Svetlana Kalezi¢-Radonji¢ THE INVISIBLE HUNTER:

svetlanak@ucg.ac.me

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6520-5769 B A M B I AS AN ALLEG O RY

University of Montenegro, Montenegro

(Recibido: 1 de junio 2025/ Received: 1% June 2025) OF REPRESSI O N AN D
(Aceptado: 12 septiembre 2025 [ Accepted: 12" September 2025) }
MINORITY EXCLUSION

EL CAZADOR INVISIBLE: BAMBI COMO UNA ALEGORIA
DE LA REPRESION Y LA EXCLUSION DE LAS MINORIAS

Abstract

This paper examines Felix Salten's Bambi (1923), both in its original literary form and in the
1942 Walt Disney film adaptation, as a political allegory of repression and minority exclusion. While
traditionally regarded as a sentimental tale of nature and coming of age, Bambi reveals deeper
ideological layers when contextualised within early twentieth-century Europe, particularly through
the lens of Salten's Jewish heritage and the rising tide of authoritarianism. The figure of the "Man"
- an omnipresent yet invisible hunter - serves as a metaphor for faceless, systemic violence inflicted
upon marginalised communities. By analysing fear, survival and the social dynamics of the forest,
the paper argues that Bambi encodes the psychological and existential conditions of minority life
under exclusionary regimes. By taking into account the historical and cultural context in which both
works were created and by employing a close reading of narrative elements to demonstrate, through
concrete examples, the central thesis of the novel as a structured allegory of repression, this paper
seeks to deconstruct the political content of Salten's novel through the lenses of power and ideology.
It also points to other possible interpretations and highlights the phenomenon of “Disneyfication”,
which has fundamentally contributed to the depoliticisation of this powerful narrative of vulnerability,
identity and unspoken resistance.
Keywords: Bambi; Felix Salten; Jewish question; Repression; Exclusion; Disneyfication.

Resumen

Este trabajo examina la novela Bambi (1923) de Felix Salten, tanto en su forma literaria
original como en la adaptacion cinematografica de Walt Disney de 1942, como una alegoria politica
de la represion y la exclusion de las minorias. Aunque tradicionalmente se percibe como un relato
sentimental sobre la naturalezay el crecimiento, Bambirevela capas ideoldgicas mas profundas cuando
se contextualiza dentro de la Europa de principios del siglo XX, especialmente a través del prisma del
origen judio de Salten y el auge del autoritarismo. La figura del "Hombre" —un cazador omnipresente
pero invisible— funciona como una metafora de la violencia sistémica y despersonalizada ejercida
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sobre las comunidades marginadas. A través del analisis del miedo, la supervivencia y la dinamica
social del bosque, este estudio sostiene que Bambi codifica las condiciones psicoldgicas y existenciales
de la vida minoritaria bajo regimenes de exclusion. Teniendo en cuenta el contexto histoérico y cultural
en el que surgieron ambas obras, y utilizando una lectura minuciosa de los elementos narrativos para
demostrar, mediante ejemplos concretos, |a tesis central de la novela como una alegoria estructurada
de la represion, este trabajo intenta descomponer el contenido politico de la novela de Salten desde
la perspectiva del poder y la ideologia. Asimismo, se sefialan otras posibles interpretaciones, asi como
el fendmeno de la "disneyficacion”, que ha influido de manera crucial en la despolitizacion de esta
potente narracion sobre la vulnerabilidad, la identidad vy la resistencia no enunciada.

Palabras clave: Bambi; Felix Salten; Cuestion judia; Represion; Exclusion; Disneyficacion.

1. Introduction

The novel Bambi by Felix Salten (1869-1945), an Austro-Hungarian writer, journalist and theatre
critic, whose real name was Siegmund Salzmann, continues to attract attention a full century after its
publication, due to its complexity. This unusual author - both fascinating and somewhat forgotten’
- used metaphors drawn from the animal world to express human conditions within a specific socio-
historical context. Though seemingly an innocent story about the coming of age of a young deer,
Bambi (1923)2 has occupied a significant place in popular culture for decades. However, behind this
sentimental facade lies a set of ideological narratives that invite deeper political interpretation, what
| aim to demonstrate through a detailed analysis grounded in an interdisciplinary methodological
framework.

In the first part of the paper, | apply a historical-biographical approach, with the goal of situating
Felix Salten and his belonging to the Jewish community within the Austro-Hungarian and interwar
contexts, placing him within the broader discourse of European antisemitism, assimilation, and early
Zionism. In the second part, | employ the method of close reading in order to analyze the metaphors
and symbols through which the text potentially articulates themes of fear, persecution, collective
insecurity, and the search for refuge - elements that may be interpreted as allegorical reflections of
the Jewish experience.

In the final part of the paper, | turn to a multimodal analysis of Disney's film adaptation of
the novel, with the aim of showing how the ideological and identity layers of Salten's Bambi are
transformed and/or neutralized within popular culture, thereby further illuminating the tension
between the original political subtext and its commercial reinterpretation in a global context.

The theoretical framework of the paper draws in part on contemporary approaches to ideological
literary criticism, as developed by authors such as Fredric Jameson and Edward Said. | proceed from
the premise that a literary text is not merely an aesthetic artifact, but also an ideological space in
which broader social conflicts, collective traumas, and cultural tensions are reflected and transformed.

1 Felix Salten is one of the most important Austrian authors and belongs to the global literary canon. Nevertheless, his
work has been the subject of a surprisingly small number of scholarly monographs. Moreover, the global popularity
achieved through Disney's 1942 animated adaptation further contributed to Felix Salten being relegated to the back-
ground.

2 Felix Salten completed the manuscript of Bambi. Eine Lebensgeschichte aus dem Walde in 1922. The novel was first
published in Berlin by Ullstein Verlag in 1923, and a subsequent Austrian edition appeared in 1926 through Zsolnay
Verlag in Vienna, which secured the book's wide popularity in the German-speaking world.

78 Kalezi¢-Radonji¢ S. (2025). The Invisible Hunter: Bambi as an Allegory of Repression and Minority Exclusion
AlILLI (Anuario de Investigacion en Literatura Infantil y Juvenil) 23, pp. 77-90. e-ISSN 2660-7395 - DOI: https://doi.org/10.35869/ailij.v0i23.6188



THE INVISIBLE HUNTER: BAMBI AS AN ALLEGORY OF REPRESSION AND MINORITY EXCLUSION

2. Historical and cultural context

A multitude of historical and cultural factors influenced the life and work of Felix Salten.
Growing up as a Jew in Austria,? Salten was, from an early age, confronted with the difficulties posed
by an antisemitic climate - much like the young deer Bambi, the protagonist of his novel, the author
had to overcome numerous obstacles while growing up in Vienna's working-class district of Wahring,
which he often compared to a jungle (Salten et al., 2022, p. XXIll). For years he struggled to integrate
and gain recognition for his literary work, only to ultimately realise in 1939 that he had no choice but
to leave Austria, seeking refuge in neutral Switzerland.

The rapid rise of National Socialism in Germany and Austria jeopardised Salten's presidency of
the Austrian PEN Centre (1927-1933), and Bambi was placed on the list of banned books (the so-
called Verbotsliste). When the eleventh International PEN Congress was held in Dubrovnik on 28 May
1933, Salten chose not to speak out about the Nazi book burnings carried out just twenty days earlier.
As it turned out, the very principles of the PEN Centre - unity and freedom of expression - were called
into question at that congress due to the strengthening of Nazism in Germany.* However, four weeks
later, Salten took a clear stance against Nazi cultural policies by deciding to compile an anthology of
Jewish authors writing in German, after which the Nazis burned six of his books, including the novel
Bambi, which was a bestseller during the Weimar Republic.® This historical event confirms that the
political implications of Salten's text were clearly recognised even by his contemporaries within the
structures of power and that this work, though structured as a “nature novel", contained enough
subversive force to be perceived as a political threat.
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Cover of the original publication, first edition (Berlin, 1923)

3 Felix Salten was born in Buda (Hungary) in 1869 and emigrated to Vienna at the age of three, together with his family.
Only two years before his birth, Vienna had granted full citizenship rights to Jewish residents, which was a major reason
for the mass relocation of Jewish families at the end of the 19th century, including the Salten family.

4 After this meeting, the presidency of International PEN was assumed by the famous science fiction writer H. G. Wells
(1933-1936), while the German PEN Centre had its membership temporarily revoked until the end of World War Il
(https://www.pen100archive.org/pens-11th-congress/).

5 On that occasion, Salten wrote to his publisher several years later: "The circumstances have changed radically. You must
not publish my book Peri. After many successes that | have achieved together with you, not only have | been excluded
from my native German language, which is so dear to me, but | have also been cut off from any means of making a
living. But now | must try to earn at least for myself and for my relatives.” (Atze & Gausterer, 2020, pp. 16-17).

Kalezi¢-Radonji¢ S. (2025). The Invisible Hunter: Bambi as an Allegory of Repression and Minority Exclusion 79
AlILLI (Anuario de Investigacion en Literatura Infantil y Juvenil) 23, pp. 77-90. e-ISSN 2660-7395 - DOI: https://doi.org/10.35869/ailij.v0i23.6188



SVETLANA KALEZIC-RADONJIC

3. "Zionist contours"” of Bambi

Felix Salten's Zionism became especially visible in the very year Bambi was published. In August
1923, he participated in the World Zionist Congress as a journalist for the Neue Freie Presse, which
gave him the opportunity to meet leading Zionists from the diaspora. He was one of the few journalists
who immediately supported Theodor Herzl, the father of Zionism. Salten regularly contributed to
Herzl's newspaper Die Welt and, on several occasions, expressed his admiration for him - he wrote an
article upon Herzl's death and gave a speech at his commemoration a quarter of a century later (Atze
& Gausterer, 2020, p. 71).

Salten's close friendship with Martin Buber, the renowned Jewish theologian and religious
philosopher who was nominated for a Nobel Prize seventeen times, further affirms his connection to
Zionism. Among all the branches of the Zionist movement, Salten most strongly supported so-called
Cultural Zionism, whose main goal was the revival of Jewish culture and the establishment of its
autonomy. In the spring of 1924, he visited Palestine and published a travel diary titled New People on
Ancient Soil (Neue Menschen auf alter Erde), which was well-received within the Jewish community.
After 1930, Salten gradually distanced himself from Zionism, speaking about it less frequently, but he
continued to support the movement by aiding certain organisations until his death (Atze & Gausterer,
2020).

The “Jewish prehistory” of this work is evident not only in the author's origins and his active
support of the Zionist movement, but also in the motifs drawn from Jewish folk art - found in
manuscripts, synagogues and gravestones across Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, Belarus and Bavaria -
where the image of the persecuted deer dominates. This deer, looking back at its pursuers, serves as an
emblem of the people of Israel, or as a messianic deer ascending to the heavens (Katz, 2020, p. 289).
Interestingly, in various world mythologies, the deer is often likened to the Tree of Life, symbolising
“fertility, the rhythms of growth, and rebirth”, while the deer itself represents “an archaic image of
cyclical renewal" (Chevalier & Gheerbrant, 2007, p. 248). In Jewish tradition, however, the image of
the deer looking back is directly connected to a group of popular Ashkenazi tales, many of which are
referenced in the Zohar, a classical text of Jewish mysticism dating to the thirteenth century. In these
stories, the fleeing deer that turns back is used as a metaphor for God's mercy and love, who, despite
the sins of the Israelites, continually turns his gaze back toward them (Hubka, n.d.). During the 1920s,
the deer motif became especially popular among Jewish writers, artists and intellectuals - particularly
among artists from the Kultur Lige® such as Solomon Borisovich Yudovin (CanamoH BapbicaBid
tOp08iH), El Lissitzky (3ab Jincuukmit), Issachar Ber Ryback (Iccaxap-Bep Pubak) and Nathan Altman
(HataH Icaitosny Anbtmat). Paradoxically, however, the symbolism of the deer became a point of
contention in the Jewish reception of Bambi. Despite gaining global recognition shortly after its
1923 publication and being translated into many languages, the novel was not published in Hebrew
until 1941, and even then, it achieved little success. At the time, Jewish children were encouraged to
identify with animals representing strength, stoicism, pride and perseverance (such as lions, camels,
roosters and donkeys), while the deer was more closely associated with the role of the relentlessly
persecuted victim (Katz, 2020, p. 293). On the other hand, Bambi's “childlike helplessness" could evoke
emotional identification and empathy from young non-Jewish readers - not only for the protagonist
but for the entire forest, which symbolised the Jewish community.

6 The Kultur-Lige was a socialist Jewish organisation that promoted literature, theatre and Yiddish culture, with the goal
of spreading Jewish art in Eastern Europe and Russia. It was founded in Kyiv in 1918.
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Nonetheless, as early as the 1930s, the Austrian writer, journalist, satirist, aphorist and poet
Karl Kraus pointed out that the voices of certain animal characters in Bambi echoed a Jewish dialect
and that the story itself, on a symbolic level, could be seen primarily as a resistance to persecution
(Reitter, 2015). Seventy years later, Germanist Iris Bruce also identified the presence of Jewish and
Zionist themes in Bambi. She argues that the animal characters reflect a Jewish discourse and that
the entire story is one with Zionist contours, representing a call to Jews to embrace their national
autonomy (Bruce, 2003). Indeed, when the novel is read in the light of this thesis, scenes of animals
being hunted by Man can be interpreted not only as an advocacy for animal rights but also as laden
with political connotations.

4. From nature to politics and ideology

The "law of the jungle” - or rather, the law survival of the strongest - is present from the very
first pages of the novel. Early in his life, Bambi witnesses a skunk killing a mouse (later, jays kill a
rabbit, a marten kills a squirrel, a fox kills a pheasant and a beetle kills mosquitoes). This scene serves
both to highlight the basic principle of survival in the wild and to emphasise the characteristics of the
“deer kind": when Bambi asks whether they will ever kill a skunk, his mother replies that their kind kills
no one, that they will never fight over food like the jays because there is enough for everyone and that
they will never be cruel to one another because "such things don't happen among us” (Salten, 1928,
p. 27). It is interesting, however, how "kinship" is perceived differently from the perspective of other
animals, which significantly contributes to the complexity of this novel. While Bambi's mother offers
an idealised image of their species, the owl offers a harsh, reasoned explanation:

Don't talk to me about relations”, the owl exclaimed, "I've got relations too. But | only fly around
in the daytime so they are all down on me now. No, there isn't much use in relations. If they're
bigger than you are, they're no good to you, and if they're smaller they're worth still less. If
they're bigger than you, you can't bear them because they're proud, and if they're smaller they
can't bear you because you're proud. No, | prefer to have nothing to do with the whole crowd.
[..] Relatives are never as good as friends. Look at us, we're not related in any way but we're
good friends and that's much better. (p. 90-91)

The idea that in times of danger all human bonds - including family ties - can disappear, while
also presenting opposing views (such as loyalty to family) through the clash of different worldviews
enhances readers’ awareness of the complexity of certain life phenomena.

On the other hand, this novel also functions as a coded story about the life of Jews and
other marginalised groups in a society that continuously threatens and excludes them. Salten uses
the narrative of Man as an "invisible threat" coming from outside, which can be interpreted as a
metaphor for the experience of vulnerability, exposure and fear that was the everyday reality for
European Jews at the time. The forest, which should represent a home and refuge, becomes a place
of constant insecurity and death. This atmosphere mirrors the experience of minority communities
living under repressive regimes, constantly endangered and without the possibility of integrating into
the dominant society.
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Bambi's first encounter with Man fills him with fear, primarily due to the unfamiliar appearance
of this strange being.” However, when his mother confirms his presence at the moment Bambi first
witnesses death (“What is it, mother?" [..] "It was - He." (Salten, 1928, p. 96)), Bambi's fear and caution
deepen. From other animals, he learns more details about Man's appearance, character and his “third
hand" that spreads fear throughout the animal world. At one point, the old doe Nettla comments that
reconciliation is unthinkable:

He's murdered us ever since we can remember, every one of us, our sisters, our mothers, our
brothers! Ever since we came into the world He's given us no peace, but has killed us wherever
we showed our heads. And now we're going to be friends with Him! What nonsense! (p. 127)

In Bambi, Man is never shown directly - his presence is felt through consequences: death,
injury, fear and devastation. He comes from outside but possesses the power to destroy the entire
natural order.

Disney's sketch of Man

This invisibility and omnipresence of Man evoke structures of impersonal yet systematic
repression, characteristic of the persecution of minorities in modern states - from antisemitism and
ethnic purges to ideological elimination of “others" from the body of the nation. In that sense, the
"hunter” in the story can be read as a symbol of state power - law, military, politics - acting without
personal accountability but with devastating consequences for those who are not institutionally
protected. As Staudenmaier (2013) notes, Bambi projects an atmosphere of paranoia and anxiety in
which survival depends on hiding, mimicry and silence - strategies typical of the lives of persecuted
minorities.

Felix Salten wrote this novel during a time of rising antisemitism, as Hitler was ascending in the
German Workers' Party, advocating for the "solution of the Jewish question” through the complete
removal of the so-called "tuberculosis of the people” from Germany. Not long after the Beer Hall
Putsch of 1923 - Hitler's failed attempt at a coup in Munich - he was imprisoned, during which

7 "Bambi stared at the creature. It stood remarkably erect. It was extremely thin and had a pale face, entirely bare around
the nose and the eyes. A kind of dread emanated from that face, a cold terror. That face had a tremendous power over
him. It was unbearably painful to look at that face and yet Bambi stood staring fixedly at it." (Salten, 1928, p. 78)
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he wrote Mein Kampf, outlining the thesis that both communists and Jews should be permanently
eliminated. These and many other events were the prelude to the devastation brought by World War
Il Disillusioned with his fellow citizens, Salten wrote to his friend, poet Ernst Lothar, in 1938:

All my life | have overestimated the Viennese, and now there are no people | despise and
condemn more than the Viennese and the Austrians in general. [...] One day this world will
be freed from bands of criminals, one day you'll be able to breathe again as a free person in
a liberated world. When | live to see that day, | want to travel anywhere - anywhere except
Austria. (Atze & Gausterer, 2020, p. 33)

Salten's yearning for liberation and his hope for a future where freedom might once again be
possible, although tentative, provide a poignant contrast to the bleakness of his critique. This personal
lament does not stand in isolation but resonates with the symbolic and thematic concerns explored
within his novel. The narrative's depiction of a transformed and devastated world serves as a literary
reflection of the historical realities and human suffering that shaped Salten's outlook. By situating
his personal despair alongside the novel's imagery of loss, hardship, and the breakdown of communal
bonds, one gains a richer understanding of how these experiences informed his artistic vision.

In this way, the letter acts as a bridge between Salten's lived reality and the symbolic landscape
of his fiction, inviting readers to consider the interconnectedness of individual experience and
collective history. It prepares the ground for the novel's vivid portrayal of a world irreversibly altered
by external forces, where innocence and security are shattered, and where the struggle to come to
terms with change becomes central to the story's emotional core.

The Great Prince of the Forest (Disney movie)

The novel itself contains passages that symbolically reflect this very state of affairs:

Bambi noticed that the world was changed. It was hard for him to get used to this altered world.
They had all lived like rich folk and now had fallen upon hard times. [...] Then Bambi knew that
want and hardship had come. He saw how much the rain and wind had changed the world.
There was no longer a leaf on tree or shrub. But all stood there as though violated, their bodies
naked for all to see. And they lifted their bare brown limbs to the sky for pity. [...] No one could
have felt safer than the pheasant for it all happened in broad daylight. The terrible hardship
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that seemed to have no end spread bitterness and brutality. It destroyed all their memories of
the past, their faith in each other, and ruined every good custom they had. There was no longer
either peace or mercy in the forest. (Salten, 1928, p. 111, 115, 129-130)

From the beginning, Bambi is portrayed as a vulnerable, inexperienced being who learns about
the world through trauma and loss. His experiences - losing his mother, being isolated and growing
up in a world of threats - can be interpreted as a metaphor for the initiation of a minority subject,
who must learn to survive in a world that does not recognise, or openly rejects, them. The animals in
the forest function as micro-social communities that are somewhat supportive but often passive in
the face of external threats. The absence of organised resistance or political consciousness further
highlights the position of the minority struggling alone, individually, without collective protection. In
this light, Bambi can be read as a tragic study of the loneliness and invisibility of the oppressed.In the
character of the Old Prince (the Old Stag), some critics see a symbolic representation of Theodor Herzl
(Bruce, 2003),° who, by advising Bambi to embrace solitude for the sake of survival, offers a critique
of Jewish assimilation. The Old Stag appears as a wise figure, respected by the entire community
for his age, experience, intelligence and caution. He acts as Bambi's mentor, gradually guiding him
through life, saving him from death on several occasions, caring for him when wounded, and offering
survival advice.® Among these, the most important is the revelation that Man is neither omnipotent
nor infallibly good - that even he can be vulnerable and trapped. The final lesson the Old Stag imparts
to Bambi concerns the realisation of the equality of all beings and the dismantling of any sense of
inferiority that the oppressed might feel in relation to their persecutor. By leading Bambi to witness
Man's death, the Old Stag makes it unmistakably clear:

Do you see, Bambi," the old stag went on, “do you see how He's lying there dead, like one of us?
Listen, Bambi. He isn't all-powerful as they say. Everything that lives and grows doesn't come
from Him. He isn't above us. He's just the same as we are. He has the same fears, the same needs,
and suffers in the same way. He can be killed like us, and then He lies helpless on the ground like
all the rest of us, as you see Him now. (Salten, 1928, p. 286)

This final piece of advice contains a distinct spiritual and moral lesson: that it is only a matter
of time before perpetrators of evil may themselves become victims of fate. At the moment when the
Old Stag addresses Bambi as "my child", Bambi realises that he is, in fact, his father. This awareness of
his origins gives him the strength to rise, despite being wounded - a symbolic gesture that may also
reflect a Zionist discourse.

8 The description of the Old Stag has mythical overtones: “The old Prince is the biggest stag in the whole forest. There isn't
anybody else that compares with him. Nobody knows how old he is. Nobody can find out where he lives. No one knows
his family. Very few have seen him even once. At times he was thought to be dead because he hadn't been seen for so
long. Then someone would see him again for a second and so they knew he was still alive. Nobody had ever dared ask
him where he had been. He speaks to nobody and no one dares speak to him. He uses trails none of the others ever use.
He knows the very depths of the forest. And he does not know such a thing as danger. Other Princes fight one another
at times, sometimes in fun or to try each other out, sometimes in earnest. For many years no one has fought with the
old stag. And of those who fought with him long ago not one is living. He is the great Prince." (Salten, 1928, p. 84-85)

9 Advice from the Old Stag: "Take care when you're going along a trail," said the old stag, "test all the branches. Prod them
on all sides of you with your antlers. And turn back at once if you hear that creak. And when you've shed your antlers
be doubly cautious. | never use trails any more." (Salten, 1928, p. 246)
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The character of Gobo, Bambi's friend and relative - portrayed from the start as smaller
and weaker than the others - symbolises the attempt of Jews to integrate and coexist with their
persecutors. A specific role in this process is assigned to the dogs, who are viewed as traitors because
they endanger other animals while serving Man. Gobo testifies: “Dogs are terrible. They are certainly
the most terrible creatures in the world. Their jaws drip blood and their bark is pitiless and full of anger”
(Salten, 1928, p. 204). Dogs are described as traitors, renegades, wretches, bootlickers, turncoats and
lackeys. All domesticated animals who serve him are referred to as the "rabble” (p. 276). In his naivety
and weak character, Gobo describes Man as benevolent and omnipotent™ - until the Old Stag asks
him about the mark on his neck left by Man's collar. That question clearly reveals the oppressed
position of anyone who dares to be close to him - slavery or death are the only possible outcomes.
For this reason, the Old Stag publicly calls Gobo a "wretch" for trying to convince the entire forest
community of the goodness of the one who has caused them the greatest harm. Nevertheless, Gobo
(and even his mother Enal) feels pride and arrogance because he was given the opportunity to be
near him and to experience his care and love - something the other animals were denied. This is why
Gobo lacks caution and vitality, two traits essential for survival (which ultimately leads to his death).
Instead, he develops a strong desire for comfort, even at the expense of freedom. At one point, Gobo
declares that if life in the forest becomes too hard, he will return to him, since hunger is not necessary.
Shortly afterward, he loses his life when it is precisely Man who kills him - thus proving the old doe
Nettla's thesis that there can never be friendship between animals and humans.

Bambi's growing solitude is portrayed in the novel as a sign of maturity,” but also as full
acceptance of the Old Stag's advice to live carefully and attentively. Bambi proudly responds that
he no longer follows "the old paths" (Salten, 1963, p. 138). In line with this, he increasingly seeks
the company of those who know more than he does (like the Old Stag), or those with different
experiences (such as the ducks), in order to improve his chances of survival. The richness of the animal
world - reflected especially in the astonishing variety of bird species (wren, nuthatch, tit, jay, magpie,
blue jay, blackbird, finch, pheasant, woodpecker, pigeon, owl, hawk, eagle, robin, goldfinch, kinglet...)
- can symbolise the diversity of people who share the same fate of persecution. Generally speaking,
the animal kingdom before the appearance of the hunters symbolises a utopia of bourgeois family
life. In this context, humans play the role of the main enemies, the antagonists - even in cases where
some of them act less cruelly (such as Gobo's rescuer). Salten's forest can thus be read as a metaphor
for European society under the pressure of repressive regimes, while the animals - learning to live
in constant fear of Man - represent the disenfranchised subjects under surveillance and control by
totalitarian power.

10 About the perception of Man: "You all think He's wicked. But He isn't wicked. If He loves anybody or if an-
ybody serves Him, He's good to him. Wonderfully good! Nobody in the world can be as kind as He can."
(Salten, 1928, p. 209)

" Bambi's philosophical learning from the Old Stag which made him more mature: "When he was still a child the old
stag had taught him that you must live alone. Then and afterwards the old stag had revealed much wisdom and many
secrets to him. But of all his teachings this had been the most important: you must live alone. If you wanted to preserve
yourself, if you understood existence, if you wanted to attain wisdom, you had to live alone.” (Salten, 1928, p. 268)
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5. Philosophical and other possible interpretations

Interestingly, Felix Salten originally intended Bambi for an adult, not a children's, audience -
something not uncommon among classics of children's literature.' First published as a serialised novel
in newspapers in 1922 and then in book form in Germany (1923) and Austria (1926), this novel, which
tells the story of a young roe deer (whose name derives from the Italian word bambino, meaning
"child"), follows his journey from birth to maturity. Along the way, Bambi acquires life experience
and awareness of danger, suffers the loss of his mother, receives guidance from his father, finds a
mate and assumes a parental role - elements that allow the novel to be read as a Bildungsroman.
Despite introducing the theme of death in several ways, the novel does not depict life from a tragic
perspective, but rather presents it in the richness of its colourful fabric. In this regard, the seemingly
simple but deeply complex novel also includes many philosophically oriented passages, which enhance
its interpretative depth and prepare young readers for more nuanced understandings.

One of the most striking such passages is the dialogue between two leaves reflecting on
existence:

One branch of the oak reached high above the others and stretched far out over the meadow.
Two leaves clung to its very tip.

‘It isn't the way it used to be, said one leaf to the other.

‘No, the other leaf answered. ‘'So many of us have fallen off tonight—we're almost the only ones
left on our branch!

‘You never know who's going to go next; said the first leaf. ‘Even when it was warm and the sun
shone, a storm or a cloudburst would come sometimes, and many leaves were torn off, though
they were still young. You never know who's going to go next! [..]

‘Can it be true, said the first leaf, 'can it really be true, that others come to take our places when
we're gone and after them still others, and more and more?'

"It is really true, whispered the second leaf. 'We can't even begin to imagine it, it's beyond our
powers: [..]

They were silent a while. Then the first leaf said quietly to herself, 'Why must we fall?..!

The second leaf asked, ‘What happens to us when we have fallen?’

‘We sink down...

‘What is under us?'

The first leaf answered, 'l don't know. Some say one thing, some another, but nobody knows!

The second leaf asked, ‘Do we feel anything, do we know anything about ourselves when we're
down there?'

12 As an example, even works such as Charles Perrault's fairy tales, Jean de La Fontaine's fables, Daniel Defoe's Robinson
Crusoe, Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels and Charles Dickens's Oliver Twist were not originally intended for child au-
diences. As research by Bettina Kiilemmerling-Meibauer (1999) shows, 70% of children's literature classics belong to the
so-called literature for a dual audience.
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The first leaf answered, 'Who knows? Not one of all those down there has ever come back to
tell us about it!

(Salten, 1928, pp. 105-106)

This dialogue can be interpreted as a meditation on the meaning of life, the fragility of existence
and the search for hope in the question of whether physical death truly marks the end. Passages like
this one add depth to the interpretation of this polysemous work, which - aside from the previously
discussed meanings - can also be read as a psychological and family novel, a novel against hunting
or war, an autobiography, a novel on animal rights or a critique of human dominion over Earth.
Contemporary readings of Bambi also open the door to biopolitical interpretations, in which power
governs populations through the regulation and control of bodies and behaviour (Foucault, 1978).
In Bambi, nature becomes a space colonised by the gaze and violence of Man, signalling an ecology
under the control of capitalist logic. In that sense, Bambi can be read as an early warning of ecological
catastrophe, anticipating posthumanist ideas about the need to rearticulate relationships between
humans and non-human subjects (Haraway, 2008). For this reason, certain scholars contend that,
unlike Disney's adaptation, this work presents significant challenges in both style and content,
rendering it unsuitable for a child audience and more appropriate for adolescents and adults as its
intended readership (Corvo Sanchez, 2009, 2019).

6. Disneyfication and depoliticisation

Although previous analysis clearly shows that this novel cannot be interpreted solely as
a children's story, the most common popular association with Bambi remains Walt Disney's 1942
animated film'™ - a work whose creation Disney also pursued for deeply personal reasons.™

Bambi is a film that appears simple at first glance, but beneath that simplicity lies one of the
most unusual and daring works animation has ever seen. Among other things, it is the first animated
film to introduce the theme of death. To achieve that realism, he demanded from his animators -
animation was hand-drawn at 24 frames per second, without any computer assistance - Disney made
even small changes in lighting, turning the play of light and shadow into a key part of the narrative,
in the finest expressionist tradition (Llopart, 2017).

Disney's Bambi uses realistic landscapes and stylized characters. Nature is depicted almost as
a character itself - the changes of the seasons symbolize life cycles, while the meticulously rendered
forests create an atmosphere of warmth and threat at the same time. Brighter colors dominate scenes
of happiness and childhood (for example, Bambi with his friends), whereas dark and muted tones, as

13 The Disney animated film Bambi was officially released in 1942. It premiered on August 8, 1942, in London, and August
13, 1942 in New York, with a wider release in U.S. cinemas shortly thereafter. Although production lasted several years
and began in the late 1930s, 1941 is sometimes mistakenly mentioned because animation and test screenings were
being completed during that period. At first, Bambi recorded losses. In 1943, it was nominated for three Oscars (Best
Sound, Best Song for ‘Love Is a Song, and Best Original Score), and in 1947 it was re-released in cinemas, this time with
significant success.

14 It could be said that, like Bambi, Walt Disney felt guilt over the death of his mother. When he began to earn money, he
bought a house for his parents. The furnace in the house did not work properly, so he had it repaired. However, after his
parents moved in, a gas leak occurred. When the housemaid arrived on the morning of November 26, 1938, she found
them unconscious. She dragged them into the yard and called for medical assistance. The father was hospitalized, but
Walt's mother did not survive (Martin, 2022).
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in the scene of Bambi's mother's death, signify danger, fear, or sorrow. One of the key visual tools for
creating empathy is the use of low-angle shots, which often place the viewer in the perspective of
young Bambi, from which the world appears vast, mysterious, and frightening.

On the auditory level, this impression is reinforced by the sounds of nature, which give the
film a realistic dimension and further enhance the emotional experience. There are also leitmotifs
composed by Frank Churchill’® (for example, when Bambi explores the world with his friends), while in
the crucial scene of the mother's death, silence is used very effectively - the absence of music signals
tragedy and loss. The combination of visual and auditory modalities makes Bambi one of the first films
in which viewers deeply empathize with animal characters. The film portrays growing up as a process
full of sadness, challenges, but also personal strength - conveying a powerful emotional message.

Disney's drawings of Bambi

However, Disney's adaptation altered many of the “problematic” details from the original text.
These changes were made to achieve the “cuteness” sought by the animation industry of that time, as
well as by the mass market, which was hungry for happy endings after the destruction of war. Disney's
film significantly tones down the political messages of the original novel, replacing them with a
sentimental and moralistic narrative suitable for a broader American audience. This phenomenon
- Disneyfication - (first mentioned in David Buckingham's work Dissin’ Disney: Critical Perspectives
on Children's Media Culture, 1997) refers to the removal of all elements considered disturbing for
children (as was the case, for example, with the altered ending of Hans Christian Andersen's The Little
Mermaid). Literary critic Ralph Lutts described the essence of this transformation in the context of
Bambi as follows:

[...] despite efforts to be faithful, Salten's original version of Bambi underwent a transformation
when Disney and his team reshaped it to fit a different medium, their own sensibilities, and the
mass market. In the process, much of Salten’s ecological and moral subtlety was lost. The image of
cuteness became so popular that even adult deer are sometimes mistakenly depicted with spots.
Disney, however, had a proven technique for pushing cuteness to its limits. (Lutts, 1992, p. 164)

15 Frank Churchill (1901-1942) was an American composer and songwriter, best known for his work on Disney animated
films, including Bambi (1942), Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), and Dumbo (1941).
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In addition to replacing the European deer with an American species and introducing the skunk
character, Disney also removed all instances of killings between humans and animals, aiming to convey
an idea of an "unspoiled paradise” and a romanticised image of conflict-free childhood. This portrayal
stands in stark contrast to the harsh forest environment inhabited by Salten's characters. Yet, even
within this framework, ideological elements remain present. The role of the "Great Prince of the Forest"
can be viewed as the embodiment of paternalistic authority, while the presence of "Man" remains the
central threat - anonymous, yet absolute. As Watts (1995) notes, Disney often used narratives about
nature to subliminally convey ideological messages that reinforce the status quo. Precisely because of
such examples, a politically informed reading becomes essential for understanding works of popular
culture, such as the aforementioned animated film, which have traditionally been seen as apolitical.

7. Conclusions

Analyzing Bambi through the theoretical frameworks of Fredric Jameson and Edward Said
reveals its deeper ideological layers. In The Political Unconscious, Jameson emphasizes that all
narratives, regardless of their apparent simplicity or genre, are shaped by their socio-historical
context and carry political meaning. From this perspective, Bambi is not merely a story of growing
up in the forest, but also a symbolic depiction of loss, threat, and social hierarchies that reflect the
traumatic tensions of Europe in the first half of the twentieth century. Said, on the other hand, in
Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism, demonstrates how identities are constructed through the
representation of the "Other." In Bambi, the figure of the hunter (“"He") and the "Others" function
precisely as such an "Other" — a constant, invisible yet omnipresent threat that destabilizes the world
of the protagonists. The combination of these theoretical perspectives allows us to read Bambi as a
political allegory which, although set in the imaginary world of animals, reflects the fears and realities
of human society in its time.

As the previous analysis has shown, Salten's narrative is profoundly polysemous - it can be
understood in many different ways. The reader may feel the loneliness of the great princes of the
forest, their fierce rivalries in love, the cruelty of the human species, the patient devotion of parents
to their offspring, and the fear and suffering of the persecuted. Reading Bambi as an allegory of the
persecution of minorities opens the door to a deeper understanding of how literature can vividly
represent the experiences of oppression and existential insecurity. The analysis reveals consistent
allegorical elements: "Man" symbolises state power and repression; the forest functions as a metaphor
for a society under surveillance and threat; and Bambi's character represents the formation of identity
in a persecuted subject. The absence of explicit political language enhances the allegorical function,
making repression more subtle but omnipresent.

In this context, Bambi becomes much more than a story about animals; it is a literary
representation of the invisible traumas of marginalised groups and a warning about the dangers of
societies that do not recognise difference, weakness and vulnerability. Literature thus emerges as a
space of coded resistance and we, as readers and decoders, expand the boundaries of our own being
to make room within ourselves for the Other and the Different.
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