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DE-CONTEXTUALISATION
or FORMS anp CONCEPTS:

‘WM DELVOYE, AN ORIGINATOR

Wim Delvoye’s art deconstructs and re-arranges our perceptions of familiar objects,
subjects and histories. By de-contextualisation and re-contextualisation of meanings,
his iconoclastic works concentrate on the idea of ‘truth’ and its nature. Questioning the
notion of ‘fixity’, his visually striking works articulate the usual contradictory concepts
and constantly deconstruct normative binaries such as: formalism versus conceptualism,
craftsman / artisan versus artist, traditional handcraft versus contemporary machinery / the
digital realm, skill versus creation, minimalism versus ornamentalism, traditional mysticism
versus modern reasoning, beauty versus expression, divinity versus secularity, sacred versus
the profane, high culture versus low culture, seriousness versus playfulness, functionality
versus decoration, uniqueness versus mass production, originality /authenticity versus
pastiche / parody, fine arts versus folk art, and popular/vernacular culture versus high
culture. Delvoye inhabits these outwardly oppositional realms, proposing their inconsist-
encies and detaching them from their archetypal ideologies. It is in these juxtaposition and
adaptation of elements that intertextual meaning is generated. His work does not portray
a romanticised, politicised or nostalgic view of identity through depiction of certain
traditional forms, motifs or social implications. It rather arises from vastly different local-
ities, histories and traditions, and encompasses the trajectories of multiple localisms while

connecting them to the ontological aspects of the contemporary.

Craig Owens describes that ‘allegorical imagery’ in a work of art is an appropriated

imagery and the ‘allegorist’ is the one who does not invent images but confiscates them. '



He further argues that the allegorist ‘lays claim to the culturally significant, poses as its
interpreter. And in his hands the image becomes something other. He does not restore
an original meaning that may have been lost or obscured; allegory is not hermeneutics.
Rather, he adds another meaning to the image. If he adds, however, he does so only to
replace: the allegorical meaning supplants an antecedent one; it is supplement.’?! It is in
this vein that Delvoye is an allegorist, ‘an originator of concepts’.3! His eclectic approaches
from popular culture to traditional crafts and rereading of history of art and architecture
provide an articulated and entertaining look at contemporary relativity and life values
(for example in Cloaca or reinterpretation of the world Aflas). Transcending the irony and
simulation, his multi-disciplinary art — ranging from skilful designed work incorporating
traditional crafts to weaving, tattooing, carving, embossing, stained glassmaking and steel-
working — suggests perfect affiliation with post-modernist approach. In the words of
Baudrillard, one might see a contemporary artist as one who treats ‘hyper-real’ surface as a
kind of nature, in order knowingly and ironically to play with the power of its simulations.
Through Delvoye’s art-making approach, he exposes inherent contradictions by acknowl-
edgement of the question of relativity, both in concept and meaning. By de-contextual-
isation of the given history and meaning of an object, theme or context and juxtaposition
of contradictory elements (in the series of Gothic works in particular Gothic stained-glass

windows), he creates hybrid works which would suggest the complexity of ‘truth’.

Commenting on the concept of contemporaneity, the main body of Delvoye’s work
questions the commodification of artworks in a globalised context. Although a number
of his works, exhibited in this show, would suggest their mixture of Pop art and surre-
alist elements and above all the conceptual citing of communication aesthetics, they
indeed essentially differ from Pop art products. If Andy Warhol’s work turns centrally
around commodification and great billboard images, the Campbell’s Soup Can for example,
explicitly forefront the commodity fetishism, Delvoye’s work suggests powerful critical
statements. They present possibilities of political or critical art in the postmodern period
of late capital.! For example in his complex bronze sculptures of double pelvis and the
embossed everyday objects such as suitcases and shovels, not typically supposed to be
ornamented, he first de-familiarises the objects and their given history or function and
then critically addresses cosmopolitan mass culture and consumer aesthetics and even the

function of art in the contemporary market economy.

Playing with different types of subject-objects relations, from sacred historical buildings
and traditional motifs (Gothic stained-glass windows, Gothic architecture in Dump Tiuck,
Slanted Dump Truck, Islamic geometry and ornament in Marble Floors, and the series of

aluminium Suitcases or Maserati), Delvoye deconstructs and then reconstructs Christian



iconography, Islamic ornament and traditional Iranian metalwork by the adaptation of
these motifs/forms in a secular context. The artist in fact ironically re-interprets and
appropriates Gothic cathedrals, Persian miniature patterns, decorative motifs and plant
ornament associated with glory of sanctity into a contemporary work of art. His reversal
approach to the main functional or spiritual connotation of objects or historical entities
reorients our understanding of how beauty can be constructed (for example, in his
delicately laser-carved tires and twisted-tires or huge twisted Gothic-style laser-cut steel
sculptures). This way Delvoye brings together the heavy physical power of contemporary
machinery and the delicate craftsmanship. His humorous iconoclasm and deconstructive
strategy goes further to the artistic masterpieces too. He even reinterprets iconic neo-clas-
sicist and romantic sculptures, deforming them into novel de-familiarised art objects (in

the Tivisted Sculpture series).

Re-reading of Delvoye’s work, one could discern critical redirection of the past and
metaphors for history and tradition. By questioning them, however, he puts himself in a
position against this given fixity and the belief of eternity of fixed systems. His art then
explores this specific aspect of human condition through social, political, moral or psycho-

logical interpretations.

1 Craig Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism’, in Art in Theory
1900-2003, edited by Charles Harrison & Paul Wood, Malden, MA: 2002, p. 1026.

2 Ibid, p. 1026-27.

3 This is the title that Delvoye himself has chosen.

4 See Fredric Jameson, ‘The Deconstruction of Expression’, in Art in Theory 1900-2003, edited by
Charles Harrison & Paul Wood, Malden, MA: 2002, p. 1046.
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1 Craig Owens, ‘The Allegorical Impulse: Towards a Theory of Postmodernism’, in Art in Theory
1900-2003, edited by Charles Harrison & Paul Wood, Malden, MA: 2002, p. 1026.
2 Ibid, p. 1026-27
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Fredric Jameson, ‘The Deconstruction of Expression’, in Art in Theory 1900-2003, edited by Charles
Harrison & Paul Wood, Malden, MA: 2002, p. 1046
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