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Cloaca
Cloaca is an installation (by the Belgian conceptual 
artist Wim Delvoye) that produces feces.

The first Cloaca machine was exhibited at the MuHKA 
(Museum of Contemporary Art in Antwerp) in 2000.

The machine was “fed” an exquisite meal twice a 
day, the feces coming out at the other end of the 
processing unit as a result of the “digestion” of the 
food.

There are several Cloaca set-ups: the original setup 
is that of a series of containers in glass on a long 
table, while the more modern ones are comparatively 
shorter, digesting food through what looks like a 
series of washing machines.

The logo and other promotional art work of the 
Cloaca project are a parody of the logos of Coca-
Cola, Ford, Mr. Clean, and other brands. The feces 
produced by the Cloaca machines are sold vacuum-
packed in translucent boxes.

Cloaca has its own website: www.cloaca.be

Wim Delvoye
Wim Delvoye (Wervik, 1965) is a Belgian conceptual artist known for a number of unconventional projects.

[From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia]

A Human Masterpiece by Els Fiers
[http://www.artnet.com/magazine/reviews/fiers/fiers1-9-01.asp]

Cloaca, the latest work by the Belgian conceptualist Wim Delvoye (...), has just closed out its run at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art (MuHKA) in Antwerp. It was a room-sized installation of six glass containers 
connected to each other with wires, tubes and pumps. Every day, the machine received a certain amount 
of food.

Meat, fish, vegetables and pastries passed through a giant blender, were mixed with water, and poured 
into jars filled with acids and enzyme liquids. There they got the same treatment as the human stomach 
would supply. Electronic and mechanical units controlled the process, and after almost two days the food 
came out of a filtering unit as something close to genuine, human shit.

During the exhibition, the smelly assembly line caused quite some consternation. It seemed to bring an 
infernal message into the world. There is enough dung as it is. Why make more?

Worse, the installation was placed in a cold, clean space at the museum, where it was nourished by 
a first class chef who prepared two meals a day in an attached kitchen. The atmosphere suggested 
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a hospital equipped for a strange experiment – 
the birth and care of a machine that eats and 
defecates – a mechanical baby. 
“Hi,” it seemed to say, “I’m almost like you.”

Delvoye’s work doesn’t resemble the human body, 
though perhaps it could be called a figurative work. 
But visitors walked out with a strange look on their 
faces, as if they’d just paid a visit to the devil. Cheeks 
turn a little pale as art, the beautiful image of 
humanity, turned into the making of stool.

Delvoye has given a name to his harsh creature: 
Cloaca, referring to the ancient sewer in Rome. 
But while the cloaca maxima proved to be useful, 
this Cloaca goes beyond every purpose, except of 
course revealing of the meaning of art. So, too, 
the spending and earning of money is part of its 
purpose. The machine daily delivered turds that were 
signed and sold for $1,000 each.

Absurd? “Imagine a very rich man who plays golf,” 
Delvoye said. “He spends a massive amount of time 
and money for just one purpose: to put a little ball 
into a hole. Isn’t that absurd?” (...)

ELS FIERS is a journalist and art critic who writes for the Belgian weekly magazines Knack and Focus.

The Art of the Meal by Heather Sparks
[http://www.wired.com/culture/lifestyle/news/2002/01/49606]

Belgian artist Wim Delvoye has created what could 
be the most universal human portrait ever made: an 
assembly line simulacrum of the human digestive 
system, an endless conveyor belt of food sucking 
and expulsion.

Sound like anyone you know?

To create this perfect representation of humanity, 
Delvoye says he thought long and hard, until it 
dawned on him. “I thought, ‘Shit!’ That’s it!” he said.

Delvoye has created Cloaca, more human than some might like to admit, and named it after the ancient 
Roman sewer, Cloaca maxima.
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The machine is about the length of tractor-trailer 
bed. It eats, digests and expels two meals every day. 
From a bulbous glass funnel, food is dropped down 
into a meat grinder. From there, snake green tubes, 
which slowly suck and pump food through six glass 
jugs. Every digestive enzyme and juice that humans 
carry is contained in the system, from pancreatine to 
bile. Waste is expelled onto a conveyor belt, clinically 
identical to human turds. (...)

The idea is that although people make their 
living in a million different ways and have musical 
preferences just as varied as their political beliefs, at 
least our plumbing is the same. If there’s one thing 
that bonds us, he said, it’s that food goes in and 
crap comes out.

“I chose shit, because it is not only useless, it’s also 
cosmopolitan, so universal,” Delvoye said. “You 
could go anywhere, and it speaks to everyone.”

The universality of the muse provides a wide-range 
of views on Cloaca.

Shawn Brixey, chair of the department of art’s digital 
media program at the University of California at 
Berkeley, said that Cloaca is like the Don Rickles of 
art: Its punch line is not only uncomfortable, it’s 
almost unbearably true.

But Brixey and Marvin Heiferman, who co-curated 
the touring art show based on genetics, Paradise 
Now, sees the glass and metal beast as not just an 
unflinching look at ourselves but a commentary on 
today’s era of biotech.

“This is extremely relevant in the context that today 
people are very curious about the human body,” 
Heiferman said. “With the ideas of cloning and 
advances in medicine, Cloaca demonstrates who 
humans are in the sense of our strengths and our 
fragility.”
Cloaca does come across as a monument to far-out 
advances in science, just as its messy, organic contents 
serve as a reminder of our thin grasp on life.
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While Cloaca makes concessions to the future of medicine and biotech for some, Delvoye insists Cloaca is 
not a commentary on either:
“I am very aware that there could be confusion that comes with a machine that works like a human,” he 
said. “So I want to keep scientists a little bit away, because I don’t need them anymore.”

To prove it, Delvoye has turned down inquiries from a science museum in Tokyo, as well as a diaper R&D 
firm in Belgium.

The New Museum’s senior curator, Dan Cameron, said of this confusion, “there’s a tendency, because of 
the technology and the amount of scientific knowledge that went into making the piece, to rush ahead 
and say that this work is about science or it is science, and it most categorically isn’t.”

This flies in the face of other artists who use technology in their work, artists in America such as Brixey and 
transgenic artist Eduardo Kac, who use such science as information technology and genetic manipulation 
as both their media and their message.

Brixey suggests that there may be cultural differences between Europeans and Americans. After all, he 
said, the pioneering spirit of America has given us the Wild West, the Moon and the Internet, which 
translates into a pie-eyed embrace of the latest technology. Europeans on the other hand, may be more 
skeptical.

In the end, said Brixey, what’s left is that Cloaca is an in-your-face portrait of every last one of us. But 
within that jumbled assembly line, the different ways people embrace or reject technology is also revealed.

After a European appearance in 2000, the $200,000 eating machine was remodeled to satisfy the U.S. 
department of Health. A glass case now surrounds the odoriferous end mechanism.

The Body as Machine, Taken to its Extreme 
by Michael Amy, in: The New York Times, January 20th 2002.

In 1909, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, the poet and author of the “Futurist Manifesto,” proclaimed, “A 
racing car whose hood is adorned by great pipes... is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.” 
Within the next five years, artists as diverse as Fernand Léger, Kasimir Malevich, Francis Picabia and 
Marcel Duchamp all used mechanistic imagery in their paintings to allude to the body - the central icon of 
Western art - in motion or in repose. A more literal use of machine iconography followed, in, for example, 
the work of Jean Tinguely, who produced sculptures that could move, make noise, draw or self-destruct, 
like us. 
“Cloaca” (2000) represented a conclusion of sorts to a century of development in machines that could 
duplicate human activities. This vast contraption - comprising an In-Sink-Erator, a computer-controlled 
reactor, peristaltic pumps, an intricate electrical system and glass jars containing acids and micro-
organisms - ingested and digested food with the sole purpose of generating feces. It was a brainchild 
of Wim Delvoye, 36, the enfant terrible of the Belgian art scene, and was realized with the help of 
gastroenterologists, computer scientists and engineers in an extraordinary feat of artistic collaboration.
What humans produce effortlessly, “Cloaca” fabricated at considerable cost, thus raising important 
questions having to do with consumer society and the art market in particular. 
All art is useless, Mr. Delvoye claimed, and this project underscored the futility of art and life. (...)
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Conceptual drawings from http://www.cloaca.be/


