SUE COE: | AM AN
ANIMAL RIGHTS
ACTIVIST ARTIST

Sue Coe one of the most commited activist artists i America, has during her thirty-five-year career charied an
iciosyncratic course through an environment that is at best ambivalent toward art with overt socio-politicel contertt, In
thus issue of Antennoe, the artist resents o new portfolio of Images on the subject of animal welfare,

Questions by Glovanni Aloi and Rod Bennison

Giovanni Aloi and Rod Bennison: Your work
seems to have more recently focused on a
wider range of subject than ever before. Are
there specific reasons for this?

Sue Coe: Don't think so. | have never seen wide
range as being pairficularly desirable. | could draw
a free for the rest of my life, and that tree could
incorporate  the  entire  history  of cuffure. My
preference Is 10 choose a fopic, or have It choose
me, and research It and do it well over a decade.

Aloi and Bennison: Your graphic portrayal of
hammer head sharks being de-finned and
discarded is a confronfing depiction of how
modern society freats wildlife. Where does the
inspiration for the creation of this image come
from? How and why do images of blood
influence your artwork?

Coe: | wos researching “finning” about which | knew
next to nothing, and found the hammerheod shark
Is the most populdr victim because this specles has
more fins. H occured to me that this shark has
excellent stereo vision and depth perception, so
can wafch herself belng mutlloted then discarded
fo drown. | noflced that fhe human slaughterer has
exactly the same position as when slaughtering
sheep or goats. The boot goes into the chest 1o
held the animat on the ground, then the knife goes
In. The fins are used as o supposed aphrodisiac,
and are tasteless fiber In @ soup, but sell for huge
amounts of money, giving great incentive for
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murder. | am an animal dghds activist artlst, 50
billion non human animals are slaughtered every
year, This numibber does not Include oceanic life,
They bleed red, same us. The predictable answer is
| grew up o block away from o slaughterhouse and
ived in front of an Iinfensive hog farm, so wos
accustomed o being around  slaughter, My
chlldhood was dipping in blood, out | would hope
that, personal psychology aside, the apclogy we
owe nor-human onimals for their suffering, at our
hands, Is more of a motivator,

Aloi and Bennison: You have been producing
animal welfare oriented work for many vears.
How has your art more tangibly contributed to
sensitize people to environmentalist concerns
for wildlife slaughter? What impact do you
believe your porfrayal of slaughterhouses has on
animal protection?

Coe: My focus is not onimal welfare, but animail
nghts; as In the aboliion of alf exploitotion of
animats, speclficdlly for “food production.” | do not
ciismiss animal weifare, nor question the sincerlty of
those involved with It. Nor can | say, not having a
crystal ball,  that  incremental  change  ond
awareness will or will not bring people to the road to
abcliion. There is some evidence that increased
awareness on the part of the public, as to cage size
and Iving (death) conditions of the farmed animals,
does lead fo avoldance of animal products. 8ut
the data s Incomplete. For example, meat
consumption In the USA Is down for beef and hogs,



from 112 Ibs annudlly to 108Ibs, but up for chickens,
Thls could be the economy, human health
concems, or an increased level of awareness.

Some of my work is graphic, and some s
reportage. In the reportage work, direct diawings In
slaughterhouses or stockyards, f om revealing what
is concedled. What the viewer does with that
information Is up to them. The more graphic |
mean that In the formal sense) work Is more
personal rage and sarcasm, ond fokes more
liberiles. | fry not to get the two confused. They
hove different purposes. The former Is for people
who have never given food animals a thought, and
the latter Is for my community, My work is used In
fund ralsers dll the fime by animatb protection
groups, So flrstly, it provides money to save animais,
It educates and makes aware, and untke much of
my other social political work, the viewsr gets the
message.  Then rather than feeling helpless, that
same  viewer can do something  about  this
immediafely: becoming a vegan, and avold ol
anlimal products, Including the weating of their skins,
and the edaling of thel bodes. Ifs very
empowering and opens up cnother word of
choices.

The ared in which | live is rural, and so Is the
epicenter of dairy farming, and hunting. | have
quite a few Inferesting conversations with my
nelghbors and have leamed o lot about how they
think....Many no longer hunt, and when they did,
always found It disturoing. They always have a story
fo tell of a ciying bear that has been shot, or a
wounded deer, that stopped thelr hunting in that
moment, For the older males, If's about bonding
witn other men with beer, not guns. There are a few
women that hunt, but malnly | have dlscovered it's a
waly for a young boy to bond with their emcotioncly
absent father, A rare minorty enjoy Kiling and will
go on kiing, even after ¥s made flegal. The
farmers who are animal slavers have the science,
the verblage, of animal exploftation, and justify the
practice under providing “food.” But it is really o
matter of govemment subsidies keeping those
unhealthy and cruel herding ritucls golng.  Many of
the farmers would be happy to Just focus on plant
agriculfure. They cre doing this for money, and if
enough money I8 In grains and vegetables, they
would change.

Aloi and Bennison: How do you think your
drawing/painting style has developed over the
past few years? Are we right to suggest that your
recent body of work seems jo present more
three-dimensional/theatrical sceneries that in
turn appear to convey a deeper sense of
dramatization of your narratives?
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Coe: | do not have much of an ldea. | am an ort
worm eating dirt, Mounds of it are plled up behind
me, digested, it's dark in here. | am compelled to
keep crawling through the dit. | do not look back,
nor contemplate.  Dit has to be chumed for other
stuff fo grow, s not for the arlst io make these
observations, My art history is formed by the Royal
College of A, belng Influenced by Eduardo
Paolozzl and Peter Bioke, who were teachers, and
then by David Hockney, who was taught by Carel
Weight, the professor of palnfing who influenced so
many of that era. Despife iving ail of my adult ife In
Ametlca, that eany education in British culture, the
use of sarcasm, the use of black and white, the
history of animal protection, as linked fo the working
class In England, are alt factors, Carel Weight used
to say he did not teach painiing, he taugni artlsts
how to paint what they wanted to.

Aloi and Bennison: Your image of the gassing of
pigs is possibly one of your most depressing yet
powerful Images. How do you think that
equating the slaughier of pigs, not kosher in g
Jewish diet, with the Holocaust will be seen by
the Jewish community?

Coe: Around 15% of Jewish people In Ameilca
keen kosher. It's Impossible 1o generdlize about
how any one person can perceive anything. They
wil respond to Images in @ unigque way., | om
certainly not eguating gassing hogs with gassing
human beings, s | rarely use analogles or symbols,
| stay within reclly, reportage I possible. It s
inferesting that ritual slaughterncuses are shared
between Hal-Al and Kosher stoughtar, two cultures
working together in that not so proverbial sea of
blood. [ very much doubt i the meat indushy hos
even made that comparlson themselves, | have
drawn In those slaughterhouses.  Gassing hogs Is
less labor Intensive (cheaper) than the single stun
method, ond Is becoming, dlong  with
dscompresslon for poultry, standard practice for
kiling and stunning. Six hogs at one fime can be
stunned, as opposed to one, Orin other words, one
worker can stun six hogs at once.  For all the racism
that abounds about Sharfah law infiltrating Ametican
cditure . . . to consume a buger in o fast food
restaurant in o maojor city, could mean chowing
down on Sharlah law, as that animal was killed in a
fitual way. Same with many restaurants in NYC, that
flesh Is elther Kosher or Hal-Al.  That meat product
has on  invisble past, how the animal  was
slaughtered and by which method. What will be
most profitable In that community will be what is
used.



Aloi and Bennison: Severat of your recent works
involve images of fish. Perhaps not surprisingly,
they each depict fish with open mouths,
gasping for air and life. Are you implying that
the slaughter and consumption of fish Is of equal
concern as the exploifation of other animals?

Coe: Fish feel paln, flee death, and struggle
against capture. The saddest part of drowing from
"ife” Is to go to any flsh market and see fishes that
have been flown In (poached) from the protected
ared of the Galapagos, their sparking colors fading
In the dawn of a grey city, faliing to the sidewalk, stil
stiuggling for ife.  We are destroying ol ocean life,
and so will be deshoyed ih tum. Many species get
caught in nets that are 90 miies long, including
endangered birds and whales, porpoises, doiphing
and tuties. The soluflon Is fo not consume flsh, and
free born life Is saved. Fish farms are another blight
on the plonet. Fish swim In chemicals and are then
"havested.” The escapees Into the *wild” can pose
a danger. In my first book, Dead Meat, the subject
of fishes was completely Ignored, but the updated
version, Cruef, will cerfainly include fish.

Aloi and Bennison: You worked on subjecis
such as Jumbo and Yopsy, the unlucky
elephants of the early modern period. Aside
from these examples, your main body of work
largely revolves around slaughtering and other
direct human actions upon animals, Have you
entetfained the idea of considered other
animal-related subjects for your drawings?

Coe: | ust sad a billiant book: Fear of an Animal
Planet, and it gave me ideas 1o focus on animais
who resist thelr oppression.  Topsy, and elephants
like her today, have an idea of Justice, which is one
regson why they kil Thete Is evidence, os
recounted In the Fear book, that elephants and
other spacles In zoos and entertcdnment, and
sloughterhouses, dellberately plan thelr escapes,
and can focus on kiling the human that has tortured
them. Part of the problem for us, In terms of other
soclal justice movements, Is that humans speck for
the animals when they con actudlly speak for
themselves, If we listen and look, If thete Is one
main etement | have noticed with dil the non-
hurman anlmals | have known, It is that they have o
strong idea of justice and Injustice, and it hurts them
when they see Injustice, In more ways than just
physical harm,

Aloi and Bennison: With the impact of the
Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear reactor meiidown,
many thousands of animals were left without
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food and water for weeks. Many have died.
How does the impact of the nuclear power
industry feature in your work? Should animal
activists be more vocal in their condemndation of
such environmental issues?

Coe: Rather, environmental activists should make
the links and be vegan, as factory farming (CAFQ's)
Is the number one cause of climate chonge. Lke
most people, | have been to fund ralsers and
awards ceremonies that celebrate different social
Justice Issues. | aftended one, for human rights
actlivists, af which they served veal and chicken, on
a fable It with candies floafing In bowls of Iiving
goldfish. Obscene. Compassionate people not
making the connection at all Is tragic, We all have
blinders on cbout our own human-centric view of
the world, owr own culiures. We could be just
another  short lived species. We are highly
adapiable to breed and thrive in the most extreme
areas of the planet, Qur success as a species will
be our inevitable end, as nature abhors a stand,
Humans wont thelr foys: the “Wonis,” the
"crackberles,” the microwaves, the piasma screens,
These devices are plugged In ol night, and powet
comes fiom codl of nuclear power primanily.  They
are not designed to save power, but fo consume it
endiessly, If you- have solar power as a prime
source, which | do, | con see that a TV that is not
designed fo ever tum off just drains the power down.
For us fo change, we have to use less, consume
less, buy less. It Is the antithesis of capitalism. How
many machines do you have in your home? How
maony can you live without? Refrigerators and
MICIOWCIVES USe U an enormous amount of power,
The: solution is re-designing those products to use
less, If every decision Is to make the most proflt in
the shorest amount of fime, then we have no
future. Having “Stuff’ Is not @ megsure of human
happiness.

Aloi and Bennison: Ausiralians were recently
presented with graphic television images of
catlle that had been sourced from Australia
being inhumanely treated by Indonesian
abattoir workers. Because of those images, the
story became world news that was followed by
the Australian Government placing a
moraforium on live animal fransport to
Indonesia. How can art influence public debate
on live transport and other inhumane freatment
of animals In developing couniries?

Coe: that bon has since been liffed, Awcarenass of
an Issue Is uneven, and ecslly forgotten, A three
pronged approcch works rescus, legislation,



education. As one octivist has sold, "belng an
animal fdghts activist Is llke pushing a boulder up a
mountain with the tip of your nose.” It's never one
thing that creates change. It's multipie exposures to
different facets that creates a different heart, in
Amerlca, animal lssues are regarded as the domain
of consumer cholce and Individual purnty In lifestyle,
rather than as o social Justice issue (with animais
being an explolfed class) with the concurrent links to
politicat activism,  But this Is changing. Art, cuiture,
and mass media, change people - but it s easy fo
forget, 1 am a vegan, but have to keep educating
myself as to the suffering of animals. My sharing of
my art s a re-fraumatization, sent toward the viewer.
We are the developing nations, in a nafion of many
others specles more  morally and  ethically
advanced than we are. We are backward, We are
ignorant, even whhin our own specles.  Many
‘poorer’ countiles do not deny animdls have
emotions, and they do not eat the same amount of
dead comses, Capitalism ks the ciime, the global
blight. The way we live is Just not sustoinable,
Economics has fo re-calibrafe and celebrote a
tack of growth as belng the most deslrable state, for
our own and others survival,

Aloi and Bennisen: What are you currenily
working on?

Coe: Finishing up Cruel, then more work on Topsy.

sue Coe s congdered one of the foramost politica! artists working
todlay, Bom in England in 1951, she movad to New York in the early
1970, Coe hos been feciured on ihe covaer of Ad News and has been
inGiuded n nurnerous museun and gallery exhibitions nationaty ang
intemationaly, nclding o one-person efospective ot e Hischhom
Museum in Woshington, D.C. Sue Coe's work hos Deen published In The
Maw York Times, The New Yorker Roling Stone, and many other
pedodicals. While Coe's work covers o variely of subjecis, she has spent
years documenting the  afiociies commitfed by people  agalnst
anlrmails, Her most recent sercs examines fhe alrociies that humans
commit against one another, specificaly reveced by the horors of
wen Cos's own publications include How fo Commit Suicicle in South
Africa, X (The Life and Times of Malcolrs X3, Police Stale, Dead Meaot,
and the recently pubiished Pil's Lettar,

Sue Coe was intenviewead Tor Andenncs in Summer 2011 © Anfennae

109



