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The artist, poet, author and political activist Jimmie Durham (b. 1940) began his career in 
the USA. There, alongside campaigning for the rights of indigenous peoples, he developed 
a sculptural and performance-based way of working, in which he also addresses ethical 
issues and nationalist narratives. Durham became internationally famous in the 1980s, 
especially for his sculptures and installations deconstructing state mythologies. Since 
moving to Europe in 1994, Durham has been scrutinizing his new geopolitical and cultural-
historical surroundings. For the Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst he realizes the 
project God’s Children, God’s Poems (2017), which explores the relationship between 
humans and nature. The artist turns the gallery space into the scene of a congregation of 
fourteen sculptures, made out of the skulls of Europe’s largest animal species, supple-
mented by materials such as metal, wood, and fabric. Durham’s sculptural assemblages 
featuring animal skulls reflect his audience’s sometimes stereotypical ideas about 
nature and society and suggest a possible way to transcend the particularly European 
classic dichotomies of nature vs. culture and subject vs. object.

From the so-called four-horned sheep and the wild boar to the brown bear, the elk, the Tuscan 
Maremmana bull, and the Great Dane: in God’s Children, God’s Poems, Durham recruits animals 
or, more properly, their skulls as protagonists of his own agenda. He questions cultural principles 
of classification and construction—especially the nature-culture antithesis—in order to deconstruct 
cultural-ethnic authenticity of any kind. The wolf sculpture, for example—the skull, sprayed with 
iridescent car paint, is mounted on a body made of pipes and industrial sheet metal—defies cate-
gorization as either natural or artificial. Even Durham’s selection of animals undercuts this simplistic 
distinction: for instance, he uses skulls of wild animals that owe their existence today to breeding 
efforts, like the wisent, an endangered European species of bison. The dismantlement of such rigid 
classificatory schemes is now under discussion in numerous fields of scholarship including cultural 
animal studies, post-humanism, and new materialism, as well as sociology. To the artist’s mind, 
temporality plays into this undertaking as well: by giving the animals new bodies and modifying the 
skulls to lend them a unique individuality, he in a sense aims to endow them with souls and bring 
them back into the present. Although this operation prompts the yearning for a holistic worldview 
integrating elements of spirituality, the exhibition project God’s Children, God’s Poems does not 
revive a romantic vision of union with nature. Rather, Durham studiously avoids unambiguous 
messages, inviting us to reflect on the rich diversity of nature and the subject’s role in it.

Jimmie Durham lives and works in Berlin. His work has been shown in numerous exhibitions in 
many countries, including, more recently, at the Armand Hammer Museum of Art, Los Angeles 
(2017); the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York (2014, 2003, 1993); the Venice Bien-
nale (2015, 2005, 2003, 2001, 1999); the Museo Madre, Naples (2013, 2008); the MuHKA—
Museum of Contemporary Art, Antwerp (2012); the Swiss Institute, New York (2012); Docu-
menta, Kassel (2012, 1992); the 29th São Paulo Art Biennial (2010); the Centre Pompidou, 
Paris (2010); the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris (2009); and Museum Ludwig, Cologne 
(2006).

Curator:
Heike Munder 
(Director, Migros Museum 
für Gegenwartskunst)

A monograph accompanying 
the show designed in collabo-
ration with the artist will be 
published by JRP|Ringier. 

JIMMIE DURHAM
God’s Children, God’s Poems 

August 26–November 5, 2017
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Register of Animals

Alpine Ibex
The Alpine ibex is a species of goat that is native to the Alps. Remnants excavated in Austria show 
that the Alpine ibex has lived in the area for at least 3,300 years. In the mountains, it occupies 
the elevations between the tree line and the ice zone. By the early nineteenth century, human 
predation had reduced the entire Alpine population to around 100 specimens. Thanks to a successful 
reintroduction program that drew on this residual stock, the Alpine ibex can now be found in large 
parts of its historical range. All ibex living in the Alps today are descended from those 100 animals.

Bison / Wisent
The bison is a wild bovine that originally ranged throughout the Northern Hemisphere. The species 
has divided into two subspecies, the North American bison and its European relative, the wisent. 
By the 1920s, the wisent was almost extinct. All specimens living today are descendants of only 
twelve wisents that were kept in zoos and enclosures.

Brown Bear
One of the earth’s largest terrestrial carnivores, the brown bear figures prominently in numerous 
myths and legends. But humans also saw the animal, correctly or not, as a competitor for scarce 
resources and a potential threat, and so the species was decimated or extirpated in many areas. 
The oldest known fossil record of a brown bear was found at a prehistoric hunters’ campground 
in Tyrol and dates from around 5,000 BCE. Sizable populations persist in Scandinavia.

Great Dane
The pedigree of the Great Dane can be traced back to dog breeds known in antiquity or even early 
history. Complete genealogical records go back to the sixteenth century, when Great Danes were 
kept at princely courts and used to hunt bear, boar, and deer. The tallest dog of all time was a 
Great Dane called Zeus, which stood 111.8 centimeters (paw to shoulder). In the breed standard, 
the Great Dane is described as friendly, affectionate, and devoted.

Elk
The elk is the largest extant species of deer and primarily lives in North America, northern Asia, 
and northern Europe. Unlike most deer species, this herbivore is a solitary animal and prefers to 
stay within a familiar territory. Its natural predators are the brown bear and the wolf; humans have 
hunted elk since the Stone Age.

Eurasian Lynx
After the bear and the wolf, the lynx is Europe’s third-largest indigenous carnivore. For many 
decades it was the target of deliberate extirpation efforts, and so the species disappeared from 
Western Europe until, after around 1950, it migrated back from neighboring areas; there have 
also been reintroduction schemes. The total European population is currently estimated to number 
around 7,000 animals.

Manx Loaghtan
This four-horned sheep is native to the Isle of Man. It is a primitive sheep race that, rather than 
having been bred for commercial purposes, adapted to its natural environment over the course of 
centuries. By the 1950s, the Manx Loaghtan was nearly extinct. A breeding program has brought 
the population back up to roughly 1,500 females, but the variety is still considered at risk because 
it is ill suited to the market’s demands (rapid growth, white wool).

Maremmana Bull
The Maremmana is a breed of domestic cattle reared on the steppes of the Maremma, a region in 
southern Tuscany and northern Lazio. Its robust constitution, longevity, and resistance to illnesses 
make it especially suitable to this formerly malaria-infested area. The original line of the Marem-
mana, the Maremmana primitivo, evinces many characteristics of the extinct aurochs, the wild 
ancestor of domestic cattle. It is bred primarily as a draught animal and for meat.

Musk Ox
Sizable numbers of musk oxen now live in Greenland, Canada, Siberia, and Alaska; smaller herds 
exist in Norway and Sweden. The animal’s preferred habitat is the low-precipitation tundra of the 
Arctic zone. Unlike reindeer, musk oxen do not migrate across larger distances, instead slowly 
roaming their territories day after day. The musk ox is currently not considered endangered.

Reindeer
Reindeer inhabit the circumpolar region in northern Eurasia and North America, making them one 
of the world’s northernmost large mammal species. To escape the Arctic winter, the herbivorous 
animals undertake extensive migrations wherever possible, covering distances of up to 5,000 
kilometers.
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They are the only species of deer to have been domesticated. Reindeer husbandry spread from 
Siberia to Scandinavia around 1,000 BCE, and is still the basis of existence for several indigenous 
peoples, especially in Siberia and among the Sami.

Red Deer
The red deer stands out among the deer species for its unusually large and highly branched antlers. 
In Central Europe, the red deer is one of the largest animals living in the wild. It prefers habitats 
with a closely spaced mixture of structurally diverse forests, thickets, and large open clearings, 
and so the dense human settlement of the continent’s heart has ousted it from much of its erstwhile 
range. Deer appear in the mythology of numerous European as well as non-European peoples.

Shire Horse
The Shire Horse is a cold-blooded breed and, with a maximum weight of more than 1,200 kilo-
grams and a height at withers averaging 1.78 meters, it is the world’s largest horse. Originally 
bred for use in battle, it later found its true destiny in agriculture and as a draught horse harnessed 
to England’s brewer’s drays. Best known for its ability to pull enormous weights, the Shire horse 
was used in transportation more generally until the advent of motor-powered vehicles; in the early 
twentieth century, for example, it pulled trams in London.

Wild Boar
Thanks to their adaptability, wild boars now live virtually all over the world. They have been a 
popular game from time immemorial. In Central Europe, the population is currently surging, primarily 
because of the growing cultivation of corn, which is also why the animals are increasingly migrating 
into populated areas. The wild boar is the ancestor of the pig, whose domestication began as 
early as the eighth millennium BCE.

Wolf
The wolf is the largest carnivore in the canid family and the primitive form of the domestic dog. 
Until the emergence of agriculture and pastoral farming, it was the world’s most widely distributed 
terrestrial mammal. Since the late Pleistocene, various subspecies ranged throughout Europe, 
large parts of Asia including the Arabian Peninsula and Japan, and North America. Systematic 
persecution and extirpation of the wolf in Central Europe began in the fifteenth century. The popu-
lation is now gradually recovering in a few isolated areas on the continent.
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Alpine Ibex, 2017
Ibex skull, wood, glass, steel, acrylic paint
160 x 50 x 190 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Bison / Wisent, 2017
European Bison skull, wooden armoire, glass, 
steel, car paint (chameleon)
203 x 72 x 187 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Brown Bear, 2017
Brown Bear skull, wood, cotton, glass, leather, 
paint, plastic string
205 x 75 x 158 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Great Dane, 2017
Dog skull, Murano glass, black walnut shell, 
cotton, PE-Pipes, steel, rubber, acrylic paint
170 x 50 x 122 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Elk, 2017
Elk skull, wood, leather, glass, Murano glass, 
acrylic paint
230 x 117 x 246 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Eurasian Lynx, 2017
Lynx skull, cotton, leather, Murano glass, metal, 
wire, plastic
136 x 61 x 70 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Manx Loaghtan, 2017
Four-horned sheep skull, leather, glass, 
wood, steel
186 x 48 x 130 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Maremmana Bull, 2017
Bull skull, glass, Murano glass, copper, brass, 
leather, wood
252 x 100 x 235 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico
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Musk Ox, 2017
Musk Ox skull, Murano glass, wood, steel 
scaffolding, diverse textile (cotton, leather, wool)
328 x 123 x 190 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Reindeer, 2017
Reindeer skull, wood, leather, glass, acrylic 
paint
264 x 60 x 230 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Red Deer, 2017
European stag skull, steel pipe, wood, leather, 
glass, car paint (black)
285 x 120 x 260 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Shire Horse, 2017
Horse skull, wood, leather, glass, steel, copper, 
cotton
315 x 94 x 227 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Wild Boar, 2017
Boar skull, Murano glass, steel, stainless steel, 
wood, plastic, car paint (chameleon)
151 x 65 x 111 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico

Wolf, 2017 
Wolf skull (replica), steel, stainless steel, glass, 
black walnut shell, plastic, car paint (chameleon), 
wood, steel
167 x 34 x 120 cm
Courtesy of the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico


