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SUBVERSIVE BEAUTY

The presentation of Wim Delvoye’s major solo show at the Tehran Museum of Contem-
porary Artis a very momentous event. It is important for introducing to Iranian audiences
an ample selection of chief series of works by a leading and very idiosyncratic “Western”
artist, and it is significant too for doing a remarkable contribution to artistic and cultural
exchange between “Western” and Iranian art worlds. The exhibition adheres therefore
to current processes that are internationalizing art circulation at a planetary scale. These
processes have expanded communication in the field to an unprecedented magnitude,
involving the interaction of a broad diversity of meanings, aesthetics, experiences, and
cultural differences. Given the very rich, stimulating and unique character of Delvoye’s
artistic investigations, I am sure that his exhibition will have a fruitful impact on Iran’s

vivid art scene, and that the artist will receive a provocative feedback from it.

The key issue for contemporary art today is the tremendous expansion of its regional
and global circulation — of which the proliferation of art fairs and biennials is only a
component, even if an essential one — and the implications that this expansion has in
cultural and social terms. It has initiated very dynamic cultural negotiations between
artistic practices, contexts, traditions, international circuits, markets, audiences, and other
agents. It seems as if it will continue in a twofold way. On the one hand, it will keep on
developing globalized art scenes due to the growth of international art networks, events,
communications, and global public spheres, together with the activity of emerging artistic

and cultural subjects from all over the world. On the other hand, it will stimulate the new



energy that is producing new contemporary art locally throughout the world, including
areas where this production was weak or did not exist at all. Therefore, it has both cosmo-
politan and contextual dynamics, which interact. These processes do not exclude frictions,
compromises and inequalities, and still respond to remaining colonial configurations and
segregations, and to economic and structural disproportions that determine the power to

legitimate art.

The internationalization of art is part of what we call globalization, which is mainly
a result of current economic configurations and of the explosion in communications.
However, art and culture in general are not subsidiary to it, at least not in a direct mode:
they follow their own, very complex, tendencies. All artists are part of this scenario,
but Delvoye has a strong cosmopolitan inclination that leads him to look for an active
presence in countries far from his native Belgium and Western Europe — this exhibi-
tion being a sound example. At the same time, the artist works with cultural elements
taken from multiple cultures — ethnic, popular, historical components... —, adopting
them by way of re-signifying them for his work in quite a free manner. Such cosmopol-
itan orientation does not mean to negate his own vernacular culture, which stands as a
foundation for his work. His art also exemplifies what we could adventure to propose as

a Belgian character: heterodox, inventive, quirky, somewhat surrealist ...

Moreover, Delvoye understands art’s internationalization in a peculiar way: he uses
methods typical of global capitalism to produce his art. Such a procedure responds both
to practical ends as to the ironic, at times sarcastic, poetics that articulates his artistic
practice. Apart from his drawings, Delvoye does not make art with his hands: as if he
were a transnational designer or engineer, he designs his projects and finds experts
and factories around the world for producing them with the best quality at the lowest
cost. He has hired artisans in Indonesia to carve there life-size sculptures representing
over-decorated concrete mixers and other large-scale pieces, or has established a farm
in China to raise pigs to be tattooed, the animals and their skins transformed into
controversial artworks. As mentioned before, he also appropriates imagery from diverse
cultures around the world, recycling and combining them at whim, in an inclusive
manner, following his own artistic intentions, which usually contrast with the original

uses of the elements that he appropriates.

The most surprising example of Delvoye’s entrepreneurial approach to art is the Cloaca
series. For creating these machines, whose only aim is to mimic the human digestive tube
to produce “real” excrements, he has involved universities, scientists, designers, computer

experts, technicians... in short, almost all the fields of the Modern project. He envisaged



Cloaca as a whole enterprise with its own brand, products, advertisement, etc. To put
together all these efforts and to show their results in art museums around the world, selling
its packed feces to art collectors is an overwhelming sarcasm to Western civilization, one
that is not only symbolic but also accomplished in reality: he sets our society to play his
deconstructive game, in a sort of “delegated performance”. All of Delvoye’s work and his
persona as artist seem modulated by the postmodern ambiguities of simulacrum and irony,

and in cases like Cloaca, it goes beyond to reach a concealed subversion.

Wim Delvoye usually works creating series of art pieces of a type, in which he thoroughly
develops an idea examining its multiple variations. This show covers significant areas of
the artist’s oeuvre that range from 1987 to the present: almost thirty years of his prolific
dedication to art. The selection for this show has focused on two of Delvoye’s artistic
strategies. The artist is fascinated by decoration and the multiple patterns and imageries
used by different cultures to apply aesthetic quality to objects. In the original use of a
given type of decoration, there is a fixed relationship between this decoration — together
with its imaginary and its cultural content — to a specific kind of objects. For instance,
Delft’s idyllic sceneries are painted on ceramic pottery and tiles. Both are casted together,
and the blue color of the decoration is part of the process and technique conducting to the
creation of the final object. This link between a type of ornament and a type of object is

not capricious: it responds to functional, semantic and cultural consistencies.

Delvoye’s decorated shovels, gas canisters, tires and suitcases break such established
regularity: the relation between the objects and their decoration is absurd in terms
of their customary dependency. The use instructs us not to put Delftware’s landscape
paintings on gas canisters and shovels because they are practical objects placed on the
bottom of the aesthetic pyramid that has been set according to the objects’ practical
and symbolic functions and values. Even more: the use of these instruments will soon
destroy their delicate decoration. Apart from the fracture in the symbolic and aesthetic
fields, there is also a practical contradiction in place, which is even more evident in the
tires: their open ornaments impede the tires to fulfill the function for which they were
manufactured. By this operation, the artist breaks the canonic status of the objects,
joining patterns and symbols of “aristocratic” character with tools used by workers.
These components do not mix: they cohabite in what Delvoye calls a state of emulsion,
like oil and vinegar in a bottle. Beyond its humor — but thanks to it —, his action
casts a social comment that makes us think critically about established conventions and
hierarchies. If Andy Warhol legitimated objects and images from popular culture into
“high” art, Delvoye symbolically “elevates” plebeian objects by applying “high” culture

ornaments on them.



Simultaneously, the radical displacements made by the artist’s interventions seek to
disrupt comfortable expectations about the order of things and images, destabilizing the
calm brought by taxonomies. The resulting art pieces provoke visual tensions that shake
our perceptions that a scopic routine has settled down. Such operation elicits an aesthetic
shock that challenges whole bodies of established experience, an impact that philoso-
pher Jacques Ranciére identifies with the political function of art, which acts through
the power of the aesthetic more than through that of the discursive. In the case of the
ornamented suitcases or the Gothic works, the effectis achieved both by displacement and
by excess: you will not conceive a dump truck designed by over-abundant gothic patterns
(a dislocation concurrently in historical periods and in the ornament/object relation).
It would make more sense to decorate fancy suitcases as the artist does, but neither in
such overwhelming abundance as in his pieces, nor with patterns that correspond to
other, very different contexts. Ornaments are supposed to enhance objects, but their
overabundance and incongruence can parasite objects to the point of nullifying their
identity, creating new entities that are no longer suitcases or metal towers, but destabi-

lizing artworks that play with the limits of baroque and its proliferating aesthetic surplus.

In the same vein, some of the most impressive pieces in the exhibition also play with the
confines of Gothic. In a formal way, we can consider Gothic style, especially late Gothic,
as a medieval baroque. Gothic was florid, and, more importantly, exploded in hubris for
achieving spiritual elevation. Delvoye has focused on his Gothic works since the early
2000s. Under this title, he includes mainly laser-cut metal constructions that represent
trucks, concrete mixers and other machines, and some pieces that at times reach an
architectonic dimension, like chapels, towers, gates, and gazebos that can be used in the
public space. As mentioned before, here the artist works by excess and displacement. By
displacement because of using a medieval style to create representation of contemporary
mechanical objects. By excess because these objects are not excessively decorated (as the
suitcases), but are built up by decoration itself. Ornaments are not parasites of objects
here: they become teratologically prominent to the point of constructing paradoxical
representations of functional objects that only exist as golems of decoration. Adding to
their “incongruences”, these pieces are created through highly sophisticated computer
renderings that are then cut by laser in a very precise technological way. Therefore, in
another twist, all this advanced technology creates works whose aspect and shape refers

to that of medieval handicrafts and their taste for intricate details.
Delvoye’s artistic strategy is one of dislocation. We consider Delftware as decorative art,

and a shovel as a tool. The “emulsive” combination of both by Delvoye makes them art

by virtue of creating new critical sensible meaning as a result of the sweeping aesthetic
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and conceptual moves conceived by the artist. The significant change can also go in the
other direction. In the Marble Floors series there is no rupture in the object/ornament
relationship, but a disquieting inconsistency between the decoration and the material in
which it 1s rendered. The use of ham and salami slices to design geometric ornamental
patterns humorously deconstructs not only such patterns, but also the hierarchy and the
aesthetic status of decoration itself. To use Mijail Bajtin’s term, decoration is carnival-
ized: its “seriousness” is playfully subverted by profane, vernacular, daily life ingredients.
We find such “sacrilegious” manceuvers all along Delvoye’s work, which aims against
dominant codes. However, the most disquieting result is that the ornamental “floors” made
out of meat are beautiful: beauty triumphs over the works’ extreme shift in aesthetic uses
and expectations. And this is to be said of all of Delvoye’s work, which is always beautiful.
Are the rebellious artist’s challenges to canonic perceptions of ornaments and cultural
tastes and conventions at the end defeated? Does the aesthetic result blunts his work’s
cutting edge? In fact, what happens is the opposite: the artist’s most drastic operation
is to create perverse beauty out of contradicting conventional expectations for beauty.

Beauty is a critical instrument here.

The second artistic strategy that we can discover in the works in this exhibition is one
of altering, of twisting, both in formal and conceptual terms. We see it in the twisted
sculptures, tires and Gothic works, but also in the maps of the Atlas series. Existing
sculptures, in some cases classic ones, are scanned, digitally manipulated, 3D rendered,
and casted in bronze and steel. Gothic trucks are also twisted and slanted using the same
hi-tech procedure, while tires are twisted and joined together like links in a chain, same
as the artist does to representations of human bones in Coccyx Double. By doing this, the
original references, in spite of keeping their recognizable identity, lose their character
and their established “legitimacy” in a strange whirling dance. The twisting operation
introduces virtual movement into fixed representations. Contrary to related methods
used by Futurist painters and sculptors in early 20" century, Delvoye’s goal is not to
represent movement, but to introduce a motion that simultaneously transforms the
original objects’ shape for altering their physical and semantic integrity. While the maps
are not twisted in literal sense but invented, they suggest real areas of the world, and the
artist painted them using actual maps’ design conventions. In some of them, there are
shapes looking like a shoe or a hammer. Although these resemblances are humorous and
might introduce critical comments — like a bigger country hammering a smaller one
—, we find them too in actual geographic configurations — Italy’s boot, for instance.
Again, we are before the subversion of what is established via its deconstructive change

that is typical of the artist.
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Delvoye disarranges the whole set of mechanisms of production, taste, hierarchy and
fetishization in art and its language. Aside from its parodic content, this amusing
critique consists of a serious, ‘correct’ usage of the resources and concepts employed
in it, which are treated ironically by introducing components that contradict but not
negate them. The critique itself is less a main goal than the method of a discourse open

to other meanings.

Wim Delvoye dislocations and alterations seek to deconstruct the systems of oppositions
that have conditioned Western visuality, its meanings and values, by recoding antago-
nistic signifiers in his artwork. To be more exact, the recoding is the work itself, which
is frequently a pun in images. It does not remove the oppositions, but takes to the absurd
their construction logics. The artist practices a mordant exploration of the conventions,
displacements, frictions, and muddling of signs and assessments that occur in cultural

processes, especially in this “global” world.
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