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MOUSE UNLEASHED: DISNEY'S DANCE WITH THE PUBLIC DOMAIN AND THE
CHALLENGES OF COPYRIGHT FREEDOM

On Monday, 1January, a significant milestone was reached in the realm of
intellectual property as the copyright on the earliest versions of Mickey
Mouse, particularly the iconic Steamboat Willie version, expired after a
lengthy period of 95 years under the United States copyright law. This
development marks a shift in the landscape of creative possibilities and
challenges for both emerging artists and entertainment giants like Disney.

Copyright protects the expression, not on the idea, safeguarding specific
artistic and narrative elements of Mickey Mouse, such as the iconic
Steamboat Willie version. This protection is time-limited, expiring after 95
years in this instance, enabling others to build upon the original concept. In
contrast, trademarks provide indefinite protection as long as actively used.
Despite Steamboat Willie's copyright expiration, Disney maintains control via
its trademark This protection is vital, preventing any representation of Mickey
Mouse that might imply affiliation with a brand other than Disney.
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With the expiration of Steamboat Willie's copyright more of the creative
possibilities is unleashed. Artists can now freely explore diverse expressions
of this idea without infringing on Disney's copyright. This freedom fosters
innovation, enabling unique reimagining of Mickey Mouse. Creators can
now experiment with different perspectives and styles, revitalizing the iconic
character and fostering a more vibrant creative landscape.

Disney adeptly mines the public domain for inspiration, evident in hits like
Frozen, drawing from Hans Christian Andersen's The Snow Queen. The
Lion King incorporates elements from Shakespeare, Biblical narratives, and
possibly an epic poem about the Mali Empire's founder. Disney's success
stems from reimagining these timeless tales. This dual dynamic showcases
irony: Disney profits from the public domain while safeguarding its own
through trademark registrations as it stands as an iconic brand identifier.
The company's ability to creatively adapt stories highlights a strategic
balance between drawing from shared cultural resources and protecting

its unique contributions to the entertainment landscape.
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While the expiration of copyright may benefit creators, it presents
challenges for Disney and other entertainment companies that heavily rely
on the exclusivity of their intellectual properties. With Steamboat Mickey
now in the public domain, the company faces the risk of competing
representations and adaptations that could dilute the brand image and

potentially impact merchandise sales.

To mitigate this risk, Disney leverages heavily on the trademark
registrations, ensuring that the distinctive elements of Mickey Mouse
remain under their control. However, the challenge lies in maintaining a
balance between protecting their brand and allowing enough creative
freedom for the character to evolve naturally in the public domain.
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On a concluding note we can see on Disney losing its copyright for
Steamboat Mickey marks a shift in intellectual property dynamics, while the
creators can benefit from new possibilities with Disney facing new
challenges in safeguarding its iconic character. Though the industry
navigates through the changing IP concepts, the interplay of copyright and
trademark laws will influence the fate of characters like Mickey Mouse,
showcasing the delicate balance between protection and inspiration in the

world of intellectual property.
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