
Artist Profile – Willie Cole  
 
b. 1955 Somerville, NJ; lives and works in Somerville, NJ 
 
 Cole was part of a nuclear family until the age of twelve when his parents were divorced 
and Cole and his sister lived with their single mother. Cole grew up being the man of the 
household and often found himself repairing everyday items like irons, which would later have 
a strong impact on his art. Cole attended Newark’s Arts High School until 1972 when he 
enrolled at the School of Visual Arts in Manhattan. In 1975 Cole left SVA to attend the Boston 
University School of Fine Arts, but left again a year later to complete his BFA in media arts and 
graphic design at SVA. After receiving his BFA, Cole went on to pursue further education at the 
Art Students League in New York and even went on to start the Works Gallery in 1982.  
 Cole focused on visual arts because he believed it provided greater opportunities for 
expressing spiritual and ethnic beliefs as well as political and humanistic perspectives. His early 
works were often pastels and watercolors that were made with minimal expense and were 
easily transported, and his favorite subject at the time was wile and agitated street dogs. In the 
mid 1980s Cole switched from drawings to creating sculpture from found metal and wood he 
collected around his neighborhood. Even though Cole changed his medium, he still wanted to 
capture dogs as his subject and continued to depict crude and cobbled together street dogs. By 
creating pieces from found objects, Cole is referring to the idea of telekinesis and chi; the ability 
to move objects psychically and the core spirit of an object. He is relating these concepts to his 
work by bringing up the idea of the transference and transformation of used commonplace 
materials into objects of spiritual and ritual means.  

Soon after he began with sculpture, the iron made its way into Cole’s work, he became 
interested in them because they were worn as masks by the Dan people in Côte d’Ivoire and 
Liberia. Cole dove further into the idea of the steam iron by taking the object and creating word 
associations with it, those associations then turned into different icons, indexes, and symbols of 
the iron that Cole used in his work. A key concept in Cole’s work is the idea of heat, he believes 
it is the spiritual force of the iron and often alludes to it in his pieces. Cole’s method of 
imprinting irons onto surfaces explores how essences can be transferred through printmaking 
and through scars of branding, as well as exploring how the essences relate to spirituality, 
ownership, adornment, and domestication. Overall, the irons Cole uses in his works are symbols 
of his personal, African American experience. 

Key themes to look for in Cole’s work are creating new meaning with found, 
commonplace objects, the African American experience, heat as a spiritual force, spirituality, 
ownership, and the special attention he pays to the history of Africa and African art. A few 
examples of Cole’s pieces are Street Dragon 1 (1), which is a found object sculpture depicting a 
dog, Pressed Iron Bud (2), showing his sculptural work with irons, and Domestic Shields (3), 
showing how he uses the heat from irons to create his works.  
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