Dan Piraro: The Baloney Show
by Dominick Cancilla

“I often say that one
of the biggest reasons
I’m not a millionaire
is that my cartoons
are harder to get than
some other people’s.”

THE BALONEY SHOW WITH DAN PIRARO

THE SPOOK: I
stayed up last night
late going through
a bunch of your
collections to prepare for this interview and ended up
having
bizarre
Piraro dreams. I
dreamed you just
showed up at my
house at some random time and you
were this stodgy,
egotistical, brusque
guy who wouldn’t
answer any of my
questions unless I
bought something.
I’m guessing that’s
pretty much as far
off the mark as you
can get.
DAN PIRARO:
Yeah, I don’t think
I’ve ever been
accused of being
stodgy or brusque
before, but I have
often showed up at
people’s houses
and tried to sell
them things, so you
might have at least
part of that come
true.
SPOOK:
After
reading Bizarro
Among the Savages about your freeloading
trip across the country, I can see where you
might have made a little reputation for that.
Just to give readers a bit of background,
how long have you been doing Bizarro?
PIRARO: I believe it was sixteen years
this January.
SPOOK: Do you feel like the strip has
changed over time, or has it been pretty
consistent?
PIRARO: I think it’s changed a lot, actually, and I’m happy about that. I think it’s
gotten better and more interesting, and
when I look at the stuff I did my first year,

I wonder how I ever got signed. I really
think it was just someone spotting potential, because my first year’s work I find
really embarrassing.
SPOOK: In what way?
PIRARO: I just think the gags are lame
and the drawings are horrible. I could draw
better then; I don’t know why I didn’t. I
think I was just trying to find some style, or
something. I don’t know what I was doing,
but I find them really ugly, now.
SPOOK: You’re probably much more
critical of yourself than the rest of us would
be.

PIRARO: Well, that’s
probably true. People
are typically that way,
I guess — they’re
harder on themselves
than they are on other
people. Well, that’s not
true. I’m harder on
other people than I am
on myself.
SPOOK: Has the
change in the way that
you do your comics
made any difference?
For instance, you mention in one of your
books that you do coloring by computer
now. Does that save
you a lot of time?
PIRARO: It cost time,
at first, because I was
kind of dragged kicking and screaming into
the computer world. I
was not raised on computers the way they are
nowadays. And so I
constantly had to ask
my daughters how to
do it and what was I
doing and why is my
screen frozen and
things like that. So it
took me a long time at
first, but once I got the
hang of it, more than
saving me time — it
saves me a little bit of time, I suppose —
but more than saving me time it gives me
so much more ability to do things. It just
gives me a lot more leeway, and versatility,
and it just gave me so many more options.
Before, when it came to coloring, I could
only color what I could explain in writing
in the margin, and that was hard. The way
most people color their cartoons, it’s like:
all pants are red, all shirts are yellow. And
I was doing all these different gradations
and shades and lighting effects and trying
to explain that to whatever guy it was or
person it was that was going to be doing it.
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Because I tend to be sort of a guilt-ridden
guy, I hate putting other people through a
lot of work, and so — I thought, God, these
people are going to hate me! They’re going
to so much trouble over some little miniscule beer can in the background with a
three-color label and two shades for each
color because of the sunlight. But that’s the
kind of stuff I really enjoy doing. That’s the
way I wanted my cartoons to look. So, anyway, it’s relieved a lot of guilt and it’s given
me a lot more options.
SPOOK: Do you still do the main drawing
by hand?
PIRARO: Oh, yeah. Yeah, I still do all the
drawing by hand because I really enjoy it.
I like drawing, and I can do it better by
hand than probably anybody could on a
computer. It’s the difference between a real
drummer and a drum machine.
SPOOK: I think it shows. Bizarro looks a
lot more like art than most strips do.
PIRARO: Well, that’s good to hear,
because that’s exactly what I try for. That
part’s important to me.
SPOOK: You can tell. I’d say your strip is
different from most others in a number of
ways. For example, probably my favorite
one of your strips shows a plumber looking
under the sink, and Godzilla’s eating the
pipes, and the plumber’s saying, “Just as I
suspected.”
PIRARO: A Japanese plumber.
SPOOK: Exactly. That’s the first strip in

The Best of Bizarro, and I think it’s a really
good example of the kind of unique,
offhandedly surreal style that sort of typifies your strip. I find that your humor is
very hard to describe without just showing
examples. Do you have a way that you
describe the kind of thing that you do?
PIRARO: I’ve found the same thing to be
true — it is hard to describe. I struggle with
that myself. I typically tell people that it’s
a gag a day, no consistent characters — I
want to make sure they understand that, off
the bat — and it tends to be surreal. Surreal things happening to normal people, I
guess.
SPOOK: Do you find yourself being categorized with The Far Side a lot?
PIRARO: Yeah. And I don’t mind that in
general. I do that myself sometimes. I
would tell people that it’s in the same category as The Far Side. The only reason I’m
hesitant about it now is just because there’s
so many sort of shameless Far Side knockoffs. I think a lot of — there are very few
single-panel cartoons in a paper that are
worth the two seconds it takes to read them.
And I think one reason is that some people
just came out of the woodwork because of
The Far Side. They thought, “Oh, there’s
something that would be fun to do, I will do
that.” I guess what I’m trying to say is that’s
not at all what I did. I was a big fan of B.
Kliban. I don’t think that Larson ever
admitted it in print, but I’m sure that he was

a big fan of Kliban too. It just shows in his
work. There’s just a heavy, really obvious
influence. I was certainly influenced by
people like Gahan Wilson and Charles
Addams, those kind of guys. Magazine cartoons, as opposed to newspaper cartoons.
Those were always my favorite.
SPOOK: I think the big distinction
between you and the knockoffs is that
Bizarro has a voice and the other ones have
Gary Larson’s voice.
PIRARO: Yeah, okay, well, that’s great.
That’s a great way to say it.
SPOOK: The only other example I can
think of is The Neighborhood, if you’re
familiar with that.
PIRARO: Yeah. Now Ballard Street.
SPOOK: He is doing his own thing, too.
But I think you’re right that most of them
seem to be trying to copy; everyone’s doing
“here’s cows with tools” instead of trying to
be themselves. But now I feel that there are
some strips that are trying to be you, on
occasion, that don’t understand that there
are rules to being surreal.
PIRARO: Who do you think’s trying to be
me?
SPOOK: Well, I don’t want to name anybody.
PIRARO: I won’t repeat it. Chances are
I’ve come to the same conclusion. That’s
why I’m interested in what you think.
SPOOK: Most of them are little strips that
don’t last more than a couple of weeks, and
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they’ll show something that is just so surreal, so off the top, it looks like one of those
“look for something wrong in this picture”
strips that you do. But they’re trying to do
them and have it be an actual situation.
They don’t understand that you can go too
far with that kind of thing.
PIRARO: It’s funny that you brought that
up, because that’s one of my favorite gag
mechanisms that I’ve ever come up with.
I’ll say “what’s wrong with this picture?”,
and then have everything be wrong with the
picture. But then the three things that are
really wrong are, like, these philosophical
things that you could never spot in a picture. Those were my favorite games as a
kid. I’d love that “what’s wrong with this
picture” thing in Highlights magazine.I
used to just get such a kick out of those.
I’ve seen other people do it, I guess, but
I’ve never seen anyone else spoof it the
way that I did. I feel like it’s an original
concept. It’s not a mummy or psychiatrist
gag — no original concept there, no original punchline. But that, I feel, is something
I invented, and I’m proud of that. Plus I just
love doing it. The pictures are just so much
fun to draw.
SPOOK: Well, they’re fun to look at, too,
because you can spend so a lot of time on
them. You feel like you got your fifty cents
out of the Sunday paper. That was one thing
I wanted to ask you: I think a lot of your
comics take a little extra thought to really

get the whole thing, especially in the
Sunday ones, because you have so many
additional details and things. Do you think
that is, to some people, a barrier to enjoying your strip?
PIRARO: Oh, probably, and I don’t care.
I often say that one of the biggest reasons
I’m not a millionaire is that my cartoons are
harder to get than some other people’s. But
at the same time, I think that’s why I have
the fans I have. I mean, I could dumb it
down, and occasionally I do. I admit that.
Occasionally I’ll throw in a dumb joke
that’s pretty obvious — a simple pun, or
something. Because I know that people like
that kind of stuff, too. There’s more than
one way to get a laugh out of something. I
definitely think that there are a lot of people who just don’t even bother, it’s just too
much effort. The hell with them. Whatever.
SPOOK: I think there’s a bit more of a
reward if you have to work for the joke.
Like the Bizarro comic which shows signpainting protesters marching around with
the blank signs.
PIRARO: Right. I love that kind of stuff. I
really enjoy being tricked by a picture, and
those are my favorite kind of gags, where
you look at a picture and categorize it one
way, and then you get into it and realize it’s
something entirely different.
SPOOK: It has to be hard to come up with
stuff like that consistently.
PIRARO: Yeah. You can’t do it

consistently. Like, I have a gag with a guy
walking down the street, and it looks like
he’s got a cell phone in his hand — you
know, he’s holding this black thing to his
ear. And he says, “I’m sorry about the poor
reception, Frank. I lost my cell phone last
week. This is a chocolate éclair.” Those are
the kind of gags I always enjoyed reading
as a kid. I just loved being fooled by a gag.
I got fooled by a picture — thinking it’s one
thing, and finding out it’s another. I just
always get a big kick out of that. And I also
like having to figure things out. Like the
sign painting thing. I did another one called
“Lazy People On Strike,” which was all
these people on a road side, digging, doing
road work with hard hats and stuff, and
they’ve got these sandwich boards that say
“I won’t lay around for nothing,” and
something like, “I won’t take a nap for low
wages.” I forgot how it was, but the idea
was they’re lazy and they’re on strike and
so they’re working. That’s one of those
things that you look at the thing and you
think, “Wait a minute.” It’s not that
switcheroo thing, you know, where you
look at it and think it’s one thing and it
turns out to be another. But it’s one like the
sign painters, where you have to think
about it. I love making people think. I get a
lot of letters from people saying they enjoy
that. It makes you feel like you’re part of a
club?
SPOOK: I’m sure you get lots of “What
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the heck are you talking about?” letters
also.
PIRARO: Yeah. Occasionally. I just think
these are funny, because people are really
sheepish about it, but they write to me and
they say, “You know, I’ve been a fan of
yours for years, and I really get all the
jokes, but what was that one last week? I
can’t get it.” And I’m always actually really nice. A lot of people say they’ll never
explain a joke, which I think is really a
form of insecurity. They don’t want to feel
like they have to explain it. I think they
think that if they have to explain it, then
maybe it wasn’t a good gag. It offends
them. But it doesn’t offend me if somebody
doesn’t get something. I mean, come on —
you write a joke a day for sixteen years,
every now and then you’re going to come
up with something that doesn’t read to
everybody. And what the hell, I’m trying.
I’m giving it a shot. So I explain it.
SPOOK: I’m sure you have an editor who

has to approve everything. Do you ever
have trouble from an editorial perspective?
PIRARO: I have very few editorial
problems. I’m switching from Universal
Press to King Features at the end of this
year, and that may be different. Universal
has a really liberal attitude. They’ll pretty
much let you do whatever you want to do.
If you want to send it out, they’ll back you
up, and if editors object or whatever, then
that’s kind of the risk that you take. They
realize it kind of reflects more on you then
it does on them, and that sort of thing. And
then they send a replacement.
I’m not an extremely controversial sort
of cartoonist. I have a lot controversial
opinions of my own, and I throw them in
there occasionally, but the thing is, when
you’ve been syndicated for a while, you
know what you can get away with and what
you can’t. So certain things, you just don’t
bother, but other things I have. I ran one
recently, I think it’s probably my favorite

joke I ever wrote in my whole life. It had
two objectionable angles, and at first I
really thought the syndicate wouldn’t run
it. I had a feeling I would get one of those
phone calls, like, “Are you sure you want
to do this?” But I didn’t. I didn’t get a call
from them. And they ran it, and only one
paper refused to run it. It was Montreal, of
all people. The joke was, these two characters are standing on the streets of
Afghanistan or somewhere in burkas. And
one of them says, “I would love to move
to the West. Being a transvestite here is
pointless.”
SPOOK: I missed that! That is so funny!
PIRARO: Yeah, I love that gag. I think
that’s really my favorite gag I’ve ever
written. I have a stage show that I do, and
I show that in my stage show and it always
gets a long laugh and a big applause.
Especially nowadays. I thought it would
be a problem partly because of the Islamic angle, but even more, I’ve never seen
the word “transvestite” on an American
newspaper comics page. And they’re really shy about stuff like that. They’re very
conservative. So I didn’t think people
would run it. But they did. The only people that complained were in Montreal.
And I’m guessing that was probably an
Islamic thing. I don’t think they’re sexually inhibited in Montreal, but I’ll bet
they’re worried about offending their
Muslim community. And it’s not offensive to anybody. It’s not meant to be offensive to anybody.
SPOOK: Have you ever had any kind of
flak when you spoof another comic in your
strip?
PIRARO: No, I never have. The first time
that I parodied Family Circus was on a
Sunday strip. I changed the name of it to
Faustus Circus — have you seen that?
SPOOK: They’re sitting at dinner with the
devil.
PIRARO: Yeah. And the point is, “oh, now
I understand the longevity, the popularity of
Family Circus, it all makes sense.” And I
mean, that’s really a pretty blatant slam, to
Family Circus and its readers. The next day
the phone rang in my studio. I pick it up
and it’s Bil Keane. It scared the crap out of
me! I had never met him before, and so I
didn’t know what kind of guy he was at all.
I had no idea. It just completely scared me
to death. I mean, my heart just went into my
throat. I thought, Oh, crap. This is going to
be my first lawsuit or something. I didn’t
know what was going to happen. But as it
turned out, he just wanted the original. He
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“One of the things that’s
become a real favorite with
the crowds and with me,
too, is that I read some of
the better hate mail that I’ve
gotten over the years. That’s
really a scream. I just pick a
handful of really idiotic
letters from complete
illiterate morons, and then
we have this whole roomful
of people make fun of
them. It’s a great time for
everyone.”

likes that stuff. So that was totally cool.
He’s a really good guy in person. He’s
much funnier than his strip. He’s just a
really funny guy. And he likes parodies of
Family Circus. He collects them. Which is
exactly what you should do. You know, I
admire him for that. If people are making
fun of you, the best way to deal with it is to
join in. It takes the sting out of it — for you
and for everybody else too.
SPOOK: Well, it’s a compliment to him
that you know that enough people know his
strip that you can make a joke about it.
PIRARO: Yeah!
SPOOK: Looking at your fans — we
talked about them having to make a little
extra investment in understanding your
work sometimes — do you think that
makes them perhaps a little more intense as
fans than fans of other comic artists?
PIRARO: I think so, yeah. I think you can
end up getting what people call a “cult”
following. They say, “Oh, yeah, Bizarro has
a cult following.” Well, I think that my following is larger than you would typically
consider for a cult, you know? I mean, a
cult following is, like, not very many people, but they’re very rabid. But at the same
time, my regular readers do tend to be really rabid fans because they’re getting stuff

out of my cartoon that they’re not getting
out of the vast majority of cartoons in the
newspaper, let’s face it. I almost never get
a letter that says, “I’m a huge fan of
Bizarro. I also like to read Cathy and
Garfield and Beetle Bailey.” But I do get a
lot of letters that say, “I’m a huge fan of
Bizarro. It’s the only comic I read in the
whole paper.” Or they’ll say, “I read you
and Doonesbury and that’s the highlight of
my day. “So in a sense, it is a bit cultish in
that way. I don’t attract as many mainstream comic readers as I do people that are
just sort of mainstream humor fans — you
know, fans of unusual thinking.
SPOOK: I can see it almost being a compliment, not being lumped in with Garfield.
PIRARO: Oh, totally, yeah. I mean, occasionally, somebody will write to me and
say that they read me and one other strip
that I despise. And I’m always offended. I
always think, “Oh, God! Don’t they —
euhh!” It’s like, pick one. Don’t read us
both. Don’t tell me that!
SPOOK: I don’t know if having strips that
take a little thought limits you in terms of
selling Christmas cards with Bizarro on it
or things of that sort. But if you had your
druthers, where would you see yourself in
terms of marketing your strips on a scale

from, say, Bill Watterson to Charles
Schultz?
PIRARO: When you say Watterson and
Schultz, are you talking about their philosophies, or are you talking about just how
much I’m marketed?
SPOOK: I mean, philosophically.
PIRARO: Philosophically, I have no problem with licensing or marketing my strip. I
really don’t. It’s a moneymaking venture,
you know. When you’re an artist and you’re
making money at it, you’re lucky, and
you’re foolish to turn down money. At the
same time, you know, everybody has their
own sensibilities. There are some things I
wouldn’t do. I’m an animal rights activist,
so I wouldn’t sell my name to the farming
industry, for instance. The animal farming
industry, or meat products, or anything like
that. I wouldn’t take a dime from L’Oreal,
because they’re still testing on animals,
whereas most of the other ones don’t. So
people like that — I do have limits. But it
has nothing to do with the money part of it.
I’m not like Watterson at all. He’s a really strange character. I don’t take my work
that seriously. I don’t take it anywhere near
as seriously as he took his. You know, he
never sold or gave away an original, he
never did interviews. He wanted to quit
while it was still fresh. Which is a good
thing, but he had almost a religious attitude
toward his work, and I’m not like that at all.
To me, it’s all just a lark. It’s just for fun. I
try to keep the quality going, I try to make
it change and be fun for me. I figure if it’s
fun for me, it’s probably going to be fun for
the readers, too.
SPOOK: It’s interesting what you said
about being an animal rights activist. If
Taco Bell had called you up and offered
you money because you came up with the
talking chihuahua, would you have
accepted that?
PIRARO: If they offered me money if I
gave up the talking chihuahua?
SPOOK: No. If they said, “Hey, we’re
going to have a talking chihuahua, and we
realize you came up with it, so we’re going
to cut you a check.”
PIRARO: At the time, I would have taken
it, because at the time I was an animal
rights activist, but I wasn’t yet even a vegetarian. I centered less on the food industry.
I didn’t actually realize how cruel farming
was. I was just against cruelty to animals.
I’ve just always felt that it was completely
wrong, it was indefensible to be cruel to an
animal. I personally think that keeping
birds is cruel; I don’t think people should
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have birds. I love parrots, but I would never
own one. I think it’s wrong to keep a bird
in a cage. I always liken it to getting a
dachsund and then cutting its legs off and
keeping it in a purse, just so you can carry
it around. It’s just the wrong thing to do to
an animal. Birds are meant to fly.
So, at the time I would have. Now, I
would not. Now, I would not take money
from anybody who helped fund cruelty to
animals. And corporate farming is just
unadulterated cruelty. They torture animals
from the day they’re born until they die. I
don’t specifically think it’s wrong to eat an
animal. I think it’s wrong to torture them.
And that’s what my objection is. That’s
why I’m a vegan. That’s my objection to
corporate farming.
SPOOK: That’s an important distinction. I
think a lot of people don’t get into that kind
of detail with their thinking. They just are
knee-jerk one way or another without really
examining the issue.
PIRARO: Yeah. You can say, well, humans
have always eaten animals, animals eat
each other, it’s the natural way of things,
and I would think, yeah, that’s right. But
it’s wrong to torture an animal. And then of
course going vegan — I didn’t go vegetarian. I went vegan straight off the bat. And
people said, well, why are you giving up
eggs and milk? That doesn’t hurt an animal,
to take eggs and milk from it. And they’re
right. It doesn’t, under the perfect circumstances. But those industries are worse than
the meat industry. They torture animals for
much longer. I mean, a meat cow is only
tortured for a very short amount of time
before it’s slaughtered. Whereas a dairy
cow is tortured from the day it’s born —
and that’s where veal comes from, you
know. It’s the males that are born to dairy
cattle, thrown in a box and raised for six
months and slaughtered. So they’re the cruelest industry of all. So I had to go vegan
totally. But that’s getting into a whole other
thing.
SPOOK: We have actually reported on a
fair number of environmental and animal
issues in The Spook, so our readers should
be very interested.
PIRARO: And environmentally — that’s
another thing. Corporate farming is really
bad for the planet. I mean, even if you don’t
mind cruelty to animals, if you’re one of
those people that thinks cruelty to animals
is okay as long as it’s not people, well,
they’re cruel to people, too, in the sense
that they’re destroying the environment so
rapidly. Fishing, too. Fishing industries are

really bad for the ocean. So, yeah, I’m kind
of a rabid environmentalist and animal
rights activist. And my wife is, too. My
wife’s been doing it much longer than I
have. She works here in Manhattan, educating kids in schools and stuff about cruelty to animals and things like that. And we
almost always have a foster cat or dog
around the house. We have a foster cat here
now that thinks it’s a Pterodactyl. It just
walks around the house going “CCCCCHHHHH! CCCCCHHHH!” All day long,
this weird dinosaur noise. Doesn’t sound
like a cat at all. Drives me crazy.
SPOOK: Since we’re talking about your
brain here, I get the feeling from looking at
your art that you’re almost compulsive, that
you do maybe more work than you really
have to. Do you feel that way about yourself?
PIRARO: Yes, definitely. I definitely think
I do more work than I have to.

SPOOK: I mean like those extra little
panels that a couple of papers run on
Sunday. You did a bunch of different ones
when one would have been enough. They
were not necessary, but you obviously took
such joy in doing them.
PIRARO: Yeah, I do. The amount of detail
I put into any given cartoon isn’t necessary,
either, but I continue to do it, because I’m
obsessed with it. That’s what makes it fun
to me, and that’s why I do it. I really think
that in all art, but especially in art that’s
meant to be consumed publicly, it’s easy to
create something that you think people are
going to like, and then just do it routinely
because you’re getting a check. I think that
if I’m not being entertained, then it shows.
I think that if you look at a lot of cartoons,
you can tell by reading them that the cartoonist isn’t having a great time, that
they’re just putting in their appearance for
the paycheck. It just shows. Same with
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musicians, everything. You can tell when a
musician really enjoys the songs they’re
playing, and you can tell when they’re just
filling it in because it’s a nice pop song that
someone else wrote for them and they want
to be on the cover of Rolling Stone or something. I try to keep my quality up by making sure that I’m being entertained by the
stuff that I do. Part of that to me is going the
extra mile and doing a lot of fun wacky artwork. I always find somewhere to use it —
you know, on a Web site or something. I
just designed a new sales brochure and it
was a hoot, I had so much fun doing it.
SPOOK: On average, how long would you
say it takes to do draw a day’s strip?
PIRARO: It doesn’t take me very long to
ink a daily cartoon because I’m blessed
with being really quick. And so it probably
takes me, maybe fifteen minutes to pencil
it, and probably thirty minutes to ink it.
SPOOK: That seems really fast to me.
PIRARO: It is really fast. It’s fast by anyone’s standards. I’ve just always been an
avid artist. I’ve been drawing daily since I
was three. I draw all the time. I draw while
I’m on the phone; I draw when I’m watching TV. I just doodle or whatever. I’m
always drawing things when I’m not out in
public. I think that’s one reason I just got
really good at it, or, well, I just got really
fast at it. I can look at a blank page and see
exactly what I’m going to do and I just go
for it and it doesn’t take me any time at all.
I usually do just one quick sketch and then

ink it, and that all I need.
SPOOK: Well, maybe you just answered
my next question, but do you ever hit dry
spells, or are you just constantly running?
PIRARO: I don’t have dry spells that last
more than a day or two. I can always draw
— the dry spell thing only happens when
I’m trying to write. Occasionally I’ll go a
couple of days without being able to write
a gag. But then the next day I’ll write five
or six, and that’s like a week’s worth in one
day. And so then I can take another couple
days off, and I kind of go in fits and starts,
as they say.
SPOOK: Now, I think in one of your collections I think you mention you also do
fine art, is that correct?
PIRARO: Yeah.
SPOOK: What kind of things do you do?
PIRARO: I don’t do as much of it as I’d
like to, but then who does. I do a lot of —
I have sketchbooks where I just do these
really strange stream-of-consciousness
kind of ink drawings, and at some point in
my life I’ll figure out a way to do something with those, because they’re pretty
interesting. They’re even interesting to me,
which is why I’m almost certain they’d be
interesting to other people. It’s the kind of
stuff that I do when I’m on an airplane or
on the phone or watching TV or something
and I just scribble out of my subconscious
almost. I don’t know what you’d call it
really, if not that. But then when it comes
to actual, like, fine art, I like to do these

really elaborate oil paintings, some of
which are on my Web site, as a matter of
fact, if you want to get an idea of what they
look like. Have you been to my web site?
SPOOK: Not recently.
PIRARO: Okay, yeah, Bizarro.com is
where it’s at. There’s a section on there,
there’s a button on there somewhere called
— God, what is called? It’s either “fine art”
or “extra stuff” or something like that.
There are some paintings in there. But I do
like these Renaissance-style oil paintings
with all these kind of classical Catholic religious characters, but then mixed in with
modern-day situations, and then more
recently I started sort of starting out with
traditional religious imagery and then
drawing cartoons on top of it with like an
oil stick, so they end up kind of making a
double thing.
SPOOK: That’s cool. I’ll have to check
that out.
PIRARO: Yeah, those, the newer one are
probably not on the site. I think it’s like four
or five old drawings on there, a few other
little illustrations and things. But there’s
stuff on there. I should also mention, I was
raised Catholic, which is why I use all this
Catholic imagery, but I’m not like some
rabid religious guy. Some people would
think I was, by looking at my paintings.
SPOOK: Religious imagery can be handy
symbolic shorthand, if a lot of people know
the references.
PIRARO: Yeah.
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SPOOK: Do you find that both in your art
and when people meet you that they have
certain expectations of what kind of person
you’re going to be because of the comics
you do? Do they expect you to be just
wacky all the time?
PIRARO: Yeah, I do get that sometimes. I
think it’s like when you listen to radio. You
know, and you always get a picture of the
person you’re listening to, and there’s no
way on earth you’re going to be right. But
you can’t help but form that picture anyway. Sometimes people say, “Oh, I thought
you’d be older,” and one thing is that I look
really young. I look like I’m probably
thirty. I get that all the time. Sometimes I
even get carded if a bar’s dark.
SPOOK: That’s kind of nice.
PIRARO: Oh, it’s great. But in truth I’m
forty-four, and they always go, “I thought
you’d be a guy in your forties or fifties,”
and I tell them, “Well, I am. I’m fortyfour.” And they go, “No way.” So they
think I look a lot younger than I am, so I get
that a lot, where people think I would be
older. I’ve got a twenty-year-old daughter,
and people frequently think that we’re
going out together, which completely
grosses both of us out. You know, somebody will say, “Oh, is that your dad? I
thought that was your boyfriend.” And we
both go, “EEEUUWW!” at the same time.
So, yeah, there’s a Dick Clark gene in my
family that makes a lot of us look a lot
younger than we are, not just me. I wear
earrings, and I’ve got a little beard, and a
little funny little kind of, whatever you call
it, like a beatnik beard under my lip kind of
a thing. And I wear sort of more stylish
clothes and stuff. You know, most of the
guys in the industry look more like golfers
than they do cartoonists. They’re really,
you know, basic Hager pants kind of guys.
SPOOK: That’s because they are all
golfers, I think.
PIRARO: Yeah, a lot of them are golfers.
True. But I on the other hand tend to dress
a little more stylishly.
SPOOK: You also mentioned that you
have a stage show. What is that like?
PIRARO: It’s called The Bizarro Baloney
Show. It’s a one-man show, an hour and a
half of me, on stage. I’m the one man,
oddly enough. It’s absolutely so damned
much fun for me to do — I have such a ball
doing that thing. I do puppets, I do some
songs that I’ve written, you know, just, like,
these goofy little comedy songs. I show
slides of some of my favorite cartoons, and
then I give some anecdotes behind them,

what different things happened. One of the
things that’s become a real favorite with
the crowds and with me, too, is that I read
some of the better hate mail that I’ve gotten over the years. That’s really a scream. I
just pick a handful of really idiotic letters
from complete illiterate morons, and then
we have this whole roomful of people make
fun of them. It’s a great time for everyone.
SPOOK: Now I have to ask about that:
what kind of hate mail do you get?
PIRARO: Well, let’s see. I once wrote a
cartoon that featured the name Joe Schmoe
in it. It was a guy named Joe Schmoe that
was going to legally change his name to
John Q. Public. That’s not, like, the whole
gag, but that was the mechanism that the
gag worked off of. And then I got a letter,
an angry letter, from a woman named
Annette Schmoe, and she thought that I
clearly did not know that Schmoe was a
real family name with bona fide family
members. I’m not sure what that meant,
exactly. I immediately called my parents
and asked if we had bona fide family members in our family. I just wanted to make
sure that it was a legitimate family that we
had. But anyway, she wrote this pretty
ridiculous letter, telling me — not asking
me, but telling me — not to do it again.
Now I’ve got an even funnier one. One
time I wrote a cartoon that just happened to
use the term “hooey” — you know, “that’s
a lot of hooey.” And I got this really badly
written half-literate letter from a Dilbert
Hooey, and he was just hopping mad that I
had made fun of his family name. He
demanded a retraction from the newspaper.
My favorite line in the whole letter said
that if some newspaper does not print a
written apology, he will “cancel his subscription and all of his friends.” That’s his
exact wording. And when I read that at the
show, of course the audience just goes
ballistic. They just die laughing.
SPOOK: That’s pretty funny.
PIRARO: Yeah. I just feel bad for all his
friends who got cancelled.
SPOOK: It sounds like you’re still going
very strong with Bizarro. Do you see yourself doing a Gary Larson at some point and
retiring, or are you in this for the long haul?
PIRARO: Well, let’s see. Larson retired
after ten or fifteen years, I can’t remember.
I think it was ten. I’ve already been going
sixteen and I’m not anywhere near close to
retiring. Number one, I can’t afford to. I
don’t make anywhere near as much money
as Larson did, because I don’t have that
kind of broad appeal. He seemed to appeal

to virtually everybody, and I don’t have
that. Which is fine. I don’t have licensed
products, because my stuff tends to be too
wordy to license, I think. So anyway, there
are a number of reasons financially why I
can’t afford to retire. So I’m not going to do
it any time soon. Plus I still really enjoy it.
But, yeah, at some point it’s not going to be
as much fun for me as it is now, and I might
just get to the point where I feel like I
haven’t got anything else to offer people,
you know, and I don’t want to just become
some sad caricature of myself, just doing
the same crap over and over like a lot of
people do. Everybody knows some
cartoonists do that.
SPOOK: We won’t name names.
PIRARO: No, no. Shh.
SPOOK: One last question. I noticed that
in your collections, some of the autobiographical information that you give varies
over time, to put it mildly.
PIRARO: Yeah. That’s because my past
changes.
SPOOK: Your past changes? You rename
your daughters every few years?
PIRARO: Yeah.
SPOOK: As someone who’s interviewing
you, I’d like to know how much you can be
trusted. What’s your average truthfulness
percentage when you’re talking and writing
about yourself?
PIRARO: When I’m talking about myself,
it’s always true. I never lie to an interviewer. But when I’m writing stuff, I can’t resist.
I think the truth is so much less interesting
than anything I could make up. On my
computer, somewhere in one of these folders is a thing called “Boring True Bio,” and
that’s the one that I send people when they
absolutely have to have a true biography
thing. I still throw in a few little gags, but
all the information is true.
SPOOK: So that’s the one that doesn’t talk
about you having a baloney importing
business?
PIRARO: Right. But I think it’s baloney
distribution. Which is what I think, to be
fair, you could call any humorist or any
cartoonist — a baloney distributor. So I’m
using it in a broader sense. And that’s why
I call my stage show The Bizarro Baloney
Show. ~
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