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The Influence of Marcel Duchamp upon The Aesthetics of Modern Art: 
Linking Duchamp to New Media & Interactive Art 

 
The influence of Marcel Duchamp upon Modern Art is a consensus within art history, 

notably with respect to his quest for new functions and new forms of expression.  The 

core Duchampian creative act was to establish a state of mind beyond purely aesthetic 

concerns, and to involve the spectator in an exchange.  From this perspective, we can 

readily trace the vast influence of Duchamp’s vision upon a wide number of movements, 

initially Dada and Surrealism, including film and photography, Abstract Expressionism, 

and upon a majority of the body of Conceptual Art and other Postmodern movements 

(Duchamp.net, 2010). However, it is the scope of this document to situate the crux of his 

influence in the domains of Philosophy and Aesthetics, rather than in the domain of pure 

artistic expression.  Duchamp is best known for his avant-garde concepts such as 

readymade, found objects and the machine-concept, as well as for his particular use of 

irony and subversion. Yet as a hypermedia artist, the angle I find most compelling is that 

of situating Duchamp as a founding contributor to the emergence of new media and 

interactive art, by means of revolutionizing the paradigm of artistic expression. 

 

Duchamp offers a radical displacement and redefinition of the paradigm of the work of 

art by:  

- erasing any external references or representation,  

- erasing the presence of the artist him/herself,  

- allowing the viewer to act as a co-producer of the work of art,  

- proposing the ensemble work of art + viewer as an eco-system of 

significations.  
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This leads to a complete abandonment of any transcendental system of values of the 

work of art, to the profit of the immanence of a system composed of the work of art and 

the viewer generating its own values.  In that the dynamics of the Duchampian work of 

art are contained within the object experienced or perceived by an individual, which can 

also be situated as a possible definition of interactive or generative art (Bourriaud, 1997). 

Erasing external references or representation:  

In advancing a theoretical framework of The Ecology of Perception, American 

philosopher, James Gibson stated that “direct perception” indicates that perception is 

non-metaphorical and information is not a fragment of a whole which necessitates 

reconstruction (Gibson, 1986).  For example, Duchamp’s work, “The Fountain” does not 

“represent,” rather, it “is.”  Furthermore, the concept of the intentionality of the act of 

perception, borrowed by Gibson from the phenomenological framework, sheds light on 

Duchamp’s concept of perception and his works of art.  The reception of the work of art, 

as redefined by this view, is a self-referential system of signs that is activated and 

experimented by the perception of the viewer.  The viewer thus sets the artistic system 

in motion and generates the flux of meanings inside the context created by the work of 

art.   

 
Erasing the presence of the artist him/herself: 

In traditional art, the generator of the work is the artist; while the generative principle in 

the work of Duchampian art is the concept.  The pertinence of the artist is erased in 

favor of the pertinence of the concept.  In Duchamp’s readymades, the involvement of 

the artist as a generative source is minimal; rather the generative concept is maximal.  

Thus, the value of the artist as a craftsman, mastering a particular media, is annihilated, 

as are values attached to any of these media (Cabanne, 1987). 
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Allowing the viewer to act as a co-producer of the work of art: 

The readymade, “With Hidden Noise” illustrates the notion of interactivity, in that the 

hidden object inside is determined for action.  Only the presence of the viewer can 

render fully existent this multi-sensorial work of art.  One can also relate the introduction 

of sound into this work, and its mysterious significance, to the importance of sound in 

multimedia art and interactivity.  Sound is utilized to provide instant feedback within a 

multimedia system, and in this particular case, is the component of the work of art that is 

revealed, through interaction, and differently for each viewer and for each experience of 

the viewer. The value of the work of art is not in the object but in the varying utilization of 

the object.  Arguably, Duchamp’s influence is present in works such as Robert Morris’ 

“Card File” (1962) both in the readymade concept of the file cabinet itself as art-object, 

but also in the process of interaction with the self-contained system of the cards, sending 

the user in a sort of looping throughout the system. 

 
The work of art and viewer as an eco-system of significations.:  

Another thinker of interest in our discussion is Jack Burnham.  In 1968, he stated in 

Artforum, “we are in transition from an object oriented to systems oriented culture.”  He 

continues by exposing that art resides in relations between individuals and the 

components of the environment; and adds: “this accounts for the radicality of Duchamp 

and his enduring influence“ (Burnham, 1968).  With this respect, we can determine that 

parts of a system derive value through context. The intellectual and compositional 

complexity that Duchamp introduced into his works, such as "The Bride Stripped Bare by 

Her Bachelors, Even," (1934) perfectly illustrates the work of art as an auto-referential 

“system,” or machine; making reference neither to the author, nor to a pre-existent 

reality, but to its own reality and that of the spectator (Lebel, 1959).  A system can be 
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defined as a “complex of components in interaction," thus linking Duchamp to 

contemporary works in hypermedia and situating this art as a logical function of an 

industrial and technological society.  Further linking this work to the digital age, in an 

uncanny coincidence of sorts, is Duchamp’s fascination with science and 

electromagnetism, connecting the bride and her bachelors in a sort of “wireless” energy 

system. 

 

While Duchamp was not solely responsible for the underlying philosophical concepts 

discussed herewith, he certainly was a seminal force in bringing these philosophical 

concerns to the domain of art and to the public.  This in turn, set in motion nearly a 

century of works by artists using varied media and styles from Robert Morris and Dan 

Flavin to Jasper Johns and even John Cage; including more recent interactive works by 

Fred Forest, Lillian Schwartz and Camille Utterback (Centrepompidou.fr, 2010). The 

intention of this document was to anchor Marcel Duchamp at the origin of the art impulse 

of an advanced technological society that we consider today as new media and 

interactive art. 
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Annex  
 
With Hidden Noise 
1916. Readymade: Ball of string between 
two brass plates held together by four 
screws. 12.9 x 13 x 11.4 cm. The 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, 
PA, USA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, 
Even/The Large Glass 
1915-23 Oil paint, varnish, lead foil, lead wire, and 
dust on two glass plates (cracked), each mounted 
between two glass panels in a steel and wood 
frame 272.5 x 175.8 cm Philadelphia Museum of 
Art 


