PassweFolk

Ziegler draws two men jogging
stride for stride in Central Park,
but there the similarity ends. The
Jjogger is glancing at the boitle, but
still running—neither annoyed nor
offended. “My people don’t tend
to be really aggressive,” adds
Ziegler. “They just let things
happen to them—a very passive
crowd. | like passivity.”

to Ziegler

The World According

New Yorker cartoonist Jack Ziegler takes a
shortcut to the human heart—by way of the funny bone.

BY JOHN BRADY

hen Jack
Ziegler
opened his
mail one
spring
morning
last year, a
letter from
the National Lampoon caught
his attention. “We will be pub-
lishing a collection of cartoons
tentatively titled: Cartoons
Even We Wouldn't Dare Print,
Vol. 1I,” the Lampoon’s crea-
tive director wrote. “We would
love to include your work in
this book. Please submit any
cartoons you feel would be ap-
propriate. . . . Please be as vul-
gar, tasteless and funny as pos-
sible. Try to avoid detailed
genitalia wherever possible.
The rate is $100 per cartoon.”
Ziegler went through his
files and came up with a handful
of candidates for the Lampoon
collection. They were not vul-
gar or tasteless; and certainly
there were no detailed genita-
lia. The cartoonist has never
had to travel that road to graph-
ic humor. Rather, this batch of
drawings—Ilike most from the
world according to Ziegler—
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was simply as funny as possi-
ble. That, after all, is the job of
the cartoonist, and Jack Ziegler
is one of the most respected in
the field today. His drawings
capture the human comedy
with such deftness and daffi-
ness that they linger in the
mind of the beholder long after
the page has been turned.

Most of Ziegler’s cartoons
are found in the pages of The
New Yorker. The 43-year-old
artist has a contract that gives
the magazine first-refusal
rights to all of his drawings. Be-
cause The New Yorker pays
from $500 to $1,000-plus per
drawing (depending on the
space it is accorded in the mag-
azine’s pages), and because
Ziegler appears in the publica-
tion from thirty to forty times a
year, it is an arrangement that
gives the artist a good measure
of security, along with the
prestige that goes with being a
“regular” in what is considered
the market for cartoonists.

Like most success sto-
ries, this one did not occur
overnight. Ziegler, an amiable,
bearded, six-foot-four family
man, struggled through a se-
ries of writing and research
jobs at TV stations before sell-
ing his first cartoon to The New
Yorker at age thirty-two. To-
day, the self-taught artist still
battles the creative demons to
come up with the twelve to
eighteen drawings that he
takes to the magazine's offices
weekly.

FUELING THE FIRE

Jack Ziegler begins his day in a
studio that is a converted
breezeway between the ga-
rage and the kitchen of his
home in New Milford, a small
Connecticut town about an
hour’s train ride from New
York City. It is a comfortably
cluttered rectangular room,
with a wall of windows to the
north and south, and with a

door that opens to a deck over-
looking a few nearby homes
and the rolling countryside. In
addition to a large drawing ta-
ble, the studio is filled with
files, framed cartoons, hanging
plants, records, tapes, books
and a lumpy old convertible
sofa, that serves as the think
tank when Ziegler is “working
onideas.”

The cartoonist walks to
the newsstand each morning at
8:30 and buys The New York
Times and anything else that
might be fuel for his creative
fires. Then he sits on the lumpy
couch in his studio and reads
until his mind begins to wan-
der. He looks at the Times
front page for anything that
might be usable for topical hu-
mor. Such drawings are gob-
bled up fast at The New Yorker.
After reading about Geraldine
Ferraro’s husband’s problems,
for instance, Ziegler did a
drawing of two three-martini
types talking in earnest at a
restaurant: “Bob, as a token of
my appreciation for this won-
derful lunch,” one man is con-
fiding, “I would like to disclose
to you my income-tax returns
for the past four years.”

When he sits down with
his reading material, pencil and
scrap paper, Ziegler never
knows which way his mind will
turn or his hand will take him as
he starts to doodle. Sometimes
the caption comes to him first;
sometimes, the drawing. “It’s
a chicken/egg situation,” says
Ziegler. “Sometimes an idea
comes from doodling. T'll be
moving the pencil around, and
suddenly I have a funny-looking
situation. I once found myself
drawing a man with an enor-
mous pair of shoes. Then I be-
gan building around him, think-
ing how every time you wear
something new you are incredi-
bly self conscious, you think
everyone is looking at you: ‘My
new shoes! My new tie! My



Self~-Conscious Scale

Ziegler drew the “self-conscious” items—shoes, tie, underwear
bulges—out of scale and used funny noses and Rodney Dangerfield eyes
on the models to arrive at a slapstick rendering of a very real sensation.
“Just as some feelings of self-awareness are out of scale, ” says the
artist, “so too are some of my drawings.” i

MY NEW
UNDERWEAR!

new underwear!’ [see cartoon,
above].

“Another time, I was lis-
tening to the radio and I heard
Harry Reasoner use the word
‘winged’ in a commentary. This
led me to a caption—‘The tiny
winged beings, Sire, are called
gnats’—which established
what the drawing [page 56]
would be.”

Other ideas come intact.
“So much humor is based upon
something happening,” reflects
Ziegler. “I like doing a drawing
in which nothing happens, and
nothing continues to happen.”
One day he was thinking about
cable TV, for example: “I
thought there might be another
way of doing it,” says the car-
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Familiar Props

Ziegler uses familiar
props—plumbing fixtures and a
mammoth pipe resembling the
Alaskan pipeline—along with
household items such as a
lawnmower, a child’s bike, a
clothesline and a vast, impersonal
perspective against a receding
skyline fo suggest that surely there
are people here, probably inside
watching TV,
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toonist. The result was “Pipe-
line TV” (page 53). Harvey
Kurtzman, a former cartoon
editor at E'squire, once looked
up from a batch of drawings
that Ziegler had delivered and
said, “I don’t know why I'm
buying these. Nothing’s hap-
pening, but they're funny.”
Ziegler was pleased.

Some of the cartoonist’s
funniest drawings resemble
human still lifes—the “catcher”
being Ziegler’s wry sense of
juxtaposition. He once drew a
series of five baldish men in
suits and glasses, followed by a
long-haired man behind dark
glasses. All of the men are
wearing the same smug ex-
pression. The caption: “Merrill
Lynch, Pierce, Fenner &
Smith & Mick Jagger.”

Ziegler’s cartoons are nei-
ther slapstick, nor cerebral.
Rather, they fall into a world of
their own, where the humor is
sophisticated yet painfully hu-
man. Ziegler's best shots are
aimed at the funny bone, not
the frontal lobe. But no pies are
thrown, and no Henny
Youngman-like lines are pasted
beneath slapstick drawings.

Ziegler’s view of the world
is nearly always deadpan, and
just a wee bit off-center from
conventional thinking. “I some-
times get ideas that come too
fast. They are obvious. I as-
sume that others have had
them, so I avoid them. What
makes me feel great is when I
come up with an idea that is so
bizarre, 1 know it’s mine and
mine alone.”

Consider, for example,
Ziegler’s drawing of a sleepy-
eyed man listening to a voice
coming from a bedside phone at
four o’clock in the morning:
“. .. but, hey, man, I just want
to say this in all sincerity, man,
that you are the greatest, man,
you are the el numero uno cat in
my book, man, you . . .” The
caption: “Sammy Davis Jr.
Dials a Wrong Number.”
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) ase

“Gentlemen, I am happy to announce that with our recent acquisition of Pulp Enterprises, Incor-
porated, we are now sitting on a veritable goldmine of mediocrity. ”

Roughing It

This is really a “rough” rough, but only a few details change in the finish
(lop)—the addition of lights, books and a window. One person has been
dropped from the gathering “because it looks betier, focuses better on
the leader,” says Ziegler.

No Distractions

The faces in the finished cartoon
are drawn to suggest
enthusiasm—attentive, leaning
slightly forward, wide-eyed and
smiling. “I also put a tablecloth on
the conference table,” adds
Ziegler, “to simplify matfers.

Table legs would be a distraction.”

Copyright © 1985, Jack Ziegler.



CARTOONING
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Finishing Touches

Here, the fellow looks like he has been in the room for a few minutes and
has been leaping for a while. Ziegler also decided to use details to make
the room look like the interior of a hotel, instead of a motel as in the
rough below, where there is a balcony outside the room.

“Will that be all, sir?”

The Leap

While drawing the rough (left),
Ziegler realized he had the guy’s
position wrong—he looks like he
has come through the door and is
leaping on the bed. So the artist
roughed out a second version used
in the finish (above).

ACTION DRAWING

Ziegler begins his drawing by
doodling a figure, usually a per-
son performing some kind of
action. “Something will come
from that, or from someone
reacting to the situation,” he
says. “I never know what it’s
likely to be, though. My hand
seems to do its own thinking.
It’s a stream-of-consciousness
thing.”

For Ziegler, the key is
getting the pencil rough close
to the layout he wants in the fi-
nal drawing. Then he goes
from doodle sheet to finish in
one quick step. Using No. 1
black soft lead, he starts with
the head of the main character,
then moves to the details
around that character, filling in
quickly. He works on 81kx11-
sheets of twenty-pound typing
paper with some rag content
and a cockle (or rippled) finish.
“If I draw bigger, I lose per-
spective,” he explains.

The simple lines of a
Ziegler drawing have led many
would-be cartoonists to think,
“Heck, I could do that.” As
many have found, after getting
rejection slips from cartoon ed-
itors, the simplicity of Ziegler’s
style is misleading.

When a drawing is com-
pleted in pencil, Ziegler goes
on to the next cartoon, and the
next—doing all of the drawings
for a day in pencil first. Then he
goes back and does them in ink,
working with a Rapidograph
No. 2.5 point and Pelikan black
India ink. On a good day, he can
turn out nine drawings; on a
poor one, perhaps three.

Then he examines each
drawing carefully. “If a drawing
looks like it needs more work,
I'll put a wash on it. If not, T'll
leave it alone.” Ziegler has no
house rule for applying wash-
es. “It’s purely instinctive,” he
explains. “Lately, about half of
my drawings seem to call for a
wash.”
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The cartoonist keeps a
supply of three washes on
hand—light, medium and dark.
He mixes Pelikan ink and water
to the appropriate intensity and
stores his washes in small jars
once used to house salad arti-
chokes. He generally uses a
light wash for broad back-
ground work, such as a carpet;
medium for shading; and dark
for spot work and night scenes.

Finally, he looks for an
open spot for his last-name sig-
nature—usually in the lower
right corner—and then he sets
about the business of market-
ing his product. Each Wednes-
day morning he takes from
twelve to eighteen drawings to
Lee Lorenz, cartoon editor at
The New Yorker. Lorenz culls
the possibles, and gives Ziegler
the drawings that have been
OK’d from the previous week’s
batch. Sometimes, the editor
will suggest clarifications.
“Two guys might be talking at a
bar in one drawing,” explains
Ziegler, “and their faces may
be too similar. So I will redraw
them.” In fact, Ziegler usually
redraws all of the accepted
drawings to give them “a little
more polish.” For these, he
works on bristol board with a
velum finish.

Jack Ziegler is not a pesty
marketer, but he is persistent.
“If I believe in a drawing, or in
anidea,” he says, “I willkeep it
in circulation.” He once drew a
man looking at a woman who is
saying, “That moustache looks
like a cry for help.” It was re-
jected. Ziegler changed the
drawing and altered the cap-
tion: “That pipe looks like a cry
for help.” Again, rejection. In
Ziegler’s final version, the man
has changed into a new outfit
and the woman is saying, “That
dress looks like a cry for help.”
And in his final rejection, the
editor pleaded: “Please don’t
send this to me again!” Ziegler
said, “Well, okay,” and stored

56 THE ARTIST'S MAGAZINE

Wash E ffects

In “Hey, kid . . .” Ziegler casts a shadow across the carpet with a wash to reinforce the feeling of Saturday
morning, when everyone else is asleep. In front of the TV is an impressionable youngster, while the pooch in
turtleneck sweater is quite sophisticated. The result of all these delails is a drawing that says: “Suspicions
Confirmed.” Bottom: Using a wash for the sky and solid ink for the shadows and details to the rightand left,
Ziegler creates the illusion that the king and his advisors have just stepped out of a well-lit room and a gala
occasion. Tails, top hats and folded hands add reinforcement to the regal ordeal and humorous conirast to
the subject matier: gnats.

HEY, KID,
GUESS WHAT!
I NEVER EVEN WENT
To SCHooLT AND YET
HERE I SIT WITH
MY OWN TV
SHow!

" e g DN
= G

| EARLY SATURDAY MORNIN ¢
WHILE. YOU'RE STILL ASLEEP

“The tiny winged beings, sire, are called gnats.”
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the cartoon in his files for possi-
ble future use.

Ziegler’s collected work is
kept in a thirty-drawer letter-
file cabinet circa 1890. The size
of the drawers and their multi-
plicity have allowed Ziegler to
keep his work organized in
spite of himself. Each drawer is
packed with drawings accord-
ing to category, and the list of
categories is an interesting in-
dex to the mind of the artist as
well. In addition to the usual
topics—TV, men & women,
crime/law, travel, health,

sports and games and so
forth—Ziegler’s letter-file in-
cludes such categories as
“Commuters,” “Hustlers &
Maniacs,” “Group & Mob Ac-
tions,” “Philosophy and the
Quest for the Meaning of Life,”
“Foolish Behavior,” “Men in
Trouble,” “Egotlsm and “In-
sularity and the Mind.”

What does that last cate-
gory mean? “I am interested in
the things that people do when
they are alone,” explains
Ziegler.

In exploring the lonely

_crevices of the human heart,

Jack Ziegler brings a smile to
our lips. He also provides us
with the gentle awareness that
we are not alone in our fears
and foibles, and that we do in-
deed share the most universal
language of all: laughter. ®

John Brady is a writer and
editorial consultant living in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. As
a former editor of Writer’s
Digest, he bought scores of Jack
Ziegler's cartoons.

JANUARY 1986 57






