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Introduction: .
Main Street, Machines,
and the Mouse

I

Disney’s gift, from the beginning, was not as is commonly
supposed a “genius” for artistic expression . . . it was for the
exploitation of technological innovation.

—Richard Schickel, The Disney Version

In the Disney theme parks, appearance is everything. The
company’s insistence on accurate research and detailed reproduction is
well known, and the Disney Main Street, while what Stephen Fjellman
has described as “a romanticized, idealized, architecturally controlled”
creation (170}, supposedly modeled on the downtown of Marceline, Mis-
souri, where Walt Disney spent his formative years, quickly affirms the
corporate emphasis on detail. The parks are also notoriously clean. At-
tendants—or “cast members,” as employees are all termed—constantly
walk the streets and pathways, picking up trash, wiping and polishing,
watering the decorative flowers and shrubs, and generally making sure
that there is little to mar the planned illusions. In addition, perspective
is catefully controlled, so that guests see things—and are encouraged to
take photographs—from calculated vantages, ones that afford the most
picturesque views and that avoid glimpses of all that is “backstage.” As
a consequence, much of what allows for those attractive appearances,
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what makes the parks work, is never seen. For example, just underneath
Main Street {and the other streets in the M'agic Kingc.i.o.m,v as Vtie.n as ;;ar;
of Epcot) snakes an elaborate complex of passageways, O matilidors,” as
Disney terms them, providing quick access to a_ll areas'of ;hg Parks and
holding the water, gas, and compres_sed air pipes, electrical wiring, com-
puter cables, hezitinéand air-conditioning ducts, and so on, "that make
these immense struoctures function so efficiently and.entertammgly.‘.The
appearanceé here e‘i,re/ in 'fa'c;t, designed not only to provide guests with ‘a
pleasurable experience, but also to obscure the fact thgt thesc-% parks are
not fantasy worldéj. but great technological Wonders ; with thelF creatlo%l
and propagation__re_mindi_ng us of how accqrately Richard Schickel esti-
mated Walt Disney’s true genius:. Y S

By relnainil;g;_largély ii}visible; those technological underpinnings are

supposed to make ‘the parks 'séem to Workby magic, thereby add'mg to -
the “magical” atiosphere that Disney sells—as a vacation destination, -

a purveyor of television and radio programs, a retail ‘'sales source, and
2 film studio, among othex things. Of course, at times the appearances
do fail. Rides inevitably break down; ¢z_15t”membe'1:s',~;playi>ng one pf t1.1e
Disney characters in a full body costume, have been known to fz.unt; in
2006, a forty-nine-year-old tourist died of heart failure after ndmg Ep-
cot’s “Mission: SPACE” attraction. And when doing so can Cfmmbute
to the company’s profitability, Disney itself does lift the curtain and let
us glimpse the mechanisms at work. Vi_sit_o'rs to the Maglc.ngdom,
for example; after paying the -u_sualvpa'rl';'gidmission»,vcan also take' the
rather pricey “Keys to-the Kingdom". tour, 2 fou'r-‘;_o-ﬁve—hour guu?ed
exploration of the hitilidors, thie waste treatment plagt{,‘v pargde staging
area, and various other logistical and operational components unsleen by
the usual park visitor, Other Disney parks have ?}1.30 added versions of
this behind-the'-écenes"expe"rieﬁce, such as Epcot’s “Behind the Seeds”
tour of the high-tech food and plant chltivation that supports the p?u:k
and its restaurants, or A;lilnzil-Kingd01l1fs ”Wild by_ Design” excursion
that shows how the park operates and cares for its animal inhabitants.
As Disney has learned, revealing how the “magic” works can prove a
rewarding experience for visitors, as well as a lucrative exte.nslon of‘the
company’s larger synergistic strategy; in fact, suchi revelation provides
further evidence of Disney’s status as what Janet Wasko terms “the most
synergistic of the Hollywood majors” (Hollywood 53).

The aim of this book is to-follow the company’s lead in this regard, to
offer a selective look at some of those often-unseen—or unconsidered—
technological supports or developments that, in film, televisi‘on, and the
theme parks, have been crucial to the success of the_ Walt Disney Com-
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pany and, at times, also a clue to its limitations. The result, I hope, is a
very different, if admittedly limited kind of studio history, one in which
we focus on both the manner and the implications of the company’s in-
vestment in technology and technological culture. Certainly, wherever
we look at the company that bears the name of one of its founders—and
throughout this study we shall use the Disney name mainly to designate
the company, but at times also its original driving force, Walt Disney—we
see the traces of both this technological development and a technologi-
cal attitude that have become almost as fundamental to the company’s
identity as its trademark cartoon characters: Mickey and Minnie Mouse,
Donald Duck, Goofy, and the rest. Yet those seemingly real figures and
the fantasy realm they inhabit often, and even purposely, distract us from
the technology that, as in the theme parks, operates just below the sur-
face, making possible the various fantasies the company sells. By explor-
ing the technological context for the various Disney creations, the literal
foundation of the many Disney worlds, we can better understand not
only Disney’s phenomenal development from a small Poverty Row film
studio to one of the largest and most influential media and entertainment
companies in the world, but also its powerful appeal to a contemporary
worldwide audience, an audience that seems increasingly aware that
it inhabits a thoroughly technological, mediated environment—one to
which Disney lends a most inviting and even seductive countenance.
This technological perspective should also shed some light on Dis-
ney’s role within that contemporary media environment. For even as it
has branched out from its early primary function as a small cartoon stu-
dio to become a key presence in television, radio, the Internet, book and
music publishing, theme parks, theater, and the more amorphous leisure
industry, the studio has retained something of its original character, a
kind of technological fingerprint that attests to Schickel’s assessment.
Today Disney functions as an important part of what the cultural phi-
losopher Paul Virilio has termed “the vision machine” (Vision 59}, as a
segment of that contemporary technological culture that conditions how
we see—and inhabit—our world. Esther Leslie has observed how early
discussions of the cinema frequently anticipated this impact, describing
the ways in which film “obliges the viewer to see the world” in particular
ways—in terms of tracking shots, master shots, close-ups, a montage of
juxtaposed images, and so on (105). A wide array of subsequent analyses
has tied that conventionalizing of vision to film’s powerful ideological
impact. But more than simply pointing towards such ideological ma-
nipulations, Virilio’s development of this notion emphasizes two points
that are typically overlooked. One is a kind of totalitarian force that




pervades the contemporary cultural erivironment,® a force that he abit
exaggeratedly.térms 1y gugenics of sight,”” but qn’e-,‘t_havt 11‘11g1'1t_ more ac-
curately be désciibéd as a tendency towards a “stan rdization of ways

of seeing” (Vision 12, 13), an inclination o control how we see. As ini-

tially noted, some of this standardization is crucial to the Disney theme

park experience, which‘gar‘efulzly org_ar’i,';gés and controls its' guestsl: point
of view. As Alexander Wilson notes about the Epcot-experience, T11§re
is never a mbm_jer,i‘t 'or spage, that is not visually, ,gurally, and olfe?ctpnléf
programmed”! [x22) there. But that ven tendency; f_o'r"prog'rz‘ummng.al}_
control, this fundaniental char‘acte‘rp_fvmovdcn'l‘ Atgcl.}nohlogma? cultyre 111
general, also charges the entertainment experience with a k.md of chal-
lenge. And hereis Virilio’s sec’:(_)nd key point: tha; the Wor}ungs of such
a cultural force implitate us, across cultures alj.d classes, in an _on.gomg
struggle, in out own sort of negotiation, “not '11} al}"eff(.)rt tf) destroy it, b.ut
in order to transfigure” that environment by rendering ~1ts effects quite
transparent and thus less controlling or pernicious (Anmtage 157), as wi
negotiate between out desire for entertainment agd our mindfulness o
the ideological baggage often hidden in that experience. :

In fact, Janet Wasko, Marlk Phillips, ‘and Eileen Meeban have_. already
situated the contemporary work of Disney in one version of this strug-
gle. Approaching' the company. as a cpnglomeration of globzflly focused
entertainmentb technologies, they describe how various audiences have

: developed'differ'ent strategies for addressing and coping with Disney’s

efforts at “standardization,” and the often “dazzling” effect of those faf-
forts on worldwide audiences. As they observe, some aqdiencc.as re.adﬂy
recognize the manipulative and eve11‘¢xplo;tative fiffepts foundin D1'sn‘ey
films, television programs, comic books, and'lqther producté, and resist
“althovighironically, as Phillips notes, that resistance usu-
ally “does 1ot Qi)fthp’_’in " m liking the pro'dHcvt:‘s:p_rovdl_.lced by the COtlll_l—
pany”’ (48)- er’sl:(a’cl‘gngw»l'édg'e&_ ol »clafi those effects buit are able “to
ontalize Disney the businessfrom Disr

<l ihetiveen iclassic’ Disney and current Disney” (Phil-
lips 48}, that is , be'_twe'enja hf1s1;o.ric_‘alv:s'ebt of texts, linked to Walt Disney,
to which they are more kindly‘_di‘qusgd’ and those elements, prgdu.ced
by the morerecent COMPpany regimes; that immediately affect t'helr lives
and seem to -el’nph%léi'zé.a consumer-,i_st;ethicﬁ Yet. anotl.ler audlen.ce seg-
ment, as they offer, adopts a s_tratggy»of apprqpri.ation, incorporating ‘Fhe
Disney exp‘eriehce into family or\cultural-’ritngl‘s, ther.eby transflat1ng
Disney from 5Q1i1etlling “yniquely Am_erican’_’: to_soxgeth111g.percelved as
“mine” (Phillips 55)- ‘Thus in her study of Disney _e_mdlgnces in Denmark,
Kirsten Drotrier observes how they 'form and siistain their own cultural

§ney as entertainment,” .
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identities” by defining “what they see as being Danish through a process
of contrastive validation to what they perceive as being American” in the
Disney texts {113). Through these various strategies we can begin to see
the complexity of response that the technological world, and Disney as
a powerful component of that world, not only elicits but almost requires
of audiences throughout the world. -
 While the technological perspective outlined in Virilio’s work has
at times been charged with overlooking just such cultural strategies in
favor of more formal phenomenological concerns, I would suggest that
Virilio’s emphasis on a sense of struggle or uyrestling with” the tech-
nological [Armitage 10, 157) links his vantage in an important way to
analyses like those described above. For it points to the broader nature
of this technological contention, implicating both the audience and the
companies that employ it in a nexus of negotiations, and suggesting that
both must similarly bargain with all that constitutes our technological
climate. Since commentary on the studio has, over the last two decades,
been dominated by rather strict ideological assessments that emphasize
reception, treat Disney like a monolithic agent, and largely exempt tech-
nology from the equation, Virilio’s perspective seems a valuable vantage
to bring to such a powerful component of the media environment. Thus,
a primary aim of this study is to open a broader perspective on Disney
by examining the company’s technological workings—i.e., both its atti-
tudes towards technology and its efforts at relating technology to a mass
audience—and hopefully rendering them far more transparent.
Tt is also in the context of this imperative to deal with the power
of technology and the nature of modern technological culture that I see

- Disney playing a crucial and in some ways instructive role, one that can

help to explain some of its great attraction, even for those who, as Phil-
lips points out, generally resist the studio’s work, or as Drotner suggests,

- approach it with a sense of “ironic enjoyment” (113). For as we shall see,

‘throughout its history, Disney has constantly been engaged in what we
shall metaphorically describe as “negotiations” with various compo-

" nents of the vision machine. Like most companies in the entertainment
‘industry, Disney has, in order to survive in an increasingly competitive

environment, repeatedly had to innovate or adopt new technologies or
move into new media forms, and in some cases to innovate and then
abandon new technologies that proved unprofitable or problematic. The
development of sound cartoons and the corporate partnership with tele-
vision are two obvious examples of the former path, with sound allow-

ing the studio to differentiate its product from most other early cartoon

makers, and television creating a new source of revenue and advertising,
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as well as an outlet for its product in a powerful elr.lerging medi‘um 1}1
the 1950s. As instances of the latter situatiof, we might ,rcicall Dlsneycs1 .
development of steregphonic surround,sound for Fazlt-,t.z_sm (1940). an
its rather quick abandonment of that technology after .ltS- cost}y 1o.ad-
show failure, as well as the studio’s move away,h‘om hybrid animation .
in the late 1940s after both audiences and critics responde.d coolly to
this development. Moreover, the 'studio’s various. prodqcnons-—t‘exts
that cut across all aspects of ‘our media envi:onnwnt—%mve prov1de‘d
audiences with numerons sites wherein they.can bot‘h’jq\bserve and vi-
cariously participatein these most i1_r1portang negotiationg. In them We .
repeatedly encounter ‘dramz(tivzv'ed examples of how we might deal Wl‘th
the difficulties of this world, situations Disney has carefully .measmed
and worked out for us, as in the case of Monsters, Inc.'s solution to the
energy crisis—the substitution of laughter for screams as '_anAmﬁmtely
renewable energy source; and analogously, the mf.ed for optimism gather
than fear in addressing the obvious problems posed by limited natural
TESOUICES. ‘ _ D
Before further considering these varidus"teclmolc')gflcal. encounters,
though, we should pause a moment to clarify how we‘lmght use that
term technology, since today it often means different things to dlf.ferent
people. For many the term simply denotes a category of _mec'hamcal or
clectrical tools or devices, specific things, while others, part1cularly in
the area of cultural studies, liberally deploy it to describe a set of practices
commonly centering on how we manipulate our world. I want to stake
out a kind of middle ground between these extremes, us'mg technology
to suggest something more.than what Neil Postman l.iml_ts it to, that is,
“merely a machine’ (Amusing 84), but also somethlng"less 'than what
Andrew Ross, in an example of the excesses of cultural stuchgs, far tC')O
ambiguously defines as a “cultural process .. . that only n.1a1<es sense in
the context of familiar kinds of behavior” (3):In between is an area that

includes both hardware and software, or perhaps more precisely, spe-

cific mechanical constructs like the multiplane camiera, media such as

television, and even a scientific mindset that construes-and constructs.

the world according to teclinological principles, such as regularit‘y, effi-
ciency, and speed. To consider only hardware or techni.cal ex‘tensmns.of
the body would obviously exclude most cultural conmderatmn.s, while
to go commpletely in the direction that Ross suggests, to see practically all
human behavior as a form of technology, ultimately renders the term al-
most meaningless. That approach creates an identity between _technology
and culture because’it wants to emphasize human or social agency, but
that perspective risksfbrg'etting a point- that‘l_}as often _bee_n made: that

Introduction 7

many apparatuses, even mechanical and electronic devices, are far from
neutral.? Ultimately, I want to suggest a more complex and, I hope, more
useful relationship than either of those extremes usually permits.
Certainly, as we shall use it here, technology does implicate a variety
of specific tools or devices that have proved crucial to the development
of the Disney empire. Yet those devices are invariably tied to a certain
technical mindset or context, what some might broadly describe as a
cultural discourse, that has helped propel Disney’s development. While
the specific tools of sound technology, such as Vitaphone'’s sound-on-
disk, Movietone’s sound-on-film, or the RCA Photophone system were
essential to transforming the film industry in the late 1920s, a larger
discourse—i.e., both popular and scientific—about sound and about how
it could affect both film production and the film experience was also cru-
cial. So as the following chapters, in order, chronicle Disney’s innovation
of sound cartoons, its application of three-strip color, its efforts at giving
depth to the animated image, its partnership with television, its experi-
mentation with widescreen technology, its development of the theme
park and Audio-Animatronics, and its movement into digital animation
and effects filmmaking, they will also invoke a broader technological
discourse or attitude, such as that involved in the space race of the 19508
and 1960s, that surrounding issues of digital representation much later,
or, in several chapters, that central to the increasing popularity of the
genre of science fiction. The result, I hope, is a situating of technology
in what might broadly be termed a technological context, and an avoid-
ance of the extremes that often characterize many discussions of the
subject. :

Within this context, we might see my initial description of Main
Street and its functions as pointing towards two technological issues
that will periodically resurface here, ones not only central to the Disney
universe, but also crucial to contemporary culture, to that cinematized
landscape we all inhabit but that Disney has made its special province.,
One of those concerns is a persistent challenge facing contemporary cul-
ture; how do we find an accommodation with the technological? This
effort at accommodation is something that Disney as a company has,
practically from its inception, practiced, almost invariably profited from,
and regularly, in its films, television programs, and theme park attrac-
tions, models for audiences. In this project we find a telling explana-
tion of why, despite its frequent nostalgic evocations, Disney has also,
like no other American cultural institution, always been invested in the
technological, and how it has effectively made the technological seem
like a natural or complementary element of our world. As an example,
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we might recall how this dual effort surfaces in‘Disney’s Swiss Family
Robinson (1962), wherein the shipwrecked title family determines not
simply to build a cree-house shelter, but, as a matter of course, to equip
it with elevators, running water, fans, and a host of other modern appli-
ances that effectively link their primitive island home with the advanced
European culture from which they have come, as well as with the modern
world of the audience for whom such features are simply commonplace.
Appropriately, Disney has featured versions of this tree house in several
of its parks, where it serves to suggest this sort of easy connection and
to demonstrate the possibilities of such accommodation—an accom-
modation with technology that is also enabled by the technology. This
attraction, located off of Main Street and just within Adventureland in
the Magic Kingdom, affords an especially comforting presence for audi-
ences who are living through accelerating technological change and its
attendant challenges. In fact, it suggests that.we should see a visit to a
Disney theme: park not so much as a retreat from the real world into
fantasy, as many-'commeﬁtators,.would offer, but as a rather comforting
affirmation of our ability.to live with.change, to recognize, as the Audio-
Animatronic theater of the Carousel.of Progress offers, that “there’s a
brave new beautiful tomorrow, just.a dream away,” and to encourage us
in that dreaming by modeling it for us, - g
The other key concern to which I have already alluded might be
 described as connection-itself, often embodied in various forms of com-
munication. Of course, maps are distributed as guests enter any Disney
Main Street-or park; and.maps to treasures and lost civilizations propel
the action-in & wide array of Disney films, from Treasure Island (1950)
to National Treasure (2004). Mess,agéesééonvaygd in:various ways, includ-
ing bottles and magic inirrors, are central to 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea [1954), Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, and The Rescuers (1977).
Television’s shaping force 'on 4 child’s imagination drives the two Toy
Story movies; and both Monsters, Inc. (2003} and The Incredibles (2004)
suggest that there are disconcerting and even “incredible” dimensions to
our world just beyond a closet door or within the cookie-cutter suburban
house next door—connections just waiting to be discovered. While at
times suggesting a kind of simple wish fulfillment and fixmly embedding
most of the Disney product within the realm of the fantastic, this empha-
sison connection also u‘ndyerscores 4nimportant dimension of the Disney
product, the way in which it consistently points to the possibility of un-
seen, often denied, butalso hoped-for links, ways.of bridging the past and
the future, connécting to others, and even of reaching other, most secret
parts of ourselves, often with the assistance of some sort of technology.
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In short, those concerns with technology and connectivity underlie and
enable that nostalgic veneer on which most Disney commentators have
dwelt, while t_hey also help to explain why people of various cultures
have been drawn to Disney and have welcomed not only its films but
also its theme parks—and with them its peculiar ideologies—into their
own cognt_ries. This is a point Virginia Nightingale makes explicit in her
study of Disney audiences in Australia, where she observes that most of
her survey respondents see Disney texts as “not uniquely American,”
but rather as “universal or multicultural” (67). I
I would suggest that these concepts are linked and form one of the
kes'r Disney contributions to contemporary culture. For within the Disney
universe the technological does seem natural or at least congruent with
nature—and usually fun, as the tree-house attraction demonstrates. And
the technological repeatedly plays an important role in enabling ju;:t the
sorts' of communications and connections that we implicitly sense are
la}ckmg in our world and that we most desire, so that the Disney ver-
sion of the technological typically, even necessarily, speaks a message of
promise or need satisfaction. While the movies allowed Disney to speak
to millions and develop a media machine that could reach all corners of
the earth, that could link everyone as part of a global village—or World
Showecase, as the Epcot park styles it—téchnology as envisioned by Dis-
ney has become crucial to connections of every sort. It is precisely for

- this reason, I would suggest, that another of the key Disney emblems
!

the geodesic dome that stands as Epcot’s symbol, houses a ride, “Space-
. . 3 !
ship Earth,” that is devoted precisely to depicting the changing nature of

_our communication technologies. Much like the various Main Streets
7

tlj.is structure functions as an official entryway, as well as a point of di-
vergence, dramatically conveying for all who pass through it the Disney
ethc?s.of communication and connection.* From here visitors may turn
to visit the v:arious technological pavilions that occupy the front portion
of the park or end that experience and take the central walkway leadin
to the different national exhibits that comprise the World Showcase——algl
of them identified by traditional, easily identifiable structures that recall
past gloriqs or _stereotyp_ed characteristics of their respective cultures. Past
and present, a brave new world and an equally valued old one are a.s the
Park’s technological products affirm, here able to strike a bargail; to fit
in relatively easy harmony, and even to allow visitors to move alhnost
effortlessly between them.

. Of course, there is a danger precisely in the seemingly effortless
pature of that ersatz harmony, in the hidden difficulties of negotiation
in the entertainment itself. Too often the Disney world—and especiallyi
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every Disney &hémed iyorld”—does seem to be preaching thel Ipure gq:pei
of what Virilio has termed “technological fundamentalism (Ax'lm e{)gle
5), suggesting that we can invest a kind.of absolgte and unqulestlona e
value in every new technological development. Like the compdeg‘?pp o
system of the utilidors, we seldom glimpse the grez'lt effort al? El 1c‘u fr
involved in makirng that world run properly agd with tbe sort o mallge
ous efficiency promised-by the Machine Age 11;1to which Walt.anc t ogr
Disney had been-born. and in the promise of which Walt Was SO inves ;:1 .
The entertaining nature of the Disney products all. too easily prO]elcts;f 1¢t
sort of “utopian” .sense-that.Richa;dDyer arguesisa fulAldamenta ef :ﬁe
of most popular entertainment, that Howard Sggal describes as part ((:)1 e
aura that commonly. attaches to all teglmologmgl, ,dev.elopment,lan 1d12t\
is certainly one of the bases on which technologle.sv are commcin y s? < 1(;
the public, both by Disney and by much of c_or}te,mporary cu ture. tll
of the seductive lures of the Disney technological Woﬂd, consequ.eil Yy,
is the sense that those negotiations rnight occur quite naturally, wf1£t 1011:1
any effort on our pat, and certainly without the sort of t_rfld.e-o sl ar; !
even crippling false steps about which a.number (?f rgcent c11t1quels ha 1
warned. As Edward Tenner has observed, any hlstoryl of techlzc? ogica
development should include a chronicle of techn.olog?f s many ° llev_enlgz
effects,” of the various ways in which our technical mgemutyd ?s a S >
backfired (6). But telling the story of such rf:Vﬁng& effects woul .1st1act
from the primary message here, and certamly,:from the ent.ertammlen
factor.t For through its constructed worlds Dlsne_y c'lramatmally js) it.ys
out for its-audiences the possibility of such negotiations, suggests that
they can'in various ways be accomplished,'mu(.:h as the Walt Dlsr?};
Company would seem to have donethrougho.u_t its history. As a par 1al
corrective, this study tries not only to chromcle'a number Of.Dll-sn?{ s
key technological achievements, but a?so to begin to denatura 1zef tﬁz
negotiations implicit in those accomphshlngrl_ts, to ske-tch Ton'x'e 0 e
very real difficulties that have been involved in gnd through a range

Disney texts.

The Disney Main Street; as I have suggested, is an appropriate plaﬁe .to
beg‘m.thinkihg about: these sorts-of negotiations. G.uests who Wa1 < its
length encounter a kind of modern-day Potemkin-village, certainly 1}ot
on the grand scale of the Russian original, but a tremendously effective

piece of entertainment and foolery. i1onethe_1@ss that suggest.s they haﬁe
entered an older, simpler, less problematic world. However, 1ts carefully
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scaled facades and forced perspectives hide no impoverished peasantry or
backward culture; nor is the illusion here ever more than momentary and
at times even quick to reveal itself, as guests who opt to tour the utilidors
find. And as Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan have observed, while
for many the Disney text is “synonymous with a certain conservative,
patriarchal, heterosexual ideology” and an aggressively capitalist stance,
it is often and surprisingly almost “self-evidently” so (1-2), or, as I might
suggest, rather self-consciously so. In any case, they believe that “the
blatantness of Disney is what makes it so resistant” to much of the domi-
nant contemporary critical agenda (3). And indeed, the results of several
reception studies support this notion. Drotner, for example, finds in her
audience surveys that “Disney products have not been accepted whole-
heartedly and without reservation, nor have they promoted a uniform
acceptance of American values and norms”; in fact, the Disney products
have often “served as eye-openers about [local] cultural identity” (115 ).
Yet while we continue to dissect the company’s obvious weaknesses, and
while the company itself, understanding that political correctness sells,
has increasingly sought to counter those perceptions through the release
of gender conscious and cross-culturally focused films like Pocahontas
(1995), Mulan (1998}, and Holes (2003}, what continues to slide all too
easily from view on Main Street and elsewhere, save for when the com-
pany chooses to sell that very view through one of its special tours, is
the mechanism at their base, as well as the mechanistic attitude—one
that emphasizes machine-like formulas, careful regularity, and efficient
output—that drives Disney’s worlds.

We might begin our walk, then, by noting that there is a theme
to the Disney Main Streets: Technological Progress. The various shops
and buildings we first encounter suggest gas-lit and rather conventional
structures recalling the late nineteenth century, but as we move down
the street, we find increasingly elaborate facades and interiors, depicting
an electrified and prosperous early twentieth-century America.” More-
over, wherever they are located, the Disney Main Streets all share one
quite striking, readily evident feature of this technological progress, one
that identifies them as part of the larger Disney entertainment machine.
Each one contains—or rather, depicts—an old-fashioned motion picture
theater, often running a bill of classic Disney cartoons, but sometimes
simply showing promotional films for other Disney efforts. That theater
represents the ur-technology out of which the entire Disney universe—a
multicultural, media-informed, and media-driven realm—has come into
being. For the movies, and the mouse within those movies, the mouse
that, as Walt Disney was fond of noting, made it all possible, represent
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the machine where Disney began, 2 key point of pl_'igin. and co1_mect.101n£
although just one segment of the larger Mouse Machine, ;as we might
term it. While this vdepic‘:te_dvtechnology is small:and unplve:poss'essncllga,1
simply part of the varied cultural landscape offered.to palk-gcl))ils gng :
sort of technology that is meant to make them feel comforta e'-—__—l or
10 other reason than the fact that it offers a shady IFST. s’t‘op amid a se.a
of concrete—it begins ito point us in an important. direction. It sug%?sts
a level on which all that follows in the parks, all that branches off rom
Main Street, is designed asa _c'mematic_ ;xperiencc, eyen a rathe‘r ;reﬂc‘-:xwe
one. But moﬁ signiﬁcau_tly, it hints of-a level on wl?u.:l} the entire %sgey
enterprise is linked to the development of what Virilio }ms described as
#4n entirely cinematic vision of the world” (War and (;menw 66)—a vi-
sion enabled by this technological progress, one that is part o.f cgntem-
porary technological culture, yet one that often goes upremmke -

Tn keeping with this 11111<age, Main Street’ ;approprlately occupfs a
sort of cusp pésition in the Disney worlds that‘s‘ngnelills its various Itdec dr}xo-
logical functions and frames the many ""narratives. th.at folloV\lr. 1ea 11':0z
away from i‘tbs' itheater, the street directs pa.rk_ylsltors into bOtl. t 161: pad
(Frontierland{ and the,_mchnologically driven future (Tomorrowian c)1,

‘into an idealized America, along with its European roots (Fant.asylan )
and its unspoken“impé'rialii'st a.'spilqatiobnsn(Advebl}tiqr.ela.l‘ld).rThe ,t.1‘1p down,
and thro'ﬁgh,'. any Dis}léy Main Street is thus a bit like boarding a ma-
chine that, like the movies _the,msle_l_ves,, allows _»for boty spacle an:cz time
travel; taking_y'i_s“itorsﬂbojch backw;u‘d‘ and foxw_zx'xd, to Disney’s ear -Ylmi-
dia origins a_md along the varied cu__ltu_ra__l paths it h.as staked ou.t with its
cbmmitmeﬁﬂ to an agsortment of evqlving,m:_e_dle} jce‘c'hnologles. M‘a.m
Street is, véry‘,.siﬁ'_lgly,‘_,a terminus for multiple connections—even a site

of contradictiong—and an emblem of how the }1};}117 fc'ecl11101.ogie_.s at Woﬂ;
in thé Disﬁéfy el"ltérpris”,e_ all se;yé ‘to'.”-'t?al?SPor;c’v’-: ;mdwnc.,es ina Vaflzty o
ways. Even more specifically, it_,_rm:ninds‘us, tl):}t the plsney worl slare
driven by various technologies {and .:technologlcal attitudes), t'hat t c}f:y
deploy those technologies.in carefully calcula.te;d ways, somet1‘1ne3 lis-
guising their élgtua_l functioning, but then, dlS}l‘lgGllllO_l.:LSlY, pr esentmg.
technology as their focus or subject matter, thereby l}elpmg to shapeloul
perceptidns_of;he very forces through which the Disney texts work so
ively on us.. , B o
effeclivdel:z,éribing the impact of technology on our world, on wh.atlhfe
tellingly describes as “the cinematic 1ands.capc”‘ of contempom.l.y ife
(War and Cinema 79), Virilio notes: how, in the comm?’u expenen-.cei
~ “geographical space has been shrinking, v so.mm.:h. so that techl.lolo%l.ca1
development has carried us into a realm of fictitious topology in which
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all the surfaces of the globe are directly present to one another” {46}—or
at least, in our everyday routine, might.seem so. This effect, underscored
by the rapid proliferation of video cell phones, global positioning tools,
and Blackberry-type gear, can be, by turns, promising and rather disorient-
'ing. It hardly requires much prodding as we walk the Disney Main Street
to see it and the entirety of the Disney theme parks, as symptomatic of
that “shrinking” and as part of this new, technologically constructed
“topology.” In fact, one might argue that the original Disneyland is the
real prototype of such topologies, and the proliferation of Disney parks,
.along with the company’s increasing cross-cultural emphasis, points up
its ongoing role in fostering this newly intimate topology, or what some
have termed a “global culturalism.”® Obviously, Main Street leads into
Disney’s own geography, that of Tomorrowland, Fantasyland, Frontier-
land, and Adventureland, all preexisting in the imaginary of the original
Disneyland television show? and, we might suppose, in the imagina-
tion of Walt Disney himself. This special topology also points toward
the Bnal destiny of the Epcot theme park’s design. For here a proposed
“Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow” would, when it was
reconceived and cori_structed sixteen years after its announcement, give
way to those two strangely contiguous lands: the technology-intensive
Future World at the front of the park, and at the rear the World Showcase,
a series of international exhibits centered around a detailed and reduced-
scale simulacrum of a country’s signature and pointedly traditional ar-
chitecture—e.g., an English pub, an Italian palazzo, a Norwegian stave
church, a replica of France’s Eiffel tower. As the pathways through Future
World inevitably lead audiences into this ersatz old world crafted from
the latest materials, Epcot demonstrates how the technological future
can serve to neatly package and offer an easy, if questionably satisfying,
connection to a traditional cultural past.

In fact, Disney has repeatedly and proudly boasted of how it pains-
takingly creates the sort of imaginary topology that branches off from
Main Street as the basis for its various rides and attractions. Thanks to
the transforming power of modern technology, the company has been
able to carve out for each of its theme parks an amazing yet carefully
planned physical landscape, marked by a series of arresting monuments:
Space Mountain, Splash Mountain, the Matterhorn, Animal Kingdom’s
massive Tree of Life and Expedition Everest’s s00-foot tall version of the
Asian peak, Epcot’s trademark geodesic dome, World Showcase Lagoon,
and, most obviously, the European-style fairy-tale castles that mark all
of its theme parks. These are landmarks that, with great technological
effort, at massive cost, and with a keen appreciation for the visual power
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of the monumental, Disney has carefully constructed from the natural
world—the ofange groves of California, the swamplands of Florida, the
marshes near Tokyo Bay—to serve not just as spectacles and attractions,
but as.living testimony t0 the power of technology and a technological
mind-set. It is an attitude that, as Schickel suggests, SCEMS intent.on
reshaping nature, on creating a new and very real world, partially popu-
lated by technological (Audio-‘Animatronic) figures and well-rehearsed
performers, placed within carefully fashioned cultural contexts, and al-
ways waiting for guests to appreciate its perfection, to participate in and
thus complete the illusion. The result is a world in which Disney guests
can feel comfortable and safe, can experience the various géographies
and cultures of the globe, albeit on a reduced scale, without the obvious
importunings of politics and within the pleasant confines of a new sort
of media landscape, one that artfully passes off that mediascape as a part
of the natural world of the imagination. In short, it is a landscape that
helps Disney to advertise and sell the broad-based cultural experience it
has to offer, including that o‘f.tec‘h_nology and téchnological progress.
This description already begins to suggest where Main Street ulti-
mately leads us. Wwithits Audio-Animatronic denizens, its movie theater,
its carefully disguised surround-@und audio environment (with speakers
practically everywhere, piping in appropriate mood, theme, or culturally
appropriate music), its cinematic lighting, its images of the past cinema-
tized by the very latest technological developments, Main Street attests
to the Disney partnership with technology that has allowed the company,
like a kind of embodiment of the media itself, to grow, to branch out, to
spread to other territories—Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong—and, in the process,
to redefine itself as the model of the postmodern international media
enterprise. For the Disney Company has grown from a small cartoon ad-
vertising entérprise (Laugh-O-gram Films of Kansas City) to its current
status as media monolith not only by negotiating links for us with the
past and with other cultures, but also by constantly making deals for or
striking compromises ‘with the latest developments in entertainment
technology, often in the face of rather difficult economic circumstances
or significant shifts in the cultural or industrial landscape. Itis a tendency
that Steven Watts especially appreciates as he describes how, under Walt
and Roy’s original leadership, the company WOuld periodically assert it-
self “with a remarkable burst of activity” that would almost invariably
prove “both psychelogically revitalizing andlﬁn'gincially profitable” (285).
And it is a note that Walt himself often struck, as when addressing the
Society of Motior Picture‘Engiheei‘s}'he remarked, “There is no know-
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ing h.ow far st‘eady growth will take the medium, if only the technicians
continue to give us new and better tools” (142).

III

Of course, our prime concern here is not with the parks, but with Disney’s
f:rucml place in the entertainment world and especially within the ﬁl};n
industry. Thus I want to extend the implicit path of Main Street alon
a temporal line into a rather different sort of studio history, to describi
how, at .certain crucial moments in the company’s develoi)ment Dis-
ney has innovated, adopted, and exploited a variety of key technoltl) ical
1%1novations. The following chapters, then, will look in detail at aglon
line of those developments. Among them, we shall note how the stud'g
explored hybrid animation with its early “Alice” films and resurrect:cji
thl.s technique with increasing technological sophistication at various
points in its history, culminating in the critical and popular success of
a film like Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988). The studio also helped in
no.va'te sound into animation with the Mickey Mouse cartoon Stealz)nboa;
Wﬂhe (1928}, in the process creating one of the most popular and endur
ing “stars” in world film. It blazed a trail into three-strip color ﬁh'ninl :
through. its 1932 agreement with the Technicolor Corporation, whicl%
granted it a two-year monopoly on the use of the new technology. IDisne
added a greater illusion of depth to animation with its awzu'd-x./vinninY
Flevelo.pment and application of the multiplane camera, certainly a keg
ingredient in the success of its first animated feature, SnoIW White an ch
Seven Dwarfs (1937). To showcase its experimental animation of musical
themes, Fantasia (1940), it created a stereophonic and surround-soun‘d
system that anticipated industry developments in this area by more than
two decades. At a crucial point in the history of the film industry it helped
open the way to cooperation between the studios and the new technolg
of telF:Yision through its 1954 deal with ABC to produce the Disneylaz%
television series; and by leveraging this deal for financial support, Disne
was ab1§ to innovate a new and increasingly powerful form of eﬁtertainY
ment with its development of the similarly named theme park in 1 -
F}u:ther pursuing that media path, Disney established its own cable ?eSIS»
VlS.10.11 netwqu in 1980, eventually acquired ABC's television and radi;
affiliates in 1995, and through a series of partnerships with such medi
powe'rhouses as the Hearst Corporation, GE, and NBC gained access ta
a variety of highly successful outlets, such as ESPN, Lifetime, and th(c)e
A&E Network. Through its partnership with and evlentual pu;‘chase of
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ney enterprise today, invariably leads. For with its embrace of the various
media technologies that form today’s international cultural topology, that
of the movies, television, the new media emerging from the computer,
and the core mechanical, electronic, and cybernetic technologies that
drive its amusement parks, the Walt Disney Company demonstrates, and
speaks to, a larger cultural effort at coming to grips with a thoroughly
technologized environment, an environment that is not simply the world
in which we live and wozrk, but one that, in its very fictitiousness, often
seems to function as “entertainment,” as the place of the cultural imagi-
nary with its implicit connections to our past and to other cultures. In
keeping with a postmodern spirit, the many Disney worlds—of film, tele-
vision, theme park, and so on—thus emphasize, even call our attention
to, a level on which our whole world seems constructed, Potemkinized
for our entertainment, or perhaps for our distraction, while also suggest-
ing both a certain inevitability to this condition and our very real and
continuing need to negotiate with this mediated environment.

v -

The various case studies that follow and that describe what I have termed
negotiations all proceed from two rather simple assumptions, one a fac-
tual observation and the other a critical guideline. The first of these is that
Disney, as one of the largest and most influential media/entertainment
conglomerates today, offers a key model for the application of cutting-edge
technologies to the world of entertainment. In fact, its very reach largely
derives from its investment at key moments in company, cinematic, and,
more generally, entertainment history in a variety of significant new or
emerging technologies at which we have already pointed: synchronized
sound, color cinematography, three-dimensional imaging, stereophonic
sound, Audio-Animatronics, broadcast television, the cable industry,
CGI [computer-generated imagery), and so on. That acceptance of vari-
ous technologies, as we shall see, has repeatedly helped the company to
innovate new dimensions in entertainment, while furthering one of the
most fundamental of business strategies: differentiating its products from
those of its rivals. It also marks Disney as a potential model for studying
the rest of the film and entertainment industry, as its ability to innovate
or respond to the most significant technologies, those that promise—or
even threaten—to alter the course or nature of the industry, has allowed
it to grow, prosper, and ultimately to assume a leading international role
in the world of entertainment and in the marketing of that utopian sense
that entertainment conventionally generates.
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This investment also shows up in the company’s increasingly fre-
queni focus on science and technology in its flms, television programs,
and themé parks, resulting in a substantial number of science fiction
films, what the company at one time termed “science factual” television
shows and theatrical documentaries, and technologically themed rides
or other park attractions, such as Disneyland's original “Rocket to the
Moon” ride, Disney-MGM gtudio’s “Backlot Tour,”-or the Magic King-
dom’s “Carousel of Progress,” all of which foreground Disney’s corporate
attitude towards the technologicdl and even. celebrate its technological
her uncritically suggesting what our own attitudes to-

achievements, rat
wards the technological might be. In this repeated focus, the company
lm of entertain-

has sought to draw science and technology into the rea
ment by locating in the mechanisms that enable its work the very stuff
of entertainment. ‘And int the process it has managed a rather remarkable
paradox: rendering those mechanisms and their cultural impingements
nearly invisible even as they are being celebrated.

The second assumption behind this study derives from Neil Post-
man’s analysis of technology’s impact on contemporary culture. Observ-
ing Ainerican culture’s eager acceptance of all things technol‘ogical, he
describes the emergence of what he terms 2 itechnopoly” in our recent
history, that is, the subordination or ugubmission of all forms of cultural
life to the sovereignty of technique and technology” (52}- That obvious
impact—one that is hardly limited to America—prompts his warning
that, "It is inescapable that every culture must negotiate ‘with technol-
ogy, whether it does 80 intelligently or not. A bargain is struck in which
technologjr giveth and technology taketh away” (s). Disney's success in
its technological investments and commitmeénts, as 1 have implied, fol-
lows precisely from the sort of "hargains” it has, through the years and
across various media, managed to strike with those different technolo-

gies, with the practiefe's of the larger entertainment industry, and with
the technological indedness of its audience, from the sort of balance it
has found in what technology gives and wha it takes—or as some of the
company’s more skeptical critics would contend, what the technology
has allowed it to take. By walking the technological path suggested by
the Disney Main Streets through a variety of Disney texts, both classic
and Cohteinﬁorayy, this study aims to map some of the negotiations that
have effectively created the Mouse Machine and helped it prosper.
This mapping should help us not only to better understand Disney
as a cultuial institution, but also to look beyond the Disney context.
Forasl have suggested, that Disney negotiation, thanks to its historical
importancé, ongoing development, and enormous success, models simi-
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the sort of cinematically derealized world they offer.{ls just co:roborates—é

while also rather ‘sanitizing.—.-our‘everyday experience. This vantage, at

any rate, mi ght help: explain why today many think of Disney as, first and
' Lands” and “Worlds”

foremost, a creator and-operatot of such parks, of /
into which vacationers happily cast{away) themselves, becoming part

of the various fantasy narratives that the company, in all of its forms;

niells.” Yet on.another level, Disney, thanks to the various channels

through which it speaks to & worldwide public—-television, cable, film,

internet sites, company Stores, vacation 1esorts, and so on—also begs tO

be considered as more than just 2 symptomatic manifestation. Through

its various technological negotiations, Disney has itself become a power-
¢ul driving force that contributes to this ”de;ealization” effect, as well as
a site that, somewhat surprisingly, at times males its effects practically

transparent and, in the process, also helps us t0 recognize and deal with
them. :

For such reasons, Byre and McQuillan pause early on in their cul-
tural study of Disney to raise a question. Acknowledging——and effec-
long recent fashion of cultural critiques of Disney,

tively satirizing—that
a staggering range of ills,

analyses that have accused the company of
including nggxism, racism, conservatiS111, 1'1etero_s,exis'111,v andro-centrism,
imperialism (blﬂtilxal),vimpexialisin (economic), literary yandalism, jingo-
ism, aberrant seXLlalit}f, censorship, propaga’nda! paranoia,'homophobia,
exploitatioh, ecological. de{{as‘tation,';,a11ti—11nion r'eprgssioﬁ, FBI collabo-
ration, corporate raiding, and stéredtyping" (x), they wonder if there is
anything left to say abouf Disney.or even any. point to say it within this
common climate of vilification. Ce‘_rtainly, that litany, with its strange
mix of well—'c_lqc_umeht@d historical problems. and every manner of more
trendy accusatidr:ls} n}ight give anyone pause, particularly if one were
trying to stake out some alternative territory. Yet they also wonder if,
perhaps, the yery nature of the various Disney texts is in some way re-
sponsible for both the persistence of these often extreme attacks and their
almost ille}gpliéable resistance to such challenges. In the face of numer-
ous deconstriict’ioné and ‘demythologizing's, Disney simply continues
to grow in popularity, and 'pxoﬁtability. Part of that strength may derive
from the way in which the Disney name has Dbecome a rather slippery
ke our constantly changing tebhnology, suggests "a
able ideological codes” (). But another part
o much like the very fabric of our modern

signifier, one that, i
set of contradictory and unst
is that Disney has become s
technological culture..
Again, 1 would take our constant need to

negotiate with the techno-
s a lead. For the Disney texts not only grow out of a corporate/

logical a
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1 Sound Fantasy

The great satisfaction in the first animated cartoons
was that they used sound properly—the sound was as
unreal as the action; the eye and the ear were not at war

with each other, one observing a fantasy, the other an
actuality.

—Gilbert Seldes (in Leonard Maltin, Of Mice and Magic)

In his commentary on early sound film, the noted critic Gil-
bert Seldes lavishes an ostensible praise on those pioneers like Walt
and Roy Disney who embraced the potential of the new technology. It
is, of course, something of a backhanded compliment, allading, on the
one hand, to some of the misbegotten efforts at sound narrative readily
found among the live-action feature films during the rush to sound in
the 1927-28 period, while also implying that the first sound cartoons,
such as those produced by the Disney Company starting in 1928, were
quite limited in scope, and that Disney especially had elected to use
sound, as Alexander Walker also concludes, “non-realistically” (189).
Certainly, in many of the early sound films—a situation lampooned in
a movie like Singin’ in the Rain (1952)—image and sound often seem at
odds with each other, particularly as the imperative to talk combined
with the era’s bulky and sensitive sound equipment to stultify action in
many live-action films. That account, however, along with the critical

- assessment that has often followed it, hardly does justice to early Disney

efforts. For it seems to suggest that we see them all simply as part of a
natural aesthetic trajectory that would culminate in a feature film like
Fantasia (1940), a work that does in many ways seem designed to see just
how closely fantasy images might be matched with fantastic sounds.

23




5 Di‘snej/‘ in TéZeVisi”on"Land -

I

The new féchnology of television had loomed on the horizon
of the film industry for a considerable time. It was.talked about, dem-
onstrated and even depmted in films tluoughout the 1920s and 1930s.
It was the sub1ect of numerous spectacular demonstrations during the
1930s, most of them 111ustrat1ng its ability to transmit images over ever
greater distances: broadcastmg from one city to another, from one coun-
try to another, from one continent to another, and in one instance from
England to an ocean hner in, the mid-Atlantic (Mosely 17). That ability
to obliterate dlstance and biing visual entertainment into the home pro-

duced a variety of utoplan pled1ct10ns such ds the one, offered by RCA -

head David Sarnoff, who prormsed that “television will finally bring to
people . . . instantaneous part1c1pat10n in the sights and sounds of the

entire world” {42). Thus, as Ioseph Corn and Brian Horrigan suggest, -
throughout the pre—World War II decades “the idea of television in our -

future heated the popula1 imagination as few technologles ever have”

{24). And yet in spite of some early experiments with using television to
broadcast films dlrectly 1nto theaters, it remained a rather problematic,
even troubling technology for the Alm 1ndust1y, as the titles of such

early films as Murder by Television (1935} and Trapped by Television -

(1936) might well hmt Addmg to this attitude in-the ‘post—World War

II era was the fact that television was perceived primarily as a delivery

system at a time when the 1na]or studios were, thanks to.the Supreme
Court’s Paramount Decision, ﬁnchng themselves baued flom involve-
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ment in product delivery. Consequently, the film industry generally saw
television not so much as a sign of progress, as one more possible en-
hancement to or outlet for its work; but as a future competitor, even a
potential replacement.

Because of that fear, which was only exacerbated by the downturn in
attendance seen in the postwar era and the dismantling of the studio sys-
tem that followed the Paramount Decision, the American film industry
saw little possibility of negotiating an effective use of this new technol-
ogy. In fact, as Fredric Stuart explains, the major Hollywood studios ap-
proached television in this period with an unofficial “policy of noncoop-
eration” {302/, buttressed by a series of internal moves—"reorganization,
concentration on high-cost feature production, and technological devel-
opment” (302)—designed to allow them to compete more effectively for
audiences. And yet by the 1950s this new, potentially competing technol-
ogy did have much to offer the film industry. Most obviously, it offered
the studios a way of utilizing their excess production capacity; it might

. eventually provide. another form of exhibition for.companies that had

been forced to divest themselves of their theater chains; it represented a
powerful means of advertising the latest films to a wide audience; as had
been the case with an earlier competitor, radio, television could provide a
ground for developing talent that could be employed in feature films; and
it might even prove an outlet for older films for which there was, under
the old studio system, little use after their initial distribution. Moreover,
since the studios also had much to offer the industry that was developing
around television technology—and in great part fashioning itself after
the film industry model—there was certainly room for bargains to be
struck, in fact, bargains that would almost have to be struck as these
industries moved into an ever more complex, mediatized environment,
as it became increasingly clear that television was an unavoidable ele-
ment of our technologized world.

As we have already suggested, recognizing such imperatives and
responding to them had consistently been key strengths of the Disney
Company. As far back as 1936, when Walt and Roy were in the process
of renegotiating their distribution agreement with United Artists, the
contract foundered on a clause assigning future television rights for the
Disney films to UA. Disney biographer Bob Thomas cites a revealing
comment Walt made at the time: “I don’t know what television is, and
I'm not going to sign away anything I don’t know about” (Walt 141). It
suggests an element of business acumen born in part of the various other
financial negotiations in which the company had been engaged almost
since its inception—negotiations, like that with Pat Powers for use of the
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Cinephone system, that had made the Disney brothers justifiably wary.
But it was also a response influenced by the business model that was
quickly becoming a key to all of the company’s activities, the pattern of
synergy or integration of all corporate activities. In her Understanding
Disney, Janet Wasko describes this pattern as a practice of “promoting ... .
activities across a growing number of outlets, creating a synergy between
individual units and producing immediately recognizable brands” (71),
and she describes hdw this practice has become a fundamental tenet of
all Disney operations today. ' . o

What often goes unremarked, though, is how early in Disney’s his-
tory this practice developed, and thus how central it.was to many of

the studio’s corporate moves, and ultimately to its start into television. .

As early as 1930, with their small d111111ation studio desperate for cash
to support its staple projects; as well as Walt's dreams of expansion,
the Disneys were creating Mickey Mouse Clubs at theaters around the
country and licensing the likeness of their.“star” mouse to a variety of
commercial vendors. Reflecting the fast-growing popularity.of Disney’s
animated figures, sales for those licensed'produdts——writing tablets, hand-
kerchiefs, sleepwear, toys of every sort, even Mickey Mouse-embossed
ice cream cones—quickly ¢xceeded all expectations and led the studio
to adopt such merchandising as 4 foundational part of company activity.
Two spectacularly successful examples of this activity{pa»rticularly stand
out. One was Disney’s contract with the Ingersoll-Waterbury Company,
which, while executed at the-height of the Depression, produced sales
of two and a half million Mickey Mouse watches in just two years. In a
second, almost equally successful agreement, Disney licensed the Lio-
nel Corporation to produce 4 Mickey and Minnie Mouse handcar that
ran on tracks. That product has been credited with helping Lionel not
only to overcome bankruptcy, but also to gain the leading position in
the American toy train market (Thomas, Walt 107-8). To facilitate such
agreements, Disney set up a licensing office under the direction of ad-
vertising executive Herman (Kay) Kamen who, throughout the 1930s,
negotiated agreements for the use of Mickey Mouse and other Disney
characters to more than seventy-five manufacturers in the United States,
forty-five in England, twenty in Canada, six in France, and six in Spain
and Portugal, a move that, by the 19s0s, was producing annual sales
of over $100 million (Watts 148), thereby helping to sustain the parent
company’s traditional film activity. In fact, by the time of the release of
Snow White and the Seven Dwatfs (1937), the first Disney feature film,
this new strategy had already become, as Steven Watts notes, “an intrin-
sic part of the moVi_emaking process” (;49)_. For on the day that Snow
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White opened, Kamen had in place a complete merchandising campaign
that involved agreements with over seventy companies, thereby marking
the start of an elaborate nexus of entertainment and advertisement that
would eventually become a model for the American film marketplace.
More than simply establishing another possible source for capital
funding, though, this new emphasis on combining entertainment and
merchandising also helped propel the worldwide popularity of Disney’s
films and had a major impact on the company’s entire production pro-
cess. Certainly, this emphasis marked the beginning of a fruitful and
enduring pattern of integration that would increasingly come to identify
the company, to mark its unique place in American culture as the most
successful example of the entertainment-marketing conglomerate, and
eventually, I would suggest, to script the terms for the company’s entry
into the field of television and then other mass media. For Disney’s first
efforts in using the new technology of television show the influence of
this internal company model. In 1950, responding to overtures from televi-
sion, Disney created a one-hour Christmas special for NBC entitled “One
Hour in Wonderland,” featuring film and radio star Edgar Bergen and his
dummy Charlie McCarthy as its hosts. The show took the form of a chil-
dren’s Christmas party at the Disney studio, providing the “guests” and
television audience glimpses of the lot and soundstages, a sneak preview
of Disney’s upcoming theatrical release Alice in Wonderland (1951}, and
live-action scenes involving the voice- and image-model for Alice, the
young English actress Kathryn Beaumont, and Bobby Driscoll, the child
star of the studio’s just-released live-action feature Treasure Island, as well
as earlier efforts like Song of the South (1946) and So Dear to My Heart
{1948). The show proved so successful at attracting a television andience
that in the following year CBS approached Disney about doing a similar
special. More important to Disney, though, was the fact that the first
show had measurably contributed to the success of Treasure Island and
helped to build a large audience for Alice; one commentator estimated
that the telecast was “worth $1,000,000 at the box office. . . . [ think Dis-
ney has found the answer to using television both to entertain and to sell
his product” (quoted in Cotter 4). Consequently, Disney prepared “The
Walt Disney Christmas Show,” a special with the then-record television
budget of $250,000. Designed as a Christmas party for children of different
nationalities, Walt himself served as host, introducing several cartoons
and animated segments drawn from the Disney archives, and once more
providing lengthy previews of the studio’s upcoming releases, this time
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs {entering rerelease) and Peter Pan.!
Again, the result was a favorable critical and commercial reaction, con-
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firming the possibilities that Disney had foreseen for integrating televi-
sion with the company’s other entertainment projects.

As the studio continued to study how it-might move into television
on a more elaborate scale, then, it was already anticipating that the new
medium would function as part of a much-larger media construct, one
that would eventually extend far beyond both traditienal film exhibi-
tion and the then-current model of telgvisidn broadcasting, and that
would open up variousnew synergistic possibilities.? In fact, this vision -
of television as part of ah integrated media environment was one reason
why the two leading networks initially balked at buying into Disney’s
ideas for a television series. While the networks viewed a deal with the
studio largely in terms of the existing program paradigm, with Disney
creating the product that they would sell to advertisers and then exhibit
by broadcasting over network stations, Disney had another view of the
new technology’s potential, one in which the network distribution and
exhibition would promote and help finance the studio’s larger entertain-

ment agenda. For Walt linked the creation of a television series to his..

idea for a Disneyland theme park. He wanted to leverage the negotiations
for the former to provide funds for building the latter, while conceiving
of each as advertising and drawing an audience for'the other, as well as
supporting the ongoing work of the film studio. Thus Walt and Roy Dis-
ney “made it clear that the Park was an integral part of the package they
were peddling—no support for Disneyland, no show” {Cotter 58). Under
such unconventional and potentially risky terms, CBS withdrew from
negotiations, and while NBC continued discussions for several months,
it too finally balked at making a commitment to the dual project. After
Roy personally called new ABC head Leonard Goldenson, though, a deal
was quickly struck, and on April 2, 1954, the new partners officially an-
nounced plans for the television series, as well as their financing deal for
the theme park. Under this agreement the network would pay Disney
$2,000,000 for twenty shows (rather than the typical run of twenty-six),
provide $500,000 for-a 35 percent ownership in the proposed Disney
theme park, and guarantee up to $4,500,000 in loans for the park’s con-
struction {Thomas, Walt 249): While the studio had-not yet even deter-
mined the precise format for its Disneyland show, those negotiations
officially set in place a key component of the new sort:of vision machine
that would eventually become a fundamental part of the American cul-
tural landscape. =" C '

Premiering in 1954, the Disneyland show took the shape of an an-
thology series, a flexible format that would allow the studio to draw on
the great variety of material in its archivés, while also maximizing op-
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portunities for further synergistic exploitation.® The show that resulted,
hosted by Walt, pointedly sold both old and new Disney: by packaging
its large archive.of short cartoons into thematic programs; by condensing
or serializing its animated and live-action features; by creating sneak-
preview episodes that promoted both new releases and films that, with its
unique releasing plan, the studio regularly rereleased to ever-increasing
profits; by pioneering “behind-the-scenes” or “making-of” documenta-
ries that publicized the latest films; and by regularly reporting on the
building and subsequent development of the Disneyland park. Thus, in
its initial season the Disneyland show offered a condensed version of

- Alice in Wonderland and a two-episode presentation of Treasure Island.

The “Operation Undersea” episode described the making of the new
Disney feature 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, particularly emphasizing
the technological challenge of shooting its many underwater scenes.
And several shows during that first season, including the initial epi-
sade, chronicled the various stages in the park’s preparation, while also

..stressing the links between the theme park and the television show. As

Walt himself explained to viewers at the start of the first episode, he
believed that “Disneyland the place and Disneyland the TV show are
all part of the same,” and since the format of the show—weekly offering
episodes from Fantasyland, Adventureland, Tomorrowland, or Frontier-
land—paralleled the planned structure of the park, that connection was
consistently underscored. And conversely, since the park itself was, as
Michael Real notes, “consciously designed as a total environment made
of dramatic productions complete with plot; scenery, and characters,”
each visitor would, by design, pass “through a Disney experience just as
a viewer is carried through scenes in a film by a camera” (47). Thus the
genre contexts—of park, film, and television—gained a natural continu-
ity, even a kind of narrative similarity, as they played off of the studio’s
origins in the wozld of film.

The success of this format was immediate, as the show provided
ABC with its highest-ever rated program-—a number six Nielsen rank-
ing for the year—and garnered a series of awards that quickly raised
network prestige. For the initial 1954~55 season, Disneyland received
Emmy Awards for Best Variety Series, as well as for Best Individual Pro-
gram of the Year and Best Editing (both for the “Operation Undersea”
episode); it gained nominations for hoth Walt Disney and Fess Parker
in the category of Outstanding New Personality; and it won a Peabody
Award for Outstanding Youth and Children’s Program. Although in 1955
86 percent of the profitable television stations in the country were af-
filiated with the CBS or NBC networks, it was also the first year in




102 THE MOUSE MACHINE

which ABC became profitable—a result due in large part to the Di.sgey
agreement, since Disneyland generated nearly half of ABC_I’s ac.lvertlsmg
revenue that year (Boddy 117): Moreover, the partnership with a suc-
cessful film studio helped vault ABC to the status of a major competi-
tor to the other networks. Meanwhile, the show became a key compo-
nent in a kind of internal negotiation, particularly in Walt’s plans to, as
Christopher Anderson explains, #transform the Disney stud.1o frg1n an
independent producer of feature flms and cartoon short subjects into a
diversified leisure and entertainment corporation” {137). Yet what may
be even more important is that the development of this show lAleralded
the start of a larger transformation of the entire entertainment industry
in the United States, since it demonstrated that television and the ﬁl‘m
industry could no longer simply ignore each other or act as antagonis-
tic competitors. Rather, they began to recognize the mutu’al ‘ben(.:ﬁtAs of
working together, of following Disney’s own guiding SYDCL‘gl?th pnnmplle
that began from the assumption “that entertainment -was the same in
any medium” (Thomas, Walt 242). ’ : : .
While many of these benefits could be traced directly to the economic
agreements involved in the move to te;levisio11, there remallned otherareas
to be negotiated. For al_though"the,agreementbetween Disney and ABC
allowed the studio to advertise its base product, obtain working capital, .
construct and promote a completely new product (Disneylagd the park),
capitalize on its olderfilms, and even foster futtire cooperation between
the film and television industries, the very success of the Disneyland
series produced new and unexpected challenges both to Dis‘ney"s syner-
gistic structure and to its approach to popular narrative. Certainly, the
studio could calculate that the “Operation Undersea” episode would
positively impact the release of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, an@ the
immediate success of that film, as the previous chapter noted, quickly
bore out that prediction. Yet Disney was obviously taken aback by the
public response to several other episodes during that initial season, most
notably the three Davy Crockett shows that aired on Dece?lber 15,1954,
January 26, 1955, and February 23, 1955, sparking a national craze for
which Disney, even with its successful merchandising history, was raﬁhgr
unprepared. As has often been chronicled,* the studio’s three-part mini-
series gave birth to what Margaret King terms “one of the great popular
culture events” of modern-America (143}, one that would bring both an
unexpected demand for Crockett merchandise and a new level of critical
response to the television medium. : . .
Certainly, the stccess of the Crockett series was-due largely to its
being the right sort of story at the tight time. Deep in the Cold War and
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in the immediate wake of the very bloody Korean conflict, contempo-
rary America readily responded to the sort of traditional hero it depicted,
and especially to the distinct sense of identity and purpose embodied in
Crockett’s persona. One immediate measure of its impact was the success
of the show’s theme song, “The Ballad of Davy Crockett,” which was the
number one pop song in the nation for five straight weeks, was covered
by singers of every sort, including Fess Parker (who played Davy), and
sold approximately seven million copies in six months. While initially
surprised by the way the series resonated with the American public and,
perhaps more to the point, that any television show would have more
immediate and measurable impact than its films, the studio rushed to
capitalize on the popularity of both the figure and the actor who portrayed
him. As Paul Andrew Hutton notes, in the effort to catch up to public
enthusiasm, “every conceivable kind of item” was quickly branded with
the Davy Crockett label (31), not only the naturally linked products, such
as buckskin jackets, moccasins, jeans, toy guns, action figures, and es-
pecially coonskin caps, but also such items as bathing suits, bedspreads,
bicycles, guitars, lunch boxes, mugs, pajamas, pillows, purses, puzzles,
soap, thermos bottles, underwear, and wallets.5 With the success of “The
Ballad of Davy Crockett,” Disney quickly formed a subsidiary for releas-
ing records, and costars Parker and Buddy Ebsen wrote and recorded a song
forit, “Davy Crockett’s Motto—Be Sure You're Right (Then Go Ahead}.”
Fess Parker was signed to a long-term contract, while the studio quickly
looked for other properties that might exploit his sudden popularity. And
in an unprecedented move, in fact, one that went against the prevailing
wisdom of the time that said that audiences would not pay to see what
television offered for free, the studio edited together a film version of the
series, Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier, which was rushed into

theaters in June of 1955 and earned $2 million {Anderson 149). Mean-

while, executives began to consider how the studio might develop ad-

ditional material on its new franchise figure, even though Crockett had
died at the end of the third episode. As Walt Disney candidly admitted,

“We had no idea what was going to happen on Crockett. Why, by the

time the first show finally got on the air, we were already shooting the

third one and calmly killing Davy off at the Alamo. It became one of the

biggest over-night hits in TV history, and there we were with just three

films and a dead hero!” {quoted in Cotter 63}.°

Yet even as the studio rushed to create a follow-up miniseries for

the next season, one depicting an earlier Davy Crockett, Disney found

itself facing questions about its approach to popular narrative. Certainly

the three Crockett episodes had proven wildly popular and profitable,
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but critical voices had alsc appeared. The most noteworthy was that
of John Fischer, who, in a controversial Harper’s essay, denogncec? the
Crockett phenomenon as the product of what he termed ”asnnonmgd,
Disneyfied version of history,” one that was “as phony as Fhe Ru§51an
legend about kind Papa Stalin” (16). Other critics and historians q111C1.<1y
followed Fischer’s lead, weighing in not only on the Crockett material,
but, what was far more important, also on the impact of both Disnej
and television in shaping our sense of history and our broad cultural per-
ceptions. In retrospect it seems:that the Disiey portrayal-was not so f‘ar
off the mark as some of these accounts initially suggested. In fact, his-
torian William Jamborsky claims that “for the most part Disney played
reasonably straight with history,” producing what he terms ”g mature
production . . . not expected by many critics of Disney” [105-6). Eyen
Richard Schickel, often critical of the Disnéy films’ social dimension,
retrospectively found the Crockett material to be “a pleasantly eXleAer-
ant adventure story,” mainly because he felt that it “gtood . . . outside
the Disney mainstream” (256). . S L
Perhaps a more significant reaction, though, might be seen in the
way the studio approached the new Crockett episodes it had rushed
into production {“Davy Crockett’s Keelboat Race” of Nov. 16, 1955, and
“Davy Crockett and the River Pirates” of Dec. 14, 1955). For thesg shows
pointedly pull back from any illusion of a historical account a}nd instead
emphasize the Crockett of legend, as if tryingto assure audiences 't.hat
Disney’s Crockett was from the start an amalgam of, as the Frontier-
land introduction announces, “tall tales and true.” What had.quickly
become clear was the power of the new television technology to reach a
broad audience, to affect popular opinion, and also to engender.seriouls
criticism—criticism that could eventually influence company sales. The
response to the Crockett shows, both positive and negative, suggested
that Disney would have to give more attention to the narrative power
of the new technology, and that its television series would necessitate a
new range of negotiations. - a N

II

Ttis ... our cominon destiny to become film.
—Paul Virilio, “The Last Vehicle”.

“When :the studio began work on the Disneyland series in
1954, it quickly found that, despite its flexibility, the anthology format
posed something of a programining problem, one manifest in the show’s
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very rhetoric. For as every episode began, a voice-over announced that
the show would offer episodes drawn from four categories—Adventure-
land, Fantasyland, Frontierland, and Tomorrowland. While Disney had
in its archives ample material to produce shows on the first two topics
and had already explored frontier themes and characters in some of its
cartoons, the staff had no previous experience and few ready ideas to
fill the promise of what it termed Tomorrowland. As we have previ-
ously noted, science fiction was not part of the studio’s prior fantasy
vision, and the genre’s typical themes did not easily lend themselves
to the sort of family-oriented narratives that were Disney’s strength.
Moreover, Walt initially insisted that any Tomorrowland episodes be
“science-factual” (quoted in Watts 311}, a term that staked out a differ-
ent and certainly more realistic path than that followed by traditional
science fiction and that might involve the studio in a larger public dis-
course about science and technology. For these reasons and because, as
Bill Cotter notes, “no one was quite sure exactly how to portray the
future,” the studio at first almost ignored this section of the show {64).
Yet when a few episodes were produced in this vein, they were well
received and some were released theatrically as shorts. Behind that
accomplishment was the studio’s response to a problem it had begun
to recognize and that we have observed in 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea: the difficulty of talking about a subject that had, in the mid-1950s,
largely been drawn into the orbit of a sensationalized science fiction
film genre, that “imagination of disaster,” as Susan Sontag famously
termed it, a description that obviously put the subject at 'some odds
with the usual Disney family agenda.

In this chapter I examine the problem these early Tomorrowland
television shows faced as they tried to develop a rhetoric that would al-
low for a balance between sensationalistic science fiction and that more
realistic “science-factual” aim. This effort to negotiate a suitable way of
talking about both science fiction and the “science-factual” would result
in a narrative pattern that draws heavily on established Disney efforts
in other areas, yet also shows a clear sense of that popular cinematic
mode against the background of which these episodes would be seen
and measured by the television audience. That pattern, however, would
prove to be unstable, as the Disneyland episodes collectively known as
the Man in Space series—"“Man in Space” {(Mar. 9, 1955), “Man and the
Moon” (Dec. 28, 1955), dand “Mars and Beyond” (Dec. 4, 1957 —gradually
lose that balance. Despite Walt Disney’s directive, a rather conventional
thietoric of science and technology would increasingly become colored
by the practices of a cinematic fiction, with science and technology be-
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coming essentially the backdrop for a project imagined in filmic terms.
While these episodes represent some of the best of early Disneyland pro-
gramming, garnering international attention and establishing a potential
for speaking about scientific and technological issues in a thoroughly
entertaining manner; they also evidence some of the problems of nar-
rative negotiation at which the Davy Crockett shows hinted. For they
suggest a level on which Disney’s efforts, like the larger cultural move
in this direction, were already being influenced by a kind of postmodern
#Jestiny,” as Paul Virilio puts it, one that would continue to shape the
rhetoric of the studio’s later feature efforts in science fiction.

In this instance, too, Virilio’s critique of modern technological so-
ciety, and especially his notion of how we are increasingly being “cin-
ematized,” can help us link the trajectory of these early Disney shows
to later Disney science fiction, and even to other media efforts at talking
about science and technology, at addressing what-we today often term
ntechnoscience.”” Simply put, Virilio’s sense of our “ destiny to become
Alm” is reflected in the “destiny” of the Disney Man in Space shows.®

Virilio uses the cinema as a trope for a key effect of our technological
society, the manner in which it distances us from the real by blurring the
boundaries between the factual and the fictional (or; as he offers, “the
relative fusion/confusion of the factual .. . and the virtual”), by replacing
our normal experience of the world with what he terms a “reality effect”
(Vision 60}, and by troubling the very manner in which we describe the
factual and the fictional-=which was, of course, a criticism leveled at
Disney’s most successful television effort, the Davy Crockett shows. In
the early Disney television episodes about technology, we see further
signs of that effect, as if shows originally fashioned with.a new format
in mind and approached with a different, even scientific, sort of rhetoric
gradually succumb to-the “reality effect” Virilio identifies, effectively
finding their destiny to become, quite simply, “cinema.” We might say
that while the Disney staff was puzzling over how to speak about or
“portray” tOmOrrow, tOImoIrow was already finding its own voice—one
largely derived from science fiction—and in the process already framing
our postmodern fate. - : . = _

The Man in Space shows derive from a series of articles on the pos-
sibilities of space travel, published in Collier’s magazine between 1952
and 1954. Among the contributors were such luminaries of this new
field as Dr. Fred Whipple, chair of Harvard’s Astronomy Department;
Dr. Joseph Kaplan, professor of Physics at the University of California;
space illustrators Chesley Bonestell and Fred Freeman; the writer Cor-
nelius Ryan; and a group of German rocket and space experts, including
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Willy Ley, Heinz Haber, and most notably Wernher von Braun.® Several
bieces coauthored by Ryan and von Braun detailed proposals for launch-
ing an Earth-orbiting satellite, traveling to the moon via multi-stage
rockets, and eventually journeying to Mars Llsing nuclear propulsion, and
all were done in a heavily illustrated, color format aimed at appez,lling
to a lay andience. As the first issue’s cover trumpeted, “top scientists”
would tell how “man will conquer spdce soon. . .in 15 startling pages.”
';Fhe rhetoric of this “come-on” certainly struck a sensational note (.)f
its own, and in what was more a show-business than journalistic spirit
Co?]ier’s even organized a large-scale publicity campaign to promote thé
series, providing radio and press kits, releasing photographs to the large
news syndicates, and arranging television interviews for von Braun on
a number of nationally broadcast programs. While the point may have
been to try to claim a share of the public’s attention from the currently
fashionable films of alien invasion and atomic apocalypse—films like The
Thing (1951), Invaders from Mars (1953), and War of the Worlds (1953)
that had already done their share to sensationalize science—one effect of
this media campaign was to take on some of the aura of popular science
fiction. o : :

Both the quasi-scientific articles and the exaggerated publicity sur-
rounding them caught the attention of artist and senior Disney producer
Ward Kimball, who had been tasked with finding suitable subjects for
the proposed Tomorrowland segments of the new Disney television pro-
gram, and he suggested adapting part of the Collier’s series. Serving as
producer and director for the three shows that eventually aired over
the course of Disneyland's first four seasons, Kimball certainly faced a
difficult task in bringing the essays’ popularized science to a television

- audience more familiar with the likes of Captain Video; Tom Corbett:

Space Cadet; and Rocky Jones, Space Ranger. He had to find a way of
marrying the various approaches typically used in Disney films to the
hard science of the magazine articles—a task made more difficult by
Walt's new suggestion that the programs combine “comedy interest and
factual interest. Both of them are vital to keep the show from becoming
dry. You'need a good balance to keep it from becoming too dry or corny”
!Iquoted in Wattfs 319). At the same time, he still emphasized that they
be based on scientific fact, not science fiction,” and that “fantasy” be
kept primarily to the Fantasyland segments (Piszkiewicz 84). Acquiring
the services of Ley, Haber, and von Braun as technical consultants and
even on-air commentators assured a strong emphasis on factual detail
scientific probability, and a sense of authority—all, of course reinforceci
by their pronounced German accents. However, the initial pfackaging of
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these elements, along with the rocket scientist commentators, into a
ugcience-factual”. show would remain a difficult proposition that later-

episodes would havc_i to renegotiate.

In introducing the first Man in Space show, Walt explained to view-

ers what he hoped to.accomplish: tha_t.the' 'progral_n‘might e'ffec_.tively
combine “the tools of our trade with the knowledge of the scientists ts
give a factual picture of the latest plans for man’s newest .adventure.-‘<
Within that commentary. is a suggestion of the larger thetorical strategy
on which Kimball and his group had settled. The tgols,v of course, were
largely animation, with which the studio was pract1gal}y identified an.d
which was one of the key resources it brought to the D;sneylm.ld televi-
sioh series. However, Disney had also developed a fac.ility with dos:u-
mentary techniques, thanks to both the studio’s ,war.tun‘e v\clork dogzg
military training films and its more recent success Ynth its “True-Life
Adventure” flms.® Through these efforts the studio had worked out
the techniques for deploying 2 seemingly obj‘ective, detachgd 'camera, .for’
structuring the images so captured in a "natural” manner, and foF using
voice-over narration to reinforce the apparent “‘tl_'uth” of thos‘e images
without undercutting their impact. And implicit in those practices were
the two goals the sfudiQ hoped to present as.complementary: entertain-
ment and education. i L ‘
" Infact, the difficulf_bqlanc;ing of these goals points to the major prob-
Jem Disney would have as it developed the Tomorrowland segments. All
three of the Man in_Space programs, as well as several subsequent To-
'ni0rro§vland ep_isddes, extensively employed new animatgd fqotage, par-
ticularly fo; their early sequences. The first episode CO’IT.I!D}}led ar.unj.ated
images and archival footage, including scenes from Mélies’ A ':{11'11] to tl‘ze
Moon (1902} and Pritz Lang’s Die Frau im Mond (19_.29), to explain t'he his-
tory and basic scientific principles of rocketry, and .1t c.)ffe'red an animated
comic figure, labeled “homo sapiens extra terrestrialis,” to demonstrate
the physical problems vol,f life in the conditions of space..ln the §econd
episode, “Man and the Moon,” a lengthy sequence (?f anupated images
humorously explains mankind’s historical fascination with the moon
. and illustrates various silly legends and superstitions that have grown up
about it. “Mars and .Beydﬁd”. provides a collection of animat,.ed spc?cula-
tions on the physical and mental nature of possibl_e Martian inhabitants
and culminates with a_'é_omic cartoon version of a typical “pulp” stqry
about Martian iﬁva.ders.v The narrative pattern is quite similar. While
each episdde ap’prgpr_iz‘yt‘el‘y, places scien‘cve‘within_a‘c_ul_tural con-text, sug-
gesting how scientific knowledge arises from every_giay ‘expenence,and
is constantly being constructed by that 'experience,‘,_qach also places the
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audience at a comfortable distance—both historically and aesthetically—
from this construction, treating those prior assumptions lightly, making
fun of their misconceptions, literally drawing a historical technoscience
so broadly as to make it the subject of ridicule. The broad implication is
that these historical constructions were not quite science, and that the
contemporary audience has effectively—and thankfully—emerged from
this dark period, as if in the modern world science and technology were
finally free from all such cultural influences.

As a balance, and ultimately in contrast, the Man in Space shows
underscore recent scientific efforts to better understand the problems of
space flight, of travel to the moon, and of exploring Mars and the other
planets in our solar system. In doing so, they treat scientific knowledge
not as something culturally constructed, but rather as something solidly

" objective, to be articulated by those figures Kimball had marshaled to

provide the shows with a sense of authority. Thus each episode offers
its authorities: Ley to discuss rocketry; Haber to talk about the stresses
the body faces in space flight; von Braun to lay out the scientific prin-
ciples behind rocket flight and the practical problems of building a space
station and reaching the moon; and astronomer E. C. Slipher to explain
how scientists use the telescope, spectrograph, and other instruments to
predict conditions on other planets. The general effect of these experts—
typically dressed in business attire or lab coats, bearing slide rules, and
wielding models, charts, and graphs to press their points home—is to
shift the tone and to serve as a documentary-style counter to the earlier,
predominantly animated scenes. These commentators present science in
a very different light, as a set of hard and fast rules discovered and ready
to be employed in the conquest of space by a sober modern America.
Yet each episode concludes with a sequence that ultimately seems
nearer science fiction than fact. For extrapolating into a future created by
the scientists’ speculations, each show dramatizes the predicted events,
and in a way that increasingly troubles the sort of balance at which they
seemed to aim. For example, after von Braun'’s description of his “design
for a four-stage orbital rocket ship” in “Man in Space,” an animated se-
quence details the efforts involved in preparing and launching just such
a ship. The style here is starkly dramatic, with a massive rocket poised
against a dark sky on “a sinall atoll of coral islands in the Pacific,” while
“square-jawed technicians study their consoles,” as the narrator ponder-
ously describes the scene, and mankind begins to “bet his life against the
unknown dangers of space travel.” Its animated images are dramatically
backlit and composed with a sense of the monumental, and its voice-
over commentary lends an awe-filled tone. The result is, very simply, a
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stilted and suspense-filled sequence that melodramatically construcjcs
our attitude towards this scientific undertaking almost as much as did
the initial humorous scenes. .

Man and the Moon” similarly concludes with a dramatization of von
Braun’s two-stage plan to reach the moon, starting with the construction
of a space station and continuing with thg launching of a rocket f‘l'Ol'fl
there to the moon. After the animated depiction of the space station’s
construction, though, the following sequence uses live actors to.pc‘)rtray
astronauts who are journeying to and around the moon. That trip is not
presented with the-sort of clear calculation of the earlier scenes, .but
is narratized as a suspenseful adventure involving a meteor collision,
which precipitates another animated sequence to draAmatlze how the
moon rocket might be repaired in space. Because so little was knowp
about the moon’s surface and about its “dark side,” though, the co'mbl-
nation of animation and live-action never produces the expected chm.ax
of a moon landing, simply 2 trip around the moon, and thus a promise
of more to come from future voyages—or cinematic sequels.'! Moregver,'
that ending, by its very inconclusiveness, holds the technology depicted
at a kind of distance from the audience, framing it not in terms of any
perceptible social imp'é'ct, _bilt as adventurifig on a grand scale, somewhat
akin to the action of the television space operas, like Rocky Jones, that
Disney had originally disavowed. . )

For “Mars and Beyond” the studio again produced an ammated de-
piction of a proposed flight to Mars, designed, as a narrator Vtells us, b'y
von Braun and Ernst Stulilinger, another German ;'ocl<et expert. In this
instance, the technology is all s‘pmﬁlative——or as the narrator offers, s.tilll
a dream for the future”—no longer involving the rockets with Whlch
audiences were by now becoming quite familiar through newsreels and
television reports, buit an atomic-powered spacecraft theorized by Fhese
scientists and oddly saucer-shaped, rather like the sort of craft assocmte.d
with popular visions of alien invaders. In-fact, we might no‘fe that this

episode begins with animated images of three arch.etypal flying saucers
heading into dark space, dissolves into a robot that ?nt'roduces. Walt Dis-
ney as the show’s host, and, after an animated vision ofa tr'lp to Mars
aboard a fleet of Stuhlinger’s atomic spacecraft, concludes with another
image of three flying saucers taking off from Mars, entering into the blely
of a giant saucer that then speeds off into the darkness of space, bear‘n}g,
as the narrator says, “our space pioneers of the future.” The rhetoric (?f
these framing images establishes a rather different atmosphere for this
episode, one that draws on a certain limited factual base—although as
the expert Slipher allows in his segment, “astronomers cannot draw too

Disney in Television Land I1I

many definite conclusions about Mars”—in order to fashion another sort
of story, a primarily animated meditation, somewhat akin to Disney’s
classic Fantasia {1940), on the possibilities of life beyond Earth, life “with
infinite variation,” as the narrator offers, “on other planets throughout
the universe.”

Of course, this episode is intent on making precisely this point: the
increasing coincidence between what many conceived of simply as sci-
ence fiction and what was coming to be seen as “science-factual.” But
the various images of flying saucers, robots, atomic spacecraft, and alien
creatures were very much the language of those exaggerated science fic-
tion narratives with which audiences of the period had been bombarded,;
they all too easily evoked a kinship with films like Earth vs. the Flying
Saucers (1956), This Island Earth (1955), and even Invaders from Mars.
They hinted, in effect, that our destiny was, as Virilio offers, “to become
film,” or at least to embark on a future that was like that seen in those
popular films, one that seemed adventurous, if also a bit cold and forebod-
ing, full of unknowns that were, on the one hand, less than comforting
to the traditional Disney audience, and on the other, rather problematic
for those expecting the sort of authoritative scientific grounding at which
the Collier’s articles and the series’ first two episodes largely seemed to
aim.

Those images also did something more. They pointed to an increas-
ing difficulty that the studio seemed to have in talking about the world
of science and technology, or at least in balancing the different rhetorical
elements it used to depict this world. While animation, the studio’s stock-
in-trade, was crucial to visualizing both ancient ideas and the projected
possibilities of space flight, it occupies increased screen time in each
episode and dominates the third, and this at a time when audiences were
finding footage of real rocket tests and flights increasingly common in
the newsreels and on television. That animation emphasis also created
some problems of tone and perception, for the early animated sequences
in each episode are pointedly encoded as humorous, as “comedy inter-
est,” thanks to their exaggerated styling, visual puns, and frenetic pacing.
And that effect naturally has some fallout for the later, documentary-
style animation that closes each show. The authorities are the linchpin,
occupying the central sequences of each narrative and helping to adjust
the tone for the concluding sequences. And while this strategy works ef-
fectively in the first two episodes, “Mars and Beyond” retreats from that
authoritative commentary. In fact, in what was probably stock footage
from the earlier episodes, von Braun and Stuhlinger are simply shown—
but not heard—discussing their model for a spacecraft, while a narrator
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notes that this is “still a dream for the future.” Effectively, the scientists
serve as little more than visual icons of authority here, touchstones for
those who had seen the previous episodes. : :
The future at Disney, however; would see little development of the
dream they represent—at least apart from the latest theme park attrac-
tions, such as the Rocket to the Moon ride that had opened in the Dis-
neyland theme park, or its later descendants, such as Epcot’s much-
ballyhooed Mission: SPACE: In fact, Disney would offer only two more
shows that followed this pattern before eventually dropping such episodes
altogether. The first, “Magic Highway U:S.A." [May s, 1958), aired in
the same season as “Mars and Beyond,” and further traces the sort of
narrative pattern we have described. In illustrating what Walt Disney in
his narration terms “our magic carpet to new hopes, new dreams, and a
better way of life for the future,” that is, the modern-American system
of automotive transportation and superhighways, the episode offers an
animated history of roads and automobiles, humorously done as in the
Man in Space shows, and it follows those images with live-action: film,
or to be more precise, a hybrid film that mixed restored footage of travel
along the first cross-country highway in 1913 with newscenes shot in the
style of early silent comedies, parodying the problems facing those early
motorists and speeded up to give the film a Keystone-like tone:'* Subse-
quent live-action scenes of present-day highway construction techniques
are mundane, offer little sense of new technology, and so eventually they
too are speeded up and scored to humorous music to lend them the same
cornic tone as the eailier scenés. And absent here are the kinds of authori-
ties marshaled for the Space shows, figures like von Braun and Habey; in
their place the episode employs an actor who, dressed in the requiisite lab
coat, portrays a “modern highway engineer,” offering a monologue about
America’s future requirements for madern superhighways. The show’s
final vision of future travel, another animated sequence, is done in an
abstract rather thah realistic style and follows from a series of cartoon
caricatures of the various types of American citizens who have specific
demands for future roads: the farmer, salesman, businessman, housewife,
and so on. While obviously not quite science fiction, the show hardly
seems driven by the sort of “balance” Disney had outlined for the first
Space episodes. o I o
The probleni is not that the episode does not offer enough of the
“science-factual”; in'fact, by 1958 this vision of superhighways criss-
crossing a continent was ai all‘too-familiar part of daily American life.
Rather, it was the nature of the show’s thétoric, forin straining to avoid
a mundane reality‘or trying to draw out the construction of our scientific

PN
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and technological knowledge in this area, Disney literally transformed
the real into the cinematic: blending archival footage with re-creations
to fashion a comic hybrid, “undercranking” scenes for humorous effect;
“casting” his expert, and situating the audience as a set of comic cari:
catures, of “types” that were the staple of the era’s domestic comedies.
Virilio has suggested that “a mobile people” might well become “entirely
victims of the set,” seduced by the cinematic reality they seemingly in-
habit{Art and Fear 79),-and this episode points to just such an effect. For
in describing the very mobility of the modern American audience and
the promise of ever-increasing mobility, “Magic Highway” has clearly
exploited the trappings of the set, the conventions of a cinematic wovrld,
conceiving its viewers as simple types who already inhabit a cinematized
reality. '

The last show in this vein, “Spy in the Sky” (Apr. 1, 1962), again
credits Ward Kimball as co-director and co-writer, and similarly combines
live-action and animation, the fictive and the factual, while pushing the

- pattern of “Magi¢ Highway” to what weé might term its destined ex-

treme. The first half of the show, all live action, is essentially a half-hour
trgiler for the forthcoming Disney feature Moon Pilot {1962). That film
isa b‘road comedy about the space race of the 1960s that takes the very
authority figures who had served so successfully in the first two Man in
Space shows—scientists, government representatives, the military—and
malkes them the subjects of its satiric thrust, as blocking characters who

bumblingly interfere in'an intergalactic romance. Several comic scenes

frorg the film lead into what is supposed to be backstage at the Disney
stu}dlo, as the actors rehiearse and prepare to shoot additional footage—
which is, of course, all carefully rehearsed and staged for the show’s

~cameras, with the “real” interaction between the show’s two leads, Tom

Tryon and Dany Saval, scripted to parallel their comic-romantic relation-
ship in the film, to suggest that their real life is like the film’s story. The
result is a dissolving of distinctions, as the backstage events prove every
bit as contrived as the movie they promote, as the actors effectively “be-
come film,” and in the process point the way for the audience’s future
as well. ‘ :

Awkwardly linked to this promotional piece through Walt Disney’s
narration, a theatrical short, originally released in 1959, concludes the
episode. It mixes animation with a few brief live-action scenes, focusing
on recent efforts to place satellites in orbit around the earth and linking
those efforts with practical uses of such satellites. As in the Man in Space
shows, this segnient opens with animated footage, done in a comic vein
describing mankind’s “questionable weather forecasting devices” of thé
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past, and follows with a combination of animated footage and drama-
tized live action—like the trip to the moon sequerice of “Man and the
Moon”—showing how satellite and rocket technology might someday be
used not just to predict but to control the weather, thereby helping, as the
narrator suggests, to transform the earth itself. The abrupt shift from the
lengthy comic trailer to'the dramatized scenes of rocket and satellite use
suggests the larger trajéctory that these shows have followed, as the ex-
perts disappear and narrative takes over—the broadly comic one of Moon
Ppilot and the dramatic, mainly animated one speculating on our control
of the elements. Seen in retrospect, Walt Disney’s introduction to this
episode, wherein he notes how “every achievement in outer space opens
the way to more distant goals,” rings hollow as the episode becomes an
extended ad for the studio’s latest film and a literal demonstration ofa
level on which the real “destiny,” the most important of those “distant
goals,” was that of the cinema itself, or more precisely, the synergistic
one of producing and promoting popular films, drawing on the studio’s
expertise in comedy and animation—and by now, science as well.: -
We might note as well that this now-familiar mix of comic scenes
of the past, factual footage of the present day, and dramatized images
of tomorrow operdtes within a new context, for this episode, we learn
at the start of the show; comes to us “from the wonderful world of ad-
venture.” When Disney moved its anthology show from ABC to NBC
in 1961, retitling it .:Th"e' Wonderful World of Color, the earlier thematic
divisions that had given us Frontierland and Tomorrowland, and partly
inspired the Man in Space series on the Disneyland show, had disap-
peared. And the change in format allowed little room for the hard science
and factual emphasis that had initially energized the space trilogy, nor
for the sort of distinctions Disney had originally emphasized between
fantasy and science. Contrived uadventure,” what we might think of as
a cinematic reality, was simply edging out “the real thing.” While the
following season would see one last entry that recalls the Tomorrowland
shows, “Inside Otiter Space” (Feb. 10, 1963}, it was justa compilation of
the animation produced for the Man in Space series, linked by narration
from a new “authority,” the Disney cartoon character Ludwig Von Drake,
clearly evoking the many German authorities who were so prominent
in postwar American science, but sanitized of their real-world Nazi as-
sociations. The shift from von Braun’s authoritative voice to Von Drake’s
comically befuddled one, and from sciénce presented in an entertain-
ing way to what became an extended cartoon on various space themes,
seems telling. Scientific spe¢ulation and the educational dimension of
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that speculation were being swallowed up by entertainment media; the
lines between the different elements of the formula Disney had tried
to articulate were blurring precisely as the “space race” itself became a
big show, a kind of popular entertainment done before cameras for the
masses—a great cinematic and cultural spectacle that was already avail-
able, almost daily, on every television channel.

In this context, Neil Postman'’s somewhat jaundiced warning about
television and the nature of its public discourse is worth considering. He
argues that, “Television is at its most trivial and, therefore, most danger-
ous when its aspirations are high, when it presents itself as a carrier of
important cultural conversations” {Amusing 16). During the Cold War
and in one of its key theaters of operation—that of scientific and tech-
nological development—the conquest of space was certainly among the
most significant of those ongoing “cultural conversations.” In fact, it was
part of our national agenda, as a result of a series of momentous deci-
sions by presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy,® and the rhetoric surround-
ing it—talk of thrust, escape velocity, capsules, réentry, recovery—had
quickly entered into the popular discourse as Americans began to “talk
science.” In attempting to participate in that conversation, the Disney-
land series demonstrated the sort of “aspirations” that would win it a
number of awards,'* make it one of the most watched and longest-lived
shows on television, and indeed, demonstrate once more the power of
this new technology to intervene in a national dialogue. Yet at the same
time, the series displays some symptoms of that trivializing effect Post-
man charges television with, as it increasingly framed the larger human
aspiration for transcendence and knowledge within a decidedly cinematic
context, as a series of what Disney in other circumstances might well
have simply described as “True-Life Adventures.”

Further fallout of this effect shows up in the technoscientific tra-
jectory developed and depicted in subsequent Disney film productions.
While, as we have noted, original programming on scientific and tech-
nological concerns nearly disappears from the television series following
the “Spy in the Sky” episode, those concerns did quite literally become
ci'nematized by mutating into a staple cinematic product of the stu-
dlo,_ a move that we can trace in a series of increasingly trivial yet also
consistently profitable efforts over the following decade. For films like
The Absent-Minded Professor (1961}, Moon Pilot (1962), Son of Flubber

(1963}, The Misadventures of Merlin Jones (1964), and The Monkey’s
Uncle (1965), among others, would become typical of Disney live-action
features in the late Walt Disney era, and they would provide an archive
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of such material that, in turn, would later be programmed on the very
Disney television show from which they had taken.inspiration—in ef-
fect, completing the cycle of cinematization. ' .
In all of these films, science and technology, ‘along with their be-
fuddled Von Drake-type sciqntists, typified by Fred McMurray'’s charac-
terizations, simply become.cartoon-like elements and point toward the

even broader comic context in which they would continue to operate in -

later Disney films like The Cat from Outer Space (1977), Honey, I Shrunk
the Kids (1989), Flubber (1997), or Rocketman (1997). In these works the
science and technology.that were essential to the ongoing space race and
at the core of Disney’s-éducational thrust of the mid-1950s seem increas-
ingly detached from real-world conditions, or in a film like The Rocketeer
(1991) with its 1930s context, rendered as nostalgia, much as had been
the case with 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. Despite Walt Disney’s idea
for using television to develop a new way of addressing and popularizing
the concerns of science and technology, one that even acknowledged
an element of the culttiral construction of science and technology, that
rhetoric would be altered by the studio’s recognition of what would best
“gell,” as well as by. the general trajectory of our media culture—a cul-
ture that all too readily renders everything gé part of the “set.” In fact,
that effect might help explain the persistence of the popular myth that
the moon landings never really occurred but were simply “staged” by
the U.S. government. - _ ' L _

Under this same pressure, as well as.a desire for an easily consumed
product, science and technology would prove difficult components for
negotiating into Disney narratives. Rather, they consistently become
circumstances of comedy, regularly function as conventions of a cin-
ematic world that all too neatly matches up with the cinematized real-
ity we were coming to inhabit, or what would come to pass for reality,
especially amid today’s preoccupation with what we, without a proper
sense of irony, all too readily term “reality programming.” These early
Disney television efforts provide us with a kind of early warning, and
most vivid illustration, of this effect. In the way they try to speak to, and
market science and technology to, a popular audience, they demonstrate
not just a rather predictablé trajectory, that is, the transformation of
the “science-factual” into the science figtional, but also a mechanism—
"Virilio’s cinematization and its production of a “reality effect”—that in
the light of contemPQréry.television programming increasingly seems
almost a deﬁningbhatagteﬁisti’c of our media landscap_ef

6. The “Inhabitable Text”
of the Parks |

I

Disney shrewdly perceived television’s ability to link diverse
cultural practices that intersected in the domestic sphere

of the home. In effect, Walt identified the program with the
park in order to create an inhabitable text, one that would
never be complete for a television-viewing family until they
had taken full advantage of the postwar boom in automobile
travel and tourism and made a pilgrimage to the park itself.

—Christopher Anderson, Hollywood TV:
: We have seen how Disneyland, the Disney Company’s original
theme park, was quite literally produced by negotiations over another
new technology, that of television. In light of Walt’s long-standing in-
terest in developing another sort of family-oriented type of entertain-
ment, a park where parents and children might go to “play” together,
and Roy’s insistence on a sound plan for financing any such project, the
studio agreed to produce Disneyland for ABC largely in exchange for the
network’s backing of the proposed park. And on the first episode of the
series Walt himself emphasized the connection, suggesting a new concept,
that audiences think of the park and television show as elements in an

" integrated entertainment system. Christopher Anderson sees this linkage

as part of a crucial economic strategy for the burgedning Disney empire
and a sign of the growing complexity of the synergy that had long been
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