
 
 
LES PLANÈTES FEATURES A FULL-DOME IMMERSIVE PIANO CONCERT 
USING A LIGHT-PIANO IN REAL TIME TO CREATE AUDIOVISUAL 
ENVIRONMENTS. 
 
In an extraordinary new visual and sound performance, Louise Bessette plays Walter Boudreau’s Les 
Planètes on the light-piano created by Yan Breuleux.  
 
Les Planètes is a “full dome” immersive concert generated entirely in real time. The concert is 
made possible by artist Yan Breuleux’s light-piano, which enables a visual dialogue with pianist 
Louise Bessette during a novel performance of the work Les Planètes from composer Walter 
Boudreau. Thanks to the light-piano, dynamic constellations of small spheres are projected 
across the space of the dome. The visual shapes are based on an analysis of the different 
sections of the score. During this process, the light-piano becomes an emitter of light particles 
and a catalyst for the dynamic constellations distributed across the dome. 
 
The project blends tradition and technology, bringing together an analog piano, digital recording 
and immersive projection. Its originality primarily lies in the use of a light-piano, which was 
designed to create a synthesis of the colour-sound association in an immersive format.  
 

 
 
The originality of the project is fourfold. First and foremost, it involves the unique and cosmic 
writing of Walter Boudreau’s piece. In the view of Louise Bessette, who sparked the original 
idea for the project, the challenge is to combine performance of the piece with an immersive 
space. For Yan Breuleux, the project is an outgrowth of his recent immersive works and 
constitutes a synthesis of his research into real-time sound visualization. The project was also 



made possible by the essential collaboration of Rémi Lapierre in programming and creating the 
immersive visualization instrument. 
 
The project, which follows on the tradition of many musical compositions by artists ranging 
from Iannis Xenakis and György Ligeti to the infinite worlds of Giacinto Scelsi, provides a unique 
opportunity to explore the experiential dimension of the cosmos through the idea of dynamic 
constellations as a metaphor for a music of the spheres.  
 
In other words, the structure of the piece allows the audience to experience a stellar journey as 
well as a play of perspectives with the visual material of the different planets.  
 
 
THE PIANO AS A GENERATOR OF LIGHT PARTICLES 
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The instrument translates the score into an immersive format, based on an analysis of the 
composer’s vision. It translates the abstract structures at the heart of Walter Boudreau’s 
composition into virtual environments. Louise Bessette’s playing is amplified so as to transform 
the energy of her performance into an immersive experience. 
 
The light-piano is an instrument that creates worlds, generating multiple virtual spaces that 
enable the audience to see, feel and live the sounds in their material dimension. In this context, 
the sounds become objects materializing in sound visualization environments. The visuals are 
generated by the score, with the shapes forming abstract environments. The audiovisual objects 
offer the audience an open work in which they can imagine their own narrative space.  
 
The project is premised on a union of technology and artistic tradition. The first colour organ, 
designed by Father Castel, emerged from criticism of the overly static dimension of painting. 
Starting in 1725, and throughout his life, Father Castel worked on designing a colour 
harpsichord that would make for “hearing with the eyes” to create visual music. The 18th and 
19th centuries would witness multiple experiments shaped by the colour theory set forth by 
Isaac Newton. In keeping with Father Castel and his efforts, Alexander Wallace Rimington 
would design a light organ for the premier of Scriabin’s synesthetic symphony Prometheus or the 



Poem of Fire. The overall vision of the performance was based on a union of all the senses. 
Futurists would inaugurate the art of noise by building their own tools, such as “chromatic 
music” or the rumorarmonio of Russolo. In 1922, Raoul Hausmann would devise his Optophone to 
be able to electronically transform light into sound waves and vice versa. Another spectacular 
instrument to emerge was Thomas Wilfred’s famed organ-like Clavilux. The tradition of colour 
organs further developed with analog and digital technologies including a number of devices that 
reacted to sound amplitudes and frequencies. Gene Youngblood, in his book Expanded Cinema, 
discusses these devices in a chapter titled “Television as a creative medium.” Real-time visual 
generation systems were subsequently developed by many video artists, among them musician 
Nam June Paik. The generation of artists who are native to digital art, from the VJ scene to A/V 
performance—in which I include myself—has in its own way pursued the reinvention of colour 
organ methodologies. 
 
INSTRUMENT DESCRIPTION RELATED TO THE COMPOSITION 
 

 
 
Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and *Pluto 
 
The light-piano uses 88 keys to generate environments of animated particles, to bring various 
stage elements to life, and to modify the lighting. The instrument explores multiple forms of 
sound visualization,with a programming structure that allows it to bring visibility to multiple 
scores. The principle is always the same: to design procedurally generated environments that 
respond to the actions of the pianist. 
 
Scene 1 [Mercury] demonstrates the piano’s system. Playing with the keys generates light shapes 
consistent with the colour palette used by Scriabin in Prometheus or the Poem of Fire, an opera he 
wrote in 1911. Scene 2 [Sun] portrays an eclipse, with the pianist’s actions producing rays of 
light. Scene 3 [Re-Sun] projects a space of light turbulence. Scene 5 [Venus] is made up of 
spheres embedded in one another. The particles in the middle respond to the higher octaves 
whereas the vast spheres forming the circumference are activated by the lower ones. Scene 6 
[Earth] has the performer make a drawing in space, in sync with the inflections of the music.  
 



Scene 7 [Jupiter] associates colours with the seven octaves of the musical scale, which are 
spatialized in the SATosphere. Scene 8 [Saturn] transforms the generation of notes into the 
rings of Saturn. 
 
Scene 9 generates a column of light using a Remington colour palette.  
Scene 10 [Uranus] scatters notes against stellar space, turning stars into sounds.  
Scene 11 [Pluto] displays the score by controlling light emissions. Each scene must be 
understood as the result of generating principles that bring visibility to the space of the score. 
The piece concludes with infinite space as the audience is drawn into a chaotic interstellar void. 
 
 
COMPOSITION OF THE PLANETS 
 
Commissioned by Louis-Philippe Pelletier in 1983, Les Planètes was (at last) created on 
May 21, 1998 in Montreal’s Bon-Pasteur Historic Chapel after a long and winding 
journey, to say the least! 
 
The realization of the piece was jeopardized several times over the years for a host of 
reasons beyond the composer’s control. The composition was thus interrupted as the 
composer had to attend to more pressing concerns. The piece holds a unique place in 
the artist’s works as it was composed over a very long period, with a 13-year “gap” from 
conception to final completion.  
 
As with the entire series of works that come under Le Cercle Gnostique, the piece is 
essentially described as an exploration in which characteristics of the nine main planets 
of the solar system  (Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune and 
*Pluto) are transposed into music. It would be futile to try to make out a 
“cinematographic” programme behind the piece, or direct references to the symbolic 
and cultural icons generally associated with “cosmic” music…  
 
Partly “calculated” long ago using a CYBER 7400 computer from the Université de 
Montréal computing centre, the music is exclusively informed and developed based on 
structural premises that embrace a vast sonic and psychological range in which the 
delicate balance between form and substance, expression and impression(s), is both the 
theme and the object. Les Planètes is lovingly dedicated to Louis-Philippe Pelletier and 
Ysengourd Knörh. 
 
Walter Boudreau, March 3, 2003 
 
*Composer’s note: Personally, for strictly musical and sentimental reasons, I still consider Pluto 
to be the 9th planet of the solar system… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



BIOGRAPHIES 
 
Yan Breuleux  
Yan Breuleux is a practitioner, researcher and professor with the École des arts numériques, 
de l’animation et du design [NAD], a campus of the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi. 
His interests lie in visual music for immersive installations. For some ten years, he has been 
working with musicians and composers to create multi-screen, panoramic, architectural 
projection and full-dome pieces. His most recent works explore storytelling for immersive 
installations with projects such as Re-Génération (2015, performed at the SAT in collaboration 
with David McConville), Nuée | Swarm (2015), and VjGraph (2014). His A/V performances in 
collaboration with Alain Thibault since 1998, namely ABCD Light (1998, 2010), FausTechnology 
(2000), Black Box (2003), After Dark (2004), White Box, (2011) and Engima, (2015–2018), have 
been featured at a number of international digital art festivals.  
  
Louise Bessette  
Over the 34 years of her exceptional career, Louise Bessette has set herself apart for her 
outstanding stage performances and earned numerous glowing reviews. She has recorded highly 
varied repertoires both as a soloist and with chamber ensembles, and performed internationally 
with reputed orchestras in addition to being invited to prestigious festivals. Several composers 
write pieces specifically with her in mind. In 2016 Louise Bessette was recognized by the 
University of Western Ontario (London, Ontario) with an Honorary Doctorate in Music for her 
international career as a performer and her significant impact on the contemporary world of 
classical piano. She won her ninth Opus Prize in 2018, after being named one of the top 25 
Canadian pianists by CBC Music in 2015. Other distinctions include First Prize in the Eckhardt-
Gramatte National Music Competition (1981), First Prize in the International Contemporary 
Music Competition (Saint-Germain-en-Laye, 1986), First Prize in the Gaudeamus International 
Competition (Rotterdam, 1989), the Québec-Flandre Award (1991), Member of the Canada 
(2001), Officer of the Ordre national du Québec (2005) and Ambassador of the Canadian Music 
Centre (2009). Louise Bessette has also taught a piano class at the Conservatoire de Musique de 
Montréal since 1996.  
[http://www.louisebessette.com/english/biography/] 
 
Walter Boudreau  
Known as the enfant terrible of the Quebec contemporary music scene, composer and 
conductor Walter Boudreau has composed more than 60 works for a diversity of ensembles in 
addition to numerous scores for film, theatre and ballet. In parallel with these activities, Walter 
Boudreau has never stopped composing a variety of commissioned works. He is the recipient of 
many prestigious awards and his contribution as a composer and artistic director has been much 
acclaimed. 
[http://www.smcq.qc.ca/smcq/en/artistes/b/boudreau_wa/_wa/] 
 
Rémi Lapierre 
Rémi Lapierre has a solid background in programming, graphic novelling, 3D modelling and video 
games. His multidisciplinary skill set gives him an in-depth understanding of advanced technical 
issues in software design as well as the expressive dynamics of digital creation. Rémi is currently 
devoting his efforts to automated virtual environment generation. 
 
 
 
 



CRÉDITS: 
 
Conseil des arts du Canada 
Le Conseil des arts du Canada a créé Nouveau chapitre, un programme spécial et ponctuel pour souligner 
le 150e de la Confédération, dans le contexte d’un réinvestissement historique dans les arts. Avec cet 
investissement de 35 millions de dollars, plus de 200 projets exceptionnels seront présentés dans les villes 
et régions du Canada et à l’étranger, contribuant ainsi à la création d’un patrimoine durable pour toute la 
population canadienne. Le Conseil des arts est fier de soutenir le projet Les planètes par l’intermédiaire du 
programme Nouveau chapitre. Pour nous, l’art est essentiel. Et tous ensemble, nous pouvons collaborer à 
façonner un avenir rempli d’espoir.   
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