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“To an innocent eye, how pleasant is its chaste simplicity of line and color! Someone said,
‘Like a lovely Buddha,’ someone said ‘Like the legs of the ladies by Cézanne.”
Louise Norton, regarding Fountain, in her essay “Buddha of the Bathroom,” The Blind Man, 1917.

“Something that I’d like to make very clear is that my choice of these readymades was
never dictated by some aesthetic delectation. The choice was based on a reaction of visual
indifference, coupled at the same time with a total absence of taste, good or bad… in fact,
it was in complete anaesthesia.”
Marcel Duchamp in 1961, returning to the question about the choice of the readymade.

Fountain, 1917, photograph by Alfred Stieglitz

Fountain, 1917

Since the debut appearance of Fountain in 1917, the famous urinal has generated an endless flood of
comments. Long after the first article dedicated to the Fountain in the magazine ‘The Blind Man’,
both the object and the artistic gesture are still a powerful vector of controversy. Not a day goes by
without a new publication fueling the discussion. From rejection to low bow, from ceramic history
to mathematic language, the diversity of subjects illustrated by Duchamp’s Fountain is disconcerting
and indefinite.

The Fountain Archives, 2008-2017

Starting in 2008 as a ‘hobby-artwork’, Saâdane Afif set out to look for publications picturing
Duchamp’s Fountain. During his trips and through his research online, he gathered a number of
books and magazines showing the famous urinal. After several years of collecting, Saâdane Afif ’s
Fountain Archives is currently approaching 850 items and will be continued until its 1001st. When
found, the publications are registered with an archive number ranging from FA 0001 to infinity.

The Active Dimension of the Fountain Archives

Upon their arrival, Saâdane Afif tears out the pages in the collected publications where Fountain
is depicted, scans the pages and has them framed perfectly (p. 7). If a publication contains images
of the work on several pages, all of them are torn out and together they form a polyptych. While
maintaining the economy of the multiple — a simple, repetitive gesture with low price, mass
production techniques — this procedure produces unique artworks. This is only made possible by
taking advantage of the mass production of the publishing industry. The framed pages are then
redistributed once again as they are exchanged, sold and displayed in exhibitions worldwide (p. 10).
This constitutes the ‘active’ part of The Fountain Archives.
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The Passive Dimension or: The Fountain Archives as a Mould or
Negative

The ruined publications are then carefully stored on bookshelves in the studio of the artist, forming
the passive part of the project (p. 8). With their pages torn out, they create an archive around
Duchamp’s Fountain, from which the common initiator has been removed: a mould or a negative of
the original artwork.

The Augmented Section

With the continuous display of the Fountain Archives frames, Saâdanes Afif ’s Fountain Archives
has started to be commented upon, explained or reviewed in many printed publications. Images of
Fountain by Duchamp now illustrate articles about Saâdane Afif ’s work. These publications signal
an evolution in the development and perception of The Fountain Archives as an artwork. They are
added to the bookshelves with two copies — one as part of the Archives as usual, the other as an
Artist’s Proof — and the pages entered onto the website under a specific section titled Augmented.
Step by step, these pages start to build an archive within the archive, in a sort of mise en abyme,
shifting the paradigms of interpretation to encompass Afif ’s work (p. 9). With the shelves this
specific collection within The Fountain Archives supplements the ‘passive’ dimension of the project.

The Website: www.thefountainarchives.net

The scanned images of the pages are uploaded onto The Fountain Archives website, delving into
digital territories beyond the possibilities of physical dissemination. A strict protocol and rigorous
classification procedure produces a unique database on the seminal readymade. This has in turn
produced a fragmented history of the art object, in which the multitude of viewpoints from all the
publications and the disparate audiences that engage with the project online create narratives of
ungraspable diversity, always incomplete and open to revision. The website is therefore an important
platform of exchange between The Fountain Archives and its audience.

A Shared Platform

Throughout the years, a network of connoisseurs and collectors also contributed by suggesting or
sending rare publications, as well as local or vintage editions. In this way, the project became an
open platform with a lot of people appropriating it for their own explorations of the potential of
Fountain 1917. This feeds The Fountain Archives on different levels, with some people, for example,
contributing publications for the material work and others editing the Wikipedia page. This
multiplies yet further the perspectives embodied by The Fountain Archives.
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1001 Stories

Aside from its playful dimension, The Fountain Archives is representative of Afif ’s favoured themes
and relies on a complex process, open to multiple interpretations. Through this work, Afif questions
art, its system of production and its reception. He purposefully chose to tackle the thorny question
of representation, presenting hundreds of pages that stand for as many points of view on one given
artwork. These pages reveal the Fountain’s unbridled narrative dimensions and thus demonstrate
what precisely it was founded upon, what “makes us believe in it”. Through the compilation of
these views on Fountain, Afif ’s Fountain Archives unveils that which is hidden in a work of art: its
subjective form.
Established with the rigour of a library, the body of publications is to be read like one thousand
and one stories prolonging the life of the artwork Fountain - not unlike the Arabian Nights tale.
Thinking of the project in this way, we can see how the work of art could be considered to generate
its own stories or fictions, which are shared by the community of beholders. This narrative potential
of the artwork is the essence of the Fountain Archives.

Publications

A first catalogue of this project has been published in 2014 on the occasion of the exhibition
Affiches et Fontaines (p. 11). A second tome is going to be published at the end of 2017.
A publication project by mfc-michèle didier, assembling facsimiles of all torn pages, is under way.

2017: The Fountain Archives on Tour

Coinciding with the 100 year anniversary of Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, the Fountain Archives
will be exhibited in a number of international institutions, starting in January 2017 at the Centre
Pompidou in Paris. This will be the first time that the bookshelves and the Augmented collection are
publicly displayed. The strategic timing is key to the completion of the work — with this important
anniversary, the Fountain Archives is hoped to find its concluding entry with a catalogue on Fountain
1917 that includes Saâdane Afif ’s work, coming full circle at long last.
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FA 0287 a, 2012
torn out page from “An overview of the seventeen known versions of Fountain”, in Cabinet (N° 27), Autumn 2007 – p. 28
20 x 25 cm
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FA 0287 b, 2012
torn out page from “An overview of the seventeen known versions of Fountain”, in Cabinet (N° 27), Autumn 2007 – p. 29
20 x 25 cm
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FA 0400, 2014
torn out page from Sean Hall. This Means That: A User’s Guide to Semiotics. London: Laurence King Publishing, 2012 - p. 145
18,5 x 26 cm
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January 2012

June 2013

April 2014

January 2015

Four views of the Fountain Archives bookshelves at the artist’s studio in Berlin.
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FA 0366 (Augmented), 2014
torn out page from Harald Kunde (eds.). The Present Order is the Disorder of the Future. Kleve: Freundeskreis Museum Kurhaus &
Koekkoek-Haus Kleve e.V., 2013 - p. 47
21,7 x 30,5 cm
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Exhibition views: Affiches & Fontaines, 2014 - Xavier Hufkens, Brussels.
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Saâdane Afif, Fontaines, Brussels: co-published by Triangle Books & Xavier Hufkens, 2014 - 72 pages
texts in english by Elena Filipovic, edition of 600
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