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FOREWORD
BY ROBERT MANKOFF



If memory—or, more accurately, Google—serves me correctly, it was Keats who proclaimed: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” Well, let me tell ye, Keats was dead wrong. Certainly, he’s dead; we can agree on that. But my main point is that if you want to know what makes something funny, it’s not beauty. Look, the Mona Lisa is beautiful, but until Marcel Duchamp put a mustache and goatee on her, she was no fun at all. Funny isn’t about beauty—it’s about freedom. Sometimes that freedom leads to disrespect, ridicule, and outright offensiveness. To see the truth of that, you don’t have to look any further than this collection of cartoons that happily exploit all that is vile for the sake of a smile.


Furthermore, if you’re like me, many of the offensive, obscene, disgusting cartoons here will actually make you laugh out loud—and, in some cases, cause incontinence, nausea, and fainting. So before looking at these cartoons, ask your doctor if incontinence, nausea, and fainting are right for you.


This collection is yet more proof that bad taste and humor are not strange bedfellows but intimate partners whose down-and-dirty doings often delight us against our better judgment, our scruples, and our politically respectable attitudes.


But whereas cartoonists (at least the ones I’ve known, including myself) are not known for their better judgment, their scruples, and their respectability, The New Yorker is. And since I’ve been the cartoon editor of the magazine for the past ten years, a patina of The New Yorker’s respectability has unavoidably rubbed off on me. It’s just a veneer, of course, but after a decade it’s quite thick and, according to my dermatologist, very difficult to remove. Besides, the procedure isn’t covered by my health plan.


But thick veneer notwithstanding, if it were really up to just me, some of these cartoons would probably have made it into The New Yorker, offending not only the little old lady in Dubuque but perhaps even the cross-dressing CEO in Manhattan. But none of these cartoons did, in fact, make it into The New Yorker. That’s because others at the magazine have better judgment, more scruples, and greater respectability than I do, as evidenced by the fact that they rejected this cartoon of my own.


[image: image]


“Hey, my eyes are up here!”


How these cartoons got into the hands of the editor of this collection, Matthew Diffee, cartoonist and former friend, I don’t know, and he won’t tell, even under the threat of extraordinary rendition. So there’s nothing to be done but enjoy them and be damned.





INTRODUCTION



Welcome to The Best of the Rejection Collection. In this book you’ll find a bunch of wonderfully awful and some awfully wonderful rejected New Yorker cartoons. They’re not really New Yorker cartoons (after all, The New Yorker rejected them), but they are cartoons by The New Yorker cartoonists. I’m one of those cartoonists. My job is to come up with cartoons and pitch them to the magazine. The magazine’s job is to reject almost all of those cartoons. What happens to those rejected ideas? Nothing, unless you count gathering dust as something. Are the rejected cartoons any good? That depends on what you mean by “good.” Good for The New Yorker? No, probably not. Good for a laugh? Certainly. In fact, if you ask the cartoonists, some of the rejected ones are the flat-out funniest cartoons we’ve ever done. But they’re different than what you’re used to seeing from us. The ones you see in the magazine are the ones The New Yorker chose to show you. If we were doing the choosing you might end up with a magazine full of cartoons like this one….


[image: image]


“I’d say my biggest influence is probably Pollock.”


You might think, like I did when I submitted it, that a gag like this could totally be in The New Yorker, but you, like I, would be wrong. Sure, it makes a highbrow reference to an abstract expressionist painter whose work you have to know in order to get the joke, but it’s also a cartoon about bird poop. Oddly, The New Yorker doesn’t seem to go for that kind of thing. I assume that’s why they passed on it. (Of course I don’t really know for sure why this or any of the cartoons in this book were rejected. I have only my hunches. I’ve made a list of those and illustrated each with an example from my own stack of rejects. You’ll find them at the end of this introduction.)


Let me take just a second here and put all this rejection business into perspective for you. The cartoons you see in The New Yorker are only a small percentage—the tip of the iceberg. We cartoonists are lucky if they take one of the ten ideas we pitch each week. It’s a 90 percent rejection rate, but it’s actually worse than that because our final ten, the ones we deem good enough to sketch up and pitch, are the tip of an even bigger iceberg. Well, it’s the same iceberg, and I guess it can’t technically be the tip since I just called the other part the tip. It’s the next part below the tip. If it were a piece of candy corn, it would be the dark orange part. (And speaking of that, why would anyone name candy after a vegetable? Makes no sense.) Tell you what. Forget the candy corn. Stay with me on the iceberg. In fact, let me draw it….


[image: image]


A. Tip of the Iceberg.


The cartoons not rejected by The New Yorker. You can see these by getting yourself a subscription.


B. Top of the Iceberg.


These are the cartoons that are rejected by The New Yorker, but not rejected by the cartoonist. See what I’m saying? These are his or her ten best ideas from a week’s worth of work, what we call the “batch.” You can see the best of these in the pages of this book.


C. Bulk of the Iceberg.


These are cartoon ideas that the cartoonist rejected. See, in order to get ten good gags for the batch, the cartoonist comes up with a whole lot more. Probably close to 90 percent more. The theory being that the more ideas generated, the better the quality will be of the final ten that are drawn up and pitched. These are probably not good ideas. Where can you see them? Well, you’re not supposed to see them. In a way, they don’t even exist because they weren’t good enough to draw. However, in the interest of science, I’ll give you a glimpse of these on the following pages of this introduction.


D. Butt of the Iceberg.


A special classification of the above category, these are cartoon ideas that the cartoonist has rejected from other people. They can come from family members, former friends, psychiatric professionals, and even complete strangers. In most cases these are the worst cartoon ideas EVER. You can see some of them at the back of this book. For real. See page 300.


E. A Blue Whale.


So that’s the cold hard truth about cartoon ideas. Get it? Huh? Get it? Sorry. Now, as promised, in the interest of science, I’m going to give you a look at some of my ideas that would fall into the “bulk of the iceberg” category. Again, these are the surplus ideas that I didn’t think were strong enough to get into the final ten that I sketched and sent to the magazine. Hopefully this will also take us a few steps toward answering the question cartoonists get asked more than any other: How do you come up with your ideas? The honest but not very satisfying answer is, We think of them. It’s unsatisfying because people want to know how we think of them, and that’s tough to answer and impossible to demonstrate because it happens in our heads—but I’ll give it a try here.


What you’re about to see on the following page is the closest I can come to showing what happens in my brain, bad ideas and all. It’s a piece of paper that I used to jot my thoughts during an idea-getting brainstorm session several years ago. I can’t pinpoint the date, but I think it must have been sometime in 2005. See, every day, I make a pot of coffee and then sit down with a pen in front of a blank sheet of paper and think. If things are working correctly, by the time the pot’s empty, the page will be full. What it’s full of is scribbling. There’ll be a bunch of half ideas, false starts, and then a few actual cartoon ideas. Almost all of these, however, will be “bulk of the iceberg” ideas. I think this is what some people call a mind map. Most of the work happens in my head of course, but the notes here provide a sort of dotted line of where my mind wandered. It might not look like much, but it represents a day’s work for me. And of course, when I say a day, I’m really talking about a few hours—I’m a cartoonist not a coal miner.


[image: image]


Here’s a guide to a few points of interest:


A. This is a topic. Nothing going on with it really, but when I first sit down, I often start by just jotting down the first random things that come to me. It helps to get rid of some of the scary white space. You gotta start somewhere.


B. This is a topic too, but not as random as the other. It’s a topic that I had a funny feeling about. A topic I thought I’d be able to wring some humor from. As you can see by the lack of additional notes, I was mistaken.


C. “The old switcheroo.” Here, I started with a thing, in this case a “student driver” sign that you’d see on top of a Driver’s Ed car. Then I just tried to come up with a funny alternative vehicle to replace the car. Sometimes this works. Here it didn’t. Clearly the funniest vehicle option is a Zamboni. There’s just something funny about a Zamboni, but that by itself isn’t an idea. It needed more, and apparently I didn’t come up with anything to nudge that notion into an actual cartoon idea. Thinking now, the obvious thing would be to have the Zamboni with the student driver sign in some sort of bad situation: The driver’s rammed it into the wall, or he’s running over figure skaters, but that’s not anything really. You could go absurd with it and have him driving it out in the middle of a desert. Or, I don’t know…. See? This is what happens. If those are ideas at all, they’re easily rejected ones.


D. This is a setup that didn’t lead anywhere. Hence the blank. I’m sure I thought of stuff, but nothing worth writing down. Either that or I got distracted and didn’t come back to it.


E. This is just a phrase I was hearing at the time. From there I try to think of a surprising image to use with it, or some way of manipulating the phrase into a joke. You can see some of that process here. Sometimes something comes from it, but usually not.


F. This fish business is just a little riff that I got into. Trying to generate something by jotting down a bunch of things around a single topic. I’m “fishing” for ideas here. Get it? Sorry. The closest thing to an idea here is taking the phrase “fish out of water” and changing it to “fish out of money.” You can imagine a few ways that one could turn that into a cartoon, but can you think of any way to turn it into a good cartoon? I couldn’t. Probably wasted eleven minutes of my life trying.


G. This is an idea. It’s not that great. I rejected it.


H. This is also an idea: It’s circled, so I guess I thought it was okay. Good enough to consider sketching up. I don’t remember how the idea came to me and you don’t see any of the process here. I do remember drawing it and I remember it getting rejected, which surprises me. Not that it was rejected, but that I remember it, because the idea itself isn’t very memorable.


I. This is another idea, and this is the reason I chose this sheet to show you instead of all the others. This is the germ of the idea for that Pollock pigeon cartoon I showed you a couple pages back. It looks like I got to the idea from the seemingly random starting point of “pigeons on a wire” a few lines above. You’ll notice I streamlined the caption later, making it better, but this is the initial spark. At this point, I was thinking the idea would work only if the reader pictured the pigeon “splatter” landing on something Pollocksize and rectangular, thus the bus reference. Going back through the week’s idea sheets a few days later and selecting this one to draw, I had a better perspective on it and realized the bus wasn’t necessary.


So there you go. That pigeon idea was a “top of the iceberg” idea. Not even a “tip of the iceberg” idea. It was good enough for me, but not for The New Yorker. I don’t know if I sold a cartoon at all that week, but I know I didn’t sell that one. Sad, huh? If you multiply this sheet times six or seven, depending on whether I took a day off or not, and then add fifty percent for the ideas that didn’t even make it to the page, you’ll get a ballpark idea of how big the “bulk of the iceberg” was for me that week. Multiply that times the number of cartoonists in this book and then times the number of weeks in a year and suddenly we’re talking about a pretty big ball of ice.
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