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The Limitations of Lettrisme 
An Interview with Henri Chopin 

Introduced and Annotated by Nicholas Zurbrugg 

The foll?wing i.nter~iew with the French sound poet, Henri Chopin , was re­
cord~d In English, 1n Brisbane, at the end of Chopin's visit to Australia as the 
specral guest of the Sound Art Festival held as part of the ANZART exhibition in 
Hobart, Tasmania, in May 1983.1 Chopin is best known as a pioneer of Euro­
pean soun~ poet~ (or poetry composed for and by the tape-recorder); as the 
cre.ator.of typewnter poems"; as the editor and publisher of the review au. 
whrch frrst systematically published LP records by European and American 
sound poets; and as the author of the first comprehensive history of sound 
poetry, Poesie sonore internationale, published in Paris in 1979.2 

Chopin 's ~efletJtions upon Lettrisme are particularly interesting precisely be­
c~use C~o~ rn was never a member of the Lettriste movement. Indeed, as Cho­
prn has '.nsrsted up~n many occasions,3 his allegiances are not so much to any 
one partrcular artrstrc movement, as to creativity- or movement- itself As 
the Swedish composer and sound poet Sten Hanson has remarked, "Cho.pin is 
.. . a man who makes no compromise; he always speaks his opinion without 
any trace of diplomatic consideration, "4 and although such statements wield­
ing " always" sho~ld ~l"."'ays be taken with a pinch of salt, Hanson judiciously 
pornts to the rronrc wrt Informing most of Chopin 's judgments. In other words 
Chopin's me~itations provide a useful antidote to the more partisan effusions' 
of s~ch Lettnstes as Roland Sabatier, whose enthusiasms fo r Isidore lsou's 
achrevem.ents rec~ntly culminated in his avowal that lsou is not only " le plus 
grand ~rtrste su rgr. ~ans I' art moderne" (" the greatest artist to emerge in mod­
ern ~~ . ) , but als~ le createur le plus important de toute l'histoire de Ia plasti­
que ( the. most rmp?r~ant creator i~ the entire history of the plastic arts") .s At 
the same trme , Choprn s comments 1n the following interview provide an 
equally ~otent antidote to some of the excesses in lsou's own writi ngs and 
observatrons. In the same issue of the Italian review Berenice in which 
Sabatier's eulogy of lsou appeared , lsou is quoted in an interview with Carmela 
Muscolo as avowing that " Le~uturisme n'a aucune importance__historique" 
(" Futurism has no historical importance" ), and that " ma creation est une 
creation in~e~nationalis~e". (" my creat~vity is an internationalist creativity" ).s 

.As Choprn s remarks rntrmate, Lettnsme is perhaps itself at best a movement 
wrth. a mo~entary historical significance, and is thus analogous in kind - if 
not rn quality- to Futurism. And as Chopin also hints, Lettrisme never really 
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became ~he international movement that lsou wished it to be, and apparently 
bel1eves 1t to be. Rather, it is perhaps most " important" as a peculiarly local, 
Parisian avant-garde movement, which in some respects prepared the way for 
subsequent international avant-garde trends, but which now appears to have 
been confined by both its ideological and its technological parameters. 

From an ideological point of view, Lettrisme seems to have been unduly re­
stricted by the consequences of the Lettriste protocol that Jean-Paul Curtay 
generously defines as the " propositions historiques" (" historical proposals") 
representing " le premier essai de realiser un reglement ethique specifique a 
un groupe d'avant-garde" ("the first attempt to formulate ethical regulations 
peculiar to an avant-garde movement" )? These proposals listed a number of 
Lettriste commandments; specified appropriate fines for bad behavior; and fi­
nally appear to have precipitated the kind of parochial in-fighting and purges 
that Vasco Noverraz conscientiously recorded in his report entitled " L'Annee 
Lettriste 1956" ("The Lettrist Year 1956"). Here, Novarrez proffers such gems 
as his reference to a Lettriste exhibition in which on ly Lemaitre sold a painting : 
an event which led to a quarrel between lsou and the rest of the group, which 
was only resolved when "Lemaitre, agace par !'attitude brouillon d'lsou et sa 
puerile vanite, trouva facilement un pretexte pour isoler un instant ce dernier" 
(" Lemaitre, annoyed by lsou's argumentative attitude and by his puerile vanity, 
deftly found an opportunity to take lsou aside for a moment"). a Elsewhere, 
Novarrez lists those new members admitted to the group from Switzerland and 
from Paris, and simi larly records that the group expel led Pierre-Henri Liardon 
(for "surrealist tendencies" ); Rene Berger, Bernard Noel and Gabriel 
Pomerand (for "indolence and creative impotence" ).9 This is, admitted ly, just 
one Lettriste report, and moreover, from the mid-fifties, when -according to 
Chopin 's testimony- Lettrisme was past its prime. Nevertheless, such petty 
quarrels and prescriptions seem the very antithesis of the dynamic creativity 
that one would associate with the ideology of a more open-ended, 
international movement. 

The technological parameters of Lettrisme are nicely foregrounded by 
Chopin 's references to the ways in which the Lettristes appeared indifferent to 
the creative potential of either the tape-recorder or the typewriter. While lsou 's 
ideological statements use such scientific and technological terminology as 
his reference to "une ethique atomique et electronique" ("an atomic and elec­
tronic ethic" ) ;10 and whi lst lsou's "Open Letter to Frederic Lefevre" specified 
that Lettrisme would employ " La Radio- pour repandre Ia nouvelle musique 
lettriste" (Radio - to broadcast new Lettriste music"), and "Les disques pour 
enregistrer notre musique et nos poemes" ("Records to record our music and 
our poems" ),11 Lettrisme seems to have used the new, electronic technology of 
the Post-Modern era somewhat conservatively, as a means of mechanical re­
production, rather than audaciously exploring its potential as a means of 
mechanical production. Significantly, those Lettriste poets who used recording 
technology most creatively, as a means for both recording and orchestrating 
live improvisations- such as Franqois Dufrene and Gi l Wolman - finally left 
the Lettriste movement in order to found Ultra-Lettrisme, and in Dufrene's 
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case, in order to work among the more loosely grouped poets associated with 
sound poetry. As Chopin remarks , the Lettristes' apparent indifference to re­
cording techno logy, and their emphasis upon choral performance, places their 
work in a strange watershed, just the wrong side of the technological revolu­
tion of sound poetry with its liberation of both abstract and semantic language 
within the recording studio. 

It may seem churlish and ungenerous to quarrel with lsou's attempt to frag­
ment language and liberate language by inventing new alphabetical signs, but 
in a sense these signs simultaneously demarcate both the triumph and the 
defeat of Lettrisme. On the one hand they triumphantly record lsou's effort to 
transcend conventional, alphabetical language, and constitute the most impor­
tant verbal experiments since the phonetic poems of the Dadaists and the 
semantic juggling of Joyce. But, on the other hand, they restrict poetic innova­
tion to an uncomfortably narrow semiotic system, which might at first appear 
advantageous when compared to purely alphabetical , phonetic poetry, but 
which seems singularly disadvantageous when compared with the rich sonic 
and semantic montages made possib le by tape-recorded creativity. 

In retrospect, then, it is scarcely surprising that poets like Dufrene rejected 
the confines of lsou's Lettriste signs, in order to create more ambitious com­
positions with utterly abstract sounds orchestrated upon recording-tape. Simi­
larly, it co mes as no surprise to discover that Dufrene also abandoned Lettriste 
materials in orde, to interweave the complicated puns and compressed seman­
tic reverberations of his Tombeau de Pierre Larousse, a poem which at its best 
conflates Joycean wordplay with the joyous abstract declamatory style that 
Dufrene had perfected during his work with the Lettristes. Subsequent refine­
ments of abstract collages such as Henri Chopin 's audiopoemes, and subse­
quent elaborations of semantic collages , such as Bernard Heidsieck's 
poemes-partitions, revealed the rich potential of Dufrene 's abstract and 
semantic explorations,12 and anticipated Jacques Derrida's recent- and 
perhaps, belated- suggestion that such "writing machines" as the tape­
recorder permit the most significant extensions of contemporary discourse.13 

If lsou's new alphabetical signs both liberated the sonic potential of lan­
guage and simultaneously restrained the sonic potential of language, by re­
stricting its materials to a finite number of old and new signs, it might also be 
argued that these signs similarly limited the potential of visual language. Hav­
ing rejected conventional alphabetical signs (or rather, having comp lemented 
conventional alphabetical signs with his own innovations), lsou appears to 
have neglected th e creative potential of the typewriter, a machine whose fear­
ful symmetry was particularly favored by the spatialist, concrete and visual 
poets in the late fifties and sixties, when it became the standard creative tool 
for a new, world-wide schooltCf predominantly constructivist poets, who care­
fu lly juxtaposed geometrical c lusters of abstract letters and words. In the 
hands of abstract poets like Dom Sylvester Houedard, the typewriter permitted 
a new, highly organized form of pattern-poetry (Figure 30) ; in the hands of a 
more semantic poet like lan Hamilton Finlay, the typewriter's uniform typefaces 
allowed semantic repetition, spatial punctuation, and typographic pattern, to 
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combine to generate the new, verbal-visual energy of a poem like ajar14 

(Figure 31). 
A rapid glance at Jean-Paul Curtay's anthology, La Poesie Lettriste, indicates 

that very few Lettriste poets explored the creative potential of the typewriter. 
One exception to this rule, Micheline Hachette's Poeme cubiste, 15 confesses in 
its very title to "cubist tendencies" alien to the Lettriste aesthetic (Figure 32), 
and also , perhaps , liable to prompt its creator's expulsion from the Lettriste 
movement, in the manner of Pierre-Henri Liardon's aforementioned " surrealist 
tendencies."16 Rather than espousing the orderly, constructivist aesthetic be­
loved by concrete poets such as Eugen Gomringer and Max Bense,17 Lettrisme 
seems characterized by a more " primitive" and expressionist form of highly 
personal calligraphy and graphics, a tendency wh ich at its most original cul­
minated in the drawings of artists like Roberto Altmann ,18 but which, as Cho­
pin remarks, has often more in common with the relatively familiar, hand­
drawn calligrammes of Apollinaire , or indeed, with the hand-drawn or painted 
parole in liberta of the Futurists, rather than inaugurating the radically new, 
constructivist poetics that seems the most singular innovation of concrete 
poetry19 (Figure 33). 

It would seem, then , that Lettrisme is most important as a transitional phase 
between such pioneers of Modernism as the Dadaist and the Futurist poets, 
and such fully-fledged Post-Modern innovators as the visual and sound poets 
of the sixties . Perhaps the restrictions that lsou imposed upon Lettrisme and 
upon Lettriste poetry were as indicative of the difficulties of launching a new 
avant-garde movement in post-war Paris as they now appear symptomatic of a 
certain lack of poetic imagination. Coming in the wake of Surrealism, Resist­
ance Poetry, and Existentialism, lsou 's self-appointed task of establish ing the 
identity and the integrity of Lettrisme must have been extraordinarily daunting. 
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Figure 31. Dom Sylvester Houedard, Linga chakra, 1967. 

Figure 30. ian Hamilton Finlay, Ajar, 1964. 
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Nevertheless, with the advantages of hindsight, the rigors of Lettriste protocol 
and the ferocity of Lettriste propaganda seem far more impressive then Let­
triste poetry itself. Yet despite the grotesquely inflated c laims of lsou and his 
disciples,2° Lettrisme still appears highly significant as a movement which 
pioneered and prompted much of the best work of the contemporary avant­
garde. 

In this respect, Lettrisme was indeed the success that lsou has recently 
c laimed it to be. Asked by Carmela Muscolo if Lettrisme was dead, lsou con­
vincingly and modestly replied: "Non, rien n'est mort qui a cree quelque chose 
. . . Et moi, j 'ai apporte quelque chose a explorer" (" No, nothing dies when 
something has been created .. . And for my part, I introduced something to be 
explored " ).21 As Walter Benjamin remarks in Illuminations, the function of a 
great deal of avant-garde art is not so m1,1ch to create a finished , definitive 
artwork, as to intimate new possibilities of creativity, and to create "a demand 
which could be ful ly satisfied only later." 22 Isidore lsou 's introduction of 
" something to be explored" offers this definition notable exemplification. 

1. This festival , and sound poetry in general, are discussed in my article " 'The Voice of 
Barthes' and the Possibilities of Sound Poetry," in Anzart Hobart, 1983: A Survey, a 
supplement to Island Magazine (Tasmania), No. 16 (September 1983), pp. 10-14. 

2. Henri Chopin, Poesie sonore internationale (Paris: Jean-Michel Place, 1979). 
3. Refusing to co.sign Pierre Garnier's manifesto " Position 1 du Mouvement inter­

national," published in Les Lettres, No. 32 (1964), Chopin commented: " I am not a 
member of a movement but I am 'with ' movement. I am movement." Quoted by Mary 
Ellen Solt, in Solt, " A World Look at Concrete Poetry, " Hispanic Arts, I, No. 3 and 4 
(Winter/Spring 1968), pp. 6-66, p. 34. 

4. Sten Hanson, " Henri Chopin, the sound poet," Stereo Headphones, No. 8-9-10 
(!982), pp. 15-16, p. 15. 

Figure 32. Roberto Altmann, detail of 
Fragments d ' o, circa 1970. 

Figure 33. Micheline Hachette, 
Poeme cubiste, 1966. 
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N.Z. What were your impressions of Isidore lsou and the Lettriste movement? 

H.C. Well, it 's very complicated. lsou was very important in 1946 when he 
arrived in Paris and founded the Lettriste movement, alone. lsou 's w ritings, 
suc h as his Introduction a une Nouvelle Poesie eta une Nouvelle Musique, 1 

were very lucid. But when he produced poetry with letters (and these were part 
of a long tradition starting with Aristophanes , and continuing with writers of 
the sixteenth century and with the Dadaist movement) , these poems were 
superficial. Because when Dadaist poets li ke Raoul Hausmann, Tristan Tzara 
and Kurt Schwitters created poetry without words, just with letters, it was like 
music. And for me, lsou 's big mistake was his system of codification fo r Let­
triste poetry- his alphabetical codification . He invented a new alphabet? and 
Dufrene was against it ; he said : " We don't need a new alphabet, and we don 't 
need the first alphabet." Gil Wolman said this too, and there was a war be­
tween lsou and Wolman and Dufrene. 

N.Z. In other words, Dufrene and Wolman v1orked more " musically," and on 
tape , rather than simply w riting poems with Lettriste words? 

H.C. Wolman later, but Dufrene, yes. But to return to lsou and to his move­
ment: the first aspect of it was very very positive ; the second one was abso­
lute ly negative, when he called Andre Gide " Ia vieille chienne" (" the old 
bitch") .3 But it was very important just after the Second World War, Gide was 
very important at>this period. And when lsou said in La Dic tature Lettriste that 
we don 't need versification, like Victor Hugo and Baudelaire and so on , it 
wasn 't a big problem- the problem was to find a new word, a new civilization. 
And unfortunately, it seemed to me that Isidore lsou wasn 't lucid about the 
new media. He couldn't understand anything about stereo , about tape­
recorders and radio. It was a paradox. lsou was a very intellectual man: he said 
"I am against a poetry with words," but he used twenty or thirty vo lumes of 
words to express the lsou system! For me, the best Lettri ste artist at this period 
was Maurice Lemaitre. Lemaitre was a painter, a sculptor and a very good 
editor and publisher. lsou produced just one Lettriste review, just one issue. 
Lemaitre edited Poesie Nouvelle and UR - UR was a marvellous review! -
with graphics by Man Ray, w ith Sabatier, with Spacagna, and so on- with 
FranQois Dufrene too! He was a great enemy of Dufrene; there was always the 
same terrorism against the non-Lettristes!4 It was a pity! But he produced very 
very good reviews and portfolios . UR was published in the early fifties- and 
this review seemed absolutely perfect, and now it forms a monument to Let­
t ri ste graphics. 

N.Z. Why did Lemaitre sto p publishing UR? 

H.C. Well, tor one thing he<JS now deaf, absolutely totally deat. and lsou is 
very ill t oo. 

N.Z. Was it just ill health that stopped them? Because in the mid-fifties there 
were a lot of new ideas ; it seems curious that Lettrisme appears to stop in this ~ 

period.5 Does its decline coincide with the emergence of " Uitra-Lettrisme" ? 
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H.C. Well, when Dufrene and Robert Estivals founded Ultra-Lettrisme it was 
against lsou, and it was very important in Paris. They founded Grammes review 
in 1958. Dufrene left the Lettristes in 1953, Wolman in 1951 . It is very strange, 
for me; lsou is egocentric, for him lsou is the world and the rest doesn't exist. 
lsou's idea was to produce poetry with calligraphies, after the calligrammes of 
Apollinaire, but he was without talent. Lemaitre was much better, and young 
people, like Jacques Spacagna and Roberto Altmann, were very important for 
Lettrisme. But whereas, for example , sound poetry accepted the new media, 
and poets like Dom Sylvester Houedard, myself, and the Australian poet Alan 
Riddell accepted the typewriter - the machine- lsou and the Lettristes 
paradoxically stayed with the hand .... 6 

N.Z. With the hand-written and hand-drawn graphic? 

H.C. Yes- always, always, without evolution, always , always, following 
ApollinaireJ And lsou produced one system, identifying genius with Futurism, 

Dadaism, Apollinaire, Surrealism and lsou . 

N.Z. How international was Lettrisme? 

H.C. It was not international, absolutely not.8 The fantastic thing about lsou 
was that when he came to France in 1946 he couldn't speak French. lsou had a 
genius for learning French, but he had only one area in literature and poetry : 
French literature. You know his sub-heading in Introduction a une Nouvelle 
Poesie eta une Nouvelle Musique- "De Charles Baudelaire a Isidore lsou"­
it's absolutely typical. He had no idea about Swift, about Lewis Carroll, about 
Joyce. He had the genius to produce a text about everybody, but it's always . 

superficial. 

N.Z. He seemed to be opposed to Hausmann. 

H.C. He hated Hausmann. lsou never met Hausmann, but every week in the 
last period of Hausmann 's life , he sent a letter to Hausmann saying "ordure , 
ordure, ordure" (" filth , filth, filth " ). 

N.Z. And in his pamphlet entitled " Le Lettrisme devant dada," Lemaitre simi­
larly calls Hausmann "Ia plus grande Iepre de dada" (" the greatest leper of 
Dada"), and also attacks what he calls: " les escrocs de dada" (" the crooks of 
Dada"). specifically: " Huelsenbick, Heusmann, Garnier, Bern , Label, Chapin" 
- that is Huelsenbeck, Hausmann, Pierre Garnier, Ben Vautier, Jean-Jacques 
Lebel, and yourself, Chopin.9 Why did Lemaitre and lsou attack you? 

H.C. I don't know .. . because he hasn't any idea about sound poetry and the 
electric way. I've never seen lsou in a concert or a performance. He just de­
cided that Chopin is nothing! And it was exactly the same for Dufrene, when he 
said that Dufrene was " une petite tete d'oiseau" (" little birdbrain") , because 
Dufrene refused to follow lsou. It is very simple: I've never seen him in concert, 
never on the radio; he has no records, he ignores the OU records. 

N.Z. He doesn't have your OU records? 
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N.Z . . Were the Lettriste group interested in other movements in Paris? We 
they mterested 1n the kinetic art of the South American artists there su · h re 
So to~~ Le Pare? T~ese _a_rtists seem to have influenced various concre~e as 
~o~ts , mde~0d certam cnt1cs, like Weaver and Bann, went on to discuss " kine­
tic poetry. Were the Lettristes similarly responsive? 

H.C. No. It 's just a group from Paris. lsou was just interested in himself lsou 
was a great danger to the Lettriste movement If the Lett · t ·. dead th th · · ns e movement IS 

en e great m1stake is lsou. But I'm very sorry- he was very lucid 
a?o~t the new poetry of_ the twentieth century. And lsou has had a ion career· 
his f1rst n:ovement was m Rumania in the Fascist period, and after tha~ the · 
Commumst party. He seems to be using the same "verbe" th 1 

th 
. - e same an-

guage- as e Commun1st party. 

N.Z. Could you e~plain that a bit more? Perhaps we could compare your earl 
poetr;~ s~ch as Presence, published in Lemaitre's review Poesie Nouvelle, in Y 
19~7,_ w1~h some of the poems collected in lsou's Introduction a une Nouvelle 
Poeste eta ~ne f!ouvelle Musique, which came out in 1947. What do you think 
were the mam differences? 

H.C. Well, here in lsou's " Swing," it's a question of repetition with ·12 
Bambagoula_ Bambagoula · 
bambagoula Bambagoula 
bambagoula Bambagoula 

Or here, in " LaGuerre," with :13 
BIER LINE 

BIERLINE 

BIERLINE 

BIERLINE 

BIERLINE 

BIERLINE 

staline 
staline 

staline 
staline 
staline 
staline 
staline 
staline 

BIERLINE staline staline 
It's repetitive, and look here, earlier in this poem , for example ·14 

Deutschland · 
Deutschland 
Deutschland !: alway~ an apol~gy for the Nazi period. It's very strange . He is a very strange 

n. Don _t forg_et, m 19~7, aft~r the war, he introduced La Oictature Lettriste 
~:rh.e Lettnste D1ctatorsh1p) - 1t was horrible.ls And here, look at that title 
Hatez-vous de nous exauser pour" ("Make Haste To Exorcise Us" ) _ hi~ 

words _follow th~ language ot-Jhe Church,1s while my poetry is absolute! 

f
paganlstlc and IS a precursor for my work after that. For example these~ines 
rom "Regard Total" in PresenceY ' 
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avale 
ex prime 
eponge 
avale 



exprime 
eponge 
avale 
exprime 
eponge 

refer to my body, and to my research with the tape-recorder today.18 

N.Z. 1 suppose one might say that your poem also uses semantic repetition.19 

But as you 've remarked , your words seem to anticipate the way in which your 
present work superimposes semantic and abstract, body sounds upon tape, 
rather than simply reiterating place names like " Berlin " and " Deutschland," 
and political names like " Lenin" and " Stalin." 

H.C. One thing that always struck me is that lsou had no humor. 

N.Z. He was too serious? 

H.C. Oh, very serious. Look here, for example, at the end of "1917" :20 

LENINE! 
STALINE! 
LENINE! 
STALINE! 
LENINE! 

or here, at the beginning of " Calvaire" :21 

jesuischrist 
JESUS CHRIST! 
CHRIST! 

It is very strange, he is not a consistent man. In 1952 he had a very big oppor­
tunity to present the Lettriste movement in public. It was at the Odeon Theatre, 
Paris ; it was a very important meeting for him, and he was two hours on the 
platform, and he said, " You are plagiarists, rubbish, ersatz, " to everybody, and, 
" I am the first one in the world!" -like that! For two hours! He never never 
never read one Lettriste poem, absolutely nothing, because lsou had large 
ideas, and just ideas. He's not a poet, except for a short period , when he began 
the Lettriste movement. 

N.Z. Well , his chapter headings in Introduction a une Nouvelle Poesie are 
certainly " large," referring to a " new poetry," a " new music," and a " new art ." 

H.C. It was his first research, and his only complete research. And after that, 
Lemaitre said to me, " Would you like to join the Lettriste group?" and I said , 
" No, I'm not Lettriste." It was in this period that I started my work with the tape 
recorder. 

N.Z. And did any of the Lettristes use the tape recorder? 

H.C. Lemaitre made a record , entitled Maurice Lema7tre presente le Let­
trisme, but with a choir, in 1958.22 

N.Z. Did you find it very interesting or very successful? 
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H.C. I thought one poem was very nice, it was Lemaitre 's " Letter Rock. " 23 

N.Z. It sounds a bit like jazz. 

H.C. Yes , but with just the voice , just the voice. 

N.Z. Well , there's something rather funny about the way in wh ich Lemaitre 
criticized Raoul Hausmann, saying that Hausmann couldn 't be important be­
cause he never published a substantial collection of sound poems.24 Because 
in much the same way, lsou's problem seems to be that he wrote pages and 
pages about Lettriste poetry, but he himself also never published a substantial 
record or tape cassette of this work.25 

H.C. Absolutely! lsou wrote a few poems between 1945 and 1955, perhaps, 
and the rest is absolutely nothing. 

N.Z. What do you th ink about the Lettriste poems collected in Jean-Paul 
Curtay's anthology, La Poesie Lettriste?26 

H.C. Ah , I bel ieve that slowly, after 1958, about the time when sound poetry 
appeared , when I was producing a few radio broadcasts in Paris, the Lettriste 
movement disappeared, particularly by about 1962, and young people like 
Jean-Pau l Curtay produced big books, big anthologies, like La Poesie Lettriste. 
But curiously, lsou's movement stayed just in France, w ith a few peop le in 
Italy. It 's strange. because Jean-Pau l Curtay produced this large defense of 
Isidore lsou and Maurice Lemaitre and company, but th is book remained just a 
French affair. Because lsou 's first idea, befo re 1950, was to produce an inter­
national Lettrisme -like the international of the French Commun ist Party­
and lsou 's dream was to produce an international poetry movement. But lsou 
was not capable of doing that - lsou is not a creator. But, I repeat , he was very 
lucid. When the Surrealist movement, the Futurist movement and the Dadaist 
movement disappeared, lsou was the first to read everything, and the f irst to 
say, " Futurism is over, Dadaism is over, we don 't need that." And yet, it is very 
funny- when Tristan Tzara died, he said Tzara was the best poet of the first 
part of the Twentieth Century!27 But anyway, it is certain that lsou has a place 
in the history of French literature: of that I'm absolutely certain , particu larly for 
the period after the war. 

N.Z. To turn back to the decline of Lettrisme, can you tell me a little more 
about Franqois Dufrene's reasons for leaving Lettrisme for Ultra-Lettrisme? 

H.C. Ultra-Lettrisme was begun by Wolman, Dufrene and Villegle , who began 
the review Grammes. When it appeared in Paris, it was a very important review, 
and in 1958 its second issue published the Tombeau de Pierre Larousse by 
Franqo is Dufrene in which Dufrene attempted to find a new semantics, in op­
position to lsou. 

N.Z. So Dufrene's movement in~o semantics was what made hini different 
from Lettrisme? I'm thinking of such multiple puns as those integrated into 
such apparently abstract lines of the Tombeau, as:28 

palmBITCHolida paiMOUVOUD litvakayDA valadoLID aydaliDAY 
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H.C. Well , before that Dufrene also worked with crirythmes, 29 probably influ­
enced by Antonin Artaud , when he composed crirythmes without letters, with 
nothing, with just the vo ice. 

N.Z. So in fact Dufrene abandoned Lettrisme in two ways: firstly, by going 
abstract , into noises, and not letters; and secondly, by going into semantics 
with the Tombeau de Pierre Larousse . ... 

H.C. And with the Cantate des Mots Games. 30 Dufrene was a great poet, he 
produced very very good sound poems, he was a marvellous man. Dufrene was 
a very important poet and , I suppose, lsou was jealous. lsou says always: " I am 
lsou, I am the best in the world." It is curious, because without lsou, the Let­
triste movement would not exist, and with lsou, the Lettriste movement was 
destroyed. 

N.Z. And what about Bernard Heidsieck? Did lsou have any influence on 
Heidsiec k? 

H.C. Heidsieck said, like me, that " lsou was important, " but that he is no 
longer important. Heidsieck always defended lsou fo r the period between 1946 
and 1952. Lettrisme was important in France then, but that's all. No, it's a pity 
that lsou founded a movement and then destroyed that movement. 
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