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A Legendary Female Warrior 

Who decides why one live and what one would die to defend?  Hua Mulan, a 

sophisticated Chinese lady, thought differently.  Instead of waiting for fate to take action, Mulan 

insisted on writing her own destiny.  She disguises herself as a man and entered the raging war in 

place of her aging and ill father.  At the war camp, Mulan proved herself a worthy warrior who 

happens to be better than the men.  She spent twelve years of her life at war serving from an 

underling to the highest honorable general in the military.  For her father and her country, she 

sacrificed her own happiness.  Mulan is a legendary character because she was the first woman, 

in the history of China, to enter the military, exceed such high ranks, and become a hero.  In 

1998, Walt Disney Pictures created an animated film on Mulan.  The Disney film was set 

towards a younger audience so the violence and gory history was made appropriate for that age 

group.  In 2009, a little over a decade later, Starlight International Media Group created its’ live 

film adaption of Mulan.  This version consisted of more violence and bloodshed which is set for 

an older audience.  The plots are almost identical.  The live action Mulan portrays its characters 

differently than the animated version.  Plus, culture also plays a role in the differences between 

the two versions as well.  Although the animated and live adaptions are different, they still told 

the story of a legendary female warrior. 

Walt Disney Pictures’ 1998 animated film adaption of Mulan aimed towards the younger 

audience whereas Starlight International Media Group’s live version was for an older age group.  
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The characters in the animated film consisted of the heroine Mulan, the Captain Shang, the 

villain Shan-Yu, the three buddies Yao, Ling, and Chien-Pao, and most importantly the fire-

breathing dragon Mushu.  In the live version, Starlight casts Zhao Wei as Mulan, Chen Kun as 

Prince/General Wentai, Hu Jun as the Rouran’s son Mendu, and Jaycee Chan as Mulan’s friend 

Fei Xiaohu. Disney’s throws in a bit of fantasy, comedy, and sing-along to fit the appropriate age 

range.  Fantasy is a key factor in bring children’s interest towards the film as well as comedy and 

sing-along.  Throughout the animated film, there are scenes where laughter was thrown into the 

air and a few sing-alongs to keep the children entertain.  Disney went with the happy, bright, and 

fluffy side of Mulan, while Starlight went with the massive killing, violence, and darker 

approach.  The live adaption had excessive fighting and bloodshed scenes with hardly any sense 

of humor.  Each production had a targeted audience and the film was made to reach that 

expectation.  Disney and Starlight may have changed the genre of their films, but the plot of the 

story remains almost the same. 

The animated Disney’s film adaption and the Starlight’s live version shared almost and 

identical plot.  The animated film was set during the Han Dynasty whereas the live film was set 

during the Northern Wei Dynasty.  In Disney’s version, Mulan lives with her parents and 

grandmother, but in the Starlight version, Mulan is seen living under the care of her single 

parent, her father.  The main plot of Mulan is about a woman impersonating as a man and joining 

the army in place of her ill father.  The core plot maybe the same, but everything else about 

Mulan is different.  Similar to the Disney’s adaption, the emperor sent out a conscripted notice 

and requested one man from each family to join the army in the fight against the raging war.  

Mulan’s deception was found out early in the live adaption by Wentai, but he decides to keep it a 

secret until the end when Mulan reveals her own gender before the emperor.  In the animated 



Thao 3 
 

film, Mulan wasn’t found out until almost the end and her identity was revealed to the entire 

army.  The directors presented the same story, with almost the same characters, but had them 

portrayed differently. 

The characters were portrayed differently from the live action to the animated version.  In 

the animated adaption, Mulan comes off as childish, clumsy, and uncertain, whereas the Mulan 

in the live adaption is mellow, strong, and intelligent.  On Mulan’s first day at camp, in Disney’s 

version, she got herself into trouble with the rest of the trainees.  She could not hold a sword or 

even protect herself.  In Starlight’s version, Mulan also got into a little fight with the other 

trainees as well.  She was able to protect herself and mentions that, “If you must fight, do so on 

the battlefield.” (Ma)  As mentioned above, the characters are probably portrayed a different way 

to fit the targeted audience.  The live action Mulan is highly skilled in martial arts and waits for 

no man.  The animated version Mulan had to go through excessive training to become stronger 

and fierce.  The difference between the two versions can be seen through the character Mulan.  

Captain Shang of the animated version is Prince/General Wentai in the live version.  Shang 

comes off as strong, fierce, and skilled, whereas Wentai is more social, secretive, and soft-

hearted.  The characters in the live action are opposites of those in the animated version.  There 

are also characters that existed in one version, but not the other.  Mushu, Yao, Ling, and Chien-

Pao were Mulan’s best friends in the animated version, but they did not exist in the live adaption.  

In the live adaption, Mulan’s only best friend was Fei Xiaohu, but unlike the Disney’s lighter 

adaption, Xiaohu dies in the end.  The only characters who carried the same personality are the 

villains Shen-Yu and Mendu.  The two are heartless beasts who play by their own rules.  To sum 

up, the characters in the two versions can be seen differently among Chinese and Americans. 
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Culture is an impact on both version of Mulan.  The American’s animated adaption of 

Mulan presented its characters as free-spirited and with a little more freedom; whereas the 

Chinese’s live action has its characters under control and with little freedom.  Culture influences 

does make a big impact on how a film is created.  Mulan of the animated version was free-

spirited, lively, and had little freedom.  The live action Mulan had a set of standards to follow, 

was well-mannered, and talked in a mellow tone.  The transition from the animated version to the 

live action did not only change the characters, but had culture influences as well.  Mulan of the 

live action’s tone of voice when she speaks is more serious and commending.  She displays the 

character traits of an ideal Chinese man.  The animated Mulan’s tone of voice various and she’s 

more open-minded.  The Chinese viewed Mulan differently than the Americans.  Through these 

two films, Mulan and the other characters can be seen with the impact of culture. 

The story of the legendary female warrior may be told differently, but her legacy still 

remains the same.  The differences in the animated version and the live action only separated 

what can and what cannot be produce onto the film.  The slight differences in the plot play the 

biggest role in the transition.  The characters are portrayed differently, but they still kept their 

true images in the history of China.  Mulan is viewed differently across cultures based on two 

adaptions.  No matter how many more adaptions are made of Mulan, her story stays the same. 
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