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THE INSEPARABLE FRENCH PHOTOGRAPHER-PAINTER
DUO KNOWN BY THEIR FIRST NAMES, PIERRE AND G
HAVE BEEN CREATING DVER—THE—TDP

KITTENS, MYTHOLOGICAL GODS, BRAWNY

”"Eéﬁ%%“é‘%ﬁ%c D SALOTS, STAEET uncHIs,

HEAVENLY eonnésses INCE THE LATE '60S. RECENTLY,
DOWN 70 DISCUSS

"l'l'll:."lﬂ WGEN!OUB ‘I'EOHNIQUE HND THEIFI mm
ATTRACTION TO RELIGIOUS THEMES.

clitzery enchanted gudenlm‘um a Jewukmﬂr
a hard-porn actor portrays & toreador with

burocks in a kitach Barogue and Hispanic aeu:ng
staring at his reflection in the mirror; & dancer
takesz on the role of the doomed Icarus before he
takes flight, dressed solely in long red feathered
wings against an electnc-blue eky‘ a model stands
in an imaginary, voluptuous paradize, nude zave
for some well-placed blooming purple orchids, hus
torzo dnpping in what could be sugary sap.

Instantly recogmizable, Pierre Commeoy and
Gilles Blanchards colourful, camp and dreamy
hand-painted photographs are icomic, having
mfluenced the worlds of are, publishing, advertisimg snd fashion A
team for ost four decades, the pair have immortalized the hkes
of Andy Warhol, Izgy Pop, Madonna, Karl Lagerfeld, Jean-Paul
Gaulter, Marc Jaccbs and Cal.heri.ne Deneuve, drawing viewers mto
their eccentric make-believe universe, through their invention of a
new, daring airbrushing technique, where their version of Photoshop
consizts not of digital manipulation but of using resl paint on their
photographs. Pierre shoots their subjects uaimg a 6x7 medium-
format camera and prints them on canvas, then Galles Pie masterly
bruskstrokes to the photos to further expresa their vision. The result is
& combination of the saccharine-sweet wonder of childhood memeries
and the provocative extravagance of adult fantasies, which reflects the
duc's interests and backsrounds.

In an era of high-tech photography and computer-generated effecta,
ﬁmudGﬂesmnmdmwmﬁm,byhndmﬂm&ﬁemd
& computer (except for the printing oa canvas, which iz done X
Gilles favours ww:hn.,mmnzt uen]mblemgumon.them
creating ambiguity between painting and . Each portrait
venmlvtskeaabwtmmnn:hmmplﬂeﬁmzimz from
huﬂdmgthmmmmuhngthepkoto with the painting process
being most The final image coneequently takezen a
life of its own because it is the product of an orgsmc armsanal procesa.

For this reallife couple, work and life mix completely, havinz
started hiving and working together only a few months after their
first meeting in 1976, Their studio has alwayz doubled as their hving
quarters, and they have been based in Pré-Saint-Gervais, a suburb
northeast of Pans, since 1990, after stays in the Basnlle and Marais
areas of the French capital.

Art Republik sits down with the pair — both in their 60z -
to the opening of Herces, their latest solo exhibition depicting heroic
mythological fizures and pop culture superkerves at Galerie Damiel
Tempglon in Pans, they're dressed in jeana and covered in a lifenime of
tattoos (often acquiring & new piece of body art in the different countnes
they vizait ke Japan. Lace and Thailand)j, ;iving them an urban, edsy
public perzona. But in private, Pierre and Gilles are extremely mild-
mannered snd courteous, two gentle beings obsessed by their art.

ART REPUBLIK: Tell us about both your upbringings, and
how and when the two of you became interested in art.
PIERRE (P): I come from La Roche-sur-Yon, a small town mm western
France that’s a bit zad and austere. There wasn't much to do, and I
was often left alone because my parents weren't around as ther were
worldng, 20 it was very calm at home. I zpent a lot of tme reading
film magazines, locldns at photos and dreamine. Afterwards, I went to
photography school and my dream wastwbea phccographer n Paris.
So after the army, I went, and s few years larer, I met Gilles. [ began
worldng for various magazines Like Rock & Folk and Andy Warkol's
Interview, and mainly shot black-and-white pkozos.

GILLES (G): I was born in Le Havre and I was a very bad atudent in
secondary school I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I was guided by
chance to the Beaux-Arts (Fine Ants Academy) because my art teacker
noticed that I drew well It was a huge surprise and, from that moment

Above: Plerre and Gilles,

on, my life changed. I started taling an interest in my schoolwork at
the Beaux-Arts, and I became a very good student. I armived in Panis
a but later where I started to discover the city and myself I went to
the cinemas a lot and I constantly visited all sorta of exhubitions. I later
enrolled in the Arts Décorartifa (School of Decorative Arte), but I didn't
2o to clasa much. What intereated me at that pont was discoverng hfe
and getting to know people, and that'a how in 1976 I met Pierre at &
party organised by Kenzo. It started as a love story but we very quickly
began to work together.

What made you decide to work together and how did you
come up with your unique technique of stylised hand-
painted photographa?

G: Pierre was already a photographer and I was a pamter.

P: We fed off each other's creativity and bounced around ideas between
us 2 lot. We did 2 zenes of pictures mspired by photo booths with some
frends whom we snapped making funny faces on backzrounds witk
very vibrant colours. But we were disappomted with the rendennz of
the prints, so Gilles said what if I had fun painting them, and we were
20 happy with the result

G: Tke rezult and the pleasure of working togethker.

P: And from this day forward, we have a.‘m'm worked together.

G: We had been asked sometimes to work separately, but we didn't
Want to.

P: We were too happy.

G: We created a new technique, yes, but we kad been to Morocco and
seen one of these recoloured rmages of the stars of the Arab world, with
very vivid colours — & hit of Warhol, pop, and all that — and we took all
this and &id it 1n cur own way. It was a new experience and it gave
images a new dimension.
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Describe your artistic language and philosophy.

P We always work at home, never ar other locations or studios, even
when we lived in a amall SO—nqm&meuu space; but it taught us .lln‘:, <
hike the illusion of space.

G: At the bezinning, we did very simple backgrounds because we
hived i a zmall apartment. And httle by hrtle, as we moved, we had
lnrger spaces. We started to build more elaborate décors and mizes en
scéne, and then our work progressed. Pierre does the hghting and the
ahomm' Iris major work doing the lighting; we use plenty of spotlights.
We work  bit like in the cinema with tungeten spotlights, and always
with film photography. We do everything ourselves, so we invented
our own lanzuaze You cften find flowers and Ilnel-wnnllohn!m
own universe — and then subjecta that we continuoualy revisit: relizion,
stars, and thugs. We have a kind of vocabulary Lke that that keepa

\'cnlhnvs",_"" Ad -nd!ve,m-rlyrl,lngoll,
saints and sinners. tho does your interest in religion
come from and why is it a recurring subject?

P-We were botk broughkt up az Catholics, and it mads a deep impression
on both of us the same, ugnlfussnmethm, that we rejected a bit
afterwards. In fact, it was dunng a wip to India that we
Chnstian/relizious imagea reinterpreted by the Indians, which kad
lmhudulndz,udltmeduptkedemewnhnuamwurknn
this theme.

G: Because seetng Ckristian saints hike that through the eyes of Tamil
people m southern India. wath very bright colours, shocked us, and
that’s why we did our first two samnts — Samr Sebastian and Saint
Theresa — and it was these saints that we had seen 1n a village in India,
s statues, and it appealed to us so much. We have also tackled topics
such as Hinduizm, Buddhizm, and many more.

What does religion mean to you and are you religious?
G:Iristhe mystery, questioning and reflection about rehzion that draws
us toit [ think that to believe 1a 1o ack queatione, to move forward, 1o
think, and there are texts that zwide us. All religions interest us, and
I think that it's important. We're not religious ourselves, but we ask
ourselves questionz. We behieve that there ia a mystery, and it is this
mystery that interests us. Art has a relizious side to it hecause arr also
aeks this question of the mystery. Art kas often been linked to relizion
snd 1t 18 entrely normal In contemporary art, there is always &
religious question, a myatery. hwuae,nmthemuhom:mat
uz the most.

Is it difficult for you to separate art and religion?

G: Yee, thereisarelizious side, even in pop art, when you see paintinga by
Warhol or all the others. There have always been relizious questions in
aﬂmmmgmmalam&mthewwo{uhn,thequemm
Your representation of religioua figures is often suggestive
and provocative. Why does your religious work sometimes
have (homo)sexual connotationa?

P: In any case, we do it without derision.

G: We're following the story. There is no blasphemy. When you lock at
the history of pamting and see the Saint Sebastians, there has always
been an erotic dimension. In Christianicy, :hebo\#:s\eryl.mmnt.
Tkat's perhaps why, often in the paintungs of Christ and others in the
Sizrine Chapel mdsuun.ltxaren]h‘ﬁtrahnan.lnthemmamnhg;m,
God became man, =0 the body, temptation and senzuality followed.

Do you believe that celebrities are our modern-day goda
and goddesses, where what they du and what they wear
have the power to influence

G: They kave the appearance dGﬂi.Iuthnww,thq‘makepeopIe
dream. People need thiz — icons to inspire them. Madonna 1s somewhat
of a mother for many boys and girls around the world; they dream of
having a mother ke that But 1= 1t really relimious, or just an illuzion?
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Above, clockwise from top left:

Bouddha, 3004; Saint Therese;
Krishna, 3000,
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What is the power of the naked body in your worka?

G; A naked body 12 beautiful There is mntimacy 1n nudicy. \mam-gm
can show their body.

P: You need to know how 1o express your body. We Like to wk!nlth
Mﬂthmmsamm:thm:‘mmuﬂdm’tmwfu an
expression. It has to come natur:
G‘Iimmedoesn‘thlems.‘mwoﬁthmhdy we won't ask them to
ghow it There are people who adore expressing their body, who work
with their body, like actors, athletes and dancers. And us, we love all
that iz human —the face and the body are our basia of in=piration above
all, 20 sometimes they're naked, and other times we dress them with
flowers. Our work is alwaya an icon around s person, or a group of
two, three or four people at the maximum, but it 1s always sround this.
It’s an obzeszaion for us. I like the bodies of athletes & lot; they have
beautiful proportions. Bur we also work with framle bodiea. If we were
azked to do a sumo, I'd love it as well We have had models from all
countnes, races and sizes — all were equally interesuns,

What are the greatest challenges you face when creating
your artworks?

P: Each imape is a bit Like a beauriful adventure and a big challenze
each time.

G: Yes, we know roughly where we want to go, but we don't know the
pathwe will take. There are always many surprizes and that's what we

love. A= soon as we finizk one image, we want to do another. Work at
mamhhﬂ.ahﬂhmﬂ:ﬂrﬁ,mﬂtmmmﬂhunﬂu

lfnmi!yl]!mmﬂ:nm all the time Ir's
linked to many memones.

-P‘Iﬂgﬁnm],mm&dlmmﬁ:ﬁﬂsuth&lﬂufmtem

G: Yes, encounters, personalities or friends, but 1t's not our thing to call
mu:hmmamﬂlmkmmmmhdnn&ﬂ.lhm

‘we meet with the person and build an idea hazed on the personalicy of

the model. It's the model who inspires us. Sometimes we have an idea

~and we look for the model to macch but, more often, its the model who

mademwm:dnmult’aainm“’elihmhowﬁe.
person before worlung with them

What do you feel is the role of the arfist in society?

G- It's to lift people up, 10 make them dream, as reality is very roush.
Everyone ia a bit of an artizt at the end of the day, everyone mvents
a dream. Wenndamztsmhve—nmi.'ﬂhﬂfmm
performances, poetry, and painung. It's very important, and Iife would
be terrible otherwize if there wasmmWemllyueimBm
needz1t. [

Lefe Le Rai Saluman of la Beine de
Saba, 3014,

Top Jésns d ' Amour, 180,



