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STUDENT : Con Emmanuelle DATE: 4 AUG 2010 

 

NAME OF ILLUSTRATOR: Frank Frazetta 

GENRE / STYLE: Fantasy Art / Comics / Book Covers 

NATIONALITY: American 

DATES OF BIRTH / DEATH: 9 February1928 – 10 May2010 

 

Reasons for choosing this person: 

I am a big fan of fantasy art, especially when it relates to the old Warren comics from the 60s and 70s 

such as Conan and Vampirella. I am drawn and inspired by Frazetta’s bold style when it comes to his 

paintings and sketches. His ability to depict form with anatomy is breathtaking. His pictures for me are 

alive and full of movement. Strong bold colours combined with subtle use of tone resonate brilliantly 

with outstanding compositions. Then there is the subject matter. My own art is influenced by the genre 

of sword and sorcery. Frazetta has an uncanny ability to create voluptuous warrior women and muscle-

toned heroes who have to fend of strange alien-like creatures and monsters from other worlds. I am 

especially impressed with his subtle brush strokes that are carefully executed to depict such amazing 

detail. To me, Frazetta is the ultimate master of fantasy art and indeed fine art.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  [Explain ways you conducted your research] Methods Used: (Tick) 

The Internet was useful in sourcing news articles and press releases 

regarding Frazetta and his legacy. There are many blogs dedicated to his 

greatness with some amazing insights written by fans, friends and those 

who knew him personally as well as professionally. Although the Internet 

was able to provide some high res images off his work, there was almost 

no photograph of the man himself or his family and friends. The best 

reference was a few books that I had purchased previously. I also 

watched the DVD, ‘Painting With Fire’ about three or four times to 

refresh my memory and to gain a greater perspective on his life story and 

his artwork.   

Internet √ 

Books √ 

DVD / VIDEO √ 

Face to Face  

Other 

 



 
1. Biography (including upbringing, family life, etc) 
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There is not a lot written about Frazetta’s upbringing, Frank was born on the 9th of February, 1928 

in Brooklyn, New York City. His was the youngest of four siblings, all sisters. His parents were both 

descendants’ of Italian Immigrants and were both born and raised in America. Frazetta’s father was 

a strict and hard working labourer while his mother (like most women of her generation) stayed 

home and looked after the house and children.  

 

The 1920s was an exciting time for many living in America. The industrial age had well and truly 

arrived and new technologies such as colour printing, photography, motion pictures, the radio and 

telephone has transformed the act of communication forever. But by the time little Frank Frazetta 

was born in 1928 life was becoming increasingly more difficult as America was heading towards the 

Great Stock market Crash and later the Great Depression. Frazetta’s family, like so many people 

living in Brooklyn were poor and struggling at times to make ends meet. Frazetta credits his 

grandmother as the first person in his life to encourage him to draw. At the tender age of only 

three, she recognised his unique talents and often paid him a penny just to get him to draw. Later, 

it was Frazetta’s school teacher’s that started promoting Frank as a child prodigy. They were able to 

convince his parent’s to enrol him in a local Art School. He was eight years old. 

 

As Frank became a teenager in the early 1940s, he soon gained a reputation as a tough guy on the 

streets of New York. Brooklyn was a violent place to live during those times and Frank was often 

forced to fend of gang members and thugs who lived in the neighbourhood. He was quite athletic 

and become quite popular with the young women. In fact, he often boasted about how tough and 

popular he had become.  

 

In 1956, he married Eleanor Kelly. Ellie would not only become his biggest fan but play a vital role in 

managing his estate and helping him to achieve great fame and financial success. They were 

married for 53 years before Ellie lost her battle with cancer in 2009. Frank and Ellie had four 

children; two boys Alfonso and William and two girls, Heidi and Holly. The children often state that 

they had an idyllic upbringing with both parents always close by since Frank mostly worked from 

home. 

 

Frazetta was plagued with health problems after 1986, first suffering with a undiagnosed thyroid 

problem for eight years and then a series of crippling strokes after 1995.  

It wasn’t until after Ellie’s death when his son Alfonzo (Frank Jr) tried to steal and sell 90 paintings. 

Luckily, the family was able to resolve their bitter dispute just before Frank Frazetta suffered yet 

another stroke and sadly died in May, 2010.



 
2. Education and training 

 

VAPAIJ011: APPLY RESEARCH & CRITICAL ANALYSIS   PAGE 3 OF 9 

From a very early stage it was Frazetta’s grandmother who was an early fan and inspired the young 

boy to draw and explore his artistic inclinations.  When Frazetta was only 8 years old his parents 

(prompted by Granny) and acting on instructions from his school teachers decided to enrol him into 

the Brooklyn Academy of Art which was run by a distinguished Fine Artist named Michele Falanga 

who was already well known in his native country of Italy. Falanga was able to educate the young 

Frazetta about the Great Masters of Art such as Rembrandt, Durer and Michelangelo.  

 

Frazetta would also study anatomy by repeatedly drawing life-size busts and statues of 

mythological Gods that were placed around the studio space at the Academy. Frazetta also 

discovered other sources of inspiration at the Academy by studying and learning with the other 

students who ranged from 15 to 80 years of age. He soon discovered a whole new world of 

Illustration through the works of NC Wyeth, Howard Pyle and JC Leyendecker. 

 

Falanga believed that the young Frazetta was indeed a child prodigy and made plans to send him to 

Italy to study traditional techniques with other renowned fine artists. Unfortunately he died 

prematurely before he could realise his wish and consequently, the Academy closed shortly after. 

Various illustrators helped to further educate the now teenage Frazetta including Al Williamson, 

Graham Ingels and Ralph Mayo. In fact, it was Mayo that insisted Frazetta should learn more about 

anatomy and loaned Frazetta two huge volumes of anatomical studies. Frazetta spent two nights 

redrawing each and every illustration in the books and promptly returned the volumes back to the 

astonished Mayo.



 
3. Influences and inspiration 

 

VAPAIJ011: APPLY RESEARCH & CRITICAL ANALYSIS   PAGE 4 OF 9 

As mentioned earlier, Frazetta was influenced by the illustrations of renowned American artists 

such as NC Wyeth and Howard Pyle and Frank Earle Schoonover (Schoonover as one of the notable 

students of Howard Pyle). As a young boy he grew up reading Edgar Rice Burroughs novels and 

stories as well as Treasure Comics and Tally Ho Comics. He was also influenced by Hal Foster and to 

a certain extent the brilliant work by Roy Krenkal and Jack Kirby. He credits his grandmother for 

both encouraging him and for providing him with artists’ materiel during tough times when such 

things were considered luxuries. Recalled Frazetta, several weeks before his death on May 10, 

2010, “When I drew something, she would be the one to say it was wonderful and would give me a 

penny to keep going.” 

 

He loved the early Walt Disney cartoons, especially FANTASIA and SNOW WHITE. He loved early 

toys and their exquisite colourings. There was a time when Milton Caniff was Frazetta’s main 

influence. Frank has several early sketchbooks filled with thick-lined drawings heavily influenced by 

Caniff. Frank also thoroughly enjoyed the cartoons of Carl Anderson’s HENRY; he was impressed by 

their complete simplicity and economy of line. POPEYE by Segar was another top favourite. 

Like everyone else, Frazetta’s childhood was filled with direct and powerful influences of every sort. 

What one sees and experiences in their childhood is so important in the growth process. No one 

escapes their childhood. Frazetta roamed, ran, jumped, and stalked all sorts of real and imagined 

creatures in his tough and violent Brooklyn neighbourhood. In published interviews and in 

countless private discussions, Frazetta has meticulously admitted and explained these early 

influences. Frank looked at the early Tarzan novels before he could even read; he loved the pictures 

by St. John. He also marvelled at the newspaper strip art of Hal Foster. When he got the TARZAN 

SINGLE SERIES#20 comic book, he said it was like the Encyclopaedia Britannica. The young Frazetta 

absorbed everything and was affected by everything. Frank loved the manic energy and loony 

characters. And, of course, he loved the panel-bursting art of Jack Kirby that was everywhere. If you 

know where to look, one can clearly see all these influences mysteriously mixed and transformed in 

the art of Frazetta. 

 

Frazetta’s highest praise has always been reserved for Hal Foster. In particular, Frank absolutely 

loved the early Foster Tarzan strips from 1932-1935. For forty years, Frazetta had an original Foster 

TARZAN hanging in his living room. The page is dated 1-21-34 (“The Captive King”) and it is a rare 

jewel resplendent with jungle, apes, and furious action. This is where Foster was at a creative peak, 

bursting with originality, creativity, and nonstop vitality. 

http://www.linesandcolors.com/2006/05/08/howard-pyle/�


 
4. Employment and working history 
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Frank Frazetta’s working career spans five decades where he worked as a comic book artist, 

magazine and book cover illustrator, commercial illustrator and the ultimate master of a new 

‘sword and sorcery’ style of fantasy art. His first job in comics was assisting John Giunta, at Bernard 

Baily's studio in New York doing pencil clean ups and inking in. His first published work was the 

Snowman story that appeared in December 1944's Tally-Ho.  

 

Between 1946 and 1948, Frazetta did his first solo work for Prize Publications' Treasure Comics. His 

clients expanded to include DS Publishing, Eastern Color, DC Comics, Avon, American Comics Group 

and Magazine Enterprises.  Frazetta's first solo comic book series, the jungle adventure Thun'da, 

ran for six issues in 1952 and 1953. His "Buck Rogers" covers for Famous Funnies are some of the 

most-lauded mainstream comics covers of all time. In 1953, Frazetta began work for Al Capp as an 

assistant on Li'l Abner in part to make some money in a more structured way than may have been 

available to him in the rapidly shrinking and always chaotic American comic book industry. Upon his 

departure from Capp after nine years together, Frazetta quickly discovered that the comics market 

had changed just enough to nudge him onto its sidelines. During this period he was invited to work 

for Playboy where he assisted Harvey Kurtzman and Will Elder on the Little Annie Fanny feature.  

 

In 1964, Frazetta forged a relationship with Jim Warren and his fledgling empire of genre-driven 

magazines such as Creepy, Eerie and eventually Vampirella. Encouraged by Roy Krenkel to try 

providing art for paperback books, Frazetta began to take on work at Ace Books. Starting with 

Tarzan covers and an assist by Krenkel, this soon expanded into a full-time job providing painted 

covers and occasional interior illustrations to a number of Edgar Rice Burroughs paperback series 

and related genre works.  

 

His paperback cover-painting career is probably most firmly linked to a certain physical conception 

of Conan The Barbarian that envisioned him as a hard man but not an overly muscled one: a stone 

cold, stone-age killer. His portrait of Ringo Starr in a mock advertisement for "Blecch Shampoo" 

moved him out of making comics and more fully into making painted images, a place he would stay 

for the remainder of his professional life. It directly led Frazetta to his first gig doing Hollywood 

movie posters. In the 70s, Frazetta continued to create movie posters, magazine and book covers 

and now album covers. In the early 1980s, Frazetta collaborated with animator and director Ralph 

Bakshi to produce an animated film based on elements of his work titled Fire and Ice. 

Unfortunately the movie was a flop. After his health deteriorated in the mid to late 80s with an 

undetected thyroid problem and then a series of strokes in the 90s, 



 
5. Style and technique (use of materials) 
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Frazetta's approach to creating art, whether it is oil, ink, or watercolour, is classical and traditional. 

There are no secret potions, paints, or exotic instruments responsible for Frazetta's magic. He 

begins with an idea. Consider his approach in creating a painting. For many years Frank would start 

the creative process by taking a hot cup of coffee, a pencil, and a sketchbook, and sit down on a 

faux zebra skin sofa next to a small light. He uses a simple #2 pencil that has been sharpened with a 

knife. The crude sharpening provides Frank with an abundance of angles on the pencil top. Each 

area provides Frazetta with a different visual effect. He prefers to work in the late night with a little 

classical music providing a pleasant background. After a bit of thought and a few sips of coffee, a 

small pencil drawing is drawn in the modest sketchbook.  

 

Frazetta has a powerful visual imagination. He is able to SEE his idea and transform it in his mind’s 

eye until he SEES the correct result. After mentally twisting it and turning it and considering all the 

possible angles of action and impact, he then puts it down on paper. The idea is drawn quickly and 

decisively; the essence is all there. If appropriate, Frazetta adds a bit of watercolour to this sketch 

to give it full form and to observe the effects of light. Often, even this colouring process is 

unnecessary and Frazetta moves directly to the easel, relying on his intuitive sense of colour 

correctness. This is really the sacred moment of inspiration and execution, the essence of creative 

intuition. Frazetta holds before him, in miniature, the first fruit of creative imagination- a direct 

flow from the inner soul of a great artist. 

 

Frank fulfils the definition of what a creative artist should be. He simply reaches within and 

magically transforms what he finds there into a work of art. Nothing intervenes in this process. No 

models, no photos, and no swipe files. He just makes it all up. 



 
6. Famous Work (description) 
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Conan the Destroyer (1971) 

The painting depicts Conan the Barbarian in 

the act of swinging an axe with dead 

warriors around him. Conan the Destroyer is 

one of many Conan paintings and artwork 

done by Frazetta. It was inspired by Robert 

E. Howard's Conan character that is 

featured in books, comics and films. 

The original oil painting had more or less the 

same battle scene, but the Conan figure 

depicted differently. Instead of the axe-

swinging figure shown here, Conan instead 

is strangling his enemies. Frazetta revised 

the painting several different ways after 

publication of the paperback book it was intended for, and only photos show these permutations 

(see the Frank Frazetta Testament book, page 72, for two images of the earlier versions). There is 

also a version of this painting with the face of actor Jack Palance painted inside Conan's helmet, 

apparently created by Frazetta onto a print of the painting, and used as a promotional material for 

an unrealized Hollywood production prior to the Arnold Schwarzenegger movie of 1982. 

 

Pursued by a small army, Conan heads for shelter in the ancient ruins of a forgotten city, lured by a 

flimsy rumor of treasure. Instead, he finds the fallen idols of twisted gods and a lot of croaking 

creatures. Conan soon finds himself battling a slithering monstrosity and an onslaught of undead 

warriors! Retainers to a lord long forgotten awaken to protect a treasure so sizable even the dead 

can't bear to see it stolen. Can a cunning Cimmerian and a foe-turned-ally withstand the power of 

such dark sorceries long enough to escape with some loot and their lives? 

 

In typical style Frazetta used very little reference for this piece starting with a few pencil sketches 

or Arches paper – drawing mainly from memory. After modify and changing the composition a few 

times, Frazetta primes a 20 x 30 inch piece of Masonite board and beginning underpainting the 

main forms adding tonal values as he builds up the layers. 

 

This painting sold in 2010 for $US 1.5 million - - the highest price yet for a single piece of Frazetta 

artwork. Previous record was $US 1 million paid for "Berserker" ("Conan the Conqueror") in 2009. 



 
7. Interesting facts (point-form) 
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• Frazetta was the first major illustrator to keep possession of the original artwork. Prior to this, 

it was standard practice for clients to keep all originals where they would either, trash, sell or 

give away the work. Frazetta lead the way in establishing new rules with ownership of artwork 

and copyright and as a result was perhaps the first illustrator to profit considerably from this 

endeavour. 

• Frazetta was the first and perhaps the only illustrator to have a global fan base. 

• Frazetta taught himself to draw and paint with his left hand after a stroke meant he could no 

longer use his right hand. 

• Frazetta’s wife Ellie was the brains behind keeping and reproducing his original work as prints. 

She set up the Frazetta Prints enterprise and later the Frank Frazetta Gallery and Museum. 

• Frazetta was offered professional career playing baseball with the New York Giants, which he 

declined. 

• Frazetta was offered a job at Disney Studios which he kindly declined, preferring to work on his 

own imaginative compositions and stills rather than animated motion pictures.   

• He owns over 500 photographic cameras and some experts claim he is almost as gifted in 

photography as he is in art and illustration. 

• Frazetta nearly always worked from memory. He hardly ever used reference. 

• He would often re-paint successful (and often published) original work because he didn’t 

believe they were completed or meeting his expectations. 
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