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 This essay was written for 

an English class themed around 

imaginary friends. I was interested 

in movies like Rise of the Guardians 

and how these figures related to 

the imagination but achieved wider 

cultural acceptance. I benefited from 

choosing a topic that I enjoyed, and 

I found that narrowing my analysis 

to a few specific films helped 

me focus my research while still 

drawing broader conclusions about 

the presence of popular cultural 

imaginary figures in film. At first, I 

was concerned that four films was 

too many and would not allow me to 

go in depth, but I found that each film 

provided an important dimension of 

the influence of imaginary figures, 

especially those that incorporated 

adults.

During research, I had trouble 

accessing copies of appropriate 

sources, but I was eventually able to 

find them through the interlibrary 

loan system. I also found additional 

sources by searching though the 

references listed in other studies 

about imaginary companions. I also 

had difficulty incorporating specific 

references in my essay, rather 

than simply using my sources as 

background information for my 

analysis. After meeting with my 

Writing Fellow, I was able to identify 

my weaker points and create a better 

balance between supporting research, 

analysis, and summarization.

Danielle Wegrzyn

While imaginary companions are unique to their individual creators, several 
common imaginary figures exist in the American cultural world of  childhood. Such 
figures include Santa Claus, the Sandman, the Tooth Fairy, and Jack Frost. Belief  in 
these figures occurs and is encouraged through early and sometimes late childhood, 
as they represent a socially acceptable form of  imaginative experience. Cindy Clark 
defines belief  in these figures as a widespread cultural “imaginal experience … which 
is not physically present, but which is actually experienced nevertheless” (3). Parents 
may accept and promote belief  in such characters for a variety of  reasons, including 
familiarity, the desire to exercise control in the experience, or nostalgia for their 
own childhood innocence. Moreover, adults use these figures to influence children’s 
behavior, not only to teach them lessons and cultural values, but also to help children 
reinterpret frightening or confusing events in a positive light. Family and children’s 
films support and encourage this practice. Movies such as Rise of  the Guardians, The 
Year Without A Santa Claus, The Tooth Fairy, and The Santa Clause perpetuate 
the familiarity of  imaginary figures and present common themes about the purpose 
of  fantasy figures, the importance and power of  belief, and how persistent belief  in 
imaginary figures can convert others. 

 Like the myths and spiritual tales from which they originate, these well-known 
imaginary characters provide supernatural explanations and comfort for events in the 
natural world that cannot be easily explained. Imaginary figures such as the Tooth 
Fairy, the Sandman, and Jack Frost can help children understand and cope with such 
difficult events, which may be especially hard for them to understand if  they have not 
developed certain cognitive abilities. For example, a child must understand that objects 
can exist in multiple states in order to comprehend the process of  precipitation, but 
those who do not understand will be content with Jack Frost’s magic as a temporary 
explanation. Marjorie Taylor compares such beliefs to adults who identify “magic” 
as a cause of  the Northern Lights when they could not come up with a natural 
explanation (Imaginary Companions 102). Similarly, in Rise of  the Guardians and 
The Year Without A Santa Claus, Jack Frost and the Miser brothers provide an 
explanation for natural seasonal changes and weather processes that children may be 
too young to understand. Especially in winter, a season that can be harsh, cold, and 
uncomfortable, the characters of  a young boy (Jack) and a caricatured icicle-man 
(Snow Miser) give the unpleasant weather an air of  playfulness, enchantment, and 
humor. In both Rise of  the Guardians and The Tooth Fairy, the character of  the 
Tooth Fairy is presented as figure who can help children cope with the frightening or 
painful experience of  losing one’s teeth. These films offer a comforting explanation Ill
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for tooth loss, whether it be popular the reward of  
money or the specific explanation given by Rise of  the 
Guardians, in which teeth contain precious childhood 
memories that are collected and guarded by the Tooth 
Fairy. Clark notes that the Tooth Fairy rituals also mark 
a child’s growing maturity in that the child receives adult 
teeth and a form of  miniature financial independence 
(19). The Guardians’ Sandman is also a comfort and 
acts as a direct contrast to Pitch, who is the embodiment 
of  children’s fears. Pitch himself  provides a concrete, 
combatable explanation for nightmares, and belief  in the 
Sandman gives children the comfort of  sweet dreams. In 

fact, the name 
“Guardians” 
implies that 
all of  these 
characters 
exist to protect 
children from 
the fear that 
Pitch represents.  
These films 

present fantasy figures as explanations for the weather, 
the process of  losing teeth, variance in dream content, 
and fear. In addition to their explanatory aspect, the 
films use imaginary figures as a source of  comfort and 
positivity what could otherwise be seen as negative 
events. 

 The films also perpetuate another function of  
fantasy figures similar to that of  myths: the ability to 
teach a lesson or otherwise influence behavior.  Santa, 
as depicted in The Santa Clause, The Year Without A 
Santa Claus, and Rise of  the Guardians, most clearly 
demonstrates this propensity for education. Each movie 
retains the classic elements of  Santa creating “Naughty” 
and “Nice” lists to judge children’s behavior and reward 
them with coal or toys accordingly. Despite obvious 
physical limitations on Santa’s abilities to observe the 
behavior of  the world, children believe in his story. 
This belief  may be due to Santa’s categorization as a 
fantasy figure. Wigger, Paxson, and Ryan studied the 
way that children perceived the knowledge of  imaginary 
companions, and they discuss imaginary figures as an 
undefined middle area between real beings and God. 
They identify the “known [but] not seen” happenings 
of  imaginary figures as something that removes these 

figures from the constraints of  normal human physical 
and mental capabilities (12). Thus, Santa’s ability to see 
and judge presents children with a clear lesson: good 
behavior elicits a reward, so behave as if  someone is 
always watching. Santa also acts as an effective role 
model for generosity. In a study by David Dixon and 
Harry Hom, first-graders who were prompted to tell 
stories about Santa were 37% more likely to donate 
gum to children with disabilities than those who were 
prompted to tell stories about pets. Kindergarteners 
who believed in Santa did not show the same increase, 
which may mean that the Santa story teaches a lesson 
that can be better understood as a child gets older (16-
17). Belief  in the Tooth Fairy also provides more subtle 
nudges to children’s behavior. Rise of  the Guardians 
presents the Tooth Fairy as having a fascination with 
how white Jack’s teeth are, and teeth are given high 
importance because they contain memories. This 
presentation would encourage children to take care of  
their teeth and practice good dental hygiene. According 
to Bates’ logic, it can be assumed that “the psychological 
reality of  the symbolic meaning will remain” long after 
children have stopped believing in fantasy figures (Gill 
and Papatheodorou 200). These films endow well-known 
imaginary figures with this symbolic meaning in order to 
promote the same values that parents or religious stories 
teach children. 

 Children’s films also present strong ideas about 
the necessity of  belief. In The Year Without A Santa 
Claus, Santa has no motivation to make his Christmas 
journey when there no one believes in him. It is 
only when he sees that the children of  the world still 
have faith in him that he regains his spirit. In Rise 
of  the Guardians, children’s belief  has the power to 
give the Guardians form and magic, and without it, 
there is despair. Taylor notes that culturally, “there 
is … a strong negative message communicated about 
nonbelievers … and the possibility of  undesirable 
consequences if  one fails to believe” (“The Role of  
Creative Control” 1016).  Rise of  the Guardians 
illustrates such “undesirable consequences” in a several 
ways.  Whenever belief  declines, the lights go out on 
the Guardians’ globe, representing the loss of  hope and 
good in the world. This is paralleled by the takeover 
of  Pitch, the embodiment of  nightmares and darkness. 
Additionally, when children stop believing in a fantasy 

Additionally, when children 

stop believing in a fantasy 

character, they lose their 

powers.
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character, they lose their powers. The Easter Bunny, for 
example, shrinks down to a much less intimidating size. 
Rise of  the Guardians acknowledges fantasy figures as 
dependent on children’s belief  and uses this dependency 
to further encourage that belief. In the end, belief  
saves the day. By believing in one another, the children 
and the Guardians triumph over Pitch. By presenting 
the negative effects of  disbelief  and their resolution 
as a result of  faith, films portray belief  as personally 
beneficial and collectively unifying.

 In these films, belief  is not just for children, 
however. The films The Tooth Fairy and The Santa 
Clause depict the power of  belief  as a redemptive 
factor in the lives of  adults who are detached from their 
children and have to take on the role of  a fantasy figure. 
While most of  films appeal to what Papatheodorou 
and Gill recognize as the adult nostalgia that occurs 
when seeing children’s belief  in fantasy figures, these 
two films appeal to a present connection with one’s 
children, as mediated through fantasy figures (202). Both 
films present a father figure who is disconnected from 
a child, and consequently the child’s mother, due to his 
preoccupation with himself.  Each father takes on the 
role of  a fantasy figure as a form of  penance. Specifically, 
Derek takes on the role of  Tooth Fairy as penance for 

“killing children’s dreams,” and Scott becomes Santa 
as penance for indirectly and accidentally killing the 
previous Santa as a result of  his disbelief  of  the man 
on his roof. While both Derek and Scott resist their new 
roles at first, they come to embrace them after exposure 
to the belief  and innocence of  children, especially their 
own. Their feelings reflect those of  the real life adults 
who “take on” the roles of  fantasy figures by keeping 
up their children’s beliefs through stories and traditions 
such as leaving presents. Andrew Shtulman and Susan 
Carey note that, although children will identify events 
as “impossible,” they have trouble explaining why these 
events could not occur, and they could easily be swayed 
by adult-provided, physical or verbal evidence (1030-
1031). By providing the evidence and taking on the role 
of  fantasy figures, both the film characters and real 
parents become responsible for the beliefs and values 
that these figures represent to their children. This then 
allows them to reconnect with their children and families. 
The parents who view these films are also able to revive 
their own awareness of  belief, reflecting Clark’s idea 

that “When adults want to reach out spiritually, some 
find themselves wishing for childlike trust to replace their 
cynicism and skepticism” (3). In Rise of  the Guardians, 
Jack has a similar situation in that he must take on the 
role of  Guardian in order to protect the beliefs of  the 
children. Taking on this responsibility gives Jack the 
concrete identity that he was lacking and eventually 
allows children to see and believe in him. These movies 
idealize children’s faith in imaginary figures as a factor 
that can be protected by and redemptive to distant 
parents by allowing them to reconnect with their 
children and their own capacity for faith.

In addition, each of  these films acknowledges some 
form of  opposition to the child’s belief  in imaginary 
figures.  Children’s belief  in Santa and other imaginary 
figures decreases with age as a result of  logic 
development and other factors such as peer pressure. 
Sometimes, parents believe a child is “too old” and 
discourage further belief  in imaginary figures. In films, 
parents are often portrayed as cynical if  not outright 
discouraging; however, this may not be the case in 
reality if  parents are taking their children to see the 
films mentioned. At the end of  each film, the belief  of  a 
child triggers some form of  conversion for an opposing 
force. In Year Without a Santa Claus, a letter from a 
young girl begins to express the belief  of  children in 
Santa, which encourages him to overcome sickness and 
return. In The Santa Clause, Charlie’s belief  prompts 
Scott to accept his role as Santa and believe in himself, 
which later prompts Neal and Scott’s ex-wife to believe 
and accept him back into the family.  Similarly, Jamie 
encourages his friends to believe in Jack Frost and the 
other Guardians in Rise of  the Guardians, and it is 
Jamie’s belief  that cements Jack’s acceptance of  his role 
as Guardian. Even in The Tooth Fairy, the perseverance 
of  the faith of  children like Tess convert Derek to take 
his role seriously and believe in and support children’s 
dreams as well. The films show that the opposition of  
parental figures, among other things, can be overcome 
by the power of  a child’s persistent faith in fantasy 
figures and the parental figure behind them. 

These films present imaginary figures in a way that 
encourages children to keep believing. They emphasize 
the power of  belief  to impart values, bring joy, and 
increase self-confidence in children. These films 
allow adults to relive the magic and innocence of  
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childhood, to feel that it is alright to take comfort in 
one’s imagination, and to encourage them to support 
children’s belief  in imaginary figures by highlighting 
the positive influence of  these figures in children’s lives 
and presenting their power to redeem the detached 
parent. By watching these films and renewing their own 
childhood nostalgia, parents are able to follow suit and 
reconnect with their own children. This encouragement 
is then reflected in wider society. For instance, Taylor 
notes the community efforts required to coordinate 
appearances of  Santa in shopping malls and on 
television (Imaginary Companions 93), and belief  is also 
promoted institutionally through dentists’ Tooth Fairy 
displays and school-organized Easter egg hunts. What is 
most important is the necessity of  belief  as a part of  the 
imaginative experience with these figures. These films 
present children’s relationships with popular imaginary 
figures as a part of  community and culture that provides 
educational and moral lessons, creates magic, and 
redeems parents. None of  these things, however, would 
be possible without children’s belief  as a basis. The 
symbolic meaning of  these characters is only realized in 
accordance with the child’s belief  in their existence. In 
that sense, the film industry’s message about the power 
of  faith is true. Children’s belief  has the ability to give 
unreal fantasy figures a real meaning that has a tangible 
effect on society.
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