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with the idea of doing this carnival show with me,” Coleman said. “He knew my knowledge of 
the subject. I told him I didn’t want to do a normal curatorial thing of just contemporary artists 
but I wanted to use people that were active in the carnival culture, whether it was burlesque or 
sideshow or mardi gras or even puppet shows. And contemporary art inspired by the carnival.” 
 
So it has come about, plus adds of work by Coleman and Ward themselves and material from his 
collection of the ultra-weird, the Odditorium. Artists with work in the show were very much a 
presence. Amongst them were Kembra Pfahler, most known for heading the shock rock group, 
The Voluptuous Horror of Karen Black, who has two dolls in the show. Pfahler was just 
beginning to make art when she met Coleman in the early 80s. “When you’re nineteen, twenty 
years old no-one really takes you very seriously” she says. “I was very small. I probably looked 
twelve. Joe Coleman was one of the only artists on the Lower East Side that regarded me without 
devaluing me. And we did performances together that were very extreme. It was a traditional 
show in a real carnival, the sideshow by the seashore in Coney Island. There were real carnies 
from all over the country working at the side show. And Joe and I used to meet and engage with 
all those people. It’s really a huge part of his process and his interests.” 
 
It’s been just so too for Chris Ellis aka Daze, the New York street artist. “I’ve known Joe for 
many years and we share a same interest in carnival culture and in particular Coney Island,” he 
says. “I’ve been working on a series about Coney Island since the mid 1990s. It’s an ongoing 
series and he is aware of that.” Daze added “I’m really amazed at how he was able to create his 
own Odditorium within the gallery. And take it beyond that sensibility and create something 
new.” 
 
Coleman also has a very specific sense of what he wants in a show. Laura Kaplan, an old friend 
of Coleman’s, has been making some colorful work that she felt would be a good fit, but, no, 
Coleman was insistent on getting work from a specific group he had seen years before. And here 
they are, standing pinkish pieces, stockings and pantyhose, sinister presences, stuffed with hair. 
“It’s what he's about and what I’m about,” Kaplan says. “Joe describes the Carnival as having an 
Outsider personality. All the emotions are extreme.” 
 
Jo Weldon is also a longtime friend of the Colemans. They knew her as a burlesque performer 
and writer, not as an artist, but Coleman asked if she could translate her experience into a visual 
piece. ”That was a flattering ask. And I was super-excited,” she says. She made “A tribute to sex 
workers and their influence on fashion and culture.” 
 
Coleman told me that she had spoken at the UN on this subject. About what? “It was a special 
meeting to discuss methods of combating violence against women,” she said. She had herself, 
she noted, been a sex worker. So you are getting some dignity for the profession? “Yeah,” she 
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