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@1 It is time to begin. As is required in such circumstances, standing before old pros 
in the art of listening, I shall proceed cautiously. I plan to examine, from a particular 
point view, the act of composing, with aesthetic aspirations, what I call sequences of 
words in a language. The term texte would probably be more appropriate here, but it 
revives bad memories for me, so I’d rather leave it aside. Écrit is also inappropriate 
because I’d rather not privilege writing (écriture—yet another bad memory) over orality. 
What do I mean by “a language”? A natural language, for example, mine. Having been 
asked to provide a title for this occasion, I did not provide the substantive composition 
but rather three infinitives: to compose, condense, and constrain. They invoke acts, a 
succession of acts that will give rise to a composition. The act of composing begins, in 
other words, by positing the attainment of a composition on the horizon. 
 
@2 The concepts I shall present here are not mine alone; they are shared by others—
or so would I’d like to believe. They are the work of a certain somebody who, having 
written very little and spoken quite a lot, never presented these concepts coherently, as a 
whole, but did so enigmatically. I began listening to him nearly forty years ago. I now 
understand that I heard him only superficially. At the time of his death in the early 80s, I 
had made but meager progress in comprehending the coherence of his concepts. I have 
since thought extensively about these. Still, the presentation I am about to give will 
undoubtedly constitute a very partial, perhaps deformed, view. So be it. 
 
TO COMPOSE 
 
@3 To compose, then. Step one: proceed toward the posited horizon, the composition. 
To this end, imagine the completed composition, the finished work. Constantly. 
Constantly force yourself to gauge a conformity with the imagined goal attained. Remain 
attentive to that goal. Do not proceed by chance. To compose is not to compose 
haphazardly, nor to compose under the influence of inherited or habitual means of 
composing, nor by taking dictation from the unconscious, a strategy that is pretty much 
devoid of any solid meaning whatsoever—which did not, alas, prevent it from wreaking 
havoc. From time to time, while composing, meditate on the composition as it will have 
appeared, in the end, as close as possible to its set intention. Do not think; that is what the 
composition will do. If you must, think this: the composition, once finished, will have 
been that. Always situate yourself temporally in a place where the composition will have 
been successfully completed; then contemplate it from there. The future perfect (futur 
antérieur), thus, is the linguistic tense that dominates meditation on composing. 
 
@4 An incidental remark: it occurs to me that replacing “the composition will be that” 
with “the composition will have been that” reveals an initially disconcerting character 
trait about the inventor whose concepts I am attempting to describe: he would, so to 
speak, never actually compose. He wanted to distract the attention, in his view excessive, 
that is brought to bear on the products of all the operations in the artistic creation of 



verbal constructs and assemblages, and to direct the mind toward what is essential: 
composing. To Compose in the manner just described. 
 
@5 The further you go in composing, the greater your confidence in maintaining or 
conserving, if not as identical, at least as sufficiently stable, the intention of the 
composition. At this point we encounter a slightly special version of a famous paradox, 
Goodman’s paradox. I was very much preoccupied by this paradox back when what I was 
trying better to understand was perhaps less the meaning of the instructions given in this 
method of composition—instructions to which one may easily submit without grasping 
their full implications, mainly because they work—than the confidence its INVENTOR 
appeared to grant it (for the moment, I’ll continue to call him the inventor). At that time, 
some twenty years ago, I imagined a fictitious solution to this paradox, a solution of a 
linguistic nature, relying on the future perfect. I then presented that solution in the form 
of the following prose poem; I distributed this same poem to the members of the Collège 
Provisoire on the very day they met to establish the Collège International de Philosophie.  
 
@6 

The Color of Mr. Goodman’s Wife’s Eyes 
 

That’s the title. There is also a subtitle. 
 

On Being Grue 
 

Goodman had a young wife whom he loved very much. Every morning upon 
waking (he was early to rise), he would watch her sleep and, later, when she would 
awaken, he would say: “Above everything else, I love your eyes, your beautiful brown 
eyes.” She would smile, saying nothing. 
 One morning, Goodman felt uneasy. His young wife was sleeping, her eyes were 
invisible under her eyelids, and he said to himself: “But what if her eyes turned out to be 
green or blue? I could not bear it.” She awoke and smiled. Like all the other mornings, 
her eyes were brown, but he was not reassured. 
 “What’s the matter?” she later asked him. Goodman’s disquietude had not 
subsided; his growing anguish deprived him of rest. 
 “I love you,” he said. “I particularly love seeing your eyes when you open them 
for the very first time each day. I love your eyes because they are brown. But how can I 
be certain they are? I would not like to find out that they are blue or green.” 
 “I used to be certain,” Goodman continued, “that your eyes were brown because I 
have looked at them, each morning ever since we’ve been together, and they have been 
brown. But what if grue were their real color?” 
 “Grue?” she said. 
 “I would call their color grue in the following cases: it happens one morning in 
the past, upon seeing your eyes, their color is brown; or else, it happens tomorrow 
morning, they’re green or blue. Every day until today, more than a thousand mornings, 
your eyes have been brown, therefore ‘grue’: they will consequently be grue again 
tomorrow; that is, either green or blue. I can thus no longer be certain of their color. 
That’s what worries me.” 



 Madame Goodman remained silent. But that night, watching him as she 
undressed, she could see that he was weeping. 
 “My eyes,” she said upon awakening the next day, “each time that you’ve looked 
at them, have been brown. All that you need to be certain of is that tomorrow, once you 
will have looked at them, they will have been brown. If you are willing, let’s call this 
quality of my eyes bbrown. We’ll also say ggrue for that other quality, the one you so 
dread: where my eyes had been brown until that tomorrow when you will have looked at 
them and they will have been green or blue. My eyes, you must concede, have always 
been ‘bbrown.’ And so shall they be tomorrow. They have also been ‘ggrue’  and shall so 
continue tomorrow. So what difference does it make to you? If they are still ‘ggrue’ 
tomorrow, this means that once you will have looked at them tomorrow, they will have 
been brown and that the next day, the day after tomorrow, they will have been green or 
blue. But what does it matter?” 
 “Perhaps my eyes are blue or green, or some other color, or no color at all, when 
I’m sleeping—like objects lacking in essence. Nonetheless, you may always rest assured 
that when I awake for you, when you will have seen my eyes, they will have been 
brown.” 
 So spoke Goodman’s wife, née Hume. 
 And so it was: every morning, as long as she was still alive, he looked at her eyes 
when she would wake, and they were brown.  
 
@7 Commentary: 
 i — The central idea is to short circuit the unreal element of the paradox, namely 
an assertion pertaining to the very next instant. If the color green has always been found 
at position n in the sequence of verifying emeralds, the correct inductive hypothesis must 
be: the emerald that will be verified at n+1, once verified, will have been green.  

ii — This little reinterpretation provides a solution to the paradox, but at the cost 
of abandoning the conventional inductive hypothesis. This version, I cannot hide it, 
challenges the ordinary notion of the present—this is the truly crucial point of the text, at 
least with regard to the question that concerns me here: the temporality of the act of 
composing.  

iii — The experience of Goodmanian thought, by which the paradox is 
approached, takes for granted a pure situation; that is to say, the string of emeralds to be 
verified is in fact homogenous, there is neither bean, ruby nor stone among them. In other 
words, the sequence of verifications is potentially indefinite and risks no contraversion. 

iv — Since this implicit condition of the pure situation is impossible in almost any 
reality, it remains the linchpin in my poetic-narrative transposition. It is clear, to take 
Hume’s example, that one day the sun will not rise or will rise a bit too brightly, should it 
become a nova. It is no less certain that Goodman’s wife’s eyes shall not open one day. 

v — Lastly, a quick note on the subtitle: “On Being Grue.” It is an allusion to 
William Gass’s book On Being Blue. That very long and beautiful prose work casts the 
color blue as the central protagonist of the story. My allusion here is an invitation to read 
the book. To incite further readings is, as far as I am concerned, one of the 
responsibilities of narration. This allusion is not explicit; it must be detected. However, 
the invitation to detection is part of the possibilities, not the obligations of narration as I 
understand it.  



 
@8 Anglo-Saxon logicians, ponderous and serious, have put forth diverse, less poetic 
solutions to this paradox. One of their voices can be described as follows—and then 
transposed onto the question at hand to help justify the certainty, if not the soundness, 
with which the INVENTOR could possibly rationalize his thinking: 
 
@9 This alternate solution, which I will also present linguistically, does not rely on 
the future perfect; rather it exploits a symmetrical tense, the future in the past. Here’s 
how it works: at the instant t, the predicate grue had never previously been confirmed, not 
yet. For, the prediction emitted at any instant t’ anterior to t applies to the color of the 
next emerald to be examined. The use of the predicate green states that this color is 
predicted in the next examined emerald. The use of grue states that it will be blue. But it 
never is blue, has never been blue, once the verification is complete. Therefore, in the 
future in the past of moment t, it has never been the case that using the predicate grue was 
justified. Both predicates, contrary to what Goodman (Nelson) states, are absolutely not 
on the same footing in terms of confirmation. 
 
 
TO CONDENSE 
 
@10 I —Time-out  
 
After condensation, all composition is now. It reveals itself to the mind as a full object, 
globally graspable through inner vision (a picture of the composition), anticipating its end 
from even before its beginning. Composition is not now in the sense where now is a 
limited point in time; rather, in the sense where now is located out of time, in that place 
where the limitlessness of memory grasps time, pinches it. The being of composition is 
entirely now in its becoming. Once more, a composition is a NUN (νυν); not a limited-
point now, but a NUN that apprehends time and forces it to include eternity (with the 
understanding that eternity is not infinite in the fullest sense, but only in sense of 
incomparable, in the sense of effinite). The moment of composition is a destruction of 
time: a description, a displacement, a translation, a disruption, a counterfeiting, a 
remembrance, a lamentation, a transference, a contraction, a fabrication, a rearrangement, 
a distraction of time; an abandonment, a surrendering to time.  
 
@11 II — Time-out on Meaning  
 
Composition says what it says in saying it, therefore does not say some thing. It does not 
say some thing that can be considered external, either this or that. Hence, we can easily 
conclude that it says nothing.  
 

—What does this composition say? 
—Just that. 
—Say I eliminate everything that reveals it as a composition, all exterior signs of 

composition: what does this ex-composition say, this prosifiction, this ordinary prose so 
full with meaning? 



—Just that, and that again. 
—OK, but it is no longer a composition. 
—Certainly, the composition has vanished. But is composition merely that which 

reveals it as a composition, the exterior signs denoting the act of composing in a 
composition, that which may be removed so that it can make sense? 

—No; that too is nothing. In the words of Ancient Medicine, composition is the 
soul, it is not located in the body, but cannot be removed from it. Here, we shall say, 
memory. 
 Perhaps we should say that composition says sum’n (kekchose) rather than 
something. Let’s call sum’n that which composition says and may not be repeated. Sum’n 
is the inside shadow of composition trapped in the composition. There is the something 
that a composition says and the sum’n said as a result of the act of composing 
(composition made manifest). 
 —What, then, does this mean, you ask? 
 
@12 III — The Effect of Composing-Condensing  
 

There is that certain something that a composition says to someone, being 
otherwise unsayable, it is said to that someone alone, as series of events in an individual 
memory; the effect of sum’n.  

Let’s break it down to three forms of memory: memory of composing, memory of 
remembering, memory of thought.  

Composing takes memory as its target.  
Without interior memory, without the act of composing, the page is immobile, 

and voice is ephemeral.  
To compose: the moment when the ultra-enduring in memory samples the quasi-absolute 
ephemeral. 

Configurations of language, that’s what’s on the page, in the voice, it’s what 
enters your mind and affects your memory. Nothing else. 
 
@13 Of Exterior and Interior 
 

Hypothesis of precision: composition is an internal and an external memory.  
 Composition is not strictly public. It cannot be reduced to its public aspect, to 
what’s printed in the book, to vocal performance, its gestures… composition is also 
private, and in manner that differs from remembering-memory and thought-memory, … 
 Consequently, it is possible, even necessary for there to be an enormous gap 
separating the memory-effects of any given composition, from one internal memory to 
another. In all other language acts, in the analysis of all other language acts, these effects 
(always present) must be reduced as much as possible; they must be considered 
secondary, negligible, and parasitic. In the case of composition, any such reduction is 
impossible.  
 Composition is the exception to the Dummettian rule of the publicity of meaning. 
If this is not taken into account, any discussion on the significance of composition (in 
compositions) is biased from the start. Within the meaning of what a composition says, 



there is necessarily a preponderance of the private, the intransmissible and non-
interpersonal private.  
 Composition takes form as aural/wRitten (by wRitten I mean the internal effect of 
the trace). 
 One could as well postulate that composition is nasal, in the skin, on the skin, on 
the tongue (organ).  
 The primary opposition is not between oral and written but between interior and 
exterior. 
 In the case of composition, the interior/exterior opposition is much more radical 
than any other linguistic activity. 
 It follows then that, when fully recognized, more than any other form of usage, 
composition changes language into my language; it helps me take possession of my 
language; and, language becomes mine through the act of composing. 
 Every oral or written composition becomes aural or wRitten (but not only that); 
they also become an event of internal memory; they become interior images irreducible 
with respect to other interior images and with respect to exterior images; they become 
strictly private memory-images (as much remembrances as a thoughts).  
 An interior event in composition is always a sequence of events produced in 
memory.  
 A composition is temporally transparent. 
 A composition calls forth a process of memory. It can be compared to the 
trajectory of a particle. Just as particles in nanophysics are only indirectly detectable, the 
infinitely small event constituting a composition can also be invisible and may only 
appear (to the eyes of the observer) by way of memory trajectories.  
 A composition put forth by a voice, just as much as a composition put forth on the 
page, is but a line, a mere surface (at best a three dimensional object). It is only when it 
enters the interior memory of its audience, when it is possessed by an addressee, that is 
begins to emerge in an respectable number of dimensions; at that point, it begins to 
emerge as a composition in addition to a score, its simple execution. 
 The work emerges from a composer-memory (the emitter) and goes toward a 
composing memory. The departing and arriving memories are deprived of any plausible 
communication other than what is transmitted in the ordinary function of language, that 
necessarily present but non-essential aspect of the compositional effect.  
 In a composition, that which transpires from a composer-memory, by linguistic 
composition, arrives in a compressed, condensed state, in as extreme a state of 
compactness as possible.  
 What emerges from one memory, the composition, will enter another memory in 
an unforeseeable way. As the composer of a composition, you are not entirely in 
command of what you are saying, not because you do not know what you are saying, but 
because you cannot determine the memory effect your composition produce in another’s 
memory.  
 
@14 TO CONSTRAIN 
 

According to the INVENTOR’s concept, the three moments of composition, 
which I will present successively, are in fact simultaneous. The composition is the result 



of all three. And—this being the third aspect—, it is a composition under constraint. Why 
constraint? Because of numbers. The composition-form cannot remain an object for 
which one sustains a mere sense of evidence. Even if there is proof of existence, the 
compositions themselves, what’s evinced are merely objects deprived of directly 
accessible properties. What they need is numbers (numbers-for-the-composition). 
 
@ 15 Number-Instrument 
  
 Composition: some numbers ending in language (du nombre avec de la langue au 
bout). 

Composition: some numbers with a tongue attached (avec une langue au bout). 
To compose is to work with a yard stick, a standard meter. It’s how measure in a 

language is taken; without it, language lacks limits, though it does not measure itself. 
Hence, the operation of condensation.  

Numbers awaken memory. 
Numbers guarantee concentration, compactification, connectivity of memory in 

composition. 
Modality of the number’s existence in composition: constraint. 
Because the INVENTOR’s concept of constraint is very specific, I shall write it 

with a Q. 
 
@16 Pro pe r t i e s  o f  Qo ns t r a i n t  
 
 i Qonstraint is intentional. 
Syntax and other constraints involved in composing in a given language are therefore not 
included.  
 ii Qonstraint is arbitrary. 
Due to its intentionality, the arbitrary character of constraint is highlighted in relation to 
the traditional situation. 
According to the INVENTOR’s conception, this is where the primordial importance of 
numbers and mathematics reveals one of its principal motivations: there is nothing more 
arbitrary than a literary constraint whose origin is numeric by nature, or more generally 
mathematic.  
 

iii Qonstraint is explicit. 
This implies, though obliquely, the existence of blueprints (cahiers des charges) for 
composed while following a Qonstraint or a family of Qonstraints. Of course, a 
Qonstraint is not necessarily explaine to the reader. But it can be rendered explicit. Here, 
again, the role of mathematics is decisive.  
 
 iv The Qomposer who writes under Qonstraint is a collective composer. 
 
 v The Qonstraints may be variations of previous Qonstraints. 
In fact, more often than not they are variations of traditional constraints or previously 
extant constraints. Entirely original Qonstraints are very rare. They aspire to becoming 
part of one or several families of Qonstraint. 



Therein lies one reason for the use of the axiomatic method in the conception of the 
INVENTOR. 
 
 vi Qonstraints may be the transformation of previous constraints. 
Qonstraint readily adopts systematic mutation, according to strategies that are themselves 
under constraint. 
 
 vii Qonstraint readily tends toward overabundance or ornament of other 
Qonstraints. 
The quest for ornament may be pursued under constraint, submitted to Qonstraints. 
 
 viii Qonstraint readily tends toward the negation of previous Qonstraints. 
 
 ix A Qonstraint or family of Qonstraints whose vocation is programmatic 
aspires to create a form under Qonstraint or a PHORM.  
 
 x Oulipian Qonstraints may be situated on a scale of difficulty. 
The explicit, mathematizable nature of Qonstraints enables, far better than in traditional 
constraints, the definition and rating of their difficulty.  
 
 xi-a - Qonstraints make use of language, units of language. 
 
 xii-b – Qonstraints make use of numbers (mostly whole numbers). 
The operative mathematics is mostly arithmetic and algebra.  
 
 xii Qonstraint is visible. 
 
 xiii A mathematized Qonstraint is not trivially so. 
 
 xiv An ideal Qonstraint satisfies the William James Principle (it applies to 
the totality of elements included in the composition of the constrained text). 
 
 xiv An illegible Qonstraint is decipherable, in principle.  
 
@17 The Invention of President Le Lionnais 
 
 I’ve just revealed the name of the INVENTOR: François Le Lionnais who, in 
1960, with the help of Raymond Queneau and others, founded the Ouvroir de Littérature 
Potentielle, the Workshop of Potential Literature, the OULIPO.  

The word Ouvroir (“sewing room, workroom”) underscores the artisanal activity 
of the group. “Literature” refers to “literature obtained through the activity of 
Qomposition under Qonstraint(s),” or Oulipian Literature. Before exposing, with broad 
strokes, the task with which Le Lionnais presented the Oulipo, a digression. 
 
@ 18 Diodorus Cronus 
 



 His life, about which almost nothing is known. 
Born in the Ionian town of Iasos, he studied with a student of Eubulides’ (who 

gave him the inspiration of numbers and their controversial arguments). His master was 
surnamed Apollonius, “Kronus” for short—which means a mildly eccentric and 
disreputable fellow, an Old Codger—; his disciple inherited the nickname for unknown 
reasons (Strabo suggests the name is passed down because the master lacks fame, which I 
think is a rather bizarre explanation. It is more likely that he earned this lackluster 
moniker as a byproduct of frustrations encountered in the tedious character of logical 
puzzles, the specialty of the Dialektic School (which I write with a “k” to distinguish it 
from the School of Socratic method as well as from the Stoical and post-Stoical meaning 
of the word, where it was nearly an equivalent of “logician”)). His contributions, first as a 
student then as a teacher, can be situated between 310 and 290 BC. Afterward he went to 
Alexandria. Callimachus mentions him in an epigram:  

Momos himself carved it into walls: “Cronus is wise.”  
From the rooftops, the crows cried, “What is the consequence of what?”  
and then they cried again, “What will become of us?”  

The meaning of the crows’ words has generally been massacred due to a crass ignorance 
of Diodorus’ thinking. Inscribed in the Eleatic vein, one of his arguments sought to prove 
the logical impossibility of becoming, which is why the crows, perfectly versed in the 
latest theories (let’s not forget that these are Alexandrine crows), having perhaps taken 
too literally the cited deduction, reacted in consternation: “What will become of us?”  
In a footnote, David Sedley ponders as follows: “I’m not so sure just what the crows 
hoped to become. Perhaps the ‘us’ refers to is the crow-species, and their fears pertain to 
the menace logic presents its perpetuation.”  
 

The question of movement was an important preoccupation for the skeptics. In the 
Teubner edition, Sextus devotes twenty-eight pages to the question “is movement 
possible?” He details three answers: a) movement exists; this is the position of common 
sense and most of the philosopher; b) movement does not exist; this is the position of 
Parmenides and Melissus (it is known that for Sextus Zenon of Elea did not exist; his 
arguments are attributed to others, in particular to Diodorus) c) the correct position, that 
of the skeptics, hence the one defended by Sextus : neither… nor… (eventually 
becoming, for Queneau style skeptics, “peut’êtr ben que oui, peut’êtr ben que non” 
[“could be yes, could be no”]). The three answers are clearly separate. 

But for Diodorus Sextus indicates a position b’ that gives me great pleasure (even 
if it’s by way of the Epicurean and not the Diodorean justification): A thing does not 
move. It has moved. In its most condensed form, the argument more or less follows as 
such: the object that moves can move neither in the place where it is, nor in the place 
where it is not. The object that moves cannot move.  

Another argument, close to this one, attacks the notion of becoming: “The wall 
cannot be destroyed. If the wall must be destroyed, its destruction occurs either when the 
stones of the wall are touching and adjusted or when they are disjoined. But it is not in 
the midst of being destroyed in the first case since it is intact, nor in the second since it is 
no longer a wall. It follows that the wall cannot be destroyed.” 
This example of this type of Diodorean disjunction deprives change of an instant in 
which it may come about.  



Diodorus’ solution to the Paradox of the Instant (and others that do not concern us here) 
hinged on the following principle: 
 The past is all that is.  
But for François Le Lionnais, FLL, the principle hinged in the opposite direction (leading 
to other types of solutions to the paradoxes): 
 The future is all that is.  
He would position himself, in thought, at different levels of the future perfect, purveying, 
from these elevated temporal locations, more or les distant pasts which he would treat as 
if they belonged to a retrospective future: 
 
@ 19 Potentiality 
 

The goal its founder ascribed to the Oulipo exceeds the substitution of literature 
under Qonstraint(s) (or Oulipian Literature) to the ordinary concept of literature. He gave 
it a much vaster horizon: potentiality. Qonstraints (Oulipian constraints) must integrate 
language’s potentiality into the work itself, in an efficient manner; they must encourage 
literature’s becoming, help it overcome its routines, the excessive weight of its traditions 
and habits of composition. Qonstraint is the privileged strategy for achieving potentiality. 
It favors the multiplication of possibilities, the exploration of new pathways, the 
resuscitation of ancient ones. Raymond Queneau provided the first model example of 
potentiality with his Cent Mille Milliards de Poèmes, a work that may be viewed as an 
allegory of potentiality.  

A Qonstraint must always be examined from the point of view of potentiality, its 
capacity to engender examples, or not. Hence François Le Lionnais’ interest in limit-
Qonstraints: not constraints that engender so many examples they are no longer 
significant; on the contrary, Qonstraints for which it is extremely difficult to produce 
examples or, even, Qonstraints that are very quickly exhausted: for example, the one 
letter poem, the zero word poem.  
 What, according to François Le Lionnais, is a Qonstraint or family of Qonstraints 
of ideal potentiality? Consider, for instance, the example of the sonnet—it is explicitly 
and repeatedly cited as model by the founders of the Oulipo—and some of aspects of the 
sonnet-form that are important in this context: 
 a – great longevity (since the thirteenth century): a calling to eternity.  
 b – presence in numerous languages: a calling to ubiquity. 
 c – a great power to multiply: in every language, in every age, where the sonnet 
occurs or reoccurs, a great number of sonnets is written. 
 d – a great (poetic) value added, which is essential for understanding why the 
Oulipo came into being. In fact, the Oulipo was invented in response to the modern crisis 
of value. Raymond Queneau said “There are no longer rules, ever since they have 
outlived value.” Under such circumstances, the invention of the Oulipo was not to create 
works having (aesthetic or market) value, but rules. The value of the Oulipo is the quest 
of Qonstraints, honing the emergence of Qonstraints rich in potentiality, capable of 
perhaps becoming, afterward, collectively recognized for its literary value. And to create 
new forms, Oulipian forms, literary forms of potentiality, PHORMS.  
 
@20 Of Duchamp 



 
The meeting of Marcel Duchamp and François Le Lionnais was decisive for the 

history of art and literature. Their passion for chess and doubling-up in roulette is what 
brought them together.  

Thoughts on Duchamp: 
i Duchamp is not an artist, nor is he a non-artist, nor is he an anti-artist. Duchamp 

is a non-non-artist.  
ii Duchamp follows Alphonse Allais. Hence, going yet further back, he descends 

from Charles Cros, that poet who loved essentially bachelor technologies (the 
phonograph, color photography, machines for communicating with other planets). 
Duchamp’s well-known passion for Alphonse Allais exaggerated the attention given to 
wordplay. But we should not overlook Allais the experimenter, Allais the friend to the 
Nobel prize winner who would discover fluoride, Allais the inventor of the monochrome 
(which he treats à la Duchamp by coupling them with titles), and also Allais the inventor 
of various other machines, like the one that would remove from rubber “the elasticity that 
renders it useless for so many purposes.” 

iii Readymades are incomprehensible outside of Rrose Sélavy (his works), all the 
more so for the role of language, more specifically “Frenchglish” and the preponderant 
role, in both cases, given to fixed expressions, the witty bons mots of Duchampian 
Desnos. Desnos is the only surrealist to have taken an interest in Duchamp beyond his 
bringing press appeal to the sect; he even really follows his example (in poetry, for 
example).  

iv Let’s understand “Duchamp” as a kind of abstract-modelization of the renown 
Marcel Duchamp, as distant from portrait so valuable in the contemporary art market and 
its thinking. I would even write it as DuDuchamp (some Duchamp), the way we say 
lalangue. 

Like in lalangue, Duduchamps is difficult to understand; it reveals a “boojum” 
side; it reminds me of Duduche, daughter of Duchat, Perec’s pussy. When any given, 
unauthorized hand would stretch out to pet her, she would not scratch it, nor would she 
protest. Rather, she would arch her back so severely that it became strictly impossible to 
touch her; she moved imperturbably and with perfect etiquette, very Duduchampian.  

v Duchamp works in language arts; better yet, he primarily works in language 
arts. 

vi Duchamp (Duduchamp) places literature (more exactly, constrained literature) 
above art; he submits art to literature.  

vii Classifying the readymades, André Gervais distinguishes the “titled” from the 
“untitled.” But they always bear a title, their generic name. If a specific title is given, 
readymade is the subtitle. The title can be indirect (Porte bouteille, Hérisson). The same 
condition applies to the sonnet; to all poetic forms. 

ix Marcel Duchamp’s definition of the readymade (May 1960): “A ready-made 
[laughs], was from the beginning an invented word that I took to designate a work of art 
which isn't one. In other words, which isn't a work made by hand. Made by the hand of 
the artist. It's a work of art which becomes a work of art by the fact that I declare it or that 
the artist declares it a work of art, without there being any participation from the hand of 
the artist in question to make it so.” 



x Definition of readymade (October 1963): “…not the act of an artist, but of a 
non-artist, an artisan if you will.” Certainly not a non-artist. “Artisan,” of course, see the 
Oulipo, it’s reference to the Troubadours and to the Rhétoriqueurs, who call themselves 
“facteurs,” makers. Ouvroir (workroom), work of art. 

xi in the readymades, Duchamp sought to “curtail his hands.” Nonetheless, he 
signed them; nothing’s more “manual” than a signature. It’s the exact opposite of 
curtailing one’s hands. It’s keeping the absolute minimum. In this respect Duchamp 
proves that he cannot “ silence his hands.” 
 xii Language slips into the infrathin,.  

xiii A photograph is a readymade of a piece of world: the artist’s hand is 
decisively implied in choosing the piece. The manufacturer is implied in the arbitrary cut 
of the negative. Duchampian practice is a belated response to the invention of 
photography. We have seen, we can see: photography’s imitation of art; art’s imitation of 
photography; photography’s imitation of art imitating nature; nature’s imitation of 
photography, and many other methods. The Duchampian strategy consists of taking 
photography as the creation of ready-mades of the world. The moment of shooting the 
object which becomes a readymade is an illumination. Having become a work of literary 
art, the readymade bears the worn shadow of that illumination. That shadow follows it for 
the course of its life’s work. Photographs can capture it in one of its states (see the note in 
The Green Box).  

xiv Much later, as he was speaking of Bicycle Wheel, the first readymade to be 
recognized as such, when Duchamp says, “I had not intended to make of it a work,” or 
again, “I did not call it a work of art,” he merely indicates that perhaps he has continued 
to conserve the received notion of the work of art. I any case, if that really was his 
intention, he did not succeed; it is perfectly normal to consider a readymade a work of art.  

xv The familial resemblance of Duchamp’s readymades: they are material 
artifacts. Duchamp, in an interview from 1965 (in Fin 6 [June, 2000]): “in sum, all these 
ready-mades are fairly different one from the other… so different that there is not, if you 
will… a familial air between them …” Well! To the contrary, I would say there is an 
overtly designed resemblance between them: the “readymade” family. There is more 
resemblance between them than between two paintings, even by the same painter, even 
by the same painter depicting the same “subject.” 

xvi The final millimeter: where is art? — in signature.  
 

@ 21  IUP (Institute of Universal Potentiality)  
 

Let me now return, in stages, to Le Lionnais’ invention. 
i All words are readymades. Queneau underlines this fact in Le Chiendent 

(dictionaries and catalogues of manufacturing: same battle).  
ii Rrose Sélavy (his sayings): readymades of language. The manipulation of 

hardboiled language is analogous to the cooking of matter in the making of manufactured 
objects: fixed forms of expression boiled hard in the cauldron of poems [Langage cuit 
dans le faitout des poèmes]. 

iii In the traditional situation, a meter, a poetic form is a readymade of poetry. 
(But what to make of a readymade sampled from an outmoded manufactured object? Or 



worse, an entirely vanished object? Such would be the status of an abandoned poetic 
meter or an abandoned poetic form). 

iv  The idea of the readymade was an (ironic) anticipation of Oulipian 
potentiality.  

v Duchamp is a PL(agiarst)(by)ANT(icipation) of the Oulipo.  
vi But not merely of the Oulipo. At the very moment he invented (found) the 

Oulipo (even before), Le Lionnais imagined other Ouvroirs. He had a hand in founding 
five of them: Oupinpo (painting), Oulipopo (crime fiction), Oumupo (music), 
Oumathpo (math), Oucuipo (cooking).  

vii More generally, he spoke of Ou-x-po, where “x” indicates any human activity 
(brick laying, photography, comics, etc.) 

viii He considered the potentially infinite family of the Ou-x-pos to be the core 
curriculum of an Institute, the IUP (Institute of Universal Potentiality). 

ix Different Ou-x-pos were not supposed to be independent. They were each 
supposed to constitute one element in a vaster construct that I will call OUPOUMPO; it 
would not only include the Oulipo and all of the Ou-x-pos, but also an Ouvroir de Ou-x-
pos Potentiels, a workshop on these workshops.  

Duduchamp was the announcer of the Oupoumpo.  
x In this way, it goes without saying that the Ou-x-pos should not be juxtaposed in 

the IUP. They should obey common principles, for which the Oulipo, founding example 
and model, gives some idea. Thus, an ouvroir of any given “x” can be a benefit only if at 
least two of these conditions are met:  

1) Constraints must be found only on the basis of the selected “x.” It follows that 
for any given “x,” the corresponding Ou-x-po ust be treated as an x itself, it must be an “x 
of x.” As such, the Oulipo is a “literature of literature.” The aesthetic position of 
President Le Lionnais takes on a mannerist appearance, in the way that Robert Klein 
(1964) defines it. For him, mannerism is an “art of art.” 

2) The system of constraints of the Ou-x-po in question must be the 
particularization, in the case of “x,” of a general, a universal conceptualization of 
potentiality.  
 

 
—Translation by Jean-Jacques Poucel 
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