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To my sister, Stephanie, who I whole-heartedly love—a nurturer, fighter, survivor, believer, and dreamer who continues to teach people they are never too old to embrace the magic of Disney.

The moment you doubt whether you can fly, you cease forever to be able to do it.

—J.M. Barrie, author of Peter Pan
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Foreword

I first met Matthew Hodge (I call him Matt) years ago at Vermont College of Fine Arts, where he received his MFA in music composition. I remember our initial conversations about how much he believed in the power of music to help tell stories. Subsequently, I became his advisor for the remainder of his program (a mentorship and friendship that has remained to this day). We immediately bonded over our shared appreciation of the use of music in the art of storytelling. Matt’s belief in the power of music to help tell stories and his love of film music, musical theatre, jazz, and Disney was infectious. As a lover of music, film, and animation myself, it’s hard to believe that no one has ever published a book solely dedicated to this vast topic of Disney’s relationship with jazz.

Cool Cats and a Hot Mouse: A History of Jazz and Disney discusses some of the most historic moments for the marriage of score and screen (including a personal favorite of mine—Disney’s Silly Symphony series). Disney’s Silly Symphonies played a significant part in the origins of what was to become film scoring. These short cartoons were some of the earliest examples of animation where the music was directly related to the storytelling. One primary example of this—as Matt writes about in Chapter 3—is the “Music Land” Silly Symphony. In this animated episode, Disney shows us the fascination with jazz that the world was waking up to by way of the sleepy ‘Land of Symphony’ and its love affair with ‘The Isle of Jazz,’ expressed in the story of the Violin character’s infatuation with the Saxophone character. The collaboration of music and animation is on full display here with the marriage between the ‘Isle of Jazz’ and ‘The Land of Symphony.’

“Music Land” is still one of my favorites to this day and is just one example of Disney’s long-lasting relationship with jazz. Prior to this animated short, music in film was, for the most part, conceived of as accompaniment. Up to this point in time, Classical music was often juxtaposed with picture, similar in mood by way of chance, but almost never with specific intent. These early Disney shorts represent the very origin of popular musical styling as a tool for storytelling and filmmaking, be it animation or otherwise (and this is just a tiny sampling of the plethora of fascinating histories that this book navigates).

As jazz became the cultural lingua franca of popular culture, the rise of Disney entertainment, along with jazz, left an indelible imprint on the culture of American popular arts. And it is these intertwining rises and collaborations that Cool Cats and a Hot Mouse celebrates.

I am excited by Matthew Hodge’s evident enthusiasm for this valuable subject and his approachable writing style. The result is a book that helps teach about important histories in a way that is at once easily accessible, relatable, and entertaining. Readers will enjoy this fun and enlightening journey through America’s jazzy landscapes—sprinkled along the way with, of course, plenty of Disney ‘magic.’

—Don DiNicola
Emmy-Nominated Composer and Award-Winning Filmmaker
May 2020

Don DiNicola is an Emmy-nominated composer, award-winning filmmaker, and sought-after music supervisor whose work has appeared on HBO, CNN, PBS, A&E, HGTV, TLC, CNBC, National Geographic, Discovery Channel, History Channel, Style Network, MundoFox, DIY Network, and Sundance. His composition and music supervisory work has appeared on several Emmy Award-winning shows. As a filmmaker, his works include documentaries and animated films which have won multiple film festival awards. Additionally, Don is a founding faculty member of the Vermont College of Fine Arts MFA in Music Composition Program. His website is http://dondinicola.com


Introduction

For as long as I can remember, Disney and music have always been a part of my life, usually intertwined. When I began piano lessons as a young boy, the first full melody I ever successfully plucked out on the keys was “It’s A Small World” (a skill I proudly performed in my elementary school talent show). When I wanted to learn how to play chords and melodies simultaneously in both hands, I used my saved-up allowance to buy sheet music for the ballad “Beauty and the Beast.”

In middle school, I learned the difference between major and minor chords by studying the contrast between Disney love songs and villain songs (Ariel’s “Part of Your World” had ‘pretty-sounding’ major chords while Ursula’s “Poor Unfortunate Souls” had ‘dark-sounding’ minor chords). When my piano studies turned towards jazz in high school, I practiced my newly-learned techniques on swingin’ tunes like “The Bare Necessities,” “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah,” and “Friend Like Me.”

In college, I studied theories of cinematic-style composing by analyzing the Academy Award-winning instrumental scores of Alan Menken and Hans Zimmer in Disney films. Now during my decade-long career teaching college, I often use students’ favorite Disney songs to reinforce learned music theory concepts in a fun and engaging way (a teaching method that students frequently express enjoyment and appreciation for).

From child to student and now teacher, Disney has been a part of my music journey every step of the way—completing a not-so-subtle musical ‘circle of life.’

While being raised in a household where Disney movies played on the living room television and soft jazz music lingered in the kitchen, my young mind always associated these two worlds together, like two branches from the same tree or two siblings from the same family. As I grew older and became more studious in my music research, I discovered that these two independent worlds had vast histories that were amazing, shocking, and inspiring. Moreover, I found myself astonished at their continuous collaborations and interceptions throughout their historic rises in popularity, with both ultimately becoming quintessential 20th-century American entertainment.

Jazz and Disney have very distinct and complicated histories. Yet, both worlds spent the entirety of a century colliding in remarkable ways while navigating America’s entertainment industry, like two ships continually passing each other while sailing the same sea (or at times even crashing into each other). As an avid adult reader, I am surprised that these historical partnerships have not yet been the entire focus of any books or literature. Of course, there are troves of excellent publications solely devoted to jazz or Disney, as well as sections within larger works that highlight moments of their collaborations. However, I could not find a book dedicated exclusively to their significant relationship...so I decided to write one!

Now for the important question: who is this book for?

This book is for Disney fans who want to learn more about jazz.

This book is for jazz fans who want to learn more about Disney.

I believe both statements are true. So, whether you’re a jazz listener, a Disney lover, a fan of both, or unknowledgeable of either, this book will journey you through an exploration of their fascinating histories, seeing one through the unique lens of the other one. In other words, you’re invited to view Disney through a jazzy filter and jazz through a Disney filter.

My goal in writing this book is to offer readers a unique window into America’s past, because the histories of jazz and Disney are ultimately trails of moments—moments in time that tell stories of America’s successes, failures, progress, mistakes, optimism, evolutions, and everything in between.

So, with all the excitement and exuberant spirit of the often-quoted greeting, “Welcome to the magical world of Disney,” please allow me to welcome you to the jazzy world of Disney.

—Matthew Hodge
May 2020


chapter one

Jazz and Disney: The Foundations

“It started in a cartoon; it ended up in jazz.”

“Walt Disney isn’t the first celebrity you think of when you hear the word jazz,” wrote music author J. Poet in his review of the 2016 compilation album Jazz Loves Disney. “But he was a lifelong fan of the music,” Poet continued.

Produced by twelve-time Grammy-winning jazz producer Jay Newland, the album Jazz Loves Disney presents classic Disney tunes covered by acclaimed contemporary jazz artists from around the world. Songs from legendary Disney films get reimagined in sounds that feel remarkably fresh and nostalgic at the same time. Cinderella’s “Bibbidi-Bobbidi-Boo” is sung in French as a laidback bossa nova while The Jungle Book’s “I Wan’na Be Like You” gets a wash of Latin jazz. A bluesy vibe turns Lady and the Tramp’s “He’s A Tramp” into a lounge-ready solo while Frozen’s “Let It Go” is given a pop-jazz-orchestra combination reminiscent of a classic James Bond film opening anthem. Other musical stylings such as big band swing and Dixieland find their places in songs plucked from iconic Disney films like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Pinocchio, Sleeping Beauty, The Aristocats, and Toy Story.

The success of Jazz Loves Disney led to a follow-up record in 2017 called Jazz Love Disney 2—A Kind of Magic. Just like its predecessor, this album continues the trend of presenting contemporary international jazz artists performing unique renditions of classic Disney music, this time highlighting tunes from such films as Dumbo, Mary Poppins, The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Tarzan, and Zootopia.

These two albums are just small samplings of the massive amount of jazz-Disney crossovers people can consume. Music sensation PostModern Jukebox produces vintage jazz-style covers of Disney songs that continue to rack up millions of Youtube views. Popular Glee actor Matthew Morrison just released his 2020 album Disney Dreamin’, which features him singing jazzy renditions of his personal favorite Disney tunes. Moreover, on any given day, a search for “Disney jazz” on the music streaming services Spotify or Pandora results in an endless scroll of fan-made playlists. Even nowadays, there is still an enormous demand for a combined jazz-Disney listening experience.

So why do I bring all of these music products up? Because they represent three important concepts. First, several unique musical sounds exist under the broad “jazz” umbrella term. Second, jazz is just as much globally relevant today as it was a century ago. And third, jazz and Disney have a vast history—and predictably a long future.

Jazz and Disney both are distinctly 20th-century developmental pillars of American entertainment, so it is not surprising that they consistently intertwined throughout their rises in popularity and iconic status. This book explores that history of constant interaction between these two seemingly different worlds. As music historian Ted Gioia stated while discussing Disney music that became jazz standards, “It started in a cartoon; it ended up in jazz.”

Although there are controversies within jazz’s and Disney’s histories (which individual chapters address), this book primarily celebrates achievements of both worlds—achievements often connected and paralleled to each other. For the remainder of this book, each chapter focuses on specific topics (people, films, songs, etc.) in digestible and accessible ways. Due to the overwhelming vast history of jazz’s presence with the Disney empire, this book doesn’t claim to cover every instance of their historical connections. These chapters were selected for their varying ranges of topics and significances.

As with all history-based discussions, recognition must be made of both the successes and failures of our past. It should be addressed that race is a central topic in certain chapters. During those discussions, the terms “African-American” and “black” will both be used, depending on the language of the research referenced. Furthermore, as is sadly the case with many entertainment ventures in America’s past, several Disney works have not aged well in the eyes of modern audiences. Incorporations of jazz were often accompanied by racially insensitive or offensive depictions of people of color—particularly black artists—and that history must be acknowledged. However, although there are Disney products that are guilty of these harmful stereotypes, these works’ historic contributions to concepts such as music, animation, film, and storytelling still give them enough importance to merit discussions.

Therefore, with that acknowledgment, commentary of race-related controversies may not appear within every chapter that mentions specific works containing instances of uncomfortable depictions. For the sake of staying focused on this book’s central topic—the intertwinement of music and artists from both worlds of jazz and Disney—direct discussions of racial insensitivities and controversies will appear in chapters where those instances are an essential part of the musical history narratives. For example, segregation and racism are intricate to the biographical stories of Louis Armstrong (Chapter 13) and Eartha Kitt (Chapter 19), so those issues will be an essential part of those chapters’ narratives. However, offensive portrayals of African-American ‘stereotypes’ in Disney’s early animations such as Silly Symphonies (Chapter 3) and Fantasia (Chapter 18) are not directly relevant to those works’ revolutionary breakthroughs in synchronizing sound to screen; therefore, those controversies won’t be dissected in those chapters.

Each chapter proceeds with a general attempt at moving chronologically throughout history to provide a structure and flow to all of the different topics this book navigates (accompanied by a heading quote read within the chapter). So, even though readers are more than welcomed to skip around to specific chapters of interest, it is recommended to read them in order since some chapters reference important people or events discussed in previous chapters. However, before beginning down that journey, helpful initial introductions into both worlds of jazz and Disney should be made.

Jazz

To many, the word ‘jazz’ is a broad umbrella term encompassing several interconnecting cultures and music styles. Scholars and music historians have struggled to form one universally agreed-upon definition of jazz. However, they do agree that jazz is the first truly American art form. Its history shows America’s evolving relationship with multiculturalism within music. Because several music genres were roots, offspring, or associations of jazz, this book will include these ‘jazz-adjacent’ genres within the broad discussions of jazz’s presence throughout Disney’s history. Since this book will discuss varying musical styles, allow the following initial descriptions to be helpful introductions and references to flip back to if needed.

Traditional Jazz (New Orleans/Dixieland)

Jazz (also historically spelled ‘jass’) first appeared in the mainstream of American life in the early 1900s towards the end of World War I. The first-ever jazz record was released in 1917 by the Original Dixieland Jass Band. Early jazz performers rarely wrote music down on sheet music. Instead, jazz musicians (who often could not read sheet music) spontaneously composed music. Thus, true authentic jazz is rooted and defined by improvisation (‘making up’ music).

Jazz was birthed in the American south by mostly black musicians who created unique combinations of gospel singing, West African rhythms, and European harmonies. Many consider New Orleans to be the original hometown of jazz, thus ‘New Orleans Jazz’ (also called ‘Dixieland’ Jazz) became the standard music referred to as ‘Traditional Jazz.’ New Orleans/Dixieland Jazz grew out of the New Orleans-style brass bands and Spirituals (religious songs created by black slaves) performed in African American communities.

During the 1920s, jazz spread across the United States and became a staple in major cities such as Memphis, St. Louis, Chicago, New York, and Kansas City. The genre’s explosion into mainstream culture ushered in the ‘Jazz Age’ era (also nicknamed the ‘Roaring Twenties’). During this era, jazz became extremely popular in speakeasies, illegal nightclubs that sold alcohol during this prohibition era. Because jazz was associated with this rebellious nightlife culture, its music became an often-perceived soundtrack of America’s cultural shift towards rebellion, progressiveness, and evolving morals (especially among African Americans, young people, and women). This association with nightlife also led to the coined nickname ‘cats’ (jazz musicians, like cats, stereotypically stayed out all night). Thus, cool jazz musicians were called cool ‘cats.’

Jazz’s movement into mainstream music culture was heavily supported by the rapid spread of home radios nationwide. The radio explosion expanded the genre’s popularity to white audiences, leading to more white jazz singers. Consequently, significant pioneering black jazz artists such as Louis Armstrong, Joe “King” Oliver, and Ferdinand Joseph LaMothe (known professionally as Jelly Roll Morton) often received substantially less air time than their fellow white artists on racially prejudiced radio stations.

Jazz’s popularity also spread internationally, especially in European countries such as France and England, largely due to American soldiers overseas during both World Wars. Jazz dominated the music world and served as a significant influence in several other genres, even to this day. In 1987, the United States Congress passed a bill proclaiming jazz as a “rare and valuable American treasure.”

Ragtime

Ragtime was a predecessor to jazz that primarily originated in Missouri during the late 1800s. The music style initially began for piano and consisted of the left hand playing a steady straightforward bass part while the right hand played melodies with syncopated (‘ragged’) rhythms. Ragtime differs from jazz in its use of notated music; ragtime was primarily written down on sheet music while jazz was mostly improvised.

Three significant initial ragtime composers—often referred to as ‘the big three’—were African American musicians Scott Joplin and James Scott, and Irish descendant musician Joseph Lamb. Other pioneering musicians such as Eubie Blake and James Reese Europe also started their careers in ragtime.

By the turn of the century, ragtime flooded America’s music publishing industry (due to its use of written sheet music) and subsequently boosted piano sales. Although prudish music critics looked down on the musical stylings originating from black ‘jig-pianists,’ ragtime became typical music heard in homes of white communities, since a piano was the instrument-of-choice for white middle-class living rooms.

Throughout the first decades of the 20th century, ragtime became a central pillar of American music. Through an abundance of published sheet music, the genre became widely accessible to average musicians. This popularity boom led to ragtime’s adoption as the prevalent music style of Broadway musicals and vaudeville (popular variety shows). However, the ushering in of the ‘Jazz Age’ era craze dethroned ragtime as America’s music.

Blues

In America’s history, blues music was not just regarded as a music style, but it was considered a cultural state of mind. The blues originated as a secular folk music style in African-American communities during the early 20th century. The genre earned its name from slang phrases involving the term ‘blues’ that described emotions of depression or melancholy. Just like traditional jazz, blues music was often not written down on sheet music. Instead, musicians instinctively played how they were feeling. This marriage between sound and emotions led to the perception of blues as an all-encompassing human expression. Thus, phrases such as ‘sing the blues’ or ‘play the blues’ had a double meaning: technically play blues music and emotionally play your ‘blues’ feelings.

Blues music fundamentally builds itself on using ‘blue’ notes. A blue note is created when the 3rd, 5th, or 7th step (note) of a music chord or scale is flattened (lowered). The effects of these lowered notes create slight musical tension that gives the blues genre its trademark melancholy sound. Blue notes became a founding element of jazz, making the lines between blues and jazz initially sometimes blurred.

African-American musician W.C. Handy is widely considered the “father of the blues,” writing blues hits during the early 1900s that contained elements of jazz. Other popular African American blues performers became significant pioneers, especially for women. Mamie Smith was the first black singer to record a blues song. “Mother of the Blues” Ma Rainey was the first successful entertainer to bridge the gap between vaudeville (which mainly catered to white audiences) and blues music (which was seen as authentically black). “Empress of the Blues” Bessie Smith, who was mentored by Ma Rainey, became the highest-paid black performer of her day and arguably more successful than any previous African-American entertainer.

Big Band and Swing

As jazz grew in popularity during the ‘Jazz Age’ era, the size of a typical jazz ensemble drastically grew. Jazz bands increased from small sizes (about five to seven musicians) to big sizes (upwards of eighteen or more musicians), thus, creating the ‘big band’ sound. Since there were so many musicians, music had to be more formally organized, which left less room for the traditional ‘Dixieland’ style spontaneous improvisation (except for soloists). Such large music ensembles also benefited from having a conductor or leader, which gave rise to the fame of ‘bandleaders’ who often became the headliner name of a group.

Big band music dominated the jazz world in the 1930s and early 1940s, turning jazz into the most popular music in the United States during the Great Depression and World War II. Bandleaders such as Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Cab Calloway became famous music stars.

A vital reason for the enormous success of big band was its connection to swing music. Named for the ‘swinging feel’ of its rhythms, swing music became famous for its driving, grooving sound that inspired energetic dancing from its listeners. When big bands began performing swing music as part of their staple repertoire, both big band and swing became synonymous with each other. Significant musicians such as Count Basie, Glenn Miller, Louis Prima, and “king of swing” Benny Goodman all found fame during America’s swing era. Although big band and swing are two individual music genres (big bands did perform other styles besides swing), they are destined to be forever connected, often viewed as one and the same.

Boogie-woogie

Boogie-woogie evolved as a specific style of blues music. It began as a style of blues piano that heavily emphasized repeating syncopated musical patterns supported by a steady rhythmic bass. Boogie-woogie was considered a more upbeat type of blues, which led audiences to associate its driving sound with dancing (in contrast to slower traditional blues). The early forms of Boogie-woogie appeared at the turn of the 20th century in southwestern states, particularly Texas, which earned it the nicknames “western rolling blues” and “fast western.” The style expanded and found popularity in Chicago during the 1920s ‘Jazz Age’ before ultimately gaining nationwide attention during the swing era of the late 1930s. American pianists such as Jimmy Yancey, Meade “Lux” Lewis, and Clarence “Pine Top” Smith are considered some of the most significant musicians in the growth of boogie-woogie.

Rhythm and Blues

During the late 1940s, blues music helped inspire a new style of popular music called Rhythm and Blues (often abbreviated as R&B). R&B music originated in growing urban African-American communities during World War II. The genre built itself on blues and swing jazz music but rebelled against the big band sound in favor of smaller combos of musicians and soulful singing. R&B puts a strong emphasis on electric guitar, bass, and ecstatic vocals (including shouting while singing) to add intensity and volume
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