Jimmie Durham

Sculptures, installations, paintings, drawings, performances, videos and photographs: Jimmie Durham’s œuvre is many-sided and often results from a process of juxtaposing and contrasting different materials or objets trouvés. Created from natural or synthetic substances, from leftovers or waste, his works ‘work’ by virtue of unexpected convergences, a transformation of the real being accomplished with ingenuity, far-sightedness and humour. Jimmie Durham’s œuvre cannot be pigeon-holed into any artistic movement. It transcends existing categories or taxonomies and, with its permanent demand for freedom, seeks to escape or slip out of every hierarchical system. It is above all this uniqueness, which on the one hand is based on a great challenge to himself, and on a poetic approach to and contact with the world that allows Jimmie Durham to be added to the continuing list of names of artists to be honoured with the award of the Goslar Kaiserring.
Born in the United States in 1940, Jimmie Durham made a name for himself in the 1970s and 1980s as an historic fighter for the cause of the native Americans and their civil rights. His artistic work aims at a search for identity, borne aloft by criticism of imperialism and segregation. In 1994, after his move to Europe (which he calls Eurasia), he undertook, from a more general and less autobiographical perspective, a critical approach to the knowledge systems and the ideological framework that structure and represent our relationship with the world. Durham now began to take an interest in the relationship between monumental architecture and the hierarchical system of the state in whose name the architect exercises the power to build or destroy a city and thus determine the lives of the citizens. Time and again we find stones in Jimmie Durham’s work, sometimes as sculptural objects, sometimes as tools, but always as metaphors of impugnment or challenge. 

The relationship between Jimmie Durham and the world that surrounds him is very personal. In a quite natural fashion he appropriates what seems to us to be ethnically distant, while alienating the familiar. He says: ‘When I see a piece of wood, or a dog skull, or a plastic bottle I feel a connection. Each has a political and physical history similar to mine.’ He seeks to reconstitute the ‘origin’ and the context in which each object was able to develop before it was ‘selected’ as artistic material; Durham allows himself to be guided by the random and the discontinuous, which are inherent in any existence. Very attentive to coincidences that play a part in the formation of an identity, he creates unexpected associations in which each contributes a fragment of personal and collective history. Jimmie Durham lets things come, he seizes them because they have at the same time something essential and something spontaneous, something solid and something fragile. He rearranges them, and puts a new question to those who see them. In the performative dimension of his work, his recourse to household objects (refrigerator, table, telephone…) enables him to question the tried-and-tested aesthetic order with great immediacy and a certain brutality. Sensitive to language, the artist integrates simple words into his works, words which are involved in the construction of the work through their sound and the delayed or displaced deployment of inscriptions, in that these enhance their graphic or telling power.

