
Youth Uprising
The Lettrist Alternative to 
Post-War Trauma

Lettrism was the first art movement after the Second World War to reintroduce the radicalism of the first 
avant-garde trends, particularly Dada and Surrealism, and became a communicating vessel for the Neo-avant-
garde trends that followed. Lettrism is conceived as a total creative movement, a movement that doesn’t 
forsake any medium or field of action: poetry, music, film, visual arts or drama.

Isou managed to place Lettrism ‘at the 
vanguard of the avant-garde,’ in contrast 
with the decline of Dada and Surrealism. 
During this period Lettrism acquired the 
true dimension of a group, although the 
first differences appeared almost at once, 
producing a split that some years later and 
in concurrence with other cells of rebe-
llious creativity would give rise to the Si-
tuationist International. By order of mem-
bership, the individuals who joined the first 
Lettrist group included Gabriel Pomerand, 
François Dufrêne, Gil Joseph Wolman, 
Jean-Louis Brau, Serge Berna, Marc’O, 
Maurice Lemaître, Guy-Ernest Debord, 
Yolande du Luart and Poucette.
Lettrists soon appeared in all creative 
spheres: from lettries (compositions ba-
sed on letters and graphic signs), music 
(basically vocal) and painting, to film (as 
from 1950), probably one of the fields in 
which they introduced greater innovation. 
To this we should add the movement’s in-
clination towards politics, economics and 
eroticism. In this sense, Lettrism always 
showed a distinctive interest in developing 
theories, often before putting them into 
practice, incendiary proclamations being 
one of their specialities. Years later, du-

Lettrism is one of the few avant-garde isms that still have a secret history. With the ex-
ception of France, its native and almost exclusive soil (radiant Paris, to be more precise), 
the movement was only known superficially, remotely and partially. Ironically, Lettrism 
is often referred to as an episode prior to Situationism, given the mutual disdain and the 
ruthless insults the groups levelled at each other. Furthermore, it is a very complex move-
ment for three reasons: its extensive theory (and the range of vocabulary that accompa-
nies it), its longevity (which in fact extends to the present day) and the multiple creative 
practices it embraces (poetry, music, film, visual arts, drama, dance, philosophy, politics, 
etc.)
In 1946 Isidore Isou (1925-2007) founded Lettrism, together with Gabriel Pomerand 
(1925-1972). At the age of twenty Isou had arrived in Paris in 1945 from his native Ro-
mania with the ambitious plan of revealing his own doctrine to the world, the first em-
blem of which would be Lettrism or the conception of a new poetry (and by extension a 
new art) based on letters, the atomic sign of writing. His heritage also included two thick 
manuscripts and an introductory letter signed by Giuseppe Ungaretti (1888-1970) and 
addressed to Jean Paulhan (1884-1968), editorial director of Gallimard at the time. Ba-
rely a few months later the prestigious publishing house offered him a contract and in 
1947 he published his first two books, Agrégation d’un nom et d’un messie, an autobio-
graphical text, and Une nouvelle poésie et une nouvelle musique. This new poetry, and in 
its sound and phonic aspects, a new music, would of course be embodied by Lettrism, 
which would go on to embrace all sorts of artistic and intellectual disciplines.
From that point on the movement began to expand in different directions, welcoming 
new support as new and increasingly complex Lettrist practices with their related theo-
retical apparatus developed, permeating new creative fields. In a short space of time 
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ring May 1968, Lettrists and Situationists 
would dispute the origin and theorisation 
of student protests. For both movements 
the protests proved that their political and 
artistic ideas had succeeded in mobilising 
broad segments of young people.
Lettrism can also be considered a move-
ment poised between the first and second 
avant-garde waves. If we stick to poetry, 
we could say that Lettrism was the inter-
mediate step between the break-away 
proposals of the first isms that intuitively 
embraced graphic work, sound and perfor-
mance, and those artists who defined new 
genres such as visual poetry and sound 
poetry in the fifties, who did not advoca-
te a complete break with tradition but did 
intend to establish new poetic models of 
writing and reading. Lettrism, therefore, is 
an indispensable chapter in order to un-
derstand twentieth-century art, despite 
the fact that it is often better known for 
its political theories, scandals and pro-
paganda machinery which have cast a 
shadow over some of its key works. Along 
these lines mention should be made of the 
sound poems by Maurice Lemaître (1926) 
and François Dufrêne (1930-1982), the 
early films (1950-1952), hypergraphs and 
metagraphs (the forerunners of hypertext) 
and, broadly speaking, the multidiscipli-
narity of the movement’s members and 
their ability to transcend formats (books, 
screens, stages) through actions or per-
formative acts, often of a collaborative 
nature.
In order to establish a new conception of 
art and society Isou felt the need to crea-
te a new language, taking as a unit the 
letter rather than the word (a thesaurus 
of language but also an ossuary of its ins-
trumental formulisms), beyond alphabets 
conceived for specific languages and in-
cluding more precise notations (by means 
of accents and diacritics), elements from 
foreign or obsolete alphabets, hieroglyphic 
signs, etc. In short, the letter as a graphic 
sign as well as a symbolic coding of sound 
and phonic values on the oral level of lan-
guage. Isou called the compositions or 
works thus conceived lettries, and went 
on to introduce metagraphs and hyper-
graphs—i.e., all sorts of signs, whether 
mathematical, technical, ornamental or 

invented—besides those matching a lin-
guistic or ideographic representation.
In order to provide a theoretical and aes-
thetic basis for these ideas Isou set up a 
convoluted lexis that systematically pre-
sented the doctrines of Lettrism, all of 
which derived from the concept of creation 
and hover between philosophy and specu-
lation. In spite of the immoderate pedan-
try for which it has often been underesti-
mated, one of Isou’s key contributions to 
the movement was its intellectual corpus 
which, feigning academic rigour, should 
also be seen as a work of creation. Beyond 
the abstract and bombastic formulation 
of Lettrist theories, typical of what Isou 
describes as a ‘total system,’ we must ad-
mit that the practitioners of Lettrism, in-
cluding its renegades and defectors, have 
dissected all sorts of art forms and areas of 
knowledge such as philosophy, mathema-
tical logic, political economy, the history of 
religions, education, psychology and ero-
tology. Taken to what could be described 
as a programmatic extreme—not in vain 
are the manifestos and proclamations of 
Lettrism as abundant as they are vehe-
ment—this multidisciplinary vocation is 
one of the reasons behind the renewed 
contemporary interest and appraisal of 
a trend long ignored and reviled (as Fu-
turism had once been) on account of the 
Fascist sympathies of its top brass, or (as 
in the case of Dada and Fluxus) as a result 
of their insolent nihilism and the supposed 
blind alley into which their anti-art ideas 
had led them.
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