
Pierre a photographer: Gilles a 
painter. Two French artists who have 
worked as one since they met at a 
party in Paris in 1976. Legend has 
it that the pair met, fell in love, and 
became so inseparable they could 
no longer work apart, from then on 
going simply as the entity Pierre et 
Gilles.

WORDS: sarah jayne fell
IMAGES: ©pierre et gilles. courtesy of galerie jérôme de noirmont, paris

Les Cosmonauts – Pierre et Gilles (1991) 
unique hand-painted photograph
156 x 130 cm
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LEFT:
Nina Hagen (1993)

unique hand-painted photograph
93.4 x 93.5 cm

THIS PAGE:
Jean-Paul Gaultier (1990)

unique hand-painted photograph
92 x 112 cm

This, the crux of the art of Pierre et Gilles, is what has made their work so influential and so timeless. 
Despite its potential to be reduced to kitsch it cannot justifiably be diminished in this way — there is 
something in each piece that is too disconcerting, too moving, too complex. It is perhaps that while they 
utilise stereotypes they do not adhere to any. They depict an imaginary world superior to our own one 
bound to human conceptions. They work with elements that could potentially shock or cause taboo, but 
don’t treat them as if they would — in a manner that is almost naive. Their idealism is not mere idolism of 
celebrity or cult of the personality, but something closer to an obstinate conviction of what is possible for 
humankind: a world of tranquillity and beauty, free from taboo or prejudice. And it is this romantic dream 
fuelling them and their work that jars so profoundly with the viewer — because it is a dream that so few 
truly possess.

Pierre et Gilles are represented by Galerie Jérôme de Noirmont in Paris. Their most recent body of work, Wonderful 
Town, was shown there over 27 November 2009 – 23 January 2010.

www.denoirmont.com

Combining their skills, Pierre and Gilles’s work steadily overlapped 
and merged so that essentially (as they describe): “Our life and 
work have become one.” The romantic origins of their union 
are almost fairytale-like in the way they played out and, like a 
true Hollywood happy ending, the artist duo have remained in 
this blissful state ever since — a condition that permeates every 
element of their work.

Gilles first painted a photograph by Pierre in 1977, and this method 
of hand-painting photographic prints has been one with which 
Pierre et Gilles have become synonymous. As an early precursor to 
digital art and photo retouching, and noted as a hugely defining 
influence on contemporary photography, it is fascinating to see 
that even their most recent series of work continues this traditional 
technique.

Uniting their artistic expertise, Pierre et Gilles create beautifully 
idyllic Romantic portraits of popular icons, each against a three-
dimensional backdrop of its own imaginary world. Seen as a whole, 
their work resembles a family album for contemporary popular 
culture over the last thirty-odd years, both in its comprehensiveness 
and in the images’ posed, adulatory aura, as if each photo is of a 
loved one. In the late seventies Pierre et Gilles photographed pop 
culture royalty like Andy Warhol, Mick Jagger, Salvador Dali, Yves 
Saint Laurent and Iggy Pop. Since then their lavish, ornate frames 
(always an intrinsic component of each portrait) have encompassed 
the likes of Kylie Minogue, Madonna, Jean-Paul Gaultier, Marilyn 
Manson, Nina Hagen, and the artists themselves. Their portraiture 

extends to include fictional icons (from Alice in Wonderland and 
Médusa to Adam and Eve — often played by celebrities such as, 
famously, Boy George as Krishna). In addition to iconic figures, 
they also include friends and unknowns in their scope, presenting 
these no differently from their celebrity icons and elevating even 
anonymous characters to the status of idols.

For this momentous body of work, Pierre et Gilles have themselves 
become iconified. Not only do they feature in every comprehensive 
book on modern art (not to mention those on popular culture, 
kitsch, fashion and more) but images of their work and of the 
artists can be found everywhere from watch faces to incarnations 
as mermen figurines.

Their venture into the realm of kitsch is hardly surprising given 
the bordering-on-cheesy quality of their work. Though the artists 
personally set themselves apart from this (“It’s not that we don’t like 
the word ‘kitsch’, we just don’t think it can define our work. Style is 
of no importance to us…”), there is a marked air of the fake, in the 
utmost serenity and grace portrayed in each portrait, exalting each 
to a status that is god-like.

But there is far more to the work of Pierre et Gilles than this. 
The way each subject is elevated to the same venerated status 
speaks to the way in which they seek to destroy boundaries — not 
only between pop and traditional art or between mediums, but 
particularly as a means of breaking down stereotype, prejudice, 
and intercultural, racial, and sexual differences. At the heart of 
their work is a message of acceptance and open-mindedness.

one small seed42



Extase (2003)
unique hand-painted photograph
94 x 115 cm cm

Full Moon (2007) 
unique hand-painted photograph

102 x 135 cm



Le Grand Amour – Marilyn Manson and Dita von Teese (2004)
unique hand-painted photograph
126 x 154,5 cm

La Vierge aux Serpents – Kylie Minogue (2008) 
unique hand-painted photograph

137 x 181 cm
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