Vincent Labaume: "The hangmen's ballad"

Text by Damien Brachet

Next to Karl Lagerfeld's L7 Gallery in Paris's VIth district, a sign on the Loevenbruck Gallery's window struck my eye: "La ballade des pendus". Sensing morbid pantomine, I nipped down the neon lit crypt and found a gang of puppets hanging from gallery gallows, twirling, smiling, inviting spectators to pull their G strings for a St Vitus jig.

Polygraph by obsession, delving in text games and coded messages, Vincent Labaume started on the radio mixing poetry, current affairs, commercials, action-manifests and musicals. Building a world of "poetic police" investigation, he perverts administrative systems of symbols into magic anarchist mutations. 

As he used to stage puppet shows in his childhood, he was pleased to come back to one of his first fascinations, dating back to Javanese Wayang Kulit theatre's "insect-like gods", Henri Matisse's articulated "Nu Rose" figure, fortune teller paraphernalia, Alfred Jarry's masterpiece play "Ubu Roi"... So he decided to make a whole series of puppets for his exhibition at the Loevenbruck Gallery. As to his habit, he cut his materials from print media, everything from business papers to gossip trash. This summer of 2003, he noticed that every media, whether targeted to teens or senior citizens, was about sex. For this situationnist Frankenstein, it was "perfect fodder for my puzzle body work, presenting a cross (dis)section of the social corpus. Grisly murders, porn, arts, fashion... The heads were universal instead of recognizable famous people: Horus the Egyptian god, an Aztec mask, the WTC Trader statue, white with 911 dust ..." He counted fifteen archetypal body movements, to be activated by the spectators. "Left alone, the hangmen are interrupted jesters, sinister dancers in supine invitation and rejection". The bodies were assembled according to their inter-relating meanings, revealing themselves, not by aesthetic order, but monstruous inbreedings, "shrill with sexuality, grimacing, screeching". The bodies are two dimensional, plasticized in shiny casings like gadgets made in Taiwan. The strings are visible, in thick red thread like children's toys: the communication is direct and paper thin. The hangmen are the size of a child.

"Every body part tells a story. Every puppet works as an allegory, as in the ancient and universal tradition. Today puppet shows have been replaced by television's dollhouse reality-gameshows, and allegories find their biggest impact in advertising". In response,  Vincent's puppets act as "fetish voodoo dolls, counterpowers using both elite and trash media against themselves". Citing the photographer Molinier, his process of cut-up montage, mixing photographs and puppets, derives expressly from popular arts, and uses "the words of a common fantasy world haunted by the puppets of every child, but mouthed with personal criticism, exhibiting my own spectres. It is the dialectic collision of public advertising and intimate confessions; not just the posturing of contemporary art. It is a twist, a personal mutation on collective knowledge, rooting representation theatre back in the bazaar, or in the "bas art" ("low art")". From kid masks to cabaret performances, he uses "the impure side of art, for parody, for the grotesque, to make sense outside of moral judgement and literal conventions". He sees art as "putting on a show, stepping in the arena. Thus the puppet takes on a role of oracle, like an old surrealist trick of the dice". Beyond contemporary art's post modern conceptual speeches, it's about "bringing art back to the body, to impostures, to craftsmanship". As such, Vincent prefers applied arts, and is fascinated by the current trend of dolls and puppetry in advertising, shopping etc. This demonstrates "the "manna", the magic energy" in puppetry, filtering through current news, fetishized since the Situationists. Vincent prefers this more primitive approach to "Dadaism's gag decontextualizations, or Pop Art's kidnapping of popular arts. Because these puppets are animated by the spectator, fetish statues given life and otherwise dead. Art is a show, more than just a manifest."

www.loevenbruck.com/labaume_en.shtml 

Works: 

Mixed techniques: paper photography, plastic, synthetic ropes, steel.

1. Miss Claque
2. Fashion Fascist
3. World Trade Coupeur
4. Sous Commandant Robot
5. Princesse Poubelle
6. Bebe Bobo
7. Senor Break Machine
8. Matisse Beat
9. Madone Prissou
10. Mr Bidon Masque
11. Entrav' Trans
12. Hypatic C.
13. Victoire Maya Double Vulve
14. Starac' Horus
15. Carton Vital Pharma


