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This essay is aiming to suggest that Marcel Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (1916/1964) is not a self-
referential work, but rather relates to the Greek myth of Theseus in Crete – the slaying of the Minotaur 
in the labyrinth and Ariadne’s thread. Its success throws light on Duchamp’s postmodernism, 
confirming the atavistic theory that, in his case, the ancient is present through to the contemporary. 
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The Prototype of a Riddle: Marcel Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise, 1916/1964 
 
 

The story of Theseus and the Minotaur is one of the most 
celebrated and complex myths from Hellenic antiquity. 
The earliest known depiction of the Labyrinth is a 7-
course network of paths incised on the reverse of a clay 
tablet recovered from the remains of the Mycenaean 
palace of Pylos, southern Greece, destroyed by fire at 
around 1200 BC. Despite the absence of evidence for a 
connection between its design and the legend of Theseus 
at this early date, the myth is likely based on a rough pre-
existing oral tradition that was refined through the passing 
of time. 
 
Bibliotheca, the best compendium of Hellenic myths and 
heroic legends, originally authored by Apollodorus of 
Athens in the c. 2nd BC, but recomposed later, preserves 
valuable mythographical details. Aspiring to the throne of 
Crete, Minos claimed to have received the sovereignty 
from the Gods, and to prove it he prayed to Poseidon for a 
bull to appear from the depths of the sea, and promised to 
sacrifice it upon its appearance. The God did send up to 
him a splendid white bull. Thus Minos received the rule, 
but he sent this bull to his herds and sacrificed an inferior 
one instead. Angry with Minos for not keeping his 
promise, Poseidon turned this bull untameable. He also 
devised that Pasiphaë, Minos’ wife, developed a lust for 
him. In her passion for the bull she commissioned the 

architect Daedalus to build a hollow simulacrum of a cow in which to place the Queen to satisfy her 
lust with him. As a result, Pasiphaë gave birth to the Minotaur, who was named Asterion (Apollodorus 
1921: 3.1.4). He had the face of a bull, but was otherwise human. Minos, following oracular 
instructions, kept him confined and under guard in the labyrinth, which Daedalus built as a cage 
containing paths of such convoluted twists and turns as to prevent escape (Ibid 1921: 3.8-11). 
 
Subsequently, Androgeus, the eldest of the many children of Minos and Pasiphaë, set sail for Athens to 
take part in the Panathenaïc Games, which were held there every four years. Suspicious of Androgeus’ 
close ties to the Pallantides, nobles of Attica, King Aegeus of Athens conspired with the Megareans to 
assassinate him (Ibid 1921: 3.15.7). When Minos heard what had befallen his son, he ordered the 
Cretan fleet to set sail for Athens to ask Aegeus for his son’s assassins. However, hesitating to expose 
the assassins, Aegeus reverted to the oracle of Delphi, who advised him to give Minos whatever 
retribution he should choose. His retribution was that, at the end of every great year, which occurs after seven 
cycles on the solar calendar, the seven most courageous youths and the seven most beautiful maidens were to 
board a boat and be sent as tribute to Crete, to be devoured by the Minotaur (Ibid 1921: 3.213). 
 
On the third tribute to the Minotaur, Theseus, Aegeus’ son, volunteered to confront the monster in 
order to stop this horror. He took the place of one of the youths and set off with a black sail, promising 
to his father that if successful he would return with a white sail. Like the others, Theseus was stripped 
of his weapons when they sailed. On his arrival in Crete, Ariadne, Minos’ daughter, fell in love with 
Theseus and offered to help him kill the Minotaur if he took her to Athens as his wife. Upon Theseus’ 
acceptance, Ariadne pleaded with Daedalus to reveal to her the secret of the Labyrinth. Daedalus gave 
Ariadne a magic ball of twine. She was instructed to open the entrance door and tie the loose end of the 
twine to the lintel; the ball would then roll along, diminishing as it went and making, with devious 
turns and twists, for the innermost recess where the Minotaur was lodged. Following Daedalus’ 
instructions given to Ariadne, Theseus came to the heart of the labyrinth and also upon the sleeping 
Minotaur. The beast awoke and a tremendous fight then ensued. Theseus overpowered the Minotaur 
with his strength and stabbed the beast in the throat with the sword that Ariadne had given him, and he 
had kept hidden from the guards inside his tunic. After decapitating the beast, Theseus could find his 

 
 
Fig. 1 - Clay tablet bearing the motif of the 
Labyrinth, found in the ruins of the palace of King 
Nestor in Pylos, 1200 BC. Courtesy of Kern 2000: 73, 
catalogue item 103. 
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way out of the labyrinth by rolling up the twine into a ball again (Ibid 1921: Epitome 1.8). He then 
managed to flee Crete with all of the young Athenians and Ariadne as well as her younger sister Phaedra. 
 
Afterwards Theseus and the rest of his crew fell asleep on the beach of the island of Naxos, where they 
stopped on their way back, looking for water. Athena woke Theseus and told him to head for home 
early that morning and to leave Ariadne behind for Dionysus, since Naxos was his island, taking 
Phaedra as his wife instead. Feeling betrayed, despite deserting her parents and motherland, Ariadne 
invoked the whole universe for vengeance on Theseus, and Zeus nodded assent. Consequently, blinded 
by drunkenness in celebration of his deeds, Theseus and his companions forgot to put up the white sails 
instead of the black ones. So, Aegeus, believing his son was dead, committed suicide, throwing himself 
off the cliff of Sounion and into the sea, thus causing this body of water to be named Aegean (Plutarch 
1914: Theseus 22). Seeing Ariadne so devastated by loosing Theseus, Dionysus took pity on her and 
married her, setting upon her head a crown of gold and gems in the shape of roses made by Hephaestus, 
which is immortalised as the Corona Borealis constellation in the heavens (Ibid 1914: Theseus 20). 
 

The main mosaic floor in the House of 
Theseus in Kato Paphos, Cyprus, 
summarily depicts the mythical duel 
between Theseus and the Minotaur in the 
labyrinth. In the centre of the composition 
Theseus holds a club in his right hand, 
while with his left hand he grabs the horn of 
the Minotaur, who has fallen to his knees. 
Above the rocks Ariadne watches the duel. 
Finally, the scene is flanked by two 
personifications – on the left side the 
labyrinth as an old man, and across him the 
island of Crete as a young woman. The 
scene is in a medallion, framed by 
successive decorative zones, consisting of a 
chain of diamonds for the walls of the 
labyrinth and colourful tresses for Ariadne’s 
thread. 
 

At first, a connection of the postmodern Marcel Duchamp with classical mythology seems arbitrary. 
However, the Homeric traces in the postmodernism of Duchamp was the focus of the author’s PhD 
(Rogakos 2016). Interestingly, Duchamp included his Juggler of Gravity in Breton’s “Labyrinth of 

      
 
Fig. 3 - Marcel Duchamp (France, 1887-1968). His Twine, October 1942, New York. Installation for “First Papers of 
Surrealism” exhibition at Whitelaw Reid Mansion, New York, 14 October - 7 November 1942. Photo: John D. Schiff. 
Courtesy of Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA. | Fig. 4 - Minotaure : revue artistique et littéraire no. 1, February, 
1933. Cover designed by Pablo Picasso. Courtesy of Guggenheim Museum, New York. 

 
 
Fig. 2 - The mosaic floor of room 36 of the Villa of Theseus, Kato 
Paphos Archaeological Site, Cyprus, depicting the duel between 
Theseus and the Minotaur in the Labyrinth,  AD 400. 
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Initiations”, a section with niches for contemporary pagan altars, in Le surréalisme en 1947 exhibition 
at Galerie Maeght, Paris. Actually, the first instance in which Duchamp’s His Twine of 1942 was 
related to the Theseid was when MoMA Curator William Rubin wrote, “Duchamp designed the 
installation, which consisted of a mile of string, an Ariadne’s thread beyond which the pictures hung 
like secrets at the heart of a labyrinth” (Rubin 1968: 160). Admittedly, such a statement would be in 
keeping with a work of modernism. After all, the great Greek-born Paris art publisher Tériade (1889-1983) 
named his surrealist journal “Minotaure” (1933-1939), in full awareness of the myth. However, it 
comes as a surprise that Duchamp’s conceptual work might relate, even critically, to mythology. The truth 
of the matter is that Rubin’s statement fuels the Duchampian discourse with plenty of food for thought. 
 

Duchamp produced With Hidden Noise in 1916, a time 
between two of his other most notorious readymades – the 
Bottle Dryer of 1914 and the Fountain of 1917 – and 
during the process of creating his lifework, The Large 
Glass of 1915-1923. This readymade, however, has been 
more overlooked than the others because of its 
particularly mixed material, confusing verbal nature and 
abstruse significance, which compose a most dynamic 
visual and conceptual enigma yet to be resolved. 
 
Duchamp described this work as follows: “A bruit secret 
(With Hidden Noise) is the title for this assisted 
readymade: a ball of twine between two brass plates 
joined by four long screws. Inside the ball of twine Walter 
Arensberg added secretly a small object that makes noise 
when you shake it. And to this day I don’t know what it 
is, nor, I imagine, does anyone else. On the brass plaques 
I wrote three sentences in which letters were occasionally 
missing like in a neon sign when one letter is not lit and 
makes the word unintelligible.” [from Duchamp’s slide 
lecture “Apropos of Myself”, held on 24 November 1964 
in the City Art Museum of St Louis, Missouri. First 
published in d’Harnoncourt and McShine 1973:280]. 
 
The notion of a hidden, unknown, and unknowable object 
inside the ball of twine, an object to which the viewer can 
have no access, seems to have fascinated Duchamp. In a 
note for The Green Box, he humorously called his new 
readymade “Piggy Bank (or Canned Goods)” and 

supplied a childlike sketch for it (Duchamp 1973: 32). The combination of artefact (metal plate) and 
nature (the cotton twine) undoubtedly appealed to him. 
 
What looks like the most basic of assemblages is thus an enigmatic statement about the unknowable. 
The ball of twine is partly hidden, the letters needed to complete the words on the plaques are missing, 
and, most important, the ‘hidden noise’ of the title emanates from an inaccessible source, “I will never 
know”, Duchamp told James Johnson Sweeney, “whether it’s a diamond or a coin” (Sweeney 1956). 
Here again is the readymade as delay, a guarantee that the onlookers will be riveted to the object, 
necessarily slowing down in a vain attempt to make it out. Duchamp’s verbal-visual readymade is thus 
hardly an ‘indifferent’ object. It must be precisely what it is to create its particular meanings. Its 
‘ordinariness’, in other words, is wholly calculated; the ‘hidden’ sound must be reflected in the 
‘hidden’ writing on the brass plaques (Perloff 2002: 96). Jon Wood also suggested that this sound 
might be perceived as language by which to apprehend the sculpture (Wood 2004: 17). Even so, 
nothing meaningful has been proposed to this day. As is the case with his Glass, not only did Duchamp 
avoid speaking or writing openly about the sources for his works, but he intentionally complicated 
access to them via layers of visual and verbal puns that would protect his work against easy or quick 
interpretation, just as the Sphinx guards her enigma. The only means by which to unravel the Hellenic 
origins of his work, as this essay claims, is via backtracking clues, like in Ariadne’s thread (Rogakos 
2016: 19). 

 
 
Fig. 5 - Marcel Duchamp (France, 1887-1968). A 
bruit secret (With Hidden Noise), Easter 1916, New 
York. Assisted Readymade: brass, iron, twine and 
unknown object, 13 x 13 x 11 cm. Philadelphia, PA: 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Louise and Walter 
Arensberg Collection. 
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In 1963, Duchamp authorised Ulf Linde (1929-2013) to make a replica of With Hidden Noise for an 
exhibition at the Moderna Museet, Stockholm. Linde instigated the all-significant reproduction of 
historical readymades by this artist who was to become most influential in contemporary art and 
culture. His example was followed by the renowned Italian scholar and dealer Arturo Schwarz (b. 
1924), who in 1964, in exchange for 10 million lire at the time paid over the course of a year, made 
replicas of a group of 14 of Duchamp’s readymades (Judith Benhamou-Huet 2018). 
 
The relation between Duchamp and Schwarz was indeed special. Schwarz’s interest in the artist began 
as of 1942, at the age of eighteen, when he read Breton’s essay on Duchamp, entitled Phare de la 

Mariée in “Minotaure” [No. 6, Winter 
1935]. Then in 1952 he started a 
correspondence with the artist that led to his 
major monograph, The Complete Works of 
Marcel Duchamp (H. N. Abrams, New 
York, 1969). During this time developed a 
collaboration that was manifested in the 
exhibitions of Duchamp’s work at the 
Galleria Schwarz, Milan, in the replication 
of his readymades, and in art historical 
scholarship. Schwarz approaches 
Duchamp’s work in a manner that becomes 
more science than art, a peculiar fact that 
serves contemporary art history. 
 
So amongst the readymades that Duchamp 
authorised Schwarz to replicate was With 
Hidden Noise. Galleria Schwarz issued an 
edition of eight replicas, identical to the 

original, except the lines in cursive script 
were not added and the ‘hidden object’ was 
picked by Teeny Sattler-Duchamp, the 
artist’s wife, instead. It was made under the 
supervision of the artist from photographs 
of the original. An extra edition of two 
replicas was reserved for the artist and the 
publisher, and two more for the museum 
exhibition. 
 
Surprisingly, a unique variant of With 
Hidden Noise recently turned up in 
Schwarz’s personal collection and archive. 
According to a letter dated 14/6/2017 from 
Schwarz to Shubha and Prahlad Bubbar, his 
friends of many years who purchased it, this 
work is “a prototype/variant, after which 
under Marcel Duchamp’s supervision a 
numbered edition was made by my gallery (Galleria Schwarz) in 1964”. Therefore, this is indeed a 
work by the very hand of Duchamp, dating soon before the 1964 Galleria Schwarz edition, and its 
different materials and physique make it unique. Inexplicably, Schwarz did not include it in the artist’s 
Complete Works. The fact of the matter is that Schwarz developed a reverence for Duchamp that 
bordered on obsession, which explains why he preserved and hid artefacts, like this Prototype, as relics 
for posterity. It was published for the first time in Adina Kamien-Kashdan’s book Remaking the 
Readymade: Duchamp, Man Ray, and the Conundrum of the Replica (2018). The author made an effort 
to link this prototype to other work by Duchamp, based on the thought of the present owners, as 
follows: 
 

 
 
Fig. 6 - Schwarz and Duchamp in 1964. Photo by Vera Schwarz. 

 
 
Fig. 7 - Marcel Duchamp (France, 1887-1968). Upper and lower aspect 
of “With Hidden Noise”, 1916 / editioned replica 1964. Assisted 
Readymade: ball of twine pressed between 2 brass plates joined by 4 
screws, 11 x 13 x 13 cm. Ex Arturo Schwarz Collection. Courtesy of 
Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 
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“The upper aluminium plate is 
perforated with nine holes randomly 
placed, which recall the holes in the 
upper section of the Glass of 1915-
1923. In its entirety it recalls 
Duchamp’s fascination with the rotating 
drums of the Chocolate Grinder (1913), 
which had a sexual connotation for him. 
It is tempting to assume that just as only 
one of the Bachelors is potentially able 
to consummate the Bride, so the thread 
goes through one of the holes in the 
prototype.” (Kamien-Kazhdan 2018: 
178). 

  
The rationale given above aims for as much 
conviction as possible based on the 
available evidence in lieu of other facts. 
The position of the holes might originally 
be based on chance procedures, but would 
have some reasoning behind it. Excepting the central hole, which is the largest and serves only the end 
of the thread to jut out, the nine smaller holes, of slightly varying diameter, occupy the surface’s top 
right-hand quarter. Considering Duchamp’s obsession with number nine, as resulting from 3 x 3, the 
layout of these holes was crosschecked against other works of his, with which With Hidden Noise could 
resonate – the Cemetery of Uniforms and Liveries (1913); the Network of Stoppages (1914); and The 
Large Glass (1915-1923). 
 

 
 

Fig. 9 - Digital rendering by the author of Marcel Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (1964) overlaid by tracing in red with 
yellow of his Cemetery of Uniforms and Liveries (1913). 
 

 
 
Fig. 8 - Marcel Duchamp (France, 1887-1968). Prototype of “With 
Hidden Noise”, 1964, Milan. Assisted Readymade: aluminium, iron, 
twine and unknown object, 14 x 12 x 12 cm. Ex Arturo Schwarz 
Collection. Courtesy of Prahlad Bubbar Ltd, London. 
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The first instance fails because, when one aligns the uppermost and lowermost holes to the Mallic 
Moulds’ respective points of sex, there is hardly any correspondence. 
 

        
 
Fig. 10 - Digital rendering by the author of Marcel Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (1964) with his Network of Stoppages 
(1914). | Digital rendering of the same works with a focus on their correspondences.  
 
An attempt was made to check the correspondences between the nine points of Duchamp’s Network of 
Stoppages (1914) to the holes of the prototype’s upper plate. When points 1 and 5 (highlighted with 
yellow circle) are aligned, the other points relatively correspond to the other holes, with the exception 
of points 3 and 8 that are quite apart. 
 

 
 
Fig. 11 - Digital rendering by the author of Marcel Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (1964) with detail from The Large Glass 
(1915-1923). | Digital rendering of Duchamp’s With Hidden Noise (1964) with his The Large Glass Completed (1965). 
 
When one aligns the higher and lowermost shots of the Glass to the respective holes on the prototype, 
the other shots appear to be a little lower and very near to the respective holes. The discrepancy of 
position seems to suggest that in 1964 Duchamp transferred the layout of shots from the old work to his 
new one by eye or even from memory rather than with precision. The fact that he did not carry through 
the idea of the prototype to the others in the new edition suggests that he eventually considered it 
unnecessary, if not too revealing. Nevertheless, it can rather safely be inferred that Duchamp initially 
intended to correlate these two of his works. 
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With reference to the author’s thesis that Duchamp’s Glass relates to Homer’s Odyssey via Joyce’s 
Ulysses (see Rogakos 2016), it seems that With Hidden Noise might as much be obliquely rooted in 
Hellenic mythology. As was suggested in chapter III.11 in the aforementioned thesis, the Nine Shots 
detail from the Glass relate to the Pleiades constellation that Odysseus kept his eye on when he set sail 
from Calypso’s island of Ogygia towards Ithaca. 
 

The Pleiades are among the nearest star 
clusters to Earth and are most obvious to the 
naked eye in the night sky. They formed one 
of the oldest constellations, mentioned in 
Homer’s Iliad (18:485) and Odyssey 
(5:272). Their name comes from ancient 
Greek and probably derives from plein (to 
sail) because they rose at the beginning of 
the sailing season in the Mediterranean Sea. 
However, in mythology the name used for 
the Pleiades derived from that of their 
mother Pleione, and effectively meant her 
daughters. The nine brightest stars of the 
Pleiades are named after the seven sisters – 
Sterope, Merope, Electra, Maia, Taygeta, 
Celaeno, and Alcyone – along with their 
parents Atlas and Pleione. According to 
Hellenic mythology, Pleione and her 
daughters were doves. One day, as they 
were travelling, the hunter Orion fell in love 

with them. He spent a great deal of time chasing after them, trying to win their affection. After a long 
time, Zeus intervened in favour of the Pleiades and transformed each dove into a star near but safely 
away from the constellation of Orion in the celestial sphere. 

 
The Pleiades are an open star cluster located 
in the constellation of Taurus (Latin for the 
Bull). Urania’s Mirror, or, a View of the 
Heavens, published by Samuel Leigh of the 
Strand, London, in November 1824, is one 
of the most attractive star charts in 
existence. The boxed set of 32 plates, 
accompanying the book “A familiar treatise 
on astronomy, explaining the general 
phenomena of the celestial bodies” by 
Jehoshaphat Aspin, were engraved by 
Sidney Hall (1788-1831) after designs by 
the Reverend Richard Rouse Bloxam (1765-
1840), an assistant master at Rugby School. 
Plate 17 concerns the Taurus, a large and 
prominent constellation in the northern 
hemisphere’s winter sky. It has been 
recognised since at least the Early Bronze 
Age to mark the location of the Sun during 

the spring equinox. Its importance to the agricultural calendar influenced various bull figures in the 
mythologies of ancient Akkad, Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, Greece, Rome and Sumer. In Hellenic 
mythology, the Taurus has strong ties to Zeus, and plays a protagonist role in various myths. One myth 
recounts the tale of how Zeus transformed himself into the majestic white bull that enticed the 
Phoenician princess Europa and rode into the sea to carry her to Crete, where he revealed his real 
identity. So, the Taurus constellation only shows the front half of the animal, to depict that the rest of 
his body was submerged into the water. In the north-eastern quadrant of the Taurus lie the Pleiades, one 
of the best known star clusters, easily visible to the naked eye. The Pleiades are located at the shoulder 
of the animal as perceived on the map. 

 
 
Fig. 13 - Sidney Hall (England, 1788-1831). “Taurus”, Plate 17 in 
Urania’s Mirror, November 1824. London. hand-coloured etching on 
paper, 14 x 21 cm. 

 
 
Fig. 12 - David Malin’s photograph of the Pleiades star cluster. 
Courtesy of the Royal Observatory, Edinburgh. 
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Fig. 14 - Quibe’s illustration for the frontispiece in Henry Eliot’s Follow This Thread book, Particular Books, 2018. 
 
Henry Eliot᾽s Follow This Thread book, which leads its readers on a twisting journey through the 
world of labyrinths and their multifarious meanings, uses the picture of a starry night as a frontispiece. 
In it, the French illustrator Quibe links the Bull of Heaven, arguably after the Taurus constellation, with 
the crescent moon tracing its horns. This frontispiece brings attention to the fact that the Taurus, whose 
outline is fashioned by the red thread that traverses the entire book from beginning to end, concerns the 
bull as archetype of fertility and virility, which relates to Asterion the Minotaur.     
 

By nature the Minotaur at the heart of the 
underworld, that is the labyrinth, personifies 
thanatos (death), with notoriety for taking 
the lives of his victims with facility. For 
Michael Ayrton, an artist obsessed with the 
Cretan legend, the Minotaur comes to stand 
for the animal element in humanity, which 
must be subdued if man is to come into his 
own. (Ayrton 1970: 19). However he is 
known by the name Asterion, which means 
ruler of the stars. Ayrton’s Asterion drawing 
acknowledges him by this name inscribed 
over his mane, flanked on its sides by a star. 
It is worth noting that the earliest stater 
minted at Knossos, Crete, in c. 500 BC, 
concerns the Asterion/Minotaur divide as 
the two different natures of the same being. 
On the obverse, the figure of the Minotaur 
appears ferocious in the act of speeding. On 
the reverse, the abstract shape of the star 
appears more utilitarian at the centre of an 

        
 
Fig. 15 - Michael Ayrton (England, 1921-1975). Asterion, 1966. Ink 
on paper, 20 x 16 cm. Courtesy of the Minotaur Restaurant, 
London. | Fig. 16 - Silver Stater, minted at Knossos, Crete, c. 500 
BC. Courtesy of the American Numismatic Society, New York. 
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image of four meanders, stand-ins for a lightproof labyrinth. This reasoning echoes the fact that the 
bull, which was so instrumental in ancient agricultural civilisations, has a dual capacity – a destructive 
one when wild, and a useful one when tamed. But how is the darkness of death compatible with its 
opposite, the luminosity of life? As the classical philologist and authority in comparative religions Carl 
Kerényi so eloquently wrote, upon him was “conferred the hope of a return to the light” (Kerényi 
1951). Theseus’ deed was at the same time the victory over death and the affirmation of life. Kerényi 
continued that with his death Asterion was born again, completely unharmed, in the form of a human, 
“as though the preserved repository of zoë (life) had been reawakened” (Ibid 1951). But this applies 
bidirectionally to both the Minotaur and Theseus. At the heart of the labyrinth takes place an epiphany 
– the triumph of life over death, which is Heaven. The person who faced the Minotaur is not the same 
as the person before facing him. He is initiated, reborn. This very aspect appealed in the Christian 
Gospels in which Christ, after being crucified, “descended into Hell”, where he wrestled with the Devil 
and won, and “The third day, he rose again from the dead” (Luke 24:46). 
 
Aside from the philology above, With Hidden Noise bears text on the external surface of the two plates 
that sandwich the twine. This text follows a strict pattern that is contained in a matrix of three lines, 
each of which contains three words of an equal number of letters for each column. The matrix of the 
lower plate has 3 lines by 20 places, while that of the upper one has 3 lines by 25 places. As for the 
words themselves, inscribed on the brass plates, Duchamp explained: 
 
“[They were an] exercise in comparative orthography (English-French). The periods must be replaced 
(with one exception: Débarrassé[e]) by one of the two letters of the other two lines, but in the same 
vertical as the period—French and English are mixed and make no ‘sense’. The three arrows indicate 
the continuity of the line from the lower plate to the other [upper] still without meaning.” (letter from 
Duchamp to Schwarz, dated c. 1963; see Schwarz 2000: 644). 
 
The arrow at the end of each line of text on the bottom plaque suggests that one is meant to turn the 
object over so as to continue to read the top; the line of text thus “bends into a sphere […] precisely 
echoing the winding length of twine compressed between [the two plaques]” (Joselit 1998: 81). As for 
the language itself, in Duchamp’s act of “geographical and cultural displacement”, French and English 
words are “jumbled together in an incoherent heap” (Ibid 1998: 81). But how ‘incoherent’ is 
Duchamp’s language ‘heap’? Once the reader has played Duchamp’s carefully planned acrostic game, 
the amorphous letters do coalesce into words, if not sentences. 
 

 
 
Fig. 17 - Excerpts from Marcel Duchamp’s Prototype of “With Hidden Noise”, 1964. 
 
The text is transcribed as follows: 
 
 . IR .  CAR . É  LONGSEA →  P . G   . ECIDES   DÉBARRASSE .   
F . NE , _HEA .  ,   . O . SQUE →  LE .  D . SERT .  F_URNIS_ENT  
TE . U  S . ARP  BAR_AIN →  _AS  HOW . V . R  COR . ESPONDS 
 
Duchamp’s instructions prompt the following three possibilities: 
 
1.- According to Arturo Schwarz: 
 
FIRE  CARRÉ  LONGSEA →  PEG  DECIDES   DÉBARRASSE . 
FINE ,  CHEAP ,  LORSQUE →  LES  DESERTS  FOURNISSENT 
TENU  SHARP  BARGAIN →  _AS  HOWEVER  CORRESPONDS  
 
2.- According to the author: 
 
TIRE  CARRÉ  LONGSEA →  PEG  DECIDES   DÉBARRASSE . 
FINE ,  CHEAP ,  LORSQUE →  LES  DESERTS  FOURNISSENT 
TENU  SHARP  BARGAIN →  PAS  HOWEVER  CORRESPONDS  
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In literature, the word “long sea”, always broken in two parts, is a rare adjectival phrase used poetically 
by both Homer in the Odyssey (Book 4) and Joyce in Ulysses (Eumaeus – Part 16). Though it evokes 
Odysseus’ homeward voyage, it could also refer to Theseus’ long sea voyage from Athens to Crete. 
 
What is the significance of this ‘hidden noise’ for Duchamp’s readymade? Duchamp’s text is light-
hearted, but at the same time alludes to the entire work’s clue. In 1916 Duchamp would use help for his 
English, but would make sure that the text was chosen with a strategy in mind, to say exactly what he 
aimed for. So, the text may be completed in such a way as to link With Hidden Noise to the great myth 
of Theseus and the Minotaur and, by extension, Ariadne’s thread. It could signify the mythology that 
Theseus made the long sea voyage to Crete, Ariadne decided to deliver herself from the confines of her 
Cretan society by providing her Athenian lover one with an obvious yet effective ruse that would aid 
his slaying of the Minotaur and his exit out of the labyrinth and in return for Theseus’ love, but 
Ariadne’s plans were not in keeping with the Gods’ designs. 
 
According to a rather convincing solution to the puzzle, [Theseus] ‘draws the square [black sail] for a 
long sea voyage’, ‘making the peg [stubborn woman, Ariadne, according to Richard Strauss’ opera], 
freed of all prior burdens, decide’. In line 2, ‘something cheap is fine, when it [the thread] furnishes the 
deserts [the labyrinth]’. In line 3, [Ariadne] ‘holds to a sharp bargain [her plan] that does not however 
correspond [to the will of the Gods]’. 
 

The twine, as main constituent element of With Hidden 
Noise, brings immediately to mind the archetypal thread 
of Ariadne – the divinely inspired ruse that enabled 
Theseus to challenge the notorious labyrinth and emerge 
victorious out of its blocking paths. This fact is beautifully 
portrayed in Fuseli’s painting that presents Theseus 
standing at the foot of the steps to the labyrinth, his sword 
in his left hand, leaning back to look up at Ariadne, who 
stands behind him, passing the string into his raised right 
hand, bending her head over his, and pointing 
heavenward, while in the depth of the corridor beyond, the 
menacing Minotaur, exceptionally in the form of a bovine 
centaur, is wielding a club. The protagonist in this 
painting is the twine that is introduced from the 
composition’s upper corner like manna from heaven. This 
is a highly erotic picture, which Duchamp would have 
appreciated. However there is no record that he saw it or 
spoke about it. 
 
Further to its Duchampian title, which is typically 
disorienting, the Prototype of “With Hidden Noise” 
remains mysterious. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
know any more about why the edition didn’t follow this 
prototype and was discarded. One assumes the thread 
through the hole was Duchamp’s idea that he chose not to 

pursue. Schwarz doesn’t mention it nor does he wish to talk about it, but it originates in his collection. 
Nevertheless, this prototype has an additional particularity that may help to throw light on its obscure 
significance. The winding of the yarn is industrially prefabricated, harmoniously wound around a 
central spool, in a crosswise fashion by analogous and interchangeable stretches of length and height. 
Unlike the original piece or all of the subsequent editions, this work’s upper plate bears a central hole 
from which the end of the twine juts out. What is more, the beginning of the twine is also prominent. 
This more clearly than in the other specimens brings attention to the start and the finish of the twine, 
which form all-important turning points. Leaving death behind and making his way to life renewed, 
Theseus finds his way rewinding the twine back into a ball. Freud suggested that Ariadne’s thread is 
actually Theseus’ very own umbilical cord, connecting him with his ‘other’ (Freud 1954: xxii.25). 
Theseus owes all that to Ariadne. 
  

 
 
Fig. 18 - Henry Fuseli (Switzerland, 1741-1825). 
Theseus receiving the Ball of Twine from Ariadne, 
1788. Oil on canvas, 96 x 73 cm. Courtesy of 
Kunsthaus Zürich. 
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With Hidden Noise is an ingenious work, because it preserves a secret even from its maker. It is the 
result of group effort, where the external contributors are intimately connected yet worked 
independently. In his poem The Legend of Ariadne (c. 1385), Geoffrey Chaucer mentioned the ruse as 
“a clewe of twyn” (ball of twine). In his letter to Frank Budgen, Joyce intentionally wrote about the 
“clou” (French for nail) of Ulysses (Joyce 1957: 170). Both these terms pun with “clue”, which here 
begs the solution, threading a way through the maze. But what is the nature and value of the object 
contained in the centre of the twine’s reel of With Hidden Noise? Whatever it is, whether colourful or 
monochrome, precious or cheap, utilitarian or useless, it cannot be known. So, the viewers can only 
speculate about the object. Actually the original work has been X-rayed and the secret identity of the 
hidden element is known to the Philadelphia Museum of Art (Wood 2004: 28). However, all that 
matters is what this “unknown object” philosophically stands for. Archetypally, death lurks at the 
centre of the labyrinth. In this respect, the object probably stands for the counterpoint of what is outside 
the ball – light and life, the everyday, the ordinary. Perhaps, then, this readymade is the paradoxical 
meeting point of freedom, love and death. The pleasure in With Hidden Noise is not in eventually 
grasping the hidden object within, but in convolutedly speculating what it might be. This open-ended 
process emits the “liberating, euphoric sense of freedom” that is the raison d’être of the labyrinth (Eliot 
2018:186). Because, deep down, what is a labyrinth if not a never-ending discourse. Returning to the 
“unknown object”, whatever it is, it better stay concealed and not known. Especially in the knowledge 
of the content of the other infamous container – Pandora’s Box! 

 
The question arises about the significance of 
all this. Why would Duchamp want to add 
with his work to this tradition? Actually, the 
Theseid would interest Duchamp for its 
conceptual aspect. Far from a myth, it is an 
allegory of conceptions about the human 
condition. Ariadne, as her name suggests, 
aria (extra) + agne (pure), is the higher 
human nature, which aids superior actions. 
Only through her mediation could this 
particular feat of Theseus be accomplished. 
The thread of Ariadne symbolises the sacred 
element of existence, which is deeply 
inherent in the divine universe. It is no 
coincidence that mitos (Greek for thread) 
has a common root with Mitis, the Goddess 
of wisdom and deep thought, the first wife 
of Zeus and mother of Athena. The 
labyrinth is the unknown aspects of the 
unexplored brain. Sir Arthur Evans 
suggested that the Labyrinth was so called 
from the labrys, the double-headed axe, 
which was an emblem of Cretan sovereignty 
(Evans 1901B: preface). The fact that the 
labyrinth is an allegory for the convoluted 

paths of a life lived in full may be evidenced in Homer’s description of it as “dancing-floor for fair-
haired Ariadne” (Iliad 18.593). The Minotaur – like all the monstrous beings in mythology – represents 
the subconscious, animalistic passions, corporeal dependencies, mental weaknesses, defects, 
perversions, and phobias that can pin down and subdue man. Theseus’ penetration into the labyrinth 
and the slaying of the Minotaur are symbolic acts that relate to an initiatory process, through which 
man can come out of the dark world of the labyrinthine brain. The labyrinth and the Minotaur dissolve 
when they come into the sun, when their causes are illuminated by inner knowledge, the spiritual light, 
which can be described as the ‘midnight sun’. The ball of twine that is unwound and rewound concerns 
an initiatory process of exposure and perception that leads to self-awareness. The uninitiated man lives 
in the labyrinth of the subjective perception of his programmed mind, in a world of phenomena, a 
reality that has been shaped by the imperfect five senses of the common man. In the myth, Theseus 
represents the conscious superior being that by self-awareness sacrifices the ego (I) for the alteri 
(others). Rising as winner from the dark labyrinth, Theseus confirms the characterisation of hero, 

 
 
Fig. 19 - Edward Burne-Jones (England, 1833-1898). Theseus and the 
Minotaur in the Labyrinth, 1861. Pencil, brown wash, pen and ink on 
paper, 26 x 26 cm. Courtesy of the Birmingham Museum and Art 
Gallery. 
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earning at the same time the kingdom of his supreme nature – the self-knowledge. The myth’s self-
reflexivity is evoked in Edward Burne-Jones’ study Theseus and the Minotaur in the Labyrinth (1861), 
whose composition seems to suggest that the origin of the twine in the protagonist’s hand is no other 
but himself. 
 

Whether Duchamp had the Theseid in mind 
when he was creating With Hidden Noise 
can only be speculated and not proven. This 
is typical of the artist, who is known to be 
rather deliberately abstruse and to value 
silence over eloquence. Nevertheless, the 
subsequent prototype for his copies, which 
was discarded, happens to yield more 
evidence than its original version that 
suggests a link of With Hidden Noise to this 
complex mythology. What is more 
significant, however, is that the present 
research serves to illuminate the rationale of 
a work that has hitherto been considered 
self-referential and arcane. If the arguments 
are convincing, With Hidden Noise now, at 
last, acquires an archetypal meaning akin to 
the traditional masterpieces of classical art. 
The fact of the matter is that ancient Hellenic 
mythology may always feed contemporary 
art, no matter how subcutaneously, like 
Robert Sosner’s abstract Minotaur of 2012. 

 
 
* I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Professor Dawn Ades, Dr Michael R. Taylor and 
Nicholas Garthwaite for their insightful comments. 
 
[The talk delivered by Megakles Rogakos at the Ceremony Hall, Panepistimioupoli Zografou, National 
and Kapodistrian University of Athens, on 18 December 2019, as part of the “Myth & Art Re-Visited” 
conference of the Modern Greek Language School, was based on this text.] 
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