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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE  
CAAM HEATS UP WITH NEW EXHIBITION “AFTERBURN”
Los Angeles – (March 16, 2005) –In a new multimedia exhibition at the California African American Museum, artist Willie Cole (b. 1955) transforms domestic objects such as hair dryers, bicycle parts, irons, and lawn jockeys into powerful works embedded with references to the African-American experience and inspired by West African religion, mythology, and culture.  The appropriation of discarded mass-produced American products, objects that have their own history from earlier handling and use, become the raw material of Cole’s creations.  Drawing on his personal experience and collective cultural histories, his work is a playful, inquisitive, and intelligent approach to synthesizing the physical and spiritual worlds. The exhibition, Afterburn—Willie Cole: selected works 1997-2004 opens on May 12, 2005 and is on view through August 6, 2005.
Perma-Press (hybrid), 1999

The imprint of a clothes iron is certainly the single-most important icon in Cole’s visual vocabulary.  For Cole, the iron is indicative of the house servant role of women of color in American culture and emblematic of domesticity in general.  In West Africa, however, the iron takes on male rather then female associations.  In the Yoruba culture, for example, Ogun, the god of iron and war, is the patron deity representing male power, weapons, and fertility.  He serves all who use metal in their occupations such as blacksmiths and warriors.  Cole’s playful approach to the iron as symbol and object has resulted in both sculptural and two-dimensional work.  
One of Cole’s recent works is To Get To The Other Side (2001), which consists of a large floor mounted chess board on which game pieces comprised of embellished and transformed lawn jockeys are placed.  A powerful work, To Get To the Other Side comments on the historical origins of the Jockey Boy statue as a revolutionary war memorial figure while simultaneously referring to Cole’s inference that it is a contemporary stand in for the Yoruba God Elegba.  “In tribal art mystery and secrecy become visual signifiers and unleash magical and spiritual speculation in the minds of its viewers,” says Cole. “That’s ashe... and that's getting to the other side".

Born in New Jersey, Willie Cole attended the Boston University School of Fine Arts and received his Bachelor of Fine Arts from the School of Visual Arts in New York.  His work is in numerous public collections, including the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; and the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.  His interest in African and Caribbean culture goes back to his adolescence in Newark in the 1960s.  

Curated by Susan Moldenhauer, Director and Chief Curator of the University of Wyoming Art Museum, Afterburn—Willie Cole: selected works 1997 - 2004 was organized by the University of Wyoming Art Museum and funded in part by Jennifer McSweeney and Peter Reuss, the Elizabeth Firestone Graham Foundation, the Norton Family Foundation, the National Advisory Board of the University of Wyoming Art Museum, and the National Endowment for the Arts.

The mission of the California African American Museum is to research, collect, preserve and interpret for public enrichment, the history, art and culture of African Americans with emphasis on California and the western United States.  The museum is located at 600 State Drive in Exposition Park.  Admission is free.  Parking is $6.  For more information, please call 213/744-7432.  The California African American Museum is a State of California Museum, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Governor.  
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