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SALT LAKE CITY—Funeral services have been an-
nounced for famed painter Arnold Friberg, who
died Thursday at the age of 96….Friberg’s breath-
taking creation of the parting of the Red Sea was
filmed for the movie The Ten Command
ments . . . . The family encourages the public to at-
tend the viewing, knowing how many lives Friberg
touched and inspired. —KSL.COM, 3 July 2010

AN ARTICLE OF FAITH IS SAID TO HAVE HUNG
above the easel of artist Arnold Friberg: “I believe
in God . . . and DeMille.” Conjoining the Divine

with one of Hollywood’s most shameless showmen was in-
tended to be a compliment not to Cecil B. DeMille but to
God. Just so: the art of “A. Friberg”—as he signed his
paintings and often referred to himself—never seemed so
humble as it did grand. Consider his portrayal of the Royal
Canadian Mounted Police, his famous painting of George
Washington in prayer at Valley Forge, or Laman and
Lemuel shrinking from Nephi, even as they attempted to
do what most older brothers have wanted to do to a cocky
younger sibling: kill him.

A friend of the family invited me to the Friberg funeral.
Although I was only that friend-of-a-friend and didn’t
know Friberg, I was drawn to the occasion by the power of
his art in my life. I’d grown up with the Friberg Book of
Mormon paintings—they had been completed at about the
time I began early-morning seminary. Then in my mid-20s,
I’d been surprised to discover how much his Mounties
looked like Moroni—as did his Indians. His gamblers. His
cowboys. And so on. Arnold Friberg’s art was the monu-
ment that first gave size and shape (mainly size) to my
faith. So, to me, going to his funeral felt a little like coming

full circle, returning me to the faith of my youth in a narra-
tive I had long since resized. 

After having lived nearly two decades in the “lone and
dreary world” of Texas, my wife and I had decided to return
to “Zion.” So I piggy-backed the funeral on to a visit with a
realtor in Salt Lake City. But my flight didn’t arrive until half
an hour before the funeral began, so I arrived at the
Assembly Hall on Temple Square late. I’d tried to stand by
for an earlier flight, but Delta’s rules have changed. What
used to be free if you stood by on the same day of your flight
now costs 50 bucks! I would have paid as much as a double
sawbuck, but half a yard seemed too much for the friend-of-
a-friend who would not be noticed slipping in the east door
at the back of the Hall.

Along with airline rules, the world has changed. My
grandchildren are growing up in a world very little like the
one Arnold Friberg painted. (Though some will argue it
never was.) Today’s people are smaller. Certainly our heroes
are smaller. For all the stature of Barack Obama’s Politics of
Hope, his reign cannot compare to the rambling romantic
presidency of Ronald Reagan, which apparently—by
Obama’s unlikely campaign references to our late cowboy
president—even he knew. A Jake Gyllenhaal looks comically
small inside the bloated production of The Prince of Persia,
especially when compared to any performance by John
Wayne. Wayne’s unlikely casting as Genghis Kahn was no
more believable than Gyllenhaal’s, but unlike Gyllenhaal,
The Duke was bigger than the film. 

What Friberg had in mind when he painted Nephi and
Mormon and the Mounties were the larger heroes of myth,
legend, and folklore: the heroes of song and romance, of reli-
gion and of Cecil B. DeMille. By comparison to our politicians
or the bourgeois little “stars” of modern romantic films—the
mere “celebrities” for whom notoriety is synonymous with
fame—Friberg heroes are giants, the heroes spoken of in the
longhouse and the sweat lodge and the medicine tent,
Beowulf and Arthur and Samuel the Lamanite! These are not
merely great men. These are men whose feats were of such
size as to inspire campfire audiences to give the time and at-
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tention and scope required to create a saga about Arthur or
Ulysses or Joseph Smith.

B UT THOSE TIMES are past. A modern critic is more
likely to point out Friberg’s occidental ethnocentrism,
his art’s discomfiting similarity to Socialist Realism,

and the apparent homoeroticism of his images and imagina-
tion. But these are the same critics willing to see a carnal col-
lusion in Batman’s mentoring of Robin; who might even argue
for a more than fraternal association between Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight. They know nothing of the “long thoughts”
of youth or the willful dreams every boy has of heroism, or
every girl of finding a hero. And if you think that statement is
sexist, welcome to the world of Arnold Friberg! In Friberg’s
romantic world, women are incidental if not invisible.
Exceptions to this rule include the occasional Indian maiden
caring for a cradleboarded baby, but even the rare Friberg
woman looks bigger and stronger than matinee idols of today. 

One may argue that like much occasional art, Friberg’s
paintings have not survived their occasions, that their orig-
inal audience has outgrown the inspiration the artist sought
in size. Whereas Friberg was impressed by the strut and
swagger of Charlton Heston, nowadays we invest stardom in
the delicate brooding of Leonardo DiCaprio. One may also
argue that Friberg’s vision of heroic stature is of diminished
inspirational importance for girls seeking to discover them-
selves in his art or for boys of less than Olympian stature. 

But criticism employing the “new” tools of art criticism is
not only off point but also out of time: it fails not only the
times of the artist but those of his natural audience—those
seeking the inspiration of size and moment. Not the merely
beautiful—which can be small and articulate—but the sub-

lime that requires pipes and drums and size! What girl
growing up in the 1950s did not want to date a Friberg
Mountie as big as his horse? What boy chosen last for every
playground team would not aspire to becoming Moroni or
standing righteously in defiance of the debauched King Noah?

I was such a boy, crippled by polio and anxious to believe
that virtue is the only power sufficient to make a champion.
I instinctively recognized the metaphor of Friberg’s art and
knew that the size of a man is the size of his heart. The
stature of Friberg’s cowboys and Mounties and antique
Mormons was not evidence of the number of pushups they
could muster but an emblem of their heroism and the purity
of their hearts. Friberg’s Mounties loved their horses.
Friberg’s Nephites loved their Lord.

So no matter how much education has taught me or life
wizened me, I still recognize ironic comment about the sen-
timentality of Friberg’s art as too simple, especially because
we have not discovered a metaphor more inspiring to the
imaginations of those so young or so hopeful as to believe
John Wayne could have been Genghis Kahn anytime he
damn well pleased! Likewise, it’s too easy to compare the
propaganda of the Soviet Social Realists to the unapologetic
propaganda of Friberg’s occasional art. Friberg was as
faithful to his audience as to his commissions. 

Like any commercial artist, Friberg went where the com-
missions took him. But people didn’t commission Arnold
Friberg if they wanted something intimate: even his small
paintings were painted big. His size was heroic, his moment
historic, his canvas a marching order. In his most famous
painting—George Washington praying at Valley Forge—we
recognize that although the moment may be reflective, this is a
guy about to to do something really big.

Shortly after the democratization of
Poland, I visited Warsaw and Gdansk.
Everywhere I went, I saw posters of the he-
roes of Solidarity. I saw not just those I ex-
pected of Lech Walesa and the priests who
had marched with him, but of the two
characters the revolutionaries had taken as
the standard bearers of freedom and their
own confidence in capitalism: John Wayne
and Ronald Reagan. No, not Ronald
Reagan in his presidential suit and tie but
in the cowboy hat and boots of his B-
movie career and host of Death Valley
Days. A number of biographies reveal John
Wayne to have personally been less a hero
than his media image proclaimed. We now
know Ronald Reagan couldn’t spell. Both
facts miss the point: most of us are less in-
terested in the men they were than in the
men we need them to be.

I don’t know whether Friberg knew
about the National Geographic genome
project to chart the ancestry of Native
Americans. The project evidences that all“ . . . and over there, Mr. Friberg, are some of your fans: Helaman, Moses, and Nephi.
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the “Lamanites” are of Asiatic rather than Semitic origin. But
I suspect if he did, he didn’t care—his heroes don’t look any
more Jewish than they do Chinese. He was not, after all,
painting people. He was painting people’s dreams, their vi-
sions, and their faith. And in such art, race is like reality: a
substance of things hoped for, an evidence of things not seen.

A.FRIBERG WAS buried not in his Mormon temple
clothes but in a uniform of the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police. Size and drama persisted even at

the end, designed by the artist himself in the instructions he
gave before his death. But however resplendent in red, he
dictated that he be memorialized and interred in Zion. It
may have been years since Book of Mormon stories were
more than art for Arnold. Nevertheless, he staged his last
memorial in the place where he knew he would be remem-
bered. The family had thought as many as 2000 might at-
tend the well-publicized event on Temple Square. Although
fewer than 500 showed up, the smaller audience was no dis-
honor to the reputation of the man. Everyone knows and
will remember his art. 

When I told my 34-year-old son I was going to Friberg’s fu-
neral, he didn’t recognize the name. His generation is perhaps
too far separated from the creation of the art and the man who
helped give shape to the myth. But when I showed a few of the
paintings to his son, my seven-year-old grandson, Aaron ex-
claimed: “That’s Nephi! Do you know the story, Papa?”

I do. And I know the name of the man-who-knew-the-
man . . . or at least whose art made you believe he did.

At Friberg’s funeral, many good and inspiring things were
said about the man and his art and the expanse of his influence
and vision. But at the end, not words but song, spectacle, and
ritual took him to his grave. 
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A troupe of Mounties and a bagpiper
playing “Amazing Grace” escorted the black,
horse-drawn hearse that carried Friberg to
the Salt Lake Cemetery; appropriate
pageantry for an artist who was a kind of ar-
gument against the Hudson River School of
painting—not in size, but subject. Whereas
those artists diminished people to after-
thoughts in the vast canvases of their bucolic
scenes, Friberg’s heroes were more dramatic
and prouder than any mere tree or valley or
river running through it. 

As I watched the procession pull away
from the west gates of Temple Square, I re-
membered Friberg’s misquotation of
Delacroix: “What moves men of genius, or
what inspires their work, is not new ideas,
but obsession with the idea that what has
been done before is not enough.” The genius
Friberg was speaking of was his own. And as
I stood at the gates of Temple Square to see
the body of Arnold Friberg so splendidly re-
moved, I realized that A. Friberg was likely

discovering the gates of heaven to be disappointingly small. 
But only until he—painter for The Queen, God, and

Cecil B. DeMille (in ascending order)—is permitted to re-
paint them.

ELEGY FOR A. FRIBERG
Beat the drums. 
Bring out the black horses.

Carry the caisson. 
March the red blouses. 
Tell the people to come: 
The one and many who loved him. 
Tell the critics: “We’ve forgotten your names.” 

Beat drums. Play pipes. 
Grace now saves him.

Death may now take him:
His name now large as his frames.

His art: long thoughts to amaze.
Beat the drums. Lead the black horses.
Play grace on the pipes. Then away.

—CLIFTON HOLT JOLLEY

Please: a little less bicep than when I posed for Nephi.
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