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Introduction

The Most Popular Course in Art School

Steven Heller

[image: image]

Basil Wolverton

When I attended art school in the sixties, comics classes were for misfits. Although Roy Lichtenstein’s monumental Pop Art comics panels were exhibited in museums throughout the world, everyday comics were low on the cultural food chain. Other arts courses had infinitely more cachet. The prestigious fine-art department was a haven for young Pollocks and Warhols, the graphic design department was ascending to respectable new heights, the illustration department was coming off a decade when illustrators dominated magazines and advertisements, and the photography department was emerging as a wellspring for both art and commerce. Comics classes, despite a few great teachers (including Mad founder Harvey Kurtzman), were considered unsophisticated because most of us post-adolescent students fixated on inventing déclassé superheroes with dubious world-altering über-powers. Nonetheless, comics classes offered something more valuable than any of the other programs.

First, comics classes were less pretentious than the so-called higher, and often humorless, art courses. Second, comics encouraged storytelling through words and pictures. In those days, painting was mostly abstract, design was cold Swiss, illustration was faux-surreal, and photography was about capturing a single moment. Comics, however, demanded an intricate weaving of tales into concise multi-perspective narratives. And there was something more: the underground “comix” had just started tackling taboo subjects such as sex, drugs, and anti-authoritarianism in breach of the puritanical Comics Code Authority, the self-censoring industry standard that curtailed anything remotely fostering sex, drugs, and anti-authoritarianism. So this was the dawn (and for some, the Second Coming) of comics as a wildly experimental, at times bawdy, and always confrontational phenomenon that surprisingly evolved into a major movement.

While our parents who footed the school bills believed comics were something we would grow out of—like sucking our thumbs, growing long hair, or fornicating in public parks—we knew that comics provided untold free expression. Most of us were committed for the long haul. Okay, the underground comics, even with their “adults only” warning labels, were admittedly rooted in an insatiable compulsion to sow wild oats by shocking conservative society; nonetheless, undergrounds offered critiques of social hypocrisies that ultimately altered some contemporary mores. They were also hilariously, raucously, and sinfully ribald. (When was the last time we really laughed at, or were erotically excited by, Archie and the rest of that insipid, post-Code comics pap?) At that time, simply attacking convention was as life sustaining as oxygen—and underground comix were fresh air. They still are.

Over three decades since these comix first published in underground newspapers and comic books, many of the underground-breakers—including R. Crumb, Art Spiegelman, and Bill Griffith—have become accepted as mainstream artists, entertainers, and even pundits. Crumb is the subject of a major documentary and various books of criticism, Spiegelman (page 110) is a Pulitzer Prize winner and was contributor to The New Yorker, Griffith (page 43) has produced a long-running syndicated comic strip, Zippy, for over twenty years, and all have collectively published several popular monographs. Although in Europe comics have long been celebrated for their integral cultural role, in the United States, the phenomenon is only now reaching explosive proportions. Cross-cultural consumption has, nonetheless, surprised even the visionaries.

Historically speaking, ever since Superman premiered in the late thirties, superheroes have been the bedrock of comics lit, and the idols of teenage boys. However, as comics impresario Chip Kidd explains (page 104), today comic books and strips of all kinds have become “a springboard to movies both high and low budget, alike.” Like novels and non-fiction books before them, comics are currently the inspiration for live-action television series and films, not to mention a slew of animated shorts and features, as well documentaries. In a comic twist, comics have also directly influenced critically acclaimed novels by Michael Chabon (Kavalier and Clay) and Jay Cantor (Krazy Kat, Great Neck). And in a turn on the old novel/film adaptation formula, writer Paul Auster encouraged a version of his novel City of Glass to be transformed into a graphic novel (could the next step be an animated feature?). The increase in mainstream and independent publishers of graphic novels has given further impetus to an expanding and profitable field. Largely owing to Spiegelman’s autobiographical Maus, spawning a genre of emotionally intense non-fiction comics, and Spiegelman and Françoise Mouly’s late eighties and early nineties Raw magazine, inspiring psychologically complex narratives, comics is now Mecca for a range of artists interested in alternative approaches to journalism, memoir, and literature, as well as theater, film, and even opera. Thanks also to inroads made by Jim Steranko (page 67), Bill Sienkiewicz (page 79), and Dave McKean (page 83), among others, the superhero genre is more intellectually and aesthetically esteemed than ever before. Such is the superiority of the field that while misfits are still drawn to art-school comics classes, they are no longer perceived as pitiful outcasts. To be a comics artist or cartoonist, as Simpsons’ creator Matt Groening would doubtless attest, is to be afforded cultural hero status above and beyond that of mortal men. And he is not alone in the new cultural pantheon for which the annual Comicon in San Diego serves as a huge and continually expanding anteroom.

With the weight of western culture in the balance, a good education is more critical now than ever. So how does one effectively learn to become a comics artist? Is it indeed teachable? Through the mid-twentieth century comics pedagogy was limited to correspondence courses that were advertised in the backs of pulp magazines and comic books; to be educated was as simple as reading a how-to manual and copying the examples. For those who could not afford it, tracing characters from the newspaper funnies was also an acceptable way to learn the comics language. Instinct was as useful as innate talent, and intuition went a long way towards making viable art. While there were rules, they existed to be broken. Promising comics artists filled sketchbooks with inventive drawings that served as ersatz portfolios. And if lucky, the truly gifted among them could find educational opportunities as apprentices to established veterans—as Jules Feiffer did with Will Eisner (page 221)—and further develop their comics chops in the cartooning bull pens. A few successful comics artists are, in fact, college graduates, yet they probably did not learn nuanced craft in their respective institutions of higher education. For example, after leaving the painting department at Yale in the mid-sixties, Victor Moscoso rejected the Bauhaus-influenced simplicity taught by his famous teacher, Josef Albers, and consequently embraced complexity as the keynote for his psychedelic posters and comics. But the past is past. Today, a solid formal education is essential, and integrated comics programs are necessary to teach both craft and conceptual foundations.

Speaking of foundations, there is not just one; indeed there are as many as there are comics art genres. Although the common root is drawing and writing, there are various ways to conceive and make comics and cartoons and, therefore, use the comics language(s) for illustrative and other pictorially narrative ends. Moreover, artists are rarely locked into a single genre: Seymour Chwast, best known as an editorial illustrator and designer, has produced many comic strips and animations. Tony Auth (page 17), a leading daily editorial cartoonist, has applied his fluid style to children’s books. Mark Alan Stamaty (page 39), creator of weekly comic strips on political and social issues, has also authored children’s and adults’ illustrated books. Barron Storey (page 73), a legend in the comic strip world, teaches the art of representational illustration. Micah Wright, creator and writer of mainstream comic books, also produces biting polemical, partisan propaganda posters using the wonders of Photoshop. Incidentally, many contemporary graphic designers and art directors find in Chris Ware’s (page 106) precisionist graphics and lettering a perfect new style for posters, book jackets, and CD covers. Cross-pollination is endemic to comic art, and education is the best way to plant the seeds.

Teaching comics is, in large part, about planting seeds of knowledge and experience. So the purpose of The Education of a Comics Artist is to preview current educational possibilities while surveying the broad field of comics art and how it can be applied to art in general—a heavy load. This volume is not meant to make the reader into a keen practitioner but rather to introduce the likely neophyte (and some veterans too) to a large range of possibilities. The essays and interviews herein are intended as inspirational overviews and insightful behind-the-scenes accounts. Reading from the beginning or dipping in at any juncture is possible, for everything in this book will illuminate what is decidedly a complex yet accessible discipline. There are common themes—personal expression being the most recurring—but each essay and interview further uniquely addresses the significance of comics art in social and cultural terms.

This book is aimed at those—young and old—who believe comics is a calling (in fact, comics has religious overtones for some devout practitioners), but it is also geared for illustrators, painters, designers, filmmakers, and even writers who might embrace and apply the inherent characteristics of comic artistry in their own distinct art forms. Just as important, this book makes it clear that not every piece of comics art is a multi-paneled, sequential narrative. Comic art as practiced today dates back to the eighteenth century when Thomas Rowlandson (1756–1827) and James Gillray (1756–1815), among other graphic commentators in England and France, produced single satiric images (often with captions or speech balloons) that laid waste to the fools and foolhardy of their day. The single-image “cartoon” (as it was dubbed in 1831 by Punch) was the state of the art that prefigured the gag cartoon so smartly practiced over a hundred years later in The New Yorker (page 2) and continues to this day. Ignoring the multi-image cave paintings at Lascaux, the modern sequential visual narrative, credited to Rodolphe Töpffer (1799–1846), developed in the early nineteenth century. So this book attempts to place comics art in perspective of the past, present, and future, and examine it, through the voices of many leading exemplars, as a holistic endeavor that involves many formats and numerous visual and verbal arts.

Yet despite the cultural weight placed on comic art today, the editors here contend that it is still an endeavor for alien beings—or misfits if you will— because only those who truly think outside the panel can transform such a now mainstream method of mass communication into a truly exceptional art. For all the analysis, introspection, and investigation this book provides, the most superlative comics art is drawn from deep dark recesses, pushed to the surface by desires to express compelling ideas through words and images that would otherwise be suppressed if the form did not exist. This is, perhaps, why comics art is—at least in the minds of the contributors here—the most popular course in art school today, and probably tomorrow.


Foreword

What’s So Funny about Comics (and Understanding)?

Michael Dooley

“We’re looking for people who like to draw,” read the old ad for a correspondence art school. You’d sketch a deer or a pirate, submit it, and after a period of “training” you were supposedly ready to earn a living as a cartoonist.

Okay, you’re savvy enough to know that responding to a matchbook solicitation isn’t the way to blaze a trail to a hot job these days. Still, you’re seriously considering a comics career. Your options may be daunting.

Steve Heller and I originally envisioned this book as a portable Comics Art Education conference, one designed to let you investigate a spectrum of approaches to understanding the art, craft, and business of comics and cartooning in their various forms. No stuffy academic seminar laden with theory and lit-crit, we organized our “conference between two covers” into a series of panel discussions by some of the most outstanding and knowledgeable practitioners, teachers, and thinkers, each with their own point of view.

Let’s begin with cartooning. “Cartoon,” with its lingering taint of “Draw Winky,” is often used derogatively but it actually has an honorable, and even sacred, etymology that dates back to the Renaissance. At that time, cartoons were full-sized preparatory paper studies used as outline guides for oil paintings, frescoed ceilings, stained glass, and tapestries.

We can hardly think of the contemporary, sophisticated magazine cartoon without conjuring images of New Yorker artists, whether Peter Arno, Saul Steinberg, or Roz Chast. So to open our first panel we have esteemed New Yorker cartoon editor Bob Mankoff with a lighthearted behind-the-scenes peek at the serious methodology behind making readers laugh with—rather than at— his publication. R.C. Harvey then provides a chronology, from Prohibition to the present, of how the people he likes to call “cartooners” go about soliciting for sales. Next, Paul Krassner recounts cartoon highlights from his courageous, groundbreaking magazine of free-thought criticism and satire, The Realist. If the Harvey Kurtzman of Frontline Combat, Mad, Help!, and Humbug is the father of underground comix, then Krassner is certainly its midwife, as The Realist served as inspiration and breeding ground for many of the movement’s most subversive participants.

Speaking of subversion, our Editorial panel starts with a couple of opinionated Pulitzer-winning cartoonists: Ben Sargent, who sketches the noble legacy and powerful potential of the craft, and Tony Auth, who recounts his on-the-job experiences. Auth also notes that newspapers have downsized the ranks of his profession to under one hundred artists. The fact that over three dozen of them reacted to 9/11 with a weeping Statue of Liberty seems further evidence that our daily illustrated elephant and donkey show needs to choose between full reinvention or extinction. Steven Brodner, whose grotesque portraits of his subjects have been described as Howard Zinn peyote visions, adds his downbeat view of the current state of caricature.

Our adjacent Political panel strikes a more positive note for those of you seeking to skewer the powers that be, graphically speaking; it covers the type of critical graphic commentary usually seen in alt-weeklies and crusading comics. Scholar and Radical America Komiks publisher Paul Buhle tracks a high-spirited lineage from a fifteenth-century European garden of delights to today’s Lower East Side tenements. Peter Kuper picks up the journey from there with a frontline report of the genesis and evolution of his comic, WW3 Illustrated, over the past quarter-century. Following up is newcomer David Rees, whose acerbic anti-administration clip art comics demonstrate the potential for undiluted, self-syndicated content via the Internet.

Shifting slightly over to the social arena, we can eavesdrop on two pairs of veteran newspaper cartoonists who converse in our Strips panel. Of the weekly variety, Stan Mack reveals the MO behind his documentary-style Real Life Funnies, progenitor to the comics-format reportorial strips currently running in The New Yorker, among other publications, and Mark Alan Stamaty ruminates over his own methodologies and motivations. Speaking for the dailies, Bill Griffith and Nicole Hollander let us in on the creation, care, and feeding of their cartoon characters. With over three decades of syndication each, Zippy and Sylvia continue to distinguish themselves amid pages lousy with characters that barely have any dimension beyond “adorable.”

Next up: comic books. Comics for youngsters currently extend from Disney quackery, post-Barks and Gottfredson, to the hipper, Matt Groening–spawned Bongo Comics line, to Art Spiegelman and Françoise Mouly’s “Little Lit” hardcover series, to numerous forms of manga (see page 144). At our Kids’ and Teens’ panel, the focus is on appreciation: design historian Teal Triggs resurrects Bill Woggon to give due credit to Katy Keene’s influence, not only on comics art but other creative disciplines; Jessica Abel tells us how a certain redheaded Riverdale High student altered her life as both creator and teacher; and children’s book author Barbara McClintock recalls how Top Cat—both the Arnold Stang–voiced Hanna-Barbera TV cartoon and the Gold Key comic—was a formative influence.

Opening the Action/Adventure panel, author Arlen Schumer flies through the past half-century of distinguished superhero artists and trains his x-ray eyes on three significant trends and developments. Then Jim Steranko chats about his secret identities as Mister Miracle and The Escapist, among other topics. Schumer sees Steranko as a Silver Age artist ahead of his time, citing in a recent correspondence the landmark 1970 story “At the Stroke of Midnight,” which “pushed his designed drawing into a high-contrast, high-definition black-and-white chiaroscuro that would skip the seventies and not show up in others’ styles until the following decade,” where it would be adapted by artistic sensibilities as dissimilar as Jaime Hernandez and Frank Miller.

This panel continues with a roundtable of creators Schumer tags as Multimedia Artists, beginning with instructor/guru Barron Storey, whose brooding, oblique stories are published by Vanguard. He’s succeeded by three of his followers, in spirit if not in fact: Bill Sienkiewicz, Dave McKean, and David Mack. Each has dabbled in superheroes, although their skills are most fully realized in less restricted, often self-created, venues outside the genre. Such adult-oriented material—popularized by DC’s Vertigo in its prime with titles such as the Sandman series and currently advanced by artists such as Ashley Wood and Ben Templesmith under the IDW Comics imprint— helps fill the chasm between traditional mainstream and alternative.

Alternative—a.k.a. independent—comics are considered to date from 1982 when Fantagraphics launched Love & Rockets, Jaime, Gilbert, and Mario Hernandez’s humanistic, barrio-perspective tales. This category ranges from crudely drawn, solipsistic autobio to superbly rendered, insightful, and nuanced poetics. It covers a multitude of transgressions against conventionality, even as some practitioners—see Charles Burns and Kaz in Nickelodeon magazine—achieve more widespread acceptance. And it continues to flourish and diversify, thanks to Fantagraphics, Drawn and Quarterly, and other courageous publishers.

Our first Alternative panelist is Monte Beauchamp, editor of Blab! magazine, which is a tribute to high production values as well as offbeat visual narratives. Next up are four artists, each with their own style and philosophy. Gary Panter, a transitional figure between “undergrounders” and “alternativistas” who’s also helped shape over-ground visual culture—one need look no further than the zigzag hairdos on the Simpsons kids—hints that the wellspring of his creativity may be partially divined within his heated early upbringing. Then David Sandlin marvels at Marvel’s Jack “The King” Kirby, his boyhood idol, while metaphysical humorist Peter Blegvad includes Marcel “The Champ” Duchamp among his muses. And “Bravo!” for Blegvad: a master mentor to fine artists for over a century, Duchamp actually began his career as a magazine cartoonist. His mustachioed Mona Lisa, “L.H.O.O.Q,” and upturned urinal, titled “Fountain” and containing a sly nod to Mutt and Jeff, are both, in their own way, bawdy, captioned “funnies,” yet he is woefully underutilized as a font of inspiration for comics artists. Concluding is Mark Newgarden, gag deconstructionist extraordinaire with a nose for humor, who alternately makes light of, and sheds light on, his chosen profession.

Now we come to the graphic novel. Where “comic book” (not necessarily comic and more pamphlet than book) is often used as a derisive diminutive, “graphic novel” (a pretentious but lucrative marketing moniker) has come to provide counterbalance. As Eric Reynolds observes elsewhere (page 174), the term’s grasp far exceeds its reach: it encompasses biography, journalism, and history, as well as repackaged, sometimes serialized, sagas. It was coined at least as early as the 1960s and a decade later it began to be applied to specific works such as Steranko’s 1976 Red Tide (a.k.a. Chandler), a hard-boiled detective thriller told with storyboard-style captioned illustrations, and Will Eisner’s 1978 collection of tenement short stories, A Contract with God. From Hell artist Eddie Campbell recently declared in a ten-point “manifesto” that, rather than serving as a descriptive phrase, it should signify a general movement—which has become the prevailing consensus anyway.

Leading our Graphic Novel panel with his personal perspective is editor of Random House’s Pantheon imprint, Chip Kidd. Kidd is followed by a quartet of Pantheon-published graphic novelists: Chris Ware, whose Acme Novelty Datebook is an exemplary compendium for those who appreciate the value of doodles and diaries; Art Spiegelman, whose Breakdowns collection is practically a primer in formalist comics analysis; Marjane Satrapi, whose popular two-volume Persepolis provided evidence that Maus’ success wasn’t just a one-time fluke for comics memoirs; and Kim Deitch, whose stroll down The Boulevard of Broken Dreams led him back to the birth of the comics industry. Next, Rick Geary lets us in on his process for visualizing not only novels and other works of literature but also true murder tales. Then, Ho Che Anderson, King’s “God,” considers the ups and downs of the omnipotence biz.

If you’d like even more subsets to draw from, over in our Miscellany panel teacher Leonard Rifas grades the benefits and drawbacks of comics as an educational tool, journalist Tom Spurgeon covers mini-comics, test labs for new talents, Ganzfeld editor Dan Nadel explores the accomplishments of Fort Thunder, the avant-garde art comics collective, and writers Bart Beaty and Bill Randall expand our horizons with perspectives on, respectively, European comics and manga. There are numerous other categories worthy of attention; the rapidly evolving Internet environment, for instance, brings a world of visions, literally, to the comics form, from the sublime, three-panel, low-tech, free-verse fumetti of A Softer World by writer Joey Comeau and photographer Emily Horne (www.asofterworld.com)—who collaborate across opposite Canadian coasts—to the bizarrely ridiculous interactive animations of Dutch artist Han Hoogerbrugge (www.hoogerbrugge.com).

At least as far back as cartoonist-turned-animator Winsor McCay, comics creators have explored and enriched a wide variety of related disciplines, including concept art and storyboards for films and, more recently, design for motion graphics. Several of our assembled comics panelists also work on children’s books. And our Border Crossings panel investigates a couple of other options for the ambitious comics artist: commercial illustration and fine art. Many illustrators derive their pictorial syntaxes from iconic comics imagery: Leslie Cabarga, Lou Brooks, Mick Brownfield, and this conference’s Arlen Schumer (page 69) and Craig Yoe (page 177), just to cite a few. Here we present Elwood Smith, premier practitioner of the knockabout cartoon style, who credits his accomplished career to a lifelong infatuation with the medium. We also have Robert Williams, a high-profile lowbrow painter of adolescent fever dreams with patrons such as actor Nicolas Cage—who, not so incidentally, chose his last name in tribute to Marvel’s Luke Cage, Hero for Hire. Williams gives us the lowdown on his Juxtapoz magazine, which features the likes of Gary Baseman, Mitch O’Connell, brothers Rob and Christian Clayton, our conference’s own David Sandlin (page 95), and Gary Panter (page 93), and a growing number of others who work both sides of the narrative art/art gallery divide.

At this juncture you might want to drop into our gallery exhibit, which features comics commentary from Nicholas Blechman, David Heatley, Dan James, and Rick Meyerowitz, especially created for your educational edification.

The conference resumes in the Business panel as ace reporter Heidi MacDonald shows how comics “cons” can help turn fans into “pros” while Comic Art magazine publisher Todd Hignite and Comics Journal publicity person Eric Reynolds grapple with ways in which the medium can develop more muscle in today’s marketplace.

In the Creative panel we discover that the answer to, “Where do you get your ideas?” isn’t, as writer Harlan Ellison would claim, a post office box in Schenectady. In truth, it’s located at the crossroads of Observation, Imagination, Research, and Reflection. And ideally within the comics medium, it’s found in a well-balanced synergy of art and literature. Emphasizing the “images” side of the equation are designer Craig Yoe, who raps rhapsodic as he romps through graveyards, the better to climb aboard the shoulder bones of bygone masters, and writer Colin Berry, who studies potential prophecies written on urban walls and posits that a graffiti and comics reunion may be only a movement away. Bridging the visual/verbal divide is acclaimed editor and writer Dennis O’Neil, with some straight talk for anyone who might decide to collaborate on comics as a writer. Offering further perspectives on the “texts” side are: political cartoonist Tim Kreider, who believes a well-chosen word can be worth more than a thousand stunning but vacuous pictures; comics commentator Robert Fiore, who suggests how far comic books and newspaper cartoons can, and should, go with their content; cartoon animator Ward Sutton, who stresses the significance of character development; and historian Trina Robbins, who examines romantic relationships among comics teens, superheroes, and antiheroes.

Our Teaching panel starts off with Scott McCloud, interviewed by graphic designer and writer Gunnar Swanson. An open-minded theorist more interested in dialogue than didacticism, McCloud ventures into “potentially toxic” territory to identify four modes of thinking about comics. Then we move on to the institutions of higher learning themselves: Joe Kubert walks us through his eponymous trade school, which has been following a formula for producing industry-ready grads for over a quarter-century; historian Roger Sabin traces the divergent career paths of three products of the London art and design university where he lectures; and, in an interview with illustrator and educator Joel Priddy, Will Eisner reflects on what he’s come to value about comics and teaching over a career that has included mentoring Spirit assistants Lou Fine, Jack Cole, and Jules Feiffer in the early 1940s.

Our conference draws to a close with a Lesson Plan panel featuring three artist/instructors: Ted Stearn on the importance of formal training, James Sturm on narrative structure, and Matt Madden on experimentation. And, since every worthwhile study should include a recommended reading list, comics critic Rich Kreiner wraps up with a survey of classic and current literature on comics.

There you have it: a sampler of presentations that we hope you’ll find informative and inspiring. Feel free to browse. And don’t forget to ask questions.


Section I:

The Comics Field


Magazine Cartoons

Cartoons at The New Yorker

Bob Mankoff

Hi, I’m Bob Mankoff, the cartoon editor of The New Yorker magazine. I’m also a cartoonist for the magazine and the president of The Cartoon Bank, a company that licenses New Yorker cartoons. People often ask me if there’s a conflict of interest given that I’m in a position (or positions) to buy and sell my own cartoons. This question is not worthy of me, and to put this issue to rest I’ve appointed a blue ribbon committee … which, incidentally, I’m heading. If all goes well, I should be cleared of all charges, so I’ll just proceed with this essay unless instructed otherwise by an officer of the court.

Part of my job is selecting each issue’s cartoons. As cartoon editor I get to see about one thousand cartoons a week. Of that number I select about sixty to show to the editor of the magazine, David Remnick. Together we winnow this number down to between fifteen and twenty cartoons for selection in the magazine. These cartoons then go to the New Yorker library, where they’re compared to the over 68,000 cartoons that we’ve published since 1925, just to make sure we don’t repeat ourselves. Then they go to the fact-checking department to make sure there is no logical inconsistency that would vitiate the cartoon (the concept of the “vitiated” cartoon is unique to The New Yorker). Then, if all goes well, the cartoonist redraws the original submission (it’s technically called the “rough”) and resubmits it in final form (this is technically called the “finish”). I hope I’m not getting too technical for you here.

Of course, this process is in some sense nuts—fact-checking cartoons?—but this obsessive attention is what makes our cartoons not just the work of individual artists but also a New Yorker cartoon. It’s a special category, the “New Yorker cartoon,” a unique brand, impossible to confuse with anything else. This is why most magazine cartoonists want to be published in The New Yorker, and it’s also why celebrities such as Norman Mailer, Johnny Carson, Charles Grodin, and David Mamet have submitted cartoons to the magazine. All, I might add, were rejected.

Have I scared you away yet? If so, that’s too bad, because you’re going to miss out on the secret formula for becoming a New Yorker cartoonist. I can’t be too explicit—it’s a secret, of course—but I can outline a few rules. Follow them closely and satisfaction is, if not guaranteed, at least a statistical possibility.

Rule 1: Get an education but not too good an education. You should learn just enough about the world to make fun of it, but not too much more. Real knowledge will only depress you.

Rule 2: Don’t just submit one cartoon to the magazine. You may think it’s a great cartoon idea, but to me it’ll look like the only idea you ever had. Instead, submit ten ideas. Why ten? Because nine out of ten times, things just don’t work out.

Rule 3: Learn the difference between bad-bad drawing and good-bad drawing. When a person who can’t draw doesn’t like to draw, the result is usually awkward and charmless. On the other hand, a love for drawing, even in the absence of drafting skill, can produce a kind of miracle: if you have enthusiasm for communicating graphically, you may end up with truly inspired work (think Thurber).

Rule 4: Learn the difference between bad-good drawing and good-good drawing. Bad-good drawing is overly detailed and fussy. It smothers an idea with misguided notions of realism or accuracy. Good-good drawing gives the impression of accuracy while distorting reality for heightened comic effects. It’s simple, really: one isn’t funny and the other is.

Rule 5: It’s not the ink, it’s the think. In other words no matter how good a drawing is, it’s not a cartoon unless the drawing is in the service of an idea. I once drew a guy just sitting in a chair. After staring at the drawing for an hour I realized that all I had to do was turn the drawing on its side and title it “Budget Recliner.” Voilà! I had a cartoon.

Will scrupulously following these five rules get your cartoons published in The New Yorker? Don’t make me laugh! Actually, that should be Rule 6. It just might work.


Wednesday “Look Day” and the Freelance Magazine Cartooner

R.C. Harvey

The last of New York’s Wednesday watering holes for magazine cartoonists closed recently, making official by reason of its finality the end of the profession’s fabled “look day.” The place was called Costello’s for a long time. “The cartoonists who were mostly writers came here—Walt Kelly and James Thurber,” Milton Caniff told me years ago when taking me on a tour of cartoonist landmarks in the city. The Costello’s we were lunching in was the second of the name. Thurber had scrawled pictures of his haphazard men and women and dogs on the walls of the first Costello’s, and when it moved, they cut his drawings out of the wall in plaster chunks, framed them, and hung the pictures in the new place on East Forty-fourth Street. Then they whitewashed the east wall in the dining room and asked a new generation of cartoonists to decorate it with their signatures and drawings of their characters. Some years ago, the place acquired a new owner and a new name, Turtle Bay Café, but still boasted about the wall of cartoons. In the winter of 2004 it lost its lease, and the rumor was that the new owners would gut the building, thus eradicating the last vestige of Costello’s and the cartooner trade. Fortunately for posterity, the rumor was subsequently disproved: the wall will endure because the new owners see it as the place’s chief attraction. But it is, indeed, the last vestige of a once vibrant freelance magazine cartooning enterprise in New York City: the wall remains, but “look day” is gone forever, and without it, the wall is a mystery. Why is it there? And what does it mean?

The Pen and Pencil, a former speakeasy slightly below street level on Forty-fifth Street near Third Avenue, had been the more popular of the cartoonists’ Wednesday destinations. John Bruno had started the bistro during Prohibition, and when adult beverages became legal again in 1933, he applied for a restaurant license. For the application form, he needed a name for the place. He asked his patrons for advice. Most of them were newspapermen and cartoonists. Cartoonist Gil Fox told me that he suggested the name Pen and Pencil because that described the tools of the trade of those who frequented Bruno’s. But the Pen and Pencil preceded Costello’s into oblivion several years ago.

Wednesday was dubbed “look day” because cartoon editors looked at cartoon submissions that day—in person. Back in the thirties, forties, and fifties when the city was the locus of the nation’s largest concentration of magazine offices, that was the day cartoon editors permitted itinerant cartoonists in the vicinity to enter these sanctum sanctorum to show their wares, face to face.

Henry Boltinoff, whose signature appeared everywhere—magazines, comic books, newspaper panels—for half a century, started peddling cartoons to magazines in 1937 after the newspaper he was drawing for folded. Out of work, he turned to two high school classmates, George Wolfe and Ben Roth, both cartoonists, who were sharing a studio. They advised him to start doing cartoons for magazines.

“They said, ‘Do a batch of roughs, about ten to fifteen a week,’” Boltinoff told me. “‘We’ll meet you on Wednesday and take you around.’ In those days, you could make a living doing magazine cartooning. You could spend the whole day Wednesday, going from one magazine to another. There were that many magazines. The Saturday Evening Post was published out of Philadelphia, but the cartoon editor came in every Tuesday night to see the cartoonists on Wednesday morning.”

Starting at the highest paying magazines and working down the pay scales, cartoonists went from office to office, sitting in waiting rooms, waiting; then showing their wares to stone-faced cartoon editors. Most cartoonists submitted roughs on “look day.” If an editor liked one or more, he’d ask for a finished drawing. Or he might “hold” a rough until the next week. When the cartoonist returned the next Wednesday, the editor either returned the rough (rejected) or asked for finished artwork.

Every Wednesday the magazine cartoonists took a midday breather and a beaker or two over lunch at the Pen and Pencil. Despite their being competitors— each one visiting and trying to sell cartoons at the same magazines—they didn’t feel cutthroat about it, Boltinoff said. In fact, one time when he had to be out of town on a Wednesday, he gave his batch to his friend George Wolfe, who took them around. He’d show his batch first, then Boltinoff ’s.

The fellowship of the lunches was stimulated by shop talk and networking about potential markets, not by high-octane beverages. “The lunches weren’t very wet,” John Gallagher told me; after all, the cartoonists still had half-a-day’s business to do.

“Look day” expired before either the Pen and Pencil or Costello’s/Turtle Bay. It was a long and lingering death that set in with the demise in the sixties of the Saturday Evening Post (temporarily) and Collier’s and Look. When these giant periodicals of yesteryear expired, the great “general interest” market for cartoons wizened considerably. In its place sprang up scores of “special interest” magazines, a development that complicated the life of a freelance cartoonist by making it increasingly impractical. Magazine cartooning has always been a highly speculative enterprise: a cartoonist produces a quantity of cartoons, hoping to make a living by selling a small percentage of his output. In the days of the great general-interest magazines, the same cartoon could be offered at several places, and the chances of it selling were consequently enhanced. But the new environment effectively reduced the possibilities for sales: a cartoon aimed at making wind surfers laugh in the wind surfing magazine would not likely be purchased by a magazine about radio-controlled model airplanes.

The market today is further complicated because there are drastically fewer magazines that buy cartoons: art directors have taken over, and their aesthetic sensibilities are doubtless offended by the way cartoons would break up a typeset page, the solid typography of text being a stalwart neutral gray element in the layout design.

Despite all these disadvantages, scores of cartoonists still produce dozens of single panel cartoons every week. But they sell by mail, not in person. Even in those golden days of yore, most magazine cartoonists lived somewhere other than New York and mailed their submissions, willy-nilly, without regard to the day of the week. They still do that today, those who remain. And the pay is still fairly miserable: the best magazines pay in the hundreds, but there are only a few of those, and the rest pay $5–25. Most of the mail-in ’tooners hold day jobs to make a living; few are full-time gag cartoonists. But Art Bouthillier, working out of a tiny cabin on Whidbey Island overlooking Puget Sound, cartoons full-time. It requires dedicated concentration, inflexible determination, and the sort of unflagging optimism that can tolerate more rejection slips than payment checks.

“But you don’t get into cartooning for the money,” Bouthillier told me, “you get into it because you love it.” And there are advantages to the freelance life: freedom. “I don’t have a nine-to-five job,” he said. “I don’t have to be anywhere. And I can do this from anywhere: I can live wherever I want to.”

Being your own boss in today’s market, however, requires a slave-driving attitude. Bouthillier devotes four days a week to generating ideas. He resolutely clears his mind of all other considerations on those four days and focuses, by turns, on the varied readerships of the magazines he sells to. Diversity is the key to magazine cartooning success these days: the cartoonist must be able to appeal to a variety of markets: family situations, pets, children, parenting, adult sex, sports and hobbies of all kinds, and so on. Bouthillier has a weekly quota of thirty to forty cartoons, which he sends out in about four relatively small batches. It’s a salesman’s strategy: He believes editors are intimidated by large batches and are more inclined to open thin envelopes than thick ones to which they must devote more perusal time. He makes a final, inked drawing of every cartoon but sends out photocopies. As the cartoons get dog-eared, he makes fresh copies from the originals.

Freelancing to magazines also requires precise record keeping: the cartoonist must know which cartoons have been sent to which magazines, which cartoons are being held for consideration, and which ones he hasn’t been paid for yet. Bouthillier spends Friday, his fifth working day, on paperwork and processing. He opens the returned envelopes (which he sent out with the batches, self-addressed and stamped for return), records sales, packages the remaining cartoons to be sent out again to new destinations, and notes those destinations and the date sent. He stamps every cartoon on the back with his name and return address and a distinctive five-digit tracking number. He prefers the clasp-type envelopes because licking envelope flaps slows him down, and speed is important when processing dozens of batches.

The business of gag cartooning has changed as the market has, but the art of the single-panel cartoon remains the same. At its best, the gag cartoon is an exquisite blend of word and picture in which, ideally, neither makes sense without the other. The most evident element, the picture, becomes a puzzle, and the caption underneath, the solution. We laugh in delight both at the incongruity of the cartoon, the elements of which are now made congruent, and at the abruptness of the revelation. It is also a laugh of pleasure at experiencing the epiphany of cognition or recognition, at having the trick pulled on us. The single panel cartoon is the haiku of cartooning, its balance of visual and verbal elements essential to its function.


In Praise of Offensive Cartoons

Paul Krassner
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In the late 1950s, I read an article in Esquire by Malcolm Muggeridge, former editor of Punch, the British humor magazine. “The area of life in which ridicule is permissible is steadily shrinking,” he wrote, “and a dangerous tendency is becoming manifest to take ourselves with undue seriousness. The enemy of humor is fear and this, alas, is an age of fear. As I see it, the only pleasure of living is that every joke should be made, every thought expressed, every line of investigation, irrespective of its direction, pursued to the uttermost limit that human ingenuity, courage and understanding can take it…. By its nature, humor is anarchistic, and it may well be that those who seek to suppress or limit laughter are more dangerous than all the subversive conspiracies which the FBI ever has or ever will uncover. Laughter, in fact, is the most effective of all subversive conspiracies, and it operates on our side.”

The article was called “America Needs a Punch,” and I took the implications of that title as my personal marching orders. After I launched The Realist in 1958, it developed a reputation as a haven for material that could be published nowhere else. Our first cartoon, unsolicited, by Drury Marsh, was a reaction to the National Association of Broadcasters amending its TV code to ban the use of actors in “white-coat commercials.” The revised ruling read: “Dramatized advertising involving statements or purported statements by physicians, dentists, or nurses must be presented by accredited members of such professions.” The cartoon showed a man dressed like a doctor doing a cigarette commercial, then changing to his civilian clothes in a dressing room, going back to his office and getting dressed like a doctor again, and finally telling a patient, “You’re going to have to give up smoking.”

Another unsolicited cartoon arrived from syndicated editorial cartoonist Frank Interlandi. It showed a man walking along, spotting a poster of a mushroom cloud with the question, “If a BOMB Falls, What Would You Do?” He continues walking—thinking, thinking—and finally says out loud to himself, “I’d shit!” Interlandi told me that he simply could not conceive of a more appropriate reaction, and had refused to compromise.

When the Cuban missile crisis occurred, Richard Guindon created his most popular cartoon for The Realist, which I put on the cover. It depicted a reclining nude woman, leaning on her elbow with her back to us—her buttocks a globe with latitudinal and longitudinal lines—as she faced a couple of faceless men, both naked except that one was wearing boxer shorts with stars and stripes while the other had a hammer and sickle tattooed on his chubby arm. The Kennedy-like American was gesturing toward the Khrushchev-like Russian and speaking to the Earth-woman: “It’s his turn and then me again.” That cartoon captured a feeling of powerlessness that permeated the country. Two Broadway stars—Orson Bean in Subways Are for Sleeping and Anthony Newley in Stop the World, I Want to Get Off—had it framed on their dressing-room walls, even while several bookstores and newsstands were displaying that issue face down.

When abortion was illegal, I published a cartoon by Mort Gerberg, depicting a Mother Goose character—the old lady who lived in a shoe and had so many children she didn’t know what to do—speaking on the phone: “Dr. Burnhill? … uh … you don’t know me, but … uh … I’ve been told that you could … uh … perform a certain operation …” It turned out there was an actual Dr. Burnhill who called me in distress after patients started bringing that issue of The Realist to his office. Every succeeding cartoon by Gerberg had a character named Burnhill, except for his double-page spreads, “The Poverty Pavilion,” “The Junkie Battalion,” and “The Fag Battalion.”

New Yorker regulars sent me their cartoons that were rejected for controversial subject matter, poor taste, and taboo violation. Ed Koren had a centaur on an unemployment line, being asked by the clerk, “Are you sure you looked for work this week?” Another Koren centaur at a cocktail party was saying to a woman, “I find it very difficult to be an intellectual in the United States.” Ed Fisher depicted a Native American ceremony with a few hippies sitting cross-legged among a large group of Indians, with the chief saying to an associate, “Yes, ever since drug-trances were ruled a legitimate practice of our religion, they’ve been drifting in …” Fisher was so prolific that “Ed Fisher’s Page” became a regular feature.

Another New Yorker cartoonist who preferred to omit a byline presented a TV talk-show guest saying, “Frankly I didn’t give a damn about it!” Then we see a family at home watching him say, “Frankly I didn’t give a bleep about it!” Thought balloons show the mother thinking, “Fuck?”; the father thinking, “Piss?”; the grandmother thinking, “Shit?”; and the little kid thinking “Crap?” That cartoon graced many kitchen refrigerators and office bulletin boards, especially at TV channels.

And Lee Lorenz sent a cartoon—bypassing The New Yorker because he knew it would be rejected—where, in the corridor of an office building, a man with an attaché case is about to enter the office of the Anti-Defamation League, while directly across from him a man with a briefcase is opening the door to the office of the Italian Anti-Defamation League. The caption: “Wop!” “Kike!”

William M. Gaines was the head of Entertaining Comics, which published a line of crime and horror comic books, plus Mad. Here was a comic book that poked creative fun at society in general and comic books in particular. What a kick it was to see “Clark Bent” undressing in a phone booth to change into his “Superduperman” outfit, only to find that a woman already occupied the booth. Mad’s gang of artists and writers were slicing through American piety with irreverence and imagination.

When Mad became a magazine, I started writing freelance articles for them. My first article was based on the premise, “What if comic strip characters answered those little ads in the back of magazines?” I wrote the script and Wally Wood did the artwork. Orphan Annie sent for Maybelline for her hollow eyes. Dick Tracy sought a nose job. Alley Oop got rid of his superfluous hair, only to reveal that he had no ears. But Popeye’s flat-chested girlfriend, Olive Oyl, wasn’t permitted to send away for falsies.
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