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IT IS HARD to believe that Walt Disney has been dead these thirty years, so ubiquitous does his name remain, so powerful is the corporation that continues to bear that name. It is just as hard for me to believe that the book about him that I began in the last year of his life, and published the year after his passing, is still alive, reissued now for the second time since its original edition went out of print.

The afterlife of The Disney Version is, naturally, pleasing to me. In Enemies of Promise the English littérateur Cyril Connolly set as his—any—serious writer’s only worthwhile goal the creation of a book that “lasted” ten years, the while decrying the forces that make its accomplishment so difficult—especially in modern times. Indeed, when I recall the breezy confidence of the fairly young man who did not yet know how difficult writing a book could—and perhaps should—be, and remember that this one was completed with what seems to me, looking back, alarming ease, its survival for a span exceeding Connolly’s ideal by a multiple of three is more than pleasing. It seems pretty close to miraculous.

For in the mid-sixties, when Richard Kluger, then an editor at Simon & Schuster, proposed that I write a book about Walt Disney and his works, it was not a self-evidently promising idea. In those days Disney was one of the great unexamined premises of American life. He was the man who had built a better mouse, and, in the postwar years, a better—if by more recent standards, quite modest—entertainment conglomerate. He had therefore prospered, just as folk wisdom decreed that any talented inventor-entrepreneur inevitably must. There was no perceivable public demand for a closer examination of his success story—most Americans were completely content with their image of Uncle Walt as a benign purveyor of family entertainment who had been justifiably rewarded for his efforts. So the morally gratifying story of his rise and triumph was blandly, endlessly repeated in the popular press, which offers almost no thoughtful portrayals of the man or probing reports on his accomplishments. Worse, tales like Disney’s were deemed uninteresting by the literary-intellectual community, which did not often apply its analytical skills to his creations or think at all seriously about what effect they might be having on the tone and texture of American life. It was smart and brave of Dick to believe there might possibly be a market for something that looked at Disney and his works a little more rigorously. And, if I say so myself, it was smart and brave of me to agree with him. But we got a lot of puzzled looks and dim responses when we discussed our project with friends and colleagues.

This indifference to what became for a couple of years my ruling passion turned into a benison. I became a man with a mission. I wanted to prove the doubters wrong. And, yes, I wanted to make a little fuss at the fringe of the Disney empire. It’s always fun to make rude noises in pious realms. And, besides, I thought I might gain a little notoriety by so doing—something largely unknown writers need to do.

But I never thought of The Disney Version as a radical critique of the man or the institution he ruled so obsessively. I’m not a radical by nature—certainly not in the careless sense that the term was used in the sixties. I was—and am—a liberal of what has become a rather outmoded sort. My ambition was social commentary—skeptical, iconoclastic, civilly “controversial”—within a critical tradition I admired. So I was somewhat startled by the strong response to the book.

By the time it was published I had become a movie reviewer and found myself banned, for a time, from Disney screening rooms. This I wore as a badge of honor. On the other hand, the employee who arranged a weeklong tour of Disney operations in Los Angeles—where Walt himself proposed that I ally myself with Reader’s Digest, whose publishing arm was thinking of doing a book about him—was fired for encouraging me. This, I thought, was a badge of shame on the company, though its behavior was perhaps predictable. Such criticism as it had previously endured had come from the cultural margins—Marxists, for example, and child psychologists, and other easily ignored sources. It had never dealt with lengthy, broad-scale criticism from a source that was both independent and mainstream. Moreover, the founder had died suddenly while the book was in preparation, and it seemed to his heirs, both corporate and familial, that something more hagiographic was in order at that moment.

The reaction from other quarters was more interesting. “About time,” was the line implicitly taken by many of the book’s reviewers, who were all in all quite welcoming. But the response of nonprofessional readers was even more heartening. I was doing some lecturing at colleges in those days, and inevitably some earnest film student would approach me after my appearance to tell me that the book had special meaning for him or her. They had all been raised on Disney’s works and were now at that stage in life where, naturally, they were questioning the values—and the cultural objects—their parents, their society, had pressed upon them. As grown-ups some of these same people still seek me out to praise a book that struck a questioning note at a questioning and impressionable time in their lives. Similarly, for many years I served as a sort of anti-Disney for the press, constantly asked to comment on new developments in the corporate story. Nothing I have ever written has had this continuing relevance.

Not having reread The Disney Version for many years, a curious thing occurred to me when I did so recently; I had begun to forget what I had actually written, and had also begun to mistake other people’s readings of my work for my actual intentions and accomplishment. Looking at it now, the book seems far less an attack on Disney than either his supporters or his enemies took it to be, much more the judicious questioning of his myth and achievements that I always meant it to be. Indeed, I still feel now what I felt when I finished my work—that my portrait of Walt Disney flattered him precisely because it granted him a complexity of character and motivation that no one had previously offered. I also feel now, as I did then, that for all my criticisms, my portrayal was shot through with admiration for him and his achievements. We sprang from similar midwestern soil and had certain inhibitions and ambitions, certain blindnesses and visions in common. In other words, I thought an authentic sympathy mingled with the various exasperations of my portrait. The publication a few years ago of a scabrous biography of Disney, a book which had him wandering the underground passageways of his studio and theme park, drunk and raving paranoia, a figure partaking it seemed to me in equal measure of King Lear and Howard Hughes, further confirmed my belief in the balance and fundamental accuracy of my portrayal.

This is not to say that I would draw it in exactly the same way now. Witnessing the long, slow decline of his company in the two decades between Walt Disney’s death and the accession of the Michael Eisner–Frank Wells regime in 1984, a period in which a cautious and uninspired management overstressed one portion of Walt’s legacy—his moral and cultural conservatism—at the expense of the other—his innovative enthusiasm—I came to think that I had been too critical of the young Walt. Yes, there was something all too often hard and joyless in his pursuit of his ambitions. And, yes, he was essentially an untutored man, whose taste was not without a broad vulgar streak. But when I wrote I did not sufficiently acknowledge, I think, the obstacles he had to overcome, particularly in establishing what amounted to a new movie form—the feature-length animated film. Certainly I was in those days unaware of how exceptional it was for a man operating a small, and by industry standards marginal, company to undertake such a daunting task. To put it simply, he was more entitled than I knew to his frets, frustrations and furies. Indeed, seen from today’s perspective, when Hollywood is increasingly ruled by committees of “development” executives whose chief duty is to see that nothing untoward, or singular, develops on their watch, when the same cautious climate prevails over much of American life, his doughty independence seems even more admirable.

So do those first animated features. In the years since I wrote, critical opinion about them has shifted decisively, and I believe correctly, to a much more positive view of them. When I wrote, I allowed myself to be influenced too heavily, I believe, by the folkloristic purists, who judged these films to be too warm and cuddly, not as dark and dangerous as some of their fairytale sources. That’s true, of course, but I underemphasized the purely cinematic joy of these movies—their sometimes fierce comic energy set against the careful, often elegant, draftsmanship of their backgrounds. A classic standard was being established in these films, and if for a time the studio clung too closely to its conventions, was not open enough to alternative styles, it has informed and inspired a newer generation of Disney animators, providing them the base on which to build such recent delights as Beauty and the Beast. Some of these newer films, while retaining the pictorial beauty of the classics, have in their humorous passages an anarchic exuberance—even sometimes a nice, self-referential irony—that frequently surpasses their earlier models. One may still feel a certain queasiness about some of the stories the studio chooses to make—The Lion King, for example, with the little animals enthusiastically worshipping the big animals for whom they are most basically fodder—but who can gainsay the technical sophistication of the imagery in these latter-day films?

Who, on the other hand, can gainsay the power of Disney’s theme parks, the technology that drives them and entrances their vast audience? Apparently I could. And did in 1968. Though the book is highly critical of Disneyland (then the only operation of its kind that was up and running) and its sanitization of experience, it assuredly did not see the power of this idea. A vast industry is now engaged in replicating these parks, under many managements, all over the world—particularly, peculiarly, in the emerging nations on the far side of the Pacific Rim. And that says nothing about the competition nearer to home. Or about the proliferation of theme restaurants and hostelries scattered over landscapes both near and far. I had no idea, at the time I wrote, about the mass audience’s need to have history and the wilderness and, yes, ideas tamed, turned into safe, sane, comfortably manageable venues. Nor did I see then how computerization of every kind would accelerate the creation of these parallel universes, world—or should I say worlds?—without end.

It did occur to me, a few years after the book was published, when I was having a brief run as the Anti-Disney, someone reporters could call up when they needed a cautionary comment on the lastest Disney brainstorm, that dulling effects of the Disnification of experience could ultimately have political ramifications far beyond the founder’s imaginings, which I continue to believe had no hidden, or even unconscious, agenda of this sort. “When fascism comes to America,” I told one interviewer, “it’ll be wearing mouse ears.” By which I meant that we were in danger not of amusing ourselves to death, as Neal Postman would have it, but to stupefaction. And that in that condition, we would be more easy prey for evil ideologues.

Can’t solely blame Disney for leading us toward that state. Can’t, however, entirely exculpate him either. He surely helped create a climate where it is increasingly difficult to breathe free. And it is surely difficult to imagine him regretting, or even realizing, the implications of what he did. However vaulting his technological imagination, his social imagination was profoundly stunted.

It is, however, possible to imagine him less than happy with the shape his company has taken in the last decade and a half. This may strike the reader as an odd notion. Since money and power were never entirely absent from Disney’s calculations, his company’s growth under Michael Eisner’s stewardship, during which it has become the world’s second largest entertainment and communications complex, owner of, among many other entities, the very television network (ABC) that Walt had in some desperation turned to for the financing he needed to create Disneyland, would tempt us to imagine the founder completely content with the afterlife of his creation.

But I’m not so sure about that. The pages that follow are full of his contempt for bankers and financiers, those cautious, temporizing men who so often looked askance at his vaulting ambitions. More than that, this book offers a portrait of a man determined to exercise day-to-day (sometimes, it seemed, minute-to-minute) control of his empire. He would have been, one imagines, alternately bored and furious at spending his life fussing over the complexities of modern, large-scale corporate finance. And one can only imagine the unhappiness of the man who virtually invented the multimedia entertainment company at his inability to exercise detailed command of Disney’s many ventures into media that he probably never imagined. And that, finally, says nothing about the fact that his company, trying to remain competitive in a culture where the bleak and ambiguous tenets of postmodernism now infect our formerly cheery and morally simple popular culture, creates all kinds of works of which he would surely disapprove.

It is possible that had Walt Disney lived his full span he might have chosen to stay small—keep his company a chipper mouse in a cozy niche as it were—rather than venture forth on the larger, wilder seas of the modern media world. Entrepreneurs, like movie stars, have their brief, ascendant moments, and it could be that Walt Disney, for all his daring, had reached, at the age of sixty-five, when he died, an age of caution as well. About that, one can only speculate. What is beyond speculation is that he was, for good or ill—most likely an exquisitely complex blend of both—one of the most significant shaping forces in American culture in the middle third of this century, and that his ever lengthening shadow continues to shade it in curious and intriguing ways. Three decades after the fact, I still regard this book as no more than a first word on a subject about which, I suspect, there will never be a definitive last word. But, all modesty (and second thoughts) aside, I also regard it as a sharp and serious word, and I hope the reader will agree with this mature assessment, even as, perhaps, he argues with the much younger me who wrote what follows.

Richard Schickel

Los Angeles

November 1996
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If one thing is more amazing than the warm, wonderful, heart-stopping motion pictures of Walt Disney, it is the man who made them.

What kind of man is this who has won the Medal of Freedom—highest civilian award in the United States—29 motion picture Academy Awards; four TV Emmys; scores of citations from many nations; and some 700 other awards. Who has been decorated by the French Legion of Honor and again by the Art Workers Guild of London; has received honorary degrees from Harvard, Yale and the University of Southern California; wears Mexico’s Order of the Aztec Eagle; and counts his citations from patriotic, educational and professional societies and international film festivals by the hundreds?

On the surface, believe it or not, Walt Disney is a very simple man—a quiet, pleasant man that you might not look twice at on the street. But a man—in the deepest sense of the term—with a mission.

The mission is to bring happiness to millions. It first became evident in the twenties, when this lean son of the Mid-West came unheralded to Hollywood [and] began to animate his dreams . . .

—Promotion piece for The Wonderful World of Walt Disney, 1966

THERE WERE CERTAIN words—“warm,” “wonderful,” “amazing,” “dream,” “magical”—that attached themselves to Walt Disney’s name like parasites in the later years of his life. They are all debased words, words that have lost most of their critical usefulness and, indeed, the power to evoke any emotional response beyond a faint queasiness. They are hucksters’ words. This book is an attempt to penetrate somewhat beyond language of this order and beyond the unthinking but all too common attitudes it represents. The attempt here is at what might be called analytic biography. The hope is to create a balanced perspective on the man, his works and the society that created him and that he, in his turn and in his special way, both reflected and influenced.

There are problems in any attempt to analyze the creators and the creations of popular culture. The most serious of these is in trying to choose which of the ill-shaped and slippery tools of understanding one wishes to apply to the task. Popular culture is an impure thing: it is commerce, it is sociology, it is sometimes art. But if the would-be analyst delves too deeply into the commercial realm, his work ends up reading like the report of a Wall Street research firm. If he indulges too heavily in the sociological mode, he finds a heavy and dubious mass of statistics and/or generalities weighing down his work. If he attempts to use the traditional language and style of literary criticism, he finds himself trying to apply fundamentally inapplicable standards to his subject, and the discussion soon degenerates into the easy moralism and the still more convenient subjectivism with which the literary community customarily discusses the art of the masses.

In the case of Walt Disney all these problems are magnified. And there are others, peculiar to his case, that further complicate matters. The most important of these is that the Disney organization has always had a very ambivalent attitude toward journalism. Though it encouraged millions of words of the stuff, it actively discouraged serious objective investigation of the man and his works. Rarely has so much been written about a public figure; rarely has so little of it been trustworthy. Therefore the sources for this book are almost all somewhat suspect, for the corporate drive has always been toward the preservation of an easily assimilated image, and for the most part, popular journalism has responded to this drive with a limp passivity that is astonishing even to one who is experienced in its ways. The magazines and newspapers, with a few honorable exceptions (see the Bibliographical Note), have preferred to go along with the view of Disney as an avuncular Horatio Alger figure, an ordinary man, perhaps even Everyman, whose career was a living demonstration that the American Dream sometimes works out in a reality stranger than fiction.

It was an attractively reassuring line to take. It made everyone—readers, writers, editors—sleep just a little more soundly to know that Walt was not only on the job but was handling it just the way they would have if they had been in his shoes. Indeed, the reportage implicitly encouraged the notion that they might well have been in his shoes if they had just had a few breaks. He seemed such an ordinary guy—well-meaning, sentimental, a lover of the cute and familiar. No intellectual, perhaps, but no con man, either. And there was just enough truth in the legend that formed over the years to make it seem very persuasive. All you had to do with it, whenever you rewrote it again, was leave out a few questions—and a few answers—about the assumptions, visions and values of the American middle class, which he both represented and served.

As a result, this book may come as a surprise to some people who turn to the lives of figures like Disney as their children turn to familiar fairy stories, in the expectation of once again seeing things come out all right in the end. I have not for one minute conceived of it as an “exposé”—the word is ludicrous in connection with someone like Disney. But it does attempt to see him coolly and objectively and within the context of our developing society. To this end, it partakes of all the disciplines previously alluded to—economics, sociology, cultural and artistic criticism—and a few others as well—psychology, for example, and history. The author does not claim to be an expert in any of these fields and, indeed, cheerfully admits to coursing through the works of many masters in all of them in search of thoughts and material that would help him come sensibly to grips with Walter E. Disney, his life and times. Generally, the material gleaned in this manner is set off from the body of the text as epigraphs heading the chapters. The idea is to indicate that all generalizations are tentative and suggestive, not final. Too many people speak with too much whimsical authority about masscult and midcult (to borrow a couple of words from one of the most whimsical of these spokesmen) for me to want to join their numbers. Here, I have wanted mainly to set forth a large body of previously uncollated information within a context that at least implies an attitude that is more critical of both Disney and his audience than was usually taken while he lived. I hope also to indicate by this examination of the life and work of one purveyor of popular culture that the subject has more—and more interesting—dimensions than many of the blithely critical attitudinizers seem to realize. Most important, I have sought—and believe I have found—in the life and work of Walt Disney a microcosm embodying a good deal of the spirit of our times, including a good many things that disquiet me as a citizen of those times and of the future they portend. In this most childlike of our mass communicators I see what is most childish and therefore most dangerous in all of us who were his fellow Americans.

Many times, as I wrote this book, people asked me why I wanted to devote almost two years of my life to the study of a man whom few writers or critics have taken seriously for more than a quarter of a century. The answer, of course, is that I undertook this work precisely because the period of Disney’s greatest economic success, his greatest personal power, coincided with the decline of active interest in him in the intellectual community. As usual, the people who claim to concern themselves the most with popular culture missed the point. When Disney ceased to make any claims as an artist they dropped him, as if only the artist is capable of influencing the shape and direction of our culture. In America, that seems to me a preposterous proposition. Our environment, our sensibilities, the very quality of both our waking and sleeping hours, are all formed largely by people with no more artistic conscience or intelligence than a kumquat. If the happy few do not study them at least as seriously as they study Andy Warhol, then they will lose their grip on the American reality and, with it, whatever chance they might have of remaking it in a more pleasing style. To me it seems clear that the destruction of our old sense of community, the irrational and unrationalized growth of our “electronic” culture, the familiar modern diseases of fragmentation and alienation, are in large measure the results of the failure of the intellectual community to deal realistically—and on the basis of solid, even practical, knowledge—with the purveyors of popular culture. If, for slightly ridiculous example, some of the easily shocked literary visitors to Disneyland in its early days had really looked at what Mr. Disney was doing there, the work of Marshall McLuhan a decade later would have been infinitely less surprising to them. But enough. The point is made. And I hope to develop it further in the pages that follow.

Though this book has the structure, and the outer appearance, of biography I would be disappointed if readers applied to it the strict, formal standards of that genre. To me, Disney was a type as well as an individual, and part of his fascination for me was that he was a type that I have known and conducted a sort of love-hate relationship with since I was a child—the midwestern go-getter. I believe many of us who were formed by that enigmatic region share certain traits, and it has been particularly interesting to me to find and point out the evidences of those traits in the Disney oeuvre. Some of my speculations on these matters may exceed the customs of the biographical form, as may some of my probes into mass culture. Nevertheless, I have felt compelled to proceed with them, for it is in these matters that the value of the book lies—at least for me. I therefore ask the reader to conceive of this as a volume that may be a little less than purely biographical but one that is also, at times, a little more than a biography—a study of an aspect of American culture, perhaps, or a free-form speculation on some qualities of the American mind at work or, less pretentiously, a book that, for good or ill, insists upon setting its own peculiar boundaries.

One final caveat: this is a study of a public man. Beyond the courtesies described in the Acknowledgments I had no cooperation from either the Disney family or the Disney organization. Therefore, the reader hoping to discover much about Walt Disney’s personal life will be disappointed. In time, there undoubtedly will be an official biography, which will reveal something of his life away from the studio and the limelight. I hope there will be, and I hope the job will be entrusted to someone other than a Hollywood hack—since I firmly believe that people of Disney’s power and achievement (however it is valued) are deserving of at least the same standards of scholarship that are automatically applied to the lives of obscure Civil War generals and minor novelists. Unfortunately, I have had to make do with the public record and with such oral reminiscences as I could gather in a limited time, and these, quite naturally, have tended to concentrate on the public man. They have been enough for my immediate purposes, but not enough, I know, to close the record completely.

Richard Schickel

New York City

May 28, 1967
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Walt Disney, 65, Dies on Coast: Founded an Empire on a Mouse

—The New York Times, Dec. 16, 1966

DEATH CAME AT 9:35 a.m. on December 15 in St. Joseph’s Hospital, directly across the street from the Disney Studio in Burbank. It appears that except for hospital personnel, including the cardiologist who had been summoned to treat the “acute circulatory collapse” that was the immediate cause of death, Disney was alone when he died. The presence of relatives or friends is unmentioned in accounts of his death. Neither the family nor the studio will elaborate on the matter, but if he died alone, it would have been characteristic of the man, for he had always been a loner, especially by Hollywood standards. Equally characteristically, he left very few loose ends untied when he died. The fiscal year of Walt Disney Productions had closed on October 1, and the balance sheet revealed grosses and profits at the highest point in its history. Moreover, the beautifully articulated machine he had constructed over some forty years, many of them frustrating and difficult ones, had, at long last, reached a state so close to perfection that even an inveterate tinkerer like Disney was hard-pressed to find ways to improve it. There were, to be sure, a couple of recreation-cum–real estate ventures still in the development stage, and one of them—the Mineral King winter sports center in California—was running into serious opposition from conservationist groups. In the year after he died, there arose a vague uneasiness about the ability of Disney’s corporation, now headed in fact as well as in name by his brother Roy to continue at quite the high level of financial performance that it had attained under its founder. Forbes, a business fortnightly, described the studio, six months after Walt Disney’s death, as being “like a fine car without an engine,” and added that “the great Disney empire [was] drifting without a leader, as potential successors jockey for power.” Others thought, as did Ivan Tors, a producer of TV animal stories for children (Flipper, Daktari, et al.), that “Without Disney alive, without the personal myth of the artist who created a new form of art in the cartoon, there won’t be the same attraction.” In short, Disney’s death created a vacuum both in the studio and in the hearts of the public that ambitious men were rushing to fill.

And yet it was hard to believe that death would prevent his machine—his beautiful, beautiful machine—from humming steadily along, clicking off profits and banalities at something like the rate it had achieved in the golden years of the early 1960s. The organization has weathered crises at least as serious as the death of its founder. To be sure, Roy Disney was not happy about the “chaos” of 1967. “I know a committee form is a lousy form in this business,” he said, “but it’s the best we’ve got until someone in the younger crowd shows he’s got the stature to take over the leadership.” Roy is, by his own admission, a compromiser, lacking any major creative talent, but he is also a patient and intelligent man, convinced he would do more harm than good if he attempted to run the studio by dictatorship. He also knows the strength of his company perhaps better than outsiders do. In the summer of 1967 he said: “We’ve never before had this much product on hand. Walt died at the pinnacle of his producing career in every way. The big thing that’s bugging American industry is planning ahead. We’ve got the most beautiful ten-year plan we could ask for. . . . The financial fellows think we’re going to fall on our faces without Walt. Well, we’re going to fool them.”

He was right—up to a point. By the time Roy Disney made this statement, a production schedule had been hammered out and, to the surprise of veterans, there seemed to be some real interest around the studio in varying what had become an outmoded style. Besides, the Disneys’ next of kin could reflect that the quality of the films their company produced, though important, was no longer the key to its success, since films no longer accounted for the major share of corporate income. The situation would have been considerably more perilous if Walt Disney had remained wedded to the notion of “putting over on the audience . . . something from one’s own imagination,” as Edmund Wilson thought he did in the late 1930s. Instead, of course, Disney placed his not inconsiderable talent in the service of what Mr. Wilson, in the same article, called the search for “an infallible formula to provoke its automatic reactions.” By the time he died, he and his associates had found this formula and had managed to adapt it to every medium of communication known to man. They had even invented a new and unique medium of their very own—Disneyland. What was even better about Disney’s machine, what made it superior to all its competitors, was that it had the power to compel one’s attention to a product it particularly treasured. All its parts—movies, television, book and song publishing, merchandising, Disneyland—interlock and are mutually reciprocating. And all of them are aimed at the most vulnerable portion of the adult’s psyche—his feelings for his children. If you have a child, you cannot escape a Disney character or story even if you loathe it. And if you happen to like it, you cannot guide or participate in your child’s discovery of its charms. The machine’s voice is so pervasive and persuasive that it forces first the child, then the parent to pay it heed—and money. In essence, Disney’s machine was designed to shatter the two most valuable things about childhood—its secrets and its silences—thus forcing everyone to share the same formative dreams. It has placed a Mickey Mouse hat on every little developing personality in America. As capitalism, it is a work of genius; as culture, it is mostly a horror.
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“Disney’s Land: Dream, Diversify—and Never Miss an Angle”

—The Wall Street Journal, February 4, 1958

SOME FIGURES. IN 1966 Walt Disney Productions estimated that around the world 240,000,000 people saw a Disney movie, 100,000,000 watched a Disney television show every week, 800,000,000 read a Disney book or magazine, 50,000,000 listened or danced to Disney music or records, 80,000,000 bought Disney-licensed merchandise, 150,000,000 read a Disney comic strip, 80,000,000 saw Disney educational films at school, in church, on the job, and 6.7 million made the journey to that peculiar Mecca in Anaheim, insistently known as “Walt Disney’s Magic Kingdom” in the company’s press releases and more commonly referred to as Disneyland. From a state of profitability near zero in 1954 the company has progressed, over the years, to the point where its net income was $12,392,000 on a gross of $116,543,000, which meant that the Magic Kingdom was very close to joining the magic circle—the 500 largest corporations in the nation—which soon it would do.

All this it had achieved by clinging very closely to the virtues of the Protestant ethic, which is a way of saying that it never went Hollywood, which is a way of saying that it was spared many of the vicissitudes that afflicted that community when, in a single year (1948), it was forced to divest itself of theaters across the nation and saw its old, reliable audience start to replace the movie habit with the television habit. Disney had some luck—the number of children between the ages of five and fourteen doubled in the period between 1940 and 1965, at which point one-third of all U.S. citizens were under fourteen—but he also made some luck. While the rest of the movie business watched in numb horror as television stole its audience, Disney alone of the moguls—and he was not, at the time, a very big mogul—found a way to use the new medium to his advantage. With two successive shows he hosted himself—as well as the syndicated The Mickey Mouse Club and the Zorro adventure series—TV became the keystone in a mammoth promotional arch. Each new film, not to mention Disneyland, and, implicitly, the Disney image, received the most delicious sort of publicity—that is, publicity aimed precisely at its proper audience and free of charge. For what was essentially a promotional film about the making of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea Disney actually received a television Emmy in 1955. There were other advantages as well. Davy Crockett, made as a three-part television drama, proved so successful that it was released as a feature film and generated a merchandising bonanza. Old shorts and cartoons and newer features that failed in the theaters provided acceptable, and mostly amortized, material for the television show, which also functioned much as the B pictures of Hollywood’s greener days did—as a testing ground for new talents of all sorts. The show accounted for less than 8 percent of the company’s gross, and since it was produced with Disney’s lavish attention to detail, it did not do much more than break even. But as a loss leader for the Disney line, it was—and is—a major contributor to the studio’s great leap forward. For the best part of this method of handling the studio’s product was that it allowed the studio to participate in TV without surrendering control of its precious film library. As Disney’s brother Roy who was president and chairman of the board, once said: “Since Walt and I entered this business we’ve never sold a single picture to anybody. We still own them all.” In the spring of 1966 that amounted to 21 full-length animated features, 493 short subjects, 47 live-action features, 7 True-Life Adventure features, 330 hours of The Mickey Mouse Club, 78 half-hour Zorro adventures and 280 filmed TV shows. At a moment when many Hollywood studios were finding that the difference between profit and loss often came from the outright sale of their old films—that is, of its history, its very corporate self—this ability of Disney’s to prosper without peddling the inventory placed the studio in an enviable position. Rereleasing two or three oldies every year, the studio has averaged something like four and a half million dollars on them annually, almost all of it clear profit; in effect, the studio has automatically available to it the equivalent of the return on one new, ordinarily successful feature before it begins operation each year—and many of the Disney “classics” are doing better in the new, larger “family market” than they did when they were first released.

So it seems that from the purely commercial point of view, Disney built perhaps better than he knew when he concentrated his animated feature production on timeless tales that are incapable of becoming dated and in placing even his live-action features either in historical settings or in a never-never small town that, because it never existed in reality, can never be seriously outdated by changes in taste in furnishings or dress. His films, for the most part, are endlessly rereleasable.

These films had other uses, too. As early as 1952 Disney’s Buena Vista Distribution Co. began renting 16 mm prints of old Disney theatrical releases to schools and other organizations. That business has grown steadily through the years, and to it a variety of sidelines have been added. The firm has produced 152 35 mm filmstrips under license by Encyclopaedia Britannica and study prints (13"x18" poster sets on such subjects as safety and transportation for use in the elementary grades) and, lately, has experimented in educational technology with its 8 mm single-concept film program, employing a lightweight portable projector so simple that a child can operate it. The system makes available to schools some two hundred very short films—one, two, three and four minutes in length, each dealing with a single idea—no more—that a teacher wants students to concentrate on as part of a larger study program. If the school is rich enough, it can buy dozens of the little projectors and send the films home with the child for after-hours study. Most of the tiny films are snipped from old Disney movies, particularly the nature series, while the poster prints use Disney characters and Disneyland attractions as subjects; the Disney name, of course, is prominent on all this material. Thus the studio reaps promotional benefits as well as more conventional profits and the advantages of a foothold in the growth industry of educational technology from a program that may be defined, in a variation of the old saw, as processing everything but The Mouse’s squeal.

In the same period the studio slowly developed its capability in industrial film production, in which its capacity for animated and documentary filmmaking was particularly useful. It made one-shot promotional films for American Telephone and Telegraph and the American Iron and Steel Institute, and in 1967 was making a film on family planning for the Population Council and had signed a $1.3 million contract for four 16 mm educational shorts on health subjects to be underwritten by the Upjohn Pharmaceutical Company—the beginnings of what may be a much more ambitious program in a little remarked but potentially highly profitable field.

Finally, by pursuing an old private dream, dating back to the 1930s—the creation of an amusement park suitable for his own children—he managed to lay the groundwork for the kind of diversification that all the other film companies lust after but rarely achieve. Disneyland was not finished in time for Disney’s daughters to enjoy it as children—though undoubtedly they do as mothers—but it pointed Disney toward an ancient entertainment form that had fallen on dreary, even evil, days, a form that was ripe for fresh imaginings and venturings—the amusement park, which in the variation on it Disney worked has been properly renamed “the atmospheric park.” The quality of the aesthetic content of Disneyland has been endlessly debated by intellectuals. John Ciardi came away from it crying that he had seen “the shyster in the backroom of illusion, diluting his witch’s brew with tap water, while all his gnomes worked frantically to design gaudier and gaudier design for the mess.” Novelist Julian Halévy claimed that “the whole world, the universe, and all man’s dominion over self and nature has been reduced to a sickening blend of cheap formulas packaged to sell.” Aubrey Menen, on the other hand, remarked that “the strongest desire an artist knows is to create a world of his own where everything is just as he imagines it.” To Menen, Disneyland was such a creation, a true representation of Disney’s truest vision and, beyond that, the kind of pleasure dome that kings and emperors used to create for their private amusement. Only Disney threw his open to the masses.

It is premature to examine these claims and counterclaims here, though it does seem fair to note that Disneyland and the newer projects it inspired claimed the largest share of Disney’s psychic energy in the last decade or so of his life. It was here—and not so much in the other areas of his domain—that Disney really lived. The results of this intensive commitment were twofold. The basis of Disney’s gift, from the beginning, was not as is commonly supposed a “genius” for artistic expression; if he had any genius at all it was for the exploitation of technological innovation. Thus the man who summarized the real achievement of Disneyland is not a literary intellectual at all but a city planner and developer named James Rouse, a leading figure in one of the latest manifestations of the “New Town” movement—Columbia, Maryland. Rouse put the matter very simply: “The greatest piece of urban design in the U.S. today is Disneyland. Think of its performance in relation to its purpose.”

The validity of this judgment was evident to businessmen long before Rouse voiced it, and it was Disney’s success in this area that simultaneously led them to him for the creation of what were, by common consent, the best exhibits of the New York World’s Fair in 1964–65 and spurred Disney himself to larger related efforts. These, though they retained, as elements of the grand design, large-scale entertainment components, were more accurately seen as attempts to reexamine the customs of urban design (as in the projected “Disneyworld” development in Florida) and of recreational design (as at the projected Mineral King winter recreation area in California’s Sierra range). To some degree the beginnings of these concerns were accidentally imposed upon the Disney organization. The creation of something like Disneyland requires the acquisition of the capability of handling large crowds not only efficiently (volume is everything in such an operation) but keeping them in a happy (i.e., spending) frame of mind. This automatically took the company into areas of research and development on which surprisingly little intelligent thought has been expended in this country. From the engineering feats of Disneyland it is not a particularly long step to the kind of engineering required by a Mineral King project or to the creation of a small city as was originally envisioned at the Florida Disneyworld.

But there was another factor operating behind all this. That was Walt Disney’s lifelong rage to order, control and keep clean any environment he inhabited. His studio, the last major such facility to be built in Hollywood during its golden age of profitability, was a model of efficient industrial organization and also a very pleasant place to work—at least as a physical environment. In July 1966, he told a group of journalists that at least part of his recent intensive interest in city planning stemmed from his dismay at the unplanned sprawl of Los Angeles that he observed as he drove about the city. He just couldn’t abide a mess, and now, at last, he had the wherewithal to try to do something about the developing national problem of the urban mess—at least as an innovator and perhaps as a creator of standards. He was heard to say that if the nation had put into the development of technologies to deal with urbanization even a fraction of what it had put into aerospace research, the problem might now be solved. As it was, he regarded urban design as the next great frontier of technology, and he wanted to be in on it.

What with the success of Disneyland and the smooth, profitable functioning of the television, music and records, merchandising and publication arms of the company, there was nothing to stop him. Indeed, the trend of his own company as well as the trend of the times urged him on. Revenue from theatrical film rental, which once accounted for 77 percent of the Disney take, had declined by 1966 to 45 percent (though its dollar volume was, of course, higher than ever). One could safely predict that film rental would decline still further as a percentage of income once the huge new element of the great Disney machine—the Florida Disneyworld—was in place and functioning, and one could predict that this state of affairs would be welcome at the company. “Now the Bankers Come to Disney” was the title Fortune gave its May 1966 summary of the company’s remarkable economic achievements, and the assumption is reasonable that the bankers would continue to do so. For even with the departure of the master, it seemed that the Disney Studio was well on the way toward solving the ancient Hollywood problem of achieving financial stability when the success of the basic product depends on such unpredictable factors as fads and fashions in stories and stars, the weather in the key cities when a major film is released, the ability to gain major promotional breaks for it, the ever-changing whims and fancies and fantasies of the mass audience, even—perhaps in recent years, increasingly so—the attitude of critics.

These, of course, had always been matters of concern and even annoyance in the old days, but before television, when some fifty million Americans had trooped off to the movies every week not much caring what they saw, the problems had hardly been in the life-or-death category. With that kind of an audience you could safely count on making up on the straightaways what you lost on the turns so long as most of your films were kept within reasonable cost, your studio turned them out at a steady, overhead-justifying rate and you had the sure profits of the theater chains to fall back upon at all times. The years that followed the loss of the theaters (under duress of the antitrust laws) and the rise of TV have been spent by Hollywood largely in the search for a new formula to replace the one that had been rendered obsolete. Many were tried. Some studios cut the number of their own productions radically—thereby cutting their overhead—and devoted most of their energies to renting facilities and equipment to independents, financing them and then releasing their products. United Artists sensibly and profitably divested itself of its studio entirely and concentrated solely on the last two functions. A few successful films like Ben-Hur convinced others that the way and the truth lay in superproductions, in which much was staked on a very small number of films (though a few economically suspenseful ventures like Cleopatra and Mutiny on the Bounty soon convinced them otherwise). Still others believed in the small, inexpensive film of high quality, of which Marty was the classic example (though a few box-office failures like The Bachelor Party soon vitiated that faith). Nearly everyone was convinced that the handful of stars who could really draw people to the box office were worth almost anything they asked, and guarantees of one million dollars against a percentage of the gross—usually 10 percent—were by no means rare (though they often went to stars who could not deliver and whose costliness often insured the financial failure of films that, with lower-priced players, might have made money).

Nearly everyone at first reacted to television merely by praying that it would go away. A few saw in TV production a chance to use up overhead through facilities rental, but on the whole the studios were late getting into TV with shows of their own. Many compounded the first error with a second—selling sizable chunks of their film libraries to the competing medium, which improved the cash flow of the studios and kept their balance sheets looking good temporarily but placed the studios in the unenviable position of allowing their old products to compete with their new ones, often to the latter’s disadvantage. The studios attempted other forms of diversification in addition to these unplanned forays into TV: they started record companies, they invested in Broadway shows, they did their best to get into merchandising in the Disney manner (though without the stable of wonderfully merchandisable characters he had built up through the years). A few even ventured into real estate, selling off the ranches where they had once shot westerns and, in one case, selling even the backlot of the main studio for real estate development or oil exploration.

But somehow none of these experiments worked really well, except as temporary expedients. Not one of the major studios escaped the last two decades without at least one major crisis; many suffered several, and a few slumped into what appeared to be a permanent state of low vitality. One major company and two minor ones went out of business entirely, and during the 1960s, six of the eight major studios suffered debilitating proxy fights as management confusion and ineptitude were reflected in lower dividend rates and spurred shrewd raiders and manipulators, a breed particularly attracted to entertainment companies, to seek control of the beleaguered companies. Not many of the raiders had any genuine interest in the production of movies; many hoped to make some quick profits—principally through the sale of film libraries to television—and get out, probably leaving the companies sicker than ever, if not dead. A few were at least as interested in the access to starlets studio ownership provided as they were in profitability. Of all the Hollywood studios only one emerged from this lengthy winter of discontent stronger than it had been. Only one advanced in status from a minor corporation to a major one, achieving financial stability at the very moment when the old-line major studios, which had once regarded it as no more than an insignificant industrial curiosity, were losing theirs. That studio was, of course, Disney’s.

It was Disney’s good fortune to suffer his agony earlier than the other producers. Overcommitted to feature films in the late 1930s and early 1940s, with the foreign market—particularly vital to him—closed by the war and with an expensive new studio sucking up what capital he had, Disney had been forced to make a public stock offering in 1940. The 155,000 six-percent convertible shares had a par value of twenty-five dollars but quickly tumbled to three dollars a share in the market, and only government contracts for training and propaganda films kept the studio functioning, its crisis hidden and the Disney name before the public. The war work also took some of the sting out of an extremely unpleasant strike at the studio, as a result of which the founder’s benevolent image took its first—and possibly only—serious beating. In short, the times were bad for Disney at precisely the moment when they were extraordinarily good for the rest of the industry. The one good thing about the situation—and this became clear only in retrospect—was that the problems that were later to plague the rest of the industry had to be met by Disney at a time when the government could help out and when the general buoyancy of the industry could at least keep him afloat. The result, of course, was a head start in gathering know-how to meet the crisis that was coming—a head start in planning for diversification first of the company’s motion picture products, then of its overall activities. The results were spectacular.

The Disney studio had been, by Hollywood or any other standards, a very small business from the time of its founding in 1928 until 1954, when for the first time it finally grossed more than $10,000,000. After that, the sales chart took a sharply upward curve. There was one minor setback in 1960, when Sleeping Beauty awakened only apathy at the box office, but by the end of fiscal 1965 the gross income of Walt Disney Productions, borne aloft by Mary Poppins’ magic umbrella, had sailed past the $100,000,000 mark (the exact figure was $109,947,000) and by the end of fiscal ’66 it was $116,543,000. Profits, which had been no more than a couple of million at the start of the great leap forward and which stayed low due largely to the firm’s frugal policy of using its own assets to finance expansion whenever possible, had by the end of 1966 reached a record high of $12,392,000.

As for Disney himself, the man who only a decade before had hocked his own life insurance to finance the early stages of Disneyland, the man who had been, for most of his career, tolerated by haute Hollywood as an enigmatic eccentric whose presence was “good for the industry”—this man had gained what all his detractors had lost. When he died, his studio was the only one left that had no truck with the independent producers, that offered no percentage deals to stars, that made no fabulous bids for hot literary properties, that produced, with its own resources and its own full-time staff, all the motion picture products it sent out under its name. A few months before Disney died, Jack L. Warner sold his stock in the studio he had long controlled, and that left Walt Disney as The Last Mogul, the last chief of production who had to answer to no one—not to the bankers, not to the board of directors (it was dominated by his own management men, who were, in turn, dominated by him), not to the stockholders (they were happy—and anyway, one-third of them were kids given a share in Mickey Mouse as an introduction to the capitalist way of life). In his domain—in “The Magic Kingdom,” as his flacks insistently called it—Walter Elias Disney was the undisputed, and generally benevolent, ruler of all he surveyed.
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Walt Disney is one of the best compensated executives in the U.S. these days and, as he says himself, “It’s about time.”

—Fortune, May 1966

He was a twentieth century Cellini who supervised the mining of his own gold.

—Joseph Morgenstern, Newsweek, Dec. 23, 1966

SOME MORE FIGURES. At the time of his death Walt Disney owned 262,941 shares of stock in Walt Disney Productions. In the open market these were being traded at 69 on the day he died (they subsequently went up 93/8 points on the expectation that the studio was a prime merger candidate), which means they were worth a little more than eighteen million dollars. In addition to these holdings, which constituted 13.4 percent of the company’s outstanding shares, Disney’s wife owned another 26,444 shares in the company; Diane Disney Miller, who was elected to fill her father’s place on the board after he died, and her husband, Ron, owned another 43,977 shares; Roy Disney and his wife controlled 99,881 shares outright, and a corporation they had set up owned another 50,573 shares. Finally, the Disney Foundation, a charitable institution founded and funded by the Disney brothers, owned another 52,964 shares. Disney’s other daughter, Sharon, and her husband owned an undisclosed amount of stock, and various Disney grandchildren held little stakes in the company as well. In all, the Disneys owned approximately 34 percent of Walt Disney Productions, and the Disney Foundation owned another 2.7 percent.

The stock was by no means the sum total of Walt Disney’s estate. His basic salary since 1961 had been $182,000 a year, plus a deferred salary accrued at the rate of $2,500 per week that was to be paid to his estate at a weekly rate of $1,666.66 for about seven and a half years. In addition he had, since 1953, the right personally to purchase interest up to 25 percent in any live-action, feature-length film his company produced so long as he exercised this option prior to the start of filming. From 1961 Disney exercised this option—though only up to 10 percent—on almost all the company’s films (he also extended a similar right of investment—though up to only 1 percent—to seven key executives). His interest in Mary Poppins alone brought him a million dollars in 1965 and, in addition, generated a capital asset estimated at another million. This money, in turn, was assigned to a family-owned company, Retlaw (which it is sometimes amusing to spell backward). The company has reaped dividends from past successes as they have been re-released, and will continue to do so, one imagines, until time itself comes to a stop.

Retlaw also had two other major functions. One was to license Walt Disney’s name to Walt Disney Productions for use in merchandising agreements. Disney Productions had the right to use of the name only in its corporate title and on films and television shows in which the founder personally participated. Retlaw had the right of choice in this matter: it could take 5 percent of any net profits derived from the business or participate in the business through investments in it up to 15 percent, or it could take 10 percent of an amount held to be the reasonable value of Walt Disney’s name to Walt Disney Productions in any given situation. In a fairly typical year—1965—the company turned over to Retlaw $292,349 in royalties on deals of this sort. Retlaw’s other major function was ownership of the steam railroad and the elevated monorail at Disneyland. This oddity stemmed back to the days when not everyone shared Disney’s enthusiasm for the park and he found it necessary, through his own resources, to finance the railroad that circles it—and that was a part of the overall design he as a railway buff particularly loved. The arrangement worked out so nicely that a similar one was set up when the monorail was added in 1961. The two railways grossed between two and three million annually in the series, and Retlaw paid 20 percent of the gross to Walt Disney Productions as rent for its right-of-ways and keeps the remainder for operating expenses, amortization of its $3.2 million investment in the system, and profits.

Retlaw was, in effect, the successor to the corporation the Disney family previously held, known as WED Enterprises, Inc. (the initials, of course, are those of Walter Elias Disney). From the time of its organization in 1952 until the 1965 sale for three million dollars of its name and its most important assets to Walt Disney Productions, it performed all the functions later handled by Retlaw. And there was one more: it served as the design, architectural and engineering arm of Disneyland. In this role it created the exhibits that bore the Disney name at the New York World’s Fair of 1964–65, it was the developer of Audio-Animatronics, the system of animating three-dimensional characters that highlight many Disneyland and Disneyworld attractions and have a lovely, licensable, exploitable future, and it has created the WEDway People Mover, which is, in fact, the moving sidewalk so many have predicted and so few have actually experimented with (its first installation was in the new Tomorrowland section of Disneyland). Just how much income Retlaw produces for the Disneys in any given year is impossible to estimate, though John MacDonald of Fortune guessed that in 1965 Disney and Retlaw together had an income, apart from his salary and stock dividends, of more than two million dollars. With Disney’s death and the ending of Retlaw’s ability to participate in new film production deals, that figure, of course, deteriorated. The Disneyland railroads, however, will probably keep chugging out profits for decades to come. And Retlaw’s merchandising agreement with Productions runs until 2003.
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It is not to Mr. Disney’s discredit that, when success and fame rightly came to him, he began to expand as a person and as an ambitious business man. It was natural that he should have flourished under the warm and tinkling rain of public praise, that he should have managed to throw off his shyness, that he should have found it quite pleasant to take bows. . . . He was now moving in the area of the big producer, the Hollywood tycoon, and this was a role he managed with more pretension than with comfort and ease.

—Bosley Crowther, The New York Times, Dec. 16, 1966

AMONG UNSOPHISTICATED PEOPLE there was a common misapprehension that Disney continued to draw at least the important sequences in his animated films, his comic strips, his illustrated books. Although his studio often stressed in its publicity the numbers of people it employed and the beauties of their teamwork, some very unsophisticated people thought he did everything himself—an interesting example of the persistence of a particularly treasured illusion and of the corporation’s ability to keep it alive even while denying it.

Disney himself once tried to explain his role in his company by telling a story that may well be apocryphal but is no less significant and no less quoted in company publicity for all that. “You know,” he said, “I was stumped one day when a little boy asked, ‘Do you draw Mickey Mouse?’ I had to admit I did not draw anymore. ‘Then you think up all the jokes and ideas?’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t do that.’ Finally he looked at me and said, ‘Mr. Disney, just what do you do?’

“ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘sometimes I think of myself as a little bee. I go from one area of the studio to another and gather pollen and sort of stimulate everybody.’ I guess that’s the job I do.”

The summary is not a bad one, as far as it goes. But there were a good many more wrinkles in Disney’s situation than the smoothness of this explanation would indicate. For one thing, Disney was continually, if mildly, irked because he could not draw Mickey or Donald or Pluto. He never could. Even Mickey Mouse was designed by someone else, namely Ub Iwerks, an old friend from Disney’s pre-Hollywood days. Iwerks actually received screen credit for so doing on the first Mouse cartoons. In later years Disney was known to apply to his animators for hints on how to render a quick sketch of Mickey in order to oblige autograph hunters who requested it to accompany his signature. Even more embarrassingly, he could not accurately duplicate the familiar “Walt Disney” signature that appeared as a trademark on all his products. There are people who received authentically autographed Disney books and records but who thought they were fake because his hand did not match that of the trademark—a particular irony in the case of Disney, who had devoted a lifetime to publicizing his name and, as we have seen, quite literally capitalizing on it.

Stories like these should not be taken to mean that Disney passed his final years living out the myth that money cannot buy happiness or that when his fortune caught up with his fame he found that all his dreams were a mockery. Far from it. Like many men who have grown rich through their own efforts, he had little use for personal display. His suits were still bought off the peg. His diet still consisted largely of the foods he had acquired a taste for in the hash houses of his youth (hamburgers, steaks and chops were staples; he especially liked chili). He drove himself to work, mostly in standard American cars, though in his last year he took to using the Jaguar that Roddy McDowall had driven in That Darned Cat. He served tomato juice to visitors in his office but allowed beer to be served in the studio commissary—by no means a standard Hollywood practice—and admitted to enjoying a highball or two at the end of a workday that minimally ran twelve hours.

He traveled mainly on business and submitted to vacations with restless grouchiness. His one known extravagance was the scale model train that used to circle his home and that he conceived and then helped to build. In the early fifties it had been his great pleasure to don a railroad engineer’s cap, brandish a slender-spouted railroader’s oil can and pilot grandchildren and other visitors around his yard.

The train became, over the years, the subject of a disproportionate share of Disney lore. It was as if he used it to distract attention from other areas of his private life—certainly it made excellent feature copy for popular journalism. Mrs. Disney and his daughters tried to persuade him to build the thing at the studio instead of in his yard, but he went so far as to have his lawyers draft a right-of-way contract for his family to sign giving him permission to build and maintain the train. It was a token of such seriousness of intent that they agreed to sign it, whereupon he declared that in the circumstances their verbal consent was good enough for him. He loved fussing over the train, continually adding to its supply of rolling stock, improving the grades, even digging a tunnel so that it could pass under some of his wife’s flower gardens without disturbing them. Mrs. Disney once commented, “It is a wonderful hobby for him . . . it has been a fine diversion and safety valve for his nervous energy. For when he leaves the studio he can’t just lock the door and forget it. He is so keyed up he has to keep going on something.” She noted that a good deal of their social life in this period revolved around giving people rides on the half-mile line and that a select few were given cards designating them vice presidents of the road. She and her daughters quickly became bored with the train, but Disney did not, and he even suffered some hurt feelings over their indifference. He enjoyed—like a small boy with an electric train—planning wrecks because repairing the damage was so much fun. Once, after he bought two new engines, she heard him enthusing to George Murphy, now the senator and then one of the toy train line’s “vice presidents,” “Boy, we’re sure to have some wrecks now!”

The train was the only splash of color in the Disneys’ quiet home life. Their friends, with the exception of Murphy, Kay Kayser, Irene Dunne and a few others, were not drawn from show business. Indeed, their daughter Diane became the first daughter of a motion-picture-industry family to make her debut at the Las Madrinas Ball in Los Angeles (which, in 1967, finally invited its first Jewish girl to participate). To old Angelenos the movies and the Jews were, apparently, virtually synonymous. Of the other aspects of Disney’s mature home life little is known. He is recorded as having been a doting father, given to sentimental outbursts on such occasions as weddings and the birth of grandchildren, and the indulgent master of a poodle, for whom he was known to raid the icebox for cold meat. He also forbade the extermination of small pests—rabbits, squirrels and the like—that raided his wife’s garden. This was, so far as one can tell, no idle image-protection on his part, but rather an expression of genuine concern for animal life. Outside the home his favorite recreation was wandering around—unrecognized, he hoped—in such places as the Farmer’s Market in Los Angeles or on New York’s Third Avenue, where he liked to browse the secondhand and antique shops and buy dollhouse-sized furniture. He had, Mrs. Disney reported, “no use for people who throw their weight around as celebrities, or for those who fawn over you just because you are famous.”

Among countless perquisites that were available to him as the head of a prospering corporation the only one that seemed to afford him much pleasure was the company’s three-plane “airline,” the flagship of which was a prop-jet Grumman Gulfstream. He went everywhere on it and took an open—perhaps even childlike—pride in this particular symbolization of his status. In the months before he died, he frequently mentioned the pure jet that Walt Disney Productions had on order and that, typically, was to be a model for the next generation of executive jets—a technological leader.

But the backyard train and the plane were in contrast with the essential Disney personality. The Los Angeles Times’ obituary editorial speculated that Disney’s “real joy must have come from seeing the flash of delight sweep across a child’s face and hearing his sudden laughter, at the first sight of Mickey Mouse, or Snow White or Pinocchio.” Certainly the sight did not make him unhappy, but the Times’ own biographical sketch, appearing in the same edition, carried a more nearly true statement from Disney himself on the source of his deepest satisfaction in his later years. A reporter once asked him, according to the piece, to name his most rewarding experience, and Disney’s reply was blunt and brief: “The whole damn thing. The fact that I was able to build an organization and hold it . . .”

These are clearly not the words of some kindly old uncle who just loves to come to your child’s birthday party and do his magic tricks and tell his jokes and find his kicks in the kiddies’ laughter and applause and their parents’ gratitude. Neither do they appear to bear much resemblance to anything we might expect from an artist looking back over his career. They represent, instead, the entrepreneurial spirit triumphant. They are the words of a man who has struggled hard to establish himself and his product; who has fought his way in from the fringes of his chosen industry to its center; who has gambled his own money and his own future on his own innovative inspirations and organizational intelligence and more than once has come close to losing his whole bundle. They are, most of all, the words of a man who at last is in possession of the most important piece of information a player in the only really important American game can obtain—the knowledge that he is a sure economic winner, that no matter what happens the chance of his being busted out of the game has been eliminated and that his accumulated winnings will surely survive him.

This knowledge was vouchsafed Disney only late in life, but when it was, he was fond of working variations on the theme that money was merely a fertilizer, useful only to the degree that it could make new crops of ideas and enterprises grow. This is, of course, an image that anyone brought up in the spirit of the Protestant ethic would instantly appreciate and probably applaud; it is also an image that Freud, and more particularly his latter-day followers into the dark realms where the relationship between money and feces is explored, would quickly—probably too quickly—understand and explicate at dismal length. To a builder of Disney’s character, though, money did in fact perform precisely the function he liked to describe, and its symbolic value was in good part just what it seemed most obviously to be—a measure of distances traveled, a way of keeping score.

Looking back, it is easy to see that Disney was neither a sold-out nor a sidetracked artist. He was a man who had obtained what he truly wanted: elevation—at least on the lower levels—to the ranks of the other great inventor-entrepreneurs of our industrial history. He was of the stuff of Ford and Edison, a man who could do everything a great entrepreneur is expected to do—dream and create and hold.
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When he died . . . Disney was no longer simply the fundamental primitive imagist . . . but a giant corporation whose vast assembly lines produced ever slicker products to dream by. Many of them, mercifully, will be forgotten. . . .

—Time, Dec. 23, 1966

DISNEY DID NOT care. So long as the company prospered, so long as it kept on creating fertilizer for whatever new crops he wanted to plant, he did not care. He was no longer in the art business—if he ever had been—and he was no longer the pure purveyor of a modern mythology, as many intellectuals had once thought he might be. Indeed, the least pleasant aspect of his character in the late, prosperous years was the delight he took in conveying his contempt for art, which he often equated with obscenity.

Speaking to a magazine journalist some ten months before he died, Disney confided: “I’ve always had a nightmare. I dream that one of my pictures has ended up in an art theater. And I wake up shaking.” He buttressed this statement with the rather broad generalization that there was entirely too much depressing and squalid material cluttering up the movie screens of the world. Somewhat defensively he added that he would “stack Mary Poppins against any cheap and depraved movie ever made.” He proudly told interviewers about all the times he had ordered his projectionist to turn off films when they became too unpleasant for his rather squeamish taste, and admitted that he seldom sat through entire movies but rather ran them “in pieces, just to see a certain actor or actress.” In short, it could fairly be said that in the last decade or so of his life he was fundamentally out of touch with the major artistic currents of his times in general and of the motion picture art in particular.

That the period of Disney’s greatest economic success coincides with the period of his least interest in contemporary art tells us, perhaps, less about him than it does about American society. Despite extensive and expensive efforts to report the latest fads of the art world—pop, op, camp, psychedelic—and despite the titillated interest of many basically uncultivated people who like to create the appearance of swinging with these presumably sophisticated fads, it would appear that at its heart the nation is essentially unchanged in its tastes. It may, somewhat self-consciously, sample the new artistic wares in order at least to be able to condemn them, but generally it turns with relief to the comforting banalities of television (where in truncated and debased form the great constants of our popular art—westerns, detective stories, situation comedies, true romances—abide), and when it ventures forth to the previous home of these forms—the movie house—it gives its most generous patronage to Mary Poppins or The Sound of Music. Change is surely in the air: audiences are far quicker to laugh at romances and adventures that, a decade or two earlier, they would have taken in deadly earnest. The manufacture of camp films that cue the snicker and the guffaw as carefully as an earlier generation of moviemakers cued tears and tension with essentially the same material is now a staple of the industry. Since Walt Disney died, the executives, directors and writers of his studio have been foregathering weekly to see foreign films—ranging from Georgy Girl to Blow-Up—to study the techniques of the new filmmakers from abroad just as Disney’s animators studied the techniques of the great silent film comedians: to learn what they might borrow and put to their own use. A camera angle here, a shrewd piece of editing there, will perhaps be incorporated into the studio style, which is notably conventional in its filmic techniques. But one does not expect the studio to change its heart even if it does adopt a freer style of expressing itself. Nor is there a need for it to do so. The market for broad, clean humor, for sentimentality and sweetness of outlook, for the hero easily distinguishable from the villain, for adorable animals and children—this will not diminish. Indeed, as the competition drifts away the Disney studio will undoubtedly continue to find—as it has over the last decade or so—that it is almost alone in a very rich market, a market that attracts no critical attention and very little attention from the popular press, which is preoccupied with recounting the latest outrages from the various underground and avant-garde camps. If the studio has any problem to face in maintaining its singular position, it will be one of sincerity. Walt Disney sincerely treasured the values he portrayed in his films and could scarcely credit anyone who saw art or life in more complex, less sunny terms. He was of the old American tradition that believed in keeping its frets and doubts and inner troubles to itself, that blamed its nightmares on something it must have eaten. It is hard to believe that Disney’s surviving associates are all of that particular breed. They will most likely continue to give us the outer aspects of the Disney version of life, but will they be able to animate it with the same forceful belief in its honesty and accuracy that the founder did? And lacking that—the equivalent of the much-discussed “X quality” alleged to be present in the work of the great film stars—will they be able to hold their audience’s attention as Disney did?
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