3. BREAKING THE DISNEY
SPELL

It was not once upon a time, but in a cerram time in history,
before anyone knew what was happening, Walt Disncy cast
a spell on the fairy tale, and it has been held captive ever
since. He did not use a magic wand or demanic powers, On
the contrary, Disney employed the most up-to-date techno
logical means and used his own “American” grit and inge-
nuity to appropriate the European tairy tales. His technpical
skills and ideclogical proclivities were so consummate that
his signature has obfuscated the names of Charles Perrault,
the Brothers Grimm, Hins Chnstan Andersen, and Col
lodi. If children or adults think of the great classical fairy
tales today, be it Swow White, Sleeping Beauty, or Cin-
derella, they will think Wale Disney. Their first and perhaps
lasting impressions of these tales and others will have cma-
nated from a Di.ﬂl'll_"!r' film, |'|-|a-|_:|;-._.I of artefact. ﬂnuu_gh other
filmmakers and amimarors produced remarkable fairy-tale
films, Disney managed to gain a cultural stranglehold on
the fairy tale, tighrened by the recent productions of Beawty
and the Beast [1991) and Aladdin (1992), The man's spell
over the fairy tale seems to live on even after s death.
But what does the Disney spell mean? Did Disney achieve a
complete monopoly of the fairy cale during his liferime? Did
he imprint a particular American vision on rthe fairy tale
through his animated films that dominares our perspective
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today? And, if he did manage to cast his mass-mediared
spell on the fairy rale so thar we see and read the classical
tales through his lens, is that so terrible? Was Disney a ne-
farious wizard of some kind that we should lament his
domination of the fairy tale? Wasn't he fust more inventive,
more skillful, more in touch with the American spiric of the
times than his competitors, who also sought o animare the
classical Fairy tale for the screen?

OFf course, it would be a grear exaggeration to maintain
thar Disney's spell eotally divested the classical fairy tales of
theirr meaning and invested them with his own, But it would
not be an exaggeration to assert that Disney was a radical
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filmmaker who changed our way of viewing fairy tales, and
thar his revolutionary technical means capiralized on Amer-
ican innocence and utopianism o reinforce the social aggd
polingal stanis que. His radicalism was of the right and the
righteous. The grear “magic™ ol the Disney spell is that he
amimared the fairy tale only to transhix audiences and divere
their porential utopian dreams and hopes through the falge
promises of the images he cast upon the screen. But before
we come toa full understanding of this magical spell, we
must ey o understand what he did w the fairv ale that
was so revolutionary and why he did i

[n order to grasp the major impact of film rechnology on
the fairy tale and o evalvate Disney’s role during the pi-
oneer period of fairy-tale animation, it is first necessary to
summarize the crucal functions that the hterary fairy tale
as institution had developed in middle-class society by the
|.':"u‘| q'lf T|‘:-|" |||r||'r-|'-:'1'|r'l1 CEMTLEF ¥

L. It introduced nobons of einsm and separatism through a
select canon of tales geared 1o clibdren who knew how o read,

2. Though it was also wld, the face thar the fairy rale was
printed and in a hook waich protures gave Ir More ffg:nmn{}' and
'.'II!'.!IJII'II.',. '|'i|.|'|:ll.' |hi||| ian ||!|I: !ull!.' 'c'l-'lli!.'ll |.|:|hJ.F|1L'.1rI.‘-:i ST Jrrl.'T 10
was told.

3. [t was often read by a parentin a nursery, school, or bed-
TC=E0aT TiE S.I::II?"I]I.\_' ik I,.'h:-?l_ll‘i A :l:ll."‘i{"-. Fl:lr ||'||_' I:.,lln' |.'|IE'F. I:I'_!r I_I_'llln.ir{n
WiH e -::-Fr:ln:i-dif_ did were consericted with the 4.'|||5|.|n1' af t|'u,' hu.p-
v Enid,

4, Although the plots varied and the themes and characters
were altered, the classical fairy tale for children and aduls remn-
forced the patriarchal symbolical order based on ngid notions of
sexuality and gender.

5. In printed form the fairy tale was property and could be
taken by its owner and read by its owner ar his or her leisuree for
escape, consolaton, mspiration,

&, Along with its closure and reinforcement of patnarchy, the
fairy talé alse served to encourage notions of rags to rniches, poli
vourself up by your bootsiraps, dreaming, miracles, and such,
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+ There was always tension berween the hiterary and oral tradi-
ans. The oral cales contineed and continue o chreaten |_|n.' MO
spnwentional and classical tales because they can uestion, dis-
lodge, and deconstruct the written tabes. Moreover, within lllir liter
ary mradition itself, there were numerous writers such .%I*- Charles
J]E»:LI.'II':-. I:'..un,”p..-_' Macl :I-:a.|'|_'|E|JI Lewis Carroll, Oscar Wilde, and
Edith Meshit who questioned the standardized model of what a
fairy rale should be, _ _

R i was throwgh script that thered was a Full-scale debane
shout what oral todk tales and ligerary fairy tales were and what
their respective funceions should be. By the end of the nineteenth
century, the fairy tale had expanded as 3 high art form (operas,
ballers, dramas) and low art form (folk plays, vaudevilles, .1!1|.|
parodies) and a form developed classically and expenimentally for
children and aduls. The oral rales connmued to be disseminated
ghrough communal gatherings of different kands, but they were
Jlso broadcast by radio and gathered in books by folklorises
Flost important in the late mineteenth century was the rise of folk
|ore &5 an YRELL LAt LR [H1L] ﬁ.l"l..q WA schools of lterary crivicism that
dealt with Fairy rales and folk rales.

2, Though many fairy-rale books and collections were llus-
erated and some lavishly illustrated in the nineteenth century the
images Wiere very imicly in -_'n::nl1f-c1l.'r|1|1:; with rhe rext e illustea-
ors were frequently anonymous and did not seem to count.
Thoueh the illustranans often enriched and deepencd a rale, they

WEre e 51]'_‘|~||‘_'r\'ll'l1|: Eaa Iln'.' [EXE.

However, the domination of the word in the development
of the fairy tale as genre was about to change. The next
great revolution in the institutionalization of the BETITE W5
the Flm, for the images now imposed themselves on the rext
and formed their own texe in violation of print bur alse
with the help of the print culture. And here is where Walt
[tli-'..lu‘!. and other ammators enter the scene

By the turn of the twentieth century there had already
been a number of talented illustrators such as Gustav Dore,
George Cruikshank, Walter Crane, Charles Folkard, and
Arthur Rackham who had demonstrated great ingenuity in
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their interpretacions af fairy tales through theirr images, 15
addition, the broadside, broadsheer, o e .;J"f':_f.lr'ar.;:_f had

spread in Europe and America during the latter part of the

ninereenth century as a forerunner of the comic book, End
these sheets with pninted images and texes anticipared the
first animated cartoons that were produced at the !‘-cgmnins
of the twentieth century, Actually, the French Blmmaker
Georges Meligs began experimenting as early as 1896 with
types of fantasy and fairy-rale morifs in his fderies or trick
films.! He produced versions of Cinderella, Bluebeard, and
Red Riding Hood among others. However, since the cinema
industry stsell was sull in s early phase of development, it
was difficult for Méliés to bring about a major change in the
technological and cinematic institutionalization of the genre.
As Lewis Jacobs has remarked, “this effort of Méliés illus-
trated rather than re-created the fairy rale. Yet, primitive
though it was, the order ot the scenes did form a coherent,
lomeal, and progressive continmty. A new way of making
moving pictures had been invented. Scenes could now be
staged and selecred specially for the camera, and the movie
maker could control both the material and its arrangement.”

During the early part of the twentieth century Walter
Booth, Anson Dver, Lotte Reiniger, Walter Lantz, and others
all used r..llr!r-l.dli' |1|n|-. in different WS in erick films and
cartoons, but none of the carly animarors ever matched the
intensity with which Disney nccupied himself with the fairy
cale. [n Fact, it s noteworthy that Disney’s very fiest endeay-
ors in ammatien (not considering the advertising commer-
cials he made} were the fairy-tale adaprarions that he pro-
duced with Ub Iwerks in Kansas City between 1922-1923:
The Four Musicians of Bremen, Litle Red Ridimg Hood,
Piess in Bools, Jack and the Beanstalk, Goldie Locks and the
Tiree Bears, and Cinderella. To a certain degree, Disncy
identified so closely with the tairy tales he appropnated that
it is no wonder hiz name virtually became synonymous with
the genre of the tairy tale iself.
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However, before discussing Disney's particular rrI:I.umn-
ship to the fairy-tale tradition, itis important to consider the
conditions of carly animation in America arud the role of Li.'-l-.'
animator in general, for all this has a bearing on Dasney s

roductive relationship with the fairy fale. In his important
study, Before Mickey: The Animated Blm, 1898-1928, Don
ald Crafton remarks that

the carly animated film was the location of a process found .:im.--
whese In cinema bur nowhere else in such ntense concentration:
seli-firuraron, the tendency of the filmmaker 1o inerject himself
it his film. This can take several forms 1t Gn be direct or '.“dl-
recr, and more or less camouflaged. At fiest it wils. nlvious
and literal; at the end it was subtle and cloaked in metaphors and
srmbolic imagery designed to facilitate the process and yet o
keep the idea gratifying for the artist and the audience, Part of the
animation game consisted of developing mythologies that gave the
animator some sort of special starus, Usually these were very flat
cering. for he was pictured as [or implied 10 be) a demignd, a
p:lr'.-;:j-'ﬂl.' of life itself.?

As Crafron convincingly shows, the eatly animators be-
fore Disney literally drew themselves into the pictures and
often appeared as characters in the films. One of the more
interesting aspects of the early animared films is a psychically
loaded tension berween the artist and the characrers he drew,
oné that is ripe for a Freudian or Lacanian reading, for the
artist is always threatening to take away their “lives,” while
thev. in turn, seek to deprive him of his pen (phallus) or
creative inspiration so that they can control their own lives.
iAlmost all the early animators were men, and their pens
and camera work assume a distinctive phallic fanction in
early animation.) The hand with pen or pencil is featured in
manv animaced films in the process of creation, and it 15
then transformed in many films into the tails of a cat o1
dog. These tails then acr as the productive torce or :'.rti-;[ie.
nstrument throughout the film. For instance, Disney i his
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Alice films often employed a cat named Julius, who wonld
take off his tail and wse it as stick, weapon, rope, hook
gquestion mark, and so forth. It was the phallic means [,_-:
induce action and conceive a way out of a predicament,

The celebration of the pen/phallus as ruler of the symbalic
order of the film was in keeping with the way thar .1r-1i:'_-1:t|:|j
tilms were actually produced in the studios during the 1920,
Thart is, most of the studios, largely located in New York, had
become taylorized and were run by men who joined together
under the supervision of the head of the studio to J_'lr:[:qil_l.n:
the carroons. After making his first fairy-tale films in cloge
cooperation with Ub fwerks in Kansas Ciry, Disney moved 1o
Hollywood, where he developed the taylorized studio to the
point of perfection. Under his direction, the films were care-
fully scripred to project his story or vision of how a sTory
should be related. The story line was carried by hundreds of
repetitious images created by the artists in his studios. Their
contribution was in many respects like the dwarfs in Smowr
White and the Seven Duwarfs: they were to do the spadework,
while the glorificd prince was to come along and carrv away
the prize. . ]

[t might be considered somewhat one-dimensional 1o ex-
amine all of Disney's films as self-figurations, or embodi-
ments of the chief designer’s? wishes and beliefs. However,
to understand Disney’s importance as desipner and director
of fairy-tale films that set a particular partern and model as
the film industry developed, it does make sense to elaborate
on Crafton's notons of self-figuration, for it provides an
important clue for grasping the further development of the
fairy tale as animared film or film in general.

We have already seen thar one of the resulis Stemming,
from the shift from the oral to the literary in the institu-
nonalization of the fairy tale was a loss of live contact with
the storyteller and a sense of community or commonality.
This loss was a result of the social-industrial [I'fhldtlrl'na.-
nons at the end of the ninereenth century with the Gem-

BREAKING THE DISNEY SPELI k)

einschaft (community} giving way to the Gesellschaft [so-
erv]. However, it was not a total loss, for indusirialization
brought about greater comfore, sephisticanon, and literacy
and new kinds of communication in public institurions.
Therefore, as | have demonstrated, the literary fairy tale’s
ascent corresponded to violent and progressive shifts in so-
ciery and celebrated individualism, subjectivity, and reflec-
rion. It fearured the narrative voice of the educared author
and publisher over communal voices and set new guidelines
for [reedom of speech and expression, In addition, propr-
etary rights to a particular tale were established, and the
literary tale became a commodity thar paradoxically spoke
our in the name of the unbridled imaginanon. Indeed, be-
cause it was born out of alienation, the literary fairy rale
‘magical™ means to overcome the

foscered a search for new
instrumentalization of the imagination.

By 1900 literature began o be superseded by the me
chanical means of reproducnon thar, Walter Benjamin de
dared, were revolutionary: “the technigue of reproduction
detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradi
mon. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plu-
rality of copies of a unique existence. And in permitting the
reproduction to meet the beholder or listencr in his own
particular sitwation, it reactivares the object reproduced.
These twao processes lead o a tremendous shattening ot tra
dition which 15 the obverse of the contemporary crisis and
tenewal of mankind. Both processes are intimately con-
nected with the contemporary mass movemnents, Their most
powerful agent is the film. lis social significance, parnc-
wlarly in its most positive form, is inconceivable withour its
destrucrive, cathartic aspect, that is, the higuidanon of the
tradiional value of the cultural heritage™* Benjamin an-
alyzed how the revolutionary technological nature of the
film could either bring about an aestheticization of politics
leading to the violatdon of the masses through fascism, or a
polinczaton of aesthetics thar provides the necessary cnn-
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cal derachment tor the masses o ke qutg:: of their own
destiny.

In the case of the tary-tale film at the beginning of the
rwentieth cenrury, there are “revolutionary™ aspects thar we
can note, and they prepared the way for progressive innova-
tion thar expanded the honizons of viewers and led to grearer
understanding of socal condinons and colture. But there
were also regressive uses of mechanical reproduction that
brought about the cult of the personality and commodifica-
fion of film narcatives, For instance, the voice in fairy-tale
films is at first effaced so thar the image rotally dominates the
screen, and the words or marrative voice can only speak
through the desipns of the animaror who, in the case of Wale
[hsney, has :-;:;¢||u| his name |_"l:l|||'|||'||'|1[|!. on the screen. |n
facr, i:,1r a long nme, [isney did nor give credic to the artisgs
and technicians who worked on his lilms. These il'l.'l...’lli.".l':ﬁ WETE
intended both to smash the aura of heritage and to celébrace
the ingenuiry, inventivencss, and gemius of the animator. In
mast of the early amimarted films, there were tew original
plors, and the story lines did nor counr. Mostimportant were
the gags, or the technical invennons of the animators, rang-
ing from introducing live actors to interact with cartoon
characters to improving the movement of the characrers so
that they did not shimmer to devising ludicrous and prepos-
CETOLUS a;:q_'n &= for the sake of h|'l-:'-.'!ﬁl.']l.'. It did mot marter what
story was projected so long as the images astounded the au-
dience, captured its imagination for a short period of ome,
and lefr the people laughing or staring in wonderment. The
purpose of the early animated films was to make audiences
awestruck and o celebrate the magical ralents of the anima-
tor as demigod. As a result, the fairy tale as story was a
vehicle for animators to express their artistic ralents and de-
velop the rechnology. The animators soughr 1o impress audi-
ences with their abilities to use pictures in such a way that
they would forget the carlier fairy tales and remember the
images thar they, the new artises, were creating for them.
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Through these moving pictures, the animators appropriated
ligerary and oral faicy rales to subsume the word, to have the
final word, often through image and book, for Disney began

pub hing books dunng the 1930s to complement his films,

O all the carly animarors, Disney was the one who truly
revolutionalized the fairy tale as institution through the cn
rma. Une could almaost say thar he was obsessed |'.h:.- the
farrv-tale genre, or, put another way, Disney felt drawn o
fairy tales because they reflecred his own struggles in life,
After all, Disney came from a relatively poor family, suf-
fered from the exploitanve and stern treatment of an un
affectionate father, was spurned by his carly sweethearr,
and became a success doe to his tenaciry, cunning, and cour-
age and his ability to garher talented arrists and managers
like his brother Roy around him,

One of his early hlms, Puss in Boots, 15 crucial for grasp-
ing his approach to the literary fairy tale and for under-
sranvding how he used it as self-figuration thar would mark
the EEMIE for FEAMS T0 COme, |.'|'."-.:|t_'}' Jdid nea |_-!.p|:|;|.;|||:..' cane
whether one knew ihe LJrIJ_{rI:‘:I..ﬂ Perrault text of Pruss in
Boots or some other popular version. It is also uncleas
which text he actually knew. However, what s clear is that
Disney soughe to replace all versions with his animated ver-
sion and that his cartoon is :-'|'\,-ch,hni:1|'|111:._r||:..' ;l.l_il,'l;'-hrn;;.;:_r'rﬂphu'_'a‘l,

If we recall, Perrault wrore his rale in 1697 1 reflec
upon a cunning cat whose life 1s threarened and who man-
agts o survive by using his brains to tick a king and an
ogre. On a symbolical level, the cat represented Perrault’s
CONCEPLION af the role of the hauee bourgeoisie [his own
class), who comprised rthe administrative class of Lous
NIV court and who were often the mediarors between the
peasantry and aristocracy, OF course, there are numerows
ways to read Perrault’s rale, but whatever approach one
chooses, it is apparent that the major protagonist is the car.

Ihis is not the case in Disney's film. The hero is a young
man, a commaoner, who 15 in love with the king's daughrer,
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and she fondly returns his affection. Ar the same time, the
hera's black can, a female, is having a romance with the royaj
white cat, who is the king's chauffeur. When the gigantg
king discovers that the voung man is wooing his daughter, he
kicks him out of the palace, tollowed by Puss. At firse, the
hero does not want Puss’s help, nor will he buy her the boots
that she sees in a shop window. Then they go to the movies
together and see a film with “Rudolph Vaselino™ as a bull.
fighter that spurs the imagination of Puss. Consequently, she
tells the hero that she now has an idea which will help him
win the king's daughter, providing that he will buy her the
bots,

Of course, the hero will do anything to obtain the king’s
daughter. Puss explains to him that he must disguise himself
a5 a masked bullfighrer, and she will use a hypnotic machine
behind the scenes so he can defear the bull and win the
approval of the king. When the day of the bullfighr atrives,
the masked hero srruggles but eventually manages to defeat
the bull. The King 15 50 overwhelmed by his |_,‘i|,':!'fl.‘.|!'1'|1.:|.|'h;|:
that he offers his daugheer’s hand in marriage, but tirst he
wants to know who the masked champion is. When the
hera reveals himself, the king is enraged, but the hero grabs
the princess and leads her to the king's chauffeur. The white
cat jumps in front with Puss, and they speed off with the
king vainly chasing after them.

Althoupgh Puss as cunning cat is grucial in this film, Diis-
ney locuscs most o his attention on the YOFLOE TEn who
wants to succeed at all costs, In contrast to the traditional
tairy tale, the hero is not a peasant, nor s he dumb. Read as
a “parable” of Disney’s life ar that moment, the hero can be
seen as young Disney wanting to break into the industry of
animated films (the king) with the help of Ub Iwerks [Puss).
The hero upsets the king and runs off with his prize posses:
sion. Thus, the king is dispossessed, and the young man
outraces him with the help of his friends.

But Disney's film is also an attack on the literary tradi-
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Hon of rhe 1,;;;:. tale. He robs the literary tale of g5 volce
and changes its form and meaning. Since the anematic me
dium 15 a !—_||;||'||_||,'|_]' form of CXPTES5IGN and accessible o rthe
public at large, Disney actually returns the fairy tale to the
majority of people. The images {scenes, trames, characters,
gestures, jokes) are readily comprehensible for young and
old alike from different social classes. In Fact, the fairy tale
is pr actically infancilized, just as the jokes are infantle, The
plot records the deepest oedipal desire of every young boy:
the son humiliates and undermines the father and runs off
wirth his most valued object of love, the daughter/wife. By
simplifying this complex semiotically in black and white
drawings and making fun of it so that ir bad a common
appeal, Disney also touched on other themes:

I. Demogracy: The film is very American in ats attitude to-
ward rovalty, The manarchy is debunked, and 2 commoner causes
a kind af revolurion.

1. Technology: It i through the new technalogical medium ol
the movies that Puss's mind is stimulated. Then she uses a |1:. pao-
ic maching 1o defear the bull and another fairly new invention, the
automabile, ta ERCaARE the L‘ll!|.’..

b, Modernity: The setring is obviously the twenbieth century,
and the modern minds are replacing the ancient. The revolution
takes place as the king is putpaced and will be replaced by a com
moner who knows how to use the latest inventions;

But who s this commoner? Was Disney making a state-
ment on behalf of the masses? Was Disney celebranng “eve-
ryone” or “every man™? Did Disney believe in revolution
and social change in the name of socialism? The answer to
all these questions is simply—nd.

Disney's hero is the encerprising young man, the entre-
preneur who uses technology to his advantage. He does
nothing to help the people or the community, In Fict, he
deceives the masses and the king by creating the illusion
that he is stronger than the bull. He has learned, with the
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help of Pass, that one can achieve glory through deception,
It iz through the areful uses of images thar one can sway
audiences and gain their favor. Animation is inckery—irick
films—for soll images are made o seem as if they move
through automatization, As long as one controls the images
{and machines) one can reign supreme, just as the hero is
safe as long as he is -..’Ijsj_::'.:|1~1.'1|. The pictures conceal the con-
trols and machinery. They deprive the audience of vicwing
the production and manipulation, and in the end, andiences
can no longer envision a fairy tale for themselves as they
can when they read it. The pictures deprive the audience
now of visualizing their own characrers, roles, and desires.
At the same time, Disney offsers the deprivation with the
pleasure of scopophilia and inundares the viewer with de-
lightful images, humorous hgures, and erotic signs. In gen-
eral, the animator, Disney, projeces the enjoyable Fairy tale
of his lite through his own images, and he realizes through
animated stills his basic oedipal dream that he was to play
put time and again in most of his fairy-tale films, It s the
repetition of Disney’s infantile quest—rhe core of American
mythology—that enabled him to strike a chord in American
viewers from the 19205 o the present.

However, it was not through Puss in Boots and his other
early ammated Fairy tales thar he was to captivate audiences
and set the “classical” modern model for animarted Fairy-
rale films. They were just the beginning. Rather, it was
Swow White and the Seven Duwarfs thar Disney tully appro-
priated the literary fairy-tale and made his signature into a
trademark for the most acceptable rype of fairy tale in the
twentieth century. But before the making of Snow White,
there were important developments in his life and in the
film industry thar illustrate why and how Smowe Whire be-
came the first definitive animated fairy-tale film—definitive
in the sense that it was to define the way other animated
films in the genre of the fairy tale were 1o be made.

After Disney had made several Laugh-O-Gram fairy-rale
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films, all ironic and modern interpretations of the classical
versions, he moved to Hollywood in 1923 and was successful
in producing 56 Alice films, which involved a voung pubes-
cent girl in different advenrtures with cartoon characters. By
1927 these hilms were no longer popular, so he and Ub
Iwerks developed Oswald the Lucky Rabbit cartoons that
also found favor with audiences, However, in February of
1928, while Disney was in New York rrving to rencgotiare a
comtract with his distriburor Chaddes Mintz, he learned that
Mintz, who owned the copyright 1o Oswald, had lured some
of Dhsney's best ammmartors to work for another studio. Dis-
ney faced bankruprcy because he refused to capitulate to the
exploitanive conditions that Mintz see for the distribution
and production of Disney’s films.* This experience sobered
Disney in his attitude toward the cucthroar competition in
the film industry, and when he retumed 1o Hollywood, he
vowed to maintain complete control over all his produc-
pons—a wow thar e never broke.

In the IMcANTIme, he and Iwerks had o devise .11'||:'|r|'|_|;~|-'
character tor their company if they were to survive, and they
conceived the idea tor films fE:':[LiIIIlH 4 PEFL mouse |1_!|:'|r_-|:j
Mickey. By September of 1928, after making rwo Mickey
Mouse shorts, Disney, similar to his masked champion in
Puss in Boots, had devised a way to gain revenge on Mintz
and other ammanon studios by producing the first animared
cartoon with sound, Steambogr Willie, stirmng Mickey
Mouse, From this point on, Disney became known for intro-
ducing all kinds of new inventions and improving animarion
s0 that animated films became almost as realistic as films
with live actors and narural setiings. His next step after
sound was color, and in 1932 he signed an exclusive contract
with Technicolor and began producing his Silly Symephony
Cartoons in color. More important, Disney released The
Three Little Pigs in 1933 and followed it with The Big Bad
Wolf and The Three Little Walves, all of which involved
tairy-tale characters and stories thar rouched on the lives of



B FAIKY TALE AS MYTH

people during the depression, for as Bob Thomas has re-
marcked, *The Three Littie Pigs was acclaimed by the Nation,
The wolf was on many American :_|:.-H-r~.||_'|:a-5._ and “"Who's
Afraid of the Big Bad Waolf?' became a rallying cry”

Mot only were walves on the doorsteps of Americans bui
also witches, and to a certain extent, Disney with the help
of his brother Roy and Iwerks, had been keeping “evil” con-
mivers and competitors [rom the entrance to the Disney Stu-
dios throughout the 1920s. Therefore, it is not by chance
that Disney's next major experiment would involve a ban-
ished princess, loved by a charming prince, who would tn-
umph over deceit and regain the rights to her castle, Snow
White and the Seven Divarfs was to bring topether all the
personal strands of Disney’s own story with the destinies of
desperare Americans, who sought hope and solidarity in
their fight for survival during the Depression of the 1930s,

OFf course, by 1934 Disney was, compararively speaking,
wealthy, and now that he had money and had hired Don
Ciraham, a protesstonal artist, to train his own amimators at
the Disney Art School, founded in Movember 1932, he
could embark on ventures to stun moviegoers with his inge-
nuiry and ralents as organizer, storyreller, and filmmaker.
Conceived sometme in 1934, Spow White was to take three
vears to complete, and Disney did not lesve one stone un-
turned in his preparations for the first full-length animated
fairy-tale film ever made m history. Disney knew he was
making history,

During the course of the next three years, Disney worked
closely with all the animarors and rechnicians assigned to the
]1|-:H,1|,||_'Iir_||1 of Srnowe White H:. T, I:'i':llt'}' had divided his
studio into numeérous departments such ag animation, lay-
out, sound, music, and storytelling, and there were even sub-
divisions so that certain animators were placed in charge of
developing the characrers of Snow White, the prince, the
dwarls, and the queen/crone. Disney spent thousands of dol-
lars on a multiplane camera to capture the live action depic-
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pons that he desiced, the depth of the scenes, and cdose-ups.
[n addition he had his rescarchers experimeant with colored
gels, blurring tocus, and filming through frosted glass, and
he employed the latest inventions in sound and music to im-
prove the synchronization with the characrers on the screen,
:ﬂ"l'.':_llll.rlhl.'lu'l the entire |'|r|‘:l|.']l|l.l.'ll:l:i of this film, | Yisney had o
be consulted and give his approval for cach stage of develop-
ment. After all, Smow White was his story that he had taken
from the Grimm Brothers and changed completely to suit his
rastes and beliefs, He cast a spell over this German tale and
transformed it into something peculiarly American

Just what were the changes he induced? In Disney's ver
sion, Snow Whire 15 an orphan. Neither her father nor her
maother are alive, and she is ar first depicred as a kind of
Cinderella, deaning the castle as a maid in a parched dress
I the Grimms’ version there 15 the sentimental death of her
maother. Her father remains alive, and she was never forced to
do the work of commaoners such as wash the steps of the cas
tle. Also, Disney has the Prince appear ar rhe very be
ginning of the film on a whire horse and sing & song of love
and devotion to Snow White, though he plays a negligible
role in the Grimms' version. In the Disney film, the queen
not only is jealous that Snow White 15 more beautiful than
she 15, but also sces the prince singing to Snow White and
i5 envious because her stepdaughter has such a handsome
suitor. Though the forest and the animals do not speak,
thev are ;1Il[|'|r'|'|r!'||'|lp-|'|1'|-|1:-t'_|.h:'-:| '.'1_1.I Disney. [n parocular the
animals befriend Snow Whire and become her protectors,
]Jlil'lL"'!r'lh d'.k'.ll'f.'i- Arc hnl'l.‘l:'n-'l.'l:rl'l-dll‘.t‘_ :l|'|-:‘| rI|.:|| MINeErs, ._||||_ﬁ 51;‘
gave them names—Doc, Sleepy, Bashful, Happy, Sneeey,
Lrumpy, opey—representanive of ¢ertain human charac
teristics. His dwarfs are fleshed-out so that they become the
srar anractions of the film. Their actons are what counts in
defearing evil. In the Grimms® tale, the dwarfs are anony-
mais and play a humble mole. Disney’s queen only comes
the cortage Snow White shares with the dwarfs one nme
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instead of three as in the Grimms' version, and she is killed
while trying to destroy the dwarfs by rolling a huge stone
down a mountain to ¢rush them. The pumishment in the
Grimms’ tale is more horrifving: she most dance in red-hot
wron shoes at Snow White's wedding. Finally, Disney’s Snow
White does not return to life when a dwarf stumbles while
carrving the glass cothin as in the Grimms' tale. She returns
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ta life when the prince, who has searched far and wide for
her, arrives and bestows a kiss on her lips. His kiss of love 15
the only antdote to the queen’s poisoi.

At first glance, 1t would seem thar the changes thar Dhis-
ney made were not momentous. 1f we recall Sandra Gilbers
and Susan Gubar's stimulating analysis in their book, The
Madwoman in the Antic® the film follows the classic “sex-
ist™ narratve abour the framing of women's lives through a
male discourse. Such male framing drives women to frustra-
tion and some women to the point of madness, It also pits
women agains: women in compention for male approval
ithe mirror) of their beauty that is short-hived. No matter
what they may do, women cannot chart their own lives
withoat male manipulation and intervention, and in the
Disney film, the prince plays even more of a framing role
since he is introduced ar the beginning while Snow White 15
singing, “T'm Wishing for the One | Love lo Find Me To
day.” He will also appear ar the end as the fulfillment of her
dreams.

There is no doubt that Disney retained key ideological fea-
tures of the Grimms' fairy tale that reinforce nineteenth-
century PETFi.‘iFL‘hﬂ notions which Disney shared with the
Cirimms. In some way, he can even be considered their descen
dant, for he preserves and carries on many of their benevolent
attitudes toward women, For instance, in the Grimms” tale,
when Snow White arrives at the cabin, she pleads with the
dwarfs to allow her to remain and promises that she will
wash the dishes, mend their clothes, and clean the house. In
Disney's film, she arrives and notices that the house is dirty.
50, she convinces the animals 10 help her make the cottage
tidy so that the dwarks will perhaps let her stay there. Ot
course, the house for the Grimms and Disney was the place
where good girls remained, and one aspect of the fairy tale
and the film is about the domestication of women.

However, Disney went much further than the Grimms 1o
make hig film more memarable than the tale, for he does
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not celebrage the domestication of women so much as the
mriumph of the banished and the underdogs. Thar is, he cele-
brates his destiny, and insofar as he had shared marginal
status with many Americans, he also celebrated an Ameri-
can I'L11.|-'L|1. of Horatio .-!l._ll-:__;_'r; It 15 & I'lli'IIL' |'||!,r|;|'| about pErse-
verance, hard work, dedication, loyalty, and justice.

It may seem strange to argue thar Disney perpetuated 3
miale myth through his fairy-rale films when, with the EXCEp-
ton of Pirocchio, they all fearured young women as “her-
oines.” However, despite their beauty and charm, Sleeping
Beauty, Cinderella, and the other heromnes are pale and pa-
thetic compared to the more acrive and demonic characters
in the film. The witches are nor only agents of evil but repre-
sent erotic and subversive forces that are more apwr&lmg
both for the arnists who drew them and for the audiences.?
The young women are like helpless ornaments in need of
protection, and when it comes to the acnon of the film, they
are omitted,

In Smone Wiite and the Seven Diuvarfs, the film does not
really become lively until the dwarfs enter the narrative,
They are the mysterious characrers who inhabit a cortage,
and it 15 through their hard work and solidarity that they
are able to mameain a world of justice and restore harmony
to the world, The dwarfs can be interpreted as the humble
Amencan workers, who pull together during a depression.
They keep their spirits up by singing a song, “Hi Ho, it's
home from work we po,” or “Hi Ho, it"s off to work we
go,” and their determination is the determination of every
worker, who will succeed just as long as he docs his share
while women stay at home and keep the house clean, Of
course, it 15 also possible to see the workers as [Hsney's own
employees, on whom he depended tor the gloricus outcome
of his films. In this regard, the prince can be interpreted as
Disney, who directed the love story from the beginning. If
we recall, it is the prince who frames the narrative. He an-
nounces his great love ar the beginning of the film, and
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snow Whire cannot be fulbilled until be armives to kiss her
During the major action of the film, he, like Disney, is lurk-
ing in the background and waiting for the proper tme to
make himself known. When he does arrive, he takes all the
credit as champion of the disenfranchised, and he rakes
Snow White to his castle while the dwarks are left as keepers
of the forest.

But what has the prince actually done to deserve all the
credir? What did Disney actually do to have his name flash
on top of the ttde—"Walt Disncy’s Seose White and the
Keven Dwarfs”™ —in big letters and later credit his co-workers
iri small letters? Disney never liked so give credit to the anmi-
mators who worked with him, and they had o fight for ac-
knowledgment. Disney always made it clear that he was the
hoss and owned toral rights to his producrs, He himself had
struggled for his independence against his greedy and unjust
father and against fierce and rurhless competitors in the Glm
industry. As producer of the fairy-rale films and major owner
of the Disney studios, he wanred to figure in the Alm, and he
sought, as Crafton has noted, to create a more indelible
means of self-figuranion. He accomplished this by stamping
his signarure as owner on the frame with the title of the film
and then by having himself embodied in the figure of the
prince. It is the prince Disncy who made inanimate figures
come to life through hiz animated films, and it is the prince
who is to be glorified in Seow White and the Seven Dwarfs
when he resuscitates 1h|,-' ;Ill;'r-:'lilll_' with a MaAgIc kiss. After-
wards he holds Snow White in his arms,; and in the hnal
frame, he leads her off on a white horse to his golden castie
on a hill. His golden castle—every woman's dream—super-
sedes the dark, sinister castle of the queen. The prince be-
comes her reward, and his power and wealth are glorified in
the end.

There are obviously mixed messages or multiple mes-
sages in Smow White and the Seven Diwarfs, burt the overrid-
ing sign, in my estimation, i the signature of Disney's self-
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glorificarion in the name of justice. Disney wants the world
'I 1 ] J '} | | 1 -
clearied wp, and the pastel colors with ther sharply drawn

ink lines creare images of cleanliness, just as each sequence
reflects a clearly conceived and preordamed destiny for all
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the characters in the film. For Disney, the Grimms® tale 1s
not a vehicle to explore the deeper implicarions of the nar
pamive and irs history.'" Rather, ir15 a vehicle to display what
he can do as an animator with the latest technological and
At developments in the indusery. The story is second-
ary, and if there 1s a major change in the plot, it centers o
:hé‘ power of the prince, the only one who can save snow
White, and he becomes the focal pannt |."|[.-' the end of the
SLOTY.

In Disnev's eatly work with fairy tales in Kansas Liey, he
had 2 wry and irreverent atritude toward the classical narra-
tives, and rthere was a strONE SUggestion In the manner 1n
which he and lwerks rewrote and filmed the tales that they
were “revolutionaries,” the new boys on the block, who
were about to miroduce Inmovanyve methods ol ammation
into the film industry and speak for the ootcasts. However,
in 1934, Disney is already the kingpin ot animation, and he
ases all that he had learned to remborce his power and com-
mand of fairy-tale animation. The manner in which he cop-
iedd the musical plays and films of his time, and his close
adapeation of fairy tales with patriarchal codes indica that
all the technical experiments would not be used o foster
social change in America, but 1o keep power 1n the hands of
- dividuals like himself, who felt empowered to design and
create new worlds. As Richard Schickel has perceptively re-
marked, Disney “could make something his own, all eight,
bur that process nearly always robbed the work at hand of
its uniqueness, of itz soul, if vou will. In its place he put
iokes and songs and fright effects, burt he always scemed to
diminish what he touched. He came always as a congueror,
never as a servant, It is a reair, as many have observed, that
many Americans share when they venture into foreign lands
hoping to do pood bot equipped only with knowhow
stead of sympathy and respect for alien tradinons.™ 1!

Disney always wanted to do something new and unigue
st as long as he had absolute control. He also knew rhat
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nuw:l[".' would de |'Ir|.‘|11.| [ali] !i‘!l_‘ collective skills of hig #m Fl']l:l'!r-
ces, whom he had to keep happy or indebted to him in 5Ome

way. Therefore, from 1934 onward, about the time that he
conceived his first featare-length fairv-rale film, Disney he
camée the orchestrator of a corporate nerwork thae '-"ha-ﬂl_::l;'d
the function of the fairy-tale genre in America. The POwer
ol Disney’s fairy-rale films does not reside in the uniquenesy
or novelty of the productions, bur in Disney's great taleng
far holding antiquared views of society still through anima.
tion and his use of the latest technological developments jp
cinema to his advantage.

Disney’s adapration of the literary fairy tale for the screen
led 1o a number of changes in the imstitution of the genre,
Technique now takes precedence over the story, and the story
is wsed to celebrate the technician and his means. The care-
fully arranged images narrare through seduction and impesi-
tion of the animator’s hand and the camera. The images and
sequences engender a sense of wholeness, seamless totaliry,
and harmony char is orchestrated by a savior/technician on
and off the screen. Though the characters are fleshed out to
become more realistc, they are also one-dimensional and are
o serve functions in the fOlm. There iz no characrer develop-
ment because the characrers are stereotypes, arranged ac-
cording to a credo of domestication of the imagination. The
domestication is related to colonization insofar as the ideas
and rypes are portrayed as models of behavior to be emu-
lated, Exported through the screen as models, the “Ameri-
can” fairy tale colonizes other national audiences, What is
good for Disney s pood for the world, and whar is good in a
Drisney fairy tale 15 good in the rest of the world. The the-
matic emphasis on cleanliness, control. and organized indus-
try reinforces the rechnics of the blm itself: the clean frames
with attention paid to every detail; the precise drawing and
fl'l.'iﬂiPIJlilTli'-'-'ﬂ of the characters as real people; the carcful
r'|u!li1'lj_.'. of the events that focus on salvanon through the
male hero. Private reading pleasure is replaced by pleasur-
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able viewing in an impersonal -_'inl.'rrlm. Ii-h:r-: nnl:\l%_-l"ﬁ‘rulf.hl
copether with other viewers nol for the ...-:-.-rluhlnf.n. ol ':."il::li'
munity but to be diverted in the E'r.rna:h sense of I..Fnll"-l"r“.!;-\.l -
mient and American sense of diversion. 1 he du-i:.m:?r; af the
Disney fairy tale is geared woward nonreflective viewing, Eve-
rvthing is on the surface, one-dimensional, and we are tﬂf
delight in one-dimensional portrayal and thinking, for it s
ad.g-.},.hl.:x gasy, and comloring in s simpliciry. _ :
Once Disney realized how successful he was with his for-
mula for feature-length fairy tales, he never u.ha_ru_’lmwd it,
and in fact, if one regards two recent Disney Studio produc:
luum., Beatity and the Beast and Aladdin, Disney’s contem-
pPOEATY animators have continued in his Fnutzi.i_r|_1_~:. There is
nothing but the “eternal return of the same” in Beauty -:rrml'
the Beast and Aladdin that makes for enjoyable viewing and
delight in technigques of these films as commodities but noth-
Ing mew in the -:-xr-lurum-n af narcation, anmaton, and
signification, . . .

There is somcething sad in the manner in which Disney
“yiolated™ the lieerary genre of the fairy rale and packaged
his versions in his name through the merchandising of all
corts of books, arocles, clathing, and records. I|11~'r_c:u.l. ok
USing technology to enhance the communal aspects of nar ra-
rive and bring about major changes in viewing Stofies o s0r
and animate viewers, he employed animators :u-:_’l_n:-:lrnuﬁug:.r
to stop thinking about change, ro return 1o his films, and to
long nostalgically for meatly ordered patriarchal realms.
Fortunatelv. the animation of the literary fairy tale did not
srop with Disney, but thar is another tale to tell, a tale about
breaking Disney's magic spell,



