THE TIKI FILE. 
FLASH-BACK

Our last issue was a flash-back in the 60’s with garage bands. For this issue, we’re going to travel to the Isles and interest ourselves for Tiki. It was a very important theme in American culture of the 50’s: when soldiers based in the Pacific Ocean for the WWII came back home, they brought with them a part of this culture…

TIKI ?

You don’t know what is a Tiki but you unavoidably saw one ! Tiki comes from the other side of the world. To simplify it represents a god with bulging eyes, an enormous mouth… If you know Easter Island and his statues, then you can imagine what a Tiki is basically. 

Surf movement plays a lot with that myth: bikinis, beaches, tikis and so on (i.e. movie Psycho Beach Party).
For more infos on the different Tiki types, the Bible of Tiki, “The Book of Tiki” will explain you all you need to know !

Now we’re going to discover the relatively unknown universe of Tiki (well we speak for France) towards 3 artists: an illustrator, 2 carvers. They’ll explain where their fascination come from, how they work, for who… take your tools!
KONKLUSION

Passion, mystery and magic… Interviews you’ll read will give you a more precise idea of all that is related to Tiki Culture. You’ll appreciate the popular side of this culture, today supported by nostalgic people, curious people… Is Tiki back ?

RESOURCES: 

http://www.tikicentral.com the excellent Tiki forum

http://www.bookoftiki.com indispensable .

http://www.samgambino.com if you want to see the whole artwork

http://www.cheekytiki.com soon an online shop and all the stuff

http://benzart.cjb.net still under construction but you can still see hundreds of pics and buy online. 

http://www.hinano.com the taste of Polynesia in can. 

http://www.tikifarm.com Tiki mugs, Tiki art.

Some worthy sites too:  

http://tiki-lounge.skynetblogs.be French-speaking people and their researches on Tikis. 

http://www.dontiki.com a funny Flash site

http://artbitz.com you’ll find Tiki icons (not free)

http://www.iconfactory.com customize your computer with smart Tiki icons.  

	Interview n°1
	 The Amazing tales of BEN DAVIS


The carver that was coming from the Cold…
Ben Davis aka Benzart is a very particular carver: not only does he carve Tikis but everything you can imagine – dolphins, Maori warriors, Indians…- everything I very good. Met on Tikicentral, he narrates us his story.

Hi Mr Benzart, when we click on “about me” on your site nothing happens, thus our first question is : Who are you ? Can you introduce yourself ?
This is a bit long but this is who I AM

Hi, My name is Ben Davis and I go by the name of Benzart for my art production. I was born in Miami Florida, the son of a local Policeman. I grew up Poor and had to make all the toys I had to play with. I made model airplanes from scratch using no plans and they flew, with tiny 
motors. I have always loved wood and been fascinated with it. There are just SO Many different kinds and they are All good for different things. They All have different working characteristics.

I worked for an old German in his shop called "The Wood Shed:" making wood coffee and cocktail tables from slabs of different types of wood. We really made All kinds of things from wood. If a customer had an idea, we would build it. Coat racks, signs, chairs, tables trophies for fishing tournaments, you name it and we did it. One thing he alone did was to carve these ugly tikis and other pieces. He did ugly Pelicans, Dolphins, Indians and all the normal Chainsaw art pieces.
My part of this creativity was to use an Angle grinder to sand and smooth the chain saw cuts. To clean it up and make it look good , and I Hated it!


One day I was bored so I picked up his chain saw and made my first tiki. I was totally blown away and he was none too happy about me infringing on his exclusive art thing. How dare I do that. He told me that he would do the carving, but within a few months I was doing most of it and selling a lot of it. Mind you my pieces were not great at all, but they were selling. Soon I left there to carve in the front yard of one of my customers who ended up becoming a very close friend in Ritzy Boca Raton. He believed he could sell my work to all his laid back friends, and did for a year or so. After a few scrapes with the code enforcement people, 
I decided to become more legitimate and move to a spot where I could be legal and not bother the neighbors and make more money. By this time my work was evolving and taking on lots of character. I was beginning to use more tools than the chain saw and grinder. I was finding knives and chisels add much more crisp detail to every piece and increased the 
value to boot..
Picture legend: A Flipper type dolphin

I found a place called Kraft Gardens and Kraft Nursery who offered to let me carve on their property and sell my work with no restrictions. I moved Right In and found a Giant Banyan tree that had a wood floor set up under it and was about 12' square.
The banyan tree became my Magical spot and the aura enveloped almost everyone who happened by There were a few news paper articles written under that magical, mysterious tree about the woodcarver there who really did magical things with wood. Painters would sometimes come by to try and catch the magic on their boards. Then one day I moved to the other side of the store where the parking lot and Landscapers office were located. I had an Indian friend of mine build a Chee Kee hut to work under. It was Much larger and the roof was thatched with cabbage palm fronds I created and erected a "Mr Pelican" sign to go on the roof front and side views.  By now my work was becoming very good. I had met a man earlier named Billy. Billy thought I had the makings of a real artist and he was willing to show me a thing or two . I explained that this was my business and I still had to work but that we could work it in so that he would mentor me, I offered half the proceeds of each piece we worked on together. That arrangement worked well and for about a year he would come to my shop and I would go to his home and he would try and teach me all he knew, but he knew far too much to teach me in any short amount of time and eventually we went in different directions with his believing he had put me on the right track and that the rest was up to me to follow and learn as I   went.. Not long after, during a yearly Plant show that the Kraft's attended and usually had me add a wood carving or few to fit into the theme of the show, I was sitting in the booth and a loud voice asked "Who did those carvings?"

The plant rep said "Oh Ben Davis does those, would you like to speak to him, He's right over there. This man came over to me and introduced himself as "Don Davis, Head of Landscaping at the Tropicana hotel in Las Vegas" he sat down and began looking through my book of pictures. "Would you be interested in coming out to the Tropicana and carving for awhile IF I can pull some strings he asked ?"  Of course I said yes as calmly as I could muster. My heart was pounding and I'm sure I was Beaming and grin from ear to ear, though I tried to act nonchalant. He went on to explain they would like me to prepare for about 4 weeks out there and to bring what tools and clothes I wood need for that amount of time If he could get the OK from his bosses who didn't like wood carvers. They sent the last guy packing after 2 days. They asked if I could do more on the Authentic side rather than my stylized versions since the architects was requesting authentic pieces for some areas.
That discussion lasted about 30 minutes or less and 30 days later, an Airline ticket came in the mail with instructions to be there on such and such a date and Don Davis would personally pick me up at the airport. He picked me up and was a Wonderful tour guide. He was born and raised in these parts and he knew everything and everyone who was someone, A Great host. They set me up a small carving spot under a large Willow tree. Across from the Bird show gallery. I had to join the entertainers union, though they didn't have a category for me, the made one up. I also had to join the wood workers union since I was working with wood. They paid me a large hourly salary and provided room and board. All my meals could be in Any of the hotels restaurants.  I could eat what I wanted for free. The first 3 days they had someone just stand there by my area and take notes and remind me to drink water. After the third day he was gone. They figured I was going to give them their moneys worth and more. I was 
given full latitude as to what to carve. I did some pieces that were very detailed and took more time, and I balanced that with works that were not as intricate and took no time at all. I was becoming a big hit with the customers. After the daily scheduled Bird shows. The crowds 
would just turn around and I had that whole audience to my self. They Loved me. I  would be working on a piece, chain saw buzzing loudly and I would slow down and hear this loud roar. I'd look around and there were 300 people applauding and greeting me and having a ball . See,  I was paid by the Entertainment and the Landscape departments and they both 
wanted to know I would be able to perform and do the job and once they were confident of that they let me be my own boss. After 3 ½ weeks Don Davis asked me if I would like to go home for a weeks vacation while they finished this Long house in the front of the building and return for another month or so to carve the Poles of the long house. The architects had drawings of what he thought should be carved and they asked me to come back with a plan for authentic type tikis that I could carve in the poles while standing up.
Home I went and came back with catalogs, magazines, books and anything else I could find that had pictures of Tikis on them. They approved of  my ideas and gave me 100% freedom to decorate the house any way I saw fit. That was a big challenge. Fortunately there were Many Polynesian people who had moved there and found their way to my carving sessions and who offered tons of advice. The carving of the Long house was a very magical time for me. there was a Lot of creativity flowing around those poles . The anticipation of the Bosses was tight as the house came closer to completion. Some of the pieces were carving themselves' I believe, because when they were done, I had no recollection of how they were carved. I knew I did them but I believe the Old carvers were there doing them for me, Through me, using my hands and tools to do their work. If you were to walk through there you could feel the ones, I would not have to tell you. They were magical.
The Long House was a huge success and Don Davis kept adding a few more weeks "Just another month" until it was October 15th. I had promised my son I would be there for his 5th birthday and we had just rolled in a giant truckload of Redwood from Crescent City California or Oregon to carve. Remember I first came out to Vegas in early   May and had been home 1 week in June. I finished up the piece I was working on and started the big KU of Redwood. He was 13 feet tall and his elbows stretched 5 feet tip to tip. I finished him in 6 days and left for home on the 28th of October Benjamin's birthday was the 29th of October and I was home for it. Very tired, but there.

Needless to say I had a nice reputation at the Trop. They brought me out 2 more summers for short stints. A local nursery paid me to carve there for 2 weeks during my last trip there. It was a job that is very envious to others and was like a dream to me.
After that my physical health degraded enough so that I had to quit carving wood. I carved wax for a jewelry company for about a year, but that became too painful to do also.

I finally quit altogether in 1994 I think,  and began searching for medical cures for a very bad neck and 2 worthless thumbs. I had neck surgery in Oct of 1999 which helped some but laid out the bad news that there was more damage in there than could be repaired and that I would 
most likely be in pain the rest of my life.

In 2003 I had both thumbs surgically repaired and in February of 2004 I began carving on a small scale again. I had been searching for tiki's and found Crazy Al's web page which totally lit a fire, then I found TikiCentral.com and they directed my fire to begin carving. This is Who I am and also who I was. Somewhere in between you will find I am both people and I am the Same people.
The first thing we notice when we see your gallery is the look of your tikis:  I actually think they're very "human" in their expression, physical look etc. (Tropicana tikis look very 'tiki classical style' while in your 'new&current work' they look more 'diversified') what can you say about it?

I love to have fun with my art work. I believe that giving animals, Tiki Gods, and inanimate objects a bit of Human likeness or expression is jut a way to make my pieces Talk to you. When you look at one of my pieces, I want you to get the feeling that it is looking back at you and that there is an emotion there which you can see or feel. I once did a pelican with human feet which some people would look at for awhile and say "there is something strange about that pelican, but I can't say what it is" When I pointed to the feet, they would burst out laughing. Of course the pelican had the "Eyes" too.

I always wanted my tikis to be different and tried very hard to give them human expressions, usually in the eyes and mouths. I was always looking for pictures of authentic tikis that I could use as guidelines.

When I got the Tropicana Hotel job, they loved my work as it was, but asked if I could produce some "Authentic" tikis for the Long House they were building. SO, from the beginning I carved  a mix of "My" tiki and authentic looking tikis so they would know I could do it. Their Architech  had specified Authentic tikis for the 12 poles supporting the Long House structure.  That is why you see the different styles carved there.
When did you decide to carve?
In the early to mid 1980's I was working for a store called "The Wood Shed". They produced and sold all unusual items made of wood. Wood slab tables, driftwood, carvings, dried wood and anything else a customer could ask for. They also had a very good Trophy business involving mostly Game fishing Tournament trophies. The old man, "Bud" was his name, who owned the store , used a chainsaw to carve these Ugly, terrible tiki  sculptures. I thought the tikis were neat, but not his work on them. I also hated having to grind them down after he roughed them out with his chain saw.  The store had sold carvings from other local carvers that were much better and occasionally an artist would come in with  a few Fantastic carvings that Bud would buy for almost nothing and resell at tremendous mark-ups.

One day out of boredom, I picked up his chain saw and carved a tiki. It was pretty Ugly, but it lit the fire in me and from then on, that was all I wanted to do. Within the next few months I had purchased my own tools and set out on my own to Carve wood for a living. I never thought about doing it part time like most sane people. No I was a Carver and by God that was all I was going to do. Fortunately I had a very Understanding and supportive wife.
Who mainly buys your stuff: bars, hotels, particulars, labels ..?
Back when I was carving Full time, I sold to Anyone and private customers were about 75% of my business. I did sell quite a bit to Bars, hotels, restaurants and stores, but mostly to individuals.

Till where have you been (in the crazy sense of the term) to satisfy your  passion for Tikis?
That is a tough question because what satisfies my passion the most is seeing someone look at a tiki for the first time, that I have carved for them. My passion is in the creating of the tiki.

I just went to my First tiki event Ever. It was the Huki Lau 2004 Tiki show in Ft Lauderdale Florida. I heard about it through Tiki Central.com where there is a tiki forum of which I am a member. I had a few of my pieces for sale there and did quite well. I was able to meet and talk to several other Tiki Artists there. It was Very exciting and is something I will do more of in the future.Tiki Central is made up of  thousands of  tikiphiles and many of them are artists. I have enjoyed helping the younger artists and sharing what little carving knowledge I have with them. So I would say that is another outlet to satisfy my Tiki passion.

I mentioned earlier about the Tropicana job and that certainly did satisfy my tiki passion very well. I was paid to create over 50 tiki pieces, some 10 to 13 feet tall I was given full reign to carve what I wanted and  stayed there for 6 months the first year satisfying that passion. While there I met many Polynesian people and we connected deeply. I would love to go to Hawaii and New Zealand visiting all the islands in between, but I have never been financially able to do more than dream about it. So I carve instead.
What do you think will be the future of tikis: will they become more and more popular or will they remain quite a cool "underground" passion?
I believe that tiki will become more popular, but not nearly as popular as back in the Tiki Heyday, the 50's and 60's. There seems to be a bit of a resurgence happening now with  many new tiki lovers coming on board. There are many stores creating and selling tiki products, but sadly they seem to be going into the clearance bins after not selling too well.
Picture legend1: Ben Davis next to his key ring
Picture legend 2: The longhouse and its Tikis
I Hope there is a growth in tiki in the future, but I just don't see it yet.

What's the biggest tiki you've done?
I have done Tall tikis of 15 to 18 feet, but they were thin and only carved at the top. The biggest has to be the 13 foot Redwood Ku tiki I created for the Tropicana Hotel in Las Vegas. It was 5 feet elbow to elbow so was very wide and tall. He was just a Big guy. It only took me 
6 days to carve that one. I used a giant chain saw with a 6 foot bar to rough it out and smaller chain saws to do a lot of the detail. A little grinding with an angle grinder and a small bit of chisel work for the facial detail and he was done. He went out front in the Long House garden which was on top of the underground parking. The Trop engineers had to calculate his weight and exactly where he was going to be placed and then had to build supports in the parking garage beneath where he would stand.
I had done another 13 foot Lono Tiki for an Indian friend of mine but that one was not as thick or nearly as heavy.
What interests you the most in Tiki culture? Do you have followers? Masters?
I guess in a way I am NOT a True tikiphile. I don't really collect tiki, I don't go to tiki bars and I have only attended 1 tiki happening, Huki Lau 2004, The Call of Tiki. I do collect tiki pictures on my computer. I do carve tikis and I do belong to a Tiki Web Forum, TikiCentral.com. BUT, what really interests me is the Ancient tiki culture, New Zealand mostly, but all the others as well. The carvings are my main interest. Seeing the original ancient carvings and how they were such a great part of the old culture is just amazing. Each Island has its own history and its own carving style. From the Giant Moai of Easter Island to the small tiki of New Zealand, they all have their unique style that sets it aside from all others. Just the unknown wonder of why they were carved, how they were carved and when they were carved makes my mind drift away to other lands and people. Carving a tiki is so different from carving a pelican, dolphin, Indian, bear, or any other thing. Nothing else takes my mind on such ancient powerful feelings like creating a tiki.. All the Old, Ancient masters 
are somewhere watching and sometimes helping as I bring their old work to new life. The New masters from the 50's and 60's I'm sure felt some of the same stirrings in their hearts and souls. So yes I have many masters whom I have never met.
Do I have followers? A few but minor compared to the old masters. My followers are beginners like myself who have heard the call of the tiki and have been bitten by the power of carving a tiki.
What's your favourite cocktail?
That's easy since I don't drink any longer. But it used to be Anything with Rum as I emember.
Do you travel worldwide to sell, expose or watch tiki stuff? What are the coolest places you've been too? The worst?
Another Easy one. I travelled to Las Vegas, to the Tropicana Hotel to carve tikis, but other than that I have not yet travelled  to sell or watch tiki stuff. 
On the Web, however, I have been around the world seeking tiki beginnings and carvings. The coolest place is New Zealand where the ancient art of carving is really making a comeback and they have schools that teach the Old ways of carving. I have never been to a Bad tiki place. If it has Tiki, It is GOOD.
Do you have other passions besides carving?
Carving is my Main Passion though I have strong interest in Computers and Photography.
Nothing can come close though, to the passion of carving wood and creating tikis. There is a magic that happens when you are creating a piece. It seems that the piece is given life by  me and what ever personality it has is directly from my mind and my feelings. Its not like they are my Kin, or my children, nothing like that, Just that I pour so much of myself into these pieces and they live because of it. I can't explain it like I said, its Magical. I'm sure most other carvers have felt a bit of the same feelings too. When I begin a piece and it is just taking form its no big deal, but as I have to figure out how to solve all the riddles of the wood and as it progresses into a familiar looking shape it starts to take over me and I can't get it out of my 
mind until it is done. As the finish gets near, the piece is always on my mind, always haunting me with those eyes and that expression and it consumes me to the point I can think of nothing else. When he is finally done and I am proudly looking at it and thinking of how I should have 
done this or that to change it I realize this thing is being carved FOR someone and I have to give it up. It is difficult to face that fact especially when I have spent a lot of time on the piece. Then I start thinking of the next one I have to do and begin the process all over again. This is what some would call Passion and I feel it for nothing else but carving.
What is the process to create a Tiki (from choosing the wood to having a polished and beautiful tiki)? How much time (average) do you take to create one? What's the best wood?
This is a good question because it has so many different facets. How do I create a tiki, how do I choose the wood and how do I carve it, sand it finish it? First I decide to carve a tiki,. When I decide to carve one I need to know which kind or which one to do.

Say I finally decide I am going to create a New Zealand Maori Chief or warrior large enough to be worn as a pendant, say 2 and ¾ inches high by 1 and ½ wide and  1 and ½ deep. I know the Maori dictates a strong tattoo or Moko and that this Moko was ,in ancient times, actually 
Carved  deep into the skin of the warrior then a color die would be rubbed into the wound. So I know I will need a wood which can handle the deep cuts and tight detail without "tearing out".
So the wood needs to be a tight grain, fairly hard wood that holds detail well. I like Maple or cherry. I have a nice piece of Maple I will use for this one.

I draw the face I want onto the wood and study it for a bit to make sure that is how I want the face positioned on the small block. Is the grain running the right way? Are there any imperfections or variations in the wood grain that will cause trouble, or make it difficult to deal with at some point down the line? I check my drawing and refine it as needed 
both on the front and the sides of the block. Now, if all is a "go" then I use the band saw to cut out the basic shape of the face from the front and then some from the side. Now I have 
a rough cut-out of the piece.

Now I begin to remove more wood usually defining the Nose first and then the eye placement followed by the mound where the mouth will go. As the chief begins to take shape he also starts taking over my mind, as if I can think of nothing else. This dominant force gets stronger as the finish gets nearer. As the piece gets closer to being done, it gets more and more difficult, like I have such a hard time making each cut now because each one gets progressively more defining and toward the end there are no large areas to work with, by now the shape is such that if too much is removed the piece is disfigured or lost and that makes it so hard to continue. By the time the Final cuts are being made, the face is done and the expressions are there and I begin the "Teasing" part which is cleaning everything up and defining all the cuts so they are strengthening the look or the personality. This is where the little Smirk will come in or a twinkle in the eye or an overall sadness or a look of pride. They say it is often the Last cut that ruins a bad sculpture and that is true because towards the end the cuts must be small because there is not much more wood to work with. So with that last part comes an intensity that can only be controlled by the passion you feel for what you are doing. Without that passion there will be a carving but it will be silent. It will not speak to you. It will not tell of the proud warrior who once lived and told his tale. Now that this carving is finished the last steps begin. I have to sand it where I want it smooth and maybe add some roughness, or texture. This takes a few hours and is the final preparation for the Lacquer finish that I will apply. The Lacquer is sprayed on and then the whole piece is 
sanded with fine sandpaper or steel wool before the next coat. After the application of 6 to 8 coats of Lacquer, the Chief is finally finished and a leather string is threaded through holes bored in the top that will hang him around my neck. I check out how he looks hanging on my 
neck, then  take several pictures so I have a record and he is off to his new owner.
Time spent on actual carving is only about three or four days. Time spent being consumed by this piece more like 6 to 8 days.Time spent mourning the loss of the piece I have just created is weeks or longer. Some of these are very difficult to give up and yet I give 
them All up and have None for myself.
What are your current and future products?

Currently I have a list of about 12 pieces I am commissioned to do ranging from a 16 inch Maori warrior, full bodied, a 12 inch Moai and a 12 inch cannibal and a life sized Maori mask to a few 2 to3 inch Maori pendants, a Shrunken head pendant, 2 Bamboo Purses and several larger tikis for a business building a tiki room.. My future projects include a few 2 foot Maori warriors and a few 3 foot Hawaiian  tikis. Since I only work at this part time, it will take quite a while to get through these carvings. I try not to think of the emotional toll these carvings will take and I can only think of the Need to finish this one and start the next one.

	Interview n°2
	 CHEEKYTIKI… Cheeky what ? JIMBO’S PARADISE 


A very interesting interview of Jimbo, the carver-painter-drawer from England. 

Yes Jimbo is English... Yes Jimbo creates Tikis… Yes it can happen in Europe too.

Discover the particular view of an European on this culture. His project is to create an online shop where you can find the essential Tiki…to transform your boring boring basement into an island getaway!

Hi, Jamie, first, could you introduce yourself: who you are, where you live …?


Hi, I’m Jamie Wilson (aka  Jimbo) of Cheekytiki, painter, carver and general Tiki dogsbody, based in London and frequent visitor to any other countries that will have me
Picture legend: the Tiki Bar
You're a complete artist: you paint, you draw, you carve… But what is the thing you prefer?

I've been painting for a long time now, its something I love doing. But mural painting and doing custom artwork is my job, so the carving is newer and a bit more exciting, I like the way every carving gets better as I learn.

When did you start getting involved in tiki culture? When did you decide to create tikis?

Back in 2001 I managed to fulfill my dream trip overseas, travelling around the south Pacific Islands and New Zealand . It was really a surf trip, but I got tuned into the tiki thing there, being a part of their culture which I enjoyed as I had never heard of Western Tiki culture as such. I got back home, which at the time was the west coast of Ireland and started painting tikis. I had an Exhibition and everyone was like "Whats the hells this all about!"
So I moved back to London to try get some money together and came across Western Tiki culture, I had a studio for a while above the South London Pacific where I painted and then moved into a warehouse where I had enough room to start some carving.And I'm still here now working on loads of different things

When will we see tiki stuff on your website?

The Website has been a long time coming because I had a change of heart as to what to do with it. Cheekytiki was originally just the name I gave to my business doing the custom artwork, murals and stuff but a lot of that’s really commercial work and nothing to do with tiki so I decided to use it  instead for the new idea I had ( see question 11) and so while I have been setting that up the Website has been being built.

Who are your main customers? Who buys your stuff? Particulars, firms, bars, associations…?

My main customers so far have been private collectors but I've had more and more enquiries from businesses and bars since I started advertising. And now with the website about to open for business hopefully we can reach a lot more people.I hope to start producing some cool products to sell on a wholesale basis as well as to individuals.

What is your touch, I mean, what do you think you bring to tiki art in general and how would you like people to qualify your art?
I think its kind of Traditional but with a twist, in my paintings I like a story and my carvings a vague history in their style. I also hope that its just helping to make tiki art more recognisable in the UK and eventually Europe if possible. The few people who are really into tiki have no where to get stuff apart from second hand and the States( from where shipping is usually to expensive), so hopefully I can fill that void

Do you travel worldwide to sell, expose or watch tiki stuff? What are the coolest places you’ve been too? The worst?

As I've already said I have Travelled around the South pacific, Samoa probably being one of my favourite places over there, but they don't have much Tiki stuff. I'm off to Australia next month, where I'll have a good look round as there are lots of tikis to be found in the Thrift stores and markets, and I'm hoping to get a few carving gigs if possible. And then next year I'm going to be spending some time in the states, where I'm sure I will hook up with some of the carvers over there. As for bad places, I wouldn't say any are bad, it's a shame a lot of the 
Pacific Islands lost their tiki culture due to the arrival of Christianity, but I think they are starting to regain some of those old values now.

Picture legend: after surfing on the Thames, Jimbo likes to rest 


Who are the tiki painters carvers… you admire?

There are so many cool artists out there, you only have to look on the Creating Tiki part of Tiki Central to see the greatest carvers, like Gecko, Benzart, Basement Kahuna and artists like Flounder and Kooche to name but a few. But other than that it’s the guys that led me into Tiki like Mark Ryden, Von Franco, The Pizz and other Kustom Kulture artists.

What do you think is the opinion of people when you speak of tikis? I mean what do you think they think when you say you “carve statues of a Polynesian God”, they might think you’re a bit odd?

My family definitely think I’m mad trying to base a business around it. But I believe in it and part of the challenge is to educate people as well. Everyone knows of The Easter Island Moai and who Shag is, so they already like tiki without knowing it, its now just a case of trying to show them more. I think next year could be a big Revival for it, the surf industry has been using the imagery for years and its been appearing in loads of films recently and Tiki bars seem to be cropping up  all over the place at the moment. A couple of years ago there was only really Trader Vics in London, now there’s the South London Pacific the Mai tai in Devon and various loosely themed cocktail lounge bars. Also what better way of escapism, everyone has dreams of tropical island paradises, tiki is really very accessible, and Cheekytiki I hope will make it more so.

What’s your favourite cocktail? (And what’s his recipe?)

The answer to that question is, it so depends on where I am and what I’m doing. I think a drink tastes better in certain surroundings, like I found a bar in Portugal that made the best Caiprihinas, but in England they don’t seem right. The best cocktail bar in London is Trailer Happiness on Portabello rd. Every drink is fantastic as is the service, their Mai Tai is one of my Favourites and I’ll get chastised for saying this because their recipe is Don the Beachcombers and it contains Absinthe.

What are your current and future projects?

This is the Question that will explain some of what I’ve been talking about before. At the moment myself and my patner Anjy are about to launch Cheekytiki as a business supplying Tiki stuff in England and hopefully to Europe as well. On the custom built side there will be my carvings, Bamboo Bars,Interiors  and my Paintings/Artwork. Then on top of that we are going to be supplying everything else you could need to create your Tiki Paradise like Bamboo, different Thatching, glass floats, puffer fish, lamps, fish traps, Fabrics, the list goes on, all this available from the website.
Then theres the full design and installation service for those not into DIY. And last of all, other products we are going to design and supply like Tiki mugs and bits and bobs, fridge magnets, charms ,buttons etc for wholesaling to shops and vendors. So that it’s designed by people who are really passionate about Tiki, not just trying to make a few quid out of something cool.
We kind of want to start something like Oceanic arts but I think it will be a while until we have that much great stuff. But as I say I’m still there to mainly concentrate on the Art and design side, creating cool stuff hopefully as the business side isn’t  really my strong point.
	Interview n°3
	SAM GAMBINO !


Beautiful artwork, wonderful colors in a very original style! Meeting with this complete retro-artist.

Hi Sam, the first thing we see on your website is the description of your style. Who wrote this description?

It's actually compiled from feedback received from people who have purchased my artwork.  My wife and I condensed the whole thing into the four sentences and added a point or two that we felt should be included.

You were born in Detroit, that’s far from the exotic coasts of the ocean where many Tiki carvers, surfers etc. can be found : how did you get interested in Tiki culture?

Well, I've always been interested in American culture of the '40's, '50's and '60's.  I've always collected old advertisement art from that period in the form of ashtrays, signs, posters, magazines, matchbooks, clocks - whatever I could find.  One day, my father gave me an old ashtray from the now closed Chin Tiki lounge in downtown Detroit, and that got the ball rolling.  Since then, I've been fascinated with the whole "mystique" of tiki art, and now, I have to create it as well as appreciate it.  I love merging tikis and pinstriping in my art - I get a kick out of it. I do it simply to create something I feel is cool.  I wasn't creating artwork back in the '50's, but doing it now somehow makes me feel as though I have a hand in keeping it alive.

Can you tell us more about you : your date of birth, the key steps in your life, your experience (when did you decide to draw/paint)?

I was born in 1968.  I don't really remember ever deciding that I wanted to draw and paint - I just always did it.  At about four years old, I remember being sick with pneumonia.  My parents set up a little table in front of the television with paper and markers, and I can remember drawing animals and anything else that I saw on TV.  I still have one of the drawings somewhere.  I can also remember tearing caricatures of Richard Nixon out of the newspaper when the Watergate scandal was news. I had a whole collection of charicatures from political cartoons and TV Guides.  

My father has been my greatest influence.  He's a pinstriper from Detroit who began striping when it first became popular in the '50s - he started in 1956, so he's the "geniune article" in that respect.  He was always painting on some hot rod or custom car for as long as I can remember - always having them at our house.  After high school when I started college, I went to work with my dad and learned the techniques of hand-lettering and pinstriping so that my part-time work would beflexible enough for me to study my Calculus and Chemistry for college. I was studying to get an Engineering degree in those days.  Well, as it happened, I scrapped my plans for Engineering, but I'll be painting as long as they keep making Mack brushes and Sign Painter's 1-Shot enamel. I'll always be proud of my father and his God-given ability which God also gave to me.  I did manage to finish a BBA in college, but I count the influence I gained from my father much more valuable by far.  I also enjoy it much more than what I gained in college.

On the home of your website we can see you find your inspiration in “traditional American culture which brought Tikis: bowling, hot rods, poker games” and so on. Can you tell us your opinion on how those things brought tikis to American culture?

I just feel that all of those things rose to popularity at basically the same time, and were a big part of the lifestyles and leisure activities of many American families - not so much that one helped to bring the others.  Of course, you could say that the automobile had great influence on American life in the 1950's.  It spawned drive-in movies and roadside attractions - and bowling alleys fit right in with those leisure activities.  Many people hosted poker games or had billiard tables in their basements as did my parents, and they'd plop a stack of LPs on the stereo console and let them spin all night.  Tiki culture rose to popularity around the same time, which was after World War II when servicemen who fought in the Pacific came home with a fascination with the island culture.  Many built tiki bars in their basements along with their pool tables.  I have an old home-remodeling book somewhere that shows "how to convert your boring basement into an 'island getaway.'"

Do you play bowling? What’s your “high score”?

You would have to ask!  Yes, I bowl occasionally, but I'm not very skilled at it whatsoever.  I did at one time and only one time, bowl over a 300, then the next game, I went back to bowling in the 100's as usual.  It only happened once and has never happened again.  I don't
know why.

Picture legend: Tiki playing tam-tam. Poster for a band


Do you consider tikis as an entire part of American culture or does it stay Polynesian stuff that you (you in the sense all people who carve, draw tikis etc.) want to bring back into fashion?

I can only speak for myself, but I see it as pure Polynesian culture that managed to "tattoo" itself into American culture.  I'd like to see it remain in fashion however it will.  However, I would rather it be known as Polynesian myself, because diversity to me is what influences.
 I think it's sad when cultures or customs become watered down or generic - character and uniqueness is lost then.  Diversity is priceless to me.

You speak of your uncle (an artist too) in your website: did he encourage you in your art? What kind of stuff does he do?

Yes, my uncle has encouraged and influenced me a great deal - when I was a child, as well as today.  When I was about seven years of age, he bought art sets for me and my brother.  They consisted of instructional art books, charcoal pencils, paper, erasers and everything else you could imagine.  He always gave me tips on how to draw faces or whatever else.  He showed how to first make an oval, then add the lines where the nose and the eyes are to be drawn.  I grew up looking at his paintings.  In fact, his paintings were probably the first paintings I ever saw.  He painted everything from caricatures to landscapes to old buildings.  He now does quite a bit of woodworking, making painted boxes and wooden toys.  One of my favorites is a wooden hot dog-shaped box he made and painted.

Who are your main customers: the one who buy your Tiki/ad stuff? (Particulars, labels, tiki bars, newspapers…?)

I've sold quite a bit of art to businesses - including historic taverns, tiki bars, restaurants, design firms, recording studios and even a midwestern sign company.  Other artists have commissioned me to design art for them at times - whether it be for events, functions or other
activities.  I've shipped art to France, Germany, Finland, Canada and all over the United States including Hawaii.  I have also sold numerous comic panels to King Features Syndicate's "New Breed" comic strip over a good number of years, although I don't believe any of it was tiki-related.  Some buyers are just private collectors who want to display my artwork in their homes.  That to me is one of the highest compliments I can receive, because that means they will be seeing my art every single day where they spend their private time. What bigger compliment could I ask for?

Do you sell your paints? Where?

I don't sell my paints, but people have told me that I should sell my paint clothes when I am done with them.  I have the terrible habit of wiping paint on my shirt and pants until the front of them are just covered in all different colors.  None of it is intentional - I just never bother to carry rags with me.  Furthermore, I wear them until the pants have holes in the knees, and the shirts are torn.

Where do you find the inspiration to draw Tikis , i guess from pics but probably from retro ads ? What's the weight of retro ads culture in your art ?

I get a great deal of inspiration from retro ads as well as old cookbooks and magazines.  I have an old Reader's Digest magazine from 1956 which has a great article about Easter Island - complete with those good old ink illustrations of the Easter Island tikis.  You know, strangely enough, I get a great deal of style inspiration from watching old, campy TV shows from the sixties - namely shows like Gilligan's Island, The Munsters, Batman, The Monkees and even Mr. Ed.  Vintage cartoons are also full of style: everything from the old Looney Tunes to The Pink Panther.  Most of my tiki inspiration comes from www.TikiCentral.com.  That place is full of tiki inspiration for me. It's a great meeting place of artists, carvers, writers and musicians who all have a real appreciation for tiki art and culture.

Have you ever been to Polynesia?

No, I've never been to Polynesia.  I've been to Islands in the Carribean, but not Polynesia.  Then again, I've always found it fascinating that only one of the Beach Boys was a surfer, yet that group had such a huge role in defining what is known as surf music today.

Do you plan to draw Chupicaro (Mexican art) or all that Inca stuff that represents the God of the Sun or something like that, because they’re cool too?

I have an Inca-style tiki-type mug that really is unique!  I don't mind painting anything with a definite style, especially if it's cool.  I can see that as a possibility.  I would have to research it more, of course.

Do you have other passions besides drawing ? Will you, one day, carve your own tikis?

I'd love to carve, but at this time, I have no tools for carving.  If I can manage to put my brush down long enough, maybe I will try to carve. I do collect vintage radios from the 1930's to the 1960's.  I've been playing guitar since I was ten years old, and I'll never stop that.

Historically, the Tiki God is the keeper of a paradise for initiates only, do you think you could go to the Tiki Paradise ? Do you consider yourself as an ambassador of the Tiki Culture ?

Well, I like to think that I am putting a different twist on traditional tiki art.  I'm merging it with my own style of pinstriping and creating tiki art with gold leaf - while still respecting it's roots.  In that respect, I feel that I am creating a style that will be recognizable forty years from now.  I see it as my own personal contribution to the genre - a way of morphing it in such a way that will keep it fresh, yet not diminish its authenticity.
 
What are your current projects ?

Lately, I've had a preoccupation with shrunken heads and monsters.  None of that is new as subject matter,  but I'm putting my own style to it, and enjoying myself in the process.  Also, I'm enjoying working with ink again.  It's been a while.

What are your projects for the future ?

Well, of course there will be more of the same.  I also have ideas of different subject matter that I could incorporate into my style of artwork, creating somewhat ironic pieces that are humorous.  Crazy ideas, in other words.  That's really all I can say about it now.
Picture legend: one of my favourites, the Evil Shrunken headed Tiki
