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Foreword

What are my favorite moments from Disney animated movies? Christian Renaut asked himself this question and he came up with a list of sequences that impressed him the most and had an impact on him. His choices show an affinity for drama, strong character animation, special effects and comedy. I can’t help but ask myself the same question. What would my list include while thinking about Disney’s first three features, Snow White, Pinocchio and Fantasia? As a character animator I would lean toward strong animated performances that reveal unique personality. 

I remember Ward Kimball telling me about his frustration over the fact that Walt Disney cut out a whole sequence from Snow White, a sequence he had just finished animating. In it, the princess calls the Seven Dwarfs to come downstairs for dinner. While eating their soup, each and every dwarf has his own way, his own ‘technique’ for slurping the soup. Happy is very enthusiastic, Dopey drinks right out of his bowl, and so on. The animation is so broad and fluid. It is obvious that Kimball just loved drawing these scenes. “I was thinking about quitting the studio,” he said “but Walt talked to me about a cricket character for (the upcoming) Pinocchio and I got all excited!” The soup eating sequence is a favorite of mine although it does not appear in the final film. 

I was lucky enough to have known all three animators who developed the character of Pinocchio: Milt Kahl, Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston. All three animated personality-defining scenes with the character. Ollie told me once about his approach toward working on Pinocchio: “The little guy knows nothing about the world, he literally had just been born. He was naïve and easily influenced, good and bad.” Ollie animated Pinocchio coming to life with the help of the Blue Fairy. His first gestures are utterly charming as he seems surprised that he now can talk and walk.

Frank animated Pinoke during the “I’ve got no strings” sequence. He recalled: “At the end of his performance, the audience erupts with applause. Being affected by the overall mood, Pinocchio starts applauding himself, just like a little kid, he copies the behavior around him.”

Milt Kahl enjoyed animating Pinocchio only when he expressed strong emotions. The scenes that show him growing donkey ears and a tail are a masterpiece. As an animator, how do you portray this very sweet and appealing character showing emotions of true horror? If you overdo the animation, the scenes become grotesque; if you underplay his emotions, the result looks unconvincing. Milt’s artistic judgment turned the sequence into cinematic history.

I met animator Don Lusk a few years before his passing. He was in his 90s, but remembered a whole lot from his many years at Disney. He talked about animating the fish ballet in Fantasia’s “Nutcracker Suite.” The choreography had been challenging, but he was happy with the animation he came up with. Unfortunately, Don was unhappy when he saw the sequence in final color. The cels with groups of fish received some dry brush effects treatment to show highlight areas on their tails and bodies. The projected film gave a shimmering effect that looked unnerving to Don. But nevertheless, he was very fond of Fantasia.

My early mentor at Disney was Eric Larson who animated the centaurs in the “Pastoral” segment. He felt somewhat embarrassed about the stiffness in their movements and took responsibility for it. “I wish I could do them again,” he said, “The gals turned out alright, but the males didn’t have that feeling of life.”

Walt Disney’s animators also had favorite moments from the films they worked on—either their own scenes or animation done by colleagues. Frank Thomas was very proud of his Bambi and Thumper on the ice sequence. He equally liked his squirrel section from The Sword in the Stone.

Ollie Johnston was very fond of Fred Moore’s early work, including the Seven Dwarfs. Milt Kahl thought that Madame Medusa from The Rescuers was the best thing he had ever done. He also raved about Bill Tytla’s Chernabog in “Night on Bald Mountain.” “The power of that animation has never been equalled!”

My personal favorites list includes highlights such as Bambi learning how to walk, Johnny Appleseed, the stepmother confronting Cinderella, and Shere Khan’s conversation with Kaa the snake, just to name a few. I believe everyone’s list would look quite different, depending on who you are. A dog or cat lover, a person who prefers Disney princess movies, or an artist who looks for graphic statements in Disney films. But aren’t we all lucky that the Walt Disney Studio was so prolific, and there are so many extraordinary animated films to choose from!

Andreas Deja
November 24, 2020


Introduction

Walt Disney: “It is always interesting to me how many people can vividly recall a sequence from a favorite Disney film-they can even tell you the colors! This may be nostalgia, or it could be that these films and their creative ideas are becoming part of art history.”

After having published my two books in French, and written some articles here and there, I started to think about another book related to Disney. It must have been around 2003 and I was stimulated by the rather positive response to my works. It was a time when more and more books appeared and the point was to do something no one else was actually working on. Unfortunately, like many publishers challenged by changing times and habits, my dear Dreamland publisher who had given me absolute free rein had closed down. But, I was undaunted, after all, it had taken me 14 years to publish my first book against all odds and despite some clairvoyant ‘experts’ who had promised me my book would never see the light of day…

Finally, I decided to write a book analyzing some highlights, or gems from the features Walt Disney had supervised, that is from Snow White to The Jungle Book. I would focus not only on animation as is usually the case, but all aspects from story to music, from layout to special effects. The next question was, how do you select such highlights? Highlights for whom? On which criteria? I had my own very biased list, and I tried to keep it to 20, which was almost impossible. But, this list was by the way MY list. I thought it would be more interesting to have a list out of more people’s tastes. That’s why, about 10 years ago, I launched a poll, helped by Didier Ghez, to ask for anyone to give their own lists. Answers came from Italy, Switzerland, the UK, France and the USA. They came from Disney fans, my readers, historians, Disney archivists, Disney artists or their relatives. Most replied with very thoughtful comments explaining their choices and I sincerely thank them all. And it quickly appeared that the reasons were extremely diverse. Some focused on the technical aspects, others on story, some others on the visual, and a good bunch just didn’t try to rationalize, some sequences meant a lot emotionally just because they were who they were, and it was just a very personal experience.

However, I noticed two things: first, there were many common points between the lists. Secondly, they were not very far from mine. But I had to make efforts to give up on some of my favorites, because few people shared them. Gone was the "Roustabouts" sequence from Dumbo, gone was the cards sequence from Alice in Wonderland. But, let’s be honest, I pushed a bit for some gems I really loved and that some others also found stunning like the "Little April Shower" or the bucks fight from Bambi  or the "Home sweet Home" song from Lady and the Tramp. Of course, some of the readers of this book will find it scandalous that such or such a sequence is not there: What? The Entertainment dance of Snow White with the dwarfs is missing? What, the fight between the T.Rex and the stegosaurus from "The Rite of Spring" is not there? What, Bambi and Thumper on ice is not either? But I had to set limits, however questionable.

Anyway, this list would evolve, but thanks to my publisher, things would also be made easier. More about it later. Now was the time for researches. Of course, I could count on the many interviews I had done years back, but I needed to do some more researches at the Archives in Burbank. In the meantime, more fascinating books were published. I was happy myself to be one of the first contributors of Didier’s series Walt’s People in the first seven volumes. With so many books now being available by pundits we now had a big wealth to draw from, but I was going for another type of book.

Still, naïve as I was, I didn’t know the policies had changed so much in Burbank. I had thought I would be able to enjoy the same euphoria of my first visits for months there back in the late 1980’s. At the time, under the auspices of founder Dave Smith, Paula Sigman Lowery, Rose Motzko you could ask for anything: from the well classified bibliography to the stored interviews or story meeting notes. But you also had access to boxes of outstanding artwork where everything was more or less in a jumble : you would be given a box with pastels from Elmer Plummer, sketches by Sylvia Holland, it was there all in your hands, hundreds of them, pieces of storyboard drawings, preliminary drawings, whatever. It seems incredible now but at the time the famous morgue was to be closed down and the future Animation Research Library was being set up, so in that transition time, many items were dispersed in many different places, and not yet precisely catalogued.

Let’s just say, without going into details, that I couldn’t abide by the new policies of the Disney Archives. Anyway, I knew I had not exploited all the documents and interviews I had collected years back for lack of room in my books that were also illustrated by great never before-seen artwork. But there is also so much on the Internet, and besides, I had got in touch with many other people who gave me a wealth of information.

The same applies to images. Therefore, I had a choice to make: either write a book with artwork and a more limited and restricted text or have full control of a longer and more detailed text, but with no iconography. I know what the latter meant in terms of sales and prestige. 

As is visible, I chose the latter. I would not regret it as it suddenly offered more possibilities. Next came the publisher, and Theme Park Press was an obvious choice to me. Very nicely, Bob Mc Lain embraced the project right away and even pushed it further: it would not be one book, but a series of books because Bob wanted me to go further and deal with many more features, long after Walt Disney’s death. Remained one thing, I’m French and don’t even live in an Anglo-Saxon country, though I speak English rather fluently. Apparently, this was no problem. I had already written an essay in English, but this time it was on a larger scale. Besides, as regards the contents, I apologize if there are some errors here and there, but the access to the Disney Archives being what is is now, at least for me, it was hard to double-check every single detail.

The text is very often interrupted by quotes. This is on purpose. I wanted the text to be alive with memories by the artists who were there. I also added a lot of comments by the most renowned historians because they have been studying those films all their lives long and surely their insight has been an undeniable plus. As to the credits of who did what for each scene, they are naturally based on the Animation drafts, but we know that they were not always accurate and corrections were not always provided. Alas, the artists are no longer there to check them out. Frank Thomas and Milt Kahl often complained that the drafts were sometimes far from reality. 

Suddenly I found myself delving into the hundreds of interviews and documents I had compiled ever since 1965 or so, plus my huge library, plus the Web, like all Disney fans. Then I started interviewing more people, from historians to Disney artists’ relatives and friends. As is visible in my list of acknowledgments, I am indebted to many people who have supported me again.

This book is dedicated to Robin Allan, a real generous and humble gentleman who left us too soon.

Christian Renaut
January 2020


SNOW WHITE (1937)

Snow White and the Huntsman / Into the Woods (Sequence 3 A)

We feel like everything has been said about Snow-White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937). At least, that’s what we might have thought until David Johnson researched the film in-depth for his blog1 and published rare interviews, and of course J.B Kaufman’s book.2 Even though people usually just say “Snow-White” for short, and the princess has been largely celebrated ever since she appeared on the screen of Carthay Theatre on December 21 1937, it is obvious that the seven dwarfs steal the show. However, two sequences that enhance the artistic dimension of the film don’t feature them. The first one we will focus on takes place rather early. It is the moment when the Huntsman is about to stab her, changes his mind, and he urges her to flee in the forest. They look like two different sequences, and by the way, at the Studio they used two different titles for the same sequence, called 3-A. There is, first “Snow White and the Huntsman” and then “Snow White and the Huntsman- Snow White Into the woods”. The former is the cause of the latter, and it is difficult to dissociate them.

When talking about the genesis of the film, Walt Disney always harked back to that fateful day of late January 1917 in Kansas City when barely 15-years old, he watched the version by J.Searle Dawley featuring Marguerite Clark. He said it was his first movie, and it sparked a career in a way. A coincidence has it that the film was released on the same date as the premiere of Walt’s production (December 21). The Paramount film was itself a modified rendition of the stage play that had been performed for about 4 years as conceived by Winthrop Ames. Watching it gives an idea of how much Walt Disney’s imagination has drifted from that production. Yet, we will see that some hesitations in the handling of characters such as the huntsman might have stemmed from the first vision he had of the man.

Marc Davis, who animated the heroine: “Among the features, I think Snow-White is pretty hard to beat, I still say that has to be the best film, there are a lot of technical things that are wrong, and lousy animation, but you have to realize that Steamboat Willy came out in 1928, and in 1934, Walt was making from this squeaky little cartoon something that attained emotion that people felt. When he was doing that people would say ‘for God’s sake: who wants to watch a cartoon for over an hour? It was called ‘Disney’s folly’. But the time span is something incredible.3” At that time, the Disney Studio is an oddball. The country is in the doldrums: the 1929 economic crisis still resonates and the rate of unemployment is still high, hungry jobless stand in line to get food, droughts devastate the Midwest, it takes time for Roosevelt’s measures to prove efficient. Meanwhile, the Disney Studio keeps thriving, hiring more and more artists who might not have even fancied knocking at his door, Ken O’Connor, the well-known layout genius acknowledged how lucky they were: “America had just come out of a horrible depression in the late 20’s, which means any artist was willing to get anything. Jobs were very precious there, so, if you got a job, it was something to hang on because the competition was very fierce. So, if you succeeded after trying out for a job, the pay was very low at the start, but it was pay, and I got $15 a week, and that was pretty good because some others got only $10! It was amazing.4” And, when many bosses would have rested on their laurels, Walt Disney, who had just launched his new character Donald Duck, wanted to set the bar higher. As Marc Davis said, the Studio was still young, and so were his collaborators. It is maybe this reckless youth that gave them the stamina to follow Walt Disney in his new adventure.

Since it is admitted that he had the idea to do this first feature in 1934, it is interesting to notice that after his return from Europe where the project matured in his mind, he felt they still had a long way to go before they would be ready. And this on several levels. It has been largely said that technically speaking they were not, but from a memo that Walt sent right away to Ted Sears on Christmas eve of 1935, it seems that the story department was also at stake: “We must have good stories, we must have them well worked out-we must not have people in there who can not only think up ideas but who can carry them through and sell them to the people who have to do with the completion of the thing.” He was probably worried that his storymen would not fully apprehend what he would be up to, as he proceeded: “I also feel that the story department is one of our weakest spots today when in reality it should be the strongest.” He then begged Sears to hire gagmen who would go more for situation and personality gags.

But the same applied to animation. The challenges of animating a young girl convincingly, of carrying out some special effects, of finding the right balance in a movie that is not 7 minutes anymore, but an hour and a half, might have been underestimated. Animator Ward Kimball confirms it: “As Snow-White was our first feature I think Walt was trying to prove his way, a way of working, because it was all new, he had never done anything over 6 or 7 minutes.5” But there was no stopping Walt Disney, who, at 35, felt the sky was the limit.

Year after year, the Silly Symphonies had paved the way to that feature, and, once Walt Disney had set his mind on the feature film, he oriented them towards much more than entertainment. They became more and more a practice ground for the biggest challenge to come. Not unexpectedly, they would cease to exist two years after the release of the first feature, in 1939. But, we can assert that such “Sillies” as The Goddess of Spring (1934), The Cookie Carnival (1935), Three Orphan Kittens (1935), and surely The Old Mill (1937) as well as the Mickey short The Worm Turns (1937), were ways to gauge the artists’ capacities in the handling of a princess, perspectives, some special effects and the Multiplane camera. And the sequence we will study has benefited from all these trials and errors.

All the artists who worked on that first ever animated feature agree that Walt Disney was heart and soul into that project like he would never be again, however passionate and involved he might have been in Pinocchio (1940) or Fantasia (1940). He lived, he breathed his heroine and the seven little men. Against all odds, he kept believing in it, and everyone around him was aware they were making history, like layout man Ken Anderson: “Every single feature that we got on, including the first one, we felt we were working on something absolutely unique, you have to realize in those days, there weren’t many people animating features. Walt had made shorts better by making the Silly Symphonies and nobody realized it at the time but he was aiming towards a feature picture.6” And the boss could rely on young and wilful forces ready to give their best and work overtime, Anderson completes: “We worked Saturdays, and we worked Sundays, and were worked every night, we went to dinner and talked to each other about Snow-White and we were trying things that had never been tried before.7”

When we carefully study the chronology in the making of that movie, it’s stunning to see how late the final version was finalized, and last minute changes were frequent, even a few weeks before the release date. By the way, there were also changes after the premiere, corrections (on the Prince mainly) or deleted scenes. So it’s no wonder that the Disney employees worked very late, sweating over their work at the old Hyperion Studio, coming back on week-ends to complete the work in time. Many collaborators reported spending 70 hours a week to meet the impossible deadline. The sequence we will analyze for instance, was shown in a rough pencil uncompleted continuity for the first time as late as July 7 1937.

That was nothing new in the story of the making of that film, since the scenario itself had undergone a myriad of changes. From the so-called Manuscript of August 9 1934, which is said to be the first serious treatment presumably written by Dick Creedon, to the final version, Walt Disney kept adding, deleting scenes and ideas. His famous conference alleged to have been (although there’s no confirmed trace of it) on October 30, 1934 where he had a big bunch of people sit down and see him on stage acting all the roles, was another step forward. Creedon was very present in the writing of story outlines in those days. He was a very austere man that Eric Larson nicknamed “the koala bear” as he never smiled. Many story people would contribute besides Creedon, the completely unsung Harold Bailey, Dorothy Ann Blank and later, Otto Englander and Webb Smith were very influential. Dorothy Ann Blank was one of the rare women to be employed at the Studio beyond the Ink and Paint Department. Walt had often said in talks that a female viewpoint was a plus and that they should rely on their insight. In her book8, Mindy Johnson lifted the veil on a hardly known lady who contributed a lot in terms of the early researches, adaptations and writing dialogues. She was extremely rigorous, industrious and Joe Grant would praise her patience when it came to re-writing cues for the hundredth time as the scenario evolved. She started at Disney on July 20, 1936 and resigned in November 1939. Her former experience as a newspaper writer also led her to write some articles in the company Bulletin.

Although omnipresent in the adaptation of stories and in story meetings, Otto Englander (1906-1969) is hardly known. Born in the then called Yugoslavia, he immigrated to the USA in the 1920’s. After some time in New York, he started at Disney in 1931 and became a stalwart of story during the Golden Age, before working a bit on TV when Walt took an interest in the new medium. His wife Erna was a foreign correspondent then. The very learned man also was very instrumental in the early drafts of The Aristocats (1970) or The Rescuers (1977). He was very close to one of the oldest animators of the Studio, Les Clark, and his daughter Miri Clark Weible reminisced about Englander: “Otto was a year older than Les (…) His wife Erna was Georgia Clark’s dearest friend. I remember being at the studio a few short years before Otto died in 1969 of a heart attack which devastated Erna. He was always happy and had a bouncy personality. Otto was ever kind and a very positive thinker. Les loved that he was a warm and caring individual and was very interested in others. He had a wonderful way of thinking around a problem or finding a solution to some detail that would escape a less sensitive individual. Like Les, he was soft spoken and humble.”9 David Johnson informs us that he had many nicknames: “Walking Encyclopedia Britannica”, “the hummingbird” or Otto “Shoot the Archduke” Englander as a reference to his Sarajevo origins, where the assassination entailed World War One.10

With the sequence of the escape through the forest as directed by Perce Pearce and Ham Luske, the Disney team was not on well-known ground. So far, the bulk of their adventures had been filled with gags, comedy, even slapstick, upbeat music, funny dialogues for the most part. The Silly Symphonies had enabled them to expand and go for more subtle and nuanced atmospheres, reaching a certain climax with The Old Mill (1937) where no dialogues, a rather dramatic ambiance and little plot had been set up. And as aforesaid, this short was like practice for the big movie that was coming. Here, they had to deal with tragedy, a man having to kill an innocent girl, with then a long run in the dark woods that looks like a nightmarish scary stampede and not a single second of relief. No surprise that they would watch black and white movies where horror, threats and suspense were kings, Marc Davis: “Every week at the studio, we saw cartoons, experimental films, from all over the world.11” In that particular case, cartoons wouldn’t help, but dramatic films would, like Private Worlds (1935), by Gregory La Cava featuring Claudette Colbert as a psychiatrist in a mental hospital or Robert Wiene’s Das Cabinet des Dr.Caligari (1920), or Crime without Passion (1934). Eric Smoodin underlines how daring that sequence was: “When monstrous yellow, orange and white eyes against a black background menace Snow White, the film reaches a level of abstraction rarely seen in a narrative film from the sound era, seemingly imparting colour to black-and-white expressionist experiments of German director F.W. Murnau during the silent period.”12The scenario should have largely been Larry Morey’s affair, but with time, Ham Luske and Hal Aldequist became more and more forces to reckon with, though in fact, the real major storyteller remained Walt Disney himself. Dave Hand was supposed to be the director, and it must have been tricky for him to find his place with the overshadowing presence of the mastermind as Ward Kimball acknowledges: “I don’t think he (Walt) ever felt threatening around me and I never blasted for anything like some other guys, like Dave Hand, who asserted himself too much around Walt, and I learned very early that the only boss, the last person with the last word here is not Dave Hand, but Walt Disney. The place got to be too small for Dave Hand, that doesn’t mean he wasn’t a good director but there would be clashes. Dave had an enormous ego.13” Few men would confront Walt and Hand could be one of them as his son later said: “He was known to face Walt in his office, gripping the desk until his fingers were white, trying to maintain that position. Walt would keep himself on the other side of the desk at these times, but inwardly he was pleased that he had a man with this kind of concern about the Studio.”14

Starts with Snow White picking up flowers, singing “One song”

It is a well-known principle in cinema to play contrasts in order to enhance the power of a scene over another. From the first frame of that sequence, we understand that the Disney team wanted everything to be the exact opposite of what would follow. So, it opens on a bucolic colourful setting where the sky is blue but some clouds are looming. In a June 27 1936 story meeting, Walt said: “Snow White is to be picking flowers-so that when you open up on the setup here there is a menace right off the bat-you just cut to a shot of the Huntsman there with just his eyes looking.” 

The stretched out long shadows of the trees make us think this is late afternoon. Birch trees on both sides, and flowers covering the ground make it a perfect romantic set. They had briefly considered showing two horses in the distance that were supposed to have carried them, finally only one appears. The official list of credits is so short and so vague at the time, that it is hard to know who did the backgrounds, although Samuel Armstrong was the main one who supervised his staff composed of Merle Cox, Ray Lockrem, Mique Nelson, Mentor Huebner, Brice Mack, and the better known Claude Coats, and Maurice Noble. Although credited, Phil Dike had another role that had more to do with the use of colors. Mique Nelson should have been in the lead for background paintings, but it seems he was more apt to the shorts, he reluctantly had to go, and Samuel Armstrong became the top painter. Needless to say Nelson bore a grudge for years. On November 23 1936, during a meeting for backgrounds and layouts, Dave Hand was clear: “I have designated Sam to be in complete authority as to the keying of the picture in color and to have final OK authority on all props, coloring, background figures, etc.” Armstrong (1893-1977) had been Albert Hurter’s student for a while, before becoming a photographer for the L.A press. He founded his own Art School where he lived in Tacoma before moving out to Santa Barbara, a favourite of artists. He painted some murals and soon joined Disney in June 1934. He left in 1941 to briefly join Warner Bros where he would see Maurice Noble again. He was not very popular among his colleagues as he seemed very greedy and ready to push challengers aside. Besides, Noble complained that he was proselyting a bit too much as a Christian Scientist. 

Most of the film’s backgrounds were made in watercolours as explained by Maurice Noble for David Johnson: “We worked on Wattman paper with Windsor Newton water colors, and everything was done in transparent wash.”15 It was a way to stick to the style of the European illustrators of fairy tales. Sam Armstrong had a very particular way of handling the backgrounds: he would first use only gray tones for the whole piece, and then add light colors and grow darker with each new paint. That was extremely time-consuming. As the attention is on the girl, few people notice the special effects on the water of the stream in the foreground. Ken O’Connor explained how they did the watery effect: “When Snow-White walks along a river with the animals, they used a ferrotype plate that made a very realistic water.”16 O’Connor alludes to another scene where the heroine is followed by animals where the same technique had been successfully achieved. It was implemented after many attempts at using pieces of mirrors by a man called Neil Mc Guire. Charles Philippi felt there was something there and Sam Armstrong suggested: “So, next day, instead of using a piece of mirror, he (Paul Sprunk) dug up a piece of very brightly polished tin and made a very crude setup with this piece of polished tin touching the shoreline of the lake. And much to our surprise and delight, the thing gave a perfect reflection, and a different quality of reflection than a mirror gives.” (lecture November 25, 1938). The layout was by Hugh Hennessy and Charles Philippi, but largely inspired by preliminary sketches done by Albert Hurter, Ferdinand Horvath and Gustaf Tenggren, though the latter came later. Maurice Noble would have an important role in the choice of colors.

The Huntsman is in the dark whereas Snow-White is in the light, humming a reprise of “One song” that is reminiscent of sequence 2-A where Snow-White met the Prince who sang that love song. Her singing that song makes us understand that the elated girl is still dreaming of that Prince, picking up flowers, being completely oblivious to anything around her, especially the Huntsman who is waiting. The more careless and happy she seems to be, the more vulnerable she looks. 25 songs had been composed by Frank Churchill with lyrics by Leigh Harline/Larry Morey for the film, 8 were kept and some of them became instant hits. They were part of the first soundtrack (in three records) ever released. Everyone was amazed at how easily melodies seemed to come to Churchill. He didn’t seem to strive to find them but they flowed from him. If Larry Morey is well known as a lyricist, he also contributed a lot as a storyman on this sequence.

Snow-White is here animated by Grim Natwick, who was pretty proud of what he had achieved: “The whole series where she is picking flowers and the hunter comes in. I think in some ways that was the most successful scene.17” It is true that she was no bed of roses. After the disaster of the Goddess of Spring (1934) where Persephone as animated mainly by Ham Luske looked more like a winding rubber hose when she was dancing or very stiff in some other scenes, it became clear that there was a long way to go before they would be able to animate a young girl properly. Les Clark had also worked on her, basing the heroine on his beautiful sister Marceil, he felt bad about it and sorry he might have disappointed Walt. Marceil was on-hand since she had joined the Ink and Paint Department in 1932. Les Clark’s daughter Miri remembers: “Les was very disappointed in the final product. The transition from cartoon characters and the way they moved was worlds apart from the elegant movements of the Goddess of Spring. But he determined that he would make that transition and he just doubled down in his efforts.”18 Walt Disney was well aware of the situation: “The artists at the time weren’t up to what we were trying to get on Snow White, we were not really ready”. Despite his failure, Luske was entrusted with the responsibility for Snow-White by a confident Walt who knew he could do better. The very meek Ham Luske was not so sure and repeatedly admitted to his close friends not feeling up to the task. What everyone at the Studio put forward was Luske’s capacity to analyze things and come up with solutions, and he would because he was a hard-working and industrious man. However, Walt prudently hired a man who had proved himself with a female star, Betty Boop, that is Grim Natwick, in 1935. He got trained on several shorts such as Cookie Carnival (1935) or Broken Toys (1935). What should have been a team of collaborators turned into a discreet war between the two as explained by Marc Davis: “I was an assistant animator, assistant to Grim Natwick, I worked on the girl, all the way through. I had one scene of animation on Snow-White that has my name on the exposure sheet, so I did animate on Snow-White but I didn’t get screen credits. Ham was the real director on the character Snow White, but Grim didn’t see eye to eye with Ham the way he thought Snow White should be done and I must say I was very much in accord with Grim who was a wonderful man, very entertaining, generous.19” Davis is using here an understatement, in other interviews, he would sometimes be much blunter and acknowledge that they really despised each other’s works. Davis details the main differences of look: “Ham’s Snow White had a kind of a baby-doll look to her.”20 Natwick did a more mature kind of girl. The latter being more at ease with animating a full figure human character, it was planned he would preferably be in charge of such shots as in this opening, but, with time, he would also draw her in close-ups. Luske, having been appointed the supervisor for the character would often look over some of Natwick’s drawings. Ollie Johnston gives another reason why Luske was in charge: “Ham was the first guy on the picture and Walt wanted to put Ham on Snow White first and he was the guy who figured out how to use live action the best way, how to photograph, have the girl do more exaggerated things.21” Another reason might have been that Ham Luske was particularly good at something else that was later explained by director Dave Hand: “Ham Luske knows mechanics perfectly-and look at the stuff he is turning out. He knows how to put over and idea (...) When I said “mechanics” I meant spacing and timing of the scene.”22

According to many, Luske mainly supervised without animating that much, others would under his tutelage: Jack Campbell aided by Tony Rivera, or Robert Stokes, who would do good chunks of her, while Marc Davis and Lester (Les) Novros would be Natwick’s assistants. Originally, Eddie Strickland should have been Luske’s assistant, but he finally had nothing to do with the film. Conversely, Campbell, who did a lot on her, had to find out a compromise as he started with Natwick and continued with Luske! Luske would strive to get good results, it almost became obsessive. But Walt was ready to let his key animators spend the required time. Dave Johnson tells us that Natwick was granted a whole month to just get trained on the girl, so as to be eventually satisfied.23 But even later, they would sometimes have to redo their scenes almost ten times. Other animators worked on her like Hugh Fraser, as noticed by his son Peter: “The human figure, for some reason, was a more difficult animation assignment for many animators than the cartoon figures. It was Hamilton who assigned Dad the Snow White scenes, knowing that Dad was adept at animating the human form. For whatever reason Dad was not given credit. It could have been for any number of reasons but probably because his scenes were cut from the final film.”24 In fact, Hugh Fraser did have some scenes that made it into the film, as an assistant to Jack Campbell in another sequence. But even though the artists considered the Prince as the most difficult one to achieve and his role was limited, the girl was hard to do. Ward Kimball explained to David Johnson that they even tried to avoid certain moves: “Getting back to the problem, it’s OK when Snow White was in a normal pose with her head tipped one way or the other, but if she tipped her head down, they tried to avoid those things too much, because they made ugly drawings in black and white. Because when the nose drops down, it cuts over the mouth right?”25 Ham Luske knew he had done his best but was not satisfied with the results as he acknowledged during a lecture about character handling on October 6, 1938: “Snow White was of necessity a one-mood character, because of lack of conviction moods in her voice, and because of the inability of our artists to draw a straight, pretty girl in a variety of moods”.

Even in the early stages of pre-production when they were trying to find out her design, the first attempts went towards a very cartoony and wide-eyed doll by Luske or Freddy Moore, and a more charming if not seducing girl with heavy make-up and 1930’s typical haircut. Strangely, they tried a blonde-haired heroine, in spite of the famous description by the Grimms: “Skin white as snow, lips red as blood, black as ebony”. The influence of Betty Boop was clearly there, especially in the treatment of proportions. By the way, Betty Boop had been portrayed in a short Snow White by Dave Fleisher, and animated by Roland Crandall, but the tale was more a framework for gags than anything. Snow White would soon have a bigger head than is normally the case with realistic human beings. Marge Belcher Champion, the girl who was filmed for reference remembered: “She didn’t look exactly the way she finally looked and I think a lot was because as I came on I kind of had the same nose but her eyes were very round like Betty Boop’s and a lot of lashes and she had a teeny weeny little waist. I was a normal teen ager I wasn’t fat but I certainly didn’t have that teeny weeny little waist. And as I progressed with them they changed her eyes and they were much more almond shaped now a bit like mine and the waist got loosened.”26

The 13-year old girl then was called Marjorie Belcher (she would marry the famous dancer Gower Carlyle Champion). She was the daughter of a famed ballet teacher in Los Angeles, who worked with no less than Mary Pickford or Shirley Temple, two big stars then. She was taught dancing from age 5 and then by her own dad from age 12. It is a Disney talent scout, Roy Scott, who saw her potential and soon contacted her. She was one among three, but she finally passed the audition and was hired by the end of the year. It was difficult for her to really understand what the point was, because at the time, Walt Disney didn’t want the public to know about those live-action shootings. He thought people could misconstrue how cartoons were made and they might believe it was all about copying live actors. By contract, she had to be silent about her role and wasn’t even invited at the premiere. It was finally disclosed in Life magazine on April 4 1938, once the success of the film was guaranteed. Rotoscoping itself was taboo for a long time. J.B Kaufman indicates that sometimes Virginia Davis, who had been one of the actresses for the Alice’s comedies years back, would bring a hand, and so would Esther Campbell27or Ward Kimball’s wife, Betty. Funnily enough, Belcher also shot some live-action for the dwarfs, and she had a ball doing crazy things dressed in an oversized coat. It’s likely that Walt Disney resented her brief marriage to Art Babbitt. The animator of the Queen, who was known to be a womanizer, didn’t see eye to eye with Walt, which is an understatement: “He was a very, very intelligent Jewish leftist, a terrific guy. Which is what of course irritated Uncle Walt to the point of distraction!28” Margie laughingly said.

During the shooting, she would be dressed up as the princess, with the famous collar, the puffed short shoulder sleeves, and a dress whose colour didn’t matter since the footage they took was in black and white. The uncredited Virginia Lockwood had made the costume. We saw that the proportions had been altered. A human body is 8 times the size of the head. Snow-White was 6 times the size of her head, and the latter was a bit bigger than should have been. To try to get the picture, it was decided that Margie Belcher should wear a helmet, which she resented: “The head of a cartoon figure is always larger in proportion to the body than a human head is and they didn’t want to have to make this adjustment when they were sketching with the film they were going to take whatever they wanted to do. It was a very primitive set with extremely warm lights and my head couldn’t breathe and they found out they didn’t need it anyway. That first week was really a torture.”29Instead, what the animators would do is trace a big bubble for the head and a minor one for the lower part of the face based on the rotoscoped drawings.

Having Snow White’s hair tightened enabled the animators not to spend too much time on the follow-through of the hair. In a November 11, 1936 Discussion of Snow White’s Personality session, this was stated: “Her hair has been designed not because it was the nicest way of doing her hair but it was a type of hairdress that we could follow. It works around the head and gives form to the head. She has a certain hairdress when she is posing and, when moving, her hair flares out.”

What was trickier was to try to make her face less pale. The usual paints colored precise zones with well defined boundaries. What was required was a slightly rosy color on the cheeks that would ‘blend’ into the skin color. And that is exactly the name of a new process. As late as July 1937, the Paint Lab of the Studio, which was a novelty, wanted to find that delicate sort of dye and Mary Weiser of that Paint Department informed the National Bureau of Standards of this need. They eventually could get that and the result was very satisfactory as it is all explained in the fabulous book by Mindy Johnson: “The stain absorbed into the porous plastic surface, giving the appearance of a gentle rouge-like blend. Red and orange dye combined with the powdered pigments of the Paint Lab to form the proper shade of pink. Carefully placed dots of this concentrated solution dissolved into a soft glow with no discernible edges, providing natural warmth to Snow White’s cheeks.30” As it had to be done directly on the cels, it required the skill of a good painter but also someone who could understand animation to place the dye at the right spot on the heroine’s cheeks. Cel after cel, Helen Ogger, who was an uncredited animator, would painstakingly do so, but there was so much work to do that she eventually was helped by others.

This true explanation is a far cry from what had been told for years and years. Legend had it that one day Walt Disney had marvelled at the skills of his painters to achieve those pinkish cheeks and allegedly one would have said “What do you think we’ve been doing all our lives?” This nice anecdote pleased the publicists who found something picturesque to feed their articles about the techniques. It is almost as if they had taken their rouge lipsticks out from their purses and touched up the celluloids. Walt had no qualms in distorting facts to cater to people’s thirst for anecdotes and funny facts. After all, the birth of Mickey Mouse is still clouded in a mist of legendary versions.

Walt had asked his colorists to tone down the colors as opposed to the shorts for reasons explained earlier. The poster of the movie as done by Tenggren is a clue of that idea. But he was also afraid that flashy colours would hurt people’s eyes since this time they were dealing with a much longer film. Head of background painters Samuel Armstrong said: “And so he (Walt) bent over backward in demanding monochromatic coloring; subdued; way down; gray, gray, gray.”31 However, instead of keeping the inked lines around the characters black, Maurice Noble suggested they went for colored lines. For the inkers, having to change colors from one line to another meant spending more time, entailing higher costs. By the way, Noble worked hand in hand with Hazel Sewell, Walt’s wife’s sister, but mainly the head of the Ink and Paint Department. They would define the color charts, that is the varying shades of each color, according to the level on which they would appear when shot on camera. Of course, if a yellow dress appeared as a fourth level of cel, the color would be affected by the accumulation of celluloid. It was even truer when placed at different levels of the Multiplane camera. On the whole, she had about 15 tints of color while full figure, but another 6 when seen closer, as they had to have a more sophisticated approach to a face filling the screen.

If Snow White’s face was nightmarish for the inkers, it had already been before for the clean-up people. They soon realized they had to be extra-careful, knowing that a slight change of the line of an eyebrow, and they would be “off-model”. It was all the truer with close-ups as the face would fill a huge screen in theatres. Very often, the eyes were the main issue. Each animator having their own style as we saw, they were more or less oval or round-shaped, so here again, a compromise had to be found. But, the highly talented Renée Holt, who was a clean-up supervisor on so many heroines such as Jasmine or Pocahontas indicates: “Some animators draw so cleanly that everything’s there, and should have been used in the final shoot. Each time you duplicate something you take a chance of losing something integral, that the animator intended.” As a beginner, she could take advice from somebody close who knew what he was talking about: “Another valuable lesson learned, was from my father, a Disney animator, beginning on Snow White. Again as a newbie assistant animator, I asked my Dad, What do I stress more...quantity or quality? He replied ‘Quality. They’ll always remember you’. Invaluable lesson. The speed came with experience.”32 Then, it was up to the inkers to maintain the same level of accuracy. For a while, to make sure they did so, Walt had envisaged having the clean-up on the girl be done by one man only. That would have been Don Lusk. Needless to say that given the task, they quickly dropped the idea. According to David Johnson, several women of her department praised the work of Virginia Haas as she seemed to be a top inker and would usually be assigned Snow White’s close-ups. She would be one of the laid-off artists after the 1941 strike.33

As to the real inspiration for that girl, she was simply a reflection of her times as Joe Grant explained: “Actually there wasn’t any particular one person that we had in mind for Snow White. It was just a common denominator of what a sweet little girl should be. She was largely drawn after the girl who modelled for her, Marge Belcher. There was also a touch of Mary Pickford34”Very often, the name of the child star would come up in various projects at the Studio such as the role of Alice when it was planned to produce a version of Lewis Carroll’s famed book featuring an actress with cartoon characters. But it was hard not to refer to her as she was a super star then as Marianne Sinclair wrote: “Word today cannot begin to convey the impact of Mary Pickford on film audiences of her time. She was the world’s sweetheart, not only America’s.”35 And the artists at the Studio, and Walt in particular, were not immune to that craze, and a lot of her has found its way into Snow White: careless, innocent and fresh. However, in his thorough researches, David Johnson did find a precise reference to a young actress who matches all the criteria we have just mentioned. In one of the meetings, Ham Luske hinted at Rochelle Hudson (1916-1972). And it is true that even a quick glance at some of her photos as a young actress confirms it. The chubby cheeks, the black hair, even the haircut she had then. She was 21 in 1934, and worked for RKO. She was Cosette in The Miserables (1935) just when work developed at the Studio on Snow White. Interestingly, her second marriage (out of four) was with Harold Thompson in 1939. He was in the story Department at Disney at the time. She would have quite a life as it was later discovered both husband and wife would be spies to try to investigate the presence of Nazis during World War Two. This has been discussed, but more recent testimonies by her family members have confirmed it.

A sad bird is down on the ground, Snow White has mercy on him and picks him up.

That moment took about 6 months of endless story meetings with Ham Luske, the storymen and Walt who kept suggesting ideas. First, there was the predicament of the little bird, from a broken wing to a trapped foot. In a November 1934 version, Bailey stood for a stiff-legged bird who took to Snow White and was perched on her arm. Harold “Harry” Bailey contributed a lot. He had met Bill Tytla when working at Aesop’s Fables Studios back east. He worked at the Disney Studio on two occasions: from 1933 to 1936 and 1938 to 1939.

The key-idea was of course a parallel between that lonely bird and the situation of the heroine who was enslaved and hated by the Queen. Like in many fairy-tales, the actual mother is nowhere to be found, and so is the bird’s mum. We understand that is probably why Snow White quickly sympathizes: “Where’s your mama and papa?” this could be asked to her too. Not to overplay it, the camera quickly focuses on the Huntsman way behind. 

The bird was nothing new though, but the role is far different. In the Ames version, it is a recurring character that Snow White liberates from a cage, and sees again from time to time, then guiding her too. When she asks where his parents are, Snow White’s mannerisms are a bit clumsy or at least very dated. But it wasn’t unusual for young actresses to perform this way. Joe Grant, although he was one of the stalwarts of the conception of the film even admitted years later: “Snow White is a strange female today, the idea that because of her beauty which she didn’t seem to be aware of at all made her chased out of the forest! Now there is a whole different concept of a female. She was dreaming of a prince and to be happy, today you have single mothers and all that.36”It is true that, if the film as a whole can still be enjoyed generation after generation, its heroine does look dated and obsolete, even more than others. It is not only due, as many feminists have pointed out, to her happiness when she joyfully whistles while she works, doing chores men wouldn’t do then. It is also due to the fact she was the heiress of a type of heroine that definitely belongs to the 1920’s/1930’s. The list is long of ingénue nymphets who attracted millions of movie-goers: Lillian Gish, Mabel Normand, Mary Miles Minter, Colleen Moore and of course Mary Pickford. The craze would last a little longer after the release of Snow White with such stars as Shirley Temple and Judy Garland, to name a few. These heroines themselves originated from the Old World as explained by Marianne Sinclair: “They owe much to their nineteenth-century prototypes, the cloying heroines of the novels of Charles Dickens, since many of the great film-makers, especially D.W Griffith and Charlie Chaplin, were fervent admirers of the celebrated novelist and often paid tribute to him in their choice and treatment of subjects on screen.”37 Dave Hand later admitted Snow White’s personality was a bit too bland, even for the time: “The character of Snow White would have been much easier for Ham if the story department had written into her some traits of character that he could get hold of, from a story point.” (Class development program October 13, 1938)

The friendliness between a major heroine and animals is starting with this feature and will remain a staple of forthcoming princesses in almost all Disney productions. And above all with birds. It had started in the second sequence when Snow White was confessing her dreams to the pigeons, and here again a bird means company. It will be amplified after this very sequence, when the animals from the forest have mercy on her and guide her to the dwarfs’ cottage. This association will reappear with Cinderella and Briar Rose, and even Mary Poppins, and then they will try to stop it until they decided to laugh at it with Giselle in the prologue of Enchanted (2007). 

The baby bird was animated by a beginner at the Studio then. Along with Jim Algar and a certain Milt Kahl, they would do their first steps in animation on a feature, and would focus on animals. Larson, arrived on June 1st 1933, even if he did many other characters, would soon be typecast as the one who is good at animating animals, because Walt Disney knew he had, like him, been raised in the countryside, on a ranch for the latter. Of course, he had already had some experience in shorts, like animating Persephone in the Goddess of Spring for Luske. As compared to Persephone, doing the bird was a breeze.

Snow White’s voice is incredibly high-pitched, and that’s exactly what Walt Disney was after. He wondered if he could find a little girl who could perform correctly and sing operatic songs, but he didn’t want a professional. 149 voices were tested, among which well-established stars as Deanna Durbin, and, it is alleged that the first that was auditioned was the successful one, that is Adriana Casoletti (1916-1997). She tried to justify what had made him choose her to Brian Sibley for an article in Animator: “I think I was given the role, not because I was better than anyone else, but because I had a voice with what Walt described as a ‘lilting quality’ that lifted-and almost smiled-as Snow White sang and spoke.38” She added that, knowing Snow White was supposed to be 14, she tried to add a touch of Betty Boop in her voice. It is thanks to an ad in the Los Angeles Times that her father Guido had published to promote himself as a vocal teacher that a Disney representative got in touch with her. If she did her audition in September 1934, she was only called again exactly one year later. Then, she would spend 44 days within two years recording her voice. The animators drew inspiration from her as she was singing for some gestures she naturally did. If singing was no problem, acting was another matter because she had no formal training. As seen in story meetings, the team often had doubts whether she would make it. They even hired an actor coach for a while, to no avail. To her credit, it must have been hard for her as she had to act without anyone else around, except on a few sequences. For instance, the only time she could interact with the witch’s voice, Mrs La Verne, was for the apple sequence. Even singing was tough as she would record with a simple piano, and not with the orchestra, which would be recorded afterwards. In addition, the sound engineers had a hard time recording her text lines because she would go from very loud high sounds to much softer and hardly audible words, “She has no control of her voice” Larry Morey complained. Although she was upset for not being credited, she would spend a lifetime re-enacting the princess, going from one interview to a re-release celebration. This role made her life. This might be due to the fact this was a one shot since the Studio never hired her again, despite a letter she sent in 1949 when she was struggling to get jobs.

The Huntsman is looking around and starts to move towards the princess.

In terms of changes of plot and staging, this is a good example, and as late as April 1937, that is about 8 months before release, things were not settled about the way the man should get closer to the princess and mug her. This is due to many factors, one of which is the Huntsman’s personality. This man, known as Berthold in previous versions and sometimes called Humbert by Walt, was a mystery for a long time: would he be a terribly cruel and sadistic creature, or should he be a nice fellow who would reluctantly abide by the Queen’s laws? In the early days of preproduction, he was even portrayed as a rather happy-go-lucky fellow, but if he had remained so, no one would have believed that he could harm the young girl. With time, his role was enlarged then shortened, then back again. In the Ames version Walt had seen as a boy, he was a prominent character who enjoyed a close relationship with the girl, and he even had three children that he played with. That’s why Walt might have had the temptation to emulate that until they eventually made him a rather anecdotal character. In the film Walt had seen, it was also out of blackmail by the Queen that he complied to her wish to get rid of the girl, his kids being sent to a jail in a tower.

As to the way of discreetly approaching her, a first version, still visible in the animation draft, shows the Huntsman’s hand pulling the knife out of the sheath, then he would have come closer to camera, dagger in hand, and then the camera would have focused on his feet, his shadow slowly taking over the girl who couldn’t see her as he was in her back. But that version was rejected during a March 17 1937 story meeting by Grim Natwick: “The feet don’t seem strong enough for the situation. I feel you want something big and dramatic. I think the shot doesn’t even show the feet off to advantage. You’re expecting something ominous and all you see is a pair of feet.”

However, another idea was to see the feet in a symbolic move as explained by Dave Hand in the same session: “A shadow comes in first, then the feet. We speak of having the feet on her bouquet of flowers as he comes through the scene.” Finally, instead, there’s a shot of the Huntsman looking around to see if no one is around, but doesn’t move yet, followed by a close-up of a very unaware Snow White still talking to the bird. Then back to the Huntsman who this time pulls his dagger, a flash of light enhancing the menace. As we see the girl’s back, the Huntsman is now getting closer to camera where his whole body is still in the shade but for his eyes whose white is pure and his green irises almost intense. In terms of light this is not logical, but what matters is the effect. As the music, scored by Paul Smith, is underlining the growing tension with brass and strings, we understand that we’re in for the climax. As we see the man’s shadow taking over the girl, she turns back, a quick truck in is focusing on the girl’s face screaming with fear when she sees the man’s intention. 

At the time, shadows were painted with a transparent paint that caused many nightmares to the “Nunnery” girls, as the Ink and Paint Department was nicknamed, and more particularly Marceil Clark who remembered for David Johnson: “It was a transparent paint for underneath them, where they’re standing. A gray-blue transparent solution, kind of a gelatine, a gelatine kind of thing. It was very hard to get on evenly.”39 This is confirmed by layout man by Ken O’Connor: “There was an important work on shadows, if you think of the shadow on the rock over Snow-White with the Huntsman, or the dwarfs’ shadows back from the mine. But they used to use transparent paint then, but it was very hard to be consistent and keep density. They had troubles with it so they eventually dropped it and used double exposure: black at a percentage.40” Eventually, double-exposure seemed to be the only viable way to achieve shadows, which entailed the use of multiple masks and a thorough organization.

As to music, Disney historian Jeremie Noyer details the distribution of roles regarding the score: “If Paul J.Smith is doing wonderfully in the escape sequence in the forest, the whole film is built mostly on an alternation between positive scenes scored by Frank Churchill and scenes with the Queen (or the witch) scored by Leigh Harline with a dark orchestration and a tormented harmony.41” Paul Smith had little consideration for the other two composers and was said to be rather arrogant.

The Huntsman changes his mind and explains himself, urges her to run away.

Animator Frank Thomas was not very sure, like others that the audience would be involved: “No one was gonna believe the Huntsman is gonna kill Snow-White, we said to Walt: are you gonna believe a cartoon character is going to try to kill another cartoon character? And he’d say: ‘Hey guys, people are gonna believe this, don’t think of them as cartoon characters, think of them as if they’d exist.42” Thomas was happy he was proved wrong! From the first ideas to have close-ups on hands or feet remains this low-angle shot of the gloved hand of the Huntsman holding the knife and shaking as he is slowly facing a change of hearts. Again, there is a flash of light on the dagger with over exposition to have a blinding white. While all of Snow White’s animation is Natwick’s, the man is Luske’s for the first shots, or so the draft says, but then his assistant Erroll Gray, who had done him in the sequence where he’s told about his mission by




Flight into the woods, struggling through vines.





Running to owls, bats, scary trees.









Scared again, Snow-White falls into a hole, clings to a vine but falls into the pool where logs turn into alligators.




Tension is mounting, Snow White is running along with bats, to the climax when she collapses.





Queen Leaves Mirror - Prepares Disguise (Sequence 7 A)





After a long shot on the Queen’s castle, the Queen, holding what she believes to be Snow White’s heart, is asking the ritual question to the mirror.














The infuriated Queen decides to take action and rushes downstairs to her laboratory.






The Queen enters her lab, throws the box and opens her book of recipes.



The Queen reads and follows the recipe from a book of poisons until she watches herself in the glass.





The transformation scene.






Addressing the crow hidden in the skull, the witch peruses through her book to find the recipe for the poisoned apple.
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