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am very submissive,” grins Wim Delvoye, 
leaving it to me to decide where to meet for 
our interview. It’s an ironic reply coming 
from an artist like him. Wild child of the 
Belgian art scene, Delvoye has spent the last 
two decades courting controversy. From 
selling tattooed taxidermied pigs to using 
his own faeces to create artwork, he has 
scandalised audiences worldwide.

Delvoye blazed to fame after exhibiting 
at Documenta in the ’90s. Poking fun at 
the art world, he quickly became known 
for his subversive installations such as 
Cloaca, or what he called his “shit machine”. 
Displayed in museums across the globe, 
the device mimicked the human digestion 
system by regularly producing excrement. 
Other provocative pieces included his 
SexRays series in which he took X-rays of 
his friends engaging in various sex acts and 
transformed them into church-style stained-
glass windows.

“It sounds méchant [mean], like I’m trying 
to make art look bad, but I kind of don’t like 
contemporary art. I sincerely distrust it,” 
explains Delvoye. “Doing [art] like this is like 
mocking all the others who are doing such 
terrible things.”

Alongside his irreverent installations, 
Delvoye also creates beautiful architectural 
structures that mix high and low culture. 
Taking proletarian objects such as a cement 
mixer or dump truck, he blows them up into 
giant gothic-style sculptures bordering on 
the surreal.

When we meet, Delvoye is wearing 
spectacles, a half-untucked shirt and a large 
blazer. Hair rumpled and eyes intent, he 
looks more like a mad scientist than a darling 
of the international art circuit. 

SHOCK VALUE
Controversial Belgian artist WIM DELVOYE tells 
PAYAL UTTAM about his admiration for Ai Weiwei, 
selling humans and starting a new religion

Your tyres and architectural works are 
beautiful while the dead pigs and scatological 
works veer toward the grotesque. Can you 
talk about the duality between beauty and 
repulsion in your oeuvre? 
I think any human relationship is about the 
two. It’s all about seduction and pushing 
away. When two people dance, they pull 
each other then push each other away. One 
of the basics of any dance or relationship is 
this kind of binary system, this mix of pluses 
and minuses. So I like to build up my work 
that way. The tattoos kind of refused to be 
prestigious, but art is always about prestige. 
All people care about is prestige more than 
art. So this is interesting subject matter. 
 
Is your aim to shock your audience? 

It is maybe a little shocking for certain 
people, but it’s more about asking the 
right questions. It’s art that asks questions 
about art, people, the market and all other 
situations of life. It could be love, it could be 
anything: family life or money. Of course, 
these things are very sensitive and when we 
talk about them, emotions get involved. But 
that’s nearly a guarantee of my work. It gives 
me the confidence that the work is good if 
people are shocked.

When the Chinese government destroyed Ai 
Weiwei’s studio, you invited him to rebuild 
it in the garden of your mansion in Belgium.  
Is that still happening?
He is now convinced again. For a little 
while he cancelled the whole thing because 

he was a little worried. What if the Belgian 
government would also break down this 
studio? Then the whole project would prove 
that China is not so bad. The comparison to 
China would be destroyed. But now I got the 
guarantee from my government that they 
will not destroy it, that they will not come 
with the caterpillars.

Why not?
They’re fucking scared because I would do 
anything to make my government look bad, 
just like Weiwei has been working for years 
already on his government. We all have a 
government to take care of. 

You’ve been friends with Ai Weiwei for years. 
How did you meet?

Taking a pause from his hectic travel 
schedule with openings in New Delhi, 
Tasmania and Paris, the 47-year-old artist sits 
down with Prestige Hong Kong.

You spent several years tattooing pigs in China, 
but what are you up to these days?
I had a farm in Beijing where we tattooed 
all these pigs, but now we’re not tattooing 
any more. Half the team moved to Yunnan 
with me where we’re commissioning carved 
car tyres. In Yunnan there’s a long tradition 
of wood carving. Along with Indonesia it’s 
my favourite place for wood carving. Then 
I have another place in Shanghai just with 
architects. I’m forced to employ them because 
we’re not finding enough skilful people in 
Europe to do my work. 
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I always wanted to meet him because I 
thought he was the best at the time, and 
he still is the best. I decided to meet him. I 
arrived in China in 2005 and at that time you 
could meet everyone in one week. But I must 
say, I learned a lot from him. Before he was 
an artist, he was a very good architect and he 
curated exhibitions. Ai Weiwei did so many 
things. He never worried, “Is it art? Is it not 
art?” That kind of freedom I felt in China 
like, “Do something, don’t worry,” whereas 
in Europe there’s always this burden that it 
should be art with a big A. You have all this 
respect for art. China helped me to schlep it 
off. Not just Ai Weiwei but the entire country 
was like that, the entrepreneurial aspect. 
Now I’m thinking how to change the rules of 
the game like Weiwei does.

You’ve already gone quite far. What’s the 
craziest thing you’ve done?
Selling Tim [Steiner]. He’s a nice guy from 
Switzerland. I tattooed him in 2006 and the 
gallery sold him two years later. We got an 
offer of €150,000. I refused my share of the 
money but the gallery did not because they 
had to pay the lawyers. We spent 25 or 30 
percent on legal costs because Tim is from 
Switzerland. In Switzerland you cannot just 
sell organs of live humans nor can you sell 
humans. That was a big challenge for our 
lawyers.

Who owns him?
A German from Munich. He puts Tim in 
his house but Tim gets a little bit of money 
to be an art piece per day. For the German, 
it’s either a good or a bad investment. The 
expectation was that the tattoo will become 
more expensive in value and that he will 
one day monetise on it. He can sell it already 
while Tim is alive. The day Tim is not with us 
any more, he can stretch his skin onto canvas.

Why did you do it?
It’s so historical. The whole activity of selling 
Tim is way more important than tattooing 
Tim. It’s a great critique; it’s a sign of the 
times. Tim was sold in 2008 right before 
Lehman Brothers. It’s so beautiful, it’s all 
part of that. I mean, how can you think he’s 
an art piece? To commodify him, to objectify 

him and sell him, to trade this human being, I 
think that’s very shocking. Tim refuses to be 
an object, you see, because he’s a live person, 
he looks you in the eyes, he’s funny. We have 
fun together and go out together.
 
So you were surprised?
Of course, I didn’t expect them to say yes. I 
was just trying to bother everyone again, to 
push everything. In a way, you can go as far 
as you want; there is no border. You would 
think, “This is not allowed, this is not possible 
or this is terrible.” But no, if tomorrow I do 
anything else, they will not stop me. Ten 
years before Tim I had a project called Laika, 
named after the Russian dog who went to 
space. I wanted to create the exact replica of 
my face on a dog. I went to a plastic surgeon 
and we only had to discuss the price. There 
was no moment where they thought it was 
immoral. A German company was going to 
do the silicon, nose and ears. They would 
take all the hair off the dog’s face except the 
eyebrows. You would see Wim but with dog 
eyes. It’s so creepy, so me myself cancelled my 
project. All the curators and galleries actually 
got angry. They said, “Wim, it would have put 
you on the map, come on.”

Wow. So what’s next? 
You know my new project is going to be 
as shocking as Tim. I founded an Indian 
religion. I’m going to go build my first temple 
in Kerala. I’m designing each little detail, the 
community life, rules, ceremonials. People 
are genetically wired to be religious there. 

They wouldn’t question you if you had a new 
temple. They would come see and they would 
get convinced because we would be the best 
temple in the neighbourhood. We would be 
a very tolerant religion unlike most other 
religions, which are discriminating and say 
you cannot be part of it. 

“I WANTED TO CREATE 
THE EXACT REPLICA OF 
MY FACE ON A DOG...WE 
ONLY HAD TO DISCUSS 
THE PRICE”

CLIO, FROM THE 9 MUSES SERIES.  
OPPOSITE TOP:  TATTOOED TAXIDERMIED 

PIGS EXHIBITED AT THE NAPOLEON III 
APARTMENTS AT THE LOUVRE.  
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