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Introduction

George Rodosthenous

The US Marines are respected around the world for their formidable fighting reputation. But their ability to strike fear into the hearts of America’s enemies may have been somewhat dented by a hilarious video that has emerged online. The footage shows a group of them, with trademarks shaved heads and khaki t-shirts, singing along ecstatically to the song ‘Let It Go’ from the Disney animation. They become particularly excited at the moment the character of Elsa delivers an exuberant hair flick, cheering and grunting in a manner that, barring the context, would not be out of place in Full Metal Jacket. (Anon. 2014)1

Undeniably, Disney’s impact on society has been and remains tremendous: its animated and live-action films, television and stage shows, as well as its related products (cruise lines, theme parks and merchandise) have an incalculable importance in our lives. They have influenced the way in which we grew up and shaped the creation of our collective memories of childhood. This intricate relationship between childhood and memory can perhaps explain the moment described above, in which tomorrow’s Marines let their hair down and celebrated this moment of carefree distraction. For the cynics, this incident can be read as a paradox. We have a group of alpha-males rejoicing in a song from a Disney film musical that is usually enjoyed predominantly by young girls: Marines singing Disney songs was never part of the homosocial activities agenda in the barracks. The power ballad about ‘letting go’ has become a universal mantra not just for young girls, but also for people who are in need of a personal moment of liberation, a moment with which they can empathize and which makes them feel empowered and free. For these Marines, at this specific time in their lives, that moment arrived courtesy of Disney’s highly successful animated film Frozen (2013).

Walt and Roy Disney started their company in 1923 and Walt introduced music into animated storytelling in 1928, with Steamboat Willie. Music, and particularly songs, became an increasingly important and integral part of the company’s output. According to Byrne and McQuillan, ‘Far from being mere adjuncts to the animated narrative, musical interludes between anthropomorphic action, the[se] songs represent some of the decisive indices in which the Disney ideology is most securely embedded’ (1999: 8). This volume is an edited collection of 13 essays about the Disney musical, featuring the work of eminent academics working in the field of musical theatre in the US and Europe today. The chapters open with Snow White (1937), Disney’s first animated full-length feature film, based on the Brothers Grimm’s homonymous fairy tale (1812), and conclude with Frozen (2013), a 3D, computer-animated musical fantasy film (the 53rd in the Animated Classics series), inspired by another fairy tale – The Snow Queen, by Hans Christian Andersen (1844).

This short introduction will establish three main frameworks for reading the Disney musical in its stage and film incarnations. I will suggest that we revisit musicals not only as popular entertainment (Dyer, Taylor) or as a globalized commercial product (Savran, Rebellato), but firstly as a political tool for enhancing our understanding of race, sexuality and gender, secondly as an educational tool for younger children and thirdly as a place for artistic innovation.

The chapters that follow address these three aspects of the Disney musical and offer new critical readings of a vast range of important works from the Disney musical cannon, including Enchanted, Mary Poppins, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, The Lion King, Newsies, High School Musical, The Jungle Book, Aladdin and versions of Broadway musicals for television in the early 1990s and 2000s. The critical readings are detailed and open-minded and come to surprising conclusions about the nature and impact of the Disney musical. The present book is the first to explore the Disney musical in such an extensive manner. Its chapters open up new territories in the critical discussion of the Disney mega-musical, its gender, sexual and racial politics, its outreach, and the impact of stage, film and television adaptations.

The Disney Musical as a Political Tool

Mark Van Doren, a leading intellectual figure of the 1950s, insisted that Disney ‘lives somewhere near the human center and knows innumerable truths that cannot be taught.’ In fact, though, those truths can be taught. Not to [Walt] Disney, who sensed it in his soul without any need for advanced ‘tutoring,’ like other intuitive geniuses from Shakespeare to John Lennon. But by Disney, to us, through his work. No truths contained in Disney films are more significant than the teaching of tolerance and acceptance through a heightened understanding for the full range of diversity among members of the human race. (Brode 2005: 17)

Musical theatre can incorporate political messages in, what might superficially seem to be, simple entertainment. There is a dearth of academic writing when it comes to the Disney musical, something that this volume aims to address, particularly when it comes to gender politics in musical theatre (Stephenson, Knapp, Laird, Jubin, Whitfield) and on Disney’s handling of sexuality (Baltimore) or race (Clark, Galella, Jones and Young).

In the Disney musicals, the continuous presence of Disney princesses (for example Ariel, Belle, Elsa and Anna) offers a range of opportunities for discussing representations of gender including, in certain cases, the political message of women being strong role models (see also Brocklebank 2000; England et al. 2001). This follows Stover’s concern that

it is possible to make profound, quality narratives for children, and still produce iconic, marketable images … [But u]ntil Disney develops and markets its heroines in this fashion, these females will never truly champion the progressive ideals of equality that inspired the women’s movement for decades. (2013: 8)

Disney’s creative teams are conscious that the princesses are one of their strongest merchandise branches. Thus, when they adapt them to the stage, they make adjustments that speak for our time. For example, in the stage production of The Little Mermaid, Ariel confronts the villain Ursula directly, and saves herself. Do Rosario’s study on ‘The Princess and the Magic Kingdom: Beyond Nostalgia, the Function of the Disney Princess’ re-asserts that the Princess (referring to Pocahontas, Ariel and Jasmine) ‘still exists ostensibly in a patriarchy in which her father has vested power, but where once it was the role of the femme fatale to disrupt patriarchal continuity, under Team Disney, the princess herself has taken an active role in the disruption’ (2004: 57).

There are several studies addressing the impact of Disney on society (in the form of Disney merchandise and theme parks), such as The Disneyization of Society, where Bryman claims that Disneyization and McDonaldization can be viewed as ‘signals of globalization, the sense that the world is becoming one place in which national boundaries become less significant’ (2004: 158). Furthermore, in Multiculturalism and the Mouse, Brode tackles the issues of ‘race, gender, sexual orientation, ideology, or spirituality’ (Brode 2005: 270).

The Disney Musical as an Educational Tool

Our willingness to challenge the status quo and embrace change is one of our greatest strengths, especially in a media market rapidly transforming with each new technology or consumer trend. We’re inspired and energized by the opportunities in this dynamic era, especially given our unparalleled pipeline of creative content and collection of worldclass media brands – ABC, Disney, and ESPN – which allow us to navigate the changing landscape strategically and effectively.

Robert A. Iger Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of The Walt Disney Company (Iger 2015: 1)

Disney has a significant role to play in children’s moral education (Ward 2002: 3) and how children form values and understand society and its members. For this reason, it has received (and still does) a lot of criticism for its role as principal educator considering the creative link between education and entertainment. Mouse Morality (Ward 2002) addresses how moral behaviour is represented in Disney’s film adaptations and how these can shape children’s perceptions. And in fact, Pinsky suggests that Disney’s animated films ‘were always designed to be “message” films in the broadest sense, and especially for children’ (Pinsky 2004: 2). The one cautiously critical voice has been Giroux, who insists that we need to view Disney as an educator responsible for national identity:

Rather than being viewed as a commercial venture innocently distributing pleasure to young people, the Disney empire must be seen as a pedagogical and policymaking enterprise actively engaged in the cultural landscaping of national identity2 and the ‘schooling’ of the minds of young children […] Disney needs to be held accountable, which will require that parents, educators, and others challenge and disrupt both the institutional power and the images, representations, and values offered by Disney’s teaching machine. (Giroux 1999: 114)

In addition to these criticisms, Wonderly (2009) suggests that we need to properly educate children in order for them to think independently about ethical issues, and educate people about their responses to certain emotions. She stresses the importance of children films, and in extension children’s musical films, in shaping the children’s moral instruction (1).

One in 68 children is diagnosed with autism (Animated Language Learning 2015). In what is yet another aspect of Disney’s contribution on society, studies have shown that Disney films can help children with autism (for a moving account of how Owen Suskind leaned to speak and interact after watching Disney films, see Suskind 2015). Animated Language Learning suggest that Disney movies make children more positive, can help them bond with the characters, can teach manners, assist with speech skills and help children not to worry (Animated Language Learning 2015).

When it comes to musical theatre, there is an empathetic relationship between the audience and the spectacle on stage, and music plays a defining role in that emotional release. Millie Taylor explains that:

voice and song in musical theatre have the capacity to move audiences through pre-motor responses and mirror neurons that create a mimetic response to the portrayal of emotion in the voice and body of the performer. This is amplified by the musical stimulation and a physically embodied witnessing of the performance events. In other words the presence of music and the response to song has the capacity to elicit a greater emotional release than performance without those elements. (Taylor 2010: 53)

Disney’s mission is to create theatre for the widest possible audience, and most of their shows appeal to families, as consistent with the Disney brand. Therefore, the company pays attention to the messages that its shows communicate. In addition to Broadway productions, Disney has developed over twenty musicals for young performers and has extensive outreach activities that build theatre programmes in disadvantaged elementary schools (for more information see www.disneytheatricallicensing.com and www.disneymusicalsinschools.com).

As Giroux clarifies, ‘Disney is more than a corporate giant; it is also a cultural institution that fiercely protects its legacy status as [a] purveyor of innocence and moral virtue’ (1999: 86). Musicals can develop and shape young children’s understanding of society and life around them (also see Wolf, Thomas and Symonds in this volume). In this way, it is crucial that the messages represented are up-to-date reflections of contemporary society so that young people can feel part of the world, and thus stage and film representations may be able to affect change. It is evident that

[i]f we imagine the Disney Company as a teaching machine whose power and influence can, in part, be measured by the number of people who come in contact with its goods, messages, values, and ideas, it becomes clear that Disney wields enormous influence on the cultural life of the nation, especially with regard to the culture of children. (Giroux 1999: 19)

The Disney Musical as a Place for Innovation

The New York opening of the Walt Disney Company’s first Broadway show, Beauty and the Beast, came hard on the heels of the news that Disney would also be renovating and occupying the historic and long-vacant New Amsterdam Theatre on 42nd street […] Disney’s action is expected to accelerate interest in the other theatres on 42nd street, which the city and state hope to revive as part of an overall plan to redevelop the area as a theatrical and entertainment district. (Nelson 1995: 71)

With Beauty and the Beast, Disney secured a permanent place on Broadway. The company’s next venture was the stage adaptation of The Lion King; here, Disney took a risk, embarking on a new direction with a production that included puppets. This was a new, innovative way of telling the story, since the stage machinery was exposed, but the risk paid off, and still does, making The Lion King one of the boldest stage adaptions of any musical. Julie Taymor’s production was hailed as an ‘Electric Shock of Excitement’ (Anon. 2007).

Disney values ‘creativity and innovation as well as financial performance. For the fifth year in a row [in 2015], The Walt Disney Company delivered record results with revenue, net income and earnings per share’ (Iger 2015: 1). With each new Disney project, risks are taken and inventive elements are incorporated in the production; Disney lets each project and its creative team experiment as needed to find the best possible way to tell a story on stage. Hence, innovations create a sense of adventure, as opposed to the musical being a complete stage replica of the film version.

In 2003, Disney was strongly criticized for the way it represented the traditional ‘nuclear family’.

Unfortunately, families with gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender members are not represented in the Disney animated film. Consequently, children in these families are not able to benefit from the variety of family forms presented in the same way other children can, in that they are not able to see a reflection of their family in any of the animated films. (Tanner 2003: 367)

However, this was partly addressed in Frozen, by including the first same-sex family in a Disney musical (see Luttrell 2014 and Whitfield in this volume). Also, in ‘an episode of Disney Channel’s Good Luck Charlie, one of Charlie’s friends had two mums’ (Contera 2016), and in Finding Dory (2016) there is a female couple with a baby. These innovations and cultural developments reflect Disney’s awareness of societal changes and market demographics. As Mackenzie re-affirms, ‘Disney films were made in different eras, different times, and we celebrate them all for different reasons but this one was made in 2013 and it’s going to have a 2013 point of view’ (Mackenzie 2014). According to Carmenita Higginbotham, ‘Until you have a broad audience that will welcome alternative presentations […] Disney won’t go there’ (quoted in Contera 2016).

Even after nine decades, Disney still searches for new ways to engage audiences (see Upton, Grossman, Block). Paul Dergarabedian of Rentrak states that ‘[i]t makes perfect sense for Disney to sift through their vault and repurpose, reimagine and retool the classic tales that audiences know and love’ (in Walker 2015). Yet, Disney can still surprise us with some radical decisions about casting, narrative plotline developments and use of music. This has the potential to redefine audience expectations about gender and can challenge some of preconceptions in relation to semiotics and visual readings when it comes to educating a (young) audience.

The Structure of this Book

This book is divided into three parts. The first deals with Disney musicals on film, the second with Disney adaptations on stage and beyond, and the third on gender and race in Disney musicals. The volume starts with Elizabeth Randell Upton’s examination of Disney’s first feature-length animated film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937). The author reflects on Disney’s approach to animating human characters, what Mori called the ‘Uncanny Valley’ (MacDorman and Kageki 2012: 99), and explains how the juxtaposition of songs and characters contribute to the film’s stylization and realism, offering ‘an unanticipated element that enhanced the aura of reality for audiences’.

Raymond Knapp’s contribution centres on Sleeping Beauty and focuses on how Tchaikovsky’s music is used, together with new lyrics, to ensure dramaturgical consistency. He elaborates on how romantic agency is expressed in specific songs and provides a close, critical reading of the use of song as a structural device. Knapp reminds us that ‘song can indeed have such power is a well-established fact that has long provided a familiar trope for musicals. But there is more involved in this case than the film simply adapting its narrative to familiar contours of romantic inspiration.’

Tim Stephenson’s study of Mary Poppins engages with the notion of the representation of women in film musicals and applies genre-specific approaches to gender analysis. He associates the film musical as a utopian paradox and identifies how the importance of the character of Mary Poppins shifts away from the traditional heteronormative romance. The author offers a different understanding of dystopian mythologies and reads this work as ‘a wonderful joyous, anachronistic, concoction’.

The final chapter of the first part of this book reflects on the tradition of Disney princesses in the film musical genre Enchanted and demonstrates how this is inverted through self-reflexivity and pastiche. Paul R. Laird’s analysis of the music and computer graphics illuminates how the film rethinks the role of ‘magical transformation’ and the place of Disney princesses in contemporary society.

Part Two opens with an investigation of ‘Disney Versions of Broadway Musicals for Television in the Late 1990s and Early 2000s’. Geoffrey Block concentrates on four television adaptations: Cinderella, Annie, The Music Man and Once Upon a Mattress, highlighting the role of the creative auteur and making connections to the original stage productions. In examining non-traditional casting, this chapter explores casting stereotypes and ways to approach colour-blind casting.

Olaf Jubin offers a historical overview of The Hunchback of Notre Dame and by doing raises questions of the ‘Disneyfication of the character’, Quasimodo as the other and the role of the church within the narrative. His critical comparison of the 1999 and the 2014/15 stage versions further explores how the artistic team operated within the constraint of the Disney brand and shows which adaptation of the Hugo novel will be licensed for regional and amateur theatres.

In Chapter 7 Barbara Wallace Grossman crystallizes the technical and aesthetic path of The Lion King’s journey from a hugely successful animated
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