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Chnistopher Finch, in his semiofficial pictorial history of
Disney's work, comments: ""The Mickey Mouse who hit the
movie houses in the late twenties was not quite the well-
behaved character most of us are familiar with today. He
was mischievous, to say the least, and even m:m_vr:\xi A
streak of cruelty.” But Mickey soon cleaned up his act, leay-
ng to gossip and speculation only his unresolved relation-
ship with Minnie and the status of Morty and Ferdie. Finch
continues: “"Mickey . . . had become virtually a national
symbol, and as such he was expected to behave properly at

all umes. If he occasionally stepped out of line, any number
of letters would arrnive at the Studio from citizens and or-
gamzations who felt that the nation’s moral well-being was

in their hands. . . . Eventually he would be pressured into
the role of straight man.”

As Mickev's personality softened, his appearance
changed. Many Disney fans are aware of this transformation
through time, but few (I suspect) have recognized the coor-

,
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dinating theme behind all the alterations—in fact, | am not
sure that the Disnev artists themselves ....«.OT:,....T\ realvzed
what :Jﬁ,\ were «_«ZDR. JINce the \-T\:)P:ﬂ \.Oa\ﬁ\.ﬂb& I such

a halting and piecemeal fashion. In short, the blander and
noffensive Mickey became progressively more juvenile n
appearance. (Since Mickev's chronological age never al-
tered—like most cartoon characters he stands /mpeTrvious
to the ravages of ime—this change in appearance at a con-
stant age 1S a true evolutionary iransformation. Progressive
juvenilization as an evolutionary phenomenon is called

neoteny. More on this later.) .
The characteristic changes of form during human growth

have inspired a substantial biological literature. Since the
head-end of an embryo differentiates first and grows more
rapidly in utero than the foot-end (an w:ﬁm«owvoﬁmjo.. gra-
dient. in technical language), 2 newborn child possesses 2
relatively large head attached to 2 Ema:.:d-mﬁma body ,S:w
diminutive legs and feet. This gradient is reversed throug

Mickey’s evolution during 50 years (left to right). As Mickey be-

came increasingly well behaved over the years, his appearance
of three stages in his devel- .
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9 A Biological Homage to
' Mickey Mouse

| AGE OFTEN turns fire to placidity. Lytton
Strachey, in his incisive portrait of Florence Nightingale,

writes of her declining years:

Destiny, having waited very patiently, played a queer
trick on Miss Nightingale. The benevolence and public

spirit of that long life had only been equalled by its
acerbity. Her virtue had dwelt in hardness. . . . And now
the sarcastic years brought the proud woman her pun-
ishment. She was not to die as she had lived. The sting
was to be taken out of her; she was to be made soft; she

was to be reduced to compliance and complacency.

I was therefore not surprised—although the analogy may
strike some people as sacrilegious—to discover that the
l creature who gave his name as a synonym for insipidity had

a gutsier youth. Mickey Mouse turned a respectable fifty last
| year. To mark the occasion, many theaters replayed his
debut performance In Steamboat Willie (1928). The original
Mickey was a rambunctious, even slightly sadistic fellow. In
a remarkable sequence, exploiting the exciting new devel-

gpment of sound, Mickey and Minnie pummel, squeeze,
' and twist the animals on board to produce a rousing chorus

of “Turkey in the Straw.” They honk a duck with a tught

embrace, crank a goat’s tail, tweak a pig’s nipples, bang 2
| cow’s teeth as a stand-in xylophone, and play bagpipe on

her udder.
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growth as legs and feet overtake the front end. Heads con-
tinue to grow but so much more slowly than the rest of the
body that relative head size decreases.

In addition, a suite of changes pervades the head itself
during human growth. The brain grows very slowly after
age three, and the bulbous cranium of a young child gives
way to the more slanted, lower-browed configuration of
adulthood. The eyes scarcely grow at all and relative eye

size declines precipitously. But the jaw gets bigger and big-

ger. Children, compared with adults, have larger heads and |
eyes, smaller jaws, a more prominent, bulging cranium, and
smaller, pudgier legs and feet. Adult heads are altogether |

more apish, I'm sorry to say. _

Mickey, however, has traveled this ontogenetic pathway |

in reverse during his fifty years among us. He has assumed ~
an ever more childhke appearance as the ratty character of
Steamboat Willhe became the cute and inoffensive host to a

magic kingdom. By 1940, the former tweaker of pig’s nip- _

ples gets a kick in the ass for insubordination (as the Sor- ’

_

cerer s Apprentice . Fantasia). By 1953, his last cartoon, he
has gone fishing and cannot even subdue a squirting clam.
The Disney arusts transformed Mickey in clever silence,
often using suggestive devices that mimic nature’s own
changes by different routes. To give him the shorter and
pudgier legs of youth, they lowered his pants line and cov-
ered his spindly legs with a baggy outht. (His arms and legs
also thickened substantially—and acquired joints for a flop- .
pier appearance.) His head grew relatively larger and its |
features more youthful. The length of Mickey’s snout has
not altered, but decreasing protrusion i1s more subtly sug-
gested by a pronounced thickening. Mickey's eye has grown
in two modes: first, by a major, discontinuous evolutionary
shift as the entire eye of ancestral Mickey became the
pupil of his descendants, and second, by gradual increase

thereafter.
- Mickey’s improvement in cranial bulging followed an in-

teresting path since his evolution has always been con-
strained by the unaltered convention of representing his
head as a circle with appended ears and an oblong snout,
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