BAPTISTE
DEBOMBOURG.
idealistic troublemaker

The combination of working with very unusual materials (from cigarette stubs to bridge bars) and
filling his visions with content in a time where it’s rather untrendy to be opinionated and outspoken
sure has earned Baptiste Debombourg a special place in today’s elaborated art world. Lodown took
the chance for a little chat with the extraordinary French artist for a hop and skip down memory
lane while taking a jump into the future.

Baptiste, were you always interested in installation /
construction art or was that something you put
your focus on while studying in Lyon?
I’ve always liked to drivel (absurdity), wonderful
driveling, do what’s forbidden just for the sake of
doing it, and feel the adrenalin in my body until
the final point.
The notion of “beauty” in the nonsensical is very
important...it gives it almost a heroic dimension.
Without beauty’s worth, this idea has absolutely
nothing. You need imagination, style, and you
must want to take risks.
So I actually entered this artistic world by chance.
I wanted to continue this path for two main reasons:
to have fun, and to get away from all the rules
in life that society imposes. It is so exciting to break
these rules. For me, art has always been a way
to escape from these rules–first the ones from my
parents, the ones in school, and then the ones in
society. When I am talking about “breaking the
rules”, I do not mean to destroy anything.
I am talking about becoming free, having a true
personal existence, totally independent from
the rules or stupid measures that society implicitly
demands. The artist Philippe Ramette said “Be the
hero of your own life”, I would add, “With no
story there’s no hero”. So build your own story
and you’ll become the hero of it!
My early experiences in the art sector were quite
formal; I painted. Then I promptly realized that
format was limiting was making me unhappy,
since it was another restriction of my expression.
Instead, sculpture or three-dimensional work
naturally appeared to be the best way for me
to express myself, also because we are surrounded
by and co-exist with objects and architecture,
as they share our living spaces. Architecture also
represents an issue for a debate and an important
reference in my work. The Beaux Arts (the official
French university of arts) just taught me that the art
world is a tainted one... but that was no surprise.
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I find it fascinating that a lot of your work isn’t only
impressive in scale and detail but made from everyday
materials…I was wondering if you chose your “tools” to
overcome the elaborate codes of the art world?
Overall, art is a human expression, and as far as I’m
concerned I don’t care at all about these rules.
What is really important is to have a well-adjusted and
hard-hitting expression! I am only interested in items
and materials that are provoking or holding our acts.

HELLS ANGELS
(a collaboration with lionel Sabatté)
pigeon cruShed on the road, taxidermy, artificial
featherS, wood, frame, glaSS, 60x80cm

To me your work, like all good art, is very open to
interpretations… on the other hand you add a very precise
periphery to your body of work, like how many hours
it took to execute the piece from start to finish. Why this
contradiction (well, if there’s any)? Is it perhaps, centered
around feeding a discussion about “value”?
What if I was the first artist paid accordingly to the
numbers of hours that it required to produce a piece
of art? We are living in a society where wage is calculated
accordingly to the number of hours worked – a kind of
professionalization and industrialization for everything
which does not let things happen by chance. I cannot take
this obsession seriously, I’m talking about this idea of
control of the men on other men or things. This philosophy
is the opposite to the one of life...

(détail view and all view)

Over the last decade in particular art is only recognized
as such when there’s a price tag added to it… would you
agree that the art world did become this double-edged
sword, where the idea of being a libertine does mainly
exists on paper only these days?
Before anything else I am a fascinated seeker–like a
scientist I totally commit myself in the chore and I try to
give it a frame when I deem it necessary to present it.
From the beginning there has been constraints for everything, the art market being an economic reality, is (indeed)
no exception. The idea is to accept these constraints and
to analyze them in order to integrate them in order to
react with intelligence. Being free in your work is a choice
that is made a long time before everything.
The Japanese director Shinya Tsukamoto once told me in
an interview that he’s only able to find/see real beauty not
in movements like deconstructionism but in destruction…
your later work deals a lot with destruction as well, so I was
wondering if you’d share his point of view?
I am not interested in the materials themselves, they are just
witnesses, what is really important is the gesture. Destruction
like construction is a human expression, a paradox of life, in
the sense that it is capable of good and evil.
My personal point of view is that destruction is inevitably
linked to repair... I confront them. It is more or less like
a scar, a mark of a memory, of something felt in the past,
sending back to temporality. Destruction is also indirectly
a reappraisal of things, because evidence does not exist,
thus everything must be called into question.

TURBO wood inStallation, variable Size, 320 x 730 x 300 cm
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What was the first film you saw?
A real lousy film about Eskimos building an igloo. Since
I grew up in the mountains in lots of snow and on skis,
I could tell they were doing a lousy job. They just looked
like paid extras that didn’t know what they were doing,
and the film tried to persuade you that all Eskimos lived in
igloos. I thought that can’t be, they don’t even know how
to handle snow.
Michael Shannon said you saw a clip of him on
You Tube–what was it?
I can remember what it was, but I was immediately
intrigued. I’m a director because I see who is fantastic as
an actor, and in thirty seconds of seeing him I knew this
man is phenomenally gifted and he is a man who has to
play the leading part. He didn’t have an Academy Award
nomination at that point–it was well before that. So I invited
him to warm up with me in Bad Lieutenant. Unfortunately,
I only had a small role of this other corrupt policeman
who steals things from the property room and wants to
get out of the force. So he was there to shoot for two or
three days and we talked about the new film. So we had
some experience before, and I’m very, very proud he got
an Academy Award nomination. It was always clear that
Heath Ledger ought to win it, I think it was justifiably so,
although Michael Shannon would have deserved it, but
it was self-evident that Heath Ledger should win it and he
would win it.
You were a fan of The Dark Knight, weren’t you?
Not a big fan, but it was a very significant moment for
me, because I did not expect how dark the film was, and
I sensed some collapse, something dark, a great insecurity,
coming at us. All of a sudden I sensed that there is a film
out there that gives us this.
Does it give you a sense of optimism that a huge
Hollywood film, which at the time became the second
biggest grossing film ever, can be that dark?
It was a very encouraging sign and was a very
significant surprise for me.
Did it help you get to do The Bad Lieutenant film?
No, it had nothing to do with that. The Bad Lieutenant for
me was Nicholas Cage and me, working together. It’s
very strange, because at the same time, at the same hour,
both of us thought why have we not worked together? And
almost at the same time, we were trying to find each other’s
telephone number. He called me from Australia, and I was
just about to get his number and call him.

You’ve been very prolific, the last five or six years...
No, the last forty years! You see you have not noticed that
I have worked the entire time. I’ve made a minimum of one
or two films a year, I’ve staged operas, I’ve acted in films,
and I’ve written books, and by the way I think the things
I am writing will out-live my films.
I mean they have been more high profile recently.
Yes, of course. Exactly, you are noticing them more
because they are more high profile, like Grizzly Man,
Encounters at the End of World, Bad Lieutenant: Port
of Call - New Orleans, so it’s higher profile and also,
all of a sudden America discovers my films more intensely
and with larger audiences. Grizzly Man was a very big
success amongst audiences, so was Encounters at the
End of the World.
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In other words, you’re finding a wider audience
more regularly than before.
In a way yes, but you see, I have never stood still and
I’m out for new horizons and I found new partnerships.
You will not find me standing still and doing the same
thing over again.
Do you think your do-it-by-all-means-necessary approach
will be an influence on others?
It’s the banalities of the future. It is not sustainable that
films cost over a $100 million, and they then cost $25
million more just to release them before one single person
has paid for a ticket. This situation is simply not sustainable
and we have to start to become flexible and more
intelligent. We have to become guerrillas, rogue in our
hearts and make films as they should be made.

TradiTiON Of ExCELLENCE Vi, Drawing, frame, pencil on paper 30x40cm

Can you pinpoint a defining motif that links together
the diversity of all your film work?
I make Bavarian films. It doesn’t matter if I go to Los
Angeles, Antarctica or to the Amazon Rain forest in Peru
and move a ship over the mountain, it is a Bavarian film.
My Son, My Son, What have ye Done / USa
DirecteD by Werner herzog
Starring Michael Shannon, WilleM Dafoe,
chloe Sevigny, braD DoUrif
WorDS. Sir DaviD Michael

Literally?
I speak of literally. We were astonished, why have we
never contacted each other before? And in less than
sixty seconds, we knew we would do a film. Sometimes
a necessity manifests itself, and how it happens is very
mysterious. Why didn’t we do a film twenty years ago
or ten years ago?
TraDiTion of excellence V, Drawing, frame, pencil on paper 42x110cm

Werner herzog
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