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Contemporary Art as  
“Immatériaux”:  
Yesterday and  
Today

Francesca Gallo 

In1985astoday,thehistoricalandcriticalinterestofLes Immatériaux lies,in
myopinion,inthewayitopposedthetrendtowardsthetriumphoftraditional
valuesthatmarkedthe1980s.Thiswasadecadeinwhich,inboththepolitical
andculturalarenas,theWesternworldwitnessedthegradualadvanceand
dominanceofconservativepositions,withthegreatsuccessofareturnto
thevariousformsofpainting:Transavanguardia,NeueWilde,NewExpres-
sionism,andsoon.Les Immatériauxshouldbeunderstoodasakindof“Man-
ifestoofTechnophilicPostmodernism”,ofwhichJean-FrançoisLyotardwasan
interpreter.

WhileLyotardlefthisstamponLes Immatériauxespeciallythroughthework
hedidontheexhibitionasamedium–theorganizationanddisplay,the
soundtrack,thecatalogue,etc.,aretheveryareasinwhichonecansense
thehandofthephilosopher1–,fortheselectionoftheworks,Lyotardoften
reliedonspecialists(suchasAlainSayagforthephotography,orBernard
Blistèneforfinearts).Indeed,afterstudyingthedocumentsinthearchives
oftheCentrePompidou,2onecanunderstandthatthecollaborationwiththe
NationalMuseumofModernArt(theartdepartmentoftheCentrePompidou,

1 Cf.RosalindKrauss,“Lemuséesansmurdupostmodernisme”,Cahiers du MNAM,no.
17–18(1986):152–158;ReesaGreenberg,BruceW.Ferguson,SandyNairne(eds),Thinking 
about Exhibition (London&NewYork:Routledge,1996); JeanDavallon,L’exposition à 
l’oeuvre (Harmattan:Paris,2000).

2 IdedicatedmyPhDtoLes ImmatériauxandLyotard’sinterestincontemporaryart.See
FrancescaGallo,Les Immatériaux. Un percorso di Jean-François Lyotard nell’arte con-
temporanea(Rome:Aracne,2008);“Cen’estpasuneexposition,maisuneoeuvred’art:
l ’exempledeLesImmatériauxdeJean-FrançoisLyotard,”Revue Appareil(online),Varia,
Articles,November3,2009,http://revues.mshparisnord.org/appareil/index.php?id=860.

http://revues.mshparisnord.org/appareil/index.php?id=860
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MNAM)wasn’teasy.Forexample,Lyotarddidlittletosecureloansfrom
othermuseums,anexceptionbeingtheEgyptianbas-reliefoftheGrenoble
Museum3–astrangechoice,iftruthbeknown.Despitethis,thechoiceofart-
worksexhibitedinLes Immatériauxisverystimulating,andgivesrisetomany
linesofthought,eventhoughtheworksrepresentonlyapartofthematerials,
documents,artefacts,instrumentsandimagesthatfilledthe60sitesonthe
fifthflooroftheCentrePompidou.

Unstable Photographic Identities
Iwillconcentrateondifferenttypesofworksbyartistswhowerealiveatthat
time,inordertodemonstratetheideaofpostmodernartthatLyotardvalued.
Letusstartwithphotography(bywhichImeanworksofartmadewitha
camera),amongwhichthosebyAnnegretSoltau,MariaKlonarisandKaterina
Thomadaki,andRuthFrancken,arethemostrepresentative.

RuthFranckenisoneofthefewartistsincludedinLes Immatériauxwhosework
Lyotardknewpersonally.Indeed,hewrotealongessayaboutherentitled
L’Histoire de Ruth,whichwaspublishedasashortmonographin1983.Francken
concentrates on photographic portraits using dècoupages to replace faces 
withdrawings,orsilhouettesmadeofcorrugatedcardboardandpartsof

3 ArchivesCentrePompidou,deposit1994033,b.668,fasc. Compte-rendus et réunions.

[Figure11]RuthFrancken:Jean-Paul Sartre,1979.Inventaire,siteTous les auteurs,recto(Source:

CentrePompidou,MNAM,BibliothèqueKandinsky).
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otherphotographs,bitsofbrokenmirrorsandsoon.It ’saprocesswhichcalls
intoquestionthereliabilityofphotographsasameansofdocumentation,
followingthefootprintsofSurrealism.ThetriptychJean-Paul Sartre,1979(from
the series Mirrorical Return),isreproducedonthepageofL’Inventaire ded-
icatedtothesiteTous les auteurs[Figure11].Thepositionofthiswork,farfrom
beingrandom,usesitspowertochallengethesupposedobjectivityofthe
portrait,beitphotographicordrawn.Thisaspectismadeevenmoreexplicit
bythechoiceofworkonpublicfigures(amongwhichareJeanTinguely,Yannis
Xenakis,SamuelBeckett,JohnCage,JosephBeuys,andLyotardhimself).
Thephilosopherseesinthismodusoperandiaproofoftheconceptionofa
multipleidentity:theseportraitscontainwithinthematypeofimpliedother-
nessofthesubject.4

Thesameappliestoanotherphotographywork,thistimebyMariaKlonaris
andKatharinaThomadaki–Orlando-Hermaprodite II (1983,15black-and-white
photographs)–whichislocatedonthe site L’Ange.Thisworksuperimposes
self-portraitsofthetwoartists,andisinspiredbyOrlando andThe Waves by 
VirginiaWoolf[Figures12,13].Onthesamesiteonecanfindimagestaken

4 Jean-FrançoisLyotardandRuthFrancken,L’Histoire de Ruth(Paris:LeCastorAstral,
1983),p.9–65;thesamewritingisalsointheexhibitioncatalogueofL’Histoire de Ruth,an
exhibitionfirstshownattheParisiangalleryJ.&J.Donguy,andafterwardstravellingin
Germanyin1986–87.

[Figure12]Exhibitionview,siteL’Ange(sitedesignbyMartineMoinot):MariaKlonarisand

KaterinaThomadaki,Orlando-Hermaphrodite II(Source:Klonaris/Thomadaki).
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fromthetwoartists’Mistère I: Hermaphrodite endormi/e(1982),whichshowthe
well-knownGreekstatue.

KlonarisandThomadakistartedanewcycleofworksin1985,dedicatedto
L’Ange,inwhichinter-sexualityandinter-mediaarejoined.Theirresearchis
verycomplexfromthepointofviewofthemediaused(film,photography,
multi-mediainstallations,video,hologramsanddigitalimages),atthecentre
ofwhichthereis,however,acohesivesetofthemesrelatedtothebodyand
sexualgender.Thefocusontheseissuesdefinedtheartisticnucleusofthe
1970s,wheneffortsinthefieldoftheexpandedcinemacoincidedwiththe
feministposition.5

AtthesiteL’Ange,Schwanger(Pregnant),aworkbyAnnegretSoltau,canalso
beseen.6TheGermanartisthasfocused–fromthelate‘70suntiltoday–on
thethemesofmotherhoodandfemaleidentity,oftenusingherownbody,
asforexampleinSchwanger:amosaicofphotographswhichdocumentsher
pregnancy,followingthetransformationofthephysicalappearanceofthe
woman’sbody[Figure14].Schwanger consistsoffrontandprofileshots,insuc-
cessivestages,andculminateswiththeexplosionofthereassuringshapeof
thepregnantbodyinablurryimageoflightandshadowonthefilm.Formal-
izingtheunionbetweenbirthanddeath,formationanddeformation,defined
andundefined,thesequenceoftheshotsmakesthisclassicandreassuring
themeofmotherhooddisturbing;itoverturnsthetraditionaliconographyand
harksbacktothefeministdemandsandthethreatsthatprogressinscience
andtechnologyposestotheindividualandthephysicalbody.

Takentogether,thesethreecasesareemblematicoftheattentionthatLes 
Immatériauxdedicatedtoidentity,andtothetransformationwhichthis
ideahassufferedduetoadvancesinscienceandtechnologysuchasplastic
surgery,geneticengineering,robotics,andmorerecentlytheweb,whichis
justthelatestchallengetoarrive.Itisalsoworthmentioningthatthedecon-
structionoftheconceptofidentityisoneofthemostprominentthemesof
anti-metaphysics,ofwhichLyotardandJacquesDerridaweredefenders.
Deconstructionisamethodthatisanti-systemic,anti-authoritarianandanti-
homogenizing,andisfullyinlinewiththetypeofpostmodernismofwhich
Lyotardwasaninterpreter.

Lookingatourpresenttime,certainthemesbelovedbyLyotardarestill
topical.Forexample,thegameofidentityhasbecomeoneofthemostwide-
spreadpastimesamongwebusers:socialnetworks,blogs,chatroomsand
datingportalshavefuelledthefashionofself-presentationandrepresentation,

5 Cf.Maria Klonaris, Katerina Thomadaki,exhibitioncatalogue(Paris:ASTARTI,1985);
SandraLischi,Visioni elettroniche(Rome:Marsilio,2001),p.109–110;andtheartists’web
site:http://www.klonaris-thomadaki.net.

6 ThephotographicreproductionofSchwanger istobefoundintheInventaire, on the page 
dedicatedtothesiteLes trois mères.

http://www.klonaris-thomadaki.net
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backedbythegreatpressureoftelevision.AnnaHelmondhasexploredthe
linkbetweensearchengines,socialnetworksandidentityconstructions,
showinghowsoftwareandworksassociatedwiththesewebtools–as
“Identity2.0”–areavariantofaperformativenotionofidentity,onceagain

[Figure13]MariaKlonarisandKaterinaThomadaki:Orlando-Hermaphrodite II(Source:Klonaris/

Thomadaki).
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elaboratedwithinpostmodernism.Suchformsofself-representationare
moredynamicthanstaticpersonalwebpages,becausetheymakepossiblethe
storageofdocumentsrelatedtotheflowofpersonalandprofessionallife.But
thefactthattheyareoftenproducedwithanAPI(ApplicationProgramming
Interface)causesasubstantialserialityofpersonalprofiles,documentedin
thevarioussocialnetworks.Therelationshipbetweenself-determinationand
over-determinationofidentityisvariable,butformsandcontentsautomati-
callyselectedbysoftwareseemtoprevail.7

AmongfemaleartistslikeOrlan,CindySherman,AdrianPiper,andsoon,Lynn
Hershman,apioneerofnew-mediaartwhohasexploredgenderstereotypes
in her famous alter ego Roberta Beirtmore (1974–78)–aworkwithastrongpho-
tographicpart–,alludespreciselytomixture,wherethepercentageofstereo-
typeprevailsoverpersonalidentity.IamreferringtoDiNA(2004),anartificially
intelligentagent,linkedtotheInternetandequippedwithacustomsoftware,
video,andmicrophone,whichmakesherabletodirectlyinteractwiththe
museumvisitor[Figure15].DiNA isengagedinanongoingcampaign,viaher
website,forvirtualelectionstotheofficeofTV-president;sheconverseswith
votersandcollectsvotesontopicspertinenttoglobalsurvival.DiNAisunique
becausesheisabletoprocesstheseresponsesinrealtime,andtomixvirtual
eventswhichhaveoccurredduringhercampaignwithcurrenteventsasthey
areunfoldingthroughouttheworld.LynnHershmanwritesaboutthiswork:
“I’vealwaysbeenattractedtodigitaltoolsandcinematicmetaphorsthat
reflectourtimes,suchasprivacyinaneraofsurveillance,personalidentityin
atimeofpervasivemanipulations.”8

The Postmodern Painting
In Les Immatériauxtherewere,ofcourse,someexamplesofpaintings.Onthis
matterPaulCrowtherhaspointedoutthatthelackofthetypeofpaintingthat
wasmostpopularatthattime–NewExpressionism,forexample–showed
thattheselectionusedbyLyotardwasguidedbymodernistcriteriawhich,
fromthestartingpointofthehistoricalavant-garde,ledinevitablytoconcep-
tualart.9Thisisaninterestingperspective,that,inmyopinion,reiteratesthe
factthatLyotardisaninterpreterofapostmodernismwhichistechnophilic
andpost-structuralratherthannostalgicandconservative.10

7 Cf.AnneHelmond,“Lifetracing.TheTracesofaNetworkedLife”,inNetworked. A Net-
worked Book about Networked Art,2009,http://networkedbook.org;JayD.Bolterand
RichardGrusin,Remediation. Understanding New Media(CambridgeMA:MITPress,1999).

8 LynnHershmanLeeson,inThe Art and Film of Lynn Hershman Leeson. Secret Agent, 
Private I,ed.MeredithTromble(Berkeley:UniversityofCaliforniaPress,2005).

9 Cf.PaulCrowther,Critical Aesthetics and Postmodernism(London:OxfordUniversity
Press,1996,1sted.1993).

10 Cf.HalFoster(ed.),The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays in Postmodern Culture(PortTownsend:Bay
Press,1983);BrianWallis(ed.),Art after Modernism: Rethinking Representation(NewYork:
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Evenamongthepaintersfeaturedintheexhibition,onefindsartistswhoLyo-
tardfollowedclosely,likeJacquesMonory.ThesitePeintre sans corps,infact,
isentirelyoccupiedbyExplosion(1973),asetoffourdiptychs(onepaintingand
threephotographicprintcanvases)depicting,fromaclosevantagepoint,the
explosionofanaeroplanelandingonarunway.Inthesequenceofcanvases,
theimagefadesandgrowsdim,eventuallybecomingbarelydiscernible,as
ifithadbeenwashedaway.Thetitleofthesite(Peintre sans corps or “Painter 
withoutbody”)alludestothechoicebyMonory,aswellasotherhyper-realist
painters,tosuppressthegestureofpaintinginfavourofthephotographic
print,a“mechanical”procedure.Butthefeelingwhenstandinginfrontof
thecanvasesisthatpaintingitselfwasdeprivedofitsbody–i.e.thesensual
aspect,thecolour.Thisisoneofthesiteswherethebasicassumptionsofa
workofart,suchasitsphysicalaspectsanditsprocedures,arechallengedby
themethodsoftheartist,followingasenseofimmateriality.Lyotard,atthe
time,hadjustdedicatedtoMonoryahighlycomplextext,theAssassinat de 
l’experience de la peinture (1984),consistingoftwoessays–thefirstwrittenin

MuseumofContemporaryArt,1984);M.Lovejoy,Postmodern Currents: Art and Artists in 
the Age of Electronic Media(AnnArbor:UMIResearchPress,1989).

[Figure14]AnnegretSoltau:Schwanger,1978–80,siteTrois mères(Source:AnnegretSoltau,VG

Bild-Kunst,Bonn2015).
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the‘70s,thesecondatthebeginningofthe‘80s11–which,takentogether,doc-
umentthetransitionfromamindsetbasedinpsychoanalysisandMarxism,in
whichtheformsofartisticproductionarereflectedintheformsofeconomic
production,totheaestheticsofthesublimeappliedtocontemporaryart.
Monory–adispassionatepainterwhoportraystheenvironmentsofthe“jet
set”andfashionableinteriors–hasbecomefamousforpolyptychsdedicated
toviolentevents,inwhichhepaintedthesceneofacrimeoritsprotagonists,
withoutsentiment,almostlikeaphotojournalist.

Inthesepaintings,theimageisoftenrepeated,asifitweretheframeofafilm,
orasequenceofphotographs;animpressionwhichisalsoaccentuatedby
theserialnatureofthecomposition,obtainedbytheuseofadjacentpanels.
Atthesametime,thescenesareoftendisplayedinsidemonitors,mirrors,
glassandwindows,asiftoconfirmtheroleofthephotographicframingasa
visualmediation,onethatisartificialandmechanical.Itisforthisreasonthat
Lyotardproposesanimplicitcomparisonbetweenthephotochemicaland
electronicvisualdevices,andthereproductionoftheimage,ontheonehand,
andthetechniquesandthemesofthecontemporarypainterontheother.12

In Ciels, nébuleuses et galaxies (1978–81)Monory,instead,reproducesimagesof
thestarryskywithoutany“poetry”,becausetheyweretakenfromrecordings
ofradiotelescopes:theprimarysourceofthepainterisstorednumericaldata
transformedintoimagesbysoftware.

Thereferencetoan“impersonal”iconography,suchasradiotelescopesor
illustratedmagazines,andtheuseofamechanicaltechnique,presupposes,of
course,ananonymousobserver:thesourcesandmethodsaredilutedbythe
ubiquitousmassmedia;and,paradoxically,therealismofthescenespainted
byMonorycoincideswiththembeing“recognizable”asimagesthatbelongto
theuniverseoffashion,industrialproduction,scientificdocumentation,and
theillustratedstoryoftelevisualcommunication.

Lyotardtakestheinadequacyoftheaestheticcategoryofbeautyincontem-
poraryartaswidelyunderstoodand,inthecaseofMonory,heexplainsthat
Monory’spainting“does not solicit taste, in the Kantian sense of a disinterested 
sentiment that claims universality and, in doing so, appeals to a sensible com-
munity in agreement with itself as to what should be felt.”13Monory’spaintings
arepostmodern–continuesLyotard–becausetheyhaveachievedthesyn-
thesisoftheinfinite(sublime)andfinite(beautiful).14Thistextof1981isthe
firstoccasioninwhichLyotardappliestheconceptofthesublimetocontem-

11 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,L’Assassinat de l’expérience par la peinture, Monory (Paris:LeCastor
astral,1984).

12 Ibid.
13 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Esthétiquesublimedutueràgages”,inL’Assassinat de 

l’expérience par la peinture, Monory, p.144–145.
14 Ibid.,p.145–154.



Contemporary Art as an “Immatériaux” 127

porary art:15aconnectionthatismainlybasedonthefactthatthepainter,by
choosingtopaintimageswhichusemediaastheirprimarysource,bringsinto
playtechnicalreproduction.

Ways of Interaction in Art 
However,itiscertainlynotpaintingwhichdrawsthemostattentioninthe
exhibitioncuratedbyLyotard,butrather–asIpointedoutatthebeginning–
thepresenceofworksofnew-mediaart,andinparticularofsomeinteractive

15 InthesameyearsappearedthefollowingtextsbyLyotard:La pittura del segreto 
nell’epoca postmoderna, Baruchello (Milan:Feltrinelli,1982);Rappresentazione, 
presentazione, impresentabile(1982),nowinL’Inumano (Milan:Lanfranchi,2001,ed.orig.
Paris,1988),p.159–170;Il sublime e l’avanguardia(1983),nowinibid.,p.123–144;L’istante, 
Newman (1984),nowinibid.,p.109–122;cf.FrancescaGallo,“Lyotardfraestetica,artee
criticad’arte.Formediresistenzaemodididecostruzione”,Annali di critica d’arte,no.2
(2006),p.637–660.

[Figure15]LynnHershman:DiNA,2004(Source:LynnHershman).
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installationsandworksofcomputerart,whicharenovel–bearinginmindthe
aestheticpredilectionsofthephilosopher,whousuallypaidmoreattentionto
painters.

ManyofthosewhoknewLyotardrememberhiscuriosityandenthusiastic
interestinnewtechnologicaldevices:storieswhichwecanwellbelievewhen
weseepicturesofLyotardusingtheheadphonesthatcarrythesoundtrackof
theexhibition[Figure16].Theheadphoneswereoneoftheideasthatthephi-
losopher-curatorwasmostproudof,andforwhichheexplicitlytookcredit.16

Returningtotheselectionoftheworksofnew-mediaart,itseemstome
thatthisistheterrainonwhichLyotardhadthestrongestconfrontations
withtheotherlecturersfromtheUniversityofParisVIII.Jean-LouisBoissier
rememberedhisextensivecollaborationonLes Immatériaux:Boissier’swork
Le Busisoneoftheiconicworksoftheexhibition,particularlybecauseofthe
explorationofurbanspacethatitproposes,whichinsomewaysrecallsthe
Situationistpracticeofurbandrifting17[Figure9].Thelatter,inturn,isafit-
tingmodelforthevisittoLes Immatériaux:thatis,tostroll,withnopointsof
orientation,beingabletokeepcrossingthesamesites,andobserveobjects
ofadifferentnature,suchasthosethattheSituationistsobservedintheshop
windowsandinthestreetsofParis.

DisorientationisperhapsthemostubiquitouselementinLes Immatériaux,and
theimagewhichbestillustratesthe“confusion”experiencedduringavisitto
theexhibitionwas,perhaps,thecatalogue,whichwasmadeupofahundred
loosesheets(notboundinabook)–muchastheindividualsiteswerenot
includedinapre-planned,sequentialornarrative-drivenrouteoftheexhibi-
tion.ThearchitectPhilippeDélishasunderlinedhowthespatialconceptionof
theexhibition–whichatthetimewasnovel–hasbecomefamiliartousduring
thelast20years,mainlythankstotheexperienceofsurfingthenet.18

16 Theheadphonesweretunedtovarioussoundtrackswhichwerepresentinsomeareas
oftheexhibition.Duringthevisitonecouldlistentodifferentemissions/programmes
–justlikeacarradiowhichpassesfromonestationtoanotherduringajourney.Inthis
case,therelationshipbetweenthesoundtrackandthevisualimageswascomplexin
natureandechoedthemethodLyotardhadusedinvariousvideosinthe‘70sand‘80s:
inbothcaseshemadeextensiveuseofbeingoutofsync,asthequintessenceofthe
anti-narrative.

17 Cf.Jean-LouisBoissier,La relation comme forme. L’interactivité en art(Genève:MAMCO,
2004);F.Gallo,“Le BusdiJean-LouisBoissier:esplorazionevsderiva”,Materiali di Estetica,
n.s.,n.1(2010):322–329.

18 Cf.PhillipeDélis,Les Immatériaux,speechatroundtableL’Hyper matériel/l’immatériel, le 
paradoxe de l’usage des matières,internationalcongressL’œuvre plus que jamais(Institut
FrançaisdeCasablanca,April2005),nowinwww.integral-philippedelis.com;Architecture: 
l’espace-temps autrement…,inE.Théofilakis(ed.),Modernes, et aprés? "Les Immatériaux" 
(Paris:ÉditionAutrement,1985).

www.integral-philippedelis.com
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ButreturningtotheinteractiveartofLes Immatériaux,aswellasLe Bus,
there is Son=Espace,createdad hocbyRolfGehlhaar[Figure17].Technically
advanced,theworkwasindebtedtoresearchinvisualkinetics.Son=Espace 
comprisedaspacewhichviewerswalkedthrough,withsensorsthatpicked
upthemovementsoftheaudienceandturnedthemintosoundsbymeans
ofanelaboratecomputerizedsystemdevisedbytheartist.Thisprojectwas
bornfromtheideaofcreatingapieceofmusicthatwasnon-deterministic,
andinfactGehlhaarhadbeenworkingsince1983ondevelopinganadequate
softwareprogram,workwhichalsogaverisetothetitleofthework.The
movementsoftheuserweredetectedbyasensorsystemusingultrasonic
devices,whichsentthemtothesoftware.Thesoftwareproduceddifferent
sounds,dependingontheareasinwhichthepublicwaslocated,onthespeed
anddirectionofthemovement,andsoon.Theworkconsistedofthesoftware
developedbytheartistwhich,amongotherthings,hehascontinuedtowork
onsince,creatingdifferentvariationsoftheprototypeexhibitedattheCentre
Pompidou19thankstothecommitteeofLaVillette,themuseumofscienceand
techniquethatopenedin1986,andforwhichLes Immatériauxwas,fromthe
pointofviewofinstitutionalpolicy,asortofdressrehearsal.

ButwhatareLyotard’sideasabouttheseworksofart?Canoneconsider
“interactivity”asbeingequivalent,inthearts,tothethemeof“thecrisisofthe
subject”inphilosophy?

19 SeeRolfGehlhaar,Sound=Space,http://www.gehlhaar.org.

[Figure16]Jean-FrançoisLyotardduringtheopeningofLes Immatériaux,26March1985(from

lefttoright:ClaudePompidou,ThierryChaput,Jean-FrançoisLyotard,JackLang)(Source:

CentrePompidou,MNAM,BibliothèqueKandinsky,photographbyJean-ClaudePlanchet).

http://www.gehlhaar.org
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Intheearly1980s,Lyotardarguedthat“experience”isamodernconcept,
whichispossiblewhenthefollowingconditionsarepresent:1)thereisasub-
ject(ego);2)thereisadimensionoftimearticulatedbypast-present-future;
and3)theideathattheworld,andtheobjectswhichcomposeit,areobjects
ofthealienationofthesubjectitself,whichisanecessarysteptoensurethat
thesubjectgoesdialecticallybacktoitself,accordingtoHegel’sphilosophy.
Theexpansionofthe“technicalscience-basedcapitalist”sincethenineteenth
century,however,hassuppressedthesebasicpointsofreference,implying
thattheego,andthelinearconceptoftimethatproducesexperience,donot
exist,andthattheworldhasnoneedforalienation–thatis,fortheobjecti-
ficationofthesubjectthatisnecessaryforittounderstanditself.20 In a nut-
shell,youcouldsaythatwearefacingthepreludetothe“crisisofthesubject”
thatisoneofthethemesofcontemporarythought,runningparalleltothe
“crisisofobjectivity”,orthecrisisoftheexistenceofthetraditionalconceptof
truthasamatterofcorrespondencebetweensubjectandobject.21

Theepistemologicalandaestheticlegitimacyofpluralnarrativesandtruth,
therefore,isreflectedintheredefinitionoftheroleoftheauthor.Accordingto
Lyotard,theauthormayappearinadifferentguisethanthatwhichisdefined
byaform;22while,atthesametime,moderndaysocialcommunicationleads
toarejectionofspaceforcontemplation,infavourofthe“active”spectator,
whomeetsthe“proposing”authorhalfway,inatypeofdialogueinwhichthe
tworolesmergeandbecomeconfused.23Ontheotherhand,Lyotardshares
thepremiseofthe“deathoftheauthor”proposedbyRolandBarthesin1968,
accordingtowhichitisthereaderwhotakesresponsibilityfortheconstruc-
tionofmeaning.

However,despitethesepremises,Lyotardisnotatallconvincedthatinter-
activitywithaworkofartisatransferoftheoryfromalinguisticgametothe
artisticfield.Thisisprimarilybecauseartcannotbeequatedwithamovein
agame:ifanything,communicationcanbeequatedtoamoveinagame.Art
isacreativemovethatexperiments,thatrewritestherulesofthegamewhile
playing. Therefore,whenartiscombinedwithnewtechnology,accordingto
Lyotard,artcannotsimplychangeitsformtoadoptthatofnewtechnologies. 
Thespecificpointoftheartisticexperienceremainsintherealmofemotion
andsensitivity;Lyotardusesatermthatisdifficulttotranslate:“passibilité”,24 

20 Cf.Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“L’Expertise”,inL’Assassinat de l’expérience par la peinture, 
Monory,p.7–10.

21 Cf.H.Bertens,The Idea of the Postmodern. A History(London-NewYork:Routledge,1995);
R.Ceserani,Raccontare il postmoderno(Torino:BollatiBoringhieri,1997);D.Harvey,The 
Condition of Postmodernity(Cambridge,Mass./Oxford:Routledge,1990).

22 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Qualcosacome:‘comunicazione…senzacomunicazioneasdf ’”,in
L’Inumano,p.156.

23 Cf.ibid.,p.156–157.
24 Ibid.,p.155–156.
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whichisnotonlytheoppositeofimpassivity,butalsotheconditionbywhich
wewelcome,wereceive,aswhenwearetouchedbysomethingelsewithout
knowingwhatitis–or,inKantianterms,withoutanyintellectualintervention.

Itisdifficulttosaywhetherthephilosopherofpostmodernismwouldhave
appreciatedanewkindofartwork,madewithdataflowsontheweb–oneof
thenewestformsofinteraction.CarloZanni,anItalianartistwholivesinMilan
andNewYork,combinestechnicalresearchwithhigh-levelstylisticsolutions,
whilealsointegratingsuggestionsfromliterarytextsandsoundtracks.

FromEbay Landscape (2004)–wheretheformofasimpleJapaneselandscape
changesconstantlyfollowingtheNASDAQ,thestockmarketofEbay,andthe
CNNhomepage–toIn time (2005)–askylinewheretheweatherchanges
every15minutesaccordingtothemeteorologicalstationatLaGuardia
Airport,whilethechoppersandzeppelinsfollowtheupdatesofCNNwebsite,
andtheskylineislikeadynamichistogramrelatedwiththemostfrequent
queriesontheTime Out New York website25–Zanniexploresasortofinter-
actionwithoutpersonalintentions.

Thefluidandunstablenatureoftheseworksisevidentlyametaphorforour
increasinglyconnectedworld.Inthesamedirection,Zanniworkson“data
cinema”,whichiswhathecallsakindofworkinwhichtheconstantchanging
oftheweb–withwhichtheuserinteractsviahisorherInternetconnection
–modifiesthenovel.The Possible Ties Between Illness and Success(2006)isa

25 Seehttp://www.zanni.org.

[Figure17]RolfGehlhaar,Son = Espace,1983-85,installationview,siteMusicien malgré lui 

(Source:RolfGehlhaar).

http://www.zanni.org
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reflectionupontherelationshipbetweentalent,successandmanic-depres-
siveillness.Weobservetheprotagonistofashortfilmattackedbyaprogres-
sivedisease.Thespotsthatslowlycoverhisbody,likeacontagiousdisease,
aregeneratedautomaticallybysoftwarethatcommunicateswithGoogle
Analytics,awell-knownstatisticalanalysissystemformonitoringthetraffic
onwebsites:“Thepatchesextendasmuchasthevirtualvisitorsincrease,and
distributeontheactor’sbodyindifferentplaces,dependingonthegeographi-
caloriginofthevisitors.Thefilmisconstantlychanging,duetotheinteraction
oftheunawarespectators.”26

AnotherworkbyZanniembodiesearlyanalysisofdigitalphotography,as
proposedbyEdmondCouchotmorethanfifteenyearsbefore.27 The Fifth Day 
(2009)isasequenceofpicturesshowingataxiride.Thephotosweretaken
inAlexandria(Egypt).Theychangeduringtheexhibition,becauselinkedto
theweb,beingtherebysensitivetothedataflowfromEgypt,describingthe
evolutionofstatisticsofsomeaspectsofitsculturalandpoliticallife.The
data,retrievedfromtheInternetandtransformingtheaestheticsofthe
photos,relatetosuchmattersastheproportionofseatsheldbywomenin
thenationalparliament(whichchangesthepositionofthepedestriancrossing
theroadinonephoto),ortheperceptionofcorruption(whichchangesthe
imageintherear-viewmirrorofthetaxiinanotherphoto),28tonamejusttwo
[Figure18].

So,intheend,inmyopinion,worksofartbasedontheInternetarethe
clearestexamplesofhowLes Immatériauxwasontherighttrack,inthemiddle
ofthe1980s.

26 ValentinaTanni,“IlcinemahaunnuovoDNA”,Exibart.onpaper,no.47(2008);"Mapsand
Legends.WhenPhotographyMettheWeb",inFotografia 2010. Futurespective,exhibition
catalogue(Rome:Macro,2010).

27 Cf.EdmondCouchot,“Lasynthèsenumériquedel’image:versunnouvelordrevisuel”, 
Traverses,no.26(1982),p.56–63;EdmontCouchatandNorbertHillaire,L’art numérique: 
comme la technologie vient au monde de l’art(Paris:Flammarion,2003).

28 Seehttp://www.zanni.org.

[Figure18]CarloZanni,The Fifth Day,2009(stillofthewebwork)(Source:CarloZanni).

http://www.zanni.org
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Continuing our stroll through Les Immatériaux,lookingforworksofnew-media
art,weencounteraworkthatisalmost“rudimentary”foritstime,evenwhen
comparedtoLe Bus or Son=Espace,forexample.IamtalkingaboutTemps 
différé(1985)byCatherineIkam,aclosed-circuitvideoinstallationidentifiable
withthesiteofthesamename.

Originallylinkedtominimalistresearchonperceptionanditsspace-time
dimension(anexamplebeingBruceNauman’swork),andsubsequently

[Figure19]CatherineIkam,installationsketch,siteTemps différé (detailfromInventaire,site

Temps différé,verso)(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,BibliothèqueKandinsky).
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focusingonthesocialimplicationsofvideosurveillance(differentexamples
wecancitearetheexperiencesofFredForestandDanGraham),closed-circuit
videoinstallationsarelocatedinanintermediatepositionbetweenvideoart
andinteractiveenvironments.

TheartworkofIkamfocusesinparticularonthedistortingeffectthatmirrors
haveonclosed-circuittelevision[Figure19].Temps différé consists of two 
rooms,whichareidentical,emptyandinterconnected,equippedwithavideo
surveillancesystem:aminimalistpuritywhoseresultisrathermundane.In
thefirstroom,thevisitorseesonthemonitortheplacewhereheisstanding,
devoidofhisownpresence;inthesecondenvironment,however,theTVdis-
playsanimageoftheprecedingspace,recordedimmediatelybefore.Inthis
way,theexperienceoftheplaceanditsimageonthemonitordonotmatch,
as occurs in the classical CorridorsofBruceNauman.Thegoalinbothcasesis
tounderminethefidelity,realismanddocumentaryabilityofthevideo,andto
simultaneouslyinduceintheviewerakindofcognitivevertigo,causedbythe
inconsistencies.29

IhavelongquestionedwhyLyotardchosesuchanoutdatedwork,evenifit
wasspeciallymadeforLes Immatériaux.Beyondanyotherconsiderations,
Ibelievethatthephilosophermeanttheselectedartworkstoserveas
emblems,symbolsofcertaintendenciesincontemporarysociety,andthathe
thereforesometimesglossedovertheartisticvalueofsomeoftheworks.Les 
Immatériauxisaclassicexampleofaneducationalexhibition–atheoretical
exhibitionifyoulike–ratherthananobject-orientedshow.Andthisisalso
thereasonwhysomeworksweredisplayedbothatthe1983exhibition
Electra: Electricity and Electronics in the Twentieth Century,30andatLes Immatéri-
aux,becausetheyhaveaverydifferentmeaningandpurposeinthetwo
exhibitions.

In the case of Temps différé,itisprobablytheideaofusingfeedback,whichis
atthecoreoftheartwork,thatLyotardfoundinteresting:itisaconceptthat
wasborrowedfrombiologyandpsychology,andthathasbeenappliedtoboth
socialcommunicationandthearts.Startingfromthevariousformsofinter-
activity,passingthroughsomeexamplesofInstitutionalCritique,ofConcep-
tualArtandRelationalArt,theattentiongivento“feedback”isatypicalaspect
oflatemodernculture,andoneofthoseconceptsthatmarkthehorizonof
artisticresearchinthelast30to40years,evenifitchangesitsappearance.

Beforeconcluding,somethoughtsononeofthemostchallengingand
perhapsthemostsuccessfulspacesincludedinLes Immatériaux–atleast

29 Cf.CatherineIkam.Dispositif pour un parcours video,exhibitioncatalogue(Paris:Centre
GeorgesPompidou,1980).

30 Cf.Electra: l’électricité et l’électronique dans l’art du XX siècle,exhibitioncataloguecurated
byFrankPopper, Paris(MuséedelaVille),1984;KatherineDieckmann,“ElectraMyths:
Videos,Modernism,Postmodernism”,Art Journal, Fall(1985),p.195–203.
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accordingtothepublicatthetime.IrefertothesiteLabyrinthe du language,
fullofcomputerterminalswhereonecouldexperiencethefirstrudimentary
formsofnetworkconnectionthroughthenetworkMinitel(theFrenchances-
toroftheweb),andplaywithsomeexamplesofcomputerartwhichwere
extremelysimpleandgraphics-based.

Fromacurrentperspective,itisEpreuves d’écriturethatattractsourinterest.
Itsrelativefailure–duebothtotheinadequacyofthecomputerequipment,
andalackoffamiliarityonthepartoftheintellectualswiththisnewform
ofwritingandtheideaofmutualcooperation–bringsustoexaminethe
instinctsofthecuratorialteamandtheimportanceofinfrastructureinthe
formtakenbyanartwork.TodayEpreuves d’écriture is a curious chronicle pub-
licationthatincludestheexperienceofspecialistsfromdifferentdisciplines,
calledtodealwiththenewwaysofonlinewordprocessing,whichwasstillfull
oftechnicalproblems.Thebookisobviouslythewrongformatforaworkthat
shouldhavecontinuedtobeproducedinadigitalformat,likeahypertext(on
ahard-drivememory,becausetheCD-ROMdidnotyetexist).

Epreuves d’écritureislocatedbetweenthePlissure du texte(1983),whichRoy
AscottcreatedfortheElectraexhibition,andthenetworkorganizedalsoby
AscottforthelaboratoryUbiquaattheCorderiedell’Arsenaleatthe1986
VeniceBiennal.31.AtLes Immatériaux,instead,RoyAscottpresentedOrgan et 
function d’Alice au pays des merveilles,inwhich,throughMinitel,theinhabitants
oftheÎle-de-Francecouldintervenebyalteringthetextfromhome,inamore
anonymousandfreewaythaninother,comparableworksbyAscott:

RandomlyselectedquotationsfromaFrenchtranslationofLewisCaroll’s
Alice in Wonderlandwerejuxtaposedwithquotationsfromascientific
treatiseentitledOrgane et function,creatingunexpectedrelationshipsand
associations.Conventionalnotionsoforiginality,authenticity,objecthood,
narrative,andstyleweresupplantedbyappropriation,duplication,dis-
tribution,juxtaposition,andrandomness.32 

IagreewithEdwardShanken’sclaims,notonlyinrelationtothevitalityof
BBS(BulletinBoardSystem),localnetworksandblogsinthe1990sandthe
firstdecadeofthiscentury,buteventoday,whenverbalcommunicationand
narrationarestillattractiveforthosewhoworkwithnew-mediaart.

TranslatedfromtheItalianbyMaryDesmondandPasqualePolidori.

31 Cf.XLII Esposizione internazionale d’arte. Arte e scienza,exhibitioncatalogue(Venice:
Marsilio,1986):someartistswhohadparticipatedinLes Immatériauxparticipatedalsoin
thiseditionoftheVeniceBiennale.

32 EdwardA.Shanken,From Cybernetics to Telematics: the Art, Pedagogy and Theory of Roy 
Ascott,inR.Ascott,Telematic Embrace,ed.E.A.Shanken(Berkeley-London,2007,1sted.
2003),p.67.




