










What’s your relationship to cultural “objects”?

I relate to them as “cultural” objects.

How do you feel about the word “sculpture?”

Indifferent.

What does “title, dimensions, material” mean to you?

That a piece is finished. 

Title	 A name given to describe something.
Dimension	 A size in units of something.
Materia	 A substance of which something is made.

When you’re in your process, where are you?

Usually in front of a computer.
Sometimes in bed waking or dozing.

What is the rhythm in which you work?

Syncopated.

If you could take one thing out of your work,
what would it be?

Self-consciousness.

>>  AMIR ZAKI
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>>  FRANZ WEST

Franz West, Passstück
13.8 x 11.4 x 5.5” / Plaster, metal (1973)
Galerie Krinzinger 
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Amir Zaki, Untitled
17.5 x 19.5”
Ultrachrome archival  
photograph (2004)
Perry Rubenstein Gallery, 
New York



WIM DELVOYE – 91

Michelle Lopez: You said that making art is like playing guitar. 
Can you elaborate?

Wim Delvoye: You have to be young when making art. Art 
is not intellectual. It’s a luxury. Art is hormonal. Look at all 
the artists who have made great work and then can’t anymore 
— except maybe for Mick Jagger and me [smiles]. You need 
a fantastic assistant or a young girlfriend to continue to make 
good work [another smile]. We used to envy Picasso’s life and 
the way he carried on in terms of acting as a child, but now we 
all do this. Everyone took over Picasso’s lifestyle. It’s mind-

>>  A Conversation with Wim Delvoye

Wim Delvoye, Caterpillar
30 x 8 x 15’ / Laser-cut corten steel (2003)

What do you make of Ree Morton’s statement: “Myth is the 
best detergent for a dirty history?”
It seems inaccurate. It’s like saying “Lying is the best solution 
for truth”.

If you could keep one thing, what would that be?

Disjunctive-ness. Poetics. Those are two things. 

What content/context are you interested in these days and 
how do you try and get it into the work?

I’m into the most well known version of Taijitu as a subject 
and as a symbol that transcends language and simplifies an 
idea simultaneously.  Usually, when I try to get into my work, I 
feel uninspired and frustrated. I get excited when I fall into my 
work or it falls into me.

Finally, in your opinion, what’s been most misunderstood 
about your work in the public sphere? Linguistically, 
creatively, etc...

People generally don’t find my work as humorous as I do. (This 
is a sign of a bad comedian.) I suppose the aspect of humor in 
my work is less apparent… or just bone dry.  <<
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So you’re visiting New York and probably coming back to live 
here for a while. How do you feel about it on this visit?

I’m so glad I was young in Europe and then came to New 
York much later and not the other way around. Europe is full 
of cultural institutions, magazines not depending on advertis-
ing, the list goes on. When you’re young there, there’s room 
to experiment and fail. Here, there’s no playtime. There’s an 
art market, rather than an art community. So there are some 
great things about finding your way in Europe as a young artist 
because of the community.

And of course, it’s better here in different ways. Here they’re 
more professional. They protect you from general amnesia. But 
a few years ago, I went to teach at Skowhegan for a summer. 
It was sad. They were 18 or 20 years old and their only hope 
for the future was that a gallery would like their work. When 
I was young, there was a choice. You could be commercial, 
non-commercial, academic... You could do mail art or art on 
the street. Nowadays it’s just the market. And that’s sad when 
you’re 18. These guys had no idea what to do if a gallery didn’t 
take their work. On top of this, they didn’t learn anything in
art school.

Do you think art schools are part of the problem?

Art schools and subsidies are responsible for the poverty in the 
art world because they give the illusion that you can make it 
in the art world. With subsidies, there are 1,000 people who 
want a grant, say, so the price of the job and award goes down 
because so many want it. That’s the poverty.

numbing how many creative people there are today.

Maybe art isn’t about being young but about the need to 
innovate, the need to change. The white cube is only 50 years 
old. It’s more important to innovate everything. We need to 
change ALL the rules, not just one part of it. Consigning 
objects to a middleman is so antiquated.

Do you try and work outside the gallery in terms of “distribu-
tion” of your work?

Yes. For example, I never produced a shit machine [Cloaca] to 
be placed in or with a gallery and I also paid for all of it myself. 
I sold the shit on the Internet and people seemed to like it. 
They bought a lot of it.

Like Piero Manzoni? 

Yes but not through the gallery, through other public modes. 
We sold to a lot of Hungarians we didn’t know. There would 
be a few buyers from Belgium, a few from Holland, and then 
SIXTY from Hungary! Maybe a consultant gave a bunch of 
guys positive reviews about my shit and they all decided to buy.

You’ve been working for some time and continue to see 
sculpture as a relevant medium for you. Why?

It’s the most difficult... and the least self-indulgent. Painting is 
self-indulgent. If I were living in the nineteenth century then 
maybe I’d be painting. You know, I’m quite good at academic 
painting. But sculpture is more relevant. It’s a pity because I 
like painting. On holidays, I do watercolors.
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discovering America and becoming a hero, because all he had 
to do was take a left and sail straight, and then he discov-
ers something historical. So the story goes that someone 
challenged him to make an egg stand on its own in order 
to test his genius. So Columbus simply takes the egg and 
crushes the bottom of the egg so it will stand on the table. The 
challenger cries that it’s not fair because he himself could have 
done that. But that’s the truth of the matter: he didn’t take 
that action and crush it. It’s the courage part of doing it that 
matters — of truly committing the act. It’s a common expres-
sion in Flemish and French: The Columbus Egg.

Your work is ironic. Is the irony shifting in your work as time 
goes on? Or how does it function in your process?

Yes, my understanding of irony has changed. Just to get done 
with it, and finish a work, it’s easy to pass if off by calling it 
“ironic.” But it’s not actually ironic. You use irony to be honest 
in a polite way — not to offend people. It’s an easy way to put 
closure and allows you to be burlesque or grotesque. It’s more 
about the distance you build not to be personally involved. 
Irony creates distance. 

My work in the beginning was very ethnic, very personal: the 
stained glass and the Flemish ceramics — very much a part 
of my culture. It was a way to speak about the culture in a 
detached, but also sympathetic way. Irony allows for the oppor-
tunity to be more open — with humor, with feeling. Anything 
can go with irony and I like this ambiguity that I then can 
become unreadable or that there are multiple levels to it.

Were those students making decent work?

The work was limited in them knowing the galleries were 
coming. It affects the shape and form of the work ultimately.

Do you believe in “alchemy” or epiphanal moments in work?

If you mean finding the quintessential, yes. It’s like with a pop 
song and it captures something purely. Or it’s like the idea 
of Columbus’ egg. Everyone doubts Christopher Columbus 

Wim Delvoye, Cloaca
50 x 6 x 12’ / Plastic, stainless steel, metal, wiring of electrical system, 
computer-controlled reactor, peristaltic pump, carbon dioxide.  (2000)
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You were talking about being clear about your narrative but 
when it’s too direct, it loses some of its strength.

Or it dates it. For example you see a piece of Hans Haacke 
in the ‘80s, which wasn’t so long ago. And you see the piece 
now and say, yes it was about Nicaragua, maybe, and Ronald 
Reagan, I think, but you cannot work out exactly what it’s 
about. You’re confused since it requires so much context. He’s 
the ultimate concerned person. That’s in a gas state.

I asked you to read that Richard Serra quote (p. 42) since I 
also gave it to the other artists to comment on. What do you 
think of it?

It makes me feel a little nostalgia for the time when there was 
no question about his work. There is nostalgia in his complaint. 
There was a time in his work when there was no question 
of what direction to take — less color, less this. It was like a 
rocket taking off. It was the only way to go. It had a manifesto 
that was clear. Now you add up instead of counting down and 
reducing. 

Imagine 15 years ago if you popped in a video, the Europeans 
would say, “Ah, you’re changing direction! You were doing 
sculptures and now you’re doing video!” Now an artist wearing 
multiple hats is a good thing. You can say, I’m ALSO doing 
video and drawing, and you don’t have to be ashamed of it. 
Look at Maurizio Cattelan, he does everything, and his curat-
ing and editing adds to his art. I think things are less predict-
able than they were.

You mentioned how subtlety is a mask for mediocrity. What 
do you mean by this?

What is subtle? Sometimes if you go for something that is 
monolithically “this,” at least it’s a statement. It’s pure and 
clean. A lot of art is polluted by be being halfway. It makes 
compromises with a lot of other stuff. Sometimes you can be 
too intelligent with work and you want to put all of your ideas 
in, and you stop playing, and it complicates things.
It’s like a French movie. They want to stick too much 
philosophy into it to be better than a movie. It loses the point 
sometimes, unlike American movies. So maybe what you, 
Michelle, hope for art is...

Do you think my essay is like a French film? [smiling]

Well you have to be careful because maybe you’re too intel-
ligent for a manifesto. You want a manifesto to be something 
you can speak out aloud with a mass listening to you and 
cheering. 

But can you really write a manifesto now? Because you 
mentioned in another conversation how everything now in 
the artworld is in a gas state, in good and bad ways, how 
things can be more fluid and less determined, less definitive. 
I hope it’s not a manifesto in those old terms, or a manifesto 
period.

No, you can’t write a manifesto now.
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capture the cultural resonance. Isn’t art supposed to reveal 
its form and resonate on lots of level?

Well, there’s a lot of normal art that you can complain about, 
but the content is different here. And the content today is 
affected by what we know. Our identity is completely different, 
and the way we regard the human being is different from the 
way it was 20 years ago. It’s reflected in the artwork. We may 
not be able to see it now. Look at the ‘90s when it was politi-
cally correct and how it all came into the work.

So don’t you think biotechnology will be seen like identity 
politics of the ‘90s – as a trend? 

Wim Delvoye, Cloaca crap
Set of editions (2000)

Well I think the notion of “predictability” is that the art public 
is a whole lot smarter culturally than they used to be. So for 
example a “happening” in the ‘60s that used to be so ground-
breaking, can’t happen today because it’s not enough. I’d like 
to think that art is evolving and that it’s not the same, and on 
some level it is changing, but we are still using old tropes and 
on some level the art has stopped; it’s limited. And people are 
craving something else, a sense of invention. A sense that 
artists are manipulating what they know of their culture today 
in a new way.

Well there is a good example that invention is happening: a lot 
of bio-art, biotechnology.

But that’s a trend.

Well I’m part of it. Cloaca is part of it. It’s their Papa. But I’m 
just a midwife for Cloaca. It has a life of its own and I like that 
about the piece, that it’s starting to influence people outside of 
the art arena. There are a lot of interesting things happening. 
For example, I met a guy recently who has spawned frogs with 
8 legs. He’s playing god.

I think that’s interesting but who cares. It’s not creative.

Well yes maybe... but 8 legs, that’s quite something! Don’t you 
think that’s interesting?

No, it doesn’t take me to a secondary experience. If he had 
deconstructed frog reproduction and broken it down to build 
something else, then maybe... It’s a gimmick and doesn’t 
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No, it gets richer and richer with time, the object. It must be a 
good object in the first place for it to allow all those readings, 
those interpretations. I like that. Another group comes along 
and they’ll still find themselves in that piece.

Tomorrow I will see a show of David Hammons. He’s very 
interesting. Everyone finds himself in his work. At the same 
time he speaks of a very particular problem in Harlem, about 
a racial issue, about one boy on that street. Hopefully it won’t 
date itself too much like Greek vessels that were used as olive 
oil containers. Those are dead objects in the museum without 
context. But really they’re just olive oil containers.

David Hammons is not just lucky because he’s African-
American. Maybe in the ‘90s he was lucky for that. But in the 
‘60s he was already so interesting. He was politically interesting 
as well as visually. And then when he made a lot of work, it was 
interesting to see it as a whole, as a collection. In the chronol-
ogy you can look at it and also criticize it, but it becomes so 
interesting to criticize it because there’s so much to it. It’s so 
rich content-wise. And the work starts to grow with you. To do 
this is difficult as an artist. Thank god there aren’t more of them 
like him.

It’s a good aspiration.

He’s been at it for a while. I think content is what makes it 
different from the rest of the work. But content is ephemeral; 
the rest stays eternal. And content is fluctuating, like gas. That 
situation in a bottle can always fill and empty itself again and 
again.  <<

No, I think biotechnology has more implications to the way we 
interact with the world. Consider Prozac. A painting painted 
with Prozac is painted differently then without.

Yes, true but the frog still isn’t manipulated enough for me.

What is discouraging is that originality isn’t even rewarded 
these days. Galleries are scared of artists that are outright 
unpredictable. And Richard Serra is in a gallery that wants 
their artists to be very predictable and they like him because 
of that. So I don’t know what he’s talking about! What is he 
talking about? [smiles] We are all predictable because we’re all 
so well informed. 

OK, here’s my question: How can you take a cultural object 
and twist it and reinvent it so it’s something that we don’t 
know.

Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to do and you too, right? 

Isn’t that the “unpredictability” — about seeing where the work 
might end up?

Yes, when you see something unexpected... like Meret 
Oppenheim’s fur teacup. It’s nice, the surprise: that arrested 
moment of experience of first seeing it. And each generation 
can read something into it. Like the vagina in it, with the 
feminists.

Oh god, I’m so tired of that. 



Who are you?
No one and everyone depending on the day. But most days I’m 
a consumer, in all sense of the word. Curious in the good sense, 
gluttonous in the bad sense, and everything in between: cautious, 
gullible.

What do you do?
Move junk and dirt around in order that they might evolve into 
something unknown and true.

Why do you do it?
Because I am impractical and bad at math. I enjoy the circuitous 
route of unraveling the nature of an ugly beast, with the hope of 
putting it back together as a swan. In the end, it’s neither of those 
two. It’s not what I imagined or what I started with, but instead some 
unlikely goat that has a life of its own.

Where did it start?
In a place where I couldn’t speak the language, which can happen 
even at home.

It started when I noticed I enjoyed constructing something really 
ridiculous and difficult, and when I snapped out of it, hoping you’d 
enjoy it too.

When will it end?
When no one’s enjoying... or when there’s nothing else to 
consume. That actually might be a welcome relief.  <<

The Wrong Gallery interviews
>>  Michelle Lopez

Michelle Lopez, Detail of Sticks
72 x 15 x 18” / Wood, cast plastic (2006) MICHELLE LOPEZ – 103
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