
Lettrist Film
Film was one of the arts that aroused greater interest among the members of the Lettrist group, and also one 
of the reasons behind their differences. They strove to proclaim the death of film only to bring it back to life 
through the transgression of language and the medium itself, focusing on the theoretical debate surrounding 
it. The subversive quality of these films heralds a rebellious spirit that would spread to subsequent movements 
such as the Situationist International or the riots of May 1968. 

filmic support, a property that he com-
bined with the random element.

Le film est déjà commencé? (Has the 
Film Already Started?, 1952) is one of the 
movement’s most transcendental films, 
where the artist moves away from Isou’s 
theoretical density and emphatic tone. It 
wasn’t conceived as a film but almost as 
a happening, in which the very projection 
becomes a syncinéma (a term coined by 
the artist to replace the traditional idea of 
a session), an action that could be defined 
as an artistic fact or a social act based on 
the alteration of the screen and the thea-
tre through the creation of movements in 
time and space, combined with the par-
ticipation of the audience and other ele-
ments foreign to the actual film. The total 
asynchrony between the sound and the 
jumble of unconnected images, most of 
them derived from the scraps and remains 
found in several film laboratories, together 
with the performative nature of its mise-
en-scène, take Isou’s discourse, which 
welcomed contamination from different 
sources, to the extreme—in this case, to 
the theatricality defined by Antonin Artaud 
(1895-1948).

All the Lettrist texts on film that appeared 
in the review Ion, only one issue of which 
would actually see the light, made a call 
for a new concept of the screen, one that 
would replace the screen as a flat and 
inert surface, the reflection of the out-
dated photographic image. In Tambours 
du jugement premier (Drums of the First 
Judgement, 1952), François Dufrêne 
(1930-1982) does away with the image 
completely and makes a sound film, the 

Lettrism emerged in Paris following the meeting between Romanian poet and intellec-
tual Isidore Isou (1925-2007) and Gabriel Pomerand (1926-1972), who were soon 
joined by a large group of young artists. Like other isms, the origins of the movement 
were linked to the written word (in this case, the letter) as a form of expression, rendered 
in plastic terms via print and abstraction, while their sound derivations materialised in 
phonetic poetry that broke away from writing and became improvised actions. These 
experiences were tapped into a vast film production, and the artistic experimentation 
and radicalism of Lettrism were thereby prolonged for several decades.

This hall presents three of the movement’s key films. The first, Isou’s Traité de bave et 
d’éternité (Treatise on Slobber and Eternity, 1951), 1951, was described by the director 
as a film manifesto and introduced the basic principles of the theory and practice of Let-
trist film: discrepant montage (based on the divergence of image and sound) and chis-
elling (manipulation of the filmic support via physical aggression, grating or scratching, 
the use of waste material, etc.). The film was a salutary lesson, a cry against the tyran-
ny of image over sound and the decline of photography. “I wanted to separate the ear 
from its cinematographic master, the eye,” declared Daniel, leading player in the film and 
the auteur’s alter ego. Isou’s intention was to destroy the photographic image through 
words and the study of sound. Daniel recites his initiation speech, a tribute to the rules 
of Lettrist film over a soundtrack riddled with boos, noise and phonetic rhythms.

Maurice Lemaître (1926), one of the group’ most active members and a loyal follower 
of the intellectual gloss established by Isou, experimented with chiselling away at the 



first example of imaginary film without 
either a screen or celluloid. Initially con-
ceived as a set of images presenting ab-
stract compositions and everyday objects, 
as depicted in the script published in Ion, 
Dufrêne ended up forsaking the images 
in an act of denial of the medium itself 
and its materiality. The film consists of a 
series of sung aphorisms and Lettrist po-
ems, a compendium of practically all the 
phonetic work he had hitherto produced. 
As a key artist in sound poetry as well as a 
Lettrist, Dufrêne transcended the phonet-
ic experiments of Dada and in this picture 
explored the volumetric nature of sound 
and its corporeal conception beyond the 
voice. He achieves this by resorting to Ar-
taud’s theatricality, albeit in a different 
way to Lemaître, i.e., focusing on the study 
of cries and the body’s phonetic capacity 
as in his oral document Pour en finir avec 
le jugement de Dieu (To Be Done with the 
Judgment of God, 1947). Even in its title, 
Dufrêne seems to want to reveal these 
echoes of Artaud. Tambours du jugement 
premier was not released as a projection 
but as an improvisation by four actors po-
sitioned in the corners of the theatre. In the 
recording shown here the spectator is sur-
rounded by quadraphonic sound, thereby 
creating a physical experience.

Gil Joseph Wolman, Guy-Ernest Debord, 
Serge Berna and Jean-Louis Brau soon 
broke away from the rest of the group as 
a result of theoretical differences, which 
became public knowledge following the 
presentation of Charles Chaplin’s Lime-
light at a film club. The dissenters ac-
cused Chaplin of emotional blackmail, an 
accusation Isou immediately challenged, 
causing the irreversible split. Wolman 
(1929-1995) and Debord (1931-1994) 
made two key films, L’Anticoncept (The 
Anticoncept, 1951) and Hurlements en 
faveur de Sade (Howls for Sade, 1952) 
respectively. The latter sanctions the mo-
ment prior to the break and the close of the 
first and most significant period in Lettrist 
film. The aforementioned artists went on 
to found the so-called Lettrist Interna-
tional, a more radical leftist faction that, in 
turn, would become the seeds of a much 
broader and influential movement, the Sit-
uationist International.

While Lettrism was one of the last 
avant-garde isms—trends with which 
it shared certain similarities, particularly 
with Dada and Surrealism—it also herald-
ed many of the features of the Neo-avant-
garde movements of the second half of the 
twentieth century, especially expanded 
film, décollage and performance. In spite 
of the virulent and subversive tone of the 
films made under the umbrella of Isou’s 
self-proclaimed ‘Lettrist dictatorship,’ 
these did not intend to destroy the pre-
vious history of film (in fact they defend-
ed the talent of filmmakers such as Clair, 
Buñuel and Einstein), but transcend it and 
eradicate established patterns. 
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