
The Production of  
Les Immatériaux 

Jean-Louis Boissier 

in conversation with Andreas Broeckmann 

AndreasBroeckmann:Jean-LouisBoissier,youwereinvolvedinLes 
Immatériaux both as an artist who was responsible for one of the 
installations,Le Bus,andasascientificadvisoronelectronicanddigital
images.Whilethethreemainpeopleinvolvedintheproject–Thierry
Chaput,PhilippeDélis,andofcourseJean-FrançoisLyotard–areno
longeralive,severalpeoplewhoworkedonLes Immatériaux,likeyourself,
stillkeeptheirmemoriesandpersonalarchives.Thepublisheddoc-
umentation of Les Immatériauxhasremained,upuntiltoday,quite
incomplete,andthereseemstohavebeennosystematicdocumentation
ofthisimportantshow.Thisfactsstandsinastrangecontrasttothe
unquestionedhistoricalsignificanceoftheproject–perhapsevenmore
sotoday,than30yearsago?Doyouthinktherewasanawarenessofthe
importanceoftheshowatthetime?

Jean-LouisBoissier:Yes,absolutely.Therewasaclearsenseoftheculturaland
thephilosophicalimportanceoftheexhibition,symbolisedmostclearly
inthepresenceofJean-FrançoisLyotard.Eventhenhewasoneofthe
internationallymostwell-knownphilosophers,andLes Immatériaux was 
identifiedas“Lyotard’sexhibition“.

 Lyotardframedtheexhibitionwithhistextsandideas,hereorganised
andrenamedmuchofwhatwasalreadythereandintegratedthe
elementsoftheexhibition.Infactheprovidedtheoverallnarrativefor
theexhibitioninhistextsforthecatalogueandtheexhibitionwalls.He
himselfsaidthathisonly,butverydecisivescenographic,ordramaturgic
idea,wastheuseofthesoundtrackplayedviaheadphones,sothat
peoplewouldwalkthroughtheexhibitionlisteneningtospokentexts,
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differentinthevariouszonesoftheexhibitionspaceonthe5thfloorof
theCentrePompidou–sotospeak,“listeningtoLyotard“.

 Butitisimportanttorecognisethatthepreparationsforthisexhibition
hadalreadybeenunderwaysince1981,somorethantwoyearsbefore
Lyotardcameontothescene.Forinstance,theideaforarrangingthe
materialsindifferentsites,organisednotinalinearsequencebutin
differentparalleltracks,theseconceptualideaswerealreadytherewhen
Lyotardarrived.

 Anexhibitionwiththeworkingtitle“Nouveauxmateriauxetcréation“had
firstbeenconceivedattheinitiativeofJacquesMullender,directorofthe
CentredeCréationIndustrielle,CCI,intheearly1980s.Mullenderwasthe
CCI’sdirectorfrom1976to1982,followedbyPaulBlanquartfrom1982to
1984.Theexhibitionprojectwasthendecisivelypushedforwardunder
thedirectionofFrançoisBurckhardtbetween1984and1990.

 TheCCIandtheMuséeNationald’ArtModerne(MNAM),wereseparate
departmentsoftheCentrePompidouatthetime–theywerefusedonly
in1992–andtheCCIplayedaveryinterestingandimportantrolebefore
theopeningandduringthefirstyearsoftheCentrePompidou.TheCCI
hadbeenfoundedbyFrançoisMatheyandFrançoisBarréin1969,andit
wasintegratedintothestructureoftheCentrePompidouin1972.Barré
laterbecamethedirectoroftheCentrePompidou,from1993to1996.The
CCIwasmuchclosertosocietaldevelopmentsatthetimethanwerethe
otherdepartments,theMNAM,thelibrary,BibliothèquePubliqued’Infor-
mation,BPI,andthecentreforsoundandmusicresearch,IRCAM.After
LesImmatériaux,thischanged,therewerefewerexhibitionsdedicated
todesignandtechnology,andthequarterlyreviewoftheCCI,Traverses,
editedsince1975byJeanBaudrillardandMicheldeCerteau,MarcLeBot,
PaulVirilio,etc.,wasdiscontinuedin1994.

 InordertounderstandtheoriginofLes Immatériaux,itwouldbeinter-
estingtolookmorecloselyatthepoliticsandopinionsinFrancein
generalduringthoseyears,andthoseoftheCentrePompidouin
particular,becauseforinstancethechangesinthedirectionofthe
departmentsalsomeantchangesinthethematicemphasisthatthese
peopleplaced.

AB:HowweretheseprocessesrelatedtoLes Immatériaux?

JLB:Les ImmatériauxwasaninitiativeoftheCCI,aprojectinwhichallother
departmentsofthePompidouCenteralsohadtoparticipate,notleast
forpoliticalreasons.Inasense,itwasabitofanalibiproject,claiming
that,look,wecanallworktogether.Inretrospect,thisexerciseininterdis-
ciplinaritymay,ironically,havebeenafactorfortheconsequentreversal
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toagreaterseparationofthedepartments,andtheintegrationoftheCCI
intotheMuseuminthemid-1990s.Les Immatériaux was probably the last 
bigexhibitionoftheCCI.

 Idon’tthinkthatthisreorientationhappenedbecauseofLes
Immatériaux,buttheprojectwastheoccasiononwhichtheseparation
happened.Thiswaspartofabroaderdevelopmentinculturalinstitutions
duringthoseyears,thetailendofchangesthathappenedduringthe
Mitterandyearsinthe1980s.

AB:WhatwasthesituationwithregardtotheprojectwhenLyotardarrivedin
thewinterof1983/84?

JLB:Theprojecthadbeeninitiatedin1981andwasleadbyThierryChaput,
acuratorandtheoreticianofdesign.Chaputandateamofseveral
peoplewereresearchingandcollectingmaterialsforanexhibitionon
thewayinwhichnewmaterialsandnewtechnologieswerechanging
theconditionsofindustrialandculturalproduction.TheCCIhaddone
variousexhibitionsonnewtechnologies,forinstanceoncomputers,
togetherwithAtariin1983.Butheretheywantedtocombineeverything:
architecture,biology,design,literature[Figure4].In1982,theywereyet
lackingaglobalidea,aguidingthoughtorconcept,butthethematicfield
thattheexhibitionwassupposedtocoverwasmoreorlessclear.

[Figure4]Exhibitionview,siteAuto-engendrement(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bib-

liotèqueKandinsky).
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 However,aroundthespringof1983,theprojectwassupposedtobe
abandoned,becausethedirectorsoftheCentrePompidouandoftheCCI
didnotbelievethatitcouldbesuccessfullyrealised.That’swhentheyhad
theideatocallonanexternalcurator.Thereweredifferentnamesinthe
discussion.OnewasthatofthecuratorFrankPopper,whoopenedthe
majorexhibition“Electra“dealingwiththerelationofartandelectricityin
thetwentiethcentury,attheendof1983.Idon’tknowwhothenhadthe
ideaofaskingLyotard,buttheCCIwasknownatthetimetobecloseto
contemporaryphilosophy,forexamplewithTraverses.

AB:Lyotardwascommissionedtowriteatreatmentthatwouldsuggesta
thematicframeworkalreadyinMay1983,whichhedeliveredtothe
CCIinasketch(“Esquisse“)dated10August1983.Thisisadocumentin
whichhecontestedthethreetermsusedintheoriginalworkingtitlefor
theexhibition,new(“nouveau“),materials(“matériaux“),andcreation
(“création“),andinsteadproposedthetitleLes Immatériaux.

JLB:Thisistrue.However,IbelievethatthistextbyLyotardwaslargelybased
onthevisualandfactualmaterialthatThierryChaputandtheteamof
theCCIhadcollected,hencealsotheirreflectionsonthenewconditions
of“materiality“.IknowforafactthatLyotard’sthoughtsweredirectly
influencedbyChaput,whowasconcernedforLyotardtoknowabout
thecontemporarytechnosciences.Lyotardreflectedthis,forinstance,
inremarksmadeinhisbookThe Postmodern Explained to Children (1986),
whichcontainsa“LettertoThomasChaput“,theyoungchildofThierry
Chaput,inwhichLyotardpointsoutthetechnoscientificdevelopmentand
itsrelationshipwithhumanity.Thesewerethemeswhichwerealsopart
ofourdiscussionswithChaputatthetime.

 IfyoulookatChaput’snotesandsketchesfrom1982and1983,youcan
seehowmanyaspectsoftheexhibitionprojectthatthenbecameLes 
Immatériauxwerealreadyinplace:thespatialstructure,thesites,even
someofthethemesandtitlesofthesites.Also,PhilippeDélishadbeen
selectedastheexhibitionarchitectandscenographerbeforeLyotard
joinedtheproject.AsfarasIknow,nobodyhasreallyanalysedindetail
howmuchoftheexhibitionwaspreconceivedwhenLyotardarrived,butI
thinkthatonewillfindthatmanythingswerealreadythere.

AB:HowdidyougetinvolvedinLes Immatériaux?

JLB:IhadbeeninParissince1969/70,basedattheCentreUniversitaireExpér-
imentaldeVincennes,aplacethatdeliberatelyoperatedoutsideofthe
normsoftheFrenchuniversitysystem,withanartfacultythatincluded
notonlyfinearts,music,etc.,butalsofilmandtheatre.
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 IhadworkedwithFrankPopper,whowasthedirectoroftheartdepart-
mentinVincennes,onthekineticartexhibition,Lumière et Mouvement 
(Paris,1967),andparticipatedintheexhibitionCinétisme Spectacle 
Environnement,whichweorganisedtogetherinGrenoblein1968.Ididnot
reallykeepworkinginthisfieldofkineticandcinematicartthroughout
the1970s,intheenvironmentofVincennes,whichwasseenasboth
experimentalandashometoleftistpoliticalgroups.Butitwassortof
an“agitprop“contextinwhichIdeveloped,atthetime–ideasforwhat
onewouldtodaycallcinematicandnon-linearinstallationswhichimplied
interactiveaspectsandtheparticipationoftheviewer–andtogive
anotherideologicalmeaningtothenotionofinteractivity,whichoriginally
referredto“human-machinerelations“.

 In1980,theschool,whichwasalsonamed“UniversitéParis-8“,moved
fromVincennestoSaint-Denis.Wereturnedfromthedogmatismofleftist
theoryandPoppergotinterestedagaininthethemesthathadoccupied
himinthe1960s.TherewasaninvitationtoPopperandus,hisgroupat
Saint-Denis,bytheMuséed’ArtModernedelaVilledeParis,togetherwith
thenationalelectricitycompanyEDF,tocreateanexhibition.Thebudget
wasonemillionFrancs–alotofmoneyatthetime.Thisprojectbecame
theexhibitionElectrain1983–1984,whichIworkedonasPopper’sassis-
tant,andascatalogueeditor.Itbecameamagnificentexhibitionwhich
alsothemuseumcuratorsandmanyothercollegueswereinvolvedin–
EdmondCouchotespeciallyforthedigitalsection,afirst.

 Atonepointin1982,inaconversationatthemuseumwithmembersof
theteam,wediscussedcriticallythatElectralookedonlyattheeffect
ofelectricityandelectronicsonart,notontheappliedarts,design,
architecture,etc.Wewantedtoseewhetherthislackcouldbealleviated,
andinordertogetadvice,itseemedanobviouschoiceatthispointto
turntotheCCIattheCentrePompidou.Iknewthepeoplethereandwent
tospeakwiththemaboutElectra.SoIhadaconversationwithThierry
Chaput,oneoftheCCI’sprojectleaderswithafocusondesign,and
duringthatconversationChaputsaidthattheywerealreadypreparinga
projecton“newmaterialsofcreation“(“nouveauxmateriauxetcréation“).
DuringthatconversationIfoundoutabouttheprojectwhichwasalready
underway–perhapsChaputhadcometotheCCIinordertoworkonthis
project,Idon’tknow.Chaputwasinterestedinmyresearchbackground
andweimmediatelyagreedthatIwouldcooperateontheCCI’sexhibition
project.Chaputwaslookingforconstitutiveelementsforhisproject
which,atthattime,healreadyconceivedasindividualsitesthatwould
makeuptheexhibitionasawhole.

 Amongstotherthings,ItalkedtoChaputaboutthemediumofthe
videodisc,whichIhaddiscoveredthroughMichaelNaimark’sinteractive
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videoinstallationAspen Moviemap.Ithadbeenshownintheinfluential
exhibition,Cartes et figures de la terre(1980)attheCentrePompidou,a
largeexhibitionwithaverygoodcatalogue,abouttheimportanttheme
ofcartography,withhistorical,contemporaryandalsoartisticitems.This
exhibitionwasrealised,bytheCCItogetherwiththeBPIandtheMNAM.
Forme,thisexhibitionwasimportantbecauseitmadethelinkbetween
artandinformatics,whichwasalsothethemeofaworkinggroupthat
wehadhadbeforeinVincennes,theGroupeArtetInformatiquede
Vincennes(GAIV)andthatincludedpeoplelikeHervéHuitric,Monique
Nass,MichelBretandothers;MargitRosenhasstudiedtheiractivitiesin
thecontextofherresearchontheNewTendenciesmovement.Iwasnot
partofthisgroup,butIagreedtotrytointroducedigitaltechnologiesin
ourartdepartment,withregardtotheconceptofinteractivity,aword
whichdidnotreallyexistatthetime.

 IhadtheideathatIwantedtodevelopsomethingthatwouldbeinter-
active,combiningthetechnicalpossibilitiesofthevideodiscwiththe
newideasaboutproductionanddistributionoffilm,theparticipationof
theviewer,etc.ItoldChaputthatIhadprojectswithinteractivevideo-
discswhichIhaddeveloped,forinstance,foracompetitionforvideodisc
scenariosorganisedbytheChileanfilmcuratorRaulRuizforINA,the
InstitutNationaldel’Audiovisuel,in1982/83.Chaputlikedmysugges-
tionsandagreedtoincludesuchacooperationwiththecourseonvisual
artsofParis8anditsspecialisation,ledbyEdmontCouchot,onnew
imagetechnologies,intheCCI’sexhibitionprojectonnewmaterials.This
cooperationwasformalisedinacontractbetweenouruniversityand
theCentrePompidouinApril1984,andeventuallyledtoseveralprojects
ofdigitalimages,interactiveinstallations,andcopyart,aswellasthe
projectLe Bus,whichwasproducedandfinancedforLes Immatériaux by 
theCentrePompidou.Itwasanexpensiveandlaboriousproductionthat
Iworkedonwithseveralofmystudents,andthatIwouldnothavebeen
abletodoattheuniversityalone.

 AfterthisinitialencounterwithChaput,IwentbacktoFrankPopperand
saidthattheCentrePompidouwasalreadyworkingonanexhibition
aboutthenewdevelopmentsindesign,sotheplansforElectraremained
unchangedwiththeirfocusonart.ButfromthattimeonIworkedin
parallel with Popper on Electra,andwithChaputonwhatwouldbecome
Les Immatériaux.IspentmoretimeonElectra,butstayedinclosecontact
withChaputandhisteamthroughoutthefollowingyears.Forinstance,as
partofourresearchfortheexhibitionIwentwithChaputtothenational
audio-visualfestivalImaginaatMonteCarloin1983,andtotheSiggraph
computergraphicsfairintheUnitedStates.
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AB:HowdidyouexperiencethecooperationwithLyotard?

JLB:IalreadyknewLyotardbecausewewereinthesamefacultyatParis8,
thoughofcoursehewasagenerationolderandaninternationalstar,so
wewerenotclose.

 Unlikeattheuniversity,Ifoundhimextremelyopeninthecontextofthe
exhibitionpreparationattheCCI–verygenerous–heacceptedalmost
everythingthatwasproposed.Hewasnotthereasacuratorwhowould
selectthings,butratherastheintellectualwhowouldconnectandline
upthethingsthatwerealreadythere.HedidbringinthearchitectPeter
Eisenman,andsomeartworksbyMoholy-Nagy,Monory–thosewerehis
choices.Butthemoretechnicalthings–therobots,thesmells–thesehad
beendiscoveredbytheCCIteam.Lyotardwouldofteninterveneinthe
discussionveryaffirmatively,forinstanceonclothing,saying,“ah,yes“
(“ah,oui“),orontheskin,“ah,yes“.

 ThecoregroupwereJean-FrancoisLyotard,ThierryChaputandPhilippe
Délis,andmostthingsweredecidedbetweenthethreeofthem[Figure
5].Lyotard,importantly,gaveatheoreticalandaliterarydimensionto
theproject.HeworkedalotonhisowntextsfortheInventaireandother
aspectsoftheproject,aswellasontheselectionoftextsusedforthe
soundtrack.Infact,textswerethemostvisibleitempresentedonelec-
tronicscreens:telematicnovels,textandimagecooperationsthroughthe

[Figure5]PhilippeDélis:Drawing of audience behind gauze fabric,[nodate](Source:Centre

Pompidou,MNAM,BibliothèqueKandinsky)
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Minitel,generativepoetryandliterature.Themajorinteractivewriting
project,Épreuves d’écriture,wasinspiredbytheBritishcyberneticartist
RoyAscott,andinitsfinalrealisationstronglyinfluencedbyLyotard.
Butagain,theideaforthisprojectwasalreadythere,andChaputhad
alreadymadethecontactwiththeOlivetticompany–thesponsorof
thecomputers–beforeLyotardarrived.Theideatosuspendthewhole
exhibitionfromtheceilingnodoubtcamefromDélis,anditwascon-
firmedbyLyotardwholikedtheconcept.Chaput,incontrast,broughtin
theenormousknowledgeofpossibleobjectsandthingstodoandshow,
andallthecontactswithresearchersandcooperationpartners.

 Thereweremanypeopleworkingonthedifferentprojectsforthe
exhibition.Wehadstudentsinvolved,andtherewerelotsofother
researchinstitutionsinvolvedwiththeCCIinsimilarways.Atthatpoint
Iwasonlytheintermediarybetweenmyuniversity’sresearchsector
andChaputandhisteam.Thecooperationprocesswasorganisedatthe
CCIbyChaput’steamofmaybe20people.Lyotardregularlyorganised
seminarsorworkinggroups(“groupesdereflexion“),forinstancewith
Jean-PierreBalpefromALAMO(AtelierdeLittératureAssistéeparla
MathématiqueetlesOrdinateurs),theinformaticsbranchofOULIPO,with
PaulBraffortandJacquesRoubaud,whospokeaboutgenerativetext.
Lyotardorganisedtheseseminarsnotonlytolearnthings,butalsotoget
anideaofwhatissuespeoplewerearguingandfightingabout.

 Iwasamemberofoneoftheseworkinggroups,whereIwasconsidered
assomeonewhocouldspeakaboutthenew,digitalmodalitiesofthe
image,butalsoaboutteletextandtelematics,computergraphicsand
copyart.TherewereseveralprojectsatParis8whichwereofinterestin
thiscontext,andofcourseitthenplayedarolethatLyotardwasalsoon
thefacultyofParis8–thesamefacultywhichalsoincludedphilosophers
likeDeleuze,Chatelet,Badiou,Rancière,andartistslikeOrlan.Another
colleagueatParis-8wasJean-PaulFargier,anartistandtheoreticianof
videoandfriendofNamJunePaik,whocooperatedinLes Immatériaux on 
aspectsofvideoartandsurveillance.

 Lyotardwasa“leader“–somesawhimasa“guru“–whogaveanimage
andafacetoapracticethatwaspresent,andthatwasdrawntogether
fortheexhibitionfromdifferentfields.TheCentrePompidouhaddecided
tomakeanexhibitionwithaphilosopheras“commissaire“–notreallya
curator,butratheran“author“.Hewasable,inthatsituation,toposethe
problemthattheexhibitionwantedtoaddress.AndalthoughLyotard
mostlyonlyconfirmedtheideasfortheplannedexposition,inapolitical
senseheprobablysavedtheexhibition.Lyotardwasbroughtinasan
externalexpert–externalnotonlytotheCentre,butalsoexternaltothe
professionofexhibitioncuratorsandorganisers.Onecouldspeculate
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that,whenthefirstphaseofresearchandconceptualisationofthe
exhibitiondidn’treallyleadtoconcreteresults,Lyotardwasperhaps
installedinordertodemonstratethattheCCIwasnotableitselftorealise
suchacomplicatedproject.

 LyotardpushedtheteamoftheCCI,whichwasusedtoproduceasolid,
pedagogical,efficaciousexhibition,sothattheywouldmakea“man-
ifestation“whichinitselfwouldbe“aworkofart“.Hereallyputitlike
that–“uneœuvred’art“–andusedtermslike“opera“,“dramaturgy“,
“scenography“,“constellationofpoeticandliteraryimage-objects“.
Lyotard’sphilosophicalapproachmeantadeparturefromestablished
models,towardsaworkofaradicallynewtypeinwhichtextsplayedan
exceptionallybigrole,intitles,thesignage,theprintedmaterials,the
soundtrack.Les Immatériauxwasconsideredanintellectualsuccess,but
itwasalsoseenasanexhibitionthatwasdifficultforthepublic.The
sensitivityofthevisitorswastestedindifferentways–theywerenotonly
addressedasviewers,butalsoaslistenersandreaders,whohadtofind
theirownwaythroughthemazeoftheexhibition.

AB:IwouldliketospeakabitmoreabouttheartisticprogramofLes 
Immatériaux,whichnotonlyincluded“canonicalavant-gardeartists“,
butalsosomeofthecontemporaryvideoinstallationartistslikeDan
Graham,ThierryKunzel,CatherineIkam,andMariaKlonarisandKaterina
Thomadaki.Atthetime,holographywasoneoftheexcitingandenigmatic
newmediatechnology,whichwasrepresentedinLes Immatériaux through 

[Figure6]Exhibitionview,siteLabyrinthe du langage(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bib-

liothèqueKandinsky,photographbyJean-ClaudePlanchet).
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worksbyAlexander,StephenBenton,DougTyler,andClaudineEizyckman
andGuyFihman.Andyourowninteractiveinstallation,Le Bus,andyour
collaborationwithLilianeTerrier,Toutes les copies,aswellastheinter-
activesoundinstallationbyRolfGehlhaar,wereallbyartistsclosely
connectedtoParis,andwithIRCAM,LaVillette,andParis8[Figure17].
The semiotic aspects of Les Immatériauxwerecloselyrelatedtothedis-
cussionsonsignsandlanguagewhichplayedanimportantroleinthe
1960s,connectedwithlinguisticsandthesemioticanalysisofculture.
Thesediscussionswerereflectedintheconceptualartofthe1960sand
‘70s,whichwereprominentlyrepresentedintheexhibitionwithworks
byMarcelDuchamp,JosephKosuth,PieroManzoni,YvesKlein,Robert
BarryandIanWilson.Mypointherewouldbethatthechoiceofworksby
theseartistswasprobablyappropriate,butnotveryoriginal:Theirworks
hadbeencollectedbytheParismuseumsandwasreadilyavailablefor
presentation;theywerehereasplace-holdersforaspecificreflectionon
signification,notsomuchasoriginalworks.

 Ingeneral,Ihavetheimpressionthattheartisticprogramofthe
exhibitionavoidedstronglyspeculativepositions,andthattheuseof
artworkswasnotasindependentworks,butratherasobjectstiedup
intoatheoreticalargument.Similarly,itwasnotintendedthatonewould
experience,forinstance,thesoundtrackasanindependentandself-
containedpiece,butalwaysaspartofanoverallconfrontationwiththe
sitesintheexhibition.Theartworkswerewovenintothetextureofthe
exhibitionaspartoftheoverallargument,eveniftheywerethereto
maketheargumentinaformthatwasexplicitlynottextual,butvisceral,
whethervisual,auditory,hapticorolfactory.

JLB:Ithinkitisnecessarythatwearecarefulwhenwespeakaboutthestatus
ofthesedifferentelementsoftheexhibition.Someofthethingsthat
youmention,Le Bus,orToutes les copies,werenotreallyconsideredas
artworks(“oeuvres“)atthetime.Thethingsthatwereconsideredasart-
worksweremostlythosewhichcamefromtheMNAM,throughitscurator
BernardBlistène.Andsomeoftheexhibitionvisitorswouldperceive
theseworksasartworkswhentheywalkedthroughtheexhibition.But
intermsoftheoverallscenography,therearenotreally“works“inthe
exhibition,but“sites“,constellations,eachofwhichhadbeenrealisednot
byoneauthor,butbyseveralpeople.

 Itwouldprobablybeinterestingtoreconsiderthelistofexhibition
itemsandseewhichofthethingsthatwereintheshowwouldtodaybe
consideredasartworks–thiswilldefinitelyhavechangedforsomeof
them.Atthetime,thiswasnotanissue;infacttheideathatsomethings
weredifferentfromothersbecausetheywereartworkswasrejectedas
ideological[Figure6].
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 Infact,IbelievethatLes Immatériaux was such a success because it was 
notanartexhibition.Itwouldbeabitexcessivetocallita“philosophical
exhibition“,butitwasitsqualitytomakeamoregeneralproposalabout
thecurrentrelationshipbetweenculture,scienceandtechnology.Andit
providednotonlyaphilosophicalcommentary,butastory,ascenario.
Ithelpedmanypeopletopassontoadifferentstate,adifferentwayof
thinkingandworking.Formepersonally,anotherexhibitionthatIcurated
wasalsoveryimportantinthisline–Machines à communiquer(1990),a
technoscientificexhibitionaboutvirtualrealityandnetworks,whichalso
hadanimportantartisticcomponent.Networkshadalreadybeenpresent
in Electra–forinstancewithworksbyRoyAscottandFredForest–and
theydefinitelyplayedanimportantroleintheconceptualisationofLes 
Immatériaux.

 Anotherthingtorememberisthattherewereanumberofyoungartists
whoarenoteasilyrecognisableasauthors,yetwhocontributedtoLes 
ImmatériauxvariousMinitelprojects,onlinenovels,etc.Theirwork,I
believe,playedaveryimportantrolefortheaestheticsoftheexhibition,
especiallybecauseoftheirtreatmentoftexts.

 Letmegiveyousomeexamples–andforthehistoricalre-evaluation,we
mustkeepinmindthatthereisadifferencebetweenwhatisinthecata-
logueandwhatwasactuallyonshow.Forinstance,inthesiteMémoirs 
artificielles,therewasavarietyofscreenswhichpresentedtexts.The
sitewasorganisedbyFredericDevelayfortheBPIlibraryanddealtwith

[Figure7]Inventaire,siteRomans à faire,recto(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bibliothèque

Kandinsky).



104 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

thenotionoftelematicsandtelecommunication.Ibelievethatwhenwe
puttogetheralistofthecontemporaryartistswhowereinvolvedinLes 
Immatériaux,wemustincludeFredericDevelay,whowasexploringnew
formsoftext,ofreadingandwriting.Hewasalsoinvolvedinthesite
Champ et mouvement de la voix,inwhichseveralwell-knownFrenchartists
participated,includingBernardNoël,BernardHeidsieck,writersofcon-
cretepoetry,andAlainLonguet,whoexperimentedwithvideoandhow
tocoupleitwiththedigital.ThepeoplewhoorganisedthesiteRomans 
à faire–Jacques-ElieChabert,Jean-PaulMartin,CamillePhilibertand
DominiqueHorvilleur–workedonthewritingofnovelsusingtheMinitel
system;theyproducedsilkscreenprintsandwerepartoffanzineculture
[Figure7].OrthinkofMarcDenjean,whodid,amongstotherthings,a
MinitelprojectforthesiteSéquences à moduler,realisedincooperation
withENSCI(ÉcoleNormalSupérieuredeCréationIndustrielle)–atthe
timeanew,industry-orienteddesignschoolinPariswithwhichChaput
hadforgedacooperation.YouwillseethatDenjean’snamecropsup
several times in the Inventaire.

 Theseareonlysomeoftheartistswhoaresomewhathiddenfromview
whenyoufirstlookatLes Immatériaux,butwhoplayedanimportantrole
fortheconnectionofartandtechnology,bothintheexhibitionitself,
andinthetimeafterwards.Les Immatériauxbroughttogetherprojects
andpeople,mainlybutnotonlyfromParis,whowerealreadyworkingin
thisfield,butitalsocatalysedtheworkthateverybodywasdoing.And
manyofthesecontactsexistedbeforeLyotardjoinedtheproject–this
wholedimensionofLes ImmatériauxwassomewhatbeyondLyotard’s
involvement.

AB:IfwelookattherelationshipbetweenLes Immatériauxandthe1983
exhibitionElectra,wenoticethatatleast14ofthetwentieth-century
artists in Les ImmatériauxhadalsoappearedinElectra, twoyearsbefore.
It seems that the choice of artists for Les Immatériauxwaslargelybased
onworkthatwasknownandavailableinandaroundParisin1984/85.
Theselectionfortheexhibitionwaspartlybasedonaratherconservative
understandingofestablishedpositionsincontemporaryart,partlyalso
onthepresenceofartistsinParis,inordertobeabletodevelopwith
themnewworks,oradaptationsofexistingwork.

 AninterestingcaseisthatoftheinstallationyouandLilianeTerrierput
together for the site Toutes les copies,wherethevisitorswereinvitedto
makesuchphotocopiesofobjectsorbodypartsthemselves,assistedby
somebodyfromtheexhibitionteam.Twoyearsearlier,inElectra,youhad
curatedasectiononElectro-photographywhichhadpresentedworksof
“copyart“madewithphotocopyingmachines,andwhichwasintroduced,
inthecatalogue,withanessayinwhichyoualsomadereferencetothe
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seminalworkoftheeducatorSoniaSheridan,basedattheArtInstituteof
Chicago.

JLB:Youareright,severalartistsinLes Immateriaux were also part of Electra.
Inretrospect,wecansaythatElectrawassortofanexplorationforsome
ofthethingswhichwerethenpresentedinLes Immateriaux.Becauseof
thisconnection,Les Immateriaux hasalsobecomeasignificantmoment
forthehistoryofelectronicart,andpartofthehistoryofthedigital–a
stagingofitsmythologyofemergence.Butatthetimeonedidnotspeak
of“electronicart“,eventhoughelectronicanddigitaltechnologieswere
havingasignificantimpactinthearts–thinkespeciallyofmusicwhere
thistechnicaldevelopmenthadalreadybeengoingonfortwodecades
atleast,anddidnotposeaproblemanymore.Equallyinliterature–
throughtheworkof,forinstance,theALAMOgroup,whichwasimportant
forBalpeandothers–therewasanawarenessoftheimpactthatthe
newdigitalproductionanddistributionmediahadonliterature.And
peoplelikeHervéHuitric,MoniqueNassandMichelBretwereworkingon
computergraphicswhich,intheirview,wouldsavepainting;andatthe
sametimetheywereworkingwiththeRenaultfactoryoncardesigns.

 Thesepeoplewereinvolvedintheexhibition,yetatthetimeLes 
Immatériauxwasnotconsideredanexhibitionofelectronicanddigitalart.
In Electratherewasacleardivision,markedbytheinfluenceofEdmont
Couchot,wheretherewassomethingthatcanbecalleddigitalart,evenif
theworddidnotexistthen.Butittookseveralyearsbeforethistrendwas

[Figure8]Exhibitionvisitor,siteLabyrinthe du langage(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bib-

liothèqueKandinsky,photographbyJean-ClaudePlanchet).
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confirmed–forinstanceintheArtificesbiennial,whichIorganisedfrom
1990to1996.

 Take,forinstance,theexhibitionImage calculé,whichIorganisedtogether
withChaputandDélisin1988,attheCitédesSciencesetdel’Indus-
trie.Thiswasnotanartexhibition,butitcontainedmanyartworks,and
thingsmadebyartists.Inthesameyear,1988,wealsoorganisedthe“art
show“ofSiggraphFrance.Wecanprobablysaythatthenotionofdigital
artreallyappearedinthatyear.OnlyretrospectivelyonecansaythatLes 
Immatériauxwasoneofthestationsinthisdevelopment–andaspecial
one,becauseheretherespectiveworkswerenotpresentedasdigitalart.

AB:Youspokeaboutthedevelopmentoftheexhibitionprojectbeforeit
became Les Immatériaux.Howdidthistrajectorycontinueafterthe
exhibitionclosed?

JLB:Oneaspecttomentioninthiscontextisthattherewereprojectsthat
hadbeenplannedforLes Immatériauxbutwerenotrealised–Edmont
Couchot’sLa Plume,forinstance,requiredpowerfulcomputersthatwere
onlyavailablewhentheprojectwaspremieredin1988intheexhibition
atlaGrandHalledeLaVillette,whichIorganisedtogetherwithChaput.
Anotherverysignificantfollow-upwasPassages de l’image,curatedby
CathérineDavid,RaymondBellourandChristinevanAsscheattheCentre
Pompidouin1990.TheinstallationthatIrealisedforthisexhibition,ofa
highartisticlevel,wasnotstrictlyanartwork,butcontainedaselection
ofscientificimagesandwasintendedtorevealthewayinwhichcon-
temporaryartwasaffectedbydigitalimages.

 FromthiscontactarosethecommissionbytheCentrePompidouforthe
experimentalexhibitionformatoftheRevue virtuelle,whichIcuratedfrom
1991until1997,theyearwhentheCentrePompidouclosedforrenovations
forseveralyears.Revue virtuellewasapermanentexhibitionwhich
soughttoshowtothebroaderpublichowthedigitalwasinterveningin
alldomainsofcontemporarysociety.Thiswasaprojectinitiatedbythe
MNAM–notan“artproject”inthenarrowsense,butoneaboutcon-
temporaryaesthetics.

 Forme,Les Immatériauxwasanexceptiontothistrajectory,becauseit
didnothaveanarrowagenda–itwasn’ttheretodefendaparticular
domain.ThepresenceofLyotardmadethispossible.Manyoftheother
exhibitions,untiltoday,haveaparticularthematicortechnicalfocus,
servingcertaincliques.Les Immatériauxdidn’tdothatatall.That’soneof
thereasonswhytheexhibitionhasattainedasomewhatmythicalrep-
utation.Itwasdiverseanddepartedinallsortsofdifferentdirections,yet
maintainedahighlevelofquality.
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AB:Alsofortheaudience?

JLB:Ithinkitdid,notleastbecausethereweresomanyscreensinthe
exhibition[Figure8].TheMinitel,introducedin1982,wasalreadyquite
presentandartistsandwriterswereworkingwithit,butIbelievethat
whatthegeneralaudiencerememberedfromLes Immatériaux was the 
appearanceofdigitalcommunicationthroughnetworksandscreens.
Thisimpressionwasstrengthened,Ibelieve,bythefactthattheyhad
theheadphones,forevenifthiswastechnicallysomethingdifferent
thannetworkedcommunication,thefactthateverybodywaswearing
theheadphonesontheirheads,gaveaveryparticularimage.Thisiswhy
Lyotardinsistedsomuchonthisaspect–itwasnotonlyaboutthetexts
thatweretransmitted,butitwasalsopartofthewholescenography,the
performance of Les Immatériaux.Theexperienceoftheexhibitionwas
stronglydeterminedbythisinteractivedistributionofthetextsthrough
theinfraredemissioninthedifferentzones.Peopleunderstoodthatthis
wasametaphorforwhatwouldlaterhappenwiththeweb.

Thisconversationtookplaceon20November2014,atENSAD,Paris.




