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The McDougall Contemporary Art Annex is
proud to present Gruesome!, an exhibition of
works by fourteen New Zealand artists whose
practice reveals the influence of the comic
Jimmy Cooper, Violet Faigan, Dick Frizzell,
Jason Greig, Bill Hammond, Nicola Jackson,
Tom Kreisler, Tony de Lautour, Saskia Leek, Paul
Radford, James Robinson and Peter Robinson,
Gruesome! presents both emerging and
established artists. In addition, curator Warren
Feeney’s catalogue essay highlights the
importance of the comic aesthetic to several
major players in New Zealand's art history canon
- Colin McCahon, Russell Clark, Rita Angus and
Phillip Clairmont.

The paintings and sculpture included in
Gruesome! are diverse in both appearance and
subject, and bear the mark of comic influence
in many different ways. Some artists have

appropriated the comic speech bubble, others
pay homage through vividly-coloured, simplified
forms or divide their works into narrative
segments or panels. Something which can be
recognised in all, however, is the subversive
spirit of the comic - an edgy creative freedom
which pushes at established boundaries with
humour, irony, innovation and attitude.

On behalf of the Gallery | would like to
acknowledge Warren Feeney, whose
dedication, energy and enthusiam have made
this exhibition a reality. | am also grateful to
the artists and collectors (both public and
private) who have made their works available
for this exhibition. Without their generous
support, Gruesome! would have remained very
much on the drawing board.

Felicity Milburn
Curator of Contemporary Art
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Australian Journalists
Association pamphlet
[mid-1950s]

Courtesy of Tim Ballinger

The fear and loathing that comic books have encountered in
New Zealand is shared by other cultures and countries
throughout the Western world.” Attacked in the late 1900s in
England as a ‘threat to Iifer-acy,"' blamed for the rise of juvenile
delinquency in the United States in the mid-1950s,’ and at the
centre of an obscenity charge in Great Britain in 1996,° comics
are a discipline that have failed to receive the same tolerance

and 'rights to freedom of expression as other artforms.”

In New Zealand, comics were criticised by the political
left in the 1950s, and have remained the subject of protest
in the art community, being periodically condemned by

academic and literary circles.

The respected publication Landfall featured an analysis
of the comic book in 1955. This evaluation of the genre
shared many of the opinions expressed by United States
psychiatrist, Frederic Wertham, in his book The Seduction
of the Innocent [1953},s Wertham argued that comics
corrupted the morality of children and limited their capacity
to learn. The Landfall study of superheroes, romance
comics and cartoons, Comics in New Zealand, observed
that “there will be no attempt to give them serious
consideration on aesthetic grounds, because they are

simply not worth it.”
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Perhaps you don't permit your child to read foreign
comics. How do you know he doesnt? At school,
children of less careful parents are willing to share
comics around, and you can’t stop that.

Whether you realise it or not, your child is being
conditioned to murder and crime,

That early teaching will cost you—as a taxpaydr
—money. It means more police, more judges and
courts, more gaols, to cope with the appalling in-
crease in crime—crime committed by boys and girls
in their teens—little more than children.

It means heartbroken parents, and disgrace on
otherwise respected families.

Is your child a future criminal? It rests with you.

What are you doing to stop the deluge of crime
comics pouring in on the children of Australia?

It agreed with Wertham that all comics blunt “the finer
feelings of conscience, of mercy, of sympathy for other
people’s sufferings and of respect for women as women
and not merely as sex objects to be bandied around or as

luxury prizes to be fought over""

Politician and commentator John A. Lee, author and critic
A. R. D. Fairnburn and librarian Mavis Peat, debated the
merit of comics on New Zealand radio in the early 1950s
in a discussion titled /s the Reading of the Penny Dreadful
Harmful to Our Youngsters? Fairburn claimed that allowing
children to read comics at school was “rather like giving
them free methylated spirits to drink in schools instead of

TR
free milk,

Linked to this debate were objections from academic and
political circles that focused on the increasing influence
of popular American culture in New Zealand. Fairburn
warned of a "general drift towards approximating
everything, all writing, to the comic form, a sort of landslide
in that direction. And | think that's a bit of a menace
because we are all more or less infected with the American

way of life here.”"

The fundamental grievance that comic books comprise a
‘lesser’ art form has remained an underlying and unstated
belief in New Zealand art criticism. The wider context for
this assumption can be found in the art theary of American
critic Clement Greenberg. In his 1939 essay, The Avant-
Garde and Kitsch,” Greenberg maintained that a critical
distinction existed between the popular arts and the avant-

garde. He defined modern art’s enemy as:

Kitsch; popular, commercial art and literature
with their chromeotypes, magazine covers,
illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, comics,
Tin Pan Ally music, tap dancing, Hollywood

% L]
movies, etc.

On moral, aesthetic and political grounds kitsch was
perceived to be inferior to high art. Although widely
discounted in the 1990s, Greenberg's dissertation is worthy
of recapitulation because of the prevalent role it gives to
modernist aesthetics and the position that it assigns to
the popular arts.



"Allowing children to read comics at school was rather like

giving them free methylated spirits to drink in schools instead

of free milk™"

Greenberg asserted that the avant-garde represented the
salvation of the free world. Writing in 1939, he proclaimed
that kitsch was the ‘culture of the masses’ in countries such
as Germany, Italy and Russia and provided the means for
totalitarian governments to control papulations.‘s He
contended that, "It is too difficult to inject effective
propaganda into [avant-garde art and literature]... Kitsch keeps
a dictator in closer contact with the ‘soul’ of the people.” *

Greenberg's definition of high art, and its role in modem
society as civilisation’s only hope for liberty, was more
recently derided by critic Robert Boyd in the American
comic fanzine, The Comic Journal ;

Greenberg believed that the bourgeoisie had
given up its own powerful art [i.e. Hogarth,
Chardin, David, etc) for mass-produced kitsch.
The reason was that the bourgeoisie needed
kitsch as part of its total program to control the
proletariat; kitsch replaced folk art with
capitalist machine art. As a response to kitsch,
the avant-garde came into being, creating art
which could not be used as mind-control to
psych-out the working class.”

If popular art was capable of keeping the masses culturally
deficient, it was also, according to Greenberg, capable of
corrupting the artist: “Kitsch's enormous profits are a source
of temptation to the avant-garde itself... Ambitious writers
and artists will modify their work under the pressure of
kitsch, if they do not succumb to it entirely.”" Greenberg
claimed that popular art was evidence of capitalism in
decline, as “whatever of quality it [capitalism] is capable of
producing becomes almast a threat to its own existence...
Today we look to socialism simply for the preservation of
whatever living culture we have right now.""

In post-war New Zealand, socialism and serious art were

often associated with one another. Magazines published

in New Zealand in the early 1350s, such as Here and Now

(1948 - 1957} advocated left-
wing doctrine and also provided
commentary on aspects of the
local visual arts.”” The
condemnation of comics and
popular art by Fairburn and other
Ie'htwing academics could be
understood as part of a wider
mission to raise aesthetic standards while advocating the
principles of the left.”

Fortunately for the comic book, the label of ‘misfit’ has
given ita charm that has occasionally appealed to serious
artists. Regardless of critical commentaries, a number of
New Zealand painters have been drawn towards the
medium from the 1930s through to the late 1990s. Their
involvement with comics reveals that many of them have,
in fact, put the format to good use. It may be as straight
forward as Rita Angus illustrating a strip for The Press to
supplement her income as a serious painter, or as
enigmatic as Colin McCahon's declaration that to realise
the visual images in his work he required a compound of
text and pictures - a combination that is the essence of
the comic book. In the tradition of the very best comic
illustrator, McCahon proclaimed; “I Will Need Words.””

Rita Angus had realised this blend of the figurative with
text when she was employed as an illustrator for the Junior
Press in Christchurch from November 1934 until October
1937.” She completed numerous single pen and ink
drawings for the newspaper and also developed a series of
comic strips. Angus appears to have yentured into this

- format with considerable enthusiasm. Her first contribution

depicted the activities of two penguins living in a "’.qﬁ;;e_r
world at the top'of the Ice Pole. Gravity goes the wrong

way, colours are back o inimals are queer, and caves

are ei;c[t:fng_;'_‘?"_f'Alﬁihuéh't'hi's strip lasted for only nine

weeks, with Angus facing difficulties in generating a
cohesive or commanding story line, the strong element of




Scomix NZ(detail)
Russell Clark

New Zealand Listener

12 Novernbor 1954 pgs 10-11

fantasy in the work provided her with a
welcome opportunity to investigate
decorative aspects of Art Deco and a
stylised and tentative understanding of
Cubism. In the most seductive and
compelling moments of these drawings,
Angus has the freedom to put together a
weird vision of decorative, geometric sea

life that pirouettes and reels gracefully
from image to image. In addition, the
weekly text guides the reader
comfortably through the work’s nine panels.

Angus's use of bold outline and hard-edged
embellishments in the treatment of various sea creatures
emphasises the significance of Art Deco design in her art
and recognises her commitment ta the exploration of a
contemporary style. The flat geometric landscapes in this
eadystﬁp" also resonate in the stylistic treatment of the
city of Christchurch in a self-portrait in oil from 1936 - 37.
The simplification of such forms to essential geometric
shapes was characteristic of the work of Christopher

1 Perkins who had arrived in New Zealand in 1929, "bringing

with him an acceptable and modified Cubist approach to
painting."” that was familiar to Angus. The concern with
pattern, the flattening of space, and the elegance and style
of these works accentuate the importance of her
involvement with modernism, informing important aspects
of her painting from this period. Just as the smart and
fashionable woman in Self-Portrait conveyed a sense of
the contemporary, these comic strips also declared that
"a new spirit was in the air and Rita Angus was clearly
aware of it.”" %

Throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, Canterbury artist
Russell Clark maintained an eclecticism in his art that
included the impact of popular American

Junior Prass 4 July 1935, py B

Rita Cook née Angus)

Reproduced with the permission of the
Rita Angus estatn

retired Director of the Robert McDougall Art Gallery, John
Coley, recalls purchasing an early issue of Madin 1956 in
Christchurch, and the passionate response he received
from Clark towards the quality of illustration in the comic.”
These issues were drawn by Wallace Woed, Jack Davis
and William W. Elder, artists who developed and extended
the language of the comic during this period. They
pioneered contemporary illustration through the
development of a more realistic and tangible world with a
greater attention to detail, the use of heightened
perspective and stronger tonal contrasts.”

Clark drew regularly for The Listener from the 1950s until
1962, with his interest in the comic super-hero apparent
ina humarous strip he completed for The Listenerin 1 954"
The New Zealand quarter-acre section, rugby, mending a
bike puncture with the children and the Karitane service
are visited through the eyes of a domesticated caped-
crusader. Clark's work indicates an affection for the
ordinary life of New Zealanders in the suburbs, as well as
an admiration for American illustration. The comic books

12 November 1954 pgs 10-11
Reproduced with the permession of the Russell Clark estain

illustration and comic books. Clark was a tutor
at the Canterbury School of Art from 1947 until
1866, and his painting revealed the influence

of artists such as John Nash, Russell Drysdale
and Henry Moore.” However, his enormous
interest in illustration also included an
admiration for popular American comic books

such as the Mad magazines of the 1950s. The




that Fairburn was concerned were damaging the growth
and education of local children in the fifties were not

without their high-brow enthusiasts.

Just how unwelcome artists who made reference to
popular art and comic books could be was apparent in
Fairburn’s assault on Colin McCahon's religious painting
from the late 1940s. These included the use of word
balloons and obvious allusions to comic conventions in

paintings such as The Crucifixion According to Saint Mark

(1947). Fairburn described McCahon's works as
“experimental cartoons.” He concluded that “in design,
in colour, in quality of line, in every normal attribute of
good painting, they are completely [acking,““ His
grievances indicated that the aesthetics of the comic had
crossed over into territory in which he believed they did
not rightly belong.

This criticism is implicitly echoed by Gordon Brown, writing
about McCahon's work from this period in the 1960s.
Brown's evaluation of the artist's religious paintings
scarcely acknowledged that the combination of words and
pictures, and the use of word balloons appearing from

the mauths of various figures, confirms the overwhelming
impact of the comic book. Brown sided with the aesthetics
of high art. He discussed the paintings as influenced by
Japanese scroll painting, Futurism, Dada, Surrealism, and
Quattrocento painter Fra ﬁmgelicu,55 reaffirming these
observations in 1984 with the publication of the biography
Colin McCahon: Artist” His only concession to the role
of popular art s the recognition of the word balloon taken
from the commercial ‘Rinso” soap packet and placed into
in The Valley of the Dry Bones (1 94‘!].3’

The Crucifixion According to Saint Mark 1947
Colin MeCahon

Collection of the Robert MeDougall Art Gallery
Reproduced with the permission of the

Colin MeCahon Research and Publication Trust

Later discussions on McCahon from art commentators
Wystan Curnow and Francis Pound in the 1980s and early
1990s explored the role of comics and McCahon's use of
these aesthetic conventions by acknowledging the modern
mavement's regard for ‘primitive’ art during the post-war
period. Both writers established that the artist’s use of

* word balloons and text demonstrated aspects of the

unsophisticated. Curnow described this naiveté as being
admired by critics and writers within the context of
modernism in the 1950s, because
“such ‘innocence’ [was perceived as
though it] might.... be a condition for

w38
cultural renewal.



In addition, Pound observed that;

By adopting the harsh clarity of the comic book,
the reading material of the 'illiterate’, McCahon
posed - in Tomory's phrase - ‘a kind of colonial
brutalism” with which he might further reject

European sophistication and thus,... with speech

balloons, utter New Zealand's harsh truth.*

Pound's evaluation of the reception of McCahon's religious
paintings in the post-war period recognises the influence of
comics, drawing attention to the limited approval of the genre,
and acknowledging that, for critics such as Peter Tomory, they

Auckland's Centre for Continuing Education and self-
confessed "comic obsessive,” has suggested that comics,
and McCahon's use of them, require greater respect. He
observed that "McCahon was very aware of the sequence
of reading a painting visually and texlualiy."‘n This
suggestion that the artist was knowledgeable in the
aesthetics of the comic is confirmed by his family. William
McCahon recalls that his father stated that Six Days in Nelson
and Canterbury(1959) evolved out of the comic book format.”

In 1990, artist Mark Braunias also paid respect to McCahon
as an artist capable of integrating words and pictures in

the most profound and subtle manner. Knowing About

were an inferior art form. McCahon's use of the “reading
material of the child and ‘illiterate’,” is an aspect of his
work that was applauded by high art because it contributed
to the 'naive’ or ‘primitive’ in contemporary practice.

Onlyin 1995 did a writer recognise the worth of evaluating
McCahon's art as fully integrating and embracing comic
book aesthetics without qualifying approval by referring
to the manner in which McCahon's art embraces primeval
aesthetics. Dylan Horrocks, a tutor at the University of

Knowing About New Zealand Art 1990
Mark Braunias
Collection of William Dart, Auckland

New Zealand Art(1990) by Braunias humorously points to
the popular misconception that reading too many comics
may be damaging to an individual’s intelligence and pays
tribute to McCahon’s painting from the 1940s. Knowing
About New Zealand Art acknowledges the ‘colanial
brutalism' of McCahon's art, while demonstrating an
appreciation for the conventions of the comic book medium
MeCahon exploited.

Pound also gave qualified recognition to the potential of



the comic book as a serious art form in the early 1980s when
he championed the ‘New Image’ artists in an exhibition of
the same name. He singled out George Baloghy, Denys
Watkins, Dick Frizzell, Richard Killeen, Paul Hartigan, Gavin
Chilcott and Wong Sing Tai as a group of artists who gave
a new prionity to the figurative in their work. He observed
that these artists referred to “non-art images - comics,
posters, labels, logos, camouflages, patterns on lino arcloth
~to all sorts of signs and symbols.” According to Pound,
they also shared “a concern with images not normally called
art, images of low art rather than hfgh."'ti His commentary
was sympathetic to Frizzell and Hartigan's love of the comic
book," but Pound managed to maintain high art's
authoritative response to the use of ‘low" art sources. Comic
book aesthetics were generally approved of in the text
because of the respectability that they had acquired in
serious art criticism through the emergence of American
Pop Art in the 1960s. Consequently, Frizzell and Hartigan
were shown ‘the way byPopArt.” while Watkins's painting
is aligned to the art of Roy Lichtenstein.” The most obvious
admiration for the potential of the comic book came not
from Pound, but from artist Dick Frizzell, who commented:

"T read comics as a kid all the time. T
stopped reading them at art school - I
was ashamed of being seen. Now I'm
past all that shit. I can be myself."”

If comics found their way into Pound's text partially through
the impact of Pop Art, their presence in the New Image
exhibition ultimately served the cause of serious painting.
Comic book conventions in a painting frequently signalled
the subversion of the pretensions of high art. Hence, Pound
refers to the use of ‘low’ art sources as “non-art images,'“
with their purpose being primarily as a vehicle to generate
a discussion and criticism of serious art.” Pound's
recognition of comic aesthetics and their contribution to
the dialogue of painting is welcome and the contempt for
high art’s posturing is refreshing. However, the emphasis
placed upon the potential for 'low’ art to trigger irony and
ridicule places the fine arts in an obvious position of
superiority, Although Frizzell and Hartigan demonstrated
a respect and enthusiasm for such things as comics and
comic art, Mew Image gives limited approval to such values.

Am 11897
\Y Dick Frizzell
Courtesy of the Artist and Gow Langstord Gallery, Aucktand

High art was also prepared to attack popular aesthetics ina
more direct and conspicuous manner. Curnow responded to
the attention given to the New Image painters in the early
1980s as occupying ‘advanced” positions in the art world, a
stance for which “they [did] not, in fhis] opinion, qualify.”™

He was, however, pleased to exempt Frizzell from this group
because he believed that Frizzell’s art had changed since
1983 into @ more “personal myth-orientated imagery and
handling that is faux-naive, sincere... [it] has deepened and
subverted his previous manner, putting popular culture at a
distance.”™ In summary, Frizzell's art was perceived to be
of substance because he was understood (mistakenly) to
have thrown off the influence of popular art and comic books.

Dunedin artist Nicala Jackson was also labelled a New
Image painter.” Writing for Art New Zealand in 1990,
art critic Peter Leech reviewed a group exhibitien of work
by Jackson, Jenny Dol&ze! and Debra Bustin at the Dunedin
Public Art Gallery. Leech tock writer Peter Entwisle to
task for declaring that Nicola Jackson's art might represent
achallenge to the duller aspects of recent local modernism,
observing that “challenges for the rest of the artworld are

- normally figured in the metaphor of flinging down a

gauntlet, not waving a brightly-coloured woollen mitten."™
The assumption Leech makes is that the trappings of
popular art, i.e, the rich and sensational colours, the bold
black outline and cartoon forms described by Jackson, fail
to fully engage on a profound level, either aesthetically or
philosophically. Rather than recognising the subversive



nature of Jackson's work, Leech valued it as "a passing

A
fascination.

Is it possible to deal with the imagery and format of comic
books in serious Western culture and gain credible
acceptance? Possibly not. More recently Dick Frizzell has
been berated by critics for the lack of genuinely profound
moments in his work. This was evident in reviews of his
1997 retrospective Portrait of a Serious Artiste: 20 Years
of Dick Frizzell. Auckland critic Keith Stewart commented
that the exhibition was the equivalent of McDonald's at
Auckland's Children’s Hospital: ‘MeArt,”” Gregory O'Brien
tendered dubious approval, noting that on one level; “The
curiosity, enthusiasm and... discipline with which he
approaches the business of putting paint on canvas or
board permeates his oeuvre,” while observing that the
exhibition lacked a certain profundity. He commented
that “The next twenty years will be pivotal for [Frizzell] in
every respect. The success of these paintings... demands

|'|'58
another step.

Tony de Lautour has been equally condemned for his
depiction of a corrupted comic-book character that strives
to resemble a New Zealand kiwi. In Bad White Art, de
Lautour's 1995 exhibition at the Brooke/Gifford Gallery in
Christchurch, critic Justin Paton noted in Art New Zealand

that de Lautour was:

an enthusiast [of the lowest strata of comic-
book imagery] who also happens to paint. That's
what makes the works so enjoyable, and so
inconsequential. You feel sure he'd rather read

I s 58
a comic than an art magazine. e

Canta 1972 (detail)
Philip Clairmont
Vol 42, No 5

Ripof-Crumbum

Paton’s commentary fails to recognise the impact of a
sophisticated comic-book aesthetic on de Lautour’s art that
emerged in the early 1990s in America, through
publications such as Robert Crumb's Weijrde and
Fantagraphics Books. American artists Harvey Pekar, Kaz,
Peter Bagge and Jamie and Gilbert Hernandez dealt with
questions of alienation, human identity and the dilemma
of existence through the comic-book medium with
characters close in spirit and aesthetic to de Lautour's. If
the work appears ‘inconsequential,” then this is an
appropriate commentary, not on de Lautour’s work as a
whole, but on the predicament of estrangement that the

‘low-life," in his paintings, are forced to confront.

Objections to comic book aesthetics are not merely limited
to critics and writers. In Comix: A Survey of Contemporary
New Zealand Comics, (an Auckland exhibition curated by
Tim Renner at the Fisher Gallery in 1996) a traditionally
fine art gallery provided exhibition space for leading New
Zealand comic artists.” While this exhibition represented
the first time that such an art space had been given over to
comic art, the gallery treated it differently. Participants
were given guidelines regarding the censorship of their
artand reminded of the Censorship Act 1993, as it related
to parnography. Would the gallery have raised such issues
if the work in question had been painting, printmaking or
sculpture? Their concern over pornography in the exhibition
indicated a lack of confidence in the comic book to deal

with little more than content attributable to children.

There was also an implication that those artists who chose
to draw and write comics were undisciplined in their
behaviour and character. The discussion of general
business in the gallery was described in the meetings notes
for the exhibition as unmanageable and that 'such abuse

of an agenda was almost totally unheard of.”

This evidence of the intolerance between high and low art
contradicts the premise put forward by American art
commentators Kirk Varnedoe and Adam Gopnik in the
exhibition catalogue High and Low: Modern Art and Popular
Culture(1990). Vamedoe and Gopnik’s text accompanied an
exhibition of the same name, curated by the Museum of
Modern Art in New York, in which they contended that
serious and popular art have mutually drawn upon one

% " " . B2
another at various times in the twentieth century:



Our goal is to examine the transformations
through which modern painters and sculptors
have made new poetic language by reimagining
the possibilities in forms of popular cuiture; and
as a corollary, to acknowledge the way back into

T a
the common currency of public visual prose.

However, the issue of the relationship between high and
low art for most artists and writers is complex and more
frequently characterised by friction and disagreement. Some
painters have demonstrated difficulty in dealing with comics
as little more than a tool with which to subvert high art,
while galleries, critics and historians have automatically
assumed the superiority of fine art over the comic.

This paint of view is also evident in Varnedoe and Gopnik’s
text. Robert Boyd noted in his review of Vamedoe and
Gopnik’s exhibition catalogue that underground cartoonist
Robert Crumb is diminished by these curators when they
make comparisons between Crumb’s work and painter

Philip Guston. Vamedoe and Gopnik state that

In 1966, at the same time Crumb was
experiencing his moment of vision and revolt,
another and larger revolt against an entrenched
and cheerful lie of art had just begun, larger than

Crumb’s revolt in scale and ultimate achievement.

The assumption Varnedoe and Gopnik make is that
Guston's work as a painter is more significant than that of

. . . . B
Crumb’s as a comic book artist.

Consequently, the very disdain with which comics have
been regarded can make them an appealing and subversive
area of exploration for a number of serious artists.
American art critic and historian Irving Sandler observed
that the emergence of ‘new image’ art in the USA in the

late 1970s was characterised by a deliberate rejection of;

Canta 1972 [detail)
Philip Clairmant

“the classic canons of good taste,
draftsmanship, acceptable
source material, rendering, or
illusionistic representation... This
is work that avoids the
conventions of high art..
Accordingly, bad painters looked

for inspiration to 'low' art."”

Such borrowings however, were capable of being far from
iri:fccent or executed with affection for the medium. Carrie
Ricky argued in Flash Art that such admiration for popular
aesthetics was often the artist’s way of "being intellectual

.8 - w8
about anti-intellectualism.

Boyd's criticism of Vamedoe's and Gopnik's High and Low:
Modem Art and Popular Culture also contended that both
high and low art have historically been dismissive of one
another. Photographer John Heartfield used pop culture,
not out of admiration, but critically. From the perspective
of the cartoon and the comic book, popular artists have
been equally disdainful of serious art. “There is a whole
tradition... [in comics] of gag cartoons ridiculing the latest

thing, whatever it may be, in painting and sculplure."”

In spite of such tensions and discord, there are artists,
both inside and outside New Zealand, who have responded
with varying levels of attachment towards the comic book.
One local painter who demonstrated little difficulty with
comics, expressing a genuine affection for them in
numerous aspects of his work, was Philip Clairmont. His
expressionist art of the 1970s and early 1980s is informed
as much by popular and underground comics as it is by
German Expressionism. In the early 1970s Clairmont
illustrated an issue of the University of Canterbury’s
student magazine, Canta,” as well as contributing to the

short-lived underground Christchurch magazine, Uncool™
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His illustrations for A Conscientious Drug Guide, in Canta
in 1972 conveyed a strong admiration for Robert Crumb.
Clairmont copied images directly from early issues of
Crumb’s Zap, as well as providing more original biomorphic

psychedelic texts and illustrations. Clairmont

“Uneool” No.) (cover)
Philip Clairmont

acknowledged the source for his work below the image,
labelling it *Ripof-Crumbum.”  The distortion and
elongation of forms and figures, bound in heavy shadows
and thick black outlines, may ultimately be traced back to
German Expressionism, but in the early 1970s, this
iconography was a familiar part of Clairmont's world
through his experience of the counterculture and

underground comics.

The impact of this aesthetic on Clairmont is apparent
in his painting. Jim and Mary Barr’s text for
Clairmont’s retrospective exhibition in 1987 makes
reference to this, as well as the underground
graphics that appeared on popular record covers.
They refer to the fractured and distorted forms in
Overcoat Over the Chair (1971) and relate its
embellishments to the “psychedelic era and the
popularisation of some eastern religions."?1

“Underground comix were a source of inspiration

Aspects of Culture 1986 (detail}
Gavin Chilcott

Collection of James Brow
Photography: Mal Brow



as much as the German Expressionists."ﬂ For Clairmont,
it remained an ongoing aspect of his work. A later painting
by the artist, Staircase Triptych 36 Roy Street(1977), draws
upon a similar aesthetic with its depiction of a
claustrophabic interior and the animation, and continually

evolving distortion, of furniture and fittings.

Gavin Chilcott's art has adopted ‘low" art to demean the
inflated ambitions of ‘serious art’ but is equally concerned
with raising something of the spirit and dissident nature
of the comic. The depreciation of the noble and
momentous through the use of comic aesthetics in
Chilcott’s work belittles wider aspects of our society. In
Aspects of Culture {1986) Chilcott humorously addresses
notions of culture and high art. He creates a world that
deflates the ambitions and pretentions of art by faking the
style of colouring-in books and comics from the 1960s.”

This image is certainly art addressing art, with self-

PISGUSTING 1S RIGHT!
AND YET SOMEHOW APT/
FOR ARTER ALL AREN'T
WE ALL JUST A BUNCH
OF BURGERS IN THIS
SOCIETY ?

1M NOT So SURE., MEL (!
THAT/S WHAT “THEY !
WOULD LIKE US TO -
THINMK OF COURSE., BUT
JUST BETWEEN yau
AMD ME | SMELL A/
WIENER | ,

Anarchy Comics Na 1 1978{detail)
Jay Kinney

conscious references to ways of representing culture.
However, its surreal and subversive attitude is indebted
to underground comics. Chilcott undermines the grandness
of a world that no longer has faith in its beliefs, and in
this sense Aspects of Culture is close in spirit to numerous
political underground comics produced in the United States
inthe late 1960s and 1970s, such as Jay Kinney's Anarchy
Comics.” Kinney’s habit of allowing objects from consumer
society, such as hamburgers and trays of meat, to speak

about their anxiety, is both humorous and urgent. Thereisa

similar game of cultural anarchy and revolution apparent in
Chilcott's image.

"However, the comic book is more
than an art form that serious artists
have occasionally drawn upon with
respect and admiration or taken up

to ridicule aspects of high art."
3

Undoubtedly, these are important elements of the genre's
use in fine art, but there is more. When comic book art
and serious art connect, a tension and empathy can take

place that cultivates both artforms.

What is it that fine art can steal from comic books? What
does it stand to learn from this unique artform? What is
the distinctive language of comics, its code of behaviours,

its iconography, its philosophy and practice as art?

Although characterised by its reputation as an iconoclast
in the art world, the comic book received a new respect
as a serious artform in the mid-1980s. This critical
consideration may ultimately only be tv?.mpmar\r,?E but
undoubtedly comics are encountering attention and
criticism in a way that they previously haven't. "Comic
narrative is finally taking its place beside film and fiction
as a medium capable of profundity, wit, humour and
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drama... comics are for the moment, hip.

This development was most notable in the publication of
Maus by Art Spiegelmanﬁ and the Pulitzer prize that it
later received.” Comic artist and author Spiegelman
chronicled the life of his father as a Jewish survivor of the
Nazi death camps, adding a complexity of meaning fo his
story. He presented his father as, in part, the unlikable
stereo-typical Jew that Hitler despised, and detailed the
tragedy of personal events in Spiegelman’s and his father’s
life in America that ultimately unfolded from the
circumstances of the Second World War. This comic was

nominated for the annual award in biography by the



National Book Critics Circle in 1987, and has nurtured a
level of serious criticism and commentary previously
unknown to the comic book. In Comic Books as History,
American comic critic and historian Joseph Witek
observed that:

The unprecedented critical reception for Maus
has changed, perhaps forever, the cultural
perception of what a comic book can be and
what can be accomplished by creators who take

s = - L]
seriously the sequential art medium.

In addition, the publication of Understanding Comics {1393}
by Scott McCloud” focused on the comic genre as a
distinctive artform with a language of its own worthy of
critical respect. McCloud establishes crucial aspects of
the art of the comic book and builds upon earlier definitions

explored by American comic book artist, Will Eisner.”

McCloud argues that comics are unique in their
combination of words and pictures, and in the sequential
reading of the elements that is required to make sense of

them. He establishes his dictionary definition as:

"Juxtaposed pictorial and other
images in deliberate sequence,
intended to convey information and/
or produce an aesthetic response in
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the viewer."

Such a definition provides a context from which the
influence of the comic on serious art can be better

understood. Although McCloud's explanation arguably

McCloud defines the comic book as a combfnatiun&pf
sequential words and pictures and uses this as a working
definition for the genre as serious art. For a painting or
sculpture to be perceived to be genuinely influenced by
comic art the image must do more than simply represent
comic characters. In this sense, the Pop Art paintings of
Roy Lichtenstein may depict the art of the comic, but they
fail to fully engage in its processes as an art form. Wystan
Curnow makes this point indirectly in his cbservations on
Colin McCahon's religious paintings from the 1940s.
Contrasting Lichenstein’s work with McCahan's, he notes
that "Warhol and Lichtenstein put on the style of the comic
artist, whereas McCahon adopts that of comic reader,

. B2
consumer of comics.

The Last Supper 1997
Jimmy Cooper
fMacDonald Collecti

Courtesy of Matk

touches upon aspects of fine art, his appreciation of a
particular set of values and circumstances that operate
within comics establishes an aesthetic with a dynamic
and life of its own. Recognition of this aesthetic
contributes an alternative (and possibly more relevant)
perspective and insight into the work of those artist who
have integrated elements of the comic book into the fine
arts. Jimmy Cooper's The Last Supper(1997) demonstrates
a perfect orchestration of McCloud's definition of
sequential images, and serves as a reminder that the
progressive organisation of a narrative is commonly shared
by high art. (Possibly most readily apparent in the artists
of the early Renaissance.) The panels that separate events

in a comic strip are implied through the four separate



sculptural reliefs in Cooper’s The Last Supper.
Consequently this work can be read as a succession of
responses between individual figures within comic panels
over a period of time. Even allowing for the assumption
that all thirteen have responded simultaneously to
circumstances, the emotional engagement between the
various groups indicates a myriad of responses that
extends and shrinks time between them. Cooper’s division
of events invites the spectator to read the work as a comic
strip is automatically read, from left to right .

Furthermore, like Clairmont's painting, Cooper’s art is
informed by American underground comics. This is most
apparent in the Robert Crumb-fike distortions of the figures,
and the unshaven, dishevelled, appearance of the Apostles
who share much in common with Crumb creations such
as Itzy and Bitzy or the leading figure in ‘Ducks Yas Yas.™

However, of more importance is the underlying anxiety and
disquiet that pervades both Crumb's and Cooper’s work.
These are outsiders, removed from society. The ‘larger
than life’ angst of Cooper’s figures is shared by the
emotional responses described in Crumb’s art, where
frequently autobiographical stories deal with individuals
trapped in a society and culture beyond their contral ™

The sequential nature of the comic strip and the demands
that it makes upon the reader to move logically through a
linear narrative is assumed without question in Violet
Faigan's Heard You Callin® My Name (1999). Faigan
understands that the work will be unravelled logically by
the spectator in the same way that a Victorian pianola
inevitably and mechanically moves from start to finish in
a musical score. Faigan’s joy lies in providing visual leaps
and bounds in time, space and iconography, allowing the
presumed logic of an uninterrupted narrative to be
challenged and underminded along the way.

The Tongue (1986) by Nicola Jackson establishes the sort
of dialogue between text and image that the best comic
artists frequently utilise. Jackson sets up an obvious
paradox, playing the image against the text. The physical
violation of the individual in the work is as humorous as it
is terrifying, with the carefully severed tongue and
tormented response of the figure set against the funky,
upbeat colour of the image and the bold comic outline.
This sense of discrepancy is heightened by the contrast
between words and picture. The fake rationality and well-
ordered logic of the statement regarding the left and right
side of the tongue, serves to increase the underlying
pgreeption of apprehension and discomfort.

The overt use of symbols and icons to represent reality is
also critical to the aesthetics of the comic. The abstraction
and definition of the real world as a generalised, highly
abstracted set of truths, is ideally suited to a popular medium
such as the comic as it allows for a compelling and intimate
engagement between the medium and the reader.

“In addition to the notion of a sequential storyline the comic book also links
words and pictures in a way that allows them to inform and nurture one another.”

At their best, words and pictures are inseparable,
constructing unique means of expression and perception.

Cartooning isn't just a way of drawing, it is a way
of seeing. The ability of cartoons to focus our



attention on an idea is, | think, an important part
of their special power... The cartoon is a vacuum
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into which our identity and awareness are pulled.

Dick Frizzell's The Spirit Moves Amongst Us (1992) acts in
just this way. Frizzell places comic, cartoon, tourist and
advertising figures side by side in strip panels, and surrounds
them with a text that invites reflection on the nature of New
Zealand culture and society. The Four-Square man, Superman,
Frosty Boy and the local farmer are placed together, acting as
symbols that are capable of generating a set of wide-ranging
responses. The advertising tiki and Four-Square man share
connections to the popular culture of the 1950s and 60s,
prompting recollections of trips to the local dairy with parents
and grandparents or of holidays in Westland and Queenstown.
Collectively, these images form a convincing sense of personal
and community identity. Frizzell's employment of the iconic
power of the comic, in part, shares McCloud's recognition
that the cartoon establishes a direct and commanding empathy

with the viewer that naturalism frequently shuffles around.

If comic books often place emphasis upon symbolic rather
than naturalistic descriptions of the world, they also define
reality through other conceptual means, most obviously
the written word. As an art form, comics are unique
because "words, pictures and other icons are the
vocabulary of [their] language,"a? and all can share equal
billing. Peter Robinson’s use of slogans and phrases in
his work from the mid-1990s onwards recognises the
power of the word. In Robinson's Community Notice Board

{1994), phrases taken from billboards and advertising notices

The Spirit Moves Amongst Us 1992
Dick Frizzell
Courtesy of Saatchi & Saan:[;r&' Ltd
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Community Notice Board 1994

Peter Robinson

Courtesy of Govett-Brewster Gallery

The Stevensan Collection, Blenheim (long term loan)

around Christchurch are not only placed in the format of a
comic strip, but alsowork as symbols, clarifying the artist's
intentions. Robinson establishes an intimate relationship
between the phrases he utilises and the manner in which
they are realised. The manipulation of words in comics,
through devices such as expanded exclamation marks,
broken wavering lines, musical notes and lightening bolts
is, in spirit, taken up by Robinson in his enlargement of
selected areas of the text, and inclusion of objects such
as the hat, car and aeroplane. Consequently, "WHYTE
BROS. I. N. C." assumes a corperate and criminal dimension
through its placement in a silhouetted mafia-style hat,
while "MASSIVE SELL OUT SALE' appropriately takes on
the appearance of a no-nonsense, take-charge message
through its placement high up on the picture plane and
the large expansive scale of its uppercase lettering.
Robinson gives greater life to his words through
recognition of their potential as a vital conceptual element
in his art, inviting a close dialogue between text and

audience.

Similarly, James Robinson's He Kept Saying There Was
Something Wrong With Me (1997) utilises words in an
evocative and expressive manner to heighten the power
of the image that they accompany. The large and ominous
'He," that looms over the emasculated figure in this wark
threatens to engage further harm, while the shaken, rapidly
fading phrase, 'we get home no one there,” acts as a
disappearing cry for aid. The words share equal billing

with the image as conveyers of the work's message.



As Dick Frizzell observed about the comic / fine art
partnership, the fine arts also depend upon the relationship
between text and image. Although rarely acknowledged;

“The title of a painting makes the link
between words and pictures crucial
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in painting.

He Kapt Telling Me There Was Something Wrong With Ma 1581
Jumes Aobinson
Private Collection

Theiclea thata picture can evoke an emotional or sensual response

intheviewerisfalsolvitaltoteartofcomics. . Consequently
the comic sometimes utilises a set of familiar symbols to
convey human emotions. The comic medium makes use
of line in @ way that has developed into "the primordial
stuff from which a formalised Ianguage." has evolved.
Lighting bolts, dynamic lines and small curving lines all
demand a different response from the comic book reader,
as they act to represent concepts such as shock, sense of
smell, explosions and other abstract ideas. Paul Radford's
Yeah Big!/ (1998) embraces this concept and takes the
opportunity to invent a new and distinctly personal set of
comic symbols and signs. The utterances of children are
represented as rich, hefty, tangible shapes that enunciate
the life and spirit of their source.

Yeah, Bigl 1998
Paul Radioed
Courtasy of the artist

\
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Tom Kreisler's Twelve Clouds: Every Cloud Has a Silver
Lining also recognises the merit of such conventions,
adopting the comic book thought balloon in a way that
establishes both a physical and a cognitive reality.
Kreisler’s image constitutes philosophical speculation, as
the clouds hover between mist, vapour and thought. They
seem to pause quietly, waiting for the spectator to inform
them. The artist touches processes of perception and
realisation, and the way in which human experience is
represented in the visual arts.

This capacity to identify with signs and models of reality
on a personal level is vital to the comic. McCloud argues
that the active engagement the reader readily makes with
its iconic nature is shared by only one other medium in
the late twentieth century:

“Its been over twenty years since [Marshall]
McLuhan first observed that those people
growing up in the late twentieth century didn’t
want goals so much as they wanted roles! And

Twveive Clouds: Every Clovd has a Siver Lining 1997
Tom Kreistes
Courtesy of the artist and Jonathan Smart Gaflery




that’s what visual iconography is all about. As
it happens, only two popular media were
identified by McLuhan as ‘cool’ media - that is,
media which commanded audience involvement
through iconic forms. One of them, television,
has reached into the lives of every human being
on earth... The fate of the other one, comics...
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IS anyone s guess.

The aesthetic of the comic also recognises the importance
of closure, a characteristic that lies at the heart of its
appeal. The space between each panel in a comic strip is
the moment in which the reader is required to put the gaps

in time, space and narrative together:

occupies a strategic position. Although time and space
are located within a span of six days through the painting’s
title, the landscape in this work indicates both a single
day and the eternity of the universe. Elemental landforms
witness both the rising and setting of the sun, and the
enormity of life itself. If the viewer is required to fill the
intervals in time and space between the panels in a comic,
McCahon establishes a sense of the momentary nature of
existence as the spectator takes the leap between an hour,
a day, and forever, from panel to panel. The division of
the picture plane into the format of comic book panels
and the demands made upon the spectator to fill in the
gaps, confirms that McCahon is one of the country’s most
important comic book artists.

"Human imagination takes two separate images and transforms them into a

single idea... Nothing is seen between the two panels but something tells you

something must be there... Comic panels fracture both time and space, of fering

a jagged staccato rhythm of unconnected moments, but closure allows us to

connect these moments and mentally construct a continuous, unified reality...
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In a very real sense comics is (sic) closure.”

This engagement of the spectator in fulfilling the act of
closure is beautifully realised in Colin McCahon's Six Days
in Nelson and Canterbury (1959). In McCahoii. division

of the canvas into a comic strip of six panels, closure

Equally, Mang(1997) by Mark Braunias demands that links
are established between cach image. Ina Mird-inspired
world of metamorphosis and permutation, forms are
entrapped, released and evolve with a sense of perplexity
and wonder. Void and shape interchange, inviting the

spectator to share in this complication.

As for the comic panel itself, in which all the
dialogue, action, imagery and narrative unfo' !,
MecCloud establishes that the panel also works as

an icon that contains:

no fixed or absolute meaning... The panel acts
as a sort of general indicator that time or space
is being divided... The durations of that time and

the dimensions of that space are defined more

Six Days in Nefson and Canterbury 1950
Colin McCahon

Coltection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki
Reproduced with the permission of the

Calin McCahion Resaarch and Publication Trust



by the contents of the panel than by the panel
itself... The panel border is our guide through
space and time...”

The notion that a moment of reality can be defined
through the placement of the panel is readily apparent
in Frizzell's The Spirit Moves Amongst Us {1992). The
artist limits the space between the panels and crowds
the figures close to the front of each frame, inviting the
work to be read both as a single image, and as a set of
multiple impressions. The artist is signalling that the
claustrophobic assemblage of forms in this artwork
represents a short passage of time, and quick snapshots

of New Zealand culture.

Tony de Lautour’s Comic Cuts (1996) also recognises this
conception of a picture of local life, reassembling what

Mang 1938

Mark Braunias
Courtesy of the Gragory Flint Gallery, Auckiand

and time, moving through a series of childhood memories
aqd from individual to individual. ‘Cousin Kathleen at her
easel’ in the first panel shares only its general concept
with the second panel - that people utilise materials to
construct and establish objects and forms that may be

labelled art. Similarly, the strangeness of “Plasticine

appear initially to be panels cut from various comics. The
dark tattooed kiwi, the knife-wielding figure and other
assorted individuals in this work are linked by their concern
with violence, drugs and antisocial behaviour, yet de Lautour
utilises the division between each panel to isolate them
and focus upon their individuality as much as their
similarities. Itis like being an uncomfortable witness to a
Friday night party in the worst part of town, yet being drawn
into empathy with the distinctiveness of these characters.
The divisions between de Lautour’s panels allow for a
reflective pause that recognises both the limitations and
the rich diversity of the culture he describes. As leaps are
made from image to image, the relationships between these
figures engages a feeling that these collective lunatics and
weirdos are also quite unique.

In Gavin Chilcott's Aspects of Culture (1986) the artist
connects varying perceptions of the arts through space

Comic Cuts 199
Tony de Lautour
Courtesy of Brooke Gilford Gallary

dinner John St. Early 60s” asks for a leap in time and
space from the viewer before returning to the final image,
‘Cello practice'. Chilcott's references to creative processes
act as a link between each separate panel and allow
profound leaps between events, with the frame containing
each image and acting as a device to signal to the reader
that a move from one location to another is about to take
place. The artist clearly recognises that the comic strip
panel is not confined within linear time and that the panel
allows him to both contain an idea or activity while
connecting it in some way to wider conceptions or

endeavours.

Bill Hammond's Job Search (1989) deals with space and
time in a similar manner, although the artist removes the
need for the frames of the comic book panel. The painting’s

title indicates a specific activity while the strips of



Job Search 1989 [detail)

Bill Hammond

Courtesy of Paul and Fran Dibble
Photography: Karl Valpy

wallpaper Hammond constructs his images upon invite
shifts between intimate and personal observations of
anxiety to a more general commentary about the dilemma
of 'life in the big city.” More importantly, however, the
reading of this work in a panel-by-panel manner means that
Hammond is able to shift emotional territory with ease, and

move between intimacy, detachment, or intimidation.

This movement between time and place, and culture and
environment, within a single image is further cultivated by
the inclusion of words, which contribute not just a text, but

the establishment of a pause within the picture frame:

Leek understands the conventions of the
comic book in her placement of words, and
in the suitably broad and expansive
treatment of space in Coney Island Baby. It
is as though she wishes to provide the
spectator with enough time and room to
wander around the fairground and the

picture plane itself.

Jason Greig's Ffrom My Tongue No Lie Will
Come (1989) makes use of words in a
similar manner, heightening the audience's
discomfort by forcing the viewer to linger in an
environment that they may prefer to escape. In part,
Greig's work derives from the horror comics of the 1350s,
It is bath a teenager’s bad attempt at one, riddled with
sexual guilt and unfolding levels of violence, while
recognising, and representing almost everything that
parents worry about in comic books. It is as though
Greig is seeking to confirm the worst fears of the Landfall
(1955) article on comics. From My Tongue No Lie Will
Come does indeed appear to blunt “the finer feelings of
conscience, of mercy, of sympathy for other people’s
sufferings and of respect for women as women and not

. o5
merely as sex objects.

"Just as pictures and the intervals between them create an illusion of fime

through closure, words infroduce time by representing that which can only
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exist in time... sound.

In Saskia Leek’s Coney Island Baby(1997) time
slowly unfolds through the introductory phrase
at the top of the picture plane, establishing
an opening mood for the work, Furthermore,
the fairground attractions and their
advertisements invite an inspection of the
park, and delays reading the speech balloon

emanating from the figure in the foreground.

Fram My Tongue No Lie Will Came 1989
Jason Greig

Collection of the artist

Photography: Karl Valpy




Greig's image is consumed by the power of the comic book
and appreciative of its occasionally over-indulgent sense
of violence. Unravelling the strange dreams and fantasies
of adolescence, Greig conveys an edgy violence and horror
that is both tragic and humorous, being ultimately the
pathetic, doomed and unfulfilled ambitions of popular
stereotypical conceptions of a "problem-with-youth’

syndrome.

The capacity of Greig's work to disturb, in its narrative
and its aesthetics, helps to explain the appeal of the comic
book to a number of artists. If the medium has received
little recognition as a serious art form from
critics and academics, its ability to act
‘outside’ or apart from more accepted means
of expression contributes to the enchantment
it offers to artists seeking to break the rules.
In New Zealand, the work of Frizzell, de
Lautour and Leek is based in part on the

and the sense of self is engulfed in various
discourses of spirituality, the only vocabulary
the artist shares with his audience is that of
cartoons, mass media or fashion, that is indeed
tragic... Intoxicated with pleasure, it also
contains the emptiness of the situation.”

This commentary on the mass media is important to the
art of Saskia Leek. Depicting an American culture that
she has experienced and acquired second-hand through
film, music, and magazines, Leek’s paintings celebrate, yet
also lament, the lack of genuine engagement with the real
thing. It is as though the thrill of popular
culture  will inevitably contain
disappointment, with Leek’s painting
manifesting a not-quite-genuine enthusiasm
for life in the fast lane.

Tony de Lautour’s art is also much more than

notion of actingasa maverickinthepresence (& AAIPL YNy, merely bad white art. The menacing tattoo,

of ‘seriousart. De Lautour has observed that

he derives some pleasure from the knowledge that his
street-wise iconography has entered the hallowed world
of serious art. In an interview in 1995 he expressed his
satisfaction at “the irony of using the traditional richness
of oil paint, ‘the fine art medium,” to express and explore

" i ﬂ*
common concerns.

The engagement with popular culture by
contemporary art is, however, more than
merely a desire to outrage. This spirit of
indignation is also indicative of a skepticism
about the confidence of civilisation in the late
twentieth century and is shared by cultures
and artists throughout the world. In Japan
the comic book is a respected and established
form of art and, not surprisingly, artists such as Takashi
Murakami have made welcome use of cartoons, fashion
and media commodities to address the irrelevance of
humanism and high culture in late twentieth century Japan:

Murakami's strength lies in his ability to realise
the sadness of being encapsulated in consumer
society, which he shares with contemporary
youth. Some may find it a tragic situation if, in
a society where traditional values disintegrate

the atmosphere of violence and hangovers,
are indicative of an aspiration to breathe new life into the
act of painting. In paintings such as N. Z (1992) de Lautour’s
work seems to address the difficulty of injecting a sense of
dangerand substance into an art world that, in the late 1990s,
finds the act of painting somewhat commonplace. De
Lautour’s art seeks to reposition itself through
adopting a counterculture that makes possible
an indulgence in the task of applying paint on
canvas. The world his painting defines openly
admits its failure, and consequently disarms any
well-intended criticism.

Within the comic book medium itself, the role
of outcast means that a comic artist possesses
an enviable status compared to the serious
painter. In the 1990s it is possible for the comic illustrator
to write, draw, print and publish work without the need for
apublisher, let alone a dealer or public gallery. Furthermore,
the comic artist’s work is consumed without requiring the
approval or support of the art world curator or critic.
McCloud maintains that this freedom from the tyranny of
institutions preserves the innovative life and dynamics of
the comic book. He notes that “understanding comics today
is serious business. Today, comics is (sic) one of the few

forms of mass communication in which individual choices

Characters in Underworld

O Kat

The Comics Journal Kar intervew
#1856 Agril 1986
Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books

Characters in Underworld

@ Kz

The Comics Journal Kaz Interview
4185 Agril 1886

Courtasy of Fantagraphics Books



still have a chance to be heard.” If the visual arts still
recognise the need to challenge, push boundaries or shock
and provoke an audience, then the renegade status of the
comic book remains an admirable proposition. McCloud's
analysis of its aesthetics concludes with an optimism that

is to be envied by the fine arts.

“[Comic books] offer tremendous resources to all writers
and artists; faithfulness, control, a chance to be heard far
and wide without fear of compromise...{they offer) range
and versatility with all the potential imagery of film and

painting plus the intimacy of the written word.”

In this sense, the ambitions of the comic are the hopes
and wishes of all serious artists. Although comics may
have too frequently been the object of critical derision in
New Zealand and throughout the Western world, the
medium is capable of inspiring high art, both because of

its dissident status and in spite of it. From the academic

criticism of A. R. D. Fairburn, to the dismissive tones of
Wystan Curnow, and the misguided criticisms of Frizzell
and De Lautour, comics appear, fortunately, to have been
bomn under a bad 5;1'gn'E Possibly the recent emergence of
the comic as a serious art form may be altering this
standing. However, this degree of new-found respect for
the medium coincides with its emergence as arguably the
last remaining independent means of artistic expression
available to an artist. Its long-standing reputation as an
iconoclast may yet be sustainable, lending it an appeal

that is compelling.

The sense of anarchy, and the limitless creative
possibilities the medium contained, was (and remains
today) remarkably tangible in Robert Crumb’s Zap No. |
(1967). Crumb plunged from profound speculation about
his artistic capabilities to a text that belonged in a bad
detective novel, before descending to a well-poised insult

and challenge aimed at the reader:

I'm one of the world's last great medieval thinkers!

MIGHT S8 I'™M A MAD
ggxumlﬂ,Fo& MY Plans
HAVE AL BEEN WORKED
oUT QUITE METHODICALLY..
LOGICALLY... BUT THE ENDS
WSTIFY THE MEANS., HEH Mew..

THIS COMIC BOOK (S

PART OF THAT PLAN..8UT
You'VE READ T0O MUCH

ALREADY..I HAUE JoOU
RIGHT WHERE | WANT

59, KITCHEE-KOO,
'You BASTARDS!

- 3 "

R\l
\\\\ ‘lli

“,'fr’j/
i f

Mafini

ly A Case Of De:
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Robart Crumb
Courtesy of Fantagraphic Books



Why Art is "@*#"

and Comics are so Fantastic

by Tim Bollinger
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Art is Easy

Comics are Hard

An Interview by Renee Jones




Auckland comic book artist Renee Jones interviews artists

Violet Faigan and Saskia Leek

Renee Jones: Are there any particular comics

Saskia Leek:

Violet Faigan:

RJ:

RJ:

RJ:

that you have been influenced
by or interested in?

We have been discussing this quite a lot.
Neither of us are really big comic
collectors or really major comic
enthusiasts. | guess we like pretty similar
[comics] ... | like Dan Clowes. | like kind
of spooky comics. Charles Burns.

[There are] a couple of compilations...
Duplex Planetby Dave Greenberger which
is stories being told at the Duplex planet
nursing home for elderly people. That kind
of thing. | find [those] to be of the most
interest. | have never been one for fantasy
comics or anything like that. Real Stuffis
another one [l like] by Dennis T. Eicharn. |
find that kind of spookiness to be more
spooky than created fantasy.

The creepiness that goes on in
real life anyway?

Yeah and just that mysteriousness in fairly
ordinary things... the mystery in people’s
persanality.

Neither of you have collected
huge amounts of comics or
bought them when you were kids?

No. | have kind of read my brothers’ and
boyfriends’ ones more. The male comic
collector’s territory. {Laughs)

Yeah. | have read them if they were
around. If | have got money | would
generally rather buy records. | never really
went through that comic phase. | sort of
grew up with Crumb, Zap kind of comics,
and Harvey Pekar. Also a lot of Richie
Rich and Donald Duck rather than that kind
of superhera or 2000AD thing.

The real commercial stuff?

RJ:

I would still rather read Donald Duck than
modern Sci/Fi and fantasy. Definitely. |
just can't get interested.

You both make a strong use of
words combined with pictures.
Is that fo strengthen the image
with the words, or do they come
together in a different way?

| initially started using words in my
drawings when the drawings were more
a vehicle for describing an actual event.
Jotting down incidents that happened to
me. So the best way to portray that was
to have some drawings, but the
interesting things were perhaps what had
been said during those incidents.

What about you, Saskia?

Pretty similarly, just wanting to get across
really simple everyday narratives and that
just seemed like a really straight forward
way of telling a story. Simple one-liners.
In the [same] kind of way that maybe
Raymond Carver's short stories work. |
use text and image to play off each other.
Saying one thing when something else is
happening in the picture. Humour can also
add a kind of sadness or innocence to the
work... | stole text from mystifying
advertising campaigns or overheard
snippets if conversation, etc. | did one
series where | travelled around on buses
all day eavesdropping. Now people are
disappointed when they're not funny, but
they were never about just being funny.

You are actually trying to tell
them a story?

Yeah

Which can obviously be done without that,
but it is quite a useful device.

o



RJ:

I notice, Violet, that you have

written down dreams as a source
for inspiration for some of your
artwork. Canyou tell about that?

Just occasionally, this was another reason
why I would use text in drawings. | would

try to draw dream scenarios and because

dreams are so fragmented and
complicated, and more often a feeling
than a visual image, it required both the
written information ... and the visual
image as well.

The image alone may not be able
to sum up how you are feeling or
what the actual setting was?

Just when dealing with things that are
already complicated ... having both those
references to go on. The visual and the
written.

How about you Saskia. Have you
used that as the basis as well?

Yeah | have. Dream imagery has popped
in there occasionally as have a lot of
other {things) ... | guess ... dream imagery
is a really big source for a lot of comic
artists and | think more than being directly
inspired by comic artists, it's more a case
of being inspired by the material they
draw from as well. [l have been | really
influenced by Disney... all those children’s
educational videos that you watch as a
kid you know, Jiminy Cricket. Or ...

Mr Apple. by
We are both pretty big thrift store art
collectors.

Cartooning is so much

drawn from all the other
elements of popular culture and
I guess you guys do it ina slightly
different way as well. And it's
obviously a huge part of what you
do. You talked about TV

and rock music. Have you
actually done many comic books
yourself at all, either of you?

RJ:

We have got one in the pipeline. (Laughs)
We have got a beauty!... Justa couple of
years now. Ithas gone through many title
changes. It has kind of been a project of
procrastination,

Yeah. We have both done stuff that we
have never really compiled and we have
had ideas of putting a comic together. We
have come up with names for the comic.
But we have never actually done the
comic. (Laughs)

We got pretty excited about it. It will
happen. But don't hold your breath!

Why do you think it has been a
harder project to complete than
your own individual "fine art” in
big quotation marks projects?

Heard You Caltin” My Nam {detall)
Violet Faigan
Courtesy of the Artist
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Is it just that you have had
other things to do?

| guess it has been a secondary kind of
thing.

| am not good at ... | cannot come up with
the stories.

Yeah, it's that thing that you have to have
a bulk of really decent...

Its too hard for us. (Laughs)
Yeah. (Laughs)
Art is easy. (Laughs)

Conveying an image as opposed
to trying to get a whole kind of
story?

It is 2 totally different thing.

Representing fragments alone, | can do
but it requires a different confidence to
feel that you have made something that
is interesting enough when you are
dealing with a story and you are not
perhaps a writer. Although | am sure that
our comic will be fantastic.

t's like the difference between
photography stills and film, | guess.

That's a really good analogy.
Itis a different skill to grab one image.

How did you guys both start
working in the styles that you
are doing now?

| have always done drawings and my style
has developed fairly unconsciously. So
where | am now is just picking up bits here
and there, being influenced by the people
around me, not solely visual artists.

That the cool's thing about how
people are approaching [art]
these days. It is not the big,
serious conservative
establishment thing that it used
to be. People are having a lot
more fun with it and drawing
elements that they have enjoyed

RJ :

RI:

in the past and commenting on
stuff that they don't like as
much, but it doesn't have to
be all serious.

That was something that | wanted to say.
A comic artist | really like is my flatmate,
Liz. She does cartoons and she can't
really draw. She doesn't pretend not to
be able to draw in a faux- naive way or
anything. She reallycan’t. She tells these
short everyday stories but because she
can”t draw, it actually makes them more
complicated and it takes quite a long time
to figure out what is happening in a very
ordinary scene. | think she is an excellent
artist.

It adds something to it?

Yeah. How do | make the arm go over
here? I'll just put it over there. (Laughs)

Yeah , I have seen some of her
stuff and it's good. She did a
comic up North I think

She does “Flying Fox.’

Saskia, here is one for you. The
Fisher Gallery comic exhibition
catalogue?

| don't want to talk about it | don't even
know if | was in that show. | didn't see
the catalogue or anything.

Did they get you to send ina
work and you never did?

Yeah | think that | ran away or something.
(Laughs) It was a weird thing for me. |
didn’t know the guys or anything.
Somebody suggested me because they
couldn’t do it. It was sort of like that . It
was really comic artists and | am not a
comic artist, and they just wanted a
woman to be in it. They couldn't track
down any women. | felt pretty silly about
itin the end.

We have briefly mentioned
some of the artists that you
have both been interested in.



Congy Island Baby 1397
Saskia Leek

Courtesy of Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, Peter Robinson Collection (long term loan)

Photography: Karl Valpy

Are there any others? You have
written down Crumb.

We were talking about him yesterday.
Why do | like Crumb when ordinarily that
kind of imagery would disgust me? Crumb
is cool because he depicts himself as a
disgusting man. Weedy, and dribbling,
always horny and his girls are physically
strong. They are huge, and | think that is
why | forgive Crumb for being a pervq{s, |
like him very much and Dame Darcy of the
other end af the scale. A Victorian
romantic. Very saucy! She is another
person who is also involved in music as
well through drawing record covers, and
she is in a bluegrass band herself.

| actually mentioned George Herrimann in
the last interview | did as being an
influence a long time ago when | was at
art school. One of the first comic
influences | had. Crazy Kat and Ignat
mouse. Reallykind of sparse landscapes.
Not so much now | guess, but they were
atartschool. Aswell as other artists that

RJ:

RJ:

have been influenced by comics. Saul
Steinburg was another influence.

You have added comic influence
to your original art background.

The last show that | did didn't have any
wordsin it. Itfeltkind of strange. | almost
had to force myself to take them out.

The compositions still have that

empty kind of ghostly, haunted
composition which is more a comic style
than a typical painting. But what would |
know about your work? {Laughs)

You have chosen fine arts over
comic books and I guess that
relates to what I said before
about it.

About it being too hard? (Laughs)

About just picking out images
rather than the whole process
of narratives and storylines and
producing books and limiting
yourself to certain materials
such as pen and ink.

YYeah, | really like making objects, and videos.

Why is the comic industry so
male dominated? It is just
basically geared to young boys.
Although there are a lot more
women around now.

A boy suggested to me that it was to
impress girls. (Laughs) That boys were
the biggest collectors of stuff,

Girls take their other girl friends into their
bedrooms and boys take their comics into
their bedrooms, perhaps.

Is there a difference in the
way in which women use the
format of the comic book?

There seems to be a prevalence among
women to do a personal narrative-type story.

And once again you could write an essay
about why that is.

But, funnily enough, bath Violet
and | have used that format as well.
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