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To	my	father,	
Sol	Walter	Cohen



Publisher’s	Note

Alan	E.	Cober	was	an	artist	who	derived	his	inspiration	from	life,	a	classicist	and
realist	 in	 the	 graphic	 tradition	 that	 extends	 from	 Dürer	 to	 George	 Grosz.	 His
work	stems	from	the	same	feeling	of	commitment	that	informs	Goya’s	Disasters
of	War	and	Ben	Shahn’s	Sacco-Vanzetti	reportage.
Mr.	Cober’s	 father	was	a	criminal	 lawyer	 for	48	years	until	his	death	 in	 the

spring	of	1974.	The	young	artist	closely	observed	his	father’s	activities,	gaining
firsthand	knowledge	of	courtrooms,	police	work	and	detention	of	criminals.	This
experience	quickened	his	interest	in	social	inequities	and	the	dark	side	of	life.
The	drawings	in	the	present	collection	concern	not	only	these	courtroom	and

prison	situations,	but	also	other	facets	of	Cober’s	social	involvement:	studies	of
old	 age	 homes	 and	 of	 Willowbrook,	 an	 institution	 for	 the	 mentally	 retarded,
children	 and	 adults.	 This	 is	 the	 “forgotten”	 society	 that	 the	 artist	 records	with
both	objectivity	and	sympathy.
Cober	was	 born	 in	New	York	City	 in	 1935.	He	 grew	 up	 in	 the	Bronx,	 and

attended	public	schools	 in	Manhattan	and	 the	Bronx.	 In	1952	he	was	at	a	prep
school	in	Riverdale,	the	Barnard	School	for	Boys.	From	1952	to	1954	he	studied
at	the	University	of	Vermont.	Art	school	followed—the	School	of	Visual	Arts—
until	 late	 1956.	 There	 he	 studied	 with	 Al	 Werner,	 who	 instilled	 in	 him	 the
importance	of	drawing	and	seeing;	Robert	Frankenberg	and	Howard	Simon	also
influenced	him	at	that	time.
Cober	was	drafted	 into	 the	Army	 in	April	1958.	After	basic	 training	at	Fort

Dix,	N.J.,	 he	 spent	 the	 rest	 of	 his	 two	years	 teaching	officers	 and	heading	 the
graphics	department	at	the	Special	Warfare	School,	Fort	Bragg,	N.C.	The	group
of	men	at	that	school	were	all	well	educated;	handpicked	by	the	Department	of
the	Army,	they	included	teachers,	lawyers,	writers,	artists,	Fulbright	scholars	and
State	Department	personnel.	Cober	spent	those	two	years	drawing	and	learning;
that	is	where	he	felt	he	received	his	real	education.
Leaving	 the	 service,	Cober	 freelanced,	 building	his	 reputation	 and	his	 style.

Among	the	magazines	that	have	published	his	work	are	Sports	Illustrated,	Life,
Redbook,	 McCall’s,	 Parents	 Magazine,	 the	 Saturday	 Review,	 the	 Saturday
Evening	Post	 and	Time.	His	 interest	 in	 reportage	was	 renewed	 in	 1971,	when



Newsweek	 commissioned	 a	 series	 of	 drawings	 on	 prison	 life.	 Then	 Look
commissioned	him	to	go	 to	Cambridge,	Mass.,	 to	draw	Daniel	Ellsberg	for	 the
article	 “Ellsberg	 Speaks”	 (October	 1971).	 In	 February	 1972	 he	 convinced	 the
New	York	Times	Op-Ed	page	to	send	him	to	Willowbrook	to	do	drawings.	They
needed	two;	he	did	fifty.	Cober	investigated	the	plight	of	the	aged	on	his	own.
As	 an	 illustrator-artist	 Cober	 received	 over	 200	 different	 awards,	 including:

Artist	of	the	Year,	1965—Artists	Guild	of	N.Y.
Gold	medals,	1969,	1971,	1974—Society	of	Illustrators	Gold	medal,	1974
—Art	Directors	Club,	N.Y.
Gold	medal,	1971—Art	Directors	Club,	Washington,	D.C.
Gold	medal,	1971—Art	Directors	Club,	Chicago
Audubon	Artists	Medal	for	Creative	Graphics,	1971
John	Taylor	Arms	Award	for	Creative	Graphics,	Audubon	Artists,	1972

Cober	 also	 was	 represented	 in	 many	 national	 drawings	 shows,	 such	 as	 “A
Century	of	American	 Illustration”	 at	 the	Brooklyn	Museum,	1972.	Two	of	 the
children’s	books	for	which	he	had	done	pictures	have	been	among	the	New	York
Times	ten	best	illustrated	books,	in	1968	and	1969.
Alan	Cober	lived	with	his	wife	Ellen	and	their	children	Leslie	and	Peter	in	a

170	year-old	house	filled	with	American	folk	art.	He	died	on	January	17,	1998.



Introduction	to	the	Dover	Edition

He	has	been	called	a	“Pioneer	of	Expressionist	Illustration”	by	Steven	Heller	in
Innovators	 of	 American	 Illustration.	 Alan	 E.	 Cober	 called	 himself	 a	 visual
journalist.	He	 enjoyed	 the	 experience	 of	 being	 there	 to	 do	 the	 drawing.	Cober
comments,	“I	enjoy	the	electric	part	of	it,	the	eye	to	hand	to	paper	part	of	it.	The
expressionist	 part	 of	 it	 comes	 from	 not	 knowing	 what	 I	 am	 doing.	 It	 is	 like
starting	all	over	again	each	time	I	sit	down	to	do	a	drawing,	not	a	conscious	act,
like	trying	not	to	copy	yourself,	just	forgetfulness.”
Cober,	 a	 2011	 Society	 of	 Illustrators	 Hall	 of	 Fame	 recipient,	 has	 received

numerous	awards,	including	Artist	of	the	Year	from	Artists	Guild	of	New	York;
the	 Hamilton	 King	 Award;	 ten	 Gold	 and	 Silver	 medals	 from	 the	 Society	 of
Illustrators;	two	Gold	and	two	Silver	from	the	Society	of	Publication	Designers;
six	 Gold	 medals	 from	 the	 Art	 Directors	 Club;	 and,	 most	 recently,	 the
Distinguished	 Educator	 in	 the	 Arts	 Award	 from	 the	 Society	 of	 Illustrators.
“Young	 art	 directors	 have	 given	me	 the	 high	 compliment	 that	my	work	 looks
fresh,”	Cober	explains.
In	the	years	that	he	drew,	painted,	etched,	and	sculpted,	he	turned	illustration

from	a	craft	 to	an	art	of	 independent,	expressive	thinking.	After	World	War	II,
popular	editorial	art	was	realistic	and	filled	with	sentimentality,	leaving	little	to
the	 imagination.	Norman	Rockwell	was	 at	 the	 height	 of	 popular	 illustration	 at
that	 time.	 Rockwell,	 a	 fan	 of	 Cober’s	 work,	 shared	 the	 same	walls	 of	 a	 New
York	 art	 gallery.	 After	 viewing	 the	 entire	 show,	 Rockwell	 asked	 whether	 he
could	meet	 the	artist.	Cober	 took	 this	as	a	compliment	from	Rockwell—whose
work	was	 so	 different	 from	 his—that	 Rockwell	 appreciated	Cober’s	 style	 and
journalistic	views.	When	Cober	began	his	 career	 in	 the	1960s,	 illustration	was
beginning	 to	 change	 toward	 a	 new	 expressionism.	Cober	 set	 a	 goal	 to	 address
political	and	social	issues,	as	he	viewed	actual	events.	Cober	was	part	of	a	small
group	 of	 contemporary	 illustrators	 who	 believed	 that	 narrative	 art	 could
influence	and	 inform	public	opinion.	The	works	of	Ben	Shahn,	George	Grosz,
and	 Albrecht	 Dürer,	 some	 of	 Cober’s	 biggest	 influences,	 were	 collected	 and
hung	in	his	home.
In	 the	 1960s,	 it	 was	 unheard	 of	 for	 illustrators	 to	 present	 their	 own

assignments	 to	 the	 art	 director	 to	 exercise	 their	 own	 point	 of	 view.	 A	 few



progressive	 art	 directors	 opened	 their	 pages	 to	 work	 that	 complemented	 this
editorial	comment.	Alan	Cober	traveled	the	country	visiting	the	national	parks	of
the	United	States	for	a	series	of	posters	he	was	creating	for	 the	National	Parks
Service.	 He	 was	 commissioned	 to	 complete	 several	 illustrations	 of	 Mount
Rushmore;	Thomas	Jefferson’s	home,	Monticello;	the	Battle	of	Gettysburg;	and
Colonial	Williamsburg.
Cober,	along	with	his	family,	traveled	to	view	sights	that	were	relevant	to	his

commissions.	 Every	 family	 vacation	 was	 a	 mix	 of	 work	 and	 vacation.	 I
particularly	remember	heading	to	Mount	Rushmore,	in	South	Dakota.	My	father
would	regularly	take	out	his	sketchbook	on	every	trip	we	made	in	order	to	record
the	sights	we	were	observing.	He	had	hundreds	of	sketchbooks	stored	across	the
shelves	 of	 his	 studio,	 each	 one	 filled	 with	 adventures,	 vacations,	 people,	 and
animals	from	different	parts	of	the	world.	As	a	family	we	were	used	to	waiting	at
least	 an	 hour	 at	 a	 time	 for	 him	 to	 complete	 a	 drawing.	 Unlike	 a	 tourist	 who
would	take	out	a	camera	or	diary	to	document	an	event,	Cober	would	document
the	 event	 by	 drawing	 in	 his	 sketchbook.	 On	 each	 drawing	 Cober	 would
document	his	 journalistic	views	and	personal	feelings	that	he	was	experiencing
at	that	given	moment.
The	experience	of	traveling	to	Mount	Rushmore	had	always	stood	out	in	my

mind—I	was	four	years	old	and	was	just	realizing	the	power	of	a	drawing	and	an
audience.	Cober	would	 take	out	his	 sketchbook,	along	with	a	 small	5	x	7-inch
Winsor	Newton	watercolor	 set,	 India	 ink,	 a	 #102	 crow	 quill	 dip	 pen,	 a	 silver
flask	 in	which	he	carried	his	water,	and	a	 folding	chair.	He	carried	 these	 in	an
army-green	 bag,	 which	 in	 the	 ’60s	 was	 unheard	 of	 for	 a	 man	 to	 wear	 on	 his
shoulder.	 He	would	 sit	 and	 draw	 for	 hours,	 using	 this	 traveling	 studio.	 Large
crowds	would	always	be	drawn	 to	him;	 they	wanted	 to	observe	what	 the	artist
was	working	on.	I	found	this	very	exciting,	and	I	looked	up	to	him	and	what	he
was	creating.	I	would	take	out	my	sketchbook	and	sit	alongside	him.	We	would
travel	to	American	Indian	reservations,	and	my	family	would	wait	while	he	drew
the	people	who	lived	on	the	reservation.	Alan	Cober	loved	to	not	only	draw	the
people,	but	he	also	enjoyed	the	personalities	and	family	life	of	the	characters	as
well.	 He	 would	 become	 friends	 with	 whomever	 he	 had	 just	 drawn,	 learning
much	about	their	 lives.	He	would	sit	and	talk	with	his	models	and	get	to	know
them	and	their	backgrounds.
Our	travels	took	us	to	places	where	we	had	a	press	or	VIP	pass	to	go	behind

the	 scenes	 backstage.	 We	 would	 later	 travel	 to	 Mt.	 Vernon,	 George
Washington’s	 estate,	 where	 Cober	 was	 creating	 drawings	 for	 a	 mural
commissioned	by	 the	Smithsonian	 Institution	 in	Washington,	D.C.,	 for	George



Washington’s	 250th	 birthday	 celebration	 in	 1982.	 The	 summers	were	 spent	 in
Cape	 Cod,	 Massachusetts,	 by	 the	 beach.	 Cober	 would	 work	 on	 freelance
assignments	frequently	during	the	day.	Long	walks	on	the	beach	were	an	excuse
to	find	interesting	objects	to	draw	in	his	sketchbook,	whether	it	was	a	part	of	a
crab	 shell,	 which	 he	 would	 turn	 into	 a	 drawing	 in	 his	 sketchbook	 titled
“Conversation	For	One,”	or	a	decaying	dead	bird	 that	he	would	collect	and	sit
down	and	draw.	Cober	was	compulsive	about	drawing	from	nature	and	capturing
both	 its	 grit	 and	 beauty	 in	 his	 sketchbooks.	 He	 was	 a	 fanatic	 about	 keeping
journals—hundreds	of	them.
Alan	Cober’s	presence	was	as	powerful	as	his	art.	Drawing,	to	Cober,	was	the

key	to	everything.	The	only	way	to	learn	was	to	do	it	constantly,	every	day,	all
day.	His	own	sketchbooks	line	the	bookshelves	of	his	studio.	The	drawings	date
back	to	the	early	1960s	and	continue	to	the	day	he	died,	January	17,	1998.	Cober
collected	blank	books	 to	use	as	 sketchbooks	at	 every	 location	he	visited.	On	a
combination	family	and	business	trip	to	Williamsburg,	Virginia,	in	the	1970s,	he
commissioned	 a	 bookmaker	 to	 create	 a	 12-book	 volume	 of	 handmade	 leather
sketchbooks,	with	beautiful	deckled	paper	inside	and	handmade	marbleized	end
papers.	He	would	frequent	antique	stores	looking	for	tin	toys,	folk	art,	American
paintings,	 and	 handpainted	 furniture.	 This	 is	 where	 he	 located	 the	 “Birthday
Book,”	 one	 of	 his	 most	 important	 sketchbooks.	 The	 “Birthday	 Book”	 was	 an
antique	bound	book,	with	an	interior	of	handmade	paper.	Every	page	in	the	book
had	 the	months	and	days	of	 the	year.	Cober	would	search	out	 the	birthdays	of
friends,	family,	and	acquaintances.	Each	person	he	knew	was	required	to	model
for	him,	 close-up,	 revealing	wrinkles	 and	 imperfections.	 If	 two	people	had	 the
same	 birthday,	 he	 would	 divide	 the	 page.	 He	 first	 would	 ask	 what	 day	 the
birthday	was,	 and	 then	would	 advance	 to	 that	 page	 and	 create	 the	 portrait	 on
your	day.	The	birthday	book	was	another	excuse	to	sit,	talk	with,	and	draw	every
person	who	would	be	available	to	him.	His	sense	of	humor	was	often	apparent,
but	he	used	humor	to	drive	home	a	serious	point.	This	is	the	element	that	gives
much	of	Cober’s	work	its	impact.
Alan	Cober	often	had	a	passion	to	create	several	illustrations	on	an	interesting

or	compelling	subject,	and	he	never	shied	away	from	pursuing	his	goal.	When	he
decided	to	create	a	series	of	drawings	on	the	circus,	he	called	Kenneth	Feld,	the
owner	of	the	Barnum	and	Bailey	Circus,	directly.	Feld	was	happy	to	provide	him
with	 the	 credentials	 he	 needed	 to	 spend	 several	 days	 backstage.	 A	 trip	 to	 the
circus	 with	 Cober	 was	 unlike	 any	 other.	 The	 circus	 had	 come	 to	 New	 York
City’s	Madison	 Square	Garden.	We	would	 enter	 backstage	 and	 stay	 for	 hours
while	he	sketched	the	different	characters	and	performances.	He	would	become



friends	with	many	 of	 the	 performers	while	 they	 spent	 long	 amounts	 of	 timing
posing	between	their	performances.	Lou	Jacobs,	the	6'	1"	legend	of	clowns,	was
a	favorite	model	of	Cober’s.	Other	famous	performers	who	were	happy	to	model
for	 him	 were	Mishu,	 the	 “smallest	 man	 on	 earth”;	 Philippe	 Petit,	 the	 famous
high-wire	artist	who	later	gained	fame	for	his	high-wire	walk	between	the	Twin
Towers	 of	 the	 World	 Trade	 Center	 in	 1974;	 the	 lion	 tamer	 Gunther	 Gebel-
Williams;	and	any	other	person	or	animal	that	was	interesting	to	him.	He	drew
their	living	conditions	in	their	trailers	and	their	families	and	pets,	reaching	into	a
culture	unknown	to	the	audience	who	was	viewing	it	from	the	bleachers.	Clowns
would	come	to	our	home	and	stay	for	days,	frequently	dressing	us	up	in	clown
makeup.	Cober	 felt	 an	 obligation	 to	 document	 how	 different	 people	 lived	 and
survived	 in	 their	 daily	 lives.	 These	 drawings	 would	 later	 be	 exhibited	 at	 the
Terry	Dintenfass	Gallery	in	the	early	’70s.	The	performers	and	clowns	appeared
on	 opening	 night,	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 their	 drawings.	 It	 was	 a	 wonderful
evening.
Cober’s	 desire	 to	 inform	 the	 public	 of	 the	 hidden	 treatment	 of	 our	 elderly,

prisons,	and	the	institutionalized,	was	rooted	in	his	childhood	years.	His	father,
Sol	 Walter,	 a	 criminal	 lawyer	 for	 forty-eight	 years,	 brought	 Cober	 to	 “The
Tombs”	prison	to	meet	with	his	clients	each	Sunday	before	they	would	go	off	to
a	museum	for	the	day	(this	was	the	nickname	given	to	several	jails	of	southern
Manhattan.)	As	a	young	boy,	he	closely	observed	his	 father’s	work,	 absorbing
his	visions	of	courtrooms,	police	work,	and	the	incarcerated.	His	mother,	Molly,
was	 president	 of	 the	 Sarah	 Starkman	 League	 for	 Retarded	 Children.	 As	 a
teenager,	Cober	would	frequently	visit	with	his	mother	 to	volunteer	 to	care	for
many	of	these	children.	He	often	visited	his	elderly	relatives	residing	in	nursing
homes.	 He	 enjoyed	 drawing	 the	 residents	 of	 the	 homes	 close-up,	 as	 well	 as
listening	to	the	stories	 that	 they	told	him—frequently	jotting	down	their	stories
onto	his	paper.	He	would	lovingly	draw	and	surround	people	with	their	favorite
sayings,	songs,	and	comments.	He	saw	them	as	beautiful	people,	with	wonderful
stories,	which	he	could	pass	onto	others.	Cober’s	aim	as	a	“visual	journalist”	was
to	be	a	force	for	change	by	graphically	exposing	the	realities	of	our	times.
One	of	Cober’s	projects	was	to	visit	the	Willowbrook	mental	health	facility	in

Staten	 Island,	 New	 York.	 His	 longstanding	 relationship	 with	 The	 New	 York
Times	 provided	him	permission	 to	 enter	 the	 facility	 as	 a	member	of	 the	 press.
His	assignment	was	to	create	two	illustrations	for	the	Times	Op-Ed	page,	but	he
created	fifty	drawings	for	himself	that	would	be	a	major	part	of	the	creation	of
his	book	The	Forgotten	Society.	For	 three	weeks,	Cober	 left	 in	 the	morning	 to
travel	 to	 Staten	 Island	 to	 visit	 Willowbrook.	 At	 night	 he	 would	 return	 with



stories	of	the	institution.	Informing	the	public	of	what	was	happening	within	the
hospital	also	took	a	major	toll	on	him.	At	a	young	age,	I	heard	him	speak	about
the	 sounds	 and	 smells	 of	 the	 building,	which	 had	 a	 lasting	 effect	 on	 him.	His
sensitivity	towards	these	people	was	difficult	for	him	to	handle.	He	spoke	about
the	man	who	bobbed	his	head	over	and	over;	the	man	who	would	twirl	the	string
over	and	over	all	day;	the	young	children	who	were	abandoned	by	their	families;
and	the	screaming	and	smells	of	the	institution	that	he	could	not	ignore	or	forget.
Like	Ben	Shahn	and	his	depictions	of	his	political	 views	of	 social	 injustice,

Cober	 would	 address	 political	 and	 social	 issues	 on	 his	 drawing	 paper,	 while
observing	 real	 events.	 He	 enlivened	 conceptual	 illustration,	 a	 method	 that
enabled	 illustrators	 to	 impart	 information	 and	 opinion	 rather	 then	 decorate	 a
page,	and	he	created	significant	visual	essays:	 the	visit	of	Pope	John	Paul	II	 to
the	 United	 States,	 for	 Rolling	 Stone	 Magazine	 in	 1987;	 Jimmy	 Carter’s
reelection	 campaign	 in	 1980;	NASA’s	 space	 shuttle	 launch;	 the	World	 Series,
for	Sports	Illustrated	 in	1975;	 life	 in	a	state	 institution	for	 the	retarded	for	The
New	York	Times;	a	series	of	drawings	of	prison	systems	for	Newsweek;	and,	for
NASA,	he	executed	drawings	and	watercolors	for	Space	Shuttle	III,	Skylab,	and
Apollo	16.	Cober	 frequently	called	Fred	Woodward,	 the	art	director	of	Rolling
Stone	Magazine,	with	ideas	that	he	was	excited	about.	Wouldn’t	it	be	great	if	he
followed	the	Pope	around	the	country,	drawing	him	in	every	city	as	if	the	Pope
was	 on	 a	 concert	 tour?	Woodward	 agreed,	 and	 soon	 Cober	 was	 traveling	 the
country	in	the	first	row	of	every	stadium,	drawing	the	Pope	as	he	addressed	the
crowd	in	several	cities.	I	was	living	in	Arizona	at	the	time,	and	I	turned	on	the
television	as	my	father,	sketchbook	in	hand,	was	drawing	the	Pope	from	a	few
feet	away.	Many	of	his	most	important	assignments	were	the	assignments	that	he
presented	 to	 the	 client.	 He	 would	 complete	 several	 more	 drawings	 in	 his
sketchbook	 than	 the	 publication	 would	 use;	 these	 often	 became	 the	 basis	 for
personal	 prints	 and	 watercolors.	 Cober’s	 art	 was	 about	 communication.	 The
world	was	his	audience.
Alan	E.	Cober’s	most	compelling	and	emotional	visual	essays	can	be	viewed

in	The	Forgotten	Society,	a	book	filled	with	ninety-two	compassionate	images	of
the	institutionalized,	the	prison	population,	and	the	elderly.	The	book	opens	with
an	image	of	“Tommy”	[the	frontispiece].	Cober	writes	in	the	bottom	right	corner
of	 the	drawing:	“This	 is	one	of	 those	drawings	 that	 come	 to	 life.	 I	 love	 it	 as	 I
love	 the	 old	man	 in	 it.	 It	 is	 he.	 It	 is	 when	 I	 draw	 that	 [know]	 no	 one	 draws
better.”	He	then	writes	with	his	crow	quill	dip	pen	about	Tommy’s	life.	Tommy
came	to	America	from	Sicily,	Italy,	in	1894	and	married	in	1914.	Cober	writes
about	his	own	experience	with	Tommy	and	then	signs	the	drawing	“8	Feb	1973.”



He	 not	 only	 draws	 Tommy	 on	 paper,	 but	 he	 also	 captures	 his	 personality	 in
writing.	When	the	reader	experiences	the	drawing,	he	or	she	sees	Tommy	as	an
endearing	 human,	 with	 a	 wonderful	 story,	 who	 comes	 to	 life.	 After	 Tommy
passed	 away	 in	 1974,	Cober’s	 compulsion	 to	 finish	 the	 story	 continued	 in	 his
studio’s	 leather-bound	 version:	 “Tommy	 died	 in	 November	 1974,	 2	 months
before	this	book	was	published.	He	was	old	but	vital—I	had	taped	him	singing
the	week	before.	He	was	a	poor	old	man	and	this	might	have	been	the	highlight
of	 a	 long	 life—The	 New	 York	 Times	 printed	 his	 drawing	 in	 the	 Sunday
magazine	and	 it	 is	 in	 the	 Illustration	17	show.	 It	 is	 ironic.	He	was	an	 inventor
and	a	barber.	He	had	no	stomach	because	he	had	drunk	peroxide	to	rid	himself	of
Syphilis.	He	was	a	natural	doctor—and	he	may	have	been	Jesus	Christ.	Who	was
I	to	argue?”	This	commentary	was	typical	of	Cober’s	work.	The	viewer	is	now
drawn	into	Tommy’s	life,	and	the	picture	becomes	unforgettable.	Where	at	first
we	 see	 an	 empty	 old	 man,	 we	 now	 view	 him	 through	 Cober’s	 eyes	 with
sympathy	and	compassion.
A	drawing	of	Alan	Cober’s	father,	Sol	Walter,	dated	May	6	1973,	shows	his

father	sitting	in	a	chair,	wearing	a	hat,	hands	folded,	looking	down.	Cober	writes,
“When	 I	 did	 this	 drawing	 of	 him	 he	was	 wearing	 an	 old	 shirt	 and	 dungarees
(things	he	would	never	wear–he	always	wore	a	tie	and	jacket).	I	had	just	helped
him	 take	a	 shower	and	 it	 exhausted	him.”	When	Sol	Walter	died,	Cober	again
wrote	in	his	leather-bound	book,	“Dad	died	in	March	1974.	He	was	71	1/2.	He
would	have	been	72	on	October	22,	1974.	He	was	a	lawyer	for	something	like	48
years.	All	the	young	lawyers	in	the	Criminal	Courts	loved	him.	He	was	a	good
trial	 lawyer,	but	never	had	a	chance	to	prepare	his	cases–a	lot	of	it	was	5c	and
10c	cases…He	always	wanted	to	be	a	judge	and	he	never	was	and	that	hurt	but
he	 succeeded	 as	 a	 lawyer	 but	 that	 was	 a	 stepping	 stone	 for	 him	 and	 left	 him
frustrated	in	his	48	years	as	a	lawyer.	One	man	went	to	the	(electric)	chair	and
that	 depressed	him.	 ‘The	man	 says	he	wants	 to	 be	 free	 or	 die,	 he	won’t	 plead
manslaughter	 so	 he	 died.’	 I	was	 about	 12	years	 old	when	 this	 happened	 and	 I
remember	 my	 mother	 telling	 my	 sister	 Diane	 to	 go	 easy	 on	 him,	 he	 was
saddened…”	Cober’s	story,	filled	with	sympathy	and	concern,	continued	to	fill
the	paper	as	if	he	were	writing	in	his	private	diary.
The	 reader,	 turning	 the	 pages,	 witnesses	 Camp	 Salomon	 and	 the	 Country

Home,	 both	 homes	 for	 the	 aged.	A	 year	 after	 completing	 his	 drawings,	Cober
returned	to	the	same	ward.	He	composes	his	feelings	about	a	meeting	with	David
Athen.	 “David	Athen	 recognized	me	 as	 the	man	 that	 did	 his	 picture–he	 could
hardly	 see,	 but	 he	 knew	 me	 anyway–a	 good	 head,	 but	 very	 saddened	 by	 his
frailty…he	died	soon	after	his	100th	birthday.	He	was	always	setting	himself	on



fire	because	he	overfilled	his	pipe.”	“David’s	on	fire	again!”	In	the	drawing	of
May	Schening	 and	Mrs.	Getz,	 created	 on	 June	 6,	 1972,	 at	Westledge	Nursing
Home	 in	 Peekskill,	 New	 York,	 Cober	 writes,	 “For	 a	 half	 hour	 I	 drew	 Mrs.
Schening	getting	the	impression	she	didn’t	know	I	was	there	let	alone	drawing.
Someone	walked	by	and	asked	her	why	she	didn’t	smile	for	the	man?	She	said
that	 if	 he	 told	me	who	 he	was	 and	 that	 he	wanted	me	 to	 smile	 I	would	 have
smiled.	 I	 fainted!”	This	drawing	won	a	gold	medal	 for	books	 in	 the	Society	of
Illustrators	 annual	 show	 in	 1976.	 The	 book	 won	 a	 gold	 medal	 from	 the	 Art
Directors	Club	of	New	York.
Cober	 illustrated	 each	 person,	 along	 with	 his	 or	 her	 habits.	 There	 was	 the

illustrated	picture	of	a	“head-bobber”	and	the	man	who	twirled	his	string.	There
were	the	hospitals	he	visited	and	then	wrote,	“Probably	no	one	came	to	visit	this
dying	 lady—all	 dignity	 was	 gone—she	 had	 relatives	 because	 they	 sent	 her
Christmas	 cards.”	At	 home,	 Cober	would	 speak	 about	 his	 friend	 Jimmy.	 “My
friend	Jimmy,”	Cober	 inscribed,	“for	a	while	 I	 sent	him	post	cards	whenever	 I
went	somewhere	but	like	everyone	else	it	was	easy	to	forget	and	I	just	stopped.
Poor	Jimmy.”	Cober	traveled	to	the	Methadone	clinics	and	spoke	to	the	patients
and	drew	their	portraits.	On	September	1972,	he	went	to	the	Waverly	Center	for
Social	 Services,	 where	 a	 barrier	 kept	 the	 clients	 and	 workers	 apart.	 He	 later
wrote	 in	 his	 leather-bound	 book,	 “This	 was	 a	 story	 for	 the	 New	York	 Times
Sunday	 Magazine	 on	 Welfare—I	 started	 drawing	 the	 Methadone	 people	 on
Welfare.	I	spoke	to	them	and	found	them	very	articulate	in	a	primitive	way.”
Cober	 finishes	The	 Forgotten	 Society	 by	 illustrating	 the	 Legal	Aid	 Society,

where	he	comments:	“Legal	Aid	Society	doing	arraignments,”	signed	2	February
1971.	He	adds,	at	a	later	date:	“He	insisted	I	draw	him—I	did	and	had	to	pare	the
nose	 down	 3	 times—He	 never	 asked	 me	 again.”	 The	 prison	 drawing	 shows
young	 inmates	 posing	 in	 their	 cells	 at	 the	 detention	 center	 at	 the	 “Tombs.”
Finally,	The	Forgotten	Society	closes	with	an	eerie	drawing	of	the	electric	chair
at	Greenhaven	 Prison,	 Stormville,	 New	York,	 dated	 26	 February	 1971.	 Cober
inscribes	on	the	drawing,	“The	first	execution	in	this	chair	was	at	Auburn	Prison
July	7,	1891.	This	chair	was	moved	 from	Sing-Sing	 to	Green	Haven	Prison	 in
January	of	1971.”	Alan	E.	Cober	 lived	with	his	wife,	Ellen,	 and	 two	children,
Leslie	and	Peter,	in	Ossining,	New	York.	This	is	the	very	same	town	where	Sing
Sing	Prison	still	exists.
Cober’s	many	achievements	as	an	artist	have	led	to	journalistic	commissions

from	such	publications	as	Life,	Look,	Rolling	Stone,	Esquire,	Newsweek,	Science
Digest,	The	Atlantic,	The	New	York	Times,	 and	 several	 cover	 commissions	 for
Time	magazine.	His	 corporate	 clients	 include	Exxon,	CBS,	American	Airlines,



IBM,	General	Electric,	ITT,	and	Texaco.	His	one-man	shows	include	the	Society
of	Illustrators,	New	York	City;	the	Katonah	Gallery;	the	Albrecht	Museum;	Utah
State	University,	Brigham	Young	University;	John	and	Mabel	Ringling	Museum
of	Art;	Art	Center	College	of	Design;	Georgia	Museum;	Burchfield	Art	Center;
the	Art	 Institute	 of	Boston;	 and	 two	 shows	 at	 the	Terry	Dintenfass	Gallery	 in
New	York	City.	His	group	 shows	 include	 the	Brooklyn	Museum,	 the	Whitney
Museum	 of	American	Art,	 and	 the	New	York	Historical	 Society.	His	work	 is
represented	 in	 the	permanent	collections	of	 the	Minnesota	Museum	of	Art,	 the
New	Britain	Museum,	the	Albrecht	Museum,	the	Philadelphia	Free	Library,	the
Library	of	Congress,	NASA,	and	the	National	Air	and	Space	Museum.	In	1987,
Cober	 became	 Professor	 of	 Art	 and	 Distinguished	 Visiting	 Artist	 at	 the
University	of	Buffalo,	State	University	of	New	York.	There	he	taught	advanced
illustration	 and	 thematic	 drawing	until	 his	 death	 in	 1998.	Cober	 passed	 on	 his
wisdom	 to	 the	 next	 generation	 of	 illustrators,	 commenting,	 “I	 have	 always
stressed	to	my	students	that	they	must	take	chances	in	order	to	grow.	There	is	no
shortcut,	only	hard	work.	Look	around	you,	not	just	at	the	fads	of	today,	but	also
at	the	history	of	art,	the	past	and	present.	Look	at	film,	go	to	the	theater,	read,	go
to	concerts,	travel,	anything	to	help	you	grow	because	all	of	this	ends	up	on	your
sheet	of	paper	or	canvas.	It	is	your	personality,	your	style.	It	is	you.”

—LESLIE	COBER-GENTRY
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