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Introduction

Yuk Hui and Andreas Broeckmann 

The Postmodern in Les Immatériaux
In1985,theFrenchphilosopherJean-FrançoisLyotard,togetherwiththe
designtheoristThierryChaput,curatedtheexhibitionLes Immatériaux at 
theCentreGeorgesPompidouinParis.Hehadacceptedaninvitationbythe
Minister for CultureandtheCenter for Industrial Creation (CCI).Sixyearsafter
Lyotard’sreportonThe Postmodern Condition (1979),1theexhibitiondem-
onstratedthehypothesiswhichhehaddescribedinthereport.Theobjects
andartworksshownexpressedhisobservationsofwhatwashappeningin
domainssuchasart,scienceandphilosophy,underthenewconditionofcom-
municationtechnologies.Lyotard’sreportisconsideredtobearesponseto
anotherreportbySimonNoraandAlainMinc,inthe1970s,whichproposed
the “computerisation of society”2.NoraandMinc’sprojectleadtothedevel-
opmentoftheFrenchMinitelsystem.AccordingtoLyotard,thenew“post-
modern”conditiondemandedanewsensibility,ashestatedintheprinciple
propositionfortheexhibition:“Theinsecurity,thelossofidentity,thecrisis
isnotexpressedonlyineconomyandthesocial,butalsointhedomainsof
thesensibility,oftheknowledgeandthepowerofman(futility,life,death),
themodesoflife(inrelationtowork,tohabits,tofood,…etc.).”3Aconstant
returntothepostmodernconditionbecameageneralmethodofLyotard’s
philosophicalthinkingtogobeyondthemodernimagination,andguidedthe
constructionoftheexhibitionwhichwas,inhisownwords,a“manifestation”,
a“non-exhibition”.

1 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,La Condition postmoderne(Paris:ÉditionsdeMinuit,1979).
2 CharlieGere,Art, Time and Technology(Oxford:Berg,2006),p.139.
3 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album (Paris:CentrePompidou,1985),p.26.
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ThetitleoftheexhibitionLes Immatériauxdemonstratesaformofresistance
againstthemodernconceptionofmateriality.Theoriginaltitlefortheproject
thattheCCIhadinitiatedalreadyin1981,beforeLyotardgotinvolvedin1983,
was Création et matériaux nouveaux.Thistitlewaschangedseveraltimes:
Matériau et création,Matériaux nouveaux et création,La Matière dans tous ses 
états,beforeitwasfinallyannouncedtothepublicasLes Immatériaux.4 The 
etymological root mâtreferstomakingbyhand,tomeasure,toconstruct.
ThemodernssinceDescartesconceiveadualismandhenceanopposition
between the res cogitansandtheres extensa;thethinkingmindbecomesthe
foundationofknowledgeandalsothejudgeofwhatisreal.AsLyotardwrote:
“Inthetraditionofmodernity,therelationofthehumanwithmaterialsisfixed
bytheCartesianprogramme:tobecomemasterandpossessorofnature.A
freewillimposesitsendstothegivensensedatatodivertthemawayfrom
theirnaturalsense.Itwilldeterminetheirendwiththehelpoflanguagewhich
allowsittoarticulatewhatispossible(aproject)andtoimposeituponwhatis
real(matter).”5

HenceLyotardconsideredthatatitlesuchasmatériaux nouveaux would
onlyperpetuatethemodernconception,whileusingtheprefixim-could
introduceamomentofself-reflection:“Theexhibition[manifestation]entitled
Les Immatériauxhasthepurposeofpresenting[ faire sentir] how much this 
relationisalteredbythefactofnewmaterials.Inthisextendedsense,thenew
materialsarenotonlynewmaterials,theyinterrogateanideaofthehuman
whoworks,whoprojects,whoremembers:ofanauthor.”6 The immaterial is 
fundamentallymaterial.Thepointwasnottoappreciatethenewmateriality
broughtbythetelecommunicationtechnologies,butrathertoquestionthe
relationbetweenmanandhisdesiretobecomethemasterofmatter.The
aimofcallingit“immaterial”,likethedesignationofthe“postmodern”,was
toliberatemanfromthemodernparadigm,andtoreleasematerialfromthe
prisonoftheindustrialrevolution.

Atthetime,LyotardhadjustfinishedwritingLe Differénd,abookdedicated
tothephilosophyofKantandWittgenstein,inwhichLyotardwantedto
re-readthehistoryofphilosophyaccordingtowhatwascalledthelinguistic 
turn.7 The differendreferstoanunresolvedconflictduetothelackofrulesor
metanarrativeswhicharecommontotwodifferentsystemsofdiscourse.We
shouldalsorecognisethatlanguagewasalwaysatthecentreofhisthoughts,
aswasalreadyevidentsincehisPhDthesis,whichwaslaterpublishedas

4 AntonyHudek,“FromOver-toSub-Exposure:TheAnamnesisofLes Immatériaux”,inthis
volume,p.72.

5 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album(Paris:CentrePompidou,1985),p.16.
6 Ibid.
7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard, Le Différend(Paris:Minuit,1983).
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Discours, Figure(1971).8Thequestionoflanguagewashencefundamental
toLyotard’sconceptualisationofthisexhibition,especiallysincetelecom-
municationtechnologyhadcreatedanewmaterialityoflanguagebetween
sendersandreceivers;ormorefundamentally,itservedasthebasisofthe
postmodernturn.Theconceptionoflanguageasatoolalsocharacterises
modernity,because“modernitypresupposesthateverythingspeaks,this
meansthatsolongaswecanconnecttoit,captureit,translateitandinter-
pretit,thereisnofundamentaldifferencebetweendataandaphrase;there
isnofundamentaldifferencebetweenaphenomenonofdisplacementinan
electromagneticspectrumandalogicalproposition”.9Butitisalsosuchan
equivalencethatallowsLyotardtodevelopanontologyofthematerialor
immaterialaccordingtoamodeloftelecommunication:matériau/medium,
matériel/receiver(destinataire),maternité/emitter(destinateur),matière/
referent,andmatrice/code[Figure1].Thenewmaterialitywasmappedonto
themodeloftelecommunication.Theobjectsandartworksintheexhibition,
aswellasthe60sitesatwhichtheywerepresented,werealsoclassifiedand
orderedaccordingtothesefivecategories.

Art and Science in Question 

Lyotardcomparedthedisplacementoftheelectromagneticspectrumandlog-
icalpropositions,andcontinued:“giventhisfact,inthisface-to-facerelation
toauniversethatishistodominate–aheroicrelation,Iwouldsay–inorder
tomakehimselfthemasterofit,manmustbecomesomethingelseentirely:
thehumansubjectbecomesnolongerasubjectbut,Iwouldsay,onecase
amongothers,albeitacasewhichretainsthisprivilege,untilprovenotherwise

8 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Discours, Figure(Paris:Klincksieck,1971),translatedintoEnglishby
AntonyHudekandMaryLydon,MinneapolisMN:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2011).

9 FromLyotard’sreport,“Aprèssixmoisdetravail”;seethisvolume,p.33.

[Figure1]Communicationdiagram(Source:Petit Journal,28March–15July1985,Paris,p.2.

CentrePompidou,MNAM,BibliothèqueKandinsky).

référent

[referent]

code

[code]

destinataire

[receiver]

destinateur

[sender]

matière

[referent]

message

[message]
maternité

[maternity]

matériel

[hardware]

matrice

[matrix]

matériau

[support]



12 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

(whichisextremelyimprobable)”.10 It was clear to the curatorial team that 
technologywasnotthecauseofarupture,butratherthesignofthedecline
ofthefigureofthemodern,andthatatthesametimetechnologymade
thismodernprojectreflectuponitself,anddestabiliseitself.11InLyotard’s
words,technologyplaceshumanityonceagaininaconditionofchildhood,
ofimmaturity.ThisreferencetoimmaturityisindirectcontrasttowhatKant
definedastheprojectoftheEnlightenment,namelytoovercomethecon-
ditionofUnmündigkeit.

Unmündigkeit,however,isnotopposedtomaturity;ratheritisopposed
toauthority,ormoreprecisely,totheauthoritythatlegislatesasthesole
voice.Scientificknowledgehasbeensuchanauthority,whichnotonly
demythologisestheuniverse,butalsohasademoralisingimpactuponwhat
Lyotardcallstheproblemoflegitimation.12Thepostmodernalsoquestions
acertainhegemonyofauthorityandhenceradicallyopensupthewaythat
knowledgeisacquiredandnarrated.Thearrivalofthepostmoderndemands
asensitivitytothematerialconditions,atthesametimeasitgivesusa
newsensibilityofliving.Inthe1980sand‘90s,wesawthecelebrationofthe
postmodern,asaliberationfromtheshacklesofrules,codes,oppositions,
andespeciallyofthemodern;acelebrationwhichwasevidentinalmost
alldomainslistedintheexhibition:alimentation,perfume,architecture,
urbanism,art,astrophysicsandphysics,biologyandgenetics,writing,habitat,
mathematics,money,music,theatre,danceetc.Thesettingoftheexhibition
isprobablythebestillustrationofthis.Itpresentsuswithalabyrinthinwhich
everyobjectisatoncefamiliarandstrange.Envisagingtheconstructionof
theexhibitionspace,LyotardproposedtogobacktoanideaofDenisDiderot
who,whenreviewingthepaintingsofClaudeJosephVernetinthe1767Salon,
presentedthemnotaspicturestobeviewedfollowingthetraditionallogic
ofthedivisionofgalleryspace,butratherdescribedthemasrealsites,inthe
formofdisorientationsofspace.

Theexhibitionarosefromanefforttomovetheconceptofthepostmodern
outsideofbooksandtofinditssupportinotherobjects,suchasscientific,
industrialandartobjects.Thisapproachreflectedaglobalvision,without
referringspecificallytosocialandeconomicaspects.13Theexhibitedobjects
tendedtobringinnewformsofthinkingthatwouldcallthemodernintoques-

10 Ibid.
11 “Deuxièmeétatdesimmatériaux”,ArchiveofCentrePompidou,March1984.
12 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge,trans.Geoff

BenningtonandBrianMassumi(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1984),p.
6–9.

13 AccordingtothetestimonyofmemberofthecuratorialteamChantelNöel,from
“LaRègleduJeu:MatérialiserLes Immatériaux–Entretienavecl’équipeduC.C.I”,in
Modernes, et après? "Les Immatériaux",ed.ÉlieThéofilakis(Paris:ÉditionAutrement,
1985).Thisdistancefromsocialandeconomicaspectswashoweverdisputedbetween
theteammembersintheinterview.
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tion.Inquantummechanics,Heisenberg’suncertaintyprincipleclaimsthat
wecannotknowthelocationandspeedofaparticlesimultaneously.Speed
andlocationaretwoimportantconceptsinclassicalmechanics,sinceitisthe
displacementoflocationanddurationthatgivesusvelocityandacceleration.
Thepresenceofparticlescannowonlybeimaginedintermsofprobabilities.
Thisinvolvesbothamathematicalreductionaswellasadematerialisation
ofobjectsinouruniverse,includingstars,galaxies,bodiesandmind.For
example,thefirstsecondsofthebirthoftheuniversearerepresentedby
meansofaquantifiablemodelwithwhichwecanexplainthegenesisofthe
cosmos,asiftherewerehumansubjectswhowitnessedtheprocess.

Wemightsaythatthecosmicmysteryhaschangedthroughthediscoveryof
the“immaterial”.Theuniverseisnolongereitherastablemechanicalmodel
oraperfectself-organisingorganism.Wecannotonlyobservethemovement
ofthestellarbodies,butalsowitnesstheirbirthanddeath.Whatdoessuch
achangeinscientificdiscoverymean?Intheminutesofameetingofthe
curatorialteamfrom20thMarch1984dedicatedtothistopic14 there is a tes-
timonyfromtheastrophysicistMichelCassé,oneoftheparticipantsofthe
exhibition:“Whyistheuniversesoequivocal?Whyistherateofexpansion
asitis?Ifitwasdifferent,wewouldn’tbehereinterrogatingourselves:auni-
versemoredensewouldshutitselfdownbeforeallappearanceoflife.The
miraculouscoincidences,aretheynotinevitableineveryuniversethatshelter
aconsciousobserver?”

Theartobjectsintheexhibitionposesimilarquestionsandaffirmthe
uncertaintybroughtaboutbynewtechniques.Theseobjectsremain,ina
certainsense,instrumentalindemonstratingLyotard’svisionofthepost-
modern.Morethananything,Les Immatériauxperformedthedisappearance
ofthebody,bothinthepresentationoftheobjectsandintheaudience’s
experience.Thenewbodyandmindmaterialiseintheformofcodes.At
theentrancetherewasanEgyptianbas-reliefsculpture,followedbyalong
anddarkcorridor.Visitorshadtowearheadphonesandlistentothesound-
track,playingdifferentprogrammesofspokentextsin26differentzones
throughouttheexhibitionspace.Afterpassingthroughthecorridor,one
enteredthe Théâtre du non-corpsdedicatedtoSamuelBeckett,whichshowed
fivedioramasinstalledbyBeckett’ssetdesigner,Jean-ClaudeFall.Therewas
noactor,orrathertherewereactorswithoutbodies:thefirstdirectreflection
uponthemoderngaze.Fromherebeganfivedifferent,intersectingpaths,
withmorethan60sites.Forexample,correspondingtothecategoryMatériau,
thesiteentitledDeuxième peau showeddifferenttypesofgraftsmadeofpork
skins,cultivatedskins,andartificialskins.Anothersite,entitledL’ange,dis-
playedalargephotographofAnnegretSoltau’sSchwanger(1978),whichshows
theartist’sbodyindifferentstagesofapregnancy.

14 DocumentfromtheArchiveofCentrePompidou.
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In the category Matrice,thesitecalledJeu d’échecsshowedtheheuristicsof
achessgamewithcomputers;codeswereeverywhere,evenmachinesthat
calculatedthestatisticsofvisitors.Throughthelensoftechnicalobjects,vis-
itorswouldconfrontthelimitoftheirownbodies,andthecomplexityofthe
universe.InthecategoryMateriel,forinstance,therewasadocumentaryfilm
aboutthebirthanddeathofstarsprojectedonabigscreen.

ForLyotard,themostfundamentalaspectofthetransformationsmapped
in Les Immatériauxislanguage.Inadocumentaryabouttheexhibitiontitled
Octave au pays des immatériaux,Lyotardconcludedthefilmbysayingthat
“languageisthemostimmaterialsystemthatmaterialhassucceededin
forming”[le langage est le système le plus immatériel que la matière ait réussi 
à former].Infact,wecanprobablyunderstandthatthecodingofmaterials
bringsthemcloserandclosertotheformofmessages.Henceafterpassing
alongthefivecategoriesofobjectsandartworks,theexhibitiondisplays
anothersetofworksinaspaceentitledLabyrinthe du language,dedicatedto
JorgeLuisBorges.Notonlythematerialityofwritinghaschanged,butalsoits
formofpresentation,thewayitiswritten.

ThearthistorianCharlieGerehasobservedthattheartisticprogrammeofthe
exhibition“wasnotjustareflectionofLyotard’sowntaste,butanexpression
ofhisstronglyheldbeliefthatonlysuchworkcouldproperlyexpressorinvoke
thesublime.”15Whatwouldbethesublimethatthisexhibitionsoughtafter?
Onthispoint,LyotardreturnedtotheaestheticjudgementofKant,especially
thefeelingofthesublime.Kantdefinesthesublimeas“themerecapacityof
thinkingwhichevidencesafacultyofmindtranscendingeverystandardof
thesenses.”16Likeaestheticjudgement,thesensefeelingisnotsubsumedby
anyconcept;butunlikeaestheticjudgement,itinvolvestheimaginationand
reasoninsteadoftheunderstandingandtheimagination.Wecanspeculate
thattheexhibitionputthesublimeitselfintoquestion,forthesublimeis
nolongeronlyaquestionofaestheticsbutalsoaquestionofpolitics,one
thatisdeeplygroundedincultureandhistory.ClementGreenbergsaw
modernismasaresponsetowhathecalled“theromanticcrisis“aroundthe
mid-19thcentury.17Sincethenmodernismhasnotceasedtobeself-critical.
Incontrast,thepostmodern–especiallyLyotard’sreadingofKant’sreflective
judgement–resonateswiththeworkoftheearlyRomanticssuchasFriedrich
WilhelmJosephSchelling.Wemaysaythat,forLyotard,whatthepostmodern
respondstoispreciselythebeliefortheillusionofthestableandself-critical
figureofthehuman.Lyotardmakesastrongdistinctionbetweensituation

15 Gere,Art, Time and Technology,p.147.
16 ImmanuelKant,Critique of Judgement,trans.JamesCreedMeredithandNicolasWalker

(OxfordUniversityPress,2007),§25,p.81.
17 ClementGreenberg,“ModernandPostmodern”,Arts,54,No.6(February1980),www.

sharecom.ca/greenberg/postmodernism.html.

www.sharecom.ca/greenberg/postmodernism.html
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andpresentation(Darstellung).18Artaspresentationorasre-presentationis
restricted,forLyotard,totheunderstandingofKant’sfirstCritique.Thesub-
limemustmanifestitselfascontradiction,orconflictbetweentheimagination
andreason.Ononehand,theimaginationconfrontsitslimittorepresentthat
whichitcannotpresent;ontheotherhand,reasonhastoviolatetheinterdict
thatititselfposesofnotgoingbeyondtheconceptsofsensibleintuition.19 
Thesublimeisnotaboutconformity(toconcepts),butrathercontradiction
arisesatthemomentofhereandnowasanevent(Ereignis)inthesenseof
Heidegger,ormorepreciselyinthequestion:arrive-t-il?20 In relation to this 
supposition,thefollowingiscrucialforourinquiry:Lyotard’sdiscourseon
thesublimedidnotconcernsomuchwhethertechnology-basedartcangive
usthesublimeornot.Instead,weshouldre-situatethewholediscourseof
thepostmodernandLyotard’sambivalentfeelingabouttechnologyandits
relationtopostmodernity.Lyotardposedthequestionoftherelationship
betweenartandtechnologyattheendofalectureentitled“Something like: 
communication… without communication”:

Thequestionraisedbythenewtechnologiesinconnectiontotheir
relationtoartisthatofthehere-and-now.Whatdoes“here”meanonthe
phone,ontelevision,atthereceiverofanelectronictelescope?Andthe
“now”?Doesnotthe“tele-”elementnecessarilyobscurethepresence,the
“here-and-now”oftheformsandtheir“carnal”reception?Whatisaplace,
amoment,notanchoredintheimmediate“suffering”ofwhathappens 
[arrive].Isacomputerinanywayhereandnow?Cananythinghappen 
[arriver]withit?Cananythinghappentoit?21 

Matter and Sentiment
Herewecanseedoubtsandquestionsinthefaceofrapidtechnologicaldevel-
opmentandindustrialisation.Inthearticle“Logos and Techne, or Telegraphy”, 
published in the collection L’Inhuman(1988),Lyotardwrote:“Thequestionof
ahegemonictelecultureonaworldscaleisalreadyposed.”22Thisdoubtof
Lyotardconcerningtherelationbetweenthepostmodernandtechnologies
alsoresultsinitscritique.Fromthe1990suptotoday,wecanlocatedifferent
effortsthattrytosituatethepostmoderninalargehistoricalperspectivein
ordertofindawayoutofthemelancholiaaccompaniedbytheliberation.

18 ÉliseMarrou,“DeLyotardàWittgenstein:undifférend?Anthropocentrismeetacos-
misme”,inLyotard à Nanterre (Klincksieck,2010).

19 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime,trans.ElizabethRottenberg
(Stanford:StanfordUniversityPress,1994),p.55.

20 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“TheSublimeandtheAvant-Garde”,inThe Inhuman: Reflections on 
Time(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991),p.93.

21 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Somethinglike:communication…withoutcommunication”,in
The Inhuman,p.118(translationmodified).

22 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,inThe Inhuman,p.50.
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AccordingtotheanalysisofarthistorianNicolasBourriaud,thepostmodernis
theepochofmelancholia.TakingupthetheoryofGermanphilosopherPeter
Sloterdijk,Bourriaudproposedthatthismelancholiacomesfromdisillusion-
mentwiththesuperabundanceofenergyandresourcesandthepowerof
conquest,especiallytheenergycrisisin1973andtheendofthe30glorious
years(1945–75)inFrance.Bourriaudproposedwhathecalls“theAltermodern”
asthesuccessortothePostmodern,anepochinwhicheveryoneisuprooted
fromtheirpropercultureandbecomesanomad,ahomo viator.23 It seems 
tousthatthisfigurestillfallssquarelywithinthediscourseofthepost-
modern,however.Infactreflectiononthemelancholiaofthepostmodernwas
addressedbyLyotardduringthepreparationofthisexhibition,inadocument
entitledDeuxième état des immatériaux,datedMarch1984.Accordingtothis
document,theexhibitionwantedtoreflectinitsmise en scène the melancholia 
broughtbythefailureofEurope’sandAmerica’sextensionoftheEnlight-
enmentproject.Thisdistancefromanenlightened,brightandtransparent
societycreatedasorrow(chagrin)amongtheirpeople.24

Withtheprojectofthepresentpublication,30yearsafterLes Immatériauxand
35yearsaftertheappearanceoftheLa Condition postmoderne,wewantedto
investigatewhathasbeenhappeninginthewakeoftheirepochalhypotheses
andobservations;ormoreprecisely,whathasbeenhappeningtotheques-
tionofthepostmodern.Nodoubt,manythingshavehappened.Thesocial,
economicandpoliticalconditionshavechanged,andsohavethetechnological
conditions.Digitaltechnologyperpetuatesthemoderndesireforcontroland
masterythroughnetworks,databases,algorithmsandsimulations.Digital
technology,whichwasoncethefigureinsteadoftheground,slowlybecomes
thegroundofgovernance,communication,andscientificresearchmethods.
Itseemstohavenotonlychallengedtheepistemesofscienceandart,but
alsotheirepistemologies.AtthetimeofLes Immatériaux,theWorldWide
Webhadnotyetappeared,Minitelswerethemaincomputationaldevicesin
theexhibition,andsomeprojectsactuallyfalteredbecausethecuratorial
teamhaddifficultiesinfindingasufficientlypowerfulserver.Oneofthemost
significantprojectsintheLabyrinthe du language was Épreuves d’écriture, a col-
laborativeonlinewritingprojectwhichresultedinthesecondcatalogueofthe
exhibition.Itinvited26writers,includingphilosophersandsocialscientists
suchasJacquesDerrida,BrunoLatour,FrançoisChatelet,ChristineBuci-
Glucksmann,PhilippeLacoue-Labarthe,IsabelleStengersandDanSperber,
tocontributecommentarieson50keywords[Figure2].Overthecourseof
twomonths,theparticipantswrotesmallentriesforeachkeyword,andat
thesametimecriticised,orcommentedupon,theentriesandcomments
ofothers.Duringtheexhibition,thevisitorscouldusefiveMinitel terminals 

23 NicolasBourriaud,Altermodern(London:TatePublishing,2009).
24 “Deuxièmeétatdesimmatériaux”,p.4.
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connectedtoacentralservertoaccesstheentrieseitherbykeywordsorby
thenamesoftheauthors.Thiswasprobablyoneoftheearliestcollectiveand
networkedwritingexperiences,presentedtothepublicwhenthecomputer
wasnotyetpopular.

Inart,wehavesincewitnessedtheriseandfallofnewmediaart.Onthe
onehandweobservemoreandmoreintensiveinterdisciplinarycollab-
orationwithscienceandtechnologies;ontheotherhand,art,designand
technologyareconvergingundertheforceofthecultureindustry.Inscience,
simulationhasoverturnedtheestablishedepistemology,sincescientific
experiments–thefundamentalresearchmethodproposedbyFrancisBacon
–nowdemandcollaborationwithcomputersimulations.In2013theNobel
prizeforchemistrywenttoMartinKarplus,MichaelLevittandAriehWar-
shel,whosincethe1970shavedevotedthemselvestothedevelopmentof
moleculardynamicssimulations.Inthehumanities,wehaveobservedthe
riseofanew,heavilyfundeddiscipline–digitalhumanities–coinciding,after
the concept of the inhumanproposedbyLyotardin1986,withdiscourseson
thepost-human,cyborgs,non-human,object-orientedphilosophy,andsoon.
Inlightofthetransformationbroughtbytelecommunicationstechnologies,
wewanttorevisitLyotard’shypothesisofthedestabilisationoftheconcept
ofthemodern.Whereisthisconceptofthehumangoingafterthepost-,the
beyond?Shouldwenotdemandanewwayoforientationaftermasteryand

[Figure2]FrançoisChateletwiththeOlivetticomputerusedfortheÉpreuves d’écriture writing 

experiment(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,BibliotèqueKandinsky).



18 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

disorientation,perhapsanorientationthatimposesneitherawilltomastery
northemiseryofturbulence?

Reorientation: 30 Years after Les Immatériaux
IfwecansummarisetheModernasthewilltomastery,andthePostmodern
asacelebrationofdisorientation,weproposethatweshouldproceedtoare-
orientationwhichavoidsbothmasteryanddisorientation.Orientationisnec-
essarilyanamnesis–thatistosay,arecollectionofwhatispast–intheminds,
inculturalobjects,andinanewcartography.Theinitiativeofconductinga
researchproject30yearsafterLes Immatériauxisnotonlytopayhomagetoit,
andtounderstanditssignificanceinhistoricalperspective(intermsofartand
theory),butalsotoreflectuponthetransformationof“postmodernculture”.

Politics.Asfor“disorientation”,thefirstsenseoftheworddestroysorder,
rulesandroots;asecondsenseconcernstheOrientandtheOccident,a
geopoliticalandculturaldevelopmentunderglobalisation,supportedby
technologies.CountriesoutsideEurope,suchasChina,whicharebelievedto
haveneverexperiencedmodernity,suddenlyhadtoadapttothepostmodern
discourse.Howcouldwereassessthis,30yearslater?Ifweneedtorediscover
thesentiment,thenthe9/11terroristattacksin2001,thewarsinIraqand
Afghanistansincelate2001,thecreditcrunchin2008,andtheArab Spring in 
2011,havebroughtmelancholiatoanend.Insteadwecanprobablyidentifya
newsentimentinwhatFrancoBerardihasconceptualisedasa“stateofpanic”.
Thispaniccomesnotonlyfromsocialandeconomicconditions,butalsofrom
thenetworksoftransmission:imagesandsoundsofsuicideattacksdirectly
reachoureyesthroughfibrecables;thefiguresofstockexchangeratesare
instantlyupdatedonthescreensofoursmartphones,tablets,andcomputers;
moreover,wearefacedwiththenationalsurveillanceschemesontelecom-
municationchannels,andtheproliferationofcyber-attacks.Re-orientation
demandsanewvisionoftheconflictsbetweenvaluesandcultures,aswellas
anewgeopoliticalorder,whichinturncallsforanewformoflegitimacy.

Aesthetics.Weobservethatsocial,economicandpoliticalconditionshave
reversedthepromiseofthepostmodern.Think,forexample,ofHenry
Lefebvre’spostmodernistcritiqueofLeCorbusier’sfunctionalismandthe
desiretocontrolinarchitecturalandurbanforms:“Thestreetcontains
functionsthatwereoverlookedbyLeCorbusier:theinformativefunction,
thesymbolicfunction,theludicfunction.Thestreetisaplacetoplayand
learn.Thestreetisdisorder.”25Todaythedisorderofthestreetbecomes

25 HenriLefebvre,The Urban Revolution(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2003),
p.18.
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whatRichardFloridapinpointsasthe“creativecity”.26Thus,thepostmodern
critiquebecomesatoolofneoliberaldiscourse.AccordingtoFredricJameson,
thepostmodernfollowsthelogicoflatecapitalism,inacontinuationofthe
cultureindustrycritiquedbyAdornoandHorkheimer.27Thedisorientation
oncecelebratedasliberationcannowbeconceivedasasourceofsorrow.The
long-lastingpost-comesandmustcometoitsend.

Knowledge:Thetelecommunicationstechnologiesembodyamodelofcom-
municationwhichismoreinteractivethanever.Withinthisnewconfiguration,
thelegitimacyofknowledgeisfirstlychallengedbytop-downauthoritarian
legislation.Thedevelopmentofthedigitalhaspervadedeveryaspectofour
dailylife,yesterday’sMinitelshavebeenreplacedbypersonalcomputers,
padsandsmartphones.Theorisation,astheeditoroftheWired Magazine 
ChrisAndersonprovocativelyclaimed,iscomingtoanend,sincebigdata
willmakeit“obsolete”.Whatisrenderedobsolete,however,isnotonlyany
kindofnarrative–whether“grandnarratives”or“micro-narratives”–but
alsoanyattemptatsettinguphypotheses,constructingmodelsandcon-
ductingproofs,astheyhadbeenpractisedbysciencesincethetimeofFrancis
Bacon.28 

InrecentyearswehaveseennewtitlessuchasHypermodern,Supermodern
andAltermodern,whichtrytoaddressthenewconditionafterthepost-
modern.Incontrast,webelievethat,inordertoarticulatethisnewphase,a
morehistoricalandgeopoliticaldimensionofthemodernmustbetackled,
andthatanewimaginationisrequired.Inautumn2013theCentrePompidou
hosted–onits5thfloor,whereLes Immatèriauxhadalsobeenheld–an
exhibitionentitledPlural Modernities 1905–1970.Thishistoricalrecognition
of Plural Modernities,thoughitaffirmedculturalheterogeneity,seemed
indifferenttotheconceptofthemodernitself,andtowhathappenedafter
thepost-modern;tothesensibilityproducedbythematerialconditions,
whichnotonlyaffectthewaywelookatthepresent,butalsothepast–i.e.,
worldhistory.Thepastlosesitspowerwhenitcannolongercontributeto
thehereandnow;hencewefeeltheneedtocarryoutananamnesisofLes 
Immatériaux.

26 RichardFlorida,The Rise of the Creative Class: And How It ’s Transforming. Work, Leisure, 
Community, and Everyday Life (NewYork:BasicBooks,2002).

27 SeeFredricJameson,Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism(London:
Verso,1991),andTheodorW.AdornoandMaxHorkheimer,Dialectics of the Enlightenment 
(London:Verso,1979).

28 ChrisAnderson,“TheEndofTheory:TheDataDelugeMakestheScientificMethod
Obsolete”;online:archive.wired.com/science/discoveries/magazine/16-07/pb_theory.
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Structure of the Book
Thisbookisdividedintothreeparts.Thefirstpart,“Document”,offersthe
firstpublicationofthetranscriptofareportwhichLyotardaddressed–
probablytohiscolleagues–inthespringof1984.Thetextdoesnothavean
originaltitle,whichiswhyitisreferredtoaccordingtoitsfirstwords,“After
sixmonthsofwork”(Après six mois de travail).Inthistext,Lyotardspeaks
aboutconceptual,theoreticalandpracticalconsiderationsregardingthe
preparationsfortheexhibition.Itnotonlyoffersinterestinginsightsintothe
evolutionoftheguidingconceptualprinciplesofLes Immatériaux, which were 
subsequentlytranslatedintocuratorialandscenographicdecisions,butalso
highlightstheneedtohistoricisetheexhibitionanditspreparatoryphase,
whichhadalreadybegunin1981withextensiveresearchbyChaputandhis
team.Thispreparatoryphaseincludedafirstconceptualsketchprovidedby
LyotardinAugust1983,whichwasthenpinpointedbythereportfirsttrans-
latedintoEnglishhere–areportwhoseopeningwordsalreadypointustothe
transitory,evolutionaryworkthatwouldeventuallyleadtotheexhibition.

ThesecondpartofthebookfocusesontheartisticprogrammeofLes 
Immatériauxandcontainstextsbyarthistoriansandartistswhodiscuss
variousaspectsofthehistoricalsignificanceofLes Immatériaux.Inthe2000s,
threearthistoriansconductedextensiveresearchintothebackground
andcontextoftheexhibition:FrancescaGallo,AntonyHudek,andAntonia
Wunderlich.WehaveincludedatextbyHudekhere,whichoffersadetailed
analysisofthemainparametersoftheexhibition,andhomesinonthe
relationshipofitsartisticandphilosophicalprogrammes.Hudekalsocon-
textualisesLes Immatériaux inrelationtocontemporaneousdevelopmentsin
conceptualandpostmodernart.

FrancescaGallohascontributedanewtextinwhichshehighlightsthe
selectionofsomecontemporaryartistsfortheexhibition,especiallysome
femaleartistsinwhoseworkthenotionof“theimmaterial” features in a 
particularlypertinentmanner.Galloalsosuggeststhatmorerecentinternet-
basedartworkscontinuethelineofquestioningcommunicationandmateri-
alityfirstproposedintheexhibition.29 

29 WehadoriginallyalsoplannedtoincludeachapterfromGermanarthistorianAntonia
Wunderlich’sbookaboutLes Immatériaux entitled Der Philosoph im Museum (Bielefeld:
TranscriptVerlag,2008),inwhichshedescribesthe“Phénoménologiedelavisite”in
greatdetail,offeringamostcomprehensiveaccountofwhatcouldactuallybeseen
andexperiencedintheexhibition.Wunderlichputstogetherasite-by-sitedescription
oftheexhibition,drawingonthecataloguesaswellasreviews,interviewsandother
statementsbymembersoftheaudience,journalistsandteammembers.Regrettably,
thetranslationandreprintofthis150-pagetext,whichiscurrentlyonlyavailablein
German,wereimpossibletorealiseforthepresentvolume;itwill,however,nodoubtbe
an important source for any future research on Les Immatériaux.
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TheFrencharthistorianThierryDufrênecontributesthehypothesisthat,by
analogy with the conception of the “immaterial”,theexhibitionalsoimplicitly
proposedaconceptofthe“immodern”,whichwouldnotbethenegationbut
ratheraspecificinflectionofthemodern.Dufrênesituatestheimmodernas
theontologyofinteraction,juxtaposingthemodern(subject)andpostmodern
(crisis).

TheartistJean-LouisBoissierhascontributedtwotexts.Oneisaninterview
conductedbyAndreasBroeckmanninwhichBoissierspeaksaboutthehis-
toricalcontextinwhichLes Immatériauxwasrealised.Importantly,heprovides
insightsintothecuratorialandproductionprocesswhichdonotbelittle
Lyotard’sroleandimpactontheproject,yetwhichunderscoretheimportance
ofthecontributionsofThierryChaput,PhilippeDélis,theteamoftheCCI,as
wellasthedozensofothercooperationpartnersandparticipants.

TheimpressionthatitishistoricallyuntenabletospeakofLes Immatériaux 
as“Lyotard’sexhibition”wasconfirmedbyLyotardhimselfwhen,inthe1984
reportincludedinthisvolume,herepeatedlyspokeabouttheteamand
theconsensualwayofworking.Evenintheopeningsentenceofthereport,
Lyotardrefersto“thequestionofinstallationaswehavecollectivelythought
itthrough”.Withregardtothecatalogueandwhatwouldbecomethe“Album”,
documentingthepreparationsofLes Immatériaux,Lyotardacknowledgedthat
thisvolumewouldalso“includetheteam’sworkingtextsspanningalmost
twoyears”,thusgoingbacklongbeforehehimselfjoinedtheproject.Lyotard
recountsthatwhenhesuggestedsomechangestothespatiallayoutofthe
exhibition,“thispropositionwasrejectedunanimouslybytheteamalmost
withoutdiscussion,withoutanyargument–fundamentallyrejected,asifthe
teamunderstoodthatwecouldnotgettotherootofthisproblemofpost-
modernspacethrougharapid,controlledspatiallayoutofaplanforthe
exhibition.”30Elsewhereinthereport,speakingabouttheadaptationofthe
conceptofthepostmoderntotheexhibitionspace,Lyotardpointedtothe
consensuswithintheplanningteam:“IfnowItakethisbarelysketched-out
modelandtransportittothecaseoftheexhibition,askingmyself,there-
fore,whatapostmodernexhibitioncorrespondingtothemetropolisortothe
nebulaofconurbationcouldbe,thenIamindeedobliged–and this is what 
we have all concluded–weareobligedtorefusethetraditionaldispositif of the 
galleryandthesalon–thatistosay,thedispositif whichopposes,forexample,
roomsandthecorrespondingcorridors,habitatsandlinesofcirculation.”31 
Inthispassage,Lyotardexpandstheauthorialsubjectoftheexhibitionby

30 Lyotard1984,inthisvolume,p.29,63,and55,respectively.
31 Inthisvolume,p.58(emphasisadded).
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pointingtotheorganisingteam,indicatingthattheexhibitionasawholewas
suchacollectiveeffort.32

Boissier’ssecondcontributionisacasestudyontheinteractiveinstallation
Le Bus,whichheandhisstudentsattheUniversityParis8producedforLes 
Immatériaux.Thetextisnotonlyadetailedaccountoftheprojectandofthe
conditionsunderwhichitcameabout,butitalsoexemplifieshowtheitems
andartworksondisplayintheexhibitioneachhadahistorybeforeandafter
Les Immatériaux.Thetextindicateshowadetailedhistoricalaccountofthe
exhibitionprojectasawholewillhavetoplaceafocusonmany,ifnoteach
oftheindividualobjectsandtheirproducers,andtheresearchthatwentinto
them,inordertoprovideafullpictureofwhatLes Immatériaux meant in the 
broadercontextofart,scienceandtheory,andthecorrespondencesbetween
them.

Thethirdpartofthebookcontainssixreflectionsonthephilosophicalques-
tionsposedbyLyotardandpresentintheexhibition,especiallywithregardto
theconceptofanamnesis.TwoformerstudentsofLyotard’s,BernardStiegler
andAnne-ElisabethSetjen,providebothananamnesisofLyotard’sexhibition
andoftheirpersonalexchangeswithhim.Inhercontribution,Setjenexplores
the relation between Les ImmatériauxandLyotard’sreadingofKant’sCritique 
of the Power of Judgement.Les ImmatériauxdemonstratesKant’sconceptof
reflectivejudgement,notonlyintheexhibitionitself,butalsoforitsstudents,
visitors,etc.Itisinlightofthedifférendthatthereflectivejudgementbecomes
autonomous in search of the sensus communis,orwhatsherefersasthetran-
scendentaux.Thepostmodern,Sejtenshows,canbereadasthereincarnation
ofKant’ssublime,aswellasanactofresistanceagainstthe“toohuman”
modern.

Incontrast,BernardStieglercriticisesLyotardforhavingignoredtheshadow
ofthesublime.AccordingtoStiegler,Lyotarddidn’tseetherelationbetween
technéandthesublime(theproductoftheimaginationandreason)ina
profoundway,andhenceignoredapoliticaleconomyoftheimmaterialwhich
hasbecomemoreandmoredeterminedbyindustry.Stieglergoesbackto
hisearlyworkTechnics and Time 3,inwhichhedevelopedtheconceptofthe
fourthsynthesisoftheunderstanding,asacritiqueofKant’sthreesyntheses:
namely,apprehensioninintuition,reproductionintheimagination,and
recognitioninaconcept.Thefourthsynthesisistheexteriorisedmemoryor
thetertiaryretention,whichconditionstheotherthree.IfonefollowsKant
insayingthatthefacultiesoftheunderstanding,judgementandreasonare
builtupononeanother,thenthereisalsoarelationbetweenthesublime

32 Inafuture,moreextensiveresearcheffort,thecontributionsoftheparticipating
individualsandgroups,andthechronologyoftheirinteractions,willhavetobeetched
intorelief.
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andtechné.StieglershowsthatLyotard’sinterpretationofKantlacksthe
pharmacologicalcritiquewhichbecomesurgentinourtime.

YuiHui’sandCharlieGere’stextsoffertwodifferentreadingsofanamnesis
inrelationtotheexhibition.SituatingthequestionoftheOtherinLyotard’s
writingsbeforeandaftertheexhibition–The Differend(1983)andThe 
Inhuman(1988)–Hui’stextposesthequestion:Isthepostmodernmerelya
Europeanproject?Theexhibition,forLyotard,wasanoccasiontoreflecton
anewmetaphysics,onethatdistancesitselffromthemodern.Duringthe
preparationoftheexhibition,Lyotardsawthepossibilityoflocatingsucha
metaphysicsinSpinozaorintheJapaneseZenBuddhistDôgen.Lyotardposed
theintriguingquestionofwhetherthenewtechnologiesmightgiverisetothe
possibilityofachievingaformofanamnesiswhichhecalled“passage”.Lyotard
elaboratedonhisconceptwithreferencetoFreud’sconceptofDurcharbeiten,
aswellastoDôgen’sconceptof“theclearmirror”.Hui’stextaddresses
Lyotard’squestionbyreflectingonthedifferencesbetweentheconceptions
of technéandanamnesisinthephilosophicalWestandEast,andsuggests
pushingLyotard’squestioninthedirectionofaprogrammeofre-orientation
intheglobalcontext.

Gere’stextproposestounderstandtheexhibition,andespeciallytheuseof
theheadphonesandtheirsoundtrack,asananamnesisoftheHolocaust.
ReflectingonLyotard’swritingonthehyphenintheexpression“Judeo-
Christian”,andonGeorgioAgamben’scritiqueofDerrida’sprojectofdecon-
structionasa“thwartedmessianism“of“infinitedeferment“,Gereproposes
thatwritinghassublatedthedifferencebetweenJudaismandChristianity,and
hencenecessitatestherepressionandforgettingoftheformerbythelatter.
GerepointsoutthereferencestoAuschwitzinLes Immatériauxandsuggests
thattheuseofthesoundtrackandheadphonescanbeinterpretedasan
anamnesisofthelostvoiceofGodinphilosophyas“gramma“.

Intheirtexts,RobinMackay,andDanielBirnbaumandSven-OlovWallen-
stein,explorethepoliticaldimensionofLes Immatériauxasresistance.
Mackayprovidesarichcontextualisationoftheexhibitionwithinthepolitics
oftheCentreGeorgesPompidou,aswelltheroleoftheCentrePompidouin
thedevelopmentofthecultureindustryinFrance.Healsooffersanaccel-
erationistreadingofLyotard’sexhibitionasacritiqueofNickSrnicekandAlex
Williams’s2013Manifesto for an Accelerationist Politics,whichsuggeststhat
theaccelerationofcapitalandtechnologieswillspeedupcapitalism,aswell
asleadtoitsself-destruction.MackayproposesthatLyotardrecognisedthe
doubleeffectofsuchacceleration.Itintensifiestheinquietudeofthehuman
subjectinlosingitsroleasmasterinthepostmodernepoch(thefirstsenseof
theinhuman),butalsoleadstoitshyper-exploitation(thesecondsenseofthe
inhuman)withoutemancipation.Instead,MackayconsidersLes Immatériaux as 
alaboratoryforathirdwayout.
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BirnbaumandWallensteinprovideanotherreadingoftheresistanceofLes 
ImmatériauxbyofferingspeculationsaboutasequelexhibitionthatLyotard
mentionedinhisseminars(provisionallyentitledRésistances),whichwasnever
realisedbutwhichwouldsupposedlyhaveconceivedresistanceintermsof
“noise,distortion,andthedimensionofexperiencethatresistsbothcon-
sciousnessandlanguage”.BirnbaumandWallenstein’stextaimstorecon-
structthisnotionofresistancebygoingbacktoLyotard’searlierwritingson
conceptssuchastouching,eventandpassibility.BirnbaumandWallenstein
alsolocatetheconceptofresistanceinLyotard’swritingsonaesthetics,andin
hisinterpretationsoftheworkofKarelAppel,SamFrancisandothers.Their
textresonateswiththoseofHuiandSejtenonLyotard’ssearchforaconcept
ofanamnesisthatwouldbreakfromthetraditionalconceptionoftherelation
betweentechnologyandmemory.

Thisbookderivesfromaresearchprojectthatbeganinthesummerof2013
attheLeuphanaUniversityofLüneburg.Theaimoftheprojecthasfromits
outsetbeentoprovideanhistoricalaccountofboththeartandtheoryofthis
mysteriousexhibition,Les Immatériaux, 30yearsafteritsoccurrence.Given
thesignificanceofLes Immatériaux,thispublicationisonlythebeginningof
areconstructionoftheepochaltransformationofthesepastdecades.We
wouldliketothankLeuphanaUniversityandourcolleaguesattheCentre
forDigitalCulturesfortheopportunitytoworkonthisimportantproject,
especiallyClausPias,TimonBeyes,TinaEbner,MathiasFuchs,ErichHörland
AndreasBernard,whohaveprovidedvaluablesupportthroughoutthelast
twoyears.ThefundingofourworkwasprovidedthroughtheHybrid Pub-
lishing LabandtheresearchgrouponArt and Civic Media in the EU Innovation 
IncubatorprojectofLeuphanaUniversity.InParis,ourresearchhasbeen
madepossiblebytheCentrePompidouanditsstaff,whereNicolasRoche,
DidierSchulmann,JeanCharlierandJean-PhilippeBonilliweremorethan
helpfulingivingusaccesstotheresourcesintheArchives.Wearealso
gratefulforinstructiveconversationswithJean-LouisBoissier,Thierry
Dufrêne,Anne-MarieDuguetandBernardStiegler.AtMesonPress,Mercedes
Bunz,MarcusBurckhardtandAndreasKirchnerhavemadethepublication
possible.WewouldliketoextendspecialthankstoMadameDoloresLyotard
forgenerouslygrantingusthecopyrightsoftheuneditedtextofJean-François
Lyotard,andtoRobinMackayforthetranslationsfromtheFrench.Wealso
wouldliketothankDamianVealandThomasMunzfortheirdiligencein
correctingandcleaningupthemanuscript.Lastbutnotleast,wewouldlike
tothanktheauthorsfortheircontributionsanddiscussions.Together,wewill
takeitfromhere.
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After Six Months of 
Work… (1984)

Jean-François Lyotard 

AftersixmonthsofworkinpartnershipwiththeteamattheCentrede
CréationIndustrielle(CCI),andwithoneyeartogobeforetheopeningof
theexhibitionentitledLes Immatériaux,Iwouldliketotakestock,firstlyby
makingafewclarificationsconcerningtheconceptionofthisexhibition,then
bysettingoutthequestionofinstallationaswehavecollectivelythought
itthrough,andreportingonourintendedresponsestothequestionof
installation,oratleasttheirgeneraldirection.Thosearetheprincipalpoints
thatIwouldliketocoverhere.

Theinitialtitleoftheexhibition,asstatedintheplanoftheCentreGeorges
Pompidou,wasLes nouveaux matériaux et la creation[NewMaterialsand
Creation].Suchatitleobviouslybringswithitawholewayofthinking,awhole
horizonofthinkingwhichwemightsetoutasfollows:inmakingaveryfine-
grainedanalysisofnaturalgivens,intelligencearrivesatcertainelements;
itsynthesisestheseelements,itreorganisesthem,aidedbythecreative
imagination,andinthiswayengendershithertounknownobjects.Andthe
philosopher,whenhescansthishorizon,recognisesthefigureofmodernity,
whichisperpetuatedintheformofasubjectthatisintelligent,imaginative,
andvoluntary,asubjectthattakesholdofaworldofgivenobjectsand
analysesthem–thatistosay,asubjectthatreducesthemtotheirfinest,most
imperceptibleelements,andproveshismasteryofthesegivensbycreating
fromtheseelementscompletelynewtools,newmaterials,newmatter,even.

BycallingtheexhibitionImmatériaux,wehad,ifImaysayso,anumberof
claimsinmind.Firstly,wemustunderstandmaterialsinabroadsense,aswe
havealreadywritten,extendingthemeaningofthewordmaterial[matériau] 
toalsocoverreferents[matières],hardware[matériels],matrices[matrices],
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andevenmaternity[maternité].Tracingthecommonoriginofthesetermsto
the sense of the root mât,whichmeansbothmeasurementandconstruction,
wetriedtorethinkeverythingthatthemodernproject,theprojectofthe
figureofthesubjectIjustmentioned,tendstotreatasasortofpassivitytobe
conquered,asdatatobeanalysed.ThatistosaythatIwouldlikepersonally,
inmycapacityasaphilosopher,togivetheword“material”aphilosophical
pertinencethatnecessarilyexceedsthesenseofthewordasitisused,for
example,bythearchitectorthepainter.Ifinsaying“material”Ialsounder-
standsomethingasmaternity–thatistosay,asorigin–thenobviouslyIam
posingaproblem,thatofauthentication–aproblemofauthority,aproblem
ofbeginnings;andfromthatpointofview,theterm“material”immediately
raisesaquestionthatisgenerallynotconsideredinrelationtothefigure
ofmodernity–preciselythatoftheintelligent,imaginative,andvoluntary
originwhichexertsitsdomination,itshegemony,itsmastery,overwhatis
given.Thatisthefirstpoint.Ofcourse,bydistinguishingbetweencontent
[matière],hardware[matériel],matrix[matrice],maternity[maternité],and
support[matériau],weseektoredistributetheterm“material”,whichas
atermremainsrathervaguewithregardtocertainextremelypreciseand
specificfunctionsthataregenerallydistinctforthecommunicationsengineer,
forexample,butalsoforthelinguistand,probably,forthephilosopher.This
iswhy,inthefirstprojectplanconnectedwiththisexhibition,wetookas
areference-pointthemodelofthestructureofcommunicationthatdis-
tinguishesbetweenthesenderandtherecipientofamessage–whichalready
givesustwoinstances–butalsothecodeinwhichthismessageiswritten
–athirdinstance–thesupportuponwhichitiswritten–afourthinstance
–andthereferentofthemessage–afifthinstance.Itseemedtousthatwe
coulddistributethedifferentrootsofmâtinaccordancewiththisstructure
ofcommunicationinawaythatisnecessarilyarbitraryyetconvenient,one
thatwouldgiveusasortingmechanismfortheenormousamountofthings
thatthesubjectdemandedwedealwith.Thuswedecidedthatthesense
of maternityobviouslybelongedtotheroleofthesender,thesenderbeing
thefatherormother,asyouwish,ofthemessage.Asforthewordcontent 
[matière],ontheotherhand,ifwefollowtheusagethatiscommoninhigh
schools,colleges,teachingestablishments,andlibraries,whenwespeakof
contentwemeanwhatthemessageisabout,thematterofwhichitspeaks
–thatistosay,thereferent;thuscontentbecomesreferent,contentcomes
underthepoleofthereferent–whenwespeakofcontentinthecom-
municationalstructure,itisthereferentpolewearediscussing.Similarly,
matrix [matrice] canbeidentified,alittlearbitrarily,yetnotinsignificantly,with
thecodeinwhichthemessageiswritten,andhardware[matériels] are the 
meansoftransmissionofthemessage;thehardwareisthewayinwhichthe
messageiscarried,transportedfromsendertorecipient;thesetwoarethere-
foredevicesforthetransmissionandcaptureofmessages,whatevertheymay
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be.Andthenthesupport [matériau]propercanbeidentifiedwiththematerial
mediumofthemessage–thatofwhichthemessageismade.Distributingthe
differentsensesofthewordmâtinaccordancewiththestructureofcom-
municationinthisway,wehaveatourdisposalawayoffilteringoutwhatwill
interestusintheexhibition,ofchoosingwhatwillbepertinentinrelationto
ourproblem.

Wemustofcourseemphasisethefactthat,intakingthiscommunicational
structureasaparadigmandatthesametimeasafilteringmechanism
forwhatwewanttoshow,wehaveacceptedthehypothesisthatbelongs
specificallytomodernity,namelythateverygivenisamessage.WhatImean
isthatif,forexample,wetakethecaseofarchitecture,andthinkaboutitin
termsofthisstructureofcommunication,wearesayingthat,forexample,
thebuilding,orthisroom,isitselfamessage,thatthismessagehasasender,
thatistosaythatitisengenderedbyamaternity[maternité],thatithasan
authorwhoauthenticatesit;thatitaimsatarecipientandthereforethatit
canbegraspedinspecificwaysbyspecifichardware[matériel];thatitisin
somewayinscribedinasupportmedium[matériau]accordingtoacodethat
isitsmatrix[matrice];andfinallythatthisbuildinghasareferent[matière] 
–thatis,it“speaks”ofsomething.Thesamewouldapplyifitwereaques-
tionofapainting(tostaywithinthedomainofthearts),butalsoifitwerea
questionofalightsignalemanatingfromasunmanymillionsoflight-years
away;anditwouldbethesameifitwereaquestionofmutantbacteriaina
biochemicallaboratory–these,also,wouldbetreatedasamessage.Thisis
anideathathasbecomecommonplace.Itiscloselylinkedtotheveryideaof
modernity,foritisevidentlyonlyatthecostofmakingeverygivenamessage
thatthehegemonyoftheintelligence,will,andimaginationofthesubjectcan
beappliedtoagiven,forthisapplicationmeansverysimplythatthegiven
mustbeunderstoodasasign,andthusasreferring,andasbeingimmediately
integrableintolanguage.Basicallyitwillalwaysbeaquestionofasking:What
doesitspeakof?Howdoesitspeak?Whatdoesitspeakwith?Whatspeaks
andwhatdoesitspeakto?Presupposedintheveryideaofmodernityisthe
ideathateverythingspeaks,andthatitisenough,inshort,tofindtheconstit-
uentelementsofthemessage,sinceitistheseelementsthataregivenbythe
structureofcommunicationitself.Themessageiscontrolledandcontrollable
oncealloftheseinstanceshavebeendefined.Inthissense,then,thereis
nothingnewhereinrelationtothemodernproject,butaratherpreciseway
ofstretchingthemeaningoftheword“material”,likeasortoffabric,inorder
todrawit,tostretchitoverthestructureofcommunicationwhichis,tomy
eyes–andIbelievethatweallagreeonthisnow–theveryfigureofmodernity
initstreatmentofwhatisgiven.

Butasyouhaveobviouslynoticed,wedonotsay“material”,wesay
“immaterial”.Andwhenwesayimmaterial,weobviouslymeansomething
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extremelyprecise:thatthecontemporarysituation–whichofcourseremains
tobedescribed–thisprojectofmodernitywhichextendsitscommunicational
web to the totality of all possible givens so as to be able to control them by 
wayoftranslation;inshort–sinceitisaquestionoftranslation,aquestion
ofthemessage–thatthisprojectisrealisedfullyinthecontemporaneityin
whichwefindourselvestoday,andwhichIcharacteriseessentiallyontheone
handastechnoscientific,andontheotherashistorical–thoughwemaycome
backtothesetwopoints;thatthisproject,then,linkedtothesestructures,is
fullyrealised;butthatatthesametimethisveryrealisation,thiscompletion
ofmodernity,destabilisesthefigureofmodernityandthat,bydintofitsvery
perfection,itarousesdisquiet.Inparticular,thenegationim- in “immaterials” 
indicatesthesituationofaface-to-face,aconfrontationthatopposesthe
subject,thesubjectofwill,ofspirit,ofthegaze,tothatwhichisnothim,
andwhichfallsunderthegeneraldenominationmât.Thisface-to-facesitu-
ation,then,isunderminedtoday.Itisunderminednotonly,asIhavesaid,
bytechnoscience;itisunderminedbywhatIjustnowcalledhistory–thatis
tosay,byasortofchagrinwhich,inthetwentiethcentury,hasreplacedthe
hopethathadbeenopenedupbymodernityinthestrictsenseattheendof
theeighteenthcentury,twocenturiesago.ThischagriniswhatIwouldcallthe
contemporaryhistoricalsentiment,insofaras,certainly,mostofthehopes
oftheEnlightenmentera–whichwerenotsolelytechnoscientific,butalso
political–are,Iwouldnotsaythwarted,butinanycaseunfinished–thisis
theobjectofadiscussionwithJürgenHabermasconcerningthecompletion
orotherwiseofthisprojectofmodernity.WhatIwanttosayisthat,precisely
becauseitresultsfromthisproject,inasensenotonlydoestechnoscience
upsetandunderminethatproject,butthatintheorderofglobalpoliticsfor
thelasttwocenturies,theideaofanenlightened,luminoussociety,asociety
transparenttoitself,whetherwecallitasocialistorliberalsociety,itdoesn’t
reallymatter,hasrecededconsiderablyforustoday–andthisiswhatIcall
chagrin.Andinthissense,bycallingthisexhibitionLes Immatériaux,we
mean,amongotherthings,thatitisaquestionofcontributingtoasortof
workofmourningformodernity.Wemustmournformodernity,oratleast
certainaspectsofmodernitythattodayseemillusoryordangerous;andwe
mustproposethispreciselyontheoccasionofareflectiononthestructure
ofcommunicationandonitspertinencetothecontemporarycontext.I
wouldsay,tojumpaheadalittle,thatwhatisstrikinginthiscompletionof
themodernproject,thishegemonyoverobjects,whichatthesametimeisa
destabilisationofthemodernproject–whatisstrikingisthat,onthetechnos-
cientificlevel,weseeasortofreinforcement,anexaggerationalmost,of
theintimacybetweenthemindandthings.Forexample,thesoftwarethat
iscomingintogeneraluseonallscalesismindincorporatedintomatter;
syntheticproducts,polymersforexample,andallsuchchemicalderivatives,
aremattersthatarearesultofknowledge–theyareinstigatedbythemind.
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Biochemical,ormoreprecisely,biogeneticmanipulations,genetics,show
thattheminditself,initsmostintimatepropertiesandcharacteristics,can
betreatedasmatter,becauseitismatter.Whenmodernitypresupposesthat
everythingspeaks,thismeansthatsolongaswecanconnecttoit,captureit,
translateitandinterpretit,thereisnofundamentaldifferencebetweendata
andaphrase;thereisnofundamentaldifferencebetweenaphenomenonof
displacementinanelectromagneticspectrumandalogicalproposition,and
giventhisfact,inthisface-to-facerelationtoauniversethatishistodominate
–aheroicrelation,Iwouldsay–inordertomakehimselfthemasterofit,
manmustbecomesomethingelseentirely:thehumansubjectbecomesno
longerasubjectbut,Iwouldsay,onecaseamongothers,albeitacasewhich
retainsthisprivilege,untilprovenotherwise(whichisextremelyimprobable):
thatwecanwellimaginethatthereisnosimilarcaseinthewholeuniverse,
subjecttoacompleteinventorybeingmade.Yetitisjustonecaseamongthe
manymultipleinteractionsthatconstitutetheuniverse.Youseethat,from
this“immaterials”pointofview,wehaveemphasised–andthisisapartof
theworkofmourning–akindofcounter-figurethattakesshapewithinthe
figureofmodernity,acounter-figurewithinwhichmandoesnotplaythe
roleofthemaster.Onemightcallthisfigurepostmodern,insofarasithas
alwaysbeenpresentinmodernity,butitmightbetheverycompletionofthe
technoscientificprojectofmodernity.Andasthisprojectisdestabilised,it
allowsthiscounter-figuretoappearmoreclearlythanbefore.Iwouldsaythat
wecouldcallitpostmoderninsofarasthiscounter-figurebringswithitasort
ofdisappointmentinregardtotheprojectofdomination,andthatitcon-
sistsinmourningit;butIwouldsaythatthismakesthefigurerathercheerful
because,oncemourningisover,thenhappinesscomes.Butofcoursethis
counter-figureisuncertain.Andaboveall,Iwouldsaythatwhatthisexhibition
isinterestedin–probablythemostimportantthing–isthatweknowvery
wellthattherewasametaphysicscorrespondingtothetechnoscienceof
domination,whichwasthemetaphysicsofthesubject,themetaphysicsof
Descartesandofallthinkingofthesubjectuptoandincludingthetwentieth
century;butthatwearenotsurewhatkindofmetaphysicscouldbe
appropriatetothetechnoscienceofinteraction.Notonlywhatmetaphysics,
whatthought,butalsowhatpolitics,sinceitiseasytoseewhatthepoliticsof
thesubjectcorrespondingtothetechnoscienceofdominationwas:precisely
thepoliticsofstatepower,Iwouldsay.Ifnotthatofthetotalitarianstatethen
inanycasethatofthehegemonicstate–astatethat,moreover,allows,before
itsveryeyes,thedevelopmentofcapitalasthetruthofthemetaphysicsofwill
anddomination.Butthismetaphysicsisbecominglessandlesspertinent–I
thinkmanyscientistsareawareofthis–forcontemporarytechnosciences
andcontemporarypoliticsalike.Idon’tmeantosaythatthehegemonyofthe
stateandofcapitalhasdisappeared–farfromit,alas–butthatinacertain
senseitwasalreadydestroyed,thatwenolongerexpectanygood,anyjustice,
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fromthesefigures,andthat,consequently,itfallstoustofindathoughtand
apracticewithintheframeworkofthetechnoscienceofinteraction–one
which,inshort,wouldbreakfromthethoughtandthepracticeofscience,of
technology,andofdomination.Andinacertainsense,itisthisformidable
problem that Les Immatériaux triestopose.Moreformidableyetwouldbethe
claimthat,inthisexhibition,wehavetoposetheproblemthatislinkedto
postmodernity–thatistosay,thequestionofwhatkindofpoliticalpoweris
compatiblewithageneralisedfigureofinteraction.

Followingthesefewclarificationsconcerningtheprojectplan,andbefore
tacklingthequestionofitsactualspatiallayout[mise en espace],Iwouldliketo
turntosomeassociationssurroundingtheterm“immaterials”–andtheseare
associationsratherthananalyses.Forme,theword“immaterial”isassociated
primarilywiththeword“immature”,whichisanEnglishword,butonethatis
increasinglyusedinFrench.ByimmatureImeanthat,withthistechnoscience,
aswiththisnewpoliticsinwaiting,thereissomethingchildlikeinourcon-
temporarysituation.Withinthefigureofmodernity,childhoodwasasituation
inwhichthatwhichbelongstonatureandthatwhichbelongstoculture–or
rather,Iwouldsay,thatwhichbelongstomatterandthatwhichbelongsto
language–isnotyetdissociated,isindiscernible,indiscerniblycombined,
mixed.Thereisasortofadmixtureofnatureincultureandofculturein
naturethatischaracteristicofchildhood.Now,ifthereisindeed,asIsaid,
suchanintimacyofthemindandofmatterinthenewtechnology,thenone
mightcharacterisethelatterasplacinghumanityinasituationofchildhood.
Totakeanexamplefromarchitecture,intheDiscourse on Method a whole 
page–morethanoneinfact–isdedicatedtoacomparisonbetweenthe
constructionofarationalmethodandtheorganisationandconstructionofa
city.Descartescomplains–oratleastpretendstocomplain–thatthesecities
werenotconstructedrationallybutweremadebitbybit,neighbourhoodby
neighbourhood,accordingtoneeds,accordingtodemographics,invasions,
therequirementsofnewtrades,populationgrowthordecline;andthatallof
thisobviouslyleadstogreatdisorder,whereasifacitycouldbeconstructed,
aswewouldsaytoday,toplan–thatistosayfirstofallonpaper–thenwe
wouldseeclearlyinthiscity,wewouldbeabletoorientourselvesinitvery
easily;themethodbeing,atleastinthistext,inDescartes’seyes(atleast
thisparticularDescartes)somethinglikeaplanofdominationspecifying
theprocedurestobeemployedinordertomasteranobjectofknowledge.
Well,intoday’ssituation,whatiscalledthecrisisofarchitectureprecisely
tendstowardakindofturningawayfromthisidea,whichwasstillthatofthe
modernmovementinarchitecture–thatofanentirelyprogrammed,entirely
predictableorganisationofarchitecturalandurbanspace.Onthecontrary,
thiscrisisconsistsinperceivingthatthecharm,whatIwouldcallthealmost
ontologicalbeautyandvalueofItaliancities,comesfromthefactthatthey
wereinfactconstructedexactlyinthewaythatDescartescomplainsof–in
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anon-dominatedway,alwaysincloseproximitytotheevent,aneventthat
couldbeeitherthetakingpossessionofthecitybysomeprinceofanother
city,ortheaccessiontopowerwithinthecityitselfofasuddenlyrichfamily,
or else the necessity of opening a new space for popular representation 
–allofthismeansthattheclasses,forexample,andtheroutesonefinds
throughtheseItaliancitiesdonotatallresembletheurbanidealprojected
bytheKingofFranceontothePlaceRoyaleinNancyorCharleville,orthe
PlacedesVosges.Thereisthusareturntoatypeofarchitectureandan
urbanismthatisclosetotheevent,whichforustodayseemslikeasortof
lostideal,alostmodel.Allthingsbeingequal,itisagainstthesameDes-
carteswhoisstartledatthefactthatonewasachildbeforebeingaman,and
whocouldnotmanagetothinkchildhood,andwhowishedtoovercomethis
childhoodatthearchitecturalandurbanlevelthroughacompleteplanning
ofstreets,ofplaces,ofdwellings–itisagainsthim,inacertainway,that
today’sarchitecturetriestothinkwhenittriestothink,Iwouldsay,achild
city,acityinwhichthe“birthing”ofthedwellingisincomplete,andcontinues
tobeincomplete.Itisnotmadeonceandforall,anditisnotaquestionof
respectingaplanthathasalreadybeenmade.Onthecontrary,itisaquestion
ofallowingtohappenwhatmusthappen–whateverhappens–andofmaking
aplaceforitwithinaspacethatisnecessarilyfluctuating.Iamnotsayingthat
thisisanidealofthepostmodernarchitecturethatcallsitself“postmodern”,
andwhichisinfinitelymoresuspect;butinanycase,Iseeverywellhowthere
issomethingfartoomatureinthearchitecturalmodelsof…[wordmissingin
manuscript]orofLeCorbusier,andhow,onthecontrary,whatweneedtoday
isachildcity,achildhabitatinthesensethatIjustdescribed,andinthesense
that,forexample,WalterBenjamindescribesinhisBerlin Childhood.Sothatis
afirstmeaningassociatedwith“immaterials”.

NextIwouldliketoassociateasecondtermwiththisword“immaterial”,the
termoftheincreate[incréer],or,ifyouprefer,thetransitive.Letmeremind
youthattheinitialplanfortheexhibitiongaveitthetitle“NewMaterialsand
Creation”,butthatwerealisedthat,whenwespeakofcreation,creativity,
thecreativesociety(asIhavereadrecently,ratherthanconsumersociety),
creator,andevenCAD–computer-aideddesign,butwemightalsosay
computer-aidedcreation–weinterpretthetechnologicalmutationwithwhich
weareconcerned(andalsothehistoricalchange–wemustnotforgetthat
here)asbeingstill,andonly,modern;thatistosaythatbasicallywethinkthat,
ontheoccasionofthisparticulartechnologicalmutation,mancontinuesto
aimatthemasteryoftheworld–andofhimselfofcourse–andthat,having
madeonemorestepforwardinthemeansofthismastery,thiscontrol,he
effectivelyapproachestheidealofthecreator.Thatthisisatheologicalword
onlyreinforceswhatIsay,forifitistruethatmodernitystartswithSaint
Augustine,itisalsotruethatitcontinueswithDescartes.Thedifference
betweenthetwoisvastandyetslight,vanishing,sinceitgoeswithoutsaying
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thatbothofthemimplyacreativeorigin–amaternity,tousethewordIused
before.Thefactthatthisoriginiscalled“God”inSaintAugustineand“ego”in
Descartesisofnogreatimportance,forinbothcasesweremainwithinthe
fieldofathinkingofamodernitywhichisthatofasubjectwhocreateshis
world,fortheendsofthearrangementofthisworldandtheenjoymentofthis
world,theenjoymentofknowing,ofpower;andthat,fundamentally,ifwe
thinkthenewtechnologiesunderthecategoryofcreation,ifwecontinueto
maintainthisideaasifallthenewtechnologiesdidwastofulfilthisdesire,this
infinityofmodernwillthatiscalledcreation,thenIbelievewemisssomething
thatisveryimportantinthistechnologicalmutation,inthisthirdtechnological
revolution,asitisknown–namely,Iwouldsay,theprospectoftheendof
anthropocentrism.Inanycase,this,tomyeyes,istheprospectthatwemay
looktowardsontheoccasionofthistransformation,thisgreaterintimacyof
intelligenceandtheworld,oflanguageandofthingsthatthetechnologiesin
questionyield:thatthecounter-figureinscribedinmodernity–themodern
counter-figureofmodernity,thatwhichpreciselydoesnotwishtofollowthe
paranoiaofthesubjectdominatingthetotalityofthemât – mayemerge.Ifyou
saycreation,thatmeansthatyouprohibittheothermetaphysicsthatIevoked
earlier:ametaphysicsinwhich,precisely,manisnotasubjectfacingtheworld
ofobjects,butonly–andthis“only”seemstometobeveryimportant–onlya
sortofsynapse,asortofinteractiveclickingtogetherofthecomplicatedinter-
facebetweenfieldswhereinparticleelementsflowviachannelsofwaves;and
thatifthereissomegreatnessinman,itisonlyinsofarasheis–asfaraswe
know–oneofthemostsophisticated,mostcomplicated,mostunpredictable,
andmostimprobableinterfaces.YouseethatwhatIamindicatinghereis,
perhapsonlyformyself–andIapologisetomycollaboratorsifso–that
ontheoccasionofthesenewtechnologies,perhapsthereisadeclineof
humanism,oftheself-satisfactionofmanwithintheworld,ofnarcissismor
anthropocentrism,andthatanendofhumanismmayemerge.AndImust
saythatformeitwouldbeagreathappinessinmylatteryearstoobserve
thedeclineofthismostmiserableaspectofmiserablemodernity;notonly
because,asIhavealreadysaid,thisaspecthasanextraordinarilyhighcost,
inblood,inviolence,interroranddeath;butalsobecause,philosophically,
itismostimpoverished.Andifwereallyhavetonamenames,thenIwould
say that the metaphysics that may emerge through these new technologies 
wouldnotbethatofDescartes,butratherthatofsomeonelikeSpinoza;or
ifyouprefer,ametaphysicsthatwouldbemorealongthelinesofZen–not
theCalifornianbrandofZen,butthatofthegreatZentraditionthatis,for
me,incarnatedinthatgreatJapanesephilosopher,livinginChina,calledEhei
Dôgen.ThisiswhatImeanwhenIsay“interaction”.WhenIspeakofinter-
actionIdon’twanttorehashthatpettyideologythatattemptstomakeup
fortheinabilityofcurrentmediatoallowtherecipienttointerveneinwhat
heseesorhears,andwhichthenheraldsinteractionasagreattriumphin
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thereinstatementofdialoguebetweentransmitterandreceiver,whichIfind
ratherconceited–Ihavelittlefaithindialogue,forit,also,mustbecritiquedin
relationtoitsveryPlatonicorigins.WhenIsayinteraction,whatIamthinking
ofisratherasortofontologyoftheendlesstransmissionofmessageswhich
aretranslatedbyeachother,forbetterorworse,asmuchaspossible,and
wheremanhimselfisnottheoriginofmessages,butsometimesthereceiver,
sometimesthereferent,sometimesacode,sometimesasupportforthe
message;andwheresometimeshehimselfisthemessage.Thisplasticity
ofhumansmeansthatthisstructureofcommunicationtodayseemslike
somethinguponwhichidentitiescannolongerbefixed:wecannolonger
saythatinthestructureofcommunicationmanis,forexample,intheroleof
thesenderanymorethanthatofthereceiver.Withtheadvanceofscientific
research–butalsoliterary,philosophical,andartisticresearch–itseems
thathemayoccupymanyplacesinthisstructure;sothisiswhatImeanby
“interaction”.

Iwouldnowliketomoveontoanewgroupofassociationsaroundthetheme
oftime.Thequestionoftimewillplayaconsiderableroleintheexhibition,
asIshallexplainlateron.AndthegroupofassociationsthatIhaveinmind
ultimatelycomprises,tosimplifysomewhat,twomaintendencieswhich
areperfectlycontradictory.Ononehandweareconcernedwiththesenew
technologies,butalsowiththeso-calledpostmodernsociety,inwhichwe
maintainarelationtotimethatcomesfrommodernity,andwhichisthe
extensionofthemodernprojectofdomination.Contemporarytechnologies
andthecontemporarywayoflifeaimtoexertman’smasteryovertimein
thesamewaythatthemodernprojectaimed,andstillaims,toexertman’s
masteryoverspace.Iwouldassociatetheimmaterialwiththeimmediate, in 
thesensethatmasteryovertimeimpliestheabolitionofanydelay,andthe
capacitytointervenehereandnow.Theothertendency(Ishallcomeback
tothispointinafewmoments),whichisinperfectcontradictiontothefirst
one–andtomymindthiscontradictionillustratesveryspecificallythecon-
tradictionofpostmodernityitself,whichatoncecompletesmodernity,orat
leastextendsit,yetontheotherhandcontradictsandoverturnsit–theother
tendencyintherelationofmantotimetodayisthat,preciselybecauseofthe
importanceaccordedtodominationovertime,andthevalueofimmediacy,
manencountersprobablymorethaneverhisincapacitytodominatetime
preciselyinsofarastimeisnotamaterial.Itisdifficulttoconceiveofspace
withoutthebodiesthatoccupyspace,whereastime,onthecontrary,cannot
onlybeconceivedofbutevenexperiencedwithoutanybodyoccupyingtime;
whatoccupiestimeisnotbodies,andthus,inthissense,timeistheform(to
speaklikeKant) par excellence–orthemedium,ifyouprefer–ofimmateriality.
Inphilosophyitusedtobecalled“innersense”,butobviouslythisisaterm
thatwecannolongerusetoday.Iwillreturntothesetwoassociations–the
associationofimmaterialitywithimmediacy,andthecounter-associationof
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immaterialitywithunmasterability.Afirstpoint:tomastertheobject–what
Ihavecalled“mât” – themindtranslatesthepropertiesofthatobject,orat
leastthosethatareconsideredtobeexploitable,andthisiswhattheterm
“project”means:thattheobjectisaddressedinviewofexploitation,that
istosayinviewofdominationandusage.Thereforethemindtranslates
thepropertiesjudgedtobeexploitableinlanguage,algebraiclanguagefor
example,andretranslatestheequationsobtainedintogeometricalproperties
–atleastthiswasthewayinwhichthemodernprojectproceeded.Thusspace
–whichisgivenspontaneously,naturally,throughsightforexample,butalso
throughhearing–spacereceivedinthiswaybythecorporealhumansubject
isreplacedbyacontrolledspace,onethatiscontrolledviathisprocedure
ofanalysis,aprocedureoftranslationintomathematicallanguage,anda
procedureofsynthesisthatpermitsthere-translationofequationsback
intolinesandbodies,aprocedureforpassingfromarithmeticandalgebra
backintogeometryandmechanics–thisisaprocedurealreadyelaborated
byGalileoandDescartes.Ifwefollowthelineofthisprocedure,theideal
pursuedbythisprojectofcontrolandmasteryinrelationtotimeisthe
capacitytointerveneinstantaneouslyintheobject’sbehaviour.Wewillbe
abletosaythatthemasteryoftheobjectiscompleteif,asitevolvesindepen-
dently,theobserverortheworkercaninterveneimmediatelyinitsbehaviour,
andinterveneinsuchawayastoimmediatelycarryoutthetaskthatthe
observerortheworkerjudgesappropriate.Thismeansthattheanalysisof
thebehaviouroftheobject,includingunpredictablebehaviour,andthesyn-
thesisoforderstoaddressthisobject,mustoccupytheleastpossibleamount
oftime.Itisclearthatcyberneticsdependsuponthisprinciple,andthatthis
iswhytelematicsandinformaticscounttimeinnanosecondstoday,andwill
sooncountinpicoseconds–10–12seconds–whichonthehumanscaleis
closeenoughtowhatwecallimmediacy.Machinesthatworkonsuchtime-
scalesobviouslymakepossibleinteractionsinwhatwecall“realtime”;thisis
thecase,forexample,withtheSogitec4XmachineinventedatIRCAM,which
allowsacomposertointerveneintheproductionofsynthesisedmusicasitis
listenedto.Iwouldsaythatthiskindofprocedure–oneofimmediateinter-
vention–fullycompletestheprogrammeofmodernmetaphysics,whichis
alsotheprogrammeofcapitalism–namely,togaintime,toloseaslittletime
aspossible.Thismeansthattheexhibitionwillhavetoshowthisconquest
oftime,aswesay,andwillhavetodothisacrossagreatmanyapparently
heterogeneousdomains.Forexample,Ithinkthatwemustusemusicasa
guidingthreadhere,forreasonsthatareeasytounderstand,becauseitis
anartoftime,anditisthereforeinmusicthat,asifbyaccident,immaterials
havedevelopedmostrapidly.ButIwouldverymuchlike,forexample,to
comparethismusicalresearchtofinancialresearchconcerningthedemateri-
alisationofmoneyandthepossibilityofcarryingouttransactionsthatare
almostimmediate,transactionsthatcompletelydoawaywiththeusual
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delaysinrealisation.Thisideaofimmediateinterventioniscloselytied,asI
havesaid,totheveryprojectofexchangeingeneral–theideaofabridging
asfaraspossiblethedistancebetweenthepurchaseofsomegoodsandthe
remittanceofthecorrespondingsum.Idon’twanttodevelopthataspect
here;Ijustwanttosaythatfundamentallytheconquestofnow–thecon-
questoftheinstant,ofthestraightaway–realisesamodelofimmediacythat
wefindinwhatlinguistscallperformativity.Theclassicexampleofaperfor-
mativephraseisthatofthechairmanofameetingwhenhesays“Ideclare
themeetingopen”.Itisenoughforhimtosay“Ideclarethemeetingopen”in
orderforthemeetingtobeopen;thatistosaythatherewehaveaneffective-
nessthatisimmediateinthesensethatthephraseitselfis theeffectiveness:
itseemstodescribeasituationbutinrealityitbringsitabout;itbringsit
aboutwithnofurthermediation–withoutsomeoneelseneedingtocarryout
theorder,forexample.Whenwemakeapromise,itisthephraseitselfthat
performsitsmeaning,andthuswecansaythatwiththeperformativewefind
ourselvesinimmediacypar excellence.Iwouldsaythatthemodernproject–
andinparticularthecapitalistproject,insofarasitis,obviously,linkedtothe
modelofexchange–isaprojectoftheperformative.Itisaprojectofatime
thatisentirelyatthedisposalofhewhospeaks,andwhoisinapositionto
ensuretheimmediateeffectivenessofthatwhichisenunciated.Theclas-
sicalthinkers,intheancientdiscussion,the“quarreloftheAncientsandthe
Moderns”,reflectedonthebiblicalphrase“lettherebelight,andtherewas
light”,regardingthisasanentirelysublimecaseofimmediacy.Itseemstome
thatthisispreciselytheproject–orrather,thedream–ofmodernity;adream
which,moreover,iscloselylinkedtothatofsublimity:itsdreamwouldbeto
say“lettherebethecar,andtherewasthecar;lettherebepetrol,andthere
waspetrol”.This,Ithink,istheideathatgoesbythenameofcreation.

Thismodelofperformativity,whichcorrespondsinacertainwaytothe
conquestofthenow,impliesasortofpriorityoflanguage,orinanycasea
hegemonicpredominanceoforallanguageoverwrittenlanguage:“Ideclare
themeetingopen”isonlyperformativeatthemomentandintheplacewhere
itoperates,inactualandpunctualfashion;whenyoureadintheminutesof
somemeeting,orinanovel,thatthechairmanhassaid“Ideclarethemeeting
open”,itdoesnotfollowthatinyourspace-timeasthereader,somemeeting
isnowopen.Theperformativeisalwayslinked,obviously,toaparticular
space-time,toahereandnowwhicharethoseoftheperformativephrase
itself,andwhoseeffectivenessisthuslinkedtotheactualenunciation.
Whencetheimportanceaccordedinthecurrentproblematictoorality;not
onlyintheproblematic,but,Iwouldsay,firstandforemostineverydaylife:
theimportancegiventothevoiceoverwrittenlanguageiswellknownto
teachersandpedagogues;effectsofneo-alphabetisation,ofdyslexia,are
producedbythepredominantuseofthetelephone,oftelevision,ofsound
film(Iwouldalsoincludetaperecorders)–thatistosay,materialsthat
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transmitthevoiceinitsorality,andwhichhaverealtimeeffects.Film-makers
speakoftherealityeffect;onemightspeakofarealityeffectoftimethrough
orallanguagewhich,obviously,writtenlanguage,languagewritteninabook,
doesnothave;forthereisnoeffectofperformativityuponthereaderwhen
hereads“Ideclarethismeetingopen”,whereasontheotherhand,ifhehears
it,heaskshimselfimmediatelywhatmeetinghasbeenopened.Perhapsthese
voice-transmittingmaterials,thisprecipitationthatIhavesupposedtobe
takingplace,withoutbeingabletoattesttoitmyself,alsoaccountforcertain
changesinlanguagethroughthelossorwithdrawalofthewrittenlinguistic
referentthatmightslowdownimportantdisplacementsinlanguageuse.
Thus,fromthisperformativemodel,thispredominanceofarticulated
language,therefollowsasortofpredominanceofthegeneralattitudeof
reading.ByreadingImeannotthedeciphermentofatextinthespacethatwe
callthepage,butsomethingalittledifferent:when,forexample,wequerya
server,onMinitelforexample–let’stakethesimplestpossibleexample–the
serversendspagestothescreenwhichwereadandinwhichweseekthe
informationwe’reafter.Thisisanexerciseinreading,wereadpageafterpage;
butthisreading,precisely,isnotproperlyspeakingavision,notifwetake
visioninastrongsense.Itisratheroftheorderofhearing;andasproof,I
woulddrawyourattentiontothefactthatanaturalvoiceorasyntheticvoice
couldverywelltransmitthisreadablemessagewerewenotabletoreadit.Of
coursethismeansthatthetextwouldbeinterpretedbyanactor,byareader
–potentiallybyarobotreader–thusitisverymuchanart,butitisanartof
time,ofthesameorderasthatofmusic.If,ratherthanatext,onthescreen
pageoronanysurfacewhatsoever,youhaveanimage–thisiswhatIcall
visible–itgivesrisetoavision;andwithsomethinglikethatthevoice
–whetherroboticorhuman–cannotreinstatetheimageforyou;byreinstate
Imeanthatwhenyouseetheimage,youdonotreadit,youdonothearit.Of
coursethevoicecanspeaktoyouoftheimage,butitcannotspeaktheimage
asitspeaksatext.Inthissense,thetraitsthatformthesyntheticlettersof
oursystemofwritingareincomparablewiththetraitsthatformimages,even
thoseofso-calledideographiclanguages.Andinthissense,Iwouldoppose
visionandhearingasimageandlanguage,andofcourseasspaceandtime.In
frontoftheirscreens,humans–contrarytowhatwemightthink–ceasetobe
lookersandbecomereaders–thatistosay,essentially,listeners.Inthisway,
wefindourselvesconfrontingtheoppositionbetweentheartsoftimeandthe
artsofspace,Iwouldsayapracticeoftimeandapracticeofspace–between,
letussay,musicandpainting,inshort.WhenIsaybetweenmusicand
painting,Imeanthatvoiced,articulatedlanguageandmusicandcinemaare
anartoftime,andthatwhenwepassfromthepenandpenciltothekeyboard
forreading/writing,passingbywayoftheword-processorkeyboard,which
hadalreadybegunthismutation,wegofromamodethatspatialises
inscription–asisalwaysthecaseinpainting,andthefirstwritingisavariety
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ofpainting–towardamodethattemporalisesinscription.Thismeansthatthe
signifierinthissecondmodalityisorganisedinachainallofwhoseelements
arenotactualisableatonce–intheblinkofaneye,aswesay–asisthecase
foranimage,butonlysuccessively–or,aslinguistssay,diachronically.The
screenpagesthemselvesscroll,andwhenawriterworksonawordprocessor
–somethingthatwearealsoincludinginthisexhibition–theimportantthing,
especiallyifheisusedtoworkingwithapen,isthatthiswriterloseshis
manuscriptpage,helosesallthepreparatoryworkwhereadditionsare
inscribed;theemendations,erasures,andmistakeswhicharetheretogether
inthepreparatorytextalldisappearandgivewaytoatextthatitselfmayalso
bepreparatory,butwhichispotential–Imeanthatitisnottheretohand,you
can’tputalltheeditedpagesnexttoeachothertogetaviewofthewhole;you
havetobringuponebyonethisorthatpastpagewhichhasbeenmemorised
inyourmachine.Insteadofapreparatorytextitisapotentialtext,atextthat
isafuturetextbecauseitisintheprocessoffabrication,butonewhich,on
theotherhand,ismorepastthanthemanuscriptis,becauseyoucanonly
recallitpagebypage,toreviseandcorrectit.Youcannothaveithere,now,en 
bloc;itisneverthere,anymorethanafilmiseverthereasawhole.Thisalso
meansthat,atthekeyboardandbeforethescreen,wehaveanexperienceof
timeratherthanofspace.Bizarrely,thispredominanceoftimesignifiesasort
ofpreeminenceofmovementoverrest.Spaceasthesiteofinscription– 
aboveallthespaceofpaintingorofhieroglyphics,hierographicsingeneral–is
linkedtorest,timeislinkedtomovement.Theparadoxesoftimeare
paradoxesofmovement,andinahegemonyofreading,likethatwhichIhave
justdescribedveryclumsily,wemightsaythatspaceisitselfbutaparticular
caseoftime,thatistosaythatrest–thesimultaneousgraspingofavisual
wholebytheeye(arelativerest,sinceweallknowthattheeyeisinfactvery
activeandisitselfalwaysinmovement,butthemovementisnotintheobject,
themovementisintheeye)–thisrestitselfisaparticularcaseofmovement.
Youcanstopyourscreen-pagetoregisteritinamorestable,slowerway,for
example,tochangespeedsasonedoeswiththeprocessionofframesatthe
cinema;butregardless,theframeitselfcanonlybetakenasanextremecase
ofnon-movement,theonlyuniversalcasebeingmovement(bymovement,I
repeat,Iunderstandthemovementoftheobject,byvirtueofthesame
principleasinmusic,whereitgoeswithoutsayingthatitisthemovementof
vibrationsthatconstitutetheobjecttobeunderstood).Now,ifthereisno
suchresttobegraspedinthesetechnologies–if,onthecontrary,these
technologiesatonceconstantlyrecordandutilisemovement,andonly
movement–thenitfollowsthatinacertainsensenothingcanbegraspedin
onego,nothingcantakeplaceatthesametime.Visioncangraspanactual
wholeatthesametime–atleastthisisaprejudicewehavealwayshad
–whereaslisteningneverhappensatthesametime:listeningtoapieceof
music,evenashortphrase,cannottakeplaceallinonego.Thephraseisnot
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presentallatonce.Theverynotionofthe“blow”,inthisregard–asinthe
expression“atoneblow”–mustbere-examined,sincewhatwecallthe“blow”
–ifwewishtothinkithereasittakesplace,forexample,inreflectionson
internaltime-consciousness–the“blow”ofthearrivalofamusicalnotefor
example,isanevent,atemporalevent:somethinghappens.Whatisthis
somethingthathappens?Itarrivestoosoonandtoolate,meaningthat,
insofarasitisnotthere,itisnotthere,andassoonasitisthere,itisnolonger
thereasevent,itisthereasmemory,immediatememory.Onemightsayin
relationtotheeventwhatFreudsaidaboutthetraumaticevent:atraumatic
eventisoneinwhichouraffectivityisstruckandmarkedbycertaindis-
positions–neuroticdispositions,forexample,orcertainphantasms–and,as
Freudsays,thisrequirestwoblows,notjustone.Ittakesafirstblowinwhich
theeventisimpressedwithoutbeingrecorded,wemightsay,bytheuncon-
scious;andthenasecondblowinwhich,onthecontrary,ananalogueofthe
traumatisingeventmakesitselfknownastraumatisingwhenitisnotsoin
itself,butonlybyanalogywiththefirstblow.Inthisdoublingoftheblowlies
thewholesecretofthefactthattimeescapesus,thatthetimeofanevent
itselfescapesus,thatweareimmanenttothistimethatwecannotmaster,
andthat,inthissense,immaterialsareboththreateningasimminences,andat
the same time are unnmasterable.

Iwouldnowliketoassociatethetermimmaterialwithanotherneighbouring
term,thatoftheunsexuated or transsexuated;bythisImeanthat,inthecon-
tradictorynotionoftheimmaterial,thereisnotonlytheattempttoshow
that,inthesetechnologiesandinthispostmodernhistory,thevoluntaristand
perfectlymaterialistprojectofmodernityturnsbackinasortofdispossession
ofwillandadematerialisationoftheobject;butalsothatasortofecho,asort
ofconsonanceisproducedinthisreversalofthesituationwhich,itseemsto
me,isspecificallypostmodern:transsexualism.insofarastranssexualsareina
relationtothatreferent[matière]thatissex.Byreferent[matière] I mean that 
obligatoryreferenceofthemessagethatisourbody,abovealloursocialised
body,inthesensethatthebodyqua message teaches us something about 
sex,teachesussomethingaboutwhatsexweare,andwhereunfortunately
onedoesnothaveanychoicebeyondthatofbeingamanorawoman.Now,
thephenomenonoftranssexuality–whichhasofcoursedevelopedthanksto
theprogressofmedicine,whichhasdevelopedonasuperficiallevelinsofar
aswenowseeittakingplace,butwhichcertainlyexpressesadesirethatis
veryoldandveryprofound,adream–thisphenomenonoftranssexualism
certainlymanifeststheindecencyofimmaterialitypreciselyinthesensethat
itdeniesthealternative“manorwoman”inregardtothesexualsignificance
ofthecorporealmessage.Justastechnologyandimmaterialsareincredulous
inregardtotheoppositionbetweensubjectandobject,Iwouldsaythatthey
alsomakeusincredulousinrelationtosexualdifference.Inanycase,they
allowthisincredulityinregardtosexualdifferencetobecomevisible,beyond
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theequalityofthesexesdemandedbyfeministmovements.Wouldn’tthetrue
aimofthesemovements–orinanycasethetruepostmodernaim–rather
bethedisappearanceofthealternative,thetransactionbetweenthetwo
sexes,theconstitutionofasortofsyntheticproduct?TounderstandwhatI
amsayinghereonecoulddonobetterthantoreadapassagefromCatherine
Millot’sbookHorsexe: Essays on Transexuality,whichexpresseswhatIwantto
say marvellously: 

IshallcallhimGabriel,afterthearchangel,inconformitywithhisdesire
tobepurespiritonly.Hewastheonlyonetotaketheinitiativeoftalking
withme.AwarethatIhadalreadyseenanumberoffemaletranssexuals,
hephonedmeonedaytotellmethathewantedtomeetmeinorderto
getthetruthabouttranssexualitystraight.Hefearedthattheothershad
misledme,andwishedtoridmeofmyillusions,forhecouldnotbearthe
ideaofpeople“talkinganyoldrubbishabouttranssexuality”.Hearrived
wearingaman’ssuit(transsexualsgenerallyprefertraditionaldress;
moreinformalclothesaresexuallylessmarked),agoateebeard,andwas
unquestionablymasculineinhisbearingandhisvoice.Straightawayhe
declared,“Thetruthabouttranssexualityisthat,incontrasttowhatthey
claim–thattheirsoulsareimprisonedinbodiesoftheoppositesex–
transsexualsareneithermennorwomen,butsomethingelse”.

ThisisaquotefromGabriel.MillotaddsthatitisthisdifferencethatGabriel
wantstobeaccepted,thensheletshimspeak:

Transsexualsaremutants,differentfromwomenwhenoneisallwoman,
anddifferentfrommenwhenoneisallman.IfeelandIknowthatIam
notawoman,andIhavetheimpressionthatIamnotamaneither.The
othersareplayingagame,theyareplayingatbeingmen.1

Gabriel,sheadds,hasneverfeltlikesheisaman,butthatitwasbecause
hewassureofnotfeelinglikeawomanthathewascalledaman.The
unhappinessoftranssexualsisthatthereisnothirdterm,nothirdsex;and
accordingtohim,societybearsthemainresponsibilityforthisbipolarity
whoseconstraintstranssexualssufferfrom.Iwouldsaythat–orrather,Iwill
let Catherine Millot say it: 

Thisaspirationtowardsathirdsexisfarmorecommonthantranssexual
stereotypeswouldseemtosuggest.Somefemaletranssexualsstickto
theirmanlypretensions,butinmanycasesthisclaimmasksahopeof
escapingthedualityofthesexes.Transsexualswanttobelongtothesex
ofangels.2

1 CatherineMillot,Horsexe: Essays on Transsexuality,trans.KennethHylton(NewYork:
Autonomedia,1990),p.129–130.

2 Ibid.,p.126.
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Ifindthisformulaveryinteresting,andIwouldsaythat,inthesemanticfield
ontowhichtheterm“immaterial”leadsus,wealsofindthisideaoftranssexu-
ality–or,ifyouprefer,angelism.AndhereIwouldnothavetolookfartofinda
wholemysticaltraditionthat,initsownway,anticipatedthemedicaltradition
ofpostmoderntranssexuality.

Iwouldliketoassociateonelastwordwiththatofimmaterials,anditisthe
wordimmortals,butIdonothavethetimetodevelopthatfullyhere.Iwilljust
readapassagefromthatoldclassic,fundamentaltothehistoryoftechnics
andofreflectionontechnics,Mumford’sTechnics and Civilization,wherehe
writesthefollowing–whichhasalreadybeenlargelysurpassedsincethiswas
writtenin1934,exactly50yearsago,butwhichremainsallthemoretruefor
the new technologies: 

Whateverthepsychologicalreactionstothecameraandthemoving
pictureandthephonographmaybe[thesearethetypesofhardware
<matériels>heisthinkingabout–J-FL],thereisnodoubt,Ithink,asto
theircontributiontotheeconomicmanagementofthesocialheritage.
Beforetheyappeared,soundcouldonlybeimperfectlyrepresentedin
theconventionsofwriting[whichbringsustotheproblemsofinscription
inspaceandtime–J-FL]:itisinterestingtonotethatoneofthebest
systems,Bell’sVisibleSpeech,wasinventedbythefatherofaman
whocreatedthetelephone.Otherthanwrittenandprinteddocuments
andpaintingsonpaper,parchment,andcanvas,nothingsurvivedof
acivilisationexceptitsrubbishheapsanditsmonuments,buildings,
sculptures,worksofengineering–allbulky,allinterferingmoreorless
withthefreedevelopmentofadifferentlifeinthesameplace.[Here
theaccentisindeedputonthequestionofspace–J-FL]Bymeansof
thenewdevicesthisvastmassofphysicalimpedimentscouldbeturned
intopaperleaves,metallicorrubberdiscs,orcelluloidfilms[wecould
add,ofcourse,microprocessorsandthechips–J-FL]whichcouldbefar
morecompletelyandfarmoreeconomicallypreserved.Itisnolonger
necessarytokeepvastmiddensofmaterialinordertohavecontact,in
themind,withtheformsandexpressionsofthepast.Thesemechanical
devicesarethusanexcellentallytothatothernewpieceofsocial
apparatus which became common in the nineteenth century: the public 
museum.Theygavemoderncivilisationadirectsenseofthepastanda
moreaccurateperceptionofitsmemorialsthananyothercivilisation,in
allprobability,had.Notalonedidtheymakethepastmoreimmediate:
theymadethepresentmorehistoricbynarrowingthelapseoftime
betweentheactualeventsthemselvesandtheirconcreterecord.Forthe
firsttimeonemightcomefacetofacewiththespeakinglikenessesof
deadpeopleandrecallintheirimmediacyforgottenscenesandactions…
Thusanewformofimmortalitywaseffected;andalateVictorianwriter,
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SamuelButler,mightwellspeculateuponhowcompletelyamanwasdead
whenhiswords,hisimage,andhisvoicewerestillcapableofbeingres-
urrectedandcouldhaveadirecteffectuponthespectatorandlistener.3

YoucanseeherehowMumford,preciselythroughthemediationofthe
immaterialityofnewmaterials,andontheotherhandtheimmediacyof
transmission,andparticularlythetransmissionofthevoice,rediscoverswhat
wehavesaidinregardtotime,withintheperspective–whichwehavenot
spokenaboutbutwhichmustbedevelopedfurther–oftherelationbetween
immaterialityandimmortality.AndIwouldadd,tocompletethisfieldoffree
associations,thatnodoubtweshouldstraightawayassociateimmortalityand
theangelismofwhichIjustspoke.

NowIwilladdressasecondpartofthisreflectionontheexhibitionLes 
Immatériaux,dedicatedmoredirectlytotheproblemposedbywhatiscalled
thespatiallayout[mise en éspace]ofanexhibition;whatwemightcallits
installation.ThecontractIsignedprovidesthatattheendofthismonthI
supplyasynopsis,ifonlyaprovisionalone,oftheexhibition.Synopsis,in
Greek,meansthatonehasanoverallviewofwhatoneplanstodo.Withthis
principleofanoverallviewwhatispresupposedisthatthedesignerofthe
exhibitionisinapositiontobringintoviewthetotalityofwhathehascon-
ceived,toshowitatoneblow;togiveittobeseenatoneblowtoitsrecip-
ients.Wecanseethattheveryconceptofsynopsisposesaproblem,given
thatIhaveassociatedtimeandsuccessionwiththenotionofimmaterials
thatIhavebeenconstructing.Forifitistruethatwhatischaracteristicofthe
relationbeingestablishedbetweenthemâtingeneralandthemindisthatwe
cannotexpecttheself-evidenceofimmediacyatoneblow,whilethesynopsis
fallsunderthisdelay,this…Thisissomethingweremarkeduponveryquickly
oncewestartedtoapproachthequestionofrealisation,thepassagefrom
conceptiontospatialdeployment.Itwasfundamentallyimpossible–thisis
whatwequicklyunderstood–toholdtothetraditionalnature,thatistosay
themodernnature,oftheexhibition.Exhibition[exposition–also“exposure”] 
ormanifestation[manifestation] are obviously eminently philosophical 
terms.Theymeanthatthingsarepositedhere,ontheoutside,intheirman-
ifestaspect.Andthereisarelationimpliedinthisconceptofexhibition,the
relationofasubjectwhovisualisesobjects,works,whoconfrontsthem,who
looksatthemface-to-face,withthisvisualisation–thatofthosewhohave
conceivedtheexhibition–controllingitthroughthespatiallayoutitself.Thus
onthepartoftherecipientwhoisthevisitor,thereistheprinciplethathe
isforemostamanwholooks,aneye.Whatismore,thisisaneyethatisin
movementoverabody,aneyethatwanders,andthereforeonethatexists
inthegeneralregisterofwhatwerecalledpromenadesintheeighteenth

3 LewisMumford,Technics and Civilization(London:RoutledgeandKeganPaul,1955),p.
244,and246.
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andnineteenthcentury–whatwecouldcalltourism,withoutseekingto
distinguishbetweenthetwoatpresent.Sothisiswhatispresupposedon
thepartoftherecipientoftheexhibition.Asforthesender,ofwhomis
demandedthesynopsisofthisexhibition,whatisrequiredisultimatelythat
heanticipates,onpaperatleast–thatheprojects–thisvisitoftherecip-
ient,thusshowingthatitsspatiallayoutwillbemadeinsuchandsuchaway,
andthatitcanbeguaranteedthatthevisitorwillconducthimselfinsuch
andsuchamanner,andthatthereforetheresultsofthiswandering–ofthis
promenadeorthistour–canbeanticipated.Thismeansthatthewandering
eyewillreconstitutethemovementofconceptiononceitisinstalled–thatis
tosay,laidoutspatially.Youcanseethatthispresupposition,inscribedinthe
veryterm“synopsis”or“exhibition”,issomethingthatishandeddowntous
frommodernity:thefirstgreatpublicexhibitionstakeplaceattheendofthe
eighteenthcentury,andsalonsandgalleriesarethecharacteristicspacesof
thesepublicexhibitions,whichwillsubsequentlyproliferateduringthecourse
ofthenineteenthcentury,withtheRepublic.Whatwehavetoseeisthatthese
spacesarecharacteristicofmodernityformanyreasons.

Firstly,theeye,asitisthoughtinthesynopsisorintheexhibitioningeneral,
istheeyeofmodernity,asitwasestablishedduringthefifteenthcentury.It
isamatterofrenderingeachobjectvisibletothisvisitor’seyeinawindow–I
wouldevensayas awindow,oratleastaswhatonemightseeinawindow
orthroughawindow.Ithusdesignatesomewhatsummarilywhatfifteenth-
centuryItalianpainterscalledtheveduta–thatistosay,theviewontothe
vistaofalandscape.Allthewindowstosee,orthroughwhichtosee,are
organisedintoafaçade,theyarecollectedinafaçade,aninternalfaçadeas
inthecaseoftheLouvre’sGalerieduBorddel’Eau.Itisnotthefaçadeofa
house,itistheequivalentofthefaçadeofahousebutinside ahouse.That
is,thegalleryinitsveryconstructionislikearoadwithinabuilding,within
apalace—aroadwhich,throughtheworksshown,initiallyandessentially
perspectivistpaintings,opensontoanoutside.Whichmeansthattheeye
wandersasinastreet,butwhatitseesthroughthewindowsarenotscenes
thatitmightseeinthestreet.Thevisitorisontheinside,heisprotected
fromthestreet–thatistosay,fromwhatwecallreality.Butthisisnodream
either,forinthedreamthereispresumablynowindow,thereisnowindow
atall;oneiricspaceisnotfifteenth-century-typevisualspace–notascenic
space,atleast.Anditisnotadreambecause,inprinciple,thespaceofItalian
Renaissancepaintingisnottroublinginanyway;onthecontrary,itaimsata
fairlyeasyrecognitionofwhatisinquestion,ofthesceneorthecharacters
oftheplaceorevenofthemomentconcernedinthispaintedscene.Iwould
sayratherthatthemultiplicityofwindowsconstitutedbypaintingshung
onthewallsofthegalleryopensontolandscapes,portraits,situations,
objects;andallofthisformsnotrealitybutculture.Basically,allthescenes
ofculture–orinanycasealargenumberofthem,alargenumberofthese
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scenes–arepresentedthroughthesewindowswhicharepaintings,hollowed
outfictivelyonthewallofthegallery.Andthefunctionofthisexhibition–of
thisexhibitionwhichcontainsinitselftheprincipleofbeingexhaustive,and
which,also,isanex-hibition[ex-position]becauseitisontheoutsideofthe
galleryinthefictivespaceopenedupbytheframes–hasafunctionthatis
inversetothatofthedream.Theimagingfunctionoftheexhibition–and
this,moreover,iswhythisspaceisprivileged–istoidentify,topermitthe
visitortoidentifyhisbelongingtoaculture,toidentifyobjectsandtopermit
identificationthroughtheidentificationoftheobjectspresented.Iwilladd
that,insofarasitisaquestionofperambulation,itisaquestion,asweshall
see,ofasortofeducationaljourney.Butbeforetalkingaboutthis,Ishouldlike
toclarifysomethingelse:whatisvisualised–stayingwiththemodernspace
oftheexhibitionstill–arefragmentsofstoriesthatareidentifiablebecause
theyareapartofculture.Theexhibitionallowsforasortofapprenticeship
ofrecognition,ofcharacters,ofplaces,ofartists,ofthatwhichispresented
andofthevisitor;anapprenticeshipincultureforthevisitorintheexhibition.
AndIwouldsaythatthismodel,thistypeofauto-identificatoryvisualmachine
thatistheexhibition,findsitscomplementoritsreciprocalinverseinthe
modernstreet,whichisalsoconceivedasagallery–unlikewhatisthecasein
avillage,forexample.Thestreetisconceivedasagallery,theshopwindows
ofthemodernstreetarelikepictureframeswhichintheirturngiveontoland-
scapes,portraits–sceneswhich,whatismore,justlikeinthegallery,permit
identification.Alittlesurprise,alittleidentification;aquicksurprise,obviously
elicitedwithacommercialaiminmind–whichisnotexactlythecaseinthe
gallery–oratleastnotalways.Intothiskindofurbanity,whichisanurbanism
ofthefaçade,onecan,quiteobviously,introduceanaestheticofshock,ofthe
shocking–somethingthattendstowardsurpriseanddestabilisation.From
onevitrinetoanothertherearegoingtobeshockingthings,andplacingthings
intovitrinescanitselfmakeforacertainsurrealism.AndhereIwouldsaythat,
forexample,whenwesay“shock”,wecannotbutthinkofWalterBenjamin’s
outlineofanaestheticsofshockformodernity,followingBaudelaire.In
certainregardswecouldspecifyhow,presumablyalongwithpostmodernity,
thisaestheticofshock,thisaestheticofsublimitythroughshock,whichiskept
intactinsurrealism…butthatisanotherquestion.

Icannowcomebacktothesecondaspectofthistypeofclassicalschema,
whichisinfactamodernschema,oftheexhibition–theschema-typeof
themodernexhibition:perambulation.Ihavesaidthatthereisaneye,an
eyeinmovement,aneyethatwalks.Thisperambulationisveryimportant
becausefundamentallyitobligesthedesigner–theonewhoisgoingtomake
asynopsis–toaskhimselfthequestion:Whatisittowalkinanexhibition?
Whereisonegoing?Oneisgoingtowardtheexit,okay,butcanonegetthere
invariousways,orviaonesinglepath;andwhatdoestheexitmean?This
isaratherimportantdifferencefromthestreet,wheretheanalogymust
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end,forthestreetonlyeveropensontoanotherstreet.Therewillprobably
comeamomentwhen,fromthestreet,onepassesintothecountryside–
anextraordinarilyinterestingandbizarremoment,infact;butonethatis
increasinglypostponedandwhich,moreover,incontemporarycitiesand
metropolises,isprobablyevadedratherthanpostponed.Whichiswhystreets
incities,andinthesuburbsofmetropolisesconstructedinthe‘30sand‘60s,
resemblegalleriesratherthantowns.Inthemoderncity,thestreetleads
tothestreet;inthegallery,walkingleadstotheexit;oneexitsthegallery
whenoneentersthestreet.Onegoesfromthestreettothegallery,fromthe
gallerytothestreet;onegoesfromone’shometothestreetandfromthe
streettoone’shomeortoanotherhome.Thusthequestionofknowingwhat
onedoeswhenonewalksthroughthegalleryis,ofcourse,averyworrying
questionforsomeonewhohasresponsibilityforpresentingasynopsis.One
mightbetemptedtosay–takingupagaintheanalogyoftheroadandthe
gallery(despitethedifferencesIhavejustmentioned)–thatthegalleryislike
arationalstreet,autopicstreet.Itisastreetinsofarasitisaseriesoffaçades
ontheleftandrightofthevisitor,withopeningsontofictivespaceswhichare
bothculturalandidentificatoryspaces;butitisastreetordered,forexample,
accordingtoahistoricalorder,asisthecaseinmuseums,oraccordingtoa
pedagogicalorder,asisthecaseinexhibitions–andveryoftenbothatonce.
Whichmeansthatthevisitor’sbodytraversesthespacesandsituations
thatareshown;heproceedsthroughthem–or,ultimately,hiseyeproceeds
throughthem–asoneproceedsthroughacourseofstudy.Thistraversalis
likeacourse,akindofprogrammeofeducation.IngeneralIbelievethatthe
commissionersanddirectorsoftheexhibition,whetherconsciouslyornot,
takeastheiraimtheeducationofthevisitor;andthatinthissense,thegallery
is a teaching establishment that one goes through faster than a teaching 
establishment;itissomethinglikeatrainingfilm,exceptthattheobjectsare
generallyimmobileanditistheviewerwhomoves.Butifthisisthecase,if
itisindeedamodelstreet,astreetthatleadsnottowardthecountryside
buttowardtheheartofculture,astreetthatgoestowards“downtown”,
towardthecentre,thenthisisalsocharacteristicofmodernityinsofarasthis
traversal,whichmaybelong,winding,andevenlabyrinthine,constitutesa
sortofmodelofmodernityitself.Thisisalreadythecaseinthepicaresque
(especiallySpanish)novel,andofcourseintheroman de formationattheend
oftheeighteenthandduringthenineteenthcentury,andthemodernepic
ingeneral–andalso,ofcourse,theBildungsroman,thenovelofculture,the
novelofadventure,thetravelnovel,whichdevelopsinthesixteenthcentury,
whichisentirelymarkedbymodernity,andwhichfullyflourishesinEngland,
inGermany,inFranceintheeighteenthandnineteenthcenturies.Thisnovel
istypicalofmodernity:asubjectgoesthroughanexperience,andiseducated
ingoingthroughthisexperience;heiseducatedbywhatheexperiences,
byhisexperiencingofthesituationshegoesthroughandbywhathehas
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experienced.The“formativeexperience”isafundamentalformoftheexpres-
sionoftheprojectofmodernity.

HereIwouldliketoopenupasortofparenthesiswhichwillmakefora
transitiontowardwhatIwanttosayinregardtothespatiallayoutofour
exhibition,Les Immatériaux,havingsetout,ratherabruptlyandinsufficiently,
thissortofmodelofthemodernexhibition.Iwouldthusliketotakeadetour,
toopen,inshort,adigression,tomakealittledetourtowardsomeonewho,
inhisdescriptionofexhibitions,contributedpowerfullytoundoingtheir
controlledspaceofmodernity,ofthedominatinggazeandtheedifying
organisation.IamthinkingofDiderot’sSalon, andinparticulartheGrand Salon 
of1765and1767.WhatIwouldliketoretainfromthesesalons,aboveallthat
of1767,isamostsignificantturninwhichIbelievethemodernspaceofthe
galleryorthesalonortheexhibitionismeticulouslyandsecretlyattacked.It
istheturnwhereby,whenhedescribesawholeseriesofpaintingsbyVernet
in1767,Diderotrepresentsthemasiftheywererealsites.Hecallsthemsites,
notpaintings,exceptforthelastone,foraveryprecisereason–justasifthey
wererealsitesinwhichhewaswalking.Sothat,inprinciple,wearestillinthe
salonthatDiderotdescribes,beforethepaintings,butthewriter’sexpres-
sionissuchthatitseemsthatwearetakingasortofpromenade,ajourney,
atourwhichDiderottakeswithacharacter,anAbbé,andhistwostudents,
inrealplaces;sothatVernet’slandscapesaredescribedasrealities.Diderot
triestoshowthatpreciselynopainter,includingVernet–atleastthisisthe
Abbé’sobjection–couldequalthebeautyofthereallandscapesofthesesites.
Sowefindourselvesbeforethedematerialisationofthepainting,ofVernet’s
paintings,andtherealisationofwhattheyrepresent,thatistosaythesites
thattheymakeussee,asifthesesiteswerereal.Andultimatelyweobserve
anexchangeofrolesbetweennatureandpainting.Itisnaturethatisthe
authorofthesitesthatDiderotandhisfriendtheAbbévisit,whereasweknow
thatitisthepainterVernetwhoistheauthorofthesesites,intheformofthe
paintingsthatDiderotvisitsintheexhibition.Diderotbeginsthispassageas
follows: 

Vernet:I’dinscribedthisartist’snameattheheadofmypageandwas
abouttoreviewhisworkswithyou,whenIleftforacountryclosetothe
seaandcelebratedforthebeautyofitssites.There,whilesomespent
theday’smostbeautifulhours,themostbeautifuldays,theirmoney,and
theirgaietyongreenlawns,andothers,shotgunsovertheirshoulders,
overcametheirexhaustiontopursuetheirdogsthroughthefields,and
othersstillwanderedaimlesslythroughtheremotecornersofapark
whosetrees,happilyfortheiryoungconsortsindelusion,aremodels
ofdiscretion;whileafewseriouspeople,aslateasseveno’clockinthe
evening,stillmadethediningroomresoundwiththeirtumultuousdis-
cussionofthenewprinciplesoftheeconomists,theutilityoruselessness
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ofphilosophy,religion,morals,actors,actresses,government,therel-
ativemeritsofthetwokindsofmusic,thefinearts,literature,andother
importantquestions,thesolutionstowhichtheysoughtatthebottom
ofbottles,andreturned,staggeringandhoarse,totheirrooms,whose
doorstheyfoundonlywithdifficulty,and,havingrelaxedinanarmchair,
begantorecoverfromtheintensityandzealwithwhichthey’dsacrificed
theirlungs,theirstomachs,andtheirreasoninthehopeofintroducing
thegreatestpossibleorderintoallbranchesofadministration;thereI
went,accompaniedbythetutorofthechildrenofthehouseholdandhis
twocharges,mycaneandwritingpadinhand,tovisitthemostbeautiful
sitesintheworld.Myintentionistodescribethemtoyou,andIhopethat
thesedescriptionswillproveworththetrouble.Mycompanionforthese
walks[thatis,theAbbé]wasthoroughlyfamiliarwiththelieoftheland,
andknewthebesttimetotakeineachrusticscene,andtheplacesbest
viewedinthemorninghours,whichweremostcharmingandinteresting
atsunriseandwhichatsunset,aswellasthecoolest,shadiestareasin
whichtoseekrefugefromtheburningmiddaysun.Hewasthecicerone
ofthisregion;hedidthehonoursfornewcomers,andnooneknewbetter
thanhehowtomaximisetheimpactofthespectator’sfirstglance.We
wereoff,andwechattedaswewalked.Iwasmovingalongwithmyhead
lowered,asismycustom,whenIfeltmymovementsuddenlychecked
andwasconfrontedwiththefollowingsite.

First Site:Tomyright,inthedistance,amountainsummitrosetomeet
the clouds.Atthismomentchancehadplacedatravellerthere,upright 
andserene.Thebaseofthemountainwasobscuredfromusbyan 
interveningmassofrock;thefootofthisrockstretchedacrossthe view,
risingandfalling,suchthatitseveredthescene’sforeground from its 
background.Tothefarright,onanoutcroppingofrock,I sawtwofigures
whichcouldnothavebeenmoreartfullyplacedto maximisetheireffect;
theyweretwofishermen;onewasseated towardsthebottomoftherock,
hislegsdangling;theother,his catchslungoverhisback,bentoverthe
firstandconversedwith him.Ontheruggedembankmentformedbythe
extensionofthe lowerportionoftherock,whereitextendedintothedis-
tance,a coveredwagondrivenbyapeasantdescendedtowardsavillage 
beyondtheembankment:anotherincidentwhichartwouldhave sug-
gested.Passingoverthecrestofthisembankment,mygaze encountered
thetopsofthevillagehousesandcontinuedon,plunging intoandlosing
itselfinalandscapeprospectthatmergedwith thesky.

HerebeginsDiderot’sdiscussionwiththeAbbé:

Whoamongyourartists,myCiceroneaskedme,wouldhaveimagined
breakingupthecontinuityofthisruggedembankmentwithaclumpof
trees?—PerhapsVernet.—Right,butwouldyourVernethaveimagined
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sucheleganceandcharm?Wouldhehavebeenabletorendertheintense,
livelyeffectoftheplayoflightonthetrunksandtheirbranches?—Why
not?—Depictthevastdistancestakeninbytheeye?—He’sdoneiton
occasioninthepast.Youdon’tknowjusthowconversantthismaniswith
naturalphenomena…Irespondeddistractedly,formyattentionwas
focusedonamassofrockscoveredwithwildshrubswhichnaturehad
placedattheotherendoftheruggedmound.Thismasswasmaskedin
turnbyacloserrockthat,separatefromthefirstone,formedachannel
throughwhichflowedatorrentofwaterthat,havingcompleteditsviolent
descent,brokeintofoamamongdetachedrocks…Well!Isaytomy
Cicerone:GototheSalon,andyou’llseethatafruitfulimagination,aided
byclosestudyofnature,hasinspiredoneofourartiststopaintprecisely
theserocks,thiswaterfall,andthisbitoflandscape.—Andalso,perhaps,
thispieceofroughstone,andtheseatedfishermanpullinginhisnet,and
thetoolsofhistradescatteredonthegroundaroundhim,andhiswife
standingwithherbacktous.—Youdon’trealisewhatabadjokeyouare
making,Abbé…4 

Diderot’saccusationagainsttheAbbé,inthisfictivedialoguewhichtakes
placewithinasupposedlandscapewhichinrealityisnoneotherthanthe
landscapepaintedbyVernet,theAbbé’s“badjoke”consistsinthefactthat
theAbbésuspectsVernetofhavingcopiedindetailanaturallandscapewhich
inrealityisnoneotherthanaVernetlandscape.Thushereisanexchangeof
rolesbetweenfictionandreality,betweencreationandnature,asIsaidjust
now;butwhatismoreinterestingisthatarotationtakesplacebetweenthe
instancesofthestructureofcommunication:theauthorofthetextpasses
intothelandscapethatheissupposedtobedescribing,andinthislandscape
heholdsadialoguewhichspeaksofthislandscapeasifitwererealwhenitis
fictive;andwhatismore,hisinterlocutortheAbbéspeaksofthisrealland-
scapeasamodelabsolutelyinimitablebytheverypainterwhomDiderot–the
authorofthetext–iseulogisingonaccountofoneofhispaintingswhichis 
thislandscape.It ’sarathersimplethingultimately,andyetitisremarkable
insofarasthespaceofthegalleryandoftheexhibitioningeneralispro-
foundlydisruptedbyit.Foritisnolongeraneyethatperambulatesbefore
paintedlandscapes;itisallofasuddenaspeechwhichjumpsintothepainted
landscape,andwhichabolishesitqua paintedlandscape,foritispurelyand
simplyabolished;andwhich,fromthislandscapetakenasrealinstance,as
place,asrealspace,speaksofthemarvel,thesublimityofthislandscapeas
ifitwerereal,defyingallpaintingtoequalthissublimity.Thusherethereisa
sortoftransferfromthefunctionofthegazetothefunctionofspeech.The
exhibitionisexploded,becausethewindowsceasetobewindows.Diderot

4 DenisDiderot,“TheSalonof1767”,inDiderot on Art, vol. II: The Salon of 1767,trans.John
Goodman(NewHaven,CT:YaleUniversityPress,1995),p.86–88(translationmodified).
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jumpsthroughthewindow,installshimselfinthefictivespacerepresented
bythepainter,andindoingsodefiesallpossiblepainting.Thatistosaythat
thetruthisthat,throughtheworkofwritingitself,Diderotnolongerseeks
simplytodescribewhatthepainterhaspainted,sincehejudgesthatinthe
endwritingwillneverbeabletoequalnatureatthelevelofdescription,that
writingisanartoftimeandpaintingisanartofspace,andthatthetwoof
themareincommensurable.Onthecontrary,Diderot,inhisworkofwriting,
triestogetacrosstohisreader–forwearereadingthis–whatthepowerof
sublimityofVernet’spaintingscouldbefortheviewer.Thusherewehavea
passagefromthegaze–Iwouldsayanartofseeingandthusofspace–tothe
earandtoanartoftime;wehave,fundamentally,thepassagefromVernet’s
paintingstoDiderot’swriting,which,inacertainway,breaksopenthespace
ofthegalleryoftheexhibition,becausethispassagegivesanewhegemony
totheartofspeech,ofwriting,whichisanartoftime.Sothat–ascriticswho
specialiseinDiderothaveexplainedverywell–thissalonof1767,andbefore
itthatof1765,arealreadyoccasionsforDiderottoexperimentwithwritingas
anartoftimeandthusasmusic.Fundamentally,Diderotthinksthatonecan
equaltheplasticpowerofVernetonlythroughapower,notatallofanequiv-
alentframeworkofreference,butthroughapowerofevocation,apowerof
expressionthatisequivalentinitsorder–anditsorderistheorderoftime,
thatistosay,themusicalorder.Iwouldsaythatthisrupture,whichIcannot
makeafundamentalanalysisofhere,thisruptureofthespaceofthemodern
exhibitioninfavourofsomethingthatwillcontainmoreofmusicthanofthe
gaze,inacertainwaynotonlyannouncesDiderot’smostpostmoderntexts,
such as Rameau’s NephewandThe Paradox of the Actor or Jacques the Fatalist,
butalsoannouncessomethingthatwilldestroy,withinthecityitself,the
projectofdominantmodernity.InthiswritingexperimentofDiderot’sthereis
somethingthattendstowardthedestructionofaspaceoffaçadesofmas-
tery,oforder:thereisasortofdisorderhere.Literarycriticsveryoftenspeak
ofthispassageandofequivalentpassagesintermsofdigression.Thereis
thereforeasortofdigressionwhichisinrealityawholemotif,awholemusical
work,andasortofhysteriaoflanguagewhichtriedtoprovide,withinitsown
order,anequivalenttotheplasticpowerofthevisualwork.AndIwouldadd
onemorething,whichisthatitisactedout,ofcourse,andthusitimpliesa
sortofcoldness,foronecanonlydowhatDiderotdoesifoneknowsverywell
howtowrite,andthusifoneisnotoneselfthevictimofablindpropulsion.
Thisispreciselyhowtheparadoxoftheactorisannounced,sincetheactor
hastofeelallpassions,butatthesametimehastofeelnoneofthem,inorder
tobeabletoreproducethosethatheissupposedtoactout.Whichmeans
thatwhatbecomesimportantforDiderotiscirculation,exchangeability,the
possibilityofexitingfromtherectilinear,orthogonalmodernspace,ofleaping
laterallyintodigressivespaces,andthisatspeed,asweshallsee,forexample,
intheveryconstitutionofthetextcalledJacques the Fatalist.Theruptures,I
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wouldsaythemontages,betweenastoryoradescription,betweenasalon
thattakesplaceonthefloorofthegalleryandthestoryorthedescription
thattakesplaceinthefictivedigressivespaceofthepainting,thismontage
takesplacewithoutanywarning,withoutanyannouncement,andthus,as
film-makerssaytoday,thereisacutandacrossfade.Itispreciselyherethat
wemeetthethemeofshockoncemore;butitisnotshockinthesamespace
andinthesametime,butashockthathastakenplacebetweenonespace-
time–forexample,thatofthegallery–andanotherspace-time–forexample,
thatofVernet’spaintedsite,inwhichDiderotandtheAbbésuddenlybegin
theirdiscussion.Ithinkthatherewefindtheembryo,thesketch,already
extraordinarilywelldeveloped,perhapsunsurpassable,ofanaestheticswhich
isnolongertheaestheticsofmodernity,whichis,tomyeyes,apostmodern
aestheticsinsofarasitimpliesthedisappearanceofacommonreferent,of
asharedspace-timeand,onthecontrary,suggestsasortofheterogeneity
orincommensurabilitybetweensituationsandthusbetweensubjects.
Becausewhatinterestsmeisthathereitisnotsomuchamatterofformative
experience,andonedoesnotgainsomuchinexperiencingit;insteaditisa
matterofrenderingoneselfsufficientlymobile–thegodthatDiderotcon-
stantlyinvokesisVertumnus,who,asweknow,ischaracteristicallyunstable
–itisamatterofrenderingoneselfsufficientlyflexibleandsuppletobeable
toleapfromonespace-timetoanother.Iamsayingthatherethisspeed–
whichisathemethatwillbereprisedbyStendahland,ofcourse,today,inthe
commentaryofsomeonelikePaulVirilio,butalsobyourverypracticeoftime
incontemporarycapitalistandtechnologicalsociety–thisspeedisalready
somethingwhich,beyondmodernity,announcespostmodernity.

Wemustnowdescribe,followingtheworkofcertainsociologists,thispost-
modernspace-time,particularly–Iwouldsayessentially–inwhattodaywe
stillcallthecity.HereIfollowthebrilliantanalysesmadebyPaulVirilioand
GiairoDaghini,publishedinChange Internationalno.1(December1983).Iwill
letthemspeakforthemselves,soastomakeitunderstoodinwhatspiritwe
settothinkingthroughthespatiallayout,orratherthespace-time,ofthe
exhibitionLes Immatériaux. Daghini writes: 

[T]hecityasformofdevelopmentplaysafundamentalrolewithinwhat
willcometobedefinedastheprojectofmodernity–namely,theidea
setforthbymodernsciencesofanindefiniteprogressionofknowledge,
theaimaffirmedinthegrowthofcapitalismofalimitlessaccumulation
ofriches,therevolutionaryprojectortheideaofaprogressivesocial
andmoralamelioration,asdefendedbysocialistandcommunist
movementsfromthelastcenturyonward.Itiswiththisintentthat
themodernimaginary,whatwemightcallthemodernspirit,detaches
andfreesitselffromformerconstraints,andfromthatpositiveideaof
progressofwhichthecityisthesite.Thiscity,infact,initselfisoneofthe
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fundamentalobjectsofproduction,throughacceleratedurbanisationand
industrialisation.

Howelsecanweexplaintheenormousexpansion,startingintheindus-
trialrevolution,ofaprocessofurbanisationwhichholdsitselftobeuni-
versal,theburgeoningofthecityintotheGrossstadt,theinflationofthe
latterintotheglobalcity,andfinallytheappearance,analysedbyPatrick
Guetzalreadyattheturnofthecentury,ofurbanconcentrationnolonger
havingtheformofthecity,butthatofconurbations?

Thesegiganticurbanagglomerationswhichbringtogethermanycities,
andforwhicheventheterm“metropolis”seemsinadequate,consistof
numerouscomplexentities,andonlyappearasthehighestpoint,orat
leastasthesiteofthegestationoftheunfinishedprojectofmodernity,
throughanillusoryeffect.Inreality,thecontinualmutationoftheir
forms,theinextricableramificationofdiversespeedsandorientations
ofdevelopment,theinternationalisationofformsofcentralandcentred
powerconstantlymodifytheveryparadigmofmodernityandcallitinto
question.5

Andonthesubjectofthisparadigm,Dhaginisaysthefollowing:

Itisnotonlytheformofthecitythatislostduringthechallengewhich,
inthe‘80s,becomesalongcrisis;whatalsodisappearsisamodeof
production,sinceamechanical-industrialparadigmisonthewayto
passingintoanelectronic-nuclearparadigm.

Withinthisnewparadigmtheevermorefrequentapplicationofinfor-
maticprocedurestotheactivitiesoflabourleadstowhatwemightdefine
asasemiotisationoflabour,thatistosayalabourthatisappliedtoand
throughsignsratherthanbywayoftheworker’sdirectmanipulationsof
themachine.Tosemiotisethuscomesdowntocoding,andcodingmeans
managing:thepost-industrialmetropolisofthe‘80sisthuspresented
to us by institutional theorists as one within which all activities are 
resolvedintomanagement.Simultaneouslythenewformsoftreatment
ofspacebymeansofthecombinedtechniquesofinformaticsandtele-
communicationsallowtheabsorptionofthe“old”metropolitanconcen-
tration-standardisations;theyauthorisethedecentringoftheproduction
intonewestablishments,new“cities”.Still,theinvisiblenetworksofthe
informaticmetropoliswhichdecentreorcentrebythrustingitsterminals
everywhere,donotatallendupinconstellationsofnewpolises,anymore
than they constitute new Siedlungen.Soitmakessensetoask:Whatis
thisnewspacethatisbeingconstitutedtodaythroughthese“invisible

5 GiairoDaghini,“Babel-Métropole”,Change International,no.1(December1983).
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networks”,whatarethesocietiesthatinhabitit,andtheurbanformsthat
representit?6 

Thislastquestionis,ifwemightsayso,theveryquestionthatweask
ourselvesinregardtothespaceoftheexhibitionLes Immatériaux:Whatisthe
newspacethatisconstitutedtodaythroughtheseinvisiblenetworks?Dhagini
concludedhisarticlebysaying:

onethingiscertain:oncethesystemhaschanged,thereisnopointin
makingdirectionalandcoherentanalyseswiththelogicofthissystem
orwiththelogicoftheprojectdefinedasthatofmodernity.Onthe
otherhand,wewillhavetoworkpatientlyandatlengthsoastograsp
andtopracticethecharacteristiclogicsofthesystemsinwhichweare
immersed.

InacertainwaythispatienceofwhichDaghinispeaksissomethingthatweas
designersofanexhibitionmustalsopractise,insofaraswecannotrespond
toofasttothedemandforaplanorforaprojectconcerningthisspaceof
immaterials.Irememberthat,havinghadtobeawayfromtheteamforafew
monthslastautumn,Iwasovercomebyasortofanxiety,thinkingthatwe
oughtatleasttomakesomeindicationastothespatiallayout,soastosatisfy
thedemandsoftheproject.Thispropositionwasrejectedunanimouslyby
theteamalmostwithoutdiscussion,withoutanyargument–fundamentally
rejected,asiftheteamunderstoodthatwecouldnotgettotherootofthis
problemofpostmodernspacethrougharapid,controlledspatiallayoutof
aplanfortheexhibition.Inhistext,Virilio,forhispart,extendsDhagini’s
question,orperhapscontributesanelementofaresponsetohim,youcould
seeiteitherway:whatweareseeing,hesays,isaparadoxicalphenomenon
wherebytheopacityoftheconstructionmaterialsisbeingreducedtonothing;
thus,Virilioreflectsheremorepreciselyontheverynotionofexhibition
[exposition],sincethetitleofhisarticleis“TheOverexposedCity”.Iwould
bepleasediftheexhibitionLes Immatériauxcouldbecalledasurexhibition 
[surexposition].Viriliosays:

Withtheemergenceofportativestructures,curtainwallsmadeoflight
andtransparentmaterials(glass,plastics)arereplacingthestonefaçade
atthesametimethatthetracingpaper,acetateandplexiglasusedin
projectstudiesarereplacingtheopacityofpaper.

Ontheotherhand,withthescreeninterface(computers,television,
teleconferencing)thesurfaceofinscription–untilnowdevoidofdepth
–comesintoexistenceas“distance,”asadepthoffieldofanewrep-
resentation,avisibilitywithoutdirectconfrontation,withoutaface-
to-face,inwhichtheoldvis-à-visofstreetsandavenuesiseffaced

6 Ibid.
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anddisappears.Thus,differencesbetweenpositionsblur,resultingin
unavoidablefusionandconfusion.

Andheemphasiseswhatfollowsfromthis:

Deprivedofobjectivelimits,thearchitectonicelementbeginstodrift,to
floatinanelectronicetherdevoidofspatialdimensionsyetinscribedin
thesingletemporalityofaninstantaneousdiffusion.7

ThisIthinkspeaksforitself,withoutanyneedforfurthercommentfromme.
Furtheron,headdsthefollowing:

Solidsubstancenolongerexists;instead,alimitlessexpanseisrevealed
inthefalseperspectiveoftheapparatuses’luminousemission.Con-
structedspacenowoccurswithinanelectronictopology,wherethe
framingofthepointofviewandthescanlinesofnumericalimagesgive
newformtothepracticeofurbanmapping.Replacingtheolddistinctions
betweenpublicandprivateand“habitation”and“circulation”isanover-
exposureinwhichthegapbetween“near”and“far”ceasestoexist,inthe
samewaythatthegapbetween“micro”and“macro”disappearsthrough
electronicmicroscopescanning.8

Virilioconcludesthispassageasfollows:

Therepresentationofthecontemporarycityisthusnolongerdetermined
byaceremonialopeningofgates,byaritualofprocessionsandparades,
norbyasuccessionofstreetsandavenues.Fromnowon,urban
architecturemustdealwiththeadventofa“technologicalspace-time.”
Theaccessprotocoloftelematicsreplacesthatofthedoorway.The
revolvingdoorissucceededby“databanks,”bynewritesofpassageof
atechnicalculturemaskedbytheimmaterialityofitscomponents:its
networks,highwaysystemsanddiversereticulationswhosethreads
arenolongerwovenintothespaceofaconstructedfabricbutintothe
sequencesofanimperceptibleplanningoftimeinwhichtheinterface
man/machinereplacesthefaçadesofbuildingsandthesurfacesof
groundonwhichtheystand.9

Asforthesurface,inthesametextalittlefurtheronwefindthefollowingdef-
inition:“Everysurfaceisaninterfacebetweentwomilieusinwhichaconstant
activityprevails,takingtheformofanexchangebetweentwosubstances
placedincontactwithoneanother.”10

7 PaulVirilio,“Une villesurexposée”,Change International,no.1(December1983),p.
19–22; “TheOverexposedCity”,trans.AstridHustvedt,inZone 1–2(NewYork:Urzone,
1986),p.540–550:544.

8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.,p.545.
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Withthesefewremarkswehave,bywayofurbansociology,anapproachto
whatisnecessarilyinquestionforusinsofarasweconfrontthequestionof
the spatial layout of Les Immatériaux.Itisveryclearthattheexhibitionmust
takeuponitselfortakeupforitselfthisspace-time,aspace-timewithout
façadebutwithaninterface,wheresurfacesareonlyinterfaces–andVirilio
andDaghinishowustheextenttowhichtheseinterfacesareessentialtothe
newhabitat.

Theproposedmodelhereisthatoftheconurbation,whichtheurbanised
knowverywell,andwhichischaracteristicofthegreatinhabitedzones,for
example,oftheSouthCaliforniancoast,whichextendsfromtheMexican
bordertothenorthofSantaBarbara.Theconurbationisneitherthecitynor
thecountryside;itexcludestheoppositionbetweendowntown,citycentre,
andperipheryorsuburb;itcompriseshabitatzonesanduninhabitedzones
–notonlyvagueterrainswithinthecity,asseenintheUSandprettymuch
everywhere,butalsohillyregionsinwhichonethinksforamomentthatone
isinthecountryside–desertedhills–whenoneisactuallystillinthecity.This
region,whichinitselfdestroystheoppositionscorrespondingtothedivision
betweencountrysideandcityand,atthelimit,betweennatureandculture,
suggeststheanalogyofanebula,intheastrophysicalsense–amassofdust,
afocusofenergyformingmatter,onethatexcludesthesimpleopposition
betweeninteriorscenes,likelivingrooms,andmodesofcirculation,likelines
ofattractionbringingbodiestogether.Thisrepresentation,whichisthatof
classicalmodernity,willundergoanentirelyradicalcritique–firstly,ofcourse,
withthetheoryofrelativity,andthenwiththeidea,theprinciplethatmatteris
energy,andthattheoppositionbetweenbodyandlinesofforce,forexample,
cannotbemaintained.Thesamegoes–orinanycasethisisanideathat
shouldbedeveloped–concerningthemetropolisthatIamtryingtodescribe.
Therealsotheoppositionbetweenthestable–whatIwouldcallhardware
habitats[habitats matériels]–andmodesofcirculation–fluidities,likethe
flowofvehicles,forexample–disappears,sincethehabitatsareultimately
onlythenodesofcirculationofthemessage,oftheelectronicmessage,of
photonicmessagesandsonicmessages,whichthemselves,moreover,are
nowalsotransmittedelectronically–andofcoursethesemessagesarefar
moreelaboratethanlinguisticmessagesingeneralandaffectivemessages,
whichremaintobeelaboratedatthelevelofthecosmicorcosmological
metaphorIamtryingtodevelophere.Sothesehabitatsare,asViriliohas
justsaid,farmoreinterestingqua verycomplexinterfacethanqua interiors 
heldwithinfaçades.Thishasalreadylongbeenreflected,inparticular,inthe
CalifornianarchitecturethatFrankLloydWrightandhisschoolimplantedin
thisregion.Thisisalreadynothingnew,itisinscribedstillunderthesignof
theprojectofmodernity,butnevertheless,thedecisionpreciselynolonger
toopposematerialsupport[matériau]andornament,tonolongercon-
servetheoppositionbetweeninsideandoutside,butonthecontrary,by
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meansoflightingandtransparentsurfaces,toplacetheinterioroutsideand
theexteriorinside,theprofoundreflectionofshadowandlight–allofthis
alreadyanticipatedsomethingthatisattainednotsomuchbymeansofa
materiologicalresearchbutfromthesolefactofthepredominanceofnew
technologiesinthehabitat,inarchitectureandinurbanism.Iwouldsaythat
certainlargemetropolises–abovealliftheyarenotlimitedintheirexpansion
bythestructureofthemoderncityofyore,withitscitycentre,commercial,
administrative,politicalcentre,andthenthevariouspatchesofthesuburbs
–thisfreedomwhichholdsforthelargeSouthernCalifornianmetropolis
whichIalreadyreferredto,canfundamentallybethoughtfarmoreeasilyin
termsofthecosmicorcosmologicalmodel;butalsointermsofamicrocosmic
model,thatofafieldofelementaryparticleswhichformacontent[matière],
whichformanodeatcertainplacesofencounter,onewhich,moreover,
isextraordinarilydifficulttolocalisepreciselybecauseoftherelationsof
uncertainty–thatistosaythateachtimetheobservertriestodefinethe
placesofencounteroftheseparticles,itisdisplaced.

IfnowItakethisbarelysketched-outmodelandtransportittothecaseofthe
exhibition,askingmyself,therefore,whatapostmodernexhibitioncor-
respondingtothemetropolisortothenebulaofconurbationcouldbe,thenI
amindeedobliged–andthisiswhatwehaveallconcluded–weareobligedto
refusethetraditionaldispositif ofthegalleryandthesalon–thatistosay,the
dispositif whichopposes,forexample,roomsandthecorrespondingcorridors,
habitatsandlinesofcirculation.Torefusetheoppositionbetweenthecentral
point,thepreeminentpointoftheexhibitionandtheperipheryoftheregions,
themostimportantzone,themostimportantroom,andthentheoutlying
rooms,justastheoppositionbetweenadowntownmetropolisandthe
suburbshasdisappeared.Wemustevenquestiontherelationbetween
entranceandexitbyvirtueofthesameprinciple,sinceitisverydifficult,ina
largenebulalikethatofSouthCalifornia,tosayatwhatmomentwehave
enteredthecityorleftit.Andwemustalsocallintoquestionandprobably
abandontheprinciplethatthereisadirectiontothevisit,thatistosaythatin
itthereisapolarisationofspaceandoftimewhichmeansthatoneeither
goestowardthesecretchamberofthetemplewhereknowledgewillbe
completed,oronetraversesalloftheroomsbymeansofthemodeof
circulationtowardtheexit,theexitbeingtheendoftheapprenticeshipand
theaccomplishmentoftheinitiation.Allofthesespatiotemporal
arrangements,whicharepowerfullysignificantfortheprojectofmodernity,
andwhichorganisethespaceofthegallery,mustbereconsideredifwedonot
wantourexhibitionLes Immatériauxtobecontradictoryand,Iwouldsay,in
contraventionoftheverynameofimmaterialsandwiththeveryprojectof
exposingsomeaspectofpostmodernity.Itmustbenotanexhibition
[exposition],butasurexhibition[surexposition],totakeupthetermViriliouses
inrelationtothecity;itmustbeanoverexposedexhibition.Sotheseareafew
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reflectionsonthespatiotemporalproblematicthathaspreoccupiedus,and
whichwillhavetobereconciledwithacertainnumberofconstraints,because
wearenotputtingonthisexhibitiononvirginsoil,withinanuntouched
space-time.ThefifthflooroftheCentreisasurfaceof4000squaremetres,
2700squaremetresofusablespaceifwediscounttheentrancesandexits.It
isaspacewithoutanypartitions,whichisagreatadvantage;butmore
importantlyitisaspacethatcannotbemadecompletelydark–thisshouldbe
emphasisedinsofarasitispreciselyaquestionofthatstillmodernbutalready
postmodernarchitectureoftransparency,giventhatinteriorandexteriordo
notconstituteapertinentoppositionhere.Ontheotherhand,thisspaceis
situatedwithintheCentrePompidou,intheverycentreofParis,amodern(I
wouldsayclassical-modern)city,inaneighbourhoodwhich,especiallysince
thebuildingofLesHalles,drawsacrowdofvisitors,particularlyatthe
weekend,acrowdofpeoplewhocomefromthesuburbs;thisstructureand
thissituationthemselvesconstituteconstraints.Ontheotherhand,the
exhibitionisnotamuseum;itisanorganisationofspacewhichistemporary,
notpermanent;andwemustincludethedurationoftheexhibition–notonly
theentireperiodoftheexhibition,butthedurationofthevisititself–within
theconstraintsbearingontheorganisationofthefifthfloor.Iwillleaveaside
questionsofbudget,whicheveryonecaneasilyimagine,notbecauseIdon’t
wanttotalkaboutthembutbecauseinthecaseofLes Immatériaux we might 
thinkthatwhatisnewinthewaythequestionofthebudgetisposedisthat,
firstly,thebudgetwillbehigherthanusualforexhibitionsonthefifthfloor,
becauseoftheverynatureofwhatwillbepresented–thatistosay,
technologicallycomplexmachines;andontheotherhand,thattheevaluation
ofcostissometimesimpossibleinsofaraswearedealingwiththecreationof
originalproducts.Iwouldaddthattheverytermthatdesignatesthisspaceon
thefifthfloor,theverynameofthisspaceisthe“GrandeGalerie”.Iamnot
sayingthattheseconstraintsmakethethingimpossible–farfromit.Onthe
contrary,ifwecomparethisrelativelyfreespaceinrelationtootherspaces,
theexhibitioncanonlybenefitfrombeingthere.Nevertheless,the
Immatériauxprojectisrenderedparadoxicalbythefactofthecentralposition
ofthesite–thatistosaythatittakesplaceinacentre,theCentreGeorges
Pompidou,theestablishmentofwhichwasindeeddisputedatatimewhen
decentralisationwastheorderoftheday;thatthesupervisingbodyofthe
exhibitionisalsoacentre,theCentre de Création Industrielle(CCI),acentreof
creationindeed;andthat,ontheotherhand,thething–thatistosay,the
exhibition–isrenderedperilousbythefactthatitsphilosophicalnature,
whichisinanycasereflexive,andtheteam’sambitionastowhatneedstobe
gotacrosstothevisitor,isnotexactlytailor-madetomaximisefootfall.Thatis
tosay,theproblemoftheattendanceofanexhibitionthatpreciselywillnotbe
madetoteach,noreventoshowsomething,sinceitwillnotbeafaçade,and
whichisalsonotaboutmarvels,inthesensethatonemightmarvelatnew
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technologies,butwhoseaim,fortheteaminanycase,istoquestion,andI
wouldevensaytodisquiet,theideaofthewillandintelligenceofanall-
powerfulsubject,inordertoproduceinsteadasortofeffectofmodestyinthe
anthropologicalatmosphereinwhichwelive–theproblemisthatiteffectively
risksendingupinfailure.Ithinkthewholeteamisperfectlyawareoftherisk
wearerunningintreatingthequestioninthespiritthatIhavetriedto
describe.Thissaid,itisnowtime,nottospecifytheresponsesthatwewilltry
togive,ononehand,tothisquestioningofthemodernproject,andonthe
other,totheconstraintsofthisspace,buttosketchoutcertainresponsesthat
havecomeupalongthewayduringthisveryabsorbingwork,inwhichthe
wholeteamisverymuchinvested,becauseitisverydisquieting–inanycase,
somelocalresponses.Hereishowwehavedecidedtoproceed:weadopted
thecommunicationalstructure,andwedecidedtoextendthesenseofthe
immaterialaccordingtotherootmâtandtodistributethedifferentsenses
associatedwiththisroot,referent[matière],hardware[matériel],support
[matériau],matrix[matrice],maternity[maternité],onthedifferentaxesofthis
communicationalstructure.Withtheuseoftheterm“material”andthe
mediativeprefix,wearenotsuggestingthatthereisnolongeranymaterial
support[matériau],butwethinkthatweareinagreementinquestioningthese
differentsenses:Istherestillincontemporarytechnologiesandinhistorya
placeforsomethinglikeamaternity,asifsomeone–nature,theworld,God,
theGreatMother,wereaddressingmessagestowehumans,recipientsof
thesemessages?Aretherestillmedia[matériaux]whichareonlymedia–that
istosay,relativelyindifferentsupportsthataremadeuseofaccordingtoan
independentproject,like,forexample,“brickarchitecture,”touseaterm
borrowedfromourcolleague[Alain]Guiheux?Aretherematrices,thatistosay
codeswhichencodemessagesthatwecandecode?Isthehardware[matériels] 
forthetransitandcaptureofmessagesitselfstable?Istheverycontent
[matière]ofmessages,thatistosaytheirreferent,thatofwhichtheyspeak,
independentofthesemessages?Youcanseethatherethereareaseriesof
questionswhichdemandthatwegrouptheobjectstobeshownnotinto
separatedomains–thatistosaybygenre,asonedistinguishesbiologyfrom
cookery,painting,andindustry–butonthecontrarythatweplacethese
objects,thatwegroupthembyzone.Eachofthesezoneswillfallunderthe
regimeofaquestionofthetype:Whataboutthereferent[matière]?Insuch
andsuchadomain,whetheritisastrophysics,biology,architecture,what
aboutthesupport[matériau]?Insuchandsuchadomain,theatre,painting,or
industry,whataboutmatrices,whatabouthardware[matériels]?Thuswehave
beenguidedbythisideathatwhatispertinentarethezonescorrespondingto
differentquestionsbearingonthedifferentsensesoftherootmât.Wehave
beenledalreadytothisfirstimplicitorganisation,apriororganisationofthe
space,whichwouldbeanorganisationbyzone,groupingsitesbelongingto
domainsofdifferent,heterogeneousgenres,andwhosehomogeneitywewill
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demonstratepreciselythroughthesimplefactthattheywillbeinterrogatedin
thesamemanner,onthebasisoftherootmât.Asecondideaisthatwedonot
wishtohave,andwecannothave,anoverallviewofthewholeofthisspace.
Thismeansnotonlythatthevisitorhimselfwillhavenooverallview,andthat
shewillcirculateimmanentlyinthisspace,withoutbeingabletograsp,at
leastnotimmediately,itsoveralleconomy;butthatevenwe,whoaresup-
posedlythedesignersorthecreatorsofthisspace,wedonotproceedviaa
priordivisionofthisspace.Thatistosaythatwewillnotplanoutthis
exhibitionandthencarryouttheplannedproject,butrathersetoutfrom
thesequestions,interrogatethedifferentdomainsonthebasisofthese
questions,andsituateonebyoneeachofthesitesthatseemnecessarytous,
thosethataremostpertinentinrelationtothesequestions,inwhich,inthis
orthatdomain,theprojectofmodernitymaybedisquietinginsomeway–on
theaxisofreferents[matières],ontheaxisofmatrices[matrices],oronthe
axisofmaternities[maternités],andsoon.Andultimately,indelayingthe
momentwhenallofthesites,groupedbyzones,willcometocoverthefifth
flooroftheBeaubourg.Athirdprincipleisthat,ifwewanttobefaithfultothe
spiritofimmateriality,itisimportanttoaccordaconsiderableplacetothat
whichrelatestotimeratherthanthatwhichrelatestospace;andthat,in
particular,wemustnot–andweseemanyadvantagesinnotdoingthis–we
mustnotissuethevisitorwithinstructions,whetheraninstructionmanualor
aninstructivepamphlet,thatis,informationbooklets.Weshoulduseasfew
textpanelsaspossible,sincethesearestilloftheorderofinscription–asI
haveexplainedbefore,theinscriptionofthespace–andinsteadshoulduse
themediumofspeech,ofsound,whichbelongstotheartoftime.Wehave
takenthedecisiontouseanaudioprogrammetocovereachofthezones
groupingtogethersitesinvolvedindifferentdomainsbutbelongingtothe
sameproblematic.Foreachzonetherewillthereforebeatransmitter,which
willbelocatedinthespaceoftheexhibitionitself,andattheentranceeach
visitorwillpickupalittlereceiverthathewillwearoverhisearssothat,
passingfromonezonetoanother,thevisitorwillpassfromonetransmitterto
another,andwillthusreceiveanaudioinstructionthatwillbesenttohimby
thetransmitterinquestion.Throughthetransmitterweplantoplayatape
recordingrelatingtotheproblemsthatgovernallofthesitesplacedwithinthe
zone;inotherwords,theinstructionwillbeoral,andthisallowsustoavoid
havingtoomanypanelstoread.Itwillalsoallowusconsiderablelatitudein
thenatureofmessagesconcerningthezonesandthesites,becausebyusing
oralspeechwecanavoidthemonotonyofwrittenexplanation,which
generallyisoftheorderofinstruction;wecanenvisageusingcitations,or
textualcreations,fromcompletelydifferentgenres.Wecanwellimagine
poems,fragmentsofliteraryprose,instructionsintheimperativemode,
questions,exclamations,allofthisbeing–atleastthisisourplan–readbya
good,well-knownreader,andthusmakinguseofthespecificpowerofspeech.
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Ofcoursethesesamereceiverscouldreceivemusicalsignals,whetherthese
signalsaremixedwithtext,orwhetheronthecontrarythereisanentirely
musicalzone,asIRCAMhavesuggested.Oncemore,theartsoftime,oral
speechandmusic,withalltheintermediariesbetweenthetwo,including
noises,aremuchsuperiortoreading.Iwouldaddthattheinterestof
proceedinginthiswayisthat–theexhibitionspacemustbekeptcompletely
silent–eachvisitorwillbeisolatedinasingularrelationtothetransmitters.
So,tocomebacktothesites,thesesiteswillbeplacedinzoneswhichare
transgeneric,trans-domain,thesesiteswillbesometimessingular,sometimes
comparative–thatistosay,comparinganewindustrialtechnology,for
example,withanewartistictechnologysothatthevisitorswillbeledto
questionwhatissupposedlyfunctionandwhatissupposedlyexpression.
Otherswillbeanamnesiac,thatistosaythatinthedomainitselftheywill
comparetwostates,forexampleofthequestionofreferent[matière]and
support[matériau].

Andfinally,thewayinwhichthesitesarelinkedtoeachother,asIhave
said,willbethroughthecommonproblematicofreferent[matériel],sup-
port[matériau],andsoon.Andthewayinwhichthezonesthatcovereach
oftheseproblematicswillbelinkedtoeachotherwillremain–wearedis-
cussingthisnow–probablyrelativelyloose,whichleadsustothinkthatthe
perambulationwithinthesezoneswillbeatleastpartlyfree,sothateach
visitorwillhave–Iwouldnotsaythechoiceofroute,theterm“choice”isnot
satisfactory–butinanycasewillhavethefreedomtogohereandthere,a
littleaccordingtochance,orhistastesorhismomentaryinclinations.Itisnot,
properlyspeaking,aquestionofalabyrinth,sinceusuallyalabyrinthhasbut
onethread,andisperfectlyconstraining.Insteaditisaquestion–aswehave
beensayingintheteam–ofasortofdesertinthemiddleofwhichthesesites
havebeendropped,withthevisitorgoingfromonezonetoanotherwithher
headphonesonherears.Perhaps,enteringintoazoneinthemiddleofthe
recording,shemaywaituntilthetapegoesbacktothebeginninginorderto
beabletolistentowhatthespaceisabout,theregionwheresheis,andwill
visitthezoneinquestionwiththisrecording,thistext,playinginherears.

Thusthelinkageorthesequencingofzonestoeachotherwill,ifpossible,
alwaysleaveopenthequestion“Whathappens,whatishappening?”and
thusthefeelingofakindofcontingencyandencounter.Iwilladdalastthing
asageneralprinciple:sincewecannotmakethefifthfloorentirelydark,as
isgenerallythecaseintheBeaubourg,wehavedecidedtotaketheopposite
path–thatistosay,tooverexposethewholeexhibition,touseconstant
halogenlightandtocontrolthislightinrelationtotheexternallightsoasto
balanceit.Thuswewillhaveconstantlightingwhateverthetimeofday,which
seemsveryimportanttomesinceitwillbepartoftheextrememodernityor
postmodernitytorenouncenatureinthisway,torenouncetheseasons,day
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andnight.Whatismore,itwillallowus,whenwefeeltheneed,tocreatesites
orevenwholezonesthat,onthecontrary,arecompletelydark,completely
black,throughasystemoflocalenclosures.Sothisishow,atthemoment,we
imaginethewholeoftheexhibition.

Iwouldliketoaddtwothings:ononehand,thatwewouldliketofinda
devicethatwouldenableustorecordtheroutetakenbyeachvisitor.Notto
recorditinsomecentralserver,butsuchthatontheobjectthathewillnec-
essarilyhavetakenattheentrance–itmaybeacassettecontainingallofthe
recordingsproducedbythetransmitterswhichthevisitorcouldbuyinsome
way,oritcouldbeacardthatheswipesinreaders–suchthat,thankstothese
indicationsonecouldobtainondemand,onexit,areportoftheroutethat
thevisitorinquestionhastakenthroughthespaceofthisexhibition.This
doesn’tseemtobeaseasyaswehadthought,andthedifficultiesmayoblige
ustochooseasimplersolution,butneverthelessthisaspectisbeinglooked
into.Thismeansthateachvisitorwillinacertainwaytakeawaytheproduct
ofhisownvisit,printingitoutusingaprinterattheexit.Asecondthingthat
Iwouldliketoemphasiseagainisthat,alongwiththisroute,theworkthat
youseehereisnotexactlyapromenadebutaninvestigation–Iwouldn’tsay
anadventure,Idon’tlikethatwordsomuch–butinanycaseanexploration
ofthespaceoftheexhibition.Wealsoenvisagecompletelyrevisingthe
ideaofthecatalogue,becausethecatalogueofanexhibitionisabookthat
hastheexhibitionasitscontent[matière],thatistosayasitsreferent,and
whichtriestobeascompleteasummaryofitaspossible,intheformof,on
onehand,adeclarationofintentinthepreliminaryarticles,inparticularthe
commissioner’sstatement,andthenanaccountofalltheobjectstobefound
intheexhibition,theindexoftheseobjectsandtheirauthorsorcreators.
Weshouldliketoproceedinthefollowingway:firstly,toseparateitintotwo
book-objects.Ononehandwewillhaveasthecatalogueaportfolio,which
wasalreadystartedsixmonthsago,thefirstproofofwhichsomeofyouhave
alreadyseen–sowewillcontinuewiththisportfolio,inwhichwewillinclude
theteam’sworkingtextsspanningalmosttwoyears;andontheotherhand,
obviously,anaccountofalltheobjects,whatevertheirnature,tobeshown
[exposé]oroverexposed[surexposé].Itwillbequitealargeportfolio,then,
onethatwillcompriseasetofsheetsalongwithtwobooklets,abookletof
workingfilesandabookletthatwillbeakindoflexiconoftheexhibition,with
illustrations,allofitinacardboardsleevelikeabox,adoublebox.Youshould
realisethatthisisnotamatterofmakingsomethingniceandchic–wearenot
workingonthemodelofadeluxebook.Onthecontrarytheaimistomakean
objectthatisquiteplain,quitesimple,withtheseloose-leafsheets,andusing
printingandduplicationtechniquesthatdonotgobeyondoffsetprinting.So
thatisoneoftwoobjectsthatyouwillbeabletobuyintheexhibition.
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Theotherobjectisentirelydifferent:itisapartoftheexhibitionitself,oneof
theexperimentsthataregoingtotakeplaceinsidetheexhibition.Itwouldbe
wrongtocallitacatalogue,infact.Itisaquestionofgivingacertainnumber
ofpeople,whomIhavesomewhatderisivelycalled“authors”,alistofacertain
numberofwords.Thesearewordsthatwemightconsideraskeysinsofaras
theywillbeinsertedintoacentralserver,buttheyarenotkeywordsinthe
strictphilosophicalsense,ifImightsayso,butwordsthatwehavebuiltup
togetherandwhichweconsidertobeimportantinrelationtotheexhibition.
Sowehavegiventheseauthors,foraperiodthatremainstobedetermined
–thisisamatterofbothmaterialpossibilityandcost–word-processing
machines.Eachofthemassociateswiththewordsthatinterestthemarounda
hundredwords,afewphraseswhichwecallcommentaries.Theymakeafirst
commentaryentirelyfreely–theyareathomewiththeirmachine–andthen,
bycallingupthenamesoftheotherauthorsusingacode,theycanlearnwhat
theothershaveassociatedwiththesameword,andthenrespondtowhatthe
othershavedone.Sointhefirstplacetheirowncommentary,thenacom-
mentarywhichtheycanmakeontheirowncommentary,andthen,thirdly,a
commentaryontheothers’commentaries–allofthisrecordedinthememory
ofacentralserver.Youcanseethatthereisnonecessityfortheprocesstobe
synchronous,thatistosaytotakeplaceinrealtime.Thesecommentariescan
verywellbemadediachronically,oneaftertheother,itdoesnotmattermuch;
eachcanseethecommentaryofotherswhenhewishes,inwhatevermedium.
Butinrealtime,onecanimagine–evenifitseemsthatherealsothereare
considerabledifficulties–thedifferentauthorsrespondingtooneanotheron
theirword-processingmachines.Thecompanythatisresponsiblefordealing
withthisaspectoftheexhibitionhassuggestedthatwecouldbringabout–
andasyoucanimagine,nothingwouldpleasememore–whatwecouldcall
“sparringcommentaries”,notusingword-processingmachines,butviaMinitel,
thelittledevicethatisalreadyinplaceinParis,andwhichwillbeavailablefor
alloftelephoneusersin1985,whichisadevicewithakeyboardandascreen
usingthetelephonenetwork.Itmaybepossible,then,tomakeinthiswaya
sortofsparringofcommentarieswhereeachauthorwillbeabletoproducea
phraseandanyoneoftheotherswillbeabletocommentonthisphrase–it
isaquestionofabriefphrasethatfitsinonepageonthescreen.Inthatcase
wewouldhaveaproductioninrealtime,whichwouldnotbesocostlysinceit
wouldusetheMinitelnetwork.Allofthiswouldofcoursebeavailablewithin
theexhibition,andweenvisionthatthevisitorsthemselvescouldparticipate
inthisexperimentasitcarriesonduringtheexhibition.Thismeansthatall
oftheworkdonebytheauthorsonthewordprocessorscouldfinally,after
havingbeenprinted,beproducedasanexperimentalbookinwhichitwould
bepreciselythequestionoftheauthorthatwouldbeatissue–Whowould
theauthorofthisbookbe?–andinwhichtheverymultiplicityoftherulesof
thegame–theauthorcommentingonhimself,commentingonothers–would
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ultimatelymakethequestionofthebook’smaternityparticularlydisquieting.
Ofcourse,thequestionofthesupport[matériau]would,byvirtueofthis
simplefact,beposedwithsomeforce,sinceeachoftheauthorsworkingon
theword-processingmachinewouldbeinthekeyboard-and-screensituation
thatIdescribedearlier.Sothereareafewdifferentaspectstothis.Fornow,
wedon’twanttoproceedwiththedescriptionofthesites,althoughwecould
maybedosoifyoufeeltheneed.

Ishouldliketoaddafewdisorderedremarks.Thisspatiallayoutwhichisin
theprocessoftakingshapewillitselfmanifest,withintheexhibition,many
oftheprinciplesthatIhavedescribedalittleabstractly:firstly,thepassage
fromonezonetoanothershouldbecomparedtothepassagefromone
receptionzonetoanotherwhenadriverdrivesacrossalargemetropolis.
WhenyougofromtheMexicanbordertoSantaBarbarayouhavetoretune
theradiobecauseyouchangetransmitter;speechandmusicfadeoutand
becomenoise,andyouhavetoretuneinordertofindotherspeech,other
music,youjointheminmid-flow,andtheyareindependentofeachother.
ThisnebulousaspectofwhichIspokeearlier,then,wehopetoreproduceit
throughthisdevice.AsecondthingIalsowanttosayisthatthemultiplicity
ofroutesthroughtheexhibition–aboveallifwemanagetoresolvethe
technicalquestionofbeingabletorecordthematwillattheexit–allowsitto
transpirethat,fundamentally,theexhibitioncontainsmanypossibleworlds.
Ultimately,aroutedefinesaworld,thatistosaythatitconnectsupaseries
ofzones,andanotherrouteassemblestheseriesofzonesintoanotherorder;
andinthissense,eachvisitorwillhaveauniverseoftheexhibitionwhichis
inscribed,ofwhichheistheauthor,buttheinvoluntaryauthor–andofwhich
heisalso,onemightsay,thereceiver,meaningthatherethereisavacillation
onthequestionofsenderandreceiver,andaboveallonthequestionof
content[matière]–becauseitmeansthattheverycontentoftheexhibition,
theexhibition quareferentofarouteisposited:thereareultimatelymany
exhibitionsinone,manypossibleexhibitions.Athirdpoint:wecanimagine,
thankstotherecording,thankstothefreedomthattherecordinggivesus,
someveryinterestingvariationsinthepragmaticsituationofthevisitor,
becauseshemaysometimesbethereceiveroftherecording–someone
addressesherandthissomeone,whatismore,maybeapersonoutofa
painting,maybeapieceofamachine,maybethesiteitself,orthezone,or
anotherzone–shemaybethereceiver,then.Butshemayalsobeplacedin
thepositionofthesender,since,precisely,sheherselfplotshercourse,andin
thissensesheistheauthoroftheroute,thesenderofthesequencethatwill
berecordedattheend.Shemayherselfbeconsideredasasupport[matériau] 
insofarassheisplacedinthesituationofatrigger–PierreBoulezenvisageda
scenariowhere,throughasimplephotoelectriccellsystem,theverypassage
ofavisitorwouldtriggerapieceofelectronicmusic–perhapsatthemoment
whenshepassesintooneplace,shetriggersoffacameratorecordherand
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torepresentheronavideoscreenelsewhereintheexhibition.Oragain
shemaybetherecipient,inthesensethatsheisactiveinthisorthatsite.
Forexample,wecanimagineasitewhereweplantouseasetofsynthetic
images–whichunfortunatelyrisksbeingextremelycostly–wherethevisitor
couldbreatheontoascreenwhichrepresentsthesnowonalandscape,and
byblowingonthescreenshewouldmakethesnowfall.Thus,thevisitorcan
play a great variety of roles within the structure of communication that serves 
asthegeneraloperator.Itseemstomethatthiscorrespondspreciselytothe
satiricalroutetakenbyDiderotthroughVernet’ssites.

TranslatedfromtheFrenchbyRobinMackay.

This text is based on the transcript, in French, of a talk that Jean-François Lyotard gave in 
spring 1984. The transcript exists in several, slightly different copies which are currently stored 
in different places in the archives of the Centre Pompidou. Different authors therefore refer to 
it with different document codes, depending on the copy that they used (No. 94033/666, PCA 
1977001/129, Dossier 2009012). The most complete version that we could trace, and that was 
used as the basis of this first translation into English, can be found at "1994033/666".
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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.



From Over- to Sub-Exposure 85

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.



From Over- to Sub-Exposure 89

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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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).
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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).



106 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

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.





The Bus of  
Les Immatériaux

Jean-Louis Boissier 

InwhatfollowsIdescribehowtheinteractivevideodiscinstallationThe Bus 
wasconceivedandproduced,andhowitrespondedtothewilltoexper-
imentallyinscribetechnicsatthecrossroadsofartandethnography.Thismay
inturnhelpshedsomelightonthephilosophicalexhibitionLes Immatériaux 
withinwhichitappeared.

The Installation
WithinthelabyrinthofLes Immatériaux,inthepervasivedarkness,avertical,
suspendedvitrinepresentsanobjectwhichattractsourattentionbecause
itisinstantlyrecognisable.Itisamodel,at1/10scale,andverydetailed,very
realist,ofaParisianbus[Figure9].Butwhatdrawsourattentiontoitisthat,
onthelittlevideoscreensplacedbehindthewindows,thereunfoldsafilmed
landscapewhich,illuminatingtheinteriorofthisminiaturebuswithmoving
light,placesusunmistakeably,bothperceptuallyandmentally,intheposition
ofapassenger.Weseeneighbourhoods,privatehomes,gardens,buildings,
working-classtowns,wastelands,marketgardens,theuniversity,andalways
thesky,andviewsintothedistance.Perhapswithoutnoticingit,inpulling
ourselvesupandleaningintowardstheobjectthatoffersthisvision,wegrab
holdofafamiliarform,thestainlesssteelcolumnofthesamebus,atfullsize
thistime.Andaboveall,anobjectthatoffersitselfupliterallybeneathour
fingers,analuminiumbuttonaccompaniedbyasignsaying“PressfortheNext
Stop”.Ipressthebutton,andamessagelightsupinred:“StopRequested”.A
fewsecondspass,andtheloudnoiseoftheengineandtherumblingofthe
roadcompletelystop.Thevideolandscapegiveswaytoaseriesofphotos
which,changinginrapidsuccession,transportus,straightaheadandthus
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perpendiculartotherouteofthebus,towardsahouse,throughadoor,intoa
room,andtowardsapersoninside.Inthiswaywewillseeachildathomeand
atschool,followaheavygoodsvehicledriverdeliveringcars,discoverhowa
gypsywomandresses,watchadoctor’sconsultation,seearetiredmaninhis
worker’sgarden,findoutsomethingabouttheworkofadentaltechnician,
andsoon.Onehundredandtwentysuchportraitsareavailable,eachone
consistingof12,24,48,or96photographs.Theviewerisdistancedfromthe
presenttimefiguredbytherouteofthebus,andfollowsthepersoninstead,
followsherhome,ortohergarden,toherwork,inallhermovements.We
seepersonalobjects,privateandsentimentalsouvenirs.Wefeeladesireto
see,adesireforintimacy,sometimesfollowingsomebodyallthewayintothe
bathroom,andveryoftenintothefamilyalbum.Eachseriesofphotographs
endsonaclose-upofafacewithanameoverlaidontoit:Carmen, four and a 
half years old; Madame B., gardener; Madame T., bookseller; Amar, streetsweeper; 
Nathalie, 18 years old; a man, 91 years old; Alphonso, amateur boxer; Édouard, 
nurse,etc.Pressingthebuttonmakesthisnameappearinalistthatscrolls
alonginplaceofthetrackingshot.Choosinganamebecomesawaytogoback
toit.Togetonthebus,onemustgoviaaportrait.

AtthisstageofthedescriptionoftheinstallationLe Bus,weareremindedof
an image that has become emblematic of Les Immatériaux: each visitor wears a 
setofheadphones,andisthusenclosedwithinavocalspacewhichceaselessly
transmitsthetextsselectedbyJean-FrançoisLyotardforeachplace.This
particularplace,this“site”,iscalledVisites simulées(Simulated Visits)[Figure
10].WehearphrasesbyPaulVirilio,takenfrom Negative Horizon,including
this powerful aphorism: “What will we wait for when we no longer need to wait to 
arrive?”,1aphrasethatrefersbothtosimulatedeventsandtocommunication
in“realtime“–atermthatwouldcometoinvadediscoursesbeyondthatof
technology–generalizedtele-observation,simultaneity,andubiquity.

Design
Infact,thereferencetoPaulVirilio’sideasisverymuchgermanetoour
particularproject.IreadVirilio,Ilistenedtohim,Icitedhimtomystudents.
Asanarchitectandasaphilosopheroftechnology,heanticipatedthe
observationandcriticalinvestigationofnewdigitaltechnologies.We
workedinwhathewouldsoondesignateastrans-apparence:“thesudden
commutationoftheperceptibleisultimatelyonlythegeneralheraldofa
generalizedderealisationresultingfromthenewilluminationofperceptual
reality“.2Aftertheaerialphoto-interpretationoftheGreatWar,herevealed
howtheilluminationofthemilitarytheatrehadbecomeindirect,amatter

1 PaulVirilio,Negative Horizon(London:Continuum,2005),p.120.
2 PaulVirilio,Polar Inertia,trans.PatrickCamiller(London:Sage,1999),p.7.
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ofinterconnectedcathode-rayscreens.Butindoingsohecametoidentify
“infographictechnologies[which]willlikewiseforceareadjustmentofreality
andofitsrepresentations”.3InthisrespecthementionedTacticalMapping
System,avideodiscprogrammethathistoryremembersunderthename
Aspen Moviemap.

Imustemphasizeherethatitwaspreciselythediscoveryofthisvideodisc,
withinthevastanderuditeexhibitionCartes et figures de la terre (Maps and 
Figures of the Earth),4attheCentrePompidouin1980,thatdecisivelyopened
upanewhorizonforme.Tenyearsbefore,in1969–1970,Ihadconceived,
forGREC(Groupe de recherches et d’essais cinématographiques),ascenario
whichworkedonnumerousparallellevelsofthefilmicstoryfurnishedbythe
situationofatrainpassenger.Theunfoldingofthelandscape,likeacinema
tracking-shot,drewtheviewerintohouseswhereinwereplayed,orspoken,
scenesborrowedfromMadame Bovary,andthenbroughthimbackintothe
train,todiscoverthereacontemporaryscenewithacertainfamilyresem-
blancetoFlaubert’stext.Itstitle,Exercice de la découverte,affirmedthescopic
impulsestimulatedbyanopeninginthescenerywhich,inthetheatre,is
knownasadécouverte.Thusmyintuitionwasthattheinteractivityofthe
videodisc,itscapacitytoopenontobifurcatingsignifiers,thecomputational

3 PaulVirilio,Lost Dimension(NewYork:Semiotext(e),1991),p.26–27.
4 Catalogue:Jean-LoupRivière(ed.),Cartes et figures de la terre (Paris:CentreGeorges

Pompidou/CCI,1980).

[Figure9]Jean-LouisBoissier:Le Bus,1985,installationview,Les Immatériaux,siteVisites 

simulées(Source:Jean-LouisBoissier).
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combinationoftextandimage,presentedtheopportunityforanartistic
solutionthatoughttobeseized.

Atthebeginningofthe‘80s,asateacherandasanartist,Ipursuedaconcep-
tualapproachtoshooting,makinguseofphotographyandcinema,butabove
allofspatio-temporalprotocolsdesignedtochallengethedoxaofcreativity.
“Allez-y en Nikon [Go there in a Nikon]”,saidathen-currentadvertisingslogan,
accompaniedbyashotofspaceexploration.Thecameraisavehicle–asit
hadbeeninthemid-nineteenthcenturyforthephotographicassignmentsof
railwaycompanies,inthe1930sfortheAmericanphotographersoftheFSA,
andinthe‘60sand‘70sforconceptualartists.“Shooting“referstoasucces-
sionofimage-collectionsgovernedbyaprogramme.Inthevideodiscthis
processwouldtakeonaconcreteform.Wespokeofphotographyorvideo
“fromthevideodiscperspective“tosignifythefeedbackeffectoftheinter-
activesupportonoperationswhich,upuntilthen,hadtakentheirleadfrom
printedbooksandtheexhibition.Meanwhile,simultaneously,theideacame
abouttodesigninteractivityonthemodelsofthemap,thebook,andthe
exhibition.WhatIwantedtoshowwasthat,withvideodiscs,andlaterwith
interactivevideoprograms,thecomputerisnotonlyabletobuildrealities
“outofnothing“,buttoorganizerealelementsandallowaccesstothem.

Production
In1983,acompetitionwaslaunchedinParisbytwopublicinstitutions,the
InstitutNationaldel’AudiovisuelandtheCentreNationald’ÉtudesdesTélé-
communications,for“interactivescenariosforvideodisc“ofadocumentary
orfictionalnature.Thiswasmeanttobeinnovative,since“noone(oralmost
noone)haseverwrittenone!”butitrequiredentrantstoestablish“ques-
tions“and“controls“whichwerestereotypedfromtheoutset.Thescenario
thatIproposedrefusedtheseparameters,andThe Bus,whichcameabout
atthesametime,radicalisedthisattitudebymakingtheinteractivediagram
aconstitutivepartofabehaviourwhichitselfwasborrowedfromthereal–
captured,asonedoeswhenshooting.

Virilio’swarningsonthemilitarynatureoftheinitialvideodiscimpelledusto
substantiallymisappropriatethetechnology,eventhoughwewereattracted
byitsnovelty.Someyearslater,GillesDeleuzewouldtellusthatweneededto
“subvert“ control: 

thescreen’snolongerawindoworadoor(behindwhich…),noraframe
orsurface(withinwhich…),butacomputerscreenonwhichimagesas
“data”sliparound…Cinemaoughttostopbeing‘cinematic’,stopplay-
acting,andsetupspecificrelationshipswithvideo,withelectronicand



The Bus of Les Immatériaux 113

digitalimages,inordertodevelopanewformofresistanceandcombat
thetelevisualfunctionofsurveillanceandcontrol.5

WehavementionedGillesDeleuze,butnotyetJean-FrançoisLyotard.Both
wereprofessorsinourartsandphilosophyfacultyatUniversitéParis8,which
in1980movedfromVincennestoSaint-Denis.Le Buswaspartoftheproject
foranexhibitionattheCentrePompidou,ledbytheCentredeCréationIndus-
trielle(CCI),whichwasinitiatedin1982.WorkingalongsideFrankPopper(also
aProfessoratParis8)onElectra,thehistoricalexhibitionconcerning“elec-
tricityandelectronicsintwentieth-centuryart“attheMuséed’ArtModernein
Paris,6IwasresponsibleforestablishingarelationshipwiththeCCIforworks
relatingtodesignandarchitecture.Iwasthenalertedtoanexhibitionthat
wasbeingplanned,andwasconsideredascomplementarytoElectra,entitled
Matériaux nouveaux et création (New Materials and Creation).Theheadofthe
projectattheCCI,ThierryChaput,immediatelyinvitedmetocontributeasa
researcherinartwithmyuniversity.Unexpectedmeansbecameavailableto
produceandexhibitourvideodisc.

Avideodisccancontain54,000images–analoguevideoimages,butattached
toadigitalcode.Designingaprogrammeforvideodiscmeansimagining

5 GillesDeleuze,“LettertoSergeDaney:Optimism,Pessimism,andTravel”,inNegotiations 
1972–1990,trans.MartinJoughin(NewYork:ColumbiaUniversityPress,1995),p.76.

6 Electra,Muséed’ArtModernedelaVilledeParis,10December,1983–5February,1984.
DirectedbyFrankPopper.Catalogue,464pages,FrenchandEnglish,designedbyJean-
LouisBoissier.

[Figure10]Inventaire,siteVisites simulées,recto(Source:CentrePompidou,MNAM,Bibliothèque

Kandinsky,photographsbyJean-LouisBoissier).
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alogicofrelationalsequences.Cinema(video),thechronophotographic
sequence,thediaporama,arepossibleformsthismighttake.Butourscenario
relatesstrictlytothestillimage.Afictivelineisdetermined,inazoneofthis
mixedsuburbsomedistancefromParis,whichcontainstheuniversity.On
onehand,foreightmonthsduring1984,fourteenlocalperformers,including
twelvestudents,wouldgoout“shooting“,identifyingpeople,photographing
themaccordingtoaformalprotocol,butinveryvariedcircumstances,and
asamateurs.Manythousandsofnegativesweredevelopedbythetechnical
serviceattheCentrePompidou.Thetrackingshotofthejourneyitself,offive
minutesdurationineitherdirection,wasproducedveryprofessionally,with
thecameramountedonanarmsubstantiallyaboveanyparkedcars.Imade
thechronophotographsdescribingthe120descentsfromthebusmyself,
inoneday,asanexhibitioncuratormighttakecareofthewiresthatattach
framestoapicturerail.Oncetheimageswerecalibratedandthediskpressed,
asmallcompanycalledImedia,whodidresearchfortheDirectionGénérale
desTélecommunication,andwerethuslinkedtothepublicsector,pro-
grammedthecontrolofthepiece,usingcompletelynewtechniques,including
thosefortheoverlayingoftextinthescreens.

Inclusion in the Exhibition
When,inthefallof1983,Jean-FrançoisLyotardbecamethecommissioner,
naming it Les Immatériauxand,inanunprecedentedoperation,shiftingits
emphasistowardphilosophy,theexhibitioninpreparation–hepreferredto
call it a “manifestation“–wouldconserveitsessentialconstitutiveelements.
Lyotard’sapproachwouldbetobringtogethermanydifferentplayersalong
withtheirspecialisms,tolistentothem,tointegratethem,andtoallowthem
aconsiderablefreedom,becausetheconcretecontent,thatwhichwould
beexhibited,wouldultimatelycomefromthem.Settingoutfromtherich
materialthusidentified,hisconceptionoftheexhibitionwouldbecomemore
denseandtookshaperapidly.Conversely,hewouldsometimesproduce
rathermundaneillustrations.

Iftheexhibitionismultiple,difficulttomakeout,thenitsucceedsinits
primaryaimofshowingthedifficultyofcommunication,asopposedtoa
certainmodernistideaof“transparency”.Thisisapropositionforthetrans-
formationoftheexhibitiongenreitself.Itrefusesthemodel,“inheritedfrom
theeighteenthcentury”,ofthe“story“thatonefollowsfromroomtoroom,
justasmuchasitrefusesthealternativemodel(verymuchinvogueatthe
time)ofaspectacle-exhibitionthatwouldabsorbthevisitor.Ittakesaradically
unprecedentedform:therearenopicturerails,nopartitions,butinstead
frames,grilles,witheverythingsuspendedfromtheceiling.Itisakindof
labyrinth,“amazeofsituationsorganizedbyquestions“whereinonecannot
reallygoastray,butmayveryquicklygetthefeelingthatonemayneverget
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out.“TheGardenofForkingPaths”,“TheLibraryofBabel“–referencesto
BorgesarenumerousinLyotard’sproject,andinthepropositionsofthe
architectPhilippeDélis.Thespacefabricatedmaybethatofanocturnal
garden,withlinesofforce,nooksandcrannies,afewimpassesand,inspit
ofitall,someperspectives.InLes Immatériaux,thevisitorfirstlyseesan
envelope,relationsofclosenessanddepth,ofinteriorandexterior,oftrans-
parencyandopacity,ofabstractionandlegibility.Thereisaplan,aconcep-
tualandlinguisticmatrix,butthereisnopathtracedoutinadvance–the
routemustremainaleatory,anditsplottingfallstoeachvisitor.Sound,by
immersingvisitorsinanenigmatictextualuniverse,deliberatelyprevents
allcommunicationbetweenthem:“Solitudeisthepricetobepaidforcom-
plexity”,asLyotardsays.

IthasbeensuggestedthatLyotard’sworkwasfirstofall,andverypowerfully,
thatofaneditor.Le Bus,whileitwasbeingmade,wouldfinditsplacewithin
theaxis“Content”(Matière).Acontentwhichdoesnotreferoutsideofitself,
whichisinexhaustible.Thisideaofacriticalmass,associatedwiththe
database,wasformeatthetimeanessentialaestheticmotivation.

ItwouldfindanechointheverynatureofLes Immatériaux.Thenotionofinter-
activity–anewnotionwhichbegantoappearindictionariesin1980–would
alsobediffusedthroughouttheexhibition.Beinginvolvedwiththeworkof
ThierryChaputandPhilippeDélis,Ifollowedtherisingfortunesofthisterm,
whichtheymadeintoaguidingprinciple.Lyotardaccepteditandtookitup
onhisownaccount.Fortheexhibitionsoughttobeneitherencyclopaedic
norartistic.Itsoughttobea“workofart“,a“constellationofimages-objects,
poeticandliterary“,an“opera“.Itwouldthushaveadramaturgythatwouldbe
explicitlydesignatedasan“interactivedramaturgy”.7

What Happened Next
Le BuswouldnothavebeenmadewereitnotforitsinclusioninLes 
Immatériaux,anditprovedtofitinwellwiththeglobalconceptconstructedby
Lyotard.Thesingularnatureoftheexhibitionmadepossibleworksthathad
noclaimtobelongtocontemporaryart,eveniftheycontributedsomethingto
it,whetherinthefieldofimage,text,sound,or–evenmoreso–thatofdigital
media.Inbothitsmodestdimensionsanditsaesthetics,ourvideodiscwas
significantlydifferentfromAspen Moviemap,whichdemandedagreatdealof
workonMichaelNaimark’sparttodrawoutitsartisticvalence,includingthe
revelationofitshiddendimensionof“micro-documentaries“descendedfrom

7 Jean-LouisBoissier,“Laquestiondesnouveauxmediasnumériques”,inBernadette
Dufrêne(ed.),Centre Pompidou: 30 ans d’histoire(Paris:EditionsduCentrePompidou,
2007),p.374–391.
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cinémaverité,undertheinfluenceofRichardLeacock.8Incidentally,Michael
Naimarkwouldbeinvolvedin1985inaprototypeorderedbytheParismetro
companyRATP,whichintheendwasnevertakenforward.

InparallelwiththedesignandrealisationofLe Bus,during1983–1985,
andundertheinfluenceofthisprocess,withthehelpofresearchersand
techniciansatParis8,Imadeseveralvideodiscessays:awalkonthenorth-
southaxisofBeijinginApril1983;aherbariumafterJean-JacquesRous-
seauin1984–1985;and,aboveall,Pékin pour mémoire(Peking for the Record),
aninstallationpresentedasanartwork,reproducingtheperformanceof
shootingaroundBeijingin1985,accordingtoageometricalitineraryanda
fixedtemporality.Itwouldbeshownatthe1986VeniceBiennial,butunder
an“ArtsandScience“banner,inthesection“TechnologyandInformation“
directedbyRoyAscott.

In1988Iusedtheformula“dramaturgyofinteractivity“asthetitleofa
manifestotext,whereIarguedfor“anaestheticsoftheimpossible”.9 In the 
sameyear,ImademyfirstexperimentforaMacintosh,withimagesmade
onlyofblackandwhitepixels,organisedwiththesoftwareHyperCard:the
installation Album sans fin (Endless Album).Itwasexactlyalongthelinesof
Le BusandLes Immatériaux,sinceitexploredtherapprochement,ifnotthe
hybridization,ofreadingandspectacle,ofbookandcinema:howtoplacea
filmicsubstrateintothepagesofabook.Mylaterresearch,suchastheFlora 
PetrinsularisinstallationandCD-RomproducedbytheZKM10wouldbelargely
devotedtothisquestion,aformalandtechnologicalstakeasmuchasacul-
turalandartisticinvestigation.

Thiswayofnotdecidingonwhetherornottheworkbelongedtotheartis-
ticfieldwouldagainbemyapproachinAnthologie d’images de synthèse 
scientifiques(Anthology of Images of Scientific Syntheses),myvideodiscfor 
Passages de l’image,attheCentrePompidouin1990–alongsidepiecesby
DanGrahamandBillViolathatwereincontestablyartworks,bywayofworks
byMichaelSnowandChrisMarker.AndagainfortheRevue virtuelle,whichI
designedfrom1991–1997,stillattheCentrePompidou,andwhosemissionwas
tobringtolighttheaestheticpotentialofthedigital.

8 MichaelNaimark,“AspentheVerb:MusingsonHeritageandVirtuality”,2006.Online:
http://www.naimark.net/writing/aspen.html.

9 Jean-LouisBoissier,“Dramaturgiedel’interactivité”,inLa Relation comme forme (Geneva:
Mamco,2009),p.22–29.

10 Jean-LouisBoissier,“Deuxmanièresdefairedeslivres”,artintact 1(Ostfildern:Hatje
Cantz,1994).

http://www.naimark.net/writing/aspen.html
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The Problematic
Inthecontextofthetensionproducedbythe“digitalrevolution“thatwas
announcingitself–unlessthechangeofparadigmhadalreadytakenplace
anditwasamatterofadaptingeverythingtoit–Lyotardwasaskedabout
interactivity,intheveryyearofLes Immatériaux,intheseminar“Artand
communication“.Hedeclaredthat,asfarasthereceptionofartworkswas
concerned:“thedemandforanactivityor‘interactivity’…provesthatthere
shouldbemoreintervention,andthatwearethusthroughwithaesthetic
feeling.”Facedwiththefutiledilemmabetweenpassiveandactive,he
advocatesthepassible.Hedenounces“theretreatofthepassibilitybywhich
alonewearefittoreceiveand,asaresult,tomodifyanddo,andperhapseven
toenjoy”.11Suchapassibilityisnecessaryinorderforustorecognizeaworkof
art.“Interactionalideology”istheveryoppositeofthis.

Forsomeyearsnow,Ihavekeptablackbook–butonewithapinkcover
–whereInotedownwhatseemtometobesymptomsofwhatIcallthe
“ideologyofinteractivity”.Initwefindseeminglysimplephrasessuchas“At
everymoment,theviewerisfreeto…“.WithoutholdingtoLyotard’snostalgic
refusal,butsharinghissuspicion,Ihavetriedtodevelopapracticeofinter-
activeworksthatwouldmakethempassible–thatistosay,apracticethat
wouldbeconcretelydesignedforus(foryou).

TranslatedfromtheFrenchbyRobinMackay.

11 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Somethinglike:Communication…WithoutCommunication,”in
The Inhuman: Reflections on Time,trans.G.Bennington(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991),p.
117.





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


120 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

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.
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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.





Les Immatériaux:  
An “Immodern” Project

Thierry Dufrêne 

ThepreparatorypapersofJean-FrançoisLyotardfortheexhibitionLes 
Immatériaux,whichcanbeconsultedinthearchivesoftheCentrePompidou,
constitutethesub-textofthefinalevent.Thephilosopherreflecteddeeply
upontheprefixin-(im-)whichbaptisestheexhibitionbyaneologism:“the
negation im-in‘immaterials’indicatesthesituationofaface-to-face,acon-
frontationthatopposesthesubject,thesubjectofwill,ofspirit,ofthegaze,
tothatwhichisnothim,andwhichfallsunderthegeneraldenomination
mât.Thisface-to-facesituation,then,isunderminedtoday”1–undermined,
indeed,tothepointofsuggestingawholeseriesofaliases,notionsand
relatedattitudes(“immature“,“incréer“,“immortel”etc.).Lyotardisawareof
theexistenceofaparadox,andretainsallofitscriticalanddialecticalvalue:
IstheprojectofLes Immatériauxreallypostmodern,eventhoughinmany
waysitcontinuesthemodernprojectofknowledgeandmasteryofnature,
suchthatwemightrightfullywonderifthetitleoftheexhibitiondoesnothide
another,whichwouldbethatofthe“immodern“?–aneologismwhichLyotard
didnotcreate,andthat,fromourperspective,hasonlythestatusofaworking
hypothesis.

Thephilosopherspecifiedthat,previously,amaterialwassomethingnatural
thatmantransformedaccordingtohispurposesorprojects.Today,onthe
onehand,amaterialwhichdoesnotexistcanbeinventedaccordingtothe

1 ArchivesCentrePompidou,Exposition“LesImmatériaux”,Dossier2009012;transcript
fromarecordingofJean-FrançoisLyotardontwocassettetapes,whichcannotcurrently
belocated.Accordingtothebeginningsentences,“Aprèssixmoisdetravailencommun
avecl’équipeduC.C.I.etàunandel’ouverturedel’expositionintituléeLes Immatériaux”.
ItwasprobablyproducedinSpring1984.Thecitationisfrompage4,line17andonward,
translationseethisvolume,p.32.
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project(materialofsynthesis);ontheother,manismoreandmoreconscious
thathecannothaveanymoresimplerationalprojects.Why?First,because
heinheritsfromthepastandcannotbuildonatabula rasa(asthemoderns
hadstillhoped).Second,becausethecomplexityoftechnosciencemultiplies
typesofinformation,mediationandinteraction(withmachines,institutions),
resultinginadecreaseinthevoluntarypartofcollectiveaction(states,
companies),andallthemorethatoftheindividual.Andlast,becausethe
modelsofactionandpurposethathadbeeninstitutedduringtheAgeofthe
Enlightenmentshowedthelimitsofanthropocentrism.Lyotardqualifiesthe
newstructureofcreativity,inthefieldofindustryasinthatofart,asfollows:
“the principle upon which is built the operating structure is not one of a stable 
‘substance’,butofanunstablesetofinteractions”.2Theartificialintelligence
ofmachinesandthematerialsofsynthesisdecreasedthedifferencebetween
thehumanmindandthings.Thisinstabilitycreatesaconcern,aconcern
whichcharacterizesthepostmoderncondition.

Butwhenweconsidertheactualexhibition,itscatalogue,andthelaterpapers
ofLyotard,wecandistinguishbetweenLyotard’sthoughtwhenheplanned
theexhibitionandhisthoughtasmodifiedbyit.Thisthoughtwasundoubtedly
postmoderninthepreparatorystages:theascendancyofthehumansub-
jectis“weakened”intheterm“immatériaux”,asitisgenerallythecaseinthe
postmoderncondition(andLyotardishappywithit)3.Yet,inourview,his
thoughtlaterbecame“immodern“,sinceheconsidersthattheidea“ofgeneral
interactionstrengthens“betweenmanandnon-humanbeings,themachines,
themessages,thenaturalelements(wewouldaddcertainlytoday:animals),
sincemanhimselfisnot“theoriginofmessages,butsometimesthereceiver,
sometimesthereferent,sometimesacode,sometimesasupportforthemes-
sage;andwheresometimeshehimselfisthemessage”.4Aftertheontology
ofthesubject(modernity)anditscrisis(postmodernity),theontologyofthe
interaction(“immodernity”)opens.Afterthe“sorrow“,the“melancholy“,which
arethewordswhichqualifythepostmodern;thephilosopherspeaksthenof
his“gaiety“andevenhis“verybiggaiety”.5

AnarthistorianmayjustlyconsiderLes Immatériaux as the firstexhibitionto
havebeenheldinParis’sCentrePompidouwhichconsideredcontemporary
artaspartofa“globalsocialfact”,toemploytheexpressionofMarcelMauss.

2 Inatexttitled“LesImmatériaux.Présentation”datedApril1984,p.5.The“I”inthetext
canbeascribedwithcertitudetothephilosopher.ArchivesCentrePompidou,Exposition
“LesImmatériaux”,Dossier2009012.

3 ArchivesCentrePompidou,Exposition“LesImmatériaux”,Dossier2009012,transcript,
p.5,“thehumansubjectbecomesnolongerasubjectbut,Iwouldsay…justonecase
amongthemanymultipleinteractionsthatconstitutetheuniverse”,inthisvolume,p.
33.

4 Ibid.,p.37.
5 Ibid.,p.36.



Les Immatériaux 139

In his famous essay The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic 
societies (1925),Maussobservedthatthosehumantransactionswhichappear
themostfree,suchasactsofgivingandreceiving,areframedbyobligations
ofreciprocitywhichconstituterealsocialrules.Thegiftrepresentsthedonor
aswellastherelationsbetweenthedonorandtherecipientandbeyond,their
chalk-linings.Inacomparableway,“immatériaux”accordingtoLyotardare,as
alreadymentioned,an“unstablesetofinteractions“.6

DidLyotardmakethefirstpostmodern(art)exhibition?Shallwesaythat
contemporaryartists(sincethe1960s)arepostmodernonlybecausetheydid
notbelievetheycouldenlightenthefutureoftheirsocietiesanymore,asthe
avant-gardesofmodernartbelieved?

Intheexhibition,weseethemneverthelessfascinatedbythedeciphering
ofthepresent,whichtheydonotdefineaccordingtothepast,asdidthe
tradition,butfromwhichtheyquestionboththepast(origin)andthefuture
(transformation).Therealsothehypothesisof“immodernart“canbe
formulated.

LyotardisimpassionedbyBarnettNewman’sredefinitionofthesublime:as
MarxhaddoneforHegel,NewmanputKantandBurkebackontheirfeet.
Thesublimeishereandnow.AKlein,aFontana,aresublime;nobackworld
isnecessary.Andweareinthe“Irreprésentable“,intheabstraction,whichis
onlycolourandrhythm.Onthecontrary,LarryBell’sglasscubeandFrançois
Morellet’sneonstolethelightandpresenteditinitsimmanence,filtered
bytheglassorbythematerial“neon“.Itislightwhichisatthesametime
matter(subject)andmaterial(support).SimoneMartini’sAnnunciation(1333)
intheexhibitioncansuggesttheovertakingoftheoppositionbetweenthe

6 InThe Gift (London:Routledge,1990),p.26,Maussinsistedonthemixtureofpeopleand
things.Thegiftisnotonlyanobject;itisthepersonwhogivesitandinawayremainsin
itandactsthroughit:“Inshort,thisrepresentsanintermingling.Soulsaremixedwith
things;thingswithsouls.Livesaremingledtogether,andthisishow,amongpersons
andthingssointermingled,eachemergesfromtheirownsphereandmixestogether.
Thisispreciselywhatcontractandexchangeare“.AndintherecordofLyotard’stalk
presentingtheexhibitionLes ImmatériauxinSpring1984,Après six mois de travail…,
thephilosophersaid:“weseeasortofreinforcement,anexaggerationalmost,ofthe
intimacybetweenthemindandthings.Forexample,thesoftwarethatiscominginto
generaluseonallscalesismindincorporatedintomatter;syntheticproducts,…are
mattersthatarearesultofknowledge–theyareinstigatedbythemind…“(inthis
volumep.32).AnotherlinkbetweenMaussandLyotardistheirmethod,thatcouldbe
summarizedina“Toutparle“(anythingspeaks;anythingmeans).InThe Gift (London:
Routledge,1990),p.56,describingthehousesoftheTrobriands,Maussasserts:
“Everythingspeaks–theroof,thefire,thecarvings,thepaintings–forthemagical
houseisbuilt“.Inthetalkjustmentioned,Lyotardsaid:“Basicallyitwillalwaysbea
questionofasking:Whatdoesitspeakof?Howdoesitspeak?Whatdoesitspeakwith?
Whatspeaksandwhatdoesitspeakto?Presupposedintheveryideaofmodernityis
theideathateverythingspeaks…“(ibid.,p.31).
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transcendenceofthe“irreprésentable”andtheimmanenceofthe“Stolen
light“(Lumièredérobée).

“Immodern”istheAnnunciation,initsanachronisticpresence.Theexhibition
proposedtheanamnesisofart.Anew“In-“isoutlined:“Intemporel”(timeless),
atitlethatMalrauxgavetothelastbookofhistrilogyThe Metamorphosis of 
the Godsin1973.ForMalraux,thelaststageofthe“Muséeimaginaire“isthe
“museumofbroadcasting“.AndThe Metamorphosis of the Godshadbecomein
1978adocumentaryunderthetitleMétamorphoses du regardmadebyClovis
Prévost.ThetransferfrombooktofilmisessentialinMalraux’sthinking.A
similartransferfrombooktoanaudiovisualmediaproductionsuchasthe
exhibitionLes Immateriaux,isconceivedbyLyotardasarealfulfilment.Lyotard
stressedthatitwashewhohadtheideaofincludingsoundinLes Immatériaux: 
heevensaidthatthiswashisrealcontribution.

Theexhibition,butalsoitshiddenimages–thosethatwerenotusedand
arestillinboxes,7potential–presentbreathtakingmaterial:scientificimages
viatheelectronmicroscope,plansofdropsofwaterandchromosome,
radiologies,scannersandchromatographies.Theunderlyingideaofalab-
oratoryofcosmogenesis–of“1985:ASpaceandTimeOdyssey“,inreference
toStanleyKubrick’smovieof1968,2001: A Space Odyssey – appears in the 
numerousphotographsofthesky,thespectographsofinvisiblestars,andthe
impressiveaudiovisualastrophysicsdeviceprojectedonacircumferenceof
threemetresindiameterinCreusets stellaires(matière site).Butasinscience
fiction,themodernprojectisinfusedwitha“sorrow“,a“melancholy“:itis
averysophisticatedcivilization,butatitsend,itwondersaboutitsorigins.
Alreadymachinesseemmorehumanthanmanandsingsongsbeforedying,
asdidtherobotHAL9000inKubrick’smovie.Manneedstobebornagain.

Modernism,accordingtoLyotard,isthehistoryandthenarrativeofarobbery,
ofaninterception:“allthemessageswerenotintendedforus,westealthem“
(matière site).Manfoldedtheworldinhisintention.Drawingisconsidered
asthe“motherofallthearts“:theexhibitionshowsthatwiththecalculated
imagesandthematerialsofsynthesis;itisrealitywhichissummonedto
looklikedrawing(Référence inversée).Nevertheless,theartistsareprecisely
thosewhostagearealitywhichescapesbeingkidnapped:intheimpressive
Present continuous past(s) (1974)byDanGraham,thematter(subject)oftime
isinfinitelydividedinthemirroredimage.Also,asMatissehadpreviously
noticed,theimmanenceofcolouralwaysescapesthelinedrawnbythepencil.

Ofallthosewhotriedtodefinewhatan“artworld“,an“artnetwork“is
(MichaelBaxandall,1972;HowardBecker,1982;RaymondeMoulin,1992),
Lyotardistheonlyonetohaveindividualizedthe“matrix“–thecode,sep-
arating it clearly from the four other “mat“s: matériau,matériel,matière and

7 ArchivesCentrePompidou,Exposition“LesImmatériaux”,Dossier94033.
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maternité.ForBaxandallasforBecker,patronsandartistssharematernity–if
wetransposeitintothetermsofLyotard–ofworks(materials)whichdealwith
subjectsaccordingtothementalandsensitiveequipmentpeculiartoagiven
periodandculture.Thecodeisfluidintheexchange:thematrixistransparent
intheexchange.Wecansaythatit ’sthesamefortheartanthropologistAlfred
Gellwhenherepresentsthe“networkofart“(Art Nexus)inhisbookArt and 
Agency(1998):therelationsrevealfourfundamentalterms:artist/index/
prototype/recipient,which–exceptforthe“recipient”,whodoesnotreally
haveanequivalentinthefive“mat”,accordingtoLyotard–correspondto
material/maternity/…/material(subject),withtwopositions:active,pas-
sive(agent,patient).Thereciprocityofthegivenorders(information)andthe
receivedordersoperatesinGell’sviewasinanexchangebetweenpeople
(Mauss).

OnlyinLyotard’sviewdoesthematrix(thecode)existindependentlyofthe
people,andeventhreatenstoescapethemforever.Asetofrules,rolls,
rations,uniformstakestowardsthehumanbeingadistanceequivalentto
theonethatthehumanbeinghadtakentowardsnaturebystealingallthe
messages.Couldthesamekidnappingbemadeathisexpense?Couldthe
inhuman–themachine–beabletotakecommand?

Lyotardsometimesseemstoleantowardsapessimisticvisionof
“immatériaux“.FourteenyearsaftertheexhibitionLes Immatériaux,released
onlyoneyearafterthedeathofthephilosopherinApril1998,themovieMatrix 
(1999)bytheWachowskibrothersgaveaglobaldimensiontothispessimism.
Notonlymachinesbecametheexecutionersofhumanbeings,butthematrix
–thecode,whichgivesitstitletothemovie–becamea“system“ofoppres-
sion.Themoviepostulatesthatanyhybridizationwithmachines,anyartificial
construction,anymeasure(mâtram)willinevitablyturnagainsthumanbeings.
It activates a sort of “Neo-“symbolism(“Neo”isthenameofthehero)related
toGothicrevivalorNewAgerevival.Nothingseemsmoredistantfromthe
thoughtofLyotard,forwhomthepostmodernconditiondoesn’timplya
return totheorigin,butareturnontheorigin.

Moreoptimistic,morecritical,morearticulate,therecentmovieInterstellar 
(2014)byChristopherNolanisthusultimatelymoreLyotardian.Having
crossedablackhole,theheroCoopercomesbackfromthefutureofspace
justbehindthebookcaseofhisdaughterMurph,andsendsheramessage.
ThebookcaseremindsusofBorgès’slibrary,whichisamajorreferenceof
Les Immatériaux.Inthefourthdimension(seeMarcelDuchampandLyotard),
Coopercanwalkinanarchitecturewhosegallerieswouldbeasmanydifferent
momentsinlife.Thebookcaseistheinterfacebetweenmultipleintercon-
nectedspaces.Cooperimplements(im)materials(prints,drawingsinthe
dust,magneticcurrent),amatrix(Morsecode),amaterial(books,watch),a
maternity(heisthefatherwhoco-producestheequationswithhisdaughter),
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andasubjectmatter(thesecrettoboostlife,topreventeverythingfromagain
turningintodust).

Forthatpurpose,ithasbeennecessaryforhimtogoovertotheotherside:to
passthroughawormholeopeningontoothergalaxies.Thiswormholerecalls
thesymboloflifegivenbythegoddesstotheEgyptianPharaohNectanébo
IIintheEgyptianbas-reliefofKarnakwhichopenedtheexhibitionLes 
ImmatériauxintheCentrePompidouin1985.Thiswormholerecallsthesymbol
oflifegivenbythegoddesstotheEgyptianPharaohNectanéboIIinthe
Egyptianbas-reliefofKarnakwhichopenedtheexhibitionLesImmatériauxin
theCentrePompidouin1985.Theengravedstonestoodattheentrance,anda
stretched-out,staggeredphotographicreproductionwasthelastexhibit.The
bas-reliefremindsusofthemonolithinKubrick’s2001, A Space Odyssey.Like
themonolith,ittestifiestothehumanasbeinga“case“.Lyotardindeedsaw
thehumansubjectnolongerasmaster,but“asacaseofthemultipleinter-
actionswhichconstitutetheuniverse“.

HisvisionjoinsthatofHannahArendt,whoinBetween Past and Future(1961)
assertedthatworksofart“arefabricatednotformen,butfortheworld
whichismeanttooutlastthelife-spanofmortals,thecomingandgoingofthe
generations.“8 

Thatwouldbethe“immodern“hypothesis.

8 HannahArendt,Between Past and Future.(NewYork:Viking,1961),p.210.
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The Shadow of  
the Sublime: 
On Les Immatériaux

Bernard Stiegler 

ArecentarticlebyVivekChibber,“Capitalism,ClassandUniversalism“,1 
denouncedtheideologicaldevastationwroughtbywhat,ontheotherside
oftheAtlantic,isreferredtoaspoststructuralism,andbyvariationsonthis
themesuchaspostcolonialstudies.Chibberseemstoseenovirtueinthe
questionsraisedbythosecurrentsofFrenchthoughtcollectivelydescribedas
poststructuralist–andthisisaseriousmistake.

Butforthosewho,likeme,affirmthenecessityofcontinuingtoexamine
theworksofpoststructuralism,anevengreatermistakewouldconsistin
ignoringthequestionsraisedbyChibber–or,inotherwords,todismisssuch
questions.

—

Inrelationtothesequestions,myownthesis–whichIattemptedtosyn-
thesizeinStates of Shockbyproposingan“internalcritique“ofpoststruc-
turalism(“internal“,thatis,acritiquethatproceedsbytakingupasmyown
theexpectationsofpoststructuralism,inordertoanalyseandovercomeits
limits,andinordertoelaboratewhatIcalla“newcritique“)–isthatwhatpost-
structuralism(whichresemblesandisoftenconfusedwithpostmodernism)
hasprovenitselfincapableofthinkingisechnics.2

1 VivekChibber,“Capitalism,ClassandUniversalism:EscapingtheCul-de-Sacof
PostcolonialTheory,”Socialist Register50(2014),p.63–79,availablefromtheauthorat:
http://sociology.fas.nyu.edu/docs/IO/225/Capitalism_Class_and_Universalism.pdf.An
abridgedversionappearedintheMay2014editionofLe Monde Diplomatique.

2 BernardStiegler,States of Shock: Stupidity and Knowledge in the Twenty-First Century,
trans.DanielRoss(Cambridge:PolityPress,2014).

http://sociology.fas.nyu.edu/docs/IO/225/Capitalism_Class_and_Universalism.pdf
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Les ImmatériauxwaspresentedtothepublicattheCentreGeorgesPompidou
in1985,andobviouslyformeda“discoursefigure“aboutmatter,andthus
materialism,anda“discoursefigure“thatwasperceivedasaveritable
“postmodernmanifesto“.Les Immatériaux,then,didindeedgivesome
thoughttotechnics,anddidsoeloquently,butalsomysteriouslyandtacitly
–thetechnologyof“languagemachines“3constitutingamajorindicator
of“postmodernity“,aswasalreadythecaseinThe Postmodern Condition.4 
AndLyotardclearlyapprehendsthesemachinesintermsofaquestion of 
writing–machinesthroughwhichLyotardwasledtolinkwriterstogether
inanoperationhecalledÉpreuves d’écriture–andthiswasthusaprescient
approach insofar as it foresaw that the networkwouldsoonbeamajorissue
for“postmodernity“.

ForreasonsIexplainatgreaterlengthinStates of Shock,however,theques-
tionoftechnicsthatliesbehindthatofwritingisnotyetthoughtassuchinLes 
Immatériaux.5Thisisnotonlybecausethisexhibitiondoesnothaveadidactic
relationtoitspublic,butbecauseLyotardseesthetechnicalwritingthathe
referstoas“telegraphy“,whichisthewritingof“development“,asbeingin
oppositiontoanamnesicwriting,whichaccordingtoLyotardwouldbewhat
“resists“thisdevelopment.

Furthermore,iftheexhibitioncouldnothavebeenandshouldnothave
beendidactic,thiswasbecauseLes Immatériauxneededtograntaccessto
theexperienceofwhatLyotardcalled“the figural“,eventhoughtheproblem-
atic of Discourse, Figure6giveswayheretothequestionofbearing witness to 
a différend in reasonthatgoesbeyondthemodern,Lyotard affirming this by 
bearing witness to it on the basis of Kant read through Wittgenstein.

—

Itisonthebasisofwhatatthattimewasreferredtoasthelinguistic turn–an
expressioncoinedbyGustavBergmann7andtakenupbyLyotardontheback
cover of The Differend8–thatLes Immatériauxpresentedwhat,30yearslater,
weourselvesinsteadunderstandasatechnological turn.

Les Immatériauxwasanexhibitionconceivedandpresentedinthecontextof
whatwasthen,inFrance,calledla télématique–Francebeinginthosedays

3 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“NewTechnologies”,Political Writings,trans.BillReadingsand
KevinPaulGeiman(London:UCLPress,1993),p.18.

4 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge,trans.Geoff
BenningtonandBrianMassumi(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1984).

5 SeeStiegler,States of Shock,chap.4.
6 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Discourse, Figure,trans.AntonyHudekandMaryLydon

(MinneapolisandLondon:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,2011).
7 GustavBergmann,Logic and Reality(Madison:UniversityofWisconsinPress,1964).
8 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Differend: Phrases in Dispute,trans.GeorgesVanDenAbbeele

(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1988).
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aheadofitstimeintermsofdigitaltechnology,telematicshavingbeendevel-
opedthroughtheMinitelanditsmessagingsystemsthankstothepolitical
willreflectedintheMincandNorareportonThe Computerization of Society,9 
alreadycitedinThe Postmodern ConditionsixyearsbeforeLes Immatériaux.The 
DifferendwaspublishedtwoyearsbeforeLes Immatériaux(and11yearsafter
the publication of Libidinal Economy10).

In the telematic shock that calls language into question through technics 
(throughtheappearanceofwhatDerrida,inEchographies of Television,called
“teletechnologies“11)–thatis,thatcallslogosintoquestionthroughtekhnē 
–thereoccurswhatIrefertoasadoubly epokhal redoubling.12Betweenthe
twomomentsofthedoublyepokhalredoublingworkisperformed,workin
relationtothequestionofshockitself,thatis,inrelationtothequestionofthe
turnandofepokhality,oftheKehre,andfinallyofGestell.Insayingthis,Iam
thinkingnotjustofLyotardreadingHeidegger,butofBlanchotandNietzsche–
thatis,ofthe“exigencyofreturn“andthe“changeofepoch“towhichBlanchot
referredinThe Infinite Conversation.13

Les Immatériauxundoubtedlysetthesceneinapremonitorywayforwhat,
fromourstandpointtoday,begantounfold21yearsago(attheendofApril
1993),andthatopenedupthehyper-industrialsceneofthetwenty-first
century.JustasDerrida,inArchive Fever,14foresawtheadventoftoday’s
retentionalquestion,sotooLyotardsawcomingthedigital condition–that
is,thecomputational condition–borneby“languagemachines“,ashecalled
them.Andwhatwillbeheardovertheinfraredheadphonesofferedtovis-
itorstotheexhibitionisastrikinglyclearnoetico-sensoryanticipationofthe
everydaydigitalrealitiesofthetwenty-firstcentury.

—

LikeLibidinal EconomyandlikeThe Postmodern Condition,andforreasonsthat
maybedifferentineachcasebutthatarepartofasinglelineofinquiry,for

9 SimonNoraandAlainMinc,The Computerization of Society: A Report to the President of 
France,notranslatorlisted(Cambridge:MITPress,1981).FirstdeliveredinFrenchin1978.

10 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Libidinal Economy,trans.IainHamiltonGrant(Bloomingtonand
Indianapolis:IndianaUniversityPress,1993).

11 JacquesDerridaandBernardStiegler,Echographies of Television: Filmed Interviews,trans.
JenniferBajorek(Cambridge:PolityPress,2002).

12 Onthe“doublyepokhalredoubling”seeBernardStiegler,Technics and Time, 1: The Fault 
of Epimetheus,trans.RichardBeardsworthandGeorgeCollins(Stanford:StanfordUni-
versityPress,1998),pp.233–238;BernardStiegler,Technics and Time, 2: Disorientation,
trans.StephenBarker(Stanford:StanfordUniversityPress,2009),p.72–77;Bernard
Stiegler,What Makes Life Worth Living: On Pharmacology,trans.DanielRoss(Cambridge:
PolityPress,2013),p.34–36andp.112–116.

13 MauriceBlanchot,The Infinite Conversation,trans.SusanHanson(Minneapolisand
London:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1993),p.264–281.

14 JacquesDerrida,Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression,trans.EricPrenowitz(Chicagoand
London:UniversityofChicagoPress,1996).
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me Les Immatériauxtriggeredbothdoubtandunease,butalsoadmiration
andeven(thoughthisisnottrueofLibidinal Economy)fascination.Thedoubt
isbothpoliticalandconceptual:thescenethatopensupwithLes Immatériaux 
(andinawaythatwill,by2014,cometoseemperfectlyfaithfulinadvanceto
thesceneofthetwenty-firstcentury)isthatofaperformativity of discourse,a
performativity that seems to legitimate illegitimacy,thatseemstolegitimate
theendofnarrativesoflegitimationfoundedonthe affirmation of law as what 
alwaysliesbeyondanystateoffact–theendofnarrativesfoundedonthe
affirmation of this difference.

Whatstruckmethenasamalaise–orwhatIwouldlaterrefertoasamal-
être–andthatstrikesmetodayasdenialandassubmission to a state of 
fact,adenialandasubmissioncaused by a technological shock consisting in 
theradicaltransformationoftheworldbytelematics,istheverythingthat
seems,intheeyesofVivekChibber,ifnottopavethewayfor,thenatleast
to legitimate,aformofcapitalistorganizationthatleadstofinancialization,
thatis,toglobalizationasuniversalizationbythemarket(asdescribed,for
example,byDeleuze15).

Nobodywasclear-sightedaboutthisatthebeginningofthe1980s(except
perhaps,precisely,Deleuze).Buttodaywemust beso–whilenever-
thelessinsistingthatthereisnolightthatdoesnotcastashadow:hence
wemustpractiseapharmacologyofenlightenments,whichisalsotosay,a
pharmacologicalcritiqueoftheAufklärung,andwemustdosoinanepoch
wheretechnologyfunctionsatthespeedoflight.Withoutsuchaleap,weare
finished:thisis,forus,adutyandahistoricaltask–wherethis“us“refersin
particularto“digitalstudies“.ThearticlepublishedinThe Independent on May 
1st,2014byStephenHawking,StuartRussell,MaxTegmarkandFrankWilczek
testifiestotheextremeurgencyoftheneedtothinkthissituation(even
iftheirargumentisconductedonbasesotherthanthoseIamadvocating
here).16

—

IreadThe Postmodern Conditionin1983,ontheadviceofDerridaandbecause
herecommendedtakingLyotardasmymaster’sdegreesupervisor.Andthis
readingwasundoubtedlywhatthenallowedmetoprojectmyselfbeyond

15 GillesDeleuze,“ControlandBecoming”,Negotiations,trans.MartinJoughin(NewYork:
ColumbiaUniversityPress,1995),p.172-173;GillesDeleuzeandFélixGuattari,What is 
Philosophy?,trans.HughTomlinsonandGrahamBurchell(NewYork:ColumbiaUniversity
Press,1994),p.106.

16 StephenHawking,StuartRussell,MaxTegmarkandFrankWilczek,“Transcendencelooks
attheimplicationsofartificialintelligence–butarewetakingAIseriouslyenough?”,
The Independent (London) , May1,2014,availableat:http://www.independent.co.uk/
news/science/stephen-hawking-transcendence-looks-at-the-implications-of-artificial-
intelligence--but-are-we-taking-ai-seriously-enough-9313474.html.

http://www.independent.co.uk/
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Derridaandtowardsthequestionoftechnicsandindustry–evenif,onthe
onehand,myimmediateimpressionwasthatLyotardhadgotcaughtup,
alongwithAlainTouraine,17 Talcott Parsons18andDanielBell,19 in the fable of 
post-industrialsociety;andevenif,ontheotherhand,Iquicklycametothe
conclusionthathispostureinrelationtotechnicsultimatelyremainedquite
metaphysical(ifnotmodern).

IbelievethatwhatremainsmetaphysicalabouttechnicsinLyotardmustbe
relatedbacktoKant:thisiswhatIwillnowendeavourtoshow.Iwilltrytodo
so,notbyreferringto“TheoryandPractice“,20asIdidinthefinalchapterof
Technics and Time, 321whenIwantedtoshowthecontinuitythatrunsfrom
AristotletoKantintermsoftheircommonthoughtoftechnicsinrelation
to“thatwhichcanbeotherwisethanitis“,to endekhomenon allos ekhein,
butinsteadbyreturningtowhat,inmycommentaryonthetranscendental
deductionoftheCritique of Pure Reason,22Ireferredtoasthefourthsyn-
thesis:23 that of the transcendental imagination as the power of exteriorization 
that founds tertiary retention and is founded on it, and that constitutes as such 
organological power and knowledge(thatis,thepowerandknowledgethat
arrangesliving,technicalandsocialorgansintoanoetico-pharmacological
becoming).

If the last grand questionposedbyLyotardisthatofthedifferend,ifthisques-
tion is just–inthesenseofAu juste,ofJust Gaming24–sothatthefourcritiques
(ofpurereason,practicalreason,aestheticjudgement,andtheworkson
history)wouldbelanguagegames;andifthese games are not separable from 
an organology and from a process of grammatization that encompasses all 
grammatical questioning,includinginWittgenstein’ssense;allthisinclines
towardsandconjugatestheexperienceofapharmacological default that must 
be.AndLyotardis incapable of problematizingthispharmacologicalnecessity
for the same reasons that so prevented Adorno.LikeAdorno,Lyotard leaves in 

17 AlainTouraine,The Post-Industrial Society. Tomorrow’s Social History: Classes, Conflicts 
and Culture in the Programmed Society,trans.LeonardF.X.Mayhew(NewYork:Random
House,1971).

18 TalcottParsons,“SomeReflectionsonPost-IndustrialSociety”,Japanese Sociological 
Review24(1973),p.109–113.

19 DanielBell,The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting(New
York:BasicBooks,1973).

20 ImmanuelKant,“OntheCommonSaying:‘ThisMaybeTrueinTheory,butitdoesnot
ApplyinPractice’”,Political Writings,trans.H.B.Nisbet(CambridgeandNewYork:Cam-
bridgeUniversityPress,1991),p.61–92.

21 BernardStiegler,Technics and Time, 3: Cinematic Time and the Question of Malaise,trans.
StephenBarker(Stanford:StanfordUniversityPress,2011),chap.6.

22 ImmanuelKant,Critique of Pure Reason,trans.NormanKempSmith(London:Macmillan,
1929).

23 Stiegler,Technics and Time, 3,p.140–141,andseechap.2.
24 Jean-FrançoisLyotardandJean-LoupThébaud,Just Gaming,trans.WladGodzich

(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress,1985).
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the shadows the question of the schematism–andinthiscase,heleavesitin the 
aesthetic shadow of the sublime,thatis,oftheinfinite as the beginning and end 
of desire.

Andhetherebytakesaturnthatisnotjustlinguistic,butaestheticizing,asdo
mostofthephilosophersofthatperiod,andasdoes,today,JacquesRancière
–alltherebyfleeingfromthenewquestionofpoliticaleconomyconcealedin
thebecoming-techno-logicalofthetechnicsofgrammatization,abecoming
thathasstrucklogoswithanunprecedentedshock.

—

Ifweproposethatthereisafourthsynthesis,whichmakespossiblethework
ofthethreesynthesesoftheimaginationaspresentedinthefirsteditionof
the Critique of Pure Reason,andastheirarrangement;andifwepositthatthis
synthesis is tekhnē–andIamheretakingupLyotard’sthemein“Logosand
Techne“25–thenitiswithKantthatwemustdiscusstheimmatériau.

Foriftheschema becomes tertiary retention,asIhavearguedinTechnics and 
Time, 3,thenitisanimmatériau–aswellasbeingwhatIcallahyper-material,
supportedandformedbyhyper-matter.

(Awordonthisword,immatériau–whichemergedfromaseminarontheroot
“mât“givenbyLyotardattheCollègeinternationaldephilosophie:Lyotardwas
originallyaskedbytheCentredecréationindustrielleoftheCentrePompidou
tocreateanexhibitiononnewmaterials.Theimmatériau is anything but 
immaterial.Itisnotsimplyamaterial,butitisvery material.Thismaterialis,
notably,thatoflanguagemachines–thatis,oflanguage,andwithitoflogos,
deemedsincetheadventofmetaphysics(thatis,sincePlato)toproceedfrom
ororiginateinthoseimmaterialsthatarethespiritual,thesuprasensible,the
intelligible,andsoon.Iwouldhavelikedtospeaktoyouinthesetermsabout
what I call hyper-matter,butIcannotdothisonthisoccasion.WereIable,I
wouldhavetriedtoshowthattheimmatériaurequiresustothinkwhatIhave
calledtheorganized inorganicandthepower of organization that results from 
theorganologicalandpharmacologicalsituationofthistechnicalformoflife
thatis,accordingtoGeorgesCanguilhem,thenon-inhuman26–butthereis
insufficienttimeforthishere.)

Intheeconomicandpoliticalcontextthatwasbeingengineeredinthe1980s
astheconservativerevolutionandultra-liberalism–aneconomicandpolitical
contextthatexceededthought,thatthoughtwasnolongercapableofunder-
standing–itispreciselythefunctioninganddysfunction of this schematism 

25 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,The Inhuman: Reflections on 
Time,trans.GeoffreyBenningtonandRachelBowlby(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991).

26 GeorgesCanguilhem,The Normal and the Pathological,trans.CarolynR.Fawcettand
RobertS.Cohen(NewYork:ZoneBooks,1991),p.200–201.
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thatfailstobeunderstood.Soviet“materialism“,too,whichwasultimatelya
dogmamorethanaphilosophicalposition,aStalinistandvulgarmetaphysics,
wasincapableofconceiving,onthebasisofMarxistconcepts,theepis-
temological,philosophical,scientificandindustrialstakesofinformation
technologies;whileintheWest,thesestakeswereincreasinglyandinavery
superficialwayconceivedastheadventofa“post-industrial“age(aterm
promotedbyDanielBellandAlainTouraine,amongothers)–yetbeyondthis
fable,theAmericancomputerandinformationindustrycontinuedtodevelop
atanever-increasingpace.ThedelusionaldiscourseoftheSoviets,Stalinists
andordinaryMarxistsaboutAmericanpowerwithrespecttocomputational
technologieswasthusaclearhistoricalsymptomofthedenialofthe
organological,pharmacologicalandhyper-materialpowerofAmerica:such
adenialissymptomaticoftheinabilitytothinkwhatisatstake,namely,the
schematismconcretizedthroughwhatinTechnics and Time, 3 I call retentional 
systems.

Thesesystemsarewhat,threeyearsafterLes Immatériaux,inLyotard’s
analysisofanamnesisandhypomnesisonthebasisofthenotionsof
breaching,scanningandpassing,The Inhumanrendersunthinkable.

—

Les Immatériaux,asIhavesaid,setthesceneforLyotard’sthesisonKant,the
relations between the four Critiques,andtheimpossibilityofovercomingwhat
Lyotardcalledtheirdifferend–whichisacorrelateofdifférance.

ThisinterpretationofKantconstitutestherealissueofwhat,in1979,Lyotard
describedasthe“postmodern“condition–whichI,some30yearslater,under-
standasbeing,rather,atechno-logical,organo-logicalandpharmaco-logical
condition.

Thisdiscourseofthedifferendpositsthatthecognitiveisneverenough,and
arguesthatthedidacticcannotbear witness to the differend,wherethewitness
isasingularitythatcannotbereducedandwherethisirreducibilityisthatof
thefigural.AndthisdiscourseisextendedinThe Inhuman intoadiscourseon
technics–andonatechnicsomnipresentinLes Immatériaux that in my view 
Lyotardwasunabletothinkotherthanasadeceptive machine attesting to the 
“postmoderncondition“–asthatwhichleadstorationalization,asAdornoand
HorkheimerandthenHabermasrefertoordescribeitafterMaxWeber.27But
confrontedwiththisrationalization,Lyotardconcludesthatnothingcanbe
done.

27 MaxWeber,The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,trans.TalcottParsons
(London:AllenandUnwin,1930);MaxHorkheimerandTheodorW.Adorno,Dialectic of 
Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments,trans.EdmundJephcott(Stanford:StanfordUni-
versityPress,2002);JürgenHabermas,“TechnologyandScienceas‘Ideology’”,Toward a 
Rational Society,trans.JeremyJ.Shapiro(Boston:BeaconPress,1970),p.81–121.
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Nothingcanbedonebecausenounificationispossibleforthedifferend,nor
fortheOne,andsoon.Nounitivesynthesisispossible.Andhencethereisno
possibilityofmakingorinscribingadifferenceoffactandlaw,inthesenseofa
subjectiveandunifyingprincipleofdifferentiation.

Unification,however,does occur,anditdoesso,precisely,techno-logically–as
atechno-logicalsynthesisthatistheconditionoftheana-mnesicsynthesis;
thatis,ofwriting,andnotasresistance,butratherasinvention;thatis,asthe
après-coupthatconstitutesthesecondmomentofthedoublyepokhalredou-
blingasanewprocessoftransindividuation,constitutinganewtherapeuticof
this pharmakontowhichStephenHawking,StuartRussell,MaxTegmarkand
FrankWilczekreferwithoutrealizingit.

Asforthenotionthatthesecondmomentcannottakeplaceduetothespeed 
of a pharmakonthatoperatesatthespeedoflight–thatis,asautomaton 
andabsolutepharmakon – this is what in States of ShockItriedtoshowisan
ideological fablethatmustberelentlesslycombated.Thisquestionofspeed
requiresustothinkcompletelydifferently,andthisincludes,precisely,
thinkingthepharmakonassuch–whichisalsotosay,initstherapeutic
positivity.Butallthishasbecomeanobviousfactinrelationtowhichweare
obviouslystillveryimpoverished,andforthisreasonitcallsuponuswiththe
greatesturgency:allthiscanthusalsomeanwesinkintodeepmelancholy,
regardlessofhow“intelligent“wearepurportedlybecoming.

—

Postmodernitywouldbetheendoftheemancipatorypossibilityandof
“narratives“affirmingandrealizingastateoflaw:ifitistruethatrational
knowledgeisthecapacitytodecidethisdifferencethatislawwithinastate
offact,thenthisamountstotheproblemthatknowledgehasbecomea
commodityandisperformativelysubmittedtoafactual systemic constraint 
that dissolves in advanceanyextra-performativelegitimacy(inthesensethat
Lyotardgivesto“performative“,asensethatneverquiteseemsclear,butthat
can clearly notbereducedtotheAustiniandefinition,nortotheexegesison
thisproposedbyDerrida).

Asforthedifferentiationoflawwithinfact,thisisanextremelytimelyques-
tion–aswewillsoonseeinrelationto“bigdata“,thatis,high-performance
computingappliedtomassivedatasets.Andhere,wemustresumethe
readingofKantviaReligion within the Bounds of Bare Reason,28inorderto
recallthatsuchare-readingtoday,thatis,in the epoch of language machines,
is possible only through a re-definition of the schematism on the basis of this 
immaterial hyper-material that is tertiary retention,asliteraltertiaryretention

28 ImmanuelKant,Religion within the Bounds of Bare Reason,trans.WernerS.Pluhar
(Indianapolis:Cambridge,2009).
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aswellasdigitaltertiaryretention,butalsoasanaloguetertiaryretention–
these three retentional types constituting what in Technics and Time, 2 I call 
orthothetic hypomneses.AndatthispointIwouldliketorecallmyanalysisof
thesequestionsinTechnics and Time, 3:

Indismissingthisretentionalfabricoftheoriginaryconstitutingoftime,
ofwhathecallsthe“ownmosttime“ofDasein,andthroughhisopposition
to the “time of preoccupation“ of the They or the One,underthepretext
that tertiary retention is also the material support for the calculation 
andmeasurementoftime,Heideggerispreventedfromengagingatrue
critiqueofeitherKantorHusserl:hedoespreciselythesamethinghe
accusesKantofdoing.

IfKantwasnotabletodetectthiscontradiction,inwhichheattemptsto
calltheworldbacktoanaprioriprinciple,whichishis contradiction–
whichshowsthatitisnotpossibleforanyfluxofconsciousness,eventhat
ofKanthimself,torespecthisunifyingprinciples,evenwhentheyhave
beenformalizedbythatconsciousnessitself–thisis,asPhilonenkopoints
out,

theresultofhisconceptionofspace,whichheconceivesastheframe
withinwhichtheworldwilllayitselfout;inotherwords,the Kantian 
subject has no originary relation to a world, but only to a space;heis
originarilysubject-without-world;itisbecausehehasaspacethat
hecanhaveaworld,andnotbecausehehasaworldthathecan
haveaspace.Consequently,ifspacelogicallyprecedestheworldand
conditionsitsdimensions,theprinciplethatallowstheoperationof
anaprioridistinctioninspace–thesenseofleftandright–willalso
allowmetooperateaposterioridistinctionsintheworld.It can thus 
be seen that the foundation of the Kantian analysis is at the same time its 
contradiction: it is the apriority of space, and yet it is nothing other than 
this apriority that is brought into question through the critique of the 
Kantian principle of orientation in space.Thetrueapriori,astheneed 
for a memory of any object’s positionclearlyshows,isnotspaceinthe
Kantiansense,butbeing-in-the-world.

Butinfact,tohaveaworldcanbe Dasein’sspatialityonlybecausethis
in-the-world-nessisitselfthein-the-world-nessofthetemporality that is 
Dasein.Spatialityisthein-the-world-nessofDasein.AndDasein’sin-the-
world-nessis first and foremost, as the already-there,itstemporality.Thus
Dasein’sspatialityisitstemporality.Inotherwords,temporalitymust
itself be worldlyinasensedifferentfromthatwhichHeideggeraccords
tothisqualifierwhenreferringto“innerworldly“temporality,butwhich
operates throughthis“innerworldliness“sothatthein-the-world-ness
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ofthetemporalityofDasein,ashaving-to-beits time,weavesit(Dasein’s
temporality)as what conditions its synthesis.29

NoneofthisisproblematizedbyLyotard,evenattheverymomenthedis-
cussesthequestionoftheunitivesynthesisinKant,orwhenhemakes
referencetothe“immaterials“thatarelanguagemachines;andthisseemsto
me,today,highlyproblematic.Becauseitisthisthatconstitutesthequestion
of the im-matériaux,whichisthequestionthat,betweentheimmaterialand
thematerial,requiresustoexceedtheoppositionbetweenmaterialismand
idealism,andtorevisitthenotionof“objectsinvestedwithspirit,“30 notions 
of hau,mana,31 totem,ofcategorizationinDurkheim’ssense,32andthatcan
bethoughtonlyaswhat,exceedingtheoppositionofformandmatter,and
ashyper-matter,constitutesatertiaryretentionformingtheimmateriau of all 
Weltgeschichtlichkeit,sotospeak.

Les Immatériauxdidsetthescenefordigitaltertiaryretention,butwhatit
lackedwasahyper-materialistconception–aconceptionnotpostmodern,but
ultramodern.Beyondtheprimacyoftimeoverspace(asinternalsense)orof
spaceovertime(asUmwelt constituting a sphere or a Lichtung),thereliesthe
questionofspeed;and,beyondthisquestion,thatoftherelationshipbetween
automatizationanddis-automatization–ofautomatizationintheserviceof
dis-automatization.

In The Differend,thereisnoOnethatwouldbereason.Dowethereforecon-
cludethatthereductionofknowledgetoinformationalcommoditywouldthen
beeitherpossibleoracceptable?Aboutthisreduction,Lyotardsuggestswe
must“resist“.Ibelievethatwemust,onthecontrary,invent.Wemustinvent
apharmacologicalcritique(fortheduplicityofthepharmacologicalsitu-
ation is what the default of the onereallymeans),apharmacologicalcritique
thatcallsforanorganologyboththeoreticalandpractical,thatis:inventing
andconfiguringitsinstrumentsaccordingtothetherapiesandtherapeutics
thataretheanamnesictransindividuationprocesseswhereindisciplinesare
formed.Thiswouldbeanorganologythatinstantiatesthedifferend–each
timedifferently–throughtheepochsoftertiaryretentionandthroughthetwo
momentsofthedoublyepokhalredoubling.

29 Stiegler,Technics and Time, 3,p.161–162,translationmodified.
30 EdmundHusserl,Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological 

Philosophy,trans.F.Kersten(Dordrecht:Kluwer,1989),p.250.AndseeBernardStiegler,
What Makes Life Worth Living: On Pharmacology,trans.DanielRoss(Cambridge:Polity
Press,2013),p.72–74.

31 On mana andhau,seeMarcelMauss,A General Theory of Magic,trans.RobertBrain
(LondonandNewYork:Routledge,1972),p.133–134;andMarcelMauss,The Gift,trans.
W.D.Halls(London:Routledge:1990),p.1–12.

32 EmileDurkheim,The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,trans.JosephWardSwain
(NewYork:Macmillan,1965),p.21–33.



The Shadow of the Sublime 157

Buttherecanbenoorganology,noranypharmacology,withoutanew
critiqueofpoliticaleconomy,andthismustalsobeapositivecritiqueofThe 
German Ideology33–ofthewayitoutlinesanorganology,andofitsnon-
pharmacologicalcharacter.

Tolookbackinthiswayatthecriticalaftermathofthecontemporarydoubly
epokhalredoubling,where Lyotard would in the final reckoning have borne wit-
ness to the first moment,wemustre-readthosepagesofDiscourse, Figure in 
whichLyotardraisesthequestionofwriting.Forif,inThe Inhuman,Lyotard
opposeswritingtotelegraphy–anditisthisoppositionthatconstitutesthe
regressionleadingtothe“philosophyofresistance“–inDiscourse, Figure he 
apprehendswritingfromanextremelyfruitfulperspective,inrelationtowhat
I myself analyse as a retentional system:

Writing,unlikespeech,institutesadimensionofvisibility,ofsensory
spatiality…[T]hediscourseofsignificationhauntedfromwithinbythe
deconstructionsspecifictoMallarmeanstylistics[is]affectedinthe
exteriorityofits(graphic)signifierbythesame“primary“spatialplay.34

One might then be able to reinvest anamnesis in terms of retentional systems 
older thandrive-basedsystems.Butifthisisasiteforconstruction,itmust
waitforanotheroccasion.Andourgoalmustbeinvention,conceivedasan
individuationatoncepsychic,collectiveandtechnical,whereindividuationis
definedessentiallyasatechnicalandtechnologicalsituationinwhichtekhnē 
andlogosmustnotbeopposedtoeachother,norconflated,butwherelogos 
mustbetreatedasanhistoricalmodalityofthetransindividuationoftekhnē 
quaprocessofgrammatization–andinasituationthat,today,producesa
processofgeneralizedproletarianization,asituationthatisamatterofover-
coming through the invention of a new libidinal economy.

TranslatedfromtheFrenchbyDanielRoss.

33 KarlMarxandFriedrichEngels,The German Ideology,notranslatorlisted(Moscow:
ProgressPublishers,1976).

34 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Discourse, Figure,p.63,and482,translationmodified.





Exhibiting and Thinking: 
An Anamnesis of the 
Postmodern 

Anne Elisabeth Sejten

Jean-FrançoisLyotard’sextraordinaryexhibitionLes Immatériaux was a com-
plex,excitingculturalmanifestation,andeven30yearslateritisnothard
torecallthespecial,joyfulandintenseatmospherethatsurroundedthe
exhibition.Onceitopened,thelargegalleryonthefifthflooroftheCentre
Pompidouwastransformedintoalaboratorythatinvitedmuseumvisitorsto
experiencethearts,technologyandphilosophyassomethingtangibleand
corporal,yetalsoashighlyintellectualandambiguous.Enteringthedark
labyrinthpre-organisedbythephilosopher,onecouldnothelpbutdecon-
structandreconstructafragmentedlessononphilosophy.Foramoment,
philosophyjoinedthepublicsphereonsurprisinglyphilosophicalpremises.

Ofcourse,thisexhibitionexperiencewentbeyondordinaryphilosophy
teaching.Les Immatériaux wasconceivedforneitheramateurnorprofes-
sionalphilosophers,butfortheCentrePompidou’sbroad,generalpublic.
Nevertheless,thephilosophicalagendawasquiteobvious.Lyotardhadjust
publishedLe Differend, a bookofphilosophywhich,heclaimed,espoused
the “philosophy of sentences” upon which Les Immatériaux wasbuilt.The
exhibition’sconcretecompositionalsoresteduponalinguisticinfrastructure
–onthecommunicationmodeloflinguisticpragmatics–whichagainwasa
meansofcreatingaWittgensteinianplaygroundforvariouslinguisticfamilies
andenunciationinstances,themselvesincompatibleandlackingacommon
meta-languagethatmightsummariseandarticulatethemasawhole.Lyotard
chosefivewordstocreatezonesofinquiryandphysicalarrangement:
“maternity” (maternité),correspondingtothefunctionofthesender;“material” 
(matériel),correspondingtotheinstanceofthereceiver;“material” (matériau),
correspondingtothesupportofthemessage(thehardwarethatmovesthe
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message);“matrix” (matrice), correspondingtothecodeofthemessage;and
“matter” (matière), correspondingtothereferent(whatitisabout).Eachword
focusedonadiversityofquestions:“Fromwhere?”,“Towhere?”,“How?”,
“Bymeansofwhat?”,and“Concerningwhat?”Onthebasiclevelofsenders,
receiversandcodes,theentireexhibitionwasdirectlyengagedinthestudyof
media,questioningmaninhisrelationshipoftroubledauthortothematerials
ofthetechnological,postmodernworld.

Inthesamespirit,Kantianconceptsimplicitlyinformthe“sites”,which
shouldbeconsideredasparticular,autonomousspaces,somethingmore
(orless)thanmerestopsonaone-wayjourneythroughtheexhibition.How
thesiteswereorganisedwasreminiscentofthelandscapeormappingthat
LyotardlikedtodrawwhenitcametoKantandthethirdCritique(theCritique 
of Judgement),insofarasreflectivejudgementembodiesthecriticalactivity
itself,anactivityofestablishingrulesfordifferentandspecificusesofreason
incommensurablewithoneanother,andthereforedemandingarigorous
demarcationoftheirrespectiverealmsofvalidity.

SuchtracesofLyotard’shorizonsofthoughtmightinfactbesaidtofunction
as the transcendentaux of Les Immatériaux.Theexhibiteditemsandsites
wouldthenseemtobepermeatedbytwokindsofimmateriality:oneata
technologicallevel,pointingtotheimmaterialstheyaremadeof(whichalso
includestheinventivescientificmind);oneatamorephilosophical,con-
ceptual level of transcendentals, pointingtoLyotard’sideaaboutthem–or,
moreprecisely,hisstagingofthem.BeingoneoftheoriginalfeaturesofLes 
Immatériaux,thisdualityremainsasubjectofinquirywhenrevisitingthe
exhibitionsomanyyearslater.Howwerethinkingandexhibiting,philosophy
andexhibitionspaceactuallybroughttogether?Howcouldthinkingand
exhibitingpossiblymeetonanequalfooting?Howcouldoneexhibit
thinkingatall?“Thinking”apparentlyseemstopassthrough“exhibiting”in
amovementfrominsideout,anddoesnotinformtheexhibitionfromthe
outsidein.Theorganisers’aimwasnottobepedagogical,buthighlyexper-
imental;theydemandedanintellectualeffortonthepartofthevisitors.Even
thoughthevisitorswerenotmeanttobephilosophers,theirsensoryand
intellectualinvolvementwasrequired.Buthowdidthinkingandreflection,
asspecificallymental,immaterialactivities,andjoin“theimmaterials”of
theexhibition?Andhowshouldweunderstandtheonlydiscoursethatwas
explicitlyassumedbytheorganisers,whichpointedtowardsachanging
conditionofsocietyassuch,presentingtheexhibitionas“postmodern
dramaturgy”?1 

1 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LesImmatériaux.UnentretienavecJean-FrancoisLyotard”
(withJacquesSaurandPhilippeBidaine),CNAC Magazine, no.26,1985,p.13.Also,in
theopeningwordsoftheexhibitioncatalogue,thedirectoroftheCentreGeorges
Pompidou,JeanMaheu,evokedthe“dramaturgy”ofa“changingepoch”whilespeaking
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InaddressingthesequestionsIproposetodiscussmorethoroughlyhowthe
almosthiddenphilosophical(transcendental)frameworkofLes Immatériaux 
wasactivated–orevenperformed–asanexhibition,revisiting“thepost-
modern”inparticularasamajorissue.Consideringthemanyattempts
Lyotardmadeafterthepublicationofhis1979The Postmodern Condition 
toexplainandspecifywhathehadintendedbylaunchingthedebate,the
exhibitioncouldbeseenastakingpartinanongoinganamnesisofthepost-
modern.Fromthatperspective,Les Immatériaux concerns the issue of what 
hadkeptbeingforgotteninthedebateonthepostmodern.

 The Transcendentals of Les Immatériaux
Whiletheterm“transcendental”mayappearinaccurate,itismorethan
anamusingplayonwordsthatmakes“transcendentaux”rhymewith
“Immatériaux”;itis,onceagain,ahintatLyotard’ssignature.Duringthe1980s,
hehadcommittedhimselftoaclosereadingofKant.BothinLe Differend and
athisweeklyseminaratParisVIII,LyotardinsistedoninterpretingtheKantian
projectbackwards,almostwordforword,startingfromthethirdCritique. And
thisre-readingofKant,atitsverysource,wasnotonlyamatterofaesthetics
–eventhoughLyotard’sinterestinthesublimemightinitiallyhavepushed
himtoundertakeit.Rather,Lyotardwascaptivatedbythedestabilizingeffect
ofthethird Critique,and byKant’scourageinreopeninghiscriticalproject,
re-examining,problematisingandclarifyingthefragilefoundationofwhathe
hadpreviouslyachievedbyestablishingandseparating,backtoback,thetwo
majorfacultiesofman:understandingandreason.Becauseatthebottomof
cognitivereasonandpracticalreason,Kantrehabilitatedreflectivejudgement,
die reflektierende Urteilskraft.Thisrathercomplicateduseofreason,which
lacksanyjurisdictionpriortoitsproceedings,thushastoestablish,afterwards
(après-coup),itsownrules,reflexivelyineachparticularcase.

LyotardinsistsonmeetingKantinthisvulnerable,exposed–exhibited–
position,inwhichthedeterminingjudgementfinallyhastostepaside,rec-
ognisingthatitowesitssoliditytoananterioractivityofthemind,namely
thereflectivejudgement,whichcannotclaimthesamelegitimacy,because
ithastoproceedwithoutconcepts.Logicisnotanoptionhere,whichis
whyreflectivejudgementhastobededucedinanaestheticcontext,asit
isgroundedonafeelingonly,thefeelingoftherightadjustmentbetween
imaginationandreason.Ofcourse,therewouldbenophilosophywithout
concepts.AsAdornostatedinNegative Dialectics, “thinkingisidentifying”.2 It is 
impossibletothinkwithoutconcepts,andphilosophicalconceptsnecessarily

about“postmodernity”.SeeAlbum et Inventaire (Paris:EditionsduCentreGeorges
Pompidou,1985),p.3.

2 TheodorW.Adorno,Negative Dialektik (FrankfurtamMain:Suhrkamp,1966),p.17.
(“Denkenheißtidentifizieren.”)
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subsumetheparticularbymeansofuniversalcategories.Butfollowingthe
verysamecommitmentasthatofAdorno,Lyotarddedicateshisthinkingto
whatdoesnotdisappearintheconceptwithoutleavingtracesofresistance.
Hewantstobearwitnesstowhathecalls“theunpresentable”or“thefigural”,
justasAdornospokeabout“thenon-identical”.3So,ifthinkingessentially
equalsidentifyinganddeterminingconceptualthinking,thenon-determinable
shouldneverthelessbethehorizonofphilosophy,itsinstigationandsecret
aim.Withtheirpolyphonicandheterogeneousspace,“theImmaterials”offer
asimilarspringboardforexperimentationontheveryedgeoftheexhibition’s
conceptualentries,andaredesignedtomakevisitorssensitivewithoutgetting
themcaughtinstigmatisingconceptualisation.Atthesameinstantthatwe
areinvitedtoapproachwhatanexhibitedobjectmightrepresent,signifyor
challengeas“immaterial”,bymarkingitconceptually,theconceptualising
activityofourmindsshouldsomehowbemarkednegativelybytheaffects
thatitcauses.

ForLyotard,alltheKantiannegativedeterminationsoftheaesthetic
judgementoftaste–beingwithoutinterest,proceedingwithoutconcepts,
havingnootheraimthanitsownpurelyformalfinality“withoutpurpose”–
standasanentryintotherealmofphilosophyas such;theyhavetodowith
theconditionsofpossibilityforcriticalthinking.ThisisalsowhyLyotardwas
alwaysemphasisingthetranscendentallevelofKant’scriticisminsteadof
dismissingit.Byexploringthelimitsandconditionsofknowledgeandreason,
Kantcertainlydealswiththeconditionsofpossibility,whichareapriorito
anyempiricalreality;buthedoesso,notinordertoescapereality,butrather
inordertograspthoseunpresentable–thusimmaterial–mentalstructures
whichmakethinkingpossible.

Les Immatériauxsimultaneouslyexhibitsandbuildsuponsuchatran-
scendentalframework.TheKantianhorizonservesasmorethanjustan
externalframeofreferencetowardstheexhibition:withLes Immatériaux, 
rather,Kantbecomesoperational.Underthetranscendentalauthorityof
reflectivejudgement,Kantianconceptssuchasthesublimeandthesensus 
communis migrate into the organisation of Les Immatériauxandworkthere
asakindoftranscendentaux.Les Immatériaux doesnotpresentadisplayof
artworksandotherobjectsaccompaniedbysomephilosophicalexplanation.
Itwouldbetruertoarguethatitembracesatranscendentaldramaturgy,
outliningtheconditionsofpossibilityinordertogeneratesensationsinthe
spectator.Theaimistoactivateasenseofawarenessofthatwhichisnot
yetdefined,orthatisevenundefinable.Itisamatterofcreatingreactions,
ofgeneratingintellectualandemotionalattention.Les Immatériaux was 
philosophicalinatrulyexperimentalway,lessbecauseaphilosopher
exhibitedhisphilosophythanbecausetheexhibitionaimedatmakingmental

3 Ibid.,p.152.
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activitypossibleamongthosewhowalkeddownthelabyrinthontheirown,
simultaneouslytransformingtheexhibitionintotheinterfaceoftheirrandom
walking.

Pursuingtheideaofthisintimaterelationshipbetweenthinkingand
exhibiting,itwouldnotbewrongtosaythatLes Immatériauxwaswell-situ-
atedatthefifthflooroftheCentrePompidou,whichwasnormallydevoted
totemporaryartexhibitions;fortheexhibitionwaspreciselyanartwork,a
Gesamtkunstwerk.4Theexhibiteditemsderivedfromallpossibledomainsof
knowledgeandeverydaylife.Besidestheartworks–amongothers,those
emblematicofGiovanniAnselmo,MarcelDuchamp,DanFlavin,YvesKlein,
JosephKosuth,FrançoisMorellet,PhilippeThomasandAndyWarhol–visitors
metadiverserangeoftechnologicalandscientificdocumentationandobjects:
musicalscores,architecturaldrawings,projectionsofphotosandfilms,music
videos,robots,andalmostfuturistichigh-techdevicesthatweretheprecursor
ofinteractivecommunication,anticipatingtoday’ssocialmedia–especially
inthesectioncalled“Épreuvesd’écriture”,whichwasdisplayingacomputer-
mediateddiscussionamong26participants(includingJacquesDerrida,Daniel
BurenandMichelButor)of50termsproposedbyLyotard.Les Immatériauxhad
indeedlittletodowithtraditionalorevenadvancedartexhibitions,nordid
theorganisersadoptadocumentaryformat.Theexhibitionwasnonetheless
allthatatthesametime:documentaland artistic and almost an amusement 
parkwherethespectatorcouldtrydifferentattractions.Thishybridisationof
theexhibitiongenrecontributedtocreatingablurringeffect,anuncomfort-
ableunreadabilitythatalmostcertainlycharacterisesallart.

Itmightalsobeatthisgloballevelthattheconceptof“thesublime”makes
sense.ThesublimedidnotprimarilyworkasathematicguidelineforLes 
Immatériaux,norasanart-historicalreference,butataperformativelevel;
andlikeallperformances,thisagainpointstothevisitor,whowassolicited
byhersensesinatroublingwaythatonemightcomparetothesublimeand
itstwofoldstructureofpleasureanddispleasure.Theiconicworksofartthat
wereexhibited–eventhosebyJacquesMonoryandMarcelDuchamp,about
whomLyotardwroteextensively–werenotchosenfortheirpossibleaes-
theticdialoguewiththesublime.Somewhatsurprisingly,Lyotardstressedthat
Duchamp’saestheticshadnothingtodowiththesublimethatitleftbehind.5 
Thesublimeinsteadconcernstheexhibitionasawhole,andhastodowith
itsgeneralopacityandresistancetobeingperceivedinasimpleway.Ifthe
exhibitionwasinfactdifficulttoread,todecipher,itwaspartlyduetoitsfluid
andimmaterialorganisationofspace,bymeansofwhichhumanperception

4 Lyotard,interviewedbyBernardBlistène,confirmedhisartisticambitionwiththe
exhibition:“I’mparticularlyconcernedwithturningtheexhibitionitselfintoaworkof
art.”“LesImmatériaux:AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard”,Flash Art, no.121,
March1985,p.8.

5 Ibid.,p.2.
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cameunderpressure.Thisdisruptionofperceptionmadeitpossible,however,
forthevisitortoexperience–perhapsevenjoyfully–somethingatthevery
levelofbodilyperception,withoutreallybecomingreadableintermsofsign,
senseandsignification.

Thus,perceptionwasdeliberatelymadeproblematic,interestingandshifting;
itdependedonhowthedifferentsitesaddresseddifferentsenses,intensified
bythesoundtrack.Onemajortoolforcreatingpotentiallysublimeexperiences
wasthegreymetalliccurtains.Enablingafluidandimmaterialorganisation
ofspace,thepartitionmaterialchallengedtraditionalwaysofdefiningthings.
Suspendedfromtheceilingtothefloor,theseunsteady,woven,thinmetallic
wallscreatedablockedtransparency,moreorlessopaque,accordingtothe
lighting.Infactthevarietyofwaysinwhichthecurtainswerelitallowedthe
distanceofthegazetovary,butwithoutbeingprescriptive,sincemanyofthe
siteshadintersectionsthatallowedvisitorstowalkinanumberofdifferent
directions.

ThedramaturgicalsettingcreatedasortoftheatricalityofLes Immatériaux,but
essentiallyfromthevisitor’sperspective.Iftheexhibitionwasconceivedas
theatre–even,accordingtothefirstsiteoftheexhibition,as“Theatreofthe
non-body”–thistheatre,again,wasbasicallyconceivedasaperformancethat
engagedthevisitorinhisorherentirety.Astrikingexampleonthe“material”
trackisthatofthesite“Musiciandespitehimself”,wheremicrophones,sonars
andcomputerstranslatedeverymovementvisitorsmadeintomusic,the
soundmadeaudiblebythetransmittercircuitandheadphones.Thisset-up
alsoindicatedthattheeyeshouldnolongerbethesoleconduitofperception
intheexhibitionexperience.Intheexhibitioncatalogue,Lyotardvindicates
postmodernspace-timeasaradicallynewwayoforganisinganexhibition,
explicitlybreakingwiththetraditionalorganisationofartexhibitionsthat
accordedanexclusiveprivilegetotheeyeforcenturies.6

Inachievingthisambition,themostradicalingredientwasperhapsthe
soundtrack,whichchangedfromoneradiozonetoanotherasthevisitors
walkedaroundtheexhibitionspace.Completelyvoidofcommentariesofany
kind,thesoundtrackcontainedacousticpresences,textsbyauthorssuchas
Beckett,Artaud,Proust,Borges,MallarméandZola,butalsobytheoreticians,
philosophersandscientistslikeBarthes,Bachelard,Blanchot,Baudrillard,
VirilioandLyotardhimself–voicesthatcouldthustakepartinwhatmight
beatstakeineachspecificsite.Thetextswerereadaloudinaneutralway,
deliberatelyavoidinganyinterpretationofthewordsspoken.Thesereal,
immaterialworkswereactuallynothingbutvoices,yettheyinfactseemed
material,corporeal,likemusicenteringtheflesh,challengingthepresence
ofabsences.ThiscontextmayalsoaffordusanunderstandingofLyotard’s

6 SeeLes Immatériauxcatalogue,Album,p.19.
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increasinginterestinMalraux,towhomhedevotedaphilosophicalbiography
tenyearslater.Essentially,LyotardtriedtorethinkMalraux’soldquestion
of“thevoicesofsilence”intermsofhisownideasaboutmakingvisible,
audible,andthusthinkable,thatwhichcannotbeseen,heardorthought.That
paradoxalsoconstitutestheinnerstructureofwhatLyotardassociatedwith
theconceptofthesublime–and,accordingly,withtheattempttobearwit-
nesstotheunpresentable(atthispointheisfollowing,asnoted,Adorno).

Intheend,thereseemstobenorealconsensusaboutwhatthese
“Immaterials”shouldstandfor.Theyareindeedmadeambiguousandcon-
tradictory,withtheonlyintentiontocallforattentionandbecomein act, 
asPaulValérywouldhaveputit.“TheImmaterials”demandedthattheybe
acteduponbyvisitors.Itwasamatterofengenderingastateofmind,where
sensibility,affectionandreflectionweremobilisedinanopen,free,non-
determinedplay,notnecessarilyasanactivity,butaspurereceptiveness,
sensitiveness.Itwasamatterofbeingabletoreceivesomethingwithout
definingit.Thisopennessandindeterminationbringsusbacktoreflective
judgementand,morespecifically,tothesensus communis thatKantdeduces
inthefourthmomentofthejudgementoftaste.Lyotardinterpretsthesensus 
communis inarestrictive,purelytranscendentalway.7 Sensus communis is not 
anempiricalconsensusregardingthebeautiful;ithasnothingtodowitha
sharedcommunity,butpointstoasign–oratestimony,orapromise–of
compatibilitybetweenthefacultieswithineachsubject.Whatmakessense 
here isthemerecapacitytothinkreflexively,whichcanonlybeconsidered
afterwards,asemphasisedagainandagainbyLyotard.

Thiscomplicatedconceptthuspointstoaself-reflexivity,causedbytheaes-
theticshockthatcanonlyeverbeexperiencedindividually.Beitstudents
ofLyotard,regularmuseumvisitorsorrandomvisitorsofanybackground,
thetaskisthesame.Les Immatériauxwasmeanttoencouragethisspecific
kindofreflection,asortofintellectualsensibility,orsensibleintellectuality,
towardstheseheterogeneouslyexhibitedobjectsthatmightperhaps,not
inthemselves,butthankstotheircomplexstaging,inspireafeelingof
uncertainty;anuncertaintyabouttheaimoftechnologicaldevelopments,and
anuncertaintyabouttheidentityofthehumanindividual.Itisatprecisely
thispointthattheissueofthepostmodernarisesasachallengethatjustifies
takingacloserlookattherathercomplicatedphilosophicalagendaassumed
bythepostmoderninLyotard.

7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“SensusCommunis,”Le cahier du collège international de 
philosophie, no.3(1987),p.71–74,andLyotard,Leçons sur l’analytique du sublime (Paris:
Galilée,1991),p.31–33.
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Les Immatériaux: an Exhibition of Postmodernity?
Ontheonehand,postmodernityhappenedtobetheonlydiscursiveelement
thatinformedtheexhibitionthematically,givingitastrongsymbolicvalue.
Ontheotherhand,postmodernitywasnotexhibitedinanyrepresentative
way.Tobesure,themayorofParis,JacquesChirac,hadturneddownPres-
identFrançoisMitterrand’srequestthatPariscelebratethebicentennialofthe
FrenchRevolutionwithauniversalexhibition,whichiswhyLes Immatériaux 
canbeseenasanironiccommenttobothpoliticians;inotherwords,asa
sortofuniversalexpositionofpostmodernity.Anticipatingtheexhibitionthat
wouldnottakeplacein1989,ontheotherhand,Les Immatériauxindirectly
becamethesymboloftheendofuniversalexhibitionsandasymboloftheir
impossibility.

Nonetheless,thegeneralquestionabouthowtherelationshipbetweenman
andnature,ormaterials,was“affectedbytherevivalofnewtechnologies”
wasindeed,fromtheverybeginning,subjecttoapostmodernframing.Inan
interviewLyotardgaveonLes Immatériaux whentheexhibitionwasstillbeing
planned,heclearlystatesthattheentireexhibitionwasmeanttoaddress
our“anxietyaboutthepostmoderncondition”.8Andhisreplytothequestion
aboutwhatpostmodernismcould“finally”besaidtobeconfirmshiscommit-
menttothatquestion:“Mywork,infact,isdirectedtofindingoutwhatthatis,
butIstilldon’tknow.Thisisadiscussionthat’sonlyjustbeginning.It ’stheway
itwasfortheAgeofEnlightenment:thediscussionwillbeabandonedbeforeit
everreachesaconclusion”.9

Thisremarkisratherprophetic,thequestionofthepostmodernhaving
probablyalreadycausedLyotardmoretroublethanphilosophicalscrutiny,
andhewouldindeedultimatelyhavetoabandonthepostmodernbefore
comingtotermswithit.Still,itisworthnotinghowLyotard’sattachment
tothepostmodernwasheavilyinscribedintheinitialideasunderlyingthe
exhibition.Les Immatériaux somehow elaborates onthepostmodern.Indeed,
thepostmodernmightevenrefertothe“missingsignified”for“theentiretyof
theexhibition”.10Atanyrate,itisinavocabularywhichcombinesthepost-
modernandthesublimethatLyotardconnectsLes Immatériaux to the “chagrin 
thatsurroundstheendofthemodernageaswellasthefeelingofjubilation
that’sconnectedwiththeappearanceofsomethingnew”.11

ThesecommentsrecallthephilosophicalworkthatLyotardcalledanamnesis, 
atermhehadborrowedfromFreudandmadeuseoftodescribesituations

8 “LesImmatériaux:AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard,”(withBernardBlistène)
Flash Art, no.121 (March 1985),p.10.

9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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inwhichthephilosophicalcommunitywasaffectedbydiscomfortingfeelings.
His1988bookonHeidegger(Heidegger and “the Jews” ), forexample,was
presentedasananamnesis,bymeansofwhichLyotarddismissedthebad
alternativebetween“accusations”and“apology”thatcharacterisedthe
vehementFrenchHeideggerdebateatthattime.Howcouldathoughtdevoted
entirelytothethemeofoblivion,theoblivionofbeing,forgetandkeepsilent
aboutrelegatingawholepeopletooblivion?Somethingnon-forgettableis
forgotten,overandoveragain.EventhoughtheHeideggerdisciplesalready
knew,eventhoughtheywereawareoftheproblemofNazisminHeidegger,
adisquietingfeelingremained,andLyotardinsistedonthatdisquietudeas
fundamental.Thepostmoderndebatemighthaveneededasimilartreatment,
akindofanamnesis,elaboratingonwhathadgonewronginthatdebate–that
istosay,whatkeptbeingforgotten.

The publication of The Postmodern Conditionin1979madeLyotardworld-
famousandmanypeoplebeganreadinghimatthisparticularpoint;which
is somewhat ironic given that The Postmodern Condition happens to be the 
leastrepresentativeofhisworks.Postmodernismcanlikewisebeconsid-
eredanevent.Somethingnewhadfinallyhappenedwithinphilosophyand
thehumanities–not,ofcourse,withoutdissention,andthemediadidnot
hesitatetodramatisetheevent,oftenbyopposingFrenchirrationalismto
GermanfidelitytotheEnlightenment.Thebattleofpostmodernismwason.
ConsideringLyotard’sattitudetowardstheHeideggeraffair, justdrawing
thelinesofbattleshouldbeawarning.Whathadbecomeoftheevent,
philosophicallyspeaking?Preciselythefeelingthatthedebatehadfailedto
addresstheissueofthepostmodern–andfailedpainfully–demandedarein-
vestigationofthepostmodern.

Initially,thetermpostmodernaddressedthechangingstatusofknowledgein
philosophyinhighlydevelopedsocieties(thesubheadingofThe Postmodern 
Condition is A Report on Knowledge).Ontheonehand,Lyotardstressesthe
impactofinformatics(andinformationscience)onknowledge.Thecapacity
tostoreanever-increasingamountofdatanecessarilyaffectsknowledge
and,accordingly,challengescrucialnotionssuchasthoseofhistory,memory
andtime.Les Immatériaux continuedtoexplorethatperspective.Onthe
otherhand,theprovocativethesisonthedeclineofthegrandnarratives
contributedtoapostmoderndefinitionofknowledge.FromHegeltoMarx,
arecitativestructureworksatthecoreofthephilosophyofhistory,Lyotard
argues.Thediscoursesofknowledgeissuingfromthistraditionarenarratives,
because,althoughlayingclaimtoscientificstringency,theirtruthclaimsare
supportedbyanarrativewhich,scientificallyspeaking,isnotknowledgeat
all.Theysimplytella“goodstory”–thestory,forexample,abouttheprogress
ofhumanitytowardsanever-bettersociety.Whenatelos of this nature is 
hiddeninthediscourseofknowledge,thisdiscoursecanhardlygiveproof
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ofitsvalidity(asscientificknowledge)bypleadingthescientificcriteriaof
truthorfalsity.Theideaofapredestinedhumanitycannotbeproved;itis
only,asLyotardlatershowswithKant,auniversal“Idea”,inconceivabletothe
cognitivereasonofhistory.

Itisprobablyatthisfartoo“famous”pointofthegrandnarrativesthatwe
havetoremaincareful.Accordingtothedebatesonpostmodernity,the
failureofthegrandnarrativesoflegitimationbecamethewholecruxofthe
matter.How,forexample,doesoneadoptapositiontowardsthisdecline,
nowanobjectofcelebrationandaffirmation,nowanobjectoflamentation
anddepression?Focusingexclusivelyontheissueofthegrandnarratives,
thedebateinevitablydisintegratedintoopinionsandmainstreams–ina
word,intoideology–withoutmuchattentionbeingpaidtothefactthatthe
experienceofdelegitimationwasnotnew,butratherimmanentinmodernity.
When,forexample,Lyotard(againfollowingAdorno)referstothename
“Auschwitz”,hewantstopayattentiontoa“signofhistory”,whichindicates
howmuchWesternhistory–“our”history–isapparentlyinconsistentwith
themodernprojectofemancipation.Inacertainway,realhistory,atrociously
real,hasdeniedthepossibilityofahumanhistoryalready.Theradicallynew
inthepostmodernsituation,asLyotardexplainsinThe Postmodern Condition, 
wasthat,bymeansofaperformativeself-legitimisinggearing,technological
developmentandsciencehadbecomeadherenttothecritiqueofthe
philosophyofhistorytoeventuateitsfinalfall.

Thus,ifpostmodernitydoesnotrepresentanewage,butratherrepeats
essentialfeaturesofmodernity,itpointstoadifferentwayoflegitimatingthat
givesrisetoconcern,andthatconcernwasevidentlysharedbytheorganisers
of Les Immatériaux.Thewholeideaofasubtlechangewithinlegitimating
processesclearlymotivatedtheorganisationandspecificsitedesigns,insofar
astheexhibitionwasmeanttomakethevisitorexperiencenewtechnologies
inambiguousways.Fascination,uncertainty,anxiety,ifnotdisgust,are
associatedwithallthevarioussitenames:“Siteofthesecondskin”,“Siteof
theangel”,“Siteoftheblown-upbody”,“Siteoftheundiscoverablesurface”,
“Siteofthebodilesspainter”,“Siteoftheinvisibleman”,“Siteoftheshadow
ofshadow”etc.WithLes ImmatériauxLyotardimplicitlydeliversachallengeto
besensitive–andthisinanalmostauditorysense–towardssomethingthat
morethaneverissilencedbythepostmoderntechno-reality.Regardlessof
howweaddressLes Immatériaux,thepostmodernreferencekeepscropping
up,butbecomesmoreandmorecomplexandambiguous.Thatiswhywe
mustrisk,even30yearslater,ananamnesisofthepostmodern.
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Postmodernism, Postmodernity, the Postmodern: 
Which One to Choose?

Areconstructionofthepostmoderncertainlyrequiresaglobalapproach
andamoreretrospectivecross-readingofLyotard.The Postmodern Condition 
seemstopreferthesociologicalandhistoricalaspecttothephilosophical–a
pointofcontentiontowhichLyotardwasthefirsttoconcedeandtorenounce.
Insubsequentyearscorrections,addendumsandelaborationscharacterise
hisattempttodefendtheimportanceofthepostmodernquestion,torescue
it,eventhoughthetermhadalreadybeenabused.Asmentionedabove,The 
Differend,publishedin1983,containsthisoriginal“philosophyofsentences”
thatrephrasestheproblemoflegitimationthatwasatthecoreofthebook
onthepostmoderncondition.In1986Lyotardpublishedvariousessays
attemptingtooutlinetheimplicationsofthepostmodernquestioninThe 
Postmodern Explained for Children.Theprovocativetitle,itshouldbenoted,
embracesmorethanirony.Theappealtochildrenimpliesthatonlythosewho
havenotexcludedchildhood,includingitsaspectofindetermination,from
thesupposedlyself-enclosedsphereofadulthood,maycometoanunder-
standingofthepostmodern.In1988anothercollectionofessaysappearedin
The Inhuman, whichagaintakesup,thoughmoreindirectly,thepostmodern
question,thistimewithastraight-facedattackonFrenchneo-humanism.12 
WhattheseessaysshareisasharpdemarcationwherebyLyotardforbids
anyideologicalexpropriationoftheconceptofthepostmodern.Onecould
saythatheseparatesthepostmodernfrompostmodernismaswellasfrom
postmodernity.

Ontheonehand,thepostmodernisnotidenticaltopostmodernism.Post-
modernismavoidablyinfersan“-ism”,whichherepointstoatrendwithinthe
artsand–especiallyinthiscase–withinarchitecture.Architecturalpost-
modernismmaybedefinedaseclecticism–anassemblageoffragmentsof
stylefromvariousperiods.Thefinalworkofart(ofarchitecture)appears
as“quotations”fromearlierperiodsandhenceasaparadoxicalstatingof
thepresent,whichisincapableofinventinganew“grand”style.However,
acarelessuseofthepastmightruncontrarytothisexerciseofmemory,
whichLyotard,drawingonFreud,designatesanamnesis.Theanamnesis
insteadreferstoaninterminablelabourofmemoryintheactofelaborating
somethingthatispermanentlyblocked.Anamnesisseeksaninaccessiblepast.
InthissenseitmightnotbesurprisingifLyotardcondemnspostmodernism
insofaraspostmodernists,architects,rhetoriciansorothersactasifthe
pastwereaccessible;inreality,theyareonlyrepeatingdefencemech-
anismstowardsresistantmoments,whichcannotberepeatedbutaskfor

12 VictorFarias’s1987book,Heidegger, instigatedthefierceFrenchHeideggerdebate.
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“elaboration”,i.e.tobe“workedthrough”inconformitywiththeepistemology
oftheFreudianDurcharbeitung.

Ontheotherhand,thepostmodernisnotthesameaspostmodernity.The
postmoderndoesnotessentiallymarkanewepochcomingaftermodernity.
EventhoughsomeexplanationsconcerningLes Immatériaux seemtoindicate
achangeinsociety,Lyotardrefutestheideaofanepoch-makingchangeof
paradigm.Thepostmodernchangeinsteadinscribesitselfinmodernity.As
heemphasisedduringthesameperiodinthemid-1980s–specificallyinthe
important“AnsweringtheQuestion:WhatisPostmodernism?”13–thepost-
modernisnottobesituatedattheendofmodernity,butatthesourceof
modernity,whichfundamentallyrevealsthediscoveryofthe“little bit of reality 
inreality”.14Issuingfromthistradition,thepostmoderncommunicateswithan
essentialaspectofmodernity:thelackoffoundation,thelackofgrounding.

Whatareweleftwithaftergettingridofthemostprevailingbiasesofthe
postmodern?Notmuch,really.Oneofthedifficultiesofthepostmodern
probablyconsistsinitsduality.Thepostmodernseemstoconcernsystem
aswellasresistance.Abasicallydescriptiveapproachreferstotechnological
andsocialdevelopment,towhatwecouldcallsystem.Butthefeelingofa
postmodernsituationsimultaneouslymanifests,althoughmoreimplicitly,
something that resists system.Thesetwopoles,systemandresistance,are
intertwined.Forwhatthesystemcannotabsorband,therefore,excludes,the
poleofresistancetriestorestoreandelaborate.Onceagain,asinFreudian
anamnesis,elaborationhappenstobetheessenceofresistance.

Thecomplicityofthisunlikelypair–system/resistance–iscentraltograsping
thephilosophicaldepthinLyotard’spostmodern.Inarguingfortheduality
ofthepostmodern,IwilladhereinparticulartoLyotard’s1988bookThe 
Inhuman, whoseessaysoutlinetwokindsofinhumanities.And,seenfromthis
laterpointofview,thepostmodernmustbethoughtoffromanaxispassing
throughtwoessentiallydifferentinhumanities,whichwereindeedalso
addressedbyLes Immatériaux.Thefirstoneimpliesthenecessityofseeking
refugeandresistanceintheotherone.Byvirtueofthisinternaltensionthere
appearsanalmostethical,ifnotpolitical,aspectthattakesplacein,and
vitalises,thepostmodern.

13 ItisworthnotingthatthetermchosenbyLyotardintheoriginalFrenchtitlewas“post-
modern”andnot“postmodernism”:Le postmoderne expliqué aux enfants (Paris:Galilée,
1986).

14 “Réponseàlaquestion:qu’est-cequelepostmoderne”,op.cit.,p.25(“ladécouvertedu
peu de réalité delaréalité”).
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The Inhumanity of System
Thefirstinhumanitycouldbesaidtoconcernsystem.Itreferstoaninhuman
order,wheremanhappenstooccupyaminorplace.Inpost-industrialsociety
thediscrepancybetweensystemandmanhasinfactbecomemoreandmore
visible.Increasingcontrolwithinthesciencesandtechnologies,paradoxically,
hasnotresultedingreaterhumanautonomy,butratherinlossofcontrol.
Thecurrenteconomiccrisisisbutarecentexampleofthesefataldynamics.
Thepostmodernconditionasreality,assituation,actualises–inthemost
literalmeaningoftheword–acomplexificationinwhichhumankindisonly
onesubordinatedlink.15Performance,differentiationandcomplexitycoveran
inhumanconditionthatwewereonceboldenoughtocallprogressanddevel-
opment.Inthissense,Lyotardargues,system’sinhumanity,inthenameof
Progress,isabouttoberealised.

Thisaccomplishmentisindeedaquestionoftime,andisverymuchactualised
bythenewcomputertechnologiesthatweremassivelypresentin–andplaced
inquestionby–Les Immatériaux.Whatisleftwhenthestoringofdatareaches
thepointofsaturation,asksLyotard,whichisaquestionthatalsohauntsLes 
Immatériaux.Ifmemorisationapproachesamaximum,theincreasingmemory
reducesthechanceorriskthatsomethingnotyetmemorisedcanoccur.The
saturationofdatasimplymeanstheneutralisationofevents.Thefuture
subordinatesthepresent,because,whenthefutureisalreadydetermined
(memorised),thepresentlosestheprivilegeofbeingamomentthatcannot
begraspedinitself.Thetensionoftheeventissimplybrokeninthattheevent
isalwaysanoccurrencebetweena“notyet”(pas encore)ofthefutureand
an“alreadynomore”(déjà plus)ofthepast.Nothingoccurs,inthesenseof
theevent,ifeverythingisprogrammedinadvance,alreadymemorisedand
savedinthecomputerbank.Themodernproject,understoodasthebeliefin
ahumanfuturetocome,paradoxicallyendsupasaprogram,inthesenseof
programmedfuture;andthisaccomplishedfuturemustnecessarilydestroy
thelastremnantsofthehumanprojectthatsoughtfreedom.

Equally,invokingLeibniz’smonadology,Lyotardcomparescomputertimeto
thedivinemonad.16God’s“bigmonad”coincideswiththeuniverse;itiscon-
gruentwiththeuniverse,becauseeventhemostremoteandhumblecorner
fallswithinGod’sfieldofvision.Thisisthereasonwhyrealisationofthedivine
monadnecessarilycausesalossofhumanandhistoricaltime–thistime
whichpreciselyisinvestedbytheinadequacyofindividualmonadsandtheir
merelypartialknowledgeoftheuniverse.Asamonadologicalanalogy,the

15 SeeJean-FrançoisLyotard,L’inhumain(Paris:Galilée,1988),especiallythe“Avant-propos:
del’humain,”p.13,aswellasthechapterentitled“Letemps,aujourd’hui,”p.75,and78.

16 Ibid.,p.49,and71.
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postmodernconditionmightresumethemovementinwhichalltheindividual
monadsapproachthe“bigmonad”,thusbeingdissolvedinitsperfection.

The“time-saving”natureofcomputersandtheireventualdestructionof
humanhistoricaltimewasprobablyabasicideamotivatingLyotardwhenhe
firstbroughtthepostmodernsituationupfordiscussion,butalsowhenhe
sketchedouttheexhibitiondesignforLes Immatériaux.Incontradistinctionto
modernity,wherethesourceoflegitimationisdisplacedintheidealfutureto
becomepresent,postmodernityfoundsitslegitimacyuponitself,uponakind
ofself-sufficiency,asifitwerethe“bigmonad”.Postmodernitydoesnotneed
ideologies,becauseitlegitimisesitself.Itshorizondoesnotlieinthefuture,
butisherealready.Thenatureofitsgoalisself-ensuredbytheperformative
gearingofthesystem.Legitimacy,thus,isnolongeraproblem;theuniversal
projectofemancipationofmodernityisnolongerseparatedfromreality
asanIdearegulatingmoralandpoliticalactionsanddecisions.Instead,itis
immediatelyconsumedbytechnologicalexpansionitself.

ThiscollapsebetweenrealityandIdeasconfrontsphilosophywithachallenge.
ForwhenrealitynolongerdiffersfromtheIdeas,metaphysicsactually
disappearsfromtheremitofphilosophy.Thetraditionalfieldofthinking
isnowmonopolisedbyinformationsciences,becausetheysimplyrealise
metaphysics,outsidephilosophy.Metaphysics,whichoughttoassumean
idealcontentbeyondwhatisconceivable,becomesaninhumanreality,and
evenobtainstherightsoffacticity.

The Inhumanity of Resistance
Howcanthisfirstinhumanity,onewhichconstitutesachallengetophilosophy,
beresisted?Howcancriticalthinkingandanattitudethatdealswiththislogic
ofinhumandevelopmentbemaintained?Takingthesequestionsseriously,
Lyotardconcentratesonanotherinhumanityatthecoreofthehumanbeing
itself.Ifthefirstinhumanity,thesystemicone,connotesanover-humanlevel
ofcomplexification,thisotherinhumanitypointstoanontologicalaspect,to
theinnerindividual.Butnoprepositionisadequatetosituatethis“inside”,
whichisrather“under”or“behind”innerness.Somethingradicallyotherand
estrangedoccupiestheindividual.Itmightbeatthisdifficult,implacablelevel
thatthesecondaspectofthepostmoderncanprecipitateresistance.

Theseideasonthesecondinhumanitymightseemcrypticandneed,infact,to
berelatedtoLyotard’sunderstandingofchildhoodassuch–and,inparticular,
tohisinterestintheFreudianconceptof“originaryrepression”.Lyotard
refuteshumanismintheallegoricalnameofchildhood.Childhoodcannotbe
elevatedandnegatedinthedialecticalmannerofHegel’saufgehoben without 
somethingbeingleftbehind.Anuntameableandinvinciblechildhoodremains
deeplyengrainedineverygrown-up;itisthischildhoodthatannouncesthe
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inhumanitynowinquestion.Deepinhumannature–whichperhapsisnot
allthathuman,andnotallthatdeep–smouldersapain,asuffering;because
civilisedman,fromfamilytostate,hastoenduresociety’sinstitutions.
Ofcourse,anomalousbehaviourbearswitnesstosuchimmoralneedsof
escapingfromsocialconventionsandsociallife.However,literature,thearts
andphilosophy–theseactivitiesofspiritthat,paradoxically,haveobtained
institutionalstatusinoursociety–doitaswell.Lyotardinterpretsthese
domainsasvestigesofanindeterminationandachildhoodthatgrown-uplife
nevertotallyridsitselfof.

Lyotardargues,inotherwords,againstadialecticalclosingofchildhood.
Somethingdoesnotaddup.Hecallsitl’inaccordable17–“thenon-accordable”
–theabsenceofaccordance.JustaswhenhereferstoHölderlin’sRemarks 
on Oedipus (1804),sayingthatthebeginningnolongerrhymeswiththeend.
Theendisnolongerinscribedinthebeginning,asintheGreekoracle.Thus,
thedisharmoniesofmodernismreplaceclassicalharmonies.Itmightbe
accidentalthattheattentionbeingpaidtothe“non-accordable”resortstoa
vocabularyofmusic.Itis,however,infactappealingtotheear;Lyotardmakes
anappealtohearing,becausethemomentwehavetopayattentiontois
almostimmaterial,unpresentable.Itisonlyavoicecalling.

EnduringthiscontextitisusefultoconsiderLyotard’spersistentreference
totheFreudianconceptoforiginary repression,aninterestwhichgoesback
to Discourse, Figurefrom1971.Withinthisspecificallypsychoanalyticcon-
text,man’schildhoodlikewisebecomesanincommensurablemoment.Its
placeappearsasanon-place,becausesomethingthathasnottakenplacein
thepsycheneverthelessalwaysalreadywillhavetakenplace.Thenotionof
an“originary”orprimaryrepressionthusembodiesanalmostarchaicjolt,
priornotonlytoconsciousness,butalsotosub-consciousness.Secondary
repression,incontrast,canbesaidtorefertodistinctdisturbanceswhich
areaccessiblethroughtheinterpretationofdreams.So,whenwespeakof
primaryrepression,werefertosomethinghavingshakenandaffectedthe
subjectwithout,however,havingleftanyrepresentativeinscriptionsinthe
psyche.Thisarchaicmomentimpliesthatnoproperreceptionhasbeenmade
and,consequently,nodefenceagainstthisinitialjoltexists.The“object”of
theoriginaryrepressiononlyreturnslater,afterthejolt,whenthepsyche
alreadywillhavebeenaffected.Thisreturnmanifestsitselfasanintangible
anxiety,becauseastrangerwillalreadyhavetakentheindividualashostage.
Confrontedwiththisnon-objectbeyondtimeandspace,Lyotardinvokesthe
immemorial.Somethingemanatesfromapast,somethingwhichdefiesevery
present,becausetheforgottenhasneverbeenmemorisedbyanyconscious-
nessorsub-consciousness;akindofoblivionbeforememory,andwhatisleft

17 Lyotard,L’inhumain,p.12.



174 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

areonlytracesofaprimarylife-givingterror–thenon-forgettableforgotten,
asLyotardwritesinHeidegger and “the Jews”.

Thisshiftininterestfromthesecondaryrepressiontotheprimaryrepres-
sionallowsLyotardtoapproachaninborninhumanitythatdestabilisesthe
integrityoftheindividualfromtheinsideout.Thisinhumanityclearlyrefers
toanother,entirelydifferent,temporalitythanthetimeimpliedinaninfor-
mationalsystem,asdescribedbefore.Somethingalreadywill have happened
beforeitlater(andfartoolate)returnstothesubjectasanxietyandpain.
Infact,thecruxofthematterforLyotardemergeshere:ifweweretotryto
precipitatetheinitialjolt,wewouldbetooearly,forourpsychicapparatus
isnotyetformed;whereasanytimeafterwardsistoolate.Itisexactlyhere
(where?),betweenthe“tooearly”andthe“toolate”,intheungraspability
ofthefutureperfect,this“alwaysalreadywillhavehappened”,thatthis
occurrenceresides.

Whatdoesallthishavetodowithresistance?Letusnotforgettonotethat
theparadoxicaltemporalityofthefutureperfectreappearsinthemodalityof
occurrenceoftheevent.Soaffectedbythefutureperfect,thoughtmightbe
able–howeverpainfully–toexperienceeventsandhencetoseekthatwhich
systemexcludes.Binarylogiconlyreceivesinformationthatisimmediately
classifiable.Systemembracesthealreadygivenandnotthatwhichsimply
occurs,i.e.thatwhichisarrivinginthesenseoftheGermanes gibt.Such
heterogeneousoccurrencescanoccupynobyte.Inthissense,itisstaggering
howmuchinformation“reason”mustexclude:literature,poetry,free
association(inthepsychoanalyticsense),indeedordinarylanguage–thatisto
say,anynon-operativeuseoflanguagethateventuatestheunpresentableto
beexperiencedandformulated.

Experiences,underthesignofthefutureperfect,therefore,increasethe
distancetowell-organisedandunconcernedsociallife.Incompanywith
psychoanalysis,whichaimstodisrupttherepetitionsgeneratedbythe
defencemechanismofmemory,weshouldconcentrateonresistingthe
repetitionsandthedefencemechanismsofsociety.Socialinteraction
andcommunicationwouldthenbetranscendedbyareflexiveworkof
memorycaringforthatwhichisnotinscribedintheuniverseofinformatic
significations.Eventheword“culture”signifiesthecirculationofinformation
ratherthantheworktobedonetogettothepointofpresentingwhatisnot
presentableinitsoccurrence.Andyet,perhapsincultivatingtheinhumanity
inherenttoman,thisreductionofculturetothecirculationofbytesofinfor-
mationmightbeopposed.
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Towards a Postmodern Ethics?
Intheend,Lyotard’spostmodernpositionseemslessandlessdefinable,
becomingmoreandmorecomplex.Uncertain,modestandopen,these,
andsimilar,wordsmightbeusedtocharacterisehisquestioningofa“post-
modernsituation”.Hedoesnotseeksimpleanswers–thesimplewhichis,as
heoncesaid,thebarbarian–butratherintendstoexposeandelaboratethe
fundamentaldisquietudefacingthispretendedpostmodernreality.

However,theasymmetricaltensionwherebythetwoinhumanitiestakea
placeinthepostmodernquestion–thatistosay,theirinarticulation,because
theyfollowtwodifferentdirections–canbearticulatedquitesimply.Infact,
itisasifwehavebuttobeopentothesecondinhumanity–thatinhumanity
beinghousedintheemptyheartofthesubject–inordertoresistthefirst
inhumanity,system’sinhumanity.Whenthesecondinhumanityissought,
elaboratedandcultivatedasaworkofreflexion,somethingunbearable
appearstothelogicofsystem–namely,aninoperativepresenceofabsence.
Butresistancecanneverbepositive.Thisistheverypoint,ifoneinsistsupon
aspecificpostmodernposition.Resistanceremainsboundtotheinhuman
aspect.Becausethatwhichconstitutesthesubjectisradicallyother,the
forceofresistancecannotbepositive.RewritingFreud’soriginaryrepression,
Lyotardrevealsasubjectthatisobligedtotheconditionoftheafterwards-
ness(Nachträglichkeit, après-coup),becausesomethinghasaffecteditbefore
mentalreceptivity.

Thequestion,then,becomesoneofhowtointerpretaresistance,consid-
eredinthisnegativeperspective,intermsotherthanthoseoutliningakindof
ethics.Infact,Lyotarddoesseemtoallowanethicalproblematictoinformthe
postmodern.Acertainvocabularyofethicsdealingwithanobligationtoward
theunknownLawrecursalmostword-for-wordinthisattentivenesstowardan
unknownvoiceinthesubject.Wehavetolistentoastrangevoicewhosemes-
sagecannotbedecipheredbysignifyinglanguageorbyphenomenological
perception,andwehavetobowtothelawemanatingfromthisinhumanity
thatinhabitsmanandforbidshimtobecomehisownmaster.Onthe
strengthofplayingonanobviousethicaltheme,Lyotardseemstoappealto
aspecificattitudeconcerningthethinkingsubject,whichwerecogniseinLes 
Immatériaux.Itisnotasimplematterofpassivityversusactivity,butratherof
anattitude,which,inFrench,iscalledpassibilité.Thispassibilityistobeunder-
stoodasaformofreceptivitythatpresupposesawithdrawaloftheconcep-
tualisingsubject.Ethics,inthissense,isnotacall,butrathertheabilitytobe
calleduponfromsomethingunknown.

Ingeneral,Lyotardwantstocommitphilosophytoheterogeneousand
vanishing–thatis,immaterial–objects.Inacertainway,hekeepsdrawing
nourishmentfromanalmostsecretlayerofphilosophy.Thedeclineof
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masternarrativesperhapssignifiestheendofphilosophyasinstitutional
metaphysics,butisnottheendofphilosophyassuch–asthinking,as
questioning,asuseofreflectivejudgement.Onthecontrary,whenLyotard
announcedapostmodernchallengetophilosophy,heoutlinedmuchmore
thanasimplecomingtotermswiththephilosophyofhistory,asettlement,
whichobviouslyprecedeshisentirework.Evenhishostileanalysisof
Marxismasanexampleofagrandnarrative,narratingthefuturevictoryof
theworkingclass,hardlyjustifieseitherreliefortotaldisillusionment,asif
therewasnoneedforphilosophyanymore.Thereisareflexiveworktobe
done–inthenameofthatwhichisexcludedfromrealityand,whatiseven
moreurgent(andmoredifficulttorealise),inthenameofthatwhichcannot
bepresentedbyanyreality.Andthisworkis,indeed,andperhapsmorethan
ever,instigatedbythepostmodernbanalisationandvulgarisationofreality.
Thispostmodernrealityneutraliseswhatis“real”.Itdestroystheevent.Asin
theHeideggerdebate,thepostmoderndebateseemstobeanoccasion for 
Lyotardtorecallthatwhichhauntsthought.

This peculiar ethics traverses the anaesthetic aesthetics of Les Immatériaux,
wherewehavetobesensitivetothesignsofpostmoderna-teleology–even
ifthesesigns,signifyingalmostnothing,areparticularlyambiguous–inorder
torealiseapostmodernsituationatall.Inthatrespect,Les Immatériauxplayed
anactivepartinLyotard’seffortstorethinkthepostmodern,eventorescue
itbymeansofinstrumentsthatdidnothavetoberestrictedtothemedium
ofthebook.Thatiswhy,conversely,Les Immatériaux can itself be seen as a 
kindofperformativephilosophy,transformingLyotard’sthoughtsintoaction,
especiallyhisongoingreflectionsonthenatureoftheevent.Thepostmodern
dramaturgyoftheexhibitionaimedtomakethevisitorsexperiencehow
somethingalreadywill have happened.Regardless,withoutsensibility,there
wouldbenodisquietudeandnoquestioning.Pointingtosomethinglike
postmodernsensibility,LyotardandhisteamatLes Immatériauxattempted
totransformaculturaleventintopossibleeventsofsensitivityattheedge
ofconceptualthinking,akindofintellectualsensitivitythatbringsusbackto
reflectivejudgement.

Inconclusion,wecouldsaythat“thepostmodern”wouldhavelikedtojoin
thelistofambiguousconceptsthatLyotardkeptquestioningthroughouthis
works;conceptssuchas“figurality”,“heterogeneity”,“dissension”,“theevent”,
“thething”(la chose),“desire”–alltermsthatpointtothefactthatwhatis
soughtmarksadifferencethatcannotbeorganisedaroundacommonaxis.
Thiswaspreciselyhisdefinitionof“le différend”,whichevokedanasymmetrical
conflictarisingfromthelackofacommonlanguage.Andyetperhaps,before
joiningthisphilosophicalfamily,thepostmoderngotlostinideologyandthe
mainstream.Maybethepostmodernwassimplytooexposedbythemediato
beabletoassumearealexhibitingfunction–thatis,this“over-exposure”by
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meansofwhichLyotardandhisteamatLes Immatériaux wouldhavelikedto
instigatereflectionuponthehumanconditioninanincreasinglytechnological
world.However,whenwebothlookbackontheexhibition’smanyinnovative,
performativefeatures,andlookforwardtocuratorialpracticesthatitmight
havesubsequentlyinspired,thealmostuntraceable,butundeniablelong-term
effectsofLes Immatériaux forceustoperceivethedegreetowhichLyotard
strainedeverynervetotransformthepostmodernfrombeingatermofmere
historicalclassificationintoaphilosophicalagenda.Thepostmodern,thus,
wouldhavecalledforanincreasingawarenessofandacriticalreflectionona
high-technologicalsocietyanditsmaterials,whichhavebecomevertiginously
immaterial.





Anamnesis and  
Re-Orientation:  
A Discourse on  
Matter and Time 

Yuk Hui 

The whole question is this: is the passage 

(anamnesis) possible, will it be possible with, 

or allowed by, the new mode of inscription and 

memoration [mémoration] that characterizes the 

new technologies? Do they not impose syntheses, 

and syntheses conceived still more intimately in 

the soul than any earlier technology has done?1

Lyotard’sLes Immatériauxcanbereadasaprofounddiscourseonmatterand
time,onethataimstogobeyondthesimplecorrelationbetweentechnics
andmemory,andtowardtheanamnesisoftheunknown–orbetter,asIwill
explainbelow,there-orientationoftheOccident.Platomemorablydescribed
matterasthefoster-motherintheTimaeus,whereheproposesathirdgenre
ofbeinginadditiontothetwohehaddiscussedpreviously–aneternal
intelligiblepatternandtheimitationofsuchpattern.Thethirdgenre,explains
Plato,“isthereceptacle,andinamannerthefoster-mother,ofallgeneration”.2 
Matteristhereceptacle,butalsothemediumofinscription.HenceinLyotard’s

1 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,inThe Inhuman: Reflections on 
Time,trans.GeoffreyBenningtonandRachelBowlby(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991),p.
57.

2 Plato,Timaeus,trans.BenjaminJowett,classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html;translation
modified.
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systemof“mat-”wefindmaternity.3Timestandsformultiplesenses:memory,
history,repetition,anamnesis.ThenewtheoreticalrigourthatLyotardwanted
to show throughout Les Immatériauxandbeyond–especiallyasexpressed
in his essay collection The Inhuman, publishedaftertheexhibition–dem-
onstratesaphilosophicalefforttotranscendthetotalityanticipatedbyrapid
technologicaldevelopment,seekinganewmodeofdeterminationofmatter
andindeterminationofthought.Les Immateriauxservesasacritiqueofthe
Occidentaltraditionofphilosophising.Onecanidentifybothanaffinityto
Heideggeryetalsoadesiretotakeadistancefromhim,sincethequestionof
theOtherstandsatthecentreofLyotard’sinquiry.

ThisarticleaimstoelaborateonLyotard’sanamnesisoftheOther,andto
introduceanotherquestiononrethinkingthepotentialofnewtechnologies.I
suggestthatthesetwoquestionsarecloselyrelatedtoeachother,andinthe
restofthearticleIwanttoshowhow.

TheOtherstandsforanaddresseeandanaddresser,aswellasthecondition
of a différend,whichturnsagainstitselfandproducesthedifférend as an 
openingofquestions.MichelOlivierhasrightlypointedoutthatthedifférend 
isnotcontingent–rather,itisalreadywithinthelanguage.Ifweunderstand
the différendhereastheconflictbetweenthedifferentrulesoftwoparties,
howthencanwethinkaboutthequestionoftranslation?Towhatextentcan
a translator be loyal to the différend?Thiswilldependonanotherquestion:
Howsensitiveisthetranslatortowardthedifférend?ThisOtherstandsasthe
interlocutoroftheanamnesisthatLyotardendeavouredtopropose.Toask
whothisOtheris,wefirsthavetoanswerthequestion:Isthepostmodern
merelyaEuropeanproject?AndifitisaEuropeanproject,thenwouldsucha
discoursebeapplicabletonon-Europeancultures?

The Postmodern – Is it a European Project?
Thisquestionisambivalent.Eventhoughthedebateswerecontextualised
withinEuropeanculture,includingLyotard’scritiqueofHabermas’sinsistence
ontheEnlightenmentproject,itsinfluencewentfarbeyondEurope.The
influenceofhisconceptofthepostmodern–throughglobaltechnological
expansion,includingthetranslation,publicationandcirculationofLyotard’s
The Postmodern Condition–hasalreadybetrayeditsintentionasaEuropean
project.Ontheoccasionoftheexhibition,Lyotardorganizedateleconference
toshowhowtimeandspacearetraversedbythenewmaterial(laterwewill
see that it is the immaterial),withrepresentativesfromJapanandBrazil,as
wellasCanada,theUSA,andFrance.OnecanpostulatethatLyotardalready
hadonhismindthetechnologicalglobalisationwhichisthereasonwhy

3 Lyotardanalysestheetymologicalrootmâtintermsofreferent(matière),hardware
(matériel),support(matériau),matrix(matrice),maternity(maternité).
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postmoderndiscourseisnolongerlimitedtoEuropebutextendsaroundthe
globe.Ifthisisthecase,thenwehavetoconsider:Whatdoesitmeanwhen
countriesadoptthepostmodernwithouthavingbeenmodern,asforexample
inthecaseofChina,whichsomeFrenchthinkersconsidertobeacountryof
modernisationbutnotmodernity?AfterthepostmodernofLyotard,andfur-
therthroughFredericJameson,wecanindeedseeanintensivediscourseon
thepostmodernquestioninChina.However,inChinaatleast,thesedebates
havenotgonebeyondaestheticsandnarrationsinliterature.Itseemstome
that,besidesitsaestheticvalue,whichpresentedasortofZeitgeist,thepost-
modernquestionhasstillnotreallybeentackled,andthatfurtherinquiries
areneeded.

LyotardoftenreferredtheconceptoftheOther(oroneoftheseOthers)
tothethirteenth-centuryJapaneseZenmaster,Dôgen,asareferenceand
mirror by which the différendwithintheEuropeanlogoscanbereflected.In
fact,Dôgenwasprobablyoneofthekeyinspirationsforthenewmetaphysics
whichLyotardspokeofduringthepreparationoftheLes Immatériaux,inorder
toarticulateanewrelationbetweenmatterandtime,andhenceanamnesis.
Thequestionofmatterisfirstlyexpressedintheoriginaltitleoftheexhibition
projectitself,whichwasLes nouveaux matériaux et la creation[NewMaterials
andCreation].The“immatériaux”arenotimmaterial,butratheranewformof
materialbroughtaboutbytelecommunicationtechnologies.Thenewformof
materialturnedagainstthemodernprojectwhichproduceditandcreateda
rupturewithit.Itmaynotbeappropriatetosaythatthepostmodernwasan
epochalchangethatsuddenlybrokeawayfromthemodern;rather,thepos-
sibilityofthepostmodernwasalwaysalreadytherewithinmodernthought,
asLyotardhimselfwroteinThe Postmodern Condition:“Aworkcanbecome
modernonlyifitisfirstlypostmodern,inthecurrentstate,andthisstateis
constant.”4Forexample,forLyotard,DenisDiderot’sgrand salon or Michel 
deMontaigne’sprosearealreadypostmodern.Thechangesinthematerial
conditionduetotechnoscientificdiscoveriesandinventionshaveamplified
thismodeofthinkingandnarration.Hence,wecansaythatthepostmodern
istheresultofanamplification,andthethemethatisatcentreofLyotard’s
exhibitionisbothmaterialandfigurative.

Thisprocessofamplificationhasalsobroughtaboutstructuraltransfor-
mationsacrossalldomainsconcerningknowledge.Inthisnewmaterialcon-
dition,themeaningofcreationhassignificantlychanged.Lyotardprefersto
understandtherelationbetweenhumansandthingsnotascreation,inthe
senseofasubjectcreatingitsworld,“forthepurposesoftheprovisionsofthis

4 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Postmodern Condition,trans.byGeoffreyBenningtonand
BrianMassumi(Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress),p.79.
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worldandenjoymentofthisworld,enjoymentofknowledge,power”.5 On the 
contrary,thisnewmaterialityhasputanendtothisanthropocentrism.6For
thisreason,Lyotardpreferredtoconceptualisethenewmatterasinteraction 
ratherthancreation.This,Isuspect,isalsooneofthereasonswhytheword
“creation”wasremovedfromtheexhibitiontitle.Thisreconceptualisation
demandsanewmetaphysicswhichreconfiguresthesenseofbeing,and
fundamentallytransformstheconceptofhumanexistence.Lyotardsays:

Ifyousaycreation,thatmeansthatyouprohibittheothermetaphysics
thatIevokedearlier:ametaphysicsinwhich,precisely,manisnotasub-
jectfacingtheworldofobjects,butonly–andthis“only”seemstometo
beveryimportant–onlyasortofsynapse,asortofinteractiveclicking
togetherofthecomplicatedinterfacebetweenfieldswhereinflowthe
elementsofparticlesviachannelsofwaves.7 

WhatdoesLyotardmeanby“interaction”here?Hedoesnotmeanthatthe
humaninteractswithobjectsratherthancreatingthemlikebeinginadia-
logue–Lyotardwentmuchfurther;interactionsignifiesanontologyofthe
transmissionofamessagewithoutend,inwhich“manhimselfisnottheorigin
ofmessages,butsometimesthereceiver,sometimesthereferent,sometimes
acode,sometimesasupportforthemessage;andwheresometimeshe
himselfisthemessage.Thisplasticityofhumansmeansthatthisstructure
ofcommunicationtodayseemslikesomethinguponwhichidentitiescanno
longerbefixed.”8ThismetaphysicscannotbefoundinthethoughtofDes-
cartes,saidLyotard,butitwouldbepossibletothinkthroughSpinoza,or
ZenBuddhism–thoughnot,headded,ZenasunderstoodinCalifornia,but
rathertheZenoftheChinesetradition,asincarnatedbyagreatJapanese
philosopherlivinginChina,whoiscalled…”.9Eventhoughthenameismissing
inthisreport(Après six mois de travail…),wewillseelaterthatitisDôgen.

In Après six mois de travail…,LyotardonlytoldhalfofthestoryaboutDôgen,
toexplaintheconceptualisationofbeingintermsofinteractioninsteadof
creation.Creationisthequestionthatwasposedatthebeginningofthe
Europeantradition,andduringmedievaltimes;creationisthepointwhere
ChristiantheologyandAristotelianmetaphysicsmerge,whichinturnfounds
whatHeideggercalled“ontotheology”.Lyotardtoldthesecondhalfofthe
storyaboutDôgeninatalkinvitedbyBernardStieglerontheoccasionofa

5 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Après six mois de travail…,1984,ArchiveduCentrePompidou,
translatedas“AfterSixMonthsofWork…",inthisvolume,p.36(“àdesfinsdedis-
positionsdecemondeetdejouissancedecemonde,jouissancedesavoir,depouvoir”).

6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.,p.37.
9 Ibid.
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colloquiumatIRCAMoftheCentrePompidouin1986,laterpublishedas“Logos 
and Techne, or Telegraphy”. 

However,letusstepbackandask:Whyisthequestionofanamnesisso
importantforLyotard,andhowdoesitrelatetothenewtechnologieshewit-
nessedinthe1980s?

On the Senses of Anamnesis
ThequestionposedbyLyotardthatwasquotedatthebeginningofthisarticle
wasdirectedtoBernardStiegler,thephilosopherofanamnesis.Lyotardwas
thesupervisorofStiegler’smaster’sdegreethesisatthattime,andthus
understoodverywelltheworkoftheyoungphilosopherwholaterdedicated
three volumes of Technics and Timetoanamnesis.Althoughthereisnorecord
ofthisdiscussion,itseemsintriguingthatthequestionhasstillnotyetbeen
answeredinasatisfactorymanner,atleastnotinthecontemporaryliterature
thatIcanfind.InordertounderstandthecomplexityofLyotard’squestion
onanamnesis,andourambitiontounderstandthemeaningoftheLes Imm-
matériauxoutsideoftheEuropeancontext,wewillneedtorevisittheconcept
ofanamnesisinPlato,Stiegler’stakeonPlato,Freud,andLyotard’stakeon
Freud.

The Platonic Concept of Anamnesis

AnamnesisplaysanimportantroleinthePlatonicsystemofknowledge,
understoodasthepathtowardstruth.Plato’swritingonthisroleofanamnesis
isclearlyexpressedinboththePhaedoandtheMeno,whereheformulatedthe
conceptasaresponsetothechallengefromtheSophists.Letusreformulate
theSophists’challengeinthisway:Ifyouknowwhatvirtueis(intheMeno),or
whatbeingappropriateis(inthePhaedo),thenyoudon’treallyneedtopursue
it,sinceitisalreadyinyou;ifyoudon’tknowwhatitis,thenyouwon’tbeable
torecognizeitorconductyourselfaccordingtoit.Thisisaparadoxwhich
leadstotheconclusionthatonecanneverfindthetrueknowledgeorthe
ultimategood.Platosolvedthisparadoxbysaying:onedoesinfactknowit,
andindeedonedoesinfactknowit,andindeedhasalwaysknownit.Thesoul
isimmortal,saidPlato,butineachincarnation,thesoulforgetseverything.
However,forgettingdoesn’tmeanthatonecannotrecognizethevirtue
thatoneisafter.Forgettingistheconditionofrecognizing,andrecollection
–anamnesis–themethod.Therelationbetweentruthandanamnesisis
thusestablished.SocratesandPlatoarenotteachersinthesenseofgiving
knowledgetostudents,butrather,asPlatosaid,spiritualmidwiveswhohelp
thestudentstorecollectwhathasbeenforgotten.Hence,intheMeno, with 
thehelpofSocrates,theslave-boylearnstosolvesomegeometricalques-
tionsdespitehavingnopriorknowledgeofthematter.Recollectionisnot
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onlyaboutrecollectingacertainfactorprinciple,butratheraprocessof
recoveringthewholenessofknowledge.IntheMeno(81c-d),Platostated:

Sinceallnatureisakin(συγγενής),andthesoulhaslearntallthings,there
isnothingtopreventher,byrecollectingonesinglething,recoveringall
therest.10

OnecannoticethatthereisakindoflogicalinferenceinPlato’sconceptofthe
anamnesis,buthowdoesitwork?Oneinterpretationisthatitfunctionson
thebasisofthePlatonicIdea,likeasortofa priori concept which allows such 
aninferencetohappen.11 This a priori,however,isnotwhatweunderstandin
theKantiansenseoftheterm.ThePlatonicIdeafollowsratherParmenides’s
the One,inwhichthinking(theintellect)andbeingfindtheirunity.However,
PlatodetachestheIdeafromtheparticularsthroughhisconceptofthe
chōrismós,orseparation.ThisseparationisalsoonethatremovestheIdea
frommatter,thatistosaytruthfromanymaterialcondition.Thisconceptof
separationwasreproachedbyAristotle,sincethePlatonicdoctrinedisregards
therealityoftheparticular.Aristotlewantstoreintegratematterintohisdoc-
trineofbeing.ThePlatonicIdeawhichcorrespondstotheAristotelianconcept
ofform(eidos)becomesthefirstofthefourcausalitiesthatAristotleoutlined
in his MetaphysicsBookV:causa formalis,causa materialis,causa efficiens,and
causa finalis.

There-inscriptionofmatterbecomesanimportantphilosophicaltaskfor
thetraditionofEuropeanphilosophy,includinginmodernphilosophy,where
wefindattemptstounifythebodyandthesoulinthedoctrinesofDes-
cartes,SpinozaandLeibniz.Tosituateanamnesisinourdiscussion,Iwould
liketorefertothereadingofPlatobyBernardStiegler.Stieglerhasdecon-
structedtheexamplegivenbyPlatoinMeno,sincePlatohasforgottenthe
toolthatSocratesusedtodemonstratethesegeometricalquestions,which
wasdrawingonthesand.ForStiegler,technicsconstitutesacrucialrolein
theconceptofanamnesis,foranamnesisisnotpossiblewithoutasupport
thatisoutsidethenoeticsoul.Stieglerhenceproposesaretentionalsystem
thatcharacterisestheprocessesofanamnesisthroughareadingofHus-
serl’sphenomenologyoftime-consciousness:primaryretention(impression,
association),secondaryretention(memory,recognition)andtertiaryretention
(exteriorisedmemory).Withinthissystem,theretentionsconstituteacycle
ofmutualdetermination,meaningthatthetertiaryretentionsconditionthe
selectionoftheprimaryretention,whichinturnconditionstherecognition
ofthesecondaryretention,andsoon.Later,Iwillshowhowthisreadingof
technicsandtime,asapathtowardstruth(eitherinthesenseoftheGreek
wordalētheiaorincontemporarysenses),demonstratesadiscrepancy

10 ReginaldEdgarAllen,“AnamnesisinPlato’sMenoandPhaedo”,The Review of Metaphysics,
vol.13,no.1(Sept.1959),p.167.

11 Ibid.Iwillargueagainstthisassertion.
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betweenthephilosophicalWestandthephilosophicalEast.Theexamination
ofthisdiscrepancywillprovideuswithanewperspectivefromwhichtolook
atthepostmodernturn.

The Freudian Concept of Anamnesis 

Therelationsbetweenmatterandtime,accordingtoLyotard,canbegrasped
inthreedifferenttemporalsyntheses:thoseofhabit,remembranceand
anamnesis.Habitisasynthesisthatexpressesitselfbodily.Remembrance
alwayssearchesforanarrativewithanorigin,orabeginning.Anamnesis,
forLyotard,meanssomethingratherdifferentandmustbecarefullydis-
tinguishedfromremembrance.ThisdistinctionhasitssourceinFreud,
especiallyhis1914essayErinnern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten.Inthis
essayFreudtriedtoshowthattherearetwotechniquesofanalysis,one
throughhypnosis,whichhelpsthepatienttoreconstructtheunconscious-
nessinasimpleformofremembering–simpleinthesensethatthepatient
isremovedfromthepresent,andwhatmattersistheearliersituation.Freud
addedasecondscenarioinwhich“nomemorycanasaruleberecovered”.12 
Thisoccurs,forexample,withsomeexperiencesofchildhoodwhichwe
didn’tunderstandatthetime,butwhichdisclosethemselvessubsequently.
Thebiggestdifferencebetweenthetechniqueofremembranceinhypnosis
andthetechniqueofuncoveringrepetitionisthatinthelatterthepatient
“reproducesitnotasamemorybutasanaction;herepeatsit,without,of
course,knowingthatheisrepeatingit”.13Theanalyst’staskinthiscaseisto
helpthepatienttouncoverthesourceoftheresistance.However,asFreud
identified,therearetwodifficultieshere:thefirstisthatthepatientrefuses
tothinkthereisaproblem,thatistosay,heorsherefusestoremember;
thesecondisthatnoviceanalystsoftenfoundthat,evenafterrevealingthis
resistancetothepatient,therewasnochange.Atthispoint,Freudintroduces
thethirdterm,Durcharbeiten or “working-through”:

One must allow the patient time to become more conversant with this 
resistancewithwhichhehasnowbecomeacquainted,towork throughit,
toovercomeit,bycontinuing,indefianceofit,theanalyticworkaccording
tothefundamentalruleofanalysis.14

In the lecture “Logos, Techne, or Telegraphy” (1986),Lyotardcommented
onStiegler’sretentionalmodelofmemorybyreferringtothreetypeof
memories:namely,bleaching( frayage),scanning(balayage)andpassing(pas-
sage),correspondingrespectivelytohabit,remembranceandanamnesis.

12 SigmundFreud,Remembering, Repeating, and Working-Through,invol.12ofStandard
Edition(1950),p.149.

13 Ibid.,p.150.
14 Ibid.,p.155.
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LyotardidentifiesFreud’sDurcharbeitenwiththethirdtypeofsynthesisof
time–anamnesis.Lyotard’sreadingofDurcharbeitenis,aswewillseebelow,
quitedifferentfromthatofFreud.15ForLyotard,thisanamnesishastwo
differentsenses,thenuancesofwhichhavetobecarefullydistinguished.
ThefirstsenseofDurcharbeitentakesaformoffreeassociation:asLyotard
says,thepassingtakesmoreenergythanscanningandbleaching,precisely
becauseitdoesn’thaverules.16Thissenseistakenuponanotheroccasion,in
Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants,whereheunderstandsavant-gardismas
amovementhighlyresponsibleforthepresuppositionsimpliedinmodernity.
TheworkofthemodernpaintersfromManettoDuchamporBarnett
Newman,couldbeunderstoodintermsofananamnesisinthesenseof
psychoanalytic therapeutics:

Justasthepatienttriestoelaboratehispresenttroublebyfreely
associating some apparently inconsistent elements with some past situ-
ation–allowingthemtouncoverhiddenmeaningsintheirlivesandtheir
behaviour–inthesamewaywecanthinkoftheworkofCézanne,Picasso,
Delaunay,Kandinsky,Klee,Mondrian,Malevich,andfinallyDuchampas
aworkingthrough(Durcharbeiten)performedbymodernityonitsown
meaning.17

ForLyotard,theseartists,includingtheavant-gardes,didn’trepresentarup-
turefromthemodern,butratherananamnesisofthemodern.Hencepost-
modernartisaliberationfromrulesandresponsibility,andapassingbeyond
therulesofinscription,throughanamnesis.Whatismoreinteresting,and
seemstobehighlypuzzlinginLyotard’sthought,isthedemandforsomething
whichisnotinscribedandhencecannotbelimitedbytherulesofwriting.
Thisoriginisnotsomethingremembered,andindeeditisamemorywhichis
notinscribed,butcannotbeforgotten.OneexampleisFreud’snotionofthe
experienceofchildhoodassomethingthatisnotrememberedbutthathasto
beworkedthrough.HenceChristopherFynskproposedtoemphasizetherole
ofinfancyinLyotard’sconceptofanamnesis,notingthatLyotard“understood
himself to be writing fromaninfancyandtoaninfancy”.18 It is not only that 
Lyotardhaswrittentwobooks,onefrominfancy(Lectures d’Enfance),theother 
to infancy(Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants),butthatdeeplyrootedinhis

15 InthearticlebyScarfoneDominique,“Àquoiœuvrel’analyse?”,Libres cahiers pour la 
psychanalyse1/2004(N°9),109–123,theauthorstatesthatforFreudtheDurcharbeiten 
isataskthatcomesbacktothepatientandtheanalystcanonlywaittoletthings
comealong;forLyotard,itisthecontrary,meaningthatitisthe“thirdear”(termtaken
fromNietzsche,Ohren hinter den Ohren)oftheanalyst,thatshouldbringforththe
Durcharbeiten,p.116.

16 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.57.
17 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Postmodern explained: correspondence, 1982–1985,trans.DonBarry

(Sydney:PowerPublications,1993),p.79–80,translationmodified.
18 ChristopherFynsk,“Lyotard’sInfancy”,inJean-Francois Lyotard: Time and Judgment,Yale 

French Studies,No.99,(2001),p.48.
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thoughtis,asFynskshows,theimpulseofinfancybecomingtheconditionof
anamnesis,andhenceofwriting.

Clear Mirror and the Negation of the Logos
IhavenoobjectiontosuchaninterpretationofLyotard’sanamnesis,but
Iwouldliketocomplicateit.Iwouldarguethatanamnesisispresentin
Lyotard’swritingsatonceasatechnique–aswehaveseenabove–but
alsoasalogic–asIwillnowelaborate.Inthetextthatwehavestartedto
analyse,inthesectiononanamnesisinwhichLyotarddramaticallytalks
aboutanexamplefromDôgen,LyotardusesDôgentoexplainwhathemeans
by“passing”,oranamnesis.HerewecanobserveanuancethatIproposed
before,concerningtheuseofthewordanamnesisasDurcharbeiten.AsFynsk
writes,“IbelievethattheappealtoDôgen,here,isnotmerelyaninstance
ofexoticism,howevereffectiveitmightalsobeonthatscore.Itisratheran
implicitacknowledgmentthatwhatheseekstothinkdoesnotsurrenderto
theconceptortoanytheoreticalexposition–thatifthereisapassagefrom
infancytothought,itisnotestablishedbytheconcept”.Iwouldliketotake
thisreferencetoDôgenmoreseriouslythanFynskdoes;indeed,references
toDôgendonotonlyappearonceinLyotard’swritings,butalsoappearin
variousnotesandinterviews.

IwanttoproposethatwhatLyotardwasthinkingwasmuchmoreintriguing,
andevensomethingmoreuncanny,thanFynskdescribes.Icallthislogic
the negation of logos.Theword“negation”isperhapsnotcorrect,ordoesn’t
carrytherightsense.Thenegationatstakehereisnotatotalnegationnor
apartialprobation(e.g.part,intensity).Thedifferencebetweenprivation
andnegationhastobeclarifiedfirst.LetusparaphraseHeidegger’sfunny
exampleofskiingtoclarifythedifferencebetweenprivationandnegationas
understoodbytheGreeks.19WhenIamaskedifIhavetimeforskiing,Ireply,
“no,Idon’thavetime”.Infact,Idohavetime,butIdon’thavetimeforyou.
ThenegationthatIwanttodemonstratehereisnotthatbeingisnegatedin
takingareversedirection,butratherthatitis“privated”insuchawaythat
thedirectionisdiverted.Thefirstcaseisexemplifiedinthemovementfrom
moderntopostmodern.Thepostmodernistheself-negationofthemodern.It
isnotthat,atacertainmomentofmodernity,somethinghappened,andthen
wehavethepostmodern.Itmeansratherthat,atsomemomentofitsdevel-
opment,thelogicofmodernityturnedagainstitselfandchangeditsdirection.
Thisnegationasprivationcomingoutofinternaldevelopmentisaneologism

19 MartinHeidegger,Zollikon Seminars: Protocols, Conversations, Letters,ed.MedardBoss
(Illinois:NorthwesternUniversityPress,2001),p.46–47.Heideggerwrites:“IttookGreek
thinkerstwohundredyearstodiscovertheideaofprivation.OnlyPlatodiscoveredthis
negationasprivationanddiscusseditinhisdialogueThe Sophist.”
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presentedbyLyotardinhisintroductiontoLes Immatériaux.20 The reference 
toDôgenseekstodemonstratethesamelogic,butnolongerlimitedtothe
caseofmodernity,butrathertothelogosasawhole.Ibelievethatherelies
Lyotard’sultimatequestionontechnics–which,however,remainsambiguous.
LyotardattemptedtocomparewhathemeansbyanamnesiswithwhatDôgen
calls “a clear mirror” in Shōbōgenzō,theclassicofZenBuddhism.Iwillquoteat
lengththecommentfromLyotard,inordertomakeclearwhathethinksabout
it.Let’slookcloselyatLyotard’sdiscussiononDôgen:

Itmakessensetotrytorecallsomething(let’scallitsomething)which
hasnotbeeninscribediftheinscriptionofthissomethingbroke the sup-
portofthewritingorthememory.Iamborrowingthismetaphorofthe
mirrorfromoneofthetreatisesofDōgen’sShōbōgenzō,theZenki,there
canbeapresencethatthemirrorcannotreflect,butthatbreaksitinto
smithereens.AforeigneroraChinesecancomebeforethemirrorand
theirimageappearsinit.ButifwhatDōgencalls“aclearmirror”facesthe
mirror,then“everythingwillbreakintosmithereens”.AndDōgengoeson
tomakethisclear:“Donotimaginethatthereisfirstthetimeinwhichthe
breakinghasnotyethappened,northatthereisthenthetimeinwhich
everythingbreaks.Thereisjustthebreaking.”Sothereisabreaking
presencewhichisneverinscribednormemorable.Itdoesnotappear.
Itisnotaforgotteninscription,itdoesn’thaveitsplaceandtimeonthe
supportofinscriptions,inthereflectingmirror.Itremainsunknowntothe
breachingsandscannings.21

ThispassageseemstomethemostpuzzlingpartofLyotard’sintervention.
Themirrorandclearmirrorseemtohavealotofmetaphoricalconnotations.
Asakindofdialoguebetweenatwentieth-centuryFrenchphilosopherand
athirteenth-centuryJapanesemonk,itisverydifficultforustoanalyse
thisstatementwithoutgoingintoanykindofexoticism.Theclearmirroris
notamirror;rather,itisonepossibilityofthemind,beforewhichnothing
existsaswhatitis:thingscanexistornotexist.Theclearmirrorpresents
somethingalmostoppositetoanyconceptualisationofsubstance,sinceitis
mereemptiness.Firstly,theclearmirrornegatesthesubstanceoressence
(ousia)aseidos.Hence,therehasn’tbeenanyeventthatbreaksthemirrorand
marksthebeginning.Infrontofaclearmirror,thereisonlyconstantbreaking,
whichdestroystheconceptoftheself(theselfcannotbemirroredatall).Soa
Chinesepersoncanseehimself,sincehestillhasupādāna (clinging,grasping,
attachment),whichisadesiretowardsrepresentation.Incontrast,aclear
mirrorseeseverythingbroken,sincein-itselfitisempty.Lyotardfurtherwrote
that“IamnotsurethattheWest–thephilosophicalWest–hassucceeded

20 Jean-FrancoisLyotard,Deuxième état des immatériaux,Mars1984,ArchiveduCentre
Pompidou.

21 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.55.
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inthinkingthis,bytheveryfactofitstechnologicalvocation.”22Platodidn’t
succeedwithhisconceptofagathon,or“beingbeyondessence”;Freudtried
withhisconceptof“originaryrepression”(Urverdrängung);andHeidegger
triedwithhismetaphorof“theclearing”(die Lichtung),butheignoredthe
violenceofit.

Lyotardtransformsthe“clearmirror”intoaquestionofwriting,thatisalsoa
questionofthelogos.Herewecomeacrossanothermeaningofsubstance,
whichisthesupport,thehypokeimenon.Thequestionis:canbeing[ens] be 
withoutbeingcarriedinthehypokeimenon?Or,asLyotardaskedinthefirst
article of the Inhuman,“canthoughtgoonwithoutabody?”Canlogos facilitate 
ananamnesisthatisnotinscribedbyit?Inotherwords,canlogos – and,here,
techno-logos – instead of determiningtheanamnesis,ratherallowittoarrivein
anon-deterministicway?Thisquestionisveryspeculative,andfartoodifficult
tobeansweredinonearticle(indeed,itmaytakeseveralgenerationstomake
itclearwhetherornotthisquestioninitselfisavalidone).Lyotardhopesto
move away from the logos through the logos,suchaswasdemonstratedinthe
postmodernturn.IntheteachingofDôgen,thereisanothersimilarpassage
thatdemonstratesthislogic.TheZenmasterteaches“Think of not-thinking.
Howdoyouthinkofnot-thinking?Non-thinking.Thisistheessentialartof
zazen.”23 Zazen or tso-ch’an, literallymeans“sittingZen”,andisatechniqueof
meditation.TheoppositionthatDôgencreatedisthinkingandnot-thinking.
Thisisapurenegation,sincethinkingcannotbenot-thinking,andnot-thinking
cannotbethinking.Butbetweenthinking(shiryō)andnot-thinking( fushiryō),
thereisathirdwaywhichisnon-thinking(hishiryō);itnegatesboththinking
andnot-thinking,throughtheprivationofthinking.Thenon-istheOther.
This negation of the logosdivertsitselftowardssomethingelse,andthere
LyotardfindsinDôgentheOtherwhichisnotinscribedinthelogos.Lyotard
wasinfavourofthislogic.Inatalkgivenatacolloquiumontheoccasionof
theopeningofanexhibitionoftheworkofartistBrachaLichtenbergEttinger,
laterpublishedasAnamnesis of the Visible,Lyotarddescribedherworkas“I 
remember that I no longer remember”.24Wecanprobablysaythatthisdouble-
bindisthelogicofanamnesis:Isthenon-logospossiblethroughthenegation
of logos within logos?Inthelastparagraphofthearticle,Lyotardraisedthe
questionthatwecitedatthebeginningofthistext:

Thewholequestionisthis:isthepassagepossible,will it be possible 
with, or allowed by,thenewmodeofinscriptionandmemorationthat
characterizesthenewtechnologies?Dotheynotimposesyntheses,and

22 Ibid.,p.55.
23 CarlOlson,Zen and the Art of Postmodern Philosophy: Two Paths of Liberation From the 

Representational Mode of Thinking(NewYork:StateUniversityofNewYorkPress,2000),
p.68.

24 Jean-FrancoisLyotard,“Anamnesis:OftheVisible”,inTheory Culture and Society2004,No.
21,p.118.
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synthesesconceivedstillmoreintimatelyinthesoulthananyearlier
technologyhasdone?25

Lyotardaskedwhatkindsofnewpossibilitiescouldbeopenedupbythis
newtechnology,towardstheunknown.Or,incontrast,heaskedwhetherthe
newtechnologyisonlyinfavourofasynthesiswhichisevenmoreefficient
andhegemonic,e.g.automation.IbelievethatthisisLyotard’scentralques-
tion,anditwaspresentthroughouthispreparationforLes Immatériaux.The
questionwasposedtothephilosophersofwriting,orofmnemotechnics.The
taskofthisarticle,initsmostambitioussense,istoquestionwhetheritisa
validquestion.Thelogosisconfrontedwiththeclearmirror,inordertothink
whetheritispossibletorealizetheclearmirrorwiththetechno-logos.Ifwe
onlythinkfromthisperspective,thepostmodernwillremainonlyaEuropean
project,andhencethediscourseofglobalisation,ofthe“commontime”,26 is 
nomorethanapretext.Thereisnoeasywaytoevaluatethisquestionwithout
goingbacktotheOther,fromwheretheclearmirrorcomes,andwherethe
différendhappens.Itneedscouragetobringinsomethingexotic,andIthink
Lyotarddidit,withbestintentions,tothinkwiththedifférend,aspaceopened
upbetweenEuropeancultureandJapaneseZenBuddhism.Butinorderto
understandthedifférend,onehastoanalysetheregimeofphrases(which
definestheintentions,descriptive,prescriptiveorinterrogative)andthe
genreofdiscourses(whichdefinestherules)oftheOther.Unfortunately,this
analysisisyettobeelaborated.

Clear Mirror Confronts the Logos
LyotardwasrighttorelatetheclearmirrortoHeidegger’s“clearing”or
Lichtung,butIthinkitisnotLichtung per se,butratherGelassenheit which 
preparesforthecomingoftheclearing.Gelassenheit,forHeidegger,isthe
questionofprivation.However,thereisafundamentaldifferencebetween
the system of Gelassenheitandthesystemoftheclear mirror.TheKorean-
GermanphilosopherByung-ChulHan,inhisbookShanzhai: Dekonstruktion 
auf Chinesisch,makesaninterestingobservationinwhichheshowsthatthe
“path”,orthetao,isdifferentfromtheWegofHeidegger,sincefortheformer
thereisnocreationbutonlyde-creation(Ent-schöpfung),regardlessofits
origin;27whileforthelatter,itisalwaysasearchofanorigin,sincethissearch
istheconditionunderwhichtheforgettingbroughtaboutbyontotheology
mightberecognisedassuch,andtherebyovercome.Itwouldbetooquickto
equatetao with clear mirror,sinceTaoismandBuddhismstandastwodistinct
traditionswithinChina.However,itisnotadistortiontoshowthattheEnt-
schöpfungsetsupacommongroundforculturesthatunitedifferentreligious

25 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.57(italicsadded).
26 Ibid.,p.47.
27 Byung-ChulHan,Shanzhai: Dekonstruktion auf Chinesisch(Berlin:Merve,2011).
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thoughts.Again,theEnt-schöpfungthatIborrowfromHanisnotopposedto
creation(Schöpfung)asdestruction;ent-standsnotfornegationbutrather
privation.

Whenwedealwithtwoformsofknowledge(let’sfollowLyotardinspeakingof
thephilosophical“West”andthephilosophical“East”),wealwaysrisksim-
plifyingthem,butinordertohaveadialogue(ifthisispossibleatall),itishard
nottosimplifythemastwosystems.Adialogueneedsacommonground,and
thesearchforacommongroundisalwaysaprivation.Icanhereonlygivea
quicksketchofthereflectionsoftwomajorChineseandJapanesethinkers,
andIwillhavetofindanotheroccasiontogiveadetailedaccount.Fornow,I
willallowmyselfsomeshortcutsbyplacingitwithintheKantianframework,
aswasalreadyproposedbytheChinesephilosopherMouZongsan.Mouis
oneofthemostimportantfiguresofthenewConfucianism,andarguablythe
onlyoneinthetwentiethcenturywhounderstoodbothWesternandChinese
philosophy.AspecialistinTaoism,BuddhismandConfucianism,aswellas
the translator of the three CritiquesofImmanuelKant,Mouunderstands
thedifferencebetweentheWestandtheEastwithinKant’sframework:ina
rathersimplifiedsense,oneconcernsaknowledgethat,constrainedbythe
receptivityofsensibleintuitionandthecategoriesoftheunderstanding,is
confinedtophenomena;theotherconcernsanintellectual intuition that con-
cernstheexperiencewhichgoesbeyondthephenomenontowardswhatKant
callsthenoumenon.Mouwrites:

AccordingtoKant,intellectualintuitionbelongsonlytoGod,butnotto
humans.Ithinkthisisreallyastonishing.IreflectonChinesephilosophy,
andifonefollowsthethoughtofKant,IthinkthatConfucianism,Bud-
dhismandTaoismallconfirmthathumanshaveintellectualintuition;
otherwiseitwouldn’tbepossibletobecomeasaint,buddha,orZhenren.28

Indeed,theintellectualintuitionconceptualizedbyMouisonethatlooks
neitherforscientificknowledgenorhistory(anoriginquadifference),butto
asensibilityinwhicheverythingreflectsanon-pheneomenalworld:entering
thething-in-itself(nomatterwhatitis,butprobablynotyetpossiblewitha
computer).Thedesiretoenterthenoumenonischaracterisedbydistancing
from substance as both hypokeimenonandeidos,fromphysicstometaphysics.
ThislineofthoughtisfurtherpursuedbytheJapanesephilosopherKeiji
Nishitani,whostudiedunderHeidegger,andwasalsoasuccessorofKitarō
Nishida,animportantfigureoftheKyotoSchool.Duringthe1980s,Nishitani
heldseveraldiscoursesindifferenttemplesinJapan,discussingmodern-
isationandBuddhism,andlaterpublishedthemasabookwiththetitleOn 
Buddhism.Astonishingly,Nishitaniclaimedthattheconceptofthehistorical

28 MouZongsan,Phenomenon and the Thing-in-itself(《現象與物自身》)(Taiwan:StudentBook,
1975),p.5(mytranslation).ZhenrenistheTaoistspiritualmaster,whohasbecomefree
andimmortal.
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doesnotexistinAsianculture.Whathemeantbyhistoricalistheawareness
ofsituatingoneselfasahistoricalbeing,andtheanamnesisofhistorical
eventsthatreconstructahistoricity,orGeschichtlichkeit:

IamsurethatBuddhismfallsshortofsuchhistoricalconsciousness,at
leasttosomeextent.Generallyspeaking,somethingcalled“historical”
existsnolessinChinathaninIndiaandJapan.ButIhavetheimpression
thatinthesecountriestherehasbeennotraceofseeingtheworldas
historyinthetruesenseoftheword…Thiswayofthinkingissomewhat
differentfromanhistoricalone,atleastofthesortprevalentinthe
modernworld.29

Nishitanifurthercommentedthatsuchaconceptofhistoricityisneglectedin
themodeofthinkingpropertoEastAsia–thatis,thesearchoftheintellectual
intuition,underdifferenttitles.Iamnotsureifwecanunderstandtheclear
mirrorasakindofanamnesis,sinceittotallyunderminesthechronological
notionoftime.Nishitani,however,attributestheconceptofhistoricitytothe
Christiantradition,withoutaskingthequestionofanamnesis.Adialogue
couldbemadebetweenNishitaniandBernardStiegler.Thishistoricityhas
toberetrievedthroughtheanamnesisofwriting,ortechnics,whichStiegler
calls“theepochaldoubleredoubling”,thatis“(re)constitutingawho,andthus
historicity–ifnotHistory”.30Writing,asStieglerfurthershowedinthethird
volume of Technics and Time: Cinematic Time and the Question of Malaise,isthe
“spatialisationofthetimeofconsciousnesspastandpassingasWeltgeschicht-
lichkeit”.31Historicityisonlypossiblethroughanamnesiswithmnenotechnics,
andforittohappenitdemandsanoriginofsomesort(orthedefaultof
origin).ThislineofthoughtontimeandmatterisnotpresentinAsian
cultures,asNishitaniexplains:

theotheraspect–namely,thatitishistoricalandthatbeingistime–is
comparativelyneglected.OrratherIshouldsay,iftheterm“neglect”isa
bitofanexaggeration,itisnotsufficientlydeveloped.Thisisattributable
tothefactthatBuddhismplacesemphasisonthenegativeinherentin
thecontentionthattimeissomewhattransientandthatthisisaworldof
suffering.Buddhismseemstohavefailedtograspthattheworldoftime
isafieldinwhichsomethingnewemergeswithoutinterruption.32

29 KeijiNishitani,On Buddhism(NewYork:SUNY,2006),p.40.
30 BernardStiegler,Technics and Time,vol.2(Stanford:StandfordUniversityPress,2009),p.

77.
31 BernardStiegler,Technics and Timevol.3(Stanford:StanfordUniversityPress,2011),p.

56.
32 KeijiNishitani,On Buddhism, p.49–50.
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“Timeistransient.”33However,thistransienttimehastobeovercomeinorder
toattainastatuswherebybeingisconstant.34Inthisstatus,timenolonger
hasanymeaning.Hence,followingtheHeideggerianmotif,Nishitaniobserves
thatbeinghasneverbeenunderstoodastime,andhencethataworldhistory
isnotfullygraspedinAsianculture.Aquestionmaybeposedimmediately:
Isn’ttherealsowritinginEastAsia;andindeed,weren’ttheChinesethefirst
toinventpaper?Thequestioncanbeansweredintwoways.Firstly,therewas
a privation of the anamnesis of history in favour of an anamnesis of the clear 
mirror,meaningthatthereisatendencyinEasternthoughtwhichignoresthe
questionofsupport.Secondly,thetechnicsofanamnesisoftheWestisnot
limitedtohistoryasrecordsofevents,butratheramodeofthinkingwhich
searchesforanorigin,nomatterwhichone.Theanamnesisoftheclearmirror
designatesanotherconceptionoftimeandmatter(support).Wewillseelater
howthiscontributedtothefactthattheOrientwasnotabletoresistthe
mnemotechnicsoftheOccident.

Disorientation and Dis-orientation
ItisonlywithintheanalysisofthediscourseoftheOtherthatonecandefine
the différend.ThepostmodernforLyotardisadisorientationthatchallenges
theauthoritytoannouncesomethingchildish.Atypicalexampleofthe
moderngazeiswhenDescartescriticisedthecitybuildinginParis,arguing
thatitwasnotwellplannedandhenceseemedlikeachildren’sgame.This
disorientationhasadoublesense,asaliberationfromthemodern,from
theresponsibilityandprojectsintrinsictothemodern;yetitisalsoamel-
ancholia,sincethepost- is the search for an anamnesis which has not yet 
arrived,andhenceconstitutesitsveryquestioning.Butbeforethisques-
tioncanbereposedandreformulated,itisnecessarytoseeanothertype
ofdis-orientation,inwhichtheclearmirrorconfrontsthetechno-logos in 
materialtermsandsubstantialformsinwhatwasoncecalledcolonisationand
imperialism,andnowglobalisation.

IallowmyselftobrieflysummariseahistoricalmomentaftertheOpium
Wars.WhenChinarealiseditsincompetenceinwarfare,itimmediately
adoptedWesterntechnology,scienceanddemocracy,whichtotallyrewrote
theconceptionoftime.AftertheOpiumWars(1839–1842,1856–1860),China
recognizedthatitwouldbeimpossibletowinanywarwithoutdeveloping
Westerntechnologies.TheseriousdefeatsitsufferedledtotheSelf-
StrengtheningMovement(1861–1895),whichextensivelymodernizedthe

33 Ibid.,p.49.
34 Iusetheword“constant”bymakingallusiontoFrançoisJullien’sdistinctionbetween

eternal(Christiantheologicalperception)andconstant(Chineseperception)asthe
coordinatesystemoftime;seeJullien,Du temps – éléments d’une philosophie de vivre 
(Paris:Livredepoche,2012).
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military,industrializedproduction,andreformedtheeducationsystem.Two
sloganscameoutofthemovementwhichfullycharacterizethespiritofthe
time.Thefirstoneis,“learningfromtheWesttoovercometheWest”(师夷长技
以制夷);thesecondonebearsamoreculturalandnationalistspirit:“Chinese
learningforfundamentalprinciplesandWesternlearningforpractical
application”(中学为体，西学为用).WesterntechnologyproducedhypeinChina,
butmorefundamentally,itproducedfear.Wecanrecalltheexampleofthe
firstrailwayinChina,fromShanghaitoWoosung,builtbytheEnglishcompany
Jardine,Matheson&Co.around1876-1877.Therailwayledtosomuchfear
(intermsofsecurityandpotentialaccidents),thattheChingDynastypaid
285,000taelsofsilvertobuytherailwayanddestroyit.35Suchmomentsofthe
transformationofcultures,whichsomeAsianscholarstendtoambiguously
call“modernisation”or“adifferentmodernity”,isindeedverymodern,sinceit
isabsolutelyCartesian,inthesensethatoneholdsthatthecorephilosophical
thoughtcansustainandtransformthematerialcondition.

Thesecondreflectionontechnoscienceaswellasdemocracycameafterthe
1911revolutioninChina,whenthosewhohadbeensentabroadaschildren
laterbecamesuchintellectuals..Oneofthemostimportantintellectual
movements,nowknownastheMay Fourth Movement,eruptedin1919.During
the1920sand30s,WesternphilosophystartedtoflourishinChina.Three
namesarecloselyrelatedtothecontemporaryintellectualhistoryofChina:
WilliamJames,HenriBergsonandBertrandRussell(notethatinfactnone
ofthesephilosophersarespecialistsintechnics).Theintellectualdebatesof
theperiodconcernedwhetherornotChinashouldbefullyWesternisedand
fullyadoptWesternscience,technologiesanddemocracy,assupportedby
intellectualssuchasHuShi(astudentofJohnDewey),and(ontheopposite
side)criticisedbyCarsunChangChia-sen(astudentofRudolfEucken),
ChangTung-sun(theChinesetranslatorofBergsoninthe1920s)andothers.
Thesedebates,however,ledtounresolvedquestionsanduncompromising
propositions.SomeintellectualsstartedtorealisethemistakeoftheCartesian
binaryoppositionbetweenthemindandtheinstrument,expressedinthe
earlierconceptionoftherelationbetweenChineseandWesterncultures.
Thesedebatesultimatelydidnotgobeyondeithertheaffirmationofa
modernizedChina(whichincludedthealphabetisationofChinesewriting),or
theinsistenceuponthevaluesoflifeintraditionalthoughtthatresonatewith
themetaphysicsofEuckenandBergson.

Chinawasunabletogofurtherbecauseofalackofunderstandingoftechnics.
TheintellectualsofthegenerationofMouZhongsansawtheirultimatetask
asoneofabsorbingChristianityintoChineseculture.Technicshasnever
constitutedthecorequestionofChinesephilosophyorChineseculture.One

35 Sun,Kuang-Teh,Late Ching Tradition and Debates around Westernisation (Taiwan:
CommercialPress,1982)孫廣德，晚清傳統與西化的爭論（台灣: 商務印書館, 1982）.
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canalsosaylikeStieglerthat,intheWest,thequestionofprosthesis–thatis
alsothequestionoftechnicsasanamnesis–didn’tcometolightuntilrecent
centuries.Butthetechno-logosisalwaysthere,actingliketheunconscious,or
the NachträglichkeitofFreud,whichdesignatesatonceadeferredactionand
alsoasupplement(Nachtrag).Theeffectuationoftechnicsdependslargely
ontheadoptionandadaptationwhichislimitedbyculture.Anethnicgroup
adoptstechnicsfromanothertointernaliseit(suchasChinahasdonetothe
peripheralcountries),oradaptsitselftoothers’technicsandbecomessub-
ordinatedtothem.Culturehereactsasastabiliseroftechnics,eitherlimiting
itorpromotingit.However,followingthesixteenthcenturyChineseculture
didnothavethetendencytoadvanceitsowntechnics,whichdidnothappen
untilthenineteenthcentury,whenitwasforcedtoadoptWesternscienceand
democracy.ThesituationisdifferentinJapan,whichhadtheconsciousnessof
“overcomingmodernity”beforeChinastartedonthepathtomodernisation.
WecanspeculatethatthismaybethereasonwhyNishitanihadthesensibility 
todiscovertheproblemoftimeinAsianculture.Incomparisonwiththedis-
orientationofthepostmodern,whatwehaveseenaboveisadisorientation
inadoublesense,whichisnotonlythelossofdirection,butalsotheabilityof
identification.Whatisleftwouldonlybeapoliticsofidentity–theOrientisno
longeroriented,butdis-oriented.

The Nachträglichkeit of Les Immatériaux
Now we see the différend,butitremainsvirtual,sinceadialogue–ratherthan
asetofspeculations–isyettobeinitiated.Thedistanceof30yearssince
Les Immatériaux providestheoccasionforposingthisquestionagain,orfor
questioningthequestion.TheinitiativeoforganisinganeventonLyotard’s
Les Immatériaux was itself a Nachträglichkeit.Firstly,therewastheshockthatI
experiencedwhenIcameacrosstheworkofNishitaniandBernardStiegler’s
Technics and Time 2: Disorientation in2009,whenitseemedtomethatthe
questionofadialoguebetweentheWestandtheEastbasedontheques-
tionoftechnicshadremainedunanswered,andindeedalmostuntouched,
foracentury.Secondly,Lyotard’squestionwasdeferred,andhencehasto
beadded,nachgetragen.Itisdeferredinthesensethathisquestionwasnot
intelligibletohiscontemporaries–oratleast,inhisownwords,remained
“toodialecticaltotakeseriously”.36 It is these two Nachträglichkeiten that 
urgeustogobacktosomequestionsposedbyLyotardbothduringthe
preparation(includinghistreatiseonKantandWittgensteinLe Différend)and
rightaftertheexhibition(includingL’inhumainandLe postmoderne expliqué aux 
enfants),questionswhichconcernstheradicalopeningbroughtbymodern
technologiesandthespeculationontheirnewpossibilitiesforboththe
philosophical“West”and“East”. Itriedtoapproachthisintersectionofthe

36 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.57.
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NachträglichkeitenwiththequestionthatIposedattheverybeginningofthis
article:namely,whetherthepostmodernisaEuropeanproject.Itmaybea
Europeanproject,butitshouldn’tbeaEuropeanproject;andindeed,itshould
servetheoccasionforaprofoundandspeculativereflection.Nomatterhow
speculativeisthequestionthatLyotardposed,whichwecitedattheopening
ofthisarticle,itproposestoradicallyreflectuponbothtechnologicalprogress
andtheneedtotransformitbyfirstreconceptualisingit(aswehaveseenin
termsofanewmetaphysicsofinteraction).Lyotard’sspeculationplacesits
hopeinthenewmaterialitythatonenowadayscalls“digital”.Howseriousis
thishope,andinwhatwaycanonecontinuetohope?

Qu’arrive-t-il?

Lyotardwasverymuchawareofthedangersbroughtbytelecommunication
culture;ashewrote,“thequestionofahegemonictelecultureisalready
posed”,37andheendeavouredtocontemplatethisnewconditionandto
searchforametaphysicswhichisbothmaterialandpolitical.Whatliesbehind
thedis-orientationofthepostmodernisadesireofare-orientation,notonly
fortheOrient,butalsofortheOccident,sincetheOccidentexistsinrelation
totheOrient,le différent.Arrive-t-il?Lyotardasked,“whatdoes‘here’meanon
thephone,ontelevision,atthereceiverofanelectronictelescope?Andthe
now?Doesnotthe‘tele’elementnecessarilyobscurethepresence,the‘here-
and-now’oftheformsandtheir‘carnal’reception?Whatisaplace,amoment,
notanchoredintheimmediate‘suffer’ofwhathappens[arrive].Isacomputer
inanywayhereandnow?Cananythinghappen[arriver]withit?Cananything
happentoit?”38LyotardrecallsHeidegger’sEreignis,andthesublimeofKant,
whichmanifestsitselfinthisnewmaterialconditionasasortofphilosophical
resistance.Thearrive-t-il,withoutsubject,withoutcontent,ishoweveralways
hauntedbythequestionqu’arrive-t-il?

InBeijingin2000,therewasanexhibitionentitledPost-Material Interpretations 
of Everyday Life by Contemporary Chinese Artists,whichissaidtohavebeen
influencedbyLyotard’sLes Immatériaux.39The“post-material”inthetitlewas
notmeanttoindicatesomethingspiritual,butrather,followingLyotard,anew
formofmateriality,forexamplegeneticengineering,orartificialintelligence.
Attheendoftheexhibition’scuratorialstatement,thecuratorWangZuwrote:

Weknow,duetotheadvancementoftechnology,thatweareconfronting
thepossibilityofdevelopinganewmoral,andwewillneedtobuilda
newstructureofsuchamoral.Post-material,insteadofsayingthatit

37 Ibid.,p.50.
38 Jean-FrancoisLyotard,“Quelquechosecomme:communication…sanscommunication,”

in L’Inhumain: causeries sur le temps (Paris:Galilée,1988),p.129.
39 PersonalcorrespondencewithProfessorWangMingAnoftheBeijingCapitalNormal

University.
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describestheexpansionofmaterialandthedeclineofthehumanspirit,
representstheiropposition…Wewillhavetocreateanewmoralvisuality,
whichredefinesart,aswellaslife.40

ThelogicofthisexhibitionresemblesLyotard’s.However,onewillnoticetwo
punctainthiscuratorialstatement.Firstly,whatispresentedisanaffirmation
ofthedisorientation,whichnolongerdistinguishestheWestandtheEast.
Technologybecomesaglobalphenomenonandfundamentaltoeverydaylife.
ShouldthisnotalsoberegardedastheproblemofhistoricitythatNishitani
lamentedinthe1980s?Secondly,thestatementreferstoanopposition
betweenthedeclineofspiritandtheexpansionofmaterial,andhencecalls
foranewmoral,whichisfundamentallyalsoanewlogic.

InNovember2002,theFrenchphilosopherPaulViriliocuratedanexhibition
entitledCe qui arrive attheFondationCartierinParis.Inthisexhibition,Virilio
wantedtodrawattentiontocatastrophescausedbytechnologicaldevel-
opmentinthepreviousdecades,andannouncedthatareversalofwhatAris-
totledistinguishedassubstanceandaccidentshadtakenplace.Inlightofthe
anticipationofthenormalisationofcatastrophesinthetwenty-firstcentury,
Viriliohopedtogobacktothequestionofresponsibilityandreflectonthe
problemofindustrialisation,whichbecomesdestructivetobothcorporaland
spiritualbeings.Viriliopointsoutthat,forAristotle,accidentsservetoreveal
substance;inotherwords,substanceisalwaysaccidental;hencewhatfollows
fromaccidentsarenewinventions.Accidentsaresomewhatnecessary,since
withoutthemtherecanbenotechnologicaldevelopment.Butthegreatdis-
coveries,accordingtoVirilio,alsocreatethegreatcatastrophes.Globalisation,
through techno-logos(andthroughphilosophy),isalsoaprocessofthe
productionofacatastropheatthescaleofnature:

andsoitismerelyhightimethatecologicalapproachestothevarious
formsofpollutionofthebiospherearefinallysupplementedbyan
eschatologicalapproachtotechnicalprogress,tothisfinitenesswithout
whichdearoldglobalisationitselfrisksbecomingalife-sizecatastrophe.41

ViriliocondemnedtheEnlightenment’snotionofprogress,andtheideathat
theOrientcannotescapefromtheprogressoftheOccident.Hequotedthe
French-IranianphilosopherDaryushShayegan,whoclaimedthatonecannot
imagineculturesasseparateblockswithoutinterpenetration,andthathence
we are all Occidents.42ViriliomockedShayegan,claimingthattotalkabout
“lightcomingfromtheOccident”and“aworldwhichcannotescapeprogress”
isironic.Itishereweseethevalueoftalkingaboutle différend,andthe

40 后物质：当代中国艺术家解读日常生活, 北京红门画廊 (21 Oct–30 Nov, 2000), http://www.xu-ruotao.
com/exhibitions/group-2/post-material-interpretation-of-everyday-life-by-contem-35
(mytranslation).

41 PaulVirilio,The Original Accident,trans.(Cambridge:PolityPress,2007),p.24.
42 PaulVirilio,Ce qui arrive(Paris:Galilée,2002),p.89.

http://www.xu-ruotao.com/exhibitions/group-2/post-material-interpretation-of-everyday-life-by-contem-35
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resistancetoprogressandtheuniversalisationoftheteleculture.Indeed,ifit
doesnottakethequestionoftechnicsandanamnesisseriously,Iamnotsure
whetherthephilosophicalEastcaninspiretheWestanyfurtherthanwhat
LyotardtookfromDôgen.

Re-orientation: an Anamnesic Resistance?

Asthequestionofdisorientationtakesthenewshapeofaglobaldis-
orientation,Heidegger’scritiqueoftechnologyseemstoechofromtimeto
time.Inthedawnofthedigitalage,didn’twealreadyseethereturnofthe
CalifornianZen,whichwasoncecalledCalifornianIdeology?Whatwillbe
thedifferencethatistobeshaped?IfeelthataftermodernisationinAsia,
thesequestionsarenolongerasked.Todayifwetakeupthequestionby
Lyotard,thetaskwillbetolookintothematerialityofthedigitalandthenew
technologicalconditionaccompaniedwithit,inordertofindapossibilitythat
may preserve the différend,orevenmultiplythedifférend.

Lyotardwasverybravetoraisethisquestion,whichdemandsanewlogic
ofthinkingabouttechnology,andaturningagainsttechnologyinorderto
exploreitspossibility.Itisnolongerthelogicthatfunctionswithinmachines,
butratheralogicthatliberatesbeingsfromsuchastrictlyformalized
thinking.OrmaybewecanrefertowhatSocratesrevealsinhischallengein
the Protagoras,thetechne of all technai,athinkingthatgovernsallpractical
technics.Socrateshaschosenreason,andsetabeginningofWestern
philosophyseparatedfromthepre-Socraticmetaphysicalthinking.But
thisreason,aswehaveseeninLyotard’sthinking,hastobeproblematized
byintroducingtheOther,bothamirrorandaclearmirror.Theinteraction
model,forLyotard,isthepossibilityofdismantlingtheconstantupādāna of 
creation.Ifherethenewmaterialityallowsustorethinkthetraditionofthe
philosophicalWest,itisequallysignificantforthephilosophicalEasttorethink
thequestionofanamnesisfromanotherdirection.Inthissense,wemay
understandwhyHeideggerrefusestoseekanysolutionintheEast,ashesays
in the famous Der Spiegel interview “Only a god can save us”: 

myconvictionisthatonlyinthesameplacewherethemoderntechnical
worldtookitsorigincanwealsoprepareaconversion[Umkehr]ofit.In
otherwords,thiscannothappenbytakingoverZenBuddhismorother
Easternexperiencesoftheworld.Forthisconversionofthoughtweneed
thehelpoftheEuropeantraditionandanewappropriationofit.Thought
willbetransformedonlythroughthoughtthathasthesameoriginand
determination.43

43 MartinHeidegger,“NurnocheinGottkannunsretten”,Der Spiegel30(Mai,1976):
193–219.Trans.byW.Richardsonas“OnlyaGodCanSaveUs”inHeidegger: The Man and 
the Thinker(1981),ed.T.Sheehan,p.45–67.
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HereliesboththeaffinityanddifferencebetweenLyotardandHeidegger.
Lyotardismoreopentodialogue,totheradicalpossibilityofthedifférend. 
Indeed,thereasontolookforthedifférendisnottodestroythedifferences,
butrathertorecognizethe“inevitableandinescapablepossibilityof
heterogeneity”.44ButhowisthispossibleinthecaseofLyotard,withhis
insistenceontheOther?Lyotardgavearesponsetothisquestion,andIthink
thiswillperhapsbethestartingpointforreflectingonapossibleprojectof
re-orientationthroughthepracticeofananamnesicresistance.Isummarise
this response in terms of three points: writing,originandsystem,thoughwe
havetobearinmindthatsuchasummarymaynotreallyreflectthesystem-
aticthinkingofLyotard.

Writing.Lyotardhaddifficultyprovidinganexampleofthenewtechnology
thatheimagined,whichcanrealizethepotentialofsuchanamnesicresist-
ance.Hewrites:“TheonlythingIcanseethatcanbearcomparisonwiththis
a-technicalora-technologicalruleiswriting”.45Writingalsodistinguishesthe
anamnesisofLyotardfromthatofFreud,sinceFreud’sanamnesisislimited
tofreeassociation,whileforLyotarditistheproductionofwork.Anamnesis
isoriginallyaninterminableprocess;however,inthecaseofpsychoanalysis
itisbroughttoanendwhenthetreatmentiscomplete;whileinthecaseof
artisticcreation(includingwriting),theartistsstopsincelabourisnolonger
indispensable.Whatmarksthedifferencebetweenthesetwoendsisthework
oftheartists–whichisalsothemnemotechnics.Lyotardspeculatesona
passingwhichisnotpsychoanalytical,butratheraformofresistanceagainst
the techno-logos:

Weenvisagethiswritingaspassingoranamnesisinbothwritersand
artists(it ’sclearlyCezanne’sworking-through)asaresistance(inwhat
Ithinkisanon-psychoanalyticalsense,morelikethatofWinstonin
Orwell’s1984) tothesynthesesofbreachingandscanning.Aresistanceto
cleverprogrammesandfattelegrams.46

WinstonisfurthermentionedinthechapterentitledGlose sur la résistance in 
Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants.WerecallthatWinstondecidestowritea
diarytoexpresswhathethinksandfeels,asanactofrebellion.Itwillbeinter-
estingtoask:arebellionagainstwhat,whenthelawdoesn’texistanymore?
Winstonhasnoideaoftheexactdate.Itisnottheanamnesisofanhistorical
event,butratheranactofresistancetothesystematicstupidityoftheParty.
LyotardturnedtotheexamplesofBenjamin’smicrologynamedbyAdorno.
In One Way Street andBerlin Childhood,whatispresentedisnotthestoryof
childhood,butratherthechildhoodofevents;toputitinanotherway,what

44 MichelOlivier,“Ledifférent,oulaquestiondel’enchaînement”,inLes Transformateurs 
Lyotard(Paris:ÉditionHermann,2008),p.211.

45 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.56
46 Ibid.
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isinscribedisthepotentialofinfinitizationinsteadofthecompletionofahis-
tory.Thestoriesonlyinscribetheirungraspability.

Thequestionofwritingenabledbythenewtechnologywasoneofthecentral
themes of Les Immatériaux.TogetherwithThierryChaput,Lyotardsetupan
experimententitledÉpreuve d’écriture,whichwaswhatonetodaycallscollab-
orativewriting,withBrunoLatour,JacquesDerrida,ChristineBuci-Glucksman,
IsabelleStengersandothers,creatingentriesofkeywordsandcommenting
oneachother’sentries.Eventhoughtoday,withthedigitalnetworks,we
canwritethroughblogging,socialnetworking,audio-visualcreation,coding
andsoon,asystematicprogrammeonwritingasresistance,asidefrom
itsjournalisticvalue,stillhastobethoughtthrough;notonlyataskforthe
intellectuals,asdemonstratedintheÉpreuve d’écriture,butalsoforthepublic.

Origin. Theoriginistheungraspable.ThephilosophicalEastpaidlittle
attentiontotherelationbetweentheoriginandthesupport.Theanamnesis
oftheoriginforLyotardisnotareturntotheoriginthatdesignatesa
placeanddateofanevent,butrathertheunknownable,whichcannotbe
inscribed.Suchanorigin,however,hasitssupportinwriting;thatistosay,
theanamnesiscantakeplacethroughwriting,butalsoescapesbeingwritten.
Ifanamnesisislikelanguage,movingfromonephrasetoanother,itneeds
chains(enchaînement)inorderforittoreachthereferent.Theprincipleof
theanamnesis,accordingtoLyotard,emphasisesthefactthat“’reason’for
thechainisneverpresentableintermsofapastevent(originaryscene).It
isimmemorial”.47Theunknowablepresentsitselfinthethingandthevoice,
whichserveascalls,orratherasmotifs,forthereconstructionofthelost
origin.

InalectureentitledPhilosophie et Origine giventofirstyearundergraduatesat
theSorbonnein1964,LyotardstartedwithareflectiononHegel’sfirstmajor
philosophicalwork,thewhichmarkedhisseparationwithSchellingandFichte,
The Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s Systems of Philosophy (1801).Hegel
describedthebirthofphilosophyasaresponsetothelossoftheforceofuni-
ficationofhumancommunities:“Whenthemightofunionvanishesfromthe
lifeofmenandtheantitheseslosetheirlivingconnectionandreciprocityand
gainindependence,theneedofphilosophyarises.48” Philosophy was born in 
ordertoretrievethelostunity(thisbecameevenclearerinHegel’sLectures on 
the Philosophy of History,1837).Philosophyisnothistoryperse,whichtraces
thehappeningofthisevent,butratherseekstorecoveritfromthepresent
moment,writesLyotard,“the origin of philosophy is today”.49 The origin escapes 
bothwritingandphilosophyandservesastheconditionofphilosophizing,

47 Lyotard,“Anamnesis of the Visible”,p.109.
48 G.W.F.Hegel,The difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s system of philosophy,trans.H.

S.HarrisandWalterCerf(Albany,NY:StateUniversityofNewYorkPress,1977),p.91.
49 Jean-FrancoisLyotard,Pourquoi philosopher?(Paris:PUF,2012),p.61.
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whilethepossibilityofphilosophizingresidesintheactofwritingand
searching;ontheotherhand,theoriginwithoutsupportanditspracticeof
anamnesisisalsothesourceofthedis-orientationthatwehavedescribed
above.

System. AlthoughLyotardadoptedHegel’sconceptionofthetaskofphilosophy
astherestorationoforiginalunity,hemovedawayfromHegel’stendency
towardssystematisation(letusrecallthatHegelstandsasthemostsystem-
aticoftheGermanIdealists).Theactofanamnesisisoneofresistanceagainst
systematisation.Lyotardspokeofthesystemaswhatsurvivedtheruinsofthe
bourgeoisworldafterthecrisisofcapitalism,twoWorldWars,andtheexter-
minationofEuropeanJews.50Systematization,accordingtoLyotard,isthe
dominationofhumansandnaturebyreason.Thepoliticsofanamnesisisa
politicsthatseekstheincalculable,somethingbothofthisreasonandagainst
it.ThirtyyearsafterLes Immatériaux,thenewmaterialitydescribedbyLyotard
hasnottakenthedirectionthatheenvisaged,butratherhasledtoanew
modeofreificationandcontrol,whichBernardStieglercalls“hypermaterial”.
InChina,therapidadoptionoftechnologieshasledtoamiseryofpollutionin
allaspects:water,food,soil,andblood.Economicandtechnologicalprogress
todayenjoysthespeedofmovingintotheimpossibilityofanamnesis,of
boththeunknownandhistoricity.Thisconsistsinthenecessityofresisting
thesmartprogrammesorfattelegrams.Ihopethattheelaborationof
the différendconcerninganamnesisinthetwogenresofdiscourseofthe
philosophicalWestandEast,however,canbecomeasupplement(Nachtrag)
toeachother.Thereisprobablynobetterwaytoendthisarticlethanbyciting
thelastsentenceofLyotard’s“Logos, Techne or Telegraphy”: 

I’llstoponthisvaguehope,whichistoodialecticaltotakeseriously.All
thisremainstobethoughtout,triedout.51

50 Lyotard,“Anamnesis of the Visible”,p.117.
51 Lyotard,“LogosandTechne,orTelegraphy”,p.57.





The Silence of God 

Charlie Gere 

InthischapterItakeasmystartingpointNatalieHeinich’sdescriptionofthe
useofheadphonesinLes Immatériaux:

Intheabsenceofaguidedtour,visitorstoLes Immatériaux hadtowear
earphones,throughwhichtheycouldhearhumanspeech.Thevoices
streamingthroughtheearphonesdidnotprovideanydirect“explanation“
ofwhatthevisitorhadinsight,butratherunidentifiedfragmentsofdis-
courseindirectlyrelatedtowhattheyweresupposedtocommenton,
withoutrequiringthevisitortopressabuttoninfrontofeachexhibit.
Mostvisitorsdidnotmaketheconnectionbetweenthevoicesandtheir
ownmovementthroughtheexhibition,whichinevitablyledtosome
colourfulmisunderstandings…1

Thefragmentsinquestionwereexcerptsfromliteraryandphilosophical
worksby,amongothers,BlanchotandBeckett.The“earphones“orheadsets,
whichwerewirelesslycontrolledandsuppliedbyPhilips,keptbreakingdown
(unsurprisinglygiventhatthetechnologytheyembodiedwasthenhighly
experimental).That,andthefactthatthePompidoubothobligedvisitorsto
usethemandalsochargedforthem,madetheirinclusionintheexhibition
highlycontroversial.

EightyearsafterLes Immatériaux LyotardgaveapaperattheCollègeInter-
nationaledePhilosophieinParis,entitled“OnaHyphen“,2 about the apostle 

1 NathalieHeinich,“Les ImmatériauxRevisited:InnovationinInnovations”.Tate Papers 
(online)12.2009.http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/
les-immateriaux-revisited-innovation-innovations.

2 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Hyphen: Between Judaism and Christianity (Amherst,NewYork:
HumanityBooks,1999).

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/les-immateriaux-revisited-innovation-innovations
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Paul,thusanticipatingtherecentrevivalofinterestinhimbyoverhalfa
decade.InithegaveareadingofPaulasexemplaryofthehyphenbetween
thewords“Judeo“and“Christian“.AmongLyotard’sconcernsinthisessayis
thatof“theVoice”.LyotardcontraststheinaccessibilityofGod’svoiceforthe
JewswithitsmanifestationintheincarnationofChrist.Thiscanbeunder-
stood,inpartatleast,asameansforLyotardtoworkthroughsomequestions
oflanguage,inparticulartheJudaicparadigmoftheabsentletterandthe
Christianmodelofincarnatedlanguage.Itisinthiscontextthatthediscursive
andaudioexperimentsofLes Immatériaux canbeunderstood,asarticulations
oftherelationshipbetweenJudaism,ethicsandthetext.

Lyotardopens“OnaHyphen“bysayingthathewillbe“speakingofawhite
spaceorblank[blanc],  theonethatiscrossedoutbythetraitorlineuniting
JewandChristianintheexpression‘Judeo-Christian’”.3Then,describingthe
JewishexperienceofGod,hecontinues:“TheVoiceleavesitsletterswithout
vowelsunvoicedondesertstone.Itleavesthemtobepronouncedbyapeople
sothatthispeoplemayrejoiceinhavingbeenpickedoutbyit“.4 Thus the 
Voice,whichisnottemporal,obligesthepeopleto“acttheseletters“.Lyotard
understandsthistobethebasisuponwhichwhatChristianswouldcallthe
BibleorScriptureisreceived.TheHebrewwordfortheBibleisMiqra,which
means“convocation,reading,festivecelebration“,anditisthe“command-
menttoactbywayoflettersleftbytheVoicewithouthistory“that“destines
thepeoplewhoacceptsandreceivesthiscommandmenttoahistoricity
withoutprecedentinhumancultures“.5Inbeingdestinedthus,toahistoricity
thatisbothaboutwhathashappened,andaboutthetemporalmeaningand
directionofthatwhichhashappened,thepeoplefindrealityunfulfilledand
thereforedemandjusticeineverydaylife.6BecausetheVoiceisnotintime,
timeisthetimeofdeath,thetimeofthewithdrawaloftheVoice;butitisalso
thetimeinwhichthepeople“arecalledtogether,calledupontovoice,toraise
theirvoicestogether,toreadaloud,andtocelebratethelettersofprotection
andofthepromise“.7ItisbecauseAdamdesiredtospeakthelanguageof
theVoiceimmediately,withoutsuffering,complicationorhistory,thatheis
expelledfromParadise,intohistoricity.8Thishistoricity,however,isalsoacall
“toacttheletteroftheVoice“,inasmuchastheletterspromiseParadise.

Inordertoexplainthis,Lyotardturnstowhathecallsa“[t]raditionalexegesis“,
onethatfindsintheHebrewwordfor“orchard“,pardes,fromwhichwederive
ourword“paradise”,themodelofthefourwaysinwhichtheTorah,thefirst
fivebooksoftheMiqra or Tanakh(orwhatChristianscalltheOld Testament),

3 Ibid.,p.13.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.,p.13–14.
8 Ibid.,p.14.
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shouldberead:Pstandsforpeshat,theliteralmeaning;R for remez,the
allusiveorallegoricalmeaning;D for drash,themeaningtobeexacted,
themoralmeaning;andfinallyS for sod,thesecret,hiddenorinaccessible
meaning.

It is by means of the presence of this unattainable meaning in the 
traditionofreadingthattheVoiceremainswithdrawn,nolongerasdeath
intimebutastheperpetuallydesired.9

LyotardsuggeststhatParadiseisthefulfilmentofthefourmeanings,buthe
alsoaskswhatitmeanstofulfilameaningthatissod,positedasestranged?10 
ItisatthispointthathebringsinStPaul–or,ashecallshim,“Shaoulthe
PhariseefromTarsus,aRomancitizenwhogoesbythenamePaulus“–and
throughhimunpacksthemeaningofthehyphenin“Judeo-Christian“.11 In 
effect,whatLyotardproposesisthat“themysteryoftheCross“proclaimed
byPaulsublates“theposition…thatthereadingofthelettersbythepeople
reservesfortheVoice“.12ThroughChristtheWordismadeflesh,andcomes
amongus,andindoingsothe“Voicevoicesitselfbyitself“andasks“notso
muchtobescrupulouslyexamined,interpreted,understood,andacted,soas
tomakejusticereign,butloved“.Thus“[t]heIncarnationisagestureoflove.
TheVoicethatwasinparadisebanishesitselffromthisparadiseandcomesto
liveanddiewiththesonsofAdam“.13Thehyphenbetween“Judeo“and“Chris-
tian“,then,isthe“mortificationofthefirstbythedialecticofthesecond.The
truthoftheJewisintheChristian“.“Christianbreath“reanimatesthedead
Jew,whoisotherwiselefttohisletter.14

TheIncarnation“expresslydisavowsthefleshofletters“,and,becauseitisa
mystery,it“exceedsthesecretmeaning,thesod,oftheletterleftbytheinvis-
ibleVoice”,asitis“thevoicedVoice,theVoicemadeflesh“.15 In the Miqra,the
Voicecanperformmiracles,whichactassignsforthepeoplechosenbythe
Lord,whoneedsigns.TheIncarnationisnotamiracle,however,butamys-
tery,which“destroystheregimenofeveryreading“and“offersnothingtobe
understoodorinterpreted“.16WithJesus“[t]heVoiceisnolongerdeposited
intraces…nolongermarksitselfinabsence…isnolongertobedeciphered
throughsigns“.17“Readingisinvain“because“presenceisreal“intheHost,

9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid,p.14–15.
12 Ibid,p.15.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid,p.22.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
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orintheexperienceofDoubtingThomasinputtinghisfingersinChrist’s
wounds“.18

ForLyotardthedialecticalsublationoftheJewishletterbytheChristian
Incarnation,inwhichtheVoicevoices,isethicallyproblematic.TheTorahis
nottheVoice,but“itsdepositedletter“andthe“languageoftheOtherisnot
deadbutestrangedorforeign“.19Thus“thegroundsforethics…hastodowith
respectingthisforeignness“.20Theotherisalwaysaletterthatrequiresthe
riskyandlengthyprocessof“decipherment,vocalization,cantillation,setting
torhythm,translation,andinterpretation“.21 These are not incarnations of the 
Voice,andaresubjecttotheinterdictionagainstfiguration,whichisalsoan
interdictionagainstincarnation,andagainstmakingtheVoicespeakdirectly
andvisibly.22TheIncarnationistherevocationofforeignness,whereasethics
isonlypossibleifforeignnessispreserved.BycontrastwiththeIncarnation,
“itisenoughtowantwhattheOtherwantstosay,whattheOthermeans,to
desirewhatitdesires,toliveitslovingmeenoughformetolosetheloveof
myself;itisenoughtohavethisfaithinordertobejustified,beforetheletter
ofanyreading“.23

ForLyotard,theChristiandialecticalsublationofthegapbetweenJudaism
andtheChristianitynecessitatestherepressionandforgettingoftheformer
bythelatter.Thus,forLyotard,the“jews“(inlowercaseandplural)come
torepresenttheoutsider,the“other“,whodisruptsthatwhichneedstobe
excisedinorderthattheWestcanrealizeitsdreamofunboundedfulfilment
anddevelopment.Thus,thePaulinedialecticalmoveispartoftheWestern
disavowalofheterogeneityanddifference,adisavowalthatwillultimately
leadtoAuschwitz.

ItiswithadiscussionofAuschwitzthatLyotardbeginshismajorworkThe 
Differend,whichisalsothebookhehadjustcompletedwhenhestartedwork
on Les Immatériaux.LyotardrecountsHolocaustdenierRobertFaurisson’s
claimthatthegaschambersdidnotexist(onthegroundsthattherewere
nowitnessestotheiruse)asanexampleofadifferend inasmuch as the gas 
chambers’existencecannotbejudgedaccordingtothestandardsofhis-
toricalproofdemandedbyFaurisson.24 There is a close connection between 
Lyotard’sunderstandingoftheimpossibilityofwitnessingAuschwitz,andthat
ofGiorgioAgamben,especiallyinthelatter’sbookRemnants of Auschwitz,in
whichAgambenisalsoconcernedwith,amongotherthings,thequestionof

18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.,p.24.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid,p.25.
24 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Differend: Phrases in Dispute (Minneapolis:Universityof

MinnesotaPress,1989).
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testimony.25 Remnants of AuschwitzispossiblyAgamben’smostcontroversial
book,inthatinitthecampisunderstoodasaparadigmofthecontemporary
biopoliticalapparatusofthestate.Perhapsevenmoretroublingly,Agamben
seemstoascribeakindofChrist-likestatustothefigureof“theMuselmann” 
(literally:theMuslim),thecampinmatewhohasgivenupanyformofresist-
anceandisthusmarkedforimminentdeath.Remnants of Auschwitz also 
involvesaworking-throughofAgamben’santinomianism,inasmuchashesees
attemptstounderstandtheethicaldimensionsofAuschwitzinlegaltermsas
misguided.ThisantinomianismwillfindfurtherexpressioninAgamben’sown
engagementwithStPaulinThe Time That Remains.26

ItisinterestingtonotethenumberofpointsatwhichLyotard’spointsof
referenceintersectwithorparallelthoseofAgamben,includingnotjust
AuschwitzandPaul,butalsothequestionoftheVoice,andeventheTalmudic
exegesisofParadise,orPardes,discussedbyLyotardanddescribedearlier.
IndeeditiswiththisanalysisthatAgambenbeginshisessay“Pardes:The
WritingofPotentiality“.HerecountsastoryfromtheTalmudictreatise
Hagigah(or“Offering“),whichgoesasfollows:

FourrabbisenteredPardes:BenAzzai,BenZoma,Aher,andRabbiAkiba.
RabbiAkibasays,“Whenyoureachthestonesofpuremarble,donotsay:
“Water,Water!“Forithasbeensaidthathe who says what is false will not be 
placed before My eyes.”BenAzzaicastaglanceanddied.OfhimScripture
says: precious to the eyes of the Lord is the death of his saints.BenZoma
lookedandwentmad.OfhimScripturesays:have you found honey? Eat as 
much as you can, otherwise you will be full and you will vomit.Ahercutthe
branches.RabbiAkibaleftunharmed.27

Agambenpointsoutthat“accordingtorabbinicaltradition,Pardes…signifies
supremeknowledge“,andintheKabbalah,theShechinahor“presenceofGod”
iscalled“Pardes ha-torah,theparadiseoftheTorah,itsfulfilledrevelation”,
andthe“entryofthefourrabbisintoPardesisthereforeafigureforaccess
tosupremeknowledge“.28Inthisunderstanding,thecuttingofthebranches
byAhermeanstheisolationoftheShechinah from the other sefiroth–the
attributesorwordsofGod–anditscomprehensionasanautonomous
power.29 Inasmuch as the Shechinah is the last of the ten sefiroth,bycuttingthe
branches of the other sefiroth,Aherseparatestheknowledgeandrevelation
ofGodfromotheraspectsofdivinity.30ThisisidentifiedwiththesinofAdam,

25 GiorgioAgamben,Remnants of Auschwitz (Cambridge,Mass.:MITPress,1999).
26 GiorgioAgamben,The Time That Remains: A Commentary on the Romans (Stanford,Calif.:

StanfordUniversityPress,2005).
27 GiorgioAgamben,Potentialities: Collected Essays in Philosophy (Stanford,Calif.:Stanford

UniversityPress,1999).
28 Ibid.,p.206.
29 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
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who,ratherthancontemplatingthetotalityofthesefiroth,preferredtocon-
templateonlythelastone,andindoingso,separatedthetreeofknowledge
fromthetreeoflife.31

Agambenoffersanotherinterpretation,fromMosesofLeon,authorofthe
Zohar,thefoundationalworkoftheKabbalah,whichseemstobethatalso
invokedbyLyotardinhisessayonPaul.Mosessuggeststhattheaggadah is 
aparableoftheexegesisofthesacredtext,anditishewhoproposesthe
readingofthewordPardes in which Pstandsforpeshat,theliteralmeaning;
R to remez,theallusiveorallegoricalmeaning;D for drash,themeaningto
beexacted,themoralmeaning;andfinallyS for sod,thesecret,hiddenor
inaccessiblemeaning.32ThereforeBenAzzai,whodies,istheliteralmeaning;
BenZoma,whogoesmad,istheTalmudicsense,tobeextracted;Aher,who
cutsthebranches,istheallegoricalsense;andRabbiAkiba,whoentersand
leavesunharmed,isthemysticalsense.FromthisperspectiveAher’ssin
involves“themoralriskimplicitineveryactofinterpretation,ineverycon-
frontationwithatextordiscourse,whetherhumanordivine“.33Theriskin
questionisthat“speech,whichisnothingotherthanthemanifestationand
unconcealmentofsomething,maybeseparatedfromwhatisrevealsand
acquireanautonomousconsistency“.34Agambencontinues:

Thecuttingofthebranchesis,therefore,anexperimentum linguae,an
experienceoflanguagethatconsistsinseparatingspeechbothfromthe
voiceandpronunciationfromitsreference.Apurewordisolatedinitself,
withneithervoicenorreferent,withitssemanticvalueindefinitelysus-
pended:thisisthedwellingofAher,the“Other,”inParadise.Thisiswhy
hecanneitherperishinParadisebyadheringtomeaning,likeBenZoma
andBenAzzai,norleaveunharmed,likeRabbiAkiba.Hefullyexperiences
theexileoftheShechinah,thatis,humanlanguage.35

TheessaythengoesontosuggestthatthestoryofAher,the“Other“,isalso
awayofthinkingabouttheworkofJacquesDerrida.36ForAgambenDerrida
isAher,theother,whocutthebranches,andwhoremainsstillmiredin
metaphysics(and,byimplication,AgambenhimselfisRabbiAkiba).Jeffrey
LibrettsuggeststhatAgambenseesDerridaassufferingfroma“graphocen-
trism“asproblematicasthelogocentrismDerridachargesotherphilosophers
with.37ForAgambenphilosophyisalwaysalreadyfixatedonthe“gramma“,
becausethevoice“evenwhenithasbeenpositedasorigin,isalwaysposited

31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.,p.207.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.,p.209.
37 JeffreyS.Librett,“FromtheSacrificeoftheLettertotheVoiceofTestimony:Giorgio

Agamben’sFulfillmentofMetaphysics.”Diacritics3(2–3)(2007),p.11–33.
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aslost,asanoriginthathasalreadybeenreplacedbytheletter“.38 Libbett 
seesAgamben’s“animusagainsttheletter“39as“powerfullyandexplicitly
overdeterminedbyChristianthinking,inthePaulinetradition,asthe
metaphysicsthatposesGodqualogosbypolemicizing,infavoroftheliving
spirit(spiritaslife),againstthe‘deadletter’ofthelaw“.40Itisthisthatleads
Agamben,inhisbookonStPaul,tocriticizedeconstructionasa“thwarted
messianism“of“infinitedeferment“.41

PerhapsAgambencanbeunderstoodtobeperformingtheverysublation
andrepressionoftheJewishletterthatLyotardseesbeingundertaken
byPaul.AndperhapsLes Immatériaux canbeunderstoodasanattempt
byLyotardtoresistthiskindofsublation,inwhichthesingularbecomes
auniversalparadigm.Alongwith25orsootherparticipants,including
writers,philosophersandscientists,Derridaparticipatedinan“experiment
incollective,writings,interactiveandatadistance,onmicrocomputers,
equippedwithwordprocessingandcommunicationsoftware“thatwas
launchedtwomonthsbeforetheexhibitionopened.Eachparticipantwaslent
anOlivettiM20,connectedtothePTTnetwork,andwasaskedtorespondtoa
listof50wordsgiventothembyLyotard.Theresultswerethencollatedand
madeavailabletoexhibitionvisitorsonOlivettiM24workstations,andalso
inthesecondofthetwopublicationsaccompanyingtheexhibition,entitled
Epreuves d’écriture.

DerridaremarksuponhisparticipationinLes Immatériaux in his piece written 
ontheoccasionofLyotard’sdeath,“Lyotardandus“.Asissometimesthecase
withDerrida,theessayisalsoameditationonaphrase,inthiscase“there
willbenomourning“,whichDerrida“extracted“fromapieceofwritingby
Lyotardentitled“Notesdutraducteur“,or“Translator’sNotes“.42Inthispiece,
writtenforajournalspecialissuededicatedtoDerrida,Lyotard,inDerrida’s
words,“playsatrespondingtotextswhichIhad,uponhisrequest,written
in1984,forthegreatexhibitionLes Immatériaux.”43 Declining the opportunity 
tosaymoreabout“thecalculatedrandomnessofthisexhibitionandthe
chanceJ.F.’sinvitationopenedforme,namelytheperfectmachinicoccasion
tolearn,despitemypreviousreluctance,touseawordprocessingmachine
–thussettingonadependencewhichlaststothisday“,Derridachooses
insteadtodiscusswhathecallsa“minordebt“whichatfirst“seemstechnical
ormachinic,butbecauseofitstechno-machiniceffacementofsingularity
andthusofdestinalunicity,youwillseeverysoonitsessentiallinkwiththe
sentenceIhadtobeginwith,theonewhichhadalreadysurroundedandtaken

38 Ibid.,p.12.
39 Ibid.,p.12.
40 Ibid.,p.15.
41 GiorgioAgamben,The Time That Remains,p.103.
42 JacquesDerrida,“Lyotardandus,”Parallax,6(4)(2000),p.28–48.
43 Ibid.,p.37.
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overme,‘thereshallbenomourning’”.44ThoughDerridaandLyotardhad
alwaysusedtheformal“vous“,inhistextfortheexhibitionDerrida

playedwitha“tu“devoidofassignableaddressee,takingawayfrom
thechancereaderthepossibilitytodecidewhetherthat“tu“ singularly 
addressedthereceivingorreadinginstance,thatis,whoever,inthe
publicspaceofpublication,happenedtoreadit,orinstead,whatis
altogetherdifferent,altogetherother,thisorthatparticularprivateifnot
crypticaddressee–thepointofallthesebothsophisticatedandnaive
proceduresbeing,amongothers,toupset,sometimesfrighten,atthe
limit,thelimititself,allborders,forinstancethosebetweenprivateand
public,singularandgeneraloruniversal,intimateorinnerandouter,etc.
Indoingso,Ihadpretendedtochallengewhosoeverwasaddressedby
this tutotranslatetheidiomaticphrasingofmanyofmysentences,to
translateitintoanotherlanguage(interlinguistictranslation,inJakobson’s
terms),oreventotranslateitintothesamelanguage(intralinguistic
translation),orevenintoanothersystemofsigns(musicorpainting,
forinstance:intersemiotictranslation).Accordingly,afterthisorthat
sentencewhichIconsidereduntranslatable,andafteraperiod,Iwould
regularlyaddtheinfinitiveformoftheironicorderortheimperative
challenge: “traduire“/“translate“.45

ThechallengetotranslatethatDerridathrowsdowninhistextsforLes 
Immatériaux iswhatLyotardrespondstoinhis“Notesdutraducteur“.As
Derridaputsit,Lyotard“seriouslyplaysatimaginingthenotesofavirtual
translator.HedoessounderfourheadingswhichIwillonlymention,leaving
youtoreadtheseeightpagesworthcenturiesofTalmudiccommentary“.46 

Inthephrase“thelimititself,allborders,forinstancethosebetweenprivate
andpublic,singularandgeneraloruniversal,intimateorinnerandouter“I
thinkitispossibletohearanechoofAgamben’sdescriptionofthecampinhis
essay “The Camp as NomosoftheModern“:

Whoeverenteredthecampmovedinazoneofindistinctionbetween
outsideandinside,exceptionandrule,licitandillicit,inwhichthevery
conceptsofsubjectiverightandjuridicalprotectionnolongermadeany
sense.47

In his essay about Les Immatériaux fromthe“LandmarkExhibitions”issue
of Tate Papers,reprintedinthisvolume,AntonyHudek(whowasco-trans-
latoroftherecentEnglishversionofDiscours Figure)explicitlyconnects

44 Ibid.,p.37.
45 Ibid.,p.38.
46 Ibid.
47 GiorgioAgamben,“TheCampasthe‘Nomos’oftheModern”,inHomo Sacer: Sovereign 

Power and Bare Life (Stanford,Calif:StanfordUniversityPress,1998).
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Les Immatériaux withAuschwitz.HequotesLyotard’sresponsetoMichel
Cournot’sscathingcritiqueinLe Monde,particularlyofthetechnologysuch
astheheadsets.Referringtothe“postmodern”,atermLyotardhimselfwas
responsibleforpropagatinginhis1979workThe Postmodern Condition,Lyotard
suggests that

MrCournotwantedtorevelinthejubilationofferedbythenewmas-
terypromisedbythe“technologists”,bytheprophetsofa“postmodern”
break?Theexhibitiondeniesit,andthisispreciselyitsgambit–tonot
offeranyreassurance,especiallyandaboveallbyprophesyinganew
dawn.Tomakeuslookatwhatis“déjàvu”,asDuchampdidwiththe
readymades,andtomakeusunlearnwhatis“familiar”tous:theseare
insteadtheexhibition’sconcerns.48

Lyotardcontinues:

Theideaofprogressbequeathedby,amongothers,theEnlightenment,
hasfaltered,andwithitatriumphanthumanism.Greatnessofthought
–Adorno’sforexample(mustIspellhisnameout?)–istoendurethe
frightderivedfromsuchawithdrawalofmeaning,tobearwitnesstoit,to
attemptitsanamnesis.49

FollowingLyotard’sanalysisofpainting,HudeksuggeststhatLes Immatériaux 
offersthechanceofananamnesicworking-throughofthepast,andoffered
him“theopportunitytoworkthroughthehauntingofLa Condition post-
moderne …providinghimwithastageuponwhichtoperformthetransition
fromanepochalormodalpostmodernintoanallegoricaloranamnesicone“.50 
HudekremarksthatthesubtitleforLes Immatériaux might have been L’Esprit 
du Temps,whichechoesthenameofthe1982exhibitionofpainting,Zeitgeist,
andsuggeststhatLyotardattemptedto“reclaimthepostmodernfromthe
versionoftheterm“madefashionablebysuchexhibitions.51AsHudekputsit:

Lyotard’sownversionofapostmodernZeitgeist attheCentrePompidou
wasanaffectivehoveringbetweenthe“post“hehadimprudently
prognosticatedin1979andalostmodernismthatcouldneveragainbe
broughtbacktolife.Thisparadoxicaltemporalstasiswouldprovidethe
clearestsign,notofthedeclineofthetwentieth-centuryavant-garde
assuch,butoftheendofthepossibilityofrecuperatingittojustify
anincreasinglycomplexandprogressivelydehumanisedtechnos-
cientificenvironment.ForLyotard,thehistoricalbreakinthetellingof

48 AntonyHudek,“FromOver-toSub-Exposure:TheAnamnesisofLesImmatériaux.” Tate 
Papers[online]12.2009,reprintedinthisvolume,p.79.

49 Ibid.,p.79–80.
50 Ibid.,p.81.
51 Ibid.
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twentieth-centuryhistoryismarked–asitwasformanybeforehim,
particularlyAdorno–bythemassmurderoftheJewsduringtheSecond
WorldWar.52

HegoesontoquoteLyotardhimselffromtheessay:

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.53

Hudeksinglesouttheword“sorrow“(“chagrin“inFrench),andsuggestshow
strikingitisthatthiselementisoverlookedintheliteratureofLes Immatériaux.
HepointsouthowitisakeytermintheFrenchexperienceofthe“stalled
remembrance“oftheSecondWorldWar,asevincedinworkssuchasMarcel
Ophuls’Le Chagrin et la pitié (The Sorrow and the Pity).54Takinghiscuefrom
Le Differend,HudeksuggeststhatLes Immatériaux stagesanexperienceof
temporalindecision,ofthe“Arrive-t-il?“.55InHudek’swords,“Les Immatériaux 
stagedanexperienceof‘sorrow’meanttogiverisetoaprofoundlynegative
feeling–afeelingthevisitorcouldnotpossiblyhaveescapedasshewandered
throughthedarkmazeoftheCentrePompidou,confrontedbytheendless
choicestodetermineatrajectorywithoutanyidentifiablegoalinsight”.56

Thus,Les Immatériaux mightberegardedasakindofunconscious,pre-
emptiveresponsetoAgamben’sformofPauline,messianicpolitics.Initsvery
difficultyandconfusionitrefusedthesublationofAuschwitzintoauniversal
categoryofcontemporaryhumanexperience.Itisperhapsworththinking
of Les Immatériaux asanalternativemuseologicalresponsetotheShoah,an
alternativetotheHolocaustmuseumsthatwerebeginningtoproliferateat
thattimeandwhichpreciselyrisked(andcontinuetorisk)the“museification“
ofwhattheycontain,anditsmakingsacredandparadigmatic.

Returning,then,totheearpiecesorheadphones,andthetextsthey
relayedtothevisitorstoLes Immatériaux:amongthesetextsweresomeby
SamuelBeckett,theartistwhoseworkAdornohadproclaimedasthemost
appropriateartisticresponsetoAuschwitz,notleastbecauseitdidnot

52 Ibid.,p.82.
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid.,p.83.
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attempttoengagedirectlywiththeShoah.Yetperhapsevenmoreapt–albeit
unintentionally–wasthefactthattheheadphonesfrequentlymalfunctioned,
producingperhapswhatAndréNeher,writingaboutAuschwitz,called“the
silenceofGod“.57

57 AndréNeher,The Exile of the Word: From the Silence of the Bible to the Silence of Auschwitz 
(Philadelphia:JewishPublicationSocietyofAmerica,1981).





Immaterials, Exhibition, 
Acceleration

Robin Mackay

Les Immatériaux,1theexhibitionstagedbydesigntheoristThierryChaputand
philosopherJean-FrançoisLyotardattheCentrePompidouinParisin1985,
confrontedanacceleratingcycleinwhichtechnologicalinstrumentsafford
usagraspofmatterbeyondthehumanperceptualgamut,decomposingthe
structureofobjectsintosystemsofimperceptibleelementswhicharethen
recomposed,predominantlythroughtheuseofmachinelanguages,intonew
materials.(Theterm“immaterials”thereforereferstothesenewmaterials
andtheirretroactiveeffectuponourconceptionofmatterassuch;nottoany
notionofthedematerialised,incorporealordisembodied).

AccordingtothepropositionofLes Immatériaux,thesenewdevelopments
disruptthenotionofmatterassomethingdestinedforandsubservientto
humanprojects.Ratherthanastablesetofmaterialsreadyforuse,weare
facedwithanunstablesetofinteractionsthatproblematiseapparentlystable
polaritiessuchasmindversusmatter,hardwareversussoftware,matter
versusform,matterversusstate,andmatterversusenergy.

Initsattempttoarticulatethisruptureanditsrepercussionsintheformof
apublicexhibition,Les Immatériauxcanberegardedasapivotalmomentin
theconvergenceofphilosophy,artandexhibition-making.Itenablesusto
takeacriticallookatasetofintertwinedtendenciesrelatedtowhatwemight

1 MyacquaintancewithLes Immatériauxhasemergedoverthecourseofmanydiscus-
sions,initiallywithcomposerFlorianHecker,and,morerecently,withphilosopherYuk
Hui.Thistextisdrawnfrompresentationsmadeatseveralsymposiaduringthecourse
of2014:attheexhibitionSpeculations on Anonymous MaterialsattheFridericianumin
Kassel,at30 Years after Les Immatériaux at the Centre for Digital Cultures at the Leu-
phanaUniversityofLüneberg,andatMegarave-MetaraveatWallrissinFribourg.
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call“thepostmodernmoment”,whichincludetheemergenceoftheoretical
and/orphilosophicalthoughtasaconstituentpartofexhibition-makingand,
conversely,theemergenceofthecontemporaryartexhibitionasaninter-
nationalarenafor(somethinglike)philosophicaldiscourse;exhibition-making
asacollectivedramatisationofthecontemporaryconjuncture;andthe
instrumentalisationofthispracticeasamodeofculturalcapitalisation.

Inthefollowing,Ifirstargueforthecontinuingrelevanceoftheconcept
of“immaterials”forustoday,thengoontoexaminetheexhibitionitself,
detailingitshistoricalandinstitutionalcontextandscrutinizingLyotard’s
philosophicalandextra-philosophicalmotivationsforenteringintothe
unknownterritoryofthiscrossoverbetweendisciplinesandgenres.Isuggest
thattheintentionsandmeansofLes Immatériaux shouldbere-evaluatedin
thelightofthenorms,politicsandeconomicsoftheglobalisedcontemporary
artscenethathasdevelopedsincethetimeofLes Immatériaux,manyfacetsof
whichwereanticipatedbythe1985exhibition.Finally,Iaskwhethertheques-
tionof“accelerationism”emergingincontemporaryphilosophytoday(which
isstronglylinkedtoacertainturninLyotard’sthinkingatthetimeofLes 
Immatériaux)mightprovideawaytoreorienttheimpulseofLes Immatériaux 
outsideofwhathavenowbecomeinstitutionalconstraints.

Immaterials Today
Inthe1990s,workingwithacolonyofnarcolepticdogsthathadbeenbredin
captivityforseveralgenerationsinaresearchfacilityinStanford,scientists
finallyidentifiedthedamagedgeneresponsiblefortheirdynastyofsleepy
canines:thesedogslackedareceptorforaneurotransmitterchemicalthat
wouldlaterbenamedorexin.Thischemicalhadbeenidentifiedinthelate
‘90sashavinganappetite-stimulatingeffect,andhadbeenearmarkedfor
futureobesityresearch.ThediscoveryatStanfordopenedupadifferent
destinyforit,andsuggestedanovelapproachtothedevelopmentofsleep
drugs:whereasscientistshadformerlyaimedtofindneurochemicalagents
thatwouldencouragetheonsetofsleep–somethingthatawholegeneration
ofdrugshadachievedonlybyadoptingacrude“sledgehammer”approach–
researchnowbecamefocusedonblockingthereceptionofachemicalthatis
instrumentalinkeepingthebraininawakingstate.

ThepharmaceuticalgiantMerckconductedacomputer-controlledchemical
scanofalibraryofthreemillioncompounds,compoundswhichthemselves
weretheby-productsofother(bothsuccessfulandunsuccessful)research
projects.Asampleofeachofthesecompoundswasintroducedinturnintoa
“cellularsoupderivedfromhumancellsandmodifiedtoactasasurrogateof
thebrain”.Anagentwasaddedthatwouldreactwithorexinandglowifitwas
present.Thisautomatedprocesswasfilmedautomaticallyand,overthree
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weeks,theplatesthatfailedtolightupwerereduceddowntoafewforfurther
testing.TheresultingnewdrugiscurrentlyunderreviewbytheFederalDrug
Administrationandisexpectedtocometomarketshortly.2

Thistypeofprocedureisinmoregeneraluseasatechniqueinmaterials
sciencecalled“high-throughputcomputationaldesign”,whichisexpected
toreplacethetrial-and-errortechniquespreviouslyusedindevelopingnew
materials.Itcombinestheresourcesofmassivecomputingpoweranda
growingknowledgeofhowdesiredpropertiessuchashardness,conductivity,
colour,etc.,canbeattributedtoquantum-levelcharacteristicsofmatter.
Oncetheyhaveidentifiedthelow-levelconfigurationsofmatterthatgiverise
toacertaindesiredproperty–its“fundamentaldescriptor”–scientistsat
theMaterialsProjectatBerkeley3can“access,search,screenandcompare”a
databaseoftensofthousandsofinorganicmaterialsforcandidates.A“golden
ageofmaterialsdesign”isanticipated:“[m]assivecomputingpowerhasgiven
human beings greater power to turn raw matter into useful technologies than 
theyhaveeverhad.” 4

Amaterialisnolongeranobstinate,opaque,naturalgiven,readytobe
formedaccordingtoaspecifichumanproject.Materialsarenowcoded
structuresthatarealreadytheproductofageneralisedscanningandan
immaterialmanipulationandproductionbeforetheyevenenterthedomain
ofmanufacturing.Thetotalcombinatorialspaceofpossibleconfigurations
(includingcompoundsthatdonotoccurnaturally,andareevenvirtualandas-
yetinexistent)isavailableasahugememorybanktobesearchedandprobed;
increasingly,thesamecanbesaidfortheneuralspaceofthebrain.Rather
thanbeingthesubjectwhomastersthematerialobject,orthedestinedrecip-
ientofitsmessage,thehumanisthetransmitterofautomateddiscoveries,
andinturnisitselftreatedasacomplexofcoded,structuredmatterinter-
facingwithothercompoundsbothorganicandinorganic.

Closertotheeverydayworld,considertherecentmass-marketemergence
oftheelectroniccigarette:herethepleasuretakenintheinhalingofthe
smokeoftheburningtobaccoplant–aritualisedpsychotropicactemerging
nodoubtfromacontingentencounterinhumanhistory–isanalysedintoits
componentpartsandsimulatedthroughtheuseofelectroniccomponents
andinorganicmaterials.Themeaningswithwhichtobaccoproductswere
freightedarealsodisruptedthroughtheirtransferintothisnew,simulated
form.Thesyntheticprocesssplinterstheorganicmeaningoftheactof
smoking:theneuroactiveagentanditsaddictivepropertiesareseparated
fromtheevocationsoffire,smokeandash,withanicotine-ladenglycol-water

2 IanParker,“TheBigSleep”,New Yorker,December9,2013,p.50–63.
3 Seehttps://www.materialsproject.org.
4 GerbrandCeder,KristinPersson,“TheStuffofDreams”,Scientific American,December

2013.

https://www.materialsproject.org
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vapourofferingatactileandvisualanalogueforsmoke;thepotentialto
tincturethisbasewithmultipleflavoursopensitontothespaceoftheculinary
andolfactoryarts,andintroducesadisturbingparalleltocandy(deploredas
eitherinfantilisingforadultsorasadangertochildren).Inthenewsimulacra
oftheaestheticand–ifwemightsayso–sublimeorspiritualaspectof
smoking,withitsconnotationsofnihilismorsacrifice,thefatalconsequences
areattenuated(asfarasweknow),andthehabitisweldedtoanewcomplex
ofassociations(thelogicoftheelectronicgadget,thatofhardware/software,
and,increasingly,thatof“hacking”).

Inmeshingneurotropicswithdigitalelectronics(potentiallyInternet-con-
nected,keepinginmindthatvapestickbatteriesarechargedbypluggingthem
intotheUSBportsofPCs),whatisreallycreatedisageneralisedplatformfor
thedeliveryofself-administeredpharmaceuticalcompounds–somethingthat
isalreadybeingexploredbyvape“modders”.Itwouldnotbestretchingthings
toimagine,afewyearsfromnow,thatawirelessvapestickwillsampleits
owner’ssalivaand,detectingimbalancesorbeingprogrammedforarequired
psychotropicstate,willimmediatelysynthesiseandsupplyanappropriate
cocktailinvapourform,atthesametimerecordingandconsolidatingthe
dataformassanalysisorcrowd-basedsharing,datawhichinturncouldbe
scannedandanalysedtodevelopnewproducts.

Eventhetime-honouredexperienceofdurationinvolvedinsmokinga ciga-
rettedisappears,replacedbythetemporalityof“chainvaping”.Thepublic
health(nottomentiontax)implicationsareunclear,andsofarthedevices
existinakindoflegalandstatutorylimbo.Inshort,hereaselsewhere,
material innovation also constitutes a cultural event that has repercussions 
acrossmanydifferentspheres.

AsLyotardsurmised,then,“Immaterials”assembleamachineneoculture
whosedevelopmentsareintractabletothediscoursesweinheritfrom
humanismandmodernprogressivism.Withaprescientsenseofthedanger
thatthisrevolutionofmaterialscouldeasilyproceeduncomprehendedby
philosophicalthought,instagingLes ImmatériauxLyotardsethimselfupasa
(devil’s)advocateforimmaterials:

Prisonersofthematerialismoftheindustrialrevolution,immaterial
materialssufferfromtheirinvisibility.Butitisherethatacultureis
fashioned,throughimages,soundsandwords.5

ThefewexamplesIhavegiven–andofcoursetherearemanymore–show
clearlyenoughthatthequestionofmaterialshasindeedchangedregister.As
Lyotardargues,withthesedevelopmentswecannolongertrustourintuitive
categorisationofobjects,andtheirmattercannolongerbeunderstood

5 Les Immatériaux catalogue,Album,p.10.
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asagiventhatcanbeexpectedtocorrelatenaturallywithcommon-sense
languagederivedfromourhistoricalinteractionswiththeworld.New
symbolicmachineries,whoserapidanddenseoperationswecannolonger
fathom,shapethesynthesisofthesenew“immaterials”thathavebecomea
partofourlives;theyconfoundnaturallanguage,confrontinguswithexpe-
rienceswedon’tyethavethewordstodescribe,andinwhichourplaceas
creator–designer–userissignificantlyreconfiguredbyubiquitousmechanisms
of abstraction:

“Immaterial”materials,albeitnotimmaterial,arenowpreponderantin
thefluxofexchanges,whetherasobjectsoftransformationorinvest-
ment,evenifonlybecausethepassagethroughtheabstractisnow
obligatory…[A]nyrawmaterialforsynthesiscanbeconstructedby
computerandonecanknowallofitsproperties,evenifitdoesnotyet
existornolongerexists.6

AccordingtoLyotard,theclassicmodern(Cartesian)conceptionofmatter
soughttoexpel“secondaryqualities”frommatter-as-pure-extension;their
sensiblereceptionwouldbeonlya“theatricaleffect”ofthebody,thebodyas
a“confusedspeaker”which“says‘soft’,‘warm’,‘blue’,‘heavy’”.7 The science of 
immaterialsinsteadgraspsandmanipulatesthesequalitiesastheeffectsof
relativedisparitiesbetweenmemory-systems(tellingly,Berkeley’sMaterials
ProjectwasformerlyknownastheMaterialsGenomeProject).Inturn,the
humanmindbecomesonlyoneofaseriesof“transformers”thatfleetingly
generateimmaterialsastheyextractandcontractflowsofenergy-infor-
mation:“eventhetransformerthatourcentralnervoussystemis…canonly
transcribeandinscribeaccordingtoitsownrhythmtheextractionswhich
come to it”8–wearesynthesisersamongsynthesisers,andnotthedestination
andarbiterofallmatters:

theprogressthathasbeenaccomplishedinthesciences,andperhaps
intheartsaswell,isstrictlyconnectedtoanevercloserknowledgeof
whatwegenerallycallobjects.(Whichcanalsobeaquestionofobjects
ofthought.)Andsoanalysisdecomposestheseobjectsandmakesus
perceivethat,finally,therecanonlybeconsideredtobeobjectsatthe
levelofahumanpointofview;attheirconstitutionorstructurallevel,
theyareonlyaquestionofcomplexagglomeratesoftinypacketsof
energy,orofparticlesthatcan’tpossiblybegraspedassuch.Finally,
there’snosuchthingasmatter,andtheonlythingthatexistsisenergy;
wenolongerhaveanysuchthingasmaterials,intheoldsenseofthe

6 Ibid.
7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“MatterandTime”,inThe Inhuman (London:PolityPress,1991),p.

37–38.
8 Ibid.,p.43.
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wordthatimpliedanobjectthatofferedresistancetoanykindofproject
thatattemptedtoalienateitfromitsprimaryfinalities.9

ForLyotardthehistoricalmomentofimmaterialspromisesadeanthropocen-
tricisationofcultureevenasitheraldstheendoftheprogressiveprogramof
modernity.Farfrombeingsimplyemancipatory,however,thepredicament
intowhichitdrawsusisprofoundlyambivalent:“ifwehaveatourdisposal
interfacescapableofmemorizing,inafashionaccessibletous,vibrations
naturallybeyondourken…thenweareextendingourpowerofdifferentiation
andourmemories,wearedelayingreactionswhichareasyetnotundercon-
trol,weareincreasingourmaterialliberty”;andyetthislibertycomesatthe
priceofsecurity,atthepriceofacounterfinalityoftechniqueanda“fore-
closureofends”.10

Whattheageofimmaterialspromises,then,isacomplexificationofmatter
“inwhichenergycomestobereflected,withouthumansnecessarilygetting
anybenefitfromthis”.11Andsinceimmaterialisation,throughitsgeneralised
codingandredistributionofmaterialaffect,alsoreconfiguresourrelationto
theculturalandtheaesthetic,itimplies“aprofoundcrisisofaestheticsand
thereforeofthecontemporaryarts”.12Asadeliberateexacerbationofthis
crisis,Les Immatériauxsoughttocreatea“dramaturgy”ofthenewcondition
of“interactivity”;13tostagetheuncertaintyandambivalenceofthisdisruptive
momentinthehistoryofmatter,exploring“thechagrinthatsurroundsthe
endofthemodernageaswellasthefeelingofjubilationthat’sconnectedwith
theappearanceofsomethingnew”.Mostimportantly,itsought“toactivate
thisdisarrayratherthantoappeaseit”,14bycreatinganexperiencethatwould
allowitsaudiencetoexplorethe“collectivecortexconstitutedbymachine
memories”15(aformulationthatnodoubtsoundedfuturisticin1985butis
closetobeingacommonplacetoday).16

Legitimation, Intensification
Itisaquestion,then,of“legitimation”or“vindication”,ofallowingthesenew
materialstheirproperplaceinacultureyettocome,andthusofusheringin
thisculture–anoperationthatsimultaneouslyentailsacallingintoquestion

9 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,InterviewwithBernardBlistène,Flash Art,March1985.
10 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.54.
11 Ibid.,p.45.
12 Ibid.,p.50.
13 “Interactivity”intheambivalentanddisquietingsensethatLyotardgivestoit:seehis

“report”inthepresentvolume.
14 Lyotard,InterviewwithBernardBlistène.
15 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.45.
16 ForexampleRayKurzweil,directorofengineeringatGoogle,explicitlydescribeshis

workintermsoftheconstructionofa“syntheticneocortex”:http://www.33rdsquare.
com/2015/01/ray-kurzweil-is-building-synthetic.html.

http://www.33rdsquare.com/2015/01/ray-kurzweil-is-building-synthetic.html
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ofsomeofthemostfundamentalprinciplesofmodernthought.This
legitimationentailsakindofdestabilisationofthehuman,anadmissionthat
weinhabitamaterialculturethatisnolonger“ours”,isnolongerstraight-
forwardly“human”–orrather,onethatgivesustounderstandthat“human”
isnolongerastraightforwardmatter.ButhowandwhydidLyotardcometo
employthemediumoftheexhibitiontomakethisdisquietingtruthfelt?

Theinitialbrieffortheproject(draftedbeforeLyotardwasinvolved)speaks
ofasituationinwhichthepassagefromanenergy-intensivetoaninfor-
mation-intensivesocietypresents“newmodesofperception,representation
andsymbolisation,correspondingtonewmeansofdecision,conceptionand
production”.17Theoriginandoutcomeofproductionprocesses,productand
rawmaterial,arenotstraightforwardlydistinctanymore,anda“profound
modificationofthedualitydesign/production”isunderway,creatinganew
environmentthatescapesthesymbolicorderandthemeans-endcon-
figurationofmodernity.Fornewtechnologiescreatetheirownsymbolic
order–andanewsocialorderandnewmodesofdistributionalongwithit.
Theauthorsfindthisprocessatanacutestageinwhichitisnotyetfixed,and
wherewhatismostwidelysharedisaperplexity,whichiswhattheysetout
to“dramatise”intheexhibition.Alreadyinvokedatthispointistheideaof
anexperimentalscenographyandalternativepedagogy,placingaseriesof
exhibitswithintheexhibitionspaceaccordingtoaconceptualorganisation
thatwouldallowformultiplereadings.

IntakingchargeoftheconceptualisationofLes Immatériaux,Lyotardproceeds
totracethesequestionstotheirfundamentalroots–callingintoquestionthe
verynotionof“creation”thatwaspresentintheinitialtitle(“NewMaterials
andCreation”)andoperatingan(alltold,ratheridiosyncratic)conceptual
dissectionofthemeaningof“material”.ThestructureLyotarddevisesforthe
exhibitionsuggeststhatinmodernity“theobjectingeneralisconsideredas
asign”,18butthattheconclusionthatthereforeallmattersarenowmatters,
materials,ofcommunication,remainsunexplored.Headaptsamodelof
communicationtakenfromHaroldLasswell’slinguisticpragmatismtodis-
tributethevariousdeclinationsoftheSanskritrootmât(“tomakewiththe
hand,tomeasure,toconstruct”)inaccordancewiththismodelofthevarious
elementsinvolvedinanyinstanceofcommunication.Inthefirstfullproposal
for Les Immatériaux thesemanticambiguityof“material”alreadyplaysarolein
settinginmotionslippagesfromonesemanticzonetoanother:throughshifts
inperspective,oneandthesamematerialcanbeseentooccupyvarious
differentpositionswithinthecommunicationalstructure.

17 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.8.
18 Ibid.,p.17.
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Lyotardimaginesthatthedramatisationofthisstructuralslippage(thecon-
tentofonemessagemaybethematerialsupportforanothermessageand,
fromanotherperspective,therecipientofyetanother,etc.),dramatised
withintheexhibitionspace,willproduceakindofdisorientation.For“itisnot
amatterofexplaining”,abrieffortheprojecttellsus,“butofmaking sensible 
thisproblematic…[Les Immatériaux]seekstoawakenasensibilityassumedto
bepresentinthepublic,butdeprivedofthemeansofexpression.Itwishesto
makefeltthesentimentoftheendofaneraandofthedisquietthatisbornin
thedawnofpost-modernity”.19ThroughoutthedevelopmentprocessLyotard
carefully calibrates Les Immatériaux ’sresponsetothischallenge.Ratherthan
ajudgement,itistobeaperformativeintensification that is as one with the 
legitimation ofimmaterialsinvokedabove:“[i]tisnotamatterofmaking
apocalypticpronouncementsor,onthecontrary,ofaffirmingthatnothing
haschanged;itisaquestionofintensifyinginterrogationand,sotospeak,
ofaggravatingtheuncertaintythatitmakesweighuponthepresentandthe
futureofhumans.”20

BeforewebroachthequestionofwhatLyotardquaphilosopherbringstothe
newmediumoftheexhibition–andindeedwhatthechangeofmediumoffers
tothephilosopher–wewillfirsttracethehistoryofthesitewithinwhichthis
“dramaturgyofinteraction”wastobestaged.

The Slaughterhouse and the Piazza
In1955theFrenchgovernmentresolvedtomodernisethefamousabattoirs
ofLaVilletteontheoutskirtsofParis,alatenineteenth-centurymonument
torationalindustrialdesignandcentralisation.21Workbeganin1961,withthe
costoftheprojectgrowingfromanalreadyenormous245millionto110billion
francs,andwithagreatdealofthesefundsultimatelyleftunaccountedfor.
Thenewabattoirsandauctionmarketprovedobsoletebeforetheywerecom-
pleted.Inconceivingofthemasaprestigiousmunicipaltrophy,theauthorities
hadignoredtheproblemsofsituatingamassivecentralisedfacilityinan
alreadycongestedcity,atatimewhendecentralisationwasthepredominant
economicandlogisticaltrend.Theprojectprovedtotallymaladaptedtothe
realitiesofindustry.WorkatLaVillettewasdiscontinuedin1967andthe
wholeedificewasfinallydemolished,amidstgreatfinancialscandal.22Withthe
newslaughterhouseandmarketdynamitedandpulverised,withagreatdeal
ofpublicmoneyhavingbeensquanderedintheprocess,LaVillettewouldlie

19 Ibid.,p.26.
20 Ibid.,p.17.
21 SeeDorothéeBrantz,“RecallingtheSlaughterhouse”,Cabinet,Fall2001,http://

cabinetmagazine.org/issues/4/slaughterhouse.php.
22 See“LesAutresScandales”,Le Nouvel Observateur,September28,2001:http://tempsreel.

nouvelobs.com/opinions/00018896.EDI0001/les-autres-scandales.html.

http://cabinetmagazine.org/issues/4/slaughterhouse.php
http://tempsreel.nouvelobs.com/opinions/00018896.EDI0001/les-autres-scandales.html
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dormantforafewyearsbeforeeventuallybecomingthesiteofa“polyvalent
culturalcomplex”,a“CityofScienceandIndustry”,includinganewNational
MuseumofScienceandTechnology,theCitédelaMusique,andothercultural
centres:ineffect,anearly“culturalthemepark”.

GeorgesPompidou,whoalongwithDeGaulleandGiscardd’Estainghadpre-
sidedoverthisdisastrousproject,unbowedbyscandalandhavinglubricated
the“settlement”ofMay‘68,becamepresidentin1971.23Theneo-Hausmannian
zealofthis“managerialmedici”24forremodellingandmodernizingthecity
continuedwiththerazingoftheLesHallesareaandtheconstructionofa
massivelyfundedculturalcentre–thefamousbuildingwhich(insteadofthe
ill-fatedslaughterhouse)wouldtakeonhisname.

Perhapsmindfulofthefateofthecentralisedmeatmarket,theMinisterof
CultureofthetimeproclaimedtheCentreBeaubourgtobeune centrale de 
la décentralisation.Thereissometruthinthis,sinceitisaninstitutionthat
hadtooperateacapitalconcentration:itneededtofiguredisproportionately
largeuponthenationalculturalscenebecauseFrancewaslosingitspolitical
gravitasinaglobalised,decentralisedworld.Thebeliefthatthispowerhouse
wouldreconsolidatesomeofthatpowerthroughtheculturalrealmisindi-
catedfranklyenoughinthetitleoftheopeningexhibitionParis–New York 
(originalentitled“Paris–NewYork–Paris”!).

Needlesstosay,theBeaubourgprefiguresmanysubsequenttrophyprojects:
inamodeltobefollowedworldwide,itwassupposedatoncetocementthe
importanceofcultureasadimensionofnationalpatrimonyworthyofinter-
nationalrecognition,andtokick-startthe“regeneration”ofanoldareaof
Paris into a quartier des arts,a“high-rentlocationforeditorialoffices,pub-
lishinghouses,architectsandboutiques”25allclusteredaroundthePiano-
Rogers“culturalwarehouse”.

Cultural Space
TheappearanceoftheBeaubourgisalsocontemporaneouswithacertain
setofexpectationsdemandedofpublicexhibition-making.Theappoint-
mentofPontusHultén26wasasymboloftheinstitution’sdetermination
to at least be seen to be takingseriouslythepropositionsanddemandsof
thebroadenedfieldofcontemporaryartemerginginthe‘60swithinthe
inheritedinstitutionalframeworkitsoughttoreinvigorateandcapitalise

23 SeePaulJankowski,Shades of Indignation: Political Scandals in France, Past and Present 
(Oxford,NY:Berghahn),p.88.

24 RalphRumney,“Pompidou’sMulti-ColouredDream-Machine:OrHowTheyOpenedthe
£125mArtRefinery”,Art Monthly,February,1977.

25 NancyMarmer,“WaitingforGloire”,ArtForum, February1977.
26 WillisDomingo,“PontusisPilot:AProfileofPontusHulten”,Art Monthly,February1977.
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on.InStockholm,Hulténhadprovedhisabilitytoattractanon-traditional
audiencethroughafestiveprogrammeofcontroversialhappeningsand
cross-disciplinaryinitiativesacrossthearts,sciencesandpopculture.Upon
hisappointmentattheBeaubourghespokeenthusiasticallyoftheneedto
“create new institutions”: 

weareprobablymovingtowardsasocietywhereartwillplayaverylarge
role…Whilewaitingforarttobeintegratedwithlifeandpenetratesociety
initsentirety,exchange(betweenartistsandthepublic)musttakeplace
in“museums”newlyconceived.Suchmuseumswillnolongerbesimply
areasfortheconservationofworks…butplaceswhereartistsencounter
thepublicandwherethepublicitselfcanbecomecreative…wemusttry
to open up themuseums.27 

InHultén’swordswefindencapsulatedthearticlesoffaithofanewcon-
ceptionofart–andthusofthemuseumandtheexhibition–thatperhaps
haveadifferentandlesshopefulresonancetoday:thefaiththattheavant-
gardedreamoftheunificationofartandlifeisallbutachieved,subjectto
deliverythroughnaturaldynamismsatworkinsociety;theanticipationofan
age in which “a greater part of the population no longer has to struggle every 
dayforsurvival”andwillthusreclaimartisticcreationfromtheelite;andan
affirmationoftheroleofthemetropolitanartscomplexinhelpingtobreak
down“culturalattitudes”andin“openingup”–vertically(tonewaudiences)
andlaterally(tonon-artdisciplines)–thespaceofculture.

Hulténseesthespaceofthemuseumintermsofanurbanistlogic:the
museumshouldbe“intheformofacity”,a“systemofrooms”that“com-
municateandinterpenetrate”,sothattheonewouldhavethe“chanceof
losingoneselfandreorientingoneself”.Intheframeworkofthisperpetual
mobility,inabuildingwhereeventhedirector’sofficeiscircumscribedby
temporarymobilewallpanels,28andwheretransparencyandporosityextends
fromtheexternalarchitecturetotheconfigurationoftheinnerspaceandthe
interactionofaudiences,Hulténimagines,forexample,theviewerofaBraque
collagehavingtheoptiontopressabuttontobringdownascreenupon
whichfivemorecollagesaremounted–ornot,ifshedoesn’twantto!Thus
technologyisanticipatedasapropforthenewmuseum’saspirationtodream
inadvancethedeterritorialisedfreecirculationofanewkindofsociety.

Towhatextentdidtheinscriptionofthisprestigiousmulti-billion-francproject
withinthenarrativeofanavant-gardeunificationofartandlifesucceed?Ina
conversationbetweenHulténandRichardRogersin1981,itisimpossiblenot

27 Ibid.
28 RichardEder,“Beaubourg’sDirectorReflectsonhisReign”,The New York Times,February

22,1981:http://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/22/arts/beaubourg-s-director-reflects-on-his-
reign.html.

http://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/22/arts/beaubourg-s-director-reflects-on-hisreign.html
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tonoticeacertainslippage,andamodulationoftheoriginalheadyambitions.
Rogersopines:

IthinkthattheBeaubourghasdemocratisedorpopularisedculture.It
givesallpeopleofallclassesandagessomethingtodoonaSaturday
afternoon.You,asaspecialist,cangotothemuseum;yourgrandmother
cangototherestaurant;andthekidscanplayinthesquare.29 

WhichHulténamplifiesasfollows:

Usuallyamuseum…isjustamuseum.AttheBeaubourg,youhavea
wholeseriesofoverlappingthingstodo,andthereforetheareabecomes
muchmoreactive.It ’smorelikearailwaystation…It’sthetheoryofthe
flexiblemagicbox,whichincludesthepiazza.Nothingiseverstatic,and
nothingiseverperfect.30 

Inthesameyearbutinlesssanguinespirit,interviewedbytheNew York Times 
onhisdeparturefromParis,hesayssimply:

Iwanted–itsoundsstupid–tobringartandlifetogether,somethinglike
that.Rauschenbergsaiditbetter:themuseumofthefutureistobeinthe
littlecrackbetweenartandlife.Itsoundedverygoodatthetime.31 

Thesuccessoftheregenerationexercisenowappearsinamoreambivalent
light:

Societylovesit.Theartistsdon’t…ThebohemianlifethatreignedinParis
untiltheendofthe‘50sisgone.Theartists[then]hadmoretimetothink,
toreflect.32

Bythistimeitwasalreadytemptingtoreadthisgiganticculturemachineas
asynecdocheforthegeneralisedspacesofdynamiccirculation,accordingto
whoseexigenciesanewcityandanewsocietywereindeedbeingformed;
spacesthatformedasuitablereceptacleforthe“festiveneoconservatism”
denouncedbyphilosopherGillesChâtelet,inwhich“culturalproduction”
isincitedtobeafacsimileorworkingscale-modelofeconomicdynamism,
orientedtowardsanoptimisationoftheliquidityofallflows33–or,asBau-
drillardhasit,inwhatreadsretrospectivelylikeanironicdétournement of 

29 “AFlyingStart”,interviewwithPontusHultenandRichardRogers,Images&Issues,
Summer1981:http://s3.amazonaws.com/eob_texts-production/texts/127/1344579035_
IMAGES_ISSUES_PDF.pdf?1344579035.

30 Ibid.
31 Eder,“Beaubourg’sDirectorReflects”.
32 Ibid.
33 SeeG.Châtelet,To Live and Think Like Pigs: The Incitement of Envy and Boredom in Market 

Democracies,trans.R.Mackay(FalmouthandNewYork:UrbanomicandSequencePress,
2014).

http://s3.amazonaws.com/eob_texts-production/texts/127/1344579035_IMAGES_ISSUES_PDF.pdf?1344579035
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Les Immatériaux ’sproposedslippagesbetweenform,contentandmaterial
support:

Neverhasitbeensoclear[asattheBeaubourg]thatthecontents–here
culture,elsewhereinformationormerchandise–aremerelytheghostly
supportfortheoppositionofthemediumwhosefunctionisstillthat
ofbeguilingthemasses,ofproducingahomogeneousflowofmenand
minds.Thehugesurgesofcomingandgoingarelikethecrowdsofsub-
urbancommutersabsorbedanddisgorgedbytheirplacesofworkatfixed
hours.Andofcourseitisworkthatisatissuehere:theworkoftesting,
probing,directedquestioning.Peoplecomeheretochoosetheobjectified
responsetoallthequestionstheycanask,orratherthey themselves come 
as an answer tothefunctional,directedquestionsposedbytheobjects.34

Analignmentoftheradicalextensionoftheavant-gardeprojectwiththe
creationofacentral–decentralisednodeofculturalcirculation,atoncea
prestigiousassetinthesoftpowerofthenation-stateandasymbolofthe
degradationofcultureintoabargainingchip,all“whilewaitingforarttobe
integratedwithlifeandpenetratesocietyinitsentirety”–towhateverdegree
thiswasacalculatedrisk,itwascertainlyapioneeringone,albeitonthepart
ofastatesmanwhohadmorethanenoughresourcesathisdisposaltostake
onsuchaventure.AsaprofileofHulténinArt Monthlyin1977admits,“one
can only speculate that the man whose name the new cultural centre bears 
wasgamblingthatbehindHulten’simageintheFrenchpressastheebullient
anarchistliesthepotentiallydocileandproductiverealityofthejeune cadre 
dynamique”–thatis,thatthereassertionofcultureasasoft-powerassetof
thenation-statewouldmerelysetthestagefortherealeconomicgameof
installing,inthesurroundingremodelledstreets(the“hygienicbufferzone”,
accordingtoBaudrillard),theaggressivevanguardofanurbane,“nomadically”
precarious,networkedandnetworking“creativeclass”.35

The Project
Itisinthiscontext–albeitafterthedepartureofPontusHulténandhis
replacementbyDominiqueBozo–thatLes Immatériaux wasconceived.Before
Lyotard’sinvolvement,theprojecthadbeenbrewingsincearound1982,under
varioustitles,asanexhibitiontobemounted“onthethemeofnewmaterials
andcreation”bytheCentre de Création Industrielle.

TheCentrePompidouwasfoundedasacollaborativespaceofdifferent
culturalcentres,and,alongsidetheModernArtMuseumandIRCAM(the

34 JeanBaudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect:ImplosionandDeterrence”,trans.R.Krauss
andA.Michelson,October20(Spring1982),p.7–8.

35 SeeChâtelet ’sbitingsatiricalportraitofthis“youngnomadelite”inTo Live and Think Like 
Pigs.
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generously-fundedelectronicmusicinstituteordereddirectlybyPompidouto
bribeBoulezoutofexile)theCentre de Création Industrielle(CCI)wasformed
torepresenttheworldsofdesign,industryandarchitecture.TheCCI’searly
yearsweremarkedpredominantlybyafailuretointegratehappilyintothis
transdisciplinaryfamily–perhapsowingtothecontinuingpresenceof“an
interioruptightwitholdvalues”beneaththe“fluidcommutativeexterior”
(Baudrillardagain):anexhibitionon“TheFactory”wasviciouslypublicly
attackedbyministers;oneon“MarginalArchitectureintheUS”wasthe
subjectofcontroversybecauseoftheinclusionofpoliticaltexts(byHerbert
Marcuse,JerryRubinandAllanGinsberg);and,mostsensitively,afilmscripted
byHenriLefebvreabouttheproblemscausedbythe“renewal”oftheurban
fabricofPariswasbannedbyRobertBordaz,DirectoroftheBeaubourg.The
directorandassistantdirectoroftheCCIdepartedsoonafterwards,with
Bordazhimselftemporarilytakingoveritsdirectorship.

TheCCIwasfinallycloseddownafewyearsafterLes Immatériaux,sothat
theshowcanbeseenatonceasitsonesignalachievement,and,asAnthony
Hudekhassuggested,36alsoasa“hinge”inthehistoryofthePompidouitself;
atoncethepointatwhichitsidealcross-disciplinarypost-museumstatus
waseffectivelyachieved,andthelastexhibitioninwhichthatidealwouldbe
seriouslypursued.

Les Immatériaux certainlytookfulladvantageoftheopenandindeterminate
spaceofthefifthfloor,anditsdazzlingrangeofexhibitstakenfromindustry,
artandcommerceliveduptothepromiseoftransdisciplinarity.Yetatthe
sametimeitseemeddesignedtobaffleitsaudience:thegreymetallicmeshes
hungfromtheceilingblockinganyoverallperspective,thelabyrinthineset
of“zones”impossibletonavigate,the(oftenmalfunctioning)audioguidethat
switchedfromonesoundtracktoanotherasthevisitormovedthroughthe
space.FarfromHultén’sslickvisionofanaudiovisualapparatusglidinginto
viewattheviewer’scommand(ornot,ifshedoesn’twantitto),forLyotard
“interactivity”suggestedadisorientingconditioninwhichthevisitorwas
justonemoreinterfacerelayingmatter-information,subjecttolinesofforce
andflowsofenergythatcouldneverbesatisfactorilyintegrated,a“rhizome”
of“generalisedinteractions”throughwhichtherewasno“preferredpath”.
Lyotardspeaksof

processesofdisplacementinwhichmanisbutonenodeoftheinterface.
Theexhibitionwouldbeoneinterfaceamongothers…[T]hereshouldbe
placeswherethevisitorisnolongeranactor…vagueterrains,physical
frontiersorsonorousfrontiersoffringesofinterference.37

36 AnthonyHudek,“FromOver-toSub-Exposure:TheAnamnesisofLes Immatériaux”,Tate 
Papers,Autumn2009,http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/over-
sub-exposure-anamnesis-les-immateriaux.Inthisvolume,p.74.

37 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.13.

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/oversub-exposure-anamnesis-les-immateriaux
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Heexplainsthisapproach,atlength,intermsofadeliberateviolation
againstthetraditionalspace-timeimpliedbythegallery.Thegalleryis“an
establishmentofculture–thatistosayofacquisitionandassimilationof
heterogeneousdata–withintheunityofanexperiencewhichconstitutes
asubject”;itsspatialset-upispreciselydesignedinordertofacilitatethis
synopticpedagogy.38LyotardseekswithLes Immatériaux to overturn this 
“modern-dominant”modelofthemuseumgalleryinwhichthevisitoris
reducedtoaneyemovingthroughaperspectivalperceptualspace,ina
formativejourneywithacertaindidacticfinality.Thedevelopmentofan
alternative“postmodern”space-time,conceivedbyLyotardonthebasisofa
strangealignmentofDiderot’sSalonswithpostmodernurbanists,architects
andsociologists,39recallssignificantlyHultén’surbanistconceptionofthe
museum.LyotarddescribesitmoreexpansivelyintermsofdrivingfromSan
DiegotoSantaBarbara,inazoneof“conurbation”where“theopposition
betweencentreandperipherydisappears”andwhere“onemustretunethe
radiomanytimes…itisanebula,wherematerialsaremetastablestates
ofenergy.Theroads,thesidewalks,havenofaçade.Informationcirculates
throughirradiationandinvisibleinterfaces”.40 This conceptualisation of 
theshowwasevenextendedtothecatalogue,whoseAlbum lays bare the 
processesofdevelopmentoftheconcept,whiletheInventaire givesthereader
asetofloose-leafrepresentationsofthe“sites”withintheshow,whichcanbe
reconfiguredandreorderedatwill.

Les Immatériaux wasnoworld’s-fair-typeextravaganza,then.Whatis
noticeableinthefirstfullbriefoftheprojectfollowingLyotard’sinvolve-
ment,andevenmoresointheexhibitionitself,isthewayinwhichheinjects
theexcitementengenderedbycutting-edgedevelopmentswithanoteof
chagrin–anxiety,sorrowordisappointment–fromthehegemonicmisdeeds
ofthemodernprojectacrosstheworldwarsandtheholocaust–central
subjectsofhiswritingsatthetime.Theexhibitionopensnotwithflashing
computerscreensbutwiththedesolationofthebodyinfiveBeckettesque
scenarios,andwithJosephLosey’ssombrefilmMonsieur Klein.Thus,ifLes 
Immatériaux seemedincertainsensestosatisfythePompidousianagenda,
italsointroducedanabrasiveapproachtobothcontentandformthatwas
apparentlyatoddswithit.Indeed,thesecontradictionsandambivalencesare
clearintheveryconceptionofaprojectthatadoptsaproto-cybernetictheory
ofcommunicationasthearmatureforanexperiencethatrenders“clear”com-
municationimpossible.Butatthesametime,onealsowonderswhetherits
conceptualinterrogationwasshieldedfromthepoliticalandeconomiccontext
withinwhichitwasproduced.

38 Ibid.,seealsoLyotard,”AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume.
39 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.19.
40 Ibid.
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AtleastonememberoftheCCIteamadmitstoaconcernthattheselatter
aspectsweremissingfromtheshow’s“materials”.Apressconferencetextfor
Les Immatériaux declares:“Insecurity,lossofidentity,crisis,arenotexpressed
onlyintheeconomyandthesocial,butalsointhedomainsofsensibility,
ofknowledgeandofthepowersofman…andmodesoflife”.41 In a con-
temporaneousinterviewwiththeCCIteam,duringadiscussionofthe“global”
pointofviewadoptedbytheexhibition,andtheriskthatitmaybeperceived
asa“reactionary…apologyfortechnology”,ChantalNoëlsuggeststhatLes 
Immatériaux shouldbeseenasa“preliminaryenquiry”leadingtofurther
interrogations.SabineVigoureuxreplies:“Onemightallthesameaskwhy,
fromthispreliminaryenquiry,alleconomicandsocialanalysisisexcluded.
Asifthoughtinitspurestatewereindependentofthesefactors,wheninfact
theyalsohaveaninfluenceonthought.Personally,Isawthisasadeficiency,
attheoutset”;towhichNicoleToutcheffrepliesthatthesefactorsareindeed
present,butsimplynotsystematicallypresentedassuch,andthattheoverall
conceptionoftheshowobviatessuchconcerns,since“aninterestingaspect
ofthiskindofphilosophicaldiscourseisthatitdoesnottrytoorganisethese
scatteredelementsintoasystem”.42

Certainlynoneoftheteam–leastofallLyotard–couldhavebeenunawareof
theproblematiccontextoutlinedabove(Lyotardmentionsambivalentlythe
questionoftheBeaubourg’s“centrality”inhisreportduringthelaststages
ofplanning).43Baudrillardhadissuedhisbrilliant,witheringanalysisofthe
“carcassoffluxandsigns”in1981.44Butifweplaceitside-by-sidewithBau-
drillard’sferocioussatire,wecanperhapsseeLyotardasstrivingtocounter-
instrumentalisethespacehehadbeenoffered:“ifyouhadtohavesomething
inBeaubourg–itshouldhavebeenalabyrinth”,saysBaudrillard;45Lyotard
usesthereconfigurablespacetobuildadarkenedlabyrinthonthefifthfloor–
orsomethingevenlessorderedthanalabyrinth(for,asLyotardnotes,evena
labyrinthusuallyhasonethreadandrestrictsmovementtoparticularpaths).46 
“Andtheystampedetoit…because,forthefirsttime,theyhaveachanceto
participate,enmasse,inthisimmenseworkofmourningforaculturethey
havealwaysdetested…ThemasseschargeatBeaubourgastheydotothe
scenesofcatastrophes,andwiththesameirresistibleimpulse”,saysBau-
drillard;47Lyotardtriestocreateanexperiencethatheightensuneaseand
disquietandconfirmsthedemiseofmodernculture.“Theonlycontentof

41 Les Immatériaux catalogue,Album,p.26.
42 “LaRègleduJeu:MatérialiserlesImmatériaux”,interviewwiththeCCIteam,inE.Thé-

ofilakis(ed.),Modernes, et Après? “Les Immatériaux” (Paris:Autrement,1985).
43 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.59.
44 BaudrillardneverthelesscooperatedwiththeCentrePompidou(notablyonthejournal

Traverses)formanyyearsbothbeforeandafterthepublicationofL’effet Beaubourg.
45 Baudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect”,p.6.
46 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.62.
47 Baudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect”,p.8.
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Beaubourgisthemassesthemselves,whomthebuildingtreatslikeacon-
verter,likeablackbox,or,intermsofinput-output,justlikearefineryhandles
petroleumproductsorafloodofunprocessedmaterial”,saysBaudrillard;
Lyotardinvitesthemassestoexperiencethemselvesasmaterial“trans-
formers”alongsidetheimmaterialstheyhavecometoexplore,andlooksinto
installingelectronicsystemstoinvolvevisitorsinteractivelybymonitoringand
gatheringdataontheirvisits.

Les Immatériauxisundoubtedlymorethanjustasymptom.AsLyotard
recountsatlengthinhisreport,48insidetheprojectanacutestruggleistaking
placewiththeconditionsunderwhichitwaspossibletomaketheexhibition
happen.YetLes Immatériaux perhapspaidtoolittleattentiontothewayin
whichitselaboratesabotageofthespaceandconceptionofthemodern 
galleryriskedbeingunderminedbytheproblemsofapostmodern space that 
wasdesignedpreciselytosupersedethatclassical-modernframework.When
Chaputreflectsonthisinstitutionalproblem,heseemstounderstandthe
latterassimplyanextensionoftheformer:

Idon’tthinkthatthereisanycontradictioninthesolefactthat
philosophicaldiscourseschangemedium.Theproblemsstartwhenone
wishestomakeittheobjectofmassconsumption.Doingphilosophyin
theframeworkofapublicservice(whichBeaubourgis)isnostraightfor-
wardmatter.Thewhole“communication”,“mass”,“democracy”,“public
service”aspecthasnotbeenaneasyfitwiththeinnovativeprinciples
oftheexhibition…The“exhibition”medium,thePompidouCentre,are
toolsconceivedasvehiclesforauniquemeaninganddevicestoshareit
throughsuccessivecapillariesasfaraspossible.Here,wedotheopposite:
oneproductwithmultiplemeanings,confidedtothesensibilityof
individuals.Thisisrigorouslytheinverseoftraditionalcommunication.49

Thispredicamentisreflectedinthesometimesbaffledandambivalent
responses to Les Immatériaux.AcontemporaryreviewbyKateLinkerinArt-
Forum,50whileconvincedbytheshow’sconceit,judgesthatitsexecution
“banaliseditscentralthemes”,with“toomuchmechanicalhokum–toomany
lightmachinesandholograms,toomanybuttonstopushandatomisersto
squeeze”,with“technologyoccupy[ing]centerstage”,“inevitablyvalorised,
andtherebymystified”.Butifthis“changeofmedium”forphilosophylooks,
ironically,“betteronpaper”,sheadmitsthatitsfailure“raisesthequestionof
whetherprofoundshiftsofaphilosophicalnaturecanberepresentedthrough
objects”.

48 Ibid.
49 “LaRègleduJeu”,p.16.
50 KateLinker,“AReflectiononPost-Modernism”,ArtForum,September1985.
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ItisdoubtlessLes Immatériaux’ssimultaneoussuccessandfailure–itscon-
tradictorystatusasbothanexpensive,technically-demanding,trailblazing
postmoderntechnologicalextravaganzaand a sombre subversion of com-
munication–thatmakesitinterestingforustoday.Thisambivalence,asLinker
indicates,isowedatleastinparttothedifficultiesinvolvedintransfusing
philosophyintothemediumoftheexhibition.How,then,didLyotardenvision
thistransfer,andwhatmotivatedhimtoattemptit?

A Medium of Resistance?
ChantalNoël,oneoftheteamfromtheCCIwhoworkedonLes Immatériaux,
speaksof“philosophychangingitsmedia.Itcomesdowntoinscribingthis
exigencyinanotherspaceandwithothermeansthanthoseofthebook”.
“Throughthe‘exhibition’medium”,shecontinues,“theculturalinstitution
becomesasitewherecertainreflectionsofaphilosophicalordercanbe
grasped.”51Wemightagree,butatthesametimeweneedtoacknowledge
thatthispropositionalreadygivesrisetoanothersetofquestions:Whatis the 
exigencyofphilosophy?Simplytocreateastateofwonder,orquestioning?To
craftandcommunicatenewconcepts?Toofferaglimpseoftheresolutionof
socialorpoliticalproblems?Toshapeintuitionsorsymbolsthatschematise
concepts?Andwhatisthefunctionofa“culturalinstitution”inrelationtosuch
aims?

Moreover,whatmadethisquestionofa“changeofmedium”appealingfor
Jean-FrançoisLyotardatthetimeofLes Immatériaux?Itseemsthathefound
himselfunderpressurefromtworelatedmovements:Firstly,atadistance
ofadecadeandahalffrom‘68’stransdisciplinarydelirium,heobservedthe
one-waydriftofinstitutionalphilosophybackintoaclosedcircleofscholars,
andanembattledoneatthat.AtthetimeofLes Immatériaux,philosophical
activityinitstraditional(university)settingwasbeginningtobechallenged
bytheedictsofneoliberal“pragmatism”,“communication”,and“efficiency”
(aprocesswhosenadirseemstobeinsighttoday).Outsidetheacademy,
meanwhile,anewbreedofprofessionalpublicintellectuals–thenouveaux 
philosophes–hademergedtoproudlysweepunderthecarpetallofthecon-
ceptuallyviolent,antihumanistenquiriesofpoststructuralistthought,railing
againstitsabrasiveexperimentalism,itsuselessnessforimmediatepractical
politics,anditsnihilism,andseekingtoreestablishthinkinguponsolidground
withthehumanasafixedpointfromwhichtoassert,asLyotardwritesin
The Inhuman,“theauthoritytosuspend,forbidinterrogation,suspicion,the
thinkingthatgnawsawayateverything”.52Yetatthesametime,withinthe
mostdisparateofnonphilosophical spheres–biology,design,artandscience,

51 “LaRègleduJeu”,p.16.
52 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Introduction:AbouttheHuman”,inThe Inhuman,p.1.
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andeverydaylifeitself,strainingunderthetorqueoftechnicaldevelopments
whosevocationhadneverbeento“makesense”andwhosedeliverances
scramblethefinalitiesofhumanismandmodernistoptimism–philosophical
questionspresentedthemselvesnotjustasunavoidable,butintheformofa
generalisedintenseexperience ofdisorientation.

Theenlightenmentinstitutionswithinwhichphilosophycouldtraditionally
claimarightfulplaceareindecline,then,andyetatacitappealforphilosophy
comesfromeveryquarter.This,Lyotardsays,iswhatgivesrisetoa
philosopher’sneedtogooutsidetheuniversity;hestatesthisexplicitlyas
one of the reasons for his involvement in Les Immatériaux:“Aphilosopherlike
meismoreinclinedtothinkhisinterestslieinbecominginvolvedinwhat
happensoutsideinstitutions;thatheneedstogetoutoftheuniversity.Hence
my presence in the team planning Les Immatériaux…Beyondinstitutionalised
philosophy,thereisaphilosophyyettocome,onewhichcorrespondstothe
abolitionof‘disciplinary’boundaries.”.53

Refusingtheclearandefficientcommunicationcommandedbythenouveaux 
philosophes,Les Immatériaux wouldpreciselynotaddressitsaudienceinany
illusorilystraightforwardway.Initsdramatisationofphilosophy,itsetoutto
resisttheconsensualstiflingofthefundamentalinquietude that constitutes 
thebeingofthehuman,andwouldevenaimtoamplifytheintensificationof
thisinquietudeinanincreasinglytechnicisedenvironment.

Itisworthnotingherethatthistwo-wayresistanceisnolesspertinenttoday,
whenthereislittlediffusionofacademicphilosophyoutsidetheuniversity
walls,andwhen,if“philosophy”everdoesappearinapopularsetting,itis
stillmoreorlessinthe“communicative”formoutlinedabove,orevenworse:
philosophyasanalternativeformofentertainment,distraction,therapy,
self-help,asadiversionaryenrichmentofone’slife,andsoon.Moreover,any
attempttodaytobringphilosophyintothepublicsphereinthemoreinde-
terminate,challengingwaythatLyotardprescribeswillfinditselfindirect
competitionwithamoreformidableclaimant:increasingly,overthepast40
years,contemporaryarthasestablisheditselfastheprimaryculturalsite
whereapublicthinkingrecognisableasphilosophicaltakesplace.Thisnew
agoraisallthemoreformidableacompetitorinthat,withinit,participation
incontemporarythinkingissaidtotakeplacenotthroughalaboriousstudy
andworking-throughofconcepts,butthroughcollectiveandindividualexpe-
riencesandhappenings.Preciselythekindof“dramaturgy”ofideasthat
LyotardpioneeredinLes Immatériaux hasineffectbecomeendemic.Thus,
aswelookbackonLes Immatériaux 30yearslater,wecanseeitasoneofthe
firsteventsinwhichphilosophyandtheartoftheexhibitionwerebrought

53 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,ÉlieThéofilakis,“LesPetitsRécitsdeChrysalide”(interview),in
Théofilakis (ed.),Modernes, et Après?,p.5–6.
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togetherinsuchaway–withalltheambivalenceentailedbythatpioneering
status.

Les Immatériaux soughttomakegoodthedeficienciesofphilosophyin
itspublicrolebyreassertingphilosophy’svocation:thatofexacerbating
inquietuderatherthanissuingreassuringcommunicationsbasedonan
assumedcommonground.Andyetitwasofcourseconceivedasaproject
thatwouldgainalargeaudience.Itatonceembodiedandchallengedthe
emergingmodeloftheexhibitionasapublicspectacle–amodelwhich,one
mightargue,merelyfeedsintothecommunicativefrenzyofaccelerated
development.Inthissense,too,Les Immatériaux canbeunderstoodasa
kindofhingepoint:itseemstobepoisedonaknife-edgebetweensatisfying
theBeaubourgculturalmegamachine’scallforpolyvalentculturalcom-
munication,ontheonehand,andentirelysabotagingthesedemandswith
disorientation,indetermination,andgreyness(“philosophypaintsitsgreyon
grey!”)ontheother.Asweshallsee,therootsofthisambivalencemustbe
soughtwithinLyotard’sphilosophicalworkofthetime.

Inquietude and The Accelerationist Error
AtthesametimeasLyotardistemptedtoundertakeLes Immatériaux ’s
experimentofpursuingphilosophy“inanothermedium”,hiswritingsattest
toarenewedcommitmenttophilosophy“itself”.Itisasif,duringthisperiod
–atleastinthetextscollectedinThe Inhuman(which,asLyotardreminds
us,werelargelydeliveredtononprofessionalaudiences)–thephilosopher
wasundergoingoneofthoseupheavalsinwhichtechnicallabour,andthe
unfoldingandelaborationofaprogrammeofinvestigation,giveswayonce
againtophilosophizingassuch:indeterminate,ambiguous,puzzlingand
open.(AshewritesinThe Differend,a“wearinesswithregardto‘theory’”
meansthat“[t]hetimehascometophilosophize.”54)Allofthismakesthese
writingsvaluableforthoseofuswho–naively,andcountertoprofes-
sionalisation,archivisationandexegesis–wishtotakephilosophyoutside
oftheacademiccloistersanddophilosophynot“bythebook”but“fromthe
heart”.Perhapswemightlegitimatesuchnaivetybyappealingtotraditionand
sayingthatthisheartisAugustinian:Inquietus est cor nostrum,saysAugustine:
ourheart–forAugustine,thatofpostlapsarianman–isunquiet,itcanfindno
rest;itsinquiryintoitself–the question I have become for myself–isnotoneof
patient,systematicexegesis,butsomethingmorelikeacontinuousunease,or
evenpanic.ThisinquietudeisakeywordthatappearscontinuallyinLyotard’s
vision for Les Immatériaux.

54 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Differend: Phrases in Dispute(Minneapolis:Universityof
MinnesotaPress,1988),trans.GeorgesVanDenAbbeele,p.xiii.
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Augustinianinquietude isreprisedbyPascalintheanthropologyattheheart
ofhisfragmentary,agitated,exemplarilymoderncorpus:ananthropology
abbreviatedinthePensées’ terseformula:“Conditionofman:incon-
stancy,boredom,inquietude.”55InPascalasinAugustine,theattributionof
inquietudetomanasaprimordialconditionisnotunderstoodmerelyas
descriptive,butasanormativeandevenprogrammatic demand:notonlyis
inquietudeaninevitableaspectofhumanexistencenomatterhowmuchwe
maytrytosuppressit;itistobeacknowledged,exacerbatedandintensified
–andthisisthephilosopher’stask.Thephilosopher’sjobistostiruptrouble
inhimselfandhisfellowhumans,toexposetheconstitutiveinquietudeatthe
heartofthehuman,whichmoderncivilisationintensifieswhilesupplyingus
withendlessdistractionswithwhichtorepressandignoreit.

NowhereisthisinquietudestrongerinLyotardthaninhisdeparturefrom
Marxism.Inhisemotionallycharged1982memoirofPierreSouryi,56Lyotard
expressesexquisitelythepainofhisinabilityinallconsciencetoaccedetothe
certaintiesrequiredinordertocommithimselfto“thestruggle”:hisdoubts
astotheinabilityoforthodoxMarxismtodescribethecontemporaryworld;
hissuspicionofthedialecticasauniversallanguage(language-game);and
hisconvictionthatcapitalismhasenteredintoanunprecedentedphase,in
whichthesupposedcertaintiesofitsso-called“organicdevelopment”are
subverted.ItisatthispointinLyotard’sworkthatwearriveatthequestionof
“accelerationism”.57 

ThecirculationofNickSrnicekandAlexWilliams’s2013“Manifestoforan
AccelerationistPolitics”58hasledtoareconstructionandreappraisalofwhat
BenjaminNoyshasretrospectivelydubbedthe“accelerationist”periodin
Frenchtheory,aperiodwhichbeginspreciselywithLyotard’s(andDeleuze
andGuattari’s)breakwithMarxistorthodoxy:59 

GalvanisedbytheeventsofMay‘68anddriventoawholesalerejection
ofthestagnantcataractsoforthodoxpartypolitics,inhistextof1972
Energumen Capitalismand1974’sLibidinal Economy Lyotardsuggeststhat
emancipationofdesirebesoughtnotthroughthedialectic,notthrough
theparty,butbywayofthepolymorphousperversionsetfreebythecap-
italistmachineitself.Errantforcesareatworkin thesignsofcapitalitself,
hesays.Theindifferenceofthevalue-form,themachiniccompositionof

55 OninquietudeinPascal,seeAlexandreDeclos,“L’InquiétudedanslesPenséesde
Pascal”,Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale78(2013),p.167–184.

56 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“AMemorialofMarxism”,inPeregrinations: Law, Form, Event(New
York:ColumbiaUniversityPress,1988),p.45–75.

57 Onaccelerationism,seeR.MackayandA.Avanessian(eds)#Accelerate: The Accel-
erationist Reader(FalmouthandBerlin:UrbanomicandMerve,2014).

58 Ibid.
59 B.Noys,The Persistence of the Negative(Edinburgh:EdinburghUniversityPress,2010),p.

4–9.
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labour,andtheirmercilessreformattingofallprevioussocialrelations
isseenastheengineforthecreationofanewfluidsocialbody.Itisthe
immanencewithuniversalschizophreniatowardwhichcapitaldraws
socialrelationsthatpromisesemancipationhere,ratherthantheparty
politicsthat,nodoubt,paledbycomparisonwiththeoneiricescapades
of‘68.ThecredoofaccelerationismismostexplicitlyformulatedbyGilles
LipovetskyinhisreadingofLyotard:“‘[R]evolutionaryactions’arenot
thosewhichaimtooverthrowthesystemofCapital,whichhasnever
ceasedtoberevolutionary,butthosewhichcompleteitsrhythminallits
radicality,thatistosayactionswhichacceleratethemetamorphicprocess
ofbodies.”60

Accelerationisminitscontemporaryform,ontheotherhand,whiledrawing
heavilyuponthismoment,introducessomedifferentnuances;itissaidto
consist in 

[t]heassertionthatthecrimes,contradictionsandabsurditiesofcap-
italismhavetobecounteredwithapoliticallyandtheoreticallyprogres-
siveattitudetowardsitsconstituentelements.Accelerationismseeksto
sidewiththeemancipatorydynamicthatbrokethechainsoffeudalism
andusheredintheconstantlyramifyingrangeofpracticalpossibilities
characteristicofmodernity…[T]thefocusofmuchaccelerationistthinking
istheexaminationofthesupposedlyintrinsiclinkbetweenthesetrans-
formativeforcesandtheaxiomaticsofexchangevalueandcapitalaccu-
mulationthatformatcontemporaryplanetarysociety.Accordingtoaccel-
erationism,then,thetransformationswroughtontheplanetandonthe
humanbyglobalisedtechnology,thecorrosionoftraditionandheredity,
theartificialisationofexperienceandtheinextricablyglobalreformatting
ofthesocialarenotdeplorableills,theyarenotonlyinevitablebut
presentanopportunitytoextendtheongoingadventureofthehuman
project.Andcrucially,theclaimisthattothinkthisisnotmerelytoacqui-
escetocapitalismbuttospeculatebeyondit:thataccelerationcanbean
emancipatoryvectorofenlightenment.61

Beforeturningtothiscontemporaryaccelerationism,letusaskwhetherit
is possible that Les ImmatériauxwasalsoapartofLyotard’sreckoningwith
the“accelerationist”momentinhiswork.Inseveralofhisworksfromthe
‘80s,Lyotardspeaksofthatperiodasalapsus.FirstofallinPeregrinations–
wherehetalksaboutLibidinal Economyashis“evilbook,thebookeveryone
istemptedtowrite”.62Andsecondly,andmoreindirectly,intheintroduction
to The Inhuman,whereheseemstodeploretheimpulsebehindthisworkand

60 MackayandAvanessian,“Introduction”to#Accelerate, p. 11–12.
61 Ibid.,p.4.
62 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event(NewYork:ColumbiaUniversity

Press,1988),p.13.
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toregretthemistakeshemadeinthewakeofhisdeparturefromtheparty
line.Lyotard’skeypointhere–oneechoedbymanycriticsofcontemporary
accelerationism–isthattheaccelerationisterrorconsistsina failure to draw a 
distinction between two types of the inhuman:

Theinhumanityofthesystemwhichiscurrentlybeingconsolidatedunder
thenameofdevelopment…mustnotbeconfusedwiththeinfinitely
secretoneofwhichthesoulishostage.Tobelieve,ashappenedto
me,thatthefirstcantakeoverfromthesecond,giveitexpression,isa
mistake.63

Thefatalmistakeofaccelerationismwastobelievethat,onthehorizon
ofthedeterritorialisationopenedupbycapital,therewouldbedisclosed
anoriginarydesirethatcouldflowfreeofinstitutedstructuresofpower.
Now,however,Lyotardtakesamoresoberviewofthedangersinvolved
incapitulatingto“theimperativetointroducingevermoremediations,
ofbreakingdownandmodulatingeverythingtoassuremorecontroland
morecapacityanda‘richer’setofpossiblemodifications”–ageneralised
differentiationofwhich“newtechnologiesandthemediaareaspects”,a
processwhich“isreproducedbyacceleratingandextendingitselfaccording
toitsinternaldynamicalone…assimilat[ing]risks,memoris[ing]their
informationalvalueandus[ing]thisasanewmediationnecessarytoits
functioning”.64Whatheoncesawastherevolutionary“metamorphic”
potentialofcapitalistdeterritorialisation,henowseesasaprocessthat,in
itsinexhaustibility,“takesawaythehopeofanalternative”.65Whatismore,
justasdevelopmentdoesnotentailemancipation,sotheinhumanityof
thesystemdoesnotprecludeabanalhumanism.Theriseofthenouveaux 
philosophes hasprovedthatthereisinfactnoincompatibilitybetweenthe
alienationsofcapitalandthereinscriptionofanall-too-humanmaskfrom
which spout communicative homilies that act as a suitable emollient for 
inquietude.

Giventhattheabovedescriptionof“development”citedaboveisnotdissim-
ilartoLyotard’sdefinitionofthe“immaterialcondition”,let’shypothesisethat
thetwoarenotunconnected,andthat,inLes Immatériaux as in The Inhuman,
Lyotardisseekingathirdoption–neithersocialismnorbarbarism–andin
doingso,seekingtoatoneforhiserror.InLes Immatériaux,hecontinuesto
interrogate the technosocial reformatting of the human through inhuman 
materialmemory.Hecertainlydoesnoterectanymoralobjectiontoit–in
fact,aswehaveseen,heconstructsthenotionofimmaterials precisely so 
as to let them speak,tolegitimatethemasanobjectofphilosophicaldis-
course,breakingthemoutofthemodernparadigmandallowingthemtobe

63 Lyotard,“AbouttheHuman”,The Inhuman,p.2.
64 Ibid.,p.7.
65 Ibid.,p.6.
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expressedaccordingtotheirpropernature.Aswehavesuggested,thisalso
involvesa“legitimation”oftheinquietudetheyprovoke.And,finally,itisthis
inquietudethatgivesrisetotheimmanentdemandforanon-institutional
philosophyconductedbyothermeans.Butwhatrelationdotheseexigencies
havetoLyotard’sretreatfromhisaccelerationiststance?

The attempt to legitimate immaterials without returning to his irresponsible 
accelerationiststancegenerallygivesrisetoanadvocacyofslowness. “To go 
fastistoforgetfast”,undertheimperative“Beoperationalordisappear”,66 
whereas“writingandreadingwhichadvancebackwardsinthedirectionof
theunknownthing‘within’areslow”.67Lyotardhereseemstorediscoverthe
theme of anamnesis as the “otherofacceleration”.68Herecoversthisclas-
sicalphilosophicalterm–therememberingofwhatwasalreadywithin,the
immemorialnon-selfintheself,glazedoverbydoxa andbyeverydayhabit
–asthenameforarecoveryofthe“other”inhuman;arecoverythattakes
place through an advocacyofimmaterialsthatisnot,however,asubmission to 
thevistaofsheeraccelerationtheyopenup.Theageofimmaterialsandthe
demandsitmakesuponthoughtopenadeepchasmwithinthehumanwhich
mustbecarefullydistinguishedfromthepromiseofcheapaccelerationist
thrills–thejouissanceofwhich,precisely,wouldcolludewith“communication”
and“development”.

Lyotardlinkstheimmaterial closely to the immature;69andtheanamnesic
inhumanistheprovincenotoftheurbansophisticatebutofthechild.For
Lyotard,“thechildiseminentlythehumanbecauseitsdistressheralds
andpromisesthingspossible”–thatis,itatteststowhatisnotyetsecurely
boundwithinthehorizonofthehuman,anddemandsandmakesevident
theincompletionofthelabourofbecominghuman.Humanismconceivedas
alreadyachievedandcomplete(thesmugly-assumedmajorityofthenouveaux 
philosophes)isbutafaçadeofmaturity,afeigningofadulthoodwhosestance
isentirelycompatible,ideologicallyspeaking,withthemercilessacceleration
ofcapital.Butpresumablyaccelerationismgoesintheopposite,equally
undesirabledirection,losingsightoftheinquietude ofthechildasitgazesrapt
attheimaginedspectacleofadeterritorialisedfuture.

AsPascaltellsus,wemaycreateendless“diversions”inordertoforgetour
inquietudeandthevacuityitalertsusto–andyetallthiswillachieveisto
deepenit.InLyotard’swords:“thesystemhastheconsequenceofcausing
theforgettingofwhatescapesit.Buttheanguishisthatofamindhaunted
byafamiliaryetunknownguestwhichisagitatingit,sendingitdeliriousbut
alsomakingitthink–ifoneclaimstoexcludeit,ifonedoesn’tgiveitanoutlet,

66 Ibid.,p.2.
67 Ibid.,p.2–3.
68 Ibid.,p.3.
69 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.34.
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oneaggravatesit.”70Inquietudethereforeneedstoberecognised,awakened
andintensified,aninquietudewhich–accordingtoPascal–stemsfrom
ourvacuity,fromthefactthatwedonotknowwhatweare.And,asChaput
declares:

The proposition of Les Immatériauxis…tomakefelt,toshow,troubled-
ness,inquietudeandmadness.71

Lyotard’saccelerationismwasreallyabouttheacknowledgementoftheend
ofthehumanprojectunderstoodasaprojectofwill,asthecollectiveproject
ofenlightenment.Throughtechnics,throughthehegemonyoftheexchange-
formofvalue,throughtheautomationandautonomisationofthemachine
ofdevelopment,humanprojectionintothefuturehadbeenusurpedbythe
autonomicwillofcapital,ablindandinfinitewill-to-will,apurposiveness
whoseonlypurposeistoproducemore,toextractmore,tomediatemore–
whatLyotardnowcalls“development”.Clearly,theaccelerationisterrorhad
beentoplacefaithintheemancipatorydynamicofthisautonomicprocess.

Lyotardsimmaterialism,however,stillcorrespondstotherenunciationof
themodernCartesianvisionofauthorialprojection,thefreeimpositionof
aprojectconceivedbythewilluponamatterwhichisanindifferentpatient
forthehumanagent.Butitcombinesthisrenunciationwitharecusalofthe
accelerationistfaithincapital’sfuturity.Itisinsomethinglikeastateofshock
(touseBernardStiegler’sexpression)that,whiledefiantlyresistinganynos-
talgicreactionagainstthedisquietingtechnicaledificeofimmaterials,Lyotard
seekstoundertakea“deeperreflection”thatwoulddiscovertheirmore
fundamentalsignificancebywayofanamnesisorthe“otherinhuman”.

Itisdifficult,however,nottoseethiscontemplationwithoutprojectasbeing,
also,aretreat.Theriskisthatitconsignsphilosophicalthinkingtoaneven
moreconfiningsequestration,andthat,moreover,itatteststoacontinuing
faithinanunderlyingrealityofthe(in)human,orofthought,thatcanbe
extracted,recovered,andprovidesuccour–evenifthisrecoveryisinfinitely
deferred.Atthesametimeashewantstoreflectthatimmaterialsaretrans-
formingthehuman,Lyotardalsowishestomovethisreflectiontoareg-
isterthatwilleffectivelybeaprophylacticagainstmachiniccontamination,
sinceitindicatesthatthoughtcanmaintainareflectivedistance.Anditis
the exhibition thatthencomestostandforthisfreespaceinwhichwecan
distanceourselvesfromtheaccelerativeprocessandreturntoathought
that“doesn’thaveitsplaceandtimeonthesupportofinscriptions”andthat
“remainsunknowntothebreachingsandscannings”.72 

70 Lyotard,“AbouttheHuman”,p.2.
71 ThierryChaput,voiceoverintheshortfilmOctave dans le pays des immatériaux (dir.Paule

Zajdermann,1985).
72 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Logos andTechne,orTelegraphy”,inThe Inhuman,p.55.
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Theintentionhere,afterall,seemstobetoreinscribethemachinewithina
technical space that is lacking in being – which suggests that Les Immatériaux 
stakeseverythingonatestwhich,onthebasisofaffectiveresponse,would
reinscribetheborderbetweenmanandreplicant.73Althoughthis“recovery”
willneverbecomplete,theexperienceofinquietudefurnishedbythedrama
oftheexhibitionineffectbecomesproofofthehuman’sresistanceto
absorptionintotheaccelerativedynamic.

Exhibition and/or Laboratory 
Ingeneral,culturalinvestmentintheexhibitionasasiteforthinkinghasonly
intensifiedsinceLes Immatériaux.Manycontemporaryartprojects,oftenwith
theimprimaturofaphilosopher,andoftenmixing“non-art”objectswith
artworks,promotetheideaofacommunityofinquietudeandindeterminacy
thatexistsfleetingly,fugitively,inthehiddencornersof“thesystemofdevel-
opment”,inplacesofcontemplationorcollectivefabulation,thusreconfirming
thatsomeimmemorialsiteremainsforathinkingoutsideofit:this,itseems
tome,ispreciselythehopeofthecontemporaryformofpublicexhibition,
andoftheworldofcontemporaryartingeneral.

TheaggressivedrivetoexacerbateinquietudepresentinLes Immatériaux, 
however,seemstohavegivenwaytomoreanodyneforms.Waryofasserting
anypurposeorproject,retreatingfromthetechnosocialrealm,cowedby
thedreadthattechnology=rationality=mastery,manyofthesecultural
reflectionsarepreytoacertaininstitutionalcalcificationofthedogmas
ofindeterminacyandsublimity.Theirarticlesoffaitharethecommunity
ofthatwhichcannotcommunicateitscommunity;thevalueofopen,free,
nondeterminedplay,receptiveness,andindefinition;andtheinsistencethat
wemustbuildspacesinwhichnot toconceptualise,explicate,project,plan,
assert,orproduce.Intheguiseofsombrereflection,thisdistancesbothart
andphilosophyfromtheforcesandknowledgesthatshapetheworld.More-
over,whennon-artobjectsarebroughtintotheexhibitionspace,theyare
preciselyseveredfromthesecomplexproductiveforcesandrenderedover
toasystemofcirculationthatwronglysupposesitselfcapableofdistancing
itselffromthem.Whydoesanartisttakedisquieting,vexing,puzzlingobjects
fromtheworldofcontemporarycapitalismandplacetheminsidethisother
environment?Becausethesematerialsarewhatconstructourtechnosocial
situation.Withwhatpurpose?Theartistrefusestotellyou,becausehis
valueasartistispreciselytoteartheseobjectsawayfromtheirfunctional
integrationinto“thesystemofdevelopment”andtopresenttheminaspace
ofindeterminacy,toenableustoreflectupontheminadeepermanner.To

73 OnLyotard’spost-accelerationistprojectasanextendedBladerunner-style“voight-
kampfftest”seeI.H.Grant,“LA2019:DemopathyandXenogenesis”,inMackayand
Avanessian(eds),#Accelerate,p.275–301.
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whateffect?Toaimateffectswouldbepreciselytocedetothesystem–the
artistdoesnotdothis,becauseheiswellawarethatthemodernideaofwillis
compromisedbytheevilsofcapital,thataccelerateddevelopmentmakesof
anyhuman“project”anabsurdity.

Whatisdisturbingnow,inshort,isthatthepresentationofinquietudehas
becomeindistinguishablefromacertainquietism,andthat“thegallery”has
onceagainbecomethe“establishmentofaculture”,albeitadistinctively
(post-)postmodernone.PerhapsthetypeofprojectanticipatedbyLes 
Immatériaux isnowfullyintegratedintotheconsensualpoliticsproposedby
the nouveaux philosophesandbyneoliberalism,asasanctionedformofcom-
munication.Ithasfounditsproperplace,asapassivecontemplationwithout
project,which,atmost,nurturestheforlornhopeofpreservingthinking
intactwithinasequesteredspace.Theedifyingfunctionofinquietudeisfully
integratedintothecirculatorysystemofthecultureandcommunications
industrythatLyotardhadhopedhissombregreylabyrinthwoulddelayor
obstruct.AllofthismeansthatwemustlookatLes Immatériaux not in a nos-
talgicallyindulgentmode,butfromthepointofviewofacontemporarysitu-
ationwhichitanticipatesandwhichitplayedapartincreating,atthesame
timeasitsetouttoresistit.

Today’sexhibitions,withcataloguesfullofphilosophers’essays,andwhose
eclecticexhibitssagelyreflectonvarious“materials”,“objects”and“things”,
provokesomeambivalenceasto“whichinhuman”theyserve:thetroubling
reflectionthaterodesself-certaintyandexposesustoimmanentcrisis,or
theacceleratingcirculationofmessagesquitecapableofcomfortingand
reassuringusastheylubricatedevelopmentandtheextractionofsurplus
value;thechildwhospeaksinanalientongue,ortheinfantilisedadultof
consumercapital,arelayforplatitudesofculturalliteracyandself-satis-
fied“contemplation”?JustasLyotardreturnedtohisearlier“mistake”,the
dialecticwithinLes Immatériaux betweenaccelerationandanamnesisshould
becriticallyrevisitedinordertoassessthecontextinwhichitsproducers
soughttostagethisstrugglethroughadramatisationwithinthespaceofthe
exhibition.

Itiseasytopledgeallegiancetoourinquietude,toacknowledgetheinde-
terminatenatureofwhatitistobehuman,withoutassumingthecollective
responsibility tooncemoredeterminewhatwewillmakeofourselves.This
latterquestionistheonethatcontemporaryaccelerationismsetsouttoask,74 
insistingthattheimpossibilityoffixingourplaceinrelationtomatterinterms
ofaninheritedconceptofmasterydoes not haveasitsnecessaryconsequence
that we must resign ourselves to merely contemplating our possible fate from 

74 SeeNickSrnicekandAlexWilliams,“#Accelerate:ManifestoforanAccelerationistPol-
itics”,inMackayandAvanessian(eds),#Accelerate,p.347–361.
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withinashelteredspace.Initsrenewedoptimismandadvocacyofenlight-
enment,itremindsusthatwehavemodesofthinkingatourdisposalthatgo
beyondCartesianismmechanismandLaplaceandeterminism,andargues
that we have the means to orient ourselves speculatively within these new 
spacesandtopositivelytakeholdofinquietude.75Whetherornotonefinds
convincingthebroadsketchessetoutsofarbycontemporaryaccelerationism,
Iwouldarguethatitsbasicimpulseposesanappropriatechallengethattoday
invitesustoreachbeyondthestakesofLes Immatériaux:thatofdecoupling
theexperimentalexplorationoftheunknownspacesthatimmaterialsopen
upfromtheprofitaxiomatic,andofdoingsobeyondspacesofcontemplation
andindeterminacythatpresentthefleetingillusionofshelterordazzleus
withthesublimeaestheticisedspectacleofourowndisorientation,withinthe
contextofacultureindustrywhoseproductionsaresafelysequesteredfrom
thatofwhichtheyspeak.

AccordingtoSrnicekandWilliams,76 accelerationism is a matter of remaining 
truetobothinquietudeandtheavant-gardewilltobecomeinhuman,butalso
ofimaginingwaystocollectivelyundertake thereformattingofthesocius,
to reorientthehegemonyofsociotechnics,theextensionofthe“collective
cortexconstitutedbymachinememories”.77Forisn’tthetimeformelancholy
andmourning–the“firststateofshock”,inBernardStiegler’swords–now
over?Don’tweneedtogobeyondstupefaction,anddoesn’tLes Immatériaux 
ultimatelystillfalltoomuchonthesideofchagrin rather than jubilation?To
go further calls for a transformative anthropology rather than an apologetic 
anthropology,andaconstructiveratherthanareflectiveimmaterialism.It
callsfortheinvolvementofphilosophicalthoughtacrossdisciplines,certainly,
butintheregisterofdesignandproductionratherthanexhibitionand
reflection.Thegreatestproblemofpoliticsandofdesireisthemismeasure
betweenpossibilityandrealitytowhichtechnocapitalismconstrainsus.The
experimentisalreadybeingconducteduponus,buthowdowebreakintothe
laboratory?Howdowemobilisethatwhichisawakenedbytheinquietudeof
theimmaterialageyetwhichresiststhesystemofdevelopment(the“other”
inhuman)inthedirectionoftheconstructionofanimmaterialfuture?Thisis
ataskthatarguablynolongerbelongswithintheregisterofreflectionorof
exhibition,eventhesurexposition that Les Immatériauxintendedtooperate.
Forultimately,ifwearetotakeonthephilosophicalandpoliticalstakesthat
LyotardwishedtobringtolightinLes Immatériaux,perhapstheexhibitionis
nolongertheappropriatesiteforsuchaprocess.

75 Asmanycontemporaryaccelerationistsargue,sciencefictionshouldbeaninspiration
here,asitturnsfearandinquietudeintoexcitementatunknownpossibilities–let ’snot
forgetthatLyotardhimselfsaysthegoalis“tomovefrommelancholia to novatio,from
chagrintojubilation”.

76 Ibid.
77 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.45.
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Despitethefeverishhybridizingofcontemporaryphilosophyandcon-
temporaryart,todaywerarelyseeanythingasacutelyexpressiveaswas
Les Immatériauxofthetensionbetweenthedemandsofneoliberalcultural
institutionsandthewilltousetheexhibitionasamediumforthinking.Rarely
dothetwosittogetherinquitesuchopendiscomfort.Atatimewhenwerisk
creatingaclosed-circuitbetweentheoreticalproductionandcontemporary
art,Lyotard’sheartfeltwishtousethe“newsupport”oftheexhibitionfor
philosophicalthoughtinorderto“dramatiseideas”,toreachanaudience
beyondbothacademicphilosophyandtheart-museumaudience,andto
dosobydisquieting them,remainsinspiring;yetitsimplicitcritiqueofthe
“moderngallery”needstobeextendedintoaconsiderationofthemachineof
culturalcirculationthatisthecontemporaryexhibition;theconventionsand
limitationsofthisinstitutionofculturealsoneedtobechallenged,inorderto
movetowardaconstructiveimmaterialism.AsLyotardsays:

Thereisagapbetweenwhatisproposedtousforourlittleeverydaylives,
andtheenormouscapacitiesofexperimentationandtheirramifications
inthesocial,openedupbytechnoscience.Peopleareveryawareofthis.
Leadingadog’slifewhenoneisatlargeinthecosmos,etc.…Alaboratory
humanity,thatistosayanexperimentalhumanity,thiswouldbethebest
outcomeofthecrisis.78

78 Ibid.,p.11,and13.







From Immaterials to 
Resistance: The Other 
Side of Les Immatériaux 

Daniel Birnbaum and Sven-Olov Wallenstein 

Les Immatériaux has often been seen as a celebration of information 
technologyandanewpostmodernworldbasedontheimmaterialityof
flowsofinformation.Theproposalhereisthattheunderlyingconception
wasfarmoreambivalent,notinthesenseofsomepsychologicalhesitation
onthethresholdofthenew,butratherassomethinginherentinthethings
themselves–mostimportantly,becausetheverysenseof“thing”herewasat
stakeduetothechangeswroughtuponoursensoriumbytechnology,inthe
widestsenseoftheterm.1 

Infact,asequeltoLes ImmatériauxentitledRésistanceswasplanned,and
wouldhavedealtwiththeundersideofcommunication:noise,distortion,and
thedimensionofexperiencethatresistsbothconsciousnessandlanguage.
Thispartwasnevercompleted,andwhatremainsareonlytheaccounts
ofparticipantsinLyotard’sseminars.2Itcanhoweverbeunderstoodas
alignedwiththedirectioninwhichLyotard’sownresearchwasmovingat
thetime,awayfromthepostmodernasauniverseofmessagesandcodes,
andretrievingsomeofhisearlyideasworkedoutalreadyinDiscours, figure: 
touching,theevent,andwhathecalled“passibility”.Les Immatériaux may then 
beseeninconjunctionwiththissecondexhibitionthatnevertookplace.This,

1 Theargumentsketchedouthereisextractedfromaforthcomingbook,Spacing 
Philosophy: Jean-François Lyotard and the Philosophy of the Exhibition.

2 PhilippeParrenoandHansUlrichObrist,The Conversation Series 14 (Cologne:Walter
König,2008),p.17.Thespecificclaimthatwillbemadethroughoutthisessay,that
theplannedsequeltoLes Immatériauxwastohavedealtwiththeresistancetocom-
munication,isbasedonParreno’srecollections,andinthisitcanobviouslybecon-
tested;thepresenceofthethemeassuchinthewritingsofLyotardfrom1985onwards,
however,isundeniable.
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ofcourse,isatenuousproposal.Wehavenowayofknowingwhatthesequel
wouldhavelookedlike,andanyclaimsaboutitmustremainconjectural.And
yettoundertakethetaskofimaginingsuchasecondpart,wesuggest,means
tocontinueLyotard’sthoughtintothepresent,andtoremainattentivetoits
complexityandcontradictions,bothasaconceptualinvestigationandasa
practicaltask.3 

Resistance, Possibility, Infancy
Iftheprojectpresentedin1985wasincomplete,atleastifseeninrelation
tothepossibilityofasequel,thenwemustattempttolocatesomethinglike
anambivalenceorhesitationintheunderlyingconception.Infact,there
aretracesofachangeinLyotard’sapproachthatseemstooccuratroughly
the same time as Les Immatériaux – a fact whichmakestheexhibitioninto
somethinglikeapointofbifurcation,asiftheuneasethatitaspiredtobring
aboutinthespectatorsfirstofallstruckLyotardhimself.Throughoutthe
booksandarticlesthatwouldfollow,hemovesawayfromthephilosophyof
phrasesandtheclaimsaboutcommunicationandthepervasivelinguisticality
ofexperiencethatformedtheorganizationalgridforLes Immatériaux–or,as
weprefertoreadthisjuncture,hebegantodeveloppreciselythismomentof
uneaseasthatwhichgivesthought,theunthoughtundersideofthecom-
municationalparadigmasanirreducibleresistancethatisnotsimplynegative,
butthatintowhichthinkingmusttapinordertoupholditsstrangeincapacity
andbelatednessasapromise.

EntitledRésistances,theunrealizedprojectforasecondexhibitionwouldlikely
havefocusedonnecessaryzonesoffrictionandonwhatfirstappearsasan
irreduciblymaterialdimension,eventhoughsuchmaterialityinturnmustdis-
placetheinheritednotionofmatter,justastheimmaterialityofimmaterials
isnotsimplyaresuscitatedversionofPlatonicideas.Materialandmatterare
herenotmeantasmerephysicalinertiaorpassivity,asthehyle that cannot 
existotherthanasinformedbyamorphe,butasamodalityofgivennessas
such,aresistancethatbypassesorpassesin-betweenthesensibleandthe
intelligible.AndifLes Immatériauxsomewhatcautiouslysuggestedthatmatter
washerereferencedonlyinacontradictoryfashion,Lyotardwillinhissub-
sequentwritingsspeakofmatterinasensethatrelaysthiscontradiction,in
anattempttothinkmatternotasametaphysicalcategorysetinoppositionto
mind,soul,andconsciousness,ortoidea,form,andideality,butassomething
atthelimitofthinking,whichcallsthinkingforthjustasitwithdrawsfromit.

3 Asasecondpartofthisinvestigation,DanielBirnbaum,Hans-UlrichObristandPhilippe
ParrenowillcurateanexhibitionentitledRésistances,whichwillcontinueLyotard’sideas
intothepresent.Thisprojectinformssomeoftheclaimsattheendofthisessay,even
thoughtheexactshapeofthisexhibitionisatpresentstillnotdecided.
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Fromthepointofviewofcommunication,thesecondpartoftheexhibition
wouldhavefocusedonitsobverseside:noise,loss,scrambling,anddis-
order;allofthosefacetsofexperiencethatofferaresistancetotransmission.
Beginninginthephysicalsenseofresistance(asintheresistanceproducedin
electriccircuits),thethememayobviouslybeexpandedtocoverallfacetsof
experience,anditbelongstotheindeterminacythatisinherentjustasmuch
inimmaterialityandidealityasinmatteranditsvariouscognates.Thus,even
ifthefirstexhibitioncanatfirstsightbetakenaschampioningvariousforms
ofdematerialization,theattentivenesstoformsofresistancewasinfact
presentthroughout,eventhoughinanobliquemanner–whichiswhyone
mightassumethattheplannedsequel,atleasttoacertainextent,wasalready
present in Les Immatériaux,asakindofundercurrentorpossiblecounterpoint
readingagainstthegrain.Whatsuchanexhibitionwouldhavelookedlike
inthemidtolate1980smustofcourseremainpurelyconjectural,andour
proposalhereisrathertotracethisideaofresistanceasitisreflectedand
inflectedinmanyotherquestionsandconceptsthatLyotardwasdeveloping
simultaneously with Les Immatériaux,andthatwouldfollowhimtotheend.

OnetermthatsurfacesinsomeofLyotard’swritingscontemporaneouswith
andadjacenttothe1985exhibition,andwhichseemstogathertogether
manyofthesensesofthetheme,ispassibility,whichweherechooseasour
pointofentryintothiscomplexofideas.Thetermoriginatesinmedieval
theology,whereitdenotesGod’scapacitytobeaffectedbythecourseofthe
worldinsteadofsimplyremainingsealedinastateofimpenetrableplenitude
or“impassibility”.Inmodernphilosophyitseemstohavebeentakenupby
Levinas(whoalsobecameamajorsourceforLyotard’sreflectionsonthe
possibilityofaradicalizedversionofKantianethicsfromthelatterpartof
the‘70sonwards),andhasgainedcurrencyinsomestrandsofcontemporary
phenomenology,whereitisoftenunderstoodintermsofa”radicalpas-
sivity”thatcandrawonHusserl’sextensivemanuscriptsonpassivesyn-
thesisandexplorationsofthelevelofsubjectivitythatliesatthefringesof
itsconstitutivepower.4Theabovephrase“capacitytobeaffected”mustbe
understoodwithequalemphasisonbothterms,sothattheparadoxthatwas
alreadypresentinthetheologicaltraditionisallowedtoexertitsfullpower.
Inpointingtoanintermediaryzone,neithersimplyactivenorpassive–which
inthetheologicalregisterwouldamounttoadivinemiddlevoiceofsorts–it
opensanobscuredomainofthein-between,neitherfirstnorsecond,neither
thestuffofgivennessnortheformingconcept.Inthissense,passibility
maybeunderstoodasdevelopingwhatLyotardalreadyinDiscours, figure 
called“event”or“donation”,5andwhichinthelaterworksalsoappearsin

4 See,forinstance,DidierFranck,Dramatique des phénomènes (Paris:PUF,2001).
5 Inanearlieressay,wehaveattemptedtooutlinethegenesisofthesethemesin

Lyotard’searlywork–which,however,willremaininthebackgroundhere.SeeDaniel
BirnbaumandSven-OlovWallenstein,“FiguringtheMatrix:Lyotard’sLes Immatériaux,
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theguiseof“touching”,“presence”,or“gift”,drawingontheKantiansublime,
Heidegger’sEreignisandthees gibt,aswellasaffectivityinFreud.

Implicatedinallofthesereferencesisapeculiarstructureoftimeasdelay
anddeferral,whichLyotardoftendescribesintermsoftheFreudiancon-
cept Nachträglichkeit,a“deferredaction”thatscramblesthebefore/after
structureofconsciousness.ForLyotard,ratherthanbeingsimplythe
oppositiontopresence,deferralwillprovetobefundamentallyentangled
withit,fusingintoacomplexideaofpresenceitselfasdeferral.Presenceand
delayarethusnottwodistinctideas,butmakeupaconstellationinwhich
presence eventually becomes an overarching term for that which is elusive 
orevenerasedinexperience;thatwhichresiststheunifyingcapacityofthe
retentionalandprotentionalstructureofconsciousness,whileyetbeing
giveninawaythatholdsconsciousnesscaptive,hauntingitintheformofan
eventoranoccurrencethatitstrugglestograsp.6Intheessay“TimeToday”,
Lyotardwrites:“Whatmemorizesorretainsisnotacapacityofthemind,nor
eveninaccessibilitytowhatoccurs,but,intheevent,theungraspableand
undeniable‘presence’ofasomethingwhichisotherthanthemind,andwhich,
‘fromtimetotime’,occurs.”7ForLyotard,however,theeventisnotonlysome
overpoweringordisruptiveoccurrence,asintheFreudiantrauma,butmore
likeaconstantdimensionofexperienceitself,theeventhoodor“eventuality”
ofthatwhichtouchesusatthelevelofaffectivesensibility–whichisalso
whyitbecomesanimportantconceptinaesthetics,eventhoughthelatteris
atermthatLyotarddistrusts,perhapshastily,becauseofwhatheseesasits
pacifyingnature.Theeventsignalstheirruptionofsomethinginthesensible,
in the aisthesis,thatdemandstobearticulated,andcallsforthourcapacityof
reflection.

Inadifferentregister,thedelayoftheevent,thetemporalfoldthatjoinspast
andpresent,inLyotardalsoreceivesthenameof“infancy”.8Infancy,asthe
etymology in-fanssignals,islocatedbeforelanguage,thoughnotmerelyina

1985”,inThordisArrhenius,MariLending,WallisMillerandJéremieMichaelMcGowan
(eds.),Place and Displacement: Exhibiting Architecture(Baden:LarsMüller,2014).

6 Lyotardoftenexplicitly,butperhapstoohastily,deniesthatphenomenologywould
beabletoapproachsuchapresence.Hisuseof”presence”,however,comesclose
toHeidegger’stermAnwesen,”presencing”,understoodasaverb,inoppositionto
presence as Anwesenheit,theformormodalityofthatwhichispresent,i.e.beings.
Presencingisthatwhichremainsconcealedinthepresent,belongingtothedimension
oftheevent(Ereignis)asthatwhich”gives”butcannotbeapprehendedasgiveninthe
entity.Lyotard’spresencemightinthissensebereadasbelongingtoaphenomenology
”éclatée”,asDominiqueJanicaudcallsit(withoutanyreferencetoLyotard);see
DominiqueJanicaud,Phenomenology ”Wide Open”: After the French Debate,trans.Charles
N.Cabral(NewYork:FordhamUniversityPress,2005).

7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Inhuman: Reflections on Time,trans.GeoffreyBenningtonand
RachelBowlby(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991),p.75.

8 ForarichexplorationofthisthemethatrarelyreferstoLyotard,yetremainsclose
tohiminmanyrespects,seeChristopherFynsk,Infant Figures(Stanford:Stanford
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chronologicalsense,butalsoasanunderlyingorderthatsubsiststhroughout
adultlifeinitsentirety.Itisneveraccessibletomemoryandconsciousrep-
resentation,butonlygivenasa“debt”thatwecanneverpayoff,andassuch
italsohasacloseproximitytoanaestheticthatmustremainatthelimits
of aisthesisbecauseittouchesus,asanevent,atthefringesofthesensible,
beforetheegohasacquiredanydefiniteshape.Intheessay“Prescription”
Lyotardsuggeststhat“aestheticshastodowiththisfirsttouch:theonethat
touchedwhenIwasnotthere…Thetouchhasitsplaceandmomentina
savageoralienspaceandtimethatareforeigntothelaw.Andtotheextent
thatitmaintainsitself,persistsinthemodeofthisimmemorialspace-time,
this savagery or this sinful peregrination is always there as a potential of the 
body.”9Childhoodcaninthiswayevenbeunderstoodas“inhuman”,inthat
itexceedsourlifeasrationalsubjects,anditsmodeofbeingisthatofthe
remainder,ofreturnandhaunting.Inanotherregister,however,itisalsowhat
is eminently human,becauseits“distressheraldsandpromisesthingspos-
sible”aswellas“manifeststothis[adult]communitythelackofhumanityitis
sufferingfrom”.10

Theresponsetothistouchoreventonthepartofthinkingmusttakethe
form of writing,Lyotardsometimessuggests,awritingthatoriginatesin
thebody–whichinrelationtoLes Immatériauxwouldmeantocompletethe
trajectorythattheexhibitionproposesintheoppositedirection,takingus
fromlanguagetobody:toreturntothebodymeanstouncovertheother
sideof“theimmaterials”,theirinescapableresistancetouniversalizationand
translationintonumerics,thoughnotinthesenseofanoriginorgroundin
alife-worldthatwouldprecedethemasananexactandmorefluidmaterial
onwhichidealizationsareperformed.11Butthisinfantbodycanalso–and
perhapsmoresurprisingly,since,unlikewhatLyotardherereferstoasthe
“phenomenologicalbody”,itwithdrawsusfromtheworldoftransitivityand
relations–betakenasasourceofresistanceinamuchmorestraightfor-
wardsense.ThiscomesacrossintheessayonOrwell’s1984 in Le postmoderne 
expliqué aux enfants,whereLyotardlookstothemaincharacterWinston’s
attempttoretrieveadifferentlanguageinsidetheofficialliesbyprobinginto
achildhoodthatishisownandnooneelse’s,whichstillinvitesa“sharing

UniversityPress,2000).ForastudyofLyotard’slaterphase,seeGeoffreyBennington,
Late Lyotard(CreateSpace,2008).

9 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Lectures d’enfance(Paris:Galilée,1991),p.39.
10 Lyotard,The Inhuman,p.4.
11 ThiswouldbeHusserl’sanswer,aspresentedintheCrisistextsfromthelate1930s.

Lyotard’spathwouldratherseemtotakehimintothevicinityofHeidegger.Itisonlyby
followingthemovementoftechnologytotheend,throughitsconsummateemptying
outofhumanism,thatwecanbegintograspitsessenceassomethingotherthan
machinery.
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ofsensibilitythatitcanandshouldtakeascommunal”.12Suchasharinghas
itsobviouspredecessorintheKantiansensus communis,andLyotardishere
atonceclosetoandfarfromArendt’spoliticalphilosophy,13 but also to the 
BenjaminofOne Way StreetandBerlin Childhood: what is important is not the 
singularfactsintheirempiricalspecificity,buta“childhoodoftheevent”,that
whichbringsustogetherpreciselybynotbeingcaptured.

Againstthetheoriesofpragmaticsandcommunicationthatwereatstake
alreadyinthefirstdiscussionofthepostmoderncondition,butalsoshifting
the accent from the systematic analysis of phrases in Le Différend,theselater
textssuggestthatitisonthebasisofanddrawingfromtheincommunicable 
andincommensurableinourexperiencesthatwecommunicate,ratherthan
throughasharedsetofcontentsandclaimsabouttheworld,orthroughthe
applicationofasetoftranscendentalrulesthatwouldgoverntheformation
ofphrasesandarguments.Whiletheincommensurabilitybetweenphrase
regimeswasoneofthemajorthemesofLe Différend,andthethemeofblanks,
caesuras,andsilenceswasessentialfortheanalysisofwhyphrasesmustbe
linkedtoeachotherintheabsenceofdefinedrules(sothatsilencetooisa
phraselikeanyother),inthelaterwritingsthedimensionofthebodyandits
affectivity,whichwaslargelyabsentfromthephilosophyofphrases,returns
andprovidestheideaofblanksandgapsinlanguagewithadifferentkindof
depth.Thatwhichliesinbetweenphrasesisnotjustsilenceandgaps,but
indicatesadimensionofaffectivityandsensibilitythatisthepreconditionfor
phrasingassuch.

The Crisis of Foundations
Inalittle-noticedtextfrom1989,“Argumentationetprésentation:Lacrisedes
fondements”,14Lyotardspeaksofthisdepth,assomethingthatontheone
hand–dependingonone’sphilosophicalconvictions–threatensor promises 
todisappear,andontheotherceaselesslyreturnsasamirageoraninfinite
task,intermsofacrisis of foundations.Understoodinthemostgeneralsense,
thecrisishasnodoubtbeenaroundsincethedawnofGreekphilosophy(krisis 
infactbeingone,orperhapsthe,keyoperativetermalreadyinthePoemof
Parmenides),buthasacquiredaparticulardepthinmodernity,especially
aftertheviolenttransformationsofthesenseofspaceandtime–ofthe

12 Jean-FrançoisLyotard, Le postmoderne expliqué aux enfants(Paris:Galilée,1986),p.
142–143.

13 See”Lesurvivant”,inLectures d’enfance.
14 ThetextwasoriginallypublishedinAndréJacob(ed.),Encyclopédie philosophique uni-

verselle, vol. 1, L’univers philosophique(Paris:PUF,1989),p.738–50,andhasnotbeen
reprintedinanyofLyotard’sbooks.ItisherecitedfromtheEnglishtranslationbyChris
Turner,inCultural Politics,Volume9,Issue2( July2013),p.117–143.
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“transcendentalaesthetic”asdelineatedbyKant–andcontinuestohauntour
presentinanevenmoreintensifiedform.

Historically,thephrase“foundationcrisis”stemsfromthedebatesthat
occupiedthemathematicalandphysicalsciencesduringtheearlydecades
ofthetwentiethcentury,anditconcernedtheverysenseoftherealityto
whichtheoriescouldreferoncetheclassicalconceptionsinsciencehadbeen
discarded.ForLyotard,thisimpliedablowagainstthereferentialaswellas
pragmaticvaluesthattraditionalsciencecouldrelyon,aprofoundmutation
inthought’srelationtoitsother,tosomethinglikebeingitself.Theaporia
ofthegivenandtheconstructedimposeditselfthroughoutphilosophy
andthevarioussciences,andjustastheideaofafoundationthatwouldbe
simplygivenappearedincreasinglytenuous,sotheclaimsaboutaunivocal
andrationalmethodofconstructionbecamedoubtfulasmoreandmore
paradoxesemergedinthefoundationsoflogicandmathematics.Many
analyses,directandindirect,wereproposed,fromthesense-datarecon-
structionsoflogicalpositivismtothelife-worldofHusserlandtheclearing
ofbeinginHeidegger,andLyotardsuggeststhatwhatisatstakehereisthe
questionfromwheretheobjectwouldbe“ob-jected”:thatis,whetherthereis
anythingatallthatprecedesourconstructions,orifthetechnicalefficacyof
scienceissimplyallthatremains.

ForLyotard,thiscrisis,inallthevariouscontradictoryshapesthatit
took,cannotbesolvedinthewayproposedbyKarl-OttoApel,thatis,by
recoursetoa“metapragmatics”thatlocatesthegroundofreasoninrules
ofargumentation,themselvesinturnfoundedinacommunityofrational
agents.15Thissolutionisbasedontheideaofauniversalandtranscendental
communicationalcompetencethataspirestodisplacethefoundational
claimsmadebyphilosopherslikeHusserlandDescartesbyshowingthatall
suchclaimsalreadypresupposecommunication.Inthis,Apel’srejectionof
earlierversionoffoundationalismprovidesyetanotherultimatefoundation
ofreason,thistimebyrecoursetoanideaofultimaterulesofargumentation
thatmustbe(indeedhavealwaysnecessarilybeen)respectedinallother
previousorfuturefoundationallanguagegamesinorderforthemtomake
sense,andinthiswaycanlayclaimtoatranscendentalstatus.AsLyotard
remarks,however,Apelremainslargelysilentonthecontentoftheserules,
somewhatvaguelyreferringtoacommonfocusontheproblemtobesolved,
ortheaspirationtoachieverationalconsensus–andperhaps,onemight

15 ApelcitesWittgenstein,whospeaksofa“system”withinwhichany“confirmationand
disconfirmationofahypothesistakesplace”,asystemwhichis“notsomuchthepoint
ofdeparture,astheelementinwhichargumentshavetheirlife”.SeeLudwigWittgen-
stein,On Certainty,trans.DenisPaulandG.E.M.Anscombe(Oxford:Blackwell,1974),sec.
105.ForLyotardthiselementisnotsomuchasystemasafieldofa“certainpre-cogito
phenomenology”thathelocatesinMerleau-Ponty’sThe Visible and the Invisible,which
showstherenewedrelevanceofphenomenologicalthemesinLyotard’slaterwork.
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add,necessarilyso,sinceanymoresubstantialspecificationwouldalready
commithimtoaparticularphilosophicalclaimanddeprivetherulesoftheir
“meta”-pragmaticstatus;theywouldbeyetanothermoveinthegame,and
nottheconditionforthegame–anygame–assuch.Againstthis,Lyotard
suggeststhatwhatadvancesthesciencesisratherthescramblingand
breakingofrules–scientistsaremorepronetoempiricalthantranscendental
pragmatics,hesomewhatironicallyquips.Thetranscendentalaccountinfact
alwayscomestoolate,andisincapableofelucidatingtheemergenceofthe
new,oftheeventfuldimensionofthinking.Inthis,thediscourseofscienceis
moreakintothemovesmadeinordinarylanguage–and,wemightadd,to
philosophy,asLyotardwilllatersayinLe Différend,whereitistheverysense
andevenpossibilityofanysuchrulesthataretheobjectsofdiscussion,and
thinkingmustproceedinanexperimentalfashionwithoutanyonce-and-for-
allpre-establishedguidelines.Whatitmeanstothinkphilosophicallycannot
bedecidedthrougharecoursetopre-existingrules;rather,therulesare
whatresultsfromtheprocessofthought,whichitselfisinsearchoftherules
thatguideit.Andinthisphilosophycommunicateswithbothscienceand
artthroughacommonzoneofindeterminacy–which,however,theyinhabit 
differently,wemightsay.

Withrespecttotheideaoffoundations,forLyotardthisnecessitatesareap-
praisalofwhatmustprecedeallrationalconstructions,forwhichhefinds
theresourcesinKant–or,moreprecisely,inaKantrereadinthelightofour
presentconcerns,whichthesciencesatthehorizonoftheCritique of Pure 
Reasonforeclosedbyofferingsecuritiesthatarenolongerourown.Theques-
tionoffoundationhastodowithspaceandtime,ormoregenerallytheidea
ofsomethingsensibleassuch,whichissomethingonwhichallconstructions
aremade,thoughitselfnotthereasagiven,butratherasthatwhichiswith-
drawn.InKant,Lyotardsuggests,thereisalreadyanattemptat“tracingthe
pathtowardaninfancyofthoughtthatisalwayspresupposedinitsadultage
(whichisargumentative)andeverpresentassomethingconcealed”,16and
whichbecomesevenmorepronouncedaswemovefromthespace-timeof
thefirstCritiquetotheratherdifferentapproachofthethirdCritique,which
providesthebridgetoLyotard’sownreflectionsonthepossibilitiesandlimits
ofaesthetics.Herethepre-objectivedomainiswhatgivesrisetoareflective
judgementthatbearson“feeling”,ina“plasmatic”state,inawaythatfor
Lyotardunderliesallotherclaims,ratherthanjustbeinganintermediary
capacitylocatedbetweencognitionandethics:“Kantianaesthetics,inits
architectonicguise,teachesussomethingmuchmoreradical:thatreflexive
judgementis,ifnotconstitutive,thenatleastrequiredbytheotherfacultiesof

16 “FoundationCrisis”,p.126.



From Immaterials to Resistance 253

knowledgeandthatfeelingistheprimordial,fundamentalmodeofreception
ofanygivenness.”17

Thisisalsowhereheoncemorecomesbacktohisearlierdiscussionsof
Merleau-PontyinDiscours, figure,andhowtheanalogywiththevisualfield
mightallowustoapproachthelayerofthepre-objective:“theanalogyisnot
anarbitraryone,sincethe‘free-floatingforms’,towhichKantreferstheaes-
theticfeeling,alsoconstitutewithoutadoubttheweftor,asMerleau-Ponty
hasit,the‘nervures’ofthefieldofperception…[even]‘nervuresofbeing.’”18 
Andyet–andinthistheclaimsofDiscours, figure against the phenomenology 
ofperceptionaswellasagainstthephenomenological“fleshoftheworld”
remaininplace–thereisalwaysadifferenceinthevisual,aninvisibilityfor
whichtermslikenon-presentableandsublimemaystandasmarkers.This
oncemoresignalsadeparturefromMerleau-Ponty,whichisnotjustoneof
vocabulary–sincetheinvisiblehereisnotwhatalreadybeginstotranscend
thesensibleintheformofideasandconcepts–butthemomentofdonation
thatunderliesthesensibleandonlycanbereachedthroughadispossession
ofsubjectivityofamoreradicalnaturethanthatattainedthroughthedescent
intotheflesh.Iftheaesthetictakesustowardthisregion,itisthusalso,
always,asan”anaesthetic”thatopenstowardstheevent.

Attheendofthisessay,however,Lyotardsuggeststhatthiscrisisof
foundationscaninfactbeovercomeinawaythatdoesnotpreserve
thedimensionoftheevent,butratherproducessomethinglikeitsfinal
occultation.Thiscouldperhapsbeunderstoodassomethinglikeacrisis 
of the crisis–or,inHeideggeriantermsthatLyotardhereperhapsbrushes
asidetooquickly,theforgetting of forgetting,thetechnologicalerasure of 
the withdrawalthatisnecessaryforbeingstoappear–andheenvisages
thepossibilitythatdonationmighthavebecomeacalculableconstruct,
a physissyntheticallyproducedin“technoscience”,inawaythatdirectly
picksupthebasicthemeofLes Immatériaux.“Thenewtechne”,hewrites,
“inkeepingwiththeessentialconceptoffingereinherentinit,enablesusto
obtainnotonly‘results’inallsortsofcalculationsbutsounds,colors,or,in
otherwords,materialsandarrangementsofthingsbothmusicalandplastic.
Thesearenowreplacing‘forms’thatariseoutofthesyntheticpowerofthe
imagination,oroutoftheOther.Theyarenotapprehendedreflexively;they
aredeterminedbycalculations,bothintheir‘design’andintheirrestitution
anddissemination.Andcalculationincludesnotonlytheworkthatoccupies
thetimeofcomputerengineersbutalsothe–itselfconstitutive–accounting
ofspacesandtimes(includingallthoseknownasworkingspacesandtimes)
expendedintheproductionanddisseminationofsyntheticmaterialsand

17 Ibid.,p.128.
18 Ibid.,p.133.
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forms.”19“Anthropologically”,Lyotardconcludes,thistransferfromintuitionto
calculationandconstructioncanbeinterpretedas”anemancipationofhuman
beingsfromtheirconditionasearthlyanimals”;“transcendentally”,onthe
otherhand,suchacrisis“remainstobethoughtthrough”.20Itistothisthinking
throughthattheworkafterLes Immatériauxwasdedicated.

Rewriting Freud
ItisatthisjunctureofLyotard’sworkthatFreudtooreturns,andtheexchange
betweenpsychoanalysisandphenomenologybeguninDiscours, figure is 
takenupagain,albeitinatransformedfashion.If,inhisearlywork,Lyotard
arrivedatasetofaffirmativeclaimsaboutenergiesandforces,thesewillnow
bedisplacedbywhathesometimes,withatermborrowedfromLacan,calls
“theThing”(la Chose),abodythatisheldhostagetosomethingthatitcannot
decipher.Thisistheinfantbody,notinasimplychronologicalsense,butas
asiteofpre-inscriptionthatwillalwaysremainwithus,drawingtogetherthe
birthofthesubjectasconditionedbythesexualdifferenceandtheemergence
ofsomethingoutofnothingintermsoftheontologicaldifference,sothatthe
prioritybetweenthembecomesentangledandundecidable.

InthisrenewedreadingofFreud,theideaofpassibilityisworkedoutinterms
ofaffectivity,whichinmanywayspursuesoldthemes,butalsogivesthema
newtwist.WhilethephilosophyofphrasesinLe Différendhasevacuatedthe
possibilityofthephysicsormetaphysicsofdrivesthatonceunderwrotethe
claimthat“TheDream-WorkDoesNotThink”(asreadsthetitleofoneofthe
central chapters in Discours, figure),itneverthelessopensamorepositive
approachtolanguage,thoughonethatstillwantstosteerclearofthetheory
ofthesignifierthatforLyotardlimitstheLacanianapproach,towhichhe
neverthelessremainsclose.While,aswehavenoted,alreadyinLe Différend 
phrasesareunderstoodaseventsinabroadsense,constitutingacategory
thatexpandsbeyondthenarrowlylinguistictoincludesilencesandaffects,
thislatterdimensionultimatelyremainedmarginalintheearlierbook,andthe
dynamicandaffectivedimensionoftheKantianfacultieswaslargelyover-
shadowedbyWittgensteinianmotifs.Inthissenseitisnodoubtsignificant
thatWittgenstein’simportancewilldiminishaswemoveintoLyotard’sfinal
phase,whentheconnectiontophenomenologyandpsychoanalysiswillbe
madeoncemore.

Inthenewapproach,theunconsciousisreconstructedasan“inarticulate
phrase”,oran“affect-phrase”.Thisphrasticqualitydoesnotmeanthatit
presentsauniverseaccordingtotheaxessense-referenceandsender-
receiver.Whatispresentedisratherafeelingofpleasureandpainthat

19 Ibid.,p.140.
20 Ibid.,p.140f.
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remainsnon-localizablewithrespecttothecoordinatesoftheuniverseof
languageasthepresentationofsomethingobjective;andaswewillsee,in
thisitisakintothefeelingofpleasureandpainaslaidoutinKant’sthird
Critique,whichprovidesabridgetoaesthetics.Whattranspiresisthatthereis
somethingthere,thereisan“ithappens”which,however,isbetrayedassoon
asitistranslatedintoacommunicativelanguage.

Thisnewtakeontheunconsciousisspeltoutindetailintheessay“Emma”,21 
whereLyotardinterrogatesoneofthecasehistoriesinFreud’s1895Project 
for a Scientific Psychology,whichindeedisoneofFreud’smostphysicalist
texts,wherehespeaksofforcesthatproduce“facilitations”(Bahnungen)in
awaythatwoulddrawhimclosetoLyotard’searlyconceptionofenergetics.
WhatcomesacrossinthislaterreadingbyLyotard,however,istheproblem
oftime,ofhoweventsareinscribedandbecomemeaningfulinaparticular
structureofdeferral.Theunconsciousaffect,Lyotardsuggests,canremain
unrecognizedwhilestillenteringintoconsciousnessthroughasubstitutethat
cannotbeunderstood.

ThepatientEmma’sfearofgoingtothestorealoneis,inFreud’sanalysis,
linkedtotwoscenesfromherchildhood;neitherofwhich,however,is
sufficienttoaccountforherpresentstate.Lyotardsuggeststhattheymust
beunderstoodasoverlaid,sothatthefirstsceneonlyproducesitstraumatic
affectwhenitisrememberedandactivatedatasubsequentstage,inakindof
retroactiveorinvertedcausalitythatisatthebasisofFreud’stheoryofNach-
träglichkeit.InLyotard’sreadingoftheEmmacase,whatisimportantisFreud’s
ideaofaprimalrepression–thatis,anobjectthatneverwasconscious,and
which may account for the presence of originary formations in the uncon-
scious,aswasalreadysuggestedintheelusivepositiongiventothematrixin
Discours, figure.

ForLyotard,thepossibilityofthisprimalrepressionsignalssomethinglikea
pure passibility,wheretheaffectisinscribedwithouteverbeingconscious,
andonlyappearsatthelaterstage;acapacityforbeingaffectedregardlessof
whethertheeventcanberepresentedornot,whichimpliesthattheactive-
passivedistinctionisderivativeinrelationtosuchprimordialevents.Suchan
eventcannotberepresentedorremembered;itisapureevent,anditstime
isthepresent,thehereandnow;while–fromthepointofviewofconscious-
ness,andofwhatcanbenamedinlanguage–itwillneverhavebeenthere
atallasacontent.Thepurepresenceeludesconsciousness,structurally,
whileconsciousnessassuchisheldinthegripofthispresence,whichiswhat
locatesitinachildhoodbeyondmemory.

21 InJean-FrançoisLyotard,Misère de la philosophie(Paris:Galilée,2000).Foraluciddis-
cussionofthistextinrelationtoLacan,seeAnneTomiche,“RephrasingtheFreudian
Unconscious:Lyotard’sAffect-Phrase”,inDiacritics,Vol.24,No.1(Spring,1994),p.43–62.
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Thisdimensionalsocomesacrossinthatparticularqualityoflanguageknown
astimbre,whichLyotardinvestigatesinanotheressay,“Voix”,dedicatedtothe
problemoflanguageinpsychoanalysis.WhatliesatthecoreoftheFreudian
enterprise,atadepththatmayhaveescapedFreudhimselftotheextentthat
analysisremainsmodelledonSocraticdialogue,isnotspeechinthesense
oftheAristotelianlexis,i.e.statementsthatwouldbesituatedalongtheaxes
oftheuniverseofcommunicationandtransmitanobjectivecontent,butthe
soundingofthephone,theinarticulateandpassionatedimensionofavoice
thatdirectlyindicatesaffects–ormoreprecisely,istheaffectasindicativeof
itself,“tautegorical”,22Lyotardsays–ratherthaninscribingthemasamoment
ofrepresentation.Thephoneescapesthetemporalorderofthesignifying
chainanditsinterlocutors,inwhichafirst“I”relatestoasecond“you”,even-
tuallyconvertibletoobjectivethird-personpropositionsthatmaybereported
inacasestudy,ultimatelybecomingathemeforpublic,scientificdiscourse,
withits“transcendentalpragmatics”andrule-boundexchanges.Thephone is 
simply there,asatoneortimbrejustaselusiveasitisinsistent,inanow that 
defiestheorderoftimeasthestructureofbeforeandafter;anditcannot
evenbeattributedtoasubjectthatwouldbeitsbearer,butratherbelongs
tothesamedimensionasthein-fans,thespeechlessandaffectivelifethat
hauntsalllanguage,alsoandperhapsmostinsistentlyinitssilence,innot
beingheard,orindisruptingtheorderofthelexis.

WhatisultimatelyatstakeintheselatermeditationsonFreud’swritings
isperhapsnotthetruthabouttheFreudiantextsthemselves,even
thoughLyotardremainsascrupulousreader,sometimeseventothepoint
ofobscuringhismoregeneralclaims.InDiscours, figure,regardlessof
thesuspicionagainstconceptualsynthesisandargumentativeclosure,
psychoanalysiscouldstillbemarshalledagainstthephenomenologyofthe
bodyandvisualdepthasadiscoursethatwouldsomehowbemoretrue,closer
totheeventandthedonation,andcouldbeopposedtothephilosophical
projectassuch,whichLyotardatthetimeperceivedasinextricablybound
upwithaPlatonistdowngradingofthedisruptiveforceatworkinsideor
beneaththesensible.However,justasinevitablyas,say,theNietzschean
overturningofmetaphysicsasanalysedbyHeidegger,thiscountermove
tendedtoproduceyetanothermetaphysics,thistimecentredaroundthe
“drives”,asLyotardwouldlatersay.Againstthis,thelatertextsnolongerpose
asanti-orcounter-philosophical,butproposeasthetaskofphilosophyto
listentothatwhichliesunderneaththelexis,communication,andthesubject,
notinordertodispeltheminfavourofsomemoreoriginarypowerorenergy
(the“libidinal”,asitwascalledintheearliertexts),butrathertouncovera

22 Lectures d’enfance,p.137.Theterm“tautegorical”isalsousedbyLyotardtodescribethe
Kantiansublime,initscapacitytodisclosetoushowitfeelstothink;seeLyotard,Leçons 
sur l’analytique du sublime (Kant, Critique de la faculté de juger, §§ 23–29)(Paris:Galilée,
1991),p.26.



From Immaterials to Resistance 257

differentstratum–thepassible,infancy–thattheyalwayspresuppose.Inthis,
psychoanalysis,art,andacertainalbeitreluctantlyacceptedphenomenology,
areallies,notbecauseanyoneofthemwouldbemoretrue,butbecauseeach
ofthem,intheirparticularway,areattemptstograspthesameungraspable
andineluctablecondition.

The Limits of Communication
Inthepresentcontext,itisparticularlyrelevanttoseehowthethemeofan
irreducibleobversesidetothelexisalreadyfromtheoutsetcomestorework
theideaofcommunicationfromwithin,sothatitappearspreciselyasthat
whichartmustresistinordertopreserveitsproper,eventfuldimension,that
withintheaestheticthatmakesaestheticsasadisciplinepossiblebutalso
eludesit.

InanessaythatwascomposedroughlyoutatthesametimeasLes 
Immatériauxopened,“SomethingLike:‘Communication…withoutCom-
munication’”,23Lyotardradicallyquestionstheideaofcommunicationthatat
firstglanceseemsliketheunquestionedpointofdeparturefortheexhibition.
Thestartingpointfortheessayistherespectiveandseeminglyincompatible
claimsbyKantandAdorno,firstlythatthefacultyofjudgingiswhatrenders
ourfeelinguniversallycommunicable(mitteilbar)withoutthemediationofa
concept(Kant),secondlythatnoworkofartshouldbeunderstoodthrough
thecategoryofcommunication(Adorno).However,ratherthananopposition,
Lyotardhereseesbothclaimsasdifferentlyphrased,althoughintheend
notincompatible,reactionstoHegel’ssublationofartintotheconcept,
andinbothheperceivesthecontinuityofaquestforthepossibilityofa
non-conceptualcommunication.Itispreciselythiscommunicationwithout
communicationthatisextinguishedinmoderncommunicationtheories
andtechnologies,andfinallyinanart-industrythat,inaphrasethatechoes
HorkheimerandAdorno’sanalysisofthecultureindustry,“wouldbeacom-
pletionofspeculativemetaphysics,awayinwhichHegelispresent,has
succeeded,inHollywood”.24

AgainstthisLyotardmarshalstheKantiananalysisofthejudgementof
tasteassomethingthatisalwayspresumed,afeelingorsentimentalitythat
alsorequiresaparticularkindofcommunityanteriortocommunication
andpragmatics(thechoiceoftermsheretranslatingLyotard’sresistance
tothetheoriesofcommunicativeactionandtranscendentalpragmaticsin
HabermasandApel).Thishecallsa“passibilitytospaceandtime,necessary

23 Thetextwasfirstpresentedasalectureattheconference“Artetcommunication,”
organizedbyRobertAllezaudattheSorbonneinOctober1985.

24 Lyotard,The Inhuman,p.115.



258 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

forms of aesthesis”,25whoseverypossibilityimplicitlywouldthenbewhatis
fundamentallyatstakeintheworldofimmaterials,where“calculated situ-
ationsareputforwardasanaesthetic”,26andwherethedemandforefficiency,
performance,andmalleabilityhavebyfarsupersededthecybernetictheories
thatformedthehorizonofHeidegger’smeditationsontheessenceof
technologyinthe1950s.

This passibility is neither an activity of forming a giving matter nor the 
simplepassivityofreceivingit,butrather,oncemoreincontinuitywiththe
central theme of Discours, figure,presupposesa“donation”as“something
fundamental,originary”,27thateludesourcontrolandmastery.IntheKantian
vocabularyemployedbyLyotardhere,thiswouldnotbethedeterminable 
mattergiveninanintuitionthatinfactisthereonlyasalreadydetermined 
bythecategoriesoftheunderstanding,andasuchonlyseparablethrough
asecondaryreflection,butsomethingthatseizesuswithoutalreadybeing
partofcognition,andwithoutnecessarilybeingdestinedtobecomesuch
apart.Theoriginofthisgifthoweverremainsconcealed,itisanXthat
LyotardhererefersnotonlytotheKantiantranscendentalobject=x(in
factsomewhatmisleadingly,sincethis“x”isnotapartoftheconceptual
structureofthethirdCritiquethatheheredrawson,butbelongsspecifically
totheanalysisofcognitioninthefirstCritique,asitsconstitutivelimit),but
also,andperhapsmorepertinently,toHeidegger’sbeingasthewithdrawn
sideoftheontologicaldifference.Thexiswhatgivesmatterforreflection
anddetermination,anditisonit,perhapsevenonitserasureorruins,that
weconstructoraestheticphilosophies.Thefeelingthataccompaniesitis
a“welcomingofwhatisgiven”,28anditiswhatultimatelyrendersthesub-
jectopentotheworldinawaythatwillalsoholdthisworldinsuspense.The
violenceofdonationandofatruththat“detonates”–whichweretheguiding
ideasofDiscours, figureastheargumentmovedfromthestillharmonious
viewsofthephenomenologiesofperceptionandthefleshtotheunthinkable
andunrepresentableprimaryprocessinFreud–heregivewaytoamore
benign,orperhapsneutral,conceptionofwelcoming,giving,andgiftthat
comesfromHeidegger,althoughthisisaheritagetowardswhichLyotard
willremainambivalenttotheend,andnotonlyforpoliticalreasons,butfirst
andforemostbecausetheresponsetothewithdrawalofpresenceforhim
isanopen-endedexperimentationthathe,rightlyorwrongly,perceivestobe
missinginHeidegger.

Thispassiblemoment,thethere now that is given only in a temporal spasm 
thatprecludesanythereornowfrombeingsimplythereandnow,butonly

25 Ibid.,p.110.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.,p.111.
28 Ibid.



From Immaterials to Resistance 259

allowsthemtobeunderstoodinanactofanamnesisor“re-writing”,is
necessarilyforgotteninrepresentationandallthemodesofproductionof
realitythatdrawonmoderncommunicationtechnologies,itistheiralways
presupposedandyetelusiveunderside.Andyetitispreciselynotopposed
tothem,butwhatmakesthempossible,whichiswhytheimmaterialsofcom-
municationandresistancebelongtogether,andonewithouttheotherwould
onlygiveusalimitedanddistortedpicture.

Ifwedisregardthisoriginaryentanglement,theideaofresistancemight
seemtooncemoreensnareusinadualistconception,wheredonation,the
gift,andthedomainoforiginarypassibilityonlyappearasthatwhichdistorts 
communication,asakindofnegativityandnoisethatintheendcontrib-
utesnothingpositivetothinkingandexperience.ButasLyotardnotes,thisis
“becausewethinkofpresenceaccordingtotheexclusivemodalityofmas-
terfulintervention”,29andcreationonlyasamodeoftechnicalconstructionat
theexpenseoftheopennesstotheeventfulnessoftheevent;itmustbeboth,
anamnesisandconstruction,amemoryofwithdrawnpresenceandtheexper-
imentalgayscienceunfoldinginitswake.

Inotherwords,ifthiswithdrawalinsomerespectsentailsalossofexperience,
ahollowingoutofthesubject,ithashoweveritselftobethought and felt,also
asanopeningtowardsotherdimensionsofsensibilityandexperience.The
exhibitionbecomesawayofdoingthis,i.e.,notjustto“signify”thedifference
between what in Discours, figurestillappearedasthe“spaceofthesubject
andthesystem”,butalsotorenderthisdifferenceitselfanditseffectson
uspalpable.Thusthenecessityofconfronting“works”inthewidestsense
oftheterm–includingnotonlythefinearts,butalsoscience,technological
artefacts,theories,modesofwriting–witheachotherinordertoproduce
the“unease”thataphilosophicalproposal,inthecoherenceandclosurethat
inevitablycharacterizeit,cannotavoiddispelling,andthustheneedofan
exhibitionarymodethatexposethinkingtoanoutside.

An Aesthetic of Presence
AtermthatmoreandmorecomestotheforethroughoutLyotard’slater
writingsonartis“presence”.Inwhatwayshouldweunderstandthisterm?
Atfirst,itmayseemtosignalasomewhatsurprisinglydirectreturntoa
phenomenologyofperceptionandofthebody,basedinanaestheticvision
thatunderscoresthematerialpresenceofartworks,touch,gesture,anda
whole vocabulary that reinstalls precisely those motifs that Les Immatériaux 
wouldhavedeemednolongerpossible.Forsome,thisshiftamountsto
anostalgicturnthat,possiblyundertheinfluenceofHeidegger,ormore
generallyaphenomenologicalsuspiciontowardstechnology,discardedthe

29 Ibid.,p.118.
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radicalperspectiveofinventionandcreationthatwasatthebasisofLes 
Immatériaux.30Aswewillsee,eventhoughthischaracterizationmightbemis-
leadingasanaccountofLyotard’sdevelopment,itpointstoasetofproblems
inthelateworkthatmustbeaddressed.Whiletheshiftwasnotonlyalready
part of the initial statement of Les Immatériaux,butalsocorrespondstoa
motifthatwasthereinLyotard’sthoughtfromthebeginningofhistrajectory,
itisalsotruethatmanyoftheclaimsthatwefindinhislaterwritingsperhaps
tendtoshort-circuitthepossibilitiesofhisinquiry,intyingittoocloselyto
particularformsofartinawaythatimmobilizestheexchangeofconceptsand
particulars.Inshort,aswewillargue,toremainfaithfultothepathopened
uphere,wemustquestionsomeofLyotard’sexamples,atleasttotheextent
thattheytakeontoomuchofaparadigmaticvalue,andinfact,inspiteofthe
open-endedandhesitantphilosophicalcharacterofhislatewritings,seemto
resuscitatemanytraditionaltopoiofarttheory.

Fromacertaindistance,nodoubtarespectfuloneandyetadistance,
thetermpresenceobviouslyreferstoDerridaandtheproblemofthe
metaphysicsofpresenceinheritedfromHeidegger(andtheterm“decon-
struction”sometimesappearsinthelaterwritings,withoutfurther
explication,inawaysimilartoDiscours, figure).Lyotard’spresence is however 
rathertheoppositeofDerrida’s,orrather,itbearsastrongresemblanceto
thekindofthinkingthatDerridawastryingtoarticulatethroughconcepts
liketrace,différance,andspacing,preciselyasthelimitstothemetaphysics
ofpresence.Lyotard’spresencesignalsthemomentofwhatmustremain
elusiveinthesensible,althoughbywayofadifferencethatisannouncedin
andbythesensible;itisasensiblenolongerunderstoodinoppositiontothe
intelligible,butasadimensionofitsown,whichiswhyitalsodrawscloseto
theimmaterialmaterialityalreadyatstakeinLes Immatériaux.Colors,words,
gestures,soundsareontheonehandwhatispresented,ontheotherhand
theywithdrawfrompresentation,andthisduplicityiswhatgivestheaes-
theticdimensionitsprivilegedrole;nothoweverasafullnessorrichnessof
sensethatwouldhavebeenbetrayedinobjectivityandtechnoscientificcon-
structions,asthetraditionalphenomenologicalanswerfromHusserl’sKrisis 
onwardhasbeen,butasamoreenigmatickindofpovertyofsense,a“thing”
thatdoesnotevenaddressus,orremainsturnedawayinitsveryaddress.

ItistruethatLyotardoftendisplaysaprofoundsuspiciontowardtheterm
aesthetics,whichheassociatestoatraditionthatfindsitsresourcesinKant’s
thirdCritiqueandtheAnalyticofbeauty,anditsclaimsaboutbeautyand
harmony.Againstthis,hepitstheAnalyticofthesublimewithitsdisruption
ofbeauty’sconsonance,whichforhimsignalsan“anaesthetic”powerthat
shattersformandthetransitiverelationofconceptandworld.

30 AshasbeensuggestedbyJean-LouisDéotte,in“Les ImmatériauxdeLyotard(1985):un
programmefigural”,Appareil10(2012).
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Lyotardhasgivenusmanyversionsofthisparticularclaim,sometimesin
awaythatseemstostraightforwardlydisavowthebasicideasexplored
in Les Immatériaux.Inthebriefessay“TwoFormsofAbstraction”(1988)he
suggeststhatarttoday–somewhatsurprisinglyclaimedtobegenerally
characterizedby“abstraction”–followstwomainavenues.Thefirsthecalls
Hegelian,oranartofthe“understanding”,oftheVerstand,whereformsare
positedasexteriortocontent,allowingbeautytobecomekitsch,without
anydensityofsingularexperience.Suchistheart,hesuggests,produced
throughcomputation,synthesis,andtechnology–claimsthataredifficult
nottoreadasdirectedagainstmanyoftheitemsthatwereselectedfor
Les Immatériaux,wheretheclaimoftenseemedtobeadiscoveryofacon-
tinuumbetweenartfromtheearlyavant-gardeonwardandthenewforms
ofeverydaytechnologiesthatrenderthelimitsofthebodyandperception
fluidandinsecure.Thesecondtendency,onlybrieflyalludedtointhetext,
insteadfollowsthelinetracedoutbytheKantiansublime,withitsemphasis
ontheunpresentable,andleadsuptoafinalalternativethatoncemore
seemstorenderaestheticsimpossible,oratleastwithoutanypurchaseon
whatisessential:“caughtbetweenthetwokindsofabstractionthatIhavejust
outlined,thatofunderstandingwhichdeterminesvisualdata,andthatwhich
clingstotheindeterminablematerialpresencehiddeninthepresentation
ofdata,thustornapart,howcananaesthetics,areflectiononthepleasure
providedbythebeautyoffreeforms,perpetuateitself?”31Now,whilethefirst
lineseemstousherinapessimisticviewofart,thesecondopensthequestion
oftheworkasevent,asLyotardunderlinesinanotheressay,“ThePictorial
EventToday”(1993):“Theintrinsicvacuityofthepictorialinstitutiondoesnot
atallchangethenecessityofthegestureofpainting,its‘call’tobecarried
out.”32 This gestureofpaintingdoesnotleadtoadisplayofalreadyrecognized
culturalforms,butopensontoathoughtthatmobilizesadifferenttypeof
body:”Paintingisthethoughtofpainting,butitsthought-body.Itoperates
in,withandagainstthespace-timeandmatter-color:thesensoriumofthe
seeingbody.”33Ratherthancelebratingthevisualasaplenitudethatwouldbe
theresultofcreationandsubjectiveexpression,theworkisanappearance
inwhichanapparitionhappens,bywayofaparticularnegationofthevisual:
“The pictorial factumiscompletelydifferent:itturnsthechromatic(orformal,
etc.)appearanceintoanapparitionbymarkingtheaistheton(thesensible)
withahallmarkofitsthreateningsuppression.Thevisualityofpaintingalways
retrievesitselfuponblindness.”34Itisnotdirectedtosight,buttowhatis
“incarceratedinsight”,and“transformsappearanceintoapparition,likethe

31 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Textes dispersés I: Esthétique et théorie de l’art / Miscellaneous Texts 
I: Aesthetics and Theory of Art(Leuven:LeuvenUniversityPress,2012),p.199.

32 Ibid.,p.227.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.,p.228.
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poemchangeswords,vehiclesinthecommunicationalfield,intouncertain
asteroidsenvelopedinnothingness.”35

ThisprocessisforLyotardpreciselywhatgetslostinaesthetics.Butwould
itnotbeequallypertinent,infactmoreso,toseeboth moments as integral 
partofaesthetics,firstofallsincethisisexplicitlythecaseinKant?The
resourceofsuchanaestheticcritiqueofreason,whichispartofalong
traditionextendingfarbeyondtheparticularclaimsofLyotard,isnotthatit
fetishizesasensibilitythatwouldingeneralberefractorytoconceptualsub-
sumption–althoughitsometimesdoesthistoo–butthatitdemandsthat
suchresistancebearticulatedinworksthatmustalwaysbeapproachedas
singularevents,whoseparticularpresenceandtakeontheconcept-sense
dividecannotbederivedfromageneraltheory.Thisisinfactsometimes
highlightedandevenpushedtoanextremebyLyotard,totheeffectthatthe
onlyadequatephilosophicalresponsewouldbetosurrendertothesingular
–oncemoreatemptationtoanti-philosophy,asitwere,whichintheendmay
proveasmuchadeadendastheunquestionedconfidenceinthesubsuming
gestureofphilosophicalaesthetics.Thisquestionofsingularity,understood
asachallengetotheoryratherthanitsmeredemise,isinfactwhatopens
the problem of writing,asitoncealsodidforAdorno:aesthetictheory,tothe
extentthatitwantstomeasureitselftowhatisatstakeintheworks,isnot
theorythatwouldhave“theaesthetic”asoneofitsobjects,butitiswriting
thatitselfmustbecomeconstellation,insearchofitsownrules,without
therebymerelyemulatingliteratureorsomeotherartisticform.Justaslittle
astheartworkcanbeaccountedforbywhatitsays,letalone“communicates”,
canphilosophicalreflection,totheextentthatit,asAdornodemands,steps
intothemonadofthework,settleforgeneralities,eventhoughitis,assuch,
inevitablyboundupwithconceptualwork,whichiswhyaesthetictheoryis
still theory,evenifnotsimplyatheoryofsomethingthatitwouldencounteras
asetofmereexternalparticulars.Aesthetictheorydoesnothaveobjectsthat
aresimplythere,butmustinacertainwayconstitutetheobjectsasquestions
atthesamemomentasitconstitutesitselfasatheory,inanexchangethat
rendersbothpolesoftheequationjustasproblematic.

ItishoweverjustassignificantasitisproblematicthatLyotardchooses
tofocushislaterreflectionsalmostexclusivelyonpainting,notjustinthe
biographicalsensethathiswritingsforvariousreasonsdealtwithpainterslike
JacquesMonory,ValerioAdami,SamFrancis,KarelAppel,andmanyothers,
butalsobecauseofthephilosophicalweightgiventoaparticularmedium,
totheextentthatitispreciselypaintingthatisgiventheroleofchallenging
thephilosophertosurrenderinthefaceofwhatcannotbearticulated.While
Lyotardconstantlyrejectsacertainart-historicalapproach,andinsteadwants
tounderstandtheworksfromwithin,preciselyasquestionstothought,he

35 Ibid.
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remainsstrangelydependentonasetofclaimsinheritedfromthehistoryof
modernistpainting,whichasitweretakesitsrevengeallthemoresincethis
historicalnarrativeisclaimedtohavebeensuspended.

Thus,inthesewritings,Lyotardbothpusheshisownanaesthetictothelimit
–ofwhichsurrenderisone,althoughperhapsnotthemostproductiveform–
and rehearses of series of surprisingly conventional claims that often seem to 
takehimbacktotherhetoricofactionpainting.InthebookonAppel,Lyotard
thusspeaksofthenecessity“toterminatetheauthorityofargumentsandto
disturbthecalmassuranceofphilosophicalaesthetics”,36andwhatoccasions
thissurrenderiscolour,orratherthe“gestureofcolour”thatprovidesthe
bookwithitstitle,Un geste de couleur.Appel,accordingtoLyotard,approaches
colourasthat“whichistherebeforeformandconcepts”,37andlikePollock,
Appelwouldinscribecolourthroughagesturethattransfersthebodyonto
thecanvas,inamovement“notmediatedbyaconcept,images,schemas,
memories”,butas“colouritself”.38Colouriswhattransformsmatter,leading
itto“vibrate,”andfinallyisitselfthatwhichperformsthe“dance”.Inthebook
onSamFrancis,Leçons de tenèbres,hefindsasimilarsurrendertothechro-
maticmaterial,thistimeinflectedthroughdarkness,whose“lesson”isthatwe
mustlookto“thesubstanceofwhichlightismade”,leadingFrancis’painting
to“emanatefromablindvoid,(…)vanishingtowardsBlack”.39 

Inthisway,paintingmoreandmorebecomestheverynameofthought.
Ratherthanaparticularartformwithitshistoryandinstitutions,itappears
asacipherfortheineffable,asifdivestedofthathistoricalspecificitywhich
itstillretains,preciselyintheevocationofcolour,gesture,vibrations,dance,
andawholeseriesofrelatedtermsthataspiretodisplacethevocabulary
ofsubjectivityandexpressioninfavourofthework’seventhood,whilestill
perpetuatingit.Itispreciselyatthispointthatwebelievethatfidelityto
Lyotard’sproblemsnecessitatesthatwedistanceourselvesfromwhat,no
doubttooquickly,couldbecalledhisparticular“taste”.

Conclusion: Spacing Philosophy
Fromthepointofviewofthoseartisticpracticesthatmakeupourpresent,
thereseemstobeaneedtodisengagefrompainting,oratleasttothinkthe
problemthatLyotardaddressesinthenameofpaintinginitsfullgenerality.

36 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“KarelAppel:Ungestedecouleur/KarelAppel:AGestureof
Colour“,in Writings on Contemporary Art and Artists,vol.1(Leuven:LeuvenUniversity
Press,2009),p.27.

37 Ibid.,p.159.
38 Ibid.,p.179.
39 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“SamFrancis:LeçondeTénèbres/SamFrancis:LessonsofDark-

ness“,inWritings on Contemporary Art and Artists,vol.2(Leuven:LeuvenUniversityPress,
2009),p.11.
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Thequestionsofthesensible,touch,andpresenceindeedremainwithis,
perhapseveninanintensifiedform,giventheubiquityofthedigitalandthe
electronic:theconstellationofconceptsandintuitions,ofthebodyandthe
senses,andoftherelationbetweenworkandtruth,hasbynomeansreceded
fromthehorizon.Thatthepromisesorthreatsofviolenttransformationsof
thelife-world,ofourbodilysensorium,ofourexperienceofspaceandtime,
continuetohauntusshowstheimportanceofthetask.

In many ways the proposals of Les Immatériaux retrieve the promise of inde-
terminacyoftheearlyavant-gardeofthetwentiethcentury,asLyotard’s
ownstatementsclearlyindicate.Whileweseemtobefacedwithaninfinity
–andtheexperienceofinfinityasanabyssisafundamentalfeatureofLes 
ImmatériauxaswellasofLyotard’swritingsonthesublime–ofpossible
modesofexperience,thisjustasmuchproducesanxietiesandfantasies,
preciselythekindof“unease”thattheexhibitionwantedtoprovoke:alossof
self,identity,andstability,adisconnectionfromthespace-timeofperception,
frommatter,materials,andmateriality,fromtheground in all senses of the 
world.Thequestionishowtomakesuchanuneaseproductive,howtomake
it into the matterofthought,inallsensesoftheterm;howtoallowforthe
“foundationcrisis”nottoberesolvedtooquicklybyappealstoeitherthesyn-
theticconstructionsoftechnoscienceoranaïve,sensorygiven,buttomake
the“unease”thatitproducesbecomeaproductiveconditionforanexper-
imentalthinkingandmaking.

ThephilosophicaltaskproposedbyLyotard,ifweseeLes Immatériauxand
theconjecturalRésistancestogetherwiththemanyessaysandwritings
thatsurroundthefirstprojectandmaybeunderstoodaspointingtothe
second,isthequestionofhowwecanapproachartworksthat,whiletheyat
leastfromconceptualartonwardactivelyresisttraditionalmodesofaes-
theticenjoyment,neverthelessnotjustamounttoawithdrawalofsenseor
sensibility,butratheropenuptoarestructuringofthesensoriumthatallows
representationanditsundersidetoenterintoanewconstellationthatwould
beintunewiththemutationsofourpresentspace-time.Forthis,theterm
“postmodern”thatLyotardatonepointsuggestedwasperhapsadeceptive
one,sinceittendstoencloseusintheschemasofcause-effectandbefore-
afterthathisthoughtonthetemporalknotsofpresencepreciselytookasits
tasktoundo.Somethingsimilarmustofcoursebesaidofallclaimstolocate
themutationsofourpresent.Forwhowouldclaimtoknowwhatthepresent
is,whatitslimitsandpossibilitiesare?Justlikeanyothertemporalcategory
thepresentisonlygiveninanamnesis,througharewritingandworking-
through;Les Immatériauxwassuchanattempt,unfinished,incomplete,and
evencontradictory,whichiswhyitstilldemandstobenotonlythought,but
alsocontinued.
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Inhindsight,onecannotavoidnotingthatmostofthetechnologicalinventions
thatappearednewandexcitinginthe1980shaveeitherbecomepartof
everydaylife,andinthissenselosttheircapacityforproducingbothunease
andthought,or,morealarmingly,turnedintoanincreasinglyhegemonic
systemofinformationandsurveillance.Allofthiscouldbetakenassimply
anintensifiedversionofwhatAdornocalledthe“administeredworld”–and
oneinwhichthetechniquesofadministrationhavegrowninfinitelymore
subtle,insidious,anddifficulttoresist.Intheworldofglobalcapital,where
theubiquityofinformationensuresthatallthoughtistransformedintobits
ofexchangeabledigitizedunits,identityanddifferencegotogether,andthe
unifyingandlevellingpowerofwhatwasoncecalledthe“cultureindustry”
havebeenreplacedbyasmoothproductionofdifferences,intaste,desires,
lifestyles,andaffectivedispositions.Variation,specification,andinfinitesimal
penetrationintothelocalishowcapitalworks,andhowitsustainsitsordering
andregimentingfunctiononahigherlevel.

Itisagainstthisdevelopmentthatonecouldpittheinsistenceonzonesof
resistancetoinformation:opacity,inertia,friction,physicality,allseemto
offerotherpossibleavenues,andthethinkingofthesensiblethatLyotard
engagesinhislastwritings.ThesequeltoLes Immatériauxcouldinthissense
haveamountedtoacounter-statement,or,aswehaveattemptedtoshow,
anobversesidethatwasalreadypresentinthefirstexhibition,perhapseven
asthepossibilityofcompletingitstrajectoryintheoppositedirection,from
languagetobody,fromtheimmaterialityofinformationtoakindofresistant
materialitythatisinherentininformationassuch.

Thefirstproblemwithsuchacountermoveisthatitinevitably–aswesaw
inmanyinstancesinLyotard’sownwritings–runstheriskofreactivating
regressiveideasofart,drawingonwhatareinfacthighlytraditionalideas
ofpaintinginparticular,whichsincetheadventofmodernisminthemid-
nineteenthcenturyforahostofhistoricalreasonshasbeenaccreditedwith
thepotentialforprovidinguswithanalternativetotechnologicalmediation.
Whileobviouslynotassuchsimplyexhausted,theideasoftouch,gesture,
andthepresenceofcolour,togetherwithmanyothersimilarmovesthat
emphasizetheirreplaceableHereandNowinbodyart,performance,etc.,
oftenfunctionasintegratedpartsofthesystemtheysupposedlydislodge,
andinthistheyareakintothemovementofdifferentiationthatistheother
sideofsystemiccontrol,andmayexertacompensatoryfunction.Such
returns to the sensible can sometimes be conservative in an uninteresting 
sense,insimplyclaimingthatweneedtoregresstosomeearlierpointin
time;othershaveamorecomplexagenda,forinstanceasinthetheories
of“obsolescence”,wherethestrategicreturntotechnologiesandmediums
thatarenolongerconsidereduptodateallowforadifferenttakeonhis-
toricalgenealogies,butwithoutmakinganyclaimthatwecouldreturntothe
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pastwithoutfurtherado.40Bothofthesereturnshowevershareafocuson
medium,nodoubtasanechoofaformalistlegacythatcanberetrievedin
anynumberofways,andyetremainscaughtinatheoryofartandanaes-
theticthatbeginsbyshunningawayfromthepresent.Theconvergenceof
material“carriers”,oratleasttheiralmostinfinitevariability–whichwasone
of the basic claims of Les Immatériaux–posesproblemsthatareunlikelytobe
addressedinarelevantfashionbythereclaimingofobsoletetechnologies.
Thisisobviouslynottodenytheforce,criticalvalueorinterestofany
particularformofartisticpractice,onlytonotethecomplexityoftheproblem
ofresistance,which,asalreadytheclassicalformulationsofinformation
theoryshow,isanecessarypartoftransmissionandnotsomethingthat
wouldformaradicaloutside.ItwouldseemthatLyotardposestheproblem,
butthen,ashemovesawayfromtheatleastseeminglycelebratorystanceof
Les Immatériaux,somehowendsupbeingtrappedinhisownexamples,which
limittheforceandscopeofhisphilosophicalclaims.

Second,ifwebegininatheoryofresistance–whichmustalsobethoughtasa
resistance in or totheoryitself,ifwefollowLyotard’smediationsonpassibility,
theevent,andotherrelatedconcepts–thattakesitscuesfromthephysical
featuresofcircuitsandinformationsystems,howcanwemoveupwardsto
thedimensionofsubjectivityandsocialpractice?Ifaconceptlikeresistance
istobeatthecentre,thepoliticaldimensionthatseemedmoreorlessabsent
from Les Immatériauxmustsomehowbeaddressed,inawaythatarticulates
thephysicalwiththesocial.

Intermsofexhibitionsasphysicalsites,anulteriorissuewouldbethepos-
sibilityofpursuingtheinvertedtrajectoryintheformofanexhibitionthat
takesaccountofthetransformationsofspaceitselfthathaveoccurredsince
Les Immatériaux.Couldthemovebackfromlanguagetobody,oronthelevel
ofanexhibition,frominformationtospace,atallbeundertakeninthesense
thatitwouldprojectanabstractlevelintoacircumscribedlocation?Ifthisis
stillthecase,itmustinaproduceitsownspaceasadifferentkindofinterstice
orinterfaceinawaythattakesintoaccounttheshiftingrelationsbetweenthe
abstractandtheconcrete,thematerialandtheimmaterial.Thesitesofthe
workandtheexhibitionhavelongsincebecomeifnotwhollyobsolete,thenat
leastfarremovedfromthephenomenologicalcoordinatesthatonceupheld
thefirstdiscussionsonsitespecificity,andhavegonethroughmanystages,
fromthevariousattemptstoinhabittheinstitutionsinareflexiveandcritical
fashion,tothecomplexoverlaysofplaces,times,andrepresentationthat
characterizemuchofcontemporaryart.41Thus,spirallingdownwardswepass

40 ThisconcepthasbeendevelopedbyRosalindKrauss;see,forinstance,“Reinventingthe
Medium”,Critical Inquiry,vol.25(1999),and“ ’TheRock’:WilliamKentridge’sDrawingsfor
Projection”,October,no.92(2000).

41 Forasuccinctanalysisofthesethreesteps,thephenomenologicalsite,thesiteof
institutionalcritique,andthe”discursive”site,seeMiwonKwon,”OnePlaceafter
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fromwhatappearsasspheresofpureideality,aweightlessrealmofinfor-
mationcirculatingfrictionlessly,toinertia,body,visceralgrounding,and
incarnation–buttowhich body,which ground,providedthatwemustkeep
thecrisisoffoundationsaliveasthepossibilityofthought?AsLyotardhimself
suggested,thegrandclaimsabouttheendofModernityandthepossible
emergenceofsomethingentirelynew,wereintheenddiscernibleonlyas
aquestionmarkorassomethingmissing,acertainabsence:“Ikeeptelling
myself,infact,thattheentiretyoftheexhibitioncouldbethoughtofasasign
thatreferstoamissingsignified.”42

Another:NotesonSiteSpecificity”,October,Vol.80(Spring,1997):85–110.
42 InterviewwithBernardBlistène,inArt And Philosophy(Milan:FlashArtBooks,1991).
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