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Love Letter 11
Cibachrome prints behind plexi glass, 1998-1999

variable dimensions

Cement Truck I

hand carved teak wood, 1990-1999

325 X 681 X 225 cm

48th Biennale di Venezia, dAPER Tutto, 1999, Arsenale, Venice
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Torre (Venice)

laser-cut Corten steel, 2009

980 x 232 x 232 cm

Wim Delvoye, 03.06.2009 — 22.11.2009
Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Venice
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Tour (Paris)

laser-cut Corten steel, 2010

1200 x 700 x 700 cm

Wim Delvoye, 16.04.2010 — 22.08.2010
Musée Rodin, Parts
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Butagaz 48 G08950

enamel paint on gas canister, 1987

56 X 0 28 cm

Concrete Mixer (Golden Star)
hand carved teak wood, 1992
154 X 181 X 104 cm
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Cement Truck Dubai
laser-cut Corten steel, 2007
370 X 912 X 238 cm
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Finale 11

stained glass windows,

metal and enamel paint, 1990
200 x 300 x 100 cm
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Love Letter 111
Cibachrome prints behind plexi glass, 1999
variable dimensions

Cement Truck I

hand carved teak wood, 1990-1999

325 X 681 X 225 cm

Wim Delvoye, 21.05.2003 — 10.08.2003, Musée d art contemporain, Lyon
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Wim Delvoye’s

Aleppo Salon

HORROR VACUI

Aristotle’s aphorism “nature abhors a
vacuum” has transcended the centuries
without losing any of its vigour and Wim
Delvoye has made it his creed. For since
he freed himself from the modernist
dictate of form in the late eighties, -
Wim Delvoye has revived the fertile im-
aginary of Belgian surrealism and the
generous variety of the decorative art
contributing his own subtle mixture of
derision and elegance to the cocktail.
Since then he has used decorative and traditional techniques
to create his works, for example, in the series of works start-
ing from daily and industrial objects which he modelled using
stained glass, porcelain or bronze, which are traditional artistic
processes in Belgium.

By tackling the issue of the ornament head-on, Wim Delvoye
succeeds in transgressing it, breaking through the supposed co-
herence between the decorative motif and its material support.
He became more widely known, however, because of his
famous monumental work, the Cement Truck, a life-sized
truck carved out of teak wood in the style of the seventeenth-

century Flemish baroque. He commissioned the woodwork

from Indonesian cabinet makers, who
delicately sculpted this precious wood.
The realisation of this grandiose sculp-
ture, which started in 1990 and only
ended in 1999, is an unabashed assertion
of the ornamental nature of his works as
well as being a multicultural experience
in which the alchemy of exchanges al-
lowed him to eliminate the boundaries
between the arts in his own work.

In 1999 Wim Delvoye’s desire for cul-
tural diversity led him to create a work that would be cen-
sored in the framework of a commission for the offices
of the Flemish Community Commission in the Brussels
Parliament. He created a composition of 36 photographs,
reproducing a love letter written in Arabic with potato peel-
ings. The calligraphic text is nothing more than a love let-
ter from a certain Mohammed to his Caroline: “Caroline,
my dearest. I was so happy to receive your letter. I think
of you day and night and cannot sleep. I still feel and will
always feel your lips burning on mine. What have I done
to deserve a girl as pure and as beautiful as you? I cannot

believe my good fortune. I love you. Tomorrow the day will

11



Butagaz 48 G08950
enamel paint on gas canister, 1987
56 X 0 28 cm
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Concrete Mixer (Lisbon)
hand carved teak wood with
enamel and gold paint, 1993
184 x 190 x 130 cm
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o 130 X 190 X 184

come. Thank you, my sweet. I love you. Mohammed”. This hymn to love was
not to the liking of the politicians, even though it was only a metaphor for a
call for cohesion between the different communities, symbolising a society in
which people live together in tolerance.

Wim Delvoye then started to explore the artistic styles of the past and their
interpretation with contemporary themes and techniques, moving from tradi-
tional carved wood to laser-cut steel to create sculptures of modern construc-
tion equipment in a Gothic or baroque style.

He succeeded in blending genres, eras and categories in his work, however,
arriving at a fusion which led to the creation of a syncretic work of art.

Wim Delvoye also likes to create an interaction between his creations and mu-
seum collections. In 2009 he was a guest at the Peggy Guggenheim Collection
in Venice, in 2010 at the Musée Rodin in Paris, in 2011 at the Centre for Fine
Arts in Brussels and in 2012 at the Louvre, where he set his sights on the Na-
poleon IIT apartments in the Louvre, all gilt and crimson velvet. He chose to
install his works here as a counterpoint to the museum’s art collection. Very full
rooms, where you can feel the “fear of empty space” that is so typical of the
nineteenth century, says the artist. “It was an interesting time. I would like to
develop a generous, rich art. My generation grew up in the twentieth century.

Fortunately it is now behind us”, he says.

THE SILK ROAD

His taste for the ornamental persists 1n his investigation of historic spaces, of
migrations between various cultures, which are pretexts for a multiplicity of
echoes and intercultural exchanges. The duality in his objects reflects the am-
bivalence of contemporary culture, which is trying to establish a new unity
between the reality of the present and the nostalgic exaltation of the past.

It 1s in this vein that the artist, who was searching for a perfect location to
establish an interaction between his works and Arab-Mushim art, discovered
the fabulous treasure called the Aleppo salon, with its profusion of arabesques,
which were 1n tune with his artistic concerns. Here Delvoye installed fourteen
recent works, in bronze, steel and made of tyres, for which he designed a spe-
cific set-up combining history with modernity. This Syrian salon was imported
from Aleppo, one of the oldest cities in the world. Because of its location on
the crossroads between FEurope, Asia and Africa, Aleppo was an important
stop on the famous Silk Road and for pilgrims on their way to Mecca. The
city, which was annexed by the Ottomans in 1516, became part of this vast
Mediterranean empire, benefiting from the traffic of people, goods and ideas.
Following the opening of the Ottoman markets to the trade with Europe, it
became one of the most important trade cities. As of the sixteenth century
Venetian merchants established the first consulate in the Mediterranean ba-
sin here. In the same period, the French settled in the city, followed by the
English and the Dutch. Aleppo consequently experienced some fast urban
expansion, becoming the third biggest Ottoman city after Istanbul and Cairo
in the seventeenth century.

Thanks to its openness to the eastern and western worlds and the wealth of
available goods, Aleppo became a city where different cultures existed along-

side each other.



THE ALEPPO SALON

This nineteenth-century salon, which today is reliving thanks to the interac-
tion with Wim Delvoye’s works, has transcended time and space and is loaded
with emotion. It reminds us of the sad state of current affairs in Syria, of the
dramatic plight of its people and of the risks to which its heritage is exposed.
This salon was taken from a traditional house in Aleppo, as is evidenced by
its organisation around a courtyard, with the iwan, a space under a large arch
which is often used as an outdoor lounge and the qu’a, a square room under a
high dome. The salon is the most important reception area of the house, and
consequently its decoration is very refined.

This spatial configuration hints at the elegant life in these homes, where the
courtyards were often decorated with marble floor tiles, a fountain and fruit
trees. Although the volume of the Aleppo house is different from that of a
house in Istanbul, it has in common with the rest of the Ottoman Empire the
assembled and painted decorative wood panelling which is typical of these
interiors. The style of the ornaments can be linked to the various schools of
wood carving which flourished in Istanbul, but the technique is quite an-
cient because it is also found in rooms in Mamluk Cairo and elsewhere. In
this framework it i1s also worth noting that one of the oldest known salons
of Aleppo, the “la qa’a bait Wakil”, is preserved at the Pergamon Museum
in Berlin. This seventeenth-century salon has panelling painted in bright
colours and decorated with Arabic and Persian poems, sayings and represen-
tations of people, plants and mythological creatures. One can easily imag-
ine the owners of these Aleppo homes regularly receiving singers and musi-
cians in their “ga’a” salon to enjoy private indoor concerts. Once the days and
nights became warmer these events would move outside around the iwan, the
vaulted outdoor lounge, truly a summer lounge. Because the city of Aleppo
had a fine gastronomic and musical tradition and a refined population with
a long-standing tradition of the music salon, where musicians would take
place, cross-legged, on cushions and interpret the sacred and secular reper-
toire. From the love poem to the mystical union, emotion and ecstasy are

combined in Tarab or the experience of musical ecstasy.

YES MEETING
In the nineteenth century this Aleppo salon made the journey across the Mediter-
ranean and thus had the time to become acclimatised to its new Parisian owner.
We can easily imagine its arrival in Europe at a time when the “turquerie” style
was so popular at the Court of Versailles. Around this time the salons of the
bourgeoisie and of French nobility started to host receptions and fancy dress
balls in a fantastic and colourful oriental style. This salon, which is remark-
ably elegant, was probably used for such an event. Its cedar wood walls have
been decorated with paintings or bas-relief sculptures and have painted niches
or decorated shelving as well as painted cartouches, medallions and ribbons
which trace decorative circles around various motifs: flower vases, fruit bowls,
architecture and calligraphy, combined with arabesque mouldings with a leaf
pattern. The ornamental opulence is further underscored by the tasteful way
in which the Aleppo artists succeeded in combining the most sparkling colours

with gold and silver, whose brilliance was enhanced even more by the mirrors.

Tour (Brussels)

laser-cut Corten steel, 2010

1700 x 260 x 260 cm

Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door; 20.10.2010 — 23.01.2011
BOZAR, Brussels
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Tour (Shanghat)

laser-cut Corten steel, 2012

1200 x 700 x 700 cm

JISP 2012, 01.09.2012 — 31.10.2012
Jingan Sculpture Park, Shanghat
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Penalty 111

stained glass windows,

metal and enamel paint, 1992
200 x 300 x 100 cm

Paradoxically some of the decorative details in this Aleppo sa-
lon were influenced by the rococo which the Ottomans had 1m-
ported from France. This is not that surprising, given that the
Ottoman Empire, throughout its history, was inspired by West-
ern cultural influences because of its contact with the West. Its
classical architecture for example was influenced by Western
styles, adopting forms that were typical of the baroque, rococo,
neo-Gothic and Empire styles.

But in every incidence the influences were quickly and natu-
rally assimilated and in fact so completely integrated that they

contributed to creating the most authentic Ottoman themes.

ON THE ORNAMENT

On the other side of the Mediterranean the Orientalist move-
ment simultaneously became popular in the West, reflecting
1ts nmineteenth-century fascination for the East. This move-
ment emerged simultaneously with the European colonial ex-
pansion, which led to commercial and cultural exchanges.

Around this time the issue of the ornament in Islamic arts drew
the attention of artists and writers who travelled to the East and
became interested in it as they discovered the importance of its
creative potential. They were the go-betweens with the East,
bringing back drawings, objects and descriptions. Architects also
made an important contribution, particularly Pascal Coste and

Jules Bourgoin, who strived to demonstrate the rigorous, logical
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and sensual nature of Islamic ornamentation, leading to an ap-
preciation of this aesthetic and its theorisation. Viollet-le-Duc
for his part had managed to elaborate a sufficient number of
arguments, based on his research into the ornament, to question
the academic system which until then had been founded on the
undisputed superiority of Ancient architecture.

In the early twentieth century the notion of ornament in
art, which preoccupied the founding artists of the modernist
era, was challenged by the hostility of certain theorists who
advocated the rejection of any form of ornamental art in
architecture in the name of purity. In 1908, for example, the
Austrian architect, Adolf Loos, expressed this idea in his fa-
mous essay, ‘Ornament and Crime”. This dogmatic hostility
to the ornament was also shared by some pioneers of what is
now called abstract art. The artists of the avant-garde, howev-
er, who at the time were engaged in questioning the principles
of figurative representation, paid special attention to Islamic
art because of its abstract formal and colour language. They
hoped to discover a new aesthetic in it which would be able to
transform the codes of representation which were experienc-
ing a crisis at the time and save them from the subservience to
mimetic representation. In the work of Henri Matisse or Paul
Klee one can clearly see how the oriental stylistic vocabulary
reveals how relevant the Islamic arts were in their quest for a

new perspective.
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laser-cut Corten steel, 2007
370 X 912 X 238 cm

Matisse was the forerunner of this movement, having discovered
Islamic art early on in the museums and great exhibitions in Paris
and Munich before his two famous trips to Morocco in 1912 and
1915. Like other painters, he recognised that these arts had a dif-
ferent way of establishing a relation with reality, compared with
the relationship which had been inherited from the Renaissance

and which was based on naturalism and perspective.

THE ORNAMENT IS A CRIME
As a contemporary artist, Wim Delvoye has rehabilitated the
ornament, reintroducing it to the current artistic scene af-
ter it had been eradicated from it in the twentieth century.

[14

He famously stated that “if the ornament is a crime, then
I am a criminal” and unrestrainedly abuses it in his work.
Although modernity in art originated in the twentieth century
in the West in a dialogue with extra-European arts, more spe-
cifically with the Islamic arts, the aesthetic revolution in the
early twenty-first century continued in Delvoye’s work. The
artist’s current research into sculpture, which he combines
with the exploration of computer technology to reproduce
the ornamental style of Islamic art, is evidence of this. As a
result, his steel lacework sculpture with geometric patterns
and its Arabic-Islamic inspiration, which will be exhibited in
the Aleppo Salon, is architectural, sculptural and reminiscent

of silversmithing. Wim Delvoye is currently pursuing this idea
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with the design of monumental minaret-shaped sculptures.
His reinterpretation of this “decorative” modernity, which has
already been claimed by Matisse in the past, evokes the uni-
versal nature of the ornament, transcending the boundaries
between the arts and the continents to express a cross-discipli-
nary aesthetic which is typical of the cultural differences of a

school of thought in the making.

Brahim ALAOUI

Art historian and curator, he started out as a researcher at the Museumn of
Modern Art of the city of Paris, after which he was appointed Director of
the Museumn of the Arab World Institute in Paris where he has organised
several exhibitions in the past twenty years, which have contributed to his
reputation. He has published several works and catalogues on contemporary
Arab artists. With his publications and the exhibitions which he organised,
Brahim Alaoui is truly a rare mediator, a living link between contemporary
Arab art and the European and international art scene. Alaoui was invited to
sit on vartous juries, including that of the Biennale di Venezia in 1999 (Unesco
Prize) and the Shanghai Biennial in 2001. He is also a member of the Advi-
sory Board for artwork of UNESCO and a member of ICOM (International
Council of Museums) and of AICA-France (Association Internationale des
Critiques d'Art/the International Association of Art Critics).

He works as an expert consultant for various arts foundations and institutions

and founded and manages Artmus Consulting.
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