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New and Blue 
on the Côte d’Azur 

An American cartoonist and a French parade? 
Mon Dieu! Whatever are they thinking?!

By Charlotte J. DeWitt, CFEE

When Chad Crowe and his wife went 
on their three-month European rail odys-
sey in 2001, he never imagined a train 
strike in France and a simple postcard 
purchased in Nice would mark the begin-
ning of a major career change in his life.

Chad had graduated from Western 
Washington University (USA) with a 
major in political science. His true love, 
however, was political cartooning and 
illustration, which he had studied as an 
undergraduate. Some four years after the 
train adventure, looking through memo-
rabilia, he came across that post card 
of Nice Carnival, the great pre-Lenten 
celebration that annually brings over one 
million people to this colorful Mediter-
ranean city on the French Riviera. As a 
political illustrator whose work has ap-
peared in such publications as the Wash-
ington Post, the Wall Street Journal, Business 
Law Today, and the Boston Phoenix, what 
intrigued him about the postcard were 
the larger-than-life sculptural caricatures 

featured on the huge Nice float—irrever-
ent, mocking, satirical. 

Today, it is Chad Crowe’s designs that are 
on postcards in Nice. Since 2006, he has 
competed with some of the best political 
cartoonists in the world, and each year since 
then, has seen his designs transformed into 
some of the largest parade floats in the world 
for the Carnival of Nice. One of these was a 
design for the “King Carnival” float, the most 
prestigious float in the Carnival parade.

Chad is also the only American to ever 
have been selected since the competi-
tion started in 2002, no mean feat when 
one considers the odds: he does not 
know French, does not live in Europe, 
had never seen a European-style carnival 
celebration prior to 2006, and entered a 
design competition in a country famous 
for its reverence and protectionism of its 
own language and culture.

Here, in an exclusive interview, Chad 
Crowe (CC) shares some of his thoughts 
with Charlotte J. DeWitt (CJD).

The Creative Process

CJD: Chad, once you are given the theme 
for that year’s carnival, how does the 
creative process begin for you? 

CC: Excitement, panic, caffeine.  
Seriously. I try to brainstorm what the  
theme means, and all the possible con-
nections to the theme. It also helps to 
have attended the parades, so I have a 
rich treasure trove of visual stimuli from 
previous carnivals, and also a general  
idea of the interesting culture of Nice. 
Perhaps I think TOO much about it. I 
will search the internet, and look through 
books and just try to put as much infor-
mation in my head as possible the first 
week. Then, usually ideas start sifting 
through and rising to the top. After I feel 
there are four strong concepts (the maxi-
mum a cartoonist can submit), I  
will start sketching. 
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CJD: Your first entry in the competition 
was for Carnival 2006, when the theme 
was “King of Dupes.” Your winning  
design “Good King/Bad King” was  
chosen for the “King Carnival” float 
that year, quite an honor for a first-time 
contender. What was your interpretation 
of that theme?

CC: The float showed a Janus-like, two-
headed king, the publicly facing “good” 
king, who dupes the public with a few 
shiny coins, and the rear-facing “bad” 
king, who is a greedy glutton, keeping 
all the wealth for himself—coins, Euros, 
dollars, and cows. His head rotates 360 
degrees. The king’s greedy characterization 
is based on Pantagruel, the giant son of 
Gargantua, from a 16th century book by 
the French author François Rabelais. I used 
a slightly different interpretation this year 
in my float design “Green Gargantua.”

CJD: How do you know so much about 
the characters like Pantagruel/Carnavalon 
(referring to your design of 2006: “Good 
King/Bad King”), Ratapignata (the bat, 
featured in 2008) and Pulcinella, and their 
symbolism in the traditional carnival 
parade? You’re an American!

CC: As an art student, I became enthralled 
with the work of Honoré Daumier, the 
great 19th century French caricaturist 
who actually spent six months in jail 
because of his creativity. This naturally 
led to an interest in the time period, and 
the subjects he drew, such as his famous 
lithograph Gargantua, based on Rabelais’ 
story from 1532. Once I saw my first Nice 
Carnival in 2006, it seemed like a natural 
extension of this historical tradition of 
caricature and the burlesque in French 
culture, so the characters of Gargantua 
and his giant son Pantagruel were a  
natural fit. 

CJD: Were there any other influences?

CC: The work of Gustav Adolph Mossa, 
the famous French symbolist painter-
turned-carnivalier from Nice at the turn 
of the century, was also a great influence 
and point of reference. After several car-
nivals, and buying Annie Sidro’s book on 
the history of the Carnaval de Nice, there 
was enough reference to research esoteric 
topics like the Ratapignata. Of course, 
I only understand it from a foreigner’s 
perspective, and one who doesn’t speak 
a lick of French! (CJD: Annie Sidro is a 

1998 IFEA Hall of Fame recipient. See Le 
Carnaval de Nice et ses fous by Annie Sidro 
© 1979 by Editions SERRE.)

CJD: And how do you know so much 
about Europe and its current events and 
politicians to be able to come up with 
a design that is both carnivalesque and 
politically satirical? Do you do a lot of 
reading and research? 

CC: As a political science major at a liberal 
arts college, I was a student of idealistic 
professors who constantly compared 
the social democracies of Europe to our 
own U.S. political system. Political Theory 
and Comparative Politics were my favorite 
courses, as they analyzed the culture and 
ideas behind how certain political sys-
tems operate, and I always was intrigued 
by the Western European democracies. 

They seem to focus more on a “commu-
nitarian” idea, where the individual is im-
portant, but not at the expense of what is 
good for the community, and the govern-
ment has an active role in supporting this. 
In the U.S., we have a political culture that 
distrusts government and focuses more on 
individual accomplishments rather than 
what might be good for the whole.
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The Politics Of Humor

CJD: All humor is culturally interpreted. 
Your design for the 2007 Carnival was re-
ally quite a political statement—and quite 
funny—if one understood French politics 
at the time. The theme that year was “King 
of the Grand Free-for-all” (melée, a rugby 
term for “scrum”)”. Can you explain the 
float design for “King of Roosters”?

CC: In February 2007, the carnival theme 
was based on a double entendre of the 
rugby term grande melée, or scrum – in 
other words, a big free-for-all. It symbol-
ized two things: the French Presidential 
elections coming up in May 2007, and 
the Rugby World Cup, which France was 
to host in the fall.

I thought the Gallic rooster would be a 
fun symbol for France, and in the sketch, 
it’s frantically running away with the rug-
by ball from the Presidential contenders. 
They are, from right to left: Jean-Marie Le 
Pen, Nicholas Sarkozy, Ségolène Royal, 
François Hollande (then First Secretary of 
the French Socialist Party and the father 
of four children with his partner Ségolène 
Royal), and Lionel Jospin, former Prime 
Minister under Jacques Chirac and briefly 

“The magnificent King of Roosters tries desperately to protect his throne from other 
ambitious roosters. Running has become difficult, as he seems to have put on weight.”
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a 2007 Presidential candidate. On the 
far right, Dominique de Villepin, French 
Prime Minister from 2005-2007, is being 
crushed by the melée due to his ties to the 
Clearstream scandal.

CJD: And what about the walk-around 
characters accompanying the float?

CC: The grosses têtes (big heads) surround-
ing the float were satirical sculptures of 
Sarkozy eating a cheeseburger (one of his 
favorite foods, which President George 
W. Bush served him during Sarkozy’s 
state visit to the summer White House in 
Maine in August 2007), and Jacques Chi-
rac, President of France from 1995-2007.

CJD: I attended the Nice Carnival in 2007. 
I don’t remember seeing your float, but 
I do remember seeing a lot of inflat-
able 12-foot-tall (4M) roosters walking 
around. What happened? Did they censor 
your entry because of politics?

CC: (laughing): The rooster (coq in French) 
was made as a giant inflatable character 
tethered to the float, but unfortunately 
it was punctured and deflated during the 

parade. There were many jokes made by 
the cartoonists I was sitting next to (given 
the name of the float)!

CJD: Chad, you are far too modest. I know 
in 2009, two of your float designs “King of 
Mascarades” and “The King of Credit”– were 
winners—quite an accomplishment! Once 
your design is selected, do you have any 
further role, for example in PR interviews or 
in interacting with the float builder? 

CC: No, I don’t think they would want me 
to be anywhere near where the mechanical 
decisions were being made! The true crafts-
manship and artistry really belong to the 
float builders like the Povigna family, who 
are one of the oldest carnival companies in 
Nice. All I do is a simple drawing, but they 
turn it into an animated giant sculpture that 
amazes hundreds of thousands of people. 

CJD: What’s next? I know you have been 
working on illustrations for a book about 
a sulphur-crested cockatoo, and that you 
teach at the Pacific Northwest College of 
Art (PNCA) in Portland, Oregon (USA). 
Are there other collaborative design op-
portunities out there—perhaps to create C

re
di

t: 
B

re
nd

a 
C

ro
w

e

48 INTERNATIONAL EVENTS 2010



2010 INTERNATIONAL EVENTS 49

an educational project bringing together 
illustrations, students, and international 
collaborators in other parades?

CC: As far as I know, Nice Carnival is the 
only parade that makes use of this type of 
innovative competition amongst interna-
tionally recognized political cartoonists. 
The satirical floats of Nice may be a cul-
tural phenomenon particular to Europe, 
but American parades, for example, could 
certainly adapt the idea of an illustrators’ 
competition, using a different theme 
each year to keep the parade vibrant and 
alive. If an American designer like myself 

can be accepted in France, just imagine 
the cross-cultural dynamics of bringing a 
team of French carnavaliers to America!

CJD: So what is it about Nice Carnival that 
keeps you engaged year after year? Why 
do you love it so much?

CC: Certainly attending the carnival and 
seeing your drawing turned into a giant 
sculpture is an amazing experience, but the 
Nice Carnival is much more than that. The 
carnival is a chance to overcome the bar-
riers of class or nationality, and welcome 
people from around the world to unite 

and participate in art, laughter, and to 
publicly mock the authority they have to 
live under the rest of the year. Perhaps that 
sentence seems a little too contrived, but I 
believe it. We have met so many interesting 
and enjoyable people over the years—all 
because of a train strike and a postcard.

Contact:
Chad Crowe Illustration
+1 (503) 241-7382
info@chadcrowe.com
http://www.chadcrowe.com
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