in other colleges, but where one is obliged to live as an integral part of a 
close-knit social unit; so close-knit indeed that it has characteristics of a huge 
family—and this latter fact . . . is as important in the scheme as is class work.20 

 
Everyone helped with the daily upkeep and workings of the school both physically 

through farm work and academically in that the teachers, rather than a separate 

administration, operated the institution. The close community, as critic Vincent Katz has 

noted, “would fuel fierce acrimony and remarkable collaborations in the years ahead.”21 

The Black Mountain Museum and Arts Center rightly boasts on its website of the 

importance of the school:  

Legendary even in its own time, Black Mountain College attracted and created 
maverick spirits, some of whom went on to become well-known and extremely 
influential individuals in the latter half of the twentieth century. . . . Even now, 
decades after its closing in 1957, the powerful influence of Black Mountain 
College continues to reverberate.22 

 
Although not officially an art school, Black Mountain excelled primarily in art and music 

during the 1930s and 40s; later, in the 1950s, it became a haven for writers under the 

leadership of Charles Olson.23 Robert Rauschenberg, Cy Twombly, John Chamberlain, 

Kenneth Noland, and Stan VanDerBeek were a few of Black Mountain’s most famous 

artistic alumni.24 As a young man, Johnson found himself surrounded by like-minded 

people at Black Mountain who nourished his talent and drive for art. Mary Emma Harris, 



 15 

the foremost scholar on the College, has remarked that “for Ray Johnson, Black 

Mountain College was more than an education, it was the foundation on which he was to 

build for the remainder of his career.”25  

Johnson enrolled at the college in the summer of 1945, remaining through the fall 

semester. During the spring of 1946 he moved temporarily to New York City, taking 

classes at the Arts Student League and working at the New York Public Library.26 

Johnson returned to Black Mountain the next summer and stayed until after the 1948 

summer session.27 During this time he studied primarily with Josef Albers, Mary Callery, 

and Lyonel Feininger.28 He also took Ilya Bolotowsky’s class when Albers was on 

sabbatical, but never credited him as an influence.29 This is probably due to the conflict 

between the two painting professors. Upon his return to the College, Albers found 

himself in opposition to Bolotowsky who had been hired as his replacement.30 Albers was 

the more traditional of the two, demanding technical precision from his students in 

exercises that some considered “silly.” Those students found Albers “regimented and 

pedantic.”31  

Somewhat surprisingly, the nontraditional Johnson was a dedicated supporter of 

Albers, diligently taking notes in class, although his friend and classmate (and renowned 

artist), Ruth Asawa, recalled that “unlike some students who were eager to produce 

solutions that would please Albers, Ray was an independent thinker, making studies that 

were creative and imaginative.”32 Friends and fellow students at Black Mountain 

described Johnson as “shy,” “reclusive,” and “mysterious . . . the reincarnated Buddha” 

who “never seemed to plan for tomorrow” and “was centered in serenity.” Yet he was 

also “fun to be with,” and full of surprises. One student observed that Johnson “rarely 
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took part in social events, such as Saturday night dancing, outings, picnics or sports. He 

was serious about his art work, and he spent most of his time doing it.”33 

Albers, in return, showed his admiration for Johnson by recommending him as a 

potential cover designer to the editors of the magazine Interiors.34 Johnson’s design 

consists of bands of vertical rectangles of various colors, all filled with polka dots, 

stripes, or both (Fig. 7). It is a simple design yet pulsates with energy as Johnson 

demonstrates the effectiveness of Albers’ teachings on color. This work and those that 

Johnson produced at Black Mountain and shortly thereafter relate both to the abstract 

shapes of Josef Albers’s work and to the patterns of Anni Albers’s weavings, as I will 

discuss in the next chapter. These early paintings are barely recognizable as Johnson’s 

when compared to his mature collages. No matter how complicated his collages became, 

they always had a strong formal presence, probably a lesson Johnson learned from 

Albers. As Katz has suggested, “Perhaps Johnson learned how to design from Albers, but 

learned how to rebel from Cage.”35  

John Cage was one of the many artists whom Johnson met at Black Mountain 

and, as we shall see, he was an important source of knowledge about Duchamp for 

Johnson’s generation of artists. Cage visited the college during the Spring of 1948 with 

his partner, the dancer Merce Cunningham. The composer’s unconventional music and 

theories were relatively well received at Black Mountain (compared to many other places 

he lectured).36 One student said that the visit “illuminated the college both in creation and 

in response,” producing a moment when “one’s own deepest aims are befriended by the 

activity or words of another.”37 The professors liked Cage and Cunningham enough to 

ask them back as faculty members for the summer session, while the students honored 
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them with a pile of gifts of paintings and drawings under their car when they tried to 

leave.38 Johnson’s close friendship with Cage began that summer.39  

Cage and Cunningham’s presence contributed to the already exhilarating summer 

session of 1948 (Johnson’s final summer at the College). Johnson may also have 

participated in (or at least observed) Buckminster Fuller’s first but unsuccessful attempt 

to build a geodesic dome.40 At some point he undoubtedly talked to Fuller who slept only 

two hours at a time, gave lectures lasting four to five hours, and seems to have had a large 

effect on everyone.41 Willem and Elaine de Kooning also joined the faculty at that time.42 

Most significantly, Johnson met the sculptor Richard Lippold. Although Lippold arrived 

with his entire family and was many years older than Johnson, the two artists began a 

romantic relationship that would last for more than twenty years.43  

Leaving the college before the fall semester of 1948, Johnson visited San 

Francisco, moved briefly to Trenton, New Jersey where Lippold had a teaching job, and 

then to 119th Street in Manhattan. He finally settled for a few years in a studio with 

Lippold at 326 Monroe Street, just south of the Williamsburg Bridge.44 Cage and 

Cunningham lived across the hall.45 The community feeling of Black Mountain extended 

to New York where Johnson and Lippold often got together with other alumni including 

Rauschenberg, Twombly, Susan Weil, Paul Taylor, Viola Farber, and Cernovitch.46 

Johnson also made other friends, including Andy Warhol, who spoke enviously of those 

who had gone to Black Mountain.47 Warhol had much in common with Johnson 

including the fact that both gay men had grown up in industrial cities (Johnson in Detroit, 

Warhol in Pittsburgh) and moved to New York in the late 1940s. Like Warhol, Johnson 

continued to do commercial illustration to support his fine art practice when he first 
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moved to New York. In fact, Johnson credited Warhol with helping him secure some of 

his commercial commissions such as backgrounds for fashion photographer Gleb 

Derujinsky.48 In the late 1950s Warhol and Johnson began trading correspondence mostly 

related to their shared interest in glamour.49 Their mutual friend, David Bourdon, recalls 

how much Warhol valued Johnson’s Correspondence Art—hoarding every piece he 

received and trying to buy mailings Johnson had sent to others.50 Johnson frequented 

Warhol’s Factory and participated in several of Warhol’s film projects.51 Even as 

Warhol’s fame burgeoned past Johnson’s, the two artists stayed on friendly terms and 

Warhol’s name and/or silhouette appear in countless works by Johnson.52  

 

 

Johnson’s Early Paintings and the Transition to Collage 

 

For a few years after he left Black Mountain Johnson continued to make 

geometric abstract paintings similar to the studies he had made for Josef Albers. He 

exhibited from 1950 to 1953 with the American Abstract Artists (both Albers and 

Bolotowsky were founding members) and served as treasurer of the group during the 

period 1951-53.53 Ladder Whirled is exemplary of Johnson’s early style (Fig. 8). An 

intricate weaving of colors swirls in the center. Each square or line of color is precise, 

creating what looks like an infinite pile of confetti. Foreshadowing his move to collage, 

Johnson treated each section of paint as a separate element, probably employing a palette 

knife and tape to work with such precision. 

In the midst of this activity in the mid 1950s, Johnson began to experiment with 

collage. To understand why Johnson was interested in the medium, it is helpful to explore 

collage’s currency in New York at the time. Many artists of Johnson’s generation found 
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that collage offered an alternative to abstraction. It removed the clichéd gesture and 

allowed them to bring the world back into their art.54 Even the Abstract Expressionists 

experimented with collage with the encouragement of Peggy Guggenheim.55 Robert 

Motherwell was one of the few Abstract Expressionists who worked regularly in 

collage—at first as a way to develop compositions for paintings and then as works in and 

of themselves.56 He declared that in collage he had “discovered something that was really 

me.”57 Motherwell’s sparse collages have a painterly treatment of paper and focus on the 

shapes and colors of the elements rather than their original context.58  

It was in terms of these formal qualities, of course, that critic Clement Greenberg 

discussed the importance of collage in modern art. Crediting collage as having played “a 

pivotal role in the evolution of Cubism” and therefore in modernism as a whole, 

Greenberg focused on Picasso and Braque’s use of sand and other elements to call 

attention to the surface of the canvas.59 Their further additions of collaged materials only 

enhanced the “flatness of the picture plane,” according to Greenberg.60  

Although critic Hilton Kramer looked favorably on the collages by Picasso and 

Braque, he felt that artists had only degraded the medium since Cubism.61 According to 

critic Thomas Hess, after Dada opened collage up to “within a half inch of commercial 

art,” it had gained a reputation as outside of the fine art realm.62 Better known for its use 

in advertisements and arts and crafts, collage was also tied to the everyday because of the 

origin of the materials.63 In the early 1960s, Hess viewed Motherwell’s and others’ focus 

on the formal qualities as a way to purify collage, bringing it back to its origins and 

making it once again “contemplative, introspective, with an aristocratic distance.”64 
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Not everyone was interested in collage for its purely formal terms. Johnson’s 

generation also associated collage with the Dada movement, a principal role model for 

any aspiring rebel artist in the 1960s and the movement most closely aligned with 

Duchamp. The reemergence of Dada collagist, Kurt Schwitters’s work in the 1950s 

countered the formalist trend in collage. While some reviewers focused on the formal 

aspects of Schwitters’s collages, his Dada connections were unavoidable, and the Dadas 

were clearly not solely interested in the aesthetic aspects of juxtaposition.65 Motherwell’s 

influential 1951 book, The Dada Painters and Poets, educated many on the subversive 

quality of the movement.66 Following the example of the Dadaists, young artists in the 

1950s and 1960s began to use collage elements for their significance as well as (or 

instead of) their formal qualities.67 Pop artists such as Johnson and Warhol in the United 

States and Richard Hamilton in England, while not neglecting the formal elements, drew 

attention as well to the everyday character of the materials. Like Schwitters, they did not 

try to turn an advertisement into anything else, they only glorified it. The Pop artists used 

the familiarity of the images to draw their viewers in, presenting known quantities in new 

contexts. 

Schwitters’s work became increasingly visible during the late 1940s and into the 

1950s.68 A series of important exhibitions showcased his work including Collage, in 1948 

at the Museum of Modern Art, which acknowledged Schwitters’s crucial role in the 

evolution of the medium by including a substantial number of his works—more than any 

other artist except Picasso or Ernst.69 Schwitters’s first solo exhibition in the United 

States was held at the Pinacotheca (later Rose Fried Gallery) that same year. This was 
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followed by several group shows at Rose Fried in 1954 and 1956 and exhibitions at the 

newly opened Sidney Janis Gallery in 1952, 1953, 1956 and 1959.70  

Schwitters’s art transformed many American artists. Rauschenberg, for example, 

upon viewing a display of Schwitters’s work, described feeling “as if the whole 

exhibition had been made just for [him].”71 This was Rauschenberg’s first exposure to 

collage as a fine art medium and it inspired him to learn more and try it himself.72 

Coincidentally, this exhibition opened the same day as a showing of Rauschenberg’s 

White Paintings. Seemingly altered by his experience with Schwitters’s art, 

Rauschenberg shortly thereafter began making his combines.73  

Schwitters’s work undoubtedly also inspired Johnson, who stamped one early 

work “COLLAGE BY KURT SCHWITTERS” (Fig. 9). This simple work made out of a 

scissor box could be considered an assisted Readymade in Duchamp’s terms. Johnson has 

left the top of the box untouched, while inside he added three collage elements and the 

stamped letters. Johnson’s collage is a homage to the tools of the trade.  

Schwitters gave these young artists permission to focus entirely on collage, 

because he had made it a medium on par with painting and drawing.74 He operated in 

what Rauschenberg would call “the gap between art and life,” creating his collages out of 

the detritus of life, and even building collage environments in which to live.75 Naum 

Gabo observed, “It needs a poet like Schwitters to show us that unobserved elements of 

beauty are strewn and spread all around us and we can find them everywhere in the 

portentous as well as in the insignificant, if only we care to look.”76  

William Seitz’s Art of Assemblage exhibition placed collage prominently in the 

public view in 1961.77 This exhibition gave recent efforts in collage a historical 
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precedence. Seitz defined assemblages as works whose “constituent elements are 

preformed natural or manufactured materials, objects, or fragments not intended as art 

materials.”78 Confusingly, the exhibition included several of Duchamp’s Readymades, 

which required no assembly.79 The show also featured Schwitters’s work prominently, 

acknowledging the “position of special honor in the history of assemblage” that he held.80  

 

For Johnson, collage was the perfect medium. It epitomized his process of finding 

unity between disparate elements as well as exposing the cracks in whole entities and 

prying them apart. Critic Donald Kuspit’s eloquent description of the medium could also 

explain Johnson’s method in every area of his life. 

Collage is a demonstration of this process of the many becoming one, with the 
one never fully resolved because of the many that continue to impinge upon it. 
Every entity is potentially relevant to every entity’s existence. This is the 
relativistic message of collage: the keeping in play of the possibility of the entry 
of the many into one, the fusion of the many into the one.81 

 
While Johnson continued to use paint and ink in his art, his medium was resolutely to be 

collage for the rest of his life. In collage he explored correspondences, including those 

between himself and Duchamp, which became a major subject for Johnson beginning in 

the mid-1960s. 

Johnson’s early collages contain cut-up fragments (sometimes from other 

recycled collages), drawing, painting, and sandpapering, which gives them a distressed 

texture. At first they were all of about the same size (11x 8 inches)— dictated by the 

pieces of cardboard that Johnson worked on, which came in pressed shirts from the 

drycleaner.82 The early collages fall into two groups. One, which most closely relates to 

Josef Albers’ works, involved cut-out, painted shapes with large areas of blank 
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background. Johnson then painted over the shapes, unifying them by color (Fig. 10). The 

other group was made up of strips of paper. Johnson would cut out an image or shape, 

paint it, sometimes sandpaper it and then cut it into narrow strips. He then recombined 

the strips in a slightly off-kilter arrangement (Fig. 11). The repeated parallel lines, like 

the colored stripes of his first paintings, evoke the weavings of Anni Albers or Venetian 

blinds, the material with which Fuller had attempted to build his first dome at Black 

Mountain in 1948.83 Some of Johnson’s strip collages remain abstract, while others 

feature images from magazines—an increasingly central element in Johnson’s work as he 

moved away from pure painting. Few of any of these early collages survive because 

Johnson chopped them up and used the pieces in later works. He also purportedly burned 

much of his early work in Cy Twombly’s fireplace and in a performance-like event that 

took place in an alley in the mid-1950s.84 It may have been at this juncture that Johnson 

gave up painting entirely for collage.  

With his use of photographs of movie stars and musicians, Johnson became one of 

the first Pop artists—before such a label existed.85 Combining his love of celebrities and 

popular culture with his excellent design sense, Johnson composed stunning images such 

as Oedipus (Elvis #I) (Fig. 12). Johnson captures the newly minted star in profile with 

blood-red paint dripping from his eye and washed over the entire image. Strange text-like 

characters emerge from Elvis’s mouth like a cartoon speech balloon.86 While undeniably 

a striking image, there is no escaping the fact that it is a page torn from a magazine—

simply enhanced by Johnson’s efforts.87 In 1974 historian Adrian Henri recognized 

Johnson’s importance as “very much an equivalent of Richard Hamilton” in the United 

States.88 Henry Geldzahler similarly lauded Johnson’s early Elvis and James Dean 
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collages as “the Plymouth Rock of the Pop Movement.”89 In the small (yet quickly 

growing) art world of the 1950s and 60s, Johnson was apparently well-known despite his 

fierce reticence to display in galleries. Grace Glueck of the New York Times christened 

him “New York’s most famous unknown artist” at the time of his first solo exhibition in 

1965.90  

Over the years Johnson added more and more to his collages, introducing unusual 

materials such as fake eyelashes, netting, yarn, or a bright pink, bubblegum-like paint. In 

some the tesserae (small pieces cut from other collages) accumulated into several layers 

forming a kind of sculptural relief.91 The complexity of the palimpsest-like collages 

increased, but the whole was always unified formally as well as thematically through 

correspondences. In the late 1960s Johnson’s works generally grew larger (in response to 

showing in galleries more often) and more three dimensional.92 This chapter and those 

that follow will continue the discussion of Johnson’s collage technique as he developed it 

as his primary medium. 

 
 

“Correspondance” 

Collage, which is principally the joining of disparate images, was the perfect 

medium for Johnson because correspondence was a central concept in both his life and 

art. Johnson found connections between seemingly incongruous objects, people and 

ideas. He sent items through the mail that related to one another or to something the 

recipient had said. In his collages the relationship between elements was the subject more 

than the objects themselves. Johnson combined images based on formal similarities such 

as an identical image reproduced at varying magnitudes or different images that form 
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comparable shapes.93 Two images could also be viewed from the same angle, or more 

esoterically, the two objects could be united by a cultural significance or a personal 

connection. Johnson likewise defined himself through correspondences. Believing that 

one thing was real only in so far as it corresponded with other things, Johnson highlighted 

the connections between himself and more established artists such as Duchamp, as well 

as with collectors, gallerists, friends and family; thus creating an artistic, social and 

familial nexus. While some of these connections were tenuous, based on a single 

encounter, a shared name, or a common interest, others were strong and multi-layered. 

The ways Johnson and Duchamp thought and how they shaped their lives corresponded 

like two elements in Johnson’s collages. 

Johnson’s interest in correspondence may have had an intellectual origin. Critics 

often attribute the nontraditional spelling of “Correspondance” in the name of Johnson’s 

“school” to a poster for a dance that Johnson saw, but on another level it surely refers to 

the French spelling of the word “correspondence” and to a poem by Charles Baudelaire, 

“Correspondances.”94 Baudelaire was one of the major sources of modernist interest in 

the theory of “correspondance,” which was first articulated by Emanuel Swedenborg.95 

The theory was based on the principle “as above, so below,” meaning that there is a 

“mystical essence or being to which all things correspond, but which is superior to 

anything found in this world.”96 Baudelaire, who took Swedenborg’s theory and made it 

applicable in the visual realm, wrote that “everything, form, movement, number, color, 

perfume, in the spiritual as in the natural world, is significant, reciprocal, conversely 

related, and corresponding.”97 According to Baudelaire, artists play an important role in 

interpreting these connections. With his creative imagination, the artist is able to find 
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“chance objects that become speaking symbols.”98 The artist as seer must reveal the truth 

of correspondence to his audience for, as Baudelaire wrote, “what is a poet (I am using 

the word in its broadest sense) if not a translator, a decipherer?”99 The Symbolists in 

particular heeded Baudelaire’s call and their work, in turn, inspired others.100 

Johnson may have been exposed to French literature while at Black Mountain 

College, for poetry was a central part of the curriculum.101 The Symbolists' focus on 

correspondence was also brought to the fore in 1959 with the publication of John Senior’s 

widely read The Way Down and Out: The Occult in Symbolist Literature.102 In this book 

Senior lays out the basic tenets and beliefs of the occult world view, demonstrating its 

affinity with the Symbolist tradition, including the understanding that “all things progress 

by dialectical oppositions, the created universe is composed of paired ‘opposites’—male-

female, light-dark—which generated their own equilibrium of harmony,” and that every 

element on the earth corresponds to something in the larger, metaphysical universe.103 

These types of explanations would have reinforced for Johnson the importance of finding 

correspondences and illuminating them for others. 

Johnson was definitively connected to French literature by the late 1950s, when 

he was first establishing himself in the New York art world. Commissioned to design a 

book cover for the 1957 edition of the French Symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud’s 

Illuminations for New Directions Press, Johnson began a series of collages involving 

Rimbaud’s likeness and/or name. One such collage features spirals throughout (Fig. 13). 

The shape the tesserae form on the page is somewhat snail-like and the brightly colored 

line and triangles in the upper right start the motion so that the whole work seems to turn 

in a counter-clockwise direction. This motion continues in the depicted spiral on the left-
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hand side of the collage. The linked arms in the central photograph bring the motion back 

to the starting point once more. The spiral was one of Johnson’s favorite motifs as well as 

Duchamp’s. For Johnson, the spiral may have connoted correspondence for each segment 

in a spiral relates to the one below it as well as the one above it as the line moves away 

from the center. Johnson connects the motif with Rimbaud whose name appears in two 

sections on the left-hand side of the collage. 

In the November 1971 issue of Arts Magazine Johnson asked others to respond to 

Rimbaud’s image. The three-page piece by Johnson invited readers to “participate by 

adding words, letters, colors or whatever” to the photograph of Rimbaud and send it back 

to Johnson (Fig. 14 and 15). For inspiration Johnson included a page of cartoon faces 

with examples of things people might do to the image, although the connection (if any) 

that Johnson saw between the poet and the various additions to his image remains 

mysterious (Fig. 16).104 

 

 Duchamp had also found the Symbolists intriguing. On his own initiative he 

illustrated a few poems by the Symbolist poet Jules Laforgue. One such drawing was an 

important precursor to Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2 (Fig. 17).105 In the 

illustration the figure instead ascends a staircase.106 Towards the end of his life Duchamp 

talked about his interest in Laforgue in an interview with critic Pierre Cabanne: “I like 

Laforgue very much. I wasn’t very very [sic] literary at the time. I read a little, especially 

Mallarmé. I like Laforgue a lot, and I like him even more now, although his public stock 

has gone way down.”107 Johnson must have been delighted to learn of this shared interest 

with Duchamp, which further confirmed their status in his view as kindred spirits. 
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The New York Correspondance School and Performance  

 

In the early 1960s, just as Johnson was breaking into the New York art scene, he 

also began to send copious missives through the mail, ramping up his practice of 

Correspondence Art that he had begun in the 1940s with his high school friend. Perhaps 

because he needed an alternative, nonjudgmental outlet for his art in the 1960s, this 

activity became more and more central for Johnson. He sent letters, collages, parts of 

collages, or just about anything that struck his fancy and could get by the postman to 

friends, fellow artists, art critics, and others who attracted his interest. His list of 

correspondents eventually grew into the NYCS, earning Johnson the title “father of mail 

art.” During the peak of the school’s activity (the late 1960s and early 70s), Johnson 

spent between eight and twelve hours a day preparing mailings for about two hundred 

correspondents.108 Working on such a large scale, Johnson might well have produced 

generic mailings, but in fact, he tailored each one especially to its recipient. Often the 

choices Johnson made were based on how he thought of that person. He might associate 

one individual with another because he met them at the same time. If a friend or new 

acquaintance said something interesting, it stuck in Johnson’s mind, a mental folder with 

his or her name and the association formed and then anything that Johnson came across 

that belonged in that folder made its way to the person. The whole act, from the creation 

of the missive on Johnson’s table, through the postal system, into the addressee’s hands, 

and the response it elicited was the art. This long process can best be thought of as 

performance art. As I will discuss in the third chapter, Johnson expected his audience to 

be active participants in this process. 
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Johnson also dabbled in less participatory performance art. He called these events 

either “Lectures” or “Nothings” to differentiate them from Allan Kaprow’s 

“Happenings,” which began in 1958, and in response to Cage’s 1949 “Lecture on 

Nothing.”109 For the most part Johnson was spontaneous, using whatever had come in the 

mail that day or what he found at the venue.110 Still, the Nothings were planned far 

enough in advance to assemble an audience. The first Nothing took place on July 30, 

1960 and was described as “a relatively unstructured gathering of artists and friends 

attending in anticipation of a performance.” 111 Another Nothing, which took place two 

years later, was slightly more climactic. Recollections of the night differ, but Grace 

Glueck reported in the New York Times that after the audience was in the gallery Johnson 

dumped a box full of wooden spindles down the stairs of the entryway. The sound heard 

through the gallery wall was the event.112 Some audience members/participants 

remember having to traverse the stairs covered with the dowels. Perhaps that was what 

happened if you arrived late.113 Artist Coco Gordon recalls an event in 1983 at which 

Johnson did a variety of performances, including writing with ice on a black board. He 

started to write “Please Send,” a familiar statement to his correspondents, but moved the 

“s” from the beginning of the word to the far right to write “ends.” The lecture concluded 

with this manipulation of letters, which Gordon remembered as “brilliant and absolutely 

beautiful.”114 

Meetings of the NYCS could be even less structured than Johnson’s 

performances. A few meetings focused on an action such as stilt walking or carrying each 

other piggy-back, but for the most part these events resembled human collages with 

Johnson doing little beyond assembling the parts.115 The Correspondance School also 
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spun off into various clubs, membership to which required Johnson’s nomination. There 

were some clubs that were based on common physical traits of the members such as the 

“blue eyes club.” This then morphed into the “brue eyes club” and other variations. Other 

clubs were based on common adoration. A plethora of fan clubs extended the aspect of 

Johnson’s collages that focused on celebrities. The honorees included Diane Fisher, 

Dame May Witty, Shelly Duval, Carrie Snodgrass, Paloma Picasso, and, as mentioned in 

the introduction, Marcel Duchamp. The relationship between these groups and the NYCS 

is a bit unclear. At one point Johnson professed that the Marcel Duchamp club was 

actually the NYCS simply renamed.116 These groups probably existed mostly through the 

mail, although Johnson did occasionally send out meeting announcements and organize 

gatherings.  

The Marcel Duchamp Club appears to have had two official meetings. The first 

took place on April 23, 1971 and was preceded by at least three versions of the 

announcement. Like one of the many “please add to and send to” photocopies that 

Johnson distributed, the basis of the three announcements is a simple line drawing. On 

top of this Johnson has added various collage elements (then photocopied). In one case, 

an uncomfortably stiff woman rides a black horse backwards with a speech balloon 

emerging from her head containing the details of the meeting (Fig. 18). In another, 

Mickey Mouse rides a woman who wears only sexy boots and gloves probably in 

reference to Allen Jones’s sculpture of 1969 (Fig. 19). While Mickey delivers the same 

message as the woman riding the horse, the woman in this announcement adds the 

information that “The role of Teeny Duchamp will be played by Ultra Violet.”117  
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In a third version of the announcement Shirley Temple and Guy Madison gaze 

flirtatiously at each other over their shoulders in a publicity photograph for the movie 

Honeymoon (Fig. 20). Madison delivers the usual information about the meeting while 

Temple’s speech balloon is labeled “Spirit One” and contains a shoe. Using the same 

background and still labeled “The Marcel Duchamp Club” though not offering the 

information about the meeting, a fourth image cleverly pokes fun at the virus-like spread 

of Duchamp’s influence (Fig. 21). In this image a doctor tells a concerned patient “Mr. 

Andre, You seem to have a slight case of conceptualism.” The patient replies “Oh, 

Doctor I detest being told I have that conceptualism.” Diverging from the background 

shared by the previously mentioned announcements, Johnson distributed another sheet 

containing the message “The first meeting of the Marcel Duchamp Club will be a wear 

horns blow horns meeting.” This announcement also includes a drawing of an “African 

object,” which the artist Arman apparently presented to the Club (Fig. 22).  

Johnson announced the “long-awaited mysterious New York Correspondance 

School second meeting of the Marcel Duchamp Club” with a drawing of thirty-two 

developing tadpoles (Fig. 23). This meeting took place February 10, 1972. A report of the 

Marcel Duchamp Club meeting is confusingly dated February 27, 1971 (Fig. 24). Perhaps 

he meant 1972? Half of this sheet comes from an article in the Archives of American Art 

Journal titled “Some Relationships between Photography and Artists.”118 The text 

explains that Duchamp self-fashioned his hat to screen his eyes. Neither the author, Inge 

Bondi, nor the photographer, Henri Cartier-Bresson, tried to mask the signs of aging in 

Duchamp. The bags under his eyes are only accentuated in Johnson’s photocopy collage. 

Yet for Bondi at least, this image of Duchamp is more than a document of his condition 
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in the last few months of his life. She writes, “This photograph constitutes an insight 

from a master of his medium to a fellow artist, and I doubt that it could have taken place 

without perfect understanding, an empathy between fellow men who each in his own way 

savors the divine logic of the absurd.”119 Given the context of this work in a report of the 

Marcel Duchamp Club, it is likely that Johnson felt he too shared that empathy and he 

certainly savored the absurd. Johnson calls attention to Duchamp’s ridiculous hat with the 

addition of a collaged element from an advertisement for calf meal in which a calf seems 

to be wearing its feed bucket. 

The other half of the report is typed and consists of Johnson’s stream-of-

consciousness reporting. Mostly, it lists items that people sent to the club including a 

photograph from the Archives of American Art, which might be the one included in the 

report and various sightings of Teeny Duchamp. Johnson met Teeny on at least one 

occasion and seems to have transferred some of his obsessive attention to her after 

Duchamp’s death.120 The report ends with a request to send “all information about 

Duchampiana to Ray Johnson. Any tidbits about bottle racks, roses, etc.” Hardly the only 

artist focused on Duchamp at this time, Johnson was part of an explosion of interest in 

the Frenchman during the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

 
 

Marcel Duchamp Underground  

 

“Everything after Duchamp can be seen as affected by Duchamp,” gallerist Leo 

Castelli once declared.121 Cage remarked, “Say it’s not a Duchamp. Turn it over and it 

is.”122 However this state of Duchamp mania did not exist until at least the mid-1960s and 

only really blossomed after Duchamp’s death in 1968 with several large exhibitions of 
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his work in the early 1970s.123 While Duchamp had achieved a succès de scandale with 

his Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2 in the Armory show of 1913, his reputation had 

diminished as he produced less and less obvious art until by the 1930s, according to 

Pontus Hulten, “Duchamp’s work began to be neglected and even forgotten.”124 

Duchamp’s work was particularly ignored in the late 1940s and early 1950s as interest 

turned to the Abstract Expressionists. 

To Johnson and his generation Duchamp’s ideas were ripe for discovering after 

being largely overlooked for many years. These artists planted the seeds that would 

become a full-fledged obsession. Critics Lucy Lippard and John Chandler commented in 

1968 that “younger artists probably do not consider Duchamp a particular influence or 

force, as Johns, Dine, and others [I would add Johnson] did around 1960; this is due to 

the almost total absorption and acceptance of Duchamp’s esthetics into the art of the 

present. He is no longer particular; he is pervasive.”125 Kaprow who, like Johnson, 

worked both in the time before and after Duchamp’s reassessment, concurred with 

Lippard and Chandler. He described his feelings about the artist: “Duchamp changed 

from somebody I simply had to discover to somebody one simply couldn’t get rid of.”126 

The video artist and friend of Johnson, Nam June Paik, had a similar response: “Marcel 

Duchamp has already done everything there is to do—except video . . . only through 

video art can we get ahead of Marcel Duchamp.”127 

Because Johnson’s involvement with Duchamp evolved along with the overall 

reception of the elder artist, it is crucial that we consider how Duchamp was viewed 

throughout the course of Johnson’s career. What could Johnson have known about 

Duchamp in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s? And what did he do with that information? I 



 34 

will first discuss the information that was available on Duchamp during these decades 

and then explore Duchamp’s and Johnson’s mutual acquaintances who most likely fed 

Johnson’s fascination in “Duchampiana.” 

 

In 1923 Duchamp left the Large Glass “definitively unfinished.”128 As mentioned 

above, he had already given up painting and now appeared to have stopped making art all 

together.129 Duchamp, perhaps retrospectively describing his own actions, declared in 

1963, “A man who would want to be a revolutionary today couldn’t be known. He will 

have to be unknown. If he is integrated he is lost; if he succeeds, he fails, because the 

stamp of this society is derogatory and destructive.”130 Duchamp called this “going 

underground” and encouraged it for all artists as “the only solution for the great man of 

tomorrow in art.”131 This strategy served Duchamp from 1923 until his death in 1968.  

After a decade of “inactivity,” Duchamp’s reputation had faded to near invisibility 

even within the art world.132 By the 1940s he was considered a “former artist,” an 

impression that lasted well into the 1950s.133 There were several reasons for this 

conception. In the United States, Duchamp was still known as the painter of the Nude 

Descending the Staircase No. 2.134 The notion that Duchamp was a painter lingered long 

after he gave up oil on canvas in 1918 and even after critics saw examples of his prowess 

in other media (i.e. the Large Glass, the Readymades, and the erotic sculptures).135 

Critics also allied Duchamp with the Dada movement, which by the 1940s was already 

long over.136 Duchamp contributed to this connection by helping Sidney Janis organize 

an important exhibition of Dada in 1953 although Duchamp fiercely refused the Dada 

label for himself.137 Reviewers of this exhibition emphasized the fact that Dada was dead; 
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the remaining Dadaists behaving “like sentimental old grads at a class reunion.”138 

Motherwell, in his influential Dada Painters and Poets, was more careful to separate 

Duchamp as “pre-dada” than most writers, though Duchamp’s very inclusion in the book 

tied him closely with the movement.139 These two associations increased the impression 

that Duchamp was no longer a participant but was instead a historical figure or a 

“bystander,” as Belle Krasne dubbed him in Art Digest in 1952.140  

As the number of interviews and other demands on his time grew proportionally 

with his fame starting in the 1950s, Duchamp always claimed not to be making art.141 

Instead, he advanced the rumor that he was just “a breather” and had given up art for 

chess—a point on which many interviewers fixated.142 Several articles about exhibitions 

from the early to mid-1950s close with quotations from Duchamp about his preference 

for chess, as if that were the end of the story.143 Time Magazine in 1949, for example, 

characterized Duchamp as “a keen old (62) knife-blade of a man whose greatest interest 

now is chess. Once upon a time (before WWI) he stood among the wildest and wittiest 

cut-ups of modern art.”144 As scholar Francis Naumann writes,  

It was the ideal moment for Duchamp to proclaim a state of artistic inactivity, for 
it was in this very period that historians, critics, and young artists began to think 
of him as a figment of history, an artist from the past who made an important 
contribution to the art of the twentieth century, but so long ago that many 
assumed he was no longer living.145  

 
It was as if Duchamp were a disinterested member of “posterity,” as he would describe it 

in his “Creative Act” speech, who would decide the fate of his works fifty to one hundred 

years after they were made.146 In 1956 NBC broadcast an interview with Duchamp 

conducted by curator James Johnson Sweeney. Sweeney did not ask Duchamp if he was 

working on anything, accepting the fact that his days as a practicing artist were over. In 
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the interview Sweeney and Duchamp surveyed the Arensberg Collection in the 

Philadelphia museum of art, admiring works from the entire spectrum of Duchamp’s 

career, as if posterity had already passed its verdict. The program was appropriately part 

of a series called “Elder Wise Men.”147 

Of course Duchamp was not actually inactive. His art making was particularly 

unusual during this period, and he contributed to the confusion by classifying projects 

such as his optical experiments as “a lot of work,” but not as works themselves.148 While 

continuing to highlight the fact that Duchamp had stopped painting, Harriet and Sidney 

Janis in a 1945 article wrote: “Nevertheless, new works continue to come into being, 

appearing sometimes mysteriously, sometimes miraculously, out of the depths of the 

serenity that surrounds and the quiet that informs his life and his person.”149 It was not 

until all of these pieces were presented as part of Duchamp’s body of work in exhibitions 

in the mid-1960s that critics began to reconsider the myth of Duchamp’s inactivity.150 

Additionally, we now know that during part of this period (1946-1966), Duchamp was 

secretly working on Étant Donnés: 1° la chute d'eau / 2° le gaz d'éclairage—his final 

masterpiece.151 

While appearing not to be making any art of his own, Duchamp never stopped 

functioning as part of the art world, especially in his support of his fellow artists. He 

worked as a dealer for Constantin Brancusi, advised collectors including the Arensbergs, 

Peggy Guggenheim, and Katherine Dreier, and organized, curated, and/or designed 

several exhibitions of Dada and Surrealism.152 He was always happy to talk with young 

artists, attended openings, and even participated in Happenings.153 Duchamp’s 



 37 

involvement in these activities only contributed further to the impression that he was a 

“bystander” rather than an artist.  

Duchamp was so far from well-known in the early 1950s that artist Jean Tinguely 

describes having to convince authorities to include Duchamp in a 1954 exhibition and 

then the public’s continued lack of reaction to the works: “Duchamp still made a very 

strange impression.”154 Another artist and critic, Alain Jouffroy, had a similar experience 

in France that same year. He had to fight to publish an article about Duchamp in the 

leading French art magazine, Arts-Spectacles, because the editor-in-chief had never heard 

of the artist.155 To Duchamp’s frustration, his career continued to lag behind that of his 

contemporary, Picasso.156 Pontus Hulten has noted that “If, in 1953, somebody had said 

that forty years later [Duchamp’s] work would be considered more important than 

Picasso’s, that person would have been looked on as a madman.”157 Yet that is exactly 

what happened. 

 
 
Marcel Duchamp Rediscovered 

 
It was mostly artists who reinvigorated Duchamp’s work and ideas. John Cage’s 

role in introducing the next generation of artists to the ideas of Duchamp cannot be over 

emphasized.158 Many artists Johnson’s age did not actually know Duchamp or see his 

work before it started to have an effect on them. They learned about him through Cage’s 

retelling and also through Cage’s own work, which is rife with Duchampian 

references.159 Cage reached many artists, including Johnson, at Black Mountain College 

where he taught during the summers of 1948 and 1952, as noted earlier.160 Warhol later 

highlighted the importance of that institution in the propagating of Duchamp’s ideas, 
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saying that “some people like Rauschenberg went to that great school called Black 

Mountain College, so they were aware of [Duchamp].”161 Cage also taught at another 

innovative school, The New School for Social Research in New York, where Kaprow 

was one of his students.162 At other art schools (or even just with other teachers—Albers 

apparently hated Duchamp163), if teachers mentioned Duchamp at all, it was likely to be 

disparagingly, which, according to the artist Ed Ruscha, only made students admire him 

more.164 Cage further spread Duchamp’s ideas through friendships and collaborations 

with artists such as Mark Tobey, Morris Graves, Max Ernst, Motherwell, Lippold, de 

Kooning, Rauschenberg, and Jasper Johns.165  

Cage met Duchamp in 1942 but it was not until 1947 (the year before Cage first 

came to Black Mountain College) that he and Duchamp became friends.166 That year 

Cage was commissioned to write the music for Duchamp’s section of Dreams that Money 

Can Buy, an experimental film by Hans Richter featuring Duchamp’s optical disks 

interspersed with kaleidoscopic images of a (censored) nude descending a staircase.167 

Cage’s composition pleased Duchamp, and the two artists became friends.168 By the end 

of Duchamp’s life, he and Cage were regular chess partners. Cage recognized his own 

similarity to Duchamp in terms of his goal to “blur the distinction between art and life, . . 

. and between teacher and student. And between performer and audience, etc.”169 Even 

though Duchamp was anti-retinal (wanting art to require thought, not simply viewing), 

while Cage “insisted upon the physicality of sound and activity of listening,” Cage saw 

his aim in music as parallel to Duchamp’s in art.170 Cage explained that “what was 

needed in art when [Duchamp] came along was not being physical about seeing, and 

what was needed in music when I came along was the necessity of being physical about 
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hearing.”171 Cage and Duchamp both employed chance in their work, which was one of 

the key aspects that Cage passed down to the next generation.172 Additionally, Duchamp 

and Cage made similar demands on their viewers/listeners. Just as Duchamp expected his 

viewer to participate in the creative act by engaging mentally with the work Cage 

encouraged his listeners to become aware of the ambient noise as well as their own 

sounds, such as breath and even the pulse of blood pumping through the body.173 

Duchamp described Cage and himself as having “a spiritual empathy and a similar way 

of looking at things.”174 

In 1969, the year after Duchamp’s death, Cage designed his first work of visual 

art, Not Wanting To Say Anything About Marcel Duchamp. The work’s title and content 

came from Jasper Johns’ response when asked to contribute to a publication about 

Duchamp.175 At that time artists were reacting to the ubiquitous nature of Duchamp and 

their own inability to make anything that could not be seen as derivative of Duchamp as 

we saw with Paik. Cage used chance operations in Not Wanting To Say Anything, and 

designed it to be produced by another artist—a Duchampian concept in itself. 176 

This work by Cage, with its connection to Johns, represents the two directions of 

Duchamp’s legacy, as described by critic Irving Sandler. As a contemporary observer, 

Sandler observed that “Via Cage, Duchamp’s example led artists to try to fuse art and life 

in events,” and to use “aesthetically disreputable materials found in ‘life.’” 177 According 

to Sandler, this path was of lesser interest to Duchamp than that taken by Johns, departing 

from the same source. Johns’s path lead “in the direction of a Neo-Duchampian art in the 

service of the mind, an art based on conceptions about what art could be, on visual and 

verbal mixtures, paradoxes, ambiguities, and games.”178 
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 Johns and his one-time partner Rauschenberg are the two artists of the next 

generation most responsible for disseminating Duchamp’s ideas.179 Both artists embraced 

Duchamp’s use of every day materials and engaged their viewers mentally as well as 

visually. Duchamp admired their work greatly, proclaiming that Rauschenberg and Johns 

“have intelligence in addition to painting facilities.”180 Duchamp may, in fact, have been 

responsible for Johns’ and Rauschenberg’s inclusion in the Exposition Internationale du 

Surrealisme in Paris in 1960.181 That same year, Johns wrote about his appreciation of 

Duchamp for “allowing the changing focus of the eyes, of the mind, to place the viewer 

where he is, not elsewhere.”182  

There is some debate about when Rauschenberg and Johns first learned about 

Duchamp’s work and whether it can justifiably be considered source material or if they 

only became interested in Duchamp after their own styles were fully established.183 

Rauschenberg knew about Duchamp’s work at least by 1953 when he attended the Dada 

exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gallery that included twelve objects by Duchamp.184 

Critics began comparing Rauschenberg’s work with Dada and Duchamp that same 

year.185 One of the works they recognized as related to Duchamp was Music Box of 1953 

(Image not reproduced due to copyright restrictions). A small wooden box filled with 

nails, which the viewer was asked to shake, recalls Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (Fig. 

25).186 When Duchamp saw this work he reportedly responded, “Ah, yes, it’s playing my 

tune.”187 Rauschenberg acknowledged his debt or at least admiration for the French artist 

with his 1961 Trophy II (For Teeny and Marcel Duchamp). 

Johns most likely learned about Duchamp from Rauschenberg or Cage, although 

he claims that he did not become familiar with Duchamp’s work until after critics 
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compared his art to that of the French artist.188 As critics grappled with Johns’s startlingly 

new work, they turned to Duchamp as a likely model. Critic Robert Rosenblum wrote in 

one of the first reviews of a work by Johns: 

Take Jasper Johns’ work, which is easily described as an accurate painted replica 
of the American flag but which is as hard to explain in its unsettling power as the 
reasonable illogicalities of a Duchamp Ready-made. Is it blasphemous or 
respectful, simple-minded or recondite?189  

 
Inspired by this comment, Johns proceeded to explore Duchamp and Dada in general. 

After reading Motherwell’s The Dada Painters and Poets in 1958, Johns and 

Rauschenberg traveled to Philadelphia to see the Arensberg Collection, which included 

the largest number of works by Duchamp anywhere.190 Both artists became friendly with 

Duchamp after Nicolas Calas introduced them to the man himself in January of 1959.191 

Over the course of that year Duchamp, Rauschenberg, and Johns became good enough 

friends to spend Christmas dinner together—a memorable event for all.192 

 Two of the most overt references to Duchamp in Johns’s work appear in 

According To What of 1964 and the set for Walkaround Time of 1968 (Images not 

reproduced due to copyright restrictions). According to What relates to Duchamp’s last 

painting, Tu m’ (Fig. 26).193 Both works are long horizontal compositions, and, in scholar 

Patricia Kaplan’s words, read “like an inventory of the real and the illusory.”194 In 

Duchamp’s work, square color samples (seen in perspective as diamonds) make up a 

color chart, while in Johns’s painting circles down the center perform the same 

function.195 Actual objects protrude from both canvases; a bottle brush, bolt and safety 

pin in Tu m’, part of a chair, a cast leg, a twisted coat hanger, and metal letters in 

According to What. The hinged canvas in the lower left of According to What 
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demonstrates Johns’s close reading of Duchamp’s notes in which Duchamp suggested 

making a hinged work: “Perhaps make a hinge picture. (folding yardstick, book . . .) 

develop the principle of the hinge in the displacements 1st in the plane 2nd in space. Find 

an automatic description of the hinge.”196 On the canvas, underneath Johns’s movable 

element, is Duchamp’s profile. Johns made this likeness by suspending a image of 

Duchamp’s Self-Portrait in Profile of 1958 by a string and tracing its distorted cast 

shadow onto the canvas (Image not reproduced due to copyright restrictions see fig. 4 for 

Duchamp’s profile).197 This method relates to Duchamp’s use of shadows of the 

Readymades in Tu m’. It also references the original method of capturing the silhouette 

image—i.e., tracing the cast shadow. In doing so, Johns opened up one of Duchamp’s 

favorite Pandora’s boxes: original versus reproduction.198 Johns continued along these 

lines when he signed a print related to the hinged section of According to What in such a 

way that his signature appears canceled out in favor of Duchamp’s initials. He explained: 

“I have deliberately taken Duchamp’s own work and slightly changed it, and thought to 

make a kind of play on whose work it is, whether mine or his.”199 Playing with the notion 

of the original and the role of the author, Johns makes a move in Duchamp’s own game. 

Although this gesture turns the profile into Johns’s own work, it remains indexical of 

Duchamp, as scholar Richard Shiff points out, as opposed to Johns simply drawing a 

portrait of the French master.200  

The slight distance Johns puts between Duchamp’s and his own work might be an 

example of what Duchamp called the “Infrathin” (sometimes translated as “Infraslim”). 

Duchamp speculated, “The difference/ (dimensional) between / 2 mass produced objects/ 

[from the / same mold]/ is an infra thin / when the maximum (?)/ precision is/ 
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obtained.”201 Or, “When The Tobacco Smoke Also Smells Of The Mouth Which Exhales 

It The Two Odors Are Married By Infra-slim.”202 Johns (as well as Rauschenberg and 

Cage) referenced Duchamp’s idea “to reach the impossibility of sufficient visual memory 

to transfer from one like object to another the memory imprint.”203 While this note 

appears in the Green Box rather than with the rest of the Infrathin notes in Duchamp’s 

posthumously published writings, it explores a similar phenomenon of the very slight 

differences between multiples. Even the same object is different from one second to the 

next, according to Duchamp’s logic.204 When Paul Matisse published Duchamp’s notes 

on the Infrathin fifteen years after Johns made According to What, Johns must have been 

delighted to find this line: “the shadow casters/ work in the infra-thin.”205  

Another substantial quote of Duchamp in Johns’s oeuvre is the set for 

Walkaround Time based on Duchamp’s Large Glass, which Johns designed for the Merce 

Cunningham Dance Company. The set consisted of seven inflated plastic boxes painted 

to resemble the various elements of the Large Glass, which the dancers could rearrange 

during the course of the performance. Duchamp knew of the dance and set from their 

inception and only asked that at some point during the dance the set’s moveable parts be 

assembled as they are in his Glass.206 

Whether we can really call Duchamp a critical source for Rauschenberg and 

Johns, his precedent was surely encouraging, for many of their motives were similar.207 

Like Duchamp, Rauschenberg sought to engage the viewer as a participant in the 

artwork. Shadows of the viewer activated Rauschenberg’s early White Paintings; an 

actual chair welcomed the onlooker in Pilgrim; Black Market invited the viewer to add or 

subtract parts; Revolvers involved viewer-controlled switches which rotated and changed 
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the plexiglass discs; motion sensors activated Solstice; the viewer’s noises made parts of 

Soundings brighten or dim.208 Johns engaged the viewer by presenting him or her with 

familiar objects—“things the mind already knows.”209 Once drawn in, the viewer realizes 

how multilayered Johns’s paintings are, with the underlying newsprint often just visible 

enough to spark one’s interest. However, Johns differed from Duchamp in his emphasis 

on the artist’s hand. While Duchamp strove to make his drawings as machine-like as 

possible, Johns retained a painterly technique, capturing individual brushstrokes in the 

quick drying encaustic.210 

Rauschenberg and Johns were crucial players in the renaissance of Duchamp 

because they became interested in him so early and incorporated or reflected his ideas 

through their own work and actions. They acted as the “Infrathin” separation between 

Duchamp and a new generation of artists. Bruce Nauman, for example, learned of 

Duchamp through Johns. According to scholar Neal Benezra, the “spirit and essential 

character of pieces such as [Duchamp’s] With My Tongue in My Cheek were conveyed to 

[Nauman] indirectly through Jasper Johns.”211 Nauman describes Johns as providing him 

a “door into Duchamp,” which was “sort of like learning about Freud by reading 

Faulkner—it’s there, but in use.”212  

Besides passing on knowledge of Duchamp through quotations in his own work, 

Johns wrote eloquently about the French artist. Johns’s writings on Duchamp include a 

review of Richard Hamilton’s typographical version of the Green Box and a tribute in 

Artforum after Duchamp’s death.213 These essays, in Susan Hapgood’s opinion, 

“demonstrate Johns’ acute understanding of Duchamp, particularly his wit, his plays with 
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language, his attempts to destroy art, his use of the Readymade, his refusal to be pinned 

down about meaning, and his views on the importance of the viewer’s role.”214  

Yet another way that Rauschenberg and Johns spread the word of Duchamp was 

by collecting his work—perhaps the highest praise they could pay a fellow artist.215 In 

1959 Rauschenberg acquired a replica of Bottle Rack from the exhibition Art and the 

Found Object (Duchamp later signed it).216 One of Rauschenberg’s most prized works in 

his collection was a page of doodles that Duchamp made during the 1961 Art of 

Assemblage symposium in which both artists participated.217 When Rauschenberg asked 

Duchamp what it was he had been doing during all the talking, Duchamp rewarded his 

curiosity with this gift.218 Johns owns a copy of the 1934 edition of the Green Box, 

inscribed “To Jasper Johns, Sybille des Cibles [sibyl of targets]. Affectueusement, Marcel 

1960.”219 He also has a copy of the Box in a Valise.220 In the early 1960s, Johns brazenly 

employed a copy of Duchamp’s Female Fig Leaf that he owns as a stamp to mark up the 

surface of several of his own paintings.221 Curator Walter Hopps capitalized on the fame 

of Johns and Rauschenberg by borrowing Duchamp’s Bottle Rack from Rauschenberg 

and the Wedge of Chastity from Johns for his 1963 Pasadena Duchamp retrospective.222 

The presence of these works in the show made clear that fellow artists respected 

Duchamp, and critics therefore ought to take notice.  

 
In addition to the attention of younger artists, a number of major events brought 

Duchamp to the forefront of the American art world. They include: a 1945 issue of View 

Magazine dedicated to Duchamp; Robert Lebel’s monograph published in 1959; Richard 

Hamilton’s full typographical rendition of the Green Box published in 1960; the Pasadena 
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retrospective in 1963; Arturo Schwarz’s edition of the Readymades in 1964 (and 

accompanying catalogue); the 1965 exhibition at the Cordier & Ekstrom Gallery of Mary 

Sisler’s collection; Hamilton’s 1966 exhibition in London, The Almost Complete Works 

of Marcel Duchamp and Schwarz’s 1969 publication, The Complete Works of Marcel 

Duchamp. These publications and events demonstrate a growing interest in Duchamp on 

the part of the art world, but also a change in his own approach to his oeuvre. In the 

1940s Duchamp started to take a more active role in the shaping of his legacy. He began 

this work “underground” through the production of the Box in a Valise (first issued in 

1941) and the gathering of the majority of his works into the Arensberg Collection, for 

which he then helped to find a permanent home and installed it to his specifications in 

1954.223 Duchamp’s lagging reputation in the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s had in part 

been due to the fact that his works were generally in the hands of private collectors, who 

luckily safeguarded them while the rest of the world caught up with their taste, and not 

accessible to the public. By facilitating the placement of the Arensberg collection in the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art and Katherine Dreier’s collection at Yale and the Museum 

of Modern Art, Duchamp made many of his works available to the public for the first 

time.224 The opening of the collection in Philadelphia as well as the publications and 

other exhibitions to be discussed below brought the works to the attention of a much 

larger public, including a great number of artists. It was as if while wanting to step back 

(or “underground”), Duchamp also wanted to make sure that his art did not just get 

tucked behind a partition, as R. Mutt’s Fountain had been in 1917.225  

For many years Duchamp’s notes had only been available to the few readers who 

had access to copies of the Green Box. George Heard Hamilton translated a select 
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number of the notes and published them in an edition of 400 as From the Green Box in 

1957. When Michel Sanouillet published the notes in 1958, he made them available to a 

far larger audience, but still only to those who read French. It was not until Richard 

Hamilton published the typographic translation of the Green Box in 1960 that it became 

accessible to a large English reading audience.226 It was, of course, crucial that the text 

was not only translated from French into English, but also “typotranslated” meaning that 

some sense of the original format of the handwritten notes—complete with corrections, 

scratching outs, and additions—be conveyed through the type. While the reader of 

Hamilton’s book does not get the full experience of sorting through Duchamp’s notes, he 

or she gets as close an approximation as possible of the content. 

The publication pleased Duchamp, who wrote to Hamilton: 

We are crazy about the book. Your labor of love has given birth to a monster of 
veracity and a crystalline transubstantiation of the French green box. The 
translation, thanks above all to your design, is enhanced into a plastic form so 
close to the original that the Bride must be blossoming even more.227  

 
Johns was equally exuberant in his review of Hamilton’s book for Scrap. “Finally,” Johns 

begins, “all the notes from the ‘Green Box’ are published in English.” He closes with the 

note that he had “searched for the cartoon whose caption was, ‘O.K., so he invented 

fire—but what did he do after that?’ but could not find it.”228 Already fully engaged with 

Duchamp’s work, Johns was clearly happy to have access to more of the Frenchman’s 

ideas and processes.  

As the first monograph on the artist, Lebel’s book, Marcel Duchamp, published in 

1959 was immensely influential.229 It gave artists and the public in general access to 

reproductions of much of Duchamp’s oeuvre and provided initial explanations to certain 
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works, although as one reviewer wrote, it offered “no easy answers to the riddles of 

Duchamp and his art.”230 Lebel chronicled the various transformations that Duchamp 

went through, focusing a great deal of attention on his literary sources and his “growing 

determination [in the early 1910s] to take words as the source of his new pictorial 

experiments.”231 The Large Glass was clearly a main focus of the book, with a whole 

chapter explaining its elements and the inclusion of Andre Breton’s essay “Lighthouse of 

the Bride.”232  

Duchamp’s effort to participate in art history extended into Lebel’s monograph.233 

The artist worked closely with the author to design the layout and select illustrations.234 

Duchamp made the choice to illustrate the book largely from photographs of the 

reproductions of his work in the Box in the Valise.235 Like his puns and spiraling optical 

experiments, and his original goal for the publication of his Large Glass notes as a book 

with no beginning nor end, Duchamp created a circle in Lebel’s monograph.236 By using 

reproductions of reproductions in place of reproductions of originals Duchamp toyed 

with any fixed idea of what is “original” and therefore belongs in an artist’s oeuvre.  

The fact that Duchamp organized the illustrations chronologically connected 

works such as the Readymades to the Large Glass in ways that critics had never before 

considered.237 Duchamp also showed that he was not, in fact, quite done producing art. 

Included in Lebel were the erotic sculptures Duchamp had made in the 1950s: Objet 

Dard, Female Fig Leaf, and Wedge of Chastity, along with a dozen other new works.238 

With these additions Duchamp seemed to come back to life as an artist, both in his 

actions and in his reception by the public.239 
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Although the Arensberg Collection had opened at the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art in 1954 providing the public continual access to many of Duchamp’s works, it was 

not until 1963 that the artist was given a retrospective. The show, organized by Hopps at 

the Pasadena Art Museum, was titled By or of Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy.240 

Tomkins later wrote that this show “canonized [Duchamp] as one of the Old Masters of 

twentieth century art,” but at the time the exhibition garnered little press in New York.241  

This exhibition was another opportunity (like the Box in a Valise and Lebel’s 

monograph) for Duchamp to choreograph the presentation of his work. For example, in 

Pasadena, as in the Box in a Valise, Duchamp stacked his Readymades Paris Air, 

Traveler’s Folding Item, and Fountain, thus suggesting a relationship between the 

three.242 The design for the catalogue emphasized the exhibition’s contributions to 

Duchamp scholarship. Most of the entries were literally cut out of Lebel’s monograph in 

a playful nod to Duchamp’s technique of reproducing his notes as well as the idea of a 

readymade text. The entries were then edited to note new findings and/or corrections. 

Moreover, Hopps added nineteen works not listed in Lebel’s book, including five works 

completed since 1959. In the one article on the show in the New York Times Hopps 

explained how his smaller museum had managed to secure the show and how Duchamp’s 

loyalty and the bigger museums’ reluctance to lend their works to multiple venues meant 

that the show did not travel.243 Thus, this important exhibition did not have the impact 

that it could have had.  

Schwarz’s new edition of the Readymades in 1964 was a major boon to 

Duchamp’s reputation because by the time the art world was ready to receive the 

Readymades, many had been lost.244 This tendency to disappear was inherent in their 
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making (choosing), since they looked like (were) regular household objects. It delighted 

Duchamp that when he first exhibited two Readymades in the coatroom of a gallery in 

New York in 1916, the public and critics threw their coats on them, not recognizing them 

as works of art.245 Duchamp did have a point to make though, and eventually he forced 

the public to take notice. Curator Michael Taylor has argued that Duchamp intentionally 

chose Fountain and presented it to the public in a certain way in order to cause a 

scandal.246 Although the readymade quality and the associations with bathrooms made 

most people uncomfortable, some could see the beauty in the polished porcelain form 

(much to Duchamp’s dismay).247 The photographer Alfred Stieglitz contributed to this 

aestheticized view of Fountain. Stieglitz, commissioned by the editors of The Blind Man 

to photograph Fountain, created an image that took much of the shock out of the urinal 

(Fig. 27).248 Because the original sculpture quickly disappeared and the photograph was 

so much more palatable, it eclipsed the sculpture.  

Duchamp’s own interpretation of Fountain evolved over time, perhaps in an effort 

to stay abreast of changing attitudes in the art world.249 In 1950 at the Challenge and 

Defy exhibition at Sidney Janis Gallery Duchamp was able to restore Fountain’s shock 

value. He agreed to exhibit a urinal that Janis had found to replace the lost original, 

insisting that it be at a level “for little boys.”250 Thus, Fountain became a urinal once 

more throwing off its robe of the Buddha or Madonna that the aestheticizing photograph 

had given it. And this time, the art world was more prepared. Interest in the Readymades 

was slowly growing in the 1950s, and it blossomed in the 1960s, when the general 

aesthetic shifted from exclusively Abstract Expressionism to include one “characterized 

by irony, humor, wit and social commentary,” in Robert Pincus’ words.251 The 
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Readymades, more than any of Duchamp’s other works, sparked the interest of the 1960s 

avant-garde.252 By the end of that decade, the critics and curators who appreciated the 

Readymades were no longer in the minority. At the time of the Cordier & Ekstrom 

exhibition in 1965, critic John Canaday wrote, 

Duchamp’s godhead rests not on . . . [The Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2], 
brilliant as it is, but in the spirit of the inventions that, during the next decade or 
so, anticipated the art of today, of this moment, in ways that make Duchamp, after 
forty years, fresher and more individual than ever.253 

 
The edition of Readymades by Schwarz differed from the originals in that they 

were painstakingly fabricated to look like their industrially formed counterparts.254 This 

further ingenious attack on the idea of the “original” gave all of the Readymades new life. 

As Francis Naumann has explained, the Schwarz edition served “to redefine our accepted 

definition of the Readymade, ingeniously turning readily recognizable objects into bona 

fide sculptures in edition (just as the original Readymades redefined previously 

established definitions of art).”255 Helen Molesworth has added another explanation for 

why the 1964 edition of the Readymades had such an impact: 

The mass-produced Readymades of the teens offer the problem of reproduction 
and manufacture—the problem of the then relatively nascent assembly line—
while the Readymades of the 1960s offer us the problem of repetition and desire 
of and for lost objects, the quandary of how we negotiate difference (and hence 
our desire) in the field of overwhelming sameness and calcification.256 

 
Without repeating himself, Duchamp was able to assure the Readymades a place of honor 

in his oeuvre and make a further comment on the society (and art and the artist within it) 

that he saw as becoming more and more commercialized.257 The edition of Readymades 

also allowed Duchamp to reclaim his works as vehicles for “unloading ideas” rather than 

aesthetic objects.258 
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Another major event that contributed to Duchamp’s growing repute was the 

exhibition Not Seen and/or Less Seen of/by Marcel Duchamp/Rrose Sélavy 1904-1964, at 

the Cordier & Ekstrom Gallery in January 1965. According to Naumann, this exhibition 

“did more to introduce Duchamp’s art and ideas to an international audience than any 

previous exhibition.”259 “The single largest gallery exhibition of Duchamp’s work in his 

lifetime,” the show consisted of more than ninety objects (although many of those were 

small because physically the space of the gallery was not extensive) and traveled to 

sixteen cities in four countries.260 Significantly, the exhibition did not include Nude 

Descending A Staircase No. 2. To many of the critics who reviewed the show, Duchamp 

was still the man “who painted Nude Descending A Staircase more than half a century 

ago,” but as Canaday’s review (quoted earlier concerning the Readymades) testifies, 

some were beginning to see that there was more to Duchamp than a singular painting.261 

The opening of Not Seen and/or Less Seen caught the attention of the press.262 By 

this time Duchamp’s importance in twentieth-century art was increasingly clear, and 

critics were reconsidering some of the myths about the artist that had prevailed since the 

1910s. In a review for Art in America, Cleve Gray asserted that “Duchamp appears more 

and more to be the father of contemporary aesthetic attitudes, . . . [and] it appears 

possible that he, above all others, may be the most influential artist of the century.” Gray 

added that “the exhibition at Cordier & Ekstrom show[ed] that even though [Duchamp] 

ceased painting he continued to be a productive artist. He simply changed his emphasis 

from pleasing the eye to exciting the brain.”263 Grace Glueck made a more hesitant attack 

on the myth of Duchamp’s supposed retirement. “Lean, lively and jauntily clad in 
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corduroys and suede shoes,” Glueck observed, “he looked not at all like a figure from Art 

History.”264  

In the midst of his growing fame, Duchamp did his part to maintain his reputation 

as a bystander. Answering Glueck’s question of what he did now, Duchamp replied, “At 

a certain stage of life, it’s enough to sit in a chair and meditate. For me, that’s an 

occupation.”265 In an article for the New Yorker Robert Coates exemplified the confusion 

felt by the critics. While Coates insisted that the show demonstrated that Duchamp had 

not given up art, he concluded the article with a metaphor that implied Duchamp’s art 

making days were over. Continuing in the tradition of categorizing Duchamp as a former 

artist Coates wrote, “But, like the champion skier, or “forerunner,” in slalom races who 

sets the course down the run ahead of the others and then waits, an onlooker, at the finish 

to see how they make it, what a pacemaker [Duchamp] has been!”266  

By the time of Duchamp’s death in 1968, a much wider public was familiar with 

his work. His death occasioned an outpouring of literature memorializing and interpreting 

the man who by then was considered both “the most destructive artist in history” and 

“one of the most influential artists of the century.”267 Perhaps the two are not so separate. 

Lebel wrote in the bibliography addenda in the 1967 republication of his 1959 

monograph:  

Since this bibliography first appeared in 1959, Duchamp’s works and personality 
have been so widely discussed all over the world that it is now difficult to keep 
track of each book, article or exhibition where his name is quoted. We have 
therefore limited ourselves to the most significant part of this ever-increasing 
material.268  

 
One of the most important books on Duchamp since Lebel’s tome was Schwarz’s 

catalogue raisonné, published in 1969.269 Although Schwarz’s accompanying text 
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features his unique focus on alchemy as well as his questionable analysis of Duchamp’s 

supposed incestual love for his sister, this book gave artists access to Duchamp’s entire 

oeuvre for the first time, including Étant Donnés. Interest in Duchamp’s work continued 

to grow through the 1970s and 1980s.270 The exhibitions followed accordingly, with a 

large retrospective of almost three-hundred works organized by the Philadelphia Museum 

of Art and the Museum of Modern Art in 1973-74 in Philadelphia, New York, and 

Chicago. In 1977 Duchamp received his first retrospective in his native France.271 

Duchamp had secured himself a place in art history and was finally thought of (if not 

understood) in his multitude of different identities— as punster, painter, sculptor, curator, 

dealer, inventor, and more. 

 
 
Interactions and Mutual Acquaintances  

 

As discussed in the introduction, Johnson was eager to meet Duchamp. They 

undoubtedly crossed paths in the art world, since both artists were known for their 

participation in openings, Happenings, lectures and the like. William S. Wilson recalls 

seeing them both in the audience at a symposium on Surrealism at the Museum of 

Modern Art in 1968, for example.272 As we have seen, information on Duchamp was 

more and more readily available beginning in the late 1950s. Johnson, who first worked 

at a library and then a bookstore and who was an avid reader, was likely to have explored 

sources on Duchamp as soon as they were published.273 In his own library were a number 

of books and articles on Duchamp, including d’Harnoncourt and McShine’s 1973 Marcel 

Duchamp exhibition catalog; Hulten’s 1993 Marcel Duchamp: Work and Life; 

d’Harnoncourt and Hopps’ 1969 Étant Donnés: 1st la chute d’eau 2nd le gaz d’eclairage: 
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Reflections on a New Work by Marcel Duchamp as well as the Manual of Instructions for 

Étant Donnés published in 1987; a 1972 catalog of the exhibitions Marcel Duchamp: 66 

Creative Years and From the First Painting to the Last Drawing (Galleria Schwarz, 

Milan); a catalog for the show, Su Marcel Duchamp, 1975-76 (Framart Studio, Naples); 

the 1973 exhibition catalog New York Dada: Duchamp, Man Ray, Picabia (Städtische 

Galerie, Munich), and William Camfield’s exhaustive study of Duchamp’s Fountain, 

published in 1989.274 Johnson altered many of these books either by cutting or ripping 

sections or by adding ink to particular images.  

One of the most interesting altered items is a publication that featured both 

Johnson’s and Duchamp’s work. S.M.S. (Shit Must Stop) was a short-lived surrealist 

serial available through subscription and published by the artist William Copley.275 Each 

of the six issues consisted of a folder containing works by the invited artists. The second 

issue, distributed in April 1968, featured an example of Duchamp’s discs with puns 

bolted to the white cover (Fig. 28).276 On one side of this disk were printed the words: 

"ESQUIVONS LES ECCHYMOSES DES ESQUIMAUX AUX MOTS EXQUIS," a typical Duchampian 

wordplay that had appeared in his film Anemic Cinema.277 The phrase is usually 

translated: “Let’s dodge the bruises of the Eskimos in exquisite words,” but without the 

confluence of similar sounds that it has in French, it loses its impact.278 The spiraling 

shape of the lettering emphasizes the quality of the words, which show language turning 

in on itself. If this disc is flipped over, it can be played as a record, revealing 

“Contrepèterie,” seven minutes of Duchamp reading similar phrases, all in French save 

for one, "my niece is cold because my knees are cold."279 On the back cover of the 

portfolio, Duchamp recycled a phrase from an ephemeral piece that he had made for an 
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exhibition of Copley’s work in 1953: “A Guest + A Host = A Ghost.” Duchamp also 

designed the table of contents for the issue on the back of an envelope, which contained a 

wooden tongue depressor. 

Johnson’s contribution to S.M.S. was a photocopy of the collage Untitled (A 2 

year old choked) (Fig. 29). A boy missing several of his teeth smiles out of an old black 

and white photograph in the center of this sparse collage. Decidedly older than two, he is 

very much alive unlike the girl mentioned in the text below “A 2-YEAR-OLD GIRL CHOKED 

TO DEATH TODAY ON AN EASTER EGG.” Like Warhol’s death and disaster series, Johnson’s 

collages were often focused on mortality. This announcement has the bluntness of a 

headline and was undoubtedly based on something Johnson had read in the news. 

Johnson perhaps chose this work for S.M.S. because of its connection to the media and 

therefore its aptness for a subscription magazine. 

The version of S.M.S. no. 2 in Johnson’s library is missing Duchamp’s disk.280 In 

its place is a gaping, roughly cut hole as if Johnson had ripped the disk off. Johnson 

labeled the gash with a sad looking bunny and the words “DUCHAMP HOLE BY RAY 

JOHNSON” (Fig. 30). While it is impossible to know when Johnson altered his copy of the 

portfolio, it was most likely after Étant Donnés was installed in Philadelphia. As we will 

see in the third chapter, Johnson was obsessed with Duchamp’s last work and made 

innumerable collages addressing various personalities viewing it. Because Duchamp’s 

tableau is viewed through two small eye holes in an old wooden door and a rough hole in 

a brick wall just a few feet beyond the door, Johnson’s “Duchamp Hole” is probably 

connected to that work.281  
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Besides this publication and the few times Duchamp and Johnson were exhibited 

together noted in the Introduction, Johnson was also tied to Duchamp in a number of 

more personal ways. In Johnsonian style, we can trace his connections with Duchamp 

through people. The two artists shared several friends as well as colleagues.  

Cage, as mentioned previously, was one of the most important individuals in the 

recovery of Duchamp by the New York art world in the 1950s and 1960s, and he was 

also a good friend of Johnson’s.282 Having met at Black Mountain College, Johnson and 

Cage maintained a close relationship in New York, where, as mentioned above, they 

lived at 326 Monroe Street on the Lower East Side. The building was known as the Boza 

Mansion. A short article and photograph published in Harper’s Bazaar about the artistic 

community burgeoning “in a neighborhood of garlic and grime,” labeled Cage, Lippold, 

Johnson, and their friend Morton Feldman “experimental, even stratospheric artists.”283 

The Boza Mansion was famous in the 1950s, drawing fashion models for photo shoots 

and “uptown culturati [who] maneuvered for invitations to Cage’s musical events.”284 

Cage’s great admiration for Duchamp was something he would have passed on to 

young artists such as Johnson at informal gatherings in his studio.285 Calvin Tomkins 

describes the atmosphere around Cage:  

[His apartment] was hung with paintings and sculptures he had received as gifts 
or bought on long-term installments. People came from all over the city to see 
them and to hear Cage’s at-home concerts of new music by himself and his 
associates . . . . Cage entertained all his guests with consummate charm, telling 
witty stories from Hindu and Zen literature.286  

 
During these events, both formal and informal, Cage introduced artists of all types to 

each other and spread the gospel of Zen and Duchamp.  
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Johnson may have met Johns and Rauschenberg, the other main Duchamp 

disciples, through Cage. Rauschenberg started at Black Mountain the fall after Johnson 

left, but as alumni they would have met during the unofficial reunions that occurred in 

New York. When they did, Johnson was undoubtedly a participant in the many 

discussions of Duchamp as Johns and Rauschenberg discovered him and explored his 

work. 287  

Interestingly, Johns and Rauschenberg were close friends with Johnson even as 

they avoided his other friend, Warhol. Johns and Rauschenberg were initially wary of 

Warhol because he was open about his commercial work and his homosexuality.288 

Rauschenberg was fond enough of Johnson to suggest him, along with Johns and 

Rauschenberg’s former wife Susan Weil, as artists to be included in an exhibition at the 

Stable Gallery in 1955. When they were excluded, Rauschenberg protested by asking 

each friend for small works to include in his large combine, Short Circuit (Image not 

reproduced due to copyright restrictions).289 

Although barred from the Cage-Johns-Rauschenberg group, Warhol was equally 

intrigued by Duchamp. During college Warhol—ever the fame-seeking gossiper—

claimed to have not only met Duchamp but to have played chess with him.290 Many of 

Warhol’s strategies come directly out of Duchamp. Both artists explored the idea of 

originality and the role of the artist’s hand, for example. They denied the individuality of 

the signature artistic mark in favor of a machine-generated art.291 Duchamp appreciated 

Warhol’s work for its non-retinal quality. “If you take a Campbell’s soup can and repeat 

it 50 times,” Duchamp quipped, “you are not interested in the retinal image.”292 
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Warhol’s collection included Readymades from the Schwarz editions (Fountain 

(S. 244d) and In Advance of the Broken Arm (S. 233)); two examples of the Box in a 

Valise (S311a and e); Variation on the Optical Disc No. 6, 1938 (S. 416, a new variation 

of Rotoreliefs); Female Fig Leaf (S. 332, from the 1951 edition cast by Man Ray in 

plaster painted brown); four sets of Rotoreliefs from 1965 (S. 294e), and one from 1963 

(S. 294d); Bouche-Evier [Drain-Stopper], 1967 (S. 371b); two copies of the etching 

Pulled at Four Pins, 1964 (S. 372a); the etching The Chess Players, 1965 (S. 380b); the 

complete suite of nine etchings of The Large Glass and Related Works, 1965 (S. 382-

390); A l’infinitif [The White Box], 1966 (S. 393) and the announcement for the exhibition 

Doors, 1968 (S. 407).293 One of the copies of the Box in A Valise, purchased in 1961, as 

Warhol and the artists around him were discovering Duchamp, was noticeably worn at 

the time of the sale of the estate. Scholar James McManus, who had the opportunity to 

examine the Valise before the sale described its condition:  

[It] appears to have been used extensively. It was frayed and many of the objects 
were out of place from the original arrangement designed by Duchamp. . . . The 
other Box owned by Warhol was one from the Deluxe edition (V/XX, previously 
owned by Bernard Reis). This Box was in pristine condition at the time of the sale 
and did not appear to have been used in a manner like the 1961 Box—namely as 
an idea source.294 

 
Once famous, Warhol denied his interest in Duchamp in interviews, but his collection 

argues otherwise. Johnson is likely to have seen these objects during his frequent visits to 

the Factory.  

Johnson connected Duchamp and Warhol in a collage dated 1994 (this could be 

the date of just one [possibly the last] addition to the work), Untitled (Why Not Sneeze) 

(Fig. 31). In the upper left-hand corner of the collage one face labeled “MARCEL 
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DUCHAMP” says “WHY NOT SNEEZE” to another face labeled “ANDY WARHOL” 

whose response is, “A SHOE”—a play on the sound of a sneeze.295 Warhol’s answer and 

the shoe-like forms scattered about the collage relate to his iconic advertisements for the 

I. Miller Shoe Company in the mid 1950s. Given the title, the white-and-black 

rectangular shape in the lower half of the collage may well relate to the bird cage filled 

with marble sugar cubes that makes up Duchamp’s Why Not Sneeze, Rrose Sélavy (Fig. 

32).296 The horizontal snowman-like figure in Johnson’s collage could stand in for the 

cuttlebone of Why Not Sneeze. Duchamp’s gender bending antics as Rrose Sélavy must 

have intrigued Warhol, who surrounded himself with drag queens and occasionally cross-

dressed himself.297 I will return to Johnson’s explorations of gender in the fourth chapter. 

 
 Another friend of Johnson, Shusaku Arakawa, considered Duchamp his mentor.298 

He arrived in New York from Japan in 1961 allegedly with only fourteen dollars and 

Duchamp’s telephone number.299 There he also became a good friend of Johnson.300 The 

Japanese artist shared with Duchamp (and also Johnson) an interest in language. All three 

artists engaged their viewers; Arakawa actually gave them instructions.301 Deeply 

philosophical, Arakawa was interested in the concept of “blank,” which seems parallel to 

Johnson’s “nothings.”302 Schwarz may have recognized the correspondence between 

Duchamp, Arakawa, and Johnson, for he gave each of the artists solo exhibitions at 

Galleria Schwarz in Milan. Johnson linked himself, Duchamp, and Arakawa in a number 

of collages. Untitled (For Arakawa), for example (Fig. 33) features a close-up 

photograph of Johnson’s face and hand, identifiable by the snake rings. On top of this 

Johnson collaged several elements including one labeled “For Arakawa,” and a portion of 
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a map with Duchamp’s profile cut out of it. Below the profile appears Johnson’s 

infamous “Please Send To . . .” instructions relating to Arakawa’s detailed instructions 

for his viewers as well as Duchamp’s 1957 “Creative Act” speech, which assigned the 

artist and the viewer equally important roles in the creative process.303  

 Johnson and Duchamp also had two professional colleagues in common. Richard 

(Dick) Higgins worked with both artists at Something Else Press. In 1965 Higgins 

published The Paper Snake, a collection of material Johnson had sent him.304 The layout 

that Higgins used—little scraps of paper, different typefaces or handwriting and 

occasional drawings—recalls Duchamp’s boxes of notes. Although The Paper Snake is 

bound traditionally, it is (also like Duchamp’s notes) unpaginated and does not seem to 

follow any set order. Two years later, in 1967, Higgins published an edition of 

Duchamp’s Coeurs Volants [Fluttering Hearts] for the cover of Emmett Williams’ 

Sweethearts.305 Higgins and Williams, with Duchamp’s permission, decided to also issue 

a limited edition poster of Fluttering Hearts, but unfortunately they struggled with the 

silkscreens and managed to only produce twenty-two “good copies.”306 

 Arturo Schwarz, the Duchamp scholar and source of the 1964 edition of the 

Readymades, also organized a show of Johnson’s collages.307 The artist Mary 

Bauermeister facilitated this interaction, although Johnson and Schwarz had already 

learned about each other through their mutual friend, Henry Martin in 1965, if not 

earlier.308 Johnson’s exhibition at the Galleria Schwarz in Milan was in 1972, and his 

letters from that time are full of references to the dealer and his connection to Duchamp. 

For instance, in one letter to Schwarz, published in a 1976 catalogue by the North 

Carolina Museum of Art, Johnson wrote, 
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ARTURO BABY, 
 I HAVE MADE A VERY SPECIAL COLLAGE FOR YOU—THE CATALOG—IS A 

CAT/ A LOG  BALONEY A PUSSY CAT—LIKE THE TEENY DUCHAMP MIRO CAT.309
  

 

 One of Johnson’s best-known inventions are his bunny lists. These consist of 

seemingly identical bunny heads labeled with different names—usually art world 

personalities, Hollywood celebrities, and Johnson’s friends. In an unusual step, Johnson 

made a bunny list just for Schwarz, which describes the dealer in different ways under 

each bunny head. Among the multiple descriptions Johnson gives for Schwarz, he 

includes “Arturo Schwarz The Duchamp” (Fig. 34).310  

 Johnson’s show at the Galleria Schwarz was a selection of collages dating from 

1968 to 1972. Nineteen of the twenty-four works were made in 1972, probably with this 

show in mind. There were two main themes: Marcel Duchamp and potato mashers.  

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis’ Mother’s Potato Masher and the collage pictured 

below it in the catalogue, Marilyn Monroe, which seem inextricably linked, feature 

Duchamp’s name three times (Fig. 35 and 36). Duchamp and Monroe were linked in 

Johnson’s mind because both names contain thirteen letters (thirteen being a significant 

number to Johnson).311 Counting letters brings up Count Panza di Biumo, whom Johnson 

addresses in the lower collage. Panza di Biumo, an important early collector of postwar 

American art, may not have really been a count, but many Americans gave him this title 

appreciatively.312 It does not appear that Panza di Biumo was a patron of Johnson, but he 

supported many of Johnson’s artist friends, such as Rauschenberg and Lichtenstein.313 In 

the rest of the collage Johnson evokes other interesting personalities under twenty-two 

Mickey Mouse heads (a variation on the bunny list). Mabel Dodge and Virginia Woolf 

appear in both the top and bottom collages where they are joined by writers Dame Edith 
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Sitwell, Gertrude Stein, Dorothy Richardson, Clare Boothe Luce, Sylvia Beach, Nancy 

Cunard, and Gertrude Atherton; dancers Isadora Duncan and Olga Picasso (Picasso’s 

estranged wife); screenwriter Anita Loos and actress Sarah Bernhardt; painters Florine 

Stettheimer (a good friend of Duchamp), Marie Laurencin, and Fernande Olivier 

(Picasso’s lover); important publisher and promoter of literary modernism Jane Heap; 

socialite art collectors Etta and Claribel Cone; and the painter Joan Miró. These 

prominent figures are accompanied by Stein’s slightly fictionalized characters Miss Furr 

and Miss Skeene, modeled after Ethel Mars and Maud Hunt Squire— expatriate lesbian 

artists living in Paris.314 Monroe’s name and dates appear in both collages, and finally, 

last but not least, Johnson adds Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis (and/or her mother) to this 

heady mix of personalities.  

What do they all have in common? Panza di Biumo, Miró, and Duchamp are the 

odd men out in this roster of powerful women from the first half of the twentieth century, 

although they were certainly equally influential. Clive Phillpot cautions viewers that 

Johnson’s “fondness for sets of things or people goes only so far; there is nearly always 

one item or person in a set that does not quite fit.”315 Try as we might to make all the 

personalities line up under one rubric or another, they will invariably spill out over the 

edges, just as Johnson’s morphing shapes escape the grid in the center of the lower 

collage. The images and ideas overlap or even cancel each other out at times in Johnson’s 

art, but particularly in the potato masher series, they are all “mashed” together.  

 The last of the mutual acquaintances linking Johnson and Duchamp is Joseph 

Cornell, who was a friend of both artists. Cornell helped Duchamp assemble an edition of 

the Box in a Valise from 1942 to 1945.316 During this process Cornell exhibited a fan-like 
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awe for the other artist by collecting Duchamp ephemera such as wrappers, notes, and a 

tea tag.317 He gathered these mementoes into his Duchamp Dossier—a sort of private 

shrine. Duchamp humored his friend’s admiration by giving him little tokens of affection, 

including an empty box that once contained a tube of glue. He altered this Readymade, 

which originally said “strength,” to read “gimme strength: Marcel/Duchamp/Christmas 

1942.”318  

Johnson began writing to Cornell in 1966.319 When Johnson moved to Long 

Island, he described his house as having “a Joseph Cornell attic,” and he enjoyed one 

critic’s comment that “Ray Johnson was to the envelope what Cornell was to the box.”320 

In 1981 when asked what his secret vice was Johnson acknowledged his debt to Cornell 

by admitting to "making collages by Joseph Cornell.”321 He in fact had a stamp made that 

read "Collage by Joseph Cornell" and regularly applied it to his own work. A year later, 

an exhibition titled Homage to Joseph Cornell at the Gabrielle Bryers Gallery included 

Johnson’s work.322 

Before Cornell’s death in 1972, Johnson often visited him at his residence on 

Utopia Parkway, returning with strange stories, such as Cornell sobbing while eating a 

piece of cake Johnson had brought him and watching the dessert dissolve in the tears.323 

While Johnson and Cornell may have talked about Duchamp, scholar Ecke Bonk thinks it 

is unlikely that the extremely private Cornell shared his Duchamp Dossier with many 

people.324 According to Wilson, Cornell did not like Johnson, perhaps finding him 

threatening in that he worked in similar ways, yet confusing because Johnson could talk 

circles around anyone.325 It is more than likely that the elder Cornell as a Christian 

Scientist was also uncomfortable with Johnson’s homosexuality. Johnson in his deadpan 
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manner acknowledged Cornell’s love for Duchamp in a note added to a letter to Michael 

Morris dated October 11, 1968 (nine days after Duchamp’s death): “. . . I telephoned 

Joseph Cornell last Sunday he was very grumpy. D. Bourdon thought because Duchamp 

had died.”326  

In an untitled collage begun in 1982, Johnson links Duchamp and Cornell with the 

use of Cornell’s name and silhouette and part of one of Duchamp’s works (Fig. 37). A 

haunting combination of faces on the left might be read as the missing head of the figure 

from Duchamp’s Étant Donnés, which appears on an open Greek passport and is 

definitively identified by Johnson’s note on the right-hand edge of the collage, “DEAR 

ETANT.” While Cornell’s silhouette defines the head on the left, it is filled with the color 

photograph of a glamorous blond, whose bright red lips opening around sparklingly white 

teeth, are emphasized by the red halo that surrounds her. The blond’s left eye is 

disarmingly well placed—just where the silhouette’s right eye ought to be—yet her 

mouth fills the other figure’s chin. Johnson clearly intends us to focus on this enticing 

mouth, for he labels the collage “MOUTH OF THE MONTH.”  

The outline of the Étant Donnés figure also plays into the theme of mouths. In 

Johnson’s rendition it is laced with snake or stream-like lines. In the context of the 

“MOUTH OF THE MONTH,” both streams and snakes could be thought to have either 

metaphorical or literal mouths. The lips of the figure’s genitals are of the same size as the 

lips of the silhouette; doubling this shape at a slight tilt and suggesting that the lips of the 

vulva form another mouth. The snake above the passport brings us over to the photograph 

labeled “Joel Cairo,” right below the snake’s mouth. Cairo was a character in the 1941 

film “The Maltese Falcon.” The image appears to be a still taken from the scene in which 
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Detective Spade has knocked Cairo unconscious and examines the contents of his 

pockets. Although Cairo’s homosexuality is downplayed from the original novel on 

which the film is based, his character is conspicuously effeminate with his pristine 

clothes and gardenia scented business cards.327 What part of this image did Johnson 

connect with Cornell? While Cornell was obsessed with celebrity (an interest he shared 

with Johnson) and dwelled on several ballerinas and waitresses to a disturbing degree, he 

was paralyzed with shyness. Like the viewer of Étant Donnés, Cornell remained a 

voyeur, never making contact.328 

 When Johnson discovered that he and Cornell had both used the same image—

Cornell in 1933, Johnson in 1955—he was delighted (Fig. 38; Cornell image not 

reproduced due to copyright restrictions). This revelation resulted in a whole series of 

works using that same print of a strange mask-wearing caveman.329 Now clearly 

associated with Cornell in Johnson’s mind, Johnson appends the mallet wielding 

caveman to the top of an ink drawing of a daffodil (Fig. 39) and labels it “DAFFODIL 

FROM JOSEPH CORNELL’S GRAVE, NYACK, NEW YORK APRIL 19, 1975.” The 

caveman appears to be hacking away at the piece of thick paper collaged between him 

and the flower. On this piece is an abstract design made up of diverse shades of gray. 

Johnson attached fake eyelashes to either side of this element as if it were an eye. The 

eyelashes may refer to Cornell’s boxes, which often included dolls staring out at the 

viewer hauntingly. 

 There are many affinities between Duchamp, Cornell, and Johnson. Most 

obviously, all three collected notes and scraps of the every day. Anne d’Harnoncourt 
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wrote about Duchamp and Cornell (but could easily have included Johnson in the same 

thought):  

They each created and occupied highly individual spheres of thought and image, 
borrowing freely from the world at large, yet they had little desire to impose their 
views on others. The essentially solitary nature of their archival pursuits made 
them kindred spirits.330  

 
Don Quitance’s summation of Cornell and Duchamp that they were both “consumed by 

an overwhelming ambition to find correlations even among . . . minutiae,” could likewise 

apply to Johnson.331  

 
 
A Sampling of Visual Parallels  

 

 Johnson had ample opportunities to learn about Duchamp and to see his works in 

intimate settings with friends. It is not surprising then that he was intrigued by the elder 

artist. In the following chapters I closely analyze works by Johnson relating to Duchamp. 

But before I do so, I would like to offer an overview of those visual correspondences.  

One of Johnson’s first one-man shows, held at the Willard Gallery in 1967, was 

titled Duchamp Combs, referring to a Readymade by Duchamp—a steel dog comb with a 

cryptic inscription.332 This was perhaps the first public display of Johnson’s interest in the 

elder artist—evident in the images of combs throughout. By simply labeling an object 

such as a dog comb as “art” and at times adding an inscription, Duchamp completely 

changed its identity (Fig. 40). Duchamp considered Comb to be his purest Readymade. 

He commented in 1964, that “during the forty-eight years since it was chosen as a 

Readymade this little iron comb had kept the characteristics of a true Readymade: no 

beauty, no ugliness, nothing particularly aesthetic about it. . . . it was not even stolen in 
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all these forty-eight years!”333 As previously mentioned, the Readymades were often lost 

after they were first selected due to their ordinary, everyday appearance.334 For this 

reason and others, critics and historians were only just beginning to recognize the 

importance of the iconoclastic Readymades when Johnson adopted them as motifs for his 

own art and reinstated them with aesthetic value.335 

Most of the works from Johnson’s Duchamp Combs exhibition are no longer 

intact, because he cut them up to use in other collages. Those that remain are typical of 

his early to mid-1960s collage work. They are simple—with large areas of blank, white 

page, small cutout tesserae, and harsh geometric lines. Of the extant works that feature 

combs, some of the images resemble Duchamp’s Readymade while others are completely 

different. Johnson often referred to the combs that appear throughout his oeuvre as either 

“Duchamp combs” or “Bridget Riley combs” depending on their shape.336 A list of 

“Comb Artists” found in his files alludes to many other artists whom he associated with 

combs for one reason or another (Fig. 41). In a letter to Lippold, Johnson wrote: “I’d like 

to write an illustrated treatise on the comb in art from paleolithic times to Picabia, Arman 

and Johnson-Duchamp.”337 Johnson also saved the comb page from a Montgomery Ward 

retail catalog, which illustrates a wide range of sizes and shapes of combs (Fig. 42). 

In one collage, which may have been part of the exhibition Duchamp Combs, two 

Mondrian-like grids flank the central image of a comb (Fig. 43). This comb is vertical 

just as Duchamp presented his comb in Lebel’s 1959 book.338 The dots of various colors 

on the top grid seem to pulse, evoking the same sort of energy as Mondrian captured in 

his Broadway Boogie Woogie of 1942-43 (Fig. 44). The spaces between the dots suggest 

that the paint has been combed through. The dots also echo the circular holes in the comb 
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while the horizontal lines of both grids magnify the parallel lines of the comb’s teeth. In 

the lower grid, the same colors are much more vibrant than in the top grid, and rather 

than coolly contained in ordered dots, these colors threaten to break out of the 

constricting grid. Reading the collage from bottom to top, one might think about the 

comb as sorting out the chaos below until it conforms into the subdued top grid. 

Alternatively, if we read from top to bottom as we are more accustomed to do, the order 

disintegrates, as if undone by the comb.339  

The plethora of images of combs may seem a bit strange for an artist with no hair. 

What was it that drew Johnson to this object? Perhaps it was the action performed by a 

comb—untangling a web of elements (usually hairs) to create order or at least a new 

arrangement. This is precisely what Johnson did in his collages and Correspondence Art. 

He found order by creating parallels (or correspondences) between disparate objects. In 

the process he combed through a great deal of material looking for just the right image or 

idea. Johnson also apparently associated Duchamp with hair as we saw with the hairnet 

he sent the elder artist.  

Johnson may have known Duchamp’s Comb from its reproduction in Lebel’s 

book. He could also have seen Comb at the Cordier & Ekstrom Gallery in January or 

February 1965.340 He may have picked up on the idea of combs from reading Duchamp’s 

Green Box notes, which include comments such as: “Classify combs by the number of 

their teeth,” and “Use, as a proportional control, this comb with broken teeth, on another 

object.”341 These notes were available in English as early as 1957 in Hamilton’s book, 

From The Green Box.342 The geometric, grid-like structure of Johnson’s early collages 

perhaps harmonized in his mind with this function of the comb as a “proportional 
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control.” Johnson appears to have followed Duchamp’s advice and used a comb as a 

measuring implement in an illustrated letter to Thomas Hess, announcing the Willard 

Gallery exhibition with a horizontal comb and a snake lined up beneath it as if to measure 

one against the other (Fig. 45).343 This early show demonstrates the importance of 

Duchamp for Johnson during his most formative years as an artist. In choosing a smaller, 

lesser-known object from Duchamp’s oeuvre as his inspiration and following instructions 

found in the Green Box, Johnson proved his knowledge of the elder artist and aligned 

himself with Duchamp from the start. 

 

Johnson often used grids like those in the comb collage in his later collages—

either literally depicted, as in Marilyn Monroe (Fig. 36), or only implied, as in Buddha’s 

Legs (Fig. 46). The grids served to contain what he called his “moticos,” i.e., the small 

parts that he traced, reduced and drew onto other collages. Confusingly, he used the same 

neologism to refer to his early collages. “Moticos” is an anagram of “osmotic”—the word 

his friend, Norman Solomon, was reading at the moment Johnson asked him for a 

name.344 Although the “moticos” or inkblots begin in the shape of something cut from 

another work—whether figural or abstract—they then morph as they move across the 

grid. In Buddha’s Legs, for example, the first moticos (top left of the implied grid) is in 

the shape of Duchamp’s Paris Air (Fig. 47). Paris Air is perhaps the furthest extreme of 

the Readymade concept because Duchamp literally set aside a certain amount of air as 

“art.” Made as a gift for his wealthy patron Walter Arensberg, who had everything but 

rarely came to Europe, Duchamp purchased the vial at a Paris pharmacy, broke its seal, 

and asked the pharmacist to reseal it, capturing the air.345 
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In Buddha’s Legs inkblots morph gradually like an evolution chart from the clear 

shape of Paris Air to a monster-like head. Johnson most likely saw the “original” Paris 

Air in Philadelphia in 1973, the year he began working on Buddha’s Legs, but there were 

several versions of Paris Air (a replacement because the original broke, a miniature for 

the Box in a Valise, a replica made for the Duchamp retrospective in Stockholm, and then 

Schwarz’s 1964 edition).346 Johnson’s shifting shape may allude to the changing 

“original,” a concept both he and Duchamp enjoyed.347 Considering the relationship that 

Johnson sought or imagined between himself and Duchamp, the evolving form in 

Buddha’s Legs may also address who/what is to come after Duchamp.  

For Duchamp, Paris Air was a metonymical object for the Bride of the Large 

Glass (exemplified by his placement of the Readymade in the Box in a Valise, parallel to 

the Bride, and in his conception of the Bride as a light bulb akin to the enclosed vessel 

associated with the Virgin Mary).348 Duchamp explained the reproductions of 

Readymades lined up to the left of the Large Glass in the Box in a Valise as “readymade 

talk of what goes on in the glass.”349 Paris Air lines up with the Bride, Traveler’s Folding 

Item with the mid section as if representative of the Bride’s clothing she has been 

stripped of, and Fountain stands for the Bachelors. For Johnson, Paris Air may have 

become a symbol for Duchamp himself. A childhood photograph of Johnson in the 

lower-left corner of Buddha’s Legs falls into line with the transforming shape of Paris 

Air. Starting with Duchamp’s Air and moving forward, Johnson positions himself as 

Duchamp’s heir (rhymes with “air”).  
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* * * 

 

Johnson’s suicide in 1995 came as a surprise to all who knew him. He left behind 

a treasure trove of work, much of which had never before been seen. Many saw a 

numerical significance surrounding Johnson’s death, with a confluence of thirteens 

(Friday the thirteenth, his age of 67 adds up to 13, and the number of the hotel room he 

booked also added up to thirteen).350 Another set of numbers that thus far scholars have 

overlooked suggests that Johnson was planning his death for many years. Johnson 

refused to exhibit for the first seventeen years that he was in New York (1948-1965). He 

again refrained from showing in commercial galleries for the last seventeen years of his 

life (1978-1995). In between these two protests he exhibited for thirteen years. Was 

Johnson superstitious? William Wilson argues that he was not, but was instead trying to 

rehabilitate the number thirteen to normalcy by using it unselfconsciously.351 Johnson 

may have been attempting to repair thirteen’s unlucky image, but he was hardly 

nonchalant with his usage of this number over any other. One of the many significant 

traits thirteen had for Johnson was its connection to Duchamp, whose name is composed 

of thirteen letters.352 From one of his first one-man shows to what was perhaps the last 

work he made (discussed in the Conclusion), Johnson made reference to Duchamp by 

name, image, or shared philosophy, continually reminding his viewer of the strong 

connections between Johnson and the famous French artist. By studying Duchamp’s 

oeuvre, Johnson connected his work to that of an established artist, creating a lineage for 

himself and providing familiar signposts for the knowledgeable viewer. Like his hairnet 

for Duchamp, Johnson secured much of Duchamp’s art in his own net-like collages and 

his web of correspondence. 
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Chapter 2: Language         
 
Johnson’s work is suffused with communication. In his Correspondence Art 

communication is obvious: he connects the participants in his network through the 

exchange of missives. His collage work is equally obsessed with communication: it 

features language, both decipherable and otherwise, as in Oedipus/Elvis I, where glyph-

like shapes stand in for language (Fig. 12). As Holland Cotter said of Johnson’s work, 

“Even when the means are primarily visual, one has a sense of verbal syntax at work, 

bristling with similes and metaphors.”1 As he told his friend, John Held Jr., Johnson was 

a “letterer,” meaning both that he wrote letters and mailed them out, and that he drew the 

letters of the alphabet, emphasizing their graphic qualities on a par with their linguistic 

significance.2 It was this multifaceted aspect of language that delighted Johnson. He 

employed language because of its surface qualities in addition to the many layers of 

meaning below. In all of his work Johnson sought to engage his viewer, encouraging her 

to look across the surface as well as to look deeper and to use her own creative synapses 

to leap between the (sometimes tenuously) connected elements. However, the viewer 

searching for a hidden meaning in Johnson’s work may be disappointed until she realizes 

that the point is the search itself. Rather than trying to get a particular message across, 

Johnson emphasizes the very act of communication. 

This interest in language is something that Johnson shared with Duchamp, who 

described language as “just no damn good for precise conveyance of ideas but a major 

source of fascination.”3 Both artists delighted in puns, rhythms, anagrams, and words 

within words. In his notes Duchamp considered inventing new languages, revising old 
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ones, and distilling words into ideograms, hieroglyphs or other images.4 Lebel in his 1959 

monograph emphasized the centrality of language to Duchamp’s thought process:  

His ideas were to develop through plays on words, according to a plan which 
owed nothing to ordinary logic, but they were to be expressed in a tone of 
imperturbable dialectical conviction. . . . Duchamp is sparing with words and 
seeks the razor-edged maxim, the punch line . . . . Henceforward the creation of a 
new language was to be one of his principal preoccupations.5  
 

No matter what project he was working on, Duchamp was concerned with language. It 

was part of his attempt to bring the “gray matter” back into art—making the viewer 

think.6 Johnson and Duchamp engaged language—challenging it, teasing it, manipulating 

it, and abstracting it to the limits of its elasticity. To both artists words were readymades: 

artistic material equal to visual images.  

 
 
A Language Fan Club 

 

Systems of written language have united humanity for centuries. They have 

inspired countless writers as well as visual artists. Johnson and Duchamp may be thought 

of as two links in a chain that Michel Foucault described as a “series of writers . . . who 

have been literally obsessed with the problem of language, for whom literary construction 

and the ‘interplay of language’ are directly related.”7 This is not a continuous tradition, 

Foucault added, for each writer seems to reinvent the system for him/herself rather than 

inherit it as other methodologies and techniques are often adapted through time. Johnson 

thus joins an exclusive club, a “fan club of language,” one might say, through his 

engagement with the written word and broader systems of communication. Although 

clearly not writers themselves, both Duchamp and Johnson learned a great deal from 

literary sources and employed language in their art more intensely than most artists.8 
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Rather than looking to his artistic predecessors, Duchamp found inspiration from 

an unusual pantheon of literary figures. He credited Alfred Jarry, in particular, with 

opening up new possibilities for him, along with Jean-Pierre Brisset and Raymond 

Roussel; he also admired the poets Mallarmé and Laforgue.9 Eager to find a new mode of 

expression and fiercely anti-retinal, Duchamp logically looked outside of the visual arts 

for inspiration.10 He said, after all, that he “wanted to be intelligent,” like a poet or writer, 

not “stupid like a painter” (as he claimed the saying went).11 One of the things that 

Duchamp was likely to have admired about these writers is that even though they were 

using the same language as their peers, they were doing entirely new things with it. 

Above all else, what drew Duchamp to writers like Roussel was their ability to produce 

“something that [he] had never seen.”12 

Johnson, while steeped in art history, also surrounded himself with literary 

inspiration. Many of his friends were avant-garde poets and through his work as a 

commercial artist he became intrigued by Rimbaud, the symbolist author. He was also 

very interested in Gertrude Stein, whom he featured in a number of collages. These 

authors’ examples encouraged Johnson and Duchamp to explore the possibilities of 

language.  

Apollinaire recalled of Alfred Jarry that he was “a man-of-letters to an extent 

rarely achieved. His most insignificant deeds, his childish pranks, everything he did was 

literature.”13 Jarry perplexed French and later English-language audiences with his 

literary concoctions, arousing a panoply of emotions. The most extreme of these was the 

near-riot after the first word—merdre (shit with an extra r)—of his play Ubu Roi in 

1896.14 Many critics were not able to get beyond the sheer insanity of some of Jarry’s 
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works to give him proper credit for being the innovative writer that he was.15 Duchamp, 

however, was one of the artists who recognized Jarry’s genius. Much later in life 

Duchamp cited the “encouragement [he] found in Jarry’s general attitude toward what 

was called literature in 1911.”16 However it was not just the writer’s penchant for 

controversy that drew Duchamp to him. Keith Beaumont’s summation of the essential 

features of Jarry’s life and literary works could comfortably be applied to Duchamp, or, 

for that matter, to Johnson: 

His chameleon-like nature, which caused him to espouse an extraordinary variety 
of literary forms, from the most esoteric symbolist verse through apparently 
rollicking tales of adventure to crude and scatological farce, and which poses, in a 
way which few writers can have done to the same extent, the question of 
“authenticity” in literature and in life; and his obsessive love of paradox (and 
even, at times, of apparent deliberate contradiction).17 
 
All three artists (Jarry, Duchamp, and Johnson) played with language, at times 

highlighting the possibility of multiple meanings for each word while also suggesting the 

truly abstract nature of language. Johnson explained once that “the New York 

Correspondence School has no history, only a present, which was a pun, of course, on 

present as now, and present as a gift, a pun on my way of giving information and objects 

or whatever in letterform.”18 Jarry strove “to suggest instead of stating, to create in the 

highway of sentences a crossroads of all the words” so that each reader could interpret 

each word in his or her own way.19 One of Duchamp’s first Readymades, the Bottlerack, 

or égouttoir in French, literally drains drops [gouttes] but was most likely also an effort 

on Duchamp’s part to drop taste [gout].20  

Jarry, Duchamp, and Johnson toyed with the idea of authorship as well—Jarry by 

endlessly quoting himself and others in his works, Duchamp by inventing the 

Readymades, and Johnson by instructing his correspondents to add things to his 
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Correspondence Art and send it on.21 These acts reflect their recognition of the recycled 

nature of language—how the very words we speak are learned from others, or, in Mikhail 

Bakhtin’s terms, how the word always “belongs to another,” having already been spoken 

countless times.22 How can one make language new when one is confined to use the same 

building blocks already used by poets for centuries? Analogously, Duchamp commented 

that all paintings were in fact “readymades aided,” for they were made out of paint from 

tubes.23 Johnson’s turn to collage puts an interesting spin on this problem. He was 

delighted when the same images he used appeared in other artists’ work and often 

employed images multiple times within his own oeuvre.24  

Abstracted, language is just another set of signs. The inspiration for reducing 

language to pure abstraction was all around Jarry. According to Beaumont, there was a 

tendency in French literature to increasingly emphasize form. This tradition began with 

Flaubert’s idea of “a book about nothing . . . a book which would hold together by the 

inner strength of its own style,” and culminated in the work of Mallarmé.25 Mallarmé 

went so far as to argue for poets to “allow the words to take the initiative.”26 Duchamp 

suggested an interesting experiment along these lines in which two people (A and B) 

select ten words randomly from a dictionary. He wondered if their selections would 

match their personalities? He hoped they would not and would instead be purely 

arbitrary.27 Of equal interest to Jarry (and Duchamp and Johnson) were other sign 

systems, such as, for Jarry, “the abstract language of mathematics, the language of 

heraldry, or the religious symbolism of medieval Christian writers.”28 As we will see, 

Johnson explored undeciphered hieroglyphs and incorporated various symbol and code 
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systems in his art. Duchamp toyed with mathematics, incorporating signs and symbols 

into his notes so that even art could be discussed as a simple equation.29 

While Jarry, Duchamp, and Johnson acknowledged the abstract and recycled 

nature of language, they also celebrated its potential and believed there was something to 

the connections they created through their puns and other wordplay. Jarry wrote that 

“alliterations, rhymes, assonances and rhythms reveal deep-seated kinships between 

words. Where there exists, in several words, the same syllable, there is an element of 

common ground.”30 Likewise, Johnson utilized the fact that to rhyme is one of the many 

ways for two things to correspond. Duchamp’s extensive use of language in his art 

suggests that he too, was fascinated by the ability of letters in combination to signify 

meaning.  

Even if they trusted language to convey some kind of meaning, however, Jarry, 

Johnson, and Duchamp did not necessarily employ language to suggest deeper, hidden 

meanings, as some of their viewers hoped. Many of Jarry’s Symbolist colleagues 

dismissed him because, according to Beaumont, “one of the characteristics of Symbolism 

was a profound belief in the ‘mystery’ of the world and a mania for searching for hidden 

‘meanings’ and symbols in both life and art.”31 Try as they might to find hidden meaning 

in Jarry’s plays, his peers felt hoaxed for they found none. It was like-minded artists such 

as Duchamp who recognized Jarry’s talent for the absurd and the ability of his work to 

take the viewer’s mind to places it theretofore had never been. In The, of 1915, Duchamp 

attempted to use language without letting it convey meaning, as I will discuss shortly 

(Fig. 48).32 He struggled to make grammatically correct sentences that made no sense.33 

Johnson appears to have enjoyed mystifying his correspondents, sending them curious 
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notes such as one to Leo Steinberg: “I am now in suburbia among the rabbits and would 

enjoy to hear from you when the rabbits and would enjoy to hear from you when the 

rabbits and would enjoy to hear from you.”34 For these artists, it seems, the act of 

communication held more importance than a final, all-encompassing explanation of the 

work. As Duchamp cleverly admonished, “There is no solution for there is no 

problem.”35 

Like Jarry, Raymond Roussel was beloved by the Surrealists for his word-based 

inventions.36 In works such as Impressions d’Afrique of 1910 and Locus Solus of 1914 

Roussel baffled his audiences with descriptions of marvelous inventions and tenuously 

connected plots. It was only after his death, with the publication of his book Comment j'ai 

écrit certains de mes livres [How I Wrote Certain of My Books] in 1935, that some of the 

inner workings of his writings came to the surface. It seems that in the transition from 

writing poetry to prose, Roussel craved the regimented form and therefore set rules for 

himself.37 One of his main methods, which he describes in How I Wrote . . . , was to use 

homonyms (words that sound alike but have different meanings) and construct phrases 

based on those divergent definitions. 

Taking the word palmier I decided to consider it in two senses: as a pastry and as 
a tree. Considering it as a pastry, I searched for another word, itself having two 
meanings which could be linked to it by the preposition à; thus I obtained (and it 
was, I repeat, a long and arduous task) palmier (a kind of pastry) à restauration 
(restaurant which serves pastries); the other part gave me palmier (palm tree) à 
restauration (restoration of a dynasty). Which [in Impressions of Africa] yielded 
the palm tree in Trophies Square commemorating the restoration of the Talou 
dynasty.38  
 

Foucault eloquently describes this technique as utilizing the “wealth of poverty of 

language.”39 A word under Roussel’s control, Foucault writes, is “lost and found,” setting 

out in one direction and then forced to turn back in an elegant curve to face itself again.40 
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While Roussel’s writing can seem impenetrably abstruse and completely illogical, with 

his posthumously published “guide” it becomes clear just how much thought went into 

every utterance. John Ashbery recommends protective clothing to enter the land of 

Roussel’s prose and Rayner Heppenstall calls for the help of the “skilled crossword-

puzzle solver or the deviser of tricky charades and treasure-hunt clues.”41 His writing is 

“highly conscious” in Foucault’s words, pared down to the absolute minimum. He does 

away with chance entirely.42  

 When Duchamp saw a production of Roussel’s Impressions d’Afrique in 1912, he 

was first struck primarily by the spectacle on stage. Years later he recalled: “It was 

tremendous. On the stage there was a model and a snake that moved slightly—it was 

absolutely the madness of the unexpected. I don’t remember much of the text. One didn’t 

really listen. It was striking . . .”43 He subsequently studied the novel’s text with care, 

however for Linda Henderson has identified the way Duchamp “engaged in a similar 

kind of wordplay in parts of the Large Glass, generating, like Roussel, “imaginary 

combinations” of machines and scientific events suggested, in part, by linguistic 

invention.”44 Also like Roussel, Duchamp divulged his process as an important 

component in understanding his work.45 He considered his notes for the Large Glass 

project so important that he subsequently published selections of them to accompany the 

Glass. Whether a viewer could read the French or not, Duchamp’s publication of his 

facsimile collection of notes for the Large Glass in 1934, as La Mariée mise à nu par ses 

Célibataires même [Boîte Verte] (The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even 

[Green Box]), demonstrated the importance of words for the artist, as I will discuss 
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below.46 By publishing his notes, Duchamp highlighted the process and engaged the 

viewer in the complex ideas that went into the Large Glass. 

In the previous chapter we saw that Johnson’s assignment to design the cover of 

the 1957 edition of Arthur Rimbaud’s Illuminations for New Directions Press instigated a 

brief obsession with the French Symbolist poet.47 Wallace Fowlie described Rimbaud’s 

work in an introduction to his complete works in 1966 as “a poetic language of 

exceptional freshness, enrolled in the service of a few very permanent and universal 

themes. The newness, the novelty of the language is still felt today by the youngest 

generation of readers.”48 Louise Varèse introduced Rimbaud’s work in equally glowing 

terms for the edition of Illuminations for which Johnson designed the cover: 

By his special use of language Rimbaud’s thought becomes condensed into 
nothing but poetry. And this dense poetic mass is continually moving and 
changing. One is reminded of a chemical process as words join other words in the 
sentences to form an ever more complex compound. And who can tell, of these 
kaleidoscopic atoms, which ones are ideas and which ones are objects?49 

 
Johnson’s admiration for the poet continued long after he finished the book cover. 

In 1994 he told a friend over the phone “I’m reading this biography of Rimbaud and he 

says poets should create new language.”50 He was possibly speaking of Alain Borer’s 

Rimbaud in Abyssinia, one of the last books Johnson read and discussed with his 

friends.51 In this book Borer described Rimbaud’s use of language as analogous to how 

“one presses juice out of an orange, combing the dictionary for rare words, for unheard-of 

associations.”52 Johnson must have appreciated this image of Rimbaud searching for 

correspondence. 

When describing his working process, Johnson once explained, “I do a kind of 

Gertrude Stein twist and turn of words and meanings.”53 Stein was one of the first truly 
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modern writers who combined words for their significant juxtapositions more than for 

their conveyance of clear meaning.54 Her texts at first may appear unplanned, or even 

raw. Yet like Roussel, Stein took utmost care with each word.55 Her writing is minimal 

because she agonized over every choice, believing each word must carry its share of the 

load. She explained in response to one accusation of randomness by saying, “If there is 

anything secret [in my method] it is the other way . . . I think I achieve by xtra [sic] 

consciousness, excess.”56 Knowing the power of her chosen tool, Stein handled it with 

respect and care.  

 Johnson had both a biography of Stein and the Something Else Press book 

Matisse, Picasso and Gertrude Stein, with Two Shorter Stories (1972) in his library at the 

time of his death.57 The evidence of Johnson’s esteem for Stein is most abundant in his 

collage work. In many collages Johnson featured Stein and embraced her method of 

utilizing words for the associations they aroused in the reader more than their dictionary 

definitions or syntactical connection to the words around them. He learned from Stein 

generally, but also quoted from her directly, particularly in his musings on “tender 

buttons,” which will be discussed below.58 In Wendy Steiner’s opinion: 

Johnson’s focus on form above reference, the apparent randomness of his 
associations, his concentration on minimal linguistic and visual units, the 
centrality of the portrait genre, the idea of the film strip as a compositional model, 
and his relentless banality and repetition and antisublimity are all learned from 
Stein.59  

 
Just as Stein confuses identity in her Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, which is clearly 

not an autobiography since Stein wrote it, Johnson nests his silhouette portraits, pairing 

Morton Janklow with Paloma Picasso, for example, with no explanation given.60 This 
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idea is also present in Johnson’s Correspondence Art in which the recipient was unsure 

which elements were by Johnson and which had been added by other correspondents.  

 Another aspect of Stein’s work that Johnson seems to have picked up on is 

repetition. Stein’s story “Many Many Women” (included in the book of Stein’s work that 

Johnson owned) is a description of collective identity, told in a chant-like repetitive style. 

“Any one is one having been that one. Any one is such a one.”61 The same sentence 

structures occur again and again with slight variation, just as Johnson’s bunny lists label 

seemingly identical bunny heads with different names. Like the stills in a film strip, each 

one is only fractionally different from those on either side.62 Both Stein and Johnson 

called attention to difference as well as similitude with their lists—or even the sameness 

in difference.63 Steiner describes this as “an unsentimental exploration of 

dis/connection.”64 Stein herself claimed she did not use repetition.65 She preferred to 

think of it as “insistence.”66 To her, each iteration was slightly different, if only because it 

was followed so closely behind by another. With her most famous line, "A rose is a rose 

is a rose," Stein “forced aesthetic and referential value back into language,” according to 

Steiner.67 Stein might have agreed with this interpretation, though her description of her 

actions in this piece were much gentler. She said that she had “completely caressed and 

addressed a noun.”68 

 Duchamp would call similar attention to slight difference an example of the 

Infrathin, as noted in the previous chapter. While Duchamp does not speak of Stein as he 

did about Roussel or Jarry, she was of interest to the Arensberg circle, Duchamp met 

Stein in 1913, and there is evidence that Duchamp was aware of her work.69 Stein shared 

many of Duchamp’s preoccupations. Just as Duchamp experimented with ways to rework 
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language, Stein said that “the great thing about language is that we should forget it and 

begin over again.”70 Both Stein and Duchamp worked in French and English, often 

toying with the interactions between the two. With Hidden Noise, for example, combines 

the two languages as part of its trickery.71 In Stein’s poem portrait of Guillaume 

Apollinaire the first line “Give known or pin ware” made up of four strangely combined 

English words, when pronounced sounds like the French name, Guillaume Apollinarie.72 

This trick is reminiscent of Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q., which when read out in French 

makes a lewd remark about the Mona Lisa.73 Duchamp, who struggled to exclude 

meaning from the titles of his Readymades and his text for The, must have empathized 

with Stein who observed that “there is no such thing as putting [words] together without 

sense. I made innumerable efforts to make words write without sense and found it 

impossible. Any human being putting down words had to make sense out of them.”74  

 Bruce Elder sees a connection between Stein’s "A rose is a rose is a rose," and the 

very premise of collage:  

In most strong collage pieces . . . the new systems of relations involve intrinsic 
rather than representational relations. The differences among the iterations of the 
single term “rose” similarly result from overlaying a system of referential 
relations upon a system of purely intrinsic relations. The reference of terms is 
fixed (we can apprise ourselves of terms’ reference by consulting a dictionary); 
therefore the referential system holds all the iterations of a term against a single 
paradigm of which they are all identical copies. The material system, by way of 
contrast, presents each iteration as a new item, unconnected to any paradigm. 
Within the material system, all likeness, whether between the terms in a syntagma 
or between word and referent, is an illusion constructed on a plane of difference.75 

 
Johnson’s collages, which focused on (often mysterious) connections between elements, 

are a perfect example of this phenomenon. By taking collage elements out of their 

original contexts, Johnson disrupts the expected referential relations and establishes new 

correspondences. 
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In Untitled (Gertrude Stein) of 1975, Johnson pairs a photograph of Stein with an 

image of a housewife, absorbed with her cooking (Fig. 49). One link between these two 

women is the birds that adorn them. Stein wears a rooster pin while the housewife’s 

apron sports two duck-like birds facing each other. Speech balloons emerge from both 

women and contain drawings of their respective birds. Two birds occupy each balloon; 

each pair separated by a line. There is a comma after the first bird in each pair; a period 

after the second. Johnson also added what could be a ceremonial ax to Stein’s chest and 

below it an inky smudge which may read “Suzi.” Below the housewife is an upside-down 

skull. It is more than likely that the housewife is meant to be Toklas, who was known to 

fulfill most of the domestic roles in the Stein/Toklas household.76 An exemplary pair in 

the gay community, Stein and Toklas were open about their relationship long before 

Stonewall and the gay liberation movement, which must have been inspirational to 

Johnson. Another, earlier collage, which also emphasizes the feminine, features Toklas 

exclusively (Fig. 50). Three collage elements assemble to form a black-and-white bikini 

speckled with stars and polka dots. Across the two circles the text reads “I LOVE YOU 

ALICE B. TOKLAS,” undoubtedly in reference to the eponymous 1968 film.77 

 Often Johnson’s references to Stein come in the form of “tender buttons.” These 

face-like circles appear in the how-to-draw images as well as isolated in seemingly 

unrelated collages (see Fig. 80). In one case Johnson attached an actual button to a small 

piece of paper, labeled it “Tender button found in the Locust Valley Post Office parking 

lot March 10, 1971—For John,” stamped it “COLLAGE BY RAY JOHNSON” and then 

sent it to his friend John Willenbecher (Fig. 51). The Ray Johnson Estate elucidates the 

presence of these tender buttons in Johnson’s work: 
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In 1964, Diana Epstein . . . bought a closed button store and its inventory on a 
whim on East 77th Street in New York City. She named her new shop Tender 
Buttons after Gertrude Stein’s 1914 work, a collection of ruminations on small 
objects . . . 
 
In its first year of operation, amidst boxes of buttons, the shop functioned as an 
artists’ space for the stagings of many “Happenings,” including those organized 
by Ray Johnson, who must have been particularly drawn to the store’s name.78  

 
Johnson staged an event called “How to Draw a Tender Button mail event” in 1971.79 In 

a collage now owned by the Museum of Modern Art, Johnson combined his instructions 

for how to draw a tender button with those explaining how to draw a bunny (Fig. 52). A 

bevy of swans and a well hung turtle occupy the center of the collage. 

Johnson’s contemporaries in the poetry world were similarly enamored of Stein. 

Poets such as Carl Andre, John Ashbery, Ted Berrigan, William Burroughs, Gregory 

Corso, and Jackson Mac Low took up Stein’s modernist gauntlet in the late 1950s and 

1960s.80 In contrast to Stein, they sometimes used collage techniques to compose their 

poems, retaining the punctuation of the original sources even when it no longer made 

sense.81 In a pamphlet titled “The Exterminator,” Burroughs instructed his readers in do-

it-yourself writing:  

Take a page of your own writing if you write or a letter or a newspaper article or a 
page or less or more of any writer living or dead. Cut it into sections. Down the 
middle. and cross the sides. Rearrange the sections. Write the result message . . . 
anybody can be Rimbaud if he will cut up Rimbaud’s words and learn Rimbaud 
language.82  

 
When Burroughs asked Corso to contribute a “Cut-Up” to another pamphlet, Corso 

obliged reluctantly, noting in the postscript that his poetry “is a natural cut-up, and need 

not be created by a pair of scissors.”83 Berrigan further elaborated on this new technique, 

noting that he sometimes took whole sections of other people’s writing, which he 

“‘found’ à la Andy Warhol . . . (that is, I simply put a frame around the particular section 
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which then became my whole poem. I neither changed nor shifted a word.) . . . [. . .] 

thought I was extending (at least sideways) ideas used by Duchamp, Warhol, John 

[Ashbery].”84 Johnson did something similar in a 1958 collage titled Gregory Corso 

Poem (Fig. 53). On top of a fiery background Johnson relegated block letters to 

individual white shapes. This emphasizes the letters’ separateness rather than the 

meanings achieved by their various combinations. The text comes out of a short poem by 

Corso, “Last Night I Drove a Car.” Johnson picks up halfway through the fourth word of 

the poem and leaves us dangling without the last twelve words: “Hedgeville / and slept in 

the back seat / . . . excited about my new life.”85 Further obscuring the words, Johnson 

broke them up across lines and spaced the letters evenly so that it is difficult to ascertain 

which combinations will divulge the message. 

While Johnson was breaking down language to the letters of the alphabet, the 

artist Vito Acconci credits Ashbery with “allowing words to remain words,” perhaps akin 

to what Mallarmé had tried to accomplish.86 Mac Low’s work, in the opinion of poet 

Bruce Andrews, was “extremely jarring and disjunctive sequences of words . . . not seen 

since Stein.”87 Likewise, Andre took words themselves as his subject matter, separating 

them from everything else and presenting them either in isolation as in his First Five 

Poems, which consists of single words on the page, or repeated as if they were identical 

bricks with which to build in his untitled poem (‘air’) from Shape and Structure, 1960-

65.88 Andre explained, “I tried to boil away narrative and grammar, so I could get at what 

the words have to say.” This approach relates to that of Stein, whom Andre feels sought 

to “find out . . . what language says.”89 
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The text in Johnson’s collages as well as his book, The Paper Snake, published by 

Something Else Press in 1965, can be read comfortably in the company of these poets. 

Johnson’s work, in fact, was included in at least two avant-garde literary magazines, 

Unmuzzled Ox and Quoz?.90 Johnson also distributed his work by way of the journal he 

started with Soren Agenoux, The Sinking Bear, the title of which was a spoof on The 

Floating Bear, an avant-garde magazine published by Diane di Prima and Le Roi Jones.91 

Sinking Bear featured quotes from both poets and artists in the New York art world and 

used openly homosexual language. The quotations are often incomprehensible, 

suggesting inside jokes or perhaps plain absurdity.  

Johnson counted many of these poets as his friends and acquaintances.92 His 

library was full of poetry books inscribed personally to him by the poets. This type of 

close relationship between artists and poets was not unusual for the time. The so-called 

New York School of Poets turned to the art world rather than the academic, literary world 

for support and camaraderie in an effort to break out of what they felt was a stifling 

tradition during the postwar period.93 Artists went to poetry readings, which were often 

held in art galleries.94 Just as Clement Greenberg was trying to establish fortress-like 

divides between the media, writers and artists came together.95  

This was certainly not the first time that poets and artists had collaborated. Frank 

O’Hara, one of the prime examples of a poet active in the art world, credited 

Motherwell’s 1951 book The Dada Painters and Poets as being “The Gospels [sic] for 

myself and many other poets.”96 This book in title alone suggests the confluence of the 

literary and art worlds during the 1910s and 1920s. It also included Tzara’s instructions 
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on how to make collage poems, which may have inspired Burroughs to experiment in this 

area beginning in the 1950s.97  

 

 

Art and Language in the 1950s and 1960s 

 

 This admiration between poets and artists went both ways. Many artists were 

eager to engage language in their art during the 1950s and 1960s, although Johnson’s 

obsession with language was more intense than most. An international phenomenon, this 

turn to language was focused in New York City, which had arguably become the center 

of the art world after World War II.98 Jasper Johns focused whole paintings on numbers; 

Robert Rauschenberg incorporated newspaper clippings in his Combines. The Concrete 

Poets illuminated new meaning in their writing through the form of the words, while the 

Nouveau Realists brought the mass media into their studios, embracing the form of the 

printed word as they found it on posters long abandoned on the streets of Paris, like 

testimonials to the ravages of time and weather.99 Fluxus works and performances, which 

blossomed in the 1960s, often included language as well. 

 One strain of this language-centered art was what Henry Flynt in 1961 first 

termed “concept” art, reflecting the general interest in what was being said rather than 

simply the form (which Greenberg had stressed exclusively).100 Joseph Kosuth and John 

Baldassari in the U.S. and Art & Language in England were the most influential artists 

working with language during this time. Critics such as Lucy Lippard, who in 1973 wrote 

Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966-1972, recognized the 

importance of what these artists were doing. Surprisingly Lippard left Johnson’s mail art 

out of her account, because she felt that it complicated her argument.101  
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 This interest in language did not come out of nowhere. Collaged text appeared 

first with the Cubists and then the Dadaists.102 Beginning in the late 1940s the Lettrists in 

both poetry and visual art disregarded words in favor of their constituent parts.103 The 

Abstract Expressionists had begun experimenting with including calligraphic line in their 

work at this time as well. Artists such as Pollock developed mysterious sign systems in 

reference to Native American arts and Carl Jung’s idea of the collective unconscious.104 

Whether using legible words or signs simply evoking language, many artists called 

attention to the sign systems humans use to communicate.105  

 It is likely that all of the language-inflected artists working in the 1940s and 1950s 

were intrigued by the work of Paul Klee, which featured symbol-like forms in a unique 

mix of abstract and figurative work.106 Critic Lawrence Alloway credits Klee with 

opening painting to “the direction of mysterious writing.”107 Klee’s work was 

“permanently implicated with the word,” in Michael Phillipson’s opinion.108 Hieroglyphs 

interested Klee periodically, but he continually explored sign systems of all types, 

particularly relishing the challenges that combining multiple systems presented the 

viewer.109 K. Porter Aichele emphasizes the fact that while many had explored language 

prior to Klee, “Klee was unique in how thoroughly and methodically he surveyed the sign 

systems that constitute the primary source materials for the history of writing.”110 He was 

also a key source of ideas for Johnson and others of his generation who engaged with 

language in their art. 

 Johnson would have learned of Klee during his time at Black Mountain College, 

if not before, since the Albers were both admirers of the Swiss artist and had worked with 

him at the Bauhaus.111 An anonymous student’s notes from one of Josef’s classes at 
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Black Mountain include an exercise taken straight out of Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook, 

which Josef owned both in German and in English translation.112 Ruth Asawa, Johnson’s 

friend and fellow student at Black Mountain recalled “Josef Albers talking about ‘Klee’s 

line’ when teaching us about figure/background.”113 Based on Anni Albers’ interest in 

communication, which will be discussed shortly, it is likely that she also emphasized this 

aspect of Klee’s work to her students.  

 Russell Bowman and Dean Sobel suggest that the focus on language during the 

mid-twentieth-century came from the increased role of the media in society and the 

tendency in the news media to accompany images with text, whether in the form of titles, 

captions, or full articles.114 A new interest in the writings of theorists such as Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, Ferdinand de Saussure, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno may have 

also played a role.115 As Judith Kirshner asserts, “At the heart of the interaction of word 

and image is an abiding concern with definitions, connotations and contexts as well as 

with the deconstruction of the ideological predispositions of the viewer towards common 

objects and common places of his/her own culture.”116 These artists—and in turn their 

viewers—contemplated how one names something and the ripple effects of such a 

seemingly simple action. 

Several significant exhibitions at the time featured art that mixed language with 

image including “According to the Letter” at the Thibaut Gallery in 1963, “Word and 

Image” at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 1965, “Between Poetry and Painting” 

at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London in 1965, and four annual exhibitions at the 

Dwan Gallery (1967-70). Robert Smithson described the first Dwan exhibition as 
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“Language to be looked at and/or things to be read.”117 Many of the artists included in 

these exhibitions were inspired by the work of Duchamp.  

 
 

Duchamp’s Role in the Integration of Art and Language 
 

Duchamp himself played a crucial role in the integration of art and language.118 

Drawing from his heroes such as Roussel, Mallarmé, and Laforgue, Duchamp combined 

image and word masterfully so that one would not win out over the other and both would 

be at the “service of the mind.”119 The Large Glass was revolutionary in many ways but 

particularly because of the involvement that it required from its viewer, as I will discuss 

more fully in the next chapter. When designing the publication of the notes to accompany 

the Glass, Duchamp’s aim was “as amorphous a literary text as possible, which never 

took form; and the two features, glass for the eye and text for the ears and the 

understanding, were to complement each other and, above all, prevent the other from 

taking an esthetic-plastic or literary form.”120 Similarly, when inventing the inscriptions 

for his Readymades, Duchamp later explained that the “sentence instead of describing the 

object like a title was meant to carry the mind of the spectator toward other regions more 

verbal.”121 

Particularly in his notes for the Large Glass, Duchamp explored language, 

suggesting changes to the dictionary, parsing his own words, and punning extensively. 

He proposes several ways to develop a new language:  

Take a Larousse dict. and copy all the so-called “abstract” words. i.e., those which 
have no concrete reference. Compose a schematic sign designating each of these 
words. (this sign can be composed with the standard stops) These signs must be 
thought of as the letters of the new alphabet . . . 122 
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In A l’infinitif (another published selection of notes) in 1966 Duchamp suggests: “Buy a 

dictionary and cross out the words to be crossed out. Sign: revised and corrected.”123 

Alternatively, he suggested creating a language by making close-up photographs for each 

word or group of words.  

Once learned, this relation between film and meaning translated into words would 
be “striking” and would serve as a basis for a kind of writing which no longer has 
an alphabet or words by signs (films) already freed from the “baby talk” of all 
ordinary languages.124 

 
Duchamp knew first hand the illogic of language having had to learn English as 

an adult. He supported himself for many years by teaching private French lessons as he 

slowly improved his skills in English.125 His own frustrations as well as those of his 

students must have highlighted for him the arbitrary connections between words and their 

referents. Duchamp enjoyed the mishaps of translation, often combining French and 

English in his puns and titles (see for example, Rendez-vous, discussed below).126 His 

experience working between the two languages heightened his awareness of the odd yet 

beautiful inadequacy of language. As the poet Jack Gilbert expressed it: “How 

astonishing it is that language can almost mean, and frightening that it does not quite.”127  

Duchamp demonstrated the mutability of language in works such as The (Fig. 48). 

In this text, Duchamp replaced each occurrence of the article “the” with an asterisk. One 

of Duchamp’s first works in English, it clearly plays with his adopted language as he 

attempts to avoid making any sort of logical sense. Duchamp later recalled:  

The meaning in these sentences was a thing I had to avoid . . . the construction 
was very painful in a way, because the minute I did think of a verb to add to the 
subject, I would very often see a meaning and immediately I saw a meaning I 
would cross out the verb and change it . . . until the text would finally read 
without any echo of the physical world.128 
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At first glance (besides the asterisks) The looks like an ordinary paragraph. Even upon 

reading the text, it seems to flow and pause like a normal message. Yet the words—while 

perfectly innocuous in and of themselves—are odd in this combination. It is tempting to 

try to find a hidden message amongst the babble. Roussel was apparently an inspiration 

to Duchamp in this regard. “He gave me the idea that I too could try something in the 

sense of which we were speaking: or rather antisense,” Duchamp said. “His wordplay had 

a hidden meaning, but not in a Mallarmean or Rimbaudian sense. It was an obscurity of 

another order.”129  

 Arensberg was most likely the intended recipient of The, for he himself was 

obsessed with cryptography and devoted his life to finding secret messages—first in 

Dante’s Divine Comedy and then in the works of Shakespeare in an effort to attribute the 

writings not to the famous bard, but to Francis Bacon.130 The asterisk is a common 

symbol in cryptography and as such was so often a feature of Arensberg’s writings that 

Allen Norton used it to caricature Arensberg in his free verse, “Walter’s Room.”131 

Arensberg’s technique, according to Francis Naumann, included using “the simple pun, 

the acrostic, the anagram, and something he termed the anagrammatic acrostic.”132 

Duchamp later admitted that he thought Arensberg’s obsession with finding hidden 

meanings in the work of Dante and Shakespeare was “mostly the conviction of a man at 

play: Arensberg twisted words to make them say what he wanted, like everyone who 

does that kind of work.”133  

 Yet even if Duchamp was not convinced by Arensberg’s findings, he seems to 

have played along and employed Arensberg’s cryptographic strategies in works such as 

With Hidden Noise, whose inscription is set up as a code with a cipher and is 
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purposefully non-sensical, even when one follows the detailed instructions to break the 

code (Fig. 54).134 Molly Nesbit and Naomi Savelson-Gorse describe the complex 

language system that Arensberg and Duchamp developed as “a game, like chess. There 

would be givens. There would be moves. Walter would lay out the givens.”135 

 Another work by Duchamp intended for Arensberg titled Rendez-vous du 

Dimanche 6 Février 1916 . . . is an interesting precursor of mail art (although it does not 

seem to have been actually mailed) (Fig. 55). The text is written on four blank postcards. 

Despite the fact that Duchamp professed to having avoided sense in this work, Schwarz 

naturally produced a reading along the lines of Arensberg’s suspect interpretations of 

Shakespeare.136 In Schwarz’s view, each word relates (however tenuously) to something 

in the Large Glass or in Duchamp’s life. In their interpretation, Nesbit and Savelson-

Gorse focused on Duchamp’s tricks such as what they call a “phonetics of 

homophones.”137 They point out Duchamp’s experimentation with combining similar 

sounding words in French and English. The meaning Nesbit and Savelson-Gorse procure 

is based on the sound of the words rather than their definitions or even connotations, 

remarking that “merely speaking these words would release a torrent of carnality, like it 

or not.”138
 

Duchamp, along with his alter ego Rrose Sélavy, was known for his puns.139 

Robert Pincus-Witten goes so far as to call the pun “the central organizing principle of 

Duchamp’s art.”140 He featured puns in many of his works including Rrose’s name itself 

(Eros, c’est la vie), as well as Anemic Cinema (the title is an anagram), a film of rotating 

disks, half of which featured wordplays while the other disks consisted of pulsating 

spirals and eccentric circles.141 While sometimes simple or somewhat silly, Duchamp’s 
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puns could also have multiple levels of meaning—four or five, even, according to 

Duchamp.142 Anne d’Harnoncourt described the pun as “one of Duchamp’s favorite 

devices,” for it “operates on a principle of infra-mince [Infrathin] by containing two or 

more meanings within one phrase—the thriftiest use of language based on tiny shifts of 

sound or spelling.”143 Puns also formed unexpected correspondences. Both Duchamp and 

Johnson relished a pun’s ability to bring together two disparate elements.144 We saw, for 

example, how Johnson linked Warhol with a shoe and Duchamp’s Why Not Sneeze, 

Rrose Sélavy? through the assonance of a sneeze and “a shoe.” As Schwarz wrote of 

Duchamp’s punning, “The wider the gap between these two realities in ordinary life, the 

brighter will be the spark that illuminates their formerly undiscovered relationship.”145 

 
 
Words and Codes in Johnson’s Collages 

 

Johnson’s collages frequently involved words that he manipulated—altering, 

adding or subtracting one letter at a time as in Taoist Toast!, in which by inverting the “i” 

he gained an exclamation point (Fig. 56).146 This effect could also happen accidentally. 

Johnson embraced typographical errors, loving the element of chance that they added to 

his work. Even in conversation he would reverse letters and let the discussion follow the 

new word, often leaving his interlocutor behind.147 He also played with the multiple 

meanings of words, allowing the alternative definitions to spin off in every direction. As 

he explained his creative process, “I’m always rushing to my Webster’s Third 

Dictionary.”148 While this might imply a love for English, Johnson followed in the 

modernist tradition when he told a friend, “We need new language. I’m so sick of this 

stuff.”149 Throughout his work Johnson highlighted the arbitrary nature of language by 
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both shedding light on words we normally take for granted and by turning seemingly 

transparent language opaque. 

Johnson’s passion for language, like Duchamp’s, encompassed codes and 

untranslated ancient scripts. While Johnson was clearly obsessed with communication—a 

central aspect of all of his art—he often depicted the idea of communication, rather than a 

message itself, so that the viewer remains frustrated trying to decipher an unbreakable 

code. This technique highlights the visual qualities of language, which intrigued Johnson.  

However, it may also relate to Johnson’s experience as a gay man in a 

homophobic society. Codes were necessary in order to communicate with fellow gay men 

without risking being outed in the wrong company. Additionally, I will argue that 

Johnson’s interest in codes was part of a larger cultural phenomenon during WWII and 

the Cold War.  

While looking at a display case of decoder rings in an antique store, Johnson 

explained to his friend Nick Maravell, "The whole basis of the New York 

Correspondance School . . . has to do with these secret messages coming over the radio 

and code systems. . . . the participatory nature of writing these things down and getting 

messages. It's an "in" thing, a secret thing."150 Johnson was one of a legion of children in 

the 1930s who sent away for decoder rings and then listened for clues on the radio to 

translate secret messages.151 During the depression, when families could not afford most 

leisure activities, radio shows were the highlight of many people’s days.152 Children 

gathered to follow the adventures of characters such as Little Orphan Annie. This first 

radio serial left its audience in suspense each night, anxious to see their heroine to 

safety.153 In 1940 Captain Midnight replaced Little Orphan Annie after a ten-year run, 
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perhaps because of the perceived need for a strong, masculine hero to lead the country 

through the war. Captain Midnight fought evil the world over. Solving puzzles and 

cracking codes were integral to his adventures, leading one historian to dub him “the 

biggest cryptographer in radio.”154  

The makers of Ovaltine (the savvy sponsors of both shows) aimed to make their 

listeners feel part of an exclusive group—just as Johnson described the New York 

Correspondance School as an “in” thing. Listeners could send in a dime and the inner seal 

of an Ovaltine jar and, in return, they would receive a token of their membership in a 

secret society. As part of Captain Midnight’s Secret Squadron, members each got a 

decoder ring or Code-O-Graph, as they were sometimes called. A cipher disk in its most 

rudimentary form, this device consisted of two moveable rings—one of letters and one of 

numbers—for reading and writing codes. At the close of select episodes listeners were 

given an encoded phrase. With their Code-O-Graphs they could interpret the message, 

which usually related to the events of the next broadcast.155 Secret Squadron members 

were encouraged to form smaller clubs and to practice sending messages amongst 

themselves—a suggestion Johnson followed years later with the creation of the NYCS.156  

The innate childhood attraction to secrecy grew in the years of World War II and 

the Cold War, when tales of espionage and cryptography in the news and entertainment 

intrigued both young and old.157 With the explosion of the atom bomb, the fate of the 

world depended on this information not falling into the wrong hands. Long before the 

infamous witch-hunt of Senator McCarthy, a feeling of uncertainty caused citizens to be 

suspicious of everyone around them.158 Fear and mistrust spread to every corner of 

society. In a culture in which one could be encouraged to spy on one’s neighbors and the 
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mail was regularly searched, people logically were interested in secret languages and 

other strategies for maintaining confidentiality.159  

While Communism appeared to be the largest threat to national security, it took 

very little political conviction to earn a spot on one of the blacklists or in an FBI file. 

Homosexuals (or “sexual deviants,” to use the term of the time) were one of the key 

groups targeted by the House Un-American Committee, making the 1950s perhaps the 

most homophobic decade in United States history.160 Senator McCarthy was certain that 

homosexuals were likely to be spies because of their susceptibility to blackmail in order 

to hide what he saw as their “perversion.” Hence, right alongside the “Red Scare” came 

the “Lavender Scare.”161 In fact, “more homosexuals then Communists lost their 

positions, and many of them found themselves publicly named, shamed, or otherwise 

blacklisted” according to David Johnson.162 Gays were expunged from the government as 

well as from many private companies. Right-wing stumpers depicted homosexuality as 

“an epidemic infecting the nation, actively spread by Communists to sap the strength of 

the next generation.”163 These fears were exacerbated by Alfred Kinsey’s reports, first 

published in 1948.164 Kinsey’s less than scientific, though highly influential, studies 

found that homosexuality was widespread and seemingly invisible. Contrary to popular 

belief, one could not tell a homosexual by his appearance, nor his actions. No space was 

“safe,” no profession “immune.”165 

The repercussions of this sentiment played out in all areas of life. New York was 

one of many cities where police stepped up their harassment of homosexuals in the 1950s 

and early 1960s in an effort to “clean up.”166 Vice squads and Post Office Censors took it 

upon themselves to root out the homosexuals from their midst. Censorship became a 
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prominent issue in the middle of the twentieth century, particularly regarding Communist 

and “obscene” materials. While the definition of “obscene” was continually under debate, 

it always included anything relating to homosexuality. For that reason Post Office 

censors closely monitored materials that targeted a gay male audience, such as physique 

magazines.167 Some publications were effectively closed down by the denial of second-

class postage status.168 In other instances, the censors traced these mailings and then 

exposed the recipients. In the homophobic culture, this information often led to loss of 

employment and the severing of family connections. The censors also joined pen pal 

clubs, which gay men used to meet one another. Posing as a gay man, the censor would 

engage in correspondence with another man until he had “proved” his interlocutor was a 

homosexual, and then he would trace that person’s mail to uncover other “deviants.”169 

To circumnavigate these types of surveillance, commercial distributers concealed 

materials in plain, sealed envelopes, which by law could only be opened by the 

addressee. However, the security of the sealed envelope only went so far. If a censor 

suspected a sender of mailing obscene materials, he simply requested these materials 

under a pseudonym. Once he had the materials in hand, he could then make his 

accusation.170 

In the midst of this homophobic climate Johnson struggled with his sexuality, 

seeking answers first in Christian Science and then psychiatry or psychology.171 Johnson 

had a few intimate relationships with women but men were his main attraction and the 

one long-term relationship in his life was with another man, Lippold.172 According to 

Jonathan Katz, “The postwar period’s triumphant psychoanalytic models worked to 

isolate, individualize and pathologize sexual difference as one’s own personal neurosis 
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and private failure—thereby cleaving queer people from one another.”173 It probably was 

not until Johnson enrolled at Black Mountain College, or perhaps even later when he 

moved to New York City, that he found a queer artistic community. Katz continues,  

At a cultural moment in which early queer activist groups like the Mattachine 
Society actually invited psychologists to lecture their membership on the 
relationship between same-sex desires and neurosis, the impulse to contain and 
delimit the audience to one’s work can seem merely a rational response to a truly 
hostile culture.174 

 
It is no wonder in this environment, that Johnson employed codes in his artwork. 

As a homosexual in the mid-twentieth century, Johnson would have engaged with 

codes on a daily basis. Gay men used a private language to identify themselves to other 

gay men but remain inconspicuous to the heterosexual crowd. Particular styles or colors 

of clothing could help one pick out a fellow gay man. Making eye contact could confirm 

one’s suspicions. Harold Beaver describes gays’ proclivity for signs both for their use in 

communicating amongst kindred spirits, and for evading the danger of disclosure: 

Exclusion from the common code impels the frenzied quest: in the momentary 
glimpse, the scrambled figure, the sporadic gesture, the chance encounter, the 
reverse image, the sudden slippage, the lowered guard. In a flash meanings may 
be disclosed; mysteries wrenched out and betrayed.175 

 
During a time when being queer was literally illegal, these alternative codes were a very 

serious matter. 

 As I will show in the next chapter, Johnson formed his own community in the 

NYCS in the midst of this homophobic society. Even within this group Johnson was 

extremely private about his love life, although he seemed to enjoy trying to shock some 

of his friends —bringing them to the riskiest leather bars and inundating them with sexual 

imagery through the mail.176 Besides occasionally sending “obscene” material, Johnson’s 

use of the postal system for the NYCS mocks the type of surveillance prevalent at the 
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time by continually confusing the distinction between public and private, as well as the 

roles of author, middleman, and recipient. He often sent things to one person with 

instructions to send it on to another. Tracing Johnson’s mail would have been a full-time 

job. Also, his use of code and other indecipherable languages would have frustrated the 

ablest of censors. Johnson and the other members of the NYCS continually tested the 

limits of the postal system. One has to acknowledge the system in order to use it as part 

of one’s art, as Jean-Marc Poinset explained in the introduction to his 1971 Paris 

exhibition, Mail Art Communication: A Distance Concept.177 Otherwise, it is just art sent 

through the mail rather than mail art. The postal institution, Poinset argues, is organized 

by rules and methods, which make it remarkably analogous to society as a whole. The 

attraction of the postal system for Johnson was, at least in part, its regimented quality and 

its complicated intertwined connections with society. As he said when looking at the 

decoder rings, “it’s an in thing, a secret thing.” 

Whether or not Johnson’s intentions in forming the NYCS were explicitly 

political, he could not have been immune to the cultural angst of the moment.178 

Surveillance was a part of most writers’ and artists’ everyday lives during the 1950s.179 

Artists were frequent targets of investigators because society typically viewed them as 

aberrant and therefore suspect (in fact, some sources attribute the delays Duchamp 

experienced in getting his United States citizenship to McCarthy era prejudices).180 

Paranoia and self-censorship were two of the most common results of this climate.181 Yet, 

as artist Claus Oldenburg recalled, this pervasive censorship also encouraged 

retaliation.182 
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In one direct reference to mail censorship, Johnson performed two “mailing 

events” from Intercourse, Pennsylvania. “[That] is in the Pennsylvania Dutch country,” 

Johnson explained in a later interview. He continued:  

And I know the post office there because we drove many many miles just to post 
letters so that they would have that cancellation which related at that time to a 
publisher who was –I think it was Ralph Ginzburg –it was an early court 
pornography case of what could be mailed through the postal system.183 

 
Indeed, Ginzburg was sentenced to five years in prison for mailing supposedly obscene 

materials, and for advertising their salacious content by mailing them from Intercourse, 

PA.184 Johnson’s interest in Ginzburg’s case strengthens the argument that Johnson used 

codes in order to block (and call attention to) communication.  

Johnson indulged his love of codes in his mature collages, all of which are meant 

to communicate—but communicate without necessarily revealing one precise meaning. 

Some works contain recognizable language, while others only hint at language or the act 

of communication itself. The collages communicate by first drawing us in with a few 

recognizable words or a familiar image. Johnson gives us plenty to spark our curiosity—

to make us confident that there is a message to decipher. Perhaps in an effort to invent a 

new language (as Rimbaud had proposed and as Duchamp had suggested in his Green 

Box), Johnson peppered his work with codes, decipherable and otherwise. The inspiration 

of cryptographers such as Captain Midnight also appears in Johnson’s art. For example, 

the simplest form of a cipher (the type that a Captain Midnight Code-O-Graph could 

produce) maintains either the traditional alphabetical or numerical sequence on one ring 

while that on the other ring is scrambled. Alternatively, an encryptor can create a cipher 

alphabet by choosing a key phrase such as RAY and using this as the start of the cipher 
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alphabet. The rest of the alphabet is all the other letters in their normal, alphabetical order 

beginning where the key phrase ends.185 

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z 
R A Y Z B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q S T U V W X 

 
This type of device provided Johnson a way to break out of the expected. If a 

word in a collage had two letters in a row that followed the sequence of the alphabet, 

Johnson might continue off in that direction rather than finish writing the word he had set 

out to pen. As William Wilson has explained, Johnson often changed the rules midway, 

entering with one set of rules and exiting with another.186 One example of this practice 

can be seen in the collage Mayan Letters, which takes the title of Charles Olson’s book 

discussed shortly (Fig. 57). In the lower right Johnson has written the name “Shirley,” but 

below that he draws out the “HI” from the name and from there continues on in 

alphabetical sequence. 

By using figures that stand in for letters or words instead of words themselves, 

Johnson emphasized the visual qualities of language as well as suggesting secret codes. 

In Oedipus/Elvis I Johnson’s small “moticos,” noted earlier, are lined up outside of 

Elvis’s mouth like a speech bubble (Fig. 12). Their placement in relation to the figure’s 

mouth as well as their grid-like organization associate them with language. We are not 

meant to be able to ascertain what Elvis is saying, only that he is speaking.  

We will never know what Johnson intended Elvis to be saying, but in one case he 

did provide a cipher. Johnson invented a letter system in which a figure holding flags in 

various positions stands for each letter in the Roman alphabet and a few words (READY, 

ANNUL, and NUM) (Fig. 58). A similar code was featured in a Sherlock Holmes 

detective story (Fig. 59).187 In this cipher little dancing stick figures (some with flags) 
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replace letters.188 It is probable that Johnson knew the Holmes cipher; besides the two 

codes’ obvious similarities, the figure in Johnson’s code wears Holmes’ emblematic 

trench coat and hat.  

Johnson’s interest in codes most likely evolved while he was a student at Black 

Mountain College. With many European refugees at the college as well as 

unconventional liberals, Black Mountain drew the disdaining eye of some of its 

neighbors, thus making it an appropriate location to foster an interest in secret languages. 

While there was never any formal investigation, rumors suggested the college was a 

Communist enclave, and the FBI visited on several occasions to talk with individuals.189 

These visits undoubtedly punctured the feeling of utopian isolation, reminding the 

community of the potential consequences of their liberal beliefs and lifestyle. The 

refugees also kept language continually on everyone’s mind due to translation issues. 

When Josef Albers began teaching, he spoke only a few words of English. At first he 

depended on a translator, but when Anni became suspicious that the translator was not 

being true to her husband’s intention, Josef learned to teach primarily through action.190 

This frustrating experience must have heightened his students’ awareness of the 

complexities of language and to their dependence on it. A few of Albers’ principal 

lessons involved language. One of the first exercises in his classes was to have the 

students try to write their names in mirror script as well as upside down and upside down 

in reverse, pulling them away from both physical and visual habits and forcing them to 

approach everything they saw with fresh eyes.191 Similarly, in his “typofacture exercise” 

Albers presented students with what looked like text but was really only random shapes 

and lines meant to give the appearance of text. Albers included the following caption for 
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this exercise in a book of his lectures, Search Versus Re-Search (1969):  

Relative to our matière studies, which aim at a special training of the hand, we 
show here only studies of so-called typofacture, that is, the overall appearance of 
printed text. Without making the individual letter forms or word groups, the hand 
movement makes marks which produce the impression of this special type of 
printed order.192 
 

The meaning of the text was inconsequential to Albers, who wanted the students to focus 

on the marks and the overall impression on the page.  

 
 

Johnson, Joseph and Anni Albers, and Maya Glyphs 

The search for alternative languages could be seen as a central theme at Black 

Mountain, where in every medium of art as well as in literature, science, and math 

innovative scholars were free to push beyond the traditional tactics of their disciplines. 

Students and teachers alike were inspired by Pre-Columbian languages, particularly 

Maya hieroglyphs, which, at that time, were an unsolved puzzle—a secret message 

thousands of years old.193 Major progress in deciphering the glyphs was just beginning to 

be made in the mid to late 1940s and developed more fully after Johnson had left the 

College.194 Nonetheless, the glyphs were likely a focus at Black Mountain during 

Johnson’s time there.195 

The visually beautiful secret language of the glyphs must have resonated with 

Johnson, given his sensitivity to the visual qualities of language. While his colleagues 

may have tried to decode the glyphs, Johnson seems to have embraced their very 

indecipherability.196 Both Johnson’s collage and correspondence work relate to the 

format of the untranslated glyphs. Each element in Johnson's collages appears to 

communicate through its association with everything around it, just as the parts of a 
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glyph or the letters in a word combine to express a concept; yet a full understanding 

always lies just out of reach.197 In his Correspondence Art Johnson played with the very 

idea of communication, sending artful missives to both friends and strangers. While 

thwarting communication by ensuring that his recipient would never entirely understand 

the message, Johnson maintained the idea of communication with the use of the letter 

format (i.e., a missive in an envelope). Likewise, Maya glyphs (and Andean weavings as 

I will discuss in the next section) suggested communication but did not reveal their 

original meanings to their enthusiasts at Black Mountain College.  

The fascination with Maya glyphs and Pre-Columbian cultures in general at Black 

Mountain had started in the early 1930s following Josef and Anni Albers’s first trip to 

Mexico. Since their arrival to North Carolina in 1933 the Albers had been eager to 

explore Central America. They had studied Pre-Columbian art in Europe and 

coincidentally, at the time they arrived in New York, the spectacular contents of “Tomb 

7,” from Monte Alban, Mexico—often compared to those in the tomb of King 

Tutankhamen—were on display at Penn Station.198 The Albers traveled to Latin America 

as often as they could over the next two decades, taking part in what Helen Delpar has 

called the “enormous vogue of things Mexican.”199 With the end of the Mexican 

Revolution in 1920, the United States had begun to strengthen its ties with its Southern 

neighbor and Mexico sought to emphasize its pre-conquest identity.200 Archaeologists 

made great strides in the 1940s and 1950s, uncovering thousands of burials and 

presenting their findings to the eager public through publications and exhibitions.201  

The Albers shared their preoccupation with Pre-Columbian art with the Black 

Mountain community through a collection of textiles that Anni assembled for the College 
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and their personal collection of miniature figures.202 Josef employed countless 

photographs of their trips to Latin America in his classes and lectures. Additionally, he 

requested copies of significant exhibition catalogues of Pre-Columbian art for the College 

library.203 On several occasions Josef arranged for traveling exhibitions to visit Black 

Mountain, including an exhibition of Maya art in 1937. Discouraging students from the 

traditional study period in Europe, Josef recommended that they instead travel to Mexico 

to learn from both the ancient and contemporary arts found there.204 He believed that the 

ancient Americans were “THE representatives of abstract art,” and used their example to 

lend authority to his own work and ideas.205 

Both Josef and Anni took what they admired in Pre-Columbian art and 

incorporated it into their art. Among other things, Josef was attracted to the mixing of 

sculpture and architecture, figure-ground fluctuations, the interplay of solids and voids, 

and the use of serial imagery. Brenda Danilowitz has suggested a connection between 

Josef’s Homage to the Square series and his observations of “Mexico’s pre-Hispanic 

stepped temples.”206 Certainly the abstract, geometric simplicity of much Pre-Columbian 

art resonated with Josef’s own art. For Anni, it was the technical superiority of the 

Andean weavers that intrigued her. In a 1945 article she lauded ancient Peruvians as the 

“greatest culture in the history of textiles.”207 She later dedicated her book On Weaving to 

“[her] great teachers, the weavers of ancient Peru.”208 Virginia Gardner Troy has 

remarked that because so many Peruvian textiles had found their way to Berlin museums 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century rather than in North or South America, 

Anni had a deeper knowledge of Andean textiles by the 1930s than her American 
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counterparts.209 Troy therefore credits Anni as being one of the greatest early promoters 

of these works.  

When Josef and Anni Albers left Black Mountain in 1949, interest in Maya 

glyphs did not leave with them but continued under Charles Olson, the next rector, who 

studied glyphs intensely. A “Glyph Exchange” in 1951 included a poem by Olson, a 

dance by Katherine Litz to a score by Lou Harrison, and a drawing by Ben Shahn all 

inspired by glyphs and presented to one another as gifts.210 Olson’s letters to Robert 

Creeley about his trip to Mexico were published as Mayan Letters in 1953 and are full of 

exuberant praise of the Maya language, which Olson was discovering first hand.211  

Hazel Larsen Archer, a close friend of Johnson’s and an important figure at Black 

Mountain, was also deeply involved with the Maya, but in a more spiritual way. Having 

traveled to Mexico in the early 1940s, Archer joined the mystical cult of The Mayan 

Order, based in San Antonio and led by the charismatic Rose Dawn. In those days for just 

a few dollars one could become a member, receiving mailings, books and instructions for 

secret passwords and handshakes with which to communicate with fellow Maya. The 

ultimate promise of the teachings was happiness.212 Archer and Johnson remained close 

long after their shared time at Black Mountain and undoubtedly discussed Archer’s 

enduring love for all things Maya.213 

The undeciphered glyphs surely attracted Johnson who had “an air of carrying 

secrets,” according to his friend and fellow alumnus, Marie Tavroges Stilkind.214 As we 

will see, glyph-like shapes appear in Johnson’s art over the course of his career, 

contributing to his explorations of language. Johnson had more in common with Anni 

Albers than their shared love of glyphs though. Communication in general fascinated 
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both artists.  

 
 
Weaving Correspondence: Anni Albers and Ray Johnson 

 
It is difficult to reconcile Johnson’s stunning early work with his equally striking, 

yet vastly different, mature collages. Josef Albers discouraged students from saving the 

studies they did for class, or even signing them.215 Johnson followed these instructions 

closely, burning most of his student work and early paintings in the 1950s.216 Fortunately, 

a few examples of Johnson’s early work survive, and they do reflect Josef’s example. 

Johnson’s Three Circles (Fig. 60) could well have even been made to complete one of 

Josef’s design or color assignments. Yet this work, with its pure, geometric simplicity, is 

a far cry from works painted shortly thereafter such as Ladder Whirled or Calm Center 

with their intricate patterns of overlapping and intersecting stripes (Figs. 8 and 61). These 

works evoke colorful textiles. The intricate weaving together of blocks of color and the 

perpendicular pattern of warp and weft are undeniable. One explanation for the textile-

like design of his first paintings is a connection to weaving, and in particular to the textile 

artist Anni Albers. Anni is never listed as one of Johnson’s mentors, but the interests she 

and Johnson shared in addition to the visual connections between their work suggest the 

likelihood of a close relationship between the two.217  

 Johnson’s attraction to indecipherable language is one that he shared with Anni, 

who was incredulous about the apparent lack of written language in the Peruvian cultures 

she so admired for their weaving.218 She believed that their textiles served as texts or as 

“their way of speaking about the world.”219 This was an idea that she extended to all 

textiles to some degree, and she highlighted the text-like qualities in many of her 
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works.220 Troy describes Anni’s 1936 weaving entitled Ancient Writing (Fig. 62) as 

abstract yet textual:  

Without actually representing particular glyphs or pictures, she evoked the 
idea of a visual language by grouping differently textured and patterned 
squares together like words or glyphs, and locking this “text” within an 
underlying grid . . . [and] set within margins . . . .221 

 
The two light vertical bands on either side become the “margins” in Ancient Writing. 

One’s eye follows the blocks and lines within the central area as if they were words on 

the page. Mary Jane Jacob was the first to describe the shapes in this work as “symbols or 

calligraphic marks, like glyphs from some undeciphered language.”222 Their placement in 

relation to each other as well as our predisposition to text encourages reading this work 

from top to bottom, left to right. There is, of course, no way to interpret what this “text” 

is meant to convey. The weaving simply portrays writing, rather than an embedded 

meaning; equally mysterious as an example of ancient writing, waiting to be deciphered. 

Numerous other works in Anni’s oeuvre, such as Open Letter of 1958 and Code 

of 1962, illustrate her understanding of textiles as forms of communication (Figs 63 and 

64). Like Johnson, Anni stressed the idea of communication over the message itself. She 

collected examples of all sorts of texts in non-Latin alphabets, both translated and 

indecipherable. Her archives contain examples of Sumerian, Japanese, Cuneiform, 

Arabic, and Maya hieroglyphs among others.223 The common thread shared by all of 

these texts is the goal to communicate. Did Anni attempt to translate these fragments and 

the possible messages she believed were embedded in the Maya and Inca textiles she 

collected? Considering her preoccupation with the visual character of language it is more 

likely that she, like Johnson, was drawn to the ancient languages’ very indecipherability. 
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The presence of musical notation along with these snippets of language reinforces this 

idea that Anni relished the abstract qualities of language.224  

While the Albers were on sabbatical from Black Mountain in 1947 Johnson 

enrolled in weaving classes with Anni’s substitutes, Trude Guermonprez and Franziska 

Mayer.225 Mayer felt as much a student as a teacher at Black Mountain where she learned 

from Anni to design directly on the loom, in dialogue with the materials.226 Thus, she 

more than likely passed Anni’s lessons on to her own students. Guermonprez developed a 

new technique while at the collage that involved painting both on the warp as she began 

and on the finished weaving.227 This integration of painting and textiles may have been 

appealing to students outside of the weaving specialty. While we know very little about 

Johnson’s experience in the weaving class, it seems plausible that Johnson combined the 

lessons he learned in Josef’s color and design courses with those he garnered from the 

weaving classes to develop his abstract striped style. The importance of weaving in 

Johnson’s education becomes clearer in light of the astonishing resemblance between 

Johnson’s early painting, Calm Center, and a specific Andean royal tunic, which came to 

the attention of scholars around the same time Johnson was working in this textile-like 

style (Fig. 65). 

Robert Woods Bliss purchased this tunic, which is now in the Dumbarton Oaks 

collection, sometime between 1947 and 51. The periodical Américas published a black 

and white detail of it in 1951, and it is likely that the Albers saw the tunic in the National 

Gallery of Art, where Bliss’ growing collection was on display from 1947 to 1962.228 

Unfortunately, the records surrounding this tunic are very limited. A similar tunic in the 

collection of the American Museum of Natural History in New York appeared in 
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Lehmann’s 1924 book on ancient Peruvian art, which several sources agree was in the 

Black Mountain library.229 Johnson may have also visited the Museum of Natural History 

during his hiatus from college in 1945, during which time he lived in New York, or after 

the fall of 1948, when he moved there permanently.230 Though it may be impossible to 

prove that Johnson saw the Dumbarton Oaks textile, the visual similarities between it and 

Calm Center are remarkable. It is probable that Johnson either saw the tunic in person or 

(more likely) in reproduction. 

Both works consist of a grid with each square filled with a slightly different 

configuration (the larger tunic does have some repetition). Some squares in both works 

are divided up into smaller units, while vertical stripes fill others. Frequent diagonals 

make the works pulse. Dark squares quell the busy pattern around them. In the case of 

Calm Center, just one black center square becomes a vortex, pulling in all the swirling 

energy around it. In the tunic three darker squares punctuate the front side, emphasizing 

the random order of this grid. Try as one might, no consistent pattern can be found in 

either work. 

Besides its stunning visual beauty and its excellent condition, Anni could have 

been drawn to the Dumbarton Oaks tunic for the same reason it enticed later scholars. In 

the 1960s and 70s, several researchers argued that the patterns on Inca tunics like this one 

were a form of language. Peruvian anthropologist Victoria de la Jara and Thomas 

Barthel, a German epigrapher, claimed to have deciphered part of the royal tunic.231 Like 

other scholars, they tried to find a pattern in the grid and worked out various complicated 

mathematical schemes in order to decode it. Unfortunately, as Rebecca Stone points out, 

“We cannot expect Inca viewers to have made the king stand still while [the people] 
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diagram such an elaborate system, especially since they were not allowed to look at him 

directly.”232 It is therefore unlikely that the pattern was intended to be a legible message. 

While readings such as de la Jara’s and Barthel’s were quickly refuted, it is 

possible that Anni’s understanding of Andean textiles as a type of language followed a 

similar argument. In contrast to the scholars who tried to establish a pattern in the tunic, 

Troy suggests that Anni and Johnson may have valued the variability of the grid. She 

writes: “I think that both Albers and Johnson appreciated the notion that these grid-based 

codified patterns could be arranged and rearranged by folding, flipping, and turning, 

thereby changing the meaning.”233 Analogously, Johnson once described his own works 

as like playing cards, reshuffled into a different story every time they are shown.234 

Regardless whether we are interpreting the tunic as a text or not, both it and Johnson’s 

Calm Center encourage the viewer to try to puzzle them out, to locate a pattern, as if 

there must be a hidden meaning to unlock.  

It is clear that Johnson and Anni shared a fascination with the mysteries of 

communication. Both viewed their art as a form of communication and called their 

viewers’ attention to this act of exchange. They relished the formal qualities of language 

and emphasized these in their work. While Johnson soon moved away from his initial 

abstract paintings to his mature collages, the principles of communication and a 

metaphorical “weaving” together of elements remain.  

 

 

The Visual Aspect of Language: Johnson’s Collages for Stan VanDerBeek 

 
The wonderful thing about language is that it promotes its own oblivion: my eyes 
follow the line on the paper, and from the moment I am caught up in their 
meaning, I lose sight of them. . . . Expression fades out before what is expressed . 
. .—Maurice Merleau-Ponty 235  



 115 

 Johnson, along with Anni Albers (and many other artists), embraced the visual 

aspect of words, defying Merleau-Ponty’s claim that the letters disappear behind the 

meaning expressed. Like the Concrete Poets (with whom he sometimes exhibited), 

Johnson used words “pictorially, the letters forming a shape as well as a word.”236 As 

noted earlier, Johnson professed that “I can’t write, but I can sure hand-letter,” meaning 

he could draw letters with agility.237 Many of Johnson’s Black Mountain colleagues 

recalled his fascination with fonts.238 Even before college, Johnson had begun to create 

his own signature penmanship, visible in the all-caps labels on his high school drawings 

for Arthur Secunda.239 Design and the back-and-forth play between the significance and 

the actual appearance of a word seemed to come naturally to Johnson. As mentioned in 

the previous chapter, Johnson was first successful as a commercial artist where this talent 

is most needed.  

While Johnson may have felt frustrated by language and agreed that we should 

create a new one, he knew how to make language do visually exactly what he wanted. A 

pair of collages made for experimental filmmaker Stan VanDerBeek in the 1950s, 

features three images of the mime Marcel Marceau. Here Johnson plays with the visual 

quality of language, compressing the letters together so that the words no longer easily 

coalesce (Fig. 66). Polka dots and stripes in other areas of the collage bring out the visual 

quality of the letters, which trumps their function as parts of an intelligible message. On 

Marceau’s face, in particular, the letters are as decorative as his painted eyebrows and 

darkened lips.  

The text in the collage for VanDerBeek embraces the dual role of letters—as both 

images and signifiers. Disconnected from traditional syntax and logical significance, the 
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text takes on the air of a code. We naturally want to puzzle it out, struggle to compose 

words, and rearrange the letters to form a meaningful statement. Like a fragment of an 

ancient stone tablet, the characters suggest language in their form and relation to one 

another, but the over-arching message eludes us. Even in places where the words do 

come together, they answer few questions. “Stan VanDerBeek deep their converted 

tradition all imp, frivolous mid-air situation of together . . . ” the right-hand panel appears 

to read. Mimicking the surreal collage aesthetic of VanDerBeek’s films, Johnson takes 

ordinary words out of their normal context and thus turns them strange. In his films 

VanDerBeek wanted to “suffuse the audience with a collision of facts and data” so that 

“each individual makes his own conclusions . . . or realizations.”240 Johnson follows suit 

with these collages, bombarding the viewer with both image and text to interpret to the 

best of his or her ability.  

Johnson may also be making reference to the modernist poetry he admired, which 

challenged traditional rubrics of rhythm and rhyme. Although the text in Johnson’s 

collages at times resembles the cacophonous procession of words in a Stein poem, he 

valued the visual quality of the words, while she focused on their audial traits. Like the 

poet, Johnson delighted in the associations the viewer brings to the written words and 

images as well as the connections that can be made between them. What do a matador 

and a mime have in common? Is the mime taking the role of the clown who is supposed 

to distract the bull while the matador recovers (a combination of bullfighting and rodeo 

riding traditions)? One of the characters Marceau portrayed as a mime was, in fact, an 

animal trainer for a circus.241 The Albers-like concentric squares become a target when 

placed between the other images. Yet one’s eyes are pulled to the face in triplicate. 
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Where are we supposed to look? The mime has successfully distracted us. The words 

offer little solace or solution. And what does bullfighting have to do with either Johnson 

or VanDerBeek? While compositionally the pieces of this puzzle fit together perfectly, 

conceptually we are left with many unanswered questions to ponder.  

 
 

Non-Roman Characters 

 

In his exploration of communication Johnson also drew on Surrealist René 

Magritte. Highlighting the distance between signifier and signified, Magritte famously 

wrote, “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” under the painting of a pipe based on a commercial 

advertisement (Fig. 67). Johnson frequently quoted Magritte and in one image, he took 

Magritte’s idea a step further, combining the image of the pipe with what is clearly the 

same phrase underneath, only a geometric, glyph-like shape has replaced each letter (Fig. 

68).242 The viewer familiar with the Magritte can still read the phrase even though the 

shapes that correspond to each letter are not consistent (the two “c”s in “ceci,” for 

example, are replaced by two different shapes).243  

One of the glyph-like shapes that appears in Johnson’s art throughout his life 

resembles a simple drawing of a house (coming out of the mouth of the profile in Fig. 

71). Wilson has identified this motif as related to the glyph drawing that Shahn had done 

for Olson at Black Mountain in 1951 (Image not reproduced due to copyright 

restrictions).244 Wilson believes that to Johnson this image was meant to represent the 

mind.245 Johnson often labeled his house images with people’s names such as “De 

Kooning’s House” or “Jean Kelly’s House.” Sometimes the house is surrounded by what 

looks like billowing curtains as if the house were on stage and lush velvet curtains were 
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being drawn back to reveal it. The curtains could also suggest a mind filled with 

turbulence.246 Whatever this figure meant to Johnson, it clearly spoke to him as an image 

that is both symbolic as well as visual. 

 Along with his glyph-like shapes, Johnson also employed languages made up of 

non-Roman characters to point out the arbitrary relationship between sign and signified. 

Several of Johnson’s collages contain definitions cut out of a Yiddish/English dictionary 

that Johnson had found.247 Others include Chinese characters with their English 

translations below. Untitled (Toad/Water) of 1958, for example, has a picture of a toad 

followed by the Chinese symbol for toad, “Toad,” and then the Chinese symbol for water 

and finally “Water” (Fig. 69). Untitled (Toad/Water) could very easily have text at the 

bottom explaining, “This is not a toad,” for neither the image, the Chinese symbol, nor 

the English word really ARE the signified.  

In all of these works Johnson is again responding to the call for a new language 

voiced by both Rimbaud and Duchamp. He also seems to be questioning the idea that 

words can convey meaning. Curator Ina Blom writes of this phenomenon in terms of 

names, which make up the largest percentage of words in Johnson’s collages: “The 

semiotic extremes of naming continually clash against each other, as naming is made 

either so context-bound that all general meanings of a name get lost, or so lost in the play 

of multiple meanings that any sense of precise designation is thwarted.”248 Letters, as 

Johnson showed in his language of flag bearers, have very little to do with the ideas they 

are meant to communicate.  
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The Purpose of Indecipherability  

 
The artists and writers whom I have addressed in this chapter are some of the 

most challenging to comprehend. The sparsity or overabundance of words and their 

nonlinearity frustrate the viewer/reader at every turn. Are these images/texts meant to 

communicate a message? Why were these artists reluctant to state their meaning plainly? 

As we have seen, the culture of the 1950s in which Johnson worked undoubtedly played a 

role in the creation of his style and helps to explain the at-times intentional 

indecipherability of his art. In this, he was not alone. 

Many artists were, like Johnson, using signs and symbols in their art without 

alluding to a particular (or easily recognizable) meaning. Rauschenberg referenced codes 

in several of his titles including Decoder and Rebus, although he tried to deny that there 

was any hidden meaning to discover in his work.249 This cool indifference was in its own 

way political, according to Moira Roth, for the denial of the self in the artwork flew in 

the face of the Abstract Expressionists who believed they were pouring themselves onto 

the canvas.250 In 1977 Charles Stuckey offered a highly interpretative reading of 

Rauschenberg’s Rebus, calling it “one of the most extravagant visual-verbal diagrams in 

the entire history of art.”251 Rebuses, Stuckey explained, are “riddles in which pictures 

and signs stand for words or their homonyms or still other words removed only slightly 

from the initial suggestion.”252 In short, pictures could be a visual code. Stuckey’s 

analysis was perhaps too exact, at once making outrageous leaps to establish meaning 

while also blocking alternative interpretations by pinning the piece in place with his 

reading. Stuckey’s approach was directly opposed to curator Alan R. Solomon’s 
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presentation of Rauschenberg in the artist’s 1963 retrospective at the Jewish Museum. 

There Solomon had argued:  

It is not true that the combines are intended to be anagrammatic statements of 
ideas, as it were, which we are expected to puzzle out and which will reveal their 
meaning to us if we succeed in fitting the pieces properly. There are no secret 
messages in Rauschenberg, no program of social or political discontent 
transmitted in code, no hidden rhetorical commentary on the larger meaning of 
Life or Art, no private symbolism available only to the initiate. The enigmatic 
confrontations which he poses for us seem to demand explanation, and they force 
us to examine them more closely, to search for the key, to look. Their real 
meaning is contained in this simple fact, since the more we look, the more we are 
faced with complexities of meaning.253 

 
Both views are perhaps overly black and white. 

Jonathan Katz takes a somewhat middle route, interpreting Rauschenberg’s (and 

others’) use of collage/assemblage as aligned with the need during the Cold War for one 

to have multiple identities, various channels of meaning to reach different audiences, and 

precaution against exposure to unfriendly eyes. Since, if pressed, the collage elements 

these artists used could be explained as simply things recycled from mass culture (rather 

than laden with alternative meanings in their new context), artists were able to “mobilize 

divergent readings, some inconsequential and others quite actively dissident, under the 

very nose of dominant culture.”254  

 Some artists were subtler than others in their use of code. About the work, We 

Two Boys Together Clinging by David Hockney, for example, Katz writes, “the code is 

so simple, so manifestly a code, that it shares almost nothing with Johns’s and 

Rauschenberg’s baroque redirections and instead seems born more of protest than 

precedent.”255 The same could be said of some of Johnson’s more overt codes such as the 

glyph-like shapes coming out of Elvis’s mouth in Oedipus/Elvis I (Fig. 12). In contrast, 

Katz continues, Rauschenberg (and I would argue Johnson in his more complex works) 
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preferred to inundate his viewer with potential signs so that only the intended audience 

would identify those signs that are meant to communicate and the rest will “surrender the 

search for significance amid a forest of signs.”256  

 Katz and Roth in their discussion of the work of Johns agree that indecipherability 

may be political. They point out all the elements of the Cold War climate in Johns’s 

paintings such as codes, layered meanings and the repeated treatment of the same object 

like a witness cross-examined from every angle.257 In Johns’s famous Flag, for example, 

one can make out that there is newspaper underneath the paint and encaustic, but it is 

almost impossible to read any of it, try as we might. While Johns often depicted language 

in his work—layers of letters and numbers for example—the meaning is always 

obscured. Like an unsolvable puzzle, an indecipherable code, or a recalcitrant witness, 

the paintings never divulge a satisfactory message. This refusal, Katz argues, is political 

in a way that allowed Johns as a queer artist to succeed in the art world, which while 

more liberal than the rest of society was still intensely homophobic.258  

 Other writers have identified this tendency in Johns as related to his interest in 

Zen, which he would have learned from Cage. Barbara Rose, for example, writes that 

“much of his imagery which critics have found obscure or unintelligible—the doors 

which open to nowhere, the sinister hands and heads, especially the targets (a crucial Zen 

motif)—has the absurd logic and suspended irony of the Zen koan, the riddle without an 

answer.”259 Either way, the images hint at deeper meanings but refuse our entry. Another 

suggestion relates to Johns’s interest in Wittgenstein’s ideas on perception, which I will 

explore in depth in the next chapter. Curator Michael Crichton summarized the effect of 

this philosophy on Johns’s work: 
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With Johns, the issues of perception—of what you see, and why, and how you 
decide what you are looking at—are not merely questions to be decided in order 
to produce some final effect. They are, instead, the focus of the work itself.260 

 
For Johns, it seems, what was important was that the viewer looked—closely—at “things 

the mind already knows.”261 Whether the viewer beheld hidden meanings in the works 

was perhaps contingent on his or her past experiences.262 

 Johns and Rauschenberg were part of a larger movement to occlude narrativity. 

Kent Minturn has identified in postwar American art in general a strain of “anti-narrative 

impulse, a fascination with opaque graphic elements, pseudo-writing, and signs that fail 

to signify.”263 Minturn attributes this anti-narrative stance (both in the United States and 

France) to the war which led artists to both reject clarity and also search for a shared, 

universal language that could bring the world together.  

 As mentioned previously, artists, including the Abstract Expressionists, 

experimented with sign systems in their paintings, following in the footsteps of artists 

such as Klee. Lee Krasner and Adolph Gottlieb for example, utilized symbols in their 

paintings that suggested meaning without providing answers. Robert Hobbs describes 

Krasner as “oblivious to the potential significance of her mysterious writing,” focusing 

instead on the idea of writing itself.264 Similarly, Gottlieb referenced language in his 

Pictographs series, yet sought to dissuade viewers from searching for one particular 

meaning.265 Alloway related that “Gottlieb told me that when he happened to learn of 

preexisting meanings attached to any of his pictographs, they became unusable. The signs 

needed to be evocative, but unassigned.”266 In 1948, Gottlieb delivered a lecture on the 

importance of “unintelligibility” at the Museum of Modern Art.267 In France, Jean 

Dubuffet—another honoree of a Johnson “Fan Club”—was also interested in 
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unintelligible language. Minturn has discussed how Dubuffet pushed legibility to its 

limits, denying narrative in favor of mystery.268 Art, in Dubuffet’s opinion, should 

“intrigue and disorient. . . . It should remain (even for the author himself) a question and 

not a response.”269 

 Like many of these artists, Johnson included language in his art without giving us 

a key with which to decipher it. Johnson would not have wanted his viewers to 

immediately understand all aspects of his work because he was a mediator, connecting 

people just as he connected his images on the page. He would have hated the idea of one 

person knowing everything about a work. He may, in fact, have purposefully added 

references that the principle viewer would not comprehend in order to force him or her to 

share the work, puzzle over it with others and through a collective consciousness derive 

A meaning (not THE meaning). As Richard Bernstein has argued, 

People who really appreciate [Johnson’s] work understand that there are areas that 
are murky, visible to some, invisible to others and that’s the sheer beauty of it. 
Whereas people who get confused because they feel they have to grasp it all. 
None of us grasp all of anything and that’s one of the things Ray is playing with 
us about.270  

 
Just as Duchamp pointed out the ridiculousness of a fluctuating “standard” meter, 

Johnson parodies our need to rationalize and name.271 Personal stories illuminate the 

works, but they are not completely necessary. Otherwise, why would Johnson have 

bothered sending works from one recipient to another if the middleman were not going to 

be able to get anything from the material passing through his hands? The critic, Claudine 

Isé, described the process of looking at Johnson’s work and the rewards that follow, even 

for the unintended viewer:  

The longer you play Johnson’s games, the more you get out of them, until each 
little discovery and unlikely connection comes to feel like a personal revelation. 



 124 

At a certain point, the artist’s intentions no longer seem to matter—which, of 
course, was Johnson’s intent all along.272  

 
 
Public / Private 

 
 On top of using code and code-like symbols, Johnson also carefully directed his 

art to an understanding audience through his correspondence network and his selective 

display of his collages outside of the gallery system, discussed more fully in the next 

chapter. The recipient (presumably) had some insight into the messages embedded in the 

collage, although, knowing Johnson, the meaning would never have been entirely 

transparent. Because so many of Johnson’s works were made for a particular recipient, 

other viewers of the works may experience the feeling of trying to read a code without 

the cipher—or of “reading over the lender's shoulder, being let in on a one-sided 

conversation,” as described by the director of the North Carolina Museum of Art during 

their 1976 exhibition of Johnson’s work.273  

Well aware of this situation, Johnson at times used his Correspondence Art to air 

what appeared to be very private messages. Toying with the distinction between private 

and public, for example, Johnson sent out a mass mailing featuring a copy of a letter he 

supposedly sent the art historian Leo Steinberg, mentioning items such as Steinberg’s 

baby photo, which Johnson claims Steinberg sent him (Steinberg does not recall 

answering any of Johnson’s missives) (Fig. 70).274 This is perhaps another form of code, 

for the recipients of the mass mailing must have wondered about parts of Johnson’s letter 

to Steinberg and whether it meant more to Steinberg than to them. 

The mail itself is a strange mix of public and private.275 The oldest and largest 

government institution, it is on the one hand extremely public while on the other hand, it 
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holds privacy as almost sacred. The addressed, sealed envelope is never to be opened by 

anyone except the addressee. The laws are clear that this rule may only be broken in the 

case of “dead letters” and during extreme cases such as times of war.276 Thus, the largest, 

oldest government institution carries our private letters—even if they contain 

antigovernment messages. The institution is highly conscious of this conundrum. As we 

saw with Johnson’s mailing event in Intercourse, PA, he was also aware of this issue.  

 Johnson’s confluence of private messages and public medium can be understood 

alongside a trend that emerged at the same time as the indecipherability discussed in this 

chapter. Johnson’s divulgence of the everyday mundane along with the intensely private 

in his Correspondence Art lines up with the emergence of confessional poetry, such as 

Allen Ginsberg’s Howl and Robert Lowell’s Life Studies.277 Confessional poetry inserted 

the autobiographical into what had been a highly formal medium. It was full of taboo 

subjects such as divorce, infidelity, and mental disorders.278 Poetic airing of one’s dirty 

laundry flew in the face of decorum, which, as Diane Wood Middlebrook explains, had 

“developed extreme political significance” during the Cold War.279 While Confessional 

Poetry at first seems completely contradictory to indecipherability, it may actually be 

closely related. This new form of over-exposure of private matters worried many. 

According to Deborah Nelson, while members of the public kept an eye on one another in 

the name of national security, they also became very aware of the gaze and worried about 

the loss of privacy.280 The confessional turn in poetry (and in art as Johnson’s outpouring 

of mail art demonstrates) was evidence in some people’s minds of the slippery slope 

towards a police state. Some feared that people would stop caring what the government 
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knew and would divulge everything.281 As this fear shows, the confessional—just as 

much as the indecipherable—highlighted the culture of surveillance.282 

The Confessional Poets were quite transparent with the information they put 

forward for their readers, but even the writers and artists discussed in this chapter who 

cloaked their work in indecipherability wanted their viewers’ attention. This type of 

indecipherability highlights the fact that there is more here than at first meets the eye. By 

giving the viewers small clues they could understand and aspects that they could 

recognize as language (even if illegible), the artists urged their viewers to look carefully, 

to investigate further. 

Foucault discusses Roussel’s decision to let us in on some of his secrets in his 

How I Wrote Certain of My Books as a mix of confession and occlusion. He points out 

that Roussel does not really resolve anything with this text; he only illuminates the 

existence of a secret.283 Was this intentional? Roussel himself had lost many of the 

original sentences from which the rest of the text grew, and even if we were to trace each 

linguistic turn back to the beginning, we would probably be disappointed by the 

results.284 Mark Polizzotti attributes the “inexhaustible core of mystery” in Roussel’s 

work to the secrecy necessary in Roussel’s own life. Roussel’s sexual preference for 

working class males was a source of shame for him and his family, according to 

Polizzotti. This dependence on duplicity persisted into Roussel’s writing.285 

Katz, once again, would characterize the presentation of the indecipherable by 

Roussel and by artists such as Johnson, Johns, Hockney, and Rauschenberg as political. 

In Katz’s opinion, by making it transparent that they are hiding a secret, queer artists 

were depicting the closet. “In order to qualify as the closet,” Katz writes, “a difference 
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must somehow become visible not as silence but as a silencing, a denying, a withholding 

from view.”286 By evoking codes and cryptic messages without divulging a key, Johnson 

suggests that there is a hidden meaning in his collages and that the search itself is the 

point. 

Yet Ashbery adds in his introduction to Foucault’s book that Roussel felt strongly 

that his writings contained messages that the public ought to understand.287 Roussel was 

devastated when his first publication was poorly received and his disappointment 

unfortunately was never relieved.288 Was Johnson disappointed by his viewers’ inability 

to decipher his messages? Undoubtedly some people did let him down. If you did not 

play the game (particularly with the Correspondence Art), did not respond to the art, but 

simply put it away inside a frame or on a gallery wall, Johnson was likely to rescind his 

gift (he was known for pulling his work from exhibitions at the last minute) or he might  

“drop” you from the NYCS.289 

Following in the footsteps of these literary and artistic giants, the artists of 

Johnson’s generation also turned to language because it constituted community. 

According to many theorists including Jacques Derrida, Michael Warner, and Jean-Marc 

Poinset, the exchange of messages is what makes a community. Derrida explores the 

exchange of gifts as the links that unify a group.290 Just stepping into earshot of a 

message unites a person with the speaker, according to Warner.291 Poinsot highlights the 

exchange of messages in the modern world as the glue in this strange collage of 

humanity.292 Johnson certainly agreed with all of these ideas, as I will discuss in the next 

chapter. He formed his own community of the NYCS through the exchange of missives 

in the mail. He brought people into his world and his art by handing them a thread, 
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showing them (as Roussel and Duchamp did before him) the way into (but not 

necessarily out of) his maze of imagery. He required his viewer to respond—on the most 

basic level by engaging with the material, exploring the maze—or to go further, to send 

something back, further solidifying the bond. Those who are attuned to Johnson’s 

sensibility and who do not turn away in frustration when they cannot decipher the code, 

find that Johnson opens their eyes to see the ordinary world differently. 
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Chapter 3: The Viewer: Looking at Seeing 
 
 In a collage finished in 1987, Johnson filled Duchamp’s profile with small cut-out 

book illustrations, drawings, and a scrap of cloth (Fig. 71). One of the many portraits 

Johnson made of Duchamp, it provides a detailed view of Johnson’s thoughts about the 

elder artist thus I will be returning to this image throughout this chapter. Focused on 

images of vision, it also provides an opportunity to discuss the artists’ relationships to 

their viewers as well as to the science of optics. 

 Duchamp and Johnson, perhaps even more than other artists, were aware of the 

important role the viewer played in the work of art. In his “Creative Act” speech in 1957 

Duchamp outlined what he understood to be a two-sided exchange. According to him, the 

viewer completes the work of art. “The spectator,” Duchamp explained, “brings the work 

in contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications 

and thus adds his contribution to the creative act.”1  

Johnson embraced Duchamp’s ideas in his Correspondence Art—demanding 

active participation from his audience. He challenged the idea of authorship by sending 

missives through middlemen who were instructed to “add to and send to” the next 

recipient.2 Even in his collage work, Johnson required his viewer to actively find the 

correspondences. Johnson, like Duchamp, had a somewhat unusual relationship to his 

audience; both artists complicated the viewing process. They put a great amount of 

responsibility on their viewers and used techniques including optical illusions to engage 

their audiences as well as to bring attention to the act of seeing. Optical illusions, in fact, 

become a tool through which to look at the relationship between Johnson and Duchamp. 

Recognizing the visual tricks that fascinated both artists, we can garner a fuller sense of 
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their intentions for the art. We can also see how viewing one artist’s work through (or 

alongside) that of the other brings new insights to their works. 

In addition to expecting a great deal from their viewers, Duchamp and Johnson 

both aimed for an ideal audience. For Duchamp that meant he hoped for a more receptive 

public fifty to one hundred years after the work’s creation.3 Johnson mailed his art 

directly to members of his Correspondance School, hand selecting his audience rather 

than leaving it up to chance. This private network functioned both alongside and against 

the traditional art world. While many correspondents were art world figures, the 

exchange of art through the mail sidestepped galleries and museums, taking value 

judgments out of their hands. This strategy seems logical when we consider Johnson’s 

mixed feelings about the gallery system. More than just a group of ideal viewers, 

Johnson’s network supported him in the midst of the cut-throat art world and the larger, 

conservative, homophobic society.  

 
 
Seeing Double: Ray Johnson and Marcel Duchamp  

 

While it is impossible to know Johnson’s exact reasoning for using a schematic 

bunny head as his signature, we can recover probable inspirations based on clues within 

his art, his reading habits, and the popular literature of the time (Fig. 72). One connection 

seems particularly auspicious. In 1953 Ludwig Wittgenstein expounded on the 

rabbit/duck illusion in which one sees either a rabbit or a duck in the same image (Fig. 

73).4 Although this was not the first appearance of this optical trick, Wittgenstein’s 

simplified line drawing, more than the highly detailed earlier rendition, is remarkably 

similar to Johnson’s bunny head (Fig. 74).5 Many people learned of Wittgenstein through 
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a review of his book Philosophical Investigations, published in 1957 in Scientific 

American, a magazine aimed at a general audience with an interest in popularized 

science.6 We know from his diaries and interviews that Scientific American was a key 

resource for Jasper Johns and judging from the number of articles from Scientific 

American in Johnson’s files, it likely served an analogous function for him.7 This article 

was part of a burgeoning literature on Wittgenstein. Guido Frongia and Brian 

McGuinness’ bibliography of writings on the philosopher lists 197 articles and books 

published in the 1950s, 363 published in the 1960s and almost 600 in the 1970s.8 Johns 

became such an enthusiast of Wittgenstein in the 1960s that he kept a copy of 

Philosophical Investigations by his bed.9 It is very likely that Johnson discussed 

Wittgenstein with Johns.10 Johnson may have been drawn to the philosopher because 

Wittgenstein’s understanding of perception corresponded closely to his own mode of 

operation. Arthur Danto has suggested:  

Johnson’s basic form of perception consisted in seeing what Wittgenstein called 
“aspects”—the duck in the rabbit (or vice versa), the peace sign in the victory sign 
rotated, the way “pals” and “slap” are anagrams, as if there were some deep truth 
about friendship hidden in this fact [Fig. 75]. To appreciate the disclosure of these 
meanings qualified one as a member of the NYCS. To continue the play required 
that one did not suffer, to use an expression Wittgenstein associated with the 
duck-rabbit, “aspect blindness.”11  

 
 The new interest in Wittgenstein was part of a larger investigation of the 

psychology of perception during the 1960s. As Ann Reynolds has noted, “Vision itself 

changed during the 1960s, not only in terms of how the world looked or what it was 

possible to see, but in terms of vision’s importance to understanding in general.”12 

Countless books and articles on perception were published at this time, affecting artists 

and viewers alike. These included: Rudolph Arnheim’s Art and Visual Perception: A 



 132 

Psychology of the Creative Eye of 1954; E. H. Gombrich’s Art and Illusion: A Study in 

the Psychology of Pictorial Representation of 1961; Magdalen Vernon’s The Psychology 

of Perception of 1962; Matthew Luckiesh’s Visual Illusions: Their Causes, 

Characteristics and Applications of 1965 and Ehrenzweig’s The Psycho-Analysis of 

Artistic Vision and Hearing; an Introduction to a Theory of Unconscious Perception of 

1953.13 

Whereas Wittgenstein’s contribution was to tie perception intimately to language, 

demonstrating that what we see depends on what we know, Gombrich focused 

exclusively on the visual field, describing the use of “schema” (images fit to what we 

already know) to comprehend what one sees.14 Luckiesh concurred, writing that “our 

perception is strongly associated with accustomed ways of seeing objects and when the 

object is once suggested it grasps our mind completely in its stereotyped form.”15 

Arnheim viewed the act of interpretation of an image to be based not on intellect, but on 

“perceptual forces,” both psychological and physical, that convince us of what we are 

seeing.16 Ehrenzweig looked at both conscious and unconscious perception, considering 

how our minds shape what we see.17 Following in this same vein, Vernon explains how 

our ability to perceive improves as our minds develop and we collect experiences to 

which we can compare all new things we encounter.  

Additionally, a dozen articles in Scientific American delved into the topics of 

optical illusion and perception.18 For example, in “Experiments in Perception,” published 

in 1951, W.H. Ittelson and F.P. Kilpatrick discuss optical illusions in order to shed light 

on how we perceive normally.19 They conclude:  

Perception is never a sure thing, never an absolute revelation of “what is.” Rather, 
what we see is a prediction—our own personal construction designed to give us 
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the best possible bet for carrying out our purposes in action. . . . perception is a 
functional affair based on action, experience and probability.20 

 
The authors acknowledged the far reaching implications of their findings in art, science, 

and knowledge in general.  

 In 1968 Ulrie Neisser returned to this subject in an article titled, “The Processes 

of Vision,” dissecting the faulty comparison between the human eye and a camera.21 

Neisser describes vision as “far from passive.”22 As satisfying as it is to imagine images 

entering one’s eyes and being projected onto the retina like a interior photo album, in 

reality perception consists, according to Neisser, of “complex patterns [being] extracted 

from that input and fed into the constructive processes of vision.”23 We are, after all, 

rarely stationary, and are constantly taking in more sensory data. 

 Gerald Oster and Yasunori Nichijima had grand plans for the moiré pattern, the 

optical phenomenon they examined in an eponymously titled article published in1963.24 

They suggest the moiré’s potential uses in mathematics, crystallography, biology, and 

architectural acoustics. While the authors did not explore the use of moiré patterns in 

visual art, perceptual psychology was also of interest to artists for obvious reasons. 

William Seitz, curator at the Museum of Modern Art, acknowledged and gave 

institutional credence to this trend in the arts with his 1965 exhibition The Responsive 

Eye.25 In the exhibition catalogue Seitz quickly discussed the history of perception within 

the visual arts leading up to what he terms “perceptual abstraction.”26 He made an effort 

to group the artists into six subcategories (The Color Image, “Invisible” Painting, 

“Optical” Painting, Black and White, Moiré Pattern, and Reliefs and Constructions) 

although he admits that these designations are neither hard nor fast. In this art, Seitz 

explains that the “ideological focus has moved from the outside world, passed through 
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the work as object, and entered the incompletely explored region area [sic] between the 

cornea and the brain.”27 

Johnson may have been predisposed to pay particular attention to these new 

theories on perception because of his training with Josef Albers at Black Mountain 

College. Albers’s strenuous lessons in color theory emphasized the importance of 

context, proving that the same color could look entirely different when placed on various 

backgrounds. A 1956 article in Life describes Albers’s use of optical tricks to train artists. 

Besides the basic color trick, the article shows Albers playing with optical illusion in 

pattern, as well as the illusion of movement caused by line and by the interaction of 

foreground and background.28 Johnson’s early geometric abstract paintings display a 

clear understanding of these methods. While none of the texts on perceptual psychology 

were in Johnson’s personal library at the time of his death, there is ample evidence that 

he was engaged with these ideas, particularly, I would argue, as they pertained to 

Duchamp.  

Wittgenstein’s illustration of the duck/rabbit optical trick most resembles 

Johnson’s signature bunny head, but many of the authors I have discussed employed the 

puzzle for their own purposes. Gombrich, for example, used the rabbit/duck illusion to 

call attention to the fact that the viewer’s past experience is a central part of perception. 

Every viewer carries with him his own “mental set” of images and experiences that 

condition him to see either the duck or the rabbit.29 More broadly speaking, one’s mental 

set of images will make one see differently from everyone else. This idea that a viewer’s 

past observations teach him how and what to see is called “internalist.”30 Similar 

interpretations also appeared in articles such as Ittelson and Kilpatrick’s “Experiments in 
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Perception” discussed above. Johnson was well aware of this idea and in fact relished it.31 

David Bourdon described Johnson’s works as “the equivalent of Rorschach inkblot tests 

that can be interpreted in almost as many ways as there are individuals to examine 

them.”32 Scholars Muffet Jones and Donna De Salvo have suggested that if all of his 

viewers were to combine their views of a collage by Johnson, we might arrive at a 

complete understanding of the work.33 However, using Gombrich as our guide, we may 

find that it is impossible to merge the various views of Johnson’s work to form a single 

whole. Like the rabbit/duck conundrum, we may only be able to see one image at a 

time.34 With that said, knowing that a figure is ambiguous changes one’s view of it, even 

if only one interpretation is visible at a time. What is captured is ambiguity itself.  

The duck/rabbit figure was not the only thing that Johnson drew from 

Wittgenstein. Johnson’s technique of using correspondences to alter a viewer’s 

perception also relates to the philosopher’s theories. Wittgenstein wrote that “if you 

search in a figure (1) for another figure (2), and then find it, you see (1) in a new way. 

Not only can you give a new kind of description of it, but noticing the second figure was 

a new visual experience.”35 Similarly, in Johnson’s work the same image appears in 

multiple collages but in each it takes on new meanings based on its surroundings. By 

pointing out correspondences Johnson opened his viewers’ eyes to see everything around 

them differently. 

 The relevance of Wittgenstein and Gombrich to Johnson’s work is clear, but the 

model of the optical illusion itself can help to elucidate the relationship between Johnson 

and Duchamp. Duchamp with Blue Eyes is one of a series of collages Johnson made 

featuring Duchamp’s profile and a painted, twisting rope (Fig. 71). According to the dates 
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Johnson wrote on these works, the series occupied him on and off for more than a decade, 

beginning in the mid 1970s. Johnson had a reputation for reworking his pieces, therefore 

it is likely that the sections these works have in common were all made in close proximity 

of one another and that Johnson then brought each collage up to its current state as the 

mood struck him. This series relates to Allegorie de Genre, a work Duchamp designed for 

Vogue Magazine in 1943 in honor of Presidents’ Day (Fig. 76).36 Duchamp’s collage 

includes the profile of George Washington as the United States/Canada border and 

stained gauze studded with stars in obvious reference to the U.S. flag. The editors of 

Vogue rejected Duchamp’s design most likely because the iodine stained gauze was too 

blood-like, especially for a country at war.37 The image was consequently published in 

1944 in the Surrealist magazine VVV.38 Johnson could have known the work from 

Schwarz’s 1969 Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, although it was also exhibited at 

the Whitney in 1945 before its appearance in the 1973 Philadelphia Duchamp 

retrospective.39 

Apart from the fact that both works include profiles, the connection between 

Johnson’s Duchamp with Blue Eyes and Duchamp’s Allegorie may seem like quite a leap. 

Yet in Johnson’s world no thought, image or word is definite or isolated. Each image 

connects to every past occurrence of the image, and to the associations that it brings to 

mind. In an exemplary essay on one of his favorite personalities, Marianne Moore, 

Johnson pivoted from one thought to the next and wrote the following progression: “The 

A. and P. Tea Company. The Atlantic Ocean. The Pacific Ocean. The Mississippi. 

Huckleberry Finn. Huckleberry pie.”40 At first spelling out the abbreviation, Johnson 

seems to then write the next word that comes to mind, triggered by the mention of these 
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bodies of water. From “Mississippi,” Johnson makes a literary association to Huckleberry 

Finn and then finally to a pie that shares the same first word. This demonstrates only a 

portion of the range of correspondences that Johnson saw all around him. Undoubtedly if 

one could say “The A. and P. Tea Company” to Johnson today, he would come up with a 

completely new stream of connections.  

Johnson, in the tradition of Gombrich’s understanding of perception, expected his 

viewers to bring their own mental sets full of previous experiences to his images, but he 

also left sign posts to guide the intrepid viewer. He spelled out the connection to 

Allegorie de Genre for us in an earlier collage from this series. Untitled (George 

Washington) contains not one, but two Duchamp profiles (Fig. 77). Johnson also inserted 

the name of the first U.S. president, thus connecting the profile, the star-like dots, and the 

twisting fabric with Duchamp’s Allegorie. Continuing along such a Johnsonian thought 

process, we might go from Washington to Lincoln—two of the most famous U.S. 

presidents, who in the 1980s would become co-honorees of Presidents’ Day.41 Duchamp 

was sure to have made this connection. His Allegorie is one image that is actually two—

the outline of the United States but also the profile of Washington. This double image 

including a U.S. president was undoubtedly linked in Duchamp’s mind with what he 

referred to as the “Lincoln-Wilson system.” During an interview with Jeanne Siegel, 

Duchamp responded to the question “Were you ever interested in dazzle or moiré 

effects?” by expanding on a note from his Green Box:  

I spoke in those notes in the Green Box of the system “Lincoln-Wilson,” because 
I had seen in a shop somewhere an advertisement of those two faces, the face of 
Lincoln on one side and the face of Wilson on the other, and when you looked on 
the left you would see Lincoln, and when you looked on the right you would see 
Wilson. I call that system “Lincoln-Wilson” which is the same idea as the moiré. 
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Because you see, those lines have two facets. And if you look at one facet you see 
one thing, if you look at the other facet you see another.42  

 
Anne Collins Goodyear has closely examined Duchamp’s note concerning the Lincoln-

Wilson system. Acknowledging that most scholars have interpreted this note to mean that 

there can be multiple ways to view each image, Goodyear writes that “rather than 

asserting the potential for different sight-based readings occurring simultaneously, 

Duchamp recognized that different sight-based interpretations were possible successively 

without one cancelling out the correctness of the other.”43 Thus, like the rabbit/duck 

illusion, Duchamp’s Lincoln-Wilson system demonstrates how one image can actually be 

two images. While we might see either the duck or the rabbit first depending on our past 

visual experiences, once we find the other figure we can switch back and forth 

continually. 

 Naturally, Johnson picked up on this connection. Untitled (Amei Wallach), dated a 

year after Untitled (George Washington) is a multi-layered collage with a rabbit at its 

apex (Fig. 78). Did the art critic Amei Wallach really like bunnies or was Johnson 

referring to the visual puzzle? The link to the optical illusion becomes stronger when we 

consider the shapes that surround Duchamp’s profile to fill Wallach’s head. Another 

common optical trick is Rubin’s Vase developed around 1915, in which two profiles face 

off and the space between them forms a vase (Fig. 79).44 Light and dark in this example 

compete for our attention. Which is the figure and which the ground? When your eyes 

focus on the vase, its elegant lines are not unlike the lines in Wallach’s head. In addition, 

Wallach’s and Duchamp’s profiles suggest the other view of the illusion—that focusing 

on the faces. It is tempting to deconstruct Johnson’s collage in our minds as if somehow 

by flipping and rearranging the pieces we could arrive at an analogous vase.  
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 Johnson makes explicit reference to Rubin’s Vase in a work from 1975-88-93, 

4.16.94 (the dates indicating that Johnson worked on this piece off and on for almost two 

decades, Fig. 80). In this collage Johnson placed a cut-out image of a goblet between two 

profiles, yet the lines do not quite match up and the goblet obstinately comes forward due 

to its slightly warm color and photographic illusionism which contrasts with the 

otherwise cool, dark, two-dimensional collage. The white space to the right of the goblet 

further disrupts the optical illusion for it is jarringly bright and emphasizes the shape of 

the profile apart from the goblet. In case one did not pick up on the almost perfect 

symmetry of the profiles, Johnson draws two caricature-like profiles in the upper right, 

this time side by side facing the same direction. He labels these heads with their long eye 

lashes and rose bud lips “THE SNUDE TWINS,” although the profile is usually 

identified as that of the gallerist Holly Solomon.45  

 Besides the Lincoln-Wilson system, the connection between Duchamp and optical 

illusions is entirely logical despite the fact that Duchamp repeatedly expressed his 

opposition to “retinal” art.46 He felt that art since Courbet had been overly focused on the 

visual with little below the surface to stimulate the viewer’s brain. “Painting should not 

be exclusively retinal or visual,” Duchamp insisted. Instead, “it should have to do with 

gray matter, with our urge for understanding.”47 Utilizing a mechanical style of drawing 

and incorporating materials such as thread, metal, and glass into his works, Duchamp 

moved away from the surface quality of traditional painting. Duchamp also worked 

towards this end by tricking the eye. In the late 1910s he began to do optical experiments, 

starting with To Be Looked At (from Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for 

Almost an Hour, which featured an actual lens (Fig. 81).48 The instructions contained in 



 140 

the title suggest the direct opposite type of looking than the visual pleasure attained from 

“retinal” art. Rather than rewarding the passing glance, Duchamp demands his viewer’s 

extended attention—“for almost an hour.” The result would undoubtedly be fatigue, 

which could indeed produce interesting optical effects. Even with a shorter attention span 

one can experience some of these phenomena. As Linda Henderson explains,  

Duchamp creates the effect of interference patterns by his layering of alternating 
bands of green over yellow at the left and blue over red at the right, which results 
in the moiré-like effect of virtual vertical stripes. Likewise, he surrounds the lens 
below with silvered bands of decreasing width in the pattern characteristic of the 
zone plate, which optical experimenters had designed to function as a condensing 
lens by means of interference effects.49 

 
 To Be Looked At… was the model for the Oculist Witnesses of the Large Glass—

one of the means by which the Bachelors attempt to communicate with the Bride. The 

entire Large Glass can actually be thought of as a study in wave vibrations. The subtitle 

for the piece: “Delay in Glass” is fitting, Henderson explains, for “such a delay is 

precisely what occurs when a wave of visible light intersects a pane of glass; it is 

refracted, or slowed, and thus bent by the encounter.”50 

 More obviously optical are Duchamp’s Rotary Glass Plates of 1920, Rotary 

Demisphere of 1925, and Rotoreliefs of 1935 (Figs 82-84).51 The Rotary Glass Plates is a 

machine that Duchamp built consisting of concentric circular glass plates that rotate with 

the power of an electric motor. The lines on the revolving plates when seen from 

precisely one meter away appear to be all on the same plane rather than stacked. Rotary 

Demisphere has the opposite optical effect. Rather than flattening out, the lines painted 

on the dome appear to pulsate toward the viewer when the machine is in motion. The 

Rotoreliefs feature spirals, circles and other shapes that when spun on a turn table give 

the illusion of undulation and depth. Rosalind Krauss has discussed how Duchamp 



 141 

highlighted “vision’s relation to desire” with the not-so-subtle thrusting and penetrating 

in many of his optical tricks. “And thus illusion,” Krauss adds, “will be used by him as a 

lever on the operations of the unconscious in vision.”52 Interestingly, in tricking the 

viewer, an optical illusion often causes him or her to be more conscious of the viewing 

process—something both Duchamp and Johnson sought.53 Johnson’s manipulations of 

the optical were more conceptual than scientific, preparing collages for specific 

individuals’ eyes but then sending them through middlemen. Defining everything by 

means of correspondences, Johnson changed his viewers’ perspectives, encouraging them 

to find connections where they least expected them. 

 
We may now return once more to Duchamp with Blue Eyes (Fig. 71). Ten years 

after Untitled (Amei Wallach), Johnson returned to the series to focus solely on Duchamp 

and to amplify the optical correspondences. In this work Duchamp’s eyes are rather 

crudely applied to the surface of the collage. A number of things are strange about these 

eyes. Although the face is in profile, Johnson shows both eyes. In a purely aesthetic 

critique, this break with the profile’s dominant form makes the piece dynamic by both 

calling attention to the two dimensionality of the profile and suggesting movement, as if 

Duchamp is in the act of turning to face us. The other object that transgresses the form of 

the profile becomes a sort of speech bubble, which, like the eyes, adds life to the likeness.  

Duchamp’s blue eyes are also remarkable in that they are undeniably opaque as if 

covered over rather than defined. How fitting for the artist who was adamantly opposed 

to “retinal art.” Johnson also flatters Duchamp’s preference for the “anti-retinal” line with 

his illusionistic twisting rope combined with actual stitching in the piece of printed fabric 

attached to the center of the collage.54 The button takes the collage up a level in several 
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ways. Physically it adds three-dimensionality. Symbolically, even though the profile 

already has one eye too many, the button reads as a third eye because of its placement 

and our natural association with round shapes on faces as being eyes. Johnson may have 

been paying homage to Duchamp’s Cubist beginnings with this inclusion, but a torn-out 

page from a magazine dating from a year before Duchamp with Blue Eyes was made, 

which was in Johnson’s files at the time of his death, leads me to believe there is more to 

the symbolism of that third eye.  

In an issue of the Wilson Quarterly of 1986 dedicated to the subject of literacy an 

illustration of the “third eye of memory” clearly caught Johnson’s attention (Fig. 85).55 

This image comes from the early seventeenth-century philosopher physician Robert 

Fludd.56 It originally introduced Fludd’s chapter on the art of memory in which he 

offered a memory system based on the image of the theater.57 Although the article 

Johnson found does not mention this aspect of Fludd’s work, it is interesting to consider 

it in regards to the images of stages common in Johnson’s art, as discussed in the 

previous chapter.58 The speech balloon coming out of the Duchamp profile in Duchamp 

with Blue Eyes, for example, appears to be a stage with framing curtains. Within the 

curtains is a house labeled “Ray Johnson’s Gallery.” Johnson has also added stage and 

curtains to the botanical diagram collaged onto Duchamp’s cheek. As Fludd himself 

offered little interpretation of his image of the third eye of memory, scholars have 

speculated freely. Frances Yates—one of the first to resuscitate Fludd’s image in the 

1960s—reads the images projected behind the head as five “memory loci containing 

memory images” or in other words, tools for aiding memory.59 According to Jacob van 
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Kokswijk, the “inner eye . . . projects [images] onto a screen that lies beyond the back of 

the head, floating in a space that does not exist except in fantasy.”60  

Considering Duchamp with Blue Eyes, with Fludd’s third eye in mind, the various 

items contained in Duchamp’s profile may be read as images projected onto Duchamp’s 

mental screen. Yet the objects Johnson chose to populate his sitters’ heads were not 

necessarily connections the sitters themselves would have made. Johnson described his 

silhouette portraits, which he began making in 1976, as both “empty vessels” and 

“depictions of inner states.”61 He said about the process: “I can make interconnections, 

can put any idea into someone’s head via the telephone or a letter. This is just another 

way of doing it . . . . It’s a sneaky kind of portraiture.”62 Whose projected images are 

these then that are collaged inside Duchamp’s profile, Duchamp’s or Johnson’s? 

 Looking carefully at a few of the elements in Duchamp with Blue Eyes may bring 

us closer to answering this question. Just above the button is a rectangular piece of paper 

covered in lines—horizontal, vertical and diagonal. The rays emitting from Fludd’s 

image of the third eye are akin to those in this rectangular piece. Alternatively, this 

painstakingly crossed out image resembles yet another common example of optical 

tricks: the Hering Illusion (Fig. 86). In this illusion, first published in 1861, the radiating 

lines in the background cause us to see what are actually parallel lines in the foreground 

as bowing away from each other.63 While Johnson’s lines do not appear to bend, the 

layering of lines is clear. If Duchamp’s Lincoln-Wilson system is the same idea as a 

moiré pattern simply because it is made up of two facets, as Duchamp explained to 

Siegel, then Johnson’s web of lines is surely also a moiré, fitting the definition of the 
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overlay of one grid or set of parallel lines over another. Again this optical reading gains 

credence when we connect it with the image above it of a series of lenses.  

 For Johnson, even though he was an avid reader and amassed an impressive 

library over the course of his lifetime, books were both intellectual as well as physical 

source material, which he regularly cut up for his collages and Correspondence Art. This 

particular image of lenses comes from The New Century Dictionary of 1948.64 As one 

would expect, the definition of lens which this illustrates describes a lens’ purpose as 

“changing the direction of light-rays [emphasis added].”65 Johnson had a knack for 

finding his name in unusual locations. The connection between lenses and Duchamp is 

also very logical for, as we saw above, he employed an actual lens in To Be Looked At 

(from Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, for Almost an Hour and the image 

of a lens in the Large Glass. Johnson would have seen the Large Glass in Philadelphia 

and To Be Looked At . . . in New York. 

 Two zigzagging lines appear on Duchamp’s profile, to the left of the collaged 

elements in Duchamp with Blue Eyes. Made up of high contrasting black and white, they 

catch one’s eye immediately. These lines may relate to an optical illusion called 

Schröder’s Reversible Staircase—a simple line drawing of a staircase which oscillates in 

one’s mind between receding and advancing (Fig. 87). Seitz published this optical trick in 

MoMA’s The Responsive Eye catalog on the same page as a work by Josef Albers, 

Johnson’s teacher (Fig. 88).66 Although Johnson’s two zigzagging lines relate to the two 

sides of Schröder’s Staircase, he does not enclose the form to complete the illusion.  

Metaphorically, we might consider Duchamp’s example as a lens that changed 

Johnson’s direction. Or we might think of Duchamp and Johnson as the two facets of a 
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moiré pattern—which when seen together can create a new vision entirely. Or to go back 

to the first illusion we looked at, could Johnson be the rabbit (his signature) and 

Duchamp the duck? I am confident that this occurred to Johnson. He connected Duchamp 

with the rabbit/duck illusion by toying with Duchamp’s name. In a sketch found in his 

files, for example, Johnson switched the “h” with a “k” and pictorially transformed his 

signature bunny head into a very Wittgensteinian duck (Fig. 89). In another instance 

Johnson labeled a drawing of a bunny head “Marcel Duck” (Fig. 90).  

We can also read the relationship between Johnson and Duchamp through the idea 

of optical illusions in Johnson’s portraits of Duchamp accompanied by Johnson’s own 

image. Ducham of 1977 is one of Johnson’s sparer collages (Fig. 91). He fills Duchamp’s 

profile with a close-up photograph of himself so large that only his right eye and half of 

his nose fit within Duchamp’s entire head. The profile is subtle, depending on the 

contrast between Johnson’s reproduced skin tone and the white of the page. A slight 

shadow, or illusion of a shadow, makes the profile seem to hover above the page. It is as 

if Johnson is eclipsing the image of Duchamp, poring through it and overwhelming it. 

Alternatively, one could read the profile as blocking Johnson, holding him back and only 

allowing a small part of him to reach the viewer. In contrast, Duchamp’s visage is barely 

visible lined up in front of Johnson’s profile in a work from 1988 (Fig. 92). Johnson 

seems to overpower Duchamp as the profile becomes a mask through which Johnson 

looks. Like the Wittgenstein illusion, in both of these collages it is difficult to focus on 

both Duchamp’s and Johnson’s profiles simultaneously. Could the same be said for 

Duchamp and Johnson—that it is a challenge to see both at the same time? While it is 

tempting to fit the two artists into a neat analogy such as this, as if they were two sides of 
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the same coin, or the two elements in a perceptually ambiguous figure, it is important to 

remember what Jasper Johns once reassured himself: “a rabbit (a real rabbit) on its side is 

not a duck.”67  

 
 
Engaging The Viewer  

 
Most museums are designed to keep people moving. They cannot have visitors 

crowding up, or getting too close to the artwork. Touching the work is unthinkable. In an 

ideal situation the viewer leaves the museum a changed being, affected by the works that 

he or she saw. Meanwhile, back in the gallery, the curators and guards all hope that this 

transformation was one-sided, that the work will remain as it has been for years, decades, 

or even centuries. Johnson and Duchamp, however, were not content with this one-way 

relationship between object and viewer.  

As I discussed in the previous chapter, when Duchamp published his notes for the 

Large Glass (in 1934 and 1966) he purposefully slowed the viewer down, emphasizing 

his stipulation that looking at art requires the mind, not just the eyes. He was only 

vaguely interested in the impression the Glass made in the one minute that the viewer 

stood in front of it, marveling at its formal qualities, the effect of the transparent 

background, or the various production techniques. Duchamp made the viewer sit down 

and read.68 The notes and the Glass are meant to go together, but the notes are not 

presented in a way that makes the Glass easier to comprehend. Although Duchamp had 

planned to make a kind of “Sears, Roebuck catalog,” to clarify the narrative, the notes 

now present this information in a random, chance order.69 
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Combining a written component with a work of visual art was new in and of 

itself, but Duchamp also speculated on how such an accompanying text could best be 

organized. “Make a round book,” he wrote in one of his unpublished notes.70 In the 

ultimate format, the viewer sifts through a box of notes of a variety of shapes, sizes, and 

types of paper trying to piece them together into a logical order and meaning. The notes 

necessitate actual physical action from the viewer in order to see all that is in the box. 

While several editors have published Duchamp’s notes in book format, finding ways to 

organize the notes by subject, the original is deliberately without order.71 

Duchamp stepped even closer to the viewer with his Box in a Valise by 

compelling the viewer to handle actual three-dimensional objects. This work, as Dalia 

Judovitz comments, “makes manifest the interpretative challenges that it extends to the 

spectator through its deliberate invitation to be unpacked.”72 In physically interacting 

with the work, the viewer invariably feels the materiality of the objects that confront her 

and feels that she herself in her actions is part of the art.73 As Don Quaintance writes, 

“Manipulation by the hand linked to visual recognition by the eye is essentially a 

recapitulation of the creative process: the viewer becomes an active participant in the art-

making.”74 Of course not all of the objects in the Valise were movable. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, Duchamp emphasized the relationship between certain objects by 

installing them together in the Valise.  

Johnson approached the viewer in many of the same ways that Duchamp had. The 

two artists included both willing and unknowing participants in the creative process—

Duchamp particularly with his Readymades, Johnson with his Correspondence Art. By 

taking objects manufactured by anonymous workers and relabeling them as art, Duchamp 
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questioned the role of the artist. He continued in this vein when he asked his sister to 

designate a Readymade from afar by adding an inscription and signature to the bottle rack 

he had left in his studio and through his practice of signing copies of his work with “pour 

copie conforme.”75 Like Duchamp, Johnson questioned the exclusive authority of the 

artist. When Johnson’s mailings instructed one recipient to “add to and send to” another 

viewer, the ultimate recipient could not be sure which elements were by Johnson and 

which alterations the middleman had made. In addition, Johnson engaged the unwitting 

participant in his Correspondence Art, the postal worker who sorted and carried the mail. 

Other players were only somewhat aware of their involvement in Johnson’s games. Leo 

Steinberg, as we saw, did not respond to Johnson’s missives, but this did not stop 

Johnson from referencing his imagined correspondence with Steinberg in several mass 

mailings. By directing the viewer to physically manipulate and add to the art, Johnson 

challenged him to ask: What is art? and to begin to bring into focus the grey area between 

art and life. As curator Donna De Salvo has observed, “Johnson’s radical contribution 

was to expand the compositional network beyond the confines of a single collage and 

take it to the world. If Rauschenberg introduced life into art, Johnson introduced art into 

life.”76 

In Correspondence Art, Johnson brought life and art as well as the artist and 

viewer so close together that he could send messages back and forth, literally. Like 

Duchamp’s Box in the Valise, or the notes for the Large Glass, Correspondence Art 

requires action from the viewer. He must physically interact with the object in order to 

complete it. When the piece of Correspondence Art begins on Johnson’s worktable, the 

artist has a particular recipient in mind. According to Johnson, 
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I just don’t slap things in envelopes. Everything I make is made for the person I’m 
writing to—there is a whole daily process of what the envelope enclosure is to be, 
how it is folded, what is enclosed, what the envelope is, what the style is, whether 
it is very casual or very formal. I go to a lot of trouble hand lettering, or scribbling 
a whole variety of styles. It’s as though I’m here speaking to you, this is the way I 
compose a letter; when I’m alone I think of who I’m writing to so it can be 
lengthy or I can be very simple.77 
 

Next Johnson entrusts the envelope to the postman who cancels it and sends it on its way 

through the web of offices, letter trucks, letter bags, and eventually to the recipient’s 

mailbox. There it waits for the lucky addressee. She carefully opens it, curiously 

inspecting the postmark, stamps, and envelope to reach the contents. Along with the letter 

she may find bits of newspaper or magazine with seemingly arcane references.  

 Then, Johnson went a step further than Duchamp, a step many of his viewers (and 

even he himself to a point) were not willing to take.78 Johnson wanted the recipient to 

send the piece on. The letter may contain instructions or at least implicit expectations, to 

reciprocate the gesture or send what the viewer currently holds onto another reader. The 

viewer must decide, do I send this on, as instructed, continuing the work of art, or do I 

hoard the contents, knowing that some day it may be valuable? Christopher Andreae in 

an article for The Christian Science Monitor related his distress at receiving a card from 

Johnson via John Willenbecher announcing Andreae’s membership in the NYCS. 

. . . I’m not at all sure what to do next. I could just sit back and be happy in my 
membership, I suppose. But how can I be sure that if I sit back, I might not lose 
my membership for reasons of nonparticipation? Then again, how should I 
participate? Should I send the card on to someone else? . . . My waking hours are 
plagued with such questions.79  
 
Like Duchamp’s description of a chess game through the mail, the recipients of 

Johnson’s Correspondence Art may find themselves obsessively checking the mailbox, 

anxious about what will come next and how they will respond.80 Andreae, in the article at 
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least, came to the conclusion that he would send “an unusual gift” to both Johnson and 

the other person mentioned on the card. These gifts in turn may have been reciprocated or 

passed on to other members of the NYCS who would then include Andreae in the next 

round of mailings. As Johnson explained, “you don’t experience NYCS until a 

BARRAGE of it.”81 

It seems that Johnson found a way of fulfilling Duchamp’s stipulation that “the 

work of art is always based on the two poles of the onlooker and the maker, and the spark 

that comes from that bipolar action gives birth to something—like electricity.”82 The 

value of a piece of Correspondence Art is in the return mail. What the recipient chooses 

to send to Johnson in exchange shows how he views the original piece and this whole 

process is the work of art. The residue of the event is what is left to study and frame.  

 
 
Getting a Better Look at Étant Donnés  

 
Étant Donnés, the posthumously discovered work that Duchamp had been 

working on in secret, mocks the viewer. Cleve Gray went so far as to call it “Duchamp’s 

revenge on the spectator.”83 The curious visitor must peer through two small holes in an 

old wooden door, now clearly marked by the oil from the faces of countless previous 

viewers (Fig. 93). The sight of a odd, spread-eagled nude on a bed of twigs is shocking 

and the feeling of voyeurism is hard to escape (Fig. 94). Embarrassed, not sure that he is 

entitled to look at the scene before him, the viewer cannot pry his voyeuristic eyes away. 

The piece is in fact set up to make one aware of oneself viewing just as optical illusions 

make viewing a conscious act. Étant Donnés also produces the possibility of being 

caught—of being viewed viewing. In its original form, the viewer (or voyeur as 
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Duchamp called him in his instruction manual for assembling the piece) had to remove 

large nails from the holes in the door before peering through.84 This increased the already 

physical component of looking through the door. Yet Duchamp denies the viewer by 

allowing him only one perspective. No amount of moving about will grant a different 

view other than the cropped one, first glimpsed. Dalia Judovitz has written that “Étant 

Donnés unpacks the spectator’s look as a readymade, or given of pictorial conventions.”85 

The work is like a study or a mockery of one-point perspective—the system governing 

the majority of Western art.  

Johnson’s obsession with Duchamp’s Étant Donnés emphasizes the importance of 

the viewer to Johnson and shows Johnson’s reaction to Duchamp’s treatment of his 

audience. The shape of the figure in Étant Donnés is one of the most common features in 

Johnson’s collages.86 She is ubiquitous—appearing in outline and solid form, small and 

large, centrally and peripherally. Rather than the pigskin covered sculpture in the 

installation, Johnson’s images may be based on Duchamp’s preparatory study done on 

plexiglass.87 This work, “perforated . . . with dozens of pinholes,” as described by 

Michael Taylor, “provided Johnson with a template that could be continuously assembled 

and disassembled, fragmented and silhouetted, flipped and altered in cryptic 

configurations that hint at a multitude of plausible meanings and unexpected 

encounters.”88 In some of Johnson’s works that focus on Étant Donnés, he imagines both 

friends and celebrities viewing Duchamp’s tableau. The depicted viewer is either literally 

connected to the object she is viewing or an arrow leads from the eye to the figure. In 

Buddha Getting a Better Look at Étant Donnés, the strange blob of a figure meant to be 

the Buddha aims his one appendage (arm? nose? penis?) at Étant Donnés’s pelvis (Fig. 
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95).89 Another favorite element of Johnson’s—the snake—emphasizes the phallic nature 

of Buddha’s penetrating form. The silhouette keeps its distance in an Untitled collage 

dated broadly 1986-94 (Fig. 96). In this work a conspicuous blue arrow stands in for the 

figure’s gaze and points once again to Étant Donnés’s groin. The dark ink that seems to 

emerge from Étant Donnés and continues in the direction suggested by the blue arrow 

lends a tinge of violence to the gaze. Johnson also emphasizes the idea of vision with the 

two cartoon characters to the left of the silhouette both of whom feature exaggerated 

glances up and to the right, in the opposite direction of the arrow. Three geometric forms 

on the top edge of the collage echo these three visages. The forms suggest faces as well 

though in their case the eyes are blank and there’s no way of knowing which way they 

are looking. 

In another collage rather than the object of our gaze, the outline of the nude of 

Étant Donnés seems to be the hole through which we are viewing the (mostly) naked 

body of the artist Lynda Benglis (Fig. 97). Johnson’s inclusion of the photograph of 

Benglis brings up issues of identity, sexuality, and gender, which I will discuss in the 

next chapter. Benglis had created a sensation in 1974 when she ran a nude photograph of 

herself holding an enormous dildo in Artforum (Image not reproduced due to copyright 

restrictions).90 Benglis was clearly aiming to ignite a response, pointing out with her 

“center-fold” the fact that female artists were not supposed to promote themselves and 

also demonstrating the performative quality of gender. Johnson, who was a friend of 

Benglis, posed nude for a series of polaroids holding the famous double-headed dildo up 

to his face as if it were a gigantic smile.91 The photograph that Johnson used in his 

collage is by Annie Leibovitz and served as the announcement card for another of 
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Benglis’ 1974 shows at the Paula Cooper Gallery (Image not reproduced due to copyright 

restrictions). In it Benglis flaunts a cheese cake pose made famous by the 1940s actress 

Betty Grable.92 Benglis’ expression, however, is not the flirtatious one of Grable. It is 

more assertive, perhaps even accusatory as if we have interrupted something and have no 

business seeing her nude body. Her raised eyebrows and lack of smile as she turns to look 

at us from behind her arm may be the expression Johnson imagines on the figure of Étant 

Donnés if she were to sit up and confront our gaze.  

Johnson’s Benglis/ Étant Donnés image may have been part of a show Johnson 

had at the Philadelphia Print Club as part of the city wide celebration of the centennial of 

Duchamp’s birth in 1987.93 Anne d’Harnoncourt, director of the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art, had recognized Johnson’s interest in and similarity to Duchamp after he began to 

send her Correspondence Art in 1973.94 In one memorandum d’Harnoncourt referred to 

Johnson as a “strange Duchampian fellow”—a very appropriate appellation.95 

D’Harnoncourt assisted Johnson in organizing his 1987 exhibition, and their 

correspondence gives us a glimpse of the otherwise almost entirely undocumented 

exhibition. The one known review of the show appears in duplicate in a Johnson 

photocopy (Fig. 98). Confusingly, it refers to Johnson’s “prints” and then calls them 

“Giveaways.” Most likely this means that Johnson exhibited photocopies of collages. The 

Benglis/ Étant Donnés image is one of ten photocopies of collages sent by Johnson to 

d’Harnoncourt, which, one can assume, at least related to the works exhibited if they 

were not the actual “giveaways” themselves. 

 Another important work from this series lines up the body from Étant Donnés 

with Johnson’s own (Fig. 99). The silhouette aligns with Johnson’s left leg only, but 
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because the figure eclipses his face, Johnson effectively becomes Étant Donnés (or vice 

versa). Johnson becomes, then, the object of the gaze, relinquishing control to the viewer 

for he can no longer counter the viewer’s stare with his own. This work exemplifies 

Taylor’s observation about Johnson’s works featuring Étant Donnés: 

They never attempt to interpret or translate Duchamp’s diorama, nor do they 
primarily start from the principle of equivalence, but instead tap into the 
momentum and vitality of his subversive final work, which is conceived anew, 
rejuvenated, and regenerated at the same time.96 

 
Johnson clearly understood the ways that Duchamp was toying with the viewer in his last 

work and countered with moves of his own. 

 
 
Seeking the Ideal Viewer: The New York Correspondance School as a Queer 

Counter Public 

 
 While Correspondence Art was not a reaction to Duchamp’s “The Creative Act” 

speech in 1957—Johnson had started using the mail as an art form much earlier—the 

actual founding of the NYCS and its heyday in the 1960’s postdates the speech and may 

have been possible in part because of Duchamp’s teachings. Duchamp called for artists to 

relinquish some of their authority, and viewers to perceive art interactively, with their 

minds rather than just their passive retinas—precisely what Johnson and his NYCS did. 

Conversely, given the extreme homophobia of the time, queer artists of the Cold 

War period would not have needed Duchamp to outline the audience’s important role in 

the creative act.97 As gay men they were highly (and sometimes painfully) aware of the 

importance of the other’s gaze. They were constantly judged and assessed, and they 

continually failed the heterosexual, gender conformity criteria. As we saw in the last 

chapter, these artists often frustrated viewers by offering multiple layers of meaning 
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targeting a range of audiences, both friendly and otherwise. Johnson’s work is exemplary 

in that it retains some elements of privacy even when venturing out into the public 

through the gallery system or the mail. 

In order to carefully direct his ideas and art to his ideal viewers, Johnson created 

his NYCS. Recipients included his friends, art world colleagues, and persons who caught 

his attention for various reasons such as their name or something they did that made the 

news. The distance the mail provided protected Johnson from over critical and 

unappreciative recipients. As Katz has suggested, these practices of pre-selecting a 

receptive audience were a common technique “through which queer artists established 

culture, commonality, and community in the face of the overt homophobia of postwar 

America.”98 Johnson created his school as an alternative network in which he could 

thrive.  

Recently some scholars have introduced a strong antisocial strain of queer 

theory.99 Leo Bersani and Lee Edelman, in particular have emphasized the homosexual 

connection to the death drive in opposition to the heteronormative future-oriented attitude 

that characterizes almost every major political issue. In answer to theorists like 

Edelman’s depressing opinion on the queer’s role as opposition to everything, including 

opposition (which I will discuss in the next chapter), other scholars such as José Muñoz 

emphasize the potential of what we might call queer counter publics in these groups 

turned away from the dominant society.100 This concept builds upon Jürgen Habermas’s 

foundational analysis of the public sphere as well as the ideas of theorists who have 

complicated Habermas’s argument.101 In a 1962 text, first published in English in 1989, 
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Habermas laid out the idea of the public sphere as a conceptual model for understanding 

bourgeois and proletariat populaces.  

Many theorists adopted Habermas’s ideas, but with their own modifications. 

Nancy Fraser, for example, introduced the idea of subaltern counter publics, expanding 

the reach of public sphere theory beyond the mainstream to parallel communities of 

outsiders.102 “Members of subordinated social groups,” Fraser explains, create subaltern 

counter publics in order to form “parallel discursive arenas [in which to] invent and 

circulate counter-discourses, so as to formulate oppositional interpretations of their 

identities, interests, and needs.”103 A queer counter public would be made up of people 

who do not conform to the heteronormative and/or gendernormative requirements of 

society. These groups are crucial for community organizing as well as for offering their 

members a sense of belonging. However, as Michael Warner clarifies, these counter 

publics will always maintain an awareness, whether conscious or not, of being the 

alternative, while the dominant group sees their position as natural, perhaps even 

unmarked.104 Like assumed heterosexuality, only some identities are labeled and those 

are held up against the “standard.” 

The possibility of a queer counter public is especially important, since, according 

to Warner, queer people have neither publicness nor privateness.105 While they are not 

permitted to make their love publicly known, they are also penalized for trying to keep it 

secret. Eve Sedgwick discusses the cases of school teachers who have been fired for 

coming out and those whose jobs have been terminated because they kept their sexuality 

a private matter.106 This conundrum follows Sedgwick’s observation that homosexuality 

is an “open secret,” meaning that each encounter involves another “closet,” as if walls 
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were springing up everywhere one goes.107 Queer people find themselves constantly 

watched and judged. In response they form queer counter publics in an attempt to create 

valued alternative communities and kinships in which to feel safe. 

Muñoz considers Johnson’s NYCS to be an example of just such a community.108 

In his essay “Utopia’s Seating Chart,” Muñoz describes the NYCS as a queer utopia—an 

imagined, possible world that existed only virtually. Muñoz explains: 

Viewing Johnson’s postings, his Correspondence art, was like entering a secret 
world I had somehow half known. It was edifying. The letters represented a vast 
system of associations and correspondence that made a world that was not quite 
here yet nonetheless on the horizon. It was a queer world of potentiality.109 

 
Muñoz found Johnson’s work reassuring in that it outlined a vast network of kindred 

spirits of which he felt a part.110 Yet at the same time, Muñoz calls this world “utopian” 

because it is just out of reach:  

Johnson’s correspondence school works as a map, or schematic, of a world that 
can only potentially exist. This potential, born out of spatio-temporal conditions 
of (im)possibility, can be deciphered as utopian. These conditions of 
(im)possibility, reflect Johnson’s rejections of “objective” reality. This rejection 
challenges objective reality’s tenets, which include conventional understandings 
of not only the temporal and the spatial but also the ontological itself. For 
example, one did not actually need to be present at a meeting of the NYCS to 
actually be there.111 

 
As we will see, the names on Johnson’s bunny lists and seating charts included his 

friends beside art world celebrities, Hollywood stars, and other of Johnson’s heroes both 

dead and alive. They formed his utopian community, his queer counter public, his ideal 

audience.  
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Community by Mail 

 

 Why did Johnson use the Postal Service to create his queer counter public? One 

possible reason, as I explained in the previous chapter, is that Johnson was reacting to the 

practices of mail surveillance and censorship during the Cold War.112 The postal system 

is also an ideal community-forming tool. It is in some ways anonymous, yet in others 

intensely personal. It can facilitate contact between people who are divided by space, but 

also those separated by social stigma. Through it one can reach out to vast numbers of 

people and can quickly spread information—whether socially sanctioned or otherwise.113  

No one knew the dangerous potential of the postal system better than its fiercest 

inspector, Anthony Comstock who served in the late nineteenth century.114 Walter 

Kendrick in his book, The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture, explains 

Comstock’s anxieties: 

Comstock at bottom feared nothing so much as the universal distribution of 
information. The prospect called up nightmarish images of a world without 
structure, where all barriers had been breached and all differences leveled.115 

 
Although the postal system was designed with just such a utopian potential in mind, the 

possibility of this actually happening, was terrifying to Comstock. The likely 

combination of wide distribution and scurrilous materials was too much for him to stand. 

Sex, Kendrick notes, which “already stood for loss of control and the scattering of 

substance,” was perfectly paired with the postal system in Comstock’s mind.116 And just 

as Comstock feared, social outcasts such as homosexuals in the early- to mid-twentieth 

century used the mail to find each other and communicate, as explained previously. 

In terms of community formation, radio and television had similar potential to 

that of the postal system. Like the mail, the new media were an odd combination of 
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public and private. During the early years of these media there were many concerns about 

the prominence of televisions and radios because they could not be escaped. Proponents 

for censorship feared that these audible messages were far more insidious than those in 

print because even pre-literate children could be exposed, it being easier to listen than to 

read accidently.117 Warner has argued that messages form communities and that walking 

into earshot is enough to make you part of the group.118 Clearly, he would agree with 

these worried censors that television and radio were powerful community-forming 

devices. Indeed, radio created a new type of audience; as Arnheim commented in the 

1930s, “Radio talks to everyone individually, not to everyone together.”119 With this new 

phenomenon of shared experience (everyone tuned in at the same time for the same 

broadcast) listeners could discuss shows the next day at work and school, even though 

each had felt personally addressed while seated in front of the radio or television the 

night before.  

Radio and television shows developed ways to make people feel connected such 

as laughter, applause, and other “audible signs of a live assembly,” according to an early 

analysis of the industry.120 These same theorists described radio audiences as “distinctly 

“consociate” rather than “congregate” assemblies: they were united in imagination, not in 

location.”121 Early radio serials such as Little Orphan Annie and Captain Midnight, which 

Johnson credits with inspiring his NYCS, as noted earlier, took advantage of this quality 

of mass media. Their sponsors encouraged listeners to build on the link this shared 

activity forged by forming secret clubs and to practice sending coded messages to each 

other—solidifying the conceptual bonds with physical contact.122  
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The United States government also promoted such groups as an antidote to the 

Communist Party. Miranda Joseph remarks that “policymakers and intellectuals . . . 

explicitly articulated a need to offer a positive vision of community, ‘solidarity with other 

human beings’, if Americans hope to prevent people around the world from choosing 

Communism.”123 President Eisenhower instigated the People to People program in 1956. 

According to Joseph: 

[Its purpose was] to promote, coordinate, and partially fund an array of private 
efforts (from stamp collecting clubs, to cultural exchanges, to sister-city 
affiliations to professional associations) to facilitate contacts between U.S. 
citizens and people in other parts of the world.124  

 
These practices fostered a keener sense of community among already established socially 

acceptable groups. Although I am unaware of Johnson’s participation in these types of 

communities, he was likely cognizant of them and the general urge to forge new 

communities in the face of a rapidly changing society.125 Like these groups, Johnson’s 

NYCS was about forming connections, but it was not open to all. Johnson was not just 

broadcasting to anyone who would listen in the manner of the radio shows that we know 

inspired him. He was highly selective of who made up his community. 

 
 

Listing Community: From the Blacklist to the Bunny list 

 
 Johnson’s bunny lists included himself, his friends, other artists, imaginary 

figures such as Mickey Mouse, and Hollywood celebrities. It was name dropping at its 

best—parodying both Hollywood and the art world. Yet the lists also served to level the 

playing field for all of the names were under identical bunnies. Johnson’s friends looked 

exactly like the celebrities surrounding them. While for the most part playful, the practice 

of name dropping took on a more sinister air during the Cold War as we shall see.  
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 Many of Johnson’s bunny lists were seating charts for meetings of the NYCS. 

Although some of the meetings did actually take place, the lists of attendees are unlikely 

to have lived up to Johnson’s ambitious bunny lists. An invitation to the “first New York 

Corres Sponge Dance School of Vancouver Meeting for Mary Josephson,” for example, 

includes post-impressionist artist Paul Cézanne, along with someone named Mary 

Christmas and Marisol’s dog (Fig. 100). While Mary Christmas may have been a real (if 

amusingly named) person with whom Johnson corresponded, Cézanne could not have 

attended Johnson’s meeting, since he had died in 1906. Hence, I agree with Muñoz’s 

assertion that the NYCS was Johnson’s utopian community—an ideal community, 

always just out of reach. But does a list alone form a community?  

 During the time Johnson was first making his bunny lists, the Red Scare, 

discussed earlier, absorbed Cold War America on all levels.126 Communists were 

required to register, creating a list of potentially dangerous citizens who could be quickly 

corralled if need be.127 It was revealed in the early 1960s that the Post Office had been 

keeping lists of people who had received what was considered to be suspicious mail and 

that these lists may have been turned over to the House Un-American Committee, which 

prosecuted suspected Communists.128 While this news caused a public outcry and the lists 

were burned, it came as no surprise to many.129 As discussed in the previous chapter, the 

FBI targeted artists during this period, labeling them as potential troublemakers.130 

Investigators were not secretive about their surveillance so that much of the censorship 

that went on was to some degree self-censorship because the artists knew they were being 

watched.131 Painters and sculptors were threatened by this surveillance, but not nearly as 
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much as individuals involved with Hollywood, since films reached a greater number of 

Americans than paintings ever did.132  

Any hint of Communist associations earned one a spot on what became known as 

the Blacklist. As more and more directors, actors, and screenwriters were accused of 

Communist affiliations or refused to name names when they were brought in for 

questioning, the Hollywood Blacklists grew.133 Being on the Blacklists meant no work 

for years and ruined many careers. As actress Anne Revere recalled, “whether you 

answered or didn’t, cooperated or not, you were dead in the business.”134 Some artists felt 

so harassed—finding their mail trifled with, their phones tapped, etc.—that they 

succumbed to nerves. In the extreme cases this led to severe health problems or even to 

suicide.135 The Blacklists (and also the Greylists associated with the theater) were 

published in periodicals and distributed throughout the film industry.136 For a fee, some 

of the more capitalizing publications would remove you from their list, but it was very 

difficult to entirely clear one’s name.137 In order to do so, some acquiesced and named 

others—betraying friends and colleagues.138 

The Hollywood Blacklists formed communities. Whether those listed knew each 

other or ever even met did not matter. They were a community formed from without in 

order to be contained. Analogously, Johnson formed his bunny lists according to his 

fancy rather than on any sort of volunteer basis. Some members of the NYCS wrote to 

Johnson, requesting to be included, while a mailing from Johnson surprised others, and, I 

would imagine, many others never knew they were part of this community. In Muñoz’s 

reading, these lists formed Johnson’s utopian community, establishing a type of queer 

kinship among members. Johnson depended on his constructed community, especially 
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after 1968 when he retreated to Long Island believing New York City to be too 

dangerous (Lippold and his family lived on Long Island, undoubtedly influencing 

Johnson’s decision on where to move).139 There he lived in a highly controlled self-

induced solitude, emerging for art world events, meetings of the NYCS, and to socialize 

with friends when he so desired, but rarely welcomed visitors into his own home.140 

Johnson counted on the mail to connect him with the rest of the world (or at least the 

parts of the world about which he wished to know).  

 
Some of Johnson’s bunny lists reflected actual events. Beginning in the late 

1960s, Johnson organized meetings of the NYCS where participants met each other and 

interacted, physically embodying the virtual network through the mail.141 After inviting a 

select group of people, Johnson did very little at the meetings, letting his participants 

simply mingle. A 1970 article described Johnson as less a “conceptual artist” than a 

“solicitous host”—trying to connect people and then “watch what happens.”142 Johnson 

himself defined his ideal meeting: 

[It would take place outside] because it involves people on the street who aren’t 
even at the meeting and automobile traffic and weather and no one even knows 
that the whole thing is happening or going on. So I, as the director of this activity, 
get to work with a different bunch of possible things, rather than being confined 
to a gallery or museum space.143  

 
As open and inclusive as this statement seems, others have accused Johnson of 

exclusivity and of abandoning Correspondence Art, when it became too popular in the 

1970s and 80s after it was publicized in Rolling Stone and several other mainstream 

venues.144 Johnson seems to have had little interest in the concept of the “eternal 

network” that connected vast numbers of people in truly democratic fashion.145 Instead, 

he carefully selected his correspondents. Even once a person was in, there was no 
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guarantee that he or she could stay. Periodically at the height of the NYCS Johnson 

circulated lists of people who had been “dropped” from the School. This supports my 

contention that the NYCS was Johnson’s queer counter public, built to bolster him in the 

midst of a sometimes cruel world. It had to be selective and controlled to serve this 

purpose and when the group grew too big for the connections to be genuine, Johnson 

wanted nothing to do with it. 

 
 

* * * 

 

Johnson and Duchamp demanded much of their viewers and therefore tend to 

have a fierce following of devoted fans. However, those who do not appreciate their art 

often have equally strong feelings against the work. They dismiss Duchamp’s work as a 

Dada hoax and feel that Johnson’s work only served its original viewers.146 In both cases, 

these viewers are unwilling to do their part—to look beyond the first retinal impression 

and to find the correspondences. Duchamp’s and Johnson’s ideal viewers remain those 

who go the extra mile, who look carefully and inquisitively at every element in a collage 

like Duchamp with Blue Eyes and who contemplate what it all adds up to. While it is no 

longer possible to communicate directly with Johnson, by following Duchamp’s advice, 

one can make the work live on indefinitely, giving it a place in posterity. The creative 

embers are still alive; one just has to be the other “pole” to make the sparks fly. Duchamp 

ended his “Creative Act” speech with the promise that “when posterity gives its final 

verdict [it] sometimes rehabilitates forgotten artists.”147 That appears to be happening in 

the case of Johnson. As more and more people learn about Johnson, he will no longer be 

“New York’s most famous unknown artist.” 
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Chapter 4: Identity/Performance      
 
 Just as Duchamp had created a legend for himself, including cultivating the myth 

that he had given up art for chess and, later in life, helping to construct his own image for 

posterity, Johnson created mythical personae. He allowed few friends past this façade and 

intrigued many with his mystery. Even though his work was fundamentally social and 

Johnson was often a participant in the art world, he withdrew into his legend and always 

appeared to be acting.1  

In order to maintain his fictive image, Johnson “required an absence of any useful 

information” in David Bourdon’s words.2 Even as early as the 1940s when he was at 

Black Mountain, Johnson concealed his real identity. When he designed the cover for an 

issue of Interiors, the biography read: “Ray Johnson, the most modest of our cover 

artists, is, we guess, well under twenty. He refuses to give us any information about 

himself except that he is a student at Black Mountain College in North Carolina, mostly 

with Josef Albers.”3 Johnson evaded interviewers’ interpretations by giving false 

information or by answering questions including what kind of artist he was with playful 

replies such as, “When I go walking down the street/ All the little birds go tweet-tweet-

tweet.”4 These actions kept the art world from pinning Johnson down in a traditional 

category, but they also functioned as a lure. Craig Saper, author of Networked Art, 

explains:  

[Johnson] put himself in the position of a structuring absence, which increased 
many people’s desire to know more about him . . . . In his efforts to become 
invisible in the art markets, Johnson became a world-famous icon and name 
brand. He was so well-known as a “name” rather than as a personality that, in 
1973, he was mistakenly included in a biographical dictionary of Afro-American 
artists.5  
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As noted previously, Johnson was once referred to as “New York’s most famous 

unknown artist.” 

Johnson also controlled his image through carefully choreographed viewings of 

his working and living environments. Although he often talked about his work, Johnson 

did not like to have people visit his studio and when they did, the event was always 

elaborately arranged.6 Typically he removed all of the furniture, either storing it in a 

neighbor’s apartment or, when he moved to Locust Valley, moving it all upstairs and 

leaving the first floor bare.7 The artist James Rosenquist recalls visiting Johnson’s 

apartment on Suffolk Street and finding “a stack of books that went up to the ceiling and 

a clothesline going from one wall to another.” When Rosenquist asked Johnson why it 

was like this, Johnson explained that “the books stacked to the ceiling supported the roof 

and the clothesline divided the space.”8 During another visit Johnson excitedly told his 

guests as they toured the empty downstairs of his Locust Valley home:  

Of course you’ve noticed that there’s no furniture in the house, because when 
people come to visit me I spend two days hiding everything and then I do these 
arrangements. I take what little furniture I have and make like little works of art. 
If you’d been here you would see my work environment.9  

 
Every action in Johnson’s life, it seems, was part of his art. 

 
Was Johnson’s secrecy really a ploy to get attention? He certainly was not 

adverse to publicity as a whole; he was just very particular and fickle about what was 

written about him. He disliked most articles, adopted some labels, and applauded an 

author when he liked what had been written. He told curator Henry Martin that he 

thought parts of Martin’s essay in the catalogue for Famous People’s Mother’s Potato 

Mashers were “myopic and antiseptic.” Martin recalls that Johnson “told me so for my 

own good, in his own both kind and intransigent way.”10 Johnson made fun of approaches 
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with which he disagreed, sometimes stopping interviewers to tell them what they should 

be asking.11 At other times he used more creative ways to undermine the system of 

assigning an artist to a label or category. After a critic for Art in America dismissed 

Johnson as the “master of the throw away gesture,” Johnson asked to be introduced by 

that title and began incorporating such gestures into his performances.12 Robert Pincus-

Witten disparagingly referred to Johnson’s works as “evaporations.”13 Johnson responded 

by including the word “evaporations” in many of his collages, usually as a rubber stamp, 

which could be interpreted as a sign of legitimacy just as a notary (like Duchamp’s 

father) might stamp a document. 

 Occasionally, Johnson approved of something published about him. He wrote to 

one author, “The article is really beautiful to read and I read it and read it. Oh it is so 

beautiful! Thank you.”14 He asked Karen Korell for permission to share her response to 

the 1970 Whitney show on the NYCS with the School, giving her the following options 

to check off and return by mail: “(  ) yes, (  ) no, (  ) the nerve of some people.”15 The fact 

that Johnson did not like how most critics wrote about him does not mean that he desired 

anonymity. In 1971 he told Schwarz, then in the process of planning his show in Milan, 

“I love to do publicity stuff and will mention the show and arrange photos etc.”16 Johnson 

clearly had an idea of how he ought to be represented, but it was a vast departure from 

what writers were accustomed to. “I should be surrounded only by pure white Jane Fonda 

rabbits seen in green light,” he told Michael Morris in 1968.17 

It was important to Johnson that his NYCS have a place in art history. Despite the 

Christmas Day note in which Johnson punned, “The New York Correspondance School 

has no history—only a present,” accompanied by a drawing of a wrapped gift, in 1977 he 
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took on the project of writing its history himself.18 He proudly received grants from the 

National Endowment for the Arts and New York State CAPS program to do so.19 

According to Johnson:  

The documentation involved the use of a Minolta copying machine so that in 
doing silhouettes I document any visual information which is then mailable in 
envelopes to people concerned with getting such information. . . . I had declared 
my house and studio a twenty-five year accumulation Archive of papers which is 
in cardboard boxes, no very clear filing system at all. It’s a repository of materials 
which I recirculate, recycle, send on to other people, add to, go through; it’s a 
kind of archeological situation in papers and rearrangement of papers.20 
  

The results of Johnson’s archiving project are perhaps only unclear because his idea of 

the appropriate form for such work was so radically different from anyone else’s. He was 

consciously aware of curating how he would be remembered. Moreover, while it seemed 

that Johnson was undercutting efforts to create a typical chronology of works in his 

oeuvre by recycling earlier collages into new ones, in a certain way he was recording part 

of his own art history. With each change that he made, Johnson would carefully note the 

date so that many collages have a whole series of years listed at the bottom and no way of 

knowing what part came when. 

Johnson’s elaborate efforts to construct his identity (or identities) made it clear 

that he was performing. In 1972 Johnson freely acknowledged that he had even fabricated 

his artistic persona. He recalled that Rauschenberg once told him, “You’re not an artist 

because you’re not involved with art.” In relation to that comment Johnson recalled,  

For years I had been writing plays, making drawings, and doing rubbings and 
being an artist but not thinking about it. I was just doing these things in a 
complete naïve state. And then suddenly it was announced that I was an artist, a 
poet, and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller purchased one of my early paintings. I was 
suddenly somebody that I hadn’t been before. So I decided to play the role of the 
“Artist in the Art world,” which I never wanted to do, and I’ve been playing it 
ever since.21  

 



 169 

This type of action falls under what Moira Roth terms “persona play”—when we take on 

roles and/or treat our identity itself as a performance.22 Another role that Johnson played 

was Duchamp’s heir. Picking up on Duchamp’s interest in and manipulation of identity, 

Johnson created several collages directly related to Duchamp’s antics, responding to 

Duchamp while also adding his own personal spin.  

 As discussed in the first chapter, one of the ways that Johnson played at being 

Duchamp’s heir was through his engagement with hair. “Hair” not only rhythms with 

“heir”, but has long been an easy way to manipulate identity. Many artists in the 1995 

Berkeley Art Museum exhibition In a Different Light used hair, “its lack or abundance as 

the signifier of gender and the ease with which it can be adopted or discarded,” according 

to curator Nayland Blake. In their hands, hair “becomes an indicator of a queer 

destabilization of gender constructs.”23 Duchamp arrived at this game surprisingly early 

(as he did with most trends). He added facial hair to the Mona Lisa and shaved a star 

tonsure in his own head. He donned a wig to become Rrose Sélavy and sculpted his hair 

with foamy soap for another photo shoot. In one work he taped tufts of hair from various 

parts of the body to strategic places on the paper to form a schematic figure.24 At other 

times it is the lack of hair that is conspicuous in Duchamp’s works. His half-clothed 

mannequin for the Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme in 1938 had no pubic hair to 

cover her inaccurate anatomy. The figure in Étant Donnés is similarly lacking in pubic 

hair.25 Johnson acknowledged Duchamp’s interest in hair through his selection of 

Duchamp’s Comb for the inspiration of his own early exhibition and through several 

works that reference Duchamp’s tonsure and Rrose Sélavy. Johnson himself donned a 

wig for at least one performance, but it was usually his lack of hair (skinhead-like) that 
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gave a rather frightening first impression.26 In order to understand Johnson’s 

interpretations of Duchamp we must first look more closely at the elder artist’s playful 

relationship to identity. 

 
 
Duchamp, alias R. Mutt, Rrose Sélavy, George W. Welch, Bull, Pickens, etc. 

 

Calvin Tomkins professed that “there are many who believe that of all Duchamp’s 

works of art his most original, without a doubt, has been his own life.”27 Duchamp as a 

work of art is particularly multifaceted because of the countless number of critics and 

historians who have weighed in on him. “Nobody knows which was the real Duchamp,” 

Pierre Cabanne wrote. “Every commentator saw and interpreted him differently.”28 And 

Duchamp politely accepted every interpretation, reflecting back the attitude of the writer. 

Harold Rosenberg reported, “Even while he was alive [Duchamp] existed completely in 

the mirror of what was said about him.”29 As the artist himself pointed out a piece of 

writing was often more about the author than the subject.30 In that case, how can we ever 

hope to know Duchamp?  

This problem is vastly complicated by Duchamp’s continual reinvention of his 

identity, including changing his personality several times, inventing a whole other 

persona, and taking on various aliases during his lifetime. Duchamp himself admitted to 

the fabrication of his personality, according to the remembrance of his friend, Gabrielle 

Buffet-Picabia, who claimed that in this he was “very much influenced by the manner of 

Jacque Vaché.”31 In 1962 Duchamp told Katharine Kuh: “I was never interested in 

looking at myself in an aesthetic mirror. My intention was always to get away from 

myself, although I knew perfectly well that I was using myself. Call it a game between ‘I’ 
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and ‘me.’”32 Anne Collins Goodyear speculates that this relationship to identity is in fact 

“Duchamp’s most significant legacy.” Duchamp, Goodyear explains, “demonstrated that 

one thing, one person, can be many things at once, all depending on one’s perspective. 

Identity, then, is not reducible to a single convenient expression but is ultimately unstable 

and multiple.”33 This idea opened the door for artists like Johnson to explore, embody, 

and perform varying identities. 

 As discussed in the first chapter, the art world’s reception of Duchamp changed 

dramatically towards the end of his life. Was this simply lucky timing on Duchamp’s 

part? Many critics and historians see Duchamp’s role as instrumental in the making of his 

own image in the 1950s and 1960s.34 Pierre de Massot was certain that Duchamp had 

been planning the explosion of his popularity in the 1960s all along.35 Roth agrees, 

describing Duchamp as “a man obsessed with the making of his own image, the 

perpetuation of that image, and the total control over its reading.”36 In 1964 Duchamp 

characterized himself as “a pseudo all in all.”37  

 Duchamp’s first major identity change occurred after the members of the Salon 

des Indépendants, including his own brothers, asked him to alter or remove his Nude 

Descending a Staircase No. 2 from the salon.38 As a result he entered a very inward 

facing, almost monastic period.39 Buffet-Picabia compared Duchamp’s discipline at that 

time to that of a Jansenist or a mystic.40 Duchamp took a job at a library in order to 

separate himself from painting.41 He distanced himself from the traditional tools of the 

artist, sewing on canvas, working on glass, and choosing factory-made objects as 

Readymades beginning in 1914.42 In a carefully posed photograph of Duchamp taken in 

1915, he holds a work of art—his Chocolate Grinder—but his hand is empty rather than 
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holding a paintbrush and he is dressed in a suit rather than a painter’s smock (Fig. 101). 

He looks more like an engineer than an artist.43 Duchamp later described his Boxing 

Match, made shortly after the Chocolate Grinder, “As you see the drawing is completely 

geometrical or mechanical because that was the period when I changed completely from 

splashing paint on the canvas to an absolutely precise coordinate drawing, with no 

relation to arty handiwork.”44  

Duchamp transformed again when he came to the United States in 1915. Roth has 

argued that in New York he took on the personality of the dandy, letting a circle of 

adoring fans revolve around him while maintaining an elegant aloofness. The dandy is an 

artificial character, wrapped in mystery and an alluring (if impenetrable) exteriority.45 

Focused on his outward appearance, the dandy remains aloof from the working class due 

to his appearance as well as to his clear distance from physical labor.46 Although 

Duchamp does not strike one as someone who fussed over his appearance, many who 

made his acquaintance noted his grace and presence.47 Even as Duchamp worked on his 

masterpiece, The Large Glass, he maintained his separation from the identity of artist. 

The American press picked up on this difference. “He neither talks, nor looks, nor acts 

like an artist. It may be in the accepted sense of the word he is not an artist,” one of the 

first reports on Duchamp read.48 Roth believes that both Duchamp’s monastic lifestyle in 

Europe and his performance as a dandy in New York were carefully executed. She 

describes Duchamp as a “highly controlled and contrived individual.” “If his personality 

and lifestyle seemed to change drastically upon arriving in New York,” Roth writes, “at 

least some of the changes were conscious.”49 
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 During the course of his life Duchamp also took on various aliases and presented 

a variety of images as his likeness. Michael Taylor attributes this practice to Duchamp’s 

desire to foil the commercial art world:  

[The aliases] undermined what he considered to be the outmoded idea of the 
modern painter as having a fixed authorial identity—namely the tortured, 
misunderstood genius, denied fame and fortune during his or her lifetime, whose 
painted signatures nonetheless ensure the financial security of galleries and 
collectors who now own the work after the artist’s death.50  

 
By adopting various names, Duchamp “destabilized the art market’s future ability to 

authenticate and classify his own work.”51 He also challenged the idea of artistic paternity 

which was itself deeply rooted in a gendered view of creation as I will discuss later in this 

chapter. 

 When Duchamp submitted Fountain for exhibition with the Society of 

Independent Artists in 1917, he did so under the pseudonym R. Mutt.52 Despite the 

confusing origin and at least the likelihood of the involvement of others, by 1938 when 

Duchamp had a miniature version produced for his Box in a Valise this work was solidly 

attributed to Duchamp.53 Duchamp submitted this controversial work under another name 

because he knew that if he had submitted a urinal under his own name it would not have 

created such a sensation. Duchamp later explained the choice of the name “R. Mutt”: 

Mutt comes from Mott Works, the name of a large sanitary equipment 
manufacturer. But Mott was too close so I altered it to Mutt, after the daily 
cartoon strip “Mutt and Jeff” which appeared at the time, and with which 
everyone was familiar. Thus, from the start, there was an interplay of Mutt: a fat 
little funny man, and Jeff: a tall, thin man . . . I wanted any old name. And I added 
Richard [French slang for moneybags]. That’s not a bad name for a pissotiere. Get 
it? The opposite of poverty. But not even that much, just R. MUTT.54  

 
The multiple layers of meaning and the clear thought that went into what seems at first to 

be an off-the-cuff prank are typical of Duchamp’s work. 
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 Desiring a completely new identity in 1920, Duchamp first considered adopting a 

new name to imply a change in religion and then realized that switching genders would 

be simpler.55 Rrose Sélavy (spelled with one “r” until July 1921) was Duchamp’s most 

active and sustained alternative identity.56 Although he never appeared in public as Rrose 

Sélavy, Duchamp and Man Ray produced a number of photographs of her and Duchamp 

signed many of his works in her name. Janine A. Mileaf remarks on the uniqueness of 

Rrose amongst Duchamp’s various aliases. Rrose was not just a temporary name, but 

among other things, she “published The Green Box, founded a fabric-dying business and 

a putative fashion shop, authored journal essays and a book of puns, and was suggested 

as a marriage partner for the surrealist poet Robert Desnos.”57 Duchamp signed a letter to 

Ettie Stettheimer, “Rose-Mar Cel” suggesting the close affinity he felt with his invented 

persona.58 Even after Rrose’s productivity began to wane, Duchamp assured an 

interviewer “She’s still alive; manifests herself little or not at all.”59 

 Man Ray photographed Rrose Sélavy on three occasions in 1921. James W. 

McManus discusses the commercial references in these images, which he believes were 

Duchamp and Man Ray’s reaction to the growing fashion industry. Man Ray as a fashion 

photographer was well aware of the falsity of much fashion and the intense fabrication 

that went into many images. According to McManus, make-up was an accepted tool in 

the creation of the feminine mystique by the 1920s and women were featured as both 

consumers and objects to be consumed in shop windows and advertisements.60 Rrose’s 

visage appeared on a faux label for a perfume bottle, Belle Haleine, in 1921 (Fig. 102). 

This same perfume bottle was surrounded by the magazine’s title on the cover of the first 

(and only) edition of New York Dada also in 1921 (Fig. 103). In this setting, Man Ray’s 
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image of Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy could be read as an advertisement for Dada, perhaps 

poking fun at the close relationship between the art and commercial worlds and the 

perceived need to advertise one’s artistic group. 

 For Rrose’s final portrait sitting Duchamp enhanced her femininity. Carefully 

applied make-up, a fur stole that softens Duchamp’s boney jaw, a female friend’s hands, 

and some altering to the finished photograph make this image the most convincingly 

female of the three sittings (Fig. 104).61 Historians and critics did not know quite what to 

do with these images. Were they works of art? Were they considered Duchamp’s work or 

Man Ray’s? For the most part the images appear as illustrative material rather than works 

in and of themselves in the early Duchamp literature. In 1959 Lebel included an image of 

Rrose Sélavy with the fur stole in his monograph on Duchamp.62 The image is listed as 

“Marcel Duchamp: Study for a female portrait.” Schwarz gave the whole series of images 

more importance in The Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp. The hand-retouched 

photograph from the third sitting as Rrose Sélavy appears as catalog number 275.63 

D’Harnoncourt and McShine published one image from this sitting in their 1973 

exhibition catalog, stating simply that Man Ray photographed Duchamp “in his guise as a 

woman” in 1920.64 An image from the third sitting is included in the timeline, although 

Belle Haleine is illustrated as number 139 in the catalogue. 

 Rrose took on three dimensions for the Exposition Internationale du Surréalisme 

in 1938 (Fig. 105). There, she was one of a series of mannequins lining the street 

recreated in the gallery. In this manifestation, Rrose wears male clothes, but only on the 

top half of her body, the bottom half remaining exposed for all to see (except for her feet 

which are adorned with men’s dress shoes). Her feminine features and hair contrast with 
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the masculine clothes (borrowed from Duchamp); the mannequin’s lack of genitals only 

heightens the ambiguity. 

 Man Ray’s photographs of Duchamp as Rrose relate to another series of images 

of Duchamp this time with a star-shaped tonsure, although most viewers would not have 

been aware of the relationship (Fig. 106).65 Duchamp labeled one of these photographs 

“Voici Rrose Sélavy,” spelling out the connection (Fig. 107).66 McManus suggests the 

likelihood that Duchamp sported the tonsure at the time Man Ray photographed him as 

Rrose Sélavy, with wig, make-up and women’s clothing.67 This combination reflects the 

dichotomy of the Large Glass, for a tonsure is historically a marker of masculinity as 

well as celibacy (the bachelors), while Rrose Sélavy can be seen to fill the role of the 

Bride.68 Knowing that Duchamp sports this mark of the celibate under his wig increases 

the instability of the images of Rrose Sélavy, which continually shift between male and 

female since the illusion is (no doubt purposefully) incomplete. In McManus’s words, 

this dynamism works to “establish a continual process of unification and separation,” 

something, as we have seen, that Johnson relished and aimed for in his own work—

identifying places where things correspond as well as finding seams to pull apart.69 Using 

Duchamp’s own example of an image that is actually two images, McManus posits 

thinking about the Rrose Sélavy photographs with the idea of the Wilson-Lincoln system. 

“We can imagine that when seen from the left it reveals the MARiée, and from the right 

the CELibat,” McManus explains.70 Alternatively, Rrose is neither masculine nor 

feminine just as the door that Duchamp devised at 11 Rue Larrey was neither open nor 

shut for it was hinged between two openings, always leaving one open while the other 
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was closed.71 Not male, but also not female, Rrose (Duchamp also described his Nude in 

this way) is perhaps a third gender.72  

Like the photographs of Rrose, the photographs of Duchamp’s tonsure were 

mostly seen as illustrations, rather than works in and of themselves during the 1960s and 

1970s. Although Duchamp included one image in Lebel’s monograph, for which he 

selected and laid out all of the images, Lebel did not discuss it.73 The photograph of 

Duchamp’s head from behind, smoking a pipe, is listed as “Marcel Duchamp: star shaved 

by Georges de Zayas.”74 In the catalogue for Not Seen and/or Less Seen, Richard 

Hamilton illustrated Duchamp’s tonsure prominently, in photographs from both behind 

and the side, but he did not discuss or even list it as a work of art.75 No images of the 

tonsure were included in The Almost Complete Works By Marcel Duchamp exhibition at 

the Tate Gallery in 1966.76 D’Harnoncourt and McShine listed the illustrative photograph 

of Duchamp’s tonsure from behind as by Man Ray in their 1973 catalogue.77 Schwarz 

seems to have been the only person to venture a reading of the tonsure—probably 

because it fit nicely into his controversial thesis about Duchamp, which centered on 

incest and alchemy.78 It was not until the third edition of his The Complete Works of 

Marcel Duchamp that Schwarz included photographs of the tonsure as works of art in 

Duchamp’s catalogue raisonné.79  

Schwarz’s 1969 interpretation of Duchamp’s tonsure ties it to cross-dressing and 

bisexuality. The discussion of the tonsure and one photograph of Duchamp’s head seen 

from behind (again, not acknowledged as a work in its own right) accompanies the 

collage for Belle Haleine, the perfume bottle that Duchamp designed, as discussed 

above.80 Schwarz remarks that the photograph on Belle Haleine is “the first [of many 
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times] in which Duchamp is seen photographed in the guise of a woman.”81 He explains 

Duchamp’s interest in cross-dressing as relating to incest, suggesting first that 

Duchamp’s unusual haircut “recalls the tonsure of Catholic priests.”82 Schwarz then 

quotes Erich Neumann’s The Origins and History of Consciousness:  

The sacerdotal sacrifice of hair is likewise a symbol of emasculation . . . . The 
sacrifice of men’s hair is an ancient mark of priesthood, from the baldness of 
Egyptian hierophants to the tonsure of Catholic priests and Buddhist monks. 
Notwithstanding the great disparities of religious views, hairlessness is always 
associated with sexual abstinence and celibacy, i.e., with symbolic self-
castration.83 
 

Schwarz believed that Duchamp’s incestuous love for his sister led him to many 

self-effacing acts, but he also attributed Duchamp’s interest in cross-dressing to 

the artistic urge to unite the conscious and unconscious self. Schwarz quoted Jung 

to explain this phenomenon:  

Just as every individual derives from masculine and feminine genes, and 
the sex is determined by the predominance of the corresponding genes, so 
in the psyche it is only the conscious mind, in a man, that has the 
masculine sign, while the unconscious is by nature feminine.84 

 
While not as extreme as Schwarz, a more recent commentator, Giovanna Zapperi, 

has also tied Duchamp’s tonsure to celibacy and castration. She sees the timing of 

the tonsure and Duchamp’s renunciation of painting as significantly linked. “If the 

tonsure can be read as a kind of symbolic castration,” Zapperi writes, “it therefore 

manifests certain parallels with the renunciation of the painterly act, an act which, 

. . . is analogous to phallic mastery and domination.”85 

In 1945 Duchamp was again captured on film in an altered state for an image he 

titled Marcel Duchamp at the age of 85 (Fig. 108). The artist was actually 58—the 

numbers simply flipped—but he is aesthetically aged by the harsh lighting, the camera 



 179 

angle, a beret giving the impression of a receding hairline and white powder which gives 

him a pasty pallor. Taylor believes this image was made after Duchamp posed for Ettore 

Salvatore who was making a life mask of the French artist. This process required plaster 

(the white powder) and a bathing cap to protect the hair (which may have planted the idea 

of the receding hairline in Duchamp’s mind).86 

Besides these deceptive images of the artist himself, Duchamp twice used what he 

called “compensation portraits” to stand in for his own likeness. Picabia represented 

Duchamp on the cover of his journal 391 with a profile image of the French boxer 

Georges Carpentier who had a remarkably similar visage to that of Duchamp (Fig. 109).87 

To further confuse matters Picabia crossed out Carpentier’s signature and replaced it with 

that of Rrose Sélavy. In 1942 for the First Papers of Surrealism exhibition catalog 

Duchamp submitted a photograph by Ben Shahn of a migrant mother to stand for him 

(Fig. 110).88 The participating artists had all agreed to be represented by substitute 

images. These images were supposedly chosen at random, highlighting the relationship 

between chance and identity, but as David Hopkins points out, there is some visual 

resemblance between the woman captured by Shahn and Duchamp’s gaunt features in the 

1930s.89  

Finally, Duchamp playfully documented his various identities in an assisted 

readymade titled Wanted, $2,000 Reward (Fig. 111). It consists of a fake wanted poster 

with Duchamp’s own (too small) mug shots pasted on. Below, the readymade text lists a 

number of aliases and their crimes. In the blank space left at the bottom Duchamp has 

added “Rrose Sélavy.” Wanted, as Richard Brilliant articulates, “makes an ironic contrast 

between the poster’s implied promise to portray some identifiable person and its fictive 
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complexity.”90 Who is the real person here? The images are of Duchamp, yet he is 

nowhere named. Duchamp is, therefore, parodying portraiture according to Brilliant.91 In 

this “anti-portrait,” Brilliant adds, “Duchamp has commented on the imprecision of the 

self’s boundaries, on the potential, if not actual, interchangeability of human beings by 

category, and on the ultimate submergence of the self under the weight of labels.”92 What 

makes an identity beyond these constructed labels? Duchamp leaves the viewer 

questioning, unsure of what he/she can believe. 

A probable inspiration for Duchamp’s construction of his identity was the mid-

nineteenth century German philosopher, Max Stirner, whose ideas were “enjoying 

something of a revival and following among anarchists in the first decades of the 

twentieth century,” according to McManus.93 Duchamp credited Stirner as an influence 

and touted his book The Ego and Its Own as “remarkable.”94 Allan Antliff explains that 

in The Ego and Its Own the philosopher “argued that humanity’s liberation could only be 

accomplished if all habitual subservience to metaphysical concepts and social norms 

ended and each ‘unique ego’ became self-determining and value-creating.”95 Stirner may, 

therefore, have inspired Duchamp to rebel in order to maintain true autonomy and to 

avoid “fixed notions of ‘being.’”96 

 
 

Johnson’s Responses to Duchamp’s Tonsure and Rrose Sélavy 

 

While Johnson did not adopt other names, he was a different person to everyone 

he met.97 Johnson reflected this tendency in his practice of drawing bunny heads, each 

labeled with a different name. He explained at one point that each head was a kind of 

self-portrait, changing to mirror his mood.98 Johnson thus constructed his identity through 
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his relationships with others and did not feel the need to be consistent.99 If at some times 

he identified with Mickey Mouse, the next moment he might relate more to Marcel 

Duchamp both combining and contrasting these various identities. Duchamp’s playful 

relationship to identity clearly intrigued Johnson, who engaged with several of 

Duchamp’s identity-related works.  

 Johnson responded to Duchamp’s tonsure in at least two works. The most overt 

reference is Star (Duchamp with Star Haircut), which, like the images on which it 

appears to be based—photographs of Duchamp with a star/comet tonsure, as well as Man 

Ray’s portrait of Rrose Sélavy with a fur stole—treats gender and identity as ambiguous 

and malleable (Fig. 112).100 Duchamp’s star/comet tonsure, as I have discussed, 

references the haircuts of monks and therefore celibacy or even asexuality. In Man Ray’s 

photographs of Rrose Sélavy from her third and final sitting, cross-dressing and a 

montage of body parts result in a confused mix of genders. Duchamp’s face appears with 

the feminine hands of Germaine Everling, Picabia’s mistress, who is behind Duchamp.101 

Johnson is clearly referencing this image rather than one of the two earlier photographs of 

Rrose Sélavy due to the direction the figure is facing, the positioning of her hands and the 

inclusion of the fur wrap. In Johnson’s image smoke from a cigarette hides the identity of 

the sitter, his friend Toby Spiselman, who wears a toy sheriff’s badge on her hat.102 

Spiselman and Johnson, best friends and collaborators for many years, may have thought 

of themselves as akin to Duchamp and Rrose Sélavy—different yet inseparable. 

 Johnson collages Duchamp’s multiple identities together into one image, playing 

with our visual memory while knowing that most viewers would only need either the star 

or the pose to see the connection to Duchamp. As noted earlier, recent scholarship 
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suggests that Duchamp may have had the star tonsure at the time he was posing as Rrose 

Sélavy. It is unlikely that Johnson knew this because the dates on the photographs of 

Duchamp have been readjusted several times since the late 1960s.103 However, Johnson 

seems to have understood Duchamp better than most of us and may have seen a 

connection between the two identities. 

 Johnson adds another layer to the image with his label. The date 1917 corresponds 

neither to the 1921 date of the star/comet tonsure portraits of Duchamp or to the third 

sitting of Rrose Sélavy with Man Ray. It may instead refer to an important date in 

Duchamp’s artistic career, the year he submitted Fountain to the Society of Independent 

Artists, from which it was rejected despite the group’s purposeful omission of a jury on 

the model of the French Salon des Indépendants. As one of Duchamp’s iconic works, 

Fountain is a third identity for Duchamp that Johnson collages onto the other two.104 

Dated 1968, the year of Duchamp’s death, Star (Duchamp with Star Haircut) may be 

thought of as a eulogy to the artist who was quickly becoming a star.105 The obscured 

visage could allude to Duchamp’s death, but it also points to the enigmatic identity that 

he cultivated and that Johnson surely admired, as he aspired to an equal level of mystery 

in his own life and art. 

It appears that Johnson used another photograph from his sitting with Spiselman 

as Rrose Sélavy in a collage dated 1992. Untitled (Étant with St. Sebastian) juxtaposes a 

reproduction of a 1525 painting of the saint by Sodoma with a headshot of a this time 

quite clear Spiselman with the sheriff’s badge and curly fur wrap (Fig. 113). We glimpse 

this visage through the profile of the nude of Étant Donnés, who appears with one leg on 

a stage and the other raised as if part of a kick line. Both Spiselman and St. Sebastian 
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gaze up but at what we do not know since Johnson has cropped Sodoma’s image to 

remove the angel who comes down to bestow a martyr’s crown on the saint. Johnson also 

cropped the bottom edge to remove St. Sebastian’s right foot, presumably in order to 

correspond with the footless Étant Donnés. Besides the similarity in the bodies of 

Sodoma’s St. Sebastian and the Étant Donnés nude, the two may have been connected in 

Johnson’s mind because of Duchamp’s study for Étant Donnés which was made of 

perforated plexiglass much like St. Sebastian’s body was pierced by arrows (Fig. 114).106 

In addition, St. Sebastian is often considered the patron saint of homosexuals, thus calling 

further attention to Duchamp’s gender antics.107 

It is clear that artists of Johnson’s milieu were aware of Duchamp’s lesser-known 

works. Other mail artists besides Johnson made star bathing caps that referenced 

Duchamp’s haircut and his Sculpture for Traveling, which he had made out of colored 

bathing caps.108 Star Bathing Cap for Rrose Sélavy, for example, was the submission 

from the artist collective Image Bank to the Whitney exhibition of the NYCS (Fig. 115). 

This work featured a bathing cap with stars stenciled onto it and some fake hair attached 

to one edge. These artists, perhaps through Johnson’s knowledge of Duchamp, seem to 

recognize the connection between the star tonsure and Duchamp’s female persona. 

Johnson and these other mail artists could have seen photographs of the tonsure at the 

mini Duchamp retrospective at the Cordier & Ekstrom Gallery in 1965. After Schwarz 

published his catalogue raisonné on Duchamp in 1969, Johnson would have had easy 

access to reproductions of almost all of Duchamp’s oeuvre—accompanied by Schwarz’s 

idiosyncratic reading of the artist’s life and work. 
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If Schwarz were to write Johnson’s catalogue raisonné, he would highlight the 

fact that Johnson struggled with his sexuality, repeatedly trying to have sex with women 

despite his clear preference for men.109 Schwarz would also have discussed Johnson’s 

interest in men in drag. Men in drag were a subject Johnson continually discussed with 

his friend Lawrence Weiner asking, “Did you see so and so in that bar last night? Should 

I do that? Could I do that? Would you do that? Will you send me a photograph of you in 

drag? I’ll send you a photo of me in drag.”110 Johnson may have noted the connection 

Schwarz found between homosexual intercourse and immortality (among other things) 

particularly because of the reference to snakes, a favorite and significant motif of 

Johnson’s. According to Schwarz: 

At the base of the spinal column the composite bone, which unites with the 
vertebrae to form the pelvis, is still called the sacrum. In the Tantric tradition, this 
region of the body is the seat of the Sleeping Serpent (Kundalini sakti)—again 
associated with resurrection and immortality—through whose energy man may 
achieve individuation. And finally, it is through this part of the body that, in 
homosexual intercourse, the male passive partner acquires a hermaphroditic 
personality.111 

 
While this was probably not the reason for Johnson’s love of snakes, he would surely 

have enjoyed Schwarz’s analysis. 

 There is no evidence of Johnson dressing in complete drag, but he did don 

costumes for openings, Nothings, and lectures. He wrote to a fellow Duchamp enthusiast, 

“I plan to wear the Bette Davis red bangs shower cap to the Marcel Duchamp 

Philadelphia Museum opening next September.”112 He wore “slacks hand-painted with 

magnificent Mickey Mouse heads” with a green turtleneck and green shoes for a 

lecture/event he gave on Duchamp.113 Even his regular day-to-day outfit could be 

considered a costume. It consisted of jeans and a black leather motorcycle jacket. 
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Combined with his shaved head, this sometimes caused alarm.114 Johnson proudly related 

one episode where his costume was “a complete success”: 

 Toby Spiselman and I went to Max’s one night and I was wearing an atrocious 
wig that I had sprayed with a whole can of pink paint. I was wearing my black 
leather motorcycle jacket and this wild pink wig and everyone was staring. I was 
thinking “how bizarre”, and I saw the face of Stephen Mueller, the young abstract 
painter, and he said “My God, it’s Ray Johnson”, and I knew we had succeeded at 
Max’s so we decided that the true test was to go to St. Adrian’s which is a little 
more tough. So we went over there and were standing by the Jukebox with this 
beautiful green underlighting and this silly pink wig, when three black girls 
sashayed in. One of the girls dropped her sweater so I picked it up for her. “Miss, 
you dropped your sweater.” And she said, “Would you buy us a drink?” And I 
said “I’m sorry, but I don’t have enough money to buy three of you a drink” and 
she said, “Mister, is that your real hair?” and I said, “No, it’s a wig.” And she 
said, “Well could I pull it off?” And I said “sure”. So she pulled the wig off my 
head and threw it on the floor and the other two black girls screamed and they all 
ran out. Everybody in the bar somehow managed to see this happening, so in my 
best method acting technique, I just very nonchalantly picked the thing up like a 
little puppy just hit by a car, and held it close. Then I said to Toby, “I guess we 
can go now, this wig has been a complete success.”115 

 
Through costume and continual performance Johnson created a veil of mystery 

surrounding his identity as well as an insistence that this identity was important to him. 

 
 
Three  
 
 Both Duchamp and Johnson were intrigued by the number three. In Duchamp’s 

words, “one is unity, two is double, duality, and three is the rest.”116 Naumann explains 

Duchamp’s 3 Standard Stoppages as a “complete system” because it consists of three 

measuring standards. Three “introduces a factor of reconciliation, serving to unite the two 

elements of opposition, while simultaneously producing a compatible and comprehensive 

fusion of all three.”117 This same idea of a system of three can also be seen in Duchamp’s 

erotic objects. Objet-Dard is clearly male; Female Fig Leaf is female, while Wedge of 

Chastity is neither one nor the other (maybe both).118 Rrose Sélavy is likewise neither 
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male nor female but perhaps a third gender.119 This “third,” in Marjorie Garber’s view, 

“is that which questions binary thinking.”120 It introduces a crisis into our normal 

understanding of gender, but also “a space of possibility structuring and confounding 

culture: the disruptive element that intervenes, not just a category crisis of male and 

female, but the crisis of category itself.”121 Schwarz would identify this third sex (or 

combination of the two) as an androgyne— the “most frequently recurring theme in 

Duchamp’s works” from 1919 to 1927 as well as the ultimate goal in many religions and 

philosophies. 122 According to Lanier Graham, from a metaphysical point of view, all of 

the divisions we experience in the earthly realm when seen from the perspective of a 

higher existence resolve into oneness.123 As the reconciliation of a binary system, the 

androgyne is the perfect resolution of correspondence—combining the two corresponding 

elements to such a degree that the result is neither one nor the other but a third entity.  

 Several scholars have discussed Duchamp’s interest in the androgyne. Robert 

Pincus-Witten, for example, highlights the fact that Duchamp encompasses both the 

Bride (la MARiee) and Bachelor (les CELibataires).124 Graham seconded Schwarz’s 

observation that androgyny was a central theme in Duchamp’s work.125 Duchamp even 

discussed his famous Nude in ambiguous gender terms. “Is it a woman? No. Is it a man? 

No. . . . I have never thought which it is. Why should I think about it?”126 Fountain is 

similarly androgynous for it is described both as a Madonna and a Buddha.127 It serves a 

masculine function but has a feminine form. An interesting object in a discussion of 

gender, a urinal is often the dividing line. No matter what a person looks like or how he 

or she dresses the use of the urinal divides the genders. To confuse things more, 

Duchamp insisted that a female friend was responsible for submitting the urinal to the 
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Society.128 The position of the urinal also adds to its confusion. The fact that Fountain 

was turned ninety degrees challenges the normal function of a urinal.  

 Fountain is also interesting in its commentary on creativity. As perhaps the 

readymade that made the biggest impression on the art world due to the scandal of its 

rejection from the Society, it stands for Duchamp’s idea that the artist’s most important 

act is the idea, the choosing, rather than the crafting of the object itself. To choose a 

urinal to make this point seems like a very blatant commentary on male creativity for a 

urinal captures the nonproductive product of the penis.129 As we will see, Duchamp’s 

exploration of the gender of creativity resonated with artists of Johnson’s generation. 

 For Johnson, three also meant an expanded field of possibilities. Thinking through 

correspondence, Johnson linked one thing to another, but when this duality became too 

strong, William Wilson has argued that Johnson “used threeness to alleviate problems in 

twoness.”130 He made this power of three explicit in an announcement for an eight-man 

show with only three artists. Wilson notes that “8” is made up by “3” and its inverted 

reflection; a doubling to form the symbol of infinity. 131 There is evidence that Johnson 

applied this logic to the idea of gender just as Duchamp had. In his many references to 

the figure from Étant Donnés, Johnson at times drops the second “t” perhaps linking 

Duchamp’s figure with Etan Patz, the six year old boy who disappeared in 1979 and 

thereby labeling the figure as masculine.
132

 As Taylor has observed, “as if to underscore 

the ontological instability of all sexual identities, Johnson’s Étant Donnés figure is in a 

constant state of transition and transformation.”133 
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Original/Copy 

 

Johnson stamped many of his works, “COLLAGE BY JOSEPH CORNELL.” He 

also used other artists’ names, showing his awareness of contemporary issues in the art 

world. “COLLAGE BY SHERRIE LEVINE,” for example, references an artist who 

herself specialized in copying.134 In turn, many people copied Johnson. Sometimes this 

delighted him, but frequently it annoyed him. He made a rubber stamp that read “FAKE 

COLLAGE BY RICHARD C” in reaction to one particularly prolific imitator.135 Johnson 

set many precedents, but as soon as other artists followed, he would move off in another 

direction. His images of Elvis and Marilyn Monroe, for example, predate the more 

famous Pop art images of Warhol. Although fame was always a fascination of Johnson’s, 

his work over the years grew more complicated and moved further from iconic images of 

stars, while artists like Warhol continued this theme with great success. Similarly, as 

noted above, when Correspondence Art became overly popular Johnson lost interest in 

it.136 Johnson’s typical response was to copy the copiers which, as he explained in an 

interview, makes it “a copy of a copy of a copy. That means it’s not only tongue-in-

cheek, but it’s tongue-in-cheek, tongue-in-cheek, tongue-in-cheek.”137 Johnson here was 

referencing a late work by Duchamp that consists of his self-portrait in profile with a 

three-dimensional cast of his cheek (with his tongue in it) affixed to it (Fig. 116).138 

Johnson’s was a very astute comparison since Duchamp questioned the issue of copies 

and reproductions more than anyone else.139 

While until 1954 much of Duchamp’s original art was inaccessible in private 

collections, photographic reproductions as well as more complicated forms of 

reproduction made his works known to a larger public. Naumann in his Marcel 
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Duchamp: The Art of Making Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction has analyzed 

this issue extensively. He has also remarked on how revolutionary it was for Duchamp to 

be represented in an exhibition (in Mexico City) solely with reproductions of his work.140 

In fact, Duchamp made this a habit to the point that one critic, when writing about the 

Pasadena retrospective, admitted that although he felt he knew Duchamp’s oeuvre, until 

that exhibition he had only seen it in reproduction.141 These stand-ins, particularly in the 

case of the Box in a Valise, in Bonk’s words, ironically “served to underline the 

inaccessibility of the originals, while at the same time acting as a catalyst for public 

response.”142 

In addition to the reproductions he made himself (or had purchased), Duchamp 

also embraced copies of his work instigated by other people.143 Because the fragile Large 

Glass could not travel, Ulf Linde in Sweden took on the task of producing a small scale 

replica for the exhibition Art in Motion in Amsterdam and Stockholm in 1961. As was his 

habit, Duchamp enthusiastically signed Linde’s work “pour copie conforme.”144 

Duchamp was not always as happy with the work of his imitators though. When one 

version of L.H.O.O.Q. did not meet his satisfaction, he wrote on it “pour copie non 

conforme” but he signed it anyway.145 Duchamp readily signed almost anything because, 

as Richard Hamilton explained, it devalued his work and, as previously discussed, 

Duchamp relished convoluting the relationship between art and money.146 

In other situations in Duchamp’s oeuvre, copies have increased the value of the 

original. Fifty years after Duchamp chose the original Readymades, the replicas 

commented anew on the issue of the original versus the copy. Duchamp explained, “I saw 

a solution, suggested by others, a way out of this rut, and a way to give back to the 
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Readymades the freedom of repetition they’d lost.”147 These works are somewhere in 

between original and reproduction. Duchamp treated both categories in the same way. 

Two versions of L.H.O.O.Q. were exhibited side by side in 1930 at the Galerie Goemans 

in Paris.148 Similarly, Arensberg happily displayed both the original Nude and the hand-

painted photograph of the Nude that Duchamp had made for him before he could acquire 

the painting.149  

Clearly Duchamp had a unique view of the original/reproduction relationship. 

“I’ve always been annoyed by the uniqueness people attribute to paintings,” he said.150 

He even went as far as to claim that there was no original. A piece of music, he 

explained, is performed from a score dozens of times. Likewise, a sculpture comes from a 

cast and can be made as many times as the artist wants.151 Which one is the original? Is 

one better than the next? They were all equal in Duchamp’s mind. However, no two 

objects were exactly the same to Duchamp because of the concept of “the Infrathin,” 

which he explored in his notes: 

Sameness 
similarity 
The same (mass prod.) 
practical approximation of similarity. 
In Time the same object is not the 
same after a 1 second interval – what 
Relations with the identity principle?152 
 

Molds, casts, shadows, and the objects that relate to them, casings (such as gloves or hats 

that held the shape of the body part it covered), and other examples of the Infrathin 

difference between two objects interested Duchamp. They also intrigued Johnson who 

made collages based on similarities as if trying to close the gap between two entities.153 

By repeating a stamp several times or reproducing one image in a variety of sizes, 
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Johnson played with “the problem of the identity of indiscernibles, renewing excitement 

and wonder that two things are identical, or almost so,” in Wilson’s words.154 In a similar 

vein, Johnson ran the personal, and therefore unique, letter through the photocopier, 

denying the letter its intrinsic qualities of specificity. 

 Who can be considered the “original” Johnson or the “original” Duchamp when 

there were so many different personae associated with each man? It is interesting to 

consider the relationship between Duchamp and Johnson through the lens of their shared 

interest in the phenomenon of the original. Johnson was certainly not attempting to copy 

Duchamp, but rather acted a few steps removed, in resonance with the elder artist. 

Duchamp may have recognized the many echoes of his oeuvre and ideas that Johnson 

captured in his collage and correspondence work. Like an heir, Johnson carried some 

strains of Duchamp’s art through into his own work, putting his unique spin on them and 

using them as a foundation on which to build.  

 
 
Authenticity: Identity, Gender, and Sexuality in the Avant-Garde 

 
 These issues of authenticity play a role in the transition from Abstract 

Expressionism to Pop during the 1950s. The identity of the artist was called into question 

with Duchamp held up both as exemplary for the Neo-Dada and Pop artists and as a 

punching bag for supporters of the Abstract Expressionists.155 Many artists of Johnson’s 

generation turned to Duchamp as a role model in order to find an alternative to Abstract 

Expressionism, which dominated the New York art world during the 1950s.156 In contrast 

to the Abstract Expressionists who were depicted in the popular press as burly, overly 

masculine and deeply introspective, Duchamp presented a cool, intellectual, perhaps even 
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effeminate persona with an air of indifference.157 Through his various personas and his 

art about identity, Duchamp exposed the cracks in the very structure of society’s labels, 

leaving them exposed for this next generation of artists to tear apart.158 

 One of the main issues that Duchamp investigated throughout his life and which 

artists of Johnson’s generation took up in opposition to Abstract Expressionism was what 

I am calling the gendering of creativity. Generally an artist (until recently presumed 

male) creates works that are considered akin to the artist’s offspring. Amelia Jones 

accuses art history of being the “institutionally articulated reassurance of paternity, the 

framing of paternally legitimated genealogies of affiliated series of influences, as marked 

by evidence of the paternal ‘hand.’”
159 Clearly this dissertation is guilty of this goal—

claiming Johnson as heir to Duchamp’s father figure—but both Duchamp’s and 

Johnson’s play with identity, gender, and sexuality make their relationship decidedly 

queer. They challenge the simplicity of artistic lineage and gendered creativity. 

 The gendering of creativity certainly did not begin during the mid-twentieth 

century. The Symbolists, for example, in the late nineteenth century saw gender and 

creativity as a complicated relationship. Although Symbolists connected femininity with 

“intuition, spirituality, hypersensitivity, and emotionalism” these traits were “only 

beneficial and productive if found in the male sex.”160 Thus, while women were confined 

to the creation of offspring, masculine creativity manifested as artistic genius. The 

connection between these two acts often emerges in the vocabulary used to describe art. 

Patricia Mathews illustrates how painter and critic G. Albert Aurier “employed terms 

such as penetration and fusion that even he himself recognized as provocatively sexual” 

in his discussion of the creative act and the reception of art.161  
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 In writing about the Abstract Expressionists, the press exaggerated this metaphor, 

describing their activities in a hyper-masculinized, heterosexual vocabulary, and 

emphasizing the artistic act as that of a solitary genius.162 Like the Symbolists and the 

Surrealists before them, these artists, according to the critics, “redefined the creative 

process so that they presented themselves as competing with [a woman’s] biological 

function as a creator of life.”163 The critics established creativity as a purely masculine 

pursuit and as on a par with biological creation. “Here a man had been at work,” the critic 

Clyfford Still wrote in a letter to Pollock [Still’s emphasis].164 Pollock said himself that 

“great art needs a pecker.”165 Critic William Feaver pictured Pollock as “casting paint 

like seed . . . on to the canvas spread at his feet. This was no sissy . . . It was, 

demonstrably, the real thing . . . painting composed of . . . manly ejaculatory splat.”166 

Critics portrayed the whole process as if it were a sexual conquest. An undeniable urge 

draws the solitary genius to his studio, where he is lost in his work, unaware of anything 

else around him until he emerges, completely spent. Time magazine described Pollock as 

“emerging from his studio limp as a wet dishrag.”167 

 This attitude fed into the concerns of the time. The United States was going 

through a “crisis in masculinity.” The Depression in the 1930s had shaken gender roles 

and the stable family unit (along with everything else). There was a significant drop in 

marriage and birth rates as people were separated in their efforts to find work and delayed 

starting a family until they could support one. As George Chauncey and Andrew Perchuk 

have shown, the breadwinners could literally not bring home bread, never mind the 

bacon, undoubtedly making them question their own virility and capabilities.168 
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World War II eventually strengthened the economy in the United States, but 

gender relations only became more complicated. During the war, as the men left to fight, 

the women had gone to work. Large same-sex communities in the army as well as the 

boarding houses for working women in some ways aided homosexuals. No longer 

surrounded by models of heterosexual normativity, many felt more comfortable 

expressing their feelings towards those of the same gender.169 Certainly these 

circumstances made many view gender roles differently. When the troops returned home, 

the adjustment was not easy. Ad campaigns tried to entice women back to their kitchens. 

The rise of a new managerial class added to the questioning of gender roles, since work 

for many men no longer involved any traditionally masculine, hands-on activity and was 

often very “other-focused” rather than independent.170 Emasculated in the workplace, 

which they now often shared with women, men were also directed to play a more equal 

role in the household.171  

During the Cold War many Americans feared what became known as the “decline 

of the American male.”172 It seemed to them that the American woman was becoming 

more and more demanding, controlling men everywhere from the office to the bedroom. 

Look magazine published a series of articles addressing this issue in 1958.173 The writers 

reported four consequences of women’s dominance over men. From moderate to extreme 

they are: 1. Fatigue. “It is already remarkable that our younger generation shows signs of 

being fagged out and of having lost . . . the ‘hunting instinct.’” 2. Passivity. Men have 

begun to dress for women in order to be chosen, just as women have always preened to 

attract the male gaze. 3. Anxiety. Women are becoming demanding sexual connoisseurs, 
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causing men to fear failing to please their wives. And finally, if nothing is done to halt 

women’s progression, men will become impotent as a result of the first three effects.174  

Suddenly, being masculine appeared to take great effort. American men began to 

be consumers and a target audience of the fashion and beauty industries alongside women 

as they worked to fit themselves into the new masculine mold.175 Curator Helaine Posner 

describes the requirements of masculinity in severe terms:  

A highly variable and often vulnerable construction . . . the personal and 
psychological demands of maleness, coupled with the political and social 
pressures to conform to its manifold codes, require the subject to be 
constantly vigilant, least he suffer internal and external sanctions.176  

 
While the feminine had long been understood as an arduous act requiring great attention 

from women, this idea that masculinity might also be a masquerade only began to surface 

in the mid-twentieth century.177 The masquerade’s long association with the feminine 

meant that it itself was permanently gendered. “Any overt theatricalization of the 

“masculine” through the masquerade,” Steven Cohan writes, “is still believed to result in 

the implicit feminization of the male masquerader.”178 The Abstract Expressionist 

Willem de Kooning joked about these insecurities. Describing his Woman series de 

Kooning said that “maybe in that earlier phase I was painting the woman in me. Art isn’t 

a wholly masculine occupation, you know. I’m aware that some critics would take this to 

be an admission of latent homosexuality.”179 

The added challenge of fitting into the masculinity mold at this time was that, 

paradoxically, it demanded transgression. The conformity that McCarthyism required 

denied what many valued as the key virtue of the American male—independent spirit. In 

typical reactionary response, Americans went to extremes, embracing the charade of 
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hyper-masculinity—even its obviously problematic aspects—in their icons, as we will 

see in the example of Pollock. 

 Individuality was being subsumed by conformist culture and virility was losing 

steam.180 The extreme physicality of the Abstract Expressionists fought against this trend 

as well as the idea that art itself might be a feminine activity.181 Critics set up the Abstract 

Expressionists against the example of Duchamp, who, though respected, was depicted as 

distinctly foreign and rather feminine. An interesting comparison can be found between 

two articles published in Life Magazine: the 1949 article which posed the question “Is 

Jackson Pollock the greatest living artist?” and “Dada’s Daddy” on Duchamp published 

in 1952.182 Although Duchamp is labeled as a father figure, he appears in the guise of his 

Nude Descending a Staircase No. 2, an ambiguous figure usually read as female.183 The 

article describes Duchamp with terms such as “exotic,” “courtesy,” “charm,” and “high 

brow” whereas in the other article Pollock is shown in more masculine, aggressive 

adjectives including “brooding” and “moody” as he “attacks” the canvas.184  

 Looking back on this time, the artist George Segal seems to have adopted the 

exaggerated, gendered language of the critics. He recalled the typical Abstract 

Expressionist as “heavy-set . . . with drooping moustache and corduroy jacket. . . . if you 

had an education, you had to hide it and sound like a New York cab driver.”185 In 

contrast, Segal remembered Duchamp and Cage as exemplars of a “slender, cerebral, 

philosophical, iconoclastic type,” a welcome alternative for this rising group of artists, 

many of whom were homosexual.186 Whether or not this dichotomy was quite as clearly 

defined at the time, having this alternative was hugely important since, according to 

Rauschenberg, the pull of the Abstract Expressionists was so powerful that in order to 
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work one had to “start every day moving out from Pollock and de Kooning, which is sort 

of a long way to have to go to start from.”187  

 Compared to the Abstract Expressionists, the Pop artists emphasized their 

connections to machines, consumerism, and popular culture (which Greenberg had 

designated as the female in opposition to the fine art he considered male); many were 

homosexual, and their most visible representative, Warhol, played up the “swish.”188 

These artists looked to Duchamp (sometimes with Cage as an intermediary) to find 

alternative ways to define oneself as an artist.189 They often poked fun at the Abstract 

Expressionists (Roy Lichtenstein’s brushstrokes made up of benday dots, for example) 

and created a new attitude towards creativity.190 Johnson, particularly in his work with 

the NYCS, countered the idea of the solitary genius, presenting in its place a community. 

His works, as I have discussed, challenge the idea of clear patronage by having many 

“fathers” of each work. 

Johnson’s works also counter the gendering of creativity through his obsession 

with images of sex and of death—sometimes separate, sometimes together. This 

unsettling pairing is in clear opposition to the heteronormative association of sex with life 

and with many descriptions of the Abstract Expressionists’ work. As Lee Edelman has 

argued, the union of heterosexual sex and reproduction permeates our culture, not just our 

bedrooms. Value is placed on the future and non-reproductive sex is therefore 

stigmatized. In Edelman’s words,  

[The idea of a child], whose mere possibility is enough to spirit away the naked 
truth of heterosexual sex—impregnating heterosexuality, as it were, with the 
future of signification by conferring upon it the cultural burden of signifying 
futurity—figures our identification with an always about-to-be-realized 
identity.191  
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Johnson’s work counters this cultural emphasis on futurity that Edelman articulates. 

Eventually committing suicide, Johnson clearly did not take futurity lightly, despite the 

humor that he reliably brings to any discussion. 

 
 
Action Jackson 

 

In 1973 Johnson made a small collage centered on Pollock, whose name and dates 

appear at the top of the collage, emphasized by the red phallic line surrounding them 

(Fig. 117). With his caustic masculinity and explosive nature, Pollock was an irresistible 

target for Johnson, whose work abounds with curious explorations of gender and 

performance. From looking at the number of references to the Abstract Expressionist in 

Johnson’s work, one would think that he and Pollock had been intimately acquainted. 

Johnson was shy in many ways though (and probably wise), so he most likely avoided 

Pollock. John Cage, with whom Johnson was very close, remarked of Pollock:  

I . . . tried to avoid him. I did this because he was generally so drunk, and 

he was actually an unpleasant person for me to encounter. I remember 

seeing him on the same side of the street I was, and I would always cross 

over to the other side.
192

  

 

Like every celebrity with whom Johnson engaged visually, it can be difficult to tell 

exactly how Johnson felt towards Pollock. Some of Johnson’s works could be described 

as homages to the great Abstract Expressionist, even as others clearly mock him. Most 

are probably a combination of the two. Action Jackson is typical of this mocking 

reverence. 

In this piece Johnson has taken an advertisement for an action figure similar to GI 

Joe and added it to a hand-printed sheet. Action Jacksons, made in the 1970s by Mego 

Corporation, came in three versions: two Caucasians (one with a beard, and one without), 
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and one African-American. Accessories included a “wire-controlled Jeep, a rescue 

helicopter, and a snowmobile” enabling children to create dramatic tales of adventure.193 

These figures had no intentional connection to Pollock although the resonances that 

Johnson brings out are remarkable. 

The name “Action Jackson” is deliciously perfect considering Pollock’s unique 

painting process. In 1952 the art critic Harold Rosenberg coined the term “Action 

Painting” to describe Pollock’s practice.194 The physicality emphasized in the term 

“Action Painting” evokes the masculine nature of Pollock’s labor. In this collage, 

Johnson both celebrates and mocks Pollock’s hyper-masculinity and virile sexuality by 

drawing onto the figure an over-sized phallus and one ponderous (mega(o)) testicle. 

Despite its size, there is no denying its singularity. Johnson has de-balled Pollock.  

Johnson connects sex and death by bringing out the short, explosive nature of 

Pollock’s life as well as that of the other celebrities whom he lists with their birth and 

death dates underneath the advertisement. Interestingly, the people Johnson names all 

died before the age of 67 (Johnson’s age when he committed suicide in 1995 and the 

digits add up to 13). Characteristically for Johnson, the last line adds a humorous twist to 

an otherwise dark subject. “Keir Dullea Gone Tomorrow” is a line that the actor Noël 

Coward quipped on the set of the film “Bunny Lake Is Missing,” about his fellow actor, 

Keir Dullea, better known for his role in “2001: A Space Odyssey.”195 Dullea is still alive 

today, but this quote (a favorite of Johnson’s) addresses the fleeting quality of these once 

invincible stars. Despite their great show of virility, their energies were quickly spent. It 

may seem odd to analyze part of the collage that is not visible, but the advertisement is 

attached with a single piece of tape on its top edge. Johnson was a master collager and 
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perfectly proficient with glue. He chose to make this piece interactive. The viewer can 

clearly see that there is text underneath the action figure, and he/she can expose the text 

by simply lifting the advertisement. The choice of tape may also have to do with the 

qualities of glue. As a white, viscous liquid, glue could have added the allusion to 

ejaculation to the well-hung figure. It is easy to imagine how Johnson could have applied 

glue in an Abstract Expressionist fashion just as he did with paint in another collage from 

the year before (Fig. 118). Johnson’s choice of tape over glue furthers his denial of 

Pollock’s virility. 

A visual counterpart to the ominous text, the print on the right hand side of the 

collage appears to riff on the shape of a penis. A simple line twisting and turning on a 

black ground creates phallic shapes—some flaccid, others erect. These shapes echo that 

of the red penis on the figure. Their counter-clockwise pinwheel pattern adds movement 

to the image and encourages the viewer to imagine an analogous motion in the figure’s 

penis. 

 Clearly Johnson is caricaturing Pollock, but he was not the first to highlight the 

eroticism surrounding Pollock, or as Time magazine labeled him “Jack the Dripper.”196 

Many discussions of Pollock’s art in the popular press included a physical description of 

the artist, as if his physique were a crucial aspect of his work. As mentioned previously, 

critics often talked about the artistic process of the Abstract Expressionists in sexual 

language. Some writers in making fun of Pollock took the sexual metaphors a little too 

literally, claiming that Pollock actually ingested paint and then sprayed it onto the canvas 

via his penis, an “authentic phallic trace.”197 In response to the question of how he knew 

when he had finished a painting, Pollock replied with the question “How do you know 
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when to stop making love?”198 This attitude, as Andrew Perchuck points out, “valorized 

certain artists and certain types of artistic production, creating a coherent but necessarily 

proscribed reading of postwar American art, with obvious consequences for those who 

could not or would not participate in it.”199 

Rosalind Krauss has discussed the Freudian interpretation of Pollock’s drips, 

further highlighting their sexual significance but tying them not to semen, but to the other 

liquid that can come from a penis. Krauss embraces the connotations of urination in 

Pollock’s process, a link that previous critics had made only disparagingly. In Civilization 

and its Discontents, Freud discussed urine in relation to human’s control of fire.  

It is as though primal man had the habit, when he came in contact with 
fire, of satisfying an infantile desire connected with it, by putting it out 
with a stream of his urine. . . . Further, it is as though woman had been 
appointed guardian of the fire which was held captive on the domestic 
hearth, because her anatomy made it impossible for her to yield to the 
temptation of this desire.200  
 

This explanation can lead us to several different views of Pollock’s drip paintings. In his 

violent display of virility (as his process was described by the critics), Pollock attacks the 

feminine space of the fire/canvas. However, if Pollock is giving in to his “infantile 

desire,” he is also by this logic uncivilized—moving backwards through history rather 

than working towards the future. Pollock did, after all, infamously relieve himself in 

Peggy Guggenheim’s fireplace.201 Both interpretations resonate with Johnson’s collage 

with its undeniable flare of masculinity beside the infantile association of the toy. 

Jonathan Weinberg has read Johnson’s image as a jab at Pollock but also as “a spoof of 

how certain gay subcultures glorify the very manliness that leads to their oppression.”202 

While Weinberg may be right, I think that Johnson connects Pollock to these subcultures 

for other reasons. 
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Action Jackson has a (not so veiled) subtext of queer eroticism. The printed ad 

boasts that all the figures are “full jointed, completely posable and are dressed in jump 

suit, belt and boots.” This language, especially in the context of Johnson’s altered image, 

is decidedly kinky. The fully jointed figure in Johnson’s rendition includes a circling 

penis as suggested by the pinwheeling shape on the right. Although not specifically 

homoerotic, the sexuality that Johnson assigns to Pollock is certainly not 

heteronormative.  

The omnipresent love affair that Edelman identifies between society and 

reproductive futurity was certainly present in the critical debate surrounding Pollock’s 

work. When described in terms of reproductive sex, the drip paintings are the artist’s 

creations, but when his detractors emphasize the connection to urine rather than semen, 

Pollock’s paintings are stained with the stench of a waste product.203 The urine reading, 

as Krauss observed, also suggests a homosexual act. In the same footnote quoted 

previously, Freud relates: 

The legends that we possess leave no doubt about the originally phallic 
view taken of tongues of flame as they shoot upwards. Putting out fire by 
micturating . . . was therefore a kind of sexual act with a male, an 
enjoyment of sexual potency in a homosexual competition.204 
 

Krauss notes that an understanding of Freud is unnecessary in order to make the 

connection between urine and homoeroticism; this link was explicitly present in New 

York in the 1960s and 70s in the practice of piss play or golden showers featured in select 

venues such as a popular gay bar called The Toilet.205 Here one could find troughs to sit 

or even lie in while other men relieved themselves onto you. While I do not know if 

Johnson participated in any of these acts, he did enjoy taking visitors to the most 

shocking places in New York. The painter Peter Schuyff recalls a visit to New York as an 
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impressionable eighteen-year old when Johnson took him to several bars including the 

infamous Mineshaft. Johnson showed Peter things that still seem to trouble him as he 

recounts them, decades later, in the film “How To Draw A Bunny.”206 

Because Johnson avoided the use of glue and accompanied his figure with a 

sobering death list, I believe he read Pollock through the urine rather than the semen 

interpretation. By bringing out the connections to piss in Pollock’s work, Johnson mocks 

the heteronormative emphasis on productivity in the art world. In an Edelman-like 

maneuver, Johnson celebrates sexual acts that not only do not contribute to reproduction, 

they negate it, for in order to urinate a man must not be fully aroused. While fascinated 

by all bodily fluids (urine, semen, blood, spit), Johnson very rarely addresses semen in 

his work.207 Urine, on the other hand, is ubiquitous. This emphasis on a counter-

reproductive act, particularly in its defiance of the art world parlance surrounding 

Pollock, fits with Johnson’s complicated relationship to productivity in general. As we 

have seen, Johnson continually challenged the links between commerce and art. Refusing 

traditional gallery representation, he preferred to hawk his wares like a traveling 

salesman and made negotiations over price a part of the art work itself. He further defied 

the commodification of art and the gendering of creation by toying with the question of 

authorship. Who is to say who the true “father” of a piece of Correspondence Art is when 

it has traveled through multiple hands and evolved over time? 

 The palimpsest-like collage, Rosenquist Urinating, also addresses the link 

between art, commerce, and sex (Fig. 119). This work features quotes taken from the 

graffiti found in bar restrooms, which presumably Rosenquist could have read while 

urinating. The notices are all ads of one sort or another. Men offering their services as 
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nude models, masseurs, and/or sexual partners, leather and nickel cock rings guarantee 

satisfaction, and a mysterious product promises the superpower of getting “the pants off 

every girl you meet.” Alongside these classified-like notices, Johnson includes two 

individually addressed letters more typical of his Correspondance School work. Both 

solicit items for the NYCS exhibition at the Whitney. Thus Johnson crassly associates the 

call for art with that for sex. It is interesting to consider Johnson’s conflicted feelings 

about these art world solicitations in light of this work for not only are the calls for art 

linked with those for sex, they are all in the context of the semi-public bathroom stall 

where one is vulnerable, with genitals exposed. 

Many of Johnson’s works include figures who may simply be urinating, but the 

messages included in this collage set the scene of the restroom and, through association, 

homosexual erotics. Sociologist Laud Humphreys, who studied sexual activities in public 

restrooms in the 1960s, concluded that across the country these locales had become 

centers of homosexual acts.208 Graffiti like that in Johnson’s collage often facilitated the 

meeting of sexual partners. Humphreys describes the graffiti in these restrooms as 

“lacking in initials, sketches of nude females, poetry, and certain of the more classic four-

letter words. . . . [rather they] are straightforward, functional messages.”209 Intricate, 

counter-culture communities formed around these restrooms. Often anonymous, often 

silent, these straightforward, functional acts left no mark, no seed of any sort that would 

grow and live in the future. Hence, by emphasizing the homosexual over the heterosexual 

and urine over semen, Johnson negated the gendering of creativity promoted by the 

Abstract Expressionists. Johnson is New York’s most famous unknown artist because he 
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countered the futurity inherent to art history, denying clear patrimony to much of his art 

and circumnavigating the distribution systems.  

 Both Duchamp and Warhol toyed with the gendering of creativity as well, in 

some cases quite literally. In 1946 Duchamp made a work he titled Paysage Fautif 

(Wayward Landscape) for a deluxe edition of the Box in a Valise (Fig. 120).210 Duchamp 

gave this copy of the Box in a Valise to his lover, Maria Martins. Investigation has proven 

that the medium for this work is seminal fluid.211 Although made before Pollock began 

his infamous drip paintings and not revealed to the public until 1989, Duchamp’s artistic 

“comment on male expressive/sexual urgency,” in David Hopkin’s view, “ironizes the 

new vogue for painterly bravado in American art linked to assertively ‘male’ artists such 

as Pollock.”212 This gesture certainly takes the idea of “the painterly gesture as an index 

of masculinity” quite literally. “‘Dissemination’ (as influence or creation),” Amelia Jones 

notes, “is forced to take on a literal meaning: its slippage from the metaphorical (as 

‘influence’ or ‘artistic creation’) to the ideological (as justifying a masculinist notion of 

artistic creation as patrilineal) is exposed.”213 

 Warhol made a very similar gesture with his Come Painting, of ca. 1978 made of 

semen and gesso on canvas, but he also made Oxidation Paintings (sometimes more 

crassly called Piss Paintings) from 1977-1982.214 For this series, Warhol first covered a 

canvas with a copper-based paint, then instructed male friends to urinate onto the 

canvas.215 The paint turned green and orange with the addition of urine creating beautiful 

abstract compositions. Warhol acknowledged that he was inspired by Pollock’s drip 

paintings as well as the rumors that Pollock would piss on canvases intended for 

collectors he disliked.216 
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 While Johnson does not appear to have done anything quite this physical in 

response to Pollock’s technique, collages like Action Jackson suggest he was thinking 

along the same lines. More poignantly, Johnson once told his close friend William 

Wilson that “I’m the only painter in New York whose drips mean anything.”217 This 

comment undoubtedly refers to Pollock’s painting technique. In contrast to Pollock’s 

abstract dribbles of paint, Johnson’s Oedipus/ Elvis I features expressive drips that appear 

to come from the figure’s eyes—like tears (Fig. 12). Wilson spelled out the connection 

between Pollock, Johnson, and Oedipus that Johnson alluded to with this statement: 

To designate a meaning for drips of paint reverses the direction abstract art 

seemed to be taking. Such a reversal would kill Jackson Pollock as an aesthetic 

father. . . . In the analogy, clearly Pollock had cut off Johnson’s path when he 

came to cross-roads, the point at which he might have decided for abstractions 

rather than representations. Johnson had been a painter of abstract paintings, hard-

edge neo-plastic non-representational paintings . . . . His early paintings were not 

as true to Johnson’s life-world as paintings by Pollock were to his. The truth of 

Pollock’s work exposed the inadequacy of Johnson’s sharp-focus geometric work 

from about 1948 to 1952-3.
218

 

 
Did Johnson really give up abstraction because of Pollock? Whether it was for this reason 

or a host of others, Johnson turned away from Pollock and instead found a father figure in 

Duchamp.  

 
 
Cult of Celebrity: Identity and Johnson's Bunny Lists  
 
 Johnson’s interest in identity is also clear in his role as the ultimate name dropper, 

obsessed with celebrity. The exaggerated personas of the stars and the fans that played a 

large part in their construction excited him. Appropriately, he was one of the first artists 

to incorporate images of Hollywood stars and rock musicians into his art. The basis of 

Oedipus (Elvis 1), for example, is a classic publicity photograph of the newly famous 
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rock ‘n’ roll idol. Sidra Stich offers another explanation for the tear-like red drips that 

appear to come from Elvis’ eye in Johnson’s collage. She believes they reference Elvis’ 

“Heartbreak Hotel” which sold eight million copies in just six months.219  

 Johnson was clearly not the only one interested in these new public figures. After 

World War II a media explosion both bolstered and directed American’s interest in 

celebrities. With the 1950s came television, and these idols entered the American living 

room.220 Jonathan Katz describes Warhol as being “attracted to the cracks in celebrity 

façade.”221 Johnson too, was “both a total fan and a waspish critic,” according to Holland 

Cotter.222 Liking to pull things apart at the seam as much as to pair them off anew, 

Johnson must have relished the overacting and obvious construction of celebrities to the 

same degree as his friend Warhol. Both artists were intrigued by the relationship between 

fan and star, calling attention with their art to the power the fans have to shape the 

celebrity’s image.223 Scholar Jack Babuscio has suggested that many homosexuals are 

attracted to camp and other examples of overacting because it brings attention to the fact 

that we are all actors, particularly those who are trying to pass as something they are 

not.224 During the blatantly homophobic 1950s it was clear that gay people were defined 

by others—by their interactions with others and by the projections of others onto them.225 

Appropriately, the stars Johnson focused on were not the extreme macho standards, but 

rather the more feminine and sensual. Stich notes that “Presley’s image was sensuous but 

tough, confident but vulnerable—a far cry from the prevailing masculine model heralded 

by stars like John Wayne.”226 

Defining oneself through one’s interactions with others was exactly what Johnson 

did. As discussed in the previous chapter, Johnson created his own community and 
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thereby identity through his bunny lists, which are filled with celebrities. He also 

established his legitimate existence, according to Judith Butler’s theories, in the very act 

of naming each bunny head, for one must be named in order to name another.227 Naming 

not only makes something real, it classifies, organizes, and controls. Society labeled 

Johnson as aberrant; he in turn listed only those he felt were deserving of inclusion in his 

Correspondance School. If correspondence is what makes someone or something real, 

reality was in Johnson’s hands.  

 
* * * 

  
 Identity was clearly complicated in Johnson’s view. Each portrait that he made 

was actually a multitude of artworks suggesting that one image could not possibly 

describe a personality.228 And of course each portrait featured several people as if a 

person could not be defined without the inclusion of others. In regards to his own 

identity, Johnson professed, “The performance I do is acting . . . playing the role of an 

artist talking about talking about his work . . . it’s a Dada joke.”229 Every aspect of 

Johnson’s life was a performance. This kept the world at arm’s length, allowing no one to 

know the real Johnson. Many people who were acquainted with the artist emphasized his 

outsider status.230 He too seems to have been acutely aware of his inability to fit in with 

established groups and categories. Muffet Jones described Johnson as “inhabiting the 

borderline . . . an indeterminate space between land and sea, centre and periphery, interior 

and exterior, male and female, on and on—the place where binary categories and 

definitions dissolve and fall apart or intermingle.” An undoubtedly creative space, Jones 

notes that productions from the borderline “will by its nature be counter to the 

fundamental aggregates of traditional linear (phallocentric) space (and time).”231 Perhaps 
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the only appropriate father figure in Johnson’s case of degendered creativity is Duchamp 

who himself was always playing “a little game between I and me.”232
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Conclusion 

In the late 1980s or early 90s Johnson labeled a drawing of a film screen 

“readymade object / Arensburg [sic] Coll. / movie screen” as if he had sketched it at the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art in the midst of the Duchamp collection (Fig. 121). There is 

no image on the screen; it is simply blank, awaiting a projection. What is the significance 

of a film screen? While a blank screen is visible, especially in terms of what it is blocking 

from view, when an image is projected onto it, it is difficult to focus on the screen. Once 

there is a projected image, the screen itself is hardly noteworthy. The particular type of 

screen that Johnson drew can, in fact, be rolled up and tucked away in a corner (or behind 

a partition like R. Mutt’s Fountain) until there is an image to project onto it. Also, like 

the optical illusion of the goblet made up of the facing profiles (Fig. 79), or the bunny 

and the duck (Fig. 73) one cannot focus on both the screen and the image it captures at 

the same time. A screen is a transition point between dimensions. The standing screen is 

three-dimensional but this quality disappears when the two-dimensional image is 

projected onto it. The image makes the viewer aware of the flatness of the screen, or the 

viewer gets lost in the illusionistic space of the image.1 One cannot focus on both the 

three-dimensional object and the three-dimensional illusion at the same time. Yet without 

the screen, the projected image would be hard to see and without the image the screen 

would just be in the way. 

It is intriguing to consider the screen in regard to Jacques Lacan’s “image screen,” 

which he described in his seminars on the gaze in 1964 (published in The Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis in 1973).2 For Lacan, the screen is the 

mediating point between the gaze and the object.3 It represents the culture’s traditional 
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readings, helping one interpret what one sees.4 The screen also serves a protective 

function, shielding one from the blinding gaze (in Lacan’s explanation the object gazes 

back at us) as well as the touch of the real.5 Could Duchamp’s profile function as a 

Lacanian screen for Johnson? As the meeting point between Duchamp and Johnson, it 

mediates and tames the gaze into recognizable images. It is logical that Johnson’s 

artworks that feature Duchamp were places for the younger artist to work out his own 

views on Duchamp’s oeuvre. They feature references to both artists and therefore exist 

between the two, mediating both their similarities and differences. 

Duchamp’s Readymade Comb served a similar function for Johnson as a screen 

does for a projection. Johnson incorporated an image of Comb in many of his collages, 

using it as a support for his own ideas, rather than the spot-lit image. Often Johnson’s 

images of combs are covered in tesserae. They rarely look exactly like Duchamp’s Comb, 

but they allude to it through metonymical formal characteristics. 

 As we saw, during the 1910s, when Duchamp first chose the Readymades, they 

were largely overlooked. Intrinsically easy to lose, many of the “original” Readymades 

were no longer extant when, in the 1960s, the art world was finally ready for them. At 

that point Schwarz made an edition of the Readymades, and younger artists began to 

incorporate them (or the concept in general) in their own art. As the historian Dieter 

Daniels has written, 

Whenever other artists embrace the principle of the Readymades, the idea 
becomes completely detached from the historical objects and begins a life of its 
own. In so doing, it illustrates in the best way possible Duchamp’s dictum that it 
is the viewer who makes the pictures. The continued artistic influence of the 
Readymade may therefore be understood only as a permanent redefinition of its 
meaning.6 
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In effect, the works by the younger artists had the opposite effect for the Readymades of 

an image on a screen. By projecting their images onto the Readymades, the artists made 

the objects more visible, instead of invisible. They brought the once overlooked 

Readymades to the forefront of the art world. 

On the other hand, the work of many of the younger artists was only possible 

because of the precedent of Duchamp’s Readymades. Historians, including John 

Tancock, credit Duchamp with giving artists the courage to be free.7 The critic Cleve 

Gray has argued, “Duchamp’s deepest effect upon the contemporary art world was not 

made by the works he produced, but rather by the way he taught other artists to say yes, 

to recognize the immense freedom that intellect gives to man.”8 Duchamp’s example 

provided the support the artists needed to experiment and force the art world to accept 

what they were doing.9 In that way, his work was very much like a screen on which to 

project. Yet with Johnson, as we have seen, the correspondences to Duchamp extend 

beyond the quotation of the elder artist’s works. I want to conclude by considering some 

larger parallels between the two figures. 

 

Conceptual Parallels: Negotiating the Art Market 
 

While Johnson did not necessarily model himself after Duchamp in every way, he 

was perhaps drawn to Duchamp because of some of the core values that they shared. One 

of the philosophies the two artists held in common was a distaste for the 

commercialization of art. Johnson became increasingly reclusive after he moved to Long 

Island in 1968.10 As his art world friends became rich and famous, he became 

progressively more difficult to work with and refused to answer questions logically in 
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interviews.11 In 1978, Johnson had his last solo exhibition in a commercial gallery.12 

From then on he refused eager dealers who wanted to display his art.  

The reasons for this reticence were probably many, but one concern that he shared 

with Duchamp was with the increasingly commercialized art market. Duchamp put it 

plainly: “Painting today is a Wall Street affair. When you make a business out of being a 

revolutionary, what are you? A crook.”13 Fighting against this trend, Duchamp had made 

virtual sculptures (Rotoreliefs), which he took to an inventors’ fair.14 Although not his 

intention at the time of their invention, Duchamp later discussed the readymades in 

regards to commercialism.15 He relished the fact that “in art, and only in art, the original 

work is sold, and it acquires a sort of aura that way. But with my Readymades a replica 

will do just as well.”16 These ironic gestures by Duchamp were for the most part 

unappreciated until Johnson’s generation of artists, who dealt with an art world 

commercialized far beyond what Duchamp could even have imagined in the 1910s. 

Johnson followed Duchamp’s lead by giving away his work, by sending it 

through the mail, and by selling it on street corners rather than in established galleries. He 

marketed his collages just as he did his commercial work, by sending out 

advertisements.17 Generally, Johnson set up meetings with potential buyers at their homes 

or a nearby alley, where he would spread out the works he had selected for that individual 

or display them one by one—the order depending on the person’s reaction to each.18 In an 

autobiographical note, Johnson described his alternative method of displaying his 

collages for individual buyers: “Carried around a cardboard box of 100 collages, showed 

them on every Mies van der Rohe table in town.”19 The presentation was a form of 

performance in itself, using for a surface a table, a person’s body, the sidewalk, or a 
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warehouse wall.20 Suzi Gablik, in Pop Art Redefined, described one such haphazard 

installation on a “dilapidated cellar door in Lower Manhattan” as possibly “the first 

informal happening.”21 

Even in these self-selected situations, selling his works was often a traumatic 

experience for Johnson. According to Richard Feigen, who represented him, Johnson 

simply did not like to sell his work—a difficult characteristic for a dealer to negotiate.22 

After one buyer, who had purchased several collages, asked if Johnson would throw 

another one in for free to sweeten the deal, Johnson put his head in his friend’s lap and 

sobbed.23 Johnson also tortured potential buyers with numerical figures, equations, and 

complicated discounts, making the negotiations part of the art. In one such instance, 

letters went back and forth between Johnson and Morton Janklow over the price of the 

series of portraits Johnson had made of the literary agent. Even after Janklow had agreed 

to a price, Johnson extended a new offer of a different number of collages for yet another 

price at a new discount.24 In another case, after agreeing on a price for a collage, artist 

Peter Schuyff sent three-quarters of the amount, hoping to bargain. What Johnson sent 

him was three-quarters of the collage.25  

While selling his collages and paintings was a difficult process for Johnson, the 

relationship between money and his Correspondence Art was even more problematic. 

Johnson explained his strong feelings about the sale of this part of his oeuvre in an 

interview in 1968: 

People can acquire my paintings and drawings. And so far the letters are—well, a 
batch of my letters was once put up for auction in Great Britain. I was very upset 
that they were being sold. I would have preferred they be returned to me or 
destroyed or something. The Paper Snake deluxe edition sells for 12 ! dollars. It 
has original Ray Johnson enclosures in it. It has an envelope in front with one of 
my small collages in it. That upsets me very much. Because the magic wears off. 
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It gets out of my hands into someone else’s hands and I can’t really get . . . . You 
know, it’s part of me and I can’t get that back without my doing something illegal 
like stealing or attacking somebody.26  

 
Johnson actively sought the names of the people selling his Correspondence Art. He sent 

them rather threatening messages and mocked the possibility of a market for his letters in 

a series of prints.27 Three photocopies sent out in 1989 read, “Ray Johnson collages one 

million dollars each,” “Ray Johnson letters to David two million dollars each,” and “Ray 

Johnson free art works three million dollars each” (Fig. 122).28  

The idea of selling Correspondence Art is incongruous because, as Johnson knew, 

his correspondence network intrinsically undermined the commercial system of the art 

world. He explained to an interviewer that one could buy a collage for $800 to $3000:  

Or, you can get all this material from me by mail for free, if I decide to send it to 
you. There was talk at one time of my undermining the whole art economy by my 
‘giving away.’ As David Bourdon said, you ‘got the stuff whether you wanted it 
or not.’ That is, you got a very beautiful collage or drawing just mailed to you. So, 
I decree whether I give this to you, or that I sell it to you.29 
 

In that way Johnson regained the power he lost when in the vulnerable position of 

offering his collages for sale.  

 Despite being troubled by the commercial aspects of the art world, Johnson 

seemed fixated on prices. He was annoyed by people selling his works without his 

knowledge and harassed those involved until he found out the sale price.30 Part of this 

apparent focus on money may have been a result of the questions that he was asked. 

Friends and onlookers were, in fact, very curious about how both Johnson and Duchamp 

made ends meet when they sold so few works.31 Duchamp really did get by on barely any 

income when he first moved to the United States—teaching French lessons and living in 

an apartment paid for by the Arensbergs in exchange for the eventual possession of the 
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Large Glass.32 Johnson, it was later discovered, received an inheritance at some point, 

but he preferred to live “in voluntary poverty,” as reported by Glueck of the New York 

Times in 1965.33 Johnson told R. Pieper in 1979, “I always have struggled for survival. 

I’ve never at all been in a comfortable situation involving my artwork, except for last 

year when I got the top NEA grant.”34 Both artists appeared to take pride in how little 

they relied on money. 

More than anything else financially, Duchamp did not want to have to paint to 

live. He took a job as a librarian, so that art would not be his livelihood. To Sweeney, 

Duchamp explained, “I told myself ‘Marcel no more painting, go get a job.’ I looked for 

a job in order to get enough time to paint for myself.”35 When in 1916, the Knoedler 

Gallery offered Duchamp $10,000 a year for his entire production, he promptly refused.36 

Johnson also worked in a library and later a bookstore, and he did commercial art work in 

order to support himself while becoming established as an artist.37 Yet even when these 

side jobs were no longer necessary, Johnson maintained his air of mystery and poverty. 

Occasionally, the two artists made money the subject matter of their work. 

Johnson’s work was included the exhibition The Art of Money, which inspired him to 

make a whole series of works featuring actual dollar bills.38 The exhibition he did shortly 

thereafter for a commercial gallery was pointedly called Dollar Bills and featured actual 

currency combined with pen and ink drawings and collaged images from art history and 

popular culture.39 Two collages from this exhibition reference the movie Midnight 

Cowboy, which premiered in 1969, the year before Johnson’s show. Joe Buck Dollar Bill 

is a playful, colorful collage with Midnight Cowboy’s protagonist’s name in the center 

above a one dollar bill (Fig. 123). In the movie, Buck comes to New York from his native 
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Texas in order to become a hustler. The currency is therefore poignant, as Buck sells 

himself to any woman or man who will pay. The darker Midnight Cowboy Dollar Bill 

consists of a pen and ink shape silhouetted against the white page, filled with star-like 

points of light and rows of stylized flowers (Fig. 124). The overall shape and the flowers 

evoke a gravestone, perhaps related to the movie’s tragic ending in which Buck’s friend 

dies in the seat next to him on the bus out of town en route to a better life. Did Johnson 

relate to Midnight Cowboy? Having resisted the commercial galleries for the first 

seventeen years of his time in New York, Johnson likely felt that submitting to the system 

was akin to hustling.  

Mockingly, Johnson once suggested selling his meetings. “Like for $1,000 a 

person you can buy a meeting, you can buy Ray Johnson, you can buy you. . . . like a 

sponsor, a sponsorship. But the idea is that I want to sell the phenomenon,” he told an 

interviewer in his typical manner of speech.40 Similarly, Duchamp professed that he 

wanted to market Dada medallions. “The act of buying the insignia amounts to a rite of 

passage to Dada status for the purchaser. . . . the insignia would protect them against 

certain illnesses, many of life’s problems, something like Pink pills that cure anything,” 

Duchamp told fellow Dadaist Tristan Tzara in 1922.41 

Duchamp produced several works relating to currency such as Tzanck Check 

(1919) and in 1924 created a company in which his friends invested, so that he could go 

to Monte Carlo and test a system he had developed for roulette (Fig. 125 and 126).42 To 

his great amusement, Duchamp made Tzanck Check to pay his dentist bill and later 

bought it back from the dentist at a much higher price than the original bill.43 Although it 

depicted a specific amount, the work’s value grew in relation to Duchamp’s fame. 
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Duchamp’s attempt to market his Rotoreliefs at an inventors’ fair met with no success.44 

These actions could have been Duchamp’s way of pointing out the ill-advised pairing of 

art and commerce, although he seems to have genuinely wanted them to succeed or at 

least “break even—plus about ten per cent.”45 

Duchamp appeared less conflicted about selling his work than Johnson, although 

he gave the impression that he never touched any money.46 He was “completely satisfied” 

when he was able to transfer most of his oeuvre directly from the Arensbergs’ collection 

into the Philadelphia Museum of Art, for he felt that selling works individually to 

different galleries was like having one’s limbs amputated.47 Duchamp may have realized 

that he could either get money immediately, or wait for fame instead, which would only 

come with posterity, if ever. Lebel wrote in 1959 that “a work that passes from hand to 

hand effectively depreciates even while its market value increases.”48 Duchamp avoided 

any unnecessary exchanges by facilitating the gathering of his works into a select few 

collections.49 

Johnson took a different perspective on exchange. He sent his art through the 

mail, knowing that it would not bring him money but would bring widespread 

recognition. Being the head of the Correspondance School gave Johnson a sort of power. 

As critic Jean-Marc Poinset has pointed out, “Our civilization is based on particular 

forms of commodity exchange and symbolic exchanges. . . . Objects derive most of their 

significance from their exchange systems,” and “power is in the hands of those who 

possess exchange and communications systems.”50 Taking this idea very literally, the 

NYCS circulated art—each participant adding something to the envelope and, 

theoretically at least, in their action adding value to the original artwork. Johnson 
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confessed he would have liked to have sent all of his art through the mail but that he did 

not have enough time or money to do so.51 Instead, he compromised, protecting his 

Correspondence from the commercial art world and grudgingly allowing his collage 

works to enter the gallery system.  

 

 

Conceptual Parallels: Museumized 

 

“Dear Whitney Museum, I hate you. Love, Ray Johnson.”52  
 
Johnson exhibited a certain ambivalence about exhibitions from his arrival in 

New York as exemplified by the above missive directed to the Whitney Museum—one of 

the first museums to recognize Johnson as a significant artist.53 He said, “I’ve never 

really believed in the gallery thing, but at the same time I’ve been dying for a gallery 

show.”54 At times he was vehemently against the idea. William Wilson recalls being 

present when Leo Castelli offered Johnson a one-man show and how Johnson “turned on 

his heel.”55 Johnson felt that his works could not “be exhibited in the usual way, because 

they constantly change, like the news in the paper or the images on a movie screen.”56 

Johnson wrote in a letter to art critic and curator Alvin Balkind in 1968 that “the point of 

what we do is that the whole thing takes place somewhere else other than the museum 

wall and is damn personal envelope enclosure a token of love and affection and 

sweetness.”57 Repeatedly, Johnson canceled shows or withdrew his works at the last 

minute.58 He refused to go into one show by remaining in the parking lot during the 

opening, calling it one of his “parking lot pieces.”59 

At the same time, Johnson seemed disappointed that he was not better recognized. 

He sent out announcements for shows at galleries that did not exist.60 He placed an ad in 
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the New York Times in 1980 that read “Ray Johnson/ nothing/ no gallery.”61 In 1978, 

Johnson described his pleasure at being included in the Whitney’s permanent collection.  

A work of mine hangs on the wall next to Joseph Cornell in a room with Lucas 
Samaras, H.C. Westerman, and it places me as an American, like here is a work of 
mine that is signed and dated and framed and lit and museumized. It was my 
childhood dream in Detroit to be an artist and have one work on a museum wall, it 
looks good. I’m in many museum and private collections.62 

 
The artist Chuck Close described Johnson as an “unwilling outsider,” desperate to 

get inside.63 Close attributes Johnson’s diffidence towards museums to a fear of rejection. 

When Close curated an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art of portraits, he was 

disappointed to find that they did not own a Ray Johnson. He asked Johnson to offer the 

museum a portrait but Johnson found a better way to infiltrate the collection without 

having to face the judgment of the acquisitions committee. Johnson learned that anything 

that the museum’s library received in the mail was preserved and considered part of the 

collection. As a plus, the librarian, Clive Philpot, was already a friend of Johnson and an 

admirer of his work. Johnson proceeded to mail Philpot a deluge of materials including a 

bunny head portrait of Willem de Kooning, which Close selected for his show.64 

Whatever it was that kept Johnson from wanting wholeheartedly to be a part of the art 

world, he remained aloof, communicating with his viewers only how and when he 

wanted to. 

In 1970 Johnson found an interesting way to engage with the museum world. 

When he agreed to have a show of Correspondence Art at the Whitney, he did not ask the 

members of the NYCS to send in the exemplary pieces by Johnson that they had received 

or even their best pieces. Instead, he simply instructed them to send things to Marcia 

Tucker, the curator of the show. She established the precedent for all Correspondence Art 
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exhibitions by displaying everything that the Whitney received with no judgment. 

Johnson opted to send nothing. His art was the event of engaging his network of artists.65 

And it WAS an event. According to Tucker, the museum continued to receive 

Correspondence Art for years after the exhibition in response to Johnson’s request.66 

Duchamp, too, had a somewhat ambivalent relationship to galleries and museums. 

He made it a practice to not attend openings and repeatedly expressed displeasure with 

the gallery system.67 In 1925, he told a loyal patron, “All expositions of painting or 

sculpture make me sick.”68  

While professing a dislike of exhibitions, Duchamp made his own portable 

museum (The Box in a Valise) and helped to settle the Arensbergs’ and Dreier’s 

collections in museums, as previously discussed. The late scholar Kathryn Hixson argued 

that this change in attitude had to do with the increased attention Duchamp’s oeuvre 

received beginning in the 1950s.69 As we have seen, a new generation of artists in the late 

1950s and 1960s lauded Duchamp as their predecessor. Many writers published books 

and articles on Duchamp during this time, and each had his/her own opinion of 

Duchamp’s work. Duchamp graciously accepted almost anything and everything written 

about him, explaining that these interpretations said more about their authors than about 

him.70 Hixson adduced that Duchamp became wise to the power of the viewer through 

his mixed experience of fame.71 William Camfield concurred:  

The contradictions and ambiguities in Duchamp’s interviews of the 1960s . . . had 
something to do with protection of his private life and a measure of exasperation 
when, after forty quiet years, he was confronted with an avalanche of attention 
and associated in the public mind with the incredible publicity, commerciality and 
faddishness of contemporary art.72 

 



 222 

 Yet even as he learned to play along, Duchamp expressed his continued distaste 

for exhibition openings—a feeling shared by Johnson.  

You’re on stage, you show off your goods; right then you become an actor. It’s 
only one step from the painter hidden in his studio, painting to the exhibition you 
have to be present at the opening; you’re congratulated, it’s so hammy!  
 

Responding to Cabanne’s observation that he had become more “graceful . . . about 

accepting this hamminess which [he had] avoided all [his] life,” Duchamp commented, 

“One changes. One accepts everything, while laughing just the same.”73  

 

 
Johnson’s Green Box 

It is evident that for Johnson, Duchamp was not just “in the air.” Johnson studied 

Duchamp’s works more carefully than did most artists, responding to lesser-known works 

and writings as well as to his best-known masterpieces. The ubiquitous Duchamp profile, 

which appears more than perhaps any other profile throughout Johnson’s work, shows the 

degree to which Johnson was occupied with Duchamp. Johnson signed one work 

“Raymond Johnson-Villon,” alluding to a familial relationship and connected himself to 

Duchamp through the playful assonance of “hair” and “heir.” Johnson also structured 

many aspects of himself on the model of the older, established artist. These included 

avoiding the artist’s traditional role in the art world in terms of history and value, wanting 

his audience to think about ideas rather than images, questioning the authority of the 

artist’s signature and the stability of one’s identity, exploring language, and highlighting 

the similarities and differences between two objects, people, or ideas. As we have seen, 

Johnson explicitly projected himself onto Duchamp in several of his profile collages, 
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using Duchamp’s face like a screen for his own photographic image (see Fig.s 3, 33, 91, 

92). 

Johnson acknowledged Duchamp’s importance not only to himself but also to a 

large group of his correspondents who came together for several meetings of the Marcel 

Duchamp Club. The absence of the word “fan” may allude to the fact that membership 

was obligatory for any artist working after Duchamp. In fact, no one could escape 

Duchamp’s shadow. In order to move out of the shadow, Johnson projected his own 

images onto it. 

From the beginning of his career when one of his first one-man shows was titled 

Duchamp Combs until the very end of his life, Johnson used Duchamp’s images and 

ideas as source material for his own. At the time of Johnson’s death, when Frances Beatty 

and other members of the Richard L. Feigen & Co. staff entered Johnson’s house, they 

found it perfectly arranged. Everything was neatly put away, and all of the images were 

turned towards the wall except for Chuck Close’s poster-size Polaroid of Johnson. Beatty 

found herself lured toward a poster extending off of a self. It was the John Hancock foot 

poster produced by Richard L. Feigen & Co. Underneath she found a green shoe box 

inside of which there was another box with a silhouette collage and several dried starfish, 

a group of small collages featuring snakes, bunny heads and other typical Johnsonian 

motifs, and a series of collages that told a story of Andrea Feldman’s suicide (Fig.s 127 

and 128).74 

Andrea ‘Whips’ Feldman was one of Warhol’s super stars, a Marilyn want-to-be, 

who was known for her “regular yet spontaneous” exhibitionist performances on the 

tables in the back room of Max’s Kansas City.75 Johnson’s little collage story quotes 
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almost the entirety of the obituary for Feldman in the Village Voice, written by her friend 

and fellow super star, Geraldine Smith. Johnson wrote the text in his characteristic 

capitals and collaged it with bits of his mail art and moticos of birds, abstract shapes and 

a variety of forms. Selections of the story read: 

ANDREA FELDMAN, ONE OF ANDY WARHOL’S SUPERSTARS JUMPED TO HER 

DEATH . . .  
 

ANDREA WAS TORMENTED BY HER FEAR OF NOT BEING LOVED, OF 

UNRECOGNITION, OF RIDICULE AND NOT BEING UNDERSTOOD. SHE SAID OF 

HERSELF, “THIS TIME I’M GOING TO THE TOP, TO EXPLODE LIKE DYNAMITE.” 

SHE SAID OF HERSELF, “I’M AS UNIQUE AS AN ANTIQUE,” WHICH SHE WAS. 
SHE ALSO SAID, “NO ONE TAKES ME SERIOUSLY BECAUSE THEY THINK OF ME 

AS A JOKE.” 
 

BUT ANDREA WAS LOVED, AND YOU CAN SEE THIS BY THE SHOCKED 

EXPRESSION ON THE FACES OF HER FRIENDS WHO CANNOT BELIEVE SHE 

CAME TO THIS. ANDREA LEFT A NOTE ADDRESSED TO EVERYONE SHE KNEW, 
SAYING SHE LOVED US ALL, BUT “I’M GOING FOR THE BIGTIME, I HIT THE 

JACK POT!” 
 

The color of the box obviously points to Duchamp’s Green Box, as do the loose 

pieces inside it (Fig. 129). The Green Box had been exhibited frequently, including in 

1953 at the Rose Fried Gallery, in The Art of Assemblage at the Museum of Modern Art 

in 1961, and in Duchamp’s 1973 Philadelphia retrospective.76 Johnson, as demonstrated 

earlier, was intimately familiar with the contents of the Green Box, probably through 

Hamilton’s typographic version published in 1960. As one of Johnson’s last works, the 

green shoe box was a final gesture pointing to Duchamp. Duchamp’s Green Box was 

intended to explain his masterpiece, the Large Glass, in which he had begun to fashion 

new identities for himself, including that of engineer concerned with ideas.77 Johnson’s 

box elucidates his final work: his suicide. In his last shot at posterity Johnson went for 

“the big time” by citing a work by Duchamp that those who saw it would instantly 
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recognize. In Johnson’s mind and now in the viewer’s eyes, Johnson truly corresponded 

with Duchamp. 
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78. Untitled (Amei Wallach), 1977, collage on masonite, 15 7/8 x 15 7/8, The Estate of Ray 

 Johnson, Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York. 

77.  

78.  



! "#$!

79. “Rubins Vase Illusion” (Wade, The Art and Science of Visual Illusions, 103). 

80. Untitled, (The Snude Twins), collage, 15 x 12.875, The Estate of Ray Johnson, Richard L. 

 Feigen & Co.,  New York. 

79. 80.  

81. Marcel Duchamp, To Be Looked At (from Other Side of the Glass) with One Eye, Close to, 
 for Almost an Hour, 1918. Oil, silver leaf, lead wire, and magnifying lens on glass 

 (cracked), mounted between panes of glass in a standing metal frame, 20 1/8 x 16 ! x 1 

 ", on painted wood base, 1 7/8 x 17 7/8 x 4 ", Overall 22 high. Katherine S. Dreier 

 Bequest, Museum of Modern Art. © 2013 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 

 ADAGP, Paris / Estate of Marcel Duchamp.  
82. Marcel Duchamp, Rotary Glass Plates (Precision Optics), 1920, 65 1/4 x 62 x 38, five 

 painted glass plates turning on a metal axis, electrical wiring, wood and metal braces, 

 Gift of the Collection Société Anonyme, Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT. 

81. 82.  
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83. Marcel Duchamp, Rotary Demisphere (Precision Optics), 1925. Painted papier-mâché 

 demisphere fitted on velvet-covered disk, copper collar with plexiglass dome, motor, 

 pulley, and metal stand, 58 ! x 25 " x 24. Gift of Mrs. William Sisler and Edward James 

 Fund, Museum of Modern Art. © 2013 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 

 ADAGP, Paris / Estate of Marcel Duchamp.  

84. Marcel Duchamp, Rotoreliefs, 1935, color lithograph on cardboard disks, Philadelphia 

 Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection (Henderson, Duchamp in 
 Context, fig. 178A). © Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New 

 York. 

83.  84.   

85. Fludd’s “Third eye of memory,” page from Steven Lagerfield, “The Reading Revolution,” 

 The Wilson Quarterly (Spring 1986), 108. The Estate of Ray Johnson at Richard L. 

 Feigen & Co., New York. 

85.    
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86. “Hering Illusion,” published in 1861 by Ewald Hering (Richard L. Gregory, “Visual 

 Illusions,” Scientific American 219 [November 1968], 69). 

87. “Schröder Stairs” (Fred Attneave, “Multistability in Perception,” Scientific American 225 

 [December 1971], 68). 

86. 87.  

88. Page with work by Joseph Albers and Schroder’s staircase, William Seitz and Museum of 

 Modern Art (New York). The Responsive Eye. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1965. 

88.  
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89. Untitled sketch (“M. Duckamp”), The Estate of Ray Johnson at Richard L. Feigen & Co., 

 New York. 

90. Untitled sketch (“Marcel Duck”), The Estate of Ray Johnson at Richard L. Feigen & Co., 

 New York. 

89.                         90.  

91. Ducham, 1977, collage, 17 x 13 !, Collection of Christo and Jeanne-Claude (De Salvo and 

 Gudis, Ray Johnson, 56).!

92. Untitled (Duchamp with Moticos), undated, mixed-media collage, 20 x 15, The Estate of Ray 

 Johnson, Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York.!

91. 92. !
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93. Marcel Duchamp, Étant Donnés: 1° la chute d'eau, 2° le gaz d'éclairage . . . (Given: 1. The 
 Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas . . . ) (exterior),1946-66, Mixed media assemblage: 

 (exterior) wooden door, iron nails, bricks, and stucco; (interior) bricks, velvet, wood, 

 parchment over an armature of lead, steel, brass, synthetic putties and adhesives, 

 aluminum sheet, welded steel-wire screen, and wood; Peg-Board, hair, oil paint, plastic, 

 steel binder clips, plastic clothespins, twigs, leaves, glass, plywood, brass piano hinge, 

 nails, screws, cotton, collotype prints, acrylic varnish, chalk, graphite, paper, cardboard, 

 tape, pen ink, electric light fixtures, gas lamp (Bec Auer type), foam rubber, cork, electric 

 motor, cookie tin, and linoleum, 95 ! x 70 x 49, © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New 

 York / ADAGP, Paris / Estate of Marcel Duchamp, Gift of the Cassandra Foundation, 

 1969, Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

94. Marcel Duchamp, Étant Donnés (interior).  

93.  94.  
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95. Buddha Getting a Better Look at Étant Donnés, collage, 9 x 12.5, The Estate of Ray 

 Johnson at Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York. 

96. Untitled, 1986-94, Collage on cardboard panel, 15 x 15, The Estate of Ray Johnson at 

 Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York. 

95. 96.   
97. Untitled (Lynda Benglis), photocopy, Philadelphia Museum of Art Archives. 

97.  
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98. Untitled, (with review of Johnson’s Philadelphia print show), photocopy, Philadelphia 

 Museum of Art Archives.  

98.  

99. Untitled, (Ray Johnson with Étant Donnés), photocopy, Philadelphia Museum of Art 

 Archives. 

99.  
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100. Invitation to the “first New York Corres Sponge Dance School of Vancouver Meeting for  

 Mary Josephson,” photocopied mailing, (Morris and Sava, Ray Johnson: How Sad I Am 
 Today, 84). 

101. “Another Invader, Marcel Duchamp,” from “The European Art Invasion,” Literary Digest, 
 27 November 1915, p. 1226, printed in Henderson, Duchamp in Context, plate 74. 

100. 101.   
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102. Marcel Duchamp, Belle Haleine: Eau de Voilette (Beautiful Breath: Veil Water), 1921, 

 photographic collage on light blue paper, 10 5/8 x 8, Private Collection (Goodyear and 

 McManus, Inventing Marcel Duchamp: The Dynamics of Portraiture, plate 15). © 

 Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

103. Marcel Duchamp, editor with Man Ray, Cover of New York Dada, 1921 (Goodyear and 

 McManus, Inventing Marcel Duchamp: The Dynamics of Portraiture, plate 16). © 

 Succession Marcel Duchamp / ADAGP, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 

 2013 © 2013 Man Ray Trust / Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris 

102. 103.  

104. Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray, Rrose Sélavy, 1921, third sitting, hand-retouched  

 photograph, (Schwarz, Complete Works, 487). © Succession Marcel Duchamp / ADAGP, 

 Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 2013 © 2013 Man Ray Trust / Artists 

 Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris 

105. Marcel Duchamp, Rrose Sélavy Mannequin, Exposition Internationale du Surrealisme, 

 Galerie Beaux-Arts, Paris, 1938. © Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, 

 ARS/New York. 

104.  105.  
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106. Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp, Tonsure, 1921, photograph (Schwarz, Complete Works, 

 484) © Succession Marcel Duchamp / ADAGP, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 

 New York 2013 © 2013 Man Ray Trust / Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, 

 Paris. 

107. Marcel Duchamp, Voici Rrose Selavy, Tonsure photograph, 1921, photographer 

 unidentified (Goodyear and McManus, Inventing Marcel Duchamp: The Dynamics of 
 Portraiture, plate 20). © Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New 

 York. 

106. 107.  

108. Unidentified photographer, Marcel Duchamp at the age of 85 for View, 1945, gelatin silver 

 print, 6 11/16 x 4 9/16, Philadelphia Museum of Art (Goodyear and McManus, Inventing 
 Marcel Duchamp: The Dynamics of Portraiture, plate 43). © Succession Marcel 

 Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

109. Francis Picabia, Portrait of Rrose Sélavy, Cover for 391, 1924, 14 ! x 21 ", Museum of 

 Modern Art Library, New York (Goodyear and McManus, Inventing Marcel Duchamp: 
 The Dynamics of Portraiture, plate 26) © 2013 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / 

 ADAGP, Paris. 

108. 109.  
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110. Marcel Duchamp, Compensation Portrait, (appropriated photograph by Ben Shahn), 1942, 

 Published in The First Papers of Surrealism, 1942 (Goodyear and McManus, Inventing 
 Marcel Duchamp: The Dynamics of Portraiture, plate 40). © Succession Marcel 

 Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

111. Marcel Duchamp, Wanted, $2,000 Reward, 1923, 8 1/16 x 6 3/8, Frances Beatty and Allen  

 Adler (Goodyear and McManus, Inventing Marcel Duchamp, plate 25). © Succession 

 Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

110. 111.  

112. Duchamp with Star Haircut, 1968, paper collage with manipulated photograph mounted on 

 painted board,  15 ! x 11 ", Collection of Jedermann, N.A., (De Salvo and Gudis, Ray 
 Johnson, 27). 

112.  
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113. Untitled (Étant with St. Sebastian), college, 8 ! x 11 1/5, Estate of Ray Johnson, Courtesy 

 of Richard L. Feigen & Co. 

113.  

114. Marcel Duchamp, Preparatory study for the figure in Étant Donnes, c. 1950, gouache on 

 transparent perforated plexiglass, 36 x 22, Private Collection (Taylor, Étant Donnes, plate 

 18). © Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

114.  
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115.   

116. Marcel Duchamp, With My Tongue in My Cheek, 1959, plaster, pencil, paper, and wood, 

 (Schwarz, Complete Works, 3d. rev. ed., 426). © Succession Marcel Duchamp, 2013, 

 ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

116.  

117. Action Jackson, 1973, collage, 8 ! x 11, Collection William S. Wilson (Harrison, Dear 
 Jackson Pollock, 14). 

117.  
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118. May Wilson’s Rimbaud, 1973, collage, 6 ! x 4 3/8, Collection William S. Wilson 

 (Harrison, Dear Jackson Pollock, 13). 

118.  

119. Jim Rosenquist Urinating, 1971, collage, 21 " x 18, Private Collection (De Salvo and 

 Gudis, Ray Johnson, 106). 

120. Marcel Duchamp, Paysage Fautif [Wayward Landscape], 1946, original painting from the 

 deluxe edition  of De ou par Marcel Duchamp ou Rrose Sélavy (Boîte-en-valise) (From 
 or by Marcel Duchamp or Rrose Sélavy [The Box in a Valise]), no. XII/XX, seminal 

 fluid on Astralon backed with black satin, 8 # x 6 ", The Museum of Modern Art, 

 Toyama, Japan (Taylor, Marcel Duchamp: Étant Donnés, 305). © Succession Marcel 

 Duchamp, 2013, ADAGP/Paris, ARS/New York. 

119. 120.  



! ""#!

121. Ray Johnson, Untitled (Film screen), circa 1990, pen and ink, Collection of William S. 

 Wilson. 

121.   

122. “Ray Johnson collages one million dollars each,” ca. 1972, mailing (Richard L. Feigen & 

 Co., What’s in a Name: Ray Johnson’s Free Associations, 11). 

123. Joe Buck Dollar Bill, 1970, collage, 30 ! x 21 !, Frances Beatty and Allen Adler, 
 (DeSalvo and Gudis,  Ray Johnson, 113). 

122. 123.   
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124. Midnight Cowboy Dollar Bill, 1970, collage, 29 ! x 19 !, The Estate of Ray Johnson, 

 Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York (DeSalvo and Gudis, Ray Johnson, 115).  

125. Marcel Duchamp, Tzanck Check, 1919, Imitated rectified Readymade: greatly enlarged 

 manuscript version of a check, (Schwarz, Complete Works, 3d. rev. ed., 378.) $!
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124. 125.   

126. Marcel Duchamp, Monte Carlo Bond, 1924, Imitated rectified Readymade: colored 

 lithograph with an original photo by Man Ray of Marcel Duchamp, in a flat cardboard 

 holder, (Schwarz, Complete Works, 3d. rev. ed., 387). © Succession Marcel Duchamp / 

 ADAGP, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 2013 © 2013 Man Ray Trust / 

 Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris 

126.  
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127 and 128. Ray Johnson, Untitled (The Green Box), undated, mixed-media collage, The Estate 

 of Ray  Johnson, Richard L. Feigen & Co., New York (Morris and Sava, How Sad I am 
 Today, pp. 130-131). 

127.  

128.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! ""#!

129. Marcel Duchamp, La Mariée mise à nu par ses Célibataires même [Boîte Verte] (The Bride 

 Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors Even [The Green Box]), 1934, one color plate and 93 

 notes, drawings, photographs, and/or facsimiles contained in a green cardboard box, 

 Schwarz, Complete Works, 3d. rev. ed., p. 724. $!%&''())*+,!-./'(0!1&'2.345!678"5!
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129.  
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