The Influence of Alex Toth on American Animation

Matt Bixler


Alex Toth (1928-2006) was an artist whose talent spanned his chosen field of comics and went on to heavily influence animation.  Toth began his career with an interest in doing full-page newspaper comics similar to “Prince Valliant” or “The Spirit,” but ended up with a career spanning multiple media, included printed comics, animation, and even live-action filmmaking, leaving behind him a legacy that touches many different forms of media today.  After his recent death, many artists and other members of the illustrated media came out in mourning and made note of Toth’s influence on their work.  Animation in particular benefited from Toth’s bold yet realistic style, and his work helped to shape much of today’s animated world.

Much of Toth’s early inspiration came from comic artist Milton Caniff, enamored with the bold, adventuring styles shown in newspaper comics at the time.  In a retrospective interview, Toth addressed his frustration with most comic readers’ lack of appreciation for these older comics.

“…their heads are filled with the hot artist in comic books, today. They can't see beyond admiring Kirby and  Adams and whoever else was the hotshot 30 years, 20 years, 10 years ago, that's as far back as they go in time…”[1]
Caniff’s influence helped Toth to develop his style, a bold, line-based style ideal for printed ink work while still maintaining the realism and respect for the human form that he admired.

Noel Sickles, artist of the comic “Scorchy Smith,” had a very bold use of cross-hatched, “chiaroscuro” shading, which allowed for a detailed gradient of shades while the emphasis on line kept everything ‘print friendly.’  What drew Toth into Sickles’ work the most was his photorealistic style, and his enthusiasm for mixing exciting stories and ideas with a grounded, real-world look.

“He was an illustrator! Period! He drew beautifully, had a great eye for perspective, aerial perspective, the whole ball of wax. What he did with figures and lighting and storytelling, the movie techniques he brought into his strip! Black-&-white photography, being 95% of movies in those days, excited him, and he adapted it into his work on Scorchy Smith, using one graytone in his b-&-w art to indicate patterns, light sources showing their effects, in snow scenes, night scenes... remarkable stuff.”[1]
A combination of these two artists—Caniff’s strong sense of black-on-white along with Sickles’ emphasis on realism, helped Toth develop a style which impressed with it’s stark, photographic sensibilities, that wasn’t afraid to embellish on details that allowed the images to pop boldly off the pages.  This style helped him in comic works such as “Zorro,” where the bold noir style helped to offset the feux-historical nature of the comic.[2]
Toth began drawing comics for “Heroic Magazine” while still in high school.  In these early works, he created bold images of soldiers, firemen and police officers and gave them a strength inspired by the adventure stories he read as a child.  He continued on this path until his graduation when he began working at DC comics.  There, he worked on titles such as “The Flash” and “Green Lantern,” titles that would go on to become flagships for DC in the future. [3]
After working at DC comics (as well as a brief service in the military) Toth went on to the Western Publishing Company.  There, he was put to task on drawing comic versions of recently released movies.  It was here that he created one of his most famous series, “Zorro.”  From these comic adaptations, Toth had no difficulty adjusting to his next job, working in animation for Hanna-Barbera.  In 1962, Toth began working on his first animated project as Senior Artist and Lead Designer of Hanna-Barbera’s new Science-Fiction series “Space Angel,” a space opera following the adventures of Scott McCloud.

A common problem in animation is one of detail.  As character designs become more intricate, they become more difficult (and costly) to animate.  This was especially a problem for Hanna-Barbera, who where emphasizing new cost-effective techniques to animation.  Toth brought his years of experience to the table on this project, creating characters that were filled with life and stepped in realism, while keeping designs bold and simple enough that animation didn’t become anything needlessly complex.

Toth kept his job as a designer at Hanna-Barbera for over ten years, lending his talents to over six series.  The most notable of these were lending some talent to the Japanese series “Gatchaman,”—known as “Battle of the Planets” in America—Josie and the Pussycats, an animated reproduction of Jack Kirby’s “Fantastic Four,” and DC’s animated series “Challenge of the Superfriends.,” not to mention his still-employed designs of “Space Ghost.”[4]  Toth’s work on these series helped to advance understanding of a simplified human form for the purposes of animation, and many of his designs and ideas are held in reverence today.


In 1992, Warner Brothers became interested in an animated Batman television series to coincide with the popular movie franchise being released at the time.  The job of character design fell to artist Bruce Timm.  Timm had experience in character design from shows such as “G. I. Joe” and “Ghostbusters,” and was frustrated at how much detail producers and directors tended to demand in the characters, as this often led to unnecessary pencil mileage and shoddy in-betweens.  When it came time to design for “Batman,” Toth became one of Timm’s biggest influences.

“That initial page of Batman drawings incorporated a lot of the design theories I’d been dying to try out, marrying the angularity and exaggerated style of Disney’s Sleeping Beauty with the elegant simplicity of Alex Toth’s designs for numerous Hanna-Barbera action-adventure cartoons of the sixties, especially Space Ghost.”[5]
Batman: The Animated Series went on to become a huge success for three years before undergoing a design overhaul, also done by Timm.  With the show’s previous success, Timm was given more freedom with his designs, and with the help of Glen Murakami, applied Toth’s designs for simplicity much more heavily than before, giving many characters a more slimmed-down visual style. The success of the Batman series would go on to spawn many more superhero shows based on Timm’s designs including “Superman,” “Teen Titans”—a series fully designed by Murakami—and two “Justice League” series.

Around 1993, Keith Crofford was heading the Williams Street Facility, a Turner-owned company based around creating promotion for Turner’s Cartoon Network.  After a few years, Crofford, along with Turner employees Mike Lazzo and Andy Merril expressed interest in creating their own original programming, as until then, the Cartoon Network only showed previously-acquired programming.  They were denied any new money on the grounds that the station was not turning a profit.

Unfazed, the three set about the task of making a program at very little cost.  Turner held rights to the “Space Ghost” and other Hanna-Barbera series, and the group decided to rotoscope the animation from episodes of Space Ghost in order to create a new series.  This series would go on to become “Space Ghost: Coast to Coast.”

The premise of the show is that Space Ghost, the outer-space superhero designed by Toth, would be host of an intergalactic talk show that interviewed actual celebrities.  For their pilot episode they used footage of a previously-recorded CNN interview and wrote Space Ghost’s dialog around the footage.  The surreal humor and bizarre charm of the show would go on to get them a ten-episode pilot contract from Turner.[6]
The show went on to be a great success.  After a few years the show’s irreverent style became a watermark of the station.  As time went by and the series developed, other series branched off giving more success for a minimal cost.  The eventual creation of shows such as “Aqua Teen Hunger Force” and “The Brak! Show”—two “Coast to Coast spin-offs—led to the creation of the Cartoon Network’s [adult swim] block, a group of shows that captured the attention of young adults previously thought unreachable by many TV stations.  Though entirely inadvertent, and in a manner one could doubtfully have imagined, Toth managed to lay the earth for a foundation that would turn a low-budget station on the verge of being shutdown into a revolutionary media powerhouse.

At the age of 77, Alex Toth was found dead, still at work at his drawing table.  To the world he left a library of work spanning from the comics he drew, to the films he storyboarded, to the cartoons he gave life to through his innovative designs.  He often said that comics were his true passion, but due to shifts in the creative industries he was placed in many positions he never considered, and thankfully so, for medium he worked in was better for his influence.  Even shows that were long off the air and mostly forgotten had that slight spark of power that can make all the difference.

If you are working in a modern creative industry, your job has been affected by the life of Alex Toth, and for that you should be grateful.
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