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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE EARLY INNOVATORS


  1925–1930



   
   “The publication of Kate Sanborn’s anthology The Wit of Women in 1885 was a direct response to the debate in America’s literary community about whether women possessed a sense of humor. The debate . . . originated long before Sanborn sought to settle it and lingered long afterward. So pervasive was the idea that women were incapable of humor that works written by women were sometimes assumed to be written by men.”1

   



  It took the persistent efforts of men and women over the course of fifty years to gain the vote for women in 1920. Some of these efforts were made by cartoonists, mainly female cartoonists. This movement promoting women’s suffrage caused America to grapple with woman’s role in society—certainly not a new concept—but a controversial one at the turn of the century. Cartoons, by nature, cut instantly to the quick of an idea; that is how they are meant to function. Whether the idea is funny, poignant, or both, a cartoon frequently intends to make people think as well as laugh. The female cartoonists who drew for the suffrage movement did just that, many of them drawing in response to the vicious negative visual images being published of women. Women have always been visual “objects” in society, often for their sexual marketing or appeal. The women who drew cartoons for the suffrage movement, however, sought primarily to gain the vote through their art. And at the same time, they opened up a visual dialogue of women’s place in society as well as the discussion of whether or not women had a sense of humor. Inspired by their lead, a fresh group of women began to draw cartoons in the newspapers, the “funnies,” and eventually in The New Yorker.


  
     
  At the beginning of the century, a number of women were drawing comics for newspapers, most of which were about children. Kate Carew was one of the first women to draw and write a strip, The Angel Child, about a little girl who gets into trouble every day. In 1889, at the age of twenty, she was a staff illustrator for the San Francisco Examiner. She moved to New York City to draw caricatures for the New York World and was billed as “The Only Woman Caricaturist,” drawing eminent individuals such as Mark Twain and Sarah Bernhardt. By 1911, she was writing and illustrating a page of political commentary and satire for the New York American. Nell Brinkley drew a daily panel for the Los Angeles Examiner, which captured romantic “girls” and their escapades in love and fashion. Women who drew comics for newspapers usually depicted children or beautiful women. Trina Robbins, in her book, The Great Women Cartoonists, suggests that Brinkley was, in actuality, a feminist, who managed from time to time “to squeeze in one important comment on working women, suffrage, and women in sports.” Two early syndicated strips in the 1920s, Ethel and Flapper Fanny by Ethel Hays and Gay and Her Gang by Gladys Parker, moved away from the fancy style of Brinkley, drawing sleeker women with short hair—sometimes even wearing pants. Women were becoming regular “girls-about-town” and not just beautiful artifacts with lots of hair. These early female cartoonists were perhaps role models for the women who started at The New Yorker a few years later. Women cartoonists were beginning to write about the New Woman who was voting and working, and The New Yorker became a perfect place for them to publish.2
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  A mecca for artists in the 1920s, New York City attracted young people seeking success in the world of commercial art, including women artists. The postwar commercial boom, with new jobs and innovative technologies, drew many to settle in the city. And, with the newfound feeling of freedom from gaining the vote, women were among those arriving with aspirations. Doors opened for women in many fields, and female artists tried their hand at comic strips, advertising, and illustration. At the time of The New Yorker’s birth, there was a youthful, vibrant energy in the city—men and women flocked to the urban center.


  A native midwesterner, Harold Ross fell in love with New York, influenced by his new wife’s enthusiasm for the city. He and his bride, Jane Grant, not long after moving to New York, talked about starting a fresh journalistic endeavor. Grant was already the first full-time city reporter at the New York Times, and Ross was editor of Judge, a humor magazine based in New York. They both were professionals in the world of journalism. Still, Ross was not particularly happy at Judge, and his time there perhaps informed him of what kind of magazine he didn’t want to create. American humor of the day tended to be unsophisticated. Ross saw a need for a new kind of humor that reflected the mood and energy of New York.
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  Harold Ross and Jane Grant


  Image courtesy of Special Collections and University Archives, University of Oregon Libraries


  It’s not insignificant that Ross’s wife, Jane, was a feminist. Ross was a traditional man, and his early years in New York were formative in terms of how he felt about women. By marrying a woman who was a successful professional and who kept her job and her maiden name after marriage (in fact, she was one of the founders of the Lucy Stone League, the organization of women who pressed to keep their names), it is evident that he was somewhat comfortable with strong women. Early in their marriage, Ross and Grant started to conceive the idea of a new magazine, and it became one that would eventually hire many women editors, writers, and cartoonists. In his own words, Ross felt that “there would be no New Yorker today if it were not for her.”3 Ross’s marriage with Grant nonetheless ended in 1929, perhaps because he ultimately became married to his magazine. But her influence was undeniable.
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  Rea Irvin


  Courtesy of Virginia Irvin and Molly Rea


  The circle of writers and editors that Ross and Grant knew allowed them to gather like-minded, well-educated sophisticates to run and contribute to their nascent enterprise. Having secured financial backing from the Fleischmann family (of the yeast fame), they now only needed talent. Ross and Grant envisioned a magazine that mirrored the urban vibrancy of New York City in the twenties, and they sought a more urbane humor. Ross wanted his magazine to be “distinguished for its sketches, cartoons, and humorous and satirical drawing in keeping with its purpose.”4 One of the most inspired decisions Ross made in those first months of hiring was to convince an art director named Rea Irvin to leave his position at Life and move over to his new magazine. As The New Yorker’s first art editor, Irvin understood quickly what Ross wanted. Irvin was an established professional who had a keen eye. He commanded respect from everyone and managed to make the magazine’s art the element that drew readers to The New Yorker. He is perhaps the reason that the art in the early New Yorker surpassed the quality of everything else in the magazine and why he was able to fill it with the best comic artists of the day. Ross was heard to complain, “We need to get the words like the art!”5


  The first cartoon drawn by a woman in The New Yorker magazine appeared in the magazine’s first issue on February 21, 1925. Her name was Ethel Plummer. A Brooklyn native born in 1888, she eventually drew only a few cartoons for the fledgling publication. By the time The New Yorker was founded, Plummer was already established professionally, and, in fact, The New Yorker had sought her out. An early list of potential contributors included Plummer, indicating her status in the art circles of New York.6 Her illustrations appeared in many of the national publications of the day: Vogue, Life, Vanity Fair, the New York Tribune, and Woman’s Home Companion. Plummer was also active in the politics of being an illustrator, serving as vice president of the Society of Illustrators and Artists, and belonged to the Guild of Freelance Artists. In an article dated January 1930, the New York Times described a “supper dance” held at the famous Café des Artists organized by Plummer and others to help needy illustrators, and another time, they hosted a dinner dance to welcome visiting French artists.7


  

  The first few months of the magazine were rocky—advertising and subscriptions were low. Raoul Fleischmann seriously considered ending his support. After a meeting with Ross, a group including Fleischmann, John Hanrahan, a “magazine doctor” they had been consulting, and Hawley Truax, a business advisor to Ross, walked out glum and despondent about the fate of the magazine. Fleischmann overheard Hanrahan say,“I don’t blame Raoul, but he’s killing a live thing.”8 The “thing” was, obviously, never killed. Fleischmann did not pull out his money.


  


  Her association with The New Yorker did not propel Plummer to success as a cartoonist, as one might assume today. The New Yorker was just another magazine in 1925. Plummer disappeared from The New Yorker after a few cartoons, perhaps not feeling compelled to align herself with a humor magazine that was unsteady on its feet. She did not become a well-known cartoonist but rather continued as a respected illustrator.


  That first cartoon by Ethel Plummer is an example of the kind of cartoon that was popular in the early part of the 1900s. Under the direction of Irvin and Ross (and, perhaps, other editors, as many sat in on the art meetings at one time or another), the art of cartooning evolved over the next few years. Drawn in a sketchy style that was popular at the time, it has two captions, or speakers. It is basically an illustrated joke, although not necessarily a funny one to today’s readers. It succinctly mirrors the attitude of youth and the well-known generational clashes of the twenties, while it also points to the feminism of the day. The young girl is concerned with sexual freedom, and her uncle is concerned with wages. The cartoon pokes fun at the youth for her frivolity, while exposing the uncle’s cluelessness to her meaning. In later cartoons, Plummer’s work successfully moved into the single-caption format. The expressions of her characters’ faces reflect the caption, instead of her simply displaying two talking heads. The editors at The New Yorker felt this old form of two talking heads needed to be changed. Some of the comic artists who helped change the cartoon format, as we know it, were women.


  

  The difference between a cartoon and an illustration is of utmost significance to cartoonists. An illustration is a drawing that goes with a written body of work, a story. An illustration can be drawn in a cartoon style, but that does not make it a cartoon. A cartoon is a stand-alone entity of word and picture, with humor and/or insight at the core. Cartoonists can be illustrators, but illustrators, once they publish cartoons, are labeled cartoonists. Cartoonists tend to be independent sorts, free-thinkers, and loners, standing outside of society as observers. Illustrators, by definition, do not work alone. Their illustrations accompany text. So they’re responding to the words usually written by someone else. There are many cartoonists who use writers’ words for their cartoons, and so technically, they are illustrators. Still, whatever they are called, under any circumstances, they have to draw in such a way that the art meshes seamlessly with the words.
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UNCLE: “Poor girls, so few wages!”


FLAPPER: “So few get their sin!”


  The art meetings were held once a week, if for no other reason than Rea Irvin came into the magazine only once a week—since Ross could not pay him a large salary. Irvin was a calm man who had mature taste as well as confidence in his opinions. This contrasted with the constant questioning and uncertainty of Ross. Harold Ross always wanted to know what others thought about the art and perhaps even sometimes feigned ignorance to draw out opinions. The underlying question Ross put on the table was: “Where am I in this picture?” Not the I, Harold Ross, but the I of the reader. Had Ross had his way, he probably would have condensed the one-line caption to no-line. A number of artists eventually drew this type of cartoon. Rough drawings were discussed at great length, and suggestions were sent back to the artists for consideration, often after a week of the editor’s mulling over a drawing. Beyond his regard for the art, Ross had enormous respect and genuine concern for the welfare of the artists. Nowhere is this clearer than in the letters exchanged between him and cartoonist Helen Hokinson.


  

  The arrival of E. B. White to the offices of The New Yorker in 1927 may have contributed to the evolution of the cartoon. One of his early duties was to tinker with captions. According to Lee Lorenz, author of The Art of “The New Yorker,” the captions showed immediate improvement after his arrival. Lorenz states that the artists discussed this development at the time and that this change from a humorous anecdote to a one-liner required the artist to tell more in the picture.9 The beautifully crafted sentences of many captions—possibly shaped by White—set an example for gag writers and raised the quality of the cartoon as the 1920s progressed to the
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  AFTERWORD BEING TRUE


  The early women cartoonists of The New Yorker were among the female humorists who emerged in the twenties, almost in response to the question “Do women have a sense of humor?” The female humorists may have broken new ground, but they did not gain acceptance easily. At The New Yorker, however, they did.


  Helen Hokinson, Alice Harvey, and Barbara Shermund were innovators in the field of cartooning. But they were also innovators in the field of humor, and they worked in an environment—The New Yorker—that gave them the room to express themselves. Still, it was a difficult road, and at times, they perpetuated the stereotype of women. But their early work shows a desire to depict women in their new roles in society—as working and independent.


  The careers of Hokinson and Shermund in particular, illustrate how the innovations of these women became constricted by society. The early cartoons of Hokinson, while she used New Yorker writers, came from within her, based on her view of the world that she observed around her. The attention that Hokinson received for the matrons she and James Reid Parker created, I believe, led the editors to ask for more of the same. Hokinson’s matrons were easy for the public to adore because they fit a stereotype that it was comfortable with. This became almost all she drew at the end of her life, though she sought to erase what she felt was a misconception of her characters. Barbara Shermund was a free spirit whose energy perhaps was difficult for her to maintain. She succumbed to the easier road of using a gag writer. Thus her work changed from the breezy feminist attitude evident in her captions to stereotypes that fit prevailing trends. It would have been interesting to see if Hokinson could have changed the public’s perception of her ladies, as she had hoped; but that was not to be. And Barbara Shermund never returned to her original voice.
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  The fresh views emanating from the early women cartoonists of the twenties lasted about fifteen years. Their work in The New Yorker reflected the changing attitudes toward women—in the actual work they published and in the fact, sadly, that their work slowly stopped appearing. More and more male cartoonists entered the field in the forties and the trend in cartoons reflected that. The women cartoonists either changed their style under pressure to make a living or they could not find a common ground at The New Yorker or even elsewhere and left the business.


  Research indicates there were no female cartoonists at The New Yorker from 1959 until 1973. There was a narrowing in society and, to a certain extent, at the magazine of what was considered funny, which included the stereotyping of women. This likely discouraged women from wanting to enter the field. How many women submitted cartoons in this period is not known. But once again, as earlier in the century, society did not encourage women to be funny.


  With the cultural shifts of the seventies, and the advent of the second wave of feminism, cartoons drawn by women gradually began to appear again in the pages of The New Yorker. Though for a brief period, the notion that women were not funny surfaced when activist feminists were labeled “humorless.” Any criticism by feminists of existing comic stereotypes put forth the notion that they did not have a sense of humor. The cartoons drawn by the women of The New Yorker were not, at this time, openly feminist; but their acceptance and publication was. As the seventies began, the editors were open to newness in many areas in the magazine, which also included cartooning. Cartoons by Nurit Karlin, Roz Chast, and myself began appearing in the magazine. Because we drew humor that was neither “female” nor “feminist,” it was just humor. In that sense, we might be considered innovators. Women cartoonists were no longer confined to certain “female” subject matter, nor to stereotyping women.


  The drawings by women cartoonists of The New Yorker reflect a varied cross section of types of cartoons that The New Yorker has published in its history. However, it appears that they more often than not seek to approach humor from a different angle and may not feel at home in the more standard gag format. Where once the difference may have emanated from a desire not to confront, “to be nice,” now new subtleties and variations of what can be humorous are being discovered. As Alice Harvey said to Harold Ross, women cartoonists may be less interested in getting a laugh, and more interested in “being true.” True to their own visions, true to life. This is the ultimate goal of a successful and classic cartoon, as David Remnick expressed, whether it is created by a man or a woman.
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  Flowing through this line of women cartoonists is a common thread. Like their male counterparts, all have or had a desire to express themselves. On either end of the creative process, these artists had choices to make—what to draw and what will reach others. The first half of that is influenced by the environments that the artists grew up in and where they live; the second half is dependent on how the world receives the artists’ work. In the 1920s and again in the 1970s, these two halves were perhaps more in concert with each other for women than at other times, and thus their ability to create and be humorous was more fluid and easier. And the editors at The New Yorker, during those two periods in particular, had an openness to what was possible for any given artist. When all these forces work well together, great cartoons can happen. Creating humor requires a sense of freedom, as with any art form—freedom to express oneself through intellect and emotion. The New Yorker has always sought to create such an environment to promote talent and artistry. For most of its eighty years, it succeeded. That has been the beauty of the magazine, as most of its artists would agree. Changes in the magazine’s staff, plus societal attitudes toward women, made for periods that were less than perfect for female cartoonists. Backlashes may still come and go. But it appears that female cartoonists are able to be freer in their thinking than ever before. Restrictions on their creativity from within themselves—often imposed early from social forces to conform to prevailing modes of humor and expression or a nagging tendency not to want to confront—are fewer. And restrictions from without—the fading stereotype that women aren’t funny, often promoted because women are humorous in a different way or even a threatening way—are fewer. With those barriers softening, women can now create wonderfully funny, insightful, poignant cartoons about the world around them in their own human voice.


  Humorists and literary scholars often dismiss analysis of the genre of cartooning and humor, and this has contributed to the lack of discussion. E. B. White said,“Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process.”1 Humor is considered so subjective as to be virtually impossible (and deadly) to pick apart. And it has always been viewed as a second-class citizen, as lacking in serious artistry. White goes on:



   The world likes humor, but treats it patronizingly. It decorates its serious artists with laurel, and its wags with Brussels sprouts. It feels that if a thing is funny it can be presumed to be something less than great, because if it were truly great it would be wholly serious.2




  Consequently, humor has lagged behind other genres in the gender dialogue and has instead centered on, until recently, the existence or lack thereof of a sense of humor in women. Critiques of modes of expression should be based on the merits of the artwork, not on the race or gender of the artist. But critics should observe how the breaking down of barriers has contributed to promote more freedom of expression from a wider cast of characters.3


  While at times cartoonists may confront our world, they, to some degree, are also mirrors of society. Their work reflects the times in which they live, in subject matter and in style of drawing. The women cartoonists of The New Yorker drew what they knew, drew what they experienced. The mirror they have given us in their splendid work and in their lives reflects a story of women’s struggle for freedom of expression. And laughter. ◆
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