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A would-be usurper is skewered by the broken stem on the bow of a resurrected pirate ship. A rival paramour is sent screaming helplessly off of a sheer cliff face towards the bottom of a deep ravine. A deposed king is tossed into a ravenous fire full of an angered, even more ravenous pack of hyenas. These are not the infamous ends of some graphic horror movies, rather these gruesome and untimely demises belong to Disney’s much maligned villains. The greatest creators of memorable princesses and all things cute and cuddly have a habit of ending their stories with conclusions that are, at least for their bad guys, far less than cute and cuddly. And this is family entertainment?

From the beginning of the classic Disney fairy tales, villains have been treated to less than humane endings. Snow White, the 1937 animated movie that started them all, earned many accolades and is an ideal family movie. There is a heroine, syrupy sweet singing, and an unforgettable story of love, which all add up to Disney magic. Of course, what would the tale be without its villain? Her stepmother, the Wicked Queen Grimhilde, definitely earned boos and the ire of both on-screen characters and viewers alike, fervently earning her place amongst movie villains. In the movie’s climax, the Wicked Queen, having just caused Snow White’s slumber with a poisonous apple, is pursued by a group of seven angered dwarves. She eludes them briefly as they chase her up a mountain’s face, only to be squashed by a falling boulder. "Movies can and do have tremendous influence in shaping young lives in the realm of entertainment towards the ideals and objectives of normal adulthood" (Disney). Disney’s first lessons for us: true love, good triumphs over evil and swift justice? 
Even more modern tales from the Mouse are not any kinder to their villains. Disney’s retelling of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan delivers a particularly violent death for its antagonist, Clayton. Clayton fatally wounds Tarzan’s primate father and the hero charges after his father’s slayer looking for revenge. As they struggle, Tarzan falls relatively unharmed from the vines that have become their battlefield. Clayton however is not nearly as fortunate. He meets his rather abrupt end dangling from the trees, having unintentionally hung himself with the vines. Even though his death is not directly seen there are well timed flashes of lightening which show the shadow of a limp body swinging from the trees. Revenge is yet another value brought lovingly to us by singing sidekicks and a bubblegum sweetness.
Walt Disney himself said, “All cartoon characters and fables must be exaggeration, caricatures. It is the very nature of fantasy and fable.” It is not only the epics of heroism but also the tragedies of death that are portrayed as larger than life. Underneath, hidden by the stories of bravery, friendship, and love are horrific deaths by stabbing, burning, hanging and “… [Being] transmogrified into a living crystal and then shattered into millions of tiny pieces” (Farnsworth). An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth may leave the whole world blind and toothless, but it also certainly leaves a collection of deceased villains. Yet countless families gladly let their children become zombies of the Disney collection, not knowing themselves what lessons are being taught.
It may well be that viciousness in the deaths of Disney’s villains is merely offering closure, an ending to a tale, but at what moral price? All things that begin must have an ending, but to meet so gruesome an ending, and one driven by less than noble purposes such as revenge, teaches little other than violence is the only resolution. It is not always obvious, and definitely not intended to be, but the fantastic death of the villain taints any moral the story is trying to tell. Ursula meeting the splintered timber of a ship, Gaston falling from the cliffs, and Scar becoming hyena food are only appetizers. Remember Maleficent meeting the working end of a magical flying sword, Judge Claude Frodo clinging to gargoyle while falling towards a fiery pool, or Shan-Yu’s firework finale? No matter how many talking animals, bouncing musical numbers with enchanted household items or even romantic tales of true love, the villains that these fairy tales have wind up living happily never after.
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