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The 1913 Armory Show, officially known as the International Exhibition of
Modern Art, marked a pivotal moment in the history of modern art in the
United States. It introduced American audiences to avant—-garde European
artists, challenging traditional notions of art and aesthetics. Among the
revolutionary works displayed, one artist's pieces sparked significant
controversy and arguably caused the greatest scandal: Marcel Duchamp. His
provocative approach, especially through the presentation of his works,
fundamentally questioned the very nature of art, artist intention, and
cultural values. This article explores which artwork by Duchamp created the
greatest scandal at the 1913 Armory Show, examining its context, impact, and
legacy in the evolution of modern art.

Context of the 1913 Armory Show

The Significance of the Exhibition

The Armory Show, held in New York City at the 69th Regiment Armory, was the
first major exhibition of European modern art in America. Curated by the
Association of American Painters and Sculptors, it showcased over 1,300 works
by more than 300 artists, including Vincent van Gogh, Paul Cézanne, Paul
Gauguin, Henri Matisse, and Pablo Picasso. The exhibition aimed to expose
American audiences to innovative artistic movements such as Impressionism,
Post-Impressionism, Cubism, and Fauvism.

Public Reception and Initial Reactions

While some critics appreciated the bold new directions in art, many visitors
and critics were shocked and scandalized by the radical styles and subject
matter. The show challenged aesthetic conventions, prompting debates over
taste, morality, and the purpose of art. The controversy set the stage for
Duchamp's works to cause an even greater stir.

Marcel Duchamp’s Role in the 1913 Armory Show



Introduction of Duchamp’s Works

Duchamp, a French artist living in Paris at the time, was relatively unknown
in the United States when he submitted works to the Armory Show. His early
art was influenced by Cubism and Dada, emphasizing conceptual ideas over
traditional craftsmanship. Duchamp’s participation in the show marked his
first major exposure to American audiences.

Notable Works Displayed

Two of Duchamp's works featured at the show garnered particular attention:

— "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" (1912): A groundbreaking painting
combining Cubist fragmentation with dynamic movement, which became one of the
most discussed pieces.

— "Bottle Rack" (1914): An example of Duchamp’s readymades—ordinary
manufactured objects presented as art.

While both works were controversial, "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" was
especially significant in provoking shock and debate.

The Artwork That Caused the Greatest Scandal:
"Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2"

Description of the Artwork

Created in 1912, "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" is a large oil painting
measuring approximately 5 feet 8 inches by 3 feet 1 inch. It depicts a
motion-filled, abstract figure of a nude woman descending stairs, rendered
through a complex interplay of geometric shapes, muted tones, and overlapping
planes. The painting merges Cubist fragmentation with dynamic movement,
aiming to capture an instant in time.

Why Did It Cause Such a Scandal?

The painting's radical style and subject matter challenged conventional
aesthetics in several ways:

— Rejection of Traditional Beauty: The abstracted form defied realistic
depiction, which was unsettling to many viewers expecting classical
representations.

— Innovative Use of Motion: The depiction of movement in a static painting
was innovative and confusing, leading some critics to dismiss it as chaotic
or nonsensical.

— Cultural Shock: The modernist approach was perceived as provocative and
disruptive, prompting moral and aesthetic outrage.



Public and Critical Reactions

The reaction to "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" was immediate and
intense:

— Newspapers and Critics: Headlines accused the painting of being "an
explosion in a shingle factory" (a phrase attributed to the critic Henry
McBride) and criticized it as indecipherable and scandalous.

— Audience Response: Many viewers were perplexed, offended, or dismissive,
with some walking out of the exhibition.

— Impact on Duchamp’s Reputation: The work became a lightning rod for debates
on modern art, elevating Duchamp as a controversial figure.

The Broader Impact of Duchamp's Scandalous
Works

Redefining Art and the Artist's Role

Duchamp's provocative works, especially "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2,"
challenged traditional notions of craftsmanship and aesthetics. His
introduction of readymades and conceptual art questioned whether art needed
to be handcrafted or beautiful, emphasizing ideas over form.

Influence on Modern and Contemporary Art

The scandal sparked by Duchamp’s work influenced generations of artists and
movements:

— Dada: Duchamp became a leading figure, emphasizing anti-art sentiments and
the use of readymades.

— Surrealism: His focus on the absurd and the subconscious aligned with
surrealist ideals.

— Conceptual Art: Duchamp’s emphasis on ideas over aesthetics laid groundwork
for future conceptual and minimalist art.

Legacy and Reassessment

Today, Duchamp's works are celebrated for their innovation and influence.
"Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" remains an iconic symbol of modern art’s
revolutionary spirit and its capacity to provoke and challenge.



Conclusion: Which Artwork by Duchamp Created
the Greatest Scandal?

While Duchamp’s "Bottle Rack"™ and other readymades further challenged
artistic conventions, it was "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" that
created the greatest scandal at the 1913 Armory Show. Its radical departure
from traditional representation, combined with its dynamic depiction of
movement, made it a lightning rod for controversy and debate. The painting’s
reception exemplified the fierce resistance and fascination that modern art
inspired in early 20th-century audiences. This scandal not only propelled
Duchamp into the international spotlight but also marked a turning point in
the history of modern art, paving the way for conceptual and avant-garde
movements that continue to influence art today.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Which artwork by Marcel Duchamp caused the greatest
scandal at the 1913 Armory Show?

The artwork was 'Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2'.

Why did Duchamp's 'Nude Descending a Staircase, No.
2' provoke controversy at the 1913 Armory Show?

Because its Cubist and Futurist style was highly unconventional and
challenged traditional notions of art, leading to shock and criticism among
viewers.

How did the public react to Duchamp's 'Nude



Descending a Staircase, No. 2' during the 1913
exhibition?

The reaction was mixed; many were bewildered or offended, and some critics
labeled it as bizarre or even scandalous, fueling debates about modern art.

What was the significance of Duchamp's 'Nude
Descending a Staircase, No. 2' in the context of
early 20th-century art?

It was a groundbreaking work that challenged traditional aesthetics and
helped introduce modernist ideas to American audiences, sparking controversy
and widespread discussion.

Did Duchamp's 'Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2'
face any censorship or removal after the 1913 Armory
Show?

While it was heavily criticized and mocked, it was not censored or removed;
instead, it became one of the most talked-about pieces, cementing its place
in art history.

What impact did the scandal surrounding Duchamp's
'"Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2' have on his
career and the art world?

The scandal elevated Duchamp's reputation as an avant-garde artist and
contributed to the broader acceptance of modernist and experimental art
movements.
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The Armory Show of 1913 stands as a pivotal moment in the history of modern
art, renowned for its revolutionary display of avant-garde works that
challenged traditional aesthetics and societal norms. Among the many
groundbreaking pieces exhibited, one artist's work emerged as the most
controversial and scandalous, igniting debates that reverberated far beyond
the gallery walls. That artist was Marcel Duchamp, and the artwork in
question is his provocative piece, "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2." This
painting not only caused a sensation but also symbolized the seismic shift in
artistic expression that the show represented.

The Context of the 1913 Armory Show

Before delving into Duchamp’s scandalous artwork, it’s essential to
understand the context of the 1913 Armory Show, officially titled the
International Exhibition of Modern Art. Held at the 69th Regiment Armory in
New York City, it was the first major exhibition of European avant-garde art



in America, featuring over 1,300 works by artists like Cézanne, Matisse,
Picasso, and Duchamp himself.

The show aimed to introduce American audiences to new artistic movements such
as Cubism, Fauvism, and Futurism. It was a daring endeavor, not only because
of the radical styles on display but also due to the cultural resistance it
faced from conservative critics, traditionalists, and the general public. The
exhibition's provocative nature was designed to challenge aesthetic standards
and open the door to modern artistic experimentation.

Marcel Duchamp and the Birth of Readymades

Before analyzing "Nude Descending a Staircase," it is crucial to understand
Duchamp's role in the evolution of modern art. Duchamp was an innovative
artist whose ideas extended beyond traditional painting and sculpture. He was
a pioneer of conceptual art and is famously associated with the concept of
readymades—ordinary manufactured objects elevated to art status through the
artist’s choice and presentation.

His approach was revolutionary because it questioned the very definition of
art, emphasizing idea over craftsmanship. Duchamp’s work often sparked
controversy precisely because it challenged viewers’ expectations and notions
of aesthetic value.

Which Artwork by Duchamps Created The Greatest Scandal? A Focus on "Nude
Descending a Staircase, No. 2"

"Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" (1912) is widely regarded as Duchamp’s
most scandalous and controversial artwork, especially in the context of the
1913 Armory Show. While Duchamp had created earlier versions of the piece, it
was this second version that gained international attention, provoking
outrage, confusion, and fascination.

The Artwork’s Composition and Style

— Cubist and Futurist Influences: The painting combines elements of Cubism
with Futurism, depicting a figure in motion with fractured, geometric shapes
and multiple perspectives.

— Dynamic Movement: Unlike traditional nude representations, the figure
appears to be in rapid descent, captured through overlapping and repeated
forms that suggest movement and speed.

— Abstracted Form: The figure is highly stylized, nearly abstract,
challenging viewers to interpret the subject matter.

Why Did It Cause Such a Scandal?
"Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" was provocative for several reasons:

1. Radical Style and Technique

— The painting’s fragmented, geometric approach broke away from classical
representations of the human form.

— Its resemblance to both Cubism and Futurism made it seem chaotic and
confusing to viewers accustomed to traditional art.



2. Ambiguous Subject Matter

— The depiction of a nude figure in motion was unconventional and startling,
especially in a time when representations of the human body adhered to
classical norms.

— The sense of movement, created through overlapping images, was
revolutionary.

3. Cultural and Artistic Shockwaves

— When first exhibited, many critics and audience members thought it was a
joke or a parody.

- Its abstract style challenged deeply held beliefs about what art should
depict and how it should look.

4. The Media Sensation

— The painting quickly attracted negative press, with headlines denouncing it
as “a mess,” “a confusion,” or worse, a mockery of art.

— The controversy was amplified by the fact that it was exhibited alongside
traditional works, highlighting the stark contrast.

n

The Impact of the Scandal

The controversy surrounding Duchamp’s "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2"
had lasting effects:

— Public Debates: The painting became a lightning rod in discussions about
modern art, aesthetics, and the role of artist innovation.

- Reputation of Duchamp: Initially met with shock, Duchamp’s reputation
gradually shifted, establishing him as a leading figure in conceptual art.
— Artistic Legacy: The scandal paved the way for future artistic
experimentation, emphasizing ideas and concepts over traditional
craftsmanship.

Other Controversial Duchamp Works and the Overall Scandal

While "Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2" is often viewed as the centerpiece
of Duchamp’s scandal at the Armory Show, it was part of a broader wave of
avant—-garde works that challenged societal norms. Notably:

- "Fountain"™ (1917): Duchamp’s urinal turned art object, which caused outrage
in the art community.

— "Bicycle Wheel" (1913): An early readymade that questioned craftsmanship.

- "L.H.0.0.Q." (1919): A postcard parody of the Mona Lisa, challenging
notions of originality and value.

These works, along with the "Nude Descending a Staircase," collectively
contributed to Duchamp’s reputation as a provocateur and visionary.

Conclusion: The Greatest Scandal of the 1913 Armory Show

In conclusion, which artwork by Duchamps created the greatest scandal in the
Armory Show of 19137 The answer is unequivocally "Nude Descending a
Staircase, No. 2." Its radical style, challenging subject matter, and the
media frenzy it ignited made it the focal point of controversy. The piece not



only shocked audiences at the time but also marked a turning point in the
history of modern art, embodying the rebellious spirit that would define
Duchamp’s career and influence generations of artists to come.

This artwork’s scandalous reception underscores the transformative power of
art to challenge perceptions, provoke debate, and redefine cultural
boundaries. Duchamp’s "Nude Descending a Staircase" remains a symbol of
artistic innovation and the enduring debate about what constitutes legitimate
art—a debate that continues to this day.
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