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Isidore Isou, the Romanian-born founder of Lettrism. 

Date of Birth:

31 January 1925, Botosani, Romania Date of Death:

28 July 2007, Paris, France (Alzheimers disease)

 (born Ioan-Isidor Goldstein, was a Romanian-born French poet, film critic and visual artist. He was the founder of Lettrism, an art and literary movement which owed inspiration to Dada and Surrealism. 

Born into a Jewish family in Botoşani, Isou started his career as an avant-garde art journalist during World War II, shortly after the August 23 coup saw Romania joining the Allies (see Romania during World War II). With the future social psychologist Serge Moscovici, he founded the magazine Da, which was soon after closed down by the authorities.[1] He moved to Paris, having developed many concepts that intended as a total artistic renewing starting from their lower levels. He called himself a Lettriste, a movement of which he was initially the only member (at the age of 16 he had published the Manifesto in 1942) and published a system of Lettrist hypergraphics. Others soon joined him, and the movement continues to grow, albeit at times under a confusing number of different names.

In the 1960s Lettrist, Lettrist-influenced works and Isidore Isou gained a great deal of respect in France. The influential writer Guy Debord and the artist Gil J. Wolman worked with Isou for a while, before breaking away to form the Lettrist International, which latter merged with the International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, and the London Psychogeographical Association to form the Situationist International, a dissident revolutionary group. This is how Lettrist art influenced the posters, barricades, even clothing in the attempted revolution of 1968
.[1] He moved to Paris, having developed many concepts that intended as a total artistic renewing starting from their lower levels. He called himself a Lettriste, a movement of which he was initially the only member (at the age of 16 he had published the Manifesto in 1942) and published a system of Lettrist hypergraphics. Others soon joined him, and the movement continues to grow, albeit at times under a confusing number of different names.

In the 1960s Lettrist, Lettrist-influenced works and Isidore Isou gained a great deal of respect in France. The influential writer Guy Debord and the artist Gil J. Wolman worked with Isou for a while, before breaking away to form the Lettrist International, which latter merged with the International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, and the London Psychogeographical Association to form the Situationist International, a dissident revolutionary group. This is how Lettrist art influenced the posters, barricades, even clothing in the attempted revolution of 1968. Although it seemed a highly self-contained art in the post-war period, in 1968 it suddenly became more deeply involved in active social change than such movements as Existentialism and Surrealism, and came closer to producing actual transformation than these movements.
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Compared to the first half of the last century, the contemporary art scene is extremely conservative. What it lacks are -ists: Cubists, Surrealists, Fauvists, Expressionists, Structuralists, Futurists, Situationists and Lettrists. The founder of Lettrism, the Romanian-born Isidore Isou, died a few weeks ago aged 79, a death ignored, as far as I know, by the Anglo-Saxon press. The principles of Lettrism spread throughout the arts, including film, of which Isou stated:

"I believe firstly that the cinema is too rich. It is obese. It has reached its limits, its maximum. With the first movement of widening which it will outline, the cinema will burst! Under the blow of a congestion, this greased pig will tear into a thousand pieces. I announce the destruction of the cinema, the first apocalyptic sign of disjunction, of rupture, of this corpulent and bloated organization which calls itself film."

Isou's contribution to the "destruction of the cinema" was Traité de bave et d'éternité (Treatise on Slime/Spittle/Venom, and Eternity), which was screened at the Cannes Film Festival in 1951, where it created a riot. The film consisted of four and a half hours (a 111-minute version has just been released on DVD) of 'discordant' images, enhanced with scratches, shaky footage running upside down or in reverse, blank frames, stock shots and a soundtrack consisting of monologues and onomatopoeic poetry (i.e. sounds rather than words). The barely perceptible narrative, featuring Isou himself, is set among the students and cinéastes of St Germain des Prés.

For leading avant-garde film-maker Stan Brakhage, Traité de bave et d'éternité, was a "portal through which every film artist is going to have to pass." Maurice Schérer (later known as Eric Rohmer), praised the film in Cahiers du cinéma, and Jean Cocteau (who appears in the film) presented Isou with a Prix de l'avant-garde created specifically for the occasion.

A year later, Isou's erstwhile Lettrist colleague, Guy Debord, announced, over a blank screen, in Hurlements en faveur de Sade (Howls in Favour of de Sade), "There's no film. Cinema is dead. There can't be film anymore. If you want, let's have a discussion". In 1968, Jean-Luc Godard's Weekend ended with "Fin... du Cinéma."

Although the obituaries of cinema have been somewhat premature, it is, paradoxically, those who have proclaimed its death who have done most to revivify it.

In 1960, New American Cinema Group Manifesto contained the declaration: "The Official cinema of the world has run out of breath. It is morally corrupt, aesthetically obsolete, thematically superficial, and temperamentally boring." Many years previously, Sergei Eisenstein saw film as both an artistic and revolutionary force: "Karl Marx proclaimed 'The bourgeoisie created the world in its own image.' Comrades, we must destroy that image."

The work of radical, relatively mainstream, film-makers such as Robert Bresson, Federico Fellini, Luis Buñuel, Jean-Luc Godard, Jean-Marie Straub, Marguerite Duras, Chantal Akerman and Chris Marker, continued to formulate a film language free from the dominant bourgeois culture of the west. The death of Michelangelo Antonioni reminded us of how much he realigned our perception of time and space in cinema and, like those great directors mentioned above, he fought against the narrowness of narrative and the primacy of plot.

The plot is the least important aspect of a film. A film that relies on plot for its appeal is dispensable. When anyone asks me what a film is about, I reply, "about 90 minutes." It is as futile to explain what a film is about as it is to say what a painting or a symphony is about. The creation defines itself.
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Isou's final public appearance was at the University of Paris on October 21, 2000.[2] Crippled by ill health, he remained house-bound until his death in 2007. Many of his works, and those of the other Lettrists, have recently been reprinted in new editions, together with much hitherto unpublished material, most notably Isou's very large La Créatique ou la Novatique (1941-1976) (1,390 pages).

]

Je préfère mon nouveau dégoût à l'ancien goût dégoûtant. ("I'd rather have my new distaste than the old distasteful taste.")

The most immediately striking feature of Lettrisme as a form of visual poetry is its extensive use of calligraphic techniques and the invention not only of fluid letter forms, but of new and ever changing letters themselves. This can move into surprising areas, such as painting directly on cinematic film and then projecting it as a movie. And it can extend into everything from furniture design (see particularly Alain Satié's work elsewhere at this site) to architecture. Lettrisme always carries the individual artist's personal hand, the workman's most basic signature, in all its productions, providing not only a critique of industrial society but suggestions for humanizing it. From its early stages, superimposing letters on various objects, and on other letters, has been important, and the art has at times been called hypergraphie. In many surprising ways, it foreshadowed layering and other computer techniques that hadn't yet been invented, and even characteristics of world wide web graphics

.

Lettrisme had a far-reaching influence on the visual poetries of both Anglo and Latin America, often travelling through underground channels. A major deseminator for the art in North America was d.a.levy, who inroduced it to me, as well as the great Canadians, bpNichol and bill bissett. In many instances, it joined with the heritage of Kenneth Patchen, growing from there into the work of such varied poets as Joel Lipman and Carol Stetser. In Latin America, it came as a welcome relief from the rigid, brittle, dogmatically geometric and beligerantly minimalist work of the Noigandres group. You can see one Latin chanel emerging in the work of Clemente Padin at this site, as well as the work of such different inovators as Edgardo Antonio Vigo, Graciela Gutierrez Marx, and Avelino de Araujo.

Perhaps most insistently, it helped shape the freedom of mail art, which grew up along side it, and shared some of its basic premises. And perhaps most curiously, contemporary graffiti writing, probably the most dynamic visual poetry of the 90s, shares many of Lettrisme's basic characteristics, from graphic design principals to revolutionary orientation, even though graffiti artists can't by the wildest stretch of the imagination be seen as influenced by Lettrisme, and Lettristes and graffiti artists probably would have little to say to each other directly. Still, French graffiti, often oriented toward Lettrisme, was one of the essential tools of the attempted French revolution of 1968.

Lettrisme has made its way through many European movements, from the bewildering thicket of Italian isms to looser incorporations in the Russian Samizdat revival of Zaum, in the work of many Hungarians, and particularly in the large and varied body of work of the Signalists in Yugoslavia. Some European visual poets who went their own way show strong affinities with Lettrisme - Constantin Xenakis being one whose work shows clear Lettriste influence. In addition, some Lettristes left the group and continued practicing some of its principles - but that's a story too complex for this survey.

More information on Isou will be found here in the future, and these brief notes simply serve as a temporary introduction. Stay tuned for this and, in the meantime, check out the work that's here already.

- Karl Young

A Sampling of Work by Isidore Isou,
Selected by Alain Satié

Michel Amarger and "La Marche des Jongleurs" - Theater Piece by Isidore Isou. Comment by David Seaman based on Isou's score and Amarger's production notes.

Selections from Manifestos(Criticism)

Isidore Isou at the Sorbonne, Oct. 2000  Photos and Notes by David W. Seaman.

Actor:

Hurlements en faveur de Sade (1952) (voice) 

... aka Howlings in Favour of de Sade (International: English title: informal literal title)

Traité de bave et d'éternité (1951) .... Daniel

... aka Venom and Eternity (USA) 

Director:

Traité de bave et d'éternité (1951) (as Jean Isidore Isou) 

... aka Venom and Eternity (USA)

Published works

· Les Champs de Force de la Peinture Lettriste, Avant-Garde, Paris, 1964.

· Manifesto of Lettrist Poetry: A Commonplaces about Words.

· Introduction à une Nouvelle Poésie et une Nouvelle Musique, Paris, Gallimard, 1947.

· Les Journaux des Dieus, 1950/51.

· La Créatique ou la Novatique (1941-1976), Éditions Al Dante, 2003.

