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Poetry / poetry
	 When Bernard Heidsieck speaks about “poetry”, he 
offers two antagonistic descriptions. The first is the 
poetry of the '50s, called “moribund” poetry, which is 
systematically opposed to how poetry should be in 
order to survive. 

	 “Paper–OH! the page-HA!- the book-YUM, print, PRINT- 
OH LA LA LA LA!... - But yes, but yes: poetry delights 
itself. And let it be known! Let us recognise it! (Its prowess 
too ... it's true). Ah! As it is... perfect, honed…its mirror, 
its sleep. To admire it, dream about it, gaze at its navel. 
OHHHH! This white nectar – the page – Dive, expand, 
relax and surf. OHHH! Who would not dream of this quilt, 
full of folds and covers!

And then to go there, without risk or shame, of its tears, 
of its bravado, of its complaints, of its games and its 
malice, its complacence, its self-delectability, – even its 
self trapping – its winks to readers, indifferent or tired, 
aggressive or defiant, for after all, by irony or logic, all it 
offers at the end of its trajectory, is the white reflection of 
a two-way mirror or the black hole of a poetic cul de sac. 
A white page, then, or black! (...) This is the what causes 
the immediate annoyance that is evoked, for most, by 
the mere mention of the term: POETRY! (...) Thus, pic-
king it up, battered, in this climate, skin and bones, frail 
and transparent, in agony, it was time, high time, to give 
it a little mouth-to-mouth. Try giving the poor thing a little 
oxygen. To keep its flame alive, in spite of everything. Or 
because of it. Its concept, its idea. Its rays, soft or strip-
ping. And then to activate it, give it presence. Neither more 
nor less.

But this still should be, beyond its desire, if not its fierce 
desire to convert, in order to let it adopt the practices of 
its time.” 2

	 The “reconversion” of this “poetry” within “poetry”, 
which Bernard Heidsieck embarked on in 1955, is 
constantly reaffirmed by the same creed, repeated so 
often that it becomes a sort of poetic mantra itself:

“... Or so...but…now what, is... well? Well: TEAR THE 
PAGE ... here ... deliberately - if not definitively.
( ... ) unscrew IT, uproot IT, debunk IT, there is only time, 
expansive time...”
“Written poetry is made to lie asleep. That is its destiny. 
That it stays there. Passive. Patient too. In anticipation of 
the customer.”
(...)
“Now then, action poetry is, in every which way, vertical 
poetry.” 3

	 It would be simplistic to consider all of these sta-
tements, these scansions of a founding leitmotif for 
Bernard Heidsieck’s poetry, as mere metaphors, the 
sole function of which is essentially advertising. It is 
by accepting them as literal descriptions that they 

really become interesting. “Tear the poem from the 
page” is not a metaphor. All of Bernard Heidsieck’s 
poetic compositions relate to an “extraction” from 
“a page”, literally and physically, through the use of 
“reading-performance”.

	 When Heidsieck uses the terms “mirror” of “self-
delectability”, “black hole” or “navel gazing”, he is 
talking about the reflexivity of poetry. The notion of 
reflexivity in poetry that is “asleep” on the page is 
rejected by Heidsieck, because it implies that its exis-
tence is completely centred around itself, whereby 
the poetry of the page would be entirely disconnec-
ted from the world. To this “sleeping” poetry, which 
is horizontal, he proposes to substitute in a “vertical” 
poetry, by “tearing the poem from the page”.

One may, however, question the literal efficiency of 
this proposal. How does changing the format, moving 
from the page to sound, and the reading-perfor-
mance, allow it to move beyond this “self-delectabi-
lity”, and this “reflexivity”? How is this operation on 
“written poems vs. sound poems” able to change the 
relationship that poetry has with the world? Would 
such an operation entail putting loud-speakers in a 
book? For Bernard Heidsieck, talking about sound 
poetry has nothing to do with the amplification of a 
text.

	 Heidsieck affirms the need for “[the poetry] to 
adopt the practices of its time”, specifically, in his 
case, by writing with the new technology of the tape 
recorder. But how can the use of the tape transform 
the relationship between the poetry of language and 
the world? One can well imagine poetry that is enti-
rely reflective and that uses a tape recorder instead 
of the pen. An answer perhaps lies in the question of 
audiences… By changing the format of the poem, by 
moving from the book to a public reading, Heidsieck 
unequivocally changes the poem’s type of address; 
performing a text to an audience in a way that directs 
the poem externally. When Heidsieck modifies his 
writing technology, does this operation create a new 
type of audience? What type of public do we pro-
duce with our writing technologies? In the words of 
Bernard Heidsieck, the audience of written poems, 
which he inherits, is a public that is “asphyxiated”. 
It is therefore worth asking whether, by changing the 
format of the poem through the use of new writing 
technologies, Heidsieck actually manages to make 
a different kind of audience. These questions reveal 
the political issue of Bernard Heidsieck’s poetry. The 
operation of this production is based on the following 
logic: by changing the practices and techniques of 
writing, Bernard Heidsieck introduced a new type 
of address, to which the response was the formation 
of a new type of public.

"Sound poetry"
	 "Sound poetry was born in Paris around 1955. It took 
shape around this year, slightly earlier for some, and a 
little later for others, we saw it, related to the tape, new 
media now available, for work as well as broadcast." 4

	 Bernard Heidsieck again chooses a decidedly lite-
ral point of view: “sound poetry” because the new 
technologies of the time allowed it. In the mid-50s, an 
object, the tape, appears to him as a possible solu-
tion to accomplish the literal tearing of the poem from 
the page.  Five years after this text, he continues, in 
“Nous étions bien peu en…”, his description of the 
link between the birth of sound poetry and his acqui-
sition of a tape recorder:

“The benefits of this new work tool were immediate and 
multiple:
The poem – difficultly or violently – trying to extract itself 
from the paper, to throw itself off the page: the tape came 
at the right time to collect it, as means of recording and 
retransmission;
The poem, with its inward preoccupations, was looking at 
its own navel – in every sense! The tape will strengthen 
these opportunities, boosting these trends by allowing 
tweaks and manipulations at the studio and on the tape 
itself, a radical overthrow, centrifugally this time, by oxy-
genating and reconnecting to the world;
The poem wanted to be heard, to recover his lost orality: 
the tape will reveal its voice to the poet. The immediate 
result will be the establishment of new relationships with 
the text, in terms of its construction, its design, and its 
public retransmission.” 5

	 Jean-Pierre Bobillot offered, in his monographic 
text on the work of Bernard Heidsieck, a definition of 
“sound poetry”:

	 “Clearly distinct, by its authors (or actors), its techniques 
and its issues, and other areas of artistic practices that 
have marked the last half-century – and, particularly, of 
the rest of the contemporary poetic production – it cannot, 
however, be excluded without detriment to understanding 
(and evaluation) of aesthetic innovation – mainly poetic 
– as a whole (and its meaning), in recent decades.” Refer-
ring to the links between sound poetry and contemporary 
music, he adds that: “it distinguishes itself precisely in that 
it is poetry, not music (which is not always easy to esta-
blish); on the other hand, however remote it may be, by the 
techniques, language, by means of disclosure, by the enti-
rety of contemporary poetic production, that it is claimed 
by the “avant-garde” or to rely on a “tradition” -, it does not 
share less, with them, a specificity by which it resolutely 
wants poetry, not music or anything else (that which it is 
willingly denied).” 6

	 Faced with new poetic practices that are not easily 
definable and identifiable by the traditional criteria 
of literary analysis, one is forced to agree with these 

Marion 
Naccache

"Against a poem, focal point, 
a poem full of tension in its stupefying role." 1
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“new” poets, that it is in fact poetry, because we are 
“desperate” to call this “novelty” poetry.
	 When he affirms the need to use the technologies 
of his time, Heidsieck is not only referring to the 
methods of production and creation of a new poem 
format. The fact of “reconnecting the poem to the 
world” also relates to conditions by which this new 
sound-poem format is broadcast and to the composi-
tion of the public. I’ll illustrate my point by quoting a 
story told on many occasions by Bernard Heidsieck: 
the early history of sound work coincided with the 
beginnings of sound poetry. Heidsieck talks of the 
random events he was forced to front – along with 
François Di Dio, editor of the Soleil Noir – in produ-
cing his first book-record. The poet and his publisher 
confronted a series of refusals: refusals from distri-
butors who worked with books and not with records, 
and refusals from booksellers that said, “we are not 
music stores” (La Hune bookstore, Paris). The fun-
damental problem pointed by the publication of the 
record was actually a matter of VAT. The tax on books 
was 7%, and 23% for records. By changing the written 
poem into audio format, Heidsieck was potentially, 
or materially, opening poetry up to be diffused as 
records, and then through any radio broadcasts. But 
Heidsieck wants to broadcast his records as poetry 
and not music. He therefore asks La Hune bookstore 
on boulevard Saint-Germain. The bookstore refuses 
to sell it, arguing that La Hune is not a music store. 
Heidsieck is thus confronted to a practical problem 
of format: his poetry is not distributable in the stan-
dard formats of literature, as bookstores refuse to 
distribute it.

	 To this issue of networks has been added a legal 
and economic problem relating to the VAT. Heidsieck 
is publishing records, which should be subjected to 
the VAT on records, which is much higher than for 
books. To cope with these problems for broadcast, 
Heidsieck and Di Dio produce a type of subterfuge 
object: the book-record. They slip inside a “simili 
book” (the text of which, initially, is only a pretext for 
the record), a 78rpm, which is the only record format 
small enough to fit inside a standard-sized book, as 
well as being flexible and plastic (it would have been 
impossible, for this reason, to produce 33 rpm). On 
each publication they add the following: the title of 
the book, with “plus one free record”. Thus, if the disc 
is not for sale, it evades the issue of VAT. It is clear to 
see how Bernard Heidsieck integrates economic and 
legal structures into his methods of writing. Tax pro-
blems thereby determine an object’s ontology, they 
even change the format of the support so that these 
objects are not distributed as “music” but as poetry 
in the form of a book-record. This paradox between 
the desire, the need, to “tear the poem from the page” 
while simultaneously placing it within traditional for-
mats for poetry, is perhaps the best representation 
of the inclusion, in the world, of "sound poetry": a 
creative practice that uses technology to manufacture 
its own music but fits into, up to the point of making 
subterfuge objects for its distribution, the distribution 
channels of poetry (a definition of zero, a minimum of 
sound poetry).

"Action poetry"
	 "Action poetry is born, born from the first hint of brea-
king the poem free from the page: in this exact moment of 
excitement where everything is shaken and broken, where 
everything shakes and breaks. Where the risk of a fall, of 
free fall, dizziness - splash -, appeared, appears." 7

	 The action in question is what links Bernard 
Heidsieck’s production of poetry to performance as 
an artistic discipline, but also as a means of “live” 
diffusion of a work. Poetry is “action” because the 
simple choice of a public reading opens the possibi-
lity of “being smacked in the face”; the performer’s 
risk-taking undermines the comfort of writing poetry 
and reading it.

	 Poetry becomes “active” for Bernard Heidsieck if it 
uses the right media outlets that are capable of rea-
ching an audience that is “non-asphyxiated”, and also 
one that is larger than the audiences of the poetry for-
mat he inherited and from which he is trying to break 
free. Heidsieck connects the issue of effective action 
to the one of media diffusion. The term media refers 
to both the conditions for performing public readings 
(such as having a microphone, speakers, tape recor-
ders), and the conditions for broadcast (records, 
radio, festivals), as well as methods of publication 
of these broadcasts, that is to say, the way we will 
be able to distribute these poetic “objects”. By using 
objects and actions that were until now specific to the 
field of music, Bernard Heidsieck’s writing is itself 
an action, as it completely integrates the issues of 
media, “mediologic” even, to the question of this new 
sound-poem format. This allows us to ask again the 

question of the audience and public that this “poetic 
production” aims to create.
 	 We thereby move from the original question of 
“How, by proposing a new definition of ‘poetry’, does 
Bernard Heidsieck redefine the poem’s whole pro-
duction line, its writing techniques, to create a new 
public for its reception?”. The new question takes 
into account the fact that without a stable definition 
of the term “poetry”, Heidsieck proposes an action 
that allows to completely reconfigure the field.

	 I would like to conclude these remarks by evoking 
an “action” that Bernard Heidsieck made when he 
was invited in 1986 to be the warm-up act for the sin-
ger Ann Clark at the élysée Montmartre, this "high 
temple of rock music in Paris".

Heidsieck gives a reading of Vaduz under very spe-
cific conditions: the venue offered him a technical 
level of quality incomparable to that of the various 
institutions organising sound poetry readings. The 
audience, however, which was far more “young rock 
‘n’ roll” than poetry-oriented, afforded him a recep-
tion that was more than a little hostile!

“The violence of the spotlights meant that the venue 
was in total darkness. However, two minutes had barely 
passed before I heard, at the bottom of the stage, a wall 
of screams, cries of protest. There was a metal gate that 
prevents the public from climbing on stage. Then I started 
to receive glasses, cups, bottles... all in plastic of course!”

	 The poem, in this situation, was well “torn from the 
page”. The moment when he had the opportunity to 
“reconnect to the world”, and to escape the audience 
“asphyxiated” by the poetry, he was confronted to 
the violence of a collective audience untrained in the 
rules of interacting with poetry reading...

“The miracle happened!
When in 1974 I created this text Vaduz, I introduced in 
the last few seconds of the recording the noise of a huge 
crowd in a stadium. It seemed to me like a logical conclu-
sion to this round-the-world tour. 

This rise in volume in the venue, these soaring cries from 
an audience far larger than the one here, had the effect of 
making it suddenly and completely silent, as if flattened by 
something stronger than itself.
I had won! I could finish my reading in absolute silence. 
At that moment, ultimately, the list of races is replaced by 
the evocation of stateless exiles, refugees, abandoned, 
the forgotten...
In the darkness of the room, I could see a number of ligh-
ters lit... Somewhere, then, communication took place. 
Poetry existed at the élysée Montmartre!” 8

	 This story is purely anecdotal. It clearly shows how 
a writing technique produces its collective reception. 
The primary public was not an audience for Vaduz, 
but a gathering of people in a concert hall. It is only 
during the experience of the performance that the 
transformation takes place and that the audience 
becomes a collective public. Silence and lit ligh-
ters are the most obvious symptoms. One could, of 
course, analyse this scene using a theatrical model: 
the techniques of pathos, with the sound of a foot-
ball stadium, worked well on the crowd, in a sensitive 
way. It seems more interesting to read this sketch as 
a model moment when an ephemeral group emerges. 
In this case performance and performativity are, 
exceptionally, confused.
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J’ai toujours trouvé dégoutants les rituels du cinéma, ses 
équipes affolées à ne rien faire et la monstrueuse énergie 
financière gaspillée dans des films crétins et vulgaires, sans 
lendemain. Le 21 juin 2002, avec ma caméra toute neuve, je 
me trouve au Marché de la Poésie pour assister à la perfor-
mance de Bernard – que j’avais découvert pour la première fois 
10 ans auparavant lors de l’hommage à John Cage au Centre 
Pompidou – et je décide, comme je l’avais fait la veille avec 
Henri Chopin à Beaubourg, de le filmer, même si filmer m’em-
merde car, comme tout le monde le sait, cela empêche de voir, 
de vivre l’instant. Ce que je vois alors me fascine. J’ai toujours 
trouvé amusants les dysfonctionnements inopinés et la bande 
de Bernard ne démarre pas, mais c’est normal, ca ne marche 
jamais en France, et encore moins au Marché de la Poésie. 

Je suis pris entre l’envie de continuer à filmer ce qui m’ap-
parait comme un cas d’école et le désir d’aller débloquer la 
situation backstage. Au bout de deux minutes, BH abandonne 
et j’en profite pour voir ce que l’on peut faire (tout simplement 
diffuser le CD du livre vendu sur un des stands)… J’ai conti-
nué à filmer Bernard jusqu’en 2008 et j’ai procédé de la sorte 
pour 3 autres amis poètes-artistes : Chopin, Jean-Luc Parant 
et Maurice Lemaître. Pour Bernard, j’ai réalisé une “ radio /
phonie ” pour France Culture, un épais livre (à la diffusion blo-
quée) sur son œuvre plastique pour Francesco Conz, édité ou 
fait éditer 3 ouvrages de sa série des “ Spermatozoïdes ”. Il me 
restait à monter ce film, ce qui fut fait entre 2010 et 2013, et 
que Natalie Seroussi a su vouloir présenter la première.
Un film pour toi, Bernard !

(extraits / extracts )

I've always found cinema rituals revolting: teams in panic busy 
getting nowhere and monstrous financial energy wasted in 
cretin and vulgar one-night stand films. On june 21st 2002, 
with my new camera, I happen to be at the “Poetry Market” 
to see Bernard performing – I had discovered him for the first 
time ten years before at the John Cage homage held at Centre 
Pompidou – and I decide just like I did the day before with 
Henri Chopin at Beaubourg, to film him. Even if filming bugs 
me, as anyone knowns, it detains from seeing and living 
each moment to the full. What I see then fascinates me: 
I've always found entertaining the unexpected dysfunctions 
and Bernard's tape refuses to start, but all of this is normal, 
it never works in France and even less at the “Poetry Mar-
ket”. I am caught between the envy to continue filming what 

I figure out to be a textbook case and the desire to go backs-
tage to unblock this situation. After two minutes, BH aban-
dons and I go and see what can be done (simply to diffuse 
the CD contained in the book, sold on one of the stands 
held there). I've continued to film Bernard until 2008 and pro-
ceeded the same for 3 other poets-artists friends: Chopin, 
Jean-Luc Parant and Maurice Lemaître. For Bernard, I've 
realised a “radio / phonie” for France Culture, a thick mono-
graphy (with blocked diffusion) on his artworks for Francesco 
Conz and published 3 books of his “Spermatozoïdes” series. 
I only had to edit this film, which I've done between 2010 and 
2013, a film Natalie Seroussi knew to present first.
A film for you, Bernard!

« Tout autour de 
Bernard Heidsieck » 

DV, 1h59mn, 2002-2013
projections à la galerie durant l'exposition

34 rue de seine_N°08_2609.indd   16 01/10/13   17:32


