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A Preface of Acknowledgements

Experience Disney’s Contemporary Resort

Opened in 1971, the Contemporary Resort’s history offers a first glimpse at Dis-History. Announced as one of several themed hotels Disney planned to operate on its own as part of its second park, the Contemporary was to be sleek and modern, a sort of “Tomorrowland” of hotels. The central elevator shaft was bracketed by steel A-frames, with rooms built modularly (and completely furnished) off site and then slid into place. The park’s monorail line runs directly through the hotel itself, and a nearly ten-story tall mosaic tile mural flanks three sides of the concourse, making them “must see” parts of the structure for any visitor to the Magic Kingdom.[1] It is also the resort I stayed at during my first visit to Walt Disney World.

I have, in many ways, not just grown up with Disney, but at Walt Disney World. I first journeyed to Florida as a child of three, as part of a large Lantzer family vacation that included my grandparents, parents, aunts, and uncles. My memories are fuzzy, but I do recall the thrill of riding the monorail, the fun of getting Mickey ears and my very own Mickey Mouse, and the joy of eating breakfast with Chip and Dale. I next encountered Disney while I was in college, some eighteen years later. In the twelve years that I have been a parent, my wife and I have taken our children to a Disney park eleven times. On every visit new memories are created and my (and our) attachment to Disney grows. We are living proof of Disney’s cross-generational appeal and pull.[2]

In between the trips, of course, were the movies, television shows, music, and books. To grow up in the United States in the second half of the twentieth century, whether one realized it or not, was to grow up with Disney. And though Walt[3] himself was dead before I ever set foot in Florida, the company which bears his name has achieved what few corporations can ever hope for: near ubiquity with their target audience, generation to generation.

Yet, Disney never entered my professional life. Oh, sure, there might be pictures shared with students at the start of the semester (though my children, more than Disney, was the focus), or stories about a vacation told to co-workers, but never—despite my own interest in American culture—did Disney appear on my periodic idea lists for my next project. All that changed in the fall of 2013, when, while talking about our upcoming Thanksgiving trip, my colleague Cathy Holland said, “You should do a book on Disney.”

What would I do, exactly? There were and are plenty of books and articles (good and otherwise) about Walt Disney the man, about Disney the corporation (cast in both positive and negative lights), about the subtexts of movies, and Disney’s influence on the animation process. The list seemed endless, and if not conclusive, at least somewhat exhaustive.[4] That is, until I started to think about how Disney uses, and in some ways forges out of, the American past a usable (for them) culture to display in their parks.

Working on this project has left me indebted to many. My academic home is at Butler University in Indianapolis, Indiana, and it was there that this book was conceived and nurtured. The first person I want to thank is Cathy Holland, who suggested I write something about Disney. I am also thankful to Judi Morrel, Rusty Jones, Melissa Friedman, and Dacia Charlesworth, my other colleagues in the CHASE office, for putting up with piles of books on my desk, Disney anecdotes, and trips to the library. Speaking of which, I cannot thank Susan Berger and Sarah Damery of the Butler University Library enough, as they once again facilitated my many interlibrary loan requests. I am thankful to my colleague Mindy Dunn, an expert on fairy-tale literature, for her insights, and am indebted to Gary Edgerton, the dean of the College of Communication, who has also written about Disney and was willing to share his knowledge with me, and to Rebecca DeGrazia for making sure Disney was a part of the Faculty Brownbag Series. In addition, I would be remiss if I did not also thank our former associate provost, Mary Ramsbottom, for her support. But mostly I wish to thank my former students, in particular Emelia (who, despite being busy working on her doctorate at the University of Michigan, read an early version of the manuscript), Cayla, Miley, Lainey, Gina, Rachel, Kalie, Ashley, Rachel, Rachael, Katie, Robert, Rebecca, Shelby, Olivia, and Mallory for their Disney perspectives, as well as all the others (especially those who took my honors seminar on Disney) who heard stories about Lantzer family vacations that turned into research trips.

Professionally, I am indebted to Kelly Baker and Brent Plate. It was over a conversation on Twitter about getting the DVD of Frozen for our respective children that I first officially mentioned the idea of this book to Kelly. She quickly put me in touch with Brent, who was kind enough to add me to a panel he was putting together for the American Academy of Religion’s 2014 annual conference. As a result, I got an early opportunity to take my jumble of ideas and start creating a narrative—that grew and grew as I went along. Additionally, my undergraduate friend-turned-professional-colleague, Jason VanHorn of Calvin College, provided some excellent insights into the geographic undertakings of Disney, and connected me with one of his colleagues, Becca McBride. Another undergraduate friend, Josh Cogswell (as well as his mother Michelle and brother Clayton—my West Coast family), also deserve thanks for giving me my first glimpse at the inner workings of Hollywood, as well as introducing me to the story of his great grandfather, Billy Bletcher, who gave voice to several Disney characters. I am also thankful for the staff at Indiana University’s Lilly Library for their help in tracking down Walt’s correspondence with Upton Sinclair and John Ford. As always, I wish to thank James Madison, of Indiana University, who continues to offer assistance and advice to me now just as he has since I became one of his graduate advisees over fifteen years ago.

I also wish to thank the staff at the Walt Disney Archives, in particular Kevin Kern. Not everyone who writes about Disney gets the opportunity to spend time in the archives, and I was lucky enough to do so. Kevin made the entire process easy, and my time on the studio grounds a true professional pleasure. And even if it was only a taxi, it was a thrill to get to use the executive entrance when I departed.

Of course, I am deeply thankful to Theme Park Press. Publisher Bob McLain made the process an easy and joyful one, from start to finish. His encouraging words about the manuscript arrived, magically enough, while I was at Epcot in March of 2017. In addition, they could not have come at a better time in terms of my own thinking about this project.

Personally, I owe thanks to my grandparents, John and Margaret Lantzer, for helping make possible my very first Disney trip when I was three. When I told my grandmother about this project, she wrote me a note recalling our trip and her memories of it.[5] I am also thankful to my own parents, Jack and Juanita Lantzer, who have not only provided me with love and support over the years, but also came with my family on one of our vacations to Walt Disney World in 2012. I am grateful for and to my two sets of in-laws: once again, I was blessed to do some of my writing at the lake cottage of James and Kathy Heuer, who in addition to opening their home to their son-in-law, also made sure I was well fed and their grandchildren well entertained. As with my other writing projects, Susan and Bill Hebert again provided clutch babysitting and support for me at crucial moments during the writing process. I should also thank my sister-in-law, Anne, who welcomed us into her home in California over Christmas 2014 and again in April 2016, which allowed me to visit “Walt’s park” firsthand, as well as some other important Disney related sights, not to mention, via her wedding, providing a reason to go to Disneyland Paris!

Lastly I wish to thank my daughter Kate (who dubbed herself my “research helper”) and son Nick (who patiently went through Liberty Square with me on a hot July morning) for their enthusiastic—though perhaps, considering the topic, not unexpected—support and insights into the wonderful world of Disney. However, this book, ultimately, is a gift to my wife, Erin. When we were in college, she, some friends, and I spent a few days in Orlando during spring break, one of which was spent at the Magic Kingdom. While standing in line, I told her, “This is my happy place.” What went unsaid at the time was that as magical as it was, I was truly happy there only because I was with her. Therefore, thank you, my darling dearest, for helping make all of my dreams come true.


Introduction

Once Upon a Time

Experience Walt Disney’s Firehouse Apartment

As guests enter Disneyland, Walt Disney’s first theme park, and stroll down Main Street, they literally walk in the footsteps of both a man and a mouse. They will see them both, soon enough, as standing before Sleeping Beauty Castle is a statue of Walt and Mickey Mouse. However, if they pause and turn their gaze toward one of Main Street’s buildings, they will find the Disneyland Fire Department. In a second-story window, there is a light turned on. If guests could see past the curtains, their view would be of Walt Disney’s private apartment, built so he could spend nights in the park (especially to oversee its construction). The light was turned on to let people know Walt was there. It is left on today to remind guests that though Walt is dead, his spirit remains.[1]

Since Steamboat Willie debuted in movie theaters in 1928, a mouse named Mickey, as well as the man and the company that brought him to life, has captivated the world: Walt Disney. Over the next few decades, Disney became both a representation and a molder of American culture. This was largely by design, as Walt hoped to forge a broad culture for all Americans. Doing so entailed not only standardizing folk and fairy tales, but also drawing inspiration from literature and history. While this process is seen in their movies, Disney brought the concept of Dis-History (shorthand for Disney’s version of history) alive in its parks.

Dis-History[2] is a manufactured version of the past, but it is also something much more than just tapping into nostalgia. It is a theoretical praxis and an organizing principle for the parks, which gives them a narrative thread and helps guests to navigate the parks, while also serving as a means to talk of the past and future. And, perhaps just as important, Dis-History is an accurate (so far as Disney is concerned) version of history that helps form a common, popular, cultural narrative for guests, allowing them to “create” personal history, or memories, for themselves and their families that binds them to others and events much more momentous than a mere vacation. In short, it is an interpretative framework, working on multiple levels, which helps the past “sell” Disney’s version of American culture.

To Disney, the concept works because the public likes it and has an interest in it, even if historical knowledge is not as deep as academic historians might like. Thus, it is a “hook” to get people to come and enjoy the Disney parks.[3] However, it is more than that. Walt Disney was explicit (as has the company in the years since) that he was drawing from history (and fantasy) as he built his park.[4] As Michael Wallace noted, Walt was “a passionate historian” and his parks influence how people “perceive … the past” in very real ways.[5]

The relationship between history and culture in the mind of both Walt and his company is both real and important. Culture is often discussed in terms of high (what the elite and wealthy enjoy) and low (what most people enjoy, and what might be considered as popular culture). Because Walt hoped to forge a common American culture based in Dis-History, this meant finding ways to bridge the divide between the two subsets. Perhaps the best example of this in films came with Fantasia, where Disney married classical music to animation—whether or not it fit the theme of the composer. Walt hoped that the film would both expose to a popular audience the kinds of things high culture routinely regaled in.[6] Broad cultural formation also had a practical business angle as well. Walt wanted as many people as possible to to see his films because that is how the company made a good deal of its money. His films were already popular with the public, so one might argue that Fantasia and such efforts were also about convincing members of high culture to better appreciate what he was doing, not from an industry or technological standpoint, but by coming to the theater to enjoy an animated film.[7] However, Fantasia also showed the kind of backlash Disney could expect from this cultural merging. Many within high-cultural bastions saw Disney’s work (even more so once Disneyland was constructed) of broad cultural creation as anathema.[8] Ultimately, Walt wanted to entertain people and believed he was “making pictures for the great public and not for a certain select few.”[9] Disney artist Floyd Norman believed Walt never sought “adulation from the crowd” or “acceptance from the intellectuals and critics.” He just wanted to construct his vision of what culture might be.[10]

American audiences have long been familiar with great works of literature and art, even when they have not read them or seen them for themselves, and these works have been enjoyed by both popular and elite audiences. Walt came of age at precisely the time when artists like Shakespeare were being transformed from something that Americans, regardless of class, might enjoy together, to that which only certain audiences were exposed. The Bard went from someone whose works were shown across the nation during the nineteenth century to one that cultural critics believed could only be truly appreciated by audiences of a certain societal status. Elites decided, according to Lawrence Levine, that certain arts and types of artists belonged to them, not to the masses. Popular forms of art had to be regulated to second-class status.[11] Walt sought to rectify this development.

Culture is a product of the past interacting with the present. At the time that Walt was starting to forge a broad culture, there was a prevailing notion that America had yet to create a culture of its own—a process made more difficult by migration and immigration. Highbrow culture was less about setting a standard that others might reach for and increasingly about preserving from the “unwashed masses” that which only the social betters could appreciate. Only in the second half of the twentieth century did the lines again begin to blur.[12] While there are many reasons for this, it is hard to miss that the shift began about the same time that Disneyland opened.

Walt understood that American culture was shaped differently than culture had been in the past. In our democratic-republic, the rich and poor alike have access to a wealth of information, artistic representations, and education unprecedented in world history.[13] What he believed was needed was a standardized, easy-to-digest narrative that gave Americans a common starting point. The result was Dis-History. In creating this standard American culture, Walt was wedding both Disney itself and the concept of Dis-History to the forces of Americanization, which swept over the globe as the twentieth century advanced.[14] These forces, some said, were led by Mickey Mouse himself.

Indeed, Walt became “a spokesman for the American way of life” and the culture he constructed via Dis-History was heavily influenced by his own “taste and morality,” which Richard Schickel labeled as being “comfortably reflected … of those of the middle-class American majority.”[15] We should not be surprised that the times in which he lived, indeed, that contemporary concerns, influenced Walt’s use of Dis-History. In the 1950s, Disney was able to present a problem-free history, which reflected Dwight Eisenhower being in the White House and the United States as an ascendant super power. Power and post-war prosperity had their own issues, however. Abroad, America faced a rival in the form of the Soviet Union, which seemed to be its antithesis. Its Cold War struggle, many feared, would end in a nuclear war. At home, suburban dislocation and emerging societal challenges to the consensus domestic order called into question the stability and tranquility Americans had already started to take for granted. In an uncertain world, it is nice to have something to hold on to, and Disney offered that to America, defining the nation’s “Cold War self-image” by offering itself as “a community of memory” for Americans to draw strength from.[16]

Much of this cultural creation was a reaction to changes caused by modernism and had earlier precedents. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were full of technological, philosophical, artistic, scientific, and political changes that not only helped shape the modern world, but also fashion modernism, a school of thought that challenged traditional norms, beliefs, and assumptions. While that led to innovations and ideas, modernism had a disdain for tradition and had produced destructive and disruptive conflicts.[17] Some, like Henry Ford (and eventually Walt as well), came to believe that the only way to combat these trends was by embracing the past.

In Ford’s case, the industrialist grew frustrated with changes that were occurring in the United States, and waged (in the words of Steven Watts) “a larger cultural campaign to reclaim and defend American values and practices from an earlier day,”[18] To do so, he attempted to outsource production of his cars to village-based factories, that could allow his workers to also work as farmers. In places like Iron Mountain, Michigan, or his “Emersonian arcadia” Fordlandia (located in the jungles of Brazil), Ford attempted to bring the past and present literally into coexistence with each other. His war on modernism also extended to the employment of history itself. Near Detroit, Ford built Greenfield Village, a museum that was an ode to both the past and the advances that science and industry had made over time.[19]

Walt wanted to do more than just display the past, however. While he drew inspiration from both Ford and John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (who spent millions of dollars saving and restoring Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia), he had little interest in some sort of living history park. Likewise, Walt did not want to use the past, as his fellow park owner and fellow Californian Walter Knott did, as mere window dressing. Dis-History is an attempt to create a usable, coherent, broad or middlebrow culture for all Americans. It was not an attempt to “make America great again,” but rather to demonstrate what made America great already. While critics might find in this echoes of Cold War conformity and solace for 1950s era “white-flight” suburbanites,[20] Walt always intended more from both the concept and from his company.

The parks, then, are full of “populist political emblems that further reinforced an American way of life” in an “unproblematic” way. Indeed, Dis-History shapes guest interactions virtually from the moment they enter the parks. Here, Disney created a space for visitors to reconnect with, even rediscover, the past, and experience it (even if vicariously) for themselves. Being exposed to Dis-History helped Americans “define who they were by depicting where they had been and where they were going,” and to do so collectively as a people. As such, Disney became one of the chief arbiters of American culture[21] and an “overwhelming presence” when it comes to American cultural formation and its diffusion throughout the world. Its animated films and their wholesome image, both of which are amplified by the parks, drive much of this. Disney has not only helped define America culture, but has come to see that culture as a commodity and is in the business of designing, packaging, and selling it.[22]

We need to take Disney’s passion seriously, as we look at how Dis-History is used to build culture and memory.[23] Doing so requires understanding not just American history (in both its academic and popular representations), but also a good dose of Disney history in all its forms as well. As Steven Watts notes, “both the man and his enterprise emerged [by the 1930s] as reassuring symbols of the American way of life.”[24] That they continue to do so deserves scholarly attention. To do so we must understand two terms from the Disney lexicon. They are “synergy”[25] and “experience.” While it can be amusing and useful to know that Disney corporate culture defines its employees as “cast members,” and all visitors to its parks as “guests,” it is important to appreciate these other two words if Dis-History is going to be truly appreciated.

When Disney speaks of “synergy” the company is talking about ways its stories and characters can be/are used in its parks, motion pictures, publishing, merchandising, licensing, and the like. Synergy has been part of the company nearly since the beginning and is necessitated by its diversified nature. To achieve synergy, then, is to have as seamless as possible use of, say, Donald Duck or Cinderella in all the company’s outputs. Indeed, Disney is perhaps the epitome of a corporation that understands and utilizes the concept.[26] For an historian, what Disney calls synergy, we might call narrative flow, for what Disney is doing is constructing a story for its guests that is the same wherever and whenever it is encountered.[27]

Our other watchword is “experience,” and here Disney is not just thinking about a particular guest’s visit to one of their parks (and it should be noted that “experience” seems to be a buzzword associated chiefly, if not exclusively, to the theme parks).[28] Rather, that said visit contains at least some “Disney magic,” whether it is a sticker for being “honorary princess of the day” as the first guest for breakfast at Cinderella Castle is bestowed, an impromptu family picture as part of helping open one of a resort hotel’s stores, or a free drink upgrade to a collector’s cup. “Experiences” are those special little things that make for lasting memories. If synergy is about narrative, experience is about forging personal, historic bonds with and through Disney.

Corporate jargon aside, Dis-History actually employs the past in multiple ways. First, it directly pulls from the historic past for inspiration for aspects of its entertainment business—whether films or parks. The result is an “ideal vision of American history” that plays on the nostalgia of its guests[29] and which drives the company’s vision. But we need to understand that Disney uses not only the history of the United States but also the (now Americanized) myths, folk tales, and history of other parts of Western civilization, and increasingly beyond it as well to make not just its stories but to form its theme parks. The second way Disney uses the past is by drawing on its own creations to reissue or inspire new adventures for its established characters. The third way Disney makes use of the past is by drawing upon the memories that guests and cast members make together via the experiences of being at the park. This latter usage is perhaps the most important forge in creating attachment, not just nostalgia, for Disney. Lastly, there is simply the history of the company itself, which is shaped by and helps to form these uses of history. All told, Dis-History is a complex historical undertaking, not just a narrative slogan.

Dis-History, then, is how Disney goes about its work as an entertainment company. The idea of corporate synergy perhaps makes more sense to readers than the idea of creating experiences; however, both are intrinsically important to the understanding of Dis-History. As anthropologist Alexander Moore noted, “to visit Walt Disney World is to enter a ritual threshold,”[30] crossing it takes us to a different place than where we came from. The experiences one has at Disney’s parks are both real and mythic at the same time, made up of “fantasy and dreams” (to borrow from Henry Giroux) becoming “more powerful when played out against a broader American landscape in which cynicism has become a permanent fixture.”[31] At Disney parks, as William Arnal pointed out, an “ideal world” is created by separating the “fantastic” from everyday life. Thus, it is only at Disney that magic happens, and once a guest leaves the parks, they return to a life bare of such experiences.[32]

The assertions by Moore, Giroux, and Arnal speak to the power of history that Disney has harnessed. As David Snow has commented, the experiences its guests encounter are “a triumph of historical imagination.”[33] Ultimately, Dis-History is about constructing culture by creating myths, for it is only “through historical myth,” Will Wright argues, “which establish an analogy between past and present” that people can make sense of both.[34] As such, Dis-History is a mass-mediated culture that defines the United States in very real ways that are immediate, pervasive, and open to anyone and everyone. Thanks to the scope of the Disney undertaking, Dis-History is not confined to the United States alone. According to Michael R. Real, the company’s “specific values and ideology [have spread] internationally,”[35] making Dis-History a force of Americanization as well as its product.

Central to Dis-History’s success is working off what people already know about the past, and even more importantly, what they “know.” The first, of course is actual facts about the past. The second has more to do with how people remember, interpret, and blend facts and memories into encounters with the past that meet their expectations.[36] What Dis-History does, then, is display the tension between realities (historic facts) versus memories (historic recollection).[37] Dis-History is also at odds with an interpretation that Disneyland was just a place where Walt brought cinematic themes to a park, where genres were brought to life for guests. Such an argument ignores both Walt’s personal interest in history as well as the realities that inspired the genres to begin with. Thus, Disney taps into both nostalgia and larger themes of American history, utilizing “social memory” more than “historical reconstruction,” creating experiences people both enjoy and return to repeatedly.[38]

Much of Dis-History operates on nostalgia of the known. As Walt put it, “I love the nostalgic myself. I hope we never lose some of the things of the past.”[39] Historian Gary Cross takes such sentiment and argues that nostalgia-based “personal experience” does not seek to challenge audiences, but calls upon (often childhood) memories of a comfortable past to feed our present understanding. Disney, Cross argues, has tapped into this stratum of nostalgia and helped transform Americans into a nation of “nostalgiacs.”[40] However, Cross also acknowledges that Dis-History has its origins in the Victorian notion of “rational re-creation,” where re-creation was not just about fun or amusement but about learning or appreciating something. While intellectuals often do not appreciate this kind of nostalgia wedded to re-creation, the public does, despite the wishes of professional historians.[41]

Though history is intrinsic to what Disney does, it is, however, a straw man to think that Walt Disney intended his parks to be history museums or living history sites. Nor do people expect them to be. Institutions such as Colonial Williamsburg have noted from surveys and focus groups that the public that goes to both theme parks and museums understands (perhaps better than professional historians care to admit) that there are different levels of historical interpretation and adjust their expectations accordingly.[42] Disney is a company that seeks to make money.[43] It uses the past to its own ends. Thus, the experiences at the parks might not be “authentic” in a professional, historical sense,[44] but they are real to the people who have them on a personal, historical level. Moreover, the interplay between these types of history are at the heart of Dis-History.[45] The parks need people in them; otherwise, their purpose is not served. Walt knew that to get people into the parks required a story. Dis-History was forged to provide that story.

Dis-History, though it is source material created by a corporation, does have intrinsic educational value to what is produced. As Alvin H. Rosenfeld noted, “The historian’s role is and will remain crucial to uncovering the past, yet historical memory broadly conceived may depend less on the record of events drawn up by scholars than on the projection of these events by writers, filmmakers, artists, and others.”[46] Rosenfeld wrote those words about the Holocaust, a topic that seems the polar opposite of the happiest place on earth. Yet, if they are true of the greatest crime of the twentieth century, how much more are they true to other historical events and representations of the past? Furthermore, Douglas Greenberg has argued that Americans believe history to be public property, not just the preserve of experts.[47] What Disney does is present a copy of reality, or a simulacrum, where the real world is placed into a synthetic universe. Thus, one can get “ethnic food” without having to deal with actual “ethnics,” or see “representations” of actual sites that allow for the “experience” of “being there,” with the only requirement being a journey to a Disney park rather than around the globe.[48] While some critics might balk, such simulations and replicas have real value in enticing and enriching guests’ appreciation for the stories they encounter.[49]

Walt Disney knew that his work, including Dis-History, would be studied and interpreted.[50] He told Time magazine in 1937 that “we just try to make a good picture. And then the professors come along and tell us what we do.”[51] It is my hope that this professor will be able to add to the discussion of where Disney—the man, the company, and the culture they helped forge—fits historically in twenty-first century America.[52] My book is an attempt to do that by using Walt Disney World (though the company’s other parks will also be considered) in a “city as text” manner.[53] In a place like Disney World, and perhaps only there, we see not the attempt to remake or re-create the past, but a merging of popular and academic historical trends to fashion a usable past in the midst of the present and the future. It is a laboratory of sorts for the real world beyond both the ivory tower and suburban hedges.

As historian Simon Schama noted, historians need to find “a sense of place” by “using the archive of the feet,” not just books, letters, and artifacts to fully appreciate the past.[54] Being on the ground allows us to see the “past” being created before us.[55] Visiting the parks are central to understanding Dis-History. To those ends, I (and my willing family) have traveled to Walt Disney World in 2012, twice in 2013, once in 2014, twice in 2015, twice in 2016, and once in 2017, along with trips to Disneyland in 2014, 2016, and 2017, as well as Disneyland Paris in 2015. I have intertwined observations made on those trips into my narrative, alongside archival and secondary sources.

Whether it is a guest’s first visit or their one hundredth, the parks, even as they change, remain constant. They are renewed (cleaned) every night, so that they are fresh each morning. It has to be that way—in order to make sure that every guest has a wonderful experience. It may not be a clean slate, exactly, but it is a renewed one, and so it allows a consistent venue for study. By being there, we can begin to appreciate not just the scope of the undertaking Disney has attempted and accomplished, but also how important memories are to the construction of the past. So, let us venture to a place where “dreams come true,” “experiences” happen, and Walt Disney created an American mythology.[56] Let us go to Walt Disney World.


chapter one

Mickey Mouse and the Creation of Dis-History

Experience Epcot’s Spaceship Earth

When guests of Walt Disney World arrive at Epcot, their gaze is instantly drawn to “the ball.” Disney describes it as “the iconic geosphere,” though to most people at first glance, it looks much more like a large silver golf ball. However, it is much more than either a gimmick or wonder of engineering. The ball is home to an attraction, Spaceship Earth. Like many who pass through Epcot’s gates, our journey into Dis-History (or Disney’s version of history) starts here.

As both the symbol of and gateway to the park, Spaceship Earth serves as the potential introduction for Disney guests to the Future World portion of Epcot, if not to Walt Disney World itself. Officially, the attraction tells the story of human communication, from prehistoric times to the present (while also allowing guests to get a glimpse at what their future may look like as well). The ride reminds guests that “the future was invented, one step at a time,” and the entire historical journey is narrated by famed actress and Oscar-winner Judi Dench, who is accompanied by a musical score that “features styles and instruments appropriate to the era, transitioning seamlessly into the next.” The story arc is based on an original script (since modified) by author Ray Bradbury.[1][2]

From a Dis-History perspective, the story that unfolds is less about communications (and a future brought to you in part by Siemens, the attraction’s current corporate sponsor (though they notified Disney in 2017 that they would not be renewing their lease), and more about the historical drama of Western civilization—guests receive a glimpse of history in the making and though seated, are active participants to its creation. They witness cave-dwelling hunters painting pictures of their kills on walls, Egyptians creating papyrus, the Phoenicians devising an alphabet, the Greeks and Romans spreading their culture, ideas inspiring the Renaissance, monks copying books by hand, and Johannes Gutenberg operating his printing press followed by newspapers announcing the end of the Civil War, the advent of the telegraph and telephone, the creation of computers and the televised landing on the moon[3]—all before being asked to ponder the wonders of what the future might hold. It is a concise historic overview with an uplifting (and fun) finish. It is very much in the Whig school of historic interpretation (where one can chart the historic progress of a civilization, from the state of nature to the present) but also one in which technology is seen to undergird progress as well (a recurring Disney motif).

For an academic historian, Spaceship Earth represents both the best and worst aspects of Dis-History, all in a single experience. On the positive side, in a few short minutes, riders are given a sweeping demonstration of human history and Western civilization. On the negative side, as critics such as William F. Van Wert are quick to point out, the scenes are largely void of historical context. For all the painstaking details one can see as they pass by, there are also missing (or “suppressed” and “compressed”) historical details as well.[4] For example, painting on caves was fine, so long as people stayed near those particular caves. Egyptian papyrus is given preference here over Sumerian cuneiform. Phoenicians, Greeks, and Romans are all mentioned, but not the creation of the Hellenistic empire, the collapse of Rome, nor the sectarian wars pitting Christians and Muslims against one another. Indeed, while Islamic and Jewish scholars are mentioned directly, Christianity is not referred to by name at all—merely “monks.” Guttenberg is seen in the midst of the Renascence (but not the Reformation his printing press helped to fuel), and the painting of the Sistine Chapel is viewed with little commentary. Newspapers mention the Civil War, radio talks about Amelia Earhart, there is a film reel showing Jesse Owens’ triumph at the 1936 Olympics, and Walter Cronkite’s broadcast of the Apollo 11 moon landing, but nothing about what those events meant at that time or since. Indeed, much of this history is likely lost upon younger and increasingly “older” (those born since the 1980s) guests as well. We might understand, to a degree, the lack of specificity, because of the pacing of the ride, and appreciate that though each scene is detail rich and of museum quality, this is not a museum. But since guests cannot stop the ride to soak it all in, Disney critics allege the company is missing out on an opportunity to educate, either by some name dropping or simply by more context on the scenes themselves.

Or, is it? Spaceship Earth asks its riders several questions throughout the course of their journey, which despite what critics might believe; have a surprising staying power even with young riders: Who are we? Where have we come from? Where are we going? While some critics find these questions “trite,” and merely a means to an end, they are also important questions that have been asked for millennia and are key to unlocking how Disney uses history. At its core, Dis-History is an attempt by Disney to create a cultural narrative that both entertains and informs its guests. Disney gives us one version of American (as part of wider Western civilization) culture, pulled from history. And while critics argue that Dis-History is a place where contrary points of view are not heard or are silenced, with examples pulled from their historic, literary, and geographic contexts in order to serve Disney’s ends, the fact remains that Dis-History is a powerful and popular force that does offer some redeeming educational value and must be understood on its own terms, rather than dismissed out of hand.[5]

Dis-History, as conceived by Walt Disney, fashioned a cultural mythos for Americans, which helps them make sense of the world and their place in it. In a multicultural society, where not all groups share a common story and yet live in the same nation state, this mythos is important.[6] As an arbiter of culture (both in the United States and globally), Disney’s decision to utilize Dis-History is important and has wide-ranging affects. As Jean Baudrillard once said, “History is our lost referential, that is to say our myth,” and that the “decline” of such referentials is a danger to society.[7] “A myth,” as film historian Will Wright once noted, “is a communication from a society to its members: the social concepts and attitudes determined by the history and institutions of a society are communicated to its members through its myths.” Wright was heavily influenced by Claude Levi-Strauss, the famed anthropologist who argued that the differences between historical and mythical thought lie primarily in the modes of explanation, not in their accuracy.”[8] Whether Walt ever read Levi-Strauss or not, he made the same argument via the development of Dis-History, sensing that Americans needed some sort of common cultural grounding as the twentieth century progressed.

Mickey Mouse’s Dis-History and Its Discontents

Epcot’s Spaceship Earth is but one attraction at Walt Disney World in Florida, in one of its parks. In addition to Epcot, there is the Magic Kingdom (a larger version of Walt’s beloved Disneyland and the chief source for much of our discussion); Disney’s Hollywood Studios (formerly Disney-MGM Studios, whose main comparison is to Universal Studios’ nearby park), conceived as a place where film came to life and where actual shows might be produced; and Disney’s Animal Kingdom, a part zoo, part theme park, which was Disney’s answer to Sea World and Busch Gardens—and a new direction for the company[9]). Taken together, these parks are the largest entertainment area on Earth. Collectively, they are Walt Disney World.

The Walt Disney World complex is just one of Disney’s parks. The company’s first theme park and its “second gate” are in California: Disneyland and the newer California Adventure. In Europe, there is Disneyland Paris (with a second gate, Walt Disney Studios Park). In Asia, three Disneyland-esque parks, in Tokyo (which also has a second gate, DisneySea), Hong Kong, and Shanghai, make up the physical manifestation of the company’s entertainment empire. In addition to the parks of course, there are movies, music, books, websites, hotels, cruise ships, television programs, and channels, all of which keep the Disney brand before the entire world. All of it is because of a little mouse.

Mickey Mouse was born on the eve of the Great Depression, out of the dire necessity and desperation of Walt Disney. Walt, who had moved his fledgling animation studio from Kansas City to Los Angeles in 1923, worked long hours and late nights, slowly creating movie shorts and characters in the form of Alice (where he mixed live action, fairy-tale plots, and animation) and Oswald the Rabbit (the cartoon predecessor to Mickey Mouse) that, by 1926, had transformed a small motion-picture operation into Walt Disney Studios.[10] That success, however, was short lived. Walt watched as his distributor (Charles Mintz) took control of not just his films (through a contractual loophole) and characters, but also plundered his creative talent to create a rival studio. It was on the train ride from New York back to California, after learning of the situation, that Mickey Mouse was born.[11]

Mickey became the start of something new. In 1928, the studio released Steamboat Willie, the first animated “talkie” and starring the Mouse. Almost immediately, Walt had a revolutionary hit and an iconic figure on his hands. Despite the worst economic downturn in modern history, Mickey and his pals (the studio quickly added characters like Minnie Mouse, Donald Duck, Goofy, Pluto, and Pegleg Pete) provided a safe harbor and secure financial underpinning for the company. Indeed, as the Great Depression got worse, Disney’s successes seemed only to grow, both in the United States and internationally, as people around the country and theworld flocked to theaters to see the mouse with a can-do spirit and his latest adventures.[12]

Once they had Mickey, Disney never again risked losing control of one of its creations.[13] As a studio, it survived by making sure it had distribution deals, “product differentiation,” and merchandising.[14] As a small studio, Mickey’s sustained success meant maximized profits that allowed it to grow alongside Hollywood. In the span of just a few years, the studio went from little more than a storefront operation, to a growing collection of buildings along Hyperion Avenue, ushering in a new era for Walt, his company, and the industry of which he was now an integral part.[15]

With a stable of characters and a studio structure coming into place, Walt sought stories to employ both the animated characters and the animators. Already he believed that capturing the spirit of a story was much more important than being faithful to every detail of the text.[16] Walt told an interviewer, “I just make what I like—warm and human stories, and ones about historic characters and events, and about animals.”[17] While he pushed his animators for realism in their work (even when depicting something fanciful he wanted the depiction to be lifelike and realistic),[18] his philosophy was that their art should show the world as it ought to be.[19] Walt did not feel that he needed to add negativity or cynicism to the world. There was enough of both already.[20] This idea applied to the use of history as well.[21] From very early on, Dis-History’s tenants included the ability to clean up and improve the history being presented.[22]

Using historical stories was hardly a business consideration alone. Walt had enjoyed learning about history since he was a little boy. As he grew into adulthood, his reading habits reflected it as well—with shelves full of the latest books on the Founding Fathers, the Revolutionary War, and biographies of Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln—as did the conversation topics he seemed to enjoy the most. Perhaps just as important, he felt he had a duty to teach his fellow Americans, especially children, about their heritage.[23] Walt embraced the concept of popular history and likewise should be considered one of the first public historians (before academic historians adopted the term). He understood what many academic historians rarely like to admit, that rather than specialization, most people (and perhaps especially Americans) want to hear stories about the past rather than grand theories, and that they bristle at the notion that history is the preserve of experts who have a “monopoly on the past” and its stories.[24]

Walt’s love for history, and the power of Dis-History, is clear in the Hollywood Studios attraction, Walt Disney: One Man’s Dream. Here, in the midst of the Florida park’s version of California’s Hollywood studio system, guests can wander through a museum dedicated to Walt himself. The artifacts on display include such items as his second-grade desk (hard wood and basic), various audio and film clips, vintage toys, models for park attractions, the original audio-animatronic Abraham Lincoln from the 1964 World’s Fair, and a host of other things tied to Disney’s history and life. Similar touches of history abound in Disneyland’s Great Moments with Mr. Lincoln, which includes the actual park bench that Walt sat on and where his inspiration for building a park came from.[25] These small museums are more than just shrines to the founder of the company, though they are that as well. They show various sides of Walt’s sometimes complex personality, while also continuing the cultivation and protection of his image.[26] They are also examples of how dependent Walt was, and his company remains, on history as a discipline.

Few guests who visit these museums will likely think about what Disney does with the past, and that is exactly the point. Dis-History is so seamlessly done, so integrated into what they do with the park, that guests see it only as part of the presentation. The museums are merely the most obvious example of how Disney grounds itself in the historical past. Indeed, the parks constantly tap into “collective cultural memory”[27]—a concept Walt understood long before he was the centerpiece of a museum. He believed that by telling stories, and binding Americans together, he could help preserve and foster a common culture. Dis-History is wedded to American popular culture and seeks to capture and “replicate the essences of historic environments,” according to Richard Francaviglia.[28] It is integral to “Disney reality,” the way the company views and portrays itself to its guests.[29]

Walt’s inkling of what Dis-History might accomplish was shaped by being part of the motion-picture industry. Like historic events, movies are very democratic in the sense that anyone and everyone can experience them and draw their own conclusions from them.[30] Throughout the 1930s, everyone in America, it seemed, was going to see Mickey’s movies and knew who the Mouse was, just as everyone was experiencing the Great Depression. These common experiences forged Dis-History as a means to present a democratized version of the past to the American people in order to give them a common culture.

By the end of World War II, Walt saw himself more as a teacher than just an entertainer.[31] Writing in 1945, he expressed confidence that he could use films as a means of both education and entertainment. Noting that “the motion picture took a leading part in all phases of wartime education—propaganda and information as well as training,” Walt saw no reason why that might not be continued in the post-war world. Animated features, in particular, offered the chance to “depict the birth of a continent, the rhythm of a stellar system, the structure of an atom or the anatomy of a microbe” because of the medium’s “versatility.”[32] Disney viewed such films (or other materials) merely as “a new tool for the educator’s kit. There can be no presumption that a film can replace the textbook, the laboratory or even the lecture,” he wrote.[33]

While the advent of a theme park (the eventual Disneyland) is often attributed to Walt’s desire to take his children some place clean and create a place where families could have fun together, as well as a means by which he could tinker and create on a larger scale than just with film,[34] in those post-war writings another step has been taken in the direction of Dis-History: the use of culture to educate. In that same 1945 article for The Public Opinion Quarterly, we see the first attempt by both the man and company that bears his name to articulate Dis-History: “The educational film must be true, it must give a rounded view of the subject, or aspect of a subject, it must hold the interest of the student and finally it must impel the student to apply his new knowledge.”[35] For a time, Walt sought a means to display “a Disney view of American history and culture” by creating a series of miniature exhibits that could travel the country by train.[36] But if Dis-History was good enough for the films he was making or for an exhibit, why not for the park as well? Dis-History, then, was to be a tool of educating Baby Boomers and the American public at large across Disney’s corporate outputs.

Walt understood that history could help people understand morality, power, and culture, through the lens of the present.[37] Indeed, as Paul Connerton argued, “Our experience of the present very largely depends upon our knowledge of the past.”[38] Thus, the use of the past to not just inform, but also possibly entertain the present (and current questions and problems) was perfectly reasonable. As Stephen Fjellman noted, history is essentially “value neutral” and much of what people know about the past is shaped by popular history; thus, Disney’s decision to construct Dis-History made perfect sense.[39] Of course this makes who is creating popular history important, because invoking the past, utilizing its images, legitimates society.[40] By the mid-twentieth century (and perhaps even more so by the twenty-first) the images were starting to dominate how people perceive the world around them.[41] Few organizations understood the power of images better than Disney did.[42]

Walt fused “entertainment and education” into a corporate force and his company became “a teaching machine” with broad-ranging influence. Hundreds of millions of people every year watch Disney movies (which are transgenerational in their audience, if not always their appeal) and television shows. Millions more listen to Disney music, and tens of millions visit Disney theme park. Every year. Disney has to be true and faithful to not just history, but to their own corporate history as well.[43] Dis-History plays that role in the parks. It is the “concentrated distillation of one version of the United States and its view of the world, a version both mythical and real,” according to Fjellman.[44] Since Walt’s time, the company had as its mission not just making money for its stockholders, as John Taylor relates it, but “to celebrate and nurture American values.”[45] Disney believes that as a cultural force it can (and does) shape the course of history.[46]

There is an additional component of Dis-History. Disney does not just use history or shape its understanding; it is also in the business of making history. Not only does the company help its guests to create personal history (or memories), but it also shapes the history of the United States. Take Orlando as an example. Who can doubt that the creation of Walt Disney World radically altered the Orlando area’s history forever? Think of how many jobs were created in the park’s construction (and continued remodeling). What did those jobs mean to the workers, their families? What of the park guests? How was the very land itself (from the ecology to things like the transportation network that was created) changed and altered? What of all the people who moved to and created modern Orlando because of a Disney park simply being there? What did that mean to Florida? Asking and even attempting to answer these questions quickly demonstrates that a good deal of history, in and by a variety of means, has happened in the 43 square miles of Florida that is home to Walt Disney World.[47]

No person, no company, can use history and attempt to construct culture the way Disney does without attracting critics. Indeed, criticism has been a mainstay of Dis-History from the start. Intellectual critics questioned Walt’s decision to try to create a broad American cultural experience through his films.[48] As the company formally created Dis-History, critics began to argue that Disney used the past for comedic effect or brushed over the more difficult aspects of the past altogether and thus distorted how the past is understood.[49] Dis-History, according to its critics, is a place where there is no conflict or strife, a place where nostalgia is used to sell merchandise.[50] As such, “Disney distorts real history for the sake of commercial gain” and tends to re-inscribe the stories it tells “with a typically American value system” no matter where their origination.[51] William F. Van Wert called Walt Disney World “an elaborate and highly successful blueprint of high modernism (and assembly-line capitalism)” as well as a place that “eradicated all sense of shame from history.” Additionally, he argued that entering the park marks the moment of enslavement on the part of visitors to the skewed reality that Disney has created.[52] Van Wert has many allies, with critics alleging that guests walk around with “glazed eyes” in a “trancelike state” from one problematic (because of either theme or mechanical failure) attraction to another. Little more than zombies to the Mouse, guests ask no questions and receive no answers to the historic questions that Disney parks raise by their very existence raises, but never answer.[53]

Then there are the political critics. Conservative criticism argues that the once wholesome image Walt articulated was destroyed or altered by those now running the company.[54] Leftist criticism tends to be much more broadly constructed. Some attack the wholesome image conservatives claim Disney once represented,[55] while others blast Disney for “sexism, racism, conservatism, heterosexism, andro-centricism, imperialism (cultural), imperialism (economic), literary vandalism, jingoism, aberrant sexuality, censorship, propaganda, paranoia, homophobia, exploitation, ecological devastation, anti-union repression, FBI collaboration, corporate raiding, and stereotyping.” For all these reasons Disney is, according to Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan, “beyond the political pale.”[56]

Still more critics focus on how Disney does business. According to this group, Disney engages in “the manipulation of memory,” with Dis-History contributing to “historical forgetting.” In addition, these critics are dismayed by how heavy-handed Disney (and Disney in particular seems to generate
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