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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Walt Disney
Encore Broadcast on Tuesdays, August 29 and September 5 on PBS
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(BOSTON, MA) -- Walt Disney, a critically acclaimed and unprecedented look at the life and legacy of one of America’s most enduring and influential storytellers, will have an encore broadcast on Tuesdays, August 29 and September 5, 8:00-10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS. Executive produced by Mark Samels, directed and produced by Sarah Colt, and written by Mark Zwonitzer, the film, which was originally broadcast in 2015, features rare footage from the Disney archives, scenes from some of his greatest films, and interviews with biographers and historians, animators and artists who worked on Snow White and other early films, and designers who helped create Disneyland. 

In 1966, the year Walt Disney died, 240 million people saw a Disney movie, 100 million tuned in to a Disney television program, 80 million bought Disney merchandise, and close to seven million visited Disneyland. Few creative figures before or since have held such a long-lasting place in American life and popular culture.

From Steamboat Willie to Pinocchio to Mary Poppins, Disney’s movies grew out of his own life experiences. He told stories of outsiders struggling for acceptance and belonging, while questioning the conventions of class and authority. As Disney rose to prominence and gained financial security, his work became increasingly celebratory of the American way of life that made his unlikely success possible.  

Yet despite the success he achieved, he was driven and restless, a demanding perfectionist on whom decades of relentless work and chain-smoking would take their toll. He wanted his films to make people feel deeply, yet he often buried his own emotions. Aspiring to create great artistic films, he felt he wasn’t taken seriously by the movie industry and was stung when critics panned his productions. Never satisfied with his previous efforts, he always pushed forward to a “new adventure,” but his attention to detail and quest for innovation frequently meant delays and cost overruns. When his employees organized and went on strike, Disney felt betrayed, unable to understand how people who worked for him could be unhappy; years later he called them “communists” before the House Un-American Activities Committee. 

A polarizing figure — though true believers vastly outnumber his critics — Disney’s achievements are indisputable. He created one of the most beloved cartoon characters in history, Mickey Mouse; conceived the first-ever feature-length animated film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs; pioneered the integration of media and marketing with thousands of branded products; and conceived Disneyland, the world’s first theme park and a three-dimensional realization of his own utopian universe.

Walt Disney includes interviews with artists who worked at the studio, including Rolly Crump, Robert Givens, Don Lusk, Floyd Norman and Ruthie Tompson, Disney executive Marty Sklar, Disney producer Don Hahn, costume designer Alice M. Davis, composer Richard M. Sherman, son-in-law Ron Miller, and academics and authors who have written extensively about Walt Disney, including Neal Gabler, Susan Douglas, Richard Schickel, Steven Watts, Ron Suskind, and Carmenita Higginbotham.

“Oftentimes, the character that’s at the center of Disney’s work is an outsider, an underdog of sorts, who is trying in a way to buck the system and find their way,” says AMERICAN EXPERIENCE executive producer Mark Samels. “I think Walt Disney really saw himself that way. He was a cartoonist from the Midwest who ended up in Hollywood. He wasn’t part of the inner circle. He really saw himself as standing apart from the power structure. He considered himself an artist first and foremost, and for much of his career he was.” 

Walt Disney
Episode Descriptions

Part One (1901-1941) explores the complex life and enduring legacy of the iconic filmmaker, from his early days creating Mickey Mouse through the triumph of Snow White, the first full-length animated film. 

Born in 1901 in Chicago, Walter Elias Disney grows up determined not to be like his father, an imperious man whose business ventures frequently ended in failure. When Walt is four years old, the family moves to a small farm in Marceline, Missouri, a place he would go on to immortalize as the symbol of idyllic childhood.

An artist and cartoonist in his youth, Walt Disney is only 17 when he returns from World War I and moves to Kansas City, landing a job as a commercial artist and soon starting his own animation studio. Although Laugh-O-Grams goes bankrupt, Disney is undeterred, moving to Los Angeles to join brother Roy and break into the booming Hollywood movie business. Before long, the Disney Brothers Studio is churning out a new short every 16 days. In 1928, Steamboat Willie premieres, making Mickey Mouse the newest Hollywood celebrity; Roy sees another stream of revenue in Mickey’s popularity — licensed merchandise.

Disney then focuses on his next obsession: creating the first-ever feature-length story-driven cartoon based on the tale of Snow White — a huge artistic and financial gamble. Disney is determined to elevate animation to the level of dramatic feature films. His perfectionism slows the pace of production, but the gamble pays off. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs grosses $8 million in its first year — the equivalent of more than $100 million today.

Walt Disney develops plans for Bambi, Pinocchio, and Fantasia, the film that excites him the most. With three major films in production simultaneously, the studio nearly doubles the number of full-time employees and Disney builds his new dream studio in Burbank. But while audiences and critics praise Pinocchio, ticket sales are slow. To make matters worse, critics are divided over Fantasia and the film is a financial failure.

By 1940, the Screen Cartoonists Guild has organized every studio except the Walt Disney Studio. Believing he has the right to run his company as he sees fit, Disney alienates the workers, who overwhelmingly vote to strike. On May 29, 1941, Disney has to drive through a picket line with more than 200 workers — some of whom are his most trusted animators. Surprised, angered, and feeling betrayed, Disney is devastated. 

Part Two (1941-1966) continues to explore the life and enduring legacy of Walt Disney, as he makes films such as Cinderella and Mary Poppins, and realizes his dream project, Disneyland.

With the coming of World War II, funding for feature films dries up and the studio is faltering. When Bambi is released in 1942, reviews are mixed and the film doesn’t recoup its costs. The company faces a mountain of debt.

Soon another wave of union organizing takes place in Hollywood, and studio bosses are determined to fight back. Along with a dozen other Hollywood executives and celebrities, Walt Disney testifies before the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1947 as one of the “friendly witnesses.”

In the latter half of the 1940s, Disney travels to England to launch a series of live-action films and visits Alaska, where the Academy Award-winning nature documentary Seal Island (1948) is shot. The studio begins production on Cinderella, but Disney, nearing 50, is beginning to physically wear down.

When Cinderella premieres in 1950, the film is a critical and box-office hit, but Walt Disney is more interested in a personal obsession: building scale model trains first at his studio and then in his backyard in Holmby Hills. The project leads to his most wildly audacious idea: the creation of Disneyland, a living movie and three-dimensional make-believe world where real people can experience adventure. To fund Disneyland, Disney exploits the growing medium of television, making a deal with ABC to create a weekly television series that provides much of the $5 million needed for construction. 

When the gates open on July 17, 1955, visitors flood in; nearly half of America watches a live telecast of the events. Disneyland draws a million visitors in its first ten weeks; soon there are five million per year and Walt’s creation has become a must-see.

By 1960, Disney stands atop one of the world’s most profitable entertainment enterprises. The steady stream of revenue from Disneyland means he’s free from interference from his bankers, for the first time in his 40-year career. But whether he’s making improvements on his theme park or overseeing his TV shows and the half-dozen movies his studio is producing every year, he seems more interested in his legacy than in taking the artistic risks that made him famous.

Debuting in the summer of 1964, Mary Poppins is based on one of Walt Disney’s children’s favorite books. A novel about a dysfunctional family, it is Disney’s most deliberate refashioning of his own hard-hearted father story. The film becomes a box-office smash and is nominated for 13 Oscars, giving Disney his first and only nomination for Best Picture. 

In 1965, news breaks that Walt Disney is planning another project on a massive scale in central Florida: the Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow, or EPCOT.

He does not live to see its creation, passing away at the age of 65 on December 14, 1966, from lung cancer. He had built a media and entertainment company that still stands today, won more Academy Awards than anyone in history, created a cinematic art form, and invented a new kind of American vacation destination. His death is front-page news around the world.  

About the Participants, in alphabetical order

Michael Barrier has written extensively on the history of animation and is the author of The Animated Man: A Life of Walt Disney.

Douglas Brode taught film studies at the Newhouse School of Public Communications at Syracuse University until his retirement; he is the author of From Walt to Woodstock: How Disney Created the Counterculture and Multiculturalism and the Mouse: Race and Sex in Disney Entertainment.

Rolly Crump is a Disney animator and Imagineer who worked on films including Peter Pan, Lady and the Tramp, and Sleeping Beauty, and designed attractions for Disneyland and Walt Disney World.

Alice M. Davis was a costume designer for several Disney films and TV shows, and designed costumes for Disneyland attractions.

Susan Douglas is the Catherine Neafie Kellogg Professor of Communication Studies at the University of Michigan.

Neal Gabler is a cultural historian, television commentator, and author. His most recent book, the best-selling Walt Disney: The Triumph of the American Imagination, was named biography of the year by USA Today and won the Los Angeles Times Book Prize.

Robert Givens was an early Disney animator and worked on Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. 

Bob Gurr is an Imagineer and amusement ride designer, credited with most of the Disneyland ride attractions, including Matterhorn Bobsleds, the Monorail, the Submarine Voyage, and the Haunted Mansion.

Don Hahn is the Academy Award-nominated producer of Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King, and Maleficent. He began his film career as assistant director to legendary producer-director Wolfgang Reitherman (The Jungle Book), is a founder and executive producer of Disneynature Films, and has written three books about animation.

Carmenita Higginbotham is an associate professor of art history and American studies at the University of Virginia and teaches a course on the cultural and visual impact of Disney in American popular culture.

Nancy Koehn is a historian at the Harvard Business School, where she holds the James E. Robison Chair of Business Administration. 

Don Lusk was a longtime Disney animator whose work includes Pinocchio, Fantasia, Bambi, Cinderella, Alice in Wonderland, and 101 Dalmatians; he recently won the 2015 Winsor McCay Award for lifetime achievement in animation. 

Ron Miller worked at Disney from 1957 to 1984 and became CEO after Walt Disney’s death. He was Walt’s son-in-law, married to the late Diane Disney Miller.

Sarah Nilsen is an associate professor and director of film and television studies at the University of Vermont. 

Floyd Norman joined Disney in 1956 and was one of the studio’s first African-American animators; his credits include Sleeping Beauty, The Jungle Book, and Monsters, Inc.

Richard Schickel was a longtime film critic and the author of 37 books, including The Disney Version. He passed away on February 18, 2017.

Richard M. Sherman, with his late brother Robert B. Sherman, wrote songs for numerous Disney films, including Mary Poppins, The Jungle Book, and Winnie the Pooh. Other credits include Chitty Chitty Bang Bang and Charlotte’s Web.

Tom Sito is an animator whose credits include The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, and The Lion King. President Emeritus of the Hollywood Animation Guild Local 839 IATSE, he is currently Professor and Chair of Animation at the University of Southern California. 

Marty Sklar’s 54-year career at Disney included three decades as principal creative executive of Walt Disney Imagineering. Named a Disney Legend in 2001, he was the only Disney employee to participate in the opening of all 11 Disney parks around the world. His book, One Little Spark!: Mickey’s Ten Commandments and The Road to Imagineering was published in fall 2015. Sklar passed away on July 27, 2017.

Eric Smoodin is a professor of both American studies and film studies at UC Davis. He is the editor of Disney Discourse: Producing the Magic Kingdom and the author, most recently, of Regarding Frank Capra and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.

Ron Suskind is a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and author whose latest work, Life, Animated: A Story of Sidekicks, Heroes, and Autism, is his memoir of raising an autistic son who could connect to the world primarily through animated Disney characters. He is currently the senior fellow at Harvard’s Center for Ethics.

Ruthie Tompson worked in the Disney animation department.

Steven Watts is a professor of history at the University of Missouri and author of The Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American Way of Life.



About the Filmmakers

A Sarah Colt Productions film with the participation of Arte for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
	
	

	Produced and Directed by
	Sarah Colt

	Edited by
Story by
Telescript by
Director of Photography
Original Music by
Narrated by
Co-Producers
Associate Producer
	Jon Neuburger & Mark Dugas
Sarah Colt & Tom Jennings
Mark Zwonitzer
John Baynard
Joel Goodman
Oliver Platt
Helen Ryan Dobrowski & Laura Longsworth
Matt Gavin




AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is a production of WGBH Boston

Sarah Colt (Producer/Director) is an independent documentary filmmaker who has worked in public television for nearly two decades. Her previous credits include writing, producing, and directing A Nation Reborn and A New Light, episodes from the special series God in America, a co-production of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE and FRONTLINE. Additional AMERICAN EXPERIENCE credits include Henry Ford, The Polio Crusade, and Geronimo, part four of the AMERICAN EXPERIENCE special series on native history, We Shall Remain. 

	Senior Producer
	Susan Bellows

	Executive Producer
	Mark Samels


Before starting her own company in 2008, she worked for David Grubin Productions, where she produced the highly acclaimed biography RFK, and earned an Emmy Award for Outstanding Science, Nature and Technology for co-producing The Secret Life of the Brain, a five-part series. In 2004, Colt was awarded an International Reporting Project Fellowship through Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and traveled to Namibia to report on the racial imbalance of land ownership in Southern Africa. Colt attended Harvard University, where she began her documentary career as a still photographer.

Mark Samels (Executive Producer). As executive producer of the PBS flagship history series, Samels conceives, commissions and oversees all AMERICAN EXPERIENCE films. Samels has overseen more than 120 films, expanding both the breadth of subjects and the filmmaking style embraced by the series, allowing for more contemporary topics and more witness-driven storytelling. Beginning his career as an independent documentary filmmaker, he held production executive positions at public television stations in West Virginia and Pennsylvania before joining WGBH. Samels is a founding member of the International Documentary Association and has served as a governor of the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences. A graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Samels holds honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degrees from Emerson College and Elizabethtown College. 




About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
For more than 28 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s most-watched history series. The series has been hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune) and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards and 17 George Foster Peabody Awards; the series received an Academy Award® nomination for Best Documentary Feature in 2015 for Last Days in Vietnam. Visit pbs.org/americanexperience and follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to learn more.  

Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance. Major funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Major funding for Walt Disney provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities: Celebrating 50 Years of Excellence. Additional funding provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston. 

Press Contacts:
CaraMar Publicity
Mary Lugo		 770-623-8190 	lugo@negia.net
Cara White		 843-881-1480		cara.white@mac.com


For further information and photos, visit pbs.org/pressroom
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EXCLUSIVE CORPORATE FUNDING FOR AMERICAN EXPERIENCE PROVIDED BY LIBERTY MUTUAL INSURANCE. MAJOR FUNDING PROVIDED BY THE ALFRED P. SLOAN FOUNDATION.
MAJOR FUNDING FOR WALT DISNEY PROVIDED BY THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE HUMANITIES: CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF EXCELLENCE. ADDITIONAL FUNDING PROVIDED
BY THE CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING AND PUBLIC TELEVISION VIEWERS. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE IS PRODUCED FOR PBS BY WGBH BOSTON.
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