The Hunchback of Notre Dame (Walt Disney Feature Animation, Directed by Gary Trousdale and Kirk Wise, 1996)
The Hunchback of Notre Dame is an animated film released in 1996 by Walt Disney Studios. It is one of the films considered to be part of the so-called Disney Renaissance which saw a return to the traditional Disney animation style. This renaissance began with The Little Mermaid in 1989. As a traditional Disney animated film The Hunchback of Notre Dame combines high quality animation which uses well observed detail and is matched by an equally high standard musical score. In typical traditional Disney fashion the musical artistry of the score enhances the visual artistry of the animation focussing and highlighting the major themes of The Hunchback of Notre Dame. This film is based on the novel by Victor Hugo of the same name, Notre-Dame de Paris published in 1831. The Hunchback of Notre Dame is the only film by Walt Disney to explicitly present major religious themes. These themes are drawn from the novel and reflect Victor Hugo’s preoccupation with the role, position and condition of the Roman Catholic Church within French society of the nineteenth century.  
Although the plot of the film differs from the novel, which is perhaps unsurprising given that a film is a commercial venture which must appeal to a wider audience than did Hugo’s readership, the film nevertheless still addresses similar issues and carries the themes through from the novel. A major theme which drives the plot and action of the film is a consideration of the question of justice, both divine and temporal. The conflict between these two types of justice manifests itself in the character of the judge Claude Frollo, the central antagonist. 
The lyrical motif of “Kyrie Eleison” is used throughout the songs and soundtrack in the film. “Kyrie Eleison” is an integral part and the opening of the Christian liturgy for the mass. It is a crucial element for the preparation for the receipt of communion, which in itself brings out the need for repentance by, and forgiveness of, the communicant. It is effective and clever how the music and the lyrics of the opening song celebrate and describe the bells of Notre Dame. The ringing of bells is the traditional method of calling the populace to mass. The Kyrie Eleison motif is then woven into the song as Frollo appears. The Kyrie Eleison motif is an appeal to Frollo from the people of Paris, who act musically and theatrically as a chorus, and at the same time it also serves as a reminder to Frollo himself that he too will be judged and that he will need to appeal to God’s mercy. Thus visually and musically the scene is set. 
The themes of mercy and judgment lie at the very heart of the novel and are therefore also central to the plot of the film. In order to elicit justice one must confess and make an appeal. The vehicle of the appeal takes the form of an intercessor and here the Virgin Mary is seen as the intercessor on behalf of mankind through whom God’s justice, mercy and forgiveness may be attained. Notre Dame de Paris, ‘Our Lady of Paris’, is dedicated to and named for the Virgin Mary. The cathedral itself is an active and powerful character through whom God’s divine justice is dispensed. The cathedral, as the Virgin Mary personified in stone, is the foil character to Frollo. At the end of the film divine justice triumphs over temporal justice as Frollo is killed whilst falling from the cathedral façade after a gargoyle becomes animate before his eyes. This is an interesting conceit for Disney. In the novel Quasimodo pushes Frollo from the cathedral but in the film it is Frollo’s own psychological state and unacknowledged guilt which cause him to fall. This slightly irreverent and delightfully playful representation of a gargoyle coming to life is a feature that can only happen in animation. It is visually incredibly powerful. 
In the Gothic imagery of the cathedral of Notre Dame the symbolism of the Old Law and the New Law is very important. The Old Law is intransigent whereas the New Law make allowances and encourages forgiveness. This is another important theme for Victor Hugo and is also seen in his novel Les Miserables with his treatment of the characters of Javert, Old Law, and Valjean, New Law. Frollo represents the Old Law. Frollo is absolute in his judgement and his execution of the law is ruthless. For him justice must take the form of punishment. His interpretation of the law is literal and inflexible and his judgement is absolute with no hope of redemption. This is highly evocative of the fire and brimstone approach of divine justice in the Old Testament but is totally at odds with the message of forgiveness and redemption which lies at the heart of Christian belief. This Old Law comes in firm opposition to the New Law which is represented by the characters of Quasimodo, Phoebus, the archdeacon of Notre Dame and also, arguably, by the Virgin Mary and by God himself. Throughout the film these are all shown to be capable of forgiveness and love. 
Frollo’s abuse of power symbolises the corruption within the Roman Catholic Church, which was such an important theme to Victor Hugo. Frollo persecutes the Romani gypsies in and around Paris, using and abusing the Church law and manipulating fifteenth century understanding of the Christian faith to justify this. He believes himself to be above the everyday man. He outrageously states this directly to the Virgin Mary during the song ‘Hellfire’ in the lyric “…I’m so much purer than the common, vulgar, weak, licentious crowd.” The film makes excellent ironic use of this when at the end Frollo dies in a plot departure from the novel. Frollo, during the song ‘Hellfire’, is in the Palace of Justice and begins to make his confession. Confession is normally held inside a church and is given before a priest. Inside a confessional all status is removed from the individual confessing, who submits entirely to God. Even Popes go to confession. The notion of Frollo confessing alone to God through his prayer to ‘Beata Maria’, when the cathedral of Notre Dame is so close that he can hear the Confiteor Latin confessional chant through his window, is verging on heresy. This chant serves artistically and dramatically as the contrasting melody and contrasting message to the song ‘Hellfire’. This creates a dramatic balance and is artistically satisfying. The ‘Confiteor’ is often used before a Mass. This would imply that Frollo is not attending the Mass either. This draws a parallel with the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector told by Jesus and recorded in the Gospel of Luke.[footnoteRef:1] This again recalls the contrast between Old Law and New Law.  [1:  Luke 3:12-13] 

The Hunchback of Notre Dame addresses a number of moral struggles common in Christianity. Lust, one of the seven deadly sins, is a central theme to the film and a central driving force for Frollo. Frollo is morbidly obsessed with his lust for Esmerelda. His obsession with her fascinates and terrifies him and eventually leads him to search desperately for her throughout Paris. Ultimately this leads him to burn down whole parts of the city in his pursuit of her in an echo of the fire of Hell. Thus in his desperate attempts to find Esmerelda’s hiding place, and the subsequent destruction that he causes, Frollo is also guilty of another deadly sin: wrath. 
Frollo is also guilty right from the opening of the film of the deadly sin of pride. His hubris and self-importance contribute directly to the death of Quasimodo’s mother and to the judgement made of him by the cathedral of Notre Dame. He cannot hide from the ‘eyes of Notre Dame’. This is used to dramatic effect through the animation and the accompanying song. Frollo imagines seeing all the carved stone figures of the façade of the cathedral opening their eyes and judging him. This includes the Madonna and Child. This stark and troubling image, in direct contrast with the usual representation of the Virgin Mary and the Christchild, echoes the play on words in the lyrics. These eyes of Notre Dame are not only the physical carved stone eyes of the statues but also the metaphorical eyes of the Virgin Mary. It is at this moment that Frollo realises that he cannot escape from his guilt. The cathedral is the sole witness to the death of Quasimodo’s mother and to his attempted murder of the infant Quasimodo. The film cleverly employs the lyrics to highlight this as the important moment when Frollo first fears for his immortal soul and realises that, no matter how important he is on earth, he will encounter God’s judgment for what he has done. To the medieval mind the jeopardy of one’s immortal soul far outweighs any earthly terrors that could be encountered when alive and the animation is used skilfully to portray his psychological state and the imbalance of his mind that this fear creates in him.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Frollo’s persecution of the Romani community in Paris is another interesting aspect of the novel and film. Whether or not this was the intention of the filmmakers it is interesting to note the dual centrality of the Mother of God in both ethnic and cultural groups depicted in the film. Shaktism is a widespread Hindu tradition in which a worshipper appeals to and worships a spiritual entity or entities which are considered to be feminine. This practice was continued by, and spread with, the Romani in their movement out of the Indian subcontinent and into Europe. Often within a Western Christian culture the majority of Romani would practice their Roman Catholic faith directly with and pray through the Virgin Mary. This can be seen in Esmerelda’s prayer and song, ‘God Help the Outcasts’, which she sings directly to the Virgin Mary. This serves as a parallel to Frollo’s direct appeal in ‘Hellfire’. All cases of Romani characters in the film appealing for sanctuary are made to the cathedral of Notre Dame. Again symbolising the human Mary but also being the material stone edifice which can offer sanctuary under medieval law. Here is seen the central role of Notre Dame, not only as a cathedral but as the embodiment of the Virgin Mary, both to the wider French Roman Catholic population of Paris and also to the Romani, this ethnic minority and marginalised group. 
Disney’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame derives its success from a combination of entertainment ad thought provoking content. 


