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To the Government — for making a middle-aged masochist happy... 



INTRODUCTION 

I once had a brief and curious encounter with a customer. As 
well as my cartoon activities, I run a small gallery devoted to 
selling cartoon originals and graphics, and occasionally (in 
spite of the recession) we have customers. This particular 
customer, a charming, intelligent lady with a fine figure of a 
cheque book behind her, bought one of my cartoons. After 
expressing delight that I was the creator of this work of art, she 
asked: ‘Did you do the caption as well ?’ 

I was then torn between a desire to escort her to the door and 
a need to keep the cash flow flowing. ‘Why do you ask?’ ‘Oh,’ 
she said, ‘I thought you might have stolen the idea from 
someone.’ 

I cite this bizarre exchange as a reason for writing this intro- 
duction. I feel I should stand up and try to explain what I do 
for a living. 

I do not, for example, simply stay in bed all morning, merely 
to rise at three in the afternoon, bath, eat and steal a few jokes. 
The Times likes to see my gloomy face at some point in the day 
and my other clients need to have their faces washed and 
brightened by my presence in their lives. Here is how I work. 

I get up about 8.30 am — reluctantly. I eat a small breakfast 
and shave a small portion of my face. I dress and drive to my 
studio. I look at the clutter of years of old drawings and 
magazines, and shudder. Must tidy all this tomorrow, I say to 
myself. I sharpen pencils, read my mail, put on some music, 
then go out for a second breakfast. 

During the day I grapple with bits of advertising work, 
illustrate articles and think of jokes. At the end of the afternoon 
on four days of the week, I go to The Times. I consult the oracles 
about the choice of subject. There is nothing funny happening 
in the world. I try to find a fresh approach to same old prob- 
lems. I read the papers, I listen to the radio, I even talk to 
journalists. I hope to find a joke lurking somewhere among the 
clutter of my desk and mind. 
Jokes are about making unexpected connexions. They join 

up the invisible dots between two subjects. If they work, people 



laugh and if they don’t, people seem to get annoyed. A dull 
article might still be informative, but an unfunny joke is 
irritating. 

I never planned to be a cartoonist. It happened to me over 
the years, in the same way that one acquires a mortgage and 

grey hairs. 
A professional cartoonist has to perform to order. You can 

have flu, the plague and dandruff in your soul, but the news- 
paper must go to press and editors are very reluctant to print a 
blank space on their front page. 

And not only must you produce, you must produce something 
that makes other people laugh. After all these years, I still don’t 
understand this strange mechanism. It is a bit like doing a 
crossword, where you know there must be a solution and all it 
needs is sweat and tearing up pieces of paper. And every once 
in a while, a good joke will pop into one’s head like a golden 
bonus, and you can recognize it immediately as funny and, even 
better, true. I tend to prefer jokes which tell you something 
about people. 
My jokes reflect my attitudes to life, which is why I cannot 

steal them from anyone else. I do not put on a cynical, pessi- 
mistic hat when considering the day’s news and then go home 
to become a normal jolly person. I am a cynical pessimist who 
happens to be able to make and draw jokes. The gloom feeds 
my work, and I imagine that it is simply my good luck that this 
slant on life matches the mood of Britain today. In fact, events 

nowadays outstrip my wildest glooms. Who could have ever 

imagined Great Britain having over three million unemployed? 
What pessimist could invent such wholesale despair ? 

The problem for a cartoonist today is that he must read the 

news and still be able to laugh. 
Meanwhile I will go and have another cup of tea so as to 

delay for another ten minutes the agony of trying to be funny. 

If you know of a good joke that I can steal, please send it to me 

in a plain brown envelope, c/o Methuen. Thank you. 
Mel Calman 
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“The problem for a cartoonist 

today is that he must read the 

news and still be able to laugh, 
says Calman in the introduction to this 

collection of his newspaper cartoons. 

Somehow Calman does manage to laugh 

at the follies of the world — 
and his readers are grateful for it. 

a2 

Also by Calman: 

But it’s my: turn to leave you... 
‘he is... reporting from the battlefield, 

he has been mentioned in despatches. Seven years 

in analysis might provide the same insights, 

but might not make you laugh as much as this book 

and would certainly be more expensive.’ 
The Times Literary Supplement 

How about a little quarrel before bed? 
‘Some of Calman’s dialogue could have come 

straight from Samuel Beckett or R.D. Laing, 
those petits maitres ofthe language of despair. 
His drawings look like doodles, but their innocence 
is subverted by quips and brisk exchanges 
that are loaded with knowingness.’ 
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