PAGE  
2

Beyond the Song and Dance

An Introspective Look at Musical Film

With Articles By:

Jessica Hill

Hilary Griffith

Emilie Colyar

And 

Brian D. Vander Werf

An Introspective Look at Musical Film

Musicals..................................................................................................................1

Hurt or Helped by the Times?


Jessica Hill……………………………………………………………......3

Unmasking The Wizard of Oz

Hilary Griffith………...………………………………………...…..….…9

A Trial of Money and the Media: An Oxymoron of an Unjust Justice System


Emilie Colyar………………………………………………………...…..15

Exposing the Midas Touch of Movie Making


Brian D. Vander Werf……………………………………………...…….21

About the Contributors...........................................................................................27

Musicals

Musicals.  While the characteristics of this unique movie genre appear self evident, musical films share much more than the use of music and choreography to tell a story.  Even though style and presentation vary widely, musicals are easily defined by describing the theatrical conventions from which they originate.


The first goal of theatrical musicals is entertainment, and to this end, musical films often present a glamorized version of mundane life through elaborate costumes and bursts of song and dance, creating a fictional dream world for the audience.  The elaborate costumes can also serve to express the film’s romantic version of reality.  In another dimension of fantasy, the characters express emotions through singing and dancing—something quite unlikely to happen in reality. These characteristics and other subtle nuances in the film, collectively, contribute to the glamorization of daily life and conflicts.

Musical films also draw on their theatrical heritage to construct the cast.  The musical film typically has a large cast composed of only a few leads, but a multitude of supporting roles. In order to recognize individuals important to the story many musicals employ a sharp contrast among the leads.  This often takes the form of bold designs and contrasting colored costumes between the actors engaged in protagonist/ antagonist relationships.

  
While the settings of musicals vary widely among this very diverse genre the actors are typically limited to a small number of locations used as sets in the musical.  Logically, this stems from the fact that directors of musical theater are quite limited in their ability to construct more than a few highly decorative sets for any given production.

 
In addition, the limited vantage point of the audience inherent in stage productions impacts the cinematography of musical films.  Since stage musicals are viewed only from the front, film directors have more flexibility than musical theater directors.  However, camera angles for the film versions often need to be fairly simplistic and straightforward so as not to take away from the action and detailed choreography.  The exception to this rule is when, to get the full effect of the choreography, more complex camera work is sometimes involved to follow certain characters and include the entire cast in the shot. 


 While music will always be driving force and defining characteristic within the musical, why is it that music is used in the first place?  In conventional musicals the song lyrics are substitutions for dialogue, allowing a character to project realizations, feeling, and emotion in a much more dramatic and entertaining fashion.  The music may also be used to make the film more dynamic, as the different melodies can invoke various tones and moods.  A light-hearted, catchy song with humorous lyrics may provide comic relief in an otherwise poignant and serious plot.  Overall, a musical’s songs are the point of interest of the film, unified by what is often a simple plot of events.

The simplicity of a musical’s plot allows the audience to connect with the characters in the story, while serving its purpose to entertain.  The film begins with an introduction to the setting and characters, and then proceeds to initiate the main conflict, as evident in My Fair Lady.  In the opening scene, the Cockney flower girl, Eliza, and the Professor meet and lay the ground for the film’s conflict: the Professor’s attempt to reform the crass Eliza into a well-spoken woman capable of being presented to high society.  The difference between a musical’s conflict and another genre’s, such as suspense, is that this conflict is much more simple, with less twists and catches.  The simplicity of the plot allows the audience to focus on the character’s emotions.

But it does not end there!  Now we ask you to read on and discover more about this uniquely American institution as we present a collection of brief articles that explore beyond the song and dance of musical films.

J.H., H.G., E.C., and B.D.V.W.

Hurt or Helped by the Times?
By Jessica Hill 

Dancers swirl about in flashy costumes.  A man and woman belt out a song with all their might.  The scenery is highly elaborate.  The lighting is extremely dramatic.  The situation is wholly exaggerated.  Film musicals have been known to catch the eye and attract attention, but at certain times in history, audiences have been more attracted than in others.  As the views, interests, and needs of American society have changed in the past eighty years, musical film has evolved in a sociohistorical context to fit those changes.  The popularity of the American musical is dependent upon its ability to adapt to those desires influenced by the events occurring in the country.


The 1920s were a time of jazz and silent film.  Jazz was the musical sound dominating airwaves and people’s phonographs.  The American people enjoyed seeing live performances, and the jazz musicians were big stars.  On the film side of entertainment, audiences filled theaters to see the latest silents.  Dialogue was expressed through titles flashed on the screen.  A live orchestra, which sat in front of the screen, created the music and sound effects.  Watching a movie was an interactive event, as audiences felt free to shout out exclamations to the characters and as half of the show was performed live.  Movies were the main form of mass communication, due to their immense popularity.  Still, there was a need for sound, for the dialogue and sound effects to actually correspond and line up with the action happening on screen.


Warner Brothers met this need of society by using the Vitaphone in making the first “talking” movies.  Just about all of these movies were musicals, starting with The Jazz Singer, which only featured one piece of dialogue.  The sound was rough, as the technology was primitive.  The recordings of the early sound movies tended to distort the actor’s voice and the process of shooting a sound sequence was so complex that the acting was forced to be stiff and mechanical (Kobal 15). 
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The Jazz Singer and its subsequent followers started a craze for sound.  As Stern said in The Movie Musical, “Movies without sound could find no audiences.  New sound tracks were hastily prepared for silents which had already been completed but not yet distributed” (16).  Even films that were not a musical tried to echo its popularity by adding a theme song.  The incredible popularity of sound films, which were mainly musicals, increased movie attendance 15,000,000 weekly in 1929 (Kobal 23).  Sheet music for film soundtracks sold in record numbers (Kobal 22).  The large increase in moviegoers and sales proves that as the film musical pioneered into territory, audiences were hoping to see – and hear – the popularity of the musical soared.


The 1920s gave way to the ‘30s and the Great Depression.  The stock market crash in 1929 signaled a time of economic difficulty in the U.S.  Many people were without jobs, and money was so scarce that it was hard for many families to always get a dinner on the table.  Radio became the main form of entertainment as audiences could listen at home and get the latest news and a multitude of shows.  Most people did not have the extra money to spend on movies, yet the film industry stayed alive in this time period.  The great advancements taking place in sound recording continued to attract audiences.


Newer technology helped to boost the film musical’s popularity even in this trying time.  It allowed filmmakers to do more with camera work and thus, more with the musical numbers.  The “backstage” musical became a common form of the musical, in which the film followed the happenings of a production within the movie.  This linked the glamour of Broadway with film.  Movies such as The Broadway Melody and Hollywood Revue focused on a large number of musical acts to push the action along.  The Broadway Melody followed two sisters, part of a sister-act, who both fall for the same song and dance man.  Hollywood Revue was made up of a number of sketches performed by numerous big name stars (Kobal 31-33).  This fantastical representation of life is exactly what people of the Depression needed to see.
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The popularity of the musical did not die out with the Great Depression.  Kobal notes, “. . . Hollywood wasn’t affected by the Depression. . . Almost any movie in the 30s made money” (90).  While the money to go to the movies was not really available, people still found a way to make it happen. They needed that escape from what was going on in their lives.  Kobal also describes the success of The Broadway Melody; it made over $4,000,000 after only $280,000 was spent in production and moviegoers were only charged 35 cents per ticket (31).  Films did not promote the rich lifestyle during this time period.  In fact, they put those who enjoyed such living in a bad light, making audiences feel better about their situation (Kobal 91-92).  Families who scraped up the money to make a trip to the movies, were transferred to a place 

where poor orphan girls found wealth and happiness with adopted parents…and brassy chorus girls used their physical attributes and tough wit to wheedle bumbling millionaires out of their money and puncture their pomposity at one and the same time.   (Stern 29)

Musicals continued to attract high numbers during the 30s.  It was the time of some of the most well known musical stars, Shirley Tempe, Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers.  Astaire and Rogers were first paired in Flying Down to Rio and then were partners in eight other films within the following five years (Stern 48).  Temple starred in eight films within her first year of stardom, 1934, and was part of twenty-two movies by 1940 (Stern 70-72).  The sheer numbers of movies made within such a short time span proves the musical’s popularity.


The times did not get much better as the 1940s came.  The country became enmeshed within World War II and American life changed drastically.  Women were suddenly thrown into the workforce, working in factories and shipyards, helping to keep the country running while the men were across seas.  Schoolchildren practiced crawling under their desks during drills, in case of a bombing on American soil.  Millions upon millions were killed  - during battle, in concentration camps, and even in their homes.  Many lived in constant fear of how the war would affect them next.  It was a tense time of worries and work for the U.S.


Yet, the musical flourished in the 40s.  The 1940s musical films also served to provide an escape for its audiences with its glamorized version of American living and a tendency to visit lands of times past (Stern 86).  “Musicals helped them forget their fears for a brief interlude, and were never more popular” (Kobal 183).  Films of the time also served as morale boosters, promoting support for the war cause.

Betty Grable became a big star as “every serviceman’s favourite pinup” (Kobal 191).  She starred in a number of musicals, including Down Argentina Way, Tin Pan Alley, and Moon over Miami. She was the girl with the million-dollar legs, as they were insured for that amount with Lloyds of London, and helped to raise the spirits of the army with her aid in selling Defense Savings Stamps and work in War Bond shorts. (Kobal 193).  The country needed to feel better about the war, and what could have been better than a beautiful, musical film actress to promote such feelings?  Grable fulfilled a need in American society, earning the musical much popularity. 

Judy Garland also became a big star with her films during this period.  Her breakout film was The Wizard of Oz in 1939, but she really caught fire in the 40s with Meet Me in St. Louis, which Stern calls an “enduring masterpiece of musical nostalgia” (89).  The story followed a close-knit family – “depicting an American ideal that could quicken the heart of the man in the trenches” (Kobal 205).  With fathers, husbands, and sons gone to war, families were torn apart and scattered.  Watching such a close family depicted brought with it feelings of love and warmth and happy memories of better times.  Such good feelings only aided in promoting musical film.  Garland made numerous musicals and shared the screen with other legendary stars such as Gene Kelly and Mickey Rooney.  Such stars became musical staples, providing a kind of comfort to the audience they did not find in everyday life.  In the theatres, one could expect the stars to be familiar at a time when the world was anything but.  Such good acquaintance brought more and more moviegoers to see musicals. 
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As the 1950s rolled in, the popularity of musical film rolled its way out of Americans’ hearts.  “More than any other genre, because of their cost, musicals were the major victim of the great and crippling defeat of movies by television in the 50s” (Kobal 262).  TV became the driving force in entertainment, as it allowed for families to enjoy it in the comfort of their own home.  The 50s became the turning point for musicals, one that has yet to be reversed.  While other genres continued to experience success, the major studios could no longer handle the sheer amount that went into production costs for such elaborate films as the musical (Stern 119).  As the musical decreased in percentage of all films being made, the proportion watching musicals, of those who still went to movie theatres, also decreased.


The musicals that did rate with audiences featured stars that exuded a yet to-be-explored sexuality on screen.  Marilyn Monroe hit the big time with the film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.  The film’s show stopping number, “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend,” became synonymous with Monroe’s image.  Without her sensual rendition of the song, the movie would likely have been easily forgotten (Barnes 42).  Kobal describes the film saying, “It could be adapted to what she did well and what audiences wanted to see her do” (266-268).  The quality of the film was mediocre; Monroe was the spectacle that brought audiences to the theatre (Barnes 40).  Yet, as the musical’s popularity dwindled, she moved to other genres, thus taking with her the attraction to movie musicals (Kobal 262).
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Another star known for his sexual persona brought many a young girl to theatres to see his musicals.  Elvis Presley, already a star through his career in the music industry, was cast in a number of films written specifically for him.  Kobal describes him as “a sort of Marilyn Monroe in fly-buttoned trousers and open-necked shirts” (263).  His musicals tended to have weak storylines and simply strove to bring in audiences by the use of his name.  He often did not get to showcase his talent, and his provocative characteristics were extremely toned down (Kobal 263-264).  Presley, tired of his low-quality films, returned to stage performances.  The musical again lost one of its main attractions, due to a lack of focus on plot, choreography, cinematography, and talent, in order to feature big name stars.  Their quality quickly decreased, as did their popularity.


With the end of the glory days, musical film saw a small number of successes throughout the rest of the 20th century.  West Side Story was one such success in 1961.  The greatness of this film was found in its highly entertaining and gripping choreography and the camera-work done to capture such action (Barnes 82-83).  Julie Andrews found success with Mary Poppins (1964) and The Sound of Music (1965), two classic musicals for the family (Stern 138).  The Sound of Music fixed the mistakes made in the 50s - adapting the movie to a specific star’s talents and cutting out the songs completely - by casting singers and actors (Kobal 272).  Cabaret experienced great success by instilling a sense of reality to the musical numbers.  “All of its songs-with the exception of one in a beer garden-are performed on the cabaret stage” (Barnes 143).  This use of the stage to help the viewer believe that the story is probable is reminiscent of the successful “backstage musicals” of the 1930s.  Using America’s love of rock n’ roll, Jesus Christ Superstar hoped to become a hit by telling the story of Jesus Christ’s end days to the tune pop music and song (Barnes, 155).  It worked.  The film is grouped among the classics of musicals.


Most musicals of the time did not meet with such desirable fates.  They did not meet up to the standards of old, and audiences did not cling to them as they once did.  Man of La Mancha, The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas, and Fiddler on the Roof all strove for success but fell short (Kobal 270).  Why did the musical fail in these times?  As the love of rock n’ roll grew in the 1970s, records and rock concerts pulled into the lead in the entertainment industry (Kobal 303).  Just as television had usurped film, music also stole attention from the theatres.  The 80s brought video games (Kobal 312).  Computers came soon after. Film was no longer the leading form of entertainment, and the musical seemed a thing of the past.


Yet, in the 21st century, two musicals broke the mold and found success by meeting the time’s expectations of movies, Moulin Rouge (2001) and Chicago (2002).  “Modern audiences don’t like to see stories interrupted by songs, apparently they like songs interrupted by stories” (Ebert).  This is relative to the popularity of music videos, in which pop songs are paired with a story of sorts.   Moulin Rouge is “filled with virtuoso special effects and spectacular song-and-dance sequences” (Null).  Along with its use of flashy, artistic cinematography, the film captures audiences by its use of already well-known pop songs interwoven throughout the story.  Chicago also uses a fast paced storyline and impressive production numbers to keep the viewers attention (Ebert).  In a time of stunning special effects, such eye-catching, striking scenes are necessary to ensure a film’s success.  Both musicals used this to their advantage.  Still, musical film has yet to make a comeback, seeing as few movies made nowadays would be considered as part of this genre.


Overall, the popularity of the musical is dependent upon its ability to be on the cutting edge of what is new.  American society is constantly searching for the most up-to-date advancements.  When the musical offered something new and exciting, such as sound, it found great success.  As other forms of entertainment took the lead in new technology, such as television and video games, the musical’s popularity took a turn for the worst.  The films that have fought through and are considered among the musical greats in recent times have strived to meet a current need or interest to appeal to the average moviegoer.  Until the movie musical can create a novel force in entertainment, it will never again see the popularity it held in the Golden Age of the 1940s.
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Unmasking The Wizard of Oz

By Hilary Griffith

There is an evil witch, a great wizard, and a yellow brick road.  There is a talking scarecrow, a tin man in desperate need of oil, and the most spineless lion one can imagine.  There is a tornado, an adorable pet dog, and of course, an incredible pair of magic ruby slippers.  Do you think you know the story of The Wizard of Oz?  Think again.  The Land of Oz is a world of fantasy and imagination that has captivated people for decades.  Beneath the whimsical façade, though, lies a hidden message with a much deeper meaning.  The Wizard of Oz may not be just a classic movie musical, but instead a metaphor for the Populist movement of the late nineteenth century.


The 1939 MGM film musical The Wizard of Oz was based on the book written in 1900 by L. Frank Baum.  Baum was in favor of many Populist political and social arguments, and he marched in a few parades for a Populist leader, William Jennings Bryan.  His political views may have greatly impacted his writing, including his most famous work, The Wizard of Oz.  After writing the book, Baum later helped produce a musical for the stage, which was the premise for the movie musical. 


The Populism theory was first presented by high school history teacher Henry Littlefield in his article in the Spring 1964 edition of American Quarterly, “The Wizard of Oz: Parable on Populism,” and is still accepted by many historians today (Dighe 1).  Although some of the symbolism present in the book did get lost in the adaptation to the movie screen, many of the Populist allusions do appear in the musical. 


Populism began as a “movement of those who saw themselves as innocent victims of the urban and industrial world” (Nathanson 167).  Also known as the People’s Party, Populists advocated measures that would help the common people, such as farmers and laborers.  They supported the free coinage of silver and favored a bimetallic money system where currency would be backed by both silver and gold (Dighe 48).  They opposed having the currency strictly made of gold because that raised the value of the dollar, making it harder for them to pay off loans.  Populists disliked anything that would hurt the average worker and instead help the wealthy.  These beliefs can be found in the story of The Wizard of Oz if we look deeper at the settings, significant objects, and characters.  


The Wizard of Oz opens on a farm in Kansas, a “hotbed of farm discontent and Populist politics” (Dighe 2).  During the height of the Populist era, many droughts had struck Kansas and farmers were going through hard times.  Because of the difficult economic situation, numerous farmers trusted in the Farmer’s Alliance and wanted the free coinage of silver, believing it would improve their circumstances (Divine et al 608).  True to the dismal conditions of the 1890s, the Kansas setting in the film is dull and dreary, shown in a sepia wash rather than color.  Dorothy dreams of a place better than Kansas when she sings “Somewhere, over the rainbow, skies are blue, and the dreams that you dare to dream really do come true” in the song “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” (Langley, Ryerson, and Woolf 39).


Dorothy gets her wish when a cyclone whisks her house away to the magical Land of Oz.  Oz is starkly different than the dreary Kansas that Dorothy comes from, as it is shown in bright color and has many flowers and trees.  One might not be quite sure, though, how Oz fits in with the Populist metaphor, until looking closely at the name of the land.  The name could come from the weight measurement of silver, as the abbreviation of “ounce” is “oz” (Divine et al 609).  


Within the Land of Oz, Dorothy’s ultimate destination is the Emerald City.  It is the main political city of Oz, as it is where the “great and powerful” wizard resides (Dighe 2).  The Emerald City symbolizes the national capital, as well as the green color of paper money, relating back to Populist monetary issues (Divine et al 609).  When watching the musical, one may notice how far Dorothy has to travel to get to the Emerald City.  Similarly, the people living in the Midwest most likely felt very distant from the political center of America. 


The way Dorothy travels from setting to setting also has significance to the Populist metaphor.  The very cyclone that carries Dorothy to Oz serves another, more abstract purpose.  Coin’s Financial School, a free-silver pamphlet from the 1890s, compared the depression of the 1890s to a cyclone in various illustrations (Dighe n.p.).  Cyclones were also used when discussing the free-silver movement.  However, the allusions do not stop there.  Once she is in the Land of Oz, Dorothy finds several key objects to assist her in her journey to the Emerald City.
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When her house lands on the Wicked Witch of the East, Dorothy obtains her magical ruby slippers.  Here is where some of the differences between the book and the movie come into play—the slippers were originally silver in the book, but they were changed to ruby for the film “as a concession to the color photography” (Langley, Ryerson, and Woolf 15).  The slippers have tremendous power in the story, and they symbolize the power of the silver movement (Divine et al 609).  Dorothy does not realize the power of the slippers at first, but in the end she finds that they have the ability to send her back to Kansas.  This is reminiscent of people in America who did not understand or support the silver movement, suggesting they would eventually come around to the Populist point of view.

When paired with the Yellow Brick Road, the slippers take on yet another meaning.  The Yellow Brick Road that Dorothy is instructed to follow is representative of gold currency.  The significance of the road is not in question—it will lead Dorothy to the Emerald City, which will eventually help her return to Kansas.  However, keeping in mind that the slippers were originally silver, one can see that the combination of the slippers and the Yellow Brick Road symbolizes a balance between the people favoring silver and those wanting the coinage of gold (Divine et al 609).  Dorothy’s journey on the Yellow Brick Road proves to be turbulent and dangerous, perhaps insinuating that relying too much on gold in the 1890s was not the safest policy.

Although the settings and significant objects of The Wizard of Oz reveal important Populist allusions, the most remarkable metaphors are shown through the characters.  Virtually every character in the story is symbolic for an aspect of Populist society.

Dorothy Gale, the innocent 12-year old who is swept away to the Land of Oz, is representative of something much more complex.  Dorothy stands for the common person that the Populists wanted to assist during the Populist era (Divine et al 609).  As many people in America did, she lives on a farm in a small town in the Midwest.  Dorothy is a little naïve at first in the Land of Oz, not recognizing the power of the slippers.  As the movie goes on, though, Dorothy becomes stronger and more experienced, and she gains confidence in herself.  That self-assurance and knowledge is something that many average, everyday people sought during the 1890s.     


Likewise, the Scarecrow that Dorothy encounters first also represents common people.  However, his role is more specific, as he represents the farmers, who in the late nineteenth century were often thought to be ignorant and irrational (Littlefield 53).  The Scarecrow informs Dorothy that his head is filled with straw, and his search for a brain shows the farmers’ quests to find a way out of their economic hardship.  His light-hearted singing of “If I Only Had a Brain” belies his desperation when he cries, “Oh, I’m a failure, because I haven’t got a brain!” (Langley, Ryerson, and Woolf 67).  During his journey with Dorothy, though, the Scarecrow exhibits great common sense and rationality.  At the end of the movie, the Wizard tells the Scarecrow that he is not stupid and that he has always had a brain, supporting the Populist belief that the American farmers were not ignorant as many wealthy Eastern industrialists thought. 


The next ally Dorothy meets on her way to the Emerald City is the tin woodsman, known to most Wizard of Oz viewers as the Tin Man.  In contrast to the Scarecrow, the Tin Man is the personification of the industrial workers of the East (Dighe 2).  His desire to obtain a heart hints that the industrial workers were becoming “dehumanized.”  They often worked long hours in harsh conditions in factories, and some felt that industrialization was “alienating the worker from his own humanity” (Dighe 2).  The Tin Man explains that although he is physically strong, inside he is hollow (Langley, Ryerson, and Woolf 73).  Also, when Dorothy first meets the Tin Man, he is rusted because of rain and has been frozen in the same position for a year.  Littlefield parallels this with how many workers in the East felt during and after the depression—like they were trapped in their situation in life and in an economic rut (Littlefield 52). 
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The last of Dorothy’s friends, the Cowardly Lion, actually represents a single person of the Populist movement, William Jennings Bryan.  Bryan was a Populist spokesman as well as the Populist nominee for president in 1896 (Divine et al 609).  He advocated many Populist reforms, such as bimetallism.  In one of his most famous speeches he defended silver, saying, “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold” (Divine et all 610).  Bryan was also a firm pacifist and anti-imperialist.  In a time of expansion, Bryan’s opposition to the American war against Spain was looked upon as cowardly by many people, so he is embodied in the Cowardly Lion as he searches for courage (Dighe 2-3).  Of course, the Lion is far from cowardly as he leads the Scarecrow and the Tin Man to rescue Dorothy from the Wicked Witch of the West.  With the help of his friends and the Wizard, he discovers he has possessed bravery all along, implying that Bryan was never cowardly for his beliefs about the war on Spain.    


The portrayal of various Populist groups and political figures as the protagonists of the story has great significance.  The Populists are shown as the “good guys” of the story.  Viewers of the musical are sympathetic to the needs and desires of the characters, and may acquire an unconscious connection with these Populist characters, and therefore, their ideas.

The antagonists of The Wizard of Oz are just as symbolic as Dorothy’s friends.  When Dorothy’s house first lands in Oz, it smashes the Wicked Witch of the East, killing her and allowing Dorothy to get the magic slippers.  The Wicked Witch of the East represents the wealthy people in the East who favored gold currency (Divine et al 608-609).  She is also symbolic of big businesses and corporations who favored the gold standard as well.  Dorothy disposes of the Wicked Witch of the East, therefore defeating the money and power hungry Easterners.
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The Wicked Witch of the West, the sister of the deceased witch, is Dorothy’s main adversary of the story.  She is L. Frank Baum’s personification of harsh forces of nature, such as the drought affecting Kansas in the 1890s (Littlefield 55).  This is shown by her manipulation of nature to harm Dorothy and her friends—she uses a deadly poppy field to put them to sleep and instructs flying monkeys to attack the group.  The Wicked Witch of the West is present throughout the story, showing the farmers’ ongoing struggle with the drought.  Eventually though, the group is able to defeat her, showing the optimism and power of the Populists.  Her downfall is especially ironic, as it is simple water that is the end of the Wicked Witch.  The symbolism is impossible to miss; water destroys the Wicked Witch of the West, as it would end the drought in the Midwest (Littlefield 56).


The last main character involved in the metaphor is the Wizard of Oz himself.  Upon the first visit to the Wizard, Dorothy and her friends see a gigantic head floating above a throne surrounded by smoke and fire.  The Wizard directs Dorothy to bring him the broom of the Wicked Witch of the West before granting any of the group’s requests.  It is when she accomplishes that task that the true identity, as well as the symbolic meaning, of the Wizard is revealed.  The Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz turns out to be only a man operating the controls of the giant hovering head.  He is embarrassed that his secret is discovered, yet insistent that he is “a very good man…just a very poor wizard” (Langley, Ryerson, and Woolf 122).  


The Wizard is representative of the leadership in America during the depression.  People wanted the President and the government to help them, but the government seemed powerless to improve their situation.  In the late 1890s, presidents Benjamin Harrison, Grover Cleveland, and William McKinley were “hiding in the White House” when the people needed them (Littlefield 56).  


Toward the end of the movie, the Wizard plans to use a hot air balloon to return Dorothy to her home.  Hot air balloons were often present in 1890s in political cartoons (Dighe n.p.), continuing the Wizard’s connection to Populism.  Also, like Dorothy, the Wizard is from Kansas, once again referencing an area of the country teeming with Populist idealism and completing the circle of metaphors within the characters of the story.


With so many allusions and metaphors that appear to pertain to Populism, it seems clear that The Wizard of Oz is a “Populist parable.”  Since Littlefield’s article, there have been countless other studies and works about the possible Populist symbolism within the story.  However, some historians are not so easily convinced.  There is some controversy as to whether Littlefield and the other supporters of the theory are reading too much into the classic children’s tale.


The Wizard of Oz became a classic book and then a timeless movie musical long before anyone ever thought to compare it to Populism.  Critics of Littlefield’s theory argue that there is not even any evidence that Baum was ever a supporter of Populism or William Jennings Bryan at all.  Baum’s great-grandson does not believe in the theory and once called it “insane” (Dighe 4).  


Reacting to the many criticisms, Littlefield did concede that, “there is no basis in fact to consider Baum a supporter of turn-of-the-century Populist ideology” (Parker).  Still, Littlefield pointed out that even though the metaphors and relationships he found are theoretical, there are too many to be purely coincidental (Littlefield 58).  This statement among others has led to the middle-ground belief that perhaps Baum did not intend for his story to be a Populist allegory, but that it may be interpreted that way.


There is also another issue with the theory: Does it pertain to the movie musical as well as the book?  Obviously, the musical is based on the book, but a lot of the symbolism did not make it from the book to the screen.  The slippers, changing from silver to ruby, are one prominent difference, and there are many others.  


You may have noticed that there was no mention of Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, in the analysis of the symbolism of the characters.  In L. Frank Baum’s book, Glinda was the Good Witch of the South, representing the support of William Jennings Bryan from Democratic voters in the South.  Other parts of the plot, lines of dialogue, and various characters were changed in the adaptation.


What is the reason for these changes?  Some variations from the book were made solely because of technology, such as the color of the magic slippers.  Perhaps other changes were made because of the time the movie musical was produced.  The Great Depression of the 1930s invoked in the American people a longing to escape their difficult lives, thus making the whimsical Land of Oz even more appealing.  In the musical, the filmmakers may have been more concerned with providing a cinematic escape than with keeping the Populist symbolism.    


There is still a great amount of evidence that the movie is indeed a “Populist parable” though a few key comparisons did get “lost in translation.”  Those differences may make it difficult for the average Wizard of Oz viewer to detect the metaphors hidden beneath the surface, but many feel that those allusions are still present.  

If there are Populist metaphors in the film, they certainly do not “take precedence over the theme of youthful entertainment” (Littlefield 58).  Then we may ask yet another question:  If The Wizard of Oz is meant to be a tale about Populism, does it accomplish its goal?  If so much of the symbolism goes undetected by so many viewers, is it still a Populist story, or did The Wizard of Oz become just a classic musical over the years?  


The choice is up to you.  The next time you watch The Wizard of Oz, look past the magic and color of the movie to find deeper meanings and metaphors.  Then make up your mind—is The Wizard of Oz just a fun, harmless musical fantasy… or is it something more?   
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A Trial of Money and the Media: An Oxymoron of an Unjust Justice System

By Emilie Colyar

Freedom of speech, freedom of the press, the right to a fair trial—The United States affords these specific and, supposedly, unalienable rights, among others, in the Constitution to its citizens.  The criminal and the innocent receive justice from the legal system, from the “fair trial” they received.  Then, why is it that sometimes the guilty are permitted to walk and the faultless are sentenced to death row?  The 2002 musical, Chicago, illustrates this predicament through its characters Roxie Hart and Velma Kelley.  Two women on trial for murder must do whatever they can to appease a corrupt legal system in order to save their lives.  This film parallels the real life injustices in the legal system, as evident in court cases such as O.J. Simpson v. California, demonstrating the ever-present influences that can seal one’s fate.  Freedom, imprisonment, or death—a defendant awaits a verdict from an unjust system. 


Chicago tells the story of Velma Kelley and Roxie Hart’s hunger for stardom while also being held in prison for murder.  In order to succeed in their individual court cases, they must jump through the hoops of the system.  Appeasing the prison warden, getting the best lawyer, and presenting victimized images of themselves are necessary actions to save their lives.  The more time Roxie, in particular, spends in prison, the more visible is the internal corruption.  However, at the mercy of the system, she has no choice but to play its game. 


For example, Roxie as well as Velma and the other women, must appease the prison warden’s monetary demands in order to make phone calls to get a lawyer, receive advice, and get other assistance.  On Roxie’s “orientation day,” Big Momma sings about her expectations from the women: “The system works, the system called reciprocity….Got a little motto, always sees you through, when you’re good to Momma, Momma’s good to you.” Throughout the movie, Roxie witnesses and encounters the trading of money for services; those who give the most get the most in return. For instance, a phone call for Velma costs $50, while one for newcomer Roxie costs $100. To earn this money, they get paid to do other tasks, such as folding other inmates’ laundry for $1 a week. If the women are unable to pay the money, they will not get the best representation—Billy Flynn. In fact, during a musical number, Katalin Halenski declares that she is not guilty, yet, unable to afford proper representation, she becomes the first woman to be hung in the state of Illinois. Money is a vital factor to the fate of these women on death row. With not enough, one’s life is in jeopardy, yet even after paying the price, the system takes more, not just of money, but of one’s self.


Similarly, even after Roxie and Velma get Flynn’s representation, he demands even more money from and control over his clients.  Flynn makes it evident that he is fighting for his money and reputation, not for his clients.  He tells Roxie’s husband Amos, “You mean just one thing to me—call me when you have $5000.” He promises Amos that by the end of the week he will have Roxie’s name on the front page of all the newspapers to work up some sympathy from the press. Although the publicity will be good for Roxie’s case, she becomes just the puppet of an egocentric trial lawyer, as another musical number suggests, who wins cases by using euphemisms and creating lies. 


Like many real life cases, Flynn uses the media to his advantage to bias the public’s image of Roxie Hart.  She is not seen as the angry mistress or vicious murderer that she is, rather a sweet, victimized wife, corrupted by jazz and liquor.  Flynn plays off of society’s stereotypes and sympathies to show that Roxie is like every other normal woman—not some criminal—but who, unfortunately, is a victim of circumstance.  According to the spin-doctor lawyer, Roxie’s actions are not her fault. Flynn, with some help and encouragement from Roxie, concocts an entirely different reality, everything from a pregnancy to a Southern accent, in order to deceive and persuade the public—the potential jury—through the media. As Flynn promised, the media took Roxie under their wing and wrote headlines like “Roxie Rocks Chicago” and “Windy City Takes Roxie to Hart.” Even a radio announcer calls her “the sweetest little lady ever accused of murder in Chicago.” Flynn successfully manipulates the media in his favor by creating Roxie’s public image from lies.


Velma Kelley, as well, uses the media and, in addition, her local showbiz fame to her advantage in her case. Velma’s trial publicity was put on the backburner since Roxie’s case came along and drew Flynn’s attention, but she prides herself in her newspaper articles and press conferences, convinced that these will be a deciding factor in her case. Both Velma and Roxie thrive on having their pictures and stories in the paper, partially because they crave attention, but also because they know the publicity is good for their cases. Upset that her case in less important to Flynn now that he has a new client, Velma warns Roxie that “Billy Flynn’s number one client is Billy Flynn.” And Roxie sees this truth when she, as well, is bumped out of the spotlight when another case comes along. Chicago illustrates that the system is driven by money, the lawyer care most for his own well-being and reputation, and his clients care not about real justice, rather just getting off free. It sounds a lot like America’s reality. 


In the United States’ so-called justice system, wealth and fame have the ability to buy a verdict through hiring the best lawyers, psychiatrists, and other counsels to build the best defense, and often, buying these great minds to form a twisted version of reality to “prove” innocence. This idea seems to contradict the 6th amendment of the Constitution which states that the accused have the right to a fair trial, a counsel for his or her defense, and an impartial jury (Murphy). Although this amendment sides in favor of the defendant, not all defendants get the same “fair” trial. The wealthy can buy an impartial jury—in their favor, of course—whereas the average and poor cannot. The wealthy can buy the best lawyers to fabricate their defense, whereas the average and poor cannot. The spirit of the 6th amendment vows to treat the accused fair and equally, but in practice, the haves often win and the have-nots suffer. 


An incriminating videotape shows evidence of drug possession and distribution. A woman is raped at the Kennedy compound in Florida.  $222 million was stolen from the Philippines and invested in New York real estate.  A woman is permanently comatose from being purposely being injected with insulin.  In each of these crimes, all of the main suspects were wealthy—auto manufacturer John DeLorean, senator’s nephew William Kennedy Smith, former dictator’s wife Imelda Marcos, and Danish aristocrat Claus von Bulow—and acquitted of charges. Many doubt that if less wealthy, lower status defendants had committed similar crimes, they would also be found not guilty (Pascoe 53). 


As cited in Pascoe’s book America’s Courts on Trial, many cases during the same period as those mentioned above had opposite results when the defendants with little money and average standing. Yolanda Saldivar was convicted of intentionally murdering singer Selena after the jury ignored her statement that the shooting was accidental. Five teenage members of a gang were given the death penalty when convicted of raping and strangling two teenage girls who passed by the gang during an initiation ceremony. Francisco Martin Duran was sentenced forty years in prison for firing at the White House during Clinton’s presidency—no one was hurt (53-56). The right or wrong case is not the issue here, rather would the verdicts have been different if the defendants had the status and money for better representation?

The well-known and controversial O.J. Simpson case raises questions about if money can buy freedom and if the media can influence a verdict. As evident on television—from Entertainment Tonight to the Tonight Show with Jay Leno to the local news—stations focus heavily on celebrities’ lives—and especially on the controversy. Naturally, when on June 17, 1994, O.J. Simpson was involved in a police car chase on the San Diego Freeway, television networks turned off their regular programming and turned on their cameras for the world to watch—perhaps it was a sign when CBS cut into Diagnosis Murder for the beginning of the Simpson saga (Thaler 21). But the Simpson coverage did not cease after that night; no, the networks capitalized on their opportunity for higher ratings. Until Simpson’s acquittal on October 3, 1995, the media seemed have tunnel vision on the “case of the century”, which still led to even more post-trial debate (Thaler 267). However, did the media’s coverage of the case affect its outcome?


Selecting a jury for this case was extremely difficult because of Simpson’s fame and fortune, and the extensive media coverage that came with these privileges. Judge Lance Ito undertook the formidable task of selecting an impartial jury through questionnaires and cross-examinations, but the results appear to be far from impartial: “Most participants agreed on one thing: that excessive media coverage had undermined the normal workings of the court” (Thaler 93). Most anyone who had read or heard anything about the case in the months before jury selection was sure to not be selected. In addition to the high-profile publicity, Simpson could afford jury consultants who could predict psychological profiles of jurors prone to being sympathetic toward the case. To not be eliminated, a potential jury member had to claim he or she had not seen much of the media coverage (a difficult feat in itself), not experienced hardships such as domestic violence, and other narrowing factors. In addition, their employers had to continue paying wages during the indefinite time of the trial while they were sequestered (Elias 92-93). These actions intentionally skewed the demographics in Simpson’s favor; the final jury consisted of 75% African-Americans, 17% Caucasian, and 8% Latino. As Tom Elias states, “Simpson couldn’t have found a jury more malleable to the persuasions of his large corps of attorneys” (91). This jury did not represent Los Angeles’s true demographics due to the money spent of its meticulous selection. Without this particular jury—which is far from impartial—the verdict of the case may have been different. 


There is a rift between the need for a fair trial and the need for the public to see that there is a fair trial. Most of the time, the justice system suffers to appease the public. Chief Justice Warren E. Burger states, “The authors of the Bill of Rights did not undertake to assign priorities between the First Amendment and Sixth Amendment rights, ranking one as superiors to the other” (Pascoe 63). Although it is necessary for the public to be aware of what goes on inside the courtroom, for the protection of the Sixth Amendment, it is equally important that the courts case maintain enough order to proceed with each case in the fairest way. When the media over reports on a case, the implication on the jury can be detrimental. As mentioned in the O.J. Simpson trial, the pervasiveness of the media into mainstream American society disrupts the procedures of the court during jury selection and makes it difficult to find an impartial jury. From the newspapers, magazines, and television news stations, people form their own prejudices prior to the case, making it impossible for them to listen to both sides of a case neutrally. Most of the time, courts try to make a case as fair as possible when there is a lot of media attention, but rarely do they overturn a verdict or declare a retrial. Occasionally, it happens. 

In Irvin v. Dowd (1961), the Supreme Court overturned Irvin’s guilty verdict and permitted a later retrial because the media created such pretrial prejudice that the defendant was unable to receive a fair trial. In Evansville, IN, Irvin was arrested for murder and given the death penalty. At the time of his arrest, five additional murders had recently occurred in the same vicinity. When a police press release stated that Irvin had admitted to all six murders and the media then spread this report, this information prejudiced the jury pool so much that Irvin was prevented from a fair trial (Tedford and Herbeck). This decision is not made as often as it should be; in many cases, the media creates an impartial starting ground for the courts, yet, still, the legal system carries on and gives unfair sentences.


Long before the O.J. Simpson trial during the 1930s, Bruno Richard Hauptmann was charged with kidnapping and murdering Charles Lindberg’s baby. This case brought so much media coverage that afterwards, the American Bar Association, along with newspaper groups, devised recommendations for how the press should properly handle case coverage (Pascoe 71). Although these guidelines lasted for many years, most are now disregarded, as ratings became increasingly important in network competition and the media could justify everything in the First Amendment’s name. 


It seems as if the media has taken over the courtroom, as cameras fill the rooms and courthouses to broadcast a case or press conference. Court TV has even infiltrated many American homes through cable television. Since not all cases sequester the jury like the Simpson case, jury members may be biased by any additional hearsay related to the case, therefore many media devices are potential threats to the justice system. The solution is not to rid America of media in the courts, rather prioritize the importance of a fair trial and a fair legal system. 


Unlike the common musical, which portrays an idealistic version of reality, Chicago reveals a more truthful, yet darker, side of life, which sets the film apart from its genre counterparts. The guilty are set free into a world of show business, whereas the innocent are punished. Perhaps because of the time changes since the musical’s peak, the filmmakers had to do something to appeal to today’s public, who would quickly cringe at another cheesy, happy musical; or maybe they were trying to make a statement. Regardless of the motivation of the filmmakers, Chicago gives an uncommon portrayal of both musicals and the legal system. 

Chicago parallels many real life court cases and shows that money and the media affect the verdicts. If Roxie Hart did not pay the price for Flynn, she certainly would have been convicted for murder and hung. If Simpson, Marcos, DeLorean, or von Bulow had not had the money and status, their verdicts may also have been different. When looking at the evidence—as a justice system would—it is hard to argue that money, status, and the media do not have an effect on the verdicts of cases. Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black writes that under the Constitution, the American Justice System requires “equal justice for poor and rich, weak and powerful alike…. [There] can be no equal justice where the kind of trial a man gets depends on the amount of money he has” (Pascoe 62). However, in Chicago as well as in real cases, this appears to be precisely the case.
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Exposing the Midas Touch of Movie Making

By Brian D. Vander Werf

Imagine millions of children each with a backpack, a stuffed animal, a poster, a video, a Halloween costume, bed sheets, and themed birthday parties.  While all animated musicals seem to enjoy success during their tenure as novelty items, why are only a few able to grow into the elusive status of beloved classics?


True lasting longevity and entrance into the beloved classic status requires the introduction of the secret ingredient of story telling.  Forget the all star cast, the catchy music, and marketing blitzes.  In order for an animated musical to achieve lasting success what is required is a story centered on a tragedy-triumph duality.  It is the universal appeal that speaks to the romantic and fanciful imaginations of the young and the young at heart together with the amplified human drama so characteristic of the tragedy-triumph duality that keeps America coming back to the theaters in droves.


Of course one way to grab hold of the film audience and draw them back to the theater is through grand spectacles.  Anything with glitz, glamour, or even gaudiness catches the eye and demands attention from the viewer.  Movie trailers especially must be able to shock the viewer out of the snack and soda psychosis to sell the next big hit.


Animated musicals often rely on unforgettable choreographed dance numbers and music to imprint a favorable image on the viewer.  Who could forget in The Little Mermaid how all the sea creatures joined together for the rousing number of “Under the Sea?”  Or what about the grand ballroom scene in Beauty and The Beast that broke new ground and redefined animation altogether?  For the release of The Lion King, the only trailer shown in theatres was the opening dance number, “The Circle of Life, performed by Sir Elton John and starring the cast of the African Serengeti.


Films are not based on Vegas style spectacles alone however.  These grand showcases do have an important role in garnering attention, but the making of a classic film does not end with mere showcase.  All the excess serves but one purpose, to back up the story line.


The fact is all films are won or lost in the hearts of the viewer based on the balance of conflict and resolution.  As moviegoers we want to be entertained.  We tolerate suspense, but only if we are rewarded with a proper conclusion.  It is this drama that audiences crave.  What then can be said about the most beloved dramas, such as the classic epic stories that have endured for ages?


Epic stories are hinged on the evolution of the conflict-resolution balance.  In every way the drama becomes amplified.  The heroes are greater, the villains more evil.  The sacrifices are deeper, the rewards more immense.  The tragedies are more unimaginable, the triumphs more epic.  From ancient classics like the Odyssey and the Aeneid to Shakespeare and opera, these epics capitalize on the audiences attraction to humanity presented in its excess.  Even their delivery in song and poem seeks to be more than the written word alone.


Clearly the conflict-resolution balance is greater in epic stories and is more properly called a tragedy-triumph duality.  The notion of a tragedy-triumph duality encompasses the grandness of theme and the melodrama of the art form itself.  One notable example is how animated musicals use the same grandness and melodrama to augment the visual spectacles.  The word melodrama in fact is derived from a 16th and 17th century term used to describe a “variation of opera where the dialogue...[takes] precedence over the music” (Klein 122).  Besides being epic, however, what else can be said of the tragedy-triumph duality?


 

Disney’s President of Feature 

Animations: Peter Schneider


While the term tragedy-triumph duality, as used to describe animated musicals, may appear overly ambiguous, it is necessary to reflect the diverse examples of heightened drama.  For instance, the tragedy-triumph duality may manifest as a single event such as in Aladdin when the pauper turned prince returns to poverty only to win the love of the princess in the end.  It could also describe an underlying theme such as in The Little Mermaid where Ariel is forced to vie for the love of her prince without the one trait that would guarantee her triumph, her beautifully intoxicating singing voice.  Both these examples illustrate how the tragedy-triumph duality is a flexible term used to refer to the amplified conflict, reward, and drama of epic tales.  And yet, how exactly does this relate to the animated musical film genre specifically?


Simply put, the characteristics that audiences recognize as part of the animated musical require the presentation of drama on a grander scale.  The inclusion of a tragedy-triumph duality sets the proper tone and fulfills the audience’s expectations of what an animated musical should be.


The first expectation audiences have of an animated musical, and the first challenge undertaken by screenwriters, is the development of a theme for the film that is embraced across social boundaries and stands the test of time.  Peter Schneider, President of Feature Animation at Disney outlines the dilemma:  “We have to identify what the movie is about before we deal with the story- the thematic values that form the underpinning of the movie, on which you hang the story... Once you have the thematic underpinning, the story needs to support the concept” (Soloman 203).


To identify classic themes that fit this criteria it is imperative that storytellers reject plots that focus on too narrow a perspective of the world.


For all its success, Pocahontas, which enjoyed popularity among fans seeking out a strong feminine lead, relies too heavily on the highly particularistic Native American perspective of European colonization to appeal to the movie-goer.  The audience simply fails to relate with the Native American ethics outlined in the film.  Esoteric notions of spiritual harmony and kinship with the earth escape the average child.  What the average child understands is the romance between Pocahontas and John Smith.


Similarly, a film like Beauty and the Beast, a story based on finding love and value beneath outward appearances is a concept understood by all.  Every person, even small children, can relate to being misunderstood and can celebrate the triumph of seeing beyond obvious physical shortcomings to the truer nature of the heart.


Appealing to a wide ranging audience is important for animated musicals.  Interestingly enough, “of America’s three most original art forms- jazz, the Broadway musical, and the animated film- only the last has been able to widen its audience as it experimented and grew” (Kanfer 231).


Clearly, in order to be effective any tragedy-triumph duality include in a film must position itself to be universal in its appeal to the audience.  Logically enough, if the audience fails to connect emotionally to the screenplay the film is dead in the water regardless of cast, music, or marketing.


The second thing audiences come to expect from animated is to be drawn into a world of pure fantasy.  As everyone knows in “the magical world of Disney” literally anything is possible.  In Snow White, for instance, the tragedy of the death of the heroine and protagonist serves as delightful suspense until her prince can conquer her death and wake her through the love of his kiss.  In stories of fantasy the audience can accept death because only in a fantasy driven world can that death be transformed into a new and better life thus completing the balance of the tragedy-triumph duality.  Audiences understand this balance, no matter if the viewer is a sixty year-old man in New Delhi or a six year-old child in New York.  The key to presenting such drama is to ensure that struggle does not go unrewarded.


No matter the audience, the idea of struggle without reward is an unacceptable contradiction.  In the case of children especially, it is inconceivable that good deeds do not bring just rewards.  


It is this expectation of a guiding force that reconciles all evil that is the third expectation of animated musicals.  Film makers refer to this guiding force as a theme of poetic justice. Like economist Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” poetic justice is the doctrine that “virtue is divinely protected after great trials... Work hard, stay pure, show some mechanical ingenuity, but still know your place; then the cosmic Fates... will help you rise” (Klein 129).



Ariel, the lovestruck beauty of The 

Little Mermaid


Animated films that exemplify themes of reward through struggles, and on a grander scale triumph through tragedy, resolve the contradiction and rivet the audience to the screen by playing to their sense of hope.  It is this hope that good can and does prevail that speaks to the heart and keeps everyone coming back for more.


In The Little Mermaid the expectation of poetic justice at work allows the audience to accept that even through Ariel’s misfortune of losing her voice, all wrongs will be righted in the end.


From these examples, the animated musicals are best summed up as expressions of humanity, idealized and as it ought to be.   It is this idealization that calls for themes and events that supercede all norms.  In short, the nature of animated musicals requires the tragedy-triumph duality.  What remains is to examine to what extent dramatic storytelling translates to success for a film.


The secret is that animated musical success is proportional to the integration of the tragedy-triumph duality in the film.  As Peter Schneider recalls, “the area of story... is ultimately where these movies have been most successful” (Soloman 206).  This became evident when an animated musical criticized for political incorrectness of male dominance but fully embracing the drama of tragedy and triumph became the most successful movie of 1994, over the venerable classic Forrest Gump (Martin 304).  The success of The Lion King worldwide brought in an astonishing $740 million in ticket sales and an additional $1 billion in merchandise, not including videocassettes (Kanfer 221).


At the heart of The Lion King’s success is the bold and epic drama never before attempted by Disney.  This is the tragic story of the lion prince Simba, who witnesses the death of his father and the banishment from his kingdom by his evil usurping Uncle Scar.  In his exile the young prince grows and matures in body and spirit only to be confronted with the past and the challenge to fight for justice and take the kingdom for himself, thus completing the circle of life.  For the first time in the 1990’s “an animated feature was built on a foundation of drama rather than music” (Maltin 304).  It paid off, and the rest of the movie making world took notice.


Disney’s movie making nemesis Dreamworks SKG responded to the success of the tragedy-triumph duality of The Lion King in kind.  In 1998 Steven Spielberg and colleagues at Dreamworks released their own epic drama The Prince of Egypt.  Based on the biblical account of the exodus from Egypt, The Prince of Egypt epitomizes the epic drama of the tragedy-triumph duality.  There is the prince who learns he is one of the people whom he oppresses, the exile to the desert, the divine commission to lead his people to freedom, the struggle to escape, the glorious triumph of crossing the parted waters of the Red Sea, and finally entrance into the Promised Land.


By successfully incorporating the tragedy-triumph duality Dreamworks SKG propelled itself to the forefront of animated movie making and demanded respect from critics.  It was after this enormous popularity that Dreamworks discovered the secret that Walt Disney had known a half-century earlier.



Simba, the lion prince that just can’t 
wait to be king


Animated films based on classic stories become classics themselves, so long as the spirit of the epic, the tragedy-triumph duality remains intact and it appeals to a wide range of audiences.  Consider for a moment the correlation between success and borrowing from the past:  Cinderella, Pinocchio, Peter Pan, and The Sword in the Stone.  Time and time again Disney shows it depends on classic stories for its bread and butter animated films.




Dreamworks prefers, on the other hand,  to adapt historical nonfiction into modern fiction.  Films such as An American Tail, Anastasia, and The Prince of Egypt all recognize the value of human drama to appeal to present day audiences.


The SKG trio shown here from left 

to right:  David Geffen, Steven 

Spielberg, Jeffery Katzenberg


Like the classic epics of antiquity, modern animated musicals are much more than examples of good storytelling.  Music, and poetic style while an important element, ultimately where these films achieve their success is through amplified and exaggerated themes of humanity encompassed by the tragedy-triumph duality. 


In fact, the label of animated musicals may be entirely misleading since “the crucial weakness of most animated features is not the animation itself... but the story” (Maltin 308).  Perhaps the most successful animated musicals of all time are really modern progeny of the ancient classical epics, recited not in the aural tradition of poetry and prose, but in the new paradigm of visually exciting digital animation and emotionally engaging musical hits.
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Al Jolson with May McAvoy in a scene from The Jazz Singer








Bessie Love and Charles King in The Broadway Melody
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The family of Meet Me in St. Louis, with Judy Garland standing center
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Marilyn Monroe starring in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes
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