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Julie Talks with Jimmie Durham 
 
 
JULIE BERTHELSEN: Your cultural background must attract a lot of attention. How do you 
deal with it? JIMMIE DURHAM: In different times in my life, I’ve dealt with it in different 
ways. When I was a boy and first left home, first went out into the world, I was sixteen years 
old. So then I had an cultural shock—I had to be like the other people and I had to learn what 
they were doing and how and why they were doing it. But I also felt very superior, I felt that I 
was kind of arrogant—I was learning something from them and they were learning nothing 
from me. JB: And who are “they”? JD: The United States. JB: Do people talk to you as a 
representative of your culture, or as Jimmie? JD: People usually expect you to represent your 
own group and in fact, you never do. JB: What about your work? Do you think people see it 
as representative of your culture? JD: I hope not. I don’t want to consciously put things in my 
work that are from my background. But I don’t want to consciously take them out, either. I 
just want to be an intellectual; and I happen to be a Cherokee. But it doesn’t mean that you 
are a different kind of intellectual, and I want my artwork to be an intellectual project. I don’t 
see it as an instinctual or an intuitive project, but completely intellectual. I want to think 
about art. I want art to be a part of humanity’s thinking process, not humanity’s “feeling” 
process. We already have enough emotions, enough feelings, but we don’t have enough 
thoughts. If I wanted to involve our emotions, I would tell a sad story about a puppy dog. So 
if I say, “Well, I am an intellectual human being and I want to be in the intellectual project of 
humanity…” That’s what I want to join every morning when I wake up—the intellectual 
project. JB: How do you define “intellectual?”JD: Whatever you are thinking about. 
Whatever the humanity is thinking about. JB: Then we all have an intellectual capacity?…JD: 
Exactly. Somehow it’s considered not quite right for an Indian to be in this intellectual 
project. In the U.S. and in England, I think, and very much in Belgium, it’s considered a 
Jewish project. “Jews are intellectuals…” Which is absolutely strange. The only things that 
makes us human, is our intellectuality; this is our human project. So if someone says, “How 
do you bring your culture into your work?” I would answer, “How does Einstein bring his 
culture into his work?” It’s just there and he can’t take it away. So someone else can say, 
“Einstein could do the things that he did and his enemy, the Nazi German physicist 
Heisenberg, was also a genius at the same time but he could do the things that he did, each 
one because of his culture, because one was German, one was Jewish.” Then it becomes a 
little strange; it’s true in a larger sense that you can explain many things about it, but 
ultimately it’s the point of meeting intellectually that’s important. You can’t meet someone or 
meet the world unless you are yourself. You can’t pretend to be a French person because then 
you are not meeting the world. It’s very clear. Unless you’re yourself, you have no value for 
the world. You must say, “Here is me, a thinking human being, joining that world of thinking 
human beings this morning. That’s my project for the day.”JB: You live in Belgium. Why? 
Where do you feel at home? JD: I almost have a great privilege in life, and if I were a little 
stronger, I would have it. The reason I don’t have this privilege is because I’m too 
sentimental, but next year maybe I will get tough and then I will have the privilege. The 
privilege is that I don’t feel at home anywhere. My home was taken away and now people ask 
me, “Where were you born?” And I have to say in the U.S., which is an insult. But then 
people press and ask which state I was born in. Then I must lie, I must say, “I was born in the 
state of Oklahoma or I was born in the state of Arkansas or any of these states.” And these 
states that make the United States were (and are) made by killing my people. It's an 



impossible situation. I’m not willing to say, “I’m born in the state of Oklahoma.” I’d much 
rather say: I was born under the state of Oklahoma.” Why should I have to speak about it? 
It’s against me, against my history… Why should I have to say, “Yes I confess, I was 
defeated. I was born in Oklahoma.” I’m not at home in that state. JB: I think it’s because 
people have these needs to place you somewhere, so they can relate to what kind of 
cultural…JD: In fact, what they are relating to is everything that is against me. So, it gives me 
a little courage to say that I’m practically homeless. I’m almost homeless. My memories of 
home are very bad, so I’m getting closer to being homeless. My ambition: I lived in Mexico 
for eight years and I learned to hate Mexico as perfectly as I hate the U.S. And I’ve only lived 
in Belgium for almost two years and I think when I leave, I will have learned to hate Belgium 
in only two years, because it’s a small country. JB: So maybe you feel at home between 
similar-minded people? JD: Yes. Maybe that will be my endpoint in this seminar: that home 
is not where the heart is; it’s where your brain is, your reason to be born, your reason to be in 
the world. Your reason for being born is never to be with your mother. It seems so clear to 
me. So, if you were born and then you say, “My mother is so nice, I’m going to stay with 
her,” it’s monstrous, isn’t it? And your mother also, if she’s a good mother, she will say: 
“Well, isn’t it time for you to go exploring?” I think the village is the same as your mother. 
Your family. You might like your family or you might not. They are not a responsibility, a 
duty, nor a necessity. They are only an accident. You were born into that family by accident. 
But you were born into the world on purpose. 

It means that the whole project of you being here, of being in the world, is to go out as 
far as you can possibly go. If your project is intellectual, for me it means: a political project 
because otherwise I don’t see where the intellect would be if it’s not political. If it’s not 
activist then I don’t see the intellect. Then I think it’s only silly. But if you’re born in your 
village, like everyone is, then you become a teenager and an adult and you look around and 
you say, “My village has been oppressed and embattled for no good reason.” If you notice 
that, you have to say, “Well, I’m going to fight for my people.” So, then part of your intellect 
from that moment on has to be: “I have to fight for my village because my village is being 
attacked. You have always an intellectua1 responsibility to be political, to be engaged. You 
can’t be a political otherwise. I mean you can’t be an intellectual otherwise. And if your 
village has been attacked, you can’t say, “Well, I don’t like war so I’m going to live with the 
stronger people.” 

You have to make an intellectual choice. Because that’s an intellectual choice. An 
intellectual has to say, “I’m not going to live with the stronger people. But I’m not going to 
live with my own people, because I don’t want to live in one place. I want to be in the world. 
So how do I join humanity in this world where humanity is against the law. Where humanity 
is about joining different sides of a football match. How do I join humanity when there is no 
possibility to join it? From there you make your beginning, your exploration. JB: You will 
always be forced to take…JD: … a human stand, a human place.JB: And when you do that, 
you also take part of a side. Because our world is now built into different nations.  JD: I think 
that’s what we don’t have to do. What I’ve seen about my own folks is that I think we are 
much better than the Englishman, Irishmen, Germans and the Poles who came to the U.S. 
simply because we don’t have the terrible, harsh history they had. When they came we didn’t 
have that history. 

So, it doesn’t mean that we are biologically nicer, it only means they changed by the 
way they were themselves so oppressed. Then because of that oppression, they oppressed us. 
And when we were oppressed, we became worse people. We didn’t become wiser or better 
when we were oppressed, we became worse. If you abuse a child, you don’t make a better 
adult, you make a worse adult. So, we have to choose against that system and not to be on 
these sides, but be on the side of intellectual humanity. We see the evidence when two people 



talk and understand each other. We see the evidence there in that little, simple thing, and we 
don’t see it anywhere else. We don’t see it in the world. 

So, I would like for Cherokees to be free, I would like us to have our own country, as 
we once had. But I don’t want us to become something like Monaco or Andorra, Mexico or 
Belize. I don’t see a solution for us. If I did see a solution for us, I hope someone will shoot 
me. Because who am I to be finding these solutions to our problems?JB: And we all have 
different ideas for “solutions” and convictions attached to them. JD: But we don’t have to. 
We only do it because “they” tell us to. There is a system that instructs us and the system we 
call “they.” And the convictions are not our own, they are convictions that we were taught. I 
hope that I don’t have any because if I do, it means that the state gave it to me. Whenever 
there is a solution, it’s the state’s plan. JB: Are there any Cherokee political representatives in 
the states? JD: They didn’t leave enough of us alive. The U.S. votes by individual states and 
we don’t have enough people within an individual state to even vote for a local person. There 
have been a few Indian congressmen. There is one now from Colorado and it’s because he’s 
very rich. He wasn’t raised as an Indian, he was raised as a white man, so he is very culturally 
different and that’s why they let him in. JB: How did you look at Europe before you got here, 
compared to your own experience? JD: I’ve been here many times before; I went to art school 
in Geneva. But I had already been an artist before I went to art schools, I went to an art 
school just in the way of...JB: To get a visa? JD: Yes, to get a visa. But then after that, I had 
to come back to Europe about three times a year, for the next ten years, just for the political 
things. I’m from a hard place. I’m from a place that Europe colonized. Even if I go to 
Mexico, it’s colonized in the most severe way by Spain. Mexico is more Spanish than Spain, 
just as the U.S. is more English than England. So I feel much more relaxed in Europe, much 
more safe in Europe, much more potential for me to be of use here. Because the Americas are 
so European without admitting that they are European. They are the most horrible part of 
Europe. That’s what I think especially of the U.S. I think it’s the most ideological country in 
history. Everything in the U.S. is ideological. If you go to the grocery store, you must do it 
ideologically: You have to buy cereal for the good of your country. “All America drinks 
Coke,” it says. But when they say that, it’s like a fascist instruction. And you see it on the 
highway. “All America drinks Coke.” You think, “Okay, okay.”JB: Looking at American 
society and your own culture from the outside, has it changed and how? JD: It has absolutely 
changed. At this moment it is as though we’re the new privileged class. But we are not so 
privileged because we’re not rich, we have no power. But our privilege is that we see the 
world in this more objective way. I have friends from different parts of Africa. If it’s a 
Nigerian, for example. They live neither in Nigeria nor England (the colonizer of Nigeria), so 
they have a third view of these two horrible monstrosities. And really so many people in the 
world are travelling around now, very often by force; they are forced out from different 
places. So, we are not an elite in power, and we are not an elite that will make changes that 
can be seen. But in fifty, sixty, a hundred years, we will have changed the world just by 
stupid fact. Not because we had a conspiracy to change the world. I’ve already written about 
this, but I’m going to tell you about it, just because it so amazing to me. I was in the city of 
Derry in Northern Ireland—it’s called “Londonderry” in English. In the seventies they had 
horrendous riots between the Protestants and Catholics. The British army was still colonizing 
the city and you couldn’t take a photo, for example, because the British army would take your 
camera. And this was in Ireland. It wasn’t the Irish army. It was the British army who was 
there, which was very different from Belfast where there was only the local army. I met a lot 
of I.R.A people who has been in prison and when they got out of prison they didn’t rejoin the 
I.RA., they got jobs and tried to work. And they didn’t like anything and hoped for a change, 
hoped for a new peace which didn’t happen as we now see. Last year another big war in the 



same city. So, they have this horrible old history between the Catholics and Protestants or the 
English and the Irish—or how you want to say it. 

But in the past twenty, twenty-five years, Vietnamese refugees have been coming 
there as well as people from India, and they just set up restaurants, very quietly. You see 
people from all over now: a Thai restaurant, a Vietnamese restaurant, or an Indian restaurant 
anywhere in the world, in any city you can think of. So in the city of Derry, they have their 
local war, there local problem (that is old.) And they think, “How can we get out of this?” 
But they don’t really want to get out of it. But it’s already being changed by these 
Vietnamese and Indian people, without anyone noticing it. They’re just saying, “Well, here 
we are… We’ll set up a restaurant.” Later on, when one of our children marries one of your 
children, something changes forever. It would be as though you and I had an argument that 
goes on for weeks and weeks with no end to it. And then some child comes into the room and 
starts saying, “I’m going to rearrange the furniture now, to clean up in here.” Not to join the 
argument, but to destroy the argument by saying, “Now it’s time for me to open up a 
restaurant.” Not to make a new agenda. Not anything big. 

History happens in a completely different way than what we think. We think that our 
guns make history and our generals make history but that’s the tiniest part of history. When I 
think, if one Vietnamese restaurant can change the history of northern Ireland, as I know it 
will do, then my project as an intellectual artist is a valuable project. Not that it will change 
anything that I can see, because if it did, it wouldn’t work, it would be too stupid. If I made 
art the way Picasso made art, it would be stupid. But if I can make art in an intellectual way, 
it can be valuable. It can contribute something to humanity. 

Except, what always bothers me so much is that the art academies and universities in 
general are a horrible phenomenon. They want to teach you technique, which no one needs to 
learn from a teacher; you can learn it yourself. The teachers in the academy want to teach you 
what they wish they knew. They want to teach you how to know the art system, because they 
don’t know the art system themselves, they only pretend to. They teach you what they don’t 
know in order to feel that they do know it because they see you being impressed by the fact 
that they know it. They are playing on your innocence. The academy system is really very 
new and it’s exploded in this century. And it’s not doing what it says it’s doing. I think the 
academy as a system is lying to humanity; it’s doing the opposite of what it’s saying it’s 
doing. It’s making people stupid, if you let yourself be in an academy in a way where you 
don’t analyze. JB: Does it feel different to be regarded as Indian in Europe than America or 
elsewhere? JD: Completely different. You get different questions in different parts of Europe. 
I feel a great mental space in Europe even though the questions asked in Europe are more 
naïve; the questions about my background are much more obnoxious. But the expectations 
here are more normal. In the Americas, not just the U.S but both Americas, every country, 
they think they already know everything about us. So they have no questions. JB: So they 
already have a firm picture or stereotype of you before they meet you? JD: Yes. They do in 
Europe, too, but in Europe people are willing for an Indian to be a little more than a 
stereotype. So you can say, “Yes, I’m an Indian and I am a physicist.” An Italian would not 
think that’s a contradiction,. But a Chilean, Canadian, Mexican or an American would 
automatically think that it’s not quite possible. The American stereotype of the Indians is so 
strong, because it’s about their own survival. If they allow us the freedom to be human, they 
feel threatened. The Europeans don’t feel threatened by me. More by you (Julie) than by 
me.JB: Do you think the stereotype of the Indian has changed throughout the years? JD: I 
think it’s changed to the worse. Hollywood is very strong and Hollywood is always defining 
us to the world. When Hollywood began, the common image of Indians was that we were a 
little dangerous; we couldn’t be trusted. Now the image is that we are teddy bears. We are 
very sweet, we love nature and we can perfectly be trusted. It’s gone completely ridiculous. 



As soon as the world makes us into a special people, we’re in trouble, because they don’t 
mean anything good by it. They mean something bad, ultimately. They think they mean good, 
but they mean to keep us in a Zoo, to “protect” us. It would be very easy to help the Cherokee 
people: We need a piece of land (that we already own) and we need to be left alone on that 
piece of land. JB: How does the future look? JD: Horrible. I think we have no hope, but I 
think we never have had any hope. I want us to have no hope, and I feel the same for any part 
of humanity. When I look at the future of humanity, I think it is hopeless, and I think that’s a 
good starting point. If I have hope, I am going to stop being intellectual, to stop thinking at 
that moment. If I say, “I hope we are going to be free some day,” it’s a stupid thing to say, 
it’s only a Christmas card. JB: A little bit more about this Indian culture. myth and so on, 
that’s widely represented through cowboy films, documentaries on television, newspapers, 
etc. How do you look at this development through the years? Do you feel responsible creating 
this image? JD: If I can get a little bit bad, the U.S. has a lot of money because it killed us and 
took our land. That’s how it got its money. So its money came from killing my people and 
with that money they made Hollywood, and Hollywood tells the world about my people. It’s 
a horrible situation. But they continue to get more money and they continue to monopolize 
the information. Hollywood likes to tell the “American Story” and American stories are 
always taking over Indians and how Indians were. 

They need to re-invent us to the world and to themselves. They get more and more 
money. Then they do it more and more. Here comes a movie called Pocahontas. And Russell 
Means, my great friend and our greatest leader, is the voice of the Pocahontas’s father or 
something. He’s acting in this movie and because he is acting in it, (he needs money—it’s a 
job) so he goes to the interview and says that it’s the best Indian movie that Hollywood has 
done. I haven’t seen it, but I know it’s not true because the story is already a lie: Pocahontas 
was kidnapped as a child. She didn’t fall in love with anyone, it’s just like child abuse. It’s 
just like this case in Belgium—it’s not different, except that they put this “spin” on it. So here 
is my ex-leader reduced to this degradation by the money and power of the U.S., as it is 
represented by Hollywood. They bought his soul, in other words. 

At that point, I felt my voice and every Indian voice had been taken away. When that 
movie happened and Russell agreed to be part of that movie, he stole our voices. But he 
didn’t do it, Hollywood stole our voices as they’ve done a thousand times. I think it’s getting 
nothing but worse because where are our lives in this? When a child in Trondheim watches 
this Pocahontas movie, what happens on the reservation? Things there get worse. Imagine if 
you went to a movie about a beautiful Hutu princess from Rwanda who marries a Belgian 
colonel, and watching it while they are killing each other in Rwanda. It’s the same with us. 
Our situation isn’t any better and history doesn’t change. 
 
JB: There are very few American Indians represented in the international art scene. Why is 
that and how does the Indian “art scene” look today? 
 
JD: The first reason is education. We are very badly educated. Most people go to school for 
eight years, not twelve years as they are supposed to. And very few people go to university, 
and if they do it’s not the good universities but some bad university in Nebraska. It’s worse 
than no education. 
 
JB: And you are being educated in English? 
 
JD: Yes, and that’s against us in this racist society. The second problem is, even in that 
horrible situation, Indian artists do arise, and just like in Hollywood and the Pocahontas film, 
there has always been a great industry of the image of the Indians. So, an Indian woman who 



wants to be an artist is sent to an art school to become a painter and paint pictures of her 
people, and they’re sold as that. That’s not part of the art system where you can be free; it’s 
actually part of the U.S. tourist industry. It’s no different from weaving a blanket for the 
tourist industry. For a Navajo woman today to weave a beautiful blanket to sell to the tourists, 
I think that’s an absolute betrayal of the history of her people. Why is her tradition making 
things for the tourists? That’s not a tradition. That’s an anti-tradition. Making things for 
tourists for money destroys your tradition. Because from the start you didn’t make these 
crafts for money, they had a function. You weren’t a factory feeling Navajo doing these 
things. That’s what happened the past forty years to the Indian artists. 
 R.C. Gorman is the most famous Indian artist still living. He’s a Navajo, also a very 
nice man, and he’s absolutely a millionaire. Any Indian who paints the way he paints... 
romantic images of Indians, can become extremely rich. If you want to make money at art, 
then you choose the kind of art that makes money. And that kind of art is not part of the art 
system. It’s part of some other “shadow” art system, it’s not part of the intellectual discourse. 
It has no conversation. Even in France, England etc. there are painters and sculptors who 
make things in, on or around buildings, parks etc. They are very rich people, but we have 
nothing to do with their work. We can’t use it; it0s only decoration. Indian artists are taught 
that it is the only possibility and it0s the money that you should look for. We get locked into 
“Indian art” where we are selling our image to the white folks, to the oppressor in a highly 
politicized situation. We’re betraying our own people and we feel great about it, we get rich... 
So, how does an Indian artist break out of those two things? Bad education and a horrible 
system  where you can get rich by making that kind of art. You don’t get anything if you try 
to make good art. 
 
JB: Is there a word for “art” in Cherokee? When the Europeans came to Greenland, the 
Greenlanders made a word for art, that means something like “something strange made for.” 
It was when the Europeans began to give us money for our different crafts. 
 
JD: In Cherokee, we still don’t have a good word for visual art. We have a word for poetry 
and literature. We use the same word for singing songs, because it’s a nice word to use that 
way. It means a lot of things. 
 For the visual arts, I should go back and restart the question. I think we have to look at 
what Europe does. Europe also doesn’t have this word art. It doesn’t know what it means. A 
European friend of mine said that art is a European invention. That’s true, but it has not yet 
been invented. So, we who work as artists continually say that art is not the way you say it is. 
That’s one of our jobs—to continually say that art is not what you’re telling the world it is. 
It’s not decoration, it’s not aesthetics, it’s completely different. All artists have something to 
say to society and some say it better than others. I think Picasso said it very badly. I think 
he’s a monster in art history because he lets the bourgeois think they knew the truth. When I 
think of European artists that I like, that I feel are my teachers, my elders, they’re almost 
always French because the French take things more seriously. 
 I begin with Courbet,  who said, “Art is not in the painting.” Painting has nothing to 
do with art. And he was the first who really said that. Then Duchamp said it as well as Monet. 
Art is really not about painting or sculpture. But Europe still imagines that visual art is about 
painting or sculpture. You can be a writer without being a poet. You can make a book of 
words that rhyme and never write poetry. We say that is not what we mean by poetry. Just 
because it rhymes doesn’t make it poetry. Everyone knows that “a cat and a hat” is not 
poetry. It’s only a coincidence that poetry uses language. It doesn’t mean that poetry is 
language. It’s the same for painting. There is no connection between art and painting, except 



if the painter makes it. There is no necessity, no connection except in the moment there is a 
connection, otherwise it’s not there. Art should be something that we don’t know what it is. 
 
JB: What does cultural identity (including religion) mean to you? 
 
JD: I don’t like any religion at all. I don’t like the idea of it and I hope we get rid of it. I think 
it’s also a modern invention. I think religion isn’t very old and that religion, as we know it, is 
an invention of the state, in every case. When you meet people without a state, like the bush 
people of the Kalahari desert, they have no state or religion. I don’t think it makes them 
primitive but rather it’s a proof of their sophistication. They have never invented a state. They 
must be a superior people. A part of what I am going to say on the question of “shelter”—
when I give my lecture—is that the state invents belief, and we don’t believe things without 
the state. A human being who is stateless, they don’t believe things, they don’t have the 
concept of “belief” or “faith.” They might have with some spiritual things, but the state 
makes us terrified of having no belief. It tries to make us believe that it (the state) is the 
ultimate good. 

Before the state, people didn’t have an idea of “the truth.” Things were said 
metaphorically. For example, I grew up in a very traditional way where we had seven 
“Spirits.” The top spirit is grandmother spider. The next spirit is grandfather vulture. 
Obviously we don’t pray to these beings. We have a lot of stories, you sit around and tell 
stories about these beings. But you don’t believe in them. You don’t believe that there is the 
real grandmother spider in the sky or in heaven, and that when you die, you will go to the 
heaven and there will be a big spider there. It’s not a question of belief, it’s a question of a 
metaphor… of how to get along and how to see the world, how to imagine things through 
human poetic stories. And this is a great genius of what is called “indigenous people.” And 
that’s why people like to hear these stories we tell; The stories about the grandmother spider. 
Everybody loves them because they are still good stories and you don’t have to believe them, 
you couldn’t believe them. So if I tell you the story of Jesus today, you would say. “That’s 
not a very good story because the plan of the story is that you have to believe it. And I can 
tell you the story about Buddha, Muhammed and you will think that these stories are boring 
because they are state stories.  

If I could think of hundred grandmother spider stories, they would be still great 
stories. They are the part of the literature we hold. and that’s the root of literature. Not 
instruction, but something that encourages us. They are almost instructions but more light, 
more graceful and more in solidarity. Person to person. 

So that was the religious part of the question. As for cultural identity, there is a saying: 
“You can only be in the councilor in the community to that degree that you are yourself, and 
you can only be yourself to that degree that you are in the council.” In other words, you can’t 
be a social being without being an individual and you can’t be an individual without being a 
social being. And for us, that’s so clear that we made this little saying about it. 

What has happened in the U.S., as in much of the world, in Yugoslavia and in all of 
Europe, I think, is that people take their cultural identity as an absolute, an absolute that is 
necessarily good and must be defended and protected. As soon as you begin to protect 
tradition or identity, you lose it. It becomes useless… a cancer to you. This is true for any 
group, even if you’re a nice, oppressed people. Cultural identity is only useful if we trust and 
allow it to change; Then we can use it. But if we start being defensive and crazy, then cultural 
identity destroys itself and we are just clowns who become super-blacks, super-Indians or 
something and everybody admires our militancy, but no one wants to talk to us. And why 
would they? We would be boring. 



It’s interesting for people to talk simply because the future begins as we talk. The 
future doesn’t happen when we don’t talk. If I’m going to give a lecture with a bunch of 
people and decide to give it to Cherokee, I’m sure people would be very impressed, but that 
wouldn’t take us anywhere. Likewise, if I say that I’ll speak in English but only tell you 
about my life as a Cherokee, it’s the same thing; then we are not talking. I’m not talking to 
you and everyone will feel that the future has been stolen, the future of that day. I would have 
killed that part of the day. Tomorrow we will have changed each other, encouraged each 
other. But if we just talk about what already happened, without a purpose, that kind of 
cultural identity is the opposite of cultural identity.  

There is such a large number of young artists who are not from the mainstream 
European or American countries that it looks like a conspiracy. It 1ooks like the white guy is 
saying, “Why don’t you just get together and talk to each other about your own problems, and 
then we’ll run the art world ourselves.” So as long as they can get us talk about old stuff, they 
still have the art world to themselves. We always have a responsibility to be politically 
militant, to be socially engaged, but we have to be careful and do it in a strategic way for that 
day’s battle. 

 
JB: Where are you heading culturally and politically? 
 
JD: Politically, I can’t imagine. As I said, I see no hope for humanity. I think we are in a 
horrible time. Many people today wish for a crisis, but I don’t wish for a crisis—I just don’t 
want the horrible time to continue. I don’t want another war, another crisis to happen. I don’t 
want something to come along to teach us a lesson. I think that’s a very cruel idea. So 
politically I’m full of fear, doubt and confusion. I don’t think something horrible will happen 
but that horrible things will happen. I’m trying my best to be confused instead of knowing 
something. So, in the same way, what I want to do culturally, I want to be truly homeless in 
the next twenty-year period. I want to learn to hate every place I live with perfect hatred. 
Because it will always be a state that I live in. And it’s easy to say that I hate the state. But I 
really want to do it as an intellectual, if I lived in Norway, it would only be sentimental to say 
that I hate Norway because it’s a state. I need the specific reasons to accuse Norway. JB: 
Then the Norwegians will think that you hate them. 
JD: Yes, if I got on television, the people who watch television would think that. But I can’t 
care about that, because people who watch television deserve it. You can’t speak to all 
people. If I write a poem, which I often do and publish, I don’t write it for all people… I only 
write it for the most intelligent people. I write it for people who are a million times more 
intelligent than me so that I might engage them, become a part of them so that I might 
contribute to human intelligence. It doesn’t mean that I hide my poetry from the stupid 
people, because I don’t know who out there in the world is smart and who is stupid. But I 
know to put the poem in a book or a magazine that normally does good poems. I want to 
reach people who think about things, but I certainly don’t mean the professional 
intellectuals—these people are usually death, prostitutes of thinking. 

But once I put my poem in a good magazine, it’s the best I can do. I can’t do 
something better and it’s horrible because if you’re a very poor, smart person, who lives in a 
village in Greenland, you’re probably not going to see the magazine, and that doesn’t reflect 
on your intelligence, it’s just your money and your place. But it wouldn’t work for me to put 
my poem on television or the internet. To be on television is to be against thinking. To be on 
the internet… I can’t imagine how it would be. Probably no different from being in a 
magazine. Except at this point, a poor. young person in New Orleans can more easily buy the 
magazine than get on the internet, so the magazine is less elitist than the internet. But if my 



poem gets on television, and then this young person from New Orleans sees it, it’s not seen as 
a poem. It’s only seen as television.  

So I’ve gone all way around talking about cultural identity to say, “Who do I say that I 
am?” Who do I imagine myself to be, and if I start to say something, imagining myself to be 
something… I’ve already killed the project. I’ve already started lying. If I say, “Here I am 
Jimmy Durham, male person, 56 years old—I’m going to speak.” Well, I need several reality 
checks on the name Jimmy Durham. Maybe it’s not my real name and even if it is, while I’ve 
said it to myself, my age changes constantly. And maybe I should have a testosterone check. 
Maybe I’m not as male that I think I am in the given moment. But even if it’s all true, it’s a 
strange way to begin. So, when we begin to address the world, we begin not from ourselves, 
but from an interest in the world. We speak because of interest, not because of our need to 
assert ourselves, but because of an interest in the world. So, when you speak to the world at 
that moment, you’ve lost or forgotten yourself in a very nice way. Your cultural identity is 
there, it gives you your accent, your language, your thoughts, etc. If you speak your cultural 
identity, it’s the same as protecting your cultural identity. You lose it at the moment you 
speak it. You lie at the moment you speak it. I don’t mean to say it so fanatically, but I think 
it all the same. 

JB: Your cultural background is strong in your contemporary artwork. If you look 
back, do you think the way you present your work has changed? JD: I think there is a 
confusion about my work, and the confusion comes because I got well-known in the eighties. 
In the early eighties I was living in New York, and at the time I was using all sorts of signs 
and symbols of Indian-ness. with a specific political aim in the New York art world. But 
that’s when I got famous. But I wasn’t doing that before or after and I think it’s unfortunate 
that I got famous. I didn’t get famous at that moment, I got famous after that moment.  

When we were fighting in the early eighties in New York, there was Fred Wilson and 
David Hammons who are both famous now, and also Adrian Piper, Juan Sanchez, me, a 
whole bunch of other people who were minority artists living in New York started pushing. 
We started doing things specifically against the New York art world, and this came, I think, 
directly from the political struggles of the seventies and more especially from the feminist art 
movement in the seventies in New York, where feminist artists said, “We don’t have to do 
what you do, and we don’t have to be invisible.” They pushed so well that they made a space 
for us to push a few years later. When you look at the known history of the art world in the 
eighties in New York, it’s not us. We weren’t known at that time. We were pushing, fighting, 
showing, supporting each other… We were doing all sorts of amazing thing, but we were not 
known at all, we were invisible. What was normal was the white-boy artist and the white-boy 
art. So we became well-known later… five, six, or ten years later.  

I think it’s the responsibility of any artist or writer to respond to what’s there at the 
moment; Not conclusively, not exclusively, but at least to do it. I don’t want to be a 
commercial artist, in other words. I don’t want to be successful for what I once did; I want to 
be successful for what we expect I might do tomorrow. I want to be engaged. So for that, I 
need to be as contemporary as I can be, to whatever situation is there. And it doesn’t mean to 
take on the situation, that I would suddenly take on the struggle of Bosnia or something as 
silly that. But you must address the issue of the day as part of contemporary issues. JB: Is 
presentation important in relation to whom you direct your art? JD: I think that presentation is 
important, but I want people to be confused when they see my work. I want them to go away 
from the show and think, “What was that? What did I see? Why was I there?” So presentation 
does matter. It’s a place where culture comes in very clearly, but not my culture, everybody 
else’s culture. Three things (together) made me think that I have to work culturally in a 
certain way. I did a show in Sweden, in Lund, a few months ago. It was a popular show and I 
did the work all in Lund. I stayed there a month, worked in the gallery and showed the work, 



which is the usual way I do things. If I had shown that work (from Lund) in Paris, it would 
have been seen as nice, second-rate art, because the Paris art world is so intellectual and 
sophisticated in an academic way (and so fearful of being seen as anti-intellectual). So then, 
immediately afterwards, I had to do something for Paris, and my gallerist in Belgium said, 
“No. you can’t show the work that you’ve done in other parts of France. We have to do 
something different, because they don’t like what you’re doing in France.” So I made three 
things specifically for French Parisian artists. It wasn’t that the work in Sweden was better or 
worse, or the work in Paris was better or worse. The audiences are just different. Now I’m 
having an show in Milan and I have to think. I’ve never done work especially for Italians 
before, and they are very tough audience because they have so much art, such a long tradition 
of art, and they’re so educated about art, about style and about architecture. JB: I was 
thinking about other people’s expectations. People expect that I should be interested in 
“indigenous people’s” art. You were, for example, mentioned for me in connection with your 
exhibition in Lund. An Indian named Jimmy Durham… 

JD: It is an Indian name. It’s been an Indian name for more than 300 years. We’ve 
been colonised for 400 years. Cherokees met the Spanish 450 years ago, and so in our 
language we even have Spanish words, because that was the first European language we met. 
Then 400 years ago we met the first English and Dutch people. The Cherokee were on the 
coast at the time.  

The point is that history happens to people, and the world wants that history does not 
happen to us. But history happens to us, just like for everyone else. So by the time we got 
pushed to the mid-west, the Cherokee people were already 1/3 African, 1/3 Scotch–English 
because those people just came and became Cherokees. The Durhams came with the other 
Scotch–English families more than 300 years ago and said, “We would like to be Cherokees.” 
And we said, “Of course, who wouldn’t?” They stayed for seven years. It’s the same for 
applying for citizenship in any country. We didn’t have a racist idea. We still don’t speak 
about people racially. 

So, my family is a kind of a typical Cherokee family today. My mother looks like a 
southern black woman. My older sister looks more African than Indian. My father and my 
brother look like a kind of a Hollywood Indian. One sister has blue eyes and light skin. 
Another sister is very dark with blond hair. But if we think of who I am or who anyone is, it 
quickly gets very silly, when you start thinking about who is “pure” and exactly what people 
are. We had traditions of all Indians in America during war. They had traditions for stealing 
the enemy’s children, and sometimes stealing the adults too. But you steal the children and 
you love them and treat them very well. So that you defeat your enemy by letting them 
become a part of yourself. JB: Do you regard yourself as part of a minority. artistically and/or 
culturally? JD: Culturally? I’m not sure what I am culturally anymore. I left home when I was 
sixteen. And I’ve continued going back but I’ve never been home. So I’ve never been part of 
home. To an outsider it sounds strange, but in the seventies when I was a political activist and 
I was not working with my own people. I was the only Cherokee in the Indian movement, the 
only one. We (the Cherokee) were very chauvinistic. We had nothing to do with them (the 
other Indians). We didn’t like them and didn’t want to be around them. And we didn’t like to 
talk to them—they got on our nerves. Truly, I was the only Cherokee in the movement. And 
it all happened out west, all the big fights were in the west so I lived out west. My mother 
was still alive at that time and she used to say, “Why do you want to work with those Sioux?” 
And I said, “Well, it’s the same struggle as our struggle. If we win there, it helps us.” Then 
she’d ask, “Why would that help us? Why would the Sioux winning something help the 
Cherokees?” She couldn’t make any sense of it. 

So it’s kind of lying to say that in the seventies I was a part of this Indian movement, 
because I was a part of the Indian movement really against my own people. They wanted 



nothing to do with it. So I’m a part of a cultural minority in a way that is so strangely 
esoteric. You can’t even talk about it without bringing in too much of the history of other 
things.  

But I don’t think I’m a cultural minority as an artist. I think art is something that we 
do in the contemporary world, not as something we do as Greenlanders, French or Italians, 
but something in the contemporary world. JB: Is there an international language in art? And if 
so, do you have to use this “language” to meet the audience? And why do you think that 
Europe and U.S. are so dominant in this art scene? How can the “others” manage to take 
part? JD: What’s happening in a lot of art academies that I visit and in a lot of art museums is 
that there’s much studying going on about art movements that we’ve forgotten, our art 
movements that are only a little bit known. So every time you turn around, there is a show 
about artists we’ve forgotten. and I like that phenomenon very much. I think we’re studying 
something marvelous to be studying now. 

When this century is over and we look at the art history of the next century, I think 
that we will be very surprised that the New York art world had any importance. We will 
laugh at those poor twentieth century fools who thought that the New York art scene was 
important. Beyond New York’s commercial importance at the moment. I can’t imagine 
anything there as being important. It will all be seen as not very much, and what will be 
important for humanity will be art from Europe, some African art and art from other places 
like India and Pakistan. Artists there are completely unknown now. But certainly from 
Europe where they were not famous. The famous commerce of the New York art world 
which Picasso took himself and became a ridiculous monster in the bourgeois silly world is 
completely anti-art. 

What will hold us and be useful to us for a long time is Marcel Duchamp. I think he 
will be the man of the century, the “Michelangelo” of the twentieth century. Not this Picasso-
ish craziness, I think that’s the bourgeois of the last century, grasping for a last breath. 

 
JB: How do Indians respond to your work? 

 
JD: We don’t have an art system. We don’t have museums, galleries, etc. We see it as the 
same as getting a job. It’s not quite as easy as that, but basically we are very nice people, and 
we want each other to succeed. So much so that everyone basically says, “Oh great, you had a 
show in New York! That’s fantastic, excellent...” That kind of stuff. 
 When Indian people see my work, they almost always like it. Which always gives me 
a great deal of courage. But it’s not a sophisticated liking. It’s not a liking that I want to count 
on. I want to count on individual liking. If there is an individual Indian who looks at some 
individual piece of my work and says something to me, then I know I did something with that 
person. That’s encouraging; that’s the real response I want. I’m going to sound a little bit 
chauvinistic again, but there may be a way that we are a little better at understanding visual 
constructions than the Europeans, simply because we have that tradition of seeing visual 
constructions quickly and without an academic load on it. 
 Europe has the opposite tradition. Even my best galleries say, “Now, explain this work 
to me so I can explain it to potential customers!” And you have to tell them that you can’t 
explain. There are an unlimited number of explanations, but I think it0s a typical European 
response to want some explanation of art, to want art to be a narrative about a specific story. 
And I don’t think that’s what we want to do. We have to be willing to go around and look 
very closely without saying, “It’s about rabbits...” 
 
JB: My own situation, studying art in Europe as a Greenlander, I sometimes find very 
frustrating. European culture and history are different from mine, and I’m struggling hard to 



avoid their traditions manipulating or brainwashing me. Have you had the same experience 
and feeling of a loss in cultural values? 
 
JD: I’m usually so busy that I don’t think of it. But it’s always there and it always makes you 
a little stupid, I think, because you’re never exactly what they are. And if you were, it 
wouldn’t be a good idea. They don’t have so much. And I never want to be saying things 
about European culture because it’s so easy, so cheap. 
 I’ll tell you an anecdotal story. It’s not about sentiment, but intellect. You can’t 
separate intellect from physicality very easily or you lose something. When you make this 
separation, spiritual and physical, mental and physical, it’s a bad, old Christian way of doing 
things. When we all came into this room this evening, and I met several people and then you 
had to go by and get something, and you touched me on the shoulder as you went by, I felt 
really at ease with you. I felt like I could trust you at that moment. 
 It reminded me of the first of this year when I visited the city of Yakutsk in Siberia. 
It’s mostly Yakutian people, but there were some Russians and the people I was with were 
scientists, so they were all equal: Yakutian and Russian scientists. And the Yakutian 
scientists were always touching, the same way we do. Padding each other on head, on the 
arm, just normal. And I really felt at home. They are like my own people, like normal people, 
and we do a thing with men, we’re always padding each other on the stomach and things like 
that.  

So I was feeling quite good and when I met one of the Russian scientists at a party, I 
had met him a several times earlier, and I came up to him and padded his stomach and said, 
“How are you?” And he said, “Oh, you’ve learned the local customs!” (In a very mean way.) 
And then I said, “Yeah, that’s what the white folks are doing.” The Russians didn’t like the 
idea that the Yakutians were always touching each other, it seemed too strange to them, and 
when the Russians do it, it is strange... It’s always like wrestling or a staged political gesture 
or something very unnatural. 

Two days ago I exactly did what you did to me... I met an African guy, an artist, for 
the first time. And as we were sitting in the cafe and were talking, I would put my hand on his 
arm or hand. I wouldn’t do it with a Belgian. I wouldn’t do it with a French person, even if 
I’ve known him a long time, because there is a cultural thing that’s quite strange here... it’s 
too loaded. Europe is very loaded with stuff... so sadly self-conscious. So I feel I miss some 
of my intellectuality or the potential for it by having to use part my brain to protect my body 
from their bodies. 

What I love and dislove about my own people is that they’re so completely supportive 
of each other. But it doesn’t fit contemporary times, so we have to learn to be vicious. We 
have to learn to be bad and ugly to survive. We tend to support each other so much that we 
keep each other on the same level, in a certain way. We love each other back into the family 
circle, so that if you try to achieve a little bit more, you’re pulled down back to the same 
level, in a friendly loving way. 

 
JB: What’s the importance of language and how does it relate to identity? Native Americans 
are educated in English, for example... 
 
JD: It’s such a difficult question. I never learned to translate from Cherokee to English, or 
English to Cherokee. I’ve learned a little French before, but now I’m seriously trying to learn 
French, and it’s a similar problem there. You can’t translate French and English because it’s a 
pretense to translate. The French idea of language is very so completely different. I heard in 
Sweden that Swedish is the language in Europe that can say the most with the least amount of 
words. (This was some scientific study done that the Swedes were very proud about.) And I 



thought, if that’s true, then the French language must be the opposite, saying the least amount 
with the most amount of words. But they are doing more than just “saying.” The French 
really love to talk and to know language, so it’s a ritual, it’s much more than just “saying.” 
They are doing “Frenchness” with their language. What the French do with the language, the 
English do with beer and football. 
 
JB: “Proud Indian” is a saying. “Proud” is often connected to nationalism, like if I said, “I’m 
proud of being Norwegian or Greenlandic.” What is pride for you, Jimmie? 
 
JD: I think it’s probably only silly Hollywood, but maybe not, because we have something 
that I think is quite nice. It gets out of hand when it’s taken outside the Cherokee tradition, so 
when the Sioux try it it gets crazy and when the Aztecs try it it’s even more crazy, but the 
idea is self-sacrifice. 
 When we want to do our spiritual ceremony that requires sacrifice, we can only 
sacrifice ourselves. You can’t hire some other animal or some other person to do it for you. 
So we have a lot of rituals involving mutilation and fasting. Going without food for days, 
cutting yourself and this kind of thing. When it gets into the plains it becomes the sun dance, 
which we think is horribly exaggerated... When it gets to the Aztecs which is about killing 
thousands of people. But it’s still self-sacrifice. The Aztec wouldn’t kill anyone who couldn’t 
speak Aztec. They didn’t sacrifice their enemies, only their enemies who could speak Aztec, 
so it’s a sort of self-sacrifice by proxy. I like that idea very much, that the only thing that you 
have is your person. The only thing you can count on in the world is your person. For 
something that is yours, your possession. 
 So that can make us seem a little proud, because I think it breathes a nice self-
sufficiency. In the U.S. there is a horrible tragedy: someone loses their job, then their wives 
leaves them and then they lose their home, their car... For us we would say, “You never had a 
wife, a home, a car... What are you talking about? All you had was your body...” 
 
JB: About this “pride”: in Greenland many people often wear ornaments made from different 
bones, formed in different images. This summer while I was home in Greenland, I met a guy 
wearing that kind of necklace. I told him about my ornament and that I wouldn’t dare to wear 
it because I don’t  wish to be seen as “nationalistic.” I knew he also studied abroad and asked 
him if he wore his ornament abroad. He told me that compared to other cultures, he prefers 
“wearing” his happiness and pride to be part of his culture.  
 
JD: I had a traditional necklace that I wore a long time because it was given to me in a 
ceremony in the seventies. I finally stopped wearing it in the eighties because it had different 
kinds of bones, hair and shells, and people asked all these horrible questions like, “What kind 
of bone is that?” And you think, “That’s an impolite question.” It wouldn’t work the other 
way, if I go to a party and a woman wears some bright-colored stones and I say, “What kind 
of stone is that?” She will say, “Well, I think it’s a diamond.” Then I might ask, “Did you 
make it yourself?” 
 
JB: A word like “primitive” is often used in connection with indigenous people... 
 
JD: Just a bunch of silly racism. All the language that Europe uses about us, but especially 
the language the Americas use about us. The Europeans who call themselves·Americans. It’s 
just racist nonsense, pretending to be science. posing as science. 
 



JB: We are all more or less forced into this “modern society” and this “integration” of Indian 
culture in American society. How is it today? 
 
JD: It’s become more horrible than we could have ever imagined. In the seventies we were 
fighting, but we knew we were losing. Things were getting worse, as things always have. We 
get more poor, less people and so on. But in the beginning of the nineties and the end of the 
eighties we started getting bingo parlors, casinos and gambling things in every reservation 
run by the mafia in every single case. A few Indians get kind of rich while everybody else 
gets super-alienated because it’s not productive work. It’s really against our community; it’s 
horrible beyond belief. I don’t know how we will ever get rid of it. The folks who are making 
some money certainly are never going to let go, and they put enough money in the 
community so the community also says it’s a good thing. 
 I think television will destroy us, but I don’t want to prophesy that. It’s horrible. I 
don’t want to say we’ll be defeated. I don’t want to say that because they’ve been trying to 
kill us completely for 500 years, and for 500 years we always lost—and we’re still alive. Not 
so bad! But I think that we could be defeated by casinos and television. But I think everyone 
is in the same position. I think everyone in the world is in that position now. We say “modern 
society” and act as if there is someone who likes it or someone who profits from it, but 
there’s not. Everyone is alienated. Everybody is desperate... Cheerfully desperate. 
 
JB: I am, for example, an investment by the government of Greenland, because they pay for 
my education and of course the government wants me to return to Greenland when I’ve 
finished school to do my “duty” and contribute to the development of our society. Have you 
ever felt like that? 
 
JD: Yes, I’ve had the same pressure and I always had, but I’ve never gone home. I think of 
Ireland in this century, which has had so much trouble, and the two Irish intellectuals who 
contributed most to Ireland both lived in Paris: Samuel Beckett and James Joyce. And they 
are the most famous Irish writers of this century. What they have given to Ireland is more 
than all of the other writers of Ireland ever gave—these are the two great writing geniuses of 
Ireland, and they lived in Paris. They attacked Ireland and hated it perfectly. When I talk 
about hating a place, I mean the hatred James Joyce had for Ireland. It’s a hatred for all of the 
badness. To love the people unsentimentally, to look at all of the badness and say, “It’s 
against us, this badness. I hate this and this specifically.” That’s what I want to do for every 
country in the world. I want to hate them all the way. Joyce could hate Ireland. Look what 
Joyce did for his country... He did something amazing for it, and Ireland loves him today, but 
they didn’t when he was alive. He gave Ireland its definition for this century; The courage to 
continue in this horrible century in Ireland, because it’s been very bad in Ireland in a way that 
was not heroic. You could use it because it wasn’t heroic. It wasn’t a lie; It was something 
that was useful. That’s what he did for Ireland, but I don’t want to be a writer. A writer tells 
stories and explains things. Visual artists do the opposite. We try to stop telling stories and 
explain nothing. So it’s not so easy. JB: I read something you’ve said in an interview, that I 
find interesting, “There are still only two ways to be accepted as an Indian artist: Go back and 
do stuff that’s seen as ‘authentic’ and do it well, or paint Indian chiefs with green faces and 
do it that way. That’s not enough. One of my real goals is to broaden the tradition.” 
 
JD: If I can continue with James Joyce... Before James Joyce, Irish writers had to write cute 
little folk stories about Ireland. And Joyce said, “I will do something different.” And then 
because he did it so well, Samuel Beckett could come along, and do something completely 
different, that even James Joyce never imagined. So suddenly Joyce opened doors for Irish 



writers that people didn’t even know were doors. They didn’t even knew that  there was a 
room there. So he broaden limits and stretched things out, gave people more space. I’m going 
to sound silly if I’m continuing that line. 

What I was going to say is that we would be much better artists than the French if we 
were just free. Instead of this cage of American Hollywood stuff, I think it’s our heritage, this 
stuff... the physical and the mental together. I wish I never again had to answer questions 
about the past. I wish we could only talk about our contemporary projects, because that’s 
where some intellectuality might be, conceivably. It’s hard for intellectuality to exist in the 
stories of what we all did before, even if we are French or Italian. In the same way that I 
smoked so much, I just smoked too much. It’s the same thing: I’ve told so many stories. I 
want to stop telling stories. JB: Also quoting an earlier interview you gave: “A Cherokee 
trying to be a European.” What I then thought about was the opposite, an European trying to 
be a Cherokee... Like this kind of “new age” lifestyle taking over indigenous peoples’ values. 
Have you met people with an attitude like “I’m like your kind...”JD: Oh yes, thousands of 
them. It’s always clowny. JB: Then how do you react? JD: Usually with polite silence. JB: In 
Art in America, you said, “For the peoples of Europe, the ‘other’ may be a foreigner, the 
person from another place. For those Europeans who have established permanent colonies, 
such as the U.S., Australia, South Africa or in the Latin American countries, it cannot follow 
that the ‘other’ is the colonized person ‘here at home,’ because that would call into question 
the very legitimacy of the colonial state. In these states the ‘other’ must be denied one way or 
another.”JD: The way U.S denies the fact that we are the “other” is by pretending that they 
know everything about us. And this is what Hollywood does. Pretending that we are their 
property. JB: That was it. Do you often get that kind of questions? JD: I suppose not, 
actually. I don’t give so many interviews. I always get the question, “Why do you have blue 
eyes?” 

 
This talk took place during the Shelter seminar in Trondheim, 1996. 


