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From Over-  
to Sub-Exposure:  
The Anamnesis of  
Les Immatériaux 

Antony Hudek

Althoughanumberoflatetwentieth-centuryexhibitionshavealreadybeen
hailedas“landmarkexhibitions“,onemajorandhighlyinnovativeexhibition
haseludedtheattentionofscholarsuntilrecently:Les Immatériaux,co-
curatedin1985fortheCentreGeorgesPompidouinParisbythephilosopher
Jean-FrançoisLyotardandthedesignhistorianandtheoristThierryChaput.1 
Amongitsmanynovelfeatureswasthefactthatitwasthefirstexhibitionin
whichaphilosopherplayedaleadingrole,openingthedoortomanyother
instancesinwhichintellectualswouldbecomeadhoccurators.2 

Insteadofthestandardsequenceofwhitecubes,LyotardandChaputdivided
theentirefifthflooroftheCentrewithlargesheetsofuncolouredmetalmesh
hangingfromtheceiling.Contrarytotheneutrallightingofmostexhibition
environments,Les Immatériauxofferedatheatricalsetting–theworkofyoung

1 Onthedebatesurroundingwhatconstitutesa“landmark“inexhibitionhistory,see
Landmark Exhibitions: Contemporary Art Shows Since 1968,aconferenceheldatTate
Modern,London,on10–11October,2008,andTeresaGleadowe’sreviewofthecon-
ference in Art Monthly,no.321,November2008,p.34.Onthecompositionofthe
curatorial team of Les ImmatériauxbeforeLyotard’sarrival,see“LaRègledujeu:Matéri-
aliser Les Immatériaux,“inÉlieThéofilakis(ed.),Modernes, et après? “Les Immatériaux“ 
(Paris:EditionsAutrement,1985),p.15et passim;onThierryChaput,seethebiographical
sketchinJohnThackara(ed.),Design After Modernism(London:Thames&Hudson,1988),
p.232.

2 SomeofthebestknownareBernardStiegler’sMémoires du futur(Paris:Bibliothèque
publiqued’information,1987),JacquesDerrida’sMémoires d’aveugle(Paris:Muséedu
Louvre,1990),JeanStarobinski’sLargesse(Paris:MuséeduLouvre,1994),JuliaKris-
teva’sVision capitales(Paris:MuséeduLouvre,1998),PaulVirilio’sCe qui arrive(Paris:
FondationCartier,2002),BrunoLatour’sIconoclashandMaking Things Public(Karlsruhe:
ZKM,2002,2005),andJean-LucNancy’sLe Plaisir au dessin(Lyon:MuséedesBeaux-Arts,
2007).
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stagedesignerFrançoiseMichel–whichplayedwithstarkcontrastsbetween
spotlitexhibitsandareasofneartotaldarkness.3InChaput’swords:“Decked
indemandinggrey,illuminatedbyimprobablelighting,withunpredictable
ideasallowedtohover,thishour,thisdayinthisyear,suspended,rigorously
orderedyetwithoutsystem,‘TheImmaterials’exhibitthemselvesbetween
seeing,feelingandhearing.“4

Importantly,Les Immatériauxbroughttogetherastrikingvarietyofobjects,
rangingfromthelatestindustrialrobotsandpersonalcomputersto
holograms,interactivesoundinstallations,and3Dcinema,alongwith
paintings,photographsandsculptures(thelatterrangingfromanAncient
Egyptianlow-relieftoworksbyDanGraham,JosephKosuthandGiovanni
Anselmo).OnereasonfortheheterogeneityofobjectsrepresentedinLes 
ImmatériauxwasthatmanyoftheexhibitswerechosenbyChaputwellbefore
Lyotardwasinvitedtojointheprojectin1983.5Indeed,theCentredeCréation
Industrielle(CCI)–themore“sociological“entitydevotedtoarchitectureand
designwithintheCentrePompidou,whichinitiatedLes Immatériaux–had
beenplanninganexhibitiononnewindustrialmaterialssinceatleast1982.6 

VariouslyentitledCréation et matériaux nouveaux, Matériau et création, 
Matériaux nouveaux et création,and,initslastform,La matière dans tous ses 
états,thisexhibition,firstscheduledtotakeplacein1984,alreadycontained
manyoftheinnovativefeaturesthatfoundtheirwayintoLes Immatériaux.7 

3 SeetheundatedandunsignedlettertoFrançoiseMichelintheCentreGeorges
Pompidouarchives,box94033/227.(MaterialfromthePompidouarchiveshenceforth
citedasPCAfollowedbytheboxnumber.)

4 ThierryChaput,“Entréeenmatière“,Petit Journal,28March–15July1985,Paris,p.1.
AlthoughThe ImmaterialswastheofficialEnglishtranslationofLes Immatériaux,Iuse
theFrenchphrasethroughoutinordertoavoidtranslatingmatériau by material,which
inFrenchcouldalsobetranslatedbymatière.MatériauinfactcoversboththeEnglish
matterandmaterial.Inwhatfollows,alltranslationsaremineunlessotherwisenoted.

5 AlthoughthefirstdocumentedcontactsbetweentheCentredeCréationIndustrielle
(CCI)andLyotardtookplaceinMay1983,thecontractmakingofficialthelatter’s
statusaschiefcurator(commissaire général)isdated29September1983.Seetheletter
fromPaulBlanquart,thendirectoroftheCCI,toLyotard,dated28May1983(PCA
1977001/129),andthecontractsignedbyJeanMaheu,PresidentoftheCentrePompidou,
dated27January1984(PCA94033/668).(FrançoisBurkhardtsucceededBlanquartas
directoroftheCCIinJuly1984.Bothdirectorsappeartohavebeenverysupportiveof
Les Immatériaux.)

6 AnarticlefromLe MondefoundintheCentrePompidouarchives(intheboxlabelled
“ImmatériauxArchi-peinturebasrelief“)entitled“LesVerresmétalliquesmatériaux
d’avenir“,dated29April1981,suggeststhatdiscussionsaboutthefutureexhibition
beganin1981.

7 See“LaMatièredanstoussesétats(titreprovisoire)“(PCA94033/237).Atthefirst
workingmeetingbetweenmembersofCCIandLyotard,thelatterarguedagainst
“creation“inthetitle,deemingita“theologicalconcept“.By10August1983,Les 
Immatériaux,followedby“provisionaltitle”,appearedonthecoverofthefirstproject
reportauthoredbyLyotard.InNovember1984,LyotardandChaputrequestedthatthe
exhibitiontitleberegisteredasatrademark.
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Thesefeaturesincludedanemphasisonlanguageasmatter;theimmateriality
ofadvancedtechnologicalmaterials(fromtextilestoplasticsandholography);
exhibitsdevotedtorecenttechnologicaldevelopmentsinfood,architecture,
musicandvideo;and,crucially,anexperimentalcatalogueproducedsolely
bycomputerin(almost)realtime.Theearlierversionsoftheexhibitionalso
involvedmanyofthefutureprotagonistsofLes Immatériaux,suchasJean-
LouisBoissier(amongseveralotherfacultymembersofUniversitéParisVIII,
whereLyotardwasteachingatthetime)andEveRitscher(aLondon-based
consultantonholography).Furthermore,Les Immatériauxbenefitedfrom
projectspursuedconcurrentlybyothergroupswithinthePompidou,which
joinedLyotard’sandChaput’sprojectwhenitwasdiscoveredthattheir
themesoverlapped.Thus,anexhibitionprojectonmusicvideosinitiatedby
theMuséeNationald’ArtModernewasincorporatedintoLes Immatériaux, 
andanotherprojectonelectro-acousticmusicdevelopedbyIRCAM(Institut
deRechercheetdeCoordinationAcoustique/Musique)alsoseemstohave
mergedwiththe1985exhibition.8

Althoughotherinstitutionsexpressedinterestintakingtheshow,Les 
Immatériauxwastoomuchareflectionoftheunusualmuseographicpractices
oftheplacefromwhichitoriginatedtotranslateintodifferentcontexts,
andtheshowdidnottour.9ForLes Immatériaux was much more than an 
“exhibition“,simplyunderstood.ItdrewuponalltheentitieswithintheCentre
Pompidou,offeringmusicalperformances(includingtheworldpremiereof
KarlheinzStockhausen’sKathinkas Gesang);animpressivefilmprogramme
(entitledCiné-Immatériaux,curatedbyClaudineEizykmanandGuyFihman);
athree-dayseminarontherelationshipbetweenarchitecture,scienceand
philosophy;aswellasthreerelatedpublications,inadditiontothetwo
exhibitioncatalogues.10IndeedLes Immatériauxwouldbeamongthelast
exhibitionsattheCentrePompidoutoembodythelatter’soriginalambition

8 Seethe“Projetd’exposition”,dated10January1983,andthe“Compte-rendudela
réuniondu16Mai1983”(PCA1977001/129and94033/236).

9 TherewereplanstotourpartsofLes ImmatériauxtoAustria(Vienna),Brazil(Riode
Janeiro),Japan(Tsukuba),andFrance(Marseille),thoughnonecametofruition.Seedoc-
umentsinPCA94033/667,1977001/130,94033/0234,1977001/130,respectively.

10 AsidefromIRCAMandMuséeNationald’ArtModerne,Les Immatériauxincorporated
projectsinitiatedandorganizedbytheBPI(BibliothèquePubliqued’Information),
alsolocatedintheCentrePompidoubuilding.Aslightlyeditedversionofthefilm
programmethataccompaniedLes Immatériauxisaccessibleonlineathttp://www.
vasulka.org/archive/ExhONE/CentreGeorgesPomp/CGPcat.pdf.Thethreepublications
are “1984” et les présents de l’univers informationnel (Paris:CentreGeorgesPompidou/
CentredeCréationIndustrielle,1985);Modernes et après: Les Immatériaux (Paris:Editions
Autrement,1985);andaspecialissueofTraverses,no.35,September1985.Another
elementwastobeavideoconferenceviasatellitebetweensitesinTsukuba,Montreal,
Milan,BerlinandSanDiego(seethedocumentdated14June1984,PCA94033/0234).
Thislastprojectwasfinallyabandonedforbudgetaryreasons.(LetterfromMarcGirard
toFrançoisBurkhardt,dated20September1984[PCA1977001/130].)

http://www.vasulka.org/archive/ExhONE/CentreGeorgesPomp/CGPcat.pdf
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tobeacentreopentoallformsofexpression,fromindustrialdesignand
urbanismtopaintingandperformance,insteadofamodernistmuseumbased
ontheneatdifferentiationbetweendepartmentsaccordingtomedia.11 Les 
Immatériauxrepresented,asitwere,ahingeintheCentrePompidou’shis-
tory,betweenamoreconventionalfuture(theCCIeffectivelydissolvedafew
yearslater,mergingwiththeMuséeNationald’ArtModerne)andacertain
postmodernidealismthattolerated,evenencouraged,theblurringofdis-
ciplinesandexhibitionswithanelementofpathosanddrama.12AsChaput
expresseditin1985,Les Immatériauxrepresented“oneofthelast‘romantic’
experiences”.13

Astheoriginatoroftheexhibition,anditsmainrepresentativewithinthe
CentrePompidou,Chaputplayedakeyrole,thoughhewasunderstandably
thelessvisibleofthetwoco-curatorsvis-à-visthepublic,andespeciallythe
media.14BernardBlistènewasresponsiblefortheselectionofmostartworks
in Les Immatériaux;most,butnotall:theEgyptianlow-reliefwasLyotard’s
personalchoice,andwecanassumethathewasalsoresponsibleforthe
inclusionofMarcelDuchamp,DanielBurenandJacquesMonory,sincehe
hadwrittenextensivelyonthethreeartistspriortohisinvolvementinLes 
Immatériaux.15AsforLyotardhimself,hewasinstrumentalnotonlyinsecuring
certainloansandtheparticipationofprominentfiguresintheexhibitioncata-
logues,butalsoindesigningtheexhibition’soverarchinglinguisticstructure.
Asearlyasspring1984Lyotardhadsuggestedtheconflationbetweenfive
FrenchwordsderivingfromtheIndo-Europeanrootmât(tomakebyhand,to
measure,tobuild)andthecommunicationmodelfirstdevelopedbyHarold
Lasswell–“Who/SaysWhat/InWhichChannel/ToWhom/WithWhat
Effects?”–latertranslatedintoacommunicationdiagrambyClaudeShannon
andNorbertWiener,whichRomanJakobsonwouldapplyto,andamendin
lightof,linguistics.Lyotard’sconflationofthesecommunicationmodelswith

11 Beaubourg: Les Dix Premières Années du Centre Georges Pompidou,1977–1987(Paris:
Beaux-artsmagazine,1987),p.10.

12 “Les Immatériaux…isakindofdramaturgyoftheerabeingborn.“(Pressrelease
recordedonanaudiocassetteanddistributedon8January1985.)Foranoverviewofthe
historyoftheCCI,seeFrançoisBarréandBernadetteDufrêne,“LeCCI,duMuséedes
ArtsDécoratifsàBeaubourg“,Centre Pompidou, 30 ans d’histoire(Paris:CentreGeorges
Pompidou,2007),p.86–91.

13 “LaRègledujeu:Matérialiser Les Immatériaux.Entretienavecl’équipeduC.C.I.”,
Modernes et après,p.20.

14 LyotardcreditsChaputwiththeideaofthemetallicmesh.Seep.10oftheundated“Con-
férencedeJean-FrançoisLyotard”(PCA1977001/130).InaletterdatedJanuary1985to
DominiqueBozo,thendirectoroftheMuséeNationald’ArtModerne,Lyotarddefends
Chaput’scontributiontoLes Immatériauxas“atleast”onparwithhisown.

15 OnBlistène’srole,seetheletterfromJean-FrançoisLyotardtoPierreGaudibert,dated3
September1984(PCA94033/669).
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the etymological group of mat-termswashardlyrigorous.16Whatitproposed
wasanepistemologicalshort-circuitbetweenheterogeneousdiscourses–
theonepoetic,theotherscientific–toestablishthefollowingequivalences:
matériau = support(medium),matériel = destinataire(towhomthemessageis
addressed),maternité = destinateur(themessage’semitter),matière = référent 
(thereferent),andmatrice = code(thecode)[Figure1].

ThedrawingscollectedintheAlbumsectionoftheexhibitioncatalogue
indicatethatthelayoutofLes Immatériauxhadreachedanear-definitive
stagebySeptember1984.Oncepasttheinitialcorridor,thevisitorwould
havetochoosebetweenoneoffivestrands(or“valences“)leadingthrough
theexhibition,eachcorrespondingtooneofthefivemat-strands.Eachmat- 
strandwouldinturnincorporateanumberof“zones“,witheachzoneunified
byacommonsoundtrack,audiblethroughheadphonesdistributedtoeach
visitorbeforeenteringtheexhibition.17(Thesoundtrack,selectedbyLyotard’s
thencollaboratorandfuturepartnerDolorèsRogozinski,andengineeredby
thePompidoutechnicianGérardChiron,consistedofexcerptsofliteraryand
philosophicaltextsbythelikesofMauriceBlanchotandSamuelBeckett.)

Eachzonesubdividedintoseveral“sites“:thatis,variouslysizedinstallations
with more or less obvious reference to the mat- strandinwhichtheywere
included.Forexample,theNu vainsitedesignedbyMartineMoinot–anactive
figureinLyotard’ssupportteamattheCentrePompidou–featured“twelve
asexualmannequins”with,attheback,“ascreeningofapassagefromJoseph
Losey’sfilmMonsieurKleinalternatingwithaphotofromaconcentration
campprisoner”.18Asthevisitorenteredthissite–oneofthreeinthefirstzone
ofthe“matériau“strand–sheorhewouldhaveheardthevoiceofthepoet
andplaywrightAntoninArtaud(Pour en finir avec le jugement de Dieu,originally
intendedasaradiobroadcastin1948)andRogozinski(The Angel).Thusguided
–or,moreaccurately,misguided–throughtheexhibition’sobscuritybythe
soundtrack,theisolatedvisitorofLes Immatériauxwoulddriftfromsiteto

16 AtnopointdidLyotardgobeyondquoting“Laswell,Wiener,thenJakobson”whendis-
cussingthecommunicationmodelsinformingLes Immatériaux.Notonlydoeshenot
provideanybibliographicreferences,heconsistentlymisspells“Lasswell”withone“s”.
Moreover,Lyotardadmittedinaninterviewthatthecommon“mât ” root was essentially 
fictional.(SeeBernardBlistène,“AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard”in
GiancarloPolitiandHelenaKontova(eds),Flash Art: Two Decades of History(Cambridge,
Mass.:MITPress,1990),p.31.

17 NathalieHeinichandAntoniaWunderlichcite31zones,thenumberindicatedinPetit 
Journal.See,respectively,“UnÉvènementculturel,”inChristianCarrier(ed.),Les 
Immatériaux (au Centre Georges Pompidou en 1985): Étude de l’évènement exposition et de 
son public(Paris:Expo-Média,1986),p.78,andAntoniaWunderlich:Der Philosoph im 
Museum: Die Ausstellung Les Immatériaux von Jean-François Lyotard (Bielefeld:transcript,
2008),p.36.TheEnglishbrochureoftheexhibitionentitledRoute: Zones & Sitesdescribes
26zones,whichisthenumberquotedbyFrancescaGalloinLes Immatériaux: Un Percorso 
di Jean-François Lyotard nell’arte contemporanea(Rome:Aracne,2008),p.62.

18 Petit Journal,p.4.
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siteandstrandtostrandwith,asonlymarkers,theswitchbetweenvoices,
indicatingthepassagefromonezonetoanother.

IfnotwotrajectoriesthroughLes Immatériauxcouldpossiblybealike–given
thefreedomthevisitorhadtochooseherownsequenceofsitesandzones–
LyotardandChaputwerecarefultodocumentthevisitors’driftingpatterns,
devisingadensenetworkofself-indexingnodesbothinsideandoutsideof
theexhibition.EachvisitortoLes Immatériauxwastoreceiveamagneticcard
withwhichtorecordthesitesshewentthrough:uponleavingtheexhibition,
sheshouldhavebeenabletoprintahard-copyrecordofthevisit,though
thissystemof“miseencarte”doesnotseemtohavebeenimplemented.19 
Anotherself-indexingnodeinLes Immatériaux –Les Variables Cachéesinzone
12(“matrice“strand)–allowedvisitors,bywayofacomputerterminal,to
provideanswerstoasetofquestions,whichcontributedtostatisticalviews
oftheexhibition’sdemographicsprojectedonascreeninthesamesite.20 
Publishedin1986,theexhaustivestudyofLes Immatériaux by the sociologist 
NathalieHeinichconstitutedanothermeansofmeasuringandarchivingthe
visitors’movementsthrough,andreactionsto,theexhibition.21

TheideaofconstitutinganarchiveofthecommunicationgeneratedbyLes 
Immatériaux,mediatedanalogicallyaswellasdigitally,alsodeterminedthe
exhibition’scatalogues.Insteadofthetraditionalsinglevolumeactingasan
anticipatedrecordofthecompletedevent,twopublicationswereissued,
bothofwhichreflectedtheprocessesunderpinningLes Immatériaux.The
firstisafolderwith,ononeside,“L’Inventaire“–asheafofloosepageseach
describingoneoftheexhibition’s61sites–and,ontheother,abound“Album“
ofnotesandsketches(mostofthesebyPhilippeDélis,thescenographerofLes 
Immatériaux)documentingtheexhibition’sdevelopmentfromLa matière dans 
tous ses étatsin1984toasnapshotoftheinstallation,presumablytakenin
early1985.Thesecondpublication,entitledEpreuves d’écriture,isasoftcover-
boundvolumecontainingtherecordsofacomputer-mediateddiscussion
among26participants–includingDanielBuren,MichelButor,JacquesDerrida
andIsabelleStengers–ofasetof50termsproposedbyLyotard.22Lyotard
heldthissecondvolumeinhighesteem:“Itisprobablya‘book’thatelicitsa

19 AlthoughitfeaturesinAlbum(Paris,1985,p.27),andwasannouncedinthedoc-
umentationforthepressconferenceon8January1985(PCA,box“1985Expo‘Les 
Immatériaux’” ).

20 Seethedocument“LesVariablesCachées:55Réponsespourlapériodedu22.02.85au
28.02.85”(PCA94033/229).

21 SeeNathalieHeinich,“Enquêtesur‘Les Immatériaux’:projet15mai1985”(PCA
1977001/130)andthepublishedresultsin“Unévènementculturel,”p.25–124.

22 ForEpreuves d’écriture,each“author”(thequotationmarksareLyotard’s)wasgivenan
OlivettiM20,connectedtoacentralOlivettiM24basedattheCentrePompidou,which
loggedtheparticipants’contributionsbetweenSeptemberandDecember1984.(See
LyotardandChaput,“LaRaisondesépreuves”,Epreuves d’écriture,Paris,1985,p.6–7.)
Thetechnologythatenabledthecatalogues’productionwasdevelopedbySERPEA
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kindofbeauty,asitwere,verydifferentfromwhatIwasaccustomedto.For
meitisagreatbook.“23 

The Postmodern
Withitsself-reflexivityandauto-archivingimpulse,Les Immatériauxcouldbe
consideredaself-rememberingexhibition–toparaphraseexhibitionhistorian
ReesaGreenberg–ontheconditionthatwerecognisethisremembering
asparadoxicalandessentiallyDuchampian.24For,toreferonceagaintothe
metaphorofthehinge,Les Immatériauxseemedtopivotundecidedlybetween
a“sensibility“lookingbackwards,sotospeak,toanoriginthatneverwas–
embodiedbytheEgyptianlow-reliefsculptureandthepseudo-etymologyof
theexhibition’stitle–andanotherlookingbeyond,toatechnoscientificfuture
alwaysalmost-here,thatis,toapostmodernismalwaysinneedofexper-
imentationandhenceinfinitelydeferred.Inhiswritingsonthepostmodern,
Lyotardwouldoftenqualifythiswaveringasan“anamnesis“,apsychoanalytic
working-through(durcharbeiten)inthefutureanterior,“inordertoformulate
therulesofwhatwillhavebeendone”.25WhatDuchampscholarThierryde
DuvewritesofthefeelingelicitedbytheappearanceofDuchamp’sreadymade
couldwellapplytoLes Immatériaux:“theparadoxicalsenseofthefuturethata
deliberativelyretrospectivegazeopensup.“26 

Infact,LyotardwasexplicitinplacingLes Immatériauxunderthesignof
Duchamp.Asiteinzone6(inthe“matériau“or“medium“strand)was
namedInfra-mince,andfeaturedvarioushandwrittennotesandsketchesby
Duchamprelatedtothelatter’snotionof“infra-thin“,aswellasanexcerpt
ofMarcelProust’sRemembrance of Things Pastonthesoundtrack.Inzone20
(“matière“or“referent“strand),asiteentitledOdeur Peinteincludedtwoworks
byDuchamp,the1959Torture-MorteandBelle Haleine, Eau de Voilettefrom1921,
accompaniedbyareadingofatextbyculturaltheoristandcuratorPaulVirilio.
Duchamp,inotherwords,couldbesaidtoplaytheroleofyetanotherdubious
postmodern“origin“,afterthemâtetymologyandtheEgyptiansculpture,
bothfortheCentrePompidouandforLyotard.Indeed,Lyotard’sfirstcontact

(Sociétéd’éditionetderéalisationdepresseécrite,audiovisuelleettélématique),a
privatecompanydirectedbyAlainRey.

23 “ConférencedeJean-FrançoisLyotard”(PCA1977001/130),p.19.
24 SeeReesaGreenberg,“RememberingExhibitions:FromPointtoLinetoWeb”inTate 

Papers12(2009):http://www.tate.org.uk/download/file/fid/7264.
25 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Réponseàlaquestion:Qu’est-cequelepostmoderne?,”in Le 

postmoderne expliqué aux enfants(Paris:Galilée,1986),p.31.
26 ThierrydeDuve,Kant after Duchamp(Cambridge,Mass.,andLondon:MITPress,1996),

p.86.DeDuveacknowledgesLyotard’swritingsinthesamebook(p.40,n.15),while
LyotardreferstodeDuve’swritingsonDuchampin“Réponseàlaquestion:Qu’est-ce
quelepostmoderne?”,p.20.

http://www.tate.org.uk/download/file/fid/7264
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withthePompidoutookplacein1977,whenhecontributedtothecatalogueof
itsinauguralexhibition,devotedtoDuchamp.27

Itisperhapsasymptomofboththetransformationofthepostmodernfrom
atermofhistoricalclassificationintoamoreallegoricalprinciple,andofan
increasingawarenessofthevalueofexhibitionsasperformativesitesforhis-
toricalreflection,thatLes Immatériauxisnow,aftermorethantwodecades,
enteringphilosophicalandart-historicaldiscourses.However,themainreason
forthelong-standingexclusionofLes Immatériauxfromthesediscourseswas
undoubtedlyLyotard’sownreticencetodiscusshis1985curatorialproject.
ShortlyafterhiscollaborationwiththePompidoucametoanend,Lyotard
wroteof“lookingforwardtonothavingtothinkabout(tosufferfrom)“Les 
Immatériauxagain.Hewentontodescribehiscuratorialexperienceashaving
promptedan“anamnesis“,andtheexhibitionitselfashaving“masteredus
muchmorethanwemasteredit”.28

WhywouldLyotardhavejudgedhisworkontheexhibitioninsuchtraumatic
termsas“suffering“and“mastery“?Thefactthatthepublicandcritical
response to Les Immatériauxwasmostlynegativemayhavebeenafactor.29 
“Deckedindemandinggrey“,theexhibitionwasunlikelytohaveeverenjoyed
widespreadpopularappeal,butthe“feelingofaperiodcomingtoanend
andtheworriedcuriositythatawakensatthedawnofpostmodernity“–
emotionsthatthecuratorssoughttoevoke–wasnodoubtaccentuated,
albeitunintentionally,bythenumeroustechnicalfailuresthatplaguedLes 
Immatériaux.30Theheadsets–aprototypethenbeingtestedbyPhilips–were
particularlypronetobreakingdown,forcingtheexhibitionatonepointtostay
openonlypart-time[Figure3].31 

Theheadsetswererequired,notoptional,andcameatafee,whichprovoked
theireofthosewantingtoseetheexhibitionwithoutitssoundtrack.32 One 

27 SeeLyotard,“EtantDonnés:inventaireduderniernu”,inJeanClair(ed.),Abécédaire: 
Approches critiques, L’Œuvre de Marcel Duchamp,vol.3(Paris:CentreGeorgesPompidou,
1977).AsRajchmanwroteinanearly,unpaginateddraftofhisarticle“ThePostmodern
Museum”(nowintheCentrePompidouarchives),Les Immatériaux“maybethefirst
Duchampianmuseum.”(Cf.“ThePostmodernMuseum,”Art in America,vol.73,no.10,
October1985,p.110–117.)

28 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“D’untravail”,Les Immatériaux (Au Centre Georges Pompidou en 
1985): Étude de l’événement exposition et de son public,p.147–148.

29 Les Immatériauxdoesnotseemtohaveattractedunusuallylargenumbersofvisitors,
despiteitsbudget–thelargestatthetimeforanexhibitionattheCentrePompidou.See
“BilansimplifiédelamanifestationLes Immatériauxand“LepointsurLes Immatériaux” 
(respectivelyPCA1977001/130and94033/667).

30 SeetheletterfromtheheadofsecurityoftheCentrePompidou,dated28March1985,
whocomplainsofthelowvisibilityintheexhibition,makingitdifficultforvisitorstofind
theexitandthetoilets(PCA1977001/130).

31 UndatedfaxfromChaputtoHavreMarineSystèmes(PCA94033/227).
32 DanielBirnbaumandSven-OlovWallensteinwronglyclaimthattheheadsetswere

“recommended”.Seetheir“ThinkingPhilosophy,Spatially:Jean-FrançoisLyotard’sLes 
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letteraddressedbyavisitortothePompidoucomplainedthattheexhibition
discriminatedagainstthehearing-impaired.33Anotherparticularlyscathing
critique,pennedbyMichelCournotinLe Monde,tooktheexhibitiontotask
forassaultingthevisitorwithincomprehensiblestimuli,fromthemagazine
handedoutbeforeentering–impossibletoreadinthedarkenedexhibition
space–totheunidentifiedvoicesstreamingthroughtheheadsets.34

Lyotard’srebuketoCournot’scriticism,whichalsoappearedinLe Monde,
defendedtheexhibition’stechnologicallet-downs,arguingthatsuchisthe
pricetopayforexperimentation:“MrCournotwantedtorevelinthejubilation
offeredbythenewmasterypromisedbythe‘technologists’,bytheprophets
ofa‘postmodern’break?Theexhibitiondeniesit,andthisispreciselyits
gambit–tonotofferanyreassurance,especiallyandaboveallbyprophesying
anewdawn.Tomakeuslookatwhatis‘déjàvu’,asDuchampdidwiththe
readymades,andtomakeusunlearnwhatis‘familiar’tous:theseareinstead
theexhibition’sconcerns.”Lyotardwentontowrite:“Theideaofprogress
bequeathedby,amongothers,theEnlightenment,hasfaltered,andwithita

ImmatériauxandthePhilosophyoftheExhibition”,inThinking Worlds: The Moscow Con-
ference on Philosophy, Politics, and Art,JosephBackstein,DanielBirnbaumandSven-Olov
Wallenstein(eds.)(Berlin:SternbergPress,2008),p.142.Togaugetheviolenceofthevis-
itors’responsetoLes Immatériaux,seetheexhibition’scommentbook(PCA1977001/130).

33 LetterfromMarinaDevillers,dated29April1985(PCA1977001/130).
34 MichelCournot,“Un‘Magasindecuriosités’,naïfetmacabre”,Le Monde,12April1985,p.

21.

[Figure3]Exhibitionvisitor,siteArôme simulé(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bibliothèque

Kandinsky,photographbyJean-ClaudePlanchet).
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triumphanthumanism.Greatnessofthought–Adorno’sforexample(mustI
spellhisnameout?)–istoendurethefrightderivedfromsuchawithdrawalof
meaning,tobearwitnesstoit,toattemptitsanamnesis.”35

Beyonditsnegativereception,IsuggestthatLes Immatériauxproveda
particularlydifficultexperienceforLyotardbecauseitrepresentedafailed
attemptatrecasting“thepostmodern“,anexpressionhisbookLa Con-
dition postmoderne,firstpublishedin1979,helpedtransformintooneofthe
morewidelycirculatedtheoreticalcatchphrasesof1980s.Whenaskedwhy
hewasinvitedtobecomechiefcuratorofLes Immatériaux,Lyotardconsis-
tentlyprofessedtohavenoclue.36Yetthisslim1979volume,whoseinfluence
extendedtobothsidesoftheAtlantic,musthaveplayedamajorrolein
Lyotard’sdecisiontoleadanexhibitionprojectdevotedto“newmaterials“.

Ofcourse,asLyotardwasthefirsttoacknowledge,theproblemwasthatLa 
Condition postmodernecouldnotassumetheresponsibilityofhavingthefinal
sayon“postmodernism“,giventhecontextofitswriting–acommissionbythe
stateofQuebecfor“areportonknowledge“.37AsLyotardscholarNielsBrügge
hasremarked,iftherenownofLa Condition postmoderneweighedsoheavily
onthephilosopher’ssubsequentwriting,itwasbecausethebookitselfis
ambivalent,describingthepostmodernatonceasmodalandepochal–thatis,
asanarrativeframeworkinwhichcertainfunctionscometothefore(suchas
performativityandparalogyinlanguagegames),andasahistoricalmoment
markingthedeclineoflegitimatingnarratives(forexample,ofemancipation
andenlightenment).38

AfternotingtheabsenceofthepostmoderninLe Différend–thebook
publishedin1983whichLyotardwasfinishingwhenheembarkedonLes 
Immatériaux–Brüggewritesthatthe“postmoderncontinuedtohaunt
Lyotard’swork“.39Brüggereferstoanessayentitled“Notesurlessensde

35 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Quiapeurdes‘Immatériaux’?”,p.3,and5(PCA94033/233).The
articleappearedinLe Monde,3May1985.

36 “ConférencedeJean-FrançoisLyotard”,p.1,and“Jean-FrançoisLyotarddiscussesthe
exhibition,theImmaterials,withJudyAnnearandRobertOwen,Paris28March1985”,p.
6(PCA94033/667).

37 Lyotardisforthrightaboutthebook’smodestpretensions,statinginitsIntroduction
that“thetextthatfollowsisaproductofcircumstances”.Jean-FrançoisLyotard,La Con-
dition postmoderne: rapport sur le savoir(Paris:Minuit,1979),p.9.

38 NielsBrügge,“WhataboutthePostmodern?TheConceptofthePostmodernintheWork
ofLyotard”,Yale French Studies,no.99,2001,p.80–82.

39 Brügge,“WhataboutthePostmodern?”,p.90.Brüggealsoacknowledges–uncon-
vincingly,tomymind–thepresenceofthepostmoderninLe Différend insofar as the 
postmodernis“claimedtobeinscribedintheepochalcontextalreadyreferredtoas
postmoderninThe Postmodern Condition”(p.89).RegardingLyotard’scalendaroverlap
between Le DifférendandLes Immatériaux,itisworthnotingthattheentirescheduleof
exhibitionsforthefifthflooroftheCentrePompidouwasreorderedtosuithiscommit-
menttofinishingthebook.SeeBlanquart ’s“NoteàMonsieurMaheu”,dated7June1983
(PCA94033/669).
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‘post-’”,inwhichLyotardstatesthat“understoodinthisway,the‘post-’
of‘postmodern’doesnotmeanamovementofcomeback,offlashback,of
feedback,thatis,ofrepetition,butan‘ana-’process,ananalyticalprocess,a
processofanamnesis,ofanagogyandanamorphosis,whichworksthrough
[élabore]an‘initialforgetting’.”Inthisessay,Lyotardcitespaintingasaprime
exampleofpostmodernanamnesis:

Imeanthattoproperlyunderstandtheworkofmodernpainters,say
fromManettoDuchamporBarnettNewman,oneshouldcomparetheir
worktoananamnesisintheanalyticsense.Justastheanalysandtriesto
workthrough[élaborer] her or his current problem by freely associating 
apparentlyinconsistentelementswithpastsituations,allowingheror
himtouncoverhiddenmeaningsinher/hislifeandbehaviour,sowe
canunderstandtheworkofCézanne,Picasso,Delaunay,Kandinsky,
Klee,Mondrian,MalevichandfinallyDuchampasa“perlaboration“
(durcharbeiten)undertakenbymodernityonitsownmeaning.40

Les ImmatériauxofferedLyotardtheopportunitytoworkthroughthehaunting
of La Condition postmoderne,theformerprovidinghimwithastageupon
whichtoperformthetransitionfromanepochalormodalpostmoderninto
anallegoricaloranamnesicone.WhereasLa Condition postmoderne was sub-
titled“ReportonKnowledge“,oneofthesubtitlessuggestedbyLyotardforLes 
Immatériaux was “L’Esprit du temps“,which,tousethemorecommonGerman
expression,translatesasZeitgeist.41Bysuggestingthissubtitle,Lyotardwould
havebeenmakingaclearattempttoreclaimthepostmodernfromtheversion
ofthetermmadefashionablebysuchexhibitionsasthe1982Zeitgeist,which
soughttoincludethelatestexpressionistformsofpaintinginatwentieth-
centuryavant-gardetradition.42Ina1985interviewwithBlistène,Lyotard
accuses the supporters of a “return to painting“ of forgetting “everything 
thatpeoplehavebeentryingtodoforoveracentury:they’velostallsenseof
what’sfundamentallyatstakeinpainting.There’savaguereturntoaconcern
withtheenjoymentexperiencedbytheviewer,they’veabandonedthetaskof
theartistasitmighthavebeenperceivedbyaCézanne,aDuchamp.”43 

Lyotard’sownversionofapostmodernZeitgeistattheCentrePompidouwas
anaffectivehoveringbetweenthe“post“hehadimprudentlyprognosticated

40 Lyotard,“Notesurlessensde‘post-’”,Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants,p.119.
41 IntheendLes Immatériauxdidnotretainasubtitle.Onthevariousattemptsatfinding

one,seepage2ofadocumentdraftedbyL’AgenceBélier,themarketingagencyhiredto
publicisetheexhibition(PCA1977001/130),andtheunsignedandundateddocumentin
thesameboxwhichlistsanothersubtitleproposedbyLyotard:“Entreessoretdéclin,
nossavoirs,nospratiques,nossensibilités”(“Betweenexpansionanddecline,ourskills,
ourcustoms,oursensibilities”).

42 ZeitgeistwascuratedbyChristosJoachimidesandNormanRosenthalattheMartin-
Gropius-BauinBerlin.

43 Blistène,“AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard”,p.131.
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in1979andalostmodernismthatcouldneveragainbebroughtbacktolife.
Thisparadoxicaltemporalstasiswouldprovidetheclearestsign,notofthe
declineofthetwentieth-centuryavant-gardeassuch,butoftheendofthe
possibilityofrecuperatingittojustifyanincreasinglycomplexandprogres-
sivelydehumanisedtechnoscientificenvironment.ForLyotard,thehistorical
breakinthetellingoftwentieth-centuryhistoryismarked–asitwasformany
beforehim,particularlyAdorno–bythemassmurderoftheJewsduringthe
SecondWorldWar:

FollowingTheodorAdorno,Ihaveusedtheterm“Auschwitz“toindicate
theextenttowhichthestuff[matière]ofrecentWesternhistoryappears
inconsistentinlightofthe“modern“projectofemancipatinghumanity.
Whatkindofreflectioniscapableof“lifting“,inthesenseofaufheben,
“Auschwitz“,byplacingitinageneral,empiricalandevenspeculative
processdirectedtowardsuniversalemancipation?Thereisakindof
sorrow[chagrin] in the Zeitgeist,whichcanexpressitselfthroughreactive,
evenreactionaryattitudes,orthroughutopias,butnotthroughan
orientationthatwouldpositivelyopenanewperspective.44

Anamnesis
Itisstrikingtonotetheextenttowhichthiselementof“chagrin“–“sorrow“
inEnglish–particularlyinitsrelationto“Auschwitz“,isoverlookedinthe(still
scant)literatureonLes Immatériaux.45Thisisallthemoreremarkablegiven
thatthewordcarries–inFranceatleast–inescapableconnotationsofstalled
remembranceofWorldWarTwo,afterMarcelOphüls’swell-knowndoc-
umentaryfrom1969Le Chagrin et la pitié (The Sorrow and the Pity),afilmthat
givesequaltimetotestimoniesbyformerFrenchresistantsandcollaborators.

Le Différend–which,asImentioned,Lyotardwascompletingwhenhewas
approachedbytheCCItocuratetheexhibition–openswiththeprediction
thatinthenextcentury“therewillnolongerbeanybooks“,sincetherewill
benotimetoreadandtheaimofallcommunicationwillbetoabsorb“mes-
sages“asefficientlyaspossible.Thus,likeallbookspublishedattheendofthe
twentiethcentury,Le Différendstandsattheendoftheline(“appartient … à 
une fin de série“ ).46Tooppose,oratleastdeferthisdystopianoutcome,Lyotard
theorises“thedifferend“,theirresolvabledifferencebetweenheterogeneous
regimesofphrases.“Thedifferend“neverallowsonetoconclude,asittakes
the interrogative form of Arrive-t-il?(“Willitoccur?“or“Isitcoming?“),a
temporalindecisionLyotardextendsto“Auschwitz“,aneventhetakesnotonly

44 Lyotard,“Notesurlesensde‘post ’”,Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants,p.116–117.
45 ParticularlyasAuschwitzwasbroughtupbyLyotardattheveryfirstprojectmeeting

for Les Immatériaux,on23June1983,asanexampleofanhistorical“event”–seethe
unsignedhandwrittenminutes(PCA94033/232).

46 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Le Différend(Paris:Minuit1983),p.13–14.
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asahistoricalbreak(asAdornodid,accordingtoLyotard),butasalinguistic
one(hencetheuseofquotationmarks).47

Asanexhibitionratherthanabook,andasadramaturgybeginningwith
imagesreferencingtheShoah(throughLosey’s“fictional“cinematicaccount),
Les Immatériauxstagedanexperienceof“sorrow“meanttogiverisetoapro-
foundlynegativefeeling–afeelingthevisitorcouldnotpossiblyhaveescaped
asshewanderedthroughthedarkmazeoftheCentrePompidou,confronted
bytheendlesschoicestodetermineatrajectorywithoutanyidentifiablegoal
insight.AsLyotardputit,“Theexhibitionwillhavetotakeintoconsideration
thisaspectofsorrow[chagrin]andthisformof‘continuation’[poursuite] of 
technoscientificdevelopment,thisextraordinaryresponsibilityofahundred
yearsofcontemporaryoravant-gardeartwhereallthebigquestionswere
posed…Thereneedstobethisaspectofsorrowandthisaspectofjubilation
throughproductivequestioning.“48

In Les Immatériauxthisjubilationneverarrives–asLyotardremindedCournot
intheirheatedexchangeinLe Monde.Contaminatedbydoubtinstilledfrom
the“pessimistic“beginningoftheexhibition,thevisitortoLes Immatériaux 
couldneverbecertainthatwhatshouldoccurhad,infact,occurred,whether
jubilatoryornot.“Whenyouareneartheendoftheexhibitionmaybethere
isasortofoptimism,butmyideaandthatoftheorganisingteamwasnot
tobeoptimisticorpessimistic:theexhibitionisneutralground“,Lyotard
commented.49Notethe“maybe“,foritsuggestsafundamentalhesitation,
acircularityandendlessnessthatcanbetermed“neutral“,butthatcanjust
aseasilybeunderstoodasLyotard’sindecisionthatafter“Auschwitz“–that
is,aftercomingtotermswiththetechnosciencesnotastheenemyofart(as
pertheFrankfurtSchool)butascomplicitinanincreasingcomplexificationof
interactionateverylevelofhumanlife–somethingmight,indeed,occur.50

AsthevisitorenteredLes Immatériaux,sheencounteredtheAncientEgyptian
low-relief,depictingagoddessofferingthesignoflifetothekindNectanebo
II.Lookingatthissculptureintheexhibition’santechamber–“irreplaceable
witnessforusofwhat‘we’areintheprocessoffinallylosing”,wroteLyotard
–thevisitorwouldhaveheard,throughtheheadset,thesoundofhuman
breathing.51Thevisitorthenproceededthroughalongdarkcorridor,atthe

47 “The‘Auschwitz’modelwoulddesignatean‘experience’oflanguagethatputsahalt
tospeculativediscourse”(Le Différend,p.132–133.).Onthetroublingimplicationsof
quotationmarksaround“Auschwitz”,seeElisabethdeFonteney,Une Toute autre histoire: 
Questions à Jean-François Lyotard(Paris:Fayard,2006),p.81et passim.

48 “ConférencedeJean-FrançoisLyotard”,p.9.
49 “Jean-FrançoisLyotarddiscussestheexhibition,”p.3.
50 OnLyotardandtheFrankfurtSchool,see“GesprächmitJean-FrançoisLyotardvonMarie

LuiseSyringundClemensHärle,”p.3(PCA94033/667).
51 ForLyotard’sdescriptionoftheEgyptiansculpture,seehislettertoGaudibertquoted

above.
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endofwhichstoodalarge-scalemirror,whichinturnledtoacircularopen-
planspaceentitledThéâtre du non-corps,whereshefacedfiveboxes,oneper
mat-strandcoursingthroughtheexhibition.Eachboxcontainedaminiature
theatresetinspiredbyBeckett’splays,designedbyBeckett’sstagedesigner
Jean-ClaudeFallandbyGérardDidier.AntoniaWunderlich,inherimportant
monograph on Les Immatériaux,hasconvincinglyarguedthatthesequence
formedbytheEgyptianlow-relief,thedarkcorridor,themirrorandthe
circularamphitheatre-likespacewiththefiveminiaturetheatresetswould
havesuggestedtothevisitorthattheoriginoftheexhibitionlayinthedis-
embodied,objectiveandself-reflexivegazeofmodernity.52ForLyotard,itis
thisgazethatallowedthegoddess’ssignoflifetobemeasured“likecattle“by
theNazidoctorpicturedinthefragmentofLosey’sfilmprojectedintheNu 
Vainsite,andthattheentireexhibitionattemptedtore-stageinthelight–a
threatening,uncertainlight–oftechnoscientificpostmodernity.53Attheother
endofLes Immatériaux,thevisitoronceagainencounteredthesameEgyptian
low-relief,thistimepresentedasanimagecutupintoverticalstripsprojected
ontoascreen,asiftointimatethatthemythicalimagewouldhavetobe
thoroughlytransformed,splicedandreassembledbefore“we“couldbeginto
re-imagineanotherfoundinggesture,anothercommunity.

Itistemptingtoassimilatethisfinalblurredprojectionofasupposedcommon
culturalheritagetoasublimationofmodernityintopostmodernity,ortoa
formoftranscendence.Lyotardhasstatedthatthesublimewasverymuch
onhismindwhileworkingonLes Immatériaux,particularlyashewaslecturing
on“thequestionofthesublime“attheUniversitéParisVIIIandpublishing
widelyonthesubjectatthetime.54Butwhilehewaspreoccupiedbythesub-
lime,andwouldremainsolongafterLes Immatériaux,hisdeclaredareaof
researchin1984was“Philosophyandthenewmedia[les nouveaux supports] 
–postmodernity.”55OnecouldarguethatLyotardsoughtwithLes Immatériaux 
todisassociatethepostmodernfromthesublime,ifonlybyexcludingthose
artworkshehadpreviouslyqualifiedassublime,suchasBarnettNewman’s
paintings,andbymakingmultiplereferencestoDuchamp,whoseaesthetic,
Lyotardpointedout,“hasnothingtodowiththesublime“.56Ratherthansimply
produceanaestheticexperienceillustrativeofasublimeortechnoscientific
future,theblurperformedbyLes Immatériauxmightthenalludetothespace
ofMasaccio’sfrescoesandCézanne’slatepaintingsoftheSainte-Victoire

52 Wunderlich,Der Philosoph im Museum,p.107et passim.
53 Lyotard,“Quiapeurdes‘Immatériaux’?”,p.5.
54 See“GesprächmitJean-FrançoisLyotard”,p.4.
55 “Fichederenseignementsàproduireàl’appuid’unedemanded’autorisationdecumul

defonctions”,filledinbyLyotard,dated5January1984,intheCentrePompidou
archives.

56 Blistène,“AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard”,p.129.ForLyotard’sreflectionson
Newman’ssublime,seeinparticular“L’InstantNewman”inL’Inhumain: Causeries sur le 
temps(Paris:ÉditionsGalilée,1988),p.89–99.
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mountain,inwhichLyotardrecognisedthedeconstructionofrepresentation
inordertointimateasenseoftheinevitabledeclinethataccompaniesthe
exhaustionofmodernity’sclaimtopure,totalandobjectivereason.As
Lyotardwrotealreadyin1971,“Thisspace[ofCézanne’slatepaintings]isnot
atallrepresentationalanymore.Instead,itembodiesthedeconstruction
ofthefocalzonebythecurvedareaintheperipheryofthefieldofvision.It
nolongermakesanovertherevisibledaccordingtogeometricaloptics,but
manifestsMountSainte-Victoireintheprocess,asitwere,ofmakingitself
visible.”57

Inshort,thespaceembodiedatLes Immatériauxisadynamicone,itselfbased
onapictorialone,atemporalexperimentthatmakesmanifest,atoneremove,
thespatialexperimentofthepaintermakingmanifesttheobjectofhergaze
intheprocessofbecomingvisible.InthedocumentsLyotardandChaput
preparedforthepress,theydefinedLes Immatériauxnotasanexhibitionbut
as a “mise en espace-temps“,a“non-exhibition“,a“manifestation“.Byfore-
groundingthislastexpression,thetwocuratorssoughtto“questionthe
traditionalpresentationofexhibitions,whichareindebtedtothesalonsofthe
eighteenthcenturyandtogalleries“.58

“Painting“
ForLyotard,oneofthemostsuccessful“postmodern“effortstotranslatethe
spatialexperienceoftheexhibitionintothetemporalexperienceofaman-
ifestationwasthephilosopherandcriticDenisDiderot’sreportsontheParis
Salonsofthe1760s,whichreliedonnarrativedevicesthatplayedupon–or
deconstructedtoendlesslyreconstruct–painting’spowertoelicitthesub-
lime.InDiderot’sreportontheSalonof1767,fromwhichLyotardquotesin
thepreparatorydocumentsforLes Immatériaux,theeighteenth-centurycritic
imagineshimselfwanderingthroughalandscapemodelledafterapaintingby
JosephVernet,inthecompanyofafictitiouscharacter(apriest)whoclaims
thatpaintingcouldneverpossiblyreproducethesublimebeautyoftheland-
scape–whichis,ofcourse,basedpreciselyonaVernetpainting.Inthisinter-
minglingofartandlife,ofrealismandfiction,LyotardseesDiderotperforming
“akindofrotation“wherebytheauthor“settlesinafictitiousspacerep-
resentedbypaintingandfromtheredefiesallpossiblepainting“.59 This is how 
thesublimecouldbesaidtore-enterLes Immatériaux,bywayofaderivation

57 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Discourse, Figure, AntonyHudekandMaryLydon(trans.)
(Minneapolis,London:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2010[1971]),p.197.

58 SeetheunpaginatedpressreleaseforLes Immatériauxdistributedbeforethepress
conferenceon8January1985(PCA,boxentitled“1985expo‘Les Immatériaux’” ),andthe
secondprojectdescriptionforLes ImmatériauxdatedApril1984(PCA1977001/130).

59 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,unpublisheddocumententitled“Aprèssixmoisdetravail”,inthis
volume,p.52(PCA1977001/129).
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fromtheillustrationofthesublime(intheworksofNewman,forexample)toa
non-representational,second-degreesublimethatcomestotheforeintheact
ofmanifesting,ortryingtomanifestthesublimeatworkinpainting.60

AsopposedtotheEnlightenmentBildungsromanandthemoderncitythough
whichtheBaudelairianflâneurorSituationistchroniclerrecordedhisfirst-
personimpressions,Les Immatériauxrefusedtograntprimacytothesub-
ject’sall-powerfulsubjectiveeye.Haditaspiredtoshowcasethesublime,Les 
Immatériauxwouldhavetakentheformofthe“blockbuster“display(among
which,forexample,onecouldciteOlafurEliasson’sThe Weather Project at Tate 
Modern,London,in2003).Instead,Lyotard’sandChaput’s“manifestation“
wastothe“large-scaleretrospectivewhatJoyce’sUlysses is to the Odyssey”,
thatis,anarrativeattempttomaketheprocessofexhibitingmanifest.61 
BetweenUlyssesandtheOdyssey,therelationtoaputativeoriginchanges,
asdoestheflowofthenarrative:chronologicalandsequentialinthelatter,
heterogeneousandnon-linearintheformer.Indescribingtheeffectsought
by Les Immatériaux,LyotardfrequentlyinvokedVirilio’snotionofsurexposition 
(“overexposure“or,equally,“overexhibition“),bywhichwasmeantthe
transformation of cities into sprawling “conurbations“ where “the opacity of 
constructionmaterialsisreducedtonothing“andthearchitecture“beginsto
drift,tofloatinanelectronicetherdevoidofspatiallimitsyetinscribedinthe
singulartemporalityofaninstantaneousbroadcast“.62Whatdistinguishesthis
sublimecyber-landscapefromLyotard’sandChaput’sstagecraftisprecisely
theexhibition’sopacityanddepth–its“difficult“greynessandtheatrical
obscurity–whichimpededtheseamlessmobilityandtranslucencyofVirilio’s
futuristicvision.63

Thefactthatthesettingforthisalternatevisionofpostmodernismwasa
“manifestation“iscrucial,foritisthroughanexhibitionconceivedasan
immersivetheatricalenvironmentthatthesingularityofthemodernisteye
couldbetranscendedand,atthesametime,thattranscendenceingeneral,
in the sense of Aufhebung,couldbeshowntobethoroughlyunpredictable,
literallyunforeseeable.64Anditispreciselythisqualitythatunderminesthe
effortsofthoseseekingtodiscussLes Immatériaux as a novel treatment of 
the“exhibitionmedium“.LyotardaimedtochallengeShannonandWiener’s

60 ThistransitionbetweenthetwosublimesisdiscussedbyWillemvanReijenandDick
VeermanintheirconversationwithLyotard,“LesLumières,lesublime”,inLes Cahiers de 
philosophie,no.5,1988,p.78.

61 EarlyprojectdescriptionofLes Immatériaux,p.4(PCA92053/032).
62 PaulVirilio,“UneVillesurexposée”,Change  International,no.1,1983,p.20(PCA

94033/0234).
63 SeetheearlyprojectdescriptionofLes Immatériaux,p.11–12.LyotardcontrastsLes 

ImmatériauxwithVirilio’ssurexpositionin“Compte-rendudelaréuniondu19décembre
1983”(PCA94033/668).

64 Lyotarddiscusses“manifestation”inrelationtoHegel’sAufhebung in Discours, figure,p.
50–51.
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communicationdiagram,inwhich“medium“–onepossibletranslationofthe
French“support“–isthecentralterm.65FollowingDiderot’sallegoricalfable,
Les Immatériauxdoesnotperforma“deconstruction“ofanexhibitionmedium,
butratherdrawsattentiontoaspecific“medium“condition–thatofpainting–
throughthespecific“exhibitionary“formofaheterogeneous“mise en espace-
temps“, inwhichcompetingdiscursivegenrescouldbeplayedout.66

AsIhavementioned,itislikelythattheinclusioninLes Immatériaux of 
Duchamp,MonoryandBurencanbeattributeddirectlytoLyotard.By1985
Lyotardhadpublishedessaysonallthree,andhavingnotedtheconspicuous
absenceatthePompidouof“painterly“painterssuchasNewman–onwhich
Lyotardhadalsowritten–onecaninferthatwhatthethreeartistshavein
common,inrelationtoLes Immatériaux,istheircomplexrelationshiptothe
“medium“ofpaintinganditsmanifestation.Inparticular,includingthese
“painters“wouldhaveallowedLyotardtocountertheAdornianthesisthatthe
technoscienceshadrenderedtheeffortsofmodernistavant-gardesobsolete,
andtopresentthreecasestudiesinwhich“painting“defiedtherepeatedly
declared“end“ofitsmediumcondition.Thisisnottoarguethatthecovert
presence of “painting“ in Les Immatériauxconstitutedproofthatpostmodern
heterogeneityeffectivelychallengedthedivisionsmodernismhadupheld
betweenart,scienceandpopularculture.Rather,theincidentalpresence
of “painting“ in Les Immatériauxarticulatedonewayinwhichthemost
modernistmediumcouldrelinquishitsmateriallimitsinordertomanifest
theprocessesbywhichitmakesseeingvisible.Howsuccessfulonejudged
thisdemonstrationtobewouldultimatelydeterminewhetheronefoundLes 
Immatériauxtobeadramatisationofthesorrowpromptedbythespectacle
ofthedeclineofEnlightenmentidealsoroftheuncertainjubilationelicitedby
theunfulfillablepromiseofthepostmodern.

IncontrasttoDuchamp,Monoryappearedinonlyonesite,withalarge
four-panelpaintingfrom1973entitledExplosion.67 On each of the panels was 
thesame“hyper-realist“depictionofacommercialaeroplaneexploding,the
imageprogressivelyfadingfromlefttorightastheimagewentfromavivid
blue-on-whiteinthefirstpanel,toanalmostwhitemonochromeinthelast.
Inthefirstpanelontheleft,theartistcopiedtheimagefromaphotograph;in
thesecond,onlythelowerleft-handcornerofthepaintingwaspainted“free
hand“,whiletherestofthecanvaswascoveredwithlight-sensitiveemulsion

65 Gallo,WunderlichandBirnbaum/Wallensteinallusetheexpression“exhibitionmedium”
in reference to Les Immatériaux(see,respectively,Les Immatériaux,p.34,Der Philosoph,
p.14et passim,and“ThinkingPhilosophy”,p.143–144).

66 Fortheexpression“miseenespace-temps”,seethesecondpublishedreportonLes 
Immatériaux(PCA1977001/130).

67 Monory’sExplosionoccupiedthePeintre sans corpssiteinzone9ofthe“matériau”strand.
ThesoundtrackforthiszonefeaturedexcerptsfromtextsbyMauriceBlanchot,Octavio
PazandHenriMichaux.
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onwhichaslideofthesameimagewasprojectedtoproduceaphotographic
impression;thethirdandfourthcanvaseswereentirely“photographic“,with
notraceoftheartist’shand.Onthecardintheexhibitioncataloguecor-
respondingtothesiteofMonory’sExplosion,Lyotardaddsacrypticnote:“The
painterconfrontsthetwoways.Catastropheofpainting?“AsLyotardspecified
onthebackofthecard–anexcerptfromhisbookonMonorypublisheda
year before Les Immatériaux–thesetwo“ways“arenottobeunderstoodas
“CézannecontraNiépce”,thatis,asdifferentmediums,butratherastwo
differenttimesbetweenwhichthepainteroscillates:thetimeofcapitalism
(measurable,accountable,predictable)andlibidinaltime(gratuitous,exces-
sive,incapableofforesightormemory).68

Thus,itisnotpaintingintheeraofgeneralisedtechnosciencethatsuffers
thecatastropheofitsowndemise.Ratheritispaintingthatprovokesa
chronologicalcatastrophebycloakingitselfinthedandy’smelancholicblue-
grey,andbystallingcapitalism’sunshakeablepositivism.Asitwasdisplayedin
Les Immatériaux,Monory’spainterlydisappearingactfunctionedasamuseo-
graphicrelic,atangibletraceoftwocontradictoryimpulses:ontheonehand,
theincreasingdiscrepancybetweentheslownessofthepainter’shandand
theimmediateactofrecordingmass-mediated“historical“events;andon
theother,initsverydisappearance,paintingmanifesteditstrans-medium
resilience:forcedtoabandona“sublimeoftranscendence“,itnowengaged
a“sublimeofimmanence“,asawaytoexposeanewkindofquestionable,
technoscientificsublimity,onecapableoftestifyingtotheever-expanding
limitsofexperiencethroughverifiableandaccountablefacts.69Byplacinga
paintingonawall,MonoryallowedLyotardtocometheclosesttoaSalon-
inspiredhanging.Butthissublimewasonlyskindeep,immanent,andthe
clashbetweenpaintingandthe“massmedia“(inthiscase,photography)left
onlyaparadoxicalquasi-monochromeinitswake.Intheend,itiscolourthat
appearsmostaptatrecordingthecatastropheofthesublime’s“défaillance“,
itsseizureorfailure.70

Colour,inbothMonory’sExplosionandintheoverallscenographyofLes 
Immatériaux,underscoredthedistancecoveredsincemodernism’s“sublimeof
transcendence“,andtheessentialwitnessfunctionperformedbythe“sub-
limeofimmanence“.AccordingtoLyotard,Buren’suseofcolourfulfilsmuch
thesamefunctionasMonory’s–thatoftestifyingtoaforeclosedlogicof
presentation,“infavouroftheforbidden‘colour’”.71Thislastquoteisfroman

68 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Economielibidinaledudandy”,inL’Assassinat de l’expérience par 
la peinture, Monory (Paris:LeCastorastral1984),p.48.

69 Lyotard,“Esthétiquesublimedutueuràgages”,inL’Assassinat de l’expérience par la 
peinture, Monory,p.152–154.

70 Lyotard,“Esthétiquesublimedutueuràgages”,p.143.
71 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Que peindre? Adami Arakawa Buren,vol.1LaVueleTexte(Paris:

EditionsdelaDifférence,1987),p.110.
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essayLyotardpublishedonBurenin1987,inwhichonecannothelpbutnotice
asimilaritybetweenLyotard’sdescriptionsofBuren’sworkandthoseofLes 
Immatériauxtwoyearsbefore:“ForBuren,thesupport,thesite,ideology,are
allthemorenoticeableaspragmaticoperatorswhentheygounnoticed,and
thesamegoesfortheirexhibition.Itisnotaquestionofeducating,butrather
ofrefiningthepragmatictricks[ruses]thatenabletheworkstobeeffective.
Butthen,forwhom,ifitgoesunnoticed?Whatisthedestinationofthismeta-
destinedwork?Inanycase,ratherasub-exposure(orsub-exhibition).“72

Buren’ssignificanceforLes Immatériauxcouldeasilybeoverlooked,asthe
artist’sworkdidnotappearatallonthefifthflooroftheCentrePompidou,
but only in the Epreuves d’écriture volumeoftheexhibitioncatalogues,whose
whitemonochromecoverwouldprovetheidealfoilforBuren’sinvisible
“sub-exposure/-exhibition“.Inconcealingtheworkofapainterknownfor
hisseeminglyendlessvariationsoncolour,Lyotardmayhavehadinminda
projectBurenmadein1977entitledLes Couleurs: Sculptures.Buren’sproject,
producedforthePompidouinitsinauguralyear,consistedinflags,bearing
hisfamousmotifofalternatingwhiteandcolouredverticalbands,flyingfrom
Parisrooftops.TheflagsweretobeseenfromthePompidou’sterrace,where
telescopeswereavailabletohelpvisitorslocatethetiny,oftenscarcelyvisible
spotsofcolouredclothonthehorizon.InhisaccountofLes Couleurs,Lyotard
laysparticularstressonthedifferencebetweenexperiencingtheprojectafter
thefact,asdocumentedthroughphotography,andtheactualeffortoftrying
tospottheflagsacrossthecityscape.WhileBuren’sownphotographicrecords
of Les Couleursare,Lyotardwrites,“monocular,linear,fixed,definitive“,the
processofscanningthehorizonfromthemuseumhadtheeffectofproducing
a“melodiccurve“capableofdispensing“rhythms“that“disorganiseand
organisevision“,revealingintheprocess“towhatextenttheartgaze[le regard 
d’art]issubjecttogenerallyunconsciouschronicconditions”.73Byremoving
Buren’strademarkstripesfromLes Immatériauxaltogether,Lyotardwasside-
steppingthemedium-specificmodernistdistinctionbetweenCézanneand
Niépce,focusinginsteadonthefarmorecriticalquestionofhowto“visibly
exposewhatisnotvisibleintheexhibitionitself“.74

ForLyotard,thisquestionwasbestposedbyparadoxicalartistssuchas
Duchamp,MonoryandBuren,forwhom“painting“representsaphilosophical
aswellasphenomenologicaltest–andforwhom,moreover,theultimatetest
residesin“painting”’scolour.Justasforthese“painters“colourservesbothto
revealandtodissimulatetheirrespectivemediums–pigmentintheservice
ofolfactoryexperienceinDuchamp’sTorture-MorteandEau de voilette, the 
bleachedcanvasturnedphotographicsupportforMonory,andBuren’selision

72 Lyotard,Que peindre?,p.108.
73 Ibid.,p.90,103,and110.
74 Ibid.,p.99.
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ofpaintingfromthemuseum–sotheominousanduniform“demanding“grey
of Les Immatériauxshroudedvisitorandartworkalikeinadisorientingand
unboundmonochromethatsimultaneouslyobscuredthemuseumtobetter
exposeitasafundamentallyunmanageable,complextemporalspacesub-
jectto“unconsciouschronicconditions“.AsFrançoiseCoblencehasargued,
thepresenceofcolourinLyotard’swork“remainsinsistent,asifcoming
fromatimethatnothing,nopostmoderncondition,caneraseandwhichthe
insistenceonanamnesiswillbringback”.Coblencegoesontosuggestthat,for
Lyotard,thephônèofthehumanvoiceistothesilencehiddenwithinlanguage
whatcolouristotheinvisibilityimmanentin“painting“.75

Thisequationbetweentheimmaterialityofcolourorhumanvoiceand
theessential,ineffableelementofwhatconstitutesanartworkseemsto
lendcredencetoLyotard’sandChaput’sclaimthatLes Immatériaux “merely 
presentstotheeyesandearssomeoftheeffects[ofanewsensibility],as
wouldaworkofart“.76ButtograntLes Immatériauxart-likestatus,anumberof
operationsofworking-through,oranamnesis,mustfirstbeperformed:ofthe
moderninthepostmodern;ofthepictorialorfictionalfieldintheexhibition
space(asDiderotdidinhisreportonthe1767Salon);andofcolour(orvoice)
inthepictorial/fictionalfield(asmanifestedinLes Immatériaux,inparticular,
throughDuchamp,MonoryandBuren).Thesepermutationsarewhat
destabiliseanyauthorshiptheanthropocentric“I“mayhaveovera“work“–be
itofart–andtransformthesingularsubjectintoaparticipantinacollective
heterologia.77

WemaydebatewhetherLes Immatériauxsuccessfullydramatisedthese
reversals;whether,thatis,LyotardandChaputmanaged,asLyotardputit,
to“convertanxietyintojoyfulness“and“displacethetragicnatureofwriting
intohumour“.78Yetwhatisundeniableisthat,truetoFreud’sdefinitionof
anamnesisasafirststepintheanalytictreatment,theworking-throughof
Les Immatériauxhasonlyjustbegun–notinsearchofanydefinitiveorigin
oranswer,butasapotentiallyendlesschainofphrasesinwhichLyotard’s
commitmenttoan“initialforgetting“attheCentrePompidouin1985stillpres-
suresustotakepart.79

75 FrançoiseCoblence,“LesPeintresdeJean-FrançoisLyotard”,inCorinneEnaudeauet al. 
(eds),Les Transformateurs Lyotard(Paris:Sens&Tonka,2008),p.93,and96.

76 Earlypublishedpressrelease(PCA1977001/130).
77 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LaPhilosophieetlapeintureàl’èredeleurexpérimentation”,

inAnneCazenaveandJean-FrançoisLyotard(eds),L’Art des confins: Mélanges offerts à 
Maurice de Gandillac(Paris:PressesUniversitairesdeFrance,1985),p.468–469.

78 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Post-scriptum”,Epreuves d’écriture,p.262.
79 Onan“initialforgetting”seeLyotard,“Notesurlesensde‘post ’”,inLe Postmoderne 

expliqué aux enfants,p.119.Foraclinicaldefinitionofanamnesis,refertoSigmundFreud,
“TheAetiologyofHysteria”(1896),inStandard Edition,JamesStracheyetal.(eds.),vol.III,
(London:HogarthPress,1962),p.191–192.
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