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DICK
FRIZZELL

The artist on icons,
ads-and cheese

Wedded miss
Straight wife,
gay husband

Blazer trail
New men’s jackets
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accidental artist

Grant Smithies meets Dick Frizzell, renowned for taking cultural
clichés and transforming them with his playful but provocative hand.

Photographs: Patrick Reynolds

The last time | was in Napier was 25 years ago. Had it
changed? Hard to say. That lovely long beach looked the same,
with the same avenues of Norfolk Island pines marching out
of town towards Hastings. The place seems more crowded,
full of tourists filling their faces with flash tucker, guzzling local
wine, gawping at the architecture. Good luck to them, but

| wasn't here for Marineland, or braised lamb rump in

a cranberry jus.

| was here because of The Phantom, The Ghost Who Walks,
The Man Who Cannot Die. When | was a kid, | devoured
Phantom comics like food. | savoured every detail of this
winningly primitive superhera’s life. His. pet wolf, Devil. His
white horse, Hero. His little pygmy mates. The Skull Cave,
deep in the jungle, where he hung up his mask at the end of
a long day fighting injustice

Equally obsessed was artist Dick Frizzell, who has painted
Phantom-related bits and bobs, on and off, for decades. Do we
need a secret handshake? Certainly, when we clasp paws at
his Haumoana studio, 20 minutes out of Napier, it feels as
though I'm meeting a fellow member of a secret cult.

“My first ever Phantom painting is right there," says Frizzell,
pointing to a corner where a startled looking Pygmy stares
down at us from the studio wall. Frizzell looks extremely trim
and youthful for 65. Short grey hair frames a mischievous face,
his eyes twinkle behind his glasses, and he punctuates every
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second sentence with laughter. “| did that in 1976, and it's
the first painting where | totally exposed myself. There’s Ro
intellectual tricks or Cubist flim-flam. It’s just a panel copied
from the comic, on a crappy bit of canvas, coloured in with
enamel paint from the hardware store. When | finished it,

| was amazed. | thought, if | can make paintings out of my
secret vices, like Phantom comics, then there'll be no
stopping me."

There's been no stopping him. Paintings inspired by comics,
advertising trademarks, Maori iconography and rural road signs
have flowed out of him for more than four decades, during
which time Frizzell has enlivened the local art world with his
wit. His is a8 world in which no image is too sacred or too
banal. He has painted a Maori moko on the Four Square
grocer, morphed Mickey Mouse into a tiki, forged fine art from
fish tin wrappers. He even spent a period in the 80s painting
what he calls "ironic bad landscapes” Some of these paintings
now fetch well over $50,000, and Frizzell has become a fulty
fledged art star, with collectors lining up to buy his paintings
and curators lauding his ability to engineer a shotgun wedding
between serious art and pop culture.

“Well, that high culture/low culture distinction has never
made sense to me,” says Frizzell. "There's absolutely no value
hierarchy in my mind at all. There's no top, no bottom, no good
or bad. The Sex Pistols have as much value as Mozart; it's just
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