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Introduction

In the first week of September 2022, Les Pages aux Folles will turn 20. To celebrate this
achievement, I will be publishing 102ebook collections of articles from the two decades



of the web site over the course of the year; this project is known as “12 from 20.” (For a
brief overview of Les Pages aux Folles, see “The Back Story” at the end of this volume.)
Each book will focus on a different feature of the web site. This month: cartoons. You
read that right. Cartoons.

A truism I just made up is that real artists don’t hesitate to create just because they have
no natural aptitude for a medium. This is certainly applicable to the cartoons I created for
Les Pages aux Folles.

I couldn’t draw a straight line with a ruler. Photoshop? Pfft! The Paint programme that
came with my computer was good enough for my grandparents’ generation, so it’s good
enough for me! I’m happy when my lens cap is off and my photos are in focus (more or
less).

Given this, why create cartoons for the web site? My web goddess Gisela informed me
that text was not enough to attract readers; if I wanted more traffic to come to Les Pages
aux Folles, it had to have graphic elements. Given my natural ineptitude when it came to
the visual arts, I resisted her ministrations for as long as I could. However, you don’t
become a goddess without learning a thing or two about persuasion, and you don’t
succeed by ignoring your goddess’ advice, so I eventually gave in. Cartoons it was.

I should probably point out that this wasn’t my first foray into cartooning. In my early
teens, I would cut out images from newspapers and magazines and paste them together,
adding a caption to the resulting composite image. (This was waaaaaaaaay before desktop
computers made the cutting and pasting process so much easier.) Many years later, I
would learn that there is a name for photographic image-based cartoons: fumetti.

Another cartoon I worked on in my youth involved creating images using Spirograph,
which was all the rage when I was a kid. Spirograph is made up of thin plastic discs with
serrated edges in a variety of shapes and sizes with small holes in them. You put a pen in
the hole, then ran one disc around the inside or outside of another. You could repeat this
with as many colours and shapes as you wanted until you were satisfied with the image
you had created. With a few simple tools, even somebody as unvisually artistic as I could
create complex, beautiful patterns. After which, I would give the images humorous
captions, because me.

Sadly, my first forays into cartooning have been lost to time. They may not have been
very good, but the experience of doing them did give me the belief that with the
application of enough creativity, I could overcome my questionable visual image-creating
talent and make something fun for Les Pages aux Folles, so, if nothing else, they would
have been a record of an interesting early contribution to my artistic journey.

One of the first entries into my second foray into cartooning was Blackout Funnies
(started in 2005). A mostly four panel cartoon, each one featured four black panels with
speech bubbles. It may have been inspired by a blackout in Toronto, but that would only
have been in part; it was almost certainly more inspired by the fact that it was doable with



my limited ability and the tools I had available to me. I created 100 Blackout Funnies
before running up against the truth that the concept was highly limited; not wanting to
repeat myself (any more than I may inadvertently already had), I shifted my focus to My
Toronto (which I had started working on in 2004).

My Toronto was a fumetti through and through. It was based on photographs I had taken
in and around the city (although I was sometimes inspired by photos I had taken outside
the city, I didn’t turn them into cartoons because that would have diluted the concept).
Occasionally, I would combine elements from different photos, or incorporate clipart into
the image, but mostly they were single image cartoons. Mostly, the punchline would be a
cutline at the bottom of the image, although sometimes it involved dialogue balloons. My
Toronto featured a lot of visual arts intertextual references (not only the obvious ones to
painters like Rene Magritte, but a semi-regular feature of the cartoon was “Eat your heart
out...,” which referenced filmmakers with a well known visual style or motif). The most
obvious reason for the creation of My Toronto was the purchase of my first digital
camera (sometimes, creativity can be spurred by the most banal circumstances.)

Unlike most cartoons, My Toronto did not have a set size and shape. The more I played
with images, the more obvious it became that some of them would not be well served by
trying to fit them into a standard rectangle. This would have been impossible if I had a
cartooning gig at a newspaper or magazine, since their production cycles require a certain
standardization; however, self-publishing on the internet knows no such boundaries.

In retrospect, I’m surprised I didn’t create more My Toronto cartoons. I had thousands of
photographs to work with (when you have a camera, everything looks like a photo op).
By the time I had produced enough to fill two books containing 124 cartoons each, my
imagination had moved on to Delicate Negotiations.

While the first two cartoons were determined by their conceptual structure, Delicate
Negotiations was driven by its semantic structure: it was conceived as a way of exploring
human relationships, primarily romantic/sexual. Owing to this, it began as a four-panel
comic with two characters talking to each other. How did I create the characters? I took a
photograph of the Love of My Life and outlined her profile. Then, I added lines to
indicate hair (straight and short to indicate male characters; longer and curved to indicate
female characters). It was a simple design, almost abstract, but it did convey what I
needed it to convey.

Over the years, the design of Delicate Negotiations become more complex. Not happy
with the sameness of the characters, I started colouring their hair to differentiate between
them; later, I would shrink the size of the image to indicate youth and add little bags
under a character’s (non-existent) eyes to indicate age. I added colour to the faces of
some characters (light grey to indicate Asian descent, dark grey to indicate Blackness;
this was early enough in the run that I was still thinking in monochrome, otherwise I
would have given them proper colours) to further differentiate them. Finally, I added the
heads of dogs, cats, sharks and a dinosaur, again by tracing around a picture of them and
adding highlights as needed.



Delicate Negotiations was meant to be a series of one-offs. While there never were any
recurring characters, it developed recurring situations. The first was True Tales of the
City, which recreated conversations I overheard around Toronto (mostly on public
transit). The second was The Cat Communications Network, which, be honest, we all
kind of suspected was a thing. Towards the end of the run of the comic, I developed a
small number of Great Moments in Romantic Comedies Revisited, which is exactly what
it sounds like. I like to think that if I had continued producing Delicate Negotiations
cartoons, more would have emerged. Alas, by the time I had finished enough for five
books of 148 cartoons (and most of a sixth), I felt that I had started to repeat myself, so I
stopped producing the feature.

I ended up combining the Delicate Negotiations cartoons that didn’t quite make up a full
book of their own with My Toronto and Blackout Funnies cartoons that I had created
because I tried to revive those features. In addition, there was a fourth cartoon: Kiss My
ASCII. This was made up of typographical characters combined with a comic caption. I
only produced 15 of them before the well ran dry, but they are a good representation of
what could be done with the concept.

The cartoons appeared on the home page of Les Pages aux Folles; two per weekly update,
although this was reduced to one per week as I ran out of them. They did not appreciably
drive traffic to the sight, but, oh well. They were another medium through which I could
express my creativity. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed creating them.

Enjoy.

Ira Nayman
Toronto

January 28, 2022
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Les Pages aux Folles: The Back Story

A Nayman family legend has it that I decided to devote my life to writing
comedy/humour when I was eight years old. Most boys that age wanted to be hockey
players or astronauts (or, so I have been told) – why comedy? Through my thirties and
forties, it was important to me to understand why I developed the way I did (after a
couple of decades filled with unanswerable questions, I decided to stop wondering and



accept myself the way I was), so I gave this question considerable thought. Unfortunately,
the best I could come up with was a cliche.

I grew up in an emotionally abusive household (as did many funny people). I realized
early on in my life that laughing made me feel better; I figure my first impulse to write
humour was to help ease myself through a tough childhood. I also suspect that I thought
that if I could make my parents laugh, they might not fight so much, but that turned out
not to be the case (intense therapy succeeded where my youthful ambitions failed, but the
ambitions remained).

Honestly, if my early life had been any more of a cliche, I would have started this piece
with: “It was a dark and stormy night...”

COMEDY HISTORY ASIDE: Years later, I was watching a terrific series called The
Green Room. Comedian Eddie Izzard was telling the story of how he first met his idol,
Richard Pryor. After a few minutes of small talk, they found that they had something in
common: they both knew that they wanted to be stand-up comedians when they were four
years old. You know how I thought I was precocious because I knew I wanted to be a
humourist when I was eight? I was actually already half a lifetime behind the curve!

My original inspiration in my early teens was Art Buchwald. If he is remembered at all
these days, it is for being the person who sued Paramount Pictures for stealing his
original idea for what would become Eddie Murphy’s Coming to America. And, winning.
This case exposed the arcane Hollywood bookkeeping that allowed studios to claim films
that had grossed a billion dollars never made a profit, and introduced the world to the
term “monkey points.” But I remember him as the preeminent newspaper satirist who, in
his prime, wrote creative and biting (and very funny) political commentary.

Not a bad role model if that’s what you’re into.

Between 1984 and 1987, I wrote 300 articles for a satirical newspaper column (enough
for three books). I called the project Les Pages aux Folles, playing off the name of the
then popular film La Cage aux Folles. I thought the title translated as “cage of crazies,”
which would have made my version “page of crazies.” This tickled me. When the English
version was released as The Bird Cage, I thought, Bird Pages? Okay, I can make this
work.

Three years into the project, I was no closer to becoming the preeminent newspaper
political satirist of the 1980s than when I had started. Years later, I would realize that one
wasn’t given a newspaper humour column because one was actually, you know, funny
(although some naturally are and others grow into it); they usually went to people who
had proven their service to the newspaper in other departments. In defense of my naivete:
teenager.

I moved on to scripts and university, but the satirical bug never quite left me. Between
1987 and 2002, I kept coming back to the form, writing over 100 new articles (enough for



a fourth collection). Then, a number of pieces of my life came together to drive me to the
internet.

At university, I studied emerging technologies and the arts. My Masters thesis (from the
New School for Social Research) was on the challenges interactivity posed for fiction
writers. My PhD dissertation was on fiction writers who posted their work to the World
Wide Web. I know, I know. Today, that’s a big duh! But, in 1999, when I wrote the bulk
of the dissertation (I was awarded my PhD in 2000), it was still relatively – ahem – novel.
ACADEMIC ASIDE: the problems I identified in 1999 have scaled up nicely, with few
changes over the years. Was I prophetic? Naah – I was just paying attention.

When I returned to Toronto after three years living in Montreal (a residency requirement
of McGill University, where I studied), I volunteered for a public interest web page
developer called The Electronic Commons; it was championed by a woman named Liss
Jeffrey. The project was run out of a building called Chelsea Mews, deep in the heart of
the University of Toronto; that is where I met the woman who would become my Web
Goddess, Gisela McKay.

As we got to know each other, Gisela pointed out something odd about my life that
hadn’t occurred to me: I wrote fiction, and I had studied people who post fiction on the
internet, but I hadn’t posted any of my own fiction on the internet. While I agreed that
that was a bit strange, I demurred; although my Masters degree was done entirely online,
I didn’t know the first thing about creating or maintaining a web page. Gisela, who,
among her many talents, is a professional web developer, offered to design a page and
walk me through how to keep it going. To ensure that I couldn’t refuse, she offered me
free space on her server.

I couldn’t refuse.

But, what would I write? Reviving Les Pages aux Folles as an online project was the
most logical way to proceed. When I started it as a print project, I aimed for each article
to be around 700 words (in the mistaken belief that this was standard newspaper column
length; depending upon the newspaper and the column, it could actually be anywhere
from 400 to 600 words); this relative shortness turned out to be a good length for the
internet, where long stories require a lot of scrolling and can give some readers eye
fatigue. You don’t want to give readers eye fatigue.

So, I immediately started posting fiction to the web? Slow down, speed racer. I took the
summer of 2002 to build a stockpile of articles. This wasn’t meant to supplant weekly
writing (since much of the writing would be topical, it would be best to post pieces soon
after they were written, something the internet easily facilitates); it was meant as a
safeguard against weeks when I was unable to write an update, whether through life
circumstances or lack of inspiration. The wisdom of this choice is most vividly illustrated
by my experience in 2005, when I had to have triple bypass heart surgery: I prepared four
weeks of updates from my stockpile and posted them a couple of days before going under
the knife. (As it happened, although I was advised to give recovery at least a month, I was



eager to get back to writing after about two and half weeks). My stockpile started with 40
articles; it has fluctuated between 10 and 50 (but mostly closer to 10) ever since.

By the first week in September, 2002, I felt comfortable enough with the cushion that I
had produced that I took the plunge and went live with Les Pages aux Folles. Years of
writing had given me the confidence that I could pull it off (although, like most people
who start a project like this, I had no idea how much work I was letting myself in for). It
had also given me four complete books that I could place in an archive on the site, which
helped me avoid the problem that many web sites have when starting out: a paucity of
content. There was enough writing on the web site from day one that anybody interested
could stay a while, or be encouraged to keep coming back.

The first three books had been written on a manual typewriter; the fourth on an electric
typewriter and a computer. Because of this, I had to type the articles into my computer
before I could post them. This forced me to reconsider the material I had previously
written, which proved salutary. I gather many writers are highly critical of their own
work, but I found that I really enjoyed becoming reacquainted with mine. (Having had to
read through the entire project to collect stories for these special anniversary issues, I feel
more or less the same way.) The worst that I will say about my past writing is: “I
wouldn’t write exactly that, or in that way now.”

PEDANTIC ASIDE: Is Les Pages aux Folles a blog? On one hand, it is a regular
publication (every week, without fail; by the 20th anniversary, that will entail 1,040
consecutive weeks) written by a single person. On the other hand, blogs automate the
process of posting to the internet (with tools such as WordPress), but I code my text by
hand and upload it and any images I may create using tools Gisela taught me. Also, blogs
tend to be a single page of text with newer posts higher up (occasionally breaking into an
archive page or two), while each piece I post is on its own separate page. It may be a
moot point, but I am reluctant to call Les Pages aux Folles a blog.

Except...

In trying to explain what an achievement 20 years of Les Pages aux Folles is, one of the
facts I point out is that, depending upon the year they were started, between 80 and 90 per
cent of blogs are abandoned within the first six months of their existence (I assume that
the numbers for personal web pages are roughly the same, but I’m not aware of that
research). Writers can be exhausted by the commitment (I often refer to my web site as
“the insatiable maw;” no sooner do I finish one update than I have to immediately start
working on the next). Writers can run out of inspiration. Other life priorities can can
leave writers without time. Lack of a readership can cause writers to quit out of despair
(because I was emotionally driven by a need to write, the lack of readers was never a
disincentive for me, although lately I do despair of ever finding an audience, if for no
other reason than I know there must be a lot of people out there who would enjoy my
writing...if they knew that it existed). Some people might lose their internet access.
Twenty years on the internet is a loooooooong time is what I’m saying.



By the 20th anniversary, I will have written 38 books of prose and produced nine books of
cartoons for Les Pages aux Folles. The project will contain over 3,500 pieces of writing,
and somewhere between two and a quarter and two and a half million words.

Nor has this been my only writing project. In 2010, I decided to write my first novel.
Blame Terry Pratchett. I had never wanted to be a novelist; I was happy writing my short
articles. But, in 2010 I learned of a contest for first humorous science fiction novels that
was sponsored and would be partially judged by Pratchett. This seemed like a great
opportunity for me to do what I do best: be goofy. The only problem with entering a
novel writing contest, though, is that you have to write a novel to do it. So, I sat down to
write what would becomeWelcome to the Multiverse*.

I don’t usually talk about this, but since we’re all friends here, I feel I can state the truth:
my first novel took two months to write. Starting from nothing but the desire to write a
novel, the first week involved developing the ideas; the next six weeks involved the
actual writing; the final week involved rewriting and polishing. This was a stupid short
amount of time in which to write 80,000 words (the nine novels I have written since have
taken anywhere from six months to a year to produce), but there were extenuating
circumstances, your honour. For one thing, by that time I had been writing for 40 years,
so unlike many first time novelists, I had already developed my voice and knew my way
around a story. More importantly for this essay, many aspects of worldbuilding that
contributed to the novel (for instance, the Transdimensional Authority and the Alternate
Reality News Service) had been introduced on Les Pages aux Folles, so I wasn’t exactly
starting from nothing.

Perhaps most important: working on the web site taught me how to quickly turn ideas
into prose. When you have a weekly deadline, you have to write fast. Under these
conditions, there are two ways writers can go. Like a nuclear explosion, they can burn
themselves out. Or, like a nuclear chain reaction, their creativity can feed off itself,
allowing them to constantly write new material. I was fortunate that my writing took the
latter path.

What’s next? I have no idea. I know I have a need to write; if life forces me to go a
couple of days with writing even a little, I start to get antsy. Humour is not something
that a writer can turn on and off: it is a way of looking at and interacting with the world
that becomes a constant in your life. At least, it has become that for me. It does help if it
has an outlet, though, so I foresee writing as long as I have the words. (Both my father
and my grandfather on my mother’s side had Alzheimer’s, so there is no guarantee that I
will always have the words, or for how long.) Regardless of what happens in the future, I
already have a creative legacy (including novels, short stories and unproduced
screenplays – so many unproduced screenplays!) that I can be proud of.

I hope you enjoy 12 from 20.

* Sorry for the Inconvenience


