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Marie Rebecchi, Universita di Udine / Université Sorbonne Nouvelle — Paris 3

Abstract Moving Images and Expanded

Architectures. The 1958 World’s Fair in Brussels
and the Philips Pavilion

This paper is based on research into the history and theory of abstract and synesthetic audiovisual works, its
environmental dimension and the alternative projection conditions it often required. I aim to show the case in
which our theorization of the moving abstract images ends up being redefined within frameworks that include
projection environments such as architectural pavilions. I approach projection environments as a connected
space “in-between,” that is, between subject and object, a #zzlzeu redefined by technology. I seek to show how
the experience of mzilieu becomes a medium, an intermediate field of sight and sensation that is constantly
reconfigured by technical devices.

Abstract moving images, and abstract cinema, especially as exemplified by their early developments in the
1920s, offer a privileged point of observation for developing a new, deeper understanding of the various ways
the technical potential of the cinematic medium enabled forms of experimentation in synesthetic abstract
art. Abstract films blended painting, music, movement, images, sounds, forms, and colours to create unique
audiovisual works of art, works that no longer addressed a single perceptual level (vision), but rather sought
to achieve a fusion of vision and hearing. In this sense, we can shed light on abstract film’s experimentally and
technologically innovative role by comparing it with cinema’s original properties and the new synaesthetic
works of art.

The experimental and technologically innovative role of abstract film can be revealed most clearly by compar-
ing it with the intrinsic characteristics of cinema (projection, light, movement) and the concepts of production
and reproduction, concepts which were widely debated in 1920s theories of cinema.! In relation to this issue,
Hans Richter declared that

by a strange paradox, the principal aesthetic problem of cinema, which was invented for reproduction (of movement), is
precisely that of “going beyond” reproduction. In other words the question is this: to what point should the movie camera
(film, colour, sound, etc.) be perfected and used to “reproduce” (any object that appears in front of the lens) or to “produce”
(sensations that cannot be aroused with any other artistic medium) >

In a 1922 text entitled Produktion—Reproduktion (“Production-Reproduction”),’ Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy
addressed the problem of the normative distinction between production and reproduction in both acoustic
and optical-kinetic (photography and film) phenomena and proffered an effective response to this question.
While in the majority of cases reproduction, by proposing connections that already exist, should be regarded
as a mere act of virtuosity aimed at reiterating already-established relations, production, instead falls within the
sphere of the relationships that have to do with improving and developing human creative processes:

reproduction (repetition of existing relationships) without enriching points of view must from the special point of view
of creative art be considered at best only a matter of virtuosity. Since production (productive creativity) is primarily of
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service to human development, we must endeavour to expand the apparatus (means) which has so far been used solely for
purposes of reproduction for productive purposes.*

The idea of productivity expressed in Moholy-Nagy’s comments is not exclusively to meet the demands and
requirements of artists associated with the avant-garde movements; instead, it should be seen as a general
condition of humanity: seizing on the new techniques for improving the faculties of the senses, modern man
inevitably sets out to complete and perfect human sensory organs, even the most complex, and to establish
new and more extensive relationships between various optical phenomena (fig. 20).

Throughout its history, the projection of abstract images and coloured light has produced environments that
share many characteristics with mid-place or 7zz-lieu (lack of clear coordinates, un-centeredness). Proponents
of abstract cinema have seen its “universal language” — as it was ambitiously defined by Hans Richter and Vi-
king Eggeling in a 1920 text that has since been lost’ — as having the potential to give rise to a new humanity (a
utopian hope that represents a common feature of Modernism), and, in turn, stimulate a series of multisensory,
immersive, synesthetic, and virtual new possibilities for projecting images. Abstract cinema can thus be better
understood by rethinking the #zedium through which it is made visible. Two of its possibilities were to achieve
a condition at once aesthetic and political: on one hand, a exert better control over the viewer’s feelings and
reactions, made possible through a different conception of the screen; on the other hand, to ensure collective
participation in the same environment, potentially open and interactive; spectators could move within and
interact with its architecture, sounds and moving images. This participative experience of a common space —a
public, free, interactive architecture — calls into question the traditional conditions of image projections: if the
essence of synesthetic audiovisual works lies in an alternative language consisting of moving abstract forms,
sounds, music, psychedelic lights and colors, then it is necessary to reconsider the “environmental” device that
enables films to be reproduced. This would require a different shape, something other than the traditional
silver screen,® and a different posture for the spectator to replace straight bi-dimensional film projection.
Examples of “alternative screens” of this kind are the “Poly-Kino” imagined by Lazl6 Moholy-Nagy’ in the
1920s and the “Dynamic Square”® suggested by Sergei Eisenstein; in terms of alternative and immersive pro-
jection environments, some cases worth citing are the Movie-Drome theater designed by Stan Vanderbeek in
the 1960s,” and the “Expanded Cinema” proposed by Gene Youngblood in the 1970s (Multiple-Projection
Environments in particular).

In this paper I will focus on one of the most significant examples of a project that expanded the conditions of
projection in a multimedia architectural environment: the Philips Pavilion at the 1958 World’s Fair in Brus-
sels. Le Corbusier and his assistant and composer Iannis Xenakis conceived the Pavilion as an electronic-spa-
tial environment capable of combining architecture, vocal and concrete music, sounds, colored light, abstract
images and film in a virtual experience of an astonishing synesthetic audiovisual work.

Although Le Corbusier agreed to the commission (the idea for the Pavilion came from Louis Kalff, Artistic
Director of the Philips corporation), he refused the Philips Corporation’s proposals of individuals to collab-
orate with him in this production; the architect was resolute about his personal choice of Edgard Varése as
composer and equally determined to supervise the entire visual spectacle of the Poémze électronigue himself. Tt
is important to recall that, at that time, Le Corbusier was working on one of his most significant projects: the
Complex of the City Hall in Chandigarh, India. The concept for the Philips Pavilion unquestionably stemmed
from Le Corbusier’s creativity, but the actual implementation and design of the exterior was left to Xenakis,
Philips technicians and Strabed company engineers (H. C. Duyster).!* The Philips Pavilion building was fi-
nally a tool for staging Le Corbusier’s main project: the synaesthetic audiovisual work the Poémze électronique
(fig. 21).

Poéme électronique was the first electronic-spatial environment combining architecture, film, light and music
in a total experience that unfolds in time and space.

This Electronic Poen: — an 8-minutes electronic piece written and composed by Edgard Varése in Eindhoven
at the Philips laboratories, as a part of the multimedia presentation for the Philips Pavilion — was projected
thanks to a very complicated spatialization scheme involving 400 loudspeakers scattered throughout the Pa-
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vilion and synchronized with the projection of slides selected by Le Corbusier, featuring images related to
the history of human civilization, abstract images and monochromes. In relation to this aspect, Le Corbusier
states: “I will not make a facade for Philips, but an electronic poem. Everything will happen inside: sound,
light, colour, rhythm. Perhaps a scaffolding will be the pavilion’s only exterior aspect.”

Some important documents contained in the Iannis Xenakis Archives provide a detailed presentation of the
Philip Pavilion and Poénze électronique: “The theme of this new sound and light show had to do with the hu-
mankind’s evolution from the beginnings of the species. This sound composition was electronically devised to
create stereophonic affects, projections of images and plays of light and colour, with all the elements coming
together to make up Le Corbusier’s architectural and audiovisual piece.”!!

The Electronic Poen would never have been possible without advances in the sciences of applied electronics.
Indeed, electro-acoustics, lighting and electronic control technology — a field that owed many of its develop-
ments to the disinterested, applied research work carried out by Philips Laboratories — represented essential
components of the piece (fig. 22).

Poéme électronique is a complex, 480-second-long sonic composition generated by magnetic strips and elec-
tronic sound that could be staged without a real score. Instead, the variations in colour and musical intensity
were indicated on spectrometric cards. There was no pre-established synchronization or correspondence with
the visual material selected by Le Corbusier, organized by Jean Petit and edited by Philippe Agostini; it was
wholly random except for a specified period of six minutes of silence occurring during the piece.

Among other elements, Le Corbusier used machine noises, transported piano chords, filtered choir and solo
voices, and synthetic tone colourings'? for Poémze électronique. With the help of the advanced technical means
made available through the Philips Pavilion, the sounds of this composition for tape recorder were able to
“wander” through the space along highly complex routes. Varése’s work had always pursued the abstract and,
in part, visually inspired concepts of form and spatial movement.

In his fundamental book Space Calculated in Second, Marc Treib stresses that visual elements and sound cre-
ated a strange form of “accidental” synaesthetic system (fig. 23):

The work intended to be a new genre, would utilize, publicize — and stimulate — the technical potential of the Philips
corporation, and would synthesize light, color, sound, and rbythm. Sound, for the most part, was left entirely to Le Cor-
busier’s collaborators Edgard Varése and lannis Xenakis, who would compose the primary eight-minute score and the
two-minute interlude, respectively. The link between the visual and aural senses would be fortuitously accidental [...].
For the most part, the musical score was conceived and produced completely independently of the visual work. Their
points of congruence, or at least intersection, would be determined solely by chance.”

Creating Poéme électronique required elaborate lighting and electro-acoustical equipment; as Louis Kalff and
the technical specialists working for Philips state in the Phzlips Technical Review, a complex electronic control
system was needed to create the lighting effects:

1. “Ambiances,” which are illuminated surfaces intended to conjure up a particular atmosphere. They are pro-
duced by projecting coloured light onto the pavilion walls; long bands of colour accentuate the peculiar shape
of the building. 2. “Volumes,” i.e. two figures suspended in space, one female and the other a space structure
of metal tubes, both treated with fluorescent paint. When flooded with ultraviolet, the one “volume” glows
red, the other greenish blue. 3. “Ecrans,” these are large areas of the wall onto which black-and-white pictures
of human beings, animals and all kinds of objects are projected. The fact that “ambiances” are also present at
the same time makes the black of the projections appear to be coloured. 4. “Tritrous,” at certain points along
the wall around the “écrans,” brilliantly coloured beams of light or figures in black and white are occasionally
projected. This is carried out by means of a film strip, each frame of which is entirely opaque except for three
holes (“trois trous”) into which the colours or figures are introduced.*

Figure 24 et seq., held by the Le Corbusier Foundation, illustrate the scenario for these different light effects,
image projections, and sound-space arrangements in the different ambiances of the Pavillion.

As Kate Mondloch suggests in her essay on the Philips Pavilion, “Le Corbusier conceived of the Poénze
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électronigue as an entirely new kind of spectacle and intended for the building to be reminiscent of the hu-
man stomach, a combination of the organic and the geometric.” Le Corbusier indeed described the Philips
Pavilion as “a stomach assimilating 500 listener-spectators, and evacuating them automatically at the end of
the performance.”” Ever since initially conceiving of the project’s, he had planned for each round of approxi-
mately 500 visitors to stand for 8 minutes in order to experience the presumably multidirectional presentation
from all points.

These environmental and synesthetic conditions of projection, conditions which are at the foundations of
experimental and abstract film from its origins in the 1920s, set in motion the significant process of “aesthetic
upgrading” I mentioned earlier produced by moving images, sounds and architectural space. The atmospher-
ic density produced by the complex stratification of atmospheric elements in this piece was reminiscent of
the Chapelle de Notre-Dame-du Haut a2 Ronchamp amzbiance Le Corbusier created in 1955, shortly before
the Philips Pavilion (fig. 25). This density contributed to granting Poémze électronique, and indeed the entire
Pavilion, the character of a “total environment,”® a synthesis of the greatest artistic achievements of mankind:
architecture, music, visual arts. In other words, a true Gesamtkunstwerk for that period, the Philips technol-
ogy of the 1950s.

Le Corbusier had carefully selected a series of images and documents from a wide array of fields (some sur-
prising images were chosen from the Palais de la Decouverte catalogue) and entrusted them to his collabora-
tors Jean Petit and Philippe Agostini to be translated into a film montage.”” The Philips Pavilion presented a
kind of virtual collage for 20" century humankind. The visual presentation consisted of seven sections: Ger-
esis; Matter and Spirit; From Darkness to Dawn; Manmade Gods; How Time Molds Civilization; Harmony; To
All Mankind. In sequence, we can see a montage of elements from heterogeneous contexts: coloured lights, a
bull, the head of a Greek statue, a skull, a projections of sea shells, scientists, an African woman, a dinosaur
skeleton, coloured lights, geometric figures, the Sphinx, a telescope operator, a surgeon, a miner, a farm horse,
Charlie Chaplin, a bomber plane, a radar, clouds, children staring at the camera, the Eiffel Tower, animals,
Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, abstract images and astronomical images, babies, skyscrapers, the Modulor, a
baby’s hand, children (fig. 26).

In conclusion, I would like to emphasize two points: The “Total Electronic Gesture,”'® as Tannis Xenakis
described it, on one hand, and the multisensory, immersive and synesthetic new possibilities for projecting im-
ages and lights and spatializing sounds staged by Poéme électronigue, on the other hand, produce two effects
and two direct consequences: they virtualize experience and create an “Abstract Realm.”

Concerning the first effect, the virtualization of experience, in relation to this point I share the position Kate
Mondloch presents in Le Corbusier’s Poéme électronique and the Historicization of New Media Arts, in which
she suggests that Poéme électronique is an “8-minute experience of virtuality.” Her essay seeks to historicize
the technological production of artistic virtual space by investigating the Poémze électronique as a paradigmatic
example of much earlier attempts to create spatialized, virtual experiences in spectators. She argues that there
are many significant parallels between the highly disciplined spectatorship conditions of Poémze électronigue
and those of contemporary artistic production in new media, thus offering a theoretical and historical founda-
tion for art-historical discourse on the proliferation of immersive multimedia artworks:

Le Corbusier’s 1958 automated multimedia performance event commissioned by the Philips Corporation for its pavilion
at the World'’s Fair in Belgium, the Poéme électronique, prefigured the “virtuality” of certain computer-reliant works
made with new media. The Poéme électronique’s immersive environment strove to create a sense-overloaded observer
who would experience a spatialized virtual event.”

As for the second consequence, the one deriving from the synaesthetic specificities of Poemze électonigue and
the Philips Pavilion, as Iannis Xenakis claims in Notes Towards an “Electronic Gesture” (1958), the Philips
Pavilion at the Brussels World’s Fair represents an early attempt to achieve this artistic synthesis of sound,
light, and architecture, an initial step towards an “Electronic Gesture.” In his Notes, Iannis Xenakis argues
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that electro-acoustic techniques made it possible to conquer geometric space, mathematical thought and the

realm of Abstraction:

They enable a vast audiovisual synthesis in a “Total Electronic Gesture” previously unattainable and above all, one which
is placed in the realm of Abstraction, which is the natural and indispensable environment to its existence. In this respect,
the Philips Pavilion at the Brussels World's Fair represents a first experiment in this artistic synthesis of sound, light, and
architecture, an initial step towards an “Electronic Gesture.” I would like to conclude by noting that a new conceptual
consciousness, abstraction, and a new technical infrastructure, electronics, are currently stirring human civilization even

as we speak.?
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