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Preface

When I started blogging on animation film in the fall of 2009, I would never have dreamt that I would once write a book on this subject. Like many other people, my passion for animation film can be traced back to my early years. Mickey’s great film The Band Concert is one of the earliest cartoons I can remember. But in the age of VHS, my interest in animation film started to grow in earnest, and I recorded several films from television on video tape. Things got much easier with the arrival of DVD, and from 2002 on I started seriously collecting, with the Walt Disney Treasures set Mickey Mouse in Living Color being my second purchase (my collection now consists of about four thousand individual animated films). Likewise, internet has made the gathering and spreading of knowledge much easier, and I soon desired to spread my own enthusiasm for the medium to the world, an urge which eventually resulted in the weblog Dr. Grob’s Animation Review.

But spreading knowledge cannot exist without gathering knowledge, and as the years passed my library on animation film grew, too. And yet, as is always the case with research, it has only made me more modest about what I did know, and showed me the enormous amount of things I didn’t know. Thus, when Bob McLain invited me to write a book for him, I was naturally reluctant. As a Dutchman, living in Europe, writing in a language that is not my own, I didn’t feel as the most likely candidate for such an undertaking. Moreover, I may be a huge animation fan, but an animation historian I am not. Yes, the emphasis of my blog is on animation history, and yes, I like to separate fact from speculation, and yes, I do have a background in science. Yet, I rely heavily on secondary literature, websites, and other blogs, and thus on the work of others. I’m greatly indebted to the work of people like Michael Barrier, Jerry Beck, John Canemaker, David Gerstein, J.B. Kaufman, Jim Korkis, Leonard Maltin, and Charles Solomon. They have conducted interviews, browsed magazines and newspapers, and dived into archives. It’s they who are the giants in the field, and on whose shoulders I humbly stand.

And yet with this book I hope I can add my own modest contribution to all things Disney. Amidst the flood of books on Disney and Mickey, a book seriously discussing Mickey’s films is still lacking, and in this respect I think my book will fill a gap. True, films like Plane Crazy, Steamboat Willie, The Band Concert, and “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” sequence from Fantasia have been discussed extensively, but there are other, often great, Mickey Mouse cartoons that haven’t even received a scrap of this attention, like The Klondike Kid or Mickey Plays Papa, even though they, too, very much deserve some discussion. The key lies not as much in reading as in watching these films, and I’ve watched them all numerous times.

As I do in my blog, I’ll mainly focus on historical aspects: on how both Mickey and the Disney studio grew in style and sophistication. Sometimes I add discussion on animation, story, or music. Where possible, I’ve tried to indicate animators and other artists, but information on this subject is scanty, and websites, including the Internet Movie Database, which provide such information, more often than not fail to mention their sources, making them unreliable. This book thus is not complete. Even though it has a finished form, I consider it, like my blog, as a work in progress, and I hope it will inspire others in gathering the information still lacking. And most of all, I hope readers will enjoy this book, and that it will excite them to watch those great Mickey Mouse cartoons themselves.

Gijs Grob
Utrecht, The Netherlands
April 14, 2017


Introduction

Before Mickey Mouse the icon, before Mickey Mouse the company symbol, before Mickey Mouse the theme park character, before Mickey Mouse the television host, and even before Mickey Mouse the comic-strip hero, there was Mickey Mouse the movie star. This book is about Mickey’s career in the movies. I’ll discuss every single theatrical film featuring Mickey, from 1928 until 2013, in chronological order. I’ve also included Parade of the Award Nominees, which was only shown at the 1932 Academy Award ceremonies, and The Standard Parade, which was only presented to Standard Oil employees (albeit in theaters rented for the occasion), for the simple reasons that they, too, can be found on the Walt Disney Treasures DVDs and there would be no other place to include them. I’ve classified Mickey’s films in different periods, all with their own characteristics. Each period has an introductory section presenting a wider view on Mickey’s career. And finally, I’ve added some info on Foxy, Milton, and Rita, early contemporaries of Mickey who resembled him a little too much for comfort. I’ve left out, however, all references to Mickey in films by others, for there are way too many of them.

This book is a reference book. It is not meant to be read from start to end. But for those who do, in my writing I’ve tried to guide you through the ups and downs of Mickey’s extraordinary and wonderful career. I certainly hope my book contributes to the appreciation of his films, and of Mickey’s rather neglected black-and-white films in particular. When reading books on Disney, it sometimes seems that relatively little of interest happens between Steamboat Willie, The Band Concert, and Fantasia. Many books more or less hover over the Mickey films after Steamboat Willie in favor of the Silly Symphonies and focus on Disney’s first animated feature films. How unjustified! Some of the greatest cartoons of all time, like Touchdown Mickey or Two-Gun Mickey, were made in this period, and deserve more attention.

My reviews of Mickey’s films are opinionated. This is not because I value my own opinion as ultimate and final, a vision that would be utterly preposterous in any case, but because I think that criticism will spark the reader’s own opinion. I’ve always found works that lacked this aspect as missing the point. For example, Jerry Beck and Will Friedwald missed a golden opportunity with their otherwise impressive tour-de-force Looney Tunes and Merrie Melodies: A Complete Guide to the Warner Bros. Cartoons by merely providing the contents of hundreds and hundreds of Warner Bros. shorts, without further analysis. Forgettable films and masterpieces stood side by side, indistinguishable from one another. This was frustrating to me. In contrast, less exhaustive, but more opinionated works like Leonard Maltin’s Of Mice and Magic and Michael Barrier’s Hollywood Cartoons: American Animation in Its Golden Age helped readers find their way into the world of classic animation. At least, books like these certainly helped me to develop my own opinions on classic animation films, even if I disagreed with the authors. Thus, in my own book I’ve chosen to guide readers, to point out a film’s strengths and weaknesses, and make them able to cherry pick, leaving it to the fanatic (a category to which I certainly belong) to watch all the films. I hope that my book will inspire readers to watch Mickey’s films, and to agree or disagree with me.

Likewise, the star rating system is arbitrary. I often change my opinion on individual films; thus, the stars do not reflect more than an average result of repeated viewings. Needless to say, readers will disagree with some, perhaps many, of my ratings. The stars, therefore, are not meant as absolute truth, but as a guide to help newcomers explore Mickey’s better films without the need to watch them all.


Part One

The Birth of Mickey Mouse (1928)

“It all began with Mickey,” Walt Disney said in a 1964 interview.1 This of course is not entirely true. Walt’s ventures into animation go back to 1920, and from 1924 on he had a modestly successful animation studio in Hollywood, being one of the first animation producers to settle on the West Coast. However, as we will see, in 1928 Walt Disney lost most of his animators, his star (and meal ticket) Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, and a distribution contract. With help of Mickey he was able to start anew and build the empire we now know as the Walt Disney Company.

In 1928, everything changed. By then Walt Disney had a prosperous animation studio which, thanks to top animator Ub Iwerks, had become one of the leaders in the field in terms of technique, and which, with Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, had a star famous enough to be merchandized.2 Oswald’s films had become increasingly profitable, so when in February 1928 Walt Disney went to New York to renew his contract with distributor Charles Mintz, he was full of optimism. He would ask for an increase of ten percent on the cost of each Oswald film, raising their price to $2500.

Mintz, however, bluntly told Disney that he would only offer him $1800, a reduction of 16% of the original price. At that price the studio would suffer a loss, so Disney refused. Mintz then revealed how he secretly had hired away practically all of Walt’s staff, and he made it explicitly clear that Universal (the distributor), not Walt Disney, owned the Oswald character, thus threatening to take everything away from the young producer. Walt, however, did not yield to Mintz’s hard negotiation methods, and returned to California by train.

Before departing, he sent an extraordinary, if characteristic, telegram to his brother and partner Roy:

LEAVING TONIGHT STOPPING OVER KC ARRIVE HOME SUNDAY MORNING SEVEN THIRTY DON’T WORRY EVERYTHING OK WILL GIVE DETAILS WHEN ARRIVE—WALT3

But everything was not okay. Walt had lost practically everything: his star, his distribution contract, and his staff (save animators Ub Iwerks, Johnny Cannon, and Les Clark, some ink-and-paint girls, and the janitor). More than anything else, he needed a new star to replace Oswald, or else there would be no point in looking for new animators and a new distributor.

The origin of Mickey Mouse is clouded in legend. Walt invented several stories about Mickey’s origin as time progressed. Animation historian Gary Apgar believes4 that Walt dreamt up a mouse during his train ride back to L.A. As soon as he returned, the new character was sketched out (most likely by Ub Iwerks), and christened Mickey, after Walt’s wife, Lillian, had vetoed Mortimer. The name Mortimer, however, would return, first as the name of Minnie’s uncle in the 1930 Mickey Mouse strip, then as one of his nephews, and finally as his rival in the short Mickey’s Rival (1936).

Mickey was not the first cartoon mouse to hit the screen. There were many others in Paul Terry’s Aesop’s Fables, and in Walt Disney’s own Alice Comedies as well as his Oswald cartoons. What made Mickey stand from the crowd was his size; like his predecessor Oswald, Mickey was boy-sized rather than mouse-sized. And whereas practically all previous mice had elongated heads and rather angular or egg-shaped ears, Mickey’s design was based on circles, in a stroke of genius that to this day makes people recognize Mickey from just three plain, black circles, as long as they are placed like Mickey’s silhouette.

With Mickey as the studio’s new star, Walt directed Ub Iwerks to sketch out the mouse’s first cartoon. While the rest of the staff finished the last Disney-produced Oswald cartoons, per their contract with Mintz and Universal, Iwerks labored in a separate office, secretly working on the new cartoon, not for Mintz, but for Walt. Lillian and Edna, Walt and Roy Disney’s wives, respectively, together with Lillian’s sister Hazel, inked and painted the cels in a garage at Walt’s home. These cels then were shot after hours.5 Iwerks worked at an astonishing speed, producing up to 700 drawings a day, and he finished the animation on the cartoon in about two weeks.6 This is a stunning effort by all standards. But what is even more extraordinary is that the finished product, Plane Crazy, turned out to be such a fine cartoon.

Plane Crazy

Director: Walt Disney

Animation: Ub Iwerks

Music: Carl Stalling

Preview Date: May 15, 1928

Release Date: March 17, 1929

Stars: Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse

Rating: ★★★★★

For a cartoon made out of sheer necessity, and animated in a mere two weeks, Plane Crazy is a spectacular achievement. The film is more consistent than most of the preceding Oswald shorts. It’s fast, it’s packed with gags, it’s very funny. Moreover, it’s full of visual tricks. For example, the film opens with the behind of a cow moving away from the camera. Later there are some great perspective scenes with Mickey’s plane flying under a cow’s udders, and almost crashing into two cars.

The film draws inspiration from the same event as the earlier Oswald cartoon, The Ocean Hop (1927): Charles Lindbergh’s flight from New York to Paris on May 20–21 1927, the first non-stop flight across the Atlantic Ocean. A goggle-eyed Mickey Mouse (without shoes or gloves) wants to imitate Lindy and builds a plane himself, helped by the other farm animals. Unfortunately, his plane crashes against a tree. Then Mickey transforms a car into a plane, and asks Minnie to fly with him. After a breathtaking take-off, the plane flies, and up in the air Mickey forces a kiss from Minnie, with disastrous results.

Plane Crazy is Mickey’s first cartoon and it hasn’t aged a bit. Yes, it’s a silent cartoon with sound added later. Yes, Mickey looks and behaves rather differently than he would do in subsequent films: he’s still shoeless, and he has Barney Google-like eyes that he would soon lose. And yes, some of the gags are rather crude. Yet, Plane Crazy is outstanding for its fast-paced gags, its extraordinarily rubbery animation, its awesome use of perspectives, and its effective pantomime character animation (its only piece of dialogue is Minnie asking, “Who, me?” which of course in the original was in pantomime, too). The film is a testimony of Ub Iwerks’ skill. Not only was he an incredibly fast animator, he was also an original artist, with a distinct style and an excellent sense of comic timing.

Plane Crazy was previewed in a theater on Sunset Boulevard on May 15, 1928.7 Six days later, the Disneys patented Mickey Mouse as a trademark,8 securing the character as their own—they would not lose him like they lost Oswald. The first reactions on the film were good, if not too exciting, so Walt set out to make a second short starring his fledgling character, called Gallopin’ Gaucho.9 Meanwhile, he would try to sell Plane Crazy to distributors.

One-and-a-half years later, when Mickey had become famous, Plane Crazy would be the inspiration for the first eight panels of the Mickey Mouse comic strip.10

Gallopin’ Gaucho

Director: Walt Disney

Animation: Ub Iwerks, Les Clark, Johnny Cannon, Wilfred Jackson

Music: Carl Stalling

Preview Date: August 28, 1928

Release Date: December 30, 1928

Stars: Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse, Pete

Rating: ★★★★★

When Mickey’s first cartoon, Plane Crazy, got some positive reactions during its first preview, Walt set out to make another cartoon with his new character. He called it Gallopin’ Gaucho. Made in the summer months, it was to be Mickey’s second and last silent cartoon.

Mickey is again not quite recognizable in Gallopin’ Gaucho. If possible, he is even ruder in this short than he was in Plane Crazy: according to a poster in the background, he is a sought-after criminal, and we watch him smoking and drinking and dancing a stout tango with Minnie, who’s wearing a bra. Nevertheless, this cartoon is also the first in which Mickey shows himself to be a small, but clever and courageous hero: when Minnie is abducted by Pete, Mickey rescues her in a heroic fight. He then earns the kiss he tried to get by force in Plane Crazy.

Gallopin’ Gaucho was a parody of the 1927 Douglas Fairbanks film The Gaucho11, and some of Fairbanks’ heroism crept into the little mouse’s character, making him more likeable than in his first cartoon. This heroic character trait was greatly expanded upon in later Mickey Mouse cartoons.

Gallopin’ Gaucho was also an important step in Mickey’s design: he now has shoes, and in the scene in which he whistles for his ostrich (or rhea, as the film is set in Argentina), he loses his google-eyes in exchange for much more appealing ones.

Due to its melodrama, Gallopin’ Gaucho contains less gags than Plane Crazy, but it’s still a wonderful and fast cartoon with ingenious gags like the scene in which Mickey uses his own tail as a tackle. Gallopin’ Gaucho also sets out a storyline that was to be copied a couple of times in such later Mickey Mouse cartoons as The Cactus Kid (1930), Mickey in Arabia (1932), and The Klondike Kid (1932), and self-consciously parodied in Galloping Romance, the film shown in Mickey’s Gala Premier (1933). In all these shorts Minnie gets abducted by Pete, only to be rescued by Mickey.

Pete, Mickey’s nemesis, was in fact a much older character than Mickey—he already figured in some of the Alice cartoons and he had also been Oswald’s adversary. His design initially had been more bearlike, but in the Mickey Mouse cartoons it was settled that Pete was some kind of big cat. Pete had had a peg-leg before, but in his first appearance in a Mickey Mouse cartoon, he has both his legs. Only with The Cactus Kid (1930) did he become Peg-Leg Pete once again, a name originally coined for the Dutch colonist Peter Stuyvesant (1610–1672), director-general of the colony of New Netherland, before it was acquired by the English and re-christened into the more familiar New York.12

Gallopin’ Gaucho was de facto the first production of Disney’s fledgling studio (Plane Crazy had been made secretly when Disney was still under contract to Mintz). Ub Iwerks, who had animated Plane Crazy single-handedly, now could be aided by young assistant animators Les Clark, Johnny Cannon, and the recently hired Wilfred Jackson to work on Gallopin’ Gaucho. These three men would have long careers at the Disney studio.

While Gallopin’ Gaucho was being completed, Walt Disney showed Plane Crazy to MGM in Hollywood, and via film dealer E.J. Denison, to distributors in New York. Unfortunately, Plane Crazy didn’t stir the distributors.13 Apparently, they didn’t see anything distinctive in Mickey. True, he was not too different from Oswald. Both characters were more or less the same size (with Mickey being outrageously big for a mouse). Both characters were kind of likable, had a joyful, adventurous spirit, and were seen courting a love interest. Disney had to come up with something original if he wanted to get Mickey on the screen. And that’s exactly what he did.

Steamboat Willie

DIRECTOR: Walt Disney

Animation: Ub Iwerks, Les Clark, Johnny Cannon, Wilfred Jackson

Music: Unknown14

Production Date: July 29, 1928

Premiere Date: November 18, 1928

Stars: Mickey Mouse, Minnie Mouse, Pete

Rating: ★★★★★

While Gallopin’ Gaucho was still on the drawing board, and Plane Crazy failed to raise interest with distributors, Walt Disney dreamt up a plan to launch his new star to attention. What could set Mickey apart from his contemporaries? Sound. Sound was an extremely fresh cinematic feature at the time. The first feature film with sound, The Jazz Singer, had been released in October 1927. Even The Jazz Singer only used sound in parts of the film, and the first all-talking picture, Lights of New York, was released nearly a year later, in July 1928, the month in which production on Steamboat Willie started. But these pictures caused quite a stir, and slowly Hollywood studios were making the switch to this new type of film making. Yet, in the summer of 1928, most films, and all cartoons, were still silent. So, with sound, Disney could very well bring attention to his product.

The easiest method was to add a soundtrack to Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho, but this was not Walt Disney’s plan—at least, not yet. He and his studio would produce an entirely new cartoon, created to make the fullest use of synchronized sound. Drawing inspiration from the (silent) Buster Keaton feature Steamboat Bill, Jr., which had just been released in May, Mickey’s third film would be called Steamboat Willie.

Using sound in cartoons was much more difficult than using sound in live-action movies. In live-action, actors could speak into a microphone, and even that was far from effortless, as is spoofed in the 1952 musical film Singin’ in the Rain. Animated drawings, on the other hand, do not make sounds themselves, so everything has to be recorded separately. But how would the soundtrack match the images in perfect synchronization?

The key to the answer came from Wilfred Jackson, the youngest Disney staff member. His mother had been a music teacher, so he was familiar with the metronome, which he brought to the studio.15 Walt knew how fast film went through the projector (24 frames a second); thus, with the help of the metronome, Jackson and Disney could find out how many frames a particular beat lasted.16 While Disney worked at an exposure sheet, a piece of paper that indicated the exposure of cels on camera, Jackson drew the first bar sheet (later called dope sheet), indicating per frame where the beats were and what kind of action accompanied them.17 Now the animators knew where the beats were, and could fit action to them. At the same time, a composer could create a score based on the bar sheet.

Sometime in July,18 the first test of this idea was made: studio members played the half-finished film on a large bed sheet for their wives and girlfriends, while making the accompanying sounds behind the sheet. The performance was far from perfect, and the women only mildly impressed, but the studio members were convinced they were on a winning streak.19 As Walt Disney remembered in 1941: “It was terrible, but it was wonderful! And it was something new.”20

Thanks to the invention of the bar sheet, the animation and the soundtrack could be produced independently. With this knowledge, Walt could not only give Steamboat Willie, but also Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho, proper soundtracks. When Steamboat Willie was completed at the end of August,21 Walt headed to New York to provide his film with a soundtrack. On the way, he stopped in his former home town, Kansas City, to meet with his old acquaintance, Carl Stalling. Walt asked Stalling, a theater organist and orchestra leader, to score Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho for him.22

In New York, Walt had a hard time finding a suitable recording method to get a soundtrack for his new film. Some advised him to record the sound on records,23 an imperfect method. He finally made a deal with Pat Powers for the use of his Cinephone system. The origin of Powers’ system was legally rather dubious, but it recorded the sound directly on film, a method that is used to this very day.24

Surprisingly, Steamboat Willie was not the first cartoon to use synchronized sound. The Max Fleischer studio, for example, had experimented with the technique as early as 1924, and in October 1928 Paul Terry would release Dinner Time, which also used a synchronized soundtrack. However, Fleischer’s films failed to reach complete synchronicity, and Paul Terry’s film is essentially a silent and remarkably boring cartoon, which just happens to have some sound. It didn’t amount to much, and the film is all but forgotten today. While in New York, Walt saw Terry’s film, and his criticism was far from favorable, as is witnessed by this letter to Roy and Ub:

MY GOSH—TERRIBLE—A lot of racket and nothing else. I was terribly disappointed. I really expected to see something half-way decent. BUT HONESTLY—it was nothing but one of the rottenest fables I believe that I ever saw, and I should know because I have seen almost all of them. It merely had an orchestra playing and adding some noises. The talking part does not mean a thing. It doesn’t even match. We sure have nothing to worry about from these quarters.25

The next step was to get the soundtrack recorded. Powers connected Disney to Carl Edouarde, conductor of the Strand Theater Orchestra.26 Unfortunately, the first recording session, on September 15, was a failure. Edouarde ignored the flashes on the screen that indicated the beat, believing that he would be able to keep in sync himself. A second recording had to be planned for two weeks later. For this second session, a new print was conceived, substituting the flashes for a bouncing ball,27 and the orchestra was reduced in size. The sound effects were now provided by the famous Green Brothers novelty band,28 while Walt (as he did in the first session) did the vocals. Now Edouarde stuck to the beat, and this recording turned out fine.

Disney now had his first film with synchronized sound, and he was sure distributors would fight over his product. But none did. The sound craze had quite upset the cinema moguls, and most of them were not sure what to do next. Luckily, Harry Reichenbach, working for the Colony Theater on Broadway, offered some help: he would show the film for two weeks and pay Walt $500 for the screening.29 That would raise public interest, and only then would the distributors bite. This proved to be good advice. Steamboat Willie premiered on November 18, 1928, and immediately caused quite a sensation, eclipsing the feature film (Gang War) it accompanied, even though that was (partly) a talking picture, too.30 The press was excited, as is witnessed from various sources. Exhibitors Herald said: “I want to thank Mr. Walter Disney for giving me a laugh, one of the best I’ve had in a motion picture theater for quite a long time.”31 Critic Mordaunt Hall in the New York Times thought it “an ingenious piece of work with a good deal of fun. It growls, whines, squeaks, and makes various other sounds that add to its mirthful quality.”32 And Robert J. Landry in Variety: “Giggles came so fast at the Colony they were stumbling over each other. It’s a peach of a synchronization job all the way, bright, snappy, and fitting the situation perfectly.”33

So, as Walt had predicted, Steamboat Willie was a whopper, and as Reichenbach had predicted, the distributors now were interested in the young animation producer from Hollywood. Unfortunately, no distributor offered a deal without demanding full control of Mickey, so in the end Disney struck a deal with Pat Powers, one that turned out to be quite unfavorable in the end, but in 1928 meant that Mickey finally could be released nationwide (and even worldwide).34 Mickey was on the map, and in December, after being in New York for about three months,35 Walt could finally return home.

Today, it’s obvious why Steamboat Willie made such a stir: in contrast to Dinner Time, Steamboat Willie makes perfect use of the novelty of sound. Already in the opening scene we are treated to something no less than spectacular: we watch and hear Mickey Mouse whistling the joyful tune of Steamboat Bill. After watching several silent cartoons, this scene still has a startling effect. But all scenes in Steamboat Willie are there to show us the novelty of sound: we watch and hear whistles blowing, cows mooing, chickens cackling, and Minnie shouting “Yoo-hoo!” All the sounds are in perfect synchronization with the moving images.

However, the real treat of Steamboat Willie comes after four minutes, when a goat swallows Minnie’s sheet music and guitar. What seems a disaster turns out to be a delight, for the goat becomes musical, and Mickey and Minnie turn it into a kind of hurdy-gurdy. This gag had already been used in the silent Oswald cartoon Rival Romeos (released in March of that year), but it makes much more sense with the added sound. The goat-hurdy-gurdy provides an intoxicating soundtrack for Mickey to improvise on, which he does, though mostly by torturing animals. This musical number, based on “Turkey in the Straw,” is a sheer delight, and entertains even today.

Steamboat Willie boosted both Mickey Mouse’s and Walt Disney’s fortunes, and gave a valuable boost to the ailing animation industry. Soon, other studios started to make sound cartoons, too. But Disney was the leader of the pack, something he remained throughout the 1930s.

Yet, the arrival of sound also caused a setback, one that can already be seen in this cartoon: in Steamboat Willie, sound is the sole raison d’être for some of the shots (chickens cackling, a cow mooing). But more important, storyline has given way to an extensive musical number. While the two Mickey Mouse shorts that had been made before, Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho, had strong, albeit simple stories, Steamboat Willie has almost none. It wasn’t necessary: simply watching Mickey Mouse dancing and playing to the music was marvelous enough for the audiences of that time. Therefore, in the years after the success of Steamboat Willie, Disney would favor often tiring song-and-dance routines above great stories. It took the studio almost two years to bring back strong stories to its cartoons (Mickey’s 19th film, The Fire Fighters from 1930, is arguably the first).

Nevertheless, Steamboat Willie is a great cartoon, and a lot of fun to watch. It is still deeply rooted in the silent era: because lip synchronization had not been developed yet, the characters’ vocabulary remains rather limited. As a result, it still uses a comic strip-like visual language to express the characters’ feelings. Despite that, the musical number is both fresh and catchy. When you’ve seen Steamboat Willie, you’ll be whistling “Turkey in the Straw” for days, with a smile on your face.


Part Two

The Barnyard Years (1928–1930)

With Steamboat Willie, Mickey became instantly famous, and he quickly rose as the cartoon industry’s biggest star, supplanting Felix the Cat, whose owner Pat Sullivan was too reluctant to move to sound pictures. In fact, Mickey would not get any serious competition until the arrival of Popeye in 1933. Walt could now finally release Mickey’s first two cartoons, Gallopin’ Gaucho and Plane Crazy, which he did in December 1928 and March 1929, respectively. What’s more, by 1929 Mickey became a national phenomenon. He was praised by the public and critics alike, ranked among Hollywood’s most famous “actors,” and was revered and loved throughout the world. Even influential Soviet director Sergei Eisenstein praised Disney’s work, stating that Walt “was the only man working in the United States who used sound properly.”1

Mickey’s early films captivated audiences. This fascination can be illustrated by contemporary writings, which stumble on each other in praise for the mouse. For example, in December 1929 British reviewer Caroline A. Lejeune wrote in the Observer that “Walt Disney’s cartoons of Mickey Mouse are the most imaginative, witty, and satisfying productions that can be found in modern cinema.”2 A week later French critic Pierre Scize earnestly wrote: “Like the devotees of a new religion, we ask with a knowing wink: ‘Did you see The Opry House? Ah! And The Jazz Fool? Oh!’ And the joy as your memory recalls this or that savory touch, sequence of musical notes, or gag.”3 And in July 1930 columnist Creighton Peet: “It is true that there are other cartoons—many of them excellent, many of them imitations of the Disney films. ‘Looney Tunes,’ for instance, substitutes petty vulgarities and smirks for ingenuity and invention. It can’t be done. There is but one Mickey Mouse. Amen.”4

Mickey’s enormous popularity gave rise to byproducts. The first were the Mickey Mouse clubs. Starting in September, these clubs suddenly sprouted all over the country, each meeting every Saturday at local cinemas. The Mickey Mouse clubs were a huge success, even too much of a success, such that by 1935 the studio had to end them. The clubs were instrumental not only in spreading and maintaining Mickey’s popularity among the youngest generation, but also in the development of Mickey as a role model. Club members took a pledge: “Mickey Mice do not swear, smoke, cheat or lie.” Likewise, as the years went on, Mickey became less the mischievous rascal he was in his first film, and more of a friendly, helpful character.5

Mickey’s most triumphant years were in the black-and-white era. Of Mickey’s 126 theatrical cartoons, 74 (59%) are in black and white. Moreover, half of his cartoons were made in his first six years (1928–1933), with the other half spanning a lengthy nineteen years. The obvious breakpoint is 1935, the year in which Mickey went to color. In this year, the studio’s output of Mickey Mouse cartoons for the first time dropped from once a month to eight a year, becoming less and less in subsequent years. The early cartoons established Mickey’s fame, and it’s there we have to seek the roots of his enormous appeal.

To modern audiences, however, the phenomenal success of Mickey’s earliest cartoons have become a bit puzzling. It has been suggested that Mickey happened to be the right man in the right place at the right time: when the Great Depression hit the nation, Mickey’s happy-go-lucky optimism was exactly what the public needed. Yet, the Wall Street Crash, which formed the start of the Great Depression, occurred on October 24, 1929, when twelve Mickey Mouse cartoons had already been released, and Mickey’s fame had been well established.

Much of Mickey’s initial appeal lay in the novelty of synchronized sound. Indeed, most of the early cartoons feature Mickey as a performer, or rather endless musical routines, with Mickey and Minnie frolicking at the barn, at a station, etc. The earliest Silly Symphonies, too, feature nothing but animals and things dancing and moving to a musical beat. These song-and-dance routines must have captivated the audiences used to silent cinema and rather creaky early talkies. Indeed, there’s a certain innocence, a simple joy to these earlier cartoons. But despite their obvious popularity in the late 1920s, Mickey’s early cartoons have aged less well than later Mickey shorts, which feature stronger stories, better animation, and more gags. The early shorts too often are terribly primitive, full of simple animation, repetitive action, trite gags, and overlong musical routines. Moreover, Mickey’s looks are far from consistent, and at times he looks downright ugly. Only in the third year of Mickey’s existence would things start to improve.

Most of Mickey’s earliest cartoons have their own unique barnyard atmosphere, very much unlike the urban settings of the cartoons produced in New York. Mickey shared his barnyard origin with Walt himself, who had spent part of his childhood (from 1906 to 1911) on a farm in the rural town of Marceline, Missouri. These had been the happiest days of his life, and formed the inspiration for most of Mickey’s earliest antics. Even when Mickey performed, it was often at a barnyard. Other settings remained modest: a local theater (The Opry House), a carnival (The Karnival Kid), a rural railway station (Mickey’s Choo-Choo), or the beach (Wild Waves). The only exception is Jungle Rhythm, which inexplicably takes place in the jungle. It wasn’t until mid-1930 that Mickey would be placed in a more urban setting. These cartoons also show how Mickey hopped from small job to small job: in Steamboat Willie he works on a steamer, in The Karnival Kid he sells hot dogs, in Mickey’s Choo-Choo he works for a train company, and in Wild Waves he’s a life guard. This phenomenon, too, was rooted in Walt’s past: as a young man, he had held various jobs, including newspaper boy, guard, railway vendor, and mailman.

In these earliest cartoons Mickey is not much of a character. He’s a great entertainer and a joyful entrepreneur, but that’s pretty much it. Occasionally, we would see his romantic side, but only in Wild Waves is he again the brave hero he was in Gallopin’ Gaucho. Too often he is rather indistinct. We shouldn’t blame him for that, however; the very idea of a cartoon star having a distinct character would not come along before 1933. Mickey’s early 1930s rivals—Oswald (who was taken over by Walter Lantz), Bimbo, Bosko, Scrappy, Cubby, and Flip the Frog—were interchangeable. Yet, none of these characters got even slightly as famous as Mickey, and all are forgotten today, while Mickey Mouse is here to stay. Part of the reason is that most of the other studios tried to copy Disney’s work too much (only the Fleischer studio was immune to the Disney influence, at least until 1934), while Disney didn’t copy anyone, but rather advanced his own cartooning style. Even in these early days he pushed the limits of the cartoon medium, first by mastering lip synchronization to get the illusion of speech, and later by re-introducing story elements, which became much more intricate and more intelligent as the years moved on.

In his pursuit of quality, Walt was greatly helped by the cash flow from Mickey’s earliest cartoons. Now he could expand his studio, and in 1929 he hired several experienced animators from New York. Ben Sharpsteen was the first, joining Disney in March 1929. Then followed Burt Gillett (April), Jack King (June), Dick Lundy (July), and Norm Ferguson (August). He also started to diversify, with Carlos Marriques becoming the studio’s first full-time background painter.6 And yet Mickey still was a child of two fathers: Walt Disney and Ub Iwerks. Walt most likely was responsible for Mickey’s personality, for his barnyard background, his naïve entrepreneurial spirit, and his Charlie Chaplin-like underdog charm. Indeed, from the outset Disney voiced the character himself,7 something he would do until 1946. But it was Iwerks who was principally responsible for Mickey’s first movements and elegant design. Indeed the early title cards read “A Walt Disney Comic by Ub Iwerks.”

But not for long. Iwerks grew increasingly dissatisfied, and when Disney’s distributor Pat Powers offered him a chance to set up a studio of his own, he took the bait. In fact, Iwerks was a pawn in Powers’ negotiating scheme to prolong the contract with Disney on more favorable terms. Powers thought he would have a trump card by securing Disney’s most important animator. But, as had been the case with Charles Mintz in 1928, Disney wouldn’t bulge. He broke off negotiations, and managed to sign a distribution contract with Columbia instead, thus ending his relationship with Powers.8 And with Iwerks. In January 1930, Ub Iwerks left Walt Disney, and with the help of Powers set up his own studio, making cartoons for MGM, until he was forced to close the studio in 1936, due to lack of success. In 1940, he returned
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