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CHAPTER ONE
Single-Panel Cartoons

UNDERSTANDING THE MAGIC


WHAT’S SPECIAL ABOUT THE SINGLE-PANEL CARTOON?

The single-panel cartoon, or gag cartoon, is unique in the world of humor. The reader engages with a cartoon differently than with any other medium. Its format, generally a small monochrome drawing with a brief caption, pulls the reader into the drawing first. The drawing conveys the circumstances that set up the gag. With the scenario in mind, the reader then takes in the caption—if there is one—and the moment is at hand. If the one-two combination of image and words succeeds, a small detonation occurs in the reader’s mind, resulting in a smile, a chuckle, or an outright guffaw.

The single-panel cartoon also occupies a unique place in the world of graphics. It compresses a cartoonist’s view of life into a single drawing. In one image, the cartoon presents a scene with contradictory components or offers an observation expressed in a novel way. When we make sense of the scenario, usually by untangling an amusing rearrangement of reality, the result is a successful cartoon. And unlike multi-panel cartoons, which usually consist of a setup in the initial panels followed by the punchline in the final panel, the single-panel has to pull together all elements of the gag into one drawing.

No other form of humor delivers the goods with such immediacy. The communication between cartoonist and reader is almost instantaneous. The reader accepts the cartoon’s peculiar logic, and the cartoonist rewards the reader with an unexpected twist of reality. Worlds freely collide, for example, in this gem by Peter (P. C.) Vey.
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Let’s briefly break down the components of the gag cartoon, all of which we’ll explore more deeply in subsequent chapters.




FROM FUNNY IDEA TO FUNNY CARTOON


THE GAG

Every cartoon starts with a funny idea, or gag, that can be depicted as a drawing. Gag writing requires looking at the ordinary and transforming it into something completely different yet still recognizable, just as Picasso could see a bicycle seat and handle-bars and transform them into a bull’s head. Coming up with lots—as in thousands—of original gags worthy of drawing and submitting for publication requires a skill that few possess. Having that ability or gift or form of madness is magical in itself. It’s all part of the creative process, which we’ll cover in this book.

The cartoonist must have a mind that can freely associate unlike things and find the common element that unites them. But that is only the first step. The transformed thing or scene that eventually becomes a cartoon must be funny. There’s no formula for funny, but the gag will more likely succeed if it presents a scenario that twists reality in a refreshing and unexpected way. The twist can be gentle, as is common for observational, conversational cartoons, or, in the case of the most absurd cartoons, the twist can be so extreme as to squeeze out all recognizable signposts of real life.

Humor has many forms, including observational, satirical, dark, whimsical, absurd, ironic/sarcastic, and slapstick, among other types, which we’ll explore in the next chapter. The type of humor favored by a cartoonist will turn on that cartoonist’s personal inclinations, something the cartoonist—or the cartoonist’s therapist—can best describe. We’ll get into that in chapter 9, titled “Twisted: The Psyche of the Cartoonist.” Great cartoons also have a point of view, a way of looking at the world, that characterizes the humor. The cartoonist’s personality is, in a sense, an element of the cartoon.




THE DRAWING

Inventing hilarious, original gags is an indispensable talent, but drawing them is another matter. Cartoon art is a specific type of illustration skill. The art must present a scene and characters that can be grasped immediately, so that even the most bizarre image can be comprehended. In the words of Jack Ziegler, a cartoonist who masterfully combined an uncluttered artistic style with absurdist humor:


[A cartoon] is a snippet. In general, it depicts a single moment in the lives of the protagonists—the best cartoons providing enough of a thumbnail history so that the reader knows everything he needs to know about what went on before and what will probably transpire afterwards. This is all provided in the drawing by the demeanor, clothing, room furnishings, etc., and is so inherent in the whole concept of cartooning that the reader remains unaware of what is automatically intuited about these characters.



Unlike multi-panel cartoons, the single-panel has to pull together all elements of the gag into one drawing. Ziegler’s ice cream cartoon does just that—and without a caption. It’s quite a trick to pull off.
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More than most cartoonists, Ziegler dared to present bizarre situations as the premise of his cartoons, yet he found the common thread that allowed the humor to come through. This bold defiance of, or even rebellion against, expectations blew the doors open for crazier cartoons. Other cartoonists, notably his friend Mick Stevens and more recently Zach Kanin, followed Ziegler’s path.




THE CAPTION

The Ziegler ice cream cartoon belongs in the category of cartoons—those without captions—that are the exception. Most single-panel cartoons feature one character saying something. Getting the caption just right is another skill required of cartoonists. The caption must put across the humor in a few words that leave no doubt as to the message conveyed. Word choice, word placement, and caption length are among the topics we’ll discuss.

In this cartoon by Eric Lewis, the caption has great import as the famous last words of a character realizing that the end is near. Cartoons suffused with irony, such as this one, serve as excellent vehicles for exposing our frailties and foibles.
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WHICH IS MORE IMPORTANT, THE DRAWING OR THE GAG?

The consensus in the cartooning world is that a great drawing won’t save a weak gag, but a great gag can survive mediocre artwork. Great cartoon drawing doesn’t mean beautiful works of art—but it also doesn’t mean wacky-looking characters with over-wrought expressions. Great cartoon drawing means effective artwork that pairs well with the gag’s type of humor. It does more than convey information; it propels the cartoon to greater comic heights by adding interest, emotion, and delight.

The artwork should draw us in and evoke curiosity. It can achieve that by being charming or strange or pleasantly familiar. An unconventional style, even a naive one, can be intriguing. Above all, it must not be boring. A unique, recognizable artistic style that conjures a specific type of humor sets the great cartoonist apart from the wannabes.




SURFACE MEANING AND SUBTEXT

Great cartoons have a surface meaning and a subtext. The surface meaning is the literal reading of the cartoon and may have no connection with everyday reality. The sub-text is the actual subject of the cartoon. It’s what the cartoon is riffing on. A cartoon’s subtext is based on a common experience or shared belief or knowledge. The reader must be familiar with the subtext to “get” the gag.

Surface meaning and subtext may have no obvious relation to each other. Take a pirate cartoon, for example. On the surface, a pirate captain may be addressing his crew in a cartoon, but beneath the surface, the subtext could be something else entirely. It may be human relations or monetary policy or whatever the cartoonist wants to comment on. The pirate scenario is the setup, but the gag lies in the subtext. The reader must be able to connect the literal reading of the cartoon and the subtext for the cartoon
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CULTURAL REFERENCES
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INCONGRUITY: THE KEY TO CARTOON HUMOR
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WHAT’S FUNNY ABOUT IT?
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Appendix A
TOP 100 CARTOON CLICHÉS

Aliens encounter Earthlings


Ascent of Man evolution illustration


Astronomer in observatory


Beached whale


Big fish chasing little fish


Botticelli’s Birth of Venus


Bride and groom at altar


Building the Egyptian pyramids

Business executive pointing to sales chart


Car salesman and customer


Cat versus mouse


Cave paintings


Chalk outlines at crime scenes


Chicken versus egg


Clergyman delivering eulogy


Cloud-watching and identifying

Clowns in tiny car


Comedy and tragedy masks


Complaint window


Couple caught cheating in bed


Couples counselor with couple


Crash-test dummies


Crawling through desert


Creation of Frankenstein’s monster

Damsels in distress


Desert island


Dinosaurs and killer meteor

Discovery of fire


Doctor delivering bad news


Duelists


Dungeon prisoners


Easter Island heads


Emergency mid-flight announcement

Engraving on tombstone(s)


Explorers in quicksand


Fish evolving into land creature


Fortune-teller and customer

Funeral parlor viewing


Galley slaves


General pointing to service ribbons


Genie granting wishes


Godzilla destroying city


Good cop, bad cop


Guru on mountain


Guy in stocks


Halloween trick-or-treaters


Headless praying mantis


Hibernating bears


Ice hole fishing


Igloos


Invention of the wheel


IRS auditor and taxpayer


Jester trying to entertain king


Kids building sandcastles


Lab rat in maze


Last words on deathbed


Lawyer arguing to judge or jury


Lawyer reading will


Lemmings


Lost and Found window


Marriage proposal


Maternity ward


Men’s club codgers

 
Michelangelo’s God creating Adam


Military round table


Mobsters and victim at pier


Mount Rushmore variations


Munch’s The Scream


Noah’s Ark


Optometrist and eye chart


Ostrich with head in sand


Parent reading bedtime story


Patent office


Patient on examining table


Patient on psychiatrist’s couch


Perusing books by genre in bookstore


Police lineup


Politician delivering stump speech


Prisoners counting the days with marks on wall


Realtor showing homes for sale


Road signs


Rodin’s The Thinker


Russian nesting dolls


Scientists with equations on blackboards


Selecting a greeting card


Snow globe variations


Star constellations


Stonehenge


Surgical team in operating theater


The damned in hell


The End-Is-Nigh Guy


The Last Supper


Traffic cop pulling over speeding motorist


Trojan horse


Tunnel of Love


TV news and weather


Viewing modern art in museum


Walking the plank


Witch stirring cauldron


Yoga class


You-are-here map







Appendix B
CHARACTERS WE KNOW AND (MOSTLY) LOVE

BIBLICAL


Adam and Eve


Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse


God


Jesus


Moses


Noah


Saint Peter


Satan


FAIRYTALES, FOLKTALES, NURSERY RHYMES


Cinderella


Gingerbread Man


Goldilocks and the Three Bears


Grim Reaper


Hansel and Gretel


Humpty Dumpty


Jack and the Beanstalk


Little Red Riding Hood and the Big, Bad Wolf


Old woman who lived in a shoe


Pinocchio


Rapunzel


Robin Hood


Santa Claus


Sleeping Beauty


Snow White and the Seven Dwarves


The Little Engine That Could


The Three Little Pigs and the Big, Bad Wolf


The Tortoise and the Hare


Vampires


HISTORICAL


Abraham Lincoln


America’s Founding Fathers


Christopher Columbus


Einstein


Joan of Arc


King Arthur and Knights of the Round Table


Napoleon


Shakespeare


LITERARY


Moby-Dick and Ahab


Wizard of Oz characters


MYTHICAL


Abominable Snowman


Atlas


Centaurs


Cupid


Medusa


Sisyphus


Unicorns


Zeus


OTHER


Cavemen and cavewomen


Comic book superheroes


Magritte’s “self-portrait” with apple

Pirates
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“Come on, let’s have kids. Next week you can pick a restaurant.”
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“Hey, Eddie, wanna hear a joke that's offensive now,
in bad taste two years from now, funny in eight,
and no one gets in twenty?”
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I¥’s only until spring.”
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I should have bought more crap.”
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“Is that all you can think about?”
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“| thought we agreed you weren't going to work at home.”
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FOREWORD BY BOB MANKOFF, FORMER CARTOON EDITOR OF THE NEW YORKER






