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Joni Mitchell, singer, songwriter, and painter, has a quote on her album, Shadows and Light,  that points out the staid quality of a work of art versus a piece of music. To paraphrase, she said that she liked being a singer because she could sing her songs again and again. After all, no one ever said to Van Gogh, “Paint a Starry Night again, man.” He painted it and that was it.
 Man Ray, however, didn’t buy into the concept of having just one chance to create an artwork. By recreating some of his pieces, he was able to render the ideas behind them indestructible even if the individual objects themselves were not.

After Man Ray’s lover, Lee Miller, left him in 1932 to return to New York after a 3-year affair in Paris, Ray assembled a sculpture he titled Object of Destruction. Neil Baldwin describes Ray’s reaction to the loss of his love, “When Lee did not come back, Man Ray degenerated into extended, graphic complaints on paper, defacing drawings of her image with erratic scrawls and scribbles. He retreated into ‘breaking her up’ by fragmenting the visual representation of her body. Her eye was a favorite target.”
 Object of Destruction was made by attaching a cut out photograph of Lee Miller’s eye to the pendulum of a metronome. According to an article in Tate magazine, Man Ray “made a notorious ink drawing of the object, inscribed on the back were the instructions: ‘Cut out the eye from the photograph of one who has been loved but is seen no more. Attach the eye to the pendulum of a metronome and regulate the weight to suit the tempo desired. Keep going to the limit of endurance. With a hammer well aimed, try to destroy the whole thing with a single blow.’”
 In 1957, a group of students, young anarchists, at the Exposition Dada in Paris followed his instructions, thereby demolishing Man Ray’s Object of Destruction. After being compensated by his insurance company, Ray purchased a series of metronomes and recreated multiples of his “once unique object of desire”
 which he then renamed Indestructible Object. The design of this piece remained unchanged through all of the years and all of its titles until, in 1971, Man Ray replaced the photograph of the eye with a double-printed image of a blinking eye that opens and closes as the metronome swings.
 Man Ray explains, “You know, it finally annoys me always to repeat the same thing, so I introduced a small variation, I changed the eye of the metronome. Well, since I have repeated it now for the third time, I will call it Perpetual Motif.”
 A copy of this work under the title Indestructible Object is currently showing at the Tacoma Art Museum’s exhibit, Transatlantic Avant-Garde: American’s in Paris, 1918-1939.

As it turns out, Man Ray was no stranger to the destruction of his artworks. In 1920, a janitor accidentally discarded a piece meant to be included in the opening of the Societe Anonyme museum.  The piece was called Lampshade (not currently on exhibit at TAM), and it consisted of an elongated spiral of white paper hanging by an armature.
 According to Arturo Schwartz, “It was the first found object in his oeuvre, the first object in which the spiral theme is fully developed, and, more important still, the century’s first mobile sculpture.”
 He recreated Lampshade, using tin painted white, finishing just hours before the opening. In his autobiography, Self Portrait, he recalls, “With satisfaction, I contemplated the substitution, taking pleasure in the thought that it would resist any attempt at destruction.  Other contraptions of mine have been destroyed by visitors; not always through ignorance nor accident, but willfully, as a protest. But I have managed to make them indestructible, that is, by making duplicates very easily.”
 


Another example of duplication in Man Ray’s work is The Gift (Le cadeau). The Gift, which he constructed for the opening of his first exhibition of paintings in Paris in 1921, is composed of a flat iron with a row of tacks glued down the center. Ray recounts, “This was my first Dada object in France….”
 During the afternoon of the opening, The Gift disappeared and was not seen again, though he did manage to photograph it. In the “Afterward” of Self  Portrait,  Juliet Man Ray explains Man Ray’s relationship with this piece, “It was stolen from the opening of his show at the Librairie Six, but Man Ray told the organizers not to worry: He would make another one. He found himself making them for the next fifty years! He once claimed he didn’t understand the fascination of this object. All he had done, he said in true Dada style, was to make a useful object useless.”
 Schwartz argues, “Man Ray never destroys, he always modifies and enriches. In this case, he provides the flatiron with a new role, a role that we dimly guess, and that probably accounts for the object’s strange fascination.”
 In Man Ray’s eighty-third year, under his approval, an edition of five thousand Cadeaux was manufactured, signed, and sold for three hundred dollars apiece.
 As a result of this replication, many more people can view The Gift than those who have the opportunity to see Van Gogh’s single Starry Night. 


Though he is probably best known for his photographic portraits, he “produced an unusual variety of ‘artworks’ ranging from paintings, mixed media sculpture, found objects or readymades, motion picture films, prose, and photography.”
  It’s interesting to note that many of his chosen media could easily be duplicated. Photographs are the ultimate medium for duplication. Neil Baldwin explains that most of Man Ray’s art was actually made to be photographed. He states, “...most of the hundreds of objects Man Ray assembled…were created to be photographed. Once a record had been made, the object was either destroyed or ‘lost.’”
 It’s argued, in fact, that, “Man Ray’s photographic career had begun from a need for reproductions of his art. His fascination with replication lasted throughout his career, intensified by his commitment to the medium of photography.”
  In his later years, he created replicas of earlier works in limited editions. Baldwin surmises that his lifelong experience with photography served as a prelude; “…each print was a multiple, so to speak, of its template negative.”
 For Man Ray, the idea was the important message. “Technical excellence was equally necessary, but should never be so noticeable that it interfered with the expression of the impulse that had fueled the work.”
 Perhaps, if asked to “paint a Starry Night again, man,” Van Gogh would have jumped at the opportunity to recreate and make it better. In Man Ray’s words, “…[The] reproductions of old works, lost or destroyed [are] very beautiful, sometimes better than the originals!”
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