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Today’s presentation of Disney’s Fantasia is diverse, compiled from both the original 1940 film, and the 

sequel that was released in 2000. A variety of composers and musical styles were considered for the 

original film, at first dubbed “The Concert Feature.” Each work was eventually chosen with visual 

stimulation in mind, as the music was to be the star of the film, not hidden below the action. The 

animation and music were tailor paired with the idea that the visuals would support the picturing of the 

music, as opposed to forcing the music to follow a story. Fantasia was also pioneering in attracting 

people to music who would otherwise not be exposed to it, including Walt Disney himself, who believed 

it was as appropriate for adults as it was for children, a sentiment maintained even today.  

 

Fantasia was the third full-length feature film produced by Disney, preceded by Snow White… and 

Pinocchio, and it was the first film ever produced in stereophonic sound. To create a distinctly new film 

experience, Disney brilliantly teamed with RCA in an attempt to manufacture a new sound system that 

would provide the illusion of a live orchestra in the theater, using multi-track recording and overdubbing, 

techniques still employed today. Leopold Stokowski conducted the legendary film score that featured the 

Philadelphia Orchestra for seven of the eight animated shorts. Deems Taylor, an esteemed music critic, 

provided the commentary, acted as host, and helped govern the musical selection process. 

 

The film has garnered many awards over the past seventy-four years, featuring inclusion in three lists that 

rank the greatest American films, determined by the American Film Institute. Fantasia was the subject of 

two Academy Honorary Awards in 1942: one for Disney and RCA for their “outstanding contribution to 

the advancement of the use of sound in motion pictures through the production of Fantasia,” and the 

other to Stokowski and his associates for their “unique achievement in the creation of a new form of 

visualized music…thereby widening the scope of the motion picture as entertainment and as an art form.” 

 

Fantasia 2000 entered production in 1990, with seven new musical segments performed by the Chicago 

Symphony under the baton of James Levine. Roy E. Disney, nephew of Walt, co-produced the film, 

which premiered in December of 1999 at Carnegie Hall. A third film was envisioned in 2002, but was 

summarily shelved in 2004. No further attempt to complete the trilogy has been attempted since.  

 

The concert program opens with the music of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), featuring movements 

from Symphony Nos. 5 and 6, two of his best works. Coincidentally, these two works premiered on the 

same concert program on the same night in Vienna – December 22, 1808, as part of a huge concert 

comprised completely of Beethoven’s music – where Symphony No. 6 was actually performed before 

Symphony No. 5!  

 

Beethoven is an important transitional figure in music, bridging the Classical and Romantic periods, and 

giving birth to the concept of the modern composer by being able to sustain a professional living as such. 

His music is bold, reflective of his personality, and is considered to be greater than the previous 

generation in many aspects, including: a wider range of notes, louder louds and quieter softs, expanded 

forms, and greater use of expression. These expansive musical elements were considered revolutionary, 

inspiring and affecting every composer who then followed him. As tribute, later composers were sensitive 

not to eclipse Beethoven’s nine symphonies. Consider the number of symphonies composed by Schubert, 

Bruckner, Mahler, and Vaughan Williams, who all stopped at nine (sort of); and composers such as 

Sibelius, Tchaikovsky, Schumann, Rachmaninoff, and Brahms, who all composed even fewer works in 

this genre.  



Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-93) was a Russian composer, regarded as one of the greatest melodic 

composers ever to have lived. He demonstrated the Romantic ideals of color, emotional expressiveness, 

and dramatic intensity in his music — where he fused many elements of his style into a single musical 

experience — his love of dance and folk music and his feelings of the Russian countryside and people are 

woven into the textures and melodies of his compositions. Tchaikovsky composed symphonies and 

operas, but his greatest genre was the ballet, and in that endeavor he excelled greatly. The Nutcracker, Op. 

71, endures as one of his finest legacies in ballet since it premiered in 1892. The Nutcracker Suite, Op 

71a, features eight movements from the original ballet for concert performances, and was the actual work 

used in the 1940 Fantasia film, not the ballet itself. 

 

“Clair de Lune,” or “Moonlight,” by Claude Debussy (1862-1918) originally comes from a larger work 

for piano titled Suite bergamasque, published in 1905. It remains as one of Debussy’s most popular and 

familiar works, while representing the style characteristics commonly associated with him, including non-

traditional scales, an eschewing of tonality, and unprepared modulations. Known for his contribution to 

French art song, as well as orchestral and piano works, Debussy helped establish a new concept of 

tonality for European composers.  

 

The Firebird Suite by Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) was considered for inclusion in the original 1940 

Fantasia film, but was replaced with The Rite of Spring at the request of Deems Taylor, and quickly 

supported by Walt Disney himself. Both works are legendary ballets by the ‘other ultimate Russian-born 

composer of this genre,’ who evoked disruption during the 1913 premier of the latter, after he had 

achieved an instant success with the premier of The Firebird in 1910, both in Paris for the Ballets Russes. 

Stravinsky may be best described as a Post-Romantic-Primitivist-Neo-Classicist-Abstractionist-

Expressionist. He preferred to score works for rather large orchestras, with expanded winds, brass, and 

percussion sections. He placed heavy value on the percussion section in particular, nurturing the 

development of the previously underused portion of the orchestra. His music is also poly-tonal, in that 

Stravinsky would super-impose one key on top of another.  

 

Amilcare Ponchielli (1834-86) was a highly regarded Italian opera composer, born near Cremona, who 

owes much of his modern awareness to the inclusion of his “The Dance of the Hours” in the original 1940 

version of Fantasia. He worked a number of inglorious positions before 1881, when he began to teach at 

the Milan Conservatory, where Puccini and Mascagni were among his students. French composer Paul 

Dukas (1865-1935) shares a similar fate, in that the inclusion of his The Sorcerer’s Apprentice in the 

1940 film has allowed this orchestral work to overshadow his remaining repertoire. He aided this by 

destroying a number of his own works. He also worked as a music critic.  

 

Sir Edward Elgar (1857-1934), English composer, and Italian composer Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) 

have maintained continued awareness away from Disney success. Elgar owes much of that to the first 

movement of his Pomp and Circumstance Military Marches, Op. 39, dedicated to the Liverpool 

Orchestral Society, premiering there in 1901, which heretofore endures inclusion at even Kindergarten 

commencement ceremonies. Respighi’s symphonic poem The Pines of Rome (1924) celebrates the glories 

of Rome, the final movement of which is utterly magnificent in every possible manner. Scored for an 

enormous variety of instruments by one of the greatest orchestrators: expect every hair to stand on end for 

this rousing finale! 
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