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Representational Tendencies in the Films of the Fleischer Brothers: An Exploration of an
Alternative Mode in Animation

Abstract

The purpose of this dissertation is to present a theoretical examination of the
animation of brothers Max and Dave Fleischer. In my view, the animated films produced by
the Fleischer's studio are characterized by two major representational tendencies. The first is
the coexistence of different visual textures within a single image, typically demonstrated by the
combination of animated images with live-action footage frequently found in their early short
films. The second is the adjoining of multiple disparate spaces also within a single image.
Identifying these two characteristics and defining them as what [ would call Fleischer's 'visual
orientation', I analyze in detail the ways in which this orientation is materialized in their
animated films.

Although the Fleischer studio is well known as the second most important in
American animation history next to the Disney Studio, this studio has had comparatively little
theoretical investigation in previous studies. Therefore, this dissertation attempts to theorize
the Fleischers’ animation by articulating their 'visual tendencies'. In the present day context, to
explore the theoretical implications of the coexistence of different visual textures within a
single image in the Fleischer animation is all the more pertinent because it encourages us to
reconsider the visual images in digital media environments where the boundaries of image
between live-action and animation have increasingly blurred.

In order to examine the Fleischers’ visual orientation, I draw as frames of reference
on Mark Langer’s previous studies on Fleischers’ animation on the one hand, and on the other,
Noél Burch's arguments about the mode of representation in early cinema. Langer is one of the
few scholars who specialize the Fleischers’ films. His insight into the aesthetic qualities of
Fleischers' animation as distinct from those of classical animation that tend to linearity,
coherence, and unity, are particularly suggestive to my investigation. Taking his critical views
as points of departure, I analyze the Fleischers’ animation from the perspectives of mode of
production, the industrial context of the day, personal backgrounds, and thereby read them on
the textual level of visual images and practices.

Burch's investigation of early cinema, on the other hand, provides an important
theoretical framework to understand the non-classical quality of the Fleischers’ animation. In
one of his most controversial discussions about early cinema practices before Hollywood, he
argues that films made before the film industry had become institutionalized around 1908 seem
to assume an alternative mode of representation to the institutionalized mode of representation
dominant in the classical cinema. He names this alternative mode as the ‘Primitive Mode of
Representation' (PMR) as opposed to the institutionalized mode of representation, which
constitutes of the dominant representational mode of the classical Hollywood cinema. In his

definition, PMR is characterized by non-linear, decentered, and denaturalized mode of



representation. The concept of PMR gives this dissertation an important implication in that the
characteristics of PMR have much in common with the visual orientation that characterize the
Fleischers’ animated films.

While Burch conceptualizes PMR in order to articulate the representational
characteristics found in early live-action films namely made before 1908, the Fleischers began
making animation in 1919, almost 10 years after the designated period when PMR was
dominant. One may argue therefore that PMR had no direct relevance to the Fleischer studio
production in respect to neither the period nor image materials. It is nonetheless possible to
assume that prior to their animation production, the brothers themselves had been familiar with
the 'primitive' qualities of early cinema practices, as well as popular attractions such as
vaudevilles and music hall shows, and thereby such qualities might have consciously or
unconsciously registered in their films. In fact, one could find the conceptual affinities between
the non-centered, ab-psychological image qualities and non-closure narrative of PMR, and the
non-psychological and/or non-centered aspect (as exemplified by the juxtaposition of disparate
elements within a single image) of the Fleischers’ feature-length animation produced by the
Fleischer Studios.

The structure of this dissertation is organized as follows: the introduction proposes
the above-mentioned theoretical frameworks, after providing an overall view of prior research
and critical discourse in order to clarify the theoretical premise of this dissertation; then
following chapters examine pertinent films from the Fleischers’ oeuvre that most clearly
manifest their visual orientation and attempt to articulate ithe visual properties and
characteristics by segmenting and analyzing the film text in detail.

Chapter One outlines the Fleischers’ career and reviews their major films so as to
map out their work as a whole by presenting a comprehensive vision of the Fleischers as
animation producer.

Chapter Two traces the changes discernible in the course of development of the
Inkwell series (1919-1929), especially paying attention to how the juxtaposition between
animation and live-action spaces is achieved and then altered as the series continued. This
contiguous space can be found from the outset to the very end of the series. Such juxtaposition
was in fact a convention already established in early animation. I therefore begin this chapter
by showing how the structure of space characterized throughout the /nkwell series was typical
of its time. I then show the way in which these combined “animation/live-action” spaces within
a single shot developed in the course of the series. The adjourning space slowly expanded as
the series progressed, but by the time it reached the middle of the series, it began to shrink
noticeably; by the end of the series, the adjoining space of animation and live-action was
reduced to a mere formality, having lost its initial experimental impetus. I argue that this
process of formalization results from the suppression of spatial externality exerted largely out
of pragmatic concerns. It was a means of continuing the practice to incorporate the
experimental and meta-cinematic nature originally sought in the technique of combined

animation/live-action sequences into the more conventional format of the dominant mode of



representation in order to follow the fundamentally commercial demands of animation film as
the industrial product. ,

Chapter Three examines the three animated films from the Betty Boop series
(1932-1939), all featuring Cab Calloway, a famous contemporary jazz musician of the day:
Minnie the Moocher (1932), Snow White (1933), and The Old Man of the Mountain (1933). 1
focus on the merging of live-action and animation occurring in the particular register of
movement generated by the rotoscope process. In these films, Calloway does not appear in
person. His invisible presence, however, is acutely recognized because the animated characters,
reproduced by the rotoscope device in which live-action footage of the musician as he
performed was traced, lend them his recognizable movements as they dance and sing.
Although the animated characters bear no resemblance to Calloway as such, and despite the
fact that they are animated, they nevertheless exhibit an unmistakable authenticity of human
body movement. Noting the uncanny and unsettling quality that is often ascribed to the
rotoscope images, I explore implications of the relationship between this uncanniness and the
mechanism of repression inherent in the rotoscope process, whereby live-action footage is
superimposed (and therefore 'suppressed’) by animated images. Moreover, noting that the
suppression of Calloway's body in favor of the animated character bears witness to the
underlying structure of cultural and racial repression of blackface minstrelsy so popular at the
time, I present a possible reading: despite the invisibility of Calloway's body, the authenticity
retained at the level of his bodily movement as such nevertheless undermines, or subverts, the
'repressive’ function implicit in the process.

Chapter Four examines two of the three Popeye Color Special shorts: Popeye the
Sailor meets Sindbad the Sailor (1936) and Popeye the Sailor Meets Ali Baba's Forty Thieves
(1937). I look particularly at the way in which differently textured images are incorporated
within a single frame. These films were produced using the “stereoptical process,” a technique
invented by the Fleischers’ to create animations with three-dimensional background effects. In
this process, animation cells were placed within three-dimensional miniature sets (as opposed
to against flat-pan backgrounds) so that various objects could pass behind and in front of them.
Images created by this process are therefore composed of both cartoon images and the
'live-action' miniature image, resulting in a disunity of textures in the final product. Shedding
light on how this process was designed (and is now recognized as such) as a device for creating
“realistic” animation with three dimensional backgrounds and the depth of field in the image, |
argue that the visual disunity effected by the device rather unintentionally serves to undermine
the supposedly hierarchical perspective of the sterecoptical image in the frame, thereby creating
an impression of the 'de-hierarchized' image.

Chapter Five examines the animated features produced in the later period of the
Fleischers' career. Both Gulliver’s Travels (1939) and Mr. Bug Goes to Town (1941) are
generally regarded as critical failures mainly because of flawed scenarios. I propose an
alternate interpretation that the visual orientation of the Fleischer brothers that I have explained

thus far lends itself to a certain type of scenario structure and development. For example, in
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these two features, the Fleischers' visual orientation, that is to say, the juxtaposition of different
textures of the image, the adjoining of multiple spaces, is on full display. I would argue that it
is even registered on the narrative level through the coexistence of the two different worlds in
the narrative: giant and small creatures. At the same time, this mixture of different species is
primarily designated as an attraction to the viewer making it a spectacle to emphasize their
different sizes rather than as the narrative function that encourages spectators to be absorbed in
the cinematic world. Yet, it ends up lessening the dramatic effect because the narrative does not
provide the films' minuscule protagonists with autonomy and the right to self-determination.
The Fleischers’ visual orientation is not subordinated to the story but remarkably remains
manifest in the two films with weak scripts. There are images that not only strongly invoke the
production of animated features by division of labor, and images reminiscent of the Inkwell
series, but they also reveal self-consciousness about the modes of production of animated films
as well as the ‘primitiveness’ found in early Fleischers’ animation.

The final chapter outlines the Fleischer brothers' visual orientation from two aspects,
that is, the mixture of different textures of the image and the adjoining of multiple spaces.
Furthermore, noting Burch’s discussion of PMR in which he associates the un-autonomic
quality of early cinema with an alternative mode of cinematic representation in the modernist
practice of filmmaking, I suggest that the Fleischers’ visual orientation be theorized as a
potential example of this alternative mode. I then move on to a discussion of more recent films
that include the image of combined animation with live-action footage, a cinematic practice
that still exists even today, in order to reconfigure these films from the implications of the
Fleischers’ visual orientation as an alternative mode of cinematic representation. In doing so |
demonstrate that the images of combined, heterogeneous, disunited quality are not
exceptionally unique to the Fleischers’ animation on the one hand, and on the other the effects
of these images are different from each other. Some examples from the recent animated
features are analyzed to show that they posit the images of combined animation with
live-action footage as the central theme, having their visual and narrative elements in the
synchronized development. A discussion of Japanese animation follows. Pointing that the
disunity of image is more commonly found in Japanese animation than the Hollywood
counterpart, I examine common qualities and differences of such disunity between them.

In conclusion I would emphasize the significance of reconfiguring theoretically
Fleischers’ visual orientation today in the context of recent scholarly discussions and
observations about contemporary visual environment in which the boundaries of live-action
and animation have become radically blurred and ambiguous. Partly because Fleischers'
animation does not fit easily into either film studies that privileges live-action images or
animation studies that puts emphasis on hand drawing, the traditional academic establishment
have inclined to regard the heterogeneous and disunity image found in the Fleischers'
animation as a deviation and even as an indication of artistic failure. However, I hope this
study has made clear that the Fleischers’ visual orientation illuminates a possibility to connect

early animated cartoons to the contemporary hybrid, and post-human, visual environment, and



my dissertation indicates a possible way of conceptualizing this new field of exploration.
Examining and watching closely the rich images created by the Fleischers and the successors
who share their visual orientation that let the heterogeneous be heterogeneous is all the more

relevant today in a so complicated and diversified contemporary social environment.



