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My primary research associate from 1994-2010 was Hames Ware (1943-2018). Hames was based in Little Rock, Arkansas. He spent fifty years researching the topic of voice artists and was himself a voice-over veteran. In the late sixties, soon after he began corresponding with British cartoon buff Graham Webb, he met his lifelong idols on a 1969 trip to Hollywood: legendary cartoon directors Bob Clampett and Frank Tashlin, and actor Billy Bletcher, the famous voice of Disney’s Big Bad Wolf. Hames was also co-author, with Jerry Bails, of The Who’s Who of American Comic Books, and in 2000 he narrated a documentary that won an Emmy Award. In that year Graham Webb published The Encyclopedia of Animated Cartoons for which Hames and I were research associates. Hames died in 2018. He was a diligent student of comic artists and voice actors, and his gentle and kindly presence is missed.

Our initial childhood interest in the admittedly arcane subject of voice actors got a kick-start in the mid-seventies with the growing availability of vintage radio shows on audiotape. As the old programs found a new generation of fans who began trading tapes, some of us began noticing how many familiar cartoon voices kept turning up. And so for this author what began as a hobby based around animation and radio gradually morphed into an obsession, until it became a serious research pursuit.

Scores of rare radio shows from the thirties and forties (The Joe Penner Show, The Eddie Cantor Show, Calling All Cars, The Jack Benny Program, The Fred Allen Show, Al Pearce and His Gang, Komedie Kapers, The Mirth Parade, Warner Bros. Academy Theatre, The Grouch Club, Tommy Riggs and Betty Lou, Fibber McGee and Molly, Paducah Plantation, Jubilee, The Charlie McCarthy Show, Mickey Mouse Theatre of the Air and many more) were supplied by Ken Greenwald, Ron Wolf and Martin Halperin of the professional institution Pacific Pioneer Broadcasters; PPB’s complete set of Radio Life magazine featured useful biographical pieces on obscure artists who voiced cartoons.

A select band of early radio show collectors were unfailingly helpful. They include Don Aston, the late Dave Siegel, Skip Craig, Joe Webb, Bob Burnham, Tom Brown (Radio Archives), Dick Judge, Ron Barnett, David Kiner, and John & Larry Gassman of SPERDVAC (the Society for the Preservation and Encouragement of Radio Drama, Variety and Comedy). That fine organization had the presence of mind to record lengthy oral histories of many now deceased radio folk, several with cartoon connections. Also helpful was John Dunning’s monumental radio encyclopedia On the Air.

Audio historians like Ted Hering (Spike Jones’s archivist), Jordan R. Young, Jack Mirtle and Milt Larsen of S.P.V.A. (the Society for the Preservation of Variety Arts) supplied us with an array of vintage music, comedy and children’s records, while in pre-digital days video collector and film buff Lee Boyett of Little Rock, a friend of Hames Ware, provided scores of hard-to-find cartoons on VHS tapes along with a fourth set of ears finely attuned to character actors’ voice prints. In the early days of this project he was responsible for certain identifications of unknown cartoon voices that were later confirmed to be accurate.

Graham Webb’s years of sharing information with Hames Ware finally resulted in a pioneering article “The Moving Drawing Speaks” for issue No. 18 of Funnyworld magazine in 1978. Their notes formed the basis of the feature article as written up by editor Michael Barrier. That article became the chief inspiration for this book. Our research continued for years after that seminal piece was published, and I happily joined forces with Webb and Ware in 1994.

Much of our research was in the pre-internet days when snail mail ruled. Letters were sent to cartoon pioneers. Graham Webb corresponded with Mel Blanc, Bob Clampett, Chuck Jones, Robert McKimson, Gladys Holland, Jerry Hausner, Sid Marcus and others. From Australia I contacted Chuck Jones, Lloyd Turner, Thurl Ravenscroft, Robert Bruce, Janet Waldo, Jameson Brewer, Leroy Hurte and Walker Edmiston, while Hames Ware received invaluable letters from Bob Clampett and Billy Bletcher.

Years before the advent of email, long distance phone interviews were conducted with early voice artists like singer Bill Days of the Sportsmen Quartet, the legendary June Foray who recalled details of forgotten actors on such cinematic obscurities as Speaking of Animals, Lucille Bliss, Dave Barry, Nancy Wible, Daws Butler, Betty Lou Gerson, Bill Scott and Paul Frees. All of these talents are deceased. As the years passed getting to vintage people “just in time” became a priority. I live in Sydney, so aside from my numerous research trips to the USA, this book was slowly assembled over a long time.

The endless listening and video watching continued. Analog tapes slowly gave way to CD burns, just as VHS tapes made way for DVDs which were upscaled to Blu-ray: shiny discs could now house comprehensive cartoon collections. After the screening marathons were exhausted, primary sources became the main target. Several archival institutions proved invaluable in my quest.

Ever willing to assist was Ned Comstock at USC’s Cinema-Television Library, which houses the Jack Warner and MGM Music Department collections, both of which yielded information we assumed had been lost to the ravages of time; Ned also provided clipping files on voice artists including columnist Hal Humphrey’s papers. Excellent too was The Margaret Herrick Library and its helpful staff at The Center for Motion Picture Studies in Beverly Hills, and Sony Pictures legal which housed Columbia’s records, via archivist Nick Szech. Thanks also to Robert Tieman & the late David R. Smith at Walt Disney Archives, where Graham Webb and later yours truly conducted key voice-artist research. Thanks too to Brigitte Kueppers, the gatekeeper at UCLA’s Arts-Special Collections containing the Walter Lantz-Universal holdings; and to the staff who run the excellent clipping service at the Billy Rose Theatre Collection, a division of the New York Public Library at Lincoln Centre, probably the most essential repository for show business research.

Lifelong animation scholars were unfailingly helpful, particularly the inestimable animator Mark Kausler who for many pre-DVD years graciously screened hundreds of rare cartoons from his remarkable film collection. Back in the mid-nineties The Whole Toon Catalog was helpful as a quick and efficient source for laserdiscs and rare cartoon tapes in the now paleolithic pre-YouTube era.

The eminent cartoon historian Jerry Beck was always there to assist. In 1999 he was associate producer on the rare Columbia cartoons TV package Totally Tooned In, which also helped to spur on this book. Jerry’s “Garage Sale” DVDs of hundreds of hard to find cartoons were another pivotal research aide. Milton Gray assisted by supplying cartoons to study in the early days of home-burned DVDs. George Feltenstein, whose video compilations of cartoons and shorts made the research task so much easier in the laserdisc era, deserves special kudos, especially since he later did the same thing for DVD and Blu-ray at Warner Home Video.

I’m grateful for helpful items sent by musicologist-author Daniel Goldmark, whose painstaking digging into music cues for theatrical cartoons is of tremendous benefit to future students. Historians Tom Klein, J. B. Kaufman and Leonard Maltin were also helpful to this long distance author.

Of major importance was animation’s premier scholar / historian Michael Barrier, whose pioneering interviews with over two hundred animation veterans culminated in his essential book Hollywood Cartoons, published in 1999 by Oxford. Thanks to his endless generosity we examined key interviews conducted by Mike and his research ally, animator Milton Gray. An interview may have had just one or two tangential references to voices or the topic of cartoon dialogue recording but each anecdote imparted a great sense of what the voice acting experience was like in the early days of sound cartoons (and revealed how so much remains the same ninety years later).

Above all others, the main source of inspiration was the late Bob Clampett (1913-84), the legendary Warner Bros. cartoon director whose memory was amazingly sharp on even highly obscure voice talents. In a remarkable ninety-minute phone call arranged by Milt Gray in February 1972, Clampett supplied my associate Hames Ware with a raft of names which were the building blocks for all our subsequent research. Without Clampett’s help, it is likely we might still be unaware of the existence of key voice artists like Frank Graham, Dave Weber, Berniece Hansell, Kent Rogers, Elmore Vincent, Robert Bruce, Bernice Kamiat, Sara Berner and many other forgotten voices. Without realizing how helpful he was, Clampett was indeed responsible for our being able to give all these unnamed voice people long overdue credit via this book.

Specialized information on uncredited actors was found in library works. Film scholars applauded the publication of the AFI Catalog of Motion Pictures (1931-40 and 1941-50), which noted the unnamed actors in hundreds of movies from original Call Bureau cast sheets. Motion picture and radio casting guides were also helpful, including Margaret Herrick Library’s set of Academy Players Directory. Rare volumes of National Radio Artists Directory, and its successor The AFRA Guide, dating from 1940-56 were consulted. Thanks to the late Ken Greenwald, Dan Haefele, the late Will Ryan, Randy Skretvedt, Jordan Young, Ron Wolf, Jerry Williams, Karl Schadow and Bobb Lynes for supplying various photocopies. Variety Radio Annual (1937-41) was another reliable resource.

Thanks a second time to Mark Kausler for copying a complete set of The Exposure Sheet, the Leon Schlesinger studio’s 1939-40 newsletter. This set came courtesy of their original owner, the delightful and sadly departed Schlesinger ink & paint lady Martha Sigall. Mark also supplied a set of Exhibitor Reports for the decade 1931-40; Ned Comstock graciously xeroxed many editions of Warner Club News, 1944-50. Mark Kausler, Jerry Beck and Leonard Maltin were kind enough to read the manuscript for anything from factual inconsistencies to plain old typos.

With the advent of the internet emerged a diligent researcher known by the blog de plume “Don M. Yowp” who became this millennium’s newest research associate. Thanks to his tireless and productive trawling through movie trade journals and newspapers, we learned many answers to questions bugging us for years. Yowp remains noteworthy in this endeavour and I am grateful for his willingness to share many items, no matter how trivial seeming.

Thanks also to Michael Dobbs of AniMato! magazine, who provided a useful forum for some of the early “vintage voice” articles by Hames Ware and me; once published, we were amazed to discover we weren’t the only people interested in the early voice mysteries. The late David Mruz’s enjoyable fanzine Mindrot was another prized publication, happily amateurish yet one of the earliest sources for obsessive cartoon minutiae from fine researchers like Will Friedwald and Paul Etcheverry. Among the younger generation of diligent classic cartoon experts are David Gerstein, Thad Komorowski, Devon Baxter. Here in Australia I’ve been gifted with nice cartoon upgrades by Anthony Kotorac.

Grateful thanks go to publisher Ben Ohmart for taking on this project for BearManor Media Books. He has been most gracious and helpful. And I am particularly indebted to Sarah Joseph for the excellent layout and typesetting and her swift attention to the tiniest details in the fiddly work of putting a large project like this together.

This book, more than most, remains a work-in-progress: there are still voice artist mysteries unsolved, more vintage cartoons to rewatch, hundreds more radio shows to unearth. The jigsaw puzzle of unidentified voices is truly an open case of Sherlockian proportions. The game’s afoot and the research continues!


INTRODUCTION

In the wide and seemingly bottomless world of film studies, many of the more obscure corners within the movie industry have eventually been chronicled. Topics range from the lives of B-Western stuntmen to the first Vitaphone shorts in the mid-twenties, to composers of film music, character actors, genre encyclopedias, 3-D and drive-in flicks, and even studies of two generations of movie buffs themselves. There is, however, one esoteric subject from the movies’ Golden Age of 1930-60 that has been shrouded in near-mystery, with little surviving documentation: the scores of early uncredited cartoon voice actors. Even after thirty years of the internet, many eccentrically gifted people who provided character voices back in the thirties and forties, with the exception of Mel Blanc, remain largely unknown.

This book attempts to identify many of the forgotten but talented actors who provided anonymous and zanily comic voices in the so-called “classic” era of theatrical cartoons. It covers the development of the art, studio by studio. Ranging from the struggling days of new-fangled “talkies,” when animation staff members supplied squeaks and falsetto grunts for the primitive on-screen characters, to the gradual emergence of sophisticated comedy dialogue which needed the skills of professional voices, it ends at the dawn of the sixties as the first generation of television cartoons was gaining a huge following.

In that thirty years of theatrical cartoons the brand new occupation of “voice specialist” was refined to levels of enormous versatility, comic skill and acting subtlety. This book is the history of an artform that was an offshoot of radio acting, crossed with the broad comedy of the vaudeville stage.

It’s hard to imagine from today’s vantage point, when cartoon voices and their innumerable actors are discussed, debated, deified and dissed to the point of tedium in online threads, but there was actually a thirty-year period when professional “voices” weren’t listed in a cartoon’s credits. The most famous and gifted artist of his field, the incomparable Mel Blanc, eventually received the rare accolade of opening screen credit (“Voice Characterizations by”) in the classic Warner Bros. cartoons of the forties. But even he had notched up seven years of total anonymity, during which time he slowly perfected the voices of the studio’s famous starring triumvirate - Porky Pig, Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny - long before his name was finally emblazoned on huge Technicolor movie screens for theatregoers to discover.

Indeed, so much was totally different back in the day. The sheer novelty of seeing funny animal drawings brought to life and cavorting on screen - let alone appearing to talk - was overwhelming to early cinema patrons, who delighted in the synchronized music and silly gags. At the time, just the existence of moving cartoons with speech seemed a little miraculous. From the dawn of sound in 1928 it was standard industry policy that vocal contributors, mainly casual artists for hire, went unnamed. Along with the cartoons, hundreds of live action movies boasted voice work by uncredited narrators, dubbing singers and eccentric sound animal imitators. Virtually all of them toiled anonymously, and for decades many talents received zero publicity, known only by studio casting personnel and the directors who needed their skills.

One reason for this seeming secrecy was offered in early 1935, in a rare Los Angeles Times piece about offscreen voices. In noting the Disney cartoons, author Philip Scheuer reported,


“Keeping it Secret: The Walt Disney studio prefers anonymity for its vocal performers, in accordance with a policy of not showing favoritism to anybody. Around the plant they speak of the various characters–Mickey and Minnie Mouse, Pluto, Donald Duck and the rest–as living personages, and they don’t see why the rest of the world shouldn’t do the same.

“As a spokesman for the company summed it up, kids of 12 and 14 don’t believe in Santa Claus but they don’t want to see him without his beard.

“Besides, we don’t have more than a few words in our ‘Mickey Mouse’ and ‘Silly Symphonies.’ Other than to intimate that those few are spoken by people ‘around the lot,’ he refused to commit himself further.”



Roughly translated, “If we mention their names, it will spoil the fantasy of our cartoons.” Of course, cynics might suggest they really meant, “If we mention their names, they might hit us up for more money!”

Several books on Golden Age cartoons finally gave belated recognition to a range of talented animators, inspirational design artists, story specialists and supervising directors like Tex Avery and Chuck Jones. But aside from a few standout “voices” like Mel Blanc (Bugs Bunny), Jack Mercer (Popeye) and Pinto Colvig (Goofy), most of the vintage vocal contributors remained unchronicled. Today it is widely acknowledged that those unique character voices are in fact a major reason why the old cartoons have endured. It is simply impossible to imagine any of the classic cartoon stars minus their distinctive speech patterns.

This book, based on a lifelong study of the first thirty years of sound animation, before TV cartoons took off in the late fifties, is a first attempt to redress the balance. Volume Two of this book contains detailed filmographies with voice credits for each studio, and affords overdue recognition to the names behind the variegated tones of Droopy, Elmer Fudd, Woody Woodpecker, Betty Boop, The Big Bad Wolf and a noisy raft of other beloved characters.

***

The advent of YouTube has seen a new and growing audience discover these vintage cartoon films and become fans, even serious students, of that long-ago era. There are dedicated “pages” for fans of Fleischer, UPA, MGM and Lantz cartoons. Much of the ancient stuff can seem alarmingly dated, some is embarrassingly racist. Some of the cartoons, now eighty years old, sit happily alongside brand new CGI animated shorts on video platforms like Dailymotion. Some classic stuff is being aired on niche channels like MeTV, in sparkling restored prints.

Meanwhile the 21st century has seen the field of voice acting morph into a huge and highly competitive profession, running a wide gamut from television cartoons to areas like Gaming, Audiobooks and indie animation. And there are still the traditional bread and butter opportunities: ADR dubbing, promo announcements and voice-over commercials.

In today’s multi-channel universe, it can often seem as though everyone alive now wants to be a “Voice Actor.” Many of these folk, exposed to daily cartoons since they were in the crib, came of age with a burning desire to do animation voices. Nowadays, the bottomless pit of the internet is awash with a million voice wannabe’s appearing in video selfies featuring their imitations of a hundred famous animated characters, or a hundred movie star voices. Some of these non-pros are surprisingly accomplished, although just as many shouldn’t be giving up their day jobs anytime soon.

Certainly, thanks to the explosion of technology which emerged in the late eighties and grew by leaps and bounds with each succeeding year, this Millennium is media savvy to the point where people can be instantly jaded after a few days. Online in the year 2022, one is overwhelmed by endless short attention span entertainment options. For this aging author, it’s often hard to recall how it felt growing up with just three black and white TV channels on a rickety home set. Home video wasn’t even invented! In my youth I had to settle for capturing audio from old cartoons on a reel-to-reel tape deck (“What’s reel-to-reel?” I can hear a bunch of folks ask).

A vast number of theatrical cartoons from 1930-60, the period covered by this book, were seen over and over in that early television era. After a few years, once the new made-for-TV cartoons were flourishing, the old theatrical relics totally disappeared for several decades. But now, in the 21st century, those early cartoon films are being uploaded anew, available on YouTube at the click of a mouse, ready for young fans and animators to discover and study.

It’s not only superstar cartoon heroes of yore like Popeye who are now instantly accessible. Many less-remembered names like Andy Panda, obscure series like Scrappy, Herman and Katnip, forgotten animal icons like the Fox and the Crow: all are being discovered afresh by people whose great grandparents were their original audience.

Today’s technology allows these vintage videos to be re-run scene by scene, paused frame by frame, in fact analysed to the point of obsession. Small wonder new viewers are now asking endless questions like, “Gee, I wonder who animated that scene?” or “Wow… who painted that gorgeous background art?” and especially, “OMG, who’s doing that WEIRD voice?” Inquiring minds want to know, as these ancient shorts enjoy this completely unexpected renaissance.

Regrettably, online information for the old cartoons is often inaccurate or inadequate. With much film history, the 21st century has seen questionable guesswork accepted as gospel on social media. In particular, when it comes to identifying uncredited voices from those first thirty years of sound films, the misinformation can be rife. IMDb and Wikipedia are endlessly Googled on this arcane topic, and the answers provided are often plain wrong.

The detailed filmographies which make up Volume Two of this book, are my attempt to accurately record the many voice actor discoveries known to date. Some unconfirmed information is qualified as “likely” and unknown voices are noted. Frustratingly, most of the New York studios are not able to be included due to a lack of documentation. It is my intention to continue researching East Coast cartoons from Famous Studios, Van Beuren and Terrytoons. If and when credible information emerges, additional voice filmographies will appear in a revised edition.

This book ergo doesn’t claim to be the ultimate word on the topic of vintage voice artists. Despite years of archival research, identifying various actors remains an unfinished task encompassing a vast field that was chronically under-documented. Surviving information is frustratingly incomplete for each of the studios. I regard this book as comprehensive, yet a work-in-progress. Do feel free to contact me regarding any additional facts that come to light for a revised edition. Unlike many of this book’s subjects, you will actually get credit!

The period covered encompasses a finite timeframe from 1930-72, the lifespan of the original theatrical cartoons. Happily by 1960, with the flood of new TV cartoons like Huckleberry Hound and Rocky & His Friends, the actors providing all the great character voices, starting with hall-of-famers Daws Butler and Don Messick, were finally afforded screen credit, thanks to SAG union mandates. Today, half a century later, there are innumerable references to animation actors via insanely detailed online fan sites like Voice Chasers and specific Facebook pages.

As noted, work on this project began eons ago when most vintage cartoons were virtually impossible to view. This century boasts a totally changed media landscape, and, to the author’s happy surprise, the world wide web is now a convenient video companion to much of this book. As a Tex Avery character from the thirties would put it, “Well … imagine that!!”

NOTE: Readers will see occasional repetition of names and historic milestones in more than one chapter. This was inevitable due to the overlapping use of the same voice talents and animation people at different cartoon studios throughout the Golden Age. In order to link each chronology, I have hopefully kept such reiteration of background and events as brief as possible.

Photos herein are headshots of the venerated voices, some of them very rare names, taken back in the day. They were scanned from ancient casting books. They are proudly “Lo-Res” because in many cases that’s all I could locate! At least the ancient visuals will match the book’s vintage timeframe.


PREAMBLE

The common link in each of the following Studio chapters is the early thirties, when theatrical cartoons with sound were a brand new “thing” and everyone who worked in animation, no matter which area, was learning something technical or artistic each day.

As the cartoons became a popular and anticipated part of a full movie program, dialogue was almost an afterthought for a few years. No-one was even thinking along the lines of witty wordplay and satire. For at least five years staff members supplied the majority of squawks, yells and limited dialogue, the obvious example being the undisputed industry leader Walt Disney. As everyone knows by now, Walt did the voice of Mickey Mouse.

The first professional voices hired for cartoons were singers from vocal groups - trios, quartets, soloists - who doubled on character voices. Margie Hines was one famous example, a vocalist hired for her squeaky imitation of entertainer Helen Kane when the Fleischer studio was planning to bring a female nightclub singer to cartoon life. That singer eventually morphed into Betty Boop.

Some archetypes were established early, like the baby-voiced and relentlessly cute female heroines from Minnie Mouse to Buddy’s girlfriend Cookie, along with the endless falsetto-voiced male heroes: Oswald Rabbit, Krazy Kat, Bosko, Bimbo and human stars Buddy and Scrappy. With the notable exception of urban-oriented New York characters like Popeye and Betty Boop it was decided that talking animals, rather than humans, seemed to work best as cartoon figures,. And so voices were eventually found for internationally renowned pigs, ducks, rabbits, cats and a very long list of dumb dogs.

By 1935 Disney was widely regarded as the industry guru and his lavish cartoons like Who Killed Cock Robin? began to feature sophisticated soundtracks with interesting voices. When he teamed up Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck and Goofy he had three of the most famous cartoon voices of all time. Leon Schlesinger responded with Porky Pig, a genuinely different voice. Other producers took a while longer, but by the end of the decade great cartoon voices had become far more wide ranging.

Engaging professional voice talents from radio was the next logical step as comedy and clever dialogue, even repartee, began to accompany the animated stories. Radio’s bottomless pit of comic stooge voices were suddenly on call, with expert wise-guys, foils and master mimics of funny accents vying for cartoons. Most famously, Mel Blanc took over the Porky Pig role and in the same cartoon he voiced a brand-new character who would develop into Daffy Duck.

Only a handful of these pros had the gift of great animation acting; it required a broad approach, larger than life, loud and high octane, full of exaggerated double takes, yells, shrieks and caricature, yet remaining wholly believable. It sounded easy, but it was an art. Pinto Colvig’s Goofy and Billy Bletcher’s range of villains were part of that development.

Technological aids helped, too, especially pitch change. Even already cartoonish voices could sound chipmunk-like when sped for comic effect. Celebrity impressions were also big in thirties animation, and certain imitations were caricatured vocally as well as visually, unless the celebrity was already “over the top,” such as Joe Penner in the thirties or Red Skelton in the forties. Both of those zany comedians already resembled human cartoon characters.

Having noted these developments, the following chapters offer an in-depth history of how the art of character voices developed at each of the major movie studios. Their cartoon departments produced what is now referred to as Classic Era animation. The voices from that golden age, from primitive to hilarious, were truly pioneers of what is today a vibrant industry populated with several generations of voice artistry. It is to those enthusiastic torch carriers, still inspired by the Golden Age voice people herein, that this book is dedicated.


Chapter 1

WARNER BROS. CARTOON VOICES, 1930-69


Of all the Golden Age animation factories, Warner Bros. is the most significant to an historical survey of cartoon voice artists. Not only was it home to the gifted Mel Blanc for most of his fabled cartoon career, but the films themselves, in the quarter century from 1937 to ‘62, were the most dialogue driven in the industry. This reflected not only Blanc’s huge influence, but quicksilver “gag men” whose flair for clever verbal parody matched their ability at visual jokes. In turn, outstanding directors like Bob Clampett and Chuck Jones made astute use of these prized story men in a body of work arguably unmatched by any other classic era cartoon shop.

At their best, the Warner cartoons set a comic standard in which the new art of “voice acting” would often reach the performance level of live action comedies. It’s altogether appropriate that Warner Bros. was the main studio responsible for the birth of the sound movie; its cartoons soon mirrored the house style - brash, wisecracking, blue-collar, breathlessly fast - established in the make-or-break Depression days of the early thirties.



***

Background: Animation with Sound

The first cartoon films accompanied by sound were part of an experimental series called “Koko Song Cartunes” which began in 1924 as silent novelties designed for audience sing-alongs. A dozen titles in the series were made with sound from 1924-26 when producer Max Fleischer collaborated with the pioneering audio engineer Dr. Lee De Forest of Phonofilm fame. Each entry consisted of a vocal group, billed as the “Ko-Ko Quartette,” recorded on film singing lyrics which appeared via animation on screen. A bouncing ball kept in time with the words. These sound cartoons, released by Fleischer’s distribution company Red Seal Pictures, ran for two years.

Like so much of show business however, the timing was inexplicably wrong. The Phonofilm song reels could only be shown in the thirty six Red Seal theatres that had been equipped for De Forest’s system. The films saw only limited success, despite the series being acknowledged a technical breakthrough.

A year after De Forest’s first sound shorts Western Electric demonstrated a competing system of sound-film technology using high quality disc recordings. Warner Bros. Pictures was impressed enough to acquire the company in April 1925. After more than thirty years of silent cinema the prospect of sound married to image was at last approaching reality.

By the mid-twenties sound technology was being acknowledged as inevitable to the future of movies. Fleischer’s song cartoons aside, the film industry was undertaking various experiments combining sound with live action over the next couple of years. A notable milestone was the Warner Bros. silent feature Don Juan starring the acknowledged master thespian John Barrymore. The lavish film had a symphonic score and sound effects added via Warner’s “Vitaphone” technology. That movie did excellent box office, earning almost $1.7 million in the year 1926.

It was during this experimental period that a large body of vaudeville performers and musicians appeared in short films with sound. Seen today they are a kind of “time machine” peep back to an age that seems distinctly alien, odd novelties - comedians, dancers, singing groups, small orchestras - valuable mainly for preserving the voices and acts of many now forgotten stage entertainers.

But far beyond these examples of blending sound with image, it was the overnight success of Warner Bros.’ feature movie triumph The Jazz Singer in October 1927 that left the film industry reeling. Warners had a major hit on their hands and the technical marvel was now fully recognized. The public was entranced with this show and its magnetic star Al Jolson, and suddenly “the talkies” were here to stay.

Despite the previous four years of Dr. De Forest’s excellent soundon-film experiments it was the Warner-Vitaphone sound-on-disc method of The Jazz Singer to which movie audiences responded with such enthusiasm. The term “wired for sound” became the new industry catchcry between 1927 and 1930, as theatres across the world were slowly and expensively converted and equipped.

It was during this flurry of activity that the animated cartoon was about to be revolutionized. By 1928 Walt Disney was already a five year veteran with successful silent cartoons like the Alice Comedies and Oswald the Lucky Rabbit to his name. Disney, always looking ahead, quickly intuited that synchronized sound, done imaginatively, would be the undisputed future of the motion picture cartoon. After making two silent cartoons with his new character Mickey Mouse, he meticulously planned the third entry, Steamboat Willie, to feature a closely-synched blend of animated drawings matched to music and novel sound effects. He sensed this was a make or break project.

While Fleischer had seen only limited success in marrying sound to animation in 1924-26, * another veteran cartoon producer, Paul Terry, tried a sound cartoon with a second East Coast entry in mid-1928, Dinner Time. It would be quite a stretch to claim that this first sound Aesop’s Fable short featured any actual cartoon “voice,” because the film was mainly an exercise in sound effects. The audio seems distinctly primitive: its mix of music and a raft of sounds, including faint voices that were really extra effects (a distant man yelling “Hey!!” and “Giddyap!”) was unappealing and strident. Disney saw this short while he was in New York to record his own first sound cartoon, and he told his business manager-brother Roy it was “just a lot of racket.” As before, audience reaction to Terry’s effort was distinctly disappointing.


* A small cartoon dog spoke one sentence in a reworked 1926 Max Fleischer Song Cartune, My Old Kentucky Home, via a newly recorded and animated opening produced by Fleischer’s ex-partner Alfred Weiss. As first noted by Fleischer biographer Ray Pointer 1, this new material was made by Biophone in early 1929, a few months after Disney’s success with Steamboat Willie. Although primitive, it would seem to be one of the first examples of cartoon mouth-and-lip synch, as the hound appeared to speak seven words while looking straight to the audience (“Follow the ball and join in…everybody!”). The short speech, though surprisingly good, meant little when seen in late 1929. Disney’s far more ambitious, witty and entertaining film was the one that had so delighted both moviegoers and the industry months before.



It took Disney’s famous Steamboat Willie, with its ingenious synchronizing of jaunty music with imaginative comedy action, to really show the way ahead for cartoons.

Disney’s milestone cartoon was successful beyond its clever technical achievement. His film had been ingeniously worked around a series of musical gags that were not only innovative, but animated well enough to allow for suspension of disbelief. It appeared to the theatre audience that the various animals on the riverboat really were making the zany music and sound effects themselves. Moreover Disney’s stars, Mickey and Minnie, were winsome and amusing. Their likability made the audience want to see them again.

A notable triumph, Steamboat Willie was a huge technological leap forward for animation. Disney, an ambitious young independent with obvious talent, was still busily establishing himself and anxiously seeking a release deal. The success of the cartoon was a terrific boost to his confidence. He was now a credible name in the movie colony, and was noticed by the major studios. The Warner brothers - Harry, Albert and Jack - already feted as the leading success story of commercially viable sound movies realized they needed a cartoon series.

Warner Bros. Cartoons: The Harman-Ising Years, 1930-33

From 1930 to 1933 the pioneering animation partners Hugh Harman and Rudolf Ising made the first Warner Bros. cartoons. They were ambitious ex-Disney staffers who signed contracts with distributor Charles Mintz in February 1928 to produce Oswald the Rabbit cartoons at the Winkler Pictures studio in Hollywood. That enterprise soon soured and Universal, which owned the Oswald character, decided to start up its own cartoon shop in 1929, on the Universal Pictures lot. After one year the Winkler Pictures staffers were let go. (Veteran New York animator and born self-promoter Walter Lantz became the producer of Universal’s Oswald series.)

Since their Kansas City beginnings with Disney in the early twenties, Harman and Ising had talked of going into business together. Being suddenly out of work in early 1929 galvanized them. They formed a production company, Harman-Ising Pictures, using their marvellously serendipitous surnames.* “Talkie” cartoons were obviously the future: they had seen Disney’s Steamboat Willie open to wild acclaim just months before, and that first Mickey sound cartoon was already regarded as The Jazz Singer of animation. Harman and Ising were eager to match Disney’s considerable success.


* Animator-historian Mark Kausler knew Harman and Ising for years. They told him that the name “Harman-Ising” was first jokingly noted by Walt Disney.



Hugh Harman had already created and copyrighted his own cartoon character in early 1928. For months he worked on a “pilot” script with sequential drawings to feature this character, which he named Bosko. As sound took off, Harman decided to add dialogue to his script, intending to make a “talking” cartoon with synchronized speech. The first thing that Harman and Ising needed was a short reel to demonstrate their ability to produce quality animation which stressed clever synchronized dialogue.

It was decided to make the demo as a combination film: Bosko, a cheerful pen and ink cartoon imp, would interact with his live action animator, just as the silent Koko the Clown had done with Max Fleischer. Carman “Max” Maxwell, a background artist and scene planner, had been with Harman and Ising since their Kansas City beginnings. He was elected to provide the voice for Bosko, while Ising would play the on-camera animator who argues with the cheeky little character.

Vitavox, a small Hollywood recording firm, magnanimously gave the cash-strapped Harman free access to its audio facility. It was part of the Tec Art studio on Melrose and Irving. Tec Art was the same facility where Disney held his early recording sessions, according to Marcellite Garner, an ink and paint girl who did the voice of Minnie Mouse. Maxwell and Ising went before sound cameras one evening in May 1929.

For the animators’ “mouth and lip” reference Maxwell was filmed as he spoke Bosko’s dialogue. Of that historic session Harman recalled, “We had [Maxwell] speak hundreds of words. Lines, lines, lines - humorous lines.” The team’s tiny budget precluded a boom microphone, so Ising’s voice sounds roomy and distant next to the clearly recorded voice of Maxwell as Bosko. 2 Animator Rollin “Ham” Hamilton’s sister Irene provided the piano accompaniment.

The animation of Bosko commenced soon after the live action shoot. Harman and Ising were assisted by two more ex-Disney / ex-Winkler animators, Ham Hamilton and Friz Freleng. The small but determined crew worked long hours on the film, which they named Bosko the Talkink Kid (1929). They worked from a Vine Street office in Hollywood’s Otto K. Oleson building, just south of the Brown Derby restaurant.

The inventive four-and-a-half-minute show reel was completed by the late summer of 1929. Ising explained, “It was really made to illustrate the technique [of synchronizing dialogue]…we were selling animated lip motion.” 3 Harman and Ising specifically intended to make sound cartoons which would outdo the ones starring Disney’s mouse, by specializing in synchronous dialogue rather than merely showcasing a cacophony of music and sound effects.

In fact, Disney was already approaching what Harman and Ising were attempting to perfect: cartoons like Mickey’s Choo Choo (1929), released as the Bosko reel neared completion, featured a small sequence of sync dialogue including what is thought to be the first example of Disney speaking for Mickey. It didn’t deter Harman and Ising, though, who were aiming for a more sophisticated, lifelike semblance of speech and dialogue.

Meanwhile, Warner Bros., despite being one of the Hollywood majors, still didn’t have their own cartoon series. Indeed, Warners was lagging behind. In 1929 three other studios had sound cartoon deals firmed: Universal was making Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, Paramount distributed Max Fleischer’s Screen Songs and Talkartoons, and Columbia not only had Mintz’s sound Krazy Kat cartoons, but were about to distribute Disney’s next series, the musical Silly Symphonies.

Warner Bros. needed a cartoon release to compete with the double threat of Disney’s already popular mouse and his newly launched musical series. Shrewd showman Jack L. Warner, the head of West Coast production, decided to approach Leon Schlesinger. Schlesinger was a successful showbiz veteran. In 1925 he acquired Pacific Title and Art Studio, the major supplier of inter-title cards and artwork for silent films. With sound taking off, he was looking to diversify and expand.

Schlesinger was always assured of a hearing from Jack Warner. His brother Gus was an executive at Warner Bros. and the studio itself had long worked closely with Schlesinger’s titling company. In fact Pacific Title even designed the famous Warner Bros. shield logo. 4

According to WB archivist Leith Adams, the brothers Warner probably felt they owed Schlesinger. The success of The Jazz Singer had so definitively established “talkies” that Schlesinger’s inter-title business, so plentiful in the silent era, would inevitably shrink to just opening-closing titles. 5 Several accounts note that Schlesinger was in the Warners’ good books beyond his titling business: Steve Schneider wrote, “according to legend, Leon had helped finance the Warner’s risky, first-ever talkie, The Jazz Singer.” 6

In any event, it was Schlesinger’s professional reputation with Pacific Title and Art, located on Bronson Avenue close by the Warner studio lot, which stood him in good stead. In 1929 he was tapped by Warners to supply a series of musical shorts for inclusion in their new Vitaphone Varieties program for the upcoming 1930 movie season. Warner suggested Schlesinger try to include a cartoon series.

Warner had recently passed on one cartoon proposal: Pinto Colvig’s Blue Notes (1928) starring “Bolivar, the Talking Ostrich.” Colvig, an eccentrically talented jack-of-all-trades later famous as the voice of Disney’s Goofy, was a seasoned musician, ex-circus clown and writer of cartoon title gags for silent comedies. He also had experience as a newspaper cartoonist. Colvig had been experimenting with animation for some time, believing that the coming of sound would see cartoons replace two-reel comedy shorts. In 1928, close on the heels of Disney’s Steamboat Willie, he self-funded a cartoon pilot with a partner named Walter Lantz, whom he met at the Mack Sennett comedy factory. By early 1929 Colvig attempted to sell his picture to Warner Bros. Although the cartoon’s animation was ready, its soundtrack wasn’t. Undeterred, Colvig proceeded to screen the film.

According to Colvig’s studio biography, “[Colvig] finally got Jack Warner and [Leon] Schlesinger to look at it in a projection room. Pinto [would] furnish the sound effects himself. He sat down near the screen with an amazing array of film tins under his feet, cow bells, squawkers, his beloved clarinet, a battered trombone, and sundry other noise makers. The picture came on the screen and Pinto started doing his stuff. He had to keep his eye fastened on the screen in order to furnish the proper sound at the proper time. His spirits rose as he heard Warner and Schlesinger roaring with laughter in the back of the projection room. Finally, the screening was finished. Warner slapped him on the back. ‘Son, you are all right,’ he laughed.

“It was several months later that Pinto found out that Warner was laughing so hard at Pinto furnishing the sound effects he hardly saw the picture. It was finally sold to a small independent [distributor] a year later for about the amount Pinto had invested in it.” * 7


* During this experimental period, Walter Lantz began working as an animator at Winkler Pictures until, as noted, he took over production of the Oswald cartoons for Universal in 1929. Colvig joined Lantz’s Universal outfit, before relocating to Disney’s studio in late 1930. Coincidentally, Colvig had an office for a time in the same building where Harman and Ising made their earliest Looney Tunes. Animation was already proving to be a “small world” industry where the same names kept bumping into each other.



But despite Jack Warner nixing Colvig’s Blue Notes, by late 1929 his studio was busy developing its large program of short films, and sound cartoons would inevitably be a must-have part of the mix. Bosko, a cartoon “star in waiting,” was about to get lucky.

Following six months of frustrating sales effort peddling their demo reel, Harman and Ising met their future middleman Leon Schlesinger through a producer named Roland Reed. They had recently assisted Reed and his partner by helping to time the music, and draw the layouts, for a non-theatrical 16-millimeter home movie Ham Berger and his Horse Radish as one of a Kodak puppet series called Daffyland. Schlesinger was supplying its titles. 8 Reed suggested the cartoon makers meet Schlesinger at their office. (Schlesinger recalled crossing paths with Rudy Ising one year previous. Ising had been working as a cameraman and he shot some title art for Schlesinger: “It was [for] a Universal title of an airplane flying around the world [like] the Tailspin Tommy things” 9).

When the entrepreneurial Schlesinger was shown Harman & Ising’s Talkink Kid demo reel, he was enthused enough about Bosko’s potential to borrow the print and approach Jack Warner. Schlesinger was quickly rewarded with a deal to supply Warner Bros. with one Bosko cartoon per month. An agreement between Schlesinger and the production company, Harman-Ising Pictures, was signed in late January of 1930. Hugh Harman and Rudolf Ising, along with the Warner Bros. cartoons, were finally on their way.

The jaunty little Bosko would star in an all-talking and musical cartoon series named “Looney Tunes,” a branding umbrella title coined by Schlesinger to compete with Disney’s “Silly Symphonies.” Schlesinger installed his brother-in-law Raymond Katz as business manager at the Harman-Ising studio, in a further example of Hollywood’s rampant nepotism; Katz ran payroll, attended story meetings and oversaw the cartoon budgets.

In 1929 Harry Warner, anticipating the ongoing popularity of musical feature films, had bought three huge music publishing concerns - Remick, Harms, and Witmark - in two deals totalling ten million dollars. 10 The plugging of songs owned by Warners’ three publishing acquisitions was the raison d’être for the cartoons being commissioned. Cross-marketing was already underway. Warners required each cartoon to feature song choruses from their musical features, thereby generating healthy sales of Warner-licensed sheet music in an era when the player-piano and ukulele were still mainstays of home entertainment.

Schlesinger also signed to supply a second series for the Vitaphone Varieties shorts program. These were Spoony Melodies, live action mini-musicals again highlighting Warner-owned songs. A pilot, Cryin’ for the Carolines, was shot in 1930. An eventual series of four shorts, renamed Song’natas, featured “organ music and song with animation backgrounds” and were released in the 1931-32 season.

With the cartoon deal underway, the first official Looney Tune, Sinkin’ in the Bathtub, was made at a small facility on Western Avenue, two blocks from Harman and Ising’s former workplace, the Winkler Oswald Rabbit studio. Both Ising and Maxwell recalled, “We worked on that [first Bosko Looney Tune] day and night for a very long while.”11 The result was an excellent cartoon, filled with ingenious gags highlighting precisely synchronized music and speech. It proved a solid hit, and Warner Bros. quickly picked up their option to continue the series for a full season of twelve. Harman-Ising Pictures could now relocate to a bigger studio. By April they were housed at 5663 Hollywood Boulevard in the new Cecil B. DeMille Building near Van Ness Avenue. Their studio was above Silver’s dress shop and the Peters’ drugstore, where the small crew ate.

An early news item on the Bosko cartoons appeared in the Los Angeles Times in December 1930. Entertainment reporter John Scott explained various aspects of the cartoon making process, noting how musician Frank Marsales, “worked hand in hand with the men who work out the story, the ‘gags’ and the plot characters. These story conferences are a treat for the uninitiated. A plausible plot is concocted, then shorn of sense and reason and made into a sort of nightmare. Trees do spring dances, animals become human, fish are given intelligent expressions, and so on. The most difficult part of the whole business is to present a logical story in a ridiculous manner, at the same time making it entertaining.” 12

Of all the Hollywood-based animation companies, it was Harman-Ising Pictures which pioneered the most sophisticated use of cartoon voices.

Harman-Ising: Voices and soundtracks

From the start Harman and Ising enjoyed free access to the recording facilities and standby orchestra at Warner Bros. Sunset Boulevard lot. 13 Rival producers Disney and Lantz weren’t so lucky, incurring their own sound recording costs. The Warner studio also housed the Warner-owned radio station (KFWB), then five years old. The character voices for the Warner cartoons released between 1931 and 1933 would soon be supplied by a small group of regulars heard on KFWB, with only an occasional assist from outside talent.

Most of the early voices, however, belonged to in-house personnel. This was standard procedure at every cartoon studio in this experimental, pre-actor union era. Max Maxwell, who spoke for Bosko in the sales film, returned to voice the first Looney Tune, Sinkin’ in the Bathtub (1930). Maxwell’s Bosko voice was a vaudeville African American dialect, lifting attitudes and popular catchphrases (“Well, here ah is,” and “I’se regusted”) from the wildly popular radio comedy Amos & Andy, which had soared to instant national success in 1928. 14

As before, while he was recording the voice Maxwell’s face was filmed as reference for the animators to approximate Bosko’s lip-movements. On camera, he wore black-face makeup and read Bosko’s dialogue with exaggerated mouth actions (“He-ll-o, Hon-ey”). This practice, however, was abandoned after the first two cartoons. Harman-Ising’s team quickly mastered the art of “track reading”: pre-determining on a bar chart the precise frames of film - which ran 24 frames per second - where each vowel and consonant would start and stop, and where each word on the sound track would be. A metronome marked the exact timing of the musical beats.

For Sinkin’ in the Bathtub Maxwell was teamed with a young ingénue named Rochelle Hudson, the earliest voice of Bosko’s girlfriend, Honey. The cartoon was successful enough for Ms Hudson’s agent to use it as bargaining power in obtaining a Fox Pictures studio contract for his youthful starlet. Like Maxwell she adopted a Southern dialect for her character and, while recording, was filmed in black-face makeup for “mouth reference.” 15 She impressed Leon Schlesinger enough that he was still crediting her in interviews years later.

As the series continued, Rudy Ising recalled, “Maxwell would be painting the wash on a background, and Hugh would say, ‘Time to go over to the recording.’ He’d have to lay that [artwork] down and go.” 16 Incidentally, Maxwell’s long-time nickname “Uncle Boscombe” was the source for Bosko’s name. 17

Sound editor Fred MacAlpin recalled, “At first, a lot of the voices were being done by Maxwell, and Rudy, and Hugh.” 18 Ising spoke for the Looney Tunes’ various gravel-voiced villains, starting with Big Man from the North (1930). Voice acting was a function he continued for much of his cartoon career. Ising admitted, “I did a lot of heavies, [but] I could never come in on a beat; I’m not that much of a musician.”19 He was also heard giving broad imitations of then-famous bandleaders Ted Lewis (“Are ya listenin’, hmmm?”) and Ben Bernie (“You are now in the hands of the dear old maestro”). Actual dialogue remained minimal in the first year’s releases. Wordplay was a poor cousin to visual gags, as the comedy conventions of the silent cartoons lingered, and because the music was being heavily emphasized.

Bosko’s accent was de-ethnicized to a neutral falsetto after Sinkin’ in the Bathtub. “Max” Maxwell was soon replaced on the soundtracks by Bernard Brown, a veteran musician and the recording supervisor at Warner Bros. since the twenties, when he worked on the earliest Vitaphone sound shorts. Bernie Brown was one of the important names in the early history of the Warner cartoons.

A news item from early 1931 described Bernard Brown as “the official voice of the ‘cast.’ He gives Bosco [sic] his beautiful tenor and bestows upon the heavy his frightening bass. He contributes Honey’s soprano and he whistles for everybody. He can also laugh like a hyena. In short, he is a fellow of many talents. Mr. Brown is a violinist by profession but gives all his time now to providing ‘Looney Tunes’ with voice and song.” 20

Within a short time, the cartoons featuring the eternally cheery Bosko were proving consistently popular. They managed to compete respectably with Disney’s films, admittedly by appropriating various Oswald and Mickey gags in their first year. It was a given that the Disney studio’s technical and artistic progress between 1931-33 set the industry standard. This ensured that Disney’s cartoons starring the hugely popular Mickey would soon outstrip all competition, both aesthetically and at the box-office. Even so, the Looney Tunes with their close ties to musicals and their excellent synchronization, remained a hit with audiences. The crucial exhibitor reaction was encouraging.

The studio’s second series, christened Merrie Melodies, commenced production in 1931. That spring, well-known Los Angeles radio personality Johnny Murray joined the Harman-Ising voice team. Bernie Brown was always busy in the Warner Bros. sound department, but as handy as he was at doing various falsetto voices, he lacked a certain acting ability and a new voice was being sought. The upcoming Merrie Melodies series would need a more versatile range.

Rudolf Ising was already a fan of Johnny Murray’s radio work. He encouraged Harman to listen to Murray’s fast-paced Hi-Jinks comedy show, sponsored by Franco Baking, which originated at Warner Bros. own radio station KFWB. 21

A lyric tenor, Johnny Murray was an ex-band trumpeter and vocalist who had done a stint with Gus Arnheim’s famous orchestra at the Cocoanut Grove nightclub in Hollywood’s swank Ambassador Hotel. In 1929 Murray dubbed the singing voice of star actor Richard Barthelmess for the hit Warner Bros. prison feature Weary River. The versatile Murray had talents beyond music and was soon a popular radio comedian.

Ising recalled, “[For the Merrie Melodies] we used Johnny Murray as the voice of nearly all the lead characters.” 22 These included Foxy and Goopy Gear, making Murray one of West Coast animation’s first “voice artists.” Murray was a man of great humor, popular with both the radio public and industry pros. For one scene in the first Merrie Melodie, Lady, Play Your Mandolin! (1931) Foxy breaks into an Al Jolson imitation provided by Murray. This was one of the earliest examples of celebrity caricature and a reflexive studio in-joke, hallmarks of countless Warner cartoons to come. (Future director Bob Clampett recalled his earliest Harman-Ising assignment being this cartoon: he did some animation for a background crowd “with streamers and so on.” 23)

Johnny Murray soon became an integral part of the overall Harman-Ising “sound.” He took over Bosko’s voice as the dialogue increased. For the curious, he can be seen on-camera in the Warner Bros. musical Twenty Million Sweethearts (1934), playing himself, KFWB radio announcer Johnny Murray; the movie often screens on TCM.

The Merrie Melodies effectively replaced Schlesinger’s shortlived Song’natas package. The cartoons featured non-recurring characters in musical settings, staging humorous song and dance routines. Two vocal choruses from a Warner-owned song were heard in each entry. It was decided to divide the production duties: Merrie Melodies were made in a unit headed by Ising, while Harman took sole charge of the Looney Tunes with Bosko. With the workload increased to twenty-six cartoons a year, head animator and future Warner cartoon director Friz Freleng took on supervision of the character layouts for both units. Harman said that Freleng effectively became a co-director. Freleng recalled differently, insisting his only full “directing” job at this stage was on one instalment, Bosko in Dutch (1933).

The Harman-Ising cartoons have been criticised for being plotless, but in this early period “story” was beside the point: music matched to image was the attraction and a six-minute cartoon could only really be a musical incident, bolstered by the gags generated at an evening think-tank session with the staff. Before recording, the tempo of each scene was determined by use of the ever present metronome, the device which afforded a rhythmic relationship between action and music: in these cartoons, not only characters but buildings, trees and other objects would sway to a tempo.

The recording sessions were supervised by Harman and Ising, sound specialist Bernard Brown and editor Fred MacAlpin and their musician Frank Marsales, who had previously arranged the music for Schlesinger’s Spoony Melodies. A Herald Tribune piece noted that Marsales had “fourteen musicians in his permanent orchestra.” 24

William Hanna, the nineteen-year-old head of ink and paint, joined the staff in 1930 while they were still on Western Avenue. Hanna possessed an innate flair for music - as a child he’d studied piano and saxophone - and a budding gift for lyrics, story and timing: he contributed special lyrics for various cartoons, crediting Ising as his mentor for the rest of his life. Even in his early twenties, Hanna showed the aptitude which would see him head the giant Hanna-Barbera corporation decades later.

Assisting on story work were British-born gag man Bob Edmunds, whose work visa had actually expired, and Otto Englander who later left for the Ub Iwerks studio before landing at Disney. A major contributor to the Merrie Melodies was Jonathan “Moe” Caldwell, a dance instructor and expert in tap. He had an office next door to the Harman-Ising studio. Caldwell soon wore the title of “dance director.” He was largely responsible for the path taken by the Merrie Melodies, particularly in pure vaudeville entries like Goopy Geer (1932) and Bosko’s Picture Show (1933). For the animators, Caldwell imitated dance steps of various performers like then-famous eccentric dancer Will Mahoney, whose unique routines are recreated by Bosko for Bosko in Person (1933). 25

Caldwell, an enthusiast of Black jazz and swing music, would later contribute many musical ideas to Harman-Ising’s MGM cartoons. 26 The improved dance animation was intricate enough to warrant Maxwell shooting pencil tests; also tested were various animated cycles, including animator Bob McKimson’s superb rain effect. 27

According to Maxwell, musician Frank Marsales at first wanted “to synchronize every syllable of every piece of dialogue, so there wasn’t any [visual] freedom at all in our stuff then.” 28 Scott Bradley, who composed the scores for Harman and Ising’s later MGM cartoons, dismissed Marsales somewhat curtly as “not much of a composer - his instrument was tuba.” 29 Maybe so, but Marsales’s résumé included playing that instrument with no less than John Philip Sousa and arranging for Paul Whiteman’s band. Hardly small-time credits.

Sidebar: Recording the early cartoons


Technically the cartoons were one long learning curve between 1930-32. In the earliest years of talkies, Warner Bros. was committed to its patented Vitaphone system of sound-on-disc recording. But the rest of the industry, impressed by Fox Film’s Movietone process, was adopting the superior, less trouble-prone and less cumbersome sound-on-film method. Warner Bros. eventually went with the flow: in 1930 the spoken dialogue in Looney Tunes was pre-recorded on blank variable-area film. Pre-recording of the voices speaking dialogue occurred after the storyboard was approved, but before animation commenced.

Weeks later when the cartoon was almost finished, any last minute vocal effects (like an extra yell for “Help!!”) and all the singing parts were added in a “post-recording” session where the actors, singers and musicians could see the action on a screen. Ising clarified, “The dialogue and the songs were separate [recording sessions]. Nearly all the music, [including] the singing, was post-recorded at the same time we recorded the orchestra, after the animation [was completed]. We did it the same day. We’d usually record the orchestra first, and get them out of the way, then we’d record [any extra pick-up] dialogue.” 30

Once the post-sound session was completed, the cartoons were dubbed. This meant each separate track - music, dialogue and sound effects - was combined. At first the final mixes were transferred to 16-inch Vitaphone discs. Dubbing director and editor Fred MacAlpin, assigned to the cartoons, recalled, “They realized [early] that they couldn’t make cartoon tracks satisfactorily on discs alone.” 31

Describing the difficulties inherent in the early disc recording method, MacAlpin said, “If Bosko was running, I’d have to cut in each footstep, which took quite a bit of time. [That’s why recording on] film was an advantage: you could pull it, squeeze it, turn it upside down, slow it down, speed it up [via] a series of belts on the film machine.”32 Indeed, some 1930 Bosko cartoons feature a gaggle of animals who get angry and “speak” in a sped-up chipmunk-like tone.

MacAlpin recalled, “In 1930, Warners owned one film recorder and one reproducer,” 33 so it was decided that the requisite sound effects would be recorded on film during the dubbing sessions which took place at First National studios in Burbank. The early cartoons featured sound effects supplied by musicians, mostly the pit drummer who used a wood block for footsteps. The inventive MacAlpin, who had a radio background, was soon creating various effects from scratch. Max Maxwell said, “[MacAlpin] had a good knowledge of music, and he [had] a pretty good mechanical mind, too.” 34

The Herald Tribune article described the early drummer’s effects kit: “[The drummer] has a veritable menagerie of sound devices at his disposal - auto horns, all kinds of whistles, fire sirens, a scheme for producing an airplane whirr, mechanical imitations of falling rain, an elephant’s sneeze or a horse’s neigh.” 35

Certain sound effects in the earliest cartoons seem hollow and obvious today. The art of mixing was being perfected daily, and primitive devices like incidental characters talking “backwards” were part of an overall experimentation in the early days of transitioning to sound film. In a 1936 magazine piece Schlesinger recalled “having access to Warner Bros. record libraries…a John Barrymore dialog record, played in reverse [and sped], has served for the gibberish of animal characters.” 36

These noises were matched by now-dated gags, like the constant blowing of raspberries and expectorating of tobacco juice, reflecting the earthy, rural background of the cartoon staff. As Friz Freleng summed it up, “We were all flying blind.” 37 An art-based industry was being developed daily by trial and error. A palpable sense of enthusiastic “work-shopping” is apparent in each new entry.

The first year of Merrie Melodies featured the same distinctive “stage sound” heard in Warner Bros. feature musicals like 42nd Street (1933). At first the microphones had selective limitations which forbade the recording of dialogue and music together, due to differences in reverb. However, recording equipment and techniques improved by leaps and bounds in this bustling laboratory period, and certainly by 1931-32 the cartoons boast well-balanced dubbing. MacAlpin said, “We got more film dummies [duplicators] so that I could put the dialogue on one and the sound effects on another and have probably three or four different tracks.” 38

The direct-to-disc recording process was phased out from March 1930 at Warner Bros. when First National abandoned the four-year old Vitaphone disc system and committed fully to recording sound-on-film. However, even after the changeover, soundtrack discs were still issued for a few years to service the thousands of theatres which had invested in the costly disc playback process. And to ensure the highest audio quality, all music recording was still mastered on shellac glass-based discs, then transferred to film stock.



***

Ising’s high-spirited Merrie Melodies were far more musically driven than the Looney Tunes and required specialty talents. The first four Melodies, following Schlesinger’s suggestion, featured “guest” big bands to boost projected music sales: Abe Lyman’s Californians were in three cartoons, and Gus Arnheim’s Cocoanut Grove house orchestra played in another. Frank Marsales would rehearse with these bands at their theatres of engagement before recording them on the Warner stage. 39 Musically Marsales had more to work with in the Merrie Melodies: each entry featured an irresistible hot jazz break, as the on-screen action intensified.

Contributing vocally were The King’s Men quartet, consisting of top tenor Bud Linn, second tenor Jon Dodson, baritone Rad Robinson, and arranger-bass singer Ken Darby. 40 The group, who would become nationally famous in the forties for their weekly comic-novelty numbers on radio’s Fibber McGee and Molly, were young staff singers at KFWB (in fact the quartet was named for station manager Jerry King 41). They had a regular spot on the Warner station’s popular Sunday night radio offering, Franco Hi-Jinks, hosted by Johnny “Bosko” Murray. In a rare, surviving edition of the show Murray introduces the quartet who sing “I Love a Parade,” sounding exactly as they did in the cartoon of that title.

The quartet sang most of the mandatory choruses in the Merrie Melodies (“Smile, Darn Ya, Smile,” “You Don’t Know What You’re Doin’”) and contributed various speaking lines. They warble gleefully in cartoons like Three’s a Crowd. Ising recalled, “The King’s Men did practically all our quartet work; [they] also used to do some individual voices; there was a little guy who was a [Scotsman] in the quartet who did voices.” 42 Leader Ken Darby, first heard as a hobo pig in the early Bosko entry Box Car Blues (1930), provided most bass voices, like the Emperor in One Step Ahead of My Shadow (1933), and court jester Goopy Geer’s singing voice for The Queen Was in the Parlor (1932). A decade later Darby was established as one of Hollywood’s top vocal arrangers, making important choral contributions to The Wizard of Oz (1938) and various Disney cartoon features.

Also prominent in the Merrie Melodies was the fine girl’s trio The Rhythmettes. The members were Mary Moder, Dorothy Compton and Amy Lou Barnes; two years later Moder and Compton provided the high-pitched voices for two of Disney’s Three Little Pigs. Prolific background performers in musicals and at the Warner radio station, the Rhythmettes were heard to charming advantage in cartoons like their first, Red-Headed Baby (1931) or It’s Got Me Again (1932).

Ising recalled, “The girl singers and Johnny Murray could read music. And the King’s Men [could], too. These people, we didn’t have to pre-record [for songs], because [musician Frank Marsales] could write it out for them, and they could do it right to a beat. They could give it inflection.” 43 From the start the Merrie Melodies were lively and relentlessly cheerful cartoons, technically proficient for their time. Their debut coincided with a vast improvement in Harman’s concomitant Looney Tunes, with entries like Bosko Shipwrecked! (1931) and Bosko the Doughboy (1931) employing cinematic staging which left the Bosko cartoons of just a year before looking archaic in comparison.

The squeaky voices of Honey (“Ain’t he cute!”) and other female leads in the Harman-Ising cartoons were supplied by one of the girls from the Rhythmettes trio. It was probably Mary Moder, who specialized in “child voices,” but this remains unconfirmed as Ising could not remember which girl it was. 44 Also unknown is the identity of the mimic providing the fine Maurice Chevalier impression heard in several cartoons, including A Great Big Bunch of You (1932) and Bosko in Person (1933), proving a most frustrating thorn in your author’s side.

Ising told Michael Barrier, “We always had to get permission to do the [celebrity] caricatures.” 45 * The Chevalier voice turns up again, after Harman and Ising’s departure, in the 1934 cartoon Buddy’s Showboat. Schlesinger revealed that having entree to Warner Bros.’ record library meant that real stars occasionally “spoke” from cartoon mouths: “[Comedian] Joe E. Brown’s wide-mouthed yell has been heard in cartoons as the roar of a hippo.” Indeed in Lady, Play Your Mandolin! (1931) a yelling hippo was designed to resemble Joe E. Brown. 46


* Ising recalled that several Hollywood drag queens auditioned once the Merrie Melodies were under way. Performers like Jean Malin, from BBB’s Cellar - a gay Hollywood speakeasy specializing in female impersonation revue - were eager to audition when Harman-Ising began using vocal imitations. Ising recalled of that less inclusive era, “One guy sang ‘Life is Just a Bowl of Cherries’ just like Tallulah Bankhead or whoever…Frank Marsales could never stand it when these guys showed up and would have to leave the room.” 47



One early Merrie Melodie was given the title Crosby, Columbo and Vallee (1932). The soundtrack obviously needed imitations of then topical radio crooners like Bing Crosby and Rudy Vallee. A seventeen-year old student who sang at Long Beach Junior College was contacted by Warner Bros. to do the impressions. His name was Art Scott, and a few years later he began a long career in animation, from Mintz to Disney and all the way to Hanna-Barbera.

Another vocal specialist came from the male choral group The Rangers, who sang background for Warner Bros. feature musicals. Basso profundo Jesse Delos Jewkes, whose résumé called him “Hollywood’s premier bass,” plays the pig that scats to “Sweet Adeline” before belching up an ear of corn in the Russian-flavored The Booze Hangs High (1930). Jewkes also sings “In Days of Old When Knights Were Bold” for Bosko’s Knight-Mare (1933). According to Ising, “He had one of the deepest bass voices I ever heard.” 48

When the King’s Men quartet relocated to New York as part of bandleader Paul Whiteman’s radio package, The Singing Guardsmen, another excellent freelance quartet, replaced them in the last two Harman-Ising entries. The Guardsmen continued to sing for the Leon Schlesinger produced cartoons that followed, and why not: they, like all the other “voices,” were doing a daily quarter-hour show on the Warner-owned radio station.

Occasionally, freelance artists like singer-ventriloquist Shirley Reed, who plays the homely queen in Young and Healthy (1933), and bird-animal imitator Purves Pullen, in I Wish I Had Wings (1932), were hired. Several vocal effects were done in-house by Fred MacAlpin who recalled, “I’d run out onto the stage and do a cock’s crow or a crow’s caw or something like that.” 49 Even Max Maxwell was still contributing an odd voice in Harman-Ising’s last year, such as the Yiddish-accented baby in 1933’s Shuffle Off to Buffalo.

In early 1933 the always restless Hugh Harman, frustrated by budgets considerably lower than Disney’s, decided to break ties with Schlesinger and seek a better release deal elsewhere. He felt that Schlesinger lacked ambition and was “shallow.” 50 After the first two years, Harman was eager to make less formulaic, less restrictive cartoons on bigger budgets, allowing for color and more sophisticated content. Harman always had a compulsion to compete with his former boss Disney, a desire that became somewhat obsessive and, buttressed by the vagaries of circumstance, ultimately futile.

Harman decided to approach the Warner Bros. head office in New York. But he was ambushed by the canny Schlesinger who had been tipped off by story man Earl Duvall, himself lobbying for a directing post. 51 Schlesinger beat Harman to Manhattan by taking a plane. He surprised Harman and called his bluff, saying he would build his own staff of animators. Harman was read the riot act and learned just how angry Warner Bros. was at this turn of
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