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Jacques-Louis David, Le serment des Horaces, 1785
Huile sur toile, 330x 425cm., Musée du Louvre
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Francisco de Goya, Saturno devorando a su hijo, 1821-1823
Oleo sobre tela, 146x83cm., Museo del Prado
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Marcel Duchamp once said that a work of art had a life of about forty years, and after that it
became history. An implication of this could be that after a certain period the immediate context
that can give a work meaning and immediacy, make it active and offer the possibility of
congruence between what the artist thought he was doing and what the public understood the
result to be, would have changed beyond recognition. An enormous and complex effort at
reconstruction would have to take place, but then it would be history, not art. The really
combative element in Duchamp’s remark was the implication that there is no absolute, timeless
and aesthetic value for a work of art outside history. We all know, however, that local versions of
events in political history tend to differ. It is a matter therefore of recognizing the level of

abstraction involved, of perceiving the myth in our idea of history, recognizing that it is always
“history —for”. (209 )
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