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Fanny Giniès : Can you tell us a few words about your background and education? 

Joe Coleman : I’m a self taught artist. From early childhood I was sketching the images 
of the saints of my church. My mother gave me a pad of paper, a buck of pencils and 
crayons and I looked around at the Stations of the Cross and the torments of Christ and 
I started drawing. I used only the pencils and one crayon which was the red one for the 
blood.
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When did you realize you had an art talent?

When I was in third grade class, I had done this painting of garbage which was selected 
for a children’s art show in my local town. Mrs Johnson, wife of the President Lyndon 
Johnson at that time, was travelling around the country for an anti-litter campaign and 
she visited children’s art shows. She saw this painting I did of garbage and she bought it 
for her art collection ! She saw my painting of garbage as an enlightenment against litter. 
She was my first collector !

Considering the numerous amount of details in each of your artworks, I assume that 
you must make extensive researches on your subjects. How do you proceed?

I conduct the research in a way someone does a biographical book work with constant 
research in any way possible. If I’m doing a historical subject, I might read the transcrip-
tion of a trial, if it’s someone who’s alive I try to interview the person or people who 
know that person, etc.

How do you choose the people that you depict, whether they are artists, relatives or 
serial killers ? Does it depends on how much you’re interested in their story ?

It’s instinctive. My instinct tells me, the paintings tell me what they want to portrait. I 
don’t do any sketches, I usually start in one of the outer edges of the canvas and I work 
on a square inch a day with jeweler’s lenses and a brush that has two hair. I don’t know 
what the whole image is going to look like. I continue to add new little pieces and I know 
that I’m finished when I go out of room.

What urges you to portrait yourself, as we can see several self-portraits in this room ?

In some way, all my paintings are self-portraits. Even if it’s not me, they are self-portraits 
because I’m searching for things that I can relate to and identify with. The self-portrait is 
a need, a need to get things out of myself. I’m probably more compelled to self-portraits 
than the others because I’m the only one that I know for sure. Like I don’t know if you 



exist, but I know that I do. If I cut my hand, it bleeds and it hurts. If I cut your hand, I 
won’t feel anything.

How important is pop culture to you ? I can see lots of references to the cartoons, the 
movies and television on your painting entitled “As You Look into the Eye of the Cy-
clops, So the Eye of the Cyclops Looks into You” (2003) for instance…

Yes, this is a TV set that you see here. It is an altar that I’m offering to the God of televi-
sion. It is a powerful and scary god because it tells you what to think, what to eat. It 
doesn’t even sleep anymore. When I was a child, the television slept and the test pattern 
came up, so at least it rested. Now it doesn’t even rest, it’s always on and the television 
commands us, we worship persons like Lance Armstrong and the next day he’s reviled so 
it’s a cruel, vicious God. Pop culture is a part of the human experience. You can’t avoid 
being affected by it.

You usually say that you paint what frightens you the most. What frightens you these 
days ?

God that’s a really difficult one to answer. I’m currently doing a companion painting to 
my “Doorway to Joe” self-portrait. It is a portrait of the dearest thing in my life which is 
Whitney, my wife. I guess what frightens me right now is the loss of this holy thing in my 
life. That would be the most frightening thing. 



On the homepage of your website can be found a Charles Manson quote. Under which 
circumstances did Manson wrote about your work ? 

Well, I corresponded with him ! I’d sent him a copy of “The Mystery of Wolvering Woo-
bait” which is a comic book novel that I had done many years ago. Calling me “a caveman 
in a spaceship” was his response when he saw my book. (laughs)

Can you explain what is the Odditorium to people who might’ve never heard of it ? 
What kind of artifacts do you collect ?

I collect artifacts that are from churches like reliquaries of saints, objects from pathology 
museums and objects from sideshows. They come from different areas of the culture 
like the pathology museum is the scientific, the remains of saints is the religious and the 
sideshow is exploitation. In all those fields you find the essence of Life and Death. In a 
pathology museum, you’ll find examples of syphilis and horrible medical things that are 
terrifying and I own the objects. I also own crime artifacts, objects that created horrible 
crimes. All of them have an essence, a spirit that communicates and inspires me. 

What is the last object you added to the Odditorium ?

The most recent object was the mummified head of a Japanese soldier who fought in 
Iwo Jima where my father fought. I also have his dog tags and his diaries.

Your art is often described as being “outsider art”. Do you feel aside from the art world 
?

I got labeled an outsider, naïve or lowbrow artist. I feel those are condescending terms 
because it’s really just good art and bad art, it doesn’t matter. So I prefer to stay away 
from all labels.

Is it important for you to gain recognition from Europe and, maybe more particularly, 
from France ?

Yes, it is. I feel at home here in Paris. My literature heroes come from here : Céline, 
Bataille and le Marquis de Sade. Here there is so much literature that is so important to 
me and my work !                                                     
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