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Abstract

The internationally renowned artist Jimmie Durhawho now lives in Europe,
elaborated throughout his career a work of conteargart which is profoundly rooted
in his Cherokee culture, while efficiently engagiting art world which gives him an
increasingly important place (one of the rare séAcherindian artists). His artwork
appears to combine: 1. Contemporary art devisessands as well as western concepts
and viewpoint which he uses and assesses withaephich are made for a (western)
art public, 2. his Cherokee perspective on objectd the world (and 3. his own
poetics). The condensation of these two perspeoiitain art pieces is paradoxical, for
they conceive and perceive things and relationshigpise world in a priori incompatible
ways. Paralleling his work, his own identity or p@na is paradoxical, in that on the one
hand he defines himself and is considered as aerfiational’ artist, therefore denying
the ethnic label which has been applied to himisngarly career and which he had to
fight, and on the other hand he maintains thabhlg way to be is as a Cherokee. The
continuous colonisation and stereotypification @ peoples in the USA, and their
impossibility to be seen as themselves, which tiistdeels deeply, cast light on his
aim to be a “homeless orphan”. Being truly a Chesokowever does not prevent his

being an “international artist”, but rather contries to it,and vice versa
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Jimmie Durham is an internationally renowned art{glastic arts and
installations, performances, videos, poems). Hebwas in Arkansas (USA) in 1940 in
a family of activists and sculptors, and was raigsethe Cherokee culture. He left the
USA (forever) in 1987, lived in Mexico and in 199dttled in Europe (which he calls

“Eurasia”). Today he lives in Rome, Italy. He beeaan artist without planning it, in

! Trabalho apresentado na 272. Reunido BrasileirArd®pologia, realizada entre os dias 01 e 04 de
agosto de 2010, Belém, Para, Brasil.



the beginning of the 60s, and saw that this wapltaper vocation. Later he obtained a
diploma from the Geneva School of Fine Arts (Switred). When the Wounded Knee
conflict (South Dakota) broke out in 1974, he beeataeply involved in the American
Indian Movement, which he represented in the UnNatons, where he worked for the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, until he resigned 1880, disappointed by the
impossibilities caused by internal strife. He theytame full-time artist (still pursuing
in his writings and speeches the ‘direct’ activisenactuated earlier in his life).
Durham’s artistic career effectively started in beginning of the 80s, in New York, at
the height of multiculturalism and postmodernisnis #Work there engaged directly the
stereotypes, deeply rooted in the American ‘Nareatiagainst Indians (see for example
Mulvey et al 1995). It was at this time assessed by the criticsugh the lenses of
“authenticity” and of ethnic identity (this pericdivork was later called a ‘postcolonial’
contribution by the artworld), both of which he hta “deconstruct” in order to be
considered, simply, an “artist”. Indeed, he wathat time primarily seen as an “Indian
artist” and his work not considered serious or vah — the public did not feel
concerned by the issues raised by the artist.

His artwork in this “American” period can be seencamprehending two folds — which
he summed up in calling himself a “neo-primitivis¢o-conceptualist”: 1) Ironically
displaying stereotypes about Indians — up to theuh in order to demonstrate the
construction and the invalidity of considering &atgés as “material manifestations of
culture™ or “iconic signs” of ethnicity, and of the impdi& notion of “authenticity”
(imposed upon Indian artists) (fig.1). The piecesebiconic ‘Indian’ elements. This
took the shape of an iconic “neo-primitivism”. 2jfidming himself as a contemporary
artist, coining his own workat the same timée'neo-conceptual”. This art practice is
obvious in exhibitions in which Durham engaged lduatories, especially in Europe.
During this period, pieces were explicitly relatedimperial (colonial) history (fig.3 is
“Malinche”, a sculpture which was previously call&®bcahontas” in an exhibition in

2 Durham wrote: « There is a nefarious tendenagottsider material manifestations as traditionsvef
accept such absurd criteria, then horses amon@Itins Indians and Indian beadwork must be seen as
untraditional. Traditions exist and are guardedifgian communitites. One of the most important of
these is dynamism, constant change — adaptahiigyjnclusion of new ways and new material — is a
tradition that our artists have particularly cektld and have used to move and strengthen outtisscie
That was most obvious in the eighteenth and nin¢begenturies. Every object, every material brought
from Europe was taken and transformed with greatgn A rifle in the hands of a soldier was not the
same as a rifle that had undergone Duchampian elsanghe hands of a defender, which often included
changes in form by employment of feathers, leaned beadwork. We [artists here] feel that by
participating in whatever modern dialogues areipent we are maintaining this tradition” (« Ni’ Go
Tlunh A Doh Ka » [1986] in Durham & Fisher 1993).



London in 1988, where it was accompanied by a &goir Attakulakula, a Cherokee
chief who went to sign a treaty with the king ofgtand in the eighteenth century).

Fig.1: Self-Portrait(1991, courtesy Whitney Museum, New York)
Fig.2: Tlunh Datsi(1985, public collection, Berlin)
Fig.3: Malinche (1991, courtesy SMAK, Gent, Belgium)

Engaging local history appeared more obvioushhagecond, “Eurasian”, period of his
work — when he moved to Europe — both in his warkl & his practice, and in the
reception which he then gained. The pieces didemtibit ‘Indian’ iconic elements
anymore, and the artist’s concern shifted towardesof this new place’s issues. Since
then, he was no more primarily conceived as aniéimg but rather as an artist with a
critical perspective. The fundamental “change” vahiappened, from the critics’ point
of view, is that he confronted issues concerningharily the preoccupations of the
western world, which Durham observed and trace# bmthe birth of Christianity (and
its relationship to “art”). The critics then pereed his work as “more universal” and
“less political”.

The artist on several occasions has declared thatvdnts to be “garticipant in
Europe”. He noticed that Europe is grounded in iggcture, and that architecture is
linked to written language and belief. His stangaiast belief then aims at criticising
architecture and monumentality. As he says, nakesiroy them, but to play with them
in order to criticise them and engage the viewtr areflection about these notions and



his/her relation to them. “It's not that | wantget rid of them”, says Durham, “I want
us to be against them” (in an interview by Canadiarator Richard William Hill). In
his artwork in general he came to consider architecas a “sculptural project”, and
chose stone are the primary material in it: hernagsfihis project as “anti-architecture and
anti-monumentality”, with the aim to make stonaglit” and “free”. He uses them both
as “foundation” and as “tools” (fig. 4, 5). Theisual role in western societies is

changed, there are often perceived by critics t@ Hpersonalities”.
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Fig.4: Still Life with Stone and CgR2004, at the Sydney Biennale, Australia)

Fig.5: Saint Frigo(1996, courtesy Ministry of Culture, Portugal)

Now an important thing to notice is that this cigm of ideologies — which is also a
criticism of “consumption society”, critics usualltress (though it is not the issue
according to the artist) — is in line with the preopations of the history of modern art
throughout the twentieth century, as well as his afsfound objects and ‘refuse’, in the
guestioning of the limits of art and linking artttvilife. This is the heritage of Marcel
Duchamp’sreadymade who definitely opened the way for using whatetygres of
objects in art.

This brings us to what we could call, for conveo®na “Cherokee approach” to
objects. The artist at times expresses that histipeais rooted in a Cherokee
background which he “cannot escape” (in an intevwath the author, he expressed the
wish that “if we could make art free then art couddke us a little bit free, couldn’t

it?"). Nevertheless this appears to be a primanstituent of his approach to materials



and also, on another level, of the necessity tcagaghe political situation, which
“must be engaged because it exists and is oppressive

Throughout his career (fig.1-8), Jimmie Durham hhlgays used materials and things
according to a certain ‘feeling’ and respect hdsféar them. Two characteristics could
be brought forward (which appear most clearly iramshnistic practices): objects
(materials, natural or manufactured things...) areswtered as singularities (they are
specific and exact), and defined by their propsr{jghysical, functional) — and they
function at the same time iconically and indicia{lp Peirce’s sense). They can be
linked with other things through connections atimas levels (based on these
properties). We could perceive here the basic cheniatics of an “analogist” ontology,
following Philippe Descola’s terminology (2005) —hiwwh are in various points,
conflicting with the “naturalist” orfe(the one which prevails in the western world). In
passing, but we cannot discuss this aspect fuitheéhis text, we mention that this
doesn’t mean that objects stand as ‘metaphords afien the case in western art, but
are ratheractive as suchand simultaneouslyn the various levels (because they are
exact) — a chimera with tangible and untangiblenctations. This exactness is the base
for the connections, and this is underlined, indtteude expressed by Durham, by the
fact that the objects are never made to “lie” drat the artist is always “sincere” in the
making of the piecedMoreover, the artwork isiecessarilyincluded in a network of
relationships between, at least, the ‘Artist’ ame tRecipient’ (to use Alfred Gell
[1998] terminology), who ‘activate’ it with theirelationship and communicative
participation — this network being constitutivetbé piece’s identity. There is also the

% Durham has said, for example, in an interview withcritic published in th&/ashington Posin 1993:

“I am a political activist because 1 fell it's mgsponsibility to respond that way to the world.sTls a
responsibility we all have because this big olshgh¢alled the state is oppressing us all — it'sreggive
because it defines what really is and presentf @sea source of truth, and this has pretty muetntthe
state of things since the birth of the written word

* We recall that according to Descola (2005, my dtation), “the various ways to organise the
experience, individual and collective, of the wortduld be reduced to a limited number of modes of
identification corresponding to the different wagsdistribute properties to the beings, that is to, say
endow them or not with some abilities which enahkm to such and such type of acti@rounded on
the various possibilities tampute to an undeterminealiud a physicality and an interiority which are
analogous or unlike those which every human expeggidentification can then be declined into four
ontological formula™: naturalism, animism, analogisind totemism. In naturalism “humans are the only
ones possessing the privilege of interiority whileing linked to the continuum of the non-humans
through their material characteristics”. In animjsmost beings are thought to have a similar iotéy
while being distinguished from each other by thgdies”. In analogism, “all elements of the woaled
differentiated ontologically from each other, tHfere demanding that stable correspondences are to b
found among them”. And, in totemism, some humarnsrmon-humans “share, within a named class, the
same physical and moral properties stemming from mototype, while being distinguished as a group
from other classes of the same type” (see Des@fla)2



necessary relationship with the world around (wheduld be summarized as an
‘importance of the place’), which, in the situatiohage-long colonialism and survival,

is necessarily political.
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Fig.6: Sweet, Light, Crud€009, Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris)
Fig.7: Spring Fever(2010, Tatton Park Biennale, UK)

We could take an extreme example — although hisativepproach has to be observed
look at the wider range of pieces and practicexeRety Durham has been working
increasingly with brightly painted oil barrels. Manommentators have seen these as a
departure from his earlier work (because, for eXxamfhese are neither obviously
‘craftwork’ nor ‘refuse’). However this world reme basically within the same strand
as ever. The artist has said to have used thesgldbecause of their being ubiquitous,
as well as (fig.6) because the words printed omteacouraged him to make poems out
of them, and (fig.7) because the barrels relateitassues which have wrecked the
Cherokee country throughout the twentieth centBigth aspects stand in line with a
‘Cherokee approach’ of objects, and with the (neaely) activist concern of the
Amerindian artist. These works have been exhibited European international
contemporary art spaces, and valued as piecesrbiaBus critical artwork: concerning
both general occidental issussd art issues.

This approach is interesting to his admirers in ahevorld, which has recognized his

work as an essential contribution to contemporatyFeor example, the Belgian critic



and curator Anselm Franke in two particularly ietting articles (2007, 2009) about
Durham’s work, stressed that he is “a modern gotistexcellence” (since, according to
Bruno Latour “we have never been moderns”, but diegcause he brings in a
“negativity” which has usually been left out of rt4°. He grounds this claim in the fact
that Durham’s pieces function at the same timehenanimist basis (in Frazer’s sense),
and undermine this non-modern attitude (an attitugkanst the autonomy of things and
of the human subject) by exhibiting the actualidictconstructed by the artist in the
piece (see fig.8 for example, as well as Hill [2)4.€ext about it) — thereby establishing
a “dialogical communication” between two therefogally autonomous interlocutors —
the thing and the viewer (this also expresses deogporary regain of interest for
‘animism’ in contemporary art). If we consider {stily) the “naturalist” ontology as
defined by Descola, such “dialogical communicati@auld not really happen within
the western world. The artworld is however, witlti setlimits, a place where such
‘fictions’ are made possible and such experiencesl by the viewers — a context used
as constitutive to the efficient communication nflavith the piece.

Then it is their being situated within the gallesly museum space, together with the
‘new’ ontology of objects, made contemplate-abletfe viewers, following Duchamp,
which allow Durham’s artworks to fully ‘express’dimselves — or ‘live’ — and operate,
as he wishes to, according to a certain ‘Cherokgecach’ to objects (where, on top of
the “animist” ontology considered by Franke, theg singularities and indicess well
asicons). This approach indeed expects the vieweptopletethe artwork which was
elaborated by the artist in relation with his mialer (connecting them in respect for
their specificity and exactness), and this comptetiepends on an actual engagement
from his/her part. Franke underlined this latereaspas well as the interpellation and
showing through of the artist’s construction workis later aspect is an example of the
multiple voicesthat can be heard in the pieces (both literalf/,aalot of Durham’s
pieces have seemingly incongruous texts attachethdém, often with competing
viewpoints, and conceptually in the juxtapositiasfsconflicting connotations in the

components of the pieces).

® « The continuity that [Durham] claims is [becausfethis personal history] thus the continuity of
negativity — because his perspective is first bftat of modernity’s other, not only in the semdédeing
exoticised, but because his perspective on mogemnfirst of all the historical and ongoing contity of
Indian oppression and genocide. In claiming hisitfwss as modern artist, he takes a position of a
negative dialectics — that is, in his work, we als/dook into the face of civilisation’s savagerydan
savagery, we always look at the possibility of Icseition » (Franke 2007 : 2).



Fig.8: The Dangers of Petrificatio(2009) (detaif}

The dichotomy considering two ‘sides’ of a ‘boradyject’ is here outlined for the sake
of analysis. We could furthermore consider the arks as kinds of “portraits” of the
artist. Although it is impossible to ‘identify’ Jimie Durham (because of the long
history of oppression and politics of forced asktion, and of course of resistance, and
also because he has continuously worked at ‘blyithie boundaries’ — especially in the
face of oppressive and silencing stereotypes amatder keep the ‘fight’), we could
consider his persona as multiple, and, therefasewbrk and his approach in devising it
(following the studies by Severi 2007 and 2004ewample). This multiple identity of
the artist appears not only in his discourses 1fil @ot a Cherokee artist’ / ‘there is a
Cherokee aspect in my wdtkand “my work is simply contemporary art [...] [dndt
often deals with how whites identify themselves #meworld” (open letter dated 1991
quoted in Shiff 1992), but above all in his art gtiee. His identity as a “multiple
enunciator” is operating as and at the same timgedaon a “condensation of
contradictory and simultaneous connotations” (Jev@004f. The artwork’s
mechanisms also involve this paradox — a combinaifocontradictory viewpoints and

ontologies (“naturalism” and “analogism” — a fin@nalysis of which would require a

® This piece is an exemple of a mobilisation of stifie pratictices and evidences, using museumlajsp
case and labels: here objects are “petrified” foth@re is also a “petrified cloud” which bears the
foolowing label (in french, as it was exhibitedarParis museum): “C’est I'un des phénomenes les plu
étranges du climat actuel : lorsque que des cawoimeants de turbulences se mélangent a I'eau de mer
fortement minéralisée a la surface de I'océan, @ dourants d'eau froide et chaude provoquent
davantage de tourbillons, il se produit ce phénamsurcondensation et de minéralisation des sliage
"“| am a traditional Cherokee artist. My work istiess universal than some other. | demand tHag it
approached with the expectation of universal respenWe want to be participants in all of art's
discourses” (« Ni’ Go Tlunh A Doh Ka » [1986] in Bham & Fisher 1993).

8 The process of ritual condensation has been estudy Houseman & Severi (2009). It can be
summarised as “the association, within the sameeseg of actions, of modes of relation which we
ordinarily presume to mutually exclude one anothditie constructed identity thereby constructed is
therefore also based on the networks of relatises@ated with these identities.



longer space than that of this text). First, theltiple and contradictory identity
involved is at work in the artist’s relationshiptivihis art piece while making it, using
images, materials and concepts of his audiencemiitmesis which the artist performed
in his “American” period can be seen as a mimedighe public’s point of view
(involving stereotypes) on Indians and their worksprder to undermine them using
irony. In the “Eurasian” period, this (iconical) mesis is also that of the public,
however considering the images which the ldtas of itself The artist undermines
them with a practice, which is not that of his pabbut his own (Cherokee): using,
throughout the process, materials as well as imagdsconcepts (“evidences”) which
are usual to his public, however connected thrauffbherokee approach’ (among other
things, the iconic mode is linked to the indiciaked Second, the paradoxical identity of
the work triggers in the mental operations whiah mobilised by the viewer in order to
engage with the work, as Franke sketched (and rodngy commentators have noticed):
he/she looks back at him/herself, reflecting or/hieis normal against his/his new
reaction (the ‘new light’ would be the unusual cexion). The aim — operating with the
network of relations and within the complete pieoenpleted as we mentioned earlier —
Is to instil doubt within the viewer where thereeyipusly was belief — intellectuality
(which is dear to Durham), he claims, stems fromdpeonfusedTherefore, the artist’s
making “art” within the western art world allowsnhito be and practice a fundamental
part of his identity (and the necessary political ereyagnt), a Cherokee, as well as
being himself, ‘free’ from the ancient prejudice$ the ‘Narrative’, that is: an
intellectual (also in the eyes of his western puioli general), engaged in the world’s
discussions. It is then obvious that he masterérthriralist” ontology, through which
his artwork can be viewed (it is devised for a wastpublic), while not approving of it
and being faithful to his own “analogist” concejptiand his own poetics. This could be
seen as a “to be me is to be you, and vice vetsategy (see Severi 2004).

The persona of the artist Jimmie Durham is generahsidered a “global artist”, as is
the case for various other American Indian artgt® exhibit their world throughout
the world, especially since the 90s, and who gawisibility and recognition abroad
(Anthes 2009). Moreover, Durham is recognized asomtemporary artist proper —
without his Cherokee identity necesserily been imaet (and he never participates in

° Durham made an installation, called “Caliban C3d@®91) (based in Shakespeare character) which
clearly demonstrate the ambiguous relationshipamsli(As colonised people), have with the western
culture: they possesse and is possessed by it.



shows where the basis of the invitation is ethdentity). It seems to me that there is
another way to look as the artist’ situation, wHairas to be a “homeless orphan”.
There is no way to be a Cherokee within what isegalty understood as geographic
“frontiers” (nor social communal ones, nor, becaudethe American ‘Narrative’,
discursive or cultural onedjle has stressed, with disillusioned sadness, lilea¢ tis no
more Cherokee lands in the USA, nor community Ckeseqoroper (see Papastergiadis
et. al 1996°). His ‘homelessness’ (beyond which some saw atigo®f dislocation”
and a “trauma”, Fisher 2009) starts at this pomif more importantly, he is just
engaging the place where he is — not simply astaéao of the world”as he is coined,
but as a ‘participantdf the placethe situation, where he finds himsdiéing faithfully

— though he says he wishes he could detach hirmeaffit — to this ‘culture’ but most
of all to himself, that is, as he stresses, to letng a “human being” using his
intellectuality and being engaged in those impdrtialogues happening around him.
This implies being able to stand as himself — aradtce his art with his own approach,
as well as necessarily engaging the existing fpal)tsituatiori’. These aspects are also
what makes him, as his public has always perceiad,artist who cannot be

categorised, and, above all, a generous artist.
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