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INTRODUCTION: THE PECULIAR GENIUS OF GARY
LARSON FAR SIDE CARTOONS

For  millions of  readers  who grew up flipping through newspaper
comic sections, few strips commanded attention quite like Gary
Larson Far Side Cartoons. With their distinctive single-panel
format, offbeat humor, and a worldview that seemed to exist in a
slightly  tilted dimension,  Larson's  creations became a cultural
phenomenon that continues to resonate decades after the strip's
original run. Whether depicting cows plotting revenge, scientists
with absurd theories, or dinosaurs navigating modern life, Gary
Larson's Far Side redefined what a newspaper cartoon could be.
This article explores the world of The Far Side, its creator, its
lasting  impact,  and  why  these  bizarre,  intelligent,  and  often
darkly funny cartoons still captivate new audiences today.

WHO IS GARY LARSON? THE MAN BEHIND THE
MADNESS

Born  in  1950  in  Tacoma,  Washington,  Gary  Larson  was  an
unlikely  candidate  for  cartooning  fame.  He  studied

communications at Washington State University and later worked
as a musician and a clerk before stumbling into the world of
editorial  cartoons.  His big break came in 1979 when the San
Francisco Chronicle began publishing his single-panel cartoons
after a chance meeting with an editor. The strip, initially untitled,
quickly became known as The Far Side—a name Larson chose
because it reflected the strange, sideways perspective he offered
on everyday life.
Larson's  background  in  biology  and  natural  history  heavily
influenced  his  work.  He  had  a  deep  fascination  with  animals,
especially  insects,  cows,  and  dinosaurs,  which  populated  his
cartoons with surprising frequency. His ability to merge scientific
concepts with absurd humor set him apart from other cartoonists.
Unlike  the  family-friendly  humor  of  Peanuts  or  Blondie,  Gary
Larson Far Side Cartoons  often  featured macabre  themes,
existential jokes, and a healthy dose of irony. Larson once said he
drew for himself, not for a mass audience, which may explain
why his cartoons felt so authentic and unpredictable.

THE UNIQUE HUMOR OF THE FAR SIDE: WHAT MADE
IT SPECIAL

The  humor  in  Gary  Larson  Far  Side  Cartoons  defies  easy
categorization.  It  blends  slapstick  with  intellect,  cruelty  with

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons 2024-01-27

kindness, and nonsense with profound observation. One moment
a cartoon might show a cow standing on two legs, phone in hoof,
ordering pizza—the next, it might depict a caveman inventing the
wheel only to be crushed by it. This unpredictable quality kept
readers coming back, never knowing what strange twist awaited
them in the next panel.

Dark Humor and Existential
Themes
Many Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons explore the darker side
of  life  with  a  wink.  Death,  failure,  and  cosmic  insignificance  are
recurring motifs. For example, a cartoon might show a deer with
a target on its chest, standing in a hunter's sights, while another
deer  says,  "I  told  you  to  avoid  the  season  opening."  This
juxtaposition of grim reality with deadpan comedy gave Larson's
work an edge that appealed to adults tired of sanitized humor. He
never shied away from taboo subjects, tackling everything from
religion (God as a bumbling scientist) to the afterlife (hell as a
waiting room with terrible magazines).

The Role of Animals and
Nature
Perhaps  the  most  iconic  element  of  Gary  Larson Far  Side
Cartoons is the anthropomorphization of animals. Larson treated

animals as equals to humans, often giving them more intelligence
and wit than their human counterparts. Cows are his crowning
achievement—they  appear  in  dozens  of  cartoons,  always
scheming, gossiping, or indulging in human pastimes like playing
poker,  taking  selfies  (long  before  the  term  existed),  or
complaining  about  farmers.  One  famous  caption:  "Cow tools"
shows a cow presenting a "tool" to a panel of cow scientists, met
with bewilderment. This absurdity became a hallmark of Larson's
style.
Insects  also  feature  prominently.  Larson  once  admitted  a
fascination with ants, spiders, and flies, and he portrayed them as
organized, often bureaucratic societies. A classic example: two
ants standing by a tiny stereo, with one saying, "I can't believe
we're listening to this "Insect" music."  By giving bugs human
concerns, Larson invited readers to laugh at the ridiculousness of
our own preoccupations.

ICONIC THEMES AND RECURRING CHARACTERS IN
GARY LARSON FAR SIDE CARTOONS

While each Gary Larson Far Side Cartoon is a standalone joke,
certain themes and characters appear regularly enough to feel
like an extended universe. These include:

Cows: The most famous recurring subjects. They are
depicted as intelligent, mischievous, and occasionally
dangerous. Cows are often seen driving tractors, wearing
sunglasses, or staging protests against beef consumption.
Dinosaurs: Larson loved exploring prehistoric life through
a modern lens. Dinosaurs are shown as middle managers,
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doctors, or simply bewildered creatures trying to survive
extinction. One legendary cartoon shows a T. rex holding a
tiny "I Love Fossils" bumper sticker, while another features
a caveman presenting a "Gift of the Magi" style dinosaur
leg to his wife.
Scientists and Nerds: Larson's own interest in science
gave rise to many cartoons set in labs, observatories, and
lecture halls. Scientists in his world are eccentric, bumbling,
and obsessed with trivial matters—like a researcher
excitedly discovering a "new" species of dust mite on his
desk.
Midwestern and Suburban Life: Many cartoons are set
in nondescript American homes and towns, but with a twist.
A suburban dad might be walking a dog that turns out to be
a wolf in disguise, or a family dinner might feature a turkey
that has escaped and is now serving the family from the
kitchen.
Angel and Devil Characters: While not as frequent,
Larson often portrayed heaven and hell as mundane
workplaces. Angels are bored, devils are incompetent, and
the afterlife resembles a bureaucracy staffed by indifferent
beings.

THE CULTURAL IMPACT AND LEGACY OF THE FAR
SIDE

When Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons ran from 1979 to 1995
(with  syndication  peaking  in  nearly  2,000  newspapers),  they
didn't just entertain—they influenced a generation of comedians,

writers, and artists. The strip's unique perspective taught readers
to  question  authority,  find  humor  in  darkness,  and  see  the
absurdity in everyday routines. It also sparked controversy: some
readers  found  certain  cartoons  offensive,  particularly  those
involving religion or  violence.  Larson never apologized for  his
work, but he did occasionally remove cartoons from syndication if
he felt they were misunderstood.
The Far Side's reach extended well beyond newspapers. Books
compiling Larson's  cartoons became bestsellers,  and the strip
inspired merchandise, calendars, and even a television special
(the 1994 animated "Tales from the Far Side"). In the age of the
internet, Far Side cartoons became early viral content, shared
across email chains and early websites. Today, they remain a
staple of social media, often posted without credit but instantly
recognizable.

Influence on Cartoonists
and Comedians
Modern single-panel  cartoonists  like Johnny Hart  (B.C.),  Dan
Piraro (Bizarro), and Matthew Inman (The Oatmeal) have all
cited Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons as a major influence. The
ability to pack a complex joke into a single image with minimal
text  is  a  skill  that  many  have  tried  to  emulate.  Stand-up
comedians  also  borrow  from  Larson's  sensibility—dark,
intelligent, and observational. The phrase "Far Side humor" has
entered the lexicon to describe a specific kind of offbeat, slightly



4

4 Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons 2024-01-27

mean-spirited joke that isn't afraid to be weird.

WHY THE FAR SIDE ENDURES: A TIMELESS APPEAL

Why do Gary Larson Far Side Cartoons still attract new fans
decades after their original publication? Part of the answer lies in
their timeless subject matter. Cows, bugs, and dinosaurs never
go out of style. But more importantly, Larson's humor taps into
universal human experiences—frustration, curiosity, fear of the
unknown, and the absurdity of social norms. A cartoon about a
man trying to negotiate with his cat feels just as relevant today
as it did in 1985, because the dynamic between humans and pets
hasn't changed.
Additionally, the internet age has breathed new life into The Far
Side.  Online  communities  dedicated  to  analyzing  and  sharing
Larson's  work  have  flourished.  Fans  debate  the  meaning  of  the
most  cryptic  cartoons,  and  some  even  create  modern
interpretations  or  homages.  The  official  Gary  Larson  Far  Side
website,  launched  in  2020,  now  offers  a  daily  cartoon,  a
newsletter,  and exclusive content.  Larson himself,  now retired
from daily  cartooning,  occasionally  releases  new material  for
special occasions, much to the delight of his loyal fanbase.

The Art of Saying More with
Less
Each  Gary  Larson  Far  Side  Cartoon  is  a  masterclass  in
economy.  Larson used simple,  almost  crude line  art,  and his

characters often have blank expressions or exaggerated features.
The captions are short but punchy. This minimalism forces the
reader  to  fill  in  the  gaps,  making  the  joke  feel  co-created.  The
best  Far  Side cartoons stick with you because they leave an
emotional  or  intellectual  residue.  You  might  chuckle  at  the
surface joke, then think about it  for hours, layering your own
interpretation. This depth is rare in any medium, let alone a daily
newspaper comic.

BEHIND THE SCENES: THE MAKING OF GARY LARSON
FAR SIDE CARTOONS

Larson was famously reclusive and protective of his work. He
rarely gave interviews and refused to license his cartoons for use
in school textbooks or other media he considered inappropriate.
The  process  of  creating  a  Far  Side  cartoon  was  painstaking:
Larson would spend hours in his home studio, sketching ideas on
napkins  or  scrap  paper,  then  refine  the  best  ones  into  finished
panels. He often worked late into the night, fueled by coffee and
a relentless drive to surprise himself.
In 1995, at the height of the strip's popularity, Larson abruptly
announced his  retirement.  He cited a desire to explore other
interests and a fear of burning out. The decision shocked fans
and newspapers,  but  Larson later  explained that  he had said
everything he wanted to say. His final strip, published on January
1,  1995,  showed  an  empty  room with  a  single  chair  and  a
caption: "The Far Side—A final farewell." It was a poignant end to
an era, but Larson's influence did not fade.
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CONCLUSION: THE LASTING LEGACY OF GARY
LARSON FAR SIDE CARTOONS

To  this  day,  Gary  Larson  Far  Side  Cartoons  remain  a
benchmark for witty, intelligent, and genuinely funny comic art.
They remind us that humor can be both silly and profound, that
cows are not to be trusted, and that the universe is a bizarre
place worth laughing at.  Whether you encountered them in a

newspaper, a book, or a friend's email forward, the experience of
discovering a new Far Side cartoon is indelible. Larson's work
endures  because  it  speaks  to  the  part  of  us  that  loves  the
unexpected, the strange, and the slightly twisted. In a world of
algorithm-driven content, the unpredictability of The Far Side is
more refreshing than ever. So, next time you see a cow standing
on its hind legs, just remember—it might be planning something.
And that's exactly what Gary Larson would have wanted.


