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In 1956 Philips commissioned the famous architect Le Corbusier to build a 
pavilion for the world fair in Brussels. Le Corbusier decided not to design another 
corporate exhibit, but told Philips he would create an ‘electronic poem’ about the 
technological development of mankind. This resulted in a sensational work of art 
that combined light, sound, film and architecture into an unprecedented multi-
media spectacle. More than fifty years after the exhibit, Le Poème Électronique is 
praised everywhere. The piece that exploded has been virtually rebuilt in 3D, and 
its reconstruction is reconsidered. But what would a Le Poème Électronique of our 
times look like? In Eindhoven, several artists have joined forces in the new research 
lab BALTAN Laboratories to research the relationship between new media and 
architecture once more. From Poème Électronique to Poème Numérique.
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The Thinking Space Of An Experience

In the inner room of the futuristic pavilion at the World Fair, five 
hundred visitors are waiting anxiously for what is to come. As 
an introductory text is projected on the wall, they hear buzzing  
sounds oscillating left and right from hidden speakers. A doll 
representing a naked woman up in the pavilion’s roof lights up 
as ultraviolet lights flash across the sloping side walls. People 
are startled by the strange electronic notes rolling towards 
them out of the depths of the pavilion. Abstract light patterns, 
and graphic images and pictures of apes, birds, skeletons, 
explosions, machines, and babies alternate while the sound 
composition appears to keep moving along the walls of the 
tent-like structure. After eight minutes, the lights dim, and all 
is quiet. Still mesmerised the people start shuffling towards the 
exit to make way for the next group of interested visitors to  
the world fair.  

Le Poème Électronique tells the story of mankind and its 
pursuit of harmony in an increasingly more 
technological society. In the mid-1950’s, 
technology was a source of hope, inspiration, 
and optimism. At home, families were glued to 
the radio or black-and-white television; on the 
streets the first affordable cars were driving 
by; and the Russians were launching the first 
satellite, Sputnik. At Philips’ Natuurkundige 
Laboratorium (Natlab) people were developing 
an actual colour television, and sound pioneers 
like Dick Raaijmakers (aka Kid Baltan) and 
Tom Dissevelt experimented with the first 
electronic music. It was during this period 
that the composer Egar Varèse spent a few 
months in Eindhoven to work on Le Poème Électronique 
with technicians from Natlab. Around fifty years later, a new 
research lab has arisen here, not a stone’s throw away from 
the old Natlab. BALTAN Laboratories, an anagram of Natlab, 
is the first step towards a new media lab. The internationally 
operating artists Geert Mul, Lucas van der Velden, and Gideon 
Kiers (Telcosystems), and the architect Marc Maurer (Maurer 
United Architects) are working on a new research project at 
BALTAN, named Poème Numérique. Poème Numérique is 
not a simple repeat of the old Le Poème Électronique. Lucas 
van der Velden (Telcosystems): ‘I think that the 1958 Poème 
Électronique, as an audiovisual space or experience, really 
appeals to the imagination. A hybrid construction of media and 
architecture such as this is an interesting space to think beyond 
our present thinking.’ The question that occupies baltan is what 
a contemporary or future integration of sound, image,  
and architecture could look like. 

Poème Numérique: A Utopia In The Making

The current mythologisation around Le Poème Électronique 
demonstrates that the interdisciplinary multi-media work 
of art was way ahead of its time. At the presentation of Le 

Poème Électronique visitors were bombarded with images 
and sounds: with the help of around 200 speakers the sound 
moved along the pavilion’s sloping walls, and the geographical 
images also seemed to disappear into the rafters. Le Corbusier’s 
hyperbolic pavilion was built especially for the multi-media 
spectacle taking place inside it. And the inside of the pavilion 
was shaped like a stomach, according to Le Corbusier because 
‘visitors should be consumed with all the impressions’. The 
artists at BALTAN have translated these characteristics of Le 
Poème Électronique into abstractions for their own research. 
And so, the Poème Numérique rests on the ideas of immersion, 
navigation and hybrid architecture. In practice BALTAN builds 
upon research projects that Telcosystems, Geert Mul, and 
Maurer United Architects (MUA) started in 2009. It is a living 
research, says Geert Mul: ‘All three of us conduct research, 
and the time will come when these researches have to come 
closer. The whole set-up of the lab is that we do not want to 
construct things in a contrived way, but that we want to work 
more from practice, and to see how things can grow closer.’ 
More specifically, the research consists of creating different 
prototypes and case studies, that should eventually lead to a 
utopian vision of Poème Numérique in 2010. Two examples 
of such prototypes are Telcosystems’ 12_Series and the case 
studies by Maurer United Architects. 

Telcosystems’ 12_Series is a generative multi-
channel computer installation. It is a kind 
of audiovisual horizon made up of twelve 
image and sound units. Lucas van der Velden: 
‘With 12-series we want to let a number of 
individual machines make their own decisions 
in consultation with the other machines 
surrounding them. We call this audiovisual 
evolution. The idea is to use evolutionary 
principles in a composition machine.’ The aim 
is for the machines to share the composition,  
and so to start leading a life of their own. With 
this installation, that premiered last April at 

the Wood Street Galleries in Pittsburgh (USA), Telcosystems 
explores forms of immersive environments and audiovisual 
three-dimensionality. They are experience-machines and 
experience-spaces. 

As an architect, Marc Maurer of Maurer United Architects uses 
a different approach. In twelve case studies he sketches visions 
of a utopian media pavilion of the future. In his third case study, 
Maurer created a ‘screen-character’: a rectangular architectural 
figure consisting of gigantic monitors. The robot-like structure, 
with a male and a female façade, could function as a totem: 
people cannot go in there, but on the outside they can see 
projected images on its many screens. His latest case study is a 
mobile pavilion with a light installation on the outside. Inside 
this round pavilion there are two sets of stands facing each 
other, with a tall screen in the middle. The screen could display 
two different shows to both audiences. Marc Maurer: ‘They are 
about melting media and architecture together. We are living 
in a digital age. So far I have mainly been using the 90⁰ angle 
as a starting point for designing a spatial representation of the 
digital realm. Apart from this I don’t know how it will turn out. 
Something that can be executed, yes, but you really shouldn’t be 
able to imagine it.’  
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BALTAN Goes Natlab

During their research into these prototypes for Poème 
Numérique the artist develop different methods and tools. 
Geert Mul, for instance, is working on the BALTAN Tracker: 
a simple infrared tracking/detection system for movements 
that uses a thermographic camera. He has already used this 
combination of hardware and software in various interactive 
installations where the visitors’ locations have influenced 
the projections, such as ‘Horizons’ (2008), ‘Echolocation’ 
(2009) and ‘Loading Ready Run’ (2009, with Maurer United 
Architects). Telcosystems is developing a sync 3D multi-channel 
AV-playback system, that artists, museums, galleries, creative 
sectors and businesses could use. So Poème Numérique is not 
only a research into the relationship between new media and 
architecture, but also an exploration of form and function of 
a future media lab. According to  managing director Angela 
Plohman the aim is for BALTAN to become a kind of open-
lab, a centre for knowledge and a platform where artists 
and technologists meet, and where they can share tools and 
methodologies. 

Poème Numérique builds on the most famous work of art in 
Eindhoven’s history in a very exciting way. Just as Le Corbusier 
used Philips’ latest technology for his utopian view of the future 
(in which man strives for a harmonious co-existence with his 
technological environment), the artists at BALTAN are using 
the latest technology of our times as a starting point for their 
Poème Numérique. How this will eventually result in a utopian 
synthesis of new media and architecture remains to be seen for 
now – for the artists at BALTAN as well. 
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