Paper Mache for 1-30-26 by David Read
I was reminiscing recently about the art of political cartooning. So few of us still read a daily paper and few papers can afford a full-time political cartoonist. As with so many things, social media has stepped in to take up the slack and provide commentary on domestic and international issues.  When I lived in Los Angeles, I enjoyed the political cartoons of Paul Conrad who won three Pulitzer Prizes for his editorial cartooning. At the conservative LA Times, Conrad brought a more liberal perspective that readers both celebrated and criticized, but he was also respected for his talent and ability to speak truth to power. Conrad addressed social justice issues like poverty in America, civil rights, the Vietnam War, and corporate and political corruption which were leading topics. When I lived in Washington, DC, I looked forward to the work of Herbert Block, aka Herblock, the legendary Washington Post cartoonist who won four Pulitzers. He is credited with coining the term "McCarthyism" and was known for his fierce, liberal, and long-lasting critiques of U.S. presidents and civil rights issues. He was especially impactful during the Watergate era. 
What got me thinking about all of this are those silly social media posts with political content that we often see. I look at some of these as modern day political cartoons. Remember the photograph of Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders huddled with face mask and mittens during the Biden inauguration which went viral? The photograph became an internet meme, inspiring altered versions in which Sanders was placed in historical photographs and other humorous contexts. More recently, the photo of our current President gleefully accepting the Nobel Peace Prize from the actual winner, Venezuelan opposition leader, María Corina Machado, was repurposed in multiple ways. He has been shown accepting little league trophies from children, a Westminster Kennel Club Best in Show trophy, and my favorite, accepting the Playboy Playmate of the Year prize. Do these all qualify as political cartoons? 
Political cartooning is one of the most enduring and potent art forms in modern history, blending visual wit, satire, and moral judgment into a single, legible image. Long before mass literacy or social media, political cartoons shaped public opinion by distilling complex political debates into memorable symbols, caricatures, and scenes that could be understood instantly. Political cartooning can be traced to Europe, particularly eighteenth-century Britain. Artists like William Hogarth criticized corruption, class inequality, and moral decay. Hogarth’s narrative prints established satire as a serious artistic and social tool including caricatures of kings, politicians, and foreign enemies with big heads, distorted bodies, and biting irony. In nineteenth-century France, political cartooning became more confrontational. Honoré Daumier used lithography to attack judicial hypocrisy, royal arrogance, and class oppression. His work underscored a key truth about political cartooning: it thrives where power feels threatened by ridicule. In the U.S, political cartooning reached new prominence during the Civil War and Gilded Age. Thomas Nast used his cartoons to expose the corruption of New York’s Boss Tweed and to define enduring political symbols such as the Republican elephant and Democratic donkey. 
Magazines like The New Yorker further institutionalized the art cultivating a sophisticated tradition of political and social satire. Its cartoons balanced humor with restraint, favoring irony, metaphor, and visual elegance over overt attack. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, political cartooning has continued to adapt. Today social media allows cartoons to circulate globally within minutes, reviving their original immediacy while introducing new challenges around misinformation, polarization, and censorship. At its core, political cartooning remains a uniquely democratic art form. It requires no gallery, no manifesto, and often no words at all. By exaggerating truth rather than inventing it, political cartoons hold leaders accountable, disrupt pretension, and remind the public that power, no matter how formidable, can still be laughed at, questioned, and resisted through art.
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