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About the Book

Disney Stories: Getting to Digital is told through the eyes of a former Disney On-
line senior software engineer and producer, Newton Lee, and narratologist Krystina
Madej.

Disney stories are, more than ever, present across all media. This book provides
readers with a brief and accessible look at how Disney has used technological inno-
vation to create characters and stories that engage audiences in many different media,
from early film to today’s video games and online environments.

Drawing on Disney films from the twenties through the thirties, and on the exten-
sive collection of writings both in print and on the web of Disney historians of all ilks,
the book presents how new film and animation techniques worked to evolve ideas
about character and content to produce stories that very successfully engaged audi-
ences. The evolution of the genre took animation from gags to full-length animated
films in theatres, then across media into people’s homes through merchandising,
television, and into a virtual world through theme parks, all the while creating a
Disney Master Narrative. This historical sketch provides the backstory for consid-
ering Disney stories move into the virtual digital world in the 1990s and the online
communities of the 2000s. When Disney reached out to its audience with The Lion
King Animated Storybook in 1994, it was following a well-established tradition of
using leading-edge technology to remediate its stories and engage its audience in
new ways, in this case, through the interactivity potential of digital environments.
With the subsequent move into online MMORPGs such as Toontown Online, the
community that had developed around Disney stories could now communicate and
share the experience, one to one, across continents.

Dr. Alan Kay, president of Viewpoints Research Institute and former Disney
Fellow, describes the book as “an affectionate portrait of how ‘the mouse’ learned to
use the mouse.”
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Chapter 1
An Interview with Roy E. Disney

In May 2002 I approached Mark Mandelbaum at the Association for Comput-
ing Machinery (ACM) about publishing a new nonprofit magazine Computers in
Entertainment (CiE) to cover a wide range of theoretical and practical computer
applications in the field of entertainment. Instead of singularly addressing game de-
sign, computer graphics, or other specialized areas, the complexity of entertainment
nowadays and in the future requires inter-disciplinary technological advances and
integrated applications. The magazine offers a broad as well as an in-depth view
of computer technology that can be applied to existing entertainment and that can
create new genres of entertainment.

The first editorial board meeting was held on March 12, 2003 with Disney Fellow
Dr. Alan Kay, Kim Rose, Disney corporate vice president Bob Lambert, and myself
at the famous Rotunda restaurant located at the Team Disney building (aka the “Seven
Dwarfs Building”) at the Walt Disney Studios in Burbank, California (see Fig. 1.1).
We discussed the scope of the new magazine, outlined the first issues, and suggested
new board members to invite and to interview (among them were Quincy Jones,
Seymour Papert, and Roy E. Disney).

In October 2003 the inaugural issue of ACM Computers in Entertainment was
published with the theme “Educating Kids through Entertainment.” My first inter-
viewee for the magazine was Roy E. Disney, Vice Chairman of The Walt Disney
Company at the time of the interview.

In the morning of May 28, 2003, my colleagues Eric Huff, John Michael Ferrari,
and Jessica Chavez arrived at the Walt Disney Studios to assist me with the lighting
equipment and video camera. I was nervous because it was my first video interview
for the magazine, and Roy E. Disney was the top boss at Disney—the company I was
working for. My fear subsided when Roy turned out to be very warm, kind, friendly,
approachable, and easy to talk to.

The following is the transcript of my video interview with Roy E. Disney held on
May 28, 2003 in his office at the Walt Disney Studios in Burbank (see Fig. 1.2):

Newton Lee: Congratulations on your 50 years of achievements in entertainment.
Roy E. Disney: Thank you. It doesn’t seem like 50 years, I promise.
Lee: Based on your half a century of experience, what do you think about

educating children through entertainment?

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 1
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-2101-6_1, © Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012



2 1 An Interview with Roy E. Disney

Fig. 1.1 The Team Disney
building in Burbank with its
iconic dwarf columns was the
site of the first editorial board
meeting for the ACM
Computers in Entertainment
magazine

Fig. 1.2 Newton Lee
interviews Roy E. Disney for
the inaugural issue of the
ACM Computers in
Entertainment magazine on
May 28, 2003

Disney: Well, certainly it’s one of the functions of entertainment, I think, is
education. But I think you have to be very careful not to pose as an
educator when you’re an entertainer. I think you have to entertain
first, but you have to understand that no matter what you do, there’s
a subtext. And it can be for good or bad, but it’s always there, there’s
always some lesson to be learned by storytelling. And, so, keeping
that at the back of your mind is a good idea.

Lee: Given there is a wonderful children story to tell, how do you decide
whether it should be told using traditional animation, like Lilo &
Stitch, CGI animation, like Finding Nemo, or live action movie, like
Spy Kids?

Disney: That’s a really hard question and I think it really is answered by the
particular filmmaker as much as anything. I think different artists see
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things differently, and one artist may envision the look of a film in a
different way from another. We have such an enormous choice now
of looks and styles that it really becomes a particular artist’s choice,
or a producer’s choice maybe, as opposed to being generated by the
story itself. Sometimes I think Lilo & Stitch wouldn’t have been as
good a movie in 3D as it was in 2D because there was a cartooniness
about it, but I’m not sure in the hands of another filmmaker if that
would still be true. It’s a matter of choice and the choices get wider
and wider as time goes by.

Lee: Speaking of computers in entertainment, does a CGI film that strives
towards more realistic animation add to the magic and power of
animated storytelling?

Disney: We had a sequence in Fantasia 2000 that involved whales that flew,
and it was done in a semi-photorealistic style, but it was about
magic. And I think the realistic style actually contributed a great
deal because the whales, since they looked so real, appeared to have
weight and volume and all of the things that whales have, so the
magic when they flew was especially clear. Again, it’s a question of
style. It’s a question of what does the story calls for and how realism
plays off against fantasy. All the Matrix and X-Men kind of films
that are out right now, for instance, play on that very same thing:
they look real, but of course they’re not real at all, they’re almost
completely animated films, in one way of looking at it. You could
go back to Titanic. You could almost consider Titanic an animated
film because so much of it was unreal or not filmed in the real world
at any rate. So it contributes tremendously, there’s such a blurred
line right now. I keep wondering why the Academy decided that
they needed a separate category for animated films just at a moment
when there are a lot of people who couldn’t tell you whether a film
is animated or not.

Lee: Is there a tradeoff between traditional animation and CGI animation?
Disney: Yes, there are definite tradeoffs; certainly one of the, at least tra-

ditionally, looks of a Toy Story or a Finding Nemo is a kind of a
plasticized look. That doesn’t have to be what CG films look like,
but it’s, I think, the public conception of what a CG film looks like.
Everything we’ve done since Beauty and the Beast, at Disney, has
passed through the computer, so you could probably say that every-
thing we’ve done for the last twelve or fourteen years is, in a sense,
computer graphics. All that means is that we have these wonderful
tools at hand and we can make a movie look like anything we choose
it to look like. Every time we make a decision about the look of a
film, we’ve got this hugely broad palate to choose from. So I get
back to where I started, which is it’s an artistic choice that artists
need to make. It’s not a business decision, I think, unless that one is
outrageously expensive and one is very cheap which will never be
true for the same kind of quality.
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The following day I called Roy’s secretary, Monica Elsbury, for a same-day appoint-
ment with Disney to thank him for the interview with a small token of appreciation.
I gave Roy a set of collectible Disneyland Hong Kong stamps commemorating the
opening of the new Disney theme park in Hong Kong. I also showed Roy an article
featuring my volunteer work in the summer 1998 issue of Disney Consumer Product
News. Roy reacted by putting his right hand over his heart and said, “This is won-
derful! Volunteering is good for our heart and soul!” When I asked him to join the
editorial board of ACM Computers in Entertainment, Roy replied, “Yes, of course!
I see that my good friends Bran Ferren and Bob Lambert are already on the board.
I am more than happy to help.” The interview and the inaugural magazine issue were
very well received.

Fast forward six years to December 2009: I was saddened as I wrote an “In
Memoriam” for the 25th issue of the magazine to offer my condolences to the friends
and family of Roy E. Disney who passed away on December 16 at the age of 79.
Roy had joined the editorial board of ACM Computers in Entertainment in May
2003 and was a strong supporter of the nonprofit magazine. At the time he was Vice
Chairman of the Board of Directors of The Walt Disney Company and Chairman
of Walt Disney Animation. He had begun his career in the entertainment industry
in1953, working as an assistant film editor on the Dragnet TV series. He joined
The Walt Disney Company in 1954 and served as assistant film editor on motion
pictures including The Living Desert and The Vanishing Prairie, both Academy
Award winners. As a writer and production associate, Roy received an Academy
Award nomination for his work on the short subject Mysteries of the Deep in 1959. In
the 1990s, as head of the animation department, he presided over several popular and
critically acclaimed projects, including Beauty and the Beast (1991), Aladdin (1992),
The Lion King (1994), and Fantasia 2000 (1999), a sequel to the 1940 animated
classic Fantasia produced by Walt Disney. Away from his work, Roy was an active
philanthropist, supporting the California Institute of the Arts, a school founded by
his father, Roy O. Disney, and his uncle, Walt Disney. Roy E. Disney is truly missed
by all of us.

Newton Lee



Chapter 2
Stories Across Media

From There to Here: The Beginning of Interactive Stories

The early 1990s was a heady time for interactive digital stories. Just a few years
earlier, in 1987, Amanda Goodenough had used the newly-released HyperCard to
write the first interactive digital story, Inigo Gets Out.1 Her motivation? To capture
the traditional storytelling atmosphere her grandmother had created for her when
she was a young child: a vital interactive environment in which her grandmother
would say, “what do you think happens next?” and in which the lines were never the
same. The stories her grandmother told became Amanda’s as she helped shape them
with her own interpretations and brought them into her everyday reality. InAmanda’s
interactive story, children make Inigo’s actions their own. “Children know intuitively
where to click,” and how to make the story happen. It is no longer a “print” story,
with words and pictures on a page, but a virtual story environment with which to
interact and in which things can be made to happen.

Inigo was closely followed in 1988 by one of the first edutainment video games,
Mixed-Up Mother Goose.2 Sierra On-Line’s Roberta Williams, who had created the
first graphic adventure game Mystery House in 1979, wanted to develop a game for her
children that was more than entertainment, that also had an educational component.
She chose to work with popular nursery rhymes and in Mixed-Up Mother Goose
created an interactive story in which children travel to a land where the rhymes are
real and have gotten themselves all mixed up. The children help each of the characters
put their rhyme back in order by bringing back objects, people, or animals that

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Inigo Gets Out is the first interactive digital story created in 1987 by Amanda Goodenough using
the HyperCard program. Photo of Inigo Gets Out:http://www.smackerel.net/black_white_03.html.
2 Mixed-up Mother Goose was first released by Sierra On-Line in 1988. Designed as an adventure
game for toddlers, it brought them into a fantasy world of nursery rhymes. Great gameplay and
engaging graphics (for the time) made it a very popular story game. Cover of Mixed-Up Mother
Goose: http://www.mobygames.com/game/amiga/mixed-up-mother-goose. Screen shot of Mixed-
Up Mother Goose: http://gamrreview.vgchartz.com/screens/16935/mixed-up-mother-goose/2/.

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 5
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-2101-6_2, © Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012
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belong to the rhyme but have been lost. Companies such as Voyageur, Broderbund,
Simon and Schuster Interactive, Discis, and numerous smaller publishers, soon began
publishing stories in CD-ROM format for children to engage with. Kids clicked their
way through adventures with Peter Rabbit, Lil Critter, Brother and Sister Bear,
and animated characters created just for the genre such as Slater and Charlie. They
listened, sang, made things happen, played games, and even did so in the language
of their choice—English, French, or Spanish.

Disney has been a part of this video game landscape since 1981. The Nintendo
Game and Watch video game Mickey Mouse has Mickey, in typical arcade game
action, juggling eggs. It wasn’t until 1994 that the company gave one of its stories,
The Lion King, an interactive story life in CD-ROM format as Disney’s Animated
Storybook: The Lion King. 1994 was also the year that brought Netscape Navigator to
the Internet and made it user-friendly for the general public. Disney, never shy about
being either the first or among the first to take advantage of new media opportunities
to bring its characters and stories to the public, continued its move into interactive
media and set up Disney Online. Today, sites such as Pirates of the Caribbean offer
players an environment where they interact with their friends to create stories for
themselves.

Disney has entrenched its stories in online media since the mid-1990s; in doing so
it has continued to add to the transmedia mix that is a distinctive characteristic of the
way it brings its story products to a diverse audience. Disney stories are like a Ferris
wheel, the story is the hub from which media radiate as a spoke: different activities
are the cab at the end of a spoke and engage parents, kids, and all manner of folks as
they get on and off. Disney taps into humankind’s innate interest in communicating
stories as it uses media this way.

Stories and Communicating

Through historical time – and even among our aboriginal forefathers – all the races of man
have been dramatizing these eternal quests and conquests of mind and heart; in arenas, around
tribal fires, in temples and theaters. The modes of entertainment have changed through the
centuries; the content of public shows, very little. (Walt Disney)

People’s drive to share stories has been with us since time immemorial. In the days
when our ancestors gathered around a fire to keep warm, the desire to bring stories
to an audience through a media other than speech resulted in such dynamic scenes
as those depicted in the wall paintings in the Chauvet Caves (France). In these caves
there are over 416 picture stories—paintings of “bold lions, leaping horses, pensive
owls and charging rhinoceroses” that are 32,000 years old, the oldest such paintings
known and “a veritable Louvre of Paleolithic art” (Time Magazine).3

3 “What those first artists invented was a language of signs for which there will never be a Rosetta
stone; perspective, a technique that was not rediscovered until the Athenian Golden Age; and a
bestiary of such vitality and finesse that, by the flicker of torchlight the animals seem to surge
from the walls, and move across them like figures in a magic lantern show (in that sense, the artists
invented animation).”—Judith Thurman. Photo of Chauvet Caves: http://atlantisonline.smfforfree2.
com/index.php?topic = 19325.0. Quote from Thurman: http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/
06/23/080623fa_fact_thurman.
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Why do we make this effort to share stories? Because stories are an integral part
of who we are as human beings. Psychologist Donald Polkinghorne says of narrative
that it is “a primary form by which humans experience meaning.” He tells us that
narrative is ubiquitous to humans and a fundamental component of how they shape
their worldview (Polkinghorne). Stories are the way we link our daily activities into a
whole and provide for their significance within the entity that is our life. Literary critic
Gerald Prince tells us “[narrative] does not simply record events; it constitutes and
interprets them as meaningful parts of meaningful wholes. . . ” (Prince 129). Stories
are important to us because they connect new knowledge that we come in contact
with, with past experience; this gives it context and makes it more understandable and
more memorable. Stories are not only a way we make sense of the world however.
They are also the fundamental way in which we communicate with each other: the
way we tell each other what we’ve done, who we are, and what we believe in.

We hear stories, we participate in stories, and then, we pass stories on. It is human
nature to tell stories—they have been used as a way to share experience and pass on
learning to others since time immemorial. As the Chauvet Caves show us, 32,000
years ago stories were shared through paintings on cave walls. These paintings were
not just images of static figures. The artists endeavored to show action, movement, a
sequence of events; they created images that showed their ideas clearly because the
provided a story about their experience.

Over the many centuries our need to communicate through stories has encouraged
the creative use of media available at any particular period in time to do so. Stories
have been carved into stone, embellished on pottery, laid in mosaics; they have been
told orally by bards, sung by choruses, and acted out by theatre groups; they have
been printed on pages, transported over telephone lines, and sent by radio waves;
they have been carried on celluloid film, captured by cathode ray tubes for television,
and built with wood, bricks, and mortar for museums and entertainment parks. Today
they are brought to us in virtual online worlds courtesy of computers and gaming
systems. Stories are ubiquitous in the world and, more than ever imaginable, stories
are common to us all. Thanks to global online environments, not only is the generic
idea of story common to us all, but stories once specific and available only to a
culture, are common to us all.

Disney Stories

Since the beginning of mankind, the fable-tellers have not only given us entertainment but
a kind of wisdom, humor, and understanding that, like all true art, remains imperishable
through the ages. (Walt Disney)

Disney stories cross all cultures and are present in all strata of society. They are
without peer in being represented in every media available. How is it that Disney
stories above others have endured for decades and woven their enchantment over
each new generation?
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When one of the creative directors at Disney/Pixar in Vancouver spoke to a group
of students about his creative team’s process he used as an example developing
sketches of characters and scenes for the film Ratatouille. He spoke about the hows
and whys of making decisions about the characters’ personalities and the storyline,
and provided insight into the philosophy that is part of the company’s, not just the
team’s, creative process. The phrases he used—“believability through authenticity,”
“studying reality in order to caricature it,” “getting to the heart of the matter,”—
have been used consistently to describe Disney’s approach to the development of its
animated stories since the 1930s. Disney stories engage because of compelling and
believable characters.

The stories endure because they are intended to endure, because the characters and
stories are developed as signifiers that tap into archetypes we inherently understand,
relate to, and connect with. The personalities are believable and their actions elicit
empathy. Walt’s goal was to engage and entertain the general public with his stories.
That he did so successfully was a result of his “great sensitivity to people in the mass.
He knew instinctively, how to reach Mr. and Mrs. America; he’s a great entertainer.”
(Newsweek 1962). How did Walt acquire this sense of stories people wanted to hear?
Where did this sensitivity come from?

Life Experience, Joy of Entertainment, Love of Drawing

Three things become apparent when we look at Walt’s early life. It was filled with
experiences that gave him a familiarity with people from all walks of life in innu-
merable situations. It was filled with merriment as Walt delighted in entertainment
of all kinds. It was directed by Walt’s love of drawing and cartoons.

By the time Walt was eighteen he had lived through more types of experiences
than have many people in their entire lives. He had been part of a farming community,
lived and worked in a medium-sized mid-western town, and worked in a large city
by the time he was fifteen. Although born in Chicago, his parents moved to the
community of Marceline when he was just four; there he enjoyed the freedom of
life on the farm. His familiarity with the cycle of seasons on the farm and his earthy,
often farm-animal related humor stem from his early experiences participating in
daily farm life, herding pigs, leading horses, and helping with harvesting. With three
older brothers to carry the burden of the work he had the freedom to watch the rabbits,
foxes, and squirrels in the local woods and the many birds that nested in the trees. He
could cool himself off at a nearby creek or forage the woods for wild nuts, grapes,
persimmons, and chokeberries. When his two oldest brothers left to start life on their
own, his father could no longer manage the farm and moved the family to Kansas
City where he purchased a newspaper distribution route. Here, for six years until
he was fourteen, Walt together with his brother Roy, delivered papers from 3:30 in
the morning through all weather conditions. Walt’s father did not pay him to deliver
papers, although he did give him a small allowance—his room and board were his
pay. To make pocket money, Walt worked at a pharmacy delivering prescriptions;
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he got a hot noon meal by sweeping out the candy store across from his school. The
distribution business was not a success and the family moved back to Chicago. Walt
stayed in Kansas City for the summer to work for the Santa Fe Railroad as a news
butcher hawking fruit, candy, and soda pop across half a dozen states.

When he got to Chicago, Walt began attending McKinley High School. Work was
a constant, however, and he took a job as a handyman at his dad’s jelly factory, even
serving as watchman outfitted with 0.38 caliber revolver at his side for a night. He
tried his hand as a guard and gateman for the elevated railway line, and worked at
the post office, sorting mail, delivering it in a White truck, and picking it up in a
horse-drawn mail wagon. The tide for the War in Europe had turned for the Allies
and with Roy in the Navy and Ray in the Army, Walt didn’t want to be considered “a
slacker” and also wanted to serve. There were few opportunities for a sixteen year
old, but when the American Ambulance Corps of the Red Cross began to look for
volunteers, he changed his birth date to 1900 and signed up. He arrived at Le Havre in
war-torn France in December 1918 and spent his 17th birthday celebrating in a local
cafe in St. Cyr. When he returned to Chicago a year later, he was more mature and
more confident about what he wanted to do. After his experiences in France he did
not feel he could return to high school, and he had no calling to work in his father’s
jelly factory. At eighteen Walt took the train to Kansas City to find a job among his
old contacts—he intended to be an artist.

For all the hardship and work in his life, from an early age Walt loved entertain-
ment. He would play tricks on his parents, in particular his mother, who appreciated
his jokes and added a sense of “gaiety” to their home. He organized events such
a circus parade with his sister and his friends. He enjoyed the warmth of friendly
neighbors, the Pfeiffers, joining them for evenings of song, piano playing, and joke
telling. He went to vaudeville shows and copied acts to perform at his school. He
learned how to put a gag or a story across to entertain.

His most popular performance was “Fun in the Photograph Gallery.” Walt portrayed an
antic photographer, posing his fellow students, then dousing them with a jet of water from
the camera. The audience was delighted when Walt produced the “photograph” – his own
caricature of the student who had been squirted. (Bob Thomas).

He (with Walter Pfeiffer) entered amateur night at a local theatre as “Charlie Chap-
lin and the Count” and won fourth prize. He even performed at the neighborhood
vaudeville house as the topmost boy in a balancing act.

Above all, Walt loved to draw and developed a facility for cartooning and carica-
ture. While in school he was constantly drawing: in his textbooks, on the blackboard,
on the neighborhood clubhouse walls. When he was nine and his sister Ruth was
sick, he drew pictures and made his first animation—a flipbook—to entertain her. He
drew a caricature a week for a local barber who had seen and admired his drawings.
In exchange, he received free haircuts. When he graduated from the seventh grade,
he received a seven-dollar prize from one of his teachers for a comic character he
had drawn. He took children’s art classes at the Kansas City Art Institute and later
he took art lessons at the Chicago Art Academy. While at McKinley High School he
joined the staff of the school magazine as a cartoonist and photographer. He went
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to burlesque houses (when these still offered family entertainment) and copied gags,
compiled a “gag file,” and tried the gags out on his father. While he was in France
and working for the American Ambulance Corps he drew caricatures for his fellow
soldiers, illustrated advertising posters for hot chocolate and baths, and decorated
his canvas-topped truck with cartoons. He sent cartoons to Life and Judge, popular
humor magazines of the time (none accepted!). He used his artistic skills at every
opportunity and could turn them to any direction.

Walt made use of all that he saw and did in his work. His wealth of life experience
and his abiding interest in entertainment serendipitously dovetailed with his love
of drawing and cartooning and gave him an advantage over others in the animation
field.

Nothing in a lifetime of picture making has been more exciting and personally satisfactory
than delving into the wonders, the mysteries, the magnificent commonplaces of life around
us and passing them on via the screen. (Walt Disney)

Becoming an Animator

By the time Walt arrived in Kansas City from Chicago in 1919 he was already accus-
tomed to hard work, to taking chances, to looking to new ideas, whether to expand
his repertoire of jokes and gags or to find new avenues for his drawings. Through
a friend of his brother Roy, he learned Pesmen-Rubin Commercial Art Studio was
looking for an apprentice. He got his first job at this two-man commercial art shop.
Six weeks later, the holiday rush was over and so was his job. His next job was
a quick dip—two months—into a partnership with Ub Iwerks (aka Ubbe Ert Iww-
erks), a fellow-worker at Pesmen-Rubin. Moderately successful during its very brief
existence, the partnership was nevertheless a wavering enterprise. Walt, keen on
making it as a cartoonist, applied for a position that came up at the Kansas City Slide
Company, a studio that made promotional slides shown in movie theatres.4 Here he
was introduced to the technology of animated pictures and was soon “intoxicated
with animation”—“The trick of making things move is what got me.” Even before
he turned twenty, Walt’s goal was to have an animation studio that would turn out
new films each week.

Our Story

Walt Disney was passionate about cartoons and animation; early on in his career his
animated shorts were more about presenting gags then about telling stories. It was his
nature, however, to take things first as he found them and then to find a way to make

4 Walt worked for the Kansas City Slide Company for two years from 1920 until 1922 learning
the animation trade. Photo of Kansas City Slide Company: http://www.ncs-glc.com/GLC/ed_
black/disney/disney1.html.



Our Story 11

them better and in that way transform them into something completely different. Over
the years, his affinity for creating personalities, his inclination to develop storylines,
and his drive for innovation in use of technology and new media became distinctive
features of the approach he took to creating stories that so engaged and entertained
audiences. Our story is, in part, an exploration of the marriage between technology
and story, for in his quest to make the best of animation, Walt pushed the one to attain
the best in the other. The following chapters of this book describe Walt’s approach
and show the changes wrought through his exploration. Some history is provided
to give the reader context for the discussion, but there are many books that offer
historical details about Walt Disney, the films he made, and how he conducted his
business, and that is not the intent of this book. Rather the intent is to present an
overview of what changed in the way a story was presented as new media were
explored and new technologies developed.

The first third of the book describes Walt’s approach to developing his anima-
tions and provides a frame of reference for the next two sections. During the Alice
and Oswald years Walt moved the content of animated shorts from a series of often
unrelated gags, to a storyline consisting of gags that were contextual and based in
personality. With the move from silent to sound in Steamboat Willie and subsequent
talkies, Walt designed sound effects that helped establish characters’ personalities,
added complexity to the story environment, and also added to the shorts’ comedy.
Color, when it finally came to Disney animations in Flowers and Trees, added
nuances to each character’s persona, heightened the underlying emotions of the story,
and intensified its impact on the audience. The 33rd Silly Symphony, The Three Little
Pigs brought “true personality” to the characters of the three pigs and their nemesis
the wolf, and “depth and feeling” to a story the audience could empathize with.

Walt believed animation as worthy of being a feature as any film of the time and
in 1934 chose the fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs to make into a full-
length animated feature. The leap from a seven-minute short to an eighty-three minute
feature required major technical problems be tackled and gagmen to “develop into
men who will be capable of carrying a story through to completion” (Thomas 133).
The multiplane camera added visual depth, a more realistic approach to drawing
human figures made Snow White and her friends more believable, gags were created
to be consistent with the different personalities, songs were woven contextually
into the story, and the integrity of the storyline took precedence over any “piece of
business,” no matter how funny, lovingly rendered, or costly. Engaging the audience
became a matter of analyzing each scene and presenting ideas with maturity and
subtlety, not crudeness and overemphasis—a tactic used in many animated shorts.
Our look at stories in film stops with Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. There was
indeed exploration of the way stories were presented over the following years—
animation put together with live action proved a successful combination, live action
adventures and comedies became hits, early computer animation added to the realism
of stories such as Tron—the medium, however, motion picture film, remained the
same, and as our story is meant to take us across media we move on to look at how
Walt transitioned the Disney stories into other media.
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The middle chapters of the book show that Walt had an overarching vision for his
characters and his business; his comprehensive approach forged a Master Narrative
for his star Mickey and for “Walt Disney.” Walt made Mickey into a universally loved
character not only through the weekly animated shorts but also through merchandis-
ing products, establishing Mickey Mouse Clubs, and performing vaudeville reviews.
Such cross media appearances of Mickey and friends substantiated and added to the
Disney Master Narrative. Walt’s interest in using all media to bring Mickey and his
stories to a wide audience sent Mickey journeying into comics, books, radio, tele-
vision, and eventually Disneyland. Taking Mickey’s stories across media gave the
character different ways to express his personality and to reach out to and engage the
audience. A live Mickey jumping through the screen to land on stage gave a three di-
mensional life to what had been a two-dimensional figure. A Mickey storybook read
to a child in the comfort of the family living room made Mickey’s stories personal
in a way Saturday afternoon features could not.

The final section presents how Disney stories moved into a digital world and
continued the pattern of innovation in both technology and story development that
Walt had set in his quest to develop personable characters and create stories in
which every aspect is carefully designed to engage as it entertains. The first Disney
games were entertainment products that used classic Disney characters in traditional
arcade style games; similar to other such games, the action had little to do with
stories. The first full-length Disney film that was made into an adventure game was
The Black Cauldron. The interactive digital environment required that the story be
adapted to accommodate interaction and new storylines were created to give players
opportunities to be involved. The interaction was also designed specifically with
children in mind. The graphics in the game, although crude, were more realistic
than other games of the time. It wasn’t until almost ten years later in Disney’s
Animated Storybook: The Lion King that Disney achieved stunning visual quality in
an interactive digital story on par with that in the animated films. Newly developed
software allowed game developers to use graphics from the award winning film and
create an environment in which children could become a part of The Lion King’s
story and interact with all their favorite characters like Simba, Pumbaa, and Timon.
At the same time The Lion King animated storybook was being created, Disney
established an online presence with Disney.com and then launched an ambitious
entertainment site for children, Disney’s Daily Blast. For the first time, an online site
brought stories, comics, arcade games, and educational games to children through a
site that was designed specifically as a safe environment for them, was available in
their home, and gave them a range of ways to play in one easy-to-access environment.
The next digital technological innovation Disney tackled was Massive Multiplayer
Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). Taking what was perceived until then as
an adult medium, Disney game producers developed Toontown Online, a safe and
engaging interactive entertainment environment for children. Here children could
choose their own avatar Toons to represent themselves as they entered different lands,
engaged with classic cartoon characters, challenged themselves with different task,
and had the opportunity to interact with other players online. With the development
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of the MMORPG Pirates of the Caribbean Disney brought one of the last themed
rides Walt had personally helped design for Disneyland into an online environment.

Our story ends with Pirates of the Caribbean as an example of the comprehensive
reach across media that Disney stories attain and how they change in the process.
Following Walt’s original precepts about bringing stories to audiences through a
range of communication media, Pirates became more than a ride, a movie, and a
virtual world. It became a merchandising opportunity that both extended the Disney
Master Narrative and crossed into other storytelling media including video games,
books for young readers and (again a new media) Lego (both traditional blocks and
online).



Part I
From Gags to Stories

Robert D. Feild
(Quote from The Art of Walt Disney, p. 27)

[Disney] has always taken things as he 
found them,and then found way of making 
them better;and by so doing has 
transformed them into things entirely 
different.He saw the animated cartoon
[not] only as it then existed, but 
with a strange, unaccountable insight 
he knew that the limitations imposed 
upon it were self-imposed and could be 
broken down if only one had the 
courage of one’s convictions.



Chapter 3
Early Animation: Gags and Situations

Getting into the Business of Animation

Walt Disney officially incorporated Laugh-O-Gram Films on May 18, 1922. He was,
at the time, working at Kansas City Film Ad Company where he had been hired two
years earlier. Film Ad had brought him into the world of animation; his tremendous
curiosity and interest led him to experiment on his own time and eventually to make
his own films.

The ad animations Walt worked on at Film Ad were made entirely of figures cut
out of paper. Joints were riveted so figures could be manipulated and changed for
each frame of film shot. Animated cartoons on the other hand, a staple at theatres
by 1915, consisted of drawings. The first animations entranced audiences with their
“magic” quality: moving drawings were novel and audiences loved them no matter
what the quality or content. In 1914, Winsor McCay, of Little Nemo fame, brought
a realistic personality to animation with Gertie the Dinosaur. McCay depicted a
style of movement that endeared Gertie to the audience. In the film, Gertie comes
lumbering out of a cave by the side of a lake and proceeds to eat an entire tree. McCay
asks Gertie to do some tricks but when she doesn’t raise her left foot as he has asked,
he scolds her and she cries. She gets over it quickly and subsequent action includes
her meeting an elephant and tossing it into the lake, lying down for a nap, scratching
her head, her nose, and her chin with her tail in a charming fashion, drinking the lake
dry, and finally, giving McCay a ride out of the picture. In creating a personality for
Gertie, George McManus laid the road for animation as a new film genre based in
characters not in magic.1

Such animation intrigued Walt. He had come to Film Ad as a commercial artist
and a cartoonist without any experience in animation, a typical trajectory at the time.

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Newspaper cartoonist George McManus bet Winsor McCay that a dinosaur could not be brought
to life. To win, McCay made Gertie, the world’s first animated dinosaur. Photo of Gertie:
http://cinemamonstruoso.blogspot.com/2010/05/gertie-dinosaur-1914-gertie-on-tour.html.
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Most animators (and there were few of them) were “eager young print cartoonists. . .
who had no training in animating figures. . . .” Like many others, he took on the task
of educating himself and was lucky in finding at the local lending library a new release
by E.G. Lutz on how to make animations: Animated Cartoons—How they are made,
their origin and development.2 The book not only gave rudimentary lessons on how
to animate but also advocated what were, at the time, advanced techniques, such as
using drawings on celluloid sheets to reduce the number of drawings required.

At the time, animators also relied on the work of Eadweard Muybridge to get a
better understanding of the steps of an action. In the late 1800s Muybridge had made
hundreds of thousands of photographs of people and animals to study their move-
ment. He published a number of popular books that showed particular sequences,
such as a man walking down the stairs, or in one of the most often reproduced, a
horse galloping.3 These sequences provided a resource of realistic movements for
animators that helped them with their drawings.

Such new ideas provided Disney with fodder for his interest to experiment and to
bring new techniques to his ad work. Verne Cauger, Film Ad’s owner, was not against
Walt’s ideas to improve the ads, at least incrementally. But the management at Film
Ad balked at too much innovation and would not consider using animation techniques
such as drawings. Walt not only made suggestions that led to the animated images
being clearer and the action smoother, but he also made suggestions about copy. He
was interested in expressing ideas visually—the editorial cartoons he did for his high
school paper and those he sent to magazines when he was in France demonstrated
this. He brought this interest into the advertising world where he became adept at
coming up with the clever idea and suggesting quips that caught the imagination. In
one advertisement for a company that reconditioned old cars he wrote: “Hi, old top,
new car?” “No, new top, old car?” (Gabler 51).

Walt eventually persuaded the company to let him shoot his own films, because, “I
would plan things with my drawings and I couldn’t get those guys [the regular camera
operators] to do it. . . . The cameramen weren’t doing half of what you prepared”
(Barrier 27). Walt thought through a scenario, wrote it down, and expected it to be
followed. It was at this time that he developed the habit of paying close attention to
every detail and personally following up every bit of action, a habit which became
a dominant feature of his working style for not only his later animated films but for
all of his projects.

Walt needed a studio and when his father built a modest garage addition to their
home to rent out for some needed income, Walt rented it. He spent his evenings
and weekends drawing, filming, and experimenting with techniques. Walt’s en-
trepreneurial spirit came to the fore and he made a funny editorial cartoon about the
“slow” Kansas City streetcar service as a speculative business venture with fellow

2 “The first attempt at giving to a screen image the effect of life was by means of a progressive
series of drawings. When photographs came later, drawings were forgotten and only when the cin-
ematographic art had reached its great development and universality, were drawings again brought
into use to be synthesized on the screen. To describe how these drawings are made, their use and
application to the making of animated cartoons, is the purpose of this book.”—E.G. Lutz. Animated
Cartoons by E.G. Lutz, p. 15: http://openlibrary.org/books/OL6622808M/Animated_cartoons.
3 Photo of Muybridge’s The Horse in Motion: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eadweard_Muybridge.
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worker, Hugh Harman. This reel had Louis Pesman (of Walt’s earlier Pesman-Rubin
experience) laughing “loud and hard.” Pesman suggested Walt try to sell this sample
reel to the Newman Theatre, one of Kansas City’s grandest movie houses. Walt gave
it the title Newman Laugh-O-Grams to make it more appealing. Milton Feld, who
ran the theatre, purchased the short reel, and first showed it on March 20, 1921.4

Walt and Hugh could only send him new cartoons irregularly over the next few
months, as they were both working full time. Walt advertised for apprentices and
co-workers and soon found a high school student, Rudy Ising, who would work “for
experience” with him in the family garage. The Newman Laugh-O-Grams often used
the “lightning sketches” technique that showed an artist’s hand drawing the cartoon.
The artist used a light blue pencil that would not show on the film to draw the
images; the lines would then be inked in increments and filmed. When the film was
run continuously it looked like the hand was drawing the image amazingly quickly.

The short animations commented on current fashions, lampooned political issues
and scandals in Kansas City, and also provided information about coming theatre
attractions and protocol. They proved to be popular and Walt continued providing
Field with one-minute shorts, including Cleaning Up!!?, and Kansas City’s Spring
Cleanup.

By February 1922 Walt had saved enough money from his job at Film Ad (he
made no profit on selling his films) to buy a Universal camera and tripod. Cauger
had let him rent a shop where he could experiment on films in the evenings after
working at the advertising studio all day. Walt enjoyed some small measure of fame
because of the films and Cauger showed the films as what the company was capable
of, even though in their own ads he would not use drawings.

Laugh-O-Grams

Walt officially started his new business on June 17, 1922, while he was still working
at Film Ad. Motion Picture News announced the start up of Laugh-O-Grams:5

They will produce Laugh-O-Gram animated cartoon comedies which will be cartooned by
Walter E. Disney.

One of the last projects Walt took on for himself while still working for Film Ad
was a new series of animations based on fairytales. He was heavily influenced by the
work of Paul Terry, a leading NewYork animator who in 1921 had released a send-up
of Aesop’s Fables that was an instant success with audiences. Terry produced one
fable every week for 8 years until 1928. Walt felt he needed a similar hook for his
animations. He decided to use well-known fairy tales, put them into a contemporary
context, and give them a modern twist. Little Red Riding Hood was the first fairy

4 Walt became acquainted with the Newman Theatre chain while at the Kansas City Film Ad Com-
pany when he designed this cover for the theatre’s magazine. Photo of the Newman Laugh-O-Grams:
http://mapage.noos.fr/dtpdossiers/biographie.htm.
5 “Laugh-O-Grams” were based on traditional fairy tales and given a contemporary twist. Photo of
Laugh-O-Grams: http://www.cartoonbrew.com/classic/lost-disney-laugh-o-grams-at-moma.html.
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tale that Walt produced in this series. The Musicians of Brementown, a second tale,
was also completed while he worked at Film Ad. These were released in July and
August respectively of that year.

Walt had raised some $ 2,500 from friends and the young associates who were
working with him to run Laugh-O-Grams. The remainder of the money (the company
was capitalized at $ 15,000 with around $ 5,000 in assets) was difficult to raise. With
Little Red Riding Hood and a reel of Lafflets, an experimental short that consisted
of jokes and commentaries, Walt went out to sell his new company. He had success
with investors such as John Cowles, a Kansas City doctor, who was also a speculator
and interested in new investments. Walt quickly rented space, took out ads, and
hired staff; but there was a weak market for animated shorts at the time, and selling
the idea was more difficult than he anticipated. He sent his sales manager to New
York; after a stay that cost the company more money than they had in the bank, he
finally concluded a deal in September for six animations with Pictorial Clubs, Inc.
Laugh-O-Grams was to receive $ 100 down and the remainder, $ 11,000, was to be
paid January 1924, almost 18 months later. This was a highly impractical payment
plan as it gave the company no money during the production of the animations, but
Laugh-O-Grams had few other offers; the animators set to work immediately.

Under situations which were “never less than dire” financially, and while often
deferring salaries and borrowing from family, friends, and employees to keep afloat,
the company completed Jack and the Beanstalk, and Cinderella between 1922 and
1923. Walt and the staff he had hired, which included Rudy Ising and Ub Iwerks who
had left Kansas City Film Ad and joined them in November as animators, “arrived at
the office at nine each morning and stayed until midnight” doing work that for them
was “more fun than pay.” Despite the constant worry about money, they continued
to be upbeat and had “many belly laughs” while discussing the stories or wild gags
they could incorporate into their material.

Production and Story Techniques

Laugh-O-Grams was a young company with staff that was inexperienced. No one
knew very much about animation and their drawings were crude in comparison to the
animations coming out of NewYork. The cartoonists studied the latest Aesop’s Fables
and Krazy Kat cartoons for technique, trying new things, making improvements, and
learning as they went along.6

Occasionally their experimentation led them to an improvement in technique over
the New York studios. Placement pegs for the drawings were placed at the top of the
drawing board; Walt’s artists started putting them at the bottom of the board instead.
This new technique allowed the artist to flip through the action more easily when

6 Walt admired Paul Terry’s Aesop’s Fables and wanted to emulate their success. Photo of Aesop’s
Fables: http://www.bcdb.com/cartoons/Other_Studios/F/Fables_Studios/Aesop_s_Film_Fables/
index.html.
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creating a scene. Another invention was the “biff-sniff.” Ub Iwerks constructed an
addition to the projector that let the artists project their animation drawings in different
sizes; this allowed for greater consistency for the characters and the backgrounds
and better speed in completion. These were the first of a long line of innovations to
come.

The animation technique of inked lines on paper with just the occasional use of cels
(celluloid sheets) used for Little Red Riding Hood was a very time intensive technique.
With only Walt and Rudy Ising doing the work, very simplistic line drawings of
the characters and the backgrounds with many repetitions of the same action were
necessary. For the remainder of the Laugh-O-Grams, cels on which characters were
painted and were then photographed over a background drawing were used (at least
for the most part). This was a newer approach to making animations and provided
artists with flexibility to draw more complex and detailed backgrounds. It was also a
more expensive technique as celluloid sheets needed to be cut down to size and then
punched with peg holes.

Walt was ambitious and wanted to create animations as good as Terry’s. There
is progressive improvement in the animation technique from the first fairytale Little
Red Riding Hood, with its primitive drawing, to a later one such as Puss in Boots,
which is well-drawn for the time. In Puss in Boots, besides the main characters, there
are extras that make up a large crowd leaving a movie theatre, and then there are more
crowds in the stands at the bullfight. Though there are “cycles,” or repetitions of the
same action in the animation, new gags are introduced and there is less of the type
of repetition that was used extensively in Red Riding Hood. The many characters
are drawn with attention to detail, the backgrounds are painted with shading, and
the landscape is drawn with perspective. This is the longest of the shorts at over
9 minutes, but the action moves more quickly than does Red Riding Hood, which is
repetitious during the first 2 minutes.

The same type of learning and progress can be seen in how the story is presented.
In their early history, cartoon animations were all about gags. They were based
primarily on the comic strips that appeared in daily papers and consisted of quick
laughs, funny situations, and jokes that were often crudely constructed and strung-
together; to make the animation longer, more gags were added. In line with the need
for good gags, one of the new staff Walt hired was a “scenario editor” whose main job
it was to scour the newspapers for jokes. It was not difficult to entertain an audience
with novelty gags for a minute or two, particularly in a new medium that itself was a
novelty. But to maintain that interest and keep the audience laughing for six or seven
minutes required not only good gags but also a good idea and the ability to get the
idea across fluently. As the novelty of the medium wore off and audiences were no
longer entertained just by seeing the action of animation, animators had to move on
and ask themselves questions about engagement: could the audience understand the
characters and their actions? Was the sequence of events of sufficient interest to keep
them watching? Did the timing help keep the audience engaged and entertained?

One story technique Walt used was a trickster figure that provided a number of the
gags and helped move the story forward. The cat first introduced in Little Red Riding
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Hood acts as a trickster in subsequent shorts. In Puss in Boots it plays a double role,
both as the trickster figure and as the protagonist.7

Although Walt loved gags, the area in which he would challenge his New York
competitors’ work, and in which he would later shine, was in developing the idea
for the animation and arriving at a story that would convey it. To the belly laughs
of good gags and funny situations he and his staff came up with, he added a story
that provided for continuity. Based on the production experience he had gained from
making film ads, Walt wrote out scenarios with extensive details in much the same
way live action film scripts are written and used for directing action. Within this
tighter format, the sequence of actions for the gags and situations held together as a
story (at least it had potential to do so). In his biography of Walt Disney, Neal Gabler
provides an example of the directions for a scene in the Laugh-O-Gram Cinderella:8

FLASH TO CLOSE-UP OF ONE FAT LADY IN HAMMOCK reading ‘Eat and Grow Thin’
– another girl very skinny sitting in chair – they are eating out of it – slim girl puts down
book – she is cross-eyed – she begins talking to fat girl – fat girl answers back.

In the margins of these instructions, in blue pencil, were the initials of the animators
for each scene. In a field that was ruled by the style of the individual artist, Walt
wanted, even at this early stage in his career, to control the production of the anima-
tions. This may be partly because his skills did not lie so much in drawing, but rather
in managing and producing the story, a skill that he would further develop with time.

In Walt’s earliest animated fairy tales, however, it is still often difficult to figure
out the story as the shorts consist predominantly of a string of gags that often have
no relation to either each other or the story, the events barely follow the original
fairy tale, and, to add to the lack of continuity, the setting is contemporary. Of all
the Laugh-O-Grams, Little Red Riding Hood suffers from these problems the most.
In addition it has both the crudest drawings and the greatest number of cycles, the
technique the animators used most regularly to save drawing time.9

The cartoon begins with Red Riding Hood’s mother making the dough for donuts.
Her cat is shooting holes in the dough as she tosses it into a pot; an old man in a
picture on the wall looks on and laughs. This gag is typical of the “gags for gags
sake” approach that set the scope for animation at the time. It is cycled relentlessly
and the scene runs for almost 2 minutes. The little story that follows begins when
the mother goes out on the porch and gives Red Riding Hood a basket of donuts to
give to her grandmother. Red Riding Hood takes her flivver out of the garage, and
dangling a sausage from a fishing rod at the front of it as a teaser, has her dog pull
the car. The animators make some minor attempts to connect gags: in one scene a

7 The cat shooting holes in donuts in Little Red Riding Hood, batting away cannon balls in The Four
Musicians of Bremen, and strategizing with his master in Puss in Boots. Photos of Little Red Riding
Hood, Puss in Boots, The Musicians of Bremen: http://www.disneyshorts.org.
8 Gabler, Neal. Walt Disney: The Triumph of the American Imagination, p. 67. Cinderella on
YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v =VLZagf7FfuA.
9 Little Red Riding Hood—the first Laugh-O-Gram—was roughly drawn and consisted of many
cycled and unrelated gags.
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tire bursts and Red Riding Hood replaces it with a donut she has blown up to the
right size. However, most gags are arbitrary and not contextual to the story.

The wolf in this contemporary take of the old fairytale is a dirty old man, driving
in the opposite direction, whom Red meets and with whom she has a quick chat. As
they go their separate ways, the conniving wolf manages to get to Grandma’s first.
When Red Riding Hood arrives, a tussle ensues. We do not see the struggle directly,
only the house bouncing around with “help” popping out of it. The dog runs for help
to a nearby pilot who uses his plane to make a dramatic rescue: the pilot lowers a
hook from his plane and drags the house into the air revealing Red and the wolf to
the audience. The wolf runs off to his car; Red Riding Hood grabs the hook at the
plane’s second pass over and is pulled up into the plane. Once there, she kisses her
rescuer. The fade out screen reads “And they lived happily ever after???” as two
hearts appear.

The story in each of The Four Musicians of Bremen and Puss in Boots is closer
to the original fairy tale than is the story in Little Red Riding Hood. Of the four tales
that remain today (Jack and the Beanstalk and Goldilocks are lost) Cinderella, which
was the last short made, keeps closest to the original fairytale. In doing so however,
it is also less adventurous and has fewer interesting gags and funny situations. This
lack of creativity may have been more a result of the stress the studio was suffering
from a worsening financial situation than because the fairy tale was adhered to.

Cracking the Market

Pictorial Clubs, Inc. went bankrupt only months into the Studio’s work of production
on the six contracted shorts. The parent company in New York refused to pay creditors
so there was no payment to look forward to at the end of the lengthy and hard work
it took the animators to make the cartoons. It was many years before the parent
company settled their obligations—and not in time to save Laugh-O-Grams from
bankruptcy.

After attempting to sell a number of different ideas for series, one of which
combined animations with spicy jokes, Walt tried one more series that he thought
might save the company by “cracking the market.” He created Alice’s Wonderland to
be different from the very popular animations of the time in which cartoon characters
came into the real world. Alice, played by Virginia Davis, a Mary Pickford look-
alike, was a real girl who hopped into the cartoon world.10 Walt felt this twist on
the original idea would give the audience a new experience, one in which they could
see and empathize with a real person in a cartoon world. “We have just discovered
something new and clever in animated cartoons!” Walt wrote to Paul Cromelin,

10 Virginia Davis, a Mary Pickford, look alike and an audience pleaser, in Alice’s Wonder-
land. Photo of opening screen in Alice’s Wonderland: http://www.bcdb.com/cartoon/3947-Alices_
Wonderland.html. Photo of Virginia Davis: http://www.thestar.com/entertainment/article/682302.
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General Manager of Universal Studios in May 1923, in an attempt to sell him the
idea.

This was bravado in the face of a ruinous financial situation. There was barely
enough money to complete the animation: filming took place in different locations as
the company was evicted from one space after another for non-payment of rent, and
because most of the staff had left—they had been paid, at best, only fitfully—Walt
ended up completing the animation himself.

Credit ran out for Laugh-O-Grams and without staff or money to pay even Walt’s
own rent and food, the company succumbed to financial failure. Walt declared
bankruptcy. Cadaverous-looking from living on scraps of food, he looked to leaving
failure behind and made plans to move on. Through a contact he managed to get a
contract to make a live action film, a Song-O-Reel with lyrics written on title cards,
called Martha: Just a Plain Old-Fashioned Name. He made just enough money to
pay for his trip to Hollywood where his brother Roy was recuperating from TB and
where his uncle lived. Walt still continued to hope something would turn up, and
before he left, he sent out dozens of letters to distributors promoting Alice’s Won-
derland. Though Alice was no longer his (he had mortgaged it along with all the
company assets when raising money to run Laugh-O-Grams) he brought a reel with
him to Hollywood and continued to promote it, promising “new ideas in animation”
for audiences to enjoy.

During these very early years of his career, Walt absorbed the information he
needed to create successful “gag” shorts. In taking on all tasks involved in pro-
duction from doing the drawings to filming, he learned about current techniques and
experimented with new ones. To his new skill of developing gags he added the under-
standing of how situations evolve into stories and the knowledge of what entertained
that he had gained as a youngster. The result: the Laugh-O-Grams progressed from
being a primitively drawn series of barely-related gags to a series of events that had
a basic storyline to carry them forward and gags that were, at least occasionally,
related to the character and the story. When he made the cat in Little Red Riding
Hood a character in some of the other shorts, he took his first opportunity to create
a recognizable recurring comic figure. With the idea of a series based on a single
character, Alice, Walt took another step in his progress towards developing animated
characters with personalities that the audience could empathize and engage with.



Chapter 4
From Gags to Characters

A New Animated Experience for the Audience

Margaret Winkler, a New York distributor, had received the promotional letter Walt
had sent out in May, 1923. She was having problems with two of the series she
represented and was eager to find a new cartoon series with which to replace them.
Without seeing Alice’s Wonderland she had written back immediately. Walt, discour-
aged with the financial problems of Laugh-O-Grams, had already left for Hollywood
in early August 1923 and had “put my drawing board away. What I wanted to do was
get a job in a studio—any studio, doing anything” (Gabler 77). He visited them all,
looking for ways to get introductions and find work in the film industry, but he made
little headway. Walt wrote Winkler back from Los Angeles in August saying he was
starting a new venture and was intent on working at one of the film studios so that he
could “better study technical detail and comedy situations and combine them with
[his] cartoons.” Winkler was persistent in wanting to see the reel and Walt finally got
a copy to her in October. She immediately offered him US$ 1,500 each for the first
six films and US$ 1,800 each for the next six. Even more important for a fledgling
business, she offered to pay for each of the animations as they were completed and
wanted to have the first one delivered by January 2. As part of the contract she sent
out to Walt, she included an option for 24 more shorts (two series of twelve) to be
produced in 1925 and 1926. This was an offer that had some potential to provide the
type of financial security required to build an animation studio.

While Walt could rely on his staff at Laugh-O-Grams, however dwindling, to
produce Alice’s Wonderland, when he was first getting started in Los Angeles, he
was little equipped to deliver on his promise of even one animated short. Relying on
Roy as a partner, he hustled to set up a studio. The two brothers borrowed money
from relatives and friends, bought a new camera, and set up shop in a small office
on Kingswell Street. They named their new studio Disney Bros. Cartoon Studio.

Walt had conceived Alice’s Wonderland as a new take on an animation schema
popular at the time. Cartoon characters had been popping in and out of the real

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.
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world in Max Fleischer’s Out of the Inkwell cartoon series since 1919. Fleischer’s
character, Koko the Clown, flowed out of his pen, and moved back and forth between
worlds, as part of his adventures in the Inkwell shorts. In Alice, Walt offers the
audience a different approach, one that gives them a real person to identify with in
a cartoon world. Viewers could identify with Alice as a human being and join her in
an adventure wonderland where anything could happen. Walt used the frame story
format (a story within a story) in which the live action is used as a framing device
for the cartoon action. The framing scene shows Alice being introduced to animated
cartoons in Walt’s studio. This is followed by a dream sequence in which Alice enters
the cartoon world.1

The story: Little Alice visits Walt at his studio and says, “I would like to watch
you draw some funnies.” He takes Alice to his drawing board where a drawing of a
doghouse comes alive and a puppy jumps out of it. Alice is enchanted and a smiling
Walt brings her further into the studio and shows her a series of gags the artists are
creating. He points out two cartoon cats dancing to a trio of cat musicians on one of
the drawing tables. On another drawing board a cartoon mouse thrusts a sword at a
rather lethargic fluffy white cat. Walt’s fellow artists are working in the background.
Ub Iwerks calls them over to his art board to watch two cats in a fight ring, duking
it out.2 When one cat is kayoed the cartoon ends and it is time for Alice to leave.
Alice goes home and excitedly tells her mother about the wonderful things she has
seen.3 When she goes to sleep she dreams she is part of the cartoon world and finds
herself on a train that takes her to Cartoonland. Here she is welcomed by a reception
committee of animals and participates in a big parade. She entertains the animals by
doing a dance but while she is dancing the lions escape from their cage and chase her.
In typical gag fashion, one of the lions, in anticipation of a fine meal, takes out his
teeth and sharpens them. Alice escapes by jumping over a cliff and we see her falling
down, down, down, and the film ends without any concluding scenes. It seems that
bankruptcy got in the way of it being finished.

The action is lively but there is little story structure. While the framing scene
provides an effective transition to the cartoon world, once Alice enters this world,
the only action is a parade and a series of gags. The events do not constitute a story
and the gags are of the gags-for-gags sake variety; although they are entertaining,
they do not move the events forward.

The credits for Alice’s Wonderland tell us that Walt was responsible for “Scenario
and Direction,” Ub Iwerks and Rudy Ising for the “Photography,” and Hugh Harman
and Carman Maxwell for the “Technical Direction.” These were the employees at
Laugh-O-Grams who had worked on the short at the time the company closed down.
When Walt and Roy started anew in Hollywood, they had no employees; Walt did
the animation on the first six Alice shorts by himself.

1 In a new twist in animation, Alice, a real person visits Cartoonland where a parade is thrown
in her honor. Photos of Alice’s Wonderland: http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=10.
Screen shots of Alice’s Wonderland: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H58meqbp5Ps.
2 Alice gets to see a cartoon cat fight as the animators look on. Screen shots of Alice’s Wonderland:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H58meqbp5Ps.
3 As she is put to bed Alice tells her mother about her exciting day. Screen shots of Alice’s
Wonderland: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H58meqbp5Ps.
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In Alice’s Day at Sea, the first in the Alice in Cartoonland series he contracted
with Winkler, Walt continued with the frame story dream sequence format he used
for Alice’s Wonderland.4 Beginning with live action, the cartoon begins with a cute
gag that shows Alice’s dog being woken up by an alarm clock that won’t stop ringing.
Annoyed, the dog picks up the alarm clock and tosses it into the trash. The dog wakes
up Alice and then runs off only to return driving a child-sized Model-T. Acting as
chauffeur, the dog drives Alice to the seaside. There she meets a fisherman who spins
her a yarn about a giant octopus. Tired, Alice falls asleep in a dinghy drawn up on
the beach. She wakes to find herself in a cartoon world. The first scenes are dramatic
white-on-black line drawings of a storm at sea with much buffeting and tossing. Her
ship sinks to the bottom of the sea and there she encounters all manner of sea life
including singing and dancing fish. She is chased and swallowed by a very large
fish, saved by a swordfish, and then captured again by an octopus. As she struggles
in the octopus’s arms she wakes to find herself entangled in a real fish net. The dog
goes for help and the fisherman whom she first met comes to rescue her. The end has
everyone in smiles.

This short is similar to Alice’s Wonderland in that it uses the same type of frame
structure and dream sequence transition, and the cartoon scenes consist mainly of
unrelated gags. But there is more attempt at presenting a cohesive story that begins
with the fisherman spinning a yarn about an octopus, links the cartoon underwater
scenes to the live scene with the octopus gag, and ends with the fisherman rescuing
Alice from the “octopus” (net).

Walt delivered the short early, on December 26. But it was, according to Winkler,
only “satisfactory.” She wrote asking that they include more “gags and comical
situations” in the next productions, a request that became a nagging refrain and
reinforced the continuation of the animated cartoon as a gag-fest rather than a story.
Because Disney Bros. first few shorts were animated solely by Walt with the live-
camera work being shot by Roy, the quality of the production and the gags and
story was not comparable to the final Laugh-O-Grams animated shorts. When Walt
completed Alice Hunting in Africa, the next cartoon which he also created and drew
himself, Winkler rejected it as unreleasable: there was not enough comedy and the
production standards “must be much higher.” This short was reworked by Walt and
released later in November. Although stymied by lack of talented animators such as
Ub Iwerks, Walt was nevertheless sincere in that he wanted to make better animations.
He wanted to be “a little different from the usual run of slap stick” and his next attempt,
Alice’s Spooky Adventure, which he shipped to Winkler February 22, was improved
such that Winkler wrote it was “the best you have turned out.” Initially the company
could only afford to hire one inker and this happened to be Lillian Bounds, who
Walt married a couple of years later. With financial resources coming in from the
first animation they could afford to hire two more women to help with inking and a
couple of men to help with the camera and assist generally. In February they took on
their first animator, Rollin “Ham” Hamilton, and Walt was no longer doing all the
drawing himself.

4 The first animated scenes in Alice’s Day at Sea are stark and dramatic. Alice’s Day at Sea:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YE1F1UMJ0m0.
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Renewed Focus on Animation

The earliest Alice’s were more live action than animation and were this way for a
number of reasons. It was important to get the films out quickly. Animated sequences
were very time-consuming to produce and even when Hamilton joined him Walt
needed to use every short cut available to complete the animations on schedule. It
simply took less time and it was less expensive to shoot live action than to draw
animations. Walt knew he needed drawing talent and had contacted Ub Iwerks to
join him in California. After much persuasion Iwerks arrived in June of that year.
Iwerks had become a skilled animator capable of producing drawings quickly and
Walt now had the opportunity to return the focus in the shorts from live action to
animation.

The last short made before Iwerks joined Disney Bros., Alice and the Dogcatcher,
was predominantly live action in the manner of the popular Our Gang comedies that
featured neighborhood kids in funny adventures. The animation scenes are inciden-
tally dropped into the short; they appear with no transitional event such as Alice
going to sleep or being hit on the head, and there seems to be no particular reason
for them being in the short. In contrast the next (and subsequent) cartoons included
more animation sequences and by the end of 1924 with the release of Alice and the
Three Bears, the live action framing scenes were no longer used and the cartoons
opened with Alice as just another character in Cartoonland. Over time Alice’s role
became limited to introductory sequences and generic actions such as clapping and
jumping up and down that could be inserted almost anywhere into the cartoon.

Iwerks added more to the studio than excellent drawing skills and an eye for a gag.
He had an abiding interest in improving the technology required to make animations
and, as when he had developed the “biff-sniff” at Laugh-O-Grams, his ideas helped
the animators with daily production issues. Before he arrived at the studio, the
animators hand-cranked the camera when they were shooting the individual frames
for the animation. Ub made a motor-drive for moving the film forward that was
operated by pressing a telegraph key—a simple device that saved labor and time.
He also worked with Walt to improve the appearance of the live action animation.
Alice was normally filmed against a white background. The film was then run in
the studio and, frame by frame, Walt would animate cartoons in the white spaces
around Alice. He would then shoot the animations and combine the two films in the
development process so Alice and her cartoon friends appeared in the same place.
Ub and Walt worked on a system in which a matte, or cutout of the areas where the
cartoons were to appear, was placed on the camera lens to make Alice “stand out
plain and distinct when she is acting with the cartoons” (Gabler 86). Walt continued
to make improvements in the equipment they used by purchasing such items as a
new tripod to keep the camera steady and a motor drive for the animation camera to
sharpen the image of the cartoons.

Even though Walt wanted his animations to “be a little different from the usual run
of slap stick and hold them more to a dignified line of comedy,” Winkler instructed
him to “inject as much humor as you possibly can” (84). The potential forWalt to build
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character and improve story gave way to broad gags in the face of this instruction.
Walt says at a later date, “In the very early days of making pictures it was a fight to
survive. . . . I used to throw gags and things in because I was desperate” (Barrier 42).
Making an animation every 2 weeks meant that there was little time to develop even
good jokes—the artists drew them as fast as they thought of them, and borrowed
heavily from other cartoons they saw. One character that began to take the lead in
the action was the cat Julius.5 Winkler had suggested that the cat that appeared in
Alice’s Spooky Adventure be included as a recurring character. As the live action was
reduced in the shorts and the cartoon action increased, the cat did appear more often
and eventually morphed into Julius, who, like the cat in the Laugh-O-Grams fairy
tales, increasingly instigates and is the hero of the action. His character, although
thinly developed, is shown to be resourceful and often ingenious in the inspired ideas
he has for helping out in situations. Julius’s personality was also a function of his
look and movement. Ub Iwerks method of drawing animations was more fluid than
that of other animators who would draw key poses with “inbetweeners” filling in
the movements between the main action. Iwerks preferred to draw all of the poses
himself. This method created a fluid motion from one action to the next that, in these
early cartoons, was noticeable. Julius and the other characters drawn by Iwerks had
a full range of motion that was smooth and not jerky. Because this way of creating an
animated figure occupied a senior animator with what Walt considered less important
work, it became a point of dissension between Ub and Walt in the future.

As the number of cartoons Disney Bros. was required to deliver increased to
one every 3 weeks, and then under their contract for 1925, one every 2 weeks, the
animation got sketchier and the jokes and gags more repetitious. Some of the cartoons
were not as well thought out or drawn as some of the Laugh-O-Grams such as Puss
in Boots. The grind of business took a toll on the quality and the type of improvement
Walt had expressed he would like to see in his animations, both in the technique and
in the story.

To keep up, Walt hired more staff, including some from the Laugh-O-Grams days.
Developing the cartoon ideas was a group effort. Walt would get everyone together
and toss out an idea about what could happen to Alice in the next episode, then,
they’d all brainstorm gags. Walt would take the gags and work out a cause and effect
sequence that had a semblance of story. In most animations of the time gags simply
piled up without any story sequence; in many Alice’s this was also the case. Some
shorts, however, such as Alice the Jail Bird, are not only packed with gags, but have
a recognizable story as well.

The gags in Alice the Jail Bird are some of the most innovative in the series. From
the first gag that sets the story in motion, the gags are mostly contextual and move the
action forward. Alice and Julius, as they are riding along on the back of a turtle, see a
pie in the window of a three-story tenement building. The turtle obligingly stretches
his neck up to the window for them and they steal the pie. This is followed by an
elaborate chase sequence before they end up in jail. The gags come fast and furious.

5 Ub Iwerks made Julius the cat resourceful and inventive. Photo of Alice and Julius the cat:
http://www.disneyshorts.org/character.aspx?characterID=1.
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To escape from the jail yard Julius uses his tail as a crane to lift his prison ball.6 He
then convinces an ostrich to peck off the chain and give him a lift up over the wall
on its extended neck. The guards shoot madly; Julius grabs a smoke ring from one
of the gunshots and uses it to float down to the ground. He meets a prickly cactus
on the way down and keeps himself from harm by flapping his arms and flying. In a
brilliant thought, he extends his tail into a ladder and picks up Alice to successfully
break her out of jail as well. The cause and effect of the story are carried from the
beginning, in which the scene is set for future action, through to an action-packed
series of gags, and conclude with a satisfying ending.

The animation credits show that by the sixth cartoon, released in August 1924,
Walt had stopped doing animation drawings. He had moved into the role he would
keep from then on: he directed the animation done by others and “devoted” more
time to the story. Walt’s concern for having detailed scenarios and his interest in
directing the filming of the animation closely came from his Film Ad days and was
fostered throughout the Laugh-O-Grams years. He would write out a scenario that
he had typed up and would provide a visual guide for the animators by making rough
sketches of key positions of the live action and animated characters. The animated
characters were often reproduced in three sizes to help provide consistency. While
each animator would write below his drawings how often to repeat a cycle, whoever
was doing the filming might decide that a scene looked better with a different number
of repetitions. Walt began to make these decisions and provided exposure sheets to
the camera operator with explicit instructions on how each animation was to be shot.
He would time the action then make suggestions for the number of repetitions.

The quality of the animation for the Alice series varied and did not reach the more
realistic movement achieved by competing animators such as Max Fleischer in his
animation of Koko. Fleischer was using a Rotoscope technique in which he traced
over live action footage as the base for his drawings, something Disney animators
did not do extensively until Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in the late 1930s.
Ub Iwerks talent and animation approach had helped improve both the quality of
the drawings and the gags and as the studio’s animators became more experienced
and skilled, Walt’s cartoons became successful enough to command some attention.
Motion PictureWorld would say, “Each one of theseWalt Disney cartoons. . . appears
to be more imaginative and clever than the preceding [one].”

The drawing, the animation, and the character development and storyline all
improved over time. While there were both successes and failures (Jail Bird being
a success and Hunting in Africa a failure), Walt felt that the series was “in a rut in
regard to the [style] and general construction of our plots and gags.” Through the
process he had discovered that the stories with complicated plots were less successful
than those that were gag heavy, but that a storyline was necessary to keep the action
moving and the audience interested. Even with some new ideas for revitalizing the
series, Alice began to suffer from ennui and started to “lose steam.” Work on the last
cartoon of the series, Alice in the Big League, began in March and was previewed in
Los Angeles on July16, 1927.

6 Julius makes his tail into a ladder for Alice to use in her escape from jail. Alice the Jail Bird:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfVcjDfkdTY.
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Creating a Character with Personality

Long before the final Alice, a change to a new character and new series was insti-
gated by the series’ distributor Charles Mintz, Winkler’s husband. Mintz had been
approached by Universal Studios to produce a new animated cartoon with a rabbit
as the main character. The first iteration of Oswald the Lucky Rabbit by Disney’s
animators was unacceptable to Universal: they wanted an elegant rabbit not one that
was “elongated with a heavy torso, short legs and oversized feet.” They also asked
for a real story not a string of gags.

Walt took advantage of Universal’s directive as he had always leaned towards
stories while Winkler and Mintz had always pushed him for more gags. When de-
fending the first Oswald being gag heavy, he explained to Universal that it was
difficult to integrate a story with the continuous need for gags to keep the laughs
coming; the cartoons they had produced which were most poorly received were the
ones with the most traditional story structures. They had yet to successfully achieve
both continuous laughs and a real story.

With Oswald, Walt wanted to create a distinctive personality.7 He felt that an
animated character’s personality should be recognizable and that gags should grow
out of that personality rather than just be pasted on him, “I want the characters to
be somebody. I don’t want them just to be a drawing.” With Universal’s directive,
Walt had the opportunity to create a character with personality. To help achieve this,
Oswald was drawn with more attention to reflecting what he was feeling in a situation.
The animation was sufficiently reflective of expression that the trade publications
commented on the improvements Walt had made in animating a character that could
“simulate the gestures and expressions of human beings.”

Oswald was also drawn to have more flexibility as a cartoon figure. Whereas
Julius was a flat black shape that occasionally inventively used his body, as with the
tail-into-ladder transformation noted earlier, Oswald was more pliable and his body
could be stretched and contorted by the animators to create a whole new range of
gags. Oswald became the “industry standard” for many of the animators of the day.

To improve the story Walt wrote more detailed scenarios for Oswald than he
had for Alice and often attached sketches that showed the main action. These are
forbearers of the storyboards that he would use later to work out scenes and story
sequences. Walt had a talent for using gags to help the story along with more than
laughs: he would give the gags some context in the situation and make them a part
of the story sequence.

In Oh What a Knight, the twenty-first of the animations, Oswald is a knight who
goes to rescue his maiden fair from a tower in which her father, a formidable knight
clad in armor, is keeping her.8 Oswald takes on the swashbuckling characteristics of

7 Oswald the Lucky Rabbit was Walt’s first character with a distinctive personality and an expressive
body. Photo of Oswald: http://www.cartoonresearch.com/winkler/index.html.
8 Scenes from Oh What a Knight and from Douglas Fairbanks’Robin Hood show the use of shadows
to create atmosphere. Screen shot of Oh What a Knight: http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?
shortID=87. Screen shot of Douglas Fairbanks’Robin Hood http://artandcultureofmovies.blogspot.
com/2011/01/return-to-kingdom-of-shadows.html.
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Douglas Fairbanks in the film Robin Hood and prevails against the evil knight. In the
fight scene the background replicates the cinematic technique of casting dramatic
shadows on the castle walls used in the film. The happy twosome float from the tower
window buoyed by the lovely maiden’s skirt to live happily ever after—a satisfactory
conclusion to the love story.

The Oswald cartoons were well-received. Motion Picture World wrote, “They are
clearly drawn, well-executed, brimful of action and fairly abounding in humorous
situations.”

For Walt however, Oswald was not to be. In the next round of yearly negotiations
with Charles Mintz in New York, he found that Mintz had made a move to take over
Oswald himself. Mintz had secretly negotiated with many of Walt’s staff to start up
another studio and offered untenable conditions in the new contract. In March of
1928 Walt was left with the remainder of the Oswald cartoons to complete for the
previous year’s contract and no other work. During April, the last month the studio
worked on Oswald, Ub Iwerks, tucked in behind a curtain set up in the studio so
that the defecting animators wouldn’t know what he was drawing, animated the first
Mickey Mouse cartoon. At the end of the Oswald contract, Walt’s animators, except
for Ben Clopton who stayed for an extra week, and Ub Iwerks who remained loyal,
left to join Mintz.

1923 to 1927:
57 Alice’s Adventures + 1927 to 1928: 26 Oswalds = Progress

Between 1923 and 1927 Disney Bros. produced 57 episodes of Alice’s Adventures in
Cartoonland. Walt had “cracked the market” with a new story idea that appealed to
movie going audiences. By placing a real person into a cartoon world Walt was giving
the audience an opportunity to identify with the experience of being in an imaginary
land doing fantastic things. Walt used a frame narrative with the live action as the
introductory main story that sets the stage for the cartoon. The transition from live
to cartoon was usually effected by a dream sequence; Alice falls asleep because it
is bedtime or she is tired or even because she gets conked on the head, as in Alice’s
Spooky Adventure, and dreams she is in a cartoon. The frame narrative offered ample
opportunity to structure a story and in some shorts, such as Alice’s Day at Sea, Walt
did so. But the quality of the Alice shorts was erratic; often there was little story
line, only a jumbled bunch of gags and events. After Ub Iwerks joined the studio and
focus was back on animation, the live action frame story was no longer used. The
shorts opened in Cartoonland and Alice became just another character. Part of the
charm of the original series was in the live action scenes. Without these scenes the
Alice series was a more traditional cartoon with fewer opportunities for a range of
scenarios and gags that live action had provided. Whether the series would actually
have attracted Margaret Winkler’s attention without them is a question. Later in the
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series Alice was often upstaged by Julius, a recurring cat figure that had originally
been her sidekick, and the first cartoon character designed by the studio that had
a recognizable cartoon personality. With Felix the Cat already part of the cartoon
scene, the Alice series could not be seen to infringe on his territory and so the series
suffered from a lack of focus, with either Alice or Julius taking the lead in different
cartoons.

Walt spoke about his desire to create a better quality more “dignified” cartoon in
which he could develop a character and create a storyline; this did not happen because
the distributor (Mintz) insisted on more gags. With a cartoon due every 2 weeks, it
was easier to give him what he asked for. Overall (quality of drawing, continuity,
gags) the shorts did improve but not significantly and not consistently. Walt wrote
detailed scenarios for the shorts but this did not translate into cohesive stories so that
while one short may have had excellent gags and a storyline that carried through
(Alice the Jail Bird for instance) the next would not. The series petered out from lack
of interest.

When Universal was looking to develop a new cartoon personality and approached
Mintz, Walt took advantage of their directive for the cartoons to have “a real story.”
Oswald’s face and body were drawn expressively to reflect what he was feeling.
Developing Oswald for Universal gave Walt the opportunity he had been looking for
to create a distinctive cartoon personality and to create better stories. The studio made
only 26 Oswalds before Mintz cutWalt out of the picture, but during that time, Oswald
was established as a funny, feisty personality. Unlike the flat two-dimensional Julius,
he was more three-dimensional with an expressive face and body. The stories, even
in the first Oswalds, were on par with the best Alice shorts, while in the later Oswalds
the stories are inventive and unfold successfully through events that fit the context
of the story. More of the gags are contextual as well; they evolve from the character
and the story and move the action forward as part of the storyline (as in the sword
fight scene in Oh What a Knight). With the Oswald series Disney Bros. was able to
achieve progress in character and story development that hadn’t materialized in twice
as many Alice shorts. The animators also arrived at a balance between storyline, plot
complexity, and gags that had eluded them in Alice.



Chapter 5
Synchronizing Sound and Character

From Silent to Talkie

Plane Crazy, the debut cartoon for Walt’s new character Mickey Mouse, was com-
pleted in secret by Ub Iwerks for a mid-May release.1 With the staff defecting to
Mintz still in the office finishing the last three Oswalds left in the contract, Iwerks
worked behind closed doors during the day and late into the evening. Walt had family
and friends helping him out at his garage workshop doing inking and painting but
only Iwerks worked on the drawings; the lack of resources and time meant that the
new cartoon was hurried through production with little time spent on development.
Iwerks set himself the goal of completing 700 drawings a day. For all his skills,
the animation could only be simply drawn—Mickey had a stick-finger feel—and
consisted of crude gags and a story based lightly on a previous Oswald cartoon.
The progress the studio had made in improving animation techniques and creating
more original gags and storylines suffered in the move from Oswald to their new
character Mickey in much the same way that the progress made with some of the
Laugh-O-Grams suffered in the change to the Alice cartoons.

Although Plane Crazy prompted some interest when Walt did the rounds of the
distributors and movie houses, animations were no longer the novelty that had once
drawn audiences to the theatre and he had difficulty getting interested buyers. Even
so, the studio began on the second Mickey cartoon, The Gallopin’Gaucho, and slated
it for completion in June. After a number of distribution possibilities fell through,
Walt started looking for something new to generate interest, as he had when trying
to sell the Laugh-O-Grams.

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 The original Mickey is a dare-devil lothario; in a short time he becomes the gallant, plucky, and
optimistic fellow that endears him to everyman’s heart. Mickey in Steamboat Willie http://www.
disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=96. Mickey in The Klondike Kid: http://coa.inducks.org/
story.php?c=PMS+1932-019A#scans.
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Sound had come to film during the 1920s. Two systems had been developing
simultaneously since the turn of the century—sound-on-film and sound-on-disc.
The first sound-on-film commercial screening was of a set of shorts by Lee de Forest
on April 15, 1923. De Forest had patented a system in which the sound track was
photographically recorded on to the side of the strip of motion picture film. He
released the first commercial dramatic talking picture, Love’s Old Sweet Song, in
1924. At the same time as sound-on-film technology was being developed, Warner
Bros. was experimenting with the sound-on-disc system. On August 6, 1926, with
the premier of Don Juan, they introduced their Vitaphone system. The film had a
musical score and sound effects, but no dialogue. Although both systems had their
advantages and disadvantages, sound-on-disc had the edge in early years because it
was less expensive to produce and because the audio-quality was significantly better.
As sound-on-film improved, these advantages disappeared and eventually it emerged
as the predominant technology.

Earlier in the decade Max Fleischer had worked with unsynchronized sound in
his popular “following the bouncing ball” series Song Car-Tunes.2 Fleischer was
interested in technological innovation and used the de Forest Phonofilm sound-on-
film system to provide the synchronized sound for his 1926 cartoon My Old Kentucky
Home. This is his earliest venture into synchronized dialogue—a dog mouths the
words “Follow the ball and join in everyone.”

When Walt heard The Jazz Singer (October 1927), in which Al Jolson and others
sing and Jolson speaks the words “Wait a minute, wait a minute, you ain’t heard
nothin’ yet,” he turned to this new technology with enthusiasm. “It looks realistic,
it’ll be realistic. That’s what we’ve got to do,” said Walt. He did not think about what
could or could not be done or whether the technology that existed could do what
he wanted it to, he simply forged ahead with the idea of what he would like to see
and broached making a sound cartoon with his staff during a gag meeting for The
Gallopin’ Gaucho. After the disappointment of being unable to sell Plane Crazy,
everyone became energized by the possibilities of using an exciting new technology.
Work on the new film, Steamboat Willie, began in July.3

Walt was not thinking of simply overlaying the film with music or musical effects,
like the first experiments with sound. Instead, he planned to use sound as an integral
part of the story with the characters’ actions synchronized with sound effects, and
with music throughout. This would be, as he had shouted when he’d seen The Jazz
Singer, “realistic.” He felt this integration “and not sound alone, would be essential
to a sound cartoon’s success.” Walt was helped in achieving such an integration by
his systematic, director-oriented approach to developing animations.

2 Fleischer’s early use of synchronized sound show the dog in Song Car-Tunes instructing the
audience to “follow the ball.” Screen shots of Song Car-Tunes: http://www.eztakes.com/store/watch/
Max-Fleischers-Ko-Ko-Song-Car-Tunes-Watch-Movie.jsp.
3 Walt Disney’s Notes: “Close up of Mickey in cabin of wheel house [sic], keeping time to last two
measures of verse of Steamboat Bill. With gesture he starts whistling the chorus in perfect time to
the music.” Mickey whistling: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RexXDDA8RoI.
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Inventing Sound Production

As part of his production process, Walt wrote out scenarios, made exposure sheets,
and timed cartoon action. When making Steamboat Willie, his detailed timing of car-
toon action afforded inclusion of musical notations. Walt had hired Wilfred Jackson,
a recent art student, to join his staff the last week the studio was producing Oswald.
Jackson played the harmonica and had some musical know-how that he put to use
on the new sound short. He developed a method to synchronize the music together
with the animation. Using a metronome he created a preliminary score that was a
notation of the music Walt had in mind for a piece. For each scene, Walt wrote out
in detail how the action and the music were to be combined. When the results were
shown, it appeared as if the sounds came from the characters and their actions.

To see how this could workWalt set up a test when the cartoon was half finished. He
ran the film in one room while in the other his staff worked from the score to produce
the background music (harmonica) and sound effects (pots, pans, slide-whistle) in
synchronized time to the action. The result “was terrible, but it was wonderful,” he
explained later. “The sound itself gave the illusion of something emanating directly
from the screen,” an exciting achievement, even if the cartoon work was not great.
When Steamboat Willie was complete, Walt went to New York to see about the
technology that would integrate the music with the animation.

In New York the studios were taking different roads and either developing,
adapting, or licensing sound technologies that they believed most viable for the
marketplace. Warner had a sound-on-disc system, Vitaphone, Fox the sound-on-film
system, Movietone, and RCA a sound-on-film system, Photophone. When Walt went
to see RCA’s system, he was shown, Dinner Time, the sound Fable that Paul Terry
was completing.4 Terry was not interested in sound and the sound accompaniment
was very rudimentary. There was no synchronization or thought of linking the sounds
directly to the characters or events: it was a simple dubbing of music and crude sound
effects as a background. Walt described it as “rotten.” “I’m terribly disappointed,”
he wrote to Roy, “It merely had an orchestra playing and adding some noises. The
talking part does not mean a thing. It doesn’t even match. We sure have nothing to
worry about from these quarters” (BrewTime). This was an expression of the dif-
ference between him and other animated film producers. Although other cartoons
being made added sound tracks to their animation, none of the other filmmakers
approached the problem of sound as Walt had, with the belief that sound needed to
be integrated and carefully synchronized to events.

Walt’s choice for a system for Steamboat Willie was a factor of availability and
cost. He had decided against synchronized recording discs believing that should the
recorded discs slip crucial synchronization would be lost. This was not an important
factor for other animators, but in the case of Steamboat Willie discrepancies would
be more noticeable. The demonstration he saw at RCA led him to choose Cinephone,

4 Paul Terry used the RCA Photophone sound-on-film system for his first sound fable, Dinner Time.
Photo of Dinner Time: http://www.bcdb.com/cartoon/3410-Dinner_Time.html.
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which was “absolutely interchangeable” with the RCA Phonofilm system, but was
less expensive. The system used a projector with a sound head that read optical
impulses printed on the margin of the film. Pat Powers, who owned the company,
provided what seemed at the time a reasonably priced, advanced technology to work
with. He also helped Walt with organizing an orchestra for the recording sessions,
and later, with distribution.5

The main technical sound problem for Walt at the time was achieving perfect
synchronization of the music with the animation. No one at the time had worked out
a solution and the first recording session for Steamboat Willie gave Walt an expensive
lesson in the difficulties he would have to overcome. Walt knew the importance of
following cues in order to achieve perfect synchronization; during the recording, he
showed a blank film with marks that provided the tempo for playing the music. The
conductor, not accustomed to paying strict attention to a tempo provided by a moving
black dot on a screen, ignored it, and predictably, the synchronization suffered. For
the second session of the recording, Walt had a ball printed on the sound track as
well as on the film itself, which gave the conductor both a visual and an auditory
cue (a soft clack). “It worked like clockwork,” said Walt of the recording sessions,
proving to him that “it can be done perfectly.” Walt had spent a considerable amount
of extra time (and money) achieving the quality he thought was necessary in a sound
film. While in the past he had often made compromises in an effort to get a cartoon
out, with Steamboat Willie, he pushed the envelope to get sound technology doing
what he wanted it to do—create a sense of reality for the animation. He believed the
short would “lick them with Quality.”

When he had passed through Kansas City on his way to New York, Walt had left
Plane Crazy and The Gallopin’ Gaucho with Carl Stalling, a colleague with whom
he had worked on several song films years before, with instructions to start writing
scores for them. Stalling later joined Walt in NewYork, shared his room with him, and
together they finished the scores. These first two Mickey cartoons were not planned
as talkies, but even though the sound tracks were superimposed after the fact, Walt
and Stalling had been able to add more than just noises “without any meaning,” and
had given the cartoons realistic synchronized sound that put them ahead of cartoons
such as Terry’s animated short, Dinner Time.

The new technology of sound in films was not yet accepted by everyone; the idea
of sound cartoons was even more foreign to some—there was, after all, no precedent
for animated drawings making sounds or speaking. It was still difficult to sell the idea
to theatres and distributors, some of which were holding off a costly upgrade to their
equipment for projecting sound as they were not at all certain whether audiences
would be interested in sound films other than as a novelty. To help demystify the
process not only for the audiences but also for “theatre owners, projectionists, and
sound engineers,” Max Fleischer made a film in 1929 for Western Electric entitled
Finding His Voice. Two characters, “Talkie” and “Mutie,” represented and explained

5 Sound for Steamboat Willie was provided by Pat Powers’ Cinephone system, less expen-
sive than but interchangeable with RCA’s system. Steamboat Willie: http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Steamboat_Willie.
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the two strips of film, one that carried the sound and one that carried the image, that
in talkies were merged to create a final film with sound.6

Walt had pushed Iwerks to finish the next short, The Barn Dance, and send it to
New York so he and Stalling could complete the score. The studio had four Mickey
Mouse cartoons produced with sound before Walt could convince anyone to preview
Steamboat Willie to the public. When it finally premiered at the Colony Theatre on
Broadway in November 1928, it was billed as the “first and only synchronized-sound
animated cartoon comedy” (which, arguably, it wasn’t). Other animators had been
unable to create the feeling that the sound truly emanated from the characters and
their actions as had Walt.

This accomplishment was received with enthusiasm by audiences and critics alike
and the short garnered excellent reviews. Variety told its readers, “It’s a peach of a
synchronization job all the way, bright, snappy, and fitting the situation perfectly. . . .
Recommended for all wired houses.” The NewYork Times wrote, “an ingenious piece
of work. . . . It growls, whines, squeaks and makes various other sounds that add to
its mirthful quality.” The short was so successful that 2 weeks after the premiere it
re-opened at the largest theatre in the world, the Roxy, which had a seating capacity
of 6,214 and was considered “The Cathedral of the Motion Picture.”

Strategies to Build Character

The technical synchronization processWalt used for creating Steamboat Willie helped
make it unique, but so did his approach to using the sound with the gags, characters,
and story. When Walt was creating a new cartoon he “seemed to have the storyline
for the whole picture clearly in mind, as well as the details of each piece of business,
and knew exactly what he was after without any reminders” (Barrier 59). From the
beginning Walt saw the opportunity to use sound in two ways. He could use sound
itself as a gag and in using sound in this way he added a new repertoire to the gag
possibilities of animated cartoons. Besides getting a laugh out of the sound itself the
animators could add to the comedic quality of the visual gag by adding sound to it.
During the gag sessions the animators would not only think about how to add sound
to a make a visual gag funnier but about what musical gags were possible as well.7

In Steamboat Willie when Minnie is loaded onto the boat with a boathook and drops
her music for the song “Turkey in the Straw,” a goat eats not only the pages she
drops but her guitar as well. The guitar bounces back and forth in the goat’s stomach,
stretching it out in funny ways while making musical sounds. The scene both looks
and sounds funny. These actions and sounds give Mickey a brilliant idea. He props
open the goat’s mouth, Minnie cranks the goat’s tail, and the goat sings the song.

6 “Talkie” and “Mutie” demystify sound film for the audience. Finding His Voice: http://www.
archive.org/details/FindingH1929.
7 Both musical and visual gags were now possible: the goat sings as Minnie cranks its tail in
Steamboat Willie. Goat, Mickey, Peter, and Minnie in Steamboat Willie: http://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=RexXDDA8RoI.
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This is just the first of a series of musical gags that takes advantage of the potential
for parts of different animals to make sounds.

In addition to creating sound gags, Walt aimed to make sound a realistic part
of the action, as it was in The Jazz Singer, the first sound film he saw. Rather than
superimposing the music and sounds, Walt conceived them along with the characters,
action, and background of the animation, and in this way used them to add reality
to the environment in which the characters appeared. He developed a number of
different strategies to achieve his desired effect.

Rather than attempting to represent the cacophony of sounds people are bom-
barded with everyday, Walt used sounds to highlight parts of the scene and denote
the action to which he wanted to draw the audience’s attention. He has the tugboat
chimneys belch smoke as the boat paddles along, the engines make a chugging sound
when the boat approaches the shore, and the winch make a winding sound when the
cow is being loaded. These sounds are nested within the background music, but do
not overlap each other, as they might in reality, rather they stand in isolation. Their
sequential presentation also reflects the nature of the recording/filming process. In
a live motion picture, the scene was recorded with the sound, while in an animation
there is no sound except what is added.

While the background music creates an atmosphere by evoking a mood, the sounds
create a spatial environment for the audience as well: they define what the audience
can see and imply what it can’t see but can hear. In the scene during which the goat is
on the deck “singing” Turkey in the Straw, Mickey goes into the boat’s kitchen where
he plays the different kitchen implements and also “plays” a number of animals (this
scene is visible) as accompaniment to the goat’s singing (the goat is not visible). In
the final scene, Mickey has been peeling potatoes and throws one which is half-peeled
at a parrot that is standing on the port hole; both parrot and potato disappear and the
audience hears the splash of water outside the porthole. These types of “off-stage”
sounds add spatial dimension to the cartoon world.

Walt uses sounds to announce the presence of individual characters. When we first
see Mickey he whistles a cheerful tune while steering a paddleboat, Peg-Leg-Pete
growls as he enters stage right, and Minnie, who has to run after the boat to catch it,
makes distinctive clopping sounds with her shoes.8 Through these types of sounds
Walt also begins to create individual personalities and make the characters more
real for the audience. We first see Mickey as a cheerful devil-may-care enthusiast
whistling a popular catchy tune. Peg-leg is a nasty character who bullies others.
Minnie is determined to reach her goal.

Walt also creates personality by using story sequences to build up an impres-
sion of the character. When Mickey sees the guitar bouncing in the goat’s stomach
and making musical sounds, a delighted expression appears on his face—he has
discovered the goat can make music. He good-heartedly shares this discovery with
Minnie. Minnie’s next actions are a result of Mickey’s disclosure and his enthusiasm

8 Sounds distinctive to each character helped establish a personality that could be maintained
throughout the story and easily carried. Steamboat Willie: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=RexXDDA8RoI.
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to get her involved. By the time Walt gives Mickey dialogue in the ninth cartoon, the
cartoon character already has a highly recognizable persona; Walt has made him ap-
pealing and winsome like Charlie Chaplin, ingenious and adventurous like Douglas
Fairbanks, and an intrepid optimist like Walt himself.

Mickey Mouse “became the rage,” the character that everyone talked about and
wanted to see. When The Barn Dance opened at the Strand Theatre on Broadway,
the theatre promoted it with a big cutout of Mickey positioned in the lobby. Many
opportunities came along through which Walt and Roy promoted Mickey, Minnie,
and their friends such as merchandising, vaudeville reviews, comics, and books. The
characters quickly become a part of the popular culture, entering people’s homes and
adding their stories to the daily lives of both adults and children.

Subsequent cartoons the studio made continued to be lauded as “the cleverest
sound shorts on the market.” Other studios admired Walt’s work and tried to emulate
it, but because of the system he had developed for synchronization it took a year
before any of his competitors could catch up. Even when they did so technically,
many would never adopt his detailed approach to creating realistic personalities and
environments, and would never catch up to his growing ability to pull gags together to
tell a story. Walt continued to build on the strategies that he developed for Steamboat
Willie in the Mickey Mouse Series, and in Karnival Kid, the ninth Mickey released
June 1929, he added dialogue and Mickey spoke his first words—“Hot dog, hot
dog.” Mickey spoke and sang regularly from then on and the quality of his voice
helped structure his personality. Walt had been dissatisfied with the first voice used;
he felt it was flat and lifeless. Not able to find a voice that satisfied him, he eventually
demonstrated the voice he felt Mickey should have, a slight falsetto that displayed
“pathos” and was upbeat and optimistic. Walt would be Mickey’s voice until the
1947 release Mickey and the Beanstalk, when Jimmy MacDonald, a musician and
actor at the Disney studio, took over.

Silly Symphonies—Setting Animation to Music

Although Mickey was a hit, Walt was nevertheless nervous about having the studio
dependent on only one series (his past experience with losing his characters showed
him how tenuous ownership was), and he wanted to create another cartoon series
for his animators to work on. While scoring the earlier Mickey shorts, Carl Stalling,
ever the musician, had suggested to Walt that they create a “musical novelty.” Rather
than using the traditional approach of scoring to the animation, they would begin
with the music and animate to the score. Thus Skeleton Dance, the first of a series
of music-inspired cartoons Walt dubbed The Silly Symphonies, was born. Stalling
wrote a score using Edvard Grieg’s March of the Dwarfs as inspiration. Together with
Iwerks, whose style of drawing—“smooth and regular and impersonal”—was well-
suited to the precise mechanical movement of the skeleton’s actions, he produced a
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cartoon that was “quite out of the ordinary.” Film Daily said of it, “Here is one of
the most novel cartoon subjects ever shown on a screen.”9

Set in a graveyard the story is slight but complete. Skeletons rise with the moon,
dance away the night, and return to their graves with the sunrise. The cartoon sets an
eerie mood with the natural events of dusk—owls hoot, the wind whistles, bats flap
their wings, and cats screech at each other. The mood sets the scene for the unnatural
happenings of a dark night: skeletons rise from behind tombstones and frolic and
dance, rattling their bones and using each other as musical instruments. The skeletons
change shape, move in and out of the frame towards the audience, become different
objects, fall all in a heap, and otherwise change at will to the fantastic sounds. With
the cock’s crow the skeletons panic and rush to return to their graves to the last of
Grieg’s score.

Walt created a total of thirteen Silly Symphonies, all of which foreground musical
scores that created the mood for the short and to which animations were tightly syn-
chronized. In them Walt is “unhampered by the restrictions of early sound-filming
procedures. . . . Disney combined sound and image in an expressive manner impossi-
ble for live action narrative cinema” (Telotte 30). By basing the animation concept in
music rather than in a specific character, the animators could be more experimental
and fantastical with the direction in which they developed the cartoon and the type of
characters they created. Although there were still plenty of gags, the musical scores,
with their introductions and endings, led to a cartoon that was based in a traditional
story form.

Walt had also decided to ensure that all the Mickey shorts would no longer have
just a general musical background but that all action would be tightly synchronized.
This emphasis on creating an integration that made the sound and music appear
seamlessly synchronized added to the edge Walt’s cartoons had over his competition
and impressed audiences who continued to flock to see them.

Commitment to Improvement

More than anything, what differentiated the Walt Disney Studios from other ani-
mation studios was Walt’s belief that quality would be the source of the cartoons’
success. This ethos “permeated the studio.” The work had to be better than anyone
else’s, even if it had be redone repeatedly. This commitment to quality inspired com-
mitment. “We all loved what we were doing and the enthusiasm got onto the screen,”
said Iwerks (Gabler 135).

Attaining quality increased the amount of time it took to make each cartoon and
Walt developed a production system that more efficiently took advantage of the talent
he had available in his studio. To improve his delivery time, he divided his staff into

9 Skeletons move and their bones disassemble and reassemble in clever moves that synchronize
with Grieg’s March of the Dwarfs. Screen shot of Skeleton Dance: http://www.disneyshorts.
org/shorts.aspx?shortID=102.
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production units that worked on three cartoons at the same time. He wanted his main
animators to draw the extremes of the action or the keyframes and less experienced
artists and assistants to draw the inbetweens.10 This would speed up the process, in
particular when there was only one senior animator, as was the case when Ub Iwerks
did the drawings for Steamboat Willie. Iwerks had a prodigious drawing ability and
had a preference for doing all the drawings himself, even once the studio had grown
to accommodate a significant staff and was working on multiple cartoons at the same
time. As Walt wanted to streamline production to ensure the studio was able to work
on and deliver more than one cartoon at a time, this approach eventually caused some
friction in the studio.

Because of the system of adding music to the shorts Walt (and Jackson) had
devised for Steamboat Willie, it wasn’t necessary to complete an animation before
they began to record music for it. As for Willie, the drawings and music for both the
sound Mickey Mouse cartoons and the Silly Symphonies were synchronized first on
paper—the animator’s exposure sheet and the music bar sheet were closely aligned
so that the two could easily be synchronized in the finished film.

The tight control required for synchronization as well as the changing fortunes of
the studio increased the need of the studio for the skills of a director and strengthened
Walt’s own position in this role. When the studio was producing The Barn Dance
Walt was in New York and unable to direct the progress of the animation except
on the telephone; the resulting cartoon was not up to his expectations. He learned
from this experience that to get what he wanted in a cartoon he needed to provide
constant direction and he ensured from then on that he had more control of all aspects
of production. When he had to go to New York for another trip, he left 7 pages of
single-spaced details that described the scenario for Skeleton Dance he wanted the
studio to follow.

Sound and Character

While successful in bringing synchronized sound to cartoons, in many ways Steam-
boat Willie was a regression to some of the Alice days when the studio had been
pressured to turn out cartoons quickly and there was little time to do other then think
up gags and animate them. In Steamboat Willie the gags were only loosely strung
together in a storyline and the animation drawings of Mickey were much cruder than
of Oswald—the mouse was little more than a stick figure. Steamboat Willie was
a breakthrough film not because of its gags or animation but because it combined
sound and pictures in a way no one had ever seen before. Its success however, would
allow Walt to move forward in using sound to develop characters with personality

10 In his book Animated Cartoons E.G.Lutz shows how keyframes and inbetweens are drawn.
Initially animators drew all the frames for a sequence. As production techniques changed to ac-
commodate producing longer, more complex cartoons and produce them faster, a division of labor
evolved which had senior animators drawing the keyframes and junior animators drawing the
inbetweens. Photo keyframe in Animated Cartoons by E. G. Lutz, p. 125.
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and storylines that captivated audiences. And in Steamboat Willie, Walt had in fact
already begun to use sound to develop personality. The method he used was to make
the sound realistic—to integrate sound to movement and to make it contextual to the
situation. For Walt, if the sound did not give the “illusion” of coming directly from
the screen, it was “merely adding noise.” He used the background music to create
atmosphere and set the scene and individual sounds to highlight actions. Individual
sounds also added definition to and established a character’s personality. By making
sounds “realistic” Walt created situations the audience could recognize as “real” and
characters that the audience could readily identify and even empathize with. Such
identification would over time create the affinity the public had for Mickey and make
this cartoon character as “real” a personality as any actor of the day.



Chapter 6
Drawing and Color: The Language of Realism

You’re going to develop more; you’re getting hold of your

medium.

Charlie Chaplin 1931

Pencil Tests and Overlapping Action

WhenWalt’s studio first used sound in the Mickey cartoons and in the Silly Symphonies
most of the animators’ time was spent on figuring out the basic synchronization be-
tween sound and movement and improving it, less attention was paid to the details of
animation and story. For Walt there was always the need to push forward and with the
increased success of their sound cartoons the Disney studio turned its attention again
to its animation production and drawing techniques and how these could improve
how they created the storyline and the character development.

One difficulty Walt and his animators had was knowing whether the way a se-
quence was being animated was really effective. To know if the action was what
they wanted, or if indeed they’d made a mistake of some kind, they would have
to wait until the cartoon was filmed and then, an entire sequence might have to be
redrawn, inked, and colored. The animators felt they needed an interim stage: they
photographed the key poses as drawings and when they had enough for a sequence
they developed the film and made it into a loop. These loops, or “pencil tests” as
they were called, were previewed on a Moviola, a small projector with a tiny four-
inch screen that Walt had first used on his Steamboat Willie trip to New York. Later,
he had a small room built that became known as the “sweatbox” in which he and
his animators would huddle watching the latest tests.1 Walt and the staff would

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 The Moviola gave Walt and his animators a tool to test the action of their gags and scenes.
Walt had a small room built in the Hyperion Studio that became known as the “SweatBox”
where he set up the Moviola. The hours spent looking at “pencil tests” led to changes in how
the animators approached their drawing and, in the long run, the nature of animation itself.
Photo of SweatBox: http://vintagedisneymemorabilia.blogspot.com/2009/09/walt-disney-family-
museum.htm. Photo of Moviola: http://www.city-net.com/∼fodder/edit/moviola.html.

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 45
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analyze drawings to find ways to make scenes funnier, run more smoothly, or fit
the story more effectively, and make characters move in ways that changed the tone
of their personality. The scenes would be drawn and redrawn to make them “the
best that we can do.” Pencil tests became an effective and timesaving way to see if
new ideas worked and caught mistakes.2 If, for instance, it were part of a cycle, a
mistake would be repeated to the annoyance of the audience. Soon the animators
began to string the scenes together into longer sequences and eventually they were
able to preview the entire cartoon as a pencil test before the lengthy work of clean
up, inking, and painting on cels began.

Studying and analyzing their drawings closely in pencil tests led the animators
to try new things—they began to think about character movement and to draw it in
a way that changed the nature of animation itself. Until that time, cartoon character
movement was based on poses—the action all started and ended at the same time.
The animator would have a character turn his head or move his arms or legs while
the rest of him would just be there. Characters drawn like this had a static feel—they
looked like drawings. Disney’s animators began to start each new action before the
previous one was completed, as happens in real life. This smoothed “overlapping
action” made the characters movements appear to flow more and gave them a sense
of realism. One of the first cartoons that demonstrated a flow of action was Frolicking
Fish (June 1930), animated by Norm Ferguson. Walt encouraged his other animators
to follow Ferguson’s fluid style and his use of “moving holds,” a sequence in which,
although the character has stopped, some small part keeps moving and creates an
illusion that the character is alive.3

This was a shift from the more rigid, posed drawings that were a standard set by
Ub Iwerks in earlier cartoons and which had allowed the studio to so successfully
integrate sound to movement. Ub had left the studio in early 1930. Without his
influence in drawing technique, with synchronization of sound now well understood,
and with the use of musical themes not set characters as the starting point for the
Silly Symphonies, the animators had more freedom to experiment with new ideas
for developing characters and movement. Walt expected his animators to explore
the different dimensions of animation whether in music, drawings, or storyline. He
improved the studios production capability and ability to output better work by adding
inbetweeners and assistants. This gave experienced animators more time to work on
key drawings and increased the speed of their drawing while maintaining style and
quality. It also provided time for experimentation, even though, occasionally, the
inexperience of “apprentice inbetweeners” left animators with little choice but to
do much of the work themselves. The end result was that everyone’s drawing skills
increased. To further improve the animators’ drawing technique, Walt organized

2 Pencil tests provided a preview of action that could then be corrected to achieve the desired effect
before the expense of inking. Photos of pencil test in The Three Fairies: http://www.penciltestdepot.
com/ 2011/06/three-fairies-frank-thomas-ollie.html; http://andreasdeja.blogspot.com/.
3 All parts of a body move at different times and speeds. When the action of a character’s arms, legs,
hair, clothing, etc, overlap, the animation appears more fluid and realistic. Ferguson’s “moving
hands” in Frolicking Fish—Barrier, Michael.The Animated Man: A Life of Walt Disney. p. 81. Also
called “overlapping action”—Gabler, Neal. Walt Disney: The Triumph of the American Imagination.
p. 170.
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drawing classes, first at the Choinard Art Institute and then at the studio with one of
the Choinard teachers, Don Graham, conducting the twice-weekly sessions.

Gags to Story

From early days on Walt had regularly organized “gag” meetings at the start of a
new cartoon. At these sessions the guys would sometimes just start throwing around
gags and Walt would later string them together into some kind of story sequence; or
sometimes Walt would come with an idea for a scene and everyone would contribute
gags based on the idea. He would say, “what gags can we think of?” and everyone
chipped in. As the studio grew, these gag sessions changed. During the meetings,
which he called “round tables,” Walt would provide a detailed synopsis of the story
idea he had in mind, often he would act out part of it, then everyone was expected to
add to the gags. When the studio was more regularly producing stories (not just gag
events) Walt would often act out the story in its entirety.

Walt also took to sending his staff memos before the meeting outlining a plot and
encouraging them to submit their gags as drawings. He offered “consultation” prizes
and kept track both of the gags suggested and those used. His consultation prize sheet
from The Mad Doctor, with a total of US$ 22.50 spent, has 11 people suggesting
gags. More money was offered for gags that were actually used so that on The Mad
Doctor Louie Schmitt earned a dollar for a gag that wasn’t used while Harry Reeves
earned US$ 2.50 each for three gags that were used. One of these was “MICKEY
ON OPERATING TABLE—WHIRLING KNIVES ABOVE.”4

Although he felt responsible for the stories as a director, Walt began to ask his
animators, first Ub Iwerks and Burt Gillett (a well-established animator whom he
had brought to Los Angeles from NewYork early in 1929) to act as directors as well.
In this new role they would provide the other animators with the layout drawings for
the different scenes and, as Walt had done for earlier cartoons, have the musicians
match the bar sheets for the music with the exposure sheets for the animation.

Early on the studio couldn’t afford to have anyone devoted fulltime to writing;
while experienced animators such as Iwerks created the gags, Walt worked on the
continuity. As the animators became more interested in story continuity because
of the close analysis they did of their pencil tests, the studio’s approach to story
changed. In March 1931 Walt hired his first writer/story man, Ted Sears. Later that
year he also hired Webb Smith to the staff as a storyman. Walt himself outlined a
plot for The Barnyard Broadcast5 on July 20, 1931. Even with these efforts towards
acknowledging the importance of story to the success of the cartoons, it still took
many years before the Mickey cartoons were consistently based in a story; for a long
time the stories were still created around gags rather than vice versa.

4 Walt offered prizes for suggestions for gags as incentive to his staff; he called these “Consultation
Prizes.” Photo of consultation prize: The Mickey Mouse Treasury by Robert Tieman, p. 9.
5 The Barnyard Broadcast: http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=149. Block quote
from Thomas (1994) p. 110.
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Part of a plot outline by Walt for The Barnyard Broadcast, July 20, 1931 

Story to be built around a Barnyard Broadcasting Idea. Action will center 
on the efforts of Mickey and his gang trying to broadcast. Probably work 
in piano playing, quartet in goofy numbers, the Swiss Yodelers. Mickey 
could do a solo number on his banjo and Minnie could play a solo on the 
harp. The barnyard birds come in and sing, whistle and chirp while 
Minnie is playing the harp. Possible to use the same little canary singing 
all through the broadcast or the use of the little barn swallows instead.  

The same is true of the Silly Symphonies in which characters dance and move to
music. In August 1930 the studio released Midnight in a Toyshop, which, more so
than the shorts released previously, had a strong storyline.6 In the beginning of the
story a spider hangs from a toyshop sign while a ferocious storm whips around it.
Blown from his web, the spider escapes the storm by going through the keyhole into
the closed toyshop. Inside, the spider encounters different toys, some of which give
it a fright and others that it finds intriguing and plays with. One event in particular
provides a new type of continuity that had not been used previously by the animators.
The spider finds itself in the dark and lights a candle; a box of fireworks is behind it
and there is potential for a firework’s gag right at that moment. But the opportunity
is not used until the end of the cartoon when the spider is on a turntable and is
sent flying into the air. It catches onto a candle to stop itself, the action upends the
candle that is standing on the corner of the box of fireworks, and the candle lights
the fireworks. They explode and chase the spider out of the store back out into the
cold storm. The animators have cleverly planted clues to future action in the scene
and created cause and effect sequences that they have encompassed in a traditional
story form of introduction, climax, and denouement. The studio would continue to
add to its repertoire of story techniques in subsequent shorts in their goal to make all
of their cartoons successful stories.

Introducing Color

In 1931 Walt signed a distribution contract with United Artists, one of whose part-
ners was Charlie Chaplin. Walt was a great fan of Chaplin’s comedies and in many
ways modeled Mickey’s actions after Chaplin’s. It turned out that Chaplin was an
equally great fan of Disney cartoons and offered Walt advice “. . . to protect your
independence, you’ve got to do as I have done, own every picture you make.” Walt
did not want to work for anyone, not since the Alice days when he was associated
with Mintz. He had financial struggles with Pat Powers and then with Columbia
Studios, which had brought him around to thinking in the same way Chaplin did. He

6 In Midnight in a Toyshop a spider comes in out of the cold only to be blown back out into it
by some fireworks it accidently sets alight. Midnight in a Toy Shop: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=HHdbXqFWx6k.
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wanted freedom and independence in his work. During negotiations United Artists
offered to sell his cartoons individually, not packaged with other films or cartoons.
Their offer gave the studio both independence and greater financial stability than he
had known previously. Walt’s immediate response to the deal, as it always was with
a new influx of cash, was to set upon making improvements in his animations. The
Silly Symphonies were not as popular with audiences as the Mickey Mouse cartoons
had become and United Artists only agreed to take them on with the billing, Mickey
Mouse presents a Walt Disney Silly Symphony. Walt was looking for a way to make
them equally successful. The studio had been discussing the new technology of color
that was buzzing around the film world but as the technology was expensive and not
yet proven, it would be a risky undertaking. Walt believed it would add new creativity
and entertainment value and he became determined, whatever the cost, to add color
to his musical “novelties.”

Use of color was in its infancy but was used more often in animations before the
1930s than is often cited. As with sound, processes were experimental, expensive
both in cost and in time to process, and progress in development was slowed by
the Depression and lack of financial resources for experimentation. The first color
animation, In Golliwog Land (1912), was a British production and was a mixture
of live action and puppet animation. A story about the misadventures of a favorite
British comic toy character, the Golliwog, it was later released in the United States
as Golliwog’s Motor Accident. The film was made in Brighton, England by Martin
Thornton using Kinemacolor, an additive two-color process. Black and white film
was used to photograph and project images through alternating red and green filters.
Two frames were filmed at the same time and then projected at the same time;
alignment of images was difficult to achieve in projection and required constant
attention. When the red and green images did not match up perfectly, which was
often, there was a halo effect around figures in the film. As well, because light was
being projected through a filter, the picture was generally dimmer than the black and
whites of the era. In the U.S. the first color animation was made by Earl Hurd for Bray
Picture Corporation in 1920. The Debut of Thomas Cat, a story of a kitten that must
deal with a rat when it is accustomed only to chasing mice, was made using Brewster
Color, a subtractive process. Subtractive color was experimented with by a number
of film companies including Technicolor, who began making color film in 1916.
By 1922 Technicolor had developed a process based on two filmstrips, one exposed
behind a green filter, and one exposed behind a red filter, that were glued together
and could be projected at one time; this process dealt successfully with problems
such as haloing. Technicolor Process 2 was successfully used commercially, but
because of the production cost of the film (three times the cost of black and white)
and because of projection problems (the two film strips would sometimes separate),
the company continued to experiment with alternatives. In 1928 they developed
Technicolor Process 3, a two-color dye transfer method that eliminated the need to
cement two separate films. The new process had problems with graininess but proved
a popular, if still very expensive, means of producing color films.

It was when Technicolor developed a way to record all three primary colors and
provided a brighter, truer color, that Walt became interested in their process. His
technicians had been experimenting with adding color to films but had achieved
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little success. He had written to color laboratories searching for a solution that would
add to the popularity of his cartoons rather than add problems. When he learned
about Technicolor’s breakthrough, he felt the truer color they now offered would add
to the realism that he was ultimately aiming for in his animations.

The new process required three times the amount of film and significantly more
lighting to shoot than did regular film. During the early thirties, the days of the
depression, studios found the costs prohibitively expensive. Technicolor was as in-
terested in working with Walt to produce one of his cartoons with their Technicolor
Process 4 as he was in using it. Walt worked out a deal which saw Disney Studios
produce thirteen Silly Symphonies in exchange for exclusive use of the three-color
Technicolor process for two years, sufficient time for Walt to build a significant lead
ahead of other studios and recoup some of the costs of the experiment.7

The Language of Color

When the Disney Studio embraced the experimental innovation of sound and was
successful with Steamboat Willie and subsequent shorts, its name had become syn-
onymous with technological advancement. New advances were expected of it, both
by others and by Walt himself. Roy wrote of Walt at the time that he was, “con-
tinually (without letup in the least) always strives for something that has not been
done before” (Gabler 179). Even though color was being used in film, Walt did not
want to adopt it as a novelty to increase sales. He believed animation was more
than mere movement, that it should be an “illusion of life” and he had pushed his
animators towards realism in their black and white animation. Walt was keen on
his animators understanding the principals of drawing, of movement, of character
development, and of writing as he believed that an understanding of these different
aspects of production would help them create better animations. The depression had
brought to Walt’s door many excellent artists who could not find work elsewhere
and they shared their skills and techniques with others in the studio. The animators
recognized that the approach at the studio—the higher expectations, the drawing
classes, the wholistic approach, the sharing of skills and camaraderie—was different
from that at other studios. There was a feeling they were creating something new
and every advancement aimed at a better product for the audience.

Walt chose as his first color short a Silly Symphony that was already in production
in black and white—Flowers and Trees.8 The story is about two young trees that fall
in love. A gnarled old tree stump is jealous of the young lovers and with malicious
glee intends to destroy them by setting the woods on fire. Flames advance on flowers,
trees, animals, and birds, causing destruction everywhere. In a concerted effort a flock

7 Walt made an exclusive two-year deal with Technicolor. Photo of title screen TECHNICOLOR:
http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=166.
8 Flowers and Trees is a love story that uses color to present mood and add to character. Photo
of poster Flowers and Trees: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flowers_and_Trees. Flowers and Trees:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bEaW0NX7rvc.
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of birds dive bombs a cloud and the resulting rain puts out the fire, but not before
the old tree is caught in it and destroyed. All the woodland flora and fauna celebrate
the re-emergence of life with a wedding for the two young trees. The score includes
music from Chopin, Schubert, Rossini, Beethoven, and other composers, and ends
with Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March.”

Flowers and Trees was not originally designed for color. As with Plane Crazy
and Gallopin’ Gaucho, silent cartoons to which Walt had added sound but in which
it couldn’t be optimized, there was a limitation to what the animators could do with
the color in an animation planned in black and white. Even so, the level of realism
jumped to a new high with the change to color. Walt had envisioned the power that
color had to enhance his narratives and his animators experimented with how to
create atmosphere that was right for a character or a scene. The colors used are all
part of the natural world that the animators were presenting to the audience. At the
start of the short the flowers appear in cheerful yellow and white, brown mushrooms
pop out of the ground, a bright orange caterpillar lopes down a flower, red breasted
robins spread their song, and the young trees display trunks in a range of browns and
sport green “hair.” The colors used to represent the young girl-tree are a spring-like
tone; in contrast, the old stump is a dark grey. When the fire springs up, a smouldering
black is left wherever it touches. When the fire is tamed and the old tree vanquished,
color returns to the woods. As when sound was introduced four years earlier, this first
attempt at using color added more than novelty to the animation: the artists added
dimension to the characters and to the atmosphere and mood of the story. They used
color to evoke the “personalities of the different” woodland characters, whether flora
or fauna, and aimed at directing and heightening the response the audience had to
each character. They directed the mood of the story by manipulating colors for the
different events and the transitions between events.

Released in July 1932 and premiering at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Holly-
wood, Flowers and Trees was the success Walt had hoped for, if not anticipated. The
story, with its evocative use of the new technology of color, appealed to audiences
and the short received as many bookings as even the most popular Mickey Mouse
cartoons. It was also a critical success and won the Academy Award that year for
best short subject. Walt determined all future Silly Symphonies would be produced
in color.

Each subsequent short improved on this first attempt to use color as a language. In
Babes in the Woods, a retelling of the Hansel and Gretel story released later that year,
the animators showed a greater sensitivity to the use of color as a way of engaging
the audience’s emotions. Here the scene opens on a richly colored meadow scene
complete with pretty flowers, flitting butterflies, and twittering birds—the setting is
a cheerful riot of color, yet amidst all this color sits a large dark-grey rock signposted
“Witch Rock.” We are about to be told the history of the rock: two children, dressed
in bright colors, walk along a sunlit path that enters a wood. The dark wood frames
the warmly lit path; as the children enter further, the colors of the wood become
progressively darker and greyer and exude menace. Many scary moments later, the
children find their way to a meadow filled with warm sunlight and the noise of
working elves who embrace them enthusiastically. A witch dressed in grey and black
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flies into the meadow and entices the little boy and girl with the offer of a ride on
her broom. She brings them to her house that is a wonder of brightly colored candy
canes, pies, and sweet treats on the outside, but a dark, dank, cave inside. Black
spiders, dark green lizards, and grey rats locked up in numerous cages add to the
sense of fear that the place exudes. The witch pours blue potion on the little boy that
turns him into a spider; she then chains him up. She is about to change the little girl
when a rock hurtles through the window and breaks the bottle. The witch pushes
the little girl through a trap door into a dungeon and rushes out to fight the elves
who have come to rescue the children. The little boy/spider opens the dungeon and
as the little girl emerges, a bottle of green, life-giving potion spills onto the spider
and returns him to a boy. The boy and girl quickly use the green potion to change
the caged animals back into colorfully dressed children and they all join the elves
in fighting the witch. During the fight they drop her into her own cauldron which is
filled with a gold potion that changes things into stone; as she attempts to run away
covered in the heavy liquid, she changes into the grey rock which we see in the midst
of the meadow at the beginning of the story. The bright, cheerfully colored flowers
of the meadow entwine and triumph over the dark grey wickedness of the witch.9

Walt’s animators develop a language with the color they use that creates atmo-
sphere and sets a mood for the story. They have heightened the psychological response
of the audience to different scenes by using colors affectively, that is, the color themes
are used to help the audience believe the various characterizations and elicit a re-
sponse by engaging their emotions. Like painters, the animators use color to express
a point of view and the changing and contrasting color themes convey a message.
The introductory scene, colorful and filled with life yet holds at its heart a forbidding
shape and color that portends ominous events. The warm glow of the sun that streams
into the woods and heralds the appearance of two children dressed in the bright col-
ors of fairytale folk, denotes their wholesomeness and goodness, and invites the
audience in; the dark greens, browns, grays, and blacks of the wood are somber and
menacing, connote evil, and push the audience out. These dark colors are echoed
in the witch’s clothes and finally manifest themselves as the grim and unpleasant
interior of her house in which we see her malevolent doings—children transfigured
into animals and locked up in cages. The fight between the children, their friends the
elves, and the witch, is set in the sunny meadow, portending victory.10

Color is also used to direct the focus of the audience, to move their attention into a
frame, and to change the emphasis within the frame, as in the beginning of the short
when the little boy and girl are beginning their walk into the woods. The entrance to
the wood and the path on which the children are walking is bathed in sunlight; the
edges of the picture consist of the dark and gloomy trees of the forest. The audience’s
collective eye is directed to the children in the sunlight in the centre of the frame.

9 The dark shape in the centre of a pleasant colorful meadow foreshadows dire events. Babes in the
Wood: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VFWOHABm0s.
10 Color sets the mood as the children walk out of bright sunlight into the gloomy woods and later
into the witch’s dark house where the children’s large shadows emphasize the change. Babes in the
Wood: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3VFWOHABm0s.
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Walt did not take color to his star Mickey until 1935 and the cartoon The Band
Concert. Mickey’s popularity was not something he wanted to tamper with and the
star was already drawing a very large audience without the extra, added expense of
color. In this first Mickey color cartoon the use of color is bright and unambiguous; it
is stylized and uniform, less realistic and without the nuances of the impressionistic
colors used in the Silly Symphonies. Mickey and his friends are painted in rich colors
with clean black outlines, true to their black and white predecessors. This is “cartoon
color” and reflects the character’s personalities which are fixed and larger than life.
The color is not intended to make them “real” rather it provides a diffidently natural
appearance and makes them stand out against a landscape that is uniformly muted
and against which they stand out strongly.11

Although Walt did not bring color to Mickey until three years after his first foray
into color, Walt was still pushing the envelope for color films. At the time, only a small
number of live action films were produced in color. The heavy cameras and excessive
heat generated by the light needed for the three strip process made shooting live films
difficult. It was easier to produce color cartoons as the cameras was stationary and
although the high heat had initially caused a problem with paint on the gels cracking
and peeling, Walt’s technicians had developed a paint that would withstand the heat
of the lights. By 1947 color was used in just twelve percent of films being produced.
It was not until Eastmancolor developed a single-strip recording system in the early
1950s that use of color in films became more economical. At the time, television
began to vie for film’s audiences and the movie industry moved towards color as
a competitive advantage. Walt continued to film all their cartoons and later their
live films on color film stock even when the work was destined for black and white
television. Soon enough color would come to the home screen and he would be ready
for the change.

Drawing, Color, and Story

The studio continued to develop techniques that made them more fluent in creating
animated stories peopled with characters that had depth and with whom the audience
could empathize.

The development of pencil tests gave animators time to consider scenes more
closely and analyze what made them successful (or not). It woke them to different
ways to make scenes flow more smoothly and draw characters whose personalities
had more definition. In striving for realism animators moved away from rigid, posed
drawings towards “moving holds” that created an illusion that the character was
alive. In The Silly Symphonies, animators were not locked into specific characters,
locations or appearances; the process of creating visual interpretations of musical

11 Using “cartoon color” artists painted Mickey and friends bright colors to make them stand
out against a muted background. The Band Concert http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?
shortID=218.
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pieces encouraged unusual approaches to telling stories and developing characters
and provided freedom to do so.

Developing quality stories became noticeably more important at the studio: Walt
sent out memos with descriptions of scenarios before “round table” meetings to en-
courage contextual gags, he made senior animators directors, and he hired storymen
to write continuity. Although it was a long time before the shorts were consistently
based in stories and not events, the animators continuously added to a repertoire of
techniques they developed such as in Midnight in a Toyshop, in which early in the
cartoon they planted visual clues that would be used in future action.

The studio’s move towards color was both cautious and innovative. It did not
begin to use color until the process was sufficiently evolved to provide for a quality
product. The purpose of adding color was to add to the realism of the story: to
create atmosphere, invoke mood, and provide a contextual background for the action.
Color helped add dimension to a character, defining it (him/her) in contrast to other
characters. It effectively directed the audience’s point of view in a scene, both visually
and emotionally. The artists learned to manipulate color to achieve characterization,
engage emotions, and convey messages.



Chapter 7
Capturing Life in Animated Film

. . . a real sense of pioneering excitement centered on Snow
White, and each breakthrough in technique and character
delineation was greeted like a new weapon in a holy war.

Creating Believable Personalities

The studio had steadily been moving towards creating characters that would invite
audiences to suspend their disbelief about the reality of its animations. In The Silly
Symphonies, unrestricted by the need to work with established characters or tradi-
tional subject matter, Walt continued his exploration of uncharted territory. He used
each symphony to experiment with different animation and sound techniques and
to try out new forms of storytelling.1 While the Skeleton Dance exemplified Walt’s
perfecting the technique of applying animation to music, and Flowers and Trees
showed the way to using color to create atmosphere, it was through characterization
and storytelling that the Silly Symphonies became a household word. In The Three
Little Pigs, released in 1933, Walt and his animators “put real feeling and charm in
our characterization.” Changing the traditional fairytale’s storyline so no little pigs
were eaten, the studio took the three pigs and the wolf and gave them realistic appear-
ances and a sense of life; out of their drawings they created actors who reached out,
and engaged the audience emotionally by encouraging it to really feel the situation
and root for the little pigs.

Walt was passionate about getting the audience emotionally involved with his
characters and their story, whether a Silly Symphony or a Mickey Mouse cartoon.
During a studio session of Mickey’s Mechanical Man that was being animated at the
same time as was The Three Little Pigs, he shouted,

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 The Silly Symphonies experiment with different animation and sound techniques and to try
out new forms of storytelling. The Silly Symphonies: http://www.disneyshorts.org/miscellaneous/
silly.html.
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You know what’s wrong with this? You don’t know anything about psychology. . . . It’s
feeling. You’ve got to really be Minnie, you’ve got to be pulling for Mickey to beat that big
lunkhead. You’ve got to hit that mat hard, you’ve got to stretch. (Barrier 99)

Walt was pulling animation up by its bootstraps from its origins in crude drawing
and trivial unrelated gags, and making it a vital representation of human feelings and
stories. He wanted not to reproduce life exactly but to create a caricature of life that
people could recognize and relate to: “an exaggeration of an illusion of the actual,
possible or probable” (Thomas 126). He wrote of the three pigs that “They will be
more like human characters,” (117) each would have a personality that was created
by their rounded forms, their voices, their facial expressions, and in particular by
the way they moved.2 The animators created actors of the characters because they
effectively made their movements reflect emotions, such as joy, confidence, or fear
that the audience could empathize with, laugh at, love, or in the case of the wolf,
hate.

Much of the pigs’ and the wolf’s personalities was created by the music that
accompanied their actions and by the way they spoke in rhymes and/or sang. As a
Silly Symphony the cartoon was expected to be musically based, but progress had
been made in how the music was used and the cartoons became more like musicals
or operettas: music was not only the background but also took on an acting role. In
The Three Little Pigs, unlike the previously released Symphonies such as Noah’s Ark
in which the songs are descriptive but incidental to the story moving forward, the
songs the pigs sing do help to move the story forward. This is particularly notable in
the verse that Practical Pig sings in which he foretells the action that will happen in
the next few scenes:

You can play and laugh and fiddle
Don’t you think you’ll make me sore
I’ll be safe and you’ll be sorry
When the wolf comes to your door

The complete song, Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf , became a nation-wide hit
during the Great Depression, and, everywhere it was heard, provided a message of
hope. The approach to using songs and lyrics to support the script can be seen again
in the short The Wise Hen, in which the hen sings her request for help. Using music
this way became a standard for Disney animation, particularly for its longer features.

To give the animation a story that people could relate to Walt also looked for every
opportunity to add meaning and depth to the narrative. In the outline he sent his staff
to help with developing gags and a storyline for The Three Little Pigs he wrote:

. . . . Might try to stress the angle of the little pig who worked the hardest, received the reward,
or some little story that would teach a moral. . . . This angle might be given some careful
consideration, for things of this sort woven into a story give it depth and feeling. (117)

By providing deeper reasons for the character’s actions the animation moves away
from being just “a bunch of situations thrown together in any form just to allow an

2 The two littlest pigs were appealing fellows whose faces and bodies reflected their feelings. The
Three Little Pigs: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHJ0L6DftGg.
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opportunity for action.” Instead, the story tells “something interesting which leads
up to a climax that will have a punch and impress an audience.” Later, in his quest
for good story ideas, Walt would use The Three Little Pigs as an example of a simple
story with only a few characters that nevertheless has enormous impact precisely
because it is a morality tale that engages the audience through the personalities that
populate it.

His instincts to create an animation based in personality and story proved right
as The Three Little Pigs became the studio’s greatest success, filling theatres across
the country and touching people with its positive, upbeat message. “At last we have
achieved true personality in a whole picture!” he wrote to Roy.3

The Challenge of Snow White

Walt knew that he wanted to move ahead and develop a more substantial project for
the studio to work on. Eight-minute cartoons did not provide the right setting for
the realism he aimed to achieve. Later, in looking back, he would say, “. . . we had
gone about as far as we could in the short subject field without getting ourselves into
a rut” (Gabler 214). By the time he was reaping success for The Three Little Pigs,
he was already planning on a feature length animation of the fairytale Snow White.
He saw the story as the perfect vehicle for animation. It was well known and had
all the important elements he needed to work his magic: “an appealing heroine and
hero; a villainess of classic proportions; the dwarfs for sympathy and comic relief; a
folklore plot that touched the hearts of human beings everywhere” (Thomas 130). He
introduced the idea to his team during an inspirational two-hour storytelling session
in which he acted out all of the scenes for them so effectively that they would refer
to this performance even in the later stages of production of the features.

Walt’s vision for Snow White was to create an animation to compare with live
action film in artistic expression and ability to engage an audience through believable
actors. To achieve his vision of Snow White Walt’s team needed to change the way
his animators thought about and created animations; he wanted to strip his animators
of complacency and stir up in them, old hands and new alike, an enthusiastic interest
that would push them to experiment and learn. His insistence on realism and depth
became a driver for breakthroughs in the technology of making animation. In the
end he showed that animation could create characters and scenes as believable and
engaging as in any live action film. Walt wrote in one of his memos “I honestly feel
that the heart of our organization is the Story Department” (133). Walt put together a
small group of artists and storymen to work together and by 1934 they had an outline
of a plot and the main characters for Snow White. He believed they needed a story

3 Each of the characters in The Three Little Pigs had a personality that was strongly projected and
affected the audience. Poster of The Three Little Pigs: http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?
shortID=187.
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that had a well worked out storyline to put over their animations. The temptation
of making a series of cute gags, however, was always there. This was especially
true because of the gag possibilities the seven dwarfs provided—each was a funny
character that could be exploited for laughs. Initially, the story leaned heavily on
the dwarfs’ comic scenes, but by working through the different scenes over and over
again as the feature evolved, Walt came to the realization that much of the comic
business that involved the dwarfs did not add to the story. As he watched and analyzed
pencil tests and finished scenes, he saw that to make a feature that could compete
with the best of live action film his story needed to move away from a storyline
dependent on a series of great gags towards one that was a more serious reenactment
of the original Grimm’s Brothers fable about youth and age. As he had so often
talked about, what was needed was emotional and psychological depth. Much as he
was loath to give up the type of comedy that was at the heart of the animations he
had been producing, it was equally important for him to create the most credible
and realistic animation possible. As the work of creating a real story progressed,
he dropped many funny but unnecessary pieces of business, even though the work
on the scenes had been completed and it was costly to discard them. Instead, each
action chosen for use in the feature built on the characters’ signature behaviors and
reinforced the storyline without reliance on the often-exaggerated approach used in
cartoons to milk the audience for emotional effect.

The studio’s first realistic animation of a human figure in a short was Persephone
in The Goddess of Spring, released in November 1934.4 Walt had asked for a pretty,
believable girl to portray the goddess. The animators, unfamiliar with drawing real-
istic humans, provided a stretchy, flexible figure that had grace and rhythm but was
not realistically alive. In addition, Persephone’s face did not provide the range of
emotions that would be necessary to show in Snow White.

Snow White’s heroine was a real girl and she needed to be portrayed realistically if
she was to be believable. The animators needed more than the drawing lessons they
had been taking to interpret Snow White’s movements and achieve a realistic look
for them. Walt hired a dancer to act out the live action in the different scenes and
filmed her to get key poses for the animators to work with. Each scene was directed
to achieve a feeling of innocence, sincerity, and feminine appeal. The animators
scrutinized every scene and began to give as much attention to the movement of
Snow White’s eyes and mouth as to her other movements; this gave her a new range
of emotions with which to engage the audience. Having a live action model helped the
animators to keep Snow White’s movements accurate and genuine and her character
consistent throughout the length of the feature. They paid attention to each scene
in the feature equally intensely, and worked and reworked their drawings until each

4 Persephone was a first attempt at a realistic human. The result: an elastic body and a face lacking
in emotional range. These had to be overcome to achieve a more realistic look. Photo of Persephone
in The Goddess of Spring: http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=213. The Goddess of
Spring: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuVRi9XzNpk&feature=related.
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character had his/her/its own persona that moved fluidly through the scenes, always
in character, and each scene accomplished its goal without undue exaggeration.5

Since Flowers and Trees Walt’s animators had been working on different types
of color effects and had used colors more expressively than realistically. For the
later Silly Symphonies, and for the Mickey shorts when they were finally in color,
the animators consistently used pure hues; the images were filled with bright, candy
colors that were poster-like and very cheerful to the eye. To make SnowWhite realistic,
the palette they used would have to be changed to one closer to what existed in nature.
In some cases the palette consisted of the more muted colors of a forest or of the
interior of a woodsy cottage, in other cases it would have darker values that could
provide for the mood in the darker scenes. The technical department had 1200 colors
it worked with. The film reproduction of these colors wasn’t exact and the studio had
a wall-sized reference chart for artists to refer to when they wanted to see how the
colors they were using would reproduce in the film.

In addition to the change in color palette, realism required that the animators
apply that color differently. Rather than a flat application of bright colors outlined
with a clean dark line, they experimented with a more painterly approach using a
chiaroscuro effect, modeling with lights and darks to create a sense of volume.6 This
created an effect of realism distinctly different from traditional animation.

Walt also wanted to achieve backgrounds that had visual depth. The animators
began to work on larger paper (12.5′′ × 12.5′′ rather than 9.5′′ × 12′′) and to use it
like watercolor paper, dampening it to be able to layer washes. They painted their
backgrounds with tremendous attention to detail: shadows under the leaves of trees in
the forest, different types of mushrooms beneath the trees, reflections in the water on
the ground. Each scene became a small painted masterpiece. This attention to realistic
detail needed perforce to be reflected in perspective and movement. To have figures
move in a changing perspective would require constantly changing backgrounds.
The studio produced The Three Orphan Kittens in October 1935 to show some
of the effects that could be achieved and in this short there is an exceptional use
of perspective for animation at the time. In one particular scene a shiny tile floor
reflects the kittens movements with extraordinary clarity and delightful humor. The
background in a number of the scenes is not stationary, it moves with the point of
view. However, producing such effects was excessively time consuming and would
very quickly become prohibitively expensive. Even if used it would not achieve the
realistic depth that exists in live action and that Walt was searching for. No matter
how fine the work, it was impossible to achieve the realism Walt wanted for his

5 Snow White’s features presented genuine feeling without “undue” exaggeration. Snow White
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K3PDHAN9ed4.
6 Animators used painterly techniques such as chiaroscuro to model volume. Snow White:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v = K3PDHAN9ed4.
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full-length feature with the traditional animation techniques they were using at the
time.7

Multiplane Camera

Since the nineteen-twenties, animators had been looking to create depth in their
backgrounds by moving away from using painted flat scenes and towards using
layers of images. In 1926, German filmmaker Lotte Reiniger devised a multiplane
camera to film layers of paper and glass for her sixty-five minute film The Adventures
of Prince Achmed. Reiniger used cut-out silhouettes of figures that she placed on a
glass plate and illuminated from below. The entire scene was moved past the camera
that was in a fixed position above the plates. The film, championed by Jean Renoir,
premiered at the Cannes Film festival and was a success critically and with the public.
Reiniger followed it with The Adventures of Dr. Doolittle in 1928.

In 1934 Max Fleischer created the Stereotopical Camera or Setback. This three-
dimensional system consisted of a twelve foot diameter turntable on which was
placed a miniature set built to the scale of the animation. Painted animation cels
were place in front of or behind objects and filmed as a stereoscopic image to create
an illusion of depth. The Popeye short For Better or Worse was the first of the Popeye
cartoons to use the process for the backgrounds. Fleischer used the process for his
Popeye, Betty Boop, and Classic Cartoon Series shorts. Then in 1935, Ub Iwerks
built a horizontal multiplane camera with four different levels of drawings/paintings
through which the camera lens could move when scenes were being filmed. Built
out of the chassis of a Chevrolet pickup truck at the cost of US$ 750, the equipment
was heavy and awkward to use; one of the few animated shorts Iwerks made was
The Headless Horseman for P. A. Powers.8

Walt’s animators and technicians had also started testing different ways to achieve
depth. For one test they devised a horizontal process similar to the one Iwerks had
developed for filming layers of action: they created a foreground that consisted of
trees modeled from clay, behind it three planes of animated trees were mounted on
glass plates. The different elements were placed on sawhorses that could be moved
back and forth to create distance between them and provide for different focal planes.
The action simulated the effect of using a camera dolly to move in and out of a live
action scene. The difference between using a zoom lens and using a dolly movement
is that when a camera is dollied into a scene, the movement allows you to see things

7 Even a semblance of realistic perspective such as achieved in the short The Three Orphan Kittens
was excessively time consuming and expensive for the studio to produce. Three Orphan Kittens:
http://www.disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=231.
8 German filmmaker Lotte Reiniger moves silhouettes in the multiplane camera to create the
feature-length film The Adventures of Prince Achmed. Photo of Lotte Reiniger and multi-
plane camera: http://deneroff.com/blog/2008/03/04/willis-obrien-iwerks-multiplane-camera-and-
fleischers-stereoptical-process/. Photo of title screen for The Adventures of Prince Achmed:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Adventures_of_Prince_Achmed.
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the camera is moving past in perspective. . . there is a realistic feeling of moving
through space into (or out of) the scene.

The size of the multiplane camera they needed to build was dictated by the camera
optics available at the time; Walt’s chief engineer Bill Garrity and his crew built
a camera that was 12 feet high and could accommodate four different layers for
background paintings and overlays. Each layer could be cranked up and down to
move through different levels or pan sideways to simulate trucking. It took four men
to operate the camera and there were often up to eight men changing the levels of the
glass plates or moving them forward or backward incrementally (For Fantasia they
would build a camera that could accommodate seven levels).9

Walt liked the results from the tests the animators made and thought the process
would work for Snow White. After a second test of a scene that included the Dwarfs’
cottage and Snow White, he decided to develop the technique using one of the Silly
Symphonies.

The Old Mill

Walt chose The Old Mill on which to test his new multiplane camera before using it
on Snow White. This was a poetic short without dialogue that was conceived to show
what could be done with mood and visual imagery. Like Flowers and Trees before
it, the studio had already begun production on the short with traditional animation
when Walt decided he could use it to experiment with the multiplane and had the
animators begin again.

The story of the Old Mill begins quietly and serenely with the camera slowly
dollying towards the mill through the leaves of bushes and a spider’s web and past
ducks and their young leaving the pond and waddling their way towards the mill. The
camera dollies inside the mill towards a bluebird sitting on her nest with her mate
feeding her worms, past mice on a ladder, then trucks past a pair of lovebirds in the
window, an owl on one of the mill cogwheels, and bats hanging from the rafters.10

The dollying and zooming in and out of the scene and the trucking and panning
across the scenes captures and highlights details and creates an exceptional sense
of three dimension and perspective. The activity of the scene, accompanied by the
music, escalates as a storm moves in, and changes the mood from one of serenity to
one of growing anxiety. The mill wheel is inactive and is tied down by an old rope.
The main focus of panic is the bluebird sitting on her nest of eggs. The bluebirds
have built their nest in one of the gaps into which fits a mill wheel cog. Now, the
mother bluebird and her eggs are in a precarious position as the rope that holds the
wheel slowly frays. Panic begins to take hold as the rain arrives and the wind howls

9 Disney’s multiplane camera was 12 feet high with four moveable levels. It required four men
to operate the camera. Photo of Disney multiplane camera: http://disneyandmore.blogspot.com/
2009/04/walt-disney-at-studios.html.
10 Tension mounts as the bluebird’s nest is at peril. The Old Mill: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=MYEmL0d0lZE.
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fiercely against the windmill’s blades. The rope breaks and the great arms of the mill
begin to move. The mill wheel approaches the bluebird’s nest and the mother bird
cries in fear. . . only to be saved as the wheel rumbles over them because a cog is
missing—the nest is safe. Tension mounts again as the storm rises, scenes change
faster and faster, and the mood becomes frenzied until lighting strikes the mill. Spent,
it tilts over on its side, blades awry.11 Morning breaks with a glorious light, we meet
again all of the animals of the night before, and newly arrived ones as the eggs in
the bluebird’s nest hatch. We leave the mill, moving backward along the path we
arrived, dollying out past the pond, the spider’s web, and back into the bushes.

The Old Mill was superb in its detailed approach to mood and atmosphere—it
gripped the audience in the small drama of the animal’s lives and the windmill’s
life as they are caught up in a violent storm. The animation won awards for Best
Short Subjects, Cartoons as well as for Technical Achievement at the 1937 Academy
Awards. That year it also won the Best Animated Film award at the Venice Film
Festival.

Walt used The Old Mill to experiment with more than the multiplane camera for
Snow White. The animators approached drawing different animals and birds both
realistically and anthropomorphically. They tried out a variety of ways to depict
water, to show it rippling and splashing, to show rain falling, and lighting flashing.12

They explored movement in great detail, zooming towards and away from objects
and scenes, going around them and through them. They tried new, complex lighting
effects to create and change mood. They experimented with timing to see if they could
create more drama and elicit stronger emotions by slowing down, speeding up, or
abruptly stopping the character’s actions. They did the same within the scenes and
with scene changes. There was not a detail that was not analyzed and experimented
with in order to understand it better and improve it, if possible. Without the multiplane
camera the animators would not have been able to achieve an illusion of visual depth.
Without experimentation on other aspects of the picture, the animators would not
have been able to achieve the complexity of mood and the differently toned scenes
that would be required to give Snow White the emotional depth of a live-feature and
the ability to engage an audience intensely.

Ultimately Snow White would draw in the audience by giving people an oppor-
tunity to identify emotionally with the characters. It conveyed feeling by depicting
characters that showed emotion through their every movement and facial expression,
drawing viewers intimately into every scene, and creating an immersive experience
in which they shared the emotions characters were experiencing. The audience is
brought into Snow White’s world and enticed to embrace the feelings of the mo-
ment: in the gentle scene by the castle well when, as the scullery maid, she sings her
hopeful song I’m Wishing to an audience of white doves, in the frightening scene
when she runs frantically from the woodsman through the dark and menacing forest,

11 The multiplane camera moves through the scenery to arrive at the windmill, enters, and zooms
in on the bluebird’s nest. The Old Mill: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MYEmL0d0lZE.
12 The animators experimented depicting many characteristics of water: raging and powerful, calm
and picturesque. The Old Mill: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MYEmL0d0lZE.
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in the happy dancing scene when she smiles at Dopey’s new height and sweetly
accepts his dance.

The scene in the forest makes particularly effective use of the multiplane camera’s
ability to provide the audience two ways to participate in the action. The audience
is swept up by the music and movement as it follows Snow White into the woods
and as it sees what she sees and feels what she feels. But the audience is also the
voyeur and watches through the woods to see her frightened escape. The dual role
the audience is given—to both feel part of the action and to view it from afar—
encourages the audience to share Snow White’s state of mind—her fear, her panic,
her aloneness—and creates an edge of the seat experience.13

Snow White’s Success

Snow White premiered at the Carthay Circle Theatre in Los Angeles on December
21, 1937 and instantly became a classic. The New Republic wrote it was “among
the genuine artistic achievements of this country.” The National Board of Review
named it one of the outstanding pictures of the year while the New York Film Critics
awarded it a special citation. A week after the premiere, Walt and the Seven Dwarfs
appeared on the cover of Time Magazine and in February 1938 it received anAcademy
Honorary Award “as a significant screen innovation which has charmed millions and
pioneered a great new entertainment field.”14 By May 1939 it had grossed US$
6.7 million in the United States and Canada at a time when average ticket prices in
the United States were 23 cents, and children’s admissions even less, proving to be
one of the most popular films ever made enjoyed by both adults and children. It was
equally popular around the world, playing in 49 countries and in 10 languages by
the end of its run in 1939. The dwarfs became immediate folk heroes and, although
all the songs were played on popular radio, Heigh Ho, It’s Off to Work We Go and
Whistle While You Work became hits.

Snow White’s Achievement

With Snow White, Walt Disney had achieved what he had aimed for. He had created
a feature animation that was as engaging as a live action film, that created characters
that were not artificial but real, that engaged audiences in a story that touched their
hearts as any real life story could. What had been dubbed “Disney’s Folly” at the out-
set had instead become an unprecedented exploration of technology and storytelling
as Walt instituted a scientific approach to exploring all aspects of the animation realm.

13 The audience’s runs through the woods with Snow White, feeling her confusion and panic. Snow
White: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gWiVs5Q0kc.
14 A full-size Oscar statuette and seven little one’s was awarded to the film in 1938. Photo of the
1938 Academy Award: http://itthing.com/50-years-of-walt-disney.
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His team had been provided with learning opportunities and resources, and a posi-
tive work environment that encouraged them to push the boundaries of creativity and
technology. The results were extraordinary leaps in ingenuity and groundbreaking
outcomes. Disney Studio was “the mythical sun around which other studios orbited”
(Gabler 236). There, the “the effects were better, the animation had more life, and
the whole studio had an upward momentum.” The most laudable of the outcomes
was that these extraordinary experimentations were made into the most popular of
cultural artifacts—Walt’s purpose was not only to create the best in animated stories
but also to bring them to everyman.

The studio continued with this progressive approach towards experimentation in
their future films, both animated and live. In addition, Walt and his brother Roy
took advantage of other media to bring Disney stories to the public. The next section
briefly describes the transmedia journey they embarked upon to feed the voracious
appetite their audience had developed for all things Disney and the extent of their
reach across different media.



Part II
From Watching to Experiencing

Across Media

The Mickey Mouse Yell
Handy! Dandy!
Sweet as candy!

Happy kids are we!
Eenie! Ickie!

Minnie! Mickey!

Walt was determined that his cartoon Mickey
Mouse would be “as well known as any cartoon
on the market.” Soon after he first appeared

in “Steamboat Willie” Mickey and then his
friends made their appearance in all manner
of merchandise. Mickey’s popularity crossed
boundaries from books to Mickey Mouse Clubs

to television and, ultimately, to
Disneyland, a themed entertainment

environment that brought Mickey and friends
to real life.



Chapter 8
Creating the Disney Master Narrative

My husband is one of the devotees of Mickey Mouse. . . .

Please believe that we are all of us most grateful to you
for many delightful evenings.

Eleanor Roosevelt

Establishing a Cultural Icon Within Popular Culture

Steamboat Willie came to the screen on November 18, 1928 at the Colony Theatre
in New York and became an immediate sensation, winning accolades for its sound
innovation and for keeping “the audience laughing and chuckling from the moment
the lead titles came on the screen” (Weekly Film Review). Walt’s love of animation,
and his understanding of the nature of stories, determined the push towards explo-
ration of the expressive nature of the new technologies he worked with. This was
one of the reasons for the constant exploration for ways to present his characters and
stories in animation. But it wasn’t the reason for his interest in increasing the scope
of the characters he had created and shaped.

Over the years Walt’s name came to be associated with many different characters
and stories. Ultimately, however, the Disney name was built on the little mouse
Mickey. Early on in his career Walt had been stung by Charles Mintz’s underhanded
business dealings. After his problems with the Alice series and then the Oswald
character, he was determined that his cartoon Mickey Mouse would be “as well known
as any cartoon on the market” so that his position would be completely invulnerable.
Walt understood that stories lived in many media worlds and he would make Mickey
popular in all of them. When entering the medium of television in the 1950s he said,
“I’ve always had this confidence since way back when we had our first upsets and
lost Oswald and went to Mickey Mouse. Then and there I decided that in every way
we could, we would build ourselves with the public and keep faith with the public.”

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 67
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-2101-6_8, © Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012
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As a model Walt would take the animated character Felix the Cat, the most popular
character at the time, with a song, comic strip, books, and merchandise from figurines
to pencils depicting his likeness. Unfortunately for Felix, his creator did not share
Walt’s interest in new technology and was slow in moving into using sound; when
Felix cartoons finally did incorporate sound they did so poorly and were a flop.
Mickey soon replaced Felix as the people’s favorite animation character. Throughout
1929 Mickey Mouse became a national craze, a familiar site not only in the U.S., but
also in the capitals of Europe and the Americas.

One correspondent who went around the world shortly after the premier of Steam-
boat Willie said, “After a quick trip around the world. . . I have returned to NewYork
to say that Mickey Mouse has been with me most of the way.” From England to
India, Singapore, Japan, and even the South Sea Islands, Mickey entertained movie-
goers who watched as many as seven cartoons in one sitting. The Germans called
him Micky Maus, the Hungarians Miki Eger, the Finns Mikki Hiiri, and the Swedes
Musse Pigg. The French say his name with a strong accent on the Me-KAY! In
China he is or mi qi lao shu, while in Russia he is микки Mayc and in
Greece Mίκυ Mάoυς . In Italy a publisher started a comic book featuring Mickey
as “Topolino,” and Topolino he has been ever since.1

Walt took full advantage of the popularity Mickey enjoyed in the U.S. and around
the world to make Mickey’s story, everyone’s story. He orchestrated a Master Nar-
rative, a system of interrelated stories he developed with the purpose of establishing
audience expectations for entertainment that was the image of happiness and based in
the family values which Mickey, whose character was still evolving, eventually came
to represent. Each new manifestation of Mickey and friends, each new appearance
of Walt together with his creations, was planned to reinforce the overarching story
he was establishing to provide permanency for his ideas.

The varied media that Walt used to build his Master Narrative offered him dif-
ferent types of opportunities to extend or add to the Disney story. Some, such as
the merchandising and the Mickey Mouse Clubs, brought the animated characters to
peoples’ homes and communities and became a part of their daily lifestyle. Adults
and children incorporated Disney objects and events into their activities in ways that
added to their own life stories. In doing so they made them a part of popular culture.
Other media such as comics and books were more suitable for or more easily accom-
modated transmedia storytelling. That is, they told a story across media in ways that
both extended the story and gave the audience new ways to engage with it.

1 Mickey entertained fans around the world. In 1935, the League of Nations presented a spe-
cial medal to Walt Disney “for the creation of Mickey Mouse as a ‘a symbol of universal good
will’.” Photos: http://www.tugentelatina.com/m/articles/view/Las-Curiosidades-del-famoso-rat-n-
Mickey-Mouse; http://www.comicvine.com/mickey-mouse/29-39413/issues-cover/.
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The Disney Master Narrative and Popular Culture

Merchandising

Mickey’s story was adapted into a medium other than animation very early in his
career. Although Walt was familiar with the financial potential for merchandising a
character, merchandising Mickey first happened by chance. In 1929 when Walt was in
NewYork he was pestered by an entrepreneur who wanted to put the image of Mickey
Mouse on a school writing tablet. Offered $300 dollars and desperate for the money at
the time, Walt said yes. Mickey’s first modest presence on a simple school tablet was
an inauspicious beginning to what creative merchandising would help him become—
not only a character that entertained adults but also a favorite character of teens and
children and a ubiquitous presence on the American landscape. He would become
a familiar image within the family home, a part of many moments in the day for all
family members, no matter what age and no matter what activity. Mickey was more
than an image however, as he evolved into an optimistic, cheerful and wholesome
character, Mickey would be the key to building the Disney Master Narrative.

As Steamboat Willie took on steam and made Mickey a “national craze,” Walt and
Roy found there were many ways in which they could take advantage of Mickey’s
popularity to help with their finances. More offers for merchandising contracts ar-
rived; the first that Roy signed was with George Borgfeldt Company in New York.
The company was licensed to manufacture and sell “figures and toys of various ma-
terials” that used designs based on Mickey and Minnie. One of the first products
Borgfeldt produced were Mickey and Minnie handkerchiefs that were manufactured
by Waldburger, Tanner in Switzerland. 8.5" × 8.75" in size, each corner of the hand-
kerchief had a different Mickey scene: Mickey and Pluto going for a walk, Minnie
running towards them, Mickey and Minnie talking while Pluto looks on, and Mickey
drawing a heart on the ground that reads “Mickey Loves Minnie.” Even as little a
thing as a handkerchief was used to tell a story. These handkerchiefs were a hit and
became the most wanted Christmas gift of 1930.2

Walt and Roy became dissatisfied with early licensing arrangements: the manu-
facturers didn’t provide products of sufficient quality and the financial arrangements
were difficult to deal with. When an enterprising department store sales promotion
man from Kansas City, Herman (Kay) Kamen, came to them with a proposal that em-
phasized the quality of the products that would bear the Disney name and suggested
that he could also handle the payment of royalties, they were convinced. A contract
was signed on July 1, 1932 and immediately Kamen began to license Mickey’s im-
age to appear on all manner of merchandise from watches to children’s undies.3 His
ideas proved to be financially lucrative to the Disney studio as demand for Mickey
products escalated. For instance, within two years of the first Mickey watch being

2 Even as little a thing as a handkerchief told a story. Photo of Mickey and Minnie Mouse Hand-
kerchiefs: http://www.esquire.com/the-side/2010-holiday-gift-ideas/1930-mickey-handkerchief#
ixzz1LsYdMgmi.
3 Mickey’s image was both on the product and used to sell it. Display for the first Mickey Mouse
Watch: http://www.mouse-watches.com/mickey/.
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introduced at “Century of Progress,” the Chicago Exposition of 1933, two and half
million watches had been sold. In 1934 Kamen published the first of seven illustrated
catalogues that described or showed all the Disney-licensed merchandise available.

As had all animations at the time, Mickey started life as a cartoon targeted at
adults. His appeal to children, however, had grown rapidly. Although many of the
products licensed by Kamen were intended for children, Mickey merchandise crossed
all boundaries, whether it be age, finances, or countries. Businessmen took Mickey
satchels to work and children took Mickey lunch boxes to school. Mickey Mouse
toothbrushes could be had for a thin dime, Mickey Mouse sweaters sold at three-
dollars, while a Cartier’s diamond bracelet might be had for $1,150, an extravagant
amount during the depression of the 1930s. To cross-promote the merchandise being
manufactured with the Disney shorts that were coming on stream, Kamen developed
giant window displays that featured first Mickey and Minnie and then when they
appeared in 1933, The Three Little Pigs. The first displays appeared in fifty stores
and were so popular that the next year over 200 stores across the U.S. used a Disney
theme in their window display. Along with a presence in homes and shops Mickey
“took to the streets” and became a common site in the window displays of theatres,
book stores, department stores and many other shops that sold Mickey merchandise.4

By 1935, when the Cleveland Plain Dealer published a description of what chil-
dren might have in their home that depicted their beloved Mickey Mouse, there was
little on which his likeness could not be found.

In his room, bordered with M.M. wallpaper and lighted with M.M. lamps, his M.M. alarm
clock awakens him, providing his mother forgets! Jumping from his bed where his pajamas
and the bedding are the M.M. brand, to a floor the rugs and linoleum upon which are M.M.
sponsored, he puts on his M.M. moccasins and rushes to the bathroom to have the first chance
at. . . no, you’re wrong. . . at the soap made in the Disney manner, as are also his toothbrush,
hair-brush and towels.

Through extensive merchandising, Mickey had entered the collective consciousness
of the general population over a very short period of time. Because his story was one
of cheerfulness and indomitable spirit he became an icon during the difficult period
of the 1930s. When The Three Little Pigs was brought to the screen, the indomitable
spirit the animated story portrayed reinforced the master story Walt was creating of
both his characters and the Disney approach to story. Walt was successfully building
an image as the creator of stories that were consistently entertaining and made people
feel good; as an added bonus they could be enjoyed by the entire family.

The Road Show

By 1931 Mickey enjoyed an enthusiastic fan base that demanded to see him and his
fellow celebrities in person. Walt and his brother Roy looked for an opportunity to
bring a live Mickey to his audience. They found one in the traveling road shows of the
producers Fanchon and Marco.5 A part of the vaudeville scene, Fanny (Fanchon) and

4 Products depicting Mickey, Minnie and their friends became a part of children’s day-to-day ac-
tivities. Photo of Mickey undies: http://www.kshs.org/p/cool-things-mickey-mouse-undies/10227.
5 Tieman, Robert. The Mickey Mouse Treasures. NewYork: Disney Editions. 2007, p. 10 enclosure.
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Mike (Marco) Wolf had traveled the road from being a sister and brother ballroom
dance team in the 1920s to being successful producers of their own shows on the
West Coast Circuit. They staged their review shows in (among other cities on the
west coast) Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, and Vancouver, BC.

Fanchon and Marco introduced acts that featured talented singers and/or dancers,
many of whom became stars, such as Fred andAdeleAstaire, Shirley Temple, and the
young Judy Garland (as part of the trio The Gumm Sisters). They used the signature
term “Idea” in naming their shows—The Stairways Idea and The Jazz Temple Idea
are just two of over seventy shows they produced. Mickey’s show became Mickey
Mouse Idea.

Mickey Mouse Idea debuted on March 12, 1931 at the Loew’s State Theatre in
Los Angeles and played to packed houses throughout 1931. The director of the show,
determined to catch “the spirit of the Disney characters and transform them into
living, breathing stage entertainers,” rehearsed the show for eleven weeks rather than
the standard four to ensure the he would attain the quality he wanted (Tieman 10). The
show followed the format of all Fanchon and Marco reviews and boasted a wide range
of acts from dance routines to comedy skits. As in the early animations, one skit/gag
followed another and the show offered huge entertainment value. The program for
the review as it was presented that year by the Fox Theatre at Gimbel’s Auditorium
(together with the Will Rogers film Young as You Feel) shows the diversity of acts
presented. The show at Gimbel’s was free and adults were encouraged to bring their
children.

Vaudeville entertainer Touts Novelle played Mickey, complete with pointed-nose,
black and white head, and long pointy tail. The review began with an animated trailer
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of Mickey Mouse blowing up a large balloon that read “Mickey Mouse Idea.”6 Touts
was blown onto the stage when the balloon burst—and then entertained the audience
(as Mickey) in the sketches that followed. In many of the reviews Mickey appeared
as an introduction to the skit rather than as a key character. In the comedy skit with
Bozo the Educated Dog, for instance, Mickey chats with the entertainer then Bozo
chases him off stage and proceeds to show how smart he is by pantomiming answers
to the questions.

One feature of the review was a live interpretation of Disney’s animations in
which Mickey appeared as an orchestra conductor who introduced a Silly Symphony
ballet. Characters such as skeletons, fish, daisies, and frogs capered their way through
humorous dance numbers. The show also featured typical review specialty numbers
such as the “3 Rolling Stones” who comedy-acted a slow-motion fight, and the ring-
and-trapeze act “Louis and Cheri” who featured as human pinwheels whirling at 120
turns per minute with the “Sunkist Beauties” in the finale. The Daily News drama
editor, Eleanor Barnes, enthused, “There has never been anything finer presented at
Loew’s State on the stage, in this writer’s opinion, than this amusing and delightfully
fantastic production.” The success of this first show supported the development of a
new show for 1932 “Mickey and Minnie Mouse.”

There was potential for transmedia storytelling in live theatre performance but as
Mickey Mouse Idea was a vaudeville review that incorporated a variety of acts rather
than focusing on any individual story, it did not extend the Disney “stories,” only the
Disney Master Narrative. New, transmedial interpretations of Disney stories in live
theatre performance would wait until 1994 with the staging of Beauty and the Beast
by Walt Disney Theatrical Productions.

The Original Mickey Mouse Club

Mickey increasingly appealed to children and to their parents as family entertainment.
Going to the theatre on a Saturday afternoon to see a new Mickey short became a
favorite activity across the country. In the suburban Los Angeles theatre, the Fox
Dome, the manager Harry Woodin watched as local children filled the seats and
enthusiastically cheered the latest Mickey escapades. He thought it would be a good
idea to organize activities around the latest Mickey release and make the theatre a
place for the community to gather—and the Mickey Mouse Club was born.7

Each week children would come to the theatre on Saturday afternoon to celebrate
their hero. They said the Mickey Mouse pledge, played in the Mickey Mouse band,
and enjoyed one of a number of planned activities before they watched the latest

6 Mickey blew onto the stage from an animated trailer as an introduction to the Mickey Mouse
Idea. Photo of vaudeville Mickey courtesy Huntington Library: http://www.flickr.com/photos/
40670707@N05/3744544536/in/photostream/.
7 Announcing the inauguration of The Mickey Mouse Club: http://www.2719hyperion.com/2011/
01/what-mickey-mouse-club-is.html.
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cartoon. Woodin believed that children all across the U.S. would be interested in
joining a club like his. When on a visit to the Fox, Walt saw all of the smiling, eager
faces, he recognized the appeal to children as well as to the parents who were looking
for family activities for their children. Here was an opportunity to boost Mickey’s
presence in every community across the country. He threw his support behind the
project and by January 1930 Woodin was well into a campaign to promote Mickey
Mouse Clubs across the nation. Theatres could buy a club charter and run special
matinees and activities for which they could use Mickey Mouse Club products such
as membership cards and buttons. There were common formats for advertising and
banners to promote the opening of the club as well as ongoing events. Theatre owners
soon saw what Woodin had noticed in his suburban LosAngeles theatre, that the clubs
were a great way to promote their own theatres as a place for the community to gather;
that spring and summer many local chapters were inaugurated.

The advertisement for the inauguration of a club described club activities, had space
for sponsors, and featured pictures of Mickey and Minnie singing and dancing.
Children were encouraged to go to a participating Mickey Mouse store to fill out an
application and present it at the free opening matinee. The advertisement, intended
both for parents and children, points out the organization will be activity-based and
community-oriented.

Much like the Boy Scouts’ and Girl Scouts’ organizations that were popular at the
time, each of the Mickey Mouse Clubs established a ritual that was followed weekly.
The Daily Tribune in Bay City, Texas recorded the events of a typical club meeting:
First there was the screening of the latest and greatest Mickey Mouse short together
with a chapter of the current adventure serial. This was followed by a formal call to
order with all the officials coming to the stage. After this introduction the program
included other activities such as accepting new members into the club, carrying the
colors to the stage, repeating the oath of allegiance and singing a verse of America,
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giving children with birthdays passes for the next week’s show, participating in a
cracker-eating contest, singing the Mickey Mouse song, and, as a finale, viewing
another cartoon. When they became available, copies of the Bibo & Lang Mickey
Mouse Book were handed out for free to new members.

Every weekend saw thousands of children giving secret handshakes or special
member greetings, singing the special club song, and getting involved in activities
that ranged from pie-eating to yo-yo contests, and from playing in the band to roping.
The Club Creed emphasized a code of behavior and what were seen as American
values; parents saw the clubs as a “safe place that kids could spend the day and enjoy
wholesome entertainment.”

Within the year, 150 clubs had been established with 200,000 or so members. By1932
there were over 800 clubs across America with a million members. A typical club
was The Tucson Mickey Mouse Club that had its first meeting on May 24, 1930 and
ran for over thirty years. Until it closed on July 4, 1962, the club upheld the values
and provided the type of family entertainment for children Mickey and his friends
came to represent. Following are excerpts from an article by Steve Renzi published
in May 2005 on the Downtown Tucsonan website about those early days. It shows
the meaning and wide-reaching effect these clubs had within communities across the
nation and the iconic appeal an engaging little mouse had.
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Radio? An Advertising but not Story Medium for Mickey. . .

During the 1930s and 1940s when radio was King, Walt was a frequent guest on radio
programs; his appearances varied from a Public Service Spot for the National Society
for the Prevention of Blindness to being a guest on Lux Radio Theatre. Appearances
were occasionally in the company of a Disney character, often Mickey, sometimes
Donald. Walt saw each appearance as an opportunity to add to the Disney Master
Narrative. Lux Radio Theatre, hosted at the time by Cecil B. DeMille, presented one-
hour versions of current or upcoming films. During one interview with Walt, DeMille
posed the question, “Who is the better actor, Mickey or Donald?” Walt provided an
answer that revealed the essential personality of these two characters as he had created
them: “Mickey is an actor. Donald is a clown.” Walt had thought of and developed
Mickey as an actor since his first appearances, slowly building up a personality in
the way that the movie studios created their stars, not only through films themselves,
but also through appearances, newspaper stories, and endorsements. Walt didn’t
only appear in interviews; he also made some attempts to use radio to extend stories
about Mickey and his friends in a transmedial way. He helped Mickey celebrated his
seventh birthday on Magic Key of RCA in September 1935 and joined Mickey and
Donald in The Duck Who Didn’t Believe in Santa on the Electric Hour.

But Walt didn’t want to replicate the animated shorts on radio believing that it
wasn’t the right medium for them. An exceptional financial commitment from a
sponsor, and the upcoming release of Snow White, swayed him to take a chance on
radio. In1938 Walt took over the Sunday afternoon Amos ‘n’ Andy radio slot with
the Mickey Mouse Theater of the Air. Produced by the Disney Studios, the program
showcased Mickey, Minnie, and a host of friends.

During its 20 week run the show did not engage the radio audience to any extent
and was dropped. Walt’s closeness to his medium, animation, made him discerning
when it came to what was suitable for the stories he told and how he told them.
He understood the difference between media and what could and could not be ac-
complished; he said during the making of the show, “I don’t think this show will
work. You have to see the characters to fully appreciate them.” Aaron Stein, critic
for the New York Post agreed, “All the strength, the vigor and logic of the Disney
films lies in the pictures. The voices, the music, and the sounds are usually funny
and effective, but they register only as sound effects which point up the pictures.
On the air they offered only disembodied sound effects. Only in so far as the sound
calls to mind a vision of one of the Donald Duck frenzies, or of Mickey’s dapper
contours, is it at all entertaining. Unfortunately, the sound is not very strongly evoca-
tive” (MousePlanet). While radio shows which featured scripts with Walt and his
characters interacting in events that had immediacy and pertinence for the audience,
such as a Christmas show, struck a chord with the audiences, a weekly series, which
required the characters to carry the show through their regular antics, did not.
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Television

Walt and Roy were enthusiastic about television (all the executives had TVs in their
offices by 1947) and believed that it offered opportunities for developing audiences
for their motion picture features. Since his early days of selling Mickey, Walt had
believed in going directly to the public with his shows; he felt that television was
a way of having direct access to the public without any intermediaries. In addition,
as television was a medium supported by corporate sponsors, Walt and Roy saw
an opportunity to develop programming that would have the support of someone
else’s financing. Walt’s first appearance on television was in a Coca-Cola sponsored
Christmas show he produced for NBC in 1950. In the same way that he had used radio,
he used television to promote the Disney films. The Christmas show was a mixture
of Disney materials with the addition of other acts that would appeal to a general
audience. It featured a preview of Disney’s upcoming film Alice in Wonderland, a
number of other Disney cartoons, and, in addition, the popular ventriloquist Edgar
Bergen and his dummy sidekicks Charlie McCarthy and Mortimer Snerd. The show
drew a large audience and the New York Times said it was “one of the most engaging
and charming programs of the year.”

Walt and Roy had discussed the possibility of launching a television program that
would feature existing Disney shorts in early 1950; although different proposals for
programs were developed, none came to fruition. Because Walt felt that television
could finance Disneyland and was looking for a three-year financial commitment
that would help him do so, it was difficult to negotiate a contract. ABC, the newest
network was interested in increasing its presence, and wanted a series that would
appeal to “youthful families.” The Walt Disney Company and its family oriented
entertainment were a perfect fit. The two companies announced their agreement on
April 2, 1954 and the first show debuted six months later on October 27, 1954.8

According to The New York Times this was the “first move by a leading studio into
the home entertainment field.”

For Walt, the purpose of the program was to promote Disney films and Disneyland.
The first show was a sampler of Disney fare: a scene from Song of the South, and
the shorts Plane Crazy, Lonesome Ghosts, and The Sorcerer’s Apprentice from
Fantasia. In addition, Walt took the opportunity to present the Disneyland Story and
talked about his vision for the park and the attractions that visitors would be able
to enjoy there. Walt talked directly to the audience in a down-to earth way; in the
process he created his own persona of the avuncular, charming gentleman, interested
and enthusiastic about many things, who was welcome in people’s homes from the
first appearance of the show.

In October 1955, a television version of The Mickey Mouse Club had its debut.
The studio produced the program especially for children and teens; it included short
documentaries filmed around the world, live action serials such as The Adventures

8 TV Guide October 1954: http://vintagedisneylandtickets.blogspot.com/2008/05/why-disney-
changed-his-mind-about-tv-tv.html.
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of Spin and Marty, and a Disney cartoon. The hallmark of the program was the
“Mousketeers,” young teenagers hired for their talent who did comedy skits, and
sang and danced in a themed weekly feature. The program became one of the most
popular on television and eventually ran in eighteen countries. The popularity of the
program’s serials in the first season encouraged the studio to create new titles such
as the one based on the popular mystery books for boys, The Hardy Boys. While the
show only ran until 1959 it was syndicated throughout the sixties and seventies and
finally given its own place on The Disney Channel in 1983 where it continued to
draw in, entertain, and influence children and younger teens.

Through television programs such as Disneyland and The Mickey Mouse Club
Walt was entering millions of homes each week. Regular appearance on Disneyland
connected Walt with his star Mickey beyond even the closeness they enjoyed through
other media. The Mickey Mouse Club’s theme and farewell song show very clearly
that, even though the television programs included varied types of entertainment, it
was Mickey who symbolized and drove the Disney Master Narrative forward.9

9 26,000 Mickey Mouse ears were sold each week during the show’s peak years. Photo of
Mouseketeers: http://www.ohiokids.org/tellzall/2004/october.shtml.



Chapter 9
Engaging Audiences Across Media

Transmedia

Originating different manifestations of Mickey and friends outside of animation and
successfully establishing these as a part of the cultural landscape, produced a firm
base for the Master Narrative that Walt had conceived of in the first few months of
Mickey’s success in Steamboat Willie. Mickey, Minnie, the Three Little Pigs, and
their friends, and then Snow White and her friends the Seven Dwarfs enjoyed a
popular, ubiquitous presence in neighborhoods across the country. The name “Walt
Disney” became synonymous with these likeable, friendly, and amusing characters,
and with the technological innovations that brought them to their admiring public.

In creating a Master Narrative, Walt used individual media for differing purposes.
He promoted the animated characters to endear and entrench them in the popular col-
lective conscious through activities such as merchandising, vaudeville reviews, and
the Mickey Mouse Clubs. He also offered new ways to engage with his stories across
different narrative media such as comics and books. Although these transmedia op-
portunities were seen as objects that could promote the Disney characters, the means
for engagement were the stories themselves. Media such as radio and television were
initially viewed by Walt and Roy only as promotional opportunities. Over time, sto-
ries were created specifically for these media, and, television in particular came to
provide the public with a new way to relate to Disney characters. In the 1950s Walt
embarked on a transmedia innovation—bringing Mickey and friends to life in the real
world of a themed entertainment park.1 It wasn’t until the 1980s and 1990s, however,
when another new opportunity—console and computer games and stories—would
come along for people to engage differently with Disney characters and stories.

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Mickey and his friends moved across media from books, magazines, and comics and then to the
reality of Disneyland. In each medium they engaged and entertained their audience with different
attributes. http://kayaozkaracalar3.blogspot.com/2011/09/mickey-mouse-fables.html; http://www.
diannevetromile.com/DisneyBooks.htm; http://www.comics.org/issue/314993/; http://coa.inducks.
org/story.php?c=UC+MMW++34.
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Comics

Shortly after Steamboat Willie’s successful release Walt had set Ub Iwerks to work
to develop a comic strip for Mickey. As the strip progressed and Walt and Roy
looked for a syndication sponsor, King Features of the Hearst Agency offered them
a contract. On January 13, 1930, Mickey appeared in his first comic strip.2 While
the script credits read “Mickey Mouse by Iwerks,” it was written by Walt, drawn by
Ub, and inked by Win Smith. Ub stopped drawing the strip and Win didn’t want the
work of both drawing and inking. So Walt assigned Floyd Gottfredson, an animation
inbetweener and aspiring new addition to the Disney staff, the task of drawing the
strip, telling him he would only need to work on the strip for 2 weeks until they
found another artist to do so permanently. Walt wanted to be done with the scripting
(and had tried to convince Win to write the gags) so soon Gottfredson was writing
the script as well. He continued as artist and writer for the next 47 years.

Comic strips at the time were “continuities”—or a continuing story. They appeared
weekly in newspapers across the country. The Mickey Mouse strip was a gag-a-
day until it went into story continuities April 1 of that year. The gags for the first
2 months were loosely based on Plane Crazy in which Mickey was inspired by
Charles Lindbergh’s first transatlantic flight. Minnie was the only one of Mickey’s
friends to join him in his adventures in this strip. Within a couple of weeks into
the cartoon, when Mickey loses Minnie, struggles to keep his out of control plane
flying, and has to land on a desert island, this angle ends. On the desert island it’s
one gag after another—Mickey finds skeletons in a chest, accidently bops a gorilla
on the head, flees angry monkeys that he’s shaken out of a coconut tree—but neither
the desert island angle nor a potential pirate angle are explored with the idea of
continuing the story. The ending is odd as the palm trees simply give way to ordinary
trees for no reason and Mickey walks back home saying “Back to the old farm at
last!” where he reunites with Minnie in a few romantic gags. The strips released
between January 13 and March 31 were reprinted as a comic book entitled Lost on
a Desert Island.

This first strip was an effort to quickly produce a comic on a daily basis that
was entertaining; it was not well thought out as a continuous sequence of events.
As a “gag-a-moment” animation its approach was a move backward in Walt’s
progress in creating a storyline. It no doubt suffered from the uncertainty of who
was writing/drawing it during the first 3 months.3

The new continuity Walt began April 1 had a storyline that flowed effectively from
strip to strip. It was an adventure that helped define Mickey’s character from this
time on and moved him from a Chaplinesque comedic character to a man (or mouse)

2 The first Mickey comics were the gag-a-day type; they were inspired by Lindbergh’s transatlantic
flight. Photo of Mickey Mouse daily strip: http://bobcat74.free.fr/mmds/mmdsnotes.htm.
3 Some of the early comic strips were drawn by Ub Iwerks, others by Walt Disney. By May
17, 1930, Floyd Gottfredson had taken over both drawing and writing. While the new strip
was filled with sight gags it also had a continuous story. Photos of Mickey Mouse comic strips:
http://disneycomics.free.fr/Mickey/show.php?num=75&loc=YM002.



Books 81

of action in the Douglas Fairbanks, swashbuckling hero, mode. Gottfredson took
over writing the story on May 17 and completed it on September 20.

More of Mickey’s friends joined him in his new adventure—Clarabelle Cow,
Horace Horsecollar, Black Pete, the corrupt lawyer Sylvester Shyster, and Mortimer
Mouse, Minnie’s uncle. In the story, Mickey and Minnie set out to hunt for treasure
in the desert. Sylvester tries to foil their plans but Mickey steals back his treasure
map and, along with it, Sylvester’s roadster. Hair-raising adventures abound after
this, including an emotional plea with a cow to let them pass as they race down the
rails to get to the treasure. The cow refuses, the roadster gets totaled by a speeding
train but Mickey and Minnie survive to go on and find the treasure. The story was
later reprinted as the full-length comic book Mickey Mouse in Death Valley.

The Mickey Mouse strip became so popular that by January 1932 King Features
syndicated color Mickey and Silly Symphony comics in their Sunday supplements
as well. In 1935 Kay Kamen, together with Disney associate Hal Horne, started to
publish the Mickey Mouse Magazine, a reprint of the existing comic strip stories
in magazine format. When Horne pulled out Kamen went to Western Publishing to
have the magazine published. Besides the comics, the magazine included stories,
games, and full-page posters. Once comic books that consisted solely of comics
proved successful, Western made the magazine into a full-fledged comic book, Walt
Disney’s Comics and Stories.

These new Mickey Mouse stories were a combination of adventure and comedy
that was a divergence from the animated cartoons focus on comedy. The stories
featured Mickey as a daredevil and adventurer—a winning and gallant character
who was the superhero of his day. Throughout the 20th century Mickey continued to
be more adventurous in the comic strips and comic books than he was in the animated
shorts.

Books

One of the first merchandise licenses that George Borgfeldt had negotiated was the
Mickey Mouse Book with the sheet music publisher Bibo and Lang in 1930. This was
Walt and Roy’s first book title and, together with the merchandising of children’s
products, helped pave the way for Walt to take Mickey from adult entertainment to
children’s and family entertainment. The first run of the book, which had ads on the
inside front and back covers as well as on the bottom edge of the back cover, was
advertised to theatre owners in The Official Bulletin of the Mickey Mouse Club for
distribution as a promotional item to Mickey Mouse Club (MMC) members and was
distributed almost exclusively by them.4

The little book’s cover featured a cheerful Mickey waving a greeting to readers.
The cover was illustrated by the artist Albert W. Barbelle who was noted for his

4 Mickey’s first book was distributed free to Mickey Mouse Club members. Mickey Mouse Book:
http://vintagedisneymemorabilia.blogspot.com/2007/12/mickey-mouse-book.html.
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illustrations of sheet music. Barbelle did a superb rendering of Mickey, catching just
the right air of jaunty greeting that would become part of Mickey’s signature style.
Inside the book there was a four-page story that told how Mickey first came to visit
Walt, the new song Mickey Mouse (You Cute Little Feller), a Mickey Mouse March,
and a cutout board game.

The first, rather inventive, history of Mickey was written by the publisher’s
11-year old daughter, Bobette Bibo. She told the story of how Mickey, who was at
the time Mouse Thirteen, was expelled from Mouse Fairyland because of the pranks
he perpetrated. He dropped onto a roof in Hollywood and went down the chimney
where he met Walt. They got on famously and after hearing Mouse Thirteen’s story,
Walt was sure he could make him a picture star. A name change, however, was war-
ranted. As the first thing the mouse had eaten when he’d arrived at Walt’s was green
cheese, and green was an Irish color, “Mickey” became the chosen moniker. The
book showed a caricature of Walt (believed to be the first one ever made of him)
shaking hands with Mickey to seal their agreement.

Walt continued to refine Mickey’s persona as his star gained popularity. Early
shorts were aimed at an adult audience; the Gallopin’ Gaucho, for instance shows,
Mickey smoking and drinking. As cartoons became more popular with parents as
children’s entertainment, Mickey’s character became more moderate. Drinking and
smoking stopped and violence was toned down. The Mickey Mouse Book, as it went
into its second edition, reflected these changes in Mickey’s persona; the song lyrics,
“When little Minnie’s pursued by a big bad villain, we feel so bad, then we’re glad
when you up and kill him” were removed.

Roy approached many book publishers with the idea that Mickey’s humorous
adventures would be of interest to boys and girls. But Mickey was untried in the
business and there was scant interest until Roy approached the David McKay Pub-
lishing Company, who decided to take a chance on the Mouse. In order to offer a
Depression public a modestly priced book, the company planned to publish the new
book in black and white. Instead, Roy sent the publisher full-color illustrations and a
note saying Walt wanted the book printed in color. The Adventures of Mickey Mouse
was released in 1931 and turned out to be a huge success with Mickey fans. It was
reprinted continuously until the Second World War.5

The book showed Mickey in his barnyard roots with many of his vintage friends.
The story begins:

This story is about Mickey Mouse, who lives in a cozy nest under the floor of the old barn. . .

Mickey has many friends in the old barn and the barnyard beside Minnie Mouse. There are
Henry Horse and Carolyn Cow and Patricia Pig and Donald Duck, Clara the Hen, Robert
the Rooster, all the little Peep-peep Chicks and Turkeys and the Geese, too. But the Hound
Dog is hardly a friend, and Claws, the Cat, is no friend at all. . .

This story is one of the few in which there is ambivalence about Mickey and Minnie’s
size. In their first cartoon appearances Mickey and Minnie are smaller and more

5 Instead of economical black and white, Walt wanted his first book to be published in color.
The Adventures of Mickey Mouse: http://kayaozkaracalar3.blogspot.com/2008/12/adventures-of-
mickey-mouse-1931.html.
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rodent-like in their appearance than they are later in their careers, when they are
more anthropomorphized. However, they appear as normal sized rodents/mice only
in one early cartoon, When the Cats Away (1929) and in this print story.6 In When the
Cats Away, when Tom Cat goes off hunting for the day, Mickey pops out of a mouse
hole in the floor of the porch and he and his mice friends (including Minnie) proceed
to break into Tom’s shack. There they have a grand old time playing the piano,
saxophone, and record player, and dancing. In The Adventures of Mickey Mouse,
Mickey and Minnie change size as the story progresses. They are first shown as
“mice-sized” creatures living in nests, Minnie in a homey nest hidden somewhere in
the chicken house, and Mickey in a nest under the barn floor. The illustrations depict
the nests as enclaves of human-type coziness but also depict typical mouse holes cut
into the wall; in one view a salivating Claws the Cat is waiting outside Mickey’s
mouse hole to pounce on him. Soon enough Mickey and Minnie quick-change into
their more recognizable selves: pint-sized but not mice-sized.

The story plot in the book is slight and is similar to the one in the cartoon When the
Cats Away with the larger part of the action being taken up with Mickey and friends
partying. Mickey tricks Claws into getting caught in his own trap and then enjoys
some musical fun with his barnyard friends. Farmyard pigs, cows, and horses are
depicted cavorting both on the inside covers of the book and in the story illustrations.

While The Adventures of Mickey Mouse is a single story, the next McKay book, The
Mickey Mouse Story Book, consists of a number of stories written and illustrated by
Disney artists.7 In addition to the stories, children could enjoy a novel and ingenious
flicker feature when they read the book: when the bottom corners are flicked one way
Mickey Mouse is seen dancing and when the pages are flicked in the other direction
Minnie Mouse is seen dancing.

In the front of the book Walt shares a greeting with his young readers, one that
foreshadows his weekly address to audiences on television in the 1950s, in which he
mentions his hope of coming into their home and bringing happiness to their family
life, a goal that he pursues in all media throughout his career.

To all the little friends of Mickey Mouse throughout the world to whom he hopes to bring
more happiness by coming into their homes. WALT DISNEY

Walt had been successful in bringing Mickey’s image to homes through a wide
range of merchandise and now he was bringing Mickey’s stories to children’s homes
through books. These stories would continue to build Mickey’s character and en-
trench him as family entertainment through a medium that, at the time, had the
impact television and computers have today.

The era between the world wars, and in particular the1930s, was a time of exper-
imentation in children’s books. Important changes in lithographic techniques and in

6 Mickey and Minnie appeared rodent-sized in the cartoon When the Cats Away and the beginning of
Mickey’s first book, The Adventures of Mickey Mouse. Photo of When the Cats Away: http://www.
disneyshorts.org/shorts.aspx?shortID=99. Photo of rodent-sized Mickey: http://kayaozkaracalar3.
blogspot.com/2008/12/adventures-of-mickey-mouse-1931.html.
7 Mickey reads to his young listeners on the cover of his new “Story Book.” Photo of Mickey Mouse
Story Book: http://www.diannevetromile.com/DisneyBooks.htm.
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particular the use of high-quality photo offset-lithography in large-format volumes
such as Jean de Brunhoff’s tremendously successful L’Histoire de Babar le Petit Ele-
phant (1931), showed the potential of the picture book. Mickey’s books benefited
from the increasing success of children’s books in the market place. Changing tech-
nology also encouraged the development of books in new and increasingly popular
formats. Two of these in particular are notable: moveable books such as the Mickey
“Pop-Up” and “Waddle” books, and the “Big Little Book.”

A Little Pop-Up History

Pop-up books had known their first success in the mid-eighteen hundreds. They were
“toy books” and were one of different types of moveable books made by publishers
to make their stories more interesting and provide greater play value for children by
making them interactive. The first of these moveable books was the harlequinade
produced by the London publisher Robert Sayer in 1765. Sayers books had cut
pages with scenes that turned up new or alternate views of a story. Other moveable’s
included metamorphoses, books made of one sheet of paper folded in half and cut to
reveal hidden pictures, peep-show or tunnel books that had a peephole in the cover for
viewing a three dimensional scene inside, and lift-the-flap books. In the 1870s, books
such as Father Tuck’s Mechanical Series were the first to bring stand-up scenes to
children. In the U.S., the publisher McLoughlin Brothers took advantage of the new
and inexpensive chromolithography process to produce vibrantly illustrated large
format moveable books. Also popular at the time were books with cut-out dolls that
children could use to create their own stories. All these types of books became a
favorite at the turn of the century until the changing fortunes of World War I made
them prohibitively expensive. In the late 1920s when less expensive lithography
printing processes made them affordable again, they once more became an important
genre in publishing. Independent London publisher S. Louis Giraud began publishing
“living model” books that featured “pictures that spring up in model form.” Inspired
by their success, Blue Ribbon Books in the U.S. began publishing what it coined as
“Pop-Up” books.

The first Mickey Pop-Up book, published by Blue Ribbon Books in 1933, The
Pop-Up Mickey Mouse, was a result of the efforts of marketing entrepreneur Sam
Gold.8 At a time when marketing to children was largely unheard of, Gold believed
that they were the ideal audience, for once children wanted a product, they would
influence their parents to buy it for them. He understood that children had the potential
to not only be Mickey’s greatest fans, but also his greatest salespersons.

8 Dynamic and colorful, Mickey’s pop-up book encouraged children to play with the 3-D
scenes. Photo of The Pop-Up Mickey Mouse: http://www.childrensbookstore.com/vintage-pop-up-
books/1933/12/pop_book_mickey_mouse.
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Gold had started his marketing career with the Whitman Publishing Company that
had been innovative in introducing children’s books to the public at other than sea-
sonal times such as Christmas. When he had left to start his own company, American
Advertising and Research Corporation, he included children’s books as part of his
total marketing packages. These also included “point of purchase displays, posters,
direct mail and radio scripts.” Gold worked with Kay Kamen to create a product that
was appealing to children and maintained the high quality Disney demanded.

The Pop-Up Mickey Mouse was another new way to bring Mickey to children.
The story and illustrations were created by Disney artists; they told about Mickey’s
adventures taking care of some circus animals that had been left stranded. The front
cover of the book opened to reveal a full-spread pop-up of Mickey and Minnie holding
balloons and standing in front of the big top. The broad smiles on their faces show
that they are having fun. On the opposite page there is a clown made up as a monkey;
he is holding onto a halter worn by a real monkey dressed in a top hat and vest. In
the center of the spread are some circus toys from the center ring. The illustration
has a dynamic feel and a sense of perspective that gives the impression the reader
is a part of the scene. Children could imagine themselves at the circus with Mickey
and Minnie as they manipulated the pages to make the pop-up items move.

Twenty-four pages long, the book consisted of text and simple black and white line
drawings on most of the pages. In addition to the full-color pop-ups on the inside
front and back covers, there was a third that was a center spread. These brightly
colored, cheerful scenes brought the animated feel of the motion picture cartoons to
children in their own homes.

Minnie was given her very own Pop-Up Minnie Book in which she saves some
ducklings from a predatory hawk. These two pop-up books were so popular that
they were translated into Spanish, Italian, German, and Dutch and were followed up
quickly with two new titles: The Pop-Up Silly Symphonies which retold two of the
Silly Symphony stories, Babes in the Woods and King Neptune, and an entirely new
story, Mickey Mouse in King Arthur’s Court.

Another moveable book format created for Mickey that let children play with
“real” figures was the Mickey Mouse Waddle Book.9 Also instigated by Sam Gold
and created by Blue Ribbon Books, the waddle book included cardboard cutouts of
four characters, Mickey, Minnie, Pluto, and Tanglefoot. These could be detached and
assembled as three-dimensional dolls and were designed to waddle, or walk down a
slanted surface. The cardboard pathway on which the characters could waddle was
included. Unfortunately, this attempt at providing tangible characters with which
children could interact did not resonate with the public, and the Waddle books soon
passed from public view.

9 Three-dimensional Mickey and friends “waddle” down the slanted board. Photo of Mickey Mouse
Waddle Book: http://rarelibrary.com/book/OSZ/140.00/Mickey+Mouse+Waddle+Book,+The.html.
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The book format that did prove hugely popular with Mickey fans was the “Big
Little Book.”10 Created by Sam Lowe, an executive at Whitman Publishing, the “Big
Little Book” promised “a great amount of reading material and pleasure (BIG) within
a small and compact (LITTLE) book.” The format, approximately 4 inches square
with a cardboard cover and 300–400 pages in length, was just right for a pocket or a
purse. Each page of text had a captioned picture on the opposite page. Whitman’s first
book, Dick Tracy, was published before Christmas in 1932 and sold over 600,000
copies. When Sam came calling at Disney’s door in 1934, these figures impressed
Walt and Roy and their first “Little Big Book,” (LBB) Mickey Mouse, was published
before Christmas that year. The books were particularly profitable because they used
existing art and stories from the daily comic strips. Disney artists and writers took the
text balloon out of the weekly strips artwork and retold the story more descriptively
so that it was suitable for a book format.

Like the comic strip, books such as Mickey Mouse The Mail Pilot (the second
Mickey Little Big Book) and Mickey Mouse and The Dude Ranch Bandit (a Better
Little Book) showed a character who was dashing, fearless and courageous, and who
loved action. These stories, as did the many titles that followed them, brought a hero
to children’s homes, one that was accessible at the turn of a page. The books were
just the right size for the little hands of younger children and parents could enjoy the
experience of reading Disney stories with them. The pictures on each facing page
made the books good for a “learn to read” experience. For older children Mickey’s
adventurous stories were now available in inexpensive, handy-sized books they could
readily purchase and carry around. By the end of the decade Walt Disney’s Comics
and Stories would replace the Little Big Books and deliver inexpensively published
stories for fans to read in comic format.

Disneyland

Throughout the 1940s Walt continued to think about different ways in which he could
bring his host of cartoon characters and their stories to the public. It became his goal
to provide an environment in which adults and children together as a family could
enjoy themselves, and in which adults could find joy in play on their own as well.
He said, “The truth of the matter is. . . We don’t aim at children specifically. When
does any person stop being part child?”

Walt’s intent when he set out to build Disneyland was to create “happy family
stories and comedies,” that brought joy to all of the American public. Walt had
experienced the stories of everyday life on the farm, in the small town, and in the
city, first as a youngster and then as a young man. Through his many jobs during
those early years he had the opportunity to see people in all walks of life, through
his love of entertainment he had learned what made people laugh. He had taken

10 The Mickey Mouse Little Big Book retold the comic strip stories. Photo of Mickey Mouse The
Mail Pilot. http://www.biglittlebooks.com/newsletters/BLT-May-June2010.pdf.
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an interest in everything around him and put his experiences to use in his drive to
become a cartoonist. As his work matured and he went from drawing to producing
shorts to creating feature films these past experience gave him a broad and holistic
perspective of the stories he was presenting his audience. The strength of the stories
was first their compelling characters and then the sequence of events that created
continuity and a compelling storyline. If when he told stories they seemed hokey,
they were also honest. “I’m simple and corny at heart and I think the majority of
the people are on my side” (Conversations 80). Disneyland gathered together Walt’s
extensive and varied experience of story, animated film, audience experience, and
how these made for good entertainment, into a new medium.

The Disneyland Stories

The stories in Disneyland are many and varied; some add substance to the Disney
Master Narrative, others offer transmedial opportunities for the characters and stories
that Walt originated in other media over the 25 years prior to Disneyland being built.
Walt had talked about finding a way to bring Disney characters to life in their fantasy
surroundings throughout the forties. But rather than an amusement park, Walt wanted
a “theme” park; the Disney stories were part of his planning from the beginning. A
1948 memo outlines a “Mickey Mouse Park” with a Railroad Station, Town Hall, Fire
and Police Stations, Drugstore, Opera House and Theatre, and other attractions that
created the atmosphere of an old-fashioned village. A theme park was to surround
the village and would act as “headquarters” for the entire enterprise.

One of the projects that was folded into the final version of Disneyland evolved
from Walt’s interest in miniature trains, an interest that became a consuming hobby
of first, collecting, and then, building, miniatures. Walt planned “Disneylandia” as
an exhibit that would travel across America as a twenty-one car train and bring to
school children and other visitors the story of “Americana” in miniature. The first
of the scenes built was Granny Kincaid’s Cabin. Based on the film So Dear to
My Heart, the miniature diorama was approximately 8 feet long and showed the
interior of Granny’s cabin complete with a stone fireplace, handbraided rug, “china
washbowl and pitcher, guitar with strings thin as cat whiskers and a small family
Bible. . . . A tiny flintlock rifle hung on the wall and a spinning wheel with flax sat in
the corner” (MousePlanet). Although Granny did not herself appear in miniature, a
recording of her voice described the scene for visitors. Walt showcased the diorama
in the Festival of California Living in December 1952 to test the public’s reaction.
“People would watch and watch. They wouldn’t go away. They watched the whole
show and stayed for the next one. So the show had to be stopped for 25 minutes to
clear out the audience. Walt knew it was a success” (Ibid). Walt’s earlier interest
in wind-up mechanical toys also came to play; he wanted to add movement to the
miniatures and had his machine shop analyze a film of Buddy Epson dancing. The
result of the experimentation was a 9 inch miniature of a vaudevillian dancing on a
frontier music hall stage. This was the beginning of Audio-Animatronics which was
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to become a main feature of Disneyland’s storied characters. From this first scene
came the idea for the scene of a singing barbershop quartet. The view of the inside
of the barbershop “would include a barber, customer in a chair and two more patrons
standing by the chair and waiting.” Visitors could see out through the window to the
street view. Across the way stood a newspaper office with a view through its front
window of the barbershop.

Logistics of moving the train were more complex than Walt had first envisioned
and with everybody “planning to make a lot of money, just to let Disney in,” the
financial cost became prohibitive. Walt shifted his focus closer to home and back
to his full-sized Mickey Mouse Village. In early 1952 he received tentative approval
for developing some property (different sources identify this as 7, 11, and 16 acres)
across the road from the studio on Riverside Drive in Burbank. He had one of the
Disney illustrators, Harper Goff, draw up sketches for the park that included the
main street eventually implemented in Disneyland. But the City of Burbank wasn’t
interested in a “carny” atmosphere in the area and wouldn’t authorize the construction
of the park. In any event, Disney’s ideas for the park kept expanding and would no
longer fit into the confines of the small property.

Preliminary Story Planning

Walt was advised by architect Welton Becket that “no one can design Disneyland
for you; you’ll have to do it yourself.” Walt had hired art director Richard Irvine to
help with the original planning. Irvine was joined by Marvin Davis and together they
worked with Harper Goff to sketch out Walt’s ideas on paper. Key to their planning
was studying Disney cartoons and considering how the stories could be made into
rides. Walt wanted to bring the cartoons to life. As with the preliminary planning
for the cartoons, Walt was involved with developing the story, often describing the
story/ride in the same enthusiastic way that he had inspired the shorts and the feature
films. The art directors drew storyboards to describe how the story and ride worked
together to engage visitors in a “total” story experience. During the first meeting
with Stanford Research Institute (who Walt would use to find a location for the
park), the consulting group learned Walt was expecting to build something quite
different from an amusement park. “Walt’s major investment would be committed to
creating a storytelling environment. Rides would be subordinate to story and setting.
Most shocking, there were no thrill rides, no roller coaster, no super fast fear of
falling rides anywhere” (Barrier 260). For Walt, the park offered a never-ending
story opportunity. In contrast to films that were complete and could not be changed,
Disneyland could change continuously in reaction to input from its audience and to
the changing technologies of the day. While today some of the rides are the same
as they were on opening day, many older rides have been updated and new rides
and environments created. The stories within the park have changed in response to a
process of engagement Walt put in place deliberately to get people’s reactions. Walt
had always watched his audience to gage the effect of his projects: when he stood
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at the back of the screening room to listen to reaction to Steamboat Willie, when he
sat with the audience to see how Snow White would affect them, when he watched
visitors stream by Granny Kincaid’s Cabin. Once Disneyland was opened, he went
on daily walks to see how visitors were reacting to the attractions there.

Mainstreet, U.S.A.

At the entrance of the park—Main Street, U.S.A.—is Walt’s “middle America” story
based in his experiences living in the farming community of Marceline.11 From the
Railroad Station at one end, the walk down the Main Street, with its the “photogra-
pher’s shop, ice-cream parlor, bakery, meat market and grocery, bank, music shop,
drug store and many others—all operating exactly as they did 50 years ago” was
planned to provide the feeling of walking through a turn-of-the-century mid-western
town. Marble-topped tables, wire-back chairs, player pianos, and silent movies at
the movie house, all contributed to the atmosphere and the illusion being created. In
the 1955 Disneyland Brochure created for the opening, Walt described Main Street
as the “heart-line of America.”

Main Street bolstered the Disney Master Narrative and ensured that an environ-
ment friendly to families was the first experience visitors had in the park. Walt
succeeded in successfully translating the Disney movie experience he had developed
into reality a number of ways. The storyboarding approach that had been taken to
designing the park provided for a sense of continuity with cinematic-like scenes that
visitors entered and passed through to the next scene. Walt wanted a “complete ex-
perience” not a disjointed one for his visitors and achieved something similar to a
movie “cross-dissolve” by ensuring that the scenes changed in both look and feel as
visitors moved from one to another. When ordering trees for the park he required
trees planted be native to their environment “maples, sycamores and birches for the
Rivers of America; pines and oaks for Frontierland, etc. He sometimes rejected a tree
with the comment: ‘It’s out of character”’ (264). When planning for the pavement he
required that the texture change when visitors entered the next land, claiming, “You
can get information about a changing environment through the soles of your feet.”

A crucial way that Walt used to create a comfortable environment was by the
manipulation of scale. “Scale meant everything” in maintaining the illusion of story,
whether it was on Main Street, Fantasyland, or Frontierland. In the same way that
he had Alice enter Adventureland so many years before, Walt now lead visitors into
a “real” animated world where he altered the scale of the buildings and attractions
to make them more “accessible and inviting.” Visitors rode a 5/8th scale railroad
and they walked into buildings that were 9/10ths scale on the ground floor and grew
progressively smaller on the second (8/10ths) and third (7/10ths) floors. Throughout

11 An Imagineer’s concept for Mainstreet shown in the Los Angeles Examiner insert printed
July 15, 1955, the day before Disneyland opened. Photo from the Los Angeles Examiner: http://
samlanddisney.blogspot.com/2011/05/what-is-disneyland-part-5.html.
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the park, visitors encountered attractions of different scale, as for Walt scale had
to both be functional and look right. The Mark Twain Riverboat had to be both
impressive yet fit the scale of the waterway down which it transported visitors.
Different parts of the boat were scaled to fit the need; while the boat was scaled at
3/4ths, the railings were left normal size for safety, as well as for look and feel.

It was while walking down Main Street that visitors would have their first expe-
rience of engaging with Disney characters—Mickey, Minnie, and their friends were
there to greet children, teens, and adults alike, shaking hands, giving hugs, and shar-
ing smiles. At the end of the street, Walt had built a circular park, the hub that sends
visitors out to the different story realms: Fantasyland, Frontierland, Adventureland,
and Tomorrowland. “Parents can sit in the shade here if they want, while their kids
go off into one of the other places. I planned it so each place is right off the hub.”12

Across the park from Main Street, Sleeping Beauty Castle led to the Fantasyland
of Walt’s animated stories. Here were found the “cartoon or story book characters that
Walt Disney has brought to screen life.” The 1955 Disneyland Brochure13 describes
the story experiences of Fantasyland:

A world of imagination—come to life. You’ll cross the drawbridge to enter Fantasyland
through the portals of a medieval castle with towers and parapets rising dizzily above you.
In Fantasyland you’ll take the Peter Pan ride aboard a pirate galleon that soars over moonlit
London to Neverland, home of Mermaids, Buccaneers, Indians and Lost Boys, and flit
through the Darling home; take the Snow White ride and meet the Seven Dwarfs, the Wicked
Witch, who will offer you a poisoned apple, and all the other characters of this immortal
classic. Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride runs through a series of misadventures in a 1903 vintage
automobile, knocking over a cow and crashing into a barn. . .

Whether visitors were on a ship riding through the sky in Peter Pan, in mine cars
trundling along a track in Snow White’s Adventures, or in a vintage car barreling
along a country road in Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride, they experienced a ride that was a
short tableau of the original story and that befitted the attraction. In what are known
as dark rides, visitors engaged with the characters in an experience that was distinctly
different from that of watching them on the screen. Special effects, sound, music,
and animated figures were brought to life through the use of special lighting effects.
Tight curves and bends added to the excitement of the journey and to the sense of
surprise for visitors as new scenes appeared before them. Combined with meeting
story characters in the streets of Disneyland, these rides successfully extended Walt’s
animated creations into reality for visitors. McCall’s magazine said of the experience,
“Walt Disney’s cartoon world materializes bigger than life and twice as real.”

12 Thomas, Bob. An American Original: Walt Disney. New York: Disney Editions, 1994. p. 13.
13 1955 Bank of America Disneyland Guide shows Main Street with the park-like “hub” from
which visitors could view and then visit the different lands. Photo of the 1955 Bank of America
Disneyland Guide: http://vintagedisneylandtickets.blogspot.com/2008/05/disneyland-1955-bank-
of-america.html.
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While the Disney studio would continue to add to its repertoire of stories in different
media and to the techniques used to present them, it would not be until computer
technologies opened up the digital environment that a new transmedia experience
would be available in which they could experiment.14

14 In June 2010, Disney announced the first-of-its-kind Assistive Technology Device to provide
detailed descriptions of the Disney Parks for guests with disabilities. At no additional cost to the
guests, the handheld device offers detailed audio description for more than 50 attractions, amplified
audio for the hearing impaired, captioning for the visual impaired during specific rides, and activa-
tion of closed captioning on television displays in pre-show areas. See http://disneyparks.disney.go.
com/blog/2010/06/handheld-device-will-offer-detailed-descriptions-for-guests-with-disabilities-
at-disney-parks/.



Part III
From Interacting to Creating and Sharing

For almost a decade, I kept an office
bulletin board showing screenshots of
online games and activities that I had
designed,engineered, or enhanced...
My goals were to inform others what the
Disney Online Games Group had been doing
and to inspire new ideas...

Newton Lee



Chapter 10
Animated Storybooks and Activity Centers

Arcade Game to Story Game

By 1994 The Walt Disney Company had been producing children’s video games for
13 years. Since the release of its first video game, Mickey Mouse, for Nintendo’s
Game and Watch handheld game systems in 19811, the company had licensed its
characters and established development and publishing alliances with leading in-
teractive gaming companies, first with Nintendo Entertainment Systems (NES) and
then with Sega, Capcom, Square Enix, Sierra On-Line and others. Disney characters
featured in platform games, puzzle games, and racing games, among others. Mickey
and friends ran, jumped, juggled, collected, raced, got into scraps, danced and taught
kids their ABCs and numbers across multiple platforms.

The first of these games were arcade type games that used Disney characters more
as a merchandising opportunity than for any particular character trait or potential
for story possibilities. In an arcade-type game personality did not affect the game
activity. Although the game might consist of an event that had a cause and effect,
it would not require a storyline to be successful. Adventure games, on the other
hand, different from arcade games are based in story. Originally text-based, these
games encourage players to achieve their goals not by repeating arcade-type actions
but by moving through different environments, asking questions of game characters,

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Mickey Mouse’s first game appearance was on Nintendo’s Game and Watch, a handheld system
made between 1980 and 1981. It was released October 9, 1981, featured a single game, and had a
clock and an alarm. Mickey’s handheld excursion finds him trying to collect eggs from a hen house
as they roll down chutes. Mickey normally receives one full miss for every egg he drops, but if
Minnie is present in the top left corner of the screen, he only gets a half miss. The game ends when
Mickey has three full misses. There is an A and a B game. In Game A, the eggs fall from three
chutes. Which three? It’s random and changes after each miss. In Game B, the eggs fall from all four
chutes, adding more of a challenge. Nintendo’s Game and Watch: http://www.sydlexia.com/who_
watches_the_watchmen.htm; http://forums.dashhacks.com/f120/some-old-games-from-nintendo-
game-watch-t261823/.

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 95
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unlocking secrets, and overcoming obstacles to reach a goal. Some adventure games
offer a fully developed story, others are a sequence of activities that are based in or
allude to stories that exist in other media or have been presented in previous games.
The latter is particularly true of the adventure games produced by Disney. Disney
adventure games are based on previously released animated movies and provide a
transmedia experience. In the company’s first adventure game Winnie the Pooh in
the Hundred-Acre Wood, published in 1985, the wind has blown objects that belong
to the story characters all over the 100 Acre Wood. In similar game play to that in
the Sierra On-Line game Mixed-Up Mother Goose (mentioned in the introduction),
the player’s role as Winnie the Pooh is to find the objects, bring them back, and then
to match them to their character.2 All of Pooh’s friends, Eeyore, Tigger, Owl, and
Piglet have lost things and would like them back; as Pooh can only bring back one
thing at a time, and the wind might come back at any time to whisk things away
again, time is added as an incentive in the game. Although a simple activity with a
minimal storyline, the familiarity of Winnie the Pooh (to most children) brought to
the game a sense of continuity within the larger narrative of the child’s experience of
the character. The A. A. Milne stories of Winnie-the-Pooh had been favorites since
their publication in 1926. Disney’s first Winnie the Pooh featurette, Winnie the Pooh
and the Honey Tree, a 25 minute animation, was made in 1966. From then until
1985 three more featurettes, a short film, and a feature film, as well as a television
series were produced. Winnie the Pooh also appeared in his own stories in Disney
books. The popular character quickly became one of the pantheon of personalities
in the Disney Master Narrative. Children gravitated to any new activity that featured
the friendly, warm hearted, if slightly fuzzy-headed bear and the opportunity to
interact with the character, even with the rudimentary representation in the game,
was an exciting one. The game play was fun and highly engaging; parents continue
to introduce their children to the “virtual hide and seek” that they “love” and “could
play for hours.”

In 1986 Disney released the first adventure game adaptation (by Sierra On-Line) of
one of its full-length movies, The Black Cauldron. Game designer Al Lowe followed
the action of the original story throughout The Black Cauldron game.3 Taran, the
assistant pig-keeper must rescue Hen Wen, a magical pig, so that the Evil Horned
King does not find the Cauldron and rule the world. Taran can walk, run, swim, and
talk with different characters to get to his goal. To add more interesting game play
Lowe created several new plot branches that players could take and that provided for
at least six variations on the ending depending on decisions made during play. As
such, The Black Cauldron was one of the first graphical adventures that gave players
true multiple paths through the story. Players who did not rely on the story but took

2 The 1984 Winnie the Pooh adventure game used both text and graphics to engage children in
the search for lost objects. Photo of the 1984 Winnie the Pooh adventure game: http://www.
dosgamesonline.com/index/game/576/Winnie_the_Pooh_in_the_Hundred_Acre_Wood.html.
3 The Black Cauldron graphics were advanced in comparison to games such as the Dark Crys-
tal. Photos of The Black Cauldron: http://www.mobygames.com/game/black-cauldron/screenshots
Photos of The Dark Crystal: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Dark_Crystal_(video_game).
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the uncommon path most often were rewarded with the most points. The different
paths and solutions to puzzles gave players the opportunity to be creative in their play
and meant they would return to play again, giving the game excellent replayability.

Disney wanted the game made more accessible for children and so Lowe designed
simplified game commands that were easy for children to use. He replaced the text
parser normally used to initiate different actions with function keys, an innovation not
used again until years later. The game’s graphics were also an advancement compared
to the very linear and stark graphics of the time. Lowe had access to all the Disney
original hand-painted backgrounds, the original animation cells, and the original
music score when he created the game. In line with the Sierra On-Line interest at the
time in developing better animation and color in their games, there was a new sense
of three-dimension created by the backgrounds and by the characters moving about
in the virtual space. The graphics were, however, rudimentary in comparison to the
animated film and the cover art of the game.

Over subsequent years the release of Disney movies such as Who Framed Roger
Rabbit, Ariel the Little Mermaid, and Aladdin, was followed shortly by the release of
video games. Game play in each game, which was generally the same for different
platforms, always used events from the movie but did not necessarily present the
entire plot. In Roger Rabbit (NES) the goal of the game is to reach Toontown and
destroy Judge Doom; in the Little Mermaid (NES and GameBoy) Ursula has taken
control of the seas and Ariel goes to the rescue. The Aladdin story, however, was
developed in different versions. The Super Nintendo version follows the plot of the
movie more so than does the Sega Mega Drive/Genesis game in which the player
achieves different levels that are based on locations in the movie. Interestingly it is
this version that had Disney animators working alongside the game designers. As
a result the graphics are closer to the quality of the animated film than are other
versions.

“A Story Waiting for You to Make it Happen”—the Synergy
of Story and Game Technology

In the early 1990s popular children’s print stories were successfully adapted as dig-
ital storybooks for interactive play and learning on the computer. Different from
video games, they presented a complete readable story while including interactive
components and so engaged children in both reading and interactive play. Mercer
Mayer was one of the first children’s authors/illustrators to take advantage of dig-
ital technologies to combine his stories with digital play activities. Just Grandma
and Me is one of the first of the clickable children’s books.4 Published as one of
Broderbund’s Living Books series, the screens reproduce the print book pages in

4 Grandma and Lil Critter leave the house and walk down the road to catch the bus. As they stand
there waiting for it, children can “make things happen” by clicking on different objects. Screenshots
of Just Grandma and Me: http://www.mobygames.com/game/just-grandma-and-me/screenshots.
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exceptional quality with characters that are animated and move the story forward.
When the narrator has finished reading the text and the animation sequence for that
page is complete, children can “play.” They can click to have the text read again
or they can find objects to click on and make things happen. Clicking on an object
starts a short, site-specific animation: a bird flies out of its nest, a squirrel comes
out of a tree knot, a plane flies through a cloud. Different animations appear when
the same object is clicked successively. These animations are specific to the item but
not necessarily to the story. Unlike the interaction in an adventure video game that
can lead the player down new paths in the story, this type of interaction is superfi-
cial to the storyline and does not affect it. It adds play opportunity rather than story
opportunity. From clickable storybooks such as Lil Critter, The Berenstain Bears,
and Benjamin Bunny, publishers moved towards educationally oriented CD-ROMS
in which characters from stories such asClifford the Big Red Dog, Thomas the Tank
Engine, and Arthur the Aardvark, among others, were made into frontmen for educa-
tional activities. Children could join their favorite personality and work out puzzles,
learn math, or do science experiments.

Along Came Simba

On June 24, 1994 the Disney movie The Lion King was released and began achieving
worldwide fame and success. It won the Academy Award for Best Original Score
and the Golden Globe Award for Best Motion Picture—Musical or Comedy as well
as the Kids’ Choice Award for Favorite Movie. While the majority of Disney story
ideas are adapted from fairytales and myths, or from classic literature, The Lion King
was an original story written by Disney screenwriters. At the time, it was second in
this distinction only to the animated movie Lady and the Tramp, made almost forty
years previously. The story expanded Disney’s horizons, taking on a mature theme as
had the film Bambi, Disney’s fifth feature animation made in 1942, that was initially
criticized for its realistic depiction of the shooting death of Bambi’s father.

An astonishingly short six months after the movie’s release, just prior to Christ-
mas, Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King was released.5 In March 1995
MultimediaWorld described the appeal of the new release to age groups from toddlers
to adults:

“Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King” is a winner that everyone can enjoy, from
toddlers to adults. The disc tells the now-familiar story of Simba the cub as he grows to
adulthood. You can passively listen or click your way along at your own pace. Actor Nathan
Lane provides new dialogue as Timon the meerkat, and there are lots of fun games and
interesting activities to keep you occupied.

5 The Lion King was the first of the Disney movies made into an Animated Storybook with a com-
panion Activity Center CD-ROM. Photos of Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King and Ac-
tivity Center: http://www.smartkidssoftware.com/cddsn1.htm; http://www.smartkidssoftware.com/
cddsn1b.htm.
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Disney Interactive, the digital media branch of The Walt Disney Company at the time,
had been looking for new ways to tap into the growing digital media consumer market.
Disney did not have the technology and manpower to make it happen, and as with
their media games, they were looking for a group to which they could successfully
outsource the work. They approached Media Station Inc., an innovative start-up
company noted for their creative approach in developing multimedia software and
tools.

Building on the rich material in the movie, Disney brought its ability to tell
stories and develop characters to Media Station’s expertise in developing multimedia
products. Rather than cutting and cropping artwork from the film as a forced fit into
a new format, Media Station’s animators produced 7,000 new frames and Disney’s
artists added a further 5,000. The companies together created over 12,000 new frames
of digital animation for the storybook. Media Station also created over 300 music
and vocal assets using both traditional orchestration and arrangement and digital
composition tools adding to the depth of the auditory component of the storybook.

Multimedia World noted in March 1995 that, “the Lion King CD-ROM has the
smoothest animation I’ve seen yet.” To achieve this type of quality, Media Station
used a number of “proprietary strategic software technologies” that made it easier
for the developer to create large animation multimedia and the user to play it back,
impossible until that time. These included a playback engine that provided high
quality playback from a CD-ROM of large animations, and “WinToon,” software
that improved performance of playback in Windows by reducing the amount of data
that was required. This improved performance was necessary because, unlike other
interactive storybook developers who used a palette of 256 colors throughout the
entire title, Media Station used 256 colors per screen; this resulted in very large
animation files.

As one of the original software engineers at Media Station, Newton Lee had
created an object-oriented scripting language in 1994 (similar to the ActionScript
in Flash) that enabled the developers to create interactivity for animation quickly
and easily. He had also written a cross-platform multimedia compiler to allow the
software to run on both the PC Windows and the Macintosh operating system.
The new tools and methodology enabled a CD-ROM title to be developed within
3–6 months and were what enabled The Lion King animated storybook to be de-
veloped so quickly upon the heels of the movie. This quick release was in part
responsible for its success in the marketplace.

The other reason for its success was that when Media Station made The Lion
King an interactive story, they had built on the popularity of both video games with
children and learning games with parents by integrating game-like activities within
the story. Children could choose what they wanted to do, see, hear, and read on the
screen. Eighteen pages long, the story was skillfully edited to both ensure the original
continuity and afford interaction. Screen “pages” had text that children could choose
to either read or have read to them. To add to the aural experience the story was voice
acted. The original movie script was considered from an activity standpoint and
clickable features were added to each page so children could make things happen;
they could, for instance, turn the Pride Lands from brown to green again. In another
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reading oriented activity they could ask Rafiki the meaning of words and his “Action
Dictionary” would animate the answer. These activities increased engagement with
different story scenes/events and created connections with the individual characters,
as did other skill building activities that the game developers included. Children could
help Simba improve his pouncing skills by following a butterfly. They could collect
various bugs for Timon, who was always hungry. Netting eight bugs brought a special
award and a move up to the next speed level (three speeds). They could connect stars
in the sky to create different pictures; once a constellation was complete, it would
fade away and children could create another one. Designed for children three to eight,
the game became popular with both children and adults who could enjoy interacting
with characters that looked and talked like the ones in their favorite movie.

Although it was eventually chosen as “Pick of theYear” by Entertainment Weekly,
when it was first released, Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King got accused
of “killing Christmas” for thousands of children that year. In the morning of Christmas
Day 1994, Disney’s customer service was flooded with phone calls from angry
parents with crying children. The parents complained that when they loaded the
CD-ROM into their new Compaq Presario computers, they witnessed the infamous
“Blue Screen of Death”—an error screen displayed by Microsoft Windows after
encountering a critical system error that caused the system to shut down. The problem
was that the CD-ROM software title relied on Microsoft’s new WinG graphics engine,
and the video card drivers had to be hand-tuned to work with WinG. In late 1994,
Compaq released a Presario PC whose video drivers had not been tested with WinG.
To rush the software to the market before Christmas 1994, the CD-ROM software
was not tested on Compaq Presario. A rush to market and the lack of compatibility
testing were to blame for the fiasco.

Within days, the video card driver problem was fixed by Media Station Inc., and the
2nd release of Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King for Microsoft Windows
was available for purchase and free exchange. The WinG debacle led Microsoft to
develop DirectX, a more stable and powerful graphics engine that was later released
in September 1995. Also in 1995, the 3rd version of Disney’s Animated Storybook:
The Lion King that runs on both Windows and Macintosh operating systems was
released.

The hard lesson learned from the fiasco/success of Disney’s first animated story-
book was that the application of technology has tremendous impact on the success
of a digital story (as our Disney history shows, on stories in any medium). A piece of
software must be thoroughly tested on all supported platforms and system configu-
rations before its release no matter what the marketing department has scheduled or
what major holidays are approaching. Disney’s trademark attention to detail was as
valid when working with new technologies in the 1990s as it had been in the past.

The Lion King Activity Center, a companion CD-ROM that focused on educational
games and learning activities rather than on the story, was released in 1995. Children
could participate in activities that ranged from coloring to making music and had up
to three difficulty levels for replayability. Three locations, the Jungle, Rafiki’s Tree,
and the Shadowlands provided three different games/activities each. In the jungle
children could match bugs, learn to spell words, and find hidden animals. In Rafiki’s
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tree they could color, make puzzles, or play Achi, a game similar to tic-tac-toe,
against a friend. In Shadowlands, players could take a memory or a maze challenge
and play Ed’s Xylobones, a musical instrument like a xylophone that makes a water
and light show. There are also a number of movie clips from the Magical Pool that
could be viewed again and again.

The next animated storybook was Winnie the Pooh and the Honey Tree based on
the 1966 featurette of the same name.6 Intended for a younger audience than The
Lion King, Winnie the Pooh was an ideal character for engaging young children in
an interactive medium. A review from New Media (April 1996) describes from a
parent’s point of view why children (and parents) were attracted to this new way of
interacting with familiar stories.

It’s hard to resist this honey-loving bear: Hazel pounced on this disc first, and it immediately
became her favorite. Pooh, in Spanish and English for ages 3–8, teaches beginning reading
and word recognition. Disney took a much-loved story and effectively added more entice-
ments: well-known songs and enjoyable interactive games like finding hidden pots of honey
and identifying different colored objects. This disc is a pleasure.

The linear story provides children with the “read it again” opportunities that are
for them such an enjoyable part of an early reading experience. In addition hidden
animations, mini-games, and sing-along songs were blended into the story and add an
exciting level of interaction that is not too complex for a young child to enjoy on his
or her own. Even though the story is linear, the interactive components give children
the opportunity to make the story their own, as was the goal of the first rudimentary
interactive children’s story, Inigo Gets Out, created only 8 years previously.

As with The Lion King, Disney created a CD-ROM Activity Center for Winnie
the Pooh and the Honey Tree that was more oriented towards learning than story.
It offered art activities, puzzles, tic-tac-toe, matching activities (including matching
music), and mazes that use the scene clips and characters from the animated movie.

In addition to The Lion King, some of the best-selling Disney’s animated story-
books included Pocahontas, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, 101 Dalmatians, Toy
Story, Hercules, and Mulan. Each of these gave their audience the experience of
reading and of playing simple games in one digital environment. While clicking
through the story and its associated activities did not change the story itself, it did
change the experience of the story by creating connections with the characters and
events and making it more personal. Animated storybooks continued to be very pop-
ular until the capabilities of the World Wide Web began to evolve and different story
experiences had the chance to evolve in that medium.

6 Disney movies now had a new avenue for their stories, one that gave children the opportunity
to participate in the action. Photos of Disney’s Animated Storybook: Winnie the Pooh and Activity
Center: http://www.allgame.com/game.php?id=23426&tab=screen



Chapter 11
Going Online: A Personal Theme Park

We can’t bore the public with these things. . . . We’ve got

to be entertaining.

Walt Disney

Taking Disney’s World Online

The public recognition and financial success of the Disney CD-ROM story titles
prompted The Walt Disney Company to continue their expansion in digital and on-
line environments. Continuing the synergistic strategy that had successfully moved it
into new technologies in the past, the company looked to use the graphics capabilities
introduced to the World Wide Web in the mid-1990s to expand its transmedia reach
and create a virtual environment for its characters and stories. Disney.com, the
company’s official website, was launched February 22, 1996 primarily to promote
Disney’s theme parks and provide information on such company products as videos,
books, and music to adults.1 Disney developers also took advantage of the site to
give children a play space. Children could enjoy a different scavenger hunt each day
as well as chat with Disney characters such as Mickey Mouse. The site joined with
Family.com2 and through this venue provided parents advice and additional activities
for their children.

In 1996, Disney Online, headquartered in North Hollywood, California, was in
its infancy with about 100 employees. The online games group was smaller yet;

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 The 1996 Disney.com site brought information about the different Disney entertainment interests
to the public in one space. Together with Family.com it was designed to provide a comprehen-
sive resource for parents to go to for family-friendly activities. Photo of the 1996 Disney.com:
http://web.archive.org/web/19961222215021/http://www/disney.com.
2 Photo of the 1997Family.com: http://web.archive.org/web/19971210192651/http://www.family.
com.
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it consisted of two producers, two artists, and four engineers working full-time. In
the months ahead, the group quickly staffed up with new employees, contractors,
and interns. Disney Online worked with other divisions within The Walt Disney
Company as well as third party developers to create online content using Flash,
Director, and Java. While recent software advancements meant interactive animation
could be created for CD-ROMs quickly with high quality results, the web offered
new challenges. At the time, most consumers were connecting to the Internet using
narrow-band dialup modems. It was a very restrictive environment in which to deliver
high quality animation and sounds. Content developers had to time the loading time
for each content item to make sure that viewers did not have to wait too long. Clever
wait-time animations and activities were created to keep the viewers entertained while
the content was being downloaded. As broadband became more popular, broadband
versions of online content that used richer graphics and more sound effects were
offered. A lot of work was put into maintaining two versions of the online content
for the narrow-band and the broadband consumers.

The Disney name was synonymous with family-oriented entertainment program-
ming; taking this premise as its starting point, Disney Online aimed to develop a
“one-stop” online entertainment venue that was a counterpart to the real-world Dis-
neyland. It would be suitable for children between the ages of 3 and 12, but also be
a place teens and adults could visit to engage with favorite characters. The site was
planned with a number of key features: (1) it would be a parent-trusted environment
for children, (2) it would be subscription-based with the monthly fee waived for MSN
subscribers, (3) it would be predominantly advertising free, and (4) it would feature
new programming every week. Producers, engineers, and artists worked together
to design this new and quite ambitious idea in digital entertainment. They aimed to
make the site creative, engaging, fast changing, and with the widest range of activi-
ties available in a virtual environment. The activities would be based predominantly
in familiar Disney stories and characters.

On March 31 1997, Disney Online announced the launch of Disney’s Daily
Blast.3 The site was introduced by a cheerful Mickey Mouse, who welcomed guests
to its wide array of activities: tried-and-true arcade style “just fun” games, stories
children could read, listen to, or interact with, edutainment games intended not only
to entertain but also to develop skills, kids-oriented sports news and highlights from
ESPN, and a news report written for children by ABC. Children could match shapes,
shoot it out with villains, trade cards, get certificates, and have their names included
in the stories they read. While many of the activities were based in Disney’s famil-
iar characters and stories, others introduced new characters. Many of the activities
were experimental and had not been tried in an on-line environment before. The site
was a virtual Disneyland and in addition to offering entertainment promoted creative
thinking and encouraged learning in an animated environment. The subscription
route gave its developers the opportunity to create a safe, controlled environment

3 Mickey welcomed children to the new Disney’s Daily Blast site, and offered them a virtual world
of play. Disney’s Blast had clear menu items and was easy for even very young children to navigate.
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with parent-approved email and chat for kids. Long-term goals for the site included
offering multiplayer games so that kids could log on and play with their friends.

The site was designed to appeal to a young audience and three major elements
were planned to make the interface user/kid-friendly: colorful graphics, simple-to-
understand icons, and responsive audio feedback. Site designers used interactivity
to engage children from the get go and created entertaining rollovers for the first
screens. When a title or a drawing was rolled over with the mouse, an animation
appeared or a funny sound was heard. For instance, when the graphic “Mouse House
Jr.” was rolled over, Mickey’s ears popped off. This type of rollover feature had
been made popular for children as early as 1991 by CD-ROMs such as Mercer
Mayer’s Just Grandma and Me (Broderbund) in which they were used extensively to
encourage active engagement with the print story. Many activities on the Daily Blast
site included levels of difficulty so that children of different ages between 3 and 12
could enjoy the same activity depending on their abilities, so they could improve their
skills, and so they would come back and play the game again. Although the site was
large and had the potential to be confusing, the information was well organized and
the site was easy to navigate. A menu grouped the contents of the site into categories
from which kids could pick activities to go to. As a result, not only were children
themselves comfortable on the site but parents, who often make the decision about
whether a child has access to a site, could also easily leave their children to play
within the site on their own. One of the most exciting aspects of the site (both for the
developers and the kids) was that a new game and new activities would be added on
a weekly schedule, with newer content being rotated in and older content rotated out.
In this way the site would always look fresh and children would less likely be bored
if they returned to the site on a regular basis. Sometimes Disney Online received
emails from parents and kids who couldn’t find their favorite games because they
were rotated out. As a result, the most popular games were often kept on the site
indefinitely.

Comments by reviewers of children’s sites attest to the thoughtfulness that was put
into the designing of the site and the wide range of activities it contained. ZiffNet, the
CBS Webzine, noted at the time that Disney’s Daily Blast offered “a deep collection
of games, animated stories, and articles” while other children’s sites such as Warner
Bros. Kids offered “a mishmash of games, articles and promotions aimed at kids”.4

Ziffnet continues, “Even a quick tour through the Daily Blast site reveals why it
has gained so many tryouts and full-fledged subscriptions. The home page offers a
long menu grouping the service’s content into categories such as Games, Story Stuff,
Sports, Blast Jr. and such.” While not every activity was a hit, and some required
improvement to make engagement smoother, the overall experience for children was
more positive than on other sites. “It doesn’t take long to realize that Warner’s isn’t
yet trying as hard (or, no doubt, spending as much as Disney.). . . A ‘BBQ Toss’
game the site is now promoting invites kids to throw hot dogs into a moving bun.

4 Unlike Disney’s Daily Blast which was a complete site dedicated to children, Warner Bros.
Kids was included as a category on Warner’s main menu. Photo of the Warner Bros portal:
http://web.archive.org/web/19970131181521/www.kids.warnerbros.com/.
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The game is much clunkier than the best of those on the Disney site.” Not designed to
specifically attract children or to meet their age-group needs, the Warner Bros Kid’s
site was rather an addition to and accessed through the Warner Bros. main site.

Other children’s sites that were noted for their excellent content were of necessity
less technically sophisticated and interactive—they did not have the resources a Dis-
ney or Warners had behind them to develop these attributes. Chateau Meddybemps
for instance, created for young children by author Jerry Jindrich in 1995, offered
a “playful world. . . filled with fun and fanciful characters and charming activities”
(Education World).5 This colorful and well-organized site was all about Jelly Beans.
It consisted of activities that ranged from reading stories to learning tasting toasts.
However, all of the stories on the site were text with static illustrations, and the activ-
ities, even those related to music, were organized as printouts of texts/illustrations.
This format was common among edutainment sites that were developed by authors,
publishers, and educators whose frame of reference and expertise was print or who
had limited budgets. Disney, on the other hand, had arrived at children’s edutainment
from animated media, and, in addition, had the expertise and financial resources nec-
essary to take full advantage of digital technology. With Disney’s Daily Blast, the
company continued its tradition of taking innovative approaches to using new media.
Within a few years, other sites would begin to offer a better variety and quality of
interactive entertainment for children but none would match the breadth of the Daily
Blast site. Organizations such as National Geographic and PBS6 would produce sites
based on their print or television programming, while author sites such as Mercer
Mayer’s Little Critter site would feature individual author’s work.

A Range of Engaging Activities Within a Disney World

In Daily Blast children were immersed in a Disney environment and engaged with
Disney characters from the portal page onward. Mickey would greet them at the
virtual gate, then, whether they chose to play a game, read a story, or participate in
an activity, more of their Disney friends were there to meet them. The site extended the
engagement children had with Disney characters and stories in non on-line activities
such as reading books, watching television, videos and films, listening to radio and
audiotapes, and playing interactive games. It brought these activities into an on-
line environment and created a virtual space in which all of these activities were
available at a click of a mouse. When designing Disneyland, Walt Disney had been
concerned that parents and their children would have to walk too much to get to all
of the activities and made a concerted effort to plan the parks “lands” so that they
were easily accessible from a central hub. In designing this new virtual play world,

5 Sites such as Chateau Meddybembs offered content that was limited to text and illustrations. Photo
of Chateau Meddybemps: http://www.meddybemps.com/.
6 PBS’s site gave kids access to characters from favorite television programs such as Arthur, Barney,
Dragon Tales, and Teletubies. Photo of PBS’s site: http://web.archive.org/web/20000815053549/
www.pbs.org/kids/.
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Disney’s designers planned the site with an introductory page as a central hub from
which it was easy to navigate via menus that were simple enough for even young
children to use on their own.

The menu items on the first Daily Blast site included Games, Comics, Stories,
Activities, Sports, News, and Blast Jr. for the younger crowd. In addition there
was a parent’s page that required parents to create usernames and passwords for
their children, change profile information, and pay by credit card. Once a child was
registered, he or she could use their username and password to login and enter the
site, which was simple to do even for a 2 or 3 year old.7

The game section of the site featured arcade style games popular since the early
1980s. Children could, for instance, pick the Hercules game to play. Featuring the
Disney character from the movie and set in ancient Greece, the game was an archery
contest in which players could use their mouse to aim and fire arrows at dummies that
moved against the background scenery. Or players could choose a Little Mermaid,
King of the Sea game and go on a “Sea Hunt.” As Triton, they fired harpoons at
eels that swam down the screen in a version of the traditional 1980s centipede game.
Other games featured the Disney princesses (Snow White, Cinderella, and others)
and the Fab Five (Mickey, Minnie, Donald, Goofy, and Pluto). Characters from The
Lion King (Simba, Timon, Pumbaa, and others) and Alice in Wonderland were also
featured in early-on games, as were characters new to the Disney pantheon such as
the Penguin, the Grizzly Bear, and the Witch.

A number of the categories encompassed story/reading activities. Comics included
stories such as Duckburg’s Day of Peril that featured the inventor Gyro Gearloose
and consisted of cartoon illustrations with the characters speaking in “word bubbles.”
Children “turned” the pages of the comic to read the story in much the same way
they would if they were reading an actual comic book. Gyro appeared again later
in Disney’s online history as the inventor of the Evil Cogs in Disney’s multiplayer
online game Toontown Online. The text bubble format used in the comics was also
used in the Story section of the site. Children could select stories such as Magical
Memories to read or listen to. Typically these were new short stories based on familiar
Disney movies, in this case, Beauty and the Beast. Rather than incorporating text as
it was used in Disney’s animated storybooks, these stories were distinctive in that,
like the comics, they were told through speech bubbles.

There were also interactive stories such as Detective in a Jar. The main character
in this story is a brain inside a jar who, like the classic detective of pulp fiction,
wears a fedora and a raincoat (on top of the jar), and is a smooth-talker. Children
could follow the brain on his adventures by turning the pages of the comic book and
reading or listening to the narration and voice over. In one of the episodes the detective
is at a campground when someone steals a TV from the RV parked close to him. It
is the player’s job to discover the clues and figure out who the thief is as quickly as
possible. This game was developed by a third party developer for Disney and was

7 The Disney’s Daily Blast site required registration and the creation of a username and pass-
word before children could enter and play. Photo of the Disney’s Blast registration page:
http://web.archive.org/web/20040711034319/register.go.com/disney/login.
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hugely popular, even generating merchandising spinoffs such as the Detective in a
Jar t-shirt.

The site also offered play activities such as coloring. If children wanted to color
they had access to a program that was screen based. Unlike other sites which offered
black and white line drawings that needed to be printed off for coloring, on the
Disney site children could pick a line drawing of a favorite character such as Woody
from Toy Story, color him with the paint program, and print out their handiwork.

In addition to these activities Disney developers introduced an early social net-
working model in which children could chat with other subscribers by sending
pre-written animated messages. To ensure online safety, unrestricted emails and chats
were enabled only if children already knew each other in real life, and had agreed
to exchange computer-generated passwords over the phone to activate unrestricted
emails and chats between the two parties.

The original Daily Blast design included a Disney-branded browser (D-Browser)
and email (D-mail). The D-Browser was essentially Microsoft’s Internet Explorer
with added security features such as a restriction on what websites children would
be allowed to surf on the Internet. The D-mail was a basic email client with fun
features such as Disney background pictures, Disney character stickers, and Disney
audio clips to make children’s email come alive. However, the time required to keep
up with the Microsoft updates for its Internet Explorer, the manpower required to
maintain the D-Browser and D-mail, and the servers required to run D-mail were
cumulatively becoming too huge an investment and undertaking for Disney Online.
In hindsight, D-mail could have become an enormously popular “G-mail for kids.”
The feature was dropped and instead the team designed and added “trading posts”
to the site; children could buy, sell, and exchange digital toys using online currency
accumulated by playing the games on the site.

In June 1998, Disney’s Daily Blast was renamed Disney’s Blast. At the time,
edutainment was a major focus in developing games for children and many of the
games on Disney’s Blast were created with learning in mind. While edutainment
games had to be fun, they were intended to engage children in creative thinking
and in building such skills as memory. An example of an edutainment game that
was prominently featured on Disney’s Blast and which maintained its popularity
throughout the future rebranding of the site was Stitch: Master of Disguise.8 This
game exemplified the type of activity that encouraged learning through game play.
A memory game, it required a player to use (and improve) his/her recall skills.
Players could pick different levels of speed, slow to fast—depending on their skill—
at which to play the game. The player was shown pictures of a number of different
characters. The player then picked one of the characters and was provided with a set
amount of time to dress Stitch exactly as the character was dressed in the picture.
The player must search Stitch’s room to find all four parts of the disguise. If the

8 Favorite games such as Stitch: Master of Disguise survived Disney Blast’s change to Disney’s
Game Kingdom Online, a game-oriented site. Stitch must find the items that will help disguise him
from the bounty hunters! Photos of Stitch: Master of Disguise: http://www.pog.com/games/Stitch_
Master_of_Disguise/; http://www.disneyfrontier.com/tag/games/.
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player could not find all four parts and Stitch was not disguised in time, the alien
bounty hunters would find him. If he was disguised in time, he would be safe. Other
similar education oriented games on the site included Donald’s Pizza and Mickey’s
Nightshift that featured Disney characters, and Car Jam and Halloween that featured
new characters.

There were as well plenty of games that were designed to be purely entertaining.
Among these, the most popular were Penguin Bounce, Sorcerer’s Castle, and Bowl-
a-Rama. Disney Online received many inquiries asking if was possible to download
games as pay-by-the-minute Internet connection became expensive as kids stayed
online longer to play games. So in 1998, downloadable games called D-Toys were
introduced. An example of a creative and (somewhat) educational D-Toy is The
Rubber Band which allows the player to make their own tune by placing the notes
“DO,” “RA,” “MI” and so on, on the checkerboard floor; members of a band then play
those notes as they traverse across the squares. An example of a purely entertaining
and amusing time killer is Blow ‘Em Away! in which players collect leaves into a
pile and can watch animations of the autumn leaves being blown in the air.

In total, the Disney Online games group created over 100 games for Disney’s
Blast and Disney.com by 2006. In 2007, Disney’s Blast was re-branded as Disney’s
Game Kingdom Online to emphasize the shift in focus for this particular website to
offering “games” for children. Stories and Comics were no longer part of the line-up
as they were replaced by entire online story worlds such as Pixie Hollow. Instead of
stories, simulation games in which children adopted and cared for pets and decorated
homes were added to the site. These new games reflected changes in the types of
interactive game activities that had evolved in the gaming world since Disney’s Blast
had first opened. Because of demand, the most popular games, such as Stitch: Master
of Disguise, continued to be featured on Disney’s Game Kingdom Online.

Making Disney’s Daily Blast a subscription site was a daring gambit. While
subscription sites did exist on the web, subscription sites for children were unheard
of at the time. Disney gambled that parents would be interested enough in providing
their children with a safe site for quality online play that they did not need to monitor
themselves, to pay a price for it. They were right. Disney succeeded because the site
provided a comprehensive entertainment package of diverse activities that appealed to
all manner of kids, as well as their parents. “If your kids are going to be spending lots
of time online anyway, there isn’t much better entertainment to be found” (ZDNetCBS
Interactive, January 8, 1998).

Reaching Wider Audiences with New Forms

Disney’s characters, stories, and games were now reaching a greater number of peo-
ple than they might have through other media—the number of visitors to Disney.com
each month jumped from 487,000 in September 1999 to a record 34 million in July
2009. While parents might generally be cautious about their children accessing on-
line sites, as a subscription-based site, Disney’s Daily Blast gave parents peace of
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mind. Because parents trusted the contents of the site, children, even quite young
children, had a certain amount of autonomy in choosing their own activities. Online
media was also providing children with choices in the types of engagement they
could have access to at any time—game, traditional story, interactive story—in one
virtual space. Each type of activity provided a different experience yet offered it
within a comfortable and familiar world. While games like the Hercules archery
challenge could not be considered stories, they built on stories children knew well
and added nuances to the story’s schema. Interactive stories such as Detective in
a Jar let children participate in the action of the story and “figure out the clues;”
while with edutainment games such as Stitch: Master of Disguise, Disney Online
continued the Disney tradition of taking its stories down new avenues, in this case, an
educational one. The Hercules and Stitch activities provided a transmedia experience
that extended children’s original exposure to the stories into interactive game play.
While Disneyland had given guests a place where they could experience a gamut of
Disney stories and characters in a real world scenario, Disney’s online sites brought
these same stories, characters, and opportunities for interaction into people’s homes
as a virtual Disney world.



Chapter 12
Development Cycle: Games

The Disney Online Development Process

The children’s audience for Disney’s Blast (1997–2006) was varied. To appeal to
different interests, Disney Online designed a series of “channels” for players to
tune into.1 Each of these online channels had their own theme and featured original
animation and games. The Pets and Animals Channel focused on presenting arcade
and puzzle games to do with animals, like Penguin Bounce. Chat Studio featured
Shoutouts for sharing birthday wishes and other community based events. Zoog
Disney featured unique games based on the popular children’s TV show. One of the
most popular of these channels was the Weird and Wacky Channel. A brainchild of
Michael Bruza, Chris Coye, and Newton Lee, the comical channel featured Blooper
Market and Adopt a Beast, among others. Blooper Market offered printable labels
for spin-off comic products such as Aquaflesh, Macaroni and Fleas, Shampbell, and
Smello. Adopt a Beast was a funny take on tamagotchi: the online pet beast was a
crying Baby Beast, a Drooling Beast, or a Hairy Beast. If the crying Baby Beast was
unattended to, his diaper would fill up; if the Drooling Beast was unhappy he would
drown in his own tears; and if the Hairy Creature was left alone for too long, his hair
would grow uncontrollably long.

Ideas for online activities and games such as these came from many different
sources: the regular games group planning meeting attended by producers, artists,
engineers, unofficial “water-cooler” gatherings of a few group members, studio pro-
ducers of Disney movies and TV shows, lunch discussions with Disney colleagues,
and casual conversations about surfing the net. The strategy for developing activities

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Players could tune into many channels on Disney’s Blast. Each channel had a different theme so
that each child would find something that would appeal to him or her. One of these channels was
the Weird and Wacky that relied on humorous imitations of products available in the marketplace
(e.g. Macaroni and Fleas).

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 111
DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-2101-6_12, © Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012



112 12 Development Cycle: Games

and games was threefold: create a new activity in-house, purchase an existing game
and improve or repurpose it, or contract an idea to a third party developer. Because
of the limited engineering resources in-house at Disney Online, all three options
were used to develop and bring online entertainment to Disney’s audience, whom
the group called “our guests.”

Disney Online activities and games only reached the public after they had gone
through an iterative development cycle that was collaborative in nature. Designers
and engineers worked in self-organizing teams that adapted to many changing cir-
cumstances, either of a product or a company nature, to ensure that new software
was delivered continuously. The teams were accountable for delivering products that
were current, reflected their customers’ interests, and, at their best, were highly inno-
vative. The customer base of Disney’s Blast included both children and their parents;
products were evaluated against a standard developed through focus group feedback
and guest feedback such as email, letters, and phone calls. Including feedback in the
development process ensured a continuous awareness of the end goal and encour-
aged frequent inspection and adaptation of software. Overall, the design teams took
a business approach that aligned the development of software with customers’ needs
as well as company goals.

Over time the development process evolved into one that demonstrated many of
the traits of what came to be known as agile methodology. As software methods
had developed in the industry they had become heavily regulated, regimented, and
micromanaged. Reaction against these “heavyweight” methods in the mid 1990s
led designers to return to more “lightweight” practices used in the early history of
software development. Among other values, agile methodology believed in a close
and cooperative working environment, responsiveness to changing consumer needs,
and rapid delivery of high-quality products that exhibit technical excellence and good
design. The process was formally established in February 2001 when seventeen
software developers met to discuss lightweight methods in Snowbird, Utah and
published the Manifesto for Agile Software Development.

As Disney Online took on more staff and projects, this working methodology
helped include new individuals in the process and focus ideas. Unlike the heavy-
weight methods, which were unidirectional and “waterfall” in nature, the Disney
Online Game Development Cycle (See Fig. 12.1) encouraged producers, designers,
and engineers to evaluate and react to the market and audience at every instance to
ensure a timely and pertinent product. The Agile software development cycle di-
agram shows the iterative, bidirectional nature of the team’s working process and
shows the different stages a project would go through to achieve not only completion,
but, as customer satisfaction was key, completion that was satisfactory to Disney’s
“guests.” This process was adhered to whether the team was a small or a large one.

The process began with an idea that was conceptualized and storyboarded; at the
same time a team was gathered together to work on graphic design and software
development. If the project was music-based, musicians were included early in the
development. An Alpha version of the game was released for a preliminary internal
assessment of its narrative and functionality; the project returned to the team and
the different elements revisited to solve issues that were spotted. The background
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Fig. 12.1 Disney online game development cycle: agile software development ensures a well-
designed, well-tested, pertinent, and timely product

music, sound effects, and voice-overs were then added, and the software code was
optimized for online use. The game was then released as a Beta internally for review
and testing. Echoing the iterative process in Disney’s development of animation, even
at this stage the team was prepared to go back to the drawing board, refine the user
interface, redo the voice over, or make other software changes based on the internal
feedback. The final version of the game was then rigorously tested by QA testers
and sent to outside focus groups for play testing. After the game’s release to the
market, the group paid close attention to guest feedback. Every email sent to Disney
customer service was read and, when possible, was replied to by the producers and
engineers responsible for the games. Oftentimes, games were enhanced based on the
guest feedback.

For all the great ideas that the games group came up with, or which they were
sent by aspiring designers and writers, a product could only be made if it satisfied
three requirements: (1) It was allocated time and resources (such as graphic artists,
engineers, and QA testers). (2) It had funding from Disney Online or another busi-
ness unit within The Walt Disney Company. (3) It had a green light from upper
management.

Many projects were first worked on as prototypes. Even though some of these
prototypes themselves never did reach customers, the ideas and techniques developed
through them often found their way into other projects.
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Prototyping: A Narrative Game

Prototyping was useful to the Disney Online group because it provided an opportunity
to experiment with stories and game strategies, even if the game was never released.
A small team could be put together quickly to develop a proof of concept in which
a storyline was sketched out and games were planned to complement the story. An
example is the story and software development undertaken for an episodic game P.I.
Mickey during June and July 1999.

Instigated by Newton Lee (as software engineer) and game designer Cliff Johnson,
developing the prototype for the game would also require the skills of two graphic
artists and a website integrator. The first step in the process was to develop a concept
from an idea that had been tossed around about a simple private eye story/game. The
idea evolved into an edutainment game (see more about edutainment later) in which
players search for clues and collect evidence to solve a mystery or a crime through a
series of episodes. The game would have both story and game elements that worked
together to move players through to a solution. Eventually named P.I. Mickey it would
be based in the core Disney characters, Mickey and his stalwart cronies, Donald
Duck, Goofy, Pluto, and of course Minnie. Personality characteristics that players
would already be familiar with, such as Donald’s excitable temperament, would set
the tone or shape each episode. Playing the game would require basic text literacy
skills. As an educational experience the activities and mini-games would provide
players with the opportunity to problem solve, they would encouraged players to
identify, retrieve, read and use material quickly (or to mobilize information), they
would promote pattern recognition and memorization, and they would also improve
players visual processing and cognitive and physical response time.

Story Supports Game Activities

Once the idea was given some shape, a prototype episode was storyboarded with
sketches, dialogue, and activities/games. The game narrative features Mickey Mouse
as a private eye who investigates intriguing situations. Each episode finds Mickey
called on a new case by one of his Disney buddies. Mickey is typically to be found
in his very traditional detective’s office with its well-worn desk and filing cabinet,
slowly revolving fan, and trash basket overflowing with paperwork. The beginning
scene finds Mickey tossing cards into his hat to pass the time of day. A case is brought
to his attention by a frantic telephone call from Donald Duck, who is a guard at the
museum. There has been a break in and a valuable jewel has been stolen. Mickey
needs to come over immediately to solve the case and retrieve the jewel.

P.I. Mickey Storyboards 1–8

Storyboard 1: It’s another late night for Mickey Mouse, Private Eye.

Storyboard 2: The phone rings. It’s Mickey’s pal Donald, the night shift security
guard over at the museum.
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Storyboard 3: Donald says he was supposed to be guarding the Sparklee Emerald,
but he fell asleep at his post! The Sparklee Emerald has been stolen!

Storyboard 4: The exhibit room at the museum—the scene of the crime. Mickey
investigates.

When Mickey goes to investigate he finds three clues have been left behind. De-
tectives normally use a variety of techniques to conduct their investigations. Many
of their cases are solved by interrogating suspects and interviewing witnesses. In
this detective story, when Mickey returns to his office he finds he has been left a
challenge by the thief: there are four photos on his desk; each shows a scene with
a different suspect. It is Mickey’s job to find out who the real thief is. The three
clues he has from the crime scene will help Mickey uncover the truth—the player
must complete a series of three brain twisters to solve these for Mickey. When the
games are successfully completed, the name of the culprit is revealed and Mickey
can apprehend the thief and hand him/her over to the police. The story ends with
Mickey receiving a commendation and warm thanks from the police chief.

Storyboard 5: Mickey returns to his office. When he arrives, he discovers the thief
has left the mouse PI a challenge!

Storyboard 6: Four identical photos show a suspect with the Sparklee Emerald. The
problem is that it’s a different suspect in each photo! Mickey has to
figure out which one is the real photo, and which ones are fakes!

Storyboard 7: Mickey arrives with the clues at his trusty crime lab. He is sure that by
solving the clues he can figure out which photos are fake and which
one shows the real thief!

Storyboard 8: Once again, might triumphs over wrong, brains over brawn, and the
Sparklee Emerald is back where it belongs!

Gameplay

The three prototype games set different challenges for the players. In the game Mixed
Message, the player must work out the message by filling in letter blanks similar to
the television game Jeopardy. The first letter in the secret message appears on the
screen. Several letters are highlighted on the keyboard device and the letter blanks
can be filled in one by one by clicking on one of these highlighted letters. Every time
a highlighted letter is clicked, all the adjacent letters are highlighted and become
clickable. The symbol “?” stands for a wildcard that can be any letter from A to Z;
and the symbol “??” stands for a wildcard that can be any two letters. To add to the
challenge, the last attempt is undone and the letters that were entered previously are
erased one at a time whenever time runs out. In the example shown, the player would
click on “A” followed by “??,” “E,” “R,” “S,” etc. The complete solution to the clue
is “The waiter saw the book.”
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In the game Jumble Jam, the reflectors and transformers in the lab are placed on
the correct squares when the coins on the bottom right move up and are directed
to their shadows on the top left. To add to the challenge, not all the reflectors and
transformers need to be used. In addition, multiple transformers can be used for
one coin if necessary. Lastly, the coins may not collide with one another as they
move. In the example above, the “T” and “O” on the bottom need to be matched
up with the “T” and “O” on the top. The third coin on the bottom right needs to be
transformed into an “M” before matching up with the “M” on the top. The solution
shows the use of two reflectors for “T”, two reflectors for “O”, and one reflector and
two transformers for the third coin.

Picture Pileup, is a puzzle/memory game. Players are provided with a pile of nine
cards representing nine pieces of a complete picture. Only the top card in the pile and
the pieces that are already placed in the squares are visible at any given time. Players
can remove the last piece to undo a mistake. To add to the challenge, one of the nine
cards may show a “?” instead of a picture, making it difficult to tell where to place
that card on the square. In addition, a timer is constantly running, and it removes
the last piece and undoes your effort if you do not act quickly enough. Because it
was expected that the puzzle game was to be replayed many times, each game had to
have a large set of alternative solutions. The game engine was designed in Director
Shockwave in such a way that the game designer could simply plug in a solution,
and the engine would automatically randomize the game play.

Edutainment

During concept development, P.I. Mickey evolved into an edutainment game. Disney
Online was at the leading edge of taking the type of edutainment available on CD-
ROM and bringing it to an online environment.

Edutainment had evolved from educational computer games. One of the early
developers of games to teach skills and concepts such as math, grammar, money, and
patterns in educational settings was MECC, the Minnesota Educational Computing
Corporation. Their early games included Lemonade Stand, a simulation game in
which players sell lemonade and depend on different elements such as the weather
to make money, Number Munchers, an arcade-like game in which players used
munchers to eat correct math solutions, and Reader Rabbit, a combination of word
and memory activities in which children sorted, labeled, and matched letters to learn
to read and spell. While these games were first promoted solely to educators, MECC
found they became popular with parents as well. One of their most innovative titles
was Oregon Trail, created in 1971. This was a narrative adventure game in which
school children participated in trail blazing across the US. A graphics-based version
was made available to schools in 1980 as part of MECC’s Elementary Series and
because of its popularity was packaged as a stand-alone game for the public as well
as teachers in 1985.
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With the success of these educational games publishers and game developers
realized one way to reach parents was to promote their games as educational. Many
future edutainment producers took their cue from the games developed by MECC.
In1982 Spinnaker Software Corporation began to promote non-curricular educational
software to the public. An early adventure game, Snooper Troops (1982) had players
searching for clues to solve the puzzle of The Granite Point Ghost. Snooper Troops
was recommended for children 8 years old. One of the first games for toddlers that
was created with the intent of mixing stories with education in the video game world
rather than the education world was Mixed-Up Mother Goose, designed in 1987 by
Sierra On-Line designer Roberta Williams. Williams had wanted to design a game
for her two preschool children that would be both fun to play and provide learning
opportunities.

Mixed-Up Mother Goose was a retelling of eighteen classic fairy tales and nursery
rhymes with a twist.2 Unlike in stories, in which the outcome cannot be changed,
in the land of Mixed-up Mother Goose children can make a difference. The rhymes
had gotten mixed up and needed help out of their predicament. The players chose an
avatar, their representative in the game, from one of eight different characters and
went out throughout the land to search for items that story characters were missing.
In the rhyme Mary Had a Little Lamb they could help find Mary’s lamb; in Humpty
Dumpty Sat on a Wall they could help Humpty find a ladder to get back up the wall.
Learning outcomes included beginner reading and problem solving.

The controls for the game were designed to be easy for young children. Cursor
keys moved the avatar around the landscape; when it was close to a story character a
balloon text would pop up and give simple instructions such as “You there, fetch me
a six pence.” As the game was intended for pre-readers the object they were to look
for was shown visually as well as textually. When found, whether lamb or ladder,
the object could be picked up simply by walking through it. It was delivered easily
by walking near the character for whom it was intended where it was automatically
dropped. There was no particular order to the tasks but they could only be completed
one at a time because only one item could be carried at a time. When the found object
was delivered, children were rewarded with a short animation sequence.

Although Snooper Troops evolved from an educational setting and Mixed-up
Mother Goose from a video gaming environment, both of these games were es-
sentially the same in their goal, they wanted to entertain and educate at the same
time. One can argue that almost all entertainment involves some kind of education,
however edutainment implies planned learning outcomes.

The term edutainment became popular during the late 1980s and early 1990s
with the development of CD-ROM technology that made it easier to market software
products to parents. Companies such as Knowledge Adventure offered grade based
and subject based software while children’s book publishers such as Simon and
Schuster published edutainment versions of well-loved children’s stories. In this

2 The player is told to fetch a sixpence in the nursery rhyme Sing a Song of Sixpence. Photos of
Mixed-Up Mother Goose screenshots: http://www.mobygames.com/game/roberta-williams-mixed-
up-mother-goose_.
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latter iteration of edutainment, stories were presented as digital books with turnable
pages that children could read, just as they read print books. Interactive options for
children included reading the books by themselves, having these books read to them
by a narrator, having sections reread when these were highlighted, and getting an
explanation of certain words. Music and sounds were part of the presentation. CD-
ROM versions of popular stories such as The Berenstain Bears and Little Critter also
included pop-up and rollover animations.3 While controversy about children’s use of
computers was common, parents responded to edutainment software positively and
saw it as a way to allow their children to enjoy playing with a new medium but also
having a purpose for their play. Soon popular characters such as Arthur, Clifford,
Dr. Suess, and others were used to teach not only reading but grade and curriculum
topics such as math and science as well.

The transmedia marketing of these stories gave children familiar reference points
as they moved from media to media, from subject to subject. Eventually a number
of the characters were featured on their own websites that began to offer similar
educationally-oriented interaction that CD-ROMs did.

Disney Edutainment

Disney’s entertainment is story based, whether it is an animated film or a ride in
one of its theme parks. Edutainment had created a symbiotic relationship between
stories and learning and was a natural fit with Disney’s own focus on using narrative
to provide both entertainment and learning to their audience.

Walt Disney had maintained an interest in education as far back as the 1940s when
he was contracted to make educational films for the military. He said, “I learned much
during the war years when we were making instruction and technological films in
which abstract and obscure things had to be made plain and quickly for the boys
in military services. . . . I began, with the return of peace, to plan the informative-
entertainment series which now has jelled in the True-LifeAdventures” (Barrier 208).
In the True Life Adventures series, the first of which, Seal Island, won the Academy
Award for Documentary Short Subject, Walt brought his skill for storytelling to
natural events. Walt Disney had extensive footage shot in Alaska by the husband and
wife team Alfred and Elma Milotte and then searched it for a story concept. It was
extensively edited to provide for a coherent story that could both entertain as well as
educate the public. Walt would say, “We can’t bore the public with these things. . . .
We’ve got to be entertaining” (Gabler 444).

Games such as P.I. Mickey brought the tradition of combining storytelling and
learning into Disney’s online environment. The Disney Online team produced many
Disney games that included or were based on classic game activities such as puzzles,
memory matchup, mastermind, checkers, crossword puzzles, hangman, the Tower
of Hanoi, and many others. A prime example of a simple game that encourages kids

3 The Berenstain Bears Get in a Fight CD-ROM screen shows brother and sister
in a tiff: http://oldcdreviews.wordpress.com/2008/04/14/the-berenstain-bears-get-into-a-fight-by-
living-books/.
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to think and enjoy themselves with pattern-matching is Donald’s Pizza in which
the player would study each pizza pattern and click on the correct ingredients. The
difficulty of the game depends on the level that is chosen for play (Rookie, Pro, and
Master).

Hot Shot Business

A much more elaborated and complex edutainment game is Hot Shot Business cre-
ated by Disney Online in collaboration with the Ewing Marion Kauffman Founda-
tion, a nonprofit organization that teaches children about entrepreneurship, and was
launched in May 2003. The game was designed for “tweens” between age 9 and 12.

Hot Shot Business

Welcome to Opportunity City: Introduces the concepts of 
entrepreneurship and opportunity recognition, and touches on how 
businesses can give back to the community. 

Finance Your Business: Describes the two most basic methods of 
financing a new business.

Goal: Challenges player to earn $2,000 in six virtual weeks.

Game Week 1: The simulation begins, with a focus on responding to 
customer needs.
Game Week 2: Players see how pricing decisions affect a business.
Game Week 3: The importance of marketing is illustrated.
Game Week 4: The difference between marketing a business and 
marketing a product or service is shown.
Game Week 5: Competition is introduced into the marketplace.
Game Week 6: Game Weeks 1 through 5 are brought together as 
the player’s business matures.
Game Wrap-Up: Did the player succeed in meeting the challenge? 
Results of the simulation are analyzed.

The Biz Kit: Players given access to the Biz Kit if they meet the goal set at 
the beginning of the game. Kit includes downloadable tools designed to 
encourage continued exploration of entrepreneurship: a guide to 
developing a business-plan, a list of business ideas and opportunities, a 
business dictionary, and a business card and flyer maker.

•

•
•
•

•
•

•
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Hot Shot Business is a real-time, fast-paced simulation game about starting and
maintaining a successful business. It supports the Kauffman Foundation’s curriculum
on entrepreneurship. Designed to be engaging and highly re-playable, the game
introduces key business concepts and reinforces them through game play to teach
real world lessons in a story format. When tweens arrive at “Opportunity City” they
can use their own money or borrow capital to set up a service business (pet spa),
a manufacturing plant (skateboards), or a retail shop (comics). They are helped by
teen business advisors, Jack, who has a conservative approach, and Kate, who has
a more risk-taking approach. Once the business is financed, they play through a
series of phases that focus on specific aspects of their business such as customer
needs, pricing, and marketing the product and the business. At the game’s wrap up,
successful players are given a business kit to encourage taking their learning into the
real world.

Each phase was carefully mapped out by the development team. The following
chart (See Fig. 12.2) is an example of the planning document from Week 4 that deals
with marketing.4

A complex game such as Hot Shot Business required heavy resources and signif-
icant time commitment in its design and development. The team wanted to ensure
not only that the story and game play were both engaging and intuitive but also that
the educational content was clearly communicated. Rather than create realistic prod-
ucts and services, the team chose to develop business scenarios that were fun yet still
maintained a balance with business realities. Of paramount importance to the game’s
success was the focus group play testing that was done during the course of devel-
opment. During one focus group close to 50 children between the ages of 9 and 12
played Hot Shot Business sessions over a period of 6 weeks. The Disney Online team
was concerned with issues such as the amount of basic information that had to be pre-
sented as text and dialogue during the introductory sequence. This contextual story
information had to be presented in an engaging way to maintain attention, as without
it players did not have a foundation for the remainder of the business experience.
The problem was revisited a number of times before a fun-balanced-with-reality sit-
uation was achieved that proved to be very successful during the play-testing with
the positive result that kids played sessions for a longer period of time. The focus
group taught the development team some invaluable lessons:

• The educational material needs to be clearly communicated in a story via a combi-
nation of text, voice-over, and animation in order to engage the children. Brevity
and pacing are critical.

• The game play needs to be intuitive. Players respond better with a standard inter-
face but are less confused when there are variations to suit the different types of
businesses.

• The products and services in the game must be fun for children, even if it means
they are more fanciful and less realistic.

• The game clock and underlying financial models must be adjusted to provide a
balance of fun, fairness, and business realities.

4 “Building a Business Simulation for Kids: The Making of Disney’s Hot Shot Business” (Jason
Everett) ACM Computers in Entertainment, Vol. 1, No. 1, October 2003.
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Fig. 12.2 A planning document
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Hot Shot Business won the 2003 Parent’s Choice Gold Award, as well as Best
Education Web Site and Best Game Web Site. It became one of Disney’s most popular
games and was regularly enhanced to keep it fresh and interesting. In the 2004 update,
two important aspects of the business environment, risk and opportunity recognition,
were added, as were new storylines that included a landscaping business. In keeping
with the move towards multiplayer online experiences, a multiplayer environment
was also added to give players the opportunity to compete online. Carl Schramm,
the President and CEO of the Kauffman Foundation said at the time of the second
release “These enhancements offer an even greater real-world experience for kids
to learn about the issues associated with entrepreneurship” (Business Wire 23 June
2004).

Purchased Games

While games such as Hot Shot Business were created in-house, and those such as
Lion King were contracted out, Disney Online also purchased games which were
promising and which could fit into their goals for the Disney sites. Although Disney
does not accept any unsolicited games or ideas from outsiders, the Online Group
actively surfed the Internet to look for interesting games and contacted the authors to
negotiate a deal. Two games that caught the attention of the group were 3-D Blox and
Car Jam. The group had discovered the games online, found them very engaging,
and played them incessantly. Developed by the successful Java game programmer
Karl Hörnell, 3-D Blox was an action maze game while Car Jam was a brain twister
thinking game. Both fit into Daily Blast’s line-up; Disney Online producer Peter
Levin negotiated a purchase for them from Hörnell in 1997.

In 3-D Blox the basic idea is to help Pixel Pete, an endearing penguin, get through
many challenging levels to get to the golden treasure. Pixel Pete must collect golden
coins and find the key to unlock the door to each of the levels within a given amount
of time, or he ends up dead and has to start again. Besides coins, the playing field
also has a number of keyholes from which a special crystal block appears when the
correct key is inserted; Pixel Pete can step on the block to reach new places. After
collecting all the coins and keys, the penguin has to find the door to advance to
the next level. The golden treasure is guarded by the Evil Eye—a free-floating eye
appears out of nowhere, patrols the space, and shoots at Pete when he gets close.5

Newton Lee worked with Hornell to fix a number of bugs in the games and to
create graphical level editors for designing new scenarios for the games. This was
necessary for replayability to keep the games fresh for audiences returning to the
Disney site.

The interface of the game, which originally used the G, N, M, and L keys, was
improved by enabling the use of the arrow keys for navigation. Inspired by Escher’s

5 Pixel Pete, the penguin, must get through many challenging levels to reach the golden treasure.
Photo of 3-D Blox: http://www.arcademachine.com/go/java/preview/A0018.tam.
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Stairway, Sleeping Beauty Castle, and Disneyland rides, Lee created many novel
game scenarios to give players more choices and greater challenges. To further
heighten the excitement of game play, each game level was accompanied by original
background music written by Stephanie Wukovitz, Jeff Essex, and Eric Huff.

The enhanced 3-D Blox debuted in May 1997 on Disney.com and it became an
instant hit. The fast-paced action, stunning visuals, and background music in the game
kept the adrenaline flowing and the players engaged. Its huge popularity prompted a
sequel, 3-D Castle, in July 1997, in which new exciting levels were created and the
free-floating orb was replaced by the Sorcerer’s hat.

In the brain twister game Car Jam, the player must get their car out of a jam-
packed parking lot using as few moves as possible. Car Jam is a version of the
classic sliding-block puzzle Rush Hour developed by the Japanese puzzle inventor
Nobuyuki Yoshigahara (Nob) in the 1970s. First marketed in the US in 1996, it
became a popular “edutainment” game for children. The goal is to get a red car
blocked by cars and trucks to the exit by moving the vehicles on the six by six
grid. Vehicles can only be moved back and forth in the direction they are facing;
they cannot be lifted to face a different direction. Solutions range in difficulty from
Beginner to Grand Master. In Car Jam, the player’s vehicle is in a parking lot and
blocked by other vehicles such that it can’t be driven out.6 The action for moving
the vehicles is the same, the player rolls the other vehicles back or forth, a little
bit at a time, until the player’s car reaches exit. An added difficulty is that only a
limited maximum number of moves can be made in each level. Occasionally the
game awards the player a “car bomb” that facilitates the removal of an unwanted car
in the parking lot.

Karl Hörnell originally wrote Car Jam for a software company that unfortunately
went bankrupt and he was never paid for the game. Then, in July 1997, Disney
Online bought the game from Karl. It was later renamed Autocrazy. In keeping with
repurposing games for release with Disney movies, the company released a version
entitled The Love Bug Game soon after the release of the movie remake of The Love
Bug in 1997.

Before the public release of Car Jam, facts and statistics were added to the
game to increase its educational value. However, the statistics about accidents and
death caused by drunk driving were not considered suitable by the producer Pamela
Bonnell. She said, “You are scaring the kids from riding in their parent’s cars!”
Subsequently it was decided to exclude all facts and statistics from the game. Even
without these, because it was a problem solving game, it fit into the edutainment
goals of the group.

6 Car Jam offered many different levels of play from Beginner to Grand Master. Photo of Car Jam:
http://www.arcademachine.com/go/java/preview/A0017.tam.
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Development Cycle: Quality and Feedback

Developing a Community-Based Musical Activity

The advantage to having an abundance of well-loved (or even hated) characters
from established stories is that there is an opportunity to use what’s special about
them to create innovative activities and games. Children are often already familiar
with Disney characters through the animated films the company releases and then
regularly re-releases, the print and digital books that retell the story, and the dolls,
toys, and other products that are merchandising spinoffs. Peculiarities of character
and nuances of environment are generally already established by the time a character
reaches Disney’s online environment. Take for instance the game mentioned in an
earlier chapter, Hercules, in which players shoot arrows at a target in ancient Greece.
The game is based in the character Hercules from the animated film of the same name.
For children who have watched the film, possibly read the animated storybook or the
print book, and played with the Hercules and Megara dolls, this legacy of experience
with the character adds the extra dimension of a larger, all-embracing story within
which they engage with the character’s activities in the game. This past experience
also gives younger children the sense of familiarity and inclusion that makes a new
game enjoyable rather than stressful. Disney relies on building schema and providing
a sense of continuity to ensure that reiterations of its characters in both new stories
and new media are successfully embraced by audiences.1

Disney characters come with a family and cultural pedigree; their character quirks,
their relationships, their circumstances, their surroundings, all of these can be used
to advantage when new ways of engaging children in interactive online activities
are being conceived. Mushu, the diminutive fire-breathing dragon from the Disney
animated movie Mulan (1998), proved an excellent match for an idea that developed
into Mushu’s Music Maker. Mulan, the movie’s heroin has disguised herself as her

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Disney’s characters brought a complete backstory from their animated films to their appearance in
Animated Storybooks, Activity Centers, and online games and activities. Screenshots of Hercules:
http://www.allgame.com/game.php?id=22917&tab=screen.
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father and joined an all male army called together by the emperor to fight invading
Mongolian hoards. Mushu, who is a hilarious mischief-maker who cannot sit still,
goes along as Mulan’s guardian.

The original concept for the musical activity was that it be simple and funny
and take advantage of Mushu’s dragon property of breathing fire: when a player
pulled (clicked on) one of Mushu’s fingers, a musical note would be played and
Mushu’s mouth would open and breath fire. Each finger would represent a different
note in an octave and trigger a fire of various shapes and sizes. In the final version
three timpani drums were added to create a more orchestrated sound behind the
display of fire “works.” The interactivity was designed to be straightforward so that
children would be able to create music and images quickly and easily. Furthermore,
children could compose and submit a composition to the music gallery. Mushu’s
Music Maker debuted on Disney.com in July 1998 after one week of development
by a team that consisted only of a software engineer and a graphic designer. A more
complex game would require more than one engineer and one artist. The dynamic
and scalable team size at Disney Online allows for efficient development of online
games and activities of different scales ranging from one week to several months
and multiple years of development.

With the completion of Mushu’s Music Maker, senior software engineer Newton
Lee, who instigated the project, started the ball rolling on discussions with producer
and musician Andrew Rapo about a more ambitious music activity game. These
discussions synchronized with the November release of the Disney/Pixar movie A
Bug’s Life, which had a musical score composed by Randy Newman that would
win numerous awards in the coming spring. In November 1998, Vickie Ocheltree,
director of the business unit websites, approached Disney Online about creating
a music composer activity game based on the movie. The project was given the
necessary funding, resources, and upper management support so that development
could begin in earnest.

In planning Music Room Composer the team wanted to bring a range of musical
activities to children to experiment with. In addition to creating music they wanted
kids to be able to share their music by jamming together, publish their music to the
site so that others could hear it, and comment on each other’s music. In the final
format Music Room Composer children were able to:

• Play the virtual piano with the mouse and keyboard.
• Load various music themes along with new instrument sounds and animation.
• Compose, record, edit, and playback music.
• Adjust the playback speed using the tempo controller.
• Enter the Jam session.
• Submit a music composition to the gallery.
• Listen to and vote on others’ music compositions.

The program was developed using Macromedia Director and required a team that in-
cluded a senior producer, a website integrator, graphic artists, engineering resources
for the back-end DDL support for the game, and in-house audio/video engineer sup-
port to craft the virtual piano sounds and many other sound effects in the game. The
producers kept track of the spending and obtained the legal rights to use some of the
songs from A Bug’s Life.
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Apart from the game play, graphic design is a big part of the game’s appeal.
If a game is based on a Disney or Pixar animated film (Disney acquired Pixar in
2006), there is a comprehensive style guide and digital assets are available for all
the animated characters in the film. The digital assets include the standard poses of
each animated character in 2-D, as in The Lion King, or 3-D, as in A Bug’s Life.
In-house graphic artists manipulate these assets to give Disney games the same high
quality look as the movies. To facilitate the process of creating new assets for the
Music Room Composer specific guidelines were written for the graphic artists that
ensured the authenticity of the look and feel of the characters. As an artist creates
new animation sequences for a character, the character is always expected to behave
according to the personality that was developed for it on-screen—it should never act
out of character. Sometimes artists might take the liberty to expand on a character’s
personality in order to create a new storyline as a spin-off of a movie. Producers are
ultimately responsible for making sure that the characters are never too far out of
line from the original concept.

Quality Assurance and Software Testing

Following through on the well-established tradition of quality developed over the
years, quality assurance (QA) is an important part of the game development cycle.
Before it is released to the public, a game must be rigorously tested according to a
written test plan detailing the functionality of the software and the test procedures.
A test plan must be precise and it ought to pay attention to all possible details such
that it leaves no room for misinterpretation. Bug reports are tracked in a database
accessible by the QA testers, producers, artists, and engineers. The relentless and
meticulous QA testers spent many days and nights testing the game to make sure
that there was no bug in the software to affect player engagement. The following
test plan for Music Room Composer provides an example of what a tester (and by
default, a player) would do once they entered the game.
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Procedure: A Bug’s Life 

A Bug’s Life is very similar to the Prehistoric theme. The graphics and 
animation are now different so as to fit A Bug’s Life theme, but the 
application’s functionality is identical. 

Procedure: Multi composers’ tests on “top ten” and “new” composer 
listings in gallery 

•Multiple composers should log on to Disney, run the Music Room 
Composer application, submit their songs to the gallery, listen to 
and vote for each other’s songs, and verify that the “top ten” and 
“new” composer lists show the correct results: 

The “top ten” list should show the user name with the highest vote 
first. The “new” list should show the composer who submitted a 
song most recently first. 

Clicking on a song plays the correct song that was submitted by a 
particular composer. 

You can vote on any song from both of the lists after you have 
listened to the entire song.  

Clicking on the “update” button in the gallery displays the updated 
lists and the new vote counts. 

Voting for or against your own song has no effect.  

Once all the known bugs were fixed and QA approved the game, it went into a queue
for the final approval by the producer. As soon as the producer gave the go-ahead,
the game was deployed at the designated Disney Online website.

The entire iterative process of submitting, testing, fixing, and approving a game
was tracked and annotated with TeamSite—a Web Content Management Platform
from Interwoven that encompasses content authoring, workflow, versioning, and
security. With the proper use of TeamSite, which helps optimize and analyze content
across both internal and external applications, it was theoretically impossible to
upload any erroneous or untested web pages and games to the Disney websites.
Even so, there were a few mishaps had occurred due to human error!

The final release of the game was the culmination of a process that began in
conceptualization, and went through extensive collaboration between software en-
gineers, animators, graphic designers, sound effects engineers, and other creative
and technical talents. The Music Room Composer game was so appealing and well
received that before it was completed it was quickly expanded to include a prehis-
toric theme in addition to the Bug’s Life movie theme. The final version of Music
Room Composer debuted in February 1999 on the Disney.com website. A localized
Spanish version was created, but unfortunately, edición espanola was never officially
released.
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Focus Groups and Guest Feedback

Depending on the project size and budget, Disney Online might conduct Focus
Groups for feedback on individual games and to gage their success before they were
released to the general public. Usability Lab was an interchangeable name for focus
group workshop. Each workshop housed about 20 kids separated into age and gender
groups whose behavior was studied to measure responses and generate statistics. In
February 1997, Disney Consumer Products conducted one of their largest focus
group workshops to kid-test some of Daily Blast’s online games. While overall the
feedback indicated games on the site engaged children successfully, it also provided
valuable direction to the development team for improvement.

Guest feedback became an invaluable part of the group’s analysis of the activities
and games on Disney sites, in particular because it was unsolicited and pointed to
what was most important to the different audiences who used the site regularly. Guests
commented on the site as a whole, on individual games, and on music; they offered
compliments, complaints, and suggestions for improvements to the games or the site.
Every email that was sent to Disney Customer Service was read—Disney Online
listened to every voice, took pride in every compliment, and worked to resolve every
problem identified. Following are some of the comments and the different aspects of
the site or game for which they provided feedback.
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Guest feedback clarified for the development team the characteristics that were nec-
essary to create a good game, no matter what the genre of the game, or how simple
it was. These included:

• A distinctive idea, concept, or storyline.
• Engaging user interface and interactivity.
• Appealing graphics and stirring music and sound effects.
• Good value in entertainment and/or education.
• Highly re-playable.

The game design might include advanced physics, artificial intelligence, 3D graphics,
digitized sound, an original musical score, and complex strategy. It might use several
input devices such as the mouse, keyboard, gamepad, and joysticks. The game might
be playable against other people on the Internet. However, complexity and fancy
graphics do not necessarily improve the gameplay; characteristics must be balanced
to successfully reach and appeal to an audience

Paying close attention to guest feedback and responding to customer needs in a
timely manner earned Disney’s Blast reviews from the journalists that acknowledged
the “high standard” of the games and their wide reach across ages.

The newest Web site from this children’s entertainment Goliath is a zany, hyperactive place,
crammed with Disney characters, stories, comics, and games. Amid the wild and wacky,
there are also ESPN sports updates, kid-size daily news reports, and a weekly magazine with
entertainment bulletins. But the games beat all—even advanced age provides no immunity
to Penguin Bounce, a race to slide a green springboard under falling penguins before they
splash into a frigid stream. Other kids’ Web sites pale in comparison to Blast. . . . Parenting
(October 1997)

Simply put, Daily Blast is so technically astonishing that it instantly rewrites the rules for
online entertainment. . . . The whole site feels alive. Entertainment Weekly (May 16, 1997)

New Directions

When Disney’s Daily Blast debuted to the public in April 1997 it was a transmedia
experiment in bringing Disney content to children through a new medium. The idea
for a comprehensive site dedicated to a range of content that included games, stories,
and edutainment was supported at Disney by leading-edge thinking, technology, and
sufficient financial resources to bring the project to fruition. Despite the subscription
model of the site, a possible deterrent, it met with great success. The site fulfilled its
mandate and delivered on its promise to be a trusted environment for children (of all
ages) for fun and challenging, as well as continuously changing, content. It added
to the extensive list of media already in the Disney Master Narrative that carried
the company’s stories, characters, and comprehensive approach to entertainment to
people of all ages.

In June 1998, Disney’s Daily Blast was renamed to Disney’s Blast Online (or
Disney’s Blast for short). Many new games were created for the site—in total, the
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Disney Online games group created over 100 games for Disney’s Blast and Dis-
ney.com. Nine years later in 2007, Disney’s Blast was re-branded as Disney’s Game
Kingdom Online to emphasize the focus on games for children; a number of the orig-
inal games proved so popular they continued to be included as part of the line-up. The
story components of the site were given new venues as role-playing games became
increasingly popular. Multiplayer games and the communities they build would be
the next direction for Disney Online.



Chapter 14
MMORPGs: Player-to-Player Interaction

Initial Steps

The majority of games, activities, and stories developed for Disney sites in the first
few years of online development were for the single player. Early on however, the
first steps in the type of community building that had been created in the early days
of Disney by the Mickey Mouse Clubs had already appeared on the horizon. One of
the simplest community building ideas in gaming is sharing high scores among the
players, a feature of arcade style games. In its original line-up, Disney’s Daily Blast
included a bowling game that was designed so scores could be posted and children
could compare their performance with others. The top scores were updated daily on
one of the ESPN pages. Many other Disney online games kept the daily top 100
scores and the all-time top 10 scores. If a player scored high enough to be listed in
the all-time top 10 or daily top100 list, the player would be allowed to enter his or
her nickname in the hall of fame.

Two other types of community involvement that were simple to instigate and be-
came common were paint contests and game shows.1 In a paint contest a player could
submit a painting using the Disney branded paint application on Disney websites.
The Disney producers would handpick the winners and display them in an online
gallery where all Disney online users could view them. Many contests were themed
for special holidays such as Christmas, Halloween, and Valentine’s Day.

In the game show, contestants were paired up to answer trivial questions. A writer
came up with interesting questions for children, these included ones about the size
of the world’s largest bagel, the distance of smell for a polar bear, and random facts

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 Even in the early Internet years Disney games incorporated community interaction. In the Hal-
loween Painting contest players paintings were posted in a gallery display space; a winner was
featured each week. In the Game Show contest, players answered trivia questions to score top
points and get included in the high score gallery.

N. Lee, K. Madej, Disney Stories, 137
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about music, movies, food, countries, and celebrities. When players achieved higher
scores than others, their usernames were posted in the high-score gallery.

The level of player-to-player interaction increased in complexity with the release
of Music Room Composer in 1999. In addition to being able to submit their com-
positions to a gallery that other players viewed, where they were listened to and
voted on, players could also enter jam sessions with other players. The initiative was
part of an ongoing interest on Newton Lee’s part in community building and user
participation in interactive online environments.

In June 1996, Lee had developed the concept Virtual Community Interactive
(VCI), a new genre of community-based interactive games and entertainment. Mov-
ing beyond repetitive arcade-type games and limited educational software, VCI was
envisioned as a virtual world with digitized cinematic footage and strong storylines.
The main components of VCI were stories, role-playing games, and expert systems
working synergistically with the communication interface of the Internet. Stories
would provide the paradigm for the experience, role-playing would offer engage-
ment through creative involvement in a virtual environment, expert systems would
provide the knowledge base for being able to create specific or specialized identi-
ties and situations, and the Internet would provide the connection between players
for chatting, sharing information, and acting/playing cooperatively to create their
community.

While many of the titles on the Disney sites included characters from such stories
as Winnie the Pooh and Toy Story, and catered to a younger audience, the target
audience for VCI stories would be kids 10+ who would find more complex interac-
tion exciting to be engaged in. Storylines envisioned for VCI included roles such as
“Virtual Lawyer,” “Virtual FBI Agent,” and “Virtual Doctor.” To build this virtual
community in which players could interact both with the game and with each other,
the VCI software would integrate a number of technologies. These included A.I. per-
sonalities, expert systems, full-motion video, 3-D animation, multimedia database,
search engine, downloadable music, player’s feedback, multi-player compatibility,
Internet phone, proactive/reactive user interaction, and multi-title story interaction.

Chat Studio: The First Disney Virtual Community

Although Virtual Online Community (VCI) remained a dream product, the idea of
developing a virtual online community for Disney continued as a real goal for Lee
and in April 2000, with the creative support of Leslie Wilson, and the executive
support of Scott Wessler and John Clarke, the community-based dream product Chat
Studio became a reality. Similar to VCI, Chat Studio had a downtown theme with
places to go and things to do, fostering a sense of virtual community. It included the
following features:

• Shoutouts: A banner across the city sky displayed public messages left by online
users to express love, birthday wishes, anniversaries, congratulations, etc. A kid-
friendly application Shoutouts was created to write public messages. A player
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could select one of the predefined icons and type a message. All messages had to
be prescreened by Disney producers before they could be displayed.

• You’ve Got Friends: An online chat area where players built their own avatar and
met other friends. To ensure online safety for children, only canned messages
could be exchanged in any one of the themed chat areas such as Slumber Party,
Lava Lounge, and Weird Planet.

• NetNotes: A message board on various topics of interest to kids, a place to share
ideas on trendy and interesting topics. All messages were prescreened by Disney
producers to ensure kids’ online safety.

• Bogus Boards: A painted message board where kids could display their artistic
talent with a message. All paintings were prescreened by Disney producers before
they were publicly displayed.

• Other places of interest included Person, Place, Animal, Things, DJ Dome,
X-Games, and a number of billboards that highlighted popular games and other
places of interests.

Multiplayer Jabber Flash Games

Over the years Disney Online gradually introduced multiplayer turn-based games
to their young audience. However, software complexity and high maintenance costs
hindered the development and deployment of multiplayer games. The team found
a solution by integrating Flash and Jabber to take advantage of superior streaming
animation and reliable, scalable, real-time communication.

Disney Online had supported Future Splash, the ancestor of Flash Player built
by Jonathan Gay, when it used the program to create its initial online animation and
user interface in 1996. Purchased by Macromedia in December 1996, Future Splash
Animator became Macromedia Flash 1.0. Best known for its efficient streaming
animation on the Web, Flash conveniently provides an XML socket object for client-
server applications that allows the client application to communicate with a server
identified by an IP address or a domain name.

Jabber, an open standard communication protocol that is XML-based and al-
lows near real-time extensible messaging and presence, was developed by Jeremie
Miller in 1998 and first released in 1999. Jabber provides presence management,
transparent interoperability, and real-time routing of structured information among
cross-platform applications. As the traditional use of Jabber is instant messaging,
the challenge for Disney Online was to integrate Flash and Jabber into a reliable,
high-performance, scalable, and viable multiplayer gaming solution that would make
it easy for their software developers to create multiplayer games.

Spearheading this effort, Lee worked with Jeremie Miller, Joshua Bauguss (cre-
ator of Flabber), Todd Olson (jabber.com), and the engineering teams at Disney
(John Clarke, John Barnhart, Adam Fritz, Robert Temple, Paul Ruiz, Mark Budos,
Markus Ries, and Thomas Streeck) to solve a number of integration problems be-
tween the two programs (see the article Jabber for Multiplayer Flash Games by
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Newton Lee, ACM CiE Oct. 2004, for more information). Fixes were applied to the
Jabber software and as a result, within a matter of weeks, the Online Group built
three prototypes:

1. Two-player tic-tac-toe
2. Three-player tip-toe-race
3. Two player handball

The test results for the turn-based tic-tac-toe and the tip-toe-race games, where three
players simultaneously guess a unique number within a given time limit in order to
advance the corresponding number of steps, were excellent. But the results for the
twitch game, handball, were less than they team hoped for. In twitch games players’
reaction time and precision is tested and rapid feedback keeps them engaged, while
in turn-based games players must wait for an outcome to their actions before they can
continue. A sudden burst of XML messages from a single Flash client sometimes
caused server error. When using Jabber with Flash, the team found that turn-based
games were much more reliable than twitch games.

Doug Parrish, chief technology officer at the Walt Disney Internet Group com-
mented, “As a platform to instantly distribute relevant and personalized notifications,
media, and content directly to visitors to our Web site, Jabber will provide an
excellent user enhancement.”2

In January 2002, Lee worked with game engineer Kevin O’Sullivan, intern Laura
Knight from Woodbury University, and graphic artists Kathleen Bruno, Tom Neely,
and Andrew Wiener to design Disney’s first multiplayer Flash/Jabber game, Pooh
Bear’s Meadow Trails. The game is based on the classic Hex strategy game. In it
two players team up with Pooh or Rabbit to create a connected trail, or line, of chips
from one end of the meadow game board to the other. The team who first completes
a trail of chips connecting the sides of the meadow game board, wins. During the
game, players may get extra chips or some stones may stand in the way. The players
may trade a chip with the opponents one time at each level of difficulty.

The development team chose not to allow free form chats for child safety. Instead,
a built-in chat feature offered canned phrases, each of which was represented by
a special code transmitted to and from the Jabber server. It also implemented a
notification agent that sent the player an alert if he or she wished to be notified when
someone wanted to play the Meadow Trails game. An invitation panel popped up
and the player could select to join the game or to reject the invite.

Using Flash/Jabber, Pooh Bear’s Meadow Trails was developed in less than a
month. This was a considerably shorter time than it took to develop multiplayer games
in Java and Shockwave, the standard at Disney until that time. The performance of
the Jabber server was also outstanding. A single server could handle more than
2,000 simultaneous players at a fraction of the cost of other commercial multiplayer
server solutions. Again at the leading edge of technology, Disney launched the game
in February 2002, 2 years before its competitor Nickelodeon launched their first
Flash/Jabber multiplayer game in 2004.

2 Tonight Live: Jabber Moves Forward plus Microsoft, Linux and the Fat Lady. http://france.
linuxtoday.com/infrastructure/2001071000820PRCY.
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Massive Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs)

In 1998, the Virtual Reality Group at Walt Disney Imagineering were exploring the
viability of creating a massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) as an addition
to Disney’s online presence. An MMOG is a computer game played by thousands
of players simultaneously on the Internet. MMOGs evolved from the text adventure
games and MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons) of the 1970s and 1980s. Unlike arcade
games, these early computer games were narrative and text-based.

The earliest text adventure game, Colossal Cave Adventure, was developed by
Will Crowther in 1972. Crowther’s real-life adventures spelunking in Kentucky caves
dovetailed with his interest in interacting in the fantasy world of Dungeons and
Dragons, a fantasy role-playing board game popular at the time. At the same time
he wanted to find a way to share his interests with his two daughters. He said of the
game, “I decided I would fool around and write a program that was a re-creation
in fantasy of my caving, and also would be a game for the kids, and perhaps some
aspects of the Dungeons and Dragons that I had been playing.” Parts of the game
were re-creations of cave systems Cowther knew; players progressed through the
caves by exploring, asking questions, and giving commands concerning the area in
which they were located. Crowther used a natural-language parser, which was a leap
above the computer directions of other games. He said, “My idea was that it would
be a computer game that would not be intimidating to non-computer people, and that
was one of the reasons why I made it so that the player directs the game with natural
language input, instead of more standardized commands.” The program spread like
wildfire across ARPANET, the predecessor to today’s Internet, in part because of the
natural language commands.3

In 1976 Don Woods, working at Stanford University’s Stanford Artificial Intelli-
gence Lab at the time, found Colossal Cave Adventure on ARPANET and contacted
Cowther to ask if he could expand the program. At the time, J.R.R. Tolkien’s The
Hobbit and Lord of the Rings were very popular and influenced Woods to add elves,
trolls, a volcano, and other fantasy elements. He made the mazes more complex, and
added more puzzles, traps, and treasure to the front end of the adventure (Crowther
had more of these at the end of the adventure), and changed the game from one of
exploration to one of “intriguing puzzles and challenges”(Rick Adams). Written in
Fortran and useable on many different computer systems, the program, now called
Adventure, was passed around on ARPANET and became very popular.

Adventure inspired other computer programmers and game lovers to write their
own text adventures. In 1977 a group of MIT students wrote the game Zork, a variant
of which became known as Dungeon. The story takes place in a magical underground
empire, a place of trolls, unicorns, and grues, where spells are thrown, and monsters
vanquished. The player is an adventurer who looks for treasures hidden in the caves

3 The first adventure games from the 1970s were text only. Players provided instruc-
tions such as: turn right. Screenshot of Colossal Cave Adventure http://mud.wikia.com/wiki/
Colossal_Cave_Adventure.
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of this fantasy realm. When he returns alive with his treasure, he becomes the Dun-
geon Master. The game was noted for the richness of its storytelling and its parser,
which wasn’t limited to simple-verb-noun commands as was that of Colossal Cave
Adventure and Adventure. It improved the narrative quality of player engagement by
introducing prepositions and conjunctions, going, for instance, from “hit grue” to
“hit the grue with the Elvish sword.”

Dave Lebling, one of Zork’s designers comments, “Where [journalists and his-
torians] tend to go wrong is to overemphasize the importance of our parser. You
can’t blame them for that, because we pushed it hard as a ‘unique feature’ as well.
What was a least as important was coming up with good writing, good stories and
rich environments.” About the writing and story David Stone of Computer Gaming
World said in Mar–Apr 1983, “Zork is all text—that means no graphics. None are
needed. The authors have not skimmed on the vividly detailed descriptions of each
location; descriptions to which not even Atari graphics could do complete justice.”
Nick Montfort in his book on interactive fiction, Twisty Little Passages, discusses
the narrative features of the game, “Zork introduced an actual villain, the thief, who
opposed the player character during the initial exploration of the dungeon, who could
be exploited to solve a puzzle, and who had to be confronted and defeated. This was
a real character with the functions of a character as seen in literature, not the mere
anthropomorphic obstacle that was seen in Adventure.”

Not intended as a commercial product, the game nevertheless became the first
text adventure sold to the public. It was published as Zork I (the name Dungeon
was already taken and could not be used) by Infocom the company formed by the
students who had created it (Infocom was purchased by Activision in 1986). Matt
Barton situates Zork: “What Zork seemed to contribute more than anything was
the idea that the computer could simulate a rich virtual environment much, much
larger and nuanced than the playing fields seen in games like Spacewar! or Pac-Man.
Furthermore, the game demonstrated the literary potential of the computer.” It was
however, still a single player game.

It was possible in the late 1970s for a number of people to be connected to each
other at the same time via a common server. In university and other research settings,
students and researchers took an interest in exploring adventures like Dungeons and
Dragons together and in interacting in chat rooms in these games. In 1979 at the
University of Illinois, students developed a text adventure game called Oubliette
(an oubliette is a dungeon reached only by a hatch up in a high ceiling). People
worked together to solve clues for getting around the different dungeon levels. Jim
Schwaiger, one of the designers tells us of the language used in the game, “One of the
more purist players of the game, David Emigh, was a graduate physics student and
also an amateur linguist. He created a language just for the game, including deriving
word roots so the spells have a consistency and poetry you would not expect if you
simply made up a name.” In 1980 at Essex University in the U.K., Roy Trubshaw, a
final year student, also began work on a text adventure game in which multiple users
worked together. He called it MUD for Multi-User Dungeon (after the game Dungeon
which Trubshaw enjoyed playing); the name became a soubriquet by which all such
games became known. When he graduated the next year he passed the game on to
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fellow student Richard Bartle The two students wanted to create a realistic virtual
world in which players would become immersed. Bartle “. . . wanted people to be
able to escape the confines of the real world, to try on new identities, to be. . . not so
much new people, but to try to find out the people they really were.” He developed
the game further to include more players with more options for action. The game
was played on the Essex University intranet and then when the university connected
its network to ARPANET, it became the first multiplayer online game.

As technology improved, graphics became a standard feature of games. In the
first graphical adventure Mystery House (1979) these were simple line drawings.
Graphics soon progressed to animation and began to replace text, as in the game
King’s Quest (1980) in which players would point and click rather than enter text to
journey through the land and obtain items to help with their quest. Interactive text
adventures and role playing games took two different paths: text adventures involved
exploring spaces, finding objects, and using them in the quest to get to new locations
and locate treasure; role-playing games used statistics building and battling to move
their players through the game.4

In 1988 in the U.S., Lucasfilm had developed a technologically advanced story
oriented online game Habitat, but it was not released past the beta stage. In 1992
Sierra On-Line’s game Yserbius, was released as the first graphical online MUD
in which a traditional text box was supported by point and click graphics. Early
multiplayer online games were accessed through proprietary servers for amounts
that ranged from five to twenty dollars (U.S.) an hour, depending on the server and
the time of day. The audience was still small and select. In 1996 the first commercial
3-D online massively multiplayer role-playing game Meridian 59 was released by
3DO. It was also the first real-time online game. The beta game, which opened April
1996 and closed September 27, 1996, had a community of over 25,000 players. While
initially Meridian 59 was called a graphical MUD, in 1997 this “genre name” was
supplanted by the now commonly used Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing
Game or MMORPG.

Massive multiplayer games differ from other computer games in a number of
ways. Massive multiplayer games have hundreds of thousands of players and now
some have millions. The world created in MMOGs is persistent, that is, the game
continues whether or not any individual continues to play. Since the purpose of the
game is multiplayer gameplay, for the most part the games do not have any significant
individual player attributes and typically players do not usually finish the game as
they would in a single player game. Because they host a large number of players they
have very large-scale game worlds that players traverse by different methods (such
as teleporting). Each of the thousands of players can interact with another player at
any given time. The game states rarely reset, that means the level reached by a player
will be available when he/she returns to the game.

4 Graphics improved significantly from Mystery House to King’s Quest. Text adventures be-
came point and click graphical adventures. Photo of Mystery House http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Mystery_House. Photo of King’s Quest http://www.mobygames.com/game/pc-booter/kings-quest.
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Massively multiplayer games were played predominantly by adults. Then in 1996
Castle Infinity was developed as on online game for kids between the ages of 8 and 14.
Players could join friends in saving the dinosaurs and their castle from the evil
monsters who were invading their home. Graphics and audio were provided in a
purchased CD-ROM; players could then log on online at no cost. Players needed a
password and a unique name to get started. They could then create their avatar from
different pieces of animals, plants, or machines that would make up the head, the
body, or the legs. Starting in his or her bedroom, a player went to join other players
in a common area to chat and then traveled on to other areas of the game. Players
navigated over pits, around fires, through water, under moving elevators, and, in
addition, battled randomly appearing monsters to move through the castle’s rooms
and levels. Their chat appears in cartoon bubbles as they play and talk (or type).5

The philosophy of the company Starwave was to invest in building online com-
munities and through its ESPNet SportsZone it offered statistics, sports scores, and
chatrooms for sports fans to share information. The company saw Castle Infinity as
a way to help establish multiplayer games and develop an online playing commu-
nity. Disney purchased an equity stake in Starwave in April 3, 1997 shortly after
announcing it was launching their new children’s online site Disney’s Daily Blast,
and purchased the company a year later.

Toontown Online

When theVirtual Reality Group at Disney began working on developing a multiplayer
game they had to overcome some perceptual difficulties concerning multiplayer
games for the mass market: multiplayer games were played by adults, the con-
tent of such games was violent and unsuitable for kids, playing online games cost
money. In their preliminary discussions the VR Group made a number of design
choices that would differentiate their game from existing ones and position it solidly
within the Disney pantheon of safe, quality, children’s entertainment. These include
using positive stories and themes, keeping kids safe through menu-driven or pass-
word protected chat systems, encouraging social behavior through cooperative game
play, making the environment friendly, and providing simple game mechanics yet
with interesting role-playing game (RPG) qualities.

Named Toontown Online, the game is based not in the traditional quest, fantasy,
or science fiction themes of most MMORPGs. Instead, Toontown is a whimsical
virtual world in which Toons, cartoon characters of the 1940s variety, inhabit six
neighborhoods. The neighborhoods are happy, colorful places and each is associated
with a classic Disney character.As an element of conflict in the game, mean Cogs, out-
of-control business robots, have come to town and are ruining this happy environment
by making it a black and white city of skyscrapers and businesses. The game enlists

5 Castle Infinity, launched in 1996, was designed as a multiplayer game for children between the
ages of 8 and 14. Photo of Castle Infinity: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Castle_Infinity.
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players to become Toons to save the town. Toons talk with each other through word
balloons and take their world back by using traditional cartoon practical jokes and
slapstick comedy such as cream pies, seltzer bottles, and whistle blowers against the
Cogs, who have no sense of humor and can’t take a joke. The VR Group created
the game for children over seven, but found that adults also enjoyed Toontown’s
nostalgic elements, humor, and game play.

Toontown’s Backstory

Toontown’s story begins on the outskirts of the place cartoon characters call “home.”
On this day, world-famous billionaire Scrooge McDuck decides to pay a visit to his
favorite employee, eccentric inventor Gyro Gearloose.

Gyro has posted a warning sign on his laboratory door that says “KEEP OUT.”
Scrooge ignores it, opens the door, and calls out “Gyro?” He walks pass a vast array
of laboratory equipment, test tubes, and microscopes. Gyro is nowhere to be found.

“I wonder where Gyro could be?” thinks Scrooge. In the back of Gyro’s labora-
tory, Scrooge is stunned by what he sees and cries out, “Sufferin’catfish! A g-g-giant
robot!”

Scrooge then things to himself, “Hmm. . . A giant robot. . . Perfect. . . Why,
a thing like this could be a really big help to the citizens of Toontown. . . And make
me a big pile of money!”

However, Gyro has left a huge note on the robot that says “DO NOT TOUCH!”
Scrooge is upset. “Do not touch?” he thinks, “Phooey! That can’t mean me! After
all, I paid for it. . . . Let’s get my investment up and running!”

Scrooge proceeds to connect the broken wires—the blue one to the red one. The
giant robot instantly comes to life!

“All systems ready!” says the giant robot in a deep voice. Scrooge begins to worry,
“Great heavens to Betsy! What have I done?”

His fears are fulfilled as the giant robot stomps towards the control panel, pushes
the red buttons, pulls the lever, and manufactures hundreds upon hundreds of evil
robots called Cogs. They come in various sizes, shapes, and abilities to inflict evils
in Toontown. Scrooge panics, “Oh my heavenly days! This can’t be good. . . ”

The story ends with Gyro’s invention running amok. Scrooge has placed himself
and all of Toontown in danger. Can anyone stop this army of robots? “Toontown
needs your help now!”

Becoming a Toon

To save Toontown from the evil Cogs, the player has to become a Toon. Each account
holder can create up to six Toons in the virtual world. A menu of characteristics
such as height, weight, color, and fashion style are available to make each Toon an
individual character that reflects a player’s preferences.
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Naming characters in games has often been abused and in Beta testing the VR
Group found it impossible to create a filter that would prevent players from using
inappropriate names that might be offensive to some of the audience. Instead of
relying on an automated “naughty list” filter such as the one being used by Disney
Online for game high scores, the VR group created a name generator that gives a
player millions of possible combinations based on a choice of title, first name, and
last name from a suggested list. The generated list provides names that are in keeping
with the humorous nature of Toontown. To avoid the problem of inappropriate names,
players are offered a list of titles and first and last names from which to choose
their avatar’s name. If the player chooses, they may enter their own name, which
goes through client and server side filters and is reviewed by a Disney customer
representative before acceptance.

Once a player has made and named her/his own Toon, they are ready to enter
Toontown and meet and play with other Toons. In keeping with the positive, upbeat
tone of the site, if Toons join on a special day such as New Year’s Day, they are
greeted in the playground with a display of fireworks.

Safe and Friendly Socializing

Toontown encourages socializing and incorporated in the game are features that
facilitate socialization that is friendly, safe, and fun. Communicating through chat is
a necessity in a multiplayer game; in most MMORPGs it is unrestricted. To protect
kid’s privacy and ensure online safety, the VR group developed SpeedChat, a menu
based chat system that provided safe player-to-player text interaction. Kids choose
what they want to say from an extensive set of pre-selected context-sensitive words
and phrases that automatically adapt to the player’s objectives and status in the game.
The set menus eliminate game jargon that may not be understandable by new players
and helps novice typists who may have difficulty with grammar and spelling. A
particular feature is that the phrases are friendly and encourage engagement and
cooperation between players.

The VR Group had initial concerns that menus of words would be “overly re-
strictive” but these were allayed during focus group testing. Feedback indicated that
SpeedChat is sufficient to convey a player’s feelings (e.g. happy or sad) and simple
thoughts (e.g. follow me, let’s play a game) that are enough to play the Toontown
game without hindrance. In addition the focus group found that the friendly nature
of the word sets “helped to overcome shy players’ inhibitions” (CiE). Overall, the
lack of open chat helped the players focus more on the gaming tasks at hand rather
than spending time on chitchatting and digression.

Open chat is available in Toontown between “true friends.” True Friends are
those who are friends in actual life and may want to chat more extensively when
playing online. To activate open chat between two Toons, a randomly generated
secret password that is valid for only 48 hours is given to each of them. Friends share
their secret password over the phone, via email, or instant messaging; each friend
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must then enter the correct password in Toontown before it expires. True Friend chat
is filtered for inappropriate language and the chat is incomprehensible to other Toons.

In addition to making chatting safe as well as friendly and engaging, Toontown
offers many shared activities to help with making friends and becoming a part of the
community: there are mini games to play, opportunities to go fishing, and ongoing
Cog battles to join. Socializing is encouraged by the simple way in which newbie’s
(newer players) can join play: they could hop on a trolley car and meet other players
going to a game or simply walk up to a battle that may be in progress and be instantly
included without any chat. Elders (more experienced players) are rewarded when
they help out a newbie in battle against the cogs; because the rewards received in
a game are proportional to the contribution made, elders are not penalized in battle
when a newbie joins. This positive approach facilitates newer players inclusion in
the gaming community.

Other features were included to make Toontown a friendly environment: portable
holes allowed players to teleport immediately to wherever their friends are located,
there is no player-to-player battling or any opportunity to steal or hoard items, and,
instead of getting hurt or dying, Toons become sad and go back to the playground to
become happy again.

The VR Group created a causal relationship between the different activities of
Toontown making them interdependent.

Our goal was to divide a player’s time into roughly three equal parts: battles, minigames,
and social/playground activities. The activities were designed to be interdependent. To fight
Cogs, Toons need gags. To buy gags, Toons need jellybeans. To earn jellybeans, Toons play
minigames. To play minigames, Toons need friends. To meet friends, Toons head to the
playground. In the playground, Toons heal up for battle, and the cycle continues. (CiE)

Collecting and Cooperating to Save Toontown

Toontown Online offers many mini games for the players to win the “jelly beans”
necessary to make purchases of cartoon weapons to fight the evil robots. Jellybeans
are the main component in the game’s system of barter.

Some of the popular mini games are maze, tag, memory, treasure dive, slingshot,
ring, cannon, jungle vine, and tug-o-war. Most of these games are action adventure in
nature to keep the adrenaline flowing and maintain a quicker pace in the overall mood
of Toontown. Although most of the mini games are competitive, there is no “winner
takes all” mentality. If the player exerts some amount of effort, chances are she will
win some jellybeans, although perhaps not as many as the winner. For newbies there
is a series of training tasks to follow to learn how to win jellybeans, explore the
virtual world, and destroy the evil robots. Toons battled Cogs with cooperation and
comic rather than violent action.

Cogs have different names such as Pencil Pusher, or Tightwad, according to
their different abilities, and they are classified into different levels according to their
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power. Regardless of their abilities, high-level Cogs are more dangerous than low-
level robots. It often takes simultaneous actions from a team of Toons to destroy a
high-level cog. When fighting against the evil robots or Cogs, Toons need to cooperate
with each other.

Once all the Cogs have been evicted from a building and eliminated, the ugly
grey building is magically transformed into a happy place with bright vibrant colors.
The team of Toons that accomplished this task is rewarded by having each player’s
Toon name displayed on the wall of fame inside the building. In addition, the top
Toons and their accomplishments are announced in The Toontown Online Times daily
newspaper.

Panda: The Little Engine that Could

In considering the requirements of running a successful MMORPG the VR group
decided it would be best to develop their own rendering and storytelling system
rather than to use a commercially available graphics engine. The group had created
a number of real-time engines previously and building an engine “from the ground
up” provided answers to a number of problems. The most important of these was the
issue of longevity. Massive multiplayer games are intended for long-term online life
and with Disney’s commitment to quality upkeep and continuous new features, third
party involvement was risky. Another issue was the desire to create a “unique feel
and look” for the game. Making their own system would provide the opportunity
to create a completely new feature set different from what was available through
commercial systems. In addition, the VR group wanted to have full access to the
source code in order to avoid any issues around licensing. A final concern was the
VR group’s work with Disney Imagineering. In order to support other R&D projects
it would be more useful for the VR group to develop their own system that they could
then use without the concern of licensing and paying for a proprietary commercial
system.

To be successful in the online marketplace, the engine the VR group built would
have to be capable of operating across different platforms. The resulting system,
Panda-3D, took its name from just this feature: Platform Agnostic Networked Dis-
play Architecture, or more briefly Panda, provided the portability and flexibility for
Toontown to run on any operating system. Initially only offered for Windows, Linux,
and IRIX, it soon became available for Macintosh and console ports as well.

Built on an efficient low-level C++ engine, Panda-3D expressive scene graph
architecture gave designers tools for creating diverse and dynamic worlds for Toons
to inhabit while its interpreted scripting language gave programmers flexibility to
prototype software rapidly and debug game logic quickly.

Toontown’s download architecture allowed players to enter almost immediately
into a full-featured game that was completely downloadable. To provide time for
the complete download without a boring waiting period, players were occupied with
introductory activities: watching the Toontown back-story via a 2D Flash movie,
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creating their own cartoon avatar, and a Toontorial to provide directions for playing
the game. The game servers were designed to be low-cost, scalable, and robust as
well as flexible. As guest testing showed players had a better time when they found
their friends in the game, programmers made districts an attribute of the Toon rather
than the server and so allowed players to both chat and teleport to their friends without
being restricted by the district they were in.

Panda-3D is open source. Its many features are described by Mark Mine, Joe
Shochet, and Roger Hughston in their article Building a Massively Multiplayer
Game for the Millions: Disney’s Toontown Online published in ACM Computers
in Entertainment, Vol. 1, No. 1, October 2003. They say,

When we began development of Toontown Online, we did not fully appreciate the challenges
associated with building a persistent online world for the mass market. Much is required to
build a safe, social, simple yet nontrivial experience, especially for children. We owe a great
deal of our success to the fact that we were building our game on top of such a powerful
and flexible foundation. Panda’s platform agnostic, expressive, scene-graph architecture,
combined with facile interpreted scripting layer tools, was the key to our success.6

Toontown Online: A Work in Progress

Toontown Online was designed as “a safe social game that was simple to learn yet
challenging to master” (Buckman). When released, Toontown proved to be innovative
in many ways:

• It provided a safe online environment for children thanks to the Toon name
generator, SpeedChat, and True Friends.

• It encouraged both competitiveness (in the mini games) and cooperation (in fight-
ing against evil). There is no “winner takes all” mentality even in a competitive
mini game.

• It minimized violence in the gameplay through the use of cartoon slapstick
weapons such as cream pies and seltzer bottles instead of guns and swords, and
by using robots that are mechanical rather than humans. Because Toons never die,
but rather become sad, issues of physical pain, blood, and death didn’t arise as
they do in adult MMORPGs.

Work on web integration for the beta launch of Toontown Online had begun in June
2001. The game was extensively tested and feedback was provided on game-play
and performance to the Virtual Reality group. The project was cancelled during the
continuing downsizing of Walt Disney Imagineering. Fortunately in September 2002
Disney Online absorbed the Virtual Reality group from Walt Disney Imagineering,
and the entire team moved into the Disney Online office building in North Hol-
lywood. Toontown Online was soon resurrected and was released in “sneak peak”
mode in October 2002. When the game finally debuted to the general public in June

6 The first of Disney’s MMORPGs, Toontown Online, created an interactive mass market experience.
Toontown Online screenshots: http://www.mobygames.com/game/toontown-online.
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2003, Mike Goslin, Disney’s Virtual Reality Studio head said, “Our background at
Imagineering developing theme park attractions has taught us a lot about creating
mass market, interactive experiences. We’ve learned so much from the many guests
who have played Toontown in its various pre-release versions, and we’re very excited
about the new directions we already envision to build out this online world.”7

Although Toontown Online was designed as a non-violent game alternative for
kids aged seven to twelve, adults enjoyed the game as much as kids did, making
Toontown Online family entertainment similar to a Disney theme park where kids
and parents have fun together. The monthly subscription model with reduced rates
for longer memberships, proved acceptable to the audience and profitable for the
company. A basic level of play is available free on the site so anyone interested
can make a Toon avatar, enjoy walking about, and play a mini game or two to see
if they like the environment. In addition to the online subscription plans, prepaid
subscription cards (one or more months) were made available at retail outlets to
allow sampling of premium content.

Toontown Online quickly gained enormous popularity with a high retention rate
after the initial free three-day trial. In mid-2005, Mike Goslin stated “we have nearly
10,000 people playing simultaneously during our busiest times.” In May 2007, in-
dependent Internet research firm Comscore estimated Toontown Online had nearly
1.2 million users. Disney also produced versions of Toontown Online for the United
Kingdom, France, Spain, Japan, Southeast Asia, and Brazil.

A massive multiplayer online game is more than a game, it is an ongoing world
that requires constant attention to keep the experience interesting for players. As
with the Disney’s Daily Blast and Disney’s Game Kingdom Online sites’ continuous
flow of new materials for users, the plan for Toontown Online included continuously
improving and expanding the game play features to make the story interesting and
the games replayable.

7 Disney’s Toontown Online to Launch June 2003; After Successful Preview, Toon-
town to Be Launched Widely with New Gameplay Features and Broad Market-
ing Support http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20030505005247/en/Disneys-Toontown-
Online-Launch-June-2003-Successful.



Chapter 15
Virtual Online Worlds: Stories and Engagement

Content is the new democracy and we the people, are ensuring
that our voices are heard.

The Social Media Manifesto

Expanding the Online Theme Park

While MMORPGs were instrumental in connecting gamers and building gaming
communities around stories, the Internet was evolving into a social environment
that stimulated exchanges of information and conversations between users of every
age and interest. The online virtual world that Disney’s Virtual Reality Studio had
created in Toontown Online was part role-playing game and part social interaction. In
keeping with the company’s history of taking a comprehensive approach to engaging
audience in any new medium, whether film, book, radio, television, or theme park,
The Walt Disney Company was creating a network of virtual story worlds on the
internet that would attract and engage audiences in social interaction as well as in
game-like activities. In particular, it would continue to grow the children’s web
playground it had started with Disney’s Daily Blast.

Following the Toontown Online success, the VR group began work on their sec-
ond MMORPG, Pirates of the Caribbean Online. Based on the very successful
2003 movie, the release date was planned to coincide with the film’s 2006 sequel.
The original movie had been based on a very successful ride that opened at Disneyland
in 1967.1

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
This additional reference information will be particularly beneficial as an enhancement for the
online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.

1 “Your adventure begins in the swampy bayous of New Orleans Square. . . ” reads the promotional
brochure for the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disneyland in 1967. This adventure, the last Walt
Disney was personally involved in designing, has traveled across media to bring its story through
books, movies, virtual reality, all manner of merchandise, and, finally, a virtual online world. Photo
of the ride brochure for the Pirates of the Caribbean: http://matterhorn1959.blogspot.ca/2010/09/
things-from-gate-pirates-of-caribbean.html.
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The Pirates of the Caribbean ride was originally planned as a guided walking
tour of famous pirates The Rogues Gallery, in the 1950s at the time Walt Disney
was designing Disneyland. Walt had been fascinated by the potential for creat-
ing movement or animating figures since he had purchased a mechanical bird that
moved in New Orleans in the 1940s. In 1952, he established Walt Disney Imag-
ineering (imagination + engineering), the “blue sky” design group that would be
responsible for developing and improving the innovative attractions at Disneyland.
Audio-Animatronics, a robotics technology that uses audio sounds to trigger actions
in animated figures, was the group’s first major technological breakthrough. With it
the group first created The Enchanted Tiki Room for Disneyland, an attraction that
featured singing and moving birds. Then, for the1964 World’s Fair, they created their
first Audio-Animatronic human figure, a crowd pleasing Abraham Lincoln reading
a part of the Gettysburg Address.

The advances in developing human characters were soon adopted for The Rogues
Gallery, which took on a completely new story. When a new transportation system
was invented that took guests through a boat ride attraction, it was also adapted for
The Rogues Gallery. With its expanded storyline, the ride became Pirates of the
Caribbean and opened at the theme park in March 1967. Disney guests set sail into
the Caribbean Sea from the dungeons of an old Spanish Fort only to find themselves
between the fire of the pirate’s galleon and the defending fire of the fortress. The
excitement of gunshots, cannon blasts, burning buildings, together with the carousing
and plundering of the life-like pirates proved exceptionally popular and the ride
became the park’s biggest hit. It was replicated at Disneyworld in Florida in1973
after complaints from guests that it had been excluded in the original design. It
became part of Tokyo Disneyland in1983 and Paris Disneyland in 1992.

In 2001, the Virtual Reality Studio took the pirate’s story to the next level of
entertainment: Pirates of the Caribbean: Battle for the Buccaneer Gold opened
at DisneyQuest, an entertainment centre that features virtual reality attractions.2

Audiences wear head-mounted display (HMD) gear that makes them feel they are in
the midst of a three-dimensional fantasy world where they enjoy the combined thrill
of a ride and the exceptional graphics of a video-computer game. In Pirates, guests
set sail on a pirate ship into a virtual sea where they encounter enemy ships and sea
monsters and search for treasure. An epic cannon battle and a flying skeleton add
to the excitement. “People absolutely loved it” (MG Gamershell) and the attraction
won a Thea Award for the best new theme park attraction in 2001.

MMORPGs had grown as an entertainment genre in gaming since the first graph-
ical MUD Yerbius had been released in the early 1990s and had steadily acquired
a large and dedicated audience of gamers. The VR Studio saw MMORPGs as a
way to bring the excitement of the virtual reality attractions they had developed for
Disneyland and DisneyQuest into people’s homes, echoing Walt Disney’s decision
in the 1950s to bring his films into people’s homes through television. As early as

2 Audiences were made part of the action in the virtual world at DisneyQuest. Photo of Pirates
of the Caribbean at DisneyQuest: http://jimhillmedia.com/columnists1/b/jeff_lange/archive/2005/
06/22/1502.aspx.
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1999 the VR Studio was proposing an online virtual world featuring pirates, one in
which players would not only chase and interact with pirates, but also “BE pirates”
(Sklar). The group believed that the pirate environment created for the VR ride could
be successfully translated into an engaging online world that would attract a large
audience because of its very entertaining story. In 2000, they pitched the idea of an
online theme park that would consist of different virtual worlds, including Toontown
and Pirates of the Caribbean, in much the same way Disney theme parks consisted
of a number of different story worlds.

Unlike VR attractions that are a five-minute experience for guests, games require
that hours, sometimes hundreds of hours, of gameplay be available for a player.
In this the developers were fortunate to have “the richest, most compelling film,
television, attraction, and character properties in the world” to draw on. Developing
Toontown was the group’s first introduction into the very different process of creating
sustainable gameplay in a story environment. Although Toontown Online was based
in Disney characters, the storyline was new, simple, and created specifically for the
MMORPG as a vehicle for engaging in fun action with friends.

The Pirates of the Caribbean franchise, on the other hand, is an intricately built-
up world of Caribbean and pirate history (albeit fictional), complex environments,
characters, and fantastic storylines that have been created over 30 years—the VR
Studio took this established and successful story franchise and ported it to a new
media. Martin Sklar, president of Walt Disney Imagineering expresses the impor-
tance of story in Disney’s cross media approach to entertainment, “We believe the
same world-building and story skills we have used to become the leading creator of
theme parks in the ‘real’ world will allow us to become a successful developer of
entertainment spaces in the ‘digital’ world.”

There was, in addition to an existing story, a large audience that marketers could
tap into for interest in the proposed new entertainment product: in addition to the
Disney theme park audience, the first movie, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of
the Black Pearl, was released in 2003 to great success. The movie established a broad-
based audience for the upcoming online game.3 In a press release issued in April
2005 Ken Goldstein, EVP and Managing Director of Disney Online, announced
the new MMORPG, “We’ve learned through our experience with Toontown that
the market for massively multiplayer online role-playing games can indeed reach
beyond traditional gamers” (WD Press Release 2005). The potential audience for
Pirates included existing Disney online users, fans of the movie and the theme park
attractions, as well as online gamers. While the movie is based on the theme park
attraction, it is the movie that defined the imagery in the online game and delivered
a broad-based and extensive audience.

While Pirates and Toontown have a lot in common, including sharing the same
3D engine and programming paradigm, they are very different games. Planned for an
older audience (10+) Pirates is more ambitious and designed to offer an increasingly
authentic VR experience, one that provides a richly textured and detailed world simi-
lar to those available at DisneyQuest. One of the concerns with the latest MMORPGs,

3 Disney’s Pirates of the Caribbean Online: http://piratesonline.go.com/.
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however, was the need for the expensive hardware necessary to run the graphically
realistic games smoothly. This was a drawback as far as Disney’s younger and family
audience was concerned. The development team opted to provide simpler graphics
for the site that could be supported with lower and more affordable PC and Mac
system requirements while still maintaining exciting and engaging storylines and
rewarding immersive gameplay.

Gameplay and Storyline

Pirates of the Caribbean Online takes players into an era of swashbuckling pirates
where they join the quest for treasure and battle to become the most legendary pirates
in the Caribbean. Much of the early story in the online game is orchestrated; the action
is quick and uncomplicated and leads the player through introductory scenes that set
up the pirate environment and introduce some of the players. Several scenes into the
story, once the player begins to gather a crew, there are more battles, quests, and
activities, and the game becomes more complex and individualized. A simple tutorial
for playing the game is offered to the novice pirate/player. Directions and storyline
are provided by text shown at the bottom of the playing screen and are augmented
by the characters’ commentary, while hints for acquiring skills are provided by text
balloons that pop up as the player moves through the game.

The online Pirates referenced graphics and characters from the movie but in-
troduced new adventures. The game is intended as a kid and family-friendly
(grandparents included) adventure and the action is designed to be intuitive; there
is not as much of the type of character and asset building that exists in more com-
plex MMORPGs. Everyone starts from a level playing field as a common pirate.
The player creates a male or female avatar (or two or three) that can be customized
with different body shapes, facial features, hair, and clothes and then joins in the
fray! Pirates walk, run, and jump their way across the landscape. When they meet
adversaries, battling is uncomplicated: click, click, and click again. The attacks are
timed and if done right, they can be chained together to create bigger damage. With
wins the player gains Notoriety and goes up a level where there are new moves. In
quests, a player fights anyone and anything from navies to crabs in the search for
buried treasure (gold and precious gems). Pirates can put together a crew of friends
(or strangers) and acquire a ship to take to the sea for some exciting battles. While
the captain can order firing of cannons for ship battles, players can also aim and
fire their own individual cannons to broadside other ships. There’s a touch of reality
when they head for a visit to the tavern for a game of poker or blackjack: they can
cheat, but when caught they get thrown into jail. Notoriety can be used to purchase
combat abilities, gain shot bonuses, or fix a damaged ship or ships.

The first of two beta releases was showcased at the Electronic Entertainment Expo
(E3) in May 2006. The “first images” of the game show that it reflects the imagery
of the movie and the “playable version” allowed players to engage with the likes
of movie characters Jack Sparrow, Elizabeth Swann, and Will Turner in an exciting
quest for “treasure and notoriety” (WD Press Release May 10, 2006).
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On the game’s release, Paul Yanover, Executive Vice-President and Managing
Director of Disney Online commented, “We believe the game’s focus on action
and adventure, combined with many customization options will appeal to a broad
audience of both gamers and fans of the Pirates of the Caribbean Franchise as they
set out on their own course to live the legend” (WD Press Release).

Making the Story “Their Own”

As with previous Disney CD-ROM activities and online games such as The Lion
King Storybook and A Bug’s Life Music Room Composer, the assets and storyline
of the associated movie, in this case Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the
Black Pearl, were available to the VR Studio for use in developing the MMORPG.
The new Pirates online virtual experience, however, does not slavishly follow the
movie, instead, it turns the player loose in a unique-to-the-player adventure, a mix
of on-foot exploration, fighting with guns and swords, and hunting for treasure, into
which themes, storylines, characters, and creatures from the movie are intricately
woven. Dick Cook, chairman of The Walt Disney Studios points out, “This game
captures the same swashbuckling sense of humor, spirit and action that moviegoers
loved in the first ‘Pirates of the Caribbean’ film. . . .” (Gamespot).

The Pirates of the Caribbean online game includes players in the action from the
first scene:4

4 First-hand game-playing experience described from the author’s perspective.
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Players can create new stories each time they play by changing their character, by
creating additional characters, or by asking different players to join their crew. While
initially the story has a linear path, as players enter deeper into the virtual pirate world
of the Caribbean of the past there is more opportunity to create new events. Along
the way, their companions are characters that have full and lively personalities in
other media with which the players are familiar. The events they are helping create
echo previously seen scenarios yet they are making their own story. We revisit the
sentiments of Amanda Goodenough as she used the “newly released” HyperCard
program to create an interactive story children could “make their own.” Each story
now becomes a personal journey, unique to the player, reflecting their cumulative
experience of the characters and events as they’ve come to know them across media.

Change was a constant in Walt Disney’s commitment to tell a story well, to bring
it to an audience through the technology of the day, and to push that technology so
that rather than controlling the story, it enhanced the story and gave it an opportunity
to touch people, to speak to each of them individually, to make it believable. To make
a story compelling and believable the characters had to be empathetic—the people in
the audience had to identify with them. He had achieved this goal in animation finally
in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs with the audience raptly following the heroine
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and her animal and dwarf companions on their alternately harrowing and pleasurable
experiences. Interactive online media has taken identification with animated figures
a step further. As part of the Pirates of the Caribbean online world, a player can walk
hand in hand with the characters, and be part of the story.

The Pirates of the Caribbean that began life as an adventure ride showcasing
Audio-Animatronics in 1967 achieved immense reach across storytelling media.
This adventure, exemplar of the magnitude of the Disney Master Narrative, is repre-
sented in all of the Disney theme parks around the world, in books, movies, virtual
reality, all manner of merchandise including both real and virtual Lego, video games,
and, finally, a virtual online world. The popularity of the original ride inspired the
movie, the movie in turn has inspired new additions to the theme park attraction
extending the original voyage for “guests” to include images from the movie. It’s a
swashbuckling good tale, humorous and spirited, embodying the qualities of enter-
tainment that endear a story to its audience, and representing story across media at
its most extensive.

I honestly feel that the heart of our organization is the Story Department. (Walt Disney)



Chapter 16
Epilogue

A Personal Journey with Newton Lee

In 1994, Disney Interactive, the digital media branch of The Walt Disney Company,
was looking for an entry into the growing digital media consumer market. Without
internal resources they needed to outsource for the technology and manpower to make
it happen. At the time the blockbuster Disney movie The Lion King was achieving
worldwide fame and success and a CD-ROM project was planned. It was outsourced
to Media Station Inc. and I became one of the lead software and title engineers for
Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King.

I had been hired in 1992 by Henry Flurry, Hal Brokaw, and David Gregory to
develop multimedia software and tools at Media Station Inc., a creative software
engineering start-up located in Ann Arbor, Michigan. While working for them I
created an object-oriented scripting language in 1994 (similar to the ActionScript in
Flash) that enabled the developers to create interactivity for animation quickly and
easily. I also wrote a cross-platform multimedia compiler to allow the software to
run on both the PC Windows and the Macintosh operating system. The new tools and
methodology enabled development of a CD-ROM title within three to six months.

Following the success of Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King, Media
Station Inc. received many more contracts from Disney, Hasbro, Mattel, Scholastic,
Crayola, IBM, and Harper Collins. During the development of Disney’s Winnie the
Pooh and the Honey Tree CD-ROM, however, several key engineers threatened to quit
Media Station Inc. I stepped in to co-manage the engineering team and successfully
uplifted the employee’s morale and we were able to deliver the CD-ROM to Disney
Interactive on schedule. Both The Lion King and the Winnie the Pooh titles received
outstanding reviews.

In 1994 my colleagues and I received the 1995 Michigan’s Leading Edge Tech-
nologies Award for the inventions and the applications that the company developed
using them. These included the CD-ROMs Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion

Online photos and graphics provide extra detail and are identified by urls the reader can refer to.
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online version of this book. URLs are current at time of printing.
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King, Winnie the Pooh and the Honey Tree, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, 101
Dalmatians, Lamp Chop Loves Music, If You Give a Mouse a Cookie, Haunted
House, The Frog Prince, Barbie as Rapunzel, and Puzzle Castle.

After working at Media Station Inc. for four years, I received a phone call from
Disney Interactive in Los Angeles, California to discuss the direction of the media
work and ask if I was interested in working with the group. I ended up joining Disney
Online, the interactive online division of The Walt Disney Company, in 1996 as a
game designer and engineer.

At the Disney employee orientation, we were shown a short film about the history
of Walt Disney and the company that he and his brother Roy O. Disney had created.
We were asked to name our favorite Disney characters. On July 16, 1999, I put on an
Eeyore costume at Disneyland in Anaheim, California, during an employee training
camp “Disney Way One,” a four-day program to familiarize selected Disney employ-
ees (aka cast members) with the major business entities at Disney (See Fig. 16.1).
I learned how to sign the name “Eeyore” using a glove with no fingers and then
was taken into the theme park area where very soon I was surrounded by kids of
all ages. My acting time was over in 20 minutes but, in spite of the hot summer sun
and profuse sweating, I did not want to leave. Being a real-life Disney character at
Disneyland was an experience of a lifetime.

Another unforgettable moment at “Disney Way One” was my meeting with Disney
legend John Hench at Walt Disney Imagineering, five years before he passed away
on February 2004 at the age of 95. John Hench had worked for The Walt Disney
Company for more than 65 years and developed the hydraulic giant squid in the
movie 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, created the famous ride “Space Mountain,”
and helped design Disneyland, Magic Kingdom, and Tokyo Disneyland.

Ten Years at Disney Online

The first Disney online domain, disney.com, was registered on March 21, 1990 but it
was not until February 1995 that Disney Online was formally created by entrepreneur
Jake Winebaum as a separate entity from Disney Interactive and February 1996
that the website www.disney.com was launched. Disney Online had only about
100 employees when in November of that year I was hired by Art Holland, vice
president of software at Disney Online, to join the games group in designing and
programming Java based games for the Disney websites.

Headquartered in North Hollywood, California, the core games group consisted
of two producers (Pamela Bonnell and Jung Suh), two artists (Carrie Pittman and
Kenneth Ng), and four engineers (Johnny Gibson, Andrew Forslund, Mark Andrade,
and myself) working full-time. In the months ahead, we quickly staffed up with
new employees, contractors, and interns. We lost Johnny Gibson to Digital Domain
for the postproduction of the blockbuster film Titanic (1997), but we added Lorin
Wiener, Kevin O’Sullivan, and Jon Humphreys. We also worked with many other
groups within Disney Online and 3rd party developers to create online games. The
work environment was dynamic with many ideas on the go, either being discussed,
prototyped or in production.
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Fig. 16.1 This photo was taken on July 16, 1999 at Disneyland during “Disney Way One”—a
four-day training program for selected Disney employees, aka cast members. Newton Lee is in the
top row, third from the right, dressed as the “Winnie the Pooh” character “Eeyore.”

Disney’s Daily Blast debuted to the public in April 1997. One of the earliest
adopters of the subscription model on the Internet, the site was designed a safe and
parent trusted entertainment environment offering games, stories, activities, comics,
and news suitable for children of all ages. To celebrate the first anniversary of Disney’s
Daily Blast, the Disney Online “Love Crew”1 (See Fig. 16.2) wrote and performed
the song Keep the Love Online and its remixes during our spare time.2 (See Fig. 16.3
and 16.4)

1 The Disney Online “Love Crew” members: Mark Andrade, Bob Wyar, Michael Borys, Michael
Bruza, Carrie Pittman, Cathy Georges, Frank Avelar, Gwen Girty, Eric Huff, Katie Main, Keir
Serrie, Kenneth Ng, Mina Oh, Newton Lee, Pamela Bonnell, Robin Levey, and Elizabeth Swingle.
2 Keep the Love Online on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/user/DisneyStoryChannel, Ra-
dio Mix: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cjpX6VZnufU, Dance Mix: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=2oPMg0hqc6Y.
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Fig. 16.2 Disney Online “Love Crew” performing Keep the Love Online

Fig. 16.3 The CD panel inserts for Keep the Love Online

In June 1998, Disney’s Daily Blast was renamed as Disney’s Blast Online (or
Disney’s Blast for short). Many new games were created for what had become the
leading online club for kids. Nine years later in 2007, Disney’s Blast was re-branded
as Disney’s Game Kingdom Online to emphasize the new focus on “games.”

In total, I had led the games group in creating over 100 games for Disney’s Blast
and Disney.com. We had also launched many popular online “channels” including my
favorite Weird and Wacky Channel. One of my games developed with graphic artists
Chad Woods and Christopher Cooper, Stitch: Master of Disguise, was prominently
featured on Disney’s Blast and MSN Gaming Zone in June 2002. The game was so
popular that it was again featured in Disney’s Game Kingdom Online in December
2007.

Popular games, attractive user interface, and family-oriented content helped pro-
pel Disney.com into the Number 1 website for families and children. The number of
unique visitors per month jumped from 487,000 in September 1999 to 23.03 million
in August 2007.
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Fig. 16.4 Lyrics of Keep the Love Online

In April 1998, Disney Online acquired Starwave from Paul Allen and the search
engine company Infoseek. The idea was to create an Internet powerhouse by in-
tegrating Disney’s portfolio of rich content, brands and promotion, Starwave’s
leading Web design, production and technological expertise, and Infoseek’s in-depth
understanding of the Internet portal consumer and business.

Disney Online became a part of the newly formed Buena Vista Internet Group
(BVIG) and practically everyone at Disney Online received stock options compet-
itive to other Internet startups. In 1999, BVIG was renamed GO.com, which was
heavily promoted on television and movie screens. The infamous traffic light logo
for GO.com cost Disney US$ 21.5 million to settle the legal dispute with GoTo.com
in May 2000.

In mid-2000, I led the development of the enhanced-TV (interactive television)
program “Number 1 Fan” for ABC’s “Summer Jam Concert” featuring Christina
Aguilera and Enrique Iglesias (on June 23, 2000) as well as Disney Channel’s “In
Concert” featuring Jessica Simpson and Jason Raize (on June 24, 2000). It was the
first two-screen interactive TV experience offered by Disney Online.

The number of Disney Online employees alone grew from about 100 in 1996,
around 250 in 1997, above 300 in 1998, over 400 in 1999, more than 700 in 2000,
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to the peak of over 800 in 2001. Disney’s top executives Michael Eisner and Bob
Iger frequently visited Disney Online to test drive new products and brainstorm new
ideas. But then the Internet bubble burst. On January 29, 2001, Disney announced
it was shutting down its struggling Internet portal GO.com and laying off about
400 employees across the board. The tracking stock for GO.com was dissolved and
the shares converted into Disney common stock. The hope of Disney employees for
becoming millionaires at GO.com vanished. GO.com was renamed The Walt Disney
Internet Group (WDIG) in 2001.

In spite of the industry setback and stock market crash, the remaining 500-
some Disney Online employees were encouraged by winning numerous top awards
from International Web Page Awards, Modalis Research Technologies, FamilyPC,
WebCriteria, Internet Crisis Volunteer Award, Web100, Webaward, Adding Wisdom
Award, WiredKids.org, Parent’s Choice Award, Gaming World, Children’s Software
Service, Webby Awards, and Internet Advertising Competition.

In March 2001, I pioneered the use of open-source XML-based Jabber for mul-
tiplayer games at Disney Online. I spearheaded the successful integration of Flash
and Jabber to enhance online user experience and reduce software development time
and deployment cost for multiplayer games. In February 2002, my team at Dis-
ney Online launched the world’s first commercial multiplayer Flash/Jabber game.
In comparison, Nickelodeon launched their first Flash/Jabber multiplayer game in
2004.

In June 2001, I started working on the web integration for the beta launch of
the MMORPG Toontown Online, where the guests assume a Disney character in a
fantasy world and take back the town occupied by the evil robots. I offered extensive
testing and feedback on game-play and performance to the Virtual Reality (VR)
group at Walt Disney Imagineering (WDI).

In August 2001, I created the Disney Online Technology Forum. It was partly
inspired by my colleague and Virginia Tech alumnus Bob Lambert, corporate senior
vice president of new media and new technology at The Walt Disney Company, who
organized a quarterly technology forum for the Disney executives (mostly directors
and vice presidents).

The Disney Online Technology Forum was a monthly brown bag meeting for all
Disney employees (regardless of rank) to exchange ideas, foster team spirit, promote
synergy, and push the envelope of technological innovation. For the following three
years from 2001–2004, guest speakers from Disney, Microsoft, Intel, Sun Microsys-
tems, UCLA, USC and other companies were invited to give presentations each
month. The topics mainly focused on computer games, user interface, interactive
television, and digital media. Among the notable speakers were Lanny Smoot and
Eric Haseltine from Walt Disney Imagineering R&D. Smoot, formerly with Bell
Laboratories, demonstrated his experimental interactive hologram—a Star Trek and
Star Wars like technology that will enhance Disney’s storytelling in the future. Hasel-
tine, co-founder of Disney’s Virtual Reality Studio, lectured on how a human brain
reacts neurologically to stories. Haseltine left Disney in 2002 to join the National
Security Agency as Director of Research.
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In July 2002, I ported 10 Flash games from Disney’s Blast to a cable television
set-top box as part of an experiment with interactive television (iTV). A company
known as ICTV (aka ActiveVideo Networks in 2006) offered a platform called
“HeadendWare.” The system pushes complex, IP-based iTV applications, encoded
as MPEG-2 streams. In 2002, ICTV called the iTV-based Disney’s Blast the “the
most advanced iTV gaming application developed for the Motorola platform to date.”
The application was showcased at the E3 Expo in May 2003.

The Toontown Online project was cancelled during the continuing downsizing of
Walt Disney Imagineering in 2002. Fortunately the project was resurrected not long
after its cancellation. In September 2002, Disney Online absorbed the VR group
responsible for Toontown Online, and the entire team moved into our office building
in North Hollywood. The game was debuted to the general public in June 2003 and
it quickly gained an enormous popularity.

From 2003–2004, I served as the technical architect for Disney.com Motion,
Disney.com 3D homepage, Disney Mobile (domestic wireless), El Capitan on-
line ticketing, Movies.com/Amazon.com e-commerce integration, FamilyFun.com
TV, Radio Disney database publishing, Disney Pin Trading, Disney TriTeam, high
scores Java servlet, multimedia search, and other interesting projects such as Disney
Corporate greeting e-cards for exclusive use by Disney’s senior executives.3

In 2003, I started the nonprofit magazine ACM Computers in Entertainment and
in May of that year I had the opportunity to interview Roy E. Disney for the in-
augural issue. The topic was “Educating Kids through Entertainment” and Disney
commented, “there’s a subtext [in a film]. And it can be for good or bad, but it’s al-
ways there, there’s always some lesson to be learned by storytelling.” The magazine
was fortunate to have his support on its board.

In that same year, I was invited by Shelly Palmer and Marty Yudkovitz to be
a juror for the first-ever 2003 Advanced Media Technology Emmy Awards given
by the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. Rick Mandler, General
Manager of ABC Enhanced TV, and I were the two industry jurors from The Walt
Disney Company. Disney’sABC did not win that year, and the EmmyAwards went to
NASCAR.com’s PITCOMMAND and iO Interactive Optimum Digital Cable Service
from Cablevision.4

In 2004 full-motion video playback on the Disney.com, ABC.com and ESPN.com
homepages was facilitated by DigStream, an executable that downloaded streaming
videos as a background process on Windows PC. I worked with DigStream’s cre-
ator Eric Freeman, Elisabeth Freeman (Robson), and the Disney engineering group
in Seattle to ensure smooth integration with the Disney websites. By 2005, how-
ever, DigStream was replaced by Flash Video Streaming that works on both PC and
Macintosh.

3 There was one incident when the built-in bad word filter prevented Michael Eisner from sending
the Corporate e-card to a senior executive because of the spelling of the individual’s name. That
unexpected issue which sneaked past QA was quickly rectified.
4 The National Television Academy announces the winners of the 2003 Technology & En-
gineering Emmy Awards and the first-ever Advanced Media Technology Emmy Awards:
http://www.emmyonline.tv/emmy/tech_winners_release_2003.html
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Between 2004 and 2006, I served as the senior producer of search engine opti-
mization and Internet domains management in an effect to improve guest experience
and company revenues in web search. I worked closely with strategic partners such as
Google, Yahoo!, and WebSideStory (Atomz). The internal search redesign of Fami-
lyFun.com in October 2005 resulted in doubling the search traffic and page views. I
also created software to block online advertisements for illegal download of pirated
music and movies.

In July 2005, Disney Online announced plans for a mobile virtual network operator
(MVNO) deal with Sprint PCS. Disney Mobile, launched in June 2006, is targeted at
kids and families and it offers cell phones with GPS, parental control, and exclusive
Disney content. However, Disney Mobile ceased its wireless operations in December
2007, after just one year of operation. Disney also dropped the ax on the unprofitable
MobileESPN.

In January 2006, one of my early predictions came true: Disney announced the
acquisition of Pixar, the animated studio headed by Steve Jobs. Disney had released
all of Pixar’s films since 1995, and all of them had been box-office smashes. Disney
CEO Bob Iger wrote, “The addition of Pixar significantly enhances Disney animation,
which is a critical creative engine for driving growth across our businesses.”5

For a decade between 1996 and 2006, I had experienced a roller coaster ride at
Disney Online as a part of Disney Consumer Products (DCP), Buena Vista Internet
Group (BVIG), GO.com, and finally Walt Disney Internet Group (WDIG) before it
was renamed Disney Interactive Media Group (DIMG) in 2008. By the time I left
Disney Online in 2006, most of the online games were being outsourced to third
party developers—a business model similar to the early days of Disney Interactive
contracting out the development of Disney’s Animated Storybook: The Lion King
and other CD-ROM titles in the 90’s. Life indeed goes full circle!

A Chance Meeting with Disney Fellow Dr. Alan Kay

In 1996, the same year I started working for Disney Online, Dr. Alan Kay left Apple
to join Disney as a “Disney Fellow” and vice president of Walt Disney Imagineering
R&D. He stayed at Disney until 2001 when Disney ended its Disney Fellow program.

In 1997, Dr. Alan Kay and Kim Rose moved to the Disney Online headquarters
in North Hollywood. I met Alan for the first time on July 10, 1997 during lunchtime:
I stepped into the elevator on the fourth floor of the Disney Online building. A man
with Albert Einstein’s hairstyle followed in. I pushed the first floor button in the
elevator while he pushed the fourth floor button.

“We’re on the fourth floor,” I remarked.
“Yes, we are, aren’t we?” He concurred and smiled. I could tell that he had a lot

on his mind—and yet he was very friendly.

5 Disney buys Pixar: http://money.cnn.com/2006/01/24/news/companies/disney_pixar_deal/
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“Your name is? I asked just to be certain that I had just met the world-renowned
computer scientist.”

“Alan Kay.”
“It’s so nice to meet you!” We shook hands as I introduced myself as a games

engineer at Disney’s Blast.
We talked about our work at Disney while walking down the street. We were so

engrossed in our conversations that when the pedestrian light turned red Alan was
stepping into the crosswalk. “Be careful!” I exclaimed.

Alan stepped back into the sidewalk, away from the cars in the busy intersection of
Mangolia and Lankershim. Then he asked me, “Are you going to the Indian restaurant
too?”

“No, but why?”
“My group is meeting there for lunch. Would you like to join us?”
“Sure, if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all.”
The Indian restaurant is less than a block away. When we entered the restaurant,

Alan announced to his group, “I brought a friend.”
Throughout lunch we discussed computer technologies, multi-player games, and

other related subjects. There was an incredible energy emanating from Alan and his
elite group. It was an unforgettable experience.

Between 1996 and 2001, Alan and his group were busy working on Squeak
and Etoys at Disney. Squeak-based Etoys is a child-friendly computer environment
and object-oriented prototype-based programming language for use in education.
Influenced primarily by Seymour Papert, HyperCard, and the Logo programming
language, Etoys advances and supports constructionist learning. Etoys offers a media-
rich authoring environment with a simple, powerful scripted object model for many
kinds of objects created by end-users. It includes 2D and 3D graphics, images,
text, particles, presentations, web-pages, videos, sound and MIDI, the ability to
share desktops with other Etoys users in real-time and encourages many forms of
immersive mentoring and play over the Internet. Etoys runs on more than 20 platforms
bit-identically.

On June 4, 2003, I interviewed Alan at his house in Brentwood, California, for
the inaugural issue of ACM Computers in Entertainment. The following is an excerpt
where he talked about his work at Apple and Disney, and the importance of children
having fun while learning and achieving a balance between soft fun and hard fun.

Newton Lee: What do you think about educating children through entertainment?
Alan Kay: Well, I think children should definitely be having a lot of fun when

they are learning things, and I think many kinds of learning are fun for
children, particularly sports learning, many kinds of music learning,
and for those who find what’s fun about math and science, they think
that’s fun when they are learning as well. But I think there’s a difference
between hard fun and soft fun. So a lot of our entertainment today is
kind of soft fun where you’re in a kind of vehicle and you’re taken
around, so you’re watching a movie fairly passively or you’re in an
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amusement park ride or something like that; you’re watching baseball
on television. Hard fun would be learning to hit the baseball or learning
to play the musical instrument, actually doing the drawing and the
painting and so forth. I think the balance between hard fun and soft
fun has changed; I don’t think it’s changed for the better. So I think one
of the things that we need to do is to understand what Montessori was
saying, which was that children are set up by nature to learn things by
play; play is a natural form for them. Her idea was if we’d like them
to grow up in the 20th century, now the 21st century, that we should
give them 21st century environments and 21st century toys and still let
them play. She didn’t think that taking a university classroom, which
is not clear is that good for university students, and trying to put six
and seven year olds into a setting like that wasn’t a very good idea.
So I think that we have both a moral obligation and also a pleasure
in helping young people learn. We want them to learn some really
difficult things, particularly a lot of the ideas in the last 400 years, and
so we should put quite a bit of effort into showing the kids why if you
ask a mathematician what they’re doing they’ll say “I’m playing” and
if you ask a scientist what they’re doing, they’ll say “I’m playing.”
I think most students who take math and science can’t imagine what
that might mean; so we have to show them what that might mean, and
I think they can find the fun in it as well.

Newton Lee: In the 90’s, at Apple and Disney, you developed Squeak based on
your invention Smalltalk. Can you tell us what Squeak is in relation
to education?

Alan Kay: Well Squeak is sort of a big alternative to personal computing that came
out the ideas we had at Xerox PARC in the 70’s. So, you can think of it
as kind of a meta system for trying out many kinds of ideas. Inside of
Squeak is an authoring environment that we made for children and for
people interested in media. We’ve tested the children’s environment
out on many thousands of children and it’s worked out very, very well
all over the world: many different countries are using it now. It’s based
on ideas of Piaget, Jerome Bruner, and Montessori to give children a
set of authoring tools for allowing them to draw things and make things
and give them dynamic behaviors through scripting. Side effects are
to learn the kind of mathematics that is used to describe science and
to learn a little bit of real science along their journey. From their
standpoint, they’re thinking up kinds of play that they’re interested in.
They’re exploring things and making models of these things, and so
it’s a kind of a deep extension of the kind of exploratory activities and
construction activities that children do without computers. There are
certain very important things about computers that have to do with
describing dynamic behavior in terms of programs that bring very
complicated math that is used by adults and not understood by many
down to children in a very simple way. One of the big influences on
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this was Seymour Papert and one of his insights was that a form of
vector differential calculus, differential geometry, could be made into
children’s toys using the computer. We’ve used his ideas and many
other ideas to make this environment.

The Walt Disney Company was eager to tap Dr. Alan Kay’s expertise in applying
new technologies to educational entertainment (edutainment) benefiting children.
Although Squeak Etoys did not materialize as commercial products at Disney,
the application software has become an integrated part of the XO laptops funded
by the humanitarian One Laptop per Child (OLPC) program created by Nicholas
Negroponte, co-founder and former director of the MIT Media Lab.

In 2001, Alan Kay and Kim Rose co-founded the nonprofit Viewpoints Research
Institute to continue their research and development. In April 2004, Alan Kay was
named winner of the 2003 TuringAward, considered the “Nobel Prize of Computing,”
for leading the team that invented Smalltalk and for fundamental contributions to
personal computing.

As Alan Kay said that “the best way to predict the future is to invent it,” the future
is limited only by our imagination. And Walt Disney said, “if you can dream it, you
can do it” and “all our dreams can come true—if we have the courage to pursue
them.”

More Than a Job

Working for Disney was more than just doing my paying job. A wonderful lifetime
experience was working with the Disney VoluntEARS in community services such
as Christmas toys distribution at Fred Jordan Mission, tennis coaching for the Special
Olympics, 5 k Revlon Run/Walk for breast and ovarian cancer research, and back-to-
school shopping with the Boys and Girls Club. The Disney VoluntEARS also helped
with the silent auction at the American Film Institute (AFI) for the 2006 Computers
in Entertainment Scholarship Awards co-sponsored by the AFI, the Institute for
Education, Research, and Scholarships, and the National University of Singapore
Mixed Reality Lab. With special guest speakers Quincy Jones and Alan Kay, the
silent auction offered one-hour brainstorming sessions with Alan Kay (Viewpoints
Research Institute), Seamus Blackley (Creative Artists Agency, formerly Microsoft
Xbox), and Seymour Papert (MIT Media Lab).

In 1995, Michael Eisner, Chairman and CEO of The Walt Disney Company at the
time, said, “I know Disney shareholders everywhere will be proud of the following
figures: During fiscal 1995, a total of 27,435 Disney cast members worldwide, work-
ing through the Disney VoluntEARS Program, donated 227,102 hours of community
service in 361 separate projects involving charities and agencies ranging from the
American Cancer Society to Pediatric AIDS. Much of the volunteer work involves
helping children, which is only appropriate for a company named Disney.”

I had been awarded along with my fellow colleagues the Disney VoluntEARS
Project Leader Awards for outstanding leadership in volunteer service. On March 9,
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Fig. 16.5 The Disney VoluntEARS Leaders (April 6, 2005)

2005, I was selected to serve on the Disney VoluntEARS Leadership Council and
Steering Committee whose members came from all divisions of The Walt Disney
Company in an effort to serve the nonprofits in Los Angeles County. Led by com-
munity relations managers Andrea Nwokedi Gibson, Jamie Keyser and Jen Marie
Manship, the 25-member committee evaluates project proposals, assigns project
leaders, recruits VoluntEARS, and guides the overall volunteer activities at Disney.
(See Fig. 16.5)

I left Disney Online in 2006 as a senior producer, after a decade of working for
the mouse. Apart from a 20-minute stunt as Eeyore at Disneyland for “Disney Way
One” and countless joyful hours of volunteering with my fellow colleagues, my job
at Disney Online was mainly to make children happy by creating entertaining and
educational games.

Newton Lee



Timeline

The Beginning

1919 Walt Disney (WD), at eighteen, gets job as artist with Pesman-Rubin
Commercial Art Studio, Kansas City, during busy pre-Christmas season.
WD let go from job. Starts Iwwerks-Disney Commercial Artists with fellow
employee Ubbe Iwwerks.

1920 WD accepts job as cartoonist with Kansas City Film Ad Company (name
changed from Kansas City Slide Company).
WD gets contract for twelve Newman’s Laugh-O-Grams cartoons from
Milton Feld, who runs Newman Theatre.

1922 WD incorporates Laugh-O-Gram Films. Little Red Riding Hood and The
Musicians of Brementown listed as assets.
WD signs contract with Pictorial Clubs, Inc. to produce six animations. In
addition to the two fairy tales already completed makes Puss in Boots, Jack
and the Beanstalk, Goldilocks, and Cinderella. Pictorial Clubs, Inc. out of
business by following summer with no payments for shorts.

1923 Laugh-O-Grams unable to generate sufficient work/income to continue,
bankruptcy on horizon but complete Alice’s Wonderland.
WD moves to Hollywood to become director.
Walt and Roy Disney sign contract with Margaret Winkler, New York film
distributor for series, Alice in Cartoonland, based on Alice’s Wonderland.
Form Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio and produce 57 films by 1927.

1924 Ubbe Iwwerks arrives from Kansas to join studio. Shortens name to Ub
Iwerks.

1926 Disney Brothers Cartoon Studio name changed to Walt Disney Studios.
1927 Studio begins work on Oswald the Lucky Rabbit character for Charles Mintz

and Universal Pictures. 26 films are produced by June 1928.
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Establishing Disney

1928 The Disney studio loses contract for Oswald the Lucky Rabbit to Mintz.
Walt Disney and Ub Iwerks create Mickey Mouse character.
Mickey Mouse sound film, Steamboat Willie, debuts at the Colony Theater
in New York.

1929 First Silly Symphony, The Skeleton Dance, completed.
WD receives US$ 300 for use of Mickey Mouse image on school writing
tablet.
Mickey Mouse Club started by Harry Woodin at Fox Dome Theatre in Ocean
Park, California.

1930 WD signs contract with King Features for Mickey Mouse comic strip.
Harry Woodin promotes Mickey Mouse Clubs. 150 clubs established by end
of year, 800 clubs with a million members by end of 1932.
Roy Disney signs merchandising contract with George Borgfeldt and
Company, New York.
The Mickey Mouse Book, the first Disney book, is published by Bibo-Lang.
It is distributed free to Mickey Mouse Club members.

1931 The Mickey Mouse Idea, a Fanchon and Marco vaudeville review, debuts at
Loew’s Theatre in Los Angeles.
The Adventures of Mickey Mouse, first Disney hardback story book, published
by David McKay Company.

1932 First Big Little Book featuring Mickey Mouse published by Whitman
Publishing.
Herman Kamen signs contract with WDP to handle all merchandising. Soon
Mickey Mouse and friends appear on all manner of goods.
The Silly Symphony Flowers and Trees, Disney’s first full-color animated
short, premieres at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, Hollywood.
Flowers and Trees receives the first Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences Oscar for a cartoon.

1933 First issue of Mickey Mouse Magazine is published.
The Three Little Pigs premiers at Radio City Music Hall in New York.

1934 The Three Little Pigs receives the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences Oscar for Short Subjects: Cartoons.
WD describes the story of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs as he would
like to see it made into an animated feature film.

1935 The first color Mickey Mouse short, The Band Concert, is released.
The League of Nations presentsWalt Disney with a special medal recognizing
Mickey Mouse as “a symbol of universal good will.”

1936 Three Orphan Kittens receives The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences Oscar for Short Subjects, Cartoons.

1937 The Old Mill, in which the multiplane camera is used for the first time, is
released.
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Disney’s first feature-length animated
film, premiers at the Carthay Circle Theatre in Hollywood.
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1938 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs receives The Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences Oscar for Best Musical Score.
The Old Mill receives The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
Oscar for Short Subjects, Cartoons.

1939 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs receives The Academy of Motion Picture
Arts and Sciences Oscar for Screen Innovation.

1940 Ub Iwerks returns to work at Disney Studios as head of technical research.
Dell Publishing begins publishing Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories.
Fantasia premieres at NewYork’s BroadwayTheatre in NewYork introducing
stereophonic sound and using a special sound system called Fantasound.

1942 Bambi premieres in the U.S. at Radio City Music Hall, New York.
1946 Song of the South, first combination live action and animated feature film,

premieres at Loew’s Grand Theatre in Atlanta, Georgia.
1949 The studio purchases 11 acres of vacant land across from the studio on

Riverside Drive in Burbank.
1950 Treasure Island, Disney’s first entirely live action film is released by RKO.

WD appears for the first time on television in the one hour NBC special One
Hour in Wonderland.

1952 WD establishes Disneyland Incorporated.
WD displays a model of Granny Kincaid’s cabin at the Los Angeles Pan
Pacific Auditorium.

1953 WD hires Stanford Research Institute for a report on the best location for his
theme park, Disneyland.
ABC agrees to invest in Disneyland in return for a weekly one-hour TV
program featuring Disney films and TV productions.

Television and Theme Parks

1954 The weekly Disneyland television show hosted by Walt Disney is first aired
by The ABC TV network.

1955 Lady and the Tramp, the first Disney animated feature film based on an
original story, is released in Chicago, Illinois by Buena Vista.
Disneyland opens in Anaheim, California.
The Mickey Mouse Club begins airing on the ABC TV network.

1959 Sleeping Beauty, filmed in wide-screen Technirama-70, premieres at the Fox
Wilshire Theater in Los Angeles.

1963 The first attraction with sophisticated Audio-Animatronics figures, The
Enchanted Tiki Room, opens in Disneyland.

1964 Disney Audio-Animatronics figures are featured in Great Moments with
Mr. Lincoln at The New York World’s Fair.
Mary Poppins, a live action and animated feature film premieres at
Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Nominated for thirteen academy awards, wins
five.



174 Timeline

1966 Winnie the Pooh and the Honey Tree, based on the A. A. Milne character
Winnie the Pooh, is released as a featurette (a short animated film).
At age 65, Walt Disney dies of acute circulatory collapse, caused by lung
cancer. His brother Roy O. Disney is named chairman of the company.

1967 The Pirates of the Caribbean attraction opens at New Orleans Square. It
includes 119 Audio-Animatronic characters (64 human, 55 animal).

1971 The Magic Kingdom Park at Walt Disney World Resort opens in Orlando
Florida.
Roy Oliver Disney dies of a stroke at age 78.

Digital

1981 First Mickey Mouse video game produced for Nintendo Game and Watch.
1982 Disney releases Tron, first film combining live action and computer anima-

tion.
EPCOT Center opens at Walt Disney World, with pavilions representing
8 countries.

1983 Tokyo Disneyland opens, in Japan.
The Disney Channel, a cable-television network, begins broadcasting.

1984 The Black Cauldron produced by Sierra On-Line, first video game based on
Disney film, released for Apple II, Atari ST, Commodore Amiga and PC.

1988 Touchstone Pictures releases the live action and animated feature film Who
Framed Roger Rabbit.

1990 Disney registers the Internet domain name disney.com
The Internet’s Usenet newsgroup rec.arts.disney is created.

1991 Disney releases video game Who Framed Roger Rabbit developed by
Capcom for Game Boy System.

1992 The Euro Disney Resort, featuring the Euro Disneyland park, opens in Marne-
la-Vallée, France.
Disney releases the animated feature film Aladdin.

1993 Disney releases video game Aladdin, developed by Virgin Interactive
Capcom and Sega

1994 Disney releases the animated feature film The Lion King to theaters.
Disney releases Disney’s Animated StoryBook: The Lion King produced by
Media Station Inc.

The Internet

1995 Disney releases Disney’s Animated Storybook: Winnie the Pooh and the
Honey Tree.
Disney releases the Pixar computer-animated feature film Toy Story.
Disney establishes its Internet division “Disney Online.”
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1996 Disney launches company’s official website Disney.com.
Disney creates the Disney Fellows Program to attract men and women who
have made major technical contributions applicable to the creative arts, media
and entertainment.
Disney launches online shopping website DisneyStore.com and purchases
family site, Family.com.
Daniel Hillis joins Disney as the first Disney Fellow.
Alan Kay joins the Disney Fellows Program.
Newton Lee, co-author of this book, joins Disney Online.

1997 Disney launches Disney’s Daily Blast, family oriented entertainment site.
1998 Disney registers the Internet domain name go.com.

Disney acquires Starwave and with it the children’s MMORPG Castle
Infinity.
Disney’s Daily Blast renamed Disney’s Blast Online.
Disney releases the Pixar computer-animated feature film A Bug’s Life.
Disney Online becomes a part of the newly formed Buena Vista Internet
Group.

1999 Disney launches the Go Network and the Internet portal go.com.
Disney Online releases Music Room Composer using A Bug’s Life theme.
Disney spins off its Internet division (including Disney Online) as a separate
company, GO.com, with its own tracking stock.

2000 Disney launches online Internet auction Disney Auctions.
Disney Online launches enhanced-TV programs Number 1 Fans on ABC and
In Concert on Disney Channel.
Disney Fellow Daniel Hillis leaves Disney.

2001 Disney shuts down the Internet portal go.com and reabsorbs the Internet
division (including Disney Online) back into The Walt Disney Company.
Disney renames GO.com to The Walt Disney Internet Group.
Disney opens Pirates of the Caribbean: Battle for the Buccaneer Gold at
Disney Quest.
Disney Fellow Alan Kay leaves Disney.
Newton Lee, co-author of this book, creates Disney Online Technology
Forum.

2002 Disney Online launches first Flash/Jabber game, Pooh Bear’s Meadow Trails.
Disney Online experiments with offering Disney’s Blast on set-top boxes for
interactive television.
Disney releases the animated feature film Lilo & Stitch to theaters in the
USA.
Walt Disney Imagineering’s VR group moves from WDI to Disney Online
to continue their development of MMOPG Toontown Online.

2003 Disney releases first Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game Toon-
town Online.
Disney releases the live action feature film Pirates of the Caribbean: The
Curse of the Black Pearl to theaters in the USA.
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2004 Disney features full-motion video playback on Disney.com, ABC.com, and
ESPN .

2005 Disneyland celebrates its 50th anniversary, with a re-dedication ceremony.
Disney releases Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game Pirates of
the Caribbean.
Disney announces a deal with Apple to be the first supplier of prime-time
TV shows on Apple’s iTunes.

2006 Disney launches Disney Mobile as a mobile virtual network operator
(MVNO).
Disney announces the Disney-Pixar merger.
Newton Lee, co-author of this book, leaves Disney Online.

2007 Disney purchases MMORPG Club Penguin.
Disney discontinues Disney Mobile and MobileESPN.

2008 Disney releases MMORPG Pixie Hollow based on Disney Fairies and Tinker
Bell.

2009 Disney launches Disney XD, a new website with social networking and games
targeting teen boys. It refocuses its Toon television channel under this same
name.
Disney acquires Marvel and its 5,000 characters including Spider-Man, the
X-Men, Thor, Iron Man, and the Fantastic Four.
Roy Edward. Disney dies at the age of 79 after bout with cancer.

2010 Disney buys the social network game developer company Playdom.
Disney introduces first-of-its-kind Assistive Technology Device for guests
with disabilities at the Disney theme parks.
Disney celebrates 100 million Facebook fans in December 2010.

2011 Disney acquires Togetherville, a social network site for children 10 years and
younger.
Disney announces Disney Appmates, a new toy line that turns the iPad into
an interactive play mat. The first toys in the Appmates series are from Pixar’s
Cars.
Disney launches YouTube streaming rentals for hundreds of movies from
Disney, Pixar, and DreamWorks Studios.
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