
Jimmie Durham’s trajectory combines poetry, political activism and artistic practice with an 

immense coherence that has given new significance to the relationship between politics and 

poetry. Constantly questioning representations of identity originating from dominant forces, 

processes of exploitation and discourses of segregation of the other, Durham’s work operates 

like a mirror in relation to our own identity constructions and most atavistic representations.  

The exhibition presented in the project Chain Reaction draws on an earlier one by the artist 

entitled Brief History of Portugal, which was displayed in 1995 in Módulo Gallery. This was the 

first time his work was shown in Portugal and proved crucial to his subsequent trajectory.  

Inspired by the work The Year of the Death of Ricardo Reis, by José Saramago (which Durham 

considers to be a reference book for himself and the history of the 20th century), the works 

include quotes from the text that, typed or handwritten, are individually integrated into each 

of the pieces, although the latter do not constitute metaphors or illustrations of the respective 

quotations. 

Jimmie Durham’s artistic work is frequently linked to the specific place where it is created. 

All the pieces displayed in the Módulo exhibition similarly had their origin in the local 

environment: Lisbon. Built from objects found in the streets of the city (branches and pieces 

of wood, stones and various bits of metal, plastic, ceramic and fabric), they seem to define a 

fragile world rescued from an undefined period in time. The paradoxical relationship 

between reality and fiction, essential in the structure of Saramago’s book, which narrates the 

final year in the life of the most famous heteronym of Fernando Pessoa, relates explicitly to 

the title of the exhibition ‘Do you say I am lying?’, which is itself a quotation from the same 

book. Below is an excerpt from Saramago's text, included in one of Durham’s works:  

‘Do you say I am lying? Of course not, we have never lied to each other; when it’s necessary 

we just use words that lie for us.’ 

One of the works on display, As Frases [Sentences], 1995, is a sculpture consisting of a broken 

sink and its shattered fragments which are scattered across the floor. This work is the result 

of the performance carried out by the artist at the exhibition’s inauguration, where, after 

giving a monologue about the generality of the world while making an axe out of a stone, a 

piece of wood and a strip of leather,  in a determined and theatrical gesture, he suddenly 

smashed the sink into pieces. 

Jimmie Durham brings to the surface the issue of the truth of the artwork, probably one of 

the most relevant themes in a world that is constantly forgetting about the fictional nature 

of art – not necessarily implying that it lacks an intrinsic paradoxical truth in its materiality 

and representational nature. The fragility and apparent vernacularity of the works that make 



up the exhibition play with the fine line between the production of the real and the collection 

of mundane objects, in a palimpsest of meanings that generates tension between what is 

given to us and what we construct. 

In addition to the works from 1995, the artist presents a sound piece (SONG NC SHARP, 

2006) which has not been exhibited for several years, alongside a new piece of work. The 

first is a recording of the sound of glass breaking: glasses being smashed against the floor 

and the wall by the artist himself. The second is a sculpture specifically conceived for this 

project, which includes semi-precious stones that Durham has been collecting over the years.  

Together, these works draw on themes that the artist has developed in the past: the breaking 

and shattering of the world and, simultaneously, its fascination rooted in chance and the 

politics of representation of identity. 

Thus, Do you say I am lying? is not just the recuperation of a significant moment in Jimmie 

Durham’s career, but also a bridge in relation to his current work, demonstrating its acute 

actuality. 

 


