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For 35 years, taking the “road less traveled” has paid off for Ron Kanfi and 

NobleWorks.  BY DIANE FALVEY

Laugh It Up!

W
hen Ron Kanfi came 

to the United States 

as a tourist and began 

working at an alterna-

tive greeting card company called 

NobleWorks, little did he know that 

in 2015, he’d be running the company 

and celebrating its 35th anniversary.

“When I joined the company in 

1983, I was making $10 an hour 

drawing squiggles,” Kanfi said. The 

company’s first line of cards had 

typed sentiments, such as “I love 

you” repeated on the face of the 

card in black and white, and color 

squiggle designs as an overlay. “We 

started out as an artsy company,” 

he continued. “We were an alterna-

tive greeting card company, which 

back then, there weren’t many.” 

NobleWorks was founded in 1980 by 

friends and artists, Chris Noble and 

Jay Purvis.

At around the same time he joined 

the company, NobleWorks began to 

change its “attitude.” The company 

launched its first humorous greeting 

cards with its Ten Best Jokes collec-

tion. “They were more reader cards 

than greeting cards,” Kanfi said. 

Each card had a theme with 10 ques-

tions on the cover and 10 answers 

inside. The jokes covered a wide va-

riety of topics, from cute to quite po-

litically incorrect. “We did what we 

thought was cool and fun,” he noted. 

In 1989, the company hired car-

toonist John Callahan, and Noble-

Works humor went even further to 

the “dark” side, Kanfi said. Callahan 

was a quadriplegic with a “dark yet 

hilarious” sense of humor, with il-

lustrations such as a masseuse with 

hook hands, for example. At the 

time they met, Callahan’s agent 

was testing his designs with Hall-

mark. “They [Hallmark] weren’t 

going to carry his cards,” Kanfi 

continued. Three weeks before the 

National Stationery Show that year, 

NobleWorks agreed to publish 36 

postcards to debut at the show and 

was awarded the Callahan license. 

“That was a turning point for Noble-

Works,” Kanfi said. Callahan is still 

with the company today, and other 

cartoonists have been added as well. 

“We’ve stepped on a few toes [with 

our sense of humor],” Kanfi said. 

“But we’ve sold millions of cards.”

In the 1990s, as business changed 

and suburban malls became more 

popular shopping destinations and 

uprooted some of the local indepen-

dent retailers, the company had to 

morph once again to stay afloat. “We 
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FROM THE BEGINNING

When Ron Kanfi (left) started at 
NobleWorks, he was responsible 
for the color squiggles on the 
company's original art greeting 
cards, shown above.
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LAUGHTER: THE BEST MEDICINE

A turning point for NobleWorks came with the introduction of a humor line and the 
addition of cartoons in 1989. Humor has since been the staple in the company's greeting 
card assortments. 
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LAUGHTER: THE BEST MEDICINEEST MEDI

decided on a three-prong strategy,” 

Kanfi said. “We looked at ourselves 

as a content company.” 

The company kept marketing to 

its core customers, but also added a 

licensing division to offer its unique 

brand of humor to other product 

categories, such as calendars, books 

and other greeting cards. This al-

lowed NobleWorks to gain entry 

into other retail markets without 

taking away from its core customer. 

The third prong was an online retail 

store, Kanfi said, noting that Noble-

Works was one of the first compa-

nies of its size to do that. “It became 

apparent that the online shop did 

not attract the same consumer as 

the brick and mortar, so these chan-

nels complimented each other, 

rather than replacing each other.” 

Noble and Kanfi had bought out 

Purvis’s share of the business early 

on, and were partners until Noble 

passed away in 2001. After Noble 

passed, Kanfi found himself with 

debt and cash flow issues. Several 

years later, the company restruc-

tured under Chapter 11 Bankruptcy. 

However, instead of viewing this as 

the end of the road, Kanfi saw the 

reshuffling as an opportunity to 

reinvent NobleWorks yet again. 

In 2010, the company closed its 

warehouse and converted to an on-

demand business model. While per 

unit costs were more expensive for 

the company with this model, overall, 

on-demand printing proved more 

cost-effective. “When you have to 

print 12, 16 or 20 cards on a form, thou-

sands of units each, you’ve printed far 

more than you will need. Then there 

are costs for storage, pick and pack… 

If you are 100 percent stocked, you are 

overstocked,” Kanfi said. 

He added that while the change to 

an on-demand business was forced 

by the circumstances and the upside 

wasn’t apparent at first, for Noble-

Works, on-demand has been far 

more effective than offset printing. 

Customers have been pleased with 

the process as well. They can order 

one or a dozen cards of one type, 

and the order is shipped complete 

within 24 hours. “The profitability 

has changed drastically. It [on-

demand printing] has allowed us to 

stay in business,” Kanfi said. “I don’t 

throw out what I thought would sell 

for Christmas.”

In 35 years, NobleWorks has had 

its ups and downs, and has made 

many changes along the way. For 

Kanfi, though, it has all been worth 

it. “The most important part is that 

we are actually having fun doing it,” 

he said. “Otherwise, why bother.” •

BACK FOR AN ENCORE

This year, NobleWorks reintroduced its 
astrology sign cards, brought back by 
popular demand. 
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