“Oh, Stuff and Fluff!™:

Amplifying the Cute Aesthetic of Winnie the Pooh
[ EmiLY DIETRICH ]

n many ways, Disney’s! 1977 ylm The Many Adventures of Winnie the

Pooh remains true to author A. A. Milne’s source texts.? Both feature
hypodiegetic narratives that celebrate the power of imagination; both
present quaint art evocative of a simpler time; and both arguably leave
audiences feeling warm and fuzzy inside. Where the two media largely
diverge, though, is in their cast of characters with Disney amplifying
the characteristics of Milne’s core cast. As such, Tigger becomes more
raucous; Piglet becomes more timid; and Rabbit becomes more bossy. Less
notably but no less interestingly, Winnie the Pooh becomes...cuter. This is
achieved as The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh ampliyes Poohis
soft, malleable, and subsequently cute body, as well as his vulnerability by
exaggerating the precarious situations he ynds himself in. To what end this
ampliycation takes place is debatable, but may lie in Disneyis consumerist
culture.

Before one can fully address how Disney facilitates this
ampliycation, itis important to yrst consider what the cute aesthetic is and
how it manifests in Milne’s text. Focusing on the physical attributes of
the cute, aesthetics scholar Sianne Ngai deynes a cute object as small,
compact, soft, and malleable.® In her text Our Aesthetic Categories, Ngai
explains,

Cuteness is a response to the ‘unformed’ look of infants, to

1 The Disney corporation is referenced throughout this paper as “Disney.” These
references do not refer to the actual person Walt Disney, although he was involved in
the production of The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh.

2 Disney’s The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh is based on two of Milne’s
texts (Winnie-the-Pooh and The House at Pooh Corner), but this paper will not
discuss the latter.

3 Sianne Ngai, Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (New York:
Harvard University Press, 2015), 64.
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the amorphous and bloblike as opposed to the articulated
or well-deyned. Indeed, the more malleable or easily de-
formable the cute object appears, the cuter it will seem.*

An example Ngai supplies of the cute is a frog-shaped bath sponge
marketed for babies that not only possesses a simple design but is also
physically malleabled one can squeeze the sponge and witness the
object’s reaction to that force. The fact that this sponge is designed for
babiesd Ngai notes how the purpose of the sponge is fito be pressed
against a babyis bodyod also reveals the connection between the cute and
commodities designed for children after World War I.



In Disney’s The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh, Pooh’s cute
physicality is ampliyed in a number of ways, including through the use
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cutest when they are “in the middle of a pratfall or a blunder,” or rather any
situation that manipulates them into a physically and/or mentally vulnerable
position. Examples Harris provides of the cute “in distress” include a teddy



In Disneyts ylm adaptation of Milneis text, this relationship between
Christopher Robin and Winnie the Pooh is rendered far less complex,
with Christopher Robin consistently serving as the protector and guide of
Pooh and his friends. This is a comforting development given the ylmis
ampliycation of Poohis vulnerability by exaggerating the distressing
situations he often ynds himself in. A prime example of such exaggeration
takes shape as Pooh tries to steal honey from a swarm of bees protecting
their hive by holding onto a balloon and pretending to be a rain cloud. While
in Milnefs text the bees never directly threaten Poohd one briepy lands
on Poohis nose but doesnit try to sting himd Disney turns the scene into
an aerial battle.’® The bees malevolently laugh at Pooh, frantically chase
him, and even cause the balloon heis holding onto to depate.'® The result
is that instead of gently poating down from the sky as he does in Milnels
text, Pooh suddenly plummets to the ground and into Christopher Robin’s
arms.?°
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words, cute objects make consumers feel like the cute object not only
wants them but needs them.?® The result is that commodities, like Disney
merchandise, that are divorced from consumers (they’re made by strangers
often halfway around the world and sold by an impersonal corporation)
become personal. Whether or not it's fair to accuse the Disney corporation
of allowing consumerist culture to dictate their art, though, is questionable.
Nonetheless, as Disney continues to dominate the media industry and
the line between art and commodity is increasingly blurred, it remains an
important topic to address.

By analyzing how Disney ampliyes the cute aesthetic of Winnie
the Pooh, one gains a better understanding of not only what the cute
aesthetic is, but how corporations such as Disney manipulate it. Whether
or not Disney’s changes to Milne’s source texts are for better or worse is
debatable as Milne’s texts and Disney’s now series of Winnie the Pooh
ylms fail to exist in vacuums separate from one another. The two respective
series inform one another with readers and viewers often coming to each
source with preconceived notions of who Winnie the Pooh is and what
each story is about. That said, it seems fairer not to pass judgement about
which series is better, but rather to amicably recognize their own strengths
and differences.

25 lbid., 64.



