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On Epreuves d'écriture, the collaborative writing project of Les Immatériaux
Andreas Broeckmann

Introduction
When the exhibition Les Immatériaux opened at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in
March 1985, its three-part catalogue contained – beside the Inventaire and Album – a volume
entitled Epreuves d'écriture. This 260-page book, whose title translates as "printing proofs",
but also as "writing tests", or "the ordeals of writing", was the result of a collaborative writing
project that the curatorial team of the exhibition, working at the Centre de Création
Industrielle (CCI), had organised in the autumn of 1984. Between October and December
1984, 26 authors – philosophers, scientists, artists, writers – were each equipped with an
Olivetti M20 desktop computer, networked through a telephone modem to a central server
housed at the CCI, and were invited to write short texts about a set of 50 pre-selected
keywords. According to the "rules of the game" (règle du jeu) that they were given, the
authors were asked first to propose definitions of the keywords, and then to expand on their
own texts, or to comment on those of the other participants. This process resulted in over 500
mostly short texts, many less than ten lines long, which were, after the end of the writing
phase, assembled into the first volume of the exhibition catalogue. During this editorial
process, some of the texts were additionally adapted for presentation on the public Minitel
network. In the exhibition, the project was presented as the central element in the large, final
space called the Labyrinthe du langage which comprised a number of screen-based artistic
and literary projects. Here the Epreuves d'écriture project could be consulted on five Minitel
terminals, positioned in a semi-circle around the centrally displayed Olivetti M24 server.
The Immatériaux exhibition as a whole was curated by the philosopher Jean-François Lyotard
and by the design theoretician Thierry Chaput. The Epreuves d'écriture project was based on
an idea by Chaput, and was organised by the CCI project manager Nicole Toutcheff, the
editor Chantal Noël, and the editorial assistant Elisabeth Gad.1 Both Chaput and Lyotard took
a keen interest in the project and participated in the realisation process.
These basic parameters of the Epreuves d'écriture project have been known and occasionally
recounted ever since its first presentation in 1985. Chaput and Lyotard describe the overall
plan in their introduction to the catalogue publication, "La raison des épreuves", and in a
"Post-scriptum" that Lyotard co-authored with Elisabeth Gad, Chantal Noël and Nicole
Toutcheff, the editors offer insights into their experience supervising the writing process, as
well as an analysis of the results. The main treatment of the project in the secondary literature
can be found in the monographs about Les Immatériaux by Antonia Wunderlich and
Francesca Gallo. Wunderlich provides a summary description of the overall project and an
account of the evaluation by the editors in the "Post-scriptum".2 In contrast, Gallo takes a
more topical approach and, after a general account of the project, offers a series of short text
excerpts which reflect the impact that the new media technologies had on contemporary art
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In a public talk held on 22 May 1985, Lyotard calls Noël and Toutcheff "the two collaborators who had all of
this in their hands" ("les deux collaboratrices qui ont eu tout ça en main", transcript, p. 19, CGPAP
1977001W130_003).
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and theory, here elucidated through quotations from different authors on the keywords
interaction, image, immateriality, interface, and simulation.3
The present text recounts for the first time the conceptualisation and the realisation of the
Epreuves d'écriture project. It offers a detailed analysis of the contributions by the different
authors, and of the interaction between them. The text aims to evaluate the specific
significance of the Epreuves d'écriture by providing a contextualisation of the project with
regard to other such early examples of network-based and collaborative writing experiments.
The text describes the gradual elaboration of the concept which evolved in close conjunction
with its technical realisation. The deployed technical network infrastructure and software,
both of them specially developed to allow the reading and writing, uploading and
downloading of texts by the authors, impacted the shape that the project eventually took. To a
similar extent, the specificities and limitations of the Minitel system, its screen size and
network conventions, determined the preparation of how visitors to the exhibition
encountered the project in the Labyrinthe du langage, or on their Minitel terminals at home.
Whereas the sparse secondary literature generally qualifies the Epreuves project as
unsuccessful, a closer analysis shows that at least in the contributions of some of the authors
we can see the emergence of a mentality of "being online", which makes the writing
experiment of Les Immatériaux a "social medium" bien avant-la-lettre.4
The idea
The credits in the exhibition catalogue state that Epreuves d'écriture was based on an idea of
Thierry Chaput.5 However, as we will see in a moment, this expansive and collaborative
project involved dozens of people who contributed not only to its realisation, but also to its
conceptualisation.
Lyotard later asserted that the project was already being discussed when he first joined the
team at the CCI in June 1983.6 At that moment, Chaput had been working on the exhibition
project that would eventually become Les Immatériaux for one and a half years, his efforts
culminating in a first full project proposal issued under the working title of "La matière dans
tous ses états" (matter in all its states) in April 1983. The first months of Lyotard's
involvement were dominated by his introduction to the research and preparations that the
team around Chaput had already done, and to a general reconceptualisation, which was
interrupted by a three-month absence in the autumn of 1983, during which Lyotard taught in
California. After his return to Paris in December began a phase of more focused research
which was geared at defining the parameters and the content of the exhibition whose
production started more concretely from the summer 1984 onwards.
Chaput's proposal, "La matière dans tous ses états", describes an exhibition that would deal
with the multiple ways in which the conception of materiality was changing, for instance in
industrial production and clothes, in the conception of life, and in the arts, including
architecture, image-making, sound and writing.
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Lyotard said this, for instance, in a radio conversation with Jacques Derrida on 27 October 1984, see Lyotard in
Le Monde, 28–29 October 1984, p. IX, and in Lyotard, The Interviews and Debates, ed. Kiff Bamford, London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2020, p.70. The distributed authorship of the project as a whole was also reflected upon
in the "Post-scriptum", Epreuves, p. 262.
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The section in the concept that deals with the planned catalogue includes the reference to a
computer-based writing experiment with several authors, encapsulating the "idea" that the
catalogue credits would later refer to:
The catalogue
This book will be the occasion for a certain number of experiments.
Computer-assisted writing experiments: we will ask some authors to put
themselves in a situation of experimentation and analyse what, by replacing "pen"
and "ink", has changed in their production.
Experience of maximum "chain-linking": with the complicity of specialists and
service providers, the aim is to connect the different links in the publishing chain.
This experience can, in fact, be understood as an XAO experience. Example:
assisted writing + assisted composition + image synthesis + image bank + assisted
page layout + etc...
The catalogue can also give rise to a distribution experience: on-site selection of
relevant excerpts for the visitor by cross-referencing criteria on a computer.7
The three conceptual elements of the "writing experiment" mentioned here would recur in
discussions throughout 1984: it was planned from the beginning as a way to generate text
content for the exhibition catalogue; it was part of the experimental attempt to do as much as
possible of the catalogue's editorial and technical production in an integrated, computer-based
process; and it was seen in conjunction with the additional, computer-based distribution of
catalogue content to the visitors in the exhibition.
In the chapter "La lettre, le mot, le recit", Chaput's concept further sketched the conceptual
framework for the exhibition's approach to writing:
... with the use of the machine, the writing comes alive and acquires a dynamic.
What changes in thought patterns are we heading towards now that thought is no
longer subservient to a linear tool of expression (literally and figuratively)[?]
From word-processing machines to automated schematic lexicons, everything
contributes to this new dynamic of writing.8
As partners for this writing-related aspect of the exhibition, Chaput's concept lists the Centre
Pompidou's own public library, the B.P.I., and the literature department of the University
Paris VIII, implicitly hinting at the fact that these considerations directly resulted from a
7

From Chaput's "premier projet", "La matière dans tous ses états (titre provisoire)", Document no. 3,
14.04.1983, reprinted in Album, p. 8-11, this passage on p. 11 (and on p. 22 in the original document, CGPAP
1977001W130_004). (Le catalogue. Cet ouvrage sera l'occasion d' un certain nombre d'experiences.
Expériences d'écriture assistée par ordinateur : nous demanderons à quelques auteurs de se mettre en situation
d'expérimentation et d'analyser ce qui, en changeant de "stylo" et "d'encre" a changé dans leur production.
Experience du "chaînage" maximum : il s'agit, avec la complicité des spécialistes et prestataires de services de
connecter entre eux les différents maillons de la chaîne d'édition. Cette expérience peut, de fait, être comprise
comme une expérience de XAO. Exemple : écriture assistée + composition assistée + synthèse d'image + banque
d' image + mise en page assistée + etc... Le catalogue peut aussi donner lieu à une expérience de distribution :
sélection sur place des extraits intéressant le visiteur par croisement de critères sur un micro.) "XAO" relates to
a technical system for handling metadata, see Gomes, S. & Sagot, J.: "Vers une chaîne XAO intégrée pour une
conception centrée sur l'homme." In Document numérique, Vol. 3, No. 3-4, 2001, p. 135-154.
doi.org/10.3166/dn.5.3-4.135-154 (accessed 12 February 2021).
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CGPAP 1977001W130_004, p. 16 ("... avec l'utilisation de la machine, l'écriture s'anime et acquiert une
dynamique. Vers quelles modifications des schémas de pensée nous acheminons-nous dès lors celle-ci n'est plus
asservie à un outil d'expression linéaire (au sens propre et au figuré). Depuis les machines à traitement de textes
jusqu'aux lexiques schématiques automatisées, tout concourt à cette nouvelle dynamique de l'écriture.")
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dialogue with Roger Laufer, professor of literature and information sciences at Paris VIII.9
The notion, used by Chaput, of an "animated writing" (l'écriture s'anime) directly refers to a
concept that Laufer had previously developed theoretically, and practically in a project of a
small animated text, Deux mots, that he realised together with the French media artist Michel
Bret in 1981.
From the calendars of Chaput's main project manager, Martine Moinot, we know that in the
winter and spring of 1982–1983, Chaput had at least eight meetings with Roger Laufer.10 In
the context of these meetings, in March 1983, Laufer drafted a document entitled "Écriture",
which lists a total of fifteen project proposals in five sections (la lettre, la littérature,
l'automate critique, l'écriture animée, le livre animé) whose realisation would involve,
besides Laufer himself, Juliette Raabe, Gérard Blanchard, Yves Lecerf, Michel Bret, and
others, associated in a group called Paragraphe.11 One of the four projects in the littérature
section was:
2. Experimentation of authors on word-processing machines – during the
exhibition, public writing sessions (one per week) by these authors.12
This is not a description of what Epreuves d'écriture will be, but it gives an indication of the
type of ideas that were being ventilated during those meeting, in the weeks when Chaput was
preparing his exhibition concept, and from which then evolved the idea of a collaborative,
computer-based writing project to generate the catalogue text.
Laufer and his collaborators were departing from an analysis of how the computer would
change the ways of writing and of dealing with text, sketched in a meeting in February by
Gérard Blanchard. They proposed four scenarios for how these changes could feature in the
exhibition – presented in the meeting by the writer Juliette Raabe. Strikingly, all of these four
scenarios would, in some form or other, be realised for the actual exhibition, two years later:
- Collection of text fragments: the visitor can, according to criteria of his choice,
have a set of fragments and have it printed out. [1]
- Writer and word processor: facing the new tool what are the changes in literary
creativity? [2]
- Collective writing: other application, other modifications. [3]
9

For a biographical sketch about Roger Laufer, see the obituary by Jacques Birnberg: "Roger Maurice Armand
Laufer, 1928-2011. A Cultural Mediator Who Took Innovation from Australia to France." The French
Australian Review, No 55, 2013–2014, online at www.isfar.org.au/category/explorations/no-55/. Laufer worked
in the Department of Information Sciences and Communication, at the intersection of literature and informatics.
In Laufer's contribution to a symposium on literature and informatics in August 1985, he describes the research
of the group he was involved in in the early 1980s: "Texte mobile, texte pluriel, texte avec texte, image et son,
tels sont les mots qui résument les recherches très modestes engagées par le Groupe Paragraphe à partir de ses
premiers contacts en 1981 avec les machines à traitement de texte. C’est ce qui relie, en esprit au moins, nos
essais en quelques domaines, moins éloignés qu’il ne paraît : 1) édition critique à l’écran, 2) calligraphie
animée, 3) récits interactifs." (Laufer 1985/1991, section 25-27) See also Laufer's "Présentation" and "Le récit
de fiction interactif" (1985), in Roger Laufer (ed.): Le texte en mouvement. Saint-Denis: Presses universitaires de
Vincennes, 1987. Online at books.openedition.org/puv/1280. On the broader context of computer-based
literature, see Saskia Reither: Computerpoesie: Studien zur Modifikation poetischer Texte durch den Computer.
Bielefeld: transcript, 2003.
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See Broeckmann/Vicet, Chronology, 2020, which lists, for this period, meetings of Laufer and Chaput on
15.12.1982, 20.12.1982, 14.1.1983, 31.1.1983, 9.2.1983, 23.2.1983 (also with Juliette Raabe, Jean-Louis
Boissier, Gérard Blanchard, Martine Moinot, Sabine Vigoureux), 23.3.1983, 11.5.1983.
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CGPAP 1994033W233_002; this document is undated, but clearly identifiable as a revision of a document
dated 7 March 1983 (CGPAP 1994033W224_001).
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(2. Expérience d'auteurs sur machines de traitement de texte – durant l'exposition, séances d'écriture publique
(une par semaine) par ces auteurs.)
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- Interactive storytelling: dialogues, characters, descriptions can be added to the
basic text. Discover the stereotype of the imaginary. [4]13
In the second and third scenario (2, 3) we can sense the considerations that would later lead to
the collaborative writing experiment of Epreuves d'écriture. The interactive narratives (4)
would be represented in the site Labyrinthe du langage. And the first suggestion (1) was
adopted by Chaput as the idea to allow visitors, after their tour through the exhibition, to print
their own particular version of the catalogue, depending on which sites they had visited. This
plan was dropped only weeks before the exhibition opening because the system of microcards necessary for recording the individual parcours could not be completed. The loose,
unbound sheets of the Inventaire catalogue are another reflection of this idea for a "collection
of fragments".
The audience-orientation of this latter suggestion, as well as the little phrase in Laufer's
concept, "séances d'écriture publique", gives a first hint why the Epreuves project later
branched off from Laufer's program, in favour of a more organised discourse among a select
group of authors, protected by the relative privacy of a closed network. When Jean-François
Lyotard first joined the team at the CCI in the summer of 1983, they began with a series of
meetings during which Chaput and the project managers presented the themes and projects
that they had previously researched. The handwritten notes by Chaput for those meetings refer
not only to elements from the April document, namely that the catalogue should be realised
only by computer, but Chaput now added that the catalogue should contain a self-reflexive
dimension which would relay the difficulties such a digital production might imply:
The experience of this catalogue would be presented in the exhibition (all the
problems encountered during the experiment, and the changes in the writer's
practice).14
In the same context, Chaput's notes also mention the projects proposed by Roger Laufer and
his group of collaborators:
presentation of a work done on writing itself, on the design of the letter, i.e.
"mobile writing" by [Roger Laufer]. The importance of the form of writing for
reading, the writer and the reader, would have to become manifest in this
experience.15
In Lyotard's own first conceptual sketch, "Esquisse" (sketch), dated 10 August 1983 and
written during these weeks of consultations with the CCI team, the philosopher sought to
make the conceptual scope of the project more "philosophical"16 than Chaput's proposal had
been. But while Chaput had explicitly mentioned a "computer-assisted writing experiment",
Lyotard's "Esquisse" includes no direct reference to the question of writing, or literature.
13 CGPAP 1994033W669_005. (Collection de fragments de texte : le visiteur peut selon des critère de son choix
avoir un ensemble de fragments et le faire sortir sur imprimante. [1] – Ecrivain et machine à traitement de texte
: face à l'outil nouveau quelles sont les modifications de la créatio littéraire. [2] – Ecriture collective : autre
application, autres modifications. [3] – Récit interactif : au texte de base peuvent s'ajouter dialogues,
personnages, descriptions. Découvrir le stéréotype de l'imaginaire. [4]) It is important to note that these
formulations are possibly Martine Moinot's who wrote the minutes of meeting on 23 February 1983.
14

See CGPAP 1994033W233_003, p. 13. (L'expérience de ce catalogue serait présentée dans l'exposition (tous
les problèmes rencontrées au cours de l'expérience, et les modifications du travail de l'écrivain).) – Possibly an
early indication of what will become the Album part of the catalogue, as well as a hint at the reflections in the
"Post-scriptum" of the Epreuves d'écriture catalogue.
15

Ibid. (... présentation d'un travail fait sur l'écriture elle-même, sur le dessin de la lettre soit "écriture mobile"
par M. Lofer [Roger Laufer]. Il s'agirait de voir dans cette expérience l'importance de la forme de l'écriture sur
la lecture, l'écrivain et le lecteur.)
16

Lyotard, "Esquisse" (1983), CGPAP 1977001W130_002, p. 3. ("La conception sera philosophique.")
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Instead, there is a note in Lyotard's calendar, written at the end of the summer and shortly
before his departure to California:
"Project Laufer / Follow-up of the Laufer project / Contact with Braffort Project
Paris VII ..."17
Lyotard's note from 7–8 September 1983 suggests that Laufer's proposals should henceforth
be discussed in the context of the conversations with Paul Braffort of the OULIPO group of
avantgarde writers who were slated to participate with several projects in the exhibition's
Labyrinthe du langage. There followed only two further meetings with Laufer in November
1983. Of the group that Laufer worked with, only Michel Bret was still considered in 1984 as
a contributor to Les Immatériaux, with a project that he had realised together with art and
media theoretician Edmond Couchot.18
It is not clear from the archival documents currently available why exactly the conversation
about the role of writing in Les Immatériaux veered off so decisively from the projects
proposed by Laufer and his group, towards what would become Epreuves d'écriture. It may
well be that, on the one hand, the ambition for this project outgrew the conceptual framework
provided by Laufer. Lyotard and Chaput discovered in the idea for the "writing experiment" a
potential that went well beyond the more singular proposals, some of which would appear as
screen-based projects in the overwhelming Labyrinthe du langage. Instead of audience
interaction, the emerging ideas for the Epreuves promised the possibility of engaging a group
of prestigious writers in the overall project. And on the other hand, it may also be that the
comprehensive proposal that Laufer and his collaborators had presented in the spring was
experienced as somewhat overbearing in a situation where so much of the future exhibition
was yet undecided.19 However, what we have to acknowledge is that some of the core
considerations for what would become Epreuves d'écriture emerged from the conversations
that Chaput, Laufer and others had in the months leading up to Chaput's April 1983 proposal.
The historical context
Before investigating the phase of conceptualisation and realisation of the original idea for the
writing experiment of Epreuves d'écriture, we take a look at the broader media-historical
context in which the project evolved. The idea of an online discussion in a branching forum
structure, and with a set number of authors and keywords as discussion nodes, appears
somewhat banal today, in the age of WordPress and Twitter, thirty years after the invention of
the World Wide Web, and over twenty years after the "Web 2.0" introduction of easy-to-use
wikis and blogs. However, it is important to keep in mind that prior to the Web becoming
publically available in 1993, it was hard to imagine the media structure for a collaborative
writing environment, both technically and conceptually. In our present context it is therefore
worth considering from where a design curator like Thierry Chaput could garner further

17

Lyotard, calendar for 1983 (7–8 September 1983), Bibliothèque littéraire Doucet. ("Projet Laufer / Suivi du
projet Laufer / Contact avec Braffort Projet Paris VII ...")
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This project, La plume, was mentioned in the Inventaire but could finally not be presented in the exhibition
due to technical problems. – The final two meetings with Laufer were on 17.11.1983, 25.11.1983.
19

This impression is seconded by the reaction of Catherine Counot, curator at the BPI and resposible for the
contributions of the BPI to Les Immatériaux, who used much of the meeting with Laufer on 23 March 1983 to
backtrack and to explain that his proposals could not be accepted integrally, but had to be looked at critically,
project by project; see CGPAP 1994033W669_006. – Jean-Louis Boissier has suggested that despite the fact that
Laufer and Lyotard were both at Paris VIII, it may have been significant that as a professor in the Information
Sciences, Laufer was in a different faculty than the artists and philosophers who Lyotard, Couchot and Boissier
were part of (personal conversation, 10 June 2021).
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inspiration for a project like Epreuves d'écriture, after the initial conversations with the
experimental writers and artists around Roger Laufer.
The early 1980s were the time of the first personal computers, of the first public Bulletin
Board Systems and chat servers, and of the launch of word-processing software like Word
Perfect and Microsoft Word. In France, the Minitel system was in its experimental phase, but
as with many of the other developments in digital media that commence around this time, it
took years until they had an impact on a broader cultural scale.20
Thus, people like Chaput, thinking about and experimenting with the cultural impact of
computers and network technologies, were not working in a void, but they were pioneers in
what was mostly uncharted terrain. The starting point of Chaput's research had been
formulated in a concept that design historian and curator Raymond Guidot had written for the
CCI in 1981, in order to justify the funding that the CCI had received in 1980 for an
exhibition that would eventually become Les Immatériaux.21 The main theme of Guidot's
concept was the way in which the conception of materiality was changing under the influence
of new technologies in industrial production, information processing and in communication.
A particular interest of the CCI and the other participating departments of the Centre
Pompidou, especially the sound research centre IRCAM, and the BPI, lay with the question of
how these changes were impacting the work of artists and designers. Under the headline of
"The 'creation' and the 'creators'", Guidot wrote:
While in many cases the creative process still escapes rationalisation and
continues in certain fields of the plastic arts, architecture, literature and music,
which are the traditional compartments of the "creative" space, to remain the
prerogative of inspired individuals whose work is put together at the whim of their
genius, in other cases, which become more and more numerous, "creation" now
passes through the channels of systematised or even programmed research.
Escaping more and more from the grip of the solitary researcher, it tends to find in
laboratories, "schools", colloquia, congresses, etc. ..., places of confrontation of
related research, or even real production machines (aerospace laboratories,
IRCAM, Visual Art Research Group [GRAV], the colloquium in Cérisy-la-Salle,
ICSID Congress, etc.).22
Departing from this diagnosis of a trend towards collaborative artistic research, where could
Thierry Chaput go when looking for inspiration, or models, for a project on writing?

20

For instance, the Californian online community service The WELL was started in 1985, while the hypermedia
program Hypercard, and the hypertext program Storyspace, were both launched in 1987. For a timeline that
includes related artistic and technical dates, see K. Madej, "Interactivity, Collaboration, and Authoring in Social
Media, International Series on Computer Entertainment and Media Technology", 2016 [DOI 10.1007/978-3319-25952-9]. According to Antonio Gonzalez and Emmanuelle Jouve ("Minitel: histoire du réseau télématique
français." In: Flux, 2002/1, No. 47, p. 84-89) the Minitel system, introduced since 1980, started operating on a
significant scale around 1984/1985, thus coinciding with the preparations for Les Immatériaux. See also
www.minitel.org, www.museeminitel.fr (accessed 5 February 2021).
21
22

For the history of Guidot's document, see Broeckmann 2020.

Guidot (1981), CGPAP 1977001W049_001, p. 5-6. (La "création" et les "créateurs". Si, dans de très
nombreux cas, la démarche créative échappe encore à la rationalisation et continue dans certains domaines des
arts plastiques, d'architecture, de la littérature, de la musique, qui sont les compartiments traditionnels de
l'espace "créatif", à demeurer l'apanage [p. 6] d'individus inspirés dont l'oeuvre échafaude au gré du génie,
dans d'autres cas, de plus en plus nombreux, la "création" passe désormais par les voies de la recherche
systématisée, voire programmée. Echappant de plus en plus à l'emprise du chercheur solitaire, elle tend à
trouver dans le cadre des laboratoires, des "écoles", des colloques, des congrès, etc... des lieux de confrontation
de recherches connexes, voire de véritables machines à produire (laboratoires de l'aérospatiale, IRCAM,
Groupe de recherche d'art visuel, colloque de Cérisy La Salle, Congrès de l'ICSID, etc..).)
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It has occasionally been suggested that Epreuves d'écriture was influenced by a project of the
British network artist and cybernetician Roy Ascott, La Plissure du Texte.23 Ascott realised
this project as part of the exhibition Electra which was opened at the Musée de l'Art Moderne
in Paris in December 1983. La Plissure du Texte comprised an international collaborative
writing process in which a network of computers, located at seven different places in North
America, Australia, and Europe, was used to write contributions to a single text which grew
as new paragraphs were added from any of the hubs. The narrative, which as Ascott proposed
should revolve around the characters and motifs of fairy tales, evolved freely, and the
resulting text was a meandering, often incoherent collage of a wide variety of text types.24
It thus resembled a project which the Vienna-based Canadian artist Robert Adrian had
organised for the Ars Electronica festival in Linz, Austria, in September 1982. The World in
24 Hours connected a variety of international nodes, mainly smaller, media-savvy art
institutions all over the world, which contributed images, sounds, video, and text, on all
available media channels. The thrill of the project was in the immediacy and translocality of
the transmissions, and as Robert Adrian later commented, "the content was in the contact."25
For Ascott, too, the sense of interconnectedness, the thrill of being online with others, and the
generation of a "network consciousness" was a crucial aspect of his work at the time. He
wrote, in a tone only slightly more visionary than Guidot had put it in 1981, that
[telematic communication] replaces the bricks and mortar of institutions of culture
and learning with an invisible college and a floating museum, the reach of which
is always expanding to include new possibilities of mind and new intimations of
reality.26
Around the same time, in August 1983, a group of "literary workers" ventured into creating
Invisible Seattle: The Novel of Seattle, by Seattle, a collaborative writing project for which
inhabitants of the city of Seattle, in the US-state of Oregon, were invited to contribute stories
to the "civic novel" by typing them into a database via publiccally accessible computer
terminals.27 The literary artists of the "Invisibles" group soon founded, in the form of a BBS,

23

See for instance Gallo 2008, 134.

24

The writing phase of the project La Plissure du Texte ran from 8–23 December 1983. The version of the text
captured in Toronto (by Norman White) is online at www.normill.ca/Text/plissure.txt (accessed 2 February
2021). See also the project description at alien.mur.at/rax/ARTEX/PLISSURE/plissure.html (accessed 2
February 2021). – Ascott would, in 1985, contribute a project called Alice au pays des merveilles to one of the
sites in the Immatériaux's Labyrinthe du langage, on invitation by Frédéric Develay and ORLAN who
coordinated the Minitel-based art magazine Art-Accès.
25

Cit. in Gidney 1991, p. 149.

26

See Roy Ascott: "Art and Telematics. Towards a Network Consciousness." (1984) In: R. Ascott: Telematic
Embrace. University of California Press, 2003, p. 185-200, this passage on p. 200. In this text, Ascott references
the report to the French president by Simon Nora and Alain Minc, "L'Informatisation de la société" (1978, engl.
1980) which was influential for the development of the French media-political strategy of the 1980s (see Ascott
1984/2003, p. 188, 192). This 1984 text was more generally informed by frequent working visits that Ascott had
paid to France in the early 1980s, referencing a number of media political and industrial initiatives. Ascott's
contribution to the Electra catalogue (1983, p. 398) appears like a summary version of this longer text. In a text
published in the autumn of 1985, about his own program of telematic art, Ascott makes explicit reference to Les
Immatériaux and its conceptual program, but not to Epreuves d'écriture; see R. Ascott: "Concerning Nets and
Spurs. Meaning, Mind, and Telematic Diffusion." In: Richard Kriesche (ed.): Artificial Intelligence in the Arts.
Graz/Austria, Steirischer Herbst, 1985; reprinted in Ascott 2003, p. 201-211, this reference on p. 204.
27

See Rob Wittig: Invisible Rendezvous: Connection and Collaboration in the New Landscape of Electronic
Writing. Hanover, London: Wesleyan University Press, 1994. The text of Invisible Seattle was first compiled and
presented at the Bumbershoot Arts Festival in September 1983. The "Invisibles" group consisted of Jean
Sherrard, Larry Stone, Rob Wittig, James Winchell, and Philip Wohlstetter. A reconstruction of Invisible Seattle
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an electronic literary magazine, IN.S.OMNIA (Invisible Seattle's Omnia), and went on to
create print and electronic publications, amongst others in collaboration with members of the
French OULIPO group. They were motivated by a set of ideas that they shared with many
other artists discovering electronic networks at the time. Rob Wittig, one of the "Invisibles",
later likened the new online platforms to "an electronic town square", a
digital coffee house, a place of refuge where they can be their various selves. [...]
Every reader is a writer, and new forms appear, a new writing that is at once
literature, graffiti, conversation, and word games. By its structure, IN.S.OMNIA
calls into question fundamental constructs of late Romantic literature: the Author,
the Work, the Reader.28
It is hard to ascertain exactly how much Chaput and his colleagues knew about such projects
at the time, and how these may have influenced the conceptualisation of Epreuves d'écriture.
Yet, projects like these must have featured regularly in the conversations that Chaput had with
colleagues and advisors, not least with the artist and theoretician Jean-Louis Boissier who
Chaput first met in October 1982, only days before going to Cannes for the VIDCOM
congress, an international industry meeting about the production and distribution of video, the
Minitel, and online databases for media content.29 Chaput and Boissier met and exchanged
ideas on numerous occasions throughout the following years. As a co-curator of the Electra
exhibition, Boissier initiated a meeting between Chaput and Electra curator Frank Popper in
November 1982. Boissier was also present at some of the initial meetings with Roger Laufer,
a long-time colleague of his at Paris VIII, and with the OULIPO group whose experimental,
computer-inspired poetry, ruled by self-chosen creative constraints, had a wide-ranging and
international influence on experimental literary circles ever since the 1960s.30
Some members of OULIPO with a particular interest in computers, among whom were Paul
Fournel and Jacques Roubaud, had been involved in a project on writers and computers at the
Centre Georges Pompidou in 1977,31 and went on to found the OULIPO-satellite group
ALAMO (Atelier de Littérature Assistée par la Mathématique et les Ordinateurs, atelier for
literature assisted by mathematics and computers) in 1981.32 Among the founding members of
ALAMO were Paul Braffort and Jean-Pierre Balpe who would later curate the section
"machines stylistiques" of the Labyrinthe du langage – the project into which, according to
Lyotard's September 1983 note, Laufer's proposals should be integrated –, as well as Jacques
Roubaud and Mario Borillo, both of whom – like OULIPO member Pierre Rosenstiehl –
would be among the 26 authors contributing to Epreuves d'écriture.
In July 1983, Boissier and Chaput went together to Informatique/Culture, a festival on
computer culture organised by the French organisation C.I.R.C.A. in Villeneuve-les-Avignon.
was attempted by Dene Grigar and others in 2012, see www.hastac.org/blogs/dgrigar/2012/01/02/invisibleseattle-visible-again (accessed 3 February 2021).
28

Wittig 1994.

29

See CGPAP 1994033W240_003.

30

The membership of OULIPO ("ouvroir de littérature potentielle", workshop for potential literature) included
avantgarde writers like François Le Lionnais, Raymond Queneau, Georges Perec, and Italo Calvino.
31

This project was co-organised by Christian Cavadia of the A.R.T.A. initiative of the Centre Pompidou. See
Paul Fournel, "Ordinateur et écrivain: l'expérience du centre Georges Pompidou." (1977/1981) In: OULIPO
(eds.): La littérature potentielle (créations, re-créations, récréations.) Paris, 1999, p. 298-302; for an English
version and further texts of and about OULIPO, see Noah Wardrip-Fruin, Nick Montfort (eds.): The New Media
Reader. Cambridge, MA: MIT-Press, 2003, p. 147-189.
32

The founding members of ALAMO were Simone Balazard, Jean-Pierre Balpe, Marcel Benabou, Mario
Borillo, Michel Bottin, Paul Braffort, Paul Fournel, Pierre Lusson et Jacques Roubaud; see www.alamo.free.fr
(accessed 4 February 2021).
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This was a seminal meeting of the French and US-American art, technology and science
scene, participants including Vilém Flusser, Edmond Couchot, Ted Nelson, Lilian Schwartz,
Benoît Mandelbrot, as well as many of the younger artists experimenting with new media at
the time, and probably the first major opportunity for Thierry Chaput to fully immerse himself
in these media art circles.33 There were conference panels and workshops on computers and
literature (with the ALAMO members Balpe and Braffort, and Ted Nelson), on artificial
intelligence and language research (with Mario Borillo), and on the collaboration of art and
industry (in the presence of the French Minister for Culture, Jack Lang, and with, as one of
the panelists, future Epreuves d'écriture author Marc Guillaume).
Through their regular contacts with Electra co-curators Edmond Couchot and Jean-Louis
Boissier, Chaput and his team were certainly aware of Roy Ascott's project La Plissure du
Texte, at the latest when they visited the Electra exhibition together in December 1983, where
they undoubtedly paid special attention to the projects curated by Edmond Couchot in the
"Electra-numérique" (digital Electra) section. But at that moment, Chaput had already, eight
months earlier, formulated the first proposal for a collaborative writing project, and, as we
shall see shortly, the first meetings about its technical realisation had already taken place. It
seems safe to say – also in the light of the specific technical design of the Epreuves project –
that it was probably not directly influenced by any of these projects, and that it was simply
part of the same cultural context in which the creative potentials of computer-based writing,
of hypertext and electronic networks were being explored.
After this first outline of the original idea and the historical context in which it emerged, we
will now look more closely at the concept and its technical realisation, at the process of
selecting the keywords, inviting the authors, and at the latter's writing experience.
The concept and its technical realisation
The idea for the "expérience d'écriture", i.e. for the "writing experiment" that would become
Epreuves d'écriture, was first formulated in April 1983 and was further elaborated in the
autumn of 1983, during Lyotard's absence and as part of the overall planning for the
exhibition. This elaboration involved the entire team at the CCI, including Martine Moinot,
Sabine Vigoureux and Catherine Testanière, but besides Thierry Chaput, who directed the
technical process, two of the team members, Chantal Noël and Nicole Toutcheff, took on
leading roles in the Epreuves project, Noël focusing on the writing process and the
publications, while Toutcheff especially worked on the technical realisation and the
exhibition.34
Conversations about the technical realisation of the project began in November 1983 with the
company SERPEA (Société d'édition et de réalisation de presse écrite, audio-visuelle et
télématique), which today we would call a start-up for network and multimedia contentmanagement systems. In 1984, SERPEA employed around 10 to 15 people and was directed
by Alain Rey35 and Marco Scotto. The company went out of business in 1985 or 1986. The
33

See the programme booklet at
www.monoskop.org/images/d/d4/Computer_Culture_83_Informatique_Culture_83_1983.pdf (accessed 3
February 2021).
34

Chantal Noël had first worked for the review Traverses, published by the CCI since 1975, and then joined the
Editorial Service of the Centre Pompidou in 1977, contributing to the publications of the CCI. At some point in
1984, she started working only on the publications for Les Immatériaux, taking her office in the CCI where she
worked with her assistant, Elisabeth Gad, and only returning to the Editorial Service after the exhibition in the
spring 1985. Additional technical support was given by Jackie Pouplard who was otherwise responsible in the
Editorial Service for the production of the print publications.
35

Not identical with the linguist of the same name.
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contact with the CCI team had first been established through SERPEA's involvement in the
technical realisation of the Electra exhibition, and because some of the artists working on
interactive novels, like Camille Philibert and Jacques-Élie Chabert, who were considered for a
participation in the Immatériaux exhibition, had a close working relation with the company.
According to the notes in Moinot's calendar, the first meeting took place on 10 November
1983 between Nicole Toutcheff, Catherine Counot of the BPI, and Camille Philibert for the
SERPEA, followed by meetings on 25 November (Nicole Toutcheff and Thierry Chaput
meeting Alain Rey for the first time), 6 December (possibly also with Lyotard), 11 January
and 26 January. On the basis of the December meetings, Alain Rey drafted an initial project
sketch, dated on 30.12.1984, containing the general concept, the different elements to be
realised, and a financial estimate.36 Here and in the minutes of the various meetings we find
traces of the gradual elaboration of the project, its elements and size in terms of the numbers
authors.
By the end of February 1984, the conceptual framework for the "writing experiment" was
established. Lyotard offered the following description on 24 February during a meeting with
the scientific advisors Mario Borillo, Paul Caro, Michel Cassé, and Pierre Rosenstiehl, all of
whom would eventually also participate in the Epreuves d'écriture project as authors. The
minutes report that,
Mr Lyotard then explains the "catalogue" product, which is made up of two parts,
the memoir catalogue [= Inventaire & Album] and the experimental catalogue [=
Epreuves d'écriture]. The memoir catalogue records and reports on the
development process of this event. The experimental catalogue is the result of a
collective work of about thirty authors who, on the basis of about fifty given
keywords, have to define, comment, discuss, relate in an experimental context of
word processing machines, network, connection, interactivity.37
For the overall understanding of the project it is noteworthy that here it is not Chaput, but
Lyotard who presents and then defends the project, and who responds to the probing
questions of the advisors:
Mr Rosensthiel [sic!] asks what the rules of the game are? Is it a multi-voice
diary? What is its purpose? A combinatorial, aesthetic, literary product? Is it a
finished product?
In the course of the discussion that takes place, elements of answers emerge
without effacing all the questions.
- Will the catalogue cover the exhibition?
Not exactly, but Mr Lyotard hopes that the exercise around these 50 words, which
summarise the issues of the event, will be the best witness of the conception of the
different sites.
- Is the catalogue product intended to be aesthetic?

36
37

See CGPAP 1977001W130_005.

CGPAP 1994033W666_002. (Monsieur Lyotard explique ensuite le produit "catalogue" composé de deux
parties, le catalogue mémoire et le catalogue expérience. Le catalogue mémoire met en fiches et rend compte du
processus d'élaboration de cette manifestation. Le catalogue expérience résulte du travail collectif d'une
trentaine d'auteurs qui, à partir d'une cinquantaine de mots-clés donnés, doivent définir, commenter, mettre en
discussion, en relation dans un contexte expérimental de machine à traitement de texte, reseau, connexion,
interactivité.) The minutes of previous related meetings (on 12 January 1984 with Boulez of IRCAM, and Melot
of the BPI, CGPAP 1994033W666_007, and on 3 February 1984 with the Italien design expert, Enzo Manzini,
CGPAP 1994033W666_008) don't yet give the impression of a stabilised conception for the project.
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Not important, the aim lies elsewhere.
- But does it have to be sold?
Yes, but as a traditional catalogue. It is the report of an experiment that seeks to
analyse, through practical application, the new techniques of writing.
Are the two aspects of memory/experience then brought together?
In principle yes, but the question remains open.38
It is not clear what role Lyotard had played in the conceptualisation of the Epreuves project
up to this point. Rey's concept sketch of 30 December had been addressed "à TC/NT" (Chaput
and Toutcheff), and the minutes of meetings with SERPEA on 26 January and 23 February
indicate that Lyotard was not present, suggesting that Chaput and the other team members
could do these negotiations about the technical concept of the writing experiment without
Lyotard.39 Since his return to Paris at the beginning of December, and despite the fact that the
questions of writing had played no explicit role in his own first conceptual sketch of August
1983, the "Esquisse", Lyotard now appears to have fully adopted the catalogue project cum
writing experiment as part of his own vision of what the Immatériaux exhibition will become.
But it seems that he really enters into the project only after important parameters regarding
the technical and organisational framework had been set.
What were still open questions in February, was formulated more affirmatively only a few
weeks later, in a document which would form the basis of the April 1984 "Présentation", the
first comprehensive, if preliminary description of the Immatériaux project as a whole:
5. The paper catalogue will consist of a box containing the preparatory texts for
the exhibition (working documents) [Album] and the description of the sites
[Inventaire]. The latter will also be accessible via the Minitel network which will
be installed in March 1985 in the city of Paris.
6. A writing experiment with several people (about thirty writers, artists,
scientists, etc...) will take place on word-processing machines set up in a network.

38

CGPAP 1994033W666_002. (Monsieur Rosensthiel [sic!] demande quelle est la règle du jeu ? Est-ce un
journal à voix multiples ? Quel est le but cherché ? Un produit combinatoire, esthétique, littéraire ? Est-ce un
produit fini ? Au cours de la discussion qui prend place surgissent des éléments de réponses sans effacer toutes
les interrogations. – Le catalogue couvrira-t-il l'exposition ? Pas exactement, mais Monsieur Lyotard espère que
l'exercice autour de ces 50 mots, qui résument les problématiques de la manifestation, sera le meilleur témoin de
la conception des différents sites. – Le produit catalogue se veut-il esthétique ? Sans importance, le but cherché
est ailleurs. – Il faut pourtant qu'il se vende ? Oui, mais en tant que catalogue traditionnel. – C'est le compterendu d'une expérience qui cherche à analyser, par une mise en pratique, les nouvelles techniques de l'écriture.
– Les deux aspects mémoire/expérience sont-ils-alors réunis ? En principe oui, mais la question reste ouverte.)
Additional funding for the editorial project had been sought in October 1983 from the Ministry for Culture,
Direction du Livre et de la Lecture, Bureau de l'Édition et de la Diffusion (CGPAP 1977001W130_006 and
1977001W130_007), which responded positively in May 1984: "L'octroi de cette subvention fera l'objet d'une
convention entre votre établissement et ma direction. En vue de la rédaction de cette convention, il conviendra
que vous m'addressiez un projet de budget détaillé de la partie éditoriale de la manifestation, comprenant
l'édition du catalogue et l'expérimentation des nouvelles technologies appliquées à l'édition. ..."
(1977001W130_008) There is a document entitled "Expérience d'édition du catalogue" (handwritten note added:
"annexe édition") that outlines how the catalogue could be produced entirely by computer. It reflects the
conceptual stage that does not yet include the idea of the 50 keywords and 30 authors, at least it does not
mention either of them. It does, however, mention the "lexique informatisé" which will also feature in the
meeting with SERPEA on 23 February 1984. As regards the style of the document, it could have been an annexe
of the funding application to the Ministry of Culture for the editorial project.
39

CGPAP 1994033W668_007, CGPAP 1994033W668_008. According to the Chronology, Lyotard did
participate in other meetings on 23 February 1984.
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Its results will be accessible to the public in the exhibition; the public will be able
to intervene.40
The shape and the limits of the ensuing conceptualisation were closely related to, and in part
determined by the discussions about the project's technical realisation which were taking
place during those weeks. In this process, the technical conceptualisation was not only
predicated upon technical feasibility, but also upon what the participants in those discussions
could imagine to be possible. We can speak of an entanglement of people, technics,
knowledge, and imagination.
The SERPEA team and their technical expertise played a crucial role in this process. We will
briefly introduce some of the people involved in this team in order to indicate the broader
media-technical and industrial context of this project, and of Les Immatériaux in general.
It was especially Jean-Paul Martin who coordinated the technical realisation of projects.41 As
an artist, Martin worked in the field of graphics, cooperating with Philibert and Chabert on
interactive novels like L'objet perdu which featured in the Labyrinthe du langage.
A frequent participant of the meetings with the CCI was Hadmut Holken who as a German
student in Paris had worked, in 1982, for the DGT/France Telecom's Centre de Promotion de
la Télématique, promoting the new Minitel system at commercial fairs. She met Alain Rey at
the "Sommet de Versailles" in 1982 and started working for SERPEA in 1983, as the assistant
to the director.42
At the SERPEA, Pascale Deville was tasked with information management and the
application and promotion of the Minitel system. Deville had studied law and developed her
knowledge about the conceptualisation of databases, the provision of screen-based
information systems, and basic programming skills, when working for CIRA (Centre
d'Information et de Renseignements Administratifs), offering juridical information via
telephone. She had worked for the PTT (later France Télécom) around 1980/1981 where she
was involved in projects experimenting with info-screens in rural post offices – part of the
preparations of what would become the Minitel system. For the SERPEA, she also managed
the presentation of the Minitel service at the Tsukuba World Fair in Japan in 1985. Deville
later went on to work for various ministries, including the Ministry of Justice, coordinating
their website and information systems.
Three topics intersected during the initial conversations, topics originally set by Chaput's
proposals earlier in 1983: the idea for a collaborative writing experiment, the plan for an
integrated, computer-based production of the catalogue, and the idea of recording the parcours

40

CGPAP 1994033W666_009, "Les Immatériaux, deuxième état", p. 8-9. (5. Le cataloque papier sera constitué
d'une boîte contenant les textes préparatoires à l'exposition (documents de travail) et le descriptif des sites. Ce
dernier sera également accessible par le réseau Minitel qui équipera en Mars 1985 la ville de Paris. 6. Une
expérience d'écriture à plusieurs (une trentaine d'écrivains, artistes, scientifiques, etc...) aura lieu sur machines
à traitement de texte montées en réseau. Ses résultats seront accessibles au public dans l'exposition ; le public
pourra y intervenir.) Following on from this document, the press releases published in April 1984 (CGPAP
1977001W130_009, "Présentation", p. 11), December 1984 and January 1985 offered variations of the official
version of the project description that Lyotard and Chaput also presented in their introduction to the Epreuves
d'écriture catalogue (summarised at the beginning of this text). The April 1984 "Présentation" was reprinted in
the Album, p. 16-22.
41

For instance, Jean-Paul Martin participated in Immatériaux-related meetings like the one on 2 March 1984,
marked in Moinot's calendar as "SERPEA informatique".
42

For Hadmut Holken, see www.holkenconsultants.com, and New European Media Initiative, www.neminitiative.org (accessed 5 February 2021).
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of individual visitors through the exhibition by means of a "carte mémoire", to allow for the
printing of personalised catalogue excerpts upon exiting the gallery.43
An important tool that supported these discussions were sketches and diagrams, like the one
reprinted in the Album ("Essai d'organisation...") which proposed how the different aspects of
the project might be technically and procedurally linked to each other (fig. 1).44

Fig. 1. Essai d'organisation du système informatique pour l' "Expérience d'écriture". Sketch by Jean-Paul
Martin/SERPEA, March 1984 (reprinted in Album, p. 44).

The minutes of these meetings show how different aspects were weighed against each other:
technical options and their practical and financial feasibility, the availability of computer
hardware, the capacities of databases and computers, the cost of connectivity, and network
transmission speeds. The participants from the CCI team and from SERPEA jointly evaluated
how these factors might impact the work of the authors, and the eventual catalogue
production.
Importantly, these were not discussions about the technical implemention of something that
had been pre-conceived. Rather, the structure of the database, the number of authors, the
number of keywords, as well as the envisaged number of lines per keyword, all these details
43

See the minutes by Martine Moinot for the meeting on 26 January (CGPAP 1994033W668_007) and 23
February 1984 (1994033W668_008). Another thread in these conversations concerned a planned project called
"forum immatériel"; it is not clear whether this working title refered to a, finally unrealised, series of teleconferences, or to a writing workshop at SERPEA, planned with Chabert, Philibert, Martin and others for June
1984, sometimes also called "combat des phrases" (see diagramme, March 1984, reprinted in Album, p. 43). –
Corinne Enaudeau has pointed out that the expression "combat des phrases" may have been coined with
reference to Lyotard's book Le Différend, which had just been published in 1983 (personal correspondence,
13.3.2021).
44

Reprinted in Album, p. 43. Judging by the style of writing and drawing, this sketch is by Jean-Paul Martin
(Gisèle Cloarec in personal conversation, 3 October 2020); its main aspects can also be found as hand-drawn
sketches by Martine Moinot in the minutes of a meeting on 9 March 1984 (CGPAP 1994033W668_009),
suggesting that this sketch was first presented at a meeting on 6 or 9 March 1984. For an exemplary study of the
role of such technical diagrammes in the collaboration between artists and engineers, see Clarisse Bardiot, 9
Evenings: Theater and Engineering (Montreal: Fondation Langlois, 2006), www.fondationlanglois.org/e/9evenings (accessed 5 February 2021).
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emerged from the affordances of the technical system at hand. The technical system, in its
conception and presentation by Alain Rey, brought about and channeled the imagination for
what would become the Epreuves d'écriture. If originally the idea for Epreuves d'écriture had
been born from the question of how electronic media technologies were changing the
aesthetics of artistic creation, the project was now given its particular shape by the technical
logic and affordances of the Minitel system.
There were, for instance, speculations about a degree of hypertextuality that could, in the end,
not be realised: "Querying a keyword first generates the 'comment texts', and then all the texts
including this keyword, creating a path through the catalogue."45 The notion of the path
("parcours") here coupled the imagination of a hypertextual structure of the "online"
catalogue, with the idea of the "carte mémoire" which would record the individual parcours
of a visitor through the exhibition. Throughout 1984, the idea persisted that the records on the
"carte mémoire" might form the basis for an individually generated catalogue, composed of
the "fiches" for the sites and printed as the visitor exits the exhibition.46 Even if this project
could not be realised, it may well have informed the conceptualisation of how the visitors
would move around in, and experience, the exhibition.47
In some instances, pragmatic issues had to be weighed against conceptual ideas, as is
documented in this excerpt from the meeting on 23 February:
"It seems essential for the team to keep the telecom connection between the
authors even with splitting into time slots (network established according to the
principle mentioned at the previous meeting). Real-time communication does not
seem to be absolutely necessary for this operation, a delay would be sufficient,
based on the principle of a messaging board, for example. SERPEA is reexamining the problem on this basis."48
And at other times, after such assessments, conclusive decisions had to be taken. In the
following example, Alain Rey's experience clashed with the conceptual principles that Chaput
and Noël envisaged for the writing experiment, and a decision was taken that had far-reaching
consequences for the later course of the project. In the meeting on 28 March 1984, Chaput
questioned the proposal by SERPEA to provide the authors, in addition to the computers for
writing their texts, with Minitel terminals for reading the submitted texts online. Instead,
Chaput requested a technical set-up through which the authors would work using only one
screen. According to Alain Rey, such a set-up would require a more complicated installation
and handling of the computers, which would, from his experience, result in the authors
reverting to writing with pen and paper ("si tel est le cas, les auteurs passeront probablement

45

CGPAP 1994033W666_009, p. 3. (L'interrogation d'un mot-clé génère dans un premier temps les "textes
commentaires", ainsi par la suite tous les textes incluant ce mot-clé, créant ainsi un parcours dans le catalogue.)
46

A simplified version of this idea is still mentioned in the invitation for the press conference at the beginning of
January 1985, presumably drafted some time in mid-December 1984: "A l'entrée de l'exposition, il est remis à
chaque visiteur une carte magnétique qui, introduite dans des plots situés sur le parcours, conserve en mémoire
la «trace» de ce trajet singulier. A la sortie, une machine imprimante échange la carte magnétique contre une
cartographie de la déambulation qui y est inscrite." It is not mentioned any more in the press pack distributed on
8 January, so the plan may have been dropped in the weeks between.
47

See Lyotard's considerations for the scenography of the exhibition, drafted in March 1984, English translation
published as "After six months of work...", 1984/2015.
48

CGPAP 1994033W668_008. (Il paraît essentiel pour l'équipe de garder la connection Télécom entre les
auteurs même avec fractionnement en tranches de temps (réseau établi suivant le principe évoqué lors de la
réunion précédente). La communication en temps réel pour cette opération ne paraît pas absolument nécessaire,
le différé suffirait, sur un principe de messageries par exemple. La SERPEA réétudie le problème sure ces
bases.)
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par le papier"). However, both Noël and Chaput insisted that the Minitel terminals should not
be used in such an ancillary manner. The minutes sum up the result:
At the end of the discussion, the decision was taken to do away with the minitels
as dictionaries for the authors and to carry out the experiment in its 'purest' form.49
The Minitel terminals would only be used in the exhibition, whereas reading and writing of
definitions and comments by the authors should both happen on the same computers.
This decision resulted in a technical complication of the software program for Epreuves
d'écriture, that would force the writers to work with two separate disks and separate programs
for writing and reading, creating a hurdle that, as we will see later, frustrated them and caused
a serious, maybe decisive, impediment for a more lively online debate.
After such general conceptual and technical guidelines had been established, it was possible
to move on to the technical realisation of the project. Alain Rey and Thierry Chaput worked
together to procure the hardware sponsorship of computers from the Olivetti company,50 and
connectivity support from the state-owned V.T.C.O.M. network agency, through the D.G.T.
(Direction Générale des Télécommunications).51
There were unforeseen delays in these preparations during the spring, and it took until the end
of July for the CCI to confirm the commission for SERPEA to develop the communication
software and provide the server of "l'expérience d'écriture" by 10 September, and to arrange
the training of the authors by 15 September.52 Also at the end of July the programmer Jean
Tixier of SERIAL, who worked as a sub-contractor for the SERPEA, was commissioned to
realise the software.53 A sketch by Tixier that found its way into the Album, "Note pour le
logiciel traitement de texte", must have been drawn during one of the preparatory meetings
that Tixier had with the team at the CCI, most probably with Nicole Toutcheff (fig. 2).

49

CGPAP 1994033W666_010, p. 2. (Au terme de la discussion, la décision est prise de supprimer les minitels
comme dictionnaires chez les auteurs et de réaliser l'expérience dans sa plus grande 'pureté'.) The separation of
writing (on computer) and reading (on Minitel) was described in the feasibility study by SERPEA dated 27
March 1984 (CGPAP 1994033W224_002)
50

There was a whole series of meetings with Giorgio Parisi of Olivetti France, starting in April 1984. A contract
with Olivetti is drafted by the CCI on 27 July 1984 (CGPAP 1994033W668_011), giving the technical details of
the agreement, which was signed and returned by Olivetti only on 9 November 1984 (CGPAP
1994033W668_012).
51

Meeting notes 28 March 1984, CGPAP 1994033W666_010, p. 2.

52

CGPAP 1994033W668_013.

53

Reference is made to meetings with Tixier on 6 and on 20 July, and to the comprehensive, ten-page
description of the technical requirements summarised by Jean Tixier in a "cahier des charges" of 25 July which
laid down the "performances et l'ergonomie du produit", as well as the estimated costs (CGPAP
1994033W239_002). No financial arrangements are laid down in these two documents of 27 July, suggesting
that Tixier's estimate was accepted in principle and that there was an urgency to start up the work, even before a
proper contract could be drafted and signed. The financial offer and a description of the tasks are laid down in a
document by the SERPEA on 3 September (amended on 14 September), which also includes the cost for the
software development (all of these in CGPAP 1994033W668_013). According to Gisèle Cloarec, the software
for word-processing was implemented in DOS, while the software for the data-transfer on the network was
implemented in UNIX (personal conversation, 3 Oct 2020).
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Fig. 2. Epreuves d'écriture, software development. Sketch by Jean Tixier (reprinted in Album, p. 43).

While Tixier delivered the programs necessary to run the different elements of the technical
system in September 1984, work on the software appears to have continued even after the
authors started writing, responding to difficulties in the interaction, or repairing bugs in the
programs.54
The authors
The people who participated in the writing experiment as authors represented a broad
spectrum of artistic and scientific backgrounds. They ranged from literary writers like Michel
Butor, Maurice Roche, Jean-Noël Vuarnet, the experimental writers Nanni Balestrini and
Jacques Roubaud, and Science Fiction-writer Philippe Curval; through visual artist Daniel
Buren, musician and theorist Daniel Charles, and theatre producer and theorist Jean-Loup
Rivière; to several philosophers: Jacques Derrida, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Christine BuciGlucksmann, François Châtelet, and the philosopher of life sciences Michel Tibon-Cornillot.
Among the scientists, there were anthropologist and linguist Dan Sperber, the science
theorists Bruno Latour and Isabelle Stengers, sociologist Jean-Claude Passeron,
psychoanalyst René Major, and theorist of the sociology and economy of media Marc
Guillaume. The four scientific advisors who Lyotard and Chaput had met regularly in the first
half of 1984, and who also contributed suggestions for a variety of exhibitions site, were also
authors of the Epreuves d'écriture. They included theorist of cognition Mario Borillo, science
theorist Paul Caro, astronomer Michel Cassé, and mathematician Pierre Rosenstiehl.55 Others
who had also previously been part of the research process for Les Immatériaux, included the
philosopher and linguist François Recanati who Chaput had already been in contact with in
1982,56 and the politician Hubert Astier, charged at the Ministry for Culture with questions of
authorship and copyright.57
54

See the letter by Lyotard and Noël explaining amendments to the technical procedures, undated, CGPAP
1994033W669_007.
55

See Chaput's letter to Lyotard, dated 20 November 1983, CGPAP 1994033W667_003.

56

See list of contacts established, 21 September 1982, CGPAP 1994033W234_009.

57

See notes by Martine Moinot for several meetings with Astier, CGPAP 1994033W668_014.
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The final list of 26 authors came together through a lengthy process to which different
members of the team contributed.58 At the end of March 1984, a much larger number of
around 75 people was contacted to ask whether they would in principle be interested in
participating in such a project. Besides most of the 26 eventual contributors, this long-list
included the curator Hubert Damisch, the artists Jean-Pierre Raynaud, film and theatre
directors like Chantal Ackerman, Peter Brook, Jean-Luc Godard, Ariane Mnouchkine, Alain
Resnais, Jacques Rivette, philosophers and writers like Jean Baudrillard, Italo Calvino,
Michel de Certeau, Umberto Eco, Pierre Guyotat, Edmond Jabès, Edgar Morin, Paul Ricœur,
Michel Serres, Claude Simon, and Paul Virilio. It also included Simon Nora, who together
with Alain Minc was the author of a famous report to the French government about the
informatisation of society, published in 1978 and influential for the development of the
Minitel system.59 – All of these people did not participate. Even before these initial requests
were sent out it was clear that, due to the technical restrictions, a selection would have to be
made if there were too many positive responses.60 By the middle of May, the number of
responses was so high that such a selection became necessary.61
There are no records available about the concrete feedback from the invitees, or about the
selection procedure that ensued, and it seems futile to speculate about a process that will have
had multiple factors. One aspect that may have brought changes to the list was organisational:
The schedule set out in the letters sent in March suggested that the authors would be given the
computers in early June, and that the experiment would finish no later than the end of
October. Due to the delays that occurred in the technical realisation, these dates had to be
moved twice, until the delivery of the computers and training of the authors finally took place
in late September, allowing them to work on their contributions from early October till midDecember. These delays may have made it difficult or impossible for some of the original
prospective contributors to stay on board. And a new criterion of a more active selection may
also have occurred as the intricacies of the technical system became evident during the
summer, making it appear reasonable to prioritise contributors in the Paris region where the
necessary technical maintenance and support could be ensured more easily.62

58

Personal conversations with Martine Moinot and Chantal Noël, 25 September 2017, 16 March 2021.

59

See list "auteurs solicités", collection Jean-Louis Boissier. The only two contributors who were not yet on this
long-list were Dan Sperber and Michel Tibon-Cornillot.
60

See minutes of the meeting on 6 March 1984, CGPAP 1994033W666_009, p. 2.

61

In a meeting with the scientific advisors on 14 May 1984, it was indicated that the scientific advisors might be
deselected. ("... Au cours des brèves qui suivent, un des points abordés est la possibilité de renoncer à la
participation des membres du conseil scientifique pour l'expérience catalogue, le nombre de réponses
extérieures étant supérieur aux prévisions." CGPAP 1994033W666_006) With regard to the question of the
entanglement of the concept, the technical system, and the project realisation, it is noteworthy that, presumably
due to technical and organisational reasons, it was apparently not possible at this moment to scale up the project
by including a larger number of authors.
62

The final line-up appears to have been volatile until the last moment. A list preserved in the archives of the
Centre Pompidou contains the names of 29 contributing authors, of which three are struck through: electronic
musician Tod Machover, and writers Pierre Guyotat and Jacques Roubaud; however Roubaud did eventually
participate, whereas the sociologist and psychoanalyst Marie Moscovici is on the list, but did not participate in
the end. (CGPAP 1994033W233_004) According to the Chronology, Lyotard met Pierre Guyotat on three
occasions (29.5., 21.6., 10.7.), and presumably the name "Guyotat" was still included in the technical system in
November: in a joking remark, Dan Sperber suggested that the name of this "auteur fantôme" could be used as a
collective pseudonym by all others, if only they knew the login code for the vacant account. (Epreuves
d'écriture, 1985, p. 18, entry SPER. 186, 27 NOV.) A very similar list, adjoining an invitation letter to Claude
Simon, dated 14 August 1984, includes Guyotat and Moscovici, but not Machover. (CGPAP 1997086W011)
The definitive list was sent to the authors by Noël in a letter, probably at the beginning of October (CGPAP
1994033W669_008). For a short commentary on the participants by Lyotard, see the transcript of his talk on 22
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The words
The keywords around which the writing experiment would be structured were, according to
the "Rules of the Game", intended as "50 words related to the problematic of the
manifestation Les Immatériaux." Elsewhere, Lyotard and Chaput called them "a small lexicon
of the immaterials."63
The archival evidence suggests that the composition of the list of words was left till quite late.
Probably the list was only put together at the end of August 1984. This happened in a
procedure that was done collaboratively in the team, together with Lyotard, and that can be
deduced from several handwritten and photocopied lists, two of which were facsimiled in the
Album, while several others are preserved in the archive.64
In a first step, the team members were asked to assemble lists of words that they felt were
relevant to a reflection on Les Immatériaux, and from the various list, one long list of words
was compiled.65 The longest version of this list, written by Nicole Toutcheff and with further
additions by Martine Moinot, contains more than 300 terms. From this list, a reduced version
containing 170 words was made – one copy of which was printed in the Album. The team
took votes on the different terms. While the list in the Album registers only the numbers of
votes cast, in another copy of this list, Martine Moinot registered the persons who voted for
the respective words, comprising Thierry Chaput, Jean-François Lyotard, Martine Moinot,
Chantal Noël, Catherine Testanière, and Nicole Toutcheff.66
The selection of the first set of words was then made on a purely quantitative basis. This first
set was drawn from all those that received at least four votes; these were thirty words which
were all included in the final list of fifty:

May 1985, p. 18-19 (CGPAP 1977001W130_003). – On the issue of delivering the computers to the authors, see
Noël and Toutcheff's letter to Olivetti of 20 August (CGPAP 1994033W669_009).
63

Introduction, Epreuves, p. 6 ("un petit lexique des immatériaux").

64

Album, p. 40–41, and CGPAP 1994033W668_015. – It is not clear when exactly these lists were made, though
they seem to relate to the meeting on 30 August 1984 (see below, footnote 65). In the Chronology there are
entries for further meetings with Lyotard, Noël and Toutcheff in September that could relate to this: on
21.09.1984 "labyrinthe langage" (cal. Lyotard), "Labyrinthe mots" (cal. Moinot), but in this latter note by
Moinot, "Labyrinthe [des] mots" appears to be used as the generic working title for what will become the
Labyrinthe du langage. Given that the first submissions were already made in early October, and given that the
programmers at SERPEA needed time to implement the list in the software, it is likely that the decisions about
the keywords were taken between the end of August and mid-September, at the latest. – A preliminary schedule
discussed on 6 March (CGPAP 1994033W666_009) suggests that, at that earlier point, it had been planned to
integrate feedback on the keywords from the authors, by end of May, before the database system and the
computers for writing would be installed (at that moment envisaged for June). This possibility was apparently
dropped in the face of the delays that mounted in the spring and summer.
65

Personal conversation with Martine Moinot and Chantal Noël, 25 September 2017. "There were," as Moinot
remembers, "suggestions from everybody." There is an entry in both the calendars of Lyotard and Moinot for 30
August 1984, 9:30-14:00, "Labyrinthe langage" (cal. Lyotard), "les mots" (cal. Moinot), of which Moinot says
that it must have been the date when the choice for the keywords for Epreuves d'écriture was made (see
Chronology). The assumption that the words might have been defined at such a late date is supported by the fact
that in an invitation letter to Claude Simon, dated 14 August 1984, the list of words is still mentioned as
something that is forthcoming. (CGPAP 1997086W011)
66

Moinot registered only the votes taken by others, which explains the discrepency between, for instance, the
five acronyms ("C, N, CT, Ly, TC") she registered for the words lumière, temps, vitesse, and the tally of "6" for
these words in Chantal Noël's version of the same list printed in the Album.
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artificiel

image

maternité

auteur

interaction

mémoire

code

interface

multiple

corps

langage

nature

dématérialisation

lumière

ordre

écriture

monnaie

prothèse

espace

matière

signe

façade

matériau

simulation

geste

matériel

temps

habiter

matrice

vitesse

These words more or less directly reflect the concepts that guided the curatorial process.67
They included the five mât terms, as well as a number of terms, variations of which appeared
in the titles of exhibition sites (for example corps éclaté, matériau dématérialisé, habitacle,
images calculées, lumière dérobée, mémoires artificielles, monnaie du temps, visites simulées,
etc.). Other terms were drawn from the register of media theory (code, interaction, interface,
prothèse, vitesse, etc.). The fact that a quantitative method was used for selecting these words
suggests the wish to arrive at a basic set of "most common" terms.
For the next set of words, an active selection was made from the words that had received three
votes.
droit
immortalité
miroir
mutation
preuve
réseau
sens
simultanéité
traduire
voix
Beyond the quantitative criterion of votes, a qualitative decision must have come into play
here, because there were a number of other words with three votes that were not chosen:
cellule, composant, contrôle, circulation, expérience, goût, manipulation, modèle, mutation,
origine, perseption, propriété, support.
Finally, a second list was composed in order to arrive at the ten words yet missing to arrive at
fifty ("liste des 10 dernières mots à choisir").68 There is a strong sense of a qualitative
decision-making in this procedure, given that from the previous, quantitative procedure, there
67

It seems that the exact numer of words in this set (30) was arbitrary, because the distribution of votes beyond
the threshold of four could not have been predicted.
68

See Album, p. 41, handwritten by Chantal Noël; in the Archive there is a similar list registering the same
procedure ("liste de 10 mots restant à choisir"), handwritten by Martine Moinot (CGPAP 1994033W668_015, p. 3).
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was a variety of words which were actively excluded. Instead, a new vocabulary, again in
alphabetical order, was composed. It served to arrive at the last set of ten words which were:
capture
confins
désir
flou
improbable
méandre
métamorphose
naviguer
séduire
souffle
It is difficult to interpret these different lists. However, it seems clear that, in the overall
procedure, there was a strongly collaborative element, choosing thirty of the fifty words
through the slightly arbitrary, quantitative method of a majority vote.69 Moreover there is a
tendency in this last set of deliberately chosen words towards a register of non-technicity,
transformation, and excess, which suggests that Lyotard himself was strongly involved,
especially in this final phase, contrasting the more "modern" tendency of the first "set of
thirty" with what we could perhaps call a "register of the postmodern."70
The writing process
When the writing process of the expérience d'écriture began at the end of September 1984,
the authors were equipped with the list of words as well as with the April 1984 concept for the
planned exhibition.71 Lyotard's conceptual outline in this "Présentation" thus became an
important rhetorical hinge that set the tone for several of the contributions. In the guidelines
that laid out the "rules of the game" ("la règle du jeu"), the challenge of the overall
experiment was formulated in media-theoretical terms: "Moving from graphic inscription to
69

Lyotard himself commented in a public talk that he gave on 22 May 1985, during the exhibition, on the "list of
fifty words, which have been worked out by the team and which belong to the semantic field [...] of the
exhibition; fifty words taken from there, some very close, others further away, but in fact as in topology, often
much closer than those that are close." (CGPAP 1977001W130_003, p. 18. "... liste de cinquante mots, qui ont
été élaborés en équipe et qui appartiennent au champ sémantique [...] de l'exposition ; cinquante mots pris làdedans, les uns tout près, les autres plus loin, mais en fait comme dans la topologie, souvent beaucoup plus près
que ceux qui sont près.") – The example of the two lists underscores the fact that the documents in the Album
were deliberately chosen to offer the audience a direct insight into important curatorial procedures.
70

Several interpretive paths can be taken; for instance, Lyotard had a penchant for the word "méandre" because
it was (almost) an anagramme of his first wife's name, May Andrée (personal correspondence by Dolorès
Lyotard, 12 March 2021). As regards the word "confins", at the time Lyotard was co-editing, together with
Maurice de Gandillac and Annie Cazenave, a collection titled L'Art des confins: mélanges offerts à Maurice de
Gandillac (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1985). Other conjectures could be made on the basis of
Lyotard's responses to Derrida's definitions of the terms ("Notes du traducteur", see below, footnote 95).
71

See Epreuves, side-note on p. 9. It is not clear exactly which version of the "Présentation" was given to the
authors, though presumably it was the typeset and printed version produced in April 1984 (CGPAP
1977001W130_009, facsimiled in the Album, p. 16-22).
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electronic display: probing the effects of new machines on thought formation."72 Even the
letter of invitation that the authors had received in the spring had already made it clear that the
goal of the experiment was the publication of the texts, in print, and on the Minitel network.
And from the start, the self-reflexive aspect of the experiment was emphasised: "In particular,
we would like you to comment on the modifications this brings about in your experience of
writing."
The authors were asked, in a first phase, to give short, two- to ten-line "definitions" of at least
fifteen to twenty different words.73 And in a second phase, after these definitions would have
been uploaded to the server and shared with the other authors, either to continue to work on
their own definitions, or respond to and comment on ("complete, refute, modulate") the
definitions by the other authors, "by connecting to other authors, to link on the one hand to
their definitions and on the other hand to their own linkages for whatever reason."74
The technical procedure required of the authors for reading and writing is summarised in a
short text that the journalist Brigitte Dyan added at the end of her interview with Noël and
Toutcheff for the Modernes, et après? anthology which was published on the occasion of Les
Immatériaux:
When turning on his microcomputer, the author has to introduce a
communications software program in the form of a floppy disk. Then, after a
number of instructions, insert another diskette, switch on his modem, dial a
number on his telephone. Now he has access to the central memory, which offers
him a menu of five possibilities: consulting the texts by author, or by word, or
finally by path, i.e. by the succession of submissions and replies. He can also send
or call up a text. For the latter operation, he must first use one of the three modes
of consultation. Sometimes he has to switch from one mode to the other to
compare, for example, a certain discussion thread with the totality of an author's
texts. When he calls up a text to read it, he goes into reception mode, the text
arrives on his diskette, without being visualised. The screen displays, "procedure
in progress, do not touch anything". This can take a long time. Finally, the author
retires the software, turns off the modem, inserts the word processing program,
chooses "read" mode, then calls up the text. If the text has been correctly received
(if there has not been a break in the telephone line), the text finally appears on the
screen. If not, everything has to be started again...75
72

For the "rules", see Epreuves d'écriture, p. 6–7. A first sketch of these rules can be found in the handwritten
minutes of a CCI team meeting on 22 March 1984 (CGPAP 1994033W668_016). The rules were also part of the
contractual agreement that was made with each of the authors and that also determined the granting of
comprehensive publishing rights of the texts to the Centre Pompidou. This contract apparently impacted the
attitude of the authors to the experiment, since, even though they were anything but strict, frequent reference is
made to the "rules" throughout the book. It may have been a somewhat irritating feature not least for the authors
associated with OULIPO who were used to writing under a set of constraints, but not ones that were legally
binding.
73

In Lyotard's talk on 22 May 1985, he suggests that the writing of the first definitions was all done on paper
and typed into the system by the team at the Centre Pompidou (presumably by Chantal Noël and Elisabeth Gad,
and the secretary Véronique Guillaume), and that only from then on did the authors use the computer for their
further comments (see CGPAP 1977001W130_003, p. 18). This is also how the procedure was described in the
"rules of the game" (see Epreuves, p. 6–7). However, the evidence of the text contributions suggests that at least
some of the authors actually composed their definitions on the computer, and uploaded them to the central server
themselves.
74

("... en vous connectant aux autres auteurs, d'enchaîner d'une part sur leurs définitions et d'autre part sur
leurs propres enchaînements à quelque fin que ce soit.")
75

Brigitte Dyan in Théofilakis 1985, p. 37. ("En allumant son micro-ordinateur, l'auteur devait introduire un
logiciel de communication sous forme de disquette. Puis, après un certain nombre d'instructions, introduire une
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A photo taken at the time shows one of the authors, the philosopher François Châtelet, at the
Olivetti M20 computer with two slots for the 8-inch floppy disks, one for the software
programmes, the other for storing and retrieving the texts. The photo also shows a list of
handwritten notes next to Châtelet which appear to be the instructions that he took down
while receiving his training from Hadmut Holken of SERPEA.

Fig. 3. François Châtelet in his study with the Olivetti M20 computer provided to him in the context of the
Epreuves d'écriture writing experiment, October 1984. Photo by Jean-Claude Planchet for Olivetti France.

The writing process was supported by the team of the CCI – a fact that the authors
occasionally make reference to in their contributions. The editors on their part were
monitoring the progress of the contributions on the server located in the CCI office in the
Centre Pompidou, and took the challenge of guiding the authors through a complicated and
sometimes frustrating experience. In their "Post-scriptum", they write retrospectively:
The rules of the game have certainly not been assumed by everyone, and not
always in this [sporting] spirit. They were sometimes rejected, sometimes opposed
by silence, an avarice of writing, anger against the masters of the game, suspicion
mixed with curiosity with regard to the "dames Pompidou" (the people in charge
of the operation who at the Centre received calls for help, requests for
explanations, insults, recriminations, for two months, without losing heart).76
autre disquette, allumer son modem, composer un numéro sur son téléphone. Il a enfin accès à la mémoire
centrale, qui lui propose un menu de cinq possibilités : consulter les textes par auteur, ou par mot, ou enfin par
cheminement, c'est-à-dire par la succession d'envois et de réponses. Il peut également envoyer ou appeler un
texte. Pour cette dernière opération, il doit tout d'abord utiliser l'un des trois modes de consultation. Parfois, il
est obligé de passer de l'un à l'autre pour comparer, par exemple, un cheminement avec la globalité des textes
d'un auteur. Lorsqu'il appelle un texte pour le lire, il se met en mode de réception, le texte arrive sur sa
disquette, sans être visualisé. L'écran affiche alors " procédure en cours, ne touchez à rien ". Ça peut durer
longtemps. Finalement, l'auteur retire son logiciel, éteint son modem, introduit son programme de traitement de
texte, choisit le mode " lecture ", puis apelle le texte. Si celui-ci a été correctement reçu (s'il n'ya pas eu de
coupure sur la ligne téléphonique), le texte apparaît enfin à l'écran. Sinon, tout est à recommencer...")
76

Epreuves, Gad/Lyotard/Noël/Toutcheff, "Post-scriptum", p. 262 ("La règle du jeu n'a certes pas été assumée
par tous et toujours dans cet esprit [sportif]. II est arrivé qu'on la rejette, qu'on lui oppose le silence, une
avarice d'écriture, la colère contre les maîtres du jeu, une suspicion mêlée de curiosité à l'endroit des «dames
Pompidou» (les responsables de l'opération qui au Centre ont reçu les appels à l'aide, les demandes
d'explication, les insultes, les récriminations, pendant deux mois, sans désemparer).") – In a letter by Chantal
Noël (undated, probably from October 1984) she announcing photocopies (!) of the first-phase definitions
(CGPAP 1994033W669_008). Noël also remembers contacting various authors by phone, including Derrida, in
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The contributions by the different authors were hugely divergent, and it seems difficult to find
an analytical angle that would make it possible to look at the whole of the Epreuves d'écriture
as one thing. The evaluation in the "Post-scriptum" identifies a variety of different attitudes
and roles that the authors adopted, and sometimes switched between. The editorial team
summarised:
One might expect the result [...] to be a kind of puzzle, a patchwork, a collage.
This is not exactly the case. Rather, we see a kind of collection of opinions
relating to the same corpus of terms, but written in heterogeneous genres and
styles. So a doxographic anthology, which could also be a satire, in the old Latin
sense of salad. Or, if one prefers, a volume taken from the Borgesian Library of
Babel, one of those works where the total content of the library is shown in
miniature.77
There are different possible methods to analyse this complex material. One would be to look
at all the entries of individual authors, in order to get a sense of their specific contributions
and to thus try and unravel the labyrinthic structure. Another would be topical, drawing out
key themes that run through much of the book, and to analyse how they develop over the time
of the experiment, and between the different authors. What one would find in any case is that
many of the contributions are rather tame attempts at responding to the set task, making
chapters like the one on the keyword espace (space) very general, failing to probe the
concepts beyond a variety of "modernist" affirmations.78 This is increasingly the case in the
second half of the book, showing how the alphabetic listing prioritised the engagement with
the words that come before the letter "N". At the same time, some chapters – e.g. on auteur,
métamorphose, and simulation – stand out with their particularly spirited exchanges that seem
to fulfill the hopes associated with the experiment.
The perspective we take in the present analysis is rather structural, looking at how the
different authors and their texts contributed to the communicative and self-reflexive, mediatheoretical goals of the experiment. We can identify three different types of approach among
the authors: firstly those who wrote only the bare minimum and whose contributions
remained solipsistic, secondly those who made occasional, if monological responses to other
authors, and thirdly a small number of authors who engaged actively with the communicative
and the social situation that had been technically enabled for them.
In the first group were several writers, each of whose entries were all registered on only one
day, and who did not contribute to the second phase of commentary and dialogue. Among
them were Astier, Buren, Charles, Châtelet, Latour, Rosenstiehl, and Roubaud.79 Their
order to check whether they were experiencing any problems, and to encourage them to write (personal
conversation, 25 September 2017). She also recalls a personal correspondence with Lacoue-Labarthe, after the
end of the project (personal conversation, 16 March 2021).
77

"Post-scriptum", p. 263. ("On pouvait s'attendre que le résultat ... forme une sorte de puzzle, de patchwork, de
collage. Ce n'est pas exactement le cas. Nous y voyons plutôt une sorte de recueil d'opinions relatives a un même
corpus de termes, mais écrites dans des genres et des styles hétérogènes. Donc une anthologie doxographique,
qui serait aussi une satire, au vieux sens latin de salade. Ou, si l'on préfère, un volume tiré de la bibliothèque
borgésienne de Babel, l'un de ces ouvrages où le contenu total de la bibliothèque est représenté en miniature.")
– Corinne Enaudeau affirms that this usage of the term "salad" was dear to Lyotard (personal correspondence,
13.3.2021).
78

See also the comment by Curval on the absence of any responses in this chapter, CURV. 110, 15 DEC., p. 69.
The chapters on the five mât terms are also conspicuously short (see p. 123-133); presumably, these terms were
so ostentatiously "claimed" by Lyotard in the "Présentation", that most authors may have shied away from them.
79

It is not clear whether these authors submitted their contributions by themselves, or whether they sent in their
definitions on paper upon which these were typed and uploaded by the CCI team on the respective dates when
these entries were registered. In that case it would be possible that these authors logged on later to read
contributions by others without responding to them; it is, however, also conceivable that some of them never
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"definitions" reveal a serious engagement with the keywords that they chose to write about.
Daniel Buren, for instance, consistently relates the respective term to the context of art,80
whereas the contributions by Daniel Charles frequently engage with the relationship of the
modern and the postmodern. In this first group we can also find two of the writers: Michel
Butor consistently submitted one short text for each of the keywords, literary miniatures
which reflect more or less explicitly on the respective terms, but not once relate to any of the
other contributions; and Nanni Balestrini contributed two sets of texts, one at the beginning of
the first project phase and one at the end of the second, the first set of texts stochastically
combining different keywords and constructing "automatic" sentences with them, while the
second applied a similar, random system to words and short phrases that had been used by
other authors in their definitions.81
Two other authors who barely contributed to the dialogical aspect of the project are Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe and Isabelle Stengers. Both of them, however, returned on one occasion to
report about their writing experience. In the form of a personal letter addressed to Lyotard,
Lacoue-Labarthe apologises for his failure and explains how his usual mode of writing and
his phobia for technology and the instructions for using them, as well as his lack of
knowledge about the themes guiding Les Immatériaux in general, made it impossible for him
to participate in an adequate manner, admitting that he should not have accepted Lyotard's
invitation in the first place. Lacoue-Labarthe concludes:
Basically the machine should have freed me and made my writing "light" - all the
more so as the experience was eminently social and I don't dislike sociality at all,
at least restricted sociality, conversation. The opposite happened: my inhibition
was stronger. Which, paradoxically, can be considered as part of the experience,
let's say under the heading of "resistance".82
In contrast, Isabelle Stengers used a response to the keyword "preuve" (proof) for a polemical
critique of the experiment, imputing that one of the goals of the experiment was to convince
the participants of the usefulness of its technical system.83 To the contrary however, for her
the experience was one of intense frustration.

actually logged on even once. (Note that the computer screen in the photo of Châtelet, fig. 3, is switched off.) –
Most of the dates in the Epreuves catalogue seem to make sense, but there are some small inconsistencies which
are perhaps due to mistakes in the editorial process. For instance, BUTO 048 [prothèse] and BUTO 057 [signe]
are dated 30 Oct., while all other BUTO entries from 043 onwards are dated 30 Nov; there is an entry BALE 068
[signe] dated 18 Dec., and one BALE 071 [souffle] dated 12 Dec., while all his other late entries are dated 16
Dec. In the Annexe (p. 248), Major (MAJO) responds to a late entry by Vuarnet (VUAR); both entries are dated
on 16 Dec.; yet, how could Vuarnet know about something that Major had sent to the CCI by post?
80

Buren lists his contributions among his writins (Écrits) on his website (danielburen.com/bibliographies/1/25);
they were reprinted in German as "Schriftproben", in cat. Erscheinen, Scheinen, Verschwinden, Düsseldorf,
Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Richter Verlag, 1996, p. 105–108.
81

See also Gallo 2008, p. 135, for a reference to Balestrini's writing experience. (Was the second set of
contributions by Balestrini, registered on 16 December, perhaps inspired by a proposal that Butor made in a rare,
non-literary contribution on 30 October [BUTO. 020, p. 28]? What Butor suggests here sounds like a program
for what Balestrini will execute.)
82

Lacoue-Labarthe, Epreuves, Annexe, p. 244. ("Au fond la machine aurait dû me libérer et me rendre l'écriture
"legère" – d'autant plus que l'expérience était éminemment sociale et que je ne déteste pas du tout la socialité,
du moins la socialité restreinte, la conversation. C'est le contraire qui s'est produit : mon inhibition a été la plus
forte. Ce qui, paradoxalement, peut s'inscrire dans l'expérience, mettons au titre de la "resistance".") See also
the self-reflexive contributions in the Annexe by Major (p. 232-233), and Borillo (p. 237-242), and the reflexions
about their experience of writing on a computer by Nanni Balestrini, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jacques
Roubaud in the dossier published by the daily newspaper Libération, "Les intellos au boulot", 28.3.1985, p. 31.
83

Stengers refers to an earlier comment by Latour: "The problem with even the most striking evidence is that it
ultimately proves little. It only convinces if it is accompanied by many preconditions. For example, no one in
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... the slowness of the procedures for receiving texts, the fact that it is not possible
to "peek" at a text without first storing it, and that it is therefore not possible to get
a quick overview of an author's production or of the various definitions of a word,
will make the thesis that the machine fools the author remarkably convincing.
After an hour of successful but repetitive and unfruitful operations, I smoked too
much and I have a headache.84
Stengers argues that the true goal of the experiment appears to have been to introduce a
number of intellectuals not to a new form of communication, but to using a word processor, a
goal that could, as she believes, have been reached in other, simpler ways.
In France, in any case, communication by modem is for tomorrow, but today word
processing can serve you. The misunderstanding is that, in fact, I was already a
"convinced".85
A second set of authors comprises those who occasionally responded to the contributions by
others, thus signalling that they had actually logged onto the central server in the second
project phase, and retrieved at least some of the various texts. In this group we find Marc
Guillaume, René Major, Jean-Claude Passeron, Jean-Loup Rivière, Maurice Roche, and JeanNoël Vuarnet, as well as some of the scientific advisors, Mario Borillo, Michel Cassé, and
Michel Tibon-Cornillot, all three writing often lengthy, monological explanations on certain
scientific topics, in a form that seems to prolong their deliberations during the advisory
committee meetings with Lyotard.86
In this second group of occasional respondents we find two major exceptions: both Christine
Buci-Glucksmann and Jacques Derrida made an effort, in the first half of December and thus
towards the end of the project phase, to contribute to the project by responding directly to
definitions submitted by other authors.87
their right mind would be convinced of the usefulness of a home computer. It has to be pushed by a network.
There is always too much interest in the proof itself and not enough in the quality of the network that
accompanies it." (LATO. 105, 9 OCT., p. 187)
84

STEN. 175, 20 OCT., p. 187-188. (... la lenteur des procédures de réception des textes, le fait que l'on ne
puisse « jeter un coup d'oeil " sur un texte sans l'enregistrer au préalable, et que l'on ne puisse dès lors avoir, de
manière rapide, ni de survol sur la production d'un auteur, ni sur les différentes définitions d'un mot rendra
remarquablement convaincante la thèse selon laquelle la machine bêtifie l'auteur. Après une heure d'opérations
réussies mais répétitives et peu fructueuses, j'ai trop fumé et j'ai mal a la tête.) Recanati foresaw this and
speculated about how discouraging the experience with the word processors and modems must be for the novices
whose "inexperience combined with the bugs and the idiocy of the software must have effects likely to
discourage them forever." (RECA. 147, 18 NOV., p. 59; ... leur inexpérience conjuguée aux bugs et à
l'imbécillité du logiciel doit avoir des effets susceptibles de les décourager à jamais.).
85

STEN. 175, 20 OCT., p. 188. (En France, en tout cas, la communication par modem est pour demain, mais
aujourd'hui le traitement de textes peut vous servir. Le malentendu est que, de fait, j'étais déjà une « convaincue
».) Writing here somewhat impatiently and prematurely on 20 October – the project was only running for three
weeks, and had eight weeks yet to go – Stengers declared that the authors were not communicating, decrying
something that was not even intended during this first phase of the experiment. However, it may well be that the
foundations for the awkward reputation of the Epreuves project were already laid, and for some cemented,
during this problematic starting phase.
86

Some of these contributions (for instance PASS, p. 20-21, 43-45, TIBO, p. 28-31, 249-253) were uploaded
only on 16 December. These were obviously intended by the authors as material for the publication, but not as
contributions to the dialogue, since at this late moment nobody could respond any more; a certain remorse about
this can be sensed in some of Major's contributions in the Annexe. In the "Post-scriptum", the editors also
remark on the "didactic" style chosen by some of the scientists (see p. 262).
87

There are entries in Lyotard's personal calendar for 28 October ("appeler Jacques D., Christine") and 3
December ("appeler Jacques D.") which might indicate that Lyotard called Derrida and Buci-Glucksmann in
order to ask them to contribute to the second project phase (see Chronology).
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Buci-Glucksmann's initial definitions had been submitted on 8 October, addressing fifteen of
the fifty keywords, registered all on the same day. She returned in December to write a series
of six responses to contributions by other authors, commenting on keywords that she had
previously written about herself (capture, désir, image, métamorphose, miroir, simulation),
which suggests that she retrieved and read the multiple entries for these keywords that she felt
most interested in. In her replies, Buci-Glucksmann vividly engaged with the previous
contributions, quoting the authors, weighing and expanding their arguments, and making
references to examples from literature and art history. Whereas such responses would usually
get linked to a single previous entry, in the case of her response on the keyword image, BuciGlucksmann directed her reply to five previous entries, making it a recension of the
discussion as a whole, signalling a broad and synoptic approach that she was taking to the
textual material.
In her reply (on 13 December) to what Derrida had written (on 5 December) in response to
her own earlier definition of capture, Buci-Glucksmann offers a reflection on some of the
tropes Derrida had used:
[...] Would "telextextuality", "telemachination", place us in this type of experience
of the sublime in the absence of a body? Technological dematerialisation through
the interface of the screen hardly institutes this "erroneous togetherness" proper to
true seduction. Too "coded", too contained, too little excessive, too much mât,
even if everywhere there is absence, emptiness, something that establishes
dialogue. I capture messages, texts, I build up a memory, I call the other, I
interpellate, I extrapolate ... Of course I do. But the capture by the imaginary –
"by the memory of an image" – that which situates me, destitutes me and "kills"
me is a completely different economy. "Margins of philosophy", margins of the
screen perhaps, the place of writing: "This general space is first of all spacing as a
disruption of the presence in the mark, what I call here writing", you wrote.88
These responses by Buci-Glucksmann, arriving late in the process, only days before the
experiment finished, could hardly be taken up again by others. But they show a critical
engagement with the topics, and a commitment to an open and personal exchange.
Another exception in the second group of authors who replied occasionally, is Jacques
Derrida. His contributions to the first project phase already stand out because he was, besides
Michel Butor, the only participant who wrote initial entries for each of the keywords.89 It
seems that he approached the whole series of his contributions as an integral task, leading not
to an overarching, coherent text, but to a series of fragments which correlated on different
levels, frequently drawing on the vocabulary offered by the list of words, and connecting
general philosophical reflections with the themes of Les Immatériaux laid out in the
"Présentation", and with the circumstances of the writing experiment.
Derrida returned later that autumn, to submit seven responses to other contributors (on the
keywords artificiel, auteur, capture, code/confins, droit, geste, immortalité/signe), all
88

Buci-Glucksmann in Epreuves, p. 25 (BUCI. 086, 13. DEC. "La " télextextualité », la " télémachination »,
nous placeraient-elles dans ce type d'expérience du sublime en l'absence de corps ? La dématérialisation
technologique par l'interface de l'écran n'institue guère cet " errons ensemble » propre à la véritable séduction.
Trop " codée ", trop endiguée, trop peu excessive, trop de mât, même si partout circule de l'absence, du vide,
quelque chose qui institue le dialogue. Je capte des messages, des textes, je me constitue une mémoire, j'appelle
l'autre, je l'interpelle, j'extrapole ... Certes. Mais la capture par l'imaginaire - " par la mémoire d'une image " –
celle qui me situe, me destitue et me " tue " est une tout autre économie. " Marges de la philosophie ", marges de
l'écran peut-être, lieu de l'écriture : " Cet espace general, c'est d'abord l'espacement comme disruption de la
présence dans la marque, ce que j'appelle ici écriture ", ecriviez-vous.")
89

Apart from two entries which were registered on 9 October, all of these first-phase definitions by Derrida were
logged on 10 October 1984.
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registered on 5 December. For example, in a summary response to the definitions of the
keyword "author" by Passeron, Major, and Lacoue-Labarthe, Derrida wrote:
All three of us insisted on augmentation and on the law. To what extent are we the
authors of our texts about the author? We have submitted ourselves to the
necessity of a concept and a rule of the game, to a list of words as well, and to
other authors, the author of which basically remains rather indeterminate,
disappearing. Is there an author in this common enterprise? Who? Where? The
said disappearance of the author perhaps always passes through the experience of
such a socio-technical device (word processor, anonymous telephone exchange,
etc.) which now reflects what has been happening in the "cultural world" for so
long, for ever. Unless, through the machine of immaterials, to lose tone and hand
in it, by giving up all our old mirrors, we are still seeking to augment ourselves
with some additional authority, an authority so symbolic, it is true, that the image
no longer belongs to us, nor any other living income. But let's not forget,
everything is still signed, no one has the right to touch the text of the other, our
copyright is very much protected as in the good old days of modernity (17th-20th
centuries).90
Among the small number of more active participants who we will turn to in a moment, such
late contributions were met with irony, as can be seen in an entry written by François
Recanati who, using the metaphor of a message in a bottle, quipped about the many
participants who had disappeared from the screens, and wrote in direct response to Derrida's
contribution quoted above:
It had been more than three days since I had confided [on 3 December] to the
waves of the sea the chronicle 158, when one of the twenty missing, perhaps the
most famous, suddenly appeared in the circle of survivors. He did nothing to
dispel the mystery of his well-shaven cheeks, his fresh and clean clothes, belying
what we had imagined of his long absence. He did not utter a word that could
shed any light on his ordeal, nor did he ask any questions about the nineteen
others who had disappeared. Nevertheless, as usual, he was loquacious, and his
playful words were like messages from another time, from another world."91

90

DERR. 139, 5 DEC., p. 19 (Nous avons tous trois insisté sur l'augmentation et sur la loi. Jusqu'à quel point
sommes-nous les auteurs de nos textes sur l'auteur ? Nous nous sommes soumis à la nécessité d'un concept et a
une règle du jeu, à une liste de mots aussi et d'autres auteurs dont l'auteur au fond reste assez indéterminable,
disparaissant. Y a-t-il un auteur dans cette entreprise commune ? Qui ? Où ? Ladite disparition de l'auteur
passe peut-être toujours par l'expérience d'un tel dispositif socio-technique (machine à traitement de textes,
central téléphonique anonyme, etc.) qui réfléchit maintenant ce qui se passe dans le « monde culturel » depuis si
longtemps, depuis toujours. A moins que, à travers la machine des immatériaux, à y perdre le ton et la main, en
renonçant à tous nos vieux miroirs, nous ne eherchians encore à nous augmenter de quelque autorité
supplémentaire, une autorité si symbolique, il est vrai, que l'image ne nous en revient plus, ni aucun autre
revenu vivant. Mais ne l'oublions pas, tout reste encore signé, personne n'a le droit de toucher au texte de
l'autre, notre copyright est très protégé comme au bon vieux temps de la modernité (17e-20e siècles).)
91

Recanati, p. 20 (RECA. 159, 08 DEC., refering to RECA. 158, 03 DEC., p. 19) (Je n'avais pas confié aux
vagues de la mer la chronique 158 depuis plus de trois jours, que l'un des vingt disparus, le plus célèbre peutêtre, apparut soudain dans le cercle des survivants. Il ne fit rien pour dissiper le mystère de ses joues bien
rasées, de ses habits frais et propres, démentant ce que nous avions imaginé de sa longue absence. Il ne
prononça pas un mot susceptible de nous éclairer sur ses Epreuves, et ne posa aucune question sur les dix-neuf
autres disparus. Néanmoins, comme à l'accoutumée, il fut loquace, et ses propos badins nous firent l'effet de
messages venus d'un autre temps, d'un autre monde.) See also Sperber's comment on the issue of the absentees,
asking himself whether he instead is wasting his time (SPER. 187, 14 DEC., p. 20).
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But Recanati's allegation were not completely justified, since in what appears to have been his
final contribution to the Epreuves, on immortalité/signe, Derrida had in fact "shed some light
on his ordeal":
[...] The time of the immaterials is also, as it has long been in Japan, the time of
cemeteries without bodies or graves. Word-processing machines and small urns,
barely. Just a little respite: we didn't really write on our new machines, we wrote
by hand on our old typewriters, electric or not, and then laboriously transcribed. It
is true, however, that some cruelty was noticeable: when my first words were
"grasped", the difficulty I had in rereading them, in recognising a tone, a rhythm,
a way of putting down the voice or the hand, all this made me understand that I
had already written, telegraphically, saving signs, for this new machinery, in this
new world, following the rules of the game, at full speed and at a speed that is no
longer mine. One only signs at a certain speed, everyone at his own, and that
doesn't depend on the length of the name. Conclusion: accept the earth, the human
burial, stay in your place and demand (with an inner smile) that one doesn't
disturb oneself too much, that one doesn't disturb one's habits which are also of
speed, sign and mortality.92
In addition to such self-effacing reflections on the procedure, Derrida's contribution as a
whole is remarkable in yet another way. It mostly comprises philosophical reflections
departing from the various keywords, reflections which never appear like monologues, but
rather like a continued dialogue with Lyotard, taking the latter's remarks in the "Présentation"
as starting points. Derrida and Lyotard had been in an ongoing philosophical exchange since
the late 1950s, most lately with regard to Lyotard's philosophical monograph, Le différend
(1983). Derrida engaged very seriously in the project – or in this dialogue with Lyotard –,
often using a personal, even intimate tone of writing.93
Derrida took up a similar tone in a lecture that he held in 1999, in honour of the late Lyotard
who had passed away the previous year. The text of this lecture, published as "Lyotard and
Us" (2001), deals with intellectual and affective layers of their friendship. Derrida took the
pivotal sentence – "there shall be no mourning"94 – from a commentary which Lyotard wrote,
in 1990, about the contributions that Derrida had made to the Epreuves décriture, and which
was published, together with some of these contributions, in a special issue dedicated to
Derrida, of the French philosophical journal Revue philosophique.95 In his lecture of 1999,
92

Derrida, DERR. 144, 5 DEC., p. 95 (Le temps des immatériaux est aussi, comme depuis longtemps au Japon,
le temps des cimetières sans corps et sans tombe. Des machines à traitement de textes et de petites urnes, à
peine. Encore un peu de répit : nous n'avons pas vraiment écrit sur nos nouvelles machines, nous avons écrit à
la main sur nos vieilles machines à écrire, électriques ou non, puis laborieuseme[n]t transcrit. II est vrai
néanmoins que quelque cruauté aura été sensible : quand mes premiers enonces furent " saisis ", la difficulté
que j'avais à les relire, à y reconnaître un ton, un rythme, une manière de poser la voix ou la main, tout cela me
fit comprendre que déjà j'avais écrit, télégraphiquement, en économisant les signes, pour cette nouvelle
machinerie, dans ce nouveau monde, en suivant les règles du jeu, à toute vitesse et à une vitesse qui n'est plus la
mienne. On ne signe qu'à une certaine vitesse, chacun la sienne, et cela ne dépend pas de la longueur du nom.
Conclusion : accepter la terre, l'humaine inhumation, rester à sa place et demander (le sourire interieur) qu'on
ne se dérange pas trop, qu'on ne dérange pas ses habitudes qui sont aussi de vitesse, de signe et de mortalité.) –
Besides practical and procedural impediments, Derrida was also extremely busy around this time with multiple
trips and public lectures, as well undergoing medical treatment in late December; see Benoit Peeters: Derrida.
Paris: Flammarion, 2010.
93

On the relationship between Lyotard and Derrida and their related discussions at symposia in Cerisy in 1980
and 1982, see Bamford, Lyotard, Critical Lives, 2017, p. 127–132.
94
95

Derrida 2001, p. 217 ff, esp. p. 228.

The entries published in the Revue philosophique in 1990, presented in alphabetical order, are not a complete
set of Derrida's contributions but a selection of about two thirds of them (Derrida 1990, p. 269-284). Derrida
wrote 57 separate texts for the Epreuves, of which 36 are republished in the Revue philosophique; not included
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which otherwise does not speak directly about the writing experiment, Derrida made another
confession, namely that since then the "new machines" had taken over his writing, and that it
was the invitation by Lyotard which instigated "the wonderful machinations that led me to
learn to use, despite my previous reluctance, a word processor, which I have depended upon
ever since."96
There is no evidence which would support the suspicion formulated by Latour and Stengers,
namely that a goal of the Epreuves project might have been to "convince" the authors of the
usefulness of word processors or networked computers. Rather, it seems to have been a
straightforward, if technically complicated, exploration of how these technologies changed
the conditions of writing. A hazardous aspect may have been that most of the participants
were skeptical novices to such writing tools, so that the technical difficulties which were
challenging even for people versed in working with computers, stopped some of the potential
enthusiasm in its tracks.
However, there was the third, smaller set of participants consisting of Paul Caro, Philippe
Curval, François Recanati, and Dan Sperber, who would not be intimidated by such
difficulties and whose contributions and reflections, at least in retrospect, testified to the
potential and latitude of the writing experiment. Their experience was that of a nascent online
community, a connective, i.e. a constellation of people who happened to get connected
through a network without having worked together before, and without a common goal
outside of the ongoing exchange, moderately channelled by the "rules of the game" and the
list of keywords.
These four authors did not act as a cohesive group, but as individuals encountering each other
online and in the contributions that they continued engaging with at a time when most of the
other participants seemed to have given up. Each of them "performed" in a different style,
Caro writing sometimes long, exhausting discourses, while Curval occasionally made short
comments on the technical system at hand, like this one on the keyword capture:

are his entries for the following sixteen keywords: artificiel, auteur, dématérialisation, façade, improbable,
interface, langage, lumière, matériau, matériel, métamorphose, monnaie, multiple, nature, simulation, souffle.
The selection was, apparently, made on the basis of Lyotard's commentary, i.e. the re-publication includes those
texts which Lyotard commented on (noting the respective keyword in paranthesis, and italicised). This suggests
that the selection was conceived less as a set of original texts by Derrida included in this honorary issue of the
Revue philosophique, but as an annexe to Lyotard's text, which is why the "author" name listed in the table of
contents is Lyotard's, whereas Derrida's name appears as part of the title (see www.jstor.org/stable/i40048216).
On the pages with Derrida's texts, Lyotard's name appears as "author" in the top right margin of each double
page, and the title in the top left margin is the title of Lyotard's accompanying essay, "Notes du Traducteur"
(which follows on p. 285-292), where Lyotard takes (at least in the dialogical game they are playing in 1984,
1990, 1999) what Derrida wrote in 1984, as addressed to him. In the 1990 publication, Derrida's contributions
appeared strangely detached from their original context. The meaning of the recurring term "Présentation*"
(even with the asterix taken from the Epreuves publication), p. 270 ff, remains as unexplained as the fact that
Derrida's remark "Ici, je n'ai pas le droit d'aller plus loin : conséquences ..." (p. 274) refers to the Epreuves rule
that the definitions should not be longer than ten lines. The 1990 publication also ignores the fact that Derrida
was responding to other contributions (in "nous ... tous deux", p. 270, he addresses Christine Buci-Glucksman,
DERR. 140, 5 DEC / BUCI. 069, 8 OCT; in "Oui, ...", p. 271, he responds to and quotes Daniel Buren, DERR.
141, 5 DEC / BURE. 002, 5 OCT; "tu cites Aristote...", p. 273-274, responds to Châtelet, DERR. 142, 5 DEC /
CHAT. 069, 24 Oct; equally, DERR. 143, 5 DEC, p. 275, responds to and quotes Michel Butor, and DERR. 144,
5 DEC, p. 276, responds to contributions by Lacoue-Labarte and Roubaud, on immortalité).
96

Derrida 1999/2001, p. 228. See also the reference by Gere in Hui/Broeckmann 2015, p. 209-210.
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By "capturing" through the symbolic channel of the modem, the slot on the right
side of the device turns red, a sign of intense emotion or pure shyness. The floppy
disk slows down and remains silent.97
Sperber often entered into dialogue, addressed other authors personally and, on several
occasions, thanked them for specific ideas and comments. And Recanati, like Caro, often
engaged with the technical system, trying to understand its potentials and limitations. He also
started writing responses – officially intended only for the second phase of writing – as early
as 9 October.98
Together, these four seemed to have an unspoken agreement that it was not necessary to stay
"on topic", like Derrida, Buci-Glucksmann and others insistently did, but to use the online
forum as an open space for communication, jumping between threads and topics, between
topical discussions, technical deliberations, and idle online chit-chat. They focused their
exchanges on the sections of the keywords auteur, écriture, image, and mémoire. These topics
lent themselves for dealing with the experience of computer-based writing in general, and
with the specifics of the system provided for this writing experiment. But the four authors also
used these keywords as channels for tinkering with the functionalities of the technical system,
experimenting with screen poetry,99 with different communicational styles, writing in the
form of traditional letters, or poems,100 playing around with the keywords,101 deliberately
interlacing different threads of the discussion, and directly addressing specific co-authors, or
all of them together, or the moderators and editors at the Centre Pompidou.102
The question of feedback is significant for any online communication, whether in the form of
a response and confirmation, or as an experience of co-presence. At the end of one of his
entries, Caro requested direct responses from people who would read the entry, as a proof of
them having been there.103 And Sperber on one occasion celebrated a moment of feeling
online and connected:
Ah! Someone in the network. Hello. Hello. But what are we doing here? Have
you been walking around here long? I have. I've heard noises once or twice. I've
shouted too, but without any answer. Cold? Yes, it's cold. Some coffee? it will
warm us up. Yes, I'm kidding. I know that this machine doesn't even make coffee.
No, no, don't get me wrong, I'm not against computers. I've got one at home and I
work on it all day long, but this one, ah well! They've invented the slowest, most
viscous, most disheartening programs you can imagine. Who are they? No, I don't
know, not them anyway. Yes, I like to phone them too, to complain a little bit.
Well, that's not all, but I have to send this text now. Anyway, it was a great
97

CURV. 113, 15 DEC., p. 25 (En capturant " capture " par le canal symbolique du modem, la fente située à
droite de l'appareil roucoule en rouge, signe d'une intense émotion ou de pure timidité. La disquette freine et se
tait.)
98

See RECA. 133, 9 OCT., p. 38. – In this set of four authors, only Recanati and Sperber knew each other
previously, sharing their interest in how word-processing, networks, and computers in general, were changing
language and culture (personal conversation with F. Recanati, 10 June 2021).
99

See CARO. 042, 24 OCT:, p. 136, CARO. 043, 24 OCT., p. 106, CARO. 067, 9 DEC., and CARO. 069, 12
DEC., p. 98-99.
100

See SPER. 179, 11 NOV., p. 172.

101

See CURV. 087, 26 OCT., p. 12, where Curval responds to CARO. 016, 8 OCT., p. 11, by using exactly the
same words in a different order.
102

Caro writes on one occasion: "Hi guys!" (Salut les mecs ! CARO. 060, 21 NOV., p. 18), and Recanati asks:
"But you, dear immaterial colleagues, what do you think?" (Mais vous, chers collègues immatériels, qu'en
pensez-vous ? RECA. 133, 9 OCT. p. 38)
103

See CARO. 044, 24 OCT., p. 16-17.
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pleasure to meet someone. Yes, maybe I'll see you soon. Bye, now. Brrr! How
cold it is.104
A week later, Caro picked up the metaphor of the café in a less enthusiastic reflection on how
the online forum as a social environment was impacting the writing, and the collective
thinking:
Apart from that, we note a beginning of communication, but still without much
brainstorming, between the (rare) authors active in the experiment on the open
channels in the words "author" and "writing". This choice for this café-forum is
characteristic. It's a sign that it bothers us. It's a bit as if in our childhood we had
written pages of essays on the difficulties of using Sergeant Major pens (which
are great) and on the perversion of inkwells (or fountain pens). One would surely
have picked up a double-pointed zero. - I'll stop there because the page is about to
end and that can lead to transmission difficulties. With my best regards.105
Significantly, all four authors also commented regularly on technical issues and reflected on
how they were entangled in the experience of writing and reading, as well as in the
communication and social interaction among the authors. In a series of contributions to the
keyword mémoire and over a period of several weeks starting at the end of October, Caro
wrote in the form of a diary about a persisting technical problem with storing a text:
14 November 22:36: The "path" procedure has been corrected, the missing names
and numbers have been restored for the second author (with an error for CARO
055, which in fact responds to CASS 070 (and not 057)). But this is an idle detail.
I salute these ladies of the Pompidou who watch so carefully over the server and
who even discover the clumsy, annoyed, or mechanical remarks made from time
to time under this heading. In response to Madame Holken's concern, I will try to
send this text in reply to two different authors; the question is whether I am
handling it badly or whether the system has a flaw in terms of multiple answers. I
have chosen, with apologies to the authors concerned, CHAR 071 and LACO 111,
two texts on "memory". Come on, let's go! If it doesn't work, I will report in detail
in the next issue of this little journal. See you soon!106
104

SPER. 183, 18 NOV., p. 17-18 (Ah ! Quelqu'un dans le réseau. Bonjour. Bonjour. Mais qu'est-ce qu'on fait
là? Ça fait longtemps que vous vous y promenez ? Moi oui. J' ai entendu des bruits une fois ou deux. J'ai crié
aussi, mais sans reponse. Froid ? oui, il fait froid. Un peu de café ? ça nous rechauffera. Oui, je plaisante. Je
sais bien que cette machine ne fait même pas de café. Non, non, ne croyez pas, je ne suis pas contre les
ordinateurs. J'en ai un chez moi et je travaille dessus toute la journee, mais celui-ci, ah là là ! lls nous ont
inventé les programmes les plus lents, les plus visqueux, les plus décourageants qu'on puisse imaginer. Qui, ils?
Non, je ne sais pas, pas elles en tout cas. Oui, moi aussi, j'aime bien leur téléphoner, à elles, pour me plaindre
un petit peu. Bon, ce n'est pas tout ça, mais il faut que je l'envoie ce texte, maintenant. Enfin, ça m'a bien fait
plaisir de rencontrer quelqu'un. Oui, peut-etre a bientôt. Au revoir. Brrr ! ce qu'il fait froid.) The wish to meet in
a café instead had first been voiced by Jean-Loup Rivière, a week before (RIVI. 162, 16 NOV., p. 17).
105

CARO. 061, 24 NOV., p. 87-88, this on p. 88 (A part ça, on note un début de communication, mais encore
sans grandes envolées cérébrales, entre les (rares) auteurs actifs dans l'experiénce sur les canaux ouverts dans
les mots « auteur » et « écriture ». Ce choix pour ce café-forum est caractéristique. C'est signe que ça nous
tracasse. C'est un peu comme si dans notre enfance on avait pondu des pages de dissertation sur les difficultés
d'emploi (qui sont grandes) des plumes Sergent-Major et sur la perversion des encriers (ou des stylos à plume
fuyeurs). On aurait sûrement ramassé un double zéro pointé. – J'arrête là parce que la page va finir et que ça
peut conduire à des difficultés de transmission. Avec mes amitiés.) – In retrospect, Philippe Curval has spoken
about the experience of working on the Epreuves project as a nocturnal and dream-like experience ("un travail
nocturne", "comme un rêve", in a radio programme on France Culture, 2009, min 34:00-39:30).
106

CARO. 058, 14 NOV., p. 142 (14 novembre 22 h 36 : La procédure « cheminement " a été corrigée, on a
restitué les noms et numéros manquants pour le second auteur (avec une erreur pour CARO 055 qui répond en
fait à CASS 070 (et non pas 057)). Mais c'est un détail oiseux. Je salue ces dames de Pompidou qui veillent si
soigneusement sur le serveur et qui, même, découvrent les remarques maladroites, agacées, ou mécaniques
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Recanati, who on one occasion offered Caro technical advice to remedy his problem,107 wrote,
in the second half of November, an extremely detailed description of the arduous procedures
necessary to use the system, and of the various technical problems that can occur.108 Seen
from this angle, the writing experiment was, no doubt, a nerdy affair. These four authors must
have spent many hours on their computers during the autumn of 1984. By December, it would
have taken more than an hour, only to retrieve all the contributions for the keyword écriture –
and that's not counting the switching of program modes and the tracing of entries to
download. Those who wrote long texts were aware of this impediment, and sometimes they
played around with it. At the end of his account of the technical problems of the system,
Recanati apologised for the time it would take to retrieve this lengthy text, and predicted that
his colleagues would curse him; to which, on the next day, Sperber tersely responds, "OUI",
and Recanati retorts, two days later, "N'est-ce pas ?".109
Many of the other participants were less patient with these circumstances. Mario Borillo drew
his own conclusions in a lengthy contribution to the annexe, written in the style of a scientific
paper about the potential impact of the new technologies on creativity and authorship, writing,
text and hypertext. Borillo prefaces this essay with some critical remarks on the shortcomings
of the writing experiment:
If creation must in some way have a modestly interactive or participatory
dimension, it presupposes means of communication and exchange which have
also been rather cruelly lacking [in the Epreuves experiment]. Does this mean that
this type of experiment is technically impossible? Or worse still by their sterility,
since the constraints linked to the electronic environment do not induce anything
that is in the order of the imaginary and in any case do not produce anything
original. Shouldn't we reject from the outset anything that might undermine the
very notion of creation and creator? And then, given the importance of the
necessary means, doesn't this aggravate the logic of dependence?110
The experiences of the various authors appears to have been as different as their input to the
collaboration. While some of them already threw in the towel after a few weeks – Borillo was
one of those who, besides three contributions to the Annexe intended only for the catalogue
publication, only submitted some texts at the beginning of October –, others struggled with
faites de temps en temps sous cette rubrique. Pour répondre à l'inquiétude de Madame Holken je vais tenter
d'envoyer ce texte en réponse à deux auteurs différents ; la question est de savoir si je manipule mal ou si le
système a un défaut au niveau des réponses multiples. Je choisis, je m'excuse auprès des auteurs concernés,
CHAR 071 et LACO 111, deux textes sur « mémoire ». Allez, on y va ! Si ça ne marche pas, je raconte en detail
dans la prochaine livraison de ce petit journal. A bientôt !) See various contributions by Caro, p. 141-143, 27
October until 15 November, and a last entry in the series, on 16 December. See also CARO. 062, 27 NOV., p.
59-61, esp. the end, p. 60-61; and CARO. 052, 4 NOV., p. 85-87, at the end, p. 87, on the accidentality of
finding worthwhile texts to read. On one rare occasion, Jean-Loup Rivière also comments on procedural issues
(RIVI. 162-165, 16 NOV., p. 17).
107

RECA. 154, 27 NOV., p. 142

108

RECA. 147, 18 NOV., p. 57-59, see also RECA. 153, 24 NOV., p. 12. This is now an important historical
record of the functionality of the technical system whose core problems lay, as Recanati imputes, in bad software
("le logiciel est mauvais", p. 59).
109
110

RECA. 147, 18 NOV., SPER. 184, 19 NOV., RECA. 149, 21 NOV., all p. 59. (Is this a Bachelor Machine?)

BORI., 10 DEC., p. 238-242, this quotation p. 238. (Si la création doit avoir de quelque manière une
dimension modestement interactive ou participative, elle suppose des moyens de communication et d'échange
qui ont assez cruellement manqué eux aussi. Doit-on pour autant conclure à l'impossibilité technique de ce type
d'expérience ? Ou pire encore à leur sterilité, les contraintes liées à l'environnement électronique n'induisant
rien qui vaille dans l'ordre de l'imaginaire et ne produisant en tout état de cause rien d'inédit. Ne faudrait-il pas
d'ailleurs rejeter d'emblée tout ce qui risque d'attenter à la notion même de création et de créateur? Et puis, par
l'importance des moyens nécessaires n'est-ce pas aggraver la logique de la dépendance ?)
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the apparatus and quite apparently drew insights and, in some cases, even a perhaps somewhat
masochistic pleasure from the unfolding exchanges with the other authors, the editors, and
with the technical system.
The publications
When the writing phase finished on 16 December 1984, work immediately began on the
preparation of the texts for presentation in the catalogue, and in the exhibition. Chaput's
original intention from spring 1983, to use the deliberations of the authors for the exhibition
catalogue, was realised in the form of a 264-page, A4-size bound softcover volume. In it the
chapters for the fifty keywords are arranged in alphabetical order, while within the chapters
the responses are arranged chronologically. On the text pages, each entry is coded with the
first four letters of the author's name, a sequential number, and the date of submission (for
example "RECA. 147, 18 NOV."). References to other texts that a certain entry refers to are
indicated in the right margin ("SPER. 184"). The main text body of 248 pages includes as
"Annexes" a set of contributions that were sent to the editors by means other than the
electronic network (p. 231-258). The text body is bracket by a two-page introduction by
Chaput and Lyotard, the table of contents and a list of the authors at the front of the book, and
a five-page post-script by Gad, Lyotard, Noël and Toutcheff at the end. Due to the fact that
this book, dedicated to Epreuves d'écriture, was considered as the first volume of the
catalogue, and the folder with the Inventaire and the Album as the second, the front matter of
Epreuves d'écriture also includes the most definitive list of credits of the people who
contributed to the project of Les Immatériaux as a whole (p. 3).
Chaput's second ambition for this publication, namely that it would be produced in an
integrated, purely computer-based process, could not be realised. As the technicians of the
SERPEA had already foreseen in the spring of 1984, it proved technically impossible for
them to automatically extract the text entries from the database and to have them flow into
text editing of the keyword chapters. Instead, the editorial work of reconstructing the
chronological sequence, as well as the referencing in the margins, had to be done manually, a
laborious procedure that took Chantal Noël and Elisabeth Gad weeks to complete. Noël
remembers that she did all of her editorial work on paper, and that she did not use a computer
herself. She compiled, read, corrected, and created cross-references for a total of three
versions.111
Lyotard followed this editorial process with a keen interest, and he seemed somewhat proud
of the strange, multi-author publication of which he could hardly even call himself an
"editor". In his public reflections on the overall project in May 1985, Lyotard said somewhat
hesitantly:
It is probably a "book" that introduces a type of beauty, if I may say so, quite
different from anything I knew. It seems to me that it is a great book.112
The question whether the result was a "book" haunted Lyotard as much as the question of the
"author". Only a few weeks before he had said in an interview: "It's not a book because we
don't know who the author is," adding:

111

Personal conversation, 25 September 2017. During this process, the authors received copies of their texts on
paper for corrections, as had been agreed in the contracts.
112

CGPAP 1977001W130_003, p. 19. ("C'est probablement un "livre" qui introduit un type de beauté, si je peux
direm tout à fait différent de tout ce que je connaissais. Il me semble que c'est un grand livre.")
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It is obviously not a catalogue, but, in my opinion, a magnificent monument that
one reads, in any case, with great pleasure, like a kind of galaxy of texts that
evolves a little bit by itself...113
In the light of these questions about the form of the book, and about the author, it appears that
Lyotard experienced the writing experiment and the book production as a form of research, an
experiment that he had prepared together with the team around Chaput:
I thought I found in the effects of this experience things that others say or have
said about writing today in general, whether it be Blanchot, Derrida in his own
way, or other writers like Beckett. This trouble is presumably about the author
himself: am I really the author of what I write?114
There are only very few indications that people actually read this book.115 The aphoristic,
non-linear structure of the text invites leafing and browsing through, more than reading it.
And this is probably also the way in which people looked at the version of the Epreuves text
that was created for the Minitel system and that could be consulted both locally in the
exhibition, and translocally on any terminal connected to the Minitel network.
The Epreuves d'écriture project was presented in the exhibition Les Immatériaux as part of
the final, major site, the Labyrinthe du langage. The Olivetti M24 server was placed in the
middle of the Labyrinthe, suspended like most other exhibits from the ceiling grid, and
surrounded by the semi-transparent metallic fabric that was used throughout the galleries.
Five Minitel terminals were positioned around this central "shrine" in a semi-circle (fig. 4).
They were placed on metal supports which were suspended from above, and which were
additionally connected to the floor by metal tubes serving as ducts for the electricity and
network cables.116

113

Lyotard in an interview with Daniel Soutif, "Mieux Lyotard que jamais", Libération, 28.3.1985, p. 29-31, this
quotation p. 31. ("Ce n'est pas un livre parce qu'on ne sait pas quel est l'auteur. [...] Ce n'est évidemment pas un
catalogue, mais, à mon avis, un monument magnifique qu'on lit, en tout cas, avec beaucoup de plaisir, come un
espèce de galaxie de textes qui évolue un peu toute seule...")
114

Lyotard in "Mieux Lyotard que jamais", Libération, 28.3.1985, p. 29-31, this quotation p. 31. ("Je veux dire
que j'ai cru retrouver dans les effets de cette expérience des chose que d'autres disent ou ont dites à propos de
l'écriture aujourd'hui en général, que ce soit Blanchot, Derrida à sa manière ou d'autres écrivains encore
comme Beckett. Ce trouble concerne présisément l'auteur lui-même : suis-je bien l'auteur de ce que j'écris ?")
115

The only direct quotations from different parts of the book appear in Balpe 1985/1991 (see the analysis in the
chapter on the reception of the Epreuves, below), and in Gallo 2008, p. 136-139.
116

The technical infrastructure of the display was implemented by Pascale Deville-Hertzmann, who developed
software and network architectures for SERPEA and was also involved in installing the network infrastructure of
the Labyrinthe du langage.
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Fig. 4. The presentation of the project Epreuves d'écriture in the section Labyrinthe du langage of the exhibition
Les Immatériaux. Photo Jean-Claude Planchet (CCI_147_0165_P).

The spatial arrangement of five terminals placed around a central server appears in a drawing
by the scenographer, Philippe Délis (fig. 5), and already seems prefigured in the diagramme
of the information system, sketched by Jean-Paul Martin in March 1984 (see fig. 1).

Fig. 5. Spatial arrangement of the project Epreuves d'écriture in the section Labyrinthe du langage of the
exhibition Les Immatériaux. Sketch by Philippe Délis, undated, ca. December 1984/January 1985 (CGPAP
2009012W006).

For the exhibition, the Olivetti M24 was programmed to display the text of the writing
experiment, appearing at reading speed, word by word (figs. 6 and 7).117
117

See the exhibition review by Hervé Gauville, "Le Labyrinthe des Immatériaux", Libération, 28.3.1985, p. 2829. ("Il suffisait d'appuyer sur quelques touches et les textes s'inscrivaient en petits lettres vertes. Pas de pages à
tourner ni d'arrêt sur la pensée. Il fallait lire à la vitesse (assez lente pour un lecteur ordinaire) du défilement
des mots sur l'écran et pas de question de revenir en arrière, sauf à reprendre les opérations au début." [p. 29])
– The two photos in figs. 6 and 7 seem to have been taken within only a short span of time; they both show
slightly different parts of the same text (CARO. 051, 2 NOV, see Epreuves, p. 156), suggesting that the M24
displayed the text by adding the words consecutively in the bottom line of the displayed block of text which,
when the line was filled, would move one line up, making room for the next line of text. At the top left of the
first screen, we see a reference indicating that the displayed text, CARO. 051, is a response to CURV. 097. It is
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(left) Fig. 6. Olivetti M24 computer in the installation of the project Epreuves d'écriture in the section
Labyrinthe du langage of the exhibition Les Immatériaux (text CARO 051, 2 Nov., p. 156, a). Photo JeanClaude Planchet.
(right) Fig. 7. Olivetti M24 computer in the installation of the project Epreuves d'écriture in the section
Labyrinthe du langage of the exhibition Les Immatériaux (text CARO 051, 2 Nov., p. 156, b). Photo JeanClaude Planchet.

In contrast to this rolling text display, the Minitel terminals in the exhibition gave access not
only to the Epreuves project, but also to a whole variety of information pages that had been
prepared in relation to the Immatériaux project, offering details about the different exhibition
sites, an exhibition plan, general information, as well as several hundred pages for the
Epreuves d'écriture, here categorised as "mots" (words).118 The opening page for the mots
section displayed all 50 keywords on one screen, presenting the four-letter combination for
selecting specific keywords highlighted in white (fig. 8).

Fig. 8. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page, summary of all keywords (mots). Filmstill, Octave au pays
des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985).

not clear whether these screen images also show what the interface looked like on the screens of the Olivetti
M20 computers with which the authors worked.
118

The respective invoice suggests that a total of 760 Minitel pages were designed by SERPEA (see CGPAP
1994033W239_003). The following description is chiefly based on a set of 25 Minitel screenshots that Gisèle
Cloarec preserved as a PDF document (private collection), and on sequences in the documentary film, Octave au
pays des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985) which show the interaction on the Minitel screen. In the Minitel
section "sites", the respective pages for the different exhibition sites were grouped according to the mât-paths,
and in an order that reflected their spatial sequence in the exhibition.
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In this screenshot (fig. 8), we see the letters "HABI" typed in the top left corner, to select the
keyword "habiter". This would bring up the following screen, with the names of twelve
writers who had written definitions for the word "habiter" (fig. 9).119

Fig. 9. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page, summary of entries related to the keyword habiter.
Filmstill, Octave au pays des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985).

Selecting one of them, e.g. "HABI5" (for "F. Chatelet"), brought up Châtelet's entry, CHAT.
072, 24 OCT. (fig. 10).

Fig. 10. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page for text excerpt by François Châtelet, keyword habiter.
Design by Gisèle Cloarec/SERPEA. Filmstill, Octave au pays des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985).

The opening page for écriture reveals an important difference between the printed catalogue
and the Minitel version of the project (fig. 11).

119

See Epreuves, p. 81-82.
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Fig. 11. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page, summary of entries related to the keyword écriture.
Filmstill, Octave au pays des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985).

The list of twelve names refers only to the initial definitions that the authors wrote in the first
project phase. What was left out here is the extensive exchange which followed in the second
project phase and which filled eight catalogue pages, thus also omitting from the Minitel
audience's experience the dialogical aspect of the project, and the responses which the authors
had written to specific entries, and to each other.
On the opening page for langage, there is again a list of twelve names (fig. 12). Not included
is the entry by Michel Butor, a fact which suggests that there was a systematic limit of twelve
name entries available on these screen pages.120

Fig. 12. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page, summary of entries related to the keyword langage.
Filmstill, Octave au pays des Immatériaux (Zajderman/Soutif, 1985).

120

See BUTO. 036, 20 NOV., Épreuves, p. 112. In order to ascertain this assumption, it would be necessary to
see more of these screens, especially those for a keyword like image where, in the catalogue, there are
definitions by sixteen different authors, and for a keyword like traduire, where there are only definitions by eight
different authors.
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From the existing screenshots we can deduce that the selected texts themselves were not
edited but always presented in their entirety, arranged either on one or on several consecutive
pages, indicated by the word "suite" (following) in the bottom right corner.121
The end of a text entry is indicated by "* retour", which appears mostly in white, but
sometimes also in other colours available in the Minitel system at the time (red, yellow, blue,
gree, pink). Italics are also indicated, instead of white letters, by one of the other colours.122
The positioning on the screen of the header information (author name, and keyword) is not
systematic but changes considerably.
Since extracting the texts from the database on the Olivetti M24 server proved technically
impossible, this procedure was also done "manually" for these Minitel screens, which means
that the texts were printed, edited on paper, and retyped on a special terminal into the Minitel
system ("Vidéotex").123 The selection of the texts for the Minitel screens was done at the CCI
by Nicole Toutcheff, who extracted these texts and delivered them to the editorial team at the
SERPEA responsible for creating and designing the Minitel screens.124
One member of this team was the journalist and editor Gisèle Cloarec who was at the time
also working for the France Culture radio station and who also had her own channel on the
Minitel network, VIP – langue de vipère, a sort of "blog" with idiosyncratically selected
content of general interest. Cloarec worked for SERPEA from March 1983 to June 1985;
afterwards she moved on to work for G.CAM and the France 3 television station.125 Besides
designing the Minitel screens – a special, signature design feature was developed to frame the
texts of each author – Cloarec was also tasked with the creation of the tree structure for the
entire Minitel site (fig. 13).126

121

For a single-page text, see e.g. MAJO. 051, 24 OCT., on matériau, in Epreuves, p. 124, and Cloarec screens,
4; for a dual-page text, see e.g. CARO. 022, 08 OCT., on espace, in Epreuves, p. 65, Cloarec screens, 3.
122

See for examples of the different colours: red (e.g. CHAT. 088, 24 OCT., capture, Epreuves, p. 24, Cloarec
screens, 8), or yellow (e.g. LACO. 104, 25 OCT., geste, Epreuves, p. 78, Cloarec screens, 12), or blue (e.g.
VUAR. 188, 11 OCT., corps, Epreuves, p. 39, Cloarec screens, 13), or green (e.g. ROCH. 163, 16 OCT.,
capture, Epreuves, p. 56, Cloarec screens, 14), or pink (e.g. CURV. 065, 9 OCT., artificiel, Epreuves, p. 11,
Cloarec screens, 18).
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Gisèle Cloarec, personal conversation, 3 October 2020.
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Chantal Noël, personal conversation, 16 March 2021. – The page dedicated to the Epreuves d'écriture project
in the Inventaire catalogue lists (verso) the following names: "Graphisme vidéotex: Jacques-Elie Chabert, Elesig
[Gisèle Cloarec], Françoise Hanss, Caroline Krakowiecki, Jérôme Oudin".
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Gisèle Cloarec, personal conversation, 3 Oct 2020. – G.CAM was the software and informatics branch of the
national budget fund, the Caisse des dépots. G.CAM also provided the server space for the pages of Les
Immatériaux on the Minitel network (see the confirmation on 14 January 1985, CGPAP 1977001W130_010).
126

See the diagramme by Gisèle Cloarec, "Projet arborescence SERPEA Vidéotex, 9 Nov 84", reprinted in
Album, p. 44-45 (only the handwriting in the box at the top, "Plan/suite", is not Cloarec's); see also an earlier
version of this diagramme with ink and pencil corrections (private collection); here too, the Epreuves section is
refered to as "les mots". – Cloarec recounts that her working hours as a part-timer at the SERPEA were fully
absorbed by the Immatériaux project from January through till March 1985. According to her calendar, Cloarec
had meetings with Nicole Toutcheff on 2 January and 1 February 1985, and entries indicating long working
sessions at the SERPEA on 5 and 6 January ("travail SERPEA") which probably related to the Immatériaux
project, on 7 through 10 February, at the end of February, and through the first half of March; full working days
at the Beaubourg followed on 21, 22 and 23 March, and a meeting with Thierry Chaput in the afternoon of
Saturday 23 March, probably as preparation for a programme for France Culture, broadcast on Monday 25
March, in a series of such culture programmes that Cloarec did for the national radio station (Gisèle Cloarec,
personal conversation, 3 Oct 2020).
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Fig. 13. Screenshot, Epreuves d'écriture, Minitel page for text excerpt by Daniel Buren, keyword façade. Design
by Gisèle Cloarec/SERPEA. Private collection.

Cloarec's role is exemplary for the way in which Les Immatériaux and its individual projects –
in this case Epreuves d'écriture – was part of a broader cultural context in which the arrival of
the new technologies – here the early electronic network of the Minitel – were impacting the
jobs and careers of the people who got involved in the project, more or less tangentially.
The Immateriaux came down on us like a fresh wind, quite violent, however: we
had to be quick, to think quickly, to realise quickly – thinking and realising
becoming one and the same task. As far as I was concerned, I had to climb the
tree of the authors' contributions, and I discovered arborescent thinking, the
daughter of a binary logic far removed from the modal logic of language. I had to
transcribe for the Minitel the thoughts of then illustrious authors, more or less
illustrated - uh... It wasn't easy, with 25 lines, 40 columns, six colours and B&W,
a single font. Buren, being sensible, did not inflict diagonals on me.127
Les Immatériaux was thus both a special moment in the conjunction of many different
developments, but it was also just one of the things that were happening around that time in
the lives of those involved.
The reception
The reception of Epreuves d'écriture began in the course of this editorial process, and was
reflected in the analysis and interpretation that Lyotard and the team members offered in the
introduction and afterword to the catalogue. In their introductory text, "La raison des
épreuves", Lyotard and Chaput observed that the writing project for the catalogue content had
been intended not as a "museum of consensus" but as a "workshop of divergences" which
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Cloarec, personal correspondence, 3 Oct 2019. ("Les Immatériaux nous sont tombés dessus comme un vent de
fraîcheur, assez violent, toutefois: il fallait faire vite, réfléchir vite, réaliser vite - réfléchir et réaliser étant une
même tâche. En ce qui me concerne, j'avais à monter l’arborescence des contributions des auteurs, et je
découvrais la pensée arborescente, fille d'une logique binaire éloignée de la logique modale du langage. J'avais
à transcrire sur minitel les pensées d'auteurs alors illustres, plus ou moins illustrées - euh... Ce n'était pas
évident, à raison de 25 lignes, 40 colonnes, six couleurs et le N&B, une seule police. Buren, raisonnable, ne m'a
pas infligé les diagonales.")
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turned into a "laboratory of disagreements (differends)",128 and as an exercise to explore
forms of writing induced by the postmodern situation:
It is a fearsome property of electronics and computers that they can open up from
afar the closest intimacy. Our retreats are filled with messages. In the coming and
going of information flows, the walls that protected us have become the poorest of
interfaces. The secret of writing, the back and forth of the text that is being
written, pre-texts, supporting texts, drafts, erasures, evasions of thought in the face
of the known, as much as the anamnesis necessary to dispel possible prejudice – if
this too were exposed to what is called by the antiphrase of "communication", we
would ask ourselves, what would happen? Perhaps this is the test [or ordeal]
(épreuve) that awaits writing in the postmodern age.129
In their more extensive analysis in the "Post-scriptum", the author collective of Gad, Lyotard,
Noël and Toutcheff, insisted that the specific experience of the Epreuves, in many ways born
from a rather peculiar technical and organisational setting, was nevertheless exemplary for the
way in which the new means of writing, especially the computer and electronic networks,
were changing the conception of the author, the audience, and of writing in general.130 Some
of their media-theoretical and linguistic conclusions sound strangely familiar in our age of socalled social media (another "antiphrase"). On the question of the audience and the way in
which it is possible to establish social relations through the new tools, they conclude:
Perhaps this is how we are: alone together. "We"?131
Their analysis arrives at realisations which, more than three decades and several Internet
revolutions later, also seem to haunt the current, early-2020s transformation of language:
... we would like to suggest the following contradiction: language technologies
seem to presuppose that language is an instrument of communication between
users. Writing is therefore dedicated to the transparency of the message, to the
transport of information without loss. The value of the message is measured by its
information content, and the information is in inverse proportion to the most
likely distribution. Everything is thus pushing towards the simplification of
languages, the uniformity of messages and the accessibility of codes, for the
greater comfort of users.132

128

Epreuves, p. 6–7, this quotation p. 6 (Nous voulions ainsi créer un atelier des divergences et non, comme c'est
le cas dans un dictionnaire (ou un catalogue), un musée des consensus. (...) II fallait que l'atelier des
divergences devînt un laboratoire des differends.)
129

Epreuves, p. 6 (C'est une propriété redoutable de l'électronique et de l'informatique qu'elles peuvent se faire
ouvrir de loin les plus proches intimités. Nos retraites se peuplent de messages. Dans l'aller et retour des flux
d'informations, les murs qui nous protégeaient sont devenus la plus pauvre des interfaces. Le secret de l'écriture,
le va-et-vient du texte, en train de se faire, pré-textes, textes de soutien, brouillons, ratures, dérobades de la
pensée devant le bien-connu, autant que anamnèse nécessaire pour dissiper le préjugé possible, – si cela aussi
était exposé à ce qu'on appelle par antiphrase la communication, nous demandions-nous, qu'adviendrait-il?
Peut-être est-ce là l'epreuve qui attend l'écriture a l'âge postmoderne.)
130

See Epreuves, p. 259-263. – Wunderlich (2008, 59–60) ascribes the "Post-scriptum", as she writes, "mainly"
to Lyotard, even though the names at the end are listed in alphabetical order. In contrast, Noël has affirmed that
the text was written collaboratively; she has called it, "un texte pensé ensemble," even if the final revision was
done by Lyotard (personal conversation, 16 March 2021).
131
132

Epreuves, p. 261 (Ainsi sommes-nous, peut-être: seuls ensemble. Nous?)

Epreuves, p. 263, (Partant de cette impression, nous aimerions suggérer la contradiction suivante: les
technologies du langage présupposent, semble-t-il, que le langage est un instrument de communication entre
usagers. L'écriture est donc vouée a la transparence du message, au transport de l'information sans perte. La
valeur du message se mesure à sa teneur en information, et l'information est a proportion inverse de la
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The authors argue that, against such a tendency of simplification, writing and its media should
be understood as the conditions of thought, and not as means of expression. The authors
maintain that writing is not at the service of humans' communication, and that writing is the
very matter of a form of thinking that goes beyond them. Complexity is therefore inherent to
writing, and to the work of thought that is developed within it.
Writing, if we think of it as the task of complicating everything, may not be owed
to humans, but humans owed to this task. This would be the real reason for these
Epreuves.133
The particular relevance of the Epreuves experiment that the organisers seemed aware of was
also recognised early on by Jean-Pierre Balpe, a writer and theoretician of experimental
literature and member of the ALAMO group. Balpe's introduction to a symposium about the
impact of computers on literary texts, held in Cerisy-la-Salle in August 1985, only weeks after
the exhibition Les Immatériaux had closed, made extensive reference to the Epreuves
catalogue.134 In the text, Balpe discusses the impact of the media and techniques of writing,
whether quil, typewriter, or computer, on the writing and reading of literature. He referred to
themes that had been ventilated with respect to the Immatériaux and Epreuves projects ever
since 1981, like notions of originality, of authorship and of ownership, the form and structure
of texts, especially on computer screens, and the impact on readers and on reading.135
In his discussion of these topics, Balpe frequently quotes excerpts from Epreuves d'écriture,
which he does not approach critically, but which he uses as affirmations of his own argument,
making the Epreuves Balpe's main reference source in this text about "computer-based
literary writing".136 Balpe employed the Epreuves more as a quarry than as an exemplary
project. The way in which the project itself was structured, with its focus on individual
authors and the consecutive, if branching construction of meaning, through explanation and
along topical keywords, seems to have been of less interest to Balpe. On such a structural
distribution la plus probable. Tout pousse ainsi vers la simplification des langages, l'univocité des messages,
l'accessibilité des codes, pour le plus grand confort des usagers.)
133

Epreuves, p. 263 (L'écriture, si on l'envisage comme la tâche de tout compliquer, n'est peut-être pas due aux
humains, mais ceux-ci dûs à cette tâche. Tel serait le vrai motif de ces Epreuves.) I'm grateful to Corinne
Enaudeau for pointing out this qualification. – It will be a task for scholars of Lyotard to ascertain what Lyotard
may have take from the various authors' texts for his own contributions to the Inventaire and the Petit Journal.
Only some of the chapters in the Epreuves brought a discussion that supported a postmodern redefinition of the
keywords; Christine Buci-Glucksmann occasionally tried to do this (e.g. BUCI 085, 11 DEC, p. 89, image, and
BUCI 088, 15 DEC, p. 150, métamorphose), as did Derrida in his direct engagement with Lyotard's concepts.
Furthermore, while Cassé's thinking was probably inspiring for Lyotard, he may perhaps have found TibonCornillot's radicality (TIBO 184, 10 OCT, p. 207, simulation) rather challenging.
134

Jean-Pierre Balpe: "Présentation." In: Jean-Pierre Balpe, Bernard Magné (eds.): L’imagination informatique
de la Littérature. Presses Universitaires de Vincennes, 1991, p. 5–32. The publication resulted from the
symposium "Ordinateurs, production et communication de textes littéraires" which Jean-Pierre Balpe and
Bernard Magné organised at the Centre Culturel International in Cerisy-la-Salle, 5 to 15 August 1985. Balpe
emphasised that ALAMO had presented projects by some of its members at Les Immatériaux (paragraph 60). –
In 1990, Balpe succeeded Roger Laufer at the University Paris VIII.
135

For the question of the technical media, Balpe's main point of reference are the experiments of the ALAMO
collective – including their own network system, RIALT, used since 1988 for the collective production of literary
texts. But he also mentions as examples the Epreuves d'écriture catalogue, the collectively edited novel
MarcoPolo (1985), the interactive narrative Sindbad le marin (1986) (paragraph 81). See also paragraph 76–77
for a listing of several interactive writing projects realised for the Minitel system in 1985–1990.
136

There are quotations from texts by François Recanati, Paul Caro, Philippe Curval, Daniel Buren, Jean-Noël
Vuarnet, Jean-Claude Passeron, Jacques Roubaud, Michel Butor, and from the "Post-scriptum". Conspicuously,
in this text about the effects of word processing and automatic text generation, Balpe does not mention of the
"algorithmic" text contributions by Nanni Balestrini. The fact that he does not mention the engagement with the
question of authorship, in the somewhat obscure Immatériaux exhibition site tous les auteurs, is less surprising.
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level, Epreuves d'écriture lacked aspects that were important in Balpe's own analysis of the
transformation of text, namely mobility, generativity, instantaneity, interactivity, and
delocalisation.137
It is striking that after such a positive, initial reaction, Epreuves d'écriture would barely even
get mentioned in the secondary literature.138 An exception that is symptomatic nonetheless, is
a text by the writer and theorist Jacques Donguy about the history of the impact of computers
on literature and poetry in France.139 For Donguy, himself a protagonist of that history, its two
main poles are the OULIPO group active since the 1960s, and the artist group L.A.I.R.E.
since the 1980s. Donguy writes:
One of the possibilities opened up by the computer is that of interactivity, which
Jean-François Lyotard has tried to realise through the interactive writing
experiment Epreuves d'écriture. [...] This experiment was a failure, in the sense
that no one played the game of interactivity.140
As we have seen in the previous analysis of the writing process, this verdict of a failure due to
a lack of interactivity was unjustified, since a number of the authors actually did "play the
game", sometimes to the "règle du jeu", and sometimes to their own rules. But Donguy's
misjudgement reflects a general sentiment that seems to have dominated the reception of the
Epreuves.
Conclusions
Like others, Donguy instead prefered the "connectionist paradigm" of Roy Ascott's La
Plissure du texte (1983). And indeed, Epreuves d'écriture was different from such artistic
endeavours that searched for an "aesthetics of communication," as Fred Forest and Mario
Costa called it.141 Rather, Epreuves d'écriture was a literary and philosophical writing
experiment that mostly lacked the excitement of live connectivity, and that was marred by the
fact that most of its participants were unenthusiastic novices to the computer and network
137

Instead, Balpe here refered to the exhibition Mémoire du futur, organised by Bernard Stiegler for the BPI, the
Bibliothèque Publique d’information of the Centre Pompidou in 1987.
138

The project is not mentioned in the text on early collaborative network projects by Gidney (1991), and not in
books on computer-based literature, like Jay David Bolter: Writing Space: The Computer, Hypertext, and the
History of Writing (1991), or Eduardo Kac's anthology Media Poetry (1996/2007). Only in passing it is
mentioned in Roberto Simanowski: Interfictions. Vom Schreiben im Netz (2002, p. 36), together with Ascott's La
Plissure du Texte, as an example of online collaborative writing projects in the 1980s, and without even
specifying the title of Epreuves d'écriture. (Simanowski's hint is based on a reference to the text by Donguy
1995 [1997], discussed here, below). An exception to this negligence is Paul Devautour's contribution to a
symposium in 2005 that marked the 20th anniversary of the exhibition. Based mainly on a critical reading of the
introduction and the "Post-scriptum", Devautour speaks about the Epreuves catalogue at length (see
www.arpla.fr/canal20/adnm/?p=3984, especially from min 5:20 onwards), about its design which points to the
collaborative character of the work (min 7:30), and about the alternative ways it offers for thinking about the
exhibition format (min 15:30; "fin d'auteur, fin d'éxpo, fin de l'institution").
139

See Jacques Donguy: "Poésie et ordinateur," in DOC(K)S, Vol. 3, No. 13 (issue SOFT DOCKS), together
with ALIRE, No. 10, 1997-1998. In a slightly earlier text of 1995, Donguy talks about projects by Chabert and
Philibert, and about Ascott's La Plissure du Texte, but not Epreuves d'écriture; see Jacques Donguy: "Poésie et
Ordinateur." In: Alain Vuillemin, Michel Lenoble (eds.): Littérature et informatique. La littérature generée par
ordinateur. Arras, 1995, p. 212-232.
140

Donguy 1997. (L'une des possibilités ouverte par l'ordinateur est celle de l'interactivité, ce que JeanFrançois Lyotard a essayé de faire fonctionner à travers cette expérience d'écriture interactive «Epreuves
d'écriture»... Cette expérience fut un échec, en ce sens que personne n'a joué le jeu de l'interactivité.)
141

Fred Forest, Mario Costa: "Manifesto of the Aesthetics of Communication," in Plus Moins Zéro, No. 43,
Brussels, and Art Press, No. 122, Paris, 1988. See also Mario Costa: "Technology, Artistic Production, and the
'Aesthetics of Communication'." In: Leonardo, Vol. 24, No. 2, 1991, p. 123-125.
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media. The principles of an aesthetics of communication which emphasised the aspects of
"event", "real-time", "presence", etc., were not implemented in the technical set-up of
Epreuves d'écriture, in favour of data storage and the quality of the text content produced for
the exhibition catalogue. In the technical paradigm that guided Epreuves d'écriture – a
paradigm possibly inherited from the database logic of the Minitel system –, information
storage and retrieval were deemed more important than co-presence.
At the same time, the technical set-up of Epreuves d'écriture did not address the issues that
concerned theorists and practitioners of hypertext at the time,142 like non-linearity and
openness (which were here undermined by the keywords in their strict alphabetical ordering),
hyper-linking (whose technical realisation proved impossible), and participatory structures
involving a wider audience (which were not implemented). Instead, the online audience on
the Minitel network was served only an edited, cleaned-up and tamed version of the original,
far more diverse exchange.
In addition to these technical and partly programmatic issues, a more affirmative reception of
the Epreuves d'écriture was probably also undermined by the lack of an enthusiastic
apologist, someone who would have identified with the project and highlighted its advances
and particularities in a language that would have connected it to contemporaneous discourses
on networked writing and art.
Instead, what dominated was the impression of a difficult project of which Lyotard's peers in
the group of authors were mostly disappointed, leading Lyotard himself to consider it
unsuccessful.143 The hopes associated with the project and its very elaborate preparations, for
a dense philosophical discourse, were not fulfilled. But maybe Lyotard simply did not
recognise at the time that for some of the authors (Caro, Curval, Recanati, Sperber, and to
some extent Buci-Glucksmann) the experience of a lively online interaction really did exist,
and that, compared to what was happening elsewhere in the field of online writing, these diaand polylogical passages were actually quite remarkable experimental contributions to the
reconfiguration of writing and authorship.
The title for the first volume of the catalogue, Epreuves d'écriture, appears to have been
chosen only quite late in the production process. Throughout 1984, the project was referred to
as "the writing experiment" (l'expérience d'écriture), a term that is still used in the
information pack for the press conference on 8 January 1985. There were many other such
last-minute changes in the naming of sites and other elements of this complex exhibition
project, but it is hard to imagine that Lyotard and the editors would not, after such a
complicated production, have deliberately chosen – and enjoyed – the polyvalence of the term
épreuves, oscillating between "printing proofs", "writing tests", and "the ordeals of
writing".144
It is not clear where the immediate inspiration for this term came from, but if we look for
indications, we find that there was frequent usage of the term preuve (proof, which was also
one of the keywords). But it is under the keyword interface that Paul Caro wrote:
To conduct an experiment is to manipulate operators (thus, quantum science is
inseparable from experiment, for the world exists only insofar as it is constantly
subjected to the test of experience [soumis à l'épreuve de l'expérience], i.e. to the
bringing into play of operators). Similarly, we exist only in the manipulation of
142

See for instance Michael Joyce: Of Two Minds: Hypertext Pedagogy and Poetics. Anne Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1995.
143

Jacques Donguy remembers Lyotard saying in private during the opening that, in terms of the interaction
between the authors, the project was a failure ("un échec") (personal correspondence, 4 March 2021).
144

Jean-Louis Boissier kindly pointed out this latter connotation of the French word épreuves.
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interfaces that reveal the presence of the physical world, of others and of
ourselves.145
The experiment of Epreuves d'écriture was not only an exploration of writing under the
emergent technical conditions, but it was also experienced as a scientific experiment, an
"ordeal" to which the authors were submitted as guinea-pig operators of newly developed
interfaces.
The "writing experiment" with its technical as well as philosophical dimensions was one of
the key components of Les Immatériaux for both Lyotard and Chaput. Together with the other
one of the two projects that received special credits – the bande-son which Lyotard was
specially credited for, like Chaput for the Epreuves –, it provides important insights into the
way in which Lyotard and Chaput cooperated, because both projects could only be realised in
tandem: while many of the authors for the Epreuves probably only contributed because
Lyotard invited them, it was Chaput who not only managed the technical realisation of the
software and hardware infrastructure for the writing experiment, but who also found the
technical system necessary for the auditory experience of the bande-son that Lyotard had
imagined and that became so important for his own appreciation of Les Immatériaux.
From a pragmatic point of view, and seen from the perspective of Chaput's original proposal,
the Epreuves project was a clear success, since it had managed to generate the content for a
catalogue book that reflected on the key issues of the exhibition. The ambition to do this in
the form of an online and collaborative debate may have proven more difficult than had been
anticipated, but the editorial project – and its presentation on the Minitel network – worked
out as intended.
And it may well be that the historical significance of some of the more specific contributions
that the "social medium" of Epreuves d'écriture made, well before this term became
associated with networked communication, to the discourses on interdisciplinarity, the
critique of authorship, and online collaboration, can be seen more clearly from today's
historical distance.146
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