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DOO-DOOCHAMP  
Proto-Boomer Potty Humour 

	 You walk into an art gallery. Sterile 
white walls lend an almost clinical atmosphere 
to this monument to creativity. Hanging in 
these austere halls are the artefacts of 20th 
century high culture. Picasso, Pollock, Paik; 
the artworks hum - sometimes literally - with a 
sort of energy. Perhaps its virtuosic skill 
vibrating from a painted surface, or maybe its 
something like excitement, at meeting these 
celebrity-art objects, made by your favourite 
celebrity artist. Whatever it is, you know its 
art, or at least something pretending to be. 
You're content, if a little confused, with your 
visit thus far. The art has been suitably arty, 
and other than that silly abstract expressionist 
garbage, you feel like you couldn’t have made 
all this stuff yourself. But that is about to 
change.

	 You walk into the next room, 
expecting to let your eyes to glaze over 
some more cubist paintings; the good 
stuff. Instead, you’re drawn to the 
centre of the room. As you approach 
a central plinth, a white sculpture 
becomes more and more legible. 
You look at the curves, the form 
seems familiar to you. An over-
large artists signature lounges 
on the side: “R.Mutt”. You’ve 
never heard that name 
before, were they famous? 
And if not, should I care 
about this art at all? A 
split second passes 
a n d y o u r e a l i s e 
exactly what you're 
looking at, and you 
can ’t be l i eve 
y o u r e y e s . 
Anger turns 
t o a b l i n d 
rage, which 
evapo ra tes 
leaving confusion, as 
you stare at a urinal 
entitled “Fountain”. “Well, 
this simply can’t be art” you might 
say, “this is just, well, its just a urinal! I could 
take a piss in this right now! In fact, I might 
just do that!”. Luckily you come to your 
senses before you expose yourself to the 
gallery, not that anyone would have been 
particularly shocked by it. “Just another 
performance artist relieving themselves in the 
art-toilet” the critics might say, before 
returning their gaze to a Hitler themed mini-

golf course (a real work by the Chapman 
brothers).

	 Despite managing to calm yourself 
down enough not to soil the work, you remain 
confused, and possibly a little upset that your 
tax is going towards institutions that are so 
ready to waste it on ultra-expensive, hand 
made replicas, of an original artwork - itself a 
shop bought urinal. Well dear reader, let me 
take you in my arms as I whisper sweet 
nothings about one of the most important 
artists of the 20th century, Marcel Duchamp. I 
do hope I might provide you some calm after 
such a rude awakening to the cold, hard, 
avant-garde world of conceptual art. And who 
knows, you might even go away with a 
fondness for this humble fountain, and the 
man who made it.

	 Marcel Duchamp was a French artist 
and professional chess-player whom despite 
eluding mass consciousness, is considered 
one of the greats by those in any way involved 

with art. Much like the late legend MF 
DOOM, Duchamp’s legacy is that of a 

sort of “your favourite artists favourite 
artist” figure, a challenging and 
provocative character who has 
created masterpieces, and inspired 
many more. But why? What did he 

do that was so great? Well 
before we get to that, I think it 

is important to discuss some 
context from the period 

Duchamp was working in, 
and what values he 

held, so we might 
warm ourselves up 
f o r t h e m e n t a l 
gymnastics I will 
later ask of you. 

	 F o r s o m e , 

Duchamp was 
a s o r t o f 
“proto post 
m o d e r n ” 
artist. What I 

mean by this, 
is that he started to 

develop post-modern 
values in his work, but was a 

little early to the party. Most would say that 
post-modernism began after the second world 
war, as a response to the atrocit ies 
committed, and vast social change that came 
with them. Post modernism itself is hard to 
describe, but I would say a good definition is 
that it is the idea that no system of thought is 
entirely effective or representational. For 
example, one of modernism’s core tenets was 
that human culture was on a natural upwards 



progression towards “perfection”. Yet in the 
shadow of the holocaust, many could no 
longer believe this to be true, therefore 
claiming that this “system” of thought, the 
modernist claim that humans where on the 
trajectory towards good, was false, and 
should be replaced by less linear models. I 
understand that this is rather confusing, and in 
fact, many post-modernists seem confused 
themselves about what they mean, so you’re 
not alone. In this sense, the key idea of post 
modern thought - and the most important to 
our discussion today - is uncertainty. What is 
certain however, is the fact that Duchamp had 
come to such conclusions earlier than most, 
with the urinal we saw at the beginning of this 
essay being made in 1917. But how does that 
urinal embody these new post-modern ideas?

	 Well, that is a long story, with many 
academic and philosophical rabbit holes to fall 
down. However I will take one point and 
expand it fully, rather than just throwing a 
bunch of big words at you, and hoping you 
eventually give up and go away. When we 
think about modern art (meaning art from the 
modern period [about 18th century until 
WW2]) we think of beauty. Wether an 
impressionist landscape, a fanciful neo-
classical epic, or a simple abstract sculpture 
by the likes of Barbara Hepworth, certain 
aesthetic rules had developed and held a tight 
grip on the rains of art. Sure, it all started to 
look a bit funny once abstraction took hold, 
but how things looked was at the forefront of  
artists’ minds. Duchamp saw this as a bit 
hollow; that art had become sentimental and, 
for lack of a better term “airy-fairy”. He 

wanted to put meaning front and 
centre; saturate art with the 

philosophy that had 
been squeezed 

out by modern 
aesthetes. 

T h i s 
doesn’t 

seem 
l i k e 

such a bad idea? Surely we can all agree, that 
art having real meaning, is something 
valuable.

	 How Duchamp did this, was by 
developing the theory of the “anti-retinal”. This 
is the idea that links Duchamp most closely 
with the post-modernist thought we 
considered earlier. He saw the aesthetic rules 
that came with modernism as not only 
restrictive, but as the very embodiment of 
those pretentious ideas of “inevitable 
progress”. So, he scrapped it. He basically 
through his toys out the pram, and decided 
that his art would no longer be aesthetic. It 
would be intellectual, it would be difficult, it 
would be unpopular for a time, but it would 
make us question everything we believed 
about art. Bear with me reader, I know all this 
is rather dry, but I must expose you to the 
chilly winds of the intellectual tundra, before 
you might enjoy a fulfilling dip in the hot spring 
of more conventional art; you’ll enjoy it all the 
more for having understood what Duchamp 
was trying to do.

	 To recap what we know so far; The 
modernists where making pretty, but pretty 
meaningless work. Duchamp responded to 
this by deciding that aesthetics got in the way 
of meaning, and that in order to make us start 
questing our artistic values, he would strip 
aesthetics from art almost entirely. He wanted 
to make art meaningful again. So, what did he 
do? Well at last, we return our focus to that 
fateful “Fountain”. For a fee of six dollars, 
Duchamp - under the pseudonym “R.Mutt” 
- entered a urinal turned upside own 
into an exhibition. The work was of 
course rejected, despite the 
fact that the advertisement 
for the exhibition said that 
any artist who payed the 
fee would get to display 
their work. Duchamp 
was outraged, but 
not surprised. This 
urinal was one of 
Duchamp’s ready 
m a d e s . T h e 
readymade was a 
new form of art by 
D u c h a m p , 
wherein everyday, 
pre-manufactured 
o b j e c t s a r e 
appropriated, and 
presented in an art 
context as original 
works (often with 
little or no alterations 
by the artist). Our 




Color olivi (1580-1605) - Jan van der Straet 

immediate reaction to this idea is likely similar 
to that of the exhibition’s curators - that this 
can’t be art, he didn’t even make it himself? 
But what is important to remember, is that 
Duchamp wanted to make us question our 
artistic values. That idea of uncertainty arises 
once more, as we as viewers are challenged 
to explain why we do or do not think this 
piece is art.

	 So, what are the arguments? Well, I will 
leave a brief outline, but it is best if you make 
up your own mind - even if you come to the 
conclusion that this really isn’t art. Duchamp 
stripped aesthetics from art, but is art defined 
only by what something looks like? Is art only 
art if it is pretty? He didn’t make the object, 
but he did choose it, he did rename it, and in a 
sense, he changed how we look at the object. 
No longer is this urinal an object of utility, 
Duchamp has used his power as an artist to 
morph this toilet into a mythic “art-object”.  
We should also remind ourselves that the 
great masters of art history had whole 
workshops of helpers that assisted in 
preparing and MAKING artworks, they almost 
never made their works by themselves. Also, it 
is a very meaningful work, it is more than just 
intellectual potty humour - which it  definitely 
is also - but a genuine attempt at


(Depicts an artists worksop) 

questioning artistic values. 

	 This is what conceptual art is, art that 
is about meaning, not about looks. It’s very 
easy to say that it doesnt require skill, and so 
isn’t of value. And you might have a point. But 
in my opinion, the reason why people don’t 
like conceptual art, such as Duchamp’s 
readymades, is actually because people keep 
trying to stress that “IT IS ART”. When we say 
things like that, we the public try to look at 
these objects within the framework of the art 
we are used to - what are the colours like, 
what does this image represent, how long did 
it take to make, and how much does it cost. 
But when we look at conceptual art, we need 
to look differently. If we try to approach this art 
to find aesthetic value, you won’t find any, and 
that can be frustrating. However when we look 
at it and ask ourselves “why hasn’t the artist 
made this pretty?” Or “what idea is the artist 
trying to communicate” then you might have a 
better chance at finding something interesting.

	 In closing, I want to contradict myself a 
little (how post-modern of me). I am not trying 
to advocate for all conceptual art. A lot of this 
stuff, quite frankly, isn’t made for the public. 
It's made for other artists and critics, often 
making obscure commentary on art itself. This 
is definitely another reason people don’t think 



contemporary art is for them, sometimes, it 
really isn’t. I don’t particularly like that kind of 
art, it’s not inclusive. However, with that in 
mind, you should always try and approach an 
artwork with an optimistic outlook; assume 
the artist is trying to tell you something. Don’t 
worry about wether what you got out of an 
artwork is the “right meaning”. Art is at YOUR 
service. Whatever you receive from an artwork 
is absolutely valid. I must insist that you don’t 
feel intimidated by this, the most pretentious 
of art’s sub-genres. So, next time you see a 
piece of art that you absolutely know in your 
heart, that you could have made it yourself, 
take a moment. Remember Duchamp, the 
cheeky French scoundrel who submitted a 
piece of potty humour to the all-too-serious 
art establishment. Remember that the artist is 
at your service. Remember that this is 
deliberately challenging you, that by making 
art without the looks, the artist is taking you, 
and your ideas about art seriously. One last 
thing. There is a funny sort of slogan in the 
conceptual art world, and it goes something 
like this; “conceptual art took the art out the 
object, and put it inside your head”. All this 
means, is that this art only works when you 
engage with it. It wants you to ask questions. 
It wants you to love, or to hate it. All it wants 
you to do is think about it. And hey, maybe 
you go away thinking, what a bunch of crap, 
bring me a Matisse! And you can feel smug, 
about how your opinion on these art objects is 
just as valuable as the curator that calls it 
genius.   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Evil Medieval : Why it Ain’t
So Bad 

et's be honest, 
medieval art 
isn’t the most 
immedia te ly 
appealing art 
f o r m . I 
certainly didn’t 
th ink i t was 
very interesting 
u n t i l f a i r l y 
recently, and I 
don ’ t b lame 
a n y o n e f o r 
thinking it just 
isn’t that good. 

It’s very easy to 
look at an illuminated manuscript and 

think that the drawings are simple, or one 
of the many apparently naive paintings and 
wonder, “what happened between the 
Romans and the renaissance that lead to such 
a fall off in artistic quality”. All this feeds into 
the “Dark Age” narrative that medievalists are 
so keen to refute, and today I hope to join the 
fight and maybe even convert a few of you to 
our way of thinking. I invite you reader, to 
consider medieval art with a contemporary 
lens - imagine it was made today - 
what might we think of it 
then? With this view, we 
shall make some 
r a t h e r 
interesting 

discoveries…

	 So, what do I 
mean by all this? What 
we must understand 
first when looking at 
medieval art, are the 
lessons that the 20th 
century has taught us 
about artistic quality. 
With the popularity 
of “naive” artists like 
B a s q u i a t , a n d 
abstract artists like 
Picasso and Hilma Af 
Klint, we have learnt that 
art doesnt need to look 
“realistic” to be of good 
quality. It is a rather strange - 
yet popular - double standard that 
we apply to medieval art; that if art 
made after the renaissance isn’t realistic, its 
abstract , i f i t was made before the 
renaissance, the artists didn’t know what they 
where doing. This simply isn’t fair. Sure, the 
system of artists workshops might not have 
existed to the same extent in medieval times, 
however that doesnt mean the artists where 
simply to “incompetent” to make realistic 
artworks. Let’s not forget, the classical period 
saw incredibly realistic sculpture, and very 
delicate mosaic works. What if these skills 
where not so much lost, rather devalued 

during the supposed dark ages? 
P e r h a p s t h e 

intellectual light 
o f a r t l e f t 

realism in 



shadow, only to highlight ideas of abstraction?

	 Looking at medieval art in this way, 
that everything was deliberate; that the artists 
weren’t simply “incompetent” but had different 
ideas about art, we open ourselves up to take 
this work more seriously. Now, those flat 
scenes in carved or painted panels where 
perspective is absent no longer appear to be 
lacking, but in fact are without perspective for 
a purpose. Perhaps even on closer inspection, 
we might realise that the perspective is not 
absent, but an act ive subversion of 
perspective, compiling multiple perspectives 
in a manner similar to the cubists hundreds of 
years later. In fact when we take these 
artworks seriously, many compositions are 
incredibly complex, with a great many theories 
and considerations being made in the process 
of their construction. For example, pictured 
here is a carved tympanum created around 
1120-50. Despite the absence of realistic 
perspective, perspective Is none the less 
incredibly important to the work. Not only is 
this artwork carved with incredible skill, but 
the composition indicates the importance and 
character of the individuals depicted (for 
example Christ is by far the largest figure, and 
is centred, whereas the souls of us mere 
mortals hold up the heavens in miniature at 
the base).  Below I have attached a diagram 
illustrating the contents of this panel, 
but my point is that this is an 
i n c r e d i b l y c o m p l i c a t e d 
artwork, that would have 
taken great skil l and 
thought to produce.

	 I like to think of 
m e d i e v a l a r t a s 
something akin to 
Kanye’s “Yeezus”. 
C a p a b l e o f 
p r o d u c i n g a 
beautiful album like 
”My Beautiful Dark 
Twisted Fantasy”, 
f u l l o f l u s h 
orchestration and an 
a e s t h e t i c s o n i c 
pallet, but refusing, 
i n s t e a d 
deconstructing the 
foundations of art in 
order to squeeze 
m e a n i n g o u t o f 
e v e r y c h o i c e . 
Perhaps it comes off 
a bit rough around 
t h e e d g e s  
sometimes, but the 
effect is startling 

when you take 
the time to look 
o n i t 
objectively. 

	
However, not all 
medieval art is 
q u i t e a s 
accompl ished 
a s t h e 
t y m p a n u m 
above. Some of 
this stuff is frankly 
crap. But when has 
that not been the 
c a s e ? F o r s o m e 
r e a s o n w e j u d g e 
medieval art by its worst or 
most worn examples. If future 
generat ions where to look back on 
contemporary art and judge us on the quality 
of Love Island, there’s no doubt in my mind 
that we would be filed bellow medieval art in 
terms of artistic quality. You might think that 
this is an unfair comparison, but I really don’t 
think it is.  Reality TV is a subset of the artistic 
media that is film. Sure, it isn’t getting showed 
in galleries any time soon, and it isn’t made to 
be, but neither where the crude doodles of 
bored monks from the 13th century. A Book of 

Hours (the prayer books that house 
most o f our contemporary 

concep t ion o f med ieva l 
p a i n t i n g ) w h e r e n o t 

designed as works of art, 
b u t a s o b j e c t s o f 

devotion. What the 
monks who made 
them where thinking, 
was about how they 
c o u l d s t i m u l a t e 
contemplation of 
the stories being 
t o l d , n o t 
contemplation of 
the quality of their 
drawings. They are 
cartoons. With this 
i n m i n d , t h e 
comparison to Love 
I s l a n d i s n ’ t s o 
unwarranted; wether 
a n i l l u m i n a t e d 
manuscript or an 
episode of Love 
Is land, they are 
made as objects of 
devotion (to God 
a n d d r a m a 
respectively) not to 



artistic quality. This view of art 
as something with utility has 
in some respects been lost 
over t ime, but is very 
important to understanding 
medieval art. These aren’t 
art objects as we conceive 
of them today, so it would be 
unfair to hold them to a 
standard they never had the 

pretension of attaining.

	 So, as we draw this 
brief discussion to a conclusion, 
I want to hammer home a point I 
made at the start. We have a 
way o f judg ing ourse lves 
differently to those in the past. 

We assume we are so 
m u c h s m a r t e r 
because we have 
new ideas about 

qua l i ty, produced 
from our big modern 

brains. Well let me tell you, our 
brains aren’t (that much) bigger today 

than they where a few hundred years ago, and 
its about time we re-think wether these ideas 
are so new at all. To draw another modern 
comparison, this attitude we have towards 
medieval culture is similar to the Eurocentric 
thinking of the modern world. Up until very 
recently, art from other cultures was 
considered primitive. Today, we still see this 
sort of art as something of a spectacle, we 
see it as holding some “naive truth”, some un-
empirical spiritual oddity that escaped 
“rational” European thought. As we move 
forward, I do hope that we shall see African 
tribal art for example, not as the counterpoint 
to intellectual western art, but as something of 
value with serious ideas that should be taken 
seriously as a result. Similarly, I hope that we 
can look back on cultures from the past, and 
think critically about their work, remind 
ourselves that the craftsmen and artisans of 
the past where living, breathing people like us, 
who had opinions on theology, philosophy, 
and aesthetics just as we do.

	 I could go on to describe 
how apparently bland carvings 
w o u l d o n c e h a v e b e e n 
polychromatic, bejewelled 
spectacles, which they where. 
Or how spacial perspective can 
i n d i c a t e m e t a p h y s i c a l 
properties, which it does. But I 
wont. The point of this essay, is not 
to make you think “wow, they 
could do everything 


Hours of Mary of Burgundy (1477) 

we can!”. It’s to remind you that they 
where capable of doing most of what 
we do, their hands where just as 
steady, and eyes just as sharp, but 
decided not to because they're 
values where in a different 
place. They valued 
abstraction before 
any impressionist, 
e x p r e s s i o n i s t , 
c o n s t r u c t i v i s t , 
m i n i m a l i s t , o r 
cubist was even 
born.
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