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Jack Ralph Cole (December 14, 1914–August 13, 1958) was an American comic book artist and 
Playboy magazine cartoonist best known for creating the comedic superhero Plastic Man. He was post-
humously inducted into the comic book industry’s Jack Kirby Hall of Fame in 1991 and the Will Eisner 
Award Hall of Fame in 1999

Early Life and Career

Born in New Castle, Pennsylvania, Cole, the third of six children of a dry goods-store owner and am-
ateur-entertainer father and a former elementary school-teacher mother, was untrained in art except 
for the Landon School of Illustration and Cartooning correspondence course. At age 17, he bicycled 
solo cross-country to Los Angeles and back. Cole recounted this adventure in an early self-illustrated 
professional sale “A Boy and His Bike” (which has often been cited as appearing in Boy’s Life magazine, 
but in fact the source of this article is unknown, but speculated to have likely appeared in Cole’s home-
town newspaper). Back home, Cole took a job at American Can and continued to draw at night.

In 1936, having married childhood sweetheart Dorothy Mahoney soon after graduating high school, 
Cole moved with his wife to New York City’s Greenwich Village. After spending a year attempting 
to break in as a magazine/newspaper illustrator, Cole began drawing for the studio of the Harry “A” 
Chesler, one of the first comic-book “packagers” who supplied outsourced stories to publishers enter-
ing the new medium. There, Cole drew such features as “TNT Todd of the FBI” and “Little Dynamite” 
for Centaur Publications comics such as Funny Pages and Keen Detective Funnies. He produced such 
additional features as “King Kole’s Kourt” (under the pseudonym Geo. Nagle), “Officer Clancy”, and 
“Peewee Throttle” (under the pseudonym Ralph Johns), and “Ima Slooth.”

Golden Age of Comic Books

Lev Gleason Publications hired Cole in 1939 to edit Silver Streak Comics, where one of his first tasks 
was to revamp the newly-created superhero Daredevil. Other characters created or worked on by the 
prolific tyro include MLJ’s The Comet in Pep Comics, who in short order became the first superhero to 
be killed, and his replacement, the Hangman.

After becoming an editor at Lev Gleason and revamping Jack Binder’s original Golden Age Daredevil 
in 1940, Cole hired on at Quality Comics. He worked with Will Eisner, assisting on the writer-artist’s 
signature hero The Spirit, a masked crime-fighter created for a weekly syndicated, newspaper Sunday-
supplement, with his adventures reprinted in Quality comics. At the behest of Quality publisher Ev-
erett “Busy” Arnold, Cole later created his own satiric, Spirit-style hero, Midnight, for Smash Comics 
#18 (Jan. 1941). Midnight, the alter ego of radio announcer Dave Clark, wore a similar fedora hat and 
domino mask, and partnered with a talking monkey, questionably in place of the Spirit’s young African-
American sidekick, Ebony White. During Eisner’s World War II military service, Cole and Lou Fine were 
the primary Spirit ghost artists; their stories were reprinted in DC Comics’ hardcover collections The 
Spirit Archives Vols. 5 to 9 (2001–2003), spanning July 1942–Dec. 1944. In addition, Cole continued 
to draw one and two-page filler pieces, sometimes under the pseudonym Ralph Johns, and a memo-
rable autobiographical appearance in “Inkie,” which appeared in Crack Comics #34.

Plastic Man

Cole created Plastic Man for a backup feature in Quality’s Police Comics #1 (Aug. 1941). While Timely 
Comics’ quickly forgotten Flexo the Rubber Man had preceded “Plas” as comics’ first stretching hero, 
Cole’s character became an immediate hit, and Police Comics’ lead feature with issue #5. As well, 
Cole’s offbeat humor, combined with Plastic Man’s ability to take any shape, gave the cartoonist oppor-
tunities to experiment with text and graphics in groundbreaking manner, helping to define the me-
dium’s visual vocabulary, and making the idiosyncratic character one of the few enduring classics from 
the Golden Age to modern times. Plastic Man gained his own title in 1943.

By the decade’s end, however, Cole’s feature was being created entirely by anonymous ghost writers 
and artists, including Alex Kotzky and John Spranger, despite Cole’s name being bannered. One last 
stint by Cole himself in 1949–1950 could not save the title. Progressively floundering, Plastic Man was 
cancelled in 1956 after several years of reprinting the Cole material, and new stories by lesser talents.



Playboy

Cole’s career by that time had taken on another dimension. In 1954, after having drawn slightly ris-
qué, single-panel “good girl art” cartoons for magazines, using the pen name “Jake”, Cole became the 
premier cartoon illustrator for Playboy. Under his own name, he produced full-page, watercolored gag 
cartoons of beautiful but dim girls and rich but equally dim old men. Elaborately finished, they pro-
vided the template for similar cartoons in the magazine. Cole’s art first appeared in the fifth issue; he 
would have at least one piece published in Playboy each month for the rest of his life. So popular was 
his work that the second item of merchandise ever licensed by Playboy (after cufflinks with the famous 
rabbit-head logo) was a cocktail-napkin set, “Females by Cole”, featuring his cartoons. Cole biographer 
Art Spiegelman said, “Cole’s goddesses were estrogen soufflés who mesmerized the ineffectual saps 
who lusted after them.”

Betsy and Me

In 1958, Cole created his own daily newspaper comic strip, Betsy and Me, and successfully sold it to 
the Chicago Sun-Times syndicate. The strip began on May 26 and chronicled the domestic adventures 
of nebbishy Chester Tibbet as narrator, his wife Betsy, and their 5-year-old genius son, Farley. The strip 
was drawn in the “ultra-modern abstract style” popularized by UPA animations such as Mr. Magoo and 
the comedy arose from the contradiction between the drawings and their captions. Betsy and Me ran 
for two and half months. On August 13, 1958, Cole killed himself. His last daily was published on Sep-
tember 6 and his last Sunday on September 14. A number of cartoonists tried to continue the strip but 
it was eventually discontinued in December.

Cole’s Death

Cole killed himself on August 13, 1958. R. C. Harvey described it as “one of the most baffling events 
in the history of cartooning”. Cole was living at 703 Silver Lake Road in Cary, Illinois, about 40 miles 
northwest of Chicago, and told his wife at about two in the afternoon that he was picking up the mail 
and the newspapers. Driving his Chevrolet station wagon to Dave Donner’s Sport Shop in nearby 
Crystal Lake, he purchased a .22 caliber, single-shot Marlin rifle. He phoned a neighbor between 5:15 
and 5:30 p.m. to say what he was doing, and for the neighbor to tell Dorothy. Parked on a gravel road 
west of the intersection of Illinois Routes 176 and 14, Cole was found by three boys at approximately 
6 p.m., shot in the head but still alive. A McHenry County sheriff’s deputy arrived and called for an am-
bulance ten minutes later. Cole died at nearby Woodstock Hospital at 6:45 p.m.

That morning, he had mailed two suicide notes, one to Dorothy (who at a coroner’s inquest testified 
that he had given his reasons) and one to his friend and boss, Playboy editor-publisher Hugh Hefner. 
The letter to his wife was never made public and the reasons for Cole’s suicide have remained un-
known. Dorothy never again spoke with her late husband’s family nor with Hefner, and remarried ap-
proximately a year later.

Legacy

Cole was posthumously inducted into the comic book industry’s Jack Kirby Hall of Fame in 1991 and 
the Will Eisner Award Hall of Fame in 1999.

Cole’s story “Murder, Morphine and Me”, which he illustrated and possibly wrote for publisher Magazine 
Village’s True Crime Comics #2 (May, 1947), became a centerpiece of psychiatrist Dr. Fredric Wer-
tham’s crusade against violent comic books. Wertham, author of the influential study Seduction of the 
Innocent, cited a particular panel of the story’s dope-dealing narrator about to be stabbed in the eye 
with a hypodermic needle as an example of the “injury-to-the-eye” motif.

In 2003, writer-artist Art Spiegelman and artist Chip Kidd collaborated on a Cole biography, a portion 
of which had been published in The New Yorker magazine in 1999.		  (Source: Wikipedia.org)
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The Genesis of the Project

In 1982, Stephen Worth was a student at UCLA study-
ing design. He attended an event hosted by The Inter-
national Animated Film Society: ASIFA-Hollywood and 
had the opportunity to speak with the organization’s 
President, the legendary cartoon Producer, Story Man 
and Voice Artist, Bill Scott. Scott shared with Worth an 
idea he was nurturing. He described his plans to create 
an “Animateque”– a research facility for animation pro-
fessionals and students. 
Steve never forgot that 
meeting. “The resources 
weren’t there to pull it 
off during Bill’s tenure as 
President of ASIFA-Hol-
lywood. But a few years 
ago, I remembered Bill’s 
idea and realized that 
computers had made 
organizing educational 
material much easier. 
The concept of a “digital 
Animateque” excited me. 
I guess you could say 
that when Bill passed 
away, his passion for the 
idea was transferred to 
me.”

After 20 years as an 
animation Producer, 
Stephen Worth de-
cided it was time to 
give back to the muse. 
He went to work full time at ASIFA-Hollywood to try 
to build support for Bill’s concept of the Animateque. 
“The animation business is in dire need of inspiration 
and new ideas,” Worth explains. “I kept reading in the 
trades that traditional animation techniques were dead 
and artists would soon be replaced by technology. But 
I know from working with innovative filmmakers like 
Ralph Bakshi and John Kricfalusi that the principles that 
created Pinocchio and Bugs Bunny are the same ones 
that will lead new technologies to the same heights 
reached in the ‘golden age’ of animation. The technol-

ogy is just a tool. The artist is the one who creates. We 
need to invest in artists.”

Almost overnight, Worth established a world class facil-
ity for self-study and research into the art of animation. 
Housed in a storefront in Burbank, the ASIFA-Holly-
wood Animation Archive provided information, digitized 
animated films, assembled biographical information and 

prepared high resolu-
tion scans of artwork 
for use by countless 
animators, educators, 
art students and re-
searchers. The facility 
became world famous 
through its exhaustive 
website and extensive 
collection of material 
from the personal files 
of legendary animators 
like Grim Natwick, Les 
Clark, Michael Lah, Herb 
Klynn and John Kricfa-
lusi. A dedicated group 
of volunteers worked 
tirelessly digitizing and 
cataloguing the mate-
rial, guaranteeing that 
future generations will 
be able to benefit from 
the valuable informa-
tion.

In January of 2011, ASIFA-Hollywood informed Worth 
that regrettably they were no longer able to sponsor 
his project. Worth wasn’t willing to let Bill Scott’s dream 
end there, so he scrambled to create a permanent or-
ganizational umbrella for the collection. He established 
Animation Resources, a 501(c)(3) California non-profit 
organization dedicated to supporting and encouraging 
animation education. The core of Animation Resources’ 
offerings is Stephen Worth’s valuable research and 
curation efforts and the generous efforts of the dozens 
of dedicated volunteers who dedicated their time and 
energy to creating this resource.

Cartoonists refer to Animation Resources’ extensive col-
lection of digitized images, animated films and artists’ 
biographies. The database is available to the public by 
appointment without charge.

Building A Foundation For The Future Of Animation



About the Collection

The archive database of Animation Resources consists 
of biographical information, images and filmographic 
data culled from from a variety of sources. In a remark-
ably short span of time, the collection grew to contain 
over 6,000 digitized animated films and over 125,000 
high-resolution images. These assets are searchable by 
keywords, and all of the data is cross-linked within the 
database structure.

This means that it is possible to search for an artist’s 
name and find his biography and filmography, then 
click through to watch a digitized movie file of a film 
he worked on. One more click reveals animation draw-
ings by that artist from that particular film. “It’s a way 
of organizing information that’s never been attempted 
before,” says Worth. At this point, the database is not 
available on the internet, but plans are in the works to 
build the infrastructure required to share the entire col-
lection online with the world.

In the “golden age” of animation, production designers 
didn’t look to other cartoons for inspiration on how their 
films should look… they looked to classic illustration, 
like that of Gustaf Tenggren. Animation Resources’s ar-
chive database includes hundreds of illustrated children 
books, each one bursting at the seams with new ideas 
for how animated films can look.

Animation Resources’s archive database contains 
information on influential women animators like Lotte 
Reiniger, the creator of the oldest surviving animated 
feature.

“The purpose of Animation Resources is to be an ar-
chive FOR animators, not just an archive OF animation.” 
Worth explains. “Because of this, the collection doesn’t 
just include animated films and related artwork, but art 
instructional material and a wide range of items dealing 
with the history of cartooning and illustration as well.” 
The collection is basically the world’s largest artist’s 
“clip file”- children’s book illustrations by Rackham and 
Dulac, magazine cartoons by Virgil Partch and Erich 
Sokol, superhero comics by Jack Kirby and Jack Cole, 
newspaper comics by Cliff Sterrett and Milton Caniff, 
drawing instruction by Preston Blair and Willy Pogany… 
a whole world of inspiration for artists and cartoonists.

The animation related material in the collection includes 
storyboards, animation drawings, production correspon-
dence, exposure sheets, publicity materials, production 
photos, model sheets, pencil tests, background paint-
ings, and more.

Digitized films in the collection include rare cartoons by 
the Fleischers, Terry-Toons, Iwerks, Lantz and Columbia 
studios. “These are primarily films that have never been 
released to home video. Many of them haven’t been 
broadcast on television since the 50s or 60s. We’re 
specializing in the studios that don’t currently have 
extensive commercial distribution.” says Worth. Anima-
tion historians like John Canemaker, Leonard Maltin, 
Jerry Beck and Mark Kausler have been supporting the 
project as well by sharing valuable research and helping 
to acquire rare animated films for digitization.

How unique is the material in this collection? Anima-
tion Director, John Kricfalusi writes, “Animation Re-
sources has collected decades of lost cartoons, com-
ics, children’s books, and classic illustration and made 
them available to cartoonists, illustrators and fans all 
over the world. But that’s not all. Steve has also given 



the whole history context. You can trace styles across 
studios, across different media and back through time 
to see where artists got their influences and how whole 
schools of styles evolved. There are a lot of great car-
toon blogs out there, but Animation Resources has to 
be the most extensive. It takes a much wider view of 
illustrative art and cartooning than my own blog does. 
I mostly promote very cartoony styles, mainly because 
no one else was doing it when I started, but Steve 
shows you where everything came from and how all the 
styles are interrelated.”

A Non-Traditional Approach

Traditionally, libraries and archives have limited ac-
cess to their collections in the interest of preservation. 
Delicate paper and film stock requires special handling 
and cannot stand up to the rigors of general circulation 
among artists and students. In most archives, collec-
tions are donated unsorted by the boxload. An archivist 
must go through piece by piece inventorying, stabiliz-
ing and storing the items before they can begin to be 
utilized. This process typically takes several years. Once 
the collection has been inventoried and shelved, a cura-
tor is brought in to examine the holdings and determine 
a contextual format- a book, an exhibit, an article- that 
will make the public aware of the collection and its im-
portance. Curation can take another year or longer, and 
by this time five or six years may pass before the public 
is even aware that the collection exists.

In the era of YouTube and Google, this is beginning 
to change. Digital technology removes the problems 
associated with storage and preservation of vintage 
artifacts. Once digitized, a film or piece of artwork can 
efficiently and inexpensively be backed up and dis-
tributed, making open access a possibility. Without 
physical objects to catalog and store, archivists are 
able to shorten the time it takes to prepare a group of 
items for public access. This allows the collection to be 
curated as it is assembled. The curator isn’t limited by 
the pool of material that he has to work with. He is free 

to actively solicit outside sources for material that fills 
in gaps in the rest of the collection and relates to the 
concepts he is trying to put across. Most collectors are 
more than happy to share a digital copy of their items.

(Below) Ralph Bakshi, the animator who was respon-
sible for bringing about the modern age of animation 
has written several inspiring articles for the Animation 
Resources blog and has contributed material to the col-
lection. The storyboard section above is from Bakshi’s 
“Cool World” and was drawn by Louise Zingarelli.

Supplementing Animation Education

Animation Resources is intended to serve creative pro-
fessionals and students of the artform who are looking 
to develop the necessary skill set to become an accom-
plished animator. These artists have a tough road to 
haul. They are facing an industry where the quest for 
technical knowledge has often times eclipsed the need 
to develop artistic proficiency. Schools and universi-
ties don’t have the time and resources to provide their 
students with all of the experience required to be a 
professional animator. So they focus on the most imme-
diate and practical elements and expect the students to 
acquire the creative and artistic aspects of their educa-
tion on their own.

In tough economic times, the studios cut budgets for 
in-house training, so the young artists aren’t able to 
pick up the fundamentals on the job either. It’s a dif-
ficult situation, and many students of animation aren’t 
even aware of the vital need for self-study until after 
they have graduated and joined the ranks of job hunt-
ers. By that time, it may be too late for them to pick up 
the creative skills they need to be a productive employ-
ee in animation.

Joseph Baptista, a student intern on the project who 
is now a professional animator comments, “Doing an 
exercise for a class at school, you’re not really sure how 
it fits in functionally and how those principles apply to a 



real world job. You just do it for a letter grade and you 
move on. But if you are trying to learn to animate, the 
best way is to first learn about the principle, and then 
to try to understand how it was applied through analyz-
ing and imitating the work of great artists.” Worth set 
out to fully integrate an educational mission into the 
structure of Animation Resources. Educational mate-
rial is accompanied by contextual information to help 
a student fully understand and absorb it and is ac-
companied by real-world examples of the principles in 
use. Through self-study, a student learns to recognize 
principles among the art in the vast collection and, with 
practice and determination, begins to master the tech-
niques for themselves.

The family of legendary animator, Carlo Vinci has been 
sharing artwork from Vinci’s fifty year career in anima-
tion. The collection includes a number of class assign-
ments from his studies at the prestigious National 
Academy of Design, documenting the education of a 
golden age animator.

The animators who created the classic cartoons of the 
1930s and 40s did not attend animation schools. They 
studied fine art- life drawing, sculpting, and paint-
ing- and learned the nuts and bolts of animation after 
graduation on the job. In those days, animators were 
trained as a part of apprenticeship systems. An expe-
rienced animator would take fledgling artists under his 
wing and train them to assist his scenes as they worked 
their way up the ladder of production. A young artist 
would start as an assistant, then graduate to anima-
tor, and perhaps eventually to director, learning as he 
worked.

However, changes in the business environment in 
animation in the 1960s and 70s stopped this system in 
its tracks. Studios were downsizing and sending work 
overseas. Experienced “old timers” who possessed 
the accumulated knowledge of decades of experience 
were retiring without passing along their techniques to 
the next generation. By the mid 1970s, it looked as if 
animation was a dying artform in the United States. A 
few animators, most notably Eric Larson, Ralph Bakshi 
and Richard Williams refused to let the artform die, and 
acted as a bridge across the gap, instituting training 
programs at the studios where they worked. Most suc-
cessful animators today who got their start in the early 
1980s have one of these three men to thank for their 
careers.

In the 21st century animation business, the employ-
ment of an animator only lasts the life of the project, 
and the ladder of upward mobility is either weak or 
non-existent. Art schools have largely shifted towards a 
“trade school” approach, focusing on technical skills like 
proficiency in Flash and Maya instead of classical art 
training. This leaves young animators without a means 
of developing their craft and growing as an artist. Ani-
mation Resources steps into the breech, acting as an 
adjunct to animation schools and training programs, 
encouraging students to begin an organized program 
of creative self-study early on so they will be prepared 
when the time comes to find a job in the industry.

“Everything an animator needs to know is in those old 
films and sketches.” Worth explains. “The great ani-
mators of the past may no longer be with us, but that 
doesn’t mean that we can’t still learn from them. It 
doesn’t matter if artists animate using a pencil or a 
computer. The fundamental principles are the same. 
All a student of animation today needs is access to the 
material, a mind for analyzing what makes a scene 
work, and lots and lots of practice.” Animation Resourc-
es is trying to help fill the gap by providing a facility for 
artists to study core art skills and encouraging them to 
carry the art form forward.

Students at the National Academy of Design in the 
early 1920s. Traditional art studies from the past form 
the foundation for artists of the future.



Future Plans

You might wonder where the funding to accomplish all 
of the things Animation Resources is doing is coming 
from. “We’re very much flying by the seat of our pants.” 
Worth admits. “Thankfully, there are a lot of great 
people who believe in this idea who are willing to sup-
port it through individual 
donations. The student 
volunteers are enthusias-
tic too and are willing to 
roll up their sleeves and 
make it happen. Every-
thing is on an achievable 
level and momentum is 
building to allow us to 
take on even more in the 
future.”

The full collection is not 
yet able to be shared 
online, but a wonderful 
selection of images and 
information are avail-
able on the Animation 
Resources blog, which 
can be found at www.
animationresources.org. 
The website contains 
thousands of images 
and streaming videos, along with biographical articles 
and information on the progress of the project itself. 
According to Stephen Worth, the blog serves over a 
quarter of a million articles a month to over 1.5 million 
unique visitors. “Our web traffic comes from around the 
world. We’ve heard from artists as far away as Japan, 
Kazakhstan and Italy who follow our progress on the 
internet every day.”

There are also plans to syndicate the database to 
schools and universities around the world. John Kricfa-
lusi writes, “Animation Resources’s collection should be 
available to as many people as possible.

I think it would make sense for art colleges to support 
this project and take advantage of all of its vast re-
sources. I would have killed to be able to find so much 
knowledge and inspiration when I was at Sheridan Col-
lege.”

“The next step for us 
is to establish a steady 
stream of revenue to 
fund the sustained 
growth of the project,” 
says Worth. “I see in 
my head a full brick and 
mortar museum dedi-
cated to animation with 
satellite facilities all over 
the world. I’m willing 
to do whatever I can to 
make this a reality. There 
are a lot of other people 
here who love animation 
and are happy to help. I 
don’t think it’s an unat-
tainable goal.”

Story artist Eddie Fitzgerald offers storyboarding tips to 
volunteers Michael Fallik, Max Ward and Art Fuentes.

Do You Know This Man?

Though few would recognize his name, and 
even fewer his face, nearly every person on 
earth knows of this man’s work. This is Ub 
Iwerks, the man who created Mickey Mouse.

This self portrait from 1931 was found in a 
trash can at a local TV cartoon studio. No one 
knows how the drawing got there and no one 
at the studio could identify him. At a reunion of 
animators from the most successful animated 
feature of recent times, this sketch was shown 
to a hall full of employees from the studio this 
man made famous- not a single person recog-
nized him.



Conclusion

Part of what makes Animation Resources so unique is 
that they are so progressive and yet so willfully differ-
ent from other archives. Their unique vision is encapsu-
lated in a remark from Worth, “I’m not a library science 
person, I’m an animated film-maker, so I don’t know 
what normal is for a facility like this. I do know what 
animators need and how they need it organized so they 
can use it. That’s what I’m trying to build.” This pro-
access and pro-digital approach is refreshing. Anima-
tion Resources is clearly designed by and for animators. 
These specialized artists not only need to understand 
the basic elements of form, design, and nuances of 
character performance, but how to rigorously time and 
structure the creation of their art down to 1/24th of 
a second. It’s a big challenge and it requires a good 
education.

Certainly the professional world contains a scattered 
sampling of people as committed to their medium as 
Stephen Worth and his group of dedicated volunteers, 
but it’s extremely rare to find such a concentrated few 
in any one place. Their passion and co-operation are 
achieving great things. Archivists and librarians might 
have a lot to learn from these animators. Animation 
Resources is rapidly becoming the model of what the 
“21st century archive” must become.

Most importantly however is the impact Animation 
Resources is having on the artform. John Kricfalusi 
writes, “I hope that seeing some of the incredible work 
of artists and cartoonists from the first half of the 20th 
century will inspire us to set our standards of qual-
ity higher. This could help spawn a new renaissance in 

Animation Resources hosts an online drawing course 
led by John Kricfalusi based on Preston Blair’s book, 
“Advanced Animation”.

cartooning as more and more young 
cartoonists discover how much great 
work has been done in the past and 
how much potential for variety there 
is in our field.”

Worth expands upon this point, 
“What point is there pickling the 
past in formaldehyde and setting it 
up in bottles on a dusty shelf? The 
past should be put to work inform-
ing the present and helping to im-
prove the future.” It’s clear that the 
people behind Animation Resources 
don’t think small.

Animation Resources depends on 
the support of the people who ben-
efit from it. If you feel that this web-
site is of value to you, we encourage 
you to contribute, volunteer and 
support the project. With your help, 
Animation Resources can grow. 
Together, we can take the project 
forward.

(Left) A rough animation drawing by 
the legendary Milt Kahl. The anima-
tion of the past is being put back to 
work, educating and inspiring the 
animators of the future.


